 

 

Title:

Speaker as Questioner in Lyrical Ballads, 1798

Author(s):

Susan J. Wolfson

Publication Details:

Critical Essays on William Wordsworth. Ed. George H. Gilpin. Boston, Mass.: G. K. Hall & Co., 1990. p23-51.

Source:

Poetry Criticism. Ed. Michelle Lee. Vol. 67. Detroit: Gale, 2006. From Literature Resource Center.

Document Type:

Critical essay

Full Text: COPYRIGHT 2006 Gale, COPYRIGHT 2007 Gale, Cengage Learning

Full Text: 

[(essay date 1986) In the following essay, originally published in 1986, Wolfson examines the poetic technique of question and response in the Lyrical Ballads.]

"the fluxes and refluxes of the mind"

That many of the poems in Lyrical Ballads turn upon exchanges of question and response is nothing extraordinary in view of social custom and literary tradition. Wordsworth tunes such exchanges to a variety of purposes. Following the convention of pastoral dialogue, he may use a question to provoke a debate: "Why William, sit you thus alone, / "And dream your time away?" ("Expostulation and Reply"). Or as in the convention of the ballad, his speaker may begin with a query designed to arouse our interest:

--Why bustle thus about your door,

What means this bustle, Betty Foy?

Why are you in this mighty fret?

And why on horseback have you set

Him whom you love, your idiot boy?

("The Idiot Boy")

Sometimes he uses a question to engage our sympathy:

Now, when the frost was past enduring,

And made her poor old bones to ache,

Could any thing be more alluring,

Than an old hedge to Goody Blake?

("Goody Blake, and Harry Gill")

At other times, a question produces an expansive lyric: "My friend / "What ails you? wherefore weep you so?" ("The Last of the Flock"). A speaker may exploit interrogative syntax to make a point--"Up! up! my friend, and clear your looks, / Why all this toil and trouble?" ("The Tables Turned")--or to convey an agitated state of feeling--"For ever left alone am I, / Then wherefore should I fear to die?" ("The Complaint of a Forsaken Indian Woman"). Except for this last case, in which fact and feeling resist reconciliation, sooner or later an answer satisfies. We find out why Betty Foy frets, what this bustle means, what Johnny's mission is, why the friends weep so.

Yet if in these poems Wordsworth uses questions and responses in fairly conventional ways, he does so as part of an unconventional poetic program. Their speakers are not the invisible or purely perfunctory rehearsers of traditional ballads but agents of "feeling" that "gives importance," Wordsworth says, to the poetic "action and situation" (LB [Lyrical Ballads] 248). Indeed, in certain poems we see him locating "action and situation" in the play of voice itself. In "Old Man Travelling," for instance, the speaker describes a figure of such "mild composure," that "patience now doth seem a thing, of which / He hath no need." Yet when the speaker "asked him whither he was bound, and what / The object of his journey," the Old Man's reply that he is "going many miles to take / "A last leave" of his son, who is dying of battle wounds in a hospital far away, at once belies the "perfect" peace his questioner may have hoped to understand. In the 1800 version Wordsworth substitutes indirect discourse for the original dialogue, with the effect of diminishing the rhetorical impact of the interview, and in the Poems of 1815 he drops the interview altogether, replacing it with a much less troubled fourteen-line, sonnet-like Sketch titled "Animal Tranquility and Decay" (the subtitle of 1798). Although such revisions reflect Wordsworth's later movement away from interrogative drama, what is compelling about the 1798 poem is the way its entire action and situation are contained in an exchange of question and answer--an exchange, moreover, that confronts the speaker with his error of interpretation. In other poems in this volume, Wordsworth uses the interrogative mode to advance these dramas of interpretation into a confrontation with mystery. These are occasions when no satisfactory answer is forthcoming, the response often eluding the terms in which the question has been posed. Consider, for instance, the questions that interrupt the narrator of "The Thorn":

"But what's the thorn? and what's the pond?

"And what's the hill of moss to her?

"And what's the creeping breeze that comes

"The little pond to stir?"

Despite their insistence, these petitions fail to clarify the report that provoked them: "I cannot tell; I wish I could; / For the true reason no one knows." Similarly, when Johnny, the Idiot Boy, is asked to tell "Where all this long night you have been, / "What you have heard, what you have seen," his answer fits the questions in syntax only: "The cocks did crow to-whoo, to-whoo, / "And the sun did shine so cold." As in "The Thorn," an innocent appeal for information produces an unexpectedly enigmatic reply. When such questions and answers fail to link, when there seems to be no common frame of reference, our attention is drawn to the presence of a mystery beyond the reach of simple interrogation.

The 1798 volume shows Wordsworth's interest in probing these situations from a variety of angles, his willingness to entertain a troubling question or uncertain answer varying with the degree of apparent personal implication. In "We are seven" and "Anecdote for Fathers," Wordsworth stages dialogues featuring distinct dramatic characters--an adult questioner and a contrary child--whose difference gives each poem its rhetorical force. In "The Thorn" he presents a single narrator who is less a character than a voice, and who engages not another character but a second disembodied voice by which he is relentlessly questioned. Yet the fact that there is less opposition than repetition in this dialogue places both questioner and narrator under a common burden of mystery that no answer can lighten completely. The most complex interrogative texture in the 1798 volume is that of its concluding poem, "Tintern Abbey," where, in propria persona, Wordsworth asks no questions. The poem carries an interrogative charge nonetheless in several of its most crucial utterances, and the verse throughout seems constrained by unvoiced concerns--with the effect of making the poem's reader a sympathetic but skeptical questioner of the poem's speaker. Here especially, and implicitly throughout Lyrical Ballads, the play of questions voiced or resisted and answers proffered or denied requires the reader to participate in the rhetorical drama of the occasion.

Adult Questioners, Child Respondents

The adult questioners in "We are seven," "Anecdote for Fathers," and "The Idiot Boy" attempt to impose logic on children who live under different, often "silent laws." "We are seven," in fact, opens with a question that seems no question at all, but rather an invitation to share the speaker's bemused condescension:

A simple child, dear brother Jim,

That lightly draws its breath,

And feels its life in every limb,

What should it know of death?

(1-4)

"Nothing" is the implied answer to a question whose tone blends marvel and annoyance. The occasion is a telling interview with an eight-year-old cottage girl:

"Sisters and brothers, little maid,

"How many may you be?"

"How many? seven in all," she said,

And wondering looked at me.

(13-16)

The question seems simple enough and so does the reply. Yet the Maid's wondering poses a kind of baffled counterquestion--a signal of the gap that opens between the two when the speaker persists. "And where are they, I pray you tell?" and she replies:

"... 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."

The adult perceives death as division and subtraction; the Maid sees it as (at worst) displacement, as her syntax demonstrates: "in Heaven" seems no different from "at Conway" or "to sea." The Maid's claim that "we are seven" may be quite adequate to her experience, for the graves of her brother and sister offer more visible companionship ("they may be seen") than do her living but absent siblings:

"My stockings there I often knit,

"My 'kerchief there I hem;

"And there upon the ground I sit--

"I sit and sing to them."

But as his previous rhyme of "alive" with "five" may indicate, the adult resists the child's addition. He repeats his question, this time posing it as a testy test of logic: "How many are you then," said I, / "If they two are in Heaven?" The should of his opening question ("What should it know of death?") has by this point gained a resonance of moral obligation.

