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In the emergent map of John Thelwall’s career in/and the English radical 

landscape that this roundtable is helping to draw, the landmark of Llyswen deserves a 

second look. This obscure Welsh village, where Thelwall spent three productive but 

alienated years at the turn of the nineteenth century, is generally seen as an end point or a 

turning point: an end to the radical activism associated with Thelwall’s political lectures 

in London; a turn to the romantic retirement associated with the poetical Wye Valley 

through Wordsworth’s iconic “Tintern Abbey.” But for me it is a starting point, as well as 

a survey point in the remapping of romanticism that I carry out in the book from which 

this paper is drawn, John Thelwall in the Wordsworth Circle: The Silenced Partner. 

Building upon recent archival discoveries (including the actual site of Thelwall’s home in 

Llyswen), that book triangulates Lyrical Ballads, and a large part of the poetic theory and 

practice of Wordsworth and Coleridge, according to Thelwall’s coordinates, as the work 

of a “literary and political triumvirate” in which he and Llyswen provide a missing link. 

Instead of treating Thelwall as a “Wordsworth manqué,”1 and Llyswen as a pale shadow 

of better-known sites in the Quantocks or the Lake District, I show how he set the pace 

and mapped the path his erstwhile confreres followed, and I mark Llyswen as a new point 

of prospect, a long-hidden beacon of independence on the horizon of romanticism.  
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 My Thelwallian triangulation of literary history necessitates interrogation of the 

binary oppositions between radicalism and romanticism, prose and poetry, activism and 

retirement according to which we have understood the shape of Thelwall’s career. 

Looked at from the perspective of that career as a whole, Thelwall’s retreat to the 

romantic Wye, decisive as it may seem, must be recognized as part of a lifelong pattern 

whereby he would periodically retire to rural scenes and pedestrian pursuits, in order to 

re-energize, revive and/or reinvent himself, rebounding all the stronger. Like most 

lecturers, he took regular breaks between “seasons,” returning to private life in the Lake 

District after his well-publicized politico-elocutionary skirmishes in Scotland and the 

North in 1804 and 1805; relieving his professional exertions in London with tours of 

France and Ireland in the summers of 1814, 1816 and 1817; and, in a repetition of the 

Llyswen years, retiring to a cottage in Brixton after the collapse of the Champion in 

1821, only to return again to active life in the metropolis three years later.  While this 

rhythm of rebound is most clearly articulated in his later work (for example in the “ups 

and downs” of his 1822 “Auto-Biography”2), it originates in his early life, as evidenced 

by “The Retreat” chapter of The Peripatetic, in which he describes the “neat, though 

humble little cottage, in the vicinity of the metropolis” that provided  “a convenient 

retreat for poetic meditation” and a base for the “pedestrian expedition[s], in quest of 

health and recreation” which The Peripatetic records, embodies and enacts.3  

While such peripatetic re-creations may seem different from Thelwall’s 

apparently career-ending mid-life flight to and exile in Wales, they are so only in degree, 

not in kind. And far from being antithetical to his political activism, they are integral and 

necessary to its preservation and vitality. That much is clear from a pair of lectures that 
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frame his retreat to the Isle of Wight in the summer of 1795. In the “Address to the 

Audience at Closing his Lectures for the Season June 12, 1795,”  he asserts that it is 

necessary for both personal health and public duty, “to retire occasionally from the busy 

haunts of life” in order to confirm  principles and opinions, eradicate erroneous passions 

and emotions, and “cultivate that firmness and strength of mind which can never be 

cultivated but in some degree of solitude and retirement.” But he does so only to return 

“with more vigor and more effect,” as he confirms also in the “Report on the State of 

Popular Opinion” delivered upon his return, September 4, 1795, in which he brings the 

facts and observations he collected during his retreat to bear upon ongoing discussions of 

rights and reforms, property and poverty, liberty and truth. 4   

The same personally and politically therapeutic rhythm of rebound underlies the 

themes and forms of Thelwall’s poetry, and notably an important poem written upon his 

departure from the Isle of Wight, and published in The Tribune on August 27, 1795: “A 

