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Grave Livers: On THe MOdern eLeMenT in 
WOrdsWOrTH, arnOLd, and Warner

by OrTWin de Graef

Our society is probably destined to become much more democratic; 
who or what will give a high tone to the nation then? That is the 
grave question.

—Matthew arnold, “democracy”1

i.

One way to continue thinking about the modern is by casting it as 
a condition of enforced representational responsibility: a human being 
feels called upon to represent what in this representation figures as 
its condition: its world, the whole messy mass of it suddenly requiring 
representation beyond its being already there—beyond mere tran-
scription, that is, it requires re-inscription. The point of this feeling 
of feeling called upon is that there is no call, only the sense that there 
is a call for it, and that sense itself is what performs and is performed 
in the representations of the modern. 

The sense of enforcement attending modern representational prac-
tice derives from the perception of the absence, or the loss, of an agent 
properly in charge of representation—let us say, to cut an extremely 
long story short, the absence, or the loss, or the disappearance of God. 
in whatever condition precedes, or follows, or indeed accompanies 
the modern condition as its other, this now unavailable agent-function 
controls representation by redeeming it from its original and ultimate 
condition of extremity: its condition as material inscription constitu-
tive of history as the transmission of dead data, data which are indeed 
strictly speaking gifts in the sense that they interrupt the restricted 
economy of reproduction in which production and reception collapse 
into the one logic of life. indulging in a little fantasy philosophy of 
unnatural history (or human cultural evolution), let us say that the 
agent-function (OK, God) is the entity whose presence is represented 
as transcending representation in order to deliver representation from 
its constitutive extremity, and that the modern is the predicament in 
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which that post-representational representation (of God) suffers ero-
sion and is returned to its original non-nature. 

in a wonderful essay, which is not without resemblance to samuel 
Taylor Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria, partly in that it prefaces a 
book that never quite got written, alan Liu imagines William Word-
sworth with his hands on a personal computer.2 Liu’s 1990 vignette 
figures the postmodern as a new release of romantic release. reloading 
this image in a new thumbnail, i would suggest that the postmodern 
condition and the romantic condition have this in common: that, as 
achieved conditions, they propose a deliverance from the predicament 
of representation as the responsibility to difference. for romanti-
cism this would be, as we still think we know, the deliverance from 
representation into nature; for postmodernism, the deliverance from 
the erosion of this romantic release in representation itself as second 
nature—the ideology of the virtual being quite specifically a natural-
ization of representation.3 

One of the myths deployed in both romantic and postmodern 
ideology in the service of representation-denial is the invention of a 
past at ease with representation, this very ease being the symptom of 
the then as yet undiagnosed disease of representation, from which 
the present demands deliverance. for romantic ideology, this past 
is typically the artificial state of society kept under Locke and Pope. 
for postmodern ideology, this past precedes a further support-myth: 
an era of trauma rehearsal prefiguring the unprecendented horrors 
of the twentieth century to which early postmodernism was a natural 
response, now recognized as a search for full release in an achieved 
postmodern condition. Postmodernism grounds itself by inventing 
modernism as a shared past suffering representation as the paroxysm 
of a disease ignored by modernism’s own past, itself variously known 
as The nineteenth Century, The victorian Period, or just plain Mat-
thew arnold. 

an example of this practice occurs in Peter Childs’s recent “com-
prehensive introduction” to modernism, which promises “an advanced 
understanding of this crucial cultural movement.”4 Childs describes 
modernism as developing “a series of art practices” that stress “alien-
ation, plight, chaos, unreason, depression, and disenchantment with 
culture.”5 Twice in the course of his argument he sees fit to emphasize 
this point by contrasting it with an alternative program from a previous 
dispensation of “the modern” which he explicitly casts as its “opposite.”6 
The dunce on duty is Matthew arnold, particularly on the strength 
of what Childs characterizes as his 1857 delineation of “The Modern 
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element in Literature” as “repose, confidence, tolerance, free activity 
of the mind, reason and universals.”7 The opposition, then, is between 
modernism as a set of representational practices designed to articulate 
cultural malaise and what a previous, deluded period thought of as “the 
modern”: confidence, reason, free activity of the mind, whatever.

Childs is not quite making things up, though he does miss the make-
up of arnold’s argument. “[r]epose,” “confidence,” “free activity,” “the 
growth of a tolerant spirit,” and “the rule of reason” do appear in as-
sociation with the epithet “modern” in arnold’s lecture.8 but, contrary 
to what the phrasing and disposition of Childs’s argument suggest, the 
listed features are significantly not presented as characteristic of the age 
in which the lecture was delivered. in fact, they do not even properly 
figure as distinctively modern elements in the first place—rather, they 
identify the object of modernity’s desire. 

for arnold, the peculiar characteristic of “those ages which are 
called modern” is the “demand” for “intellectual deliverance” (“M,” 5). 
even from this statement only, it is apparent that the modern condi-
tion is primarily a condition of dis-ease and desire. it is a condition 
of lack, and its distinctive demand is for a deliverance from this lack: 
“[W]hether we will or no,” arnold adds, this is “emphatically” “the 
demand of the age in which we ourselves live” (“M,” 5). The demand 
itself arises because what makes an epoch modern is the fact that it 
“exhibits . . . the spectacle of a vast multitude of facts awaiting and 
inviting comprehension,” a spectacle which in itself engenders an 
“impatient irritation of mind” (“M,” 5). deliverance from that irritation 
in harmonious comprehension is the “desire” of the modern condition, 
not its necessary and sufficient characteristic (“M,” 5, my emphasis). 
The “supreme characteristic” of a modern age is “the manifestation of 
a critical spirit” (“M,” 9) responding to “an immense, moving, confused 
spectacle” (“M,” 5)—which is to say that its primary condition is one 
of crisis. The achievement of that crisis in repose, confidence, and 
comprehension effectively marks the end of the modern condition.

