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Listening with Wordsworth: some versions of sonic sociability 
 
James Castell 
 
 
How does Wordsworth’s poetry listen to the sound of nature? And how might readers 
continue to listen to and with it? In what follows, I focus on several examples of 
listening in Wordsworth’s poetry and pay attention to how a reader might listen to those 
acts of listening. In the first section of this article, I consider the capacity of 
Wordsworth’s verse to amplify and pay attention to small but surprisingly remarkable 
sounds through acts of listening which are aware not only of the dynamism of sound 
itself but also of moving responses to sound. In the second part, this insight is extended 
to investigate the multiple sonic phenomena of what might now be called a 
“soundscape”. In the process, I emphasize Wordsworth’s precision in recording both 
change and interconnectedness between sonic agents in his poetry, outlining the 
resistance of his work to flattening distinctions between different modes of being and 
connecting this to his broader thinking about nature. Finally, I place the sonic 
sociability that I have identified in Wordsworth’s verse into conversation with more 
recent thinking about sound and the environment. I attempt not only to draw 
significance from the sounds and the forms of attention paid to them, but also to 
investigate the role of sound in shaping environmental awareness in a writer who has 
often been seen as central to the development of proto-environmental cultural attitudes 
and early conservation institutions. Listening with Wordsworth requires multiple acts 
of layered listening, not only to the sound of nature but also to historical continuity and 
difference, as well as to the sound of poetry. 
 
A Startling Sound 
I would like to start with some often-overlooked acorns. Their position could hardly be 
more prominent: the opening paragraphs of Wordsworth’s masterpiece, The Prelude. 
But they are far less celebrated than the gentle breezes and murmuring rivers which are 
more familiar in critical discussions of the poem’s variously drafted beginnings. The 
poet finds himself sitting “Beneath a tree” in a state of what he describes elsewhere as 
“wise passiveness”, “slackening my thoughts by choice / And settling into gentler 
happiness” (Thirteen-Book Prelude, Book I, lines 72-73; Fourteen-Book Prelude, Book 
I, lines 63-64). In an earlier draft, the poet writes: 
 

                                     Thus, long I lay 
Chear’d by the genial pillow of the earth 
Beneath my head, sooth’d by a sense of touch 
From the warm ground, that balanced me[, though lost] 
Entirely, seeing nought, nought hearing, save 
When here and there, about the grove of Oaks 
Where was my bed, an acorn from the trees 
Fell audibly, and with a startling sound.  
(Thirteen-Book Prelude, Book I, 87-94) 

  
The passage is altered in a later version: 
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                                      Thus long I mused, 
Nor e’er lost sight of what I mused upon, 
Save where, amid the stately grove of Oaks, 
Now here—now there—an acorn, from its cup 
Dislodged, through sere leaves rustled, or at once 
To the bare earth dropped with a startling sound.  
(Fourteen-Book Prelude, Book I, 80–85) 

  
The differences between these two versions are important. The earlier draft is 
characterized by a general sensuousness. It invokes touch and the warmth derived from 
contact with the earth and there may be a connection in this aspect to the blank verse 
drafting around Wordsworth’s lyrical ballad, “Nutting” (Lyrical Ballads, lines 624-
626), a poem which Michele Speitz has explored with specific reference to sound and 
Mary Jacobus to touch (61-78). In the earlier version of these lines from The Prelude, 
as in “Nutting”, there is also a powerful shutting down of other modes of apprehension: 
although the poet’s sensitivity is grounded by a warm “pillow of earth”, he nevertheless 
describes himself as “seeing nought, nought hearing”.  

The denial of sensibility here is rendered even more obscure by the 
contradictory implication of a subject listening as the acorn “Fell audibly, and with a 
startling sound” (my emphasis). This conjunction of two almost identical states is an 
example of Wordsworth’s penchant for near tautology, as well as what Elizabeth 
Weybright has described with a focus principally on Coleridge as “unquiet 
Romanticism”, “a category of sonic moments in Romantic poetry in which the limits 
of audition are stretched to acknowledge […] the significance of sounds so low-decibel 
as to render the idea that they could be audible almost absurd” (n.p.). In this case, it is 
possible to imagine Wordsworth’s harshest contemporary critics finding absurdity in 
his amplification of the sound of an acorn, of course, but the effect is different in these 
lines: quietly noteworthy perhaps, while nonetheless ambiguous. In a manner familiar 
to readers of Geoffrey Hartman’s analyses of Wordsworth’s poetry in The 
Unremarkable Wordsworth, this act of listening in The Prelude makes a tiny, everyday 
sound unfamiliar and even remarkable, a small but significant event which might be 
seen variously as distracting from, rebuking or contributing to the poet’s state of 
meditation. 

