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Chapter Three 

An Everlasting Signature Event:  

The Prelude as Wordsworth’s Otobiography 

 

And now, O Friend! this history is brought 

To its appointed close: the discipline 

And consummation of a Poet's mind, 

In everything that stood most prominent, 

Have faithfully been pictured; we have reached 

The time (our guiding object from the first) 

When we may, not presumptuously, I hope, 

Suppose my powers so far confirmed, and such 

My knowledge, as to make me capable 

Of building up a Work that shall endure. 

                                   —William Wordsworth, The Prelude 

 

[I]t is the ear of the other that signs. The ear of the other who says me to 

me and constitutes the autos of my autobiography. When, much later, the 

other will have perceived with a keen-enough ear what I wil have 

addressed or destined to him or her, then my signature will have taken 

place. 

                                   —Jacques Derrida, The Ear of the Other 

 

I. Introduction 

    Not only because of its artistic achievement in English literary history as one of 

the representative Romantic poems, The Prelude has also accumulated a great number 

of critical essays due to its autobiographical nature. The autobiographical feature of 

The Prelude cannot be easily ignored either from its subtitle, “Growth of a Poet’s 

Mind/ An Autobiographical Poem,” or from Wordsworth’s own statement in “The 

Preface to The Excursion 1814” that: “The preparatory poem [The Prelude] is 

biographical, and conducts the history of the Author’s mind to the point when he was 

emboldened to hope that his faculties were sufficiently mature for entering upon the 
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arduous labour which he had proposed to himself” (The Prose Works 3: 5). 

Responding to the conspicuous self-referential quality of The Prelude, critics have 

investigated this long poem with various approaches as a reservoir of abundant 

themes pertaining to the discussions of autobiographical writing. Undertaking a 

relatively historical-oriented approach, some critics concentrate their analysis of The 

Prelude on the comparison between the narrative of the poet’s life and the external 

historical facts of this very poet “[n]o major poet before or since has insisted so much 

on the autobiographical experience behind his poetry” (Waldoff 15). In this type of 

research, the critics’ main concern lies in the concept of autobiotraphical intention 

which is drawn on to “resolve the intractable problem of ‘referentiality’—that is, the 

kind and degree of ‘truth’ that can be expected from autobiographical writing” 

(Marcus 3). The distinction between truth and fiction is much emphasized, and only 

when these critics who adopt this approach disclose what Wordsworth wants and 

means to say in The Prelude, that is, the autobiographical truth confessed by the poet 

in this poem, can they attain the meaning of this work and determine its literary value 

and critical reception.  

    The profound correlation between the act of writing and the formation of 

self-identity, in addition to the problem of referentiality, is another vital theme 

pervading the discussions of autobiography, and critics interested in this correlation 

undertake their analysis to probe the question of the problematic subjectivity in 

autobiographical writing. In the eyes of those critics who follow psychoanalytical 

approaches, The Prelude is particularly rich in plenteous materials about the intricate 

connection between the constitution of a unified subject and the narrative of a 

personal history which involves the redemptive power of past memory and the 

incessant quest for origin. Paul Jay, for instance, reads The Prelude as Wordsworth’s 

self-analysis in verse form and associates his continual rewriting of this poem with 



Chang 100 

repetition compulsion which reveals Wordsworth’s intense desire to restore his poetic 

power and recapture lost time in order to confirm his identity as a poet (75-77). On 

the other hand, both the notion of derealization in cognitive psychology and the 

subject-object dialectic illustrated in Lacan’s theory of the mirror stage are applied by 

Antony Easthope to explain Wordsworth’s quest for the continuity of the self in The 

Prelude and other poems (38-52). 

    For the poststructural critics, The Prelude as an autobiographical poem enables 

them to investigate some “unanswerable questions” in the study of autobiography 

such as the problem of the genre, the distinction between fiction and autobiography, 

the textuality of the unified subject, and the function of the author (Anderson 12). 

Paul de Man is a distinguished figure among poststructural critics who manage their 

investigation of The Prelude as an autobiographical poem. In his much-cited essay on 

autobiography entitled “Autobiography as De-Facement,” de Man calls into question 

the categorization of autobiography as a literary genre concerning the undecidable 

distinction between fiction and autobiography. Moreover, the presumably unmediated, 

unified, and transcendent Romantic self that is exemplified in Wordsworth’s The 

Prelude is “fatally divided, threatened by representation, forced to summon up 

rhetorically the ghosts of a self they can never hope to be” (Anderson 14), because 

autobiography, in terms of de Man, “veils a defacement of the mind of which is it 

itself the cause” (“Autobiography” 81).1 An important groundwork of poststructural 

interventions in the study of autobiography, “Autobiography as De-Facement” 

becomes almost imperative in this field and provokes numerous critical responses 

with reference to de Man’s reading and interpretation of Wordsworth’s 

                                                 
1  Even though the exemplary autobiographical text de Man examines in “Autobiography as 
De-Facement” is Wordsworth’s Essays upon Epitaphs, de Man also makes reference to episodes 
extracted from The Prelude, such as the Drowned Man and the Boy of Winander episodes, to 
demonstrate his argument.  
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autobiographical writing.2 

    The Prelude also takes a significant place in feminist theory of autobiographical 

writing which interrogates the questions of the male genius, the masculine subject, 

literary commodity, and professional authorship. Autobiography, Linda Anderson 

remarks, “has been one of the most important sites of feminist debate precisely 

because it demonstrates that there are many different ways of writing the subject” (87), 

and The Prelude has become the test ground for feminist critics to conduct their 

various investigations in the study of autobiography. In Representing Femininity: 

Middle-Class Subjectivity in Victorian and Edwardian Women’s Autobiography which 

“aims to contest the boundaries of genre, gender, and the autobiographical tradition,” 

The Prelude is of cardinal importance as an exemplar of “the masculine cannon of 

nineteenth-century autobiography” to provide insight into the interrelation of 

poet-genius, true authorship, and socio-historical circumstances during that period of 

time (Corbett 3, 10). Mary Jacobus’s Romanticism, Writing and Sexual Difference: 

Essays on The Prelude copes with the issue of sexual difference in Wordsworth’s 

writing with discussions on the Vaudracour and Julia episode, the Maid of Buttermere, 

and Wordsworth’s education scheme in The Prelude. No matter which approach is 

adopted by critics to undertake their reading of The Prelude, it is undeniable that this 

long poem on the growth of a great poet in English literary history not only plays a 

primary role in constituting the paradigm of modern autobiographical writing but also 

wields great influence on later writers interested in this literary mode of writing. 

    Following my argument about the link between The Prelude and Derrida’s 

concept of translation in previous chapters, I attempt to conduct my reading of The 

Prelude in this chapter on the basis of Derrida’s innovative idea of autobiography as 

                                                 
2 Jon Cook’s “Paul de Man and Imaginative Consolation in The Prelude,” for instance, rereads de 
Man’s notions of prospopoeia and specular structure and challenges his interpretation of the Boy of 
Winander episode.  
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otobiography which is closely associated with his discussion on translation. The 

subsequent section of this chapter will be devoted to the explication of the 

relationship among translation, autobiography, and otobiography pertaining to the 

unique structures of the proper name and the signature in Derrida’s discussion about 

them.3 In order to gain insight into Derrida’s redefinition of autobiography as 

otobiography, it is necessary for us to grasp the interrelation of the proper name, the 

signature and writing in his discussion on autobiography and translation. Therefore, 

the first part of the following section will focus on the vital roles both the proper name 

and the signature play in Derrida’s discussion on autobiography pertaining to the 

constitution of self-identity. Later on, this chapter means to explain the significant and 

necessary participation of the other in the nominal contract which is made in the 

writing of autobiography. Redefined by Derrida’s emphasis on the involvement of the 

other in the process of composition, autobiography is transformed into otobiography 

that awaits the signature of the other to recognize the name and confirm the signature 

of the writer. 

    The Prelude as Wordsworth’s otobiography will be put into examination in the 

next section of this chapter. First, the compositional structure of The Prelude as a 

dialogue between Wordsworth and Coleridge will be investigated as its manifest 

otobiographical feature. Here, I intend to prove that Coleridge’s role as the ideal 

auditor of Wordsworth’s poem on his life demonstrates a nominal contract between 

these two poets like the one between the addresser and the addressee in the 

                                                 
3 For the purpose of clarification, I feel obligated to explain my usage of some key terms employed 
throughout this chapter. A distinction between autobiography and otobiography should be borne in 
mind. I will use autobiography to describe the specific mode of writing which, in a more conventional 
sense, puts emphasis on autonomy, singularity, wholeness, and self-closure. My usage of otobiography 
is founded on Derrida’s interpretation of autobiography in The Ear of the Other, and this term is 
employed to accentuate the necessary involvement of the other in the process of self-representation. In 
this chapter, I still make use of terms like “autobiographical ‘I’” and “autobiographical signature” in 
my analysis, and they are employed to indicate the assumed autonomy of writing subject and the 
singularity of the signature which shall be debunked while examined in the context of otobiography. 
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otobiography. The role of Dorothy Wordsworth, another frequently addressed listener 

in The Prelude, will also be examined as the other who is engaged in a nominal 

contract with Wordsworth and whose keen ear hears and confirms Wordsworth’s 

unified self-identity as a poet. Moreover, my contention that Dorothy is the important 

other whose deciphering ear is demanded by Wordsworth to constitute and assert his 

identity as a poet will go even further to claim that the existence of Dorothy as the 

other is already implied in the pervasive “I” in The Prelude. Wordsworth’s role as the 

other will make up the focal point of the analysis in the last part of this chapter. The 

division of Wordsworth’s autobiographical “I” in The Prelude will be discussed in 

terms of Wordsworth’s nominal contract with his own other self to achieve the double 

affirmation in otobiography. Wordsworth has to address to his other self, the past self, 

as “a needful part” to his existence in order to reconcile the differences, to mend the 

gap, and then to present the continuity of his self-identity as a creative poet (The 

Prelude 1.348). Reading The Prelude in view of Derrida’s redefinition of 

autobiography as otobiography, I endeavor to argue that The Prelude is an everlasting 

signature event which, taking place across the boundaries of time and space, calls for 

the ear and signature of the other in order to recognize and affirm Wordsworth’s 

identity as a creative and worthy poet whose voice will always be heard and 

understood. 

