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PREFACE

I t was Longinus who wro te to h i s fri end , Ter en t i anu s ,

li The judgmen t of l iterature is t h e f inal aft er gr owth of much

endeavor . II Any literary ann i versary present s for literary

critici sm, t he challenge to ascertain new judgments arrived

at t hrough careful research and per sistent endeavor . Su ch

an anniversary was celebrated i n t he ye ar 1950, wh ich marked

the centenary of Wi ll i am Wor dswor t h ' s dea t h . Li t erar y cr i t ­

icism has already i n t his decade pres ent ed jus tifi cations

f or t he poe t and r eval ua t i on s of h i s po etr y .

I n 1950 was publ i s hed Hel en Dar bi shi r e ' s The Poet

Wor dswor t h . The author's concern i s with t he poe t and his

poe t r y . I n 1951, Gi lber t T. Dunkl i n edited Wor dswor th ,

Cen t enar y St udi e s Pr e s ente d a t Cor nel l and Pr ince t on . The

volume contains six lectures whi ch pre s ent to t he mod ern

wor ld r ecollect ions and appr aisal s of t he poet , Wor dswor th .

Al l studies are pr e s ent ed by men of l it erar y dist i nction ,

and i nclude Douglas Bush , Freder i ck A. Pot t le , Earl Le slie

Gr iggs , John Cr owe Rans om , B. Ifor Evans , Lionel Tr i l l ing ,

and Wi l l ar d L. Sper ry . I n t his pre s ent year , 1953 , there

ha s come from the pr es s , Wor dswor th and t h e Litera t ure of

Tr avel , by Char l e s Nor t on Coe . There i s l ittle sai d about

the gr owing po pul ar i t y of Wor dswor t h , yet i t is ho ped for .

ii
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The old assumption that Wor dswor t h is best poetry was

writ ten bef or e he was t hirty y ear s old, has been too gener al ­

ly accepted and has therefore been the cause of mu ch pure

poetry rest ing unexplored . To delve into all the forms of

poetry us ed by Wor dswor t h would be t oo pr of ound a task and

would, no doubt, result in confusion . Yet , t o pass over that

one f or m wherein he did achieve a h igh standard of poetic

worth in the two decades t hat followed h i s so-called de cl i n e ,

woul d be to neglect to pass favorable j udgmen t where it is

due . Wor dswor t h achieved the perfe c t i on of h i s early years

in several of the sonne ts wr i tten i n l ater life.

In view of t he fa ct that these sonne ts unt i l recent

.year s h ave been s eldom analyz ed or r arely explicated, it

seemed justifiable and worth -wh i l e t o attempt t o pre s en t to

t he r eader, recent criticisms which h ave pr oved t o be the

"final aftergrowth of mu ch endeavor. " Among the cri ti c s who

have within t he l ast decade made i n t ensive s t udy of the son­

nets of Wor dswor t h are Cl e an t h Br ook s , Ne al Frank Doubl eday ,

Florence Mar sh , W. Ma cn e i l e Dixon, Ch ar l e s W. Cooper, La s ­

cel les Abercrombie , and David Daiches . The criticisms of

the se men wi~i b e considered in chapter I V of t his t hesis.

To pr e sent a well -rounded portrayal of t his sub j e c t , t he

first chapter is a consideration of t he li fe of Wi l l i am

Wor dswor t h and t he i nfluence pertinent to t he writing of the

s onnets . The s e i nfluences, i~ will be noted, are not only

those which have reference to external f a c t or s - -per s ons and
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events - -but also , t hose i nternal experiences and i nsp i r a ti on s

which were s o much a par t of the "gr owth of the poe t ' s mi nd . "

Th e s e cond chapter presents t he h i s t ory of the s onne t

and stresses in particular t he gr adual ch anges from t he

original Italian to the inno vations adop t ed by Wor dswor t h ,

innovations which have pr ove d t o be of h i s t or i cal i mpo r tance

to the s onnet.

In t he t hird chapter is gi ven t he early cri ticisms of

Wor dswor t h ' s s onne t s , t hus maki ng i t cl ear t hat dur ing h i s

lifetime Wor dswor t h r eceived l i t t l e r ecogni t i on for h i s

contributions in the s onnet form. Th e s e early cr i ticisms,

t he reader will observe, are, f or t he most p art , co n trover s i al

i ssue s wh i ch appe ar ed in t h e periodicals of Wor dswor th ' s day .

The f ourth chap ter i n clu des modern cr i ticism of t he

poe t ' s sonnets and at t emp t s t o pr ove t h a t ther e i s t oday a

tendency, particularly i n the univers it i es , t o uncover t h e

h idden treasures co n t a i ne d i n thes e s onne ts, and t hus gi ve

to the moder n world a t r ue pi ct ur e of Wor dswor t h , t he

s onneteer .
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CHAPTER I

WILLIAM WORDSWORTH: SONNETEER

The centenary of Wor dswor th ' s death has focused t he

searchlights of criticism upon t he mind of a poe t who h a s

already, in our own century, been placed in a "new light . "

Since this "new light" has b een too readily blamed for t he

decl ine of the poet's influence, it seems fitting that to

form a t r uer es t i ma t e of Wordswor th ' s poetry and to arrive

at a revaluation, it is necessary t hat we unders tand t he

man in the light of , t his mi d- cent ury . To under s t and the

man is to follow t he poe t and his poetry , and t o no te t he

rise and fall of h i s fame .

On the Derwent River, in the county of Cumberland, li es

the small manuf a ctur i ng town of Cockermouth. Her e Wi l l i am

Wor dswor t h was born on the seventh of Apr i l , in t he ye ar

1770. His parents were descendants of ancient Yorkshir e and

Westmoreland families . William, who wa s the second of fi ve

children, delighted in his birthplace, which today gi ves

scanty recognition to t he poet. l Her e , on a r iver whose banks

reach to his very door, Wor dsw9r th was able to en joy a natur­

al be aut y , which to the very end was to be h i s companion and

i nspiration in poe t r y , and which, e ve n i n h i s early year s,

wa s a chief factor in bringing h im close to nature ~

1
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When Wor dswor t h was eight years old, his mot h er died,

and he, with his brother Richard, was sent to t he Hawk sh e ad

Grammar School. During his schooling here, wh i ch was to

last until 1787, he enjoyed a liberty uncommon in t he s chools

of Engl and of that day. He was satisfied with t he lack of

discipline and appreciated the leniency allowed h i m in the

choice of reading. To him, life at Hawk she ad was a continu-

ation of happy hours lived in the mi ds t of scenes of be au t y .

Here he received the inspirations which were to be come the

subject 'of his sonnet, "Written in Very Ear l y Youth."

One can picture the sixteen-year-old you t h , perhaps on

h i s way home from school, with no h ome study to encroach up-

on those quiet hour s of e vening, composing t h e lines,

Calm is all nature as a resting wheel.
Th e kine are couched upon the dewey gr a s s ;
The horse alone, seen dimly as I pass,
Is cropping audibly hi s later me al : l

One can sense with him that

a h armony
Home-felt, and home-created, comes to he al
That grief for which the senses still sup ply
Fresh food;

and hear him plead,

Oh! leave me to mys el f , nor let me feel
Th e officious touch that makes me droop again.

In the s ame year, 1787, Wor dswor t h composed the " Sonnet

Wr i t t en By Mr . - - - - - - - I mmedi a t el y Af t er the De a t h of Hi s Wi f e . "

That one so young could have writ ten so understandingly of

1. Wi l l i am Wor dswor t h , The Poetical Wor k s , edited by
E. De Selincourt, I, 3.



3

life and death, is clear when we realize how much more he

learned, during his youth, from nature than from books. "No

book," he himself says, "could have so early taught me to

think of the changes to which human life is subject.·,,2

The first of Wordsworth's poems to be printed was a son­

net published in March, 1787. This sonnet, "On Seeing Mi s s

Helen Maria Weep at a Tale of Distress," be t r ay s no resem-

blance to the other early sonnets. It does reveal, however,

a certain tone of melancholy; a feeling which was common not

only with Wordsworth, but with many poets of that day.

Bard Mc Nul t y , . in an article found in the Publications

of the Moder n Language Association, says of Wor dswor t h ' s

pioneering in the sonnet form:

All are diff erent, both in their octaves and in
their sestets, a fact which shows that when he
wrote them Wor dswor t h had not ~ e t tl ed up on any
model of this form to emulate. j

\ihen Wor dswor t h entered St. John's Col~ege, Cambridge

as a young man of seventeen, he had no parents to direct

him--his father having died when he was seventeen--yet he

missed the guidance and affection he had been s hown at

Hawkshead, and although he disliked many things about life

at Cambridge, remained there until he was twenty-one, when

he was graduated.

2. Emile Legouis, The Early Life of William Wordsworth,
1770-1798, p. 35.

3. Bard Mc Nulty, "1>1il ton's Influence on Wordsworth IS
Early Sonnets," Publicatiqns of the Modern Language Associa­
tion, LXII (September, 1947),-r4~



Dur i ng the year s be tween 1791 and 1795 Wor dswor t h ex­

perienced " a life of di sorgani zed and unstable personality ,

full of con t r ad i c t i ons and pr ob l ems . "4 We wi l l not dwell

upon these environmental f a c t or s and problems , but briefly

state t ha t they were concerned wi th f i nan ci al embarrassment ,

occupat i onal doubt s , an unfortunate l ove affair, pol i t i cal

at tachments, and di sbelief i n f r ee will . That Wor ds wor t h ' s

depre s s ive mo od , resul t i ng f rom hi s "di sorganiz ed and unstable

per sonali ty , " f ound it s way i n to a t leas t one of his sonne ts

we know . There i s a s onnet, ins er t ed i n a letter to Dor o t hy

Wor dswor t h , May 6, 1792, which begins,

Sweet was the walk al ong the narrow lane
At no on , the bank and hedge r ows all the way
Shagged with wi ld pale green tuf t s and Fragrant Hay
Caught by the hawt hor nes f r om the l oaded Wa i n
Whi ch Age , with many a slow stoop, s t r ove to gain:

In this sonnet we h ear the note of melancholy so audible

in t he f ollowi ng l i nes:

Now t oo, on Mel anchol y ' s idle dreams
Mu s i ng , the lon~ spot with my soul agrees
Qu i e t and dark ;j

However , thi s melancholy was not to last t oo long . The

ye ar 1795 br ought with it a peace and delight which the poet

had no t known in f our years . Hi s decision to make h i s home

wi th his sister, Dor ot hy , reawakened a j oy in nature which

f or the pas t f our year s had been s l umberi ng.

4. Er nes t Bernbaum , Guide Through t he Romant i c Movement ,
p. 82.

5. Leg ou i s , ope ci t . , p . 156.

4
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It was on May 21, 1802, at Grasmere, that Dorothy read

to Wordsworth a number of Miltonic sonnets. To Wordsworth,

the most admirable qualities of these sonnets were their

manliness and dignity. He admired them for their simplicity

and lack of ornamentation, and on the same afternoon composed

three sonnets. In his notes to Isabella Fenwi ck in 1843, he

says,

In the cottage of Town End , one afternoon in 1801, my
Sister read to me the sonnets of Mi l t on . I had l ong
been well acquainted with them, but I was particular-
ly struck on that occasion with the dignified simplicity
and majestic harmony that runs through mos t of them,-­
in character so totally different from t he Italian,
and still more ,s o from Shakespeare's f i ne sonnets! I
took fire, if I may be allowed to say so, and pr odu ced
three sonne ts t hat s ame after no on, t he f i rs t I ever
wrote except an irregular one a t school. Of t hese t hree,
the only one

61
distinctly remember i s "I Gr i eved for

Buonapar t e . "

The sonnet whi ch Wor dswor t h ment i on s con t a ins the combined

effect of rhyme and bl ank verse. This e f f e c t he was able

to maintain by the fr equent use of pau se s , by questions,

and exclamations. Not e :

I gr i eved for Bounap ar t e , with a vain
And an unthinkable gr i ef ! The tend~rest mood
Of that Man ' s mi nd- - wha t can it be ?(

Wor dswor t h noted that Mi l t on had achieved success in t his

manner. / 'Yet, from the sonnet, "Westminster Br i dg e , " which

he composed ten weeks later, we glean only slight Mi l t on i c

6. Th e date, 1802, i n Dor ot hy ' s Journal does not agree
with that of Wordsworth in his note to I. F. It has been
accepted that Wordsworth's date is inaccurate.

7. Wor dswor t h , The Poetical Wor k s , III, 110.
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inrluence, and r e al i ze that the poet , then thirty-two, showed

great possibilities
~-

In the sonnet , "Nuns Fret Not at Their Narrow Rooms,"

written between the years 1802 and 1804, Wor dswor t h proresses

his ease in using the sonnet rorm. The sonnet ends:

In truth the prison, unto which we doom
Our selves , no prison i s : and hence ror me ,
In sundry moods , 'twas pastime to be bound
Wi t h i n the sonnet's scanty plot or gr ound ;
Pleased ir some Souls (ror such there needs

must be)
Who have relt the weight or too mu ch liberty, 8
Should rind brier solace t here, as I have round.

In the autumn or 1802 , Wi l l i am Wor dswor t h mar r ied a

school-mate, Mar y Hu t ch i n s on , and t he trio no w, Dor o t hy ,

Mary and Wi l l i am made t heir home at Gr asmere . Here , t hree

children were bor n to Wi l l i am and Mar y . By t h e year 1808,

Dov e Cot t age wa s rast becoming too small ror the r amily,

and so the Wor dswor t h s moved to a larger house, Al l an Bank ,

in the same vale . The two youngest children, who were bor n

here, both died berore t he close or 1812, whi le the ramily

was living at the Re c t or y . There is a certain gr oup or

sonnets which Wor dswor t h wrote while living at Grasmere.

These he r er er s to as "local sonnets ll • 9 The sonnet, lIUpon

the Sight or a Be au t i r ul Picture" has par t i cul ar rererence

8. Wor dswor t h , op . cit., 111, 1 .

9. Peacock, The Cr i t i ca l Opinions o~ Will i am Wor ds wor t h ,
p . 122 . The quotation was t~~en rrom a le ~ter to Crabb
Rob ins on , I , 369 .
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to t his per i od of Wordsworth ' s life, h avi ng been composed in

August, 1811 .

Praised by the Ar t whose subtle power co uld stay
Yon cloud, and fix it in that gl or i ou s shape;
Nor would permit t he t hin smoke to escape,
Nor t hose bright sunbeams to fors ake the day;
Whi ch stopped that band of travelers on t heir way,
Er e they were lost within the shady wood;
And showed the Bank upon the gl as sy f l ood
For ever anchored in her sheltered bay.
Soul-soothing Ar t ! whom Morning , Noon t i de , Even ,
Do serve with all t heir chang ef ul pageantry;
Thou, with ambition modes t yet sublime,
Her e , for the sight of mortal man, hast given
To one brief momen t caught from flee ting time
The ap propriate calm of bl est eternity.IO

As a warning to the r eaders of "Admonition," ano t her " l ocal

sonnet," he says: " I ntended mor e parti cularly f or the p erus al

of t hose who may have happened t o be enamoured of s ome beau­

tiful pl a ce of Re t r ea t , in the Country of the Lake s . " l l The

sonn e t, composed befor e the ye ar 1806 , begi ns :

Wel l may ' s t thou halt--and gaze with bright ening eye!
The lovely Cottage of t ne guar dian nook
Ha t h stirred t hee de ep ly; with i t s own de ar br ook ,
Its own small p asture, almos t its own sky !12

Suc h sonne ts as t hese gi ve ample proof t ha t Wor dswor th

was a lover of nature, and mor e , a poe t of na t ur e . They gi ve

evidence also, that the Lake Count ry , in producing the co­

author of the Lyrical Bal l ad s , also pr oduced a gr eat s onneteer.

1 0. Wor dsworth , 2£ . cit., I I I , 1 .

11. Ibid., p . 2.

12. I bid.



8

There is a common assumption that Wordsworth's seclusion

from the stress of life was due to the fact that he lost in-

terest in public affairs and cared little for the movemen t s

of his day. Dawson says of this,

Than this assumption nothing can be falser. To say
nothing of the prose writing of Wordsworth, f ew poets
have given us a larger body of patriotic poetry, and
poetry impregnated with politics, than Wordsworth. 13
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
The urgency of t he political passion in Wordsworth can
be felt through all the days of the great war, and
perhaps the noblest record of that period is in the
long series of sonnets wfich Wor dswor t h wrote between
the years 1803 and 1816. 4

During these years, when Wordsworth was be i ng purged in

the fire of the Revolution, England was experiencing the com-

mon calamity of all Europe, and while being mor e closely

united to . the suffering countries of t he continent, she was

feeling more keenly the troubles eXisting at ho me. Wor dsworth ,

like England, participated in the efforts to establish univer-

sal righteousness. Hi s contribution took the form of political

sonnets, which he grouped under the heading, Dedicated to

Na t i onal Independence and Liberty. Sonnet VIII of t his group,

"To Toussaint L'Ouverture," expresses \1or dswor t h ' s universal

patriotism.

