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FOREWORD

A simple dictionary definition of «romantic”is "per
taining to the style of the Christian and popular literature
of the Middle Ages.”

The Romantic Revival in every country

v/as> in part, a- return to mediaevalism, especially in the at
tempts of writers to recover something of the pomp and glory
and chivalry of its knights; to turn back to nature, a favor
ite subject of its poets; to revive its patristic theology.
This interpretation of the Romantic Movement has long been
accepted by scholars and critics.

That Wordsworth was a leader

in the Romantic Movement has also long been recognized.

The

truth that has been almost overlooked was that Wordsworth, as
H. A. Beers puts it, "drew endless inspiration -from the Middle
Ages."1

In more recent years, however, there have been several

suggestions and occasional mentions of this fact.

Yet, in

spite of this recognition on the part of critics, no one, so
far as I know, has actually traced the interest of Wordsworth
in the Mediaeval or its influence on him.

The purpose of this

1 English Romanticism of the Nineteenth Century, ii, p. 53.
^ Pater, Appreciations. p. 59; Lane Cooper,"Coleridge, Words
worth, and Mr. Lowes," PMLA. XLIII, June, 1928; Israel Gollancz
"The Middle Ages in the Lineage of English Poetry," found in
Hearnshaw*s Contributions of the Middle Ages: E. C. Batho,
The Later Wordsworth: A. F. Potts, Wordsworth's Ecclestical
Sonnets.
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thesis, therefore, is to indicate in some detail the princi
pal ways in which that interest is manifested in Wordsworth's
writings.

Thus, Chapter I deals with his reading and imita

tion of certain Mediaeval writers, especially Chaucer.

Chap

ter II discusses his use of Mediaeval themes and literary
types, notably the ballad.

Chapter III deals with his inter

est in the Mediaeval Church, as shown in his Ecclesiastical
Sonnets and elsewhere, and with his partial responsibility
for the Oxford Movement.
I wish here to acknowledge my very great indebtedness to
Professor Marie P. Hamilton for drawing my attention to several
of the similarities between Chaucer and Wordsworth, which I
have used in this thesis.

I sincerely appreciate her many

helpful suggestions as to arrangement, as well as her per
sonal interest and encouragement.

I acknowledge, also, with

a deep sense of gratitude, the help given me by Professor
Sarah E. Dudley and other members of the English Department.
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CHAPTER I

WORDSWORTH *S STUDY AND

IMITATION OF CERTAIN MEDIAEVAL WRITERS

Wordsworth’s writings show that he was familiar with
several Mediaeval authors, but of these he was most inter
ested in Chaucer.

There are many evidences that Wordsworth

both studied and admired the older poet.

What could be more

convincing than the fact that he modernized Chaucer in the
hope of making him better known?

In his very poems there

are parallels to passages in Chaucer; and the fact that
Wordsworth acknowledged Chaucer as his master indicates that
at least some of these are conscious imitations.

Professor

Lounsbury shows that one of the results of the Romantic Move
ment was "to lift Chaucer into a position of special promi
nence. "

He also calls Wordsworth Wane of the greatest of

Chaucer’s s u c c e s s o r s , t h u s indicating the possibility of
similarities between the two.
Perhaps those similarities have their beginning in a
likeness of temperaments in the poets - an inherent love of
nature, especially in her joyous moods.

The loveliness of

May, the singing of the birds, and happy devotion to the
little field daisy have prominent places in the poetry of1
1

~
Studies in Chaucer. Ill, 441.

:

'

””
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both.

The idea that nature strikes a responsive chord in

the human heart, that the daisy, for example, has "some con
cord with humanity," is perhaps the most striking similarity
between the poets.

The idea may be more prominent in Words

worth 1s poetry, but it is also found in Chaucer in The Legend
of Good Women, as I shall show in detail in the part of this
chapter dealing with the parallels in particular poems.

Be

sides praising the humble things of nature, both Wordsworth
and Chaucer elevated humble and rustic characters.

Probably

no other English poet before Wordsworth, with the possible
exception of Burns,^ had given such prominence to the people
who were close to nature.

Then, except for Chaucer, no

predecessor of Wordsworth treats humble folk in.a spirit of
idealism, as symbolic, almost, of the best in human nature.
That Wordsworth does is commonly accepted;
too.

Yet Chaucer does

The Pilgrims who are, most Christ-like are the humble

Plowman and his brother, the Parson.

Griselda, the perfect

representative of Christian patience and humility, is of low
ly birth:

. '
But hye God sometyme-eenden' kan " ™
His grace into a litel oxes stalls.0

Perhaps, too, Wordsworth was impressed by Chaucer’s tender
concern for little children.

Where elsexin English poetry

before Wordsworth, except in the poems of Blake, do we find

Shakespeare’s humble folk have relatively unimportant roles,
2 "Shepherds were the men that pleased me first." The Prelude
viii, 128.
*»
5 The Clerk’s Tale, 11. 206-207.
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such attention to children?

The small child of The Reeve's

Tale. Maurice, of Hie Man of Law's Tale, who was the cause
of reuniting his father and mother, the children of Hie
Squire's Tale, and especially the lovely son and daughter
of Griselda may have appealed to Wordsworth.

Certainly the

youth of The Prioress' Tale finds an echo in Wordsowrth's
Blind Highland Bov.

What also of the long-suffering, patient,

and humble women portrayed by each?

Chaucer's patient Gri

selda of The Clerk's Tale and Constance of The Man of Law's
Tale, who suffered many wrongs at the instigation of her
mother-in-law, can be matched by the heroine of Wordsworth's
White Doe of Rvlstone. the "gentle Creature, with those ad
versities unmoved," and by Margaret, whose story is told in
Book I of The Excursion.

Both poets had a constant feeling

of kinship with people, coupled with a realization that each
is an individual seeking his own way.

The poems just men

tioned leave the reader with the feeling, though it is diffi
cult to put one's finger on the exact cause of it, that both
authors were impressed with the value of sorrow "to humanize
the soul," as well as to strengthen its Christianity.
If the literary use of humble men was an innovation in
Wordsworth's day, "language really used by men" was another.
"My purpose," Wordsworth tells us,* "was to imitate, and, as
far as possible, to adopt the very language of men;...to
choose incidents and situations from common life, and to re-

1
Preface to the Lyrical Ballads.
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late or describe them throughout, as far as possible. In a
selection of language really used by men, and...to make these
incidents and situations interesting by tracing in them...
the primary laws of nature.n

A note at this point is partic

ularly interesting:
It is worth while here to observe that the affecting
parts of Chaucer are almost always expressed in language pure
and universally intelligible even in this day.
It is, no doubt, to this note that Lounsbury refers, when he
says:
It is impossible to take final leave of the poet (Chaucer)
without some notice of what is on the whole the most pronounced
characteristic of his style. There is no other author in our
tongue who has clung so closely and so persistently to the
language of common life. Such a characteristic appealed strong
ly to the men who led the revolt against the artificial diction
that prevailed in the poetry of the last century. It attracted
in particular the attention of Wordsworth. The course of his
predecessor he cited as an authority foi* the one which he him
self adopted.
Besides learning from a study of Chaucer's poems that a poet
must employ the language really used by men to portray his
characters truthfully, Wordsworth undoubtedly was impressed
by Chaucer's words in The Prologue to the Canterbury Tales:
But first I pray, yow, of your curteisye,
That ye n'arette it nat my vileinye.
Though that I pleynly speke in this matere.
To telle yow hir wordes and hir chere;
Ne though I speke hir wordes properly.
For this ye knowen al-so wel as I,
Whb-so shal telle a tale after a man,
He moot reherce, as ny as ever he can,
Everich a work, if it be in his charge,
A1 speke he never so rudeliche and large;
Or elles he moot telle his tale untrewe,
Or feyne thing, orfinde wordes newe.
He may nat spare, a1-though he were his brother;

•k Studies in Chaucer. Ill, 440-441.
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He moot as wel seye o word as another,
Grist epak him-self ful hrode in holy writ.
And wel ye woot, no vileinye is it.
Eek Plato selth, who-so that can him rede.
The wordes mote he cosin to the dede.
Further, in The Prologue to the Miller’s Tale. Chaucer made
this half explanation, half apology:
And ther-fore every gentil wight I preye
For goddes love, demeth nat that 1 seye
Of evel intents, but that I moot reherce
Hir teles alls, he they hettre or worse,
Or elles falsen son of my matere.
It is at least worthy of mention that no other English poet
before Wordsworth seems to have made a similar statement re
garding his practice,
Wordsworth first became familiar with Chaucer through
Dr. Anderson's British Poets.%
student of the earlier poet'.

From then on he was a constant

The Prelude describes his en

joyment of The Canterbury Tales during his student days at
Cambridge - indeed, at the very spot where the Cambridge stu
dents of The Reeve's Tale had visited the Miller of Trompington:
Beside the pleasant Mill of Trompington
I laughed with Chaucer in the hawthorn shade;
Heard him, while birds were warbling, tell his tales
Of amorous passion.*
2
Wordsworth continued to study Chaucer in his home, often sitting
beside the dining-room fire-place with its flames lighting up
the genial face of Chaucer in the portrait above.5

Indeed,

how often does Dorothy relate that they "sate snugly round the

■*" Christopher Wordsworth, Memoirs. II, 30.
2 Book III, 11. 275-278.
5 Crabb Robinson records in hie Diary. I, 27, that Chaucer's
portrait hung over the fireplace of the Wordsworths' dining
room.
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fire" in the evening and read Chaucer!

In her Journals we

find the following records of the interest of the entire
Wordsworth household in Chaucers
Tues. 22nd. (December, 1801). We sate snugly round the fire.
I read to them the Tale of Constance and the Syrian Monarch
in the ’Man of Law’s tale,’ also some of the ’Prologue.’1
Wed. 23d.

Mary wrote out the Tales from Chaucer for Coleridge.

Thu. 24th. Wm., Mary and I sate comfortably round the fire
in the evening and read Chaucer.2
Sat. 26th. After tea we sate by the fire comfortably.
read aloud ’The Miller’s Tale.’*
Sat. Oct. 30. (1802)

I

After, S. (Stoddard) read Chaucer to us.

Tues. Jan. 11. (1803) Mary read the Prologue to Chaucer’s
Tales to me in the morning....Read part of ’The Knight’s Tale’
with exquisite delight.
There is no need for the student of Wordsworth to wonder
about the identity of his masters, for he specifically names
them for us:
When I began to give myself up to the profession of a
poet for life, I was impressed with a conviction that there
were four English poets whom I must have continually before
me as examples - Chaucer, Shakespeare, Spenser, and Milton.
These I must study, and equal if I could: and I need not think
of the rest.5
Besides openly acknowledging Chaucer as his master, Wordsworth
paid many tributes to him.

On one occasion when he was asked1
5
4
*
2

1 II, p. 69.
2 II, p. 70.
5 II, P. 74.

v

4 II, p. 155.
5
Christopher Wordsworth, Memoirs. II, 470. See also Knight,
Letters of the Wordsworth Family. II, 209, 288: The Prelude.
Ill, 279-295.
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to criticize Elizabeth Barrett1s poems, he remarked, .'’Her
poems are too ideal for me.

I want flesh and blood...; even

coarse nature and truth, where there is a want of refinement
and beauty, is better than the other extreme.

On the same

occasion he chanced to remark, ’’At the head of this natural
and sensual school is Chaucer, the greatest poet of his class.”
Wordsworth’s devotion was so great that he feared that Chaucer
would not become sufficiently well known to his countrymen.
’’What would become of the Morning-star of English poetry?”
he cried in disappointment, upon reading Johnson’s Lives of
the Poets.2

Again, Wordsworth remarks, in an article in The

Friend. "Happy moment was it for England when her Chaucer,
who has rightly been called the Morning-Star of her liters%
ture, appeared above the horizonI"
On November 16, 1824,
Wordsworth again expressed a fear that among the great Eng
lish poets Chaucer might be neglected.

’’Shakespeare,” he

said, "I need not name, nof Milton, but Chaucer and Spenser
are apt to be overlooked.

It is almost painful to think how

far these surpass all others."^
lished Critical

Barron Field, in his unpub

Memoirs on the Life and Poetry of William

Wordsworth, quoted Hazlitt’s remark in the Spirit of the Age:

1 Batho, The Later Wordsworth, p. 102; quoted from Crabb Rob
inson’s Dairy.
^ Essay. Supplementary to the Preface.
^ January 4, 1810. Knight, Prose Works, p. 91.
4 Knight, Letters of the Wordsworth Family. II, 228.
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"Chaucer is a prime favorite of his (Wordsworth's), but we
do not think he has any cordial sympathy for Shakespeare."*
Opposite to this Wordsworth wrote on Field's manuscript: "This
is monstrous.

I extol Chaucer and others; because the world

at large knows little, or nothing, of their merits."
References to Chaucer’s characters also are evidences of
2
Wordsworth's knowledge of Chaucer, who, Lounsbury says, was
one of the few authors to whom Wordsworth considered himself
inferior.

The poor Parson of The Canterbury Tales he especial

ly admired, as is shown in his Seathwaite Chanel Sonnet:
In those days,
When this low pile a Gospel Teacher knew.
Whose good works formed an endless retinue;
Such priest as Chaucer sang in fervent lays.
The revised text of 1845 reads:
A Pastor such as Chaucer's verse portrays.
In a note concerning this sonnet Wordsworth tells us that
the pastor mentioned here and the one alluded to in the Sev- .
enth Book of the Excursion are one and the same.

He follows

with an account of the Reverend Mr. Walker's life, which he
considers "worthy of being recorded."

In the Postscript of

1855, he remarks that it is agreeable for a poet to picture
to himself "a man devoted to his ministerial office,...as has
been done by poets and romance-writers, from Chaucer down to
Goldsmith."

A direct reference is made to Chaucer in the*
2

Spurgeon, Chaucer. Criticism, and Allusion. II, p. 210.
2 Studies in Chaucer. Ill, 441.
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sonnet on Edward VI in the Ecclesiastical Sonnets:.
Hadst thou, loved Bard, whose spirit often dwelt
In the clear land of vision, but foreseen
King, child, and seraph, blended in the mien
Of pious Edward kneeling, as he knelt
In meek and simple infancy, what joy
For universal Christendom had thrilled
Thy heart! 'What hopes inspired thy genius skilled
' (o great Precursor, genuine Morning Star!)
In the following quotation from Liberty. (sequel to Fishes in
a Vase),1 the "sprig" may be from The Sauire's Tale, as has
been pointed out.

2

Is there a cherished bird (l venture now
To snatch a sprig from Chaucer’s reverend brow) Is there a brilliant fondling of the cage
Though fed with dainties from the snow-white hand
Of a kind mistress, fairest of the land.
But gladly would escape; and, if need were.
Scatter the colours from the plumes that bear
The emancipated captive through blithe air
Into strange woods, where he at large may live
On best or worst which they and Nature give?
The passage from The Squire’s Tale follows:
i
Men loven of propre kinde newfangelnesse,
As briddes doon that men in cages fede.
For though thou night and day take of hem hede.
And strawe hir cage faire and softe as silk.
And yeve hem sugre, hony, breed and milk.
Yet right anon, as that his dore is uppe.
He with his feet wol spurne adoun his cuppe.
And to the wode he wol and wormes ete.3
But Professor Marie Hamilton thinks that, since Liberty was
written while Wordsworth was modernizing The Manciple’s Tale.
he may refer to this passage from that story:1
3
*

1 11, 59-70.
O
Lienemann, Die Belesenheit von William Wordsworth, p. 10
3 11. 610-617
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Take any brid and put It in a cage.
And do al thyn entente and thy corage
To fostre it tendrely with mete and drinke.
Of alle deyntees that thou canst bithinke.
And keep it al-so clenly as thou may;
Al-though his cage of gold be never so gay.
Yet hath this brid, by twenty thousand fold.
Lever in a forest, that is rude and cold,
Gon ete wormes and swich wrecchednesse.
For ever this brid wol doon his bisinesse
To escape out of his cage, if he may;
His liberties this brid desireth ay .1
The *preternatural tale1 in the following may refer to The
Squire's Tale:
But eagerly he read, and read again,
Whate'er the minister's old shelf supplied;
see

And there, by lucky hap, had been preserved
A straggling volume, torn and incomplete.
That left half-told the preternatural tale,
Romance of giants, chronicle of fiends.
Profuse in garniture of wooden cuts
Strange and uncouth.2
Milton’s reference to Chaucer and The Squire's Tale,

•
:t
which

follows, was already famous, and, of course Wordsworth may
have been referring to Chaucer through Milton's designation,
or to similar tales of chivalry and magic:
Or call up him that left half-told
The story of Cambuscan bold.
Of Camball, and of Algarsife,
And who had Canace to wife.
That owned the virtuous ring and glass.
And of the wondrous horse of brass
On which the Tartar King did ride.*
Note also in The Prelude lines again referring perhaps to the
Squire:

1 11. 163-174.
^ The Excursion. I, 170-182.
^ II Penseroso. 11, 109-115.
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The tales that charm away the wakeful night
In Araby, romancesj legends of monkish lamps;
Fictions, for ladies of their love, devised
By youthful squires; adventures endless spun
By the dismantled warrior in old age.
Out of the bowels of those very schemes
In which his youth did first extravagate;
These spread like day, and something in the shape
Of these will live till man shall be no more.l
In a more jocular vein the poet wrote from Rydal Mount to
John Kenyon: nOur summer...has been...a brilliant one....
Our youths and maidens, like Chaucer’s squire, have slept
no more than a nightingale.”*
2* To J. K. Miller he wrote:
I am no ready master of prose writing. This last consid
eration will not weigh with you; nor would it have done with
myself a few years ago; but the bare mention of it will serve
to show that years have deprived me of courage, in the sense
the word bears when applied by Chaucer to the animation of
birds in springtime.3
Describing the possibilities of her garden, Wordsworth wrote
to Lady Beaumont:
Out of this alley...should be a small blind path leading
to a bower, such as you will find described in the beginning of
Chaucer’s poem of the ’Flower and the Leaf,’ and also in the
v beginning of the’Assembly of Ladies.’4
In an attempt to pass on to a friend the encouragement that
could be obtained from a thorough knowledge of Chaucer, Words-.
worth wrote to Thomas Noon:

/ 1 V, 11, 495-504.
2 Knight, Letters of the Wordsworth Family. II, 456.
5 Ibid.. 496.
v 4 Ibid.,]:,280. The former poem was taken for Chaucer’s until
recently, and by the ’Assembly of Ladies’ Wordsworth means The
Legend of Good Women.
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0*

I cannot help catching at the hope that, in the evening
of life, you may realize those anticipations which you throw
out. Chaucer’s and Milton’s great works were composed when
they were far advanced in life.l
Wordsworth, not content with knowing Chaucer himself, did
his share in making him known to others by modernizing The
Prioress’ Tale. The Cuckon and the Nightingale^ The Manciple’s
Tale, and twenty-four stanzas of Troilus and Cressida.

