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SUMMARY

Summary of Thesis submitted for Ph.D. degree
- by Robert Paul Kelley
on
The Literary Sources of William Wordsworth’s Works

10 July 1793 to 10 June 1797

Wordsworth s works between his departure from London on
10 July 1793 and the visit by Coleridge on 10 June 1797 are
key documents in any discussion of the development of his
poetry as they span the transition from Descriptive Sketches
to Lvyrical Ballads. Despite the key critical question of
the originality of Lyrical Ballads, no exhaustive
examination of Wordsworth’'s use of 1literary sources during
this period has yet been undertaken.

In this thesis a pattern of sources for each poem

written during the period 1793-1797 is established,

especially Wordsworth’s developing use of his own verse as a
source. There are many literary sources that had not
previously been discovered, and this necessitated a
reassessment of the role of sources in Wordsworth’'s poetry
generally. In particular, the importance of certain
eighteenth~century authors and ideologies had been
underrated as influences on Wordsworth s poetry.

An overview of Wordsworth’s use of his sources shows
significant changes during the period. In earlier poems

they were incorporated into his poetry with 1little

modification, but in later poems they were often radically

transformed and complexly assimilated. Literary sources



Played a key role in the development of Wordsworth’'s works,
critical theories, and world view., Finally, a brief
examination of passages from The Prelude confirms the view
that the importance of literary sources in Wordsworth's
changing poetry and the workings of his poetic imagination

was not confined to the period 1793-7.
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INTRODUCTION

Thus far a scanty record is deduced

Of what I owed to books in early life;
Their later influence vyet remains untold.
(The Prelude,v,630-2)

The period 10 July 1793 to 10 June 1797 1is a key period

in Wordsworth’s development as it spans the period of

transition between Descriptive Sketches and Lyrical
Ballads. hThis transition was consideredp important by
Wordsworth himself, as1he relegated almost all of his poetry
written before 1797 to "Poems Written in Youth’. Wordsworth
also saw the poetry of Lyrical Balladsw isome oé which was
composed before 10 June 1797) as fquaméntally differeﬁ;
frommmuch of the poetry of the time:

the following poems are to be considered as experiments.
They were written chiefly with a view to ascertain how far
the language of conversation in the middle and lower classes

of society is adapted to the purposes of poetic pleasure.
(Advertisement to Lyrical Ballads) 1

He contrasted this attempt with "the gaudiness and inane
phraseclogy of many modern writers". This idea that the

poetry of Lyrical Ballads marked a radical change 1in the

language used in English poetry has been accepted by most
;
critics, despite WOrdsworth's}reference in the Advertisement
to "thoée in modern times who have been the most successful
in painting manners and passions" as poets whose styles were
similar té his own. During the period 1793 to 179?
Wordsworth evolved a new set of poetic practices, but it
can be shown that these evolved from elements inherent in
his own poetry and 1in the literary heritage of the late

eighteenth century. The relationship between Wordsworth’s

verse ‘and the verse of "those in modern times" 1is much
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closer than has been thought. This can . be demonstrated by

a detailed examination of his use of literary sources.

The critical background

Legouia' pioneering analysia of Wordsworth'eﬁ peetry*ih
The Early Life of William Wordsworth, 1770-17982  has
remained arhighly infiaential account of this stage iﬁféhé*
poet's“ developmeht. There can be little doubt that Legouig
was cerrect in his view that An Evening Walk and Descriptive
Sketches are derivatlve poems in many-ways, partlcularly in

their diction. But -his assumptlon that the poetry of Lyrical
Ballads was 1nnovatory in style and content was questloned
by Mayo3 who tried to show that ih centent (1f %hat
treatment)f Lyrical Ballads was not ae radical as Fence
asserted. Mayo argued that the subjects of Wordewarth's
poems were common tehthe maéazine poetry of the period;
though he did not demenstrate that Wordsworth had read sach
poetry. There are, howeﬁer: Lproblems with aeeepting Mayo’s
generalr thesis. Mayo does not cite any ‘close verbal
correspondences; and therefore* cannot isuggest that
Wordsworth was indebted to magazine? peetry at ahy specific
point. More significaatly, mostﬁof‘the poems he cites were
written after Wordeworth's, orfbear little relationship te
Werdsworth's rerse.4 Perhaps becauee ef this, Legeuia’ view
that hyrical Ballaés was both innoratorf and a revoiutionary
departure from Wordsworth's earlier poetr; remains one that
ie widely accepted: *

After the extreme artificiality ﬂ‘ot | the  late

elgteenth—century mode that he practised, - not ;without
success, in “An Evening Walk® and ‘Descriptive Sketches’, he
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clearly felt the need to rebuild his whole poetic procedures
from the most basic materials 1in order to express a
radically altered attitude of thought and feeling .. . .
Wordsworth ‘s experiment was . . . to strip his poetry of
embroideries and o0ld mythologies of eighteenth-century

convention and to walk naked. 5

In this view of Wordsworth as a revolutionary poet ofpﬁbe
Yeatsian kind, the period 1793 ~to 1797 marks Wordéwor£h's
growing rejection of eighteenth-century poetic conventiong.*

Critics have also assumed that Wordsworth was little

influenced by other literature, an idea based, perhaps, on
Wordsworth ‘s own verse:

Books! “tis a dull and endless strife,

Come, hear the woodland linnet,

How sweet hilis music; on my life

There ‘s more of wisdom in it.
(The Tables Turned,9-12)

Many critics have accepted the seeming rejection of litgrarf
influence as an easy explanation of the revolutionary nature
of Lyrical Ballads. Harper, one of the more perceptive
early critips, even wrote that "few other great poets are so

little  indebted  to books".®

Yet few critics have
exhaustively examined Wordsworth ‘s use of literary sources.
Several factors have limited critical examination of
Wordsworth’s use of sources 1793-7: critics® fixation on
Wordsworth’s supposed crisis, chronological complexities,
and textual difficulties. All these problems havé, in part,

been lessened by recent scholarship. The period has often

been . regarded as a moral or psychological c¢risis 1in

Wordsworth s life, and many critics had looked for
biographical parallels 1in his works at the expense of
more obvious literary sources. This tendency has been

countered by the growing interest in the works of the period

and their relationship to Wordsworth’'s 1later verse. The




4

extremely involved biographical and textual chronology .has

now been exhaustively examined in Mark ‘Reed’s Wordsworth:

The Chronology of the Early Years, 1770-1799,7 and the works

composed 1793-7 can now be accurately identified. Wordsworth

left London about 10 July 1793 to journey "to Salisbury

Plain, and this was the basis for the poem of that name. On
10 June 1797 he had just completed reading to Coleridge The
Borderers and The Ruined Cottage. During this period he had
also made extensive revisions to An Evening -~ Walk -~ and
Salisbury Plain (which became Adventures on Salisbury

Plain), as well as writing a number of shorter poems.

Accurate texts of most of these works have recently been

published 1in the Cornell Wordsworth series. However, only
Salisbury Plain, the revisions to An Evening walk,
and some minor poetry survive in versions that can be

assigned to the period. The Ruined Cottage, The Borderers

and Adventures on Salisbury Plain are : preserved only in

manuscripts ‘that include later revisions. Nevertheless, the
clarification of the <chronology of the period and the
availability of adequate texts have prepared the way for a

more considered appraisal of possible -literary influences.