By a decree of the French Convention, 1794, the African

slaves were enfranchised. Francois Dominique Toussaint, gov­

ernor of St. Domingo, resisted Napoleon's edict to re-establish

13. w. J. Dawson, The Mak er s of English Poetry, p. 136.

14. Dawson, £E. cit., p. 139.
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slavery in St . Domingo . For this he was arrested and sent to

Paris in June, 1802. The rollowing April, arter ten mon t h ' s

i mprisonment, he died. Wor dswor t h ' s sonnet was written a r ew

mon t h s arter Toussaint's arrest and wa s publ i she d on Febr uar y

2, 1803, two mon t h s ber or e h i s de ath . 15

Toussaint, t he mos t unhappy man or men !
Whe ther t he whistling Ru s t i c tend h i s pl ough
Wi t h i n thy hearing, or thy head be now
Pillowed in 'some deep dungeon's earless de n ; - ­
o mi s er ab l e Chiertain! where and when
Wi l t t hou r i nd patience! Ye t die not; do t hou
Wear rather in thy bonds a cheerrul br ow:1 6

Whi l e Wor dswor t h ' s patriotism ext ende d to al l Eur ope ,

neve r t hel e s s , he had a natural sympathy r or Engl and . Whi l e

in France, 1802, he betrayed a deep i nteres t in t he s ocial

and political events or h i s own count r y . Sonne t I, or the

gr oup already mentioned, was composed a t t he s ea-side near

Calais, in August , 1802. We can pictur e Wi l l i am and Dor ot hy

Wor dswor t h walk i ng along t he shore di s cus s ing the t houghts

that rollow:

Fa i r Star or evening, Splendour or t h e We s t ,
Star or my Country!--on the hor i zon ' s br ink
Thou hangest, stooping, as mi ght seem, to sink
On Engl and ' s bosom:

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Ther e ! t h a t du sky spot

Benea t h thee, that is Engl and ; t here she lies.
Bl e s s i ngs be on you both ! one hop e , one lot
One lire, one gl or y ! - - I , wi t h many a r ear '
For my dear Count r y , many hear tfelt sighs,
Among men who do not love her , linger here.17

15 . Wordswor th , ~. cit., p . 454 .

16 . I bid., p . 112 .

17 . Ibid ., p. 109 .
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When 'or dswor t h wrote the nmlor t al sonnet , "London ,

1802 , " he was thinking not only of ilton , the poet; bu t

especially of Mi l t on , t h e patriot . ordsworth h ad just r e ­

turne d from France ; t he contrast be t ween the vanity and s how

of his own London , with t he quiet and lonel i ness of France

stunned hi m. · ecalling Hi l t on ' s proclamation f or h an f ree -

dom, he call s to his sp i r i t thus :

Mi l t on ! Thou shoulds t be l i vi ng at t his hour :
Engl and hath need of t hee: She is a fen
Of stagnant water s :

\oJor dswor t h r ecalled t ha t the Puritanic Mi l ton , good and hap -

py , did not f orsake the common wor k at h and . The ses tet of

the sonn et cl i nche s the t hought :

Thy s oul was like a s tar , and dwel t apart;
Thou hadst a voice whose sound was like the s ea :
Pure as t he naked heavens , ma j e s t i c , free ,
So didst t hou travel on life 's co mmon way ,
In cheerful godl i ne s s ; and yet thy hear t

8The l owl i es t duties on herself did lay.l

In t hese pa t r iotic s onne ts we see t he sentiments of a poet

who se heart was c l ose to universal righteousness , close to

h i s coun try, and close t o man . Can it be said t hat h e los t

interest in publ ic af fair s and car e d l ittle f or the movement s

of his day !

In Au ust , 1803 , Dor ot hy , Wor dswor t h , and Coleridge

toured Scotland . Of thi s tour only two sonnets are extant;

one , "Composed a t -- - - --- Ca s t l e, " expresses Wor dswor th ' s love

of natur e ; the other , "In the Pass of Ki l l i ecranky , " b e t r ays

a patr iotic mood .

18 . Wor dswor t h , ~. cit . , p . 11 6 .
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During the y ear 1 820, Wor d s wor t h publ i s h e d Th e River

Duddon Series of Sonnets. Th i s series wa s a f i rs t a t t empt

at a sonnet-sequence, a n d t he thirty-four sonnets p r ogr e s s

as smoothly as the river itself. The exa c t source of t he

river is not known, but Wor d s wor t h fi xed its rise n e ar t he

"noted Shire-Stone plac ed at the meet i n g -poi n t of the coun­

ties, Westmoreland, Cumberland, and Lanc a shi re . " 1 9 I n

Wor d s wor t h ' s day, children in touching a t the same t i me,

with hands and feet, the meeting point of t he three counties

boasted of being in three counties a t t he s ame time.

In Sonne t I of ~he series, Wor d s worth j ustifies h i s

selection of humble theme, Duddon. I n its own degree

it is inspirational f or h i m who looks f or a deeper me a ning .

Not envying Latian sh ades--if yet they t hrow
A gr a t e f ul coolness round that crystal Spring ,
Bl an du s i a , p r at t l i ng as when long a go
Th e Sabine Bard was mov e d h e r p r a i s e t o sing;
Careless of flowers t hat i n p erennial b l ow
Round t h e mo i s t marge of Pe r s i a n fount a i ns cl ing;
Heedl e ss of Alp i n e torrents t hunderin g
Through ice-built arches radiant as h e a ven ' s b ow;
I seek the birthplace of a n a t u v e Str eam . - -
All hail, ye mountains ! hail, t h ou morni ng light!
Better to br e a the at large on this clear height
Than t oil in needless sleep from dr e am to dre am:
Pure flow the verse, pure, vigorous, fr ee, and bright,
For Duddon, long-loved Duddon, is my theme!20

It is clear that Wor d s wor t h spent many lon g hours enjoying

the f l ora and fauna of the Lake Regi on . Hi s k n owledge of

this country, not only alone the banks of t h e Duddon, but

19 . Wor d s wor t h , op. cit ., p. 504 .

20. Ibid., p. 246.
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also, among the mount a i ns and hidden coves and groves is

evident in Sonnet XVI I . Not e the delicate observat ion that

make the descriptions so accurate. This accuracy is due to

the constant training of eye and ear .

A dark plume f e t ch ed me from yon bl as t ed yew,
Perched on whose top t he Danish Ra ven croaks;
Aloft, t he i mperial Bi r d of Rome invokes
Depar t ed ages, shedding where he flew
Loose fragments of wild wailing, t hat be s t r ew
The clouds and thrill the chambers of the rocks;
And into silence hush the timorous flocks,
That calmly couching while the n igh t l y de w
Moi s t ened each f leece, beneath the twinkling stars
Slept amid t hat l one Camp on Hardknot ' s he igh t ,
Whos e Gu ar di an s ben t t he knee to Jove and Mar s : 21

The "Camp on Har dknot ' s height" whi ch \<lor dswor t h r efers to is

an old Roman fort and is i mpressively situated a t a point h al f -

way up the hill from Har dknot and Esk dal e . Hi s a ssociating t h e

eagle with the Roman Camp is excellent. In his notes about t he

"imperial bird" he tells us that he has "heard anglers speak

of the gr andeur of their appearance as t hey hovered over Red

Tarn in one of t he coves of t his Noun t a i n . " 22

In the Hu t ch i ns on edi t i on of Wor dswor th ' s Poet i cal Wor k s

we l ear n that the imagination expressed in Sonne t XXX wa s re ~

al i zed in 1840, when Wor dswor t h , with a group of fri ends, made

a tour up s tre am. Mr s . Wor dswor t h took an opp os i t e direction

and the party did not r each her until they r eached an inn

seven mi l es away .23 The sonnet reads:

21. Wor dswor t h , .Ql2 . cit ., .P . ' 253 .

22. Ib id . , p . 508 .

23 . Ibid . , p . 505 .



13

Who swerves from innocense , who makes divorce
Of that s erene compani on - -a good name .
Re co vers not hi s los s ; but walks with shame ,
Wi t h doub t , wi t h fear , and haply with remorse :
And oft -time s he - -who , y i el ding t o t he force
Of chance-tempt a t i on, er e his j ourney end ,

om cho sen c omrade turns , or faithful friend - ­
In vain shall r ue the broken i n t er cour s e.
Not so with su ch as loosely wear t he chain
Th a t binds t hem, pleasant Ri ver ! to t hy s ide : - ­
Through the r ough copse wheel t hou with hasty s t r i de;
I choose t o s aun t er o 'er t he gr a s sy pl a in ,
Sure , when the separation ha s been tried ,
That we , who part i n l ov e , sh al l meet again . 24
Wordswor t h ' s tour on the con t i nen t i n 1820, did not

r esult i n any ou ts t anding writ ing of poetry . Hi s companions

on t his trip were hi s wife , Mary , and his s i s t er, Dor o t hy ,

and several f r i ends of t he f ami l y . Although they t our ed

Bel gi um , Switzerland, and no r thern Italy , Wor dswor th ' s verse

is bar ren and was never to rea ch the fruitfulness it h ad once

known . The most characterist i c of the sonnets wri tten at t his

period of Wor dswor th ' s lif e, was the one composed as t he par ty

reached the end of the i r tour and were once again in Eng l and .

I t is called "After Landing- -The Valley of Dover , " and was

wri t ten i n Novembe r , 1820 . Th e poet says of t his landing :

Thi s is a most grateful s i gh t for an Engl i shm~n
returning to h i s native land . Eve r ywh e r e one
mi s s e s i n t h e cul tivated gr ounds abroad , the
anima t ed and s oo t hing ac companiment of animal s
r anging and s ele c t i ng t heir own food at will . 25

24. Wordswor th , ~ . cit . , p . 259 .

25. Wor dswor t h , The Poetical Wor k s , p . 487.
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The s e con d quatrain i n t he sonnet contains the s ame t hought:

Peace gr e e t s us;--rambling on without an aim
We mar k ma j esti c herds o~ cattle, ~ree

To r umi n a te , couched on the gr a s s y lea;
And hear ~ar-o~~ t he mell ow horn pr o c l a im
The season's h armless pastime.

One enjoys with the party, the qui etness o~ it all:

Ru de r sound
Stirs not; enrapt I ga z e with stran ge delight,
While consciousness, not to be disowned,
He r e only serve a ~eeling to i nvite
That li~ts t he spirit to a calmer heigh t,
And makes this rural stillness mor e pro~ound.26

It occurred to Wor d s wor t h a bout the y ear 1 820, tha t it

mi ght be wise to pr e s ent to the p e opl e o~ Engl and s ome views

an d points o~ the ecclesiastical h i s t ory o~ h is own c ountry .

The Catholic Qu e s t i on , which was at t hat t i me b e i ng d i s cu s s e d

in Parliament, kept h i s t houghts on t he s ub j ect. Un t i l t hi s

time h e had g i v en little thought to the ~act t hat h e h ad be -

gun li~e as a High Churchman,27 an d had a ttended a gr ammar

school that was a ~oundation o~ the Church o~ En gland . How-

ever , these views, which Wor d s wor t h publ ished a s ~c cl e s i a s -

ti cal Sonnets, express an ideal o~ the Church o~ Engl and ,

wh ich ~orms one o~ the links b e twe en t he old High Church

tradition and the revived Catholicism o~ the Ox~ord Mov e ­

ment . 28 Words wor t h states that his purpo s e i n writ ing t hese

sonnets was to con~ine h i s lI vi ew to t he i ntroduction, progr e s s ,

26 . Wordsworth, ~. cit., p . 197.

27 . Hox i e Ne al e Fairchild . ' Re l igi ou s Tren ds in En g l i s h
Poetry , III, 128.

28. I b i d . , p . 151.



and operation of the Church of Engl and , both previous and

subsequent to the Ref orma t i on . ,,29

Abb i e Potts mai ntains t hat Sonne t XXX , " The Point at

Issue," presents Wordswor th ' s best i nterpreta tion upon t he

Eccl e s i a s t i cal Sonnets,"

For what contend the wise?--for nothing less
Than that the Soul, Freed from the bonds of Se ns e,
And to her God restored by evidence
Of things not seen, drawn forth from t heir recess,
Root there, and not in forms, her hol i ne s s ; --
For Faith, which to the Patriar chs did di spens e
Sure gu i dan ce , ere a ceremonial f ence
Was needful round men t hirs ting t o t ransgr e s s ; - ­
For Fa i t h , more perf ect still, wi th whi ch the Lord
Of all, h i msel f a Spiri t, in the youth
Of Chris tian aspiration, de igned t o fi ll
The temples of t heir heart s who , with hi s word
I nf or med , were resolute t o do h i s wil l '30
]~d worship him in spiri t and i n t ruth .

15

If we are to agree wi t h Abbi e Pot t s, then we must as sume

with her, that "o u tward acts • n ever ob s cure f or h im , the

beauty of the i nner mind. " So that faith would eleva t e t he

just, ecclesiastical architecture was t o be more than the

subject of purel y descr i ptive po etry; it was to be the f rame -

work on which to present the spiri tual histor y of the Church .

Wor dswor t h was fifty-one y ears old when he conce ived the

idea to produce these s onnets. Like t he great works of Be de ,

Dante, and Saint Aug u s t i ne , his sp i r i tual h is t ory of man was

to be the work of a mature mind, which would be speak sk i l led

judgment and long experience.

29. Wi l l iam Wordswor t h , Ec cl e s i ast i cal Sonne t s , edi ted
by Abbie Fi ndl ay Pot t s . p . 151.

30. Ibid., p . 375.
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Another sonnet taken from "Memorials of a Tour in Italy,"

reveals the reverence which Wordsworth had for Dante. The

sonnet is named "At Florence." So great is this reverence

that it becomes somewhat paradoxical.

Under the shadows of a stately Pile,
The dome of Florence, pensive and alone,
Nor giving to aught that passed the while,
I stood and gazed upon a marble s tone,
The laurelled Dante's favourite seat. A t hrone,
In just esteem, it rivals, t hough no style
Be there of decoration to beguile
The mind, depressed by thought of greatn e s s flown.
As a true man who long had served the lyre,
I gazed with earnestness, and dared no more.
But in his breast the mi ghty Poet bore
A Patriot's h ear t , warm with undy i ng fire.
Bol d with the thought, in reverence I s ate down,
P~d, for a moment , filled t hat empty Throne . 31

In this chapter we have observed t he l i f e and t he gr owt h

of the poet t hrough his sonnets. Would it not be fi tting,

t hen, to br i ng the chapter to a close by citing the sonnet

which he con~osed in 1838. It is true t ha t Wordswor t h lived

twelve years after this composition, yet the me s s age it co n-

tains and the fact that it was t he final sonnet in the volume

of sonnets published in the year it was composed make s it

imperative that it be recognized here.

Ser vi ng no haught Mu s e , my hands have here
Di sposed some cultured Flowere ts (drawn from spots
Where they bloomed singly, or in scattered kno ts,)
Ea ch kind in several beds of one par t er r e ;
Bot h to allure the casual Loiterer,
And that, so placed, my Nur s l i ngs may requite
Studious regard with opportune delight,
Nor be unthanked, unless I fondly err.
But metaphor dismissed, and thanks apart,

31. Wor dswor t h , Poetical Wor k s , III, 225.



Reade r , Farewell ! My last words let them be - ­
If in t his book Fan cy and Truth agree;
If simpl e Nature t r a ine d by careful Art
Through It have won a passage to thy hea~~ ;

Gr a n t me t h y love, I crave no other f ee! j

Words wor t h c a l l e d t his h i s Valedictory So nne t .

32 . Wor d s wor t h , The Poetical Works , III , 58.
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CHAPTER I I

THE HISTORY OF THE SONNET

I n t he preceding ch a p t er, I hav e a ttempted t o pr e s ent

t h e life of Wi l l i am Wor d s wor t h in s o f a r a s it b etray s h i s

interest in t he wri ting of the sonnet. I h a ve s h own t h i s

i nterest, which b ega n i n ear l y y outh and grew a s t he poet

grew, presenting varied t hemes to h i s mi n d . Th e sonne ts s e­

lected , although t hey are not the ones whi ch made Wor d swor t h

a gre a t sonneteer, hav e s hown the intere s ts an d t r ends wh i ch

h e f ollowed .

