
 
 
 
興大人文學報 

第五十七期，頁 1-23 

二○一六年九月 

1 

Healing the Nation with Nature:  

William Wordsworth’s Vernal Ode 

Wei-yao Lee＊ 

Abstract 

Compared with Michael, The Excursion, and other poems designated as “pas-

toral poems” in Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth’s Vernal Ode (1817) has drawn scant 

attention from critics. One major reason is that Wordsworth’s late poems, ideologi-

cally Tory conservative, display a relative lack of the originality and creativity the 

young Wordsworth had shown in Lyrical Ballads and The Prelude. The aim of this 

paper is to explore the political connotations in Vernal Ode through the critical lens 

of Roger Sales’ five Rs (refuge, reflection, rescue, requiem, reconstruction) and, by 

doing this, reflects on the significance of nature in the national narrative (a new topic 

Wordsworth turned to after the fall of Napoleon’s empire) of this poem. Vernal Ode 

straddles two literary traditions, those of the victory ode and the pastoral. In contrast 

to the Thanksgiving Ode, the poem written after the victory over Napoleon at Wa-

terloo, Vernal Ode presents a post-war British empire silhouetted in, and seeking 

solace in, the aesthetic discourses of the pastoral. Wordsworth seeks a middle ground, 

or a “mild pastoral,” between the “hard pastoral” (the hardship experienced by the 

shepherds) in Michael and escapism in The Excursion, where the hardship of the 

poor is ignored, to show the healing power of local nature for the nation as a whole, 

instead of for the poet’s mind in Wordsworth’s early poems. 
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Introduction: The Politicized Pastoral  

Critical opinions on William Wordsworth’s contribution to and transformation of the 

pastoral as a literary genre have mostly hovered around his early works, including Michael, 

Salisbury Plain, The Ruined Cottage, and some pastoral moments in The Excursion. Before 

setting down their comments on Wordsworth’s portrayal of pastoral scenes and rustic life 

amidst nature, Wordsworth scholars usually remind us of the poet’s letter to Charles James 

Fox in 1800 (accompanying his Lyrical Ballads), in which Wordsworth elaborates on the 

domestic feelings acquired from interaction with the land to this then prominent Whig 

statesman. Besides this letter, the local aspects of nature and life promoted in The Prelude, 

Book Eight, is also often used as a reference in Wordsworth studies, in which the po-

et-speaker recalls the influence of nature on his love for human beings in this autobiograph-

ical poem: 

My first human love, 

As hath been mentioned, did incline to those 

Whose occupations and concerns were most 

Illustrated by Nature, and adorned, 

And shepherds were the men who pleased me first. (178-182)1 

This passage is embedded in the middle part of the poem, bringing up the poet’s transitional 

interactions with the world, from those of nature to those of human beings. The double 

aspects of the sublime and the beautiful in nature (“Fostered alike by beauty and by fear” 

[The Prelude I.306]) help cultivate his love for nature, nature here not being a general 

                                                     
1 All quotations from Wordsworth

,
s The Prelude are from The Prelude 1799, 1805, 1850, eds. Jona-

than Wordsworth, M. H. Abrams, and Stephen Gill (New York and London: W. W. Norton, 1979). 

The 1805 version is used here. 
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term existing only in aesthetic discourses.2 For it is designated by real places with real 

names, including the poet’s hometown, Cockermouth, in Cumberland and Dove Cottage 

in Grasmere, where he settled with his “dear dear Sister” Dorothy. It is the local pastoral 

scenery and atmosphere in his country that provided him with the power to see, to feel, 

and to imagine; therefore, the never-never-land described in the classical works of 

literature is not to be regarded as a first-hand source of experience capable of initiating 

one into real contact with the world: 

Not such as, in Arcadian fastnesses 

Sequestered, handed down among themselves, 

So ancient poets sing, the golden age; 

Not such---[nor] a second race, allied to these 

As Shakespeare in the wood of Arden placed. (182-187) 

The value of where he was born and raised, and the differences in experiences from 

those merely imagined by Virgil and Shakespeare set the tone for his poems in his early 

years (1791-1805). Following the poet’s ideas about nature, Wordsworth scholars read the 

correspondence between what he believed and what he described with a contemporary criti-

cal lens, and they study possible political connotations residing in these poems, such as those 

touching on anti-industrialism, anti-war, and anti-enclosure, in the images of ruined villages 

and the sheepfold.3 Among them, Annabel Patterson and Terry Gifford are two important 

                                                     
2 In Edmund Burke’s binary aesthetic system, the ideas of the sublime and the beautiful are said to 

derive from the passions of “self-preservation” and “society”. Objects or an atmosphere that sug-

gest intimidating horror, fear and pain, are termed the sublime, while proportionate, smooth objects 

causing feelings of attraction and love are labeled as the beautiful. Wordsworth
,
s appropriation of 

the Burkean terms is best attested in the lines quoted above ( “Fostered alike by beauty and by 

fear” ). 
3 Examples of such political criticism on Wordsworth can be found in Roger Sales’English Litera-

ture in History 1780-1830: Pastoral and Politics (New York: St. Martin
,
s Press, 1983. 52-69), An-
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critics who map out the political readings of Wordsworth’s pastoral poems. From the stance 

of a Marxist literary critic, Annabel Patterson in his Pastoral and Ideology defines two types 

of pastoral writings: the “soft or leisured” and the “hard or working” pastoral (279). The 

