
 

  
WORDSWORTH'S PRELUDE :  FOUR 

1.   As one who hangs, down-bending from the side 
Of a slow-moving Boat, upon the breast 
Of a still water, solacing himself 
With such discoveries as his eye can make,  250 
Beneath him, in the bottom of the deeps, 
Sees many beauteous sights, weeds, fishes, flowers, 
Grots, pebbles, roots of trees, and fancies more; 
Yet often is perplex'd, and cannot part 
The shadow from the substance, rocks and sky,  255 
Mountains and clouds, from that which is indeed 
The region, and the things which there abide 
In their true dwelling; now is cross'd by gleam 
Of his own image, by a sun-beam now 
And motions that are sent he knows not whence, 260 
Impediments that make his task more sweet. 
--Such pleasant office have we long pursued, 
Incumbent o'er the surface of past time 
With like success. 

William Wordsworth, The Prelude (1805-6), IV, 247-64; text from Mark L. Reed 
(ed.), The Thirteen-Book Prelude (2 vols, Ithaca, N.Y., 1991), I, p. 157.  
Compare, for structure and argument and latencies of insight, The Excursion, 
III, 967-91; Poetical Works, ed. E. De Selincourt and Helen Darbishire, Vol. V 
(corrected ed., Oxford, 1959), p. 108; and see also Wordsworth's Guide to the 
Lakes (5th ed., 1835), ed. E. de Selincourt (Oxford, 1977), p. 47.  William 
Cowper, The Task (1785), Book III, 1-20 also supplies a model.  Zachary 
Leader treats this passage as an allegory of retrospective text-composition: see 
his Revision and Romantic Authorship (Oxford, 1996), pp. 46-50; also Karen 
Mills-Courts, Poetry as Epitaph; Representation and Poetic Language (Baton 
Rouge, La, 1990), pp. 149-50, Michael O'Neill, Romanticism and the Self-
Conscious Poem (Oxford, 1997), p. 53, and J. Douglas Kneale, Romantic 
Aversions; Aftermaths of Classicism in Wordsworth and Coleridge (Liverpool, 
1999), pp. 126-34. 

2.      Yet in the midst 
Of these vagaries, with an eye so rich   595 
As mine was, through the chance, on me not wasted 
Of having been brought up in such a grand 
And lovely region, I had forms distinct 
to steady me: these thoughts did oft revolve 
About some centre palpable which at once   600 
Incited them to motion and control'd. 
And whatsoever shape the fit might take, 
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And whencesoever it might come, I still 
At all times had a real solid world 
Of images about me.      605 

William Wordsworth, The Prelude (1805-6), VIII, 594-605; 247-64; text from 
Mark L. Reed (ed.), The Thirteen-Book Prelude (2 vols, Ithaca, N.Y., 1991), I, p. 
157.  Compare again Wordsworth's Guide to the Lakes, (Oxford, 1970), p. 32.  
For the quasi-pathological, involuntary force of 'fit' compare 'Strange fits of 
passion have I known', composed October-December 1798. 

3.  Not seldom from the uproar I retired    475 
Into a silent bay, or sportively 
Glanced sideways, leaving the tumultuous throng, 
To cut across the image of a star 
That gleam'd upon the ice: and oftentimes, 
When we had given our bodies to the wind,  480 
And all the shadowy banks, on either side, 
Came sweeping through the darkness, spinning still 
The rapid line of motion; then at once 
Have I, reclining back upon my heels, 
Stopp'd short, yet still the solitary Cliffs   485 
Wheel'd by me, even as if the earth had roll'd 
With visible motion her diurnal round; 
Behind me did they stretch in solemn train 
Feebler and feebler, and I stood and watch'd 
Till all was tranquil as [a dreamless sleep].   490 

William Wordsworth, The Prelude (1805-6), I, 475-490; text from Mark L. Reed 
(ed.), The Thirteen-Book Prelude (2 vols, Ithaca, N.Y., 1991), I, p. 120.  Even in 
this copied-out version the text here has been minutely revised, to adjust the 
movement more exactly.  Compare also the comment in Thomas de Quincey, 
Recollections of the Lakes and the Lake Poets, ed. David Wright 
(Harmondsworth, 1970), p. 166, and Kenneth R. Johnston, The Hidden 
Wordsworth (rev. ed., London, 2000), pp. 33-4.  For a grandly elaborated 
extrapolation perhaps from these lines see John Ashbery's 'The Skaters', in 
his Rivers and Mountains (New York, 1966), reprinted in full in his Selected 
Poems (London, 1967). 

4.      downwards we hurried fast, 
And enter'd with the road which we had miss'd 
Into a narrow chasm: the brook and road 
Were fellow-travellers in this gloomy Pass, 
And with them did we journey several hours  555 
At a slow step.  The immeasurable height 
Of woods decaying, never to be decay'd, 
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The stationary blasts of waterfalls, 
And every where along the hollow rent 
Winds thwarting winds, bewilder'd and forlorn,  560 
The torrents shooting from the clear blue sky, 
The rocks that mutter'd close upon our ears, 
Black drizzling crags that spake by the way-side 
As if a voice were in them, the sick sight 
And giddy prospect of the raving stream,   565 
The unfetter'd clouds, and region of the heavens, 
Tumult and peace, the darkness and the light 
Were all like workings of one mind, the features 
Of the same face, blossoms upon one tree, 
Characters of the great Apocalyps,    570 
The types and symbols of Eternity, 
Of first and last, and midst, and without end. 