Th e p r esent chap t er is an a t temp t to trace t h e h i story

of t he sonnet fr om it s Pe t r a r chan f orm , which found i ts wa y

i n t o Engl a n d through t h e eff ort s of Wyat t a n d Surrey , through

its p opulari t y dur ing t he El i z ab e t h an e r a; t hen t hrou gh i ts

t wo hun dr e d y ear s of slumb erin g, t o t he time when it wa s r e ­

vived by Wor d s wor t h . I s h all po i nt out t h e intere st s a nd

factors of the s onnet-sequ ence f rom i ts int r o du c t i on b y

Pe t r a r ch as well as its i mi t ation b y Sidney , Spenser , Sh ake s ­

p eare, and the minor El i z abe t h an poet s , and then s h ow h ow

Wor d s wor t h widened t he scope of t he su b j ec t mat ter and the

t h eme of t h e sequence .

I n doing this I sha l l try to mak e clear t h e fa c t that

Sp en s e r , Shak e spear e , Mi l t on , a n d Wor d swor t h ar e gre a t

s onneteers . Spenser may be called s o, be c aus e he is r e s p ons i­

b l e for t h e t r a n s itional fo r m b etween t he Ita lian or Pe t rar -

15
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chan sonnet and the En gl i s h or El i z a b e t h an sonnet. Th i s tran-

sitional form Spenser used in his perfect sonnet-sequence,

the Amor e t t i . / Shakespeare , likewise, can be called a great

"writer of the sonnet becaus e by his d i s regarding of the in-

t erlinking rhymes of Sp ens e r , he gave to his s onnets a wide r

variety and gr ea t e r popularity of form. Hi s form b e c ame t he

fi nal t ype of the Engl i sh sonnet~ Milton's c on tribu ti on t o

t h e sonnet wa s one of s ubs t ance a s wel l a s form. Mo s t of

h i s sonnets are occasi onal s onne ts, and the paus e between the

octave and t he sestet vanishes. ' Wor d s wor t h , the f our th of

our gr eat sonnet writers, is r e s p onsible f or it s r e v ival, an d

his artistic sonnets ar e neve r overlooked in preference t o

t hose of others.

Among the many cultural arts whi ch had t heir g l or y dur ­

ing the thi rteenth cen t ury, we find t hat form of p oe t ry known

as the s onne t. The s onne t gets its n ame from the I t a l i a n

" s on a r e " which means to play upon an instrument . l The llson­

ne t t o " was a l ittl e p oem with i nstrumental accompaniment.

Th e r e' were s everal I talian sonneteers 'who can b e traced t o

t he thirteenth c entury, but the most p r e f e r r e d o f the se was

Fra Gui t t on e d' Arezzo,2 b e cause he u sed t he more ac cepted

of the two sonne t forms t hen i n u s e. Hi s fo rm im itated

and p e r f e cte d by t he Ital ian Pe t rar ch whose arti sti c s onne ts

1. A. T: Qu i l l e r -Cou ch , editor . En gl i sh Sonne t s , p . v .

2. I b i d . , p . vi.



20

h ave made t he Ital i a n sonnet an d the Pe t rar ch a n s onne t s y non ­

ymous .

Th e s onne t , which Zi l lman says "is one of the truly not -

a b le lyri c medi a for poetic expression,,,3 is a fourteen line

p o em in i ambic pentameter . Th e Petrarchan sonne t is divided

i nto two general p ar t s, the octave and t he s e s t e t. Th i s divi ­

sion is n o t entirely ar tificial , but corresponds t o t h e treat ­

men t of the t hou gh t i n v olved. Th e octet , the theme , the ques ­

tion, the r e f l e ct i on, or the problem i s presented , and in the

seste t , the p r oblem i s solve d, or conclusion drawn . The sub­

s tance of the sonne t is always some mood of love . In the

octave the r h yme is abba , abba ; the sestet rhyme i s cde , cde ;

but never e n ds i n a coup l e t. Throughout t h e r e is unity of

expression .

Whe n Francesco Petrarch was born i n t he ye a r 1304 at

Ar e zzo , art and l i t e r a t ur e were making gr ea t p r ogr e s s in h i s

country. Th e r e wa s keen i n t er e s t in the writers of t he Gold­

en Age a n d like many o t h er canon l aw students of his d a y ,

Petrar ch was drawn away from his t raining b y hi s desire for

reading the gr e a t Latin wr i t e rs, e specially Ci c e r o and Virgil .

Wh i l e makin g his h ome a t Avi gnon , an d havi ng obt ained a pre ­

fe rment as a c a t h e dral ca non, he c ame upon t hat influence

which was to direct t he cour s e of h i s l i f e.

3. Lau r enc e John Zillman , Wr i t i n g You r Po em , p . 4 2 .
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Wi l l i am Ev e r ett , i n Th e I t ali an Poet s Sinc e Dante , g i ve s

us "this information:

In April, 1327, h e (Petr a r ch) s aw for t h e f i rst time at
e arly morning s e rvi ces on Good Friday , Laur a d e No v e s ,
t he wife of Hugh de Sa d e , and immediately conceive d a
pass ion f or h er wh i ch hence f or t h domi n a t e d hi s whol e
eXistence. 4

Lau r a never r espond e d to Petrarch's ap p eals, and aft er t ry­

ing in vain, first to s atisfy and t hen to subdu e h is l ove, h e

traveled over ma ny parts of Fr an c e b e f o r e h e retre a ted t o

Vauclause, a short dist ance from Av i gnon . At Vaucl aus e he

g a v e expression to h i s fe e l i ng s b y wr iti ng lov e son g s or

sonnets which were i mmedia t ely received an d ma d e their way

everywhere. Th u s Petrarch b e came celebrate d and his s onne ts

su ppressed t he belief t hat the only true medium f or poe t ry

wa s t he language of Vi rgi l and Hor a c e . The Roman Senate ,

to s how its recogn ition, i nvit e d him t o Rome t o r eceive the

laurel crown. 5

Petrarch h ad sung t he p r a i s e s of Lau r a for mor e than

twenty years when death took her from h i m. Bu t d e a t h di d

not take the t houghts of her from his heart: it only ch as-

tened his love and g a v e the sonnets writ ten a ft e r her d e a th

an elevated tone. Pe t r ar ch died at Argu a , near Pa du a , in

1374. In praise of Petrarch's s onnets Ev e r e t t says:

4 . Wi l l i am Eve r e t t , The Italian Poets Si n c e Dan t e , p. 9.

5. I bid., p. 13.
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Ev e r y sonnet has its own single t h eme ; y e t into the
fourteen lines are worked abundant illus trations, f or
which an i nferior poe t woul d n ee d t hree time s as ma ny .
Eve r y word seems to fall into its righ t pla ce of itself,
and it needs a very close ex amigation t o de t ect the i n­
finite art of t h e construct ion.

Wi t h such p r a i s e is i t a ny won der t ha t t he fi r s t En g l i s h

p o e t s to exper i men t with t h e sonnet should tur n t o those of

Petrarch!

Tot tel's Mi s c e l l a ny pub l i s h e d in 1557, contained the

sonnets of Si r Th oma s Wy a t t and Hen r y Howa r d , Ea r l o f Su r r e y ,

who were t he f i rs t Engl i sh poet s to e xperiment i n sonneting .

Wy a t t , havin g traveled in Italy and France on v a r i ou s dip lo -

ma t i c miss ions, knew t h e poe try of Pe t r ar ch , Ron sard , and

Des por t e s , and modeled hi s s onne ts on t hose of the gr e a t

I tal i an and French poets . Al though many of t he sonnets

whi ch app ear i n Mi s c el l a n y were t r an sla tion s and i mitat ions,

h e neve r t h eless res tored t o En gl i s h poetry a life and na tural -
,

ness which had dis appear ed. Surr e y , a pupil of Ri ch a r d Croke,

a Catholic h umani st , did not f ollow the Petrarchan mode l s ,

but divided h i s s on n e ts i n to t hree quatrains fo llowed by a

couplet. Th e r h yme s cheme i n these sonnets , which were per ­

meated with t h e l earning and culture of the humanist , was

abab, cdcd, in t h e octave, and efef , gg , in the s e s t e t.

Th e entire g amu t of sonnet e ers wh ich appeare d i n England

during t he fo llowin g f i f ty years , cho s e as their mo d e l s either

6. Ev e r e t t , Ope cit., p . 1 9-20
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t he s trict Pe t rarchan rorm, the innovation or Surrey , or the

French mod e l s or Ronsard and De sportes . Thes e minor poets ,

including Drayton , Constabl e, a n d Daniel, were s u r p a s s e d by

Si r Phi l i p Sidney , who held t o the r orm a dopted by Surrey .

It wa s thi s rorm whi ch b e c ame t h e Eng l i sh or Sh~~e sp e arean

sonne t.

The sonne ts or Sir Phil ip Sidney reveal the a u t hor 's

true selr, sin c e t h e y expre s s aspects , changes, and episodes

i n the lire or a h trnan pass i on . It wa s Sidney 's cycle, the

Astrophe l and Stella , whi ch l e d to many other s onnet cycles

i n Engl i s h , but mor e d irectly to the Amor e t t i or Edmund

Spens e r .

Sp enser is the rirst or the gr eat Engl i sh sonnet wri ters

to b e considered here . He was b orn i n London , in t he y ear

1552 , and wh e n Si dn ey ' s As t r ophe l and St el l a appe ar ed in

1591 , h e b ega n to have a s t r on g desire t o wri te s onnets .

Un t i l t h a t y ear he had little or t he Renaiss ance s piri t or

wr i t ing , but wa s rrequently t urning to the pas t , as i s evi ­

d en t in t he ear lier wor k s , Th e Shepherd's Cal e n d ar and

Th e Fa e r i e Que en e . The Sp en s e r i a n s onn e t, which i s t h e tran~

s i t ion al sonne t sta n di ng be twe e n t h e Italian and the r r e er

En gl i s h s onnets, i ntrodu ces t he r h yme scheme abab, b cb c ,

cdcd, ee, t hus pre s enting a unity by the overlapping or in­

terlock i n g or the quatrains . This orrer s vari ety i n r h yme

s ounds, but pre s e n ts t he dirri cul ty or con t r ollin g the inter ­

locking r h ymes-- a di rri culty whi ch is compl e t ely mastered i n

sonnet LXXV or t h e Amore t t i , an d is wor th observi ng.



' On e day I wrote h e r name u pon t h e strand,
Bu t came t h e wave s and washe d it a way:
Agayne I wro te it wi t h a secon d hand ,
Bu t c ame t he tyde , and ma de my paynes hi s pr ay .
Vayne ma n , sayd h e , t hat doest i n vaine assay
A mor t a l t hing s o to immor taliz e !
For I my selve s h all l i ke t o t hi s decay ,
And eek my n ame bee wyp ed ou t l yk e wi z e.
No t so (qu od I ) let bas e r t h ings deviz e
To dy i n dus t , bu t you s h all l i ve by f ame :
My verse your vertues r are s h a l l e terniz e ,
And in t h e hevens wryt e your gl or i ou s n ame;
Whe r e , when as d e a th shall all the worl d subdew,
Our love sh all l ive, and l a t e r lif e r enew. 7

In the sonnet quoted, of whi ch El i z a b e t h Boyl e is the s ub-

j e c t , Spenser wa s as mu ch concern e d wi t h poetic ar t and t he

creation of b e auty in t h e ab s t ract , a s he was wi th the p or -

t r aya l of signifi cant s i t uation.

In a no t h er a spect Sp ens er ' s s onne t s differed for m the

t yp ical son n e t- s e qu e n c e of that day . Sp e n ser wrot e , i n hi s

Amor e t t i , a bou t a woman who r espon d e d to her lover 's s u i t.

Inde ed , s h e i s t ypicall y Petrarchan i n t he b eginning , be i ng

b o th haughty an d d i sdainf ul , bu t finall y y i e l d s to love and

marri age . Th e Amor e t t i tell s a c l e a r s tory an d b e t rays

i magery and technical e xce l l ence , a lthough the gr a dua l y i e l d -

ing of t he bel oved i s not Petr a r chan .

Jus t as Sp e n s e r an d t he other ~l i z ab e than p o e t s had r e-

course t o t he sonne t when t hey wish e d to express the i r i n t i­

ma t e feeli n gs, so too, did Shakespeare . Bu t Sp e n s e r and

Shake sp e ar e al on e, among t ho se wh o f ollowed t he fas h ion,

7. Edmund Sp en s e r , Th e Compl e t e Po eti cal Wor k s . of
Spenser, p . 732.



r e ach ed t h e l of ty h e i ght i n s op~e ting a s they already had

i n e arli er l yricism. It is Shakespeare ' s collection of son-

nets , however, t hat Le gouis cal ls

the cask et which en cl o s e s t h e most precious pearls of
El i z ab e t h gn l yr i cism, s ome of them unsurp a ssed by any
l yricism.

The s e uni que l yri cs i n sonne t form were publ i shed a s a

b ody in 1 609 . They are e a ch broken i n t o t hree pha s e s of t he

s ame thought, each ph as e wi t h in t he limits of a quatrain .

Sh ak e s p e ar e fo ll owed t he patter n of Surrey j us t a s Spenser

had done . He disr e garde d t he i nt erlink i n g r h yme , howev e r ,

t hus making possible a g r ea t variety of t hemes a n d present -

ing a variati on in qua l i ty . In s onne t XVI I I which r e a ds :

Sh a l l I compare t hee to a s ummer's d ay?
Thou art more lovely and more tempe rate :
Rough winds do s h ak e t he dar l ing bud s of May ,
And summer's lease h a t h all t oo s hor t a dat e :
Sometimes t oo h o t t he eye of heaven s h i n es,
And oft is h i s g ol d c omplexion dimm ' d ;
And every fair from fair sometimes de cline s ,
By chance of nature's changin g c ourse untr imm 'd ;
Bu t t hy eternal s ummer s h all no t fad e,
Nor l ose p o s s e s si on of tha t f air t hou ow 1st ,
So long as men can brea t he, or eyes c a n see,
So long lives t his , a n d t his g i ve s l i f e to t h ee . 9

t he t hought is made to c on form to the three independently

r hymed quatrains, p lus the couplet . 1 0 Accor din g to Zillman ,

a variation is seen i n sonnet LXXI II, llwh ich fo l lows :

8. Emi l e Legouis and Loui s Ca zamian , ! Hi s t or y of
English Li t e r a t u r e , p. 321 .

9 . Wi l l i am Shakespeare , Th e Complete Drama t i c and
Po etic Work s , p . 1272 .

10. Ha rd n Cr a i g , Shakespeare, p . 118 .

11 . Zi l l man , Wr i t i n g Your Poem, p . 45 .
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That time of year t hou may ' st in me behold
When yel l ow l e a v e s, or none, do hang
Upon t hose b oughs wh ich s h ake against the cold,
Ba r e r u in 'd cho i r s , where late the sweet birds sang .
In me t hou see's t the t wil i gh t of such day
As a fter s unset fadeth in t h e west;
Whi ch by and by black n i ght do th take away,
Death ' s s econd s elf , tha t s e als up all unrest .
I n roe t hou s e e's t t h e glowing of such fire,
Th a t on t h e ashe s of his youth doth l ie ,
As t he de a th-b e d whe reon it must expire,
Con sum 'd with that which i t was nourished by .
Th i s t h ou perce iv ' st , which makes thy love more st~ong,

To l ove t ha t well whi ch thou must l e a ve e r e l ong. 1 2

Zi l lman n otes t h a t the sonnet employs the couplet for a

s hift i n point of vi ew .