 

II. Translation and Autobiography 

    The theme of autobiography takes an indispensable role in Derrida’s discussion 

of translation. The insight gained from Derrida’s discussion on translation and 

autobiography especially about the otobigraphical nature of autobiographical writing, 

I believe, will cast a new light on the interpretation of Wordsworth’s The Prelude. I 

would like to argue that The Prelude is not so much an autobiographical poem that is 
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monologic and self-sufficient as an otobiographical poem that requires the keen ear of 

the other to listen to and to sign with the poet so as to produce a work that will make 

the poet’s name worthy. 

 

2.1 Proper Name and Signature in Autobiography 

    Autobiography, a much debated mode of writing in literary criticism and 

philosophical discussion, constitutes an important theme throughout Derrida’s works.4 

In her book dedicated to the exploration of the theory and practice of autobiography, 

Linda Anderson states that “Autobiography has been at the center of the debates, 

which, drawing on mainly French theories of psychoanalysis, poststructuralism and 

feminism, have interrogated the self-evident nature of the subject and knowledge” (6). 

Derrida is one of those major writers of poststructuralist theory whom Anderson 

focuses on in her book, and according to her observation Derrida “goes one step 

further [than Roland Barthes’s rejection of autobiographical convention in writing a 

fragmented autobiography] and scatters autobiography as a motif or theme throughout 

his work” (Anderson 79). Indeed, Derrida’s interest in and commentary on the theme 

of autobiography are shown in his various works concerning the questions of writing, 

identity and other related issues, and the book, The Ear of the Other, which is 

composed of Derrida’s article on the teaching and writing of autobiography as well as 

two roundtable discussions respectively on autobiography and translation, particularly 

provides us access to the unique interrelation between translation and autobiography 

in Derrida’s works.  

    The close interrelation between translation and autobiography recognized by 

Derrida in The Ear of the Other is built upon their overlapping reference to the 

                                                 
4 For a detailed and comprehensive study of the relation between Derrida’s critical and philosophical 
thinking and autobiography, see Robert Smith’s Derrida and Autobiography. 
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relation of writing and identity with regards to the proper name and the signature. 

Chairing the roundtable discussion on translation, Claude Lévesque points out the 

relation between autobiography and the translation in Derrida’s thinking:  

There are obvious links between autobiography, […] and translation […]. 

Autobiography—the autobiographical genre—has something to do with 

genealogy and with the proper name. This work on the proper name, on 

all that is invested in it, represents an attempt to inscribe the unique in 

the system of language, and the narrative account in the concept. The 

point is that translation cannot help meeting on its way the problem of the 

proper name and the question of idiomatic language within the body of 

writing. (Derrida, The Ear of the Other 93; my emphasis) 

To talk about translation, according to Lévesque’s observation, it is impossible to 

leave out the problem of the proper name and the question of writing. As a unique 

mode of writing on the proper name, autobiography signifies the autobiographer’s 

desire to obtain the recognition of his/her name as a legitimate and capable writer, 

occupying an important position in literary genealogy. Autobiography, in view of this 

observation, makes available the grounds for discussion on translation in association 

with the topics of writing, identity, and the proper name. 

    For Derrida, the theme of autobiography is so immersed in the inquiry of the 

proper name that it is quite impossible to discuss this particular mode of writing 

without speaking of the questions of translation. As a matter of fact, it is the inquiry of 

the proper name that bridges together autobiography and translation in Derrida’s 

discussion about these two topics. According to Derrida, one’s identity is accredited 

under the conditions that not only one’s name is written but at the same time one takes 

the action of writing his/her own name—“only that which is written gives me 

existence by naming me” (Writing and Difference 70). Writing is thus comprehended 
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as an act of naming one’s existence and identity.5 The connection between naming 

and identity is even more observable in autobiography which is involved not only 

with the question of the proper name but also with that of the signature—the written 

form of the proper name. To read autobiography and to be able to explain the 

problems in the study of autobiography, Derrida believes that “a new analysis of the 

proper name and the signature” must be taken into account (The Ear of the Other 5). 

    The relation of the signature to autobiography consists in their mutual insistence 

upon propriety. The stressed prefix “auto” in autobiography, on the one hand, 

indicates the “I” inscribed in this mode of writing, the self-creating and self-same 

subject whose pervasive existence emphasizes the propriety and property of the 

written work to its author with the proof of his/her own signature. On the other hand, 

the act of signing imparts the signer’s attempt to “reappropriate the propriety always 

already lost in the [proper] name itself” with the “I-here-now” implied in the signature 

(Bennington 150).6 In view of this relation between the signature and autobiography, 

Derrida, who reads Ecce Homo as Nietzsche’s autobiography, argues that Nietzsche 

“has taken out a loan with himself and has implicated us in this transaction through 

                                                 
5 For Derrida, the interrelationship of writing, naming, and identity is quite contradictory. Derrida 
argues that “[i]t is […] simultaneously true that things come into existence and lose existence by being 
named. Sacrifice of existence to the word […] but also the consecration of existence by the word” 
(Writing and Difference 70). The existence of a unique identity depends on writing and naming, but 
both of them get caught in a contradictory double bind—they simultaneously indicate the presence and 
the absence of the person who is named and writes. 
6 The loss of the propriety that a proper name should lay a strong claim to results from its own peculiar 
manner of functioning properly as a proper name. The proper name means to certify the unique 
existence of its bearer, and it is a name that should only belong to and be used by its bearer alone. 
However, the proper name should also be able to name its bearer even after his or her death, and to 
function in the absence of its bearer means that its bearer does not claim the propriety exclusively to 
himself or herself—in other words, the proper name will still function properly in the hands of other 
people. Therefore, “[t]he mark which identities me, which makes me me rather than anyone else, 
depropriates me immediately by announcing my death, separating me a priori from the same self it 
constitutes or secure” (Bennington 148). The signature, as the written form of the proper name, 
attempts to capture the now-and-here at the moment of signing, providing evidence for the presence of 
the signer and claiming the absolute propriety of the signed text to this signer. Nevertheless, the 
propriety that the signature intends to secure becomes problematic as well when the repeatability of the 
signature is required to make the signature function properly. For more discussions elaborated by 
Bennington on the relation between the proper name and the signature, see pages 104-114 and pages 
148-166 in Jacques Derrida. 
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what, on the force of a signature, remains of his text” (The Ear of the Other 8; 

Derrida’s emphasis). Similarly, every autobiography, like Nietzsche’s Ecce Homo, 

should also possess that force of its autobiographer’s signature which would make the 

text exclusively his or hers, guaranteeing a unified agency of expression as well as the 

originality of the text. Above all, the primary endeavor of the signature is to “catch up 

again the proper we have seen depropriate itself immediately in the [proper] name” in 

writing (Bennington 150). Therefore, the efforts invested in writing an autobiography 

are meant to inscribe one’s own proper name in the system of language in the form 

and with the force of the signature so that the propriety and the property of this proper 

name would distinguish its name-bearer from others by a unique identity in the 

domains of language and writing.  

 

2.2 Autobiography as Otobiography: the Nominal Contract with the Other 

  Critics interested in the study of autobiography have encountered difficulties in 

reaching consensus on the definition of autobiography. Despite the miscellaneous 

definitions, one thing for certain is that autobiography has something to do with 

identity. Generally speaking, a unitary and fixed individual identity is presumed to be 

constructed out of the composition of autobiography which should validate “the 

supposed identification between the author, the narrator, [and] the anterior ‘I’ (or 

character)” (Sirvent 472). Philippe Lejeune made a similar argument in “The 

Autobiographical Contract” in which he contends that there must be “identity between 

the author, the narrator, and the protagonist” in autobiography and this identical 

likeness will be verified by the honored signature of the autobiographer (193; 

Lejeune’s emphasis). In this manner, autobiography is regarded as a purely 

self-referential writing, a narrative of self-closure which is sealed with the 

autobiographer’s signature that guarantees the singularity and propriety of this 
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narrative to the signer because its distinctive function consists in producing the effects 

of not only maintaining “the transcendental form of nowness (maintenance)” but also 

producing “the absolute singularity of the event” in writing (Derrida, Margins of 

Philosophy 328).  

    For Derrida, however, autobiography is by no means purely self-referential nor is 

it dissociable from the relation with the other. The recognition of the decisive 

importance and the unique nature of both the proper name and the signature in 

Derrida’s perception of autobiography will manifest why for Derrida autobiography is 

never a purely self-referential writing with absolute propriety and singularity to its 

writer and should be redefined as otobiography with the emphasis on the necessary 

involvement of the other. On the one hand, the writing of the autobiography is 

inevitably under the influence of the double bind of the proper name—the 

requirement of uniqueness is intertwined with a demand for translation which is a 

contract, “the hymen or the alliance in the language of the other” (Derrida, “Living 

On: Border Lines” 77; Derrida’s emphasis). On the other hand, the signature as the 

written mark is “very poor security for the authenticity of writing” (Bennington 153). 

