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Sensory perception founds every aspect of reason in the energy of the natural world, 

represents the point of origin for imagination, feeling, and understanding, and serves as the initial 

state in the synthesis of thought for William Wordsworth in his autobiographical poem The 

Prelude (1805). 1 Indeed, the continuity of perception streams forth from Wordsworth's mind, 

roams the landscape of its own accord, and engages with the living ecosystem. Imagination 

represents the mind's tendency to convert quantifiable energies into unique experiences, feeling 

enlivens perception to translate between the human and the rest of the natural community, and, 

understanding, situated at the vertex of perception and thought, informs interface between the 

mind and rest of the natural world. The poet deploys his text to represent that world as a 

community; within the community of nature he detects from his own perceptions the energies of 

nature manifest in a noetic environment and realizes a capacity for response that allows us to 

learn about our own place within a web of life. 2 He communes with nature by acknowledging 

what he holds in common with the world around him, and the community around him 

reciprocates by offering an imaginative response to his perception. Throughout The Prelude, the 

poet discovers perception as the medium of exchange between mind and external natural 

community with the power to articulate the energy of nature's component parts to the human 

mind, and thereby facilitate the evolution of the mind's understanding.3 

M.H. Abrams offers a detailed account of Wordsworth's writings concerning his own 

intent, the interpretations offered by Coleridge, and the literary context for his poems and 

thought in his authoritative discourse on Romantic Literature, Natural Supernaturalism (1971 ). 

1 The OED defines reason as: The power of the mind to think and form valid judgments by a process of logic; the 

mental faculty which is used in adapting thought or action to some end; the guiding principle of the mind in the process 

ofthinking. (5a) 
2 By noetic environment, I mean to evoke the notion that human perception represents one of many acts and forms of 

perception taking place in any given place. The OED defines noetic as: (b.) Philos. In phenomenology: of or relating 

to the act or processes of perceiving or thinking. 
3 For a firsthand account of this in The Prelude, see Book XIII, lines 66 to 119. Note that the title draws upon XIII.96. 
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Abrams points us towards Wordsworth's thoughts about the significance of perception: 

[Abrams recovers] Coleridge's testimony that Wordsworth's primary motive [in writing 

the Lyrical Ballads] had in fact been to exemplify a new way of perceiving the world, by 

investing it with 'the modifying colors of imagination.' ... [And in the Preface of 1802] 

Wordsworth himself supplemented his earlier statement [that he wrote in the language of 

common men] by saying that his 'principal object' had indeed been ... 'a certain colouring 

of imagination, whereby ordinary things should be presented to the minds in an unusual 

way. (Nat. Supernat. 378) 

Wordsworth's writings reflect intellectual investment in the act of perception, its development, 

and its implications taking place in works published in the midst of his writing the 1799 and 

1805 drafts of The Prelude. Thus, Abrams' passage leads to the opportunity to read The Prelude 

as a text in which the poet works to understand the mind's connection with the world, with 

perception as a prerequisite to understanding. Therefore, the poet discovers a respect for 

perception as the first step towards comprehending truth. Indeed, Abrams' identification of the 

generative relationship between poet and nature that spurred on the project, "during [his walk to 

the Vale ofGrasmere] an outer breeze, 'the sweet breath ofHeaven,' evokes within the poet 'a 

corresponding mild creative breeze,' a prophetic spiritus or inspiration which ... eventually leads 

to his undertaking The Prelude itself' (75). From this departure point of inspiration from nature, 

the poet continues his communion within nature throughout the text. Of the many critical 

readings of perception, sense, and imagination in The Prelude, Geoffrey Hartman's "The 

Romance ofNature and the Negative Way" and David E. Simpson's "The Spots of Time: Spaces 

for Refiguring" prove fruitful for such a study of what perception accomplishes in the text.4 

4For other authors engaged in this discussion, but not mentioned herein in great detail, look to Frank McConnell (The 

Confessional Imagination) for a study of the poem in the form of religious confession to Coleridge to identify how 
Wordsworth intended his experience to be shared. Also, William Empson's "Sense in the Prelude," in which he 
analyzes the numerous uses of 'sense' and attempts to distill from them some coherency and consistency about 
Wordsworth's ideas of perception. He finds sense used as the basic term for sensory data, and in a new form, 
unconnected to any of the physical senses, and uniting them all. He holds that the word means both the process of 
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Furthermore, the scientific model of synesthesia, as articulated by Richard Cytowic and David 

Eagleman in Wednesday is Indigo Blue (2009), will permit a grounding of the reading in relation 

to the biological processes of perception. Rather than to suggest that Wordsworth himself was a 

synesthete, the model of synesthesia will be deployed to suggest the enduring value of 

Wordsworth's poetic lexicon for expressing the significance of the capacity to make sense of 

experience. Indeed, Cytowic and Eagleman furnish the reader with the knowledge that in the 

contemporary scientific understanding of perception, the mind's activity is densely 

interconnected. Even when the brain can be observed to specialize certain areas for particular 

functions, it operates as a unified system to provide a coherent articulation of perception and 

keeps pace with the continuous input of consciousness (Wednesday is Indigo Blue, 199-201). In 

addition, Henri Bergson describes the importance of perception as the mind's primary tool for 

building understanding in The Creative Mind (1968), while Gaston Bachelard focuses on reverie 

as a particular variety of reflection wherein information develops nuanced relations in his Poetics 

of Reverie (1971). 

Wordsworth writes down his perceptions in scenes from his lived experience, ones that 

Gaston Bachelard might consider 'reveries'. 5 For Bachelard, reveries can only be preserved in 

writing, and they depend upon the individual experience because they capture the translation 

from objective quantity into a unique unit of meaning for conceiving of the world. In reverie, 

sensing and the "supreme act of imagination," united by a jump between uncertainty in immediacy and the maturation 
and refining of knowledge (Sense in The Prelude, 44). Also relevant is M.H. Abrams chapter "The Redemptive 
Imagination" from Natural Supernaturalism in which he focuses on the time atop Mount Snowdon; Abrams sees the 
love underlying fear and evil working to be manifest as Jove "with imagination as its complement and intermediator" 
(Natural Supernaturalism, 118). The introduction of Keats' concept ofthe burden of mystery, that is, understanding 
evil from the perspective of good, offers words for the problematic of imagination's pleasure exposed to the reality of 
pain (124). 
5The recollections are not always perfect as accounts of detail, but for the poet's undertaking that encourages 
mindfulness of perception, the content needn't be factual for the undertaking to succeed. Autobiographically they may 
not be entirely true, but the passages discussed herein function as literary vessels of truth. 
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energy becomes part of the human imagination, and the mind interprets a physical quantity as a 

unique metaphysical perception. 6 Bache lard's description of reverie pairs the animus with blunt 

willfulness, and the anima with mindful repose. Although Jung's terms have gender assigned to 

them, in Bachelard's usage the animus represents the readily available perspective, and the 

anima represents a less commonly acknowledged but equally present segment of the poetic 

consciousness in each person: 

[The] anima which resides in every normal human being ... dreams and sings. Dreaming 

and singing, that is the work of its solitude. Reverie--not the dream (reve)--is the free 

expansion of all anima. It is doubtless with the reveries of his anima that the poet manages 

to give his animus ideas the structure of a song, the force of a song. (66-67) 

Bachelard's conception of the animus/anima dichotomy reconstructs Wordsworth's 

understanding of the distinct humanity of the mind, wherein anima represents the mind in a state 

of recognizing its origins within the natural world. 7 The power of a song-its clear articulation of 

relations, concise expression of ideas, and direct access to the emotional realm of the mind-

derives from 'free expansion' of the mind within itself. In the solitude of reflection the mind 

must recognize its place within the surroundings. Through perception in the anima state, the poet 

accesses the deepest levels of connectivity between humanity and the environment. When the 

mind enters into a state disconnected from ordinary preoccupations, it recovers the most basic 

