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Objects, Cabinets, and Cities: 
W ordsworth and the Matter of 
the Romantic Mind

Exploring william Wordsworth’s aesthetic response to London’s 
panoramas, J. Jennifer Jones notes how the poet was “thinking through 

the new technologies of his era. ” 1 The passing remark is not central to 
Jones’s argument, nor does she explore its implications for the city at large; 
still, it hints at an underlying logic that runs through much of the recent lit
erary criticism on urban experience. Complicating the usual thought on 
Romanticism’s rejection of the city—as a threat to knowledge formation 
and the transcendent imagination2—this criticism argues for new percep
tual processes, mimetic modalities, and imaginative tendencies that urban 
experience inspired.3 Implicit in this, but left unexplored in the criticism, is 
a sense of mental life as contingent on the objects and environments of the

I. J. Jennifer Jones, “Absorbing Hesitation: Wordsworth and the Theory of the Pan
orama,” SiR 45, no. 3 (2006): 375.

2. A few of the many examples include Mary Jacobus, “Wordsworth and the Language of 
the Dream,” ELH  46, no. 4 (1979): 618—44; Alan Liu, Wordsworth: The Sense of History (Stan
ford: Stanford University Press, 1989), 398; Stephen C. Gill, William Wordsworth, The Prelude 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 73; William Galperin, Return of the Visible in 
British Romanticism (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), 113; and Ross King, 
“Wordsworth, Panoramas, and the Prospect of London,” SiR 32, no. 1 (Spring 1993): 66-67. 
For more ambivalent readings, see Eugene Stelzig, “Wordsworth’s Invigorating Hell” in Ro
manticism and the City, ed. Larry Peer (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 181-96; and 
Michael Gassenmeier and Jens Martin Gurr, “The Experience of the City in British 
Romantic Poetry,” in Romantic Poetry (Amsterdam: Benjamins, 2002), 305-31.

3. In addition to Jones, see James Chandler and Kevin Gilmartin, “Introduction,” in 
Romantic Metropolis: The Urban Scene of British Culture, 1780—1840 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005), 1—41; Mark Bruhn, “Cognition and Representation in Words
worth’s London,” SiR 45, no. 2 (Summer 2006): 157—80; Alberto Gabriele, “Visions of the 
City of London: Mechanical Eye and Poetic Transcendence in Wordsworth’s Prelude, 
Book 7,” European Romantic Review 19, no. 4 (October 2008): 365-84; Tanya Agathocleous, 
Urban Realism and the Metropolitan Imagination in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: Cam
bridge University Press, 2011), 92-107; and C. R . Stokes, “Sign, Sensation, and the Body in 
Wordsworth’s ‘Residence in London,’ ” European Romantic Review 23, no. 2 (2012): 203—23.
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era. This logic, addressed more explicitly in cognitive archeology, is one in 
which the material and mental co-evolve, in which material culture along 
with social systems prove “as much the cause as the consequences of new 
ways of thinking. ”4 The purpose of this article is to excavate this underly
ing logic within Romantic literature, to explicate further its implications 
for literary studies, and to argue that the city’s capacity to be thought through 
is precisely what made it so vital to Romantic mental life.

My focus falls primarily on Wordsworth’s The Prelude; or Growth of a 
Poet’s Mind (1805) and its portrayal of the built environment as a precarious 
yet productive apparatus for the poet’s cognitive becoming. Essential to 
Wordsworth’s sense of mental formation was the eighteenth-century inter
section of sensationalist psychology, educational theory, and object-play 
practices, from which emerged a prescient view of material engagement as 
catalyst for mental growth. By the 1790s, object-play approaches had be
come widespread among tutors and educators. As an auspicious case in 
point, William and Dorothy Wordsworth adopted such an approach with 
Basil Montague, whom they taught “nothing at present but what he learns 
from the evidence of his senses,” so that his attention “is directed to every
thing he sees, the sky, the fields, trees, shrubs, corn, the making of tools, 
carts, etc etc etc.”5 As the list suggests, object-play approaches relied on 
both natural objects and human artifacts, the distinction being less sig
nificant than whether the object could be engaged and manipulated. Such 
approaches would also motivate the mass production of objects with ex
plicit epistemic functions, such as “jigsaw puzzles, cards, games, battledores, 
writing sheets, map sampler patterns, alphabet tiles, and maps.”6 By the end 
of the eighteenth century, then, a recognition had swelled within the cul
tural consciousness: the material world was a means to cultivate the mind’s 
contents and power.

This recognition inspired more capacious and explicit thinking about the 
reciprocation between minds and objects, thinking that features centrally in 
canonical works from Wordsworth’s great decade. It defines Wordsworth’s 
view of humanity, such that he names it as a prime subject for poetic ex
ploration in his “Preface” to Lyrical Ballads (1802): “What then does the 
Poet? He considers man and the objects that surround him as acting and re-

4. Steven Mithen, “Mind, Brain, and Material Culture: An Archaeological Perspective,” 
in Evolution and the Human Mind: Modularity, Language, and Meta-Cognition (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 208.

5. See The Letters o f William and Dorothy Wordsworth: The Early Years 1787—180% ed. Ernest 
de SeHncourt (Oxford: Clarendon, 1967), 180.

6. Jill Shefrin, “ ‘Adapted for and Used in Infants’ Schools, Nurseries, &c.’: Booksellers 
and the Infant School Market,” in Educating the Child in Enlightenment Britain: Beliefs, Cul
tures, Practices (Farnham: Ashgate, 2008), 164-65.
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acting upon each other, so as to produce an infinite complexity of pain and 
pleasure. . . , ” 7 Sensationalist psychology recognized this affective economy 
between subjects and objects as the engine behind knowledge formation, 
and it similarly underpins the educational value of object play. In The Pre
lude, Wordsworth extrapolates the educational view of object play to an 
engagement with the rural sphere at large, defining the objects of his youth 
as affectively and epistemically rich “playthings. ” 8 Yet, it is the built envi
ronment that brings the poet to his fullest recognition of the “blended 
might” of minds and materiality, 9 a might that further boosts his mental de
velopment. Not only does Wordsworth view the city through this edu
cational lens, but so does the Romantic city demonstrate more emphati
cally than in prior ages the epistemic, associative, and imaginative influence 
of the material world. Replete with diverse peoples and objects; thriven 
with signage, visual technologies, and other wonders; the city appears to 
Wordsworth as a curio cabinet writ large, at once a challenge to and tool 
for the expansion of the mind.

Wordsworth’s narrative reveals, I argue, a fundamental and sophisticated 
sense of material engagement as mental cultivation. Such an argument re
quires that we reassess the relationship between objects and minds in Ro
mantic literature. In his still-influential formulation, Geoffrey Hartman de
fines the two essential players in the Romantic world-view, mind and 
nature, accordingly: “the mind knows itself almost without exterior cause,” 
whereas “Nature” is “not an ‘object’ but a presence and a power; a motion 
and a spirit; not something to be worshipped and consumed, but always a 
guide leading beyond itself. ” 10 This undermining of materiality and exalta
tion of the mind remains a key theme in scholarship, if as the ideology of 
Romanticism: a “grand illusion” that obfuscates a historical and/or material 
context that needs saving. 11 The canonical sense of the Romantic mind 
as autonomous, inward, and essential remains largely intact, even if it is

7. Wordsworth, “Preface to Lyrical B a lla d s in William Wordsworth: The Major Works, 
ed. Stephen Gill (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 605.

