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H A R A C T E R i s T i c A L L Y W o r d s w o r t h describes the v i r tue o f the 
spots o f t ime i n B o o k x i o f The Prelude1 as that o f ' v i s i t ings 
o f imaginat ive p o w e r ' . T h a t is, the p o w e r funct ions 

myster ious ly , a n d comes a n d goes i n obedience to u n k n o w n laws. 
T h e context is that o f recovery . I n x i he has once again returned 
to his fal l f r o m w h a t he descr ibed i n x as 'the exactness o f a 
comprehens ive m i n d ' to the spur ious exactness o f dissect ion. 
D i v i d e d , he w a r r e d w i t h i n himself , re ject ing the great society 
or f ami ly w i t h w h i c h i n e levat ion or ecstasy he h a d identi f ied 
himself , and l o o k i n g towards a n e w M a n 'parted as b y a g u l p h 
F r o m h i m w h o had been' . H o w i m p o r t a n t this fal l was to W o r d s 
w o r t h is clear f r o m the frequency w i t h w h i c h he returns to i t . 
O r i g i n a l l y B o o k x i began w i t h i t , a n d he f o u n d i t necessary to 
preface the o p e n i n g recapi tu lat ion o f near disaster by forty lines 
ce lebrat ing the recovery . A key w o r d i n x i is 'pass ion ' , w h i c h the 
Essay Supplementary to the Preface o f 1815 speaks o f i n terms o f 
ac t ion and effort. It is the 'mysteries o f pass ion ' (xi .84) to w h i c h 
he is r e t u r n i n g , and under the stress o f reco l lect ion o f d i v i s i o n , 
a n d c o n v i c t i o n o f the mysteries o f h u m a n pass ion, he carries the 
res tor ing concept o f the one great society o f x .968-70 even 
further, to a 

These mysteries o f pass ion indicate the real context o f the spots 
o f t ime i n x i . It is not for n o t h i n g that the w i n d b l o w s so s t rongly 
i n those spots, as i t d i d not b l o w i n other and comparable pas
sages : he urgent ly needed their r e n o v a t i n g strength i f he was to 
recover f r o m the se l f -murder ing dissect ion w h i c h h a d over taken 

brotherhood of al l the human race 
T h r o u g h all the habitations of past years 
A n d those to come. I (xi.88-90) 

1 References arc to the 1805 text throughout. 
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h i m . O f course a l l such spots t h r o u g h o u t the p o e m have i n the 
end the same f u n c t i o n o f restorat ion. I n the first t w o b o o k s they 
a id his recovery f r o m the strain o f an a m b i t i o n w h i c h has become 
perverted , and the cure for w h i c h is The Prelude itself. T h e dif
ference i n x i is that the need, w i t h i n this narrative o f restorat ion, 
is m o r e immediate ly urgent . T h e spots o f B o o k s i , 11, v , a n d x i 
are to be f o u n d i n M S S U and V . 1 A n d i f we examine t h e m i n this 
context the difference between the x i spots and the others becomes 
o b v i o u s . F o r one t h i n g , that element o f stillness c o m m o n to 
m a n y o f these episodes is absent f r o m the x i spots. T h e b i r d -
snar ing episode is m a r k e d by silence hardly b r o k e n b y the sounds 
o f indis t inguishable m o t i o n ; his r o w i n g rouses echoes across the 
p l a c i d lake i n the boat-steal ing episode ; there is the m o r e than 
i n l a n d peace o f the Saint M a r y ' s A b b e y passage, where the sea 
w i n d passes overhead, the t w i l i t c a l m snapped by leaping fish 
i n the episode o f the d r o w n e d m a n o f B o o k v , and the c a l m o f 
the W i n a n d e r B o y episode, w h i c h belongs r o u g h l y to the same 
p e r i o d . T h e w i n d o f the x i spots hard ly appears. I n fact, i f we 
except the related general statement o f n.321-41, where b o t h 
poles o f s t o r m and c a l m necessarily appear, it is o n l y i n the episode 
o f the p l u n d e r i n g o f the raven's nest that the w i n d is o f any 
importance . A n d there is l i t t le i n the other episodes o f those 
clearly defined characters w h i c h play so great a part i n the x i spots. 
T h e r e may be s o m e t h i n g o f this i n the ear-shaped peninsulas o f 
the episode o f the d r o w n e d m a n . T h e r e too death occurs ( in a 
start l ing e n o u g h f o r m , w i t h o u t any o f the h a l l o w i n g and ideal 
grace added w h e n the passage was w o r k e d i n t o B o o k v) as i t 
occurs i n the x i spots, a n d not i n the others. T h i s passage is 
s o m e t h i n g o f an except ion, and i n the early M S S i t immediate ly 
precedes the x i spots. T h e r e are, o f course, other elements i n the 
episodes w o r k e d i n t o x i w h i c h are hard ly present i n the related 
passages i n the other b o o k s . I n the first episode i n x i the five-
year-old horseman m o u n t s w i t h p r o u d hopes ; he is i m i t a t i n g the 
adult , and he is exposed to adult superst i t ion and the fear o f 
death. I n the second spot the b o y enters the adult w o r l d o f death 
and the k n o w l e d g e o f the precariousness o f hopes. W i t h the 
except ion o f the B o o k v episode, n o t h i n g o f this appears i n the 

