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Chapter One 

Wordsworth: the Poet as the Translator 

                                                                

          [T]he subject of translation [is] an indebted subject, obligated by 

a duty, already in the position of heir, entered as survivor in a 

genealogy, as survivor or agent of [sur-vival]. The [sur-vival] of 

works, not authors. Perhaps the [sur-vival] of author’s names and 

of signatures, but not of authors.  

                               —Jacques Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 

 

Of these, said I, shall be my song; of these, 

            If future years mature me for the task, 

            Will I record the praises, making verse 

            Deal boldly with substantial things; in truth 

            And sanctity of passion, speak of these, 

            That justice may be done, obeisance paid 

          Where it is due.        

                             —William Wordsworth, The Prelude 

 

I. Introduction 

The role of the poet and that of the translator have been considered very different 

in literary criticism, but their nature and function should be reconsidered in 

Wordsworth’s tour de force, The Prelude, in light of Derrida’s interpretation of 

translation. One of the greatest literary icons in English literature, Wordsworth is 

primarily known as a Romantic poet rather than as a translator. Nevertheless, 

Wordsworth as a poet cannot be severed completely from Wordsworth as a translator. 

As Bruce E. Graver argues in “Wordsworth and the Romantic Art of Translation,” 

Wordsworth’s profound interest in translation is particularly associated with his 

“understanding of the nature of poetic language” as well as with “the complex 

relationship of ideas and language” (173) which constitutes a crucial concern of 

Romantic poetry. For Wordsworth, there exists an essential bond between poetry and 
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translation with regard to the creation of poetry. The role of the translator makes a 

significant contribution to Wordsworth’s role as a poet. Through the research and 

practice of translation, Wordsworth is enabled to master poetic language and poetry 

writing. 

Translation, however, has something to do with Wordsworth’s poetry in addition 

to linguistic competence and poetic creativity. More than mere transmission of 

meaning between two texts written in different languages, translation is interrelated 

with the meaning of life and the constitution of identity, especially in association with 

the question of sur-vival and proper name in Derrida’s discussion about translation. In 

this sense, translation touches upon the mystery of identity and the aporia of living, 

two fundamental keynotes in Wordsworth’s poetry, particularly in The Prelude, which 

is an autobiographical poem about the life of a man in search of becoming a great poet, 

or “destined for a humbler name” (The Prelude 14.292).1 Therefore, there is an 

indispensable correlation between poetry and translation in The Prelude, a poetic 

work which Wordsworth is devoted to writing in his lifetime so as to construct an 

identity as well as a name which will carry on an afterlife after his death. Wordsworth 

the poet and Wordsworth the translator are inextricably intertwined with each other in 

his literary career as an English Romanticist. As a matter of fact, Wordsworth the poet 

is undertaking the task of a translator in the composition of The Prelude in quest of 

the sur-vival of his names by committing himself to a contract of writing a song of 

passion, life, and truth, a song of “lasting inspiration” (The Prelude 14.445) for the 

generations of mankind to come. To recognize Wordsworth in his dual role as poet 

and translator and interpret The Prelude as Wordsworth’s translation of his proper 

name and its sur-vival, we need to reconsider both the nature of translation and the 

                                                 
1  The Prelude of 1850 as an autobiographical poem and its reinterpretation as Wordsworth’s 
otobiography in relation to Derrida’s concept of translation will be discussed in chapter three. 
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task of the translator in a Derridean way. 

Interpreting Wordsworth’s role not only as a poet but also as a translator in 

writing The Prelude in this chapter, I will focus my analysis on the nature of 

translation and the task of the translator from Derrida’s point of view. The first part of 

this chapter will be dedicated to the transforming concept of translation from Walter 

Benjamin to Jacques Derrida. Derrida’s recognition of translation as a contract which 

commits the translator to a non-dischargeable duty and insolvent debt will be the 

focus of investigation, especially in the discussion of Derrida’s re-reading of the 

biblical story of the Babel Tower. Furthermore, what is understood as original in 

association with Derrida’s concept of translation will be discussed in this chapter as 

well. Next, the latter part of this chapter will concentrate on relating Derrida’s unique 

understanding of translation and the task of the translator to Wordsworth’s role as a 

translator in composing The Prelude. In light of Derrida’s perception of translation as 

a contract, Wordsworth will be recognized as an indebted translator destined to a 

contract of translation both with the fellow poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge and with 

Nature. The Prelude as a work of promise to Coleridge will be analyzed as the task of 

Wordsworth as a translator who is obligated to fulfill this promise and to discharge the 

duty of completing this preparatory poem of The Recluse. In addition, to observe 

Wordsworth’s relation with Nature in terms of Derrida’s concept of translation will 

enable us to recognize Wordsworth as more than merely a nature poet who wants to 

represent his own experience of Nature in his poetry. On the basis of Derrida’s 

interpretation of translation, this chapter attempts to prove that Wordsworth the poet is 

actually undertaking the task of the translator in writing The Prelude, a life-long task 

of Wordsworth which is necessary and impossible at the same time.  

 

II. What Is Translation? From Benjamin to Derrida 
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    Water Benjamin’s “The Task of the Translator” marks a significant turning point 

in the study of translation theories in redefining the nature and function of translation, 

and this well-known essay on translation inspires Derrida’s unique insight into 

translation especially with reference to Benjamin’s discussion about the afterlife of 

literary works and the affinity of languages. Translation, for Benjamin, is a unique 

mode of literature which should be treated as a work of art and which is “so far 

removed from being the sterile equation of two dead languages that of all literary 

forms it is the one charged with the special mission of watching over the maturing 

process of the original language and the birth pangs of its own” (73). Endowed with a 

special mission, translation strives for something else than the equivalence of two 

languages in Benjamin’s analysis. This special mission consists in manifesting “a 

special, high purposiveness” of life both in the original and in the translation (72). 

Life recognized as highly purposeful is beyond its common sense meaning and “not 

limited to organic corporeality” (71), and Benjamin calls this unique form of life 

“afterlife” or “survival” of the work. It is the afterlife of the literary work that 

translation has to watch over and that will finally lead to the revelation of the “central 

reciprocal relationship between languages” which is hidden and forgotten now (72). 

From Benjamin’s point of view, the ultimate purpose of translation is not to strive for 

the equivalence of languages, but to attain the afterlife of the literary works so as to 

express the hidden affinity of languages as well as to achieve the reconciliation of 

languages. In “The Task of the Translator,” Benjamin redefines the nature and 

function of translation in a new light and subverts the ordinary concept of translation. 

Benjamin’s emphasis on the afterlife and the affinity of languages in his discussion of 

translation inspires Derrida’s interpretation of translation particularly in what he calls 

the translation contract and the sur-vival of the proper name.  
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2.1 The Story of Babel and the Translation Contract  

    “Des Tours de Babel” is a requisite writing of Derrida on translation, and from 

his discussion about translation in this essay we should be able to comprehend why 

translation is recognized by him as an exceptional contract in relation to the double 

indebtedness and the sur-vival of names. In “Des Tours de Babel,” Derrida re-reads 

the biblical story of Babel with regard to the theme of translation, a story which 

provides “an epigraph for all discussions of translation” (The Ear of the Other 100). 