6Reveries: Daydreams, word-reveries that Bachelard describes about the word "fountain" in French (Ia Fontaine) and 

German ( der Brunn en). He explores the implications of gender for words, how this manifests itself in sound, and from 
there the action of the mind during "reverie" to inform its understanding of a fountain by the interplay of associations 
that surround the word. Bache lard's discussion of the qualities of childhood reverie informs an understanding of the 
endurance of richness of sensation and mutability of reality that the poet presents in the boat-stealing scene. The 
childhood perceptive faculties, as discussed by Cytowic, are indeed densely interconnected. 
7The fact that we are generally made of the same organic molecules as all other living things, and most non-living 
ones as well reflects our fundamental origins in the natural world. However, we tend to think of ourselves as separate 

from nature, which would be the animus line of thinking. i.e. An animus line of thought might reflect a disconnect 

from or assumption of dominance over nature, thereby generalizing human contrivance ,out of nature's working, rather 
than including the human as a natural phenomenon. Such a thinker might casually decry that a spider in the house 

should "go back into nature," as if where humans live is not nature. 
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level of organic experience: nature's energies fashioned the mind from common elements of the 

physical world to function within that space. During the boat-stealing scene of The Prelude, 

which has been thoroughly read across the critical tradition, the reverie state surfaces when the 

cliff inspires the young boy to think about the intricate relationships surrounding him. 

Bachelard's usage of anima furnishes the reader with a mode of understanding geared towards 

identifying the connectivity of nature that Wordsworth felt. 8 To understand the importance of 

perception as a foundation of all experience, one must respect our kinship with nature; the anima 

state facilitates recognition of perception as a natural process, belonging to the environment. 

Thus, perception becomes a process by which the environment interprets itself. The cycle of 

reverie facilitates the discovery of perception as shared understanding within the natural 

community from the language of Wordsworth's poetry. 

In the boat-stealing scene of the opening book of The Prelude, the young poet's 

awareness of his surroundings changes dramatically as his mindset shifts from one of imposing 

his will onto the world to the contemplation of a vast unknown. In composing the text he 

communicates the effects of his encounter with the world through reverie. The reader witnesses a 

moment of discovery from a young Wordsworth's perspective: a soloist explorer urged on by the 

impulses of a developing mind ventures out across a quiet lake in a stolen craft, then the horizon 

comes to life, a cliff pierces into the sky, and the 2,232 foot eminence of Black Crag seems to 

pursue the youthful thief across the water. The development of the mind and the capacity for 

increasing intricacy of understanding fascinates Wordsworth, and in this scene he explores the 

possibilities for perception to effect change upon an individual, either by way of' gentle 

8 Wordsworth describes this in his Essay Supplementary to the Preface (1815): "In nature everything is distinct, yet 
nothing defined into absolute independent singleness." 
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visitation' or 'severer interventions' (1799.1.73-79).9 The language of instructive ministry 

employed by nature derives from Wordsworth's commentary on the mind's development at the 

hands of spirits of understanding, in particular the cliffs 'severer intervention' that renders the 

commonality of human life and the wider world apparent to him (1799 .1.67-81 ). From the usage 

of the word 'spirit,' the poet reminds the reader of the implications of the cliffs presence in the 

scene; in reflecting upon the moment, he recognizes that he goes out onto the lake accompanied 

by all of the world around him, yet only becomes aware of that community by the 'severer 

intervention' of the cliff that breaks his trance. 

In witnessing the megalithic agility of the cliff, the poet encounters wilderness in the 

moment of physical vitality that coincides with a resonance of his own exertion in the 

environment. In his "stealth and troubled pleasure", the world seems to record his presence and 

reverberate it unto him as echoes and ripples: 

The moon was up, the lake was shining clear 

Among the hoary mountains; from the shore 

I pushed, and struck the oars, and struck again 

In cadence, and my little boat moved on 

Even like a man who moves with stately step 

Though bent on speed. It was an act of stealth 

And troubled pleasure. Nor without the voice 

Of mountain-echoes did my boat move on, 

Leaving behind her still on either side 

Small circles glittering idly in the moon, 

Until they melted all into one track 

Of sparkling light. (1.383-394) 

Striking in cadence with his oars, the poet perceives himself comingled with nature as ripples in 

9 These represent Wordsworth's commentary on the mind's development and how, in retrospect, the cliff made 
common relationships between his nature and the wider world apparent to him. See (1799 .1.67-81) for his full 
discussion about the capacity of the mind to be "fashioned and built up" by various influences that introduces the boat
stealing scene in 1799. 
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moonlight, echoes from the rock faces, and his own animal sense of energy that transmits his 

presence for a fleeting moment before fading away and "melting all into one track." 10 Indeed, 

this single track of circles from his boat metaphorically consists of memories inscribed onto the 

surface of the lake; whereas the ripples fade from the lake, they remain artifacts of perception in 

the text. As the ripples melt all into one track, so too do all of our moments become one as they 

recede, held as our memory. Evanescence, however, marks the boy's efforts that culminate with 

echoes and ripples. Surrounded by 'moon,' 'lake,' and 'hoary mountains,' the coherence of the 

passage depends on the unity in nature that goes unnoticed by the young boy who remains 

absorbed in his own 'small circles;' yet the poetic recollection of the scene restores the distracted 

boy to the community that bore silent witness to his 'stealth and troubled pleasure'. 

Driven on by his own energy, the brief pulses of echo and ripple following the poet fuel 

his enthusiasm; "lustily I dipped my oars into the silent lake, and as I rose upon the stroke my 

boat went heaving through the water like a swan" (1.40 1-405). At this moment, the boy rows 

while wrapped up within his own thoughts, impressed by his own physicality, and basking in his 

own sense of power to mark the world lustily-with vigour, pleasure and delight. Although the 

moment begins with the poet's delight in himself, all preoccupation with his own ability 

evaporates with the appearance of Black Crag on the horizon. Indeed, the poet identifies memory 

imbued with fortitude in the cliff: the physical permanence of which contrasts with the 

ephemeral puddles on the surface of the lake and the intangibility of his own recollection; such a 

contrasts provokes a deep self-reflection about the forms of memory found within nature. Black 

Crag interrupts his thoughts, whisking him away from the willfulness that prompted him to steal 

the boat, 'lustily' mark the world, and bask in vital power; the cliff introduces energies that are 

10 Energy in the sense of both human physical activity, but necessarily connected to the attentiveness to universal 
flows of energy in all forms. 



orders of magnitude beyond ordinary perception, language, and reason: 

When from behind that craggy steep, till then 

The bound of the horizon, a huge cliff 

As if with voluntary power instinct, 

Upreared its head. I struck, and struck again, 

And, growing still in stature, the huge cliff 

Rose up between me and the stars, and still 

With measured motion, like a living thing strode after me ... and after I had seen 

That spectacle, for many days my brain 

Worked with a dim and undetermined sense of unknown modes of being ... 

Huge and mighty forms that do not live 

Like living me moved slowly through my mind 

By day, and were the trouble of my dreams. (1.405-426) [emphasis added] 
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At the peak of his stroke, the cliff begins to pace him, striking into his memory an impression of 

'voluntary power instinct.' Thus, the epic size of the sloping contours formed by the vicissitudes 

of energy upon the physical world attune the poet's perception to a rhythm of the movement of 

energy through the forms of nature. He represents the cliff as a living creature, emerging from its 

hiding place beyond the horizon and giving chase; this characterization of the cliff forms a 

junction in the text between imagination and perception, where the recollection of the moment 

relies upon an imaginative description of the cliff 'with voluntary power instinct' to capture the 

effect ofthe perception on his mind. Writing about "The Romance of Nature and the Negative 

Way," Geoffrey Hartman approaches the cognitive conundrum between imagination and 

perception and conceives of imagination as a power which guided Wordsworth, "moving him by 

means of nature" (65). Although Hartman explores Wordsworth's concerns surrounding the 

power of imagination as an agent of imposition of will upon nature, imagination itself exists as a 

natural phenomenon. As such, imagination grounded in an awareness of community remains an 
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ally to nature, a power akin to the creative energies of the environment. 11 The implications for 

imagination as operative within nature allow us to revisit the locus of imagination: rather than an 

ethereal substance, internally situated and generated, and reflecting the outside world, 

imagination may act as a force within the world at large, active in the human mind and operative 

in the environment to interpret the packets of perceptual energy that articulate the elemental 

building blocks of our environment coherently. This framework of imagination as a sensory 

exchange of information, "nature indistinguishably blended with imagination," expands beyond 

the human faculty of imagination to enliven our perceptions ( 65). 