These

modernizations, although the first of them was not published
until 1820,55 were begun in 1801, as Dorothy records in her
Journal;
Friday, 4th. (December, 1801). William translating ’The Prioress’
Tale,’ and after tea Mary and he wrote it out.4
Sunday, 6th. William worked awhile at Chaucer, then we set for
ward to walk into Easedale. In the afternoon we sate by the
Fire. I read Chaucer aloud.5
Monday morning, 7th. William at work with Chaucer, The God of
Love. (She must here be referring to The Cuckoo and the Night
ingale) .
Tues. 8th December, 1801. Wm. at work with Chaucer....William
worked at ’The Cuckoo and the Nightingale’ till he was tired.
Wed. morning, 9th December. I read ’Palamon and Arcite’....
(In Wordsworth's time The Knight’s Tale was often referred to
by this title). William writing out his alteration of Chaucer’s
'Cuckoo and Nightingale.’®
Wed. 28th April. (1802) I copied ’The Prioress’ Tale’....I...
wrote out ’The Manciple's Tale’....When we came in we corrected
the Chaucers, but could not finish them tonight.71

1 Ibid., p. 115.
2 Until recently Chaucer was supposed to be its author.
3 Poems.

1815-20, vol. III. pp. 173-186,

4 II, 67.
5 Ibid.. 68.
6 II, 69.
7 II, 114.
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Professor Harper disparages the poet’s motive in his
modernizations, contending that Wordsworth intended to prove
to the world that the common language of the common people
is the proper medium for speech.

’’Apart from this reason,”

he remarks, ”his effort can hardly be said to have been jus
tified.”

He goes on, however, to hint the mere possibility

that Wordsworth hoped to make these poems accessible to ”un
educated r e a d e r s . F o r giving his modernizations to Mr.
Powell for publication, Wordsworth very specifically stated
his reason:
This I have done mainly out of my love and reverence for
Chaucer, in hopes that, whatever may be the merits of Mr. Pow
ell’s attempt, the attention of other writers may be drawn to
the subject, and a work hereafter produced, by different per
sons which will place the treasures of one of the greatest
poets within the reach of the multitude, which now they are
not.&
Wordsworth wrote thus of the project to Mr. Powell:
I
am glad that you enter so warmly into the Chaucerian
project, and that Mr. Leigh Hunt is disposed to give his val
uable aid to it. For myself, I cannot do more than offer to
place at your disposal The Prioress’ Tale already published.
The Cuckoo and the Nightingale, The Manciple’s Tale, and I
rather think (but I cannot just now find it) a small portion
of the Troilus and Cressida. You ask my opinion about that
poem. .Speaking from a recollection only, of many years past,
I should say it would be found too long and probably tedious.
The Knight’s Tale is also very long; but, though Dryden has
executed it in his own way, observe, with great spirit and
harmony, he has suffered too much of the simplicity, and with
that the beauty and occasional pattern of the original to es
cape, that I should be pleased to hear that a new version

^ William Wordsworth. II, 5.
^ To Moxon, in a letter, written on February 24, 1840; found
in Letters of the Wordsworth Familyy III, 195.
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should be attempted upon my principle by some competent per
son. It would delight me to read every part of Chaucer over
again - for I reverence and admire him above measure - with a
view to your work; but my eyes will not permit me to do so.
Who will undertake the Prologue to the Canterbury Tales? For
your publication that is indispensable, and I fear it will
prove over difficult. It is written, as you know, in the
couplet measure; and therefore I have nothing to say upon its
metre, but in respect to the poems in stanza, neither in the
Prioress1 Tale nor in The Cuckoo and Nightingale have I kept
to the rule of the original, as to the form, and number, and
position of the chymes, thinking it enough if I kept the same
number of lines in each stanza; and this is, I think, all that
is necessary and all that can be done without sacrificing the
substance of the sense too often to the form of the sound.1
Wordsworth’s ambition for spreading knowledge about Chaucer
extended beyond his own countrymen.

He wrote to his first

American editor, Henry Reed:
There has recently been published in London a volume of Chau
cer’s Tales and poems modernized. This little specimen origi
nated in what I attempted in the ’Prioress’s Tale’; and if the
book should find its way to America^ you will see in it two
further specimens from myself. I had no further connection
with the publication than by making a present of these to one
of the contributors.
(Powell) Let me, however, recommend to
your notice the ’Prologue’ and the’Franklin’s Tale’; they are
both by Mr. Horne, a gentleman unknown to me, but are, the
latter in particular, very well done. Mr. Leigh Hunt has not
failed in the ’Manciple’s Tale,’ which I modernized many years
ago; but, though I much admire the genius of Chaucer as dis
played in this performance, I could not place my version at
the disposal of the editor,2 as I deemed the subject somewhat
too indelicate, for pure taste, to be offered to the world at
this time of day. Mr. Horne has much hurt this publication
by not abstaining from the ’Reve’s Tale’; this, after making
all allowances for the rude manners of Chaucer’s age, is in
tolerable, and by indispensably softening down the incidents,
he has killed the spirit of that humour, gross and farcical,
that pervades the original. When that work was first mentioned
to me, I protested as strongly as possible against admitting

1 From an undated letter, written probably in 1840; Knight,
Prose Works. II, 208-209.
^ This seems to be a contradiction of the letter previously
quoted; possibly Wordsworth reconsidered his original offer.
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any coarseness of indelicacy; so that my conscience is clear
of countenancing aught of that kind. So great is my admiration
of Chaucer’s genius, and so profound my reverence for him as
an instrument in the hands of Providence for spreading the
light of literature through his native land, that, notwith
standing, I am glad of it, as a means for making many acquain
ted with the original who would otherwise be ignorant of every
thing about him but his name.l
The volume referred to in the above letter is Poems of Geoffrey
Chaucer. Modernized, by Horne, published in 1841, and contain
ing The Cuckoo and the Nightingale. by William Wordsworth, pp.
57-53, and an extract from Troilus and Cressida. by William
Wordsworth, pp. 127-135.
In his modernizations Wordsworth was scrupulous in his
care to convey the exact spirit and meaning of Chaucer.

He

felt that every effort should be made on the part of the
translator not to submerge the original in the individuality
of the modernizer.

A prefatory note to The Prioress’ Tale

reads:

.

In the following Piece I have allowed myself no farther
deviations from the original than were necessary for the fluent
reading, and instant understanding, of the Author. So much,
however, is the language altered since Chaucer’s time, espe, d a i l y in pronunciation, that much was to be removed, and its place
supplied with as little incongruity as possible. The ancient
accent has been retained in a few conjunctions, such as also
and alwav. from a conviction that such sprinklings of anti
quity would be admitted, by persons of taste, to have a grace
ful accordance with the subject.
Not all translators of Chaucer were so careful as Wordsworth,
or, at least, so he felt.

In criticizing Dryden, he said:*
,
I

1 Wordsworth and Reed, p. 41; Memoirs of William Wordsworth.
II, 375, by Christopher Wordsworth; Letters of the Wordsworth
Family. Ill, 218, by Knight.
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I
do not mean to say there is nothing in this poetical
language in the highest sense (language of the imagination,
or the intense passions) in Dryden, but as little, I think,
as is possible, considering how much he has written. You will
easily understand my meaning, when I refer to his versifica
tion of Palamon and Arcite, as contrasted with the language
of Chaucer.1
Again, in Horne’s introduction to Poems of Geoffrey Chaucer.
Modernizedf Wordsworth speaks of the "effects" of Dryden’s
and Pope’s modernizations, which are "elaborate and highly
finished productions, reading exactly like their own and not
having the slightest resemblance to Chaucer."
Wordsworth’s interest in Chaucer did not end with his at
tempts at making him known through modernizations.

Many of

his poems, especially those composed about the time when
Wordsworth was reading and translating Chaucer, contain lines
similar in melody, subject matter, and simplicity of descrip
tion to passages in Chaucer’s poetry.

To nearly all of Chaucer’s

poems may be likened at least some small part of one or the
other of Wordsworth's, and in every instance the poem was
written after Wordsworth’s translations of Chaucer.

While it

is possible that the similarities that I shall point out may
not be direct influences, they are at least both interesting
and significant.

As was hinted earlier, both poets had a

great love for the humbler things of nature and a special de
votion to the little field daisy.

Notice the tribute Words

worth pays to the daisy, where he describes it as softening

1 In a letter to Walter Scott, November 7, 1805, found in
Knight, Letters of the Wordsworth Family. I, 208.
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the sorrow of a poet:
He needs but look about, and there
Thou art! -a friend at hand, to scare
His melancholy.1
Note also. In the same poem, this comment upon the power of
the daisy to ease sadness:
Fresh-smitten by the morning ray
Vflien thou art up, alert and gay.
Then, cheerful Flower! my spirits play
With kindred gladness:
And when,:at dusk, by dews opprest
Thou sink’st, the image of thy rest
Hath often eased my pensive breast
Of careful sadness.2
Chaucer, too, speaks of the power of daisies to console him:
Now have I than swich a condicioun.
That, of alle the floures in the mede.
Than love I most these floures whyte and rede,
Swiche as men callen daysies in our toun.
To hem have I so greet affeccioun.
As seyde erst, whan comen is the May,
That in my bed ther daweth me no day
That I nam up, and walking in the mede
To seen this flour agein the sonne sprede.
Whan hit upryseth erly by the morwe;
That blisful sighte softneth al my sorwe.
So glad am I whan that I have presence
Of hit.3
Moreover, there is definite mention of concord in Chaucer’s
further remarks about the daisy:
As an harpe obeieth to the hand
And maketh hit soune after his fingeringe,
Right so mowe ye out of myn herte bringe
Swich vois, right as yow list, to laughe or pleyhe.4

^ To the Daisy, 11. 38-40.

2 Ibid.. 11, 57-64.
^ The Legend of Good Women. 11. 43-57
4 Ibid., 11, 90-93; though here he probably is making the
flower symbolic of a lady.
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Throughout The Legend of Good Women Chaucer heaps praise on
the daisy.

Note especially the following passages:
As she, that is of alle floures flour.
Fulfilled of al vertu and honour.
And ever y-lyke fair, and fresh of hewe;
And I love hit, and ever y-lyke newe,
And ever shal, til that myn herte dye;
Al swere I nat, of this I wol nat lye,
Ther loved no wight hotter in his lyve.
And whan- that it is eve, I renne blyne,
As sone as ever the sonne ginneth waste.
To seen this flour, how it wol go to reste,
For fere of night, so hateth she derknessel
Hir chere is pleynly sprad in the brightnesse
Of the sonne, for that it wol unclose.
Alias! that I ne had English, ryme or prose,
Suffisant this flour to preyse aright!
• • •

The longe day I shoope me for to abyde
For nothing elles, and I shal may lye,
But for to loke upon the dayesye,
That wel by reson men hit calle may
The 'dayesye* or elles the *ye of day,*
The emperice and flour of floures alle.
I pray to god that faire mot she falle,
And alle that loven floures, for hir sakel1
The following.lines in To the Daisy give Wordsworth*s recog
nition of the charm of the daisy for older poets:
Thou hast not gone without thy fame
Thou art indeed by many a claim
The Poet's darling.
Thy long-lost praise thou shalt regain;
Nor be less dear to future men
Than in old time; - thou not in vain
Art Nature's favorite.5
There Wordsworth probably was thinking especially of Chaucer,
for in a note at? the end of the poem he writes, "See in Chau-

1 11, 53-67; 11. 180-187
2 11. 30-32.
3 11. 77-80.
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cer and the older poets the honours formerly paid to this
flower.”

Then, in a note to his second daisy poem, of 1807,

he said of Mr. Montgomery, author of A Field Flower. ”1 can
not, however, help addressing him in the words of the Father
of English Poets,
Though it happe me to rehersin
That ye han in your freshe songes saied,
Forberith" me, and beth nat ill apaied,
Seth that ye se I doe it in the honour
'Of Love, and eke in service of the Flour.1
Drinkwater recognizes this resemblance between Chaucer and
Yfordsworth, when he says, ”It would not have been possible to
him (Keats), as it was to Chaucer and Wordsworth, to glut his
passion on a daisy.
Wordsworth and Chaucer agreed that May is the lovliest ^
and the jolliest month of the year - a time for revelry.

In

the Matron of Jedborough and her Husband. Wordsworth speaks of
the ”sun-bright morn of May,” that "roused the vale to holiday.”
See, further, the same idea in the Oder
And all the earth is gay.
Land and sea
Give themselves up to jollity
And with the heart of May
Doth every beast keep holiday.3
Wordsworth pays specific honor to May in two of the Poems of
Sentiment and Reflection, the Qde and To May.

1 Knight, Poetical Works. VII, p. 356.
2 Outline of Literature, p. 578.
3 Intimations. 11. 29-32
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Queen thou art still for each gay plant
Where the slim wild deer roves;
And served in depths where fishes haunt
Their own mysterious groves.
Cloud-piercing peak, and trackless heath.
Instinctive homage pay;
Nor wants the dim-lit cave a wreath
To honour thee, sweet Mayl1
Chaucer brings out this point in The Legend of Good Women.
when he speaks of his delight in books:
'

That ther is wel unethe game, noon
That from my bokes make me to goon.
But hit be other up-on the haly-day,
Or elles in the joly tyme of May;
When that I here the smale foules singe,
And that the flcures ginne for to springe.
In which (the floury mede) me thought I mighte,
day by day,
Dwellen alway, the joly mete and drinke,
A-doun ful softely I gan to sinke;
And, leninge on myn elbowe and my syde.
The longe day I shoop me for to abyde.=

Showing, further, that he considers May worthy of honor, Chau
cer has Emelye of The Knight's Tale rise early “to doon honour
to May."3

Arcite, also, of the same tale, rode out early into

the grove, after he had "risen and loketh on the myrie day for
to doon his observaunce to M a y I n

all Chaucer refers to

the month seventy-five times and Wordsworth twenty-eight.
Naturally, in connection with the spring and the flowers.

1 Ode, 11. 29-36.
2 11. 36-41; 174-180.
3 1. 1047.
4 1 . 1500.
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"the briddes sing," and "the smale foules maken melodye"
again and again throughout Chaucer’s poems.

Wordsworth has

many lines that are reminiscent of Chaucer’s when he has his
"small birds warble to their paramours";1 "and small birds
singing happily to mates";

2

And teach, the little birds to build their nests
And warble in its chambers.1
5
4
3
2
In Guilt and Sorrow he recalls the youth whom he loved and the
songs the two ’’had sung like gladsome birds in M&y,"* and both
the joyousness of the May and the birds are felt in the follow
ing stanza from the Ode. Intimations of Immortality, composed
in 1803, soon after the Wordswdrths’ intensive study of Chau
cer:
Then sing, ye Birds, sing, sing a joyous song I
And let the young lambs bound
As to the tabor’s sound!
We in thought will join your throng,
Ye that pipe and ye that play,
Ye that through your hearts today
Feel the gladness of the May!
What though the radiance which was once so bright
Be now forever taken from my sight.
Though nothing can bring back the hour
Of splendour in the grass, of glory in the
"flower.5
Again, the following stanza, not only in the subject matter

1 Duddon. 1. 63.
2 The Excursion. VII, 1. 184.
3 The Prelude, xiv, 1. 255.
4 1. 247.
5.Probably the daisy
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but also in the keen observation of details, suggests a paral
lel with Chaucer’s poem:
A flock of sheep that leisurely pass by.
One after one; the sound of rain, and bees
Murmuring; the fall of rivers, winds and seas.
Smooth fields, white sheets of water, and pure sky;
I have thought of all by turns, and yet do lie
Sleepless! and soon the small birds’ melodies
Must hear, first uttered from my orchard trees;
And the Cuckoo’s melancholy cry.i
Winchester*
8 says that the poem entitled Written in March, and
composed in 1802, is one ’’that Chaucer would have liked”:
The cock is crowing.
The stream is flowing.
The small birds twitter
The lake doth glitter,
The green field sleeps in the sun;
The oldest and youngest
Are at work with the strongest:
The cattle are grazing.
Their heads never raising;
There are forty feeding like one!
Like an army defeated
The snow hath retreated
And now doth fare ill
On the top of the bare hill.
The ploughboy is whooping
There’s joy in the mountains;
There’s life in the fountains;
Small clouds are sailing.
Blue skies prevailing;
The rain is over and gone!
The similarity in the treatment of nature by the two poets was
not overlooked by Professor Reed, Worthworth’s first American
editor, who, on April 28, 1841, wrote to the poet:
It was peculiarly satisfactory to find my general opinion
and feeling fortified by your strong judgment on the Poet’s
(Chaucer’s) merits. It may not be displeasing to you for me,...

1 To Sleep.
8 Wordsworth. How to Know Him, p. 175.
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in illustration of the harmony of the true poetry of all ages
and of the imaginative study of nature by "the well inspired,"
to indicate a congeniality in some particulars between the
earliest and the latest of the great English poets.1
It may be that Wordsworth himself was thinking of this same
congeniality when he wrote,2 "These rude warriors cared little,
perhaps, about either (sea or river)5 and yet, if one may judge
from the writings of Chaucer and the old romances, more inter
esting passions were connected with natural objects in the days
of Chivalry than now."'*
Although both Chaucer and Wordsworth were students and

,

loved their books, nature had such a hold on them that she was
able with her beauties to tempt them from their studies.

In

The Legend of Good Women Chaucer wrote:
And as for me, though that I can but lyte.
On bokes for to rede I me delyte.
And to hem yeve I fayth and ful credence.
And in myn herte have hem in reverence
So hertely, that ther is game noon
That fro my bokes maketh me to goon.
But hit be seldom, on the holyday;
Save, certeynly, whan that the month of May
Is comen, and that I here the foules singe,
•. And that the Houres ginnen for to springe,
Farwel my book and my devocioun.
Again, Pandarus urged Cressida:
Do wey your book, rys up, and lat us daunce
And lat us doon to May som observaunce.51

1 Broughton, Wordsworth and Reed, p. 50.
2 In 1855, in a note to a Ms. describing a tour with Dorothy
to Scotland in 1851; quoted by Professor Knight as a note to
"Bothwell Castle”; Poetical Works, vii, 501.
3 This passage is almost authoritative evidence that Wordsworth
read Mediaeval romances.
4

The Prologue. Bj 11. 29-59.