Of the four ages arnold considers in the lecture, only three qualify as 
modern: the athens of Pericles, the rome of Cicero and augustus, and 
what he calls “our own epoch” (“M,” 5). The elizabethan age, interest-
ingly, does not make the grade, being deficient in critical spirit, and only 
figures as a foil to fifth-century bC Greece, the only one of arnold’s 
modern ages that has achieved the deliverance its modernity demands, 
acquiring “at last . . . repose, confidence, and free activity” (“M,” 8, my 
emphasis). On his own age, arnold significantly reserves judgment: it 
qualifies as modern due to the complexity of the spectacle it provides 
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and its concomitant demand for deliverance from incomprehension, 
but that’s about it. yet in accordance with a well-established historical 
analogy current at the time, arnold’s thoughts on rome cannot fail to 
miss his own age: when in rome, victorians are at home.9

The great period of rome is, perhaps, on the whole, the greatest, the 
fullest, the most significant period on record; it is certainly a greater, 
a fuller period than the age of Pericles. it is an infinitely larger 
school for the men reared in it; the relations of life are immeasurably 
multiplied, the events which happen are on an immeasurably grander 
scale. (“M,” 14) 

yet unlike the age of Pericles as represented in and by Pindar, ae-
schylus, sophocles, and aristophanes, rome’s modern epoch did not 
achieve intellectual deliverance. Lucretius, virgil, and Horace are great, 
but theirs is not a “commensurate” literature (“M,” 18). Lucretius is 
particularly arresting as a case in point in light of Childs’s suggestion 
that for arnold the modern is the opposite of the “alienation, plight, 
chaos, unreason, depression and . . . disenchantment with european 
culture” represented in true modernism.10 for arnold, Lucretius 
preeminently represents “a modern feeling”—a feeling produced by 
the “predominance of thought, of reflection, in modern epochs”: “the 
feeling of depression, the feeling of ennui. depression and ennui; these 
are the characteristics stamped on how many of the representative 
works of modern times!” (“M,” 14). Commenting on the conclusion 
of the third book of De rerum natura, arnold exclaims: 

What a picture of ennui! of the disease of the most modern societies, 
the most advanced civilizations! . . . “i have nothing more than you 
have already seen,” he makes nature say to man, “to invent for your 
amusement; eadem sunt omnia semper—all things continue the same 
for ever.” (“M,” 15)

Lucretius is modern, but not an adequate interpreter of “the activity 
of his age” because “he is not in sympathy with it”:

With stern effort, with gloomy despair, he seems to rivet his eyes on 
the elementary reality, the naked framework of the world, because 
the world in its fulness and movement is too exciting a spectacle for 
his discomposed brain. He seems to feel the spectacle of it at once 
terrifying and alluring; and to deliver himself from it he has to keep 
perpetually repeating his formula of disenchantment and annihilation. 
(“M,” 15)
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The decisive difference between the Greeks and the romans, then, is 
that the latter failed to represent their present adequately. Paradoxi-
cally, though, this is due to their being representative of the critical 
spirit of their age: it is in their adequacy to this critical spirit that they 
fail to achieve an adequate deliverance into comprehension which is 
the desire of the modern. 

arnold ends his lecture with the tentative wish that he has said 
enough “to establish the absolute, the enduring interest of Greek 
literature, and, above all, of Greek poetry” (“M,” 18). it is worth under-
scoring here that the lecture itself constitutes a historical performance 
in its own right, inasmuch as it was the first ever delivered in english 
rather than Latin from the Poetry Chair at Oxford. as arnold wrote 
to his brother, “[T]he Latin has so died out, even among scholars, 
that it seems idle to entomb a lecture which, in english, might be 
stimulating and interesting.”11 yet the interest envisaged is not an 
interest in english but in the poetry of a language deader even than 
Latin. The very language of arnold’s delivery highlights the scandal-
ous absence of any reference in the lecture to contemporary literature 
in english.12 What arnold, for his part, cannot deliver is encoded in 
his thesis statement at the outset of the lecture when stripped of its 
specific references to antiquity: “the conviction—in presence of the 
doubts so often expressed of the profitableness, in the present day, of 
our study of this literature—that, even admitting to their fullest extent 
the legitimate demands of our age, the literature of ancient Greece 
is, even for modern times, a mighty agent of intellectual deliverance; 
even for modern times, therefore, an object of indestructible interest” 
(“M,” 5; strikethroughs mine). 

The failure of the lecture to carry this vocational conviction is so 
blatant that it is typically overlooked, even by readers acutely aware of 
arnold’s importance as a critical witness to the representational crises 
of the modern. richard bourke, for instance, commenting on arnold’s 
notion of “intellectual deliverance,” suggests that this “is what arnold 
finds most attractive in Wordsworth: a window on ‘deliverance,’” “an 
harmonious acquiescence capable of managing and redeeming the 
baffling and the unintelligible.”13 arnold does, of course, credit Word-
sworth with some healing power, but emphatically not here; and rather 
than resembling a contemporary sophocles, the Wordsworth arnold 
does produce elsewhere looks much more like a latter-day Lucretius 
turned upside down. but let me first turn, as does bourke elsewhere, 
to a crucial crisis of deliverance in Wordsworth’s own words.14
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ii.

in november 1797, Wordsworth and Coleridge set to work on what 
was to become “The rime of the ancient Mariner.” The joint ven-
ture misfired, Wordsworth supplying only some plot suggestions and 
a couple of images; but five years later, in the midst of the intricate 
intertextual give-and-take accompanying the genesis of the ”immortal-
ity” and “dejection Odes,” Wordsworth produced his own significant 
alternative to Coleridge’s “grey-beard loon” in the figure of the leech-
gatherer, who makes his first appearance in the poem “resolution and 
independence” in diction whose eerie silliness recalls the Mariner: “i 
spied a Man before me unawares; / The oldest Man he seemed that 
ever wore grey hairs.”15 

both weird wanderers can be seen as experiments testing the re-
search hypothesis advanced in the “advertisement” to the 1798 Lyrical 
Ballads—“to ascertain how far the language of conversation in the 
middle and lower classes of society is adapted to the purposes of poetic 
pleasure.”16 both instantiate the 1802 preface’s intent on the “condition” 
of “Low and rustic life” presented “in a selection of language really 
used by men,” “simple and unelaborated expressions” true to the “state 
of greater simplicity” in which “our elementary feelings co-exist.”17 
neither figure, unsurprisingly, succeeds in delivering its author from 
the modern research condition, and both authors record that failure 
in their critical dissatisfaction with each other’s ventriloquisms. Leav-
ing aside Wordsworth’s displeasure at the Mariner’s lack of “distinct 
character,” i want to briefly turn to the “undistinguished” language of 
Wordsworth’s leech-gatherer which Coleridge, in turn, deplored.18 

