
One of the founders of English 
Romanticism, he is remembered 
as a poet concerned with the 
human relationship to nature 
and a fierce advocate of using 
the vocabulary and speech 
patterns of common people in 
poetry. He was Poet Laureate of
England and venerated as a sage.



SECTION SUMMARY
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W. WORDSWORTH

• 1770: he was born in Cockermouth in Cumberland. His 
father, a lawyer, taught him poetry as a child and 
allowed him access to his library.

He grew up in a rustic society and spent a great deal 
of his time playing outdoors, in pure communion 
with nature.

• 1791: after getting a B.A. Degree at St John’s College, 
Cambridge, he lived for a time in France and was
fascinated by the Republican movement.
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W. WORDSWORTH
• 1792: he had a daughter, Caroline, from a French 

aristocratic  woman, Annette Vallon, but the chaos 
and bloodshed of the Reign of Terror in Paris 
drove him back to England.

A later journey to France to meet Caroline, now a
young girl, would inspire the great sonnet “It is a 
beauteous evening, calm and free.”

• 1795: he moved with his sister Dorothy 
to Racedown and met the poet Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge who would become a 
very significant presence in his life.
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W. WORDSWORTH
 1797-1799: in the beautiful Lake District, 

Wordsworth and Coleridge began to
work on a book called Lyrical Ballads.

The publication of Lyrical Ballads 
represents a landmark moment for 
English poetry; it was unlike anything 
that had come before, and paved the 
way for all that has come after.

 1800: the second edition of the book included an 
extended Preface which would become the 
Manifesto of English Romanticism.
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W. WORDSWORTH
 1802: he married Mary Hutchinson and had a large 

family with her.

Two of his children died in childhood: Catherine in 
1808, a few months before her fourth birthday, and 
Thomas in 1812 at six years of age.

 1813: the Wordsworths moved
to Rydal Mount thanks to the 
patronage of Lord Lonsdale.

Politically, Wordsworth 
had completely transformed
himself: from a radical 
republican to a reactionary conservative. 7



W. WORDSWORTH
 1835: extremely sensitive to the

importance of protecting the 
environment he published the 
expanded and updated (fifth) 
edition of his Guide to the Lakes, 
25 years after the original one.

 1843: he was named Poet Laureate of England, though 
by this time he had quit composing verse.

 1850: he died in his stately home at Rydal Mount, widely 
considered the most important author in England. The 
revised version of The Prelude, his massive autobiography 
in verse, was published three months later. 
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HIS VISION of MAN: CHILDHOOD

 In the mid-1790s, Wordsworth formulated his own 
understanding of the world and of the human mind.

 He believed that, upon being born, human beings
move from a perfect, idealized realm into the 
imperfect, un-ideal earth. 

 As children, some memory of the former purity 
and glory in which they lived remains, best 
perceived in the solemn and joyous relationship 
of the child with the beauties of nature. 
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HIS VISION of MAN: MATURITY

 But as children grow older, the memory fades, 
and the magic of nature dies. 

 Still, the memory of childhood can offer an 
important solace, which brings with it almost a
kind of re-access to the lost purities of the past. 

 The maturing mind develops the capability to 
understand nature in human terms, and to 
see in it metaphors for human life, which 
compensate for the loss of the direct connection.
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HIS VISION of NATURE

 Wordsworth had a pantheistic vision of nature that is 
to say nature was the seat of the spirit of the universe.

 He saw it as a source of joy and pleasure which

❖ comforts man in sorrow;

❖ teaches man to love
and to act in a moral 
way.

 He believed that love 
of nature could lead 
man to love mankind. 12





THE PREFACE

 The “Preface to Lyrical Ballads” is a statement of 
Wordsworth’s beliefs about poetry and poetic language: 
in it he explained his reasons for choosing to write as 
he had and set out a personal poetic.

 The two central ideas of the preface are:

❖ the need for reforming poetic diction, which had 
become far too artificial, according to Wordsworth;

❖ the role of the poet in society, which he saw as
having become too marginal.
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POETRY & ITS LANGUAGE
 For Wordsworth, poetry, is

“the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: 
it takes its origin from 

emotion recollected in tranquility.”

 The language of poetry needs to be 

“the real language of men,”

i.e. the language of “low and rustic people” because

“being less under the influence of social vanity, 
they convey their feelings and notions in simple 

and unelaborated expressions”.
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THE POET & HIS OBJECT

 The poet is 

“a man speaking to men: a man […] endued 
with more lively sensibility who has a greater 
knowledge of human nature, and a more 
comprehensive soul, than are supposed to be 
common among mankind.”

