
 

 1 

Rhian Williams 

University of Glasgow 

 

‘Close reading the ecology of Romantic poetry.’ 

 

 

“[T]he reading of great poetry might well be associated with the study of Nature, since 

there is no great poetry which can be dissevered from Nature” (Thomas, 67). 

 

When Edward Thomas asserted – in 1909 – that there is an essential bind between 

reading poetry and ‘Nature’ this formed part of his broader conviction that ‘Nature-

study’ should ‘widen the culture of child and man’ (p. 68). This he saw exemplified by 

the author and churchman, Mark Pattison, who had cultivated his own appreciation of 

the natural world through a combination of outdoor pursuits and indoor reading. But it 

was in reading William Wordsworth that Pattison found that his in- and outdoor lives 

converged:  

 

[w]hen I came in after years to read The Prelude I recognized, as if it were my 

own history which was being told, the steps by which the love of the country boy 

for his hills and moors grew into poetical susceptibility for all imaginative 

presentations of beauty in every direction. (qtd. p. 68)  

 

Thomas and Pattison’s shared appreciation of Wordsworth’s ‘love of […] hills and 

moors’ focuses what many generations of readers have found not only in Wordsworth’s 

poetry, but in Romantic writing more broadly. In recent decades this appreciative and 

celebratory recognition of Romantic engagement with British and Continental 

landscapes (found in writing by canonical poets such as Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge and Lord Byron), however, has been extended and complicated by critical 
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reappraisal, not least in response to the growing attention now paid to other writers of 

the period such as John Clare and Charlotte Smith. The intense familiarity with the 

material conditions of a worked landscape found in the rural labourer Clare’s writing, 

and the exploration of a landscape increasingly understood both emotionally and 

scientifically in Smith’s poetry provide just two of many recently recovered 

counterviews to the canonically recognized Romantic engagement with the natural 

world.1 One effect of introducing such counter-voices into the conversation about 

Romantic period engagements with ‘Nature’ has been to draw attention to the cultural 

and ideological imprints that literary representation both draws on and leaves behind in 

its aestheticising of phenomena such as ‘hills and moors’: each of these writers brings 

a specific cultural position to their encounter with the natural world, and each of them 

leaves a specific cultural imagining of that encounter behind. In these crossing paths 

the notion of ‘Nature’, however, is apt to be treated as a ‘cultural representation’ 

(Soper, p. 124) rather than a material reality. The effects of such characterization are 

grave, as has been asserted in recent decades: ‘it is not language that has a hole in its 

ozone layer; and the “real” thing continues to be polluted and degraded even as we 

refine our deconstructive insights at the level of the signifier’ (ibid.). 

 

Since Thomas’ assertion the fragility of that concept ‘Nature’ (capitalized in order to 

register its status as both material reality and human-constructed aesthetic category) 

has become compellingly and urgently apparent through the increasing realisation of 

man’s involvement with ecological crisis. If the human culture that once grandly 

esteemed nature through literature is now also one whose infrastructures of capitalist 

globalization accelerate its destruction then with such recognition comes the imperative 

to become more mindful in our study of writing that engages with landscape and the 

natural world. To look to the practice of literary criticism in the context of global 

ecological disaster may seem to indulge in tinkering as Rome burns, but to attend to 

linguistic representation is to address the very modes through which we come to know 
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– and therefore might be prompted to feel for – nature’s dynamics and our part in them. 

At a time when threats to the biosphere are momentous and ongoing, when the idea of 

landscape is as likely to mean destruction and loss as it is beauty and familiarity, 

Thomas’ assertion that reading poetry is intrinsically linked to ‘Nature’ indicates that a 

radical shake up will simultaneously be registered at the level of literary appreciation. 

As Cheryl Glotfelty asserted in her Introduction to a vital ‘green studies’ publication, 

‘literature does not float above the material world in some aesthetic ether, but, rather, 

plays a part in an immensely complex global system, in which energy, matter, and 

ideas, interact’ (p. xix). Vital for Western culture here is the legacy of Romantic writing 

about nature. 

 

My intention is to explore the implication of this turn to ecological mindfulness in literary 

study for the process of close reading – by which I mean the act of spending sustained 

periods in intense engagement with the material aspects (sound, rhythm, rhyme, line 

length, arrangement, and imagery) of a poem.2 I would like to attend to what Soper 

terms ‘a problematic legacy’ (p. 123) by asking what might it mean to close read poetry 

of the Romantic period in an age of ecological crisis? How might the complexities of 

that period’s engagement with landscape’s material conditions be brought out in the 

context of our contemporary compulsion to reconnect with the material fate of our 

planet? By extension, we implicitly ask how might poetry (and the reading of poetry) be 

‘ecological’? How might we reconsider our practice of close reading such that it 

critiques, rather than re-inscribes, the ‘problematic legacy’ of ‘romantic ideology’, which 

Soper warns has ‘as readily lent [it]self to the expression of reactionary sentiment’ as 

‘radical critique of industrialisation’ (p. 123)?  

 

The series of close readings I undertake here concentrate closely on the text in hand, 

but their method implicitly acknowledges a body of scholarship that has radically 

reassessed writing of the Romantic period much more broadly. Recent decades have 
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witnessed the emergence of a ‘transformed intellectual agenda’ that registers 

skepticism regarding the capacity for ‘poetic-textualist issues’ fully to account for how 

Romantic period writing emerged from and intervened in the complex materiality of its 

historical period, demanding instead ‘an eclectic approach that borrows as much from 

developments in cultural studies, social history and critical theory as from literary 

criticism’ (Benchimol, 2005, p. 51). Given the longstanding association between 

Romantic poetry and the natural world, this new agenda has significantly shaped the 

cognate discipline of eco-criticism, whose most compelling readings have often been 

focused on ‘the way symbolic interpretations of landscape in the [Romantic] period 

were used to engage with urgent social and political issues’ (Benchimol, 2007, p. 92). 