Indeed, Hartman traces the idea of independence from immediate external stimuli as 

measured by imagination. In this configuration, immediate perception gives the external stimuli 

control over the mind, whereas the mind produces the sensations of imagination, and so a greater 

degree of imagination enacted corresponds with independence from externalities (62). In the 

external configuration, the stimuli may appeal to the reactive nature of the brain, whereas the 

creative nature of the brain releases the imaginative stimuli and so allows it to be independent 

from reactivity that may defeat the higher aims of reason. However, external stimuli produce a 

creative response if imagination exists throughout the natural community as the interpretation 

and translation of energy that creates the environment. Hartman describes a self-conscious 

initiation of contemplation in the act of imagination, and this model identifies the human mind's 

difficulty in reconciling perception and imagination. However, when expanded beyond the 

human mind, the two processes converge into a common language wherein the interpretation of 

external energy and translation of internal energy form the basis of all of the physical and logical 

11 Imagination, as Hartman believes, has a tense relationship with the poet because its creativity may in fact be a lethal 

weapon, much as the energy of nature that builds equally destroys. However, the human imagination remains a link 
to the natural powers of creativity that nurture life. Like nature, it will try all forms of creativity, and only when it 
loses focus of the imperative to nurture its community does the darker side, the tendency to power over nature, emerge. 
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relationships of our natural world. Thus, the model permits a reading of the text that creates 

overlap between perception and imagination, wherein immediate perception takes on self

reflective qualities, and imagination flows in from the environment. 

Mingling the imaginative and perceptual within the language of 'voluntary power 

instinct,' the poet goes on to suggest a self-reflective turn taken by the adventure. However, he 

refers to his account of the cliff pursuing him in terms of the perceived information, as though 

the imaginative quality of the description was the perception: "after I had seen that spectacle, for 

many days my brain worked with a dim and undetermined sense of unknown modes of being" 

(!.417-420). The impression left upon his mind seems to awaken a scalar awareness of memory 

far exceeding the human: the intervention of the earth introduces to the boy Black Crag's 

perspective on the landscape (which he happens to be a part of), he recognizes the potential for 

physicality outside of his own, and subsequently realizes that 'modes ofbeing' yet to be 

understood await discovery by a perceptive mind. Thus, the poet feels that he must make room in 

his mind for the presence of the surroundings, their influence on his own reason via their 

perceptibility, and thereby their participation in the rational formation of human understanding; 

yet, the boy perceives all of the experience necessary for such interpretation. Drawing the scene 

into imaginative relief, the poet orchestrates a sudden expansion of scale from a boy in a small 

boat to the immensity of a mountain that juxtaposes the self-conscious thoughts of a child with 

the epic scale of nature, and thereby discovers a gateway through which he can access the 

elements of the universe that dwarf humanity's presence. From this perception ofthe drastic 

differences of scale possible in nature, the text yields an imaginative interaction between boy and 

cliff, wherein the poet blurs the distinction between what he saw and how he felt. In this 

dynamic, the sight of the mountain working to shape his identity and the imaginatively enlivened 
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vision in the text serve as the necessary context for the impact of the perception. Proceeding 

from the sight of the cliff's physical form, his mind executes a metaphysical translation, 

developing the visual image into a consciousness of the patterns of energy common to boy and 

cliff: "Huge and mighty forms that do not live like living men moved slowly through my mind 

by day, and were the trouble of my dreams" (1.424-426). Thus, the relationship between child 

and land takes on an intimate tone and the two appear as companions in the text as they move 

together across the lake, the boy rowing with all his power while the cliff, "like a living thing 

strode after" (!.411-412). When this intimacy and overmastering power coincide with one 

another they produce an impulse within the mind of the poet to place himself within a living 

universe, wherein the vitality of people coincides with "a dim and undetermined sense" of other 

modes of being (!.419). From this experience, he carries away fresh ideas about the extent of life 

beyond the rational mind: that the distinctly human presence may exemplify just one of many 

forms of life and manners of living. Thus, the poem opens upon the idea that the human capacity 

to translate perceptions of the physical world into metaphysical thought suggests a living energy 

flowing through the environment. In the moment, the poet may seem to flee the cliff's fearsome 

presence, but in his contemplation of"unknown modes of being," the excitement reflects a 

formation of kinship between the inquisitive perception of a young child and the energy of nature 

accessible by human faculties of perception. 

The poet traces the mind's path from the initial sight of Black Crag to a culmination of 

thought about alternative conceptions of life. Life must not be constrained to the qualities that 

enable human existence to continue, but understood in the text as a power validated by the 

authoritative reality ofthe natural world, translated from the perception thereof into: 

Wisdom and spirit of the universe, 
Thou soul that art the eternity of thought, 



That giv'st forms and images a breath 
And everlasting motion ... didst thou intertwine for me 
The passions that build up our human soul. .. 
With life and Nature purifying thus 
The elements of feeling and of thought, 
And sanctifying by such discipline 
Both pain and fear, until we recognize 
A grandeur in the beatings ofthe heart. (1.428-441) 

The mind's ability to establish translations from the perception of physical energy to 
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metaphysical awareness demonstrates the process by which energy reaching the brain in an 

initial, quantifiable form activates the imaginative energies of thought and feeling. Thus, the 

translation of energy received by the senses seems to result from the ministrations of the 

'wisdom and spirit of the universe.' Furthermore, the manifestation ofthe 'eternity of thought' in 

Black Crag captures the poet's fascination with the 'breath and everlasting motion' taken on in 

the physical memory of weathering. In the textual recollection Black Crag shares the message of 

life as the universal flow of energy and pursues the child as though intent upon teaching him that 

the natural memory of wind, rain, and sun also possess the vitality of human memory. The poetic 

memory recovers the moment creatively through writing, which other minds may translate in 

their turn into broader awareness of the life around them, much as the young poet picks up on 

physical memory present with the cliff that activates his sense of 'unknown modes of being.' 

For this process in the text, the conception of synesthesia as translation from sense to 

sense provides a helpful scientific model for how human understanding develops, evolves, and 

expands that draws out the literary significance of perception as the basis for our mind's creation 

of meaning. Richard Cytowic and David Eagleman offer a salient description of the human brain 

as thoroughly interconnected, such that even 'specialized' areas of the bran like the auditory 

cortex receive visual information. They also describe how, in a synesthetic perception, multiple 

areas of the brain activate in response to stimuli to create perceptions like simultaneous sound 
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and colour experiences resulting solely from sonic energy (Wednesday is Indigo Blue, 206). The 

additional brain activity found only in those experiencing a synesthetic perception demonstrates 

the brain making expanded use of certain information otherwise understood to contain a 

narrower scope of meaning; only the action of the brain changes the significance of that 

information that exists externally in a form accessible to anyone able to perceive it. Thus, for an 

individual who perceives colours in addition to sounds, the external energy ofthe sound waves 

remains unchanged, and their brain translates it into sound and colour, while for another person it 

may only translate into sound. Similarly, for the poet who encounters the same manifestation of 

Black Crag as any other person in the vicinity might, the expansion of his conception of life that 

the experience provokes cannot be separated from the initial experience of perception. For, any 

information he received came via perception in a common form and was operated on by the mind 

to access the metaphysical through sensate energy; Wordsworth thus maps the sensory pathway 

by which forms and images acquire 'breath' and eternal motion, the animating power of the 

imagination. 