Even though the signature appears to provide a solid proof for the presence of the 

signer at the moment of signing, the presence of the signer is never pure but is always 

“already contaminated by [its] alterity, already in some sense the other’s signature” 

(162). These paradoxical effects generated by the signature do not escape Derrida’s 

scrutiny when he remarks that:  

The condition of possibility for these effects is simultaneously, once again, 

the condition of their impossibility, of the impossibility of their rigorous 

purity. In order to function, that is, in order to be legible, a signature must 

have a repeatable, iterable, imitable form, it must be able to detach itself 

from the present and singular intention of its production. It is its 
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sameness which, in altering its identity and singularity, divides the seal. 

(Derrida, Margins of Philosophy 328-9; my emphasis).  

This is the paradox of the signature whose validity and legibility depend upon its 

necessary repeatability which alters its identity and singularity. In order to function 

properly, the signature must resign its absolute purity and singularity, yielding itself to 

be repeated, iterated and imitated in the hands of the other. 

    So interwoven in the questions of the proper name and the signature, 

autobiography takes the form as a nominal contract which is inseverable with the 

other. The proper name and the signature, two crucial elements of Derrida’s 

discussion on autobiography, dismantle the supposed self-referential and self-enclosed 

nature of autobiography. Both the proper name and the signature demand an 

inseparable relation with the other despite the desire embedded in their very structures 

to maintain its propriety and singularity. The proper name requires other’s translation 

for recognition and the signature calls up the other’s countersignature for legibility. As 

a result, the autobiography is not purely self-referential, self-centered, and self-same. 

On the contrary, autobiography is always already doubled and in relation to the other 

because “it is the ear of the other that signs [;] [t]he ear of the other says me to me and 

constitutes the autos of my autobiography” (Derrida, The Ear of the Other 51; 

Derrida’s emphasis). Thus, autobiography understood in light of Derrida’s perception 

transforms from autobiography which is in the main recognized as an act of 

self-engendering to otobiography which requires the other to hear and read the story 

of the autobiographer. “[A] text is signed only much later by the other” (Derrida, The 

Ear of the Other 51) and this relation to the other ensures the possibility of reading 

and understanding, the chance to be read and known by the other. Like every text 

which answers to this “testamentary structure” (Derrida, The Ear of the Other 51), 

autobiography “is never closed upon itself, in spite of the effort of the signatory who 
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wants to appropriate it” (Bennington 163). Far from telling one’s life simply and 

exclusively to oneself, the writing of the autobiography is always indebted to other’s 

hearing and reading, awaiting other’s translation and countersignature. Therefore, my 

story about my life must pass through “the labyrinth of the ear” and it is actually the 

ear of the other, according to Derrida, which says “me to me” (Derrida, The Ear of the 

Other 11, 51). It is only under this condition in which an alliance or a contract is made 

between the writer and the other that the autobiography will take place—in other 

words, only with a nominal contract with the other can the name inscribed in the 

pages be understood and the signature signed be complete and effective. Therefore, 

autobiography is redefined as otobiography which enables the writer to enter a 

nominal contract with the other to fulfill the desire for achieving self-knowledge and 

completing self-constitution. 

 

III. The Prelude as Otobiography 

    Autobiography, according to Linda Anderson, has become “an important testing 

ground for critical controversies about a range of ideas including authorship, selfhood, 

representation, and the division between fact and fiction” (1-2). The Prelude is not 

absent from this fervent debate on autobiography and it participates as one of the 

paradigms of modern Romantic autobiographies which set the precedent for later 

autobiographical texts. The significance of The Prelude in the study of autobiography, 

to quote Paul Jay’s statement, lies in that: “there is no other self-reflexive work of the 

early Romantic period that more clearly articulates the potential uses of [the evolving 

form of self-reflexive literature], but which at the same time exemplifies philosophical 

and compositional problems that will extend well into the modern period” (32-3). The 

Prelude certainly plays a noteworthy role in the surveys of autobiographical theory 

over the years which attempts to cope with those paradoxical and contentious issues 



Chang 111 

such as self-representation, identity, and authorship. In this chapter, I will conduct my 

analysis of The Prelude on the basis of Derrida’s redefinition of autobiography as 

otobiography. I intend to call for a re-reading of The Prelude as Wordsworth’s 

otobiography whose composition leads to an everlasting signature event which never 

ceases to call for the ear and signature of the other across the limits of time and space 

in order to make Wordsworth’s name be recognized and affirmed as a creative and 

worthy poet. 

 

3.1 Coleridge and Dorothy as the Other 

    The Prelude, written by Wordsworth as a poem on the growth of his mind so as 

to look for self-knowledge, self-identity and self-realization, is generally considered 

an autobiographical poem in the conventional sense. Examining the autobiographical 

theme in Wordsworth’s poetry, Antony Easthope remarks that “The Prelude clearly 

purports to represent in the poem aspects of the life of the historical William 

Wordsworth (1770-1850)” (54). “Coupled with the rather literal-minded assumptions 

about authorial intention made by conventional criticism,” Easthope argues, “the 

autobiographical feature [of The Prelude] has led to discussion of where and in what 

aspects the poem is telling the truth about Wordsworth” (54). The Prelude, however, is 

not limited to the traditional interpretation of the autobiography in which the 

autobiographer alone can produce the autobiographical effects of presenting an 

unmediated and stabilized self-identity. The Prelude can be read in a new light based 

on Derrida’s redefinition of autobiography as otobiography which is in principle 

composed by a nominal contract with the other, with whom the writer constructs his 

or her identity. 

    The otobiographical feature of The Prelude can be recognized in the dialogic 

nature of its narrative structure. “Listen to me! For I am thus and thus. Do not, above 
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all, confound me with that I am not!” (Nietzsche 3; Nietzsche’s emphasis) This 

apostrophe by Nietzsche in the forward of Ecce Homo induces Derrida to 

reconceptualize autobiography as otobiography in which the act of telling one’s life to 

oneself—“I tell myself my life” (7)—requires a keen ear of the other to “say me to me 

and constitutes the autos of my autobiography” (Derrida, The Ear of the Other 51). In 

The Prelude, a poem in which his life is retraced by and related to himself in 

retrospection, Wordsworth also calls for the other’s keen ear to say who he is and to 

constitute his self identity. Wordsworth’s invocation of the other’s ear to hear his story 

and to recognize his identity is revealed in the dialogic narrative structure of The 

Prelude, and this particular narrative design should allow us to read The Prelude as 

Wordsworth’s otobiography.  

According to Wordsworth, The Prelude, a poem with an alarming length, 

becomes “a thing unprecedented in literary history that a man should talk so much 

about himself” (de Selincourt, Letters 1: 586 ), and this long story of a poet’s life is 

addressed to Coleridge, the “Beloved Friend,” to whom this poem is presented as a 

gift. At the outset of drafting The Prelude as “the poem to Coleridge,” Wordsworth 

designs this poem as a dialogue between Coleridge and himself. Despite 

Wordsworth’s continuous revision of The Prelude over fifty years, the imagined 

dialogue between these two fellow poets remains the controlling narrative structure of 

this poem. Structurally speaking, the function of Wordsworth’s addressing to 

Coleridge throughout The Prelude is meant to “comment on the poem’s progress, or 

to signal pauses and regressions” (Jacobus, “‘Dithyrambic Fervour’” 140). However, 

the dialogue between Wordsworth and Coleridge in The Prelude serves a more 

important function than merely organizing the compositional structure. In the 

concluding remarks of Book First, Wordsworth writes:  

          One end at least hath been attained; my mind 
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          Hath been revived, and if this genial mood 

          Desert me not, forthwith shall be brought down 

          Through later years the story of my life. 

          The road lies plain before me;—’tis a theme 

          Single and of determined bounds; and hence 

          I choose it rather at this time, than work 

          Of ampler or more varied argument, 

          Where I might be discomfited and lost: 

          And certain hopes are with me, that to thee 

          This labour will be welcome, honoured Friend! (The Prelude 1.636-46) 

For Wordsworth, the story of his life, the chosen theme of his poetic task, depends 

upon Coleridge’s willingness to hearing so as to validate its worth, granting it as a 

welcomed gift. When this history of a poet’s life is about to be brought to its 

termination in The Prelude, Wordsworth once again invokes the hearing of Coleridge 

(The Prelude 14.410-4), requesting for this dear friend’s approval to justify the merits 

of his poetic work in which,  

 [o]f genius, power,  

Creation and divinity itself 

[he has] been speaking, for [his] theme has been 

What passed within [him]. (The Prelude 3.173-6) 

For Wordsworth, The Prelude in which the genesis and perturbations of his creative 

mind has been faithfully traced is “[a] story destined for [Coleridge’s] ear” (The 

Prelude 11.375). Only with Coleridge’s acceptance and approval can Wordsworth 

obtain a sense of credit and fulfillment about what he has done in the past and thus 

gain a sense of confidence about what he is capable of doing in the future.  