There has already been some attempt to consider the
relationship between Wordsworth s poetry and its literary -
context, though few accounts have dealt in depth with the
poetry of 1793-7. M.H. Abrams has related Wordsworth's

works to the wider cultural changes associated 'with

8

Romanticism 1in the 1light of earlier religious works, and

Wordsworth ‘s editors and others have shed some light on the

contemporary context of Lyrical Ballads. There are specific

sources- identified by Beatty, Sheats, Finch, Wordsworth’s
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editors, and others.9 These recent accounts of the wider
literary contexts and specific sources have meant that the
discussion of literary sources has come to be regarded as
increasingly important. These accounts have, however, often
failed to show the wide range of sources Wordsworth drew on,
or to give detailed similarities to support assertions of

indebtedness. An examination of Wordsworth’s use of sources

reveals the large number that have not been identified.
These discoveries occasionally mean a reassessment of
previous research: works by William Godwin, Joseph Fawcett
and Goethe have all been cited as sources for some of

Wordsworth s works,lo but closer examination casts doubt on

these assertions. There is a need to particularize evidence
of Wordsworth’s use of sources in order to clarify these
issues and to assess accurately the relationship that
existed between Wordsworth’s works and other literature.

The problem posed by Wordsworth’s poetic development

1793-7 in ‘relation to his sources is thus fairly simple:
does the early poetry of Lyrical Ballads' mark a radical
change from An Evening Walk and Descriptive Sketches 1in

terms of a rejection of an eighteenth-century literary
heritage, especially its "poetic diction"? And, in more

general terms, is the poetry of Lyrical Ballads radically
different from the poetry of the day because of that

rejection? These questions can, in part, be answered by an
analysis of Wordsworth’s sources and the identification of
parallels between his work and other eighteenth-century
literature. Such an analysis of sources strongly suggests
the works of 1793-7 have clear - . literary sources though

they are radical in political and 'social terms. This view
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of Wordsworth’s development acknowledges the vital influence
of eighteenth-century literature and late. eighteenth-century

political radicalism on his works.

Some theoretical considerations

In order to consider the influence of literary sources
on Wordsworth’s works, it is useful to briefly define what
is meant by a ‘source’. The idea of “source’ implies a model
of composition: the poet, consciously or unconsciously,
draws upon works known to him or her. These works include

printed and oral texts, and “factual® as well as fictional

texts. In this context, a ’source’ is an indication of
similarity of some kind with another earlier work. Other
than overt allusion and a few specific cases, a source
cannot be absolutely demonstrated. The case for a text
being a source can be described on two levels: the type of
similarity, and_the degree of similarity. - The types. of
similarity can exist 1in form and content, such as.verbal
echoes, motifs, or even similar cultural assumptions. The
degree of similarity varies from allusion (where, the source
is quoted or referred to directly) to vague analogies. The
degree of similarity has been indicated in this thesis by
the use of different terms to describe similarities.
‘Allusion’ has been reserved for direct (often acknoﬁledged)
references, and a (definite) ‘source” for a very close
;éorrespondencéu with a text known to Wordsworth. Clear
similarities have been termed 'parallels', and vaguer or
more générai similarities, }analogies’. The claim that

Wordsworth’s poetry was revolutionary means similarities
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between his works and other literature -are - of importance

(regardless of whether they are allusions or definite

sources) because  such similarities (and differences) help

define the nature of that revolution.

r B
T: Ti*

Different models have been used . to describei the

relationship Dbetween an author’s works :and other

'{ i _., 5!',.‘_ 1

literature, and these might 1loosely  Dbe lelded ‘into

, . NI OE I
poet-based and text-based theories. Theories centred on the
poet often suggest developmental patterns, for example
arguing* that poets in thelr early verse are largel&
imitative and later develop theirﬁown distinctive voice,

One of the more detalled theoretlcal models of this type 18

I

set out in The Anx1etz Influence, where Bloom suggests

the 1mportance of 1literary influence to the poet on a
psychic level, and goes on to suggest the mechanisms witnin
the poet (in largely Freudian terms) that account for the
poet ‘s use Eand abuse of llterary models. Other theories
tend to be text based, snd suggest the 1nter-re1ated nature
of llterary dlscourse. Most studies of foonventions !and
sources fall into tnis cstegory,% as doEs this tnesis. A
classlc study of this kind is The Road to Xanadu wnere Lowes
adopts the most extreme view that literature is 1in essence

the creation of new patterns of old sources:

Yet the pieces that compose the pattern are not new. In the
world of the shaping spirit, save for its patterns, there is

nothing new that was not old. 12

More recently Formalists and Structuralists have tried to
demonstrate that even these "patterns" are not new, though

still emphasizing the similarities between texts. In a

perceptive Structuralist commentary on Romanticism Scholes
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offered an analysis of the revolution embodied in Lyrical

Ballads:

Wordsworth, as a poet, faced the problem of worn-out forms,
conventions degenerated into clichds, a whole poetic
language which had itself hardened into a film of
familiarity . . . in his own works he began to construct new
poetical forms on the basis of models such as the ballad,

which had been neglected as a 1low species of literature.
(This raising of "low" forms is noted by the formalists as a

typical method of poetic regeneration.) By bringing
something almost Miltonic to the simple situations and the
simple forms that he adopted, Wordsworth succeeded in making

a new kind of poetry. 13

Although this analysis is fundamentally different from the
more traditional model of Lowes in that it sees both
the "pieces" and the "patterns" as - old, both eméhasizé the
significance of sources in the development of ‘new’ kinds of
poetry.

Wordsworth s own view of his use of sources during the

period 1793-7 is related to his theory of poetic language as

expounded 1n the Preface to Lyrical Ballads. Wordsworth
contrasted "poetic diction" with "the very 1language of

14

men" implying the existence of ‘dead’ literary conventions

of language. In such a theory, the worth of the poet’s
language can to some extent be gauged by its use of “vital”
language °© as opposed to a dependence upon outworn
conventional usages. Such a theory would imply in particular
that a study of Wordsworth's soﬁrces would show an avoidance

of eighteenth-century poetic diction.’ On the other hand, in

the Advertisement +to Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth implied

that his "style" was related to other literature:

It will perhaps appear to them, that wishing to avoid the
prevalent fault of the day, the author has sometimes
destended too low, and that many of his expressions are too
familiar, and not of sufficient dignity. It is apprehended,

that the more conversant the reader 1is with our elder
writers, and with those in modern times who have been the
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most successful in painting manners and passions, the fewer

complaints of this kind will he have to make.
(Prose, i, p. 116)

It appears to Dbe the case that Wordsworth s works

are similar in some respects to "those in modern times" as

<

well as "our elder writers", and 1it " seems possible to

identify some of the authors to whom Wordsworth refers. It

i

also appears that Wordsworth's insistence on the ‘"very

language of men" may be evidenced in his use of “factual’

sources concerning the "middle and lower classes

15

of society"
and "Low and rustic life". Wordsworth also saw himself as

A

creating a new kind of poetry within a historical context of

changes in poetic taste and practice:

This exponent or symbol held forth by metrical language must
in different aeras of literature have excited very different
expectations: for example 1in the age of Catullus, Terence
and Lucretius, and that of Statius or Claudian, and in our
own country, in the age of Shakespeare and Beaumont and
Fletcher, and that of Donne and Cowley, 'or Dryden, or Pope.
I will not take upon me to determine the exact import of the
promise which by the "act of writing in verse an Author in
the present day makes to his Reader; but I am certain it
will appear to many persons that I have not fulfilled the
terms of an engagement thus voluntarily contracted.
B (Prose, i, p. 122) -

) y

Wordsworth is not specific about  his poetry  being
revolutionary 1in ~ the sense of wholly orginal, or
revolutionary in the sense of forwarding poetic values held

by other poets though, at the time, not approved by the

majority of readers. An analysis of his sources indicates
the latter is the case. In many ways Wordsworth’s own
perceptions of his 1literary sources and the relationship

between his poetry and contemporary literature  are

consistent with the pattern of his 1literary sources during

the period 1793-7.
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Wordsworth s Reading

Wordsworth ‘s knowledge of printed texts offers. some
guide to his possible sources, as' well -as gilving some
indication of thernature of his literary training. A brief

account of Wordsworth s reading before 1793 indicates he was

widely read. No thorough account of his reading has yet been
published, though some . critics ‘have described specific
features of his knowledge of 1iterature.16 There is little
doubt that Wordsworth had considerable freedom 1in his
reading from his earliest 'years, and his taste in reading

was eclectic,.

