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Abstract  

 

This thesis investigates the ways in which literature creates therapeutic spaces 

in which to do personal thinking. By a combination of literary analysis and 

practical experimentation this thesis seeks to provide a contribution to the 

relation of the reading of literature to the practice of psychology. It argues that 

literature has a vital role to play in the real world, whilst insisting that the 

methods of close literary analysis and literary thinking are preserved.  

            Chapter one establishes the relationship between Stoicism and certain 

modern day psychological therapies. It offers an analysis of the Roman 

phÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÅÒ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ letters in relation to the tragedies that preceded them. 

These texts are usually studied in isolation whereas this thesis identifies places 

of overlap and exchange between the two literary forms.  

             Chapter two explores the work of the sixteenth-century essayist Michel 

de Montaigne, focussing on his valuable modification of Stoicism into what we 

might today recognise as an individual model of personal psychology and self-

exploration.  

            Chapter three examines WordsworÔÈȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ÔÏ 3ÅÎÅÃÁ ÁÎÄ 

ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÔȭÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 3ÔÏÉÃ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÉÎÔÏ Á ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÙ ÏÆ 

ÒÅÓÔÏÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÍÕÔÁÔÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ÓÅÔÓ ÏÕÔ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÍÅÁÎÔ ÂÙ ȬÌÉÔÅÒÁÒÙ 

ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇȭ ÉÎ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÉÔÓ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÁÌȟ 

therapeutic value in the world.  

            Chapter four consists of two reading experiments which test the 

interpretations made within the previous chapter on modern readers. 

Experiment A compares reader responses to a newspaper article with 

responses tÏ ÅØÔÒÁÃÔÓ ÆÒÏÍ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙȢ 1ÕÁÎÔÉÔÁÔÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÁÔÉÖÅ 

analysis of data collected suggests that, in certain cases, the poetry triggered 

more active reading, greater emotional focus, and higher levels of imaginative 

uncertainty. Experiment B examines the effects of sustained personal 

ÅÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ÐÏÅÍÓȢ !ÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÄÉÁÒÉÅÓ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ 

over a period of two weeks by a group of participants suggests that, in certain 

cases, the poetry encouraged blended forms of thinking and stimulated readers 

to shift out of default modes. 

              Chapter five examines the therapeutic model that is contained within 

'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÒÅÁÌÉÓÔ ÎÏÖÅÌÓȟ ÒÏÏÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÈÅÒ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȟ &ÅÕÅÒÂÁÃÈ 

and Spinoza. A third experiment, based upon a letter -writing task, tests 

whether/how her fiction can trigger significant thinking capacities in modern 

readers, such as the capacity for perspective taking. 

            The thesis concludes by consolidating its vision of a literary-based form of 

therapy and discussing the implications for future research. It argues that the 

therapeutic potential of literature is specifically related to its ability to 

encourage the blending, widening, repositioning and reappraisal of thoughts.  
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Preface 

 

The methodology of this thesis is rooted in the scholarly tradition of practical 

criticism. This is a form of literary study which is grounded in the attentive close 

analysis of primary texts, rather than a reliance on works of secondary criticism. 

It is a methodology which was first developed by I. A. Richards in his seminal 

work of 1929, Practical Criticism, in which he set out the results of a reading 

experiment which sought to demonstrate some of the limitations of methods of 

literary study which depend too heavily on the crutches of historical or 

theoretical context, at the expense of the actual words on the page. This 

approach is in line with what in the social sciences is now known as Grounded 

Theory, involving the bottom-up gathering and analysis of data, working 

inductively rather than being driven from above by the framework of a 

deductive hypothesis.1   

           This thesis is concerned with the impact of literary texts on real lives. It 

was important therefore to select a methodology that would allow me to forge a 

direct connection to the literature being analysed and to get closer to the real, 

first -hand experience of serious reading. The chosen methodology also helped 

to establish a sense of continuity across the thesis as it placed me, within my 

own terms, in the same testing position as the experimental participants of 

chapters four and five: as a reader and struggling human, tasked with 

responding directly to a series of primary texts, without the assistance of 

external critical apparatus.  

            While certain critical approaches and theories have a tendency to make 

literature feel prohibitively distant and disconnected from the real and present 

struggles of individual modern life, the aim of this thesis has been to develop 

forms of interdisciplinary thinking and experimental design which firmly 

reconnect actual readers with texts and which demonstrate how literature 

might be of aid to human beings in those very struggles.  

            In her recently well-received monograph The Limits of Critique, Rita Felski 

                                                           
1 Barney G. Glaser, and Anselm L. Strauss, The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for 
Qualitative Research (New Jersey: Aldine, 1967).  
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offers a theoretical argument against the dominance of any one theoretical 

model of reading: in particular, critique based on the hermeneutics of suspicion. 

3ÈÅ ÍÁËÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÃÏÕÒÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÃÁÌÌÓ ȬÐÏÓÔ-critical 

ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇȭ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ȬÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÄÅÒȭ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÎ ÁÂÓÔÒÁÃÔ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ as in reader-response 

theory, but a specific autonomous individual capable of a range of responses 

besides the trained default of intelligent suspicion:   

We need ways of thinking about individual readers that does not flatten 

and reduce them, that grasps their idiosyncrasy as well as their 

importance. Texts cannot influence the world by themselves, but only via 

the intercession of those who read them, digest them, reflect on them, rail 

against them, use them as points of orientation, and pass them on.2   

Such individual readers should not be restricted to those trained within the 

professionalised confines of a single approach, as for example socio-political 

context, but should be allowed to offer from within themselves, Felski argues, 

riskily generous, personal and imaginative responses that arise prior to 

formalization:     

The import of a text is not exhausted by what it reveals or conceals about    

the social conditions that surround it. Rather, it is also a matter of what it 

sets alight in the reader ɀ what kind of emotion it elicits, what changes of 

perception it prompts, what bonds and attachments it calls into being. One 

consequence of this line of thought is a perspective less dismissive of lay 

experiences of reading (which also precede and sustain professional 

criticism).  (Felski, p.179)                                                         

It was with this aim of investigating lay-reading that the memory of I. A. 

Richards is evoked in this thesis, and the techniques that he first introduced into 

English Literature scholarship are put to service.  

  

                                                           
2 Rita Felski, The Limits of Critique (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), pp.171-2; hereafter 
ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨCŜƭǎƪƛΩΦ  
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Introduction  

 

This thesis is an exploration of the therapeutic potential held within literature. 

It examines the ways in which literature has served - since ancient times - as a 

repository for collective human thinking and a source of what we would now 

call therapy. It argues for the ongoing need for literary thinking and literary 

models of care, repair and human connection in the world today.  

               It makes the claim that important therapeutic models are to be found 

within the classical writings of Seneca, the Renaissance reclamation of 

knowledge in Montaigne, and then again within the major nineteenth-century 

work of the Romantic poet Wordsworth and realist novelist George Eliot. Of 

course these four central figures are my choices and could have been otherwise 

ɉ3Ô !ÕÇÕÓÔÉÎÅȭÓ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ 3ÅÎÅÃÁ ÏÒ "ÙÒÏÎȭÓ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ Montaigne are two 

specific examples).  But the principle remains ɀ that each author acts as a 

representative of a different literary form in relation to problems of human 

psychology: Seneca the philosopher-playwright, Montaigne the essayist, 

Wordsworth the poet and George Eliot the novelist. As such, this thesis 

demonstrates how different forms can create different ɀ and yet analogous - 

spaces in which to do existential thinking. 

            The four authors were selected due to the strong links between them: 

Montaigne is a reader of Seneca, Wordsworth is a reader of Seneca and George 

Eliot is a reader of Wordsworth as well as the Senecan-influenced Spinoza. It 

was important to show each writer as a reader in order to establish a model for 

the connection between the literary and the experimental work of this thesis; 

between the representative authors and the modern readers who participated 

in the reader-writerly experiments of chapters four and five. Furthermore, these 

four authors have had strong influence upon the future that came after them, 

with particular relation to what might now be called (albeit perhaps too 

reductively) mental health and wellbeing. There are well-established links 

between Seneca and modern psychological techniques for effecting calm 

ɉÏÕÔÌÉÎÅÄ ÉÎ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ÏÎÅɊȢ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ Essays offer a vital model of personal and 

practical psychology, an individualistic experiment born out of his reading of 
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Stoicism. Wordsworth became established for future generations as the 

ÁÒÃÈÅÔÙÐÁÌ ȬÈÅÁÌÉÎÇ ÐÏÅÔȭ, and the work of George Eliot, this thesis will argue, 

had a significant role within the intellectual climate that help found the 

discipline of psychology itself. 

              In each chapter, literary models are compared and contrasted with 

existing modern-day psychological therapies. In lieu of a secondary review of 

research literature and in order to allow sufficient scope to construct a first-

hand argument that spans disciplines, a range of texts were selected from across 

the spectrum of psychological interventions (including popular self-help books, 

CBT texts, Mindfulness programmes, Freudian and Post-Freudian 

Psychoanalytic texts) to act as representative examples of what psychology 

currently has to offer. Analysis of and reference to relevant research is 

incorporated into the argument throughout. Additionally, literature reviews 

carried out by researchers in the field of reading and health are included in 

section 2.2.1 of the bibliography. 

            In chapter one, Cognitive Behavioural Therapy is examined in relation to 

the Stoic philosophy out of which, it has been argued, it derives its origins. 

Through an examination of the letters of Seneca and the tragic vision that 

precedes them in his plays, it seeks to reconstruct a context for Stoic therapy 

within a more profound world -order than is understood within the modern 

psychological therapies that have partially evolved from it. 

            Chapter two explores the essays of the sixteenth-century philosopher 

Montaigne, as a reader of Seneca. It examines his adaptation of Stoicism into a 

ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÐÒÁØÉÓȟ ÁÄÄÉÎÇ Á ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÄÉÍÅÎÓÉÏÎ ÔÏ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ 

epistles. It is argued that through reading, writing and re-writing , Montaigne 

creates an individualistic model for, but also counter-example to, what we might 

today call self-examination and self-help. The Essays are also linked forward to 

both the self-ÒÅÆÌÅØÉÖÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÏÆ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ &ÒÅÕÄȭÓ Ï×Î ×ÏÒË ÁÓ 

an essayist and thinker preoccupied with the individual self, with relation (for 

ÅØÁÍÐÌÅɊ ÔÏ !ÄÁÍ 0ÈÉÌÌÉÐÓȭ &ÒÅÕÄÉÁÎ-based work on the linkage between 

psychoanalysis and the reading of serious literature.  

            Chapter three takes a second major creative reader of Seneca two 

hundred years after Montaigne. It examines WiÌÌÉÁÍ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÉÃ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ 
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Stoicism and his move beyond Stoicism towards a philosophy of transmutation. 

More broadly, this chapter presents the case for the particular and distinctly 

therapeutic forms of literary thinking that are contained within WoÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ 

ÐÏÅÔÒÙȟ ÎÏÔ ÌÅÁÓÔ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙȟ ÁÓ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÖÅ ÏÆ Á ÒÅÆÏÒÍÅÄ 

poetic to serve ordinary life, was held by several readers and commentators to 

be vital to the recuperation of the Western psyche. The patterns of 

psychoanalysis, as ÏÕÔÌÉÎÅÄ ÉÎ &ÒÅÕÄȭÓ ÅÓÓÁÙ Ȭ2ÅÍÅÍÂÅÒÉÎÇȟ 2ÅÐÅÁÔÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ 

7ÏÒËÉÎÇ 4ÈÒÏÕÇÈȭ, are an important point of comparison in chapter three, in 

ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÔÏÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÖÉÓÉÏÎÁÒÙ ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎÓ ÏÆ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙȢ 

Linked to this chapter, chapter four consists of two experimental studies which 

ÁÉÍ ÔÏ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÅ ×ÈÁÔ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÃÁÎ ÄÏ ÔÏ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ 

readers.  

            Chapter five sets out the connections between George Eliot and 

Wordsworth. )Ô ÅØÁÍÉÎÅÓ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÎÉÎÅteenth-century 

development of psychology and argues that there is a specific and useful model 

of therapy contained with her realist novels, just as surely as within 

7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȢ )Ô ÉÓ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔ ÉÓ Á 

ȬÐÒÏÔÏ-psychoanalÙÓÔȭ ×ÈÏ ÉÎ ÓÔÅÒÎ ÄÅÍÁÎÄ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÓ ÐÁÔÉÅÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÓÔÁÙ in their 

ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔÉÅÓȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÈÅÒ Ï×Î ÒÅÁÌÉÓÔ ÎÏÖÅÌÉÓÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ &ÒÅÕÄ ×ÁÓ 

to call Ȭthe reality principleȭ. This chapter includes a third reading experiment 

which aims to test whether GeoÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÆÉÃÔÉÏÎ ÃÁÎ ÉÎ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÒÉÇÇÅÒ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ 

thinking capacities in modern readers.  

            The experimental studies within this thesis are an attempt to test the 

theoretical and literary work that sits alongside them in ways that would not 

generally be accommodated by a traditional PhD in English Literature. They are 

exploratory attempts at multidisciplinary thinking and serve as preparatory 

real-world work for a series of future pilot studies investigating the potential 

therapeutic effects of a specifically designed literary intervention on a range of 

individual readers. They are also an attempt, in some way, to bridge the gap 

between the arts and sciences, between theory and practice, and between 

private concerns and public health. The experimental work of this thesis is 

indebted to research carried out by The Centre for Research into Reading, 

Literature and Society (CRILS) at the University of Liverpool. In particular, 
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research into the impact of shared reading on mental health and wellbeing.3 The 

distinct difference between this thesis and the previous work of CRILS is that 

the focus here is on private rather than shared reading.  

             If the thesis is to some degree an alternative to literary studies as 

conventionally carried out within the academy, it is also offered as a challenge 

by literature and literary study to certain therapeutic prescriptions adopted 

within the field of psychology. By separating itself off from the means through 

which humans have traditionally thought about and found ways of dealing with 

the psychological ɀ whether that is art, literature, philosophy or religion ɀ there 

is the risk that the discipline of psychology cannot help but become narrowed 

and diminished into popular instrumental programmes that offer up second-

order solutions to problems that they cannot fully understand. As Philip Rieff 

writes in The Triumph of the Therapeuticȟ Ȭ3ÃÉÅÎÔÉÆÉÃ ÒÅÇÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÍÁÙ ÏÃÃÕÒ ÉÎ ÁÎÙ 

discipline that does not insist upon mastery of its own historical development. A 

social science that refuses to remember its founders will not realise when it is 

ÂÅÉÎÇ ÓÉÌÌÙ ÏÒ ÒÅÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÕÓȭȢ4 Freud recognised the important role that literature 

played as a holding-ground for the psychological, before psychology came into 

existence as a distinÃÔ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÒ ÄÉÓÃÉÐÌÉÎÅȡ ȬÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÅÒÓ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ 

me discovered the unconscious; what I discovered was the scientific method by 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÄȭȢ5 The psychoanalyst Adam Phillips claims 

in the introduction to his new edition ÏÆ &ÒÅÕÄȭÓ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÅÄ ×ÏÒËÓ ÔÈÁÔ Ȭ)Ô ×ÏÕÌÄ 

not be overstating the case to say that, for Freud, reading has been the modern 

equivalent of what, beginning in the eighteenth century, had been called the 

experience of the sublime. To write and to read was to be close to the source of 

something, close to the source of the most important somethingȭ.6 Where in 

ÍÏÓÔ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇȭ ÍÁÙ ÓÅÅÍ ÁÌÌ ÔÏÏ ÖÁÇÕÅȟ ÉÎ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅ ÉÔ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ 

a powerful inner drive towards meaning in the secular age. 

                                                           
3 See bibliography section 2.2. for further references to the work of Professor Philip Davis and Dr 
WƻǎƛŜ .ƛƭƭƛƴƎǘƻƴ ƻŦ /wL[{Σ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƛƴǘƻ Ψ²Ƙŀǘ [ƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ /ŀƴ 5ƻΩ όнлмсύΣ 
<www.liverpool.ac.uk/media/livacuk/instituteofpsychology/researchgroups/CRILSWhatLiteratureCa
nDo.pdf> [accessed April 15th нлмтϐΤ ƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ Ψ²Ƙŀǘ [ƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ /ŀƴ 5ƻΩΦ 
4 Philip Rieff, The Triumph of the Therapeutic (Chicago: The University of Chicago, 1966), p.101. 
5 [ƛƻƴŜƭ ¢ǊƛƭƭƛƴƎΣ ΨCǊŜǳŘ ŀƴŘ [ƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΩΣ ƛƴ Freud: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. by Perry Meisel 
(New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1971), p.95.  
6 Adam Phillips, Introduction to The Penguin Freud Reader (London: Penguin, 2006), p.xi. 

http://www.liverpool.ac.uk/media/livacuk/instituteofpsychology/researchgroups/CRILSWhatLiteratureCanDo.pdf
http://www.liverpool.ac.uk/media/livacuk/instituteofpsychology/researchgroups/CRILSWhatLiteratureCanDo.pdf
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1. 

Seneca: Cosmology before Psychology 

 

In Philosophy for Life and Other Dangerous Situations, Jules Evans traces the 

origins of modern psychological therapies, including Cognitive Behavioural 

Therapy, back to their roots in the ancient philosophy of Stoicism. Evans 

interviewed two of the founders of CBT, Albert Ellis and Aaron Beck, of whom 

he writes: 

Albert Ellis told me, for example, that he had been particularly impressed 

by a saying of the Stoic philosopher EpiÃÔÅÔÕÓȡ Ȭ-ÅÎ ÁÒÅ ÄÉÓÔÕÒÂÅÄ ÎÏÔ ÂÙ 

ÔÈÉÎÇÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÂÙ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅÍȭȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÓÅÎÔÅÎÃÅ ÉÎÓÐÉÒÅÄ %ÌÌÉÓȭÓ 

Ȭ!"#ȭ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÒÔ ÏÆ #"4ȡ ×Å ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ 

an event (A), then interpret it (B), and then feel an emotional response in 

line with our interpretation (C). Ellis, following the Stoics, suggested that 

we change our emotions by changing our thoughts or opinions about 

events. Aaron Beck likewise told me he was inspired by his reading of 

0ÌÁÔÏȭÓ Republic, and was also influenced by the Stoic philosophers, who 

stated that it was the meaning of events rather than the events 

themselves that affected people [. . .] These two pioneers ɀ Ellis and Beck 

ɀ took the idea and techniques of ancient Greek philosophy, and put 

them right at the heart of Western psychotherapy.7  

4ÈÅ ÂÅÌÉÅÆ ÔÈÁÔ Ȭ×Å ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÏÕÒ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÓ ÂÙ ÃÈÁÎÇÉÎÇ ÏÕÒ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓ ÏÒ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎÓ 

ÁÂÏÕÔ ÅÖÅÎÔÓȭ ÉÓ ÆÕÎÄÁÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÔÏ #"4 ÁÎÄ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÁÎ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ÓÅÌÆ-control that comes 

directly from Stoic philosophy. The most extensive surviving evidence that we 

have of ancient Stoic philosophy is provided by Lucius Annaeus Seneca, the 

Roman philosopher (4BC - AD 65) ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÂÙ *ÕÌÅÓ %ÖÁÎÓ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÁÕÔÈÏÒ ÏÆ ȬÏÎÅ 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ×ÏÒËÓ ÏÆ ÁÎÇÅÒ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ 7ÅÓÔÅÒÎ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȭ ɉ%ÖÁÎÓ, p.60). In 

several of the one hundred and twenty-four surviving philosophical letters in 

                                                           
7 Jules Evans, Philosophy for Life and Other Dangerous Situations (London: Rider Books, 2012), pp.3-
пΤ ƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ Ψ9ǾŀƴǎΩΦ 
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which many of the general principles of Stoicism are set out, Seneca outlines 

how our thoughts can determine our feelings. For example, in epistle LXXVIII, 

ȬEverything depends on opinion; ambition, luxury, greed, hark back to opinion. 

It is according to opinion that we suffer. A man is as wretched as he has 

convinced himself that he isȭ.8 Bestselling CBT self-help books such as Mind over 

Mood have translated Stoic philosophy into practical manuals for modern living: 

ȬMind over Mood teaches you to identify your thoughts, moods, behaviours, and 

physical reactions in small situations as well as during major events in your life. 

You learn to test the meaning and usefulness of various thoughts you have 

during the day and to change the thinking patterns that keep you locked into 

dysfunctional moods, behaviours, or relationship interactionsȭ.9  

              In the forty years since CBT was first developed by Ellis and Beck, its 

popularity and prevalence has dramatically increased. Today CBT is the most 

commonly prescribed evidenced-based psychological therapy in the UK. 

Between 2013 - 2014, 38% of the 3.2 million appointments made under the 

ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ Ȭ)ÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇ !ÃÃÅÓÓ ÔÏ 0ÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ 4ÈÅÒÁÐÉÅÓ 3ÃÈÅÍÅȭ ɉ)!04Ɋ ɀ 

set up to improve outcomes for patients suffering from anxiety and depression - 

were for Cognitive Behavioural Therapy.10 A large number of studies have 

identified the benefits of CBT and shown it to be as effective ɀ and in some cases 

more effective ɀ than medication, particularly when used to treat depression 

and anxiety: ȬMany randomised controlled trials have shown that people can 

challenge and overcome even deeply entrenched emotional disorders through 

CBT. Researchers have found that a 16 week course of CBT helps around 75 per 

cent of patients to recover from social anxiety, 65 per cent to recover from PTSD 

and as much as 80 per cent from panic disordersȭ (Evans, p.8). 

              Yet there are concerns - not least from amongst practising clinical 

                                                           
8 Lucilius Annaeus Seneca, Epistulae Morales, trans. by Richard M. Gunmere, The Loeb Classical 
Library, 3 vols (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2006), ii, Letter LXXVIII, p.189; hereafter cited as 
Epistles. 
9 Dennis Greenberger & Christine A. Padesky, Mind over Mood: Change how you feel by changing the 
way you think (New York: Guilford Press, 1995), p.2. 
10 IŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ {ƻŎƛŀƭ /ŀǊŜ LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ /ŜƴǘǊŜΣ ΨtǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ¢ƘŜǊŀǇƛŜǎΦ !ƴƴǳŀƭ wŜǇƻǊǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ 
IAPT services ς England, 2013-мпΩ όнлмпύΣ ғhttp://digital.nhs.uk/catalogue/PUB14899> [accessed 
February 12th 2015]. 

 

http://digital.nhs.uk/catalogue/PUB14899
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psychologists - about the apparent dominance of CBT and its rigid, top-down 

and overly manualised approach. A survey carried out in 2010 by the charity 

Mind found that only 8% of patients deemed to require psychological therapy 

were offered any choice as to what that therapy might be: invariably patients 

were simply prescribed a course of CBT.11 As the Clinical Psychologist Joanna 

Cates writes, ȬThere are a large number of people whose symptoms of anxiety 

and depression are caused by a myriad of other factors and for whom CBT is not 

necessarily the panacea it is sometimes promised to be. For this reason I 

ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ )!04ȭÓ ÏÖÅÒ-dependence on this model as a means of conceptualising 

ÁÎÄ ȬÔÒÅÁÔÉÎÇȭ Á ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÄÉÓÔÒÅÓÓȭ.12 In response to some of the 

ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓ ÓÕÒÒÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ #"4ȟ Á ȬÔÈÉÒÄ-×ÁÖÅȭ ÏÆ ÐÓÙÃÈÏ-dynamic therapies have 

begun to develop. These include Cognitive Analytic Theory (CAT) which 

combines some of the cognitive elements of CBT with a psychoanalytic 

approach, and Acceptance and Cognitive Therapy (ACT) which incorporates 

mindfulness and acceptance strategies into CBT. These new therapies address 

some of the perceived limitations of CBT.13  

              However, while rooted in Greek and Roman philosophy, CBT and its new 

variants still  offer, I will argue, only second order versions of the original, 

ancient models of therapy of those philosophies. Evans himself acknowledges 

that they are fragmented over-simplifications of much more complicated 

thought-systems: 

[Ellis and Beck] proved that philosophy, even in a very simplified and 

basic form, can help millions of ordinary people to live happier and more 

examined lives. Nonetheless, it is inevitable that, in turning ancient 

philosophy into a sixteen-week course of CBT, cognitive therapists had to 

                                                           
11 aƛƴŘΣ Ψ²Ŝ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪΥ DŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜǊŀǇȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƛƳŜΩ όнлмлύ  
<https://www.mind.org.uk/media/280583/We-Need-to-Talk-getting-the-right-therapy-at-the-right-
time.pdf> [accessed February 12th 2015]. 
12 Wƻŀƴƴŀ /ŀǘŜǎΣ Ψ/ƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ .ŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊŀƭ ¢ƘŜǊŀǇȅ Lǎ bƻǘ !ƭǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ !ƴǎǿŜǊ ŦƻǊ !ƴȄƛŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ 
5ŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΩΣ Huffington Post, 10th March 2015, <https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/joanna-
cates/cognitive-behavioural-not-always-the-answer_b_6814562.html> [accessed 20th March 2015]. 
13 Tom J. Johnsen, and Friberg OddgeirΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊŀƭ ǘƘŜǊŀǇȅ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀƴǘƛ-
depressive treatment is falling: A meta-ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΩΣ Psychological Bulletin, 141.4 (2015), 747-68. 
Lars-Goran OstΣ Ψ9ŦŦƛŎŀŎȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǿŀǾŜ ƻŦ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊŀƭ ǘƘŜǊŀǇƛŜǎΥ ! ǎȅǎǘematic 
review and meta-ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΩΣ Behaviour Research and Therapy, 46 (2008), 296-321. 

  

https://www.mind.org.uk/media/280583/We-Need-to-Talk-getting-the-right-therapy-at-the-right-time.pdf
https://www.mind.org.uk/media/280583/We-Need-to-Talk-getting-the-right-therapy-at-the-right-time.pdf
https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/joanna-cates/cognitive-behavioural-not-always-the-answer_b_6814562.html
https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/joanna-cates/cognitive-behavioural-not-always-the-answer_b_6814562.html
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truncate it and narrow its scope, and the result is a rather atomised and 

instrumental form of self-ÈÅÌÐȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÆÏÃÕÓÅÓ ÎÁÒÒÏ×ÌÙ ÏÎ ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌȭÓ 

thinking style and ignores ethical, cultural and political factors [. . .] Self-

help in the ancient world was far more ambitious and expansive than 

modern self-help. It linked the psychological to the ethical, the political 

and the cosmic. (Evans, p.11) 

By turning back to the classical antecedents of modern psychology, this chapter 

aims to rediscover the ȬÁÍÂÉÔÉÏÕÓȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÅØÐÁÎÓÉÖÅȭ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÒÁÐÙ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ 

originally developed by the Stoics. It will attempt to restore an understanding of 

3ÔÏÉÃÉÓÍ ÁÓ Á ×ÈÏÌÅȟ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÅ ȬÔÒÕÎÃÁÔÅÄȭ ÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÉÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÃÏ-

opted by the discipline of psychology.  

* 

3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÓÕÒÖÉÖÉÎÇ ÂÏÄÙ ÏÆ ×ÏÒË ÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÓ ÏÆ ÅÉÇÈÔ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÉÅÓȟ Á ÓÅÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÍÏÒÁÌ 

treatises, three consolations and one hundred and twenty-four letters to his 

friend Lucilius. The tragedies were written first and contain a degree of 

brutality and violence that does not sit comfortably alongside either the 

restraint of his later letters or our conventional understanding of Stoicism. In 

ÔÈÅ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÉÅÓ ÁÆÔÅÒ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÄÅÁÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÌÅÔÔÅÒÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÄÅÅÍÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ 

so incompatible that the misconception developed that there must have been 

more than one Roman philosopher named Seneca. The fifth-century orator 

Sidonius Apollinaris and later Renaissance thinkers Erasmus and Diderot are 

amongst those who believed there were multiple Senecas.14  

              While the philosophical letters have been celebrated and absorbed by 

ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÃÉÐÌÉÎÅ ÏÆ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÙȟ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÉÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÌÁÒÇÅÌÙ ÉÇÎÏÒÅÄ ÉÎ 

recent scholarship despite their noted influence on Shakespeare and other 

Renaissance dramatists.15 One such example is Professor of Classical Philosophy 

Brad Inwood, who makes no mention of the tragedies in his collection of essays 

Reading Seneca: Stoic Philosophy at Rome, other than to explain his omission in 

the introduction:  Ȭ) ÈÁÖÅ ÎÏÔ ÓÁÉÄ Á ×ÏÒÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÐÏetic works, his 

                                                           
14 Thomas G. Rosenmeyer, Senecan Drama and Stoic Cosmology (Berkeley: University of California 
tǊŜǎǎΣ мфуфύΣ ǇΦуΤ ƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨwƻǎŜƴƳŜȅŜǊΩΦ 
15 ¢Φ{Φ 9ƭƛƻǘΣ Ψ{ŜƴŜŎŀ in Elizabethan ¢ǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴΩ, in Essays on Elizabethan Drama (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace & Company, 1956), pp.3-55 (p.3). 
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dramas. In these essays I have focussed entirely on the prose corpus [. . .] My 

decision rests partly on a sense of my own limitations and partly on the 

conviction that any philosophical influence probably runs from the prose works 

to the plays rather than the other way around [. . .] For the purpose of this 

collection, Seneca the philosopher writes in proseȭ.16 Within the philosophical 

letters themselves, Seneca argues against the kind of scholarship which focuses 

on fragments of a body of work at the expense of the whole. He admonishes his 

friend Lucilius for attempting to subdivide the complex philosophical ideas that 

they are studying together: ȬLook into their wisdom as a whole; study it as a 

whole. They are working out a plan and weaving together, line upon line, a 

masterpiece, from which nothing can be taken away without injury to the 

×ÈÏÌÅȭ (Epistles, i, XXXIII, 237). "Ù ÄÉÖÉÄÉÎÇ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ Ô×Ï ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓ 

- namely the philosophical and literary texts - and examining each in isolation, 

ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÏÔÈ ÍÁÒÇÉÎÁÌÉÓÅÄ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÒÙ ÏÕÔÐÕÔ ÁÎÄ ÆÁÉÌÅÄ ÔÏ 

acknowledge fully the unifying thought-system of Stoic cosmology which 

ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÓ ÔÈÅ Ô×ÏȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅÇÉÎ ÂÙ ÌÏÏËÉÎÇ ÁÔ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÉÅÓ, 

ÁÒÇÕÉÎÇ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ )Î×ÏÏÄȭÓ ÁÓÓÅÒÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÁÎÙ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÉÃÁÌ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ 

ÒÕÎÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÓÅ ×ÏÒËÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÙÓȭȟ ÎÏÔ ÌÅÁÓÔ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÉÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ 

most likely to have been written first. More particularly, the tragedies are home 

to first things, primary emotions and forces that demand they should be read 

ÆÉÒÓÔȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ×ÉÌÌ ÔÈÅÎ ÇÏ ÏÎ ÔÏ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÌÅÔÔÅÒÓ ÔÏ ,ÕÃÉÌÉÕÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

contain his second-order attempts at setting out generalised guidance for living 

in adaptive accordance with the rules of Stoicism. 

            Contradictions and tensions are an important element of the Stoic 

cosmology and they exist within the tragedies and the prose as well as between 

them. In fact, internal contradiction is one thing which unifies these two 

seemingly disparate bodies of work. While on the surface, the tragedies are 

preoccupied with intense violence, unimaginable excess and cosmic 

repercussions, they also contain places where small and very recognisably 

ÈÕÍÁÎ ÐÒÅÓÓÕÒÅ ÐÏÉÎÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÒÅÖÅÁÌÅÄȢ 3ÉÍÉÌÁÒÌÙȟ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÌÅÔÔÅÒÓ ÔÈÅÒÅ are 

places where the surface restraint of Stoic philosophy appears to crack and 

                                                           
16 Brad Inwood, Reading Seneca: Stoic Philosophy at Rome (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2005), pp.5-6. 
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reveal underlying psychological fault lines. The aim of this chapter will be to 

gain a greater understanding of the philosophy of Stoicism as a whole in light of 

the connecting Stoic cosmology which underpins both the tragedies and letters. 

Important parts of that whole have been lost in the translation of Stoicism into 

modern therapy.  

1.1. The Tragedies  

Tragedies are ancient holding-grounds for primary forces and raw emotions 

which ɀ by their very nature ɀ can barely be held in place at all. Tragedies 

provide a vehicle for material that is too big to be held inside one individual 

mind: Jules Evans describes how Seneca ɀ like his Greek predecessors ɀ saw 

4ÒÁÇÅÄÙ ÁÓ ȬÁ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÍÁÓÓ ÔÈÅÒÁÐÙȭ ɉ%ÖÁÎÓȟ ÐȢφφɊȢ 

              4ÈÅ ÃÈÏÒÕÓ ÉÓ Á ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓÎÅÓÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÎ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÉÅÓ ÈÁÓ 

a distinctly human fragility. In Agamemnon, the chorus advocates a model of 

group therapy and blended feeling which is rarely achieved within the tragedies 

between characters, but which Seneca would have hoped could be established 

amongst his audience:  

It helps to mingle tears with tears. 

Cares wound more deeply  

The people they afflict in private; 

)Ô ÈÅÌÐÓ ÔÏ ÍÏÕÒÎ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÌÏÓÓÅÓ ÉÎ ÃÏÍÍÏÎȢ17  

BÙ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ȬÉÎ ÃÏÍÍÏÎȭ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ȬÉÎ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅȭ ×Å ÏÐÅÎ ÕÐ Á ÂÉÇÇÅÒ ÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÓÐÁÃÅ 

for ourselves in which we can place our individual cares. Joining together more 

ȬÔÅÁÒÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÅÁÒÓȭ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÉÓ ÐÁÒÁÄÏØÉÃÁÌÌÙ ×ÈÁÔ ÈÅÌÐÓ ÈÅÒÅ ÔÏ lessen 

individual loss. In the original text, the line reads, ȬLacrimas lacrimis miscere 

ÉÕÖÁÔȭ ɉAgamemnon, p.180). There is no requirement for ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ Ȭ×ÉÔÈȭ in 

Latin so the two sets of tears can simply be placed alongside one another on the 

page, doubling up the emotional width available to the suffering individual.  The 

depth of suffering felt by the single person when they are alone with their cares 

in private is now being spread out ɀ horizontally ɀ across the group. 

                                                           
17 [ǳŎƛƭƛǳǎ !ƴƴŀŜǳǎ {ŜƴŜŎŀΣ Ψ!ƎŀƳŜƳƴƻƴΩ in Eight Tragedies, trans. by John G. Fitch, The Loeb 
Classical Library, 2 vols (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), ii, pp.115-213 (p.181); hereafter 
cited as Agamemnon. 
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            Nonetheless, within all eight tragedies the chorus is also an anxious, 

fretful presence which exemplifies the risks as much as the benefits of this kind 

ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÁÌ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇȢ  3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÃÈÏÒÕÓÅÓ ÌÁÃË ÁÎÙ ÏÍÎÉÓÃÉÅÎÔ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ 

instead seem to exist in an almost permanent state of shock. In Thyestes, a play 

about a bitter feud between two royal brothers (Atreus and Thyestes), the 

chorus reacts with terrified panic when it discovers ɀ later than any other 

character in the play other than Thyestes himself - that Atreus has killed and 

cooked his three nephews and fed their bodies to their father. This 

transgressive act of violence breaks all moral boundaries and triggers a cosmic 

breakdown. As the sky suddenly goes dark and the stars begin to fall, the chorus 

calls out: 

The stars have not appeared, there is no light in all the sky, 

No moon to break the darkness. 

What darkness it may be, we cannot tell, 

But pray that it be nothing else than night. 

This is the fear, the fear that knocks the heart. 18   

3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÃÈÏÒÕÓ ÓÐÅÁËÓ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÒÉÔÕÁÌÉÓÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÒÅÐetitive voice, but in this passage, 

rather than forming healing epigrams, the repetitions jarringly span across lines 

and between sentences. Ȭ4ÈÅ ÄÁÒËÎÅÓÓȢ Ⱦ 7ÈÁÔ ÄÁÒËÎÅÓÓȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÔÈÅ ÆÅÁÒȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÅÁÒȭ 

ÒÅÖÅÁÌ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÏÒÕÓȭ ÖÕÌÎÅÒÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ. Now there is no safety in numbers, as anxiety 

vibrates through the chorus to create a downward psychological spiral. As the 

group descends into stuttering rumination, there is no-one to help. This is a 

world in which every link of commonality is strained to breaking point, whether 

it is the bond between brothers, parents and their children or the mental bonds 

between members of the chorus. On a macro level the physical bonds holding 

the structure of the universe together are breaking apart in this scene as the 

chorus watches each constellation in turn fall out of the sky; on a micro level the 

ÃÈÏÒÕÓȭ ÔÁÕÔȟ ÂÁÌÁÎÃÅÄ ÓÙÎÔÁØ ÉÓ ÄÉÓÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÔÉÎÇȢ  

               In Act Three, as Thyestes leaves behind the safety of a life of obscure 

poverty and is tempted back to the royal palace by his ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÆÁÌÓÅ ÐÒÏÍÉÓÅÓ 

                                                           
18 [ǳŎƛƭƛǳǎ !ƴƴŀŜǳǎ {ŜƴŜŎŀΣ Ψ¢ƘȅŜǎǘŜǎΩ ƛƴ Four Tragedies and Octavia, trans. by E.F. Watling 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1966), pp.43-96 (p.81); hereafter cited as Thyestes. 
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of reconciliation, some primitive part of himself ɀ an almost archetypal version 

of anxiety ɀ surfaces and attempts to halt the tragic momentum by which he is 

unknowingly being carried along: 

You ask me why, I cannot tell you why 

I am afraid; I see no cause for fear, 

And yet I am afraid. I would go on; 

But I am paralysed.     (Thyestes, p.64) 

! ÂÁÔÔÌÅ ÉÓ ÔÁËÉÎÇ ÐÌÁÃÅ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÌÉÎÅÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÐÁÒÔÓ ÏÆ 4ÈÙÅÓÔÅÓȭ 

mind; between the surface logic and the lower, inner feeling of dread that can 

neither compromise nor explain itself in the language of reason. The first three 

lines are each split into two clauses which pull against each other on the page. In 

the first half of the line tÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÖÅȟ ÐÒÉÍÁÌ ÓÉÍÐÌÉÃÉÔÙ ÏÆ Ȭ) ÁÍ ÁÆÒÁÉÄȭ ÃÏÍÅÓ 

from a different place within Thyestes to the second thought, the rational 

ÃÏÕÎÔÅÒÂÁÌÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ Ȭ) ÓÅÅ ÎÏ ÃÁÕÓÅ ÆÏÒ ÆÅÁÒȭȢ 4ÈÅ Ô×Ï ÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔÉÎÇ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓ ÅØÉÓÔ 

simultaneously within him, each emerging from a different level or layer of his 

self. ReaÄÉÎÇ ÖÅÒÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÄÏ×Î ÔÈÅ ÐÁÇÅȟ 4ÈÙÅÓÔÅÓȭ ÆÅÁÒ ÉÓ ÁÓ ÒÅÌÅÎÔÌÅÓÓ ÁÓ ÈÉs 

opposing drive to keep moving, Ȭ) ÁÍ ÁÆÒÁÉÄ Ⱦ !ÎÄ ÙÅÔ ) ÁÍ ÁÆÒÁÉÄ Ⱦ "ÕÔ ) ÁÍ 

ÐÁÒÁÌÙÓÅÄȭ ÉÓ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÏÆ ÒÕÍÉÎÁÔÉÎÇ ÃÏÇÓ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ ÂÒÁÉÎȢ 4ÈÙÅÓÔÅÓȭ ÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÈÁÌÆ 

simultaneously struggles to understand how something can exist within him 

without evidence and without answers, Ȭ) ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÔÅÌÌ ÙÏÕ ×ÈÙȭȾ Ȭ) ÓÅÅ ÎÏ ÃÁÕÓÅ 

ÆÏÒ ÆÅÁÒȭȢ 4ÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÆÌÉct is psychological paralysis. His fear is 

the last barrier holding back the destructive momentum of the tragedy. And yet 

in the face of what seems an external urge for life, Thyestes is persuaded by the 

ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÓÏÎ ÔÏ ÒÅÔÕÒÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÌÁÃÅ ÁÎÄ Ȭ) ×ÏÕÌÄ ÇÏ ÏÎȠ Ⱦ "ÕÔ ) ÁÍ 

ÐÁÒÁÌÙÓÅÄȭ ÑÕÉÃËÌÙ ÔÕÒÎÓ ÔÏ Ȭ,ÅÔ ÕÓ ÇÏ ÏÎȟ ÔÈÅÎȭ ɉThyestes, p.66).  

             The impetus to keep driving onwards is the most powerful force within 

3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÐÌÁÙÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÉÅÓ ÈÉÎÇÅ ÏÎ ÍÏÍÅÎÔÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÏ 

snap as the tension becomes too tight between two relentless forces pulling in 

opposite directions. Even when some part of Thyestes is instinctively dragging 

him back and trying to halt, another part of his self is leading him onwards; it is 

hard to know which is the force for good. Thyestes overrides the survival 

mechanism that has been triggered within his body and now the only way he 
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will finally come to a halt is at the end of the play when tragedy has piled on top 

of tragedy and everything has been destroyed. Seneca pushes his characters 

towards the extreme point of disintegration and that final point of impact is the 

only thing that can stop their momentum.  

               Seneca identifies the very limits of emotion and tests what happens 

when you keep expanding and stretching out a feeling until breaking point. As 

such, the tragedies help to show the real size of emotions when they are not 

simply felt within , in that mismatch which can exist between the intensity or 

weight of feelings as they are privately experienced on the inside compared to 

the merest of ripples that they seem to produce in the outside world. Here there 

is no disconnect between internal catastrophe and the external world: the 

cosmos responds in line with the inner space and draws it outwards. 

              The tragic momentum is a damaging consequence of a Stoic cosmology 

in which everything belongs to one unified continuum which is held together by 

a system of tensions: ȬTonos is the energy system that, for better or worse, welds 

the Stoic cosmos into a unity. The tensional relationship between the 

constituents of the cosmos, including the incorporation of man and his life in the 

larger world, Posidonius called sumpatheiÁȭ (Rosenmeyer, p.107). This is not 

sympathy in the modern sense, but rather a mutual interdependence or 

simultaneity of being at all levels in the cosmos. The concept of krasis - 

ÔÒÁÎÓÌÁÔÅÄ ÁÓ ȬÂÌÅÎÄÉÎÇȭ - was the epitome of sumpatheia for the Stoics. The 

ȬÔÅÎÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐȭ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ 

humans must be held together, and not necessarily in harmony: ȬAnother term 

by which Cicero chooses to render sumpatheia is contagio, which is contact, in 

the medical sense, hence, sadly, infection. Certainly medicine, though supportive 

of the notion of harmony and balance and healthy tension, is fully alive to the 

variety of causes that may trigger a breakdown of the harmony, and to the 

extreme narrow scope within which tension can be expected to operate 

successfullyȭ (Rosenmeyer, p.111). Tragic relationships are characterised by the 

version of sumpatheia that is contagion, and revenge spreads like an infection 

ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÓȢ 'ÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÁÒÅ ÍÁÒËÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ 

violence as if their bloodline has been infected. The interconnected Stoic world 

view is dangerous because the set of conditions which are required to maintain 
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healthy connections across the continuum are the same in nature as those that 

lead to sickness, but are much more difficult to sustain. The tragedies show 

×ÈÁÔ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÓ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÅ ÄÅÖÉÁÔÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÉÓ ȬÅØÔÒÅÍÅ ÎÁÒÒÏ× ÓÃÏÐÅȭ ÁÎÄ 

is no longer operating successfully either on a macro, cosmic level or a micro, 

interpersonal level. 

               In Act Five of Thyestes, the tragic hero continues to struggle with a sense 

of dread and foreboding, yet he has in fact already ɀ unknowingly ɀ eaten the 

flesh of his three murdered children: 

Why, fool, what griefs, what dangers 

Does your imagination see? 

Believe your brother with an open heart. 

Your fears, whatever they may be,  

Are either groundless, or too late.    (Thyestes, p.87) 

The formulatioÎ ȬÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÎÄÌÅÓÓ or ÔÏÏ ÌÁÔÅȭ ÉÓ ÄÉÓÔÕÒÂÉÎÇÌÙ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÔÉÃ ÏÆ 

ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÉÅÓȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙ ȬÔÏÏ ÌÁÔÅȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÔÅÄ ÆÅÁÒ 

that has hung over Thyestes since the beginning of the play has now overtaken 

him, coming to pass in a form beyond anything he could have imagined. The 

future has already happened and it is only by not yet knowing the truth that 

Thyestes is able partially, but only temporarily , to hold off its full realisation. In 

Act Five, Thyestes is the last to learn what it is that he has already done. It is 

!ÔÒÅÕÓȭ ÏÎÌÙ ÒÅÇÒÅÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÉÓ ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÅÄ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î children without 

knowing it:  

His torture came too late; he never knew 

 What he was doing when his cursed teeth 

 Gnawed at those bones!     (Thyestes, p.91) 

ThyesÔÅÓȭ ÔÒÁÇÉÃ ȬÔÏÏ ÌÁÔÅȭ ÉÓ ÍÉÒÒÏÒÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÓÔÏÒÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÈÉÓ ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒ ÈÅÒÅȢ )Ô ÉÓ ÁÓ ÉÆ 

the idea of the continuum is being applied to the language of the tragedies to 

create a series of connections, tensions, sympathies and contagions on the page.  

              There is a strange relationship between time and fear and time and 

knowledge in the tragedies. Time can speed up or slow down, go forwards or 

turn back on itself, stretch out or stall in the presence or absence of knowledge 



 17   
 

or fear. In the moments after something bad is revealed to have happened, the 

time before a character found out the truth can feel to him retrospectively 

warped. The structure of this play reflects the real instability of time, a deep 

discrepancy between time as it is felt internally and how it exists externally. By 

refusing to follow a sequential timeline, Seneca creates a different kind of 

framework that feels more like how it is to be stuck inside the nightmare-like 

logic of a bad experience. We cannot return to the moments before we knew 

something bad had already happened. When a truth is discovered the past is 

retrospectively reshaped by the present and what was small, insignificant and 

fleeting at the time becomes large. There is a sickening vertigo in this forward-

backwards motion which acts in defiance of simple cause and effect, for the 

effect almost creates its cause in retrospect. Boundaries that are crossed blindly 

in real time can only be seen afterwards and from a distance. The tragedies 

seem to be fixated with these boundary lines: Where does a tragedy start? 

7ÈÅÒÅ ÄÏÅÓ ÉÔ ÆÉÎÉÓÈȩ !ÎÄ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ȬÔÏÏ ÌÁÔÅȭ ÌÏÃÁÔÅÄ ÉÆ ÁÎÙ×ÈÅÒÅȩ )ÇÎÏÒÁÎÃÅȟ ÌÉËÅ 

fear, is a mechanism for holding back or temporarily halting the flow of time, it 

creates a temporary safety. But fear, ignorance and paralysis are the unhealthy 

versions of stopping, just as revenge and greed, lies and secrets provide the fuel 

for a negative, unhealthy version of progress. 

* 

In Stoic thought, the cosmos is moving inevitable towards a final disintegration. 

But rather than a straight downward slope of decline, the Stoics saw a series of 

peaks and troughs in the trajectory of the world. Conflagrations occur cyclically, 

they are like periods of fever that contrast with the otherwise slow process of 

decay. This intermittent burning down of the world creates both desolation and 

the potential for life to restart. The Stoics identified two different types of 

conflagration: tecknikon, a productive or creative kind of burning, and atechnon 

or destructive fire. Worryingly a character might not know at the time which 

was which, since they may be sympathetic at root. Fire is one way of halting the 

spread of infection. In The Phoenician Women for example, Oedipus calls for the 
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ÃÉÔÙ ÏÆ 4ÈÅÂÅÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ȬÃÒÅÍÁÔÅÄȭ19 in a desperate attempt to put a stop to the 

contagious tragedy of his life.  

               Seneca explores the fragile relationship between tecknikon and atechnon 

most thoroughly in the tragedy Medea. -ÅÄÅÁȭÓ ÎÁÍÅ ÍÅÁÎÓ ȬÔÈe thinking and 

ÉÎÖÅÎÔÉÖÅ ×ÏÍÁÎȭ20 and she is the archetype of a creative woman whose power 

is subverted into an all-ÃÏÎÓÕÍÉÎÇ ÄÅÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÖÅ ÆÏÒÃÅȢ &ÉÒÅ ÉÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ -ÅÄÅÁȭÓ 

weapons and at the end of the tragedy she stands atop a burning tower and 

drops her son to his death. When Jason ɀ -ÅÄÅÁȭÓ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÏÆ ÈÅr 

two sons ɀ ÃÈÏÏÓÅÓ ÔÏ ÍÁÒÒÙ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÏÍÁÎȟ ÁÌÌ ÏÆ -ÅÄÅÁȭÓ ÉÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ 

thought is redirected into her need for revenge. In Medea the nurse attempts to 

reinstate some element of Stoic restraint back into the chaotic world of the 

tragedies by calling on hÅÒ ÍÉÓÔÒÅÓÓ ÔÏ Ȭ3ÔÏÐȟ ÃÕÒÂ ÙÏÕÒ ÁÎÇÅÒȟ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÙÏÕÒ 

ÁÇÇÒÅÓÓÉÏÎȭ ɉMedea, p.379). But ultimately she is not only ignored, but also made 

ÃÏÍÐÌÉÃÉÔ ÉÎ -ÅÄÅÁȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÅ ÁÓ ÓÈÅ is sent off to prepare the ingredients for the 

ÐÏÉÓÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ËÉÌÌ *ÁÓÏÎȭÓ new bride.  

              In Act Two, as the nurse again attempts to persuade Medea to escape, 

stichomythia ɀ a characteristic of Senecan tragedy which consists of a stretched-

out thread of dialogue between two people ɀ is used to reflect the breakdown of 

sumpatheia between these two women. Their minds have fallen out of sync and 

as such the lines are short and disjointed, creating a linguistic version of the 

fragile extended continuum: 

NURSE: You will die 

 MEDEA: I desire it 

 NURSE: Escape! 

 MEDEA: I regret escaping 

 NURSE: Medea 

 MEDEA: I shall become her 

                                                           
19 [ǳŎƛƭƛǳǎ !ƴƴŀŜǳǎ {ŜƴŜŎŀΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ tƘƻŜƴƛŎƛŀƴ ²ƻƳŜƴΩ ƛƴ Eight Tragedies, trans. by John G. Fitch, The 
Loeb Classical Library, 2 vols (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), i, pp.275-331 (p.307). 
20 [ǳŎƛƭƛǳǎ !ƴƴŀŜǳǎ {ŜƴŜŎŀΣ ΨaŜŘŜŀΩ ƛƴ Eight Tragedies, trans. by John G. Fitch, The Loeb Classical 
Library, 2 vols (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), i, pp.334-433 (p.423); hereafter cited as 
Medea. 
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 NURSE: You are a mother 

 MEDEA: You see by who.                                            (Medea, p.359) 

In Latin these lines are even more condensed for as David Slavitt notes in his 

Introduction to Senecan Tragedy, ȬLatin is an extremely economical language. 

Since it is an inflected language, in which the endings of words signal their 

grammatical functions, most prepositions and auxiliary verbs are unnecessary. 

It also lacks articles. Consequently, Latin can say something in about half the 

words English would requireȭ.21 The twenty-three words spoken in the 

stichomythia above are a translation of a passage that consists of only twelve 

words in the original Latin text: 

 NURSE: Moriere 

 MEDEA: Cupio 

 NURSE: Profuge 

 MEDEA: Paenituit fugae 

 NURSE: Medea 

 MEDEA: Fiam 

 NURSE: Mater es 

 MEDEA: Cui sim vides     (Medea, p.358) 

The linguistic world is broken up into its bare elements here. Each response 

from Medea is like a full stop as she rejects the way out of tragedy that the nurse 

is offering her. Medea refuses to reciprocate the sympathy of the nurse and casts 

off motherhood in the belief that it has been tainted by the betrayal of her 

husband Jason. Instead, ÓÈÅ ÐÕÔÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÉÅÌÄ ÏÆ Ȭ-ÅÄÅÁȭȢ Ȭ) ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÈÅÒȭ ÉÓ Á 

simultaneous rebirth and death: it is a perversion of reinvention as she throws 

away motherhood and instead embraces the worst part of herself which cannot 

accommodate all the other parts of herself and has no room within it for her to 

be a mother. She is now only able to define herself through the bad things that 

she has done in the past. The relentless forward motion of the tragedy contains 

a simultaneous backward movement as who she is becomes the sum of what 

she has done, and what she will do can only be a repetition of what she has 

                                                           
21 David Slavitt, Introduction to Seneca: The Tragedies, 2 vols (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ мффрύΣ ƛƛΣ ǇΦ ȄǾΤ ƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ Ψ{ƭŀǾƛǘǘΩΦ 
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already done. Having previously murdered her innocent brother in order to 

punish her father, she has destroyed the bonds of family and created a 

framework or pattern for her future: killing her innocent children in order to 

punish her husband. She becomes the myth of Medea; this provides her with an 

armour but it also cuts off any possibility of connection with the people outside 

herself.  

               And yet, while the Stoic cosmology suggests that every creative force has 

the potential to become a destructive force, the resulting destructive force still 

ÁÌÓÏ ÈÏÌÄÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÉÔ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÖÅ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌȢ )Î -ÅÄÅÁȭÓ ÃÁÓÅȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÁÎ 

perhaps best be glimpsed in the places where she reveals herself to be more 

than the narrow myth of Medea allows her finally to become. That is when she 

shows herself to be not yet a finally fixed, singular entity, but still a multiplicity 

of different, uncontainable and unpredictable parts. It is in these places that 

Ȭ-ÅÄÅÁȭ ÔÈÅ ÍÙÔÈ translates herself back ɀ if only momentarily ɀ into a human 

being.  

               In Act Five, in place of the two opposing voices of Medea and her nurse, 

ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ Ô×Ï ÏÐÐÏÓÉÎÇ ÖÏÉÃÅÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ -ÅÄÅÁȭÓ Ï×Î ÍÉÎÄȟ ÆÉÇÈÔÉÎÇ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÏÎÅ 

another. The argument is no longer whether she should save herself or not ɀ as 

it was when she was arguing with the nurse ɀ but whether she should save her 

children from herself or not:  

My heart is struck with horror, my limbs freeze, my breast trembles. 

Anger retreats, and the mother returns, with the wife utterly banished. 

Could I shed the blood of my children, my own youngsters? Do not say so 

mad rage! Let that unheard of deed, that abomination, be left untouched 

by me as well. What crime will the poor boys pay for? The crime is 

having Jason as their father, and the worse crime is having Medea as 

their mother. Let them fall since they are not mine; let them perish, since 

they are mine. They are free of guilt and blame, they are innocent, I 

admit: my brother was, too. Why do you vacillate, my spirit? Why are 

tears wetting my face, and anger leading me to shift in one direction, love 

in another? Conflicting currents whirl me from side to side. Just as, when 

whirling winds wage savage warfare, the contending waves drive the 

seas both ways, and the waters seethe in confusion: so my heart wavers: 
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anger puts mother love to flight, then mother love, anger. Give way to 

love, my pain. (Medea, p.425) 

She cannot balance her anger at her husband with her love for the children that 

are as equally a part of him as they are a part of her; she cannot navigate 

ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÈÉÓ ÂÅÔÒÁÙÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÎÎÏÃÅÎÃÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÉÍÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ Ȭ-ÅÄÅÁȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ 

addresses herself as is only one version of herself, it is the form that she took on 

when she resolutely called out Ȭ) ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÈÅÒȭȢ )Ô ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÓÔ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆȟ 

ÂÕÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÔÉÒÅÔÙ ÏÆ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅȟ ÁÓ -ÅÄÅÁȭÓ ÂÏÄÙ ÒÅÁÃÔÓ ×ÉÔÈ 

horror and paralysis to the path that her mind has brought her along, the 

maternal instinct that she had tried to deny comes flooding back from 

somewhere deeper within her than the anger that has taken over her mind. In 

the moment of pause created by her frozen limbs, a space is made for her 

thoughts to realign, Ȭ!ÎÇÅÒ ÒÅÔÒÅÁÔÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÓȭȢ "Ù Ðlacing the 

feÅÌÉÎÇ ȬÁÎÇÅÒȭ ÁÌÏÎÇÓÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ȬÍÏÔÈÅÒȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙ, it suggests that the two 

belong to either end of a single psychological scale; restraining anger allows the 

mode of mother to come to the fore and vice versa. The construction makes 

ȬÁÎÇÅÒȭ Æeel closÅÒ ÔÏ Á ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÁÎÄ ȬÍÏÔÈÅÒȭ ÔÏ ÆÅÅÌ ÍÏÒÅ ÌÉËÅ ÁÎ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÔÁÔÅ 

that can fluctuate, rather than a fixed role. Destruction or (re-) creation are for a 

moment held together as equal possibilities. Suddenly the fight for the final 

shaping of what is to be her nature and her world is open again, for the very last 

ÔÉÍÅ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÔÅÍÐÅÓÔ ÏÆ Ȭ×ÈÉÒÌÉÎÇ ×ÉÎÄÓȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔÉÎÇ 

ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔÓȭȢ  

* 

The tragedy of Phaedra is set in motion when Phaedra attempts to seduce her 

step-son Hippolytus. As so often iÎ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÉÅÓ, the terrible consequences 

of the breakdown of natural relationships subsequently unfolds like a distorted 

version of the genetic code. The nurse is again the ignored Stoic counsellor who 

ÃÁÌÌÓ ÏÎ ÈÅÒ ÍÉÓÔÒÅÓÓ ÔÏ Ȭrestrain that impulse, child! Hold these hot thoughts in 

ÃÈÅÃËȭ.22 When the nurse falters in her role as the voice of Stoic restraint, the 

chorus leader breaks off from his group and encourages her with his own Stoic 

                                                           
22 [ǳŎƛƭƛǳǎ !ƴƴŀŜǳǎ {ŜƴŜŎŀΣ ΨtƘŀŜŘǊŀΩ ƛƴ Four Tragedies and Octavia, trans. by E.F. Watling 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1966), pp.97-152 (p.108); hereafter cited as Phaedra 
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ÍÁØÉÍȟ ȬDo not weep over her. Grief cannot help the afflictedȭ ɉPhaedra, p.114). 

It is as if the responsibility to hold onto or keep verbalising the Stoic law is 

passed between characters; when one fails, another takes over. Each of these 

guiding voices is however ultimately ignored. As in Medea, the nurse becomes 

cÏÍÐÌÉÃÉÔ ÉÎ ÈÅÒ ÍÉÓÔÒÅÓÓȭ ÖÉÏÌÅÎÃÅȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÓÈÅ ×ÈÏ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ 0ÈÁÅÄra frame 

Hippolytus as a rapist, ȬCrime must cover crime. The safest shield in danger is 

ÁÔÔÁÃËȭ ɉPhaedra, p.127). While the syntax mimics that of a Stoic maxim, the 

nurse is now advocating a total perversion of Stoic restraint.  

               0ÈÁÅÄÒÁȭÓ ÈÕÓÂÁÎÄ 4ÈÅÓÅÕÓ ÉÓ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÈÏ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÓ ÔÏ ÈÅÌÐ ÁÎÄ ÇÕÉÄÅ 

his wife. He takes on the role of Stoic counsellor, unconscious however of the 

fact that Phaedra is threatening to kill herself because of having secretly 

seduced his son: 

THESEUS: Why must you die? 

PHAEDRA: To tell the cause is to destroy the purpose.  

THESEUS: No one shall hear your reason, but myself. 

PHAEDRA: Chaste wives least trust their secrets to their husbands. 

THESEUS: Your secret will be safe with me; speak out. 

PHAEDRA: A secret is best kept when shared with no one. 

THESEUS: We shall protect you from all means of death. 

PHAEDRA: Death cannot hide from one who means to die. 

THESEUS: Is it to expiate some sin? What sin? 

PHAEDRA: My being alive. 

THESEUS: Are my tears nothing to you? 

PHAEDRA: To die lamented is to die content. (Phaedra, p.133) 

4ÈÅÓÅÕÓ ÍÁËÅÓ Á ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÉÒÄ ÌÉÎÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȬÎÏ ÏÎÅȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÍÙÓÅÌÆȭ; he 

tries to draw closer to his wife and mark himself out from the void of 

ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇÎÅÓÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅ ÏÆ ÈÅÒȢ 7ÈÉÌÅ 0ÈÁÅÄÒÁȭÓ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÉÓ ÄÅÔÁÃÈÅÄ ÁÎÄ 

ÉÍÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌȟ 4ÈÅÓÅÕÓ ÔÒÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÂÒÅÁË ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÕÓÉÎÇ ȬÍÙÓÅÌÆȭ, Ȭmeȭ, 

Ȭmyȭ, Ȭyouȭ, Ȭyourȭ and Ȭ×Åȭ ÔÏ ÒÅ-establish the husband and wife as a connected 

pair. Phaedra refuses to return to the complicity of marriage, Ȭ! ÓÅÃÒÅÔ ÉÓ ÂÅÓÔ 

ËÅÐÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÎÏ ÏÎÅȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÐÕÓÈÅÓ 4ÈÅÓÅÕÓ Á×ÁÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÈÅÒȟ ÂÁÃË ÉÎÔÏ 

ÔÈÅ ÖÏÉÄ ÏÆ ȬÎÏ ÏÎÅȭȢ 4ÈÅÓÅÕÓȭ ÏÆÆÅÒ ÏÆ Á ÌÏÃÁÌ sumpatheia and protection is cut 
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short as Phaedra rejects this opportunity for confession and for the re-

establishment of trust. She adamantly refuses to deviate from a path which 

takes her both relentlessly onwards towards death and simultaneously inwards 

Á×ÁÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÁÎÙ ÅØÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÈÅÌÐȢ 3ÈÅ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ȬÓÐÅÁË ÏÕÔȭȟ ÓÈÅ ÍÕÓÔ ÃÌÏÓÅ 

herself and turn back within in order to protect her secret which in turn, under 

intense pressure, can only come out and must come out in action. Phaedra sees 

confession as a threat to her survival, for the meaning of survival has shifted 

here to now mean the survival of her secret and the destruction of her life. 

Again, life forces shift their place and purpose in the chemistry of the 

cosmology. Her version of self-preservation is through self-destruction. 

               When Theseus hears that his son has raped his wife he calls on the 

Furies to exact a terrible punishment on Hippolytus. The innocent son is 

brutally killed and his body is torn into fragments. The image of the physically 

broken child lying in pieces before his guilty father powerfully recurs in 

Thyestes, Phaedra and Hercules. Dismemberment is one of the worst 

transgressions that can take place against the body in the tragedies as it 

prevents the proper funeral rites from being performed. The fragmentation of 

human bodies ɀ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÒÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÏÆ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÂÏÄÉÅÓ ɀ is another 

consequence of the forces at work within the tragedies that are breaking apart 

the connective bonds of the Stoic cosmos. There is a constant struggle and a 

constant failure within the tragedies to keep hold of the whole of something, 

whether that be the whole of a body, a family, or a much larger cosmic whole.  

               In Act Five of Phaedraȟ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÅÄ ÈÉÓ ×ÉÆÅȭÓ ÄÅÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÔÏÏ ÌÁÔÅ ÔÏ 

save his son, Theseus weeps over his dismembered child and desperately 

ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÓ ÔÏ ÒÅÂÕÉÌÄ (ÉÐÐÏÌÙÔÕÓȭ ÂÏÄÙ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÕÂÂÌÅ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÌÉÍÂÓȢ !Ó ÓÏ ÏÆÔÅÎȟ 

it is only after time has run out and characters have reached rock bottom that a 

kind of space or stillness emerges that means that the tragedy has finally ground 

ÔÏ Á ÈÁÌÔȢ ) ÁÍ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÉÎ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÁÒÅÁÓȡ ×ÈÁÔ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÓ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ 

breaking point has been reached and what does a character do after it is already 

too late? Amidst all the fury and chaos of the tragedies this is one of the 

moments of quiet where the resolve to repair and preserve something of what 

has been broken resurfaces: 
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THESEUS: Trembling hands, be firm 

For this sad service; cheeks, dry up your tears! 

Here is a father building, limb by limb, 

A body for his son . . . Here is a piece, 

Misshapen, horrible, each side of it 

Injured and torn. What part of you it is  

I cannot tell, but it is part of you. 

So . . . put it there . . . not where it ought to be, 

But where there is a place for it.    (Phaedra, p.149) 

The father tries to reconstruct his offspring, but here in the chaotic world of the 

tragedies the starting point is utter fragmentation, and the process of rebuilding 

ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÈÏÐÅ ÔÏ ÒÅÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÄÙ ÁÓ ȬÉÔ ÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÂÅȭȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÏÆ 

physically and mentally broken people where minds and bodies have been 

mangled, there can only be this hesitant, stilted attempt to retain and 

reassemble some trace of the human form. It is impossible to replicate life as it 

was before tragedy, but, out of the jumble of pieces that we are left with, the 

task is to create something that resembles life: a second version of ourselves. 

                                                                            * 

-ÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÁÎÙ ÏÆ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÐÌÁÙÓ, Hercules is preoccupied with what happens 

after tragedy. Here the powerful force of energy or momentum which made 

Hercules a hero is subverted when he murders his own family in a frenzied 

attack fuelled by madness. It is however that same force of energy which must 

somehow be preserved and reactivated if he is to survive beyond the immediate 

tragedy. 

         Hercules seems to exist outside of the boundaries of time. His own force of 

momentum propels him on at a rapid rate that nobody else can keep up with. 

His friend Theseus describes the speed at which he expects Hercules to exact 

revenge on his enemies now that he has returned from completing the last of his 

twelve labours, Ȭ)Æ ) ËÎÏ× (ÅÒÃÕÌÅÓȟ ,ÙÃÕÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÐÁÙ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÎÁÌÔÙ ÔÏ #ÒÅÏÎȢ Ȱ7ÉÌÌ 
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ÐÁÙȱ ÉÓ laggard, he is paying. That too is laggard, he has ÐÁÉÄȭ.23 Theseus shifts 

rapidly from the future to the present and then the past tense here, trying and 

failing to keep up with Hercules. These syntactical shifts across time are even 

swifter in the original grammar of the Latin text, Ȭ,ÅÎÔÕÍ ÅÓÔ Ȱdabitȱȡ dat. Hoc 

quoque est lentum: deditȭ ɉHercules, p.100). The attack that Theseus predicts 

ÈÅÒÅ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒ ÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ ÐÁÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ (ÅÒÃÕÌÅÓȭ ÍÏÍÅÎÔÕÍ ÓÐÉÒÁÌÓ 

into madness, and it is his wife and children who end up dead before anyone ɀ 

even Hercules himself ɀ has any idea what has happened. After this 

transgressive act of violence, ÔÈÅ ÃÏÒÅ ÏÆ (ÅÒÃÕÌÅÓȭ Ï×Î ÂÏÄÙ ÒÅÖÏÌÔÓ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ 

himself. Some part of him takes drastic, physical action to shut his self down and 

force the tragedy to halt. His stepfather Amphitryon is there to watch as 

Hercules falls unconscious: 

What is this? Are my eyes failing, and grief dulling my sight, or do I see 

(ÅÒÃÕÌÅÓȭ ÈÁÎÄÓ ÔÒÅÍÂÌÉÎÇȩ (ÉÓ ÅÙÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÃÌÏÓÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÓÌÅÅÐȟ ÈÉÓ ÈÅÁÄ 

sinking, his weary neck drooping. Now his knees bend and his whole 

body collapses on the ground, as heavily as an ash tree felled in the 

woods, or a mass of masonry dropped in the sea to create a harbour. Are 

you alive, or killed by that same frenzy which sent your loved ones to 

their death? It is sleep: his breath comes and goes regularly. He must 

have time for rest, so that deep sleep can overcome the violent sickness 

and relieve his burdened mind. (Hercules, p.133) 

This brief moment of deep, restorative stillness exists in stark contrast to the 

frenzied violence that preceded it. Pauses invariably create opportunities for 

psychological repair within the tragedies, but sometimes the only way that a 

character can be made to pause is for them to be struck down in a coma. This 

self-imposed unconsciousness creates a temporary ÓÈÅÌÔÅÒ ÆÏÒ (ÅÒÃÕÌÅÓȭ ÂÒÏËÅÎ 

mind. It is the only way to protect his mind from further damage and it is the 

only way to protect himself and others from his mind. The regularity of 

(ÅÒÃÕÌÅÓȭ ÂÒÅÁÔÈÉÎÇ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÔÕÒÎ ÔÏ Á ÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÅÌÆ-control, albeit 

unconscious. The internal rhythms of the body can now reassert their influence 

                                                           
23 [ǳŎƛƭƛǳǎ !ƴƴŀŜǳǎ {ŜƴŜŎŀΣ ΨIŜǊŎǳƭŜǎΩ ƛƴ Eight Tragedies, trans. by John G. Fitch, The Loeb Classical 
Library, 2 vols (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), i, pp.36-159 (p.101); hereafter cited as 
Hercules. 



 26   
 

and power, restoring some kind of calmness and at least partially preparing 

Hercules for the difficulty that he will have to face when he wakes up. 

               Hercules wakes to find the dead bodies of his family lying around him 

and has no recollection of what has happened: 

AMPHITRYON: These troubles must just pass in silence.  

HERCULES: And I remain unavenged? 

AMPITRYON: Revenge often does harm. 

HERCULES: Has anyone passively endured such troubles? 

AMPHITRYON: Anyone who feared worse. 

HERCULES: Can one fear anything, father, that is even worse or more painful 

than this? 

AMPHITRYON: How little of your calamity you understand! 

HERCULES: Have pity, father, I hold out my hands in supplication. What? He 

pulled back from my hands: the crime is lurking here. Why this blood? What 

ÏÆ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÁÆÔȟ ÓÏÁËÅÄ ÂÙ Á ÂÏÙȭÓ ÂÌÏÏÄȢ .Ï× ) ÓÅÅ ÍÙ ×ÅÁÐÏÎÓȢ ) ÎÅÅÄ ÎÏÔ ÁÓË 

about the hand. Who could have bent that bow, what hand flexed the string 

that barely yields to me? I turn to both of you again, father is this crime 

mine? They are silent: it is mine. (Hercules, p.145) 

Amphitryon attempts to keep the next wave of the tragedy at bay by holding 

back the knowledge of what Hercules has done. But what ÂÅÇÉÎÓ ÁÓ Á ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ 

attempt to counsel his son falls apart as the truth bursts out of the very silence 

that Amphitryon has tried to create as a protection. His counsel fails when it 

comes up against the enormity of the tragedy. His body cannot help revealing 

the truth that his brain had attempted to conceal as - despite himself - 

!ÍÐÈÉÔÒÙÏÎ ÉÎÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÆÌÉÎÃÈÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÈÉÓ ÓÏÎȭÓ ÓÕÐÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÎÇ ÈÁÎÄÓȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÆÉÎÁÌ 

ÌÉÎÅȟ (ÅÒÃÕÌÅÓȭ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ȬÉÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÒÉÍÅ ÍÉÎÅȩȭ ÉÓ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÓÉÌÅÎÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ 

have no other ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÎ ȬÉÔ ÉÓ ÍÉÎÅȭȢ  

               5ÎÌÉËÅ ÍÁÎÙ ÏÆ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÉÅÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÅÎÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÎÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÍÉÓÅ ÏÆ 

further acts of vengeance, Hercules finishes with the fragile hope that the hero ɀ 

with the help of his two companions Theseus and Amphitryon ɀ will be able to 

heal his wounded mind and find a way to continue living.  

              In Act Five - in another ancient version of sumpatheia ɀ Amphitryon 
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threatens to kill himself unless Hercules refrains from suicide. Faced with 

!ÍÐÈÉÔÒÙÏÎȭÓ ÔÈÒÅÁÔȟ ÔÈÅ tragedy grinds to a halt. Repetition across the tragedies 

is key. Every character, across all eight plays, is caught within the same cycle of 

cosmic decline and each is rushing towards these points of stillness in the 

aftermath of repeated action: 

Stop now, father, stop, draw back your hand. Give way, my valour, 

ÅÎÄÕÒÅ ÍÙ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÁÎÄȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÌÁÂÏÕÒ ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅ ÁÄÄÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

(ÅÒÃÕÌÅÁÎ ÌÁÂÏÕÒÓȡ ÔÏ ÌÉÖÅȢ 4ÈÅÓÅÕÓ ÒÁÉÓÅ ÕÐ ÍÙ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÂÏÄÙȟ ÃÏÌÌÁÐÓÅÄ 

on the ground. My crime-stained hands shun contact with the one I love. 

(Hercules, p.157)  

!Ó (ÅÒÃÕÌÅÓ ÒÅÐÅÁÔÅÄÌÙ ÃÁÌÌÓ ÆÏÒ ÄÅÁÔÈ ÔÏ ȬÓÔÏÐȭȟ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÙ 

turns from death back towards life. The parts of Hercules that allowed him to be 

heroic are called into action again, but now the monster that he must slay is a 

psychological one. What is crucial is this shifting internal chemistry that turned 

a man from hero to crazed murderer: both are made of the same elemental 

ingredients. After the tragedy, the struggle is now to regain some version of that 

first  formulation that allowed Hercules to survive unbearable situations. It is 

impossible to go backwards and retrieve an unstained version of his self: he 

must find a second copy of that first self and apply it now to the essential labour 

of living. Keeping himself alive after the tragedy will be the hardest labour of all 

for Hercules. Rather than a single act of strength or valour, it is a task which will 

demand a continuous, extended exertion of will. The same force of energy is 

required to save himself as to destroy himself. It is just that while destruction 

can be done in a flash, survival is a long, drawn-out process. 

               Theseus is an almost silent companion to Hercules throughout the play, 

ÂÕÔ ÈÅÒÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄ ÏÆ !ÃÔ &ÉÖÅ ÈÅ ÉÓ ÁÔ (ÅÒÃÕÌÅÓȭ ÓÉÄe to help him. Theseus and 

Hercules are the two model ancient Greek heroes, but at the end of each of their 

lives their battles turn from the external and physical to the internal, 

psychological and temporal as they must live in ongoing time, post-drama. The 

capacity for wild violence and madness exists within the heroism of both men. 

They have a shared story and a shared makeup, and it is because of this that 

when Hercules is infected by his crime and unable to touch his step-father, 
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Theseus is in a position to take over and lift up Amphitryon. This passage shows 

an attempt to rewire the connection between father and son. Just as Amphitryon 

ÈÁÄ ÕÎÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÒÅÖÅÁÌÅÄ ÈÉÓ ÓÏÎȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÅ ÂÙ ÉÎÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÆÌÉÎÃÈÉÎÇ ÆÒÏÍ 

(ÅÒÃÕÌÅÓȭ ÓÕÐÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÎÇ ÈÁÎÄÓȟ ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ a physical barrier created by 

(ÅÒÃÕÌÅÓȭ ÇÕÉÌÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÒÅÖÅÎÔÓ ÈÉÍ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÏÕÃÈÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȟ ÁÎÄ 4ÈÅÓÅÕÓ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ 

acts as a bridge between them.  

               While the Stoic cosmology tells us that with every connection comes the 

threat of infection, and that every creative force holds the potential to become a 

destructive force, the tragedies also tell us that these are the very parts of 

human beings ɀ the riskiest parts on the very knife-edge between order and 

chaos ɀ which must be preserved. The Stoic laws reassert themselves here at 

the end of the tragedy through the voice of Theseus, a man who has himself 

endured huge tragedy and who now guides Hercules to Ȭ2ÉÓÅ ÕÐȟ ÂÒÅÁË ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 

adversity with your usual energy. Now regain that spirit of yours which is a 

match for any trouble, now you must act with great valour. Do not let Hercules 

ÇÉÖÅ ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÁÎÇÅÒȭ ɉHercules, p.153). It is as if the Stoic maxims can only do some 

good once the tragedy has fully run its course. When more conventionally Stoic 

voices interrupt the tragedies too early ɀ as happens elsewhere when nurses, 

attendants, messengers or the chorus try to restore order or demand restraint ɀ 

they are cast aside, ignored or corrupted. The task of self-preservation can only 

begin once we have first witnessed the primal limits of self-destruction. It is 

through the tragedies that an audience can come to know what they ɀ as 

humans - are up against and which parts of themselves most need to be 

preserved. The tragedies, with their original, primal forces must therefore come 

first and the more generalised laws and guidance of Stoicism ɀ like that of 

3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÏÎÅ ÈÕÎÄÒÅÄ ÁÎÄ Ô×ÅÎÔÙ-four philosophical letters ɀ can only come 

second.  

