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others) tried to debunk the carefully curated presentation of Hume’s death by recurring to the 

conclusion of the Treatise, published almost forty years prior. A rarely read “metaphysical 

choke-pear” (the term is William Hazlitt’s, used endearingly [17:113]), it nonetheless continued 

to shadow his public figure. Its vision of radical porosity at the limits of reason remained the 

most effective antidote to the persuasive force of Hume’s philosophical death. 

 As his death approached in 1776, it offered Hume the opportunity to reinvent the self, 

and to monumentalize that reinvention for posterity in the way that only death could. The writing 

that emerged out of his death strives to make coherent a life whose major work challenges the 

possibility of self-coherence. The very bad death Hume had theorized, figured, and threatened in 

his early work—a complete dissolution of all sense of persisting character—lingered in 

unresolved tension with the apotheosis of selfhood he achieved in his last days. We know that 

the dying Hume conferred with Smith, Home, Blair, Black, and the rest of the Edinburgh literati 

to determine how to present himself, and by extension, how to present the project of polite, 

skeptical, empirical naturalism that has come to be called the Scottish Enlightenment. The 

perfectly uniform picture of Hume’s character broadcast out of Edinburgh was in this sense a 

collaborative invention. In a more fundamental sense, Scottish sentimental theory understood the 

possibility of such a bounded self as an artifact of conversation. This vision of bounded selfhood, 

sustained by conversation and vindicated by his own death, offered Hume a chance to repair to 

permanence the sense of self that his own Treatise had decomposed into nothingness.   

                                                      
own conception of the relationship between the passions and the self. As his text treats his self both 
formally and argumentatively as the passive object of his feelings, his expressions of feeling become 
incoherent and unbelievable. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

WORDSWORTH AT DEATH’S END 

William Wordsworth’s poetry has long been recognized for its sensitive engagements 

with death, dying, and bereavement. As Geoffrey Hartman wrote in 1964, Wordsworth’s poetry 

announces that “man stands in communion not only with the living but also with the dead” (321); 

Duncan Wu has more recently argued that “the force that exerted the most influence on his 

poetic life was grief” (Wordsworth: An Inner Life 309). Yet for a poet so closely identified with 

what Frances Ferguson called the “epitaphic mode” (155), Wordsworth offers no clear or 

consistent sense of what death is. Our accounts of death in Wordsworth—figuring death as 

writing, and writing as death,1 exploring death’s anthropological prehistory,2 or its role in the 

constitution of community3—foreground death’s effects upon the living. But death is not simply 

the motive force of Wordsworth’s poetry, the first cause of a poetics of effects. Death is also a 

problem in its own right, whose significance is everywhere qualified. I will argue that this poetry 

trains its critical intelligence on not just the psychology and sociology of mourning, but also the 

                                                      
1 In his seminal reading of Wordsworth’s Essays Upon Epitaphs, Paul de Man declares that death is “a 
displaced name for a linguistic predicament” (81). If language “is indeed not the thing itself but the 
representation” (80), then language encounters its fundamental crux in death, since here it is tasked with 
representing an absence. This vision of writing as a figure for death can then become romanticism’s 
specific remit, as in Mark Sandy’s Romanticism, Memory, and Mourning, where the “‘unnameable, 
shapeless, faceless’ figuration of Romanticism finds a haunting affinity with the ultimate ‘nothing’ that 
figures, and stands in for, the reality of death” (8).  
 
2 Alan Bewell’s Wordsworth and the Enlightenment sees Wordsworth’s poetry exploring how death takes 
shape as an idea, from the phenomenological encounter with the human corpse to the anthropological 
emergence of myth.  
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nature of death itself. This inquiry takes on a distinctive inflection in each of Wordsworth’s 

poetic modes: the folk anthropologist of the Lyrical Ballads, the lyric sonneteer of the new 

nineteenth century, and the endlessly grave obituarist of The Excursion. Wordsworth’s poetry 

begins by attempting to recruit death into social, spiritual, or rhetorical service, and ends in the 

realization that it has disrupted the ground it sought to build upon.  

In brief, I argue that Wordsworth is skeptical of death. This skepticism has been read as a 

symptom of troubled mourning: when Wordsworth questions death he is actually dramatizing 

grief, which includes the denial that seeks to divert mourning but ends up prolonging it. The core 

concern from this perspective is how persons orient themselves toward the inevitability of death, 

and how they live on in the face of loss. The tradition of rhetorical reading jettisons this 

psychological current but nonetheless finds Wordsworth’s poetics circling a representational 

impasse that is taken to figure and anticipate death. By contrast, this essay follows moments in 

Wordsworth’s poetry where death is constituted less by vacancy than by a transformed sense of 

presence. This Wordsworth is beset by an anxiety that death will not deliver the permanence and 

transcendence it promises.  

 

                                                      
3 In Bearing the Dead: The British Culture of Mourning from Enlightenment to Victoria, Esther Schor 
develops a sense of Wordsworthian mourning “as a force that constitutes communities and makes it 
possible to conceptualize history,” extending well beyond privative personal grief (4). Schor’s 
Wordsworth negotiates between competing theories of the relationship between mourning and morals, 
from an elegiac emphasis on the redemptive potential of traumatic loss to, by 1814’s The Excursion, a 
view of moral sensibility as grounded in “a tranquility immanent within nature” (149). Kurt Fosso’s 
Buried Communities: Wordsworth and the Bonds of Mourning follows an early commitment to the 
community-forming power of “interminably indebted grief,” such that “it is not community that leads to a 
connection with the dead so much as it is the dead, and more specifically the relationship of the living 
with them, that leads to community” (23, 7). For Fosso, The Excursion marks Wordsworth’s departure 
from a community of interminable mourning, toward a new insistence on consolation, sacralized by 
“cultural tradition and institutionalism” (215).  
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Phenomenologies of Death: “We are Seven” and “Lucy Gray” 

In “My First Acquaintance with Poets,” William Hazlitt recalls the young Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge’s disappointment that his collaborator Wordsworth “was not prone enough to believe 

in the traditional superstitions of [the Lake District]” (The Liberal 2:39). By the Lyrical Ballads, 

Wordsworth had figured out how to turn this belief gap between enlightened Cambridge poet and 

local rustics into a dramatic poetry of encounter between incommensurate worldviews. His 

disenchanted poet persona wanders about the Lake District like an amateur anthropologist: he is 

inoculated from the superstitions he encounters by education and privilege, yet some 

combination of frisson and nostalgia finds him captivated by what he cannot believe. The 

subjects he meets on the road act as vicars, granting mediated contact with a world of 

enchantment the poet has surrendered as the price of his sophistication. The unstable mixture of 

admiration and condescension that pervades these poems is a byproduct of this trade in credulity. 

And the most pervasive credulity of “common life” (783) in the Lyrical Ballads is the belief in 

persistence after death—not in what the narrator of “There was a boy” will call “that uncertain 

heaven,” but rather in the form of an immanent, material, ongoing life (24). This poetry tarries 

with the idea that the dead do not transcend or disappear—do not even die—but simply change.  

Doubting death was not merely superstitious—it was deeply heterodox, and so had to be 

staged vicariously. In orthodox Anglican theology, death was absolute and irreversible, ensuring 

that Christ’s Resurrection expressed a truly divine power of redemption. This mortal absolutism 

is disturbed by the rustic epistemologies Wordsworth encounters on the roads and in the villages 

of the Lake District, where the nearer one gets to “primitive” belief, the less reliable the 
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boundary between life and death becomes. The absolute distinction between life and death, so 

intuitive to the educated poet, comes to look like a cultural artifact. 

 Ground zero for the conflict between reasonable Anglican orthodoxy and rustic 

heterodox superstition is “We are Seven,” an impromptu debate between a Wordsworthian 

narrator and as near an incarnation of nature as might be found in Herefordshire: “She had a 

rustic, woodland air, / And she was wildly clad” (9-10). The picture is more forest sprite than 

eight-year-old girl; we are in the vague and evocative realm of projection. Asked about her 

siblings, 

She answered, “Seven are we, 
“And two of us at Conway dwell,  
“And two are gone to sea. 
 