In his youth Wordsworth read from his father’s good

collection of books17 and was made to learn English poetry

18 At Hawkshead Grammar School Wordsworth -was

19

by heart.

noted for his enthusiasm for reading™” and the catalogue of

the school Library gives - some indication- of- the books

Wordsworth 'might have come into contact with during his

school years.20~*The influence of the school’s literature

teaching (from Taylor “s: "luminous and pertinent reflections
on the poets of our time" to critics such as Scott) 1is

evident in parallels: in Wordsworth’s early verse and

elsewhere:21

Much of the Rural Imagery which .our Country affords, has
already been introduced 1in Poetry; but many obvious and
pleasing appearances seem to have totally escaped notice.
To describe these, 1s the business of the following

Eclogues. ‘22

The moment was important 1n my poetical history; for I date
from it my consciousness of the infinite variety of natural

appearances which had been unnoticed by the poets of any age
or country, so far as I was acquainted with them: and I made
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a resolution to supply 1n some degree the deficiency. .
(IF note to An Evenlng Walk) 23
At -Hawkshead Wordsworth had also developed a taste for oral
poetry.24 Thus by the time he 1left for Cambridge in 1787
Wordsworth had had a considerable literary training.,.
At Cambridge-and during his .subsequent years of travel

before 1793 Wordsworth read 1in an informal manner. As

Schneider has shown the eméhasis at Cambridge was on

25

specified classics. Wordsworth spent his time

reading nothing but classical authors, " according - to- my
fancy, and Italian poetry, 26

In the years leading up to 1793, especially during his

visits to France, Wordsworth read many political tracts

and much contemporary literature as shown by the references

to political works in A Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff27

and to literature 1in An_Evening Walk -and Descriptive

Sketches.28 It 1s worth noting that .in his poetry of 1793

Wordsworth adopted. the eighteenth-century attitude to
acknowledged . allusion, ' referring frequently to other works
both in the poems . themselves and in his footnotes.
Wordsworth ‘s early reading was in English, though  1in
later vyears he read Latin, French and ‘'Italian works.
Although he did not share Coleridge’s passion for books, his
reading was extensive, and the many requests for books and
newspapers in .his  .letters show his thirst for new
literature first evidenced at Hawkshead continued till well

beyond 1797. . His sources in printed texts broadly reflect

the pattern of his reading.

Methodology of thesis

In order . to establish Wordsworth’s - use of 1literary
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sources, previous research has . been collated with original
discoveries in order to present-an account of the sources of
each of the main poems of the period. The large number of
new sources and . parallels that have been discovered has
meant aﬂy sources identified by previous critics.are noted
as such in the text, whilst .original analysis accounts  for

all others. The main emphasis of this thesis is to offer as

full an account of these sources as possible.

The poems of 1793-1797 have been grouped in
chronological order. 1In general emphasis has been placed on
completed poems rather than fragments or revisions, and on

longer poems rather than shorter ones. Because many of the

surviving manuscripts of works first completed within the
period are likely to include the revisions of later years,
the emphasis on verbal echoes and details within texts has
been largely confined to manuscripts that definitely date
within the period 1793-7. Given these general principles,

the poetry of the period has been divided into six sections:

Salisbury Plain (1793-4), An Evening Walk revisions (1794),

Adventures on Salisbury Plain (1795), minor poems (1793-7),
The Borderers (1796-7), and The Ruined Cottage (1797). From

the specific pattern of sources and parallels for each poem

emerges a fuller pattern of wWordsworth s use of sources for

the period as a whole.

For each work a similar approach is used in setting out
the patterns of influence. An initial consideration 1is
given to the text, making clear any limitations 1n
manuscript evidence. A review of previous critical accounts
is followed by an analysis of the work’s relationship to

Wordsworth’s earlier poetry. Sources for major features of
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form and content are dealt with before minor features or,
finally, details of diction. Evidence demonstrating
Wordsworth’s knowledge of putative sources is given in
footnotes. The general pattern of working from the broader
aspects of the work to details is varied' depending upon. the
peculiarities of the manuscript evidence or the special

¥ " 1 ! fa
b 1

qualities of the work itself.
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CHAPTER ONE

SALISBURY PLAIN

The 1longest and arguably the most imbortan£~ip65m
Wordsworth wrote during the period 1793 to 1797 was

Salisbury Plain. The earliest extant version of the poem in
DC MS. 10 was written before June 1794,1 and some of the
poem was obviously written after Wordsworth’s visit to

Salisbury -Plain during the summer of 1793. Though much otf

Salisbury Plain can thus ' be assigned to . the period
immediately after the publication of An_Evening Walk and
Descriptive Sketches, it is not clear that the whole of
Salisbury Plain was composed during this period. It is

therefore necessary to consider the origins of the version
of- Salisbury -Plain recorded in DC MS. 10 before discussing
the sources of the poem. -

Wordsworth’s own comments on Salisbury Plain imply that

there may have been an earlief version.. In the Isabella

Fenwick note to The Excursion he remarked:

the state in which I represent Robert’s mind to. be I had.
frequent opportunities of observing at the commencement of
our rupture with France in 93,  opportunities of which 1

availed myself in the story of the Female Vagrant
(PW, v,.p.376)

though this seems to conflict with his other comment.on the

date of the.poem:: -

Unwilling to- be -unnecessarily particular, I have assigned
this poem to the dates 1793 and 1794; but in fact much of
the ‘Female Vagrant s’ 'story was composed at least two years

before.
(Prose, 1, p. 330)

A

Gill remains neutral on the possibility of an earlier
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version of -the poem:

Around 1788, Wordsworth worked on a blank-verse description
of a vagrant family, in DC MS. 7. It seems possible that in
1843, Wordsworth was remembering this work and confusing it
with "The Female Vagrant" stanzas in Salisbury Plain. On
the other hand, it is equally likely that these descriptive
passages were worked into something like The Female Vagrant
before 1793 1in a lost manuscript and that this was

incorporated into the larger poem. S,
(SPP, p.7)

The evidence 1is complex, but there probably was an earlier

version of Salisbury Plain that included "much of the

"Female Vagrent's' story" and was not directly related to

the fragﬁents in DC MS. 7.

Gill suggests that the passages fegefring to a vagrent
family in DC MS. 7 might be the earliest sufviving#source for
Salisbury Plain. These ﬁassagee jdescribe a womanﬁandlher
children lost in a storm and éyihg of expoeere, and occer ih
DC MSS. 5-7 1in a varietf of form;. Reed noteswthat the

passages 1in DC MSS. 6 and 7 contributed to An Evenlng

Walk,2

though the earliest draftlngs seem to be in DC MS. 5:

Unconscious of her woes another babe

Sat by & smiled delighted, for it held. 3
A little glowworm in its gleaming hand

It toss’d it to and fro- .
(DC MS. 5)

Though this fragment and those in DC MSS. 6 and 7 have
parallels in subject and dicfion%h'wfth some parte of
Salisbufz Plain, they can hardly be considered 1important

sources fof that poem. All theﬁfragmentsteem cfoser to A

A—

Winter Piece and Thomson’s Winter than Sallsburz Plaln.
The vagrant mother and her chlldren dylng of exposure was a
poetic commonplace of the day:

The pious mother doom’d to death,
Forsaken, wanders o ‘er the: heath,

The bleak wind whistles round her head,
Her helpless orphans cry for bread; .. ...
Bereft of shelter, food, and friend, |
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She views the shades of night descend,
And, stretch’d beneath th ’inclement skies,
Weeps o‘er her tender babes, and dies.
| (_E_E_' p-166) " R
Wordsworth would have been familiar with this tradition,' and
appears to have drawn on: it "in - the composition of ' the
fragments in DC MSS. 5-7. These fragments and Salisbury

Plain may both have originated in the 1literary tradition

of the destitute female vagrant, but Salisbury Plain‘s

vagrant and her children do not freeze to death, and the
treatment of the subject is strikingly different.
There are two ‘separate factual » sources for the female

vagrant stories in Salisbury Plain and in DC MSS. 5-7.