The Maid will not let herself be lessoned (and lessened) so, however, and persists with her refrain: "O Master! we are seven." Abandoning all questions to insist, "But they are dead; those two are dead! / Their spirits are in heaven!" the adult regards the child's tenacity as perverse willfulness: "'Twas throwing words away; for still / The little Maid would have her will." His own tenacity at last provokes denial instead of mere reiteration: "Nay, we are seven!" The poem ends there. The adult can neither persuade nor bully the little girl with his logic; nor can her simplicity prevail. This standoff is again mirrored in Wordsworth's rhymes. The adult's final cry that a sister and a brother "are in Heaven!" is countered by the Maid's insistence that "we are seven!" And completely isolated from the ballad's rhyme scheme, as an odd fifth line in a poem of four-line stanzas, is the adult's final protest--"But they are dead; those two are dead!"--in which the word dead knocks against itself in a singular internal rhyme. These oppositions include the reader, for in the face of two orders of knowledge that are self-enclosed and irreconcilable, Wordsworth allows us no easy alignment. However "right" the adult may be, he is overbearing and humorless. Even so, the denial of death by a child who "feels its life in every limb" is something the most forgiving of adult readers knows is doomed to revision as she matures.1 Moreover, without the relentless literalism of her opponent, the Maid's simple wit might cloy. Instead of making this conversation a mere occasion to endorse or reject childish sentiment, Wordsworth deftly exploits the gap between question and reply to provoke his reader to wonder at the mysteries of a child's sensibility and its complete insulation from one kind of adult intelligence.2
In "Anecdote for Fathers" Wordsworth again uses a conversation of question and reply to contrast the mysteries of a child's logic with the constraints of adult reason. While walking with his son at Liswyn farm, the adult is (once again) preoccupied with absences and presences. As he remembers the "former pleasures" of Kilve, their "pleasant home ... A long, long year before," he entertains some fond regrets about their present home and decides to enlist his son's opinion. "My little boy, which like you more ...

"And tell me, had you rather be,"

I said and held him by the arm,

"At Kilve's smooth shore by the green sea,

"Or here at Liswyn farm?"

Despite the avowed idleness of his inquiry, the father has his son "by the arm"--unwilling, it seems, to let go until he gets an answer. The son, perhaps discerning a preference for smooth shores and green seas and still feeling his father's hold on his arm, replies cooperatively, "At Kilve I'd rather be / "Than here at Liswyn farm." Not satisfied with mere indication, however, the father insists, "Now, little Edward, say why so; / My little Edward, tell me why; ... There surely must some reason be." Obsessed with weighing, comparing, and analyzing the moods of his own mind, the father wants his son to do likewise, "To think, and think, and think again." But Edward's moods do not naturally yield to such negotiations; they are immediate and unified. He runs happily along, or, upset, he blushes and hangs his head. To the rush of whys, he responds the same way the confused narrator of "The Thorn" does: "I cannot tell, I do not know." Edward's evasion of the cause-and-consequence demands of his father's question invites only further harassment. "And five times did I say to him, / 'Why? Edward, tell me why?'" he persists, almost becoming Harry Gill to Edward's Goody Blake ("And fiercely by the arm he took her, / And by the arm he held her fast, / And fiercely by the arm he shook her" [89-91]). Edward succumbs: "At Kilve there was no weather-cock, / "And that's the reason why." On the surface this answer seems no reason at all, but it may betray a deeper emotional logic in its preference for something absent. At Kilve there was also no inquisition to plague a "careless mood"--a good enough reason for him to say he'd rather be there than here. The father, at least, understands this reason is no more than a convenience. In later versions of the poem, Wordsworth has him note that his son "eased his mind with this reply," and in all editions the adult concludes the "Anecdote" by claiming to have learned a lesson:

O dearest, dearest boy! my heart

For better lore would seldom yearn,

Could I but teach the hundredth part

Of what from thee I learn.

However tempting it is to credit such adult notices with humble acknowledgment of error, it is difficult to give an exact measure to the anecdote. What has the speaker really learned, and what fraction of lore still remains locked up in the child's mind? The way the "Anecdote" is framed gives some indication. The subtitle of 1798, shewing how the art of lying may be taught, supplies a seemingly self-aware piece of irony, but if it spells out a rueful lesson and the substance of what the speaker wishes he could teach, it is not free from error, for it assumes that the child's reply is an artful, cunning lie. The subtitle does not seem to recognize that for the boy, any answer would be a lie, a coercion of spontaneous feeling into the logic of cause and effect. Within the dialogue, the boy's resort to the gilded vane seems a contingency or pretext, but Wordsworth himself may have had an ulterior "reason." As an object that shows the direction of the invisible wind, the weathercock emerges as a sign that parodies all logic-minded attempts to apply instruments of analysis to the flow of obscure and elusive moods. In a letter written many years after the poem, Wordsworth records that his "intention was to point out the injurious effects of putting inconsiderate questions to Children, and urging them to give answers upon matters either uninteresting to them, or upon which they had no decided opinion" (LY [The Letters of William and Dorothy Wordsworth: The Later Years, 1821-1850] 1:486). In 1845 he added an epigraph to the poem to emphasize the point--"Retine vim istam, falsa enim dicam, si coges" ("Restrain that force, for I will speak false, if you insist")--which was, according to Eusebius, Apollo's warning to those who would coerce the oracle. The forced exercise in analysis in this poem parallels the arithmetic lesson conducted by the adult questioner in "We are seven." But here the child proves vulnerable to the adult, while the adult, though still unaware of the basic limitations in the way he thinks, flatters himself that he has learned otherwise.

Such contrariety between adult and childhood orders of knowing is a fundamental Wordsworthian issue, and the absence of connection a perpetual Wordsworthian concern, negotiated most intensely through several drafts of The Prelude. In the first part of a two-part version he finished the year after he published Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth finds himself able to "call to mind," even to feel again, the sensations of days he feared were "Disowned by memory" (445). But the opening verse paragraph of the second part produces two questions and a brief meditation that together subvert the illusion of recovery:

Ah, is there one who ever has been young

And needs a monitory voice to tame

The pride of virtue and of intellect?

(17-19)

In the dialogue poems, that monitory voice is nowhere heard, except perhaps in the limited apology of Edward's father. That coda, however, does not carry the tone of yearning the poet's next question does:

And is there one, the wisest and the best

Of all mankind, who does not sometimes wish

For things which cannot be, who would not give,

If so he might, to duty and to truth

The eagerness of infantine desire?

(20-24)

The question asks for our assent in imagining an ideal state that would blend adult orders of knowledge (virtue, intellect, duty, and truth) with the exuberance of a child's sensations, but its accents of regret and resignation suggest that this speaker, checked by the knowledge that it "cannot be," might wish to trade the one for the other.

Access to the sensations of childhood seems to require an almost magical or visionary telescoping of intervening vacancies:

                                                                                                              so wide appears

The vacancy between me and those days,

Which yet have such self-presence in my heart

That sometimes when I think of them I seem

Two consciousnesses--conscious of myself,

And of some other being.

(26-31)

The dialogues between adults and children in Lyrical Ballads display two consciousnesses, and the poet, like the autobiographer of The Prelude, stands somewhat outside, thinking of the difference with a sense and syntax that alternates uncertainly between heartfelt presence and the apprehension of a vacancy so wide that those days seem totally "other," not even of the self at all. That stance, like the dramatic format of the dialogues, promotes for the moment a poetry of disinterested speculation--the mode Keats consciously cultivates to explore the mysteries that play in his imagination. But Wordsworth is never entirely disinterested: to the extent that "We are seven" and "Anecdote for Fathers" show the worlds of adult and child to be qualitatively and mutually exclusive, Wordsworth necessarily shares the consciousness that views the child in question as "some other being." It is from the adult's point of view, however qualified, that each dialogue is reported. These dialogues, in fact, originated in his own experience. "The little girl who is the heroine [of "We are seven"] I met [in] 1793"; a conversation he had with a child who stayed in his household inspired "Anecdote for Fathers" (LB 285-86). Wordsworth's affinity with the adults suggests that these encounters are more crucial than their anecdotal tone indicates, for the questions betray disturbing evidence of a reduced, and reducing, imagination. Yet it is precisely such limitations that keep Wordsworth's own imagination tuned to the child's mysteries. Affinities with the adults' party notwithstanding, other poetic features and other notes suggest Wordsworth's "self-presence" in the child's voice. The title "Anecdote for Fathers," as well as the early subtitle and later epigraph, implicitly credits the child's prerogative, and it is the child's logic that gives "We are seven" its title. Indeed, Wordsworth recalls of his own childhood, "Nothing was more difficult for me ... than to admit the notion of death as a state applicable to my own being" (LB 286), and in the "Preface" of 1800 he includes us all in this difficulty. "We are seven" shows, he says, "the perplexity and obscurity which in childhood attend our notion of death, or rather our utter inability to admit that notion" (LB 247-48). In the 1802 "Preface," in fact, he implicitly converts this difficulty to creative advantage by applying analogous terms to the general "disposition" of imaginative power. The "Poet," like the Maid, is especially prone "to be affected ... by absent things as if they were present" (LB 256).