It is Ha rdin Craig who raises two questions in regard

t o Sh ak e speare ' s sonnets . Are the sonnets a true cycle, or

on l y a s erie s of sonne t groups and undivided p o ems ? Are

t h e s onnet s pure fi c t i on , or i n part fiction, or devoted to

Shakespeare ' s r eactions to situations in his own life aris ­

ing f r om affec tion f or a man and a woman?13 Ap r op o s of t his

pr oblem , ne vertheless, Leg ouis reminds us that

Th e finest , most p o i gn a n t and most p a s s i on a t e
sonne t s ar e t hose in which h e g i v e s himself,
with all hi s l ov e and h is g en ius , to t he young
man who dazzle s him e ven a f t e r he has been be ­
t rayed by him . The profound pathos i s t hrown
i n t o relief by the rar e beauty of the images
an d the s t yle, and by the perfection of the
versification , which has a subtle melody never
t o b e s u r p as s e d. Mu s i c i s not inherent in the
p at t e rn of the sonnet , or r ath er in the fourt een­
lined poem, three quatrains wi t h distinct rhymes

12. Shakespear e ,~. ci t., p . 1280 .

13. Craig , op. c i t. , p . 11 9.
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fol l owed by a distich , a form which i s l e s s expert
tha n t he Petr arch an . Bu t i ts l o o s e n e s s i s re deem­
ed by t h e i n f i n i t e care wi t h whi ch the poet care s s ­
es words and s ounds. Only t h e be st s onne ts of
it l ton a ttain t o the s up r eme beauty of the b e s t
wr itten by Sh ak espeare , ard t heir t h emes a n d e f ­
fect s a re ent i re l y o t her . 4

I t s t o t h ese t hemes a n d e f f e c t s of J ohn il t on that

we n ow turn . Hi s s onne ts, s ca t te r e d over s ome t h irty y e a r s

of h i s l ife , t h at is, f rom 1630 to 1658 , r e f l e ct mor e truly

t he Italian sonnet c omp os e d of t wo quatrains an d t wo te r -

c ets , t han do t h o s e of earlier El i z abe thans , fo r t he I t a l i a n

bards h ad been h i s i nsp ira t i on, and h e t heir di re c t s uccess ­

or . 15 Th a t which g i v e s i mpor t an c e to Mi l t on ' s s onn e t s , h ow­

ever, is t he f act t hat t o t he inspirations whi ch he re ceived

f r om t he I t al i an sone teers, h e a dded hi s own. Fi r st , h e e x -

tend ed the t heme of the s onne t wh ich h ad always be en that of

a l ove r se eking h i s b eloved , to i nclude t h e who l e g amu t of

h uma n intere s t s . Many of Mi l t on ' s sonne ts a r e occas i on al ,

and t he very e vent s whi ch t hey c ommemora te n ecessarily b r oad-

en t he t h eme . Se condl y , t h e four t e en l i n e s i n h alf of h i s

s onnets s weep t hrough t he octave i n t o t he s es t e t wi t h ou t t he

traditional pause , an d ha ve g i v e n to all p o e t s s i n ce h i s time

the right to i g nore t he two - p a r t s truc ture. Th e s e ch an ges

are evident in t he f ollowing s onne t, which is considered hi s

gr e a t e s t .

14 . Leg oui s , Op e cit ., pp . 321-322 .

15 . Ibi d . , p . 602 .
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Avenge 0 Lord thy slaughtered Sa i n t s , whose bones
Lie scatter 'd on the Al p i n e moun t a i n s cold,
Ev ' n them who k ept t h y truth so pu re of old
l{hen all our Fa the r s worshipp'd Stocks and St one s ,
Forge t not: i n t hy book record t heir gr oane s
vfuo were the Sheep and in t heir anci en t Fol d
Slayn by the b l oody Piemon t e se that rolled
Mot h e r with Infant down the Rocks . Th e i r mo a n s
The Vales redoubled to t he Hi l l s , an d they
To He a v ' n . Their martyr'd b l ood and a she s sow
O'er all t h e Italian fields where s till doth s way
Th e triple Ty r ant : t hat fr om these may gr ow
A hundr 'd-fold, who having learntlgh y wa y
Ea r l y may fly the Babyl on i an woe.

Here, in a sonnet dedica ted t o t h e Wa l dens i ans , we n o t e that

Mi l t on has followed t he Itali a n form very c a r e f u l l y, a n d yet,

i n observing the two rhymes of t he qua t rai ns and t h e t ercets

he has ma i n ta i ne d a sustained thought t hrou ghou t.

It might be well a t thi s po i n t , to menti on the French

P? e t s who are i n dir e ctly a ccr e dite d with i nfl uen cing t he p oet

Wor d swor t h . Ea r l y i n the chap ter t he r e i s r e ference t o the

ma s t e r of the Fr ench School of Po etry , Pierre De Ronsard , and

h i s follower, Phi l ippe De spor t e s . These p o e t s , wh o were the

inspiration of t he ~l i zabe than sonne t e e r s, Daniel and Con -

stable, canno t be overlooked in t he hi s tory of t he s on n et. To

the names of Ron s a r d an d De s p or t e s i t will b e neces s ary to

add the name of Du Be l l a y . Two of the s e , Ronsard and Du

Be l l a y , fixed the liter a r y Renaissance of France at its high-

est point, and were among tho s e seven wh o were c alled b y

their contemporaries, "The Pleiade." Among the Plei ade,

16. John Mi l t on , The Stud en t ' s Mi l t on , p. 35.
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Ron s ar d was called t h e prince of poets . Hi l a i r e Be l l o c , in

Avr i l , tells us t h a t we may open Ronsard at any page and

f ind be auty. Hi s s on n e ts may be translated into fi n e En g ­

l ish b e c aus e he is saying plainly , gr e a t things . 1 7

Ron sard ' s fir s t colle ction of so~~e t s , Les Amours d e

Ca s s a n dr e , published in 1 552, deepened t h e i mpres sion tha t

he had alre ady made i n the d evelopment of Renai s s ance poetry~8

This collection cons ist s o f t wo hu n dr e d and twenty-two son-

n e t s , only one of which is i n t h e Alexandrine , a meter wh ich

he fou n d mo s t u seful f or the adequate express ion of the pas -

s i ons, and which h e u sed with var i ety i n h i s p o ems of the

l a ter period . Th e poet 's second series of s onne ts, Le s Amour s

de Ma r i e , was publ i she d i n 1552 , and was followe d i n 1 578 by

Le s Amou r s d ' Helene .

Wa r r en For r e s t Patterson , i n Thre e Centuries of Fr en ch

Po eti c Theory, admits that the sonnets of the second series

are mor e graceful and gr a c i ou s , and mov e with an unforced

n a tur a lne s s due t o the f act that there is more common use

of t he Alexandr i n e . Patterson s ays that lithe artistic

structure of t h es e s onne ts is a s r emar k a ble as is t h e ir

animating sentiment expressed i n a fas h ion so evocative of

1 7. Hi l a i r e Bell o c , Avr i l , pp . 11 8-1 9.

1 8. Wa r r e n Forres t Pat terson , Thre e Ce n t u r ies of
Fren ch Poe tic The or y , Parts I -II , p . 490 .
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vision.,,19 Ronsard's attitude on the Al exa n dr i n e is summed

up i n contrast with the decasyllable in the Ar t Poeti que of

1 565. Patterson says that it is r e gr e ttable, t hat one who did

so much for t he progress of t he s onnet, " s h oul d h ave l eft n o

theory of the form to accompany h i s a dmi r able e x amples."20

Ron s a r d first me t Du Be l l ay at Poi tiers in 1 547, when

the latter wa s studying law. Af t e r t his meeting the d omin -

ant interest of the t wo was poe t ry . Du Bell ay wa s one of

the first of t he Fren ch School t o produce a sonnet-se quence.

The first sequ enc e ap p e ared i n 1 54 9, un d e r the t i t l e , L 'O l i v e .

Du Bel l ay ' s phi l o sophi c doctrine of imitation appear s in h i s

first sequenc e and i s still evident in the fina l one, whi ch

was publishe d p o sthumous ly i n 1568 . 21 Wi t h minor i nnova tions

h i s sonne ts fol l ow the Italian pattern . Hi s Al exandr ine s

have s we ep and maj e s ty , " a tonal magnificence not h e a r d be ­

fo re i n t he French varian t g e nr e . " 22

Phil i ppe De sporte s , the favorit e of Ki ng He n r i III , was

a p o e t of merit an d t h e r i val of Francoi s de Mal h e r be . He

had a l yrical g i f t , however , s up erior to that of Ma l h e r b e ,

and his Al e z andr i n e s h a ve a s of t f luidi ty . Despor tes ' s

sonnets, which number about f our h undr e d , ar e f requently

i mitations of t h e Ital i an. Henry Franc i s Cary , in The Ear l y

1 9. Patterson, Ope cit., p . 587 .

20. I bid. , pp. 587 -88 .

21- Ibid., p . 318.

22. I b i d . , p . 292.
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Fren ch Poets , quote s from several of Desportes's sonnets and

points ou t t heir e legance , ease , and s we e t n e s s; yet , Cary

n o t e s t hat t he r e is a cer t ain v i g or about them. 23

I t is Legouis wh o reminds u s that only within the l ast

h a l f - century ha s res e ar ch discovered t he real influence of

Rons a rd , Du Bel l ay , and Des p or t e s on the El i z a b e t h a n s onne t

writ ers . 24 Thes e poets of the Engl i s h Ren a i s s a n c e wer e close -

ly followe d by Mi l t on , who was t h e i n s p i r a t i on of Wor d swor t h .

J ames Hol l y Hanf or d , i n A Mi l t on Ha ndb o ok , tells us that

it was Mi l t on wh o determined t h e s t y l e of t he Engl i s h sonnet

af t e r i ts y e a r s of dor mancy .25 Hanford also said :

The i mpor tanc e of Mi l t on ' s s onne t s as t he chief in­
s p irin g for~~ and model o f t hose of Wor d swor t h is
we l l k n own . b

Wor ds wor th is the l a s t of the g r e a t sonneteers to be

consi dere d i n thi s chap ter. As already stated , Words wor t h ' s

sonne ts are the re-awaken i ng of that form of p o e t r y toward

t he end of the eighteen t h c e n t ury, and are the cause of its

p opu l a r i ty and revived appreciat ion today . It was h e who

broadened t he t heme of the sonnet - sequence a s Mi l t on had

br o a den e d t he t heme of the sonne t itsel f ; for by h i s Ri ver

Du ddon Ser i e s and t he Ec c l e s i a s t i c a l Sonne ts Wor d s wor t h

23. Henry Franc i s Cary , The Early French Poets ,
pp . 116-1 7 . ---

24 . Legoui s , Op e cit ., p . 318 .

25 . Jame s Hol ly Ha n f or d , .! Mi l t on Handb ook , p . 173 .

26 . Ib i d .



showed those who followed him tha t the sonnet lends itself

well to the expr e s s i on of connected t houghts. Among t hose

wh o followed his inspira tion wer e Ro s s e t t i , in h i s Hou s e of

Life , a n d E . B. Browning i n Son n e t s from t he Por t u gu e s e .

In ending this ch apter on t h e history of t he sonne t

I have decided to quo t e a sonnet which b elongs to t he s e r i e s

of Ec cl e s i a s t i c a l Sonne ts and is itself a n expression of

conn e c t e d t houghts. Wo r d s wor t h calls it Son n e t XI I .

Down a swift stream, t hus f a r , a b old de s ~gn

Ha ve we pursued, with livel ier stir of h e ar t
Than his who sees, borne f orwprd by t h e Rh ine ,
The livin g l andscap es gr e e t him , and d ep ar t;
Sees spires sinking f a s t - - up a g a i n t o start!
And s t r i v e s the towers to n umb er, t hat r ecl ine
O'er the dark s t eep s , or on the h or i z on line
Striding with shattered cres ts h i s eye athwart.
So have hurri e d on wi t h troubl ed pleasur e :
Hen ce f o r t h , as on the bosom of the stre am
That slackens, an d s pre ads wide a watery gl eam ,
We , nothin g loth a lin g ering c our s e t o measur e
How widel y spread t he i n t e r ests of our theme.~7

How widely spread t he i n t e r e st of Wor thwor t h ' s s onne t-

s equ ence!

27 . Wor ds wor t h , Po e t i c a l Wor k s , I II, 390.
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CHAPTER III

CRI TICISM PRIOR TO 1850

Thus rar in this t hesis I have writ ten t he story or
William Wordsworth 's lire , presenting in t he r i r s t chapter

those aspects which concern t he poet 's interest in s onne

wri t ing . In Chapter I I , I h ave gi ven a h i s t or y or the son­

ne t rrom i ts r e cogni t i on in I taly, un t i l its revival i n Eng­

land by Wordsworth . To Spenser, Mi l t on , and Shakespeare I

have allowed much spa ce and have shown how their sonnet1ng

had inrluenced Wor dswor th and had contribute d to t he gr adu al

changes and growing po pularity or t he sonne t rorm.

In t he present chapter I shall attempt to g i ve to the

r ead er a knowledge or t he early criticisms or Wor dswor t h ' s

s onne ts. In doing this, I shal l rerer to t he early period­

i cal cr i t i cisms which began notic eably about the y ear 1802

and con t i nue d un t i l the time or t he poet's de ath in 1850 . I

sh all l i k ewise include t he criticisms or Wor dswor t h ' s col ­

l eagues, Samuel Coleridge and Wi l liam Ha zl i t t , and end wi t h

r er erence to the e s s ay or Davi d Ma s s on , writ ten in t he year

or Wordsworth 's death .

There was toward t he end or t he eighteenth century a

tende ncy to abandon the trite , me chani cal poetr y or t he

Cl as sical Age , ror a poe t r y both n atural and new . Just as

t he French Revolution had introduced new principles and pol ­

it i cs , s o t oo, was the new poetry to stir up the i magination
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i ve to t ~e liter ry 0 ld a poetry as n ur 1 [ c o

L

s t w s i n f or . he lea ers i n t n w poetry w r

as t h "Lak e School " n included ordswor h , South an

Coler i dge .

i l l i am azli t t , i n h i s _L_e_c e_s_ on e ~L~~ s ,l

r e a rk s :

r . or dswor t h i s a t t e h ead of hat wh i ch h s b en
denom na t e d t h e Lake School of poetry : a s chool wh ch
wi th all my r s p ect s for t , I do not think sacr d
f rom crit i c ism or exempt f rom f aul t s , of some of w ich
f aul t s I s h all s p e ak wi t h becomi ng f r ankness ; f or I
do no t s e e t hat t he liberty of the pr ss ou ht t o
be s h a ckl e d, or fr e edom of s p e e ch curtail d , t o screen
e ith er i ts r e vol u t i on ar or r e n e a de extrava anc

I s evi de n t t hat oth e r critics thou h as Ha zl tt did , mor e

t han a de c ade earlier , f or Wil l am ords worth 's ost severe

cri t c , Franci s Jeffrey , h ad a l ready vo ced his 0 in on as

e a r l as 1 802 . In t h e f ir s t volume

Je f f rey make s t his caustic r emark :

Re v i ew2
------'~

The p e cul ar do c tr i nes of t is sect , it would not
b e very ea sy to e xpl a i n; but t h a t t h e y are dissent ­
e rs f ro t he es tabl ish e d syste i n oe t ry and crit ­
i c i s m is admitted and pr oved i n de e d , by the whol e
t e nor of t h eir comp ositi on .

J eff r ey , l i ke Ha z l i t t , r e cogni z e d Word s worth as the p lo t of

t he "Lak e Poet s " and s h owe d fe ar of hi s r ow ng prest e .

I n 1 07 Wo d swo r h ubl i she d Poems i n 0 Volumes and-- --- -- - --
i n clude d on t he po ems wer e s e ver 1 s onne t s . • S . Ward3

1 . illiam Ha zl i t t , " On the Living Po e s , " Le c ur s
on t h e 81 s h Po e ts , p . 31 .

2 . c s Jeff e , h Re v e w, I , 63 .---- .......
3. lli

h e i r onte porar
XL I , q •

. Wa r d " or d s wor t h,
a a z ine r cs , " S- -----

d
y ,
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tell s u s that this publication " s t i r r e d u p t h e ant -he ap and

immediately the most famous literary controversy of the p e r i od

wa s on ," sin c e r e vi ewe r s in the majority of p e r iod i cal s took

up t h e ch all enge.

Tha t which made the controversial issue , so paramount

does, to a c e r t ain extent, c onc e r n itself wi th the sonne ts.

Jos e ph M. Beatty tells us that Lord Jeffrey's r eview in the

Ed i nbu r gh Review fo r June, 1807 , is the l east ''discriminating''

of hi s criticisms of Wordsworth, but that it do es g ive the

mo t i ve s f or the attack on the Lake Poets. 4 In t he eleventh

volume of t he Edi n b urgh Re vi ew we f ind J eff r ey saying:

I t was precisely because t he pervers eness and b a d
taste of this new school was combin ed with a gr e a t
deal of g enius and of laud a b l e f e e l i ng that we were
afraid of their s preading and g a ining gr ound among
u s, and that we entered i n t o the discussion wi th a de­
gr e e of zeal and animosity which some migh t t h ink
unreasonable toward authors , to whom so mu ch me r i t
has been conceded . 5

Robert Dan iel states tha t it was Jeffrey's de s i r e to dis-

p l ay his wit and power of s atire and to p opu l a r i z e t he Edi n -

burgh Re v iew . Jeffrey had to increase the circulation of

the ma g a z ine, and "lively persecution ma d e lively r e a di n g . ,,6

I n t he publ ica tion, "Wordsworth and Jeffrey in Con tro­

versy, " Rus sell Noy e s r ema r k s that t he opposition resulted

i n a s pli t b etween p oet and critic . Noyes asserts:

4. Joseph M. Beatty , "Lord Jeffrey and Words wor th, "
Publi cations of the Mod e r n Language As s o c i at i on , XXXVII I , 226 .