Wordsworth asserted that the "woman’s story ' in Salisbury

Plain was "faithfully taken from the report made to me of

her own <case by a friend". The other source is the death
by exposure of a woman on Stainmore mentioned in DC MS. 9,
though Wordsworth s account 'of - the . incident seems

4

embroidered with 1local gossip. The two separate factual

accounts of female vagrants known to Wordsworth also

indicate that the DC MSS. 5-7 material was not directly

related to Salisbury Plain.

Evidence for the existence of an earlier version of

Salisbury Plain can be found in the description of the

poem” s setting which implies the early version was set on

Stainmore Heath. Wordsworth’'s Advertisement to Guilt and

Sorrow states that not all of Salisbury Plain was set on

Salisbury Plain itself:

of the features described as belonging to it, one or two are

taken from other desolate parts of England.
r (SPPf p-217)

In the '@ manuscript version of the Advertisement he was more
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specific: "two which need not be particularized", and these

may be the Spittle upon Stainmore and the gibbet on the road

that 1leads to Stainmore. ‘These "local features"5 are

consistent with an earlier version of Salisbury Plain .being
set on the road through Stainmore Heath, a 1location: that

seemed to have fascinated Wordsworth during this period.as

both The Borderers and a part of An Evening Walk revisions

refer to it. Other details in Salisbury Plain may also
refer to areas near or on Stainmore. The legend ‘of: the
horse discovering a human head6 may be derived from the
local legend of the Maiden Castle spectre. The Roman camp on

the road through Stainmore may be the origin of the image:

Frequent upon the deep entrenched.ground,
Strange marks of mighty arms of former days

(Salisbury Plain, 75-6)
A clear example of the double setting of the poem is the
location of cities:
O‘er Sarum’s plain the traveller with a sigh
Measured each painful step, the distant spire

That fixed at 'every turn his backward eye
(Salisbury Plain, 38-40)

Here Salisbury cathedral spire is used as a - landmark, much
as it would be 'if "the traveller were going north from

Salisbury towards Stonehenge as Wordsworth did 1in

7

1793.° Yet later in the poem

The city s distant spires ascend
Like flames which far and wide the west 1llume

(Salisbury Plain, 394-5)

the location of the city 1is to the west (the direction

Wordsworth s travellers would be going if they were

travelling along the Stainmore Road) and the city may be
Penrith, which 1is visible from Stainmore just before

entering Brough.B‘ It would thus appear possible that an
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earlier version of Salisbury Plain was set on Stainmore
Heath. l

The pattern -of echoeSTfrom Wordsworth s other works
also helps reinforce the argﬁment for an earlier version of
Salisbury Plain: verbal echoes from works written in-1791-2
are found in different parts of Salisbury Plain than those
from later works. For example, some of the Gothic elements
in Salisbury Plain have similarities with The Vale of
Esthwaite. In The Vale of Esthwaite the lost minstrel’s
story 1s close'to the ' opening of Salisbury Plain.qulso‘the
vision of "Gigantic Moors in-battle - joined" in The Vale of

Esthwaite becomes in Salisbury Plain a vision of "Gigantic

beings ranged in dread,, array", Jjust:as the "hoar castle"

becomes an "antique castle" with "Hoary and naked" walls. O

The sentimental morality of parts of Salisbury Plain also

has parallels in Wordsworth’s early verse:11

And think that 1life is like this desart broad,
Where all the happiest find is but a shed

And a green spot ‘mid wastes interminably spread.
(Salisbury Plain, 421-3)

f "for while the tempests blow, -
And cold we tread this vale of woe,
So dearly shall man buy a shed
To hide but for an hour his head.

(VE, 450- 3)

Oh! might we seek that humble shed
Which sheltered once my pilgrim head

(Septimi Gades, 13 4)

Gill shows that the "image of the transience of man’s early

life" in Salisbury Plain follows In Part from Moschus :
Lament for Bion.lthhere are other close correspondences
with images from earlier poetry:

Like swans, twin swans, that when on the sweet
~ . - brink |

Of Derwent’s stream the south winds hardly blow,

‘Mid Derwent ‘s water~lillies swell and sink o
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In union, rose her sister breasts of snow

(Salibury Plain, 208-11)

Then might her bosom soft and white
Heave upon my swimming sight,

As these two Swans together ride
Upon the gently swelling tide.. .

(Beauty and Moonllght, 31 34) ?

though  both these passages follow Spenser.13 -~ These

parallels with earlier works occur in the parts of Salisbury

Plain that contain the female vagrant’s story and could have

been set on Stainmore Heath.

i

On the other hand similarities to Wordsworth’'s later

works, Descriptive Sketches and A Letter to the Bishop of
Llandaff, occur in the final 1lines _of Salisbury Plain.

The endings of both poems use similar images to express

simllar political concerns:

her virgin reign
Begins, and Love and Truth compose her train

(Descriptive Sketches, 784- 5)

Unblessed by Justice and the kindly train
Of Peace and Truth

(Salisbury Plain, 443-4)

And dark Oppression builds her thick~ribb’d tow’rs
(Descriptive Sketches,795)

Th "‘Oppressor “s dungeon from its deepest base;
High o“er the towers of Pride

(Salisbury Plain, 542-3)

Both poems express a similar attitude towards monarchy and

oppression. These political concerns are also evident in

general. similarities -between Salisbury Plain and A Letter

14 and, as Gill

to the Bishop of Llandaff

points out, bothibreflect - "the radical and humanitarian
opposition of the 17903“.15 The. parallels with later works

could imply. that the prophetic voice that frames the

narrative in Salisbury Plain was a later addition to an
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earlier poem set on Stainmore.

If the above analysis is correct, the early version of

Salisbury Plain might then be the story of a traveller on
Stainmore who shelters in the Spittle, meets the female
vagrant, and listens to her story. The poem would end with

the travellers reaching the cottage on the other side of the

heath and the moral reflections of stanza 47. 10 sSuch an

early version would have much in common with The Vale of

Esthwaite: Gothic elements, rapidity of narration, ,and
melancholy and simplistic moral reflections. It would,
however, lack the  political and social criticism of
Salisbury Plain and Descriptive Sketches. This earlier
version of Salisbury Plain, perhaps dated 1791-2, could have
been a source for the version recorded in DC MS. 10, though
the evidence for its existence is not conclusive. 1In any
event the manuscript of 1793-4 is clearly a final copy,

representing a polished version of the poemn.

a N T
II .