“soft” pastoral ignores human sufferings, “transcend[s] and obscure[s] the social issues” in 

its depiction of country life. In contrast, the “hard” pastoral is based on “‘real’ pastoral expe-

rience,” and represents real people in real life. Both of the two types, Patterson argues, can 

be found in Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads and The Prelude. Adopting the same critical 

stance, Terry Gifford in his Pastoral suggests that Wordsworth’s Michael, though attempting 

to challenge the fundamental pastoral conventions, such as the depiction of a shepherd with 

unusual strength and insight into nature, is a manifestation of “false ideology” after all, be-

cause it fails to identify the origin of social injustice (5-9). This paper to some extent con-

tinues the political criticism of Wordsworth’s pastoral bequeathed by Roger Sales, Annabel 

Patterson, and Terry Gifford, but extends it to the national scale of post-Napoleonic England 

in the Vernal Ode to reflect on and discuss the use of the pastoral and the importance of na-

ture for the poet in post-Waterloo England.  

Thanksgiving Ode: The Victory Ode before Vernal Ode   

Vernal Ode was composed on April 17, 1817. In the previous year, Wordsworth man-

aged the death formalities and finances of his brother Richard Wordsworth in Sockbridge. 

From 1815 to 1816, Wordsworth wrote three odes to celebrate the British victory at Water-

loo, and published them together with other poems in Thanksgiving Ode, January 18, 1816: 

With Other Short Pieces, Chiefly Referring to Recent Public Even in 1816, thereby jumping 

on the literary bandwagon.4 These odes in the volume followed the tradition of the “victory 

ode” dating back to the ancient Greek Pindar, in which the poet celebrated military victory 

                                                                                                                                                

nabel Patterson’s Pastoral and Ideology: Virgil to Valéry (Berkeley and Los Angeles: U of California P, 

1987. 269-284), Terry Gifford
,
s Pastoral (New York: Routledge, 1999. 5-9.), Fiona Stafford

,
s“Plain 

Living and Ungarnish’d Stories: Wordsworth and the Survival of Pastoral”(The Review of English 

Studies, New Series, Vol. 59, No. 238 [2008]. 118-133).  
4 These are Ode: The Morning of the Day Appointed for a General Thanksgiving. January 18, 1816, 

Ode: Composed in 1816, and Ode.   
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and established himself as a mouthpiece for the state.5 Wordsworth’s ambition to laud the 

country’s victory and claim himself as the national bard was not very successful, however. 

As James M. Garrett points out: “the volume must be deemed a total failure,” because it 

“reveals not a commemoration, but a vacillation between celebration and chastisement and 

an imaginative struggle between the pressure of contemporary events and the ability of the 

poet to transform those events into poetry” (81-82). Nevertheless, Wordsworth generally 

followed the convention of the victory ode in his celebration of the victory over Napoleon at 

Waterloo and his praise of the British empire, as typified in the title poem Thanksgiving Ode, 

where the poet leads his imagined readers in cheering the prowess of the British soldiers, 

who were 

Firm as a rock in stationary fight; 

In motion rapid as the lightning’s gleam; 

Fierce as a flood-gate bursting in the night 

To rouse the wicked from their giddy dream. (77-80)6 

The praise for the bravery of British soldiers in cheerful tone is not without its moment 

                                                     
5 The popular misconception, usually derived from guidebooks on the ode, is that Pindar composed 

odes for athletic occasions only, while Horace wrote all of his poems to reflect on the meaning of 

his life. It should be pointed out that these categorizations are more inclinations than clear-cut dis-

tinctions. From Stella P. Revards research into the historical background and development of the 

Pindaric ode, we find that in Pindar
,
s“epinikion [triumphal]”poems, not only is the victory on 

athletic fields recorded but also the military victory of his patrons (Hieron
,
s victory over the Etrus-

cans) and his encomia to the kings (Hieron and Theron).The same misconception applied to Horace 

as well. As a follower and imitator of Pindar, Horace wrote odes in praise of Caesar for his leader-

ship and prowess on the battlefield. See especially Revard
,
s research into Pindar

,
s life and poems in 

Politics, Poetics, and the Pindaric Ode: 1450-1700 (Tempe: ACMRS, 2009). 1-45. 
6 Quotations from Thanksgiving Ode are from Thanksgiving Ode, January 18, 1816, with Other Short 

Pieces, Chiefly Referring to Recent Public Events. The Wordsworth Variorum Archive. College of 

Arts and Letters, Department of English.http://web.calstatela.edu/faculty/jgarret/560n/WW- 