In the light of such scholarship, readers must now acknowledge that just as the ‘hills 

and moors’ we encounter through Romantic writing are coloured by our contemporary 

experience of them as threatened, so were they fundamentally politicized at the time of 

composition, registering as they did the pervasive effects not only of aesthetic 

categorization in terms of the sublime, the beautiful or the picturesque (and their 

attendant ideological implications), but also by the economic and material restructuring 

of, for example, the Highland clearances, acts of enclosure, and rapid industrialization 

of urban and rural modes of production. Our own ecological mindfulness, indeed, re-

engages an ecological mindfulness of the past. What the introduction of an eclecticism 

of approach in the context of ecological change most compellingly demonstrates, 

however, is the necessity to replace notions of fixity more generally with those of flux.3 

While this has been well established in terms of cultural materialist readings of the 

period, the interruption of the human imagination into the natural scene (as might 

describe the creation of a poem in response to nature) is still apt to prompt close 

readings that register at some level a sense of settling or fixing in their trace of a 

poem’s translation of the material aspects of the natural world (‘River, fire, and mud’, to 

use Michel Serres’ arresting trio (p. 2)) into the transcendent immortality of the printed 

page.  
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This tendency may be noticed in even the most deft and elegant eco-textual analyses, 

such as those by Jonathan Bate, who prominently and importantly drew early attention 

to the ecological implications of Romantic writing.4 In his ecological close readings, 

Bate echoes Pattison and Thomas in his enthusiasm for poets who draw on ‘reverie, 

solitude, walking’ since ‘to turn these experiences into language is to be an ecopoet’ 

(2000, p. 42). In executing such alchemy, Bate suggests, poets provide us with ‘the 

myth of a better life that has gone’ which is ‘no less important for being myth rather 

than history. Myths are necessary imaginings, exemplary stories which help our 

species to make sense of its place in the world’ (2000, p. 25). Accordingly, for Bate, 

Romantic poetry’s ecological potential is contained in its presentation to the sensitive 

reader of an integrated experience between man and nature, implicitly imaged in the 

integration of word and image across the poem’s structure as a whole: ‘the world of the 

poem thus comes to resemble a well-regulated ecosystem’ (p. 106). This is seen as 

distinct from (and apparently superior to) writing that is ‘pragmatically green’ since ‘a 

manifesto for ecological correctness will not be poetic because its language is bound to 

be instrumental, to address questions of doing rather than to “present” the experience 

of dwelling’ (p. 42). Bate’s Empsonian method thus shapes not only his literary-critical 

approach (emphasising the integrity of the text), but also his canonical preferences and 

his characterisation of poetry’s contribution to ecological thought – identified not by its 

revelation of demanding uncertainty, but by its execution of moments of insight that 

become a capacity to establish an organic and integrated order.5 This is poetry – and 

Romanticism – as the repository of wise reminders. 

 

Methods of close reading thus emphasizing myth over history, while they raised the 

profile of literary-ecological agendas, are clearly out of step with the ‘transformed 

intellectual agenda’ apparent in studies of the Romantic period outlined above. 

Practical criticism’s legacy of isolationism of the text is too apt here to bury Romantic-
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period literature’s interrogation of cultural mythology (prompted by material historical 

change) under a nostalgia that would write eco-criticism as the celebration of human-

centred ‘insights’ into the natural world. Yet, rather than rejecting close reading 

altogether, it is apposite to take the opportunity offered by eco-criticism’s recognized 

affinity with the ‘a transformed intellectual agenda’ to re-think this practice itself and to 

consider how it might become methodologically ecological. This might be explored 

through the notion of ‘dwelling’ – touched on by Bate – which speaks explicitly to an 

ecological perspective (the term ‘ecology’ derives from the ancient Greek oikos, 

meaning house or dwelling) but simultaneously holds out possibilities for the process of 

close reading and the practice of poetry. Ecology’s etymological connection to dwelling 

ignites the potential in Martin Heidegger’s assertion that ‘poetry is what really lets us 

dwell’ (p. 89), elaborated by David Borthwick’s claim that ‘ecopoetry describes a mode 

of metaphysical enquiry which recognizes our profound alienation from the natural 

world and suggests ways of enacting a reconnection’ (p. 64). However, there is a 

danger here that the fixing tendency of close-reading methods – the idea of scansion, 

for example, as an imposed ordering and dividing of a poem along rote lines – will 

promote a non-contingent essentialism that is blind or deaf to history. Here I want to 

draw on the potential of Burnside’s view that ‘the lyric poem […] raises the most 

interesting question concerning […] the identity of the individual, based upon a notion 

of continuity’ (2007, par. 16) whilst avoiding his half-wish that ‘art is neither a political 

pursuit, nor a historical event’ (2006, p. 93). This chapter emerges then from 

suggestions made in a paper with Emma Mason that sought to ‘allegorize[] the process 

of scansion as forever evolving and spontaneous’ (2009, p. 516) by employing a 

method of ‘reciprocal scansion’ where ‘“reciprocal” names a backward-forward 

movement, and “scansion” brings with it a visual attention to the page’ undertaken in 

the process of ‘a conversation between two or more readers’ (ibid.).  