Salisbury Plain has not yet been placed in 1its
Iitefary context, nor has there been a thérough account of

the sourcés of the poem. An accurate text was notzpublished

until 197017 and this has had a prbnounced refféct on

critical accounts of the poem. Earlier scholars had to use

either The Female Vagrant or Guiltlﬁahd Sorrow,ieneifher of
which is particularly close to Saiisbdry Plain, and Legouis
and Harper wisely limited their accounts of the poem.18

More recently critics such as Mayo,19Welsford, Jacobus,
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Sﬁeéts, and Gill have diséussed the poem, though relatively
little has been intten on Wordsworth s séﬁices.zo Gill’s
analysis of the 1literary origins of the poem isféhé*mosi
satisfactory account to date;k He points out that Séiisbﬁff

Plain has clear links with the immediate politicai"contééf

and A Letter to the éishog of Llandaff. He also examines
the debt to Spenser. On the other hand Gill does not discuss

the genre of poems similar to Salisbury Plain, or the
genéral literafy and philosophical background to the poém;ZI

Salisburz Plain is a synthesis of key* elements in
Wbrdsworth's” early work, and a ‘recbgniiéble bart of
contemporary ‘radical literature. Like Descriptive
Sketches, the poem indicates Wordsworth’s political and

philosophical stance. Wordsworth’s philosophy, as evidenced

in Salisbury Plain, is based loosely on the natural
philosophy of Lucretius and Bacon, and is not unlike
that implied in Wordsworth’s earliest poem:
Where, throned in gold, immortal Science reigns;
Fair to the view is sa<red Truth display’d,
In all the majesty “of light array 'd,
To teach, on rapid wings, the curious soul
To roam from heaven to heaven, from pole to pole,
From thence to search the mystic cause of things,
And follow Nature to her secret springs
(Lines Written as a School Exercise, 70-6)
In this pocem the fundamental premises of much @ English
radical literature are expressed. There 1is a faith in
science and truth, and a belief that truth could be
discovered through accurate observation. This model of

knowledge is essentially binary, and. against science and

truth are placed superstition and credulous belief. This
opposition is expressed through the imagery of 1light and

darkness. The battle between truth and superstition is,
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implicitly, intellectual and literary, and as in Milton’s
Areopagitica the victory of truth is linked to reformation
in religion. Allied to these notions 1is a belief 1in the

value of natural philosophy as a means of discovering

absolute truths in nature (ideas which had received much

support in Newton's work).22 | - q o

Why these ideas were part of radical 1deologies
throughout the period 1793-1797 1is evident . from their
implied attitude to authority. Such ideas emphasized the
individual “s. rational examination ~of ideologies from the
scientific to the political and religious. Thus Dr. Price

could look forward to an era 1n which

the dominion of kings changed for the dominion of laws, and
the dominion of priests giving way to the dominion of reason

and conscience. 23

The emphasis on individuals was also democratic in tendency.
Moreover, 1in the aftermath of the American and French
RJevc:nlut;i’.'::ms.IF such ideas had been given a concrete expression
in the constitutions of new governments. They also harked

back to the English republican era and the religious 1ideas

then,current.24

Such a model of knowledge gave great importance to
didactic 1literature and polemical writing, and offered a
cohesive vision of natural philosophy, religion, and

politics. The transformation of the earlier version of

Salisbury Plain into the version recorded in DC MS. 10
indicates how Wordsworth framed the more traditional
elements of his earlier poem (the locoﬂdescfiptive; Ehe
pathetic narrativé, and moral reflections) with ~the
philosophic and the pblitical. This frame not only extended

the Trange of reference in the poem} but also indicated how
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Wordsworth was intent: on a similar kind of radical
.didacticism evident in the <closing 1lines "of Descriptive
Sketches.

The form that ‘Wordsworth used to give expression to
these. ideas was the Spenserian narrative, "used ' by many
writers of the later eighteenth century. ' Wordsworth s

significant departure from this tradition, and from his

earlier poetry, was the importance given to the dramatic
monologue of the female vagrant: not only was the character
of low status and allowed a first person narration, but her
narration was not the simple humanitarian exemplum.

Wordsworth ‘based his story on a real person’s experiences:

All that relates to her sufferings as-a sailor’s wife in
America, and her condition of mind during her voyage home,
were faithfully taken from the report made to me of her own

case by a friend who had been subjected to the same trials
and affected in the same way.

(PW, i, p. 330)

Further, "faithfully" implies he took care to report her
story accurately. This story was combined with a setting,
Salisbury-Plain, that had affected Wordsworth himself as a
"traveller":

My rambles over many parts of Salisbury Plain put me, as
mentioned in the preface, upon writing this poemn.

- (PW, i, p. 330)

fhus Worasworﬁh, in Salisbury Plain, had coﬁbined a reﬁo?t
of é real person'sh experiences with his own to form the
basis of the*poeﬁ. The anti-war elements implicit in the
female;vagrant's story made the poem a very radical one for

1794 and, like  Southey’s Joan of Arc, the choice of a true

story that to some extent demonstrated the evils of the

country’s current policy was a political act. 1In Salisbury
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Plain these political implications were made explicit. The

political and philosophic frame made the vagrant’s story a
demonstration of Wordsworth’s democratic and~ anti-war
ideas, fusing particular observation (the’ stofy) wiéh
Wordsworth ‘s ideology. It is within this context of radical

philosophy and 1literature of the late eighteenth century

that Salisbury Plain can best be placed.

o III

The Faerie Queene is the major source for Salisbury

Plain and the diction, imagery, narrative technique, and

theme of Wordsworth’s poem all owe -something to Spenser.

Wordsworth was selective in his use of The Faerie Queene as
a sdurce, drawing most heavily from Book I. Wordsworth also
rejected the allegorical in favour of the factual, and in

this he followed eighteenth-century imitators of The Faerie
Queene. = S

The most obvious similarities between the two poems are
the Spenserian stanza itself, the diction, and imagery. Gill
notes the use of Spenserian diction in Salisbury Plain
("outsent", "unwares", "Thrill“d", "finny flood", "forlorn",
"self-consuming"), and there are other examples ("hollow

25

wind", "hellish fiend", and "noysome"). There ‘are images

from The Faerie Queene 1in Salisbury Plain, and  Gill
identifies three descriptions of fear from Book I that

Wordsworth follows closely,26 for example:

That suddein cold did runne through euery vaine,
And stony horrour all her sences fild

(The Faerie Queene,I,vi,37, 2-3)

Cold stony horror all her senses bound.
(Salisbury Plain, 157)°
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Although not noted by Gill, one of the revisions to

Salisbury Plain also loosely echoes Book I:

Long she thus traueiled through deserts wyde, .

By which she thought her wandring knight shold
- pas,

Yet neuer shew of liuing wight espyde

(The Faerie Queene,I1,iii,10,1-3)

By thirst and hunger pressed he gazed around
espy

And scarce could any trace of man descry
(SPP, p.47)

It is indicative of Wordsworth’'s selective use of his source

that Book I accounts for most of +the minor echoes 1in

Salisbury Plain.

Besides these minor echoes, there are more substantial

debts to Spenser that have not been previously identified.

Wordsworth, like Spenser, devoted whole stanzas to epic

similes.27 For example, Spenser ‘s epic simile. of the

mariner:

Much like, as when the beaten marinere,

That long hath wandred in the Ocean wide,

Oft soust in swelling Tethys saltish teare,
And long time hauing tand his tawney hide
With blustring breath of heauen . . .

Soone as the port from farre he has espide,
His chearefull whistle merrily doth sound.

(The Faerie Queene, I, iii, 31, 1-5,7-8)

seems to be echoed in Salisbury Plain:

The impatient mariner the sail unfurled,

And whistling called the wind that hardly curled
The silent seas. The pleasant thoughts of home
With tears his weather-beaten cheek impearled

(Salisbury Plain, 373-6)
where the “marinef", his whistle, his “weather-beaten
cheek", and the function of both passages in evoking the

emotional response of homecoming within a narrative,

suggest the extent of the debt to Sp nother example
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of an extended parallel between the poems is in the
description of "What seems an antique castle" that

To hell ‘s most cursed sprites the baleful place
Belongs, upreared by their magic power...