In Book VIII of The Prelude, Wordsworth describes how the senses allow humankind to 

distinguish living relationships. Man comprehends his world through his senses, and his actions 

are guided by the understanding derived from perception, and therefore, the text conveys a sense 

of responsibility to immerse oneself in one's surroundings. Returning to childhood, Wordsworth 

describes the sight of a shepherd silhouetted against the landscape of the Lake District as one of 

humankind's ennoblement. He identifies his relationship with the landscape as one of privilege 

to witness humanity at home with the world around them, rather than to form childhood 

impressions of human existence as life in the English factory community and the burgeoning 

industry that imposed brutal schedules, dangerous working conditions, and ravaged nature for 
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fuel. The childhood perception represented in the poem echoes Bachelard's idea of the once-

upon-a-time (autrefois)-the first seeing of the world: a time when there was no resistance to 

memory, when there was no accord or discord, only a perceptive mind intent upon translation of 

the world (Poetics of Reverie, 117). Indeed, Bachelard discusses childhood's powerful ties to 

poetry, as it is responsible for first impressions, the 'primitive immensities' of one's world (1 02). 

He elaborates that the admiration native to childhood constitutes a powerful tool for interpreting 

the intense detail of the senses: the young brain's observational mode, able to resist warping the 

perception to fit constructed expectation, seems to catch information and retain the original 

impression, and thereby encode that information into memory intact. Such a process may falter 

beyond the confines of childhood when the mind relates inbound perceptual energy to memory 

accrued over the passage of time and the mind experiences the present superimposed upon the 

palimpsest of experience. 12 In poetry however, perception may once again illuminate the basic 

sensory energy to sharpen the activity of the senses, free the mind from abstract minutiae, and 

grapple with the totality of the community to which it belongs. In poetry, childhood immensity 

returns when anticipation no longer interferes with perception of the full extent of the present 

moment, when the present becomes free of distraction and expectation. 13 

For the poet, nature functions as an unmediated source of perceptual energy and 

committed observation thereof leads to meaning cultivated from the patterns of sensation. By the 

12 Rufus Jones often employed the word palimpsest in this sense to describe the past resurfacing in the present, relived 

in memory and at once removed from yet essential to one's understanding of their current situation. 
13This goes one step beyond Andrew Bennett's idea of 'defamiliarization' outlined in the chapter "Wordsworth's 

Poetic Ignorance" of Wordsworth's Poetic Theory: "The principle of defamiliarization, of making familiar things 

'unusual', that Wordsworth is developing here invokes the possibility of making the reader not know his or her own 

world: it allows or invites the reader to be newly ignorant, newly unknowing, of those things, thoughts, feelings, ideas 

with which she is most familiar" (20). While understanding necessarily approaches uncertainty, the process of 

perception allows Wordsworth to recover new understanding from his reflective moments by re-confronting the limits 

of what he knows. Rather than merely 'defining the limits of knowledge,' Wordsworth returns to them and reflects 

upon how the minds proceeds from perception to expand them. 
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use of one's senses alone, one may detect the presence of independent yet interconnected 

energies in the universe available to localize the mind within life's community. Thus, the poet 

marvels at the possibility of the mind to conceive of itself within a community comprised of so 

many distinct entities. For the poet, the senses enfranchise human cognitive awareness of the 

natural community, facilitate a rational conversation therein, and enable perception of the 

constant movement of energy underlying existence: 

Call ye these appearances 

Which I beheld of shepherds in my youth, 

This sanctity ofNature given to man, 

A shadow, a delusion? ... the spirit of things, 

Whose truth [is] a motion or a shape 

Instinct with vital functions (VIII.429-34) 14 

Indeed, human beings feel, see, hear, touch, and taste the spirit of things by their perception, 

which activates the pathways of memory. By living in situ, one engages consciousness as the 

state of being sensitive to development at any place and moment. Focused sensory 

communication allows for mindfulness; during moments of reverie when one heeds the senses, 

the mind reconnects with its habitat as a living environ, and begins to heal, learn, and grow in 

step with the proleptic spirit of life to anticipate the needs of the whole community. 15 Partaking 

in perception to serve needs greater than one's own builds a deeper understanding of community; 

a selfless act thereby teaches the mind how best to care for itself. The poet describes the basic 

14 The poet takes an almost incredulous tone here by his use of 'appearances,' 'shadow,' and 'delusion.' He echoes 
Plato's "Allegory ofthe Cave" and contrasts the 'vital functions' ofnature with the shallow quality of'appearance' 
possessed by the projections on the wall. He challenges the reader to find in nature's 'vital functions' merely 
'delusions' of our perception that carry with them no kernel of truth. Indeed, he holds nature forth as a locus of sacred 
truth affirmed by the underlying vitality of its motions and shapes. 
15(0ED) Prolepsis, 2d. Literary Criticism. A prefiguring or foreshadowing of a future event in a narrative; the 
narration of an event at a point earlier than its chronological place in a story. The senses, although instruments of 
incomplete quantitative perception, project, according to Bergson, "the immediate future itself to become partly 
outlined in the present." (The Creative Mind, 186) 
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units of perception contained within "the spirit of things, whose truth is ... a motion or a shape 

instinct with vital functions." (VIII.432-3) The qualities of motion and shape derive from energy 

and presence as component parts of the natural world; separately, they may act on the senses of 

any creature as inanimate echoes of the physicality of the environment, and when found together 

within a distinct entity, they become the animating characteristics responsible for the idea of 

life. 16 As the poetic building blocks of the spirit, motion and shape evoke structural similarity 

across nature, thereby facilitate a connection to the metaphysical realm of thought, and in turn, 

relate every wave and particle as the perceived and yet to be perceived in circulation among the 

umverse. 

Thus, Wordsworth's description of poetic faculty parallels synesthesia as a theoretical 

model for understanding of the impulse of fancy, "the power by which pleasure and surprise are 

excited by sudden varieties of situation and by accumulated imagery" (Note to The Thorn). 

Indeed, Wordsworth describes both imagination and fancy as constituents of the poetic faculty, 

such that, according to his view, imagination lays the foundation for memory by producing 

"impressive effects out of simple elements" (Note to The Thorn). In synesthetic perception, the 

brain behaves as though the additional perceptions result directly from outside stimuli. From the 

basic sensory units of comprehension, the mind develops an extensive library of representation: 

perceptions derived from energy in contact with sensory apparatus, imaginatively researched 

cross-references and classifications, and catalogued feelings available to interpret immediate 

circumstances. Thus, the mind undertakes constructing those pathways of understanding 

necessary to efficiently process the continuous stream of conscious thought ensuing from the 

activation of the senses, application of imagination, and formation of feeling within memory. 

16 The spiritual, mystical, divine, and energic aggregate within the non-phenomenal variety of Life. 
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Wordsworth's notion of fancy and the phenomenon of synesthesia each widen the mental 

pathways; they convince by a striking totality of perception, stimulate denser patterns of 

memory, and bridge across ordinary feelings to induce nuanced conceptions of experience. 

However, synesthesia and imaginative perception differ in the following way: synesthesia 

reflects the innate mental reflex to an in-person encounter, whereas imagination intentionally 

applies past thought onto present moment. Nonetheless, both may occur emphatically when, 

"excited by sudden varieties of situation and by accumulated imagery" (Note to The Thorn). 