8. Wordsworth, The Prelude: 1799, 1803, 1850, eds. Jonathan Wordsworth, M. H. 
Abrams, and Stephen Gill (New York: Norton, 1979), 5:347. Quotations from The Prelude 
are from the 1805 version, hereafter cited parenthetically in the text by book and line num
bers.

9. The famous tenn comes, of course, from Wordsworth’s discussion in The Excursion of 
mind and world as mutually fitted, their allied efforts being described as a “blended might.”

10. Hartman, “The Romance of Nature and the Negative Way,” in Romanticism and Con
sciousness (New York: Norton, 1970), 290.

11. Jerome McGann, The Romantic Ideology: A Critical Investigation (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1983), 91. Other exemplary studies include: Marjorie Levinson, Wordsworth’s 
Great Period Poems: Four Essays (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986); Liu, Words
worth: The Sense of History; and Galperin, Return of the Visible.
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now understood as the result of culturally prescribed and prescriptive dis
courses. 12 From the long shadow of this transcendent psyche, recent eco
logical and object-oriented criticism seeks to recuperate the ontological 
status of Romantic objects and places, focusing on the moments when 
things do not work, when they confront or defy cognition and thus assert 
their own object-ness. 13 This effort has been largely successful, though it 
perpetuates the idea of an illusory aesthetic in Romanticism that tries to 
bridge but ultimately reaffirms the gap between subjects and material reali
ties. As Timothy Morton suggests, this aesthetic noise or blur results from 
the literature’s very effort to “shuffle[] subject and object back and forth so 
that we may think they have dissolved into each other. ” 14

But what if, underneath the undeniable metaphysical gloss, this shuffling 
turns out to be a deliberate, scientifically informed, and relatively accurate 
portrayal of cognitive becoming? Indeed, The Prelude offers what should be 
understood not as a grand illusion but as a cognitive realism, defined by an 
ontogenetic, anthropological, and sensationalist approach to mental devel
opment through material engagement. To establish the veracity of this cog
nitive realism and to help articulate the mental-material practices portrayed 
but otherwise unnamed, I will enlist a parallel development within recent 
cognitive studies. This development has been termed an externalist turn, a 
view of mental life as not autonomous from but rather entangled in the en
vironment. Such a perspective stems in part from evolutionary psychology: 
perceptual and cognitive processes must develop in and align with the mi
lieu in which the embodied mind operates. As such, the brain “develops in 
a way that complements the external structures, and learns to play its role 
within a unified, densely coupled system. ” 15 Within this coupled system, 
Andy Clark and David Chalmers argue, cognitive processes extend beyond 
the brain and body. They are distributed across external agents and sup-

12. For example, see Clifford Siskin, The Historicity of Romantic Discourse (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1988); Anne Mellor, Romanticism and Gender (London: Routledge, 1993); 
and Andrea Henderson, Romantic Identities: Varieties of Subjectivity, 1774-1830 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996). Henderson and Mellor explore alternative, marginal 
models for Romantic subjectivity based on diverse discourses in that era; yet, they also re
affirm mental transcendence and autonomy as essential features of the canonical Romantic 
self.

13. Bill Brown established this theme as fundamental to thing theory; see “Thing The
ory,” Critical Inquiry 28, no. 1 (2001): 4. Key examples of Romantic scholarship on material
ity or thing theory include Onno Oerlemans, Romanticism and the Materiality of Nature (To
ronto: University of Toronto Press, 2002); and Mary Jacobus, Romantic Things: A  Tree, a 
Rock, a Cloud (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012).

14. Morton, Ecology Without Nature (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), 
U -

15. Clark and Chalmers, “The Extended Mind,” Analysis 58, no. 1 (1998): 12.
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ports, such that other people, texts, and objects outside the headspace play 
an “active role . . .  in driving cognitive practices.” While external elements 
have their influence, so can humans “alter the world so as to aid and aug
ment cognitive processes. ” 16 Understandably, cognitive externalism may 
still smack of the supernatural to some readers. Even so, it has come to 
prominence in contemporary cognitive science and related studies: for in
stance, Keith Frankish and William Ramsey refer to extended cognition 
theory as “a glimpse of where things are heading in the discipline of cogni
tive science. ” 17

Influenced by extended mind theory and evolutionary psychology, cog
nitive approaches to archeology—often labeled material engagement the
ory (MET)—further demonstrate how material practices shape and partici
pate in cognitive processes. These theoretical approaches provide the 
humanities a more sophisticated apparatus for analyzing the “cognitive 
ecologies” in which humans operate, wherein “brains, bodies, and things 
play equal roles in the drama of cognitive becoming. ” 18 They also empha
size the historical aspect of this cognitive drama, as it is enmeshed in and 
develops through dynamic ecological settings that are themselves develop
ing historically. Cognitive literary studies has just begun to engage ex- 
temalism and MET so as to analyze these cognitive-material practices: I am 
aware of only three studies that take such an approach, none of which ex
plores material practices within narratives of mental development. 19 More 
often, literary studies have employed cognitive externalism in relation to 
linguistic or gestural practices,20 and this speaks to a larger trend in cogni-

16. Clark and Chalmers, “Extended Mind,” 8.
17. Frankish and Ramsey, “Introduction,” in Cambridge Handbook of Cognitive Science 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 3. The seminal article on extended mind 
theory by Clark and Chalmers has been one of the most cited articles in cognitive studies 
over the last two decades, with 2755 cites as of 24 January 2016, per Google Scholar.

18. Lambros Malafouris, How Things Shape the Mind: A Theory of Material Engagement 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2013), 2. Cognitive archeology and anthropology have proven 
an important extension of the post-processual movement (akin to post-structuralism in liter
ary studies). Several of post-processualism’s key advocates, including Ian Hodder and Colin 
Renfrew, have contributed significantly to material engagement theory.

19. See Ellen Spolsky’s “An Embodied View of Misunderstanding in MacbethPoetics To
day 32, no. 3 (2011): 489—520; Evelyn Tribble, Cognition in the Globe: Attention and Memory in 
Shakespeare’s Theatre (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011); and Nancy Easterlin, “The 
Functions of Literature and the Evolution of Extended Mind,” New Literary History 44, no 4 
(Autumn 2013): 661—82.

20. See, for example, Alan Palmer, “Storyworlds and Groups” in Introduction to Cognitive 
Cultural Studies (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), 184-86; and Glenda 
Sacks, “Leafy Houses and Acorn Kisses: J. M. Barrie’s Neverland Playground,” Cognitive Lit
erary Studies: Current Themes and New Directions (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2012),
222.
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tive literary studies, which maintains a post-structuralist preoccupation 
with language and discourse. Particularly in cognitive literary historicism, 
the physical environment is often mentioned but ultimately receives little 
critical attention.21 Thus, the role materiality plays in cognitive becoming 
on both individual and generational levels remains underexplored. Under- 
appreciated, too, is the potential for narratives of self-formation to docu
ment the ways of thinking that historical-material practices reify and 
engender.

