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It is no tale; but should you think,

Perhaps a tale you'll make it.
Wordsworth, "Simon Lee"
The function of critical discourse need not be to
substitute the enjoyments of thought for the satisfactions of perceiving and the joys of imagining; it may rather simply enable us to take up
deliberately the position in and from which these
goods may be stabilized and enlarged.
Charles Wegener, Liberal Education and the Modern
University
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Introduction
Good taste follows and is developed by the study of
literature; its precision results from knowledge, but
does not produce knowledge.

Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism

The Fate of Taste and
the Spirit of Human Knowledge

The primary purpose of this book is to guide our understanding of
Wordsworth's experimental narratives in LyriCilI Ballads toward a position
from which they will give us a greater and a better pleasure than most
of his readers have previously received. This purpose, and the language
in which I announce it, echo Wordsworth's stated aims, and in repeating
them and making them my own I imply that I do not believe they have
yet been satisfactorily achieved.
The judgment that Wordsworth's experiment had failed gained the
authority with which it has persisted into the present from Coleridge's
arguments in Biographia Literaria. The defects he identified in Wordsworth's poetry-inconstancy of style, matter-of-factness, and undue predilection for the dramatic form-all find their chief illustration in the
experimental ballads (BL, 1, chap. 17). Coleridge treats these defects as
a consequence of Wordsworth's mistaken poetic principles and establishes his own judgments on other principles that draw on a strong
critical tradition and have defined one ever since. Even Wordsworth's
admirers, among whom Coleridge enlisted himself, have generally been
compelled by this tradition to sacrifice his misguided experiments and
establish his claim to attention on the basis of his elevated lyriC poems.
"Tintern Abbey" for this tradition is the only survivor of the 1798 LyriCilI
Ballads besides "The Ancient Mariner."
The experimental poems have never been witho"ut their own admirers,
however, and in the late 1950s several critics made important gains in
appreciating them. John Danby, Robert Langbaum, and Stephen Maxfield Parrish reclaimed several previously neglected poems and opened
the way for other critics to extend their insights. They did not convince
Geoffrey Hartman, however. 1n his Wordsworth's Poetry, a work that since
1964 has been the book on Wordsworth assigned immediately after Biographia Literaria, he could still declare after reading Danby, Langbaum,
and Parrish that "though we can explain some of the difficulties in
1
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appreciating the more experimental of Wordsworth's ballads, this does
not mean that the experiments are not failures. The reaction of Wordsworth's critics is essentially correct.'" Though he was able to find the
poems interesting for their illustration of psychological syndromes and
their relation to traditional genres, he did not claim to enjoy them or to
imagine that many others have done so. "Wordsworth was fated," he
declared, "to displease both the gentle reader of his day and ours: the
former because he committed a solecism (a breach of decorum or social
contract) by elevating to poetic dignity words, matters, and attitudes
permitted only on the pedestrian or comic level of prose; and the latter,
because the tide (though turning) has run, in poetry and fiction, against
the intrusive author." Hartman shared the fated (though changing) preference of his age in finding that "the poet's obvious pleasure while
narrating 'The Idiot Boy' ... draws too much attention to Wordsworth's
own 'burring.' " The poet's intrusive narration is both an expense of
spirit so "wastefully apparent" that it led Hartman to "suspect deeper
causes for his [the poet's] delight than he is willing to acknowledge"
and an "overloading" of a "rhetorical device" which "in purely artistic
terms" reveals that "he has not found his best medium." Sophisticated
psychological and formal grounds converge here to justify dissatisfaction
with the author's intrusions. Hartman saw but was not swept away by
a turning tide on this question; he accepted his fated position and bolstered it with reasons.
Hartman's metaphors of "fated" tastes and turning critical tides tempt
me to describe my own enterprise as a product of the new wave he saw
but did not go along with, for the year after his book was published I
was introduced to college-level reading of fiction and poetry by Wayne
Booth, whose Rhetoric of Fiction, then four years old, had to be a part of
the tide Hartman noticed. Booth's defense of the authorial "intrusion,"
his interest in the "rhetorical device" Hartman suspects, and his challenge to the critical consensus of our day were all, it appears, part of
my fated orientation to literature. I was induded in a new consensus
before I knew that there had been an old one, became interested in
Wordsworth's poems for their use of the very devices Hartman questioned, and was surprised and irritated by my discovery that the poems
that pleased me were considered failures by respected critics. It would
not be difficult to imagine myself as swept away by the rising waters
Hartman saw.
I might even appeal to Wordsworth to corroborate this vision, for in
his 1800 Preface he recognized that his readers' judgment of his poetic
experiments depended upon established literary norms which changed
unaccountably from age to age. He feared that he had violated the
current norms, and he acknowledged the almost fateful power of his
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readers' existing "habits of association" by holding back from the "hope
of reasoning him [his reader] into an approbation of these particular
Poems" and allowing himself only to show that he had reasons for writing
them as he did (LB, p. 242). The speaker of the 1800 Preface, impressed
as he is by the strength of the habitual responses his project would have
to overcome before his poems could give pleasure to many of his readers,
might have found it tempting to admit that his tendency to displease
some readers and even his ability to please others were equally fated.
This was not Wordsworth's first or his final view of the possibilities
of creating the taste by which his poetry was to be enjoyed, however,
nor is it my view. Wordsworth concerned himself with this problem from
the first publication of the poems in 1798 and never published them
without pronouncements, directions, and defenses designed to explain
or to solve it. His most thorough and thoughtful attempt to address the
problem and his most sustained argument on the "fortunes and fate of
poetical Works" recapitulates his early efforts, criticizes their terms, and
bullds upon their incomplete accounts of the problem. In the "Essay,
Supplementary to the Preface" (1815) he goes to great length to show
that "neglect, perhaps long continued, or attention wholly inadequate
to their merits-must have been [and must continue to be] the fate of
most works in the higher departments of poetry," but he concludes not
that this fate must be acquiesced in by poets and their readers alike but
that "every author, as far as he is great and at the same lime original,
has had the task of creating the taste by which he is to be enjoyed." This
task is not an impossible one (though in carrying it out he is "ever
doomed to meet with opposition, ... still triumphing over it"), but it
is difficult, and Wordsworth reviews his previous and present efforts to
carry it out in answering the question, "Where [in creating taste] lies
the real difficulty?" (Prose, 3:62-84).
He fust proposes, in the form of amplifications of his original question,
three answers, each of which formulates a position he has taken in
attempting to solve the problem of creating taste. Does the "real difficulty" lie, he asks, "in breaking the bonds of custom, in overcoming
the prejudices of false refinement, and displacing the aversions of inexperience?" Wordsworth had thought so in the Advertisement of 1798,
where he divided his resistant readers into the inexperienced and the
falsely refined, and in the 1800 Preface, where he acknowledged the
power of the bonds of custom, the habits of enjoyment which his readers
had already formed. "Or," he goes on, "if he labour for an object which
here and elsewhere I have proposed to myself, does it consist in divesting
the reader of the pride that induces him to dwell upon those points
wherein men differ from each other, to the exclusion of those in which
all men are alike, or the same; and in making him ashamed of the vanity
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that renders him insensible of the appropriate excellence which civil
arrangements, less unjust than might appear, and Nature illimitable in
her bounty, have conferred on men who may stand below him in the
scale of society?" (Prose, 3:80). "Elsewhere" must be the Prefac~ to Lyrical
Ballads as a whole, which in 1800 raises the issue of representing human
nature in men from low and rustic life and in 1802 tries to divest the
reader of the pride which makes him distinguish himself from such men.
The chief burden of the 1802 addition to the Preface is to identify the
poet, the reader, and the rustic subjects of the poems in a common
principle of pleasure that grounds their "native and naked dignity" as
men and weakens the claim of social and professional distinctions.
"Finally:' he asks, "does it lie in establishing that dominion over the
spirits of readers by which they are to be humbled and humanised, in
order that they may be purified and exalted?" This interpretation of the
"real difficulty" reflects the posture of the Essay Supplementary itself
in which the poet sets aside his appeal to the reader on the basis of a
common humanity and asserts his own claims to greatness. He is not
here a "man speaking to men" who emphasizes that he differs from
other men only in degree but not in kind (though he still does claim to
exercise the capacities of human nature); he is a genius preferring his
claim to be considered in the company of Spenser and Shakespeare and
Milton, all of whom suffer from "the too common propensity of human
nature to exult over a supposed fall into the mire of a genius.'" The
writer of this essay repeatedly compares himself to poetic geniuses and
great conquerers (Alexander, Hannibal). He claims to have widened "the
sphere of human sensibility, for the delight, honour, and benefit of
human nature," and he asks, "What is all this but an advance, or a
conquest, made by the soul of the poe!?" One who has made such a
conquest may in the name of the humanity whose sphere he has widened
assert a dominion over the spirit of his readers to move them to enter
his domain, but he may find, as Wordsworth does, that it seems inadequate to call what he is doing "creating taste."
The idea that "taste" was the proper name of his problem had gone
unchallenged in Wordsworth's earlier pronouncements. In the Advertisement of 1798 and the Preface of 1800 he repeated the admonition
from Reynolds that an "accurate taste in poetry" is "an acquired talent,
which can only be produced by severe thought, and a long continued
intercourse with the best models of composition" (LB, pp. 8, 271). In
1802 he attacked those "who will converse with us as gravely about a
taste for Poetry, as they express it, as if it were a thing as indifferent as
a taste for Rope-dancing, or Fronliniac or Sherry" (LB, p. 257n). The
first passage insists that forming a taste in poetry is serious business, the
second that a taste for poetry is more serious than a taste for "amusement
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and idle pleasure/' but neither doubts that "taste" in some sense is what
is needed. The argument of the "Essay," however, insists that the idea
of "taste" itself as it is ordinarily understood imports a false supposition
into the question of "creating" taste. As a "metaphor, taken from a passive

sense of the human body," the idea of "taste" brings into the problem
of poetic enjoyment the supposition that "the mere communication of
knowledge" of the objects in question is sufficient to arouse enjoyment.
In certain instances Wordsworth allows that this may be true. He notes
that "proportion and congruity, the requisite knowledge being supposed, are subjects upon which taste may be trusted; it is competent to
this office;-for in its intercourse with these the mind is passive, and is
affected painfully or pleasurably as by an instinct" (Prose, 3:81). Similarly
in some kinds of pathetic compositions: "As the pathetic participates of
an animal sensation, it might seem-that, if the springs of this emotion
were genuine, all men, possessed of competent knowledge of the facts
and circumstances, would be instantaneously affected. And, doubtless,
in the works of every true poet will be found passages of that species
of excellence, which is proved by effects immediate and universal" (Prose,
3:82), Indeed in the Preface of 1802 he had aimed at giving such "immediate pleasure to a human Being possessed of that information which
may be expected from him ... as a Man." But such immediate universal
and passive response to available knowledge in a poem cannot itself
provide the knowledge necessary to the appreciation of an original work
of genius whose essential character is "the introduction of a new element
into the intellectual universe: or, if that be not allowed, it is the application of powers to objects on which they had not before been exercised,
or the employment of them in such a manner as to produce effects
hitherto unknown" (Prose, 3:82). With works such as these, knowledge
is not the solution but the problem. The question is not, "Given knowledge, how does it affect the reader?" but "How does one get the reader
to know it so that he can have a response to it?" The advice Wordsworth
repeated from Reynolds here comes up against its limits, for at best it
will do for the enjoyment of an original genius only what his predecessors can have done for him-"smoothed the way for all he has in common with them ... but, for what is peculiarly his own, he will be called
upon to dear and often to shape his own road" (Prose, 3:80). Neither
will the untutored knowledge of "human passions, human characters,
and human incidents" (LB, p. 7) to which he also appealed in 1798 and
1802 be sufficient to provide the basis for enjoyment of an original poetic
work, for "there are emotions of the pathetic that are simple and direct,
and others-that are complex and revolutionary; some-to which the
heart yields ,,~th gentleness; others-against which it struggles with
pride." The original poet will not be able to depend for the appreciation
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of his works only on knowledge of natural sensations and established
poetic conventions. Having exercised his own powers in the production
of original works, he will be compelled "to call forth and bestow power,
of which knowledge is the effect; and there lies the true difficulty" (Prose,
3:82).