The most mysterious of Wordsworth's questioned children is the Idiot Boy. Sent into the moonlit night by his mother to fetch a doctor, Johnny is fortified with answers to all matters of possible importance: "What to follow, what to shun, / What to do, and what to leave undone, / How turn to left, and how to right" (64-66). His prolonged absence makes it clear that these prescriptions have failed their purpose, however, and the consequence registers in the questions that now beset the women at home: "How can it be he is so late?" (174); "Oh saints! what is become of him?" (232); "where's my Johnny?" (262). Yet these queries, despite the tone and atmosphere of mystery, do not write a poetics of mystery, for the world of this poem is essentially comic. Answers do emerge, however delayed for narrative effect, and the narrator can safely say, "Then calm your terrors, Betty Foy!" (373).

There are nonetheless certain gaps in his narrative and certain gaps between its questions and answers which directly confront the reader with the inadequacy of narrative logic to pre- or alogical modes of perception. Wordsworth's narrator is everywhere attentive to latent threats to his powers of telling. His opening stanza reports an owlet that "shouts from nobody knows where" (4), anticipating another more important mystery of origin: Betty Foy and Susan Gale "cannot guess" what ails the latter (36). These potentially tale-baffling mysteries are aggravated by the scant or nonexistent powers of communication in the protagonist of this tale, Johnny himself: "The moon that shines above his head / Is not more still and mute than he" (90-91); "How quietly her Johnny goes. / The silence of her idiot boy" (101-2). That silence encompasses Betty, too, as Johnny's delay stirs fears that she "to Susan will not tell" (150-51).

The narrator verges on this failure of voice himself, for in the face of Johnny's disappearance, he seems unable to produce anything more than a teasing set of questions that echo Betty's anxieties, as his tale recedes into the realm of a merely fantasized possibility:

Oh reader! now that I might tell

What Johnny and his horse are doing

What they've been doing all this time,

Oh could I put it into rhyme,

A most delightful tale pursuing!

(322-26)

He can pursue this unanswered what with no more than a series of conjectures, each, like Betty's earlier fantasies, prefaced by "Perhaps," and none solving the mystery of Johnny's "strange adventures" (327-51). The interrogative effort driving these supplements and surmises becomes explicit as they culminate in an exasperated petition, as if on our behalf, to the absent muses of this narrative of absences:

Oh gentle muses! is this kind?

Why will ye thus my suit repel?

Why of your further aid bereave me?

And can ye thus unfriended leave me?

Ye muses! whom I love so well.

(352-56)

At exactly this climax of unrequited questioning, however, the narrator relinquishes his complaints about the muses' (and Johnny's) absence to venture a necessary act of interrogative imagination, one that in effect summons his nearly defeated story and its wayward hero back into presence:

Who's yon, that, near the waterfall,

Which thunders down with headlong force,

Beneath the moon, yet shining fair,

As careless as if nothing were,

Sits upright on a feeding horse?

(357-61)

This question, unlike all the questioning by which it is preceded, is fully within the narrator's control. Through its agency, he returns his protagonist and reclaims his tale with mock-epic tones of victory.3
The narrator's emergence from confounded questioning to renewed powers of answering is given an ironic counterpart in the career of another potential narrator, Johnny himself. For most of the night, the Idiot Boy remains "still and mute, in wonder lost" (334), his bewilderment a more extreme version of the narrator's own bafflement. That opacity is hardly redeemed when he speaks, however, for his language defies interpretation. "Johnny burrs and laughs aloud, / Whether in cunning or in joy, / I cannot tell," the narrator reports (387-89). And when his mother asks the question to which all would like an answer--"Tell us Johnny, do, / "Where all this long night you have been, / "What you have heard, what you have seen, / "And Johnny, mind you tell us true" (448-51)--the answer that issues--"The cocks did crow to-whoo, to-whoo, / "And the sun did shine so cold" (460-61)--seems scarcely adequate to the experience to which it refers. The narrator's prefacing surmise that "Johnny all night long had heard / The owls in tuneful concert strive; / No doubt too he the moon had seen" (452-54) is a deliberate and knowing reduction, an affront to the expectations of any Idiot Questioner.

Wordsworth himself credited the scriptural expression that an idiot's "life is hidden with God" (EY [The Letters of William and Dorothy Wordsworth: The Early Years, 1787-1805] 357), and in "The Idiot Boy" he allows Johnny's summary answer to remain enfolded in that benevolent and essentially mysterious rationale. Like the children of "We are seven" and "Anecdote for Fathers," Johnny's intelligence is innocent of logic, particularly the logic of plot and argument. He forgets his errand (a logic imposed on him) as he burrs happily under the perpetual present of the "moon that shines above his head" (90); his answers to the questions "what?" and "where?" issue in language so self-enclosed as to defy certain translation--like the replies of Edward and the little Maid. The tone of impersonal declaration in all three speakers, in fact, gives their utterances a resonance of obscure symbolic import and leaves the reader with a corresponding sensation of exclusion. When Keats's speaker imagines the Grecian Urn meeting his questions with the quasi-oracular utterance, "Beauty is truth, truth beauty," we are struck by the sheer self-referential circularity of these terms and may wonder uneasily about the tone of the voice that tells us, "That is all ... ye need to know." Keats had a precedent for this take-it-or-leave-it totality in Wordsworth's conclusion to "The Idiot Boy," for the narrator there signs off gleefully, "--Thus answered Johnny in his glory, / And that was all his travel's story." If Johnny had told us "true," the mysterious "glory" of his answer remains radically private, hidden from adult (or perhaps any) inquiry, and the reader is left wondering at, but consigned to, its tantalizing periphery.

"The Thorn": Interrogative Dialogue

However elusive its internal cause, the effect of Johnny's summary utterance as a creative cause is fully apparent. These lines were, so Wordsworth reports, "the foundation of the whole" poem (LB 292), and by placing Johnny's words at the poem's conclusion, he bestows their mystery on the reader. "The Thorn," too, is founded on a mysterious circumstance, this time originating in a visual rather than a verbal event: "1798. Arose out of my observing, on the ridge of Quantock Hill, on a Stormy day, a thorn which I had often passed in calm and bright weather without noticing it. I said to myself, 'Cannot I by some invention do as much to make this Thorn permanently an impressive object as the storm has made it to my eyes at this moment?'" (LB 290). Wordsworth's answer to his self-addressed query is a poem that presents no direct encounter with "this Thorn," but treats that object solely in terms of the way it impresses the imagination of its observer. The poem begins plainly enough: an unidentified voice reports a simple fact, "There is a thorn." As the predicate develops, however, the world of fact begins to dissolve into shadows of imagination. It "looks so old"; it is a "mass of knotted joints, / A wretched thing forlorn," overgrown with a "melancholy crop" of mosses that "clasp it round," seeming "With plain and manifest intent, / To drag it to the ground"; this "mossy network" vibrates with strange and rich colors "Of olive-green and scarlet bright, / In spikes, in branches, and in stars, / Green, red, and pearly white." A nearby hill of moss is likened, curiously, to an "infant's grave," a comparison invoked twice more in the next ten lines and frequently throughout the poem. Perhaps the strangest detail of all appears six stanzas into the poem; it is a "woman in a scarlet cloak" who, we are told, "oft there sits," crying to herself, "Oh misery! oh misery! / "Oh woe is me! oh misery!" The intrigue is compounded by the speaker's repeated appeals to our assent: "In truth you'd find it hard to say"; "you see"; "Now would you see." He will soon exhort us to see for ourselves: "But to the thorn, and to the pond ... I wish that you would go." In the meantime, to assist our efforts to visualize these objects, he gives their appearance in assiduous detail, as if to place his own subjective impression within a field of objective verification. He takes great care to fix size ("Not higher than a two-years' child, / It stands erect, this aged thorn"; the "hill of moss" is "Just half a foot in height," and "a little muddy pond ... 'Tis three feet long, and two feet wide"); to map location ("Not five yards from the mountain-path, / This thorn you on your left espy"); even to diagram precise configuration ("to the left, three yards beyond").

