In this video, I’ll discuss one of William Wordsworth’s most famous nature poems, Tintern Abbey, which is on p. 235 of your textbook, if you’d like to follow along with the passges from the poem that we’ll review in this lecture.

The painting you see is a depiction of Tintern Abbey painted at about the time Wordsworth wrote this poem.  The poem is actually entitled, “Lines: Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey, on Revisiting the Banks of the Wye during a tour, July 13, 1798.”  Wordsworth wrote this poem upon revisiting Tintern Abbey, a favorite natural setting of his in the Lake District where he grew up, after he had spent 5 years away living in urban settings.    Tintern Abbey, as you can see from the painting, was a ruin (destroyed when King Henry VIII dismantled all the monasteries and abbeys in England in the 1500s as part of the country’s break with Catholicism), and it was located by the River Wye on the border of England and Wales in the Lake District.  You’ll notice from the painting that at the time Wordsworth visited the site, the Abbey ruins had been overtaken by nature had become overgrown.  You can see the structures covered with climbing vines and wild, uncultivated plants, transforming the Abbey into a symbol of past human endeavor, now overtaken by nature.  This portrayal of the abbey suggests the transitory quality of human endeavor (how it does not last-it passes away) as opposed to the eternal principles of life embodied in nature—nature represents eternal forces that are infinitely renewing.  So the setting of Tintern Abbey that you see in the painting reflects the union of temporal human and eternal natural forces that is at the heart of Wordsworth’s poem.

Before we discuss the text of the poem and how Wordsworth treats the topic of nature and the relationship between the human being and nature, let me first give begin by giving you some information about the context of nature poetry of the Romantic movement—much of this information and several of the graphics you’ll see are taken from the Norton Anthology’s Wordsworth website, which you can find a link to in EXTERNAL LINKS section of our Blackboard course site.

Like Wordsworth’s poem, “Simon Lee,” “Tintern Abbey” in its description of this natural environment treats rustic subject matter with a high seriousness that was revolutionary for literature of the 18th-century Enlightenment.  You may remember from viewing the PowerPoint presentation on the Romantic movement at the beginning of our course that rustic life and uncultivated nature were not considered appropriate subject matter for the highest forms of poetry during the Enlightenment.  Wild, uncontrolled nature was uncivilized and considered opposed to human society, the central focus of most poetry of the Age of Reason.  Poems written about nature during the Enlightenment were usually written as moral allegories about the necessity for order and harmony in human society.  So the focus of Enlightenment poetry was human civilization.

But at the end of the 18th century, with the beginning of the Romantic movement, there developed an intense interest in nature that was a new feature of Romantic poetry; however, this interest in nature actually had its roots in earlier 17th and 18th-century culture, particularly art, landscaping and tourism.

An interest in nature as an awesome and uncontrolled force

Began to develop in the 18th century

With the increasing popularity

Of Dutch and Italian landscape paintings,

Such as the painting you see here,

by one of the most famous landscape painters

Of the 17th-century Italian school—Claude Lorrain.

Claude Lorrain, Pastoral Landscape with the Arch of Titus.

From Lorrain’s work,

You can see that this type of landscape art

Featured broad vistas, distances veiled in mist (giving the setting a sense of majesty and mystery), and rugged terrain, with human figures dwarfed by the natural setting.

So such paintings were in many ways antithetical

To the primary subjects of art from the Age of Reason,

With its emphasis on the order, prominence and power of human civilization.

These schools of painting inspired similar styles in 

Late-18th-century English landscape paintings,

Such as the 1794 painting you see here by 

English painter Joseph Wright—it depicts a setting in the Lake District

Where Tintern Abbey was located.

Ullswater. Joseph Wright of Derby (ca. 1794-5.) The Wordsworth Trust.

The popularity of the more wild and rugged landscape paintings

Also led to a revolution in English landscaping and gardening.

Instead of favoring the more formal, carefully cultivated arrangements

Of early Enlightenment gardens and landscapes,

Late-18th-century garden arrangements tried to 

Mimic wild nature and the landscape style

you saw in Claude Lorrain’s paintings.