“resolution and independence” is Wordsworth’s revision of “The 
Leech-Gatherer,” an only partially preserved poem based on a real 
encounter in 1800 and composed in the spring of 1802, in part as a 
reply to Coleridge’s verse epistle to sara Hutchinson, itself prompted 
partly by the first stanzas of what would eventually become the “im-
mortality Ode.”19 The revision leaves the narrative structure of the 
original poem largely intact: traveling on the moor on a beautiful 
morning, the poetic i relishes the joys of things and is then suddenly 
surprised by deep “dejection”: “dim sadness & blind thoughts i knew 
not nor could name.”20 Maundering along, he chances upon an old 
man whom he then begins to interrogate. The old man informs him 
that his business is leech-gathering, that business is slow on account 
of lack of leeches, but that he perseveres nonetheless: 
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With this the Old Man other matter blended
Which he deliver’d with demeanor kind
yet stately in the main & when he ended
i could have laughed myself to scorn to find
in that decrepit man so firm a mind
God said i be my help & stay secure
i’ll think of the Leech-gatherer on the lonely Moor.21 

it is tempting to recast this characteristically under-articulated final 
moral moment in “The Leech-Gatherer,” largely unchanged in “reso-
lution and independence,” as a decisive vindication of simplicity over 
all too modern self-obsession, the poet reflecting with derision on his 
previous, pathetic self-reflection in the face of the old man’s admirable 
steadfastness of speech in adversity. yet as this specular redoubling 
already suggests, matters are hardly that simple. 

even a cursory comparison of the actual text of “The Leech-Gath-
erer” (or what remains of it) with that of “resolution and indepen-
dence” makes clear that what is ultimately at stake is the nature, so 
to speak, of the old man’s speech. in “The Leech-Gatherer,” the old 
man tells his tale in what must pass for his own words; in the final 
version of “resolution and independence,” his first-person speech is 
reduced to three lines only; in an intermediate version, he was even 
totally deprived of direct voice. speculation as to Wordsworth’s motives 
for this drastic reduction in dramatic impersonation involves, among 
other things, the suggestion that sara Hutchinson, who read the first 
version, thought the old man’s communications “tedious” (E, 306). 
Wordsworth’s first reply to this charge, in a letter to sara Hutchinson, 
is the impatient rebuttal that “everything is tedious when one does 
not read with the feelings of the author”: “it is in the character of the 
old man to tell his story in a manner which an impatient reader must 
necessarily feel as tedious” (E, 306). The impatient reader’s failure of 
feeling is a failure in the transmission of the feelings of the author 
transmitting the original telling, and Wordsworth opens his letter 
declaring his intent “to explain to you in prose my feeling in writing 
that Poem” (E, 305). The annoying test to his reader’s patience is to 
do justice to this feeling as the feeling of ennui characteristic of the 
representative works of the modern.

We do not know how, exactly, Wordsworth had the old man tell his 
story in the first place: just under four of the five stanzas presumably 
allotted to him have been ripped from the manuscript. from dorothy 
Wordsworth’s journal, we know that the original character encountered 
by Wordsworth in 1800 was “of scotch parents,” that his wife and 
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nine of their ten children died, and that he lived by leech-gathering 
and selling, the buying and selling of “godly books,” and begging.22 
in the letter to Hutchinson, Wordsworth substantially repeats these 
points in the course of his characterization of the old man as “a figure 
more impressive” than anything his imagination could have conceived: 
“the survivor of a Wife and ten children, travelling alone among the 
mountains and all lonely places, carrying with him his own fortitude, 
and the necessities which an unjust state of society has entailed upon 
him” (E, 306). Let us suspect that what may have been tedious in the 
lost lines is not so much the annihilation of the old man’s family but 
rather the unjust state of society the author feels he must represent.23 
such suspicion need not entail a fanciful reconstruction of the old 
man’s speech as a direct discourse on contemporary injustice. in line 
with Wordsworth’s lecturing letter, and on the strength of numerous 
similar textual strategies in his writings, it is more likely that the lines 
were intended as both faithful to the old man’s original delivery and 
representative of “the feelings of the author,” who receives this delivery 
as representative of an injustice the old man is unable to deliver into 
discourse. The “impatient reader” feels this as “tedious” and thereby 
misses the author’s purpose: not just feeling for the old man’s plight 
but positive pleasure. as Wordsworth writes in the same letter: “[i]t 
is of the utmost importance that you should have had pleasure from 
contemplating the fortitude, independence, persevering spirit, and 
the general moral dignity of this old man’s character” (E, 306). recall-
ing the pleasure Hutchinson apparently did derive from some of his 
other poems, Wordsworth then names the faculty she was not patient 
enough to deploy here: “[i]t was an affair of whole continents of moral 
sympathy” (E, 307).

The revision of the poem, then, is arguably powered at least in part 
by a desire to redress this failure in moral sympathy, ensuring that 
the reader’s feeling will no longer be “indifferent” (E, 307). it is not 
surprising that this should indeed involve depriving the old man of 
his speech. What may seem more surprising is that the revision seems 
wholly unconcerned with the “unjust state of society” that had appar-
ently exercised the author’s feelings (at least in prose). not that the 
feelings of the i-narrator are any less prominent here—to the contrary, 
even; they just do not seem all that bothered about injustice, spending 
themselves instead on the all too familiar mood swings between joy and 
dejection, melancholy alienation and moral admiration we have come 
to expect from soulful egotists like Wordsworth—and Coleridge, who 
considered the revised poem “especially characteristic of the author” 
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(B, 2:126). yet the smug contempt we feel in that expectation of the 
familiar is what shields us from the poem’s tedious but far from trivial 
challenge to entertain its failed feeling of injustice.