Patriot’s Feeling; or the Call of Duty. On Quitting the Isle of Wight.” Composed eight 

months before Thelwall received his first letter from Coleridge, this is the poem that 

initiated their poetic correspondence; Coleridge responded to it directly in his 

“Reflections upon Leaving a Place of Retirement” and the stream of “conversation 

poems” that followed between both men. Indeed, as I argue in my book, “A Patriot’s 

Feeling” provides an alternate prototype for this influential genre. Through its Horatian 

epigraph and opening apostrophe to Vecta (the Roman name for the Isle of Wight), it 

pays tribute to the origins of the conversation poem in the long tradition of the 

(neo)classical ode, through which it participates in its discourses of civic duty and 

pastoral retirement. But it also approaches more closely than Coleridge’s poems to the 
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reciprocity that characterizes real conversation, whether defined according to 

commonsense experience or communication theory.5 Whereas the Coleridgean 

conversation poem follows the silent workings of the mind in its patterns of association, 

according to the essentially meditative in-and-out pattern that M.H. Abrams long ago 

identified as a defining feature of the form, the Thelwallian conversation poem follows 

the dramatic modulations of the voice in its acts of communication, in accordance with 

the fundamental and comprehensive principle of “correspondence” that Thelwall 

articulated and developed in his Corresponding Society lectures. This ethical-aesthetic 

principle operates on every level of poems like “A Patriot’s Feeling.” It  determines their 

structures, which adapt the odic pattern of turn and counterturn to follow modes and 

rhythms of public-private address (in this case according to a come-and-go pattern). It 

governs their images and themes (as here he alternately celebrates the “charms romantic” 

of the Isle of Wight, and bids them farewell to answer the call of duty in London). 

Finally, it manifests itself in the smallest elements of their language: in the “thesis and 

arsis” of their prosody, and in the intricate doublings and alternations of sound and syntax 

that he would later theorize as “responses of correspondent accents and quantities.”6 

What I am arguing here, as in my book, is that Thelwall’s poems and lectures, his 

early and later political, literary and elocutionary works, eccentric and multiplicitous as 

they are, are united by the same essential principle. This principle  takes different names 

and forms throughout his long career, but he articulates it most clearly and 

comprehensively in his 1810 A Letter to Henry Cline as the ”universal principle of action 

and re-action, which forms the paramount law of all reiterated or progressive motion, 

organic or mechanical.” According to this principle, his retirement to Llyswen was 
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certainly a desperate reaction to political persecution and repression; but it was at the 

same time an energetic reanimation and progressive redirection of his political activism.  

There is no better testament to this active reaction than the remarkable outpouring 

of ambitious and original poetry and prose that Thelwall produced during his three-year 

annus mirabilis/horribilis at Llyswen, including the best known of his five published 

volumes of poetry, the Poems, Chiefly Written in Retirement. This volume contains 

Thelwall’s best-known conversation poem, his “Lines Written at Bridgewater,” whose 

“poetic dreams / In dell romantic” are often cited as the purest expression of the vision of 

retirement that Thelwall shared with Wordsworth and Coleridge: 

Ah! let me, far in some sequester’d dell, 

Build my low cot  

… beneath the neighb’ring thatch, 

In philosophic amity to dwell 

That pastoral ideal must be qualified, however, as it is indeed, repeatedly, in the poem 

itself, in which Thelwall emphasizes active sociability rather than selfish solitude, for 

example in this characteristic pun: “not for aye / In hermit-like seclusion would I dwell 

(My soul estranging from my brother Man.)” 7 The same reaction is expressed even more 

strongly in its companion poem, “On Leaving the Bottoms of Gloucestershire.” Here too 

Thelwall begins by celebrating “sequester’d musings” in “romantic scenes” that echo and 

mirror those of both “Lines Written at Bridgewater” and “A Patriot’s Feeling,” as well as 

Coleridge’s “Reflections upon Leaving a Place of Retirement” (and that would in turn be 

mirrored and echoed in the later poems of Coleridge and Wordsworth, including “This 

Lime Tree Bower my Prison,” “Frost at Midnight” and “Michael”). But he insists that 
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these “sylvan haunts--/Tho sylvan, [are] yet not solitary” but echo with the “distant hum” 

of industry: 

