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Elsewhere, in letters or obiter dicta recorded by friends, 

he treats many of the traditional. prosodic issues, including 

monosyllabic lines, run-on couplets, double rhymes, and 

feminine endings in blank verse. His ra~arks 9n all of thesE 

topics reveal a highly developed interest in metrical tech-

n ique. That this interest was cot fully represented· in his 

' formal literary criticism may have been due as much to his 

expressed reluctance to betray trade secre~s-a common attitUdE 

among poets-as to his preoccupation with poetic diction. 

Once, in a passage origina.lly intended for The Prelud"e 

but never published, Wordsworth wrote of 

... that considerate-and laborious work 
That patience which, admitting no neglect 
By slow creation, doth impart(s) t.O speach {sicl 
Outline and substance ~ven, till it has given 
A function kindred to organic power, 
The vi tal spirit of a perfect form .. ! 

These lines evidently show Wordsworth's concern with poetic 

form. Hence we shall consider them more closely. as part of 

an investigation of his verse technique. There can be no 

doubt about what they assert: it is art that gives to speech 

the "vital spirit of a p~fect form". Language free of 

literary accretions is not ipso facto poetry.. The poet must 

labour to impart "outline and substance" to his spontaneous 

speech. ~'lordsworth does not define the nature of the neon-
' 

siderate and laborious work~ required of the serious poet, 

1. The Prelude. E. de Selincourt ed., in P.W., Introduction, 
p. XJ..U~ 
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' ' 
result of Donne's prosodic cunning: the uncertainty, he says, 

"contributes metaphorically to the meaning of the whole 

poem."1 To put it another way, since the poem is about a 

"hovering ambiguity" in the speaker's mind, the metre is 

appropriately hovering or ambiguous. ~ow I do not believe 

that Wordsworth's verse rhythms are vehicles of semantic 

ambiguities: they are no~, then, in Arnold Ste~n's sen3e 

"metaphorical". Usually, the !!leaning of an assertion in his 

poetry (as in, say, a description of a childhood adventure) 

is perfectly clear. The rhythm does not, by suggesting 

alternative intonations for a group of words, mediate among 

discrepant or complex attitudes-entertained by the speaker; 

its function is to contribute to producing a distinctive 

aesthetic effect proper to the "poetry of sentiment and 

imagination". The nature of that effect is well-described 

by Erich Auerbach in his splendid essay on ~ontaigne. In 

reading Montaigne, Auerbach says that we imagine that we can 

"hear hlrn speak and see his gestures•. This is not the same 

thing as following the progress of his arquroent: nae skips 

intermediate steps of reasoning, but replaces what is lacking 

by a kind of contact which arises spontaneously between steps 

not connected by strict logic". 2 The spontaneous "contact" 

1. "Donne's Prosody", in Discussions of Poet~y: Rhythm and 
Sound, ed. George Hemphill (Boston: Houghton Company, 
1961), p. 93. 

2. Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Re~resentation of Reality in 
Western Literature (Ne'll.' York: aarper and. i3ros., 1957) p. 254. 
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have grammatic~lly distinct but rhythmically identical 

endings.} Supposing this accentual pattern to have become 

habjtual with Wordsworth throug:1 much reading in eighteenth-

~ert~ry poetry, one might guess that it is responsible for 

t'e glos3iest language in the passage I have quoted, in which 

'ire· Ei.1d tl.e formula exemplified by "flaming eye", hgolden 

fire", "MP.mf'on 1 s lyre", hkindest ray", 311.d qcraz~ng care". 

Ye;.;. lP' ~ :E' ::1~ction it is clear that metre alone cannot account 

f:~r t.1e~e U,:Jressions. T.S. Eliot, specula.ting on the same 

qucstir n, F.lt::~ .• t this -~.:ay; 

There is perhaps no more stubborn cause of 
ext~:er e ii Eferences of opinion, between 
respectable critics of poetry, than a dif­
ferer::e o.~ ear: and by 'ear' for poetry I 
mean at '·T!IT"ediate apprehension of two things 
w~.ic h .:-a.1 be considered in abstraction from 
each 1t"1e1·, but which produce their effect 
in unity: rhythm and diction. They imply 
ea~h o.h•r: f~r the diction-the vocabulary 
and construction-will determine the rhythm, 
and the rhythms which a poet finds congenial 
will determine his diction.! 

