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Exploring the connections between Wordsworth’s Lucy Poem Cycle and his ‘Lucy Gray’ within the context of Early Romantic Ideology


The majority of Wordsworth’s Lucy poems, which were later read as a cycle, were first published in 1800 in the second edition of Lyrical Ballads; a collected poetry book, authored by both William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge. The first edition was published in 1798 and by 1805 the book had reached its fourth edition. Thus it had been through a number of revisions early on in its publishing history. Although in its own time it received only modest acclaim, it has subsequently been recognised as potentially the most important single book of poetry ever published in Britain, rivalled only by Shakespeare’s sonnets. Although the Romantic Movement had reached the continent prior to 1798 (in Germany especially), it had not yet taken much hold in Britain. It was Lyrical Ballads that established this hold, and can therefore be used to date the beginning of British Romanticism. The first edition was published anonymously. Wordsworth added his name to the second edition, as well as adding a preface. The preface was a tremendously important addition, as it functions as a manifesto of Early Romantic ideology. Being written by the poet himself only increased and emphasised its validity. It was here that Wordsworth wrote his famous definition of poetry as “the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings ... from emotion recollected in tranquility”. This has subsequently been much quoted and popularly used as the definition of poetry. Besides (re)defining poetry for a new Movement, Wordsworth also uses the preface to outline his aims and objectives for his and Coleridge’s poetry, and subsequently for Early British Romanticism as a whole. He states that the poems will focus on the ordinary people - that is to say those of a lower status then had previously tended to feature as the subject of poetry - complete with the real language of their speech to increase authenticity. Fitting with his definition, he stressed the importance of emotion in poetry. Also emphasised is the importance of nature, showing that Wordsworth (and therefore Early Romanticism) was on the agrarian side in the urban versus agrarian debate of the period. Certainly the Lucy poems (along with Lucy herself) are deeply entrenched in the wonders of nature, which is part of their appeal.

 There are five Lucy poems that are generally accepted among the Lucy canon. Four of these mention Lucy by name. The one that does not: ‘A Slumber did my spirit seal’ is included because like the others, it was written at Goslar during the 1798 to 1799 period and published in the second edition of Lyrical Ballads. Furthermore Wordsworth gave instructions for it to be placed in proximity to the Lucy poem ‘She dwelt among th’ untrodden ways’ (also called ‘Song’). This proximity links it to the others and allows it to contribute to an ongoing narrative beginning with ‘Strange fits of passion I have known’ and ending with ‘A Slumber did my spirit seal’. The broad strokes of this narrative are that the poet who refers to himself as a lover makes his way to Lucy’s cottage by night. En route he has a foreboding dread that she has died. Her death is confirmed in ‘Song’, the next poem, which begins with past tense references to her and ends by invoking her grave. Lastly in ‘Slumber’, the poet reflects on his own feelings, claiming that he had not feared Lucy’s death before it happened, as he had a sense of her as being immune to time and its effects. His spirit was therefore protected by a ‘slumber’. This covers the first stanza. In the second and final one of this short poem, the poet makes reference to pantheism, which fits very well into Early Romantic Ideology. He relegates Lucy’s spirit to nature, finding solace in the idea of her “Roll’d round in earth’s diurnal course/ With rocks and stones and trees!” Thus a poem that began in quiet contemplation ends on a jaunty and almost triumphant note. Consigning the dead Lucy to nature is further fitting as her living self had also been enmeshed within it, according to the poetic comparisons used in ‘Song’. In the second and middle stanza, Lucy is famously invoked as:
A Violet by a mossy stone
Half-hidden from the Eye!
Fair, as a star when only one 
Is shining in the sky!

Between the poet’s characterisation of himself as lover, and such conventionally poetic descriptions of Lucy as “like a rose in June” it is a reasonable assumption that she is his mistress in either the romantic or poetical sense or both. It is therefore inferred that although young, she is of sufficient adult age to fulfil this role. Further supporting this is the fact of the cottage being referred to as hers and with the implication that she lives there alone. Like the last Lucy poem, ‘I traveled among unknown men’, the first one, ‘Strange fits’, which contains the most internal evidence for Lucy’s adult age, is fairly long by the cycle’s standards; consisting of seven four line stanzas. ‘I traveled among unknown men’ was published in 1807 in a collection entitled Poems in Two Volumes. It referred to the poet’s travels abroad in Germany and his longing for his homeland in England, made all the more desirable by its association with Lucy. This fittingly closes the Lucy cycle.