(Salisbury Plain, 84-5)
where a spectral voice warns, "Fly ere the fiends their prey

unwares: devour".28 Spenser presents a 'similar warning
concerning "that dreadfull place", 'the cave of Meriih,‘built
by "Sprights":

But dare thou not, I charge, in any cace,

To enter into that same balefull Bowre,
For fear the cruell Feends should thee unwares

deuowre.

g | (The Faerie Queene,III,iii,8,7-9)

Not only are the subjects similar, but the warning is
clearly echoed in  Salisbury Plain. These extended
parallels indicate Wordsworth’s borrowings from Spenser were

more than incidental verbal echoes.
Wordsworth acknowledged the special regard he had for

Book I of The Faerie Queen, and the search for truth and the
fight against error and superstition in Spenser’s poem have
parallels in Salisbury Plain. Gill argues that the

interplay of the narrative and prophetic voices derives from

29

Spenser. These elements are united in the final stanza of

Salisbury Plain where Wordsworth argues that reason can
destroy error and supepstition, and provide a solution to
the suffering catalogued 1n the rest of the poen. As
Gillcrist has shown,39 this final stanza echoes Book I:

High o er the towers of Pride undaunted rear

Resistless in your might the herculean mace

Of Reason; let foul Error’s monster race

Dragged from their dens start at the light with
pain

And die; pursue your toils, till not a trace
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Be left on earth of Superstition’s reign-

(Salisbury Plain, 543-8)
In The Fagrie Queene "Errour" remained in her "den"

For light she hated as the deadly bale,
Ay wont in desert darknesse to remaine

(The Faerie Queene,I,1,16,7-8)
Gillcrist also notes Errour’'s "spawne" -of "Deformed

monsters" is echoed in "monster race“.31hThese allusions to
Spenser evoke the érﬁsade against érror in "Book I.
Gillcrist’s point that Wordsworth was “seriousl§ preoccﬁpiea
with some of Spenser’s ideas"32 seems rjustifiéd, and
indicates an essential feature of Wordsworth’s use of poetry
as a source: he appears to be as deeply influenced by the
imaginative articulation of ideas-in poetry as by details of
diction or technique.

In stanza, . diction, imagery, and theme, Salisbury

Plain is heavily dependent'on The Faerie Queene. This

pervasive debt demonstrates how Wordsworth drew on his
sources on many - different  levels,” from the 'occasional
borrowed word or phrase, to the fundamental. ideas of another

work. The extent of Wordsworth’s borrowing means Salisbury

Plain evokes The Faerie Queene, giving Wordsworth’s poem an

implied seriousness of purpose and dignity.

Salisbury Plain also shows the influencé of
eighteenth-century Spensérian poems. There woas ' a variety 6f
such poems, from Thomson’s Castle of Indolence with 1its

Spenserian diction and allegory, to Shenstone’s The

Schoolmistress with its tale of everyday life.

Of these poems, Beattie’s The Minstrel seems to have

been the most important source for Salisbury Plain. Like

Wwordsworth s poem, The Minstrel is based on a “true” story



28

of a shepherd’s child, and combines prophetic and narrative

voices. There are also specific echoes: Gill shows that the

revised version of + Salisbury Plain, 332-3 echoes The

Minstrel:33

2.

The sun in view uplifts his orient head
He feels his friendly beam a vital influence shed.
(SPP, p.32 n.)

Is yonder wave the Sun’s eternal bed?
Soon shall the orient with new lustre burn,
And Spring shall soon her vital 1influence

shed
(The Minstrel, I, xxvi, 6-8)

More significantly, the reaction against political violence

expressed in -Salisbury' Plain (a key change- from

Wordsworth s political stance in A Letter to-the Bishop of
Llandaff) follows The Minstrel:

Or whence but from the labours of the sage

Can poor benighted mortals gain the meed

- Of happilness and virtue, how assuage

But by his gentle words their self-consuming rage?

(Salisbury Plain, 510-3)

When tyrants scourge, or demagogues embroil
A land, or when the rabble s headlong rage

Order transforms to anarchy and spoil,

Deep-versed 1in man the philosophic sage

Prepares with lenient hand their frenzy to
assuage.

(The Minstrel,II,liv,5-9)
The "sage" who can "assuage" the "rage" of the people, and
the reference to "demagogues" might have seemed apt to
Wordsworth given the situation in France. It 1s indicative
of Wordsworth’s interest in the ideas expressed in poetry
that this change 1in politicalm stance echoes Beattie rather

than Godwin or another political author.

There are also echoes of Thomson’s The Castle of

Indolence in Salisbury Plain. Wordsworth compared his own

experiences in the Alps to the Andes 1in DC MS. 2, and
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then transferred the description to Salisbury Plain:

‘Lo! where the Sun exulting in his might

In haste the fiery top of Andes scales

And flings deep silent floods of purple light
"Down to the sea through long Peruvian vales,

At once a thousand streams and gentle gales

Start from their slumber breathing scent and song.

(Salisbury Plain, 451-6)

He appears to have been influenced in the expression of this

phenomenon by The Castle of Indolence:>"

As, when amid the lifeless summits proud

Of Alpine cliffs, where to the gelid sky

Snows piled on snows in wintry torpor lie,

The rays divine of vernal Phoebus play,

The awakened heaps, in streamlets from on high,
Roused into action, lively leap away,

Glad-warbling through the vales, 1in their new
S being gay. . .

(The Castle of Indolence, II, lxiv, 3-9)
where the images of sleep and singing indicate the debt.
Wordsworth’s experiences are expressed in a consciously
literary manner here,- drawing upon Thomson’s poem.

Salisbury Plain is part of the Spenserian tradition
in many ways: 1in metre, diction, imhgerf,‘and theme 1t owes
much to The Faerie Queene, {and in minor points it follows
eighteenth-century Spenseriani poems. = The Spenserian
tradition 1is the litera%y medium through which Wordsworth

chose to convey his political ideas, his experiences on

Salisbury Plain, and the female vagrant’s story.

IV

Salisbury Plain was also part of the humanitarian and

political literature of its day. This political aspect 1is
obvious in the prophetic voice that frames the poen, but

even in the vagrant ‘s story Wordsworth’s social concerns are
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evident. As the narrative section of the poem was probably
written 1791-2, this 1indicates a significant continuity in

Wordsworth’s thought. However, the earlier version seems

essentially humanitarian 1in outlook whereas Sallsburz Plain

itself is more obviously concerned with the 1mmed1ate

political context.

The female vagrant ‘s stéry inHSalisbury Plain appeafs
to reflect the immediate political situation (the war with
France), but it has similarities to a range of earlier
protests against wér.;JAt the’ Eiﬁé of the Pnpopular and
unsuccessful War of American Indepeﬁdenceafmuch anti-war

literature was written. For example, Britannia’'s Lamentation

on the Devastation War includes a descriptidn of the

horrors of the American War broadly parallel to the female

vagrant s in Salisbury Plain:

See the stately Towns a burniﬁg,

Here the shouts and dismal cry, |
Mothers with their children mourning,

While their fathers dead do lie..
Here the roaring cannons thunder,

,.o€ee one Army run away, T :
The other brlskly push for plunder,
In North America.

On the infant weeps the mother,

My tender babe my breasts are dry,

Your fathers kill“d I am starved with hunger,
While the rest around do cry 35

Some authors later wused descriptions of the American War
as a vehicle to comment upon the war with France, for
example Charlotte Smith 1in The 0ld Ménor House.
Smith’s novel parallels the female vagrant’s story where

Orlando

began . to perceive all the horrors and devastations of war.
The country, lately so flourishing, and rising so rapidly
into opulence, presented nothing but the ruins of houses,
from whence their miserable inhabitants had either been
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driven entirely, or murdered! 36

These observations on the American War are then linked to

the war with France:

Those who have so 1loudly exclaimed against a whole nation
struggling for its freedom, on account of the events of the
past summer (events terrible enough, God knows!), are
entreated to recollect how much the exploits of this
expedition (even as related by our own historian) exceed any
thing that happened on the 10th of August, the 24 of
September, or at any one period of the execrated Revolution

in France- |
(The 0ld Manor House, p.360n.)

This seems to be what Wordsworth did in Salisbury

Plain, for the original vagrant s story was only in part an

anti-war poem. After the outbreak of war with France in

1793, Wordsworth placed his earlier narrative in a different
context wusing the framing device of the prophetic voice.
This made its political comment more radical, emphasizing
the anti~war aspects of the vagrant ‘s story.