William Wordsworth, The Prelude (1805-6), VI, 551-72; text from Mark L. Reed 
(ed.), The Thirteen-Book Prelude (2 vols, Ithaca, N.Y., 1991), I, p. 190; lines 
553-72 are also transcribed in Dorothy Wordsworth's  Recollections of a Tour 
Made in Scotland, ed. Carol Kyron Walker (New Haven, 1997), pp. 154-5.  As 
Reed comments, line 572 echoes Paradise Lost, V, 165, and the pitch of this 
climax recalls the Book of Revelation in the Authorised Version text; Hartman 
called this scene 'a visible pledge of immortality' (Geoffrey Hartman, 
Wordsworth's Poetry, 1787-1814 [New Haven, 1964], p. 109; see also pp. 42-
69, 351-2), and Erskine-Hill describes it as holding a 'central position of 
prophecy' (Howard Erskine-Hill, Poetry of Opposition and Revolution; Dryden to 
Wordsworth [Oxford, 1996], p. 221).  For circumstance and discussion see 
also Johnston, The Hidden Wordsworth, pp. 151-9; for social revolution as 
apocalyptic geology see John Wyatt, Wordsworth and the Geologists 
(Cambridge, 1995), pp. 37 ff, 158 ff.  For illuminating comparison with 
Shelley's 'Mont Blanc' (July 23, 1816) see also Martin Priestman, Romantic 
Atheism; Poetry and Freethought, 1780-1830 (Cambridge, 1999), Chap. 7 (esp. 
pp. 232-5). 

5.  Imagination! lifting up itself     525 
Before the eye and progress of my Song 
Like an unfather'd vapour; here that Power, 
In all the might of its endowments, came 
Athwart me; I was lost as in a cloud, 
Halted without a struggle to break through,  530 
And now recovering to my Soul I say 
I recognize thy glory; in such strength 
Of usurpation, in such visitings 
Of awful promise, when the light of sense 
Goes out in flashes that have shewn to us   535 
The invisible world, doth Greatness make abode, 
There harbours whether we be young or old. 
Our destiny, our nature, and our home 
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Is with infinitude, and only there. 

William Wordsworth, The Prelude (1805-6), VI, 525-39; text from Mark L. Reed 
(ed.), The Thirteen-Book Prelude (2 vols, Ithaca, N.Y., 1991), I, pp. 189-90.  The 
exclamation point after Imagination, ecstatic outcry of recognition and belated 
acknowledgement, is in later revisions smoothed away to a dash.  'strength of 
usurpation' reminds of The Prelude (1805-6), XIII, 51, as again a power 
challenging and displacing with new force an apparently stable order.  The 
language of sudden visionary gleams and 'flashes' is by now deeply familiar; 
on the striking 'blue chasm' see an observant note in Jonathan Wordsworth 
(ed.), The Prelude; The Four Texts (1798, 1799, 1805, 1850) (London, 1995), 
pp. 656-7, and searching comment in Richard Bourke, Romantic Discourse 
and Political Modernity; Wordsworth, The Intellectual and Cultural Critique 
(Hemel Hempstead, 1993), pp. 253-5.  Hartman's comment on this passage is 
in Wordsworth's Poetry, pp. 40-41.  Also notable here is a familiar transit from 
first to third person utterance; the plural comprises an inclusive 
transcendence but not, it may be, a shared one. 

For this idiom of prophetic rapture, and the care taken to separate its effect 
from those of popular enthusiasm, see Jon Mee, 'Wordsworth's Chastened 
Enthusiasm' in his Romanticism, Enthusiasm and Regulation; Poetics and the 
Policing of Culture in the Romantic Period (Oxford, 2003). 

6.      Oh! when I have hung 
Above the raven's nest, by knots of grass, 
And half-inch fissures in the slippery rock 
But ill sustain'd, and almost, as it seem'd, 
Suspended by the blast which blew amain, 
Shouldering the naked crag; Oh! at that time 
While on the perilous ridge I hung alone, 
With what strange utterance did the loud dry wind 
Blow through my ears! the sky seem'd not a sky 
Of earth, and with what motion mov'd the clouds! 

William Wordsworth, The Prelude (1805-6), I, 342-351; text from Reed (ed.), 
The Thirteen-Book Prelude, I, p. 115.  The passage is transferred unaltered 
except for minor detail from the two-part Prelude of 1798-9; see Stephen 
Parrish (ed.), The Prelude, 1798-1799 (Ithaca, N.Y. and Hassocks, 1977), p. 
44; see also p. 124 for earliest germs.  This is a studied, mimetic ecphonesis, 
the hanging line-ends and postponing repeat figures all contrived to culminate 
in thematic exhaustion, so that at the end the positive features are drained 
into their absence, the vertigo of latent apocalypse.  The sense of a tilted 
gravitation thus contrasts strongly with an equipoise in amazement, 
recaptured and recapitulated.  The suspension may also be not merely 
rhetorical; Jonathan Wordsworth observes that the parish paid boys a bounty 
for destroying ravens, a threat to lambs, and here the boy was 'probably let 
down the rockface on a rope'; see his The Prelude: the Four Texts (1798, 1799, 
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1805, 1850) (London, 1995), pp. 559-60. 
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