To begin with, the story of Babel is associated with the settlement of a translation 

contract that makes translation both necessary and impossible. In Derrida’s reading, 

the story of Babel describes not only “the origin of the confusion of tongues, [but also] 

the irreducible multiplicity of idioms, the necessary and impossible task of translation, 

its necessity as impossibility” (“Des Tours de Babel” 171; Derrida’s emphasis). The 

confusion of tongues and the irreducible multiplicity of idioms are the outcomes of a 

war of proper names between God and the tribe of the Shem. The outrageous 

ambition of the Shem to build a tower as high as the firmament so as to make a name 

for themselves with a united genealogy and a universal tongue on the earth incurs the 

punishment of God, who interrupts the construction of the tower by proclaiming his 

own name, “Babel,” which means confusion in the language of the Shem. Remarking 

on the war of proper names between God and the Shem in the story of Babel, Derrida 

writes:  

Out of resentment against that unique name and lip of men [the tribe of 

the Shem], he [God] imposes his name, his name of father; and with this 

violent imposition he opens the deconstruction of the tower, as of the 

universal language; he scatters the genealogical filiation. He breaks the 

lineage. He at the same time imposes and forbids translation. He imposes 

it and forbids it, constrains, but as if to failure, the children who 
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henceforth will bear his name, the name that he gives to the city. (“Des 

Tours de Babel” 170; Derrida’s emphasis) 

The imposition of God’s name “Babel” confounds the tongue of the Shem, and then 

not only the tower is destroyed but also the tribe of the Shem is disseminated, failing 

to realize their grand scheme of making a name for themselves and being dispersed in 

a multiplicity of tongues.2 It is deconstruction and at the same time, dissemination. 

The consequence of the war of proper names between God and the Shem is that a 

unified genealogy is disseminated and a universal tongue is confused, and hence 

human beings are destined to the necessity and impossibility of translation. 

    With a single stroke in the war between proper names delineated in the story of 

Babel, God condemns humans to the law of translation, to the necessary and 

impossible task of translation. Due to the confusion of tongues resulting from God’s 

proclaiming of his name, Babel, there is the need of translation so that understanding 

can be possible. However, men would never manage to achieve a total 

translation—the absolute understanding as a complete restitution of meaning, because 

that would fall back to the imposition of a single tongue on earth, a situation which 

the tribe of the Shem attempts to accomplish but is prohibited and interrupted by God. 

At the same time, the name of God also demands singularity and respect. The name of 

God, however, is inescapably contaminated in the confusion of tongues begot by its 

imposition and thus pleads for recognition and translation in its turn. The translation 

                                                 
2 In the roundtable discussion on translation in The Ear of the Other, Derrida also talks about the story 
of Babel and he uses the word “disschemination” to describe the outcome of God’s interruption of the 
construction of the tower. “He [God] interrupts the construction in his name; he interrupts himself in 
order to impose his name and thus produces what one could call a ‘disschemination’’ which means: 
You will not impose your meaning or your tongue, and I, God, therefore oblige you to submit to the 
plurality of languages which you will never get out of” (Derrida, The Ear of the Other 102-103). And 
the invented word “disschemination” contains at least four meanings in Derrida’s use: “dissemination, 
deschematization, de-‘Shemitizing,’ and derouting or diverting from a path” (Derrida, The Ear of the 
Other 103). The word “shem” means “name” in Hebrew (99), and the Shem, in the story of Babel 
about the war of proper names, are deprived of their name with their scheme thwarted and their tribe 
disseminated, wandering over the face of the earth without understanding each other. 
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of God’s name becomes a task which will never be accomplished since transparency 

is forbidden and univocity is impossible with the violent imposition of this very name. 

Therefore, translation turns out to be “law, duty and debt” (Derrida, “Des Tours de 

Babel” 174), a compulsory law which obliged men to the duty of translation as well as 

a contract of debt which involves both God, the donor as well as the lawgiver, and the 

Shem, the donee and the law-abiding men. Both the names of God and the Shem 

require recognition and understanding, and to do so in a situation of multiplicity of 

tongues, their names must not be uttered in their own language but in other’s, too. 

“An agreement or obligation of whatever sort—a promise, a marriage, a sacred 

alliance—can only take place […] in translation, that is, only if it is simultaneously 

uttered in both my tongue and the other’s” (Derrida, The Ear of the Other 125). To 

recognize each other’s name and achieve mutual understanding, they’re obliged to 

come to an agreement of reconciliation so that recognition and understanding could be 

possible. As a result, they both indebt themselves to translation, committing 

themselves to a translation contract, which encumbers them with a debt that no one 

can ever discharge and a duty that no one can ever fulfill. Translation becomes a 

unique contract of double indebtedness which is insolvent on both sides and passes 

between names (Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 185). According to Derrida’s 

interpretation, the story of Babel is thus about a war of proper names, “a struggle for 

the [sur-vival] of the name” (Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 183) which is bound to a 

contract that commits the bearer of the name to the necessary and impossible task of 

translation.  

 

2.2 The Translation and the Original 

    In Derrida’s discussion on translation, the relationship between the translation 

and the original is very different from the traditional understanding. According to 
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Derrida, “[o]ne always has to postulate an original” (The Ear of the Other 147). The 

reason to postulate an original is that every text requires translation and that 

“something is original if it will have let itself be translated and retranslated, and thus 

read and re-read” (Bennington, Jacques Derrida 168). Unlike Walter Benjamin’s 

argument in “The Task of the Translator” that only the original can be translated many 

times but a translation cannot be retranslated,3 Derrida maintains that “[t]here is 

always a structure of ‘original translation’ even when translations are retranslated” 

(The Ear of the Other 148). Whenever a text desires and is open to be translated and 

read, it possesses the structure of the original. Hence, a translation can in its turn 

become an original and allow itself be translated again “if it has the force of an event” 

(Derrida, The Ear of the Other 148), an ever going-on event of transformation and 

regeneration without exhaustion.  

    Much ink has been spilled over the relationship between translation and original, 

and this is a question concerning the problem of representation. For a long time, it 

was believed that a translation has to follow the principle of fidelity in order to attain 

a faithful representation of the original. In Walter Benjamin’s “The Task of the 

Translator,” the relation of a translation to the original no longer consists in the 

restitution of meaning, the equivalence between two texts. According to Benjamin, 

there is something untranslatable in the original, an intact and untouchable kernel 

which “fascinates and orients the work of the translator” (Derrida, “Des Tours de 

Babel” 191). Unlike Benjamin who believes in the existence of an intact kernel which 

contains the seed of the pure language, Derrida uncovers the non-existence of the 

intact kernel of the original by opposing the ardent desire for such a kernel to a 

Necessity called ananké. The desire for an intact kernel, from Derrida’s observation, 

                                                 
3 As for Benjamin’s comments on the impossibility of the retranslation of the translation, see “The 
Task of the Translator” in Illuminations.  
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is irreducible and is the very desire which “sets in motion every kind of desire, every 

kind of tongue, appeal, address” (The Ear of the Other 116). Only with the 

intervention of ananké can the desire for an intact kernel be interrupted and thwarted 

and then make us realize that:  

[T]here is no intact kernel and there never has been one. That’s what one 

wants to forget, and to forget that one has forgotten. It’s not that 

something has been forgotten; rather, one wants to forget that there is 

nothing to forget, that there has been nothing to forget. But one can only 

forget that there has never been an intact kernel. (The Ear of the Other 

115-6) 

The absence of such an intact kernel, for Derrida, is what we want to forget and 

because we’ve forgotten that there is nothing existing as an intact kernel in the 

original we’re driven to undertake the necessary and impossible task of the translator.  

    The original, as a matter of fact in Derrida’s analysis, is already incomplete and 

corrupt with a suggestion of fault and exile. Moreover, it is because of this 

incompleteness that the original calls for translation, a promise of growth and 

reconciliation, to cover up its fissures and watch over its own complement with love 

and care. To let itself engage in a translation contract, which is also called by Derrida 

as a marriage contract or hymen, the original cannot remain untouched and virgin. 