ThanksgivingOde.pdf eb. Accessed 25 July 2014. 
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of reflection and its anxiety over the possible extension of war (given the return of Napoleon 

to the battlefield after his escape from Elba in 1815). The poet asks the question, whether the 

conquest was exerted “[b]y the vengeful sword” or “by dint of Magnanimity” (57-58). Even 

at the end Wordsworth fails to provide a satisfactory answer to this, and the doubtful mood 

also infiltrates his imaginative ceremony, where the commemoration is said to be united by 

“sweet and threatening harmony,” and the music of “[s]oft notes” are “awful as the omen/ 

Of destructive tempests coming” (243-45). In Vernal Ode, Wordsworth to some extent con-

tinues the topic of war and expresses the same contradictory feelings about victory (mainly 

joyful sorrow over the hard-earned victory and the mourning for the thousands of causalities 

on the battlefield, together with anxiety over another destructive war), while moving the 

scene to the British countryside (Rydal Mountain), the result of which is a picture of the po-

liticized pastoral. 

Roger Sales’ Five Rs 

 In his English Literature in History 1780-1830: Pastoral and Politics, Roger Sales 

identifies the pastoral as deriving from “nostalgia for the good old days,” a literary device 

desiring to escape from the real to the imaginary or from complexity to simplicity, as long as 

this escape creates a distancing from reality. The feelings of nostalgia are based on five ele-

ments in pastoralism: “refuge, reflection, rescue, requiem and reconstruction” (15). In the 

pastoral, according to Sales, an illusory ideal past is created as a refuge from the pressures of 

the present. This ideal past reflects the values of that past, which the present wishes to pre-

serve or rescue for the present. Since the past is gone and must remain in the past, it is also a 

requiem that witnesses the passing of the past per se. All in all, the pastoral is a reconstruc-

tion of the past, or history, and in this sense it is a “great lie,” political propaganda in which a 

certain group benefits from this lie because they “have a vested interest in such nostalgia 

(15-18). The advantages of Sales’ theory of the pastoral lies in its unveiling of both the 

strategies appropriated in the pastoral and the political ideology behind it. However, having 

its focus on the temporal dimension, Sales’ presupposition of nostalgic feelings may lose 

sight of the distancing created purely by space. Physical movement from one place to anoth-
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er, usually from the city to the country, is also able to create an ideal refuge to retreat to. The 

“retreat and return” of the pastoral, to use Terry Gifford’s phrase, can occur on the spatial as 

well as temporal level. In Theocritus’ Idylls, Virgil’s Eclogues, and Shakespeare’s pastoral 

moments, the depiction of pastoral scenery and the life of the shepherd are located in the 

present, wherein the pastoral may be beautified to create a sharp contrast with the urban. 

Since his publication of Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth had been a lifelong advocate for the 

healing power of nature on human beings, and this nature carried real names and places in 

contemporary England. The following study of Wordsworth’s Vernal Ode appropriates 

Sales’ theory of the Five Rs, but attempts to explore the distancing created through space, 

and the beatified and mystified pastoral scenes as a refuge for the war-torn Britain. 

Healing the British Empire: Five Rs in Vernal Ode 

In Vernal Ode, one of Wordsworth’s late poems of the pastoral, the pastoral scene is 

less the focal point for the description of a shepherd’s life or a whetstone for the poet’s 

growth in imagination than a refuge for the nation. Based on Wordsworth’s observation of 

his familiar countryside, the natural scenery is beautified through the poet’s power of imag-

ination to render a drastically discrete eco-political milieu. The pastoral in this poem is not 

nostalgia for the good old days; rather, it reveals the desire, through the mouthpiece of the 

national bard, of the nation to escape to nature, concretized in the traditionally self-sufficient 

England rural area. This process, to use Roger Sales’ terms, contains in an oblique way the 

“five Rs”: “refuge, reflection, rescue, requiem, reconstruction” (17). It reflects a war-torn 

Britain seeking a refuge wherein to sing the requiem for the dead, in the hope of being res-

cued by the national narrative for reconstruction.7 The pastoral becomes a virtual space 

where the national bard exerts his visionary power to heal the nation and prepare it for the 

future. 

                                                     
7 It should be pointed out that Wordsworth does not resort to the ideal past to reflect on the values of 

the past. Instead, he depicts a rural Britain to reflect a war-torn country.  
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Reflection and Refuge  

The major difference between the odes composed in 1816 and in 1817 lies in their dif-

ferent attitudes towards the war: the dominant tone of Thanksgiving Ode welcomes the vic-

tory, while Vernal Ode recognizes the aftermath of the war, be it the expected economic 

slump or political upheaval. According to Stephen Gill, on August 21, 1815, days after the 

news of British victory over Napoleon at Waterloo reached England, Wordsworth joined in a 

celebration party with his family and friends, including Robert Southey, at Skiddaw (316). 

