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Baron, Michael. Language and Relationship in Wordsworth’s Writing. Longman: London,
1995.

Aesthetic and economic values: ‘Michael’
Wordsworth commended ‘Michael’ to the attention of his friend Thomas Poole as ‘a
picture of a man . . . agitated by two of the most powerful affections of the human heart; the
parental affection, and the love of property, landed property, including the feelings of

inheritance, home and personal and family independence’| Emphasis on inheritance is rare -~ gﬁ?gg%@ﬁﬁ%
in Wordsworth’s writing, but the concept of ‘landed property’, linking landscape and Eéghg " -

economic effort, can easily be seen as a development of the idea of aesthetic ownership
implicit in the ‘Poems of the Naming of Places’. Wordsworth’s comment points to the social

and political forces of the poem, | R [a2]:
, o : L Bl : Baron (i 2T I
Yet the most famous act of praise of ‘Michael, Matthew Arnold’s in his 1879 UG AR T
introduction to a section of Wordsworth’s poems, used it to formulate an aesthetic criterion ERCEIRGHAE & SEARAS
: - . . . , B R R B -
of naturalness in poetry, a naturalness which was at the same time the ‘expressive[ness]’ of IR T ISR e BOa T3 -
Wordsworth’s poetry at its most characteristic|[The line ‘And never lifted up a single stone’ 1 2% [a3]: [ : Baron
exhibited, according to Arnold, a kind of non-style (or perhaps meta-style) in which ]t FelEERG A Matthew Amold
. . . . FIHESR LR 2 FRE T R o
might seem the Nature not only gave him the matter for his poem, but wrote his poem for LA P S B SR -
him’. Such poetry owed nothing to language and everything to nature, - | 3% [24]: [BERARIE : Baron
On the face of it there is no necessary conflict between these views, because one is ;j;f% Pl SRR

broadly about subject matter and the other about style. But recent readings have shown
how the poem joins the two in dialogue or conflict between aesthetic and social matters, -~ ﬁglaf’]; M&f
.. . . . . . L . . /& Baron fFHUTUTIfAEEE
Marjorie Levinson’s widely influential discussion in Wordsworth’s Great Period Poems is E—ngﬁgﬁgﬁggm
professedly materialist, asking questions about the precise economic circumstances of it Er LA -

Michael’'s ownership of his ‘landed property’ (if Michael paid off his mortgage on the land by | &% [a6): RN

producing a surplus income, why can’t he pay off his new debt in the same way after Luke : Baron #iif} Levinson
O | RIS YR R

/

leaves?) and arguing that Michael falls into the trap of sacrificing his son by putting a price /| seagifes sz AR A
on his life — doing what Abraham in the biblical narrative was prevented from doing|[These / | ZHfVHE -

problems are left unresolved in the poem because Wordsworth is more interested in poetry y RERE [a7]: T

than in work: the poem has a frame narrative of how the speaker himself learned the story /" | s’ ailif fiiee » /5S4
of Michael and why he is passing it on to others| S| BRI A
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for the sake
Of youthful Poets, who among these hills
Will be my second self when | am gone.

/As Michael hopes (but fails) to pass on his land to his son Luke, Wordsworth hopes
(and succeeds) in passing his narrative on to readers, potential poets. These are two
parallel stories of inheritance, and, in Levinson’s view, the poems values aesthetic
inheritance more highly than legal inheritance of landed property. |

This parallel is important in providing a way of linking economics and aesthetics, but
there is a broader and, | think, more precise context available if we look at different kinds of
aestheticisation in the poem. In the first place the action has an inevitability which gives it a
kind of tragic form, and we can link this with Wordsworth’s comment about the poem to
ownership of inherited land immeasurably deepens the ‘domestic affections’ in a way
‘inconceivable by those who have only had an opportunity of observing hired labourers,
farmers, or the manufacturing Poor’:

Their little tract of land serves as a kind of permanent rallying
point for their domestic affections. . . . It is a fountain fitted to the
nature of socialmen,
Wordsworth goes on to say that this ‘class of men is rapidly disappearing’. Two things need
attention here, first, that he is writing at a moment of perceived social decline, so that
Michael’'s failure to hold on to both land and family symbolises a general problem that
needs a political solution: arresting the drift towards towns and factories and controlling the
depression of wages and rise in prices. All these factors are mentioned in the letter to Fox.
Wordsworth makes tragedy out of a specific historical moment. This raises the question of
how effective a political generalisation can be made out of a very particularised section of
society: Michael's way of life is important partly because it is uncommon. The second point
is that there is a blurring of aesthetic and emotional experience in the quoted passage that
complicated any simple opposition between the aesthetic and the economic. The same
thing happens much more extensively in the poem itself|
This crucial passage is that in which Michael's feelings for the land and for his son
become mutally supportive:

He with his Father daily went, and they

Were as companions, why should | relate

That objects which the Shepherd loved before
Were dearer now? That from the Boy there came
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Feelings and emanations, things that were
Light to the sun and music to the wind;

the surrounding community but not a scene of communal economic relations. Harmonius
spousal relations within the cottage are symbolised by the two spinning wheels, but to
others ‘The Evening Star’ as the cottage is named is ‘a Public symbol of the life, / The thrifty
Pair had lived’: a thing apart from their neighbours, a landmark seen from afar, not a centre
of communal life,

The other kind of aestheticisation (which Levinson and others draw attention to) is
Wordsworth’s self-reference as a poet who, as it were, grew into the role of the poet by
hearing such stories as the one he relates: ‘Michael’ is a poem to make poets out of

economics.

It was the first,
The earliest of those tales that spake to
me
Of Shepherds, dwellers in the vallies, men
Whom | already loved, not, verily
For their sakes, but for the field and hills
Where was their occupation and abode.
And hence this Tale, while yet | was a boy
Careless of books, yet having felt the
power
Of Nature, by the gentle agency
Of Natural objects led me on to feel
For passions that were not my own, and
think

‘Light to the sun’: the phrase reminds us of one of Wordsworth’s formulations of
imaginative awakening in The Prelude: ‘an auxiliary light / Came from my mind’. Michael
invests Luke with the power to waken his (Michael’s) imagination, and so Luke becomes
the aesthetic property or agent of his father. In this way Michael’'s experience and values
are so inward-looking that he is left vulnerable to any ‘outside’ influence, which must
inevitably disturb what he has emotionally achieved. He has himself created a hard line
between inner and outer in the act of internalising Luke’s (imagined) experience. It is this
inevitability, | think, that makes the poem tragic as well as elegiac: Michael’'s emotional
strengths are also his limitations. It is much more concentrated and self-contained than the
‘Poems on Naming of Places’ and its companion-piece ‘The Brothers’, which | shall
consider below, nor does it have a dynamic debate about the barrier that divides within and
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At random and imperfectly indeed
On man; the heart of man and human life.

In these lines Wordsworth’s speaker uses Michael for his own aesthetic
purposes just as Michael uses Luke for his emotional purpose, ‘Not verily /
For their own sakes’. This supports the view that the poem is about
transforming economic actuality into aesthetic values, but we must also give

due weight to the sense of inner and outer as it applies in both these fields| -
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