Such moments reflect Wordsworth's description of indwelling vocation to press the limits of the 

mind, evincing an emotional blueprint ofthe thoughts of fancy: 

These thoughts did oft revolve 

About some centre palpable, which at once 

Incited them to motion, and controlled, 

And whatsoever shape the fit might take, 

And whencesoever it might come, I still 

At all times had a real solid world 

Of images about me (VIII.599-605) 

Synesthesia creates a material awareness from features that might otherwise go unperceived; 

likewise, Wordsworth's joy arises as a response to life connecting with life and recognizing the 

strength of that bond amidst the chaos of isolation. Thus, the power of synesthesia to detect 

qualities that may not occur in the reality of others emulates the mind's capacity to connect 

through perception and memory to a spirit of life. The senses allow for communication between 

the mind as an existent of limited duration and the boundless energy surrounding it, such that the 

mind may apply that energy towards the unselfish, creative, and continuous quality of life. While 

the existence of a mind calls for supporting the vulnerabilities of a mortal being, greed in 

hoarding the trappings of physical provision, subjugation of the surrounding environment for 
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individual needs, and egocentric belief in considering others last may seem like imperatives of 

the biological condition of homeostasis. However, the phenomenon of homeostasis refers to 

internal regulation, and thus, these 'imperatives' become toxic to the homeostasis of our 

environment, upon which our existence depends in the first place. 

Wordsworth describes the shepherd silhouetted against the sky as the human form in 

harmony with the homeostasis of the natural community. While the poetic description of the 

shepherd may at first seem to idealize the pastoral trope of the shepherd's labor (or, classically, 

lack thereof), the poet recognizes something of his own privilege in seeing people in the light of 

romanticism rather than through the smog of a factory. Indeed, to encounter people with a sense 

of independence sensitizes the poet to a higher regard for human life than the factory schedule 

and brutal working conditions might teach a young child growing up in that context, and of the 

lone shepherd the poet recounts: 

[I have] felt his presence in his own domain 

As of a lord and master, or a power, 

Or genius, under Nature, under God, 

Presiding-and severest solitude 

Seemed more commanding oft when he was there ... 

Or him have I descried in distant sky, 

A solitary object and sublime, 

Above all height, like an aerial cross, 

As it is stationed on some spiry rock 

... Thus was man 

Ennobled outwardly before mine eyes, 

And thus my heart at first was introduced 

To an unconscious love and reverence 

Ofhuman nature (VIII.392-396 & 406-414) 

Seeing the shepherd as an example of humanity immersed in nature, the poet draws a direct 
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connection between feelings of 'love and reverence' originating in perceptions 'ennobled 

outwardly;' in this case he defines ennoblement as a person living under the direct authority of 

'God' and 'Nature'-answering only to the highest spiritual and physical domains of power. 

While no individual shepherd could be held on a pedestal, for the poet to do so would seem naYve 

or irresponsible, such a description identifies the humble greatness of 'human nature' living 

amidst the domain of the natural community, rather than subjected to the domination of self that 

accompanies the subjugation of nature for the indulgence in mortal imperatives. The love of 

human nature that the poet attributes to his perception of the shepherd raises the question of the 

source of joy, a feeling that belongs to a pattern of thought defined by love's character as 

remedy, ally, and power. 17 Emerson's 'reflection' elucidates in crisp detail components of 

feeling similar to those found in Wordsworth's idea of joy; "when the act of reflection takes 

place in the mind, when we look at ourselves in the light of thought, we discover that our life is 

embosomed in beauty" (Spiritual Laws, 131). For Wordsworth, the localization of existence in 

beauty accompanies joy, which in turn functions to revive the mindfulness of life in times of 

solitude, internal isolation, and despair (XI.22-26). The senses, as the organs of perception, may 

act as gateways for this restorative power by accessing connections to healing thoughts from our 

perception of the world. 18 Thus, the shepherd provides the poet with the understanding of a 

relationship wherein human experience and nature are integrated into one another, and the poet 

recalls that this unity of man and nature wrought enduring influence on his understanding of 

people: 

Men did at the first present themselves 

Before my untaught eyes thus purified, 

17 Herein, thought refers to all of the activity in the brain. 
18 The word "healing" in this instance primarily means emotional healing; however, the expanded sense of physical 
healing also applies in that mental health relates to physical well-being as equal parts influence and influenced. 



Removed, and at a distance that was fit ... 

. . . I first looked 

At man through objects that were great and fair, 

First communed with him by their help. (VIII.439-52) 
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The poet professes that among his initial impressions of people he had the opportunity to observe 

individuals whose livelihood required of them extended time away from the trappings of society, 

the projected delusions of isolated, self-serving, dominance imposing rationality. The shepherds 

seen 'solitary' and 'sublime' amidst rocky spires bring with them into the poet's memory the 

perceptual qualities of their landscape. They become beautiful forms, imagined with associations 

originating in their immediate moment, yet free from selfish ideology, social conditioning and 

myopic classification, which imagines people with a sense of what they should be-a prejudice 

forged from the denial of free imagination. For Wordsworth, truth of apperception: the world's 

susceptibility to detection, our ability to sense, and the knowledge that we are perceiving certain 

influences, produces a basis for delight that frees the mind from such prejudice. For the poet, 

sense and memory, the immediate and representational, dwell within eternal energy as it passes 

through our senses. Allowing that energy to manifest itself imaginatively, in immediate context 

and with free association, thwarts the constraints of prejudice by giving voice to any influence 

offered by moment or memory; furthermore, such unconstrained modification within the mind 

sustains the possibility of delight by exposing all thoughts and feelings to reason, thereby 

continually revisiting, reevaluating, and refiguring our understanding of the human. 19 

Wordsworth, writing about the feeling of delight in Book XI of The Prelude ( 1805), 

touches upon moments that make sense of experience, describes the sensory pathways into the 

human mind that enable communion with our surroundings, and observes a healing influence 

19 Indeed, such a possibility of free imagination may require intense effort, induce discomfort, and prove enigmatic, 
but to accept assumptions without it certainly amounts to socially metered rationality of dire consequence. 
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rooted in the process of perception. The senses furnish the natural world with a capacity for 

influence within our thought, and thus prompt the poet to laud the joy of perception; "Ye 

motions of delight, that through the fields stir gently, breezes and soft airs that breathe the breath 

of paradise, and find your way to the recesses ofthe soul." (XI.9-12) He follows the physical 

phenomena of sensation deep into the recesses of consciousness, and thus endeavours to share 

his gratitude for what he has come to understand about delight within recollections of particular 

sensations that revive feelings in language. 

Henri Bergson describes a depth in perception that evinces the dynamism of reality in 

"The Perception of Change". He describes perception as more than an objective quantity, as a 

warm and active network of continual motion and variability: 

[Something] like a fourth dimension, which permits anterior perceptions to remain bound 

up with present perceptions and the immediate future itself to become partly outlined in 

the present. Reality no longer appears then in the static state, in its manner of being; it 

affirms itself dynamically, in the continuity and variability of its tendency. (The Creative 

Mind, 186) 

Wordsworth's poetry likewise emphasizes the capacity of the mind to reengage with sensory 

activity, informed by the idea that thought knits together the perceptions of reality from 'the 

continuity and variability of its tendency.' 20 Indeed, when the poet encounters the world around 

him, he discovers in the natural world an objective quantity of the environment, yet interfused 

with the quality of community that awakens his perception of collective consciousness. He 

encounters moments of perceptual activity from a breeze and a brook and a grove that medicate 

him, succor his pains by awakening joy, come to his aid by giving him a connection to that of 

life within his environment, and advocate for the mind to live within the natural community that 

20 Bergson's sense of motion as scientific quantity and the poet's sense of motion as a medium of delight both possess 
this 'continuity' and 'variability' oftendency. 



nurtures it: 

Y e motions of delight, that through the fields 

Stir gently, breezes and soft airs that breathe 

The breath of paradise, and find your way 

To the recesses of the soul; ye brooks 

Muttering along the stones, a busy noise 

By day, a quiet one in silent night; 