The joyful mood might not have lasted long, because after war domestic problems soon 

emerged. The years 1816 to 1817, according to Philip Lockley, were the first peak of radi-

calism in Britain: mass meetings in London, public demonstrations for reform at Glasgow 

and Sheffield, the gatherings to file the petitioning of Parliament, and worst of all, the Prince 

Regent’s coach being attacked in January, 1817 (84). In a letter to Daniel Stuart, on April 7, 

1817, Wordsworth expresses his concern over a possible domestic revolution: 

The agricultural population of Cumberland and Westmoreland is at present sound; 

but I would not engage that it will continue so, in case rebellion should get the upper 

hand in other parts of the Island. A Revolution will, I think, be staved off for the pre-

sent, nor do I even apprehend that the disposition to rebellion may without difficulty 

be suppressed, notwithstanding the embarrassments and heavy distresses of the times. 

(198)8  

As the letter goes on, Wordsworth claims himself as “an alarmist,” and he laments the 

fact that “the principal ties which kept the different classes of society… within 30 years… 

[have] been greatly impaired or wholly dissolved” (198). The dominant mood in this letter is 

Wordsworth’s worry about the domestic situations, the possible total disintegration of the 

British society. His worry about the domestic situations testifies to the fact that the post-war 

Britain did not enjoy its defeat of the most threatening colonial opponent for long. In Vernal 

Ode, what comes into view is a war-torn Britain crystallized and reflected as the image of 

                                                     
8 From The Letters of William Wordsworth, ed. Alan G. Hill (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1984).  
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“the sun,” metaphorically the self-asserted empire, which “in evening majesty,” “[p]oised 

like a weary cloud” (7-9).9 The weariness of its energy in this configuration is in sharp con-

trast with the “[i]mpartial Sun” in Thanksgiving Ode, the Britain in 1816, which “with pres-

ence bright/ Cheer'st the low threshold of the Peasant's cell!” (6-7). Joy over the defeat of 

Napoleon still dominated the mood in Thanksgiving Ode, and praise for the courage and 

victory of the nation was epitomized in seeing the shining sun rising up above all obstacles: 

“Not unrejoiced I see thee climb the sky/ In naked splendour, clear from mist or haze,/Or 

cloud approaching to divert the rays” (8-10). The imperial ray, after a year’s self-awareness 

of the contemporary situation, lost its brightness and splendor over its colonized. As the 

morning changes into evening, or aubade to serenade, so the self-congratulatory and 

self-righteous mood recesses into the dark and gloomy. The weary evening sun in Vernal 

Ode “floated with angelic ease” “[t]ill he had reached a summit sharp and bare” (10, 

12).Though the referent is the same, it is no longer the morning sun in spring that is fresh 

from the “storms gone by” of the winter (24) and is “[i]n naked splendour, clear from mist or 

haze.” The evening sun here tatters to the mountain (though beautified with the image of an 

angel, which at the same time expects a rescuing angel to come along) in a tiring way. When 

the sun reaches “[w]here oft the venturous heifer drinks the noontide breeze” (13), it joins 

the pastoral view that belongs to the genre per se, symbolically escaping into the refuge im-

mune to worldly dispute. 

 Thanksgiving Ode, though problematic in many ways, still follows the tradition of the 

victory ode, in which the poet celebrates victory and announces the moral superiority of the 

conquering nation.10 As an extension of the previous ode, Vernal Ode lapses from a joyful 

                                                     
9 Quotations from Vernal Ode are from William Wordsworth: The Poems. Vol. 2. Ed. John O. Hayden 

(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1981).   
10 Examples of the English victory ode are William Congreve

,
s A Pindarique Ode, Humbly Offer’d to 

the Queen, on the Victorious Progress of Her Majesty
,
s Arms, under the Conduct of the Duke of 

Marlborough (1706), Matthew Prior
,
s“An Ode: Humbly Inscrib’d to the Queen. On the Late Glo-

rious Success of Her Majesty
,
s Arms,”Written in Imitation of Spencer

,
s Stile (1706), which cele-

brated the victory of Ramillies under the reign of Queen Ann and leadership of the Duke of Marl-
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mood into anxiety, as the theme turns from the joy of victory to the reality that the nation is 

now facing. 

Requiem 

 The mixed feelings about the subject of victory prevalent in most of Thanksgiving Ode 

are manifest in the self-questioning and response: “Have we not conquered?---By the 

vengeful sword? Ah no, by dint of Magnanimity,” and God’s response that “not that we have 

vanquished---but that we survive” (57-58; 90-91).11 Hundreds of thousands of British sol-

diers lost their lives during the twenty-year war between Britain and France, and it was not 

unreasonable to speculate that, instead of being blessed and protected by God, the victors 

won the battle only because they survived longer than their enemy. The poet imagined that 

the memory of those sacrificed would be “enrolled above the starry spheres” and that there 

would be a ceremony that unites “[t]he living generation with the dead” (66, 239). Paying 

tribute to the soldiers who died on the battlefield is one important aspect of the genre of the 

victory ode, but misgivings that men were used as a “dread instrument” for “mutual slaugh-

ter,” as the logical inference of the meanings of the war, leaves an indelibly anti-climactic 

mark on the poem (278, 280). When the meaning of the battle is cast into doubt, men’s 

deaths once rationalized by political/religious discourses would become totally meaningless. 