Then people began to turn to nature itself for enjoyment, 

and tourism of natural settings became very popular 

in the late 18th-century. 

Tintern Abbey and the Wye River Valley 

in the Lake District were among the most frequented English tourist destinations.

The picture you see here

Is another picture of Tintern Abbey 

This one taken from a guidebook to the Lake District

that Wordsworth and his sister used

during the tour they did of the region in which Wordsworth produced his poem.

William Gilpin, A Picturesque View of Tintern Abbey. From Observations on the River Wye, and Several Parts of South Wales, &c. Relative Chiefly to Picturesque Beauty; Made in the Summer of the Year 1770 (London, 1782).

So you see that while Wordsworth’s serious emphasis

on nature might have been revolutionary in 18th-century poetry, 

it had a strong context in other aspects of 18th-century culture.

Another point we need to keep in mind 

as we discuss Wordsworth’s poem 

is how it reflects Romantic attitudes toward 

the beauty of nature 

and nature’s effect on the observer.

Romantic aesthetics distinguished between 2 forms of natural beauty 

referred to as the “Beautiful” and the “Sublime.”— 

and we need to look for both forms in Wordsworth’s poem.

The “Beautiful” referred to natural beauty 

that was calming, soothing, pleasant, and secure, 

while the Sublime referred to a type of beauty that was awe-inspiring, mysterious,

terrible, and often dangerous or threatening.

Sublime landscapes often make the human subject 

feel dwarfed in the presence of the infinite 

or inspire in the observer a contemplation of timeless or eternal forces 

as opposed to the temporal nature of humanity’s daily existence.

An example of the “sublime” concept of natural beauty can be found in this painting 

by Romantic landscape artist

J. M. W. Turner.

It depicts a dangerous mountain pass of terrifying majesty.

Note the narrow, treacherous path along the cliff edge 

and how the threatening beauty of the sight 

can evoke fear as well as admiration.

There are tiny human figures almost indistinguishable 

crawling carefully along the path.

So the painting implies that the humans can fall and be killed,

But the forces that made the pass 

remain eternally powerful. 

Many natural settings in Romantic art and literature

combine both types of natural beauty—the Beautiful and the Sublime— to achieve varying effects.

That brings us back to Wordsworth’s poem, “Tintern Abbey.”

Next we’ll examine the text of the poem and 

see how it combines the beautiful and the sublime in its treatment of nature.

Since this is a nature poem, let’s consider first 

First let’s consider  the poem’s natural setting

And determine what specific features of the landscape

the poem’s speaker describes, and

Which features seem beautiful

And which seem sublime?

Let’s list first some “beautiful”—orderly or soothing-- features of the landscape.
The poem’s first stanza, lines 1-22, describes the natural setting 

And presents several characteristics that would fit the Romantic concept of the beautiful.

For instance, in Line 4— the poet describes hearing the “soft inland murmur” of the mountain springs

Line 8—refers to the “quiet” sky

Lines 10-14—tell us that the speaker “reposes” under a tree in an orchard (a natural setting cultivated by humans) on “cottage plots” of land

Line 16—mentions “pastoral farms” surrounding the area.

All of these are images 

Of nature in an orderly form, secure and restful.

But note how each image of order in the landscape

Is contrasted with an image of “sublime” nature—

Wild, mysterious, powerful.

Here are some examples of sublime natural beauties

From the same passage.

Line 3—describes those waters that provide the “soft inland murmur” as “rolling from their mountain springs”

Lines 5-8—refer to the “steep and lofty cliffs” of the “wild secluded scene”

But note that how the wild cliffs “connect the landscape with the quiet of the sky.”

Expressing the union of both the wild and orderly features of the setting.

In line 14, the poet notes that the trees of the cultivated orchard

“lose themselves ‘Mid groves and copses” (thick woods).

The speaker describes the hedge-rows that should be tidy 

Are “sportive” and “run wild”

The speaker also notes that beyond the cultivated setting of the farm,

Smoke rises mysteriously from the forest trees.

So the description is a constant combination

Of orderly and wild characteristics, of beautiful and sublime natural features—

So the Tintern Abbey setting combines both the Beautiful and the Sublime.