1.2. The Letters  

3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÉÃÁÌ ÌÅÔÔÅÒÓ ×ÅÒÅ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ Ôhe final years of his life 

when he had retired from public life. Having served as tutor and advisor to the 

Roman Emperor Nero for fifteen years, Seneca had become extremely well 

known and wealthy. He had also become entangled in an increasingly corrupt 
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and brutal political elite. In his enforced retirement Seneca attempted to bring 

his life back into line with the Stoic principles that he had been advocating 

throughout his professional life but perhaps not always adhering to. 

              The letters are addressed to a Sicilian official named Lucilius, although 

scholars have suggested that he is a fictional rather than a genuine 

ÃÏÒÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÔ ÁÓ ÎÏ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ,ÕÃÉÌÉÕÓȭÓ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÆÏÕÎÄ 

ÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÌÅÔÔÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÈÉÍȢ )Î ÈÅÒ ÂÉÏÇÒÁÐÈÙ ÏÆ Seneca, Emily Wilson 

notes that, Ȭ(ÉÓ ÎÁÍÅȟ ÁÇÁÉÎ ÓÕÓÐÉÃÉÏÕÓÌÙȟ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÒÅÍÉÎÉÓÃÅÎÔ ÏÆ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ Ï×Îȡ 

,ÕÃÉÌÉÕÓ ÉÓ ÌÉËÅ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ Ï×Î ÓÍÁÌÌÅÒȟ ÙÏÕÎÇÅÒ ÓÅÌÆȢ !Ô ÔÉÍÅÓȟ 3ÅÎÅÃÁ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ 

present Lucilius as an idealised counterpart to himselfȭ.24 However, whether 

Lucilius was a real person or not, writing to him allowed Seneca to remain 

ostensibly within the private rather than public realm during his retirement and 

to be more personal than he had previously been in the tragedies or in the 

moral treatises that he had written earlier in his life. 

               Seneca presents himself as the older and wiser of the two friends in the 

majority of his letters. His explicit aim is to provide Lucilius with a set of useful 

guidelines which will help him to maintain a healthier mental life: Ȭ4ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ 

certain wholesome counsels which may be compared to prescriptions of useful 

ÄÒÕÇÓȠ ÔÈÅÓÅ ) ÁÍ ÐÕÔÔÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇȭ ɉEpistles, i, VIII, 37). In these letters 

Stoicism is used as a second-order preventative medicine, holding back the 

threat of contagion which proved to be so damaging in the tragedies: 

Hold fast, then, to this sound and wholesome rule of life; that you indulge 

the body only so far as is needed for good health. The body should be 

treated more rigorously, that it may not be disobedient to the mind. Eat 

merely to relieve your hunger; drink merely to quench your thirst; dress 

merely to keep out the cold; house yourself merely as a protection 

against personal discomfort. (Epistles, i, VIII, 39) 

This programme of Stoic restraint is designed to prevent the possibility of 

miniature versions of the tragedies taking place. The mind must remain in 

control and even the smallest degree of excess cannot be tolerated. The very 

syntax of the letter is related to its function of prevention. Rather than writing 

                                                           
24 Emily Wilson, The Greatest Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), p.181. 
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for example, ȬÒÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÙÏÕÒ ÈÕÎÇÅÒ ÂÙ ÅÁÔÉÎÇȭȟ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ to ȬÅÁÔ merely 

to ÒÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÙÏÕÒ ÈÕÎÇÅÒȭȢ )Î ÅÁÃÈ ÃÌÁÕÓÅ of both the English translation and 

original Latin, the preventative action precedes the effect that it aims to pre-

empt: ȬCibus famem sedet, potio sitim extinguat, vestis ÁÒÃÅÁÔ ÆÒÉÇÕÓȭ (Epistles, i, 

VIII, 38). This almost back-to-front syntax disrupts the pattern of cause and 

effect and demands a mental readjustment from the reader.  

              In letter XIII, Seneca encourages Lucilius to keep his thoughts fixed upon 

the reality of the present and thus avoid the self-inflicted, internal tragedies of 

dread and anxiety which distort the actual size and scale of experiences:  

Allow me to offer some additional safeguards by which you may fortify 

yourself [. . .] What I advise you to do is, not to be unhappy before a crisis 

comes; since it may be that the dangers before which you paled as if they 

were threatening you, will never come upon you; they certainly have not 

yet come. Accordingly, some things torment us more than they ought; 

and some torment us when they ought not to torment us at all. We are in 

the habit of exaggerating, or imagining or anticipating sorrow. (Epistles, i, 

XIII, 75) 

Again this is the reverse syntax of prevention. Rather than commanding Lucilius 

ÔÏ ȬÂÅ ÈÁÐÐÙ ÕÎÔÉÌ Á ÃÒÉÓÉÓ ÃÏÍÅÓȭȟ 3ÅÎÅÃÁ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÓ ÈÉÍ Ȭnot to be unhappy before 

Á ÃÒÉÓÉÓ ÃÏÍÅÓȭȢ 4ÈÅÓÅ ÄÏÕÂÌÅ ÎÅÇÁÔÉÖÅÓ ÁÒÅ Á ÓÙÎÔÁÃÔÉÃÁÌ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔ ÔÏ ÓÈÁÐÅ ÔÈÅ 

way that his reader is thinking and to combat the kinds of thinking errors which 

helped to fuel the tragedies.  

               Seneca wrote the epistles after the tragedies, with the full knowledge of 

how bad tragedy can really be, and with the expressed aim of avoiding future 

manifestations of it. However, strains of the tragic forces continue to exist 

within the letters, not on the wide, cosmic level of the tragedies, but instead on a 

personal, psychological level. Seneca is sensitive to the fact that he too is yet to 

reach the Stoic ideal and he is conscious of the ever-present threat of his own 

×ÏÒÓÔ ÉÎÓÔÉÎÃÔÓȢ )Î ÌÅÔÔÅÒ #86) 3ÅÎÅÃÁ ÕÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÎÏÕÎÓ Ȭ×Åȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÏÕÒȭ ÔÏ 

identify himself as amongst those struggling against their own worst selves to 

comply with the laws of Stoicism: 
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Do you know why we have not the power to attain the Stoic ideal? It is 

because we refuse to believe in our power. Nay, of a surety, there is 

something else which plays a part: it is because we are in love with our 

vices; we uphold them and prefer to make excuses for them rather than 

shake them off. We mortals have been endowed with sufficient strength 

by nature, if only we use this strength, if only we concentrate our powers 

and rouse them all to help us or at least not to hinder us. The real reason 

for failure is unwillingness, the pretended reason, inability. (Epistles, iii, 

CXVI, 337) 

4ÈÅ ÔÏÎÅ ÏÆ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ letters is often terse and the syntax is correspondingly 

compressed. In Latin, the final sentence of this passage is characteristically 

succinct, Ȭ.ÏÌÌÅ ÉÎ ÃÁÕÓÁ ÅÓÔȟ ÎÏÎ ÐÏÓÓÅ ÐÒÁÅÔÅÎÄÉÔÕÒȭ (Epistles, iii, CXVI, 336). The 

dynamic syntax allows concepts to be rapidly turned on their heads; false and 

unhelpful beliefs can be quickly replaced by or remade into new, more 

constructive beliefs.   

               The relationship between Seneca and Lucilius is not always 

straightforwardly that of a teacher and student or of comforter and comforted. 

Against hubris and against the borrowed authority of teaching a version of 

himself, Seneca occasionally steps down from his position of authority and 

repositions himself not as doctor but as his own patient, not as teacher but as 

his own student, and not as wise philosopher but as a man struggling to meet 

his own demands. It is in these places that the dynamic of the letters changes. 

#ÒÁÃËÓ ÁÐÐÅÁÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÒÆÁÃÅ ÖÅÎÅÅÒ ÏÆ 3ÔÏÉÃ ÒÅÓÔÒÁÉÎÔ ÁÎÄ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ Ï×Î 

psychological struggles can be glimpsed. In these places where the individual is 

revealed within the general, tensions are shown to exist between the philosophy 

of Stoicism and the psychology of the man attempting to comply with that 

philosophy. In letter LXIII for example, there is a discrepancy between the 

general Stoic guidance on grieving that is advocated by Seneca and his own 

actual lived experience of grief: 

Our fore-fathers have enacted that, in the case of women, a year should 

be the limit for mourning; not that they needed to mourn for so long, but 

that they should mourn no longer. In the case of men, no rules are laid 
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down, because to mourn at all is not regarded as honourable. [. . .] He 

who writes these words to you is no other than I, who wept so 

excessively for my dear friend Annaeus Serenus that, in spite of my 

wishes, I must be included among the examples of men who have been 

overcome by grief. (Epistles, i, LXIII, 435-7) 

Despite himself, when the testing moment of grief occurs Seneca fails to comply 

with his own rules and guidance; theoretical self-control is impossible in the 

face of the strength oÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ȬÏÖÅÒÃÏÍÅȭ ÈÉÍȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ 

writing this le tter he admits this inconsistency between his outer and inner self, 

and fÌÉÐÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌÉÓÅÄ ȬÍÅÎȭ to a personal, confessional voice, ȬHe who 

writes these words to you is no other than Iȭ. The restraint and surface control 

breaks open to reveal someoÎÅ ×ÈÏ Ȭ×ÅÐÔ ÓÏ ÅØÃÅÓÓÉÖÅÌÙȭ. The insertion of ȬÉÎ 

ÓÐÉÔÅ ÏÆ ÍÙ ×ÉÓÈÅÓȭ is an attempt to re-establish his second-order self and 

disrupt the surfacing of the inner voice which reacted instinctively to the death 

of his close friend. 

               While it is useful to have frameworks and maps that provide a general 

route or strategy for healthy thinking, the really useful parts of the letters are 

ÏÆÔÅÎ ÐÁÒÁÄÏØÉÃÁÌÌÙ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÁÃÃÏÍÍÏÄÁÔÅ ÒÅÁÌÉÔÙȟ 

where something bursts out from deeper within or when the strategy is 

derailed, and Seneca admits his contradictions, failures and struggles rather 

than always trying to have a solution. Without these cracks, the letters can be 

smoothed too easily into something like what has become the generic counsel of 

CBT. In Letter LXVIII Seneca deviates from the conventional pattern of him 

imparting advice on his struggling friend. Here he rejects the idea that he can 

help Lucilius and instead attempts to pausÅ ÁÎÄ ÆÉÎÄ Á ÐÌÁÃÅ ÔÏ ȬÌÉÅ ÑÕÉÅÔȭ ÁÎÄ 

repair himself: 

What, then, am I myself doing with my leisure? I am trying to cure my 

own sores. If I were to show you a swollen foot, or an inflamed hand, or 

some shrivelled sinews in a withered leg, you would permit me to lie 

quiet in one place and to apply lotions to the diseased member. But my 

trouble is greater than any of these, and I cannot show it to you. The 

abscess, or ulcer, is deep within my breast [. . .] There is no reason why 
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you should desire to come to me for the sake of making progress. You are 

mistaken if you think that you will get any assistance from this quarter; it 

is not a physician that dwells here, but a sick man. (Epistles, ii , LXVIII, 49)  

Seneca is at his best when he rejects or rather transmutes the doctor/invalid 

dynamic and instead moves fluidly between the two roles: sometimes he is one, 

sometimes he is both, and at other times he is neither. Then the reader sees 

both the need for counsel and the underlying condition that struggles to follow 

it, in dialogue. So in Letter XIII Seneca again takes off his public mask and 

writes: 

There are more things, Lucilius, likely to frighten us than there are to 

crush us; we suffer more often in imagination than in reality. I am not 

speaking with you in the Stoic strain but in my milder style. For it is our 

Stoic fashion to speak of all those things, which provoke cries and groans, 

as unimportant and beneath notice; but you and I must drop such great-

sounding words, although, Heaven knows, they are true enough. 

(Epistles, i, XIII, 75) 

This is the shift from public philosophy to personal psychology. Despite the 

claim that he haÓ ÄÒÏÐÐÅÄ ÈÉÓ ÕÓÕÁÌ Ȭ3ÔÏÉÃ ÓÔÒÁÉÎȭȟ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȬÍÏÒÅ [. . .] 

thanȭ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÌÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÃÁÕÓÅ ÁÎÄ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÓÅÎÔÅÎÃÅ ÁÒÅ 

characteristically Senecan formulations. The Ȭ3ÔÏÉÃ ÓÔÒÁÉÎȭ ÉÓ Á ÆÒÁÇÉÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÆÉÎÅÌÙ 

balanced web of preconditions and there is always potential difficulty in 

bridging the gap between general solutions and personal, specific experiences. 

4ÈÅ ÌÅÔÔÅÒÓ ÅØÉÓÔ ÏÎ ÏÎÅ ȬÐÌÁÎÅȭ ÂÕÔ ÂÅÎÅÁÔÈ ÔÈÅÍȟ ÂÕÂÂÌÉÎÇ ÕÎÄer the surface, 

are powers and problems akin to the dangerous forces and resistances that 

explode in the tragedies. The letters need to be interpreted in terms of an extra 

dimension of shifting relationships, and not simply taken as abstract and 

programmatic counsel.  

* 

Prior to writing the letters to Lucilius and during a period of forced exile in 

Corsica that lasted from 41 ɀ τω!$ȟ 3ÅÎÅÃÁ ×ÒÏÔÅ Á ÓÅÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÒÅÅ ȬÃÏÎÓÏÌÁÔÉÏÎÓȭȢ 

Two of these texts - Ȭ4ÈÅ #ÏÎÓÏÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ -ÁÒÃÉÁȭ ÁÎÄ Ȭ4ÈÅ #ÏÎÓÏÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ 
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PolybÉÕÍȭ - were addressed to members of the Roman elite whose children had 

died. They provide an outline of Stoic guidance on grief but were also written in 

the hope of gaining favour with influential figures who may have been able to 

help Seneca after he had been cast out of Rome, accused of committing adultery 

×ÉÔÈ %ÍÐÅÒÏÒ #ÁÌÉÇÕÌÁȭÓ ÓÉÓÔÅÒȢ "ÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÉÒÄ ÃÏÎÓÏÌÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÁÓ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ ÔÏ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ 

own mother Helvia, not as with the others to give her comfort or guidance 

following a bereavement, but rather to ease her suffering during his own exile. 

In this letter, personal tragedy, individual psychology and general philosophy 

intersect as Seneca attempts to put Stoicism into practice. Now Seneca is both 

ÈÉÓ ÍÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÏÍÆÏÒÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÈÅÒ ÄÉÓÔÒÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÁradox is at the 

heart of the text, where Seneca is always at his best when he is two-sided: 

Although I consulted all the works written by the most famous authors to 

ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÄÅÒÁÔÅ ÇÒÉÅÆȟ ) ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÆÉÎÄ ÁÎÙ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÏÆ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ×ÈÏ 

had comforted his own dear ones when he himself was the subject of 

their grief. So in this unprecedented situation I hesitated, fearing that I 

would be offering not consolation but further irritation. Consider, too, 

that a man lifting his head from the very funeral pyre must need some 

novel vocabulary not drawn from ordinary everyday condolence to 

comfort his own dear ones. But every great and overpowering grief must 

take away the capacity to choose words, since it often stifles the voice 

itself.25  

Seneca was living through his own tragedy now and as all personal tragedies 

feel on the inside, ÔÈÉÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ×ÁÓ ȬÕÎÐÒÅÃÅÄÅÎÔÅÄȭȢ .ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÁÎÄ 

ÔÈÅÏÒÅÔÉÃ Ȭ×ÏÒËÓ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÆÁÍÏÕÓ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÄÅÒÁÔÅ 

ÇÒÉÅÆȭ ÏÆÆÅÒ ÁÎÙ ÁÓÓÉÓÔÁÎÃÅ ÔÏ ÈÉÍ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÏÍÅÎÔȢ 3ÅÎÅÃÁ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÓ ȬÓÏÍÅ ÎÏÖÅÌ 

ÖÏÃÁÂÕÌÁÒÙȭ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÇÅÎÅÒÉÃ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÏÆ ÈÏÐÅ ÏÒ ÃÏÎÄÏÌÅÎÃÅȢ Ȭ%ÖÅÒÙÄÁÙȭ 

language proves inadequate when faced with the messy, painful reality of actual 

life. Neat Stoic maxims cannot work here for they would appear too 

straightforwardly reductive. Instead Seneca needs a way of communicating with 

his mother which acknowledges the duality of their current relationship and 

                                                           
25 [ǳŎƛƭƛǳǎ !ƴƴŀŜǳǎ {ŜƴŜŎŀΣ Ψ/ƻƴǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ IŜƭǾƛŀΩΣ ƛƴ On the Shortness of Life, trans. by C.D.N Costa 
(London: Penguin, 2004), pp.34-67 (p.34); hereafter cited as Helvia. 
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which will allow him to comfort her both despite and because of the fact that he 

is also the cause of her suffering.  

               As in Hercules, where the counsellors Theseus and Amphitryon fall silent 

ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÙȟ ȬÏÖÅÒÐÏ×ÅÒÉÎÇ ÇÒÉÅÆȭ ÓÉÌÅÎÃÅÓ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȢ 4ÒÁÇÅÄÙ ÒÅÎÄÅÒÓ ÕÓ 

ÍÕÔÅȟ ÒÅÍÏÖÉÎÇ ȬÔÈÅ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÃÈÏÏÓÅ ×ÏÒÄÓȭȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÌ 

sense of inarticulacy and hesitancy he is able to fashion a letter of consolation to 

ÈÉÓ ÍÏÔÈÅÒȢ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ɀ like that adopted from him by CBT ɀ is not to 

try to change his situation, but instead to change the way that he and his mother 

think abouÔ ÈÉÓ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎȢ (Å ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÈÉÓ ÌÅÔÔÅÒ ÁÓ ÈÉÓ ÍÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ȬÔÒÅÁÔÍÅÎÔȭ 

(Helvia, p.37) and as such it is an early model of therapy. The consolation 

ÃÏÎÔÁÉÎÓ Á ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÎÇ ÃÈÁÉÎ ÏÆ ÌÏÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ÈÁÓ 

suffered throughout her life, beginÎÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÓÓ ÏÆ (ÅÌÖÉÁȭÓ Ï×Î ÍÏÔÈÅÒ 

×ÈÏ ÄÉÅÄ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÇÉÖÉÎÇ ÂÉÒÔÈ ÔÏ ÈÅÒȢ ,ÉËÅ (ÅÒÃÕÌÅÓȭ ÓÔÅÐ-father Amphitryon for 

×ÈÏÍ ȬÔÈÅ ÅÎÄ ÏÆ ÏÎÅ ÔÒÏÕÂÌÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÅÐÐÉÎÇ ÓÔÏÎÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÎÅØÔȭ ɉHercules, p.65), 

(ÅÌÖÉÁȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÓ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÁÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÍÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÃÙÃle of sorrow. But Seneca is 

writing now in the hope that he can help his mother to think her way out of this 

cycle of trauma rather than being destroyed by it as would have happened in the 

world of the tragedies: 

Come, put away wailings and lamentations of feminine grief. For all your 

sorrows have been wasted on you if you have not yet learned how to be 

wretched. (Helvia, p.37) 

3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÃÈÏÉÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÖÅÒÂ Ȭ×ÁÓÔÅÄȭ ɀ perdidisti in Latin and elsewhere 

ÔÒÁÎÓÌÁÔÅÄ ÁÓ ȬÌÏÓÔȭ ÏÒ ȬÓÑÕÁÎÄÅÒÅÄȭ ɀ retrospectively changes the way in which 

his mother must now think about her accumulated sorrows, making them seem 

as if they might have been a series of chances or opportunities rather than a 

punishing burden. Instead of becoming a victim of the tragic momentum, Helvia 

must have a way of thinking about her past suffering that will help her now to 

face her present suffering. Not by getting rid of it but by being it, changing its 

shape and using it as best she can. !Ó ÈÉÓ ÍÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÏÕÎÓÅÌÌÏÒȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÊÏÂ 

to provide her with the new helpful thought that she herself ɀ stuck within her 

own predicament ɀ might not have been able to create for herself. The paradox 

of this letter is that Seneca has not only caused the suffering that he must now 
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counsel his mother through, but that he must counsel her through a 

predicament that he too is trapped within. The letter is an explicit attempt to re-

ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÍÅ (ÅÌÖÉÁȭÓ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÉÔȟ 3ÅÎÅÃÁ ×ÁÓ Álso rewiring 

his own thoughts: 

So this is how you must think of me ɀ happy and cheerful as if in the best 

of circumstances. For they are best, since my mind, without any 

preoccupation, is free for its own tasks. (Helvia, p.67) 

)Î ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÓÅÎÔÅÎÃÅ 3ÅÎÅÃÁ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÓ ÈÉÓ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÎË ÏÆ ÈÉÍ Ȭas if in the best 

of circumstanceÓȭȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÓÅÎÔÅÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÉÓÈÆÕÌ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÏÆ ȬÁÓ ÉÆȭ 

becomes a reality: ȬÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÙ are ÂÅÓÔȭȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÓÈÉÆÔ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÇÅ ÔÈÅ 

way in which an opinion can determine reality and thus define the subsequent 

emotional response. If Seneca or his mother permit themselves to face his exile 

with the wrong opening thought - that Seneca is unhappy and miserable and in 

the worst of circumstances ɀ then further  negative emotions will duly follow.  

               Seneca finds counsel for himself in the primary chemistry and physics of 

the Stoic cosmology rather than the compact, second order maxims of more 

ÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌȟ ȬÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙȭ 3ÔÏÉÃ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÙȢ 7ÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÉÓ Á ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ 

perspective:  

How silly then to imagine that the human mind, which is formed of the 

same elements as divine beings, objects to movement and change of 

abode, while the divine nature finds delight and even self-preservation in 

continual and very rapid change. (Helvia, p.42) 

3ÅÎÅÃÁ ÉÓ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÁÔ ÈÉÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÐÏ×ÅÒÆÕÌ ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅ ÉÓ ÓÐÅÁËÉÎÇ ÏÆ Ȭthe same 

ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÓȭ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÅËÉÎÇ ×ÁÙÓ ÔÏ ÒÅÃÏÍÂÉÎÅ ÔÈÅÍȢ "Ù ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇ Á ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÒÅÃÏÎÃÉÌÅ 

his particular position in the word ɀ alone, uncertain and involuntarily detached 

from his community ɀ with the wider universe beyond his single, particular self, 

Seneca was able to comfort himself and then go on to at least try to comfort his 

mother: 

So, eager and upright, let us hasten with bold steps wherever 

circumstances take us, and let us journey through any countries 

whatever: there can be no place of exile within the world since nothing 
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×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÉÓ ÁÌÉÅÎ ÔÏ ÍÅÎȢ &ÒÏÍ ×ÈÁÔÅÖÅÒ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÔÈȭÓ 

surface you look up to heaven the same distance lies between the realms 

of gods and men. Accordingly, provided my eyes are not withdrawn from 

that spectacle, of which they never tire; provided I may look upon the 

sun and the moon and gaze at the other planets; provided I may trace 

their risings and settings, their periods and the causes of their travelling 

faster or slower; provided I may behold all the stars that shine at night     

[. . .] provided I can keep my mind always directed upwards, striving for a 

vision of kindred things ɀ what does it matter what ground I stand on? 

(Helvia, pp. 45-6) 

The mother and son are reunified as Seneca begins to write in the first person 

plural, ȬÌÅÔ ÕÓ ÈÁÓÔÅÎȭȢ Here is the healthy version of the cosmology, rather than 

the fractured and infected cosmos of the tragedies where the system has failed. 

Individuals are able to reconnect the circuitry between one another and plug 

into the wide expanse beyond them, to think further than the limits of their own 

internal psychologies and to escape the limitations of the everyday, small world. 

The tensions of the cosmos are still visible here in the repeated formulation, 

ȬÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÄ ) ÍÁÙȭ ÏÒ ȬÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÄ ) ÃÁÎȭȟ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÉÓ ÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔ 

on a series of conditions or provisions which must be met. There is a fragility 

built into this worldview, and health and sickness, consolation and sorrow are 

all finely balanced. By mentally positioning himself within the cosmos, Seneca 

rejects the constraints and difficulties of this one particular spot of earth that he 

has been exiled to and enters into a vision of a much larger common space. 

              Seneca himself needs the cosmology, but it is the cosmology which has 

been dropped from modern psychology. In After Virtue, Alasdair MacIntyre 

writes of the broader threat of moral incoherence posed by the fragmentation of 

ideas into isolated or fragmented disciples: 

What we possess, if this view is true, are the fragments of a conceptual 

scheme, parts which now lack those contexts from which their 

significance derived. We possess indeed simulacra of morality, we 

continue to use many of the key expressions. But we have ɀ very largely, 
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if not entir ely ɀ lost our comprehension, both theoretical and practical, of 

morality.26  

By retaining only the vocabulary of self-mastery, regularity and moderation or 

only the surface appearance of Stoic strategies whilst rejecting the core of the 

ȬÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌ ÓÃÈÅÍÅȭ that holds together and provides the motivation for those 

strategies, we are left with only a shadow of the original thought. Psychology is 

smaller than cosmology and secondary to cosmology and necessarily so because 

psychology seeks to fulfil the second-order need for a smaller, private, personal 

space in the midst of the great all or nothing extremes of the tragedies. But 

equally, this thesis argues that a psychology that has stripped Stoicism of its 

cosmology is depleted and must seek to reformulate that core cosmology if it is 

to offer more expansive forms of therapy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

                                                           
26 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 1984), p.2. 
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2. 

Montaigne: Philosophy in Action  

 

2.1. Montaigne and Seneca 

The French aristocrat Michel de Montaigne (1533 ɀ 1592) devoted himself to 

public service as a magistrate, counsellor and Mayor of Bordeaux during the 

period of political and religious upheaval in France marked by the  civil war that 

raged intermittently from 1562 to 1598. In 1571 ɀ at the age of thirty-eight ɀ 

Montaigne retired from public life, set up a library in the tower of his chateaux, 

and focused on studying ancient philosophy and writing a book of essays.  

              Montaigne was a particularly keen student of Seneca and was described 

by his contemporary, %ÓÔÉÅÎÎÅ 0ÁÓÑÕÉÅÒ ÁÓ ȬÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ 3ÅÎÅÃÁ ÉÎ our languageȭ.27 

This chapter will consider how Montaigne took the principles of Stoicism and 

put them into practice, testing them against the reality of his own experiences 

and adapting them to better serve and suit himself.  As he wrote in the essÁÙ Ȭ/Î 

some lines oÆ 6ÉÒÇÉÌȭȟ Ȭ-y philosophy lies in actionȭ.28 

             -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÓÅÌÆ-enforced retirement followed the example of Seneca 

who had himself retired from his public role as advisor to the Roman Emperor 

Nero towards the end of his life and who, in retirement, had written his series of 

letters to Lucilius. In these epistles, Seneca had advised his friend to follow his 

ÌÅÁÄ ÁÎÄ Ȭ×ÉÔÈÄÒÁ× ÉÎÔÏ ÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÆȟ ÁÓ ÆÁÒ ÁÓ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎȭ ɉEpistles, i, VII, 35). As I have 

shown in chapter one, the Stoics believed that only by withdrawing from the 

public realm could a person take full possession of their private self. Montaigne 

ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÌÅÔÔÅÒÓ ÁÓ ȬÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÂÅÁÕÔÉÆÕÌ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 

ÍÏÓÔ ÐÒÏÆÉÔÁÂÌÅȭ ɉEssays, II, 10, 463). As he retreated to his library he was trying 

to puÔ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÁÄÖÉÃÅ ÉÎÔÏ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȡ ȬIt seemed to me then that the greatest 

favour I could do for my mind was to leave it in total idleness, caring for itself, 

concerned only with itÓÅÌÆȟ ÃÁÌÍÌÙ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȭ (Essays, I, 8, 31). However, in 

                                                           
27 Donald Frame, aƻƴǘŀƛƎƴŜΩǎ 9ǎǎŀƛǎ - A Study (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1969), p.97; hereafter 
ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨCǊŀƳŜΩΦ 
28 Michel de Montaigne, The Complete Essays, trans. by M.A. Screech (London: Penguin Classics, 
1991), Book III, Essay 5, p.950; hereafter cited as Essays. 
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reality Montaigne found himself struggling to achieve anything close to the Stoic 

ideal of tranquillity , as his mind immediately ȬÂÏÌÔÅÄ ÏÆÆ ÌÉËÅ Á ÒÕÎÁ×ÁÙ ÈÏÒÓÅȭ 

(Essays, I, 8, 31). The discordancy between the Stoic theory of retirement and 

-ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ own lived experience was an early indication for him that 

philosophy was something that had to be made and moulded afresh by each 

individual through the act of living. It was mental and not public action to which 

his retirement was dedicated.  

              7ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ ÅÓÓÁÙ Ȭ/Î 3ÏÌÉÔÕÄÅȭ, -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ ÕÓÅÓ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÁÄÖÉÃÅ ÏÎ 

retirement as a starting point, but then goes on to add the caveats that he has 

learned through years of troubled experience: 

Withdraw into yourself, but first prepare yourself to welcome yourself 

there. It would be madness to entrust yourself to yourself, if you did not 

know how to govern yourself. There are ways of failing in solitude as in 

society. (Essays, I, 39, 277) 

Ȭ"ÕÔȭ ÉÓ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ×ÏÒÄ ÆÏÒ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ ÁÎÄ ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÁrp second 

ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÁÌÌÏ×Ó ÈÉÍ ÔÏ ÌÁÕÎÃÈ ÏÎ ÐÁÓÔ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÌ ÁÄÖÉÃÅȢ %ØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÈÁÓ 

shown Montaigne that there is not a simple binary choice between tranquil 

ÓÏÌÉÔÕÄÅ ÁÎÄ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÃÈÁÏÓȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÒÏÏÍ ÆÏÒ ȬÍÁÄÎÅÓÓȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÆÁÉÌÕÒÅȭ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ 

the private realm of solitude. In practice the Stoic maxim can only be a starting 

point. After the first shift of withdrawal from the public realm into the private 

space, there must be a second move, developing from the private sphere into the 

individual space. The relÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÐÅÁÔÅÄ ÐÁÉÒÓ ÏÆ ȬÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÖÅÓȭ ÉÎ 

this passage points to the work necessary for this second switch from private to 

individual mode to take place.  

              In 1580 - nine years after retiring ɀ Montaigne published the first edition 

of his Essays, consisting of ninety-four chapters split into two volumes. He wrote 

in the first person, in French rather than Latin, and covered a whole host of 

varied themes, for as he would later assert, Ȭ!ll topics are equally productive to 

me. I couÌÄ ×ÒÉÔÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ Á ÆÌÙȦȭɉEssays, III, 5, 990). Montaigne called these short 

ÉÍÐÒÏÖÉÓÅÄ ÂÕÒÓÔÓ ÏÆ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ȬÅÓÓÁÉÓȭ ÏÒ ȬÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÓȭȟ ÒÅ-inventing the essay as a 

form of relatively unpremeditated thinking. Time and mood took the place of a 

prior sense of assumed importance or a definitive commitment to hierarchical 
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size. After their first publication, Montaigne continued to work on his Essays: a 

second edition was printed in 1582, and in 1588 a radically altered third edition 

was produced. This version of the Essays contained a third volume consisting of 

thirteen new chapters. Rather than simply adding to the length of his work over 

time, Montaigne also returned again and again to the original ninety-four essays 

of Books I and II, revising and adding quotations to them in light of his further 

thinkin g and reading. Approximately five hundred and fifty new quotations 

were inserted into the third edition of the Essays, along with a further six 

hundred additions to the text. In the four years between the publication of the 

third edition of the  Essays ÁÎÄ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÄÅÁÔÈ ÉÎ ρυως ÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÄ ÔÏ ÍÁËe 

changes to his book, adding one thousand new passages and making an 

estimated nine thousand revisions to his punctuation. The final manuscript that 

he had been working on up ÕÎÔÉÌ ÈÉÓ ÄÅÁÔÈ ÉÓ ËÎÏ×Î ÁÓ Ȭ4ÈÅ "ÏÒÄÅÁÕØ #ÏÐÙȭ ÁÎÄ 

provides the source material for the posthumous editions of the Essays that are 

published today. This manuscript was the culmination of twenty-one years of 

work, yet it remained unfinished because MontaiÇÎÅȭÓ ÍÅÔÈÏÄ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÁÌ 

revision meant that there could never be a definitive, fixed version of the Essays; 

instead it was a living text.   

              The Essays ×ÅÒÅ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÎÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÔÒÉÂÕÔÅ ÔÏ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÆÒÉÅÎÄ ɀ 

his fellow councillor, writer and Stoic ɀ Etienne de La Boétie, who had died in 

1563. Montaigne plannÅÄ ÔÏ ÐÕÂÌÉÓÈ ÈÉÓ ÆÒÉÅÎÄȭÓ ×ÏÒËȟ De La Servitude 

Volontaire, alongside his own writing in order to preserve the memory of La 

Boétie and recreate a dialogue between the two men. However, Montaigne 

eventually resolved not to publish ÈÉÓ ÆÒÉÅÎÄȭÓ ×ÏÒË, replacing what was to be 

ÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÏË ×ÉÔÈ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ÅÓÓÁÙ Ȭ/Î &ÒÉÅÎÄÓÈÉÐȭȢ ! ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒ ÏÆ ,Á 

"ÏïÔÉÅȭÓ ÓÏÎÎÅÔÓ ×ÁÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÄ ÉÎ ÅÁÒÌÙ ÅÄÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Essays but was later struck 

out bÙ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ ÉÎ ÐÒÏÔÅÓÔ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÓÁÐÐÒÏÐÒÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÆÒÉÅÎÄȭÓ ÍÅÍÏÒÙ ÁÎÄ 

political ideas by radical Protestants calling for a revolt against the Catholic 

monarchy. Instead, Montaigne left a blank space where the sonnets had 

previously been printed and the statement, Ȭ.ÉÎÅ ÁÎÄ 4×ÅÎÔÙ 3ÏÎÎÅÔÓ ÏÆ 

%ÔÉÅÎÎÅ ÄÅ ÌÁ "ÏïÔÉÅȡ 4ÈÅÓÅ ÖÅÒÓÅÓ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÅÌÓÅ×ÈÅÒÅȭ ɉEssays, I, 29, 221). 

7ÈÉÌÅ ,Á "ÏïÔÉÅȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÃÁÎ ÎÏ ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ÂÅ ÆÏÕÎÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ Essays, his Stoic 

ÂÅÌÉÅÆÓ ÄÉÄ ÌÅÁÖÅ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÉÍÐÒÉÎÔ ÏÎ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ Ánd work, for in death 
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La Boétie had given Montaigne a practical lesson in how Stoicism could ease a 

ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ÓÕÆÆÅÒÉÎÇȢ  

              Montaigne turned to ancient philosophy for comfort after the death of La 

Boétie. He read widely in his retirement and inscribed his favourite quotations 

onto the walls and beams of his study, making them a concrete part of his 

physical environment. The philosophers that he frequently quotes in his Essays 

became his companions in thinking and provided him with a supporting 

stÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÏÒ ÓÃÁÆÆÏÌÄÉÎÇ ÕÐÏÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÏ ÂÕÉÌÄ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ×ÏÒËȢ 7ÒÉÔÉÎÇ Ȭ)Î $ÅÆÅÎÃÅ 

ÏÆ 0ÌÕÔÁÒÃÈ ÁÎÄ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭ, Montaigne outlines the strong influence that these two 

particular philosophers had on his work, ȬMy intimacy with these two great men 

and the help that they give me in my old age, as well as to the book which is built 

entirely out of their spoils, binÄ ÍÅ ÔÏ ÅÓÐÏÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÈÏÎÏÕÒȭ (Essays, I, 32, 817). 

The clause, ȬÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÏË ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÂÕÉÌÔ ÅÎÔÉÒÅÌÙ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÐÏÉÌÓȭȟ ×ÁÓ 

only added to this paÓÓÁÇÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄ ÏÆ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

the third edition of the Essays in 1588. Despite the fact that by this stage 

-ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÙ ÈÁÄ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔÌÙ ÓÈÉÆÔÅÄ Á×ÁÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÁÕÓÔÅÒÅ 3ÔÏÉÃÉÓÍ 

of Seneca and towards a broadly more informal personal Scepticism and 

Epicureanism, he still returned to this earliest of essays in order to cement the 

debt that he owed to these two philosophers. It is entirely characteristic of 

Montaigne that the two philosophers who meant so much to him ɀ and whom he 

places together in this essay ɀ held contrary views. Plutarch belonged to the 

Platonic school of thought and believed that Stoic restraint and detachment was 

ȬÕÎÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÁÔ ÏÄÄÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÓÅÎÓÅȭ.29 Despite this, Montaigne had no 

difficult y interweaving quotations from both Plutarch and Seneca into his work 

if and when their contrary views proved useful to him 

              Sometimes Montaigne cited his sources but very often he did not. In the 

ÅÓÓÁÙ Ȭ/Î "ÏÏËÓȭ ÈÅ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȡ 

In the case of those reasonings and original ideas which I transplant into 

my own soil and confound with my own, I sometimes deliberately omit 

ÔÏ ÇÉÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÁÕÔÈÏÒȭÓ ÎÁÍÅ ÓÏ ÁÓ ÔÏ ÒÅÉÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÍÅÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÈÁÓÔÙ 

criticisms which leap to attack writings of every kind [. . .] I want them to 

                                                           
29 tƭǳǘŀǊŎƘΣ Ψ!Ǝŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ {ǘƻƛŎǎ ƻƴ /ƻƳƳƻƴ /ƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎΩΣ ƛƴ Moralia, trans. by Harold Cherniss, The 
Loeb Classical Library, 17 vols (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1976), xiii.ii, pp.660-873 (p.675). 
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ÆÌÉÃË 0ÌÕÔÁÒÃÈȭÓ ÎÏÓÅ ÉÎ ÍÉÓÔÁËÅ ÆÏÒ ÍÉÎÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÓÃÁÌÄ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÂÙ 

insulting the Seneca in me. (Essays, II, 10, 458) 

Montaigne finds it amusing that a reader might unwittingly attack one of the 

great, ancient philosophers when meaning to criticise his Essays. The joke is 

ÏÎÌÙ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÔÏÎÅ ÉÓ ÆÌÕÉÄ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÔÏ ÄÉÓÇÕÉÓÅ 

quotations from a whole range of different sources. In Ȭ/Î ÔÈÅ ÉÎÃÏÎÓÔÁÎÃÙ ÏÆ 

ÏÕÒ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓȭ ÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȡ 

It is impossible to put the pieces together if you do not have in your head 

the idea of the whole. What is the use of providing yourself with paints if 

you do not know what to paint? No man sketches out a definite plan for 

his life; we only determine bits of it. The bowman must first know what 

he is aiming at: then he has to prepare hand, bow, bowstring, arrow and 

his drill to that end. Our projects go astray because they are not 

addressed to a target. No wind is right for a seaman who had no 

predetermined harbour. (Essays, II, 1, 379) 

Montaigne gives no indication that these are not his own original ideas, the 

ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ Á ÄÉÒÅÃÔ ÔÒÁÎÓÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ %ÐÉÓÔÌÅ ,88)ȡ 

No man can set in order the details unless he has already set before 

himself the chief purpose of his life. The artist may have his colours all 

prepared, but he cannot produce a likeness unless he has already made 

up his mind what he wishes to paint. The reason we make mistakes is 

because we all consider the parts of life, but never life as a whole. The 

archer must know what he is seeking to hit; then he must aim and 

control the weapon by his skill. Our plans miscarry because they have no 

aim. When a man does not know what harbour he is making for, no wind 

is the right wind. (Epistles, ii, LXXI, 73-5) 

Montaigne has an easy personal intimacy with the material that he quotes. He 

assimilates his reading into his writing and blends ancient philosophy with his 

own thoughts to create a chorus of co-opted voices within one text. The idea of 

ȬÅÓÓÁÙÉÎÇȭ ÏÒ ȬÔÒÉÁÌÌÉÎÇȭ ÉÓ ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌ ÔÏ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ×Ïrk. As he writes, Montaigne is 

putting philosophy - and in particular the philosophy of Stoicism - to the test. 
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Over the course of the twenty-one years that Montaigne was writing the Essays 

he repeatedly questions whether Stoicism is a philosophy that can work in 

practice. Over time, as his conclusions begin to change, he is less inclined to 

disguise quotations from Seneca within his writing and instead more likely to 

hold them up - distinctly apart from his own thoughts ɀ so that they can be 

properly inspected and critiqued.  

             Ȭ4ÈÅ ÔÁÓÔÅ ÏÆ ÇÏÏÄ ÁÎÄ ÅÖÉÌ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÄÅÐÅÎÄÓ ÉÎ ÌÁÒÇÅ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎ ×Å 

ÈÁÖÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÍȭ ÉÓ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÔÉÃ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÌÙ ÅÓÓÁÙÓ ÏÆ "ÏÏË ) ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ 

is largely supportive of Stoicism. He begins by thinking about the same Stoic 

maxim of Epictetus that Jules Evans described as being the starting point for 

Albert Ellis in the development of CBT, Ȭ-ÅÎ ÁÒÅ ÄÉÓÔÕÒÂÅÄ ÎÏÔ ÂÙ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÂÕÔ ÂÙ 

ÔÈÅÉÒ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅÍȭ ɉ%ÖÁÎÓ, p.4). Montaigne measures this central tenet 

against his own lived experiences: 

There is an old Greek saying that men are tormented not by things 

themselves but by what they think about them. If that assertion could be 

proved to be always true everywhere it would be an important point 

gained for the comforting of our wretched human condition. For if ills 

can only enter us through our judgement it would seem to be in our 

power either to despise them or to deflect them towards the good: if the 

things actually do throw themselves on our mercy why do we not act as 

their masters and accommodate them to our advantage? If what we call 

evil or torment are only evil or torment as far as our mental 

apprehension endows them with those qualities then it lies within our 

power to change those qualities. And if we did have such a choice and 

were free from constraint we would be curiously mad to pull in the 

direction which hurts us most, endowing sickness, poverty or insolence 

with a bad and bitter taste when we could give them a pleasant one, 

Fortune simply furnishing us with the matter and leaving it to us to 

supply the form. Let us see whether a case can be made for what we call 

evil not being evil in itself or (since it amounts to the same) whether at 

least it is up to us to endow it with a different savour and aspect. (Essays, 

I, 14, 52) 
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4ÈÅ ÒÅÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȬÉÆȭ ÆÉÖÅ ÔÉÍÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅ ÓÈÏ×Ó -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÓÃÅÐÔÉÃÁÌ ÍÉÎÄ 

in action, ×ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÈÒÁÓÅ ȬÌÅÔ ÕÓ ÓÅÅȭ ÍÁÒËÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÔÏ 

personal, practical example. Montaigne is testing the concept set out by the 

Greek Stoic Epictetus, for can it actually be possible in reality that a person can 

determine their own emotional responses by regulating their thoughts? Can the 

theory be translated into practice? And if it can, then why iÓÎȭÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ 

of our problems? Why do we still suffer if it is in our power to transform our 

suffering by changing the way we think? For the Stoics, the extent to which pain 

is felt is a choice; its magnitude is determined by how much mental territory it is 

given to exist within. While certain patterns of thought accommodate pain and 

give it space to grow, Stoicism was developed as a means of starving and 

shrinking it. 

              )Î ÈÉÓ ÅÓÓÁÙ Ȭ/Î 0ÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȭ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ Á ÒÉÄÉÎÇ ÁÃÃÉÄÅÎÔ that 

brought him close to death. Before the accident Montaigne had been intently 

preoccupied with his own mortality, but this experience led to a change in his 

thinking  and was a practical reminder of what Seneca had warned of in his 

Epistle XIII, Ȭ3ÏÍÅ Ôhings torment us more than they ought; and some torment 

us when they ought not to torment us at allȭ ɉEpistles, i, XIII, 75). For Montaigne, 

knowledge that is gained through chance or by accident ɀ as happens here - 

seems to be a particularly important way of learning: 

Many things appear greater in thought than in fact. I have spent a large 

part of my life in perfect good health: it was not only perfect but 

vivacious and boiling over. That state, so full of sap and festivity, made 

thinking of illness so horrifying that when I came to experience it I found 

its stabbing pains to be mild and weak compared to my fears. 

Here is an everyday experience of mine: if I am sheltered and warm in a 

pleasant room during a night of storm and tempest, I am dumbstruck 

with affliction for those then caught out in the open; yet when I am out 

there myself I never want to be anywhere else. 

The mere thought of always being shut up indoors used to seem quite 

unbearable to me. Suddenly I was directed to remain there for a week or 

a month, all restless, distempered and feeble; but I have found that I used 

to pity the sick much more than I find myself deserving of pity now I am 
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sick myself, and that the power of my imagination made the true essence 

of actual sickness bigger by half. I hope the same thing will happen with 

death, and that it will not be worth all the trouble that I am taking to 

prepare for it. (Essays, II, 6, 418) 

Montaigne demonstrates his characteristic mental mobility in this passage as he 

builds a case for Stoicism ouÔ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ȬÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓȭ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÕÓ 

translates reality back into philosophy. The riding accident demonstrated to him 

the disparity between the fearful expectations he had supposed absolute and 

the sudden upsetting reality of experience. His previous state of health meant 

that he was both physically and emotionally distanced from illness, leaving 

space for his imagination to create something much worse than reality. While 

ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓÌÙȟ ÆÅÁÒȟ ÄÒÅÁÄ ÁÎÄ ȬÔÈÅ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÏÆ ÍÙ ÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭ ÅÖÅÎ ÉÎ ÈÅÁÌÔÈ ÈÁÄ 

warped his perceptions and magnified certain unknowns, making the thought of 

ÓÉÃËÎÅÓÓ ÓÅÅÍ ȬÂÉÇÇÅÒ ÂÙ ÈÁÌÆȭȢ Montaigne learns through experience to measure 

the world more accurately. The ability to rescale experiences in order to give 

them their correct weight and significance is an important part of the attitude 

that Montaigne cultivated. A vital element of this system of weights and 

ÍÅÁÓÕÒÅÓ ÉÓ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÈÕÍÏÕÒȠ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÇÈÔÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÔÏÎÅ ÁÎÄ ×ÒÙȟ ÃÁÒÅÆÒÅÅ 

approach to the world helps to lighten and to shrink potentially large, heavy 

problems. Wry humour, born of accidents, serves as an alternative to and a 

defence against tragic fear and dread.  

              While chapter one showed how tragedy was used by Seneca to create a 

communal space large enough to hold within it the primal forces of the Stoic 

cosmology, in his moral ÔÒÁÃÔ Ȭ/Î 4ÒÁÎÑÕÉÌÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ -ÉÎÄȭȟ Seneca describes how 

comedy also has a Stoic function. Using the contrasting examples of Democritus 

and Heraclitus ɀ two pre-Socratic Greek philosophers who influenced early 

Stoicism ɀ Seneca shows how humour can function as a part of detachment to 

reduce the power of external events and emotions. For Seneca, laughter is an act 

of hope and a powerful defence against dangerous emotions like despair and 

fear which can so easily overmaster us: 

We ought, therefore, to bring ourselves to believe that all the vices of the 

crowd are, not hateful, but ridiculous, and to imitate Democritus rather 
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than Heraclitus. For the latter, whenever he went forth into public, used 

to weep, the former to laugh; to the one all human doings seemed to be 

miseries, to the other follies. And so we ought to adopt a lighter view of 

things, and put up with them in an indulgent spirit; it is more human to 

laugh at life than to lament over it. Add, too, that he deserves better of 

the human race also who laughs at it than he who bemoans it; for the one 

allows it some measure of good hope, while the other foolishly weeps 

over things that he despairs of seeing corrected. And, considering 

everything, he shows a greater mind who does not restrain his laughter 

than he who does not restrain his tears, since the laughter gives 

expression to the mildest of the emotions, and deems that there is 

nothing important, nothing serious, nor wretched either, in the whole 

outfit of life.30  

-ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ ÕÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÓÅÔ ÏÕÔ ÂÙ 3ÅÎÅÃÁ ÉÎ Ȭ/Î 4ÒÁÎÑÕÉÌÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ -ÉÎÄȭ ÉÎ ÁÎ 

ÅÓÓÁÙ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ÃÁÌÌÅÄ Ȭ/Î $ÅÍÏÃÒÉÔÕÓ ÁÎÄ (ÅÒÁÃÌÉÔÕÓȭȢ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ ÉÓ ÏÎÃÅ ÁÇÁÉÎ 

using Seneca as a starting point, but rather than simply translating Seneca ɀ as 

he does elsewhere ɀ ÈÅÒÅ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ 

thinking as he begins to shift away from Stoicism and towards Scepticism:  

Democritus and Heraclitus were both philosophers; the former, finding 

our human circumstances so vain and ridiculous, never went out without 

a laughing and mocking look on his face: Heraclitus, feeling pity and 

compassion for these same circumstances of ours, wore an expression 

which was always sad, his eyes full of tears [. . .] I prefer the former 

temperament, not because it is more agreeable to laugh than to weep but 

because it is more disdainful and condemns us men more than the other 

ɀ and it seems to me that, according to our deserts, we can never be 

despised enough. Lamentation and compassion are mingled with some 

respect for the things we are lamenting: the things which we mock at are 

judged to be worthless. I do not think that there is so much wretchedness 

in us as vanity; we are not so much wicked as daft; we are not so much 

                                                           
30 [ǳŎƛƭƛǳǎ !ƴƴŀŜǳǎ {ŜƴŜŎŀΣ Ψhƴ ¢Ǌŀƴǉǳƛƭƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ aƛƴŘΩΣ ƛƴ Moral Essays, trans. by John W. Basore, The 
Loeb Classical Library, 3 vols (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1932), ii, pp.203-85 (pp.273-5). 
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full of evil as of inanity; we are not so much pitiful as despicable. (Essays, 

I, 5, 339) 

4ÈÅ ÓÙÎÔÁØ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÎÁÌ ÓÅÎÔÅÎÃÅȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÔÓ ÒÅÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȬÎÏÔ ÓÏ ÍÕÃÈ [. . .] as [. . .]ȭ 

shows Montaigne engaging in his characteristic process of re-calibration. He 

reclassifies a whole series of threats and shrinks these vague, oppressive 

ÄÁÎÇÅÒÓ ÂÙ ÔÕÒÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÍ ÉÎÔÏ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÏÕÒ ÁÎÄ ÒÉÄÉÃÕÌÅȢ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ 

humour is in part borne out of a refusal to indulge in tragedy. For him, humour 

is not so much a defence against hopelessness as it is for Seneca, but signifies an 

absence of undue respect. Laughter is an act of healthy defiance which strips 

away the power that tragedy confers upon the people and the things that hurt 

us.  

              )Î ÔÈÅ Ȭ!ÐÏÌÏÇÙ ÆÏÒ 2ÁÙÍÏÎÄ 3ÅÂÏÎÄȭ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÓ ÈÉÓ ÍÏÃËÉÎÇ 

humour towards ɀ amongst others ɀ Seneca and the Stoics themselves. This is 

the longest essay that Montaigne ever wrote and marks a distinct break with 

3ÔÏÉÃ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÙȢ )Ô ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÒÅÁÄ ÁÓ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÍÁÎÉÆÅÓÔÏ ÆÏÒ 3ÃÅÐÔÉÃÉÓÍ or as 

Donald Frame describes it, ȬÁ ÄÅÃÌÁÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅÌÌÅÃÔÕÁÌ ÉÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÃÅȭ ɉ&ÒÁÍÅȟ 

p.31). In 1569 Montaigne had translated Raymond SebÏÎÄȭÓ ÆÏÕÒÔÅÅÎÔÈ-century 

text Theologica Naturalis from Latin into French at the request of his father. 

Sebond had written the book with the aim of proving the existence of God, but 

his attempt to reconcile philosophy and theology had proven controversial and 

ÉÎ ρυωυ ÉÔÓ ÐÒÏÌÏÇÕÅ ×ÁÓ ÐÌÁÃÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 0ÏÐÅȭÓ ÌÉÓÔ ÏÆ ÂÁÎÎÅÄ ÂÏÏËÓȢ )Î ÈÉÓ 

Ȭ!ÐÏÌÏÇÙ ÆÏÒ 2ÁÙÍÏÎÄ 3ÅÂÏÎÄȭ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ does not take long to deviate from the 

task of defending the text and its author, and the essay instead quickly becomes 

ȬÁ ÄÅÖÁÓÔÁÔÉÎÇ ÃÒÉÔÉÑÕÅ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ ÄÏÇÍÁÔÉÃ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÙȭ ɉ&ÒÁÍÅȟ ÐȢςτɊ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ 

included criticism of Sebond himself. 

              In ÔÈÅ ÆÉÎÁÌ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅ ÏÆ Ȭ4ÈÅ !ÐÏÌÏÇÙ ÆÏÒ 2ÁÙÍÏÎÄ 3ÅÂÏÎÄȭ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ 

ÔÁËÅÓ ÏÎÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÑÕÏÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÒÏÍ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ Naturales Quaestiones and ɀ as he 

has done so often in the Essays ɀ puts it to the test:  

To that very religious conclusion of a pagan I would merely add one 

more word from a witness of the same condition, in order to bring to a 

close this long and tedious discourse which could furnish me with matter 

ÆÏÒ ÅÖÅÒȢ Ȭ/È ×ÈÁÔ Á ÖÉÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÁÂÊÅÃÔ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÉÓ -ÁÎȟȭ ÈÅ ÓÁÉÄȟ ȬÉÆ ÈÅ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ 
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ÒÉÓÅ ÁÂÏÖÅ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȢȭ  

        A pithy saying; a most useful aspiration, but absurd withal. For to 

make a fistful bigger than the fist, an armful larger than the arm, or to try 

and make your stride wider than your legs can stretch, are things 

monstrous and impossible. Nor may a man mount above himself or 

above humanity: for he can see only with his own eyes, grip only with his 

own grasp. He will rise if God proffers him ɀ extraordinarily ɀ His hand; 

he will rise by abandoning and disavowing his own means, letting 

himself be raised and pulled up by purely heavenly ones.  

        It is for our Christian faith, not that Stoic virtue of his, to aspire to 

that holy and miraculous metamorphosis. (Essays, II, 12, 683) 

-ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ ÄÉÓÍÁÎÔÌÅÓ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ argument with three concise clauses which 

mimic the Roman pÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÅÒȭÓ Ï×Î ÓÕÃÃÉÎÃÔ ÓÔÙÌÅȡ Ȭ! ÐÉÔÈÙ ÓÁÙÉÎÇȠ Á ÍÏÓÔ 

ÕÓÅÆÕÌ ÁÓÐÉÒÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÂÕÔ ÁÂÓÕÒÄ ×ÉÔÈÁÌȭ. The first three editions of the Essays were 

published with the gentler alternative of Ȭ4here is in all his Stoic school no 

saying truer than that one: but to make a fistful bigger than a fist [. . .]ȭȢ But after 

1588, this initially hesitant critique of Seneca was ÓÕÂÓÔÉÔÕÔÅÄ ÂÙ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ 

final crisp verdict. The confidence of the three new clauses correspond with 

-ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÇÒÏ×ÉÎÇ 3cepticism. Rather than using Seneca for support, here the 

voices of the two men are distinctly separate. Montaigne deconstructs SÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ 

ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÂÙ ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 3ÔÏÉÃȭÓ theoretical man into his physical parts; by 

ÇÉÖÉÎÇ ÈÉÍ Á ȬÆÉÓÔȭ, ÁÎ ȬÁÒÍȭȟ Á ȬÓÔÒÉÄÅȭ ÁÎÄ Á ȬÇÒÁÓÐȭ he demonstrates what it would 

ÍÅÁÎ ÉÎ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÆÏÒ Á ÍÁÎ ȬÔÏ ÒÉÓÅ ÁÂÏÖÅ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȭȢ &ÏÒ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȟ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ 

would it be impossible for an individual to singlehandedly exceed the physical 

ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓȟ ÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ȬÍÏÎÓÔÒÏÕÓȭ ÏÒ ÉÎÈÕÍÁÎ Ôo reject our 

natural boundaries and try to become something beyond our own natural limits. 

This is the kind of philosophy that would lead to a state of constant 

disappointment and repentance, for every attempt to stretch beyond the 

physical and biological parameters of the human species is doomed to fail. 

Rather than setting himself up for failure or regretting his insufficiencies 

Montaigne is interested in a philosophy that will make his life more able to be 

lived.  
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2.2. The Experience of Reading Montaigne ȭÓ Essays 

4Ï ÒÅÁÄ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ Essays is to meet somebody who has achieved ease with his 

own self, who can nonchalantly dismiss a precept with a shrug and relax within 

his own skin. So much here depends on tone, for it is as though tone is the 

almost unconscious physical accompaniment to what is thought: 

Volume and intonation contribute to the expression of meaning: it is for 

me to control them so that I can make myself understood. There is a 

voice for instructing, a voice for pleasing or for reproving. I may not want 

my voice to simply reach the man but to hit him or go right through him. 

When I am barking at my footman with a rough and harsh voice, a fine 

ÔÈÉÎÇ ÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÉÆ ÈÅ ÃÁÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÏ ÍÅȟ Ȭ3ÐÅÁË ÍÏÒÅ ÓÏÆÔÌÙȟ -ÁÓÔÅÒȢ ) 

ÃÁÎ ÈÅÁÒ ÙÏÕ ÑÕÉÔÅ ×ÅÌÌȢȭ ɉEssays, III, 13, 1234-5) 

In Montaigne and the Art of Free Thinking, Richard Scholar describes 

-ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÔÏÎÅ ÁÓ ȬÌÕÍÉÎÏÕÓÌÙ ÓÁÎÅȭ,31 while Charles Augustin Sainte-Beuve, 

the nineteenth-century French literary critic, ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÈÉÍ Ȭ4ÈÅ ×ÉÓÅÓÔ &ÒÅÎÃÈÍÁÎ 

that eÖÅÒ ÌÉÖÅÄȭ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ personal sense of living beingȟ ȬWhat a happy nature, 

curious, open to everything, detached from himself and the parochial, freed 

from illusion, cured of all stupidity, purged of all prejudice. And what serenity, 

indeed what blitheness, even in suffering and pains! What affability to all 

comers! What good sense in all matters! What vigour of mind!ȭ (Frame, p.102). 

              The Essays are completely un-replicable because they are a 

ÍÁÎÉÆÅÓÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÓÅÌÆȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ a certain degree of 

audacity required to focus so relentlessly on himself, as Montaigne 

acknowledges when he writes, Ȭ) ÄÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÔÏ ÓÐÅÁË ÏÆ ÍÙÓÅÌÆȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÏ ÓÐÅÁË 

ÏÎÌÙ ÏÆ ÍÙÓÅÌÆȭ ɉEssays, III, 8, 1067).  It is his underlying humour ɀ evident even 

in the syntax of this single sentence ɀ that creates the leeway for such daring. It 

is rare to meet somebody who is able to think of themselves or to relish in 

themselves in this way. He is capable of speaking about himself without the 

shadow of anxiety or of self-doubt or of cynicism creeping in and he is able to 

reveal himself as he is without worry or dread or shame. It is not that Montaigne 

                                                           
31 Richard Scholar, Montaigne and the Art of Free Thinking (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2010), p.2. 
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did not possess any of these traits, but that he was able to transfer and translate 

them into something far healthier. To read Montaigne is to be reminded of what 

sanity might look like, but it is also to be reminded of how far ɀ as a culture ɀ we 

are from it.  

               As Ralph Waldo Emerson declared in his essay on Montaigne in The 

Representative Men, Ȭ#ÕÔ ÔÈÅÓÅ ×ords and they would bleed; they are vascular 

ÁÎÄ ÁÌÉÖÅȠ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÁÌË ÁÎÄ ÒÕÎȭ.32 This live energy is particularly pronounced in 

the longer essays of Book III which were written after 1582, when, as Donald 

Frame argues, -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ȬÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÐÒÏÃÅÄÕÒÅ ÉÓ ÃÌÅÁÒÅÒȭ ɉ&ÒÁÍÅȟ ÐȢτυɊȢ !Ó 

such, the thirteen essays of Book III are amongst the longest of the whole 

collection and are considered to be bolder and even more candid than the 

versions of the essays in Book I and II that were published prior to 1582, before 

later additions were made to them.                

              Montaigne was not writing to confess or to redeem himself. In his essay 

Ȭ/Î 2ÅÐÅÎÔÁÎÃÅȭ ÈÅ ÕÎÐÉÃËÓ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÔÉÒÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ÒÅÐÅÎÔÁÎÃÅ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ - particularly 

when it is an act that seeks to reach a fixed point of conclusion or closure - and 

instead demonstrates how to cast off the weight of guilt and self-criticism:  

Others form Man; I give an account of Man and sketch a picture of a 

particular one of them who is very badly formed and whom I would truly 

make very different from what he is if I had to fashion him afresh. But it 

is done now. The brush-strokes of my portrait do not go awry even 

though they do change and vary. The world is but a perennial see-saw. 

Everything in it ɀ the land, the mountains of the Caucasus, the pyramids 

of Egypt ɀ all waver with a common motion and their own. Constancy 

itself is nothing but a more languid rocking to and fro. I am unable to 

stabilize my subject: it staggers confusedly along with a natural 

drunkenness. Grasp it as it is now, at this moment when I am lingering 

over it. I am not portraying being but becoming. (Essays, III, 2, 907) 

In the second sentence of only five small words - Ȭ"ÕÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÄÏÎÅ ÎÏ×ȭ - 

Montaigne changes direction, leaves conventional repentance behind and 

                                                           
32 wŀƭǇƘ ²ŀƭŘƻ 9ƳŜǊǎƻƴΣ ΨaƻƴǘŀƛƎƴŜ ƻǊ ¢ƘŜ {ŎŜǇǘƛŎΩΣ ƛƴ Representative Men (London: Routledge, 
1850), p.102. 
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instead flips to a state of relaxed acceptance. To agonise over his deficiencies 

would be a waste of energy and this short, concise sentence puts a stop to any 

ÓÕÃÈ ÔÅÎÄÅÎÃÉÅÓȢ Ȭ"ÕÔȭ ÁÃÔÓ ÁÓ Á ÊÕÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÁÌÌÏ×Ó -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ ÔÏ ÔÕÒÎ ÁÎÄ 

establish ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄȟ ÈÅÁÌÔÈÙ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔȢ 7ÈÉÌÅ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓ Ô×ÉÓÔ ÁÎÄ 

turn and contradict themselves throughout the Essays, when he does reach a 

point  of solid realisation like this, it stands on the page like a marker stone. It is 

a point of solidity within t he flux, but also creates a launch pad from which 

Montaigne is able to go onward creating ever more flux. This combination of 

ÓÏÌÉÄÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÆÌÕØ ÉÓ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÔÉÃ ÏÆ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÓÁÎÉÔÙȢ  

              CÏÎÃÉÓÅ ÓÅÎÔÅÎÃÅÓ ÌÉËÅ Ȭ"ÕÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÄÏÎÅ ÎÏ×ȭ ÏÒ Ålsewhere, Ȭ) ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÄÏ 

ÂÅÔÔÅÒȭ ɉEssays, III, 2, 917), Ȭ) ÓÐÅÁË ÁÂÏÕÔ ÍÙÓÅÌÆ ÉÎ ÄÉÖÅÒÓÅ ×ÁÙÓȭ ɉEssays, II, 1, 

σχχɊ ÁÎÄ Ȭ) ÆÏÌÌÏ× ÎÏ ÐÒÅÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅÄ ÒÏÕÔÅȭ ɉEssays, III, 9, 1114) punctuate 

-ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ Essays and put a stop to secondary ruminations. Each abrupt 

statement, emerging like a suddenly corrective sense of form, feels as if it would 

have been accompanied by a self-accepting shrug. These are the places where 

-ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ principles are surfacing and asserting themselves. The tone of these 

sentences is uncompromising. Montaigne is setting limits on what he can and 

cannot, will and will not do. These limits and laws define what seems to him his 

first nature: 

You cannot extirpate the qualities we are originally born with: you can 

cover them over and you can hide them. Latin is a native tongue for me: I 

understand it better than French; yet it is forty years now since I used it 

for speaking or writing. Nevertheless on those two or three occasions in 

my life when I have suffered some extreme and sudden emotion [. . .] the 

first words that I have dredged up from my entrails have always been in 

Latin ɀ nature, against long nurture, breaking forcibly out and finding 

expression. (Essays, III, 2, 914)  

-ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ÁÎ ÁÍÂÉÔÉÏÕÓ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÔÏ ÅÎÓÕÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ his son 

learnt Latin fluently as a young child. He employed a Latin tutor and Latin-

speaking servants and instructed them that Montaigne was only to be spoken to 

in Latin. The first language that Montaigne communicated with remained buried 

within him and when he was stuck by trauma, for example, when his father 
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unexpectedly died, he reverted back to this original language. When the outer 

layers cannot withstand some extreme or sudden shock, he turns back to the 

language that was drilled into him in early childhood and which is now retained 

within the oldest, deepest parts of his self. His nature - closely related to attitude 

and tone - provides Montaigne with an underlying framework, beneath the fluid 

surface: 

Provided that he listen to himself there is no one who does not discover 

in himself a form entirely his own, a master form which struggles against 

his education as well as against the storm of emotions which would 

gainsay it. In my case I find that I am rarely shaken by shocks or 

agitations; I am virtually always settled in place, as heavy ponderous 

ÂÏÄÉÅÓ ÁÒÅȢ )Æ ) ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ȬÁÔ ÈÏÍÅȭ ) ÁÍ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÎÅÁÒÂÙȢ -Ù 

indulgences do not catch me away very far: there is nothing odd or 

extreme about them, though I do have some sane and vigorous changes 

of heart. (Essays, III, 2, 914) 

/ÕÔ ÏÆ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÒÁÍÂÌÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓȟ Á ÆÏÒÍ ÅÍÅÒÇÅÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ ȬÍÁÓÔÅÒ ÆÏÒÍȭ ÉÓ 

something sturdy and constant, like an inner template. It is a voice which acts as 

a guide and an anchor. In Book II he had written that  ȬÁÎÙÏÎÅ ×ÈÏ ÔÕÒÎÓ Èis 

prime attention onto himself will hardly ever find himself in the same state 

Ô×ÉÃÅȭ ɉEssays ))ȟ ρȟσχχɊȠ ÈÅÒÅ ÉÎ "ÏÏË )))ȟ ×ÉÔÈ Á ȬÓÁÎÅ ÁÎÄ ÖÉÇÏrous change of 

ÈÅÁÒÔȭ ÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȟ Ȭ) ÁÍ ÖÉÒÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÓÅÔÔÌÅÄ ÉÎ ÐÌÁÃÅȟ ÁÓ ÈÅÁÖÙ ÐÏÎÄÅÒÏÕÓ 

ÂÏÄÉÅÓ ÁÒÅȭȢ 2ÁÔÈer than contradicting himself ɀ which he would not have any 

problem doing ɀ the second statement is here in fact a realisation of the first; 

ÔÈÅ ÍÁÎ ÅØÉÓÔÉÎÇ ÓÏÍÅ×ÈÅÒÅ ÉÎ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȬÈÁÒÄÌÙ ÅÖÅÒȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÖÉÒÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓȭȢ  

              -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÈÁÎgeability contains within it something subtly 

constant and all the more constant for not being under fixed mental control. In 

ÈÉÓ ÅÓÓÁÙ Ȭ/Î 6ÁÎÉÔÙȭ ɀ also in Book III ɀ Montaigne deviates from his central 

theme to discuss his travels around France. His physical freedom of movement 

corresponds with his mental mobility and provides in this passage a model or 

template of a particularly sane kind of non-linear progress that is itself explicitly 

against pre-set templates. -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ Essays offer a model of healthy thinking, 
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even while existing as they do in defiant opposition to the possibility of 

universally applicable templates for living: 

I, who most often travel for my own pleasure, am not all that bad a guide. 

If it looks nasty to the left I turn off to the right; if I find myself unfit to 

mount the saddle, I stop where I am. By acting thus I really do see 

nothing which is not as pleasant and agreeable to me as my home. It is 

true that I always do find superfluity superfluous and that I am 

embarrassed by delicacy, even, and by profusion. Have I overlooked 

anything which I ought to have seen back there? Then I go back to it: it is 

still on my road. I follow no predetermined route, neither straight nor 

crooked. (Essays, III, 9, 1114)  

Montaigne is not constrained by straight lines or pre-set routes; if there is 

danger ahead, he simply turns off in a different direction. There is no obligation 

to follow a certain path, he is guided by an internal compass which serves him. 

As there is no pre-set route then it doesÎȭÔ ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÈÅ ÔÁËÅÓȢ 

There is no need to endure and maintain a damaging straight route. The 

flexibility required to change direction is something to be nurtured. 

               Montaigne has no difficulty in looping back to repeat or remake his path, 

hence his revisions of the Essays. He goes back again and again to build up layers 

of experience just as in the Essays he loops back into earlier attempts at writing 

to consider again something he may have overlooked at first or not explored to 

its full depth. But importantly, he also gives himself the time to move away from 

certain places ɀ often for many years - before returning again to add new layers 

of thought. As he deÃÌÁÒÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÓÓÁÙ Ȭ/Î 6ÁÎÉÔÙȭȟ Ȭ) ÍÁËÅ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÎÏÔ 

ÃÏÒÒÅÃÔÉÏÎÓȭ ɉEssays, III, 9, ρπωρɊȢ 4ÈÅ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÍÁÄÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÅÓÓÁÙ Ȭ/Î 

&ÒÉÅÎÄÓÈÉÐȭ - -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÏÄÅ ÔÏ %ÔÉÅÎÎÅ ÄÅ ,Á "ÏïÔÉÅ ÉÎ "ÏÏË ) - show this 

process in action. In the first edition of the Essays, Montaigne wrote: 

In the friendship which I am talking about, souls are mingled and 

confounded in so universal a blending that they efface the seam which 

joins them together so that it cannot be found. If you press me to say why 

I loved him, I feel that it cannot be expressed. Mediating this union there 
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was, beyond all my reasoning, beyond all that I can say about it, some 

force of destiny. (Essays, I, 28, 211-2) 

In the Bordeaux copy of the Essays, which Montaigne was working on up until 

his death, he returned to this passage and added the following words in bold: 

In the friendship which I am talking about, souls are mingled and 

confounded in so universal a blending that they efface the seam which 

joins them together so that it cannot be found. If you press me to say why 

I loved him, I feel that it cannot be expressed except by replying: 

Ȭ"ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÈÉÍȡ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÍÅȢȭ Mediating this union there 

was, beyond all my reasoning, beyond all that I can say specifically  

about it some inexplicable  force of destiny. (Essays, I, 28, 211-2) 

It was at least eight years after the publication of the first edition of the Essays 

and over twenty-ÆÉÖÅ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÁÆÔÅÒ ,Á "ÏïÔÉÅȭÓ ÄÅÁÔÈ ÔÈÁÔ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ ×ÁÓ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ 

ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅ ÈÉÓ ÓÅÎÔÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Ȭ7ÈÙ ) ÌÏÖÅÄ ÈÉÍȭȢ 3ÁÕÌ 

&ÒÁÍÐÔÏÎ ÇÏÅÓ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ ÅØÁÍÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÆÉÎÁl manuscript when 

ÈÅ ÎÏÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÅÁÃÈ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎ [was] ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ ÉÎ Á ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÐÅÎȭ.33 

Frampton breaks down what at first appears to be one addition into its three 

ÃÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔ ÐÁÒÔÓȢ &ÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÌ ÆÕÌÌ ÓÔÏÐ ÁÆÔÅÒ Ȭ) ÆÅÅÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÂÅ 

expresseÄȭ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ ÍÁËÅÓ ÁÎ ÏÐÅÎÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆȟ ÄÅÌÅÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÌÌ 

stop and reigniting the thought by ÉÎÓÅÒÔÉÎÇ ȬÅØÃÅÐÔȭȢ (Å ×ÒÉÔÅÓ ȬÅØÃÅÐÔ ÂÙ 

ÒÅÐÌÙÉÎÇȭ ÉÎ ÏÎÅ ÃÏÌÏÕÒ ÉÎËȟ ȬÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÈÉÍȭ ÉÎ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ ȬÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ 

ÍÅȭ ÉÎ Á ÔÈÉÒÄ ÓÈÁÄÅȟ ÉÎÄicating that each small segment was written at a 

different time as the thought continued to germinate mid articulation. The 

bursts of clarity within these short sentences are the closest that Montaigne gets 

to some kind of end point or realisation, but the process of revision that he 

follows in writing, namely his constant looping back into the text, mean that 

these moments of crystallisation are scattered throughout the Essays. The 

ÃÌÁÒÉÔÙȟ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÔ ÓÕÒÆÁÃÅÓȟ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÎ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Ȭ7ÈÙ ) ÌÏÖÅÄ ÈÉÍȭ, 

but an acceptance of the felt unknowable that existed between the two friends, 

ÁÓ ÔÈÅ Ô×Ï ×ÏÒÄÓȟ ȬÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÁÌÌÙȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÉÎÅØÐÌÉÃÁÂÌÅȭ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÁÄÄ. 

                                                           
33 Saul Frampton, When I am playing with my cat, how do I know she is not playing with me (London: 
CŀōŜǊ ϧ CŀōŜǊΣ нлммύΣ ǇΦнтΤ ƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨCǊŀƳǇǘƻƴΩΦ 
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               !Î ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÓÁÎÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÈÉÓ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 

willingness to go backwards and to think again by making additions to old 

thoughts. In order to do this he needs a language which will allow him to return 

to, re-open and re-ÅÎÅÒÇÉÓÅ ÏÌÄ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓȢ )Î Ȭ/Î 2ÅÐÅÎÔÁÎÃÅȭ ÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ 

value of the specific terms which allow him to do this important work of 

revision: 

You make me hate things probable when you thrust them on me as things 

infallible. I love terms which soften and tone down the rashness of what 

×Å ÐÕÔ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄȟ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ȬÐÅÒÈÁÐÓȭȟ ȬÓÏÍÅ×ÈÁÔȭȟ ȬÓÏÍÅȭȟ ȬÔÈÅÙ ÓÁÙȭȟ ȬI 

ÔÈÉÎËȭ ÁÎÄ ÓÏ ÏÎȢ !ÎÄ ÉÆ ) ÈÁÄ ÈÁÄ ÁÎÙ ÓÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÂÒÉÎÇ ÕÐ ) ×ÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ 

trained their lips to answer with inquiring and undecided expressions 

ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓȟ Ȭ7ÈÁÔ ÄÏÅÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÅÁÎȩȭȟ Ȭ) ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȭȟ Ȭ)Ô ÍÉÇÈÔ ÂÅ 

ÓÏȭȟ Ȭ)Ó ÔÈÁÔ ÔÒÕÅȩȭ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÏÕÌÄ Èave been more likely to retain the 

manners of an apprentice at sixty than, as boys do, to act as learned 

doctors at ten. (Essays, III, 11, 1165) 

Montaigne avoids the false language of certainty by using a set of terms that 

instead introduces a helpful uncertainty and flexibility into his thought process. 

These words are a set of tools for developing a healthier way of thinking, 

ȬÓÏÆÔÅÎÉÎÇȭ ÒÉÇÉÄ ÓÔÒÁÉÇÈÔ ÌÉÎÅÓȟ ȬÔÏÎÉÎÇ ÄÏ×Îȭ ÂÌÁÃË ÁÎÄ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÁÂÓÏÌÕÔÉÓÍ ÁÎÄ 

instead creating space for contradiction, compromise and indecision in the very 

midst of the route. This is a vocabulary for changing the way of thinking that 

must be learned and practised. Having a syntactic language enabling the 

expression of doubt or contradiction ɀ not a set of nouns but a series of 

functional route-seeking adverbs and conjunctions - makes it possible to have 

doubts and to be contradictory. Without a linguistic mechanism to help call 

forward these layers of feeling from the unconscious or implicit mind, it is 

impossible for them to exist in the conscious world. Montaigne was engaged in a 

lifelong apprenticeship and part of the sanity of the Essays is due to the fact that 

he never stopped being willing to rethink and rework his ideas and thus he 

never reached - or even tried to reach - a conclusion. That is his creative and 

buoyant scepticism. 
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2.3. MontaigneȭÓ -ÏÄÅÌ ÏÆ 3ÅÌÆ-help 

Warren Boutcher writes in The School of Montaigne in Early Modern Europe that 

the Essays have Ȭrecently been re-discovered as a kind of self-help book that is 

relevant to our timeȭ.34 The final section of this chapter concludes that the Essays 

do contain a valuable therapeutic model, but one which is distinctly different 

from conventional modern self-help therapy.  