Wordsworth may have been trying to clear away some of this ambiguity and 
near contradiction in the later version, where the instabilities are replaced with more 
detailed acoustic description and with a greater sense of sonic consonance in the verse 
itself: for example, the beautiful internal rhyme between “dislodged” and “dropped” 
and the alliterative “sere leaves rustled” and “startling sound”. Nevertheless, there 
remains considerable irresolution in the later Fourteen-Book Prelude’s representation 
of the acorn moving through space and over time. The continuation of the speaker’s 
inner vision is disturbed by nothing more than the sound of an acorn, but it is an acorn 
which is represented in multiple states: “Now here—now there—”, rustling “through 
sere leaves” or dropping “To the bare earth […] with a startling sound”. In the later 
draft, the acorn quite literally takes up more space in the verse (half of the six lines in 
the latter, rather than one and half out of eight lines in former) which not only heightens 
its unobtrusive disruption, but which also goes some way to displacing the listening 
subject.  

What does not change between the two drafts, however, is that wonderful phrase 
“startling sound”. The startling nature of the sound is unexpected itself, given the sort 
of sound that is being produced in this scenario and by something as small and, on one 
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level, insignificant as an acorn. However, it is no accident, of course, that acorns are 
also a tiny germ of enormous potential, characterized both by overabundance in 
production and by scarcity in reaching the full fruition of a mature oak. “Startling 
sound” is a phrase to which Wordsworth is committed in this otherwise shifting drafting 
and he also uses it elsewhere; in a less familiar later poem, The Russian Fugitive, but 
also in the great decade in a cuckoo poem from Poems, in Two Volumes, “Yes! full 
surely ’twas the Echo”, and in “A whirl-blast from behind the hill” from Lyrical 
Ballads. Albeit in a very different way, the latter poem’s opening lines exquisitely 
evoke Wordsworth’s sensitivity to the material dynamism of sound and its 
entanglement with the motions of air as “A whirl-blast from behind the hill / Rush’d 
o’er the wood with startling sound” (Lyrical Ballads, lines 1-2) before changing 
weather patterns animate the dead leaves of a holly bower “As if with pipes and music 
rare / Some Robin Good-fellow were there, / And all those leaves, that jump and spring, 
/ Were each a joyous living thing” (21-23). The power of sound to initiate feeling and 
even animation is heard in the ghost of a homophony where “start” sounds in 
“startling”. In both that poem and these acorn drafts from The Prelude, Wordsworth 
recognises the moving power of physical and literary sound and its interactions with 
other sounds and phenomena. 

Taking the time to notice and examine these small moments of “startling sound” 
is important for a few reasons. Firstly, they are good examples of Wordsworth’s 
attentiveness and his commitment to recording in minute detail the dynamics of things 
that are normally overlooked, including, most importantly for the purposes of this 
article, neglected sounds. This adds a nonhuman dimension to Wordsworth’s often-
invoked desire in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads “to make the incidents of common life 
interesting”. Secondly, such “startling sounds” demonstrate the complex amplifications 
of aesthetic response that occur through such attentiveness and recording. In a period 
when “the word ‘volume’ acquired an acoustic register” (Gorji n.p.), they also 
demonstrate that such amplifications are not neutral or transparent but can have 
unexpected significances. Wordsworth’s poetry often recognizes that our responses to 
sound are in many ways as ungovernable as the sounds themselves. This is an example 
of what Anne-Lise François, Celeste Langan and Alexander Walton have brilliantly 
described, with reference to other critical work, as “the non-sovereignty of sensation” 
(François et al. 262). Finally, because of this unpredictability of both effect and affect, 
the “startling sound” of falling acorns in The Prelude broadens our understanding of 
the types of sound that echoed in Romantic literature and that have continued to resound 
in the various cultures that have received the writing of that period ever since, including 
ideas about listening to sounds as they occur in various landscapes. 
 
