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Nostalgia, the Classics, and the Intimations 
Ode: Wordsworth's Forgotten Education 

ERIK GRAY 

Between 1819 and 1824 Wordsworth undertook a translation of 
Virgil's Aeneid, which eventually included Books 1 to 3 nearly 
complete and only two further, unconnected passages: a brief 
fragment (six lines in English) from Book 4, and a more substan
tial section (forty-six lines) from the eighth book. Wordsworth left 
no indication why he singled out the last passage for translation. 
It contains the scene, well-known though scarcely crucial to the 
plot of the Aeneid, in which King Evander gives Aeneas a tour of 
his rustic settlement on what will later be the site of Rome. 

To the Tarpeian Rock their way they hold 
And to the Capitol now bright with gold,
In those far-distant times a spot forlorn 
With bramble choked and rough with savage thorn ... 
Conversing thus their onward course they bent 
To poor Evander's humble tenement; 
Herds range the Roman Forum; in the street 
Of proud Carinae bellowing herds they meet. ... I 

W. Warde Fowler, in his monograph on Book 8, Aeneas at the Site 
of Rome, calls this passage "a fine stroke which must have delighted 
the Romans of [Virgil's] own day."2 Yet its appeal to Wordsworth is 
less obvious. One might think that, logically, the description of 
these rustic precursors to the glories of Rome would delight 
especially, or only, those who were familiar with the Capitol, the 
Forum, and the Carinae in all their glory. But to think thus is to 
misunderstand the workings of nostalgia. I would define nostalgia 
as an affection or desire, not for what one remembers, but for 
what one feels one has forgotten. 3 No detailed reconstruction of 
the Roman Forum could give the modern reader so intimate a 
sense of familiarity with it as Virgil's deconstruction. Virgil sug-
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gests the grandeur only by negating it ("Herds range the Roman 
Forum"), relying upon the reader's knowledge to provide the 
necessary contrasting image. Hence the modern reader actually 
derives more from this passage than would a Roman with first-hand 
knowledge of the places mentioned. Familiarity with the great 
monuments of ancient Rome is so implicitly ascribed to the 
reader that we unconsciously assume it, and although we could 
not therefore draw an accurate map of the Forum, knowledge of 
it comes to seem rather like something forgotten than like some
thing never known. 

There is nothing logical, of course, in the feeling of having 
forgotten something one never really knew, but the nostalgic 
appeal of this scene from Virgil does not depend on logic. 
Coleridge (whom Keats memorably accused of being "incapable 
of remaining content with half-knowledge") might have ques
tioned Wordsworth's apparent preference for this passage, just as 
he criticized a remarkably similar instance of paradoxical nostal
gia, the Intimations Ode. In chapter 22 of Biographia Literaria, 
which enumerates some "characteristic defects of Wordsworth's 
poetry," Coleridge aims his final and bitterest attack against the 
passage of the Ode which apostrophizes a young boy as "Mighty 
Prophet! Seer blest!" because the child, according to Wordsworth, 
still remembers his pre-natal state. Coleridge objects that a 
memory which never enters the consciousness is no memory: 
"Children at this age give us no such information of themselves; 
and at what time were we dipt in the Lethe, which has produced 
such utter oblivion of a state so godlike? ... But if this be too wild 
and exorbitant to be suspected as having been the poet's mean
ing; if these mysterious gifts, faculties, and operations, are not 
accompanied with consciousness; who else is conscious of them? 
or how can it be called the child, if it be no part of the child's 
conscious being?"4 

Coleridge's objections are certainly rational: the Ode is in many 
ways logically untenable. Wordsworth admitted that he did "not 
profess to give a literal representation of the state of the affec
tions and of the moral being in childhood"; the child's recollec
tion of pre-existence, then, is not to be taken literally. The false 
attribution of such a memory to childhood might nevertheless 
seem a reasonable poetic license if the point of the poem were to 
insist upon a prior state of being, but Wordsworth thought it 
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"right to protest against [the] conclusion ... that [he] meant to 
inculcate such a belief."5 It seems strange, to say the least, to 
construct a poem around "intimations of immortality from recol
lections of early childhood" when neither the recollection nor the 
immortality recollected is meant to be credible. Yet despite its 
anomalies the Ode remains captivating and comprehensible be
cause it both describes and conveys nostalgia-the pleasurable 
impression that something one has never known is in fact merely 
forgotten. 6 