The repetition and elaboration of detail might at first engage an audience "not accustomed to sympathize with men feeling in that manner," as Wordsworth intended (LB 288), but by Stanza 8, these oddly charged terms begin to tease too much--so much that when an unidentified voice interrupts, the questions seem both inevitable and appropriate:

"Now wherefore thus, by day and night,

"In rain, in tempest, and in snow,

"Thus to the dreary mountain-top

"Does this poor woman go?

"And why sits she beside the thorn

"When the blue day-light's in the sky,

"Or when the whirlwind's on the hill,

"Or frosty air is keen and still,

"And wherefore does she cry?--

"Oh wherefore? wherefore? tell me why

"Does she repeat that doleful cry?"

This voice never disputes the narrator; it simply recasts a tentative report into interrogative form. Its echoing locution, as well as the anonymity of its identity and origin, suggests that it may even be expressing half of an internal dialogue between a self who reaches after fact and reason and a self burdened with a mystery.4 Indeed in subsequent editions of the poem Wordsworth puts quotation marks around both voices (not just the questioner's, as above), blurring even further the distinction between the two. Instead of separate speaking characters, as in "We are seven" and "Anecdote for Fathers," "The Thorn" presents two contraposed but curiously linked voices. These voices do not represent conflicting orders of experience, as in the dialogues between adult and child, but point instead to a shared mystery. In response to the many wherefores, the speaker can do no more than invoke the circumstances that provoked inquiry in the first place: "But if you'd gladly view the spot, / The spot to which she goes." However inviting his syntax, instead of a result clause, there follows only more amplification of the initial reference to the spot and its constellation of suggestive objects.

As in "Anecdote for Fathers," the persistence of questioning summons an attempt to answer: "Perhaps when you are at the place / You something of her tale may trace." But one of the first things we notice is that this tale, like the report that provokes it, involves a variety of frustrated expectations. The woman referred to is Martha Ray, formerly betrothed to Stephen Hill, who reportedly seduced and then abandoned her on their wedding day to marry another. In the 1800 version of the poem, the local rumors prompt the narrator to pose a question himself, a coy suggestion: "What could she seek?--or wish to hide?" The lore of the village has it that she went mad, regained her senses over the course of her pregnancy, and gave birth to a child (stillborn? hanged or drowned by its mother?) who was then buried "Beneath that hill of moss." The legend that haunts about its shape is ultimately untraceable however, "For what became of this poor child / There's none that ever knew." Yet once the tale has been introduced, the speaker's protests to ignorance modulate into promises of interpretive assistance: "I'll give you the best help I can"; "I'll tell you all I know." These promises include a chorus of village testimony: "They say" or "Old Farmer Simpson did maintain" or "some remember well" or "I've heard many swear." At the center of this assemblage, in fact, is the speaker's own report of Martha at the spot: "I saw her face ... and heard her cry."

But the fact that this testimony, with its edgy expansion of "There is" and "'Tis said" into "I saw" and "I found," emerges only after Martha's attachment to the spot has been discussed suggests a mystery more crucial and immediate than the fate of Martha Ray. This is the unspoken question of her sheer presence at the spot. What has never before been available is an eyewitness; as the narrator himself says, "I never heard of such as dare / Approach the spot when she is there." Wordsworth's organization of his report allows us to wonder whether this narrator, alone on a mist-bound, stormy ridge "Ere [he] had heard of Martha's name," has really seen her at all. Confused in a storm, he looked for shelter and found Martha Ray; perhaps now, looking for shelter from a haunting recollection, he finds the tale of Martha Ray. Stephen Parrish has suggested in fact that "the point of the poem may very well be that its central 'event' has no existence outside the narrator's imagination," that in retrospect he has instead turned a bush covered with scarlet moss into Martha Ray hunched in her scarlet cloak, a hill into her infant's grave, and the sound of the wind howling through the branches into her cries of misery. Parrish's argument makes the speaker's report into a "dramatic monologue" exhibiting, in the language of Wordsworth's Note to the poem, "the general laws by which superstition acts upon the mind."5
That Note also ascribes to "Superstitious men" "a reasonable share of imagination, ... the faculty which produces impressive effects out of simple elements" (LB 288)--a share that goes beyond superstition to extend the questionable affinity of the tale and the spot into a general inquiry about the procedures of the imagination as it tries to tease logic out of an impression. We may note for instance that as the speaker applies elements of the tale to his description of the spot, he enacts the basic operation of metaphor, "transfer." Moreover, the tale itself is produced only after the mysterious effects of the spot are detailed, suggesting that the imagination may actually make such effects into a cause for narrative. "The Thorn" begins with an effect--a seemingly haunted spot--and, under the pressure of questioning, works toward a cause in the history of Martha Ray. The virtue of that history is that it appears to answer the wherefores by unfolding a sequence of events that culminates at the spot and so explains its impressive effect on the eye of any beholder. To the extent the tale promises to supply "a cause / To solve the mystery,"6 the speaker can transfer his obsession with the spot to Martha Ray: she haunts the spot, as a guilty soul might haunt the scene of a crime; he merely happens to be a witness. Thus his passive verbs--Martha "was often seen"; her cries "oft were heard"--both generalize his own experience and give her presence a priority over the fact of anyone's chance apprehension of her; indeed, Wordsworth's escalation of "woman" into "Woman" and "thorn" into "Thorn" in the 1800 version and after enhances that effect by seeming to ascribe an independent spiritual character to the spot. In answer to the question "why?" these presences spell a plain tale; a haunted imagination is the natural consequence of reading it. But Wordsworth's overall poetic organization implies an order of cause and effect different from this narrative one. The tale of Martha Ray is brought into play because a mystery demands an explanation. The speaker's experience at the mountain ridge is the psychological cause, and the tale is actually a psychological effect, emerging as a result of the questions that demand it. As he does with Edward's naming of the weathercock in response to his father's whys, Wordsworth makes the tale of Martha Ray less an explanation for a mystery than an expression of the imagination's reach after fact and reason in the face of a mystery. The repeated questions cannot clarify a report that remains suspended between what its speaker professes to know or swears is true and what he does not know and "cannot think or tell." What results, as Geoffrey Hartman puts it, is a poem with a "double plot" in which "the action narrated and that of the narrator's mind run parallel."7 To transfer a phrase from The Excursion (4:1054-55), the speaker's imagination--"Stuffed with the thorny substance of the past, / For fixed annoyance; and full oft beset"--cannot unfix itself from the spot.

This double plot more than satisfies Wordsworth's originating question about how to impress a reader with what he saw on Quantock Hill. The force of an unusual isolated impression, rather than a village tale, is what inspires him to write and gives the poem its title; it compels the speaker's conversation, commands his attention, and entices his listeners. The legend of Martha Ray hovers over the spot, but neither speaker nor interlocutor can entirely connect the logic of the one with the mystery of the other. After all the speculation about why Martha Ray may haunt the spot, the poem returns to its founding enigma. "I cannot tell how this may be," the speaker wonders, finally absorbing that unanswered and unanswerable question into the only logic he can manage:

But plain it is, the thorn is bound

With heavy tufts of moss, that strive

To drag it to the ground.

And this I know, full many a time,

When she was on the mountain high,

By day, and in the silent night,

When all the stars shone clear and bright,

That I have heard her cry,

"Oh misery! oh misery!

"O woe is me! oh misery!"

Despite the speaker's "plain" incorporation of Martha Ray into his report of the spot, the poem's last stanza concludes not with a solution to the mystery but with an intensified repetition of the clues.