^ Troilus and Cressida. 11. 111-112.
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Note the similarity in Wordsworth’s The Tables Turned:
Books!
*tis a dull and endless strife.
Come, hear the woodland linnet,
How sweet his music! on my life,
There's more of wisdom in it.
• • e

And hark! how blithe the throstle sings!
He, too, is no mean preacher:
Come forth into the light of things,
Let Nature be your teacher.
Enough of Science and of Art;
Close up those barren leaves;
Come forth, and bring with you a heart
That watches and receives.1
Thus Wordsworth addresses Dorothy, who spent so many hours in
his company studying nature:
My sister! ('tis a wish of mine)
Now that your morning meal is done
Make haste, your morning task resign;
Come forth and feel the sun;
Edward will come with you, and pray,
Put on with speed your woodland dress;
And bring no book; for this one day
We'll give to idleness.2
A few lines from Chaucer's The Former A ge,reads:
A blisful lyf, a paisible and a swete
Ledden the peples in the former age,
They held® hem payed of fruites, that they ete,
Which that the feldes yave hem by usage
Yit nas the ground not wounded with the plough,
But corn up-sprong, unsowe of mannes hand.
• ♦ •

But cursed was the tyme, I dar wel seye.
That men first did© hlr swety bysinesse
To grabbe up metal, lurking in darkness®,
And in the riveres first gemmes soghte,
Allas 1 than sprong up al the cursednesse
Of covetyse, that first our sorwe broghte!1
2

1 1. 9, ff.
2 To My Sister, 11. 9-16.
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Allas, alias I now may men wepe and cryeJ
For in our dayes nis but covetyse
(And) doublenesse, and tresoun and envye,
Poysoun, manslauhtre, and mordre in sondry wyse.1
In the Vernal Ode Wordsworth says:
Humming Beei
Thy sting was needless then, perchance unknown,
The seeds of malice were not sown;
All creatures met in peace, from fierceness free.
And no pride blended with their dignity;
Tears had not broken from their source;
Nor anguish strayed from her Tartarean den;
The golden years maintained a course
Not undiversified though smooth and even;
We were not mocked with glimpse and shadow then.
Bright Seraphs mixed familiarly with men;
And earth and stars composed a universal heaven!*5
I think there is something of the same thought in To The Same:
Enough of climbing toil! Ambition treads
Here, as 'mid busier scenes, ground steep and rough.
Or slippery even to peril! and each step
As we for most uncertain recompense
Mount toward the empire of the fickle clouds.
Each weary step, dwarfing the world below.
Induces, for its old familiar sights.
Unacceptable feelings of contempt.
With wonder mixed — that man could e'er be tied.
In anxious bondage, to such nice array
And formal fellowship of petty things!
There is a similarity, too, in the following descriptions.

In

The Parliament of Fowles Chaucer gives nature this setting:
And in a launde, upon an hille of floures
Was set this noble goddesse Nature;
Of braunches were hir halles and hir boures
Y-wrought after hir craft and hir mesure.3
And Wordsworth says:1
3
2

1 ix of the Minor Poems.
2 ii, 124-135. Descriptions of the Golden Age are commonplaces
of Latin literature and occur elsewhere in English poetry; so
here Wordsworth may have had other poems also in mind.
3 11. 302-305.
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Heaven-prompted Nature, measures and erects
Her temples, fearless for the stately work.
Though waves, to every breeze, its high-arched roof.
And storms the pillars rock.l
Professor Lane Cooper^ suggests that Wordsworth subtly
made use of Chaucer's House of Fame, in writing the Prologue
3
to Peter Bell.
Both are narrative poems in three parts,
Wordsworth's having a prologue and Chaucer's an introduction..
; Chaucer is taken up into the clouds by an Eagle, "that shoon
with feathers as of gold," and Wordsworth in a little Boat,
• "shaped like the crescent moon," both guides being gifted with
\ the power of speech.

"Shame on you! cried my little Boat"

may be an echo from The House of Fame:
• -

Til at the last he (the Eagle) to me spak
In manner voisj and seyde, 'Awake!
And be nat so; a-gast, for shame!5

The Boat and the Eagle guided their passengers into the clouds:
Away we go my Boat and I
• ••
a
...deep into the clouds we dive.°
,. Me, gleinge, at a swoptpe he hente
And with his sours agayn up"wente,
* * »

:

«■

'

ry

How high, I cannot telle yow.'1
7
6
5
*
3
2

1 xxiv. Sentiment and Reflection.
2

The Making of a Serbal Concordance.

3

Professor Emile Legouis in Chaucer, p. 97, compares Chaucer
in his preference for solid earth in his House of fame to Words
worth, who, later, "refused to accompany Coleridge on his aerial
craft."
^ The Prologue to Peter Bell. 1 . 21.
5 11. 1555-1557.
6 Prologue to Peter Bell. 1. 21, ff.
7 The House of Fame. 1. 143, ff
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To Chaucer, looking down from on high, the world "no more
semed than a.prikke,"* and Wordsworth^ among the major planets
sees the world as "that tiny grain, that little Earth of ours."
Wordsworth probably had in mind also the scene where Troilus
after death ascended to the eighth heaven and looked down upon
"this lltel spot of erthe, that with the se embraced is."3
Again, both the Eagle and the Boat gave assurance of friend
ship, saying respectively:
Let see! darst thou yet loke now?
Be ful assured, boidely,
I am thy friend.4
"Ne'er in the breast of full-grown Poets
Fluttered so faint a heart before;Was it the music of the spheres
That overpowered your mortal ears?
Such din shall trouble them no more.
"These nether precincts do not lack
Charms of their own;. - then come with me
I want a comrade.-- •
After offering friendship, the Eagle promised Chaucer reward
and protection, saying:
sora disport and game
In some recompensacioun
Of labour and devocioun.®*
4
3
2

The House of Fame. 11. 904-907.
2 Peter Bell. 11.48-50.
3 Troilus and Cressida. V, 11. 1815-1816. Of course, both
Wordsworth and Chaucer were familiar with the same conception
in Dante's Paradise and in Scinio's Dream by Cicero.
4 The House of Fame. II, 72-74.
3 Prologue to Peter Bell. 11. 81-88.
G The House of Fame. 11. 661-663.
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• '

"Nay, dred the nat thereof," quod he,
'‘Hit is nothing will by ten thee
-Thou shalt non harm have, trewely.-^

The Boat, not quite so specific as the Eagle, said:
and for you
Ther1s nothing that I would not do;
Nought is there that you shall not see.2

- '

Later in the story Chaucer describes the "fifte route" who
"doun on knees anoon to falle" and "seyde they yeven nought a
leek for fame...ne of fame wolde they nought*;; for them nature
commanded Bolus:
"Blow thy trumpe and that anoon."
In these passages from1The Excursion Wordsworth reminds us that
"Wisdom is ofttimes nearer when we stoop than when we soar."®
Through the mouth of his pastor, he again lauds the humble:
In powers of mind.
In scale of culture, few among my flock
Hold lower rank than this sequestered pair;
But true humility descends from heaven;
And that best gift of heaven hath fallen on them;
Abundant recompense for every want.
Stoop from your height ye proud, and copy these!4
Wordsworth’s Vaudracour and Julia is like Chaucer’s Troilus
and Cressida in that both had "a stolen interview accomplished
under friendly shade of night."

There were reasons, too, why1
4
3
2

1 The House of Fame. II, 1. 1042.
2 Prologue to Peter Bell. 11. 89-91.
3 III, 1. 230.
4 Ibid.. IV, 11. 715-722.
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both pairs of lovers were unable to declare their affections
and marry;

Troilus, the son of a king, had to obey court man

dates in regard to love; and Vaudracour1s father would not
allow him to marry a girl beneath him in social rank.

When

Troilus heard that Cressida was asked as hostage by the Greeks,
"he no word to it seyde lest men sholde his affectioun espye,"^
and later, after Cressida had been captured:
To Criseydes house they gonnen wende.
But Lord! this sely Troilus was wo!
Him thoughts his sorwelful herte braste a-two.
For whan he saugh hlr dores sperred alle,
Wei neigh for sorwe a-doun he gan to falle
Withouten word, he forth bigan to pace.
Wordsworth speaks of Julia as the "fair captive,n and he says
of Vaudracour in front of Julia’s window:
The lover, thus bereft, stung with his loss.
And all uncertain whether he should turn.
Chafed like a wild beast in the toils;
• • •

0

Walks to and fro: - watching at every hour.a
Troilus, before the empty palace of Cressida, exclaims:
0 Palace desolate!
0 house of houses, once so rightly digt!
Thou lamp of which extinguished is the light;
0 Palace whilom day that now art night.
Thou oughtst to fall and I to die; since she
Is gone who held us both in sovereignty,
0, of all houses once the crowned boast!
Palace illumined with the sun of bliss;
0 ring of which the ruby now is lost,
0 cause of woe, that cause has been of bliss;
Yet, since I may no better, would I kiss
Thy cold doors: but I dare not for this rout;
Farewell, thou shrine of which the Saint is out!*1
3
2

1 Troilus and Cressida. iv. 1. 151, ff. The references to Troil
us and Cressida are to Wordsworth’s modernization of it.
2 Vaudracour and Julia. 1. 74-78.
3 Troilus and Cressida, 11. 22-35
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Wordsworth says of Vaudracour*s reverence for the dwelling
place of Julia:
The house she dwelt in was a sainted shrine;
Her chamber-window did surpass in glory
The portals of the dawn; all Paradise
Could by the simple opening of a door
Let itself in upon hlm.l
The idea of a beautiful young woman as a jewel, with her house
as her setting, appears in Wordsworth's Somnambulist.
as well as in the above passage from Troilus and Cresslda:
Not far from that fair sight whereon
The Pleasure-house is reared.
Foil to a Jewel rich in light.
There set, and guarded well;
To win this bright Bird from her cage
To make this Gem their own
Came barons bold.2
Throughout Wordsworth's poems are lines reminding us of
the Canterbury pilgrims and their tales.

The Excursion, es

pecially, has a great deal in common with Chaucer's Prologue
to the Canterbury Tales.

Chaucer tells

Of sondry folk, by aventure y-falle.
In felawshipe, and pilgrims were they alle.
That toward Caunterbury wolden ryde.*
Wordsworth describes the pilgrims who have ended their journey
in a common resting place:
above all
To charity and love, that have provided
Within these precincts, a capacious bed
And receptacle, open to the good
And evil, to the just and the unjust;
In which they find an equal resting place.4

1 Vaudracour and Julia. 11. 44-48.

2 11. 10-20.
® The Prologue. 11. 25-28.
4 The Excursion. V, 910-915.
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Both poets open with descriptions of the season.

Chaucer

tells us that the "yonge sonne hath in the Ram his halfe cours
y-ronne,” and Wordsworth says, n,twas summer and the sun had
mounted high.”

Both poets enlighten us as to what they expect

to narrate:
Er that I farther in this tale pace.
Me thinketh it accordaunt to resoun.
To telle yow al the condicioun
Of ech of hem, so as it semed me.
And whiche they weren, and of what degree;
And eke in what array that they were inne.1
And
And
The
His
Had

some small portion of his eloquent speech.
something that may serve to set in view
feeling pleasures of his lo.veHnese',
observations, and the thoughts his mind
dealt with - I will here record in verse.2

We have the following parallels in characters from these two
poems:

Chaucerfs Monk and Friar might both have given color

to Wordsworth’s Solitary:
He to the Ministry was duly called;
An intellectual ruler in the haunts
Of social vanity, he walked the world.
Gay, and affecting graceful gaiety;
Lax, buoyant - less a -pastor with his flock
Than a soldier among soldiers - lived and roamed
Where fortune led,3
Compare also Chaucer’s Parson and Wordsworth’s pastor:
This noble ensample to his sheep he yaf
That first he wroghte, and afterward he taught.1
4
3
2

1 The Prologue. 11. 36-41.
2 The Excursion. II, 97-101.
3 Ibid.. 11. 172-185.
4 The Prologue. 11. 496-497.

But dwelt at hoom, and kepie,wel his fold©.
So that the wolf ne made it nat mlscarle
And though he holy were, and vertuous,
He was to sinful man nat dlspitous,
Ne of his speche daungerous ne disgne.
To draw'en folk to heven by falrnesse
By good ensample was his bislnesse
see

But Cristes lore, and his apostles twelve
He taught©, and first he folwed it himselve.1
A genuine Priest
The shepherd of his flock; or as a king
Is styled, when most affectionately praised.
The father of his people. Such is he;
And rich and poor, and young and old rejoice
Under his spiritual sway.1
23
Even such man (inheriting the seal
And from the sanctity of elder times
Not deviating - a priest, the like of whom,
If multiplied, and in their stations set.
Would o ’er the bosom of a joyful land
Spread true religion and her genuine fruits)
Before me stood that day.5
A Priest abides before whose life such doubts
Fall to the ground; whose gifts of nature lie
Retired from notice, lost in attributes
Of reason, honourably effaced by debts
Which her poor treasure-house is content to owe,
And conquests over her dominion gained,
To which her frowardness must needs submit.
In this one Man is shown a temperance - proof
Against all trials; industry .severe
And constant as the motion of the day;
Stern self-denial round him spread, with shade
That might be deemed forbidding, did not there
All generous feelings flourish and rejoice;
Forbearance, charity in deed and thought,
And resolution competent to take
Out of the bosom of simplicity
All that her holy customs recommend.

1 Ibid., 11. 512-518.
2 The Excursion. V, 101-106.
3 Ibid.. VI, 11. 75-82.
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And the best ages of the world prescribe.
- Preaching, administering, in every work
Of his sublime vocation,.In the walks
Of worldly intercourse between man and man.
And in his humble dwelling he appears
A labourer, with moral virtue girt.
With spiritual graces, like a glory, crowned.1
Chaucer’s Ploughman and Wordsworth’s working-man:
A trewe swinker and a good was he
Living in pees and parfit eharitee.
And they perhaps err least, the lowly class (who)
Pace to and fro,...
The narrow avenue of daily toil
For daily bread.
•♦•
Praise to the sturdy plough.
And patient spade, praise to the simple crook and
ponderous loom.
Who to your dual society are born
3
And with their humble birthright rest content.
Chaucer’s Knight and Wordsworth’s old gentleman:
And though that he were worthy, he was wys.
And of his port as meeke as is a mayde.
He was a verray parfit gentil knight.*
In such a man, as gentle and subdued
Withal as graceful in his gentleness
***
c
Humbled but not degraded.31
5
*
2

1 Ibid.. VII, 11. 315-338. In making this description^ Words
worth tells us in a footnote to Sonnet xviii of the Duddon Series
that he had in mind the pastor mentioned in Seathwaite Chanel:
He also remarks that this pastor was comparable to Chaucer’s and
Goldsmith’s parsons.
2 The Prologue. 11, 529-530.
5 The Excursion, v, 1. 593, ff.
^ The Prologue, 11 68-72.
5 The Excursion, v, 11. 790-794.
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Chaucer1s Franklin and Wordsworth1s hospitable father:
His breed, his ale, was alwey after oon;
A bettre envyned man was no-wher noon.
With-oute bake mete was never his hous.1

-

From the side
Of his bright hearth, and from his open door.
Day after day the gladness is diffused
To all that come, almost to all that pass;
Invited, summoned, to partake the cheer
Spread on the never-empty board.2

The following from The Excursion might describe the patience
of Chaucer's Griselda of The Clerk's Tale or of Constance of
The Man of Law's Tale:
Much did she suffer: but, if any friend.
Beholding her condition, at the sight
Give way to words of pity, or complaint.
She stilled them with a prompt reproof, and said,
'He who afflicts me knows what I can bear:
And, when I fail, and can endure no more.
Will mercifully take me to himself."*
The heroine of Wordsworth's The White Doe of Rvlstone, like
these, learned that the fruit of patience is sweet.

The follow

ing passage in Chaucer is generally taken for an echo of Horace
and Wordsworth also knew Horace, of course; yet, since Words
worth had modernized The Manciple's Tale, he very likely was
thinking of Chaucer among "the poets skilled in nature's secret
ways."1
4
3
2

1 The Prologue. 11. 335-337.
2 The Excursion, vi, 11. 648-652.
3 vi, 11. 1042-1048.
4 EPlstle. 1. 10.24.
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But god it woot, ther may no man embrace
As to destreyne a thing, which that nature
Hath naturally set in a creature.1
’Tis affirmed
That love will not consent to be controlled
By mastery.2
Besides. The Excursion, other poems by Wordsworth suggest
passages from The Canterbury Tales.
wrote in The Prelude:

For example, Wordsworth

'

Till the whole cave, so late a senseless mass.
Busies the eye with images and forms
Boldly assembled, - here is shadowed forth
From the projections, wrinkles, cavities,
A variegated landscape, there the shape
Of some gigantic warrior clad in mail.
The ghostly semblance of a hooded monk.
Veiled nun, or pilgrim resting on his staff.*
The last four lines make us want to add, "and pilgrims were
they alie
Professor Harper, in speaking of The Prelude, says, "He
(Wordsworth) records with Chaucerian simplicity his arrival on
the coach, the aspect of the man-towered towns, his fresh sen
sations, his important v i s i t s . P e r h a p s Wordsworth had in
mind Chaucer*s exemplary Ploughman when he wrote the following
stanzas:
Others, too.
There are among the walks of homely life
Still higher, men for contemplation framed.1
4
*
2

1 The Manciple*s Tale. 11. 56-58.
2 The Excursion, vl, 11. 162-164.
5 viii, 11. 579-586.
4 William Wordsworth. I, 63.
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Shy, and unpractised in the strife of phrase;
Meek men, whose very souls perhaps would sink
Beneath them, summoned to such intercourse.i
God for his service needeth
Not proud work of human skill;
They please Him best who labour most
To do in peace his will.2
The following lines are certainly not unlike:
the yonge sonne
Hath in the Ram his halfe cours-y-ronne.5
the industrious Sun
Already half his race hath run.4
,/

In Autographs of Wordsworth and Kenvon is the following:
The God of Love, ah benedicitei
How mighty and how great a Lord is he I
Geoffrey Chaucer,
W. W.5

Trevelyan wrote that Mr. Wordsworth had selected the above
quotation to meet the wild tastes of Miss Bnma Trevelyan, to
whom it was written.

The quotation is from The Knight1s Tale.

It also begins Wordsworth’s modernization of The Cuckoo and the
Nightingale.