              The programme of exercises typically contained within self-help books 

lead readers ɀ theoretically ɀ in a straight line from sickness to health. The 

imperative, instructive tone that they adopt establishes a sense of the 

counsellorɀpatient dynamic within the mind of the solitary reader and helps to 

impose a particular therapeutic framework. In his Essays Montaigne refuses to 

be explicitly instructive or to comply with any kind of permanently set 

framework. His tone is instead wryly comical, and it is this humour which, as 

Alexander Welsh describes in The Humanist Comedy, allows him to create a 

ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÏÆ ÍÅÎÔÁÌ ȬÌÅÅ×ÁÙȭ35 ÆÏÒ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆȢ )Ô ÉÓ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÔÏ 

create mental leeway, humour being only one of his methods for doing so, which 

is perhaps his most important contribution to psychology. It is his most valuable 

modification of the otherwise seemingly constrictive philosophy of Stoicism and 

the nuanced, discretionary quality most lacking in conventional self-help.  

              In my local library there are multiple, well-worn copies of Mind over 

Mood, a CBT self-help book first published in 1995 by Dennis Greenberger and 

Christine Padesky and since translated into twenty-three different languages. 

4ÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÊÕÓÔ ÉÎÓÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÉÎ ÅÎÔÒÁÎÃÅ ÏÎ Á ÓÈÅÌÆ ÅÎÔÉÔÌÅÄ Ȭ"ÏÏËÓ ÏÎ 

0ÒÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎȭȢ 4ÈÅÓÅ ÂÏÏËÓ ÃÏÎÔÁÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÕÂÂÅÄ ÏÕÔ ÒÅÍÎÁÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ 

attempts to change their lives. The Reading Agency which set up the nationwide 

Ȭ2ÅÁÄÉÎÇ 7ÅÌÌ "ÏÏËÓ ÏÎ 0ÒÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ 3ÃÈÅÍÅȭ ÈÁÓ ÅÖÁÌÕÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ςπρσ-

2014, 275,000 people accessed self-help books through the program: 91% of 

service users said that the book that they had studied had been useful, 37% said 

their symptoms had reduced or got better. Within the same period there was a 

                                                           
34 Warren Boutcher, The School of Montaigne in Early Modern Europe, 2 vols (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2017), ii, p.459. 
35 Alexander Welsh, The Humanist Comedy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014), p.97. 
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70% increase in sales of the recommended self-help books.36  

              The pencilled in answers of real people jar against the structured, 

sanitised language of the self-help book with its straight lines which lead from 

sickness towards health. On page thirteen of one of the copies of Mind over Mood 

in Liverpool Central Library, in an exercise entitÌÅÄ Ȭ5ÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ -Ù 

0ÒÏÂÌÅÍÓȭ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÄÉÎÇ Ȭ4ÈÏÕÇÈÔÓȭ ÓÏÍÅÂÏÄÙ ÈÁÓ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎȡ  

Always overlooked. Too old and too tired to keep looking for job. Have to 

look after mum.  

There is an exhausted certainty in these lines that begins at the first word 

ȬÁÌ×ÁÙÓȭ ÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÅÎÆÏÒÃÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȬÔÏÏȭ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÏÂÌÉÇÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȬÈÁÖÅ ÔÏȭ 

in the last sentence. Even in its simplicity, a little marginal essay, the language 

ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÓÁÙ ȬI am ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÏÖÅÒÌÏÏËÅÄȭ ÏÒ ȬI have to look aÆÔÅÒ ÍÕÍȭȢ 4ÈÅ Ȭ)ȭ is 

overlooked even by itself in this note of despair. Yet the act of writing these 

words out here is itself something: a personal act of writing more poignant than 

ÔÈÅ ÁÄÖÉÃÅ ÔÏ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÔ ÆÁÉÌÓ ÔÏ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄȢ 4ÈÅ ÏÍÉÔÔÅÄ Ȭ)ȭ ÈÉÎÔÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÆficulty 

people can have in speaking about themselves as agents, let alone speaking 

ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÉÎ ȬÄÉÖÅÒÓÅ ×ÁÙÓȭ ÁÓ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ ÄÉÄ. There is no diversity here 

although the three sentences are not simply sequential upon each other. In the 

repetitions of ȬÌÏÏËȭ - not looking for a job, looking after mum, and overlooked - 

ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÔÏ ÔÕÒÎȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙ ÏÆ ȬÁÌ×ÁÙÓȭ ɀ a default in need of help - 

prevents the possibility of any alternative perspectives emerging and has the 

opposite effect to MontaigÎÅȭÓ ÓÏÆÔÅÎÉÎÇ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÌÉËÅ ȬÐÅÒÈÁÐÓȭ ÏÒ ȬÙÅÔȭȢ  

              Marion Milner, a writer who later became a psychoanalyst, was reacting 

against the constraints of textbook psychology when, in 1926, she began 

keeping a diary. In ! ,ÉÆÅ ÏÆ /ÎÅȭÓ /×Î (1934) she went on to analyse her own 

diary writing experience: 

Of course there were books on psychology, handbooks telling one how to 

be happy, successful, well-balanced, thousands of words of exhortation 

                                                           
36 wŜŀŘƛƴƎ ²ŜƭƭΣ ΨwŜŀŘƛƴƎ ²Ŝƭƭ .ƻƻƪǎ ƻƴ tǊŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ 9Ǿŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ wŜǇƻǊǘ нлмо-мпΩ όнлмпύ   

<https://readingagency.org.uk/adults/RWBOP%20Evaluation%20Report%202013-14.pdf> [accessed 
14th March 2015]. 

 
 

https://readingagency.org.uk/adults/RWBOP%20Evaluation%20Report%202013-14.pdf
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about how one ought to live. But these were all outside me; they seemed 

too remote, they spoke in general terms and it was hard to see how they 

applied in special cases; it was so fatally easy to evade their demands on 

oneself. Was there not a way by which each person could find out for 

himself what he was like, not by reading what other people thought he 

ought to be, but directly, as directly as knowing the sky is blue and how 

an apple tastes, not needing anyone to tell him? Perhaps, then, if one 

could not write for other people one could write for oneself.37  

Milner was looking for a genuinely self-directed therapy rather than one which 

was imposed upon her from the outside or which told her what to do and how 

to think in ways that could only ever be overly generalised. As Milner explains in 

! ,ÉÆÅ ÏÆ /ÎÅȭÓ /×Î, her diary writing project was inspired by reading 

-ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ Essays: 

I must have known vaguely what lay ahead of me, for I still have a 

crumpled piece of paper with a quotation which I had copied out, and 

which I remember carrying about in my pocket at the time: 

This soul, or life within us, by no means agrees with the life 

outside us. If one has the courage to ask her what she thinks, she 

is always saying the very opposite to what other people say [. . .] 

Really she is the strangest creature in the world, far from heroic, 

ÖÁÒÉÁÂÌÅ ÁÓ Á ×ÅÁÔÈÅÒÃÏÃËȟ ȬÂÁÓÈÆÕÌȟ ÉÎÓÏÌÅÎÔȠ ÃÈÁÓÔÅȟ ÌÕÓÔÆÕÌȠ 

prating, silent; laborious, delicate; ingenious, heavy; melancholic, 

pleasant; lying, true; knowing, ignorant; liberal, covetous, and 

ÐÒÏÄÉÇÁÌȭ ɀ in short, so complex, so indefinite, corresponding so 

little to the version which does duty for her in public, that a man 

might spend his life in merely trying to run her to earth. (Milner, 

p.31-2) 

                                                           
37 Marion Milner, ! [ƛŦŜ ƻŦ hƴŜΩǎ hǿƴ (1934), (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1952), p.33; hereafter cited 
ŀǎ ΨaƛƭƴŜǊΩΦ 
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Milner is quoting an essay on Montaigne written by Virginia Woolf and 

published in The Common Reader in 1925. In turn, Woolf is quoting from 

-ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÅÓÓÁÙ Ȭ/Î ÔÈÅ ÉÎÃÏÎÓÔÁÎÃÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÌÆȭȡ  

Every sort of contradiction can be found in me, depending upon some 

twist or attribute: timid, insolent; chaste, lecherous; talkative, taciturn; 

tough, sickly; clever, dull; brooding, affable; lying, truthful; learned, 

ignorant, generous, miserly and then prodigal ɀ I can see something of all 

that in myself, depending on how I gyrate; and anyone who studies 

himself attentively finds in himself and in his very judgement this 

whirring about and this discordancy. There is nothing I can say about 

myself as a whole simply and completely, without intermingling and 

admixture. The most universal article of my own logic is DISTINGUO. 

(Essays, II, 1, 377) 

This essay was first published in 1580, yet Montaigne returned to it at the end of 

his life to add more to his list of contradictory characteristics. In the Bordeaux 

copy of the Essays ÈÅ ÉÎÓÅÒÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄÓȟ ȬÃÈÁÓÔÅȟ ÌÅÃÈÅÒÏÕÓȭȟ ȬÌÅÁÒÎÅÄȟ ÉÇÎÏÒÁÎÔȭȟ 

ȬÇÅÎÅÒÏÕÓȟ ÍÉÓÅÒÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÐÒÏÄÉÇÁÌȭȢ 4ÈÅ ÒÅÖÉÓÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ ÍÁÄÅ ÁÄÄ 

further complexity to his already rich catalogue of personality traits, suggesting 

that as time passed he became to himself ever harder to pin down. Each 

contradictory pair is divided by only a comma; this removes any value 

judgement from the list and indicates how easy it is to shift from one state to its 

opposite. The final trio of traits that Montaigne added to this passage break up 

the pattern of pairs and move him even further from a binary understanding of 

ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÆÒÏÍ ȬÇÅÎÅÒÏÕÓȭ ÔÏ ȬÍÉÓÅÒÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÐÒÏÄÉÇÁÌȭ 

defies conventional patterns of progression and instead follows a backwards-

forwards motion that ends with Montaigne swinging towards wasteful 

extravagance rather than settling at a balanced Aristotelian middle ground. 

-ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ȬÏ×Î ÌÏÇÉÃȭ ÉÓ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅÄ ÂÙ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÐÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅȟ ÓÉÇÎÁÌÌÅÄ 

ÈÅÒÅ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ,ÁÔÉÎ ÔÅÒÍ Ȭ$)34).'5/ȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÕÓÅÄ ÉÎ ÆÏÒÍÁÌ ÄÅÂÁÔÅÓ ÔÏ ÄÅÃÌÁÒÅ 

ÔÈÁÔ Á ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÍÁÄÅȢ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭs additions defy the idea that 

mental clarity is associated with a minimalist stripping back or that 

contradiction and complexity signify a chaotic mind. The density of ideas that is 
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created within the Essays by this gradual process of revision helps to 

demonstrate just how much is really contained within a person, and by 

extension just how much is at stake for a person in the act of living. Montaigne 

gives himself permission to wander as he thinks. He eschews maps or guidelines 

and as such his work offers up a model of a non-linear process that is markedly 

different to that provided by CBT self-help books and which perhaps more 

closely resembles the thinking shapes of psychoanalysis. 

               3ÉÇÍÕÎÄ &ÒÅÕÄ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÒÅÁÄ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ Essays in 1914 as war broke out 

in Europe and his annotated copy of the text can be found today in The Freud 

Museum. The Essays would have offered Freud a model of self-directed analysis 

ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÏÎÔÁÉÎ ȬÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÅÄ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓÎÅÓÓ ÉÎ 

Western liteÒÁÔÕÒÅȭ ɉ&ÒÁÍÐÔÏÎȟ ÐȢχɊȟ ÏÒ ÁÓ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ ÐÕÔ ÉÔ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÓÓÁÙ 

Ȭ/Î 2ÅÐÅÎÔÁÎÃÅȭȟ Ȭ.Ï ÍÁÎ ÅÖÅÒ ×ÅÎÔ ÍÏÒÅ ÄÅÅÐÌÙ ÉÎÔÏ ÈÉÓ ÍÁÔÔÅÒȭ ɉEssays, III, 2, 

908). In Freud: The Mind of the Moralist, 0ÈÉÌÉÐ 2ÉÅÆÆ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÓ ÔÈÅ ȬÇÅÎÕÉÎÅ 

affinity between psychoanalÙÓÉÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ 3ÔÏÉÃÉÓÍȭ,38 

and positions Freud - alongside Montaigne ɀ within a long tradition of thinkers  

that were inspired by Stoicism: Ȭ4he Stoic imagination [. . .] produced a number 

of psychologists ɀ Montaigne, Burton, Hobbes, La Rochefoucauld ɀ with  whom it 

would be apt and even historiÃÁÌÌÙ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅ ÔÏ &ÒÅÕÄȭ (Rieff, p.17). 

Freud is connected to the Stoic tradition via Montaigne, for lik e Montaigne, 

Freud was somebody who set to work thinking about his own self. Freud was 

ÁÌÓÏ Á ×ÒÉÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ Essays provide the original template for the 

literary form that Freud adopted himself. Rieff argues that it is &ÒÅÕÄȭÓ 

commitment to honest self-examination through writing that links him to 

Montaigne: ȬI know of only one writer who, in a mood or urbanity not unlike 

&ÒÅÕÄȭÓȟ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÒÅÓÏÌÖÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ÏÆ ÂÅÉÎÇ Èonest about 

himself: Montaigneȭ (Rieff, p.66). &ÒÅÕÄȭÓ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÁÎÁÌÙÔÉÃ ×ÏÒË ÃÁÎ ÂÅ 

considered as an evolution of what Montaigne began when he retired from 

public life, turned inwards and made himself into his own subject matter. For in 

doing so, Montaigne began to translate the generalised theories of philosophy 

into something personal, specific and practical, and as such moved from 

                                                           
38 Philip Rieff, Freud: The Mind of the Moralist (London: Methuen, 1965), p.17; hereafter cited as 
ΨwƛŜŦŦΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ōƻƻƪ Ƙŀǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ ōŜŜƴ ŎǊŜŘƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ wƛŜŦŦΩǎ ǘƘŜƴ ǿƛŦŜ {ǳǎŀƴ {ƻƴǘŀƎΦ  
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philosophy into something that would come to be termed as psychology. By 

taking Stoicism personally and applying it to his own individual self, Montaigne 

demonstrated the differences both between and within individuals, and between 

general rules and particular practices. A further connection between Freud and 

Stoicism ɀ in relation to the work of the seventeenth-century philosopher 

Spinoza ɀ will be discussed in chapter five of this thesis. 

              In an interview with The Paris Review, the psychoanalyst and essayist 

Adam Phillips spoke of the relationship between psychoanalysis and literature, 

and more specifically, made a connection between psychoanalysis and the essay 

form that he himself has admired in Montaigne: ȬPsychoanalytic sessions are not 

ÌÉËÅ ÎÏÖÅÌÓȟ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÌÉËÅ ÅÐÉÃ ÐÏÅÍÓȟ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÌÉËÅ ÌÙÒÉÃ ÐÏÅÍÓȟ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ 

like plays ɀ though they are rather like bits of dialogue from plays. But they do 

seem to me to be like essays [. . .] There is the same opportunity to digress, to 

change the subject, to be incoherent, to come to conclusions that are then 

overcome and surpassed, and so on [. . .] Essays can wander, they can 

meanderȭ.39 Montaigne makes no attempt to think or to write in progressive 

sequence, for his content - namely his own psychological matter ɀ cannot be 

arranged in a single, linear form. As he writes ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÓÓÁÙ Ȭ(Ï× ×Å ×Åep and 

laugh at the same ÔÈÉÎÇȭȟ ȬWe deceive ourselves if we want to make this never-

ending succession into one continuous ×ÈÏÌÅȭ (Essays, I, 38, 265).  

              In an interview wit h The Economist, Adam Phillips again discussed 

characteristics of psychoanalysis which are akin to those of literature: Ȭ)Ô ÉÓ ÁÓ 

though Freud invented a setting or a treatment in which people could not 

exactly speak the poetry that they are, but that they could articulate themselves 

ÁÓ ÆÕÌÌÙ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÁÂÌÅȭȢ40 Montaigne developed a process of revision that was 

entirely unrepentant and which allowed him to articulate himself ɀ in all his 

multiplicity ɀ in full . His Essays defy conventional hierarchies of correction 

which would insist that mistakes are a source of shame and that first thoughts, 

                                                           
39 !ŘŀƳ tƘƛƭƛǇǎΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ ŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƴƻƴŦƛŎǘƛƻƴ ƴƻΦ тΩΣ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ ōȅ tŀǳƭ IƻƭŘŜƴƎǊŀōŜǊΣ The Paris Review, 208 
(2014), <https://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/6286/adam-phillips-the-art-of-nonfiction-no-7-
adam-phillips> [accessed 15th April 2016]; hereafter cited as Paris Review. 
40 [ƻƴŘƻƴΣ 9ΦIΦΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ vϧ!Υ !ŘŀƳ tƘƛƭƭƛǇǎΦ tƻŜǘǊȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŀǇȅΩΣ The Economist, 29th March 2012, 

<https://www.economist.com/blogs/prospero/2012/03/qa-adam-phillips> [accessed 15th April 
2016]. 

 

https://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/6286/adam-phillips-the-art-of-nonfiction-no-7-adam-phillips
https://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/6286/adam-phillips-the-art-of-nonfiction-no-7-adam-phillips
https://www.economist.com/blogs/prospero/2012/03/qa-adam-phillips


 63   
 

once contradicted or superseded by a second thought, must be got rid of. He 

shows how it is possible to go backwards in a way that is healthy rather than 

regressive or ruminative. In particular, ÉÔ ÉÓ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÖÅ 

uncertainty which allows him to loop backwards again and again, opening up 

more thinking space for himself and reactivating formerly closed off lines of 

thought. The psychoanalyst Susie Orbach discusses the importance of a similar 

kind of constructive uncertainty in her book In Therapy: The Unfolding Story: 

Psychoanalysis and psychological theories of development see the 

capacity to hold complexity in mind ɀ which is to say, when thinking is 

not arranged in banishing binaries ɀ as a hallmark of psychological 

selfhood [. . .] Over-simplification is a detriment. It diminishes our 

capacity to hear another. It dilutes the richness of our inner life and 

opinions. It weakens our resilience [. . .] Complexity is essential to 

thought. There is rarely one story, one subjectivity, one way to look at 

and evaluate things [. . .] Complexity and category-making are the 

dialectical prerequisites of being human. We all struggle with the tension 

between the two poles of questioning and certainty. Out of that tension 

comes an enormous creativity. 41 

-ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ Essays provide a clear demonstration of this creativity in action and 

thus offer a model of a sane adult. The importance of this cannot be overstated 

for it is very difficult to even begin to imagine doing or being something without 

access to an external template that proves that it is possible: Montaigne is the 

external template that defies any other fixed template. His portrayal of 

individual psychology in action demands to be met with ways of thinking and 

versions of therapy which go beyond universal cures or overgeneralised 

theories.   

              The experimental fourth chapter of this thesis will in part look at exactly 

what does happen when a group of individuals are asked to write diaries arising 

out of their reading in the act of becoming personal essayists. But it would be to 

take Montaigne too literally, too slavishly, if, like Marion Milner, everyone was 

required to write. The Essays cannot show us in steps how to attain the healthy 

                                                           
41 Susie Orbach, In Therapy: The Unfolding Story (London: Profile Books, 2018), pp.83-4. 
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attitude that Montaigne has cultivated because his writing is so emphatically 

individual and unreplicable, but he has shown that it is possible to carve out an 

individual space and to develop individual thinking patterns that serve to make 

life much more bearable. That is why in my fourth chapter the writing is 

prompted by reading.   
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3. 

7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȡ 4ÈÅ -ÉÎÄȭÓ %ØÃÕÒÓÉÖÅ 0Ï×ÅÒ 

 

3.1. Wordsworth and Seneca  

William Wordsworth was twenty-one years old when he first travelled to 

France in November 1791. He discovered a country that had been radically 

transformed by a revolution that was still unfolding, and remained there for 

over one year. Jane Worthington argues that Wordsworth developed a 

particular interest in and understanding of Roman philosophy ɀ and specifically 

Stoicism ɀ while living in France. In 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ 2ÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ 2ÏÍÁÎ 0ÒÏÓÅ she 

describes how the culture and philosophy of the Roman Republic had gained a 

new significance in revolutionary France: ȬThe heroic figures of Rome were 

regularly set up as models of virtuous conduct. French republicans were 

ÃÏÎÓÔÁÎÔÌÙ ÕÒÇÅÄ ÔÏ ÉÍÉÔÁÔÅ 2ÏÍÁÎ ÓÉÍÐÌÉÃÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÍÁÎÎÅÒÓȭȢ42 )Î 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ 

own account of his time in France in Book IX of The Prelude he draws on 

classical imagery to describe the long debates that he had while travelling with 

the revolutionary Captain Michel de Beaupuy: Ȭ3ÕÃÈ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÕÎÄÅÒ !ÔÔÉÃ 

ÓÈÁÄÅÓȟ Ⱦ $ÉÄ $ÉÏÎ ÈÏÌÄ ×ÉÔÈ 0ÌÁÔÏȭȢ43 As Worthington goes on to argue, ȬIn 

France he learned that history, and particularly the ancient history of Rome, 

ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÍÁÄÅ ÔÏ ÓÅÒÖÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÅÎÄÓȢ (ÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÈÁÄ ÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ ÌÉÆÅȭ ɉ7ÏÒÔÈÉÎÇÔÏÎȟ 

p.11). 

            While in France, amidst a new world of freedom, Wordsworth also 

formed a relationship with a woman called Annette Vallon, with whom he had a 

daughter named Caroline. However in December 1792, just before The Reign of 

Terror took hold of the country and war was declared between England and 

France, Wordsworth returned home, leaving Annette and Caroline behind. 

Immediately after returning from France, Wordsworth struggled to find relief 

from his own guilt, grief and sense of disillusionment in the revolution, in an 

                                                           
42 Jane Worthington, ²ƻǊŘǎǿƻǊǘƘΩǎ wŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ wƻƳŀƴ tǊƻǎŜ (Connecticut: Archon Books, 1970), p.8; 
ƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ Ψ²ƻǊǘƘƛƴƎǘƻƴΩΦ 
43 William Wordsworth, The Prelude (1805), ed. by Jonathan Wordsworth (London: Penguin, 1995), 
Book IX, Line 407-8; hereafter cited as Prelude. 
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intermingling of private and political feelings. In 1795 he began work on a text 

that was referred to until its eventual publication forty-eight years later simply 

ÁÓ ȬÁ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÙȭȢ 7ÈÁÔ ÅÖÅÎÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ËÎÏ×Î ÁÓ The Borderers is a relentlessly 

bleak drama which followed the template laid down by Seneca in that it served 

as an initial holding-ground for the trauma ɀ both individual and national ɀ that 

Wordsworth had experienced in France.  

              The first section of this chapter will explore the toxic repetitions of The 

Borderersȟ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÕÒÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÓÅÃÏÎÄÁÒÙ Áttempts - after 

tragedy and within poetry - to work through his trauma, moving away from 

cycles of rumination and contagion. The more productive versions of repetition 

that Wordsworth developed will be sketched out in relation to the series of 

Salisbury plain poems that he returned to and revised throughout his career. 

The chapter will also give a brief overview of the distinctly Stoic poems that 

Wordsworth wrote in his post-Borderers attempt to pull back from trauma and 

reinstate some form of internal order. 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÈÅÁÌÔÈÉÅÒ 

forms of repetition will be explored in greater detail in the final section of the 

chapter on The Excursion - ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÌÓÏ ÂÅÓÔ ÅØÅÍÐÌÉÆÉÅÓ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ 

relationship to Stoic principles of therapy.  

* 

The Borderers is a closet drama that was never intended to be acted out on a 

stage but exists in a strange in-between space between private and public 

discourse. As Byron said of his own closet drama Cainȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ȬÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÔÈÅÁÔÒÅȭȢ44 

The Borderers belongs to a cluster of plays written by Romantic poets in 

ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ 4ÈÅ &ÒÅÎÃÈ 2ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȡ #ÏÌÅÒÉÄÇÅȭÓ The Fall of Robespierre (1794)  

and Osorio ɉρχωχɊȟ 3ÈÅÌÌÙȭÓ Prometheus Unbound (1820) and The Cenci (1819) 

ÁÎÄ "ÙÒÏÎȭÓ Cain (1821). Karen Raber establishes a link between these plays 

and the closet dramas of the English Civil War, the Restoration and the 

2ÅÎÁÉÓÓÁÎÃÅȢ 4ÈÅ 2ÅÎÁÉÓÓÁÎÃÅ ÐÏÅÔÓȟ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ #ÏÌÅÒÉÄÇÅȭÓ ÆÁÖÏÕÒÉÔÅ 3ÁÍÕÅÌ 

$ÁÎÉÅÌȟ ÁÒÅ ȬÏÆÔÅÎ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȬȬÎÅÏ-3ÅÎÅÃÁÎȱ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÔÁËÅ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÔÈÅ 

                                                           
44 Lord Gordon George Byron, Life, Letters and Journals of Lord Byron, ed. by Thomas Moore 
(London: John Murray, 1892), p.525. 
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domestic tragÅÄÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ,ÁÔÉÎ ÐÏÅÔ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭȢ45 Raber argues that during periods 

of instability or revolution, closet drama and specifically tragedy provided a 

more private space for writers to explore the psychological impact of political 

upheavals than the stage could afford.  

            In the Fenwick note of 1843, Wordsworth explicitly sets out his aim in 

×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÙ ÁÓ Ȭ4Ï ÐÒÅÓÅÒÖÅ ÉÎ ÍÙ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔ ÒÅÍÅÍÂÒÁÎÃÅ ×ÈÁÔ ) ÈÁÄ 

observed of transition of character and the reflections I had been led to make 

during the time I was witness of the changes through which The French 

2ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÐÁÓÓÅÄȭȢ46 This is a tragedy that is concerned with psychological 

rather than physical movement, mental transitions and incomplete internal 

changes which, privately existent only fleetingly between definite points of 

public action, are so difficult to observe. As Mortimer ɀ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÙȭÓ ÍÁÉÎ 

character ɀ ÓÁÙÓ ÁÓ ÈÅ ÓÔÁÎÄÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÕÓÐ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÔÉÎÇ Á ÔÅÒÒÉÂÌÅ ÃÒÉÍÅȟ Ȭ4ÈÅÒÅ 

is something / Which looks like a transition in my soul, / And yet ÉÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔȭȢ47 In 

The Borderers Wordsworth is concerned with identifying those points of 

transition which do exist, though lost in the moment of their very conversion 

into abrupt event. As Rivers, the villain of the tragedy, states in Act III: 

Action is transitory, a step, a blow -  

 The motion of a muscle ɀ this way or that -  

 Ȭ4ÉÓ ÄÏÎÅ ɀ and in the after vacancy 

 We wonder at ourselves like men betrayed. (Borderers, III, v, 60-4) 

)Ô ×ÁÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÁÆÔÅÒ ÖÁÃÁÎÃÙȭ ÔÈÁÔ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈ ÈÁÄ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ 

The Borderers.  

              The Borderers is set in thirteenth-century England during the Baronial 

Revolts which turned the north of the country into a strange and lawless no-

ÍÁÎȭÓ ÌÁÎÄȢ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈ ÕÓÅÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÓÅÔÔÉÎÇ ÁÓ Á ÔÅÓÔÉÎÇ-ground, 

conducting an experiment to re-examine ɀ within the controlled space of a five 

act tragedy ɀ his experiences of the Revolution and the effects of a lawless 

                                                           
45 YŀǊŜƴ wŀōŜǊΣ Ψ/ƭƻǎŜǘ 5ǊŀƳŀΩΣ ƛƴ The Oxford Encyclopaedia of British Literature, ed. by David Scott 
Kastan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), pp.28-32 (p.28). 
46 ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ ²ƻǊŘǎǿƻǊǘƘ Ψ¢ƘŜ CŜƴǿƛŎƪ bƻǘŜΩΣ ƛƴ The Borderers, ed. by Robert Osborn (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1982), pp.814-815 (p.815); hereafter cited as Fenwick. 
47 William Wordsworth, The Borderers, ed. by Robert Osborn (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982), 
Act II, Scene i, Line 91-3; hereafter cited as Borderers. 
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vacuum on human psychology. Wordsworth writes in the Fenwick note, Ȭ!Ó ÔÏ 

the scene and period of action, little more was required for my purpose than the 

absence of established law and government, so that the agents might be at 

ÌÉÂÅÒÔÙ ÔÏ ÁÃÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ Ï×Î ÉÍÐÕÌÓÅÓȭ ɉFenwickȟ ÐȢψρτɊȢ Ȭ!Ô ÌÉÂÅÒÔÙȭ ÈÉÎÔÓ ÁÔ Á ÍÏÒÅ 

problematic freedom than the Liberté lauded in the slogans of the French 

Revolution. The central characters of The Borderers ɀ Mortimer and Rivers ɀ are 

veterans of the Crusades and their memories of the lawless battlefields of the 

Middle East expand the setting outwards and backwards in space and time. This 

was no simple, linear account of revolutionary progress to a new world.  

              There are three acts of desertion or betrayal in this tragedy. The first 

takes place in Act III when Mortimer abandons an old blind man called Herbert 

on a heath, having been manipulated by Rivers into believing him to be an 

imposter, posing as the father of the woman Mortimer loves. He leaves him 

Ȭ×ÈÅÒÅ ÎÏ ÆÏÏÔ ÏÆ ÍÁÎ ÉÓ ÆÏÕÎÄȟ ÎÏ ÅÁÒȾ#ÁÎ ÈÅÁÒ ÈÉÓ ÃÒÉÅÓȭ ɉBorderers, III, iii, 128-

ωɊȢ "ÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÙȭÓ ÒÅÁÌ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏgical starting point and original model of 

betrayal is revealed in Act IV when Rivers tells the retrospective story of how, 

when sailing back from Palestine, he had been persuaded by the rest of the 

ÓÈÉÐȭÓ ÃÒÅ× ÔÏ ÔÕÒÎ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÈÉÓ ÃÁÐÔÁÉÎ ÁÎÄ ÁÂÁÎÄÏÎ ÈÉÍ Ïn a desert island. It is 

this act which is replicated in different forms ɀ and each time with different 

configurations of guilt and awareness throughout the tragedy. Firstly by 

Mortimer and then by Robert, a cottager who has a chance to save Herbert, but 

who instead chooses to leave him abandoned for a second time: 

RIVERS: One day at noon we drifted silently 

 By a bare rock, narrow and white and bare. 

 There was no food, no drink, no grass, no shade, 

 No tree nor jutting eminence, nor form 

 Inanimate, large as the body of man, 

 Nor any living thing whose span of life 

 Might stretch beyond the measure of one moon; 

 To dig for water we landed there ɀ the captain 

 And a small party of which myself was one. 

 4ÈÅÒÅ ) ÒÅÐÒÏÁÃÈȭÄ ÈÉÍ ÆÏÒ ÈÉÓ ÔÒÅÁÃÈÅÒÙ 

 His temper was imperious, and he struck me -  
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 A blow! I would have killed him, but my comrades 

 2ÕÓÈȭÄ ÉÎ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÕÓ ɀ They all hated him -  

 And they insisted ɀ I was stung to madness -  

 That we should leave him there, alive ɀ we did so. 

                                                                                        (Borderers, IV, ii, 22-30) 

4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÔÅÒÒÉÂÌÅ ÓÉÍÐÌÉÃÉÔÙ ÔÏ 2ÉÖÅÒÓȭ ÆÉÎÁÌ ÔÈÒÅÅ ×ÏÒÄÓȟ Ȭ×Å ÄÉÄ ÓÏȭȟ ÆÏÒ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ 

firing of a starting pistol, they initiate the tragic momentum of the whole play. 

Ȭ!ÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÉÔÏÒÙȭȟ Âut there is then an after-sense of contagion running 

through the tragedy as different characters not only repeat the same acts but 

also repeat the same words and syntactical forms, unconsciously demonstrating 

how the driving mental structures behind those acts have spread between them. 

-ÏÒÔÉÍÅÒȭÓ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎȟ ȬÎÏ ÆÏÏÔ ÏÆ ÍÁÎ ÉÓ ÆÏÕÎÄȟ ÎÏ ÅÁÒ Ⱦ #ÁÎ ÈÅÁÒ ÈÉÓ ÃÒÉÅÓȭȟ 

ÆÉÎÄÓ ÉÔÓ ÒÏÏÔ ÈÅÒÅ ÉÎ 2ÉÖÅÒÓȭ Ï×Î ÒÅÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄÓ ȬÎÏȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÎÏÒȭ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

strip away all life from this place, before ending ironically with that very word 

ȬÁÌÉÖÅȭȢ  )Î ÈÉÓ ÐÒÅÆÁÃÅ ÔÏ The Borderers, Wordsworth writes of the strange 

forward -backward process that recurs when somebody commits to and pushes 

on with a terrible action: 

In a course of criminal conduct every fresh step that we make appears a 

justification of the one that preceded it, it seems to bring back again the 

moment of liberty and choice; it banishes the idea of repentance, and 

seems to set remorse at defiance. Every time we plan a fresh 

accumulation of our guilt, we have restored to us something like that 

original state of mind, that perturbed pleasure, which first made the 

crime attractive.48 

Repetition is here a way of returning to the first moments, just before a crime, 

not out of some desire to repent or make amends, but rather as a means of 

reviving the first sense of relish at the act, unaffected by the thoughts of remorse 

or repentance which come later. For Rivers, this process of psychic return to an 

original, pre-criminal state of mind is heightened by the fact that rather than 

                                                           
48 ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ ²ƻǊŘǎǿƻǊǘƘΣ ΨtǊŜŦŀŎŜ ǘƻ The BorderersΩΣ ƛƴ The Prose Works of William Wordsworth, ed. 
by W. J. B. Owen and Jane Worthington Smyser, 3 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1974), i, pp.76-80 
(p.79); hereafter cited as Prose. 
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abandoning someone else again himself, he forces Mortimer to commit the 

crime afresh.  

              Wordsworth explains that one of his central concerns when writing The 

Borderers ×ÁÓ ȬÔÈÅ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÓ Én the drama stood relatively 

ÔÏ ÅÁÃÈ ÏÔÈÅÒȭ ɉFenwick, p.814). As Rivers continues to tell his story, Mortimer 

interjects to blend his own fresh experiences into the narrative: 

2)6%23ȡ Ȭ4×ÁÓ Á ÓÐÏÔ -  

 Methinks I see it now ɀ how in the sun 

 Its stony surface glittered like a shield 

 It swarmed with shapes of life, scare visible; 

 And in that miserable place we left him -  

 A giant body mid a world of beings 

 Not one of which could give him any aid, 

 Living or dead. 

 MORTIMER: A man by men deserted, 

 Not buried in the sand ɀ not dead or dying, 

 But standing, walking ɀ stretching forth his arms: 

 In all things like yourselves, but in the agony 

 With which he called for mercy ɀ and even so, 

 He was forsaken. 

 RIVERS: There is a power in sounds: 

 The groans he uttered might have stopped the boat 

 That bore us through the water. (Borderers, IV, i, 22-51) 

-ÏÒÔÉÍÅÒ ÅÎÔÅÒÓ ÉÎÔÏ 2ÉÖÅÒÓȭ ÍÅÍÏÒÙȟ ÃÈÏÒÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÁÄÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ 

ÎÏÔ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ȬÓÐÏÔȭ ÎÏÒ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÈÅÁÒÄ ÔÈÅ 

story. His own recent memories of abandoning Herbert merge together with 

2ÉÖÅÒÓȭ ÍÅÍÏÒÉÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ Á ÍÏÒÅ ÄÉÓÔÁÎÔ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÉÍÅȢ 7ÈÅÎ -ÏÒÔÉÍÅÒ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ 

ȬÔÈÅ ÁÇÏÎÙ Ⱦ 7ÉÔÈ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÅ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÍÅÒÃÙȭȟ ÔÈÅ ÅÃÈÏ ÏÆ (ÅÒÂÅÒÔ ÃÁÌÌÉÎÇ ÏÕÔ ÏÎ 

ÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÔÈȟ Ȭ/ÈȦ -ÅÒÃÙȦ -ÅÒÃÙȦȭɉBorderers, III, iv, 141), reverberates through the 

tragedy and joins with the cries of the abandoned captain to create one awful 

sound. 
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            )Î ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔ ÔÏ 2ÉÖÅÒÓȭ ÉÎÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅȟ -ÏÒÔÉÍÅÒ comes to represent remorse 

in all the force of momentary action becoming fact, shorn of excuse, Ȭ) ÌÅÄ ÈÉÍ ÔÏ 

ÔÈÅ ÍÉÄÄÌÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÈÅÁÔÈȾ) ÌÅÆÔ ÈÉÍ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÆÏÏÄ ÁÎÄ ÓÏ ÈÅ ÄÉÅÄȭ ɉBorderers, V, ii, 

169-70). But then the third character, Robert - a poor cottager living with his 

wife in the only house on the heath - complicates the dialectic by inhabiting the 

space between remorse and indifferenceȢ )Ô ×ÁÓ 2ÏÂÅÒÔȭÓ Ï×Î ÃÈÏÉÃÅ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÖÅ 

Herbert to die and yet his past experience of tyranny and the lasting damage 

that it has inflicted on his character provide him with a degree of mitigating 

innocence. As Robert is travelling home he discovers Herbert close to death. He 

leaves him because he is afraid of being blamed for murder if the man were to 

ÔÈÅÎ ÄÉÅ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ÈÏÍÅȢ 2ÏÂÅÒÔȭÓ ÐÁÒÁÎÏÉÁ ÉÓ Á ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÏÆ having been falsely 

impri soned, ȬÈÉÓ ÃÏÎÆÉÎÅÍÅÎÔ Ⱦ (ÁÓ ÍÁÄÅ ÈÉÍ ÆÅÁÒÆÕÌȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÅȭÌÌ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÂÅ Ⱦ 4ÈÅ 

ÍÁÎ ÈÅ ×ÁÓȭ ɉBorderers, III, ii, 20-2ɊȢ 4ÈÅ ÌÉÎÅ ÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÉÓÓÅÃÔÓ ȬÂÅȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÔÈÅ 

ÍÁÎȭ ÒÅÉÎÆÏÒÃÅÓ 2ÏÂÅÒÔȭÓ ÄÉÍÉÎÉÓÈÅÄ ÓÔÁÔÅȢ 

              The ongoing rhythm of the tragic momentum is related to the forces of 

Senecan tragedy that run on and on and on, repeating and layering tragedy 

ÕÐÏÎ ÔÒÁÇÅÄÙ ÁÓ ÃÏÎÔÁÇÉÏÎ ÔÁËÅÓ ÅÆÆÅÃÔȢ  3Ï ÉÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ -ÏÒÔÉÍÅÒ ÃÒÉÅÓ ȬOh monster! 

Monster! There are three of usȟ Ⱦ!ÎÄ ×Å ÓÈÁÌÌ ÈÏ×Ì ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒȭ ɉBorderers, V, ii, 

55-7). This trio of men, who at different times and in different contexts have 

committed the same sin of abandonment, are pulled back together; all three are 

monstrous distortions of men who - sharing their crime - can now only howl like 

wild animals.   

3.2. After the Tragic  

There is a fine line between being at risk of contagion and not risking anything 

because of its threat.  In the immediate post-revolutionary period of The 

Borderers, this was the predicament that Wordsworth found himself grappling 

with. During the French Civil Wars, Montaigne had responded to the threat of 

infection by withdrawing from public life and advocating an inward 

ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÉÓÍȢ )Î ÈÉÓ ÅÓÓÁÙ Ȭ/Î 3ÏÌÉÔÕÄÅȭ ÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȡ  

Contagion is particularly dangerous in crowds. Either you must loathe 

the wicked or imitate them. It is dangerous both to grow like them 

because they are many, or to loathe many of them because they are 



 72   
 

different. Sea-going merchants are right to ensure that dissolute, 

blasphemous or wicked men do not sail in the same ship with them, 

believing such company to be unlucky [. . .] It is not that a wise man 

cannot live happily anywhere nor be alone in a crowd of courtiers, but    

[. . .] if he has the choice, the wise man will avoid the very sight of them. 

(Essays, I, 39, 267) 

In The Borderersȟ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ 2ÉÖÅÒÓȭ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÁÔ ÓÅÁ ÅØÅÍÐÌÉÆÉÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÎÇÅÒÓ 

of contagion within the closed confines of a ship, acting as a microcosm of the 

wider dangers within society that Montaigne experienced during the French 

Civil Wars and which Wordsworth also faced during The French Revolution. In 

ÈÉÓ ÅÓÓÁÙ Ȭ/Î 3ÏÌÉÔÕÄÅȭ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ ÂÏÒÒÏ×Ó ÆÒÏÍ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÅÐÉÓÔÌÅ 6)) Ȭ/Î 

#ÒÏ×ÄÓȭȡ 

Do you ask me what you should regard as especially to be avoided? I say, 

crowds; for as yet you cannot trust yourself to them with safety. I shall 

admit my own weakness, at any rate; for I never bring back home the 

same character that I took abroad with me. Something of that which I 

have forced to be calm within me is disturbed; some of the foes that I 

have routed return again. Just as the sick man, who has been weak for a 

long time, is in such a condition that he cannot be taken out of the house 

without suffering a relapse, so we ourselves are affected when our souls 

are recovering from a lingering disease. To consort with the crowd is 

harmful; there is no person who does not make some vice attractive to 

us, or stamp it upon us, or taint us unconsciously therewith. Certainly, 

the greater the mob with which we mingle, the greater the danger. 

(Epistles, i, VII, 29-31) 

And yet for all the madness of zealotry Wordsworth had concerns about 

complete withdrawal: his characteristic mental position is poised between 

ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÓÔÁÎÃÅ ÃÏÌÏÕÒÅÄ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÔÒÁÎÓÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

Senecan thought in the poems that he wrote after The Borderers and ultimately 

lead him away from Stoic withdrawal towards a version of transmutation which 

finds its most notable expression in his poem Ȭ4ÈÅ 2ÕÉÎÅÄ #ÏÔÔÁÇÅȭȢ 

            Energy is neither created nor destroyed, it can only be transferred from 
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one form into another. Within the poetry of Wordsworth, feelings seem to act in 

a similar way. They transmute into different forms: they are transmitted 

between people and more strangely, between people and places in ways 

radically different from the mere repetition of contagion in The Borderers. To 

arrive at the realisation of the possibility of transmutation, Wordsworth had to 

find forms of repetition that were not wholly destructive, not seeking to inhibit 

the painful material but delivering it again and again for revision and re-use. 

After the initial toxicity of The Borderers and its cycles of contagion, this was 

ÐÁÒÔÌÙ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÒÅ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ Salisbury 

Plain poems. This section of the chapter will look only briefly at that series of 

ÐÏÅÍÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÔ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ 3ÔÏÉÃ ÐÏÅÍÓȟ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÃÅÎÔÒÁÔÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÆÕÌÌÙ ÏÎ 

their culmination in The Excursion. 

                 In the summer of 1793, at the age of twenty-three and just following his 

return from France, Wordsworth set out with his friend William Calvert on a 

tour of the West Country. While crossing the Salisbury Plain - a three-hundred 

square mile expanse of grassland - the pair had an accident with their horse and 

carriage. Calvert continued on but Wordsworth was left behind to cross the 

plain on foot. The three solitary days that he spent walking across the plain had 

Á ÌÁÓÔÉÎÇ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÈÉÍȢ (Å ÒÅÍÁÒËÅÄ ÆÉÆÔÙ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÌÁÔÅÒȟ Ȭ-Ù ÒÁÍÂÌÅ ÏÖÅÒ ÍÁÎÙ 

parts of Salisbury Plain left upon my mind imaginative impressions the force of 

×ÈÉÃÈ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÆÅÌÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÄÁÙȭȢ49 Wordsworth composed the first version of the 

ÐÏÅÍ Ȭ3ÁÌÉÓÂÕÒÙ 0ÌÁÉÎȭ ÁÓ ÈÅ ×ÁÌËÅÄȟ ÂÕÔ ÌÏÎÇ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÊÏÕÒÎÅÙ ÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÄ ÔÏ 

return mentally to this place, retelling the story of those three days and creating 

a series of Salisbury Plain poems that spanned his whole career. Between 1795 

ÁÎÄ ρχωω ÈÅ ÓÕÂÓÔÁÎÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÒÅ×ÏÒËÅÄ Ȭ3ÁÌÉÓÂÕÒÙ 0ÌÁÉÎȭ ÉÎÔÏ ×ÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ 

ÂÅ ȬÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÏÒËȭ50 renaming ÉÔ Ȭ!ÄÖÅÎÔÕÒÅÓ ÏÎ 3ÁÌÉÓÂÕÒÙ 0ÌÁÉÎȭȢ )Î ρχωψ 

he eØÔÒÁÃÔÅÄ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍ ÆÏÒ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ Ȭ4ÈÅ &ÅÍÁÌÅ 6ÁÇÒÁÎÔȭ ÉÎ Lyrical 

Ballads. He retold the story in Book XII of the 1805 Prelude, transforming the 

three days into a mystical journey of time travel, Ȭ) ÈÁÄ Á ÒÅÖÅÒÉÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÁ× ÔÈÅ 

                                                           
49 Stephen Gill, WorŘǎǿƻǊǘƘΩǎ wŜǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎǎ (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p.187; hereafter 
cited as Revisitings. 
50 William Wordsworth, The Letters of William and Dorothy Wordsworth, The Early Years, 1787-1805, 
ed. by Ernest de Selincourt, 2nd edition, rev. by Chester L. Shaver (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967), 
p.159; hereafter cited as Letters EY. 
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past, / Saw multitudÅÓ ÏÆ ÍÅÎȭ ɉPrelude, XII, 320-1). In 1841 he returned to 

Ȭ!ÄÖÅÎÔÕÒÅÓ ÏÎ 3ÁÌÉÓÂÕÒÙ 0ÌÁÉÎȭ ÔÕÒÎÉÎÇ ÉÔ ÉÎÔÏ Ȭ)ÎÃÉÄÅÎÔÓ ÏÎ 3ÁÌÉÓÂÕÒÙ 0ÌÁÉÎȭ ÁÎÄ 

in 1842, at the age of seventy-two and forty-nine years after the original 

composition, the poem was reworked and reÎÁÍÅÄ ÁÓ Ȭ'ÕÉÌÔ ÁÎÄ 3ÏÒÒÏ×ȭ ÁÎÄ 

published as part of the collection entitled Poems, Chiefly of the Early and Late 

Years. 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÒÅÖÉÓÉÏÎÓ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒ ÆÏÌÌÏ× Á ÌÉÎÅÁÒ ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎ ÏÆ 

progress. Sometimes his later versions of the poem were improvements, 

sometimes they were not: the latter most often as a result of an over-

explicitness or over-simplification that verges on summary mode. But by 

reworking the poem in this way Wordsworth was mirroring those lonely figures 

who circle around the plain in the poem.            

              The Salisbury Plain was a very different, more painfully monotonous 

landscape compared to the Lake District in which Wordsworth had grown up. 

4ÈÅ ÐÌÁÉÎ ÉÓ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÅÄ ÂÙ ÁÂÓÅÎÃÅȡ ÉÔ ÉÓ Á ȬÖÏÉÄȭ.51 This is a landscape that just 

goes on and on and on. It is a psychological as much as a geographical 

background. The first Salisbury Plain poem was composed at the same time that 

Wordsworth was writing The Borderers and both pieces begin from the same 

mental and physical starting point, containing much of the same traumatic 

material. The broken people that find themselves wandering here struggle 

across this inhospitable landscape, ȬÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÖÅÌÌÅÒ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÓÉÇÈ Ⱦ -ÅÁÓÕÒÅÄ ÅÁÃÈ 

ÐÁÉÎÆÕÌ ÓÔÅÐȭ ɉSalisbury, l.38-9, p.22). But Wordsworth is able to work through 

and transform this material and the mechanisms found in The Borderers, to go 

beyond the tragic or traumatic.  

              )Î Ȭ!ÄÖÅÎÔÕÒÅÓ ÏÎ SaÌÉÓÂÕÒÙ 0ÌÁÉÎȭȟ Á ÓÁÉÌÏÒ ÁÎÄ Á female vagrant 

encounter a wounded boy who lies bleeding on the ground. The tyrannous 

father who has beaten his son close to death stands opposite the sailor, who is 

ÔÈÅ ȬÈÅȭ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ following passage and a man who is himself on the run after the 

brutal and unprovoked murder of a stranger. The two male aggressors become 

strange duplicates. The mother who looked on helplessly as her child was 

beaten stands opposite the female vagrant, herself the grieving mother of two 

dead children. These repetitions create a place of intense, overlapping human 

                                                           
51 William Wordsworth, The Salisbury Plain Poems, ed. by Stephen Gill (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1975), Line 174, p.128; hereafter cited as Salisbury. 
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suffering. The four figureÓ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÇÉÎÇ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÂÏÄÙ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ Á ÍÏÄÅÌ ÏÆ 

human circuitry that is very different to the contagious relationships of The 

Borderers: 

                             ÁÎÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÙ ÔÕÒÎȭÄ ÒÏÕÎÄ 

 (ÉÓ ÂÁÔÔÅÒÅÄ ÈÅÁÄȟ Á ÇÒÏÁÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÉÌÏÒ ÆÅÔÃÈȭÄȢ 

 The heÁÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÔÒÅÁÍÉÎÇ ÂÌÏÏÄ ÈÁÄ ÄÙȭÄ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÏÕÎÄȟ 

 &ÌÏ×ȭÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÏÔ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÈÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÅÁÄÌÙ ×ÏÕÎÄ 

 (ÁÄ ÆÉØȭÄ ÏÎ ÈÉÍ ÈÅ ÍÕÒÄÅÒÅÄȢ 4ÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÈÉÓ ÂÒÁÉÎ 

 At once the griding iron passage found; 

 $ÅÌÕÇÅ ÏÆ ÔÅÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓ ÔÈÅÎ ÒÕÓÈȭÄ ÁÍÁÉÎ 

 Nor could his aged eyes from very tears abstain. 

                                                                                                    (Salisbury, l.641-8, p.149) 

While the father stands in stunned silence, unable to bear what he has done, the 

sailor becomes a kind of substitute father. He experiences a delayed reaction to 

ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒ ÃÒÉÍÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ×ÏÕÎÄȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÍÉÒÒÏÒÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 

sailor inflicted on his victim earlier in the poem, is now somehow replicated 

within  the sailor ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÁÓ Ȭ4ÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÈÉÓ ÂÒÁÉn / At once the griding iron passage 

ÆÏÕÎÄȭȢ "ÕÔ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÒÅÐÅÁÔÅÄ ×ÏÕÎÄÓȟ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÐÁÉÎȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÔÅÎÄÅÒÎÅÓÓ 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÅÍÅÒÇÅÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÁÉÌÏÒȭÓ ÔÅÁÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ Á ÒÅÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÏÒ ÃÕÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÒÁÕÍÁȟ ÂÕÔ 

they are the outpouring of sympathetic feeling and a counter to ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ 

ȬÓÔÒÅÁÍÉÎÇ ÂÌÏÏÄȭȢ  

             Most importantly, it is inside Book XII of the 1805 Prelude that 

Wordsworth returns to the memory of the Salisbury Plain and creates the 

fourth incarnation of the poem. It is here that an idea emerges that is very 

different to the perpetually resurfacing guilt and sorrow within every other 

version of this poem. It is a realisation that formed the foundation of 

7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÉÃ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÙȡ 

I seemed about this period to have sight 

Of a new world ɀ a world, too, that was fit 

To be transmitted, and made visible 

To other eyes, as having for its base 

That whence our dignity originates, 
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That which both gives it being, and maintains 

A balance, an ennobling interchange 

Of action from within and from without: 

The excellence; pure spirit, and best power, 

Both of the object seen, and eye that sees. (Prelude, XII, 370-9) 

While in earlier versions of The Salisbury Plain poems the sufferers project their 

pain outwards onto the blank landscape around them and receive little back, 

here, through the process of revision and repetition, Wordsworth has arrived at 

the possibility of reciprocal exchange between inner and outer worlds. It is this 

ȬÅÎÎÏÂÌÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÅÒÃÈÁÎÇÅȭȟ ÃÏÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÃÈÁÎÉÓÍÓ ÏÆ ÒÅÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÉÌÌ 

form the basis of his response to the two-way threats of contagion and 

withdrawal, explored in greater detail in The Excursion.  

              Between 1802 and 1809 Wordsworth also wrote a series of poems that 

*ÁÎÅ 7ÏÒÔÈÉÎÇÔÏÎ ÈÁÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ ÈÉÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔÌÙ Ȭ3ÔÏÉÃȭ (Worthington, 

p.60). These ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ Ȭ2ÅÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ )ÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÃÅȭ ɉρψπςɊ ÁÎÄ Ȭ/ÄÅ ÔÏ $ÕÔÙȭ 

(1804), which begins with an epiÇÒÁÐÈ ÆÒÏÍ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÅÐÉÓÔÌÅ #88ȡ Ȭ) ÁÍ ÎÏ 

longer good through deliberate intent, but by long habit have reached a point 

where I am not only able to do right, but am unable to do anything but what is 

ÒÉÇÈÔȭ ɉEpistles, iii, CXXɊȢ #ÏÌÅÒÉÄÇÅ ÓÃÏÒÎÆÕÌÌÙ ÒÅÍÁÒËÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÙÏÕ ÍÁÙ ÇÅÔ Á 

motto for every sect in religion or line of thought in morals or philosophy from 

Seneca; but nothing is eveÒ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÏÕÔ ÂÙ ÈÉÍȭȢ52 But the explicit link to Seneca 

ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ Ȭ/ÄÅ ÔÏ $ÕÔÙȭ ×ÁÓ Á ÓÉÇÎÁÌ ÏÆ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÇÒÏ×ÉÎÇ 

emotional engagement with Stoicism. 

               Ȭ4ÈÅ #ÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ (ÁÐÐÙ 7ÁÒÒÉÏÒȭ ×ÁÓ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ ÉÎ ρψπφ ÁÓ Á ÍÅÍÏÒÉÁÌ 

to Lord Nelson, a hero of the Napoleonic wars who had been killed a year earlier 

in the Battle of Trafalgar. In his notes to the poem Wordsworth wrote that it was 

not only Lord Nelson who had been the inspiration behind the pÏÅÍȭÓ 3ÔÏÉÃ 

model of control, Ȭ-ÁÎÙ ÅÌements of the character here portrayed were found in 

my brother John, who perished by shipwreck as mentioned elsewhere. His 

                                                           
52 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Specimens of Table Talk of the Late Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ed. by Henry 
Nelson Coleridge, 2 vols (London: John Murray, 1835), i, p.181. 
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ÍÅÓÓÍÁÔÅÓ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÁÌÌ ÈÉÍ Ȭ4ÈÅ 0ÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÅÒȭȢ53 The poem is at once a public 

memorial to a national figurehead and an act of private remembrance.  It is here 

that a subtly different form of Stoicism emerges in the man who: 

[. . .] doomed to go in company with Pain, 

 And Fear, and Bloodshed, miserable train! 

 Turns his necessity to glorious gain; 

 In face of these doth exercise a power 

 7ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÏÕÒ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÈÉÇÈÅÓÔ ÄÏ×ÅÒȡ 

 Controls them and subdues, transmutes and bereaves 

 Of their bad influence, and their good receives: 

 By objects, which might force the soul to abate 

 Her feeling, rendered more compassionate; 

 Is placable ɀ because occasions rise 

 So often that demand such sacrifice; 

 More skilful in self-knowledge, even more pure, 

 As tempted more; more able to endure, 

 As more exposed to suffering and distress; 

 Thence, also, more alive to tenderness.54  

Ȭ#ÏÎÔÒÏÌÓ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÂÄÕÅÓȭ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÌÉËÅ Á ÆÁÍÉÌÉÁÒ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ 3ÔÏÉÃ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÁÎÄ 

restraintȟ ÂÕÔ ȬÔÒÁÎÓÍÕÔÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÂÅÒÅÁÖÅÓȭȟ which connects ÂÁÃË ÔÏ ȬÔÕÒÎÓȭ, is more 

ÕÎÅØÐÅÃÔÅÄȢ )ÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÓÕÂÍÉÔÔÉÎÇ ÔÏ ȬÎÅÃÅÓÓÉÔÙȭȟ 4he Happy Warrior is able 

mentally to transform his predicament to oÎÅ ÏÆ ȬÇÌÏÒÉÏÕÓ ÇÁÉÎȭȢ (Å ÓÈÉÆÔÓ Á×ÁÙ 

from the frugal, bare existence typical of Stoicism by changing the very form of 

ÈÉÓ ÐÁÉÎ ÁÎÄ ÆÅÁÒȢ 4ÈÅ ÒÈÙÍÉÎÇ ÌÉÎÅ ÅÎÄÉÎÇÓȟ ȬÐÁÉÎȭ Ⱦ ȬÇÁÉÎȭȟ ȬÂÅÒÅÁÖÅȭ Ⱦ ȬÒÅÃÅÉÖÅȭȟ 

ȬÄÉÓÔÒÅÓÓȭ Ⱦ ȬÔÅÎÄÅÒÎÅÓÓȭȟ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ Á ÃÏÒÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÉng transmutation of feeling. 

While Stoicism often seems to be a process of bereavement and self-deprivation, 

ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÆÒÏÍ ȬÂÅÒÅÁÖÅÓȭ ÔÏ ȬÒÅÃÅÉÖÅÓȭ ÉÓ Á ÓÕÒÐÒÉÓÉÎÇ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȢ 4ÈÅ 

latter gain is a result of the former loss.   

                                                           
53 Christopher Wordsworth, Memoirs of William Wordsworth, ed. by Henry Reed, 2 vols (Boston: 
Ticknor, Reed and Fields, 1851), i, p.299. 
54 ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ ²ƻǊŘǎǿƻǊǘƘΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ /ƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ IŀǇǇȅ ²ŀǊǊƛƻǊΩΣ ƛƴ ²ƻǊŘǎǿƻǊǘƘΩǎ tƻŜǘƛŎŀƭ ²ƻǊƪǎ, ed. 
by Ernest de Selincourt and Helen Derbyshire, 5 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940-9), iv, Line 12-
26, pp.86-7; hereafter cited as PW. 
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            Transmutation ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ËÅÙ ÔÏ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ Á 

broadly Stoic quietism. Whilst for Seneca and the Stoics dangerous passions 

ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÄÉÓÃÁÒÄÅÄ ÏÒ ȬÂÁÎÉÓÈÅÄȭȟ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈ ÓÁ× ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓ ÏÆ ÌÏÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÉÎ 

as having a value that should not be wasted, but rather, converted into a form of 

ÁÉÄȢ 7ÉÔÈÉÎ ÓÅÖÅÎ ÌÉÎÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÏÅÍ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ȬÍÏÒÅȭ ÉÓ ÒÅÐÅÁÔÅÄ ÓÅÖÅÎ ÔÉÍÅÓȟ Âut 

ÔÈÅ ȬÍÏÒÅÓȭ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÓÉÍÐÌÅ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÓȡ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÆÒÏÍ 

unexpected shifts. 4ÈÅ ÄÏÕÂÌÅ ȬÍÏÒÅȭ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÅÎÔÒÅ of line 24, separated by a 

semicolon, is the place of transmutation where temptation is converted to 

endurance - Ȭ!Ó ÔÅÍÐÔÅÄ ÍÏÒÅȠ ÍÏÒÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÅÎÄÕÒÅȭ - and culminates in the 

distinctly un-Stoic, Ȭ4ÈÅÎÃÅȟ ÁÌÓÏȟ ÍÏÒÅ ÁÌÉÖÅ ÔÏ ÔÅÎÄÅÒÎÅÓÓȭȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ȬÔÅÎÄÅÒÎÅÓÓȭ 

ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÎÁÌ ȬÇÌÏÒÉÏÕÓ ÇÁÉÎȭȢ )Ô ÉÓ Á ÒÉÓË ÔÏ ÅØÐÏÓÅ Á ÓÏÆÔȟ ÓÅÎÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÄÅÌÉÃÁÃÙȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÎ 

order to receive back the tenderness of others it is a necessary risk. 

Wordsworth offers an alternative kind of defence to that offered by Stoicism 

and it comes not from withdrawal but from becoming more receptive, sensitive 

and permeable to feelings. It is as if removing the armour could be a more 

effective defence, as it instead allows for the growth of the skin. 

3.3. The Excursion 

The Excursion (1814)  is the culmination of this phase of adapted Stoicism and is 

the only poem of any great length written by Wordsworth that was published 

during his lifetime. Composed primarily between 1806 and 1809 and originally 

ÉÎÔÅÎÄÅÄ ÔÏ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÎÅ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÄ ÍÁÓÔÅÒÐÉÅÃÅ The 

Recluse, it  ×ÁÓ ÂÅÇÕÎ ÉÎ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ #ÏÌÅÒÉÄÇÅȭÓ ÄÅÍÁÎÄ ÔÏ Ȭ7ÒÉÔÅ Á ÐÏÅÍ ÉÎ 

blank verse, addressed to those, who, in consequence of the complete failure of 

the French Revolution, have thrown up all hopes of the amelioration of 

ÍÁÎËÉÎÄȭȢ55  

              This section will trace the progress of the particular model of Stoic-

therapy that is offered up within the text and consider how the poem was used 

both by Wordsworth and subsequent readers as a form of therapy. It will also 

explore the shapes and circuits that are created between people within The 

Excursion, in particular its  more constructive forms of repetition, as a 

                                                           
55 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Collected Letters of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ed. by Earl Leslie Griggs, 6 
vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000), i, p.527. 
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counterpoint to those enacted in The Borderers,             

              The Excursion follows a pedlar and a poet as they walk together over the 

course of five days through the Lake District, encountering on the way an old 

recluse who joins them in their walk. The pedlar has been described by Bruce 

'ÒÁÖÅÒ ÁÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ȬÃÌÅÁÒÅÓÔ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 3ÔÏÉÃ ÓÁÇÅȭȢ56 It is 

in Books III and IV of the poem - ÅÎÔÉÔÌÅÄ Ȭ$ÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÃÙȭ ÁÎÄ Ȭ$ÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÃÙ 

#ÏÒÒÅÃÔÅÄȭ - that the pedlar attempts to counsel the depressed recluse using a 

distinctly Stoic model of therapy. In Book IV Wordsworth incorporates eight 

ÌÉÎÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ 3ÁÍÕÅÌ $ÁÎÉÅÌȭÓ ÓÉØÔÅÅÎÔÈ-centuÒÙ ÐÏÅÍ Ȭ4Ï ÔÈÅ ,ÁÄÙ -ÁÒÇÁÒÅÔ 

#ÏÕÎÔÅÓÓ ÏÆ #ÕÍÂÅÒÌÁÎÄȭ ÉÎÔÏ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ÔÅØÔȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÆÒÁÇÍÅÎÔ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ÅÎÄÓ ×ÉÔÈ Á Ô×Ï 

ÌÉÎÅ ÑÕÏÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÒÏÍ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ Naturales Quaestiones, the same quotation that 

-ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅ ÃÒÉÔÉÑÕÅÄ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ Ȭ!ÐÏÌÏÇÉÅ ÆÏÒ 2ÁÙÍÏÎÄ 3ÅÂÏÎÄȭȡ 

Knowing the heart of man is set to be 

 The center of this world, about the which 

 These revolutions of disturbances 

 3ÔÉÌÌ ÒÏÌÌȠ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÁÌÌ ÔÈȭÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÍÉÓÅÒÙ 

 Predominate; whose strong effects are such 

 !Ó ÈÅ ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅÁÒȟ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÐÏ×ȭÒÌÅÓÓ ÔÏ ÒÅÄÒÅÓÓȡ 

 And that unless above himself he can 

 Erect himself, how poor a thing is man.57 

Jane Worthington suggests that Wordsworth was the first to identify this part of 

$ÁÎÉÅÌȭÓ ÐÏÅÍ ÁÓ ÂÅÌÏÎÇÉÎÇ ÔÏ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȟ Á ÓÉÇÎ ÆÏÒ ÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÈÉÓ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÏÆ 

Seneca was as wide as it was thoroughȭ ɉ7ÏÒÔÈÉÎÇÔÏÎȟ ÐȢτυɊȢ )Î ÈÉÓ ÎÏÔÅÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

first edition of The Excursion, Wordsworth quoted an additional four stanzas 

ÆÒÏÍ $ÁÎÉÅÌȭÓ ÐÏÅÍȟ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ Ȭ4ÈÅ ×ÈÏÌÅ ÐÏÅÍ ÉÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÂÅÁÕÔÉÆÕÌȢ ) ×ÉÌÌ 

transcribe four stanzas from it, as they contain an admirable picture of the state 

ÏÆ Á ×ÉÓÅ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÍÉÎÄ ÉÎ Á ÔÉÍÅ ÏÆ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÃÏÍÍÏÔÉÏÎȭ ɉExcursion, p.301). 

Montaigne called into question the possibility of contorting the self into 

something beyond its own physical limits, but for Wordsworth that 

                                                           
56 .ǊǳŎŜ DǊŀǾŜǊΣ Ψ²ƻǊŘǎǿƻǊǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ǘƻƛŎǎΩΣ ƛƴ Romans and Romantics, ed. by Timothy Saunders et 
al. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), pp.146-59 (p.149). 
57 William Wordsworth, The Excursion, ed. by Sally Bushell, James A. Butler and Michael C. Jaye 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2007), Book IV, Line 327-34; hereafter cited as Excursion. 
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transmutation almost to the point of self-transcendence is exactly what must be 

done in order to preserve some degree of central calm at the core of the self in 

protection against the encroaching agitation of external forces. 

              The first book of The Excursion, also ËÎÏ×Î ÁÓ Ȭ4ÈÅ 2ÕÉÎÅÄ #ÏÔÔÁÇÅȭȟ ÉÓ 

ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÓÔ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÐÒÅÖÅÎÔÉÎÇ 

suffering from serving only as mere waste and will form the basis of the fourth 

chapter of this thesis with its reading experiments. In his essay on 

Ȭ7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ %ÔÈÉÃÓȭȟ the Victorian critic Leslie Stephen ɀ who himself attested 

to the psychological benefits of reading Wordsworth - ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÔȭÓ 

commitment to the prevention of emotional waste: Ȭ7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÆÁÖÏÕÒÉÔÅ 

lesson is the possibility of turning grief and disappointment into account. He 

ÔÅÁÃÈÅÓ ÉÎ ÍÁÎÙ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÉÔÙ ÏÆ ȬÔÒÁÎÓÍÕÔÉÎÇȭ ÓÏÒÒÏ× ÉÎÔÏ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈ [. . .] 

ÔÈÅ ×ÁÓÔÅ ÏÆ ÓÏÒÒÏ× ÉÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÌÁÍÅÎÔÁÂÌÅ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ×ÁÓÔÅȭȢ58 

Words×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÒÅÖÉÓÉÏÎÁÒÙ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ×ÁÓ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔ ÁÎ ÁÔÔÅÍpt to prevent emotional 

pain from being futile or meaningless. By perpetually returning to and revising 

his work over time, beginning again and again from the same emotional or 

physical point of departure, he was trying with each rewrite to turn his traumas 

ȬÉÎÔÏ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔȭȢ Stephen Gill writes in 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ 2ÅÖÉÓÉÔÉÎÇÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ Ȭnever let 

ÇÏ ÏÆ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÄ ÏÎÃÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÏÒ ÍÏÖÅÄ ÈÉÍȭ ɉRevisitings, p.21). 

Instead, through a long process of revision and repetition, he sought to preserve 

places of concentrated emotional matter and find the correct home for them. 

For material needs to be placed in the correct position in order for it to release 

the better thought.  

              ! ÆÒÁÇÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÅÎÔÉÔÌÅÄ Ȭ)ÎÃÉÐÉÅÎÔ -ÁÄÎÅÓÓȭ ÁÎÄ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ ÉÎ 

approximately 1797 is regarded as the original germ of an idea that later grew, 

ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Á ÓÅÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÒÅÖÉÓÉÏÎÓȟ ÉÎÔÏ Ȭ4ÈÅ 2ÕÉÎÅÄ #ÏÔÔÁÇÅȭȡ 

I crossed the dreary moor 

I entered in, but all was still and dark, 

In the clear moonlight: when I reached the hut 

Only within the ruin I beheld 

At a small distance, on the dusky ground 

                                                           
58 Leslie {ǘŜǇƘŜƴΣ Ψ²ƻǊŘǎǿƻǊǘƘΩǎ 9ǘƘƛŎǎΩΣ ƛƴ Hours in a Library (1829), 3 vols (London: Smith, Elder & 
Co, 1892), ii, pp.270-307 (pp.299-300). 
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A broken pane which glittered in the moon 

And seemed akin to life. There is a mood 

A settled temper of the heart, when grief, 

Becomes an instinct, fastening on all things 

That promise food, doth like a sucking babe 

Create it where it is not.  

                                           ɉȬ)ÎÃÉÐÉÅÎÔ -ÁÄÎÅÓÓȭȟ PW, i, l.1-11, pp.314-5) 

The poem was written during the same period that Wordsworth was working 

on both The Borderers and the first of The Salisbury Plain poems and is set in a 

very similar location. As in both of those texts, the man in these lines projects 

his own psychological state out into this space and receives back a reflection of 

his own hungry grief that serves only to increase it further. This is an unhealthy 

ÇÒÉÅÆȟ ȬÆÁÓÔÅÎÉÎÇȭ ÁÎÄ ÆÅÅÄÉÎÇ ÕÐÏÎ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÁÌÌÏ× ÉÔ ÔÏ ÇÒÏ×ȟ ÅÖÅÎ ÔÈÅ 

smallest fragment of reflective broken glass on the ground. However, in the later 

ÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ Ȭ4ÈÅ 2ÕÉÎÅÄ #ÏÔÔÁÇÅȭ, the pedlar is able to guard against ÔÈÅ ÍÉÎÄȭÓ 

ÔÅÎÄÅÎÃÙ ÔÏ ÆÅÅÄ ÏÎ ÓÏÒÒÏ× ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅ ÅÎÃÏÕÎÔÅÒÓ ÎÏÔ Á ȬÂÒÏËÅÎ ÐÁÎÅȭ ÂÕÔ ȬÔÈÅ 

ÕÓÅÌÅÓÓ ÆÒÁÇÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ Á ×ÏÏÄÅÎ ÂÏ×Ìȭ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÏÕÎÄ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÈÉÍȡ 

Stooping down to drink, 

Upon the slimy foot-stone I espied 

The useless fragment of a wooden bowl, 

Green with the moss of years, and subject only 

To the soft handling of the elements: 

There let it lie -- how foolish are such thoughts! 

Forgive them. (Excursion, I, 491-7) 

2ÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ȬÆÁÓÔÅÎÉÎÇȭ ÕÐÏÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÅØÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÍÁÎÉÆÅÓÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÇÒÉÅÆȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ 

an act of 3ÔÏÉÃ ÄÅÔÁÃÈÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ ȬÔÈÅÒÅ ÌÅÔ ÉÔ ÌÉÅȭȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÐÁÕÓÅ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÆÏÕÒ ×ÏÒÄÓ 

ÔÈÅ ÐÅÄÌÁÒ ÉÓ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÄÉÓÔÁÎÃÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÁÎÄ ȬÉÔȭ ÔÏ ÓÔÏÐ ÔÈÅ 

process of contagion. This is a disciplined distance which leads not simply to 

withdrawal, but to  a different form of detached-relatedness.  

           The Excursion is made up of a series of conversations between a gradually 

increasing circle of people. In Book I the poet is joined by the pedlar and in Book 

II  they meet the recluse. Between Books V ɀ VII the group enlarges to include a 
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pastor and by the end of Book VIII the company has expanded further to 

ÁÃÃÏÍÍÏÄÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔÏÒȭÓ ×ÉÆÅ ÁÎÄ Ô×Ï ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȢ 4ÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÓÅÔÓ ÏÆ 

relationships that develop between this shifting group of characters provide an 

alternative to those of The Borderers, marked and brought together by 

contagion. In The Excursion, even in the midst of the trauma of Book III as the 

recluse speaks of his dead wife, the presence of the silent, listening minds of his 

two companions - the pedlar and the poet - create the very earliest possibility of 

healing: 

You never saw, your eyes did never look 

On the bright form of Her whom once I loved:- 

Her silver voice was heard upon the earth, 

A sound unknown to you; else, honoured Friend! 

Your heart had borne a pitiable share 

Of what I suffered, when I wept that loss, 

And suffer now, not seldom, from the thought 

That I remember, and can weep no more. 

Stripped as I am of all the golden fruit 

Of self-esteem; and by the cutting blasts 

Of self-reproach familiarly assailed;  

Yet would I not be of such wintry bareness 

But that some leaf of your regard should hang 

Upon my naked branches: lively thoughts 

Give birth, full often, to unguarded words;  

I grieve that, in your presence, from my tongue 

Too much of frailty hath already dropped;  

But that too much demands still more. (Excursion, III, 484-501) 

The relationship between the different pronouns of this passage creates a 

ÃÉÒÃÕÉÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÕÎÓ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÄÏ×Î ÔÈÅ ÌÉÎÅÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÁÃÃÕÓÁÔÏÒÙ ȬÙÏÕȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÙÏÕÒȭ ÏÆ 

the opÅÎÉÎÇ ÌÉÎÅ ÓÔÁÎÄ ÉÎ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÐÅÁÔÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÅÄ Ȭ(ÅÒȭ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

beloved wife. There is a huge disconnect between all that the recluse has gone 

ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ɉȬ) ÌÏÖÅÄȭȟ Ȭ) ÓÕÆÆÅÒÅÄȭȟ Ȭ) ×ÅÐÔȭȟ Ȭ) ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒȭɊ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÏÎÓ ×ÈÏ 

did not know the woman and therefore can never comprehend the tragedy of 
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ÈÅÒ ÁÂÓÅÎÃÅȢ 7ÉÔÈ ÅÁÃÈ Ȭ)ȭ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÃÌÕÓÅ ÓÉÎËÓ ÄÅÅÐÅÒ ÉÎÔÏ ÈÉÓ ÄÅÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÅ 

presence of the poet and pedlar does however now offer the recluse the chance 

of plugging back into the mental circuitry of a group: Ȭ9ÅÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ) ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÏÆ ÓÕÃÈ 

wintry bareness / But that some leaf of your regard should hang / Upon my 

ÎÁËÅÄ ÂÒÁÎÃÈÅÓȭȢ 4ÈÅ ÂÁÃË-to-front syntax of these two lines reflects how 

difficult it i s for the recluse to articulate or even to imagine the possibility of 

ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÙÅÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÈÉÓ ÕÎ×ÉÌÌÉÎÇÎÅÓÓ ÔÏ ÓÕÒÒÅÎÄÅÒȢ (Å ÎÅÅÄÓ ÔÈÅ ȬÒÅÇÁÒÄȭ 

of another mind outside of himself to do the work of esteeming himself that he 

ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÄÏȢ !ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÌÏÃÁÔÅÄ ÐÒÉÏÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔ ÃÏÕÎÓÅÌ ÏÆ Ȭ$ÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÃÙ 

CorrÅÃÔÅÄȭȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅ ÆÅÅÌÓ ÌÉËÅ Á ÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÃÏÕÎÓÅÌÌÉÎÇȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÍÏÒÅ 

successful due to the silence of the addressees. The presence of the listening 

ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÏÎÓ ÄÒÁ×Ó ÔÈÅ ÒÅÃÌÕÓÅȭÓ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÈÉÍ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÓÉÌÅÎÔ ÆÏÒÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ 

overpowers his own reticence to reveal his emotional fragility. The syntax of the 

final two lines acts as a formula for a particularly Wordsworthian version of 

ÔÈÅÒÁÐÙȢ Ȭ4ÏÏ ÍÕÃÈȭ Ϲ ȬÔÏÏ ÍÕÃÈȭ Ѐ ȬÂÕÔ [. . .] ÓÔÉÌÌ ÍÏÒÅȭ ÉÓ Á ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔ ÄÅÐÁÒÔÕÒÅ 

from Stoic principles of emotional detachment, bareness or curtailment, into a 

working -through and a revision.  

              It is in Book IV that the pedlar intentionally takes on the role of 

counsellor, dominating the dialogue and offering the recluse a version of 

therapy rooted in Stoic principles: 

 There is a luxury in self-dispraise; 

 And inward self-disparagement affords 

 To meditative spleen a grateful feast. 