The old man’s speech in the original version presumably failed to 
deliver that feeling properly. “resolution and independence” seems 
therefore primarily interested in the mode of his delivery rather than 
in what he actually says. This framing was certainly not absent from the 
original poem; the important point about the revised version, however, 
is not just that the frame is more pronounced but that there is hardly 
anything left for it to frame: 

His words came feebly, from a feeble chest,
yet each in solemn order follow’d each,
With something of a lofty utterance drest;
Choice word, and measured phrase; above the reach
Of ordinary men; a stately speech!
such as grave Livers do in scotland use,
religious men, who give to God and Man their dues.
                                (“r,” 99–105)24 

“above the reach of ordinary men”: here is a voice promising something 
extra-ordinary, something that would truly represent the unjust order 
of the present without taking recourse to the tediously indifferent 
rhetoric of ordinary political discourse; yet no sooner is it heard than 
it is understood as something already known, as a language that has 
already delivered the solution to injustice: the language of religion, 
of those living in and beyond the grave, the only language that seems 
powerful enough to bind us all, framing us in a restricted sentimental 
economy of justice predicated on death-denial. but it is exactly the 
insufficiency of this discourse that prompted the real representation 
of injustice in the first place. 

The performative power of the frame is intimately related to the 
silence it frames: it is hard to imagine what words could effectively live 
up to it, and it is not surprising that the only three lines of reported 
speech that do survive in the final version should be singled out for 
censure by Coleridge: 

“Once i could meet with them on every side;
but they have dwindled long by slow decay;
yet still i persevere, and find them where i may.” 
     (“r,” 131–33)

Gather ye leeches while ye may. but perhaps the point this “incongruity” 
(B, 2:135) should be allowed to make is that it indeed does foreclose the 



154 Grave Livers

sympathetic identification the poem appears to aspire to: this is not the 
un-different language of a “grave liver” programmed for integration in 
the natural economy of moral sympathy; it is precisely language as the 
incurable irritation of referential difference that institutes the artificial 
state of society whose injustice cannot be represented in the rhetoric of 
nature or God. in the logic of the poem, the old man’s all too ordinary 
speech represents the equivalent of what accountants call a “material 
error”: it prevents the closing of the books. if Wordsworth’s modern 
intent can be reasonably represented, with reference to Wittgenstein, as 
the production of a perspicuous representation, then the execution of 
this intent here simultaneously performs this representation’s collapse 
in the genetico-schematic explanatory logic desired by the theotropic 
imagination and the resistance to this collapse that registers in the 
materiality of the text as a conspicuous representation, haunted by the 
real language whose remains are like motes in the eye of God. 25 as 
such, the eruption of real language records the undecaying difference 
of temporal inscription and interrupts the bracketing of difference 
effected by the short-circuit between the “stately speech” at one end 
of the frame and the “stately” utterance at the other—the “stately” a 
stammering reminder of the “state of injustice” framed into oblivion 
by the feelings of the author now facing God: “‘God, said i, ‘be my 
help and stay secure; / i’ll think of the Leech-gatherer on the lonely 
Moor’” (“r,” 146–47).

On the face of it, the poem’s final prayer encapsulates the restricted 
economy of theotropic resolution: when dejected, think of the fortitude 
and perseverance of this decrepit man of God—that is, think of God. 
yet the text doesn’t quite frame that circle: the strangely shaky syntax of 
“i could have laughed myself to scorn to find / in that decrepit man so 
firm a mind” does not disallow a critically irresolved reading in which 
the joke is not so much on the doleful egotist brought back to the realm 
of moral sympathy by the simple spirit of the old man, but rather on 
the modern poet desperately seeking such salvation in a figure mutely 
exposing this self-serving transport.26 The text’s “God” then figures as 
what Jerome Christensen calls “the upsurge of the interjection” mark-
ing the “romantic movement against the present state of things.”27 in 
which case the concluding prayer paradoxically becomes just that: a 
prayer, but this time in anxious anticipation of a future haunted by 
the leech-gatherer on the lonely moor as an unspeakable index of the 
difference (the saying, say) that resists transcription into the rhetoric 
of death-denial (say, the said), soon to receive its canonical delivery 
from that other “grave liver” Coleridge objected to, the pigmy zombie 
of the “immortality Ode”: 
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  To whom the grave
is but a lonely bed without the sense or sight
 Of day or the warm light,
a place of thought where we in waiting lie.28

iii.

i turn to a contemporary ostensibly committed to delivering the 
language really used by scottish low-life:

He’d cut His throat with the knife. He’d near chopped off His hand 
with the meat cleaver. He couldn’t object so i lit a silk Cut. a sort 
of wave of something was going across me. There was fright but i’d 
daydreamed how i’d be.29

The nameless capitalized “He,” not quite yet consigned to the grave, 
in the opening lines of alan Warner’s 1995 novel Morvern Callar is 
clearly a figure of the author, and it is tempting to read the ensuing 
first-person narrative as somehow authenticated by this inaugural act 
of authorial self-destruction. apparently unframed, what we receive 
as Morvern’s voice amounts to a powerful record of the present as 
really lived by the exploited sub-servants of consumer capitalism, and 
if the blurb from Time Out on the novel’s cover is to be believed, this 
delivery “defines the 90s as clearly as ian Mcewan defined the 70s 
and Jay Mcinerney the 80s.” 

Morvern Callar strongly appeals to the sympathetic imagination, 
fueling that imagination’s desire for an authentic encounter with the 
contemporary other—preferably an other suffering from the unjust 
state of society—as an exercise in moral pleasure. yet the heavy-handed 
near-removal of the author’s hand in its opening scene, all-too em-
phatically authenticating the record by unframing Morvern’s voice, is 
just one of the many authorial signatures critically complicating that 
pleasure. The figure of the author haunts the book throughout, to the 
point of rendering it unreadable. 