In A Lesson for Laureates, in Weller and Sons’

Autograph Catalogue, appears the following facetious version,
attributed to Wordsworth:
William Wordsworth the poet, autograph distich with
attestation by himself.
The God of Love, ah benedicitei
How naughty and how great a Lord is he!
This is my favorite autograph for ladies.
(Signed) W. W.
Rydal Mount, Apr. 26 61
5
4
3
2

1 The Prelude, xiii, 11. 265-269.
2 The Poet’s Dream. 11. 465-468.
3 The Prologue. 11. 8-9
4 The Labourer’s Noon Day Hymn. 11. 21-22.
5 Notes and Queries, April 14, *77, p. 285, article by W. C.
Trevelyan.

6 p. 401.
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,Wordsworth used the word "grain-tinctured,”1 wfticfc, as de
Selincourt8 points out, resembles line 727 in Chaucer's Sir
Thopas:
His rode (complexion) is lyk scarlet in grayn.
Wordsworth wrote in The Country Churchyard and Critical Ex
amination of Ancient; Epitaphs:
Farewel my Frendys, the tyd abydeth no man,
I arn departed hens, and so sal ye,
Byt in this passage the best song I can
Is reouiem eternam. now Jesu grant it me.
When I have ended all myn adversity
Grant me in Paradys to have a mansion
That shedst Thy blond for my redemption.*
6*
*
Miss Spurgeon remarks, "This epitaph might seem to be of the
age of Chaucer, for it has the very tone and manner of The Pri
oress' Tale."4

Several passages of Wordsworth's are concerned

with the innocence and the holiness of youth, as set forth in
The Prioress* Tale, and with the theme that "by the mouths of
children thy bountee parfourned is."

In one of the Ecclesias

tical Sonnets, entitled Edward V I . Wordsworth acknowledges his
indebtedness to Chaucer, though both poets, of course, were fa
miliar with Scriptural allusions to perfected praise "out of
the mouths of babes":
For nought only thy laude precious
Parfourned is by men of dignitee.

The Prelude, iv, 1. 328.
2 In his edition of The Prelude, p. 552.
6 Knight, Prose Works. II, p. 150.
^ Chaucer. Criticism and Allusion. II, p. 51.

But by the mouth of children thy bountee
Parfourned is, for on the brest soukinge
Som tyme shewen they thyn heryinge.1
0 grete god, that parfournest thy laude
By the mouth of innocents.2
"And piety is sweet to infant minds,n Wordsworth sang in The
Excursion:1
56 and again in Canute and Alfred on the Seashore;
4
*
2
"while the morning air is yet transparent as the soul of inno
cent youth)"4 yet again in the Sequel to the Norman Boy;
He (God) sees the bending multitude, he hears the
choral rites.
Yet, not the less, in children’s hymns, and lonely
prayer delights.5
The "dumb creatures that find him (the model child as Wprdsworth’s mother would have had him) tender as a nun"® are rem
iniscent of the Prioress’ "smalle houndes."
As was suggested earlier, there are several parallel cir
cumstances and lines throughout The Prioress’ Tale and Words
worth ’s Blind Highland Bov, which was composed in 1806.

The

heroes of both narrative poems are innocent boys with joyous
spirits.

The Prioress tells us:

1 The Prologue to the Prioress’ Tale. 11. 3-7.
2 Ibid.. 11. 155-156.
5 II, 1. 653.
4 Ibid.. 11. 22-23.
5 11. 68-65.
6 The Prelude. V. 1. 306.

This little child as he came to and fro.
Ful merrily then iould he sing and cry.-*And the blind Highland boy, in spite of his affliction.
Neither drooped nor pined
Nor had a melancholy mind.8
For both a miracle was performed.

That a child could float on

a turbulent river in a shell is almost as miraculous as a child
singing with his "throte cut un-to (the) nekke boon.”

The same

supernatural power that allowed the Prioress’ child to sing pro
tected "the sightless Boy”:
For God took pity on the Boy,
And was his friend; and gave him joy
Of which we nothing know.3
And let him, let him go his way.
Alone, and innocent and gay!
For, if good Angels love to wait
On the forlorn unfortunate,
.
This child will take no harm.
Again, both boys chided those who interfered with their plans the Hebrews and the rescuers.

Crowds, including swooning mother#j

gathered about the boys:
Eke the whole Convent on the pavement lay
Weeping and praising Jesus’ Mother dear;
And after that they rose, and took their way.5

1 11 . 101-102 .

2 11. 20-21 .
5 Blind Highland Bov. 11. 23-25.
4 Ibid.. 11. 166-170.

3 The Prioress’ Tale. 11

225-227
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The Cristian folk that through the Jewry went
Came to the spot in wonder at the thing
And eke His Mother.^
His mother swooning by the body lay**
In The Blind Highland Boy there are the same pictures:
But when he was first seen, oh me
What shrieking and what miseryi
For many saw; among the rest
His mother.3
And then, when he was brought' to land
Full sure they were a happy band.
Which gathering round, did on the banks
Of the great Water give God thanks.
But most of all, his Mother dear.
She who had fainted with her fear
Rejoiced when walking she espies
The Child*5
Wordsworth’s fondness for the word bliss, and especially for
the expression blissful meaning Mblessed” as applied to a saint,
reminds us of Chaucer.

Over and over again, Wordsworth uses

the words "bliss” and"blissful Mary,” with the same connotation
as in the phrase "the hooly blisful martif for to seke":
Blissful Mary, Mother mild,®
Of God, and Heaven’s pure Queen,- the blissful Mary.^1
5
4
*
2

1 The Prioress’ Tale. 11. 161-163.

2 Ibid.. 1. 774.
5 Blind Highland Bov. 11. 161-164.
4 Ibid.. 11. 221-284.
5 Ibid.. 11. 251-234.
® Song at the Feast of Brougham Castle.
^ The Egyptian Maid, 1. 542.
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Opened a vision of that blisful place.1
They knelt in prayer, or sang to blissful Mary.2
Since at the time when Wordsworth modernized The Cuckoo
and the Nightingale, he believed it to have been written by
Chaucer, it is fitting to discuss next the parallels between
it and some of Wordsworth1s poems.

The idea of contrasts in

life beyond the control of man, which runs through the first
lines of The Cuckoo and the Nightingale, is found also in
several of Wordsworth’s poems.
The God of Love - ah benedicite!
How mighty and how great a Lord is" he
For he of low hearts can make high, of high
He can make low, and unto death bring high;
And hard hearts he can make them kind and free.
Within a little time, as hath been found.
He can hake sick folk whole and fresh and sound;
Them who are whole in body and in mind.
He can make sick, - bind can he and unbind
All that he will have bound, or have unbound.
To tell his might my wit may not suffice;
Against him dare not any wight say nay;
To humble or afflict whome’er he will.
To gladden or to grieve, he hath like skill;
But most his might he sheds on the eve of May.6
Compare this with the following from the Ode;
Nor will the God of peace and love
Such martial service disapprove.
He guides the Pestilence - the cloud
Of locusts travels on his breath;*
3
2

* Ecclesiastical Sonnets, x, 1. 24.
2 Nunnery. 1. 8.
3 The Cuckoo and the Nightingale; all quotations from this poem
are from Wordsworth's modernization of it.
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The region that in hope was ploughed
His drought consumes, his mildew taints with death;
He springs the hushed Volcano’s mine
He puts the Earthquake on her still design.
Darkens the sun, hath bade the forest sink.
And, drinking towns and cities, still can drink
Cities and towns - ’tis Thou - the work is Thine!
The fierce Tornado sleeps within Thy courts He hears the word - he flies And navies perish in their ports.-1
The idea appears again in the following poem:
Who ponders national events shall find
An awful balancing of loss and gain,
Joy based on sorrow, good with ill combined.
And proud deliverance issuing out of pain
And direful throes; as if the All-ruling Mind,
With whose perfection it consists to ordain
Volcanic burst, earthquake, and hurricane.
Dealt in like sort with feeble human kind
By laws immutable.
Mutability of the Ecclesiastical Sonnets deals with the con
trasts of changing Time:
From low to high doth dissolution climb,
And sink from high to low along a scale
Of awful notes, whose concord shall not fail;
A musical but melancholy chime.
Which they can hear who meddle not with crime,
Nor avarice, nor over-anxious care.
Truth fails not; but her outward forms that bear
The longest date do melt like frosty rime.
That in the morning whitened hill and plain
And la no more; drop like the tower sublime
Of yesterday, which royally did wear
His crown of weeds, but could not even sustain
Some casual shout that broke the silent air.
Or the unimaginable touch of Time.

‘

The two following passages both mention a mixture of joy and
sorrow induced by the song of birds in a forest on a morning in
spring:

1 Poem xiv, of The Poems Dedicated to National Independence and
Liberty.
^ Sonnet vi of the Sonnets Composed to Liberty and Order.
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For now, when they may hear the small birds1 song
And see the budding leaves the branches throng,
This unto their rememberance doth bring
All kinds of pleasure mix'd with sorrowing;
And longing of sweet thoughts that ever long.1

5
I
|
i
t

I heard a thousand
While in a grove I
In that sweet mood
Bring sad thoughts

blended notes,
sate reclined.
when pleasant thoughts
to the mind.2

^Phese two descriptions of fields strike a similar chord:
Till to a lawn I came all white and green
I in so fair a one had never been,
The ground was green, with daisy powered over;
Tall were the flowers, the grove a lofty cover.
All green and white; and nothing else was seen.

i
|
\

All turn and court the shining and the green,
4
Where herbs look up, and opening flowers are seen.

|
[

It may be that the line "And all the air is filled with pleas-

|

and: noise of waters”5, from Resolution and Independence, is
an echo of Chaucer's The Cuckoo and the Nightingale.

The fol

lowing is a similar passage from Wordsworth’s modernization:
Meanwhile the stream; whose bank I sate upon.
Was making such a noise as it ran on
Accordant to the sweet Birds’ harmony;
Methought that it was the best melody
Which ever to man’s ear a passage won.
!

Again, there is the contrast between gladness and sorrow in

i

the following passages from the same two poems:
For thereof come all contraries to gladness;
Thence sickness comes, and overwhelming sadness.
Mistrust and jealousy, despite, debate.

1 The Cuckoo and the Nightingale. vi, 26-30.
^ Lines Written in Early Soring.
5 The Cuckoo and the Nightingale. 11. 61-65.
4 Miscellaneous Sonnets. Part II, xxx, 11. 10-12.

;

5 11. 7-8 .
6 xvii.
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Dishonor, shame, envy importunate,
•Pride, anger, mischief, poverty, and madness.1
But, as it sometimes chanceth, from the might
Of joy in minds that can no further go,.
As high as we have mounted in delight
In our dejection do we sink as low.1
2*
5

-

We poets in our youth begin in gladness;
But thereof come in the end despondency and madness.
A. J. Jack points out the foregoing similarity, saying in a
note, "Curiously, one finds in the thirty-fifth verse (of the
Cuckoo and the Nightingale)the original of some famous lines"
in ’The Leach Gatherer,’ a poem which was written a year after
Wordsworth made his translation.
Wordsworth links the name of another mediaeval writer Wycliffe - with that of Chaucer, seeming here to be conscious
that Chaucer and Wycliffe both were mediaeval forerunners of
the reforms within the Church.

In the letter5 in which Words

worth hails Chaucer as the morning-star of England’s literature,
he calls it also "a happy moment" for England "when her Wicllffe,
like the sun, shot orient beams through the night of Romish
superstition!"

In the Ecclesiastical Sonnets Wordsworth devoted

a sonnet to the memory of Wicllffe:

1 The Cuckoo and the Nightingale, xxxv.
8 Resolution and Independence. 11. 22-25,
5 Ibid.. 11. 48-49.
A

Chaucer and Spenser. 122-123.
5 Reply to the letter of Mathetes, Prose Works. p. 91.
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Once more the Church is seized with sudden fear,
And at her call is Wlcliffe "disinhumed;
Yea, his dry bones to ashes are consumed
And flung into the brook that travels near;
Forthwith that ancient Voice which Streams can hear
Thus speaks (that Voice which walks upon the wind.
Though seldom heard by busy human kind) ”As thou these ashes, little BrookJ wilt bear
Into the Avon, Avon to the tide
Of Severn, Severn to the narrow seas.
Into main Ocean they, this dead accurst
An emblem yields to friends and enemies
How the bold Teacher’s Doctrine, sanctified
By truth, shall spread, throughout the world
dispersed.
As evidence that Wordsworth knew Gower we have de Selincourt’s account^ of a book^ which opens with a copy of Marvell’s
"Horatian Ode,” followed by a tale by Wordsworth in imitation
of Gower.
Part One of the Ecclesiastical Sonnets Wordsworth based
on a study of the following mediaeval sources:
of the Anglo Saxons: Weever. Funeral Monuments:^

Turner, History
Geoffrey of

Monmouth, History of Britain: and Bede, Ecclesiastical History.
Bede’s description of Paulinus^ Miss Potts thinks Wordsworth
used as a model when he described his elder Norton of The
White Doe of Hvlstone as having "a face to fear and venerate.”
Again,6 she notes a similarity between Bede’s ”regni sceptra1

1 Part II, Sonnet xvii.
2 The Prelude, int. xxiii.
3 Catalogue of Wordsworth’s Library, no. 674.
4 Miss Potts, Wordsworth’s Ecclesiastical Sonnetsf p. 223, points
out one reference to Weever, while the other sources are traced
through the entire series of the first part of the Ecclesiasti
cal Sonnets.
tz

”Longae staturae, paululim incurvus, nigro capillo, facie aspectu.” ed. by Plummer, 1. 117.
6 Wordsworth’s Ecclesiastical Sonnets, p. 228.
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reliquit*^ and the younger Norton, who
threw away the lande
Which he had grasped in that strong trance
Spurned it like something that would stand
Between him and the pure intent
Of love on which his soul was bent.2
Though Wordsworth drew upon Bede for many of the earlier Ec
clesiastical Sonnets, two are especially interesting for their
close reproduction of famous passages from Bede.

Sonnet XIII

describes the meeting of Pope Gregory3 with the Saxon slave
boys at the Roman Market-place; Sonnet XVI, which I quote be
low, relates the haunting parable of the sparrow:4
Persuasion
“Man’s life is like a Sparrow, mighty King!
That - while at banquet with your Chiefs you sit
Housed near a blazing fire - is seen to flit
Safe from the wintry tempest. Fluttering,
Here did it enter; there, on hasty wing.
Flies out, and passes on from cold to hold;
But whence it came we know not, nor behold
V,hither it goes. Even such, that transient Thing,
The human Soul; not utterly unknown
While in the Body lodged, her warm abode;
But from what world She came, what woe of weal
On her departure waits, no tongue hath shown;
This mystery if the Stranger can reveal.
His be a welcome cordially bestowed!n
For the idea of the story in Artigal and Elidure. which I
shall discuss in Chapter II, Wordsworth credits Geoffrey of1

1 Ecclesiastical History. 1. 321.
2 The White Doe of Rylstone, 11. 515-520.
5 Which Bede relates in Ecclesiastical History, p. 82; tr.
Sellar.
'
4 Ibid.. pp. 116-117.
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Monmouth’s chronicle jointly with Milton’s History of England.
The Cambridge History of English Literature^- ranks the following
tribute, paid to Geoffrey by Wordsworth, with Chaucer’s in The
House of Fame. Shakespeare’s in Cvmbeline and Lear, and Mil
ton’s in Sabrina Fair:
So speaks the Chronicle, and tells of Lear
By his ungrateful daughters turned adrift.
Ye lightnings, hear his voice I - they cannot hear.
Nor can the winds restore his simple gift.
But One there is, a Child of nature meek.
Who comes her Sire to seek;
And he, recovering sense, upon her breast
Leans smilingly, and sinks into a perfect rest.
There too we read of Spenser’s fairy themes.
And those that Milton loved in youthful years;
The sage enchanter Merlin’s subtle schemes;
Of Arthur,- who, to upper light restored.
With that terrific sword
Which yet he brandishes for future war.
Shall lift his country’s fame above the polar star 1
What wonder, then, if in such ample field
Of old tradition, one particular flower
Doth seemingly in vain its fragrance yield.
And bloom unnoticed even to this late hour?
Now, gentle Muses, your assistance grant.
While I this flower transplant
Into a garden stored with Poesy;
Where flowers and herbs unite, and haply some
weeds be.
That, wanting not wild grace, are from all mis
chief free.
The sonnet, which Wordsworth mastered so well, he doubt
less patterned partly after the mediaeval Petrarch and Dante,
'as he suggests in his sonnet on the sonnet:
Scorn not the Sonnet; Critic, you have frowned.
Mindless of its just honours; with this key
Shakespeare unlocked his heart; the melody
Of this small lute gave ease to Petrarch’s wound;
A thousand times this pipe did Tasso sound;I
,

1 I, p. 189
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With it Camoens soothed an exile‘s grief;
The Sonnet glittered a gay myrtle leaf
Amid the cypress with which Dante crowned
His visionary brow.
Further evidence that Wordsworth knew Dante is plentiful.

In

a letter from Rydal Mount, May 15, 1817, to his friend Samuel
Rogers, he asks, "Do you and Dante continue as intimate as
heretofore?"*^

Surely the two friends had discussed the poet

on previous occasions.

On September 5, 1821,^ Wordsworth wrote

to Landor, "There is, by the way, a Latin translation of Dante
which you do not seem to know"; and again on January 21, 1824,3
"You promised me a beautiful copy of Dante, but I ought to men
tion that I possess the Parma folio of 1795, much the grandest
book on my shelves."
Just how much Wordsworth really admired Dante is hard to
judge, and evidently difficult for his critics to agree upon.
Professor Knight^ reports that Wordsworth believed Ariosto and
Tasso "absurdly depressed in order to elevate Dante."

Again,

he reports^ that Wordsworth found Dante’s fiction often "of
fensively grotesque and fantastic" and the Divine Comedy "tedi
ous from various causes."

Professor Harper® agrees with these

statements, but he also finds-Wordsworth praising Dante’s style
for its "conciseness and vigour without abruptness."

Hazlitt,1
6
5
4
3
2

1 Knight, Life of Wordsworth. Ill, 92.
2 Ibid.,
3 Works and Life of W. S. Landor. I, 240, found in Knight, Life
of Wordsworth. Ill, 95.
4 Life of Wordsworth. Ill, 95
5 Using Works and Life of Landor. I, 240, as a source.
6 William.Wordsworth, II, 529; using Letters of the Wordsworth
Family as a source.
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on the other hand, in the Spirit of the Age speaks of Words
worth 1s 11strong predilection for such geniuses as Dante and
Michael Angelo."