5. Francis Jeffrey , Edinbur~h Re v i ew; XI , 215 .

6 . Robert Dan i e l , "Jeffrey and Wor d swor th : The Sha p e of
Pe rs e cution ," The Sewanee Re v i ew, L , 212 .
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Jerrrey relied on a s tatic a nd do at i c autnority ;
ordsworth upon an i ndividual a n d prophet i c int 7

tion . This led to a uar r e l over o e t i c d ct i on .

oyes a dds t hat " Je rrrey' s mor a l i t y wa s ba s ed on a r ixed so­

cial d e c or um , an d t he po e t ' s upon a s piritu a l i nsi h t and

humil i ty . ,,8

~fuatever may hav e b een the und e r l y ing mot i ve r or the

criticism , it did n o t turn t he pilot rrom h i s cours e; his

deep r o o t e d s u spicion or a~l cri tici sm held him s t e a dy even

when a yout~rul wor s hip p er , John Wi l s on , (Chri s t oph er or th)

made evident in Bl a ck wo od ' s Ed i nburgh Maga z ine h s chan i n g

attitude toward Wor d s wor t h . 9 Wi l s on ' s cri t c i sm or the b a r d

was s urp a s s e d only by t h at or J e rfr ey ; ye t, h e h ad b een an

early admirer of Wor d s wor th wh e n l ivi n g at ~ll eray , and l a t e r

h e bec ame a clos e f riend and comp anion of t h e Words wor th

f ami ly .10 " North" had d e fend ed Words wor t h wh e n t o " a dmi r e

h i w s to b e k icked at ."ll Now, i n t he y e ar l a1 7, when t he

ad.l'lliration was on the wane , S t rou t tells us t h at " b o t h p r a i s e

and abuse are f rom t he eccentric pen of J ohn Wi l s on . "12

7 . Ru s s e l l Noy e s , " Wor ds\...orth an d J e f f rey i n Con t r o ­
ve r s y , " Indiana Un i ve r s i ty Publ i c a t i on s . Humani t i e s Serie s ,

o , 5 , p • 47.
8 . I b i d .

9 . Allan Lan Strout , " illiam Wor d swor t h and John
Wi l s on , " Publ c t ions of t h e • odern Lamma e As s o c i a t on ,
XLIX , 1 3.

' Ch a p on ' 01' or s worth , "
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Both praise and abuse come from the pen of Fran c i s J ef­

frey in hi s review of Poems in Two Volumes . He fa i ntly ext o l s

the sonnet s contained t herein . After quotin g the sonnets " On

the Exp i n c t i on of t h e Vene t ian Republ i c , " "L on d on , " and "I

Gr i e v ' d for Bou n ap a r t e , " h e exclaims:

When we look at these and ma ny still f ine r pass ag es
i n the writings of this author , it is i mpossible not
to fe el a mixture of indignation an d compa s sion, at
the s tran g e infatuation which has b ound h i m up from
the f air exercise of his talents, and withheld from
the publi c the many e xce llent productions that would
otherwise have taken the place of t h e trash now b e ­
f ore us. Even in t he worst of t hes e productions
there are, no doubt, occasion al little traits of
delicate feeling a n d original fancy; but the s e are
quite l o s t a nd obscured in the mas s of childishness
and i n s i p i d i t y wi th which t hey a r e i ncorp orated; 13

It is evident from t he a bove cri ticisms o f Je f frey,

that h e , havi n g re a d t he v arious cri t~s) op i nion s of t h e

Lake Poet i n the firs t t wenty y e a r s of t h e nineteenth cen-

t ury, and r ealizin g t heir c ons tantly gr owi n g ac ceptan c e of

the poet, wa s b affl ed wh en Ri ve r Dudd on , A Se r ie s of Sonne t s ,

wa s publi s hed in t he year 1 820 .

This sonnet-sequence, we are t old by Wi l l i am S . War d ,

was r e v i e we d in eleven p e r i od i c a l s ; only one review was

n oti c eably unfavorable, eight were clearly favorable, a nd t he

rema i n i n g t wo slightly more commendatory t h a n censorious. 1 4

13 . Francis Jeffrey, Ed i nbu r gh Re v i ew, XI , 231.

1 4. Wi l l i am S . War d , Wor d s wor t h , t he IL~(e' Po e ts,
and thei r Con t empor a r y Naga z Lne Critics," Studies in Ph il -
ology, XLII , 95. - --
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Amon g the periodicals presenting cons tructive criticism

were Bl a ckwood ' s Ed i nburgh Ma g a z i ne , Gen t l eme n ' s Maga z i n e ,

Mon t hly Review, and t he Eu r op e a n Ma g a z i n e . Th e fol lowing

quotation f rom Bl a ck wood ' s is wor th quo ting:

Not h i n g is mor e c ommon t han to t a l k ab out t he unpop ­
u l a r i t y of Wor d s wor t h ; - - bu t , a fter all, we are in­
clined to doub t v ery mu ch , whether at any moment f or
many year ~ pas t h e can, wi t h any propriety, be sai d
to have lain u n d e r t he reproach of unpopularity.

Thus we see that even John Wi l s on was g i v i ng recognition t o

Wor d s wor t h . In the s ame review greater p r a i s e follows:

Th e truth is, that amon g all t he En gl i s h poets who
have written since Mi l t on , there is n one , except
Grey, who has ever caught the true inspiration of
the Gr ecian Lyre with the sa~g p erfe ct dign ity a s
the gre at poet of the Lake s .

Af t er selecting pas sag es f r om t he sonne ts, Wi l s on con tinues:

Indeed t he effec t of the wh ole of t h e ext r ac t s we
h ave made , will, we n o t h i n g dou b t, b e qu ite s u f fi ­
cient to convince everyone who has ma d e t he char­
acter of Engl i sh poetry h i s s t u dy, t h a t s o far from
d e s e r v i n g to be h e l d up to derisi on a s a fanciful
and conceited innovator, Mr . Wor d s wor t h (ju dg e d by
the genuine spirit of h i s writing) is e n ti tled t o
be classed with the very highest n ames amon g hi s
predecessors, as a pure a n d revere n t ~9rshipper of
the true majesty of the En gl i sh Mu s e .

Ka t h e r i n e Ma r y Peek remarks t hat "only the Ed i nburgh Revi e w

could st i l l c omp l a c en t l y write in 1822, ' The Lake Scho ol of

Po etry, we t hink, is now pretty n e arly extinc t, .,,18

15 . J ohn Wi l s on , Bl a ck wood ' s Ed i n b u r gh Re v i ew, VI I , 2 06.

16 . Ibid . , p . 208.

17 . Ibid . , p . 211.

1 3 . Ka the r i n e Ma r y Peek, Wor d s wor th i n Engl an d , p . 1 00.
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Th e qu o t a t i on to whi ch Ka the r i n e Pe ek h as ref erence, wa s

the introductory sentence of t he review of Memor i a l s of a Tour

on the Continent, which app eared in 1 822. Th e Re v i ew continues

in the same derogatory s p irit t ha t i t e videnced in t he pr e v i ou s

years. Concerning the two sonnets called " Bruges," t he criti c

Jeffrey says:

It is v ery h ard to ge t at the s ubjec t of either; we
mean the prevailing idea which the a u t h or is desir­
ous of emb ody i ng and s howing forth to t he reader in
his fourt een lines . As near as we c an reach it,
there seems to b e s omething floating in his mi n d
a bout the antiquity of the pl ace, apd its qu i e t ; a
dull old town, wi t h r uins and nuns . ~9

In the review, s onnet after sop~et i s degr a d e d ; t h a n i n d i s ­

paragement:

A sonnet, "in a carriage on t he banks of t he Rh ine , "
is written in a way calculated to g i v e one t he i d ea
of the author's s enses having b e e n affec t e d by the
beve r ag e of t he c ountry.20

The sonnet follows:

Ami d the d an c e of obj e cts s adnes s ste als
O'er t he defraude d h eart- -while sweepin g by ,
As in a fit of The spi ~n j o l l i t y ,
Be n e a t h her vine-leaf crown the green Ea r t h reels:
Backward, in rap id e van escence, wheel
Th e vener abl e page antry of Time ,
Each beetling r-amp ar t , and each t ower- sublime,
And what the Dell unwilling reveals
Of lurking cloistral arch, t hrough trees espied
Ne a r the bright river's edge . Ye t why r epine?
To muse, to creep, to halt at will, t o g a z e - -
Such sweet way-faring--of life's sprin g the p r ide ,
Her summer's fai t h f ul joy--th a t s till is mi n e ,
And in f i u me as ur e cheers autumnal days . 21

19 . Jeffrey, Ed i n bu r gh Review, XXXVI I , 4 51 .

20 . Ibid . , p . 456 .

21 . Wor d s wor th , Poetical Work s , III, 1~9 .
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I t is r a the r interes t i ng to k n ow that De Selincourt includes

in hi s notes to t h i s s onne t an ex t r a c t f r om t h e Journal of

Wi l liam Wor d swor th , for t h e year 1838. The note , i n part ,

reads:

• . • nothing c ou l d exceed t he del i gh t f ul v ar i e t y;
but t he p ostil i ons , who were i n tox ica t e d, whi sk~~

us far too f ast t h r ough t hose beaut iful scenes.

Through t his ear ly crisis i n the acceptance of Words wor th ' s

sonnets t hen, we have seen tha t he h ad receive d smal l prai se

in the periodical criticism of h i s contemp or aries. Le t u s

look now, at t h e cr i ti cism of h i s associates , a n d ob s erve

fir st, how t he poet ' ~ f riend, Col e r i dg e , in t hat e x c elle n t

lite~ary criticism contained i n the Bi ogr aphi a Literaria ,

regards t he s onn e t s of Wor d sw or t h .

At t he outset, i t might be wise t o r emi n d the reader

t ha t when Cole r i dge wrote t he Biographi a , he was no longer

t he admirer o f Wor d s wor t h t h at he had been sev en t e e n years

earlier when the t wo p oets publish e d t h e Lyrical Bal l a d s .

No t only the fact t hat Wor d s wor t h had arouse d t he i ndi gnati on

of Coleridge with his s econd Pref a ce, but al s o , that Col e ­

ridge's ideas of poetry had somewhat ch a nged, accounts for

the slim praise that Wor d s wor th r ece i ved. Thi s s l i m praise ,

however, is d irec t e d n ot i ceably t oward the s onne t s.

I n chap ter t we n t y- t wo of the Bi ogr aphi a Literaria , t he

a uthor exp os e s five defe c t s of Wor d swor t h ' s poetry . He then ,

22 . Wor d s wor t h , op . ci t., p . 471 .



i n opp osition to t h e d e f ec t s, pre s ents the s i x ex cellen c e s

contained the r ein . It i s in t he c onsid eration of the e x cel-

lences t h at Col e r i dge cal ls a t t en tion to the s onnets . Ha v-

ing discussed t h e fi rst e x c e l lence, he says:

Th e second ch ar a c t eris ti c excel l en c e of Mr . W' s work
i s: a corr e s p on d e n t we igh t and sanity of the Thoughts
and Senti men t s, won- -not f r om books, bu t- -from the
poet's own meditative ob s erv a t i on. The y are fresh
and have t h e dew upon them . Hi s muse , at le a st
when in h er s tren g t h of wing and when she hovers
a l oft i n h er p roper element .

"Make audible a l inked l a y of truth,
Of tru t h p r ofound a s weet continuous lay,
No t le a r n t, but native , her own n a t u r a l notes !"

S.T .C .

Even through out 'h i s s mal l e r poems there is scarce­
l y one, whi ch is not render e d2~aluabl e by some
just and or iginal r e f lec t ion. j

Coleridge calls a t t e n t i on to c er t ain poems, among them the

sonnet of Bouna p a r t e , in which t h e critic sees a striking

resembl an ce to Samuel Daniel, whom he call s "one of t h e

g ol d en wr i t e r s of our El i z ab e t h an age ."24 Then, after prais -

ing Daniel i n no s mall way, he s ays:

I f Mr . Wor d s wor t h i s n o t equal ly with Daniel alike
intelligib le to al l r e a ders of average understand ­
ing i n all pass a g es of h i s work , t h e c omp a r a t i v e
d i f f icul ty doe s not a r i s e from t he gr e a t e r i mpu r i t y
of the ore, but from t he n a ture and u se s of the metal .25
In t h e t hir d e x cell ence ment i oned , Coleridge admits t hat

23. Ear l Le sli e Gr iggs , Th e Best of Coleridge , p . 265.

24. I bid., pp . 2 66- 67

25. Ibid., p . 26 7.



Wor d swor t h "soar s fa r ab ove Daniel ." I n t h e sixth and l a s t

excellence, Col e r i dg e says :

I challenge for t his p o e t t he g i f t of imagina t i ~g

i n t he h i ghes t and stri ctest s e n s e of t h e word .

Amon g t he e x ample s mani f esting the i magin ation, Col er i dge

ment i ons sonnet s 8 , 9 , 1 9, 26, and 33 in the coll e c ti on

of Mi s c e l l a n e ous Sonnets, and t h e s onne t on the subjugation

of SWitz e r l and . 2 7 We d o n o t agree with Coleridge when he

claims that hi s cri ti cism of Wor d s wor t h wi l l b e o f n o avail

i n overcomi ng t h e prejudi c e of those who have r idiculed

Wor d s wor t h ' s compositions; at least, not so f ar as t he son -

n ets a r e conc erned .

At Ne t h e r Stowey, in 1 798, where Coleridg e wa s vi sited

by Wi l l i am Hazli tt, Wor d s wor t h met the author of "Ny Fi r s t

Acquaintan ce wi th Poets .,,28 Hazli tt p rove d to be one of t h e

bes t cr i ti c s of Wor d swor t h of t h a t day . Bu t Ha z l i t t , like

the oth e r con t emp or ar y critics, neither knowing n or feeling

confiden t of the s t a tus of the Lake Poets, p r a i s e s a n d b e -

l itt les i n the same paragraph the poet Words wor t h . I n h i s

lectur e , li On t h e Li v ing Poets" he r ema r k s :

;Mr . Wo r d sworth is the mos t or i ginal p o e t n ow livin g .
• • . Hi s poetry is not e xte r n a l , but i nternal; it
do e s n o t d epend up on t radit i on , or story, or old
s on g; he f urni shes i t f rom hi s own mind, and is his
own s u b j ec t. He i s t h e poet of mere s en t i me n t . }

26. Gr i gg s , £E. cit., p . 2 71.

27. Ibid., pp . 2 72- 73.

28. Log an , c p , ci t., p , 22.

42



43

There is no praise here , but in t he s ame p aragraph we read :

Of many ..• it is not po s s ibl e t o speak i n term s
of t oo high praise , s u ch as •.. several of the
sonne ts, and a hundred o t h e r s of inconceiv~~le

beauty , of p e r f e c t originality and p a tho s .

In 1825 Ha zl i t t 1s The Spirit of the A e wa s published .

This book , which pro ved to be one of h i s bes t , presents fair -

minded cri ti c ism of h i s con t emp or a r i e s who h a d lured h i fr om

the de s ire of painting to t he fi eld of literature . In The

Spirit of the Age , concerning Words wor th h e r elates :

Hi s stan d a r d of poetr y is hi gh a n d severe , almost
to excl u s ivene s s . He admits of nothing b elow ,
s car c ely of anything above himself • .. ~i l t on

· s hi s r e al idol , and he s ome t i me s dares to c om­
p a r e h imself with him . Hi s sonnets, indee d , have
s omethi~e of the high- rai sed tone and pr ophe t i c
s p irit .

Ac cording to Chew , Ha z l i t t , in t he above me n t i on e d book , sel -

dom went astra y , and t he es tima t e s of his con temporaries often

i ndic a t e t he d i r ecti on which the j udgment of pos t erity was to

t ake . 31 •

Since i n t he present chapte r we are considering t he cri -

ticism of Wordswo rth to the y ear of his death , I h ave selected

Davi d Ma s son a s the l a s t contemporary critic . ta s s on g i v e s

u s an e valua tion of the bard a t t h e t im e of his d eath . In

t he ess ay on Wordsworth Ma s s on expatiates on t he origin of

29 . Ha z l i t t , Op e cit . , p . 309 .

30 . Lo gan , Op e cit . , pp . 25-26 .

31. Bau gh , A Literary Hi s tory o f ~ngland, PP . 1187-11 88 .
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the new poe try , and relates vlordsworth' s part i n it . ,/ The

author, in po inting out the characteristics of the poe t , s hows

how Wordsworth ' s interest in the "traditional, t he l egendary,

and the historical, '!/is evident in his "fine series of Ec cl e -

s i as t i c al Sonnets, wherein he traces, as in a series of bold

r etrospec tive glimpses, t he history of Chri s t i an i ty in t he

Br i t ish I slands .'13 2 Ma s s on quotes from t he sonnet, · "The Wor l d

i s Too Much Wi t h Us," and gi ve s the entire sonnet, "Nuns Fr e t

Not at Their Conven t ' s Nar r ow Room," wh en he speaks of t h e

po et ' s ex qu i s i t e propriety and del icacy of h i s style, to-

ge t her with his e asy and perfect ma s ter y over the elemen~of

languag e .

