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Introduction 

 

But who is He, with modest looks, 

And clad in homely russet browns? 

He murmurs near the running brooks 

A music sweeter than their own. 

 

He is retired as noontide dew, 

Or fountain in a noon-day grove; 

And you must love him, ere to you 

He will seem worthy of your love.  

                            —William Wordsworth, “A Poet’s Epitaph” 

 

I. The Prelude Overview 

    William Wordsworth has long been regarded as the exemplary poet of English 

Romanticism, and The Prelude has been claimed to be his masterpiece as well as the 

prototypical poem of English Romantic literature. Conventionally, critics focus their 

investigation on Wordsworth as a nature poet, exploring the plastic and reviving 

power of the imagination, the interplay of the two consciousnesses, and the reciprocal 

transaction between human mind and Nature.1 The conventional paradigm of reading 

Wordsworth’s poetry comprises the recognition of the unique Wordsworthian 

experience of Nature in which an autonomous and consistent self is at the center of 
                                                 
1 Known as one of the Lake Poets with Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Robert Southey, Wordsworth is 
widely considered as a nature poet. It is not difficult to tell from Wordsworth’s poetry that Nature plays 
a significant role as inspiration for his creative invention. In “Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1850),” 
Wordsworth writes: “Poetry is the image of man and nature” (The Prose Works 1: 139). When 
Wordsworth remarks upon his ambition of writing a philosophical poem in “Preface to The Excursion 
of 1814,” he states that poem would contain “views of Man, Nature, and Society.” Without doubt, 
Nature is a key element of Wordsworth’s poetry, and critics have undertaken their investigation to 
probe for the relation between Wordsworth’s creative mind and Nature. Take three famous critics for 
examples. Geoffrey H. Hartman deals with Wordsworth’s relation with Nature in “A Poet’s Progress: 
Wordsworth and the Via Naturaliter Negativa,” and he argues that “Wordsworth came to realize that 
Nature itself led him beyond Nature” –that is, “Nature itself weans his mind, and especially his poetic 
mind, from its early dependence on immediate sensuous stimuli” (599). Analyzing the famous “two 
consciousnesses”  episode in The Prelude, M. H. Abrams associates this passage with Wordsworth’s 
description of the perplexing images he saw from a drifting boat in Book Fourth so as to discuss 
Wordsworth’s seeking for “the elements of continuity between his two separate selves” (Natural 
Supernaturalism 75). In The Visionary Company, Harold Bloom maintains that the theme of 
Wordsworth’s best poetry is a “reciprocity between the external world and his own mind” (132).  
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the interaction between the human mind and the natural environment that yields the 

glittering poetry in the literary history. Placed in the context of postmodern discourses 

which put accent on contradiction, intertextuality, and the renunciation of binary 

opposition, the integrity of mind and nature as well as the autonomy of the self 

celebrated in Wordsworth’s poetry appear to be very vulnerable to suspicion and even 

for severe attack. On the basis of Jacques Derrida’s concept of translation, this thesis 

aims to discuss the irreducible plurality as well as the disputable incompleteness of 

Wordsworth’s The Prelude of 1850 so as to effect a valid re-reading of the complex 

relation between writing, identity, and life. Reading The Prelude in light of Derrida’s 

perception of translation, this thesis endeavors to argue that Wordsworth, as an 

indebted translator committed to a insolvent debt and non-dischargeable duty by a 

translation contract, is obliged to translate his proper name in search of the sur-vival2 

of his name as a poet and his poetry by writing The Prelude as his otobiography 

which is never self-enclosed nor monologic but always calls for other’s hearing and 

reading to recognize Wordsworth’s name as a great poet.  

A well-established scholar and prolific writer on English Romanticism, M. H. 

Abrams provides readers the access to the understanding of Romantic literature in 

which Wordsworth’s poetry takes a prominent position. Wordsworth’s poetry, 

according to Abrams, articulates two different voices that represent “two 

Wordsworths” to the critics (The Correspondent Breeze 149).3 On the one hand, there 

is the simple Wordsworth, “the simple, affirmative poet of elementary feelings, 

essential humanity, and vital joy” (147). On the other hand, the problematic 

Wordsworth stands for “the complex poet of strangeness, paradox, equivocality, and 

                                                 
2 Sur-vival with a hyphen in the context of Derridean translation is different from the word “survival” 
in the common sense. For further discussion on sur-vival based on Derrida’s deconstructive inquiry of 
translation with reference to the questions of identity, writing and life, see chapter two. 
3 It is in the essay, “Two Roads to Wordsworth,” that Abrams draws attention to Wordsworth’s two 
distinct voices in his poetry.  
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dark sublimities” (147). No matter with which Wordsworth of this Janus-faced image 

the critics approach his poetry, Abrams argues, Wordsworth’s poetry that touches 

upon the various feelings of a poet’s mind has become an invaluable heritage for 

modern writers such as Wallace Stevens and Marcel Proust.4 In this way, Wordsworth 

“has transformed the inherited language of poetry into a medium adequate to express 

new ways of perceiving the world, new modes of experience, and new relations of the 

individual consciousness to itself, to its past, and to other men” (157). 