Whatever Wordsworth's earlier opinions may

have been, certainly he paid Dante a high tribute in his son
net, At Florence, written in memorial of a tour in Italy, in
183.7:
Under the shadow of a stately Pile,
The dome of Florence, pensive and alone.
Nor giving heed to aught that passed the while,
I stood, and gazed upon a marble stone,
The laurelled Dante's favourite seat. A throne,
In just esteem, it rivals; though no style
Be there of decoration to beguile
The mind, depressed by thought of greatness flown.
As a true man, who long had served the lyre,
I gazed with earnestness, and dared no more.
But in his breast the mighty Poet bore
A Patriot's heart, warm with undying fire.
Bold with the thought, in reverence I sate down.
And, for a moment, filled that empty Throne.
Some critics, indeed, have found similarities between the
two poets.
two.

Herford*- finds a congeniality in the diction of the

While Dante's speech was that of the courts and aristocracy

and Wordsworth's of the humble and rustic life, "yet," says Herford, "we shall find the core of truth and conviction allied.
Dante wrote 'what love dictated in his h e a r t a n d Wordsworth
said that poetry must be a sincere expression of passion and
not a decorative composition." Both Herford^ and Miss Batho^1
4
3
2

1 Wordsworth, p. 122.
2 Pureatorio. xxiv, 99.
3 Ibid.. 156.
4
The Later Wordsworth, p. 510
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draw attention to a kinship of thought and a bond of union
between Dante’s assertion that the Power that moves the sun
and the other stars is Love and Wordsworth’s declaration of
the ideal striving of man in the Ode to Duty:
Stern Lawgiver! yet thou dost wear
The Godhead’s most benignant gracej
Nor know we anything so fair
As is the smile upon thy face:
Flowers laugh before thee on their beds
And fragrance in thy footing treads;
Thou dost preserve the stars from wrong:
And the most ancient heavens, through Thee
are fresh and strong.1
Wordsworth again acknowledges this Power in the same sense as
does Dante, in A Fact and an Imagination:
He only is a King, and he alone
• Deserves the name (this truth the billows preach)
Whose everlasting laws sea, earth, and heaven obey.2
Miss Potts, too,3 notes that Wordsworth begins the Ecclesiasti
cal Sonnets in the first person as Dante does in the Commedia
and is allegorical like Dante; with his thought of a holy ri
ver, "he has made himself a part of the tradition of Ezekiel,
Revelation, and the Divina Commedia."
Morehead, in an article in the Edinburgh Review^ on "The
Poetical Character of Dante,"5 points out that one of Words
worth’s finest peculiarities was possessed by Dante, his close1
5
4
*
2

1 11. 41-49
2 11. 12-14
Wordsworth’s Ecclesiastical Sonnets, p. 205.
4 December, 1818.
5 Toynbee, Dante in English Literature, vi, 650.•
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observation of nature.

Both poets marked images that escape

the common run of men and poets, contemplating them, and mak
ing them the subjects of their musings.

The following lines

from Dante will suffice to illustrate what is meant:
A fall of light autumnal leaves!
As in large troops
And multitudinous, when winter reigns
The starlings on their wings are borne abroad.*
As doves
By fond desire incited on wide wings
And firm, to their sweet nest returning home.*
3
2
Not all the knowledge which Wordsworth used in writing
poems with themes of older times was gleaned directly from
mediaeval books; some of it he gained from the work of his
other much admired countrymen and acknowledged masters4 Spenser, Shakespeare, and Milton - who, of course, have de
cided connections with the Middle Ages.

Spenser is recognized

as a direct disciple of Chaucer and of the author of Gawain
and the Green Knight: in the beauty, melody, and form of his
work, and in his aim of ennobling the human soul, Spenser
carried on the work of that "sterner voice" from the past the author of Pearl.

In Shakespeare’s work it is no trouble

to point out the subject-matter of the Middle Ages or instances
of the ease and freedom from classicism and the unities; Milton,

Inferno. ill, 112.
2 Ibid.. 40.
5 Ibid.. 82.
4 Memoirs. II, 470; Letters. II. 209. 228: The Prelude, ill.
11. 279-295.
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as a pupil of Chaucer, Langland, Malory, Spenser, AngloSaxon poetry, and as a devoted student of church history^ is
steeped in mediaeval lore.
The lesser links with the Middle Ages, too, Wordsworth
knew and drew from.

He proclaimed Thompson’s •’Seasons” to be

”a work of inspiration.”1

We cannot claim that Macpherson,

"Sire of Ossian," was an acknowledged inspiration to Words
worth; yet he wrote in a blank leaf of Macpherson’s Ossian
the following poem, breathing an atmosphere of the ancient
time of Fingal:
Oft have I caught, upon a fitful breeze
Fragments of far-off melodies.
With ear not coveting the whole,
A part so charmed the pensive soul;
While a dark storm before my sight
V/as yielding, on a mountain height
Loose vapours have I watched, that won
Prismatic colours from the sun;
Nor felt a wish that heaven would show
The image of its perfect bow.
Although Wordsworth considered Macpherson’s work as ’’audacious
as worthless,” the spirit of the old warrior, conjured up by the
pen of Macpherson, had a decided fascination for him.

Three

sonnets entitled ’’Cave of Staffa” and a fourth called ’’Flowers
on the Top of the Pillars, at the Entrances of the Cave” make
reference to Ossian, and ”Glen Alma in” describes the ’’narrow
glen” in which lies buried Ossian, "last of his race.”
Continuing with a discussion of Macpherson’s ’’audacious
ness” and ’’worthlessness” Wordsworth says:1

1 Essay to the Preface.
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Contrast, in this respect, the effect of Macpherson’s publi
cation with the "Reliques" of Percy, so modest in their pre
tensions I I have already stated how much Germany is indebted
to this latter work; and for our own country, its poetry has
been absolutely redeemed by it. I do not think that there is
an able writer in verse of the present day who would not be
proud to acknowledge his obligations to the "Reliques." I
know that it is so with my friends; and, for myself, I am hap
py in this occasion to make a public avowal of my own.l
While Wordsworth was interested in the work of several
Mediaeval authors - Chaucer, the author of The Cuckoo and the
Nightingale. Bede, Turner, Geoffrey of Monmouth, and Dante -2
none of them had much apparent influence upon his literary
style except Chaucer and the author of The Cuckoo and the
Nightingale.

The historical value to Wordsworth of Bede and

Turner will be more apparent in the chapter on his interest in
the Mediaeval Church.

The value for Wordsworth of Geoffrey of

Monmouth’s collection of Arthurian legends must not be over
looked, though, of course, he drew also from Spenser and the
other intermediaries.

All these sources provided themes and

atmosphere which enabled Wordsworth to create more than one
mediaeval scene.

Along with the preservers of mediaeval themes

should be mentioned Percy, the great collector of the ballads,
but Wordsworth’s debt to him will be considered in Chapter II.1

1 Essay. Supplementary to the Preface.
2
A more complete list of Wordsworth's mediaeval sources is
, given on pages 97 to 99.

i
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CHAPTER II —

WORDSWORTH«S USES OF

MEDIAEVAL THEMES AND LITERARY FORMS

Shortly after Wordsworth purchased his copy of Percy’s
Reliques.^- he composed^ twenty-odd poems.

Of these the five

"Lucy" poems, "Lucy Gray," and the two "Matthew" series were
written in the characteristic stanza of Percy’s collection,
the cross-rhymed Common Measure.^

in "The Armenian Lady’s

Love" Wordsworth alludes to "The Spanish Lady’s Love," found
in Percy’s collection; he acknowledges his adoption of that
particular stanza as the form of the poem.

"The White Doe of

Rylstone" took it's theme and inspiration from the "Rising of
the North," a ballad in the Relioues. of which the following
is a characteristic stanza:
But what
Thou art
Somewhat
Whatever

sayest thou, 0 Francis Norton,
mine eldest son and heire;
lies brooding in thy breast;
it bee, to mee declare.

The ballad, "The Force of Prayer," grew from a seed planted in
the same poem, concerning an old tradition surrounding the origin*
3
2

^ Dorothy Wordsworth, in her Journal. II. 21, reports that
"William bought Percy’s ancient poetry for 14 marks," Monday
October 2, 1798.
2 October 6, 1798 to February 10, 1799.
3
The cross-rhymed ballad stanza with alternate tetrameter and "
trimeter lines. See Herbert Hartman, "Wordsworth’s Lucy Poems,"
PMLA. XLIX (March, 1934).
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of Bolton Priory in Yorkshire:
When Lady ASliza mourned
Her son, and felt in her despair
The pang of unavailing prayer;
Her son in Wharf's abysses drowned.
The noble boy of Egemound,
From which affliction - when the grace
Of God had in her heart found place A pious structure, fair to see.
Rose up, this stately Priory.1
Hustvedt regards Wordsworth's avowed indebtedness to
Percy as establishing existence of a chain between him and
older ballad makers.3

He also considers that Worthworth's

"ballads stand fast in their own rank and order of influence in
his writing," and that they are akin to the older ones in their
narrative tenor, simplicity of structure, popularity of diction,
and certain technical tricks, as repetition.

Some of Words

worth's ballads are The Seven Sisters. The Female Vagrant.
Goodv Blake and Harry Gill. Simon Lee. Anecdote for Fathers.
We are Seven. The Thorn. The Last of the Flock. The Mad Mother.
The Idiot Bov. Complaint of a Forsaken Indian Woman. The Convictf Song at the Feast of Brougham Castle. Rob Roy's Grave.
The Blind Highland Bov.and The Force of Prayer.

We are Seven.

one of the simplest of Wordsworth's ballads, is like traditional
ballads in that it is constructed upon a series of questions and
answers.

Goody Blake is a good example of the old "malediction"

1 The White Doe of RyIstone, i, 226.
^ Ballad Books and Ballad Men, p. 98.
® W. P. Ker, Epic and Romance, p. 124, says that the poetic form
"ballad" implies that the sources are far remote in the past.
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ballad.

The "curse of hell frae me sail ye belr" is, of course,

more violent than Goody Blake’s "0 may he never more be warm!"
Compare the following for measure, form, and rhythm:
Her
The
Her
And

eyes are wild, her head is bare.
sun has burnt her coal black hair;
eyebrows have a rusty stain.
she came far from o ’er the main.

Her breath was strang, her hair was lang.
And twisted was about the tree.
And with a swing she came about
"Come to Craigy’s Sea, and kiss with me.^
The days are cold, the nights are long.
The north-wind sings a doleful song;
Then hush again upon my breast;
All merry things are now at rest.
Save thee, my pretty love.5
The refrain in The Thorn has an old-time ring:
0 MiseryI Oh misery1
0 woe is me I Oh misery!
In the Idiot Bov we have the same wail:
0 woe is me! 0 woe is me!
Here will I die; here will I die.
Although Wordsworth called Peter Bell a tale, Hustvedt4 thinks
it bears a relation to longer ballad imitations or "Metrical
tales" much in vogue in Wordsworth’s time.

The ballad, Rob

Roy’s Grave, dedicated to Scotland’s famous outlaw, is much
after the manner of the old border minstrels who held up the
"mirror" to heroic life, portraying men who. ^ valued honor1
4
*
2

1 Her Eves Are Wrild.
2 Kemn Owen.

'Z

The Cottager fo Her Infant.

4 Ballad Books and Ballad Men, p. 98.
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more than life, not with the eloquence of heroic poetry or
the grand style of the epic, but in charmingly airy and appeal
ing music:
A famous man is Robin Hood,
The English ballad-singer *s joyI
And Scotland has a thief as good,
An outlaw of as daring mood;
She has her brave Rob RoyI
Then clear the weeds from off his Brave,
And let us chant a passing stave,
In honor of that Hero braveI
Yarrow Unvisited has a catchy melody which reminds us of the
old ballads.

In fact, Wordsworth, in a preface to the poem,

calls attention to the "exquisite" ballad of Hamilton begin
ning:
Busk ye, busk ye, my bonny bonny Bride,
Busk ye, busk ye, my winsome MarrowI
Then in his first stanza Wordsworth quotes the "Winsome Marrow":
From Stirling Castle we had seen
The mazy Forth unravelled;
Had trod the banks of Clyde, and Tay,
And with the tweed had travelled;
And when we came to Clovenford,
Then said my "winsome Marrow,"
"Whate’er betide, w e f11 turn aside.
And see the Braes of Yarrow.1'
Professor Harper considers the first 156 lines of the Song of
the Feast of Brougham Castle another nsplendid border ballad
with its conventional short metre, the customary trappings of
romance, the local names, and the blending of .popular
tradition with mediaeval history.
The mediaeval lure of The Rime of the Ancient Mariner
1 William Wordsworth. II, p. 120
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which "was professedly written in imitation of the style of
the elder p o e t s , i s never questioned; nor is there any doubt
that its success was due in very large measure to Wordsworth,
although Mr. Lowes fails to elaborate on Wordsworth’s part be
yond an almost bare statement that three of the six "determin
ing factors of the action" owe their origin to Wordsworth.^
Professor Lane Cooper

resents this omission and pays tribute

to Wordsworth’s contribution, holding that he supplied much of
the plan of the poem, a matter in which Coleridge was weak; for
example, of the five narrative poems attempted by Coleridge in
1797-1798, only The Rime and The Three Graves had plans, and
Wordsworth supplied those.
But let us turn to the testimony of the Wordsworths them
selves regarding the genesis of The Ancient Mariner. On Novem
ber 20, 1797,4 porothy Wordsworth wrote, "We have been on
another tour...; we went eight miles, William and Coleridge
employing themselves in laying out a plan."

Wordsworth^'de

scribed the same walk with Dorothy, adding, "In the course of
this walk was planned the poem of the ’Ancient Mariner.’"
Much of the greatest part of the story was Mr. Coleridge’s
invention; but certain parts I suggested; for example, some*
5
4

^ Preface to the Lyrical Ballads.
^ Lowes, The Road to Xanadu, p. 224.
•Z

'

"Coleridge, Wordsworth, and Mr. Lowes," PMT.A XLIII, June, ’28.
4 Memoirs. I, p. 106.
5 In a note to Miss Fenwick, 1843, Memoirs. I, 107-108.
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crime was to be committed which should bring upon the Old
Navigator,, as Coleridge afterwards delighted to call him, the
spectral persecution, as a consequence of that crime and his
own wanderings. I had been reading in Shelvocke1s Voyages,
a day or two before, that, while, doubling Cape Horn, they fre
quently saw albatrosses in that latitude.
’Suppose*, said I,
r5fou represent him as having killed one of these birds on en
tering the South Sea, and that the tutelary spirits of these
regions take upon themselves to avenge the crime.* The inci
dent was thought fit for the purpose, and adopted accordingly.
I also suggested the navigation of the ship by the dead men.
In 1844, Wordsworth wrote to Price, MWe tried the poem
x/

conjointly for a day or two, but we pulled different ways, and
only a few lines of it are mine.”

However, between the begin

ning and the completion of the poem, November 13, 1797^ and
March 23, 1798, Coleridge was in almost daily contact with
both William and Dorothy, and all their biographers agree that
the three talked over their work and gained inspiration from
each other.

Just before the publication of the Lyrical Ballads.

Cottle, its publisher,2 in company with Wordsworth and Coleridge,
repeated the original tour on which the poems were planned. Pro
fessor Cooper thinks it right to assume that when the ballads
were read, discussed, criticized, and changed, Wordsworth did
not remain "only a. silent critic."
Many of Wordsworth’s narrative poems have both the subject
matter and the atmosphere of mediaeval literature.

One of the

most charming examples of this is The Egyptian Maid, an Arthurian
legend, having much of the old romances in its magic and enchant
ment; for inspiration, it enters into the realm of the supernat-1
2

1 Memoirs. I, 454.
2 Early Recollections, I, 314.
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ural, which Wordsworth, peculiarly enough, had rejected many
years earlier in Peter Bell.-*- In this narrative poem, so de
cidedly mediaeval in its atmosphere, Merlin, the enchanter,
causes the shipwreck of a craft bearing the Egyptian Maiden
to the court of King Arthur, and is reproved by
Nina, the Lady of the Lake,
A gentle Sorceress, and benign.
Who ne'er embittered any good man's chalice.
"What boots," continued she, "to mourn?
To expiate thy sin endeavor;
From the bleak isle where she is laid.
Fetched by our art, the Egyptian Maid
May yet to Arthur's court be borne
Cold as she is, ere life be fled for ever.
"My pearly Boat, a shining Light,
That brought me down the sunless river,
Will bear me on from wave to wave.
And back with her to this sea-cave
Then Merlin! for a rapid flight
Through air, to thee my Charge will I deliver.
"The very swiftest of thy cars
Must, when my part is done, be ready;
Meanwhile, for further guidance, look
Into thy own prophetic book;
And, if that fail, consult the Stars
To learn thy course; farewell! be prompt
and steady."2
In recompense Merlin carries the maiden through the air,
alighting on firm ground before the awe-stricken court of
Arthur saying:
Mighty King, fair Lords,
Away with feast and tilt and tourney!
Ye saw, throughout this royal House,*
2

11. 101-110, where the little Boat suggests that they go to
the land of faery and magic and romance, but Wordsworth in
sists upon returning to the familiar earth.
2 11. 94,ff.
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Ye heard, a rocking marvellous
Of turrets, and a clash of swords
Self-shaken, as I closed my airy journey.
Lol by a destiny well known
To mortals, joy is turned to sorrow;
This is the wished-for Bride, the Maid
Of Egypt, from a rock conveyed
Where she by shipwreck had been thrown;
111 sight1 but grief may vanish ere the morrow.”1
While Arthur commands the Christian burial rites for the
maiden with the "watery locks” and "the bloodless cheek,”
Merlin orders a test of supreme faith to restore life to
the maiden, promising a response to the touch of the or
dained bride-groom.

Knights, one by one, advance, try, and

fail. Sir Agravaine, Sir Kaye, and the rest.
Even Sir Percival was no disclosure;
Though he, devoutest of all Champions, ere
He reached that ebon car, the bier
Whereon diffused like snow the Damsel lay.
Full thrice had crossed himself in meek composure.%
At last Sir Galahad’s touch "with hesitant hand” brings color
to the lifeless cheek:
In silence did King Arthur gaze
Upon the signs that pass away or tarry;
In silence watched the gentle strife
Of Nature leading back to life;
Then eased his soul at length by praise
Of God, and Heaven’s pure Queen - the blissful
Mary .6
Not long the Nuptials were delayed;
And sage tradition still rehearses
The pomp, the glory of that hour
Vithen toward the altar from her bower
King Arthur led the Egyptian Maid.4

1 11. 199-210
2 11. 272-275
3 11. 337-345
4 11. 349-353
!
r
i
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Artegal and Elidure. according to the acknowledgment at
the beginning of the poem, is partly based upon the Chronicle
of Geoffrey of Monmouth, which Wordsworth calls an nample
field of old tradition.”