The original version of the female vagrant's‘ story
emphasized humanitarian concerns rather& than politics. 1In
1791 poems that pleaded for consideration for the poor or

destitute were commonplace. Sharrock suggests that the

vagrant ‘s story follows Langhorne’s The Country Justice,
though there are equally good parallels in Shenstone, Elegy

XVI, Bowles, Verses on the Benevolent Institution of the

Philanthropic Society, Moss, The Beggar s Petition, and Dr.
Roberts, The Poor Man's Prayer.37

with vagrants on desolate heaths: in Shenstone’s poem the

The first two poems deal

narrator hears the story of an insane woman whilst "On

Sarum’s plain", and in Bowles’s poem the vagrants "Appear

38

like spectres on the Wasted Heath". The last two deal

with eviction, a common theme:
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Oppression trampled on his tresses grey:

His little range of water was denied:

Even .to the bed where his o0ld body lay

His all was seized; and weeping side by side

Turned out on the cold winds, alone we wandered
wide.

(Salisbury Plain, 257-61)

Our tyrant lord commands us from our home;
And arm’d with cruel law’s coercive pow’r,
Bids me and mine o er barren mountains roam.

(The Poor Man’s Prayer, 42-4)

A 1ittie farm was my paternalﬂlot,
Then like the lark I sprightly hail “d the morn;

But ah! oppression forc’d me from my cot
(The Beggar s Petition,29-31: EE, p.l154)
The use of the poor and ﬁvégrant as a vehicle for
humanitarian comment was not new; and Goldsmith’s The

Deserted Village and The Traveller are probably the best
contemporary examples of the genre.

In humanitarian poetry vagrants were used to make
social comment, and in this respect the narrative section of

Salisbury Plain was consonant with contemporary literary

practices. The more . radical and overtly political agpects of

Salisbur Plain were a later deveioPment related to a more

political tradition.

A detailed examination of the prophetic sections of

Salisbury Plain that frame the female vagrant’s Stdry

reveals the extent to which Wordsworth was immersed in the
political controversies of the day and his debt to polemical

literature.

There is ample evidence that Salisbury Plain embodies

Wordsworth s response to the events of 1793. In 1793

b
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Wordsworth had written:

a time of revolution 1is not the season of true Liberty.
Alas! the obstinacy & perversion of men is such that she is
too often obliged to borrow the very arms of despotism to
overthrow him, and in order to reign in peace must establish

herself by violence.. .
| (A Letter: Prose,i, p.33)
but later, in Salisbury Plain, Wordsworth rejected
the extreme political violence in France:
Insensate they who think, at Wisdom's porch

That Exile, Terror, Bonds, and Force may stand:
That Truth with human blood can feed her torch,

And Justice balance with her gory hand
Scales whose dire weights of human heads demand

A Nero’s arm.
(Salisbury Plain, .514-9)
Although these 1lines could refer to repression in Britain,
it is probable that they refer to France, particularly
"Exile", "Terror", and "weights of human heads". The
reference to "human heads" would have been appropriate at

the time of the composition of Salisbury Plain because

between March-1793 and August 1794 . . . 1in each. of the
first seven months of that period about 500 death sentences

were carried out. 39 « ~

It may be that Wofdswor£ﬁ,ihéeeing how opposing political
philosophies 1in France énd England botﬂ used violent means
(the Terror and war), réjected éll such extfeme violenée.
In Salisbury Plain b;tﬁ =internal political violence and
war itself are directly condemned, and this may well reflect
Wordsworth“s growing despailr with the political violence of

the period.

A detailed examination of <the opening and closing

sections of Salisbury Plain indicates close parallels with
radical literature of the time. The opening of Salisbury

Plain echoes one of the seminal works of the revolutionary
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» ”, 4 g » " : ”, » ,
period, Rousseau’s Discours sur L Origine de L Indgalité

Parmli les Hommes:

Hard is the 1life when naked and unhouzed

(Salisbury Plain, 1)
que la nudite, le d€faut 4’ habitation

‘mid deep forests:
(Salisbury Plain, 3)

et couverte de forfts immenses

bears contending growl
And round his bed gaunt wolves in armies howl.
(Salisbury Plain, 8-9)

Mettez un ours ou un loup

i

Yet he 1s strong to suffer, and his mind
Encounters all his evils unsubdued:

For happier days since at the breast he pined
He never Kknew - |

(Sallsburx Plaln, 10-3)

Accoutumés dds 1°enfance aux 1ntempé%1es de 1l’air et a la

rigueur des saisons, exercds A la fatigue et forcds de
défendre nus et sans armes 40

Here Wordsworth’s vision of primitive people contrasts with
the “noble savage® of Descriptive Sketches,: 520-5, and
shows the influence :of Rousseau'on his developing theories
of the basis of human suffering.

The final section of Salisbury Plain (11;: 424-549) 1is
written in the discourse of contemporary radical literature,
and this makes it extremely difficult to assign sources.
In particular, the assertion that Wordsworth was éeeply
influenced by Godwin’s Political ' Justice during the period
1793-1794 seems unjustified;41

The section opens with reflections on-internal politics
and poverty, in a:way which parallels A Letter to the Bishop
of Llandaff:-

For proof, if man thou lovest, turn thy eye
On realms which least the cup of Misery taste.
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For want how many men and children die?
How many at Oppression’s portal placed

(Salisbury Plain, 433-6)
Although this sort of questioning is part of the discourse
of radical literature, its expression may owe something to
Thomson ‘s Winter where the same contrast between rich and
poor, and the phrase "how many" occur, as does the image:

how many drink the cup
Of baleful grief, or eat the bitter bread

Of misery
(Winter, 334-6)

In any event humanitarian comments on poverty were largely
conventional.

The attack on poverty is followed by an attack on
empires.42 The criticism of imperialism had a threefold
relevance in 1793: the recent war in America, the famines in
India, and slavery in the West Indies were all matters of
public concern. In all three cases, radicals werer0pposed
to British colonial policy and attacks on these policies
often made comparisons with corruption in Britain itself.
Although anti-imperialism has a 1long history in English

1iterature,43 criticism was particularly intense after

1776. Even the specific examples of imperialism described

in Salisbury Plain (Peru and India) had been the subject of

poems. Helen Maria Williams had written Peru, and

Wordsworth’s 1lines on India may have referred to 1ncidents

similar to those described in John Scott s Serim; or, The

Artificial Famine. 1In Scott’s poem a "Hindoo" comments on

the changes colonialism had brought:

From Gola’s streets, fam’d mart of fragrant grain!
Trade’s chearful voice resounded o“er the plain;

There now sad Silence listens to the waves
(Serim, 43-5)
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as in Salisbury Plain where "No more the voice of jocund

45

toil resounds". Other anti-imperialist poems show the

extent to which Wordsworth used a common diction and imagery

in Salisbury Plain:

When Avarice, shrouded in Religion’s robe,
sail‘d to the West, and slaughter’d half the globe
” (The Botanic Garden,I,ii,415-6) 46

with him came the throng
Of Furies and grim Death by Avarice lashed along.

(Salisbury Plain, 458-9)

Another example can be found in' the 1mage of the

superstitious tyrant:

Oh that a slave who on his naked knees

Weeps tears of fear at Superstition’s nod,
Should rise a monster Tyrant and o er seas
And mountains stretch so far his cruel rod
To bruise meek nature in her lone abode. ..