“Two of us in the church-yard lie, 
“My sister and my brother, 
“And in the church-yard cottage, I 
“Dwell near them with my mother.” (18-24) 

 
On the contrary, the narrator responds, “If two are in the church-yard laid, / “Then ye are only 

five” (34-35). When the girl insists that she can count, this mathematical argument quickly 

becomes a metaphysical argument: she argues that her dead siblings still exist, or more precisely, 

still fall under the copula that holds existence together—are. She turns out to be on good 

psychological and phenomenological ground. Her siblings at Conway and at sea are gone. What 

part do they play in her life? How do we know that they are still alive? Even if they are, will she 

ever see them again? If these unavailables nonetheless “are,” then surely her dead siblings, with 

whom she spends every day, must also count:  

“Their graves are green, they may be seen,” 
The little Maid replied, 
“Twelve steps or more from my mother’s door, 
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“And they are side by side. (37-40)  

 
Graves and grass offer conflicting readings of death. The graves signal absence, and their 

epitaphs, if they are marked, would relegate the entombed to the past tense. Though these grave 

signs of cultural authority proclaim the absolute distinction between life and death, the girl surely 

cannot read them. Yet the grass, nourished by the bodies of the dead, marks the ongoing worldly 

presence of her siblings. This text of nature openly declares their continuing vitality, with all of 

the rhetorical force that nature possesses.  

Like the grass on the unweeded graves, the girl’s beliefs have sprung up in the midst of 

the churchyard cottage where she lives—infertile ground for heterodoxy, the narrator might have 

hoped. But her conviction is really too primitive and spontaneous to register as doxa of any kind. 

It’s closer to uncultivated belief: nature, in other words. And nature, in the shape of an untutored 

and “wildly clad” “woodland” child, proves astonishingly resistant to the logic of the institution 

that houses her.4 She is, then, a living sign of institutional decay, of Anglican theology’s 

estrangement from the natural grounds of belief. Paul Fry has argued that Wordsworth’s poetry 

at its core seeks “to make the primitive an object of phenomenological reflection” (What We Are 

66). The primitivist vision of “We are Seven” is akin to that offered by the early twentieth-

century archaeologist V. Gordon Childe, who, working in an enlightenment lineage that runs 

back to Vico and Rousseau, insisted that we should not “imagine early hominids elaborating an 

                                                      
4 Mainstream Anglican theology was broadly allied to “nature” insofar as it depended upon the argument 
from design, which held that God’s existence could be proven from the observation of nature. Given 
paradigmatic form in the “watchmaker” argument of William Paley’s Natural Theology (1802), the 
argument from design was less a theological system than a “set of intellectual and emotional habits” 
working to synthesize polite religion and empiricism, as Colin Jager has argued (Book of God 11). “We 
are Seven” by contrast worries that closer to nature is further from theology. Theology begins to look 
unnatural. 
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eschatology and then acting on it.” The experience of death “found expression in no abstract 

judgments, but in passionate acts. The acts were the ideas, not expressions of them” (13). This 

schema suggests the way Wordsworth’s narrator understands the girl’s round circuit to and from 

the graves—as the embodied, impassioned conception of her buried siblings’ living persistence. 

Theologies and eschatologies are sophistications of this primordial phenomenology. “We are 

Seven” worries that a phenomenology of the primitive offers no basis for an Anglican Christian 

conception of death, and instead threatens to dissolve death altogether. 

This is how the sophisticated narrator finds himself callously badgering an eight-year-

old: “But they are dead; those two are dead! / Their spirits are in heaven!” (65-66). His senseless 

protest reflects his dawning awareness that natural experience cannot yield or even comprehend 

a metaphysical distinction between life and death: “Twas throwing words away” (67). Nature 

will not commit this wild child’s siblings to the afterlife, and it offers no basis for any heaven, no 

matter how uncertain. The death nature offers is not absence but deeply rooted presence. The 

dead remain right where they are, grounded, in the present tense. 

Ted Underwood has highlighted the uniquely material bearing of the ghosts that haunt 

many strands of romantic-period writing. James Macpherson’s Ossian poems are a key 

forerunner of this development, depicting a world in which antiquity’s own prehistory lingers in 

the naturalized, materialized form of “ghosts [that] fly on clouds and ride on winds” (Fingal 24). 

What Ossian offered was a way of imagining immortality through material transmission, where 

the words and deeds of poets and heroes would be preserved in the elements of nature. 

Underwood cleverly describes the cultural investment in such heterodox visions of the afterlife 

as a form of insurance: believers might hedge their bets on Christian eternity, given that “it is not 
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uncommon for human beings to hold several conflicting ideas about the afterlife” (241). This is 

why Macpherson, a devout Christian, could write with untroubled enthusiasm of ancient Celtic 

religion. Wordsworth, however, has a marvelous penchant for locating his own psychic 

contradictions and gently inflaming them to the point of quiet combustion. Wordsworth’s 

anthropological poems trade in just this kind of Ossianic, material presence of the dead to depict 

a contemporary antiquity—distanced from cultural modernity and thereby, in the enlightenment 

schema, temporally “backward.” But that backwardness is also, curiously, from the future. The 

deep threat that haunts “We are Seven” is the eclipse of transcendent Christianity, which might 

be reduced to a brief historical interval sandwiched between a primordial materialist prehistory 

and an emerging materialist modernity. The elfin adversary of “We are Seven,” a living fossil, is 

both a primitive anachronism and a sign of the times. 

“We are Seven” performs the tension between Oxbridge reasonability and natural 

superstition in psychological and phenomenological terms, throwing nature in the face of an 

ostensibly naturalistic Anglican theology. This poem finds a sequel of sorts in “Lucy Gray,” 

which explores the transformation of the wild child’s natural psychology into communal 

superstition. One powerful narrative of modernity, vividly incarnate in poems like The Prelude, 

concerns the internalization of the supernatural. As Terry Castle has argued, when an emerging 

rationalism sought to explain away supernatural experience as an artifact of the human mind, it 

wound up “displac[ing] [the spirit world] into the realm of psychology.” “By relocating the 

world of ghosts in the closed space of the imagination,” Castle writes, “one ended up 

supernaturalising the mind itself” (161). The “invention of the uncanny,” exemplified by the 

gothic, emerges as a “toxic side effect” of the forced migration of ghosts and specters to the inner 
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world of the mind (8). “We are Seven” and “Lucy Gray” are, in different senses, faux-relics of a 

world yet to be touched by this interiorization of the supernatural. “Lucy Gray” is what happens 

when the lone heroine of “We are Seven” survives childhood to be integrated into the local 

community: we move from the simple assertion of continuing vitality of the dead (“Their graves 

are green”) to the more elaborate vehicle of undead perdurance that is myth, which is the product 

of collective ingenuity.5 Haunting remains an externalized social phenomenon—a participatory 

event. In both poems, the survivors will not allow the dead to disappear to heaven: 

Oft I had heard of Lucy Gray, 
And, when I cross’d the Wild, 
I chanc’d to see at break of day 
The solitary Child. 
 
No Mate, no comrade Lucy knew; 
She dwelt on a wide Moor, 
The sweetest Thing that ever grew 
Beside a human door! 
 
You yet may spy the Fawn at play, 
The Hare upon the Green; 
But the sweet face of Lucy Gray 
Will never more be seen. (1-12) 

 
These opening stanzas do the narrative work of framing and the conceptual work of containing 

the poem’s narrative core, which is the quotidian story of the girl’s disappearance. This frame is 

communal second-order reading, laboring to give meaning to Lucy’s death. Lucy, we are told, is 

solitary and wild. Set in parallel with fawn and hare, she is a Rousseauvian child of nature that 

grew not in but “Beside a human door!”  