    The dialogic nature of The Prelude as a poem destined for Coleridge’s ear places 
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this fellow poet in the position of the significant other whose ear will not only sign 

with Wordsworth’s signature but also constitute the “auto,” the self of Wordsworth’s 

autobiographical poem. According to Derrida’s interpretation, otobiography is a 

literary practice of signing the self in the writing, and the completion of this practice 

requires the other’s hearing and countersignature to make it come into effect. The 

Prelude, the poem which Wordsworth composes in order to attain “both literary 

legitimacy and a desired subjectivity” (Corbett 11), calls for Coleridge’s hearing and 

countersignature in Wordsworth’s dialogic narrative design. To fulfill the promises of 

literary genius and autonomous selfhood, Wordsworth has to enter a nominal contract 

with Coleridge in writing The Prelude as his otobiographical poem. It is because, in 

view of Derrida’s observation, the autobiographical signature is never singular and 

self-sufficient as it is usually expected or taken for granted in the general assumption. 

The identity which Wordsworth attempts to constitute through his autobiographical 

signature in The Prelude—a capable and independent man worthy of the name of 

poet—demands Coleridge’s countersignature to make it recognized and complete. 

Addressing Coleridge, Wordsworth feels that he shouldn’t be silent with his heroic 

argument on speaking of his life and claiming the name of poet for himself: 

With such a theme,  

Coleridge! with this my argument, of thee 

Shall I be silent? O capacious Soul! 

Placed on this earth to love and understand, 

And from thy presence shed the light of love, 

Shall I be mute, ere thou be spoken of? (The Prelude 14.275-80) 

Wordsworth pleads for Coleridge’s hearing and countersignature as the affirmation 

rather than denial of what he has inscribed in The Prelude. The allied force of 

Wordsworth’s signature and Coleridge’s countersignature should bring about the 
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double affirmation, the “yes, yes,” in the nominal contract of otobiography, giving 

him credit of his poetic power and autonomous selfhood. 

On the side of The Prelude’s destined addressee, Coleridge does lend his ear to 

Wordsworth and answer his call for recognition and approval. Coleridge’s 

countersignature and credit to Wordsworth are provided in the poem entitled “To 

William Wordsworth” which is composed in response to Wordsworth’s recitation of 

The Prelude to him. In “To William Wordsworth,” Coleridge depicts himself as “a 

devout Child” (101) listening to the song of Wordsworth, who is recognized not only 

as a “great Bard” (40) but also as “my Comforter! My Guide! / Strong in thyself and 

powerful to give strength” (108-9). “The ear of the other says me to me and 

constitutes the autos of my autobiography. When, much later, the other will have 

perceived with a keen-enough ear what I will have addressed or destined to him or her, 

then my signature will have taken place” (Derrida, The Ear of the Other 51). The 

Prelude, the poem called by Wordsworth both as “the Poem on my own life” (de 

Selincourt, Letters 1.586) and “the Poem to Coleridge” (Gill, William Wordsworth: 

The Prelude 15), is then heard and received by the keen ear of Coleridge, who, in the 

responding poem “To William Wordsworth,” constitutes this friend’s identity as a 

great poet singing “a sweet continuous Song” of the profound truth (Coleridge, “To 

William Wordsworth” 52),  

                                     in the Choir 

          Of ever-enduring Men. The Truly Great 

          Have all one Age, and from one visible space 

          Shed influence: for they, both power and act, 

          Are permanent, and Time is not with them, 

          Save as it worketh for them, they in it” (40-7). 

Coleridge’s keen-enough ear answers Wordsworth’s call for hearing, recognizing his 
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voice singing a timeless song in the “Choir / Of ever-enduring Men” and endorses 

Wordsworth’s project of writing The Prelude to “constitute the poet and to permit 

Wordsworth himself to join the ranks of Homer, the great thunderer, of the Bible, [and] 

Milton” (Jacobus, “‘Dithyrambic Fervour’” 138-9). 

    In addition to Coleridge, the ideal auditor of Wordsworth’s poem on his life, 

there are other addressees who participate in the nominal contract of writing 

otobiography in The Prelude. In Wordsworth: Language as Counter-Spirit, Frances 

Ferguson undertakes the analysis of the relationship between Wordsworth and 

Coleridge in The Prelude as the addressor and the addressee and he upholds that 

Coleridge is portrayed by Wordsworth as “an emblem of the reader who refuses to see 

the story of ‘The Growth of a Poet’s Mind,’ the ‘poem to Coleridge,’ as merely a 

collection of dead letters” (149). This indebtedness to the addressee for meaning and 

existence in writing does not escape Derrida’s perception in his discussion on 

otobiography regarding the countersignature of the other. “[T]he signature will take 

place on the addressee’s side,” writes Derrida who continues to explicate that it is “on 

the side of him or her whose ear will be keen enough to hear my name, for example, 

or to understand my signature, that with which I sign” (Derrida, The Ear of the Other 

50). In order to prevent The Prelude from becoming “merely a collection of dead 

letters” (Ferguson, Wordsworth: Language as Counter-Spirit 149) and to make his 

autobiographical signature take place, Wordsworth relies on the other as a reader and 

a counter-signer to provide meaning to his otobiographical poem so as to lend 

existence to a desired identity as a poet which appears to be self-generating and 

self-sustaining, “stand[ing] unpropped” without helper in the state of singleness (The 

Prelude 3.230).7 Dorothy, the “dear Sister” of Wordsworth, is yet another addressee 

                                                 
7  In The Mysteries of Identity: A Theme in Modern Literature, Robert Langbaum states that 
“Wordsworth establishes the model of the modern self-creating, self-regarding identity” (47). However, 
this model of self-creating and self-regarding identity discovered in Wordsworth’s poetry, especially 
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in The Prelude who assumes the duty as the destined reader and entrusted signer of 

lending meaning and providing a countersignature in this otobiographical poem.  

    Dorothy Wordsworth occupies the important position as the deciphering ear 

which constitutes Wordsworth’s unified self-identity in The Prelude. In addition to 

Coleridge whose presence and hearing are appealed to in the most parts of The 

Prelude, Dorothy is another frequently addressed listener and counter-signer in this 

poem who contributes to the establishment of Wordsworth’s self identity as a poet. In 

The Prelude, the attendance of this “beloved Sister” (14.335) is most welcomed and 

cherished by Wordsworth when he proclaims that:  

          Thanks to the bounteous Giver of all good!— 

          That the beloved Sister in whose sight 

          Those days were passed, now speaking in a voice 

          Of sudden admonition—like a brook  

          That did but cross a lonely road, and now 

          Is seen, heard, felt, and caught at every turn,  

          Companion never lost through many a league— 

          Maintained for me a saving intercourse 

With my true self[.] (The Prelude 11.334-42; Wordsworth’s emphasis)  

Days passing when Wordsworth was in a quandary are thus confirmed as bound to the 

continuity of the self by Dorothy whose sight observes them as the meanderings of the 

brook. The importance of Dorothy’s presence to Wordsworth is made known in the 

penultimate lines of the quotation: she holds “a saving intercourse” with his “true 

self” for Wordsworth who, in his crisis of identity, is perplexed with who he is and 

what he is capable of doing due to the contradictions and vexations encountered in his 

                                                                                                                                            
The Prelude, reveals the necessary involvement and support of the other when this identity is examined 
in relation with the proper name and the signature in light of Derrida’s discussion on otobiography.  
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life, a long journey on “a lonely road” he cannot but take to search for its meaning and 

purpose. 

    Wordsworth’s description of his reunion with Dorothy after a long and desolate 

separation in Book Sixth of The Prelude is worth investigation to probe for Dorothy’s 

vital contribution towards the maintenance of “a saving intercourse” (The Prelude 

11.341) with her brother’s true self pertaining to the constitution of his identity as a 

poet. In the beginning of Book Sixth, Wordsworth pours out nearly two hundred lines 

depicting his reluctant farewell to Esthwaite’s banks and return to “Granta’s cloisters” 

(The Prelude 6.6) where his college life, a story of his youth filled with “Moods 

melancholy, fits of spleen” (The Prelude 6.173), is commented on with these 

concluding remarks:  

          —To time thus spent, add multitudes of hours 

          Pilfered away, by what the Bard who sang 

          Of the Enchanter Indolence hath called 

          “Good-natured lounging,” and behold a map 

          Of my collegiate life—far less intense 

          Than duty called for, or, without regard 

          To duty, might have sprung up of itself  

          By change of accidents, or even, to speak 

          Without unkindness, in another place. 

          Yet why take refuge in that plea?—the fault, 

          This I repeat, was mine; mine be the blame. (The Prelude 6.179-89) 

Reviewing his college life in retrospect, Wordsworth accuses himself of indolence and 

unproductiveness. College life and “academic cares” (The Prelude 6.26), in spite of 

the arrangements made by friends and kindred out of affection and solicitude, are 

restraints and bonds to Wordsworth because they are counter to his intense love of 
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nature and freedom (The Prelude 6.25-35). 

Wordsworth’s reunion with Dorothy occurs in the summer when he takes the 

sundry wanderings in Dovedale and Yorkshire dales for the quest for works of art, and 

he writes:  

                 blest with the presence, Friend! 