Object Play, Knowledge, and Power

In Book $ of The Prelude, Wordsworth discloses an educational imperative 
that informs his larger narrative, an imperative steeped in the discourse and 
practice of object play. Typifying competing theories in education, Words
worth posits, on the one hand, a child who is “in learning and in books. . . 
a prodigy” and, on the other hand, “a race of real children . . . /  Mad at 
their sports like withered leaves in the wind” (5:319-20, 436, 440). A list of 
the prodigy’s deficiencies ensues, but the general distinction is that books, 
maps, optical equipment, and above all pedantic tutors who would 
“controul /  All accidents” mediate the prodigy’s experience at every turn 
(5:380—81). The prodigy does not directly engage the “unreasoning prog
ress of the world” or the “playthings” of “old Grandame Earth” (5:384, 
346—47). Both types of children use cultural artifacts to acquire informa
tion, but the “real children” learn from “books and Nature” and thus their 
knowledge is “not purchased with the loss of power!” (5:446-49; my em
phasis). The physical objects of an unscripted world, Wordsworth suggests, 
are instrumental to robust ideas and a vigorous mind, and The Prelude 
abounds with his autobiographical proof.

As Alan Richardson and Richard Gravil note, Wordsworth agreed 
strongly with rationalists and other educational theorists “regarding the pri
macy of the object world in early education.”22 Though identified, the 
object-play paradigm that Wordsworth adopts still requires analysis. Partic
ularly the question remains: how exactly do material practices engender 
knowledge formation, support cognitive play, and bolster mental power? 
Much of Wordsworth’s thinking on the epistemic nature of objects goes 
back to an empiricist focus on experience and sensation. Building on pre-

21. See, for example, Alan Richardson, Neural Sublime (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Uni
versity Press, 2010), 2-3; and Ellen Spolsky, “Cognitive Literary Historicism: A Response to 
Adler and Gross,” Poetics Today 24, no. 2 (Summer 2003): 161—83.

22. Richardson, Literature, Education, and Romanticism: Reading as Social Practice (Cam
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 60; Gravil, “ ‘Knowledge not purchased with the 
loss of Power’: Wordsworth, Pestalozzi and the ‘spots of time,’” European Romantic Review 8, 
no. 3 (1997): 234, 241.
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cedents set by John Comenius andjohn Locke,23 eighteenth-century theo
rists like Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Joseph Priestley, and Johann Pestalozzi 
continued to argue that instructors and tutors “diminish the powers of their 
children” when they teach them through words alone and not “through 
the discipline of actual encounter with real things.”24 A tangible object en
sures stable ideas, Priestley suggests, because it is “more sensibly felt and 
consequently makes a deeper impression” on the sensorial system.25 Sensi
bly felt objects also induce greater pleasure, especially during play, which 
can further motivate learning.26

By the end of the eighteenth century, the words “play” and “plaything” 
encapsulated for sensationalists and educational theorists the dynamic of 
material engagement, affective response, and cognitive growth. Erasmus 
Darwin’s Zoonomia (1794) proves exemplary, and essential to the present 
discussion as it shaped Wordsworth’s sense of an active yet interdependent 
mind.27 It also offers a view of mental development that anticipates aspects 
of externalism and MET. In the section on “The Production of Ideas,” 
Darwin turns to the importance of object play to mental formation. Much 
as “puppies seem to learn their ideas of figure principally by the lips in their 
mode of play,” so do children learn via “their lips” and “their fingers” ideas 
of figure, motion, time, place, space, and number.28 Objects not only en
gender ideas but also determine the “sensorial power” behind them, which 
exists in relation to the “sensation of pleasure and pain” those objects in
duced. Through repeated play, as well as more serious forms of material 
engagement, the mind learns to “associate^ by habit” ideas and sensations 
that the object provokes, and these associative clusters ultimately “affect 
our reasoning, and influence our actions.”29 Thus object engagement pro-

23. Locke, Some Thoughts Concerning Education (Boston: Gray & Bowen, 1830), 127. See 
also Comenius, Orbis Pictus, trans. Charles Hoole (London: 1777), xiv. So popular was 
Comenius’ work that it reached a twelfth English edition by 1777—this being the same edi
tion owned by Wordsworth; see Alan Hill, “Wordsworth, Comenius, and the Meaning of 
Education,” The Review of English Studies 26, no. 103 (1975): 304-5.

24. Pestalozzi, Pestalozzi’s Educational Writings, ed. J. A. Green (London, 1912), 19. See 
also Rousseau, Emile, or On Education (New York: 1909), 57, 52, 62.

25. Priesdey, Miscellaneous Observations Relating to Education (London, 1778), 5-
26. See, for instance, Comenius, Orbis Pictus, xvi; Locke, Concerning Education, 165—67, 

186-87.
27. See Alan Richardson, British Romanticism and the Science of the Mind (Cambridge: Cam

bridge University Press, 2001), 12-13. For a survey ofWordsworth’s interest in Zoonomia and 
the critical discussion of it, see Gavin Budge, Romanticism, Medicine, and the Natural Supernatu
ral: Transcendent Vision and Bodily Spectres, iySg-1852 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 
51—55-

28. Erasmus Darwin, Zoonomia, or the Laws of Organic Life (Philadelphia, 1818), 1:14.1—2.
29. Darwin, Zoonomia, 1:8.1.2; 1:11.2.3; 1:12.1.7; 1:8.3.2; 1:10.1.1—33.
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vides both the building blocks of knowledge and the blueprints for emer
gent cognitive patterns.

Object play proves an important touchstone for Darwin throughout 
Zoonomia, as it demonstrates the mind’s reliance on material engagement 
for epistemic outcomes and its dependence on “solidity” to effect such en
gagement. Enmeshed in material organs, nerves, and the brain, mental fac
ulties develop in ways analogous to the body: as with muscles, “due exer
cise of the faculties of the mind strengthens and improves those faculties. ” 30 

But also at stake in this, and I believe this is true for Wordsworth as well, is 
a dualistic, vitalistic, but at the same time mechanistic view of spirit and 
matter.31 For Darwin, “spirit” proves an umbrella term that includes 
“sensorial power” alongside electricity and gravitation. Spirit in all its forms 
possesses “the power to commence or produce motion” whereas matter is 
able to receive and communicate it. ” 32 Even ideas “consist of motions or 
configurations of solid fibres,” and depend on the sensorium’s physical 
form, through which sensorial power “communicates and receives motion 
from solid bodies.” Object play evinces for Darwin this economy of energy 
and motions that exists between brains, bodies, and things, and around this 
Darwin creates a paradigm at once metaphysical and biological. On a uni
versal scale, spirit finds its first cause in God and thus it is “ ‘in him we live 
and move’ on an individual scale, however, the value of material entan
glement is “ ‘not . . .  to discover the essences of things, but to acquaint us 
with the means of preserving our existence. ’ ” 33 In light of Darwin’s para
digm, Romantic scholarship has been too preoccupied with the metaphysi
cal gloss of “a motion and a spirit,” overlooking a concomitant scientific 
understanding of material practices as drivers for cognitive becoming. From 
Hartman to Morton, Romantic nature has been read either “as a substance, 
as a squishy thing in itself, or as essence, as an abstract principle that tran
scends the material realm. ” 34 A more accurate account may be that Ro
mantic poets and scientists alike conceived of nature as the coupled condi
tion of spirit and matter.