                                                      
5 Alan Bewell has argued that through the “interpolative layers” of mythopoesis contained within the 
poem’s narrative, we discover “how a commonplace event, which can be explained without reference to 
supernatural intervention, has been taken up and revised over the course of its history by an interpretive 
community” (205).  
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 Yet when we turn to the narrative of Lucy’s disappearance, the fabula archeologically 

prior to the mythical framing, it quickly becomes clear that the frame doesn’t fit. Indeed, as 

Pamela Woof suggests, the precise, earthy narrative details of the central story “seem to belong 

to a different poem”: “The particularity of fact might be thought to confer a believable reality on 

to the more mythic component of the poem, but the two aspects do not sit perfectly well 

together” (30). I propose that this mismatch is exactly the point: “Lucy Gray” reveals the gap 

between the source narrative and its interpretive frame, illuminating how disappearance becomes 

myth. As the central stanzas plainly explain, Lucy is in fact no wild child and no solitary. She is 

a farm girl with a mother and a father, and she participates in the domestic economy of rural life. 

At her father’s behest, she travels to town with a lantern to guide her mother’s evening return, 

gets lost along the way, and disappears. After her parents search fruitlessly through the night, 

 And now they homeward turn’d, and cry’d, 
“In Heaven we all shall meet!” 
When in the snow the Mother spied 
The print of Lucy’s feet. (41-44) 

 
At the moment that Lucy’s parents are ready to entrust her to God, they receive an indexical sign 

of her presence on earth. The providential machinery is in place, but it doesn’t lead to heaven. 

They follow her footprints to the middle of a bridge where the trail disappears, and the poem 

reverts back to the mythic voice: 

 Yet some maintain that to this day 
 She is a living Child,  
 That you may see sweet Lucy Gray 
 Upon the lonesome Wild. 
 
 O’er rough and smooth she trips along, 
 And never looks behind; 
 And sings a solitary song 
 That whistles in the wind. (57-64) 
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This closing frame begins by perfectly inverting the rhyme sequence of the first stanza, as if to 

insist on the tale’s immaculate closure within the mythical apparatus. In the poem’s first stanza, 

the narrator had claimed he himself “chanc’d to see” Lucy, yet by the third insists she “[w]ill 

never more be seen.” Her haunting is at once verified and committed to the past. Yet in the 

conclusion, she once again becomes a “living Child”—at least, so “some maintain.” In this 

equivocal gesture, the poem joins the compelling formal closure of the myth to its semantic 

openness as a living legend. Life and death become entangled at the nexus of first-person 

reportage and communal storytelling.  

So while the poem is narrated in the first person, the speaker is only a node in the 

dissemination of myth, even as he revises and renews the myth by inserting himself into it. The 

proper author is the village. It is the village that keeps Lucy alive and translucently, evasively, in 

presence. But in order to achieve indefinite life, she must join the heroine of “We are Seven” and 

become the text of nature. And like that heroine, the community is effectively denying the 

transcendental afterlife in favor of immanent life, however spectral. Lucy will not be committed 

to the deathly alteriority of heaven. However, this is not—or not only—a generalized 

melancholia that cannot bear to confront death. It is equally a phenomenology of the afterlife, 

tracking how the dead are rebirthed and nurtured in their passage through the cultural imaginary. 

But Wordsworth does not simply dramatize the emergence of legend. By expanding the 

title to “Lucy Gray, or Solitude” in the 1815 edition, he adds a final stage to the process of 

abstraction, transforming Lucy into an emblem of fashionable contemplation. The subtitle thus 

heightens the tension between the quotidian story of Lucy’s disappearance and her ascension into 

the afterlife of discourse. “Solitude” works to “spiritualise” Lucy Gray, which is the term 
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Wordsworth used to describe his aim in the poem to Isabella Fenwick. And as he admits in the 

Fenwick note, he first heard the story from Dorothy—“The body however was found in the 

canal” (Lyrical Ballads 385). But this spiritualization doesn’t abstract Lucy Gray to a 

transcendent heaven—it abstracts her out of her class: “solitude” is a variation on pastoral 

retreat, the privilege of a voguish melancholic subjectivity. It is not dying alone in a snowstorm. 

While the myth of Lucy as a “living Child” is produced and consumed by the rustic village, the 

parallel myth of Lucy as “Solitude” circulates from polite author to polite reader.  

From the psychology of “We are Seven” to the anthropology of “Lucy Gray,” 

Wordsworth depicts a natural history of the afterlife that forsakes heavenly transcendence for 

immanent, still-vital existence. If, as Hazlitt’s Coleridge lamented, Wordsworth could not 

partake of this belief world, we can now identify what so fascinated him about the broken rural 

communities of the Lyrical Ballads. Wordsworth himself could not deny death’s irrevocable 

transcendence. But he could project onto the marginalized milieu of these poems a sense of 

death’s limits—or more precisely, a deeply heterodox sense that nature does not believe in death.  

Lyric Beyond Death: “These chairs they have no words to utter” 

Wordsworth may allow his rustics to subvert the “world of death” (Peter Bell 338; The 

Prelude [1850] 4.249; cf. “A Universe of death,” Paradise Lost 2.622), but we have grown 

accustomed to reading his lyrics as testaments to death’s absolute terminus. This is especially 

true of Excursion-era sonnets like “Surprized by joy.” In the tradition of Milton’s “Methought I 

saw my late espoused saint,” the speaker of “Surprized by joy” momentarily forgets his 

bereavement, and, upon remembering, is forced to relive the loss: 

Surprized by joy—impatient as the Wind 
I turned to share the transport—Oh! with whom 
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But thee, long buried in the silent Tomb, 
That spot which no vicissitude can find? 
Love, faithful love, recalled thee to my mind— 
But how could I forget thee? Through what power, 
Even for the least division of an hour, 
Have I been so beguiled as to be blind 
To my most grievous loss!—That thought’s return 
Was the worst pang that sorrow ever bore, 
Save one, one only, when I stood forlorn, 
Knowing my heart’s best treasure was no more; 
That neither present time, nor years unborn 
Could to my sight that heavenly face restore. (Major Works 334) 

 
There’s no space to entertain folk thanatologies amidst this suffocating grief. She—

Wordsworth’s daughter Catherine, dead at age three—is gone, and the only escape from death’s 

permanence is forgetting. The myth of Orpheus and Eurydice is internalized: memory recalls her 

from the underworld, but as the speaker instinctively turns to lay eyes on her, she has already 

vanished. Her loss returns with a self-incriminating vengeance once it is recalled. This fleeting 

relief from death is worse than futile: it ensures that death must be relived, and damns the living 

for forgetting the dead. Her “heavenly face” conveys not just her beauty but also her 

transcendent alterity in death. She is immutably severed from life, surviving only in the memory 

that must kill her again every time it forgets her loss.  

 “Surprized by joy” showcases the epitaphic mode that tends to become a synecdoche for 

all of Wordsworth’s writing, even for romanticism as such—a lyric tarrying with an ultimately 

withheld sense of presence. Mary Jacobus’s Romantic Things offers a shining example of 

Wordsworth read from this angle. For Jacobus, Wordsworthian lyric becomes a nexus of thought 

and thing, as the poetic apprehension of things generates a surplus of sense out of their very 

resistance to thought. In this lyric excess of sense, Jacobus sees a transvalution of the limits of 

representation: language neither adequately represents nor categorically alienates but mediates, 
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as a thing between things. One virtue of this perspective is its profound generosity toward the 

nonhuman and the inanimate. In the lyric time Jacobus theorizes, these categories do not come 

predefined. It is the work of the poem to reconstruct relations between thoughts and things, such 

that ontology emerges through the movement of verse. Yet there is one significant exception to 

this rule that Jacobus’s reading shares with de Man’s otherwise skeptical protocols, one 

phenomenon that both critics posit prior to the work of verse: death. Death is the organizing 

abyss around which Wordsworth’s lyric gravitates, and his epitaphic mode registers the 

movement of all beings toward death. As Jacobus writes, “both human and nonorganic life end 

in the grave, muted and stilled”: “Even breathing becomes breathing toward death, just as the gift 

of a poem becomes a form of conversing with the dead” (3). However, the very ubiquity of death 

Jacobus identifies in Wordsworth’s poetics threatens to negate death’s meaning, opening, by a 

slight turn of the screw, onto a world beyond death. “Death” as human mortality slides into 

“death” as perpetual change. This perpetual orientation toward death forestalls any arrival. 