A Dynamic Soundscape 
Falling acorns or whirl-blasts from behind a hill are phenomena that take place 
alongside and interact with other phenomena, including the phenomenon of listening. 
As Makis Solomis has put it, sound “defines itself as a network of relationships: to other 
sounds, to the ambient space and to the subject who listens” (95). Even relatively early 
in his poetic career, Wordsworth is notably accomplished at writing what R. Murray 
Schafer most influentially calls a “soundscape”. In what follows, I will focus on an 
example from the end of one of Wordsworth’s first extended publications, An Evening 
Walk. The poet describes a lakeside evening scene through primarily auditory means: 

 
Sweet are the sounds that mingle from afar, 

Heard by calm lakes, as peeps the folding star, 



Journal of Literature and Science 17 (2024)                                     Castell, “Listening with Wordsworth”: 17-30 

 
© JLS 2024.   Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-ND 

Downloaded from <http://www.literatureandscience.org/> 

20 

Where the duck dabbles mid the rustling sedge, 
And feeding pike starts from the water’s edge, 
Or the swan stirs the reeds, his neck and bill 
Wetting, that drip upon the water still; 
And heron as resounds the trodden shore, 
Shoots upward, darting his long neck before. (lines 301-308) 

 
This long first sentence is filled with sound, but its deployments are highly varied. For 
example, in the third line, there are two layers of poetic sound: a classic onomatopoeic 
representation of natural sound in the “rustling” as the duck moves around the sedge 
and a highlighting of a purer form of linguistic sound in the alliteration of the “duck 
dabbles” which is less straightforwardly mimetic of an originary sound in the natural 
world. In the following lines, the nonhuman beings both produce sound and respond to 
sound. Sound is implied, rather than directly represented, as the heron shoots upward 
at footsteps on the shore and the “feeding pike starts” suddenly. Even the water dripping 
off the neck and bill of the swan plays an amplified role in this soundscape, beautifully 
pulled together by the rhymes between “neck and bill” and “water still”. 
 All this sound has a composing corporeal effect on the poet, but also one that 
blurs the lines between the lake and the listening human subject, since the imagery used 
to describe the human breast’s undisturbed tranquillity is watery: “While, by the scene 
compos’d, the breast subsides, / Nought wakens or disturbs it’s tranquil tides” (309-
310). The verse is continually dynamic, however, so this sense of liquid calm can only 
be preserved for a handful of lines before being disturbed once again by a state of 
exception that is nevertheless connected through repetition to what precedes it: 
 

[…] Nought but the char that for the may-fly leaps, 
And breaks the mirror of the circling deeps; 
Or clock, that blind against the wanderer born, 
Drops at his feet, and stills his droning horn. (311-314) 

 
Even among these renewed agitations, Wordsworth piles up layers of subtle difference. 
In those last four lines, there is a doubled sense of gentle disturbance in the char leaping 
“for the may-fly” and also breaking “the mirror of the circling deeps”. But, where sound 
breaks silence in those two lines, what is remarkable about the clock beetle in the lines 
immediately after is the startling silencing of “his droning horn” as this flying insect 
bumps into the wanderer and drops at his feet.  

Wordsworth’s writing in general achieves remarkable precision in recording 
change, instability and uncertainty and this is no less true in his representations of 
sound, especially in this particular soundscape. Although the opening of the paragraph 
claims that the sweet sounds simply “mingle from afar”, the overall effect of 
Wordsworth’s sonic precision in this paragraph is something closer to a highly 
entangled distinctness and an interconnected plenitude of complex interaction and 
difference. Yimon Lo’s work tracing the importance of musical language through 
Wordsworth’s oeuvre brilliantly characterizes his sense of “harmony” as not 
“dissipating dissonance and noise” but instead as “sounding and sustaining an infinite 
range of possibilities and varieties”, “an interaction of diverse characters and a 
coexistence of individual occurrences and expressiveness within a dynamic wholeness 
and interconnectedness” (15-16). Like the musical metaphors in The Prelude which 
pull together conflicting components into a sort of concord, this passage from An 
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Evening Walk is a multi-layered soundscape which is itself represented in the multi-
layered soundscape of Wordsworth’s verse. 

Up to this point, a human figure has only been implied by the disturbance of 
nonhuman animals or figured by the metonymy of the subsiding breast. But, as this 
paragraph continues, it becomes clearer and more explicit that, for Wordsworth, the 
sound of nature includes the sounds of people. 

 
—The whistling swain that plods his ringing way 
Where the slow waggon winds along the bay; 
The sugh of swallow flocks that twittering sweep, 
The solemn curfew swinging long and deep; 
The talking boat that moves with pensive sounds, 
Or drops his anchor down with plunge profound; 
Of boys that bathe remote the faint uproar, 
And restless piper wearying out the shore; 
These all to swell the village murmurs blend, 
That soften’d from the water-head descend. 
While in sweet cadence rising small and still 
The far-off minstrels of the haunted hill, 
As the last bleating of the fold expires, 
Tune in the mountain dells their water lyres. (315-328) 

