
‘The Prelude: Stealing the Boat’ by William Wordsworth
Overview of the Poem and Context:
Published shortly before Wordsworth’s death in 1850, ‘The Prelude’ is an 
autobiographical poem and explores key moments in the poet’s life. In this 
extract he finds a boat and rows it out onto a lake. He enjoys the scenery until 
a mountain appears on the horizon and the narrator finds its appearance 
terrifying. He hastily returns to the shore but his impressions of nature are 
changed for good.

Potential Links: 
The natural theme can be found in 
‘Exposure’ and ‘Storm on the Island’. 
Memories are found in a number of the 
poems: ‘Remains’, ‘War Photographer’, 
‘Poppies’.

Key Language Features: 
The story begins with a pastoral, almost fairy-like impression 
of the nature around him: ‘elfin pinnace’. This contrasts with 
the later, more dramatic language and personification as the 
poet finds the mountain threatening: the mountain ‘Upreared 
its head’ and ‘strode after’ him.  The poet’s initial confidence 
in nature is lost by the end of the poem.

Key Structural Features: 
First person narrative, in line with an autobiography. 
The regular rhythm and use of blank verse make 
the poem sound like natural speech. The poem is 
organised into three sections: the fairy-tale like 
opening, the darker tone when the mountain 
appears and the final reflection on the effect of the 
experience.

Key Quotations: 
act of stealth/And troubled pleasure’, ‘an elfin pinnace’, 
‘a huge peak, black and huge’, ‘Upreared its head’

Themes: 
Power of nature and personal experience. Memories.
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