Jacobus’s Wordsworth generates a world in which death is at once everywhere and nowhere.  

Paul Fry’s Wordsworth and the Poetry of What We Are similarly depends upon and yet 

undermines death. Fry is interested in a strand of Wordsworthian poetics that reveals the “ontic, 

unsemantic self-identity of things,” which the poet “constantly touched upon yet shied away 

from, masked at various times in more acceptable—but less original—pantheist, quietist, and 

idealist registers” (7). From this perspective, Wordsworth’s most original insight lies in a tacit 

but ever-present sense of poetry as the disclosure of the sheer being of all things. Hazlitt 

recognized that Wordsworth’s muse “proceeds on a principle of equality, and strives to reduce 

all things to the same standard,” yet for Fry this “levelling” impulse is primarily ontological, 
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rather than political (thus the fortuitousness of Hazlitt’s “all things” [11:87]). Subtending the 

vision of mind as lord and master, the Wordsworthian lyric discloses existence in its inhuman, 

indifferent, unmeaning core:  

The disclosure of things as things, not as entities in a vertical chain of being ranged from 
inanimate to animate to reflective to celestial but as these varied entities in their 
inanimate or suspended moment: that is the sole function of the Wordsworthian 
imagination. (139) 
 

However, this inanimate moment undergirding all existence, which comes fleetingly into focus 

through lyric evocation, cannot be allowed to remain in “pre-significant” unmeaning. As for 

Jacobus, it is the idea of death that roots existence, and Fry too draws on Heidegger’s existential 

analysis of being-toward-death: “‘Nature’ really is a being toward one’s own death, one’s 

existence in a universe of death” (140). The shared condition of all bare unmeaning existence lies 

in its impending end.   

Yet there’s a slippage here between the monist equality of all things stressed by Fry and 

the more specific Heideggerian notion of a human horizon defined by “being toward one’s own 

death.” This is Hamlet’s tragic sense (often cited by Wordsworth [e.g. Lyrical Ballads 753]) that 

what distinguishes “man” from “beast” is the burden of “looking before and after”—living in 

“ecstatic” temporality, in Heidegger’s language (Hamlet 4.4.37). From the phenomenological 

perspective, it is not death’s ubiquity, but rather awareness of death’s ubiquity, that establishes 

finitude as the mode of human consciousness. Heideggerian being-toward-death is the rarefied 

mode of reflective consciousness that recalls and anticipates, standing outside the present 

moment. Such futural projection, such awareness of death, is for Heidegger exclusive to 

humanity; it is what allows him to claim that humans “die” continuously until the moment of 

their actual demise (Being and Time 290-296). Death, then, is less an empirical event than the 
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horizon that gives consciousness its peculiarly tragic flavor. But Fry’s Wordsworth, in his 

ontologically-egalitarian monism, radically diminishes the value of temporal consciousness. 

High reflection is submerged back into low undifferentiated being. The Heideggerian armature, 

constantly endeavoring to define the unique sense in which “Man” inhabits time, is in fact 

entirely incompatible with the leveling thrust of Fry’s reading, which denies any particular 

privilege to consciousness—even to life, just as Fry finds Wordsworth deviating from the monist 

core of his own insight. 

Consider the Hamlet soliloquy cherished by Wordsworth:  

What is a man, 
If his chief good and market of his time 
Be but to sleep and feed? a beast, no more. 
Sure, he that made us with such large discourse, 
Looking before and after, gave us not 
That capability and god-like reason 
To fust in us unused. (4.4.33-39) 

 
The temporal ecstasy of human consciousness is useless and impotent, or worse, it is a curse. 

Knowledge, however painful a spur, cannot produce action. And “large discourse”—the 

abstractive capacity that allows the human to step out of the present—cannot in practice 

distinguish man from “bestial oblivion.” However experientially enriching or harrowing, 

temporal ecstasy and “god-like reason” are destined “To fust in us unused.” Insofar as 

Wordsworth tends toward this radically austere view, knowledge is out of the question. 

Everything perishes. It does not grant us any ontological privilege to know as much.  

These readings take Wordsworth brilliantly beyond the impasse of representation to the 

creation of sense (Jacobus) and to the meaningless core of existence (Fry), in the process 

rediscovering Wordsworth’s epitaphic mode and with it, the preeminence of death. But this death 
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is a transcendental condition of all existence, rather than a transcendent repository of the 

deceased. Under this dispensation, death’s domain is stretched so severely that it loses all 

signifying force. By radicalizing a humanist vision of death to encompass the universe of things, 

these readings actually wind up disclosing death’s insignificance. Take Jacobus’s reading of the 

1802 lyric “These chairs they have no words to utter”:  

These chairs they have no words to utter, 
No fire is in the grate to stir or flutter, 
The ceiling and floor are mute as a stone, 
My chamber is hushed and still, 
And I am alone, 
Happy and alone. 
 
Oh! who would be afraid of life, 
The passion the sorrow and the strife, 
When he may be 
Sheltered so easily? 
May lie in peace on his bed, 
Happy as they who are dead. (Major Works 255) 
 

For Jacobus, the “impenetrability” of the chairs, “neither figurative nor metaphorical but 

hardened and resistant to (being) thought,” tests the value of thought itself as it encounters an 

“insensibility” that “inhabits life as its other” (122, 117). The chairs “become placeholders for 

things that resist being thought yet, through their resistance, provoke it”: they are measured into 

meaningfulness precisely insofar as they withhold meaning. This process of measuring thought’s 

value against that which is thoughtless places the lyric, though “ostensibly life-affirming,” within 

the framework of Wordsworth’s epitaphic mode (122). Writing takes place against insensibility, 

and insensibility elides into death.  

I see “These chairs” responding to Coleridge’s “Frost at Midnight,” with its evocative 

and uncanny calm that “vexes meditation”—facilitated by Coleridge’s “dim sympathies” with 
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the film “fluttering” on the grate of the poet’s fireplace. Wordsworth’s poem obstructs all of 

Coleridge’s animism, offering a direct retort to his sympathetic imagination: “No fire is in the 

grate to stir or flutter.” There is no catalyst here for the kind of imaginative journeying that 

shapes what M. H. Abrams called the greater romantic lyric. There are only prosaic chairs, 

unworthy of even the barest description. In the second stanza, however, Wordsworth’s speaker 

finds the place where he and the resistant chairs will meet: in the insensibility of death. The very 

stillness of the scene takes on a subtle terror, as the speaker realizes that a life of pure peace 

extrapolated from this silent moment—a life without “the passion the sorrow and the strife”—

verges dangerously on death. It may even be a form of death, a catatonic tranquility that renders 

him “Happy as they who are dead.” This last line, a variation on Solon’s injunction to “call no 

man happy until he is dead,” injects vivifying anxiety into the midst of total serenity. The poem’s 

perfect happiness is indistinguishable from perfect insensibility: without the vexation that spurs 

and disturbs thought, existence dissolves into absolute relief. Facing the prospect of such 

absolute relief, the speaker recognizes that he would become dead.  

Freud defined the death drive as the allure of “inorganic stability,” a desire tasked with 

“lead[ing] organic life back to the inanimate state” (“Masochism” 163, Ego 40). The poem’s 

second stanza recognizes that its desire for perfect peace closely resembles a desire for death. 

But death is less an absence than an insensitive form of bare existence, devoid of all vibrancy. 