Prior to his suicide, Morvern’s boyfriend appears to have spent most 
of his time writing a novel and obsessively building a miniature model of 
the nearby village he grew up in as the child of an obviously well-to-do 
hotel proprietor. One passage from his suicide note to Morvern comes 
close to articulating the bad conscience that pervades the novel:

 i LOve yOU MOrvern; feeL My LOve in THe 
eveninGs in THe COrners Of aLL THe rOOMs yOU WiLL 
be in. KeeP yOUr COnsCienCe iMMaCULaTe and Live 
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THe Life PeOPLe LiKe Me Have denied yOU. yOU are 
beTTer THan Us. (C, 82)

Who, us? at first blush, it’s a matter of money and privilege, with 
the upper-middle classes denying the under classes the flourishing 
they are, but strictly speaking are not, entitled to. The self-referential 
artifice which constructs the representative of privilege as specifi-
cally an author adds a little more depth to the blush: the fact that 
this author is also something of a model anorak seems to indicate a 
meta-fictional intent on the part of Warner—killing off this author at 
the start of the novel is to dismiss the so-called omniscient narrator 
of establishment realism. The boyfriend’s final valediction could then 
also be understood in terms of an opposition between “us,” volvo-
driving authors of literary works relaying the dominant ideology, and 
“you,” representatives of the people this dominant ideology feeds on 
but whose substandard (and scottish) voices find no representation 
in what we consider culture.

The family resemblance of Warner’s sentimental literary self-criti-
cism to the project of the Lyrical Ballads is clear, as is its implication 
in the unresolved crises attending the execution of that project. for 
the implicit assumption that the dispatch of the author will indeed 
release the authentic voice of the unrepresented is patently—perhaps 
too patently—untenable. The set-up presupposes, conventionally 
enough, that Morvern is the producer of her 220-plus page text. yet 
the stretch-marks of that set-up keep itching: Morvern, whose sur-
name, as she learns in the foyer of the Hotel rozinante, is spanish 
for “silence” (C, 125), doesn’t talk much (but has been taught by her 
boyfriend that there is a word for that [C, 36]) and has trouble under-
standing why people bother to read in the first place. Paging forward 
through the electronic manuscript pages of her deceased lover’s novel 
“[w]ithout reading a word of it” (C, 83), she muses (or, rather, writes): 
“This novel thing was page after page of words then a number then 
more pages of words and another number. you had to read to get to 
the end; you couldn’t see the point in reading through all that just to 
get to an end” (C, 82). she nonetheless dutifully executes its author’s 
final wish and sends it off to a publisher, though not before having 
“typed over the words of His name on the first page of that novel: 
by MOrvern CaLLar” (C, 84). The money she receives from 
the publisher together with the inheritance secured for her by her 
boyfriend, buys her a couple of years of leisure in spain, where she 
works on her tan, smokes, listens to cool music (notably His), perfects 
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the art of toenail-painting, pops pills, generally cultivates her senses, 
and joins the raves. but you have to read to get to an end, which is 
when you see something suspiciously like a point. 

at the close of the novel, Morvern is back in scotland, penniless 
again. she has given up smoking and taken up praying, using her last 
lighter to write in her “big notebook,” writing, perhaps:

He’d cut his throat with the knife. He’d near chopped off His hand 
with the meat cleaver. He couldn’t object so i lit a silk Cut.

Just to get to an end:

 i placed both hands on my tummy at the life there, 
the life growing right in there. The child of the raves.
 i put my head down and closed my mouth. i started 
the walking forwards into that night. (C, 229)

The forced artificiality of this aesthetico-sentimental and crypto-reli-
gious education generates an alternative twist on the Us-yOU scheme 
structuring Warner’s death of the author and forces the sympathetic 
imagination drunk on the pleasure of the other to sober up: us writers 
of and about literature about people like you who don’t read, let alone 
write, but who can be bought/taught to join us. “i’ve deCided 
TO PLay THis PranK On MyseLf,” the farewell note reads 
(C, 82). The prank is on you, no longer better than us. The other is 
authored. 

yet the best way to miss the point is to celebrate this ironic de-
mystification of the representational ambitions of socio-sympathetic 
realism as a decisive dispatch of the naïve pursuit of deliverance from 
the mouths of grave livers and love-children of the raves. What such a 
celebration would repress is the paradox that, far from being lifted, the 
transcendental violence attending the construction of the other as an 
object of sympathetic concern, which is mimicked in the hermeneutical 
violence required for the appropriation of the represented other as 
a figura for moral pleasure, is in fact fully achieved the moment the 
text is transcribed as released from representational responsibility.30 
The indifference that inhabits the sympathetic imagination comes 
into its own the moment the material production of the imagination 
is demystified as, precisely, indifferent—which is the moment when 
representation achieves full closure and ceases to matter materially. 
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iv.

some twenty years after his lecture “On the Modern element in 
Literature,” arnold proclaims Wordsworth the greatest poet in the 
english language after shakespeare and Milton, but adds that, while 
“Wordsworth has been in his grave for some thirty years, . . . his lov-
ers and admirers cannot flatter themselves that [the] great and steady 
light of glory as yet shines over him.”31 The task arnold sets himself in 
publishing his selection of Wordsworth’s poetry is to remove “certain 
special obstacles which hinder or delay his due recognition” (“W,” 
298). The central obstacle to be removed in this enterprise is “what 
[the Wordsworthians] call his philosophy” or his “‘scientific system of 
thought’” (“W,” 304), which produces passages like the one arnold 
quotes from The Excursion as evidence of the sort of thing “the devout 
Wordsworthian accepts” (“W,” 306):

O for the coming of that glorious time
When, prizing knowledge as her noblest wealth
and best protection, this imperial realm,
While she exacts allegiance, shall admit
an obligation, on her part, to teach
Them who are born to serve her and obey;
binding herself by statute to secure,
for all the children whom her soil maintains,
The rudiments of letters, and inform
The mind with moral and religious truth.32 

arnold steers clear of any substantial engagement with this, the lon-
gest Wordsworth passage he quotes in the entire preface. Given his 
own active concern for the state of education as a crucial aspect of 
the contemporary modern condition, it is hard not to take this avoid-
ance seriously. 

at the outset of his preface, arnold had already underscored his 
reservations about the modern empire Wordsworth invokes: 