 

In this fluctuating, provisional method of close reading the valency of ‘dwelling’ might 
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bring out not only its sense of inhabitation, but also the action of abiding for a time (in 

time, not out of time) and, more discomfortingly ‘dwell’ as ‘to lead into error’ (Oxford 

English Dictionary). This notion of inhabiting, spending time, and being led into, but 

then perhaps out of, error (which might mean mistake, but also means roaming or 

wandering, suggesting a happy deviation from norms) offers a modification of Bate’s 

method of plucking and fusing images from the text in an incantation of his own. His 

wish to ‘measure the motions of “Frost at Midnight”’ through his list of ‘the pattern of the 

frost; the flickering of the flame and the flapping of the film on the grate; the flowings of 

breeze, wave, cloud, thaw-steam, eve-drop and icicle’ (2000, p. 111) can disregard the 

metrical, structural and temporal ways in which the poem seeks to illuminate the 

architecture of their connection. Rather, I suggest the appropriateness of a close 

reading method that echoes the terms of Serres’ ‘natural contract’ (an ecological 

manifesto) and its appeal for a new mindfulness in the relation between man and 

nature:  

 

Back to nature, then! That means we must add […] a natural contract of 

symbiosis and reciprocity in which our relationship to things would set aside 

mastery and possession in favor of admiring attention, reciprocity, contemplation, 

and respect [.] (p. 38) 

 

This chapter takes a series of Romantic poems written in iambic pentameter (five-

stress lines), starting with blank verse and ending in an ode. The restructuring implied 

by a loosened close-reading method is mirrored in the pairings I suggest, which ask 

implicitly for a loosening of canon formation too by putting poems by writers only 

recently receiving critical attention (William Cowper and Clare) into conversation with 

well-celebrated canonical texts by Coleridge and John Keats. The disruptions and 

renegotiations these might prompt are first seen reflected in the establishment of the 

blank verse poem as one that is walking, roaming, unending, uncontained by rhyme or 
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stanza, and so in process; the effect of such conditioning of iambic pentameter is then 

traced when it wanders into the formal ode.  

 

 

I begin with The Task (1785) a six-book poem in blank verse by the poet and hymn 

writer William Cowper (1731–1800). Although marginal to the critically acknowledged 

Romantic canon, Cowper’s example is vital to our understanding of Romantic 

experiments in poetic register. Coleridge and Wordsworth’s project in the Lyrical 

Ballads of ‘fitting to metrical arrangement a selection of the real language of men’ 

(Mason, p. 56–57) emerges directly from the two men’s enthusiasm for Cowper’s 

carefully constructed yet colloquial expression. In a resonant phrase, Coleridge 

celebrated Cowper’s ‘divine Chit chat’ (Griggs 1, p. 279) and described him to William 

Hazlitt as ‘the best modern poet’ (Wu, 1998, 9: p. 107) while Wordsworth, strikingly 

echoing the aspirations he had for his own poetry, conveyed his ‘exquisite pleasure in 

seeing such natural language so naturally connected with metre’ (Mason, p. 57) in 

Cowper’s poetry. Cowper’s appeal is thus centred on an essential process of 

negotiation – the handling of the idiosyncrasies of spoken communication layered 

together with the constant, regulating pulse of metre. In this conjunction we have not 

only the spoken with the written, but the individual in harmony with the collective and – 

by implication – the local (speech implies the vagaries of local accent and expression) 

in relation with the global (metrical regularity implies broad cultural practice and also 

shapes the ‘global effect’ of a poem). As I shall explore, this essential dual vision has 

important ecological implications. Indeed, in creating his ‘map of busy life, | Its 

fluctuations, and its vast concerns’ (Task 1: 55-56)) Cowper’s blank verse arranges 

words as if ‘from the lips of an extemporary speaker’ (King & Ryskamp 2, p. 10), 

arguably allegorizing the conditions of ecological change itself, in which structures are 

buffeted by the sudden and unexpected events of the moment.  
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Perhaps the most significant aspect of Cowper’s poetry – and why it should be afforded 

serious consideration by Romantic period studies – is its searing critique of the cultural 

and ideological effects of contemporary rapid industrialization and its attendant 

establishment of new economic authorities. For the purposes of this chapter, this is 

focused in his depiction of the damage done to rural life: sporting huntsmen, 

irresponsible landowners, landscape ‘improvers’ and particularly global marketeers are 

the repeated scourges of Cowper’s gently conversational and lilting lines. For Cowper, 

the stuff of modern life has a pressingly political materiality that repeatedly reveals the 

global within the local (so nuancing the metrical conversation dynamic). The poem’s 

eccentric opening passage (in praise of the sofa on which the poet was sitting) sets the 

poem’s dual focus in motion, tracing as it does the seat’s material history that includes 

‘cane from India’ (Task 1: 39) and ‘firm oak’ used when ‘no want of timber […] was felt 

or feared | In Albion's happy isle’ (line nos ***). Such domestic whimsy has a profound 

moral import. Likening the newly emerging capitalist entrepreneur’s activities to those 

of casual plunderers of local property, Cowper rails at the hypocrisy that dictated, 

‘thieves at home must hang; but he that puts | Into his overgorged and bloated purse | 

The wealth of Indian provinces, escapes’ (1:736-738). While such anger might risk 

Cowper’s exclusion from Bate’s category of ‘ecopoetry’, this attention to the 

overlapping spheres of local and global and commitment to the material experience of 

eighteenth-century life is vital, in fact, to Cowper’s other more obviously ‘eco-poetic’ 

presentations of the ‘experience of dwelling’. By focusing here on a short ‘walking’ 

passage of this long poem we can see that it is shaped not by the presentation of a 

‘better life that has gone’ (Bate, 2000, p. 25), but by the contradictory and confusing 

experience of border crossing, a process that comes to typify the defamiliarising effect 

on landscape of new economic structures. The recognition of Cowper in the Romantic 

canon then allows us to see that the mode so celebrated in Wordsworth’s The Prelude 

(this passage anticipates Wordsworth’s mode of boyhood memory revived in 



 

 10 

rural/poetic settings) in fact clearly derives from a writer whose verse persists in 

implying the necessity of thinking that is ‘pragmatically green’:  

 

For I have loved the rural walk through lanes 

Of grassy swarth close cropt by nibbling sheep, 

And skirted thick with intertexture firm 

Of thorny boughs:  have loved the rural walk 

O'er hills, through valleys, and by rivers’ brink, 

E'er since a truant boy I pass’d my bounds 

T’enjoy a ramble on the banks of Thames. 

