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Conclusion 

 

There is nothing but text, there is nothing but extratext, in sum an 

“unceasing preface” that undoes the philosophical representation of the 

text, the received opposition between the text and what exceeds it. The 

space of dissemination does not merely place the plural in effervescence; 

it shakes up an endless contradiction, marked by the undecidable syntax 

of more.  

—Jacques Derrida, “Outwork, Prefacing” 

 

The odd status of prefaces, as of titles, epigraphs, dedications, and 

footnotes, has frequently been observed of late. Prefaces are like 

thresholds, frontiers, gates, or doorways to the infolded text within. 

Marginal, fencing, framing, liminal, or januarial, they are neither quite 

inside the work they introduce nor quite outside. They are neither quite 

part of the work—a contribution to its working, its effective energy of the 

production of meaning—nor quite not part of it. They may even inhibit or 

block that working. 

 —J. Hillis Miller, The Linguistic Moment: From Wordsworth to Stevens 

 

    Reading The Prelude, we are summoned to pass through an ante-chapel and to 

lend our ears to Wordsworth to hear him sing a song “in the Choir / Of ever-enduring 

Men” (Coleridge, “To William Wordsworth” 42-3).1 The voice of Wordsworth leads 

us to cross a threshold to find out what the name of Wordsworth will stand for, 

entreating us to translate and recognize his name as a great poet, to say yes and to sign 

with him while we answer his call for hearing. However, The Prelude turns out to be a 

song which becomes a never-ending prelude to “something evermore about to be” 

(The Prelude 6.608). The field is all before us after the threshold is crossed, but we 

have to go through the labyrinth of Wordsworth’s life which consists of the numerous 

routes and detours of his quest for an identity in order to know what “Wordsworth” 

                                                 
1 In “Preface to The Excursion of 1814,” Wordsworth states that The Prelude and The Recluse “have 
the same kind of relation to each other […] as the ante-chapel has to the body of a gothic church” (The 
Prose Works 3: 6). 
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will signify. Is “Wordsworth” for poet? Wordsworth’s singing voice urges us to 

answer this question while it delineates those taken routes and detours in search of an 

identity in Wordsworth’s life. As the reader of The Prelude, we are engaged in a 

dialogue with Wordsworth on the borderlines of time and space framed by the title of 

this poem as a remarkable threshold of his poetry.2 This threshold opens to the 

unlimited possibility of The Prelude as an unfinished corpus of writing across the 

boundaries of time and space. In this border dialogue, we hear Wordsworth talk about 

his persevering effort to live on in order to make a name for himself, about his 

necessary and impossible task to look for the translation and sur-vival of his name as 

a great poet. 

    More than two hundred years have passed since Wordsworth commenced writing 

the Two-Part Prelude in 1799 with an attempt to establish an identity for himself as a 

self-assured and competent poet, and the entire project of The Prelude, which had 

been extended and transformed from the Two-Part Prelude of 1799 to the posthumous 

Fourteen-Book Prelude of 1850, is “based on the intertwined assumption that there is 

a self and that it is possible to know it, at least to some extent” (Waldoff 22). The 

Prelude is the magnum opus to which Wordsworth devoted his entire life to making a 

name for himself as a great poet. At the outset, The Prelude is written as a work of 

promise to acknowledge Wordsworth’s great indebtedness to Coleridge’s intellectual 

guidance in poetry and philosophy. In the course of writing The Prelude, Wordsworth 

recognizes his bond with Nature in growing into a poet who is “not destitute / of 

promise” (The Prelude 10.549-50) but is capable of establishing his own poetics and 

philosophy. The completion of The Prelude as a work of promise then becomes 
                                                 
2 In “Outwork, Prefacing,” Derrida discusses the nature and function of the preface in relation to 
philosophy and representation. When Derrida talks about the possible third term which can explain the 
unique status of prefaces, he remarks that “[w]e have come to a remarkable threshold [limen] of the 
text: what can be read of dissemination. Limes: mark, march, margin. Demarcation, Marching order: 
quotation: ‘Now—this question also announced itself, explicitly, as the question of the liminal’” (16; 
Derrida’s emphasis). 
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Wordsworth’s task of an indebted translator. Wordsworth has to write an enduring 

work which would qualify him as a great philosophic poet so that he can absolve his 

debt to both Nature and Coleridge.  