 Trust me, pronouncing on your own desert,  

 You judge unthankfully: distempered nerves 

 Infect the thoughts: the languor of the frame 

 DÅÐÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÕÌȭÓ ÖÉÇÏÕÒȢ 1ÕÉÔ ÙÏÕÒ ÃÏÕÃÈ -  

 Cleave not so fondly to your moody cell;  

              Nor let the hallowed powers, that shed from heaven 

 Stillness and rest, with disapproving eye 

 Look down upon your taper, through a watch 

 Of midnight hours, unseasonably twinkling  

 In this deep Hollow, like a sullen star 
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 Dimly reflected in a lonely pool. 

 Take courage, and withdraw yourself from ways 

 4ÈÁÔ ÒÕÎ ÎÏÔ ÐÁÒÁÌÌÅÌ ÔÏ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÃÏÕÒÓÅȢ ɉExcursion, IV, 475-90) 

4ÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÄÉÓÔÅÍÐÅÒÅÄ ÎÅÒÖÅÓȾ )ÎÆÅÃÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓȭ ÒÅÃÕÒÒÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈÏÕÔ 

3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÉÃÁÌ ÌÅÔÔÅÒÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÐÅÄÌÁÒȭÓ ÔÏÎÅ, as from an early version of self-

help, ÉÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÃÌÕÓÅ ÔÏ ȬÔÒÕÓÔ ÍÅȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÔÁËÅ ÃÏÕÒÁÇÅȭ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÒÎÓ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÔÈÅ 

self-indulgence of continued self-criticism, which - in a metaphor that recalls 

Ȭ)ÎÃÉÐÉÅÎÔ -ÁÄÎÅÓÓȭ - ȬÁÆÆÏÒÄÓ Ⱦ 4Ï ÍÅÄÉÔÁÔÉÖÅ ÓÐÌÅÅÎ Á ÇÒÁÔÅÆÕÌ ÆÅÁÓÔȭȢ 4ÈÉÓ 

inward looking, self- perpetuating depression is one version of emotional 

×ÁÓÔÁÇÅȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÄÌÁÒȭÓ ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔ ÃÏÕÎÓÅÌ, ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÓ ÔÏ ȬÃÏÒÒÅÃÔȭ Ôhe 

ÒÅÃÌÕÓÅȭÓ ÍÏÏÄ, does not work. In his response the recluse undercuts what he 

perceives to have been overly simplistic advice: 

Ȱ"ÕÔ ÈÏ× ÂÅÇÉÎȩ !ÎÄ ×ÈÅÎÃÅȩ Ȭ4ÈÅ ÍÉÎÄ ÉÓ ÆÒÅÅ - 

2ÅÓÏÌÖÅȟȭ ÔÈÅ ÈÁÕÇÈÔÙ ÍÏÒÁÌÉÓÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÓÁÙȟ 

Ȭ4ÈÉÓ ÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÁÃÔ ÉÓ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÄÅÍÁÎÄȢȭ 

Alas! Such wisdom bids a creature fly 

Whose very sorrow is, that time hath shorn 

His natural wings! ɀ To friendship let him turn 

For succour; but perhaps he sits alone 

On stormy waters, tossed in a little boat 

That holds but him, and can contain no more. (Excursion, IV, 1077-85) 

&ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÃÌÕÓÅȟ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÌÉËÅ ȬÒÅÓÏÌÖÅȭ ÏÒ ȬÔÁËÅ ÃÏÕÒÁÇÅȭ ÁÒÅ ÉÎÁÄÅÑÕÁÔÅÌÙ ÇÌÉÂȢ 

!ÎÙ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÁ ÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÁÃÔȭ ÉÓ ȬÁÌÌȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÈÉÍ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ 

depression feels like a bitter mockery of a predicament that has robbed him of 

ÈÉÓ ȬÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȭ ×ÉÎÇÓȢ (Å ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÆÌÙȟ ÈÅ ÓÉÔÓȢ 2ÅÄÕÃÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÚÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÓË ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÉÓ 

ÆÁÃÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÈÅÌÐÆÕÌȡ ÈÅ ÉÓ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙ ÉÎ Á ȬÓÍÁÌÌȭ ×ÏÒÌÄ ×ÉÔÈ ȬÂÕÔȭ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆȟ ÁÌÏÎÅȢ  

4ÈÅ ÆÉÎÁÌ ÉÍÁÇÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅȟ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÃÌÕÓÅ ȬÔÏÓÓÅÄ ÉÎ Á ÌÉÔÔÌÅ boat / That holds 

ÂÕÔ ÈÉÍȟ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÎ ÃÏÎÔÁÉÎ ÎÏ ÍÏÒÅȭ ÒÅÃÁÌÌÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÙÎÔÁØ Ïf the passage in Book III 

where, Ȭ4ÏÏ ÍÕÃÈ ÏÆ ÆÒÁÉÌÔÙ ÈÁÔÈ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙ ÄÒÏÐÐÅÄȠ Ⱦ "ÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÏÏ ÍÕÃÈ ÄÅÍÁÎÄÓ 

ÓÔÉÌÌ ÍÏÒÅȭȢ "ÕÔ ÈÉÓ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔÙ ÎÏ× ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÈÁÓ ÎÏ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÏÒ ÍÅÎÔÁl 

ÓÐÁÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ȬÓÔÉÌÌ ÍÏÒÅȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ ÔÈÅÒÁÐÉÓÔ-companion is offering 

him in this instance even less. 
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              4ÈÅ ÔÉÔÌÅÓ Ȭ$ÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÃÙȭ ÁÎÄ Ȭ$ÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÃÙ #ÏÒÒÅÃÔÅÄȭ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔ Á 

sequential movement from ill health to wellbeing, but in reality such a linear 

pathway towards recovery could not hope to succeed if Wordsworth was to 

remain true to his own rules of living. Accordingly, the recluse must veer 

ÒÅÐÅÁÔÅÄÌÙ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ Á×ÁÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÌÔÈÉÅÒ ȬÃÏÒÒÅÃÔÅÄȭ ×ÁÙ ÏÆ 

thinking towards which the pedlar is trying to steer him. In his notes to The 

Excursion 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÆÉÃÉÅÎÃÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÄÌÁÒȭÓ ÃÏÕÎÓÅÌȢ !Ó 

The Excursion was only ever supposed to be one part of the longer poem The 

Recluse, Wordsworth always intended for the charÁÃÔÅÒȭÓ ÒÅÃÏÖÅÒÙ ÔÏ ÏÃÃÕÒ ÎÏÔ 

in Book IV ɀ Ȭ$ÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÃÙ #ÏÒÒÅÃÔÅÄȭ - but much later: 

It was my wish, and I might say intention, that we should resume our 

wanderings, and pass the Borders into his native country, where as I 

hoped, he might witness, in the society of the Wanderer, some religious 

ceremony ɀ a sacrament, say, in the open fields, or a preaching among 

the mountains ɀ which, by recalling to his mind the days of his early 

childhood, when he had been present on such occasions in company with 

his parents and nearest kindred, might have dissolved his heart in 

tenderness, and so have done more towards restoring the Christian faith 

in which he had been educated, and, with that, contentedness and even 

cheerfulness of mind, than all that the Wanderer and Pastor, by their 

several effusions and addresses, had been able to effect. An issue like this 

was in my intentions. But, alas! (Excursion, p.1224) 

Had Wordsworth ever been able to finish the poem, it would have been some 

form of direct but chance encounter that would have given the recluse his best 

hope of recovery. By recalling his non-tragic past this live experience would 

have allowed undercurrents of feeling to re-emerge from within him, unlike the 

unsuccessful attempts at consciously directive therapy in Book IV which tried to 

impose a cure upon him from the outside.  

                                                                          * 

7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÃÈÉÌÄÈÏÏÄ ×ÁÓ ÍÁÒËÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÁÔÈ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅ ×ÁÓ 

eight years old and of his father five years later. In 1805, when Wordsworth was 
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thirty -five years old, his beloved older brother John died in a shipwreck and in 

1812 two of his children died within the space of six months. While The 

Excursion was primarily composed between 1806 and 1809, it was as a grieving 

father that Wordsworth turned back to the poem for support in 1813 and made 

further revisions to the text. He wrote as a defence against his own chronic grief, 

against the stagnating paralysis suffered in this poem by the characters of 

Margaret and the recluse, following their own multiple bereavements. In 

January 1813, a few weeks after their second bereavement, 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÓÉÓÔÅÒ 

Dorothy wrote, Ȭ7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÇÕÎ ÔÏ ÌÏÏË ÉÎÔÏ ÈÉÓ ÐÏÅÍ The Recluse within the 

last two days and I hope that he ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÉÔȭȢ59 Like Coleridge fourteen 

years earlier, Dorothy believed that this poem could do some good. Editors of 

The Cornell Edition of The Excursion have identified that it was in early 1813 

that Wordsworth returned specifically to Books III and IV of the poem. In lines 

added to Book III after January 1813 Wordsworth writes about the sudden 

ÄÅÁÔÈÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÃÌÕÓÅȭÓ Ï×Î Ô×Ï ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȡ 

 - With even as brief a warning - and how soon 

 With what short interval of time between 

 I tremble yet to think of - our last prop, 

 /ÕÒ ÈÁÐÐÙ ÌÉÆÅȭÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÓÔÁÙ -  

 The Brother followed; and was seen no more! (Excursion, III, 654-8) 

In these stuttering lines, without his usual syntax, Wordsworth was writing his 

own grief into the poem. The line endings cut short each unit of sense, reflecting 

ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÁÌ ÂÒÅÁËÄÏ×Î ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÕÎÉÔ ÁÎÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÔȭÓ Ï×Î ÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÓÔÁÔÅȢ  

              For many subsequent readers, and in particular his Victorian readers, 

7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ÁÎ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÍÅÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇ a way through 

difficulties. In his autobiography, first published in 1873, John Stuart Mill 

described how reading Wordsworth had helped him through a period of mental 

crisis:  

                                                           
59 Dorothy Wordsworth, The Letters of William and Dorothy Wordsworth, The Middle Years: Part II, 
1812-20, ed. by Ernest de Selincourt, 2nd edition, rev. by Mary Moorman and Alan G. Hill (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1970), p.84. 
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7ÈÁÔ ÍÁÄÅ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÍÓ Á ÍÅÄÉÃÉÎÅ ÆÏÒ ÍÙ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÏÆ ÍÉÎÄȟ ×ÁÓ 

that they expressed, not mere outward beauty, but states of feeling, and 

of thought coloured by feeling, under the excitement of beauty [. . .] I 

needed to be made to feel that there was real, permanent happiness in 

tranquil contemplation. Wordsworth taught me this, not only without 

turning away from, but with a greatly increased interest in the common 

feelings and common destiny of human beings.60 

-ÁÔÔÈÅ× !ÒÎÏÌÄ ×ÒÏÔÅ ÏÆ Ȭ7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÈÅÁÌÉÎÇ ÐÏ×ÅÒȭ61 and John Ruskin 

described using WordsworthȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ Ȭas a daily text book from youth to ÁÇÅȭȢ62 

               William James, one of the founders of the discipline of psychology who 

himself suffered repeated psychological crises throughout his life, attested to 

ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÔÈÅÒÁÐÅÕÔÉÃ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔ ÏÆ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ Ánd in 

particular of reading The Excursion. On the 1st of February 1870, he wrote in his 

diary, Ȭ4ÏÄÁÙ ) ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÏÕÃÈÅÄ ÒÏÃË-ÂÏÔÔÏÍȭȢ63 It was however directly after this 

lowest of points that his first biographer Ralph Bardon Perry recorded a period 

of partiÁÌ ÒÅÃÏÖÅÒÙ ÉÎ *ÁÍÅÓȭ ÌÉÆÅÌÏÎÇ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÄÅÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÒÅÃÏÖÅÒÙ 

was in part fuelled by the books William James was reading at the time. In a 

letter of 1873, *ÁÍÅÓȭ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ×ÒÉÔÅÓ ÏÆ Á ÒÅÃÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÄÒÁÍÁÔÉÃ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅment in his 

ÓÏÎȭÓ ÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÓÔÁÔÅȟ ȬHe came in here the other afternoon when I was sitting 

alone, and after walking the floor in an animated way for a moment, exclaimed 

Ȱ$ÅÁÒ ÍÅȦ 7ÈÁÔ Á ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÍÅ ÎÏ× ÁÎÄ ÍÅ ÌÁÓÔ ÓÐÒÉÎÇ [. . .] 

now feeling my mind so cleared up and restored to sanity. It is the difference 

ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÁÔÈȱ [. . .] I ventured to ask what specifically in his opinion 

had promoted the change. He said several things: the reading of Renouvier 

(specially his vindication of the freedom of the will) and Wordsworth, whom he 

has been feeding on for a good whileȭ (Perry, p.339). Ȭ2ÅÁÄÉÎÇȭ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÓÅÅÍ ÔÏ 

ÂÅ ÁÎ ÁÄÅÑÕÁÔÅ ÖÅÒÂ ÔÏ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅ ×ÈÁÔ *ÁÍÅÓ ×ÁÓ ÄÏÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ 

poetry; instead he ×ÁÓ ȬÆÅÅÄÉÎÇȭ ÏÎ ÉÔȢ David E. Leary has identified that it was 

                                                           
60 John Stewart Mill, Autobiography (1873), (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971), p.89.  
61 aŀǘǘƘŜǿ !ǊƴƻƭŘΣ ΨaŜƳƻǊƛŀƭ ±ŜǊǎŜǎΩ όмурлύΣ ƛƴ Matthew Arnold Selected Poems, ed. by Miriam 
Allott (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), l.63, p.96. 
62 John Williams, Wordsworth Translated (London: Continuum, 2009), p.127. 
63 Ralph Bardon Perry, The Thought and Character of William James, 2 vols (London: Humphrey 
MilŦƻǊŘΣ мфорύΣ ƛΣ ǇΦоннΤ ƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨtŜǊǊȅΩΦ 
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specifically Book IV of The Excursionȟ Ȭ$ÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÃÙ #ÏÒÒÅÃÔÅÄȭȟ ÔÈÁÔ *ÁÍÅÓ ÆÏÕÎd 

particularly helpful to him:  ȬHe was reading and re-ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÌÏÎÇ 

poem The Excursion ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ Ȭ$ÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÃÙ #ÏÒÒÅÃÔÅÄȭȢ (Å ÌÅÆÔ 

that work ɀ as Mill had ɀ with an enhanced sense that human cognition entails 

×ÈÁÔ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ Á ȬÍÁÒÒÉÁÇÅȭ ÏÆ ÍÉÎÄ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÔÔÅÒȠ Á ÕÎÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÂÒÏÕÇÈÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÎÄȭÓ ȬÅØÃÕÒÓÉÖÅ ÐÏ×ÅÒȭ ÔÏ Ȭ×ÁÌË 

ÁÒÏÕÎÄȭ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÁȟ ÖÉÅ×ÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÆÒÏÍ ÏÎÅ vantage point 

and anotherȭ.64  

              In his criticism of The Excursion, William Hazlitt argued that rather than 

ÐÏÒÔÒÁÙÉÎÇ Á ÓÅÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍ ×ÁÓ ÍÁÄÅ ÕÐ ÏÆ ȬÓÏÌÉÌÏÑÕÉÅÓ 

of the same character, taking different views of the suÂÊÅÃÔȭȢ65 The pedlar was 

after all the man that Wordsworth had imagined he might have become, the 

poet was not dissimilar to the man Wordsworth was at the time that he was 

writing The Excursion and the recluse ɀ suffering in the wake of the failed 

French Revolution and grieving the loss of his family ɀ was a character who 

ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ÍÕÃÈ ÏÆ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ Ï×Î ÔÒÁÕÍÁȢ 7ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍȭÓ ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌ 

characters are considered as distinct individuals, different facets of the same 

person, or both, they allowed Wordsworth to shift between different mental 

ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÓ ÈÅ ×ÒÏÔÅȟ ÌÏÏËÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÃÌÕÓÅȭÓ ÐÒÅÄÉÃÁÍÅÎÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ 

vantage points, as well as looking out from within his own despondency. In turn, 

ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÌÏÃËÉÎÇ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÓ ÄÅÍÁÎÄ Á ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÍÏÂÉÌity from the 

reader and it is this that proved useful to William James, helping him to get 

ÕÎÓÔÕÃË ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÆÉØÅÄ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÏÆ ȬÒÏÃË ÂÏÔÔÏÍȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÈÁÄ ÆÏÕÎÄ 

himself in.  

              Another troubled reader ɀ who like so many others found guidance in 

the poetry of Wordsworth ɀ wrote an anonymous letter under the pseudonym 

Ȭ-ÁÔÈÅÔÅÓȭ ÔÏ #ÏÌÅÒÉÄÇÅȭÓ ÍÁÇÁÚÉÎÅ The Friend. In this letter the twenty-four year 

old John Wilson laid out his admiration for Wordsworth. In anxious concern for 

the progress of his generation he called on the poet to come forward and accept 

                                                           
64 5ŀǾƛŘ 9Φ [ŜŀǊȅΣ ΨLƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ 9ǊƪƭŀǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ±ŜǊǎǘŜƘŜƴΥ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ WŀƳŜǎ ƻƴ IǳƳŀƴ ¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΩΣ ƛƴ 
Historical Perspectives on Erklaren and Verstehan, ed. by Uljana Feest (Berlin: Max Planck Institute 
for the History of Science, 2007), pp.121-140 (p.124).  
65 ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ IŀȊƭƛǘǘΣ Ψhƴ aǊ ²ƻǊŘǎǿƻǊǘƘΩǎ The ExcursionΩ όмумпύΣ ƛƴ William Wordsworth: A Critical 
Anthology, ed. by Graham McMaster (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972), pp.114-20 (p.116). 
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the role of teacher, guide and protector of their fragile minds, Ȭ)Æ Á ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒ 

should stand up in their generation, conspicuous above the multitude in 

superior power [. . .] to his cheering ÏÒ ÓÕÍÍÏÎÉÎÇ ÖÏÉÃÅ ÁÌÌ ÈÅÁÒÔÓ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÔÕÒÎȭ 

(Ȭ,ÅÔÔÅÒ ÏÆ Mathetesȭȟ Prose, ii, p.33ɊȢ )Î ÈÉÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ -ÁÔÈÅÔÅÓȭ ÌÅÔÔÅÒȟ ÁÌÓÏ 

published in the magazine, Wordsworth refused the role that his young admirer 

had proposed and questioned the assumption that the transfer of knowledge 

was best achieved through pre-meditated and explicit teaching. Instead 

Wordsworth encouraged a transaction that relied as much on the mind of the 

student as the teacher:  

There is a life and spirt in knowledge which we extract from truths 

scattered for the benefit of all, and which the mind, by its own activity, 

has appropriated to itself ɀ a life and spirit, which is seldom found in 

knowledge communicated by formal and direct precepts [. . .] I trust that 

the assistance which my Correspondent has done me the honour to 

request will in course of time flow naturally from my labours, in the 

manner that will best serve him. (Ȭ2ÅÐÌÙ ÔÏ Mathetesȭ, Prose, ii, p.8) 

Wordsworth refuses to help in the way in which help has been requested, 

because for him the interchange must occur on a subliminal level, almost by 

psychologically syntactic stealth rather than through straight lines of directed 

transmission. Help that is not known to be needed, or help that is not known to 

be being given, or help that is directed at one person but deflected into another 

are permitted and it is these implicit, almost accidental kinds of teaching and 

learning that Wordsworth supports.  

              )Î ÈÉÓ Ȭ!ÎÓ×ÅÒ ÔÏ -ÁÔÈÅÔÅÓȭ Wordsworth goes on to reject straight-line 

versions of progress and in doing so casts off the anxieties that false, linear 

templates enforce. He describes progress as a subliminal phenomenon that 

combines backwards and forwards motion: 

The progress of the species neither is nor can be like that of the Roman 

road in a right line. It may be more justly compared to that of a river, 

which both in its small reaches and larger turnings is frequently forced 

back towards its fountains, by objects which cannot otherwise be eluded 

or overcome; yet with an accompanying impulse that will ensure its 
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advancement hereafter, it is either gaining strength every hour, or 

conquering in secret some difficulty, by a labour that contributes as 

effectually to further it in its course, as when it moves forward 

uninterrupted  in a line, direct as that of the Roman road with which we 

began the comparison [. . .] It suffices to content the mind, though there 

may be an apparent stagnation, or a retrograde movement in the species, 

that something is doing which is necessary to be done, and the effect of 

which will in due time appear; - that something is unremittingly gaining, 

either in secret preparation or in open and triumphant progress. (Ȭ2ÅÐÌÙ 

to Mathetesȭ, Prose, ii, p.11-12) 

)Æ Á ÒÅÁÄÅÒ ×ÅÒÅ ÔÏ ÔÒÁÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÃË ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÃÌÕÓÅȭÓ mind as he proceeds through 

the course of The Excursion - as if he or she were tracing the route that the men 

follow in their journey ɀ it would be a line that moves backwards more 

frequently than forwards, that stops and refuses to go onwards or attempts to 

veer back on itself before surging forwards only to then come to an abrupt halt. 

)Î 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÒÅ-definition of progress, these moves all belong to the 

indistinct and unknowable process that he can only pin down as far as to say 

ȬÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÄÏÉÎÇ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÄÏÎÅȭȢ 4ÈÅ ȬÉÓ ÄÏÉÎÇȭ ÏÎÌÙ ÅÍÅÒÇÅÓ 

×ÈÅÎ ȬÄÏÎÅȭ ÁÎÄ ÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÌÏÎÇ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÁÔȢ 4ÈÅ ÐÅÄÌÁÒȭÓ ÔÏÏ ÌÉÎÅÁÒ ÃÏÒÒÅÃÔÉÖÅ 

passages attempt to carry the recluse too directly out of his despondency and 

therefore actually sidestep this unidentifiable but crucial interior preparatory 

work of pre-ÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓ ȬÄÏÉÎÇȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÕÓÔ ÃÏÍÅ ÆÉÒÓÔȢ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÉÓ Á ÍÏÄÅÌ ÏÆ 

progress that is particularly important in this thesis as it exists as an antidote to 

the overly linear, reductive pathways to recovery that are commonly prescribed 

by modern psychological therapies. 

              $ÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÉÌÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÄÌÁÒȭÓ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÓ ÁÔ ÃÏÒÒÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ "ÏÏË )6ȟ 

there are several places within The Excursion where more successful forms of 

therapy take place almost by accident. These are places which are distinctly 

non-linear and which are instead characterised by circular movement, 

reflection, rebounds, turns and returns. For example, in Book IV it is the poet 

ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÃÌÕÓÅ ×ÈÏ ÒÅÃÅÉÖÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÄÌÁÒȭs therapy as if by 

deflection. He is able to gain benefit from words that were not intended for or 
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directed at him, but which were unknowingly needed by him, in a way that the 

recluse is not able to: 

The words he uttered shall not pass away 

 Dispersed, like music that the wind takes up 

 By snatches, and lets fall, to be forgotten; 

 No ɀ they sank into me, the bounteous gift 

 Of one whom time and nature had made wise.  

                                                                                          (Excursion, IV, 1280-4) 

)Î ÔÈÅ ÄÏ×Î×ÁÒÄ ÓÈÉÆÔ ÏÆ ȬÔÈÅÙ ÓÁÎË ÉÎÔÏ ÍÅȭ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÄÌÁÒȭÓ ÓÐÏËÅÎ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ 

heavy and permanent, as if converted into a more solid currency that can be put 

to later use. In the silent give and take of this passage, something of real value is 

transferred between the three individual but somehow connected main 

characters and thus preserved intact.  

              A further example from Book IV occurs as the pedlar remembers 

listening to the cry of a solitary raven echoing through the mountains. As he 

recalls the gradations of silence created by the bird as it circled over the valley, 

the poem moves from the mode of surface dialogue and linear exchange that has 

hitherto dominated it, and shifts instead to a different kind of language that 

belongs at the very edge of the unspoken and unwritten: 

Within the fabric of this circuit huge, 

 One voice ɀ the solitary raven, flying 

 Athwart the concave of the dark blue dome, 

 Unseen, perchance above all power of sight -  

 An iron knell! With echoes from afar 

 Faint ɀ and still fainter ɀ as the cry with which 

 The wanderer accompanies her flight 

 Through the calm region, fades upon the ear, 

 Diminishing by distance till it seemed 

 To expire; yet from the abyss is caught again, 

 And yet again recovered! (Excursion, IV, 1140-50)    
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)Î ÔÈÅ ÓÈÉÆÔ ÆÒÏÍ ȬÆÁÉÎÔȭ ÔÏ ȬÓÔÉÌÌ ÆÁÉÎÔÅÒȭ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÍÉÔÓ ÏÆ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÓÔÁÎÃÅ ÁÒÅ 

stretched as though an analogue to the creation of memory itself. The echo is 

ÍÏÍÅÎÔÁÒÉÌÙ ÌÏÓÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÕÓÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÎÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȬÉÔ ÓÅÅÍÅÄȭ ÁÎÄ Ȭ4Ï 

ÅØÐÉÒÅȭȟ ÂÕÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÅÁÃÈ ÌÉÎÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÄÌÁÒ ÉÓ ÁÔÔÕÎÉÎÇ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÌÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ 

becomes able to catch the sound again and again, even when it seems to have 

been lost. Non-linear progress is Á ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÒÙ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ 

philosophy due to its specific connection to his use of lineation. The resounding 

ÅÃÈÏ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÒÄȭÓ ÃÁÌÌ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÉÆÔ ÉÎ ÍÏÄÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔÓ ÒÅÍÅÍÂÒÁÎÃÅ ÔÒÉÇÇÅÒÓ ÉÓ ÏÎÅ 

in a series of moments within the poem where a sound unexpectedly disturbs 

the surface world and creates some kind of inlet into the deeper parts of its 

ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÓȭ ÍÉÎÄÓȢ )Î ÔÈÅÓÅ ÐÌÁÃÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍÓ ÄÉÁÌÏÇÕÅ ÍÕÓÔ ÃÅÁÓÅ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÔ Á 

different frequency can be tuned into. This passage provides a model of the kind 

of non-linear and barely perceptible progress that Wordsworth outlined in his 

reply to Mathetes, its patterns of turns and returns leading to the final recovery 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÓÔ ÌÉÎÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÅÑÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÒÅÃÏÖÅÒÙ ÉÓ ȬÙÅÔ [. . .] ÁÇÁÉÎȾ!ÎÄ ÙÅÔ ÁÇÁÉÎȭȢ 

                )Î ÈÉÓ ÅÓÓÁÙ Ȭ2ÅÍÅÍÂÅÒÉÎÇȟ 2ÅÐÅÁÔÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ 7ÏÒËÉÎÇ 4ÈÒÏÕÇÈȭ, Freud 

describes the way in which patients undergoing psycho-analysis often 

unwitt ingly re-enact their memories: 

The patient does not remember anything of what he has forgotten and 

repressed, but acts it out. He reproduces it not as memory but as an 

action; he repeats it, without, of course, knowing that he is repeating it    

[. . .] As long as the patient is in treatment he cannot escape from his 

compulsion to repeat; and in the end we understand that this is his way 

of remembering.66  

It  is the job of the analyst to unpick the memories stored within these 

repetitions and re-enactments and to then lead the patient towards the hoped 

ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÒÄ ÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÓÔÁÇÅ ÏÆ Ȭ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈȭȢ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÒÅÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ 

revisions similarly reveal traces of his own traumas, and were also the means by 

which he too managed to attain that third stage of mental repair.  

                The Latin word for a line of poetry ɀ versus - originates from the word 

                                                           
66 {ƛƎƳǳƴŘ CǊŜǳŘΣ ΨwŜƳŜƳōŜǊƛƴƎΣ wŜǇŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ²ƻǊƪƛƴƎ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘΩ όмумпύΣ ƛƴ The Standard Edition 
of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. by James Strachey, 24 vols (London: 
Hogarth Press, 1953-74), xii, pp.145-56 (p.150); hereafter cited as RRWT. 



 93   
 

ÆÏÒ ȬÁ ÆÕÒÒÏ×ȭȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ verto - the corresponding verb - describes the action of the 

plough as it turns at the edge of the field to begin each new furrow.67 In the 

Roman mind poetry is therefore connected ɀ if only subconsciously ɀ to 

movement across a physical space, the marking out of a distinct pattern onto the 

land and to a repeated pattern of turns and returns that connect together a 

series of straight lines. This is cultivation and culture. Wordsworth composed 

much of his poetry as he walked outdoors and there is a relationship between 

the rhythms of the poeÔȭÓ ÓÔÒÉÄÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÔÈ×ÁÙÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÅÄ ÁÓ ÈÅ ×ÁÌËÅÄ, 

and the mental structure of linear turns and returns within his poetry.  

              In a letter to John Thelwall written in 1804, Wordsworth identified line 

endings as places of particular concern and power for him: ȬAs long as blank 

verse shall be printed in lines, it will be physically impossible to pronounce the 

last words or syllables of the lines with the same indifference as the others, i.e. 

not to give them an intonation of one kind or another, or to follow them with a 

pause, not called out for by the passion of the subject, but by the passion of 

ÍÅÔÒÅ ÍÅÒÅÌÙȭ ɉLetters EY, p.434). By creating a gap in the circuitry of the poem, 

line endings trigger an electrical surge amidst temporary silence or hesitation 

that in the midst of formulation rather than at its end cannot fail to have some 

kind of effect ɀ whether conscious or unconscious ɀ on the mind of the reader. 

Wordsworth took full advantage of the opportunity that line endings provide for 

rewiring the mind as we would now put it, and this is one reason for the 

particular therapeutic power of his poetry. It was not however until the mid-

twentieth century that critics such as William Empson, Donald Davie, 

Christopher Ricks and Herbert Lindenberger specifically began to study 

7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÌÉÎÅÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÂÕÉÌÄ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ Á ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌ 

component of his literary language. In Articulate Energy, Donald Davie argues 

ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÙÎÔÁØ ÃÏÕÎÔÓ ÅÎÏÒÍÏÕÓÌÙȟ ÃÏÕÎÔÓ ÆÏÒ nearly 

ÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇȭȢ68 )Î ÈÉÓ ρωχρ ÅÓÓÁÙ Ȭ! 0ÕÒÅ /ÒÇÁÎÉÃ 0ÌÅÁÓÕÒÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ,ÉÎÅÓȭȟ 

Christopher Ricks locates in the line endings a holding-ÐÌÁÃÅ ÆÏÒ Ȭ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÔ 

                                                           
67 Rosemary Huisman, The Written Poem: Semiotic Conventions from Old to Modern English (London: 
Cassell, 1999), p.108. 
68 Donald Davie, Articulate Energy (London: Routledge, 1955), p.111.  
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ÖÁÌÕÅÓȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÍÅÎÔ ÂÙ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÉÓ ÖÁÌÕÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÅÄȭȢ69 In 1951, 

William Empson ×ÒÏÔÅ ÅØÔÅÎÓÉÖÅÌÙ ÏÎ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÎÇÌÅ ×ÏÒÄ 

ȬÓÅÎÓÅȭ in his book The Structure of Complex Words, noticing that three-quarters 

of the instances of the word in The Prelude were located at line endings and 

arguing that this meant that it was held ȬÓÌÉÇÈÔÌÙ ÁÐÁÒÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÃË ÐÈÒÁÓÅ ÉÔ 

ÃÏÍÅÓ ÉÎȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÏÍÅ ×ÉÄÅÒ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÉÔ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÅÄȭȢ70 Line endings 

function as junction points that disrupt straight line thinking and trigger what 

$ÁÖÉÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÉÎ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ -ÉÌÔÏÎ ÁÓ Á ȬÆÌÉÃËÅÒ ÏÆ ÈÅÓÉÔÁÔÉÏÎȭ71 ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÄÅÒȭÓ 

mind as they hang momentarily in the gap, uncertain of quite where the turn 

into the next line will take them.  Again this under-sense is to do with something 

other than simple, conscious sense, final ends or directed goals and outcomes. 

              In Book V of the 1805 Prelude, as Wordsworth watches a boy mimicking 

the hooting of an owl, his use of lineation helps to expand space, creating width 

and depth that stretches both inwards into the body and outwards into the 

landscape: 

                          And when it chanced 

That pauses of deep silence mocked his skill, 

Then sometimes in that silence while he hung 

Listening, a gentle shock of mild surprise 

Has carried far into his heart the voice 

Of mountain torrents. (Prelude, V, 404-9) 

4ÈÅ ÌÉÎÅ ÂÒÅÁË ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȬÈÕÎÇȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÌÉÓÔÅÎÉÎÇȭ ÆÁÍÏÕÓÌÙ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÓ Á ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ 

mental suspension, slowing the pace of time and creating a holding place for 

ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÇÁÐ ÆÅÅÌÓ ÌÉËÅ ÁÎ ÅØÔÅÎÄÅÄ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÒÅÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȬÆÌÉÃËÅÒ ÏÆ 

ÈÅÓÉÔÁÔÉÏÎȭ and is reinforced by the subsequent line which ends with the word 

ȬÓÕÒÐÒÉÓÅȭȢ 3ÉÌÅÎÃÅ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ Á ȬÄÅÅÐȭ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÏÒ Á ÓÕÂÓÔÁÎÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ Á ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ȬÉÎȭ 

ɀ ÃÁÎ ȬÓÉÎËȭ ÉÎÔÏȢ )Ô ÉÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÉÌÅÎÔ ÓÐÁÃÅ - as the boy listens intently for the 

returning calls of the owls ɀ that he is able to tune into another previously 

                                                           
69 /ƘǊƛǎǘƻǇƘŜǊ wƛŎƪǎΣ Ψ²ƻǊŘǎǿƻǊǘƘΥ ά! tǳǊŜ hǊƎŀƴƛŎ tƭŜŀǎǳǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ [ƛƴŜǎέΩΣ ƛƴ William 
Wordsworth: A Critical Anthology, ed. by Graham McMaster (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972), 
pp.505-34 (p.507). 
70 William Empson, The Structure of Complex Words (London: Chatto & Windus, 1977), p.289. 
71 5ƻƴŀƭŘ 5ŀǾƛŜΣ Ψ{ȅƴǘŀȄ ŀƴŘ aǳǎƛŎ ƛƴ tŀǊŀŘƛǎŜ [ƻǎǘΩ, in The Living Milton, ed. by Frank Kermode 
(London: Routledge, 1960), pp.70-84 (p.73). 
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unnoticed layer of sound, ȬÔÈÅ ÖÏÉÃÅ ÏÆ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ÔÏÒÒÅÎÔÓȭȢ 4ÈÅ ÈÏÒÉÚÏÎÔÁÌ ÓÐÁÎ 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ȬÆÁÒȭ ÃÏÒÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÖÅÒÔÉÃÁÌ ÄÅÐÔÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÌÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ 

boy first hung. Thomas De Quincey wrote of the same lines that Ȭ4ÈÉÓ ÖÅÒÙ 

ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎȟ ȰÆÁÒȱȟ ÂÙ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÉÎÆÉÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ 

heart, and to its capacities of re-echoing the sublimities of nature, has always 

ÓÔÒÕÃË ÍÅ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÆÌÁÓÈ ÏÆ ÓÕÂÌÉÍÅ ÒÅÖÅÌÁÔÉÏÎȭȢ72  

              In the final book of The Excursion, as the much enlarged group of 

travellers ɀ which now includes the pastor and his family as well as the poet, 

pedlar and recluse ɀ ÁÌÌ ×ÁÌË ÄÏ×Î ÔÏ Á ÌÁËÅÓÉÄÅȟ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔÏÒȭÓ ÄÁÕÇÈÔÅÒÓ 

begins to sing. Her voice sinks into the hearts of the collective group with a 

vertical inward movement that is akin to the horizontal shift inwards of The 

Prelude so admired by De Quincey:  

 That lovely Girl supplied a simple song, 

 Whose low tones reached not to the distant rocks 

 To be repeated thence, but gently sank 

 Into our hearts; and charmed the peaceful flood.  

                                                                                                          (Excursion, IX, 534-7) 

The line break after that WordswortÈÉÁÎ ÖÅÒÂ ȬÓÁÎËȭ ÅØÔÅÎÄÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÉÏÒ ÓÐÁÃÅ 

into which the song can travel down into, revealing an internal landscape that is 

as expansive as that of the mountains and lakes on the outside. It recalls the 

ÐÌÁÃÅ ÉÎ "ÏÏË )6 ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÄÌÁÒȭÓ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÕÎÓÅÌ ȬÓÁÎË ÉÎÔÏȭ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÎÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

ÐÏÅÔȟ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÂÅÉÎÇ ×ÁÓÔÅÄ ȬÌÉËÅ ÍÕÓÉÃ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÉÎÄ ÔÁËÅÓ ÕÐ Ⱦ "Ù ÓÎÁÔÃÈÅÓȟ 

ÁÎÄ ÌÅÔÓ ÆÁÌÌȟ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÆÏÒÇÏÔÔÅÎȭȢ 4ÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÕÃÈ ÔÈÅÒÁÐÅÕÔÉÃ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ÉÓ Á 

collective human endeavour, and in both these cases more than one mind is 

needed to provide a home or a holding place for words that contain the 

potential for healing. They become lodged in deep places where they are 

needed, if not necessarily known to be needed, and where they in turn can be 

protected and stored wholly intact.  

              It is in the second half of The Excursion ɀ located after ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍȭÓ ÃÏÒÅ 

book of counsel Ȭ$ÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÃÙ #ÏÒÒÅÃÔÅÄȭ ɀ that a second attempt is made at 

                                                           
72 Thomas de Quincey, Recollections of the Lakes and the Lake Poets (1839), ed. by David Wright 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970), p.161. 
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alleviaÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÃÌÕÓÅȭÓ ÄÅÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎȢ Within the enclosure of the churchyard and 

ÎÏ× ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔÏÒȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍȭÓ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÒÅÐÌÁÃÅÄ ÂÙ 

a long period of stillness, interrupted only as the recluse asks to hear the stories 

of the men and women buried there. It is these stories, or spoken epitaphs, 

which provide the group with a more solid form of counsel ɀ grounded in live 

experienceɀ than that which the pedlar had been able to offer in the earlier 

books of the poem: 

May I entreat 

              Your further help? The mine of real life 

              Dig for us; and present us, in the shape 

              Of virgin ore, that gold which we, by pains 

              Fruitless as those of aery alchemists 

              Seek from the tortured crucible. There lies  

              Around us a domain where you have long  

              Watched both the outward course and inner heart. 

              Give us, for our abstractions, solid facts; 

              For our disputes, plain pictures. (Excursion, V, 630-9) 

!ÃÔÉÎÇ ÁÓ Á ÂÒÉÄÇÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ ȬÏÕÔ×ÁÒÄ ÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÎÅÒ ÈÅÁÒÔȭ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔÏÒ is 

ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ Ó×ÉÔÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍȭÓ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÒÁÖÅÌ ÆÒÏÍ ÈÏÒÉÚÏÎÔÁÌ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ 

the physical landscape to vertical movement down into the psychological mine. 

4ÈÅ ÒÅÃÌÕÓÅ ÃÁÌÌÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔÏÒȭÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ȬÐÒÏÎÏÕÎÃÅ [. . .] ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃ ÅÐÉÔÁÐÈÓȭȟ 

for in this churchyard, where the graves are almost all unmarked, the epitaphs 

of the dead are held within the minds of those who remain alive, and are 

transferred between people through speech. These oral epitaphs retain the 

physical qualities of their stone counterÐÁÒÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔÏÒȭÓ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÁÒÅ ÍÁÒËÅÄ 

out as different from the kinds of speech that have thus far filled the poem. 

4ÈÅÓÅ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ȬÆÒÕÉÔÌÅÓÓ [. . .] ÁÂÓÔÒÁÃÔÉÏÎÓȭ ÂÕÔ ȬÓÏÌÉÄ ÆÁÃÔÓȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÐÌÁÉÎ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅÓȭ 

that have a particularly permanent value, or which hold in memory some kind 

of foundational truth. 

            It was F. W. H. Myers, the psychologist and poet born in the Lake District 

in 1843 ɀ seven years before the death of Wordsworth ɀ who developed the 

ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȬÓÕÂÌÉÍÉÎÁÌȭ ÔÏ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÄÏÍÁÉÎ Âeneath the threshold of 
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consciousness. Myers was a friend of and influence on William James and in 

1881 wrote a book on William Wordsworth. In Human Personality and its 

Survival of Bodily Death, published posthumously in 1907, Myers writes of the 

possible transfer or surfacing of material from the subliminal layers of the mind 

and into the consciousness: Ȭ) ÃÏÎÃÅÉÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÍÁÙ ÂÅȟ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÃÏ-operations 

between these quasi-independent trains of thought, but also upheavals and 

alternations of personality of many kinds, so that what was once below the 

ÓÕÒÆÁÃÅ ÍÁÙ ÆÏÒ Á ÔÉÍÅȟ ÏÒ ÐÅÒÍÁÎÅÎÔÌÙ ÒÉÓÅ ÁÂÏÖÅ ÉÔȭȢ73 Myers believed that 

material that the subconscious was holding in storage could be pulled back up 

to the surface in time of need and put to conscious work. In the churchyard 

books of The Excursion an attempt is made to get at those buried resources.  

              Wordsworth wrote three essays on the subject of epitaphs. The first was 

initially published in The Friend on the 22nd of February 1810 alongside 

#ÏÌÅÒÉÄÇÅȭÓ ÐÏÅÍ Ȭ4ÈÅ 4ÏÍÂÌÅÓÓ %ÐÉÔÁÐÈȭ ÁÎÄ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ Ï×Î ÔÒÁÎÓÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ 

the epitaphs of the sixteenth-century Italian Poet Gabriello Chiabrera. This 

essay was republished in 1814 alongside The Excursion as a footnote to Books 

VI and VII, the section ÅÎÔÉÔÌÅÄ Ȭ4ÈÅ #ÈÕÒÃÈÙÁÒÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ -ÏÕÎÔÁÉÎÓȭȢ )Î ÄÏÉÎÇ ÓÏ 

Wordsworth repurposed the essay as a companion and aid to reading this part 

of the poem. In The Excursion, ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÃÌÕÓÅ ÁÓËÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔÏÒȭÓ ÈÅÌÐ ÈÅ ÉÓ 

speaking out of a desperate need for some kind of clue that will help him to live 

on after the death of his family. While he has survived the immediate moment of 

tragedy he now needs the stories of the dead to serve him. After the failure of 

ÔÈÅ ÐÅÄÌÁÒȭÓ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÔÏ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÒÅÁÌ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÉÎ Ȭ$ÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÃÙ 

#ÏÒÒÅÃÔÅÄȭȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔ ÁÔ ÃÏÕÎÓÅÌ ÔÕÎÅÓ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÍÁÒÙ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÏÆ 

the epitaph as if looking now for a quality within written language that when 

ÓÐÏËÅÎ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÅÓÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÍÁËÅ ÕÐ ÆÏÒ ÓÏÍÅ ÄÅÆÉÃÉÅÎÃÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÄÌÁÒȭÓ ×ÏÒÄÓȢ 4ÈÅ 

epitaph is a model of bareness, which, as Wordsworth wrote in his first Ȭ%ÓÓay 

Upon %ÐÉÔÁÐÈÓȭȟ ȬÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÓÐÅÁËȟ ÉÎ Á ÔÏÎÅ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÈÁÌÌ ÓÉÎË ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÒÔȭ ɉȬ%ÓÓÁÙ 

5ÐÏÎ %ÐÉÔÁÐÈÓ )ȭȟ Prose, ii, p.57ɊȢ )Ô ÉÓ ÁÇÁÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÔÁÌ ÔÈÅÒÁÐÅÕÔÉÃ ×ÏÒÄ ȬÓÉÎË ÉÎÔÏȭ 

that bears weight but allows for slowness rather than immediate feeling. 

              One of the stories that the pastor tells in Book VI is of a young mother 

                                                           
73 F.W.H. Myers, Human Personality and Its Survival of Bodily Death (1903), (New York: Dover 
Publications Ltd, 2005), p.27. 
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called Ellen who, having been forced to leave her new-born baby and take on a 

job nursing the children of another family, becomes caught in a paralysing grief 

×ÈÅÎ ÈÅÒ Ï×Î ÃÈÉÌÄ ÄÉÅÓȢ !ÂÁÎÄÏÎÅÄ ÂÙ ÈÅÒ ÂÁÂÙȭÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ ÔÕÒÎ 

ÁÂÁÎÄÏÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÔÏ ÉÔÓ ÄÅÁÔÈȟ %ÌÌÅÎ ÉÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÍÁÎÙ ÔÒÁÇÉÃ 

mothers: 

 9ÏÕ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÅ )ÎÆÁÎÔȭÓ ÇÒÁÖÅȠ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÐÏÔȟ 

 The mother, oft as she was sent abroad, 

 On whatsoever errand, urged her steps: 

 Hither she came; here stood, and sometimes knelt 

 In the broad day, a rueful Magdalene! 

 So call her; for not only she bewailed 

 ! ÍÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÌÏÓÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÍÏÕÒÎÅÄ ÉÎ ÂÉÔÔÅÒÎÅÓÓ 

 Her own transgression; penitent sincere 

 As ever raised to heaven a streaming eye! 

 - At length the parents of the foster child, 

             Noting that in despite of their commands 

             She still renewed and could not but renew 

             Those visitations, ceased to send her forth; 

             /Òȟ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÒÄÅÎȭÓ ÎÁÒÒÏ× ÂÏÕÎÄÓȟ ÃÏÎÆÉÎÅÄȢ 

             I failed not to remind them that they erred; 

             For holy Nature might not thus be crossed. (Excursion, VI, 1004-19) 

%ÌÌÅÎȭÓ ÓÔÏÌÅÎ ÖÉÓÉÔÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈÙÁÒÄ ȬÉÎ ÂÒÏÁÄ ÄÁÙȭ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 

restorative and tranquil pockets of shade ɀ particularly within the churchyard - 

that provide shelter throughout the poem for the group of travellers. Here Ellen 

is exposed to the light of the sun and finds no comfort from returning again and 

again to the spot where her baby is buried, ȬÓÈÅ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÒÅÎÅ×ÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÂÕÔ 

ÒÅÎÅ× Ⱦ 4ÈÏÓÅ ÖÉÓÉÔÁÔÉÏÎȭȢ ,ÉËÅ ÆÅÅÄÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÕÎÈÁÐÐÙ ÇÒÉÅÆȟ ȬÒÅÎÅ×ȭ ÌÏÓÅÓ ÉÔÓ 

natural meaning or finds it turned to purposes that work against ÌÉÆÅȭÓ ÈÅÁÌÔÈȢ 

Ellen is part of a pattern of grief that runs through the poem and which includes 

Margaret, the recluse and Wordsworth himself, writing as he was out of his own 

need to mourn the deaths of two of his own children and yet somehow avoid the 

unresolved grief that the lives of these dead mothers warn against. As the pastor 
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ÓÐÅÁËÓ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÁÓ ÉÆ ÉÎ ÃÏÍÐÏÓÉÎÇ %ÌÌÅÎȭÓ ÅÐÉÔÁÐÈ ÈÅ ÉÓ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ Á ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÔÉÍÅ 

to realign her disturbed life and allow the grief that was restricted while she 

lived to play out now in full. 

              )Ô ÉÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÌÅÎÔ ÁÆÔÅÒÍÁÔÈ ÏÆ %ÌÌÅÎȭÓ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÅÓÔȭÓ ÅÐÉÔÁÐÈ ÉÓ 

shown to be doing its work on the group, as if in secret: 

The Vicar ceased; and downcast looks made known 

That each had listened with his inmost heart. 

For me, the emotion scarcely was less strong 

Or less benign than that which I had felt 

When seated near my venerable Friend, 

Under those shady elms, from him I heard 

The story that retraced the slow decline 

Of Margaret sinking on the lonely heath, 

With the neglected house to which she clung 

- ) ÎÏÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÌÉÔÁÒÙȭÓ ÃÈÅÅË 

Confessed the power of nature ɀ Pleased though sad, 

More pleased than sad, the grey-haired Wanderer sate. 

                                                                                       (Excursion, VI, 1074-85) 

The feelings transmitted by the pastor are absorbed by each member of the 

group separately, but it is the pedlar who is able to transmute what he has 

ÒÅÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÂÌÅÎÄÅÄ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÏÆ Ȭ0ÌÅÁÓÅÄ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÓÁÄ Ⱦ -ÏÒÅ ÐÌÅased than 

ÓÁÄȭȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÃÏÍÐÏÓÉÔÅ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÙÎÔÁØ ÏÆ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ to exist for it defies 

linear either/or frameworks of thinking. The pedlar retains a sadness that 

cannot but deduct something from his pleasure, a pleasure which in turn is 

adding something to his sadness.  

            In this passage the poet recalls the corresponding spot in Book I where he 

had heard ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍȭÓ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ ÔÅÍÐÌÁÔÅ ÏÆ ÕÎÒÅÓÏÌÖÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÈÅÁÌÔÈÉÌÙ 

ruminating griefȢ (ÉÓ ÒÅÍÅÍÂÒÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ -ÁÒÇÁÒÅÔ ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍȭÓ ÌÏÎÇ 

effort  - ×ÈÉÃÈ ÂÅÇÁÎ ÉÎ Ȭ4ÈÅ 2ÕÉÎÅÄ #ÏÔÔÁÇÅȭ - to prevent her life and suffering 

from being wasted: 

 At this the Wanderer paused; 

 And, looking up to those enormous elms, 
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 He said, "'Tis now the hour of deepest noon. 

 At this still season of repose and peace, 

 This hour when all things which are not at rest 

 Are cheerful; while this multitude of flies 

 With tuneful hum is filling all the air; 

 Why should a tear be on an old Man's cheek? 

 Why should we thus, with an untoward mind, 

 And in the weakness of humanity, 

 From natural wisdom turn our hearts away;                   

 To natural comfort shut our eyes and ears; 

 And, feeding on disquiet, thus disturb 

   The calm of nature with our restless thoughts?"(Excursion, I, 630-43) 

Wordsworth was trying not to diminish his sense of loss or to turn his losses 

into gains, but instead to create sorrow that was not wholly sorrow to hear of, 

for the human value buried within its pain. In The Master and His Emissary, Iain 

-Ã'ÉÌÃÈÒÉÓÔ ×ÁÒÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ Ȭ%ÒÒÏÒ ÁÒÉÓÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ ȬÅÉÔÈÅÒȾÏÒȭ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ɉÉÔ ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅ 

pleasure or it must be pain), coupled with sequential analysis (if both are 

present, one must give rise to the other, presumably pain to pleasure). The 

option that both emotions might be caused at the same moment by the very 

same pÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÏÎ ÉÓ ÅØÃÌÕÄÅÄȭȢ74 Without a framework that allows for 

something other than either/or thinking, the spectrum of blended, reciprocal 

emotions that Wordsworth shows to be so necessary and internally beneficial to 

us are wasted. The experimental work of chapter four will in part aim to explore 

×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÄÏÅÓ ÏÆÆÅÒ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÒÅÁÄÅÒÓ ÓÕÃÈ Á ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÆÏÒ 

more non-linear, non-binary thinking patterns to develop, and whether this has 

any corresponding therapeutic implications. 

 

 

 

                                                           
74 Iain McGilchrist, The Master and his Emissary: The Divided Brain and the Making of the Western 
World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), p.362. 



 101   
 

4. 

Experiment s ÉÎ 2ÅÁÄÉÎÇ Ȭ4ÈÅ 2ÕÉÎÅÄ #ÏÔÔÁÇÅȭ 
 

Having explored the therapeutic effect that WordswÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÈÁÄ ÏÎ 

nineteenth-century readers such as John Stuart Mill and William James, while 

also demonstrating how Wordsworth himself used writing as a form of personal 

therapy, the fourth chapter of this thesis will investigate the effects of 

7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÏÎ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÒÅÁÄÅÒÓȢ 4×Ï ÐÒÁctical reading experiments 

ÁÉÍ ÔÏ ÓÈÏ× 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÉÎ ÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÕÓ ÉÌÌÕÍÉÎÁÔÅ ÉÔÓ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇÓ ÉÎ 

ways that theoretical criticism cannot. The experiments are designed to 

ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÅ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÃÁÎ ÏÐÅÎ 

up particular areas and ways of thinking and thus illustrate the genuine use that 

poetry can have in the real world. What is offered in this and the following 

chapter is not, of course, final proof but supportive and testing evidence in 

relation to emerging positions and propositions.  

Á Experiment A  compares reader responses to a news article with 

responses to two short extracts of WordsworÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÍ Ȭ4ÈÅ 2ÕÉÎÅÄ 

#ÏÔÔÁÇÅȭ ɉÓÅÅ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ τȢρȢρ ÆÏÒ Á ÄÅÔÁÉÌÅÄ ÏÕÔÌÉÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙ).  

Á Experiment B  examines the effect of sustained personal engagement 

×ÉÔÈ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙȢ )Ô ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅÓ ÄÉÁÒÉÅÓ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ ÏÖÅÒ Á ÐÅÒÉÏÄ ÏÆ 

two weeks by a group of participants who were reading the entirety of 

Ȭ4ÈÅ 2ÕÉÎÅÄ #ÏÔÔÁÇÅȭ ×ÉÔÈ ÄÉÁÒÉÅÓ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÔÉÍÅ-period by a 

group given no literary stimulus (see section 4.9.1 for a detailed outline 

of the study).  

Thematic analysis was selected as the primary analytical methodology in both 

ÅØÐÅÒÉÍÅÎÔÓ ÄÕÅ ÔÏ ÉÔÓ ÆÌÅØÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÔÏ ȬÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ Á ÒÉÃÈȟ 

ÄÅÔÁÉÌÅÄȟ ÙÅÔ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ ÄÁÔÁȭȢ75  

              Ȭ4ÈÅ 2ÕÉÎÅÄ #ÏÔÔÁÇÅȭ ×ÁÓ ÓÅÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÆÏÒÍ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅse two reading 

experiments in order to put the work of chapter three on The Excursion to the 

                                                           
75 Virginia Braun, and ViŎǘƻǊƛŀ /ƭŀǊƪŜΣ Ψ¦ǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƛƴ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅΩΣ Qualitative Research in 
Psychology, 3.2 (2006), 77-101 (78). 
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test. The poem is 1009 lines long and its distinctly slow pace was particularly 

important in Experiment B, which was designed to encourage participants to 

build up a relationship with the text over time and to engage in daily, careful 

contemplation. As discussed in chapter three, the character of the pedlar is 

7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á 3ÔÏÉÃ ÓÁÇÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÐÏÅÍ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ 

shares a certain amount of the Stoic DNA of a modern CBT self-help book. The 

question here is whether, once distilled through the mind of the poet, it can have 

any comparable therapeutic effect on readers.  

              The two experiments aim to reactivate the arguments of chapter three 

and demonstrate how theoretical literary study can benefit from 

accommodating more imaginative, empirical methodologies. For as Iain 

McGilchrist writes in Against Criticism, with specific reference to the study of 

7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȟ ȬTo criticise his poetry properly one would need to have a 

knowledge of theology, philosophy, syntax, psychology and biology, as well as a 

powerful enough imagination to hold them all together, and to see them finally 

ÁÓ ÁÎ ÁÓÐÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÔÈÉÎÇȭȢ76  

            The experiments have been designed with two models of innovative 

ÌÉÔÅÒÁÒÙ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓÈÉÐ ÉÎ ÍÉÎÄȡ )Ȣ!Ȣ 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄȭÓ Practical Criticism (1929) and 

-ÉÃÈÁÅÌ 0ÁÆÆÏÒÄȭÓ Inglorious Wordsworths (1973).  

              In Practical Criticism Richards sets out the results of a project in which 

he handed out copies of thirteen poems - stripped of all historical and 

biographical context - to a large group of Cambridge undergraduates and 

colleagues and then analysed the written responses that the students produced. 

Whilst the majority of the participants were studying English at Cambridge, 

2ÉÃÈÁÒÄÓ ÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÅÄ Á ×ÉÄÅÓÐÒÅÁÄ ÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌÌÙ ȬÒÅÁÄȭ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÔÒÙȢ )Î 

his analysis of the responses that he collected from his participants, Richards 

outlines a series of common reading faults. He highlights a propensity to rely on 

ÐÒÅÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ȬÓÔÏÃË ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÁÎÄ 

comments on the sense of bewilderment and confusion felt by his participants 

when faced with unfamiliar material that has been stripped of all the props of 

context. By measuring the true state of reading at the university, Richards could 

                                                           
76 Iain McGilchrist, Against Criticism (London: Faber & Faber, 1982), p.35. 
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identify the work that was still to be done in teaching: ȬIt is not inevitable, or in 

the nature of things, that poetry should seem such a remote, mysterious, 

unmanageable thing to so large a majority of readers. The deficiencies so 

noticeable in the protocol writers [. . .] are not native inalterable defects in the 

average human mind. They are due in a large degree to mistakes that can be 

avoided, and to bad training. In fact does anyone ever receive any useful 

training in this matter?ȭ77 Ninety years after Practical Criticism, poetry may have 

ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÅÖÅÎ ÍÏÒÅ ÏÆ Á ȬÒÅÍÏÔÅȟ ÍÙÓÔÅÒÉÏÕÓȟ ÕÎÍÁÎÁÇÅÁÂÌÅ ÔÈÉÎÇȭ ÔÏ ÁÎ ÅÖÅÎ 

larger majority of the population than Richards found it to be.  

              Richards argued that while some aspects of life are suited to scientific 

modes of thinking, there are many others which are not, and in order to think 

about those grey areas of existence that do not correspond with logic and 

reason and black or white statements of truth we need something closer to 

poetry: 

There are subjects - mathematics, physics and the descriptive sciences 

supply some of them - which can be discussed in terms of verifiable facts 

and precise hypotheses. There are other subjects - the concrete affairs of 

commerce, law, organisation and police work - which can be handled by 

rules of thumb and generally accepted conventions. But in between is the 

vast corpus of problems, assumptions, adumbrations, fictions, prejudices, 

tenets; the sphere of random beliefs and hopeful guesses; the whole 

world, in brief, of abstract opinion and disputation about matters of 

feeling. To this world belongs everything about which civilised man cares 

most. I need only instance ethics, metaphysics, morals, religion, 

aesthetics, and the discussions surrounding liberty, nationality, justice, 

love, truth, faith and knowledge to make this plain. As a subject matter 

for discussion, poetry is a central and typical denizen of this world. 

(Richards, p.5) 

The aim of the experimental work within this thesis is to investigate the impact 

ÔÈÁÔ ȬÌÉÔÅÒÁÒÙ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅȭ ÃÁÎ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÏÎ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ 

and to explore the role that it can play in helping people to inhabit the grey 

                                                           
77 I.A. Richards, Practical Criticism (London: Kegan Paul, 1930), ǇΦолфΤ ƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨwƛŎƘŀǊŘǎΩΦ 
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ÁÒÅÁÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÅØÉÓÔ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÃÈ ÏÆ ȬÅÖÅÒÙÄÁÙȭ language. The experimental 

methods of psychological science are thus being put to use here in the service of 

something deeper than empiricism.  

              Michael Pafford conceived of his book Inglorious Wordsworths whilst 

struggling to teach English literature - and in particular Wordsworth - to a class 

of sixth-form students. Uncertain of the degree to which his pupils could relate 

ÔÏ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙȟ 0ÁÆÆÏÒÄ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ Á ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÎÁÉÒÅ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÅ ÅÖÅÎÔually 

handed out to 500 sixth-form and undergraduate students. The aim of the 

ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ×ÁÓ ÔÏ ÆÉÎÄ ÏÕÔ ÉÆ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ÈÁÄ ÅÖÅÒ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÄ ȬÔÒÁÎÓÃÅÎÄÅÎÔÁÌȭ 

moments that could be in any way akin to those famously described by 

Wordsworth in his poetry. The questionnaire itself makes no reference to 

Wordsworth, instead Pafford includes a paragraph from the autobiography of 

the naturalist W.H. Hudson, in which he describes watching the sunset as a 

ÃÈÉÌÄȟ ȬThe sight of the magnificent sunset was sometimes more than I could 

endure and made me wish to hide myself Á×ÁÙȭȢ78 He then asks his participants, 

ȬDoes this remind you of anything you have ever felt? If you have ever had an 

experience which you feel is in any way similar to the ones the writer of this 

passage is describing, please try to write about it on the ÂÌÁÎË ÐÁÇÅ ÏÖÅÒÌÅÁÆȭ 

(Pafford, p.251). Of the 400 questionnaires that were returned to him, 222 

participants responded to this question, and it was these responses that the 

book goes on to ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÔÁÌÏÇÕÅ ÉÎ ÍÏÒÅ ÄÅÔÁÉÌȢ 0ÁÆÆÏÒÄȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎÓ ÃÁÎ 

be applied to a much broader range of psychological experiences than the 

ÔÒÁÎÓÃÅÎÄÅÎÔÁÌȡ ȬTranscendental experience demands another voice. One of the 

least controversial things that can be said about it is that it craves a language to 

express the inexpressible, a poetic, religious, extravagant language which is 

most effective when it is non-prosaic, non-propositional and logically odd 

(Pafford, p.228). The reading experiments in this chapter will aim to explore 

×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÃÁÎ ÏÆÆÅÒ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÒÅÁÄÅÒÓ ȬÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÖÏÉÃÅȭ ×ÉÔÈ 

which to express thoughts and feelings that exist outside of the remit of 

everyday language. In doing so, these experiments will begin to set out what the 

ÓÙÎÔÁØȟ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅȟ ÐÁÃÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÔÏÎÅ ÏÆ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÃÁÎ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÄÏ ÔÏ and 

                                                           
78 Michael Pafford, Inglorious Wordsworths (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1973), p.251; hereafter 
ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨtŀŦŦƻǊŘΩΦ 
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for people in practice.  

               In addition to the experimental models of Richards and Pafford, 

innovative research into reading has been carried out by David S. Miall and 

Donald Kuiken. Reacting against many of the post-structuralist theories that 

dominate literary criticism, Miall and Kuiken have adopted empirical methods 

ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÆ ÒÅÁÌ ÒÅÁÄÅÒÓȭ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓ ÔÏ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅȟ ÃÏÎÃÅÎÔÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ 

ÏÎ ÒÅÁÄÅÒÓȭ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÓ ÏÎ ȬÆÏÒÅÇÒÏÕÎÄÅÄȭ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ɉÄÅÒÉÖÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 0ÒÁÇÕÅ 3ÃÈÏÏÌ 

of linguisticians in the 1930s) which had a salient effect upon their experience 

of reading literature in a way that took them beyond browsing or scanning.79 

Research methodologies implemented by The Centre for Research into Reading, 

Literature and Society (CRILS)  - in particular the use of reflective interviews in 

which participants watch video recordings of sections of the group reading 

sessions that they have attended ɀ were a useful point of reference in the design 

of the experimental protocols in this thesis. 

4.1. Introduction to Experiment A  

Advertisements were placed across the University of Liverpool in order to 

recruit ten participants for this study (see Appendix A for advertisement). The 

only restrictions for inclusion were that participants had to be at least eighteen 

years of age and fluent in English. Participants were aged between twenty-two 

and sixty-one years and consisted of four males and six females (see Appendix B 

for full breakdown of participants A1 ɀ A10). All potential recruits were sent an 

information sheet about the study (see Appendix C) and invited to attend an 

individual one -hour session  in the University of Liverpool library.  

4.1.1. The Study: Method  

Session One:  

1. The ten  participants were given a consent form (see Appendix D) 

and a questionnaire to complete, specifically asking about their 

                                                           
79 5ŀǾƛŘ {Φ aƛŀƭƭΣ Ψ9ƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ {ǘǳŘȅƛƴƎ [ƛǘŜǊŀǊȅ wŜŀŘŜǊǎΥ ¢ƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5ƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜΩΣ 
Book History, 9 (2006), 291-311. 
David S. MiallΣ ŀƴŘ 5ƻƴ YǳƛƪŜƴΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎΥ 9ƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǊƛƴŜǎǎΩΣ Poetics, 25 
(1998), 327-41. 
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general reading habits and prior experience of reading poetry 

(see Appendix E).  

2. Participants audio-recorded themselves reading one short news 

ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÁÎÄ Ô×Ï ÅØÔÒÁÃÔÓ ÆÒÏÍ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÍ Ȭ4ÈÅ Ruined 

#ÏÔÔÁÇÅȭ ɉÓÅÅ !ÐÐÅÎÄÉØ & for the three extracts used in this study).  

3. After reading each passage in turn they were asked to speak 

freely about anything that seemed important, interesting or 

moving within it.   

Follow -up task:   

Á Seven days later, participants were sent a follow-up 

questionnaire by email.  

Á They were asked to write down everything that they could 

remember about each of the three texts that they had read during 

the first session. 

Á They were then asked to re-read the two extracts of poetry and 

writ e down any further thoughts or ideas that they had about the 

texts.  

            The two extracts of poetry used in this study both focus on bare, primary 

emotions. The first explores the emotional turmoil that the pedlar felt as a 

teenager. In the second extract the pedlar recounts the story of Margaret, the 

last inhabitant of the now ruined cottage, who was abandoned by her husband 

and lived in despair for seven years, until her death. A short introductory 

summary was provided alongside each extract of poetry in order to give readers 

an idea of the wider context of the poem.  

            The news article selected for this study gives an account of the suicide of a 

ninety-two year old woman called Olive Cooke; a death which had been linked 

in the media to the pressure caused by the large amount of junk mail that she 

had been receiving from charities asking for donations. It is an emotionally 

charged article and was chosen because its themes correspond with those of 

Ȭ4ÈÅ 2ÕÉÎÅÄ #ÏÔÔÁÇÅȭȟ ÎÁÍÅÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÔÒÅÓÓȟ depression and death of an isolated 

female.  
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4.1.2. The Analysis: 

In order to collect as much varied evidence as possible, data was subjected to a 

combination of qualitative (thematic), quantitative, linguistic and literary 

analysis. This blended approach was in keeping with the multi-disciplinary 

nature of the thesis.  

1. Audio recordings were fully transcribed and double checked for 

accuracy. 

2. Distinctions and similarities were identified within the responses to the 

news article and poetry and these were clustered into the most salient 

themes.  

3. Themes were checked against one another to minimise overlap and also 

checked against both the original data and existing research in this 

field.80 

4. A degree of linguistic and quantitative analysis was carried out, with the 

aim of further illum inating the results and testing the validity of the 

themes that had been identified during the qualitative analysis.  

The results are presented here in four sections which each contrast one 

characteristic of participant responses to the news article with one 

characteristic of responses to the poetry extracts. A fifth subsection will 

separately discuss the written responses to the follow-up task: 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
80 ¢ƘŜ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ƻŦ ΨŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎΩΣ ΨŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦƻŎǳǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅΩ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ 
ΨƛƴǘǊƛƴǎƛŎ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎΩΣ ƴŀƳŜƭȅΥ ΨƭƛǾŜƴŜǎǎΩΣ ΨŀōǎƻǊǇǘƛƻƴΩΣ ΨƛƳƳŜǊǎƛƻƴΩΣ ΨŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ 
inarǘƛŎǳƭŀŎȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ identified by researchers at CRILS, E. [ƻƴƎŘŜƴΣ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ΨShared 
reading: Assessing the intrinsic value of a literature-based healtƘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΩΣ Journal of Medical 
Humanities, 41.2 (2015), 113ς20. 
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4.2. Summary Mode vs. Active Reading 

An initial reading of all transcripts indicated that participants typically spoke for 

longer about the two extracts of poetry than they did about the news article (see 

Appendix G for table showing the length in words of each participant response). 

A paired t-test was conducted in order to compare the length of the two sets of 

responses. There was a statistically significant difference between the length of 

the news article responses (M=240.3) and the poetry responses (M=850.2) 

(t(9)= -5.3094, p<0.0004878) (see Appendix H).  

              While perhaps it was to be expected that participants would grow in 

confidence as the task progressed and speak for a longer amount of time after 

reading the second and third texts, the unfamiliarity and difficulty of the poetry 

in comparison to the news article might have led to the opposite result. Equally, 

the combined responses to the two poetry extracts could be expected to be 
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longer than responses to a single text on one coherent topic. However, the 

average response length to each of the individual passages of poetry are also 

longer than the average response length to the single news article.  

              The difference in the length of the poetry and news article responses is 

partly due to the large amount of direct quotations that participants used when 

talking about the poetry, something which did not feature in responses to the 

news article. Direct quotations helped participants to focus on specific details 

within the poetry . In contrast, the shorter responses to the news article tend to 

contain general, conclusive statements which mirror the summary mode of the 

article itself. The following two examples from participant A6 provide evidence 

to suggest that there is a ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ ȬÓÕÍÍÁÒÙ ÍÏÄÅȭ ÔÙÐÉÃÁÌÌÙ 

adopted in response to the news article and the more expansive thinking that is 

produced in response to the poetry due to ȬÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇȭ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÅØÔÓȡ 

Summary Mode in News Article 

Responses 

Active Reading in Poetry 

Responses 

So overall, I remember the story from 

the time, although I remember it in a 

ÓÌÉÇÈÔÌÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ×ÁÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÔȭÓ Á ÓÁÄ 

story. Obviously the media angle - 

being the way that she was pestered 

and put under pressure - that was the 

main focus. (A6) 

 

Coming back to the actual text of the 

ÐÏÅÍȟ ÓÏ ÉÔȭÓ ÏÐÅÎÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÉÔȭÓ ÓÁÙÉÎÇ 

immÅÄÉÁÔÅÌÙȟ Ȭ)Ô ×ÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÇÒÉÅÖÅÄ Ⱦ 

Your very soul to sÅÅ ÈÅÒȭ ÓÏ ÙÏÕ 

would have been . . . her grief is so 

obvious, she must have been ravished 

by it. So again that creates a picture in 

my mind of this poor woman in her 

cottage having been abandoned, 

looking a right old state. So yeah, 

ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÓÁÄȢ 3ÈÅ ÉÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ Á 

ȬÐÏÏÒ ×ÏÍÁÎȭȟ ÓÈÅ ÌÏÏËÓ ÄÅÓÔÒÏÙÅÄȢ 

(A6) 

)Î ÔÈÅ ÎÅ×Ó ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÂÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȬÏÖÅÒÁÌÌȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÏÂÖÉÏÕÓÌÙȭȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

ÈÅÒÅ ÌÅÁÄ ÏÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎȟ ȬÔÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÉÎ ÆÏÃÕÓȭȟ are suggestive of the 

detached summary mode which centres around the presentation of the story in 

the media, somewhat at the expense of the actual real person contained within 

the story itself.81 )Î ÁÎ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÏÆ ȬÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇȭ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȭÓ 

                                                           
81 CǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǳƳƳŀǊȅ ƳƻŘŜΩΥ Ψaȅ overall thought on reading the article was one of 
ǎŀŘƴŜǎǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŘŜǊƭȅ ǿƻƳŀƴΩ ό!нύΦ ΨL Řƻ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴews 
ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎŀƳŜ ƻǳǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ōƭŀƳƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƛǘΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
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response to the second extract of poetry, she quotes the line, Ȭ)Ô ×ÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ 

grieved / Your very souÌ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÈÅÒȭȢ 3ÈÅ ÂÅÇÉÎÓ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ȬÁ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅ ÉÎ ÍÙ ÍÉÎÄȭ ÏÆ 

Margaret, and shifts to speaking about her in the present tense, ȬÓÈÅ looks 

ÄÅÓÔÒÏÙÅÄȭȢ $ÉÒÅÃÔ ÑÕÏtations seem to draw readers back into the text while 

simultaneously allowing them to move on into places of greater imaginative 

depth. In examples such as this one, the literary material appears to evoke the 

cognitive capacity of mental imagery in a way that the non-literary text did not. 

This is a feature of literary reading which will be discussed further in relation to 

Ȭ)ÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÖÅ 5ÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙȭ ÉÎ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ τȢτȢ  This reader has become imaginatively 

ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÂÙ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ ȬÔÈÅ ÁÃÔÕÁÌ ÔÅØÔȭȢ .Ï ÃÏÍÐÁÒÁÂÌÅ ÍÅÎÔÁÌ 

shift occurs in any of the responses to the news article. The unexpected use of 

ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ȬÒÁÖÉÓÈÅÄȭ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÅÎÔÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ 

ÑÕÏÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÔÅØÔȟ ÉÎÔÅÒ×ÏÖÅÎ ÁÌÏÎÇÓÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÄÅÒȭÓ Ï×Î ÖÏÉÃÅȟ ÃÁn 

trigger the use of different, unusual words. Readers not only borrow or re-cycle 

the vocabulary of the poetry; in cases like this they pull words out of their own 

minds that they would perhaps be unlikely to use in normal, everyday speech 

and which they did not use in their responses to the news article. The argument 

posited here is that it was the poetry that seems to be demanding a more varied 

vocabulary.  

              The following table shows the number of participants who directly 

quoted from each line of the first extract of poetry, and indicates the most 

frequently quoted parts of those lines: 

Line Number  Number of Participants 

Quoting from the Line  

Details  

1 0 - 

2 5 Ȭ!ÃÃÕÍÕÌÁÔÅÄ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓ ÐÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÈÉÓ 

ÈÅÁÒÔȭ 

3 2 ȬÓÔÉÌÌ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇ ×ÅÉÇÈÔȭ 

4 4 ȬÔÕÒÂÕÌÅÎÃÅȭ 

5 2 ȬÍÙÓÔÅÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÈÏÐÅȭ 

6 2 ȬÐÁÓÓÉÏÎȭ 

7 1 ȬÇÌÏÒÉÏÕÓ ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÅȭ 

                                                           
charities had actually pushed her towards her death. I would say that this passage is just really really 
ŦŀŎǘǳŀƭΩ ό!тύΦ 
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8 3 Ȭ&ÕÌÌ ÏÆÔÅÎ ×ÉÓÈÅÄ ÈÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÉÎÄÓ 

ÍÉÇÈÔ ÒÁÇÅȭ 

9 1 ȬÆÁÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÆÏÎÄÌÙ ÎÏ×ȭ 

10 0 - 

11 7 Ȭ4ÅÍÐÅÓÔÕÏÕÓ ÎÉÇÈÔÓȭ 

12 3 ȬÉÎÔÅÌÌÅÃÔȭ 

13 1 ȬÁÂÓÔÒÁÃÔÅÄ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔȭ 

14 5 ȬÆÁÉÌÉÎÇ ÏÆÔ ÔÏ ×ÉÎȭ 

15 5 Ȭ4ÈÅ ÐÅÁÃÅ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÄȭ 

16 3 ȬÔÈÅ ÒÏÁÒ ÏÆ ÔÏÒÒÅÎÔÓȭ 

17 0 - 

18 4 Ȭ! ÃÌÏÕÄ ÏÆ ÍÉÓÔȭ 

19 3 ȬÒÁÉÎÂÏ×ȭ 

20 3 Ȭ!ÎÄ ÖÁÉÎÌÙ ÂÙ ÁÌÌ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÍÅÁÎÓȭ 

21 5 Ȭ4Ï ÍÉÔÉÇÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÆÅÖÅÒ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÈÅÁÒÔȭ 

     Table 1: The most frequently quoted sections of poetry extract one.  

There is some sense of commonality in the choices that each individual 

participant made. For example, the first two words of line 11 - Ȭ4ÅÍÐÅÓÔÕÏÕÓ 

ÎÉÇÈÔÓȭ ɀ were significant for seven of the ten participants. The group as a whole 

appeared to share an understanding of where certain pulse points or places of 

particularly powerful meaning were within the text. The following graphic 

illustrates these findings, the largest size font indicating the most frequently 

quoted sections of the poem: 
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Figure 1: The most frequently quoted sections of poetry extract one.  

The highlighted sections of the text form a map of interconnections down the 

lines. In a number of responses participants did not seem to quote from the text 

in a regular, sequential order. To gain a clearer understanding of each 

ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȭÓ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎȟ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅÙ ÑÕÏÔÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÌÉÎÅ 

numbers of each extract of poetry was recorded. For example, participant A2 

quoted from the following lines in the following order in his response to the first 

extract of poetry: 

Line Number  Quotation  

6 The first virgin passion of a soul 

7 Communing with the glorious universe 

20 Strove 

21 To mitigate the fever of his heart 

11 Tempestuous nights 

15 Scanned the laws of light 

14 He asked repose 

           Table 2: The order of direct quotations used by participant A2  
            in response to poetry extract one.  