This marriage contract between the original and the translation promises a symbolic 

completeness of languages which is “perhaps not a whole, but it is an aggregate in 

which openness should not contradict unity” (Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 190). 

The original espouses and opens itself to translation, allowing itself to be touched by 

the translation “at that point of contact or caress, the infinitely small of meaning” 

(Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 190), and receives the force of the perpetual 

reviviscence of languages as well as the energy of its own afterlife in a reciprocal 
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return from the translation. The mission of this marriage contract between the original 

and the translation is not to produce a faithful copy or representation of the original, 

but to undergo transformation and renewal on both sides, not only completing each 

other but also living their lives in a new light as parts of a larger language. To be 

engaged in a marriage contract will liberate the language from its isolation and make 

it come to terms with other languages, assuring the growth of languages in their 

coalition. The marriage contract between the original and the translation, pertaining to 

the motif of untouchable and the desire for an intact kernel, is a promise of 

completion which is neither fully fulfilled nor completely frustrated. We can never 

return to the origin nor can we represent the original meaning of the original because 

the origin is under the influence of the différance and the original is not frozen in time 

without change and modification. Therefore, that’s the reason why Derrida claims that 

the goal of the translation is not the faithful representation of the original because the 

original “is itself in the process of transformation” (“Des Tours de Babel” 183). 

 

III. Wordsworth as an Indebted Translator  

    To view The Prelude in terms of Derrida’s idea of translation, Wordsworth is 

undertaking the task of the translator in writing this autobiographical poem. As 

explained in the beginning of this chapter, Wordsworth the poet is inseparable from 

Wordsworth the translator pertaining to the proficiency of poetic language and the 

writing of poetry. Moreover, the connection between translation and Wordsworth’s 

poetry could be further consolidated when it is perceived in light of Derrida’s 

interpretation of translation. Both the nature of translation and the task of the 

translator recognized within the Derridean framework are counter to our general 

anticipation. Translation is no longer understood as the transmission of meaning and 

the task of the translator doesn’t consist in looking for equivalence between two texts. 
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Instead, translation is comprehended as a unique contract of languages which 

promises not only reconciliation of languages but also the sur-vival of the proper 

name. The translator is someone who is destined to a contract of insolvent debt and 

non-dischargeable duty that consists in discovering the interrelation of languages and 

attaining the sur-vival of the proper name. The following part of this chapter intends 

to elucidate Wordsworth’s task as an indebted translator obligated by a translation 

contract from two aspects. First, this chapter will elaborate on Wordsworth’s 

translation contract with Coleridge in terms of the composition and completion of The 

Prelude as a work of promise. Second, the reciprocal relationship between 

Wordsworth and Nature will be discussed in view of the translation contract in order 

to prove that Wordsworth’s role as a poet is inseparable from the task of the translator 

and to shed new light on the interpretation of Wordsworth’s description of the natural 

world in his poetry. Accordingly, this chapter attempts to demonstrate that 

Wordsworth, in his dual role as both a poet and a translator, commits himself to a 

lifetime task of writing The Prelude, whose completion turns out to be an impossible 

yet necessary mission in establishing his name as a great poet. 

 

3.1 Wordsworth’s Translation Contract with Coleridge 

    In writing The Prelude, Wordsworth takes upon himself the role of an indebted 

translator obliged to a contract of debt with his friend, Samuel Taylor Coleridge. First, 

the translation contract between Wordsworth and Coleridge is built upon 

Wordsworth’s acknowledgement of indebtedness to Coleridge in the composition of 

The Prelude. In “Preface to The Excursion of 1814,” Wordsworth declares that The 

Prelude, then thought as “the poem to Coleridge” (Gill, William Wordsworth: The 

Prelude 15), is “addressed to a dear Friend, most distinguished for his knowledge and 

genius, and to whom the Author’s Intellect is deeply indebted” (The Prose Work 3: 5). 
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Coleridge’s intellectual guidance in the process of composing The Prelude, to a 

certain degree, becomes the debt which Wordsworth must endeavor to absolve 

himself of as if in the position of an indebted translator who “must redeem (erlösen), 

absolve, resolve, in trying to absolve himself of his own debt, which is at bottom the 

same—and bottomless” (Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 188). Furthermore, the 

writing of The Prelude as a work of promise to Coleridge further consolidates 

Wordsworth’s role as an indebted translator. The composition and completion of The 

Prelude, a poem about the growth of a poet’s mind, is Wordsworth’s promise to 

Coleridge—a promise Wordsworth has to fulfill in order to prove that he can and will 

write “some philosophic song / Of Truth that cherishes our daily life” (The Prelude 

1.229-30). This very act of presenting The Prelude a promised work to Coleridge 

binds Wordsworth to a contract with his friend. More than acknowledging his 

indebtedness to Coleridge, Wordsworth must also try his best to complete The Prelude 

as “a preparatory poem” of The Recluse, “a philosophical poem, containing views of 

Man, Nature, and Society” (The Prose Work 3: 5) so that it might be possible for him 

to resolve his debt. Therefore, the writing of The Prelude turns out to be 

Wordsworth’s duty, the commitment he has to meet while engaged in a translation 

contract with Coleridge who expects and demands Wordsworth realize his promise 

and accomplish his mission—“I [Coleridge] long to see what you [Wordsworth] have 

been doing. O let it be the tail-piece of ‘The Recluse’[.] […] That it is to be addressed 

to me make me more desirous that it should not be a poem of itself” (Coleridge qtd. in 

J. Wordsworth, Abrams and Gill 529).4 

    The writing of The Prelude becomes a compulsory task for Wordsworth not only 

because it is a promise to Coleridge but also because it will bear testimony to 

                                                 
4 The quotation is from a letter written to Wordsworth in 1799 on The Two-Part Prelude of 1799. At 
that time, this poem was thought to be an appendix to The Recluse instead of a preparatory poem when 
Wordsworth introduces it in “Preface to The Excursion” in 1814.  
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Wordsworth’s poetic capability. Wordsworth feels a sense of responsibility and 

necessity in composing The Prelude for the reason that its completion will pay off his 

profound debt to Coleridge for the encouragement, guidance and reading as well as 

prove himself as a poet “not destitute / of promise” (The Prelude 10.549-50). As a 

work of promise, The Prelude carries the feature of the promise of growth in the 

translation contract. According to Derrida, the constitution of the translation contract 

has everything to do with the promise—the promise of growth in particular. 

Translation contract is recognized by Derrida as “hymen or marriage contract with the 

promise to produce a child whose seed will give rise to history and growth” (Derrida, 

“Des Tours de Babel” 191). The writing of The Prelude certainly will “give rise to 

history and growth” because its design is to “[conduct] the history of the Author’s 

mind” so as to evince that Wordsworth’s faculties “were sufficiently mature for 

entering upon the arduous labour which he had proposed to himself” (W. Wordsworth, 

The Prose Works 3: 5).  