The reader, then, cannot expect to enjoy the work of an original poet
passively "like an Indian prince or general-stretched on his palanquin,
and borne by his slaves.... No; he is invigorated and inspirited by his
leader, in order that he may exert himself; for he cannot proceed in
quiescence, he cannot be carried like a dead weight." What he must
exert upon the poem is "a co-operating power," "a corresponding energy" to those powers the poet has exercised in the production of it. If
genius is "the application of powers to objects on which they had not
before been exercised, or the employment of them in such a manner as
to produce effects hitherto unknown," the enjoyment of the works of
genius issues from the application of corresponding powers to his poems.
But once it becomes clear that the reading as well as the writing of
original poetry is an active exercise of the powers of the mind which
produces knowledge and not a passive response to given knowledge,
another question arises. What guides the reader's exertion of his powers
to assure that it is indeed a co-operating or co-responding exertion to
those of the poet? If he cannot rely simply on conventional expectations
or natural human responses, what prevents his making up his own poem
or his taking what the poet says about what he has made for an actual
accomplishment?
Wordsworth sees only one way out of this difficulty and provides only
one portrait of a reader who may reliably learn to enjoy and judge the
works of genius without arbitrary invention of his own poem or servile
submission to the poet's declarations of intent. At the end of his list of
the classes of readers unable to exercise a sound judgment of poetry,
he writes,
Whither then shall we turn for that union of qualifications which
must necessarily exist before the decisions of a critic can be of absolute value? For a mind at once poetical and philosophical; for a critic
whose affections are as free and kindly as the spirit of society, and
whose understanding is severe as that of dispassionate government? Where are we to lqok for that initiatory composure of mind
which no selfishness can disturb? For a natural sensibility that has
been tutored into correctness without losing anything of its quickness; and for active faculties, capable of answering the demands
which an Author of original imagination shall make upon them, associated with a judgment that cannot be duped into admiration by
aught that is unworthy of it?-among those and those only, who,
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never having suffered their youthful love of poetry to remit much
of its force, have applied to the consideration of the laws of this art
the best power of their understandings. (Prose, 3:66)
Wordsworth places his confidence here in the exercise of two powerslove and the understanding-applied to the art of poetry conceived as
a systematic or lawful discipline, and he believes that the exercise of
these powers on the art conceived in this way will issue in a knowledge
from which true taste can follow. It is to the knowledge thus generated
that he returns at the conclusion of his essay when he declares his faith
in the intellect and wisdom of "the People" and" 'the great Spirit of
human knowledge' " which issues from them. That spirit, "faithfully
supported by its two wings, the past and the future," is not a standing
body of principles or passively received lore but an active and progressive enterprise, grounded in the work of the understanding (Prose, 3:84).
It resembles the enterprise of criticism Northrop Frye imagines in the
polemical introduction to his Anatomy of Criticism. Frye believes that
"there is a totally intelligible structure of knowledge attainable about
poetry" and is confident, like Wordsworth, in the hope that "the systematic progress of scholarship flows into a systematic progress of taste.'"
Wordsworth bases his faith in the ultimate triumph of his work not in
the fateful tides of taste or even in the enduring powers of love or the
human heart alone but in the disciplined activities of the human mind
in the enterprise of literary study.
Few critics of Wordsworth's poetry have fully recognized the implications of this faith for their approach to his experimental ballads. Even
those who have not fallen back upon the fated taste of their age or
Wordsworth's and have acknowledged the "inunense demands" which
Wordsworth's poetry makes upon its readers rarely see that Wordsworth's most important demand is for the active study of poetry as a
systematic discipline. Paul Sheats, for example, locates the demands in
the reliance of Wordsworth's poetry "to perhaps an impossible degree,
on implication and indirection, and thus on the reader's heart." John
Danby identifies the pressure Wordsworth's poems place on the reader's
judgment and his attitudes toward common human reality. Stephen
Parrish clearly recognizes the centrality of the art of poetry for Wordsworth but he stops short of systematically elaborating its "laws.'"
Only Coleridge has put himself forward as Wordsworth's critic on the
basis of the long-standing love of poetry informed by systematic study
of the art which Wordsworth calls for, presenting his praise and blame
of Wordsworth's poetry in Biographia Literaria in terms of "the principles,
which he holds for the foundation of poetry in general" (BL, 2:85). The
authority which his judgments (including his judgment of the ballad
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experiment's failure and his dispraise of some of its chief instances) have
enjoyed in subsequent criticism derives in part from the power of this
approach, which has led Thomas M. Raysor to say of "the Wordsworth
essay in chapters fourteen to twenty-two of Biographia Literaria ... [that]
I know of nothing in all modern European criticism which seems to me
to represent so fully and deeply the possibilities of literary criticism as
an intellectual discipline.'"
My own judgment of the success of the experiment compels me to
argue in Chapter 1 that Coleridge errs, albeit systematically, in his judgment of those poems and the theory that defends them. His essay,
published two years after Wordsworth's Essay Supplementary, demonstrates the prescience (or perhaps the basis) of Wordsworth's anticipation that, as the class of systematically informed lovers of poetry
"comprehends the only judgments which are trust-worthy, so does it
include the most erroneous and perverse. For to be rnistaught is worse
than to be untaught; and no perverseness equals that which is supported
by system, no errors are so difficult to root out as those which the
understanding has pledged its credit to uphold" (Prose, 3:66). Coleridge,
of course, made similar claims about the perverse effects of Wordsworth's system, and he held that much of the controversy in which the
poems were embroiled resulted less from the poems themselves than
from Wordsworth's theoretical defense of them.
The critic who would understand and appreciate Wordsworth's experimental poems and share the basis of his enjoyment cannot circumvent these systematic claims and rely on his unassisted human heart or
on the unexamined resources of taste which his age or school provides.
Such an undertaking calls for a critical examination of the poetic systems
of Coleridge and Wordsworth as those systems guide the reading of
Wordsworth's experimental poems; it also calls for a systematization of
the recent work on Lyrical Ballads that has begun to find new interest in
them. This work has reached a stage at which the grounds of its successes
with some poems can be clarified and from which those successes may
be extended to other poems long held in derision or contempt. If it is
to do more than win our admiration for isolated poems or secure our
conviction on isolated critical topics, this work needs to be grounded in
a coherent alternative to those systems which have left our understanding and enjoyment of Wordsworth's poems incomplete. I shall argue in
what follows that the alternative system that will permit us to account
for what we already enjoy and extend our appreciation to Wordsworth's
still neglected narrative experiments is a poetics of speech.

Chapter Three
o reader! had you in your mind
Such stores as silent thought can bring,

o gentle reader! you would find
A tale in every thing.
Wordsworth, "Simon Lee"

Tales

Like the author writing in verse, the speaker telling a tale in effect
"makes a formal engagement that he will gratify certain known habits
of association" (LB, p. 23). As the one signals his reader to mobilize
some set of expectations-though different ones at different times-by
setting his compositions in verse, the other arouses expectations that
"some tale will be related" by invoking certain conventional signs. Though
various gestures have been used to identify an utterance as a tale, two
procedures may be the surest signs-the introduction of a person in a
place and the introduction of a person at a time. Thus "In the sweet
shire of Cardigan / Not far from pleasant Ivor-hall / An old man dwells"
has already roused the expectation of a tale that the narrator of "Simon
Lee" later acknowledges, and the narrator of "Michael," who announces
his tale as such before he begins it, fulfills his promise by beginning,
"Upon the Forest-side of Grasmere Vale / There dwelt a Shepherd." The
narrator of "Peter Bell," discouraged from beginning in medias res-a
convention of a more sophisticated narrative form than the "tale"announces emphatically that he has "reached at last the promised Tale"
when he says, "ONE NIGHT . . . Peter was travelling all alone:' and the
narrator of "Ruth" simply begins, "When Ruth was left half desolate."
Our habit of processing tales is so strong, however, that even when only
one of these elements is introduced by itself-a time, place, or a person,
we may still expect a tale and await the introduction of the other necessary elements. Thus "It is an ancyent Marinere" and "There is a thorn"
and" 'Tis eight o'clock, a clear March night" all already seem to point
to a time or place when or where the mariner did something, to a person
who has some significant connection with the thorn, or to someone
doing something that night. Though these words could all lead to different kinds of utterances, though some of them do so in fact, they all
rouse expectations of tale-telling that are not easily put to rest. The
expectation of a tale is so easy to rouse that speakers may have to be at
67
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more pains to avoid it when they do not want it than to raise it when
they do; it is so powerful that to introduce the signs of it far into a
discourse of some other kind may transform that discourse into a tale.
It is one thing, however, to say what makes us expect a tale and
another to say exactly what we expect when we expect one. When a
speaker introduces us to a person in a place or at a time, we seem to
expect to hear that he or she did or said or experienced something'
significant then or there, and we expect to hear it related in an utterance
that will tell us what happened and what we need to know to appreciate
its meaning. We expect, that is, a complete utterance organized to relate
a complete Significant happening as significant. We may, however, be
more or less eager to get to the point, more or less willing to infer the
point for ourselves, more or less concerned that the tale is true, more
or less practical in our judgment of what tales are worth telling. We will
be disappointed in our expectation if we cannot figure out what happened or what it is supposed to mean, or if the telling seems to diverge
from the intent to tell us these things, but we may be induced to accept
departures from any or all of these expectations if the telling holds our
interest in other ways. The narrator, Barbara H. Smith writes, "always
has the option of subverting the conventions" by which we are accustomed to recognize and process a tale. "The result may be a tale that
provides for its audience an increased measure of cognitive interest at
the expense of the smooth and efficient access to information" ("Narrative Versions;' p. 231).
The conventions of tale-telling, then, establish a framework of expectations which may be met or modified by other interests and constraints
that affect the speaker's sense of himself and the others. ' The speaker's
relation to the listener may not be what it was at first thought to be, the
speaker's intention in telling may not be what it at first appeared to be,
or the speaker's knowledge of or interest in his hero may raise problems
for his telling of the hero's tale. "The Old Cumberland Beggar" illustrates
the first of these constraints. Beginning with the narrator's presentation
of a person in a place ("I saw an aged Beggar in my walk, I And he was
seated by the highway side"), the represented utterance seems to promise a tale to an interested general listener, but when it turns to declare,
"But deem not this man useless.-Statesmen! ye I Who are so restless
in your wisdom," it specifies its audience more narrowly and reveals a
persuasive purpose toward that audience that shapes the rest of the
utterance. There is, of course, a specification of intention here as well
as of audience, but intention may be announced independent of audience as it is in "Hart-Leap Well" when the narrator declares "The moving
accident is not my trade." The speaker's knowledge of what has happened to the hero may alter the shape of the tale if the narrator makes
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a point of not being sure of what happened, as does the narrator of
"The Thorn," or of not being allowed to tell what happened, as does
the narrator of "The Idiot Boy," or of telling how he learned what happened, as does the narrator of "Hart-Leap Well." Finally, his interest in
his hero will modify his telling as his sense of what the story means
takes into account what it means to those who took part in it or those
who transmitted it to him as an already significant tale. The narrator of
"Simon Lee, " as we will discover, is constrained in his tale-telling by
his recognition of the difference between Simon's meaning to him and
Simon's meaning to himself, and the narrator of "Hart-Leap Well" must
come to terms with the "small difference" between what the shepherd's
account of Sir Walter's hunt means to the shepherd and what it means
to him.
In Lyrical Ballads the conventions of tale-telling rarely govern a represented speaker's utterance without being modified by one or more of
these constraints. Indeed, in all but the "rudest" tale in the collection,
the notion of a tale is an explicit topic with which a narrator must come
to terms, not a pattern to which he conforms. The relating of a tale or
of a certain kind of tale becomes part of what the speaker talks about
as he tells his story, part of the theme of his utterance, not an assumed
form in terms of which he relates other content. Wordsworth's narrators
make tale-telling an issue for themselves and their implied listeners and
readers, just as Wordsworth makes the subjects and language of metrical
composition an issue for his imagined audience. But if his narrators
sometimes present themselves as failing or fearing failure by the conventions they imagine their listeners and readers to read by, he hopes
in setting their utterances to meter to interest his readers. He declares
his own pleasure in what he has represented and, in spite of his readers'
"pre,-established codes of decision" and habitual ways of taking poetic
pleasure, he aims to please. We will see, in examining the one poem he
identifies as a "story" and the group of poems whose narrators consider
their own tellings in light of the idea of a tale, what "sort of pleasure"
and what "quantity of pleasure" we can find in them.
"Goody Blake, and Harry Gill: A True Story" has not given its readers
great difficulty, but it has not excited great interest either. Wordsworth
helped to limit his readers' interests by saying that the poem is "founded
on a well-authenticated fact" (LB, p. 8) and that he wished in composing
it "to draw attention to the truth that the power of the human imagination is sufficient to produce such changes even in our physical nature
as might almost appear miraculous" (LB, p. 267). He minimized their
difficulties in reading by arranging a narration which readers have testified "approximates to straight narrative with a neutral narrator" (Simple
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Wordsworth, p. 36) whose "speaker plays a relatively straightforward
role" (Sheats, Making, p. 188). These judgments note the narration's
straightforwardness relative to the narrations of other poems in Lyrical
Ballads, especially that of "The Thorn," with which it has most often

