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Biographical
Wordsworth’s family were middle class but not wealthy. He grew 
up on the edge of the Lake District and was educated at a local 
grammar school and St John’s college, Cambridge. He did not follow 
a profession and lived frugally until he became successful as a poet 
in middle age. During his 1791 visit to France, Wordsworth fathered 
a child, though Britain’s war against the French kept him apart from 
his lover and their daughter until 1802. He supported her as far as 
he was able throughout his life but the tragic depictions of single 
mothers in several of the ballads may reflect the poet’s conscience.

Coleridge shared similar radical opinions and was at the time 
similarly unsettled. At one point he intended to establish an 
egalitarian commune in post-revolutionary America. An annuity from 
Josiah Wedgwood allowed him to give up plans to earn a living as a 
Unitarian minister.

Literary context
In his brief ‘Advertisement’ to the first edition, Wordsworth refers to 
‘the gaudiness and inane phraseology of many modern writers’. Much 
typical poetic diction had certainly grown both stale and outlandish 
towards the end of the eighteenth century: skies were ‘azure’ 
(rather than merely blue); streams (or ‘rills’) ‘purled’; natural forces, 
non-human living things and abstractions were routinely personified. 
When in the Preface of 1802 he refers to the ‘frantic novels’ which 
have stimulated ‘a craving for extraordinary incident’, he may 
well have been referring to sensational Gothic works such as Ann 
Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) and Matthew Lewis’s The 
Monk (1796). In contrast, the ‘principal object’ of Lyrical Ballads was 
‘to make the incidents of common life interesting’ and to use only 
‘the real language of men’.

Political
Both poets were at this time of their lives sympathetic to radical, 
even revolutionary politics. (At one point they were suspected of 
being spies for the French.) In The Prelude Wordsworth recalled that 
‘Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive’. Although disillusioned by the 
Reign of Terror (1793–94) he remained antagonistic to the repressive 
policies of his own country’s government. Political theorists of the 
poets’ youth included the radical Tom Paine and the feminist Mary 
Wollstonecraft. Politics and a distaste for literary artifice combine 
in Lyrical Ballads to explore lives that would previously have been 
considered too humdrum for poetry. 

Social
By the end of the eighteenth century, the industrial revolution 
was well underway. Although new water- and steam-powered 
technologies would bring overall prosperity to the nation, the 
immediate consequences for many of its poorer people were 
disastrous. The spinning and weaving that was previously undertaken 
in the home or the village community moved to mechanised factories 
and the towns that grew up around them. 

Wars in India and in Europe had taken tens of thousands of men 
overseas and returned many of them wounded and destitute with 
dire consequences for their dependants. Systems for relieving poverty 
were scant and a succession of bad harvests in the mid-1790s pushed 

up the price of bread so that malnourishment and even starvation 
were commonplace. Vagrancy, begging and crime inevitably 
increased. 

The plight of the poor is a major theme in Lyrical Ballads. In ‘The 
Female Vagrant’ the narrator records how ‘homeless near a thousand 
homes I stood’. Goody Blake is forced to pilfer firewood, a woman is 
driven to infanticide in ‘The Thorn’, and a shepherd weeps as he is 
forced to sell the last of his flock. A quiet, dignified piece describes 
an old man’s journey to find his son, dying in a distant hospital from 
his war-wounds (‘Old Man Travelling’). Many of the poems record the 
pain of severance from old ways of life and familiar landscapes.
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This collection of poems was first published anonymously in 1798 in the unfulfilled hope that it would 
make a little money. The two young authors were living close to one another in the Quantock Hills, 
in Somerset. Coleridge was 26, Wordsworth 28. Neither was yet famous, but today Lyrical Ballads is 
often seen as a founding text of the Romantic movement in Britain. It is a mixed bag of just over 20 
pieces. Some resemble traditional ballads, while others are more descriptive and philosophical. 
Most of the content is Wordsworth’s but it also includes Coleridge’s ‘Rime of the Ancyent 
Marinere’. At the time, this attracted most critical attention but other items now well known include 
Wordsworth’s ‘Lines Written a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey’ and versions of passages which 
would eventually form part of his long autobiographical poem The Prelude, published posthumously 
in 1850. Later editions (1802 and 1805) added a second volume of poems by Wordsworth, including 
‘Michael’, a sonorous and moving account of a Lake District shepherd.