 
As Joanna Taylor has also observed in Wordsworth’s later poem “On the Power of 
Sound”, Wordsworth’s soundscapes most often represent a “populated landscape” 
rather than a wilderness (390): “The Wordsworthian soundscape, even in the “peaceful” 
Lake District, was often composed of human voices reverberating around the valleys” 
(389). In An Evening Walk, there is an accretion of human sounds both layered onto 
and braided into the nonhuman world. Formally, the rhyming couplets drive these 
connections, but semantic torsions also draw different elements together. The 
“whistling swain” embodies both labour and leisure, and also reconciles “plodding” 
and “ringing” as he and the waggon move “along the bay”. The flock of swallows 
“sughs” in addition to the “twittering” of each of its individual members. Wordsworth 
represents the anthropomorphized “talking boat” in two different states (moving “with 
pensive sounds” and dropping “his anchor down with plunge profound”) which pulls 
together moments in time, even as the “solemn curfew” marks time’s onward 
progression toward night. The bathing boys, the “restless piper wearying out the shore” 
and the “village murmurs” also draw together activity and lethargy, energy and 
dissipation, immersion and distance. Finally, the last four lines culminate with a quiet 
reference to the music of the supernatural, which adds yet another dimension to the 
preceding layers while tying it back to the material world in its juxtaposition with the 
more prosaic bleating of sheep. This is an extended, early example of Wordsworth’s 
exceptional sensitivity to a very broad range of the sounds that make up “the sound of 
nature” for him, as well as the very broad range of poetic techniques that he deploys to 
represent sounds and their interrelations precisely. Perhaps even more importantly, it is 
an excellent example of how the dynamics of sound as it occurs over time are central 
to Wordsworth’s broader conception of nature, a way of thinking that was more than 
usually influential on the growing environmental awareness of his cultural inheritors.  

Even though An Evening Walk was largely composed when Wordsworth was 
an undergraduate student and with a style that, in some ways, he would later leave 
behind, this soundscape connects with several celebrated passages from writing by the 
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more mature Wordsworth. For example, it corroborates Wordsworth’s description in 
The Prelude of human beings not just as inmates of an “active universe” but also as 
active participants in it, an extension of the capacity of the infant mind to be “creator 
and receiver both” into adulthood: “From nature largely he receives; nor so / Is satisfied 
but largely gives again” (Thirteen-Book Prelude, Book II, 266-273). In a complex 
poetic soundscape like the one in An Evening Walk, the reciprocity between various 
sounds and various subjects is so deep that it matches that “dark / Invisible 
workmanship that reconciles / Discordant elements and makes them move / In one 
society” in the “mind of man” which is central to the philosophy of nature in 
Wordsworth’s most celebrated poetry (Thirteen-Book Prelude, Book I, 353-356). A 
similar drawing together of varied modes of being can also be seen in the expansive 
poetics of Home at Grasmere where Wordsworth’s sense of the “mighty 
commonwealth of things” means that even “The raven croaks and fills the sunny air / 
With a strange sound of genial harmony” (lines 796-797).  

Scholars of Wordsworth have long recognized the centrality of sound to his 
poetry and perhaps most especially as a complement to what Wordsworth himself calls 
the “tyranny” of the eye, “the most despotic of our senses” and one which “Nature 
studiously employs to thwart” through a form of synaesthesia where “all the senses […] 
/ […] counteract the other and themselves” (Thirteen-Book Prelude, Book XI, 174-
181). References to sound can be found throughout the towering mid-century works of 
criticism by M. H. Abrams and Geoffrey Hartman, and in later approaches by Mary 
Jacobus or Susan Wolfson to cite just a few examples. Recently, however, it is striking 
that an increasing number of scholars have turned even more directly to questions of 
sound and silence and with a fresh focus on wide-ranging questions from monasticism 
to radical politics. To the work already mentioned, one might add contributions by 
Jessica Fay, Tim Fulford, Ryan Haas, Steven Matthews, Clara Delene Busby and 
Carmen Faye Mathes to what is, no doubt, an incomplete list of examples which focus 
on specific sounds, settings or scenarios of listening in Wordsworth’s poetry. Joanna 
Taylor’s work has focussed on an even broader understanding of soundscape derived 
from sound studies and environmental history. In particular, Taylor makes a brilliant 
case for investigating the “topophony” in Wordsworth’s poetry or the complex 
interactions of sound and landscape (386). Encouraged by this appeal, my reading of 
An Evening Walk has not only sought to engage with the broadest possible pool of sonic 
interrelations but has also added detailed focus on the sound of Wordsworth’s verse 
which produces its own soundscape and poses its own demands on readers and listeners 
to its formal texture.  