However, Wordsworth is more complicated and problematic than this Janus 

image and there are so many detours than just “two roads” for the readers to recognize 

this renowned Romantic poet and comprehend his poetry. In the introduction for the 

symposium called The Prelude, Nigel Wood accentuates the problem of multiple 

Wordsworths in several Preludes. For Wood, The Prelude remains “an unauthorized 

construction by others” because of its textual incompleteness and its diverse versions 

(2). First of all, the plurality of The Prelude5 make it rather thorny for critics to 

determine the original text of this exceptional poem on a poet’s life. Moreover, the 

resort to authorial intention would not solve this knotty problem because “The 

Prelude is composed by several ‘Wordsworths’—and more” (4). Coleridge, Dorothy, 

                                                 
4 In his discussion of Wordsworth’s poetry, Abrams compares Wordsworth to two distinguished 
modern writers: Wallace Stevens and Marcel Proust. According to Abrams, “The Prelude points toward 
one of the most influential literary achievements of the present century, Á la recherche du temps perdu” 
(Natural Supernaturalism 80). In The Correspondent Breeze, Abrams again relates Wordsworth’s The 
Prelude to Proust’s Á la recherche du temps perdu in terms of “a persisting double awareness of things” 
(83). As to the connection between Wordsworth and Stevens, Abrams focuses on both poets’ concern 
with the mind. In the chapter called “This Is Our High Argument” of Natural Supernaturalism, Abrams 
points out Stevens’s interest in the human mind as “a prime concern of post-Romantic poets” (69). In 
“Two Roads to Wordsworth,” Abrams also mentions Harold Bloom’s parallel between Wordsworth and 
Wallace Stevens (The Correspondent Breeze 157). 
5  According to Wood, there are the Two-Part Prelude of 1799, the Five-Book Prelude, the 
Thirteen-Book Prelude of 1805, and the Fourteen-Book Prelude of 1850. The categorization of the 
different versions of The Prelude is not fixed and it might vary from one critic to another. “Though it 
now seems clear that the poem [The Prelude] survives in four distinct versions, a great deal is 
guesswork. Only in the broadest terms can we discuss the stages of composition” (J. Wordsworth, 
“Revision as Making” 86). Jonathan Wordsworth’s remarks upon the diverse versions of The Prelude 
enable us to get a glimpse of the difficulty of making critical assessment of this poem due to 
Wordsworth’s continuous revision. 
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Mary Hutchinson, the executors, and the editors are on the list as the “authors” of The 

Preludes who participated in part of the process of the composition (4). The 

“‘deconstruction’ of the author-figure” (4) and Wordsworth’s continuous revision 

make the interpretation of The Prelude a difficult but necessary task. “What we are 

inevitably left with as an ‘object’ for interpretation,” Wood maintains, “is not just a 

poem, or even poems, but a process of making the poems that does not allow us to 

make easy generalizations about ‘Wordsworth’ or The Prelude without careful 

qualification” (11). 

    The well-known “two consciousnesses” passage (The Prelude 2.27-33) already 

implants the seed for the dissemination of multiple Wordsworths. In his retrospective 

return to the past to retrace the ways leading him to be a poet, Wordsworth discerns 

the wide vacancy between him and those days which leads to his awareness of “[t]wo 

consciousnesses, conscious of [himself] / And of some other Being” (The Prelude 

2.32-3).6 Relating the “two consciousnesses” to memory and creative sensibility, 

Abrams observes that there is “a multiple awareness” of the present I and the past I in 

Wordsworth’s narrative of his past life (Natural Supernaturalism 75). Wordsworth’s 

persistent evocation of his past life and his continual exploration of the importance of 

memory, Abrams contends, aim to look for “the elements of continuity between his 

two disparate selves” (75) so as to sustain the enduring power of his imagination and 

to rescue himself from the present crisis. From the “two consciousnesses” passage, 

Abrams is able to detect “a multiple awareness” in the mind of Wordsworth (Natural 

Supernaturalism 75; my emphasis) even though his emphasis remains on the 

dichotomy instead of the multiplicity of the self. The potential possibility of multiple 

selves implied in this renowned passage urges other critics to go beyond the 

                                                 
6 Unless it has been specified, the quotations of The Prelude are from The Prelude of 1850 in The 
Prelude 1799, 1805, 1850: Authoritative Texts, Context and Reception, Recent Critical Essays edited 
by Jonathan Wordsworth, M. H. Abrams, and Stephen Gill (New York: Norton, 1979). 
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limitations of duality, intending to uncover the diverse faces of Wordsworth in The 

Prelude. 

Examining the “two consciousnesses” in terms of the interrogative texts, Susan 

Wolfson also tackles the problem of multiple subjectivity manifested in this frequently 

quoted passage.7 Because of its refusal of “a single privileged discourse which 

contains and places all the others” (Belsey 92), the interrogative text puts into 

question “the author’s status as a unified subject” (Wolfson, “Answering Questions” 

144). To read The Prelude as an interrogative text, the “two consciousnesses” 

illustrate not only the split of the self into the present self and the past one but the 

division of “a speaking subject (me) and textual object (‘those days’ of ‘some other 

being’)” (146). Moreover, Wolfson even indicates the split of the speaking subject 

who is divided into a historical subject, a historizing subject, and a writing subject 

(146).8 In this sense, Wordsworth’s awareness of his two disparate selves and the 

breach between them reveals the discrepancy between his plural selves—the multiple 

subjectivity in writing a poem about the growth of his poetic mind. 

The problem of the divided selves is further complicated when The Prelude is 

read as an autobiographical poem.9 In the autobiographical writing, the author is both 

the writer and the reader at the same time: “the hand that writes and the eye that reads 

belongs to the same doubled and self-reflexive consciousness, that of ‘writer 

reading’” (Jacobus, Romanticism 4). In this kind of “writer reading,” Mary Jacobus 
                                                 
7 In “‘Answering Questions and Questioning Answers’: The Interrogative Project of The Prelude,” 
Wolfson’s analysis of The Prelude is based on Hans-Georg Gadamer’s and Hans Robert Jauss’s 
theories of hermeneutics. Wolfson finds the initial proof in Wordsworth’s 1814 Preface to The 
Excursion to justify her argument that The Prelude is a fundamentally interrogative project. Moreover, 
Wolfson also elaborates on Wordsworth’s “Was it for this…?” in The Prelude to discuss the poem’s 
nature of “authorial self-questioning” (128). In light of Catherine Belsey’s idea of interrogative texts in 
Critical Practice, Wolfson’s analysis of “two consciousnesses” is to further exemplify the interplay of 
question and answer. 
8 As to the split of the speaking subject, Wolfson writes: “Moreover, even the speaking subject is 
disrupted, split not only into a historical subject, ‘myself,’ and a historicizing one, ‘I,’ but yet another: 
the ‘I’ that writes them” (146). 
9  The Prelude of 1850 as an autobiographical poem and its reinterpretation as Wordsworth’s 
otobiography in relation to Derrida’s concept of translation will be discussed in chapter three. 
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states, “self-presence is always perplexed by the ‘two consciousnesses’ […] which 

characterize Romantic autobiographies such as Wordsworth’s” (4). In his study of The 