In Vernal Ode, the attempt to clear the doubt left by the previous poem is found in the cen-

tral part of the pastoral elegy. In the Fenwick Notes, Wordsworth explains that the purpose of 

                                                                                                                                                

borough, the commander-in-chief of the allies, and Elizabeth Cobbold
,
s Ode on the Victory of Wa-

terloo (1815).   
11 In the“Advertisement”of the volume Thanksgiving Ode, January 18, 1816: With Other Short 

Pieces, Chiefly Referring to Recent Public Events, Wordsworth explains that in his works he did not 

mean to“interpose a veil sufficiently thick to hide the splendor of this great moral triumph,”nor 

did he“[give] way to exultation, unchecked by these distresses”suffered by his country (iii-iv). 

After the victory over Napoleon in 1815, thousands of wounded soldiers were sent home from the 

battlefield and military bases, and the economy was expected to slump heavily after the war. 

Wordsworth asked his readers not to“indulge in regrets and repining”or to“feed a morbid satis-

faction, by aggravating these burthens in imagination”(iv; emphasis added). He set the key tone to 

restrain the national mood from excessive joy and helpless sorrow, and interpreted the victory as a 

moral triumph, rather than a military one. 
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the poem was “to place in view the immortality of succession where immortality is denied, 

as far as we know, to the individual creature” (The Poems 977; emphasis added). The con-

cept of immortality is first brought forth in the astrological objects, the “wandering star and 

fixed” that are “free from semblance of decline” (33, 35), metonymically anticipating the 

question of the immortality of human beings: 

What if those bright fires 

Shine subject to decay, 

Sons haply of extinguished sires, 

Themselves to lose their light or pass away 

Like clouds before the wind. (40-44) 

The rhyming of fires and sires, subject to decay and pass away, intensifies the despair 

over the mortality of human life. Unlike the stars that are “fixed,” and “free from decline,” 

the sons of “extinguished sires,” presumably those who died in the war, may lose not just 

their lives, but all sense of the meaning of life, which may dissipate “[l]ike clouds before the 

wind.” The nothingness of life and death, or the unbearable lightness of being, would lead 

one to posit the senselessness of war in the end. The redemptive power of nature is intro-

duced to console and save men from a hopeless feeling of the void: 

Yet, by the Almighty’s ever-during care, 

Her procreant vigils Nature keeps 

Amid the unfathomable deeps; 

And saves the peopled fields of earth 

From dread of emptiness or dearth. (56-60) 
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With the seemingly logical reasoning of “what if” and “yet,” Wordsworth resorts to the 

intervention of divine power to redeem life’s meaning. To offer escape from the meaningless 

and hopeless implications about the emptiness of life, God discloses the mystery of immor-

tality through the nature’s never-ending cycle: instead of giving endless life to humans, the 

extension of life is manifested in the ever-lasting reproduction of the human race, now 

transformed into the image of trees that put on a new face each year: “Thus, in their stations, 

lifting toward the sky/ The foliaged head in cloud-like majesty,/ The shadow-casting race of 

trees survive” (61-63). The oxymoron, “immortality of succession,” becomes a paradox: 

unlike the stars, which before humans are never extinguished, one generation of humans dies 

only to be succeeded by their posterity, and therein lies our “immortality.” As the immortal 

Homer put it in Book VI of The Iliad: “Like the generations of leaves, the lives of mortal 

men. Now the wind scatters the old leaves across the earth, now the living timber bursts with 

the new buds and spring comes round again. And so with men: as one generation comes to 

life, another dies away.” 

Rescue 

 In the victory odes written in 1816, Wordsworth follows the generic tradition of 

claiming himself as the national bard in his national narrative. In a traditional victory ode, 

the bard guards and rescues the nation by singing the song to encourage the nation. In 

Thanksgiving Ode, he identifies himself as a nature/national poet who is “ready as the tune-

ful notes/ That stream in blithe succession from the throats/ Of birds” to sing the national 

victory (39-41). In Ode: Composed in 1816, Wordsworth, speaks in the tone of “Saint 

George” and declares himself, “I, the Guardian of this Land” (33); in Ode, he takes up the 

role of “a sorrowful interpreter” for the nation, and rejects the “soft seducing harmonies” as 

“bards have told in ancient song” (65-66). The “song" of the national bard is transformed 

into the double voice of a guardian angel and pastoral shepherd in Vernal Ode. When the 

pastoral view is ushered in by the image of the “venturous heifer,” the guardian angel ap-

pears to rescue the tired sun, which is now resting in the same spot: “Upon the apex of that 

lofty cone/ Alighted, there the Stranger stood alone;/ Fair as a gorgeous Fabric of the east” 



 

 

 

 

Healing the Nation with Nature: William Wordsworth’s Vernal Ode 

 