Nostalgia in this sense is not a Wordsworthian invention but is 
well-known in a number of contexts. In a relatively bald form, for 
instance, it is often used by advertisers. (The television campaign 
that urged viewers to "Come back to Jamaica" was clearly not 
aimed at native Jamaicans, nor even at those who had ever vis
ited.) In a more complex form the implication of forgotten 
knowledge is typical not only of Virgil but of what we call "the 
classics" in general. In the first part of this essay I discuss how this 
effect is produced in Virgil and Milton, in order to suggest why 
the strange sense of familiarity described in the Ode seems 
strangely familiar. In the second section I discuss the nostalgia 
associated with what is referred to as a classical education, as 
evidence that the paradox that Wordsworth illuminates is not 
solely a literary phenomenon. 

DEAR CLASSICAL RECOLLECTIONS OF CHILDHOOD 

According to Macaulay, the most affecting parts of Milton are 
those that from a logical standpoint should be the least notable, 
because they convey no definite meaning. 

[Wl e may remark, that scarcely any passages in the poems of Milton are more 
generally known or more frequently repeated than those which are little more 
than muster-rolls of names. They are not always more appropriate or more· 
melodious than other names. But they are charmed names. Everv one of them is 
the first link in a long chain of associated ideas. Like the dwelling-place of our 
infancy revisited in manhood, like the song of our country heard in a strange 
land, they produce upon us an effect wholly independent of their intrinsic value. 
One transports us back to a remote period of history. Another places us among 
the novel scenes and manners of a distant region. A third evokes all the dear 
classical recollections of childhood, the school-room, the dog-eared Virgil, the 
holiday, and the prize. 7 

Macaulay's third example may be the most useful in helping 
explain the nameless affection he feels for Milton's learned lists. 
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The passing reference to Virgil, although no doubt it is meant to 
include all school-room authors, is well-chosen: "the dog-eared 
Livy" would convey nothing of the same effect. Virgil's ability to 
provide readers with memories of Rome (memories that are now 
forgotten) gives a double sense to the phrase "the dear classical 
recollections of childhood." Not only does the adult Macaulay 
recollect his childhood as a dear classical period of his life, but he 
assigns to that period the recollection of classical antiquity. 
Coleridge might counter that a schoolboy, upon questioning, 
would reveal no conscious memory of classical times, but the 
feeling remains nonetheless. If Macaulay feels he has forgotten 
what Rome was like, then it follows he must at one time have 
remembered it; naturally enough, he assigns such memories to 
his schooldays.8 

Hence the Virgil is "dog-eared": we get no sense of the child 
discovering the Aeneid for the first time, but rather an implication 
that Virgil constitutes one of "Those shadowy recollections" that 
haunt Wordsworth's child-seer (Ode 150). Virgil's nostalgic evo
cation of Rome through reference to its predecessor, although it 
is particularly acute in Book 8-"the most Roman of all the 
books"9-is by no means limited to the brief passage Wordsworth 
chose to translate. Aeneas's visit to the site of Rome merely encap
sulates the method of the epic as a whole: reaching back to a 
precursor state (Troy, Pallanteum) in order to embrace the cur
rent state, which appears all the more sublime for being shown 
only in outline, through the coloring-in of the negative space that 
surrounds it. Aside from some prophetic glimpses, the Aeneid 
describes not classical Rome but archaic Rome; yet this indirec
tion is precisely what makes the Augustan age seem so familiar 
and provides Macaulay with his classical recollections. If Virgil 
limits himself to describing the pre-history of Rome, that is be
cause every schoolboy, surely, remembers what Rome was like in 
its heyday. 

The temporal depth Virgil thus exploits is what makes him a 
"classic," according to T. S. Eliot's essay, "What is a Classic?" Virgil 
is Eliot's prime example because he possesses the one all-impor
tant characteristic, "maturity," which Eliot defines as a sense of 
the difference between past and present, both literarily and his
torically. Virgil is a classic whereas Homer is not, because Virgil "is 
aware of his predecessors" (notably Homer) and because the 
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Roman empire in general maturely defined itself against earlier 
civilizations: "This is a consciousness which the Romans had, and 
which the Greeks ... could not possess."lO Eliot concludes, "it is 
this development of one literature, or one civilization, in relation 
to another, which gives a particular significance to the subject of 
Virgil's epic"; in other words, Virgil makes the "unique destiny" of 
Rome seem timeless-or classic-because he defines it by what it 
is not, or by what it is no longer (19, 29). 