These chairs are simply, indifferently there. The sense of just being there suggests an inanimate, 

senseless presence that remains beyond the limits of thinking life. Where Jacobus sees an 

“ostensibly life-affirming” lyric shadowed by the grave, I see a quiet, almost silent reimagining 

of death. 
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  “Surprized by joy” and “These chairs they have no words to utter” represent two distinct 

modes of the Wordsworthian lyric. “Surprized by joy” registers the effects of transcendent loss 

as the speaker’s bereavement escapes from and returns to memory: this is a poem of certain 

death, death that can be suspended only by Lethean delusion. This elegiac model has provided 

the basis for critical reconstructions of the aims and assumptions of the Wordsworthian lyric. By 

contrast, “These chairs” tests a vision of death as senseless existence rather than absence, a mode 

of being where chairs and poets meet. In the Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth played up his troubled 

distance from the death-skeptical superstitions of the Lake District, yet poems like “These 

chairs” see him closing that distance in lyric terms. In “Memorial Verses: April 1850,” Matthew 

Arnold laurelled Wordsworth an English “Orpheus” for reviving “spirits that had long been 

dead” (38, 55)—a perceptive gloss of poems like “Surprized by joy,” which depicts the Orphic 

journey to the underworld as a psychological event. “These chairs” is an Orphic poem in a 

different sense, attuned to the mythological poet’s other career as the lyrist who sings inanimate 

nature to life. However, in Wordsworth’s revision of this other Orphic myth, the lyrist instead 

sings himself into inanimate insensibility. This underside of the Wordsworthian lyric finds a 

space of senseless existence between—or perhaps beyond—life and death. 

Necropolitics in The Excursion 

If there is an authentically epitaphic Wordsworth, we might expect to find him in 1814’s 

The Excursion, which, as Geoffrey Hartman protested, deteriorates “into a massive communion 

with the dead” (296). This is where Edmund Burke’s influence emerges in its most direct form, 

provoking William Hazlitt to charge Wordsworth with “apostasy” for forsaking the revolutionary 
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ideals that guided his best-known poetry in favor of crown-and-church conservatism.6 The 

explicit aim of The Excursion is to establish a means of living with death—the deaths of loved 

ones, and one’s own future death. It insists upon a providential acceptance of death, and is at 

times ruthless in its demand that grief be overcome. As Wordsworth puts it in his first “Essay 

Upon Epitaphs” (attached to The Excursion as a note), monuments to the dead must be freed 

from “that weakness and anguish of sorrow which is in nature transitory,” rejecting “transports 

of mind” and “quick turns of conflicting passion”—the same dramatic techniques that so 

distinguished his early poetry (Prose Works 2:59-60).   

One register of the shift from 1793 to 1814 lies in Wordsworth’s sense of the political 

nature of the bond between the living and the dead. Where in 1793 he had found something 

grotesque in Burke’s veneration of the dead, by 1814 he condensed his hopes for national 

reconciliation into a figure of corpse-cherishing.7 The Excursion’s Burkean necrocracy charts the 

reintegration of the traumatized individual psyche into the local and national community through 

Christian consolation. But if consolation is the high-level argument prosecuted by the poem, its 

local particulars remain discontinuous and conflicted. I will argue that Wordsworth himself 

recognized as much, evidenced by lifelong revisions that work to discipline The Excursion’s 

                                                      
6 Markers of this shift include Wordsworth’s renunciation of the French Revolution, hostility toward 
Napoleon, newfound devotion to King George III, return to the Anglican fold, and acceptance of a 
patronage position as distributor of stamps for Westmoreland. Robert Ryan has noted that because in his 
revolutionary period Wordsworth rejected the Christianity of his youth, Wordsworth’s return to the 
Church in fact represents his second apostasy, “repudiating an apostasy that more truly deserved the 
name” (83).  
 
7 In 1793 Wordsworth would leave off his long-held plan to enter the clergy (Ryan 83) and pen his 
furious “Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff,” which diagnosed Burke’s famous reverence for the dead as a 
diseased necrophilia. According to the young Wordsworth, Burke would have Britain “bound to cherish a 
corse at the bosom, when reason might call aloud that it should be entombed” (Prose Works 1:67). 
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churchyard tales to better accord with the poem’s stated aims. These revisions act as a running 

commentary on the tension between the theory and practice of consolation.  

The Excursion is about the Solitary, a bereaved and disillusioned radical who refuses to 

accept divine providence, and the two cooperating (and competing) priestly figures that attempt 

to save him. The Solitary is a figure of crisis, having failed to complete the work of mourning for 

his lost family and lost ideals in the wake of the French Revolution. His rehabilitation falls to the 

Wanderer, a nature’s-son-cum-sage who expounds a pitiless discourse of divine consolation: 

One adequate support 
For the calamities of mortal life 
Exists, one only;—an assured belief 
That the procession of our fate, howe’er 
Sad or disturbed, is ordered by a Being  
Of infinite benevolence and power, 
Whose everlasting purposes embrace 
All accidents, converting them to Good. (4.10-17) 
 

Raised in the Scottish church “with strictness scarcely known on English ground” (1.133) and 

sympathetic to the Covenanters, those “brave Progenitors, who rose / Against idolatry with 

warlike mind” (4.916-17), the Wanderer’s severity renders him a bit of an alien—framed to be 

admired, but not without reservation.8 Susan Wolfson suggests that the Wanderer’s dismissal of 

tears as “the weakness of humanity” is a “disquieting comment on what it means to achieve 

natural wisdom and to possess its comfort” (99). Sally Bushell links his “calm acceptance of 

others’ suffering” to his professional itinerancy: as a “Pedlar” (his name in early manuscript 

versions) who “loved to pace the public roads / And the wild paths” (1.417-18), the Wanderer 

moves in and out of his subjects’ lives, granting him “a literal ability to just ‘walk away’” (228-

                                                      
8 A generation prior, Samuel Johnson had decried the rise of Presbyterianism in Scotland as “an 
epidemical enthusiasm, compounded of sullen scrupulousness and warlike ferocity,” a description which 
might double as a caricature of the Wanderer (Collected Works 9:6). 
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229). He can demand total submission to his providential view because he is curiously detached 

from the everyday fabric of domestic and social life (Bushell 164; Fry 151, 155).  

The Wanderer’s consolatory work is thus supplemented by the Pastor, who appears in 

Book V to minister on behalf of orthodoxy by way of concrete particulars—the “authentic 

epitaphs” of the dead in his own churchyard. The Pastor’s local histories are meant to 

complement the relentless universality of the Wanderer’s inspired theology, to balance the 

Wanderer’s airy truths with the gravity of the grave. Jane Stabler observes that “Graves yield up 

a number of life histories in The Excursion, but the lesson of each one is the same” (145). For 

Kurt Fosso the graveyard eulogies, set in parallel and tending toward the same place, “signify the 

surrender of [‘private, tenacious grief’] to tradition” (216). Yet though these life histories may be 

intended to convey the same lesson, in their very particularity they veer the poem off its 

universalizing narrative and away from the consecrated tradition toward which it drives.  

The Pastor’s most persuasive illustration of social rehabilitation ends in a deathly 

embrace. Among the deceased parishioners in the Pastor’s churchyard is a pair of unlikely 

friends: a Jacobite highland chieftain who fought at “Culloden’s fatal overthrow” (6.437), 

escaped into exile, and, upon return to Britain, found his way to the Pastor’s quiet “nook,” where 

he met a Hanoverian Whig who blew his estate in a losing campaign for a parliamentary seat and 

“slunk from the world” to this same hamlet (6.470). This pair, “flaming Jacobite / And sullen 

Hanoverian,” proceeded to argue their way to a friendship whose “very bickerings made them 

love it more” (6.474-475, 490). In this parable of national unity risen from the ashes of civil 

strife, partisan violence dissolves into sociable conversation. The solvent of strife is the 

churchyard itself, wherein,  
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One Spirit seldom failed to extend its sway 
Over both minds, when they awhile had marked 
The visible quiet of this holy ground 
And breathed its soothing air;—the Spirit of hope 
And saintly magnanimity; that, spurning  
The field of selfish difference and dispute, 
And every care which transitory things, 
Earth, and the kingdoms of earth, create, 
Doth, by a rapture of forgetfulness, 
Preclude forgiveness, from the praise debarred, 
Which else the Christian Virtue might have claimed. (6.496-506) 
 

Casting off “selfish difference and dispute” as transitory trifles silenced by the “Spirit of hope,” 

the odd couple decides to share a monument upon their own deaths. Its inscription reads, 

“Time flies, it is his melancholy task 
“To bring, and bear away, delusive hopes, 
“And re-produce the trouble he destroys. 
“But, while his blindness thus is occupied, 
“Discerning Mortal! do thou serve the will 
“Of Time’s eternal Master, and that peace, 
“Which the World wants, shall be for Thee confirmed.” (6.531-537)   
 

Civil strife diminishes to a mere artifact of the “blind” mutability of time, overcome by the 

eternal rest to which these partisans have graduated. Beyond mutable appearances lies God’s 

eternal mastery and the promise of providential resolution. The transformation of civil strife into 

national cohesion takes on this same providential inevitability.  