13 

(15-17; emphasis added). The loco-descriptive poetry of Gilpinian picturesque beauty is 

adopted here in these lines:12 the roughness of the tiring sun comes into view, arrested at the 

mountain summit “sharp and bare.” In the same backdrop, the “stranger” appears, lands on 

the mountain, and “stood alone” there.13 Before disclosing his identity as a guardian angel, 

he is given the name “stranger,” which carries two contradictory but resonating meanings. In 

his Romanticism and The Question of the Stranger, David Simpson delves into the use of the 

word “stranger” in the Romantic period, arguing that “stranger” provides another example of 

the Derridean pharmakon, in that it can be either friend or enemy, someone who carries 

“hostility and hospitality” and arouses “fear and desire” (9-10). This “stranger syndrome,” 

he suggests, “lies in its capacity to reduplicate and intensify disparate references and allu-

sions within a rhetorical-historical complex whose exact determinations (the war, the econ-

omy, the transnational experiences) seem manifold” (11). For a war-torn nation, the possible 

threat of another invasion from France and its allies would lead to destructive elimination (as 

Simpson illustrates, this is the best exemplary use of this word given the xenophobic feel-

ings of the British for France). From this perspective, the chosen phrase “stranger” here car-

ries an overtone of anxiety, though this implication is soon overwritten by the disclosure of 

the identity of the “stranger.” To rescue the nation from anxiety, the guardian angels, em-

bodying desire, identified as the “Bright Seraphs” (134) toward the end of the poem, bring 

words of comfort and protection. The song of vision brings consolation, and guarantees 

peace throughout the land: “No wintry desolations,/ Scorching blight or noxious dew,/ Affect 

                                                     
12 William Gilpin defines“roughness”and“ruggedness”as traits of the picturesque, with natural 

scenery, such as rugged mountains and broken trees, artificial buildings and geometric construc-

tions such as ruins and wheel tracks, marginal figures such as gypsies, bandits, and beggars, being 

the main elements that lead to an ideal picturesque painting. The loco-descriptive poetry of Gilpin-

ian picturesque beauty, which highlights the distinctive features of a rough object, is adopted here in 

these lines: the roughness of the tiring sun ( “like a weary cloud” ) comes into view, arrested at the 

mountain summit“sharp and bare ”, and is similarly devoid of its original vitality. 
13 The same technique of picturesque painting is also appropriated in Wordsworth

,
s famous poem 

Tintern Abbey:“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 (19-22). The“hermit” 

is placed in a distant view, and“sits alone,”in order to create the image of“roughness.” 
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my native habitations” (25-27). The “wintry desolations” and “noxious dew” are descrip-

tions similar to “frosty plains” (20) and “deadlier poisons” (122) in the Thanksgiving Ode, 

there applied to designate the war with France and the destructive power of Napoleon. 

Reconstruction 

 In Sales’ theory of the pastoral, the four Rs, refuge, reflection, requiem, and rescue, 

lead to a reconstruction of the history of the past and the present. In Wordsworth’s case, the 

four elements created from the distance in space pave the way to the reconstruction of the 

British empire, to the “return” to the imperial competition after its “retreat” to the local 

countryside. In addition to the reflections on the post-war Britain, while seeking refuge in 

the pastoral scene, singing a requiem for the dead of the battlefield and the healing of pain, 

as well as rescuing the nation from possible threat (international imperial war and domestic 

revolution), the national bard also attempts to reconstruct the nation as a whole for the future. 

The reconstruction is effected at the beginning of the poem, when the poet envisions a uni-

fied politicized nature, and a well-organized body of politicized bees at the end of the poem. 

At the very beginning of the poem, the national bard projects his vision of a harmoni-

ous Britain in his description of the sublime view of the beautiful:  

Beneath the concave of an April sky, 

When all the fields with freshest green were dight, 

Appeared, in presence of the spiritual eye 

That aids or supersedes our grosser sight, 

The form and rich habiliments of One. (1-5) 

The canopy of the sky offers a prospect view of nature in April, the month of spring 

that breathes new life into everything and decorates nature in the color of green, a metaphor 

for the British people later in the poem. The sublime view from the sky imaginatively places 

Wordsworth at the zenith, with a “prospect view,” which is, according to Jacqueline M. 
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Labbe, “both an ideal and a privilege, necessary to prove one’s right to govern and an indi-

cation that one is able to govern… the political or worldly landscape” (xi).The spiritual eye 

and the panoramic view are the privileges of the guardians of the nation, who sit between the 

two worlds (the divine and the earthly) and offer consolation and hope for the nation, ignor-

ing any disruptive elements that may cause discomfort. A similar technique of description is 

adopted in A Guide through the District of the Lakes (1810),14 in which Wordsworth ima-

gines the shape of the wheel to include all landmarks in the Lake District, and points out to 

his reader a central hub or point whence the vision is presented. In this way, the reader can 

gaze from this high central vantage point, equidistant from “the south-east, the vale of 