    Furthermore, with the completion of The Recluse to which The Prelude serves as 

a preparatory poem, Wordsworth will be able to establish his own system of poetic 

and philosophic thinking. That is, Wordsworth will attain the power to speak on his 

own when he finally demonstrates that the growth of his mind makes him eligible as a 

descendant of those great poets in English literature such as Spenser and Milton.5 

“[I]n the translation the original becomes larger: it grows rather than reproduces itself 

[…] like a child, its own, no doubt, but with the power to speak on its own which 

                                                 
5 As to the relation between the composition of The Prelude and the establishment of Wordsworth’s 
system of philosophy, Coleridge has made his comments upon this topic in Table Talk on July 21, 1832: 
“I cannot help regretting that Wordsworth did not first publish his thirteen books on the growth of an 
individual mind—superior, as I used to think, upon the whole, to The Excursion. You may judge how I 
felt about them by my own poem upon the occasion [“To William Wordsworth”]. Then the plan laid out, 
and, I believe […] that Wordsworth should assume the station of a man in mental repose, one whose 
principles were made up, and so prepared to deliver upon authority a system of philosophy” (Coleridge, 
Specimens of the Table Talk). Moreover, in the same article Coleridge also makes the statement that he 
considers Wordsworth “possessed more of the genius of a great philosophic poet than any man [he] 
ever knew, or, as [he believes], has existed in England since Milton” (Specimens of the Table Talk). 
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makes a child something other than a product subjected to the law of reproduction” 

(Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 191). The Prelude is the translation of Wordsworth’s 

life and proper name in which his name will grow and become larger with the power 

to speak on its own as a revered poet. In this sense, Wordsworth’s anticipation of 

Coleridge’s reading and understanding of his poem provides him confidence in 

writing poetry and relieves his anxiety about his determination of becoming a great 

poet: “in writing [The Prelude] Wordsworth wants to discover that he is what he is, 

that his life has been tending towards poetry in ways that are more than the product of 

his will to become a poet” (Cook 54). The completion of The Prelude can be 

comprehended as the fulfillment of a promise not merely in terms of Wordsworth’s 

accomplishment of the duty and restitution of the debt but also in relation to 

Wordsworth’s personal achievement. Therefore, the writing of The Prelude as a work 

of promise becomes a task of necessity in which Wordsworth should not fall short in 

or else his debt could not be redeemed and his name would not be recognized as a 

great poet. This is Wordsworth’s task of translator in his translation contract with 

Coleridge, a contract which requires Wordsworth to write his life and translate his 

own proper name into a poem as a part of The Recluse which would eventually rank 

him with those great English poets in history. 

    In addition to the promise of growth in translation, Wordsworth puts into practice 

the promise of the reconciliation of languages as a translator in writing The Prelude. 

“As a promise, translation is already an event, and the decisive signature of a contract. 

[…] A translation that manages, that manages to promise reconciliation, to talk about 

it, to desire it or make it desirable—such a translation is a rare and notable event” 

(Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 191). According to Derrida, translation, as a unique 

form of contract, promises the reconciliation of languages. Addressing his promised 

poem to Coleridge and then entering into a contract with each other, Wordsworth 
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places himself in the role of the translator who endeavors to achieve the reconciliation 

of languages in translation. “[T]he agreement, the contract in general,” Derrida argues, 

“has to imply the difference of languages rather than transparent translatability” 

(Derrida, The Ear of the Other 125). The contract between Wordsworth and Coleridge 

concerning the writing of The Prelude indeed implies the difference of languages 

between these two poets. Despite Wordsworth’s averred belief in “Preface to Lyrical 

Ballads of 1800” that Coleridge’s poems “in a great measure have the same tendency 

as [his] own, and that, though there would be found a difference, there would be 

found no discordance in the colours of our style; as our opinions on the subject of 

poetry do almost entirely coincide” (Wordsworth, The Prose Work 1: 120), the 

differences in the tendency of their poetry and in their writing style do exist between 

these two friends due to their varying backgrounds and literary training. “Thou, my 

Friend! wert reared / In the great city, ‘mid far other scenes; / But we, by different 

roads, at length have gained / The self-same bourne” (The Prelude 2.451-4). 

Dissimilar as their backgrounds might be, Wordsworth still has faith in their poetry in 

which they will achieve the same goal—their ambition as the great poets to instruct 

people with “A lasting inspiration, sanctified / By reason, blest by faith” (The Prelude 

14.447-8).  

    In order to realize this goal, it becomes a mission of Wordsworth not only to 

recognize the discrepancies between Coleridge and himself, but also to remark the 

correlation between their languages implanted in their varying backgrounds and 

diverse literary propensity so as to carry out the reconciliation of languages in the 

translation contract. The collaboration between Wordsworth and Coleridge in the 

search of truth and in the creation of poetry performs a significant function of 

translation which is to “re-mark the affinity among the languages, to exhibit its own 

possibility” (Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 186) because not only the affinity 
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between them with regard to literary and poetic creation are re-marked but their 

languages are put to the test so as to exhibit their possibilities. Being aware of and 

attempting to reconcile the differences between Coleridge and himself, Wordsworth 

transforms the writing of The Prelude into “a rare and notable event” (Derrida, “Des 

Tours de Babel” 191) in which he takes upon himself the task of the translator who 

makes an effort to fulfill the promise of reconciliation. 

   More than a necessary task in terms of the promise of growth as well as 

reconciliation, the writing of The Prelude also indicates an impossible task for 

Wordsworth with reference to the insolvent debt. “The translator is indebted, he 

appears to himself as translator in a situation of debt; and his task is to render, to 

render that which must have been given“(Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 176). In the 

translation contract with Coleridge, Wordsworth appears as a translator in a situation 

of debt whose task is to render what has been given to him—his own proper name as 

well as the grand philosophical project suggested by Coleridge, The Recluse. Even 

though Wordsworth has acknowledged his gratitude to Coleridge for intellectual 

guidance and amicable support in writing The Prelude, his debt to this dear friend is 

bottomless and insolvent. Wordsworth, with persistent and angst-ridden effort, never 

fulfills his promise to Coleridge about completing The Recluse after writing The 

Prelude which might itself be incomplete. In spite of Wordsworth’s awareness of the 

fact that “too slowly moves the promised work” (The Prelude 7.15), the continuous 

revision of The Prelude prevents its completion and leads to the protracted 

development of The Recluse. Wordsworth’s constant revision of The Prelude and 

reluctance of publishing it seems to indicate his self-diffidence about his own 

capability of taking up the task of writing The Recluse: “I was unprepared to treat 

anymore arduous subject, and diffident of my own powers” (Peacock 441). Without 

the completion of The Prelude, the “most extraordinary résumé in English literary 
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history” (Siskin 114), Wordsworth wouldn’t be sure about himself as a capable poet 

who could perform with confidence his designated task and then pay off his debt to 

Coleridge.6 For Wordsworth, the writing of The Prelude becomes an impossible task 

because he can never render the duty that has been assigned to him and fulfill his 

promise in the contract with Coleridge. 

The search for the profound truth in writing The Recluse also suggests the 

impossibility of the fulfillment of Wordsworth’s promise and task because of the 

untranslatable truth in philosophy. In “Preface to The Excursion of 1814,” 

Wordsworth pronounces his determination of writing The Recluse “as a philosophical 

poem, containing views of Man, Nature and Society,” and The Prelude, “as the 

ante-chapel has [the relation] to the body of a gothic church” (W. Wordsworth, The 

Prose Works 3: 5), would be the entrance that leads the reader into his system of 

philosophy which the reader “will have no difficulty in extracting […] for himself” 

(W. Wordsworth, The Prose Works 3: 6). In writing The Prelude and The Recluse, 

Wordsworth attempts to preach to the reader what he has believed to be the truth 

embedded in man’s mind, Nature, and society. These, the power of man’s mind and 

Nature, should be selected as the subject matter of his philosophic song as 

Wordsworth claims that: 

          Of these, said I, shall be my song; of these, 

          If future years mature me for the task, 

          Will I record the praises, making verse 

          Deal boldly with substantial things; in truth 

          And sanctity of passion, speak of these, 

          That justice may be done, obeisance paid 

                                                 
6 More discussion on Wordsworth’s impossibility of completing The Prelude in relation to the 
untranslatability of his proper name will be conducted in chapter two.  
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          Where it is due: thus haply shall I teach, 

          Inspire, through unadulterated ears 

          Pour rapture, tenderness, and hope[.] (The Prelude 13.232-40)  

With these substantial things included in his poem, Wordsworth believes that he will 

be able to fulfill his task as a qualified and revered poet who should teach and inspire 

the reader with truth and sanctified passion. Therefore, Wordsworth’s ambition as a 

poet, to quote Coleridge’s comments on The Prelude, is to “[make] audible a linked 

lay of Truth. / Of Truth profound a sweet continuous lay, / Not learnt, but native, her 

own natural notes! / Dear shall it be to every human Heart” (“To William 

Wordsworth” 51-4). 