Prelude, Jon Cook associates the problematic self-representation with the unique 

rhetorical structure of the autobiography so as to probe for the complicated 

interrelation between identity, writing and language. Referring to “Autobiography as 

De-Facement” in which Paul de Man argues that what autobiography produces is 

nothing but a rhetorical effect, Cook elaborates on the contradictory relation between 

self identity and language in the writing of autobiography—“We want language to be 

or do something that it cannot be or do” (51). The writer might intend to produce 

self-knowledge and self-affirmation by writing an autobiography and finally to 

construct an identity outside the rhetoric, but the “specular structure” of the 

autobiography makes this task a mission impossible (de Man, The Rhetoric of 

Romanticism 70). The Prelude, interpreted as an autobiographical poem, is also 

caught in the “specular structure” in which “it becomes increasingly difficult to 

distinguish reflection and reality” (Cook 51). Given that, Wordsworth’s constant 

rewriting of The Prelude might suggest his intense yearning for constituting a real and 

solid self through the act of writing. Wordsworth continues to write and rewrite The 

Prelude in quest of a self-identity, but he never attains a sense of satisfaction at the 

self-identity created by his writing. The self identity Wordsworth intends to create for 

himself remains a rhetorical effect in language, and thus he is “undone […] by writing 

that means or signifies him but whose meaning he cannot grasp, since he is not it, 

even if his is the hand that writes” (Jacobus, Romanticism 11). 

    Paul Jay, in Being in the Text: Self-Representation from Wordsworth to Roland 

Barthes, also investigates The Prelude as an autobiography which deals with the 



Chang 7 

problem of subjectivity. 10  Jay regards Wordsworth’s retrospective quest for 

self-knowledge in The Prelude as “an act of self-transformation” (45) in which “man 

as mind reduplicates himself…is for himself, perceives himself, has ideas of himself, 

thinks himself, and thus is active self-realizedness” (Hegel qtd. in Jay 45). The 

Prelude is then regarded by Jay as an autobiographic poem whose writer aims at 

self-knowledge, self-realization and self-transformation. Moreover, Jay argues that 

Wordsworth undergoes an “autobiographical self-analysis” in The Prelude (59), and 

he investigates this self-analysis in relation to the questions of the problematic subject 

and repetitive revision. In writing The Prelude, Wordsworth attempts to discover what 

he is by looking inside into his soul and returning to the origin. This search, however, 

is a “[h]ard task, vain hope, to analyse the mind, / If each most obvious and particular 

thought, / … Hath no beginning” (The Prelude 2.228-29, 232). The possibility of “no 

beginning” of Wordsworth’s search for origin makes the very subject in quest of its 

origin problematic and paradoxical because the poet doesn’t know from which his 

creative power comes. Wordsworth’s continual rewriting of The Prelude is treated by 

Jay as the symptom of the repetition compulsion to find ad infinitum the untraceable 

and unidentifiable beginning, which would function as “the saving moment” 

delivering him from the present crisis (Jay 74). According to Jay’s observation, The 

Prelude could be interpreted as a self-reflexive poem depicting the interminable 

experience of Wordsworth’s self-analysis in which “[s]ubjectivity—in both its 

psychological and discursive forms—is experienced by Wordsworth as a problem that 

at once disturbs and shapes the form of his work” (82). 

    The predicament and difficulty of self-representation in The Prelude is entangled 
                                                 
10 In Being in the Text: Self-Representation from Wordsworth to Roland Barthes, Paul Jay conducts “a 
twofold analysis” (13) of the development of self-reflexive literature from Wordsworth to Barthes. On 
the one hand, Jay’s investigation focuses on the psychological, spiritual, philosophical, and vocational 
uses of autobiographical literary modes (13). On the other hand, his survey is to “analyze historically 
the impact of changing ideas about both the psychological ‘self’ and the literary subject on the forms 
of literary self-representation in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries” (13). 
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with the problems of revision and incompleteness. In his analysis of The Prelude, 

Cook highlights the importance of hearing in autobiography and relates it to the 

incompleteness of autobiography. For Cook, “autobiographical writing assumes a 

voice and a listener” and the significance of hearing in The Prelude lies in that it is 

“particularly attuned to what is ‘about to be’, and therefore to a structure in which 

absence is not exclusively allied to deprivation or loss but to a prophetic sense of 

something about to be or renewed” (56). Accordingly, Wordsworth’s endless rewriting 

of The Prelude would not necessarily be interpreted as his failure in discovering what 

he is and what his life is leading towards but rather as its potential success of renewal 

and its perpetual preparation for “hope that can never die / Effort, and expectation, 

and desire / And something evermore about to be” (The Prelude 6.606-8). 