In relief to Darwin’s sensationalist psychology and the object-play para
digm at large, we can more fully appreciate Wordsworth’s sense of the on
going reciprocation between humans and things, the economy of pain and 
pleasure involved, and the knowledge and mental power ultimately cre-

30. Darwin, Zoonomia, 1:14.2.2—2.5; 1:3.5.3.
31. Richardson similarly places Wordsworth amongst Hardey, Darwin, and other “mate

rial vitalists,” though he only gestures toward the entanglement of mind and materiality im
plied by this term; see British Romanticism and the Science of the Mind, 69.

32. Darwin, Zoonomia, 1:1.
33. Darwin, Zoonomia, 1:14.1.
34. Morton, Ecology, 16.
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ated. This ongoing reciprocation begins with birth, and Wordsworth pro
vides a strongly sensationalist account of the infant’s introduction to the 
object world via the mother.35 Her embodied form offers the new mind 
“the first trial of its powers,” as its faculties must combine “[i]n one appear
ance all the elements /  And parts of the same object, else detached /  And 
loth to coalesce” (2:245—254). As in Darwin’s account, the object’s qualities 
appear unified due to the mind’s efforts to reconcile them; in this and other 
ways mental faculties prove at once active and externally dependent.36 The 
mind is, as Wordsworth puts it, a “creator and receiver both, /  Working 
but in alliance with the works /  Which it beholds” (2:273—75). This is not 
a point zero for a progress toward mental transcendence; rather it estab
lishes the mind as born into a densely coupled relationship—an alliance— 
with the external world, wherein the mind shapes the objects it perceives 
and is in turn shaped by the habitual practices of association. Another Dar
winian implication can be found in the mind’s efforts to reconcile 
“ [discordant elements,” as Wordsworth terms it earlier, which exercises 
and strengthens mental faculties (1:354). Encouraged by the affective-rich 
experience with the mother, the child explores surrounding objects, caus
ing his “faculties” to be “quickened” and made “more vigorous” (2:250- 
53). Empowered in this way, the infant’s “mind spreads, /  Tenacious of the 
forms which he receives” (2:253—54). Thus begins the ongoing action and 
reaction between mind and objects that occurs throughout The Prelude.

Wordsworth dedicates much of his narrative to the mental boon of his 
early engagement with material nature. Evocative of Darwin’s economy of 
spirit and matter, Wordsworth acknowledges the “spirit of the universe” as 
that which gives “everlasting motion” to external “forms” as well as inter
nal “images.” To Wordsworth’s benefit this universal energy “inter
twine^]” his “passions”—the affective drivers of mental growth—with the 
“high objects” and “enduring things” of “Nature” (1:428—37). Throughout 
Book 1 and elsewhere, he enumerates his “playmate[s]” of nature, whose 
distinct features or “lineaments” became “depicted on the brain” and “ha
bitually dear” (1:290, 628-29, 638). In line with eighteenth-century sen
sationalists, Wordsworth suggests here that the related qualities of solid
ity, distinctness, and endurance prove beneficial to ideation and mental 
growth. Natural forms can also be “changeful,” which gives “movement to

35. Richardson also correlates Wordsworth’s account of “infant sensibility” with Darwin’s 
“organic sensibility,” though less apparent is the role of objects in mental development; see 
British Romanticism and the Science of Mind, 66-67. See also Noel Jackson, Science and Sensation 
in Romantic Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 71-72. For critical agree
ment on the mother as introductory object, see Gravil, “Wordsworth, Pestalozzi,” 239-42; 
and Richardson, Literature, Romanticism, Education, 35.

36. Darwin, Zoonomia, 1:3.1-3; 1:12.2.
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the thoughts” as well as a strong sense of “order and relation” (7:727-30). 
Throughout, the poet stresses not the essences but the tangible qualities of 
natural objects as the shapers of mental life. Their “permanent relations” 
yet “manifold distinctions” encourage the development of superior 
perceptual-cognitive abilities: in time he comes to perceive “difference . . . 
where to the common eye /  No difference is” (2:312—20). Complimenta- 
rily, he also observes “affinities /  In objects where no brotherhood exists /  
To common minds” (2:403—5). These mental abilities correlate to a class of 
association termed “resemblance,” and as Darwin notes, “ [tjhose who have 
connected a great class of ideas of resemblance, possess the source of the or
naments of poetry.”37

In narrating the Growth of a Poet’s Mind, then, Wordsworth utilizes the 
educational and sensationalist perspective of object play, while turning it 
away from the structured nursery or classroom and toward a more organic 
environment. An early education via nature is more valuable, Wordsworth 
suggests, because of the object qualities and mental affordances noted 
above, but also because these objects exist within an “unreasoning” milieu. 
In ways that anticipate the urban experience, this unscripted aspect tests the 
mind’s coupled relationship with the material world, and valuably so. In 
the ominous scene at Black Crag, for one example, the sudden appearance 
of the mighty form creates a cognitive disjunction, or “blank desertion, ” in 
the young poet’s mind (1:422). Such “chance collisions and quaint acci
dents” leave behind dim, latent notions that are “not . . . profitless” but 
rather “doomed to sleep /  Until mature seasons called them forth /  To im
pregnate and to elevate the mind” (1:617, 622-24). As Mary Jacobus sug
gests, we must recognize in Romantic literature a capacity “to think 
through [a thing’s] very resistance to our attempts at co-option.”38 Such re
sistance often leads to a new recognition of the material world, which is 
Jacobus’s ultimate point, but so does the Black Crag scene suggest the pro
ductive ways in which the alliance of mind and world is challenged.

Engagement with unscripted nature is a complicated affair, and it is one 
that Wordsworth complicates further through repeated inclusion of human 
artifacts. From boats to ice skates, from signboards to books, human-made 
objects regularly shape Wordsworth’s engagement with nature. O f course, 
Wordsworth’s educational imperative in Book 5 announces nature’s insuf
ficiency, as the poet’s imaginative play requires books as well. Interestingly, 
this particular kind of imaginative play incorporates both rationalist object 
play and the kind of fantastic thinking that rationalists eschewed.