From it he plucks ”one particular

flower,” which had bloomed unnoticed to that hour, and ”trans
plants” it into his own Artegal and Elidure.

We have also,

in logical sequence, the narrative of the Russian Fugitive^
who, like Nicolette of the middle ages, fled from the unwel
come suitor, found refuge, "shielded by our Lady’s grace,”
and was led to a safe hiding place in the "thickets rough
and

blind,” where "sequestered from the sight"
Was spread a treacherous swamp.
Here the maiden dwelt, and
...
no saintly anchoress
Ere took possession of her cell
With deeper thankfulness.

As a most proper reward came the gallant knight, and
He loved, he hoped, - a holy flame
Kindled ’mid rapturous tears;
The passion of a moment came
As on the wings of years.
After the knight had begged the czar for the return of the
fugitive.
Delivered and Deliverer move
In bridal garments drest.
Dealing with the most insisted-upon womanly virtue of
the middle ages, "female patience winning firm repose,"
The White Doe of Rylstone is mediaeval in character, with
many a line reminding the reader of legends of Arthur:
Therewith he threw away the lance.
Which he had grasped in that strong trance;
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Spurned it, like something that would stand
Between him and the pure intent
Of love on which his soul was bent.
In this poem, too, we have the marching of Christians with
all the fervor of mediaeval crusaders, the Catholic services,
the feudal pomp, pride, and valor, monastic ruins, an atmos#

phere of moonlight, subtle suggestions of the preternatural
- all elements of a romanticism far older than that of the
nineteenth century.

The endurance of the heroine is much

like that of the martyrs of old; like theirs, her purpose
was
To abide
The shock, and finally secure
O'er pain and grief a triumph pure.^
The poem contains also direct and important historical ref
erence to a similar occasion in 1346: "In that other day of
Neville's Cross.
The Song at the Feast of Brougham Castle, based upon an
incident in the War of the Roses, is an account of "the works
of ancient time."

There is no mistaking the mediaeval scene1
4
*

here with its baronial hall, escutcheons, weapons, hangings,
lovely ladies, the typical minstrel, and the knights of old,
who "came with banner, spear, and shield," with the protec-

1 11. 515-519.
^ The White Doe of Rvlstone. iv, 1070-1072.
*z

1. 828; see, also, Wordsworth's note on this, p. 919,
Wordsworth's Complete Poems. Oxford edition.
4 Professor Harper, William Wordsworth, II, p. 120, regards
this as a mediaeval scene.
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tion of the Most High, the angels, and England’s patron saint;
St. George was for us, and the might
Of blessed Angels crowned the right.
The Shepherd was restored, ”mailed and horsed, with a lance
and sword,” wiser because
He knew the rocks which Angels haunt
,Upon the mountains visitant;
He hath kenned them taking wing;
And. unto eaves where Faeries sing
He hath entered; and been told
By Voices how men lived of old.
Further mention of the Clifford of this old ballad is made in
The Waggoner:
And see, beyond that hamlet small
The ruined towers of Threlkeld-hall,
Lurking in a double shade.
By trees and lingering twilight made!
There, at Blencathara’s rugged feet.
Sir Lancelot gave a safe retreat
To noble Clifford; from annoy
Concealed the persecuted boy,
Well pleased in rustic garb to feed
His flock, and pipe on shepherd’s reed
Among the multitude of hills.1
The Somnambulist was retold from a story "in antique
days concerning a quest”i
To win this bright bird from her cage
To make this gem their own
Came barons bold, with a store of gold.
And knights of high renown.
That there was an appeal for Wordsworth in the old ro
mantic tales of the Arabian Nights, written around the glamorous
Calif-Harun-al-Raschid, as well as those of Jack the Giant
Killer and Robin Hood, which have come down through the Middle

1 iv, 41-51
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Ages to our very own, we have.his own testimony:
Oh! give us once again the wishing cap
Of Fortunatus, and the invisible coat
Of Jack the Giant Killer, Robin Hood,
And Sabre in the forest with St. George.A
A precious treasure had I long possessed,
A little yellow, canvas-covered hook,
A slender Abstract of the Arabian Tales;
And from companions in a new abode.
When first I learnt, that this dear prize
of mine
Was but a block hewn from a mighty qparry That there were four large volumes, laden all
With kindred matter, »twas to me in truth
A promise scarcely earthly.2
The tales that charm away the wakeful night
In Araby, romances;^
A vision, and he loved the thing he saw Arabian fiction never fill'd the world
With half the wonders that were wrought for him.
I cannot express to you the enchanting effect pro
duced by this Arabian scene of color.®
Throughout Wordsworth’s poems are many beautiful descrip
tions full of dazzling sheen, faery chasms, glamorous settings,
monks, and armored knights.

For example, in The Excursion:

Oft amid these haunts
From earnest dialogues I slipped in thought.
And let remembrance steal to other times.
When o'er those interwoven roots, moss-clad.
And smooth as marble or the wave less" sea.
Some hermit, from his cell forth-strayed, might pace
In sylvan meditation undisturbed;
As on the pavement of a Gothic church1
4
*
2

1 The Prelude, v, 341-344.
2 The Prelude, v, 460-468.
5 Ibid.. 11. 496-497.
4 Ibid.,
5 In "The Hordrone Waterfall"; Knight’s Prose of Wordsworth, p. 9
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Walks a lone Monk, when service hath expired>
In peace and silence. But if e ’er was heard,Heard, though unseen, - a devious traveller.
Retiring or approaching from afar
With speed and echoes loud of trampling hoofs
From the hard floor reverberated, then
It was Angelica thundering through the woods
Upon her palfrey, or that gentle main
Ermina, fugitive as fair as she.
Sometimes me thought I saw a pair of knights
Just underneath the trees, that as in storm
Rocked high above their heads; anon, the din
Of boisterous merriment, and music’s roar.
In sudden proclamation, burst from haunt
Of Satyrs in some viewless glade, with dance
Rejoicing o ’er a female in their midst
A mortal beauty, their unhappy thrall.1
In days of yore how fortunately fared
The minstrelI wandering on from hall to hall
Baronial court or royal; cheered with gifts
Munificent, and love, and ladies’ praise;
Now meeting on his road armed knight.
Now resting with a pilgrim by the side
Of a clear brook; - beneath an abbey’s roof
One evening sumptuously lodged; the next
Humbly in a religious hospital;
Or with some merry outlaws of the wood;
Or haply shrouded in a hermit’s cell
Him, sleeping or awake, the robber spared;
He walked - protected from the sword of war
By virtue of that sacred instrument
His harp, suspended at the traveller’s side;
His dear companion wheresoe’er he went
Opening from land to land an easy way
By melody and by the charm of verse.^
Fabric it seemed of diamond and of gold
With alabaster domes, and silver spires
And blazing terrace upon terrace, high
Uplifted; here, serene pavillions bright.
In avenues disposed; there, towers begirt
With battlements that on their restless fronts
Bore stars - illumination of all gems!3*
5

1 The Prelude, ix, 456-460.
8 The Excursion. II, 18-55.
5 Ibid., 859-845.
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In several po^ms Wordsworth makes references which
prove his interest.in the history of the Middle Ages.

Alfred

was a favorite.:
Her (England’s) sun is up the while
That orb whose beam round Saxon Alfred shone.1
Now hear what one of elder days
Rich theme of England’s fondest praise.
Her darling Alfred, might have spoken.1
23
The truth that Britain was his native land;
Whose infant soul was tutored to confide
In the cleansed faith for which her martyrs died;
Whose boyish ear the voice of her renown
With rapture thrilled; whose Youth revered the crown
Of Saxon liberty that Alfred wore,
Alfred, dear Babe, thy great Progenitor!5
Sonnets xxvl and xxvii of the Ecclesiastical Sonnets describe
Alfred and his descendants:

• .

Alfred
Behold a pupil of the monkish gown,
The pious Alfred, King to Justice dear!
Lord of the harp and liberating spear;
Mirror of Princes!1 Indigent Renown
Might range tne starry ether for a crown
Equal to his deserts, who, like the year.
Pours forth his bounty, like the day doth cheer,
And awes like'night with mercy-tempered frown.
Ease from.this noble miser of his time
No moment steals; pain narrows not his cares.
Though small his kingdom as a spark or gem.
Of Alfred boasts remote Jerusalem,
And Christian India, through her wide-spread clime.
In sacred converse gifts with Alfred shares.
His Descendants
When thy great soul was freed from mortal chains.
Darling of England! many a bitter shower

1 Itinerary Poems of 1855. xxii.
S Poems of Sentiment and Reflection, xxiii
3 Ibid., xxxv.
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Fell on thy tomb; but emulative power
Flowed in thy line through undegenerate, veins.
The Race of Alfred covet glorious pains
When dangers threaten, dangers ever new!
Black tempests bursting, blacker still in view!
But manly sovereignty its hold retains;
The root sincere, the branches bold to strive
With the fierce tempest, while, within the round
Of their protection, gentle virtues thrive;
As oft, 'mid some green plot of open ground.
Wide as the oak extends its dewy gloom.
The fostered hyacinths spread their purple bloom.
Note also the tribute paid to Alfred here:
0 young England - what is then become of Old,
Of dear Old England? Think they she is dead,
Dead to the very name? Presumption fed
On empty air! That name will keep its hold
In the true filial bosom’s inmost fold
For ever. The Spirit of Alfred, at the head
Of all who for her rights watched, toiled and bled.
Knows that this prophecy is not too bold.1
In The Prelude Wordsworth refers to
The Bedfords, Glosters, Salsburys-of. old:
Whom the fifth Harry, speaks of.1
2
That ancient festival, the Fair
Holden where martyrs suffered in past time
And named St. Bartholomew.3
Yew-Trees alludes to

1

history of an older day:

There is a Yew-tree, pride of Lorton Vale,
Which to this day stands single, in the midst
Of its own darkness, as it stood of yore:
Not loth to furnish weapons for the bands
Of Umfraville or Percy ere they marched
To Scotland's heaths; or those that crossed the sea
And drew their sounding bows at Agincourt,
Perhaps at earlier Crecy, or Poletiers.-

1 Sonnets Dedicated to Liberty and Order, xiii
2 vii, 497-498.
3 Ibid., 676-678

.
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Karts-Korn Tree, Near Penrith is based on an interesting his
torical fact of the year 1333, ah account of which Wordsworth
found in Nicholson's and Burn's History of Westmoreland and
Cumberland; it is based on the theme:
Hercules kill'd Hart a greese,
And Hart a greese killed Hercules.1
In The Excursion Wordsworth regretted the passing of the
ideal warrior of the kiddle Ages:
And through improvidence or want of love
For ancient worth and honorable things,
The spear and shield are vanished, which the
Knight ...
Hung in his rustic hall.^
Even...as that courteous Knight,
Bound by his vow to labour for redress
Of all who suffer wrong, and to enact
By sword and lance the law of gentleness.^
Again there are these references to old heroes:
And at the appointed hour a bell is heard
Of harsher import than the curfew knoll
That spoke the Norman Conqueror's stern behest.1
4
3
2
Was it to disenchant, and to undo
That we approached the seat of Charlemaine?
To. sweep from many an old romantic strain
That faith which no devotion may renewl
Why does this puny Church present to view
• Her feeble columns? and that scanty chairt
This sword that one of our weak times might wearl
Objects of false pretence, or meanly truel
If from a traveller's fortune I might claim
A palpaple memorial of that day,

1 See Wordsworth's note of explanation, Wordsworth*s Complete
Poems, Oxford edition, p. 917.
2 vii, 958-961.
3 Ibid., 1041-1044.
4 The Excursion, viii, 170-172.
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Then would I seek the Pyrenean Breach
That ROLAND clove with huge two-handed sway.
And to the enormous labour left his name.
Where unremitting frosts the rocky crescent bleach.
Even the famous mediaeval cat has a place:
And by that whiskered tabby’s aid, set forth
The lucky venture of sage Whittington.2
The introduction of science was bound to take away some
of the charm of the unquestioned faith and accepted supersti
tion of the Middle Ages.

Wordsworth, always a Greek, saw

danger in both extremes, a faith unenlightened by science and
a science unhallowed by faith.

He asks:

Desire we past illusions to recall?
To reinstate wild Fancy, would we hide
Truths whose thick veil Science has drawn aside?3
Haply the untaught Philosopher may speak
Of the strange sight, nor hide his theory
That satisfies the simple and the meek,
Blest in their pious ignorance, though weak
To cope with sages undevoutly free.4
Some of the changes brought by Science Wordsworth had noted in
his earliest attempts at verse:
Science with joy saw Superstition, fly
Before the lustre of Religion’s eye.
• • •

No jarring monks to gloomy cell confined
With mazy rules perplex the weary mind
Britain, who long her warriors had adored
And deemed all merit centered in the sword,*
4
2

Alx-la-Chanelle.
2 The Excursion, vii, 88-89.
® Itinerary Poems of 1853. xiv.
4 Ibid.. xii.
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Britain, who thought to stain the field was fame
Now honored Edward’s less than Bacon’s name.1
.
v

Yet, there was often in Wordsworth's later poetry, a..note of regret for the passing of the old order; for example":
Bold words affirmed,\ln days when faith was strong
And doubts and Scruples seldom teased the brain.
That no adventurer’s bark had power to gain
These shores if he approached them bent on wrong;
For suddenly up-conjured from the Main,
Mists rose to hide the Land - that search, though
long
And eager, might be still pursued in vain.
0 Fancy, what an age was that for song!
That age, when not by laws inanimate,
As men believed, the waters were impelled.
The air controlled, the stars their courses held;
But element and orb on acts did wait
Of powers endowed with visible form, instinct
With will, and to their work by passion linked.^
Wordsworth, to the very end an advocate of fairness, justice,
and right, could not approve of too great or radical a change
from any old order.
unsound," he wrote.^

"Perilous is sweeping change, all chance
To him systems should be gradually evolved

through logical processes.

We have seen" that he used in his

work much of the old along with the new; and we shall see that
he followed much the same course in his religious interests.1

1 Lines written at Hawkshead.
2 Itinerary Poems of 1855. xii

3 In Sonnets Dedicated to Law and Order, iv.
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CHAPTER III —

WORDSWORTH'S INTEREST'

IN THE MEDIAEVAL CHURCH

• • ..

Professor Lane Cooper**- speaks of the fascinating and re
warding labor of establishing relationships between the "little
cells, oratories, and sepulchral recesses" of Wordsworth's poetry and the main body of the structure, but he goes on to say
that "a more important subject still is his increasing, or
gradually intenser sympathy with traditional religion as the
great poetical effort of the English imagination."
In order to trace this "gradually intenser sympathy with .
traditional religion" let us go back to Wordsworth's own early
religious environment and traditions.

He had the same roots

as his brother Christopher and his uncles and nephews.- Bishops
Charles of St. Andrews, Christopher of Lincoln, and John of
Salisbury - "all high Churchmen with the characteristic regret
for the destruction at the Reformation of so much that was
noble, the characteristic wish to revive it, the characteristic
respect for the devotion of Roman Catholics, and the character
istic dislike for the Roman Catholic C h u r c h ; H i s people were
members of the High Church branch of the Church of England.
this church, also, belonged the families of Keble and Pusey,

The I/.akin,g and the Use of a Verbal Concordance, p. 20.
^ Edith C. Batho, The Later Wordsworth, p. 241.
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the early leaders of the Oxford Movement•^

kiss Batho remarks

concerning the members of the Anglican Church:
All the materials for the Tractarian revival are there: the
strong historical sense, passing into antiquarianism, the sense
of duty towards the spiritual needs of parishioners, the sense
of the Church, the sacramental sense leading to a strong sym
pathy with Roman Catholicism on the sides of religious devotion
and ceremonial.^
In this atmosphere ',/ordsworth received his early "Catechis
ing, "3 to which he was sent by his
Beloved motherl Thou whose happy hand
Had bound the flowers I wore.
He also received religious instructions from his mother during
.
.
4
the same period, the most impressionable time of his life;
Y/ith such teachings imbedded in his. soul that instinc
tively loved and reverenced both God and nature, Wordsworth in
his later life naturally took his place as a church-goer; and
in his poetry he spread knowledge of and respect for his own
Church as well as for the Church from which it originated.

In

this Church of the middle Ages he was always deeply interested,
as is shown throughout his poetry.

His Ecclesiastical Sonnets

are his share in the Oxford movement are only the natural cul
mination of this interest and feeling.
although Wordsworth's earlier poetry is more free from1
4
*
2

1 Encyclopedia Britannica.
2 The Later Wordsworth, p. 40.
^ Ecclesiastical Sonnets, xxii.
4 The Prelude, v, 256-293
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these references than the later, as early as 1795 he speaks
of the hospitality of the monastery in The Borderers, hut his
tolerance and understanding of the Catholic faith increased
with his years, as he admits.

He understood the longing of

man for "a life of peace"; he understood the aims at brother
hood of the monasteries, the simple toil, the quiet, with
which he had little patience in youth:
Do in my present censure stand redeemed
From the unqualified disdain, that once
Would have been cast upon them by my voice
Delivering her decisions from the seat
Of forward youth that scruples not to solve
Doubts, and determine questions by the rules
Of unexperienced judgment.1
i

In The Prelude, which he wrote between 1799 and 1805, he de-

t

scribes the peace and hospitality of the monasteries:

|
;
:

1

j

From earnest dialogues I slipped in thought.
And let remembrance steal to other times.
When o'er those interwoven roots, moss-clad
And smooth as marble or a waveless sea.
Some hermit, from his cell forth-strayed, might pace
In sylvan meditation undisturbed;
As on the pavement of a Gothic dhurch
Walks a lone monk, when service hath expired,
In peace and silence.2
When to a convent in a meadow green.
By a brook-side, we came, a roofless pile,
And not by reverential touch of Time
Dismantled, but by violence abrupt In spite of those heart-bracing colloquies.
In spite of real fervour, and of that
Less genuine and wrought up within myselfI could not but bewail a wrong so harsh.
And for the Matin-bell to sound no more

I

_______ ;
___________ ____________________________________ _

{

1 The Excursion. Ill, 409-415,

t

2 IX, 438-446.
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Grieved, and the twilight taper, and the cross
High on the topmost pinnacle, a sign
(How welcome to the weary traveller’s eyes!)
Of hospitality and peaceful rest.l
The martyrs of the Mediaeval Church Wordsworth knew and re
vered:
But eagerly he read, and read again
Whate'er the minister’s old shelf supplied;
The life and death of martyrs, who sustained,
With will Inflexible> those fearful pangs
Triumphantly displayed on records left
Of persecution.
Where Christian martyrs stand in hues portrayed,
That might a.wish avail, would never fade,
Borne in their hands the lily and the palm
Shed round the altar a celestial calm.3
As Miss Potts remarks, "Wordsworth easily and habitually
referred to ecclesiastical architecture,“ * which, of course,
grew up with the Mediaeval Church.