32 . Davi d Ma s s on , Wor ds wor t h , Shelley , Keat s , pp . 57,
59, 61 , 62 .



CHAPTER IV

CRITICISM SINCE 1850

The r esearch done in chapter three presents the findings

on Wordsworth ' s s onn e t s during his l ifetime. It is proof of
\

the fact that t h e early criti ci sm of the sonnets was not at

all f ree f rom prejudic~, and that the sonnets were received

rather skepti cal l y and never highly appreciated or praised .

It was Coler idge who said, "His [ Wor dswor t h ' s1 fame belongs

t o ano t her age, and can ne ither be accelerated nor retarded."l

I n his essay, "Wordsworth," wri tten in the year 1889,

Matthew Arnold explains the r e as ons for Wor dswor th ' s unp opu-

l ar i t y among the gener al public of that day . He expresses

his ho pe that soon the world will come to realize t hat al-

though there are among Wordswor t h 's volumes many poems which

are not worthy of praise, nevertheless, scattered t hroughout

are a large number of excellent shorter pi e ce s . 2 These short-

er pieces, t his "other age" ha s learned to re cogn i ze as gr ea t

sonnets, and therefore has given to Wordswor t h the fame that

Col eridge realized would come. In this chapter, I shall at­

t empt to prove t ha t Wor dswor t h ' s sonnets are today being gi ven

a pla ce in the new criticism and rank high in the test of r e­

valua t i on.

1. Griggs, ££. cit., p . 278.

2. Matthew Arnold , Es s ays i n Criticism, p. 349.
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A student of literature will not i c e that i n any study

of poetry or any criti cal a nalysis of poet i c form, t h ere wi l l

b e include d for expli ca tion, a s onne t or two writ ten by W.

Wor d s wor t h . This is pr oof enough t hat t he poet has now c ome

to that d esired distinct ion of be ing a grea t s onne t eer. Le t

u s now look at a number of sonne ts a n d c onsid er t h e cr i t i cisms.

Fi r s t let us consid er t he sonnet, " Comp o s e d Up on We stmi n s t er

Br i dg e , "

Ea r t h ha s not anything to s how mor e fair:
Du l l would he be of sou l who could pass by
A sight so touching i n its ma jes t y : ~
Th i s Ci t y now d o t h , l ike a gar ment , we ar~

Th e beauty of. the morning ; s ilen t , bare
Shi p s , t owers, d omes, t heatres, a nd t emple s lie
Open unto t he fields, a n d t o t he s k y;
All bright and g l i t tering in the smok e les s air /
Ne v er di d s un more beautiful ly s t eep L
I n h i s f irs t s plendour, vall ey, rock, or h i l l ;
Ne'er saw I, n e ve r felt, a ca lm so deep!
The river gli d e th a t h is own s weet wi ll :
De a r God ! the very houses seem asleep;
And all that mi ght y h e art is l yin g s t i ll! 3

Th e date of composi tion of t h is sonne t has long be e n d i s -

puted . I n his definitive edit ion of Wor d swor t h , De Se l i n c ou r t

s a y s: "It is possible t h a t t he sonne t wa s i nsp ired and d r afted

on July 31, 1 802, and rewritten on Sept . 3 , when W. wa s a gain

in London ."4 At any rate , t he sonne t wa s comp osed upon a

coach-top, when Wor d s wor t h and h i s sis t er, Dor o t h y , were l e a v-

ing for France by way of Do v er . Th e v iew was from Char ing

Cros s .

3 . Wor d s wor t h , Th e Poetical Wor k s , Op e cit., p . 38.

4 . I bid ., p , 4 31.



In Unde r stand i ng Po etr y , Br ook s and a rren fi rst call

attent i on to t he fa ct that i n t he s onne t we are con s derin ,

t h e descript ion of London is general r a t h e r t han particular .

- - t h a t a panor ama of b e a u t y i s pre s ented r ather t an d e t a i l e d

de s c r ip tion , an d t hat t he poem h as p owe r and e xcitement . Th e

a u t hors hin t at t he f a c t t hat Wor d s wor t h e v i d ences surpri s e

at t he sight. $ Th i s is clear in t he op e n i n g line s and in the

f o l l owing .

Ne v e r di d s un more b e au t i ful l y s t e e p
In his f i r s t s pl en dour , val l e y , r ock , or h i l l ;
Ne ' e r s aw I , never felt , a calm s o de e p !

~ord swor th ' s u sin g of the word " op en" i n r eg a r d t o the city

means tha t t h ere are, as y et , no clou ds of s moke , no smog to

veil t he ci t y's b e au ty f rom t he fiel ds and s k y. I t i s s p e c -

tacular t o obs e r ve t h at

Th e ri ve r g l ide th at hi s own s we e t wi ll :

s u ally , when behe l d , it is fi ll e d with b a r ge s , s ch oon e r s ,

and oth er s e ag o i n g ves sels , al l i n mo tion ; t he water is be i n

dr i ven by ar t i f i c i al fo rces a n d h a s l i t tle mot ion of i ts own .

Br ook s and Wa r r en s u gg e s t t o t he re a der t h a t compari -

sons of n atur a l be au t y are app ropriat e i n t h is s onne t , b e -

cause t hin;s of n atural b eauty are l e a s t t ouched by t he hand

of man . 6 He r e , London i s untouch e d . At t h is h ou r man has not

5. Cl e a n t h Br ook s a n d Rober t Pe nn Wa r r e n , Un d e r st a n d ­
ing Poetry , p . 101 .

6 . Ib i d .
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yet d isturbed the peace and quiet of the city . I f the city

were l e s s quiet it would seem l e s s "alive," be c au s e to Words -

worth , its be ing "alive" is in its "mighty h eart .. . l y ing

still . 1I 7

The s ame sonnet receives critical analysis by Doubleday .

The cr iti c points out that a poet can make us benefit by his

k eener vis i on . He does not see for us but makes us see; we

l e ar n to love what we behold through his poetic vision . Our

attention i s first called to the realization that the sonnet

form serves as a frame for the vision of the morning ,s un .

"The beauty of the morning sun enfolds the city like a cloak;

the peace of t h e city now in t he mor n i n g is like t he p eac e

i n nature .,, 8 I n re ading lines two and three,

Du r l would h e b e of soul who c ould pas s by
A sight so touchin g i n its ma je s t y :

we are asked to recall Br owni n g ' s " Fra Lippo Li ppi" and h e a r

what the monk says to t h e c ap tain who h as s een t he world . It

is true that Fra Lippo Lippi is a p ainter, an d could see the

b e a u ty for himself, but he wanted to be cer tain t hat o thers

s aw i t too . 9 Wor d s wor t h ' s ment i on i ng of, and the way in

wh ich he mentions

Ships, towers, domes, theatres, and temples

help us to see t he various shapes of t hings. We see the

7. Br ook s and Wa r r e n , ££. cit .

8 . Ne a l Frank Doubleday, Studies in Poetry, p . 13.

9 . Ibid ., pp. 13-1 4 .
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green and blue , bright in the clear air, because he s ays

these things lie

Open unto the fiel ds , and to the sky;
All bright and g l i t t e r i ng in the smokeless air .

All of t his, all t he silence that is evident, the course of

the r i ve r as it gl i d e s , the city asleep, mak e for keener vi­

s i on of color, sound, chan ge, and surprise . 1 0

With this analysis we see that t he s onnet, "Composed

Upon Westminster Br i dge , " can be, according to Doubleday, a

way of seeing .

There is in Poems i n Engl i sh , a s uperlatively written,

and rather leng t hy note on the s onne t we ar e now considering .

In itself, it is proof of the es teem place d upon the p o em

composed whi l e Wor d s wor t h wa s s till a young ma n . The note

reads:

Th i s j ustly famous s onnet su cceeds bri l l i ant ly in
conveying t he sense of e arly morni n g h u sh b e f ore
the city h as awakene d . Wor d s wor t h be gins with an
emphatic line, couche d i n purely g en e r a l terms and
end-stopped; and he follows t his u p with two r hym­
i ng lines (though t he r h yme is i mp e r f ect and mut e d )
which still k eeps us i n suspen ce abou t the real sub ­
ject of the poem. Af t e r a paus e (which cuts across
the structure of the sonnet , comin g between the t hird
and f ourth lines of the first qu a t ra i n ) h e comes
down to particulars, with a g e s t u r e of p o i n t i ng con-
veyed by "This city " The sentence which begins
thus is one of those gr a v e and b e au t i f u l utterances,
conveying at once a d e s cr i p t i on of what is observed
and the quality of the observer's mood , wh i ch Wor d s ­
worth at h i s b e s t could achieve s o memor a bl y : t he
mood of the p o e t a nd t he early mor n i n g appearance of
t h e silent city are now linke d p e rm a n e n t l y , so t hat
the remainder of the poem, bu i l d i ng on t his unifica­
tion, can de velop n a tur a l l l i nto a statement that

10 . Doubleday, op . cit .



5 0

is at once d e s cr i p t i v e and conressional. The con­
trast between t he hushed stillness or t h e city and
t he bu s t l i ng activity which is g e n e r a l l y associated
with urban i ma g ery is i mplied bu t n ever overtly
asserted. Ar ter t h e expressive s en t ence or lines
4 - 5 , the objects reveal t hemselves to t he observer
one by one, but no t beror e t hey hav e been de s cr i be d
as II s i l ent , bare . " (Not i c e the i mportance or having
these adjectives beror e t he list or II shi p s , t owe r s,
domes, t h e a tres, a nd temples. lI

) Ha v i n g been re­
vealed, t h ey are linke d at on c e to Na t u r e : they l i e
"open unto the r ields and to the sk y" and t he r ac t
tha t t he c ity at t hi s moment or dawn is so t r ans ­
ri gured as t o b e r emov ed c omple t ely rrom normal
urban a ssocia t ions into t he wor ld or Na t ur e is em­
phasized by t he ad jectives' " brigh t," II gl i t tering,"
and " s mokeles s . " The sense or s himmer i n g be au t y is
communicated i n lin e 8 , an d develope d r ur t her i n t he
next two lines, wh ich cons titu te a n o t h e r o r t hos e gr an d
descrip tive s entences tha t s um u p so magni r i c ent ly
t he i mpac t or the scene on t h e p oe t . In line s 1 0-11,
also, t he l i nk b"etween the c ity and Na ture i s con­
rirmed. We then move t o t he p o e t , wh o ror the r i r s t
time introduce s e xplicitl y h i s own emotions - -wh i ch
are a t once clinched wi th t hose two words , c a l m and
deep .

Wi th t hi s pro j e cti on or the i de a or cal mne s s
a nd s ti l l n e s s, a l l t h e previ ous i mages rall i nto
p l ace and t he silen ce or the city be c ome s p a r t or
t he poet 's mo od . The r i v e r is n ow d e s c r ibe d by t he
v er b g l i d e th , which again de ve l op s the notion or
cal m s ilen ce, and the p o em en ds on a note or c on­
t r oll e d emotion , with the poet e x c l aiming at t he
sense or utter peace wh i ch arises rrom t he city.
Th a t t his a s tate or unstable e qu ilibrium , a r ar e
no t e o r repos e ror t h e mighty org ani sm , is s u gg e s t­
ed in t h e l as t lin e whe r e t he re a l cause ror won ­
der is now r ully e vi d en t-- t h e r a c t t hat a gre a t
ci ty can b e a t once identiried with n atur al beauty
(cL lines 9- 10) and with h uma n behavi or ( "the very
h ou s e s seem as leep"). Thus Na t ur e , t he po e t , and
t he city rinally come t oge t £ r r, and t h e ir doin g so
s ymbolizes t h e p oet ' s mood .

The above cri ti cism by Da v i d Da i che s , p ubli s hed i n 195 0 , is

a p e r t i n ent example or the r e c ogn i t i on g i v en to Wor d s wor t h i n

11. Da vi d Da i ch e s a n d Wi l l i am Cha r v a t , Poems in En g l i s h
1 530-194 0, pp . 697- 98.
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the year which marked the centenary of his death .

In their critical study, Thomas and Br own present to the

r e a d er a certain awareness of the emotion of surprise . This

emotion is evoked in t he sonnet b y visions of mor n i n g con­

t rasted with those of night . 1 2

Frederick A. Po t t l e , i n pr e s ent ing isolated qualities of

Wor d s wor t h ' s poetry, and in quotin g from t he f amous Preface,

t he following t ext, " Po e t r y takes its origin f r om emotions

r e c ol l e c t e d in tranquillity" and "I h a ve at all times en­

deavoured to look st e adily at my s Ubject,"13points out how

the sonnet, " Composed Up on vle s t mi n s t er Br i dge , " was recol -

lected in tranquillity and called fo r armed vision .

Pottle says:

Eve r y on e knows of Wordswor th ' s love of solitude, h i s
conviction that the highest e xp eriences came to h i m
when he was a l on e .. . Th e trouble was that, t hough
he h a d t he b e s t of int ention s , h e c oul d n ever h andl e
close-packed, present, human cr owds in t he mod e of
i magination. I f he wer e to gr a s p the life of a gr e a t
city i ma g i n a t i vely, it h a d to be a t n i gh t or early i n
t he morning , while t he stre e ts were de ser t e d ; ... "14

Wi l l a r d L. Sp erry in considerin g Wor d s wor t h ' s r el i gion,

says that the l a tter wa s not a social myst i c . Th a t he was

... whol l y without the sense of i dentity with a l l
sorts and con di tions of men which we find , f or i n­
stance, i n Wal t Whi tm a n or i n Tol s t oy . He c ould
make noth i n g of Lo n don ... Th e on~y t ime h e fe l t

12. Wr ight Th oma s and St u art Br own, Re a ding Poem s ,
p . 669 .

13 . Fr e d er i ck A. Po t t l e , !' Th e Ey e and the Object in
the Poetry of Wor d s wor t h , " Wor d s wor t h , p . 23 .

14 . Ibid ., p . 30 .
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able to grasp the city of London was when he s aw i t
from We stmin s ter Br idge i n early dawn , i ts ~ouses

a s lee p , an d i ts mighty hear t l yin g still . 1 5

Th e s ame s onne t was u sed as an ex amp l e by Florence Ma r s h ,

who i n making a s t u dy of p e o t i c vision , ma n i f e s t s that it is

characteris tic of Wor d s wor t h to hide his i magery . Th i s son-

net, however, is pointed out as one that does have a sustain -

ed metaphor , since the per sonifi cation of London becomes

obvious only in t he las t line . 1 6

Le t u s n ow l ook at another s onne t, "It i s a b e a u t e ou s

evening , " which follows :

It is a beau~eous evening, calm and free,
The holy time is qu i e t as a Nun
Br e a t h l e s s with adoration; t he broad sun
I s sinkin g down in its t ranquillity;
The gentleness of he aven broods o'er the sea :
Li s ten ! t he mighty Be ing i s awake ,
And doth with his e t e r n a l mo t i on make
A sound like thunder- -everlastingly .
De a r Child ! dear Gi r l ! that walkest with me here ,
If thou appear untouched by solemn t hought ,
Thy nature is not less divine:
Th ou liest in Ab r aham' s bosom all t he year;
And worshipp'st at the Temple's inner shr ine ,
God b eing with the e when we know it not . 1 7

Let u s f irst note how t his s onne t i s much more admired

now, t h an i t was a t the beg inning of t h i s twentieth c en t ury.

Th oma s Bayne , wri t ing i n 1 90 7 about t h e unpopularity of this

s onnet, says t h a t because it presents metaphysical difficulties

like other of Words wor t h ' s sonnets it has ceased to be widely

15.
worth, p .

1 6.

1 7 .

Willard L . Sp erry , "Wordsworth 's Relig ion ," Wor d s -
154.

Floren ce Mar sh , Wordsworth ' s Imagery , pp . 21-22 .

Wordswor th , Op e cit ., p . 1 7.
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read. He says, "the quick transition from the contemplation

of the peaceful scene to the thought of the omnipresent De i t y ,

while almost startling in its apparent abruptness, is really

a legitimate sequence of though t , " but one that is sel dom seen

in poetry.18

Such was the criticism of nearly fifty y e a r s a ge . However ,

the many recent criticisms which we are now considerihg include

this sonnet along with t he others. In hi s critical r e adi n g of

t his p o em, Dou b l eda y a ffirms t hat our compr ehension and re-

ception of the central s tatement of t he p oem are mu ch a f fec t-

e d by the feeli n g of r el i gious awe , which Words wor th has taken

eight lines to es t ablish. The l ite r ar y allu sion,

Th ou liest i n Abr aham' s b o som all the ye a r

mu s t b e understood if on e is t o gr a s p t h e me an i n g of the son-

net, otherwise, the t h ought c on t a i n e d in t he octave , God dwell s

in n ature, will not b e carried ove r to t h e se s t et, tha t God ,

likewise, lives i n the chi l d. 1 9 The understanding of the bib-

lical allusion, we r ealize, doe s away with any met aphys ical

difficulty.