We have a great empire. but so had nebuchadnezzar. We extol the 
‘unrivalled happiness’ of our national civilization. but then comes a 
candid friend, and remarks that our upper class is materialized, our 
middle class vulgarized, and our lower class brutalized. (“W,” 295) 

The passage clearly echoes arnold’s critical juxtaposition in “The func-
tion of Criticism” of england’s alleged “unrivalled happiness” with a 
newspaper report on a young workhouse inmate named Wragg who 
strangled her illegitimate child.33 yet towards the end of the preface, 
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this echo has faded: just when the quotation of Wordsworth’s trium-
phant projection of imperial education should have given the candid 
friend his cue to rehearse his material-vulgar-brutal mantra, or at least 
“murmur . . . under his breath [that] Wragg is in custody,” the critic 
here averts his gaze from the spectacle of modern empire and turns 
to the children of nature.34 But not after having satirized those who 
do look to Wordsworth for something like an adequate representation 
of their age, putting us all on the spot in the process:

Wordsworth calls Voltaire dull, and surely the production of these un-
Voltairian lines must have been imposed on him as a judgment! One 
can hear them being quoted at a Social Science Congress; one can 
call up the whole scene. A great room in one of our dismal provincial 
towns; dusty air and jaded afternoon daylight; benches full of men 
with bald heads and women in spectacles; an orator lifting up his face 
from a manuscript written within and without to declaim these lines 
of Wordsworth; and in the soul of any poor child of nature who may 
have wandered in thither, an unutterable sense of lamentation, and 
mourning, and woe!
 ‘But turn we’, as Wordsworth says, ‘from these bold, bad men,’ 
the haunters of Social Science Congresses. (“W,” 306)

That Arnold should have quoted this “turn” from one of Wordsworth’s 
more fulsome exercises in reactionary orthodoxy, written in praise of 
his landlady, may make the company of the bold, bad baldheads and 
bespectacled women at Social Science Congresses seem decidedly 
attractive.35 Yet to the extent that these spectral figures are imagined 
as subscribing to the educational project envisaged by Wordsworth, 
such potential irony quickly develops into a reading rash.

As Wordsworth specifies in a note to the passage Arnold quotes 
from The Excursion, the “glorious time” which will bring education to 
the children of the imperial soil may well be at hand, thanks to “the 
discovery of Dr. Bell”: “[I]t is impossible,” Wordsworth adds, “to over-
rate the benefit which might accrue to humanity from the universal 
application of this simple engine under an enlightened and conscien-
tious government.”36 The “engine” in question is Andrew Bell’s 1797 
Madras system, which has been characterized as “a strange mixture 
of Rousseau and Gradgrind” whose set-up resembles the Bentham-
ite panopticon, with a single teacher assisted by student monitors in 
charge of hundreds of pupils.37 Essentially cheap, the system promises 
the routine manufacture of obedient servants of the realm, prevent-
ing, as Bell insisted, the realization of “the fable of the belly and the 
other members of the body” by keeping in place “that distinction of 
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ranks and classes of society, on which the general welfare hinges.”38 
bell’s system was backed by the anglican church, and as such pitted 
against the similar Lancaster-system favored by the dissenters. both 
systems proved instrumental in frustrating government intervention 
in popular education, and by mid-century the inspector of schools,  
arnold, was ideally placed to monitor the disastrous effects of this 
“endless internecine struggle,” while wistfully imagining his own 
solution to this crisis of the modern: a conception of central state 
action on the Continental european model.39 Writing as “a Lover of 
Light” to the Pall Mall Gazette in 1865, he argues that “to establish 
elementary schools for the ‘people of the land’ is the state’s duty—that 
it has no right to hand over this duty to the ‘noblemen and gentry of 
the diocese’—that the people suffers in its liberty, its self-respect, its 
education, when the state’s duty is so handed over.” This notion may 
be unwelcome to “some persons,”

[b]ut it is sound; and therefore, in spite of hostility, it will live. it will 
thrive, it will strengthen. Tons of regulation claptrap about the “colossal 
official education of continental countries,” about “the local diversity 
and independent energy which are such vital characteristics of our 
national life,” will not be able to crush it.40

but what, precisely, is the difference between what arnold here 
champions as “the state’s duty” and the “obligation . . . to teach” which 
Wordsworth’s Wanderer, more than half a century earlier, wished “this 
imperial realm” to admit? Why should arnold specifically single out 
for ridicule a passage which expresses, as the “argument” of book 9 
of The Excursion puts it, in terms arnold can hardly have objected to, 
the “[e]arnest wish . . . for a system of national education established 
universally by Government,” and which is explicitly addressed, in the 
continuation of the passage arnold quotes, to “the state’s parental 
ear”?41 a general answer is the nineteenth century itself, in which 
Wordsworth’s “imperial realm” confidently took shape as a “great 
empire” scandalously untroubled by the brutalization of those “who are 
born to serve her and obey.”42 but the more specific answer is that what 
arnold envisages as “the state” has no ears, let alone parental ones, 
nor does it have “a mother’s heart” or any other gendered features: for 
arnold, “The state is the representative acting-power of the nation,” 
and the citizen’s relation to it is “[b]y no means” “that of a dependent 
to a parental benefactor.”43 What distinguishes arnold’s “state” from 
Wordsworth’s is a principled refusal of the systematic anthropomor-
phic domestication of issues of public representation characteristic of 



161Ortwin de Graef

Wordsworth’s rhetoric. in the political imagination Wordsworth has 
bequeathed to the english nation, the state can only ever appear as 
a parent or as a tyrant, with a marked predilection for the latter the 
longer the former is in office. it is entirely consistent, then, that arnold 
should have despaired at Wordsworth’s wish for a “national system of 
education” conceived along the lines of bell’s Madras model, whose 
core is not a principle but a principal: not “a standard of rational and 
equitable action,” but a recognizably embodied, sharp-eared father-
figure blocking all access to the trans-domestic, ungendered “ideal 
of high reason and right feeling” which arnold requires the state to 
inscribe in its educational institutions.44 despite its mechanistic over-
tones, bell’s “engine” is a system based on metaphorical reproduction 
within the narrow confines of natural-familial analogism; what the 
modern condition demands, instead, is an institution predicated on 
metonymic aggregation funded by an unfamiliar, genderless state—a 
monstrosity Wordsworth’s imagination is unable to conceive.45

yet arnold does not turn away from Wordsworth, even though the 
echo of the “great empire” at the start of the preface in the “impe-
rial realm” quoted towards the close cannot fail to carry with it the 
brutalization of the lower classes maintained by the national distrust 
of the state Wordsworth worked to establish. instead, perversely bor-
rowing his turn away from the bold, bad men at the social science 
Congress from Wordsworth’s “To the Lady fleming,” included in the 
selection he prefaces, arnold reinforces precisely the surrender of the 
state’s representational duty he diagnosed as the possibility condition 
of brutalization in his experience of institutional education. 