Wordsworth exploits such repetition as a verbal figure for mystery. In his Note he cites "repetition of words" as one way to convey an effort "to communicate impassioned feelings" crossed by "something of an accompanying consciousness of the inadequateness of our own powers, or the deficiencies of language" to do so. "During such efforts," he explains, "there will be a craving in the mind, and as long as it is unsatisfied the Speaker will cling to the same words." Sometimes, in fact, the mind's craving seems to be satisfied as it "luxuriates in the repetition of words which appear successfully to communicate its feelings" (LB 289). Wordsworth knew that the terms of his experiment were as difficult as they were radical. "'The Thorn' is tedious to hundreds," he admits--or perhaps boasts--in response to a friend's displeasure (EY 367), and Coleridge's impatience is well known.8 Yet however frustrating the effect, it does accord with the poem's interrogatives; repetition is after all "re-petition," reasking. Both repetition and repetitive questioning express that "craving in the mind" for answers, and both communicate only, finally, and insistently, the elusiveness of all certainty. Indeed the haunting cry that closes the poem--"Oh misery! oh misery! / "O woe is me! oh misery!"--itself repeated and full of internally repeated sounds, yields just the voice but not the "wherefore" of a radically self-enclosed passion. Mystery remains at the very center of the poem; it compels questions, it pressures forth response, and it persists past and despite all speaking.

If "The Thorn" emphasizes an effect over the questions that would grant the mind clear answers, the "Lucy" poems Wordsworth includes in the 1800 edition show his increasing interest in such situations. Like the spot that haunts the speaker's imagination in "The Thorn," Lucy is a mystery and an occasion for questions and conjectures.9 To take one case, we may consider the poet who confesses to recurring "Strange fits of passion," one of which is prompted by a "descending moon" that appears to race him to Lucy's cottage one night. He finds himself uttering an anxious half-question, "If Lucy should be dead!" But as even he realizes, this fit exceeds the evidence of anything so simply objective as the descending moon. Like the self-enclosed cries of Martha Ray and the Idiot Boy, there is something private and utterly mysterious about his cry "to myself." The whole sequence of "What once to me befel" remains latently interrogative, strung as it is from the wayward tendencies confessed in the present perfects of the opening line ("Strange fits of passion I have known"); to the penultimate and falsely offhand exclamation, "What fond and wayward thoughts will slide / Into a Lover's head," itself a suppressed question; to the surreal premonition of the final line. Neither this speaker's fixation on the "descending moon" nor the "very words" of the Idiot Boy's exuberant report nor the "sworn" truth of the narrator's description of what he saw and heard in "The Thorn" yields the intelligible, translucent signifiers Coleridge identified with the operation of symbolic language. These scraps of language and intense, momentary impressions (which include the answers of Edward and the cottage Maid) at once tempt and defeat any such interpretation.

In the "Preface" of 1800 Wordsworth describes his lyrical ballads as "experiments" in representing "the fluxes and refluxes of the mind when agitated by the great and simple affections of our nature" (LB 241, 247). Many of these experiments involve images of the poet himself--with the questions voiced by their speakers seeming to reveal the fluxes and refluxes of Wordsworth's own mind as he wonders about the debility of imaginative power in adulthood or the inaccessible life of the child's imagination or the true import of strangely impassioned moments of perception. Indeed, the full title Wordsworth gives to "Tintern Abbey" recalls the scrupulousness with which the narrator of "The Thorn" details the spot that inspires his speech; Hartman's comment that the latter is "a caricature of Wordsworth's own imagination-in-process" is persuasive.10 The aspect of caricature is, of course, as crucial as that of reflection, for if these experiments yield questions of an emergent personal consequence, Wordsworth detaches himself from potential points of identity by means of deliberate distortions and fictional contexts. The speakers who question children may echo Wordsworth's own interviews, but they are cast as dramatic characters of exaggerated tendencies; the narrator of "The Idiot Boy" is a parody of a poet in difficulty; and Wordsworth carefully announces that "The Thorn" is not a poem in his own voice but rather that of a character whose imagination is helplessly "adhesive" (rather than merely responsive or recollective) and unequivocally "credulous" and "prone to superstition." The "adhesive" mind of this speaker may produce the style "adhered to" by the poet (LB 288), but Wordsworth's poem makes the superstition that excites that monologue a significantly more eccentric influence than, say, the "powers in the great and permanent objects" that the "Preface" of 1800 tells us agitate the Poet's affections and inform his verse (LB 249). Although such devices and strategies seem to effect differences primarily of degree rather than of kind, that degree is critical, for it enables Wordsworth to stand back from various acts of interrogative imagination so that he may frame them, ponder their operations, and explore their implications.

That these poems tend to suspend certain answering may actually secure the "truth" of imagination, one "not standing upon external testimony, but carried alive into the heart by passion" (LB 257). In the dialogues with Edward and the cottage Maid, that truth is perplexing or obscure; in "The Idiot Boy," it emerges with comic glory. But the absence of external testimony and the essential incommunicability of impassioned imagination can have a less than glorious effect, as it does for the troubled narrator of "The Thorn" or for any speaker seeking the import of his own moments of liveliest perception. As we shall see, the difficulty of accommodating mysterious impressions to an argument of more than fitful certainty stirs behind the questionings of The Prelude and the Intimations ode, and those of the poem that precedes them both, "Tintern Abbey." Here, Wordsworth's "I" is an autobiographical figure in a landscape charged with immediate personal significance, rather than a credulous character speaking of a spot enhanced by village gossip. The poetic result is an intense constraint on the voice of questioning.

"Tintern Abbey": Interrogative Syntax

Wordsworth gives no indication that the closing poem of Lyrical Ballads is "not supposed to be spoken in the author's own person." He presents "Tintern Abbey" in his own voice as a record of an actual occasion. The poem's interrogative mode is powerfully affected by this transparency of self, for though a fretful stir of qualifications, hesitations, and perplexed recognitions trouble the address, such potentially interrogative moments never gain full, independent expression. We hear instead passionate affirmations of faith, as the poet feels himself rediscover and renew his bonds with those places and times when "the joy / Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime / Of something far more deeply interfused" has moved him to acknowledge "In nature and the language of the sense, / The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse, / The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul / Of all my moral being" (94-112). He dedicates himself to this "chearful faith" and its corollary claims: that change is growth, that whatever is "no more" has "Abundant recompense," that there is an underlying continuity of self and affect as Nature leads him and his sister "Through all the years of [their] life ... From joy to joy" (125-26). Yet the flow of speech is by no means effortless. Expressions of joyful trust are crossed from the very start by contrary intuitions and contrary evidence. Far from a simple credo, "Tintern Abbey" is a peculiarly strained utterance; its impassioned testimonies are limited and sometimes subverted by interrogative tendencies of syntax, and these in turn are suppressed or contained by the urgencies of declaration. Wordsworth habitually revised to clarify and organize intended meanings, but he revised "Tintern Abbey" very little. "Not a line of it was altered" between inspired composition and subsequent transcription, he claims (LB 296), and afterward, only a few minor substitutions and adjustments of syntax were made. He allows "Tintern Abbey" to remain a poem of declaration under stress, a drama of contrary vocal moods interplaying with an argument that proceeds by fits and starts, as if responding to an undertow of questions denied a full voice and hearing. We might describe "Tintern Abbey" as a radically lyricized version of interrogative dialogue: not a monologue but half of a dialogue with a questioning voice that, though silent, affects the way the poet speaks--as if he were answering, or answering back.