    However, Wordsworth’s quest for profound truth in writing The Prelude as a part 

of his grand philosophic trilogy so as to enlighten the reader turns out to be a mission 

impossible because of the untranslatability of univocal truth in philosophy. The thesis 

of philosophy, according to Derrida, is translatability which makes philosophy 

necessary but at the same time limits its possibility because it is impossible for a 

philosopher to master plurivocality and attain pure translatability. Hence, the dream of 

searching for the final truth and translatability in the philosophical writing is unable to 

be realized. “Writing is not the place where truth lies, that place from which a final 

meaning is generated” (Wolfreys 63). The promise of translatability and reconciliation 

in translation, however, is never completely frustrated: “The event of a translation, the 

performance of all translations, is not that they succeed. A translation never succeeds 

in the pure and absolute sense of the term. Rather, a translation succeeds in promising 

success, in promising reconciliation” (Derrida, The Ear of the Other 123). 

Wordsworth’s persistence in revising The Prelude and determination in composing 

The Recluse “with all his might” (C. Wordsworth, Memoirs of William Wordsworth 1: 

304) demonstrates what Derrida observes as the promise of success in the translation 
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which “succeeds in promising success, in promising reconciliation” (Derrida, The Ear 

of the Other 123). Wordsworth’s writing of The Prelude and The Recluse constitutes a 

notable event of translation because he manages to fulfill the promise of translating 

truth in his poetry despite the impossibility of a univocal truth. The desire for 

searching and teaching the profound truth in the completion of The Recluse becomes 

Wordsworth’s task of the translator which is at the same necessary and impossible. 

It is not just Wordsworth who is engaged in a contract and required to undertake 

the task of the translator in the composition of The Prelude and The Recluse. A 

translation contract, according to Derrida, involves the signer from both sides in a 

relation of mutual indebtedness. Therefore, Coleridge is also bound to this translation 

contract with Wordsworth and required to read and translate. Dedicating The Prelude 

to Coleridge, Wordsworth assumes his good friend would hear and understand him as 

an ideal auditor and reader of his poem:  

To thee, in memory of that happiness, 

It will be known, by thee at least, my Friend! 

Felt, that the history of a Poet’s mind 

Is labour not unworthy of regard: 

To thee the work shall justify itself. (The Prelude 14.410-4)  

In response to this poem addressed to him as a gift,7 Coleridge must also render and 

translate that which has been given to him in the position of an indebted translator. 

Coleridge has to meet Wordsworth’s demand for reading and understanding his poetry, 

and he occupies the position of the other whose “keen-enough ear” (Derrida, The Ear 

of the Other 51) will sign with Wordsworth in his autobiographical poem about the 

history of a poet’s mind. Entering into a contract with each other in the writing of The 

                                                 
7 In the next line of the quotation above, Wordsworth clearly points out his poem as a gift to Coleridge: 
“The last and later portions of this gift / Have been prepared, […]” (The Prelude 14.415-6). 
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Prelude, Wordsworth and Coleridge are actually engaged in reciprocal indebtedness 

which is also called friendship in the encounter with the other (Bennington 165-6).8  

 

3.2 Wordsworth’s Contract with Nature in Writing Poetry 

    Previous to his contract with Coleridge concerning the writing of The Prelude 

and The Recluse, Wordsworth is already bound to Nature in a contract of translation 

which is revealed in their intimate relationship since Wordsworth’s childhood. The 

relation between Wordsworth and Nature has generally been a major concern of the 

critics in their analysis of Wordsworth’s poetry, and most critics intend to seek the 

answer for the following question: “What did Nature mean to Wordsworth” (Gallie 

670)? In Wordsworth Now and Then: Romanticism and Contemporary Culture, 

Antony Easthope sums up the conventional interpretation of Wordsworth’s poetry in 

relation to Nature as “the imaginative experience of Nature” in which the reader can 

“have a more or less direct experience of what William Wordsworth experienced then, 

around the year 1800” (xiii, xiv). According to this long-established paradigm of 

Wordsworthian criticism, Wordsworth’s poetry is in essence related to his personal 

experience of Nature. It is without doubt that the natural world wherein Wordsworth 

has been immersed since his childhood constitutes a significant factor in his poetry 

and Wordsworth has been under the great influence of Nature which “by extrinsic 

passion first / Peopled the mind with forms sublime or fair” (The Prelude 1.545-6) 

and then arouses the feeling of “calm delight / Which […] surely must belong / To 

those first-born affinities that fit / Our new existence to existing things, / And, in our 

                                                 
8 In his discussion on signature, Bennington calls attention to the reciprocal indebtedness between 
signature and countersignature. He then elaborates on this reciprocal indebtedness in terms of the 
experience of the other in writing and reading: “[A]ny experience of the other must be engaged, 
however minimally, in this reciprocal indebtedness produced by the relation to death inscribed by a 
signature: we shall say that this indebtedness (let’s call it friendship) is grounded in a certainty 
underlying any encounter, namely that one of us will die before the other, will in some sense see the 
other die, will survive the other, and will therefore live in memory of the other, wearing the other’s 
mourning, like it or not” (Bennington 165-6; Bennington’s emphasis).  
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dawn of being, constitute / The bond of union between life and joy” (The Prelude 

1.553-8). To find clues from these descriptions for the meaning of Nature to 

Wordsworth, Nature is “The anchor of [his] purest thought, the nurse, / The guide, the 

guardian of [his] heart, and soul / Of all [his] moral being” (Wordsworth, “Tintern 

Abbey” 109-11). Highly esteemed by Wordsworth as his spiritual guide and moral 

instructor, Nature plays a crucial role in Wordsworth’s development in relation to his 

personal identity as well as imaginative writing. 