And still remember, nor without regret 

Of hours that sorrow since has much endeard, 

How oft, my slice of pocket store consumed, 

Still hung’ring pennyless and far from home, 

I fed on scarlet hips and stoney haws, 

Or blushing crabs, or berries that imboss 

The bramble, black as jet, or sloes austere. 

Hard fare! but such as boyish appetite 

Disdains not, nor the palate undepraved 

By culinary arts, unsav’ry deems. 

         1:109-125 

 

While decorously fitting his speech to the demands of the iambic pentameter (note the 

repeated elision and syncope of ‘E’er’, ‘T’enjoy’, ‘hung’ring’) this sensuous and detailed 

passage is nevertheless suffused with notions of excess, expansiveness and even 

exploitation, disconcertingly unsettling any complacent picture of Romantic integration 

between man and nature and revealing instead the fracturing undercurrents of 

environmental dwelling in the later eighteenth century. The passage relates how the 
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poet’s love of rural walking developed from his boyhood travels along the Thames, the 

remembrance of which infuses the repetition of ‘have loved the rural walk’ in lines 109 

and 112 with a sense that repetition marks both similarity and difference in the 

conditions of each of his walks. As the poet exploits the conjunction between a walking 

pace and an iambic beat he begins by constructing through sound the ‘intertexture firm’ 

that latterly shapes his rural walking: the modesty of an unrhymed blank verse 

arrangement is challenged by the richness of interior echo – the alliteration and 

assonance of ‘close cropt’, the accumulating stickiness of ‘skirted thick with 

intertexture’ at the back of the mouth, the swishing sibilance of ‘grassy swarth’. This 

enclosed agricultural space is then contrasted by the second walk, ‘o’er hills, through 

valleys, and by rivers’ brink’ where the replacement of the boundaries of ‘thorny 

boughs’ with the fluidity of ‘rivers brink’, coupled with the raised profile of vowel sounds 

(‘through / truant’, ‘valleys’, ‘rivers’ brink’ and finally ‘ramble / banks’), intimates a looser 

harmony in these conditions, a shift that retrospectively perhaps characterizes the 

colon of line 112 as a ‘but’ rather than an ‘and’ (yes, I have loved walking in enclosed 

space, but I have loved walking in open ones ever since I ‘pass’d my bounds’). Such 

subtle handling not only draws attention to the specifics of rural space, it also elicits a 

dynamic around the establishment of controlled and regulated agriculture and its 

subsequent breach.6 

 

Having ‘pass’d [his] bounds’ to reach the Thames, Cowper’s broader awareness of 

increasingly globalised commercial networks leads us to recognize, however, that this 

signals not an escape into the liberty of a natural, nourishing environment (as might be 

encouraged by a post-Wordsworthian perspective on this passage) but rather as a 

profound moment that realizes the economic structuring of rural experience. The 

Thames’ status as a trade route implies the infiltration of global markets into the very 

heart of England – and it is along its banks that the school-boy comes to speak of his 

‘pocket store’ as a barren consumable. The passage’s first interruption to the regular 
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iambic beat soon follows in the pyrrhic (stressless foot) that ends ‘pennyless’ which 

then prompts the boy’s mobilization of the natural world as a resource for human 

survival. So the fading of poetic stress is fused with economic and physical weakness 

and thence with ecological plunder: ‘I fed on scarlet hips’. The boy’s revived spirits 

provoke a burst of aesthetic exuberance as nature provides a harvest imaged in the 

beautifully rich colour repetition of ‘scarlet’ in ‘blush’, and expressed in soft ‘b’ sounds 

that intertwine with silky ‘s’ sounds to engage the reader’s lips and teeth in recitation. 

This bountiful rush of sensual memory looped together through the conjunctions ‘and’ 

and ‘or’ locates a scene of accumulation and excess in the poet’s past that can then 

infuse the present with the added accumulation of time passed. Yet hidden in this 

richness are intimations of moral decline and suffering – hung’ring, austere, the jet 

black berries (suggesting mourning), hard fare, the implied depravity of cultivated 

tastes – ultimately infected by the oddity of ‘berries that imboss | the bramble’. With 

‘imboss’ Cowper revives an arcane word to liken the abundant and bursting excess of 

berries on the thorny branches to the foam at the mouth of an animal hunted to 

exhaustion (Oxford English Dictionary). With such characterization we might glimpse 

the associated exhaustion (and entrapment) of market-driven overproduction along the 

banks of a commercial waterway, providing the antithesis to the modestly ‘nibbling 

sheep’ who keep the ‘grassy swarth close cropt’. 