Walter Pater has remarked that Wordsworth's poetry "stimulat[es] one always to look below the surface" and "begets ... a habit of reading between the lines."11 Readers of "Tintern Abbey" often find themselves doing this at the poem's opening: "Five years have passed; five summers, with the length / Of five long winters!" The exclamation and the subjective distortion of the calendar seem to say that more than mere time has passed. What that is remains unstated, but the way the poet speaks of his return suggests silent inquiry, for the expansive array of definite pronouns he summons to register what he sees and hears ("These waters"; "these ... cliffs"; "these pastoral farms"), together with his repeated claims of renewed participation ("and again I hear ... Once again / Do I behold ... I again repose / Here ... Once again I see"), seem meant to deny apprehensions of possible difference--either in the scene itself or (more significantly) in its beholder. The verse paragraph that follows this salutation shows what is at stake, for the poet hopes to say what he has owed to previous visits to the Wye Valley and the persistence of its "forms of beauty" in his mind even through a long absence; he hopes, by implication, to project present impressions into future blessings. Yet the interrogative latency of the repetitions in the opening paragraph remains. The poet finds that he can only suggest that these forms may "perhaps" have had "no trivial influence" on the "little ... acts" of his life (32-36). Even the most important debt he hopes to acknowledge is prefaced by caution and hesitation: "Nor less, I trust, / To them I may have owed another gift, / Of aspect more sublime" (36-38). His voice does become more confident as it moves into a full and feeling description of this other gift: "that serene and blessed mood, / In which [we] ... become a living soul." The unsteady private conviction conveyed in the first person ("I may have owed") yields to declarations of a plural, transpersonal confidence about those experiences in which "we are laid asleep" and "we see into the life of things" (42-50). Perhaps the initial tones of hesitation and the halting movements of voice show no more than the difficulty of finding words for such "quiet" powers of joy and harmony, especially in their "blessed" emergence from "hours of weariness."

But the sudden suspicion, "If this / Be but a vain belief," interrupts this meditation to force the verse into a new paragraph, and so suggests a more complex restraint. For this is an uncertainty not about what may be owed but about whether it is possible to attribute such effects at all. The "burthen of the mystery" may have been lightened in the past, only to disclose an even more unintelligible mystery now. It is the same kind of uncertainty that besets the narrator of "The Thorn": can chronology argue cause and effect? That speaker looks for a past cause (local history) to explain a present effect (his haunted imagination); the poet of "Tintern Abbey" looks to future effects ("tranquil restoration") from past and present causes in this landscape. But for both, the question "what cause?" can be answered only by conjecture: "perhaps" and "may" and "if"--potentially (or even pre-) interrogative terms that anticipate the suspicion of "vain belief." To prevent that murmur, however, Wordsworth summons impassioned counterdeclaration to insist on the primary fact of his response: "yet, oh! how oft, ... How oft, in spirit, have I turned to thee / O sylvan Wye! ... How often has my spirit turned to thee!" (51, 56-58). The turn to apostrophe is important, for this is a figure that elides temporal issues in favor of the power of present speech.12 And as for the speaker of "The Thorn," the repetitions that shape this figure are to be "weighed in the balance of feeling" (LB 289); they are active and efficient statements that revive feeling, even as they assert its felt truth. The poet underscores this turn of faith by modulating the present tenses with which he had greeted the Wye Valley into the present perfect: I have turned.13 Like "I have owed" in the second verse paragraph, both the verb and verbal tense write the past into the present.

Yet even this apostrophe, fervent as it is, is strained by what it must frame and contain: a vivid memory of "darkness" and "the many shapes / Of joyless day-light ... the fretful stir / Unprofitable, and the fever of the world" (54-58). The appearance of a new verse paragraph and a sudden shift of voice suggest that the question of "vain belief" has not been resolved; nor can it be. For when the poet resumes, he must again claim revival against unspecified recognitions and perplexity:

And now, with gleams of half-extinguish'd thought,

With many recognitions dim and faint,

And somewhat of a sad perplexity,

The picture of the mind revives again.

(59-62)

Once again, intervening clauses impose a burden, which as Richard Onorato remarks, requires a second set of with clauses "to balance, answer, or cancel the earlier ones in an almost rhetorically antithetical way" (43):

                                        here I stand, not only with the sense

Of present pleasure, but with pleasing thoughts

That in this moment there is life and food

For future years.

(63-66)

Even so, the pressure of "vain belief" remains, and continues to exert its force. For as the poet attempts to sum up--"And so I dare to hope / Though changed, no doubt, from what I was" (66-67)--the initially subordinate though clause usurps the syntax. Despite the seemingly causal tone, this deflection of voice reveals an undercurrent of inquiry. Though meaning to read recognitions of change as evidence of recompense, the poet equivocates. "Not for this / Faint I, nor mourn nor murmur," he says of "aching joys" and "dizzy raptures" that are "now no more" (85-87). Whether he means that he does not mourn (nor murmur) at all or that he does (but "Not for this"), the effect of the statement is to display what it disclaims. The contrariety of tones informs yet another effort to conclude: the statement "for such loss, I would believe, / Abundant recompense" (88-89) implicitly questions belief with a tentative auxiliary verb in the midst of its rhetoric of belief.

Even as such syntaxes disclose a questioning presence, other syntaxes develop an answerable style in a voice of emphatic denial: "Not for this / Faint I, nor mourn nor murmur"; "Nature never did betray / The heart that loved her"; "nor wilt thou then forget" (86-87, 123-24, 156). Disarming a question by negative containment is visibly evasive action, however; it is not the same as putting doubt to rest. And Wordsworth senses the difference, for he continues to negotiate counter-claims: "Nor, perchance," he says, turning to his Sister, "If I were not thus taught, should I the more / Suffer my genial spirits to decay: / For thou art with me, here" (112-15). The doubt flickering and half-extinguished within "If this / Be but a vain belief" rekindles in this if clause, now as declarative denial: "Nor ... Should I." He reiterates his faith--"Knowing that Nature never did betray / The heart that loved her; 'tis her privilege, / Through all the years of this our life, to lead / From joy to joy"--yet still admits impediments to this path of joy. "Never did betray" is qualified at best, as both Paul Sheats and Richard Onorato have remarked.14 In this poem, however, such locution is perfectly characteristic. We may notice, too, the array of negatives the poet seems to require to express his trust that Nature guarantees

                                                                                that neither evil tongues,

Rash judgments, nor the sneers of selfish men,

Nor greetings where no kindness is, nor all

The dreary intercourse of daily life,

Shall e'er prevail against us, or disturb

Our chearful faith that all which we behold

Is full of blessings.

(129-35)

What he excludes emerges with fuller descriptive power than what he owns, in effect making the effort to evade the matter of questioning as visible as the faith that would prevail against it.15
Like the poem's manner of speech, the uneven progress and perplexed methods of its argument suggest Wordsworth's willingness to show the pressure of questions within the designs of affirmation. The verse everywhere implicates its speaker's desire to express belief with his need to contain intuitions of vain belief. Despite the frequent signals of "And so" or "For" or "Therefore," the transitions from topic to topic are often obscure, the turns of verse abrupt, the logic strained, and the management of evidence frequently complicated and at times of dubious effect. In a note he added to the poem in 1800, Wordsworth implies that the "transitions," at least, may be legitimized by the conventions of the "Ode," but his tone of hesitation ("I have not ventured to call this Poem an Ode; but ..." [LB 296]) suggests that there is more in these Lines than can be ascribed to that formal rationale.16 Indeed, most readers feel like the interlocutor in "The Thorn": we find ourselves interrogating the directions and indirections of speech. One such opportunity arises as the poet presents his initial catalogue of evidence--what he again sees, hears, beholds--for that enthusiastic inventory unexpectedly halts before one questionable shape:

                                                                                                    wreathes of smoke

Sent up, in silence, from among the trees,

With some uncertain notice, as might seem,

Of vagrant dwellers in the houseless woods,

Or of some hermit's cave, where by his fire

The hermit sits alone.

