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Forgetting the Bold Promise of the Past:
William Wordsworth’ s Politicized Sublime in

The Prelude, the French Books

Lee Wei-yao

Abstract

This paper argues that the French Books in 7he Prelude are plotted to accord with a crisis of the poet’ s
imagination as the poet’ s sublime experience turns from nature to politics, and this structural arrangement offers
double vantage points: on the one hand, from the world of nature to the world of human kind, the poet’ s vision is
allegedly empowered, therefore enabling him to claim himself to be a competent poet; on the other, locating the
political experience in the past, notably support for the French Revolution, lays the foundation for a mature self-
reflecting poet-speaker in the text, at the same time playing down the embarrassment when facing the charge of
political apostasy outside the text. The sublime experience, according to Thomas Weiskel, is in essence a series of
(in)equilibrium between the subject and the object, the sublime to the beautiful. It is suggested that in 7he
Prelude this relationship further constitutes a change in subject position from a fervent defender of the French

Revolution to non-believer and political conservative.
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