 

By spending time with this poem – following the path it iambically beats – we are 

encouraged to establish an intimacy with its tone that can become alert to these tiny 

‘off-key’ moments, moments that prove to unlock a broader sense of unease in the 

poem’s ‘divine Chit chat’. Rather than jumping to the conclusion that the love of rural 

walking must be the keynote to the passage, a close reading method of ‘contemplation, 

and respect’ (Serres, p. 38) allows us to feel how such passages trace the complex 

reordering of both human experience and the status of the natural world in the new 

conditions of a newly emerging economic consciousness (the adolescent boy implies 
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the adolescent economy). The ambivalent craving and moral discomfort this elicits in 

the boy and in the subsequently remembering poet is registered in the passage’s 

movements between sensuous presentation and regretful intimation of loss and 

depravation. The natural world is something drawn on for aesthetic and emotional 

appreciation, but the impulse to express that through the lusty language of 

consumption reminds the poet and the reader of the material effects of aesthetics, 

effects that emphasise nature’s vulnerability in the face of man’s rapacious desires of 

all kinds. A passage that had seemed to imply an idealized conjunction between man 

and nature therefore in fact contains within it fissures of anxiety, intimated by the 

excessiveness that pervades the modest blank verse arrangement, the occasional 

disruptions to the iambic beat, the sinister turns contained in the vocabulary’s heritage. 

Here we can see how Cowper’s poetry speaks to our own ecological moment – not by 

providing a blueprint for change, or by inculcating nostalgia for better times gone by, 

but by using the sensual appeal of aesthetic presentation to alert in the reader an ear 

and an eye for wrong notes, stumbles in the walking pace, fractures in the relationship 

between nature and human and disruptions to healthy and proportionate life systems.  

 

The ecological nature of Cowper’s conversational poetics is further uncovered by 

bringing his poetry into direct dialogue with Coleridge’s celebrated ‘Frost at Midnight’ 

(1798). Much of Cowper’s long poem is, in fact, set in winter, propelling the contrasts 

between external frost and internal cosy warmth that draw attention to the poem’s 

larger principle of contrast, but it is in a passage that finds him in meditation before the 

fire that we may see the clearest template for Coleridge’s later expression of wintery 

thought: 

    

   But me perhaps 

The glowing hearth may satisfy awhile 

With faint illumination that uplifts 
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The shadow to the cieling, there by fits 

Dancing uncouthly to the quiv’ring flame. 

Not undelightful is an hour to me 

So spent in parlour twilight; such a gloom 

Suits well the thoughtfull or unthinking mind, 

The mind contemplative, with some new theme 

Pregnant, or indisposed alike to all. 

 

Task 4: 272-281 

 

In Cowper’s handling this contemplative passage is brought to an end by ‘the freezing 

blast’ that ‘restores me to myself’ (line numbers **). Intriguingly, however, the return to 

self becomes a turn to the world outside – ‘I saw the woods and fields at close of day’ 

(line number) – related in exquisite detail and specificity: ‘I saw far off the weedy 

fallows […] grazed | By flocks fast-feeding and selecting each | His fav’rite herb’ (line 

numbers). Yet the poet’s access to the scene is of fragile and temporary duration since 

‘Tomorrow brings a change […] though silently performed’ with almost-clichéd 

connection between the sheep’s coats and the coming snow: “Fast falls a fleecy 

show’r’. This moment then provides the cue for Coleridge, whose poem remains close 

to Cowper’s antecedent:  

 

   The frost performs its secret ministry 

   Unhelped by any wind. The owlet’s cry  

   Came loud – and hard, again! loud as before. 

   The inmates of my cottage, all at rest,  

   Have left me to that solitude which suits 

   Abstruser musings, save that at my side 

   My cradled infant slumbers peacefully. 
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   ’Tis calm indeed! – so calm that it disturbs 

   And vexes meditations with its strange 

   And extreme silentness. Sea, hill, and wood. 

   This populous village! Sea, and hill, and wood, 

   With all the numberless goings-on of life,  

   Inaudible as dreams! 

        (Wu, 2006, p. 624)7 

 

Coleridge’s poem may be seen in ecological terms by virtue of the domestic setting 

that speaks intimately to the act of ‘dwelling’. Yet, this process is problematically 

connected to the natural world outside. In contrast to Cowper’s evocation of the woods 

and fields as ‘A variegated show’ (line nos **) implying multiple colours in pattern, 

Coleridge’s iambic pentameter registers an inability to bring diverse elements 

satisfactorily together. The conversational lilt of Cowper’s lines are immediately 

rewritten in interruption as the assonance of the owlet’s cry (‘owl / loud’) unsettles the 

stress pattern of Coleridge’s lines, bringing the second ‘loud’ literally hard on the heels 

of the initial cry. Still this onslaught of sound recedes into the aurally disorientating 

‘abstruser musings’ (6) (the assonance of ‘suits’ bleeds over the line ending, 

establishing a discomfortingly claustrophobic soundscape to express the tunneling of 

sound into the poet’s inner thought processes) and finally into ‘extreme silentness’ (10), 

the hyperbole of which – there cannot be silence by degrees – implies a vexed 

paranoia rather than a reconciliation between self and world. The disorientation of 

silentness is, indeed, written into the incantatory phrasing that follows in the pyrrhic 

substitution of foot three (ending ‘silentness’) and the subsequent spondee of ‘Sea, 

hill’. The poem’s formal arrangement thus anticipates the admission of an essential 

unreality in the relationship between poet and environment: ‘Inaudible as dreams!’ (13). 

Engagements with the lived experience of the natural world appear only as a series of 

disruptions, or uncanny prayer-like chants that replace detailed observation of the 
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natural world with repetitions of ‘sea and hill and wood’ (11). Here conjunctions serve 

the metre while detracting from the specifics of landscape, replacing Cowper’s flexible 

changeability with the stalled monosyllables of generalization. Bate’s answer to this 

lack of engagement with outside space is to read the poem instead as an ecology of 

the mind, aligning it with his sense that poetry induces and produces insight and final 

settling: ‘by the end of the night both the environment of the cottage and the ecology of 

the poet’s mind will have subtly evolved. The poet has learnt to dwell more securely 

with himself, his home and his environment’ (2000, p. 110).  

