Notes on “The Affliction of Margaret” by William Wordsworth

It is a dramatic monologue, (like Yeats’ “Song…), meaning it is written in character and only one person speaks; in this case a mother, whose son left home seven years ago and has not been heard from since.  She speculates about (guesses or imagines) what may have happened to him, good or bad, since then.  Themes  loss, conflicting emotions.

Verse 1:  

Line 1, “my beloved Son” – good comparison point with Ben Jonson “On my first Sonne” who describes his son as “lov’d boy”.  

Line 2 shows she thinks the fact he is missing and his circumstances are uncertain is worse than knowing he was dead (compare with Jonson’s peace and security knowing his son is in a better place after death.)  

Line 3, she wants him to come back whether “prosperous” (wealthy and doing well), or “undone” (financially ruined and bankrupt.)  

Lines 4 & 5, if he is now dead, she demands to know why she is ignorant of it, and therefore unable to find peace.  

If he is dead, his name would no longer attract either “blame” (line 6, guilt or accusation), or “sorrow” (line 7, regret or pity).

Verse 2:
Line 8 “alas!” is an exclamation of distress, line 2 “tidings” means news.  We learn the missing son is “an only child” making him all the more important to his fearful, grieving mother.

Lines 10 – 12, express the emotional extremes between which the mother veers – she has “despaired” (given up hope) and “believed” in his eventual return “with thoughts of very bliss” (absolute faith and joy).  “beguiled” = seduced, tricked into imagining the best.

Lines 13 & 14, her hopes are insubstantial (not solid, cannot be grasped) and she is still in doubt.

Verse 3:
The one time she seems happy and more relaxed is here, where she describes her son – there are no exclamations or questions to show doubt or terror in this verse.

Line 15 means she thinks her son was one of the best.  Line 16, he was handsome!  Line 17, he was of good birth (social status) and well brought up.  Lines 17 & 18, he left home honest (“ingenuous”), good and ready to face anything.  Lines 19 – 20, if things followed which were less than positive (“wanted grace”), at least they were not too terrible and low (“base”), and she has no reason to be ashamed of him (“never blush was on my face”).

Do we take her word for it?  She states these things as fact, but of course she is biased because he is her only child, and we might find proof he is not worthy of her praise in the fact he hasn’t contacted her.  In a dramatic monologue, we may well ‘read between the lines’ to see what the character herself does not see.  However, there may be an explanation for his lack of communication, and his mother frequently offers us good examples of such reasons.  One warning though:  she writes “If things ensued that wanted grace/As hath been said”, implying there have been negative rumours about what her son has done since leaving home.  People are talking about him.

Verse 4:
She says a child little realises how much power he has to worry and terrify his mother, with his most carefree scream.  As the child grows older, his mother’s anxiety and fear (“distress”) grows too, but her love does not diminish.

Verse 5:
Line 29 begins with an exclamation, as if she were answering an accusation, that her son has neglected her.  She is defensive and denies it.  Is she replying to another person, or herself?  She reveals she has thought herself badly treated in the past.  She felt proud of herself and justified, as she had been a kind mother, but since then she has mourned in private over her son’s disappearance.

Verse 6:
This verse, together with the verse before it, would make a good comparison with “On my first Sonne” by Ben Jonson, as it demonstrates how the son’s absence has changed her views and values.  Like Jonson, the mother has learned to dismiss and think nothing of what this world has to offer.  Now all that matters to her is her son.

The mother pleads with her son to return, even if he is facing bad circumstances – whether “poor” and “Hopeless…of gain”, (meaning without money and without hope of gaining any), or “humbled” and “Hopeless of honour” (meaning without social status or any hope of recovering it.)  He should not fear returning on this account, as she cares nothing for these things; she says “worldly grandeur I despise”.

Verse 7:
Birds can fly up to heaven, even if only briefly, but we are bound by flesh and circumstances (“Chains tie us down by land and sea”) and only our wishes can rise up.   (Compare to “On my first Sonne”, “worlds, and fleshes rage”).

Verse 8:
She imagines all the worst possible things that might have happened to him.  These are:  tortured by ruthless men and in prison (lines 50 & 51), abandoned or savaged to death in the wilderness (lines 52 & 53) or drowned (lines 54 – 56).

Verse 9:
She expects to be haunted, which would be proof her son was dead, but since she has seen nothing, she concludes that there is no communication between the dead and the living.  Surely otherwise, she would have seen her son’s ghost by now?  At this point, she seems certain he is dead (links back to her despair in verse 2), even though by the end she once again speaks directly to him.

Verse 10:
Her fears and worries (“apprehensions”) are overwhelming, and she trembles at every shadow or slightest sound.  Line 70 shows how her son’s absence has darkened her view of everyone around her “all the world appears unkind”.  She knows this not the truth – she says “appears” not is – but that is how it seems to her in her grief.

Verse 11:
Lines 71 & 72:  she complains that no-one can share her burden with her, it is “Beyond participation”, and no-one can comfort her – she is “beyond relief”.  She knows people feel sorry for her, but they do not feel with her.  She ends by appealing to her son to come home, this plea showing that she has returned to believing he is alive, or at least send news so her misery will end.  The last line emphasises her loneliness – her husband (if she had one) is clearly no longer with her – and her son is her only connection.  The word “earthly” might suggest, her only other comforter is divine – God alone can understand her grief.