1 The Prelude, eds E . dc Sclincourt and Helen Darbishire, Oxford, 1959, p. xxvii i . 
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other spots. N o r does the loss o f the guide and protector w h i c h 
is at the heart o f b o t h episodes i n x i . 

W o r d s w o r t h ' s final expression o f the experience o f the first 
episode i n x i is as g o o d a place as any other to b e g i n an analysis 
o f this passage. 

It was, in truth, 
A n ordinary sight ; but I should need 
Colours and words that are u n k n o w n to man 
T o paint the visionary dreariness . . . 

(xi.308-11) 

T h e first t h i n g to understand about ' v i s ionary dreariness ' is that 
i t is n o t 'dreary v i s i o n ' . It is a phrase o f pecul iar author i ty , i n 
w h i c h each w o r d invades the other. It is perhaps typica l o f 
W o r d s w o r t h that i n the act o f saying that n o h u m a n language can 
convey i t he s h o u l d come near a c h i e v i n g i t i n w o r d s whose 
immediate task is o n l y to indicate what it is that cannot be 
described. T h e r e is l i tt le p o i n t i n speaking o f it as s o m e t h i n g 
opposed to the reassuring w o r l d i n w h i c h the c h i l d has l i v e d : a 
chi ld ' s w o r l d is not always reassuring. B u t the dreariness i n part 
arises f r o m the sudden r e c o g n i t i o n o f al ien p r o p o r t i o n s , and the 
v i s i o n is o f s o m e t h i n g so al ien that the dis t inct ions between 
h u m a n and n o n - h u m a n almost disappear. T h e pi tcher-bear ing 
g i r l is so reduced as to make P o o l , Beacon , and W o m a n bear 
a lmost equal parts i n the ch i ld ' s v i s i o n . ( In the 1850 text ' W o m a n ' 
becomes ' female' : the e q u i v o c a l use o f the capital was n o longer 
avai lable to W o r d s w o r t h , a n d he was o b l i g e d to translate.) 
M o r e intense, and m o r e clearly loca l ized , this represents a further 
stage than the huge and m i g h t y forms that d o not l ive l ike l i v i n g 
m e n , and i t is utter ly opposed to those later transports o f the 
o u t w a r d sense recalled t w o h u n d r e d lines earlier i n B o o k x i . 

T h e characters i n the t u r f are a w r i t i n g where it s h o u l d not be, 
myster ious ly m a i n t a i n e d : a m e a n i n g , somewhere between the 
h u m a n and the n o n - h u m a n , i n the m i d d l e o f a wi lderness . F r o m 
another reading we learn that they are ' f a r - famed ' : 1 the c h i l d 
has heard t h e m s p o k e n of, and n o w , lost a n d alone, finds h imse l f 
before t h e m . I n the 1850 text, inc identa l ly , the insistence o n fear 
b lurs the bareness o f the early text, w h i c h was consistent w i t h the 

1 Ibid., p. 447. 
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chi ld ' s v i s i o n o f s o m e t h i n g not to be unders tood . (It is n o t so 
far f r o m what is b e h i n d the a i m o f v i . 4 9 3 - 4 : ' T h e circumstances 
I w i l l here relate E v e n as they were. ') 

Faltering, and ignorant where I was, at length 
I chanced to espy those characters inscribed 
O n the green sod : forthwith I left the spot . . . 