In The Mi n d of the Poet, Ha vens , s peakin g of the i magina­

tion,make s it clear t hat Wor d s wor t h believed t hat a ch i l d can

be imaginative in t he f ull sense of t h e word . The author s a y s,

It was one who saw childhood a s posses sed of i ma gination

1 8. Th oma s Bayne , "Wordsworth a n d Br owni n g , " No t e s an d
Qu e r i e s , VI I I , 466.

1 9. Doubl eday , £E. c i t., pp . 73-74.
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in a ll the might of its endowment who wrote ,

Dear Child ! de a r Gi r l ! t ha t walkes t with me h e r e ,
If t h ou appear untouched by solemn t h ou ght,
Th y nature is not t h e refore l e s s divine :
Th ou lies t in Abraham ' s bosom all the year ;
And worshipp ' st at t h e Temple 's inner shrine,
God being with t h ee when we k n ow it n o t .

To be s ure, s i n c e he does not have t he experience or t h e
needs of the adult and s i n c e reason and t h e other f acul ­
ti es a re but imperfectly developed i n h im , t he chi ld
canno t make t h e use of what t he i magin at i on offers ,
c annot l earn f rom it , a s the IIhi gh e r mi n d s " do . Ye t
t he f a culty its elf , Wordswo rth appears to have t hought,
is as stron g and as c omp l e te in the e a r l y as i n the
lat e years. 2 0

It is obvious from t his that Ha v e n s recognized t h e qua l i t i e s

which Wor d swor th ' s s onne ts contained .

There is another c omme n t a r y on thi s sonnet by Th oma s and

Br own , which enables the r eader to s ee t hat the central ex-

per ience contained t h e r e i n is Wor d s wor t h ' s i dea about t he

child's s piri t u al nature . The feelin g of Words wor th a nd the

ide a of the s p i r i t u a l n ature fuse into a uni f i e d experience . 21

Sperry , in "WordsVTorth 's Re l i g i on , " s eems to be of t he

opinion that t he poet in t hi s sonnet is chi e fl y concerned

with t he s uns e t over Ca lai s . Th e author is trying to infe r

in his essay t h at Words worth ' s l a ck of r e l i g i on did n o t cry-

s tall ize b ecaus e of a fee ling of gui lt ove r the affair with

Annette . 2 2 Sp erry ma i n t a ins that a man with qua lms of con -

science would not have written "It i s a b e aute ou s e venin g ,"

20 . Raymond De x t e r Ha ven s , The Mi n d of ~ Poet , I , 237-38 .

21 . Thomas and Brown , ££. c i t., p . 669 .

22 . Sperry,~ . cit . , p . 155.
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nor would he have a ddressed his n atural daught e r as " De a r Child !

dear Gi r l ! 2 3

I n h i s e xpli cation a n d critical p ercep t i on of t his son­

net, Da i che s calls at t e n tion to the effecti v e handl ing of

religious i mag e r y. He point s out the r elationsh i p be twe en

"holy," "Nun ," "adoration" in t h e fir s t part of the sonne t

with " s olemn ," " d i v i n e , " and "wor shi p p ' s t " i n the s econ d

part. 24 Af t er r emi n d i n g u s that i t is not nece s sary to k now

the rec ent cri ti cism of "Dear Chi ld ! " i n order to appreciate

the po em , Dai che s c on t i nu es:

( I t is worth noting tha t God i s referred to only
indi rectly in the f i r s t part, by s u ch t e r ms as
"heaven" and "mi ghty Be i n g " - - wh i ch is t he sea
r e fle c t i n g the gr and eu r of God - - whi l e in the s ec­
ond part the r el i g i ou s i mager y i s mor e conven­
ti onal a n d s pecific , culminat i n g in the actual
men t i on of God : t h e i dea around wh i ch the p o em is
built is, of cou rs e , t h at a n adul t s e e s God d i r ­
e c t ly and l ess self-conscious ly . ) No t i c e a gai n how
Wor d s wor t h l inks his own mood t o the point h e is
making , so t h at t he p o i n t is of po e t i c interest
i n s o f ar

5as
it r e flects a n d i l l umin ates a s t a te

of mi n d . 2

Da i ch e s calls our at t ention t o the f a c t tha t , a s i n the

sonnet we have j us t c on sid e r e d , t here is a relation b e twe en

t he point communi c a ted and the mo de e voke d as a r e s u l t of the

me t h od of the commun ication , so t oo , t h e r e is in t h e sonnet ,

"The world is too mu ch with u s ."2 6 Le t u s quote that s onnet

and discuss i t.

23. Sp er ry , Op e cit.

24. Dai che s and Ch arvat, ~. ci t. , p . 698 .

25. Ibid.

26 . I bid.



The world is too mu ch with us ; l a t e and s o on,
Ge t t i ng and s pen ding, we lay waste our powers :
Little we s ee i n Na t u r e t h a t is ours;
We have g i ven our h e a r t s away, a s ord i d b oon !
Thi s Sea tha t bares her b o s om t o t he moon ;
The wind t hat will b e howling a t all hours,
And are all up-ga t h e r e d n ow lik e sleep i n g f l ower s ;
For this , for everything, we ar e out of tune ;
It moves us not . Gr eat God ! I ' d rather b e
A Pagan suckled in a creed outworn;
So might I , s tanding on t his p l e as ant l e a ,
Ha ve gl imp s es t h a t would make me l ess forlorn ;
Ha ve sight of Pr ote u s risin g from the sea;
Or hear old Tr i t on b l ow h i s wr e ath e d horn . 2 7

Concernin g t h is sonne t, the editors of Expli c a t or say :

The construction of Wor d swor th ' s sonne t ha s too
often been explained as a mere catalogu e o f p leasant
i mage s . On t he contrary, nearly every i ma ge i n the
s este t fulfills a n image i n t he las t half of the
octave : "this pleasant l e a" cor resp onds with " t his
s e a; " "suckled in a creed" wi th "s e a that b ares
h e r bosom;" " Triton" wi t h " t h e winds ;" t h e "wreath­
ed horn" with b o th "sl eepin g f l owe r s" and "ou t of
t une ." To comment up on these corresp on d ences
would be superfluous ; t ha t t hey c on tribute to the
gre a t n e s s of the s onne t, even t hough s ~8dom

consciously not i c ed , is indisp u table. "

The fact t h a t t his explication wa s made i n the v e r y f irst

i s sue of Ex p l i c a t or , is ample p r oof t h at t h is s onne t is fre -

qu ently analyzed i n college c lasses .

Ha v e n s , i n h i s chapter on an imi sm , a s sert s t hat Words -

wor th b e l i e ve d in spiritu al b eing s and t h e ir c ons ciou s n e ss.

Th i s bel i e f , the critic a t t r i b u t e s to Wor d s wor t h ' s v ividne s s

of i magina t i on and t o his early l i fe in a wild , mountainou s

27 . Words wor t h , Op e c it . , pp , 1 03 -19 .

28 . Th e Ed i t or s , Th e Expl i c a tor , I, 1 . No . 4 .
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country .29 . Wordsworth, he maintains, believed tha t

• . • man is justified i n t hinking of nature as
s ympathi zing with his gr i e f s although such s ymp a t h y
has no existence apart f r om man ' s Olin creative p ow­
e r s. It is not s urprising , therefore, that Words ­
worth was tolerant of animism even when it res ted
on what he regarded as falsehood:30

The quotation which Ha v en s uses is ,

Gr e a t God ! I ' d rather be
A Pa gan suckled in a creed outworn;
So might I, standing on t his pleasant lea,
Ha ve glimp ses that would make me less forlorn;
Have s i gh t of Proteus ri s i n g from the sea;
Or h ear old Triton b l ow his wreathed horn.3l

Doubl eday would have us r ealize t h a t Wor d s wor t h wished

t o see Pr oteus and Tr i t on , be c ause t he former, a s ea d e i ty ,

had the p ower to prophesy, and wa s s upposed to k n ow all the

secrets of nature; t he lat ter, who wa s t he s on of Nep t une , had

the task of transmitting orders from h i s fa ther , to all t he

distant parts of the sea . 32 Wor d s wor t h , g r i e v i n g t h at

Lit tle do we s ee in Na t u r e t h a t is ours;

woul d e n j oy hearing Pro teus, on rising from t he s ea to p a s -

t u r e h i s calve s, tell the secrets of nature . He would like

to hear Triton " b l ow h i s wreathed h or n , " so that he might

see f rom " this pleasant l ea , " all the far away seas respond

to t h e or d ers of Nep t une .

29 . Ha ven s , Op e cit ., p . 76.

30 . Ibid ., p . 8 0 .

31. Ibid .

32 . Dou b l e d a y , Op e cit ., p . 76.
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There is a po ular s onne t of ordswor t h ' s wh ich is among

t hose " De d i ca t e d to Na t i on a l Indep endence a nd Libe r t y . " ords -

worth , i n 1 802, h a d just re t urn e d fr om France a n d wa s r i e vin

over t he conditions of London , wh i ch s e emed to have lost i ts

true religious h app i n e s s . Th e t hough t t h a t i f il ton we re

al i ve, h e might raise t h e ci t y fr om i ts l owly s piri t, i n­

s p i r e d t he poet to writ e , "Lon d on, 1 8 02 ."

Mi l t on ! t h ou s h oulds t be li vi ng a t t h is h ou r :
Eng l an d ha t h ne ed of thee : s h e is a fen
Of stagnant water s : a l t ar, swo r d, a n d pen ,
Fi r e s i d e , the h e r oi c weal t h of h a l l and bower ,
Ha ve forfeited t heir ancient Engl i sh d ower
Of i nwa r d h app i n e s s . We are selfish men ;
Oh! raise u s up , return t o u s again;
And g i v e us manne r s , virtue , f reedom, p owe r .
Thy soul was l i k e a star , and dwe l t apart;
Thou hadst a voice whose sou n d was l i ke the s e a:
Pure as t he naked h e a vens , maj e st i c , f re e ,
So didst t hou travel on life 's common way ,
In ch e e r f ul g odl i n e s s ; and yet t h y h eart

3Th e lowliest duties on her s elf di d l a y . J

Ch a r l e s W. Co op e r h a s selected t his sonnet to s how tha t

the understanding of a p o e t ' s emotion d e p ends upon t he emo­

tional experiences and nature of t he re ader . 34 Coop e r g i ve s

a paraphrase of the s onne t, and i n h i s ow~ unde r standing of

Wor d s wor t h ' s f eeling s ays:

He seems to me
its s p i ri t and
and l e t h a r g i c.
different . He

to be discouraged about his h ome l and ,
tone . Life about h im seems corru p t

People are selfis h , c omplacent, i n ­
t h nks of other times wh e n En g l i s hme n

33. Wor ds wor t h , op . cit . , p . 116 .

34 . Ch a r l e s W. Coop e r , Pr efa c e t o Poetry , p . 20 6 .
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were strong and true, noble and courageous; and he
t hinks of John Mi l t on , poe t and patriot, who spoke
out fearlessly and clearly for h uman freedom, who
acted wisely and cheerfully, who turned his hand to
common work dutifully and unselfishly. If only , he
feels, Mi l t on were now alive to rally t h em , to raise
them up from t he mor a s s of t heir s tagnation, to re­
store the virtues that Englishme n shQ~ld rightly i n­
herit from t heir stalwart forebearslj~

After giv i n g the interpretation of the f e e l i ng phase of Wor d s -

worth's meaning, Coop e r relates the causes of his own emotion-

al response.

My interpretation of the meaning, of course, is the
pr imary cause, and sense led t he wa y together with
my understanding of the poe t's fe eling. Hi s feel-
ing of discouragement a t t h e s urrou n din g complacen-
cy struck a responsive chord; or , t o v ary the me t a ­
phor, the s trings of my own hear t, attune d by com­
parable exp eriences, were s e t i n s ympath e tic vibr a ­
tions by the s ounding of h i s emotion. Bu t there
were other i mmediat e st i muli of my feel i n gs: t he
striking me taph or i mplici t in the assertion t hat En g ­
land is a f en , the s tron g olf a c t ory i magery s timulat_
ed by stagnant, t he rich conno tat ion of h a l l a n d bow­
er, t he t one-color of t h e voice whose sound was l i ke
t he sea, even t he sta tely Mi l t on i c "music" of t h e
p o e t i c rhy t hm6 sugges tin g t he power of t h e g r e a t poets
of t he p a st . 3

This emotional response, Coope r reminds us, is, a ccordin g to

many, the mo s t i mportant par t of t h e po em-exper i ence .

Doubleday calls a ttention to t h e f a c t t hat Wordswor th ,

in writing of his g r e a t predecessor, Mi l t on , i s very care­

ful to use t he Mi l t on i c sonnet. 37

35. Coop e r , Ope cit., pp . 2 06- 2 0 7.

36. Ibid., p . 208.

37. Doub leday , Ope cit., p. 22 2 .
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Walter Gierasch tells us that the general tone of t his

sonnet is a "good old days' nostalgia ." Mi l t on , a literary

and political leader of former days, is now needed to "raise

us up." Although, Gi e r a s ch a dmits, Br ook s and Wa r r e n say the

sonnet is poorly organized, yet, there is mu ch in it to be de­

fended . 38 In expatiating on the lack of manne r s in Engla n d ,

which Wordsworth mentions, Gierasch remarks:

The lack of manners is suggested by "selfish"; the
lack of virtue by "altar ll and "heroic ll i n the two
s en ses of s piritual and ph ysical strength or virtue;
but in the opening six lines t he lack of fre edom and
power are left unspecifie d, except by the remote i m­
p lication t hat men ~n 1 802 are bog g e d down. 39

Continuing t h e explication, t he critic s ays:

Mi l t on ' s possession of manne r s is sugges ted by
"travel •.• I n cheerful g odl ine s s ll a n d b y " du t i e s" ;
his possession of virtue by "soul ... l ike a Star,"
by "pure," b y " g odl i ne s s" , and by "du t ie s " ; his
p o s s e s s i on of freedom by "apart" and by "free"; h i s
p o s s e s s i on of p owe r by t he sea i mage an d e a r l i e r by
the b e l i e f in t he Dowe r of his example " t o raise u s
up ."4 0 .

Gierasch men t i ons s everal other contrasts which make for or-

g ani z a t i on , but h e does point out where t here is " c r i s s ­

crossing, which brings about weakness in t h e sonne t.41 Ma y

we remind the reader that this criticism c omes from Expl i c a t or ,

whose "province is t he literature that everyone knows." 4 2

38 . Wa l t e r Gi e ras ch , lIWordsworth's Lo ndon, 1 802 , "
Exp l i c a t o r , I I , No . 6 , 42 .

39 . Ibid .

40 . Ibid .

4l. I b i d .

42 . Ibid . , I, No . 1 .



61

The Ri ver Duddon, a Series of Sonnets, published in 1820,

r e ceive s cons iderable analysis in Marsh's Wordsworth's Imagery.

In the ch apter, Sounds, Waters, and Structures, the author

says that " the two most f ully realized water s ymbol.s appear in

"The Prelude," and "The River DUddon."~-3 After dismissing the

f orme r , the critic discusses the first sonnet in the series,

which follows:

Not envying Latian shades--if yet they throw
A grateful coolness around t hat crystal Spring,
Blandusia, ·prattling as when long a go
The Sa b i n d Ba r d was moved her praise to sing;
Careless of flowers that in perennial b l ow
Round the moist marge of Persian fountains cling;
Heedless of Alpine torrents thundering
Through ice-built arches radiant as heaven's bow;
I seek the birthplace of a native stream.--
All hail, ye mou n t a i n s ! hail! t hou mor n i ng light!
Be t t e r to breathe at lar ge on this clear height
Than toil in needless sleep from dream to dream:
Pure flows the verse, pure, vigorous, free~4and bright,
For Duddon, long-loved Duddon is my theme! ~

Fl or e n c e Na r s h observes that the "River Duddon" sonnets are

directly about the river and indirectly about the p oe t .

Wordsworth seems to turn to the Duddon to seek r elief from

more diffi cult themes. 4 5 In t he l as t four lines of the sonnet ,

we are reminded, t he river provides that relief:

Be t t e r to breathe at large on this clear height
Than toil in needless sleep f r om dre am to dream:
Pure fl ow the verse, pure, vigorous, free, and bright,
For Duddon, l ong-loved Duddon is my theme.