   For not to gloom 

Lethargic, or the hermit’s inward prayer 

Of visionary silence, are your haunts 

(As erst, perchance, in Superstition’s day) 

Consign’d, and pious inutility— 

Once holy deem’d. Here holier Industry, 

Even from the dawning to the western ray, 

And oft by midnight taper, patient, plies 

Her task assiduous …8 

The image of the taper is a pointed rejoinder to the vow that Coleridge made to Thelwall 

upon his retirement to Nether Stowey, that he would let the taper of Liberty shine to a far 

distance from his cottage window.9 Thelwall wholeheartedly agrees, but only if the 

cottage is assigned to industry and not (like Coleridge’s) to “pious inutility” and gothic 

“Superstition.” His celebration of the industrious and “gregarious” Bottoms of 

Gloucestershire as an alternative and reaction to the “dells romantic” (and “whiten’d 

fronts”) of Somersetshire10 is consistent with his “Address” on retiring to the Isle of 

Wight, as well as two earlier lectures “On the Moral and Political Influence of the 

Prospective Principle of Virtue” (which served as similar reference points in his later 

dialogue with Wordsworth). Covering both geographical and temporal action and 

reaction, these lectures maintain that both rural retirement and nostalgic retrospection can 
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be virtuous, but only if they are temporary,  serving to “increase the useful energies of 

mind” and awaken “a correspondent flame in the cause of liberty.”11  

 As in these lectures, the romantic retirement celebrated in Thelwall’s Llyswen 

Poems is not simply indulged, but actively interrogated, and used as a springboard for the 

renewal of progressive social energies, principles and actions. This may be seen in a 

group of poems that stand at the heart of the Retirement volume, and seem to mark the 

nadir of Thelwall’s political life and hopes, but that also map out the route that he would 

take upon his return to active life in 1801: the “Paternal Tears.” This elegiac sequence of 

10 “effusions” on the devastating death of Thelwall’s daughter Maria in December 1799, 

like that death itself, has often been read as a synecdoche for Llyswen, the Retirement 

volume and Thelwall’s fate as both a political radical and a poet: a low point and an end 

point, a “tragic version of the dialogue that produced Lyrical Ballads” in which Thelwall 

struggles with “voicelessness, dejection and defeat.”12 At the heart of the sequence are 

three effusions in which, according to Davies, Thelwall “self-consciously writes an 

inversion of ‘Tintern Abbey,’ holding up a distorting mirror to the greatest poem in the 

Lyrical Ballads.”13 Chief among the numerous verbal echoes that Davies identifies is the 

name of the river that Llyswen shares with Tintern, the “echoing Wye” of Effusion III, 

which homonymically articulates the question that rings through and unites Lyrical 

Ballads and the Poems, Chiefly Written in Retirement. This plaintive “why” sums up 

Thelwall’s apparently inconsolable response to the death not simply of Maria, but of the 

pastoral dream articulated in Bridgewater, of his friendship with Coleridge and 

Wordsworth, and indeed of the entire reform movement itself at the bleak end of the 

eighteenth century. But to a far greater degree than has yet been recognized, Thelwall’s 
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echo is not just a pale imitation or abject inversion, but an active condemnation and 

rebuttal of Wordsworthian ideology and poetics, one of an accumulating series of rhymes 

and puns whereby Thelwall articulates his own corresponsive ethical aesthetics in 

contrapuntal answer to his friends. Following the principle of action and reaction, 

Thelwall’s “Tears” break the dead end of Romantic retirement by returning him to his 

own sources, both poetic and political, and carrying him forward and outward, towards 

renewal and reclamation of his public voice and duty.  