There is a final important dimension to the soundscape in An Evening Walk that 
must be addressed: its context within the broader poem. An Evening Walk could hardly 
be described as the most well-trodden part of Wordsworth’s oeuvre, but the specific 
passage has been reasonably important in critical discussion, because of an awkward 
disjunction between its atmosphere of relative calm and what precedes it, a tale of 
profound suffering endured by a vagrant mother. There have been particularly 
influential readings of the transition in the poem by Geoffrey Hartman in Wordsworth’s 
Poetry, 1787-1814 (90-101), James H. Averill in Wordsworth and the Poetry of Human 
Suffering (61-69), and by Alan Liu in Wordsworth and The Sense of History (61-137), 
which have variously tried to explain or admonish the poem’s failure to address the 
problem. More recently, Adam Potkay offers a convincing argument for the 
disjointedness: “In the suggestive power of unarticulated connection Wordsworth finds 
the key to his future tragedies of common life […], tragedies in which natural beauty 
and particularly natural music are offered not as a consolation for the spectacle of death, 
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not as theodicy, but nonetheless as a reattachment to life” (185). For Potkay, from this 
point on, “soundscape increasingly dominates the poem” but “the practice of hearing 
ironically counteracts not so much actual suffering in the world as the poet’s own visual 
fancy which – as in the vagrant mother’s tale – distorts tragedy into the ‘super-tragic.’ 
The shift from eye to ear signals creative chastening as well as environmental humility” 
(185). In other words, this soundscape might be seen less as a displacement of the 
vagrant mother or a retreat from her suffering, and more as a response to that situation, 
something approaching an ethical turn back towards other parts of the world and other 
modes of listening to it. Or, to use Wordsworth’s own words that I have previously 
cited, the preceding context of the vagrant mother is the “discordant element” required 
to conjure the soundscape’s broader sense of society, the “strange sound” needed to 
produce a “harmony” robust enough to incorporate the croaking raven and the sunny 
air. 

My position here is consonant with Hartman’s beautifully expressed views that, 
in An Evening Walk, “Wordsworth’s hold on phenomena proves strong enough to 
reveal the life that persists even in darkness” and that “Wordsworth’s melodies of 
evening” have a “covert eloquence of intent” where their “diminuendos build up into a 
crescendo of secretly continuing life.” (97). Sensitive as they are to the twists and turns 
of An Evening Walk, however, neither Potkay nor Hartman explore the form and 
content of Wordsworth’s soundscape in this poem quite as single-mindedly as I have 
done. Yet, reading the sonic contours of Wordsworth’s verse which is itself listening 
intently to a natural soundscape not only reinforces but also extends their insights into 
reaffirmed life and ecological humility. Alongside its interest in human suffering, An 
Evening Walk reveals through sound the startling plenitude in a world of acoustic 
interactions between different orders of being, whether human, nonhuman or linguistic. 
Furthermore, and even though there are two repeated assertions of distance related to 
specific sounds in this passage (“afar” and “far-off”), neither the listening subject nor 
the poem itself can maintain a position of detachment from these sounds, which is one 
reason why this poem transcends its loco-descriptive genre. Indeed, this might be seen 
as one of the particular powers of sound over vision and one of the reasons why 
Wordsworth prizes auditory experience so highly. No matter the distance from an 
object or even the mediating modes of recording (whether textual or technological), in 
order to hear something, bodies and selves are exposed at some level to the complex 
layers of a soundscape in which listeners become both physically and affectively 
entangled.  

 
Sonic Sociability 
Such long-distance immersion is one of the reasons that Wordsworth the “borderer” (a 
term used by Wordsworth, of course, but most famously championed by Jonathan 
Wordsworth in William Wordsworth: The Borders of Vision), a poet obsessed with 
liminal things and liminal states, is so interested in sound. He deeply values its capacity 
to cross thresholds, to emanate in one space and to be received in another, to draw 
together otherwise detached beings in physical and affective intimacy. This is 
something which Wordsworth shares with Schafer who describes how “[h]earing is a 
way of touching at a distance and the intimacy of the first sense is fused with sociability 
whenever people gather together to hear something special” (11). There is a wonderful 
example of this sonic superpower at the beginning of Book VII of The Prelude, a brief 
domestic episode that precedes the more chaotic urban soundscapes of Bartholomew 
Fair in London. Wordsworth is sitting “within doors betwixt light and dark” at “the 
hour of sunset” when he hears “A voice that stirr’d me”.  
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’Twas a little Band, 

A Quire of Redbreasts, gather’d somewhere near 
My threshold, Minstrels, from the distant woods 
And dells, sent in by Winter to bespeak 
For the Old Man a Welcome, to announce, 
With preparation artful and benign,  
Yea the most gentle music of the year, 
That their rough Lord had left the surly North, 
And hath begun his journey.  
(Thirteen-Book Prelude, Book VII, 23-31) 

 
Like the varying sound-emitting creatures in An Evening Walk, this “little band”, this 
“Quire of Redbreasts” maintains its harmonious plurality while speaking with a 
singular voice that brings a message “from the distant woods / And dells” of coming 
winter. In the process, they reconcile the sound of “gentle music” with its stormier 
message about the arrival of the “rough Lord”.  