The incompleteness of The Prelude is under Wolfson’s investigation in terms of 

the interrogative texts. The interrogative mode of The Prelude not merely puts the 

status of a unified subject into question but also challenges the faith of a stable 

framework. Writing The Prelude as an autobiographical poem makes Wordsworth get 

caught in the dialectic of question and answer in relation to self-questioning as well as 

self-affirmation, and his acute sensitivity to “‘other possible answers’ remains an 

interference that results in continued and prolonged revisions, either to articulate the 

presupposed answers more securely, or to give the instabilities more play” (Wolfson, 

“Answering Questions” 139). The collision and contradiction of the diverse 

viewpoints of Wordsworth’s multiple selves in the process of remembering and 

writing lead to the impossibility of a coherent and self-enclosed work. There are 

always “other possible answers” offered from the different points of view.11 The 

                                                 
11 Take the well-known question “Was it for this…?” for example. This is a question that opens the 
Two-Part Prelude of 1799, which expresses Wordsworth’s sense of failure to make progress with The 
Recluse (J. Wordsworth, Abrams and Gill 42). From the 1799 version to the 1850 one, Wordsworth has 
asked himself this question several times in different contexts. However, this question seems to baffle 
Wordsworth and drive him to find a satisfactory answer to it in the various versions of The Prelude. 
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implicit presence of Wordsworth’s multiple selves makes The Prelude a poem with 

manifold layers—a palimpsest of continuous rewriting and rereading. Then, The 

Prelude is an interrogative poetic text which “becomes plural, open to re-reading, no 

longer an object for passive consumption but an object of work by the reader to 

produce meaning” (Belsey 104). 

On the other hand, Clifford Siskin copes with the problem of revision from a 

Foucauldian perspective. Siskin maintains that The Prelude is “the most extraordinary 

résumé in English literary history” whose “primary function then, was to present an 

individual’s training and qualification for performing his life’s work” (114, 115). 

Hence, Wordsworth’s laborious revisions of The Prelude might be interpreted as the 

sign of “an Author’s creative struggle” intending to produce the best work (120). The 

various versions of The Prelude are regarded as “the ongoing revisions of a résumé, 

[which] authorizes a historical and political analysis of modern professionalism, in 

which the reversions index a naturally increasing depth of specialization” (120-1). In 

this sense, the incompleteness and indetermination of The Prelude as “something 

evermore about to be” (The Prelude 6.608) results form Wordsworth’s life-long 

practice of rewriting an autobiographical poem to prove the growth of his creative 

mind and to justify his improving capability of being a proficient poet.  

    To sum up the recent critical reviews of Wordsworth’s The Prelude, three 

important issues catch the critics’ attention—the division of subjectivity, the 

problematic self-representation of autobiographical writing, and the problem of 

revision or rewriting. Over the years, critics have endeavored to elucidate these three 

interrelated issues according to various theoretical frameworks—hermeneutics, New 

                                                                                                                                            
Wordsworth continues to write and rewrite The Prelude in search of an answer to this question, and he 
can not finish writing this “philosophic song / Of truth” until he fins an acceptable answer to it in his 
life time (The Prelude 1.229-30). 
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Historiticism, psychoanalysis, post-structuralism, and so on.12 Their efforts have 

revealed that Wordsworth has become one of the unforgettable names which are 

“dwellers in the hearts of men / Now living, or to live in future years” (The Prelude 

1.164-165). Moreover, they have probed for the multifarious Wordsworths underneath 

his commonly accepted image as a simple nature poet. Wordsworth’s poetry has 

defied the stereotypical impression of it as natural or straightforward with “the pattern 

of irreconcilable self-contradiction” that critics discover in many modern poets 

(Miller, The Linguistic Moment 43). Owing to these critics’ efforts, Wordsworth’s 

poetry is proven not to be one-dimensional but instead contains within itself multiple 

layers which await our exploration.  

 

II. Methodology 

    Despite the accumulation of critical research over the years, there are roads yet to 

be taken leading to the insight of Wordsworth and his poetry. In this thesis, I endeavor 

to read The Prelude of 1850 in light of Derrida’s concept of translation in an attempt 

to unveil another facet of Wordsworth whose poetry depends on his own poetry that 

always awaits the reader’s re-reading for new interpretation. Even though 

deconstructive approaches have been adopted by critics in the study of Wordsworth’s 

poetry in the past three decades, 13  Derrida’s deconstructive interpretation of 

translation has not been applied to the analysis of The Prelude with reference to the 
                                                 
12 Of course there are Wordsworthian critics who concentrate their investigation on other issues, but I 
believe that these three issues constitute the fundamental substance of Wordsworth’s The Prelude and 
they function as the starting point or the necessary and crucial component for critics to probe other 
aspects of Wordsworth’s poetry. Take Philip Shaw’s “Romantic Space: Topo-analysis and Subjectivity 
in The Prelude” for example. The question of the integrity of subjectivity plays an important part in 
Shaw’s investigation of the relation between social space and narrating “I” in The Prelude.  
13 To list just a few examples of deconstructive reading of Wordsworth’s poetry. Susan Wolfson’s 
analysis of The Prelude in terms of Jauss’s “horizon of expectation” (“Answering Questions” 136) and 
Belsey’s interrogative text is a deconstructive reading which “decenter[s] the text authority” (136). 
Tilottama Rajan in “Deconstructing Wordsworth,” an essay collected in Hall and Ramsey’s Approaches 
to Teaching Wordsworth’s Poetry, also adopts the deconstructive approach to explore the question of 
repetition/rewriting in Wordsworth’s poetry. Frances Ferguson’s “Historicism, Deconstruction, and 
Wordsworth” is yet another example of the deconstructive reading of Wordsworth’s poetry. 
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questions of divided self identity, autobiographical representation and problematic 

revision. Adopting Derrida’s concept of translation in my research on The Prelude, I 

believe this re-reading will yield a more productive interpretation of this 

chef-d’oeuvre in literary history, not only illuminating the complex interrelation of 

identity, writing and life, but also expanding the understanding of Wordsworth as a 

great poet. Translation, from Derrida’s viewpoint, is an indispensable element of life 

because “[t]o refuse translation is to refuse life” (The Ear of the Other 137). 