   Wordsworth’s project of writing The Prelude in search of an identity as a unique 

and creative poet is initiated with a question whose answer Wordsworth has kept 

looking for throughout his life. The Two-Part Prelude starts with the well-known 

question—“Was it for this…?” and afterwards the strains of music are poured out by 

Wordsworth in response to the murmurs of Derwent which delineate the development 

of his mind as “[a] favored being, from [the] very dawn / Of infancy” in the Two-Part 

Prelude (1799 The Prelude 1.1, 70-1). With this question, Wordsworth interrogates 

himself about his own choice of life, attempting to assure himself with an “authorial 

self-questioning” (Wolfson, “Answering Questions” 128) that his life has been 

tending towards poetry and he is meant to be a poet by successfully writing and 

completing The Prelude as a preparatory poem of his grand philosophic project, The 

Recluse. But, was it for this? Are those days lived by him for the nourishment and 

repair of his mind to become that “favored being”? Is the poem on his own life for the 

fulfillment of his aspiration to be a great poet? Is he capable of writing The Prelude as 

a literary work of profound truth that shall live and endure? Is Wordsworth fit for the 

name of poet, or “destined for a humbler name” (The Prelude 14.292)? In order to 

find the answer to these questions for an assured self-identity as a poet who lives in 

accordance with the poetic calling of his life, Wordsworth conducts his writing of The 

Prelude as a review of the progress of his mind. 

    Writing The Prelude as a review of the growth of his mind with an attempt to 

answer those questions that bewilder him, Wordsworth sets out on a retrospective 

journey to the origin of his poetic powers, to the beginning of his life in the Lake 

District where he is named as “Wordsworth” and gets known by that very name 
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thereafter. With the origin of his poetic powers located and revisited, Wordsworth will 

be able to connect his present self with his past self across the gap between his two 

consciousnesses in continuity. That is, Wordsworth will be able to affirm his identity 

as a poet with the powers to perceive and create from the dawn of his life as an infant 

baby to the present and into the days to come in the future. Along this retrospective 

journey to the origin of his poetic powers in The Prelude animated by an anxious 

desire to discover what he is meant to be and capable of doing, Wordsworth translates 

his proper name into various figures in order “[t]o understand [him]self” (The Prelude 

14.628), that it, Wordsworth lets his name “Wordsworth” become improper and 

transform into his various past selves or other figures encountered in life in order to 

make his name be understood and recognized. Wordsworth’s proper name demands 

translation for its recognition, and only with his proper name translated can 

Wordsworth be recognized as a poet, capable of writing poetry which brings about joy 

and truth to the human mind.  

    However, Wordsworth’s quest of a unitary identity as a poet by translating his 

proper name along a retrospective journey back to the origin of his poetic powers is a 

necessary and impossible task. The origin Wordsworth aspires to return to is 

unlocatable, because it does not consist of a concrete geographical location even 

though it is “toward the chosen Vale” that Wordsworth undertakes his journey to the 

source of his poetic power as “a Pilgrim resolute” (The Prelude 1.93, 91). The power 

that qualifies Wordsworth the name of poet whose mind is capable of perceiving 

differences in things and “Sublimer joy” that are neglected by “the unwatchful eye” 

(The Prelude 2.300, 302) is the “visionary power” he drinks from the reciprocal 

interaction between his mind and Nature. Even though this reciprocal interaction takes 

place in the particular region where Wordsworth used to enjoy diverse activities in the 

natural environment, the origin Wordsworth looks for is not a real place to return to 
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but the unusual experience which can only be recollected through memory.  

    On the other hand, the name of Wordsworth is both translatable and 

untranslatable due to the double command of the proper name, refusing to provide a 

unitary identity for Wordsworth without paradoxes and contradictions. Even though 

along the journey to the beginning of his life Wordsworth has translated his proper 

name into the first person “I” in the various childhood experiences collected in the 

“[f]air seed-time” or the “spots of time,” these previous versions of Wordsworth’s 

poetic self, the instances of the becoming-common of “Wordsworth,” do not render a 

complete picture of what Wordsworth is. “As each spot of time takes the form of a 

struggle toward definition, so the poem as a whole reveals a struggle to be unified and 

complete” (Lindenberger, On Wordsworth’s Prelude 191). With every past “I” 

recaptured at each spot of time, Wordsworth struggles for an explicit definition of his 

name. However, Wordsworth’s proper name refuses to be pinned down by any of 

these past “I”s nor provide a definite presence of Wordsworth’s identity as a poet.  

    To know what he is and is capable of doing, Wordsworth cannot but continue to 

translate his translatable-untranslatable name, looking for every possible translation of 

this name which would qualify him to bear the name of poet. Therefore, along 

Wordsworth’s homeward course to the origin of his poetic powers in search of an 

identity, the name of Wordsworth has been translated into other figures in addition to 

his past I, such as the loiterer who turns away from “the timid course / Of [the] 

scholastic studies” and immerses himself in “submissive idleness” (The Prelude 

3.632); the Boy of Winander who presents an embryo model of the poet; the blind 

Beggar who is devoid of the visionary power to see and create; the patriot committed 

to the Revolution whose “heart [is] all / given to the people, and [whose] love [is] 

theirs” (The Prelude 10.123-4). However, Wordsworth is these figures and yet he is 

not at the same time, and his identity is multiplied and marked by the deferral of 



Chang 146 

meaning due to the double command of the proper name. Writing The Prelude in 

search of an identity built on the poetic calling of his life becomes a never ending 

quest for Wordsworth:  

