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I begin by confessing that I am not a scholar of Romanticism, nor even
of Wordsworth, but only a poet who comes to Wordsworth packing a poet’s
slightly seedy and disreputable bags. That is to say, my interest in Roman-
ticism is selfish--I want to know where I came from, and where I might
be going. What follows, then, will not be so much a reconstruction of
Wordsworth’s positions, but a reading that will inevitably be colored by
my own needs--which are fairly characteristic, I think, of at least one seg-
ment of contemporary American poetry. ‘‘History cannot be more certain
than when he who creates things also narrates them,’’ writes Vico in The
New Science, and though this claim will be disputed by professional
historians and, more to the point, literary critics, I have no choice but to
adopt it as my motto.

I grew up hearing the Romantic poets and their Victorian progeny read
to me ‘‘at my mother’s knee,’”’ but my first mature response to Roman-
ticism--in graduate school--was revulsion. The Romantics’ appeal to a
capitalized Nature was the worst sort of reification, I thought, and so
adopted the party line of High Modernism, dismissing especially the British
Romantics as dull versifiers of even duller abstractions. I found the Mod-
ernist insistence on minute particulars both bracing and convincing,
overlooking how consistently Romantic poets like Wordsworth and Blake
found solace in the particulars of the natural world. It is important to
remember, though, that Dr. Williams’ ‘‘No ideas but in things’’ need not
mean no ideas at all.

Robert Pinsky, in The Situation of Poetry, lists this slogan of Williams’
and several others--‘‘Stevens’ ‘Not ideas about the Thing, but the Thing
itself”; Pound’s ‘Go in fear of Abstractions,” and ‘The proper and perfect
symbol is the natural object,” ’’ noting that ‘‘these emblems and
phrases...suggest something like an extreme nominalist position. They sug-
gest, in other words, an intellectual and poetic devotion to the utterly par-
ticular moment, the unique instant caught by the senses as in one flash of
the retina’’ (61). Think of Pound’s little demonstration of “‘the ideographic
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