And thus before his eighteenth year was told, 

Accumulated feelings pressed his heart 
With still increasing weightȠ ÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÏȭÅÒ-powered 
By Nature; by the turbulence subdued 
Of his own mind; by mystery and hope,  
And the first virgin passion of a soul 
Communing with the glorious universe. 
Full often wished he that the winds might rage 
When they were silent: far more fondly now  
Than in his earliest season did he love 

Tempestuous nights - the conflict and the 

sounds 
That live in darkness. From his intellect 
And from the stillness of abstracted thought 

He asked repose; and, failing oft to win 
The peace required, he scanned the laws of light 
Amid the roar of torrents where they send 
From hollow clefts up to the clearer air 
A cloud of mist that, smitten by the sun, 
Varies its rainbow hues. But vainly thus, 
And vainly by all other means, he strove 

To mitigate the fever of his heart. 
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Corresponding information for each participant was then plotted on a series of 

graphs 

 

And thus before his eighteenth year was told, 
Accumulated feelings pressed his heart 
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He asked repose; and, failing oft to win 
The peace required, he scanned the laws of light 
Amid the roar of torrents where they send 
From hollow clefts up to the clearer air 
A cloud of mist that, smitten by the sun, 
Varies its rainbow hues. But vainly thus, 
And vainly by all other means, he strove 
To mitigate the fever of his heart. 
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And thus before his eighteenth year was told, 
Accumulated feelings pressed his heart 
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By Nature; by the turbulence subdued 
Of his own mind; by mystery and hope,  
And the first virgin passion of a soul 
Communing with the glorious universe. 
Full often wished he that the winds might rage 
When they were silent: far more fondly now  
Than in his earliest season did he love 
Tempestuous nights - the conflict and the sounds 
That live in darkness. From his intellect 
And from the stillness of abstracted thought 
He asked repose; and, failing oft to win 
The peace required, he scanned the laws of light 
Amid the roar of torrents where they send 
From hollow clefts up to the clearer air 
A cloud of mist that, smitten by the sun, 
Varies its rainbow hues. But vainly thus, 
And vainly by all other means, he strove 
To mitigate the fever of his heart. 
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From hollow clefts up to the clearer air 
A cloud of mist that, smitten by the sun, 
Varies its rainbow hues. But vainly thus, 
And vainly by all other means, he strove 
To mitigate the fever of his heart. 

 

 

And thus before his eighteenth year was told, 
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Tempestuous nights - the conflict and the sounds 
That live in darkness. From his intellect 
And from the stillness of abstracted thought 
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Amid the roar of torrents where they send 
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A cloud of mist that, smitten by the sun, 
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And vainly by all other means, he strove 
To mitigate the fever of his heart 

Figure 2: Graphs showing the order of direct quotations used in each participant response to 
poetry extract one.  

Á Participant A1 was the one reader who clearly worked steadily through 

the poem, making regular stops, to produce a detailed but linear close 

reading of the text.  

Á Participants A2, A3, A4, A5 and A6 all jump vertically and horizontally 

across the lines.  

Á The graphs for participants A7, A8, A9 and A10 are reflective of the lower 

levels of direct engagement with the text in these four responses.  

Á Comparable analysis of responses to the news article would not be 

possible due to the near total absence of direct quotations from the text 

in this set of responses.  

Participant A6 reflected on her non-linear approach to reading the text: 
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Active Reading in Poetry Responses  

) ÆÅÅÌ ÔÈÁÔ )ȭÍ ÎÏÔ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÉÔ ÒÉÇÈÔȟ ÂÕÔ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ×ÈÙ ) ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÆÅÅÌ ÔÈÁÔ 

really. I can read it in any way I wish to. I could do it a sentence at a time in 

quite a clinical way, but I think Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ ) ÔÈÉÎË Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ )ÔȭÓ ÑÕÉÔÅ Á ÐÏ×ÅÒÆÕÌ ÐÉÅÃÅ ÏÆ 

writing, and some of the words used likÅ ȬÐÒÅÓÓÕÒÅ ÏÎ ÈÉÓ ÈÅÁÒÔȭȟ ȬÔÕÒÂÕÌÅÎÃÅȭȟ 

ȬÔÅÍÐÅÓÔÕÏÕÓ ÎÉÇÈÔÓȭȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÄÒÁÍÁÔÉÃ ÉÓÎȭÔ ÉÔȩ !Ó )ȭÍ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÎÏ× ÍÙ 

eyes are going to different parts of it and picking different things out and 

ÁÇÁÉÎ )ȭÍ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÍÁÙÂÅ ) ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÁÔÉÃȟ ÇÏ ÌÉÎÅ by line, rather 

ÔÈÁÎ ÐÉÃËÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÏÕÔ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÔÌÙȟ ÂÕÔ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÈÏ× ) ÒÅÁÄȟ )ȭÍ ÔÒÙÉÎÇ 

to get a feel for it. (A6)  

In part, readers A2, A3, A4, A5 and A6 appear to be casting about as they jump 

through the lines, looking for anchors that will help them to understand the 

meaning of the text. However, as they move instinctively up and down the lines, 

readers appear to be tuning into the internal circuitr y of the poetry. For 

example, there is a connection between line 2, Ȭ!ÃÃÕÍÕÌÁÔÅÄ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÐÒÅÓÓed his 

ÈÅÁÒÔȭ ÁÎÄ ÌÉÎÅ ςρȟ Ȭ4Ï ÍÉÔÉÇÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÆÅÖÅÒ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÈÅÁÒÔȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÐÉÃËÅÄ ÕÐ ÏÎ ÂÙ 

participant A4. A number of participants also instinctively link together the 

×ÏÒÄ ȬÔÕÒÂÕÌÅÎÃÅȭ ÉÎ ÌÉÎÅ τ wÉÔÈ ȬÔÅÍÐÅÓÔÕÏÕÓȭ ÉÎ ÌÉÎÅ ρρ. Once this connection is 

made it helps to unlock the wider meaning of the passage and the relationship 

between external turmoil and internal, psychological unrest. Participant A5 for 

example, pairs these two words together twice in her response: 

Active Reading in Poetry Responses  

There ÁÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÉÔÈ ȬÔÕÒÂÕÌÅÎÃÅȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÔÅÍÐÅÓÔÕÏÕÓȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÄÁÒËÎÅÓÓȭ 

ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÉÔ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÓ ȬÐÅÁÃÅȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÓÕÎȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÒÁÉÎÂÏ×Óȭ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÇÈÔ ÉÓ ÂÒÅÁËÉÎÇ 

ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ (Å ÉÓ ÔÁÌËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ȬÔÅÍÐÅÓÔÕÏÕÓȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÔÕÒÂÕÌÅÎÃÅȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÔÈÅ ×ÉÎÄÓ 

ÍÉÇÈÔ ÒÁÇÅȭȟ ÓÏ ÉÔ ÃÏÎÊÕÒÅs up a scene of darker clouds, walking through more 

of a bleak landscape, but visually I see a darker landscape. Walking through 

the wind with your head down, battling against it to get through it, and then 

ÔÈÅ ÓËÙ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ÌÉÇÈÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎȟ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ×ȟ Ìife becomes brighter. (A5) 

The changing pronouns used here, ȬHe ÉÓ ÔÁÌËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔȭȟ ȬI ÓÅÅȭ ÁÎÄ Ȭyour head 

ÄÏ×Îȭȟ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔ ÔÈÁÔ Á ÌÉÖÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ÅØÉÓÔÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÄÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍȢ 

4ÈÅ ÓÈÉÆÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÉÒÄ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÓÉÎÇÕÌÁÒ ȬÙÏÕÒȭ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÓ ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔ but shared 
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experience.82 In the final sentence of this example ɀ just as in the poem ɀ the 

external physical landscape and the internal mental landscape are blended 

together and Ȭ×ÁÌËÉÎÇ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ the windȭ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ȬÂÁÔÔÌÉÎÇ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ it  to get 

through itȭȢ 4he shift from noun to pronoun suggests that this is not simply a 

ÂÁÔÔÌÅ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÅÁÔÈÅÒȟ ÂÕÔ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÓÏÍÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÉÎÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÅ ȬÉÔȭȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÏÖÅ ÆÒÏÍ 

Ȭthe sky ÇÅÔÓ ÂÒÉÇÈÔÅÒȭ ÔÏ Ȭlife geÔÓ ÂÒÉÇÈÔÅÒȭ ÁÇÁÉÎ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÓ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ the 

blending of external and internal, the physical and the emotional.83  

           This process of analysis was repeated for the second extract of poetry. The 

following table shows the number of participants who quoted either part or the 

whole of each line: 

Line 
Number  

Number of Participants  
Quoting from the Line  

Details  

1 4 Ȭ)Ô ×ÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÇÒÉÅÖÅÄȭ 

2 4 Ȭ9ÏÕÒ ÖÅÒÙ ÓÏÕÌ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÈÅÒȭ 

3 1 ȬÍÙ ÈÅÁÒÔȭ 

4 1 ȬÍÙ ÓÐÉÒÉÔ ÃÌÉÎÇÓȭ 

5 4 ȬÐÏÏÒ ×ÏÍÁÎȭ 

6 4 ȬÈÅÒ ÍÁÎÎÅÒȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÅÒ ÌÏÏËȭ 

7 2 ȬÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅȭ 

8 1 ȬÇÏÏÄÎÅÓÓȭ 

9 5 Ȭ! ÍÏÍÅÎÔÁÒÙ ÔÒÁÎÃÅȭ 

10 3 Ȭ) ÓÅÅÍ ÔÏ ÍÕÓÅȭ 

11 4 Ȭ"Ù ÓÏÒÒÏ× ÌÁÉÄ ÁÓÌÅÅÐȭ 

12 6 Ȭ! ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÄÅÓÔÉÎÅÄ ÔÏ Á×ÁËÅȭ 

13 6 Ȭ4Ï ÈÕÍÁÎ ÌÉÆÅȟ ÏÒ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÖÅÒÙ ÎÅÁÒȭ 

14 6 Ȭ4Ï ÈÕÍÁÎ ÌÉÆÅȟ ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅ ÓÈÁÌÌ ÃÏÍÅ ÁÇÁÉÎȭ 

15 4 Ȭ&ÏÒ ×ÈÏÍ ÓÈÅ ÓÕÆÆÅÒÅÄȭ 

16 1 ȬÅÖÅÒÍÏÒÅȭ 

                                                           
82 The capacity to shift between pronouns has been identified as relating to positive health 

outcomes. Sherlock R. CampbellΣ ŀƴŘ WŀƳŜǎ ²Φ tŜƴƴŜōŀƪŜǊΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎǊŜǘ ƭƛŦŜ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƴƻǳƴǎΥ CƭŜȄƛōƛƭƛǘȅ 
ƛƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǎǘȅƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΩΣ Psychological Science, 14.1 (2003), 60-5. 

 
83 Further ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳŀŘŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƭƛƴŜǎ ŜƭŜǾŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǳǊΥ ΨThere seems to be a 
ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ΨtempestuousΩ ΨturbulenceΩΣ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŀŘƴŜǎǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ōŀǘǘƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǘƻǊƳ 
going on for him. I suppose that is what it feels like to be beforŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŜƛƎƘǘŜŜƴǘƘ ȅŜŀǊΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ 
feels like to be an adolescent, ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ΨŦŜǾŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǊǘΩ (A3). 
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17 3 Ȭ(ÅÒ ÅÙÅÌÉÄÓ ÄÒÏÏÐÅÄȟ ÈÅÒ ÅÙÅÓ downwards were 
ÃÁÓÔȭ 

18 5 Ȭ!ÎÄȟ ×ÈÅÎ ÓÈÅ ÁÔ ÈÅÒ ÔÁÂÌÅ ÇÁÖÅ ÍÅ ÆÏÏÄȭ 

19 7 Ȭ3ÈÅ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÍÅȭ 

         Table 3: The most frequently quoted sections of poetry extract two. 

There was a particular focus ɀ across much of the group ɀ on lines 12, 13, 14 

and 19, which were quoted in their entirely by the majority of participants. In 

response to the first extract of poetry participants tended to quote specific 

words, but here they were generally quoting much longer chunks of the text. 

These findings are again illustrated by the following graphic:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                             Figure 3: The most frequently quoted sections of poetry extract two. 

Each individual reading pattern was again plotted on a graph: 

 

 

 

It would have grieved 

Your very soul to see her. Sir, I feel 

The story linger in my heart; I fear 

Ȭ4ÉÓ ÌÏÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÔÅÄÉÏÕÓȠ ÂÕÔ my spirit clings  

To that poor woman: - so familiarly 

Do I perceive her manner, and her look, 
And presence; and so deeply do I feel 
Her goodness, that, not seldom, in my walks 

A momentary trance comes over me; 

And to myself I seem to muse on One 

By sorrow laid asleep; or borne away, 

A human being destined to awake 
To human life, or something very near 

To human life, when he shall come again 
For whom she suffered. Yes, it would have grieved 

Your very soul to see her: evermore 

Her eyelids drooped, her eyes downwards were cast; 

And, when she at her table gave me food, 

She did not look at me. 
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It would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her. Sir, I feel 
The story linger in my heart; I fear 
Ψ¢ƛǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŘƛƻǳǎΤ ōǳǘ Ƴȅ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ŎƭƛƴƎǎ  
To that poor woman: - so familiarly 
Do I perceive her manner, and her look, 
And presence; and so deeply do I feel 
Her goodness, that, not seldom, in my walks 
A momentary trance comes over me; 
And to myself I seem to muse on One 
By sorrow laid asleep; or borne away, 
A human being destined to awake 
To human life, or something very near 
To human life, when he shall come again 
For whom she suffered. Yes, it would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her: evermore 
Her eyelids drooped, her eyes downwards were cast; 
And, when she at her table gave me food, 
She did not look at me. 

 

 

 

It would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her. Sir, I feel 
The story linger in my heart; I fear 
Ψ¢ƛǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŘƛƻǳǎΤ ōǳǘ Ƴȅ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ŎƭƛƴƎǎ  
To that poor woman: - so familiarly 
Do I perceive her manner, and her look, 
And presence; and so deeply do I feel 
Her goodness, that, not seldom, in my walks 
A momentary trance comes over me; 
And to myself I seem to muse on One 
By sorrow laid asleep; or borne away, 
A human being destined to awake 
To human life, or something very near 
To human life, when he shall come again 
For whom she suffered. Yes, it would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her: evermore 
Her eyelids drooped, her eyes downwards were cast; 
And, when she at her table gave me food, 
She did not look at me. 

 

 

 

It would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her. Sir, I feel 
The story linger in my heart; I fear 
Ψ¢ƛǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀnd tedious; but my spirit clings  
To that poor woman: - so familiarly 
Do I perceive her manner, and her look, 
And presence; and so deeply do I feel 
Her goodness, that, not seldom, in my walks 
A momentary trance comes over me; 
And to myself I seem to muse on One 
By sorrow laid asleep; or borne away, 
A human being destined to awake 
To human life, or something very near 
To human life, when he shall come again 
For whom she suffered. Yes, it would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her: evermore 
Her eyelids drooped, her eyes downwards were cast; 
And, when she at her table gave me food, 
She did not look at me. 

.

 

It would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her. Sir, I feel 
The story linger in my heart; I fear 
Ψ¢ƛǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŘƛƻǳǎΤ ōǳǘ Ƴȅ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ŎƭƛƴƎǎ  
To that poor woman: - so familiarly 
Do I perceive her manner, and her look, 
And presence; and so deeply do I feel 
Her goodness, that, not seldom, in my walks 
A momentary trance comes over me; 
And to myself I seem to muse on One 
By sorrow laid asleep; or borne away, 
A human being destined to awake 
To human life, or something very near 
To human life, when he shall come again 
For whom she suffered. Yes, it would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her: evermore 
Her eyelids drooped, her eyes downwards were cast; 
And, when she at her table gave me food, 
She did not look at me. 

 

 

 

It would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her. Sir, I feel 
The story linger in my heart; I fear 
Ψ¢ƛǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŘƛƻǳǎΤ ōǳǘ Ƴȅ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ŎƭƛƴƎǎ  
To that poor woman: - so familiarly 
Do I perceive her manner, and her look, 
And presence; and so deeply do I feel 
Her goodness, that, not seldom, in my walks 
A momentary trance comes over me; 
And to myself I seem to muse on One 
By sorrow laid asleep; or borne away, 
A human being destined to awake 
To human life, or something very near 
To human life, when he shall come again 
For whom she suffered. Yes, it would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her: evermore 
Her eyelids drooped, her eyes downwards were cast; 
And, when she at her table gave me food, 
She did not look at me. 

 

 

 

It would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her. Sir, I feel 
The story linger in my heart; I fear 
Ψ¢ƛǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŘƛƻǳǎΤ ōǳǘ Ƴȅ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ŎƭƛƴƎǎ  
To that poor woman: - so familiarly 
Do I perceive her manner, and her look, 
And presence; and so deeply do I feel 
Her goodness, that, not seldom, in my walks 
A momentary trance comes over me; 
And to myself I seem to muse on One 
By sorrow laid asleep; or borne away, 
A human being destined to awake 
To human life, or something very near 
To human life, when he shall come again 
For whom she suffered. Yes, it would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her: evermore 
Her eyelids drooped, her eyes downwards were cast; 
And, when she at her table gave me food, 
She did not look at me. 

 

 

 

 



 119   
 

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19

A7

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19

A8

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19

A9

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19

A10

 

It would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her. Sir, I feel 
The story linger in my heart; I fear 
Ψ¢ƛǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŘƛƻǳǎΤ ōǳǘ Ƴȅ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ŎƭƛƴƎǎ  
To that poor woman: - so familiarly 
Do I perceive her manner, and her look, 
And presence; and so deeply do I feel 
Her goodness, that, not seldom, in my walks 
A momentary trance comes over me; 
And to myself I seem to muse on One 
By sorrow laid asleep; or borne away, 
A human being destined to awake 
To human life, or something very near 
To human life, when he shall come again 
For whom she suffered. Yes, it would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her: evermore 
Her eyelids drooped, her eyes downwards were cast; 
And, when she at her table gave me food, 
She did not look at me. 

 

 

 

It would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her. Sir, I feel 
The story linger in my heart; I fear 
Ψ¢ƛǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŘƛƻǳǎΤ ōǳǘ Ƴȅ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ŎƭƛƴƎǎ  
To that poor woman: - so familiarly 
Do I perceive her manner, and her look, 
And presence; and so deeply do I feel 
Her goodness, that, not seldom, in my walks 
A momentary trance comes over me; 
And to myself I seem to muse on One 
By sorrow laid asleep; or borne away, 
A human being destined to awake 
To human life, or something very near 
To human life, when he shall come again 
For whom she suffered. Yes, it would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her: evermore 
Her eyelids drooped, her eyes downwards were cast; 
And, when she at her table gave me food, 
She did not look at me.

 

It would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her. Sir, I feel 
The story linger in my heart; I fear 
Ψ¢ƛǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘedious; but my spirit clings  
To that poor woman: - so familiarly 
Do I perceive her manner, and her look, 
And presence; and so deeply do I feel 
Her goodness, that, not seldom, in my walks 
A momentary trance comes over me; 
And to myself I seem to muse on One 
By sorrow laid asleep; or borne away, 
A human being destined to awake 
To human life, or something very near 
To human life, when he shall come again 
For whom she suffered. Yes, it would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her: evermore 
Her eyelids drooped, her eyes downwards were cast; 
And, when she at her table gave me food, 
She did not look at me. 

 

 

 

It would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her. Sir, I feel 
The story linger in my heart; I fear 
Ψ¢ƛǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŘƛƻǳǎΤ ōǳǘ Ƴȅ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ŎƭƛƴƎǎ  
To that poor woman: - so familiarly 
Do I perceive her manner, and her look, 
And presence; and so deeply do I feel 
Her goodness, that, not seldom, in my walks 
A momentary trance comes over me; 
And to myself I seem to muse on One 
By sorrow laid asleep; or borne away, 
A human being destined to awake 
To human life, or something very near 
To human life, when he shall come again 
For whom she suffered. Yes, it would have grieved 
Your very soul to see her: evermore 
Her eyelids drooped, her eyes downwards were cast; 
And, when she at her table gave me food, 
She did not look at me.

Figure 4: Graphs showing the order of direct quotations used in each participant response to 
poetry extract two.  

Á Participant A1 demonstrates the same linear reading pattern as he did in 

response to the first extract of poetry.  

Á The graphs for participants A2, A3 and A4 do jump vertically up and 

down the lines. For example, participant A3 appears to implicit ly 

recognise ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȬÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÈÅÒȭ ÉÎ ÌÉÎÅ ς ÁÎÄ ȬÓÈÅ did not 

ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÍÅȭ ÉÎ ÌÉÎÅ ρω. However, reading patterns for the second extract 

are generally more linear. 

Á Participant A5 used no direct quotations from the second extract of 

ÐÏÅÔÒÙȟ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÍÏÎÇÓÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ȬÁÃÔÉÖÅȭ ÒÅÁÄÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ 

passage of poetry. This was perhaps due to her sense of unease with the 

content of the second passage and desire quickly to skip past it, Ȭ4ÈÉÓ 
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ÍÁËÅÓ ÍÅ ÆÅÅÌȟ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÓÌÉÇÈÔÌÙ ÄÅÐÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÉÆ ) ÒÅÁÄ ÔÏÏ ÍÕÃÈ ÍÏÒÅ 

ÏÆ ÉÔȭ ɉ!υɊȢ 

Á Participants A7, A8, A9 and A10 again quoted less frequently ɀ if at all ɀ 

from the text. Despite the minimal use of quotations in participant A9 

ÁÎÄ !ρπȭÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÓÅÅÍÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÕÎÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÃÅÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ 

the poem which held particular significance for the group as a whole. 

There is something strange and striking about the vertical movement 

ÆÒÏÍ ȬÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÅÉÎÇȭ ÔÏ ȬÈÕÍÁÎ ÌÉÆÅȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÁËÅÓ ÐÌÁÃÅ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÌÉÎÅÓȢ 

This strangeness is perhaps one reason why the majority of participants 

needed to repeat these specific lines within their responses in order to 

decipher the meaning that is tied up within their vertical as well as 

horizontal circuitry:  

Active Reading in Poetry Responses  

He is almost screaming out for some 

kind of empathy and connectivity 

with her. You can see how he wants 

ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎȢ (Å ÓÁÙÓ Ȭ! human 

being destined to awake / To human 

life or something very near / To 

ÈÕÍÁÎ ÌÉÆÅȭȟ ÈÅ ÉÓ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÓÁÙÉÎÇ ) ÁÍ 

trying to reach something 

unreachable, but I want to try to get 

to something akin to the human 

condition. (A2) 

I think this really is about being 

human because if you look through 

ÔÈÏÓÅ ÌÉÎÅÓ Ȭ! ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÅÉÎÇȭȟ Ȭ4Ï 

ÈÕÍÁÎ ÌÉÆÅȭȟ Ȭ4Ï ÈÕÍÁÎ ÌÉÆÅȭȟ ÉÔ ÓÅÅÍÓ 

to be what it is all about. (A3) 

4ÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÌÉÎÅÓȟ Ȭ! human being 

destined to awake / To human life, or 

something very near / To human life, 

whÅÎ ÈÅ ÓÈÁÌÌ ÃÏÍÅ ÁÇÁÉÎȭȢ *ÕÓÔ 

thinking about that, that is the only 

thing that is going to awaken her I 

suppose. So it sounds like she is 

ÐÅÒÍÁÎÅÎÔÌÙ ÁÓÌÅÅÐ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÈÅȭÓ ÇÏÎÅ ÏÒ 

ÓÈÅȭÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÁÂÁÎÄÏÎÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÅȭÓ ÎÏÔ 

ÂÅÅÎ Á×ÁËÅȟ ÓÈÅȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÂÅÅÎ ÌÉÖÉÎÇȢ 

(A6) 

This woman has her whole life been 

dependant on a man and she is 

completely lost without him, she is a 

ÓÈÅÌÌȟ ȬÁ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÄÅÓÔÉÎÅÄ ÔÏ 

awake to human life or something 

ÖÅÒÙ ÎÅÁÒ ÔÏ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÌÉÆÅȭȢ 3Ï ÓÈÅ 

ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÆÅÅÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÈÁÓ ÈÅÒ Ï×Î ÌÉÆÅ 

because he has parÔ ÏÆ ÉÔ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÅ ÃÁÎȭÔ 

function without it. (A10)  
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4ÈÅ ÖÅÒÔÉÃÁÌ ÒÅÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ȬÈÕÍÁÎȭ creates a particularly powerful 

surge of current in lines 12-14. The prominence of this section of the passage in 

responses supports the position that even prior to consciously understanding 

the content of the poetry, participants are, to some extent, tuning into its inner 

circuitry.  

4.3. Distraction vs. Emotional Focus  

An initial reading of the transcripts suggested that having made brief, summary 

statements about the news article, participants appeared to become quickly 

distracted and either abruptly stopped talking or veered away from speaking 

about the text. In contrast, participants tended to be able to maintain greater 

focus in their responses to the poetry, not only because of their increased use of 

direct quotations from the text, as previously discussed, but also because they 

often seemed to be able to establish a personal connection with the content of 

the poetry. 

              In order to quantify levels of emotional focus, the frequency of the 

ÐÒÏÎÏÕÎÓ Ȭ)ȭȟ ȬÍÅȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÍÙȭ ×ÅÒÅ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅÄ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÔÈÅ Ô×Ï ÓÅÔÓ ÏÆ 

transcripts. Research into this method of textual analysis, in particular by James 

Pennebaker, ÈÁÓ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ Ȭ×ÏÒÄ ÕÓÅ ÉÓ Á ÍÅÁÎingful marker and 

occasional mediator of natural social and personality processȭ ɉ0ÅÎÎÅÂÁËÅÒ, 

p.548). Analysing pronouns has been shown to be particularly useful: Ȭ0ÒÏÎÏÕÎÓ 

are among the most revealing. Use of the first person singular, for example, is 

associated with age, sex, depression, illness, and more broadly, self-ÆÏÃÕÓȭ 

(Pennebaker, p.570). 4ÈÅ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÃÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ô×Ï ÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÖÅÒÂÓȟ ȬÔÈÉÎËȭ ÁÎÄ 

ȬÆÅÅÌȭȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÕÎÓ ȬÔÈÏÕÇÈÔȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÆÅÅÌÉÎÇȭ ×ÅÒÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÅÄ ÈÅÒÅȢ Ȭ&ÅÅÌȭ 

is a verb that indicates emotioÎÁÌ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ȬÔÈÉÎËȭ ×ÁÓ the most 

commonly used verb in the first person across both sets of transcripts. It was 

ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÅØÁÍÉÎÅ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÖÅÒÂ ȬÔÈÉÎËȭ ×ÁÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ Á 

different degree or for different purposes in the news article and poetry 

responses (see Appendix I for full table of results). 
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Figure 5: Graph showing the relative frequency of linguistic markers of emotional focus. 

Á !ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÎÏÕÎ Ȭ)ȭ ÉÓ ÕÓÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÅÑÕÁÌ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÃÙ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÂÏÔÈ 

sets of trÁÎÓÃÒÉÐÔÓȟ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄÓ ȬÍÅȭȟ ȬÍÙÓÅÌÆȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÍÙȭ ÏÃÃÕÒ nearly twice as 

frequently in the poetry responses. 

Á Paired t-tests were conducted to compare the frequency of each of the 

linguistic markers of emotional focus across the two sets of transcripts. 

There was a statistically significant difference in the frequency of the 

×ÏÒÄÓ ȬÆÅÅÌ Ⱦ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇȭȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÍÏÒÅ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅÓ ÉÎ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ɉ- Ѐ 

0.0033) than the news article (M = 3e-04) (t(9) = 5.3094, p < 0.0004878) 

(see Appendix J). Participants spoke about their own emotions after 

reading the poetry in a way that did not happen at all in response to the 

ÎÅ×Ó ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅȢ )Ô ×ÁÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ Ï×Î ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÔÈÅ 

text which often seemed to prevent responses to the poetry from 

becoming distracted, and which appeared to facilitate a deeper 

individual relation to the poetry.  

Á 4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÃÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÖÅÒÂ ȬÔÈÉÎËȭ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÕÎ 

ȬÔÈÏÕÇÈÔȭ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÔÈÅ Ô×Ï ÓÅÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÒÁÎÓÃÒÉÐÔÓȟ ÂÕÔ Á ÃÌÏÓÅÒ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÁÔÉÖÅ 

ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ ȬÔÈÉÎËȭ ÉÓ ÕÓÅÄ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÓ ÓÏÍÅ ÖÁÒÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ 

the way the verb is being used. In the majority of cases across all 

ÔÒÁÎÓÃÒÉÐÔÓ Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎËȭ is used to begin a sentence that enables an opinion. 

Certain ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÉÓ ÍÅÁÎÓȭȟ Ȭ) ÔÈÉÎË ÍÁÙÂÅȭȟ ȬÂÕÔ I 
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ÔÈÉÎËȭȟ Ȭ) ÊÕÓÔ ÔÈÉÎËȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÉÔ ÍÁËÅÓ ÍÅ ÔÈÉÎËȭȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ indicative of 

more personal reflection, are however only used in the poetry responses.  

The following two examples provide evidence to support the position that 

responses to the news article tended to be distracted, while responses to the 

poetry demonstrated greater emotional focus:  

Distraction in News Article 

Responses 

Emotional Focus in Poetry 

Responses 

She was a ninety-two year old 

woman so obviously she had had a 

lifetime of um . . . well a lifetime of, 

well a long time of umm of upset, 

with losing a first husband and it 

ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÓÁÙ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ she got over that 

or whether . . . well it sounds like 

ÓÈÅȭÓ ÇÏÎe onto marry again umm but 

at ninety-two ÓÈÅȭÓ ÈÁÄ ÑÕÉÔÅ Á ÌÏÎÇȟ 

happy life, well I say happy life . . . 

ÓÈÅȭÓ ÈÁÄ Á ÌÏÎÇ ÌÉÆÅȢ /ÂÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÓÈÅ 

has wanted to sell poppies all that 

time, umm and maybe it was just an 

ÁÇÅ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÁ× ÈÅÒ ÏÆÆ ÏÒ ÓÈÅȭÄ 

given up, as people tend to do once 

ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÇÅȢ ɉ!υɊ 

He says that up to the point of his 

eighteenth year there have been 

ȬÁÃÃÕÍÕÌÁÔÅÄ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓȭȟ ȬÁÃÃÕÍÕÌÁÔÅÄ 

ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÉÎ ×ÅÉÇÈÔȢ 

I would agree, although for me it was 

probably not at eighteen years, for me 

it was twenty or twenty-one. But the 

idea is still the same, the feelings are 

still the same. There is a point of 

transition when the teenager moves 

into adulthood. I agree that there will 

be a point when there will be a 

difference, the person will feel a 

difference. (A1) 

 

Participant A5 repeatedly pauses as she struggles to give even the most basic 

ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ /ÌÉÖÅ #ÏÏËÅȭÓ ÌÉÆÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÌ ȬÏÂÖÉÏÕÓÌÙȭ ÉÓ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÅÄ ÂÙ Á ÓÅÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ 

pauses and self-corrections as she drifts away from the actual emotional content 

of the article. Ignoring or perhaps having already forgotten the fact that Mrs 

#ÏÏËÅ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÔÅÄ ÓÕÉÃÉÄÅȟ ÓÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÁÎ ÁÇÅ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ 

ÓÁ× ÈÅÒ ÏÆÆȭȢ )Î ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔȟ !ρȭÓ ÒÅÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȬÆÏÒ ÍÅȭ appears to draw the focus 

ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÄÅÒȭÓ Ï×Î ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓȢ )Î ÃÁÓÅÓ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓȟ ȬÍÅȭ ÉÓ 

ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ×ÈÅÎ Ȭ)ȭ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÇÏ ÆÁÒ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÉÎ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ Á ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎȢ84 

               While most participants did seem to maintain focus in their responses to 

the poetry by connecting the passages to their own emotional experiences, 

                                                           
84 CǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ΨŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦƻŎǳǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻŜǘǊȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎΥ ΨL ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ψŀ ƳƻƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ǘǊŀƴŎŜ 
ŎƻƳŜǎ ƻǾŜǊ ƳŜΩΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊ ǘƘƛƴƎΦ L ǘƘƛnk everybody knows that feeling of suddenly being 
ƛƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƳƛƴǳǘŜΦ {ƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǇƻǇǎ ƛƴǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ȅƻǳ ǎǘƻǇΩ ό!оύΦ 
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participant A2 had a consistently distracted approach to both the news article 

and poetry: 

Distraction in News Article 

Responses 

Distraction in Poetry Responses  

Bristol was an interesting one 

because I am both familiar and 

ÕÎÆÁÍÉÌÉÁÒ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÔȟ )ȭÖÅ ÎÏÔ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÈÅÒÅ 

a lot but my uncle lives there and it 

also actually reminded me of that 

Jefferies chap who was wrongly 

accused of murder. As for the day of 

death or the date of the 

pronouncement of death, the 6th of 

-ÁÙȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ )ȭÍ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓ 

ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÅÌÅÃÔÉon time, we will 

have elections this year on the 5th of 

May, so that date stuck out for me. 

(A2)  

There is a famous portrait of 

Elizabeth I when she is old, in 

perhaps 1600, before she dies in 

1603 and she is holding her head in 

her hands and there is a skeleton 

behind her and other images. And 

again, perhaps to use another 

historical example, Henry II was 

thought to have died of heartbreak 

after the rebellion of his sons, 

Richard the Lionheart and King John, 

then Prince John. So I guess as a 

historian I compare and contrast 

these things with both quite broad 

historical events. (A2) 

!ςȭÓ ÆÒÁÇÍÅÎÔÅÄ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÎÅ×Ó ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÉÇÎÏÒÅÓ ÍÕÃÈ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌȟ 

human content. He flits between different topics that have only a tenuous link to 

the text itself and becomes preoccupied with inconsequential details. His focus 

ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÔÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÎÏÕÎÃÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ -ÒÓ #ÏÏËÅȭÓ ÄÅÁÔÈ ÉÓ ÏÎÅ ÇÏÏÄ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÏÆ Á 

participant missing the point of the article. In response to the second extract of 

poetry, participant A2 is equally ÄÉÓÔÒÁÃÔÅÄȢ 3ÐÅÁËÉÎÇ ȬÁÓ Á ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÁÎȭ ÍÁËÅÓ ÉÔ 

harder for him to establish an emotional connection with the text. Instead he 

begins to talk about a whole range of topics that he feels might have some kind 

of relationship to what he has just read, but which miss the point ɀ or the 

emotional core ɀ ÏÆ -ÁÒÇÁÒÅÔȭÓ ÌÉÆÅȢ  

              This is not however a typical response to the poetry and the majority of 

ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅÄ Á ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÏÆ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓ ÔÏ Ȭ4ÈÅ 2ÕÉÎÅÄ 

#ÏÔÔÁÇÅȭ ÂÙ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÁÔ Ìeast some tentative attempt to connect emotionally with 

the content of the poetry. It is surprising to note that none of the participants 

displayed any sign of having established an emotional connection with the news 

article.  

              In a final example taken from participant A10, pronouns are particularly 
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good indicators of the emotional connection that I am suggesting is being built 

between the reader and poetry: 

In her ÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÁÄÅÒ ÓÈÉÆÔÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ Ȭ)ȭȟ ȬÙÏÕȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÈÅȭ ÁÓ ÓÈÅ 

describes her own experiences of the feelings contained within the poetry. The 

ÔÈÉÒÄ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÓÉÎÇÕÌÁÒ ȬÙÏÕȭ ÁÃÔÓ ÈÅÒÅ ÁÓ Á ÂÒÉÄÇÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÄÅÒ ÁÓ they are 

now, their past teenage self and the pedlarȢ Ȭ9ÏÕȭ ÏÆÆÅÒÓ Á ÍÏÒÅ ÉÍÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ×ÁÙ 

of speaking abÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÌÆ ÔÈÁÎ Ȭ)ȭȟ ÂÕÔ ÈÁÌÆway through this example there are 

ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÓÈÉÆÔÓ ÆÒÏÍ ȬÙÏÕȭ ÔÏ ȬÏÕÒȭ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ȬÈÉÍȭȡ Ȭ4here is so much going on when 

youȭÒÅ young, so much going around in our head that it seems to elude himȭȢ The 

ÕÎÕÓÕÁÌ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ȬÏÕÒ ÈÅÁÄȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÄÄÌÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÅÎÔÅÎÃÅ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ Á ÒÅÁÌ ÐÏÉÎÔ 

of psychological and emotional blending between the reader and the poem. It is 

followed by a shifÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÐÌÕÒÁÌȟ Ȭwhat we are all ÌÏÏËÉÎÇ ÆÏÒȭȟ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ 

evidence of the emotional concordance between the reader and poetry.  

4.4. Certainty vs. Imaginative Uncertainty:  

An initial reading of the transcripts suggested that the tone of the news article 

responses tended to mirror the matter -of-fact tone of the article itself, while 

responses to the poetry appeared to be characterised by a greater sense of 

uncertainty. In several cases, a premature sense of certainty appeared to close 

down thinkin g in relation to the news article. The poetry responses which 

adopted a tone of imaginative uncertainty contained much more expansive, 

flexible thinking. Research has shown that a ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ÔÏÌÅÒÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÕÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙ 

can influence their wellbeing, for Ȭ×ÈÅÎ Éndividuals are able to tolerate 

Emotional Focus in Poetry Responses  

)Ô ÓÏÕÎÄÓ ÌÉËÅȟ ÁÎÄ ) ËÎÏ× )ȭÍ Á ÌÏÎÇ ×ÁÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÍÙ ÔÅÅÎÁÇÅ ÙÅÁÒÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ 

full of all those conflicting thoughts and emotions and growing pains and life 

choices and this is this person confused and overwhelmed by love and by all 

the thoughts going around in his head, trying to still everything, to slow it 

down and find out where he sits in all that, becoming a man. He asks for 

repose, looking for rest, looking for peace of mind, but there is so much going 

ÏÎ ×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÙÏÕÎÇȟ ÓÏ ÍÕÃÈ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÉÎ ÏÕÒ ÈÅÁÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ 

ÁÌÌÕÄÅ ÈÉÍȢ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ ÖÅÒy powerful because it does demonstrate how 

ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÌÉÆÅ ÃÁÎ ÂÅȢ ) ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÌÉËÅȟ ȬÈÅ ÁÓËÅÄ ÒÅÐÏÓÅȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÆÁÉÌÉÎÇ ÏÆÔ ÔÏ ×ÉÎ 

ÔÈÅ ÐÅÁÃÅ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÄȭ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ×ÈÁÔ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÁÌÌ ÌÏÏËÉÎÇ ÆÏÒȟ 

some peace and some time to reflect and be calm, and ÉÔȭÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÅÒÅȢ ɉ!ρπɊ 
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ambiguity and thus manage uncertainty, they may more effectively respond to 

negative life eventsȭ.85  It was therefore important to begin to establish whether 

the poetry was encouraging participants to embrace uncertainty in ways that 

the news article was not, and furthermore, whether uncertainty was being put 

to use to fuel more imaginative and complex responses.  

              To quantify levels of certainty across all transcripts, eleven words were 

chosen and their frequencÙ ÉÎ ÅÁÃÈ ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ÎÅ×Ó ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓ 

was calculated and compared (see Appendix I for full  table of results and 

Appendix J for statistical analysis). Eight qualifiers (actually, really, obviously, 

just, sort of, some, maybe, perhaps) as well as three conjunctions (but, or, if) 

were chosen for closer analysis.86 In addition to these eleven words, the 

frequency of question marks across both sets of transcripts was also measured. 

These words were selected because they are all epistemic stance markers which 

ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅ Á ÓÐÅÁËÅÒȭÓ ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÏÆ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙ ÏÒ ÃÏÎÆÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÓÁÙÉÎÇȢ87 

Ȭ*ÕÓÔȭ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ Á ÍÁÒËÅÒ ÏÆ ÂÏÔÈ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙ ÁÎÄ uncertainty, depending 

on the context in which it is used, demonstrating why qualitative analysis was 

also required to supplement this initial quantitative analysis.  

                                                           
85 aŀǊƪ IΦ CǊŜŜǎǘƻƴΣ Ψ²Ƙȅ Řƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻǊǊȅΚΩΣ Personality and Individual Differences, 17.6 (1994), 
791-802 (791-2). 
86 !ƭŀƛƴ !ǳƎŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ WŜŀƴ wƻȅΣ Ψ9ȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ¦ƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅ ƛƴ [ƛƴƎǳƛǎǘƛŎ 5ŀǘŀΩΣ 2008 11th International 
Conference on Information Fusion (2008), 1-8. 
87 Elise Karkkainen, Epistemic Stance in English Conversation (Amsterdam: John Benjamins 
Publishing, 2003). 
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Figure 7: Graph showing the relative frequency of linguistic markers of certainty and 
uncertainty. 
 

Á Of the markers of certainty (actually, really, obviously), the most distinct 

difference is ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÃÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ȬÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙȭȢ  
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Á The remaining nine words, which can all be considered markers of 

uncertainty, were found with greater frequency in the poetry 

responses.88 

Á 1ÕÁÌÉÔÁÔÉÖÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÎÓÃÒÉÐÔÓ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÊÕÓÔȭ - a word which 

can be used to indicate certainty or uncertainty - was generally signalling 

hesitancy in the poetry responses. For example, Ȭ)Ô sort of felt like the 

start of a journey, and you just sort of feel the increasing weight, like he is 

overwhelmed by a burdenȭ ɉ!ςɊ, Ȭ) ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅ ) ÃÁÎ just about remember 

when I was eighteenȭ ɉ!τɊ, Ȭ3ÈÅȭÓ just, ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ×, functioning but 

ÁÓÌÅÅÐȭ ɉ!φɊ. 

Participant A10 provides evidence of the over-certain approach that was typical 

of the news article responses, while participant A3 demonstrates a more 

imaginatively uncertain mode of reading in relation to the poetry: 

Certainty in News Article 

Responses 

Imaginative Uncertainty in Poetry 

Responses 

Obviously she was a dedicated 

woman who had dedicated herself to 

a cause and to helping others and as I 

said before had been moved to take 

action to be part of a charity 

generating income and interest in the 

British Legion. (A10) 

7ÅÌÌ ÈÅ ÒÅÐÅÁÔÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ȬÈÅÁÒÔȭ ÁÔ 

the beginning and at the end so I 

ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ . . . The 

ÈÅÁÒÔ ÉÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔȭÓ 

something very bodily and very 

functional and yet, humans sort of 

consider it as an emotional centre of 

ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÏÄÙ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌȟ ÉÔȭÓ ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ 

like a soul or something like that. It 

ÓÁÙÓ ȬÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÔÕÒÂÕÌÅÎÃÅ ÓÕÂÄÕÅÄ Ïf 

ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ÍÉÎÄȭ ÈÅ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ 

subdued by turbulence . . . maybe 

ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÐÏ×ÅÒÆÕÌȩ "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ 

his own mind is so powerful, he feels 

sort of vanquished? Vanquished by it? 

Something like that. (A3) 

                                                           
88 No statistical significance was detected here. Further research could use a larger sample size as ten 
participants would not generally be a sufficiently large enough of a group to reveal statistically 
significant effects (See Appendix J). There is however an interesting relation between the findings in 
ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ Ψŀōǎƻƭǳǘƛǎǘ ǿƻǊŘǎΩ ƛǎ ŀ 
ƳƻǊŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ƻŦ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ΨƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǊŘǎΩΦ 
Mohammad Al-aƻǎŀƛǿƛΣ ŀƴŘ ¢ƻƳ WƻƘƴǎǘƻƴŜΣ ΨLƴ ŀƴ !ōǎƻƭǳǘŜ {ǘŀǘŜΥ 9ƭŜǾŀǘŜŘ ¦ǎŜ ƻŦ !ōǎƻƭǳǘƛǎǘ 
²ƻǊŘǎ ƛǎ ŀ aŀǊƪŜǊ {ǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǘƻ !ƴȄƛŜǘȅΣ 5ŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ {ǳƛŎƛŘŀƭ LŘŜŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ Clinical Psychological 
Science (2018), 1-14.  
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"Ù ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ Á ×ÏÒÄ ÌÉËÅ ȬÏÂÖÉÏÕÓÌÙȭ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÓÓÉÂility for new thinking is 

ÉÍÍÅÄÉÁÔÅÌÙ ÅÌÉÍÉÎÁÔÅÄ ÁÎÄ !ρπȭÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ÒÅÐÅÔÉÔÉÖÅ and stuck in 

summary mode.89 )Î ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔȟ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ !σȭÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÅØÔÒÁÃÔ 

of poetry, her pauses lead onwards into second thoughts. The cluster of 

question marks indicate that she is actively working through a problem or place 

ÏÆ ÕÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄÓ ȬÓÏÒÔ ÏÆȭȟ ȬËÉÎÄ ÏÆȭȟ ȬÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇȭȟ ȬÙÅÔȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÓÅÅÍÅÄȭ ÁÌÌ 

help to create openings for the tentative development of new ideas, while also 

mirroring the lÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ÁÎÄ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ Ï×Î ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ 

ȬÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÕÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙȭȢ  

              Three further examples, which all relate to the final line of the second 

ÅØÔÒÁÃÔ ÏÆ ÐÏÅÔÒÙȟ Ȭ3ÈÅ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÍÅȭȟ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ how the linguistic 

markers of uncertainty function within the poetry responses and signal the 

places where participants are making breakthroughs in their understanding of 

the text: 

Imaginative Uncertainty in Poetry Responses  

Ȭ7ÈÅÎ ÓÈÅ ÁÔ ÈÅÒ ÔÁÂÌÅ ÇÁÖÅ ÍÅ ÆÏÏÄȟ Ⱦ 3ÈÅ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÍÅȢȭ 3Ï ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ 

some kind of . . . she is inviting him in for food but ÓÈÅ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÌÏÏË ÕÐ ÁÔ ÈÉÍȢ 

There is some ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ ÄÉÓÔÁÎÃÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÈÅ ÃÁÎȭÔȟ ÓÈÅ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÇÅÔ ÐÁÓÔȢ ɉ!σɊ 

)Î ÔÈÅ ÆÉÎÁÌ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍ ÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÓ ȬÈÅÒ ÅÙÅÌÉÄÓ ÄÒÏÏÐÅÄȟ ÈÅre eyes 

downwards were cast; / And when she at her table gave me food, / She did 

ÎÏÔ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÍÅȢȭ )ÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓȟ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÏÍÁÎ ÉÓ ÉÎ Á ÖÅÒÙ ÂÁÄ ×ÁÙȟ but if I 

understand correctly, she has invited him in to eat and by not looking at him 

ÓÈÅ ÉÓȟ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏw, perhaps ashamed. (A9) 

Ȭ3ÈÅ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÍÅȢȭ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ just ÖÅÒÙ ÓÁÄȢ )ÔȭÓ ÈÅÒ Ï×Î ÓÅÌÆ-esteem, as if 

ÓÈÅȭÓ ÎÏÔ ×ÏÒÔÈÙ ÏÆ ÂÅÉÎÇ Á ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÉÎ ÈÅÒ Ï×Î ÒÉÇÈÔȢ ɉ!ρπɊ 

There is a particular bareness to the line ȬÓÈÅ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÍÅȭ - already 

identified as the most frequently quoted part of the second extract of poetry ɀ 

which calls to be met by greater imaginative engagement from the reader. That 

this is something that did not happen means that it requires a greater degree of 

imagination to activate the line. In many of the responses it is as if participants 

are trying to flesh out some of this bareness and ambiguity as they tentatively 

                                                           
89 CǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ΨŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅΩ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜΥ ΨLƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ Ƨǳƴƪ Ƴŀƛƭ ǇŜǎǘŜǊƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ 
charities, which is what this story is all about essentially, I have heard that on the news so it does 
ǎŜŜƳ ŦŀƛǊƭȅ ǘƻǇƛŎŀƭΩ ό!нύΦ 
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speak. In contrast, there are no gaps to fill or ambiguities to struggle with in the 

news article. Less is demanded from readers and as such, less is produced by 

readers in their responses.  

              )Î ÏÎÅ ÃÁÓÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÖÏÃÁÂÕÌÁÒÙ ÏÆ ȬÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÕÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙȭ ×ÁÓ ÕÓÅÄ ÉÎ 

relation to the news article. This was the only time that a participant was able to 

avoid summary mode and respond to the news article in a more contemplative 

manner: 

Imaginative Uncertainty in News Article Response  

I think that what is particularly powerful is the um well IȭÍ ÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÎË ÏÆ 

the word . . . What I found really moving was that a ninety-two year old lady 

would take her own life. It seems that if it was suicide, it seems that a lady of 

this age would not be one for suicide really. From a larger perspective, what I 

find quite sad really is the bigger picture of how older people are quite 

disconnected from our society, because if she was suffering from depression 

ÔÈÅÎ ÏÆ ÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÐÁÒÔÌÙ ÄÕÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÄÏÎȭÔ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÔÁËÅ 

notice, or listen to or make use of the elderly very much and if we did she 

would possibly be alive today. (A9) 

4ÈÅ ×ÏÒÄÓ ȬÏÒȭȟ ȬÉÆȭȟ ȬÐÁÒÔÌÙȭȟ ȬÓÅÅÍÓȭȟ ȬÍÁÙȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÙȭ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ ÏÐÅÎÉÎÇÓ ÆÏÒ 

ÄÅÅÐÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÒÅ ÅØÐÁÎÓÉÖÅ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓȢ Ȭ)ȭÍ ÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÎË ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄȭ ÉÓ ÁÎ 

indicator of a live, pre-articulate thinking process, where the sense that 

ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ȬÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÐÏ×ÅÒÆÕÌȭ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÔÁÉÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÐÒÅÃÅÄÅÓ ÔÈÅ 

ÒÅÁÄÅÒȭÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓ ÉÔ ÉÎ ×ÏÒÄÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ response moves out towards the 

ȬÌÁÒÇÅÒ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȭ ÏÒ ȬÂÉÇÇÅÒ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅȭ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÃÁÎ ÔÅÌÌ ÕÓ 

about our wider society. The long final sentence is not a conclusive summary, 

rather it is an attempt to get a bigger thought out of the small individual tragedy 

ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÏÎÅ ×ÏÍÁÎȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ. The participant is reading in a literary manner, making 

literature out of the news.  

              Additionally , there was one participant who continued to apply the 

default attitude of certainty that she had displayed in response to the news 

article, in her reaction to the poetry:  

Certainty in News Article 

Responses 

Certainty in Poetry Responses  

I think  this case has provoked a lot 

of questions within charities about 

Again, this poor woman is obviously 

suffering from depression, extraneous 
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who they should repeatedly 

contact asking for donations, but it 

was actually her depression and 

her history of depression that was 

actually the cause of her death. 

(A8) 

 

depression provoked by her husband 

leaving and whatever family troubles 

had led to her husband going away, but 

she obviously was full of kindness 

because he makes reference to the 

kindness and he obviously has a lot of 

compassion for her which is nice. He 

feels sorry for this poor woman who was 

obviously very nice to him. She 

obviously had a big effect on him. (A8) 

Her over-ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙ ÉÓ ÓÉÇÎÁÌÌÅÄ ÈÅÒÅ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȬÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ 

example ÁÎÄ ȬÏÂÖÉÏÕÓÌÙȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄȢ .Ï ÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙ 

such levels of certainty ɀ or repetitiveness ɀ in response to the poetry and 

instead a more imaginatively uncertain mode was prevalent across all nine 

remaining transcripts.90 

              In addition to analysing the frequency of a selected number of linguistic 

markers of certainty and uncertainty, one way of beginning to quantify levels of 

imaginative engagement with the text was to isolate and compare the range of 

verbs used across the two sets of transcripts. Lexical richness, and in particular, 

verbal diversity has been recognised as an indicator of creativity, fluency and 

flexibility. 91 Research has also found a positive correlation between verbal 

fluency and well-being.92 Because Ȭ)ȭ ÉÓ ÕÓÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÅÑÕÁÌ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÃÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

news article and poetry responses, in this analysis the range of verbs used in the 

first person were specifically selected for comparison. The following figures 

shows the difference in the variety of verbs used within the two sets of 

transcripts: 

 

 

                                                           
90 The lack of direct quotations used by participant A8 ς as indicated in the graphs in section 4.2. of 
this analysis ς supports the position that her response lacked imaginative engagement.  
91 tŀǳƭ WΦ {ƛƭǾƛŀΣ wƻƎŜǊ 9Φ .ŜŀǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ 9Ƴƛƭȅ /Φ bǳǎōŀǳƳΣ Ψ±ŜǊōŀƭ ŦƭǳŜƴŎȅ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅΥ DŜƴŜǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ 
specific contributions of broad retrieval ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ όDǊύ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǾŜǊƎŜƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΩΣ Intelligence, 41.5 
(2013), 328-40. 
92 bƛŎƻƭŀ DŀǘŜǎΣ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ΨtǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǿŜƭƭ-ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƛƭŘ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘΩΣ 
Clinical Interventions in Aging, 9 (2014), 779-92 (783). 
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Figure 8: Verbs used in the first person in the news article responses.93 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Verbs used in the first person in the poetry responses. 

 

                                                           
93 Positive and negative forms of each verb, in the present and past tenses are combined in the 
ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƘŜǊŜΣ ŜƎΦ 5ƻ Ґ 5ƻ κ 5ƻ ƴƻǘ κ 5ƻƴΩǘ κ 5ƛŘ κ 5ƛŘ ƴƻǘ κ 5ƛŘƴΩǘΦ  
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Á Only twelve verbs are used in the first person across the entirely of the 

news article responses. In contrast, thirty-nine verbs are used in the first 

person in the poetry responses.  

Á 4ÈÅ ÖÅÒÂ ȬÔÈÉÎËȭ dominates both sets of transcripts. In 27% of cases 

×ÈÅÒÅ Ȭ)ȭ ÉÓ ÕÓÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÎÅ×Ó ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÖÅÒÂ 

ȬÔÈÉÎËȭȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÇÕÒÅ ÉÓ σπϷȢ  )Î χυϷ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ Ȭ)ȭ ÉÓ ÕÓÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÎÅ×Ó ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅs it is followed by 

ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÆÏÕÒ ÖÅÒÂÓ ɉȬÔÈÉÎËȭȟ ȬÄÏȭȟ ȬÁÍȭȟ ȬÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒȭɊ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ 

responses the top fouÒ ÍÏÓÔ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÔÌÙ ÕÓÅÄ ÖÅÒÂÓ ɉȬÔÈÉÎËȭȟ ȬÄÏȭȟ ȬÁÍȭȟ 

ȬÌÉËÅȭɊ ÍÁËÅ ÕÐ υχϷ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ Ȭ)ȭ ÉÓ ÕÓÅÄȢ 4ÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅȟ Ðarticipants 

are using a smaller number of verbs more often in response to the news 

article and a larger range of verbs in response to the poetry. 

Á All twelve of the verbs that are used in the first person in the news article 

responses can also be found within the poetry responses, yet in the 

poetry responses an additional twenty-seven verbs are used that are not 

found within the news article responses. 

Á 4ÈÅ ÖÅÒÂ ȬÉÍÁÇÉÎÅȭ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÏÃÃÕÒ ÉÎ ÁÎÙ ÆÏÒÍ ÉÎ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÎÅws 

article and nor do the verbs ȬÌÉËÅȭȟ ȬÌÏÖÅȭȟ ȬÁÇÒÅÅȭȟ ȬÅÎÊÏÙȭȟ ȬÐÒÅÆÅÒȭȟ 

ȬÓÕÐÐÏÓÅȭȟ ȬÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅȭȟ Ȭ×ÏÎÄÅÒȭȟ ȬÃÏÍÐÁÒÅȭȟ ȬÇÕÅÓÓȭȟ Ȭ×ÉÓÈȭȟ ȬÓÔÁÒÔȭȟ ȬÌÅÁÒÎȭȟ 

ȬÒÅÁÄȭ ÏÒ Ȭ×ÒÉÔÅȭȢ 4ÈÅÓÅ ÁÒÅ ÁÌÌ ÖÅÒÂÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÕÓÅÆÕÌ ÆÏÒ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ 

or imaginative thinking and their absence from the news article 

responses and presence within the poetry responses supports the view 

that the poetry is encouraging more imaginative thinking from 

participants. 

Participant Aφ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÓ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÓÔ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÏÆ ȬÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÖÅ 

ÕÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙȭ ÉÎ ÈÅÒ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÎÁÌ ÌÉÎÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÅØÔÒÁÃt of poetry, 

using a range of verbs and constructions that are not found in responses to the 

news article: 
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Imaginative Uncertainty in Poetry Responses  

(ÅÒ ÅÙÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÄÏ×Îȟ ÓÈÅ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÌÏÏË ÕÐȟ ÓÏ ÁÇÁÉÎ )ȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÁÇÅ ÏÆ Á 

downcast, lonely old woman. /ÈÈ ÉÔȭÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÓÁÄȢ "ÕÔ ÓÈÅ ÓÏÕÎÄÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ 

ÇÅÎÅÒÏÕÓȟ Ȭ×ÈÅÎ ÓÈÅ ÁÔ ÈÅÒ ÔÁÂÌÅ ÇÁÖÅ ÍÅ ÆÏÏÄȟ Ⱦ 3ÈÅ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÍÅȭȢ 3Ï 

ÓÈÅ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÅÖÅÎ ÍÁËÅ ÅÙÅ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȟ ÓÈÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÌÏÎÅ ÉÎ ÈÅÒ ÇÒÉÅÆȟ 

ÂÕÔ ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÓÈÅȭÓ ÇÉÖÉÎÇ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÆÏÏÄȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÓÏÍÅ ÉÎÔeraction there. She is 

generous, she sounds like a good person. That line makes me think that oh she 

is feeding this guy who has come to her cottage, she gives food and she is 

generous but she does not even want to look up, she is so deep in her grief I 

thÉÎËȢ (ÅÒ ÇÒÉÅÆ ÈÁÓ ÉÓÏÌÁÔÅÄ ÈÅÒ ÓÏ ÍÕÃÈ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÅÖÅÎ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÁÎÙÂÏÄÙ 

ÅÌÓÅȟ ÓÈÅȭÓ ÊÕÓÔȟ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ×ȟ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÉÎÇ ÂÕÔ ÁÓÌÅÅÐȢ )ȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ Á ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÈÅÒȟ 

she is in her mid-sixties, she is wearing grey, living in this isolated cottage, her 

eyes are down. I imagine her being very very thin and dour looking. Other 

than her eyes looking down, there is no physical description of her, that is just 

my interpretation of her and of what grief has done to her or what this 

abandonment has done to her. It has left her half-alive, half-awake. (A6) 

This reader has shifted the past tense of the poem into the present tense so that 

ȬÈÅÒ ÅÙÅÓ ÄÏ×Î×ÁÒÄÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÃÁÓÔȭ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ȬÈÅÒ ÅÙÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÄÏ×Îȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÓÈÅ ÄÉÄ 

ÎÏÔ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÍÅȭ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ȬÓÈÅ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÌÏÏË ÕÐȭȢ 4ÈÅÓÅ ÇÒÁÍÍÁÔÉcal 

readjustments suggest that the reader is imaginatively re-living the lines in the 

ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔȢ #ÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÌÉËÅ Ȭ)ȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÁÇÅȭȟ Ȭ)ȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ Á ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÈÅÒȭȟ ȬÍÙ 

ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÅÒȭ ÁÎÄ Ȭ) ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅ ÈÅÒȭ ÁÌÌ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÔÏ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ ÔÈÅ 

argument that the ÌÉÔÅÒÁÒÙ ÔÅØÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÔÒÉÇÇÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÁÄÅÒȭÓ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÆÏÒ 

producing mental imagery. These are all constructions that do not occur in 

responses to the news article. This suggests that the ability to visualise the 

subject of a text may be a particular feature of literary reading and it is this 

triggering of mental imagery which may lead readers towards more 

imaginative, exploratory and personal reflection.  

4.5. Looking on the Bright Side vs. Looking Back and Thinking Again  

Participants often appeared to be attempting to extract a positive message from 

the news article. They appeared to be keen to move on from the tragic reality of 

/ÌÉÖÅ #ÏÏËÅȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÎÄ seemed to display an insistent need to re-interpret her 

story and grasp at any form of consolation that they could find within it:  
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Looking on the Bright Side in News Article Responses  

My overall thought on reading the article was one of sadness at the 

circumstances of the elderly woman, but also reflecting on her long years of 

service, seventy-six years to the Royal British Legion which was inspiring. 

(A2) 

)ÔȭÓ Á ÖÅÒÙ ÓÁÙ ÃÁÓÅȟ ÅÒÍȟ Á ÎÉÎÅÔÙ-two ÙÅÁÒ ÏÌÄȟ ) ÍÅÁÎ ÓÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ 

have an awful lot longer to live but it is very sad and if it has promoted or 

provoked some work being done by charities about how they actually raise 

their money, then perhaps some good has actually come out of it. ThatȭÓ kind 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÉÎ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÆ ÉÔ ÆÏÒ ÍÅȟ ÂÕÔ ÓÈÅȭÓ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÌÙ ÈÁÄ Á ÇÏÏÄ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÅȭÓ 

made a big contribution and I think that her life should be celebrated. (A8) 

In these two examplÅÓ ȬÂÕÔȭȟ ȬÐÅÒÈÁÐÓȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÉÆȭ ÁÐÐÅÁÒ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ used to shift 

towards positivity and transform the traumatic content of the article into 

something more palatable.  

              After reading the poetry, three participants (A4, A6 and A7) chose to 

look back and think again about the news article. In doing so they were able to 

revise their initial overly certain, reductive or falsely optimistic responses to the 

text. In the cases where this happened, it was as if the poetry ɀ and specifically 

the second extract of poetry relating to Margaret ɀ was demanding that they 

turn back and reconsider the life and death of Olive Cooke. The contrast 

ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ !φȭÓ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÌ ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÎÅ×Ó ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÅÒ ÒÅ-

assessment of it after having read the poetry is particularly striking evidence of 

this argument: 

Looking on the Bright Side in the 

News Article Responses 

Looking Back and Thinking Again  

9ÅÁÈȟ ÉÔȭÓ Á ÓÁÄ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÉÓÎȭÔ it? But you 

ÔÈÉÎËȟ ×ÅÌÌ ÓÈÅȭÓ ÎÉÎÅÔÙ-twoȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ 

a long long life. (A6) 

 

I think reading the two Wordsworth 

pieces and then thinking back to the 

original article about Mrs Cooke - 

Olive Cooke - ÙÏÕ ÓÅÅ )ȭÍ ÎÏÔÉÃÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 

name now, after the last piece and 

-ÁÒÇÁÒÅÔ )ȭÍ ÔÁËÉÎÇ ÎÏÔÉÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

name now. Looking again, Mrs Cooke 

was identified by her grandson so she 

obviously had a family, so even 

though before I said that she was 

lonely after her husband died in the 

war. Maybe she remarried, but it 
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ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÓÁÙ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÁÔȢ 3ÈÅ 

was depressed at being old. She 

strikes me as a lonely figure . . . But I 

see some similarities in some of the 

themes between the news article and 

the second Wordsworth piece. (A6) 

Having read the poetry she begins to reimagine the emotional reality of Olive 

#ÏÏËÅȭÓ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Émpersonal flatness of the news format.94 While in 

the news article responses Mrs Olive Cooke is named only once by a single 

participant, in the places where, after having read the poetry, participants begin 

to re-consider the news article, she is named thirteen times. As participant A6 

herself notes, it seems to be the poetry which is causing participants to name 

and notice Mrs Cooke in a way that they had not previously done.    

              Participant A5 was the one person who appeared to maintain a 

partÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÖÅ ÔÅÎÄÅÎÃÙ ÔÏ ȬÌÏÏË ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÉÇÈÔ ÓÉÄÅȭ ×ÈÅÎ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 

poetry, just as she had done when reading the news article.   

Looking on the Bright Side in News 

Article Responses  

Looking on the Bright Side in 

Poetry Response 

But yeah I think iÔȭÓ Á ÍÏÖÉÎÇ ÓÔÏÒÙ 

and a sad story, but ÔÈÅÎ ÉÔȭÓ Á ÎÉÃÅ 

story that she actually collected for 

the Poppy Appeal for all those years, 

ÆÏÒ χφ ÙÅÁÒÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÏÆ ÈÅÒ 

life and she did that every year. So 

obviously the charities have, well the 

Poppy Appeal has benefited from her 

helping that. (A5)  

 

I would rather look on the bright side, 

) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÍÅ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌÌÙȢ ) ÆÅÅÌ 

ÁÓ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÉÔȭÓ ÄÅÅÐȟ ×ÅÌÌȟ ÖÅÒÙ ÄÅÅÐȢ 

But yeah I do like the end where it 

goes a bit brighter and there is a 

rainbow. (A5 ɀ First extract of poetry) 

Obviously she was caring, but did she 

have happy times? Because from the 

pedlarȭÓ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÆ ÖÉÅ× ÓÈÅ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ 

looked a bit downtrodden and a bit 

depressed, but then she might have 

had happy times. (A5 ɀ Second extract 

of poetry) 

                                                           
94 CǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ΨƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀƎŀƛƴΩΥ Ψ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊ 
article, ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǿƘƻǎŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ŘƛŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜΩǎ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǿƻƳŀƴΣ ǎƘŜΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎŀŘ 
since her husband [. . .] well, she was abandoned by him, but I think that would be the same feeling 
ǊŜŀƭƭȅΣ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ǎƘŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜΩǎ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳΩ ό!тύΦ 
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The reÐÅÁÔÅÄ ȬÂÕÔÓȭ ÁÒÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÕÓÅÄ across all three examples to shift towards a 

more upbeat tone. This approach was not however characteristic of the poetry 

responses. The remaining nine participants made no attempt to put a positive 

ÓÐÉÎ ÏÎ -ÁÒÇÁÒÅÔȭÓ ÌÉÆÅȟ ÁÎÄ as previously stated, after reading the poetry, three 

participants made a reassessment of what they then took to be their previously 

over-ÓÉÍÐÌÉÓÔÉÃ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓ ÔÏ /ÌÉÖÅ #ÏÏËÅȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÂÙ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÅÒ ÁÇÁÉÎ ÉÎ 

parallel to Margaret. Participant A4 provides the best example of this. By 

blending together the lives of Olive Cooke and Margaret he is able to use the 

poetry as a trigger for more imaginative thinking about the news article: 

Looking Back and Thinking Again  

What person would somebody like Olive Cooke not have looked at? Whether 

it must have felt extremely awkward to see somebody who was of the same 

age as her husband, or somebody for whatever reason, resembled her first 

husband. I would in those situations, be somebody who would cast my eye 

downwards for there would be some kind of emotional swing hitting me . . . 

4ÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÓÌÅÅÐ ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÍÕÓÉÎÇȟ Ȭ4Ï ÈÕÍÁÎ ÌÉÆÅ ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅ ÓÈÁÌÌ 

come again / For whom she suffered. Yes, it would have grieved / Your very 

ÓÏÕÌ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÈÅÒȭȟ ÕÍ ÁÎÙ×ÁÙȟ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÌÉnk that to Olive Cook, maybe again there 

ÉÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÌÉÎË ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÆÅ ÌÏÓÔȟ ÁÇÁÉÎ ÈÅÒ ÈÕÓÂÁÎÄȢ )ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÓÁÉÄȟ ÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ 

find a place in a newspaper article, but we do not know whether her father 

had been injured in the Great War, whether he died soon after, whether he 

was still alive when her own husband was killed in action, we do not know 

that. But either of these people, coming back, are haunting her in her sleep, so 

it could be possible, its mere speculation. But if you put these two texts side 

by side, nothing but that can be done. (A4) 

The poetry holds within it a reminder of what the news article does not have a 

ÐÌÁÃÅ ÆÏÒȟ ÎÁÍÅÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÙÅÒÅÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÌÏÓÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÍÁÄÅ ÕÐ -ÒÓ #ÏÏËÅȭÓ 

ÌÉÆÅȢ $ÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ Ȭ×Å ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ËÎÏ×ȭ ÁÂÏÕÔ /ÌÉÖÅ #ÏÏËÅȭÓ ÌÉÆÅȟ ÔÈÉÓ 

participant comes to know her imaginatively by blending her into the poetry. 

The suggestion here is that it is the poetry which causes this participant to think 

ÍÏÒÅ ÄÅÅÐÌÙ ÁÂÏÕÔ /ÌÉÖÅ #ÏÏËÅȭÓ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÉÎ Á ×ÁÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ Îews 

article itself did not. Participants were not instructed to think back to the 

newspaper article after reading the poetry, it was an instinctive backwards 

ÍÏÖÅ ÍÁÄÅ ÂÙ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÃÅÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÉÓ ȬÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ 

ÂÁÃËȭ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÓȟ ÐÁÒÔicipants appear to show some recognition of the limits of 
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what can be contained within a news article and - it can be argued - it is the 

poetry which then serves to stretch those limits.  

4.6. Follow -up Task 

Seven days after the initial reading task, all ten participants were sent a follow-

up exercise via email to complete. In this exercise they were asked to: 

Á Write down everything that they could remember about the news article 

and the extracts of poetry that they had read a week earlier.  

Á Read the extracts of poetry for a second time. 

Á Write down any second thoughts or new ideas that they had about the 

texts.  

The aim of this task was to discover whether reading the extracts of poetry had 

had any kind of sustained impact on readers and to determine whether the 

particular thought-processes that participants had demonstrated after their 

initial reading of the poetry would be replicated or somehow altered by a 

second reading. 

4.6.1. Recalling the Texts  

Participants generally wrote more when recalling the content of the poetry 

extracts than they did when trying to remember the news article. The following 

table shows the number of words that each participant wrote in this first section 

of the follow-up task: 

Participant  Number of Words in 
News Article Recall  

Number of Words in Poetry 
Recall 

A1 89 277 

A2 77 97 

A3 15 83 

A4 125 198 

A5 28 71 

A6 61 48 

A7 91 93 

A8 43 60 

A9 21 47 
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A10 36 49 

Total  586 1023  

Average 58.6 102.3 

Table 4: Length in words of participant recall of news article and poetry extracts.  

 

On average, participants wrote almost twice as much about the poetry than the 

news article. When recalling the news article, participants tended to revert to 

the summary mode that they had used in their initial verbal response to the text, 

yet were able to remember more detail about the poetry. Some discrepancy was 

to be expected here as participants were recalling two extracts of poetry and 

only one news article. Contrasting responses from participant A3 provide 

evidence to support this position: 

Summary Mode when Recalling the 

News Article  

The Sustained Effect of Active 

Reading when Recalling the Poetry  

I think it was about an old lady 

ÐÁÓÓÉÎÇ Á×ÁÙȟ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒ 

anything else. (A3) 

 

) ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ȬÈÅÁÒÔȭȢ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔ 

was about a woman who waited 

years for her husband to come home 

but he never did and the writer was 

visiting this woman years later and 

felt that she was distant because of 

this unfulfilled waiting, and the writer 

felt uncomfortable sat at the table 

being served by this woman because 

it was similar to the scene that never 

happened with her returned husband. 

And I think I remember her turning 

away from him. (A3) 

While she can hardly remember anything about the news article, particular 

details of the poem seem to have stuck in participanÔ !σȭÓ ÍÉÎÄ. This supports 

the argument ÔÈÁÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒË ÏÆ ȬÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇȭ ÄÏÎÅ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ 

session has had a sustained impact.95 Participant A3 is not only recollecting the 

                                                           
95 CǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ΨǎǳƳƳŀǊȅ ƳƻŘŜΩ ǿƘŜƴ ǊŜŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜΥ ΨL ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 
remember the news article. Was it about someone dying alone? L Řƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǎŀŘΩ ό!уύΦ 
ΨElderly lady, Bristol area, over 90 years, took her own life, felt under pressure to subscribe to 
ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ŎƘŀǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ό!млύΦ ΨL ŎŀƴΩǘ ǊŜŎŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ōǳǘ Řƻ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ōƻǘƘ ǇƻŜƳǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘŜƭƭǎ ƳŜ 
that poetry sticks in my mind as it paints ŀ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΩ ό!5). 
CǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ΨŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎΩ ǿƘŜƴ ǊŜŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻŜǘǊȅΥ ΨΩIŜŀǊǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎƻǳƭΩ ŀǊŜ 
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poem here, she is re-interpreting the text as she remembers it. The ideÁ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ 

writer felt uncomfortable sat at the table being served by this woman because it 

×ÁÓ ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÃÅÎÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÅÒ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÅÄ ÈÕÓÂÁÎÄȭ ÉÓ Á 

new and imaginative thought. This suggests that after only a single reading of 

the poem, seven days previously, a deep understanding of the text has been 

retained by this reader, and is very different to the summary mode that is 

displayed by participants in both their initial responses to and recollections of 

the news article.  

4.6.2 Re-thi nking the Poem after a Second Reading  

In the second part of the follow-up activity, participants re-read the two extracts 

of poetry and were then asked to write down any thoughts or ideas that they 

now had about the texts. Participants again displayed some of the 

characteristics identified within their first  spoken responses to the poetry in 

these second written responses, ÎÁÍÅÌÙ ȬÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇȭȟ ȬÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÖÅ 

uncertainÔÙȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÏÃÕÓȭȢ 2ather than simply replicating their initial  

comments about the poetry, certain participants wrote down new thoughts in 

the follow-up task. After re-reading the first extract of poetry, participant A3 

wrote of the pedlar: 

Second Reading of Poetry 

)ÔȭÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÉÍ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÌÉÆÅȟ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÌÉÆÅ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÓ ÁÔ some 

point between conception and birth but the other coming to life which 

happens, sometimes multiple times, to people during their life. When things 

ÓÕÄÄÅÎÌÙ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÃÌÅÁÒÅÒȟ ÁÎÄ ÙÅÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÌÁÒÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ Á×ÁËÅÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ ȬÔÈÅ ÇÌÏÒÉÏÕÓ 

ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÅȭȟ Á ÈÅÉÇÈÔÅÎÅÄ Á×ÁÒeness of his existence in the world, is also an 

awareness of the inadequacy of this awareness. (A3) 

4ÈÉÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ ÑÕÏÔÅÓ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÌÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÔÅØÔȟ ÕÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄÓ ȬÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓȭȟ ȬÙÅÔȭ 

ÁÎÄ ȬÂÕÔȭ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÓ ÌÏÎÇ ÓÅÎÔÅÎÃÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÅ ÃÌÁÕÓÅÓ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ 

express subtle new thoughts about the text. These are not linear or binary 

thoughts; this is an attempt to describe complicated grey areas and 

simultaneities. This participant appears to have continued to demonstrate -in 

                                                           
ǘǿƻ ƪŜȅǿƻǊŘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ƛƴ ōƻǘƘ ǇƻŜƳǎΩ ό!пύΦ Ψ¢ƘŜ ǇƻŜƳ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴ ΨǎƭŜŜǇǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǇŜǎ ǘƻ 
ǿŀƪŜ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴΩ ό!мύΦ  
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writing - the characteristics of literary thinking which were identified in both 

ÈÅÒ Ï×Î ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÉÄÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐȭÓ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÌ ÖÅÒÂÁÌ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÔÒÙȢ96 

4.6.3. Shifting Away from D efaults  

There are three participants who had initially responded to the poetry with the 

same default attitudes that they had displayed in their responses to the news 

article. 

Á 0ÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ !ςȭÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓ ÈÁÄ ÁÌÌ ÂÅÅÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÄÉÓÔÒÁÃÔÅÄȢ 

Á Participant A8 had consistently shown a tendency towards over-

certainty.  

Á Participant A5 had repeatedly tried to extract a positive message from 

each text that she read.  

During the written follow -up task these three participants did appear to begin 

to shift away from their default positions. 

Á A2 ɀ Distraction:  

First Reading of News 

Article  

First Reading of Poetry  Second Reading of 

Poetry  

The image of the poppy 

seller reminded me of, 

ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÑÕÉÔÅ Á ÆÁÍÏÕÓ 

picture of in Victorian 

London a young girl 

who is a flower seller, 

and in the background 

you can see a policeman 

- that reminded me of 

that. (A2) 

There is a famous 

portrait of Elizabeth I 

when she is old, in 

perhaps 1600, before she 

dies in 1603 and she is 

holding her head in her 

hands and there is a 

skeleton behind her and 

other images. (A2) 

 

He almost feels the 

resolution of his inner 

turmoil ɀ ȬÔÈÅ 

ÔÕÒÂÕÌÅÎÃÅȭ ɀ externally, 

ȬÃommuning with the 

ÇÌÏÒÉÏÕÓ ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÅȭ ÔÏ 

ÓÅÃÕÒÅ ȬÒÅÐÏÓÅ [. . .] the 

ÐÅÁÃÅ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÄȭȟ ÈÅ ÉÓ 

seeing light at the end 

of the tunnel. (A2) 

 

                                                           
96 CǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ΨǊŜǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻŜǘǊȅΩΥ Ψ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴd poem prompts me to think of the news 
ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ǊŜ-read it. The sadness and loneliness and suffering, this poor woman 
abandoned, waiting for her lover to return. Again I think about her goodness and generosity. Not 
sure I noted the reǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƘǳƳŀƴΩ ƛƴ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƭƛƴŜǎΦ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƳƻǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ 
ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎΣ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŀƴŘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΩ ό!сύΦ 
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In the written follow -up task, participant A2 was uncharacteristically focused. 