been compared, and they echo Wordsworth's remark that "the Tale of
GOODY BLAKE and HARRY GILL . . . is one of the rudest of this collection"
(LB, p. 267).
Readers have been able to enter and leave the narration with relative
ease because it begins and ends with recognizable gestures that orient
them to the tale it relates. The first lines, "Oh! what's the matter? what's
the matter? I What is't that ails young Harry Gill?" voice a question from
a listener's point of view that any reader can easily adopt: Mary Jacobus
casually speaks of it as "our opening question" (Tradition and Experiment,
p. 237). The final lines, "Now think, ye farmers all, I pray, I Of Goody
Blake and Harry Gill," sound like a moral to the story and leave readers
with the sense that the meaning of the tale has been wrapped up. Jacobus
points to them as containing "Wordsworth's humanitarian lesson" (Tradition and Experiment, p. 237). One must take the lines' advice, however,
and "think" for a moment before realizing that they do not say what to
think of Goody Blake and Harry Gill. Like similar gestures in the midclle
of "Simon Lee" and at the end of "Resolution and Independence," this
admonition to "think" leaves the task of making meaning unfinished.
Though it sounds like a packaged lesson, it is in fact an open invitation,
and Wordsworth's more explicit statement elsewhere of what he was
trying to illustrate should not be allowed to close it and take the place
of the poem.'
The tale unfolds as an answer to the question that opens it, but first
it amplifies the condition that ails Harry. His teeth chatter, the neighbors
reliably report, without regard to changes in time and circumstance, no
matter how many blankets and coats he has, no matter what the season,
what the time of day or what the ascendant heavenly lUminary. "'Tis
all the same with Harry Gill," the narrator reiterates. He tells us then
that young Harry once was lusty, stout, ruddy, and of powerful voice,
but before proceecling further to explain whether the cause of Harry's
chattering teeth has changed these attributes as well, he begins to contrast them to those of a certain Goody Blake-old, poor, thinly clad, ill
fed, and poorly sheltered. We learn all of this about her condition and
continue to hear about it for five more stanzas (we have had only two
and a half stanzas of Harry, two of them nothing but chattering) before
we arrive at any connection between Goody and Harry Gill, and were
it not for the title of the poem (which I do not take as part of the telling),
all of this would seem completely unexpected, out of place. Even with
knowledge of the ultimate connection between Goody Blake and "what's
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the matter" with Harry Gill, we may find that much of what the narrator
tells us to extenuate Goody's taking sticks from Harry's hedge is beside
the point we have been engaged to hear about. Does Goody, after all,
have to be shown to be so justified in her occasional forays to Harry's
hedge for her words to have the effect they do on Harry? Harry, at least,
is not shown to be any more or less aware of her condition than her
other neighbors, and he may not need to be aware of it to be affected
as he is, but the narrator is still concerned to establish it and we are
taken along.
He establishes it, indeed, with a care that makes Goody's poverty as
well authenticated and manifest as Harry's chattering. If "The neighbours tell, and tell you truly" that his teeth are always chattering, "any
man who pass'd her door, / Might see how poor a hut she had," and
"every man who knew her says" her wood supply never was enough
for three days. The listener is even brought in as a hypothetical witness
to the effect of winter on "her old bones": "You would have said, if you
had met her, / 'Twas a hard time for Goody Blake." Goody is said to
have been as oppressed by night and winter and as enlivened by summer
as Harry is now unaffected by either seasons or times of day. Witnesses
confirm that, though these circumstances now make no difference to
him, they once made all the difference to her.
All of this leaves no possibility that a listener will take an interest in
seeing Goody's theft punished and justice done, or sympathize with the
claims of property against the claims of age, poverty, and misery on a
source of survival and minimal comfort of which the owner (with his
"warm fire" undoubtedly fueled by the imported coal that Goody cannot
afford) has no need. Harry, however, unlike the young farmer in the
source from which Wordsworth draws, is not concerned with legal justice (Erasmus Darwin's farmer is "determined to watch for the thief"
and waits as she gathers the sticks so "that he might convict her of the
theft") nor is property specifically the object of the "trespass" he vows
to avenge.' Harry's motives, introduced at the end of the long account
of Goody's condition, are presented in terms that make them seem
strangely intense and personal, and his long-held suspicion and his
frequently repeated desertion of his warm fire on winter nights to watch
"to seize old Goody Blake" also cannot be dismissed merely as justice. seeking or property-preserving behavior.' Everything we have heard of
the perfectly understandable conditions that have compelled Goody occasionally to steal Harry's wood makes the motives for Harry's vendetta
against Goody and his comfort-denying, persistent pursuit of her seem
all the stranger. The disproportion between Goody's "trespass" and
Harry's response, the difference between her occasional expeditions to
the hedge under pressure of necessity and his nightly stalking of her
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under vow of vengeance point to a mad concentration of Harry's mind
on Goody Blake.
Our recognition of Harry's madness at this point in the narration
depends upon our taking the narrator's words as indicative of his hero's
thoughts and feelings, not just of his manipulations of a listener's responses. Paul Edwards, who brings Danby's concept of the manipulation
of a narrator's "masks" to bear on the poem, hears "emotions being
heightened beyond their true importance" in the use of the words "trespass," "vowed," "detected," and "vengeance" to describe a response to
"an old woman stealing sticks from a hedge," but he attributes the
heightening to the narrator's "comic inflation" of the action, not to his
use in his diction of Harry's own words for what he is doing.' This view
leads Edwards to read the next stanza, in which Harry's discovery of
Goody at the hedge is related, as more "clownishly melodramatic heating up of the emotional climate." But this stanza, even more than the
previous one, shows that the narrator is involved in Harry's perspective,
sharing the intensity of the avenger's discovery of the object of his
vengeance:
He hears a noise-he's all awakeAgain?~n tip-toe down the hill
He softly creeps-'tis Goody Blake;
She's at the hedge of Harry Gill.
The narrator here is caught up in Harry's act of attention; he is not just
playing to his audience, and the emotional heat of this stanza and the
previous one come from Harry's overheated imagination.
The narrator continues to participate in Harry's fixation on Goody
through the first haU of the next stanza where he reports Harry's gladness in beholding Goody as he watches her take "stick after stick;' filling
"her apron full." A moment when, in Darwin's account, the justiceseeker assures himseU of the evidence he needs to convict a thief becomes here the moment in which the avenger relishes the sight of his
object enacting the trespass that calls for vengeance. "Stick after stick"
confirms his suspicion and builds his passion until both Harry and her
apron are full. As she turns to leave, he, "with a shout," springs upon
her, "fiercely" grabs her, "fiercely" shakes her, and cries, " 'I've caught
you then at last: ,,'
At this moment of fulfilment of a desire long delayed (" 'at last' ")
with all of Harry's attention concentrated on the object of his vengeance,
with his words opened to her as a "you" from whom a reply might be
expected but with his hands on her as one completely subject to his
power before whom she could not possibly have anything to say for
herseU, Goody speaks, not to Harry, as Darwin's old woman addresses
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the farmer who has caught her, but to " 'God I who art never out of
hearing,' " praying" '0 may he never mOTe be warm.' " There is not
the least hint of witchcraft in the prayer nor of superstition in Harry's
being affected by it. He, at the moment of his fulfilment, is rebuffed by
the object of his vengeance, who does not even speak to him or acknowledge his power over her but appeals to a power beyond him. The
avenger wants his victim to squirm, to beg for mercy, so that he can
experience his power over what in his mind has such power over him,
but Goody freezes Harry out of his fulftlment and prays that he remain
fixed in his coldness. All his being has been madly concentrated on an
object who refuses to assume the role he has prepared for her, and like
a rejected lover, he becomes fixed in his moment of disappointment.'
Having related the climactic encounter between Harry and Goody,
the narrator fills in the steps we can already infer from there to the image
of Harry's chattering teeth that provoked his opening question. Harry's
condition gradually emerges in the week after his meeting with Goody,
and still "all who see him say 'tis plain / ... / He will never be warm
again." He, who shouted his triumphant capture of Goody with a voice
"like the voice of three," is reduced to inarticulateness, never speaking
"word to any man" and muttering to himself, "Poor Harry Gill is very
cold." His life has been reduced to the effect of the single episode the
narrator has related. His condition is the emblem of his tale, his tale is
the meaning of his condition, and the narrator is the sole source of the
account that connects them.
This last point is not immediately apparent, for the narrator, as we
have seen, is careful to attribute much to the neighbors, to those who
have seen Goody and Harry. But the distribution of his citations shows
that, while he is careful to verify Harry's present condition and Goody's
former poverty (she unlike Harry seems no longer to be alive and available for observation)--he says nothing of how he has learned what
happened the night of their meeting. Harry speaks to no one, Goody
is gone, no one else was present, no one is even said to have speculated
about it, as Old Farmer Simpson speculates about Martha Ray in "The
Thorn." The narrator has imagined it without making an issue of doing
so, and his account stands or falls on its verisimilitude alone. His answer
to the question he has posed depends entirely on his presentation of a
. plausible course of human passion, and our acceptance of his answer
depends on our recognizing its plausibility and being satisfied with it,
without any further irritable reaching after fact or reason.
Wordsworth thus has chosen to have the truth of his "True Story"
verified imaginatively and the facts of Goody's and Harry's conditions
verified with testimony. Wordsworth has in fact made his narrator cite
evidence for conditions not given in his source for the tale and has left
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the narrator on his own imaginative authority just where Wordsworth's
source has been most explicit. There is nothing of Goody's poverty in
Darwin, who presents his old woman only as "like a witch in a play,"
and there is no need for neighbors to confum the present chattering of
Harry's teeth or to speculate on its permanence, for Darwin's young
farmer has died after spending twenty years under his blankets "for fear
of the cold air." On the other hand, while Darwin suggests that the
farmer's motive is to bring Goody to justice and that he is affected by
her words because "he lay many cold hours under a hay-stack" and
heard what she said while "already shivering with cold," Wordsworth
makes his narrator imagine different motives and causes without citing
any source, either to differ with it or depend on it. Though Wordsworth
chooses in "The Thorn" to have what really happened at the thorn
become a thematized issue for his narrator, as he chooses in "Hart-Leap

Well" to make his narrator's differences from the shepherd's account of
Sir Walter's tale a thematized issue, he chooses in "Goody Blake and
Harry Gill" not to raise these issues, leaving the truth of his narrator's
tale "standing not upon external testimony, but carried alive into the
heart by passion" (LB, p. 257). Like so many of the passions Wordsworth
represents, however, it does not have its impact immediately, but reveals
itself to us only when we follow his admonition and tread "the steps of
thought" (Prose, 3:83).
"Simon Lee" more than "Goody Blake and Harry Gill" overtly and
emphatically asks for thought, and its narrator's appeal to his reader to
"think" has not gone unheeded. The poem has provoked more critical
inquiry than any of the Lyrical Ballads tales except "The Thorn" and
"Michael": its structure and tone have been fruitfully explored, and its
centrality to Wordsworth's experimental project has been firrnly established. The present state of understanding of the poem, however, clearly
illustrates the limits of the concepts of tone and of narrative that critics
have had to work with. Even in its most ambitious and sophisticated
recent treatment, Andrew Griffin's "Wordsworth and the Problem of
Imaginative Story: The Case of 'Simon Lee'," the poem's parts remain
disconnected, its narrator's gestures (in the 1798 version with which I
am concerned) appear as "random and unsorted/' and its meaning fi-

nally emerges not from narrative but from lyric conventions.
The accomplishments and limits of Griffin's argument deserve close
attention because he has so thoroughly and thoughtfully assimilated the
available critical conceptions of Wordsworth's experiments and shown