43 . Mar sh , ~. cit., p . 93.

44. Wordsworth, op. ci t .> p. 246.

45 . Marsh,~ . cit.
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Besides providing relief for the poet, it also provides the

image for the flow of the p o e t r y i tself. 4 6 Th e critic notes

that the function of Duddon, "to h e a l and to restore, to

s oo t h e and to cleanse, not madden and pollutel"47 sounds l ike

the poet 's own i deal for himself; but more than this--there

rests behind the image of the river's birth and gr owt h , the

parallel bir th and gr owt h of h uman li fe . From the sonnet-

sequence Ma r s h po int s ou t t hose lines wherein , Wordsworth speaks

of the river as a "Child of t he clouds," t he e arth b ein g its

f o s ter mo t h e r ; a "cradled Nur s l i n g " whi ch gr ows into " a Br ook

of loud and s t a te l y march."48 Th e cri t ic r emark s t hat

•. . t he union of the river and i t s tributary
stream is d e s cr ib e d in t erms s uitable for human
ma r r i age ; t he river's a dvance t o t he s ea s u ggests
t he mingl ing of t he soul wi t h ete r nity . ..

But whi l e t he r i v e r Du d d on l ike ma n is b or n
and gr ows , unlike man it do e s not p ass awa y • • .
It is a l s o a n i mmutab i l ity s ymbol ... Human life
s een ~gainst t h e p ermanen c e of na t u r e i s tr ans i­
tory: 4 9

Flor e n c e Har s h conclu des h e r treatment of t h i s sonne t -

sequence by quotin g t he fol l owing five lin es from t h e final

sop..net, XXXI V, in The Ri ve r Duddon Se r i es .

St i l l g l i d e s t h e Stream, and shall for ever gl i d e ;
Th e form rema i ns, t he Funct i on n e ve r dies;
While we, t he brave, t he migh ty , and t he wise,
We men , who in our mor n of youth defi~8

The elements, mus t vanish;--be i t sol '?

4 6 . Ma r s h , Op e cit . , p. 93 .

47 . Ibid . , p . 94 .

4 8 . Ibid.

4 9 . Ibid.

50. Ibid.
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The author, who s e cri tic i sm we a r e n ow c on sider i n g, s hows

how The Ec cles i a st i cal Sonnets, likewise, u se wa ter i ma g ery.

I n reg ard to the s e r i e s , Wordsworth says:

My purpose in writing this Series was, as much as
poss ible , to conrine my views to the introduction,
pr ogre ss , a n d operation or the Church in En g l an d
b oth previous and s ub sequen t to the Rerormation . 51

Th e s onne t s were wr itten in 1 821, and published in 1 822. They

a r e p r oor t h a t Wor d s wor t h was still writing some or his best

s onne ts. Let us now look at the imagery which Fl or en c e Ma r s h

ob s e r v e s. To her, the r r e qu e n cy or t his s ymbolism ' i n the ser -

i e s makes the water sound as an undercurrent even when there

i s n o mention or it. 5 2 The sonnet which r ol lows is t he rirst

in the sequence and serves as a s tepping-stone rrom t he

Ri ve r Dud doL to t h i s series . To Ma r s h , t he i mage here seems

arbitrary .53

I , who a c c omp an ied with raithrul p a c e
Ce r ulean Duddon rrom i ts clou d - r e d s pring,
And loved wi t h s p irit rul e d b y his to sing
or mount a i n - qui e t and boon nature's gr a c e ;
I , who essayed the nobler St r eam to trace
or liberty, and smote the plausive stri n g
Ti l l the checked torrent, proudly triumphin g,
Won ror herselr a l astin g r esting-place;
Now seek upon the heights or Tim e t he s ource
or a Hol y Ri v e r , on whose banks are r ound
Sweet pastoral rlowers , and laurels that h ave crowned
Ful l ort the unworthy br ow or lawless rorce;
And, ror delight or him who tracks its course,
I mmortal amaranth and palms abound. 54

51- Wordsworth, Op e cit . , p . 55 7 .

52 . Ma r sh , Op e c i t. , p . 96 .

53 . Ibid .

54 . Wor d s wor t h , cp , cit. , p . 342 .



Water is one of the most frequently employed vehicles in

Wordsworth's poetry, according to Marsh. "It is ••• focal

in the River Duddon," and provides a "frame of reverence for

the Ecclesisatical Sonnets."55

As a final Wor d s wor t h i a n sonnet for our consideration, I

have chosen another from the "Ecclesiastical Series." This

sonnet, "Mutability," is called by Abbie Potts, " on e of the

finest sonnets he ever wrote."56 The author, Lascelles Ab e r -

crombie, mentions " Nutability" wh en he a dmits t hat It s e v e r a l

of his finest sonnets belong to t he l ater y e a r s . " 5 7 He r e

is the poem.

From low to high doth dissolution climb,
An d sink from h i gh to low, along a scale
Of a wful notes, whose concord s hall not fail;
A mu s i c a l but melancholy chime,
Whi ch t hey can hear who meddle not with crime,
Nor avarice, nor over- a nxious care.
Truth fa ils not; but her outward forms that bear
The longest date do mel t like frosty rime,
That in the mor n i n g whi tened hill and p l a i n
And is no more; drop like the tower sublime
Of yesterday, which royally did wear
Hi s crown of weeds, but could not even s ustain
Some casual shout t hat broke t h e si~ent air,
Or the unimaginable touch of Time . ~

W. Ma cn e i l e Dixon, in a chapter on Wor d swor t h , s p eaks of

t h e poet' s persistence in finding and using the exact word-­

wor ds, not ornamental, but common . 5 9 The author says that

55 . Ma r s h , £E. cit.

56 . Wor d s wor t h , Ec c l e s i a s t i c a l Sonnets, edited by Abbie
Findley Potts, p . 151 .
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Lascelles Ab e r cr omb i e , The Art of Wor d swor t h , pp .

Wor d s wor t h , Poetical Wor k s , p . 401 .

W. Ma cn e i 1 e Dixon , An Apo logy for the Arts, p . 144 .



ordsworth h as thi s i n common wi t h Shakespeare - - 'tha t he is

w t hout manner i sms . " 60 Th e n a f t er quot i g h e l ast e ht

lines of t h e s onne t he e x t ols both poet and poem t h us :

He r e , as i n a hundred oth e r pas sage s , the ab sence
of e ffort , the limpid clearn e ss and e x a c t n ess of
phras e , t he r e s e r ve, almos t a u s t eri t y of t he di c ­
t i on ch allenge compar ison wi t h an y t h in i n the lan ­
gu age . ' Th e e xpr ession , ' as Arnold said , ' ma y of­
ten be c a lled b a l d , bu t it i s bald a s the b are
moun t a i n - t op s a r e b a l d , with a baldness which is
f u l l o f g r andeur . ' ..• Wor d s wor t h ' s po e t r y is
a p i l lar wh i ch ma rk s t he true h ighway of Art , t o
which h i ghway , f r om a l l i ts r e c o i ls a n d e x curs ions ,
aft e r all i ts t emp or a r y r evol ts an d worship o f new
c r e e ds i n high p lace s , it mu st e ve r r eturn , c on t e n t
t o find i ts gu i d a n c e i n principles t ri e d a n d a ge ­
long . To t h e ir a us t er i t y, t h e ir s plen d i d economy
o f phra s e , h s s onne t g p a r t i cu l a r l y owe t h e i r far ­
s hining pre -em n enc e . 1

On l y wi t h n the l a st two decade s h ave cri t i c s begun t o

s t u dy t he b e a u t i f u l poetr y f ound i n t he Ec c l e s i a s t i c a l Son-

nets , and n o t only in t h at s e r i es, bu t in many of t h e mor e

t h an fi ve hundre d ext a n t s onne ts wri tt en by Words wor t h .

Dougl a s Bush , s t a tes t h a t t h e p o e t ' s f i nest poe t r y is ma n l y

of t wo k inds ; one gr ou p c omprises s ome s hor t poems ,

Th e oth e r g r oup embraces a good many of the s onne ts,
t hose of Mi l t on , on Br i t i s h ideal s of t h e p ast and
s i ns of t h e presen t , on Tou ssaint L 'Ouverture , and
k indred s u b j e c t s, a n d s ome on v a r i ou s t heme s , fr om
t he sight of London a t s unr is e to mutabili ty . In
t he publ i c sonn e t s Wor d s wor t h s p e aks, no t wi th the
voice of a b i rd-wa t ch er , but in t h e r i n g i n g tone s
of a man amon g me n , a man wh ose mag nani ou s i d e a l ism

6 0 . W. a cn e i l e Di x on , £E. cit .

61 . I b i d . , pp . 104 -1 45 .
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and profound anxiety entitle him to deal with nations
and great events. Whatever the poet's debt to Mi l t on ,
this poetry springs from real conflict and has massive
strength. In these heroic sonnets, and in others of
quieter nobility, Wor d s wor t h is in line with the gr e a t
poets back through Mi l t on to the ancients. Be ca u s e
he has here a sober consciousness of the facts of
human nature and life, he earns t he right to cele­
brate man's unconquerable mi n d ; h e d oe s make us feel
that we are g r e a t er than we know. And perhaps our
small anthology h ol d s enough t g carry Wor d s wor t h
through another hundred years. 2

The above quotation is indeed just praise for the poet whose

sonnets we have been studying.

It seems fitting that I should close t his chapter wi t h

one of Wor d s wor t h ' s sonnets, one line of which is more fre-

quently quoted by our Catholic clergymen t h a n any other of

his lines. Be c a u s e Our Lady has been my gui d e in this task,

I shall pay her, t hrough the poetic v i s i on of Wor d s wor t h ,

this final tribute.

The Vi r g i n

Mo t h e r ! whose virgin bos om was uncrost
Wi t h the least shade of t hought t o s in all ied;
Woma n ! above all women gl or i f i ed ,
Our tainted nature's solitary b oas t ;
Purer than foam on central ocean tost;
Br i gh t e r than e astern skies at daybreak strewn
With fancied roses, than the umblemished moon
Before her wane begins on h eaven's blue coast;
Thy Image falls to earth. Ye t some, I we e n ,
Not unforgiven the suppliant k n ee migh t b en d ,
As to a visible p ower , i n which did b l end
Al l that was mi x e d and reconciled in Thee
Of mo t h er ' s love with ma i den purity,
Of high and low, c elestial wi th terrene !

62 . Douglas Bu s h , Wor d s wor t h : A Mi n or i t y Re por t , "
Wor d s wor t h , p p . 21-22.
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CHAPTER V

CO CLUSION

I n this s t udy of Wor d s wor t h ' s s onne ts we have presented

s uffic ient evidence t o draw per t inent c on c l usi ons . For emo s t

Wor d swor t h d e serve s and is gradually r e c e i vi ng t h e f tting

a ppraisal of h i s s onnet s .

Th e earl y criticisms pel ted at h i m we r e due to c e r t a i n

antagoni s m and mi sund e r s t andi ng , to unfa i r an d s urr epti t i ous

motive s . Th e di e -hards of t he neo -clas sic s p i r i t were now

s k eptical of t he Lake School p oet whose mind r e c ogni z ed,

whose heart felt, a n d who se hand wa s forced to wr ite the re ­

actions to t h e rel a tionship of man wi th nature , and of man

wi t h society . The antagoni sm and mi s u n d e r s t a n d i ng of the

po e t ' s mi nd ser v e d a s a ch a nnel wh ereby t hos e who felt the

common need of cont r overs i al issue , c ould p lunge i n t o open

attack where they were confi d ent they would r e c e i ve c omp e n ­

s a t i on.

The Ly r i cal Ba l l ads h a d songs too swe et, lin es too

var i a n t, s ymbols too realist i c f or a dheren ts to t h e c l a ssic

tone , the s t r i c t form, and t he p r o s a i c t h ought s that wer e

b y now timel y worn .

Th e misunders t ~nding for t wen ty y e ar s had obs cur e d the

mind of Wor dswor th , who wat ched fo r e very g l eam , no ma t t e r

h ow d i m, t h a t would g i ve h im t~e faint e st hope of s u c c e ss .
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The first gl eam of h ope appeared in 1 807 wi t h the publ i c a -

tion of Poems in Two Vol ume s . Th e r e were critics who were

b ol d enough to admit t h e p r e s en c e of poetic beauty which to

them was evident in the s onnets contain e d therein. Howe ver ,

the controversy continued sporadi cally unt i l 1820. In t h a t

year The Ri ver Duddon , ~ Seri es of Sonnet s wa s publ ished ,

bu t t he critics wer e no longer so harsh . By thi s time

Wor d sworth care d lit tl e abou t the criti ci sm of oth ers. He

a l on e u n der s t ood and was a ble t o i n t e r pre t hi s t h ou gh ts.

The restles s n ess t h a t was for some t i me Wor d swor t h ' s ,

has since b ecome the prop e r ty of the li terar y s ch ol a r s who,

today, p e r c e i v i n g t he p oetic vi sion r eflected i n a number of

t he poet's sonn e ts, h a ve de t ermi ned to exp ose the r ema i n i n g

f ac e ts by s t udyin g the mind of the one who se t h ou ghts we r-e

l ittle unders t o od.

Fl or e n c e 1\1ar sh tells u s i n Wor d swor t h ' s I magery t h at

it is h e r " purpo s e here to examine Wor d s wor t h ' s position

in detail in t he hope o f r e a ch i n g a r ather mor e a ccurate

statement of Wor d s 1vor t h ' s t heory of i mager y. " l Th i s state-

me n t s h e makes aft er her study of s ymb ol i n t h e Ri ver Du dd on

sequence and of me t a ph or i n t h e Ec c l e s i a s t i cal s eries . In-

deed, t h e r evalu ations t h a t we r e a s cer t ained by crit ics befo r e

t he centenary, re valu a t ions tha t p o i n t e d ou t the p o e t i c di c ­

ti on of "London, 1 302, " of liTh e Wor l d is Too I1u ch Wi t h Us , "

1. Fl or enc e Ma r sh , Wor dswor t h ' s I magery, p . 115.
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and "Scorn Not the So nne t , " have alre a dy g i v en p l ac e to v e r y

recent critics who h ave since become a ware of Wor d swor t h ' s

t heory of i magery, as found in " Th e Stepping -Stone s , " i n "At

Rome," an d in "Mutabili t y."

Th e final conclus i on to b e drawn f r om t h i s stu dy is t ha t

there is still room fo r h igh e r evalua t ions of Words wor th ' s

sonnets . In the mo s t r ece n t issue (June , 1 953) of the

Pu blications of t he Mod e r n Langu a g e As s o c i a t i on , t here i s an

article by the Wor d s wor t h i a n scholar, J ame s R . Ba i r d , i n

which he admi t s that his purpose i s to investiga t e t he me thod

of 1-lor d swor t h ' s t hou ght . 2 Th e s t u dy reveal s that " Wor d s worth ' s

p o e try of sens e p ercept ion is ch a r a cte r i z e d chi e f l y by move -

ment , or emer g enc e from a n ori g i n al c omplex o f sen s a t i on s

toward an ult i ma te l ayin g hold u pon a pure uni v e r sal • .

Sens e p erception , t hen , is i n t eg r al t o t he eme r g e n c e of pur e

uni ver s a l s . The ma ter i a l s up on which i t wor ks are preserved

by emot i on ."3 Sen s e p e r c ep t i on o f s ou nd, sight , and fee l i n g

are po i n t ed out by Ba i r d a s be i n g pre s ent i n ma ny poems . He

s tates that " Gl e aming waters a pp e ar ag a in i n t hre e s onne ts

ranging from 1 810 to 1 820, in ' Ha i l , Twi l i ght , Sovere i gn of

one peaceful hour,' 'To t he Ri ve r Der went , ' and l i nes ' Com­

p o s e d on the Banks of a 'Rocky St ream. ' " 4 ·

2 . Jame s R . Ba i r d', Wor d s wor t h ' s ' I n scrutable Workma n shi p '
and the Embl ems of Reality , " Pu bl ica tions of t he Mo d e r n Lan­
guage As s o c iat i on , Ju ne, 1953, p . 444 . -- ---

3. I bid . , PP . 444 - 4 9 , p a s s i m.

4 . I bid . , p . 456 .



James R. Baird further says ••• "most of his poetry is

70

contained in the workmanship exer ted upon the collection. of

past sensations emot ionally impressed.,, 5 Thi s make s it possi-

ble for the poe t to arr i ve at real ity; for in Wor d swor th ' s

theory of thought there can be no meaning without past . Her e ,

then, is the key which may unlock for fur t her research and

revaluation t he s onne ts of Wor ds wor th .

5 . Ba i r d , Op e cit ., p . 450 .
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