It is important to recognize that although the Wordsworthian Wye echoes through 

the “Paternal Tears,” it is not the only river in Thelwall’s elegy, even as Lyrical Ballads 

is not its only source. In fact, the most Wordsworthian poem in the sequence, Effusion 

III, subtitled “On the Banks of the Wye,” is nestled between two effusions written “In the 

Vale of Taff.” The Taff is a very different river from the Wye; while the Wye in 1800 

was already a tourist valley whose signs of industry and history of border conflicts had 

long been softened into picturesque sentiment and obscured by poetic sublimity, the Taff 

was an industrial valley, already a cradle of the gritty working-class consciousness that 

would become increasingly militant in the later nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Not 

surprisingly, it was a magnet for Thelwall, who visited its chief town, Merthyr Tydfil, 

often enough to have made the authorities nervous at a time of high prices and labour 

discontent.14 In fact these trips are an important part of the structure of the “Paternal 

Tears” elegies, whose core effusions alternate between those written on the Wye (III, IV, 

IX), those written on the Taff  (II, V, VIII) and those written in transit between them (VI, 

VII). In weaving back and forth between the Wye and the Taff, Thelwall embraces the 

same principle of action and reaction that structured “A Patriot’s Feeling,” and 
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distinguished “Lines Written at Bridgewater” from  “On Leaving the Bottoms of 

Gloucestershire.” He sets solitude and society, domesticity and duty, country and city, 

retrospect and prospect, vision and voice, in conversation with one another, using each to 

interrogate the other,  and ends by breaking the impasse of grief and loss.  

Just as in Effusion III Thelwall identifies his “Poet’s eye,” through rhyme, with the 

Wye, so in Effusion VIII he identifies his writing, through wordplay, with the Taff, which  

(Stunn’d by Vulcanian clamour) writhing, shifts 

His devious course, and seeks for peace in vain. 

As vainly I. 

This passage draws attention to Thelwall’s ubiquitous puns and sound effects, aural and 

performative elements of poetic language which are often overlooked beneath the tyranny 

of “natural” diction and imagery that has dominated our reading of romantic poetry. 

These “responses of correspondent accents and quantities” are crucial features of the 

brilliantly and strategically elusive, allusive art of “seditious allegory” that Thelwall 

developed in active reaction to repression, as Michael Scrivener has shown.15 As both a 

poet and a lecturer he exploits the instability and ironic potential of language, shifting 

rapidly back and forth among multiple levels of meaning, in order both to subvert 

authority and to develop “practical fluency” in his listeners.16 These instances of 

wordplay also remind us how deep was his interest in and knowledge of the history of 

language, including Welsh.17 Just as he played upon homonyms of the Wye, so too he 

exploited the etymology of the Taff. According to a modern dictionary of Welsh place-

names, the root of Taff “is Brythonic ‘tam’ once thought to mean ‘dark’ but now 

generally understood to be ‘to flow’ . . . As such,Taf is comparable with other river 
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names” in and outside Wales, including “Thames (Welsh Tafwys).”18  In its origins, then, 

the Taff is continuous with the “home” river of The Peripatetic, as urban(e), devious, 

fluent and varied as Thelwall’s mind, voice and art. Thelwall also exploits its supposed 

meaning of “dark,” associating the Taff with the “Blackbird” in Effusion V and with 

“Vulcanian” magic in Effusion VII.19 He is no doubt conscious, too, of the homonymic 

possibilities of the Taff, which to a Cockney like Thelwall would have sounded like both 

“daft” and “tough,” a combination that perfectly captures both sides of his 

characteristically “double-visag’d” public image and self-representation in the Poems in 

Retirement,20 though neither of those words actually appears in the volume.  

Following the track of the Taff through the “Paternal Tears,” we notice a gradual 

but marked movement away from Wordsworth and Coleridge, and towards Thelwall’s 

own sources, including The Peripatetic, the political lectures, and other poems. In its first 

appearances in Effusions II and V (both subtitled “In the vale of Taff”), the Taff seems to 

take its form from Wordsworth’s Wye (in Effusion III, “On the banks of the Wye”) even 

as Thelwall’s “Tears” and Poems are initially inspired by Lyrical Ballads. It shows no 

sign of industry but is described as a pastoral vale of  “profuse luxuriancy” and 

“Romantic Grandeur” which, like the Wye, echoes with Maria’s name, and the empty 

consolations of nature, imagination and the Eye/I in romantic solitude.21 But there is a 

subtle tonal shift between Effusions II and V, which seems to derive from Effusion IV, 

also written on the Wye in Llyswen, but subtitled “During a severe Indisposition.” 