The skeptical Solitary will usually counter appeals to providence by appealing to his own 

metaphysics of radical contingency—“The sport of Nature, aided by blind Chance” (3.130). But 

gathered before the tomb of the pacified partisans, even the Solitary is moved by a sense of 

deeper coherence. His vision of nature seems to lose its flighty contingency and becomes a 

wellspring of eternal truth: he intones that the grave’s inscription  

Accords with Nature’s language;—the soft voice  
Of yon white torrent falling down the rocks  
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Speaks, less distinctly, to the same effect (6.539-542)  
 

From the “blended influence” (6.543) of this shared tomb emerges a vision of reconciliation 

modeled on nature, as time-bound historical traumas—civil war in 1745, global war in 1814—

are eroded by the timeless “soft voice” of mountain torrents.9 The bond of friendship, established 

through reverential conversation under the watchful eyes of the departed, ends in an embrace 

held for perpetuity in the grave. This epitaphic conversation is translated by death into “Nature’s 

language,” and in Nature’s language it returns from secular time back to eternity.  

The lesson is compelling, and the hard-hearted Solitary seems to acquiesce to this vision 

of consolation wrought from death. But as he absorbs the Pastor’s tale, he quietly radicalizes it, 

discerning a morbid subtext in which the only true solution to humanity’s lot of “dread strife” 

and “ruthless destiny” is death (6.570, 572). Elaborating on his theme, the Solitary contends that 

human life incarnates the myths of Prometheus, Tantalus, and Oedipus, “Fictions in form, but in 

their substance truths” (6.560). These pagan myths evoke a sense of providence without 

benevolence, a world of order that is nonetheless deeply hostile to logics of salvation and 

redemption. Humans sojourn on earth to suffer, “made desperate by ‘too quick a sense / Of 

constant infelicity’” (6.548-549)—a citation of Jeremy Taylor’s 1651 ars moriendi classic The 

Rule and Exercises of Holy Dying.10 But where the epitaph of Hanoverian and Jacobite folds 

                                                      
9 The Excursion’s “Summary of Contents” suggests how the episode is meant to transcend its 
particulars—the partisans are described simply as “two Men of opposite principles, who had encountered 
agitations in public life” (45). 
 
10 Wordsworth and Coleridge both deeply admired Taylor. Duncan Wu’s Wordsworth’s Reading, 1800-
1815 notes that Lady Beaumont relayed that both Wordsworth and Coleridge “highly approve the 
writings of Dr. Jeremiah Taylor, who had also the feelings of a Poet” (208). Hazlitt’s “My First 
Acquaintance with Poets” mentions Coleridge’s regard for Taylor’s “richness of style and imagery,” and 
in The Friend, Coleridge described the passage quoted here by the Solitary as “among the most sublime 
passages in English Literature” (The Liberal 2:44; The Friend 199).  
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historical difference into eternity, Taylor’s dire seventeenth-century orthodoxy strains against the 

ameliorating impulses of Anglicanism in 1814. In the passage the Solitary cites, Taylor reminds 

the “careless merry sinner” of the litany of torments under which humanity suffers, declaring, 

“we should be glad to be out of the noise and participation of so many evils. This is a place of 

sorrow and tears, of so great evils and a constant calamity: let us remove from hence, at least, in 

affections and preparation of mind” (38). This radical contemptus mundi is affectively and 

politically estranged from the Pastor’s polite Anglicanism, and he tries to guide the Solitary 

toward a more temperate conclusion: “these be terms,” he gently chides, “Which a divine 

philosophy rejects” (6.573-574).  

But the Solitary has understood the Pastor’s tale too well. If reconciliation can only arise 

from the grave, then the Pastor’s message hides a deeper morbidity than the Solitary’s own 

“bitter language of the heart” (3.462). The Excursion may, as Nicola Trott suggests, “figure an 

overriding wish to subdue mortality” (246), but moving beyond death into communal 

reconciliation seems to require an ever-deepening immersion in death. The Solitary’s 

Tayloresque despair expresses the inner logic of the Pastor’s Burkean vision of social 

reproduction through sepulchral reverence. First a means to an end, death becomes an end unto 

itself.  

Though not without its difficulties, the tale of the partisans offers the Pastor’s strongest 

case for consolation. The next episode is far more vexed, as the Pastor tries to stay on message 

but struggles against his source material. It tells the story of a formidable and melancholy 

woman, with “power of mind, and eloquent discourse,” who bears an uncanny resemblance to 

both Milton’s Satan and the Wordsworth of The Prelude (6.692). In youth, we are told, she split 
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her time between books and nature, estranged from her peers like an “imperial Thistle” amidst a 

vale of “humble Flowerets” (5.702-703). Her proud, regal sense of self-sufficiency carries a 

whiff of sulfur from the start: 

Even at that age, she ruled as sovereign Queen 
Among her Play-mates; else their simple sports 
Had wanted power to occupy a mind 
Held in subjection by a strong controul 
Of studious application, self-imposed. (6.707-711) 
 

The poem’s controlling aim is to deflate this satanic fantasy of subjection to oneself alone, and to 

replace it with the recognition of our subjection to the dead, and to the divinity with which they 

are joined. So, like the young Wordsworth of The Prelude, she must be disciplined by “Nature.” 

But her more fundamental transgression lies in her cooptation of The Prelude’s keywords of 

poetic privilege. And unlike the poet, her chastisement proves more destructive than edifying: 

 Two passions, both degenerate, for they both 
Began in honour, gradually obtained 
Rule over her, and vexed her daily life; 
An unrelenting, avaricious thrift; 
And a strange thralldom of maternal love, 
That held her spirit, in its own despite, 
Bound by vexation, and regret, and scorn.  
Constrained forgiveness, and relenting vows, 
And tears, in pride suppressed, in shame concealed, 
To a poor dissolute Son, her only Child. 
—Her wedded days had opened with mishap, 
Whence dire dependance.—What could she perform 
To shake the burthen off? Ah! there she felt, 
Indignantly, the weakness of her sex, 
The injustice of her low estate.—She mused; 
Resolved, adhered to her resolve; her heart 
Closed by degrees to charity; and, thence 
Expecting not Heaven’s blessing, placed her trust  
In ceaseless pains and parsimonious care, 
Which got, and sternly hoarded each day’s gain. (6.728-747) 
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Her avarice and her immoderate devotion to her son result from the obliquely sketched marriage 

that “opened with mishap,” apparently by way of out-of-wedlock pregnancy. However, she does 

not resign herself to nature’s discipline. She escapes poverty through the limited means available 

to her gender and station—thrift—and thus reasserts her “unsubdued” independence, without 

need for “Heaven’s blessing.” Yet her satanic ambition leaves her “intolerant of lasting peace” 

(6.753), and when she eventually falls to her deathbed, she lies in immense agitation: 

 She prayed, she moaned—her Husband’s Sister watched 
 Her dreary pillow, waited on her needs; 
 And yet the very sound of that kind foot 
 Was anguish to her ears!—“And must she rule,” 
 This was the dying Woman heard to say 
 In bitterness, “and must she rule and reign, 
 “Sole Mistress of this house, when I am gone? 
 “Sit by my fire—possess what I possessed— 
 “Tend what I tended—calling it her own!” (6.771-779, emphasis added) 
 
We are supposed to observe the sign of her fall in the rhetoric of sovereignty that pervades the 

passage. Because she denies her interdependence, she can only see her worldly demise as an 

injustice. Her recompense for this failing is a bad death—at least, that is the lesson the Pastor 

intends to convey. But to reach this interpretation, he has to make her revolt against coverture a 

symptom of her refusal to submit to death. Social resistance to gendered property law becomes 

indistinguishable from metaphysical defiance of providential will. Providence guarantees both 

the law of property and the law of death. But the equation costs death some of its rarefied 

eschatological significance: the whole ordeal begins to look like a crass transaction.  