He quoted extensively from the poetry and as such, no longer wandered away 

from the content of the text.  

Á A8 ɀ Certainty:  

First Reading of News 

Article  

First Reading of Poetry  Second Reading of 

Poetry  

I think this case has 

provoked a lot of 

questions within 

charities about who 

they should repeatedly 

contact asking for 

donations, but it was 

actually her depression 

and her history of 

depression that was 

actually the cause of her 

death. (A8) 

 

Again, this poor woman 

is obviously suffering 

from depression, 

extraneous depression 

provoked by her 

husband leaving and 

whatever family troubles 

had led to her husband 

going away, but she 

obviously was full of 

kindness because he 

makes reference to the 

kindness and he 

obviously has a lot of 

compassion for her 

which is nice. He feels 

sorry for this poor 

woman who was 

obviously very nice to 

him. (A8) 

Having re-read the 

extract I still found it 

somewhat self-

contradictory and 

confusing, although it 

did seem to suggest that 

concentrating on 

natural forces could 

quiet his own mind. 

(A8) 

 

The qualifying terms ȬÓÏÍÅ×ÈÁÔȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÁÌÔÈÏÕÇÈȭ ÁÒÅ ÓÍÁÌÌ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÏÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ 

support the position that after a second reading, the default mode of certainty 

that was so apparent in the initial responses to both the news article and poetry, 

is beginning to break down. 

Á A5 ɀ Looking on the  Bright Side:  

First Reading of News 

Article  

First Reading of 

Poetry  

Second Reading of 

Poetry  

But ÙÅÁÈ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ Á 

moving story and a sad 

story, but ÔÈÅÎ ÉÔȭÓ Á 

nice story that she 

Obviously she was 

caring, but did she have 

happy times? Because 

ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÄÌÁÒȭÓ point 

I felt sad and jaded when 

reading them and felt the 

depression and angst in 

ÔÈÅ ÁÕÔÈÏÒȭÓ ×ÏÒÄÓȟ 
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actually collected for 

the Poppy Appeal for all 

those years, for 

seventy-six years, and 

ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÏÆ ÈÅÒ ÌÉÆÅ 

and she did that every 

year. So obviously the 

charities have, well the 

Poppy Appeal has 

benefited from her 

helping that. (A5)  

 

of view she always 

looked a bit 

downtrodden and a bit 

depressed, but then she 

might have had happy 

times. (A5) 

especially in the first. In 

the second I felt sad and 

wished that the woman 

had had a happier life, 

×ÈÉÃÈ )ȭÍ ÓÕÒÅ ÓÈÅ ÄÉÄ ÁÔ 

some point. I think the 

words conjure up strong 

images and the feeling of 

despair which to be 

ÈÏÎÅÓÔȟ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌÌÙ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ 

like the feelings it stirs 

ÕÐ ÉÎ ÍÅȢ )ÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÙÐÅ 

of passage I prefer to 

read as even though it 

conjures up a scene in 

ÍÙ ÈÅÁÄȟ ÉÔȭÓ Á ÓÁÄ ÓÃÅÎÅȢ 

I feel the author clings to 

the negative rather than 

the positive. (A5) 

During the follow-up task participant A5 initially displayed her default trait of 

ȬÌÏÏËÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÉÇÈÔ ÓÉÄÅȭ ÂÙ ÉÎÓÉÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ -ÁÒÇÁÒÅÔ ÍÕÓÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÈÁÄ Á ÈÁÐÐÉÅÒ 

ÌÉÆÅȟ ȬÁÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÐÏÉÎÔȭȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÁÓ ÓÈÅ ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓÅÓȟ ÈÅÒ ÄÅÆÁÕÌÔ ÍÏÄÅ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÓ ÔÏ 

ÆÁÌÔÅÒȢ "Ù ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÓÉÎÇ ÈÅÒ ÄÉÓÌÉËÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ȬÓÔÒÏÎÇ ÉÍÁÇÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓ ÏÆ ÄÅÓÐÁÉÒȭ 

that the poetry stirs up within her, rather than immediately attempting to 

disregard or transform them into positive images, she is making a small but 

significant readjustment. 

4.7. Conclusion 

The ÓÈÉÆÔ ÆÒÏÍ ȬÓÕÍÍÁÒÙ ÍÏÄÅȭ ÔÏ ȬÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇȭȡ 

Á Participants tended to speak for longer and in more detail about the 

poetry than the news article.  

Á Participants quoted extensively from the poetry itself within their 

responses yet very rarely made specific reference to words within the 

news article.  

Á When speaking about the poetry, participants continued to puzzle 

through some of the difficulties or ambiguities within the texts and in 

these cases appeared to use quotations from the poetry in their 
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responses to make the lines live again for a second time as they actively 

thought a way through them.  

Á The familiarity of the news article format and the surface simplicity of its 

language and content meant that participants felt confident that they 

could understand it without having to read the text attentively. In 

contrast, poetry was more unfamiliar to the participants, the language 

initially appeared more difficult and the extracts that they were given to 

read only contained fragments of a much larger narrative. Consequently, 

it can be argued that the poetry demanded attentive, considered reading.  

&ÒÏÍ ȬÄiÓÔÒÁÃÔÉÏÎȭ ÔÏ ȬÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÏÃÕÓȭȡ 

Á Participants tended to become distracted when speaking about the news 

article. They drifted away from the core content of the article, became 

preoccupied with inconsequential details within the text or cut their 

responses short as they ran out of interest in the article.  

Á In contrast, participants appeared to express feelings of emotional 

connection or recognition as they spoke about the poetry and as such 

demonstrated a greater degree of focus in their responses to the extracts 

ÆÒÏÍ Ȭ4ÈÅ 2ÕÉÎÅÄ #ÏÔÔÁÇÅȭȢ  

Á Despite the emotive content of the news article, participant responses 

were generally unemotional.  

Á Participants did not make links between their own personal experiences 

and the news article in the way that they did in response to the poetry. 

4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÔ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÖÅÒÂ ȬÆÅÅÌȭȟ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÕÎ ȬÆÅÅÌÉÎÇȭ 

ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÎÏÕÎÓ ȬÍÅȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÍÙÓÅÌÆȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓ ÉÎ 

comparison to their scarcity in the news article responses.  

&ÒÏÍ ȬÃertaintÙȭ ÔÏ ȬÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÕÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙȭȡ 

Á Participants seemed to have no difficulty understanding the content of 

the news article and their responses were therefore confident and often 

opinionated.  
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Á Words identified as markers of certainty occurred with greater 

frequency in responses to the news article compared to the poetry 

responses (eg. actually, really). 

Á In contrast, participants were less practised in reading poetry and were 

initially doubtful about their ability to understand the texts that they had 

been given. Words identified as markers of uncertainty occurred with 

greater frequency in the poetry responses compared to the news article 

responses (e.g. if, sort of, maybe). 

Á The levels of certainty displayed in the news article responses had a 

tendency to limit or cut short participant responses.  

Á 4ÈÅ ȬÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙÅÄ ×ÈÅÎ ÓÐÅÁËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÎÅ×Ó 

ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ×ÁÓ ÌÁÒÇÅÌÙ ÒÅÐÌÁÃÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ ȬÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÖÅ 

ÕÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙȭȢ )Ô ×ÁÓ ÔÈÉÓ ȬÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÕÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙȭ ÔÈÁÔ appeared to 

become a tool for getting closer to the less explicit meaning held within 

the poetry.  

Á Participants seemed inquisitive and contemplative in their responses to 

the poetry in ways that they had not been when speaking about the news 

article. A broad range of verbs were used in the poetry responses which 

were not found in the news article responses. These verbs provide 

evidence for the different kinds of thinking that was occurring within the 

poetry responses (e.g. suppose, perceive, wonder and speculate) and 

supports the view that more imaginative mental processes were being 

triggered by the poetry but not by the news article. 

Á Participants frequently made connections as they were reading the 

poetry, often prior to quite knowing the meaning of the texts. Not 

knowing seemed to trigger more imaginative thinking than too easily 

knowing did. 

 Ȭ,ÏÏËÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ Âright  ÓÉÄÅȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÌÏÏËÉÎÇ ÂÁÃË ÁÎÄ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÁÇÁÉÎȭȡ 

Á Participants appeared to display Á ÔÅÎÄÅÎÃÙ ÔÏ ȬÌÏÏË ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÉÇÈÔ ÓÉÄÅȭ ÉÎ 

their responses to the news article. This meant that they seemed to 

attempt ÔÏ ÅØÔÒÁÃÔ ÓÏÍÅ ȬÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅȭ ÍÅÓÓÁÇÅ ÆÒÏÍ /ÌÉÖÅ #ÏÏËÅȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÓÏ ÁÓ 

to distract from the tragedy of her suicide. This tendency can be 
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ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÊÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÓ ȬÂÕÔȭȟ ȬÏÒȭȟ ȬÍÁÙÂÅȭ ÁÎÄ 

ȬÐÅÒÈÁÐÓȭ ÁÒÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÕÒÎ ÓÅÎÔÅÎÃÅÓ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÍÏÒÅ ȬÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅȭ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎÓ 

instead of signalling uncertainty. 

Á Three participants reassessed the news article after reading the poetry. 

By speaking about the life of Olive Cooke in relation to the life of 

-ÁÒÇÁÒÅÔ ÉÎ Ȭ4ÈÅ 2ÕÉÎÅÄ #ÏÔÔÁÇÅȭ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ appeared to begin to 

think about the emotional content of the news article in a way that they 

had not previously been able to. Within these second thoughts about the 

ÎÅ×Ó ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÔÉÃÓ ÏÆ ȬÉÍÁÇÉÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÕÎÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÔÙȭ ÁÎÄ 

ȬÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÏÃÕÓȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÒÉÇÇÅÒÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ 

and are being used to reflect back on the non-fiction account of Olive 

#ÏÏËÅȭÓ ÌÉÆÅȢ  

Follow-up task: 

Á Results of the follow-up exercise that was completed seven days after the 

initial  reading task suggest that participants found it more difficult to 

recall details about the news article than the poetry extracts. This 

supports the position ÔÈÁÔ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÖÅ ȬÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇȭ ÈÅÌÐÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ÔÏ 

remember a text.  

Á In their written responses to the poetry, participants again demonstrated 

the characteristics of literary thinking that had been identified in their 

initial verbal responses.  

Á In certain cases the process of re-reading and writing appeared to allow 

for greater contemplation and for the development of new ideas.  

Á In three particular cases the follow-up activity seemed to lead 

participants to begin to shift away from unhelpful default positions and 

automatic modes of thought. 

4.8. Limitations and Implications  

Á One limitation of this study was that participants were given one news 

article and two extracts of poetry to read, potentially resulting in richer 

and more detailed responses to the poetry. It may be useful to repeat the 

experiment using one single short poem or extract of poetry rather than 
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two, to compare results across the two designs. However, in this instance 

it was deemed necessary to give participants two extracts of poetry so as 

to allow them to become more comfortable with this unfamiliar and 

difficult format and to counteract their inevitable familiarity with the 

news format. The news article is 268 words long and the combined 

length of the two poetry passages is 300 words. This minimal difference 

reduces any bias created by the fact that participants were given only 

one news article and two passages of poetry to read.  

Á In their initial questionnaires, all ten participants reported that they 

regularly read for pleasure - as would be expected from people who had 

responded to an advertisement about a study on reading. Half of the 

participants stated that they specifically read poetry for pleasure. Three 

participants had studied English Literature at degree level and had 

ÓÔÕÄÉÅÄ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙȟ ÁÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÎÏÎÅ ÈÁÄ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÒÅÁÄ ÔÈÅ 

specific poetry being used in this task. Any future experiments could 

target recruitment at non-readers, advertise within the wider 

community and offer participants financial reimbursements in order to 

increase the variety of people taking part. The approach chosen for this 

study was used to speed up the recruitment process and every effort was 

taken to ensure that advertisements reached students and staff from 

across a wide variety of academic and non-academic departments within 

the university. 

Á A cross-over design could have been implemented so that half of the 

participants read the news article first and half read the poetry first. This 

would have limited any bias created by order effects. In this study, 

reading the news article first did not seem to influence the way that 

participants read the poetry. However, after reading the poetry, certain 

participants did go back and re-think their initial responses to the news 

article.  

Á In order to be able to collect more accurate and useful quantitative data 

for statistical analysis it would have been helpful if a greater number of 

people had taken part in this study. However, a larger group would have 

made qualitative analysis less successful.  
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Á It was important not to expect participants to spend time doing anything 

other than tasks which would contribute ÔÏ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙȭÓ 

explicit research aims. The purpose of the follow-up task was to examine 

ÁÎÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÅÁÃÈ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȭÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ Ánd second reading of 

the poem, therefore it was not deemed necessary for participants to also 

re-read the news article. In future studies it may be preferable for 

participants to attend a second session in person and verbally to answer 

the follow-up questions. In this case it was more convenient and efficient 

for participants to complete the second stage of the study via email, and 

this ensured that there was a 100% rate of completion for the entire 

study. A written rather than verbal follow-up task was also chosen in 

order to provoke thoughtful and carefully considered responses during 

this second, contemplative stage of the task. 

Á The potential limitation of researcher bias was mitigated in this study 

through a thorough process of cross-referencing themes to ensure that 

they did not overlap or misrepresent the data. Researcher bias could 

have been reduced further if all data was cross-checked by an 

independent group of researchers.  

Á Despite these limitations, the results of this study give some indication 

that reading poetry can trigger greater levels of emotional focus, 

attentiveness and imagination than reading a news article and suggest 

that further research is required on how literary texts can be used to 

stimulate particular human capacities and qualities of thought.  

Á Future studies could compare responses to different kinds of literary 

texts, look at the impact of engaging with longer poems or prose works 

over a sustained period and focus in much greater detail on the four 

main themes noted here and the ways in which they interact.  

Á The four main characteristics identified in participant responses to the 

poetry often overlap and interact with one another. For example, greater 

emotional focus can lead to an increase in active reading. Active reading 

can in turn lead to heightened emotional focus and encourages more 

exploratory, imaginative uncertainty. It is important to note that 

participants were not simply demonstrating these particular modes of 
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thinking in isolation. When reading the poetry, participants started to 

demonstrate several, if not all, of the characteristics in combination. It is 

ÐÏÅÔÒÙȭÓ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ to trigger this complex blend of responses which may 

have particularly important implications for its potential therapeutic 

usage. 

4.9. Introduction to Experiment B  

Advertisements were displayed across The University of Liverpool campus and 

in public libr aries in Liverpool and London in order to recruit eighteen  

participants for this experiment (see Appendix K for study advertisement). The 

only requirements for inclusion in the study were that participants should be at 

least eighteen years of age and fluent in English. The group that was recruited 

were aged between nineteen and seventy-one and consisted of eleven females 

and seven males (see Appendix L for full breakdown of participants). 

4.9.1. The Study: Method 

1) All potential recruits were sent an information sheet about the study (see 

Appendix M) and invited to complete a consent form (see Appendix D) 

and a short questionnaire about themselves and their reading habits (see 

Appendix E).  

2) Participants were then divided into three groups . Age, gender, 

profession, education and reading habits were taken into account during 

the allocation process and every effort was made to create balanced 

groups so as to reduce the effects of individual differences on the results 

of the study.  

GROUP ONE 

Eight participants (B1 ɀ B8) 

Á The group were given a ȬÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÄÉÁÒÙȭ containing a copy of 

7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ Ȭ4ÈÅ 2ÕÉÎÅÄ #ÏÔÔÁÇÅȭȢ  

Á The 1009 line poem had been split into fourteen sections of 

approximately seventy lines each.  

Á They were asked to spend thirty minutes per day  for fourt een 

consecutive days  reading a section of the poem and writing about 

anything that seemed important to them within it. 
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GROUP TWO 

Eight participants (B9 ɀ B16) 

Á The group were given a blank notebook  and asked to spend thirty 

minutes per day for fourteen  consecutive days  writing about 

anything that they felt to be important to them.  

Á This group were not  asked to read any poetry. 

 

GROUP THREE 

Two participants (B17 & B18) 

Á The group were asked to complete both tasks .  

Á They were given the poetry diary exercise to complete first because it 

was judged to demand greater levels of concentration and motivation 

due to the unfamiliar reading material.  

Á One month later  they were given the second diary task to carry out. 

 

3) After completing their tasks, each participant in every group was given a 

second short questionnaire to fill out (see Appendix N). 

4) Two weeks later  they were each invited to attend an interview. 

Interviews were semi-structured and lasted between one and two hours. 

Interview discussions can be divided into three general sections: 

a) The experience of doing the task. 

b) Re-reading extracts of the poetry and/or diaries 

that are judged by the researcher and/or the 

participant themselves to be particularly salient, 

in order to reappraise initial written respons es. 

c) The longer term impact of the task on 

participants.   

4.9.2. The Analysis 

1) Thematic analysis was used to interpret the data collected in this study. 

2) The characteristics of each diary were identified and distinctions were 

made between the two sets of diaries (those with and without any poetry 

stimulus).  
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3) The most salient themes were clustered together, checked against one 

another to minimise overlap and checked against both the original data 

and previous research in the field.  

4) Themes were checked against ÅÁÃÈ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȭÓ own analysis of the 

most salient moments within their own diaries, as discussed during the 

interview stage. 

5) The full texts of four of the participant diaries (B3, B13 and both of 

ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ "ρψȭÓ Ô×Ï ÄÉÁÒÉÅÓɊ ×ÅÒÅ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÐÏÓÔ-graduates trained 

in qualitative analysis (a Ph.D. student in Psychological Sciences, a Ph.D. 

student in Public Health and a Research Assistant in Clinical Psychology) 

to cross-check themes and help to mitigate against researcher bias (see 

Appendix O for an example of independently annotated text). Their 

annotations were tabulated and categorised into themes which were 

then verified by each cross-checker during a follow-up meeting.  

Diary writing is an established therapeutic tool which has been identified to 

improve mood and well-being in a number of studies.97 The aim of experiment B 

was to investigate the effects of diary writing, when combined with the slow, 

careful reading of poetry. The results of this study are divided into three 

sections, thus: 

                                                           
97 Ψ{ƛƴŎŜ мфус ŘƻȊŜƴǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǳǇƘŜŀǾŀƭǎ Ŏŀƴ 
ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎical and physical health. The typical disclosure studies require participants 
to write for 3-5 days for 15-30 minutes per day about either emotional or superficial topics. The 
writing intervention has been shown to reduce physician visits for illness, improve medical markers 
of health, bring about higher grades among students, and result in higher re-employment rates 
ŀƳƻƴƎ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƻǎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƧƻōǎΦΩ James W. Pennebaker, Matthias R. Mehl and Kate G. 
bƛŜŘŜǊƘƻŦŦŜǊΣ ΨtǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǳǎŜΥ hǳǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ƻǳǊ ǎŜƭǾŜǎΩ ƛƴ Annual 
Review of Psychology, 54 (2003), 547-тт όрстύΤ ƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨtŜƴƴŜōŀƪŜǊΩΦ  
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In eÁÃÈ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ȬÓÃÏÐÅȭ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÃÁÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÒÁÎÇÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÔÒÉÇÇÅÒÅÄ 

ÂÙ ÅÁÃÈ ÔÁÓËȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ȬÔÈÅÒÁÐÙȭ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÅÁÃÈ ÔÁÓË ÔÈÁÔ ÈÏÌÄ ÓÏÍÅ 

therapeutic potential. Within each sub-section, evidence will be presented 

through a series of case studies.  

4.10. Poetry Task  

4.10.1. Scope: Using the Past 

Perhaps the most distinctive feature of the poetry diaries is the extent to which 

each participant writes about his or her own past in response to the poem. This 

was corroborated by the group of three independent cross-checkers who noted, 

Ȭ4ÈÅ ÐÏÅÍ ÁÃÔÓ ÁÓ Á ÔÒÉÇÇÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÍÅÍÏÒÉÅÓȭȟ Ȭ4ÈÅ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÓÔÉÍÕÌÁÔÅÄ ÍÅÍÏÒÉÅÓȭȟ 

Ȭ$ÉÁÒÉÅÓ ÃÏÎÔÁÉÎ ÖÅÒÙ ÄÅÔÁÉÌÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÅÍÏÔÉÖÅ ÍÅÍÏÒÉÅÓȭȟ Ȭ0ÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔ ÏÎ 

the poetry in relation to their own lives, especially with a focus on memoryȭȢ The 

poem appeared to encourage participants to write about the whole span of their 

lives, but also within that span, to focus with great specificity on particular 

experiences, usually from their childhood, and despite the poetry itself not 

being about childhood.98 This first section of analysis will provide evidence to 

                                                           
98 This finding has some relation to research into autobiographical memory which has identified a 

negative correlation between memory-specificity and depression. F. Raes, J.M.G. Williams, and D. 
IŜǊƳŀƴǎΣ ΨwŜŘǳŎƛƴƎ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΥ ! ǇǊŜƭƛƳƛƴŀǊȅ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ 
ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎƛǘȅ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ όa9{¢ύ ƛƴ ƛƴǇŀǘƛŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ǎȅƳǇǘƻƳŀǘƻƭƻƎȅΩΣ Journal of Behaviour 
Therapy and Experimental Psychiatry, 40 (2009), 24-38. 
Tim DalgleishΣ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ ΨwŜŘǳŎŜŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀǳǘƻōƛƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΩΣ Journal of 
Experimental Psychology, 136.1 (2007), 23-42. 

 

4.12. A COMPARISON OF THE TWO TASKS

4.12.1. Scope: B17 Breadth & Depth of 
Thought 

4.12.2. Therapy: B18 Breaking Free & Getting 
Stuck

4.11. DIARY TASK

4.11.1. Scope: Staying in the Present 4.11.2. Therapy: Diaries alongside Interviews

4.10. POETRY TASK

4.10.1. Scope: Using the Past 4.10.2. Therapy: Changing over Time
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support the position that the poem triggers memories and will explore how 

these memories affect the readerȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍȢ "ut more 

significantly it will ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÈÏ× ÒÅÁÄÅÒȭÓ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÍÅÍÏÒÉÅÓ 

alter over the course of the fourteen-day task. Three examples will show 

ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÒÅÁÄÅÒÓȭ ÖÁÒÙÉÎÇ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÓ on a spectrum which spans between the text 

and themselves: at certain points memories exist in isolation, distinctly separate 

from the text, while at others, the text and the life of the reader begin to merge 

and thus to be read and written about through a mutual understanding of the 

other. 

Á B18 - Triggering Memories:  

Certain words within the poem appeared to trigger specific memories for 

participant B18 which initially helped her to develop a personal understanding 

of a complex and unfamiliar piece of poetry. However, as the task progressed 

and she seemed to become more deeply engaged with the poem, memories 

became places of live, shared feeling and indicated a growing sense of 

convergence between reader and text: 

Participant B18  

Day Two 

He, many an evening, to his distant 

home 

In solitude returning, saw the hills 

Grow larger in the darkness; all alone 

Beheld the stars come out above his 

head, 

And travelled through the wood, with 

no one near 

To whom he might confess the things 

he saw. 

So the foundations of his mind were 

laid.  

In such communion, not from terror 

free, (l.126-133) 

When I was young ɀ probably from 

the age of seven, I often returned 

home from evening activities alone. 

The most memorable was from 

Brownies / Guides. The way home 

was often in the dark and the streets 

were very quiet. There was one 

particular part which filled me with 

ȬÔÅÒÒÏÒȭ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÔÉÍÅȢ )Ô ×ÁÓ ÏÎÌÙ Á ÌÏ× 

wall around the back of the chapel, 

but I always imagined someone / 

something lurking behind the wall 

who would jump out on me. My heart 

would be in my mouth as I passed 

every time. I never told anyone about 

it when I was young. When I see the 

×ÏÒÄ ȬÔÅÒÒÏÒȭ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ) 

remember. 
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Day Nine 

This tale did Margaret tell with many 

tears: 

And, when she ended, I had little 

power 

To give her comfort, and was glad to 

take 

Such words of hope from her own 

mouth as served 

to cheer us both. But long we had not 

talked 

Ere we built up a pile of better 

thoughts, 

And with a brighter eye she looked 

around 

As if she had been shedding tears of 

joy. (l.721-728) 

)ȭÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎȢ ) ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒ 

one time in particular ɀ when I told a 

friend news about my son, I 

ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒ ÔÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÈÅÒ Ȭ×ÉÔÈ ÍÁÎÙ 

ÔÅÁÒÓȭ ɀ but by the end after I had told 

her everything, although she was 

upset, we then started talking about 

things in a more cheerful way ɀ just 

ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍȢ )ÔȭÓ ÁÓ ÉÆ 

unloading the story onto someone 

else gives the storyteller a period of 

relief and you almost immediately 

feel more cheerful. You make 

someone very sad with your story ɀ 

but then you have the resources to 

try and ÃÈÅÅÒ ÔÈÅÍ ÕÐȢ )ÔȭÓ ÓÔÒÁÎÇÅȢ  

Day Ten 

I have slept 

Weeping, and weeping have I waked; 

my tears 

Have flowed as if my body were not 

such  

As others are; and I could never die. 

(l.808-911) 

This description of crying is 

wonderful. When you think that 

because you have cried so much you 

should be dead, and ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ 

still alive ɀ ÙÏÕÒ ÂÏÄÙ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÂÅ ÎÏÒÍÁÌȢ 

It is the words ȬÔÅÒÒÏÒȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÉÎ ÓÏÌÉÔÕÄÅ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÉÎÇȭ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÐÐÅÁÒ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÄ 

participant B18 to write on day two about this specific childhood memory of 

ȬÒÅÔÕÒÎÉÎÇ ÈÏÍÅ ɍȢ Ȣ ȢɎ ÁÌÏÎÅȭȢ 3ÈÅ ÁÌÉÇÎÓ ÈÅÒÓÅÌf with the poem and refers back to 

it in the middle of her memories, therefore maintaining a balance between text 

and self.  

               On day nine she shifts from writing in the first person about her own life 

experiences to using the second person plÕÒÁÌ ȬÙÏÕȭȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÍÏÖÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÓÉÎÇÕÌÁÒ ÔÏ 

plural, individual to more communal, suggests a swing on the reading spectrum 

away from the separate self and towards a blend of self and text. While she 

begins by writing in the first person about a parallel experience from her own 

life - related to her own son - this is not detached autobiography. She integrates 

ÔÈÅ ÑÕÏÔÁÔÉÏÎ Ȭ×ÉÔÈ ÍÁÎÙ ÔÅÁÒÓȭ ÉÎÔÏ ÈÅÒ Ï×Î ÓÔÏÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍȢ 

She is keen to re-inforce the link between herself and the text, writing that she 
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and her friend had reacted ȬÊÕÓÔ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍȭȢ  

         That she again switches frÏÍ ÕÓÉÎÇ Ȭ)ȭ ÔÏ ȬÙÏÕȭ ÏÎ ÄÁÙ ÔÅÎ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÓ ÔÈÅ 

position that ÓÈÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÎÏ× ÂÅÙÏÎÄ ÔÈÅ Ȭ)ȭȟ ÓÅÅÉÎÇ ÁÓ ÓÈÅ ÄÏÅÓ that her own 

particular experience belongs to something bigger than her individual self. Text 

ÁÎÄ ÓÅÌÆ ÏÎÃÅ ÁÇÁÉÎ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÇÅ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÕÒÁÌ ÐÒÏÎÏÕÎ ȬÙÏÕȭ ÈÏÌÄÓ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ÂÏÔÈ ÔÈÅ 

ÒÅÁÄÅÒȭÓ ÁÎÄ -ÁÒÇÁÒÅÔȭÓ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓȢ99  

Á B1 - Parallel Poetry:  

Participant B1 did not enjoy the poem and throughout much of the task he wrote 

about his own life, largely detached from the text. Filling out his post-task 

questionnaire, he apologised for being overly personal in his diary entries but 

ÓÁÉÄ ȬÉÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ ×ÁÙ ) ÃÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÓÁÙȭȢ (Å ÐÒÉÍÁÒÉÌÙ ×ÒÏÔÅ Ábout his 

past, and memories appeared to be triggered - sometimes tenuously - by single 

×ÏÒÄÓ ÏÒ ÉÍÁÇÅÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÅØÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍȢ &ÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÎÅÓȟ Ȭ"ÅÓÉÄÅ ÙÏÎ 

ÓÐÒÉÎÇ ) ÓÔÏÏÄȟ Ⱦ !ÎÄ ÅÙÅÄ ÉÔÓ ×ÁÔÅÒÓȭ ɉÌȢτψτ-υɊ ÌÅÄ ÈÉÍ ÔÏ ×ÒÉÔÅȟ Ȭ"Ù Á ÖÅÒÙ ÌÏÎÇ 

stretch of the imagination I am taken back to a spring and a deep swimming pool 

ÓÏÍÅ×ÈÅÒÅ ÉÎ 1ÕÅÅÎÓÌÁÎÄ !ÕÓÔÒÁÌÉÁȭȢ 3ÃÁÔÔÅÒÅÄ ÁÍÏÎÇÓÔ ÔÈÅ ÆÒÁÇÍÅÎÔÅÄ 

recollections of past travels - of which the diary mainly consists - there are 

ÒÅÐÅÁÔÅÄ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȭÓ ÒÅcently deceased parents. Over the 

course of the task he begins to weave a fragmented eulogy to his parents into his 

ÄÉÁÒÙ ÅÎÔÒÉÅÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÒÕÎÓ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÁÌÌÅÌ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍȭÓ ÅÕÌÏÇÙ ÔÏ -ÁÒÇÁÒÅÔ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

stands out as distinctly different in tone from the majoritÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȭÓ 

recollections: 

 

 

 

                                                           
99 Lƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴŜǎ Ψ! ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘŜǎǘƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǿŀke / To human life, or something very near 
κ ¢ƻ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƭƛŦŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ŎƻƳŜ ŀƎŀƛƴ κ CƻǊ ǿƘƻƳ ǎƘŜ ǎǳŦŦŜǊŜŘΩ ƻƴ Řŀȅ ǘǿŜƭǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǎƪΣ 
ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ .т ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭǳǊŀƭ ǇǊƻƴƻǳƴǎ ΨȅƻǳΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǿŜΩΥ 
ΨLƴ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǿŀȅ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƳƻƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ or temporary crisis we suffer. We move through 
the days or hours, feeling completely separate from the rest of human life - from the world of 
ordinary vitality, from other people living their lives. We are in another place. Reminds me of the 
words of a friend about depression, that when you are in that place, you believe that everyone else 
ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ȅƻǳ Ƴǳǎǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǎƻƳŜ ǎŜŎǊŜǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǎŜŎǊŜǘ 
ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ǎǘŀȅ ŀƭƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ƛǘΦΩ  
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Participant B1  

Day Two 

And some small portion of his 

eloquent speech, 

And something that may serve to set in 

view  

The feeling pleasures of his loneliness, 

His observations, and the thoughts his 

mind 

Had dealt with ɀ I will here record in 

verse; (l.98-102) 

When my father died it was given to 

me to compose and deliver his 

eulogy. I spent three days writing a 

potted history and a list ɀ poem of 

sorts, of favourite memories and 

sayings. It was very emotional and 

this small passage takes me back to 

that sad time. 

Day Seven 

Ȱ) ÓÅÅ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÍÅ ÈÅÒÅ 

Things which you cannot see: we die, 

my Friend,  

Nor we alone, but that which each man 

loved  

And prized in his peculiar nook of 

earth 

Dies with him, or is changed; and very 

soon 

Even of the good is ÎÏ ÍÅÍÏÒÉÁÌ ÌÅÆÔȢȱ 

(l.469-474) 

 

 

Ȱ%ÁÒÔÈ ÔÏ %ÁÒÔÈȟ !ÓÈÅÓ ÔÏ !ÓÈÅÓȟ $ÕÓÔ 

ÔÏ $ÕÓÔȱ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÁÃÈÅÒ ÉÎÔÏÎÅÄ ÁÂÏÖÅ 

ÍÙ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓȭ ÇÒÁÖÅÓȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÒÅÍÉÎÄÅÒ 

that nothing lasts forever, not even 

ÔÈÉÓ ÐÌÁÎÅÔ ÁÎÄ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÏÎ ÉÔȢ /ÎÌÙ 

the atoms will remain, lost in space. 

Day Fourteen  

I have heard, my Friend, 

That in yon arbour oftentimes she sate 

Alone, through half the vacant sabbath 

day; 

And, if a dog passed by, she still would 

quit  

The shade, and look abroad. On this 

old bench 

For hours she sate; and evermore her 

eye 

Was busy in the distance, shaping 

things                   

That made her heart beat quick. (l.914-

921) 

Reminds me of my parents sat in 

their favourite chairs, the hours, 

days, weeks and months and finally 

years sat in chairs, watching TV, 

reading newspapers and magazines, 

and waiting for visitors, especially 

family. Waiting for human contact, 

to engage in conversation, to attend 

their needs, to brighten their day. 
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And when they, 

Whose presence gave no comfort, 

were gone by, 

Her heart was still more sad. (l.931-

933) 

 

In contrast to above, my parents 

disappointment when my visits 

ended. They became downhearted, 

especially my mother, who usually 

begged me to stay for just another 

day. This is in contrast to the 

passage where the woman clings to 

the past and hopes for a long lost 

loved ones return, whereas my 

parents hoped that the loved one 

remain. 

Participant B1 appears to be writing and thinking here, if not directly about the 

poem, then in the space created by the poem. It is on day fourteen, at the end of 

ÔÈÅ ÔÁÓËȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÕÎÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÔÅØÔȟ ȬÉÎ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÁÓ ÉÆ ÈÅ ÉÓ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ÓÅÌÆ ÉÎ 

parallel to the text, but that he is feeling the kindred difference between his own 

experiences and the text.  

Á B17 - Blended Thinking:  

From the first day of the task, the poem reminded participant B17 of his own 

past. He felt a strong sense of correspondence between the character of the 

pedlar and his own former best friend, immediately feeling that the poet was 

addressing him directly and articulating feelings that he himself had not always 

been able to articulate. Yet he was also concerned that he was somehow 

ÍÁÎÉÐÕÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÏÒ ȬÕÓÉÎÇȭ ÔÈÅ ÔÅØÔ ÂÙ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓes all about him: 

Participant B17  

Day One 

I remembered John, my great school friend who popped into my mind half 

×ÁÙ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇȢ )Ô ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ×ÁÓ ÍÙ ȬÂÅÓÔ ÄÅÌÉÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÈÉÓ ÃÈÏÓÅÎ 

ÃÏÍÒÁÄÅȭȢ (ÉÓ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓÈÉÐ ÆÅÄ ÍÙ ÓÏÕÌ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÓ ÁÓ ÃÏÏÌ ÁÓ ÒÅÆÒÅÓÈÉÎÇ ×ater. I 

had never experienced that feeling with a man before, or since, and in a way, 

)ȭÍ ÐÌÅÁÓÅÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÓ ÉÔ ÍÁËÅÓ ÉÔ ÅÖÅÎ ÍÏÒÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÁÌȢ )Ô ÅÎÄÅÄ ÂÁÄÌÙ ÏÆ 

course, but the early times were wonderful. 

Day Two 

This seems to be talking directly to me, the poet seems to have been there 

when I grew up, hiding behind a rock, observing my every movement and 
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thought. He has given voice to my confused suspicions and vague imaginings, 

but I also feel guilty and self-centred for feeling like this. The poet makes me 

feel like he is my ally, someone like John. 

Day Three 

The words constantly make me think of myself and my past. They ring so true, 

ÉÔȭÓ ÌÉËÅ )ȭÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÈÅÒÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÐÏÅÔ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÁÌËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ 

childhood and what made him a poet which beautifully illustrates to me the 

feelings that I have no words for. This poem makes me feel less alone. I feel 

this poem is like a true friend.  

The poem became a companion in thinking for this reader, offering up a new 

language with which to think about his own past. However, on day eleven, in 

response to the section of the poem where the pedlar recounts his final meeting 

×ÉÔÈ -ÁÒÇÁÒÅÔȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÁÓ Á ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔ ÓÈÉÆÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ "ρχȭÓ ÄÉÁÒÙȢ 

This is the only occasion where he wrote about his current, pressing concerns. 

In every other diary entry he focused on memories of the past: 

Participant B17  

Day Eleven 

                                                      And when, 

In bleak December, I retraced this way, 

She told me that her little babe was 

dead, 

And she was left alone. She now, 

released 

From her maternal cares, had taken up 

The employment common through these 

wilds, and gained, 

By spinning hemp, a pittance for herself; 

!ÎÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÅÎÄ ÈÁÄ ÈÉÒÅÄ Á ÎÅÉÇÈÂÏÕÒȭÓ 

boy 

To give her needful help. That very time 

Most willingly she put her work aside, 

And walked with me along the miry 

road, 

Heedless how far; and, in such piteous 

sort 

That any heart had ached to hear her, 

begged 

4ÈÁÔȟ ×ÈÅÒÅÓÏÅȭÅÒ ) ×ÅÎÔȟ ) ÓÔÉÌÌ ×ÏÕÌÄ 

ask 

I missed yesterday, my wife was ill 

ÁÎÄ ) ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÃÏÎÃÅÎÔÒÁÔÅȟ ÆÏÒ Á 

few short hours I felt some pangs 

of sadness and worry that my 

imagination magnified into a 

monster which was too close to the 

poem, she was suffering and I was 

helpless. There followed a night of 

fitful sleep and worry about my 

son and my inadequacies as a 

father, followed by a morning of 

relief and business as usual, and 

back to the poem. It was like my 

life was giving me a little snippet of 

insight into the poem, a warning of 

what could happen to anyone at 

any time. The Wanderer comes in, 

is sad, and then goes again, then he 

comes back, sympathises, and then 

goes again. Each time he comes, it 

gets worse, he agonises and he 

goes again, back to his life of 
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For him whom she had lost. We parted 

then -  

Our final parting; for from that time 

forth  

Did many seasons pass ere I returned 

Into this tract again. (l.893-910) 

roaming. He cannot get drawn too 

deeply in. He feels helpless and he 

has to get away. My life is 

ÉÎÔÒÕÄÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÏÅÍȟ ÍÙ ÓÏÎȭÓ 

birthday, my feelings about him, 

ÍÙ ×ÉÆÅȭÓ ×ÏÒÒÉÅÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÉÍȟ ÔÈÅ 

Wanderer, Margaret and her 

absent husband, the dead baby all 

seem part of the same poem - 

poetry and reality mixed up.  

0ÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ "ρχȭÓ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ appears to infiltrate his reading of the poem and as it 

does so he begins to speak about the poem in the present tense: Ȭ(Å ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÇÅÔ 

ÄÒÁ×Î ÔÏÏ ÄÅÅÐÌÙ ÉÎȢ (Å ÆÅÅÌÓ ÈÅÌÐÌÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÈÅ ÈÁÓ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ Á×ÁÙȭȢ )Î ÔÈÅÓÅ ÐÌÁÃÅÓ ÉÔ 

becomes less clear whether he is speaking about the pedlar or about himself or 

both, thus supporting the position that poem is no longer distinctly separate 

from the reader. In the final sentence of this diary entry the sense that a process 

of blending is taking place between poem and reader is most evident. The 

ÓÙÎÔÁØ ÂÒÅÁËÓ ÄÏ×Î ÉÎÔÏ Á ȬÍÉØÅÄ ÕÐȭ ÌÉÓÔ ÏÆ people and feelings that belong 

partly to the external life of the reader and partly to the internal world of the 

ÐÏÅÍȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅÎ ÄÒÁ×Î ÂÁÃË ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ×ÉÔÈ ȬÁÌÌ ÓÅÅÍ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ 

ÐÏÅÍȭȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÔÈÅÎ ÃÏ-exist in a third, shared space between the text and 

self. This kind of blended thinking is the product of slow, immersive and regular 

reading over an extended period of time and provides evidence of ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÄÅÒȭÓ 

growing attunement to the text.  

4.10.2. Therapy: Changing over Time  

Over the course of the task participants appeared to adjust the ways in which 

they were reading, writing about and relating to the poetry, in order to meet the 

challenges that the poem was placing upon them. The shifting ways in which the 

previous three participants wrote about their memories in relation to the poem 

ÁÒÅ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÂÒÏÁÄÅÒ ÔÒÅÎÄȢ 2ÅÁÄÉÎÇ Ȭ4ÈÅ 2ÕÉÎÅÄ #ÏÔÔÁÇÅȭ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÓÉÍÐÌÙ 

consolidate what participants already knew or felt, although in certain cases the 

first step towards a deeper understanding of the text came from readers 

recognising their own selves within it and as previously discussed, matching 

their own memories onto the poem. The length, complexity and unfamiliarity of 
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ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÓËȭÓ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÄÅÍÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÒÅÁÄ it slowly over fourteen 

thirty -minute sessions, made this a difficult and in some ways disruptive 

exercise for many, if not all participants. It was not a task that could be easily 

ÁÂÓÏÒÂÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÕÔÉÎÅ ÏÆ Á ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ÌÉÆÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÂÏÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÓË ÁÎÄ 

the poem challenged default habits of thinking and in certain cases the content 

of the poem also tested participantsȭ established beliefs about themselves and 

those around them.100 

Á B3 - From Academic to Emotional:  

Participant B3 is the head teacher of a secondary school, she teaches English 

and has studied English literature to post-graduate level. She is familiar with the 

poetry of Wordsworth and in her initial diary entries she frequently referred to 

what she had formerly learnt about Wordsworth at university. However, over 

the course of the task participant B3 appeared to move away from her default 

ȬÁÃÁÄÅÍÉÃȭ ÍÏÄÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÉÆÔÅÄ ÔÏ Á ÍÏÒÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌ ×ÁÙ ÏÆ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇȡ 

Participant B3  

Day One 

ȬTwas summer, and the sun had 

mounted high: 

Southward the landscape indistinctly 

glared 

Through a pale steam; but all the 

northern downs, 

In clearest air ascending, showed far 

off 

! ÓÕÒÆÁÃÅ ÄÁÐÐÌÅÄ ÏȭÅÒ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÈÁÄÏ×Ó 

flung 

From brooding clouds; shadows that 

lay in spots 

Determined and unmoved, with 

steady beams 

I think that the description of the sun 

ÁÌÏÎÇÓÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ ȬÂÒÏÏÄÉÎÇ ÃÌÏÕÄÓȭ 

description, with the impact of both 

together on the land, creates a 

metaphor for the world that I 

remember from my uni days that this 

poet inhabited - beauty of nature but 

ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ȬÂÒÏÏÄÉÎÇȭ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅ 

ÃÏÒÎÅÒȢ ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÔÁÉÌ 

now of the whole perspective he had, 

but I have a sense that the man lying 

so relaxed may face disruption like 

that the world faced then and 

certainly faces now. 

                                                           
100 Two participants reacted particularly negatively to the text and demonstrated no such change in 
attitude over the course of the task. Participant B5 resolutely focused on what he disliked about the 
ǇƻŜƳ ƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ ŘƛŀǊȅ ŜƴǘǊȅΣ ΨL ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ƭƻƴƎ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜǎ ōǊŜŀǘƘƭŜǎs and quite unpleasant to 
ǊŜŀŘΦ ²Ƙƛƭǎǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇǳƴŎǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƻǊ ǘƘǊǳǎǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ǊŀƳōƭŜ ƻƴ ǎƻ ƭƻƴƎΦΩ ό5ŀȅ 
Two). Participant B4 repeatedly wrote about the gender imbalance that she had perceived within the 
ǘŜȄǘΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ ǇƻŜǘ Ǉǳǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴ in a powerless position. The main player tells his version of her story 
ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎΩ ό5ŀȅ bƛƴŜύΦ  
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Of bright and pleasant sunshine 

interposed; (l.1-8) 

Day Seven 

Stooping down to drink, 

Upon the slimy foot-stone I espied 

The useless fragment of a wooden 

bowl, 

Green with the moss of years, and 

subject only 

To the soft handling of the elements: 

There let it lie ɀ how foolish are such 

thoughts! 

Forgive them; - never ɀ never did my 

steps 

Approach this door but she who 

dwelt within  

! ÄÁÕÇÈÔÅÒȭÓ ×ÅÌÃÏÍÅ ÇÁÖÅ ÍÅȟ ÁÎÄ ) 

loved her 

As my own child. Oh, Sir! The good 

die first, 

And they whose hearts are dry as 

summer dust 

Burn to the socket. Many a passenger 

Hath blessed poor Margaret for her 

gentle looks, 

When she upheld the cool 

refreshment drawn 

From that forsaken spring; and no 

one came 

But he was welcome; no one went 

away 

But that it seemed she loved him. She 

is dead, 

The light extinguished of her lonely 

hut, 

The hut itself abandoned to decay, 

And she forgotten in the quiet grave. 

(l.491-510) 

) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÏÄÅÎ 

bowl fragment, all mossed over now 

Margaret is dead. I have a hard time 

with mortality at the best of times 

and at the moment the dog [has died], 

-ÕÍȭÓ ÏÐȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÁÌÌ ÓÌÉÇÈÔÌÙ ×ÏÒÓÅȢ -Ù 

ÏÌÄÅÓÔ ÆÒÉÅÎÄȭÓ ÍÕÍ ÈÁÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÂÅÅÎ 

diagnosed with breast cancer too and 

her husband always did wood 

ÔÕÒÎÉÎÇȟ ÓÏ ÁÌÌ ÏÆ Á ÓÕÄÄÅÎ ÉÔȭÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ 

their old bowls. 

 

A member of the cross-checking group noted paÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ "σȭÓ ÒÅÐÅÁÔÅÄ 

ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÔÏ ÈÅÒ ȬÕÎÉ ÄÁÙÓȭ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ Á ËÅÙ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÒÁ× ÏÎȭȢ 4ÈÉÓ commentator also identified the 

clear shift in tone that occurs towards the middle of thÉÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȭÓ ÄÉÁÒÙ 
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entries, Ȭ4ÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÈÁÓ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒ ÅÎÔÒÉÅÓȟ ÉÔ ÓÏÕÎÄÓ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÐÏÅÔÉÃȢ 

The poem seems to be influencing the reader in a reflective way, which is 

influencing how they see the world, maybe this is coming through in their 

writing ȭȢ Within the poem the ȬÕÓÅÌÅÓÓ ÆÒÁÇÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ Á ×ÏÏÄÅÎ ÂÏ×Ìȭ ÓÔÏÐÓ ÔÈÅ 

pedlar in his tracks and here it triggers a similar mental jolt for this participant. 

She finds it difficult to read this passage as concerns about her family press 

upon her and infiltrate the poem. In her mind the broken bowl has become a 

handmade wooden bowl belonging to the father of her oldest friend. This is an 

act of imaginative transfer and blended thinking.  

              During her interview, participant B3 was asked about the changes that 

had taken place for her over the course of the task. She had noticed, as she was 

writing, that she was beginning to think about and respond to the poem in a 

different way and had felt the benefit of this change. In all subsequent examples 

the interviewer is indicated by bold type: 

Participant B3  

Interview  

When I was putting the task together, I wanted to create a space that was 

outside of normal life.  

Exactly 

) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ÉÆ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÏÒËÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÙÏÕȩ 

I think the trouble with me . . . well it did. It absolutely did is the first answer. 

"ÕÔ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÁÌÌÏ× ÍÙÓÅÌÆ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ 

ÍÅȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÄÏ ×ÉÔÈ ÙÏÕ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÓË ÏÒ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÆÏÒ Á 

ÓÔÁÒÔȟ ×ÅÌÌ )ȭÍ ÁÎ %ÎÇÌÉÓÈ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒ ÆÏÒ Á ÓÔÁÒÔȟ ÓÏ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ× ÙÏÕ ÓÔÁÒÔ 

going into the tried and tested ways of reading and analysing that you have 

learnt to do for a really long time and that you have asked young people to do 

for years and I liked it for that because I found that I was able to stop doing 

that as I went through. Initially I was doing that, I was very much trying to 

find the answer to what stuff meant and in that, do you know what I mean? In 

ÔÈÁÔ ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ %ÎÇÌÉÓÈ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔ ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ ×ÁÙȟ ) ×ÁÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÅÌÙȟ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ ) 

ÄÅÆÁÕÌÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÆ ) ÓÅÅ Á ÐÏÅÍ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÁÔ ) ÄÏ, like a dog running for a 

bone - the same process. Whereas as it went through, you probably can tell in 

the writing, I was much more personally connected to the poem and finding, 

ÁÓ ÙÏÕ ÓÁÙȟ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÎËȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÃÏÍÂÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÓË ÂÕÔ ÏÆ Ôhe 

ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔ ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌȢ )ÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÁËÅÓ ÙÏÕ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ 

some poems I might never have done that, I might have carried on trying to 



 163   
 

analyse. 

 

I think the points that were most interesting for me to read were when 

your knowledge and u nderstanding of Wordsworth or literature falls 

away. 

 

Yeah, absolutely.  

 

4ÈÅÙ ×ÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÐÏÉÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÓ ÙÏÕȭÖÅ ÓÁÉÄ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙȟ Á 

more direct, personal connection comes through at those points.  

 

9ÅÁÈ ÁÎÄ ) ÌÉËÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅr very much what I used to 

ËÎÏ×Ȣ ) ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ ËÎÅ× ÓÏÍÅ ÈÅÁÄÌÉÎÅÓȟ ÂÕÔ ) ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒ ÁÎÙ 

ÄÅÔÁÉÌȢ "ÕÔ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÇÏÏÄ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÏ ÓÔÁÒÔ ×ÉÔÈ ) ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ )ȭÄ ÂÅ 

putting it through a filter from my undergraduate days, which as you said, 

iÎÉÔÉÁÌÌÙ ) ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÏ Á ÂÉÔȟ ÂÕÔ ) ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÄÏ ÔÈÁÔ - ) ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ 

ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔȢ ) ÓÔÏÐÐÅÄ ÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÔÏ 

remember and it was even better.  

/ÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ËÅÙ ÐÌÁÃÅÓ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ "σȭÓ ÄÉÁÒÙ ÏÃÃÕÒÓ ÏÎ ÄÁÙ ÓÅÖÅÎȟ ÁÓ she is 

involuntarily jolted into a more vulnerable, emotional position by the 

ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍ ÏÆ -ÁÒÇÁÒÅÔȭÓ ÏÖÅÒÇÒÏ×Î ÇÁÒÄÅÎȢ .Ï ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÁÓ Á 

ȬÔÅÁÃÈÅÒȭ ÏÒ Á ȬÓÔÕÄÅÎÔȭȟ ÓÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÂÅÇÉÎÓ ÓÉÍÐÌÙ ÔÏ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍ ÁÓ Á 

daughter coming to ÔÅÒÍÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÅÒ ÍÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÒÅÃÅÎÔ ÃÁÎÃÅÒ ÄÉÁÇÎÏÓÉÓȡ 

Participant B3  

Day Seven 

It was a plot 

Of garden ground run wild, its matted 

weeds 

marked with the steps of those, whom, 

as they passed, 

The gooseberry trees that shot in long 

lank slips, 

Or currants, hanging from their leafless 

stems, 

In scanty strings, had tempted to 

ÏȭÅÒÌÅÁÐ 

The broken wall.  

[. . .] 

Ȱ) ÓÅÅ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÍÅ ÈÅÒÅ 

Things which you cannot see: we die, my 

Friend,  

I had quite a shock then, reading a 

description of the overgrown 

ÇÁÒÄÅÎȟ ×ÉÔÈ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÌÉËÅ ȬÍÁÔÔÅÄȭȟ 

ȬÌÅÁÆÌÅÓÓȭȟ ȬÌÏÎÇ ÌÁÎËȭȟ Ȭ ÓÃÁÎÔÙ 

ÓÔÒÉÎÇÓȭ ÌÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÎ ÉÎÔÏ the man 

saying what he says about death, 

ÁÎÄ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ȬÐÒÉÚÅȭ ÃÈÁÎÇÉng 

and going with us as we die. I 

×ÁÓÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÎË ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÁÔȟ 

ÁÓ ÍÕÍ ÐÒÅÐÁÒÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÈÅÒ ÏÐȢ )ȭÍ 

thinking about gentle pauses, her 

lovely garden staying just fine at 

home for her while dad waits for 

her to recover and all proceeding 

forward as it should. I am also a 

little repelled by the idea that 
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She finds the passage uncomfortable to read but it is the shock of being faced by 

this image of decay that forces her to drop her previous detached, academic 

default mode. The poem leads her to consider what ɀ in the aftermath of her 

ÍÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÁÎÃÅÒ ÄÉÁÇÎÏÓÉÓ ɀ her mind had been working hard to avoid. In this 

case, her requoting of words from the text is a good thing to come out of her 

student / teacher experience as it creates a more focused, live reading of the 

poem. Two weeks later at her interview, I read aloud this same passage of 

ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÁÂÏÕÔ -ÁÒÇÁÒÅÔȭÓ ÏÖÅÒÇÒÏ×Î ÇÁÒÄÅÎ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ "σ spoke again 

about the fear that it had initially triggered in her: 

Participant B3  

Interview  

Not wanting anything to alter or adjust at all and how like the processes of 

ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÈÁÐÐÅÎ ÁÎÙ×ÁÙ ÎÏ ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ×ÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÄÏ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÓÃÁÒÙȢ )ȭÖÅ 

found that, I like that, I really love that passage and I really connected with 

that passage but at the same time it showed a really powerful advancing of 

time and nature that is a little bit scary, especially if you are faced with illness 

at a particular point. The garden itself reminded me of where we lived as kids, 

they or we had a big garden and I imagine it like now, I imagine it like that, 

ÅÖÅÎ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÌÉÖÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÎÏ×Ȣ ) ÉÍÁÇÉÎÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÆ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÉÄȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÆ ÍÕÍȟ ) 

ÍÅÁÎ ÍÕÍȭÓ ÇÅÔÔÉÎÇ ÂÅÔÔÅÒȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÆ ÓÈÅ ×ÁÓÎȭt there would be that sense of that 

happening there, and how sad that is. I think that that is a really 

overwhelmingly sad passage, really powerfully, really powerfully. And how 

×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ ÇÏ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÖÉÓÉÔ ÐÌÁÃÅÓȟ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÌÉËÅ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÖÉÓÉÔÉÎÇ ÐÌÁÃÅÓ 

parti cularly because I often find that the experience that you had is altered 

and not always in a good way. I think that is why that spoke to me as well 

ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÓÔÒÏÎÇÌÙ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÍÕÍȭÓ ÉÌÌÎÅÓÓȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÌÉËÅ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ 

where we lived as children in ÃÁÓÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÁÌÌ ÇÏÎÅ ×ÒÏÎÇȢ 9ÏÕ ËÎÏ× ÔÈÁÔ ÓÏÒÔ ÏÆ 

idyllic quality is gone.  

Reading can perhaps be one way of imaginatively restoring a place that cannot 

be returned to in reality. Here in the interview, after a second reading of the 

Nor we alone, but that which each man 

loved 

And prized in his peculiar nook of earth 

Dies with him, or is changed; and very 

soon 

%ÖÅÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÏÄ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÍÅÍÏÒÉÁÌ ÌÅÆÔȢȱ 

(l.452-474) 

ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÎÏ ȬÍÅÍÏÒÉÁÌ ÌÅÆÔȭ ÅÖÅÎ ÏÆ 

good. 
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text, participant B3 is reading and relating to the text in a very different way to 

how she had in the first half of her diary. Reading appears to have become an 

intensely imaginative process, and as one cross-checker noted, the poem is 

ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÏÆÆÅÒ ȬÁÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇ ×ÁÙ ÏÆ finding meaning and understanding 

what we are facing in our lives right nowȭȢ 

Á B6 - Less is more: 

For the first two days of the task participant B6 wrote long descriptive 

summaries of the poetry that he had been reading. However, on day three he 

abruptly changed his approach to the task. He stopped paraphrasing the poetry 

and instead began to write much briefer notes about how the task was making 

him feel and what he was learning from it. After changing his stance on the third 

day, participant B6 went on to write about deeply personal topics. In particular, 

he wrote about the different experiences of grief that he and his mother had 

gone through after the death of his father: 

Participant B6  

Day One 

Mine was at that hour 

Far other lot, yet with good hope that 

soon 

Under a shade as grateful I should 

find 

Rest, and be welcomed there to 

livelier joy. (l.17- 20) 

In the second part he meets his friend 

ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÒÅÌÉÅÆ 

that his journey has come to an end 

and that his eagerly anticipated 

meeting has arrived. There is a real 

sense of affection growing and 

intrigue as to who this man is and the 

nature of their relationship. Even in 

ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅ ȬÂÅ ×ÅÌÃÏÍÅÄ 

×ÉÔÈ ÌÉÖÅÌÉÅÒ ÊÏÙȭ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÓ ÈÉÓ 

excitement.  

 

Day Three  

But he had felt the power 

Of Nature, and already was prepared, 

By his intense conceptions, to receive 

Deeply the lesson deep of love which 

he, 

Whom Nature, by whatever means, 

has taught 

- Stop thinking / being so analytical ɀ 

feelings / instincts are real and 

important.  

- I feel I must take this on board?  
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To feel intensely, cannot but receive. 

(l.191-196) 

Day Twelve  

Her infant babe 

Had from his Mother caught the trick 

of grief, 

And sighed among its playthings. 

(l.868-870) 

Grief is Contagious. 

- It seems strange to me that she 

would seem so affected by her 

ÈÕÓÂÁÎÄȭÓ ÇÒÉÅÆ ÙÅÔ ÓÏ ÕÎÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ 

the death of her child. Or I suppose 

ÈÅÒ ÈÕÓÂÁÎÄȭÓ ÄÅÁÔÈ ÈÁÄ ÓÏ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ 

her that the remainder of him (her 

child) was a burden.  

- Makes me jealous of that kind of 

love.  

You want to scream ÁÔ ÈÅÒ ȰÐÕÌÌ 

ÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÆ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒȱ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÍÁËÅÓ ÍÅ 

ÆÅÅÌ ÁÓ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ )ȭÍ ÕÎÓÙÍÐÁÔÈÅÔÉÃ ÁÎÄ 

dead inside myself. This poem has 

made me think about myself as 

someone who may have been affected 

by grief unknowingly. 

On day twelve participant B6 is writing simultaneously about both Margaret 

ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ÍÏÔÈÅÒȟ ÁÂÏÕÔ -ÁÒÇÁÒÅÔȭÓ ÈÕÓÂÁÎÄ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ 

-ÁÒÇÁÒÅÔȭÓ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ Ï×Î ÓÅÌÆ ɉÁÓ ȬÒÅÍÁÉÎÄÅÒȭ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ȬÒÅÍÉÎÄÅÒȭ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

father). The poem is allowing him to get close to his own parallel experiences 

and to think and say what would be difficult - if not impossible - for him to say 

to his mother, Ȭ0ÕÌÌ ÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÆ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒȭ ÏÒ Ȭ)ȭÍ ÊÅÁÌÏÕÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÁÔ ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ ÌÏÖÅȭȢ 

                During his interview - which took place two weeks after the completion 

of the reading diary - participant B6 spoke about his conscious decision on the 

third day to shift away from his default tactic of superficial description and 

towards a more emotional approach: 

Participant B6  

Interview  

I wanted to ask you about that shift tha t you have just mentioned from 

the first few days where you were very descriptive to when you later 

became much more emotional and personal. You said at the end that it 

became harder when you started doing that, but also much more 

rewarding.   
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Yes, definitely. Well at first I wanted you to be impressed by me. I was writing 

in my best handwriting, in straight lines, I was worried in a very naïve young 

×ÁÙ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÉÔ ÌÏÏË ÌÉËÅ )ȭÄ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÐÕÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÆÆÏÒÔȢ 4ÈÅÎ ) ÔÈÅÎ ÊÕÓÔ 

thought, you know what actually ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ÎÏÔ Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ )ȭÍ ÊÕÓÔ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍ 

ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÁÎÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅȢ )ȭÍ ÂÁÓÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÒÅ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÉÔ ÉÎ Á 

ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÓÔÕÐÉÄ ×ÁÙȢ !ÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ) ×ÁÓ ÌÉËÅȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÓÔÕÐÉÄȟ )ȭÍ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÇÅÔ 

the best from it. And I did. I think that from the look of it, the more I absorbed 

the less actually I wrote down. 

 

So it was a conscious decision to do that then? You thought, stop 

describing and start talking about how this is making me feel?  

 

I can remember on like the third day, I read back, there waÓÎȭÔ ÌÏÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ ÉÔ ) 

thought this is ridiculous, I read back the first one and I thought, this is just a 

ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅ ×ÁÓÔÅ ÏÆ ÔÉÍÅȢ ) ×ÁÓ ÌÉËÅȟ ÓÈÅ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÈÉÓȢ ) ÄÉÄ ÔÈÉÎË ÓÈÅ 

ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÈÉÓȢ )ȭÍ ÇÏÎÎÁ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÓÔÁÒÔ ÂÕÌÌÅÔ-pointing it. I was slightly 

×ÏÒÒÉÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÔÈÉÎË ) ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÏÏ ÌÁÚÙ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÉÔȢ "ÕÔ ) ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔȟ )ȭÍ 

getting as much down doing bullet points as I am sentences. You know, in 

terms of emotional delivery, I think I put more down after that point because I 

×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÓÅÎÔÅÎÃÅ ÂÙ sentence.  

I liked how you started using bullet points and numbering things and 

ÐÕÔÔÉÎÇ ÂÏØÅÓ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÙÏÕȭÄ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎȢ )ÔȭÓ 

like you are homing in on the really important bits.  

This participant quickly realised that his default mode was inadequate. As his 

responses became increasingly personal the diary entries became significantly 

shorter and more fragmented. All the unnecessary paraphrase was stripped 

away and instead he appeared to focus on the task of getting closer to the 

emotional core of the poem.  

               During his interview participant B6 spoke again about how reading the 

poem had led him to think about his own grief in a way that he might otherwise 

have avoided: 

Participant B6  

Interview  

You wrote in a few pla ÃÅÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÂÅÉÎÇ ȬÕÎËÎÏ×ÉÎÇÌÙȭ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÇÒÉÅÆȟ 

what did you mean by that?  

Yes. Because I only have become a little more tolerant of talking about my 

own father in the last I would say year or so. Because I never really liked 
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talking about it or anything ÅÌÓÅ ÁÎÄ ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ÓÁÙ ) ×ÁÓ ÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÉÔ 

at the time. It was not, because in the poem I know it talks about this old 

woman, and I very much saw my own mum in it. Because she is not the same 

woman . . . even now. She is nowhere near what she was. And that was what 

ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ ) ÃÁÎ ÓÅÅ ÈÏ× )ȭÍ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ Á ÂÉÔ ÍÏÒÅ ÓÅÖÅÒÅ ÉÎ ÍÙ Ï×Î ÎÁÔÕÒÅ 

because she was so miserable. Because I was quite happy go lucky really 

ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ× Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ  ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÌÉËÅ ÓÁÙÉÎÇ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ ÙÏÕ ËÎÏ× 

becÁÕÓÅ ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ÓÁÙ ) ÅÖÅÒ ÇÏÔ ÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÉÍȟ ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ÓÁÙ ) ÅÖÅÒ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÌÉËÅÄ ÈÉÍȟ ) 

ÃÁÎȭÔ ÓÁÙ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ Á ÂÉÇ ÌÏÓÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌÌÙȢ )Ô ×ÁÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÈÏ× ÉÔ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ 

my mother and subsequently how that affected me. Because that was in the 

poem, I think I just ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÎÏÔ ×ÒÉÔÅ ×ÈÁÔ ) ×ÒÏÔÅȢ 

4ÈÉÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȭÓ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓ ÈÁÎÇ ÕÎÓÐÏËÅÎ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ ÐÁÕÓÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÂÅÈÉÎÄ ÈÉÓ ÎÅÇÁÔÉÖÅ 

ÓÅÎÔÅÎÃÅÓȟ ÆÏÒ ÈÅ ÆÉÎÄÓ ÉÔ ÅÁÓÉÅÒ ÔÏ ÓÁÙ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÓÁÙ -  Ȭ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ÓÁÙ ) 

ever got on with him, I canȭÔ ÓÁÙ ) ÅÖÅÒ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÌÉËÅÄ him, ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ÓÁÙ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ Á ÂÉÇ 

ÌÏÓÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌÌÙȭ - than explicitly to say what it was that he did feel towards his 

ÆÁÔÈÅÒȢ 4ÈÅ ÆÉÎÁÌ ÄÏÕÂÌÅ ÎÅÇÁÔÉÖÅȟ Ȭ) ÊÕÓÔ ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÎÏÔ ×ÒÉÔÅ ×ÈÁÔ ) ×ÒÏÔÅȭ, 

suggests the struggle taking place between wanting to articulate his feelings, 

being pushed into certain thinking areas by the poem and his habitual instinct 

to avoid the topic. 

Á B18 - Wise Passiveness: 

While the poem seemed to offer participants B3 and B6 new ways of thinking 

about their past or present difficulties, it seemed to give participant B18 a new 

way of thinking about her future; as one cross-ÃÈÅÃËÅÒ ÓÉÍÐÌÙ ÎÏÔÅÄȟ ȬÓÈÅ ÌÅÁÒÎÔ 

Á ÌÏÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍȭȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÄÌÁÒ ÈÁÄ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÃÁÕÓÅÄ ÍÕÃÈ 

confusion and annoyance for this reader, particularly on the fifth day of the task: 

Participant B18  

Day Five 

From his native hills 

He wandered far; much did he see of 

men, 

Their manners, their enjoyments, and 

pursuits, 

Their passions and their feelings; 

chiefly those 

Essential and eternal in the heart, 

4ÈÁÔȟ ȬÍÉÄ Ôhe simpler forms of rural 

I think this passage annoys me - he 

ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÌÉÖÅ ÁÓ Á ÈÅÒÍÉÔ - which I can 

understand would mean he had a 

life communing with nature - but 

Ȭ-ÕÃÈ ÄÉÄ ÈÅ ÓÅÅ ÏÆ ÍÅÎȭ. Does the 

×ÏÒÄ ȬÓÅÅȭ ÍÅÁÎ ÈÅ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÇÅÔ 

involved - just stayed outside - 

observing. Because I believe that 

life is all about making mistakes 
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life, 

exist more simple in their elements, 

And speak a plainer language. In the 

woods, 

A lone enthusiast, and among the fields, 

Itinerant in this labour, he had passed 

The better portion of his time; and there 

Spontaneously had his affections 

thriven  

Amid the bounties of the year, the peace 

And liberty of nature; there he kept 

In solitude and solitary thought 

His mind in a just equipoise of love. 

(l.340-355) 

and learning from them, and that 

sometimes involves trusting or 

getting involved too closely with 

people, and that can mean upsets, 

unhappiness, problems and by 

learning to cope with the different 

emotions which lead from these 

situations we become wiser. He 

seems to have achieved wisdom in 

a different way. Maybe quite a 

selfishly indulgent way. Yet he 

seems to have approval from all 

around him. I read it through and 

wonder what kind of man I am 

expected to imagine. I cannot put 

all the descriptions together and 

imagine a person like this. 

The pedlar does not appear to fit any of the pre-existing templates that this 

participant holds within her mind. He does not match up to her ideas of what a 

friend is, what a wise person or good person is, yet the poem is telling her that 

he is all of these things. She cannot imagine him, she cannot understand him and 

ÓÈÅ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÒÅÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÈÉÍȢ )Ô ×ÁÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÁÆÔÅÒ 

completing the whole task that participant B18 began to think again about her 

reaction to the pedlar.101 Responding in the post-task questionnaire to the 

ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ Ȭ$ÉÄ ÙÏÕ ÍÁËÅ ÁÎÙ ÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÉÅÓ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÓËȩȭ ÓÈÅ ×ÒÏÔÅȟ Ȭ4ÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ 

discovery which was very unexpected was that I had very strong feelings which 

were negative towards the main character - the old man. The poem was telling 

me how wise and kind and gentle he was, how he had sorted himself out 

completely by immersing himself in the power of nature, yet I felt little empathy 

with him and felt him cold and distant when he recounted the story of Margaret, 

mainÌÙ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÈÅ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÉÎ ÈÅÌÐÉÎÇ ÈÅÒ ×ÈÅÎ ÓÈÅ 

was in trouble. This leads to the second unexpected discovery - which was that 

                                                           
101 Participant B8 demonstrated a comparable shift in attitude towards the pedlar, writing on day 
ƻƴŜΥ ΨIŜ ŘƻŜǎ bh¢ 5h ! ¢ILbD ¢O HELP THEM! I truly dislike it when people talk, talk, talk about 
human misery, but do not move a limb to help someone overcome their misery. What a weak 
ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ōȅ Řŀȅ ŦƻǳǊǘŜŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ!ƭƭ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ L ŀŘƳƛǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŜŘƭŀǊΩǎ ǘŀƪŜ ƻƴ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ 
ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎΩΦ Lƴ ƘŜǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ ǇƻŜƳ ƳŀŘŜ ƳŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ Ƙƻǿ ƧǳŘƎŜƳŜƴǘŀƭ L 
ŀƳΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ L ǎƘŀƭƭ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΦ IŜΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ƘǳƳŀƴΣ L ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎƻ ƳŀŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƳ ŦƻǊ 
ōŜƛƴƎ ǎƻ ǇŀǎǎƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ aŀǊƎŀǊŜǘΦΩ 
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ÍÙ ÖÅÒÙ ÓÔÒÏÎÇ ÉÎÓÔÉÎÃÔÓ ÔÏ ȬÈÅÌÐȭ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ÓÃÒÕÔÉÎÉÓÉÎÇ ɍȢ Ȣ ȢɎ I must realise 

ÔÈÁÔ ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ÍÁËÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÂÙ ÍÙ ȬÈÅÌÐÉÎÇȭ ÁÔÔÉÔÕÄÅȭȢ  During her interview 

two weeks later, she spoke again about her initial reaction to the pedlar and 

how being faced with such an unrecognisable character had triggered a shift 

both in her way of thinking and her way of approaching certain problems in her 

own life: 

Participant B18  

Interview  

How did you initially feel abo ut the character of the pedlar?  

I think it was really difficult because it was as if he was being revered as this 

really wise person. He is made welcome everywhere, everyone is happy to 

see him, but I just felt as if he was acting in an almost very superficial way as 

far as my standards go. Yeah, I just found that almost impossible to 

understand how those two things could go together, being wise and not 

getting involved when you come across people, just observing them. But yes, 

ÉÔ ÈÁÓ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÍÅ Á ÎÅ× ÐÁÔÈ×ÁÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÒÅÁÌÌÙȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÈÁÒÄȟ ÉÔȭÓ Á ÖÅÒÙ 

ÈÁÒÄ ÐÁÔÈ ÔÏ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÁÌÓÏ Á ÖÅÒÙ ÇÏÏÄ ÐÁÔÈ ÔÏ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ȟ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÅÌÙ ÆÏÒ ÍÅ 

anyway.  

You wrote  in the questionnaire that you completed at the end of the 

ÔÁÓËȟ Ȭ) ÈÁÖÅ Á ÎÅ× ÉÄÅÁ ÈÏ× ÔÏ ÆÁÃÅ ÇÒÉÅÆ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÒÒÏ× ÎÏ× ÁÎÄ ) ×ÉÌÌ 

ÅØÐÅÒÉÍÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÔȭ 

Definitely sorrow, definitely things that are going wrong. To be that . . . to 

feel that detachment. To feel empathy, but not to feel too much, to be 

realistic as well, to be far more realistic. To look after myself as well as 

×ÏÒÒÙÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ Á ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎȢ )ȭÖÅ ÆÅÌÔȟ )ȭÖÅ ÂÕÉÌÔ ÕÐ Á ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÍÙÓÅÌÆ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ 

×ÒÏÎÇ ÁÎÄ )ȭÖÅ ÈÁÄ ÔÏ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÉÔ ÄÒÁÍÁÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ Ìast five years. And it 

×ÁÓ ÌÉËÅȟ ÔÈÁÔ )ȭÍ Á ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÇÏÏÄ ÈÅÌÐÅÒȟ ) ÌÏÖÅ ÈÅÌÐÉÎÇ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȟ )ȭÌÌ ÇÏ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÍÙ 

way to help people and people like me to help them. And . . . I got into a 

ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÍÅ ÉÌÌȟ ) ÈÁÄ ÔÏ ÓÔÏÐ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÉÎËȟ ÁÎÄ )ȭÖÅ ÈÁd 

ÔÏ ÐÁÒÔÉÁÌÌÙȟ )ȭÖÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÕÎÄÏÎÅ ÔÈÁÔ Á ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÂÉÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÏÅÍ ÈÁÓ ÍÁÄÅ ÍÅ 

ÒÅÁÌÉÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒȟ )ȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÅÖÅÎ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒȟ )ȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÒÉÄ 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÈÅÌÐÉÎÇ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅȢ )ȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÔÏ 

completely uÎÄÏ ÉÔȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÕÎÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÉÔȭÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÎÏÔ ÇÏÏÄ ÆÏÒ ÙÏÕȢ 

7ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÙÏÕÒ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÆ ÁÓ ȬÔÈÅ 

ÈÅÌÐÅÒȭ ÄÏ ÙÏÕ ÔÈÉÎË ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÒÅplace that with something else?  

.Ïȟ ÎÏ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË ÓÏȢ "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÂÙ ÂÅÉÎÇ Á ÈÅÌÐÅÒȟ ÙÏÕ are also a controller. It 

is a way of controlling people and I really want to get away from that, from 
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ÔÈÁÔ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÍÅȢ ) ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÒÉÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÍÅ ÎÏ×Ȣ 3Ï ÎÏȟ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ 

replace it with anything. 

This supports the position that the poem has challenged ÔÈÉÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȭÓ 

understanding of whaÔ ȬÈÅÌÐȭ ÃÁÎ ÌÏÏË ÌÉËÅ ÁÎÄ ÈÁÓ ÌÅÁÄ her towards a more 

7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈÉÁÎ ÓÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ Ȭ×ÉÓÅ ÐÁÓÓÉÖÅÎÅÓÓȭȢ (ÁÖÉÎÇ ÏÒÉÇÉÎally harshly judged 

the pedlar for not giving Margaret any practical support, she comes to see him 

as somebody from whom she can learn. After spending a life-time building up a 

ȬÐÉÃÔÕÒÅȭ ÏÆ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ ÐÒÏÖÅÎ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÄÁÍÁÇÉÎÇȟ ÓÈÅ ÂÅÇÉÎÓ ÈÅÒÅ ÔÏ ÓÔÒÉÐ Á×ÁÙ 

ÃÏÎÓÔÒÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÏÆ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆȟ ÃÁÓÔÉÎÇ ÏÆÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÌÅ ÏÆ ȬÈÅÌÐÅÒȭ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ 

synonymous for ÈÅÒ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÌÅ ÏÆ ȬÃÏÎÔÒÏÌÌÅÒȭȢ 4ÈÅ ÆÉÎÁÌ ÁÓÓÅÒÔÉÏÎȟ Ȭ) ÄÏÎȭÔ 

×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÒÅÐÌÁÃÅ ÉÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇȭ, suggests that she has realised the need to try 

now to exist in her own bare vulnerability.  