what each can make of "Simon Lee." Griffin sees the poem (and "The
Idiot Boy" and "The Thorn" to which he links it) as "actions ... in
which the principal characters are not old men, women, and boys, but
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speaker and hearer, or poet and reader-and a third party: that mysterious place, or moment which has the power to prompt a poem, in
which 'some tale' is felt (rightly or wrongly) to reside. The real concern
in these poems is tale-telling and tale-listening, in confused conflict with
the poetic imagination: in other words the problem of imaginative story"
("Story," p. 393). This formulation provides the outline for the three
parts of Griffin's argument: his explorations of the poem, following
Danby and Sheats, as "a manipulation [of the reader] and a rhetorical
tour de force" (p. 394); folloWing Parrish, as "the revelation of [its narrator's] character through [his] troubled speech" (p. 398); and finally,
following Hartman, as a poem that moves from the ineffectual bustle of
narrating toward the "silent thought" of visionary lyric, the "full stop
... before a kind of picture ... on which the mind can feed, from which
the mind can slowly withdraw into its own place" (p. 406). What Griffin's
fornmlation and his argument set aside, what the critics from whom he
draws give him no way of handling, are "the principal characters" of
the poems, their heroes. The "third party," besides narrator and listener,
in whose mind's workings he looks for the resolution to the difficulties
of "Simon Lee" is not Simon Lee himself but the poet. Griffin's argument
short~circuits the hypothesis we have been developing, that tone always
involves gestures in two directions, toward the listener and toward the
hero, and, after exploring the poem from the points of view of listener
and speaker, moves directly to a lyriC poet's perspective outside of the
human relations the narrator has been involved in and outside of time
and the sublunary world. Simon Lee is transformed into an "imagesingle, silent, still"-"the mute invitation of the lonely, separated figure
beside the stubborn root," whose meaning, beyond anyone's words, is
"a mood of [the poet's] mind that seeks no thing because it feels itself"
(pp. 4OS-{'j).
For the narrator of "Simon Lee" the old man he has met does not
easily reduce to such a significant image, nor does he for Wordsworth.
The old man's re~istance to meaning what the narrator wants him to
mean is what the poem represents not just in its first part, in which the
narrator cannot settle the conflict in his mind between Simon as "a
running huntsman merry" and Simon as an impoverished and decrepit
old man, but also in its conduding anecdote, in which the narrator tells
of having acted to help Simon on the basis of the last of these images,
only to recognize something more to the object of his charity, something
that not only has left him mourning at the old man's gratitude but has
also compelled him to tell the man's story and to appeal to his reader
for help in making his telling a "tale." The telling Wordsworth represents
may be taken as a response to the episode with which it condudes, and
the question we may then ask is, what sort of response is it and what
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is it really responding to? Why should the narrator who has thought
what he has thought of Simon Lee and done what he has done for (to)
him, try to tell what sometimes sounds like a ballad of the old man's
former prowess as a huntsman when the tale that would account for
his act of charity is simply the tale of the old man's present misery and
incompetence? Why does he expose himself in his failure to make one
tale of the two mutually interfering tales he tells to a reader he knows
expects one meaning and one story to emerge in his telling? Why, instead
of resting in "silent thought" after his meeting with Simon Lee, does
he launch into such a troubled and risky verbalization? What is the tale
in his telling and why can't he just tell it?
The only part of the narrator's utterance that he presents as a response
to his encounter with Simon Lee is the reflection with which he concludes:
-I've heard of hearts unkind, kind deeds
With coldness slill returning.
Alas! the gratitude of men
Has oftner left me mourning.
This reflection raises the issue of the just-reported encounter to a general
level and makes it for its speaker an instance of a kind of situation to
which he appears to have responded in this way more than once ("oftner" suggests that he has sometimes mourned at the ingratitude of men
but that more frequently he has mourned at their gratitude). The generality of this reflection draws attention away from its specific implications for the situation out of the account of which it has just arisen, and
a number of critics have found its specific bearing impossible or unnec- .
essary to formulate, but a simple transformation makes its import graspable. If the ingratitude of men that sometimes provokes the speaker's
mourning is defmed as "hearts unkind, kind deeds! With coldness still
returning," the gratitude of men at which he mourns in this case may
be provoked by a kind heart, returning with warmth an unkind deed.
The warm thanks are evident enough in the way Simon's "thanks and
praises" are described running "So fast out of his heart," but the narrator's sense that his own deed was unkind is not so obvious. It can be
heard, however, in the impatience with which he says he received the
old man's thanks and praises ("I thought! They never would have
done"), for his embarrassment may be imagined to be not just that what
the old man is so grateful for has cost him so little effort but also that
he has put another man in a position of such abject gratitude. He is not
only forced to see another man reduced to making so much of so little.
but he must also take responsibility for haVing exposed the other's weakness and dependency as it was not exposed by the persistent if ineffectual
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labor in which he discovered him. This is not to say that it is wrong to
help another but that it is wrong to do so in a way that wounds his selfrespect and that the narrator has seen Simon Lee and his own relation
to him in a way that did not bring Simon's self-respect into consideration
until after the damage to it was done.
Taking the concluding anecdote as containing all of the narrator's
account of how he saw himself and Simon Lee when he was moved to
help him, we may recognize that the narrator saw Simon as an "old
man" who "might have worked forever" without being able to cut loose
"an old tree, I A stump of rotten wood." The repeated epithet "old"
links man and tree in the narrator's mind (d. Averill, p. 160) and further
links the man's vitiated condition to the rottenness of the tree stump
(no other epithets complicate this stanza). Furthermore the narrator
imagines that the man's labors are not just hard or time-eonsuming but
"vain" and that (though as he tells us earlier the old man has "Few
months of life ... in store") "He might have worked forever" at his
task. These exaggerations of the man's situation may well show the
narrator's imagination at work turning the old man into a significant
image of the futility and decay to which we are brought in our old age
(d. Griffin, pp. 397, 403; Averill, p. 166) and his gesture of aid may
indeed be taken as a "powerful and liberating release of protective energy, a gesture of defense, and even revenge, on behalf of a humanity
caught in the inexorable process of natural law" (Sheats, p. 192), but
the exaggerated image does forget the old man who is standing in front
of the young poet-narrator and tum him into an archetype at the expense
of his self-respect for the little time he does have left. The image also
leads the young man to forget his own strength in the vehemence of
his rebellion against it and to strike his "single blow" without thinking
about the effect it will have on the old man who "so long I And vainly
had endeavor'd" to cut the root himself. If he imagines himself striking
a blow against the bitterness of our mortal deterioration, he does not
think, until too late, that he is also severing the artery of Simon's selfrespect and leaving the "thanks and praises ... to run I So fast out of
his heart" that they seem to flow from a mortal, unstanchable wound.
Realizing only after striking the blow that he has had this effect upon
. Simon and standing helplessly and embarrassedly listening to the excessive thanks and praises he had provoked, the young poet might be
left with confused wishes to restore to Simon what he had taken from
him (even to give back the mattock now is to give back something
compromised) and to justify the impression under which he was moved
to do what he now recognizes to be an unkind deed. The confused
narration which he produces can be explained as the product of these
unresolved and incompatible wishes.
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That narration begins, as almost everyone since Danby has recognized,
as if it were a ballad in the manner of Percy's Reliques, and it returns to
this manner, as Wordsworth' 5 revised final version makes dear, in about
three stanzas over the course of the next six st'anzas. This tale of Simon's

prodigious feats in the days of his youth and of his continuing identification with the man he was then restores a dignity and meaning to
Simon's present condition that the young man who met him had not
seen. The "Iong blue livery coat" which he has kept "fair behind, and
fair before" testifies to the piety with which he keeps his later days
bound to his earlier ones. The appearance of his cheek-still "like a
cherry"-preserves a physical resemblance to the flushed triumphant
huntsman, "reeling" after outrunning "allthe country." Most important,
the one thing in the course of the poem that he is said to love, the one
thing "At which his heart rejoices," is the cry of the hounds that (despite
what the narrator declares to be the total annihilation of "men, dogs,
and horses" at Ivor-hall) still reminds him of his twenty-five years as "a
running huntsman merry."
This "tale" I have made from the materials given in "Simon Lee" does
not emerge uninterrupted, however.' The opening stanza does not get
three lines finished before the "old man" who "dwells" "In the sweet
shire of Cardigan I Not far from pleasant Ivor-hall" becomes diminished
as "a little man" who, the next stanza goes on to say, the narrator has
heard "once was tall." The building of a heroic portrait is momentarily
aborted here, and the theme of continuity (and proximity-"not far from
pleasant Ivor-hall") between young and old Simon is countered by the
observation of discontinuity between his present and former statures.
A similar interruption qualifies Simon's preservation of his fair liverycoat in the next stanza, for despite the fairness of this appearance, the
narrator assures us: "Yet meet him where you will, you see I At once
that he is poor." We may begin to expect a narration here in which the
narrator introduces appearances of continuity with the world of Simon's
youth only to undercut them with the reality of Simon's present condition, but this is not exactly how the telling works. Even the two instances we have already considered work in different ways, for the first
undercuts the manner of ballad narration by observing the present fact
of Simon's littleness only to disturb that fact by introducing hearsay of
a previous condition-his tallness; the second undermines an apparent
continuity with the past (the fairness of the livery-coat) by noting a
presently observable condition-his poverty. The second stanza goes on
to make matters more complicated by seeming to shift its emphasis back
to continuity despite the existence of present deterioration: "Full five
and twenty years he lived I A running huntsman merry; I And though
he has but one eye left, I His cheek is like a cherry." In the last two lines
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it is the lost eye that is conceded and the continuing redness of his cheek
that is asserted, though both conditions are presently observable. Two
stanzas later, however, the narrator points out only that "His hunting
feats have him bereft I Of his right eye, as you may see." The narrator
is not maintaining a consistent attitude toward what is apparent and
what is real about Simon Lee.
Neither does he see steadily and comprehensively what persists from
the past and what is irrevocably lost. The third stanza begins celebrating
the prowess, joy, and fame of Simon in his prime but shifts midway to
declare the final demise of the world in which his feats had meaning:
His master's dead, and no one now
Dwells in the hall of Ivor;
Men, dogs and horses, all are dead;
He is the sole survivor.
This declaration is followed by two stanzas shifting attention among
present physical conditions, childlessness, and economic straits as if it
had put the ballad world of the hunt out of the way once and for all.
But the development of these topics is interrupted by the sixth stanza,
the only whole stanza devoted to celebrating Simon's feats and establishing the continuity of his past and present pleasures. Its last four lines
read:
And still there's something in the world
At which his heart rejoices;
For when the chiming hounds are out,
He dearly loves their voices!
Even if Ivor-hall is deserted, and its "men, dogs, and horses, all are
dead," the hunt still lives and dogs still cry out. The institution that
organized Simon's life, that unsuited him for "husbandry or tillage:'
that exacted the sacrifice of his right eye and ruined his ankles persists
in the present and remains a source of joy to Simon Lee. The narrator's
exaggerated report of its death is countered by his report of its persistence for Simon. Even if we did not have Wordsworth's testimony to
Isabella Fenwick that "the expression when the hounds were out, 'I
. dearly love their voices' was a word from his own lips" (LB, p. 284), we
would recognize that this perspective must come not from seeing Simon
Lee or from hearing what others say about him but from hearing him
tell what his .life means to him. Though the narrator does not relate
Simon's words directly anywhere in his narration, he speaks here under
their influence and grants Simon that dignity which comes from participating in the "grand elementary principle of pleasure" in the light of
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which his own view of his life is "accompanied by an overbalance of
enjoyment" (LB, p. 258).
The narrator, however, has seen, as he insists his reader'may see, the
poverty Simon's livery coat cannot cover and the decrepit limbs his
hunting "feats have left"; he has heard Simon tell, as he says his readers
can hear him tell, that "Few months of life he has in store"; he has .
ineffectually attempted, as he says his reader could ineffectually attempt,
to "wean" Simon from his labor. He cannot shake the impression of
futility that the sight of Simon's and his wife's efforts has left him with,
and he cannot help but move from recognizing that" 'tis very little alii
That they can do between them" to imagining that they can do nothing:
"But what avails the land to them I Which they can till no longer?"
Though he has related the perspective from which Simon's suffering
takes its place in a still vital framework of meaning for Simon, he cannot
participate in that perspective to the exclusion of what he saw and
imagined that made him take the mattock from old Simon and strike
the blow at the tangled root. He cannot choose between telling the
romantic ballad of Simon's continuing pleasure in the disappearing world
that gives meaning to his condition and telling the "tragedy of infirmity
and poverty [framed] in the larger social tragedy of the decaying countryside" (Simple Wordsworth, p. 43) against which he struck his own futile
blow. Neither is merely the appearance of which the other is the reality;
both tales reveal the meaning of Simon Lee, the old huntsman, to the
narrator who has seen him, heard him, and tried to help him.
They do not, however, add up to a single tale, at least not without
our knowing what motivates the narrator to tell them as he does. As
they stand in the edition of 1798, they fail to satisfy the expectation that
"Some tale will be related," not so much because they do not issue in
the relation of some "moving accident" (d. Hartman, Wordsworth's Poetry, p. 149, and Averill, p. 164) as because they do not resolve into a
single point or meaning the change in Simon Lee that both tales reveal.
If the "running huntsman merry" is now an old man barely subsisting
on a scrap of land, is the point that he and his human meaning have
been so tragically reduced or that he still takes pleasure in the cry of the
hounds and finds meaning in the wounds he has incurred following
them?
Unable to decide this question and aware that his conventional responsibilities as a tale-teller obligate him to decide it, the narrator appeals
for his reader's cooperation:
My gentle reader, I perceive
How patiently you've waited,
And I'm afraid that you expect
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Some tale will be related.