Pertaining to the interrelation of Nature, identity and writing in Wordsworth’s 

poetry, most critics are inclined to investigate this important relation in terms of the 

reconciliation of mind and nature or the union of subject and object. In The Mirror 

and the Lamp, M. H. Abrams argues that the “constant reciprocation” between nature 

and the soul of the observer characterizes Wordsworth’s poetry which indicates the 

zeitgeist of the Romantic period that attempts to “[heal] the cleavage between subject 

and object, between the vital, purposeful, value-full world of private experience and 

the dead postulated world of extension, quantity, and motion” (64, 65). For Abrams, 

the reciprocation between mind and nature enables Wordsworth not only to recover 

from a crisis of identity but also to discover his role as a poet in the world. Harold 

Bloom also puts emphasis on the relationship between Wordsworth’s poetic self and 

his experience of Nature, claiming that Wordsworth’s best poetry is founded on “a 

principle of reciprocity between the external world and his own mind” (The Visionary 

Company 132). Investigating Wordsworth’s unique poetic rhetoric in The Prelude 

such as the images of interaction, Herbert Lindenberger maintains that “Wordsworth’s 

major poem […] had by necessity to speak a language which would demonstrate the 

unity of the poet’s inner world and the external world of nature” (On Wordsworth’s 

Prelude 90) and this unity is achieved by the interaction between the poet’s creative 

mind and the natural world. These remarks upon the relationship of Nature, the poet’s 
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mind and poetic writing are just a few samples from the established criticism of 

Wordsworth’s poetry that regards Wordsworth as a nature poet whose poems attempt 

to make “an affirmation of the reciprocal relationship (or correspondence between or 

bond) between natural world and the inner self” (Easthope 5). It is undeniable that the 

bond between Wordsworth and Nature described in his poetry does portray 

Wordsworth’s quest for a union between the external world and his inner self so as to 

constitute his identity as a poet whose mind’s growth is the result of “a direct 

transaction between that mind and nature” (Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism 92). 

However, this kind of interpretation is not the sole answer to the question about what 

Nature means to Wordsworth. The relationship between Wordsworth and Nature in 

association with the constitution of personal identity and the inspiration of poetic 

writing can be investigated in terms of a translation contract. 

    To read Wordsworth’s indispensable bond with Nature in light of Derrida’s idea 

of translation contract, Wordsworth could be interpreted as assuming the role of an 

indebted subject who has to undertake the task of the translator so as to acquit himself 

of the debt. In his poetry, Wordsworth never hesitates to express his debt to Nature: 

          From Nature doth emotion come, and moods 

          Of calmness equally are Nature’s gift: 

          This is her glory; these two attributes 

          Are sister horns that constitute her strength. 

          Hence Genius, born to thrive by interchange 

          Of peace and excitation, finds in her 

          His best and purest friend; from her receives 

          That energy by which he seeks the truth, 

          From her that happy stillness of the mind 

          Which fits him to receive it when unsought. (The Prelude 13.1-10) 
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Even though in “Preface to Lyrical Ballads 1850” Wordsworth puts emphasis on the 

mind’s power of conjuring up things absent in front of eyes and defines poetry as “the 

spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings [which] takes its origin from emotion 

recollected in tranquility” (The Prose Works 1: 149), in these lines from The Prelude 

quoted above he nevertheless attributes the inspiration and energy for the poetic 

creation to the gifts received from Nature. Nature, according to Wordsworth, 

promotes the “interchange / Of peace and excitement” (The Prelude 13.5-6) in the 

mind of the poet so that he can thrive on these emotions and write good poetry. 

Therefore, a genius of poetry is born due to the gifts, the emotion of excitement and 

mood of calmness, which he received from the intellectual interaction with Nature, 

the poet’s “best and purest friend”(The Prelude 13.7) in quest of the truth and the 

serenity of mind. 

    Wordsworth’s avowal of gratitude and indebtedness to Nature puts him in the 

position of an indebted translator in light of Derrida’s discussion about translation. 

The employment of the vocabulary of gift and debt with regards to the relation 

between the poet and Nature in Wordsworth’s poetry associates the role of the poet 

with the role of the translator in Derrida’s discussion on the indebted translator. The 

vocabulary of gift and debt, for Derrida, is crucial to the understanding of the task of 

the translator:  

let us retain this vocabulary of gift and debt, and a debt which could well 

declare itself insolvent, whence a sort of ‘transference,’ […] on the part 

of whoever is in a position to translate, is summoned to translate, with 

regard to the text to be translated […], to the language and the writing, to 

the bond and the love which seal the marriage between the author of the 

‘original’ and his own language. (“Des Tours de Babel” 175-6) 

In response to a gift given to her/him, a translator, according to Derrida, is someone 
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who is thus indebted and summoned to translate in order to acquit this debt. On the 

basis of the depictions in his poetry, Wordsworth’s creative sensitivity and poetic 

imagination are the gifts given by Nature which enable him to become an outstanding 

poet. Wordsworth’s gratitude towards the gifts bestowed by Nature places him in the 

position to translate. In other words, Nature, with her gifts for him, destines 

Wordsworth not only to the role of a poet but also to the role of an indebted translator: 

“I made no vows, but vows / Were then made for me; bond unknown to me / Was 

given, that I should be, else sinning greatly, / A dedicated Spirit” (The Prelude 

4.334-7). A bond exists between Wordsworth and Nature—it is a translation contract 

which makes Wordsworth further acknowledges his great indebtedness to Nature. 

Moreover, Wordsworth’s recognition of this bond or contract enables him to discover 

his role as a dedicated poet, realizing that: 

                                           the forms 

          Of Nature have a passion in themselves, 

          That intermingles with those works of man 

          To which she summons him;……………..  

          And that the Genius of the Poet hence 

          May boldly take his way among mankind 

          Wherever Nature leads; that he hath stood 

          By Nature’s side among the men of old, 

          And so shall stand for ever. (The Prelude 13.290-3, 295-9) 

Connected with Nature in a translation contract, Wordsworth is summoned by Nature 

to take the forms of Nature and the passions embedded in these forms as the subject 

matter of his poetry so as to establish himself as a poet among mankind, seeking the 

only name with which he would like to make “[his] office upon earth” (The Prelude 

11.348). 
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    Wordsworth’s recognition of his contract with Nature and reply to the summons 

of translation are significant to the formation of his identity as a poet in composing 

The Prelude. The Prelude is written as a “crisis-autobiography” (Abrams, Natural 

Supernaturalism 123) or as a “history of a crisis” (Bloom, “Introduction” 3) and the 

forms and passions received from Nature can revive Wordsworth from a crisis of 

identity which put himself in doubt about his capability of undertaking the 

tremendous task of completing an enduring poem so as to prove himself a great poet. 

Receiving and recognizing those forms and passions from Nature as the gifts for his 

poetic creation, Wordsworth will be enabled to recover from the status of creative 

torpidity and then be connected with the world in “The gravitation and the filial bond 

/ Of nature” as the blest infant baby who is “like an agent of the one great Mind / 

Create, creator and receiver both, / Working but in alliance with the works / Which it 

beholds” (The Prelude 2.243-4, 257-60). Within these forms and passions, there are 

traces which will remind Wordsworth of his interaction with Nature in the past and 

replenish his mind with the keen perception and acute sensitivity as a child nourished 

in the natural environment. Moreover, these gifts from Nature provide not only the 

fitting subject matter for Wordsworth’s poetry which should present the incorporation 

between the passions of men and “the beautiful and permanent forms of nature” (W. 

Wordsworth, The Prose Works 1.125) but also the substantial materials for the 

sur-vival of Wordsworth’s name as a poet “who hath stood / By Nature’s side among 

the men of old, / And so shall stand for ever” (The Prelude 13.290-3, 297-9). 