Maria Edgeworth’s chapter on “Toys” in Practical Education (1798),

37. Darwin, Zoonomia, 1:10.3.3.
38. Jacobus, Romantic Things, 4. I have in mind, too, Oerlemans’s sense that Romantic 

criticism perpetuates a “necessary interdependence of the material and consciousness” that is 
so harmonious it makes the latter primary and obviates the former (38).
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which Wordsworth is believed to have read,39 epitomizes the rationalist 
perspective. Edgeworth argues that developing children require “things 
which exercise their senses or their imagination,” objects that can be 
grasped safely and put in the mouth, including “round ivory or wooden 
sticks” as well as “square and circular bits of wood, balls, cubes, and trian
gles.”40 Significantly, she describes object play as akin to “trying experi
ments,” and similar to MET, objects in Edgeworth’s treatment do not rep
resent information but rather participate constituently in knowledge 
production.41 For instance, she urges parents to not “break the course of 
[the child’s] ideas” by taking the object away from them, suggesting how 
cognition can break down without a material object to support it.42 While 
only a passing anecdote, this practice exemplifies the material substantiation 
of ideas and how such substantiation supports cognitive processes that are 
too dynamic or sophisticated for interior resources alone, a practice re
ferred to as anchoring by cognitive theorists.43 Even more evocative of the 
ways in which material practices facilitate cognition—what Clark and 
Chalmers call episemtic actions44—Edgeworth goes on to suggest that by 
“putting things into different situations” children can acquire new informa
tion about them.45 Edgeworth continues to develop this sense of epistemic 
rearrangement in her discussion of the curiosity cabinet, to which I will re
turn later.

Similar cognitive-material dynamics appear in Wordsworth’s discussion 
of “books and Nature,” which he pairs with Rousseau’s sense of how 
“fancy . . . lends ornament to real objects” and thereby lends additional af
fective pleasure to material engagement.46 Over the last two hundred lines 
of Book 5, Wordsworth depicts this imaginative play in practice. He tells 
how a romance he read became “a spirit hallowing” a real scene he en
countered by happenstance (5:478); other times, the physical world seems 
but “potter’s clay” to flights of imagination (5:555); but ultimately Words
worth sees how “form and substances are circumfused” by human thought 
(5:625). He returns to this theme in Book 8, now describing with reversed

39. See Duncan Wu, Wordsworth’s Reading 1770-1799, vol 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1993), 158; see also Richardson, Literature, Education and Romanticism, 52- 
62.

40. Edgeworth, “Toys,” Practical Education (New York, 1801), 1:2, 5.
41. For a discussion of how objects substantiate meaning through participation rather than 

stand for concepts through linguistic equivalence, see Malafouris, How Things Shape the Mind, 
96-97.

42. Edgeworth, “Toys,” 1:8.
43. Edwin Hutchins, “Material Anchors for Conceptual Blends,” Journal of Pragmatics 37 

(2005): 1562.
44. Clark and Chalmers, “Extended Mind,” 8.
45. Edgeworth, “Toys,” 1:9.
46. Rousseau, Emile, 121.
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agency how “Nature and her objects beautified” the stories and verses 
he read as a child (8:523-24). Both Book 5 and 8 portray the kind of cogni
tive blending that Mark Bruhn sees as essential to Wordsworth’s imagin
ative practices47—that is, the mind’s projection of two inputs into a single, 
blended concept so as to create meaning through their resemblance. But 
Book 8 places new emphasis on the material object’s function to “stabilize 
the conceptual blend,” as Edwin Hutchins describes it.48 To the poet, na
ture’s playthings offer “forms distinct” that can “steady” his imaginary con
cepts, such that these “thoughts did oft revolve /  About some centre palpa
ble” (8:598-600). Far from solipsism or idealism, these lines suggest 
the integral roles of physical objects and cultural artifacts, like books, in 
dynamic cognitive play. Furthermore, they exemplify what Lambros Mala- 
fouris describes as “the complex ‘cognitive ecologies’ of material engage
ment,” wherein external agents participate meaningfully in a networked 
process of cognition.49

O f course, Wordsworth’s return to this imaginative play in Book 8 is not 
happenstance. Rather, he demonstrates the cognitive network of mind, 
books, and material nature to set up the imminent discussion of the urban 
sphere. This is not to suggest that Wordsworth views the rural and ur
ban sphere as the same: they have different qualities that lend themselves 
to different cognitive outcomes. Juxtaposing enduring nature with the 
ever-shifting cityscape, Wordsworth describes urban experience as “end
less dreams /  O f sickness, disjoining, joining things” if it is experienced 
“ [wjithout the hght of knowledge” (8:608-10). This pattern of urban cri
tique followed by qualification will be seen again, but at present the inevi
table question is, to what knowledge is Wordsworth referring? The likely 
answer: knowledge that he has been subtly and progressively reveahng thus 
far. Knowledge that becomes apparent only later, after his epiphanic “con
ception” of London, where he claims:

the external universe,
By striking upon what is found within,
Had given me this conception, with the help 
O f books and what they picture and record.

(8:766-79)

The realization here is self-reflexive: the conception of London results 
from and regards the cross-influences of agents within a cognitive network, 
what Wordsworth describes elsewhere as “an ennobling interchange /  O f

47. Bruhn, “Romanticism and the Cognitive Science of Imagination,” Studies in Romanti
cism 48, no 4 (Winter 2009): 543-64.

48. Hutchins, “Material Anchors,” 1556-67; see also Malafouris, How Things Shape the 
Mind, 98-99.

49. Malafouris, How Things Shape the Mind, 5.



W O R D S W O R T H  A N D  R O M A N T IC  M A T T E R 571

action from within and from without” (12:376—77). What Wordsworth 
conceives in London—and what Book 8 has primed—is that the cognitive 
network of mind, earth, and book is manifest in the very fabric of the city.

“Never shall I forget the hour,” the poet declares, when he first traveled 
through the labyrinthine streets of London (8:689-93). Taking in the “vul
gar men about me, vulgar forms /  O f houses, pavement, streets, of men 
and things, /  Mean shapes on every side” (8:695—97), Wordsworth feels not 
sickness but rather exclaims: “great God! /  That aught external to the living 
mind /  Should have such mighty sway” (8:700—702). Certainly, depictions 
of external influence on mental life pervade The Prelude; yet, in this mo
ment the diegetic poet either discovers this principle for the first time or 
comes to a more profound sense of it. How else to read his astonishment? 
Or the fact that his younger self cannot fully cognize it but rather feels it 
ambiguously as “a weight of ages . . . weight and power, /  Power growing 
with the weight” and then only as “a blank sense of greatness passed away” 
(8:703, 705-6, 744)?

Here, Wordsworth detours geographically and narratively to a discussion 
of Yordas cavern so as to refract this “blank sense.” Noting the optical illu
sion created by the cavern’s dim ceiling, scholars often read this scene as 
flaunting the independence of imagination—Keith Thomas even suggests 
that it “de-ontologizes epistemology.”50 However, quite the opposite is the 
case. The momentous realization occurs once the eyes adjust, once the illu
sion is gone and the cavern walls are “in perfect view /  Exposed, and life
less as a written book” (8:726—27). Now “all its surfaces, with all colours 
streaming” are seen to “embodyf] everywhere some pressure /  Or image, 
recognized or new, some type /  Or picture” (8:733—37). As Catherine 
Rigby points out, Wordsworth now realizes what kind of book is before 
him: historical landscapes literally pressed into multi-colored stratum.51 I 
should emphasize, too, that this book of deep geological time is not just 
legible in but also substantiated by the rock wall. Extrapolated to London, 
Wordsworth realizes a similar ontology of meaning in the material layering 
of the cityscape, which he somatically feels as a “weight of ages.”

