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	British Romanticism: Poetry and Nature


Introduction

A major theme in Romantic poetry is the relationship between humans and their emotions and the natural world. The Romantic poets felt that humans’ internal lives and the exterior, natural world had a lot in common: they could both be mysterious, open and vast, wild and free, and sometimes a little bit terrifying. The poetry of the English Romantic period contains many descriptions and ideas of nature. All these authors discuss in varying degrees, the role of nature in acquiring meaningful insight into human condition. Romantic poets love nature and celebrate in its various dimensions. 
A. First Generation: William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge

Romantics see Romantic poetry as a return to primitivism and nature. To the Romantics, those moments of awe and terror in response to grand natural phenomena were a spiritual experience. This spiritual connection to nature came to be known as “the Sublime.” In the midst of industrialization, the Romantic poets felt they bore the responsibility of reinvigorating that spiritual connection to nature by portraying the Sublime in their poetry. Wordsworth and Coleridge are great poets of nature and the most representative figures of the first generation Romantic poets. They gave major importance to nature, sounds of nature, its secrets and its security provided to humankind. They worked together on the Lyrical Ballads (1798). This book is a landmark in English literature, marking the beginning of a new era.
1. William Wordsworth

Wordsworth is called the high priest of nature to whom nature is more valuable than any other poet. He tried to seek comfort in nature. Throughout Wordsworth’s work, nature provides the ultimate good influence on the human mind. All manifestations of the natural world—from the highest mountain to the simplest flower—elicit noble, elevated thoughts and passionate emotions in the people who observe these manifestations. Wordsworth repeatedly emphasizes the importance of nature to an individual’s intellectual and spiritual development. A good relationship with nature helps individuals connect to both the spiritual and the social worlds. As Wordsworth explains in The Prelude, a love of nature can lead to a love of humankind. In such poems as “The World Is Too Much with Us” and “London, 1802” people become selfish and immoral when they distance themselves from nature by living in cities. Humanity’s innate empathy and nobility of spirit becomes corrupted by artificial social conventions as well as by the squalor of city life. In contrast, people who spend a lot of time in nature, such as laborers and farmers, retain the purity and nobility of their souls. He urges human beings to understand nature in order to get happiness. He personifies nature and natural objects in a most imaginative way. He feels sad about the gulf between nature and humanity.
2. Samuel Taylor Coleridge

Wordsworth takes the natural and makes it supernatural, while Coleridge takes the supernatural and makes it natural. Nature is not always interpreted as a moral guide or a type of support. The content of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poetry focuses on the belief that many of our ideas about nature are constructed within our mind. Nature conflicts imagination as it is seen at times as a reflection of the perfect world of ideas, but really the ideas are what people interpret them to be. Natural images only carry abstract images because of the projection of life that individuals have on it. 
One of Coleridge’s best-known poems is “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”. In the poem an old sailor or mariner narrates the terrible sequence of events which followed when he shot an albatross and was cursed. His ship is becalmed, he is subjected to nightmare visions and to a long period of suffering and his water supply runs out in punishment for his deed. When the mariner blesses some sea-creatures, his offence against the power of nature is forgiven and he is able to return home, revitalised through his shared suffering. The whole poem is written in a form recalling that of a mediaeval ballad.

The struggle between the powers of good and evil brings to mind aspects of religion. It is clear that when the mariner shoots the albatross without apparent motive, it is as though the mariner has rejected God and goodness and surrenders himself to dark forces and supernatural retaliation. The albatross represents nature, as well as truth, light and goodness, and the light, when destroyed or abandoned, allows dark supernatural forces to come into play. The poem contains a universal and a personal truth because the mariner has learned about himself and about his relation to the world through his supernatural experience.

B. Second Generation: Percy Bysshe Shelley and John Keats

Percy Bysshe Shelley and John Keats could be regarded as the main representative figures of this category of British Romantic poets. They lived through the disillusionment of the post-revolutionary period, the savage violence of the terror and the threatening rise of Napoleonic Empire. 
1. John Keats
Keats’s sentiment of Nature is simpler than that of other romantics. It was his instinct to love and interpret Nature more for her own sake, and less for the sake of the sympathy which the human mind can read into her with its own workings and aspirations. Keats is the poet of senses, and he loves Nature because of her sensual appeal, her appeal to the sense of sight, the sense of hearing, the sense of smell, the sense of touch. Keats treats nature as an observer, as a traveller. He finds interest to appreciate the physical beauty of Nature. In "Ode to a Nightingale," Keats's speaker begins his fullest and deepest exploration of the themes of creative expression and the mortality of human life. In this ode, the transience of life and the tragedy of old age is set against the eternal renewal of the nightingale's fluid music. In "To Autumn", Keats uses autumn to portray the mind and life of man. Life is viewed as the process of aging, decay, and death. Autumn is beginning to arrive and winter, or death, is approaching soon after.
2. Percy Bysshe Shelley
Whereas older Romantic poets looked at nature as a realm of communion with pure existence and with a truth preceding human experience, the later Romantics looked at nature primarily as a realm of overwhelming beauty and aesthetic pleasure. While Wordsworth and Coleridge often wrote about nature in itself, Shelley tends to invoke nature as a sort of supreme metaphor for beauty, creativity, and expression. This means that most of Shelley's poems about art rely on metaphors of nature as their means of expression. The skylark in "To a Skylark" becomes a symbol of the purest, most joyful, and most inspired creative impulse. The skylark is not a bird, it is a "poet hidden." Shelley uses the wind in "Ode to the West Wind" as a spirit, and concentrates on the aspect that the wind causes death or darkness. Yet, he feels that good can come through evil, therefore, respects the wind changing him. In "Ode to the West Wind", Shelley speaks of rebirth and rejuvenation. The West Wind becomes a symbol of the poetic faculty spreading.
Conclusion

The poetry of the English Romantic Period contains many descriptions and ideas of nature. All these poets discuss in varying degrees, the role of nature in acquiring meaningful insight into the human condition. These writers all make appeal to nature as if it were some kind of living entity; calls were made for nature to rescue the struggling and carry his ideas to the world. Romantic poets love nature and celebrate in its various dimensions. They believed that nature has answer for all unanswered questions. They celebrate the beauty of nature in its various dimensions.   
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