The “‘bold bad’ men” (“f,” 81) Wordsworth urges the Lady fleming 
to turn away from (not that she needs persuading) are those whose 
“perverted zeal” (“f,” 71) has threatened “britain’s favoured ground” 
(“f,” 72) with the denial of God. and the Lady fleming—actually 
the Lady le fleming, though that, in the present context, is far too 
french— “from a noble line / Of Chieftains sprung” (“f,” 11–12), is to 
be commended for her support in the erection of a chapel where “wild-
wandering youth” shall “more duly” “receive the curb of sacred truth” 
(“f,” 25–26) and will be “tutored for eternity” (“f,” 50)—instructed 
in what The Excursion called “the sublime attractions of the grave.”46 
enlightened government appears to have gone out of the window of 
deliverance—un-voltairian lines indeed. The fact that arnold should 
translate the brutalized lower classes he calls to mind at the start of 
the preface into a literal little brute, the sympathetically singular-
ized “poor child of nature who may have wandered in” (“W,” 306) 
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to witness the social scientists’ liturgical invocation of Wordsworth’s 
educational reveries at its close, is dispiriting unacknowledged testi-
mony to literature’s participation in the “great english middle class[’s] 
boasted repudiation of state interference,” whose only achievement 
“is simply . . . to maintain the aristocratic class in its preponderance, 
and the middle class . . . in its vulgarity.”47

arnold’s objection to pseudo-public popular education engineered by 
“noblemen and gentry of the diocese” is emphatically and pragmatically 
not a plea for the divorce of education from religion. The damage he 
diagnoses is precisely the brutalization caused by the insistent reproduc-
tion of the modern divorce of knowledge from feeling in institutions 
such as those favored by Wordsworth, committed to the sectarian 
privacy of religion as protection against a state that would declare 
itself competent in the sentimental and ultimately aesthetic education 
of humanity. arnold’s wishful projection of this aesthetic education 
requires the interference of the state in the public administration of 
feeling, and given his admission that religion “is certainly a main agent 
in touching man’s soul and feelings,” religion, too, as much as reading, 
writing, arithmetic, and “what is called useful knowledge,” must be 
part of “the official programme of the popular schools” rather than be 
“subject,” as is the case in england, “to private and local regulation.”48 
The effect arnold credits such state-programmed education with is 
nothing less than the debrutalization of the “uncultivated class”: the 
humanization of the Wraggs of this world.49

in his 1886 address on “Common schools abroad,” arnold revisits 
the notes he took in the course of his tour of schools in france and 
Germany, whose superior teaching practices he directly traces to state 
supervision. in these notes, he finds himself frequently repeating a 
formula that demands to be read as the desired release from the candid 
english critic’s duty to murmur “Wragg is in custody”: “The children 
human.”50 but in england, prefacing the poet whose powerful resistance 
to the political sustained the domestic demonization of the state, the 
critic is reduced to a regressive redemption of Wragg and her class as 
children of nature badly served by social engineers witlessly relaying 
that modern resistance to the modern—bold, bad, bald atheists who 
fail the state by subscribing to an ideology of public representation 
predicated on religious privatization whose sacred text is Wordsworth. 
One can call up the whole scene, but it does little to remove “that 
impatient irritation of mind which we feel in the presence of an im-
mense, moving, confused spectacle which, while it perpetually excites 
our curiosity, perpetually baffles our comprehension” (“M,” 5).
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Wordsworth may well remove this irritation—such is his “healing 
power”—by producing the pleasant sensation of natural sympathy in 
his patient-reader, but rather than welcoming this as an adequate in-
tellectual deliverance, the self-confessed but reluctant Wordsworthian 
arnold cannot stop his text from delivering the blasphemous thought 
that such therapy of the imagination must necessarily construct its 
clients as subjects not in sympathy with the itch of the age, much as 
Lucretius was judged to be “not in sympathy” with “the activity of his 
age” (“M,” 15).51 inevitably, what is at stake is the nature of sympathy 
as a faculty stretched between the pleasures of self-recognition and 
the alienating claims of artificed alterity. To redeem romanticism from 
arnold’s disparaging conception of it as having its “source in a great 
movement of feeling, not in a great movement of mind,” it is not enough 
to champion it as “the real movement of feeling which challenges the 
present state of things.”52 What is required, instead, is at the very least 
a critical appraisal of the ever-imminent collapse of this movement of 
feeling in an “ideology of emotion” which confirms and thereby denies 
the present state of things by naturalizing it as a spectacle that allows 
sympathy only inasmuch as it is conditioned as pleasure.53 

v.

The pleasure Wordsworth wished his grave liver to release is the 
essential by-product of a sentimental economy of natural sympathy 
rigged up to redress the unjust state of society. This economy amounts 
to a powerful apparatus of representation-denial: not, importantly, a 
state apparatus but a home-grown complex of affects whose response 
to injustice is invariably privatization; in other words, the naturalization 
of representation appears as a business best left to the self in its natural 
state of self-interest, with sympathy as the interest acquired and re-
quired for the growth of the restricted economy of the imagination.