Eliot's strict criteria exclude not only Homer but Milton; Virgil 
in fact turns out to be not just the prime but the only true exem
plar of the "classic." Yet the double time-frame that Eliot singles 
out as Virgil's most significant feature is not limited to Virgil. 
Wordsworth uses analogous techniques, as I shall argue, and so 
does Milton. It was in order to elucidate Milton that Macaulay 
invoked Virgil, and specifically to help explain the uncanny famil
iarity of Milton's "muster-rolls of names." Macaulay refers to pas
sages such as the famous first description of Paradise: 

Not that faire field 
Of Enna . .. 

. . . nor that sweet Grove 
Of Daphne by Orontes, and th'inspir'd 
Castalian Spring, might with this Paradise 
Of Eden strive; nor that Nyseian lie 
Girt with the River Triton, where old Cham, 
Whom Gentiles Ammon call and Lybianjove, 
Hid Amalthea and her Florid Son 
Young Bacchus from his Stepdame Rhea's eye; 
Nor where Abassin Kings thir issue Guard, 
Mount Amara, though this by sam suppos'd 
True Paradise under the Ethiop Line. ll 

Macaulay explains the nostalgic familiarity of these "charmed 
names" by suggesting that each "is the first link in a long chain of 
associated ideas." But do "Nyseian" and "old Cham" really call up a 
chain of associations? Even if we could grant that Macaulay was as 
learned as Milton, his analysis does not explain why the lay
reader, who knows nothing of "old Cham," can nevertheless agree 
that this list seems "charmed."12 

Most of us have no previous knowledge ofthe figures and places 
Milton refers to, but Milton attributes such knowledge to us by his 
"not," which implies perfect familiarity-as if the reader had 
probably pictured Eden as resembling "that Nyseian Ile" and 
needed to be correctedY In this sense, Milton's characteristic 
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description-by-negation is an exact counterpart to Virgil's: the 
reader seems to have associations with the "River Triton" (though 
even Macaulay might be hard put to name what associations) just 
as a modern reader feels oddly familiar with the grandeur of the 
Forum. But in fact the analogy is less exact and more complex 
than it appears. What Milton here describes by negatives-the 
equivalent to Virgil's Forum-is Eden. Whereas Virgil depicted 
what his original readers would have known well by referring to its 
humble precursor, Milton evokes that which we cannot know 
(Paradise or Satan or Hell) by dismissing his recondite allusions 
as insufficient. Thus both sides of Milton's comparison are de
fined negatively, with the result that his Eden is even more sub
lime than Virgil's Rome, and his arcane names even more famil
Iar. 

This familiarity attaches not only to names that are explicitly 
negated, however, but to all metaphors or allusions in the poem, 
thanks to Milton's time-scheme. Paradise Lost is set at the most 
remote possible time from the present and in a mostly pre
lapsarian state that is scarcely conceivable to our fallen minds. 
Hence every illustrative allusion necessarily refers to something 
closer to us than the world of the poem is, and therefore implic
itly more familiar; likewise, every metaphor, no matter how ex
alted, carries the implicit qualification of comparing great things 
to small. If by reaching back to a time when herds ranged the 
Roman Forum, Virgil provided the reader with an irrecoverable 
memory of the Forum, Milton does the same with all of human 
history. Thus when Satan flying through the infernal landscape is 
compared to a fleet "Close sailing from Bengala, or the Iles / Of 
Ternate or Tidore" (2.638-9), the reader receives these names as 
proximate points of reference, familiar landmarks. Exotic as they 
are, the allusions are nevertheless accommodations, like anachro
nistic references which a speaker might use to put an audience at 
ease-and which tend to get an appreciative nod even from those 
who do not actually recognize the cultural reference. 

The same effect of familiarity applies also to metaphors that do 
not contain allusions to outlandish places or characters, like the 
one describing Satan in Eden, so often imitated by the Romantics. 

As one who long in populous City pent, 
"Vhere Houses thick and Sewers annoy the Aire, 
Forth issuing on a Summers Morn to breathe 
Among the pleasant Villages and Farmes 
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Adjoynd, from each thing met conceaves delight, 
The smell of Grain, or tedded Grass, or Kine, 
Or Dairie, each rural sight, each rural sound. 