          Of that sole Sister, she who hath been long 

          Dear to thee also, thy true friend and mine, 

          Now, after separation desolate, 

          Restored to me—such absence that she seemed 

          A gift then first bestowed. (The Prelude 6.198-203) 

The restoration of Dorothy to him marks a turning point in this phase of Wordsworth’s 

life depicted in The Prelude. With the introduction of Dorothy’s presence after 

Wordsworth’s own remarks upon his college life quoted above, a change of subject 

and an alternation of tone are discerned in the later part of Book Sixth—the subject is 

changed from the life in Cambridge to Wordsworth’s trip to the Alps and the tone is 

altered from melancholy and inertial to pleasant and hopeful. Before his reunion with 

Dorothy, Wordsworth is perplexed about what he should be “with no settled plan” 

(The Prelude 6.25). Wordsworth, torn between the expectations of his family with the 

prescribed course of academic study for him and the aspiration of his true self which 

is prone to discovering the merits of the love of nature, the original strength of 

contemplation, and the intuitive truths (The Prelude 6.38-9), suffers from a crisis of 

identity in his youth about choosing the right road for the constitution of an 

independent selfhood and the meaning of his life.8 

    Dorothy’s presence as an interlocutor does provide “a saving intercourse” (The 

                                                 
8 For a further discussion on Wordsworth’s struggle between becoming a professional or a man of 
letters dedicated to poetry, please refer to Mary Jean Corbett’s Representing Femininity: Middle-Class 
and Edwardian Women’s Autobiographies. 
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Prelude 11.341) with Wordsworth’s true self at every turn of his life. Wordsworth’s 

true self consists in the love of nature and the exuberance of imagination, and it is 

after his reunion with Dorothy during his college life that Wordsworth is able to 

“[embrace] / With livelier hope a region wider far” so as to undertake a distant trip to 

the Alps which allows him to discover the infinite power of imagination, a unique and 

significant experience that not only strengthens Wordsworth’s desire to develop the 

creative interplay between the imaginative mind and Nature instead of the pursuit of 

academic achievement but also constitutes the first climax in The Prelude. Thanks to 

the presence of Dorothy as an unfailing listener in the dialogue with Wordsworth with 

her clairvoyant sight and attentive hearing, Wordsworth is allowed to cultivate his true 

self and makes his name be preserved as a poet despite the changes and perturbation 

in his life: 

                            though bedimmed and changed 

          Much, as it seemed, I was no further changed 

          Than as a clouded and a waning moon: 

          She whispered still that brightness would return,  

          She, in the midst of all, preserved me still 

          A Poet, made me seek beneath that name, 

          And that alone, my office upon earth; (The Prelude 11.342-8) 

Without the opportune support and encouragement from Dorothy in the predicaments 

of his life, Wordsworth’s name as a poet would not have been confirmed and 

maintained, founding a literary profession in the world. Dorothy offers Wordsworth 

the “saving intercourse” (The Prelude 11.341) to confront the “crisis which involves 

the question of the meaning of the author’s life and the purpose of his suffering” and 

to resolve it “by the [his] discovery of his literary identity and vocation and the 

attendant need to give up worldly involvement for artistic detachment” (Abrams, 
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Natural Supernaturalism 80). Therefore, Dorothy is the other whose keen ear 

Wordsworth demands to create a coherent and continuous identity as a poet in writing 

The Prelude. 

    Wordsworth’s comparison of himself to “a clouded and a waning moon” in the 

remarks on the preservation of his name as a poet by Dorothy should remind us of the 

moon depicted as “the emblem of a mind” in the Ascent of Snowdon episode in which 

the infinite power of human imagination is celebrated and reaffirmed (The Prelude 

14.70). Panting up with eager paces amid the mist in the ascent, Wordsworth is 

amazed by the gradually brightening ground at his feet that leads him to discover the 

brilliant moon: 

Nor was time given to ask or learn the cause, 

For instantly a light upon the turf 

Fell like a flash, and lo! as I looked up, 

The Moon hung naked in a firmament 

Of azure without cloud, and at my feet 

Rested a silent sea of hoary mist. (The Prelude 14.37-42) 

The moon hung in the azure firmament is in the clear presence without clouds or 

encroachment, and this “full-orbed Moon” (The Prelude 14.53), for Wordsworth, 

becomes the symbol of human mind that is recognized as “the type / Of a majestic 

intellect” which demonstrates the infinite transcendent power of human imagination 

(The Prelude 14.66-7). The resemblance between Wordsworth and the full moon in 

the Ascent of Snowdon episode, implicit as it might appear at first glance, further 

reveals the significance of Dorothy’s role as the other who confirms Wordsworth’s 

identity as a poet in The Prelude. Misfortunes and bafflement encountered by 

Wordsworth in life, viewed by Dorothy, are nothing but temporal obstacles like the 

clouds that block the moonlight or a passing phase in the lunar cycle. Wordsworth 
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does not lose his imaginative power, and his true self is merely bedimmed and 

changed as “a clouded and a waning moon” for a short period of time (The Prelude 

14.344). The recovery of Wordsworth’s imaginative power that resides in his true self 

is reassured by Dorothy who foretells the return of the brightness by recognizing the 

genuine nature of the moon with its sovereign elevation and boundless light regardless 

of the transient changes. Wordsworth relies in great deal on the support and assurance 

gained from the presence of Dorothy as an addressee in The Prelude to probe for the 

awful power brooding in the abyss of his creative mind so as to employ it in poetic 

creation. If autobiography, as Linda Anderson argues, “represent[s] a privileged form 

for the Romantic writer as well as confirming his plight, the perplexity of a self 

forever recasting and repeating itself as text” (53), Dorothy’s presence as an addressee 

in The Prelude makes witness to the continuity of Wordsworth’s self, which needs to 

be recovered and reaffirmed at every turn of his life. In this way, Dorothy is called up 

as the other, who, entering a nominal contract with Wordsworth in writing The 

Prelude as his otobiography, would offer testimony to the existence of Wordsworth’s 

coherent and unified self. Dorothy, “Child of my parents! Sister of my soul!” (The 

Prelude 14.232), adopts the role as the willing and unfailing audience in The Prelude 

to whose ear the story of Wordsworth’s life is addressed.  

    Examined from a different point of view, Dorothy’s role as the other that bears 

witness to Wordsworth’s identity as a poet is already implied in the pervasive “I” in 

The Prelude, a poem which can be considered as the autobiography of 

Wordsworths—a personal history of both William Wordsworth and Dorothy 

Wordsworth. The subtitle of this poem indicates that it is a poem “On the Growth of A 

Poet’s Mind,” and this role as a poet is shared by both the brother and sister in the 

signature signed as “Wordsworth” if we analyze it in light of Derrida’s elaboration on 

otobiography regarding the questions of the addressee and the gender. Commenting 
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on the relation between gender and autobiography, Derrida writes: “It is the addressee 

who signs. So, if I want to tell the story of my life, it is an addressee, an ‘I’ marked in 

the feminine, who will sign […] something like my biography, my autobiography will 

be signed. In other words, it will not be an autobiography, naturally, but a 

heterobiography in the sense in which one also says heterosexuality, and so on” (The 

Ear of the Other 79). For Derrida, the question about the gender of the 

autobiographical “I” is a very difficult one to come up with a proper answer because it 

encounters not only the problem of translation concerning the indeterminacy of the 

grammatical form of “I” in various languages but also the question of the other who is 

the ear or the addressee in otobiography (The Ear of the Other 52). In Derrida’s 

attempt to tackle this difficult question, what he is interested in is that “whether the 

difference constituting the other as other has, a priori, to be marked sexually” (52). 

Derrida’s hypothesis to the questions of gender and addresser goes like this:  

The sex of the addresser awaits its determination by or from the other. It 

is the other who will perhaps decide who I am—man or woman. Nor is 

this decided once and for all. It may go one way one time and another 

way another time. What is more, if there is a multitude of sexes (because 

there are perhaps more than two) which sign differently, then I will have 

to assume (I—or rather whoever says I—will have to assume) this 

polysexuality. (The Ear of the Other 52; Derrida’s emphasis) 

For Derrida, the gender of the addresser is not predetermined before the other takes 

the responsibility for the signature. Instead, the gender of the autobiographical “I” 

carries with itself the potential for polysexuality whose determination depends upon 

the other’s signature.9 Therefore, the gender of the “I” signed by the addresser in 

                                                 
9 This rather risky hypothesis is derived from Derrida’s reading of Nietzsche’s Ecce Homo in which 
Nietzsche talks about his double origin from both his dead father and living mother, and the insight 
gained from Nietzsche’s text enables Derrida to postulate the polyexuality of the addresser in 
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otobiography, according to Derrida, is not restricted to the either/or option but can 

embrace both sexes or even more than two. 

    The possibility of the multiple-gendered addresser in Derrida’s discussion on 

otobiography sheds new light on the interpretation of the first-person “I” in The 

Prelude pertaining to the nominal relation between Wordsworth and Dorothy 

especially with reference to the constitution of the identity as a poet. The role that 

Dorothy plays is more than the addressee who simply hears and confirms the story 

narrated by Wordsworth in The Prelude. Hearing and signing with Wordsworth in The 

Prelude so as to maintain his true self and make him a poet, Dorothy also shares the 

role of this creative poet with her brother. Dorothy should not be eliminated from The 

Prelude, the story about the growth of a poet’s mind in The Prelude, because she not 

only signs as an other to recognize Wordsworth’s name and validate his signature but 

also shares the role of the poet and signs with that very name of the poet, 

“Wordsworth.”  

    First of all, Dorothy is not void of the distinctive qualities of a creative poet. A 

profile of Dorothy is provided in The Prelude in which Wordsworth expresses his 

gratitude towards this beloved sister:  

          Child of my parents! Sister of my soul! 