The song of the redbreast choir mixes not only the song of different individuals 
but also of different prospects and indeed of different responses to those prospects. 
Despite, the coming harshness of the season, it induces an unexpected – a 
contradictorily “smiting” – sense of prospective “delight” in the listener, not least 
through an awareness of anticipated fellowship between man and robin. 
 

A delight 
At this unthought-of greeting, unawares 
Smote me, a sweetness of the coming time; 
And, listening, I half-whisper’d, we will be, 
Ye heartsore Choristers, ye and I will be 
Brethren, and in the hearing of bleak winds 
Will chaunt together.  
(Thirteen-Book Prelude, Book VII, 31-37) 

 
As in the preceding lines, the verse and the sound of the redbreasts moderates the 
dealing of a blow into an “unthought-of greeting” and an unexpected sense of 
“sweetness”. The second half of this sentence is both utterly beautiful and highly 
characteristic of Wordsworth’s approach to sound. The syntax is fractured by sub-
clauses, commas and revision, which lends the verse itself a multiplicity that is also 
reflected in the bond established between human poet and nonhuman choir, who by the 
end of the sentence “will chaunt together”. But it is left ambiguous in this drafting 
whether the “chaunting” will be a result of hearing the “bleak winds” of winter or will 
be occurring within the hearing of these personified blasts. That ambiguity is cleared 
up in a far less interesting later version of this passage where the poet declares in clear 
reported speech that he and his “Associates” (a weakening from “Brethren”) “unscared 
by blustering winds / Will chaunt together” (Fourteen-Book Prelude, Book VII, 28-31). 
But, in this earlier draft, the ambiguity provides a momentary fracturing of sense which 
layers onto the parataxis and complements the distanced intimacy between bird and 
poet, a form of sociability which is once again dependent on separation. The 
simultaneity of listening and half-whispering also suggests a hesitation or reluctance to 
disturb with expression even as it performs its act of communication. But that other 
word of effusion, “chaunt”, is almost always one of connection in Wordsworth’s oeuvre 



Journal of Literature and Science 17 (2024)                                     Castell, “Listening with Wordsworth”: 17-30 

 
© JLS 2024.   Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-ND 

Downloaded from <http://www.literatureandscience.org/> 

25 

and often associated with poetic confidence. In Book V of The Prelude, he describes 
how he and John Fleming would walk “Repeating favourite verses with one voice, / Or 
conning more; as happy as the birds / That round us chaunted” (Thirteen-Book Prelude, 
Book V, 588-590) and he also uses the word in key moments of “despondency 
corrected” through communication with the natural world in The Excursion (Book IV, 
lines 1145-1181) and The Tuft of Primroses (lines 377-382).  

The varied but not uncomplicated power of connection through sound is driven 
home as the rest of this paragraph from The Prelude transposes a similar lesson to a 
very different and much quieter circumstance. Walking on the hills after dark, the poet 
encounters “A Glow-worm”: 
 

silence touch’d me here 
No less than sound had done before; the Child 
Of Summer, lingering, shining by itself, 
The voiceless Worm on the unfrequented hills, 
Seem’d sent on the same errand with the Quire 
Of Winter that had warbled at my door; 
And the whole Year seem’d tenderness and love.  
(Thirteen-Book Prelude, Book VII, 42-48) 

 
The metaphor of touch here is, once again, central to the intimacy with both the 
warbling sound of the avian choir and the glow-worm’s voicelessness, a startling 
silence which holds as communicative an effect as what has come before. As Taylor 
has put it, channelling Simon and Garfunkel, “When Wordsworth discovered the 
“power in sound” it was thanks to the acknowledgement of sound in silence” (392). 
Sound, and the sound of silence, permits a sociability not only within space but also 
across time as the “Child of Summer” and the “Quire of Winter” work harmoniously 
together. Such a sociability is predicated on an openness to the outside and to the 
unexpected, to soundscapes full of variety, characterised by moments of startling sound 
and unexpected silence, and unlooked for feeling. It is ironic but not surprising, of 
course, and I believe also not accidental that, in the broader structure of The Prelude, 
these successful acts of listening come at the beginning of a book where Wordsworth 
works through his failure to find an adequate mode to be more than overwhelmed by 
the immersive cacophony of London and its populace. Nevertheless, the “quire” of 
redbreasts demonstrates one form of sociability with the power of sound for 
Wordsworth, even as the phantasmagoria of Bartholomew Fair in London provides 
another one which proves harder to assimilate. 