(9.445-51 ) 

In the Aeneid this metaphor would seem appealing because of the 
homely familiarity of what it describes, a walk in the suburbs. But 
this effect is doubled in Paradise Lost because we know that "popu
lous cities" do not yet exist, that "kine" still range the places that 
will someday be populous. Cities and farms both exist in Aeneas's 
world, but here the poet has had to go outside the world of his 
poem to find a parallel with which we can sympathize. Once again 
the image of a city is made to seem familiar to us (even though we 
know very little of its topography) by negation. It is negated in the 
first place by being introduced only to be abandoned in favor of 
the country (a gentler form of the usual "not"), and in the second 
place, like almost all the metaphors in the poem, by its temporal 
impossibility: "Satan was like a city-dweller (if there had been 
such things as cities)." Milton's metaleptic method thus ascribes 
to us a knowledge not only of proper names but of the whole of 
the post-Iapsarian world, however much of it we may seem to have 
forgotten. 

The Intimations Ode reverses the direction of Milton's meta
phor, describing a journey away from the open fields and shores 
and into the "Shades of the prison house" (67). But Wordsworth 
duplicates Milton's method of converting something unknown 
into something apparently unconscious by means of an 
overarching time-scheme. The first four sections of the Ode, 
which date from 1802, seek to give an oblique impression of a 
time of glory, whether by outright negation-"there hath past 
away a glory from the earth"-or by the implicit negation of the 
interrogative with which the fourth section ends:-"Where is it 
now, the glory and the dream?" (18, 57). But these relatively 
simple forms of suggestion by negation do little to evoke the sense 
that Wordsworth wishes to convey, until the second part of the 
poem, composed in 1804, overleaps the visionary period of early 
childhood and goes straight to the origins-to "Our birth" and 
the place "elsewhere" whence we come (58, 60). The lost time of 
"glory" becomes no longer an object of direct investigation but 
something assumed, to be referred to casually, almost parentheti
cally: "Though nothing can bring back the hour / Of splendour 
in the grass, of glory in the flower" (178-79). 
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The earlier part of the poem already contained an inkling of 
these tactics, in its most Miltonic lines: "-But there's a Tree, of 
many, one, / A single Field which I have looked upon, / Both of 
them speak of something that is gone" (51-53). At first glance 
these lines seem to be the opposite of a Miltonic muster-roll, since 
instead of a list of alternative proper names they refer to solitary, 
generic objects: "a Tree," "a single Field." But Wordsworth's lines 
employ the same arch allusiveness as Milton's "that fair field of 
Enna" or "that Nyseian Ile," and the effect is the same. 
Wordsworth's indicators are insufficient yet implicitly familiar 
parallels to what is "gone," with the effect that the glorious state 
to which they refer is obliquely shaded in, while the "Tree" and 
the "Field" (helped no doubt by the specific allusion to Milton's 
Eden) seem strangely recognizable. 

Wordsworth's Ode thus shares with the epics the capability of 
making the unknown seem merely forgotten, but it goes even a 
step beyond its precursors. In the Aeneid the effect is almost 
accidental: what evokes a sense of nostalgia in the modern reader 
would likely have evoked a sense of sublimity in Virgil's original 
audience. In Paradise Lost metalepsis is essential to Milton's 
method, and the nostalgic familiarity with all of fallen history that 
results implicates the reader into the Fall and reminds us of our 
own separation from Eden. But in Wordsworth the sense of hav
ing forgotten is not only part of the method but the very subject 
of the poem. Wordsworth bestows his "song of thanks and praise" 
upon the "FaIlings from us, vanishings" (141, 144)-that is, upon 
the very sensation of forgetting, rather than upon the actual glory 
he (and we too, if the poem's time-scheme has been effective) 
feels he has forgotten. The poem rejoices in "what remains be
hind" (181), a phrase with two opposing senses: Wordsworth takes 
pleasure not only in the remaining recollections of an earlier life, 
but also in all that has been left irrecoverably "behind," the 
forgotten past. In the Intimations Ode, then, nostalgia is not 
merely the result but the overriding theme. Wordsworth chooses 
to make childhood the object of his particular nostalgia, with the 
same double effect we have already noted: like the Roman Forum 
or Milton's arcana, childhood by following on an earlier state 
comes to seem both glorious and strangely familiar. 