          Whether to me shall be allotted life, 

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

          That will be deemed no insufficient plea  

          For having given the story of myself, 

          Is all uncertain [.] (The Prelude 14.390-4) 

For the purpose of discovering what he is meant to be and capable of doing, 

Wordsworth carries on his identity-searching journey throughout his life—“[t]he earth 

is all before [him]” (The Prelude 1.14) but he believes that he is “not misled […] / By 

an infirmity of love for days / Disowned by memory” (The Prelude 1.614-5). Along 

this journey, Wordsworth continues to translate his proper name to obtain the 

promised yet deferred identity as an uncommon poet, strong in his mind’s power to 

perceive and create. The Prelude then becomes Wordsworth’s lifelong translation of 

his proper name in search of the sur-vival of his name as a poet and his poetry.  

    A necessary and impossible task of Wordsworth as the translator, The Prelude 

turns out to be an interminable preface which keeps on growing with Wordsworth’s 

endless translations of his name throughout his life. The fact that the nomination of 

this poem as “The Prelude” by Wordsworth’s wife and editors after the death of 

Wordsworth intriguingly justifies its sense of incompleteness due to the 

untranslatability of Wordsworth’s proper name. Through the course of writing this 

poem in an attempt to translate his proper name, Wordsworth never really gives it a 

definite title. This is a poem with various working titles such as “the Poem on my own 

life” (de Selincourt, Letters 1.586) and “the Poem to Coleridge” (Gill, William 

Wordsworth: The Prelude 15). Moreover, due to Wordsworth’s constant revision, the 
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title of the poem multiplies with its different versions. Without a satisfactory 

translation of his proper name which would prove what he is and what he is capable 

of doing, Wordsworth would never finish writing The Prelude as a preparatory poem 

to his philosophic poem, The Recluse. The translatability and untranslatability of 

Wordsworth’s proper name makes The Prelude become an “‘unceasing preface’ that 

undoes the philosophic representation of the text” (Derrida, “Outwork, Prefacing” 43). 

The Prelude turns out to be an everlasting prelude composed and sung by Wordsworth 

in quest of the translation and sur-vival of his proper name as a poet.  

    “What is a version? What is a title? What borderline questions are posed here?” 

(Derrida, “Living On: Border Lines” 88) “How then is the title of the book to be 

read?” (109) As a survivor who continues to live and to translate Wordsworth’s 

translatable-untranslatable name in search of its sur-vival as a great poet, we should 

bear in mind these questions when we read The Prelude. The Prelude, both as a given 

title to the history of Wordsworth’s mind and as an introductory poem to The Recluse, 

gets caught in the “odd status of prefaces” (Miller xiii). Similar to the preface of a 

book which is “two-faced, like Janus, guardian of portals and patrons of beginnings 

and endings” (Miller, The Linguistic Moment xiv), The Prelude marks both the 

beginning and the end. The Prelude is a poem written at the beginning of 

Wordsworth’s literary life when he determines to write great poetry in order to make a 

name for himself as a poet. This poem is a preface written by Wordsworth with an 

ambition to testify his future glory as great poet descending from a genealogy of 

might writers by the completion of The Recluse. On the other hand, The Prelude also 

indicates the end—it is the last piece of work that Wordsworth ever writes in his life 

and he never stops writing and rewriting The Prelude till he lies in his deathbed. The 

beginning becomes the end, and the end becomes the beginning. As an unceasing 

preface which marks both the end and the beginning, The Prelude becomes an open 
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threshold which allows us to enter and get engaged in a border dialogue with 

Wordsworth. The never-ending Prelude is “no longer a finished corpus of writing, 

some content enclosed in a book or its margin” (Derrida, “Living On: Border Lines” 

84) but constitutes an opening or the openness which “allows receiving and giving” 

(Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 190), always opens and expects for something more.  

    Was it for this? Is “Wordsworth” for poet? Wordsworth’s name calls for 

translation; it demands the ear of the other to hear the story of the growth of 

Wordsworth’s mind, and to recognize Wordsworth’s name as a poet. The Prelude is 

Wordsworth’s otobiography which is destined to the ear of the other who, by 

receiving this work as a gift,3 will justify it as a work “not unworthy of regard” (The 

Prelude 14.415). The Prelude as a gift is now entrusted to us, who, as the reader and 

the survivor, should take care of this legacy from Wordsworth and watch over its 

sur-vival. It is our turn to assume the task of the translator to translate Wordsworth’s 

name, to find out the answer for the question: is Wordsworth for poet? Reading The 

Prelude, we’re summoned by Wordsworth to cross the threshold on the borderlines of 

time and space in order to join in a dialogue with him, to hear the history of his mind, 

to say yes and sign our signature with him, affirming his identity as a poet. 

                                                 
3 In The Prelude, Wordsworth points out that this poem is a gift to Coleridge: “The last and later 
portions of this gift / Have been prepared” (The Prelude 14.415-6). 


