WORDSWORTH'’S 1802 ‘PREFACE’ TO THE LYRICAL BALLADS AND 1

CORINTHIANS 15:53

William Wordsworth'’s remarks in the Preface to the Lyrical Ballads about the
use of science in poetry have long served as a reference point in discussions
about the relations of literature and science.! While some have seen them as
continuing the hostility to science implicit in the phrase ‘we murder to dissect’
(from “The Tables Turned’),2 others have interpreted them as expressing
optimism about the compatibility of science and the humanities;3 others still
have taken them to be fundamentally ambivalent.# Despite the attention paid to
the passage, no critics or scholars have remarked on a biblical echo in one crucial

sentence. It occurs in one of the passages added to the Preface in 1802:

If the time should ever come when what is now called Science, thus
familiarized to men, shall be ready to put on, as it were, a form of flesh
and blood, the Poet will lend his divine spirit to aid the transfiguration,
and will welcome the Being thus produced, as a dear and genuine inmate

of the household of man.>

The sentence hinges on a metaphor of flesh and spirit, in which science is too
spiritual to be useful for poets until it is incarnated and familiar. In this context,
the phrase ‘put on’ recalls Corinthians in the King James version: ‘For this
corruptible must put on incorruption, and this mortal must put on immortality’
(1 Corinthians 15:53). However, the echo inverts the binary contrasts of material

and spiritual, corruptible and incorruptible, to be found in Corinthians. St Paul,



addressing the question of how the dead are raised up, and ‘with what body’ they
come (1 Corinthians 15: 35), makes a contrast between a ‘natural body’ and a
‘spiritual body’ (1 Corinthians 15: 44); in putting on ‘incorruption’, resurrected
humans are replacing their natural bodies with spiritual ones. In the Preface,
abstract conceptions put on flesh and blood.

The paragraph in which the phrase occurs is particularly rich in Biblical
echoes: three of the four that Michael Mason notes in his annotated text of the
Preface occur in it. The phrase ‘rock of defence’ echoes Psalms 31:2; ‘upholder
and preserver’ recalls the phrasing of the Psalms more generally (Mason notes
Psalms 145:15); and ‘first and last’ recalls Revelations 1:11.6 The other
recognized biblical echo in the Preface occurs in the previous paragraph. There,
Wordsworth claims that ‘the grand elementary principle of pleasure’ is that by
which man ‘knows, and feels, and lives, and moves’; the phrase echoes Acts
17:28, where St Paul states that in God ‘we live, and move, and have our being’.”

That Wordsworth knew the passage in Corinthians can hardly be in
doubt. In Concerning the Convention of Cintra (1809), as his editors have noted,
he quotes explicitly from 1 Corinthians 15:53. That in the same essay he also
echoes a phrase, ‘evil communications’, from 1 Corinthians 15: 33, suggests that
the chapter was very well known to him.8 One reason why the chapter had
impressed itself so deeply on Wordsworth is suggested by The Excursion, where,
in the context of a funeral, the speaker’s friend refers directly to ‘that most awful
scripture which declares | We shall not sleep, but we shall all be changed!” (II,
577-8), meaning 1 Corinthians 15: 51.° A long passage (1 Corinthians 20-58)
was, and is, prescribed in The Book of Common Prayer in ‘Order for the Burial of

the Dead’. By 1802 Wordsworth would have heard it many times in the most



emotionally intense circumstances. Another phrase from the ‘Order for the
Burial of the Dead’ is echoed, as Edward Wilson has noted, in Wordsworth'’s
‘Elegiac Stanzas’ (written 1806, published 1807), and W. ]. B. Owen has noted
the relevance of the rite of baptism for a passage in Book IV of The Prelude
(IV.340-5).10 As well as being familiar with the Book of Common Prayer from
church services, Wordsworth had access to a copy that was bound in with the
Wordsworth family Bible, and it is likely that he possessed his own copy while a
schoolboy at Hawkshead.11

Given that Wordsworth was so steeped in the Bible and the Book of
Common Prayer, we cannot be certain whether he intended to allude to the
passage from Corinthians, though the phrase ‘as it were’ and the conceptual
opposition of spirit and flesh make it more probable; nor can the identification of

the echo resolve the ambiguities of the passage.
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