This may seem a complex or obscure phenomenon, but in fact 
it is exactly the effect we associate with literary classics, or what 
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Hollywood accurately if redundantly dubs the "timeless classic": 
august works which nevertheless seem to belong to everyone, 
even to those who have never read them, Mark Twain defined the 
classic as "a book which people praise but don't read," but popu
lar usage suggests a somewhat more subtle distinction: a work the 
apparent familiarity of which is not logically explicable. The Inti
mations Ode became an instant classic partly because it deals 
explicitly with the state of being a classic. Wordsworth's childhood 
resembles not only Milton's Eden or Virgil's Rome, but Paradise 
Lost or the Aeneid-or Moby Dick, or anything else that people 
seem to have just forgotten even though in fact they have never 
experienced it at all. 

The state the Ode describes, moreover, though paradoxical, is 
not obscure, nor is it associated only with literature. Wordsworth's 
childhood, all-knowing and irrecoverable, has many analogues 
that help to give the Ode a continuing appeal. One of the closest 
parallels (ironically, given the Ode's distrust of institutional in
struction) can be found in the type of education that Wordsworth 
and many of his contemporaries received, an education which if 
not sentimental could be called "nostalgic." 

NOSTALGIC EDUCATIOC\l 

One of the most instructive conversations about the nature and 
aims of a classical education in nineteenth-century England takes 
place between Tom Tulliver and Philip Wakem in The Mill on the 
Floss: 

"[Latin],s part of the education of a gentleman," said Philip. "All gentlemen 
learn the same things." 

"What! do you think Sir John Crake, the master of the harriers, knows Latin?" 
said Tom, who had often thought he should like to resemble Sir John Crake. 

"He learned it when he was a boy, of course," said Philip. "But I daresay he's 
forgotten it." 

"Oh, well, I can do that, then," said Tom, not with any epigrammatic inten
tion, but with serious satisfaction at the idea that, as far as Latin was concerned, 
there was no hindrance to his resembling Sir John Crake. 14 

Tom's intention may not be epigrammatic, but his pronounce
ment is more accurate than he knows. Eliot's insistent repetition 
of the full name "Sir John Crake" seems to be an echo of Milton's 
"Sir John Cheke," whose soul is invoked in Sonnet 11 as an 
antidote against a degenerate age that hates "learning worse than 
toad or asp." Yet Tom Tulliver is not, by the standards of his own 
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age, degenerate. It may not be quite accurate to say that Victorian 
schoolboys were taught Latin specifically in order to forget it, but 
such nevertheless was the acknowledged and indeed expected 
result. 

Nor does this apply only to the master of the harriers. "It is no 
disgrace to a gentleman who has been engaged during near thirty 
years in political life," writes Macaulay in 1831, "that he has 
forgotten his Greek and Latin" (12.321).15 The subject of this 
observation is John Wilson Croker, whose edition of Boswell's Life 
oj Johnson Macaulay lambastes for its numerous scholarly errors; a 
gentleman is under no disgrace for forgetting, so long as he does 
not set up as a linguist. Knowledge of the classics, in fact, seems to 
be the exclusive domain of childhood: Macaulay pointedly in
vokes as his authority against the errors of Croker, not a scholar, 
but a schoolchild. Had Mr. Croker been "a schoolboy under our 
care," he would have been punished for his ignorance, since he 
repeatedly mistakes what "a forward boy at any school in England" 
would know (12.321, 315). Yet in spite of these deficiencies 
Macaulay still refers to Croker's having forgotten" his Greek and 
Latin"; although he has forgotten it, it remains an inalienable 
possession and the mark of his being a "gentleman."16 

As readers today we have lost the intimate familiarity with two 
great bodies of writing which used to be assumed appurtenances 
of literacy. The first and perhaps more important of these is the 
Bible-more important because it was as familiar to women and 
to those who could not afford expensive schooling as to men with 
a classical education. But this knowledge is by no means inacces
sible to us today: not only are there many people for whom Bible
reading remains a daily or weekly activity, but anyone wishing to 
become as familiar with Scripture as, let us say, Christina Rossetti 
could do so by intense study. The same is not true of the other 
great corpus, classical literature. A reader or critic who chooses to 
master Latin and Greek can never exactly recapture the special 
relation to those languages and their literature that is implied by 
Macaulay's criticisms, the sense of an utter familiarity with them 
as a schoolboy, which seems only to grow greater as actual knowl
edge disappears. It is not the nineteenth century's cultivated 
knowledge of the classics that we lack today; it is their cultivated 
ignorance. It would not be true to say that Croker forgot more 
Latin and Greek than we will ever know; but it would be true to 
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say that he forgot more than he ever knew. 
Such are the benefits of a classical education. The nineteenth 