Following all the Wordsworthian echoes in Effusion III, it is significant that Effusion IV  

begins with another telltale rhyme: “Stretch’d on the bed of pain, restless I lie.”22  Here 

Thelwall is hearkening back to Wordsworth’s “Anecdote for Fathers,” which teaches the 
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backhanded “art of lying” through which Thelwall’s voice is stifled even as it is 

ventriloquized. It is almost as though Thelwall’s pain and fever are caused by all the 

maddening echoes of this and other Lyrical Ballads that overwhelm his poems, as their 

broken promises and romantic visions fester into lies. Among other deceptive echoes in 

Effusion IV are repeated refrains of “not for this” and “how oft” from “Tintern Abbey,” 

and the “whisper’d voice” of Coleridge’s “most musical” nightingale. That note re-

echoes yet again to open Effusion V with “Blackbird whistles,” announcing a darkening 

of mood that gradually overspreads the later poems in the sequence, here also signalled 

by alliterative modulations of sound, as “blend”ed scenes meet “blunted sense” and 

“budding hopes” are “blasted” by “blight.”23   

After this halfway point in the sequence, Thelwall moves away from the 

“sequester’d,” “echoing,” “romantical” Wye and toward the “populous,” “devious,” 

“Vulcanian” Taff. His reorientation is signalled in the subtitles of Effusions VI and VII, 

which mention not rivers but towns. In Effusion VI, “On returning from a Journey to 

Merthyr Tydfil” “painful sweat-drops” replace the “starting tear” as he comes home from 

“afar / Over thy heights, Farinioch” having “borne the thirst and turmoil of the day.”24 

“Checking the starting tear “is an image of repression that recalls “Maria: A Fragment,” 

which in turn evokes a host of Thelwall’s prison poems that were likewise structured 

around the conflict between “every pang/That Nature dictates” and “the strong sense of 

duty,” and that likewise found consolation not in sentimental vision but in the active 

“voice / Of patriots and of martyrs” that sustain and strengthen the prisoner’s will to 

overcome his oppression in/of solitude.25 In Effusion VI, the replacement of tears by 

“sweat-drops” unites him with the workers he has been visiting in Merthyr, as he too 
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must “earn / With toil and care, the bread of [his] support.” Tear-drops once again 

threaten to overwhelm him as he returns to Llyswen, “where o’er the church-yard wall, 

sad neighbourhood / the white-thorn budding marks [Maria’s] early grave.” Yet even 

here there is some consolation compared with the previous description of the grave (in 

Effusion III); not only is the white thorn budding (a more active verb form than “buds” in 

III) but the spot is associated with a neighbourhood; and this hint of shared hope and pain 

recurs in the final image of the poem when he turns his “tearful gaze; reluctantly” away 

from the grave, 

To the slow latch reverting---the slow latch 

That, late uplifted, to mine eye reveals 

Nought but the sadness of sepulchral gloom 

Though the poem ends with another gloomy rhyme on Maria’s tomb, the double meaning 

of the  “late uplifted” latch, like that of “borne” in the previous passage, offers a glimmer 

of renewal. Of course its immediate or obvious reference is to the dashing of the hope of 

uplift that came with the memory of Maria’s greeting (recalling the same image in his 

Ode on the Bastille26). But like that echo of the prison poems, “late uplifted” could also 

refer to the respite offered by the recent trip to Merthyr.27  

The notion that the town of the martyr might offer a liberation from the prison of 

the cottage is strengthened by juxtaposition with the following poem in the sequence, 

“Effusion VII. On Stella’s leaving me, to Visit some Friends, at Hereford, with a View to 

the Restoration of her Health.” Although it too was written at Llyswen, this poem moves 

even more decisively away from rural retirement and Lyrical Ballads, and back to 

Thelwall’s own sources of consolation. It begins with one of the most explicit echoes of 
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Wordsworth and Coleridge in the volume, borrowing its opening line from “This Lime 

Tree Bower my Prison”: “Well thou art gone.” What follows, however, is a sustained 

inversion of and resistance to Coleridge’s message of consolation in nature and 

imagination, which looks back to the origins of Coleridge’s 1797 poem in Thelwall’s 