 

Yet what if we find something else here – we might hear within this poem’s dominant 

mode of hopefulness and contemplation a faintly panicked inability to access the 

natural world outside aesthetic representation (imaged in the sea, hill and wood’s 

service to metre rather than material engagement).  This would suggest the poignancy 

of an environmental experience that only has aesthetic representation to fall back on, 

revealing the dislocating loss that lies beneath Bate’s belief in myth as a substitute for 

history. Such a sense would seem to propel the poet’s famous turn to his baby son, 

and his wish that the child might grow into a more engaged environmental 

consciousness than was possible for the urban-dwelling Coleridge: ‘For I was reared | 

In the great city, pent mid cloisters dim, | And saw nought lovely but the sky and stars’ 

(56-58). The father’s need for the son to rectify this is made more moving by Duncan 

Wu’s editorial notes suggesting that Coleridge’s desire that Hartley will ‘wander like a 

breeze | By lakes and sandy shores’ (59-60) is grounded in a misrecognition of natural 

landscape since the poem was written before the poet had visited the Lake District and 

the ‘sandy shores’ owe more to Wordsworth’s The Pedlar (then in composition) than to 

the reality of British lakesides. What the poem traces, therefore, is a yearning after an 

idea of nature and the radical dislocation from its material reality (echoing in the 

precarious emptiness of a failed incantation), even anticipating the occluded 

relationship with nature produced by ecological crisis. This rings out in the poem’s final 
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wish that ‘all seasons shall be sweet to thee | Whether the summer clothe the general 

earth | With greenness, or the redbreasts sit and sing | Betwixt the tufts of snow’ (70-

73): this collapse of seasonality shatters the lived familiarity of Cowper’s feel for the 

temporality of ‘golden harvest’ (line nos **) into a series of metonymies that mark 

distance as much as association. Rather than dwelling securely himself, the poet 

invests in his son and on him casts a general and provisional spell that anticipates the 

handing down of damaged ecological relations to the next generation to solve.  

 

Picking up on the last note of ‘redbreasts’ here, I move in the last part of this chapter to 

Romantic engagements with non-human environmental dwellers, concentrating on two 

encounters with the nightingale. Such a move allows us to see the human/nature 

engagement in specific relational focus. Continuing the rural walking seen in several 

poets’ work here, Clare’s ‘The Nightingale’s Nest’ (1835) opens by carefully exploring 

his local terrain, allowing the iambic pentameter to chart the undulating path he treads 

towards the hidden home of a bird that is to him a regular feature of daily life: ‘Up this 

green woodland ride let’s softly rove | And list the nightingale—she dwells just here.’ (1-

2).8 The ‘just here’ of this line arrests us with its immediacy, and its intimation that it is 

also ‘just here’ in the poem that we might find the singing bird, encouraged by 

repetitions across the poem of the specifics of place: ‘This very spot’ (7), ‘her secret 

nest is here’ (53), ‘So here we’ll leave them’ (92). Yet the poem can only describe the 

poet’s location – ‘here I’ve heard her’ (5), ‘There have I hunted […] To find her nest’ 

(13-15) – while the bird herself shifts on and on, eager to cover her tracks, to remain 

hidden: ‘I watched in vain: | The timid bird had left the hazel bush | And at a distance 

hid to sing again’ (19-21). The poem then becomes a song of reciprocity with the bird’s 

movements leading the poet’s active participation. Burnside’s view of poetry and place 

is useful here – ‘the poem of place always contains an implied observer, whose identity 

is inextricably linked to whatever is being observed’ (2007, par. 2) – because it installs 

in our understanding of the lyric the vital energy of encounter: ‘where does the self end, 
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and the other begin? […] the defining line exists at the borderline of their transactions, 

that we define one another, that without Thou, there is no I’ (ibid. par. 3), so asserting 

lyric poetry not as the establishment of one voice, but rather the exchange of 

relationship, a vital ecological imperative. And this is what we see in Clare’s poem of 

seeking: the establishment of a poet’s movements in direct relation to the bird’s 

enchanting authority (implying that the bird is as much the author of this poem as the 

poet). Iambic pentameter’s Romantic association with walking and charting is here 

employed to hunker down, rather than roam across:  

 

   There have I hunted like a very boy, 

   Creeping on hands and knees through matted thorn 

   To find her nest and see her feed young. 

     (12-14) 

 

      Part aside 

   These hazel branches in a gentle way 

   And stoop right cautious ’neath the rustling boughs, 

   For we will have another search today 

     (46-48) 

 

The poem thus charts spatially, temporally, literally the re-ordering of nature and 

human with man placed low down, to the side, in hushed silence; in such 

arrangements that the poet’s ornithological understanding can be realized as his 

movement specifically picks up the language of a bird’s dwelling: ‘among | The hazel’s 

under-boughs, I’ve nestled down | And watched her while she sung’ (my italics, 17-19). 

Even though the poem implies the bird’s excessiveness as she often eludes the poet’s 

capture in verse  – ‘vain’ he says three times; ‘there she is’ is quickly qualified by ‘if 

rightly guessed’ (42-43), illustrating Theodor W. Adorno’s sense that ‘natural beauty 
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[…] veils itself at the moment of greatest proximity’ (p. 83) – the poet’s patient 

willingness to be quiet, to move carefully – indeed to adopt a poetic stance – affords 

him privileged access to scientific knowledge via emotional pathways: ‘her renown | 

Hath made me marvel that so famed a bird | Should have no better dress than russet 

brown’ (19-21); ‘Deep adown | The nest is made […] Snug lie her curious eggs in 

number five’ (87-89).  