Langdale,” and “the long lake of Winandermere,” to “the south-east… the vale of Coniston” 

and so on (Prose Works II 171-2). This cartographical layout refers not only to an imagined 

aesthetic picture of the Lake District, but also a politicized landscape. Seeing the Lake Dis-

trict as a model for or a microcosm of the whole nation, Wordsworth is able to serve as 

“guide” to Britain, detailing all the “sublime,” “beautiful,” and “picturesque” scenes. Like-

wise, the bird’s eye view in Vernal Ode is not confined to Rydal Mountain, where the poet 

wrote this poem. In this national narrative cloaked in national scenery, his reflections on the 

countryside are in fact a refraction of the real scene, endorsed by Wordsworth’s assertion 

that only the spiritual eyes can see (“in the presence of the spiritual eye/ That aids or super-

sedes our grosser sight”[3-4]), with the local representing the national. Kim points out this 

inclination in Wordsworth’s natural description: 

The description of a landscape, the narrative of the sublime, and the description of an 

ideal political organization are images of one another: the traveler descends from the 

                                                     
14 William Wordsworth

,
s A Guide through the District of the Lakes was first published in 1810 to-

gether with Joseph Wilkinson
,
s paintings. In the second edition of 1820 Wordsworth added some 

poems, and it is not until 1823 that A Guide was published separately from Wilkinson
,
s paintings, 

with a map added to it. Before Wordsworth, Thomas Gray (Journal in the Lakes) and William Gil-

pin (Observations on the River Wye) were famous for their descriptions of the Lake District, ush-

ering in the popularity of picturesque travel guides in the late eighteenth century and early nine-

teenth century. 



 

 

 

 

 Wei-yao Lee  興大人文學報第五十七期 

16 

mountains into a view of the manorial residences and thereby gains insight into the 

“substantial frame of society.” (83-84) 

Therefore, the imagined “form and rich habiliments of One” (5) can be viewed as a 

paraphrase of “unity in variety,” which was prevalent in the aestheticized political  dis-

courses of the eighteenth century. This microcosm of one form with variegated contents, or 

one society with different classes, is appropriately in accord with the Latin motto of the po-

em from Pliny’s Historia Naturalis XI, i: “Rerum Natura tota est nusquam magis quam in 

minimis (Nature in her entirety is to be found nowhere more than in the smallest things).” 

The hope to see the nation as one, threatened from neither outside nor inside, is pictured in 

this natural scenery of April, where even the smallest things in nature, as well as the trees, 

are endowed with cyclical power and kept in order as, ideally, the whole nation. 

The nation silhouetted in nature is also bodied forth in the image of the bee. Since Ar-

istotle’s scientific observations on and categorizations of the bee (gregarious and solitary 

types), the bee has been a politicized metaphor providing reflection on an ideal social or-

ganization and the behaviors of the individual. In eighteenth century England, for example, 

Bernard Mandeville sees the vice of the bees as paradoxically leading to the benefit of the 

beehive in his poem, The Fable of the Bee (1705). The bee-figure in this poem was later 

adopted by Percy Bysshe Shelley to criticize the political system in England with its op-

pressing class (Queen Bee) and oppressed class (laboring bees) (Behrendt 95). Conversely, 

in his Evening at Home; or, the Juvenile Budget Opened: Consisting of a Variety of Miscel-

laneous Pieces (1792-1796), John Aikin and his sister Anna Letitia envisions a bee-hive as 

the ideal commonwealth for Britain, where all the members work for the organization as a 

whole, not for self-interest (Howard 134-135). Closer to Aikin’s usage, Wordsworth appro-

priates this allegorical meaning of the bee and sees it as an ideal government form for Eng-

land.  

Like the trees, bees represent the British people in general and the people as one. 

While the circle of rejuvenation of the green denies the void and nothingness, and promises 

the preservation of the human species, the bee colony is depicted as the epitome of an ideal 
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nation, carrying with it aspects of both the sublime and the beautiful, just as the naturalized 

nation of “One” form bears the remarkable features of both its humans and animals: 

High as the imperial front of man; 

The roseate bloom on woman’s cheek; 

The soaring eagle’s curvèd beak;  

The white plumes of the floating swan. (118-121) 

It is ominous anxiety over the possible dangers and the desire to rest in comfort and 

peace that finally results in a transformed image of the pastoral view in the final stanza. The 

invocation of the “mild pastoral Muse” who “nursed at happy distance from the cares/ Of a 

too-anxious world” (75-76) is expected to bring on the final retreat, but the characterization 

of the Muse disillusions itself, and turns the retreat into return. The “mild pastoral Muse” is 

said to be a down-to-earth figure, different from the metaphysical “Urania” and “her sister 

Clio,” the muses of history and astrology, in that this mild Muse wears “a garland culled 

from purple heath” (77-79), suggesting her attachment to the locality and the present. Call-

ing himself a “contented Votary” “[w]rapped in a fit of pleasing indolence” as he would “lie 

and listen” to “the soft murmur of the vagrant Bee” (83, 86, 88, 90), the poet-speaker is now 

portraying a peaceful picture of an easy pastoral life, which, as Leslie Nathan Broughton 

early suggested, “possess[es] in a marked degree the spirit of Theocritus,” taking “sensuous 

pleasure in green fields, azure skies, soft breezes, groves, clear streams, and quiet rest” (166). 