century did not invent overeducation, nor has overeducation 
ceased to exist. But the nineteenth century was probably the 
period of the greatest dissociation between what was crammed 
into a schoolboy and what he might actually need to know upon 
leaving school. Had Croker lived a century earlier, his "thirty 
years in political life" might still have involved some Latin, at least 
for ceremonial functions; had he lived a hundred years later, his 
education would have consisted of something more than force
fed gobbets of Latin and Greek. But presumably Croker, like 
many educated men of his time, went from a diet of pure classics 
to none at all. 17 For such men therefore, classical antiquity and 
one's own childhood were inevitably linked, with a dual result. In 
the first place, childhood and schooldays tended, in retrospect, to 
derive classic grandeur, a glory and a dream (as reflected in that 
nineteenth-century genre, the schoolboy novel). In return, Latin 
and Greek, like childhood, remained possessions even to those 
who entirely forgot them; the classics were indeed "classic," since 
they were familiar without being known. 

To a certain class of gentlemen, then, all Latin and Greek 
authors fell into the category of "great things forgot." But just as 
"the classics" can refer both to Greek and Latin literature in 
general and also to certain particularly familiar examples, so 
certain authors were associated with childhood even more than 
others because of the nostalgia they evoke, their ability to provide 
apparent memories of a glorious past. We have already seen that 
Macaulay placed "dog-eared Virgil" in the schoolroom, and he 
was not alone in this dear classical recollection. Tennyson too 
seems to have known Virgil since birth: "I that loved thee since my 
day began." Thackeray's Henry Esmond begins his own history by 
comparing himself, aged twelve, to Aeneas encountering Venus in 
Book 1 of the Aeneid ("she had come upon him as a Dea certe"). 
Even the unheroic Charles Bovary is surrounded as a schoolboy 
(and only as a schoolboy) with Virgilian associations; on his first 
day at school the other students laugh at him until the voice of 
the teacher interrupts "like the Quos ego" of Neptune calming the 
winds of Aeolus. 18 

It is not surprising that by the middle of the nineteenth century, 
Wordsworth had joined Virgil as a schoolboy classic. Thomas 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

198 ERIK GRAY 

Hughes's Tom Brown's School Days (1857) is able to refer to 
Wordsworth obliquely, as someone whose works are always already 
familiar without being known: "As that venerable and learned 
poet (whose voluminous works we all think it the correct thing to 
admire and talk about, but don't read often) most truly says, 'the 
child is father to the man'; ajortiori, therefore, he must be father 
to the boy."19 Wordsworth, the poet of shadowy recollection, here 
serves the same function as Virgil does for the other novelists: he 
buttresses a depiction of schooldays that is far more exalted than 
actual memory could justify. 

It is significant, moreover, that Hughes alludes specifically to 
the lines from "My heart leaps up" that serve as epigraph to the 
Intimations Ode, since he (like George Eliot) was fully aware that 
the chief effect and perhaps the aim of a classical education 
consisted of a sense of "faIlings from us, vanishings." Hughes 
recognizes that the classics, like Wordsworth's childhood, pro
vided a false but delightful sense of something forgotten. Thus 
Harry East, Tom Brown's best friend, defends the use of inherited 
copy-books when doing Latin and Greek assignments, since the 
work then provides the teachers, who used the same copy-books 
themselves, "a sort of dreamy pleasure, as if they'd met the 
thought or expression of it somewhere or another - before they 
were born, perhaps" (328). The notion that education merely 
restores a pre-natal knowledge that we have forgotten dates back 
at least to Plato's Meno;20 but Harry East wryly extends the myth by 
suggesting that the process of forgetting and restoration is re
peated indefinitely during one's education, and that the process, 
moreover, provides "a sort of dreamy pleasure." In this sense, 
Wordsworth's visionary "Youth" is not far from Harry East. 