 

As this patterning between bird and poet is established then we are primed to realize 

that when her song bursts forth – and the language becomes metaphysical – so the 

bird’s trembling ecstasy is understood to intimate the poet’s, and by extension the 

reader’s:  

  

   Her wings would tremble in her ecstasy 

   And feathers stand on end as ’twere with joy 

   And mouth wide open to release her heart 

   Of its out-sobbing songs. 

(22-25) 

 

 

 

This poem puts the bird’s unique dwelling at its centre – ‘no other bird […] weaves | Its 

dwelling in such spots’ (76-78) – so insisting that the poet and reader’s ecstasy is 

always responsive rather than directive. Such ordering of poet and bird speaks to the 

deep ecological imperatives of today that look to acknowledge and protect nature’s 

ontological status, conferring on the poet a duty of responsibility that is charted here 

from ‘Hush! let the wood-gate softly clap for fear | The noise might drive her from her 

home of love’ (2-3) to ‘So here we’ll leave them, still unknown to wrong, | As the old 
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woodland’s legacy of song’ (92-93): it is the eggs that provide the germ for tomorrow’s 

song.9 The human is hushed so that nature may speak.  

 

 

To finish with Keats’ famous ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ (1819), then, we might expect this 

to be the reverse. Celebrated for its lyrical expression of a poetic sensibility and 

notable for its early shift from the bird’s ‘full-throated ease’ (10) to ‘Provençal song’ 

(14), this would seem to be a poem in which nature gives way human culture. Indeed, 

the contrast between this and Clare’s intimate knowledge of the bird is focused in the 

difference between the bird’s dress of ‘russet brown’ (21) and Keats’ apostrophizing of 

‘thou, light-winged dryad’ (7) of the trees: material reality translates to mythic form.10 

Yet, reading it in conversation with Clare, we might uncover a materialized relationship 

between human and nature that reveals surprising similarities between the urban and 

rural poet’s understanding of the bird’s behaviour, and its effect on the human.11 By 

reading this poem after the others discussed here we can find the exploratory, 

discursive open-endedness of blank verse infusing the traditionally understood 

hermeticism of the iambic pentameter ode, with its emphasis on formal arrangement, 

internal patterning and facilitation of human insight; such idealism might be 

disorientated by flux.  

 

 

Focusing on stanza five (but implying ways in which the whole poem’s energies might 

be retraced), I suggest that these lines acknowledge and ignite an ecological dynamic 

that indicates and elaborates Keats’ habitual knowledge of nightingales’ habits and 

location which directs his disorientated environmental consciousness. This poem 

knows, like Clare’s, that the bird hides and is as often elusively covered over by 

vegetation as it is soaring through the skies. This is evident in the echoes between 

Keats’ feel for habitat – ‘the forest dim’ (20), ‘thou among the leaves’ (22) ‘the 
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verdurous glooms and winding mossy ways’ (40) – that provide the context for the 

bird’s ‘pouring forth thy soul abroad | In such an ecstasy!’ (58-59), and Clare’s witness 

that ‘Lost in a wilderness of listening leaves, | Rich ecstasy would pour its luscious 

strain’ (32-33). Such dialogue opens up the cultural in Clare’s encounter with the bird 

and the material in Keats’. But where Clare’s poem indicates care and respectful 

retreat, Keats’ stares into the abyss of a loss of groundedness only intimated by Clare’s 

nightingale’s elusiveness. For in Keats’ poem we find a radical loss of material 

encounter:  

 

   I cannot see what flowers are at my feet, 

      Nor what soft incense hangs upon the boughs, 

   But, in embalmed darkness, guess each sweet 

      Wherewith the seasonable month endows 

   The grass, the thicket, and the fruit-tree wild, 

      White hawthorn, and the pastoral eglantine,  

         Fast-fading violets covered up in leaves, 

            And mid-May’s eldest child, 

      The coming musk-rose, full of dewy wine, 

         The murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves. 

(41-50) 

 

 

Here the poem speaks directly to the disorientating, melancholic, mournful 

interpretation of our contemporary experience of the natural world: ‘I cannot see what 

flowers are at my feet’ (41) resonates with poverty of experience in an age of 

ecological crisis. Alleviation is glimpsed in the ensuing accumulation of sensual 

experience, however, if we see it forming a battery against destruction as the 

experience of nature becomes guess work grounded in sensuality. The combined 
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intimation of loss (‘embalmed darkness’ (43), ‘fast-fading’ (47), ‘murmourous haunt of 

flies’ (50)) with sensory stimulation (‘each sweet | Wherewith the seasonable month 

endows’ (43-44), ‘the coming musk-rose, full of dewy wine’ (49)) writes the natural 

world not as solidified and external to the human, but as fragile, apt to dissolve and yet 

yoked to traces and memories in human experience. Here the two work together – 

nature’s perfume implied in poetry’s figurative excess – to establish a dynamic by 

which both might persist in time, with the seasonal setting establishing a timeliness that 

is both transient and repetitive. Such intertwining – which follows up on the poet’s 

earlier recognition that he is ‘too happy in thine happiness’ (6) – anticipates Tom 

Bristow’s reading of Burnside, in which ‘the progression toward the metaphysical and 

the ecological can be read as a single move by the poet showing what it might be like 

to reconcile mind and matter, and being and world’ (p. 51). In this stanza, the poet is 

effectively in physical exile, but metaphysical community, and from here the poet 

eventually returns across the ode (in ways that remember Cowper’s return from 

meditation to material reality) to ‘my sole self!’ (72). Such solitariness might seem like a 

loss in the context of the earlier fusing of bird and poet, but the poem’s final note of 

bewilderment, produced in aftermath and as the poet witnesses the bird’s onward 

progression, suggests a profound re-structuring of the self and a destabilization of 

certainty: an exile and return that seems to illustrate Bristow’s identification of an 

‘element that allows for the self to be read as an effect of the world’ (p. 57). In this final 

example of ‘close-read ecology’ then we have the radical shift of environmental 

thought: the recognition of selfhood as effect – contingent, provisional, and hence 

environmental: 

 

     Thy plaintive anthem fades 

      Past the near meadows, over the still stream,  

         Up the hillside, and now ’tis buried deep 

            In the next valley-glades: 
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      Was it a vision, or a waking dream? 