1796 “To Stella in the Country.” Effusion VII rewrites “To Stella” as blank verse, with 

the situations of wife and husband the same, yet the settings reversed. In the earlier poem 

Stella (the poetic name of Thelwall’s wife Susan) had gone to visit her family in rustic 

Rutlandshire while John stayed behind to serve the cause of reform in London; now he 

remains in the country while she has  

gone—gone to the City’s throng, 

My soul’s sad partner! mid the generous cares 

And kind solicitudes of pitying friends 

To sooth thy bosom’s anguish. Be they blest 

Who in the  wounds of thy affliction seek 

To pour the healing balm! And may they not 

The talk of Love ply vainly. 

Once again, as in the earlier poem, there is a blessing for her, and healing through talk 

and friendship; once again he is excluded. But this time the site of restoration is not the 

country but the town; and he is trapped in the “heart-eating Solitude” of the Wye. His 

solution, therefore, is to break out of the prison of nature and return to society, on the 

Taff, which he does at the centre of the poem, turning his back on the “circling scenes 

romantical, embower’d-- / Once how belov’d!” that surround his “sequester’d cot” and 
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willingly embracing “the once-peaceful vale … / Late, by the magic of Vulcanian art, / 

Grown populous.”28 

As noted earlier, this Vulcanian art and/of sound is identified with Thelwall’s own 

acts of writ[h]ing, and as such, it introduces the climactic poem in the sequence, which 

decisively rejects the Wordsworthian poetry of nature in favour of a Miltonic poetics of 

Satanically “sinuous” “devious,” “shift”ing vision and voice. Effusion VIII, the only one 

set “At Merthyr Tydfil,” begins with Thelwall waking from a nightmare (introduced 

ironically with the repeated question “Why”). His “sceptic Reason” knows that this 

“whirl / Of ever-restless anguish” is only a trick of “Fancy league[d] / With busy 

Memory”; nevertheless through plumbing the depths of his Vulcanian vision, he achieves 

a consolation of voice, as Maria seems to come to life, and speaks to him, even as the 

patriots did in “Maria: A Fragment.” At the heart of his darkness, she appears as a ghost 

hovering over his “unblest couch,” and a mere disembodied voice “plaintive in the 

midnight gale.” He then sees her body “stretched,” in living death, “upon the bier,” yet 

“not lifeless now” but looking at him “in silent eloquence.” His “Fancy, that coins thy 

semblance, to my mind, / The woeful look interprets” and then brings her into speech, in 

the same kind of quoted conversation that also played a climactic role in “To Stella in the 

Country” and “Maria: A Fragment”: 

    Wretched sire! 

“O’erwhelm’d with cares and sorrows! While thou striv’d’st 

“With thy hard Destiny, with carking toil, 

“Solicitous, to snatch thy scanty means 

“From prowling Plunder, or the inclement rage 
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“Of an ungenial season, unobserv’d, 

“Upon the vitals of thy dearest hope 

“Seiz’d the unbaffled pest; and treasuring that 

“Thy soul so little values, thou hast lost 

“All that thou deem’d’st worth treasuring.” 

Although he responds to this agonizing (self) accusation with more paternal tears, this is 

a turning point in the sequence, and the volume. For the first time, he externalizes and 

engages in conversation with the echoing voice of grief and guilt (but also inspiration) 

that has been haunting him, having brought it to life not simply through symbolic art but 

through the act of allegorical interpretation. This results in a turn outwards, signalled by 

the reciprocal syntax of the last line of the poem, in which he wakes to “weep / thy early 

loss—in whom myself am lost.” By echoing the transitive verb form of self-pity in 

Shakespeare’s sonnet 29 (“When in Disgrace with Fortune and Men’s Eyes”), he moves 

towards its great consolation, losing self in the thoughts of others, even as Maria herself 

had done. For the “silent eloquence” of her vision, which he interpreted and brought to 

life in words in the middle of the poem, came in the form of tears: 