(18-23)

The obscure origin of these wreaths of smoke recalls those uncertainly engendered "Thoughts of more deep seclusion" (7) the poet finds impressed in the landscape.17 And what "might seem" to be the import of this "uncertain notice" does "disturb / The wild green landscape" (14-15). Wordsworth later deleted "disturb" from line 14, even though its prefacing "Nor" and its agent, "orchard-tufts," seem safe enough. Nevertheless, the disturbance remains, for shading the poem's optimistic first paragraph, and just below the "green and simple" plane of the landscape, the poet's voice half creates the presence of vagrants or "some hermit"--different analogues for a life anchored in nature, "houseless" or "alone." These figures of isolation, in fact, yield the transition to the next verse paragraph, in which Wordsworth remembers himself withdrawn from the world, remembering Tintern Abbey in London's "lonely rooms." Doubts previously denied a voice now invade the verse as the ostensibly new topic revives some further uncertain notices. We hear that the feelings of pleasure that arise in this world-weary self may themselves have an unremembered source, and the acts they "may have" influenced are likewise unremembered. This consequence is perhaps a bit too self-effacing for one who will urge his listener to "remember me, / And these my exhortations!" As we have seen, the intuition of vain belief and the counterturn of the spirit erupt from this memory. So when the poet returns to a "sense / Of present pleasure" (63-64), he sets up what he hopes is a reassuring analogy, projecting a remembering self into the future and framing the present as a hypothetical memory: "in this moment there is life and food / For future years" (65-66). The proleptically remembered picture of this moment can now be placed side by side with the "forms of beauty" remembered "mid the din / Of towns and cities." By referring to the "tranquil restoration" afforded then, the poet can grasp the present scene in all its immediacy, and simultaneously know its value for whatever future hours of weariness there may be. Looking ahead to looking back, he modulates his evidence in such a way as to "prove" the continuity of present affect into the future, while avoiding the urban memory on which these claims had been based.

And yet this strategy proves unstable. Although the long middle paragraph of "Tintern Abbey" does conclude with the seeming assurance that begins, "Therefore am I still / A lover of the meadows and the woods, / And mountains; and of all that we behold / From this green earth" (103-6), the poem does not end there. Another sudden indentation of verse dissipates both the passion and the argument: "Nor, perchance, / If I were not thus taught, should I the more / Suffer my genial spirits to decay: / For thou art with me, here," the poet says to his "dear, dear Sister," in effect raising the originating question of loss and recompense all over again. That such a question persists can be seen in the way he summons her as an agent of recovery and in apparent desperation:

                                                                                          in thy voice I catch

The language of my former heart, and read

My former pleasures in the shooting lights

Of thy wild eyes. Oh! yet a little while

May I behold in thee what I was once,

My dear, dear Sister!

(117-22)

For a poet who has said "I cannot paint / What then I was" (76-77), the sister offers "gleams / Of past existence" (149-50) enhanced by the values of present thought. Yet even as that act of recovery synthesizes a lost past with present gains, it brings further strains to the argument. One has to do with the poet's differing assessments of his sister's importance to him. She is, in part, a "thinking thing" that represents his former self. But as a record of the past, she is converted into one of the "objects of [his] thought," a figure whose very difference from him is the basis of her value. Indeed, to read in his sister's eyes an unchanging text of his own past, the poet has to avoid the consequence of treating her as a thinking human being, for as he has revealed, thought cannot escape knowledge of change. The urgency of the poet's plea, "Oh! yet a little while / May I behold in thee what I was once," turns on this instability. If his sister grows and develops as he has, what sort of language will she offer? This question is not voiced--indeed, it is begged--but its force emerges in the contradictory terms with which the poet composes his sister's future remembering mind. He imagines her at once as a lively agent like himself, capable of "healing thoughts," and as a passive, unchanging register: "thy mind / Shall be a mansion for all lovely forms, / Thy memory be as a dwelling-place / For all sweet sounds and harmonies" (140-43). If these two sets of terms (mind as agent or mind as artifact) seem incongruous only in logic but not in effect (each retains the past), even that effect is not secure, for it has to be asserted against contrary evidence the poet has felt on his own pulses. After another five years, might not she change, feeling the new presences and absences to which her brother has just admitted? Though he announces that her "wild ecstasies shall be matured / Into a sober pleasure" (139-40), we have seen how really sober that pleasure can be. Indeed the "prayer" that follows barely deflects the interrogative force of "with what healing thoughts" into the desired exclamation:

                                                                                                                                                      Oh! then,

If solitude, or fear, or pain, or grief,

Should be thy portion, with what healing thoughts

Of tender joy wilt thou remember me,

And these my exhortations!

(143-47)

These exhortations admit no more than urgent desire (prayer in a high key); they are speech acts premised on uncertainty.

That "me, / And these my exhortations" are what the poet urges his sister to remember discloses an even deeper concern. In the catalogue of present gifts, the poet had assigned the language of joy a dual residence: in "nature" and "in the mind of man." But now, the mind, as the agent of both future memory and present exhortation, emerges as the sole healing power. Might this shift from nature to a moment of joyful speech reflect a doubt about where nature leads--to sad perplexity as well as pleasing thoughts? Though the question is never directly voiced, the turn of exhortation from revisiting a place to remembering an utterance suggests its shaping influence. The poet urges a "dwelling-place" in his sister's memory not so much for the present scene per se as for the whole filtered through the singular medium of his own interpretations. The truly sweet sounds and harmonies turn out to be poetic rather than natural creations--not the landscape "a few miles above Tintern Abbey" but the Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey. This new emphasis involves the interrogative stir of "with what healing thoughts" with a second, even more urgent inquiry, even more faintly registered: "wilt thou remember me ... !" Though the final exclamation point denies a question, the poet's plea that his "dearest Friend" not forget his voice or presence seems to raise one. The whole concluding movement is cast as if to answer a question about how he will affect future years. Assuming the character by which he hopes to be remembered (the giver of benediction, the priest of natural piety), the poet preordains healing thoughts with the force of present assertion. He exhorts his sister to forget neither the occasion ("on the banks of this delightful stream / We stood together") nor his presence ("I, so long / A worshipper of Nature, hither came") nor his dedication (his "far deeper zeal / Of holier love") nor the very words that will preserve the whole through whatever "years / Of absence" follow (150-58).

The poet's turn to his sister eases the "weary weight" of mortality and mutability by impressing upon her the power of his voice at this "unwearied" moment of service and renewal. Fixed within his sister's memory, the voice of loving worship and exhortation will abide. This article of faith extends even to anticipations of absence ("Nor, perchance, / If I should be, where I no more can hear / Thy voice" [147-49]) and, by implication, the final absence of death. Death affords release from change, and the constancy of his sister's memory promises a stable afterlife. We have only to recall the little Maid in "We are seven," who defies change with her insistence that her dead siblings are alive (and whose refusal to admit loss in a sense makes them so), to find an analogue for the poet's sister in the future he imagines for her. If her present self shows what he "was once," her future mind becomes a screen upon which he fervently projects himself as he is now and upon which the effect of the present can be staged as if it were already a memory: "We stood together"; "I ... hither came."

The "wordsworthian or egotistical sublime" described by Keats finds no more telling instance than in this shift from landscape to self. When his prayer ends in a return to the original landscape, it is one organized around his own central presence. Just as he had framed a "picture of the mind" for his own memory, so now he frames and bequeaths this picture to the mansion of his sister's mind and contains any doubt about his preservation there with quiet counterassertion:

                                                                                                    Nor wilt thou then forget,

That after many wanderings, many years

Of absence, these steep woods and lofty cliffs,

And this green pastoral landscape, were to me

More dear, both for themselves, and for thy sake.

(156-60)

Inscribed on his sister's mind with the permanence of an epitaph, the poet's benediction provides a moving summation for his entire argument, expressing the vital interrelation of the shared occasion, his presence there, and the enduring value of both through whatever distance or absence.