(xi.300-2) 
becomes 1 

A casual glance had shown them, and I fled, 
Faltering and faint, and ignorant of the road 

(XII. 246-7: 1850) 

' F a l t e r i n g ' i n the early text is i n the context o f ' i g n o r a n t ' , suggest ing 
hesi tat ion rather than fear o r faintness. T h e 1850 text dramatizes , 
and at a cost. T h e o n l y fear exp l ic i t ly stated i n the early text is 
that w h i c h he feels w h e n he is separated f r o m honest James, a n d 
the c u r i o u s l y neutra l ' f o r t h w i t h ' is consistent w i t h an i m p o r t a n t 
effect o f the language. F o r the present i t is enough to note that i n 
the early text there is an effect o f events succeeding each other 
w i t h o u t m u c h c o m m e n t , i n accordance w i t h a p o l i c y o f a l l o w i n g 
the event to make i tse l f expl ic i t , u n t i l the final statement. It is i n 
keep ing w i t h the uncanny attributes o f these characters that they 
s h o u l d be renewed f r o m year t o year: superst i t ion does w h a t i t 
believes m i g h t be magica l ly per formed. Geoffrey H a r t m a n has 
p o i n t e d out the translat ion o f the first set o f characters i n t o the 
second : those o f the P o o l , the Beacon , and the W o m a n . 1 T h e 
language conveys this clearly e n o u g h : 

A t length 
I chanced to espy those characters inscribed 
O n the green sod : forthwith I left the spot 
A n d , reascending the bare C o m m o n , saw 
A naked P o o l that lay beneath the hills . . . 

(xi.300-4) 

O n e o f the effects o f ' saw' , c o m i n g where i t does, is once again 
that o f an o d d neutral i ty . It seems a lmost a natura l consequence 
o f ' chanced to espy ' ; i t creates a b lank , i n w h i c h ' chanced to 
espy' cont inues . F o l l o w i n g ' a n d ' (changed to a separating ' t h e n ' 
i n the 1850 text) it seems to c o n f i r m the P o o l , the B e a c o n , a n d the 

1 Geoffrey H . Hartman, Wordsworth's Poetry 1787-1814, New Haven and London, 
196-I, pp. 216-17. 
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W o m a n i n the context already established by the w r i t t e n 
characters. 

T h e w r i t t e n characters l ie i n the h o l l o w , the others are o f 
openness and the heights . C o n d i t i o n e d by the first, they come as a 
k i n d o f reve lat ion. T h e first characters have operated t h r o u g h 
secrecy and fear; the second characters are an enforced reading 
o f w h a t he sees w h e n he makes his escape. T h e desolat ion and the 
mystery extend themselves. T h e c h i l d is l o o k i n g for the guide 
he has lost a n d i n the act o f l o o k i n g has seen s o m e t h i n g else. 
T h e process is famil iar , and it w i l l be repeated, over a l o n g e r 
p e r i o d o f t ime and w i t h m o r e deliberate ref lect ion, i n the second 
episode i n x i . ' L o o k ' , o f course, suggests b o t h the conscious 
m i n d and what he has cal led i n 188 a n d 272 the o u t w a r d sense, 
w h i c h , i n certain passages o f l i fe, we k n o w to be o n l y the servant 
o f the m i n d . A n d the blankness o r apparent lack o f urgency o f 
' saw' i n l ine 303 is not the w h o l e t r u t h . I n spite o f the effect o n 
this w o r d o f the deliberately ordered sequence w h i c h fo l lows i t , 
w h i c h contr ibutes to this neutral i ty , i t has its o w n urgency . T h e 
d i s t i n c t i o n is that between a conscious a n d l i m i t e d l o o k i n g out 
for, a n d an unexpected rece iv ing , a n d i n that sense ' saw' l o o k s 
before and after. H e chances n o w to see, o r to receive. T h e 
language i n w h i c h this is finally conveyed goes b e y o n d the act o f 
seeing. ' It was, i n t r u t h , A n ord inary s ight ' is the vo ice o f the 
adult w h o recalls the experience. B u t the reflux o f l ines 309-16 
(the c u l m i n a t i o n o f this episode) opposes to ' l o o k ' d a l l r o u n d ' , 
not ' saw' o r ' s ight ' , but the i n v e s t i n g o f those characters b y 
v i s ionary dreariness: a process out o f his c o n t r o l , a v i s i t i n g o f 
p o w e r , the impersona l i ty o f w h i c h seems to have b e g u n w i t h 
'saw' . 