Pitying drops—such drops as erst 

(O! lost benignity!) were wont bedew 

Thy infant check, whene’er Affliction met 

(Maid of ingenuous mind!) thy sentient glance29 

The progression of Effusion VIII, from a dream of self-enclosed feeling to an 

active, conscious sympathy for others, transforming “silent eloquence” into voice through 

intermediary acts of interpretation and transcription, is a paradigm not only for the 



 16 

movement of the “Paternal Tears” sequence, but for the action of Thelwall’s poetic art 

and career in its reaction to the Romanticism of his friends. It points forward to the 

poetico-political-pedagogical vocation to which he turned shortly after writing these 

lines, devoting himself to reanimating mute sufferers by reinterpreting the voices of the 

dead (great poets and orators, persecuted martyrs and freedom fighters of history, 

including Shakespeare and Milton), through whom his students regained their own 

voices, and cultivated the practical fluency that had always been a key aim of his political 

lectures.30 

It is no accident that the climax of Thelwall’s “Paternal Tears” comes at Merthyr, 

fanciful symbol and physical site of sacrifice, social conscience and “Vulcanian art.” The 

last two poems in the “Paternal Tears” sustain this more active, outward orientation 

towards the lives and thoughts of others, and a “new school” of poetry that is more 

inclusive, practical and progressive than the famous “Lake school” with which it 

developed in long-silenced reciprocal conversation.31 Effusion IX is subtitled “After 

having spent a part of the Preceding Day in cheerful society.” That society was provided 

by a sympathizing friend who “journey[ed] from far” and “talk[ed] of times long past,” 

renewing “the flow of mutual converse.” The verb “renew” is used 6 times, in varying 

forms, in the 30 lines of this poem, and has a range of objects, including both friendship 

and “dire affliction.” But here, as in all the conversation poems, the end is not as 

important as the means: “mutual converse,” in this case about “times long past.” For at 

the beginning of the poem, before the welcome interruption of his friend, Thelwall speaks 

of how he has returned to his epic poem The Hope of Albion: 

Inspir’d 
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With love of sacred Freedom, yet unquench’d, 

I “build the lofty rhyme,” and twine the wreath 

Of civic virtue, for the honour’d brow 

Of Albion’s earliest Hope32 

Thelwall’s Hope of renewal and renewal of Hope carry forward into the final 

poem of his sequence, Effusion X “CERRIG-ENION: (Enion’s Tomb) on Pen-Heol-

Enion, in Brecknockshire.” As its distinctive uppercase format suggests, this title is 

particularly significant: whereas the other poems, like the grave of Maria, were hidden in 

vales (a word rhymed with “veils” in this poem), Cerrig-Enion (a stone that marks the 

grave of the ancient Welsh chieftain Einion Glyd, a drawing of which Thelwall places at 

the head of the Poems in Retirement) stands out in the open, on the bleak windswept 

heights above Llyswen.33 Pen-Heol-Enion translates as the head of Enion’s road. The end 

of Thelwall’s elegiac sequence is therefore the beginning of another road, which even as 

it looks backward to ancient history, also leads him forward in his time, as in the volume, 

towards the Hope of Albion, in which he sets out to reform and transform society by 

reanimating the voices and values of the past, according to a vision of poetry very 

different from that of his friends, but consistent with the progressive principles articulated 

in his Roman history and other political lectures. “Cerrig-Enion” therefore marks the end 

of his attempt to be a Romantic poet in the image of Wordsworth and Coleridge, and 

stands as an elevation point for the new Peripatetic map that he would continue to draft 

and follow through the next 30 years of his poetico-political-elocutionary career.34 

The map metaphor is one that Thelwall himself uses at the centre of “Cerrig-

Enion,” as the poet’s 
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hand  

Traces the Time-worn fragment, that still marks 

The Chieftain’s grave, who, on this lonely height,  

Slumbers (in death still emulous)35 

This passage points forward to the opening image of the climactic Book 4 of The Hope of 

Albion, the “lost” epic that Thelwall never completed to his satisfaction, but from which 

he published excerpts through the rest of his career. Here his hero Edwin, exiled 

champion of liberty, traces on a wall, with his spear, an “unfinished map” of his 

“expected and rightful kingdom.” Like Thelwall at Llyswen he is at first “fix’d” in a fit of 

Romantic abstraction, “musing high thoughts.” But when he is interrupted by and forced 

to defend his principles against his friend Reynier (a character based on Coleridge), he is 

“rous’d,” and the tracing spear is transformed into a “martial spear,” which he strikes 

upon the ground as he reclaims his voice in a heroic climax in which poetry and politics, 

rhetoric and drama, Shakespeare and Milton unite:  

“--Some spirit stirs within me: some still voice 

“Deep felt, not heard, whispers—that I was born 

“For high achievements; not to skulk in woods 

“And dens obscure—a nameless vagabond! 