And you, ye groves, whose ministry it is 

To interpose the covert of your shades, 

Even as a sleep, betwixt the heart of man 

And the uneasy world-' twixt man himself, 

Not seldom, and his own unquiet heart

Oh, that I had a music and a voice 

Harmonious as your own, that I might tell 

What ye have done for me. (XI.9-22) 
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Calling out to the "motions of delight," Wordsworth acknowledges that the breath of the wind, 

muttering of the water, and shade of the leaves operate upon the mind as delight, and act as the 

poetic representation thereof. Indeed, he identifies the breezes, brooks, and groves as 'motions of 

delight' that might find their way to the 'recesses of the soul,' language expressive of the mind's 

faculty of perception making sense of the world. 21 This suggests that motions of energy 

occurring both within and without the mind bestow feeling upon sensation, allow for 

communication within the natural world, and imprint the delightful possibility from nature into 

the fabric of consciousness. Indeed, the communication between people and the world transpires 

through the senses. Breezes breathe and move their energies with smells, notes, and touches 

passing over the human bodies of perception; brooks mutter as they flow with the energy of an 

21 Sense carries two meaning here: the act of sensation, and the cognitive sense of understanding relationships that 
develops when the perceptions sintered into thoughts become solidified in memory. When we make sense of the world, 
our understanding derived from perception comes to guide our actions and operates from the brain's regions of 
memory. 
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ecosystem; the leaves hold back the rays of the sun and nurture a hospitable climate in the shade 

of their canopy below, safe from the desiccating elements. 

Communion with nature awakens the capacity of the mind to heal itself, soften the blows 

of inner struggle so as to still the thought of immediate experience, crystalize thought in the 

midst of a landscape, and translate the sensory information into feeling concurrent with the 

sensory context of 'grove', 'brook', or 'breeze'. This sketch of the relation inside the mind 

parallels the dynamics of communication within nature that nurture all of life; our minds draw 

their raw material from the senses, iteratively reflect to place thoughts in relationships of 

understanding, and hone consciousness into a viable perspective on life.22 When the conditions 

of the environment invite the protected rest of the mind, nature serves to "interpose the covert of 

[its] shade ... betwixt the heart of man and the uneasy world-'twixt man himself, not seldom, 

and his own unquiet heart" (XI.lS-19). The poet recognizes sources of anxiety in the 'uneasy 

world' and 'unquiet heart' that delight restores to balance in the human mind; thus, nature's 

'ministry' consists in the education of the mind that perceptible qualities of our space generate 

healing 'motions of delight'. The communion described herein removes the obstacle of concern 

that clouds the mind with stress, situates the 'unquiet heart' in a listening posture, and facilitates 

the state of mindfulness necessary for healing clarity of thought to flow. 

In a discussion of the text's connection between perception and healing the mind, the 

hawthorn scene has been read as a site of 'refiguring' by David Simpson, who discusses the 

passage in his essay "The Spots of Time: Spaces for Refiguring". In the passage, a young 

Wordsworth eagerly anticipates his school holiday and keeps watch for the horses that will come 

22 Viable carries the connotation of survival; thoughts affecting our mental capacity for survival must balance 
resources allocated to acting and contemplating. 
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to take him home, wishing for the passing of time to quicken.23 Later, reflecting upon this desire 

for time to quicken in light of his father's passing a mere ten days later, he feels responsibility for 

the loss through a misguided will to hasten time that can never be regained, and recognizes the 

self-effected limitation of the mind that occurs when one endeavours to impose internal desires 

on the outside world, thus shunning mindful perception in favor of willful expectation. However, 

Simpson notes that Wordsworth seems to learn from the 'fountain' of reflection that the 

perception clouded by distracted desires need not remain static: "the mind can contain and 

survive such antithetical events, and put them to the service of a continually evolving identity [by 

shaping the relationship between perception and interaction to an informed balance wherein the 

mind listens to the senses before attempting to impose upon the surroundings]" (Spaces for 

Refiguring, 142). Simpson proposes that the mind has the capacity to contain and survive 

antithetical events by forming them into an 'evolving' understanding of oneself. Perception, as 

the medium of experience that allows the mind to form that understanding, occupies a crucial 

place in the motions of 'refiguring' that situate the mind to heal. Perception includes sensation 

and analysis, and the model of synesthetic perception demonstrates the fact that every brain 

operates with different tools: each person's perception belongs entirely to them, yet objective 

quantities of energy activate it. 

The relationship of life to the energy of nature parallels that of the human mind to 

language. Life holds the power to enact new relationships through the translation of natural 

energy, and that redirection of energy supplies the information interpreted from objective unity 

into singularly meaningful units of understanding. Perception thus stimulates the mind with the 

vital energy of life; the poet depends on the renovating power of perceptions that ground him in 

23 The passage containing the hawthorn scene occurs near the end of Book XI, from line 344 to 389. 
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the natural community and open the perceived patterns of energy to his mind's imaginative 

translation. At the 'fountain' of memory of that day when he longed to return home, the 

'spectacles and sounds' allow him to refigure his understanding of relationships within himself 

and the world (XI.382-384). Indeed, Simpson notes that, "what troubles [Wordsworth] is the 

suspicion that different minds are in fact operating with different tools, and tools either of their 

own mysterious making, or given them at second hand to be used at the service of their 

inventors" (Spaces for Refiguring, 144). He proposes that Wordsworth recognized the intrinsic 

uniqueness of outcomes within the equivalent processes of perception, contingent upon the 

formulation of memories as influenced by sensory impulses and the process of rationalization. 

For Simpson, these 'mysterious' or 'second hand' influences are distant, felt but not understood; 

however, situating perception as a creative force behind the mind's pathways allows the 

demystification of the distinctions imparted by the individual mind upon its experience. That 

which undergoes perception, the human mind also imagines, and so the idea of 'different minds 

operating with different tools' appears as a consequence of the need for life to evolve. 

Imagination, which Hartman identifies as a motive force within nature, intersects with 

Simpson's identification ofWordsworth's attentiveness to the individuality of each mind. 

Together, these critical perspectives lay a foundation for interpreting Wordsworth's thought: for 

the mind to exercise imagination, reflect upon experience, or assimilate any thought into 

understanding, perception must occur first. However, perception must be a selfless act, and 

perception during distracted moments yields only discombobulated thought. Therefore, the poet 

emphasizes deliberate perception conducted with the mind focused on the present moment: 

Thou wilt not languish here, 0 friend, for whom 

I travel in these dim uncertain ways-



Thou wilt assist me, as a pilgrim gone 

In quest of highest truth. Behold me then 

Once more in Nature's presence, thus restored 

Or otherwise, and strengthened once again 

(With memory left of what had been escaped) 

To habits of devoutest sympathy. (XI.389-396) 
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Thus, the poet establishes the importance of 'presence,' the commitment of attention to one's 

immediate surroundings. Perception, like consciousness, proceeds in unbroken continuity of 

rhythm. Yet, if the mind lapses into preoccupation with individual concerns, it ceases to 

apprehend the environment freely, which in turn effectively shuts off imagination and the 

synthesis of understanding. Considering that the mind works to understand itself when it studies 

the surrounding environment, such detachment from perception threatens to alienate the 

confused mind from its source oflife. Thus, the mind's ability to pay attention to the present 

moment may minister to the condition of suffering: in virtue of apperception, nature emphasizes 

its nurture of all life, instructs the mind to care for itself as part of the living community, and 

prompts the poet to carry his ideas forward into poetry for others to read. By perceiving his 

world, the poet's mind receives the nourishment of imagination. With the fodder of imagination, 

the poetic space restores the collective strength of nature to the mind, thereby eliciting the poet's 

gratitude for the message that life flourishes in community: "Oh, that I had a music and a voice 

harmonious as your own, that I might tell what ye have done for me" (XI.20-22). Although the 

poet wishes to tell others how they may nourish their minds, enacting such a process depends 

upon the faculties of the mind to adsorb energy, give attention with every sense, and allow the 

surroundings to be felt without the preoccupations of the 'unquiet heart.' 24 Indeed, he suggests 

24 Adsorb offers the sense collecting something and holding it on a surface, while absorb conveys an incorporation 
with a loss of separate existence. While arguments could be made for ab- or adsorb here, the sense of actively holding 
(and potentially losing) perceptions and memories furnished by adsorb conjures up the mind's fraught struggle with 
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that the language of nature hums constantly to our senses; while we often ignore it through 

oblivious restiveness, mindfulness empowers a healing current to flow through the mind: 

The morning shines, 

Nor heedeth man's perverseness; spring returns

! saw .the spring return, when I was dead 

To deeper hope, yet I had joy for her 

And welcomed her benevolence (XI.22-26) 

This passage recognizes that nature moves independently of the mind's influence, and exposes 

the fallible tendency ofthe mind to establish facts and objects of mood in the world. In the self-

conscious mood, the mind starves itself of the communal strength by shutting out perception. 