Now let’s think of the effects

That these opposing natural elements have

On the observer of nature—the speaker of the poem.

Although this poem is considered one of the greatest nature poems, only the first 22 lines describe the natural setting.  The remainder of the poem focuses on the interaction between the natural setting and the human subject.  So there is a human element at the heart of the poem—the speaker or narrator. The speaker is the persona or character the poem creates—the character who is delivering the lines of the poem.  Now the speaker is not always the poet; sometimes it is a fictional character or voice the poet has created.

Who is the speaker of “lines composed a few miles above Tintern Abbey”?  In this case the speaker is the poet, Wordsworth himself.  He is recounting and meditating on his personal experience as a tourist to Tintern Abbey.  Remember Wordsworth is the Poet of Remembrance of things past, so his recollection of his past visit to Tintern Abbey 5 years ago is as important as his current experience of the setting.  

The opening lines of the poem describe how five years have passed since he last visited this natural setting, and he has returned to observe again the same features of the landscape he saw five years ago.  But while the landscape features remain the same, the speaker himself has changed.  To understand the change in himself, Wordsworth compares the emotions the setting evoked in him five years ago with the emotions it evokes now, and by examining his emotional reaction to the setting and the effect the memory of this setting has had on him, he traces a transformation and growth in his own nature over the past years. 

So let’s consider next what effects the memory of this natural setting has had on the speaker of the poem.  How has he been transformed by his memories of nature?

Let’s examine first the influence of the “Beautiful” aspects of the Tintern Abbey setting on the poet.

The “Beautiful” in nature

Has a calming and soothing influence.

How has the memory of this natural setting

Had this emotional effect on the poet?

What has this setting provided for him

In the 5 years he’s been away living in urban settings?

First the poet explains that his memory of Tintern Abbey has provided him with emotional comfort and tranquility. 

See lines 22-30:

“These beauteous forms [he’s referring to the beauties of the Tintern Abbey setting],

Through a long absence , have not been to me,

As is a landscape to a blind man’s eye”

So while, I was gone, I was not blind to this setting—I could see it in my mind 

And recall it through memory, and next he will tell us the memory evoked certain emotions through the past years:

Line 25: But oft in lonely rooms, and ‘mid the din

Of towns and cities, I have owed to them

In hours of weariness, sensations sweet,

Felt in the blood, and felt along the heart;

And passing even into my purer mind,

With tranquil restoration.”

So the memory of Tintern Abbey has evoked feelings of tranquility that act as

An antidote to the “din” or bustle of the cities

Where the speaker has spent the last 5 years.

It’s important to note

That with the beginning of the Industrial Revolution

In the Romantic period

Wordsworth saw the calming aspect of nature

As a counter influence to the dehumanizing effects

Of industrialization and of urban life.

Another “beautiful” effect of the poet’s memories of nature is that the memories build moral character.

Wordsworth describes the calming, “beautiful” effect of nature as a moral influence 

on the poet in lines 30-35:

The memory of Tintern Abbey evoked “feelings too

Of unremembered pleasure: such perhaps,

As have no slight or trivial influence 

On that best portion of a good man’s life,

His little, nameless, unremembered acts

Of kindness and of love.”

So the memory of the natural setting evoked feelings

That inspired acts of kindness and love and thus contributed to the moral character of the speaker by making him more aware of his connection to other people.

Now let’s turn to the “Sublime” effects of nature on the poet.

“Sublime” beauty gives us insight into the eternal nature of existence.

How has the memory of this setting

Had a sublime effect on the poet?

In lines 35-45 the poet says that besides emotional comfort and tranquility and moral support, he owes to his memories of Tintern Abbey “another gift, Of aspect more sublime,” a “blessed mood, . . .

In which the heavy and the weary weight

Of all this unintelligble world,

Is lightened,” a mood which causes us to be “laid asleep in body,” so that we “become a living soul”  So the poet says he owes to the memory of that natural setting, the mood that comes upon us when we are able to overcome the weight of all our worldly experience and see beyond the grind of our daily lives to recognize ourselves as part of something greater than the immediate world around us, as eternal beings, part of a living soul.  We are too often blinded by the material world to see beyond it, but the poet says

contemplating nature helps him transcend this physical world and puts him in touch with the spiritual side of human existence.