Though similar in this regard, London has a significant difference: it is 
not another lifeless book but one replete with vitality. The “vast metropo
lis,” Wordsworth explains, is a “chronicle” of human “passions,” at once 
then “burial-place” and their “chief living residence” (8:746, 749-51). In 
one sense, the city is an index of past feeling and activity: every object, 
every stone of the city provides Wordsworth with “a sense /  O f what had

50. Thomas, Wordsworth and Philosophy: Empiricism and Transcendentalism in the Poetry (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1989), 1x3. See also Jacobus, “Wordsworth and the 
Language of the Dream,” 629-30; and Jones, “Absorbing Hesitation,” 372.

51. Rigby, Topographies o f the Sacred: The Poetics o f Place in European Romanticism (Char
lottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2004), 253—54.
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been here done, and suffered here /  Through ages” (8:781-84). In another 
sense, the city enables the growth of human thought and desire, and as 
such proves “ [t]he fountain of my country’s destiny” (8:747). Recognizing 
passions materialized, those materials effecting sensations for the poet to 
feel, Wordsworth realizes a Darwinian economy of matter, motions, and 
spirit. And in turn, he begins to see that “human nature”—defined by pas
sions, thought, and activity—is not a “punctual presence” of individuality, 
but is rather immanent throughout the built environment: “a spirit /  
Living in time and space, and far diffused” (8:761, 63—64). Neither does 
mental power transcend the material nor does materiality exist beyond 
the mind. Rather, Wordsworth considers the city as a cognitive archeolo
gist might or as a poet should: its form comprises the ongoing actions and 
reactions of humans and objects, suggesting how human development is 
enmeshed in collective forms of material engagement.

If Wordsworth finds that “the most dramatic document of the history 
and power of the human mind is the earth itself,” as Alan Bewell suggests,52 
then it is the built environment, not the cultivated country, that most dra
matically documents it. In the city as much as in the rural sphere, Words
worth recognizes a progress wherein the shaping of topography has its re
ciprocal cognitive influence, an ongoing progress from sublimity to beauty, 
from vulgarity to refinement.53 More so than the country, though, the city 
epitomizes the blended might of mind and materiality and how that blend 
stimulates further mental growth. That is London’s “mighty sway.” It 
makes plain to the poet the externalization of human spirit or sensorial 
power via material practices, resulting in a historically, affectively, 
epistemologically enriched environment. Amid these “strong sensations 
teeming . . . /  O f past and present,” Wordsworth claims,

I sought not then
Knowledge but craved power—and power I found 
In all things. Nothing had a circumscribed 
And narrow influence; but all objects, being 
Themselves capacious, also found in me 
Capaciousness and amplitude of mind— .

(8 :753-59)

Initially difficult to process, the urban sphere ultimately exercises the poet’s 
imagination, which swells much like the infant’s had when first discovering

52. Bewell, Wordsworth and the Enlightenment: Nature, Man, and Society in Experimental Po
etry (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), 241. Karl Kroeber similarly argues for the in
terdependence of mind and materiality in Wordsworth’s writing, but focuses exclusively on 
the rural sphere; see Ecological Literary Criticism: Romantic Imagining and the Biology o f Mind. 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 89.

53. Bewell, Wordsworth and the Enlightenment, 273—74.



W O R D S W O R T H  AND R O M A N T IC  M A TTER 573

the object world. In the metropolis, Wordsworth explains, his imagination 
found “an element that pleased her, tried her strength /  Among new ob
jects, simplified, arranged, /  Impregnated my knowledge, made it live— ” 
(8:797—99). As the cognitive network of books and nature had for the 
child, so does London promote for the mature poet—through the capa
ciousness of individual objects, or through the arrangement of many—-a vi
talized knowledge and an empowered mind.

The Cabinet, the City, and Cognitive Structures

In Book 8, London proves a structure at once external and epistemic, of
fering the poet new objects, the possibility for arrangement, and thereby 
mental exercise. With this image of the city squarely in view, I want to 
turn to Wordsworth’s depiction of Cambridge, where he resided around 
the time of his first trip to London54:

Carelessly
I gazed, roving as through a cabinet 
Or wide museum, thronged with fishes, gems 
Birds, crocodiles, shells, where little can be seen,
Well understood, or naturally endeared,
Yet still does every step bring something forth
That quickens, pleases, stings—and here and there
A casual rarity is singled out
And has its brief perusal, then gives way
To others, all supplanted in their turn.
Meanwhile, amid this gaudy congress framed 
O f things by nature most unneighbourly,
The head turns round, and cannot right itself;
And though an aching and a barren sense 
O f gay confusion still be uppermost,
With few wise longings and but little love,
Yet something to the memory sticks at last 
Whence profit may be drawn in times to come.

(3:651-68)

While Richard Altick recognizes in eighteenth-century cabinets and other 
London exhibits a “means by which the mind and imagination could be 
exercised,” he identifies in the above passage a fatigued response to diver
sity without order, a particular “affliction of urban life” that Sophie 
Thomas also observes.55 Underscoring an overlap between thing theory

54. Kenneth Johnston, The Hidden Wordsworth: Poet, Lover, Rebel, Spy (New York: 
Norton, 1998), 132-33.

55. Altick, The Shows of London (London: Belknap Press 1978), 1, 33. Thomas, ‘“ Things
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and urban studies, the “unruly” city epitomizes for Thomas the capacity of 
things to assert their object-ness via cognitive dissonance. And yet, Words
worth’s reference to a quickened and pleased mind as well as latent 
epistemic profit invokes the same language found in prior discussions of in
fant sensibility and Black Crag. That is, he presents not fatigue or apathy 
but a similar example of mental growth through a sportive engagement 
with external complexities.

We should also take into consideration the curiosity cabinet’s intended 
purpose: an epistemic tool designed to be thought through. According to 
Joy Kenseth, the cabinet allowed scholars to gather heterogeneous objects 
of naturalia and artifidalia so as to “investigate, comprehend, and docu
ment.”56 As a number of essays in The Origins of Museums (1985) make 
plain, cabinets were widely used in the seventeenth and eighteenth century 
for the purpose of teaching science. The collections allowed students to 
learn from physical specimens, and they provided necessary materials for 
scholarly efforts at classification and theorization. John Woodward’s re
search in natural history, for instance, relied on his own cabinet collection, 
which was bequeathed to Cambridge University in 1728 and likely inspired 
Wordsworth’s figuration of the urban sphere as cabinet.57 While important 
to knowledge formation, educators also saw the cabinet as a means to train 
mental processes in children. In her chapter on “Toys,” and continuing her 
discussion of object arrangement, Edgeworth argues that children should 
have “cabinets . . . filled with their own collections” so as to help them 
“acquire a taste for order.” This means not a strict following of prescriptive 
classifications but a self-directed exercise of mental faculties, as the child 
creates his or her own system of relation.58

By the turn of the nineteenth century, the cabinet was well known as a 
cognitive apparatus through which one could cultivate knowledge and 
mental habits. Through accidental and intentional arrangements, the cabi
net’s structure supplemented mental processes as it “enabled [the collector] 
to make associations,”59 an apt example of the epistemic actions integral to 
externalist cognition. So Cambridge and London allow Wordsworth 
to make new associations through the arrangement of new, myriad objects.

on holiday’: Collections, Museums, and the Poetics of Unruliness,” European Romantic Re
view 20, no. 2 (2009): 170-71.