4.11. Diary Task  

4.11.1. Scope: Staying in the Present 

While participants taking part in the poetry task wrote extensively about their 

pasts, those in group two who were writing diaries without reading any poetry, 

focused overwhelmingly on the present. These diaries lacked breadth and 

depth, as noted by the group of independent cross-checkers who stated, Ȭ$ÉÁÒÉes 

ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÁÓ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙ ÄÅÅÐȭȟ Ȭ0ÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÎË ÓÏ ÍÕÃÈ Ábout what 

ÉÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÍȭȟ Ȭ$ÉÁÒÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÌÅÓÓ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÖÅr a less diverse set of 

ÔÏÐÉÃÓȭȟ Ȭ$ÉÁÒÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÅÖÅÎÔ ÄÒÉÖÅÎȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÉÎ themes are: work /  life balance, 

exercise, family, daily rÏÕÔÉÎÅȟ ÁÎÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎ Ⱦ ÁÎØÉÅÔÙȭȟ Ȭ0ÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ×ÒÏÔÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ 

things that were happening in their liÆÅ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔÌÙȭȟ Ȭ0ÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÄÅÌÖÅ 

into ÐÁÓÔ ÍÅÍÏÒÉÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ×ÁÙȭȢ 

Á B12 - Daily Life:  

The majority of the diaries in this group contained prosaic accounts of 

ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÄÁÉÌÙ ÌÉÖÅÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÔÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÄÉÁÒÉÅÓ ×ÁÓ ÃÁÓÕÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÃÈÁÔÔÙȢ 

Participant B12 serves as a representative example of this set of diaries which 

focused on family life, work concerns, leisure pursuits and current affairs 

(Diaries B11, B14 and B16 will not be discussed separately). There was no 

change in the language, tone or scope of topics that participant B12 wrote about 
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over the course of the two week exercise. However, during her interview she 

ÓÔÉÌÌ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÓË ÁÓ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÂÅÅÎ ȬÔÈÅÒÁÐÅÕÔÉÃȭȢ $ÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ Á 

prosaic and unemotional diary, she had found the process of sitting down in 

private each day for half an hour to slowly and silently write about what had 

been happening in her life to have been beneficial: 

Participant B12  

Day Seven 

Had a fantastic day! Not done anything like bike mechanics before but I really 

ÅÎÊÏÙÅÄ ÉÔȢ )Ô ×ÁÓ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÍÙ ÈÕÂÂÙ ×ÁÎÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÂÕÔ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ )ȭÍ ÓÃÁÒÅÄ ÔÏ 

go out on my own on the bike in case I get a puncture, he enrolled me on it. 

Day Ten 

7ÅÌÌ ÔÏÄÁÙ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ Á ÂÕÓÙ ÄÁÙ ÁÎÄ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÎÅ×Ó ɀ TV and radio ɀ is 

ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓȢ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ ÇÅÔÔÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÍÏÓÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÎÏ×ȟ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÃËÅÒÉÎÇȟ ÂÁÃË-

stabbing and in-party fighting ɀ and these people want to govern our country. 

Interview  

) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ÉÆ ÉÔȭÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ×ÏÒÌÄ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÙÏÕ ÊÕÓÔ ÒÕÓÈ ÆÒÏÍ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÔÏ 

place and you never just sit down with a blank page in front of you and just 

ÔÈÉÎËȢ )ȭÖÅ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÅÎÊÏÙÅÄ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ )ȭÖÅ ÎÅÖÅÒ really done anything with it, 

so it was nice just to sit down and write. Yeah, I think it was just that putting 

things down on paper. 

Regardless of the content of the diary, the task appeared to force this participant 

to fit a short period of quiet contemplation into her daily routine, giving her 

×ÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ ÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ Á ÒÁÒÅ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙ ÔÏ ȬÊÕÓÔ ÔÈÉÎËȭȢ 

Á B13 - Avoiding the Past : 

At several points in her diary and during her interview participant B13 

expressed a dislike for her own tendency to want to look back and think about 

the past. In her writing she seems to be both drawn to the past and fearful of the 

dangers of regret. At interview, she described how she had refrained from re-

reading any of her diary entries for the same reason that she had tried to stop 

herself from looking back over her own past: 
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Participant B13  

Day Eleven 

As I get older I seem to look back more and think about choices made as a 

ÙÏÕÎÇ ÐÅÒÓÏÎȢ ) ÍÕÓÔÎȭÔ ÁÌÌÏ× ÍÙÓÅÌÆ ÔÏ ×ÁÌÌÏ× ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔ - cannot change 

the past / turn the clock back. 

Day Twelve 

I rang my niece earlier to wish her luck for her new start in London on 

Sunday. I saw her when she was just twenty-four hours old - the first niece / 

nephew in my family - she is sensible and I hope he settles in soon and makes 

friends. She means a lot to me. I found some old pictures of her and emailed 

these around the family. I shall be thinking of her a lot over the next few 

weeks as the new intake starts at the University. I used to find this a difficult 

time of year, thinking back to when I started and how it could have been 

ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔȟ ÂÕÔ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÆÅÅÌ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÎÏ×Ȣ )Ô ÈÁÓ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÅÄ ÁÎÄ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÔÈÅ 

ÍÏÓÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ )ȭÍ ÉÎ ÎÏ×Ȣ 

Interview  

4ÈÅÒÅ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ Ô×Ï ÃÏÎÓÅÃÕÔÉÖÅ ÄÁÙÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ )ȭÖÅ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ ÅØÁÃÔÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ 

thing because I didnȭÔ ÅÖÅÒ ÇÏ ÂÁÃË ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÌÉËÅ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÂÁÃË ÏÎ 

things, so I just left it alone.  

9ÏÕ ÁÌÓÏ ×ÒÏÔÅ ÓÏÍÅ×ÈÅÒÅȟ Ȭ) ÍÕÓÔÎȭÔ ÁÌÌÏ× ÍÙÓÅÌÆ ÔÏ ×ÁÌÌÏ× ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔȢ 

9ÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔȢ 9ÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÔÕÒÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÌÏÃË ÂÁÃËȢȭ 

Yes, I try not to but sometimes ÉÔ ÄÏÅÓ ÈÁÐÐÅÎȢ 9ÅÓȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÔÒÕÅȢ ) ÔÒÙ ÎÏÔ ÔÏȢ 

9ÏÕȭÖÅ ÍÁÄÅ Á ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ ÏÒ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÇÏÎÅ ×ÒÏÎÇ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÁÇÏȢ 9ÏÕ ÊÕÓÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ 

ÇÅÔ ÏÎȢ 9ÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÕÎÐÉÃË ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÅÄ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÁÇÏȟ ÌÉËÅ ÔÏ ÍÙ 

ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒ ÆÉÖÅ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÁÇÏȟ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÓÁÙ Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÊÕÓt move on. 

Her conscious mind tries to stop herself from looking back and trying to amend 

the past in some way, and this part of her is perhaps most dominant during the 

ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ÓÔÁÇÅȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÐÁÕÓÅ ÁÆÔÅÒ ȬÙÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÓÁÙȭ ÓÈÅ ÁÂÒÕÐÔÌÙ ÓÔÏÐÓ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆ ÆÒÏÍ 

articulating what it is exactly that it is now too late to say to a brother who fell 

into alcoholism after the death of his wife. But within the diary itself, where her 

unconscious mind seems to surface, she finds that she cannot stop herself from 

looking baÃË ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔȟ ÓÈÅ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÓÉÍÐÌÙȟ ȬÌÅÁÖÅ ÉÔ ÁÌÏÎÅȭȟ ȬÇÅÔ ÏÎȭ ÏÒ ȬÍÏÖÅ 

ÏÎȭȢ /Î ÄÁÙ Ô×ÅÌÖÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÌÉÎÅÁÒ ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÔÏ 

the future, instead fragments of each are mixed together, creating a more 

accurate representation of what thinking and feeling across time is really like. 

There are a whole series of shifts in this passage: she begins by looking to the 
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future, then flips backwards in the second sentence to the birth of her niece, 

before switching to the present and then moving into her own past experiences 

and difficult memories of starting university. Here the past does not belong to a 

separate mind compartment that can be cut off from the present or the future. 

Instead participant B13 appears to be able to look backwards here without 

regret and without needing to amend the past, while simultaneously looking 

forwards into the future and existing in the present.  

Á B9 - Writing vs. Speaking:  

Participant B9 primarily wrote about his daily life in his diary, but during his 

interview he began to discuss a particularly important period from his past. 

When asked whether he had ever kept a diary before, he began to speak about a 

six month period, twenty-five years previously, when he had written a diary 

whilst travelling in Alaska. Being in Alaska had been a transformative 

experience for him and during the interview he talked at length about what he 

had experienced there, becoming more and more expressive: 

Participant B9  

Day Two 

I was thinking how important tomorrow is ɀ referendum day! Not sure if most 

people grasp how big a deal it is ɀ ×ÅÌÌ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÁÙȢ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅ 

world would end if we voted to leave. I was listening to the radio and its funny 

how many people call in to tÁÌË ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ȬÇÏÏÄ ÏÌÄ ÄÁÙÓȭȢ  

Day Thirte en 

Last Tuesday was so hot I took off after work to go for a swim in a lake. It was 

wonderful and not too cold at all! It proved to me that I can just go for an 

ÅÖÅÎÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÇÅÔ ÂÁÃË ÉÎ ÔÉÍÅ ÆÏÒ ÂÅÄ ÁÔ Á ÒÅÁÓÏÎÁÂÌÅ ÈÏÕÒȢ )ȭÄ ×ÁÎÔÅÄ ÔÏ 

camp but the teÎÔ ) ÈÁÄ ×ÁÓ ÂÒÏËÅÎ ÓÏ ) ÈÅÁÄÅÄ ÈÏÍÅȢ #ÁÎȭÔ ×ÁÉÔ ÕÎÔil I can 

get back there again.  

Interview  

That Alaskan experience was a massive life-changing thing. It was a massive 

ÓÍÁÃË ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÅ ÒÅÁÌÌÙȢ )ȭÄ ÄÏÎÅ ×ÁÌËÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5+ȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ,ÁËÅ $ÉÓÔÒÉÃÔ ÁÎÄ 

Wales, but when I went to Alaska, it was so extreme, it was so big and so wild 

and so dangerous. It was a massive learning curve. When I came back and 

×ÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ !ÌÐÓ Á ÙÅÁÒ ÌÁÔÅÒȟ ) ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÓÏ ÓÍÁÌÌȢ )ȭÍ ÖÅÒÙ 

aware that there was a massive spiritual element to the experience as well. 

The nature contact was so so strong as if it was pushing onto you. It was 
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almost as if - for me anyway - it was imposing, it was a threat, nature was so 

strong and all the senses were just impacting on you all the time. It was just so 

dramatic and so beautiful and so wild and so empty. It was such a life-

ÃÈÁÎÇÉÎÇ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅȟ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÇ ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÍÙ ÌÉÆÅȟ ÓÏ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ×ÁÎÔ 

to talk about it. I think about it quite a lot though because it was such a big 

thing really.  

It was during the interview stage, in conversation with a stranger, that 

ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ "ω ÂÅÇÁÎ ÔÏ ÏÐÅÎ ÕÐ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÉÓ ȬÂÉÇ ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÍÙ ÌÉÆÅȭ ÉÎ Á ×ÁÙ ÔÈÁÔ 

he had not done at all within his diary. He started to reveal and also to revel in 

stories from his past that were particularly important to him, while in writing 

he had focused entirely on the small, prosaic details of his daily life. Participant 

"ωȭÓ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÆÅÅÌÓ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÔÏ ÃÈÁÔÔÙ ÓÐÅÅÃÈ ÉÎ ÍÕÃÈ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÄÉÁÒÙȟ but the interview ɀ 

during which he actually does speak - appeared to create the space for him to 

discuss more meaningful subjects and to consider the wider span of his life in a 

way that the diary had not.  

4.11.2. Therapy: Diaries alongside Interviews  

Á B13 - Clarity of Thought:  

The interview stage of this task proved to be particularly important for several 

participants in group two. In conversation with another person, they were able 

to demonstrate greater levels of self-awareness and to clarify and build upon 

what it was that they had gained from the writing exercise. Participant B13 is a 

fifty -three year old woman with five siblings who repeatedly returned to the 

subject of her family within her writing, as corroborated by the cross-checkers, 

ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ×ÈÏÍ ÎÏÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ×ÁÓ ȬÖÅÒÙ ÍÕÃÈ ÆÏÃÕsed on daily routine and life 

ÅÖÅÎÔÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÒÉÚÏÎȟ ÏÒ ×ÏÒÒÉÅÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÎ ÈÏ× ÌÉÆÅȭÓ 

ÅÖÅÎÔÓ ÃÁÎ ÓÈÁÐÅ Á ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭȡ 

Participant B13  

Day Four 

My mÕÍ ×ÁÓ ×ÉÄÏ×ÅÄ ÙÏÕÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÍÙ ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒȭs wife died of cancer at thirty-

nine. I wonder how I would cope - ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ÊÕÓÔ ÎÏÔ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÎÙÍÏÒÅȢ )ȭÖÅ 

ÂÅÅÎ ÍÁÒÒÉÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÈÁÌÆ ÍÙ ÌÉÆÅÔÉÍÅ ÁÎÄ ) ÊÕÓÔ ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË ×ÈÁÔ ÌÉÆÅ 

would be like on my own. The loss of security / doing things together / doing 

things apart but there at the end of the daÙ ÁÔ ÈÏÍÅȢ )ȭÄ ÌÉËÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔ ) 
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could be strong - ÂÕÔ ÙÏÕ ÊÕÓÔ ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ×Ȣ -Ù ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒ ÈÁÄ ÓÏÍÅ ÓÏÒÔ ÏÆ ÃÒÉÓÉÓ 

and is now an alcoholic, life can be very hard and the repercussions tough.  

Day Fourteen  

I will be happy to see my mum and two brothers tomÏÒÒÏ×ȟ ÉÔȭÌÌ ÂÅ ÇÏÏÄ ÔÏ 

catch up. I have a work related task to do and one brother will help - although 

ÍÕÎÄÁÎÅ ) ËÎÏ× ÈÅ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÈÁÐÐÙ ÔÏ ÈÅÌÐȢ )ȭÌÌ ÂÕÙ ÓÏÍÅ ÆÏÏÄ ÆÏÒ ÈÉÍ ÁÓ 

ȬÐÁÙÍÅÎÔȭ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ ×ÏÎȭÔ ÓÅÅÍ ÌÉËÅ ÃÈÁÒÉÔÙ - he has to keep his self-respect. He 

has had a lot of problems and I, well all of us try so hard to boost his 

confidence and make his life a little easier. It can be wearing at times but 

family is something not to be taken lightly. It can be tense when we are all 

together on holiday but when push comes to shove family comes first.  

Interview  

Had you not realised how much you think about your family?  

9ÅÁÈȟ ) ÈÁÄÎȭÔ ÒÅÁÌÉÓÅÄȢ "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ×Å ÈÁÖÅ ÈÁÄ ÓÏÍÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓȢ )ȭÍ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÓÉØ 

ÁÎÄ ÍÙ ÙÏÕÎÇÅÓÔ ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒ ÈÁÓ ÈÁÄ ÓÏÍÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÔȭÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÏÎ Æor 

ÙÅÁÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÈÅ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ ÉÔȭÓ Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ ×ÅÌÌ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÉÔȭÓ Á ÂÉÔ ÏÆ Á ÐÁÉÎ ÔÏ ÊÕÓÔ 

have to think about them all, but actually you have to support them and you 

ÅØÐÅÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅÍ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ÉÔȢ 3Ï ÙÅÁÈȟ ) ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÒÅÁÌÉÓÅ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ 

really think that I am that close to the members of my family, but maybe I am 

more so than I thought, you know I expect more from them and I want them 

ÔÏ ÅØÐÅÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÁÃË ÆÒÏÍ ÍÅ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȢ )Ô ÄÉÄ ÈÉÔ ÈÏÍÅ Á ÂÉÔ ÍÏÒÅ 

than I had realised. I think it crystallised my ideas about my family and how 

important they are. 

Her deeply-held concern for her family keeps surfacing as she writes, revealing 

something about her own core feelings that she had not previously ɀ or 

consciously ɀ known to be true. Writing a diary helped her to see herself with 

greater clarity: 

It was good for me to do because it brought some things into focus. It was 

good at the end of the day to think about some things that had happened and 

ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÒÏÍ ÌÉÆÅȢ !ÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ )ȭÖÅ ÍÉÓÓÅÄ ÉÔȢ )ȭÖÅ ÓÏÒÔ ÏÆ ÍÉÓÓÅÄ 

ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÓÉÔ ÄÏ×Î ÁÎÄ ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÅ ÍÙÓÅÌÆ ÆÒÏÍ ×ÈÁÔȭÓ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÏÎȢ 

When asked whether the interview stage had added anything to her experience 

ÏÆ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÁÒÙȟ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ "ρσ ÓÁÉÄȟ Ȭ)Ô ÈÅÌÐÅÄ ÍÅ ÔÏ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎ ÉÔȟ ÓÁÙ ÉÔ ÏÕÔ 

loud. It ÉÓ ÏÎÅ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÏ ×ÒÉÔÅȟ ÂÕÔ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÏ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÓÁÙ ÉÔȭȢ In speaking she was 

able to cash in on the discoveries she had made whilst writing. It is at the 

interview that participants come into connection with another person, unlike in 
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the poetry task, where they were writing in parallel to and in communication 

with another person ɀ namely Wordsworth or his textual people ɀ right from 

the beginning of the task, and where the interview stage did not appear to serve 

such a significant function for the participants themselves.  

Á B15 - Seeing Yourself from the Outside:  

Participant B15 wrote a highly confessional diary in which he described - at 

great length ɀ his past and present struggles with depression. He had 

volunteered to participate in the study with the explicit hope that writing a 

diary would be therapeutic for him in some way. Throughout the diary entries 

his tone is self-critical as he focusses almost exclusively on his problems, 

mistakes and anxieties. He writes about putting his Ph.D. studies on hold and 

taking a job at a postal sorting office and this punishing workplace provides the 

backdrop for much of the diary: 

Participant B15  

Day Two 

The sorting job is exactly the kind I was looking for. It is menial, low-skilled, at 

nights, with absurdly long commuting. This serves as a punishment for my 

errors. I was however expecting it to be harder, more exhausting, stressful, 

fast-paced, challenging.  

Day Thirteen  

This week, a friend told me not to admit to anyone about my depression and 

treatment as it could make me a scapegoat or a psycho in the group. Perhaps I 

was too eager to tell everybody. He had also said that perhaps one in five 

people in this country are on antidepressants, but it is not something that 

anybody would admit. Yesterday a man at work admitted to having had 

clinical depression a few years ago, so I looked for an opportunity to admit my 

problems to him. However, the guy cringed and appeared uninterested when I 

told him. 

Participant B15 is almost compulsively confessional in his diary, as if lacking 

any instinct for self-preservation. On day thirteen he shows his eagerness to 

communicate to somebody just what he was going through and to find some 

companionship through confession. At first, this participant seems to be using 

the diary to collect together evidence to support his own negative beliefs about 

himself and as he is writing there is nothing to stop him from doing this. When 
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ÁÓËÅÄ ×ÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÈÁÄ ÌÅÁÒÎÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÁÒÙȟ ÈÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÄ ÓÉÍÐÌÙȟ Ȭ4ÈÁÔ ) 

am a really uninteresting persoÎȭȢ 9ÅÔȟ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ȟ ÈÅ ÓÐÏËÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÈÏ× 

the diary had helped him: 

It was another opportunity to look at the inside, a bit at least, from the 

outside, so yes definitely it was useful. It did enhance my view of myself. So 

yes, I think it was really helpful. 

The diary task appeared to help participant B15 to split himself and then to look 

ÉÎ ÁÔ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ "ρσȭÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ 

ÏÆ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÂÅÉÎÇ Á ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ȬÇÅÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÒÏÍ ÌÉÆÅȭȢ "ÕÔ ×ÈÉÌÅ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ 

helped participant B13 to clarify how she saw herself in relation to the outside 

world and the people around her, for participant B15 writing provided a way of 

bringing greater clarity to his internal world. When asked whether the task had 

helped him with whaÔ ÈÅ ÈÁÄ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÁÒÙ ÁÓ ȬÁÎ ÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ 

understand the difference between thinking and overÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇȭ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ "ρυ 

said: 

Participant B15  

Interview  

Writing the diary does help you not to overthink, partly because it takes so 

much time. I couÌÄÎȭÔ ÍÁÎÁÇÅ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÄÏ×Î ÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇ ) ×ÁÓ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇȟ ÓÏ ) 

was just touching on one problem in each entry. I think writing can definitely 

help to avoid overthinking, you have to turn what could have been murky as a 

thought, into a phrase. You have to structure the problem. The practical 

problem that writing is much slower than thinking forced me to focus on one 

main line of narrative, it limits digressions and deflections, and even when 

ÔÈÅÙ ÁÐÐÅÁÒȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÅÁÓÉÅÒ ÔÏ ÌÏÏË ÂÁÃË ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÅØÔ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÔÕÒÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÉÎ line of 

thought. Loudly admitting a problem or concern can help to find an 

immediate solution. This actually reminds me of the method of 

psychodynamic psychotherapy that I took in the past. At first I got annoyed 

when I was saying a lot about my problems but finding the therapist was 

silent, not commenting at all or maybe only saying a few words after minutes 

of silence. Later I realised that just expressing my problem made me think 

about it in a different way, I was trying to guess what the other person might 

be thinking. As a result, I often find new ideas about my problems after a 

ÐÅÒÉÏÄ ÏÆ ÓÉÌÅÎÃÅȢ %ÖÅÎ ÉÆ )ȭÍ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÍÙÓÅÌÆȟ ) ÁÍ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ×ÈÁÔ Á ÒÅÁÄÅÒ 

might think, so I am thinking in a different way. 
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This supports the position that the writing pr ocess helped participant B15 to 

change the way that he was thinking and to limit his tendency for rumination. 

7ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÈÅÌÐÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÌÁÒÉÆÙ ÈÉÓ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓȟ ÔÕÒÎÉÎÇ ȬÍÕÒËÙȭ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÉÎÔÏ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔ 

phrases, shaping and structuring his thinking. The pace of writing forced his 

ÍÉÎÄ ÔÏ ÓÌÏ× ÄÏ×Î ÁÎÄ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÏÎÅ ÓÉÎÇÌÅ ȬÍÁÉÎ ÌÉÎÅ ÏÆ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅȭȟ ÓÉÍÐÌÉÆÙÉÎÇ 

his overcomplicated thought-ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÕÔÔÉÎÇ ÂÁÃË ÏÎ ȬÄÉÇÒÅÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ 

ÄÅÆÌÅÃÔÉÏÎÓȭȢ  

               Participant B15 compared this task to previous experiences of 

psychotherapy by connecting together the act of writing on the blank pages of 

the diary with speaking into the silence of the therapy room. In both cases there 

is somebody listening to and observing him from behind the silence, either the 

therapist or a real or imagined reader. It is the silence ɀ or in the case of the 

diary, the blank page ɀ which gets participant B15 out of his own mind and into 

the mind of his observer, as it encourages him to start imagining what another 

person might be thinking about him.  

              4ÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ÓÔÁÇÅ ×ÁÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ "ρυȡ Ȭ4ÈÅ 

interview massively contributed to the process of writing a diary. Having my 

writing explored by you and discussing it with you in an unrushed atmosphere 

offered me an unusual, precious, unbiased, external perspective of my deeper 

ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓȭ. During the interview stage, participant B15 was no longer simply 

ÉÍÁÇÉÎÉÎÇ Ȭ×ÈÁÔ Á ÒÅÁÄÅÒ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÔÈÉÎËȭ; he was faced with his actual reader and 

had to listen to them reading his own words back to him, which by extension 

also turned him into his own reader. While for other participants this process of 

re-reading seemed to have only served as a way of jogging their memories about 

what they had written, participant B15 responded strikingly to having a passage 

of his own diary read back to him: 

Participant B15  

Interview  

/Ëȟ )ȭÍ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÒÅÁÄ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÔ ÙÏÕ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÙÏÕ ×ÅÒÅ ÁÔ 

work and were trying to stop yourself from crying in front of everybody.  

Oh that was really a hard moment. Oh this was actually quite a dramatic thing. 

This was well, the tip of the iceberg of my feelings.  
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Ȭ3ÈÅ ÏÐÅÎÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÕÃË ÂÁÙ ÇÁÔÅ ÁÎÄ ×ÅÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÈÅÒ ÂÒÅÁË ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÓÅÔÔÉÎÇ 

the platform. I was busy talking with a mate and my trolley fell into the  

gap. She was recalled and reluctantly finished the setting while I 

dragged my trolley and hid far from her, blushing with shame. I carried 

on working with eyes full of tears, I struggled not to actually start crying. 

I decided I could not hide in the toil et, I had to do the work. I kept 

making errors and I was mortified that apparently I am too stupid to 

even push a trolley. For the rest of the shift I was on the verge of crying, 

trying to put on a sardonic smile. A mate asked if I am ok and later even 

the girl asked if I am managing, when she declined my question, if it is in 

doubt, I said: yes, it apparently is. I started to tell her that it had not been 

a good day, but then we were separated. What is the actual difference 

between managing and not? I have  not thrown myself at the floor crying, 

and I have said that I am managing, but this is not a real difference. It is 

just that I could not say that I am not managing: It is not a conventionally 

accepted answer to such a question. I realised I am actually h appy and 

grateful for her caring question. Had I planned it deliberately, this would 

have been a gross manipulation. It was however a sincere and genuine 

ÃÒÙ ÆÏÒ ÓÙÍÐÁÔÈÙȢȭ 

Oh yes, this was actually quite an emotionally packed moment. Yes, I was 

actually heading to the staff room but I thought if everyone saw that I was 

ÃÒÙÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÕÐÓÅÔȟ ÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÍÁËÉÎÇ Á ÓÃÅÎÅȢ  %ÖÅÒÙÏÎÅ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÔÈÉÎËȟ Ȭ(Å ×ÅÎÔ 

ÓÏÍÅ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÏ ÃÒÙȭȢ 3ÉÔÔÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÎÏÔ ÔÏ ÃÒÙ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ 

better thing to do. Yeah, it was . . . I was helpless. It would be worse to hide 

ÔÈÏÕÇÈȢ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÉÎ Á ÃÁÆïȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓ ÔÏ ÍÅ 

ÎÏ× ÔÈÁÔ ) ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ×ÏÒË ÉÎ Á ÃÁÆï ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍȟ ) ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÓÔÁÒÔ ÃÒÙÉÎÇ 

if I had to serve customers. This made it clear that ) ÓÈÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË ÁÂÏÕÔ 

working in a café and that hiding in a warehouse job is a good place for me.  

How did it feel hearing me read your diary?  

It felt better actually . . . yes.  

Why do you think  that?  

Let me think . . . the fact that somebody deemed it interesting has changed 

ÈÏ× ) ÆÅÅÌ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÔȢ 7ÅÌÌȟ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ Á ÂÉÔ ÏÆ Á ÄÒÁÍÁÔÉÃ ÍÏÍÅÎÔȢ )Ô ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÌÉËÅ ) 

structured what I wrote, I had some points and then it just flowed, what I had 

ÔÏ ÓÁÙȢ 4ÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÍÅȟ ÉÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÏÒÉng like 

the other parts. Obviously I have a bias from having also lived this life. 

It was a difficult moment and as interviewer I felt concern that hearing the 

passage read aloud would lead to the participant becoming engulfed again in the 

initial feelings of despair that the incident had triggered. But, hearing his own 
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words being re-read by somebody else appeared to provide participant B15 

with another, arguably superior way of seeing himself from the outside:  

Participant B15  

Interview  

Does hearing it  again help to process the experience in any way? You 

lived it, then you wrote about it, then I read it, now we are here talking 

about it.  

Yes, actually I am quite surprised about how much we have really processed 

ÉÔȢ )ȭÍ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÇÌÁÄȟ )ȭÍ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÈÁÐÐÙ ÔÈÁt this has happened. Actually I am 

ÉÍÐÒÅÓÓÅÄȟ ) ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÅØÐÅÃÔ ÉÔ ÔÏ ÌÏÏË ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÉÓȢ ) ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ) ×ÏÕÌÄ ÓÕÂÍÉÔ ÔÈÅ 

ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÎÁÉÒÅÓȢ ) ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÅØÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÂÅ ÒÅÁÄ ÁÔ ÁÌÌȢ )ȭÍ 

grateful for this study, for this therapy for me. 

Can you imagine that this diary was written by somebody else and not 

you, what would you think of this person? What advice would you give 

them? 

4ÈÁÔȭÓ Á ÇÏÏÄ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎȟ )ȭÍ ÎÏÔ ÓÕÒÅȢ  

Would you want to be his friend?  

Yes . . . but I would be a bit irritated by his . . Ȣ ) ×ÏÕÌÄ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅȢ (Å ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÂÅ 

very interesting  

What advice would you give this person?  

) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ 

Imagine if you had a son and your son had written this diary. If you read 

it, do you think you would agree with him and say, ȬÙÅÓȟ ÙÏÕ ÄÏ ÄÅÓÅÒÖÅ 

ÔÏ ÂÅ ÐÕÎÉÓÈÅÄȭȩ 

Perhaps not. I would tell him to try to look for a better job, to go to the gym, to 

ÒÅÁÄ ÓÏÍÅ ÂÏÏËÓȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ Á ÈÁÒÄ ÔÈÉÎÇȢ )ȭÍ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÍÙ Ï×Î ÆÁÔÈÅÒ 

ÁÎÄ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÓÅÅ ÈÉÍ ÁÓ Á ÇÏÏÄ ÒÏÌÅ ÍÏÄÅÌȢ ) ÔÈÉÎË Á ÌÏÔ Ïf what I am doing is 

ÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÍÙÓÅÌÆ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ ×ÅÌÌȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÌÉËÅ ÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÈÏÒÒÉÂÌÅȟ ÂÕÔ ÈÅ 

×ÁÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÄȢ )ȭÍ ÕÎÃÏÍÆÏÒÔÁÂÌÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÍÙ Ï×Î ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ ) ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ 

×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÓÕÃÈ Á ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÏ ÍÙ Ï×Î ÓÏÎȢ 7ÅÌÌȟ ÍÁÙÂÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÈÁÒÄ ÔÏ Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ ) ÔÈÉÎË 

maybe only a small minority of people would think differently, but it is still a 

challenge. The challenge to be different, in some meaningful way, to your 

parents.  

Well, sometimes I have to stop and remind myself to care for myself. I 

×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÍÉÓÔÒÅÁÔ ÍÙ daughter if I had one, so why am I mistreating 

ÍÙÓÅÌÆȩ ) ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÓÐÅÁË ÔÏ Á ÆÒÉÅÎÄ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÓÏ ×ÈÙ ÁÍ ) ÓÐÅÁËÉÎÇ ÔÏ 

ÍÙÓÅÌÆ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÁÔȩ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÙ ) ×ÁÓ ÁÓËÉÎÇ ÙÏÕȟ ×ÈÁÔ ÁÄÖÉÃÅ ÙÏÕ 

×ÏÕÌÄ ÇÉÖÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÉÆ ÉÔ ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÙÏÕȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÅÁÓÙ Ôo be hard 
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ÏÎ ÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÆ ÂÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÈÁÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÈÁÒÄ ÏÎ ÓÏÍÅÂÏÄÙ ÅÌÓÅ 

outside of you.  

) ÓÅÅȢ ) ÈÁÖÅÎȭÔ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÉÓȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ Á ÇÏÏÄ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÈÅÁÒ ÁÎÄ 

to think about. I will try to remember this. 

Participant B15 is beginning to see how he might separate the version of his self 

that is inside the diary from the self that is on the outside reading the diary, and 

to find some room to manoeuvre in the space between these two selves. Writing 

can perhaps lead to the development of more objective and less punishing 

attitudes by creating a way for somebody to look in at themselves from an 

external perspective, particularly when combined with a secondary process of 

being read.102 4ÈÅ ÃÏÍÂÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÄÉÁÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ÒÅÓÅÍÂÌÅÓ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ȬÔ×Ï 

chÁÉÒȭ ÔÈÅÒÁÐÅÕÔÉÃ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÅÎÃÏÕÒÁÇÅÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ 

ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅȢ Ȭ4×Ï ÃÈÁÉÒȭ 

psychotherapeutic techniques allow patients to physically move between two 

chairs and as they do so to take on different mental positions. Sitting in one 

position they have the chance to speak to a person or a part of their own self 

that they imagine to be sitting in the chair opposite; then by moving to sit in that 

opposite chair they can embody the person or part of themselves that they have 

been addressing and begin to view themselves from that alternative 

perspective.103  

4.12. Comparison of the Two Tasks: B17 and B18  

Participants B17 and B18 were asked to complete the diary task one month 

after they had finished the initial poetry task. These two participants therefore 

followed a ten week programme: 

                                                           
102 The participant is beginning to show a greater capacity for perspective taking. Daniel C. Batson, et 

ŀƭΦΣ ΨtŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǘŀƪƛƴƎΥ LƳŀƎƛƴƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŦŜŜƭǎ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ȅƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŦŜŜƭΩΣ 
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 23.7 (1997), 751- 8. 

103 {Φ IΦ YŜƭƭƻƎƎΣ Ψ¢Ǌansformational Chair-ǿƻǊƪΥ CƛǾŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǊŀǇŜǳǘƛŎ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜǎΩΣ NYSPA 
Notebook, 19.4 (2007), 8-9. 
{Φ/Φ tŀƛǾƻΣ ŀƴŘ [Φ{Φ DǊŜŜƴōŜǊƎΣ ΨwŜǎƻƭǾƛƴƎ άǳƴŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎέΥ 9ŦŦƛŎŀŎȅ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭ 
therapy using empty-ŎƘŀƛǊ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜΩΣ Journal of Counselling and Clinical Psychology, 63 (1995), 419-
25. 
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Week 1 - 2:  Poetry Task  
 Week 3:  Break 
 Week 4:  Poetry Task Interview  
 Week 5 - 6: Break 
 Week 7 - 8: Diary Task  
  Week 9: Break 
 Week 10:  Diary Task Interview  

4.12.1. Scope: B17 Breadth and Depth of Thinking  

During the poetry task participant B17 had identified strongly with the poem 

and had appeared to demonstrate a degree of blended thinking in his writing. As 

the task progressed the poem seeped into his life and his life began to infiltrate 

the poem. This participant wrote almost exclusively about his past during the 

poetry task. In contrast, during the diary task he wrote exclusively about the 

present, focusing primarily on family life, his work and daily routine, just as the 

majority of participants who completed this exercise had also done: 

Participant B17  

Day Twelve 

Saturday is always a bleary-ÅÙÅÄ ÄÁÙ ÆÏÒ ÍÅȢ ! ÄÁÙ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÔ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ×ÅÅËȭÓ 

exertions. Lots of newspaper reading and drifting around supermarkets like 

a wandering ghost. I love this domesticity, with my wife leading me, doing 

ordinary, everyday things, just like everybody else and I love being with my 

wife. 

The writing in many of these plain diaries, including this one, seems closer to 

speech, yet the act of inscription ɀ almost regardless of content - turns what is 

seemingly prosaic into something that is potentially therapeutic. During his 

interview participant B17 said of the second task, ȬIt felt good to put some things 

down on paper rather than jÕÓÔ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÔȢ )ÔȭÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÔÏ ÐÕÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ 

ÄÏ×ÎȭȢ Arguably, writing served as a way to solidify thoughts, as previously 

ÎÏÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ "ρς ×ÈÏ ÆÏÕÎÄ ȬÊÕÓÔ ÐÕÔÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÄÏ×Î ÏÎ 

ÐÁÐÅÒȭ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÈÅÒÁÐÅÕÔÉÃȢ  

              Participant B17 is an artist and a large proportion of his diary focused on 

the progress of his latest painting, a portrait of his son: 
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Participant B17  

Day Eleven 

In my studio I continued the drawing of my son, doing his hands and knees 

ÁÎÄ ÌÅÇÓȢ )ÔȭÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÈÉÓ ÆÁce left now, his look of confusion which saddens me, but 

×ÉÌÌ ÍÙ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎ ÍÁËÅ ÉÔ Á ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇȩ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ×Ȣ 0ÅÒÈÁÐÓ )ȭÖÅ ÈÁÄ Á 

ÖÅÒÙ ÄÅÃÁÄÅÎÔ ÌÉÆÅȢ )ȭÖÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÇÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÂÙ ÔÏ ÄÒÁ×ȟ )ȭÖÅ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÄÒÁ×Î Á ÂÁÂÙ 

ÂÅÆÏÒÅȢ )ÔȭÓ ÆÕÎÎÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÈÁÒÇe that the image of my son has 

for me, maybe the unknown child could end up as the most powerful part of 

the painting, who knows?  

During his interview participant B17 spoke at greater length about the 

ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȬÕÎËÎÏ×Îȭ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ ×ÏÒËȡ 

Participant B17 

Interview  

) ËÅÅÐ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÂÕÔ ×ÈÅÎ )ȭÍ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÏ ÍÅ ÉÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ 

and the things that I feel are really working well or really have some 

ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓ ÓÔÕÆÆ ÏÒ ÁÃÃÉÄÅÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ÄÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ 

×ÒÉÔÉÎÇȟ ) ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ÈÏ× ÔÏ ÓÔÁÒÔȟ ) ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÂÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÔÈÁÔȢ )Î 

painting these things occur through the action of painting which in some 

way connect with something that is not really conscious, but which makes 

sense to me in another way. Those are the bits that are most interesting to 

ÍÅ ÉÎ ÁÎÙÂÏÄÙȭÓ ×ÏÒËȢ &ÏÒ ÍÅȟ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ ×ÁÙ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÃÁÎ ÇÅÔ ÔÏ 

those small places that are unexpected and not contrived. 

This was not something that the diary enabled him to do and he found himself 

frequently confined to writing about more prosaic topics: 

) ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓ ÍÙÓÅÌÆ ÆÕÌÌÙ ɍȢ Ȣ ȢɎ ) ÃÏÕÌÄ ÏÎÌÙ ÂÅ ÓÕÐÅÒÆÉÃÉÁÌȟ ) ÃÏÕÌÄ ÏÎÌÙ 

write about things that I know about and sometimes I paint about things 

ÔÈÁÔ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÅÖÅÎ ËÎÏ× ÁÂÏÕÔȟ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ËÎÏ× ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÏÍÅ ÆÒÏÍȢ 

During his second interview, participant B17 compared his experiences of both 

tasks: 

7ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍ ) ×ÁÓ ÄÅÁÌÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÒÄÓȟ ) ÈÁÄ 

to decipher those words, I had to make sense of them, whereas when I was 

doing the diary, they were my own thoughts, I knew exactly what I was 

thinking, it was just a matter of writing them down. There were different 

problems for each one.  
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In this diary you only wrote about things that were happening in the 

present, whereas in the poetry diary you wrote almost e xclusively 

about the past.  

But again that was because with the poem I was dealing with other 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÃÏÎÊÕÒÉÎÇ ÕÐ ÍÅÍÏÒÉÅÓȟ ) ×ÁÓÎȭÔ 

dealing with my own words and my own words could only conjure up what 

I could see in front of me in the present, whereas I was reading 

7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÔÁÌËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÅÌÓÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÅÔ 

ÍÙ ÍÅÍÏÒÙ ÇÏÉÎÇȢ 4ÈÅ ÐÏÅÍ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÍÁËÅ ÍÅ ÆÅÅÌ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ×ÈÁÔ 

could happen in the future or what was happening to me now, it only made 

me think about the past. The poem made you think about your whole life, 

not just what happened today and once you start thinking about your 

×ÈÏÌÅ ÌÉÆÅȟ ÙÏÕ ÓÔÁÒÔ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÍÕÃÈ ÄÅÅÐÅÒ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÙÏÕȢ 9ÏÕ ÓÔÁÒÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÎË ÁÂÏÕÔ 

the things that are really stuck in your mind from fifty years ago or more. 

Whereas a diary I think is much more superficial. There was much more 

ÓÃÏÐÅ ÆÏÒ ÄÅÅÐ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÍȢ 9ÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÈÅÌÐ ÇÅÔÔÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ Á ÄÅÅÐÅÒ 

level you know.  

Participant B17 had struggled to get beyond the surface detail of his immediate 

surroundings and daily experiences when he was writing his second diary. In 

contrast, during the poetry task, the poem itself appeared to have taken him out 

of the present and into deeper and often unexpected areas. The poem seemed to 

expand the scope of participant B17 thoughts and guide him beyond conscious 

thought and into areas of perhaps only partially known but deeply held memory 

and feeling. This is connected to the way in which the interview stage had 

encouraged participant B9 to speak about his whole life, while he had only 

written in his diary about his present. In this respect the dynamic of the 

interview stage of the diary task more closely resembles the reading and writing 

stage of the poetry task. The interview elicited more from participants than the 

solitary task of writing in the diary had, just as the poetry elicited more from 

participants than writing daily without a stimulus had.  

4.12.2. Therapy: B18 Breaking Free and Getting Stuck  

During the poetry task participant B18 had initially found the character of the 

pedlar difficult to understand or accept. However, as the task progressed her 

attitude shifted and she began to take on board the more Wordsworthian 

ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÏÆ Ȭ×ÉÓÅ ÐÁÓÓÉÖÅÎÅÓÓȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÄÌÁÒ advocates. One month after 

completing the poetry task participant B18 began the diary task. She wrote six 
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entries over a period of fourteen days with an eight day pause between the 

fourth and fifth entries. She felt unable to continue the task beyond this point 

and submitted her six diary entries before being interviewed two weeks later. 

The six diary entries are full of anxiety and raw emotion: 

Participant B18  

Day Five 

On Thursday I started off feeling quite anxious. I started worrying about going 

down to look after my mother. I booked the bus so it made the event more 

real. Then in the afternoon I spoke to my mother. She wanted to talk for ages. 

4ÈÅ ×ÁÙ ÍÙ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÁÓ ÔÁÌËÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÍÅ ÍÁÄÅ ÍÅ ÆÅÅÌ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÒÅÐÕÌÓÅÄȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÌÉËÅ 

)ȭÍ ÓÕÄÄÅÎÌÙ ÈÅÒ ÆÁÖÏÕÒÉÔÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȟ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÏÎÌÙ Á ÆÅ× ×ÅÅËÓ ÁÇÏ ) ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÇÏÏÄ 

enough to look after her. So when I lay down to have a sleep, my thoughts 

×ÅÒÅ ÖÅÒÙ ÄÁÒËȢ ) ×ÁÓ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÍÙ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ÄÉÅÓȟ ) ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÇÏ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

ÆÕÎÅÒÁÌȢ ) ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÍÙ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȢ ) ÄÅÃÉÄÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÉÎ ÔÏÕÃÈ 

too much recently with my family. My family is TOXIC. 

In the post-task questionnaire participant B18 explained why she had needed to 

stop writing the diary, Ȭ"Ù ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÉÎÇ ÉÔ 

ÈÁÓ ÆÅÌÔ ÌÉËÅ )ȭÍ ÔÁÌËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÏÏ Åarly - ÅÖÅÎ ÉÆ )ȭÖÅ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅÍ 

one or two days later. So I have to stop. I hope you understand. I found it 

difficult to share when the emotions I was experiencing were so raw. It made 

ÍÅ ÆÅÅÌ ÖÕÌÎÅÒÁÂÌÅ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÓÎȭÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ) ×ÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÒÍÁÌÌÙ ÒÅÓÏÌÖÅ Íy problemsȭȢ 

She felt as if she had been setting down her feelings prematurely by writing 

them down in the diary. During her interview she confirmed this: 

Did it feel a bit too permanent when you wrote something down in the 

diary?  

Yes, exactly, because I know that they are temporary feelings. After it had 

been written and sent off and read, I could be feeling much better, but I had no 

×ÁÙ ÏÆ ÓÁÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÁÌÌ ÇÏÎÅ ÎÏ×Ȣ  

The interview did however provide participant B18 with a second chance to 

readdress the ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÐÅÒÍÁÎÅÎÃÙ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÈÁÄ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎȡ Ȭ)Ô ×ÁÓ ÇÏÏÄ ÔÏ 

ÔÁÌË ÉÎ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅ )ȭÄ ÈÁÄ ÉÎ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÁÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÎË ÁÂÏÕÔ 

ÉÔ ÁÇÁÉÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÏÍÅ ÈÉÎÄÓÉÇÈÔȭȢ 4ÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ÓÔÁÇÅ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ 

opportunity for this participant - who had struggled to write the diary ɀ to say 

in a different way what it was that she had not been able to write. During the 
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ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ "ρψ ×ÁÓ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÒÅÄÅÅÍ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ȬÇÏÏÄȭ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÓËȢ 

After the rash, raw, primary emotion of her diary, the interview seemed to 

create the chance for secondary, contemplative and more objective thinking. It 

was during the interview that participant B18 described the gradual, internal 

process that she had learnt to rely on as a way of stripping back her problems 

and calming her more extreme, primary emotions. This was a strategy that she 

much preferred to the overly conscious permanency of writing: 

Even if the problem is still there, you do, after a few nights, gradually, 

gradually, gradually, especially after a few nights you gradually feel like you 

ÃÁÎ ÃÏÐÅ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍȢ !ÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÉÔȭÓ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÌÉËÅ ÓÅÅÉÎÇ ÌÉËÅ ÙÏÕ ÓÁÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÒÅ 

ÂÏÎÅÓȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÌÉËÅ ÓÅÅÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓËÅÌÅÔÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÄÅÁÌ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÔȢ 

Instead of having all the crying and the worrying you know, ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÁÌÌ ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ 

calmed down and then, ok this is the problem, the problem is still there but 

ÌÏÏË )ȭÍ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÁÌÉÖÅȢ )ȭÍ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÏËȟ ÉÎ Á ×ÁÙȢ ,ÅÔȭÓ ÓÅÅ ×ÈÁÔȭÓ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÈÁÐÐÅÎ ÎÅØÔȢ 

By writing down what she was feeling before this process had had a chance to 

take place within her, participant B18 found herself trapped within a cycle of 

rumination. This was quite unlike participant B15 who had found writing to be 

an effective tool for reducing rumination and who ɀas previously discussed ɀ 

spoke at interview about how the slow pace of writing had limited his own 

ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÆÏÒ ȬÄÉÇÒÅÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÆÌÅÃÔÉÏÎÓȭ ÁÎÄ ÈÁÄ ÈÅÌÐÅÄ ÈÉÍ ÔÏ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ȬÏÎÅ 

ÍÁÉÎ ÌÉÎÅ ÏÆ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅȭȢ )Î ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔȟ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÈÅÌÐ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ "ρψ 

get out of her spiral of negative thinking: 

I latch onto small things and turn them into big dramas in my head. And I 

ËÎÏ× ÔÈÁÔȟ ÉÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÓ ÏÖÅÒ Á ÐÅÒÉÏÄ ÏÆ Á ÆÅ× ×ÅÅËÓ ÉÆ ) ÈÁÖÅÎȭÔ ÈÁÄ 

ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÔÏ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ )ȭÍ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÎ ) ÃÁÒÒÙ ÏÎ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÉÎ Á 

negative way, and a more and more negative way.  

Unlike participant B10, who had struggled with the task and refused to submit 

ÈÅÒ ÆÉÎÁÌ ÄÉÁÒÙȟ ÆÅÁÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÈÁÄ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ÁÎ ȬÕÎÔÒÕÔÈÆÕÌȭ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ 

herself,104 participant B18 explained during her interview that while she had 

                                                           
104 Participant B10 completed her diary yet was not willing to submit it for analysis. Instead, she 

agreed to be interviewed about her experience of doing the task. During her interview she explained 

why she had not wanted her diary to be read: 

I did stick to the instructions rigidly, and I did want to give it time - ǘǿƻ ǿŜŜƪǎ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƛǘΚ - to 

ǎŜŜ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǎƘƛŦǘŜŘ ƻǊ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜΦ hƘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘΣ LΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻ 
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found it damaging to write about her raw emotions as they were unfolding, 

there was no alternative for her than to be truthful: 

) ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÎÏÔ ×ÒÉÔÅ ×ÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÍÅȟ ) ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÎÏÔ ×ÒÉÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÕÔÈȟ ) 

ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÊÕÓÔ ×ÒÉÔÅ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÂÉÔÓ ÏÆ ÎÅ×Ó ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ happening to me that day 

ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ) ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÄÉÓÈÏÎÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÐÅÒÆÉÃÉÁÌȢ 

Towards the end of her second interview, participant B18 compared the two 

tasks: 

Well the poetry task was very structured. It focused you on what was being 

said in the poem, so it focused your mind on things that were not necessarily 

happening at the time, it focused . . . well, it brought up a lot of memories, and 

it kind of kept you thinking outside yourself in a way, you were trying to 

understand the poem, you were studying the poem and trying to get out of the 

poem as much as you could. I liked doing it and it was a real challenge.  

7ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÁÒÙ ×ÁÓÎȭÔ Á ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅȟ ÉÔ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÅÅÌ ÁÔ ÁÌÌȢ  

                                                           
do a similar thing before, I think about eight or nine years ago, I went to a counsellor for a 

little while and she did sort of CBT stuff and I dunno, talking therapies, chatting, she had 

given me something similar to do. It was first thing in the morning, before you do anything 

else, yƻǳ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ƘŀƭŦ ŀƴ ƘƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿǊƛǘŜ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊΩǎ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƘŜŀŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ 

ȅƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘŜŀǊ ƛǘ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊƻǿ ƛǘ ŀǿŀȅΣ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪŜŜǇ ƛǘ ƻǊ ƭƻƻƪ ōŀŎƪ ŀǘ ƛǘΦ LǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƭƛƪŜ 

a flushing out exercise. I remember thinking about that a little bit as I was doing this. So, I 

ŘƛŘ ǎǘƛŎƪ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘƻƴŜǎǘ L ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛǘ ǘŜǊǊƛōƭȅ ǳƴƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǇƛƴǇƻƛƴǘ ǿƘȅΦ 

There was this awareness in me of having to write about something important, which I did 

give a lot of thought to. I felt like I was going backwards, almost through a mental filing 

cabinet to find stuff and to be honest it felt like I was making it up. It felt like I was telling a 

story and through the writing it felt like it was out of date and untruthful. I remember 

writing actually, I ƘŀǾŜ ƪŜǇǘ ƛǘΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ LΩǾŜ ǎŀƛŘ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƛǘΦ LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƳŜ ōŜƛƴƎ 

ǘŜǊǊƛōƭȅ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜΣ ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ǘǊǳǘƘŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ L ǿŀǎ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƻǊǘƘǿƘƛƭŜ 

ώΦ Φ Φϐ L ŘƛŘ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ǿǊƛǘŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎǘǳŦŦ ǘƘŀǘ L ŜƴƧƻȅΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ - where I find joy 

and pleasure - but it just felt a bit silly, maybe a bit forced [. . .] wrong is I guess the best 

ǿƻǊŘ L Ŏŀƴ ŎƻƳŜ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘ ŦŜƭǘ ŦƻǊŎƛōƭȅ ǊŜǾŜŀƭƛƴƎΣ ƴƻǘ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ LΩƳ 

ŀǎƘŀƳŜŘ ƻŦΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ 

ǘǊǳǘƘŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƎƛǾŜ ƳŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΦ L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΦ 

LƴǾŀǎƛǾŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǿƻǊŘΣ ōǳǘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ŦŜŜƭ ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǿŀȅΦ  

Participant B10 had felt pressurised by the requiremŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿǊƛǘŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ΨƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΩ ŀƴŘ 

was concerned that what she had chosen to write about seemed forced or untruthful. Unlike her 

ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜǊŀǇŜǳǘƛŎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΩ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ƻŦ /ƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ .ŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊŀƭ 

Therapy, where writing wŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ΨŦƭǳǎƘ ƻǳǘΩ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŎƭǳǘǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǎƘŜ ǿǊƻǘŜ ǿŀǎ ŜǾŜǊ ǊŜ-

read or kept, this diary felt worryingly permanent. She did not withhold her diary because it was too 

revealing but because she felt that it revealed an untruthful version of herself.  
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Participant B18 had not got stuck within her habitual cycle of rumination and 

negative thinking when she was working on the poetry task because the poetry 

ȬËÅÐÔ ÙÏÕ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅ ÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÆ ÉÎ Á ×ÁÙȭȟ ÂÕÔ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÄÉÁÒÙ ÔÁÓËȟ 

without the poetry to help her to alter her perspective, she got stuck back inside 

herself within that cycle of rumination. 

4.13. Conclusion 

Á This study produced evidence that suggests that the poetry triggered 

particular capacities and qualities of thought that are not necessarily 

available elsewhere in everyday life and which do not seem to be 

triggered by mere information processing.  

Á The poetry used in this experiment appeared to take participants quickly 

into the thick of their inner, emotional lives and led them to instinctively 

explore areas of emotional depth and complexity, to shift between 

different mental positions and to demonstrate different degrees of 

mental blending and thus move away from automatic or default mode 

and towards potentially healthier patterns of thought.  

Á )Î ÁÃÃÏÒÄÁÎÃÅ ×ÉÔÈ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÖÏÉÄÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ 

eÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ ×ÁÓÔÁÇÅȟ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ×ÈÏ ÒÅÁÄ Ȭ4ÈÅ 2ÕÉÎÅÄ #ÏÔÔÁÇÅȭ 

seemed to transform their own fixed ideas or unprocessed traumas, not 

getting rid of emotional matter as Stoic therapy would demand, but 

instead putting it to some use within their own minds. 

Á The poetry appeared to take participants out of the present moment 

making them think about the wider span of their whole lives. The poetry 

triggered memories and therefore seemed to transport participants into 

more unconscious or unexpected areas of thinking as they wrote. They 

appeared to be guided by the poem to reflect upon parts of their lives 

that those who were writing diaries without any literary stimulus did not 

think about, in particular, specific moments from their childhoods.  

Á The evidence of this study suggests that the poetry introduced certain 

participants to different ways of thinking, for example participant B18 

met with ideas of wise passiveness within the poem which were 

completely contrary to her usual way of being. The poem appeared to 
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have a widening effect on certain participantsȭ thinking. In contrast, 

participants working on the diary task could only really think about what 

was immediately around them or what they already knew or thought. 

They appeared less likely to have new thoughts or new ideas when 

writing the diary and less likely to change their ways of thinking over the 

course of the task.  

Á The interview stage of the diary task often seemed to help to elicit more 

from participants than writing the actual diary had. During the 

interviews, participants spoke about much more than just their daily 

routines. They often began to talk in detail about the past and about the 

wider span of their whole lives. They gave more of an overview of their 

lives during the interviews, whilst in the diaries they had mainly written 

from within their own small, daily concerns. At the secondary stage of 

the interviews, thoughts which had become their text had to be 

translated back into speech and shared or exchanged in some way with 

another person. The interviewer, when reading the diaries, enabled 

participants to consider what they looked like from the outside and to 

embody that external perspective. This suggests that participants were 

no longer thinking and writing in isolation, and that they could therefore 

begin to see themselves through the eyes of their reader and to also 

become their own readers.  

Á Several participants taking part in the diary task found it difficult to get 

out of their repetitive or self-critical thinking habits (namely participants 

B18 and B9). Participant B17 also described how he had only been able 

ÔÏ Ȭ×ÒÉÔÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ) ËÎÏ× ÁÂÏÕÔȭ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÁÒÙ ÔÁÓË ÁÎÄ ÙÅÔ ÈÁÄ 

been surprised during the poetry task by the unexpected memories that 

the poem had triggered. Both tasks are however most successful when 

they allow participants to gain a wider perspective, shift their mental 

positioning and to revise their view of themselves.  

Á In the poetry task there appeared to be an exchange and a conversation 

taking place between the poem and the reader. Both tasks seem to work 

best where there are exchanges taking place, or where more than one 

mind is at work. At the interview stage of the diary task there is much 
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greater opportunity for this to happen than at the initial writing stage. 

The interview therefore seemed to be more significant to participants 

taking part in the diary task than to those who had done the poetry task.  

Á There are successful places within the diaries themselves, namely those 

belonging to participants B13 and B15, which provide evidence to 

support the position that a process of mental separation is occurring and 

that participants are beginning to see themselves from the outside in 

ways that are helpful rather than merely distanced. Rather than 

exchanges occurring between two people (the poet and reader or the 

participant and interviewer) there are moments of exchange within 

these diaries between two parts of the same person.  

Á Both the poetry task and the interview stage of the diary task contain a 

second voice and in this respect they are connected to the dynamic of 

psychoanalysis. In an interview in which the psychoanalyst and essayist 

Adam Phillips discusses the relationship between literature and 

psychoanalysis he describes the importance of two minds working 

togetherȟ ȬIn conversation things can be metabolized and digested 

through somebody else ɂ I say something to you and you can give it 

back to me in different forms ɂ ×ÈÅÒÅÁÓ ÙÏÕȭÌÌ ÎÏÔÉÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕÒ Ï×Î 

mind is very often extremely repetitive. It is very difficult to surprise 

ÏÎÅÓÅÌÆ ÉÎ ÏÎÅȭÓ Ï×Î ÍÉÎÄȢ 4ÈÅ ÖÏÃÁÂÕÌÁÒÙ ÏÆ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÓÅÌÆ-criticism is so 

impoverished and clichéd. We are at our most stupid in our self-hatredȭ 

(Paris Review). The literary form that Adam Phillips identifies as closest 

to psychoanalysis is the essay, and for him the most important quality 

ÔÈÁÔ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÁÎ ÅÓÓÁÙ ÃÁÌÌÓ ÆÏÒ ÉÎ Á ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÉÓ ȬÔÏ ÂÅ ÒÅÆÌÅØÉÖÅÌÙ ÓÅÌÆ-

ÒÅÖÉÓÉÎÇȭ (Paris Review). Participants in all groups were allowed to write 

about almost anything that they wanted to, yet for some participants the 

act of writing felt too permanent to allow self-revision to happen. Instead 

evidence suggests that it was the help of either the poetry - which 

appeared to take readers out of their own daily, habitual thinking 

patterns - or the interviewer, which allowed ÔÈÅÓÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ ȬÒÅÆÌÅØÉÖe 

self-ÒÅÖÉÓÉÏÎȭ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ ÐÌÁÃÅȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÅÒÅ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÁÌÓÏ ÍÏÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÓÕÒÐÒÉÓÅ 

for participants.  
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4.14. Limitations and Implications  

Á An independent measures design was used for this study to prevent 

order effects that could potentially have been caused by participants 

completing one task after another. This type of design eased recruitment 

by reducing the amount of time and work required of each participant 

and helped to increase the quantity of data collected. In a cross-over or 

repeated measures design participants would have had to commit 

themselves to spend twice as much time on the study in order to 

complete both tasks, potentially resulting in participants dropping out, 

losing motivation or failing to comply with the requirements of the study. 

The third group, consisting of two participants who did both of the tasks 

was however included in the study to mitigate against the limitations of 

an independent measures design - namely the problem of participant 

variables - and allowed for some initial direct comparisons to be made 

between the two different tasks. 

Á Although participants were asked to spend fourteen consecutive days on 

their task, this did prove difficult and the majority of people across all 

groups needed longer to complete the work. Participants in group one 

took eighteen days on average to complete the fourteen sections of 

poetry, although participant B2 spent three months in total 

intermittently working on the task. Participants in group two took 

twenty days on average to complete the required fourteen diary entries. 

Participant B18 did not feel able to complete the required fourteen 

entries and instead submitted her diary after seven days. Participant B10 

completed the task but was not willing to submit the diary she had 

written for analysis, and was instead simply interviewed.  

Á One limitation of this study was that only two participants completed 

both diary tasks, while the remaining sixteen participants completed 

either the poetry diary or the plain diary task. A repeated measures 

design could have been used instead, with half the participants 

completing the poetry diary first and then the plain diary task, while the 

rest of the group completed the two tasks in the reverse order. However, 

it would have been much harder to recruit and retain participants for 
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such a study and to ensure that participants remained focused and 

committed to writing on a daily basis for twice as long as in the current 

study. 

Á Quantitative analysis was not used to interpret the results of this 

experiment because the data that was collected was so varied, detailed 

and in many cases extremely nuanced. Thematic analysis as well as 

literary analysis was deemed much more useful in dealing with this kind 

of data. 

Á To mitigate against researcher bias, a cross-checking group of three post-

graduates from The Institute of Psychology, Health and Society 

independently analysed a selection of the data collected in this 

experiment. It would have been preferable for a larger group to have 

looked at the entirety of the data, but time constraints and work load 

pressures on the group had to be taken into account. A larger group 

could have included those with specific clinical experience (e.g. a 

psychoanalyst or a cognitive behavioural therapist) who could have 

commented specifically on the potential therapeutic implications of the 

study.  

Á In a range of cases, the poetry diaries very quickly and easily led to 

participants thinking more deeply about their lives, casting off default 

modes of thinking and displaying a different quality of thought. Future 

research studies could further investigate the potential therapeutic 

effects of the poetry diary task on specific groups of people (i.e. those 

suffering from depression, the bereaved). Additional studies could also 

look at responses to the poetry diary task in comparison to a range of 

other CBT or mindfulness exercises, with the aim of developing the 

poetry diary into a practical therapeutic tool. In such studies, wellbeing 

or depression scales could be used to provide quantifiable evidence of 

ÁÎÙ ÔÈÅÒÁÐÅÕÔÉÃ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÏÒ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÍÏÏÄ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÉÍÅȢ  
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5. 

George Eliot: A Novel Therapy  

 

This chapter establishes the connections between George Eliot and 

Wordsworth, focusing in particular on her first three novels: Adam Bede, The 

Mill on the Floss and Silas Marner, all of which can be read as prose 

ÔÒÁÎÓÍÕÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙȢ  

              A second relationship ɀ that of George Eliot with the new discipline of 

psychology - is then examined, with a focus on the ways in which her realist 

novels can be considered as literary translations of this new science. D.H. 

,Á×ÒÅÎÃÅ ÓÁÉÄ Ȭ)Ô ×ÁÓ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔ ×ÈÏ ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÉÔ ÁÌÌ [. . .] It was she who started 

ÐÕÔÔÉÎÇ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÎÓÉÄÅȭ.105 This cÈÁÐÔÅÒ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ 

pioneering inward turn is psychology in action, and more specifically, a kind of 

psychology that can only exist because she is a novelist.  

              A third practical experiment follows, exploring the effects of George 

%ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÄÅÎÓÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ upon a group of modern readers. 

              &ÉÎÁÌÌÙȟ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ Ï×Î ÍÏÄÅÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÒÁÐÙ ÉÓ ÅØÁÍÉÎÅÄȟ ÉÎ ÌÉÇÈÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

thoughts and evidence gathered in the previous sections. It is a model informed 

by the philosopher Spinoza and most clearly set out in her final two novels 

Middlemarch and Daniel Deronda.  

5.1. George Eliot and William Wordsworth  

In Wordsworth and the Victorians, Stephen Gill describes George Eliot as 

Ȭ7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÉÄÅÁÌ ÒÅÁÄÅÒȭ,106 so in-tune was shÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÅÔȭÓ ÉÄÅÁÓȢ )Î ÔÕÒÎȟ 

while working on Silas Marner, George Eliot imagined Wordsworth as her own 

ÉÄÅÁÌ ÒÅÁÄÅÒȟ ÁÄÍÉÔÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ Á ÌÅÔÔÅÒ ÔÏ ÈÅÒ ÐÕÂÌÉÓÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ Á ÓÔÏÒÙ ÓÈÅ 

believed anyone would be interested in, but myself, (since William Wordsworth 

ÉÓ ÄÅÁÄɊȭ ɉWV, p.161).  

                                                           
105 Michael Black, D.H. Lawrence: The Early Philosophic Works (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992), p.12. 
106 Stephen Gill, Wordsworth and The Victorians (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), p.147; hereafter 
cited as WV. 
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               This sense of concordance with Wordsworth had been a steady feature 

ÉÎ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÌÉÆÅȟ ÆÒÏÍ ÈÅÒ ÙÏÕÔÈȟ ×ÈÅÎ ÓÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÒÅÁÄ ÈÉÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙȢ )Î ρψσωȟ ÏÎ 

her twentieth birthday, the then Mary Ann Evans wrote of her admiration for 

ȬÏÕÒ ÉÎÃÏÍÐÁÒÁÂÌÅ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭ ÉÎ Á ÌÅÔter to a friend, remarking that, Ȭ) ÈÁÖÅ 

been so self-indulgent as to possess myself of Wordsworth at full length, and I 

thoroughly like much of the contents of the first three volumes [. . .] I never 

before met with so many of my own feelings, expressed just as I could like 

themȭ.107 In Wordsworth she had found a compatriot in feeling. Margaret 

Hamans states, ȬHad there been no Wordsworth, Eliot would still have 

discovered for herself what are commonly taken to be their shared beliefs in the 

value of childhood and rural life and in the necessity of constant interchange 

between feeling and knowledgeȭ.108 3ÈÅ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÔÒÙ ÄÅÁÌÓ 

in foundational truths which belong deep within human roots and are already 

known at some level by many of his readers. The relationship between 

Wordsworth and George Eliot is therefore not simply one of linear transfer or 

passive inheritance from the poet to the novelist, and is all the more 

Wordsworthian in nature because of this. For as we have seen, Wordsworth did 

not believe in mimetic followers, or in the possibility of a literal handing on of 

ÍÅÓÓÁÇÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇÓȢ .ÏÎÅÔÈÅÌÅÓÓȟ ÈÉÓ ×ÏÒË ÁÓ ÓÕÍÍÁÒÉÓÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ Ȭ0ÒÅÆÁÃÅ ÔÏ 

,ÙÒÉÃÁÌ "ÁÌÌÁÄÓȭ ÄÉÄ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ Á ÒÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÁÒÔȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ 

life. In that sense George Eliot was indeed his prose successor in the name of 

realism ɀ in its aspirations in both depicting and in turn having an effect upon 

ordinary existence.   

              In her first three novels, George Eliot announced herself as a descendent 

of Wordsworth and committed herself to the principles that he set out in the 

great Preface to the second edition of Lyrical Ballads: ȬThe principal object then 

proposed in these poems was to choose incidents and situations from common 

life, and to relate or describe them, throughout, as far as was possible in a 

selection of language really used by menȭ ɉȬ0ÒÅÆÁÃÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ,ÙÒÉÃÁÌ "ÁÌÌÁÄÓȭ, Prose, 

i, p.123). 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔ ÓÈÁÒÅÄ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ what literature 

                                                           
107 ¢ƘƻƳŀǎ tƛƴƴŜȅΣ ΨDŜƻǊƎŜ 9ƭƛƻǘΩǎ wŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ²ƻǊŘǎǿƻǊǘƘΩΣ The Victorian Newsletter, 24 (1963), 20-2 
(20). 
108 Margaret Homans, Bearing the Word: Language and Female Experience in Nineteenth-Century 
²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ²ǊƛǘƛƴƎ (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1986), p.121. 
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ȬÒÅÁÌÌÙȭ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÆÏÒ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÃÏÎÔÁÉÎȢ 0ÒÉÏÒ ÔÏ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÈÅÒ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÎÏÖÅÌ 

she had asserted her own belief in the importance of ordinary lives and voices 

in her collection of short stories Scenes of Clerical Life: ȬDepend upon it, you 

would gain unspeakably if you would learn with me to see some of the poetry 

and the pathos, the tragedy and the comedy, lying in the experience of a human 

soul that looks out through dull grey eyes, and that speaks in a voice of quite 

ordinary tonesȭ.109  

            George Eliot published Adam Bede in 1859, yet set her novel sixty years 

earlier in 1799. Her characters are therefore contemporaries of the younger 

Wordsworth and inhabit the same world as the characters of his early poems. 

1799 was the year after Wordsworth and Coleridge published their first edition 

of Lyrical Ballads. In Adam Bede, Captain Arthur Donnithorne offers his opinion 

of the revolutionary collection of poems. In doing so he becomes one of the part-

disparaging, part-baffled readers that Wordsworth addresses in his preface, 

ȬÔÈÅÙ ×ÉÌÌ ÌÏÏË ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÆÏÒ ÐÏÅÔÒÙȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÉÎÄÕÃÅÄ ÔÏ ÉÎÑÕÉÒÅ ÂÙ ×ÈÁÔ ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓ 

ÏÆ ÃÏÕÒÔÅÓÙ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÓ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÐÅÒÍÉÔÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓÓÕÍÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÉÔÌÅȭ ɉȬPreface to the 

Lyrical Balladsȭ, Prose, i, p.123): 

)ȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ Á ÂÏok I meant to bring you god mamma. It came down in a 

parcel from London the other day. I know you are fond of queer wizard-

ÌÉËÅ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÖÏÌÕÍÅ ÏÆ ÐÏÅÍÓȟ Lyrical Ballads: most of them seem to 

be twaddling stuff: but the first is in a different style ɀ The Ancient 

Mariner ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÔÌÅȢ ) ÃÁÎ ÈÁÒÄÌÙ ÍÁËÅ ÈÅÁÄ ÏÒ ÔÁÉÌ ÏÆ ÉÔ ÁÓ Á ÓÔÏÒÙȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ Á 

strange striking thing.110 

!ÒÔÈÕÒȭÓ ÄÉÓÍÉÓÓÉÖÅ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ ÍÁÒË ÈÉÍ ÏÕÔ ÁÓ ÎÏÎ-Wordsworthian. This is an 

early warning-sign within the novel. His inability to grasp the meaning and 

value of these poems of ordinary people foreshadows his later inability to see 

his lowly lover Hetty as much more than an exciting amusement.  

              Significantly, George Eliot read The Excursion twice whilst writing Adam 

Bede and begins the novel with an epigraph from Book VI of the poem: 

                                                           
109 DŜƻǊƎŜ 9ƭƛƻǘΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ {ŀŘ CƻǊǘǳƴŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wŜǾΦ !Ƴƻǎ .ŀǊǘƻƴΩΣ ƛƴ Scenes of Clerical Life (1857), ed. by 
Graham Handley (London: Everyman, 1994), p.41. 
110 George Eliot, Adam Bede όмурфύΣ ŜŘΦ ōȅ /ŀǊƻƭ !Φ aŀǊǘƛƴ όhȄŦƻǊŘΥ hȄŦƻǊŘ ²ƻǊƭŘΩǎ /ƭŀǎǎƛŎǎΣ нллмύΣ 
pp.59-60; hereafter cited as Ψ!ŘŀƳ .ŜŘŜΩ. 
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So that ye may have 

#ÌÅÁÒ ÉÍÁÇÅÓ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÙÏÕÒ ÇÌÁÄÄÅÎȭÄ ÅÙÅÓ 

/Æ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ ÕÎÁÍÂÉÔÉÏÕÓ ÕÎÄÅÒ×ÏÏÄ 

And flowers that prosper in the shade. And when 

I speak of such among the flock as swerved  

Or fell, those only shall be singled out 

Upon whose lapse, or error, something more 

Than brotherly forgiveness may attend. (Excursion, VI, 651-8) 

After Shakespeare, Wordsworth was the writer that George Eliot most 

commonly drew upon for epigraphs and mottos for her novels. By collecting 

together the guiding voices of those authors who had come before her and 

placing them within her work in this way, she builds the sense that her novels 

are part of a much larger collective endeavour at thinking. By beginning her first 

novel with these lines from The Excursion, George Eliot places her story within 

the same half-obscured shade inhabited by the ordinary people who meant so 

much to Wordsworth. These lines are spoken by WordswÏÒÔÈȭÓ pastor as he 

guides the pedlar, poet and recluse around his churchyard, telling the stories of 

the people buried there, including that of Ellen the young woman deserted by 

her lover when pregnant and now buried alongside her dead child. The story of 

Ellen resonates with that of Hetty in Adam Bede, a young woman also 

abandoned by her lover when pregnant, and eventually sentenced to death for 

ÔÈÅ ÍÕÒÄÅÒ ÏÆ ÈÅÒ ÎÅ× ÂÏÒÎ ÂÁÂÙȢ Ȭ3ÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÍÏÒÅȭ ÔÈÁÎ ÍÅÒÅÌÙ ȬÆÏÒÇÉÖÅÎÅÓÓȭ 

was needed in such extremity.  

              In his Preface to the second edition of the Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth 

explained why the modest and often ignored lives of ordinary people were so 

important to him and how ɀ through them ɀ he was able to get closer to the 

ȬÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÐÒÉÍÁÒÙȭ ÆÏÒÃÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ core of all 

humans, in contrast to the secondary language and secondary consciousness in 

which they were too often masked: 

Humble and rustic life was generally chosen, because, in that condition, 

the essential passions of the heart find a better soil in which they can 

attain their maturity, are less under restraint, and speak a plainer and 
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more emphatic language; because in that condition of life our elementary 

feelings coexist in a state of greater simplicity, and, consequently, may be 

more accurately contemplated, and more forcibly communicated; 

because the manners of rural life germinate from those elementary 

feelings, and, from the necessary character of rural occupations, are 

more easily comprehended, and are more durable; and, lastly, because in 

that condition the passions of men are incorporated with the beautiful 

and permanent forms of nature. (ȬPreface to the Lyrical Balladsȭ, Prose, i, 

p.125) 

7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÉÎÓÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÁÎ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÐÒÏÓÁÉÃ ÂÁÒÅÎÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÉÍÐÌÉÃÉÔÙ ÏÆ 

expression within his poetry was in part due to his commitment to bringing 

ÔÈÅÓÅ ȬÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÒÙ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓȭ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÅÇÒÏÕÎÄȟ ÉÎ ÏÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÎÃÙ ÁÒÔÉÆÉÃÅ 

ÏÆ ÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ ȬÐÏÅÔÉÃȭ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ. 

              'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÎÏÖÅÌȟ The Mill on the Floss, was published in 1860 

and has bÅÅÎ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ ȬÈÅÒ ÍÏÓÔ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈÉÁÎ ÎÏÖÅÌȭ ɉWV, p.157). The 

story of Maggie Tulliver explores the deep-rooted ties that are forged in 

childhood and which continue, amidst disruption, to resonate throughout 

adulthood. In The Mill on the Floss, George Eliot takes what Wordsworth 

identified in The Prelude ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ȬÆÉÒÓÔ ÂÏÒÎ ÁÆÆÉÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÉÔ Ⱦ /ÕÒ ÎÅ× ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ 

to existing things / And in our dawn of being, constitute / The bond of union 

ÂÅÔ×ÉØÔ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÎÄ ÊÏÙȭ ɉPrelude, I, 586-9) ÏÒ ÉÎ Ȭ)ÎÔÉÍÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ )ÍÍÏÒÔÁÌÉÔÙȭ ÁÓ 

ȬÔÈÏÓÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÏÎÓ Ⱦ 4ÈÏÓÅ ÓÈÁÄÏ×Ù ÒÅÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÏÎÓȭ ×ÈÉÃÈ Ȭ!ÒÅ ÙÅÔ ÔÈÅ 

fountain-light of all our day / Are yet a master-light of all our seeingȭ 

ɉȬ)ÎÔÉÍÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ )ÍÍÏÒÔÁÌÉÔÙȭȟ PW, iv, l.149-53, p.283) and charts their growth 

and developmenÔ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÉÍÅ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ -ÁÇÇÉÅ 4ÕÌÌÉÖÅÒȭÓ ÍÉÎÄȟ ÂÅÙÏÎÄ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ 

stages.  

