
Wordsworth’s “Idiot Boy”: Three Contemporary Reactions 
 
 
1. In 1802, a young critic named John Wilson wrote to Wordsworth. He admired most of Lyrical 
Ballads, but found “The Idiot Boy” distasteful or offensive. That letter has been lost. Here is an 
excerpt from Wordsworth’s lengthy response. Words in square brackets are the editor’s 
conjectures. 
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[…] 
 
But you will be inclined to ask by this time how all this applies to the “Idiot Boy.” To this I can 
only say, that the loathing and disgust which many people have at the sight of an idiot is a feeling 
which, though having some foundation in human nature, is not necessarily attached to it in any 
virtuous degree, but is owing in a great measure to a false delicacy, and, if I may say it without 
rudeness, a certain want of comprehensiveness of thinking and feeling. Persons in the lower 
classes of society have little or nothing of this: if an idiot is born in a poor man's house, it must 
be taken care of, and cannot be boarded out, as it would be by gentlefolks, or sent to a public or 
private receptacle for such unfortunate beings. [Poor people,] seeing frequently among their 
neighbors such objects, easily [forget] whatever there is of natural disgust about them, and have 
[therefore] a sane state, so that without pain or suffering they [perform] their duties towards 
them. I could with pleasure pursue this subject, but I must now strictly adopt the plan which I 
proposed to myself when I began to write this letter, namely, that of setting down a few hints or 
memorandums, which you will think of for my sake. 
 

I have often applied to idiots, in my own mind, that sublime expression of Scripture that “their 
life is hidden with God.” They are worshipped, probably from a feeling of this sort, in several 
parts of the East. Among the Alps, where they are numerous, they are considered, I believe, as a 
blessing to the family to which they belong. I have, indeed, often looked upon the conduct of 
fathers and mothers of the lower classes of society towards idiots as the great triumph of the 
human heart. It is there that we see the strength, disinterestedness, and grandeur of love; nor have 
I ever been able to contemplate an object that calls out so many excellent and virtuous sentiments 
without finding it hallowed thereby, and having something in me which bears down before it, 
like a deluge, every feeble sensation of disgust and aversion. 

 
There are, in my opinion, several important mistakes in the latter part of your letter which I could 
have wished to notice; but I find' myself much fatigued. These refer both to the Boy and the 
Mother. I must content myself simply with observing, that it is probable that the principal cause 
of your dislike to this particular poem lies in the word Idiot. If there had been any such word in 
our language, to which we had attached passion, as lack-wit, half-wit, witless, &c, I should have 
certainly employed it in preference; but there is no such word. Observe (this is entirely in 
reference to this particular poem), my “Idiot” is not one of those who cannot articulate, and such 
as are usually disgusting in their persons: 



 
“Whether in cunning or in joy,  
And then his words were not a few” &c.  
 
and the last speech at the end of the poem. The “Boy” whom I had in my mind was by no means 
disgusting in his appearance, quite the contrary; and I have known several with imperfect 
faculties, who are handsome in their persons and features. There is one, at present, within a mile 
of my own house, remarkably so, though [he has something] of a stare and vacancy in his 
countenance. A friend of mine, knowing that some persons had a dislike to the poem, such as 
you have expressed, advised me to add a stanza, describing the person of the Boy [so as] entirely 
to separate him in the imaginations of my readers from that class of idiots who are disgusting in 
their persons; but the narration in the poem is so rapid and impassioned, that I could not find a 
place in which to insert the stanza without checking the progress of it, and [so leaving] a 
deadness upon the feeling. This poem has, I know, frequently produced the same effect as it did 
upon you and your friends; but there are many also to whom it affords exquisite delight, and 
who, indeed, prefer it to any other of my poems. This proves that the feelings there delineated are 
such as men may sympathize with. This is enough for my purpose. It is not enough for me as a 
poet to delineate merely such feelings as all men do sympathize with; but it is also highly 
desirable to add to these others such as all men may sympathize with, and such as there is reason 
to believe they would be better and more moral beings if they did sympathize with…. 
 
 
 
 
2. Byron was a second-generation Romantic poet. At this early stage in his career, the influence 
of Alexander Pope’s Essay on Criticism is in evidence. 
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Next comes the dull disciple of thy school,  
That mild apostate from poetic rule,  
The simple Wordsworth, framer of a lay  
As soft as evening in his favourite May, 
Who warns his friend “to shake off toil and trouble, 
And quit his books, for fear of growing double;” 
Who, both by precept and example, shows 
That prose is verse, and verse is merely prose; 
Convincing all, by demonstration plain, 
Poetic souls delight in prose insane; 
And Christmas stories tortured into rhyme 
Contain the essence of the true sublime. 
Thus when he tells the tale of Betty Foy, 
The idiot mother of “an idiot boy;” 
A moon-struck, silly lad, who lost his way, 
And, like his bard, confounded night with day; 



So close on each pathetic part he dwells, 
And each adventure so sublimely tells, 
That all who view the “idiot in his glory” 
Conceive the bard the hero of the story. 
 
 
 
 
3. Almost twenty years after they published Lyrical Ballads together, Coleridge reflected at 
length on his friend and their intellectual and aesthetic differences. 
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From Chapter 17: 
 
In THE IDIOT BOY, indeed, the mother's character is not so much the real and native product of 
a ‘situation where the essential passions of the heart find a better soil, in which they can attain 
their maturity and speak a plainer and more emphatic language,’ as it is an impersonation of an 
instinct abandoned by judgment. Hence the two following charges seem to me not wholly 
groundless: at least, they are the only plausible objections, which I have heard to that fine poem. 
The one is, that the author has not, in the poem itself, taken sufficient care to preclude from the 
reader's fancy the disgusting images of ordinary morbid idiocy, which yet it was by no means his 
intention to represent. He was even by the ‘burr, burr, burr,’ uncounteracted by any preceding 
description of the boy’s beauty, assisted in recalling them. The other is, that the idiocy of the boy 
is so evenly balanced by the folly of the mother, as to present to the general reader rather a 
laughable burlesque on the blindness of anile dotage, than an analytic display of maternal 
affection in its ordinary workings. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