The result of this mood nature evokes is expressed in lines 47-49:

“While with an eye made quiet by the power of harmony, and the deep power of joy,

We see into the life of things.”

Thus, the emotions evoked by this natural setting give us a sense of our harmony with all living things an insight into the greater meaning and purpose of life.—it lightens the “weary weight”

Of daily existence and evokes a mood

In which the poet sees himself not just as a body,

But as a “living soul.”

He sees the spiritual side of existence

Sees himself as a part of that universal spirit, an eternal being

And sees “into the very life of things” line 49.

Lines 94-111—nature is a “presence” that “disturbs” him with elevated thoughts

A “sense sublime” of the union between man and all living things.

This spiritual insight also has a moral effect—

Lines 109-111—nature reminds us of the interconnectedness of all things

That we too often forget.

So nature can make us aware of our spiritual existence.

So you see how in his treatment of nature

Wordsworth focuses primarily on its effects

On the human subject—nature is important

In how the human observer perceives it and reacts to it, and these perceptions and reactions act as a touchstone for

For understanding human character.

If Wordsworth is able to understand his character better by examing his reactions to nature, then we must consider the character transformation the speaker has undergone that is revealed in his emotional response to nature.  In ines 58-93 Wordsworth examines the progressive stages in his reactions to nature and compares his response

To this natural setting previously

To his emotional response today

To trace a change in his nature.

How has he changed?

He notes that in his “boyish days” he enjoyed the beauties of nature thoughtlessly.

But the hard experiences of the world have caused him to mature and now he has added thought to emotion so that instead of merely enjoying the beauties of nature, he sees nature in lines 109-111 as “the anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse, the guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul of all my moral being.”

So now that he has matured, he recognizes the moral and spiritual power of nature.

In the final section of the poem,

We discover the speaker has a companion 

in this natural setting—whom he refers to as his “dearest friend”—it is

His younger sister, Dorothy Wordsworth (who was often Wordsworth’s companion on such excursions).

Wordsworth has just analyzed his own response to nature;

what does he see in his sister’s response to this natural setting (lines 114-121)? 

In line 116 he says “in thy voice I catch

The language of my former heart, and read

My former pleasures in the shooting lights 

Of thy wild eyes.”

So he sees in his sister’s reaction an image of his former self 

The way he was when he first visited Tintern Abbey when he was better able to enjoy the beauties of nature and wasn’t so overwhelmed by the harsh realities of daily existence.

He has returned to this setting with his sister who is younger than he is, and he sees in her that youthful response of one who hasn’t yet been overwhelmed by worldly experience.

And he feels that when she does encounter that harshness of the world, 

She will have the same experience with nature that he had.

He tells her in line 125 that nature “can so inform

The mind that is within us, so impress

With quietness and beauty, and so feed

With lofty thoughts, that neither evil tongues, rash judgments, nor the sneers of selfish men,

Nor greetings where no kindness is, nor all

The dreary intercourse of daily life

Shall e’er prevail against us, or disturb 

Our cheerful faith, that all which we behold

Is full of blessings.”

So the poet predicts that both the quiet and the lofty beauties of nature, both the beautiful and the sublime, will sustain his sister in the future when she encounters the cruelties of the world.

In line 143 the poet notes, “If solitude, or fear, or pain, or grief,

Should be thy portion, with what healing thoughts of tender joy wilt thou remember me

And these my exhortations.”

So Wordsworth says in future times of trial, his sister will remember her visit to Tintern Abbey with her brother, and the memory of that natural setting will comfort her and make her more aware of her spiritual connection to her brother and to all living things, so that she, as her brother did, will eventually “see into the life of things.”

So in the experience of both Wordsworth and in his sister at Tintern Abbey, we see Wordsworth’s belief that a human beings’ perception of nature can act as a comfort, a moral guide, and a teacher, revealing to us the harmonious and eternal qualities of our existence that we too often forget.