          Thanks in sincerest verse have been elsewhere  

          Poured out for all the early tenderness    

          Which I from thee imbibed: and ’tis most true 

                                                                                                                                            
otobiography. The well-known lines which initiate the first chapter of Nietzsche’s Ecce Homo and 
which inspires Derrida are quoted as follow: 

  The fortunateness of my existence, its uniqueness perhaps, lies in its fatality: to express 
it in the form of a riddle, as my father I have already died, as my mother I still live and 
grow old. This twofold origin, as it were from the highest and lowest rung of the ladder of 
life, at once décadent and beginning—this, if anything, explains that neutrality, that 
freedom from party in relation to the total problem of life which perhaps distinguishes me. 
I have a subtler sense for signs of ascent and decline than any man has ever had, I am the 
teacher par excellence in this matter—I know both, I am both. (Nietzsche 8; Nietzsche’s 
emphasis) 
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          That later seasons owed to thee no less; 

          For, spite of thy sweet influence and the touch 

          Of kindred hands that opened out the springs 

          Of genial thought in childhood, and in spite 

          Of all that unassisted I had marked  

          In life or nature of those charms minute 

          That win their way into the heart by stealth 

          (Still to the very going-out of youth), 

          I too exclusively esteemed that love, 

          And sought that beauty, which, as Milton sings, 

          Hath terror in it. (The Prelude 14.232-46; Wordsworth’s emphasis) 

For Wordsworth, Dorothy as “Sister of [his] soul” is, in fact, his soul mate in the 

creation of poetry. Dorothy’s sharp sensitivity towards the minute charms that she 

perceives and enjoys in life and nature, which are recognized by her brother later, fits 

in Wordsworth’s description of the poet who is “endued with more lively sensibility, 

more enthusiasm and tenderness” (The Prose Works 1.138). While Wordsworth claims 

elsewhere that “[f]air seed-time had my soul, and I grew up / Fostered alike by beauty 

and by fear” (The Prelude 1.301-2), the sweet tenderness and genial thoughts that 

Wordsworth imbibes from Dorothy take part in contributing a great deal to empower 

his creative soul to perceive the beauty and fear in the natural world, two crucial 

elements in his poetry.10 Given Wordsworth’s strains of thankfulness, it appears that 

Dorothy possesses more acute observation and susceptibility of beauty and joy in life 

                                                 
10 It is very interesting to notice that Wordsworth’s description of Dorothy is quite similar to his 
portrayal of the loving Mother in the “Blest the infant Babe” episode especially concerning the 
resemblance between Wordsworth’s imbibing early tenderness from Dorothy and the infant Babe’s 
“drink[ing] in the feelings of his Mother’s eye” (The Prelude 2.237). This analogy between Dorothy 
and the loving Mother further illustrates Dorothy’s role as the deciphering ear that Wordsworth 
demands to constitute his self-identity in The Prelude when the reader is cross-referenced to Derrida’s 
description of the ear as “the most tendered and most open organ, the one that […] the infant cannot 
close” (The Ear of the Other 33). 
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and nature than her brother to become a creative poet and the establishment of 

Wordsworth’s identity as a poet results from the inspiration of this beloved sister as 

his kindred spirit.  

    Dorothy’s poetic disposition displayed in her love of and interaction with Nature 

is complementary to the exercise of Wordsworth’s creative mind as a poet. Despite the 

fact that both Dorothy and Wordsworth are endowed with the distinctive qualities of 

becoming a creative poet, a difference between the inclinations of their minds is 

detected by Wordsworth in the following lines: 

                        Thou didst soften down 

          This over-sternness; but for thee, dear Friend! 

          My soul, too reckless of mild grace, had stood 

          In her original self too confident, 

          Retained too long a countenance severe; 

          A rock with torrents roaring, with the clouds 

          Familiar, and a favourite of the stars: 

          But thou didst plant its crevices with flowers, 

          Hang it with shrubs that twinkle in the breeze, 

          And teach the little birds to build their nests 

          And warble in its chambers. (The Prelude 14.246-56) 

Over-sternness and tenderness or recklessness and gracefulness represent the 

dissimilar inclinations of Wordsworth and Dorothy. Opposite as they might appear to 

be, these temperaments revealed in the diverse attributes of the minds of Wordsworth 

and Dorothy are actually complementary to each other and constitute the unique 

idiosyncrasy of the poet the development of whose mind is laid out in The Prelude. 

Wordsworth’s childhood experiences which are cherished by him as the foundation 

for the establishment of his identity as a poet such as birds-nesting (The Prelude 
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1.306-39) find the counterpart in Dorothy’s activities of planting the crevices with 

flowers and teaching the birds to build nests and to warble. Without either of these 

particular traits embodied in Wordsworth and Dorothy, the poet will be devoid of the 

power to perceive both the beauty and the fear manifested in Nature. The poet knows 

both, the poet is both. Wordsworth and Dorothy—brother and sister, man and 

woman—stand for the double origin of the autobiographical “I” in The Prelude who is 

that poet whose mind is composed of the reconciled elements which, in the end, 

develops into the calm existence that makes the poet worthy of himself (The Prelude 

1.340-50).  

    Therefore, The Prelude as a poem “On the Growth of A Poet’s Mind” is also a 

story of Dorothy Wordsworth who participates in the role of a sensitive and creative 

poet. The autobiographical signature, the “I,” which William Wordsworth inscribed in 

The Prelude already implies Dorothy as the other Wordsworth, the counter-signer 

whose signature will make this autobiographical signature take place. Here, I believe 

it is quite valid to relate this relation between William and Dorothy Wordsworth in 

writing The Prelude with Derrida’s remarks upon the signature contract and the 

otobiography in which he claims: 

          Let us say that autobiography is not necessarily the man who writes and 

the woman who receives, sealing and arresting the signature and the 

message by her reception. Instead, let us say that she already writes when 

I write. What in the old terminology is called the addressee is here 

already in the process of writing in my place, and this implies all the 

possibilities of combination that such a “lending each other a hand” 

might have in a situation like that. (Derrida, The Ear of the Other 79-80; 

my emphasis). 

Following this line of thinking, we can say that The Prelude is not necessarily William 
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Wordsworth who writes and Dorothy Wordsworth who receives, sealing and arresting 

the signature and the message by her reception. Instead, Dorothy Wordsworth already 

writes when William Wordsworth writes, the “I” permeates the pages of this poem.  

 

3.2 Wordsworth as the Other 

    Both Coleridge and Dorothy, as the destined addressees of the otobiography who 

sign with the keen ear, enter a nominal contract with Wordsworth in The Prelude to 

bear testimony to the existence of Wordsworth’s autonomous and integrated identity 

as a poet. Nevertheless, the Wordsworthian “I” which constitutes the autobiographical 

signature of The Prelude is already the other who signs with a countersignature. Due 

to the imagined dialogue with Coleridge and Dorothy with their support and 

affirmation, Wordsworth has maintained and achieved the song of his story with a 

stable and authentic autobiographical voice which, with confidence, is certain that: 

          to me shall be allotted life, 

And, with life, power to accomplish aught of worth, 

That will be deemed no insufficient plea 390 

For having given the story of myself [.] (The Prelude 14.388-91) 

Wordsworth’s assured self-identity as a poet capable of accomplishing a praiseworthy 

work that should endure is entrusted to the recognition gained from Coleridge and 

Dorothy with whom he has dialogue in The Prelude—in other words, it depends upon 

“this insistence of the Other at the heart of [his] sincere attempt to talk for and about 

[himself]”(Easthope 75). The presence of both Coleridge’s and Dorothy’s 

countersignatures empower Wordsworth’s signature to take place, that is, to be legible 

and effective so as to guarantee not only the integrity and autonomy of Wordsworth’s 

identity but also the propriety of The Prelude to Wordsworth alone, as a 

Wordsworthian text. 
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    Nevertheless, the Wordsworthian “I” which constitutes the autobiographical 

signature of The Prelude is already the other who signs with a countersignature. 

However, Wordsworth’s autobiographical signature, the “I” presented and inscribed 

on the pages of The Prelude is “already contaminated by [its] alterity, already in some 

sense the other’s signature” (Bennington 162). Instead of just one stable and 

integrated Wordsworthian “I,” there is always the trace of “some other Being” in this 

seeming self-reflexive and self-sufficient identity created by Wordsworth in The 

Prelude (The Prelude 2.33). For Derrida, the subject “I” is in a place of self-division 

especially in the writing of autobiography: “I have, I am, and I demand a keen ear, I 

am (the) both, (the) double, I sign double, my writings and I make two, I am the 

(masculine) dead and the living (feminine) and I am destined to them, I come from the 

two of them, I address myself to them, and so on” (The Ear of the Other 21). Even 

though The Prelude is written under the name of “Wordsworth,” the Wordsworthian 

“I” is already doubled in several ways despite the poet’s desire to create a single and 

stable version of the self by that very name. First of all, the “I” is doubled both as the 

brother and the sister, William and Dorothy Wordsworth, the addressor and the 

addressee. The “I” written on the page of The Prelude indicates not only William 

Wordsworth but also Dorothy Wordsworth who confirms and writes with her 

brother—the “I” is thus doubled as both I and other, the signature and the 

countersignature. 