T h e i n v o c a t i o n o f these t w o episodes conf irms the restorat ion 
to w h i c h the e leventh b o o k is dedicated. T h e o r i g i n a l context o f 
the episodes becomes clearer w h e n we understand that W o r d s 
w o r t h , rehandl ing t h e m for x i , is inf luenced by t w o other 
related passages. T h e d i v i n e r radiance shed by those remem
brances goes back to 

tragic facts 
O f rural history that impressed my mind 
W i t h images to which i n fo l lowing years 
Far other feelings were attached 



28 A . W . T H O M S O N 

f r o m the early v e r s i o n o f the d r o w n e d m a n passage o f B o o k v . 
A n d the v e r y accents o f the strength descr ibed i n the passage 
later to appear i n n ('the s o u l , R e m e m b e r i n g h o w she felt, 
but w h a t she felt R e m e m b e r i n g not ' ) are i n the famous lines 

So feeling comes i n aid 
O f feeling, and diversity of strength 
Attends us, i f but once we have been strong. 
O h ! mystery o f M a n , from what a depth 
Proceed thy honours ! I am lost . . . 

D i v e r s i t y o f s trength attends h i m n o w as he writes . A s the 
experience o f the m a n i n l o v e was strengthened b y the very 
different experience o f the c h i l d , so n o w the t w o together streng
then that mystery o f M a n h i n t e d at i n those u n i f y i n g mysteries o f 
pass ion i n 84-90. T a m los t ' is a further effect o f s trength, a 
start l ing p r o o f o f this d ivers i ty . It is n o t o n l y a restatement o f 
the theme o f the lost c h i l d , w i t h so m u c h o f w h a t that impl ies 
here : b y a paradox c o m m o n e n o u g h i n W o r d s w o r t h , i t represents 
an immediate apprehens ion. Such is the force o f the mystery that 
the t h i n k i n g T is m o m e n t a r i l y lost. It is a k i n d o f admiratio, the 
o n l y possible m o d e o f apprehens ion o f such m y s t e r y . 1 A s such, 
i t is at the heart o f this br i l l i ant and u n e v e n b o o k . B u t i f T a m lost ' 
has sometimes been m i s u n d e r s t o o d , the lines w h i c h f o l l o w — the 
c l o s i n g o f the hiding-places o f his p o w e r a n d the seeing by 
gl impses — have often received a false emphasis . W i t h o u t the 
Int imat ions O d e we m i g h t be less ready to part icular ize the 
failure. Is i t reasonable to expect that the hiding-places o f such 
p o w e r w i l l open ? T h a t they even seem to open is surely one o f the 
last effects o f such p o w e r . So far f r o m b e i n g an open admiss ion 
o f defeat, the passage breathes such c o n v i c t i o n o f man's greatness 
that he can hard ly d o other than pass over his o w n fa i l ing powers . 
T h e r e is far m o r e o f exul tat ion i n these short per iods than there 
is o f fa i lure : the statement o f failure is less dramatica l ly sudden 
than inc identa l . 

T h e n , w i t h an a lmost apologet ic c o m m e n t , W o r d s w o r t h 
passes to the second episode, w h i c h is also the last o f such 
episodes o f c h i l d h o o d i n The Prelude. F i t t i n g l y i t is also the most 

1 See Donald Davie's discussion of admiratio and its importance for an under
standing of Lyrical Ballads, in 'Dionysus in Lyrical Ballads', Wordsworth's Mind 
and Art (ed. A . W . Thomson), Edinburgh, 1969, p. 134. 
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comprehens ive , operat ing t h r o u g h themes and processes we have 
observed before: death, and the loss o f a g u i d e ; character o r 
figure at its bleakest ; the l o o k i n g , and the see ing; and finally, a 
k i n d o f unders tanding w h i c h has o n l y been h i n t e d at i n earlier 
episodes. Perhaps the essential m e a n i n g o f this episode is i n the 
m o v e m e n t f r o m the sheep and h a w t h o r n as they appear before 
the death o f the boy ' s father to their stark reality after it . 