I do not mean to suggest that Wordsworth's Ode is an allegory 
of nineteenth-century classical education. Yet the child who 
emerges "not in utter nakedness" but "apparelled" in the dreamy 
recollection of some unrecoverable-and in fact unknown-time 
of glory finds a close parallel in the public-school graduate who 
has forgotten classical works he never learnt (the child makes up 
for being a little overdressed, as Oscar Wilde says, by being im
mensely overeducated) .21 If this analogy applied only to nine
teenth-century classical education, it would be oflimited interest, 
since it would not explain the continuing appeal of the Ode. My 
point, however, is that Wordsworth's myth about the recollection 
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of the loss of a knowledge that we never really had is not as 
anomalous as it sounds. Our system of education continues to 
provide the same sort of nostalgia, if not as acute; how many 
people retain a fondness for France, for instance, from an errone
ous recollection of having been able to speak French in high 
school? 

This Wordsworth ian nostalgia can attach to anything. With the 
right spin, as advertisers and fashion designers know, any product 
can be a "classic," can come to seem like something you once 
knew. Retro clothing, for instance, appeals to nostalgia, not to 
memory: students who now sport platform shoes and bell-bottoms 
were toddlers, or not yet conceived, when these fashions disap
peared. But the very fact that platforms are marketed to teenagers 
as accessories that will allow them to trip down memory lane 
provides them with an implied recollection-"as if' (in Harry 
East's words) "they'd met the thought or expression of it some
where or another-before they were born, perhaps." 

Yet there also exist inherent classics, things which seem uncan
nily familiar, not because of one's education or any outside influ
ence, but because of their nature. I have mentioned a few literary 
examples, but there are many others, Hamlet being perhaps the 
clearest. Hazlitt, for instance, writes of "Hamlet the Dane, whom 
we read of in our youth, and whom we may be said almost to 
remember in our after-years; ... who lived at the court of 
Horwendillus five hundred years before we were born, but all 
whose thoughts we seem to know as well as we do our own."22 
Shakespeare, like Virgil and Milton, creates this extraordinary 
sense of familiarity by means of an overarching time-scheme, 
which vividly evokes an older world, the world of old Hamlet and 
of Yorick. There are few other plays in which one of the most 
memorable characters dies twenty-three years before the action 
begins. Hamlet, though in fact sketchy on many significant details 
(Claudius's election, Ophelia'S mother), nevertheless makes the 
whole of Denmark's recent history seem familiar by means of this 
obliquity, which has cleverly been picked up by such modern 
variations as Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead. (More recent 
works in which Hamlet or Hamlet appears obliquely, as the center 
that is never shown because it is assumed to be already known, 
include Paul Rudnick's I Hate Hamlet [1992] and Kenneth 
Branagh's 1996 film, A Midwinter's Tale.) If there were no external 
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evidence of the existence of an ur-Hamlet, it would have to be 
invented, to explain how the actual play came to be one that as 
Hazlitt says we "seem to know" so welL23 

The inexplicable familiarity Hazlitt felt with Hamlet, Macaulay 
felt in regards not only to Milton but also to Samuel Johnson, who 
seems "as familiar to us as ... those among whom we have been 
brought up": 
What a singular destiny has been that of this remarkable man! To be regarded in 
his own age as a classic, and in ours as a companion. To receive from his 
contemporaries that full homage which men of genius have in general received 
only from posterity! To be more intimately known to posterity than other men 
are known to their contemporaries! (2.562) 

Macaulay feels he somehow knows the "Great Cham," just as he 
felt an inexplicable familiarity with "old Cham."24 He suggests it as 
a paradox that someone should "be regarded in his own age as a 
classic, and in [a later age] as a companion," but such is the 
double effect of the classic: to seem at once shrouded in glory and 
yet utterly familiar. Wordsworth's Ode captures this paradox per
fectly, and its ability to do so is what makes it that apparent 
oxymoron, the Romantic classic. 

To create such a classic cannot have been Wordsworth's con
scious aim, or at least cannot seem to have been such. As Frank 
Kermode writes, "[The classic] would not be read, and so would 
not be a classic, if we could not in some way believe it to be 
capable of saying more than its author meant; even, if necessary, 
that to say more than he meant was what he meant to do."25 This 
description nicely fits both Wordsworth and his impossible child
savant, "Moving about in worlds not realized" (Ode 146). The 
nostalgia Wordsworth describes and evokes, like the sensation of 
deja VU, is not the less powerful or recognizable for being illogical. 
Samuel Johnson writes that "it is not sufficiently considered, that 
men more frequently require to be reminded than informed."26 
The Ode, with the spurious memory it provides, apparently ful
fills that requirement. 

Harvard University 
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