Although they are not labelled as such, the lines that form the epigraph to Rachel 
Carson’s Silent Spring are very familiar to Romanticists: “The sedge is wither’d from 
the lake, / And no birds sing” (37). Removed from their context at the beginning and 
end of John Keats’s poem “La Belle Dame sans Merci”, the lines embody a connection 
between Romantic poetry and later traditions of environmental awareness. They also 
communicate in a compressed form the argument of Carson’s book. She begins the 
book by describing “a spring without voices”: “On the mornings that had once throbbed 
with the dawn chorus of robins, catbirds, doves, jays, wrens, and scores of other bird 
voices there was now no sound; only silence lay over the fields and woods and marsh” 
(40).  And, in a chapter titled with Keats’s words, Carson writes that “Over increasingly 
large areas of the United States, spring now comes unheralded by the return of birds, 
and the early mornings are strangely silent where once they were filled with the beauty 
of birdsong” (117). In a book which remains totemic for ecological activism, Carson 
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invokes the language of Romanticism and its sensitivity not only to sound and silence 
but also to change. She does so not to express the sort of plenitude and sufficiency that 
I have been identifying primarily in the soundscapes that I have focussed on in 
Wordsworth, but instead a deep sense of loss and deprivation. Sound and silence are 
also entangled with loss in Wordsworth’s work, perhaps most celebratedly in the lines 
that have come to be known as “The Boy of Winander” (Lyrical Ballads; Thirteen-
Book Prelude, Book V, 389-414; Fourteen-Book Prelude, Book V, 366-399). But, for 
Carson and for others in the twentieth century, the silence of natural sounds in 
contemporary soundscapes decimated by industrialized agriculture is a significant 
marker of environmental decline.  

In one version of environmentalism, therefore, the silencing of an ecosystem 
directly correlates with human damage of the nonhuman world. But, for the acoustic 
ecologist and sound recorder Gordon Hempton, silence is not the problem. The problem 
is too much sound. The absence of sound is not the marker of decline, but its 
inescapability. As a result, on Earth Day in 2005, he founded “One Square Inch of 
Silence” in the Hoh Rain Forest at Olympic National Park in the State of Washington 
to preserve the unusual quietness of a small area and raise awareness about the 
importance of silence: 
 

Close your eyes and listen for only a few seconds to the world you live 
in, and you will hear this lack of true quiet, of silence. Refrigerators, air 
conditioning systems, and airplanes are a few of the things that have 
become part of the ambient sound and prevent us from listening to the 
natural sounds of our environment. It is our birthright to listen, quietly 
and undisturbed, to the natural environment and take whatever meanings 
we may from it. By listening to natural silence, we feel connected to the 
land, to our evolutionary past, and to ourselves. One Square Inch of 
Silence is in danger, unprotected by policies of the National Park 
Service, or supported by adequate laws. Our hope is that by listening to 
natural silence, it will help people to become true listeners to their 
environment, and help us protect one of the most important and 
endangered resources on the planet, silence. (Web) 

 
Of course, Hempton is privileging natural sound here rather than absolute silence and, 
in the process, his writing reveals the slippages between the sound of nature and the 
sound of silence that persist in our thinking (and that are discussed by Hardenberg 93-
110). Nevertheless, I bring Carson and Hempton together here not to expose internal 
contradictions within environmental activism: of course, Carson and Hempton 
primarily agree in their championing of a species-rich soundscape disturbed as little as 
possible by human intervention. It is also not my aim to evaluate the relative success of 
these two approaches in justifying the conservation of different soundscapes. Instead, I 
want to show that two different responses to sound and silence and the dynamic spaces 
between them continue to shape our awareness of our environment and specifically of 
environmental change and decline. As in Wordsworth, thinking about – let alone 
valuing – the sounds and silences of nature is a deeply unstable enterprise, even as it is 
central to some of the important questions faced by those confronting the plethora of 
environmental crises that we face in our contemporary moment.  