The Pastor quickly becomes uncomfortable with this argument—“Enough; I fear, too 

much.” He moves to redeem the episode by finding a kernel of orthodox virtue in her character. 

The attempt is strained: 
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 Of nobler feeling 
 Take this example.—One autumnal evening, 
 While she was yet in prime of health and strength, 
 I well remember, while I passed her door, 
 Musing with loitering step, and upward eye 
 Turned tow’rds the planet Jupiter, that hung 
 Above the centre of the Vale, a voice 
 Roused me, her voice; it said, “That glorious Star 
 “In its untroubled element will shine 
 “As now it shines, when we are laid in earth 
 “And safe from all our sorrows.”—She is safe, 
 And her uncharitable acts, I trust, 
 And harsh unkindnesses, are all forgiven; 
 Though, in this Vale, remembered with deep awe!” (6.780-793) 
 
In every edition published during Wordsworth’s lifetime, these lines are followed by a horizontal 

rule. There are none of what the poem calls “closing words” (7.311). On the other side of the 

rule, we find that “The Vicar paused,” and the party relocates as if to escape its implications 

before the Pastor begins a new tale. This episode (and only this episode) seems to require 

bibliographic closure to compensate for the glaring deficiency of its conclusion.  

For as far as submission to providence goes, this is unconvincing. Her juxtaposition of a 

grandly indifferent astronomy with diminutive human “sorrows” is not properly providential—

it’s fatalistic. Moreover, routing eternity through Jupiter is decidedly unchristian, and it affirms 

her ambition and pride by way of the planet’s mythological associations. Here we recall that 

Jupiter is the star under which Wordsworth was born—his “own belovéd star” in The Prelude—

soliciting both identification and censure ([1805] 4.239). The Pastor has tried to read her stoic, 

skeptical indifference as evidence of resignation, but it remains a long way from the “assured 

belief” of the Wanderer, which, he makes clear, is the only “adequate support” for the 

“calamities of mortal life” (4.10-11). Fittingly, the Pastor must “trust” that the woman’s 

transgressions are forgiven, but he equally trusts they are not forgotten.  
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 The Pastor’s struggles in this episode were Wordsworth’s own struggles. The poet 

thoroughly revised its conclusion for over thirty years, making significant changes even between 

the 1836 and 1845 editions to reconcile the woman’s tale with the moral the Pastor sought to 

derive. By 1845, five years before Wordsworth’s death, the passage arrives at an apparently 

more viable demonstration of submission and repentance: 

 With a sigh 
 She spake, yet, I believe, not unsustained  
 By faith in glory that shall far transcend 
 Aught by these perishable heavens disclosed 
 To sight or mind. Nor less than care divine 
 Is divine mercy. She who had rebelled, 
 Was into meekness softened and subdued; 
 Did, after trials not in vain prolonged, 
 With resignation sink into the grave; 
 And her uncharitable acts, I trust, 
 And harsh unkindnesses are all forgiven, 
 Tho’, in this Vale, remembered with deep awe.” (p. 216) 
 
The Pastor has grown much more liberal with his doctrinal keywords, constructing a smooth 

narrative arc from satanic “rebellion” to “meekness” and “resignation.” In the most revealing 

instance, 1814’s reference to Jupiter has become a problem in need of correction. The observable 

heavens are now no longer eternal but “perishable,” juxtaposed with a “faith in glory” that “far 

transcend[s]” the stars. Wordsworth has the Pastor project his orthodoxy onto this sole example 

of her “noble feeling.” He now insists that at the core of her stoic musing, there must be a true 

faith beyond “sight or mind,” even if she gives no evidence of it.  

Yet even this movement toward properly Christian eternity is tripped up by choice 

Wordsworthian equivocations and double negatives—“I believe, not unsustained….” Indeed, the 

1843 Fenwick note to this episode describes the real-life model for the episode, and reveals the 

woman’s deathbed conversion as an invention: 
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She was a most striking instance how far a woman may surpass in talent, in knowledge, 
& culture of mind those with & among whom she lives & yet fall below them in Xtian 
virtues of the heart and spirit. It seemed almost, & I say it with grief, that in proportion as 
she excelled in the one she failed in the other. How frequently has one to observe in both 
sexes the same thing. & how mortifying is the reflection! (The Excursion 1221) 
 

The poem has clearly toiled to correct its source material, as there’s little hint of the 1845 reading 

to be had in this character sketch. The antithesis between “talent,” “knowledge,” “culture of 

mind” and “Xtian virtues of the heart and spirit” takes on a gendered resonance, verging on the 

much-discussed notion that intellectual cultivation would “unsex” women. But then, as if on 

second thought, Wordsworth extends his reflection to “both sexes.” The gender play runs in the 

opposite direction in the poem’s summary of contents, which lists the episode as “Instance of an 

unamiable Character, a Female” (“a Woman” in 1845). The syntax poses a question: what 

happens to an “unamiable Character”—unsexed and thus implicitly male—when he becomes 

“Female”? The stakes are higher when the unamiable character in question is a female 

doppelgänger of the author who, rather than ascending the Alps (and Parnassus), is dragged by 

coverture into despair. The episode’s revisions find Wordsworth working through this 

uncomfortable identification to find an appropriate idiom for her discipline. Thus the heavily 

worked manuscript experiments with “Heavens chastisement,” a “trial prolong[ed],” and ultimate 

acceptance of “her redeemer,” before slightly softening into the 1845 text. This version ends the 

negotiation between fixed doctrinal imperatives and intransigent source material, as, in a fanciful 

departure from her real-life model, she is finally absorbed into the poetic texture of 

Wordsworth’s consolatory agenda.  

Jane Stabler has noted how the Wanderer, with the “pounding rhythms and urgent 

emphases of a lay preacher,” “swamps the other speakers, makes no concessions to his listeners, 
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and scarcely needs an interlocutor” (142). But where the Wanderer seems a personified system, 

“hermetically sealed against accident and impossible to divert” (143), the Pastor’s demonstrative 

stories evade doctrinal capture. William Hazlitt was the first to recognize this gulf between 

“particular illustration” and “general principle” (The Examiner 348:555). Hazlitt’s dynamic 

registers a fundamental problem in the poem’s logic of consolation: death is the absent center of 

its spiritual and social polity, and yet the more consolatory and conciliatory work death is asked 

to perform, the less stable its meaning becomes. This poetics, in its very immersion in death, 

constantly loses track of its object. We have understood death’s elusiveness in Wordsworth as 

the sign of incomplete mourning, but it also signals the endurance of death itself as a living 

problem.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

BLAKE, NATURAL RELIGION, AND THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF DEATH 

William Blake’s hostility to natural religion runs throughout his corpus of illuminated 

printing, from the two 1788 pamphlets simply titled There Is No Natural Religion to 1804’s 

Jerusalem, which charges, 

Bacon. Newton. Locke  
Deny a Conscience in Man & the Communion of Saints & Angels 
Contemning the Divine Vision & Fruition. Worshiping the Deus 
Of the Heathen. The God of This World. & the Goddess Nature 
Mystery Babylon the Great (93.30-34)1 
 