Therefore, Wordsworth is indebted to Nature for the gifts which enable him to write 

poetry and to claim the name as a genuine poet. To express his thankfulness to Nature 

and to acquit himself of the debt, Wordsworth has to undertake the task of an indebted 

translator to translate the natural world into the ever-lasting song of joy, love and truth 

and to become a worthy poet. 
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    Nature demands Wordsworth’s translation, and its desire for translation is shown 

in the natural world that surrounds Wordsworth. In his interaction with Nature, 

Wordsworth is required to translate “the speaking face of earth and heaven” (The 

Prelude 5.13) into “a selection of language really used by men” (W. Wordsworth, The 

Prose Works 1.123) in his interaction with Nature. Moreover, Nature fits the profile of 

the original in Derridean concept of translation for Nature is something that “let itself 

be translated and retranslated, and thus read and re-read” (Bennington 168). In 

Wordsworth’s poetry, the images of natural objects, particularly the wind and the river, 

are interpreted by critics as the metaphors for the invocation of creative sensibility or 

the renewal of imaginative energy. For example, M. H. Abrams argues that the gentle 

breeze which sets off the glad preamble in The Prelude indicates “a springlike revival 

of the spirit after a winter season” as well as “a revival of poetic inspiration” (The 

Correspondent Breeze 28). In his discussion of the images of interaction in The 

Prelude, Herbert Lindenberger also relates the wind to the process of poet’s creativity, 

claiming that “the breathings within nature and within the poet, are brought together, 

and then connected with the creative process” (“Images of Interaction” 643). As for 

the image of the Derwent river that runs through The Prelude, it is regarded by Harold 

Bloom as one of the natural objects which redeems Wordsworth from the frustration 

of torpid imagination and lack of poetic subject matter (“Introduction” 7). 

    Nonetheless, this interrelation between these natural objects and Wordsworth’s 

poetic inspiration can be viewed in terms of the task of the translator. These messages 

sent by Nature to Wordsworth, the breathings of the heaven and the murmurs of the 

river, can be interpreted as its call for translation. The visitations of these natural 

objects to Wordsworth corresponds to the original’s desire of the other as a translator. 

Wordsworth’s mention of the “Æolian visitations” (The Prelude 1.96) in the beginning 

of his journey toward “the chosen Vale” (The Prelude 1.93) draws attention to this 
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demand of translation from the original. The very image of an Aeolian harp is applied 

by Walter Benjamin to discuss Hőlderlin’s translations of Sophocles’s tragedies in that 

the sounds of this musical instrument render the profound harmony of the languages 

in a good translation (“The Task of the Translator” 81). Like the Aeolian harp that 

receives the wind and transforms it into tuneful melody, the translator has to be 

willing to embrace the language of the original so as to achieve the harmony of the 

language in the translation. In Wordsworth’s The Prelude, the gentle breeze in the 

beginning of this poem leads to the “Æolian visitations” (The Prelude 1.96) which 

indicates Wordsworth’s attempt to translate the natural landscapes, “the earth [that] is 

all before [him]” (The Prelude 1.14). However, in spite of his claim that “the soft 

breeze can come / To none more grateful than to [him]” (The Prelude 1.5-6), 

Wordsworth fails to translate the natural landscape into melodic poetry so as to 

express his gratitude and acquit his debt to Nature because “the harp / Was soon 

defrauded, and the banded host / Of harmony dispersed in straggling sounds, / And 

lastly utter silence!” (The Prelude 1.96-9). Wordsworth’s creative imagination in this 

case, if we may adopt Walter Benjamin’s words here, fails to “liberate the language 

imprisoned in a work in his re-creation of that work” (“The Task of the Translator” 

80). 

It is an unsuccessful trial of the strength of his poetic mind to translate Nature 

into poetry, but Wordsworth doesn’t give up his task as a translator. “This requirement 

of the other as translator,” Derrida writes, can be “[compared] to some unforgettable 

instant of life: it is lived as unforgettable, it is unforgettable even if in fact forgetting 

finally wins out” (“Des Tours de Babel” 182). Nature’s desire for translation never 

ceases to require Wordsworth to take the role as a translator, and Wordsworth answers 

this call after hearing the murmuring voice of the river Derwent: “Was it for this” (The 

Prelude 1.269)? Wordsworth again undertakes his task as a translator in response to 
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Nature’s demand of translation to trace those unforgettable memories and events of 

his childhood life in Nature and transform them into those beautiful and memorable 

“spots of time” (The Prelude 12.208). Through Wordsworth’s retrospective journey 

into his various childhood experiences in natural landscapes, Nature is “translated and 

retranslated, and thus read and re-read” (Bennington 168) in these passages depicting 

bird-nesting (The Prelude 1.301-39), boat-stealing (The Prelude 1.357-400), skating 

(The Prelude 1.424-63), boat-racing (The Prelude 1.54-69), and horse-riding (The 

Prelude 2.94-137). Nature requires Wordsworth’s translation, and by answering this 

desire Wordsworth discovers the subject matter of his poetry—that in his interaction 

with Nature there appears to him a new world, “a world […] that was fit / To be 

transmitted, and to other eyes / Made visible” (The Prelude 13.370-2).  

    What Wordsworth attempts to achieve in his poetry in which there is a good deal 

of reference to Nature is to bring about the reconciliation of languages as the 

translator endeavors to do in translation. To view Wordsworth’s relation with Nature 

in light of the concept of translation, the conventional interpretations such as the 

reciprocal relationship between the poet’s mind and Nature and the attempted union 

between the subject and the object can be considered as the reconciliation of 

languages. For Derrida, a translation contract is the hymen or marriage contract with 

which “a translation espouses the original” and “promises a kingdom to the 

reconciliation of languages” (“Des Tours de Babel” 191, 200). As an indebted 

translator who is summoned to translate by Nature, Wordsworth is expected to fulfill 

this promise of reconciliation of languages by “seal[ing] the marriage between the 

author of the ‘original’ and his own language” in his poetry (Derrida, “Des Tours de 

Babel” 176). It is Wordsworth’s task as a translator to reconcile the language of 

Nature with the language of men in his poetry so as to carry out the “high argument” 

of his grand poetic project—that is, to complete “the spousal verse / Of this great 
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consummation [between man’s mind and Nature]” (The Recluse 824, 810-1). Through 

his poetry, Wordsworth re-marks the “filial bond / Of nature that connect[s] him with 

the world” (The Prelude 2.43-4), rendering present to the eyes of the reader “an 

affinity that is never present in [the] presentation” (Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 

187). This is the reason why Abrams maintains that Wordsworth’s poetry marks a 

turning point in the history of literary development because Wordsworth transforms 

the traditional perception of the relation of man and Nature and presents a new 

expression of Nature in his poetry (The Mirror and the Lamp 103-4). The translator is 

the key person who manages to achieve the harmonious unity of languages and to 

secure the marriage contract between the original and the translation; in Wordsworth’s 

poetry, the poet assumes a similar mission in constituting the unity of the external 

world and the inner world by translating the language of Nature that is spoken in “The 

ghostly language of the ancient earth” (The Prelude 2.309) or is made audible in “the 

voice / Of mountain torrents” (The Prelude 5.383-4) into a poem which promises the 

reconciliation of languages. As a marriage contract, the translation contract gives a 

promise “to produce a child whose seed will give rise to history and growth” (Derrida, 

“Des Tours de Babel” 191) and Wordsworth’s The Prelude is the offspring of the 

consummation of man and Nature that gives rise to the history and growth of a poet’s 

mind.  