U p o n my right hand was a single sheep, 
A whistl ing hawthorn on my left, and there, 
W i t h those Companions at my side, I watch'd . . . 

(xi . 3 59-61) 

T h e singleness and the bleakness are there, but the g r o u p i n g , 
m a r k e d by the chiasmus o f 359-60, is speciously f o r m a l , and the 
tree and sheep are p r o m o t e d to the state o f C o m p a n i o n s o f his 
watch . T h e n w i t h the unders tand ing o f what had been prepared, 
the c o m p a n i o n s h i p is gone : instead appear 

The single sheep, and the one blasted tree 

— forms naked and alone, e m b o d y i n g the bleakness o f a reality 
not grasped before. B u t the companions have not s i m p l y become 
naked characters o f deso la t ion : this is not the v i s i o n a r y dreariness 
o f the first spot, any m o r e than it is Yeats 's desolat ion o f reality. 
T h e r e seem to be t w o stages i n the unders tanding . T h e first is 
that o f the event received as a chastisement. T h o u g h the boy ' s 
reflections o f m o r a l i t y are tr i te , it is i n the deepest pass ion 
(again that most significant w o r d ) that he b o w s to G o d ' s correc
t i o n . T h e second stage is that o f the real expression. A s before, 
s o m e t h i n g has been l o o k e d for , and s o m e t h i n g else seen, t h o u g h 
this t ime i n retrospect. T h e difference is i n the unders tanding o f 
what has been seen, a n d w i t h this comes that exul tat ion w h i c h is 
so m a r k e d i n this episode. D e e p feel ing n o w returns u p o n the 
scene, and turns it to the business o f the elements. W i t h ' A n d 
afterwards' the vo ice seems to deepen w i t h the exul tat ion o f this 
k n o w l e d g e . W h a t is revealed is quite different f r o m the security 
o f h u m a n hope and expectat ion: a w o r l d o f other and intensely 
active forces. T h e phrase 'the business o f the elements ' has 
r o u g h l y the same importance i n this episode as ' v i s ionary dreari
ness' had i n the first episode. B u t the i n v e s t i n g o f v i s ionary 
dreariness is not the revelat ion o f 'business ' . Int imate , yet i n its 
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context distant, the w o r d conveys an unders tanding that is 
a lmost par t i c ipa t ion . T h e scene o f w h i c h the b o y h a d been the 
centre a n d the m e a n i n g is b r o k e n d o w n , translated i n t o the 
constituents o f s o m e t h i n g w h o l l y different. T h e exu l ta t ion i n the 
act ion a n d the indifference o f forces suddenly revealed, a n d i n his 
o w n significance, is the real vo ice o f the m o r a l i t y whose direct 
statement was o n l y i n triteness. 

T h e c o n c l u s i o n e s i n 

A s de Se l incourt p o i n t e d out , this echoes H a m l e t ' s ' T h o u comst 
i n such a quest ionable shape ' . 1 ' Ind isputable ' , h o w e v e r , has its 
o w n meaning . Perhaps the mist that advanced a l o n g the roads 
was not to be mis taken for w h a t he was expect ing. B u t the real 
d i s t i n c t i o n is as before : that between the sheep a n d the tree as 
c o m p a n i o n s , a n d the sheep a n d the tree as themselves, a n d so as 
characters o f deep m e a n i n g . T h e mis t i n retrospect advances 
and declares itself. T h a t is to say, things as they are, a n d as they 
are sometimes seen to be. It is i n this , after so m u c h d i v i s i o n 
and abstract ion, that the mystery and the p o w e r are f o u n d . 

1 I prefer this to the 'camst' in the de Selincourt edition of 1926, p. 596, and the 
de Selincourt and Helen Darbishire edition of 1959, p. 615. 

flows free i n t o 
occult signs o f some prenatal v i s ions , 
s o o n to ossify i n t o 
rows o f steel-edged w o r d s , 
p u n c t u r e d b y stops a n d dashes, 
C l a s h i n g and c lang ing 
for the m e a n i n g 
that is not there. 

the mist 
W h i c h on the line o f each of those two Roads 
Advanced i n such indisputable shapes . . . 
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