o reader! had you in your mind
Such stores as silent thought can bring,
o gentle reader' you would find
A tale in every thing.
What more I have to say is short,
I hope you'll kindly take it;
It is no tale; but should you think,
Perhaps a tale you'll make it.
Though this gesture has been taken as "almost slily calculated" (Simple
Wordsworth, p. 44), I think it is more plausible to see it as the mark of
"a poet in difficulties, exposed before an audience that he would like to
please" ("Imaginative Story," p. 399). Griffin, who takes the gesture in
this second light as "a characteristically fumbling apology" (p. 399) does
not, however, recognize the cause of the difficulties or their pattern. Far
from drawing the conflicting stories he tells "at random from the unsorted contents of his mind," the narrator tells the story as he does
because of what he has done to Simon, why he has done it, and what
he has recognized in doing it. His point is not, it turns out, a general
one but a personal one, and he must beg the reader's kindness in taking
it and his thoughtfulness in making it a tale, not, I think, because he
knows what the tale is and is not telling but because he knows that there
is a tale in what he has done and said and cannot tell it himself. His
turn after his impassioned appeal' to relating his own ambivalent encounter with Simon Lee puts the reader in the position of judging not
just the tale he has told but the deed he has done. He puts himself on
the line not just as a poet but as a man and appeals for the kindness
and thoughtfulness of others after recognizing his own thoughtless unkindness. If he is vehement in valuing "such stores as silent thought
can bring" and their power to make one discover "A tale in every thing,"
it is not merely to shift the burden of responsibility for making his tale
to his reader but to acknowledge his own failure to think and recognize
the tale in Simon Lee's condition. In responding to the decrepitude and
poverty that is there for all to see, he overlooked the tale of Simon's
. meaning to himself and treated him unkindly. In urging his gentle reader
to think and discover the tale that even such brute facts as Simon's "poor
old andes" tell, he urges on his reader a thoughtful kindness that, in
recovering Simon's meaning, redeems the narrator's deed and his tale.
The reader who has taken the place of the invoked reader of "Simon
Lee," who has learned to find a tale in every thing by thinking, will be
prepared to find a tale in a thorn and to contribute a share of thought
to making it but will not be prepared to assume the role in which the
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narrator of "The Thorn" casts his listener. One who has begun to take
thought at the discrepancies involved in a little man's once being tall or
in an old man's saying he is seventy while others say he-is eighty will
be reluctant to take the position of one who· thinks an old thorn so old
that he would find it "hard to say! How it could ever have been young."
One who has been sensitized to the way the narrator of "Simon Lee"
transforms his subject by calling Simon's effort "So vain ... That at theroot of the old tree! He might have worked forever" will have no trouble
reCOgnizing the imaginative transformation of mosses which "clasp" a
tree "So close, you'd say that they were bent! With plain and manifest
intent! To drag it to the ground," though such a person may have difficulty identifying with the "you" who is supposed to say it.
The speaker who is imagining that his listener would find it hard or
easy to say these things is not only investing these objects with his own
imaginative energy but also projecting the product of his imaginative
work on his listener. He is not calling for a listener who fills out the
meaning of what the speaker says with his own thought and imagination
but for a reader who will own the products of the speaker's imagination
as unseUconsciously as the speaker has produced them. Indeed, he
expects his listener to respond to these products of the speaker's excited
mind as if they were not products of a mind at all but descriptions of
things charged with meanings independent of the mind that has characterized them, as if what the speaker says about them is what ':you'd
say" or what anyone would say in seeing these things. The superstitious
narrator does not recognize or expect his listener to recognize his or her
mind's contributions to his descriptions, as if what the narrator had halfcreated were wholly perceived. 10
The reader who has learned to discriminate the mind's products from
the objects on which they are based already shares with the poet, who
makes this discrimination and represents some of his narrators and lyric
speakers making it, a "vantage ground" from which to view the narrator
of "The Thorn" and his interlocutor. " The narrator can distinguish what
he "knows" from what he has been told, but he cannot and does not
ever distinguish what he has imagined from what he has seen and heard.
The interlocutor, who questions the narrator vigorously and repeatedly
about the why's and wherefore's of the things he has mentioned, never
thinks to ask him, "But what's the thorn, and what's the pond, and
what's the hill of moss to you?" As much as the narrator upon whose
accounts he depends, he takes the narrator's imaginative perceptions as
givens from which further inquiry can proceed, not as objects of critical
examination. The critical reader, who has learned from Wordsworth (or
from Shakespeare or from introspection or from some other source) to
attend closely to the way the mind selects and transforms objects in