It was not only in build

ings that he was interested, but in the church people, the
monks and nuns, whom he held in as much reverence as their
religious customs.

Of the many images gleaned by Wordsworth

from his tour of the continent in 1820, many were of religious
origin: thus: "grey rocks - shaped like old monastic turrets";
the "unfinished shafts of the Cathedral of Cologne"; "lurking
cloistral arch"; "the ancient tour"; the "chapel far withdrawn";1
4
*
2

1 Ibid., 465-477.
2 The Excursion. I, 170-174.
^ Humanity. 21-24.
4
Wordsworth’s Ecclesiastical Sonnets, p. 15.
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the "holy Structure to the Almighty’s praise"; shrine of the
"meek Virgin Mother"; "Holy enclosure" and "sacred pile"; "hal
lowed grot"; "sainted Grove"; the "firm unmoving Cross"; the
"silent avenues of stateliest architecture" in the city that
"was one vast temple"; "pinnacle and spire"; "convent tower";
"the hill of Angels," with its "celestial bands" with "wings";
"our Lady of the Snow, the meek Virgin Mother, set to keep
lone vigils" - all these images were interesting realities
at the time of the tour and revered memories afterwards; and
all were part of the Mediaeval Church.

Whether or not Words

worth’s faith included a belief in the existence of "angels,"
he succeeds in portraying a most resplendent picture in his
supplication to them in In the Cathedral at Cologne:
0 for the help of Angels to complete
This Temple - Angels governed by a plan
Thus far pursued (how gloriously!) by Man,
Studious that He. might not disdain the seat
Who dwells in heaven! But that aspiring heat
Hath failed; and now, ye Powers! whose gorgeous
wings
And splendid aspect yon emblazonings
But faintly picture, ’twere an office meet
For you, on these unfinished shafts to try
The midnight virtues of your harmony: This vast design might tempt you to repeat
Strains that call forth upon empyreal ground
Immortal Fabrics, rising to the sound
Of penetrating harps and voices sweet!
Wordsworth’s respect for the devotion of the simple-hearted
he demonstrated in Composed in One of the Catholic Cantons;
Doomed as we are our native dust
To wet with many a bitter shower.
It ill befits us to disdain
The altar, to deride the fane.
Where simple Sufferers bend, in trust
To win a happier hour.
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I love, where spreads the village lawn.
Upon some knee-worn cell to gaze:
Hail to the firm unmoving cross.
Aloft, where pines their branches tossJ
And to the chapel far withdrawn.
That lurks my lonely ways I
A fewr stanzas*-of Our Ladv of the Snow will suffice to indicate
that on the tour of 1820 Wordsworth looked with reverence upon
the devotion of wanderers to the Virgin:
Meek Virgin Mother, more benign
Than fairest Star, upon the height
Of thy own mountain, set to keep
Lone vigils through the hours of sleep.
What eye can look upon thy shrine
Untroubled at the sight?
These crowned offerings as they hang
In sign of misery relieved.
Even these, without intent of theirs,
Report of comfortless despairs.
Of many a deep and cureless pang
And confidence deceived.
And hence, 0 Virgin Mother mild!
Though plenteous flowers around thee blow.
Not only from the dreary strife
Of winter, but the storms of life.
Thee have thy Votaries aptly styled,
OUR LADY OF THE SNOW.
The incident of.the destruction by lightning of a churchy with
the altar and image of the patron saint left intact, was an in
centive to Wordsworth to write The Church of San Salvador:
Thou sacred Pile! whose turrets rise
From yon steep mountain's loftiest stage.
Guarded by lone San Salvador;
Sink (if thou must) as heretofore.
To sulphurous bolts a sacrifice.
But n e ’er to human rage.’1

1 1, 2, and 4
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Glory, and patriotic Love,
And all the Pomps of this frail "spot
Which men call Earth," have yearned to seek.
Associate with the simply meek,
Religion in the sainted grove.
And in the hallowed grot.
In An Incident at Bruges, composed in 1828, Wordsworth showed
the same respect for convents and their founders and work that
he did in earlier poems.

Few of his contemporaries, perhaps,

would have shared his sympathy for the poor woman, who, in the
greatest faith, brought her sick child to be healed at St.
Kevin’s pool.

He wrote of the incident to his brother Chris

topher, on September 5, 1829, as follows:
It would have affected you very much to see this poor con
fiding creature, and to hear the manner in which she expressed
her faith in the goodness of God and St. Kevin. What would one
not give to see among Protestants such devout reliance on the
mercy of their Creator, so much resignation, so much piety, so
much simplicity and singleness of mind, purged of the accompany
ing superstitionsl1
In the Itinerary Poems of 1835 there are other expressions
of regret at the passing of the old church order:
How sad a welcome 1 to each voyager
Some ragged child holds up for sale a store
Of wave-worn pebbles, pleading on the (Shore
W here once came monk and nun with gentle stir.
Blessings to give, news ask, or suit prefer.2
Lowther, of this series,3 has a distinct note of longing for
things past:
Lowther!’ in thy majestic Pile are seen
Cathedral pomp and &race, in apt accord
With the baronial castle’s sterner mien;

Batho, The Later Wordsworth, p. 152.
2 Iona, xxxiii, 1-4.
5 As is pointed out by Harper, William Harper. II, p. 400.
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Union significant of God adored.
And charters won and guarded by the sword
Of ancient honor; whence that goodly state
Of polity which wise men venerate,
And will maintain, if God his help afford.
Hourly the democratic torrent swells;
For airy promises and hopes suborned
The strength of backward-looking thoughts is scorned,
Fall if ye must, ye Towers and Pinnacles,
With what ye symbolize; authentic Story
Will say, Ye disappeared with England *s GloryI
Perhaps nowhere else does Wordsworth show his feeling for
the usefulness of Mediaeval convents or the work of their
members so unmistakably as in the poem. Stanzas. suggested in
a steamboat off Saint Bees' Heads, on the coast of Cumberland.
I quote a few stanzas, which, in addition to illustrating '
these points, show Wordsworth's regret for the destruction of
St. Bees during the Reformation:
There are the naked, clothed, the hungry fed;
And Charity extendeth to the dead
Her intercessions made for the best
Among the good (when love might else have slept.
Sickened, or died) in pious memory kept:
Thanks to the austere and simple Devotees,
Who, to that service bound by venial fees.
Keep watch before the altars of St. Bees.
Yet more; around these Churches, gathered Towns
Safe from the feudal Castle's haughty frowns;
Peaceful abodes, where Justice might uphold
Her scales with even hand, and culture mould
The heart to pity, train the mind in care
For rules of life, sound as the Time could bear;
Nor dost thou fail, thro' abject love of ease.
Or hindrance raised by sordid purposes.
To bear thy part in this good work St. Bees.
Who with the ploughshare clove the barren moors,
And to green meadows changed the swampy shores?
Thinned the rank woods; and for the cheerful grange
Made room where wolf and boar were used to range?
Who taught, and showed by deeds, that gentler chains
Should bind the vassal to his lord's domains?
The thoughtful Monks, intent their God to please.
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For Christ’s dear sake, by human sympathies
Poured from the bosom of thy Church, St. Bees!
But all availed not; by a mandate given
Through lawless will the Brotherhood was driven
Forth from their cells; their ancient House laid low
In Reformation’s sweeping overthrow;
But now once more the local Heart revives.
The Inextinguishable Spirit strives;
Oh may that Power who hushed the stormy seas,
And cleared a way for the first Votaries,
Prosper the new-born College of St. Bees!
No wonder, then, that Miss Batho^ comments upon Words
worth’s "respect, by no means common, especially in his time,
for the faith of individual Roman Catholics.

There was no real

bigotry in the man who took the trouble, when he was in Rome
in 1837, to procure rosaries blessed by the Popo for his daugh
ter and, perhaps, his granddaughter."

On this same tour he

was particularly interested in the monasteries and found them
very hospitable.

In The Cuckoo at Laverne.1
2 he especially

praises the one founded by St. Francis.

He calls the monastery

a Christian Fortress, garrisoned
In faith and hope, and dutiful obedience,
‘ By a few Monks, a stern society.
Dead to the world and scorning earth-born joys.
Nay - though the.hopes that drew, the fears that drove,
St. Francis, far from Man’s resort, to abide
Among these sterile heights of Appenine,
Bound him, nor, since he raised yon House, have ceased
To bind his spiritual Progeny, with rules
Stringent as flesh can tolerate and live;.
His milder Genius (thanks to the good God
That made us) over those severe restraints
Of mind, that dread heart-freezing discipline.
Doth sometimes here predominate, and works

1 The Later Wordsworth, p. 149.

2 11. 30-68.
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By unsought means for gracious purposes;
For earth through heaven, for heaven, by changeful
earth.
Illustrated, and mutually endeared.
Rapt though He were above the power of sense.
Familiarly, yet out of the cleanest heart
Of that once sinful Being overflowed
On sun, moon, stars, the nether elements.
And every shape of creature they sustain.
Divine affections; and with beast and bird
(Stilled from afar - such marvel story tells By casual outbreak of his passionate words,
v And from their own pursuits in field of grove
Drawn to his side by look or act of love
Humane, and virtue of his innocent life)
He wont to hold companionship so free.
So pure, so fraught with knowledge and delight.
As to be likened in his Follower’s minds
To that which our first.Parents, ere the fall
From their: high state darkened the Earth with fear.
Held with all Kinds in Eden’s blissful bowers.
Then question not that, ’mid the austere Band,
VSiho breathe the air he breathed, tread where he trod.
Some true Partakers of his loving spirit
Do still survive.
"Wordsworth’s conception of St.liFrancis," says Batho, "was far
removed from any that had been current, except among Roman Catho
lics - and it was not common among them for three hundred years,"1
the contemporary idea being a mixture of pity and disgust and
fanatical friars, of whom St. Francis was looked upon as the
chief.

Batho also credits Wordsworth with being the first mod

ern European to understand St. Francis; in fact, she says he
discovered him during less than a day’s visit, on May 5, 1857,
on the way to Perugia, "as there was nothing written before that
time which could have put him on the track."

Crabb Robinson

wrote in his reminiscences of the day when Wordsworth "made

1 The Later Wordsworth, p. 297
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inquiries for St. Francis’s biography, as if he would dub him
his Leibheilieer."

He must have gained his knowledge of the

relation between St. Francis and the birds from his own study
and inquiries.
Sister Marie de Lourd’es-^ compares Wordsworth to St. Francis, the mystic who delighted in the "companionship of Nature
unspoilt by the artifice of main.”

She finds them "kindred

souls" inasmuch as each, in undergoing an important change in
his inner life, found himself "a dedicated spirit."2

Again,

Batho finds Wordsworth‘"in entire sympathy with that passage
of St. Athanasius, which Dean Inge quotes as ’being not far
from Wordsworth’s own therilqgical attitude.’":^
The all-powerful, all-perfect, and all-holy Word of the
Father, descending upon all things, and everywhere extending
His own energy, and bringing to light all things, whether vis
ible or invisible, knits and welds them into His own being,
leaving nothing" destitute M His. operation. And a certain
marvellous and Divine harmony is thus veritably brought to
pass by Him.
Another passage records Wordsworth’s interest in a monk
whom he saw at the monastery where St. Francis had lived:
Thus sensitive must be the monk, though pale
With fasts, with vigils worn, depressed by years.
Whom in a sunny glade I chanced to see.
Upon a pine-tree’s storm-uprooted trunk.
Seated alone, with forehead skyward raised.
Hands clasped above the crucifix he wore
Appended to his bosom, and lips closed1

1 The Spiritual Development of Wordsworth, as Seen in His Poetry,
thesis. University of Arizona, p. 5.
8 The Prelude, iv, 325-537.
^ The Later Wordsworth. 246; the quotation is from Inge’s Studies
of theEnglish Mystics, p. 206.
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•By the joint pressure of his ransings rnood
And habit of his vow. That ancient kan Nor haply less the Brother whom I marked,
As we approached the Convent gate, aloft
^ Looking far forth from his aerial cell,
A young ascetic, Hero, Sage,
He might have been.l
Sonnets xv, xvi, xvii, from Memorials of a Tour in Italy, 1837,
describe the convent at Cam&ldoli.

For speaking disparagingly

in Sonnet xvii of the "Pair of Monks" outside the gate, Aordsv/orth apologizes in this note:
In justice to the Benedictines of Camaldoli, by whom strangers
are so hospitably entertained, I feel obliged to notice that I
saw among them no other figures at all resembling, in size and
"complexion, the two Monks described in this Sonnet.
He also includes in this note, for the benefit of his readers,
the names of the greatest Benedictine ascetics, according to a
monk who guided him and his companion through the monastery.
V/ith the same respectful attitude that Wordsworth revealed when
,he wrote of the peasant woman at St. Kevin’s and of the Norman
Boy, he tells us that complaining of inclement weather to a
peasant woman at St. Albano brought this reassuring reply:
"Be of good cheer;
Our yesterday’s procession did not s u b
In vain; the sky will change to sunny blue,
Thanks to our Lady’s grace." I smiled to hear
But not in scorn: the Matron’s faith may lack
The heavenly sanction needed to ensure
Fulfillment; but, we trust, her upward track
Stops not at this low point, nor wants the lure
Of flowers the Virgin without fear may own,
For by her son’s blest hand the seed was sown.
The Fenwick note occasioned by this sonnet^ is most interesting1
2

1 The Cuckoo at L a v e m e , 11. 66-79.
2 Quoted here from Batho, The Later Wordsworth, p. 294.
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This Sonnet is founded on simple fact, and was written to en
large, if possible, the views of those who can see nothing but
evil in the intercessions countenanced by the Church of Rome.
That they are in many respects lamentably pernicious must be
acknowledged; but, on the other hand, they who reflect, while
they see and observe, cannot but be struck with instances which
will prove that it is a great error to condemn in all cases
such meditation as purely idolatrous. This remark bears with
especial force upon addresses to the Virgin.
That Wordsworth did venerate "the Virgin" is shown again
in his reverent invocation to her in the Ecclesiastical Sonnets:
MotherI whose virgin bosom was uncrost
With the least shade of thought to sin allied;Woman! above all women glorified.
Our tainted nature’s solitary boast;
Purer than foam on central ocean tost;
Brighter than eastern skies at daybreak strewn
With fancied roses, than the unblemished moon
Before her wane begins on heaven’s blue coast;
Thyy image falls to earth. Yet some, I ween.
Not unforgiven the suppliant knee might bend,
As to a visible Power, in which did blend
All that was mixed and reconciled in Thee .
Of mother’s love with maiden purity.
Of high with low, celestial and terrene!
Batho claims that this sonnet is an example in which "the wor
shipper overcomes the ecclesiastical statesman," and that it
expounded "the true doctrine of the Immaculate Conception thir
ty years before it was officially promulgated."
It was only after the "great grief"of 1805 had "humanized"
his soul that Wordsworth’s writings openly recognized the need
of an institutional system as the guardian of man’s morality
and the consoler of his afflictions and favored the Christian
Church as the proper guide for mankind through this life into
the "Eternity" for which he advised his daughter Dora to prepare.1

1

"Look thou to Eternity," The Longest Dav. composed in 1818.
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He had in view thewgeneral welfare of his country as well as
his own personal needs - the idea of a national conscience per
petually voicing its adherence to whatever things are true,
honest, just, pure, lovely, and of good report."I

As early

as 1812 Crabb Robinson reports in his Diary*
23 that Wordsworth
said he "would shed his blood*1for the Church.
To spread knowledge of the Church, Wordsworth composed the
Ecclesiastical Sonnets, a narrative and poetical account of the
introduction, establishment, and growth of Christianity in Eng
land.

Wordsworth tells us^ how the idea of writing this series

came to him: "The Catholic Question, which was agitated in Par
liament about that time, kept my thoughts in the same course;
and it struck me that certain points in the Ecclesiastical his
tory of our country might advantageously be presented to view
in verse."

The first draft, MS-F,4 "was almost entirely lacking

in reference to the Church of the middle ages."

Perhaps the

later tours, from which Wordsworth gained knowledge of the
ecclesiastical monuments, caused him to realize the narrowness
of his original scope and the necessity of widening it to in
clude the history of the Mother-Church.

With this in mind, he

Harper, William Wordsworth. II, p. 131.
2 May 31, 1812.
3
In a letter from Rydal Mount, January 24, 1822, Potts, Words
worth *s Ecclesiastical Sonnets, p. 117.
4 Ibid., p. 42.
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made a scholarly study of what Miss Potts-*- considers "the
best models of the middle ages,n including Bede *s Ecclesi
astical History. TurnerTs History of the Anglo Saxons, and
Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of Britain.

The result of

this careful study is Part One of the Ecclesiastical Sonnets.
Part Two being devoted principally to the Church of England.
In Part Two, however, he added two sonnets, "in order to do
more justice to the Papal church for the services which she
did actually render to Christianity and humanity in the mid
dle ages.
Wordsworth in the Ecclesiastical Sonnets demonstrates
his.fairness to the Catholic Church, his tolerance of its
shortcomings, and his sympathy with its doctrines.

He regrets

the injustice done by the persecutions that were ^England’s
shame."3

in fairness he speaks of both the good monks and the

bad; he sympathizes with the nuns, who in the Dissolution of
the Monasteries, went forth unwillingly "another home to see,"
and he mentions the others who went "with eager glee - exult
ing to be freel1; he condemns "cloistered avarice" and commends
"the pious, useful Secular."

While he is shocked at the idea1
3
2

1 Ibid.. p. 20
2 Letter to Henry Reed, September 4, 1842, Wordsworth and Reed.
p. 81. Miss Pouts points out that there is some controversy over
which sonnets these two are: Dowden believes them to be 2.9 and
2.10, but Smith and Hutchinson say that there is no evidence for
choosing these in preference to 2.21 and 2.22, and most critics
agree with them.
3 Apology, xxvi.
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of unworthy monks and nuns, he recognizes them as individuals;
to him monks and nuns as such are persons to be revered, and
he feels the injustice of their homes being unroofed by "selfish
rage" and "reckless mastery of crown."