“But, in the face of nations to display 

“The awful power of Justice; on the heads 

“Of blood-stain’d tyrants pour heav’n’s vial’d wrath, 

“And give a people freedom. By such thoughts” 

“Warm’d to forgetfulness of present ills, 
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“Sketch’d I the chart here pictur’d; and enjoy’d” 

“While planning blessings for my future realm, 

“Such holy visions—such soul-kindling joys 

“And infelt raptures, as … confirm, 

“With more than mortal promise (so I deem) 

“My hopes pre-cherished. On those hopes I act.36 

That final call to action rings out and beyond the confines of print, to the ears and 

tongues of the future to which Thelwall gave his Hope of Albion,  after his departure from 

Llyswen. Excerpts from his epic were published in both the Poems in Retirement and his 

next volume of poems, The Vestibule of Eloquence (1810), where they were assiduously 

marked (with rhythmic thesis and arsis) for the students of his Institute, and prefaced by a 

headnote which emphasized their pedagogical and public purpose: “desirous to preserve, 

in some form that may give them a degree of permanency and diffusion” he is “not 

disposed to lose the opportunity of transferring some further specimens from the silence 

of my port-folio, to the memory of those, whose voices, hereafter, may give them an 

expression, not less effective, from their having been used as instruments for the 

improvement of the melodies of elocution, and the energies of oratorical delivery.”37 If 

we take seriously what Thelwall says here, then Thelwall’s epic Hope of Albion, and by 

extension, the other products of his poetic retirement at Llyswen, cannot be considered 

lost or failed or incomplete. For according to the elocutionary theories that he also 

conceived at Llyswen, the art and act of poetry is not realized until it is received by the 

listener and renewed by the reader (who is always a speaker in turn). Such evidence as 

remains suggests that Thelwall’s poetry achieved just this form of realization: it was 
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included among his regular elocutionary selections, which circulated widely, not only to 

the pupils of his Institute and the audiences of the regular public lectures and 

performances he and his students delivered there, but to the countless provincial 

audiences who attended his peripatetic lectures, purchased his oft-reprinted Selections 

pamphlets at the door, and were encouraged to recite them in turn, matching their minds 

and mouths to his words and those of the other poets and orators, martyrs and freedom-

fighters represented therein. While the message of these Selections may not have been as 

radical, as accessible or as direct as that of his political lectures, satirical ballads and 

seditious allegories of the 1790s, we would be mistaken to conclude that they are 

apolitical or inconsistent with Thelwall’s democratic and activist aims and principles. As 

Tara-lynn Fleming has argued in the first sustained analysis of the Selections, “Thelwall’s 

literary vision serves as a material expression of his social vision … in the way Thelwall 

applies his concept of the active reciter as a powerful force in literature to combat his 

own conditions of verbal and social repression.”38 In his elocutionary lectures and 

selections, as in his political ones, Thelwall showed and taught the principles of 

correspondence, the ethos of emulation and the therapeutic rhythm of action and reaction 

that prepared  his listeners to act, enquire and above all to use their voices in the public 

sphere, thereby preserving his Hope of (and for) Albion into the next generation.  

Much more remains to be done to understand the transmission and reception of 

Thelwall’s work, to uncover the traces of his legacy, and map the origins and influence, 

phases and development, of his thought and practice as like rivers they wind and shift, 

diverge, digress and combine over the course of a 50-year career. What is certain, 
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however, is that his work offers fertile territory for further exploration, and that Llyswen, 

like Thelwall himself, a missing link, and a crucial compass point in that endeavour.  
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