Throughout "Tintern Abbey," the poet's voice negotiates the questions by which it is informed by summoning the power of insistent, impassioned reiteration of faith--in much the same way as the "answers" to the questions in "The Thorn" insistently, passionately, and merely, reiterate that speaker's belief in what he saw. When the poet of "Tintern Abbey" states, "here I stand," it is as if he means to make a stand--a nineteenth-century anticipation of the "momentary stay against confusion" Robert Frost claims all poetry devises.18 As a counterpoise to the flow of time and the dissolution of confidence, his argument "answers" unspoken questions about the very nature of the self in time--questions of memory, of expectation, of death--by willfully delivering the present moment from the flux into which it constantly threatens to disintegrate. Much as the speaker of "The Thorn" invokes a tale in an attempt to appease his questioner and elucidate a mysterious circumstance, the speaker of "Tintern Abbey" plots a narrative of self against the impress of mystery; both begin in the present with the impassioned feeling, and both then construct a history as if to deduce a cause. In "The Thorn," Wordsworth renders the feeling primary and the cause problematic, hinting that what may be at the center is a superstitious reaction to a highly charged occasion. In "Tintern Abbey," however, both feeling and cause are primary issues, and Wordsworth never suggests that what his autobiographical "I" perceives and half creates has anything to do with superstition. On the contrary, the poet implies a sublime interfusion of the "presence that disturbs" with the beholder's "elevated thoughts." Nevertheless, the vacillations of voice, the halting locution, the uneven progress and perplexed logic of the argument all point to a disturbing mystery--the "Thoughts of more deep seclusion" at the very heart of the poem. The barely expressed questions that force the burden of this mystery onto the occasion are, perhaps, the primary "cause" behind this urgent and strenuous composition of belief.

Notes

1. De Quincey remarked that the Maid "is yet (for the effect upon the reader) brought into connection with the reflex shadow of the grave: and if she herself has not, the reader has, and through this very child, the gloom of that contemplation obliquely irradiated, as raised in relief upon his imagination, even by her" (Jordan, De Quincey as Critic, pp. 404-5).

2. Ferry finds its irony in the way this poem "mak[es] us read it two ways at once, either to show the obstinate naïveté of the child, who refuses to understand that her brother and sister are really dead, or to emphasize the obstinate sophistication of the speaker, who refuses to recognize the superiority of the child's wisdom" (p. 84).

3. Jordan has detailed the poem's mock-epic qualities ("Wordsworth's Humor") and Jacobus has studied it as a "burlesque of the supernatural ballad" (pp. 250-61).

4. Christensen brings interesting attention to the role of the questioner-interlocutor in "Wordsworth's Misery, Coleridge's Woe."

5. Parrish, The Art of the "Lyrical Ballads," pp. 100-101. Parrish's reading is virtually an allegory for that process Iser describes when the mind confronts "some kind of blockage"; we are then provoked "to bring into play our own faculty for establishing connections--for filling the gaps in the text itself" ("The Reading Process," pp. 284-85).

6. The phrase is from the "Companion" poem to Love Lies Bleeding (PW [The Poetical Works of William Wordsworth] 2:167), composed sometime between 1833 and 1845 and included by Wordsworth among the "Poems of the Fancy" in 1845. For a discussion of the paradoxical transformations of cause and effect in narrative logic, see Culler, "Story and Discourse in the Analysis of Narrative," in The Pursuit of Signs, pp. 169-87.

7. WP [Wordsworth's Poetry, 1787-1814] 148. Hartman has given some brief but valuable attention to the quality of mental action displayed by the narrator. The "'loquacious narrator' exposes a mind shying from, yet drawn to, a compulsive center of interest ... we suspect that his mind cannot free itself of some idée fixe. As he warms up to his tale he fluctuates more obviously between disclaiming firm knowledge and thirsting for it" (WP 147-48). See also Griffin, "Wordsworth and the Problem of Imaginative Story." For Griffin, the real concern of Lyrical Ballads "is tale-telling and tale-listening, in confused conflict with the poetic imagination" (p. 393). Related to Griffin's interest is Iser's claim that "without the elements of indeterminacy, the gaps in the text, we should not be able to use our imagination" (p. 288).

8. See especially BL [Biographia Literaria] 2:49. Coleridge was himself given to some qualified experiments in voice however. In an 1817 headnote to The Three Graves (a poem he says he published with "some doubt," despite "the decisive recommendation of more than one of our most celebrated living Poets"), he explains that the "language was intended to be dramatic; that is, suited to the narrator," and old Sexton. Coleridge confesses that this is not really "poetry, and it is in no way connected with [his] judgment concerning poetic diction. Its merits, if any, are exclusively psychological" (Poems, pp. 267, 269).

9. For a sustained consideration of this issue, see Ferguson, who argues that these poems evince "a radical ambiguity about the status of the object of poetic representation" ("The Lucy Poems: Wordsworth's Quest for a Poetic Object," in Wordsworth, pp. 174-75).

10. WP 148. See also Owen, "'The Thorn' and the Poet's Intention": "the superstitious man ... in so far as his superstition is defined primarily by his obsession with insoluble questions and his resulting uncertainty ... is an image of Wordsworth's own questioning imagination, which also pursues insoluble questions and receives only uncertain answers" (p. 14).

11. Pater, "Wordsworth," p. 40. For a compelling discussion of the tension between "poetic effects" and "the apparent declarative sense of poetic statement" in Tintern Abbey, see Onorato, pp. 29-87. Onorato reads the poem as an attempt "to express, contain, and resolve a doubt ... in order to suppress a deeper experience of it" (pp. 39, 42).

12. Culler remarks that apostrophe "makes its point by troping ... on the circuit or situation of communication itself"; apostrophe "works against narrative and its accompaniments: sequentiality, causality, time, teleological meaning"; "by removing the opposition between presence and absence from empirical time and locating it in a discursive time," apostrophe displaces an irreversible temporal sequence in which "something once present has been lost or attenuated," and "makes the power of its own evocativeness a central issue" ("Apostrophe," in The Pursuit of Signs, pp. 135, 148, 150).

13. See Boyd and Boyd, "The Perfect of Experience," for a study of how the poem's present perfect tenses imply a continuity of response, connecting past feelings to the present moment of composition.

14. Sheats, The Making of Wordsworth's Poetry, p. 241; Onorato, p. 34.

15. One earlier signal of this simultaneous acknowledgment and evasion is Wordsworth's uncertain surmise of "vagrant dwellers" in the landscape below, while he himself remains "a few miles above," not having to confront the challenge that such outcasts might post to his argument about the value of living a life anchored in nature. Contemporary guidebooks remark on the fact that the ruins of Tintern Abbey and the neighboring area were inhabited by vagrants, transients, gypsies; it "was a dwelling-place of beggars and the wretchedly poor," reports Moorman (William Wordsworth, pp. 402-3). For a fuller discussion, see Johnston, "The Politics of 'Tintern Abbey,'" esp. pp. 7-9. McGann, although he overstates Wordsworth's submission to "the power / Of harmony" and understates the conflicts by which he remains beset, also studies the dynamics by which Wordsworth seems to be displacing "material reality" into an immaterial "spiritual economy" dominated by "the landscape of Wordsworth's emotional needs" (Ideology, pp. 86-88).

16. Coleridge found "Impetuosity of Transition" to be one of "the essential excellencies of the sublimer Ode" (Letters, 1:289). Robert Potter thought such lyrics "not only allowed, but even required sudden and bold transitions" (An Inquiry into Some Passages in Dr. Johnson's ... Observations on Lyric Poetry, and the Odes of Gray [1783], p. 14, cited by Maclean, "From Action to Image," pp. 427-28). But a less sympathetic assessment is offered by Hugh Blair, who suggests, in a widely read lecture, that the "digressions," "disorder," and "incoherence" of the ode yield "abrupt ... transitions; so eccentric and irregular ... that we essay in vain to follow" ("Pastoral Poetry--Lyric Poetry," 2:354, 356). Given the general agreement about the intimacy of the ode form with discontinuity and disjunction, Wordsworth's reference to this "species of composition" serves merely to restate rather than accommodate the effects of the verse it would explain. Hartman connects Wordsworth's attraction to this form to the "vacillating calculus of gain and loss, of hope and doubt" that operates on the poem's "thematic level" (WP 27). Ferry wonders whether the poem shows a "confusion of feeling" or expresses "a complexity of feeling, a contemplated and contained ambivalence" (pp. 110-11). See also Sheats: "the balance of positive and negative forces changes from line to line and often from word to word" (p. 244, and see pp. 228-45).

17. Reading these lines, Wimsatt comments, "always something just out of sight or beyond definition" (p. 111).

18. Frost, "The Figure a Poem Makes," Complete Poems, p. vi.
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