Translation becomes a requisite for life when it is no longer understood merely “in the 

sense of transcription” (153) but is concerned with the affirmation of life in which we 

encounter different languages with their diverse cultures across the boundaries of time 

and space. The core of translation, for Derrida, is not the imposition of a univocal 

meaning or a universal reason. Rather, translation is concerned with the reciprocal 

relationship between self and other which consists of giving and receiving. Not only 

about the ability to address others and get understood, translation is also about the 

willingness to listen to others and affirm what they address to us. Translation is a 

contract of reconciliation of tongues and growth of languages (Derrida, The Ear of the 

Other 122-3). To read The Prelude in light of Derrida’s discussion on translation, I 

believe, will elucidate that this masterpiece of Wordsworth is not a self-enclosed text 

but maintains an openness towards other languages and cultures—an openness which 

“allows receiving and giving” (Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 190). In this sense, The 

Prelude is always open to re-reading and re-translation across the borders of time and 

space for the sur-vival of Wordsworth’s name and poetry. Based on Derrida’s 

perception of translation, the argument of this thesis is to demonstrate that The 

Prelude, rather than a self-enclosed and monologic poem, is Wordsworth’s arduous 

and lifelong translation of his proper name in search of its sur-vival—that is, The 

Prelude is the necessary and impossible task of Wordsworth as an indebted translator 
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which inaugurates an ever-lasting signature event that always demands the ear of the 

other across the boundaries of time and space for the recognition and affirmation of 

Wordsworth’s name as a poet. 

    The three crucial issues in the analysis of The Prelude—the split of the self, the 

difficulty of self-representation, and the problem of revision won’t be eliminated from 

this investigation performed in light of Derrida’s discussion on translation. On the 

contrary, these issues will be tackled in terms of the double-bind structure of the 

proper name, the involvement of the other in otobiography,14 and the necessary but 

impossible task of the translator in Derrida’s critical and philosophical inquiry of 

translation. First of all, the question of the proper name is at the center of Derrida’s 

research in translation pertaining to the establishment and stability of a unified self 

identity particularly in his interpretation of the biblical story of Babel. For Derrida, 

the necessity and impossibility of translation results from the simultaneous commands 

imbedded in the structure of the proper name—a demand for singularity 

(untranslatability) yet at the same time a call for recognition (translatability). This 

“undecidable double postulation” (Derrida, The Ear of the Other 93) confounds the 

status of the proper name which articulates both the feature of a proper name and that 

of a common noun. Therefore, the proper name is divided from its core—it is both 

proper and improper, compromising the supposed unity or propriety of the identity 

which this very name designates. The division of the proper name, according to 

Derrida’s analysis, makes the unitary identity only a promise whose fulfillment 

depends on the act of translation. 

Given the connection of proper name, identity, and translation in Derrida’s 

investigation, Wordsworth’s writing of The Prelude could be explained as an attempt 

                                                 
14 The Prelude as Wordsworth’s otobiography which relies on Wordsworth’s interaction with the other 
will be analyzed in chapter three. 



Chang 13 

to translate his own proper name, that is, to compose the history of William 

Wordsworth as a poet into a poetic work. The compositional relation between The 

Prelude and The Recluse explicates Wordsworth’s determination to undertake the 

grand philosophical project suggested by the fellow poet, Samuel Taylor Coleridge. 

The Prelude as a preparatory poem to The Recluse aims to put Wordsworth’s poetic 

power into test so as to certify his capability of poetic and philosophical creation 

which will make Wordsworth bear the name as a great poet. Keeping “the discipline / 

And consummation of a Poet’s mind” (The Prelude 14.303-4) as the high argument of 

The Prelude in his mind, Wordsworth aspires to become one of those great writers, 

assuring himself as a descendant of “a unique and universal genealogy” (Derrida, 

“Des Tours de Babel” 169) of the eminent poets who are “each with each / Connected 

in a mighty scheme of truth” (The Prelude 13.301-2). To make a name for himself, to 

make the story of his development into a poet known to others, Wordsworth has to 

write and let his proper name be improper. The division of the proper name into 

common nouns makes understanding possible, because “understanding is no longer 

possible when there are only proper names, and understanding is no longer possible 

when there are no longer proper names” (Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 167). In a 

similar manner, the division of Wordsworth as a proper name into various selves will 

assure not only Wordsworth’s own understanding of himself but also the reader’s 

understanding of him. Accordingly, the figures depicted in The Prelude such as the 

Boy of Winander and the blind Beggar could be interpreted as “figures of 

Wordsworth’s own poetic self” (de Man, The Rhetoric of Romanticism 73)—or to put 

it in terms of proper name and common noun, they are what Wordsworth becomes 

improper, the common nouns that stand for the proper name when it enters the realm 

of language and translation. The division of the self observed either by Wordsworth 

himself (“two consciousnesses”) or by critics (Wolfson’s split of the speaking subject, 
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for example) could be treated as the inevitable consequence when the proper name 

gets involved in the process of writing and translation. “Translation is writing,” 

Derrida remarks, “it is not translation only in the sense of transcription. It is a 

productive writing” (The Ear of the Other 153). Wordsworth has to write and translate 

himself so that his name will be inscribed in the hearts of the readers as a great poet. 

    The difficulty of self-representation observed by critics in The Prelude can be 

explored in light of Derrida’s reinterpretation of autobiography as otobiography. The 

theme of autobiography constitutes an important part in Derrida’s study on translation. 

From Derrida’s perspective, “[a]utobiography is also the work on the proper name and 

the signature” (The Ear of the Other 75). The permeation of the proper name and the 

signature in autobiography, in light of Derrida’s analysis, reveals the impossibility of 

absolute self-presence in this mode of writing. The proper name, governed by the 

double command, is divided and drawn into the system of différance and thus requires 

the other as a translator for its own recognition and understanding.15 On the other 

hand, the signature as the written form of the proper name also bears the trace of the 

other because of its necessary repeatability in the absence of the signer—that is, it 

should be repeatable and imitable by the other without losing its proper function 

(Derrida, Margins of Philosophy 328-9).16 As a result, the autobiography, the work on 

the proper name and the signature, is engaged in an alliance with the other whose 

existence plays an indispensable part in the autobiographer’s quest of self-knowledge 

and self-affirmation. The autobiography thus becomes otobiography which demands 

the keen ear of the other to recognize the autobiographer’s name and sign with his/her 

signature. The necessary presence of the other in Derrida’s redefinition of 

autobiography as otobiography sheds new light on the interpretation of The Prelude as 