The Lucy poems and the Matthew poems, which have much in common, are the two major poem cycles of Wordsworth’s career. They are from his early poetic work, which is considered to have been his heyday. Indeed they were written at about the same time, in 1798 and 1799, and were both later additions to the Lyrical Ballads. They both have a pastoral setting, emphasise the importance of nature and feature death as a major theme. Indeed the two cycles are so strongly connected that Alan Grob recommends compiling them both “under a single heading as the Goslar lyrics of 1799”.[footnoteRef:1] ‘Goslar’ is a reference to the region of Germany where Wordsworth was dwelling at the time, with his sister Dorothy, but without Coleridge, who had moved to another region of that country. It was this separation, due to financial considerations, that might account for the mood and content of the two poem cycles, as Wordsworth had fallen into a melancholy because of it. Unlike some of the later Romantics, Wordsworth did not have the same emphasis on being alone; between Coleridge, Dorothy, Annette Vallon, the French woman who bore his illegitimate daughter Caroline, and his wife Mary Hutchinson, who bore his five legitimate children, he had company for much of his life. [1:  Grob, A. The Philosophic Mind: A Study of Wordsworth’s Poetry and Thought 1797-1805  Columbus: Ohio State University, 1973 ] 


A number of additional Wordsworth poems have over time variously been considered by critics to warrant a place within the Lucy poem cycle. The one with the best claim I would argue is ‘Lucy Gray’. Like both the Lucy and Matthew poem cycles, ‘Lucy Gray’ was written at Goslar during the 1798 to 1799 period and was first published in the 1800 second edition of Lyrical Ballads. There are also a number of thematic connections. As Bennett Weaver notes, the Goslar lyrics repeatedly harp on death: “...death for the children of the village school, for Matthew’s daughter and for Lucy Gray.”[footnoteRef:2] A poem about a character named Lucy in which this character is central and crucially dies will certainly seem familiar to readers of the Lucy poem cycle and would seem to warrant inclusion. There are however some important differences including length, narration and detail. Only the unusually long Lucy cycle poems are close in length to ‘Lucy Gray’. As to narration, as previously considered, to ascertain a sense of narrative from the Lucy cycle, it is necessary to read the poems in sequence. ‘Lucy Gray’ contrariwise, has a much more sustained and self-contained narrative. Arguably it has more narrative to itself than the cycle has across it. There is also much more information supplied about Lucy Gray. The mere fact of her being given a surname portends from the very title that she will be a more grounded and described character than the ever mysterious Lucy cycle Lucy. Wordsworth is unusually reticent on the subject of her, both within and outside of the poem cycle. It is difficult to establish her living situation, her relationship to the poet and even her age. Lucy Gray by contrast has a full name, a family and is explicitly described as a child. If she seems more grounded in reality than the other Lucy, it is because she was; Wordsworth having been inspired by the true tale of a real child that he heard from his sister. His additional inspiration was the surrounding snow at the time of composition. Wordsworth made an essential distinction between the story he had heard and his poetic version: in reality the child’s body was found in the canal, which brought closure and solved the mystery of her fate. Wordsworth’s Lucy Gray though, is missing presumed dead at the end of the poem. This allowed him to end his ballad with the traditional open ending of this form of verse. Lucy’s parents track her footprints to the middle of a bridge where they abruptly end. This is strongly suggestive of her having fallen from it and died, and yet she is not found. Thus Wordsworth is able to end the poem with a discussion of alleged Lucy sightings in the following years, in which she tends to appear “at break of day”. Such sightings could be of a ghost or yet of “a living Child”.  Like the other Lucy, she has disappeared into nature and become a part of it. In both cases, this would seem to indicate death, but also makes the girl akin to a nature spirit, like the nymphs of classical mythology, who presided over various aspects of nature in life and whose ultimate fate was often to turn into them. There are numerous examples of such nymphs in Ovid’s Metamorphoses.  [2:  Weaver, Bennett. “Wordsworth: Poet of the Unconquerable Mind” PMLA, Vol. 75, No. 3 (June 1960)] 


Thus the two Lucys have the same name and the same ultimate fate of death and disappearing into nature to become a part of it. It is no wonder that they are conflated. Besides the poems and subjects having much in common, it seems wrong to state that ‘Lucy Gray’ is not a Lucy poem, even if that is the academic consensus. The main disparity between the characters is their age, as there is some internal evidence that Lucy cycle Lucy is an adult and Lucy Gray is definitely a child in both life and death. However the first one can also be viewed as a child, due to such evidence as some of the Lucy poems being very short and having a nursery rhyme effect to them. There is also the sweet simplicity of the way she is described and invoked. Biographical criticism can also be used to support this reading, as three of Wordsworth’s children died young, and the cycle is sometimes read as his response to that, indicating “powerful feelings” indeed in his own words. But the main reason for Wordsworth’s cycle Lucy to be viewed as a child is her association with ‘Lucy Gray’. The two characters are so closely connected as to be conflated. Whether ‘Lucy Gray’ was consciously included as part of the cycle or not, the poem is located in the same book, which therefore affects how all of the poems are perceived. ‘Lucy Gray’ is entitled to be called a Lucy poem as it is virtually indistinguishable from the cycle and affects how it is understood, even against the cycle’s own internal evidence of Lucy’s age. 
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