There is a now a thirty-year tradition of Romantic ecocriticism which has 
persuasively demonstrated the centrality of Wordsworth’s work to the development of 
many of our intellectual frameworks and institutions for ecology and conservation both 
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in the nineteenth century and up to the present day (see Bate; Davies). But, even though 
it offers no straightforward roadmap for environmental action in our own time, listening 
to Wordworth’s soundscapes – populated by human and nonhuman beings alike – 
continues to offers us ways of listening not only to our environments but also to our 
environmental awareness: a mode of listening which manages to live and vocalize itself 
alongside an extraordinary range of sounds and silences, within networks of deeply 
complex interactions and dynamic change, and at the whims of unexpected and 
powerful affective responses; to listen not only with Wordsworth but also to listen with 
others who have listened with him, whether directly or indirectly. 

What does it mean to listen with another person or even a nonhuman being? 
Perhaps surprisingly, the philosopher who has done most since Martin Heidegger to 
discuss the idea of “being-with”, Jean-Luc Nancy, does not discuss “listening-with” at 
any length in his book entitled Listening. Nevertheless, Nancy’s claim elsewhere for 
the importance of “community” as “an originary or ontological ‘sociality’” (Inoperative 
Community, 28) where “there is no singular being without another singular being” 
(Inoperative Community, 4) resonates strongly with the soundscapes that I have been 
discussing in this article. Nancy’s co-option of Heidegger’s “being-with” does not 
necessitate a “communion of singularities in a totality superior to them and immanent 
in their common-being” because, for Nancy, this would exceed a finitude which is the 
enabling characteristic of the individual. Rather, Nancy finds that “in place of such a 
communion, there is communication” (Inoperative Community, 28). Wordsworth’s 
philosophy of nature sometimes reaches for natural collectives that are more totalizing 
than Nancy’s, but his poetry often produces a similar effect in its precise textual 
recording of soundscapes that communicate through sonic sociability. The 
environmental awareness through sound that his poetry has offered and continues to 
offer is one that recognizes both a powerful sense of separation from the natural world 
as well as a deep intimacy and interdependence with it. 

What does it mean if the person that one is “listening-with” is a writer and more 
specifically a poet? Listening directly through the ears of another may be impossible, 
but, when reading, one necessarily enters a fantasy, an almost mad act of listening, to 
listen with poetry, to experience a representation of the sound of nature and to 
experience the sound of representation itself. Listening with Wordsworth is to listen 
with more than one’s own ears, but it is also to listen with more than his. In Hearing 
Things: The Work of Sound in Literature, Angela Leighton uses Wordsworth listening 
to himself in The Prelude as an apposite epigraph (1): 

 
My own voice cheered me, and, far more, the mind’s  
Internal echo of the imperfect sound; 
To both I listened  
(Thirteen-Book Prelude, Book I, 64-66) 

 
What is remarkable here is Wordsworth’s fracturing of consciousness into split acts of 
listening, where he pays attention both to his own voice and to the internal echo of that 
voice. Such fracturing occurs widely across Romantic literature, of course, and, most 
celebratedly, in Wordsworth’s exploration of the growth of his own mind in The 
Prelude. At its most straightforward, Wordsworth listens not only to sound but also to 
himself listening. But this doubleness or synchronicity or symbiosis runs even deeper 
in both Wordsworth and the history of how his writing continues to be received. Schafer 
coins the term “schizophonia” (103) to describe and denigrate the overstimulating 
proliferation of recorded sounds in the modern world. But listening with Wordsworth’s 
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poetry offers a more positive and sociable version – a form of schizaudentia or split 
listening – where listening fractures a singular sense of the listening self, immersing 
the human in diverse and dynamic nonhuman soundscapes.  

Wordsworth’s verse is full of sounding and listening beings, to greater and 
lesser extents conscious of their own listening. Wordsworth listens to them, and he 
listens to himself listening to their listening. The layers of dynamic listening in 
Wordsworth’s poetry ought to inform the ways in which readers listen to his poetry. 
Wordsworth’s poetry demands that readers listen to other listening beings, but also to 
themselves listening. Even this is a partial starting point, however, because, in the 
twenty-first century, readers are listening informed by a tradition of over two centuries 
worth of critical and cultural response. When considering the sound of nature 
specifically, readers are listening to Wordsworth with ears that are attuned to the ways 
in which his work has shaped proto-environmental and environmental thinking more 
broadly. Listening with Wordsworth, therefore, requires readers to take seriously 
multiple sound environments: not only the sound environment that he is trying to 
record, but also the sound environment of his particularly poetic medium of listening; 
and not just those past modes of listening, but the historical processes that have 
continued to shape listening up to the present day. As a result, listening to the sound of 
nature in Wordsworth requires historical listening in the deepest sense, a mode of 
listening which is not only reconstructing something from the past, but which is also 
attentive to the ways in which that past has been transmitted and the ways in which that 
transmission has shaped listening itself. 
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