These accusations would be quite surprising to the figures named, and to their eighteenth-century 

adherents. While proponents of natural religion would admit to worshipping “The God of This 

World,” they understood their practice of seeking God in nature as diametrically opposed to the 

decadence of Babylonian (that is, Catholic) mystery, and would hesitate to accuse even Catholics 

of “Deny[ing] a Conscience in Man.” The God of nature was remote but nonetheless knowable 

through the genteel methods of empirical observation. Indeed, studying nature was the surest 

way to grasp God’s ingenuity and benevolence—and rather more stable and sociable than 

appealing to revelation. In Blake’s eyes, however, a whole range of religious phenomena from 

high church mystery to natural religion collapsed into the sinkhole of deism, which is why 

“nature worship” is ultimately irreligious:  

Deism, is the Worship of the God of this World by the 
                                                      
1 All citations of Blake’s poetry are taken from David Erdman’s Complete Poetry & Prose of William 
Blake. 
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means of what you call Natural Religion and Natural Philosophy, and of 
Natural Morality or Self-Righteousness, the Selfish Virtues of the Na- 
-tural Heart. This was the Religion of the Pharisees who murderd Je- 
sus. Deism is the same & ends in the same. (Jerusalem 52.33-37) 
 

For Blake, this formula had all the limpid truth of a logical proof—or more, since proofs were 

tainted by their claim to a debased universality. Northrop Frye offers a still-compelling account 

of the Blakean genealogy that follows natural religion to murder with all the inevitability of 

gravity. When religion is conducted through nature, reality is reduced to what is objectively 

sensible. All transcendence, including the afterlife, becomes doubtful. The result is the threat of 

absolute inexistence—what Blake will come to call “Eternal Death.” Eternal Death, both idea 

and grim ethos, is one of the principal catastrophes of Blake’s mythography. If death is absolute 

and permanent, then Blake thinks we are driven to cling desperately to life. By anxiously 

coveting life we are led, paradoxically, to jealous and fearful violence: in Frye’s memorable 

words, “The end of all natural religion, however well-meaning and good-natured, is a corrupt 

and decadent society rolling downhill to stampeding mass hysteria and maniacal warfare” (73). If 

this is where Blake ends up on natural religion, however, his critique begins in very different 

terms. The Book of Thel pictures a significantly distinct relationship between natural religion and 

death, in which death does not lead to eternal inexistence, but instead promises the endless 

recirculation of the body in the economy of nature. One does not truly leave the world, but 

simply becomes insensible to it—a resource to be perpetually reused. For Thel, the problem with 

death is that it leaves too much behind.   

How to Live in a Natural World 
 

Natural religion proposes that because the world is God’s creation, God can be known 

through the examination of the world. To read nature is to read God’s work; design indexes the 
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designer. This premise has the benefit of assimilating empiricism into religious practice. As 

Francis Bacon wrote, empiricism is the hermeneutic method appropriate to nature, which “is the 

book of God’s works, and…a kind of second Scripture” (8:368-369). Even as the textual and 

natural scriptures are held in analogical relation to each other, the practical consequence of the 

focus on natural phenomena is a diminishing emphasis on doctrine—which suited an Anglican 

church averse to doctrinal quarrels just fine. Natural religion thus functioned as an alternative 

and sometimes rival to revealed religion, the direct experience of God’s presence through 

inspired revelation. In place of a divine presence given up in ecstatic revelation, natural religion 

discloses the signature of a remote God, legible only to disciplined study. This was the 

predominant theoretical and rhetorical mode of the Anglican orthodoxy in the latter half of the 

eighteenth century, and was equally popularly among rationalist factions of dissent. Blake 

despised it. 

 Yet rather than attack its theoretical premises, Blake psychologizes natural theology. In 

Blake’s diagnosis, if the microscope yields us as much of God as the Bible does, it becomes 

difficult to insist that the unavailable God of scripture in his distant heaven is more real than the 

stuff of the world that signs for him. For the natural theologian, God is evidenced by Lockean 

empirical observation, which is centered on “a consensus of normal minds based on the lower 

limit of normality” (Frye 22). This epistemological mood clashes with the notion of a hazily 

transcendent otherworld, which is defined by its resistance to empirical scrutiny. Bacon’s second 

scripture sows doubt upon the first. The deep psychology of natural religion reveals a despairing 

acknowledgment that nature is all there is. Doubt is installed as a central component of faith, 

schismatically insisting on both the epistemological priority of this world and the ontological 
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priority of the inaccessible beyond. Organized by deferral and fantasy, split between the hard 

ground of “Nature” and the obscure heaven that allegedly awaits, the psyche of natural theology 

is structurally preordained to oscillate between belief and skepticism. And whatever it might 

profess, it instinctively lends greater credence to its skepticism, since skepticism is the 

epistemological motor of its empirical methods. Natural religion thus ineluctably descends into 

deism, which for Blake is not religion at all. There is no natural religion.   

Due to its self-evacuating tendencies, Blake thinks that underneath its polite, mannered 

façade, natural religion is constitutionally anxious. A chief source of anxiety lies in the theodicy 

of natural religion. Of course, any monotheism that insists on a benevolent God may struggle to 

account for evil and suffering. But the problem is especially acute if the whole theological 

edifice rests on an interpretation of the world as an expression of God’s very nature. We may 

assert in ontological terms that the world reflects God’s nature, but in practice we have reversed 

the equation and made the world responsible for what we can infer of God. If, for example, we 

see the world as an unfolding catastrophe, God becomes at best a flawed designer and at worst a 

sadistic tyrant. To this end, William Paley offers a novel and audacious natural-theological 

solution, declaring that the world is a kind, healthy, bounteous, and joyous place. In his words, 

“The air, the earth, the water, teem with delighted existence” (238). Paley wrote the book on 

natural theology (titled, of course, Natural Theology [1802]), synthesizing a long tradition of 

thought into hugely influential form. While Paley’s effort postdates some of Blake’s 

engagements with natural theology, his arguments are both representative and symptomatic, 

distilling precisely what Blake opposed.  
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Paley strives to impart his vision of a delightful world through the effervescence of his 

prose. Observing newborn flies, he finds that “Their sportive motions, their wanton mazes, their 

gratuitous activity, their continual change of place without use or purpose, testify their joy, and 

the exultation which they feel in their lately discovered faculties” (238). It is this excess—the 

sportive, wanton, and gratuitous—that expresses the experience of joy throughout the exultant 

natural world. Paley finds it everywhere, in cats, fish, shrimp, and bees, on down to the smallest 

fly. Astonishingly, Paley is quite comfortable granting to animals the capacity for disciplined, 

goal-directed behavior and the sense of temporal awareness that had long been regarded as 

humanity’s distinction.2 Paley’s animal kingdom is governed by leisure, hedonic satisfaction, and 

contemplative retreat: “At this moment, in every given moment of time, how many myriads of 

animals are eating their food, gratifying their appetites, ruminating in their holes, accomplishing 

their wishes, pursuing their pleasures, taking their pastimes?” (241). But while these animals 

seem in many ways remarkably human, their hedonism remains blameless, and Paley’s 

descriptions often slide enthusiastically into Eros, as when he imagines plants “covered with 

aphides, greedily sucking their juices, and constantly, as it should seem, in the act of sucking.” 

For the aphids apparently trapped in the oral stage, “It cannot be doubted but that this is a state of 

intense gratification” (238).  

Of course, there is suffering in this world. We are scarred by “calamity.” But Paley 

ingeniously uses our awareness of suffering as evidence of the world’s benevolence, since “the 

very notice which calamities excite” demonstrates that “the common course of things is in favor 

of happiness” (241). If tragedy defines our lives, it is only because it is novel: “happiness is the 

                                                      
2 The tradition of thought that identifies the human with a distinctive relationship to time is discussed in 
relation to Wordsworth’s lyrics in chapter three.  