83

Tales

characterizing them, can no more find himself in the interlocutor than
the poet who represented himself speaking in "Simon Lee" or "Tintern
Abbey" can be identified with this narrator. Even without Wordsworth's
care from the beginning to inform his reader that 'The Thorn" "is not
supposed to be spoken in the author's own person" (LB, p. 8), it should
be impossible to imagine an author identified with the narrator of this
poem who could have written any of the rest of Wordsworth's ballad
experiments.
Far from being impossible to imagine, however, the identity or at least
the analogy of poet and narrator has been a compelling topic for many
readers of the poem, who have returned to it in essay after essay almost
like Martha Ray returning to the thorn. Not only does the narrator's
imagination seem to them to reveal Wordsworth's imagination, but the
poem seems to reveal in its starkest outlines the pattern of Wordsworth's
relation to the suffering human subjects in his other poems, no matter
how those relations may elsewhere be decorously prettified and fictionalized. " It is ironic that the one poem whose speaker Wordsworth made
a point to distinguish from himself has been taken more frequently than
any of the other experimental ballads as a paradigm of his mind's handling of its objects. And though there are familiar psychological patterns
that could make such an irony plausible, there is far less evidence of
telltale vehement denial of the identification on Wordsworth's part than
there is evidence of strained, gratuitous insistence upon it on the part
of his readers. Far from taking the trouble to protect himself from the
connection, he prOVided in his note on the poem the link between its
narrator and the imagination that suggested it, and in the Fenwick note
many years later he revealed the exciting fact that there was a thorn that
impressed him and provoked him to invent the poem in which there is
a thorn that impresses his narrator and provokes him to tell about it.
This has been enough for his readers to build their tales on, as the sight
of Martha Ray's face was enough for the narrator, but the resemblance
thus established between poet and narrator should not be allowed to
obscure what distinguishes them. Wordsworth knows the difference
between his impression of the thorn and his invention of a vehicle to
convey it; his narrator does not. Wordsworth presents for his readers'
.enjoyment a "picture" and a "character" to describe it; the character he
invents can only share the impression he does not know he has modified
and urge his listener to go where he has been and see what he imagines
he has seen.
The narrator of "The Thorn" speaks as neither poet nor tale-teller but
as one who has been impressed by something it would be "worth your
while" to see, an extraordinary appearance to which he directs his listener's attention and anticipates his listener's responses. He presents
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the thorn and the mound as things of such unusual wretchedness and
unusual beauty that "you" would want to see them and would in seeing
them share his estimate of their unusualness. He presents the "little
muddy pond," however, without embellishment and exaggeration. It is
as prosaic as the other features of the scene are significant; he has measured it, but he has not perceived it in terms of the intensifying meta-.
phors and similes that heighten his description of thorn and mound.
He goes on to introduce "A woman in a scarlet cloak," who sits between this pond and the hill of moss, as a reason to choose carefully
"your time" to cross the mountain where the scene is located, and he
dwells on her and her cry as if they were the most important features
of the extraordinary scene he recommends to his listener's attention.
Like thorn and mound she is heightened by his descriptions to an extraordinary figure who haunts the spot at all times and seasons, known
to all the personified stars and winds that observe her there. The narrator's deScription of her and repetition of her cry is so compelling that
it provokes a response from a represented listener, who takes her not
just as the most extraordinary feature of an extraordinary scene but as
a "poor woman" whose persistent returning to the "dreary mountaintop" and sitting by the thorn and repeating her "doleful cry" calls for
an explanation. From the qualifying adjectives the listener adds to
"woman," "thorn," and "cry," and from the kinds of questions he asks,
it seems that his interest is not so much in seeing the scene ("dreary")
as in understanding the woman, whom he takes not as an amazing sight
but as a pitiful human being.
In response to this interruption the narrator clarifies his purpose in
mentioning the woman and in telling of the spot. He did not intend to
divert interest to her (though certainly he has done so by dwelling on
her and her cry), and he "cannot tell" the tale that explains her condition,
"For the true reason no one knows." In any event his concern was with
his listener's seeing "The spot to which she goes," and his point in
mentioning her was to teach him not how to find her there but how to
avoid finding her: "I never heard of such as dare / Approach the spot
when she is there," he adds. His listener, however, confirming his human interest by adding the adjective "unhappy" to the woman, still
wants to know why she goes there more than he wants to go himself,
and he compels the narrator to take a new approach to his subject.
Though the narrator says it is "all in vain" to "rack your brain" with
such questions, he agrees to "tell you every thing I know." He keeps
his original focus at the same time, however, by expressing his wish
that his listener "would go" to the thorn "and to the pond / Which is
a little step beyond" since being there he "may trace" something of "her
tale," more of it, he implies, than he is able to tell. All that he can tell
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is no more .than a "help" to prepare his listener lor the journey up the
mountain (see Owen, " 'The Thorn: " pp. 4--5).
It is important, I think, that the narrator does not here or elsewhere
accept the responsibility lor telling a tale or acknowledge the expectation
that a tale will be related, though he has created that expectation by
introducing a person in a place and in a condition that require explanation. He does not presume to explain why the woman is reduced to
the condition she is in, as the narrator 01 "Goody Blake and Harry Gill"
sets out to explain Harry's chattering teeth, nor does he invite his listener
to make a tale 01 his telling, as does the narrator 01 "Simon Lee." What
"tale" there is his listener must "trace" lor himself at the place the
narrator has told him about. He cannot "make" anything 01 all he knows,
however much he thinks (racks his brain) about it, and he does not
imagine that his reader can make out any more than he can by thinking
any harder or better.
What he oilers to share is not a meaning lor the woman or the thorn
but a sense 01 meaningfulness he finds in them, and the help he goes
on to give his listener in the remainder of his utterance does not violate
that sense by providing a plausible tale to account for the woman's or
his own fascination with the spot. Though the village sources on which
he draws are sure enough of what happened to try to bring the woman
to justice, the narrator repeatedly "cannot tell" or "cannot think" that
their story is adequate to his impression. And though he reveals that
he has been to the spot and seen the woman's face and heard her cry,
he turned to flee the spot and did not ask her to explain her cry and
tell her own story, as the narrators 01 so many 01 the other poems ask
the sullerers they meet to tell what ails them. Instead of imagining the
meaning 01 her cry or finding out what it means to her or accepting
what it means to the others, he repeats it as a thing fascinating in itself;
instead 01 explaining the thorn and why she goes there, he returns to
affirming his original impression of its being "bound I With heavy tufts
of moss that strive to drag it to the ground."
Despite his listener's fmal outburst of questions, the only hope the
narrator holds out lor a gain in understanding is in the listener's going
. to the pond, for "Some say" that if you go to this one part of the scene
which has so far escaped the narrator's amplification
And fix on it a steady view,
The shadow 01 a babe you trace,
A baby and a baby's lace,
And that it looks at you;
Whene'er you look on it, 'tis plain
The baby looks at you again.
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This response of the pond to the observer's glance has apparently so
far escaped the narrator, who has described it only as "a little muddy
pond I Of water, never dry," and the intensity with which he urges his
listener to go to the spot must be connected with his hope that the tale
the listener "may trace" there will include his tracing this shadow of a
baby's face ("you ... may trace" in X becomes "you trace" in XXI-the.
word "trace" appears nowhere else in the poem). The listener might be
the one to trace the tale that the narrator with his ruler and the villagers
with their shovels have not been able to discover.
The form of this anticipated discovery, as others have noticed, substitutes the baby's face and his actively returned look for the onlooker's
own reflection in the pond, as he intently views it." Though this emblem
has been subjected to elaborate and ambiguous allegorization, I think
its shimmering can be steadied if we distinguish the narrator's perspective from those of the villagers and the poet. While the narrator
hopes for a confmnation of the uncanniness of the spot in another's
discovery of portentousness where he has so far found none, the villagers take the baby's appearance as confmnation of their case against
Martha Ray; the poet, however, can be imagined to take this unrecognizing recognition scene as a model of the imaginative process by which
the narrator and the villagers have filled the scene with meaning without
recognizing their own roles in doing so. For Wordsworth, anyone who
thinks he sees something other than his own reflection looking back at
him from the pond has informed that reflection with his own imaginative
activity and fails to see his own mind where it is most active. To see
your face reflected in the water requires no particular thought, but to
see your mind reflected in the uncanny transformation of your image
into a baby'S face requires active seU-eriticai awareness. As much as the
narrator lacks this awareness and does not imagine it in his listener,
Wordsworth has it and requires it of a reader who would appreciate his
poem. His steady view does not uncritically share the narrator's selftitillating superstition or the villagers' willingness to believe and act on
what they imagine; rather it makes available what they have made and
the power by which they have made it, even what Wordsworth has
made and the power by which he has made it, to our own critical
participation.
Wordsworth's experimental tales pose a double problem even for the
critical reader he requires. Not only do they depart as a group from
satisfying conventional expectations but they also depart individually
from satisfying the expectations raised by reading other poems in the
group. As we have seen, the reader who has accustomed himself to
think at the urging of the narrators of "Goody Blake" and "Simon Lee"
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must be disconcerted by the demands of the narrator of "The Thorn"
to share his obsessions and trace the images he desires. Generalizing in
the other direction, from "The Thorn" to the other poems-the more
common procedure, as we have seen-produces equally strange results.
Attempts to characterize a typical Wordsworthian paradigm to replace
the conventions he has challenged seem to founder on the range of his
experimental works. Too often our legitimate efforts to carry expectations
from better-known to less well known poems in the collection have led
us either to reduce the unknown to conformity or to reject it for nonconformity to the paradigm we have applied. At the level of the collection
of poems as well as at the levels of meter and diction, "the accuracy
with which similitude in dissimilitude, and dissimilitude in similitude
are perceived" (LB, p. 265) is the life of our reading, and we may recognize by now that each new poem we bring under consideration will
resemble and differ from the others we have examined with unpredictable richness. Though we may become familiar with the lines along
which the poems differ from or resemble each other, or the variables as
a function of which they vary, we cannot establish the true Wordsworthian pattern of those lines or the typical Wordsworthian determination
of those variables. His experiments are too radically diverse to reduce
to a formula-to an unconventional convention by which we can return
to the comfort of familiar expectations on a higher ground than before.
In the present context, having read the first three tales from the 1798
Lyrical Ballads in the order in which they appear (and ignoring for the
moment all the complications that would have affected us had we read
the poems that are not tales), we arrive at "The Idiot Boy" and discover
interesting departures from most of the expectations we may have formed.
The narrator of this tale is so involved in his characters and in his telling
that he makes almost no overt demands on his reader like the very
different demands made by the narrators of "Simon Lee" and "The
Thorn." He is so close to his heroes that he cites no testimony of neighbors, of specified or unspecified others, of the characters themselves, or
of his own to establish what happened or what is the case. Indeed, it
seems wrong through most of the poem to talk about what happened,
be,cause the events of the poem seem to be happening as they are told.
·They are not offered to account for a phenomenon or a figure or an
object that "you may see" or that others testify to having seen; they are
not tied to a place at all but occur only on the "clear March night" on
which the narrator may also be telling them.
His telling, furthermore, is not just a function of his relations to his
readers and to his subjects and of his individual intentions, for his
declared intention to tell his reader a "delightful tale" of his hero's
adventures is thwarted by the muses to whom he appeals to let him tell
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it. In language reminiscent of the narrator's appeal to his reader in
"Simon Lee," the narrator of "The Idiot Boy" appeals to his "gentle
muses" for "kind" treatment, but the transfer of this language and of
the appeal itself to this new object raises plenty of questions. We have
not, after all, run across muses before in this collection, and the muses
we do know from elsewhere are not customarily addressed in such.
human terms. If the appeal for kindness from gentle readers implies, as
Danby suggests, a recognition of the claims of shared humanity for "an
equality that stands not on rightful demands so much as on reciprocal
indulgences" (Simple Wordsworth, p. 45), these muses must be more like
the narrator and like us than we are accustomed to imagine.
Their powers do seem limited, though not inconsiderable. They do
not bestow omniscience on their apprentice or give him license to invent
delightful fantasies, but they seem to give him an immediate relation to
the actions of his heroes and a heightened sensitivity to their significant
words and gestures that allow him to participate in their joys and fears.
Though he imagines that the account of Betty Foy's movements and
words he gives us "Would surely be a tedious tale" compared to the
"delightful tale" of johnny's "strange adventures" that he is not permitted to give us, his gift is to call attention to just those movements
and words that communicate Betty's passion and to preserve those "very
words" of johnny's that epitomize the real strangeness of his adventure." His muses are kinder than he imagines them to be in giving him
a sensitivity to "human passions, human characters, and human incidents" (LB, p. 7) of greater interest than the stock-in-trade of supernatural balladeering for which he pleads.
Indeed, the range of human passions, characters, and incidents reveals
itself to be greater than the narrator realizes, for it includes powers not
only to transform perception but to work cures on the body, powers
that are not any less wonderful because we recognize them to be our
own (see Easson, p. 16). Old Susan's cure "As if by magic" reveals
unexpected powers in the intense concern for others, and Johnny'S ac·
count of his adventures produces as strange a reversal of normal situations as the narrator's fantasy of him turned backwards on his horse
"All like a silent horseman-ghost." Betty herself would not have been
any more moved had she seen a "goblin" or a "ghost" than she is to
recognize "Him whom she loves, her idiot boy." Even the narrator, who
made his appeal to tell supernatural adventures before all these marvels
in his human tale revealed themselves, seems content in the end to
report all johnny's "travel's story" as if it were enough to satisfy him
and the reader he is wishing to please. If the narrator of "The Thorn"
gives his listener less than all his supernatural portents seem to promise,
the narrator of "The Idiot Boy" gives his reader more than the super-
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natural adventures with which he hopes to please. Wordsworth, of course,
gives his reader both poems to think about.
"Hart-Leap Well," the first poem of the 1800 volume of Lyrical Ballads,
internalizes the sort of shift in expectations that we have recognized in
moving from tale to tale in the 1798 volume. At the end of its first part
its poet-narrator divides his telling into two related tales ("But there is
malter for a second rhyme, I And I to this would add another tale") of
two different kinds. Having related a tale of a romantic hunt in which
a lone hunter, Sir Walter, follows a hart to its death and commemorates
the spot where it died by building a pleasure house, the narrator begins
his second tale disclaiming the intention to tell adventurous tales and
identifying himself with the pastoral:
The moving accident is not my trade,
Io freeze the blood I have no ready arts;
'Iis my delight alone in summer shade,
Io pipe a simple song to thinking hearts.
Leaving behind his tale of adventure, he begins his pastoral by telling
of coniing upon a scene which raised "various thoughts and fancies" in
his mind and of seeing "one who was in shepherd's garb attir'd." The
shepherd, it turns out, is the source of the tale of Sir Walter that the
poet-narrator has just told. The poet tells of eliciting the tale from the
shepherd to discover "what this place might be" in which nature seemed
"willing to decay" and man had left behind unmistakable signs of his
former presence (" 'Here in old time the hand of man has been' ").
If the shepherd is the source of the adventurous tale and the poetnarrator has more affinities with the pastoral tale he is now telling than
with the adventures he has just told, we might have expected the narrator to present the adventure as the shepherd's tale, keeping the romantic adventure subordinated within a pastoral framework. However,
as Parrish has noted, "the story of the chase (Part I) is not put into the
shepherd's mouth but is related directly by the poet-the shepherd is
allowed to speak only afterward." Parrish, who thinks this poem abandons some of the "more daring and original" techniques of the 1798
.poems, goes on to suggest that in the first part "our interest focuses on
its incidents, not on the speaker's psychology" (Art, p. 132). His dramatic
presuppositions lead him to focus,interest on the motives of the dramatized character and to lose interest in :'psychology" when the narrator
speaks; but if'we altend, as we have done before, ,to the motives of the
narrator as well~ we may see Part I not as an unmediated presentation
of events but as a telling with its own emphases related to the emphases
that follow in Part IT. The question we may then ask is, what difference
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does it make that the poet-narrator is made to "rehearse" the shepherd's
tale of Sir Walter in his own words instead of reporting it as the shepherd
told it?
What we hear of the shepherd's attitudes in the second part of the
poem suggests that the tale of Sir Walter as we are given it in Part I has
been significantly altered from any version he could have told. The
shepherd's sympathies are all with" 'that unhappy Hart: " the victimof Sir Walter's chase, and his attitude toward the memorial remains of
Sir Walter's triumph and the Hart's prodigious leaps is one of superstitious horror. The work of Sir Walter's hand has, to the shepherd, polluted
the natural scene, poisoning its waters and destroying its plant-life, and
the scene will not recover its life and health until, as he has often said,
" 'trees, and stones, and fountain all are gone.' " All signs of man's work
upon the scene must be completely obliterated before its purity can be
restored. The human power and purpose and will which altered the
scene must be to him fearful violations of the pastoral values he celebrates-the love of place associated with early memories of rest, drink,
music, mother, and birth. IS
It would hardly be within the power of such a speaker to recount Sir
Walter's hunt and his founding of the pleasure house with the sympathy
the poet's narrative reveals. The poet's references to "that glorious day,"
"this glorious act," "a joyful case," and "that darling place" assume his
hero's attitudes toward the events of the hunt without explicitly distinguishing them from his own, and his imagining of the knight's words
of triumph and determination, like the words Wordsworth's speaker
later attributes to the little girl in "The Pet-Lamb," show that he has
"almost receiv'd" his hero's "heart into [his Jown." It is the poet-narrator,
after all, who embroiders Sir Walter's motives with the feeling of having
seen something never seen " 'by living eyes' " before, with the desire
not only to commemorate his own deed and the hart's prowess but to
provide an arbor where travellers, pilgrims, and lovers may take shelter,
and with the hubristic expectation that his" 'mansion with its arbor
shall endure ... till the foundations of the mountains fail' "-motives
not unlike those which in other contexts at other times Wordsworth
himself expressed about the originality of his perceptions, the intended
readers of his poems, and the permanence of his achievement. That
Wordsworth had already in the first version of The Prelude discovered
sources of his poetic power in his youthful lone pursuits of the woodcock
or the raven's nest only corroborates the internal evidence for the sympathy which a poet such as he was might have for a hero like Sir Walter.
His poet-narrator's "small difference" from the shepherd is not merely
that he, "as a member of the educated class, ... cannot really accept
the Shepherd's superstitious belief that the place is cursed" (Averill,
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Suffering, p. 221) but that he sympathizes with and in part resembles
the Sir Walter he invents, while the shepherd has nothing in common
with such a figure.
Indeed, the poet-narrator as a pursuer of natural energies and a constructer of artificial objects meant to memorialize those energies and
provide future pleasure, takes a kind of interest in Sir Walter's story that
the shepherd, a man of unaltered nature, does not take. He values the
ruins, which the shepherd wishes were not defacing the natural scene,
as signs of a human activity like his own, calling for imaginative reconstruction, and yielding knowledge of "what we are, and have been,"
and he envisions a Nature which takes an interest not only in the death
of "quiet creatures" like the hart but in the preservation of monuments
made by noisy creatures like us who act upon and alter the face of what
the shepherd takes to be nature." Though he shares with the shepherd
a sensitivity to the pathos of the hart's situation (he speaks of the "poor
Hart" even in his account of Sir Walter's hunt, while Sir Walter himself
is made to imagine only a " 'gallant brute'" like himself), his more
comprehensive vision allows Nature both the power to overgrow the
evidences of human action and the intent to preserve the memory of it
for those contemplative men who, like the poet, herald the "milder day"
when even such recollections will not be necessary.
But his ability to herald that day does not make him a man of that
future only; he can see too clearly into the motives of a man like Sir
Walter to be free of them himself. When he offers to "divide" with the
shepherd the lesson, "Never to blend our pleasure or our pride / With
sorrow of the meanest thing that feels," one may suspect that the poetnarrator would end up with the larger share. Like the speaker of "Nutting," who warns the "Maiden" to "move along these shades I In gentleness of heart with gentle hand / Touch," he admonishes one who does
not know the temptation as he does and needs the lesson less. Only if
we have seen that the narrator's character and sympathies are as evident
in the first part of this poem as in the last will we recognize this motive
in his moral and appreciate the need he has to utter it. The division of
his tale represents a division of his mind that a report of the shepherd's
tale alone could not have revealed, and his declarations of intention to
. shepherd and reader alike express his wishes for a simpler tale and
purer pleasure than he in fact enjoys.
The complexity of the narrator's interest in the "unhappy Hart" and the
hunter who pursued it to the death in "Hart-Leap Well" is matched by
that of the narrator's interest in "lII-fated Ruth" and the young man
who betrayed her to madness in "Ruth."" In both poems a narrator
sympathetically portrays a Simple victim closely associated with nature
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and a hunter or wooer of the victim moved by the complex human
motives of pleasure and pride. Indeed, in both poems the narrator devotes the greatest part of his imaginative energy to realizing the motives
of the pursuer and thinking about the portrait he has imagined, while
consigning the fate and ultimate care for the victims to divine powers
who love them and will help them. The narrator of "Ruth" is as thought- .
fully sympathetic with the "Stripling" who betrays Ruth as the narrator
of "Hart-Leap Well" is with the knight who hunts the deer, and he is
as pious in his disposition of Ruth to Christian burial as the other is in
his leaving the deer to "sympathy divine."
The final appeals to a power beyond humanity to care for the victims
in these poems does not, however, preclude sympathy with them as
suffering beings, animal and human. The narrator of "Hart-Leap Well"
has presented the hart's humanized suffering through the shepherd's
account of the hunt, and the narrator of "Ruth" follows Ruth through
the period of her weeping and mourning, from the six months of her
developing madness to the time of her imprisonment when, "exulting
in her wrongs / Among the music of her songs / She fearfully carouz'd."
The narrator of "Ruth" acknowledges this woe, even enters into it, but
his emphasis is as much on the amelioration of it as the emphasis of the
narrator of 'The Thorn" is on the unrelieved suffering of Martha Ray.
After the one stanza in which he vividly imagines Ruth's fearful carousing, he goes on in the next five stanzas to emphasize that "Sometimes
milder hours she knew;' that "There came a respite of her pain," that
"Among the fields she breathed again," that she still loved the natural
objects with which she grew up "Nor ever tax'd them with the ill / Which
had been done to her." In the next stanza he claims ("And in this tale
we all agree," he adds)"that in the summer months "She sleeps beneath
the greenwood tree / And other home hath none." As if Wordsworth
were producing a counterimage to that of Martha Ray beside the stunted
thorn, he has his narrator present Ruth here peacefully sleeping beneath
a tree associated with the green world of revitalization. These villagers
are in as much agreement about Ruth's peaceful sleep there as the others
are about Martha Ray's burial of her infant under the hill of moss, and
they hear the self-consoling notes of her flute as the villagers in "The
Thorn" claim to hear Martha's inconsolable cry coming from the mountaintop. The narrator here is at pains to establish Ruth's return to the
same pastimes she enjoyed as "A young and happy Child," not without
recognition that "she had wept" and "she had mourned" since then,
but with a clear emphasis on the comfort she takes in nature, not on
her fearful woe.
Yet the comforts of nature that the narrator emphasizes seem to be
insufficient for him, even as the "thoughtless freedom" of Ruth's life as