                                                 
15 The division of the proper name and its double command will be elaborated in chapter two. 
16 Further discussion on the signature and its relation with the other, see chapter three. 
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an autobiographical poem. Read in light of Derrida’s argument about otobiography, 

the problematic self-representation in The Prelude which is always confounded by 

“two consciousnesses” (The Prelude 2.32) that characterize Romantic autobiography 

or contradicted by the ungraspable origin that leads to “something evermore about to 

be” (The Prelude 6.608) demonstrates the inexorable involvement of the other in 

Wordsworth’s search of a unified and stable self-identity. Wordsworth’s unique 

compositional strategy in delineating his interaction and alliance with the other in The 

Prelude—Coleridge, Dorothy, and his various past selves—distinguishes this poem as 

a significant autobiographical work in literary history. 

    The problem of revision which intrigues the interest of the critics in their study 

of The Prelude can be investigated with regards to the non-dischargeable task of the 

translator. A sense of incompleteness baffles many critics especially in their reading of 

the 1850 Prelude, and the fragmented nature of The Prelude is so manifest that Nigel 

Wood considers this poetic work as “unassimilable material” (11). Existing in sundry 

manuscripts and diverse versions, The Prelude is in effect an accretion of 

Wordsworth’s continual writing and rewriting during his life time. As the reader, we 

will never know if Wordsworth will be satisfied with The Prelude of 1850, a 

posthumous version published by his wife and executors who collected and edited his 

manuscripts. It is very possible that Wordsworth might have wanted to revise and 

expand it if he had lived longer to continue the act of writing. As a poetic work on the 

identity of Wordsworth who attempts to make a name for himself as a poet, the 

completion of The Prelude becomes Wordsworth’s task of the translator.  

    The incompleteness or fragmented nature of The Prelude indicates the 

impossibility of Wordsworth’s task. Despite his efforts to translate his own proper 

name, Wordsworth will never render full understanding and total translatability due to 

its untranslatability. The translation of the proper name is caught in the infinite play of 
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the common nouns within the system of différance so that it “does not let itself 

become totally common” (Derrida, The Ear of the Other 148). Wordsworth’s double 

role as the subject who writes and the subject which is written about also thwarts the 

completion of this task. An ontological understanding of himself is beyond the reach 

of Wordsworth for the reason that he is part of what he attempts to understand. 

Wordsworth’s endeavor to attain self-knowledge through the writing of The Prelude, a 

history of the growth of his mind, remains an unfinished and endless undertaking 

because “[t]o exist historically means that knowledge of oneself can never be 

complete”(Gadamer 269). Furthermore, this endeavor is also impeded by the 

impossibility of Wordsworth’s returning to the past for the origin of his poetic 

power—it is impossible for Wordsworth as a translator to return to the original to 

realize what his true self is due to the wide gap between his two consciousnesses. 

What Wordsworth can do in the task of translating his proper name is to constantly 

“re-turn,” that is, to write and rewrite over and over again in his retrospective journey 

undertaken in the act of writing The Prelude in order to get to the right route for the 

origin of his poetic power. The Prelude, viewed in light of Derrida’s understanding of 

the translation, reveals itself as the lifelong effort of Wordsworth to translate his own 

proper name so as to ensure its sur-vival, which “gives more of life, more than 

surviving [because it] does not simply live longer, it lives more and better, beyond the 

means of its author” (Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 179). “To refuse translation is to 

refuse life” (Derrida, The Ear of the Other 137)—Wordsworth’s continual writing and 

rewriting of The Prelude testifies not only his love for life but also his resolution to 

make a name for himself in undertaking the task of seeking the sur-vival of his name 

and poetry. 

 

III. Organization  
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    In this thesis, my re-reading of The Prelude as Wordsworth’s life-long translation 

of his proper name in light of Derridean perception of translation will focus on the 

1850 text. Never published in Wordsworth’s lifetime and remaining in manuscripts for 

more than fifty years, The Prelude exists in various forms as the prelude to the long 

philosophical poem, The Recluse and is most commonly read in the parallel text of 

1799, 1805, and 1850 versions nowadays. The vehement debates on the different 

versions of The Prelude pertaining to poetic and aesthetic merits, authorial intention 

and originality have contributed to the accumulation of criticisms over the years,17 

and critics are in favor of or against a specific version according to various critical or 

artistic considerations. In his variorum edition of The Prelude, Ernest de Selincourt 

writes: “The Prelude is the essential living document for the interpretation of 

Wordsworth’s life and poetry; any details, therefore, that can be gathered of the 

manner and circumstances of its composition must be of interest alike to biographer 

and critic. But of more vital importance than these is a knowledge of its original text” 

(de Selincourt, The Prelude ix). The appearance of de Selincour’s edition in 1986 and 

the consequential critical pursuit for the original or authorized text of The Prelude is 

observed by Jonathan Wordsworth who remarks that “[s]ince 1926 and the appearance 

of de Selincourt’s parallel-text edition, criticism of The Prelude has been a tug-of-war 

between those who take the 1805 version to represent the poet’s original intention 

(which it doesn’t) and those who regard the first edition of July 1850 as being a 

authorized text (which it isn’t)” (“Revision as Making” 86). The quest for an original 

text or the emphasis on an authorized text, however, is confounded by “the textual 

uncertainty” of The Prelude because it is impossible for us to locate this poem’s point 

                                                 
17 The debates on the different versions of The Prelude have never reached a conclusive judgment that 
satisfies everyone. A good example to illustrate the critical vehemence on this issue is the great debate 
held as the finale of the 1984 Wordsworth Conference and Prelude colloquium which focused on 
relative merits of the 1805 and 1850 texts (Lindenberger et al., “Waiting for the Palfreys” 1). 
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of origin (Wood 3). 