56. Kenseth, “ ‘A World of Wonders in One Closet Shut,’ ” in The Age of the Marvelous 
(Hanover: Dartmouth College Press, 1991), 85.

57. Arthur MacGregor, “The Cabinet o f Curiosities in Seventeenth-Century Britain,” in 
The Origins of Museums: The Cabinet of Curiosities in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century Europe 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), 147-58.

58. Edgeworth, “Toys,” 1:27.
59. Kenseth, “A World of Wonders,” 97.



W O R D S W O R T H  A N D  R O M A N T IC  M A T T E R 575

And if this “gaudy congress” in the urban cabinet presents apparent disor
der, it continues rather than deviates from the unreasoning progress of 
nature, which had previously taught the poet to identify “affinities /  In 
objects where no brotherhood exists /  To common minds” (2:403—5).

The figuration of the city as cabinet continues in Book 7, where Words
worth builds on the description of London he had already penned for 
Book 8. In this way, Book 8 proves both the point of departure for and in
evitable conclusion to the more ambivalent treatment of the city in 
Book 7. In the latter case, Wordsworth does more to situate the blended 
progress of mind and city within the historical moment of the 1790s, al
lowing him to address its cognitive affordances as well as its remaining 
deficiencies. The poet begins Book 7 by noting St Paul, Westminster, and 
the city’s “other wonders” (7:127—35). Turning to the Strand, he finds a 
cabinet magnified and set in motion: “moving things,” “dazzling wares,” 
“allegoric shapes,” and sculpted “physiognomies of real men” abound, 
abut, and whirl about (7:158, 173, 179-80). In addition to artificialia, the 
built space of stalls, shops, streets, and shows include “all specimens of 
man” and “wild beasts . . . from all climes” (7:236, 246-47). Adopting a 
playful mood as much as a collector’s mentality over the first 500 lines of 
Book 7,60 Wordsworth echoes his earlier sport in nature, as he lives “cheer
fully abroad /  With fancy on the stir from day to day /  And all my young 
affections out of doors” (7:78—80).

Wordsworth’s positive affectivity, along with his proper education, 
primes him to gain mental value from his urban exploration. As in Book 8, 
he states explicitly the productive stimulation he finds in even the most 
motley of city scenes:

Through the night,
Between the show, and many-headed mass 
O f the spectators, and each little nook 
That had its fray or brawl, how eagerly 
And with what flashes, as it were, the mind 
Turned this way, that way—sportive and alert 
And watchful, as a kitten when at play,
While winds are blowing round her, among grass 
And rustling leaves.

(7:466-74)

Here, Wordsworth conjoins the imagery and language of the Cambridge 
cabinet and the sportive race of real children, all while echoing Darwin’s

60. Gassenmeier and Gurr similarly describe these lines as “enthusiastic” (“Experience of 
the City,” 310).
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own tendency to discuss mental development in relation to the play of 
puppies and kittens.61 The natural imagery suggests that, even amid the 
brawling men and bawdy women, this visual form of object play remains a 
healthful and productive activity. Only here, the environment provides 
a more complex framework of objects and ideas, a trial for the sportive 
mind to ply its strength.

Among other artifacts and technologies, optical equipment held an im
portant place in many eighteenth-century curio cabinets,62 serving a pur
pose comparable to the visual technologies in Book 7: to effect epistemic 
gains via new ways of seeing. A number of critics have suggested the in
structional role of visual technologies in The Prelude: Ross King, James 
Chandler and Kevin Gilmartin, Jennifer Jones, Mark Bruhn, and Tanya 
Agathocleous all discuss visual technologies in Book 7 and Wordsworth’s 
cooption of their mimetic modalities.63 Bruhn in particular explores how 
visual technologies bring Wordsworth to a self-awareness of imaginative 
practices, especially those involving spatial reconceptualization or rear
rangement of images.64 My own interest lies in something fundamental to 
Bruhn’s analysis—and all the analyses above—but not explored explicitly 
or at length: how Wordsworth’s visual technologies exemplify the capacity 
of material culture to influence new ways of thinking, including meta- 
cognitive strategies. These visual technologies provide a framework by 
which Wordsworth analyzes the mind’s active use of external structures in 
its perceptual, epistemic, and imaginative processes. That is, visual technol
ogies provide a framework for understanding cognitive processes that 
Wordsworth then employs and further develops in his continued engage
ment with the urban cabinet.

The pantomime and eidophusikon are especially apt examples, as they 
evoke the fundamental practices of the active mind as Wordsworth and 
Darwin understood it. Both visual technologies involved a layering of fig
ures, transparencies, lighting, and backdrops so as to create a life-like, 
three-dimensional, and dynamic landscape. In Wordsworth’s own words, 
the movements of “living men” and music supplemented the “shifting 
pantomimic scenes,” all of which “[tjogether joined their multifarious aid /  
To heighten the allurement” (7:282-85). By disjoining the components of 
the scenes into distinct layers, these technologies stratified the elements that 
otherwise constituted a holistic visual experience. That is, they reify the 
mind’s own efforts to “combine /  In one appearance all the elements /  
And parts of the same object” (2:247-49). In creating scenes through

61. See, for instance, Darwin, Zoonomia, 1:10.2.1; 1:12.2.1; 1:16.8.4.
62. Kenseth, “A World of Wonders,” 94.
63. See footnote 3.
64. Bruhn, “Cognition and Representation in Wordsworth’s London,” 161, 169-71.
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multifarious aid, the visual technology inspires a way to frame and analyze 
the layers of perceptual and cognitive processes behind one’s experience 
of the external world.

In subsequent theater scenes, Wordsworth portrays these processes with 
new self-awareness, which is dramatized through repeated acts of stratifying 
the blended layers of imagination, memory, and perception. When watch
ing the play “The Maid of Buttermere,” Wordsworth experiences a cogni
tive blend similar to that between natural objects and romance tales of 
Book 8, though here the “sundry forms” of the theatrical production are 
blended with his memory of the real life “Maid,” Mary Robinson, and the 
environs they once shared (7:348—49). The recognition is one of discor
dance amidst resemblance, wherein degraded forms of the present scene 
both portray and affront the memory. This line of thinking continues into 
another theater, where Wordsworth comes to his first diegetic recognition 
of the mind as both creator and receiver. Here, Wordsworth becomes sud
denly aware of the discordance between the “beauteous world” of the play 
he imagines and the “gross realities” of the present production, which 
“made” him “recognize /  As by a glimpse, the things which I had shaped /  
And yet not shaped” (7:509—11, 513—15). I stress “made” as it affirms a real
ization in situ, not one offered by the autobiographical poet as in Books 2, 
5, and 8. The difference is significant, as it suggests that Wordsworth’s ur
ban experience helped shape the philosophy of mind that would then in
form his discussion of infant sensibility and childhood engagement with 
books and nature.