93

Tales

an "infant of the woods" seems to have been insufficient for her before
her suffering. The young man who betrays her has made his entire
appeal to her in terms of natural pleasures and natural bonds, but Ruth,
in the one speech that seems to belong to her in the whole poem, adds
to her acceptance of his invitation to "drive the flying deer" the condition
that she join him in "lawful joy, and bear I His name in the wild woods."
She says,
"And now, as fitting is and right,
We in the Church our faith will plight,
A Husband and a Wife."
She is not satisfied to join him solely in terms of their shared participation
in nature but wishes for the legitimation of civil and religious ordinances.
She wants not just the pleasure of the chase but the security of a shared
name and recognized bond-a family to replace the one she has lost.
Ruth has come to nature late (four years later than the Lucy of "Three
Years She Grew") and on the rebound-a slighted child in flight from
a stepmother-and though she behaves "As if she from her birth had
been I An Infant of the woods," she has not been. Nature to her even
at the first is not "all in all" but a refuge from half-desolation.
In the end, after all she has been through, the narrator seems to take
on her attitude to the sufficiency of the natural comforts he has so fully
described. In bidding her farewell after presenting his last image of her
still playing her childish games at the riverside, he declares:
Ill-fated Ruth! in hallow'd mold
Thy corpse shall buried be,
For thee a funeral bell shall ring,
And all the congregation sing
A Christian psalm for thee.
The care of "Nature," which seems to have been sufficient for the poor
hart to the narrator of "Hart-Leap Well," is not sufficient for the human
sufferer Ruth to the teller of her tale. A sanctioned burial-not the unhallowed burial of the suicide-with proper ceremony and psalm by the
church family seems necessary to put her suffering to rest. Though
nature soothes and eases her pain, it does not satisfactorily place it in
. a framework of meaning. Though nature has not betrayed the heart that
loved her and has remained a source of pleasure and love even in her
grief, man has betrayed Ruth more than once and seems unable to help
her or make sense of her pain without appealing as an unidentified voice
in the poem does, when her pains begin: " 'God help thee Ruth!' "
If the narrator has found nature important to Ruth's comfort but inadequate to make sense of her suffering, he has also found it central to
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her last betrayer's attractiveness (to him as well as to Ruth) but insufficient to prevent his corruption of his soul and his desertion of Ruth.
This young man seems to have had aU the benefits of an upbringing in
nature:

-While he was yet a Boy
The moon, the glory of the sun,
And streams that murmur as they run
Had been his dearest joy.
He has the beauty and gaiety of natural beings and has the "hues of
genius on his cheek" and in his speech. His attractiveness to "any Maid"
is clear enough, and his attractiveness to Ruth, who herself has lived
close to nature "In thoughtless freedom bold," would seem even clearer.
When the narrator turns from presenting the youth's successful courtship to explaining his betrayal of Ruth, he takes some pains to isolate
the cause of the corruption of "a Youth to whom was given I So much
of earth so much of Heaven." Nature, which has been so much a part
of his life, may have been a contributing cause, but the narrator is careful
to say that if "The beauteous forms of Nature" might "feed voluptuous
thought," they do not themselves form the disposition to that thought.
Though the irregularities he found in the "tropic" climes
Did to his mind impart
A kindred impulse, seem'd allied
To his own powers, and justified
The workings of his heart
those workings seem to be the prior condition that found affinity in "the
tempest roaring high, I The tumult of a tropic sky." The narrator, indeed,
cannot imagine that someone so close to nature even "in his worst
pursuits" did not sometimes experience
Pure hopes of high intent:
For passions link'd to forms so fair
And stately, needs must have their share
Of noble sentiment.
And he believes that the young man wooed Ruth "with no feign'd
delight," for "What could he less than love a Maid I Whose heart with
so much nature play'd"? Finally the narrator locates the source of his
corruption not in the natural forms that may have fed it but in the
company he kept and the choice he made to receive their vices:
But ill he liv'd, much evil saw
With men to whom no better law
Nor better life was known;
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Deliberately and undeceiv'd
Those wild men's vices he receiv'd,
And gave them back his own.
His genius and his moral frame
Were thus impair'd....
Nature that has given him so much does not make the choice he makes
to use his gifts to "seek what the degraded soul/Unworthily admires,"
and so nature does not corrupt him or betray Ruth through him, though
it is powerless to save her from him. 18
Of all the narrators we have considered so far, the narrator of "Ruth"
is the only one who unambiguously identifies in his portrait of Ruth's
betrayer a domain of human choice with tragic implications. Harry Gill's
obsession with Goody Blake is presented as sui generis and its fixation
in his chattering teeth completes its course without symbolizing a choice
he has made. The narrator of "Simon Lee" presents himself as coming
close to a tragic recognition of what his apparent act of charity has meant
to Simon, but his response to what he has done is to appeal for a
thoughtful kindness that can redeem his deed. The narrator of "The
Thorn," not knowing his own responsibility for what he imagines but
thinks he sees, is no better at recognizing moral responsibility. He presents a counterpart of Ruth's betrayer in Stephen Hill, but he penetrates
Stephen's condition no more than to call him "Unthinking" and responds to him no more thoughtfully than to wish that "he had died,
that cruel father!" He dissociates himself from the villagers' efforts to
treat Martha Ray as responsible for her actions, preserving the eXciting
uncertainty on which his mind thrives. The narrator of "The Idiot Boy"
comes near to framing Betty Foy's foolish risk-taking with her idiot boy
in moral terms, but when he seems about to say that "There's not a
mother, no not one, / But when she hears what you have done" would
be quick to blame you, he says instead, "Gh! Betty she'll be in a fright."
Judgment is deflected and anxiety for another's welfare prevails, anxiety
which before the poem is over reveals itself to have curative powers.
The muses that govern this poem keep matters well away from moral
,terms that would interfere with the flow of sympathy and from tragic
events that might call for judgment. Finally, in "Hart-Leap Well" the
narrator, who presents himself as closer to the shepherd than his tale
of Sir Walter's hunt suggests he is, manages to enjoy his identiftcation
with Sir Walter without taking responsibility for it and gets off with no
more than a slap on the wrist, a "lesson" of which he takes the lion's
share. Nature i.il any case is powerful and immanent enough in his creed
to register and take care of the hart's death-a wronged human being
would be another matter.

%

Chapter Three

In such a case, as we have seen for the narrator of "Ruth," the gifts
and compensations of nature, though valuable and important to insist
upon, do not take care either of Ruth's suffering or her betrayer's flight
from the commitments he made to her. This narrator, entering sympathetically into the minds and characters of his hero and heroine, finds
a point in both where nature alone does not account for what is there'
and where man on his own has failed. In response to this recognition
.he turns, as bearers of tragic vision have always done, to appeal in the
midst of the action to God and to end with a congregation singing in
chorus at his heroine's funeral. Implicated in the human failings he is
able to imagine, subject to the limits of natural comfort he perceives, he
cannot redeem Ruth's suffering with his own song. The "Christian psalm"
he imagines is needed to let her story rest.
"Michael:' the last poem in the second volume of Lyrical Ballads and the
last one whose speaker is concerned to tell a "tale/' seems set apart from
the rest of the collection, and even more from the other tales we have
examined. It appears in closest proximity to the five "Poems on the
Naming of Places" with which it shares its blank verse and its concern
for rural places "where little Incidents will have occurred, or feelings
been expressed, which will have given to such places a private and
peculiar interest" (LB, p. 217). Its blank verse also links it to the inscriptions with which it shares epitaphic and commemorative gestures, to
"Tintern Abbey" which has the analogous place at the end of the fIrst
volume, to "The Brothers" with which it shares the author's designation
of "pastoral poem:' to "Old Man Travelling" and "The Old Cumberland
Beggar" whose poet-narrators similarly dignify their aged heroes, and
to "There was a Boy" and "Nutting" which are linked as is "Michael"
to the themes and emphases of The Prelude. Its association with the other
tales is not the first one it evokes, especially since it has enjoyed a success
with critics unmatched by any of them. When it is not celebrated entirely
without connection to them, it is usually distinguished from them in
terms that attempt to explain its success and their failure. It is "cleanly
told with the least intervention of the author" and proceeds in "a
straightforward manner" with "only the shadow of a narrator" or one
who only "unobtrusively reminds the reader that the story is, so to
speak, second-hand."" It is thought to conform, as the other tales do
not, to the Aristotelian canons of minimal narratorial presence that so
many of the other poems egregiously violate, and its exceptional success
is found both in this conformity and in the superior dignity which its
blank verse has over the "arch jog-trot of the ballads.""
Though I have made a point of distinguishing the other tales from
one another and of denying any single pattern to which all of them can
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be reduced, I think it is necessary to argue the similarities between them
and "MichaeL" To do so is not just to discover the special achievement
of this poem but also to recognize it as an achievement in the same kind
as the others. It is not a uniquely fine poem that alone subordinates its
teller to the tale he tells but a fine poem that realizes one integral and
interesting relation of teller, hero, and listener among several that Wordsworth represents. "Michael" is not the telas against whose achievement
the other tales can be measured any more than it is one more work
whose artistry can be undressed by reduction to the pattern of "The
Thorn." It is rather the longest, the most elevated, and the last-presented
of a series of experiments in Lyrical Ballads that represent attempts to tell
tales of other people's joys and sorrows. If its narrator seems to succeed
in his attempt more than with some of the others we have examined,
it is not because he absents himself from attention but because he presents himself as subject to different constraints. Because he stands in a
different relation to his hero and his listeners than the narrators of the
other tales, he can present his "Tale" with a capital 'T" with more
assurance and poise than some of them display. But to represent assured
telling is in itself no more interesting than to represent anxious telling.
Both are interesting as they reveal the conditions that constrain them
and the dynamic interrelations of speaker, hero, and listener they involve.