In spite of supporting

the Church of England, Wordsworth did not like Henry the Eighth.'
*1

"I loathe his memory," he wrote Yarnell.
Batho^ feels that Wordsworth in his writings, and especial
ly in the Ecclesiastical Sonnets, is most sympathetic with the
Catholic Church.

She points out, too, that "Hale White and

others have been equally struck by their Catholic tone," and
adds that it is proof of the "carelessness with which they are
read that they have never been made the basis of a charge of
’Popery1 against Wordsworth."

Wordsworth’s religious tolerance

is also recognized by the eminent Roman Catholic writer, Montalembert, in his Monks of the West.
Besides the honor paid in Ecclesiastical Sonnets^ to
"saintly Fisher and unbending More" for their steadfastness,
Wordsworth, in Old Abbeys, pleads further for reverence of the
mediaeval faith:
Monastic Domes I following my downward way.
Untouched by due regret I marked your fall!
Now, ruin, beauty, ancient stillness, all
Dispose to judgments temperate as we lay

^ Wordsworth and the Coleridges, p. 57.
^ The Later Wordsworth, p. 893.
^ Int. 1. 96; see Potts, Wordsworth’s Ecclesiastical Sonnets,
p. 86.
4 1 . 86
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On our past selves in life’s declining day:
For as, by discipline of Time made wise.
We learn to tolerate the infirmities
And faults of others - gently as he may.
So with our own the mild Instructor deals.
Teaching us to forget them or to forgive.
Perversely curious, then, for hidden ill
Why should we break Time’s charitable seals?
Once ye were holy, ye are holy still;
Your spirit freely let me drink, and llve.l
Even though Wordsworth, like the younger Francis Norton
of The White Doe of Rvlstone. could hot find it in his heart to
accept openly and completely the Catholic doctrine, yet he, too,
administered in many ways to his Catholic brethren.

Not the

least of these was his share in the beginnings of the Oxford
Movement, which Beers*' defines as ’’an attempt to reconstruct
the English Church in harmony with the romantic ideal - the
pomp, glory, and dignity of the Middle Ages.”

Newman,5 whose

aims in the Oxford Movement are well known - to revive the
faith of the Middle Ages in the English Church, to restore its
mystical character, to exalt the sacramental system, and to
systematize the hierarchial organization - remarks that Words
worth carried his readers back toward the religion of the mid
dle ages.
There is no need to emphasize further that Wordsworth re
vered the ritual and the personnel of the mediaeval Church,
and that he regretted many of the changes later made in the

^ Harper, William Wordsworth, II, p. 226, also points out this
significance.
p
English Romanticism, p. 355.
3 Apologia pro Vita Sua. p. 139
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English Church.

Some Catholic doctrines he accepted, no

doubt, without any intention of disloyalty to his Anglican
faith.

”Like many great saints and theologians,n says Batho,

"he turned to the doctrine of the Incarnation rather than the
•1
Crucifixion alone for the essence of the Atonement, ,,"L which,
p

as Professor Webb

points out, was the essential feature of

the' Oxford Movement.

In this connection, too, James Mont

gomery5 complains of Wordsworth’s lack of interest in the Re
demption.
On December 11, 1824, Wordsworth wrote to Landor:
What would I not give for a few hours talk with you upon
Republics, Kings, and priests and Priestcraft. This last I
abhor; but why spend our time in declaiming against it? Bet
ter endeavour to improve priests, whom one cannot, and ought
not therefore endeavour to do without. We have far more to
dread from those who would endeavour to expel not only organ
ized religion, but all religion, from society, than those who
are slavishly disposed to uphold it; at least I cannot help
feeling so.5
As early as The Excursion there are evidences of Wordsworth’s
recognition of the Oxford Movement:
The true descendants of those godly men
Who swept from Scotland, in a flame of zeal.
Shrine, altar, image, and the massy piles
That harboured them - the souls retained yet
The churlish features of that after-race
Who fled to woods, cavern, and jutting rocks.
In deadly scorn of superstitious rites.
Or what their scruples construed to be such -1
4
*
2

1 The Later Wordsworth, p. 285.
2 Religious Thought of the Oxford Movement, pp. 59-61.
5 Eclectic Review. January, 1815; Batho, The Later Wordsworth. 280.
4 Ibid., p. 298.
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How, think you, would they tolerate the scheme
Of fine propensities, that tends, if urged
Far as it might be urged, to sow afresh
The weeds of Romish phantasy, in vain
Uprooted; would reconsecrate our wells
To good Saint Filian and to.fair Saint Anne;
And from long banishment recall Saint Giles,
To watch again with tutelary love
O ’er stately Edinborough throned on crags?
A blessed restoration, to behold ^
, The patron, on the shoulders of the priests.
Once more parading through her crowded streets
.Now simply guarded by the sober powers
Of science, and philosophy, and sense!1
Again we find:
But now once more the local Heart revives.
The inextinguishable Spirit strives;
Oh may that power who hushed the stormy seas.
And cleared a way for the first Votaries,
Prosper the new-born College of St. Bees!**
Batho® holds that the Oxford Movement began several years
earlier than is generally recognized, a great many years before
it finally became felt as a specific force.

"When he (Words

worth) repeatedly exalts mediaeval Christianity," says Harper,
"and refers to the Reformation with a slight shudder, and when
he even apologizes for the ’bold credulities’ of the past, we
realize that the same repulsion which produced the Oxford Move
ment was at work in h i m . H a r p e r goes on to say that most of
what was distinctive in Newman was already to be found in the
last hundred lines of Wordsworth’s Musings Near Aauanendente:
To virtue consecrate, stoop ye ’from your height
Christian Traditions! at my Spirit’s call1
4
*

1 Excursion, iv, 11. 897-932.
^ St, Bees.
5 The Later Wordsworth, p. 238.
4 William Wordsworth, II, p. 400
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Descend, and, on the brow of ancient Rome
As she survives in ruin, manifest
Your glories mingled with the brightest hues
Of her memorial halo, fading, fading.
But never to be extinct while Earth endures,
0 come, if undishonoured by the prayer.
From all her Sanctuaries 1 Open for my feet
Ye Catacombs, give to mine eyes a glimpse
Of the -Devout, as, 'mid your glooms convened
For Safety, they of yore enclapped the Cross
On knees that ceased from trembling, or intoned
Their orisons with voices half-surpressed.
But sometimes heard, or fancied to be heard.
Even at this hour.
And thou Mamertine prison
Into that vault receive me from whose depth
Issues, revealed in no presumptuous vision.
Albeit lifting human to divine,
A Saint, the Church's Rock, the mystic Keys
Grasped in his hand; and lol With upright sword
Prefiguring his own impendent doom.
The Apostle of the Gentiles; both prepared
To suffer pains with heathen scorn and hate
Inflicted; - blessed Men, for so to Heaven
They follow their dear LordI
Time flows - nor winds.
Now stagnates, nor precipitates his course.
But many a benefit borne upon, his breast
For human-kind sinks out of sight, is gone.
No one knows how; nor seldom is put forth
An angry arm that snatches good away.
Never perhaps to reappear. The stream
Has to our generation brought and brings
Innumerable gains; yet we, who now
Walk in the light of day, pertain full surely
To a chilled age, most pitiably shut out
From that which is and actuates, by forms.
Abstractions, and by lifeless fact to fact
Minutely linked with diligence uninspired.
Unrectified, unguided, unsustained.
By godlike insight. To this fate is doomed
Science, wide-spread and spreading still as be
Her conquests, in the world of sense made known.
So with the internal mind it fares; and so
With mortals, trusting, in contempt or fear
Of vital principle's controlling law.
To her purblind guide Expediency; and so
Suffers religious faith. Elate with view
Of what is won, we overlook or scorn
The best that should keep pace with it, and must.
Else more and more the general mind will droop.

94

Even as if bent on perishing. There lives
No faculty within us which the Soul
Can spare, and humblest earthly Weal demands.
For dignity not placed beyond her reach.
Zealous cooperation of all means
Given or acquired, to raise us from the mire,
And liberate our hearts from low pursuits.
By gross Utilities enslaved we need
More of ennobling impulse from the past
If to the future aught of good must come
Sounder and therefore holier than the ends
Which, in the giddiness of self-applause.
We covet as supreme. 0 grant the crown
That Wisdom wears, or take his treacherous staff
From KnowledgeI If the Muse, whom I have served
This day, be mistress of a single pearl
Fit to be placed in that pure diadem;
Then, not in vain, under these chestnut boughs
Reclined, shall I have yielded up my soul
To transports from the secondary founts
Flowing of time and place, and paid to both
Due homage; nor shall fruitlessly have striven.
By love of beauty moved, to enshrine in verse
Accordant meditations, which in times
Vexed and disordered, as our own, may shed
Influence, at least among a scattered few.
To soberness of mind and peace of heart
Friendly; as here to my repose hath been
This flowering broom’s dear neighborhood, the
light
And murmur issuing from yon pendent flood
And all the varied landscape. Let us now
Rise, and to-morrow greet magnificent Rome.
At the end of this poem Wordsworth’s own note makes the fol
lowing explanation:
It would be ungenerous not to advert to the religious move
ment, that since the composition of these verses in 1837, has
made itself felt, more or less strongly, throughout the English
Church; - a movement that takes, for its first principle, a de
vout deference to the voice of Christian antiquity. It is not
my office to pass judgment qri questions of theological detail;
but my own repugnance to the spirit and system of Romanism has
been so repeatedly and, I trust, feelingly expressed, that I
shall not be suspected of a leaning that way, if I do not join
in the grave charge, thrown out, perhaps in the heat of contro
versy, against the learned and pious men to whose labours I
allude. I speak apart from controversy; but, with strong faith
in the moral temper which would elevate the present by doing
reverence to the past, I would draw cheerful auguries for the
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English Church from this movement as likely to restore among
us a tone of piety more earnest and real than that produced by
the mere formalities of the understanding, refusing, in a de
gree which I cannot but lament, that in its own temper and
judgment shall be controlled by those of antiquity, -wIn the Fenwick note Wordsworth says of the Tractarian
leaders:

’’Much of the work they are undertaking was grievous

ly wanted, and may God grant their endeavours may continue to
prosper as they have done.”^

He recognized the movement to be

a revival of the past, agreeing with the principles of the
teaching of his early youth - a revival and not something new.
He gave praise to Monckton Milne’s One Tract More, which de
fended the movement, particularly the thesis of Tract 90.^

In

1839 Crabb Robinson reported that Wordsworth was rather friendly
to they ’’Oxford Tract Men, ”3 and on December 29, 1842, he wrote
Thomas Robinson:
The poet is a High Churchman, but luckily does not go all
lengths with the Oxford School. He praises the reformers for
inspiring the age with deeper reverence for antiquity and a
more cordial conformity with ritual observances, as well as a
warmer piety, but he goes no further.4
In 1844, again, Crabb Robinson remarked in a letter to Thomas
Robinson, December 27, that Wordsworth was political when he
fought against Roman Catholicism and Non-conformity, and that
even then he was always without bitterness, always tolerant1

1 Harper, William Wordsworth. II, p. 401.
^ Aubrey de Vere, Recollections, p. 258.
3 Harper, William Wordsworth, II, p. 404.
4 Ibid., p. 421
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and respectful toward the conviction of individual Catholics.
The last words recorded on the subject Robinson addressed to
Ellis Yarnell in 1849:
I ventured to remark to Wordsworth that I had observed
from a note, in the last published volumes of his poems, that
he looked with favour on what is known as the Oxford Movement
in the English Church, the results of which were everywhere
visible. I asked him whether late events had led him to alter
his judgment. He replied deliberately that his opinion was
unchanged. "I foresaw,” said he,"that the movement was for
good, and such I conceive it has been beyond all question.nl
Much of the misunderstanding of Wordsworth in his own day
was because of the Catholicity of his view2; in both the wide
and the narrow sense, because of the breadth of his religious
traditions, made up of many strands - Platonism, Stoicism,
Mysticism, Humanism, and mediaeval Christian as well as the
Anglican thought.

How much he knew and felt and thought and

loved, one could begin to realize only after a thorough study
of these various influences.
Yet, even a brief study of Wordsworth *s own utterances,
such as has been attempted here, is sufficient to convince us
that his interest in mediaeval literature, and its influence
upon his own poems; his attention to the Mediaeval Church,
especially in the Ecclesiastical Sonnets: and his sympathy with
the Oxford Movement all entitle Wordsworth to be classed as a
leader in that return to mediaevalism which was so vital a
part of the Romantic Revival.1

1 Wordsworth and the Coleridges, p. 42.
2 Batho, The Later Wordsworth, p. 285.
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A PARTIAL LIST OF MEDIAEVAL BOOKS
IN WORDSWORTH*S LIBRARY

The following list of books on mediaeval subjects was
taken from an unpublished catalogue of Wordsworth’s library,
compiled at Cornell University by Mary A. Ewer, chiefly from
the following sources: the Rydal Mount Catalogue, Letters of
the Wordsworth Family, Prefaces and Notes to the Poems, Chris
topher Wordsworth’s Memoirs, the Journals of Dorothy Words
worth, the Guide to the Lakes, Volume I of the Prose Works,
Lienemann’s Die Belesenheit von William Wordsworth, and Cooper’s
A Glance at Wordsworth's Reading.

In most instances the source

of Miss Ewer’s information is noted after the volume mentioned.
Ancren Riwle, a Treatise on the Rules and Duties of Monastic
Life, from semi-Saxon MS of the 13th century, ed. James Mor
ton, D.D., Camden Publications, 1853, (Rydal Mount Library
Catalogue.)
Arundel Traditions, Camden Publications. (Ibid.)
Bale, John, A Brief Chronycle concerning the Examinacyon and
Death of the Blessed Martyr of Christ, Sir John 0Ideastie,
the Lorde Cobham, etc. (Ibid.)
Bedae Venerabilis, Presbyteri Ecclesiasticae Historiae Gentis
Anglorum Libri v% (Leinemann, Prose Works, 834, 835; Guide
to the Lakes, 16; Rydal Mount Catalogue.)
Bell, Bishop, King Johan, Camden. (Rydal Mount Catalogue.)
Benson, Thomas, Vocabularium Anglo Saxonicum, Lexicon, Gul
Somneri, etc. 1701. (Rydal Mount Catalogue•)
Beetham, Matilda, The Lav of Marie, a Poem, 1816. (Ibid.;
Lienemann.)
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Brakelonda, Jocelini de, Chronica Jocelini de Brakelonda de
Hebus Gestis Samsonis, Abbatis Lonasterii Sancta Edmund!,
Camden, 1840.
Bury Wills and Inventories, ed. Samuel Tymons, Camden, 1850«
Camden Ldscellany, 3 volumes, Camden, 1851, 1853, 1856.
^ Camden, W., Remains Concerning Britaine, (Lienemannj Prefaces
and Notes to the Poems, 809.)
Caxton, William, Translation out of French into English of the
Ancient Historie of Trove. (Rydal kount Cataloguej Lienemann.)
Chronicon Petroburgense, Cur. Thomas Stapleton, 1849.
v Chronicles of William de Rishanger, edited by William Halliv.-ell, Camden, 1840.
Chronicles of the Grey Friars of London, edited by J. G. Nichols,
F.S.A., Camden Publications, 1852.
Chroniques de London, depuis 44, Henry III? Edward II, edited
by J. G. Aungier, Camden Publications, 1844.
Coleridge, Sara, (Translations) The Right Joyous and Pleasant
History of the Feasts, Jests, and Prowesses of the Chevalier
Bayard, the good knight without fear and without reproach.
By the royal servant. 2 volumes London, 1825• (Lienemann,
130; Letters of the Wordsworth Family, II, 237, 255.)
Commentary of the Services and Charges of William, Lord Grey
of Wilton, etc., edited by Sir P. de kalpas Grey mdgerton,
Bart, k.P. etc., Camden, 1847.
Dante, Parma folio of 1795. (Knight, Life of Wordsworth, III,
92.)
Hurd, Rev. Mr., Moral and Political Discourses, with letters on
Chivalry and Romance, 3 volumes, 1765.
Jerome, St., Biblia cum Plena, No. 289. (Very early) Knight,
R. P. - Analytical Inquiry into the Principles of Taste,
"(Letters of the Wordsworth Family, I, 229.)
La Curne (Curie) de Sainte Palelage, J. B. de Troubadours; leur
Histoire, Litteraire, leur Vies, leur Usages, et d'histoire
du deuxieme et du trezieme siecles. 3 tomes, Paris, 1774.
Landor, v/. S ., Epistles of St. Jerome. (Lienemann)
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Mapes, (Gualterus), de ITugis Curialium destinationes quinque,
ed. by T. bright, Li.a ., Camden.
Mapes, 1/alter, (supposed author) Latin Poems, collected and
edited by T. Wight, M.A., Camden, 1841.
Metrical Romances, Three Early, edited by John Robson, Esq.,
Camden, 1842.
Monmouth, Geoffrey of, British History, from the Latin of, with
commentary by Thompson, 1618. (Letters of the V/ordsworth
Family.)
Percy, Reliques of Ancient English Poetry, bought at Hamburg,
1798” (Letters of the Wordsworth Family, I, 287} II, 209,
657, 871.3} Dorothy Wordsworth's Journal, I, 27.
Plumpton Correspondence - letters chiefly domestic, written in
the reigns of Edward IV, Richard III, Henry VII, and Henry
VIII} edited by Thomas Stapleton, Camden, 1839.
Political Songs of England, from the reign of John to that of
Edward II; edited and translated by T. Wright, M.A., F.S.A.,
Camden, 1839.
Thornton Romances,(Early English Metrical) edited by J. C. Halliwell, F.S.A., Camden.
Todd, Rev. H. J ., Illustrations of Gower and Chaucer, 1810.
(Lienemann, 674T)
Tyrhwitt, Thomas, The Canterbury Tales of Chaucer, to which are
added an essay, etc. (Lienemann)
Urry, Chaucer, (The Works of Charles and Mary Lamb, VI} Letters
of the Wordsworth Family,' p. 333.)
Vergil, Polydore, Three Books of Polydore: Virgil's English His
tory, comprising the reigns of Henry VI, Edward IV, and
Richard III, edited by Sir K. Ellis, R.H., Camden Publica
tions, 1844.
Wordsworth, John, D.D., Chronicle of the first Thirteen Years
of the reign of Edward IV, edited by J. C. Halliwell, F.S.A.,
etc., Camden, 1839.
We ever, J.,. Ancient Funeral Monuments. (Lienemann, p. 809}
Memoirs, 440.)
Micliffs, Xsupposed author) ^n apology for the Lollard Doctrines
edited by J. H. Todd, DD."j Camden, 1842• (Lienemann; Prose
Works, I, 91.
-----
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