    Furthermore, the Wordsworthian “I” is divided and doubled as the addresser and 

the addressee in writing The Prelude as an otobiography. For Derrida, the 

reformulation of autobiography into otobiography entails the necessity of passing the 

labyrinth of the ear, of hearing oneself speak: “(That is: I am telling myself my story, 

as Nietzsche said, here is the story that I am telling myself; and that means I hear 

myself speak.) I speak myself to myself in a certain manner, and my ear is thus 
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immediately plugged into my discourse and my writing.” (Derrida, The Ear of the 

Other 49-50). However, this necessity of passing through the ear to hear oneself speak 

involves the risk of “not being heard or being heard differently” and then “the ear is 

always the ear of the other: the message I send cannot return unless I allow otherness 

to intervene, unless the circuit form mouth to ear is open for others to hear” 

(Anderson 82; my emphasis). The autobiographical “I” has to assume the role of the 

other so as to tell his or her story and make it heard. To hear himself speak the story of 

his life in The Prelude, Wordsworth become both the addresser and the addressee at 

the same time—he is both himself and the other, the other with whom he should enter 

a nominal contract so as to constitute his self-identity.  

    The division of the Wordsworthian “I” could be found in the split between the 

past existence and the present writing self, I then and I now. This split between the 

past “I” and the present “I” is nowhere more manifest than in the famous passage of 

the “two consciousnesses” (The Prelude 2.26-33). Aware of this discrepancy between 

his selves, Wordsworth attempts to stabilize his past self and his present self in order 

to create the coherence and unity of his self-identity in the process of unfolding the 

narrative of his personal history. In reciting the history of his own development as a 

poet, the present “I” as the other who comes to sign much later enters a nominal 

contract with the past “I” to endorse the double affirmation of life, asserting the poetic 

power cultivated and nourished in the different phases of his life. The present “I” has 

to sign with the past “I” in order to recognize the abiding imagination in this previous 

self which would connect them with each other and constitutes a coherent and unified 

identity. 

The boat-stealing episode (The Prelude 1.357-414), one of Wordsworth’s 

childhood experiences, is another example to demonstrate the nominal contract 

between Wordsworth’s past “I” and the present “I” in The Prelude. “[A]n act of stealth 
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/ And troubled pleasure” (The Prelude 1. 361-2) led the past “I” to be frightened by 

the towering grim shape of the mountains and be so immersed in grave and serious 

mood that he could not perceive familiar shapes and pleasant images afterwards for 

many days. The past “I” was haunted with pain and fear by the ghastly spectacle of 

the huge cliff in this incident, but the present “I,” with purified “elements of feelings 

and of thought” (The Prelude 1.411), is able to recognize “[a] grandeur in the beatings 

of the heart” from this traumatic episode of his own life (1.414). Relating this fearful 

and painful experience of the past “I” in The Prelude, the present “I” affirms the value 

of this childhood experience which should contribute “as a needful part, in making up 

/ The calm existence that is mine when I / Am worthy of myself” (The Prelude 

1.348-50). Through the nominal contract between the present “I” and the past “I,” the 

continuity of Wordsworth’s self-identity, an “organic growth” of Wordsworth’s 

creative mind (Mellor 295) from the “fair seed-time” (The Prelude 1.301) to the 

present, is managed to be achieved when the “[d]iscordant elements [are] [clung] 

together / In one society” (The Prelude 1.43-4). 

    The well-known episode of crossing the Alps is yet another incident narrated in 

The Prelude to exemplify the nominal contract between Wordsworth’s present “I” and 

past “I” in bearing testimony to his identity as a creative poet. Taking the European 

trip to the distant Alps with a friend, the past “I” was a young pilgrim in whose mind 

“Nature then was sovereign […], / And might forms, seizing a youthful fancy, / Had 

given a charter to irregular hopes” (The Prelude 6. 333-5). As the destination of this 

pilgrimage, the Alps were thought to live up to the anticipation of the past “I” whose 

mind was eager to perceive the might forms in the nature embedded with “Lessons of 

genuine brotherhood, the plain / And universal reason of mankind, / The truths of 

young and old” (The Prelude 6.545-7). However, still having the hopes that pointing 

to the clouds, the past “I”, so numbed by the disappointment of having crossed the 
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Alps, was “lost; Halted without an effort to break through” (The Prelude 6.596-7). On 

the other hand, the present “I,” while recollecting and writing down this event as an 

important episode in life, is consciousness of the infinite power of the imagination and 

declares that: 

                               I now can say— 

“I recognise thy glory”: in such strength 

Of usurpation, when the light of sense 

Goes out, but with a flash that has revealed 

The invisible world, doth greatness make abode, 

There harbours; whether we be young or old. (The Prelude 6.598-603) 

The glory of the imaginative power is recognized by the present “I,” who with this 

delayed recognition signs with the past “I” to approve the significance of this event, 

realizing the strength of imagination which harbors both in the mind of young and that 

of old. “[T]he signature becomes effective—performed and performing—not at the 

moment it apparently takes place, but only later, when ears will have managed to 

receive the message” (Derrida, The Ear of the Other 50). The present “I” as the other 

thus signs with the past “I”: the signature left by the present “I” in the Simplon Pass 

episode becomes effective when the present “I” provides his signature much later, not 

only receiving the message inscribed in this incident but also transforming the 

perplexity and disappointment felt by the past “I” at that time into the acclamation of 

joy at the discovery of the inestimable power of imagination, the energy of his 

creative mind that makes him a poet. 

    The significance of the trip to the Alps as a memorable event in Wordsworth’s 

life consists in the celebration of the imaginative power of his mind that qualifies and 

spurs Wordsworth to search for the name as a poet in his life. This event is so 

important that the present “I” provides his signature once again elsewhere in The 
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Prelude to say yes to it and to affirm its value. While relating his residence in France 

and the social turmoil he observed at that time, the present writing “I” recalls “the 

glad times when first I traversed France / A youthful pilgrim” (The Prelude 10.491-2). 

Right afterwards the remembrance of his trip to the Alps through France, the 

subsequent section depicts Wordsworth’s visit to the grave where “an honoured 

teacher of [his] youth was laid” (The Prelude 10.534). At first sight, the connection 

between Wordsworth’s memory of his trip to the Alps through France and his visit to 

his teacher’s grave appears to be flimsy, but a closer look should allow us to 

comprehend why Wordsworth, the present “I,” would arrange his narrative in this 

manner. With this narrative arrangement, the present writing “I” intends to confirm 

again his identity as a worthy and creative poet who is “not destitute / Of promise” 

(The Prelude 10.549-50). The memory of his trip to the Alps through France at this 

moment, like the green spots in the desert and the small island amid stormy waves 

(The Prelude 10.481-2), reminds Wordsworth not merely of the “[b]right sprinklings 

of all human excellence” (The Prelude 10.484) but also of the energy of the poet’s 

soul which “[s]eeks for no trophies, struggles for no spoils / That may attest her 

prowess” (The Prelude 6.610-1). Amid the woe and terror at that time, Wordsworth, 

through the alliance of affirmation between the past “I” and the present “I,” is 

reminded of his task as a poet to “teach, / Inspire, through unadulterated ears / Pour 

rapture, tenderness, and hope” (The Prelude 13.238-40). This retrospective moment 

becomes a moment of affirmation, and the present “I” again signs with the past “I” so 

as to affirm Wordsworth’s identity as a promising poet with the power of imagination 

despite the changes over the years. 

    From these arresting moments in Wordsworth’s life extracted from The 

Prelude—the two consciousnesses passage, the boat-stealing episode, and the trip to 

the Alps episode, the double affirmation, the “yes, yes,” made from the nominal 
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contract between the past “I” and the present “I” is articulated loud and clear. In The 

Prelude, the Wordsworthian “I” is divided and doubled as the past “I” and the present 

“I,” who in the retrospective journey through writing recounts what has occurred and 

signs as the other with the past “I,” saying yes and reaffirming the past events. The 

project of writing The Prelude is actually animated by the dialogue between the past 

“I” and the present “I”:  

          Recall to mind 

          The mood in which this labour was begun, 

          …………………………………………… 

          In that distraction and intense desire, 

          I said unto the life which I had lived, 

          Where art thou? Hear I not a voice from thee 

          Which ’tis reproach to hear? Anon I rose 

          As if on wings, and saw beneath me stretched 380 

          Vast prospect of the world which I had been 

          And was [.] (The Prelude 14.374-5, 378-82; my emphasis) 

The present “I” invokes the voice of the past “I” to come into the dialogue with him 

and expects to hear affirmation instead of reproach from this past existence so as to 

achieve the double affirmation, the “yes, yes,” which should assert the continuity of 

Wordsworth’s self-identity as a poet from past to present. In this way, Wordsworth’s 

constant return to his past life to recollect those precious “spots of time” as “the spirit 

of the Past / For future Restoration” (The Prelude 12.208, 285-6) or to retrace the 

routs in which both his childhood and youth walked aims to repeat the affirmation, to 

say “yes, yes” to what he was in the past so that he can be certain about what he will 

be in the future, gaining “a cheerful confidence in things to come” (The Prelude 1.58). 