    The episode of “There was a Boy” (The Prelude 5.364-97), a widely-discussed 

passage concerning Wordsworth’s relation with Nature, might serve as a good 

example to illustrate his attempt to achieve the reconciliation of languages as a 

translator in writing The Prelude. The boy’s harmonious interaction with the natural 

surroundings depicted in this episode presents an intimate connection between man 

and Nature in which the boy makes an effort to re-mark the affinity as well as to 

constitute the reconciliation of languages. In the first two lines of this famous 
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passage—“There was a Boy: ye knew him well, ye cliffs / And islands of 

Winander!”(The Prelude 5.364-5), the acquaintance between the boy and the natural 

environment of Winander is asserted. This affirmation of their acquaintance already 

suggests a kind of kinship, a close connection or bond, between the boy and the 

natural world. Moreover, the exchange of the boy’s “mimic hootings” (The Prelude 

5.373) and the responsive calls of the owls further accentuates this close connection 

between the boy and the natural environment: 

                     —many a time 

At evening, when the earliest stars began 

To move along the edges of the hills, 

Rising or setting, would he stand alone 

Beneath the trees or by the glimmering lake, 

And there, with fingers interwoven, both hands 

Pressed closely palm to palm, and to his mouth 

Uplifted, he, as through an instrument, 

Blew mimic hootings to the silent owls, 

That they might answer him; and they would shout 

Across the watery vale, and shout again, 

Responsive to his call, with quivering peals, 

And long halloos and screams, and echoes loud, 

Redoubled and redoubled, concourse wild 

Of jocund din [.] (The Prelude 5.365-79)  

Making himself become a kind of instrument, the Boy of Winander blows through his 

hands to mimic owl-sounds so as to get the silent owls to call back, recognizing him 

as one of their own. The boy, like a translator who “[allows] his language to be 

powerfully affected by the foreign tongue” (Benjamin, “The Task of the Translator” 



Chang 55 

81), is willing to adapt himself to the voices of the owls so as to remark his close 

connection with the natural world. The responsive calls of the owls are fervent and 

joyful—they answer the boy’s hootings with “quivering peals, / And long halloos and 

screams, and echoes loud, / Redoubled and redoubled, concourse wild / Of jocund 

din” (The Prelude 5.376-9). In the redoubling of the loud echoes that reverberate in 

the watering vale and cliffs, the voice of the boy and the cries of the owls are so 

mingled together that it is difficult to distinguish the boy’s imitative hootings from the 

owls’ or to tell whether these owls are answering to the boy’s call or responding to 

other owls’ peals. This indeterminacy of the sounds between the boy and the owls 

gives rise to a sense of unity between the man and Nature which, in light of the 

concept of translation, can be interpreted as the reconciliation of languages. The voice 

of the boy and that of the owls are “interwoven” together in the “concourse wild / Of 

jocund din” (The Prelude 5.365-79). The reconciliation achieved through the 

correspondence between the boy and owls is presented here as “a Babelian event” in 

which there is “unity without any self-identity” (Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 201). 

In narrating the interaction between the boy and the owls, Wordsworth also 

attempts to fulfill the promise of reconciliation as a translator. Reading the exchange 

of sounds between the boy and the owls in this passage, we don’t know the boy’s 

intention of emulating the owls’ cry nor the meanings of their responses. However, 

none of these really matters in a translation because “[a] translation would not seek to 

say this or that, to transport this or that content, to communicate such a charge of 

meaning, but to re-mark the affinity among the languages, to exhibit its own 

possibility” (Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 187). Instead of the boy’s intention and 

the meanings of the owl’s responsive calls, the correspondence between the boy and 

the natural world which strengthens their affinity or intimate connection with each 

other is the focus of Wordsworth’s narration here. The task of Wordsworth the 
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translator in writing this episode is to affirm the existence of the reciprocal union 

between the man and Nature, subject and object.  

However, this affirmation of unity or correspondence, as Easthope points out, 

“depends on its opposite, denial and the fear that goes with that” (5). Moreover, 

“[s]ince correspondence or unity is desired and since desire originates in lack […], the 

passage [“There was a Boy”] covertly admits what it denies so 

warmly—non-correspondence, the absence of unity, separation between subject and 

object” (5). The denial of correspondence and absence of unity that Easthope brings to 

light in his analysis might refer to the silence of the owls which stop to answer the 

boy’s hootings:  

……..when a lengthened pause 

Of silence came and baffled his best skill, 

Then sometimes, in that silence while he hung 

Listening, a gentle shock of mild surprise 

Has carried far into his heart the voice 

Of mountain torrents; or the visible scene 

Would enter unawares into his mind,  

With all its solemn imagery, its rocks, 

Its woods, and that uncertain heaven, received 

Into the bosom of the steady lake. (The Prelude 5.379-88)  

The long silence of the owls not only baffles the boy’s best skill in imitating their 

hootings, but also dissolves the unity between man and Nature bound in the resonance 

of the sounds. This very loss of correspondence or “a dialogue full of echo and joyful 

exchange” (de Man, The Rhetoric of Romanticism 51) might well indicate the boy’s 

failure in fulfilling the reconciliation of languages as a translator, but we should bear 

in mind that “[a] translation never succeeds in the pure and absolute sense of the 
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[reconciliation]” but “succeeds in promising success, in promising reconciliation” 

(Derrida, The Ear of the Other 123). The interaction between the boy and the owls 

succeeds in promising the reconciliation, the unity between man and Nature, despite 

its transience. Even though the Boy of Winander might seemingly be unable to fulfill 

his task as a translator at that time, Wordsworth takes upon himself this task and 

endeavors to fulfill the promise of reconciliation in narrating the story of this boy. In 

Wordsworth’s narration, the silence comes after the wild concourse of echoes 

strengthens the unity between man and Nature because of the boy’s awareness of “the 

voice / Of mountain torrents” (The Prelude 5.383-4) which escaped his ear moments 

ago. With “a gentle shock of mild surprise” (The Prelude 5.382), the boy feels himself 

connected with a wider universe, for now the visible scenes of “its solemn imagery, its 

rocks, / Its woods, and that uncertain heaven” are “received / Into the bosom of the 

steady lake” of his mind (The Prelude 5.386-87, 387-8). The unity between man and 

Nature is achieved in another way or at another level as Jon Cooks states that “the 

ensuing silence precipitates a deepening awareness of what is around [the boy], a new 

sensing of what is there [from the foreground (the sound of owls) to the background 

(the voice of mountain torrents)] (43). Wordsworth manages to accomplish what the 

boy failed to do then by narrating his story as a “survivor or agent of [sur-vival]” 

(Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 179) who continues to live on and to translate Nature 

and its relation with man after the death of the boy at twelve (The Prelude 5.389-90).  

 

IV. Conclusion 

    To sum up, Wordsworth’s writing of The Prelude is related not merely to his 

translation contract with Nature but also to that with the fellow poet, Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge. Indebted to Nature for the “interchange / Of peace and excitation” (The 

Prelude 13.5-6), Wordsworth is gifted with acute creative sensibility to be “A 
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sensitive being, a creative soul” (The Prelude 12.207; Wordsworth’s emphasis) to 

write poetry that would dwell “in the hearts of men / Now living, or to live in future 

years” (The Prelude 1.164-5). It becomes Wordsworth’s task to translate Nature into 

poetry so as to acquit his debt to it. Accordingly, Wordsworth is then destined to his 

life-long undertaking of writing poetry. Wordsworth’s translation contract with 

Coleridge, on the other hand, prompts Wordsworth to establish his name as a great 

poet to “speak / A lasting inspiration, sanctified / By reason, blest by faith” (The 

Prelude 14.446-8). Nature has nursed Wordsworth with the creative sensibility for 

assuming the role of a poet in her demand for translation, and Coleridge requires 

Wordsworth to put what he’s learned from Nature into practice—that is, to compose 

The Recluse as a philosophic poem in which The Prelude serves as an introductory 

poem. To prove himself deserves the name of a poet so as to “build up a Poet’s praise” 

(The Prelude 1.157), Wordsworth has to translate not only the natural universe that 

surrounds him but also his own proper name in order to constitute his identity as a 

poet.  

 

 

 