 The principal object of poetry is

“to choose incidents and situations from 
common life […] to make these incidents and 
situations interesting by tracing in them […] 
the primary laws of our nature.”
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THE SENSES, MEMORY & 
THE IMAGINATION 

 The senses are what allow us to perceive the beauty 
of those “incidents and situations”, in particular the 
sensibility of the eye and ear.

 The sensations start the poetic process by provoking 
emotions but time has to go by before the poet is ready 
to compose: memory is needed to act as a filter and 
purify the experience of all that is unnecessary.

 The role of the imagination is to “throw over [the 
incidents] a certain colouring” whereby the ordinary 
becomes unusual, interesting, extra-ordinary .
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THE POETIC PROCESS

READEREmotion
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A short visual intro to the poem



General intro

 It’s one of the most famous poems in the English 
language.

 It was composed in 1804, two years after the poet 
had seen the flowers he describes while walking by 
Ullswater on a stormy day with Dorothy, his sister. 

 His inspiration for the poem came from an account 
written by Dorothy who described them as tossing 
and reeling and dancing.



General intro

 The poem describes a kind of utopia, where peace 
and joy abound. Thus, though his time in this 
perfect place was short lived, the experience had 
long term effects on the poet.

 The four six-line stanzas which make up the poem
follow a quatrain-couplet rhyme scheme: ABABCC.

 Each line is metred in iambic tetrameters.



1st stanzaI wandered lonely as a Cloud
That floats on high o’er vales and Hills,
When all at once I saw a crowd,
A host, of golden Daffodils;
Beside the Lake, beneath the trees,
Fluttering and dancing in the breeze.



ANALYSIS
 The speaker says that, while wandering like a cloud

floating above hills and valleys, he encountered a
field of daffodils beside a lake.

 The setting is idyllic (vales, hills, a lake) and the
daffodils are personified (crowd, host, fluttering,
dancing).

 The reverse personification by which the poet is
compared to a natural object strengthens the idea of
an inherent unity between man and nature.



2nd stanzaContinuous as the stars that shine
And twinkle on the milky way,
They stretched in never-ending line
Along the margin of a bay:
Ten thousand saw I at a glance,
Tossing their heads in sprightly dance.



ANALYSIS

 The dancing, fluttering flowers stretched endlessly
along the shore, as innumerable as the stars above.

 The focus this time is the astonishing number of
the flowers (continuous, never-ending, ten
thousand) and their star-like lustre (shine, twinkle).

 The personification of the daffodils continues
with their joyful dance.



3rd stanza

The waves beside them danced; but they
Out-did the sparkling waves in glee:-
A Poet could not but be gay
In such a jocund company:
I gazed---and gazed---but little thought
What wealth the show to me had brought:



ANALYSIS
 Though the waves of the lake danced beside the

flowers, the daffodils outshone them in delight and
the speaker says that a poet could not help being
happy in such a joyful company.

 Joy is the key-word of this stanza, a glee shared by
the water, the daffodils and the poet (glee, gay,
jocund).

 The sight enjoyed that day would become a lasting
comfort and the spark for an immortal poem.



4th stanza

For oft when on my couch I lie
In vacant or in pensive mood,
They flash upon that inward eye
Which is the bliss of solitude,
And then my heart with pleasure fills,
And dances with the Daffodils.

When and where?

How?

Memory



ANALYSIS
 The memory of those dancing daffodils flashed

suddenly before him time and again, when he was
alone, lost in his own thoughts, and invariably
brought comfort to him.

 Here we find how the poetic process works
according to Wordsworth: as we have already said
poetry is

«the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings» 
which «takes its origin from 

emotion recollected in tranquillity».





HIS LEGACY AS A POET…

 The idea of poetry underlying Lyrical Ballads turned the 

established conventions upside down by privileging 

❑ natural speech over poetic ornament;

❑ simply stated themes over elaborate symbolism;

❑ emotion over abstract thought;

❑ the experience of natural beauty over urban 
sophistication.

Wordsworth paved the way for two generations of poets, 
and stands as one of the milestones of European literature.
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… & AS A MAN.
 As the literary critic Jonathan Bate states in his work Romantic 

Ecology (2013) Wordsworth was not just a “nature poet” but 

the “Poet of Nature”.

 In fact, in his Guide to the Lakes he presented the pioneering 

idea of creating a national park of great landscape beauty 

and for the benefit of the whole nation, respecting the 

buildings of historical interest in it and the traditional 

agricultural practices which are integral to its identity.

 The whole notion of ecology started from this very text and 

its far-seeing writer!
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