This allows for the truth in Wordsworth's theory of the 

influence of metre on diction, while suggesting that the 

relation between the two is somewhat more complex than he 

In his valuable study of eighteenth-century poetry, John 

A.rthos~ c_ompares the development of f.:Je :i ic :::1.:10 i:. the English 

heroic couplet with a similar deve~OF~e1t ir ciass1cal poetry: 

1. "Johnson as Critic and Poet", in on Poetry and Poets 
(London: Routledge & Regan Paul, 1957), ?· 107. 
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employs thein very sparingly in his satires. 1 t-fore signi­

ficantly, writers of unrhymed iambic verse adopted the formul 

no doubt unconsciously, in lyr~c meters as well as in all-

purpose non....O.ramatic pentameters. Collins' "Ode To Evening" 

begins: 

/If ought of Oaten Stop, or Pastoral Song, 
May hope, 0 pensive Eve, to soothe thine Ear, 

Like thy own brawl1ng Springs, 
Thy Springs a&d d•-lrg 3ales, 

0 ~ reserv'd, ~ni_e n ~ :r~ r·~ht ~air'd Sun 
Sits 10 yon westezn re 't h< se- ;::cudy skirts, 

With Brede ethereal wvv~, 
O'erhang his waYy Je :· .. 

In seven of these eight lines; t"le 1-<st. t"lr~e s:llables 

exemplify the pattern we have teen discuss.J.n~. "'hP f70Por:: .t 

is almost as high in the rest of "Ode Lo !;;v~n .n..,". !\s for 

blank verse, here is a characteristic passage from Thomson's 

The Seasons: 

The cattle droopt and o'er thi!!' furrowed land, 
Fresh from the plouch, t'te d1·n jiscoloured flocks, 
Untended spreading, clOf-- t .1e wl.ol ;;!S.Jme root, 
Along the woods, along the ~oorish fens, 
Sighs the sad genius of the coming storm1 
And up among the loose disjointed cliffs 
And fractured mountains wild, the brawling brook 
And cave, presageful, send a hollow rnoan, 3 Resounding long in listening fancy's ear. 

1. Pope, of course, satirized the ritualistic epithet in 
Essay On Criticism. 

2. Nilliam Collins, "Ode to Evening", in An Antho1o6y of 
Augustan Poetry: 1700-1731, compiled and editedy Frederick 
T. Wood (London: Macmillan il Company Ltd., 1931), pp. 207-
209. The text used by the editor is that of the 1747 ed. 
of the Ode. 

3._ James Thomson, The Seasons: "Winter", 11. 63-71, in 
The Complete Poetical Works of James Thomson, edited by 
J. Logie ~bertson (Lone~~· Oxford University Press, 1908). 
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the mind moves from moment to moment, and implicit in their 

action are the vital qualities of a particular experience. 

This enacting of the implicit vital qualities in experience, 

rather than an argure~nt supported by illustrative imagery, 

constitutes, for Wordsworth, thC unique interest of the 

poetry of sentiment and imagination.. That is why he says, 

in Upon Epitaphs, that the ~et must utter his feelings 
I 

awith the freshness and dlearness. of an original intuition". 
' 

-na that is why he was impressed with Johnson-'s objections. 

o unrhymed verse. He was about to undertake a long blank-

verse poem which could not be tec~~ically classified as 

e '_t e1 narrative or dramatic. The Prelude was to be an auto-

.:Jio<;raphical meditation, cc:;ncerned with the intimate details 

of tlie author's spiritual history. Its success would depend 

in part upon the mutual adaptation of metre and language, to 

insur.e a poetic idiom capable of registering perceptions and 

feelings not hitherto explored in verse. That Wordsworth did 

not entirely succeed in his intention-that his versification 

is sometimes flat, his diction sometimes frigid-most admirers 

of his po~~ a~e willing to grant. In spite of frequent lapses, 

however, The Prelude offers many examples of the old metre made 

new by a poet highly skilled in the art of versification. 