Nevertheless, this ideal pastoral moment does not last long, or lapse into a target for the 

charge of escapism, as the vagrant bee, the metamorphosis of the British empire, tells the 

story, with “awful note in unison,” of “treasure sucked from buds and bells,/ For the pure 

keeping of those waxen cells,” (97-99), implying the imperial gains wrested from its colo-

nized. This “mild pastoral” Muse also “confer[s]/ Upon the common weal; a warrior bold,/ 

Radiant all over with unburnished gold,/ And armed with living spear for mortal fight” 

(101-104), to provide healing to the damaged nation. This special “idyllic moment,” as Her-
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bert Lindenberger elaborates on the term, is introduced “through the forces with which it sets 

up tensions,” when the poets “have developed a consciousness of possible catastrophe--- be 

it the disorders of revolution and war, the disintegration of human bonds in industrial socie-

ty” (345). With the figure of “weal” and “warrior” brought in, this golden age pastoral is 

tainted with military implications. Therefore, the “vagrant Bee” that makes a drowsy sound 

and tells the story of “a company/ Of ages coming, ages gone” becomes the “[h]umming 

Bee”, whose “sting was needless” when “seeds of malice were not sown” in the “golden 

years” (90-94, 124-126, 131; emphasis added). As Jalal Uddin Khan explains, this bee em-

bodies “Wordsworth’s Tory picture of Britain as a harmonious state that is ready to fight 

against any intruder with the sting of the bee” (45-46), and the mentioning of the bee’s sting 

finally unveils its imperial ambitions after its reconstruction in the pastoral scenes.   

 In the national narrative of the Vernal Ode, rural England is appropriated as the refuge 

for the whole nation, in which the war-torn empire is transformed into a unified nation pre-

paring for the next challenge. The importance of interaction with the land for domestic feel-

ings, promoted in Wordsworth’s letter to Charles James Fox, here is extended to the national 

level, through the promise of the mythical figure of the “guardian of the land,” the care of 

the Christian God, who guarantees the immortality of British race, and the healing of the 

“mild Muse.” Nature, as Wordsworth envisions it, provides a final resort where the nation 

may trace its roots via refuge and reconstruction. It is not a “hard pastoral,” where the shep-

herd’s life directs the charge against the injustice of government policy, with the lens of 

which his Michael may be arguably interpreted; nor is it a “soft pastoral,” as in the shaggy 

hut left by Margaret in Ruined Cottage, which is transcended by meditative wisdom--an es-

capist attitude towards human suffering in the eyes of proponents of political criticism. It is a 

mild pastoral that aims to find a middle ground between two opposing attitudes. The nation-

al narrative is a new topic Wordsworth turned to after the fall of Napoleon’s empire, though 

this shift has so far drawn little attention from Wordsworth’s critics. Wordsworth’s late po-

ems may display a relative lack of the originality and creativity if critics only compare po-

ems of similar topics before and after 1805, such as the poet’s interaction with nature and 

how the poet’s mind grows under the influence of nature. However, poems Wordsworth 
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wrote after the victory over Napoleon, such as Thanksgiving Ode and Vernal Ode, are the 

poet’s direct engagement with the national event (Wordsworth’s response to the French 

Revolution, which can be found in The Prelude and A Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff, was 

published after the poet passed away). At the age of 47 when he wrote Vernal Ode, Words-

worth was confident enough to claim himself as the national poet, comforting the dead at the 

battlefield and encouraging the people in distress.   
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以自然治癒國家──威廉‧渥茲渥斯的《春之頌》 

李為堯
＊
 

摘 要 

相較於威廉‧渥茲渥斯其它的田園詩，《春之頌》鮮少受到浪漫時期批評家的關注。

主要的原因在於這是一首晚年的詩作，在原創性及批判性這兩個層面遠遠不如詩人年

輕時期的作品。本文旨在透過羅傑‧薩里斯的田園詩理論閱讀《春之頌》的政治意涵，

並藉此探討自然在國家敘事（拿破崙戰敗後渥茲渥斯書寫的新主題）中所扮演的地位。

《春之頌》橫跨了頌體與田園詩兩大傳統，相較於滑鐵盧之役後所寫的《感恩頌》，《春

之頌》的語調不如前者那般歡欣鼓舞，意氣風發，而是藉由美學的鋪陳讓戰後的大英

帝國隱入田園之中，尋求慰藉、治癒，重新找回帝國的力量。不同於渥式早期詩作中

強調自然撫慰詩人心靈的力量，在《春之頌》中自然所嘗試救贖的是整個國家。 

關鍵詞：威廉‧渥茲渥斯、《春之頌》、田園詩、勝利頌、自然 

                                                     
＊實踐大學高雄校區應用英語學系副教授兼系主任。 
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