    The critics’ search for an original text in their inquiry is paralleled with 

Wordsworth’s quest of origin in the process of writing The Prelude. Writing The 

Prelude, Wordsworth is in pursuit of establishing his own originality and authorship 

as a poet. Wordsworth’s constant revision of The Prelude suggests the deferred 

fulfillment of his quest, and the myriad versions of this long poem illustrate the routes 

and detours which Wordsworth has taken in the process of his search for a stable and 

well-known identity. The 1850 text of The Prelude, read in the context of Derridean 

translation, will present the detoured course of Wordsworth’s task of a translator with 

all the traces of the attempted translations for his own proper name—the translations 

that endure and repeat with variation such as “Was it for this,” “spots of time,” 

“Blessed the infant babe” and those that fade out and leave the obscure trace like the 

story of Vaudracour and Julia in Book Ninth of the 1805 text and Wordsworth’s 

changing attitudes towards the French Revolution. The decision of focusing my 

analysis on The Prelude of 1850 does not simply follow the traditional “time-honored 

way of thinking” which considers “the last know document [as] sacrosanct” as 

Jonathan Wordsworth remarks in his essay (“Revision as Making” 87). Instead, The 

Prelude of 1850 as the last version of this long poem bears testimony to Wordsworth’s 

tenacious dedication to the fulfillment of his task as a translator to ensure the sur-vival 

of his name and poetry. 

The sur-vival of a work depends on the growth brought about by the translation, 

and the 1850 Prelude demonstrates the prominent growth of this autobiographical 

poem due to Wordsworth’s incessant translation among the other versions. In The Ear 

of the Other, Derrida states: “the translation must assure the [sur-vival], which is to 

say the growth, of the original. Translation augments and modifies the original, which, 

insofar as it is living on, never ceases to be transformed and to grow” (122; Derrida’s 
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emphasis). As the subtitle of the 1850 suggests—“A Growth of a Poet’s Mind / An 

Autobiographical Poem,” The Prelude is an ever-growing work concerned with the 

life of Wordsworth which grows with numerous versions as Wordsworth matures in 

his life. A work of Wordsworth’s proper name and signature, The Prelude possesses 

the function of the signature which “carries in its inscription the trace of the absence 

of the author, and therefore the trace of the impossibility of absolute presence” 

(Wolfreys 86-7). Furthermore, The Prelude shares the feature of the proper name 

which “in naming the absence of the one who signs, marks the death of that person, 

[…because it] will outlive the bearer of that name” (87). The 1850 version of The 

Prelude, in particular, manifests these characteristics of the proper name and the 

signature as a posthumous text which is published in the absence of the author and 

outlives this very person as something “that aspire[s] to unconquerable life” (The 

Prelude 5.20). The Prelude of 1850, therefore, is the best example to attest this long 

poem as a work of sur-vival that continues to live after the death of its author. It is a 

work which not only outlives the bearer of the name but also “gives more of life, 

more than surviving [because it] does not simply live longer, it lives more and better, 

beyond the means of its author” (Derrida, “Des Tours de Babel” 179).  

    In addition to Wordsworth’s task of the translator and the sur-vival of his name 

and poetry, The Prelude of 1850 will enable me to probe for the possibility of 

translation of the translation in terms of Wordsworth’s constant revision of this poem 

in his life. Commenting on the feasibility of the translation of the translation, Derrida 

remarks: “we know of examples of translations that have been retranslated, when this 

occurs […] the first translation, if it has the force of an event, becomes an original. 

There is always a structure of ‘original translation’ even when translations are 

retranslated” (The Ear of the Other 148). In light of Derrida’s argument, The Prelude 

of 1850 will be explored as the translation of Wordsworth’s previous translations of 
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his own proper name diffused in the numerous manuscripts and various versions of 

this poem. Furthermore, The Prelude of 1850 will allow me to deal with the questions 

of traces and detours in terms of writing and translation. The Prelude is composed of a 

series of events of tracing and retracing Wordsworth’s life experiences from the past 

to the moment of composition. Wordsworth’s act of revising and rewiring The Prelude 

is an act of retracing and recollecting what has happened in his life as he addresses 

Coleridge: “O Friend! have I retraced my life / Up to an eminence, and told a tale / Of 

matters which not falsely may be called / The glory of my youth” (The Prelude 

3.170-73). At the same time, it is also an act of re-tracing, re-marking both the routes 

and detours which he has traversed in his life and the translation that he has done over 

those years for his proper name. Those traces left by the past experiences prove 

Wordsworth’s maturation and the traces of the revision of The Prelude demonstrate its 

growth. To elucidate the relation between the revision and translation,18 Derrida 

states: “there is an increase. […] The memory of all the versions is archived. […] [I]t 

is an increased corpus which has grown from the original to the translation, from the 

first to the second version” (The Ear of the Other 160; my emphasis). Read in light of 

Derrida’s idea of trace and increase in translation, The Prelude of 1850 is a reservoir 

of traces in which “the memory of all the versions is archived” (160). What’s more, 

those traces and memory reserved in the 1850 version will display not only the 

“increased corpus” of this poem but also the transformation of the poet (160).  

    Last but not least, the 1850 version illustrates the eminent otobiographica feature 

of The Prelude.19 Redefining autobiography as “otobiography” which relies on the 

                                                 
18 The context of this quotation is that Derrida is commenting upon Muarice Blanchot’s revision of his 
book Death Sentence.  
19 For the purpose of clarification, I feel obligated to explain my usage of some key terms employed 
throughout this thesis. 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 
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involvement of the other in the process of writing, Derrida argues that “it is the ear of 

the other that signs. 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” (The Ear of the Other 51). During the process of 

writing The Prelude, Wordsworth has to depend on the ear of the other to make his 

signature take place and to constitute his self-identity. In addition to the primal 

addressee of this poem, Coleridge, the number of the other augments while 

Wordsworth is engaged in the nominal contract with his sister Dorothy, and his past 

selves presented in the recollected episodes of his early life in this poem. 