However, perception awakens joy rooted deeper than the death of hope from its dormancy, 

welcomes the restorative attitude of spring into the mind, and reconnects the mind to the 

community upon which it depends. Yet, faced with the prospect of abandonment within a toxic 

moment, "dead to deeper hope," spring intervenes to disrupt the poet's 'perverseness.' Thus, the 

seasonal rhythms strike the poet such that spring awakens the ability of the mind to forgive itself, 

accept a lack of influence over inevitable feelings of turmoil, and permit itself healing influence. 

Indeed, a twofold grace enacts the sustaining power of community: the mind extends attentive 

consideration to the surrounding world, and the loving message from the environment informs 

the mind of its power to regenerate hope. Such grace, forgotten in despair and revived in delight, 

offers the poet a glimpse of perception as a means for joy to enter the universe. 

Attentiveness to the surroundings teaches the mind to feel calm amidst distraction. For 

the poet, engaging the perspective of grace involves intense cognitive dissonance before locating 

the differentiating factor in the character of the mind's approach: 

Suffice it here 

time and energy to achieve adequate perception. 



To hint that danger cannot but attend 

Upon a function rather proud to be 

The enemy of falsehood, than the friend 

Of truth-to sit in judgment than to feel. (XI.132-136) 
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A commitment to dwell in kind with truth reflects the need for awareness of when to receive 

thought, when to enact criticism, and to know the insufficiency of even deeply wrought rational 

effort to determine comfortable, constant understanding from the infinite stream of 

perceptibility.25 Therefore, a primal connectivity develops between the holistic, nuanced, and 

balanced truth of natural relations. As such, the unabridged truth of nature educates the senses 

most fluently, being the reservoir from which all human energy springs, and to which it eternally 

returns. The poet protests against opinions fostered by the conflation of manufactured, self-

centered 'truth' with the senses' study of nature. Whereas discreet, selfish rationality encourages 

the mind to impose it will upon the community and live by dominance, the capacity to interpret 

energy from the environment invites the mind to participate in the community and work to 

support itself though constructive cohabitation. While the senses do not offer up complete 

answers that reason seeks, the poet's language demonstrates their power to detect an abundance 

of veracity and present it in such a way that the mind may digest the information, possess and 

redeploy the experience, and transform itself by learning. However, the senses may fall under 

sway of aesthetic novelties and thus the poet emphasizes a balance between the senses that 

facilitates metaphysical thought: 

Nature ... summons all the senses each 

To counteract the other and themselves, 

And makes them all, and the objects with which all 

Are conversant, subservient in their turn 

25 Dwelling in kind with truth becomes clearer with Heidegger's explanation: "To dwell, to be set a peace, means to 
remain at peace within the free, the preserve, the free sphere that safeguards each thing in its nature" (Building, 
Dwelling, Thinking, 149). 
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To the great ends of liberty and power. (XI.178-183) 

The poet's conception of perception suggests that all ofthe senses serve 'liberty' and 'power' at 

the behest of nature-whatever 'liberty' and 'power' may look like to the individual, the senses 

are indeed arranged by nature, a predetermined set of instruments for dialogue between mind and 

landscape. Nature herself initiates the external conversations between sense and world, as well as 

the internal conversation of reason, and from these spheres ofthought emanates the whole scope 

of material available for generating the feelings of emotional understanding. 26 While the internal 

dialogue of reason may be one of humanity's strongest faculties, reason makes sense of 

experience by conversation with the surroundings; thus, maximizing our attentiveness to the 

basic units of sense fuels our reason. Bergson's language conveys perception as an act of 

mindfulness, enacted like a total eclipse of reason in the moment of perception such that the 

resulting understanding looks directly at the real: 

But suppose that instead of trying to rise above our perception of things we were to plunge 

into it for the purpose of deepening and widening it ... We should obtain at this time a 

philosophy where nothing in the data of the senses of the consciousness would be 

sacrificed: no quality, no aspect of the real would be substituted for the rest ostensibly to 

explain it. (The Creative Mind, 158) 

Thus the reader may experience 'liberty and power' as 'deepening and widening' of perception. 

Herein, the poet identifies nature's work in informing the mind as a total engagement with the 

dialogue of the 'conversant' senses wherein 'no quality, no aspect of the real [should] be 

substituted for the rest.' Such an understanding in Bergson's text elucidates Wordsworth's own 

ideas that, "In nature everything is distinct, yet nothing defined into absolute independent 

26 Feelings being the produce of thought, the manifestation of any understanding the mind may obtain appears as 
emotion. 
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singleness" (Essay Supplementary to the Preface, 27).27 

Further along in Book XI, the poet situates the mind as master of the sense, the latter 

obeying the will of the mind in selecting perceptions: indeed, this relationship defines a mind in 

need of 'renovating virtue,' locked in 'false opinion' and 'contentious thought,' and weighed 

down by some cognitive malaise. The poet describes 'spots oftime' as moments of singular 

feeling: 

There are in our existence sports of time, 

Which with distinct preeminence retain 

A renovating virtue, whence, depressed 

By false opinion and contentious thought, 

... our minds are nourished and invisibly repaired ... 

. . . This efficacious spirit chiefly lurks 

Among those passages of life in which 

We have had deepest feeling that the mind 

Is lord and master, and that outward sense 

Is but the obedient servant of her will." (XI.257-272) 

While this passage grants the mind absolute authority to perceive the forms of organization, 

interpret them as the context of being, and enable its own development to accord with the world 

around it, perception may be curtailed to expectation when its willful mood prompts the auditing 

ofthe senses. However, the spots oftime represent moments of mindful grace bestowed through 

the senses, and accrued during the moment of deliberate connectivity between mind and world, 

whereupon a vivid energy flows into the memory. They possess the healing influence of 

mindfulness, but unlocking this influence comes to the poet in moments of loss and confusion 

27 In his supplement to "The Preface", Wordsworth offers an insight into his view of the arrangement of the world 
around him: distinction yet without any absolute singleness. He criticizes the substitution of words for things, as 
consistent with his earlier assertion that poetry must "treat of things not as they are but as they appear; not as they 
exist in themselves, but as they seem to exist to the senses, and to the passions" (I). Thus, he offers his alternative to 
'words' as 'things': words as translated perceptions, open to the interpretation of the senses, and laden with the 
components of emotion as much as with knowledge. 
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before he returns to emotional equilibrium. Separated from his guide, left 'faltering and ignorant' 

with the mouldering gibbet of a hanged man standing before him, the poet undergoes a searing 

visual and emotional experience: 

Reascending the bare common, [I] saw 

A naked pool that lay beneath the hills 

The beacon on the summit, and more near, 

A girl who bore a pitcher on her head 

And seemed with difficult steps to force her way 

Against the blowing wind. It was, in truth, 

An ordinary sight, but I should need 

Colours and words that are unknown to man 

To paint the visionary dreariness 

Which, while I looked all round for my lost guide, 

Did at that time invest the naked pool, 

The beacon on the lonely eminence, 

The woman, and her garments vexed and tossed 

By the strong wind. (XI.301-315f8 

For the poet to convey the full extent of emotive power welling up from this moment, he 

approaches a synesthetic experience in the text by expressing sensations beyond the bounds of 

standard perception. Indeed, the 'visionary dreariness' begins for the poet as perception 

generalized as colours, yet emerges as a sum of perception and imagination that envelops the 

scene within a cloak of feeling, and renders the poet's perception of an ordinary scene unique. 