Like the cognitive ecology of books and nature, so does this engagement 
with the pantomime and theater scenes demonstrate how metacognition is 
born, like thinking itself, “from contextualized processes that take place 
‘between’ brains, bodies, and things.”65 A heuristic tool within the urban 
cabinet, visual technologies offer a lens by which to understand the layer
ing of cognition at stake in a complex milieu, a framework through which 
to visualize the mind’s “Invisible workmanship that reconciles /  Discordant 
elements and makes them move /  In one society” (1:353—55). The se
quence culminates in the Blind Beggar scene and another realization about 
what the mind does and does not shape. Here we find another instance of 
discordant layering between the “second sight procession” initiated by 
passersby and the static beggar (7:602). Scholars have argued for a sudden 
rejection of the empiricist view of knowledge formation and a resultant 
shift toward idealism.66 It is easy to understand why, as Wordsworth’s

65. Malafouris, How Things Shape the Mind, 77—78, 193.
66. See, for example, Thomas, Wordsworth and Philosophy, 144; and Gassenmeier and Gurr, 

“Experience of the City,” 313.
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glimpse of the beggar’s “sightless eyes” causes him to feel as though 
“admonished from another world” (7:622-23). Furthermore, as Charles 
Rzepka suggests, the beggar appears as a specimen within the wunderkammer 
of London as he is “propped against a wall” with a “written paper” on his 
chest (7:613—14).'67 And as Wordsworth finds that label insufficient for the 
beggar’s obscure meaning, the scene reads like an indictment of the urban 
cabinet and the empiricist epistemology that informs it.

Critics, too, have had a difficult time identifying the beggar’s meaning,68 
though they regularly take note of the sensorial/imaginative structure of 
the scene. Perhaps Wordsworth is also more concerned with these epi- 
stemic structures than the meaning they afford, as suggested in the 
metacognitive reflection that follows the scene:

Though reared upon the base of outward things,
These chiefly are such structures as the mind 
Builds for itself. Scenes different there are—
Full-formed—which take, with small internal help,
Possession of the faculties.

(7:624-28)

While Wordsworth champions mental agency here, the passage elucidates 
what he has depicted over the last few hundred lines: external scenes, arti
facts, and technologies can engender mental structures—concepts, associa
tions, logics—which the mind can then manipulate and build upon. Such 
manipulation and building occurs not through mental agency alone, how
ever, but by applying those mental structures to other external scenes.

As with the cabinet, the city does not offer inherent order or meaning. 
Instead, it offers structures that the individual can use to create their own 
sense of order, their own meaning. In this, urban scenes present not a crisis 
to mental progress but a medium for it. The discussion of Bartholomew 
Fair largely reenacts the apparent crisis of the Blind Beggar scene but with
holds (as it prepares for) the realization in the urban climax of Book 8.69 O f 
course, Bartholomew Fair proves “a hell /  For eyes and ears” that under
mines the “creative powers of man” and causes “blank confusion” (7:659- 
60, 655, 696). It is a chaotic cabinet that in its “every nook” contains “[a] 11 
moveables of wonder from all parts” (7:663, 680), and in the “perpetual 
flow /  O f trivial objects” even the “highest minds” can find “no law, no 
meaning, and no end” (7:702—6). These are the lines that critics cite when

67. See Rzepka, “To Be a Thing: Wordsworth’s ‘A slumber did my spirit seal’ and the 
Paradox of Corporealization,” Wordsworth Circle 39, no. 1—2 (2008): 58.

68. See Bruhn, “Cognition and Representation in Wordsworth’s London,” 176.
69. Agathocleous, among others, makes a similar observation that Book 8 restores what 

the crisis in Book 7 undermines (Urban Realism, 98).
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making the case for London as mental hell, and yet, what Wordsworth de
scribes here is the experience of common minds, even great minds, but not 
his own. If the fair proves “an unmanageable sight” to most, it is “not 
wholly so to him” who has been trained to identify “among least things” 
an “under-sense of greatest” or who sees “the parts, /  As parts, but with a 
feeling of the whole” (7:709-13). The talent to identify both difference and 
brotherhood amid unruly things is precisely what Wordsworth has gained 
from the “widely different modes /  O f education” portrayed throughout 
The Prelude (7:715—16).

Furthermore, Bartholomew Fair becomes yet another instance of 
Wordsworth’s application of urban “structures” to other scenes, even as its 
structure becomes naturalized through the Flelvellyn fair of Book 8. Chan
dler and Gilmartin have referred to this habit as a “mutual projection” 
where “the patterns of the city and those of the country begin to shape 
each other. ”70 Beneath this trafficking of aesthetics, though, is an underly
ing cognitive-material practice that Wordsworth identifies and employs in 
Book 7, wherein the poet coopts mental structures from outward things 
and then augments them through subsequent acts of material engagement. 
Perhaps the most significant instance can be seen in his first crossing into 
London in the winter of 1788-1789 (Book 8) and his crossing of Simplon 
Pass about a year later (Book 6).71 Despite the contrast of their empiricist 
and idealist meanings, so similar are the contextual-mental structures of 
these two epiphanic, threshold moments that Wordsworth wrote the re
fracting Yordas Cavern excerpt for Simplon and moved it to London.72 In 
turn, the Simplon Pass experience is echoed in the threshold experience at 
Carousel Square in Paris.73 And all of this reworking of Wordsworth’s 
philosophical thought through subsequent instances of material engage
ment culminates at the threshold moment of Mount Snowdon. The actual 
ascent of Snowdon, of course, occurred on the heels of Wordsworth’s 1791 
London residence.74 Both locales demonstrate to the poet the “blended 
might” of mind and world, and put in critical proximity and temporal or
der, it is difficult not to read Snowdon as an echo of what London more 
clearly exhibits—a collective “spirit” moving and living through the mate
rial world.

The point I am making, ultimately, is that while Wordsworth’s autobio-

70. Chandler and Gilmartin, “Introduction,” 3.
71. Johnston, Hidden Wordsworth, 133.
72. See Jones, “Absorbing Hesitation,” 369. David Miall similarly suggests that the Yordas 

Cavern highlights the pattern that both moments share; see “The Alps Deferred: Words
worth at the Simplon Pass,” European Romantic Review 9, no. 1 (1998): 93.

73. See Liu, Sense of History, 32-34.
74. Johnston, Hidden Wordsworth, 264—66.
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graphical history places his rural upbringing in a position to inform his ur
ban experience, the poet’s urban experience also appears to crystalize his 
understanding of material practices as catalytic to knowledge formation and 
mental power. At stake, too, are intertwined progressions: the growth of 
the individual mind and the modernization of the historical-material con
text in which that growth occurs. Like Clark and Chalmers’s world- 
coupled mind, so does Wordsworth’s develop “in a way that complements 
the external structures,” coopting the city’s ever-evolving material- 
ideational matrix into new modes of thought. This is the reality of cogni
tion, as Wordsworth learns from the cross-influences of eighteenth-century 
theory, material practices, and urban experience; and this is the cognitive 
realism in which he grounds his narrative of mental growth.
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