              The novel begins with a neo-Wordsworthian narrator ɀ akin to George 

Eliot herself ɀ standing on a bridge beside the river Floss, looking across at the 

mill that Maggie and her family once lived in, remembering and calling back into 

being the past world in which the events of the novel, that are yet to be told, 

take place:  
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Just by the red-roofed town the tributary Ripple flows with a lively 

current into the Floss. How lovely the little river is, with its dark, 

changing wavelets! It seems to me like a living companion while I 

wander along the bank and listen to its low, placid voice, as to the voice 

of one who is deaf and loving. I remember those large dipping willows. I 

remember the stone bridge. And this is Dorlcote Mill. I must stand a 

minute or two here on the bridge and look at it, though the clouds are 

threatening and it is far on in the afternoon. Even in this leafless time of 

departing February it is pleasant to look at ɀ perhaps the chill damp 

season adds a charm to the trimly kept, comfortable dwelling-house, as 

old as the elms and chestnuts that shelter it from the northern blast.111 

This wandering narrator is reminiscent of both the poet and the pedlar ÉÎ Ȭ4ÈÅ 

Ruined #ÏÔÔÁÇÅȭȟ Ô×Ï ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÓ ×ÈÏ ÁÒÅ ÍÏÖÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

place in which they find themselves, to tell stories of the past. The epigraph to 

Adam Bede ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔÌÙ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÎÏÖÅÌ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ȬÓÈÁÄÅȭ ÏÆ ȬÎÁÔÕÒÅȭÓ 

ÕÎÁÍÂÉÔÉÏÕÓ ÕÎÄÅÒ×ÏÏÄȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÅÒe, on the opening page of The Mill on the Floss, 

ÔÈÅ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÏÒȭÓ ÇÁÚÅ ÆÁÌÌÓ ÕÐÏÎ ȬÔÈÅ ÅÌÍÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÈÅÓÔÎÕÔÓȭ ×ÈÉÃÈ ȬÓÈÅÌÔÅÒȭ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ 

home, placing the novel within that same Wordsworthian space. The river is a 

continuous force that runs throughout the novel, spanning past and present. In 

this place these basic elements of water, stone and trees constitute a language 

ÔÈÁÔ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÓ Á ÄÉÒÅÃÔ ÒÏÕÔÅ ÂÁÃË ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔȢ 7ÉÔÈ ÅÁÃÈ ÒÅÐÅÔÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Ȭ) 

ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒȭȟ ÄÅÅÐÌÙ ÈÅÌÄ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓ ÁÒÅ ÓÕÒÆÁÃÉÎÇȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔ ÉÓ ÒÅÃÌÁÉÍÉÎg this space 

ÁÎÄ ÒÅÁÓÓÅÒÔÉÎÇ ÉÔÓ ÃÌÁÉÍ ÏÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ÅÍÏtions, creating in this pause an 

almost trance-like state of contemplation, Ȭ) ÍÕÓÔ ÓÔÁÎÄ Á ÍÉÎÕÔÅ ÏÒ Ô×Ï ÈÅÒe on 

ÔÈÅ ÂÒÉÄÇÅ ÁÎÄ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÉÔȭȢ  

              In the same way, the childhood experiences of Maggie and Tom Tulliver 

have a foundational power and leave an imprint on them that is distinctly 

Wordsworthian:  

Life did change for Tom and Maggie, and yet they were not wrong in 

believing that the thoughts and loves of these first years would always 

                                                           
111 George Eliot, The Mill on the Floss (1860), ed. by A.S. Byatt (London: Penguin Popular Classics, 
мффпύΣ ǇΦмΤ ƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ Ψ¢ƘŜ aƛƭƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ CƭƻǎǎΩΦ 
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make part of their lives. We could never have loved the earth so well if 

we had had no childhood in it ɀ if it were not the earth where the same 

flowers come up again every spring that we used to gather with our tiny 

fingers as we sat lisping to ourselves on the grass, the same hips and 

haws on the autumn hedgerows, the same redbreasts that we used to call 

Ȭ'ÏÄȭÓ ÂÉÒÄÓȭ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÉÄ ÎÏ ÈÁÒÍ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÃÉÏÕÓ ÃÒÏÐÓȢ 7ÈÁÔ 

novelty is worth that sweet monotony where everything is known and 

loved because it is known?  

          The wood I walk in on this mild May day, with the young yellow-

brown foliage of the oaks between me and the blue sky, the white star-

flowers and the blue-eyes speedwell and the ground ivy at my feet ɀ 

what grove of tropic palms, what strange ferns or splendid broad-

petalled blossoms, could ever thrill such deep and delicate fibres within 

me as this home scene? These familiar flowers, these well remembered 

bird -notes, this sky with its fitful brightness, these furrowed and grassy 

fields, each with a sort of personality given to it by the capricious 

hedgerows ɀ such things as these are the mother tongue of our 

imagination, the language that is laden with all the subtle inextricable 

associations the fleeting hours of our childhood left behind them. (The 

Mill on the Floss, p.38) 

-ÁÇÇÉÅȭÓ ÃÈÉÌÄÈÏÏÄ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐÓ ɀ both with people and the natural world ɀ 

form a template or touchstone which inform the rest of her life. The small 

details of the natural world, which return again and again, become lodged in the 

ÐÓÙÃÈÅȟ ȬÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÆÌÏ×ÅÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÍÅ ÕÐ ÁÇÁÉÎ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÓÐÒÉÎÇ [. . .] the same hips 

ÁÎÄ ÈÁ×Ó ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÕÔÕÍÎ ÈÅÄÇÅÒÏ×Óȟ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÒÅÄÂÒÅÁÓÔÓȭ. The repetitions of 

nature provide a child with the first model of continuity within change and as 

such, one of their first models of love. These tiny details of nature are 

ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÄ ÉÎ ÃÈÉÌÄÈÏÏÄ ÏÎ Á ÇÒÁÎÄÅÒ ÓÃÁÌÅȟ ÆÅÌÔ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ×ÉÔÈ ȬÔÉÎÙ ÆÉÎÇÅÒÓȭȢ 

They become an integral part of each person and are the building blocks out of 

which personal thinking can develop, ȬÓÕÃÈ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ 

tongue of our imagination, the language laden with all the subtle inextricable 

ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎÓȭȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÈÉÆÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÓ ÏÆ 4ÏÍ ÁÎÄ -ÁÇÇÉÅȭÓ 

childhood experiences back to the wider, plural perspective of the voice which 
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opened the novel, leads to this general and distinctly Wordsworthian principle 

of the rooted growth of the human imagination.  

              "ÕÔ ÁÓ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÓ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÉÎÔÏ ÁÄÕÌÔÓȟ 

7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÅÌÅÍÅÎtal view of the world comes under strain. The foundations 

ÔÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÌÁÉÄ ÉÎ -ÁÇÇÉÅȭÓ ÃÈÉÌÄÈÏÏÄ ÁÒÅ ÔÅÓÔÅÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ ÔÅÍÐÌÁÔÅ ÏÆ ÌÏÖÅ 

that she learnt from nature as a child is overwhelmed by a tangle of complicated 

and competing forces and feelings. 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÐÒÏÓÅ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

ÔÈÉÃËȟ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØ ÄÅÎÓÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÁÄÕÌÔ ÌÉÆÅ ÉÓ Á ÄÅÐÁÒÔÕÒÅ ÆÒÏÍ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÂÁÒÅÎÅÓÓ 

of expression and is a characteristic which takes her deeper into the realm of 

inner psychology. Yet still in this shift George Eliot does not relinquish or 

ÒÅÐÌÁÃÅ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÒÉÍÁÒÙ ÆÏÒÃÅÓȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÒÅÍÁÉÎ ÅÍÂÅÄÄÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÈÅÒ 

characters, struggling for the expression of their birth-right, but becoming 

messily compounded with all the accumulated matter of adult life.  

            So it iÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ ÂÏÏË σȟ ÅÎÔÉÔÌÅÄ Ȭ4ÈÅ 'ÒÅÁÔ 4ÅÍÐÔÁÔÉÏÎȭȟ -ÁÇÇÉÅ ÔÒÉÅÓ ÔÏ 

disentangle herself from an impossible love affair with Stephen Guest. He is a 

ÍÁÎ ÅØÐÅÃÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÍÁÒÒÙ -ÁÇÇÉÅȭÓ ÃÏÕÓÉÎ ,ÕÃÙȟ ÁÎÄ -ÁÇÇÉÅ ÉÓ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆ ÖÉÒÔÕÁÌÌÙ 

engaged to her childhood friend Phillip Wakem ɀ this is the crucial second stage 

in love and life:  

She was silent for a few moments, with her eyes fixed on the ground; 

then she drew a deep breath and said, looking up at him with solemn 

ÓÁÄÎÅÓÓȟ Ȭ/Èȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ɀ life is very difficult! It seems right to me 

sometimes that we should follow our strongest feeling; but then, such 

feelings continually come across the ties that all our former life has made 

for us ɀ the ties that have made others dependent on us- and would cut 

them in two. If life were quite easy and simple, as it might have been in 

paradise, and we could always see that one being first towards whom ɀ I 

mean, if life did not make duties for us before love comes, love would be 

a sign that two people ought to belong to each other. But I see ɀ I feel it is 

not so now; there are things we must renounce in life; some of us must 

resign love. Many things are difficult and dark to me, but I see one thing 

quite clearly: that I must not, cannot, seek my own happiness by 

sacrificing others. Love is natural, but surely pity and faithfulness and 
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memory are natural too. And they would live in me still and punish me if 

I did not obey them. (The Mill on the Floss, p.461) 

4ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÆÌÅÅÔÉÎÇ ÍÏÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÓÉÍÐÌÉÃÉÔÙ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ -ÁÇÇÉÅȭÓ ÃÈÉÌÄÈÏÏÄ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÔ 

feels as if she is in paradise, such is the natural ease with which she loves her 

brother, her father and her cousin Lucy. But in adulthood, there are no simple 

relationships. The direct lines that connect people together have become 

tangled up and a complicated series of equations have replaced the basic bonds 

ÏÆ -ÁÇÇÉÅȭÓ ÃÈÉÌÄÈÏÏÄȡ ÌÁÔÅÒ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÁÌÌÙ ȬÃÏÍÅ ÁÃÒÏÓÓȭ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÌÙ ÓÔÒÁÉÇÈÔ 

lines of her relationships. The syntax, the story and the inter-relations all 

become more and more complex until the very web of Middlemarch is the 

culmination. Maggie cannot be a sister to Tom or a cousin to Lucy or a friend to 

Phillip if she is to be the wife of Stephen. Those first three relationships are so 

deeply rooted in her childhood, they form the very foundations upon which her 

life has been built, that to jeopardise them would be to put her own psyche in 

jeopardy. While Stephen tries to argue that their love should have a natural 

ÓÕÐÒÅÍÁÃÙ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔÉÎÇ ÃÌÁÉÍÓ ÏÆ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇÓȟ ÆÏÒ -ÁÇÇÉÅȟ ÌÏve 

ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÅØÉÓÔ ÉÎ ÉÓÏÌÁÔÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÌÁÉÍÓ ȬÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÌÏÖÅ ÃÏÍÅÓȭȢ )Î 

the adult realm her love for Stephen is bisected by pity and faithfulness for Lucy 

and Phillip, and these feelings are as equally rooted in nature as love itself and 

theÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÅÑÕÁÌÌÙ ÉÍÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÆÏÒ -ÁÇÇÉÅ ÔÏ ÄÉÓÍÉÓÓȢ Ȭ,ÏÖÅ ÉÓ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȭȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

ÁÄÕÌÔ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÏÆ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÐÒÏÓÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÎÔÅÎÃÅ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÅÎÄ ÔÈÅÒÅȟ ÁÎÄ ȬÂÕÔ 

surely [. . .] tooȭ ÉÎÓÉÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÌÌ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔÙ ÏÆ ÉÎÃÏÍÐÁÔÉÂÌÅ ÒÅÁÌÉÔÉÅÓ ÂÅ ÆÁÃÅÄȢ  

This is a ÓÉÇÎ ÏÆ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÎÅÅÄ ÆÏÒ Á ÃÏÍÐÌÅØ ÓÙÎÔÁØȢ  

5.2. George Eliot and the New Discipline of Psychology  

George Eliot was closely associated with several prominent thinkers who, in the 

second half of the nineteenth century, played an important role in the 

development of the newly emerging discipline of psychology.  

            Alexander Bain was a leading mathematician, linguist and empirical 

philosopher who published The Senses and The Intellect in 1855, The Emotions 

and The Will in 1859 and founded the psychology journal Mind in 1876. Bain 

was an associate of John Stuart Mill, George Eliot and her partner George Henry 

Lewes, and a leading proponent of the formal study of everyday human 
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behavioural patterns and experiences. He wrote for the Millite Westminster 

Review, a radical magazine which from 1851 - 1854 was effectively edited by 

Mary Ann Evans before she became George Eliot.  

            Herbert Spenser was a philosopher, biologist, political theorist, editor of 

The Economist and friend of George Eliot. He also wrote for The Westminster 

Review and in 1885 published The Principles of Psychology in which he argued 

that the mind was subject to the laws of nature and should be studied as part of 

a broader biological and evolutionary framework.  

            George Henry Lewes was a literary critic and scientist who wrote the five-

volume study Problems of Life and Mind, the final two volumes of which were 

ÅÄÉÔÅÄ ÂÙ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÈÅÒ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒȭÓ ÄÅÁÔÈȢ 

              The careers of each of these three individuals spanned across different 

specialities, contributing to the still relatively uncircumscribed nature of 

psychology as it took on an emergent identity in the nineteenth century.  Rick 

Rylance in Victorian Psychology and British Culture summarises, Ȭ%ÃÏÎomists, 

imaginative writers, philosophers, clerics, literary critics, policy makers, as well 

as biomedical scientists contributed to its formation. It was an unshapely, 

accommodating, contested, emergent, energetic discipline filled with dispute 

and without settled lines of theory or protocols for investigationȭ.112  

              George Eliot played an important role in shaping this still porous field of 

human enquiry while also absorbing elements of the new scientific language 

back into her own novels, descÒÉÂÅÄ ÂÙ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆ ÁÓ ȬÅØÐÅÒÉÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÌÉÆÅȭȢ113 Sally 

3ÈÕÔÔÌÅ×ÏÒÔÈ ÓÅÔÓ ÏÕÔ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÕÎÉÑÕÅ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅȟ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÊÕÎÃÔÉÏÎ 

between scientific and literary thinking, Ȭ3ÈÅ ÂÒÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÈÅÒ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ Á ÂÒÅÁÄÔÈ ÏÆ 

knowledge of contemporary social and scientific theory unmatched by any of 

her peers. Scientific ideas did not merely filter through into the metaphors and 

images of her work; in constructing her novels she engaged in an active dialogue 

with contemporary scientific thoughtȭ.114  

              In a letter to her publisher written in 1860, George Eliot described 

                                                           
112 Rick Rylance, Victorian Psychology and British Culture 1850-1880 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
нлллύΣ ǇΦтΤ ƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨwȅƭŀƴŎŜΩΦ 
113George Eliot, The George Eliot Letters, ed. by Gordon S. Haight, 9 vols (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1954-78), vi, p.216; hereafter cited as GEL. 
114 Sally Shuttleworth, George Eliot and Nineteenth-Century Science (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1984), p.ix. 
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writing The Mill on the Floss ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÍÅÅÔ ÈÅÒ Ï×Î ÎÅÅÄ ÆÏÒ ȬÁ ×ÉÄÅÎÉÎÇ 

ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÙȭ ɉGEL, iii, p.318). The novel demonstrates just what was at stake 

during these early stages in the development of a language for the half-hidden 

mind. Maggie battles against and suffers under the narrow, straight-lined 

rigidity of those around her, particularly her brother Tom. She is confined by his 

mental smallness which cannot see beyond black and white binaries and which 

ÃÒÕÓÈÅÓ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÅÄ ÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄÓ ÏÆ -ÁÇÇÉÅȭÓ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÌÉÆÅȢ &ÏÒ -ÁÇÇÉÅȟ 

×ÈÏ ÉÓ Á ÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ Ï×Î ÃÈÉÌÄÈÏÏÄ ÓÅÌÆȟ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÙ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÎ 

abstract, theoretical discipline, but rather an urgently needed tool for living. 

George Eliot writes in defiant opposition to the restrictively narrow ways of 

thinking that dominate in the outside world and which leave Maggie ostracised 

by society and disowned by her brother in book 7: 

All people of broad, strong sense have an instinctive repugnance to the 

men of maxims; because such people early discern that the mysterious 

complexity of our life is not to be embraced by maxims, and that to lace 

ourselves up in formulas of that sort is to repress all the divine 

promptings and inspirations that spring from growing insight and 

sympathy. And the man of maxims is the popular representative of the 

minds that are guided in their moral judgment solely by general rules, 

thinking that these will lead them to justice by a ready-made patent 

method, without the trouble of exerting patience, discrimination, 

impartiality, ɀwithout any care to assure themselves whether they have 

the insight that comes from a hardly earned estimate of temptation, or 

from a life vivid and intense enough to have created a wide fellow-feeling 

with all that is human. (The Mill on the Floss, p.510) 

!Ó Á ÎÏÖÅÌÉÓÔȟ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÕÒÇÅÎÔ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅ 

for a wider psychology was the development of a syntax complex enough to 

trace the intricacies of both conscious and sub-conscious mentality with self-

checking movement between particular and general, general and particular. For 

while general maxims attempt to super-impose a narrow set of principles onto 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅȟ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÓÙÎÔÁØ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÁÌÌÏ×Ó ÔÈÅ ÆÕÌÌ Ãomplexity of individual 

lives to emerge.            
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              In chapter 5 of book 5, Tom discovers that his sister has been secretly 

meeting with Philip Wakem, the son of the hated lawyer who is blamed for the 

bankruptcy of the Tulliver family. After the initial awful confrontation where 

Maggie is forced by her moralistic brother to renounce Philip, all of her 

compressed feelings burst out of her: 

Tom and Maggie walked on in silence for some yards. He was still 

holding her wrist tightly as if he were compelling a culprit from the scene 

of action. At last Maggie with a violent snatch drew her hand away, and 

her pent-up, long-gathering irritation burst into utterance. 

         Ȭ$ÏÎȭÔ ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÔÈÉÎË ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÒÉÇÈÔȟ 4ÏÍȟ ÏÒ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÂÏ× ÔÏ ÙÏÕÒ 

will. I despise the feelings you have shown in speaking to Philip; I detest 

your insulting unmanly allusions to his deformity. You have been 

reproaching other people your whole life; you have been always sure you 

yourself are right; it is because you have not a mind large enough to see 

that there is anything better than your own conduct and your own petty 

ÁÉÍÓȢȭ 

          Ȭ#ÅÒÔÁÉÎÌÙȟȭ ÓÁÉÄ 4ÏÍ ÃÏÏÌÌÙȢ Ȭ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕÒ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔ ÉÓ ÂÅÔÔÅÒȟ 

ÏÒ ÙÏÕÒ ÁÉÍÓ ÅÉÔÈÅÒȢ )Æ ÙÏÕÒ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔȟ ÁÎÄ 0ÈÉÌÉÐ 7ÁËÅÍȭÓ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔȟ ÈÁÓ 

been right, why are you ashamed of its being known? Answer me that. I 

ËÎÏ× ×ÈÁÔ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÁÉÍÅÄ ÁÔ ÉÎ ÍÙ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔȟ ÁÎÄ )ȭÖÅ ÓÕÃÃÅÅÄÅÄȠ ÐÒÁÙȟ ×ÈÁÔ 

ÇÏÏÄ ÈÁÓ ÙÏÕÒ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔ ÂÒÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÙÏÕ ÏÒ ÁÎÙÏÎÅ ÅÌÓÅȩȭ 

          Ȭ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÄÅÆÅÎÄ ÍÙÓÅÌÆȟȭ ÓÁÉÄ -ÁÇÇÉÅȟ ÓÔÉÌÌ ×ÉÔÈ ÖÅÈÅÍÅÎÃÅȠ Ȭ) 

ËÎÏ× )ȭÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ×ÒÏÎÇ ɀ often, continually. But yet, sometimes when I 

have done wrong, it has been because I have feelings that you would be 

ÔÈÅ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÆÏÒȟ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÄ ÔÈÅÍȢȭ ɉThe Mill on the Floss, p.354) 

Maggie ÃÏÎÄÅÍÎÓ 4ÏÍȭÓ ÓÍÁÌÌ-mindedness and through a process of complex 

checks and balances, shows her own need for a larger mental capacity that at 

once can take in the mind of somebody outside of her, whom she loves, and 

criticises, and feels criticised by, and still can transcend that oÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÎÁÒÒÏ×ÎÅÓÓȟ 

×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ 4ÏÍȭÓ ÁÓÓÕÒÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÓÅÌÆ-justification. Tom tries to take 

back control of his sisÔÅÒ ÁÓ ȬÃÕÌÐÒÉÔȭ ÁÎÄ ÒÅ-impose the hard logic of what Maggie 

sees as a language of reproach and certainty. But Maggie rejects his black-and-
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white understanding of moral right and wrong and refuses to take on the role of 

defence in response to his attack: Ȭ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÄÅÆÅÎÄ ÍÙÓÅÌÆȭȢ The syntactical 

ÈÉÎÇÅ ȬÂÕÔ ÙÅÔȭ ÏÐÅÎÓ ÕÐ Á Ópace for Maggie to think within that is so much wider 

than 4ÏÍȭÓ ÎÁÒÒÏ× Ȭ)Æ [. . .] ×ÈÙȭ ÆÏÒÍÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÌÌÏ×ÓȢ )Ô ÉÓ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÓÙÎÔÁØȟ ÁÔ 

ÏÎÃÅ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒȭÓ ÆÅÌÔ ÆÌÁ×Óȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÅÎÁÂÌÅÓ -ÁÇÇÉÅ ÔÏ 

have the vitally important, complicated final thought of, ȬÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ×ÈÅÎ ) ÈÁÖÅ 

done wrong it has been because I have feelings that you would be the better for, 

if you had themȭȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÃÕÔÓ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ 4ÏÍȭÓ ÎÁÒÒÏ× ÒÕÌÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÓ Á 

ÌÉÎË ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ Ȭ×ÒÏÎÇȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÂÅÔÔÅÒȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÉÓ ÍÉÎÄ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÈÁÖÅ ÆÏÕÎÄȢ  

                                                                             * 

In the nineteenth century there was a collective and profound mental shift away 

from religious frameworks of thinking. It was as if psychology had to become 

instead the holding-ground for human needs and difficulties in the post-

religious space. One of the primary challenges that the new psychologists faced 

was how to re-home the old forms of truthfulness and counsel that had been 

embedded for millennia within religious practice and to develop secular 

translations of or alternatives to those religious rituals such as confession and 

prayer which had previously served such a crucial psychological purpose.  

              In Adam Bede, the gap that has been created by the shift from formal 

religion to modern psychology is felt keenly when Arthur visits the pastor Mr 

Irwine in an attempt to confess his relationship with Hetty. In place of the old 

confession box, Arthur finds himself seated informally at the modern breakfast 

table: 

Still, there was this advantage in the old rigid forms, that they committed 

you to the fulfilment of a resolution by some outward deed: when you 

have put your mouth to one end of a hole in a stone wall and are aware 

that there is an expectant ear at the other end, you are more likely to say 

what you came out with the intention of saying than if you were seated 

with your legs in an easy attitude under the mahogany with a companion 

who will have no reason to be surprised if you have nothing particular to 

say. (Adam Bede, p.147) 
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There is for Arthur now no formal discipline, no ritual commitment to continue 

with what he had intended: 

Arthur was anxious not to imply that he came with any special purpose. 

(Å ÈÁÄ ÎÏ ÓÏÏÎÅÒ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÉÎ -Ò )Ò×ÉÎÅȭÓ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÅ 

confidence which he had thought quite easy before, suddenly appeared 

the most difficult thing in the world to him, and at the very moment of 

shaking hands he saw his purpose in quite a new light. How could he 

make Irwine understand his position unless he told him those little 

scenes in the wood; and how could he tell them without looking like a 

ÆÏÏÌȩ !ÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÈÉÓ ×ÅÁËÎÅÓÓ ÉÎ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÂÁÃË ÆÒÏÍ 'Á×ÁÉÎȭÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÄÏÉÎÇ 

the very opposite of what he intended! Irwine would think him a shilly-

shally fellow ever after. However, it must come out in an unpremeditated 

way; the conversation might lead up to it. (Adam Bede, p.153) 

Ȭ.Ï ÓÏÏÎÅÒ ɍ. . .] ÔÈÁÎȭ !ÒÔÈÕÒ ×ÁÌËÓ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ -Ò )Ò×ÉÎÅȟ ÈÅ ÂÅÇÉÎÓ 

his attempt mentally to extricate himself from his inner promise. It becomes not 

theological but psychÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌȟ ÎÏÔ ÂÉÎÄÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÁÄÖÁÎÃÅ ÂÕÔ ÓÈÉÆÔÁÂÌÅ ȬÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÖÅÒÙ 

ÍÏÍÅÎÔȭȢ !ÒÔÈÕÒ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ÆÁÃÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÏÎÙÍÏÕÓ ÓÅÃÕÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ Á ÃÏÎÆÅÓÓÉÏÎ 

box, where he would have remained unknown and would not have had to see 

who was listening to him. The familiar, casual atmosphere of the breakfast table 

makes it both harder for Arthur to confess and easier for him to avoid 

ÃÏÎÆÅÓÓÉÏÎȟ ÆÏÒ ȬÈÏ× ÃÏÕÌÄ ÈÅ ÍÁËÅ )Ò×ÉÎÅ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÕÎÌÅÓÓ ÈÅ 

told him those little scenes in the wÏÏÄȭȢ )Ô ÉÓ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÓÍÁÌÌ details, delivered with 

the secrecy of free indirect discourse, that pile up in a seÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÒÅÐÅÁÔÅÄ ȬÁÎÄÓȭ 

that take Arthur further and further away from the sticking point until the big 

ÁÄÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÍÁÄÅ ÉÍÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÆÏÒ ÈÉÍȢ Ȭ5ÎÌÅÓÓȭ, Ȭuntilȭ, Ȭ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔȭ ÁÒÅ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ 

flinching words struggling against seeing it through to the truth. It is this change 

of scale, when the big is lost within the small, and the small needs to be seen in 

ÔÈÅ ÌÉÇÈÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÈÉÄÄÅÎ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÉÔȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅÓ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ 

contributio n to realist psychology. And it is a contribution that can see 

psychology itself as a terrifying alternative to older versions of truth. God is not 

real for Arthur in this moment, and instead he faces only the relaxed physical 

form and the outstretched hand of Irwine, banishing the thought of any reality 
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which is not there immediately present. 

              !Ô ÔÈÅ ÎÅØÔ ÍÏÍÅÎÔ )Ò×ÉÎÅ ÌÏÏËÓ ȬÓÔÒÁÉÇÈÔȭ ÁÔ !ÒÔÈÕÒ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ Á 

ȬÄÉÒÅÃÔȭ ÌÉÎÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅÍ, but Arthur breaks the circuit with 

ÁÎ ÉÎÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÖÅȟ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÒÅÆÌÅØ ÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȬÓÈÒÉÎËÉÎÇ ÂÁÃËȭ ÊÕÓÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅ ÉÓ ȬÏÎ ÔÈÅ 

ÂÒÉÎËȭ ÏÆ ÏÐÅÎÉÎÇ ÕÐȢ 4ÈÅ ȬÓÈÒÉÎËÉÎÇ ÂÁÃËȭ ÉÓ Á ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ Á×ÁÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔ 

with another person, but also a shrinking in ɀ a diminishment or narrowing of 

himself in the very avoidance of that reality of truth which George Eliot exists to 

represent. The outside space where the confession should take place ought to be 

ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÅ ×ÉÔÈ !ÒÔÈÕÒȭÓ ÉÎÎÅÒ ÆÅÁÒ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ ÉÔÓ ÆÏÒÍÁÌÉÔÙ ÍÁËÅ ÉÔ ÍÏÒÅ 

frightening not to confess than it would be to confess. It is only when this 

tipping point is passed that the words will come out. But here in a more modern 

world that formal point is evaded through psychological defences that seem a 

mere screen, ȬÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÍÉÓÌÅÁÄ )Ò×ÉÎÅ ɀ he would imagine there was a 

ÄÅÅÐ ÐÁÓÓÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ (ÅÔÔÙȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÁÓ ÎÏ ÓÕÃÈ ÔÈÉÎÇȭ ɉAdam Bede, p.157). 

Arthur turns from inner truth to evasive social appearance. His reputation is at 

stake and saving that reputation suddenly feels more important than saving the 

best part of himself that he had originally set out to secure. It is this indistinct, 

ÈÉÄÄÅÎ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ !ÒÔÈÕÒȭÓ ÍÉÎÄ - backwards and away from the helping 

hand that is stretched out before him -  that marks a turning point in his life, 

although the effect of this slightest of mental shifts could never have been 

known to Arthur at the time. It is only George Eliot, outside his mind, but also 

able to enter into it, who can see this almost imperceptible movement and 

recognise what is at stake. It is only George Eliot, sited outside of time, who is 

ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÁÎ ÏÆ !ÒÔÈÕÒȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÒÁÃÅ ÂÁÃË×ÁÒÄÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÎÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔ ÐÌÁÃÅ 

where an instinctive reaction - or is it inaction - changes his course. Arthur only 

ever reaches that terrible illumination later in the novel when he sees in the face 

of Adam, momentarily, the thought that what he has done is irrevocable: ȬAll 

screening self-excuse, which rarely falls quite away while others respect us, 

forsook him for an instant, and he stood face to face with the first great 

irrevocable evil he had ever committedȭ (Adam Bede, p.271). 

              Two hundred pages later - after Hetty has been arrested for the murder 

of her new-born child - Irwine sees in retrospect the earlier lost opportunity for 

Arthur to confess. In the light of the unfolding tragedy, Irwine is now able to see 
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what had previously been obscured, namely the internal struggle that had 

played out within Arthur as he had stood before him at the breakfast table: 

It was a bitter remembrance to him now ɀ that morning when Arthur 

breakfasted with him, and seemed as if he were on the verge of a 

confession. It was plain enough now that he had wanted to confess. And 

if their words had taken another turn . . . if he himself had been less 

fastidious about intruding ÏÎ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÓÅÃÒÅÔÓ Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ it was cruel to 

think how thin a film had shut out rescue from all this guilt and misery. 

He saw the whole history now by that terrible illumination which the 

present sheds back upon the past. (Adam Bede, pp.365-6) 

George ElÉÏÔ ÆÏÒÃÅÓ ÈÅÒ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÍÏÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ ȬÔÅÒÒÉÂÌÅ 

ÉÌÌÕÍÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭȢ 4ÈÁÔ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÂÌÅ ÔÕÒÎÉÎÇ ÐÏÉÎÔ ×ÈÅÎ !ÒÔÈÕÒ ÓÈÒÁÎË ÂÁÃË 

from confession cannot be left to pass unnoticed even when it is too late: there 

is a turning back now instead, in hindsight. Consequences will always return, 

especially if in the first instance characters seem to have managed to avoid 

ÔÈÅÍȢ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄ-backward switches is one way in which she 

ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÓ ÔÏ ÆÏÓÔÅÒ ÉÎ ÈÅÒ ÒÅÁÄÅÒȭÓ ÍÉÎÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÒÕÃÉal mental foresight in which 

her characters are often psychologically lacking. It is as if unable to help her 

characters, George Eliot instead offers to her readers in the outside world that 

which might have prevented or mitigated the internal tragedies of the novels. 

Irwine has failed to be able to fulfil his responsibilities as confessor and 

unknowingly left it up to chance to determine the direction of a conversation 

that needed the structure of the religious ritual to guide it. If we no longer have 

these religious rituals at our disposal ɀ nor the physical spaces in which they 

took place ɀ some alternative way must be found of meeting the need to confess 

in advance of sinning further, a need that contains within it simultaneously a 

revulsion towards that very thing that is most necessary.  

              While Irwine fails as a confessor, it is Dinah - towards the end of the 

novel - who next takes on this role on behalf of George Eliot and succeeds. The 

non-believer Eliot calls on Dinah to make it possible for Hetty to confess by 

ÒÅÓÔÏÒÉÎÇ ÔÏ (ÅÔÔÙȭÓ ÐÒÉÓÏÎ ÃÅÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ ÒÉÔÕÁÌ ÏÆ ÄÉÒÅÃÔ ÃÏÎÆÅÓÓÉÏÎȢ (ÅÔÔÙ ÉÓ 

sitting alone and unmoving in the near darkness of her cell - just days before her 
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execution is planned - when Dinah enters and begins the difficult job of bringing 

her somehow back towards human life through confession: Ȭ4ÈÅÙ ÓÔÏÏÄ ÓÏ Á 

long while, for neither of them felt the impulse to move apart again. Hetty, 

without any distinct thought of it, hung on this something that was come to 

clasp her nÏ×ȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÓÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÓÉÎËÉÎÇ ÈÅÌÐÌÅÓÓ ÉÎ Á ÄÁÒË ÇÕÌÆȭ ɉAdam Bede, p.401). 

!Ó $ÉÎÁÈ ȬÃÌÁÓÐÓȭ (ÅÔÔÙ ÓÈÅ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ÈÅÒ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÐÒÏÐ 

and it is as if the two women fasten themselves together and blend into one 

ȬÉÎÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔȭ ÃÒÅÁÔÕÒÅȢ (ÅÔÔÙ És instinctively drawn towards this human contact 

ÅÖÅÎ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ËÎÏ×ÉÎÇ ×ÈÏ ÏÒ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ȬÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÈÅÒ ÉÓȢ 

$ÉÎÁÈȭÓ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÌÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÓÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ (ÅÔÔÙȭÓ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÂÕÔ ÂÙ 

reaching out for and reciprocating this simple human contact Hetty begins to 

become more of a human again, although with no simple, complete or 

miraculous cure for her suffering.  While Arthur avoided the compulsion to 

confess which emerged from his own better self, Hetty ɀ guided now by Dinah ɀ 

is able to ÆÉÎÁÌÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÆÕÌÌÙ ÃÏÎÆÅÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔ ÆÒÏÍ !ÒÔÈÕÒȭÓ 

own failure. Her confession is unusually direct. For in this most extreme of 

situations, at the very end of her life, there is both nothing to be gained and 

nothing more to be lost for Hetty. For George Eliot, the task was to create the 

intensity of feeling that would allow a person to stop avoiding the reality of 

truth and to say everything out loud, without them having to actually be in 

extremis as Hetty is:  

Ȭ$ÉÎÁÈȟȭ (ÅÔÔÙ ÓÏÂÂÅÄ ÏÕÔȟ throwing her arms rounÄ $ÉÎÁÈȭÓ ÎÅÃËȟ Ȭ) ×ÉÌÌ 

speak . . . I will tell . . . ) ×ÏÎȭÔ ÈÉÄÅ ÉÔ ÁÎÙÍÏÒÅȢȭ 

But the tears and sobs were too violent. Dinah raised her gently from her 

knees, and seated her on the pallet again, sitting down by her side. It was 

a long time before the convulsed throat was quiet, and even then they sat 

ÓÏÍÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÉÎ ÓÔÉÌÌÎÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÄÁÒËÎÅÓÓȟ ÈÏÌÄÉÎÇ ÅÁÃÈ ÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÈÁÎÄÓȢ !Ô ÌÁÓÔ 

Hetty whispered ɀ Ȭ) ÄÉÄ ÄÏ ÉÔȟ $ÉÎÁÈ Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ ) ÂÕÒÉÅÄ ÉÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÏÄ Ȣ Ȣ Ȣ ÔÈÅ 

little baby . . . and it cried . . . I heard it cry . . . ever such a way off . . . all 

night . . . ÁÎÄ ) ×ÅÎÔ ÂÁÃË ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔ ÃÒÉÅÄȢȭ ɉAdam Bede, p.405) 

As the cell becomes increasingly dark it becomes more and more like the old 

confession box with its bare walls and total anonymity. What happens in the 
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dark cell between Dinah and Hetty is hardly possible in a modern secular 

setting. 

              What George Eliot requires from herself and from her readers is the 

almost impossible demand on unsupported human nature to face squarely this 

post-religious dilemma without resorting to fantasies of easy cure:  

I might refashion life and character entirely after my own liking; I might 

select the most unexceptional type of clergyman and put my own 

admirable opinions into his mouth on all occasions. But it happens, on 

the contrary, that my strongest effort is to avoid any such arbitrary 

picture, and to give a faithful account of men and things as they have 

mirrored themselves in my mind. The mirror is doubtless defective; the 

outlines will sometimes be disturbed, the reflection faint or confused; but 

I feel as much bound to tell you as precisely as I can what that reflection 

is, as if I were in the witness-box narrating my experience on oath. (Adam 

Bede, p.159) 

Realism is not simply an aesthetic or intellectual choice for George Eliot, nor is it 

an easy choice. She is morally compelled to write in this way against easy 

ÍÏÒÁÌÉÔÙȢ )Ô ÔÁËÅÓ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ȬÓÔÒÏÎÇÅÓÔ ÅÆÆÏÒÔȭ ÔÏ ÆÕÌÆÉÌ ÈÅÒ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ 

tell the truth about human life, and in particular the parts of life about which 

human beings struggle the most to tell the truth. In the midst of judgment she 

forgives her characters what they cannot be, but she cannot allow herself to 

evade what they cannot face. And at least being a writer gave her the strength 

and position to do what her own characters could not, and what she knew she 

herself could not do in their place.  It is both despite and because of her 

ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÓȭ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÔ ÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÁÃÔ ÁÓ ×ÉÔÎÅÓÓÅÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ Ï×Î ÌÉÖÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ 

%ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÔÅÓtimony cannot ever falter: she hears what it is her characters cannot 

say, save sub-consciously, unconsciously, despite themselves. It is not as critics 

have sometimes argued previously ɀ that she simply lays down explanatory and 

didactic explanations alongside her characters, as though she were herself no 

more than another version of those men of maxims she hates. But just as she 

writes in The Mill on the Floss, Ȭ7ÁÔÃÈ ÙÏÕÒ Ï×Î ÓÐÅÅÃÈ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÔÉÃÅ ÈÏ× ÉÔ ÉÓ 

guided by your less conscious purposeȭ ɉThe Mill on the Floss, p.471). So she 
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watches the characters of her own creation and feels what they stand for return 

upon her for further interpretation. It is this to and fro process of mirroring ɀ 

far more complex a series of reflections than the word might otherwise suggest 

- that I need to examine in what follows for the rest of this section.  

              All this is the work of translation by the figure called George Eliot in the 

midst and at the apex of the novels ɀ a super-mind seeming to transcribe the 

unspoken inner processes of her creatures into a language of seriousness that 

ÔÈÅÙ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÄÁÒÅÄ ÈÁÒÄÌÙ ÁÄÍÉÔ ÏÒ ÃÏÎÆÅÓÓ ÔÏȢ &ÅÕÅÒÂÁÃÈȭÓ The Essence of 

Christianity, translated by Mary Ann Evans before ever she became George Eliot, 

is the great work concerning the processes of translation. There Feuerbach 

×ÒÏÔÅȟ Ȭ2ÅÌÉÇÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÅÄȟ ÍÉÒÒÏÒÅÄ ÉÎ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȭȢ115 It was he who 

saw in the unconscious human creation of God precisely the creative process 

that was key to the creative power of George Eliot herself: Ȭ-ÁÎ ɀ this is the 

mystery of religion ɀ projects his being into objectivity, and then again makes 

himself an object to this projected image of himself thus converted into a 

ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔȭ ɉ&ÅÕÅÒÂÁÃÈȟ ÐÐȢςω-30). What George Eliot did was to take the step into 

secular consciousness: to project out of her experience and imagination the 

creation of characters who seemed to become, at best, autonomous in respect of 

their creator; then to receive back from them the thoughts they did not want, 

the thoughts they made her have in their place, such that George Eliot becomes 

the inner God of the novel. What I want to demonstrate from just two examples 

from The Mill on the Floss is 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ creative process of projection and 

interjection in action.  

              In book 1, chapter 5 of The Mill on the Floss, Maggie has hid in the attic, 

upset that Tom is angry with her for letting his pet rabbits die of neglect while 

he was away at school: 

)Ô ×ÁÓ 4ÏÍȭÓ ÓÔÅÐȟ ÔÈÅÎȟ ÔÈÁÔ -ÁÇÇÉÅ ÈÅÁÒÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÉÒÓ ×ÈÅÎ ÈÅÒ ÎÅÅÄ of 

love had triumphed over her pride and she was going down with her 

swollen eyes and dishevelled hair to beg for pity. At least her father 

×ÏÕÌÄ ÓÔÒÏËÅ ÈÅÒ ÈÅÁÄ ÁÎÄ ÓÁÙȟ Ȭ.ÅÖÅÒ ÍÉÎÄȟ ÍÙ ×ÅÎÃÈȢȭ )Ô ÉÓ Á ×ÏÎÄÅÒÆÕÌ 

subduer, this need of love ɀ this hunger by which nature forces us to 

                                                           
115 Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity (1841), trans. by George Eliot (New York: 
tǊƻƳŜǘƘŜǳǎΣ мфуфύΣ ǇΦснΤ ƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨCŜǳŜǊōŀŎƘΩΦ  
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submit to the yoke and change the face of the world.  

         "ÕÔ ÓÈÅ ËÎÅ× 4ÏÍȭÓ ÓÔÅÐȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÅÒ ÈÅÁÒÔ ÂÅÇÁÎ ÔÏ ÂÅÁÔ ÖÉÏÌÅÎÔÌÙ ×ÉÔÈ 

the sudden shock of hope. He only stood still at the top of the stairs and 

ÓÁÉÄȟ Ȭ-ÁÇÇÉÅȟ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅ ÄÏ×ÎȢȭ "ÕÔ ÓÈÅ ÒÕÓÈÅÄ ÔÏ ÈÉÍ ÁÎÄ ÃÌÕÎÇ 

ÒÏÕÎÄ ÈÉÓ ÎÅÃËȟ ÓÏÂÂÉÎÇȟ Ȭ/Èȟ 4ÏÍȟ ÐÌÅÁÓÅ ÆÏÒÇÉÖÅ ÍÅ ɀ ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ÂÅÁÒ ÉÔ ɀ I 

will always be good ɀ always remember things ɀ do love me ɀ please, 

ÄÅÁÒ 4ÏÍȦȭ  

        We learn to restrain ourselves as we get older. We keep apart when 

we have quarrelled, express ourselves in well-bred phrases, and in this 

way preserve a dignified alienation, showing much firmness on one side 

and swallowing much grief on the other. We no longer approximate in 

our behaviour to the mere impulsiveness of the lower animals, but 

conduct ourselves in every respect like members of a highly civilized 

society. Maggie and Tom were still very much like young animals, and so 

she could rub her cheek against his and kiss his ear in a random, sobbing 

way; and there were tender fibres in the lad that had been used to 

ÁÎÓ×ÅÒ ÔÏ -ÁÇÇÉÅȭÓ ÆÏÎÄÌÉÎÇȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÂÅÈÁÖÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ Á ×ÅÁËÎÅÓÓ ÑÕÉÔÅ 

inconsistent with his resolution to punish her as much as she deserved; 

he actually began to kiss her in return and sÁÙȟ Ȭ$ÏÎȭÔ ÃÒÙȟ ÔÈÅÎȟ -ÁÇÓÉÅ ɀ 

ÈÅÒÅȟ ÅÁÔ Á ÂÉÔ Ïȭ ÃÁËÅȢȭ ɉThe Mill on the Floss, pp.35-6)  

4ÈÅ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅ ÂÅÇÉÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÎÏÖÅÌÉÓÔȭÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÓȡ -ÁÇÇÉÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÔÔÉÃȟ ÌÉÓÔÅÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ 

her brother approaching, but then it shifts in the third sentence to a different 

ÍÏÄÅ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ÁÓ Á ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÏËȢ Ȭ)Ô ÉÓ Á 

wonderful subduer, this need of love ɀ this hunger by which nature forces us to 

submit to the yoke and chÁÎÇÅ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭ is a sentence that exists on 

a different level of thought, it is the voice of George Eliot as human psychologist. 

)Î ÔÈÉÓ ÔÈÉÒÄ ÓÅÎÔÅÎÃÅȟ -ÁÇÇÉÅȭÓ individual predicament, ȬÈÅÒ ÎÅÅÄ ÏÆ ÌÏÖÅȭȟ shifts 

ÔÏ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ Ȭthis ÎÅÅÄ ÏÆ ÌÏÖÅȭȢ ! ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÎÅÅÄ ÅÍÅÒÇÅÓ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ 

individual feeling as George Eliot maps her own experiences, both as a child and 

now as an adult, onto all that Maggie is suffering under. The second, adult mode 

ÉÓ ÎÏÔ Á ÄÅÔÁÃÈÅÄ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÁÒÙ ÏÆ -ÁÇÇÉÅȭÓ ÃÈÉÌÄÉÓÈ ÓÔÁÔÅȟ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ 

mode emerges out of the first as George Eliot sees her feelings mirrored in this 

version of the child that she once was. This is the great Wordsworthian law that 
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'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔ ÉÎÈÅÒÉÔÅÄȟ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÉÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÎȭ ɉȬ-Ù ÈÅÁÒÔ ÌÅÁÐÓ ÕÐȭȟ 

PW, i, l.7, p.226) and that an adult who forgets his or her childhood has grown 

only by denial not by organic development.  

               The new paragraph marks a further shift ɀ a third - as the narrative goes 

back to Maggie in the attic. There is a return from the general to the particular 

again, as they test one another, combining and interacting in an attempt to 

ÕÔÉÌÉÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÌÌ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÍÉÎÄȢ -ÁÇÇÉÅȭs desperate plea, Ȭ/Èȟ 4ÏÍȟ 

please forgive me ɀ ) ÃÁÎȭÔ ÂÅÁÒ ÉÔ ɀ I will always be good ɀ always remember 

things ɀ do love me ɀ please, dear 4ÏÍȦȭ, is not initially answered by her 

brother. If a cry for help goes unanswered in a George Eliot novel, it is as though 

George Eliot herself is summoned to hear it and speak to it instead, albeit from a 

separate invisible level distinct from that of the characters themselves. Her 

ÁÄÕÌÔ ÃÁÌÍ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔÓ ×ÉÔÈ -ÁÇÇÉÅȭÓ ÄÒÁÍÁÔÉÃ ÏÕÔÂÕÒÓÔȟ ÂÕÔ ×ÈÁÔ ÆÏÌÌÏ×Ó ÉÓ ÎÏÔ Á 

voice of superior wisdom. The movement from child to adult is compressed into 

the transition from one paragraph to the next, but it is not true adulthood. 

George Eliot herself will not speak out of that false growth, or ȬÄÉÇÎÉÆÉÅÄ 

ÁÌÉÅÎÁÔÉÏÎȭ, by which adults hide from themselves that they are actually only 

ȬÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÏÆ Á ÌÁÒÇÅÒ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈȭ (GEL, i, p.23).                  

               In the fifth swiÔÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅȟ ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇ Ȭ-ÁÇÇÉÅ ÁÎÄ 4ÏÍ ×ÅÒÅ ÓÔÉÌÌ 

ÖÅÒÙ ÍÕÃÈ ÌÉËÅ ÙÏÕÎÇ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÓȭȟ ÔÈÅ ȬÉÍÐÕÌÓÉÖÅÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÏ×ÅÒ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÓȭ ÉÓ ÒÅ-

activated in Tom. It is the ×ÏÒÄ ȭÆÉÂÒÅÓȭ, so often used in George Eliot as the deep 

physiological basis of emotional memory, that makes an instinctive sympathy 

spark back into life between the two young sibling animals at an almost cellular 

level.  

             In book 3, chapter 6, this process of two-way mirroring  or translation, is 

manifest. Here the teenage Maggie sits crying after another disagreement with 

her brother: 

In books there were people who were always agreeable or tender, and 

delighted to do things that made one happy, and who did not show their 

kindness by finding fault. The world outside the books was not a happy 

one, Maggie felt; it seemed to be a world where people behaved the best 

to those they did not pretend to love and that did not belong to them. 

And if life had no love in it, what else was there for Maggie? Nothing but 
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poverty and the companionship of ÈÅÒ ÍÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÎÁÒÒÏ× ÇÒÉÅÆÓ ɀ perhaps 

ÏÆ ÈÅÒ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÈÅÁÒÔ-cutting childish dependence. There is no 

hopelessness so sad as that of early youth, when the soul is made up of 

wants and has no long memories, no superadded life in the life of others, 

though we who look on think lightly of such premature despair as if our 

ÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÌÉÇÈÔÅÎÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÂÌÉÎÄ ÓÕÆÆÅÒÅÒȭÓ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔȢ  

         Maggie in her brown frock, with her eyes reddened and her heavy 

hair pushed back, looking from the bed where her father lay to the dull 

walls of this sad chamber which was the centre of her world, was a 

creature full of eager, passionate longings for all that was beautiful and 

glad; thirsty for all knowledge; with an ear straining after dreamy music 

that died away and would not come near to her; with a blind, 

unconscious yearning for something that would link together the 

wonderful impressions of this mysterious life and give her soul a sense of 

a home in it.  

         No wonder, when there is this contrast between the outward and 

the inward, that painful collisions come of it. (The Mill on the Floss, p.238) 

George Eliot shifts into free indirect discourse in the sentence, Ȭ!ÎÄ ÉÆ ÌÉÆÅ ÈÁÄ ÎÏ 

love in it, wÈÁÔ ÅÌÓÅ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÆÏÒ -ÁÇÇÉÅȩȭȢ The question half expresses what 

Maggie feels in the despair of her young inner psyche and half consists of what 

George Eliot feels in her accompanying cry of sympathy ɀ the two sit alongside 

each other. Free indirect discourse is a mode which allows George Eliot to blend 

her own mind with MaggiÅȭÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÂÒÉÄÇÅ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÐ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ -ÁÇÇÉÅ ȬÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÏËȭ 

ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÖÅÌÉÓÔ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÈÅÒ ÒÅÁÄÅÒÓ ȬÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÏËÓȭȢ  

              )Ô ÉÓ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÍÏÖÅ ÉÎ ÁÎÄ ÏÕÔ ÁÎÄ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÍÅÎÔÁÌ 

planes in her writing that gives hÅÒ ÔÈÅ ȬÓÕÐÅÒÁÄÄÅÄ ÌÉÆÅȭ ÔÈÁÔ -ÁÇÇÉÅ ÌÁÃËÓȢ As 

she wrote in a letter to her friend John Sibree, Ȭ#ÒÅÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÐÅÒÁÄÄÅÄ ÌÉÆÅ ÏÆ 

ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÌÌÅÃÔȡ ÓÙÍÐÁÔÈÙȟ ÁÌÌ ÅÍÂÒÁÃÉÎÇ ÌÏÖÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÐÅÒÁÄÄÅÄ ÍÏÒÁÌ ÌÉÆÅȭ ɉGEL, i, 

p.251). George Eliot not only added Maggie Tulliver to the memory of Mary Ann 

Evans but also added George Eliot herself to the plight of both. But rather than a 

linear progression from childish experience to adult explanation, there must be 

ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÕÒÎȟ ÂÁÃË ÁÇÁÉÎ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÉÃË ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÅØÐerience. Again, this is the 

Wordsworthian law, to counterbalance the danger of the adult mode taking the 
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ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÒÅÁÌÉÔÙ ÔÏÏ ÌÉÇÈÔÌÙȢ "ÕÔ ÉÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÅØÉÓÔÓ ÔÏ ÐÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÁÄÕÌÔ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ ÕÓÅ 

×ÉÔÈÉÎ -ÁÇÇÉÅȭÓ Ðredicament: If Maggie has an ear romantically straining after 

the music that might make life more complete, if she blindly yearns to see the 

links that would hold life together as a whole, then the mature version of that 

ÅÁÒ ÉÓ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓȟ ÈÅÁÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÉÎÎÅÒ ÃÒÉÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÔÕÒÅ ÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÁÔ 

occluded vision is the attempt by George Eliot to steer a complex syntax through 

ÔÈÅ Ô×ÉÓÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÕÒÎÓ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅȭÓ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅȢ    

              In the final sentence of the passage there is a further turn, back to the 

adult voice of George Eliot the psychologist, Ȭ.Ï ×ÏÎÄÅÒȟ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÉÓ 

contrast between the outward and the inward, that painful collisions come of itȭȢ 

This final thought is not superimposed by the wiser adult voice, it emerges out 

of the process of feedback between child and adult mental positions that came 

before it and is an adult version of the initial childish sense of discrepancy felt 

ÂÙ -ÁÇÇÉÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ȬÉÎ ÂÏÏËÓȭ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ ȬÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅ ÂÏÏËÓȭȢ 

               This thesis is arguing that since the modern switch-over from religion to 

psychology, certain gaps have been left unfilled, certain human needs have been 

left unmet, and it is the arts - and here specifically literature - that can in some 

way fill those gaps, spanning as it does the space between religion and 

psychology. It is the novel itself that George Eliot is offering up as a secular 

version of the confession or witness box. For although the presence of George 

Eliot alongside her characters cannot possibly be known by the characters 

themselves and cannot enter the book to help them, that presence affects a 

different community ɀ the community of readers.  It is the creation of George 

Eliot herself that is the greatest creation of her novels. For this is the 

embodiment of the idea that there is someone who listens to human characters, 

who tries to speak to their thoughts, after the death of God and despite the 

characters themselves not knowing of course of her existence. I seek to show in 

my next section the way in which readers become a version of George Eliot, in 

involving themselves in the reading of fiction, in a way that becomes a subtle 

therapy.  
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5.3. An Experiment in Reading Silas Marner  

Leading on from the conclusions of experiments A and B in chapter four, this 

third experimental study will look to test whether reading and writing about 

literature can serve as a way for one person to internalise the psychological 

work of dialogue that is otherwise carried out between two people during 

conventional therapeutic interventions. 

5.3.1. The Study: Method  

1) Four participants from the pool of twenty-eight people who had 

previously taken part in either experiment A or B were recruited to take 

part in experiment C (see Appendix Q for breakdown of participants). 

2) Each participant was given an information sheet about the study (see 

Appendix R), and asked to sign a consent form (see Appendix D). 

3) Participants were asked to read chapters 3 and 9 of Silas Marner and 

were then instructed to write two letters , each with a minimum length 

of 150 words: 

 From To 
Letter One The reader A character 
Letter 
Two 

The character who received 
letter one 

Either the reader or George 
Eliot 

The letter writing process was repeated after participants had read 

chapters 13 and 18: 

 From To 
Letter Three  The reader A character 
Letter Four  The character who 

received letter three 
Either the reader or George 
Eliot 

4) Immediately after completing their four letters , participants were asked 

to read through what they had written and to write down whether any 

aspect of the reading or writing process had seemed particularly 

significant to them. 
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5.3.2. The Analysis 
 
Á Thematic analysis was used to interpret the data collected in this study. 

Á Initial analysis identified distinctions and commonalities between the 

sixteen letters. These were clustered into the most salient themes.   

Á Themes were checked against one another to minimise overlap, checked 

back against the original data to ensure accuracy and checked against 

ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȭÓ own written analysis of the task in order to reduce 

researcher bias.  

Á The letters were given to a group of three post-graduates from the 

Institute of Psychology, Health and Society to cross-check themes and 

mitigate against researcher bias (see Appendix S for an example of the 

independently annotated text). Their annotations were tabulated and 

categorised into themes which were then verified by each cross-checker 

during a follow-up meeting. 

The only requirement for inclusion in this study was that participants must have 

previously read the novel in full, because although this experiment focuses on 

four specific chapters of Silas Marner it was important that participants had a 

sense of the whole text. In initial trials, those who had not previously read the 

entire novel and were given only short extracts to read found it too difficult to 

develop any depth of feeling or understanding of the characters. 

            This experiment was designed to build upon the previous work of this 

chapter by examining whether readers can in some way replicate or participate 

in the process of projection and feedback that takes place between George Eliot 

ÁÎÄ ÈÅÒ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÓȢ )Æ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÁÓ Á ȬÓÕÐÅÒ-ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÓÔȭȟ 

ÓÈÅ ÃÁÎ ÁÌÓÏ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÁÓ Á ȬÓÕÐÅÒ-ÒÅÁÄÅÒȭ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÉÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÍÅÎÔ ÁÉÍÓ ÔÏ 

locate and to cultivate the most George Eliot-like parts of readers. The dual 

reading and writing task asks participants to project an aspect of themselves out 

into a character of the novel and then to imaginatively listen to that character 

speaking back to them. It is an experiment which aims to discover how George 

ElÉÏÔȭÓ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÂÒÅÁÄÔÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÉÍÐÁÃÔÓ ÕÐÏÎ ÈÅÒ ÒÅÁÄÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÆÉÎÄ ÏÕÔ 

×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÃÁÎ ÉÎ ÓÏÍÅ ×ÁÙ ÅØÐÁÎÄ ÈÅÒ ÒÅÁÄÅÒÓȭ 

own mental capacities. 
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            There is a shift in methodology here, away from the intra -personal 

method of experiments A and B, where participants were writing and speaking 

largely from within their own perspective, and towards an inter-personal 

approach, as participants were asked to write letters from the perspective of 

different characters within the novel. This shift not only reflects a shift from 

poetry to novel but ÃÏÒÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÓ ×ÉÔÈ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ Ï×Î ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎ ÆÏÒ Á wider 

community of lives which encompasses both the characters within her novels 

and the readers on the outside of her novels. Experiment C was designed to 

encourage increased risk and creativity , but also importantly, to reduce 

partiÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÓÅÌÆ-exposure. 

            Letter writing is a technique that is used as part of a range of 

psychological therapies, including Narrative Therapy. Letters are commonly 

written to the patient by both the patient and therapist, with the aim of 

ÅØÔÅÒÎÁÌÉÓÉÎÇ Á ÐÁÔÉÅÎÔȭÓ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓȟ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÁÇÅÎÃÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÕÒÎÉÎÇ 

the therapeutic process into a more collaborative effort. 116 This reading and 

letter -writing task had no explicit therapeutic aim; however the format was 

chosen to encourage extended reflection and create a more authentic, active 

ÅÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÔÅØÔȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÓÔÕÄÙ ×ÁÓ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ -ÏÎÔÁÉÇÎÅȭÓ 

experimental writing in mind. It  ÁÌÓÏ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÓ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ 3ÅÎÅÃÁȭÓ ÌÅÔÔÅÒ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇȟ 

particularly in the light of previously discussed recent scholarship which has 

suggested that Seneca was writing his letters to a version or aspect of himself. 

Additionally, the novel form itself has some of its origins in the epistolary forms 

of Samuel Richardson whom George Eliot admired.  

            Silas Marner tells the story of a lonely weaver suffering from past 

betrayals and living in an almost comatose state of semi-existence, who is 

brought back to life by the arrival of a mysterious, abandoned baby, whom he 

ÁÄÏÐÔÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÎÏÖÅÌȭÓ ÅÐÉÇÒÁÐÈ ÉÓ ÔÁËÅÎ ÆÒÏÍ 7ÏÒÄÓ×ÏÒÔÈȭÓ ÐÏÅÍ Ȭ-ÉÃÈÁÅÌȭȡ Ȭ! 

child, more than all other gifts / That earth can offer to declining man, / Brings 

hope with it, and forward-looking thouÇÈÔÓȭ ɉȬ-ÉÃÈÁÅÌȭȟ PW, ii, l.146-8, p.85). 

          Silas Marner was chosen here for two reasons. One because it is Silas 

Marner which follows most closely in the tradition of Wordsworth described in 

                                                           
116 aŀǊȅ !ƴƴ aŀƧŎƘǊȊŀƪ wƻƳōŀŎƘΣ Ψ!ƴ ƛƴǾƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǊŀǇŜǳǘƛŎ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΩΣ Journal of Systematic 
Therapies, 22.1 (2003), 15-32. 
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section one; two because in the to-and-fro interaction between Marner and the 

ÂÁÂÙ %ÐÐÉÅȟ ÁÆÔÅÒ -ÁÒÎÅÒȭÓ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÔÒÁÕÍÁȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÂÉÎÅÄ ÆÏÒÃÅ ÏÆ 

Wordsworth and of Feuerbach: the child giving to the adult what the child 

herself could not know in her unconscious innocence but which the adult could 

not have without her.  It is this process of mental exchange that is examined and 

put to the test in this third reading experiment. 

              What is more, at the same time that George Eliot was writing Silas 

Marner, she was reading the proofs to Herbert 3ÐÅÎÃÅÒȭÓ First Principles and 

'ÅÏÒÇÅ (ÅÎÒÙ ,Å×ÅÓȭ The Physiology of Everyday Life. The influence of the 

emerging discipline of psychology, and in particular new ideas about different 

levels of consciousness, and the relationship between psychology and 

physiology, can be traced within the novel in the parallel stories of Silas Marner 

and Godfrey Cass, the adoptive and biological fathers of the baby Eppie.  

              Chapters 3, 9, 13 and 18 were selected for participants to read as part of 

this study because, alongside Silas himself, they focus considerably on the life of 

Godfrey Cass, a man who is stuck in the thick of a post-religious world of 

ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÙȟ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÇÕÉÌÔ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÆÅÓÓÉÏÎȢ 'ÏÄÆÒÅÙȭÓ 

difficulties are related to both Arthur and Hetty in Adam Bede and, harnessing 

ÔÈÅ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÏÆ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÐÅÎÅÔÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÉÓÍȟ ÅØÉÓÔ ÉÎ ÔÅÓÔÉÎÇ 

ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔ ÔÏ 3ÉÌÁÓȭ ÓÏÆÔÅÒ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÒÅÄÅÍÐÔÉÏÎȢ ɉ3ÅÅ !ÐÐÅÎÄÉØ 0 ÆÏÒ Á ÓÕÍÍÁÒÙ ÏÆ 

the four chapters used in this study).  

The results of this analysis are presented in three sections: 

5.3.3. A Sense of Kinship 

5.3.4. Writing to the Author 

5.3.5. A Different Perspective 

 
5.3.3. A Sense of Kinship 
 
The first decision that participants had to make was to which characters they 

were to write their letters. Then they had to determine whether that character 

should respond back to themselves or to George Eliot the novelist. The following 

table sets out to whom and from whom each letter was written: 
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Table 5: The sender and recipient of each letter.  

Of the sixteen letters that were written in total by the four participants, ten 

were addressed to or written from Godfrey. This is understandable as he is the 

dominant character in all four of the chapters that participants re-read during 

this study. Most participants described their choices as motivated by a sense of 

kinship with their chosen character and those who wrote to and/or from 

Godfrey described some feeling of affinity with his internal conflict, sense of 

guilt and struggle with confession: 

C1 Letter three: 
Reader to Godfrey  

C2 Commentary C3 Letter one: Reader to 
Godfrey  

I feel a connection to 
you and those inner 
struggles you have 
faced.  

I felt a strong 
connection with 
Godfrey as a mother of 
a son who has gone 
astray.  

)ÔȭÓ ÐÁÉÎÆÕÌ ÔÏ ÒÅÁÄ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ 
it feels familiar. I feel that 
George Eliot is showing us 
both that we are part of 
something beyond what 
feels so painfully ours alone 
[. . .] Maybe company will 
lessen the sense of being 
alone in our foolishness ɀ 
make it more forgivable and 
part of a greater pattern.  

Participant C3 appeared to see some use in the shared feeling of troubled 

kinship and wrote as one struggling human being to another using the pronouns 

ȬÕÓȭȟ Ȭ×Åȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÏÕÒȭȟ ÆÁÖÏÕÒÉÔÅÓ ÏÆ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆȢ $ÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÏÓÓ-checking 

process, independent researchers identified this sense of kinship between 

readers and the characters that they had chosen to write to, noting that, Ȭ4ÈÅ 

reader has clearly cÏÎÎÅÃÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒȭȟ Ȭ4he reader connects with 

Participant  Letter one  
From  4Ï 

Letter two  
FrÏÍ  4Ï 

Letter three  
&ÒÏÍ  4Ï 

Letter four  
&ÒÏÍ  4Ï 

C1 2ÅÁÄÅÒ ᴼ 
Squire Cass 
 

Squire Cass 
ᴼ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ 
Eliot 

2ÅÁÄÅÒ ᴼ 
Godfrey  

'ÏÄÆÒÅÙ ᴼ 
Reader 

C2 2ÅÁÄÅÒ ᴼ 
Godfrey 
 

'ÏÄÆÒÅÙ ᴼ 
George Eliot 

2ÅÁÄÅÒ ᴼ 
Godfrey 

'ÏÄÆÒÅÙ ᴼ 
George Eliot 

C3 2ÅÁÄÅÒ ᴼ 
Godfrey 
 

Godfrey O  
George Eliot 

2ÅÁÄÅÒ ᴼ 
Godfrey 

'ÏÄÆÒÅÙ ᴼ 
Reader 

C4 2ÅÁÄÅÒ ᴼ 
Snuff the dog 

Snuff the dog 
ᴼ 2ÅÁÄÅÒ 

2ÅÁÄÅÒ ᴼ 
Dunstan 

$ÕÎÓÔÁÎ ᴼ 
Reader 



 223   
 

'ÏÄÆÒÅÙȭÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ ÅÍÏÔÉÏÎÓ ÒÅÓÏÕÎÄ ÄÅÅÐÌÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÍȭ ÁÎd in relation 

to participant C2, Ȭ3he wishes to do more than just read the story, she wants to 

have a deeper understanding / insight / connection. The reader wishes to 

ÎÕÒÔÕÒÅ 'ÏÄÆÒÅÙȭȢ  

              Participant C4 did not write any of his letters to or from Godfrey; instead 

after reading chapters 3 and 9 he chose to write to and from the perspective of 

'ÏÄÆÒÅÙȭÓ ÄÏÇȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒÓ ρσ ÁÎÄ ρω ÈÅ ×ÒÏÔÅ ÌÅÔÔÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÁÎÄ 

ÆÒÏÍ 'ÏÄÆÒÅÙȭÓ ÄÅÁÄ ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒ $ÕÎÓÔÁÎȢ )Î ÈÉÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÁÒÙ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ #τ 

explained these unusual choices, noting that he had also considered writing a 

ÌÅÔÔÅÒ ÔÏ 'ÏÄÆÒÅÙȭÓ ÕÎÃÌÁÉÍÅÄ ÂÁÂÙȡ 

C4 Commentary 
4ÈÅ ÄÏÇȟ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÂÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÁÄ ÍÁÎȟ ×ÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÍÅȩ ) ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅ 
they are all unable to speak, all inscrutable in their own way [. . .] The dog, the 
baby, Dunstan, I could identify and feel sympathetic towards. I wanted to try 
and give them an opportunity to say something about themselves [. . .] I 
thought about Dunstan lying there dead in the stone pit while all these things 
were happening, the elephant in the room. The idea of writing to and from a 
dead, unlamented man was irresistible. 

Participant C4 chose these silenced characters to give extra voice to and saw the 

task as an opportunity to get into unusual perspectives in an imaginative and 

almost playful manner. 

5.3.4. Writing to the Author  

In all four of the letters that were addressed to George Eliot, the novelist is 

considered to have a god-like perspective and understanding of the charactersȭ 

internal lives, like a sort of super-counsellor. This was corroborated by one 

cross-checker who commented on participÁÎÔ #σȭÓ ÌÅÔÔÅÒ ÔÏ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȟ Ȭ4ÈÅ 

first paragraph feels like a conversation with a higher being (God)ȭȢ In several of 

the letters to George Eliot a certain resentment is imagined to exist within 

characters towards the all-seeing novelist: 

C1 Letter two : Squire Cass to 
George Eliot  

C3 Letter two : Godfrey to George 
Eliot   

What am I to make of it all? This is 
why I am writing to you: I am deeply 
disturbed, as I have said, and crave 
guidance from you. You must tell me 

) ×ÉÓÈ ÙÏÕ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÓÕÃÈ Á ÖÉÅ×Ȣ "Ù 
being forced to look at myself I seem 
to suffer more than if I were just left 
to the business of living. I am angry at 
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what to do [. . .] You have the power 
to fix this. What could possibly be 
stopping you? And as for Dunstan, he 
will never listen to me and you know 
it. Do something for him.  

you for being able to see my mistakes, 
it only makes me feel all the more 
ÓÔÕÐÉÄȢ 7ÈÙ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ) ÓÅÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÏÍÉÎÇȩ 
Where was that clarity, that 
overview, when I was so desperate?  

)Î ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ #ρȭÓ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÌÅÔÔÅÒȟ 'ÏÄÆÒÅÙȭÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÁÎÇÒÉÌÙ ÄÅÍÁÎÄÓ ÈÅÌÐ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 

author. This fantasy is something that the realist novel cannot itself fulfil, for 

there are no simple solutions and there cannot be an easy way out. In contrast, 

ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ #σȭÓ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÌÅÔÔÅÒȟ 'ÏÄÆÒÅÙ ÉÓ ÁÎÇÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÁÓÈÁÍÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ 

Eliot is able to see all that he most really and truly is. It is as if in reading the 

novel for himself, through this imaginative letter writing process, Godfrey has 

seen too late ɀ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔȭÓ ÅÙÅÓ ɀ what he wishes he could have 

already been able to see for himself. There is no clear or formal distinction 

between reality and fiction; and the author in the midst is seen as someone who 

can help not only the character within the internal reality of the novel, but also 

the reader on the outside. 

              )Î ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ #ςȭÓ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÌÅÔÔÅÒȟ 'ÏÄÆÒÅÙ ÐÌÅÁÄÓ ×ÉÔÈ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ %ÌÉÏÔ ÔÏ 

help him; however, by the fourth letter ɀ which was written from the 

perspective of the older Godfrey ɀ he is no longer a helpless supplicant. This is 

suggestive of an important shift over imagined time here as Godfrey becomes a 

conscious actor in his own life: 

C2 Letter two: Godfrey to George 
Eliot  

C2 Letter four : Godfrey to George 
Eliot   

Why have you given me such a huge 
problem with no one to turn to for 
advice? [. . .] Please send me a 
solution.  

I wrote to you sixteen years ago when 
I was a bitter and angry young man. I 
railed against you for dealing me such 
a bad hand of cards and I asked you 
to send me a solution. I realise now 
that there have been times in my life 
when I have been given choices by 
you to do the right thing [. . .] I am 
grateful to you for not imposing your 
solution on me.  

Participant C2 appears to demonstrate not only the capacity to imagine the 

mental state of a person other than herself at one particular point in time, but 

also imaginatively to shift with that other person over time into a new 

ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȢ !ÆÔÅÒ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȭÓ letters one cross-checker noted that 
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Ȭ)Ô ÉÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÄÅÒ ÃÁÎ ÆÌÉÐ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 

ÃÏÍÐÌÅØÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÅÙȭÖÅ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÏÏÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ÆÒÏÍ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ 

perspectives really well ɀ interesting, not a lot of people can do this in everyday 

life. The fourth letter is very different to the previous one written in this way. 

There is a much greater sense of maturity. There is an understanding of the 

growth and complexity of the character. They must have quite a deep 

connection with the character for them to understand it in ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙȭ. Once again, 

these initial mental shifts are important, even if they are not fully cashed in. It is 

simply important in the first instance to make the mental shift which gets the 

reader into the right kind of thinking space.  

5.3.5. A Different Perspective  

Á Case Study C1: 

Participant C1 wrote to and from Godfrey in her third and fourth letters and 

identified with both his guilt and his struggle to confess. In her third letter she 

described an act of betrayal from her own past that she had struggled to come to 

terms with: 

C1 Letter three: Reader to Godfrey  
Many years ago ɀ almost ten years it must be ɀ I did something which seemed, 
and still does seem so opposite to the character I believe I am, and would have 
others believe in, that I quite simply could not accept or own it. I was 
unfaithful to a partner. I felt terrible for having done it, but even more so for 
ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÓÐÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÔÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÍÙ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÔ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄ ) ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔȢ ) ×ÅÎÔ 
half-way to a confession, told a half-trut h which eased some of the pressure 
and guilt and, so I told myself, saved my partner from the pain of the full truth. 
It saved me, in that moment from the pain of the full truth ɀ and from the 
consequences of it. 

This letter illustrates some of the secret dangers of giving yourself too narrow a 

remit to exist within, or of conceiving of yourself and your life in terms of a 

conventional narrative. The point at which a person might suddenly have to face 

the reality that who they are and what they are capable of does not fit neatly 

into the story that they might have told themselves about themselves, becomes 

a real crisis point. It is this kind of psychic narrowness that George Eliot is 

fighting against within her novels, and it is a concern central to the whole of this 

thesis. Free indirect discourse in the novels is the language of this suppressed 
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consciousness, either seeking to break the bounds or hide within them. 

              In chapter 13 of Silas Marner Godfrey tries to persuade himself ɀ just as 

parti cipant C1 had done ten years previously ɀ that not confessing would 

protect not only himself but also the person that he had secretly betrayed. The 

ÆÏÕÒ ÓÍÁÌÌ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ #ρ ÉÎÓÅÒÔÓ ÉÎÔÏ ÈÅÒ ÌÅÔÔÅÒ ÔÏ 'ÏÄÆÒÅÙȟ ȬÓÏ ) ÔÏÌÄ 

ÍÙÓÅÌÆȭȟ ÓÉÇÎÁÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ has now realised the flaw of self-deception in that secret 

logic. It is a realisation that Godfrey too will reach, sixteen years later in chapter 

18 of the novel.  

              In her commentary, participant C1 explained why she had chosen to 

write in th is manner to Godfrey: 

C1 Commentary 
I found out what it was that connected me with this character and I simply 
went straight to that. It felt right then to write back to myself and I realised 
that although I was writing as someone else, at points in the letter, I was also 
writing as myself, speaking to myself. 

One such point is in letter 4 where ɀ writing as Godfrey ɀ she appears to be 

speaking to herself in a way nonetheless different from the self-ÄÅÃÅÐÔÉÖÅ ȬÔÏÌÄ 

ÍÙÓÅÌÆȭ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔȡ 

C1 Letter four: Godfrey to Reader  
I think you can and must forgive yourself for that incident you speak about     
[. . .] Perhaps you already have forgiven yourself, but did not like to say and 
thought you should still blame yourself. Do not. 

The final two words of this pÁÓÓÁÇÅȟ Ȭ$Ï ÎÏÔȭȟ ÁÒÅ Á ÄÉÒÅÃÔ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ 

ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ ÂÙ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆȡ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÕÒÎ ÆÒÏÍ Ȭwriting as ÍÙÓÅÌÆȭ ÔÏ 

Ȭspeaking to ÍÙÓÅÌÆȭ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÆÅÌÔȢ 3ÈÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÓÉÍÐÌÙ ÓÁÙÉÎÇ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆ ÁÓ 

she did in her time of real-life guilt: with greater shifts of level and positon, she 

is now writing as Godfrey (or her version of him, from her perspective as a sort 

of would-be George Eliot figure of counsel) speaking to herself. Nonetheless, 

while participant C1 may have felt as if she was thus occupying two positions, 

her own perspective still tends to dominate all of her letters. She does not quite 

ÍÁÎÁÇÅ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÏ 'ÏÄÆÒÅÙȭÓ ÍÉÎÄȟ ÆÏÒ 'ÏÄÆÒÅÙ ÉÓ ÁÌÌ ÔÏÏ ÐÒÏÎÅ 

to forgive himself anyway and hardly needs this encouragement. The letters 

therefore become arguably too self-confirming and too self-forgiving as she is 

simply repeating back to herself things that she already knows and believes. 
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While self-forgiveness and self-acceptance would be encouraged by modern 

psychological therapies, these letters demonstrate how a kind of self-acceptance 

that is too easily won might shut down the possibility of genuinely therapeutic 

and more difficult thinking, and instead allow us still to hold onto narrow or 

neat conceptions of ourselves even in repentance. 

Á Case Study C4: 

)Î ÈÉÓ ÌÅÔÔÅÒ ÔÏ 'ÏÄÆÒÅÙȭÓ ÄÅÁÄ ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒ $ÕÎÓÔÁÎȟ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ #τ ×ÒÏÔÅȡ 

C4 Letter three: Reader to Dunstan  
Dear Dunstan, 
Unsung hero, 
The catalyst for things to happen, 
Lost faith in your family early, 
Saw through their hypocrisy, 
Became a rebel, lost your faith, 
You were forgotten and not missed. 
 
These were the words I wrote while thinking about you on the bus going to 
work today. I wanted to write to you because I feel you had an unhappy life 
and now you are dead and seemingly mourned by no-one. You fell in the stone 
pit and for sixteen years you laid there, wedged between two great stones, an 
unloved brother. What a terrible disgrace you brought to your family. What 
was it like to lie there for sixteen years, unloved? 

In response to this letter Dunstan replied: 

C4 Letter four: Dunstan to reader  
7ÈÅÒÅ ÄÏ ) ÂÅÇÉÎȩ )ȭÍ ÉÎ Á ÔÉÍÅÌÅÓÓ ÌÁÎÄ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÂÏÕÎÄÁries. I have no 
memories, only vague feelings that something happened. Only doubt exists 
here and yet I am here [. . .] You must realise that you are not writing to me 
but to yourself who is pretending to be me, you and I are the same person. We 
do this when we pray maybe, and who knows the power that has. Not I.  

Unlike participant C1 who had felt as though she was simultaneouÓÌÙ Ȭ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÁÓ 

ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ÅÌÓÅȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÁÓ ÍÙÓÅÌÆȭȟ ×ÈÅÎ ÓÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÏÎÌÙ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÁÓ 

ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆȟ ÈÅÒÅ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ #τȭÓ ÆÏÕÒÔÈ ÌÅÔÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÐÏÓÉÔÅ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ 

ÈÁÐÐÅÎÉÎÇȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ ÉÓ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÁÓ $ÕÎÓÔÁÎȟ ×ÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ 

not wriÔÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÍÅ ÂÕÔ ÔÏ ÙÏÕÒÓÅÌÆ ×ÈÏ ÉÓ ÐÒÅÔÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÍÅȭȢ )Ô ÉÓ ÁÓ ÉÆ ÈÅ ÉÓ 

trying to remind himself that there is only one mind at work here but doing that 

through Dunstan in a complex and self-checking way, creating a double 

perspective in the very act of querying its veracity.  