Of Wordsworth's earliest attempts at blank verse, two 

trar.slations from. \•irgil and Moschus have survived, as t·lell 

as several fra:;-ments of narrative and dramatic verse, written 





ill 

"verdant herb" is .echoed in "barren ;:,oughs", "curling waves", 

"mossy sod", "aged tree", and "circling shade". What F.R. 

Leavis calls t~·ordsworth 's "withdrawn, contemplative collected­

ness"1 is evident ~n the syn~ax: no~e ~he slightly formal 

effect produced by the two successive clauses beginning 

"What if", and the emphasis thrown on "I well remember", 

separated from its object by three intervening lines. LeaVis' 

description, howe\·er, though l.t ::its 'L1.nes', is not, I 

believe, accurate for some of Wordsworth's best poetry. In 

the most memorable passages of The Prelude, a more intense, 

varied, and complex experience is reflected in the versifica-

tion - in rhythms, sounds, and phrasings closer to the immediate 

"flux and reflux" of the poet's mind. 

H.W. Garrod said of Bk. I of The Prelude that it •contains 

effects of poetry hardly surpassed in our literature•. 2 Let 

us begin our study of these effects with the famous lines 

from Pk. I describing the young boy hunting woodcocks among 

the Cumberland hills: 

Through half the night, 
Scudding away from snare to snare, I plied 
That anxious visitation, - woon and stars 
Were shining o'er my head. I was alone, 
And seemed to be a trouble to the peace 
That dwelt among them. Sometimes it befell 

1. F.R. Leavis, gevalua~lOn ~~ncicn: ~~a~~~ 3nd Windus, 1956}, 
p. 169. 

2. H.W. Garrod, Wordsworth: Lectures and 2ssavs :oxford: ~he 
Clarendon Press, 1963}, ~- ~1. 
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w~n~~ of this moment, Word~rth, in the final lines of 

the passag~, ~~ptly alters the rapid pace of his verse. 

"Loud dry wind I Blcitt·. • .": these monosyllables receive primary 

stresses, and each one mark;. a juncture in the flow of speech. 

Another juncture (rising) at "edt• ~~epares for a second wave 

of exclamatory utterance, in which '"earthn, ~u;~tionn, Mmoved", 

and ncloudsa are all heavily emphasized. The pulse of the 

experience is in the language: as we read, the boy's feelings 

are ours. 

Some passage'! '" ... T:he PreluOe, as well as in other poems 

dealing with childhood, exhibit aspects of 1ilordsworth's style 

seldom considered by his critics. I have in mind certain 

1attQrns of sound which seem woven into the texture of the 

poet's ~perience. One hears such patterns in the memorable 

scene in Book 1 of The Prelude, where the young Wordsworth, 

rowing his stolen boat. aCi:osS Ulls..,at.er Lake in the moonlight, 

is suddenly terrified by the black shape of St. Sunday Crag 

loomin.g ~on .t.j.l~ )lorizon: 
~._._ '~C;)go:, fJ r ,.,... • _ 

It Was an ·aCb' ,of- stealt);l.~ . 
And troubled pleasure, nor without •-t-He -Voice 
Of mountain-echoes did my boat move on; 
Leaving behind her still, on either side, 
Small circles glittering idly in the moon, 
Until they melted all into ane track 
Of sparkling light. 3ut now, like one who rows, 
Proud of his skill, to reach a chosen ?Oint 
With an unswerving line, I fiKed my view 
Upon the summit of a craggy ridge, 
The horizon's utmost boundary; for above 
Was nothing but the stars and the grey sky. 
She was an elfin pinnace; lustily 
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