(Salisbury Plain, 460-4)

which seems very close (in the first two lines) to a poem

published in the Morniﬁg Chronicle 17 June 1793:

For Superstition held her reign;

Wwhile Priests combined, a ready train

Her throne of ignorance to rear,

And rule her slaves by hope and fear:
Obsequious midst the trembling crowd,
Slaves of their arts, e”en monarchs bowed

(Mr. Armstrong, Ode for the Meeting of the

Friends to the Freedom of the Press, 9-14)

whilst the lines following recall Pope:

Th ‘Oppressor rul ‘d Tyrannick where he durst,
Stretch’d o“er the Poor, and Church, his Iron
Rod
(Windsor Forest, 74-5) 47

’

Even the image of the ruler’s scepter bruising "meek nature"

had been used by William Blake:

the scepter, too heavy for mortal grasp,
NO more
To be swayed by visible hand, nor in cruelty
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bruise the mild flourishing mountains.
(The French Revolution,4-5) 48

There are marked similarities in subject and expression

between the attack on imperialism in Salisbury Plain and
other radical literature.
The final lines of Salisbury Plain (11.505-49) deal

with some of the central ideas ,of  the poem. The main

metaphors are derived from The Faerie gueene,49 and the role

of the "sage" from The Minstrel. .Gill shows the lines on

war allude to Milton’'s On the Lord Gen. Fairfax at the siege

of Colchester:

say, rulers of the nations, from the sword
Can ought but murder, pain, and tears proceed?
Oh! what can war but endless war still breed?

(Salisbury Plain, 507-9)

For what can Warr, but endless warr still breed,
"7ill Truth, & Right from Violence be freed
(On the Lord Gen. Fairfax, 10-11)

Again the rejection of violence echoes a poem, not a

political tract. The final lines of Salisbury Plain make

full use of such allusions to add authority to their
pronouncements. These lines propose enlightenment through
reason as a counter to Superstition and tyranny, an argument

advocated by English Republicans and many political authors

of Wordsworth’ s time:

Enlighten them, and you will elevate them . . . that gloomy
and cruel superstition will be abolished which has hitherto
gone under the name of Religion, and to the support of which
civil government has been perverted . . . Every degree of
illumination which we can communicate must do the greatest
good. It helps to prepare the minds of men for the recovery
of their rights, and hastens the overthrow of priestcraft
and tyranny . . . They. know that light 1is hostile to them,
and therefore they labour to keep men in the dark . . . .
Remove the darkness in which they envelope the world, and
their usurpations will be exposed, their power will be
subverted, and the world emancipated. .

(Richard Price, A Discourse on the Love of Our Country) 5l
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Wordsworth ‘s plea in' Salisbury Plain is also an expression

of this central tenet of @ eighteenth-century radical

ideology.
The prophetic voice that frames the female vagrant’s
story in Salisbury 'Plain derives ' in part from a range of

radical writing, and reflects Wordsworth’s concern with the
crises of 1793. The analysis of the sources for this section

of the poem indicates that Wordsworth read Kkey political

works such as Rousseau’s, but was ‘also 1influenced by - a

variety of polemical poetry. Salisbury Plain is firmly a
part of the literature of the radical opposition of the
period, though the most radical parts were probably written
after the humanitarian account of the vagrant, transforming

a humanitarian period piece 1into a radical indictment of

soclety.

VI

And hark! the ringing harp I hear
And lo! her druid sons appear.
Why roll on me your glaring eyes?
why fix on me for sacrifice? ”
(The Vale of Esthwaite, 31-4)

Descriptive Sketches, like ' Salisbury ' Plain, has

many allusions to polemical poetry and amongst these are two

references to William Mason’s verse play, Caractacus.52 Like

many of the works alluded to in Descriptive Sketches,

Caractacus extols the heroic defence " "0of. 1liberty, as

exemplified in Mason’s play by the Druids’® resistance to the

Romans. - In Salisbury Plain 'Wordsworth used Caractacus as a
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source, drawing on Mason’s notes for his - own research on
Druids, ‘and” transforming Mason’s defenders of freedom into
superstitious rulers who combined human sacrifice and war.

Wordsworth ‘s’ treatment of Druids in Salisbury Plain is

related to his rejection of freedom (to be defended by
violence if necessary) as the primary political value, and
this change in his thinking can be seen as part of his

response to the events of 1793-4. Before January 1793 (the

date of publication of Descriptive Sketches) Mason’s paeans

to British freedom may have been acceptable to Wordsworth:

- Well we know | |
'The glorious meed of those exalted souls,

Who flame like thee for freedom
“ “ (Mason, p.190)

but in February 1793 England declared war on France, and

Wordsworth s attitude to Britain rapidly changed. As Gill

rightly argues, Druids may even have become for Wordsworth

an emblem of Britain’s rulers who, by declaring war, were

53

sacrificing other men. In the additions to Salisbury

Plain Wordsworth made the connection between war and the

%

Druids ® human sacrifice explicit:

Exulting round the idol God of war
While the great flame by living captives fed
(SPP, p.112)

thus imaginatively transforming Mason’s images of heroism:
The man that falls,

Falls hallow’d; falls a victim for the Gods:

For them and for their altars.
| (Mason, p.190)

The benign religion of Caractacus becomes, in Salisbury

Plain, a superstition that leads to suffering, just as

false political ideologies 1n Wordsworth’s own day had led
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to the suffering described -in: Salisbury Plain, 460-549.

Salisbury Plain ends with a vision of the future where

| not a trace: 1

Be left on earth of Superstition’s reign, |

Save that eternal pile which frowns on Sarum’s
plain...

(Salisbury:  Plain, 547-9)

fusing past and present (just as war and human sacrifice are

fused) into a cohesive vision of human suffering arising

from superstition in 1its widest sense.

Although there may be minor echoes of Caractacus in

Salisbury Plain,54. - Wordsworth s presentation of

55

Druids is the opposite of Mason's. - Nevertheless it

is possible to trace the sources for Wordsworth’'s images of
Druids back to Caractacus. Mason  appended notes to

Caractacus containing extracts "from antient authors", and
Wordsworth used the references at the end of these extracts

to compile a"list under'the heading Druids in DC MS. 12:

C. Comment.Lib.vi.
Pliny“s Natural History, l.xvi.c.44

Drayton, Polyolbion Ninth Song
Pliny“s Nat. Hist.l.xxix.c.3
Mona Antiqua, p.338

Dion. Chrysostom

Tac.Ann.l.xiv.c.29
Thus Lwucan . . . Phar. Lib.iii
(Mason, pp.288-94)

C.Comment.Lib.6

Plin.Nat.Hist: Lib. 16.c.44.-Lib.29.c.3
Dray. PolyOlbion. Ninth Song-

Mona. Antiqua 338

Dion Chrysostom.- ,

Tac. annals.L.l4th.c.29.-

Luc. Phar.L.3.-

Ammianus Marcellinus Lib. 15th

Procopius. Goth. Lib.4.-
(SPP, p.35)

The references (save the last two in Wordsworth s

list)56 are the same, as 1s their order and degree of
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detail. Wordsworth used the reference to Caesar s "Comment.
Lib.6" in writing Salisbury Plain:

Alii immani magnitudine simulacra habent, quorum contexta
viminibus membra vivis hominibus complent; gquibus succensis

circumventi flamma exanimantur homines. 57

It is the sacrificial altar fed
with living men.

(Salisbury Plain, 184-5)

Though from huge wickers paled with circling fire
No longer horrid shrieks and dying cries i |
To ears of Daemon-Gods 1in peals aspire,

To Daemon-Gods a human sacrifice

(Salisbury Plain, 424-7)
Wordsworth used the notes to Caractacus as a source of
information on Druids, and then used Caesar’s description
(perhaps the reference best suited to his’purposés)’asﬂthe

basis of his account of Druids in Salisbury Plain.
Wordsworth’s use of Caractacus shows how his changing
political values caused him to alter -his approach to Mason’s
play, as well as indicétinggsomething of the literary side
of his methods of composition. It is also indicative of how
Wordsworth  took a factual matter | (the Druids and

Stonehenge), and transformed it to suit his poetic purposes.

VII

Salisbury Plain combines two éettings,' Stainmore and
Salisbury Plain itself, and Wordsworth’s treatment of these
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