         Fled is that music – do I wake or sleep? 

(75-80) 

 

My readings here have attempted to avoid promoting a reading of poetry that reaches 

after certainty, settling, fixing or transcendent insight. But they have also sought to 

work around the distancing effect of history (a narrative that, at least by implication, 

demarcates the then and now). Rather, I want to suggest that poetry’s charting and 

tracing is effected rhythmically, in echoes and spatial arrangements that draw on an 

emotional and sensual methodology traditionally understood to be ignited in the reader 

as well as the poet. I offer close reading of poetry of the Romantic period, therefore, as 

an methodological interface between then and now, a space in which we might be 

induced to respond to regularity, but from there become sensitized to disjunction, 

‘wrongness’, disorientation so implying the ecological wisdom that ‘defamiliarisation 

encourages reconnection’ (Bristow, p. 59). While this might sound similar to – and 

indeed acknowledges the potential of – Burnside’s characterization of the lyric poem as 

‘a kind of metaphysical space, which is essentially empty, a region of potential in which 

anything can happen’ (2007, par. 2) it is imperative that his notion of ‘timelessness’ 

(ibid. par. 1) is qualified by history (a discipline of which Burnside is deeply suspicious 

(2006, p. 92)). The attentive accessing of Romantic period writing from our historical 

moment of ecological crisis necessitates the understanding that the Romantic scene 

we encounter was and is not fixed, but has a cultural materiality of its own, uncovered 

through Romantic studies’ ‘transformed intellectual agenda’. Our close readings of 

Romantic poetry should always be mindful of, and ideally in dialogue with, the 

circulation of cultural ideologies in its source. Romantic ‘natural’ scenes, therefore, do 

not stand as settled focuses for nostalgia, but as exposed spaces that were politicized, 

changing, threatened, and negotiated, dynamic spaces that produced poetry that 

draws on, inscribes, challenges or disrupts the politics of expression. Recognition of 
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this allows close reading to become an active engagement, not a passive totting up of 

effects, and the encounters with landscape and nature so revealed are articulated in 

dialogic, conversational terms that open up the collective fate of the land and its 

inhabitants. In such readings, the material conditions of now ignite with the material 

conditions of then, characterizing the Romantic poem not as a fixed and hermetic 

expression, but as a structure promoting ongoing resonances and re-thinking. Just as 

the dream with which Keats’ poem ends suggests not an end but a beginning, so 

‘incompletion does not spell unfathomability; it offers the embodiment of potential […] 

alive to the world unfolding’ (Bristow, p. 65). I finish then with process – a notion that 

speaks to the material reality of the natural world and fuses it with the energy of the 

Romantic poem:  

A great poem is a fountain forever overflowing with the waters of wisdom and 

delight; and after one person and one age has exhausted all of its divine 

effluence which their peculiar relations enable them to share; another and yet 

another succeeds, and new relations are ever developed, the source of an 

unforeseen and unconceived delight’. 

(Shelley (1840), p. 269). 

 

 

Notes 

 

1. See Wallace and Tayebi on Charlotte Smith. Vardy explores Clare’s alternative 

perspective in detail; recently Adams has considered how Clare’s labouring identity 

shapes his depiction of rural leisure. White’s essay demands attention be paid to the 

material differences in the landscapes Clare inhabited in order to develop a more 

sophisticated and grounded sense of his psychological engagements with the natural 

world.  
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2. I would like to thank Alex Benchimol, Tom Bristow, and Jeffrey Robinson for 

their generous conversation and correspondence about these issues during my 

preparation of this chapter. 

3. I wish here deliberately to echo the deep ecology of Devall and Sessions’ view 

of ‘Nature as a constant flux or flow of energy transformations’ (p. 88).   

4. See Bate (1991). 

5. See Bate (1997), in which he states, ‘Empson is Modernism’s Einstein among 

literary critics. His “both/and” is the twentieth century’s most powerful contribution to 

the understanding of Shakespeare because it is both a microscopic and a macroscopic 

way of seeing. It begins with ambiguous words and syntaxes […] but it can be 

extended to the world as a whole’ (p. 316). 

6. The lines might be interestingly considered in the light of the Acts of Enclosure 

that were introduced from the middle of the eighteenth century. However, such 

comparison needs also to take into account Cowper’s aesthetic and moral attachment 

to modestly enclosed spaces, as seen in his enthusiasm for gardens (expressed 

variously across The Task and in other short lyrics such as ‘The Pineapple and the 

Bee’ and ‘The Winter Nosegay’ (both 1782)).  

7. I have chosen a student-accessible edition from Wu (2006, pp. 624-628); this is 

the earliest version of the poem, which went through subsequent revisions. 

8. I use the edition included in Bate (2003, pp. 168-171). 

9. Clare’s approach here might be likened to that which Pite identifies in Cowper: 

‘the self does not experience a sublime, self-extinguishing identification with the forms 

of nature; instead, it seeks to establish with natural things a relation “founded on the 

affections”’ (2002, p. 150). 

10. Quotations are from Wu (2006, pp. 1395-1397). 

11. Keats and Clare were both published at various points by John Taylor (1781-

1864). 
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