The Prelude in which the history of Wordsworth’s life is recited answers the 
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testamentary structure of otobiography and becomes a privileged place where “that 

affirmation is repeated: yes, yes, I approve, I sign, I subscribe to this 

acknowledgement of the debt incurred toward ‘myself,’ ‘my-life’—I want it to return” 

(Derrida, The Ear of the Other 14). To give credit to his own identity and to his life, 

Wordsworth has to enter the nominal contract with his past self, assuming the 

responsibility of the signature and acknowledging his debt to the other’s hearing and 

reading. In writing The Prelude as his otobiographical poem, Wordsworth calls for the 

return of his past self, invoking the voice of his passed life across the boundaries of 

time and space, so as to establish an alliance between his present self and past self that 

would affirm the continuity of his identity. Along his much detoured journey to the 

past in writing The Prelude, Wordsworth signs his autobiographical signature with the 

signature of his past “I” to accomplish the double affirmation promised in the nominal 

contract, the affirmation which promises to bring the scattered memory pieces into 

one coherent story which is about himself and his life. Recounting and retracing his 

life in The Prelude, Wordsworth attempts to approve and affirm what has taken place 

in his life, “the glory of [his] youth” (The Prelude 3.174) as well as “[t]he 

perturbations of a youthful mind / Under a long-lived storm of great events” (The 

Prelude 11. 373-4), in order to answer the question about who he is, understanding his 

name and finding his office upon earth as a poet.  

    Even though Wordsworth’s autobiographical signature, relying on the dialogues 

with Coleridge and Dorothy as well as on the nominal contract between the past “I” 

and the present “I,” is able to take place in writing The Prelude, it is not the first 

signature that signs in this long poem on the life of a poet but already a 

countersignature to other texts. “Autobiography,” Anderson argues, “already has a 

relation to other texts; there is no singular text of the self or no autobiography which 

is only one’s own” (84). It is impossible for The Prelude to evade having a 
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relationship to other texts, and in this long poem there are traces of other writers’ 

works to which Wordsworth countersigns with his own signature not only to 

acknowledge the value of these works but also to affirm his identity as a worthy poet 

who is good enough to sign with the great writers in the literary history. Wordsworth’s 

references to the works or names of the various writers whom he admires and aspires 

to be are scattered throughout The Prelude. The literary work which Wordsworth 

frequently refers to in The Prelude is Milton’s Paradise Lost. With an allusion to this 

grand epic in English literary history, “The earth is all before me” (The Prelude 1.14), 

Wordsworth begins his retrospective journey in search of the origin of his poetic 

power and a stable identity as a great poet. Wordsworth’s reference to Milton’s 

Paradise Lost in The Prelude, explicit quotation or implicit allusion without quotation 

marks, constitutes his own countersignature to this respected predecessor as well as to 

his poetic work. In offering his countersignature as an other to Milton and Paradise 

Lost, Wordsworth not merely affirms the significance of this blind Bard and his work 

but also accredits his own aspiration for becoming “a poet-prophet for his age” by 

emulating this great poet (Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism 21). Hence, 

Wordsworth’s autobiographical signature inscribed in The Prelude is already a 

countersignature to other texts, especially to Paradise Lost whose writer Wordsworth 

envisions to follow as an heir in a line of “mighty poets who are “each with each / 

Connected in a mighty scheme of truth” (The Prelude 13.301-2) and to which The 

Prelude is written to be an equivalent (Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism 22). 

In addition to Milton’s Paradise Lost, the relation between The Prelude and other 

texts built on Wordsworth’s countersignature to them is particularly explicit in the 

Fifth Book of this poem entitled “Books.” In the beginning of this book, Wordsworth 

discloses his own fear about the destruction of the books—“the consecrated works of 

Bard and Sage, / Sensuous or intellectual, wrought by men, / Twin labourers and heirs 
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of the same hopes” (The Prelude 5.42-4), lamenting that: 

                                why hath not the Mind 

          Some element to stamp her image on 

          In nature somewhat nearer to her own? 

          Why, gifted with such powers to send abroad 

          Her spirit, must it lodge in shrines so frail? (The Prelude 5.45-9) 

Books, from Wordsworth’s point of view, are shrines too frail to provide indestructible 

and permanent shelter for “all meditations of mankind” as the creation of the Mind’s 

power which grasps the truth of life built by reason or by passion (The Prelude 5.38). 

Despite this lamentation on the fragility of books, Wordsworth intends to offer a lodge 

for those books in writing The Prelude as “a Work that shall endure” (The Prelude 

14.311), a work that should “[escape] from the human limits of space and time” 

(Shakir 156). Therefore, Wordsworth takes upon himself “the responsibility of the 

signature of the other’s text which [he has] inherited” (Derrida, The Ear of the Other 

51) and claims that:  

…………….in behalf of these, the works, 

And of the men that framed them, whether known, 

Or sleeping nameless in their scattered graves, 

That I should here assert their rights, attest 

Their honours, and should, once for all, pronounce 

Their benediction [.] (The Prelude 5.213-8) 

In The Prelude, Wordsworth signs his autobiographical signature as a 

countersignature to those literary works which “lay / Their sure foundations in the 

heart of man” (The Prelude 5.198-9) so as to “assert their rights, attest / Their honours, 

and should, once for all, pronounce / Their benediction.” By reading and recognizing 

these books, Wordsworth assumes the role of the other who signs his countersignature 
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with a deciphering ear that hears and understands “a loud prophetic blast of harmony” 

articulated in an unfamiliar tongue, predicting a great catastrophe on earth. Offering 

his countersignature to them, Wordsworth becomes the entrusted inheritor of these 

works, entering a contract with their writers as a survivor in a genealogy of great 

writers and ensuring the sur-vival of these works.  

 

IV. Conclusion 

Read in light of Derrida’s redefinition of autobiography as otobiography, The 

Prelude as Wordsworth’s autobiographical poem resists the traditional framework of 

self-representation. Wordsworth’s portrayal of the first-person “I” in this 

unprecedented long poem about the development of his poetic mind does, to some 

degree, confirm to the conventional interpretation of autobiography as self-knowledge 

and self-realization, but it at the same time discloses the limitations of this kind of 

interpretation. Ashton Nichols proposes a reappraisal of The Prelude from a different 

point of view in “The Revolutionary ‘I’: Wordsworth and the Politics of 

Self-Presentation” in which he claims that “biographical and autobiographical terms 

may be among the most deceptive of all approaches to Wordsworth, and that 

[Wordsworth] reveals their limitations in his own texts” (69). The self-description 

conducted by Wordsworth in The Prelude does not carry out the expected 

transparency of identity which is self-evident and self-same in the conventional 

reading of autobiography. Instead, this self-portrait is constructed in such complicated 

ways that “[i]t would be naive to believe that we could ever face Wordsworth, a poet 

of sheer language, outright” (de Man, The Rhetoric of Romanticism 92). The 

Wordsworthian “I” presented in The Prelude is not so much a truthful and 

straightforward representation of the historical William Wordsworth as an idealized 

creative construction out of the poet’s continuous writing and rewriting of this poem 
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throughout the most of his lifetime. The writing of The Prelude is Wordsworth’s 

everlasting project which intends to establish for himself a stable and coherent 

identity as an autonomous and competent poet. However, these various versions of 

The Prelude, from the Two-Part Prelude of 1799 to the posthumously published 

Fourteen-Book Prelude of 1850, comprise a series of narratives of Wordsworth’s life 

which not only are always indebted to the other’s reading and rereading for the 

meaning but also dismantle the integrity and stability of Wordsworth’s identity. “[I]t is 

the ear of the other that signs [;] [t]he ear of the other says me to me and constitutes 

the autos of my autobiography” (Derrida, The Ear of the Other 51). In The Prelude, 

the ideal image which Wordsworth envisions for himself is a man who is: 

Power to thyself; no Helper hast thou here;  

Here keepest thou in singleness thy state: 

No other can divide with thee this work: 

No secondary hand can intervene 

To fashion this ability [.] (The Prelude 14.210-4) 

This desired identity—a single and independent self—that Wordsworth attempts to 

create in writing The Prelude is not entirely self-creating and self-sufficient but relies 

on the ear of the other to constitute its existence. The Prelude as Wordsworth’s 

otobiographical poem thus depends on the ear of the other to sign the countersignature 

which empowers Wordsworth’s autobiographical signature to take place so as to 

affirm the integrity and stability of his identity. 

The Prelude of 1850, as a posthumously published version, particularly 

demonstrates the otobiographical nature of this poem on Wordsworth’s life as a poet. 

By entering a nominal contract with the other in writing The Prelude—Coleridge, 

Dorothy, great writers in English literary history, and Wordsworth’s other self in 

different time and space or in different versions of this poem, Wordsworth attempts to 
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complete the double affirmation, to say “yes, yes” to what has passed in his life in 

order to create a unified and stable self-identity. The Prelude of 1850 is the result of 

Wordsworth’s ceaseless efforts to repeat the affirmation through constant rewriting to 

construct a self-image that should “satisfy [his own] expectations and the expectations 

of his imagined, as well as real, readers” (Nichols, “The Revolutionary ‘I’” 69). 

Incomplete and untitled, The Prelude of 1850 waits for the countersignature of the 

other to sign with Wordsworth’s autobiographical signature by naming this poem with 

a title and subtitle and publishing it. Only with the countersignature of the 

other—Wordsworth’s wife, executor and editors whose collaborative efforts lead to 

the publication of The Prelude of 1850—can Wordsworth’s autobiographical signature 

be legible, effective and complete, affirming his identity as a great poet who is able to 

“leave / Some monument behind [him] which pure hearts / Should reverence” (The 

Prelude 6.55-7). The Prelude is Wordsworth’s otobiography—it is an ever-going 

signature event in which Wordsworth’s life is unfolded, repeated, and affirmed 

through the nominal contract with the other so as to constitute Wordsworth as a great 

poet whose voice, made audible in a continuous song of profound truth, will always 

be heard and understood. 