The narrator of "Michael" can identify his telling as a "Tale" at the
outset because he stands at a greater temporal distance from his hero
than any of the narrators we have considered, except, in one respect,
the narrator of "Hart-Leap Well." The narrators of "Ruth," "The Thorn,"
and "Simon Lee" have all seen the heroes or heroines of their tales; the
latter two have even encountered them, though the one flees from interaction while the other actually speaks to, acts upon, and registers the
response of the old huntsman. The narrator of "Goody Blake" is a contemporary of the still living Harry Gill, though he does not claim to have
seen or met him. The narrator of "The Idiot Boy" enjoys the immediate
presence of his characters through the agency of his muses so that the
question of his actual familiarity with them as neighbors or village figures
or people of whom he has heard does not arise. Only Sir Walter of "HartLeap Well" is more distant in time from the narrator of his tale than
Michael is from the narrator of his, but the narrator of "Hart-Leap Well"
has recently come upon the scene of Sir Walter's adventure and met the
shepherd who told him the tale. The narrator of "Michael" recalls a tale
that touched him while he "was yet a boy" so that not only the hero of
his tale but also the source of it do not immediately impinge upon his
telling. He must be thought to recall it and the place to which it "appertains" for a conscious present purpose and not under the fresh
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impression of the place (like the narrator of "The Thorn") or the person
(like the narrator of "Simon Lee") or of the source (like the narrator of
"Hart-Leap Well"). Indeed it is likely that while he "was yet a boy" and
fIrst heard this tale, he was more impressed by the fortunes of the boy
in the tale, Luke, whose motives and fate he now minimizes to concentrate on the father with whose position he presently analogizes his own..
The analogy he sets up-one implying a comparison between his
attempt to leave this tale as a legacy to "youthful poets, who among
these hills I Will be my second self when I am gone" and Michael's
attempt to leave his portion of the hills themselves to his son Lukeintroduces a conscious design on at least one group of his readers that
further constrains his telling into the formal shape of a tale." Property
cannot be passed on to others if its boundaries are not delimited. It must
be mastered and possessed by someone before it can be handed on to
someone else, demanding a self-possession in the one who receives it
and passes it on that few of the other narrators exhibit. The narrator of
"Simon Lee" is not in control of his tale and appeals to his reader to
help make it; the narrator of "The Thorn" is possessed by a scene and
wants his listener to be possessed by it too; the narrator of "The Idiot
Boy" is possessed by his muses; the narrator of "Hart-Leap Well" is
possessed by his imaginative sympathy with Sir Walter to tell the sort
of tale it is not his "trade" to tell; the narrator of "Ruth" is prepossessed
by her unfaithful lover to devote the bulk of her story to him. Only the
narrator of "Michael" in effect announces that "some tale will be related"
and then goes on to relate it, confining himself to Michael's story (again
property enters in) and sacrificing Luke's, though the latter raises many
of the same interesting questions that Ruth's lover's story raises." The
narrator of "Michael" minds his trade better than Wordsworth's other
narrators and makes a product he can offer for his readers' pleasure.
Aware of what he has put into it, he is the only narrator who can speak
of "my tale" in the satisfaction of deliberate craftsmanship.
It is not surprising that readers still waiting after two volumes to be
pleased as they "have been accustomed to be pleased" (LB, p. 272) by
narrative poetry arrive at "Michael" with relief and imagine that it is
the "cleanly told" "straightforward" tale they have been wishing for all
along. More satisfIed with this than with all the other tales, such readers
ignore or minimize the importance of its narratorial gestures after the
opening verse paragraph.
The poem, however, is as rich in those gestures as any of the ballads
except "The Thorn." In some ways it is even less sparing in its resort
to them, for its gestures of substantiation take several lines of leisurely
blank verse to accomplish something very close to what is managed in
a brief tetrameter line in the ballads. Thus "I have convers'd with more
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than one who well / Remember the Old Man, and what he was" functions much like "As every man who knew her says" in "Goody Blake."
Again "I may truly say, / That they were as a proverb in the vale / For
endless industry," works like "To say the least, four counties round /
Had heard of Simon Lee." The much praised "And never lifted up a
single stone" is not usually read as part of a longer gesture of appeal to
the testimony of Michael's neighbors, but that is what it is:
Tis not forgotten yet
The pity which was then in every heart
For the Old Man-and 'tis believ'd by all
That many and many a day he thither went,
And never lifted up a Single stone.
In its context this view of Michael is much like the narrators' presentations of their neighbors' unanimously held beliefs in "The Thorn"
("But all and each agree / The little babe is buried there / Beneath the
hill of moss so fair") or in "Ruth" ["(And in this tale we all agree) / She
sleeps beneath the greenwood tree"]. I do not present these parallels to
argue the superior compactness of the ballad lines-I do not believe that
the quality of lines can be meaningfully compared apart from the poems
in whose represented speakers' utterances they function-but to show
the common practice of narration in which "Michael" participates with
the other experimental tales, even well after its prologue at the moments
where its narrating is most admired. The narrators of all the tales we
have examined except the muse-inspired "Idiot Boy" make some such
gestures of substantiation, placing at least some of the facts and images
they relate on common verifiable ground.
If the narrator of "Michael" departs from the practice of the other
narrators in his manner of verifying aspects of his subject, he does so
by completely excluding claims to direct personal experience that show
up in all the others except the narrator of "The Idiot Boy." He presents
his telling of the "Tale" of Michael as neither occasioned by a specific
personal encounter with the ruined sheepfold nor validated by a personal sighting of or meeting with the hero but as told to him by others
and confirmed by conversations with them. It is even told in part for
the sake of those from whom he has learned it, for he acknowledges
(until 1805 when Wordsworth cuts the passage) that he speaks so "minutely" of Michael's lamp to give pleasure to the many people "Whose
memories will pear witness to my tale." He seems here to be consciously
rendering back what he has received not indirectly to the next generation
of poets but reciprocally to some of those from whom he has received
it.
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The passage I have just cited occurs at line 131 of the 1800 poem,
reintroducing ninety lines after the prologue an additional audience to
the two specified at the outset and an additional intention of the narrator's to please them. The gesture is made; however, not toward the
audience it mentions but toward those readers who would otherwise
imagine that the narrator's minute attention to the lamp was "a waste
of words." The narrator does not tell his story primarily to his neighbors·
who already know it but to the "few natural hearts" and the "youthful
Poets" he anticipates in the prologue, and he must explain to them what
the neighbors already know and apologize to them for indulging those
who still remember Michael.
His explanations to his uninitiated audience are numerous. He gives
explicit directions to the unfinished sheepfold, for his listeners are
strangers who might mistakenly "suppose" that the path up Greenhead Gill is a formidable one, and he calls attention to the "straggling
heap of unhewn stones" they otherwise "might pass by, ! Might see
and notice not." He warns them that it would also be a mistake to
"suppose! That the green Valleys, and the Streams and Rocks! Were
things indifferent to the Shepherd's thoughts," though he politely avoids
the second person this time and says only that "that man errs" who
should suppose it. He mediates the language of Michael's community
to listeners who might not understand it or might think the narrator
himself talks it, calling attention to the "Shepherd's phrase, ! With one
foot in the grave," to what "in our rustic dialect was call'd ! The CLIPPING
TREE," to how "the House-wife phrased it" in describing Luke's letters
as "The prettiest letters that were ever seen." He gives his listeners
credit, however, for understanding "the general passions and thoughts
and feelings of men" (LB, p. 261) if not the peculiar passions and thoughts
and feelings of shepherds, allowing that "you will divine" that the fiveyear-old Luke was "Something between a hindrance and a help" to his
father and acknowledging that there is really no need to relate (though
he does so anyway) that Luke's presence made "the objects which the
Shepherd loved before" dearer to him than they had previously been.
All "natural hearts" should recognize this effect of a child on its father
without being told, though they may not understand without assistance
the peculiar language and passions of a shepherd like Michael.
The narrator of "Michael" is thus tactful in his explanations, though
certainly not unobtrusive. He does not presume as does the overbearing
narrator of "The Thorn" that his listeners will see what he sees or say
what he would have them say. He does not confront his listeners directly
with their mistaken suppositions as do the narrators of "Simon Lee"
and "Ruth" but indirectly combats the suppositions of "that man" who
should make the mistake. Perhaps most importantly he does not urge
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anything on his listeners or share any wishes with them. He does not
tell them to think, as do the narrators of "Goody Blake" and "Simon
Lee," or to take care and choose carefully the time to go to the sheepfold
as does the narrator of 'The Thorn." He does not express the wish to
tell a certain kind of story like the narrator of "The Idiot Boy" or the
wish that his listener would go to the spot of which he speaks like the
narrator of "The Thorn." He makes the possibility of seeing the spot
available in the last line, but that it "may be seen" compels no one to
see it nor even makes it worth their while to see it. The listeners, given
what the narrator has told them, must judge for themselves.
The narrator of "Michael" more than any of the others except the
narrator of "Hart-Leap Well" treats his listeners as people who can be
expected to understand the human interest in what he relates, people
who do not need to have the point of his tale explained." It cannot be
the absence of his intrusions that pleases those who admire the poem,
but it may be the tactful respect his intrusions express. The narrator of
"Michael" is not flattering to his listeners, but he is considerate and
undemanding. He gives more than he asks, makes allowances for what
they do not know and leaves decisions up to them. The role he creates
for his listeners is easier to identify with than those created by Wordsworth's other narrators and more gratifying to OUf sense of ourselves
as people capable of judging his meaning on our own.
The impression of his tact toward and respect for his listener gains
by comparison not only with the narrators of the other tales but also by
comparison with his hero, who tells a tale to his son in the central episode
of the poem. Michael, on the scene at the sheepfold, turns to Luke to
relate "some little part I Of our two histories" in the confidence that
" 'twill do thee good I When thou art from me, even if I should speak I
Of things thou canst not know of." His tale is a tale of what Luke has
meant to him and what he has done for Luke that attempts to bind his
son to him and to the ongoing transmission of the gift of love and land
from generation to generation. Michael, however, is not passing the
land to his son in this speech, and his overbearing emphasis on loveon his love for his son-may come from its being the only heritage he
can give to Luke as he sends him away from the land of his fathers.
With nothing else to appeal to he does not restrain himself from picturing
. even that part of his relation to Luke that he knows Luke knows, and
he acknowledges that he has said "things of which I need not speak"
only after he has brought his son to tears. He goes on to press Luke,
despite signs of his hesitation, to do his part in creating an explicit symbol
of his bond to his father, a "covenant" that formalizes his commitment
to "the life thy Fathers liv'd" beyond the "links of love" which bind him
to his father and bind his father to both the land and his son. The
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covenant is supposed to do for Luke at eighteen away in "the dissolute
city" what seventy years of daily association with the scene of his labors
has done for Michael, and it is not surprising that, even as he declares
the meaning of the covenant, Michael imagines the contingency of Luke's
fate and declares his love "whatever fate" may befall him." The overbearingness of his attempt to determine Luke's meaning with story and.
symbol is directly related to the unlikeliness of his succeeding, as he
seems himself to know.
The narrator who tells his tale with "fonder feeling, for the sake I Of
youthful Poets, who among these Hills I Will be my second self when
I am gone" hands on his heritage to them without insisting on what it
or he should mean to them. His tale is in good order and has meant
something to him and to others, but whether it will matter to his listeners, whether it will affect what they mean to themselves is up to
them to decide. Property in land and love of kindred have an unavoidable
literalness that leaves the man committed to them open to the "real and
substantial action and suffering" (LB, p. 256) of a Michael, but property
in meaning, while not completely independent of the conditions that
bind and hurt Michael, is nevertheless voluntarily appropriated as it is
voluntarily produced in accord with the "grand elementary principle of
pleasure." The narrator's confidence in handing down the tale of Michael
may be grounded in the pleasure with which he tells it, a pleasure that
gives him reason to hope that others will find it too and in fmding it
accept the heritage he offers. Unlike Michael, who sends Luke off with
the memory of a symbol but separates him from the sources of pleasure
that are its ground, the narrator of "Michael" hands on a tale bound up
with and capable of providing the pleasure of its meaning.