Wordsworth’s identity is subject to the ear of the other to recognize his proper name 

and validate his signature. Therefore, the more Wordsworth writes, that is, the more 

translations Wordsworth does for his proper name and the more signatures 

Wordsworth signs for his otobiographical poem, the more involvement of the other is 

required to offer recognition and countersignature. The 1850 version, with its 

increased length, displays the expansion of the dialogue between the addresser and the 

addressee as well as the extension of the nominal contract between the signers in The 

Prelude. The 1850 version further manifests the otobiographical feature of The 

Prelude as a posthumous edition. Published after Wordsworth’s death, The Prelude of 

1850 is a unique otobiographical poem in which Wordsworth’s signature has to wait 

for the other to sign with it so that it can take place. Without the signature of the 

other—the naming of this poem by Wordsworth’s wife and the collecting and editing 

of the manuscripts by the executors, The Prelude as Wordsworth’s tour de force would 

never have been known to the public. Thus, The Prelude of 1850, a fruit yielded by 

                                                                                                                                            
employed to accentuate the necessary involvement of the other in the process of self-representation. 
Further discussions on The Prelude as Wordsworth’s otobiography, see chapter three. 
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the collaboration of others, is a good example of what Derrida terms as otobiography. 

In addition, the sense of incompleteness embedded in The Prelude of 1850 will invite 

the readers of the future to “[sign] with his/her ears, an organ for perceiving 

difference” (Derrida, The Ear of the Other 51).  

    In the first chapter of my thesis, I will recast Wordsworth as a translator in 

writing The Prelude. For Derrida, the task of the translator is associated with “the 

commitment, the duty, the debt, the responsibility” (“Des Tours de Babel” 175) and 

the translator is therefore destined to a contract of insolvent debt and 

non-dischargeable duty that should guarantee the sur-vival of the proper name. 

Wordsworth’s sense of responsibility to the writing and completion of The Prelude as 

the introductory poem to The Recluse will be investigated in terms of his translation 

contract with Coleridge. Moreover, the reciprocal relationship between Wordsworth 

and Nature will be discussed in view of the translation contract not only to prove that 

Wordsworth’s role as a poet is inseparable from the task of the translator but also to 

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

in his poetry. An analysis of the Boy of Winander episode will be provided in this 

chapter to demonstrate Wordsworth’s attempt to fulfill the promise of reconciliation of 

languages through translation as an indebted translator. Accordingly, this chapter 

attempts to prove that Wordsworth, in his dual role as both a poet and a translator, 

commits himself to a lifetime task of writing The Prelude, whose completion turns out 

to be an impossible yet necessary mission in establishing his name as a great poet. 

    The second chapter of this thesis will be dedicated to the investigation of 

Wordsworth’s task of translating his own proper name in The Prelude. The famous 

“two consciousnesses” passage will be analyzed in relation to Wordsworth’s quest for 

a unitary identity, and the irreducible gap between the two consciousnesses will be 

examined pertaining to the fissures of the original which the translator makes an effort 
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to cover up in the process of translation in order to achieve unity. Wordsworth’s 

strenuous effort to translate his proper name in quest of a unitary identity as a poet 

will be elaborated in the various examples extracted from The Prelude, such as the 

“spots of time” episode, the blind Beggar episode, and the Boy of Winander episode. 

Only with his proper name translated can Wordsworth be recognized as a poet, 

capable of writing poetry which brings about joy and truth to human mind. Moreover, 

only when Wordsworth’s name becomes common can those worthy words be written 

and then comprise The Prelude, the literary work which not only endures but makes 

Wordsworth well-known. Above all, this chapter intends to read The Prelude in light 

of Derridean ideas of translation and proper name in an attempt to prove that The 

Prelude is Wordsworth’s translation of his own proper name in search of not only a 

unitary identity as a poet but also the sur-vival of this name. 

    Chapter three will elaborate on The Prelude as Wordsworth’s otobiography in 

terms of Derrida’s redefinition of autobiography as otobiography. A re-reading of The 

Prelude as an otobiography, I believe, will prevent us from interpreting this poem as a 

self-enclosed and monologic poem. The otobiographical nature of The Prelude will be 

examined pertaining to the relationship between the addressor and the addressee 

which constitutes the compositional structure of this poem. Both Coleridge and 

Dorothy Wordsworth will be investigated as the other whose keen ear is demanded by 

Wordsworth to constitute his identity as poet. The importance of Dorothy’s role as the 

other to the discovery of Wordsworth’s true self and the constitution of his identity as 

a poet will be elaborated in the analyses of Wordsworth’s expressions of gratitude 

towards Dorothy in Books Eleventh and Fourteenth, and the Ascent of Snowdon 

episode. Furthermore, the division of Wordsworth’s first person “I” illustrated in the 

boat-stealing episode and the crossing of the Alps episode will be discussed in terms 

of Wordsworth’s nominal contract with his own other selves to achieve the double 
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affirmation in otobiography. In this chapter, I attempt to prove that The Prelude is an 

everlasting signature event of translating Wordsworth’s proper name into an 

otobiography which always awaits the other’s countersignature and is never quite 

complete. 

   To read Wordsworth’s The Prelude in light of Derrida’s idea of translation, I 

believe that it will carry us to another perception of Wordsworth and his poetry. In 

addition, Derrida’s critical inquiry of translation with reference to life and philosophy 

will enable me to elucidate the complex interrelation of identity, subject and writing 

embedded in The Prelude. Through my discussion in this thesis in light of Derrida’s 

theory of translation, I intend to argue that Wordsworth, in the position of an indebted 

translator committed to a insolvent debt and non-dischargeable duty by a translation 

contract with Nature and Coleridge, is obliged to translate his proper name in search 

of the sur-vival of his name as a poet and his poetry by writing The Prelude as his 

otobiography which is always open to and demands for the ear of the other to 

recognize and affirm Wordsworth’s name as a great poet. 

 

 