“With the ancients i will not compare him,” arnold writes at the 
close of the preface. “in many respects the ancients are far above us, 
and yet there is something that we demand which they can never give” 
(“W,” 310). What that something is, exactly, arnold leaves undeter-
mined. but his text’s awareness that one demand of the modern is the 
representation of the unrepresented in the state certainly qualifies the 
confidence of his final turn to the real “cause” of Wordsworth’s great-
ness, which “is simple, and may be told quite simply”:

Wordsworth’s poetry is great because of the extraordinary power with 
which Wordsworth feels the joy offered to us in nature, the joy offered 
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to us in the simple primary affections and duties; and because of the 
extraordinary power with which, in case after case, he shows us this 
joy, and renders it so as to make us share it. (“W,” 307)

Eadem sunt omnia semper. but this time the sameness of nature is 
an occasion for joy rather than disenchantment. and where Lucretius 
only “makes nature say to man [that] all things continue the same 
for ever” (“M,” 15), in Wordsworth “nature herself seems, i say, to 
take the pen out of his hand, and to write for him with her own bare, 
sheer, penetrating power” (“W,” 309). “nature writes”—romantic for 
“Language speaks”—arnold the roman victorian should know better; 
his text certainly does, but then it is precisely textuality that must be 
denied if the feelings of the author are to saturate the field of repre-
sentation to the point of naturalizing it:

 This arises from two causes; from the profound sincereness with 
which Wordsworth feels his subject, and also from the profoundly 
sincere and natural character of his subject itself. He can and will 
treat such a subject with nothing but the most plain, first-hand, almost 
austere naturalness. His expression may often be called bald, as, for 
instance, in the poem of Resolution and Independence; but it is bald 
as the bare mountain tops are bald, with a baldness which is full of 
grandeur. (“W,” 309)

even if only on the strength of the bald-bold-bad-bald stutter in his 
text, there is no need to fault arnold on the inference that “resolution 
and independence” is somehow “first-hand.” “bald,” for that matter, 
does occur in “resolution and independence,” but emphatically not 
as a first-hand description of its original subject: “the oldest Man . . . 
that ever wore grey hairs.” it does not appear in what remains of “The 
Leech-gatherer” but is prominent in what remains of the leech-gatherer 
in “resolution and independence,” in a passage which Wordsworth 
later, in the preface to the 1815 edition, would single out as evidence 
of “the conferring, the abstracting, and the modifying powers of the 
imagination, immediately and mediately acting”—not quite first-hand, 
then, but bald nonetheless:54

as a huge stone is sometimes seen to lie
Couch’d on the bald top of an eminence;
Wonder to all who do the same espy
by what means it could thither come, and whence;
so that it seems a thing endued with sense:
Like a sea-beast crawl’d forth, which on a shelf
Of rock or sand reposeth, there to sun itself.
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such seem’d this Man, not all alive or dead.
                              (“r,” 64–71)

“[n]ot all alive or dead”: the conclusion to the composite image aptly 
prefigures the desired condition of post-representational release from 
representation later simply transcribed in the un-pun “grave livers.” 
yet the passage that produces this projected resolution also records 
its failure. Challenged to represent the solitary figure, the text first 
entertains the image of a huge stone which seems literally out of place: 
the thought entertained here involves the stone as itself a material 
inscription, a marker of dead matter whose representational force is 
registered as a demand to read it so as to understand its origin, history, 
and purpose. but no such understanding ensues, and the inscription’s 
scandalous pointlessness is immediately forgotten by way of the natu-
ralizing simile of organic, non-representational, timeless movement. 
“so that”—how so?55 The movement of this forgetting itself, however, 
cannot be erased and its timely trace at once deprives the imagery of 
its projected authoritative transcendence of difference. not all alive or 
dead: not a transcendent resolution of death, difference, and injustice 
into grave living but a graven image that remains forever different 
from the life of the dying and can only ever be read.

vi.

Morvern first pulls the corpse up into the loft with the aid of the 
pulley system “He” taught her to operate when she “helped Him build 
the model of His childhood village” (C, 52). Once it is suspended over 
the model, in a grotesque parody of the animation scene in the first 
Frankenstein film, she releases the brake: 

[T]he body crashed down onto the buildings of His childhood village 
smashing in one side of the mountain then lying still, face up to the 
skylights.
 His toes at the far end of the pass. His face beyond the railway 
line. His body crushed the hotel with its pointing-up tower at the top 
of the stairs. The Tree Church on the sgnurr above where he lay back 
upon the land. (C, 52–53; my emphasis) 

This collapse of author and representation is only one stage in the 
novel’s deadpan deconstruction of contemporary deliverance. Pursuing 
the implications of this conceit, Morvern later cuts the corpse up in 
great grand-guignol style, her menstrual blood “mingling with His” (C, 
81); she expertly wraps the body parts in bin-liners and hessian and 
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then buries the bits “[a]ll across the land” (C, 91), in a grim literaliza-
tion of the powerful rhetoric of property accompanying representation 
itself—a rhetoric whose persuasiveness derives, as Paul de Man has 
argued, from its ability to “satisf[y] semiological fantasies about the 
adequation of sign to meaning seductive enough to tolerate extreme 
forms of economic oppression.”56 The landed gentry has landed, or 
something to that effect. 

but no sooner has Morvern enacted this revenge of the unrepre-
sented than she is joined by a third party, her bosom friend Lanna. 
frivolous nietzschean that she is and has become, she first appropriates 
the scene for Lanna as a triumph of indifference over distinction:

 after a long time i says, stay here a bit. in nature. away from 
Creeping Jesus and the work. This place, it doesnt care, it’s just here. 
it helps that this place is here, just a few hours’ walk away. all this 
loveliness. it’s just silence isnt it? (C, 104)

at which Lanna tells her that depends on the weather and proceeds to 
confess that she had sex with the author just before he killed Himself: 

 i shook my head and says, after all the making sure no tenderness 
could get taken by surprise. it still finds a way through all we did . . . 
and look at you. i turned round and looked at her. Lanna was staring 
at me. (C, 106)

still surprised by sin, in spite of, because of, the death of the author. 
Who then pays Lanna off and delivers the child of the raves. Just about. 
Eadem sunt omnia semper. Plus ça change. except things never are the 
same in a modern condition whose defining practice is the production 
of representation as reiterated irritation.

Katholieke Universiteit Leuven
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