The poet's sensory imaginative apparatus falters during this reverie, it seems to demand a deeper 

translation of perception, and in expressing perception as thought that leads to feeling and 

memory it calls for the elaboration of sensation associated with synesthetic perception that 

broadens the significance of sensation. From an 'ordinary sight' develops a perception 

28 See footnote 7 in book XI of The Prelude for a description of the beacon: "The impressive stone signal-beacon, 
built in 1719 on the hill (737 feet) above Penrith. Nicholson was hanged a mile or so to the east, near the Edenhall 
road." This gives a sense of the height of the 'lonely eminence' in the distance that adds to the grim awe ofthe scene. 
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demanding 'colours and words unknown to man' for its representation; such language borders on 

the display of synesthetic perception on the part of the poet in the expansion of the senses that he 

describes as transcending the borders of sensation. In the poet's emotional mnemonic, he 

undergoes perception during a charged emotional moment that imbues the eminence, the woman, 

and her wind-vexed clothes with the feelings of 'visionary dreariness;' in this moment, the 

perception of an 'ordinary sight' induces a deep and permapent feeling that remains a focal point 

of the poet's imagination. In synesthesia, the multiplicity of sensations allows for the 

contextualization of perception across sensory contexts; as such, bitterness, the same experience 

as a chemical reaction on the tongue, could come on from hearing a sound. Thus, this close 

literary parallel triangulates feeling, perception, and synesthesia, resulting in a model wherein 

perception deepens within the mind while undergoing translation into emotional experience and 

memory, much like sensation expands horizontally across the faculties of perception and builds 

from their input during synesthetic perception. That is, perception drives the expansion of our 

consciousness in the world. 

The powers of perception to weave our environment into our own understanding take 

effect when, as Bergson details, we "plunge into [perception] for the purpose of deepening and 

widening it" (The Creative Mind, 158). Thought translates perception into feeling, physical and 

emotional, thereby tying the relationship with the natural community into the emotions that guide 

one's mind through life. When inevitably the self-conscious brain entraps perception within the 

limits imposed by selfish concern, nature intervenes to ground it in moments when perception 

overrides self-consciousness, and thoughts find accord with the present situation: 

So feeling comes in aid 

Of feeling, and diversity of strength 

Attends us, if but once we have been strong, 



Oh mystery of man, from what depth 

Proceed thy honours! I am lost, but see 

In simple childhood something of the base 

On which thy greatness stands-but this I feel, 

That from thyself it is that thou must give, 

Else never canst receive. The days gone by 

Come back upon me from the dawn almost 

Of life; the hiding places of my power 

Seem open ... (XI.325-333) 
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In childhood, the barrier to opening the 'hiding places' of his power seemed lower to the poet, 

and so the growth of mental fortitude occurs more readily with a brief interval of self-

consciousness. When the mind's self-contained thoughts occupy fewer moments, if only because 

reflection has less traction in limited childhood experience, then perception may make deeper 

impact. "If but once we have been strong," the poet asserts, then feelings of renovating power 

will restore to mind scenes like the mouldering gibbet, a scene of trauma where a young boy 

'disjoined' from his guide, and lost on a 'rough and stony moor,' encountered the grim remnants 

of an execution. Yet, the 'visionary dreariness' of this moment reopens 'the spirit of pleasure' 

and 'youth's golden gleam' from the perceptions retained in this moment; the text situates this 

power not just within the particular perceptions retained but the nature of feeling retained from 

the perception's imbued with 'radiance more divine,' a special marker within the thought of 

reverie that preserves the context of the scene. The trauma incurred prompts the intense moment 

of perception wherein the poet gives a piece of himself over to the enduring remembrance of 

'visionary dreariness', which allows the reverie to become incorporated into his understanding of 

the world. The poet thereby experiences the mystery of having but once been strong when he 

receives 'the spirit of pleasure' in recollecting the traumatic scene. Indeed, thoughts having been 

worked upon by the healing power of joy manifest with 'radiance more divine' in the text of 
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reverie. These glimpses of emancipation from trauma display memory in which the poet 

embedded a piece of himself: the feeling of 'visionary dreariness' that haunts his memory also 

represents the intensity of connection that bestows divine radiance upon perception. When a 

scene leaves such an artifact in memory, perception approaches "a philosophy where nothing in 

the data of the senses of the consciousness would be sacrificed: no quality, no aspect ofthe real 

would be substituted for the rest ostensibly to explain it" (The Creative Mind, 158). 

Although perception continually occurs in the mind, the discovery of meaning requires 

devotion to the task. Wordsworth recognized the significance of the senses as the point of origin 

for individual experience, yet he also recognized that uniform perception yielded understanding 

unique to each individual mind. Thus, perception introduces the mind into a community full of 

discord, but in this community also lies the hope for understanding to evolve. Perception, 

undertaken as a communion wherein the mind holds the common origin of all life in thought, 

enables the exchange of information within the natural community. The power ofthis exchange 

is to heal; to give the grace of attention primes the mind to receive the grace of comprehension. 

Moods of selfishness deny the natural community the mind's attention and they starve the mind 

of imaginative fuel; free imagination nourishes the mind by drawing associations from 

perception that the mind assembles into ideas and lives out as action. The poet discovers the 

multitude of 'unknown modes of being' that propel curiosity beyond human bounds from his 

encounter with Black Crag. Herein, he begins to recognize the ability to· direct his perception 

towards the works of nature's creative imagination. From the shepherds silhouetted against the 

sky and the 'motions of delight' present in the breeze, brook, and grove, the poet learns of the 

connection between perceived energy and associated feeling. Certain perceptions are subject to 

the colouring of feeling, and this depends upon the relationships cultivated throughout life: the 
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poet's fortunate experience colours his impression of the shepherd with the ennobling virtue that 

he associates with nature and instills in him an appreciation for harmony between man and 

environment. The privilege to feel 'love' and 'reverence' towards human nature leads the poet 

into communion with nature through humanity. Thus, when he finds himself led astray into 

moods of 'perverseness,' he yet retains a sense of community within nature. And even on the 

verge of helplessness, his own resolve sapped, he recovers with the aid of a sense of delight 

brought to him by breezes, brooks, and groves. He draws strength from his communal bonds 

with the surroundings because he has the ability to perceive himself immersed in their life; 

furthermore, he arrives at the close of book XI assured that he can remain mindful in his 

perceptions, 'once more in nature's presence.' When reverie transports the poet back to a trauma 

of his youth, the experience clarifies for him that the translation of perception into understanding 

comes at a cost: "that from thyself it is that thou must give, else never canst receive" (XI.329-

330). The traumatic quality of the execution site extracts the price of 'self by force, yet from the 

experience and subsequent refection he gains an understanding that a moment must be embedded 

deep into feeling to commit the perception to memory. The site of the mouldering gibbet 

becomes a part of the poet as he remains connected to the feeling of 'visionary dreariness' into 

adulthood. Thus, as he remains present in this moment with the live feeling of 'visionary 

dreariness,' the poet grasps that mindfulness demands a mutual exchange. To pry open the cellar 

door of the mind and release the imagination to linger upon a moment requires devotion of one's 

full attention the task of perception; only then, when the mind gives itself over to unity with the 

surrounding world, do the senses admit perception to the workings of reason and understanding. 
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