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Reconnecting with Earth  
 
For ENC 1102: Composition II 
Special Section:  Readings in Early English and American Environmentalism 
Lesson Plan (Lecture/textual analysis/discussion, 50-75 min.):  
Romantic and Victorian Perspectives on Nature and Spirit: The Shift in Focus from Sensibility to 
Activism 
 
I.   Romantic Sensibility:  

 Surrender to the sights and sounds of Nature, at first superficial though intensely pleasurable  

 Immersion in quiet reverie, a passive, trancelike abandonment to Nature as refuge from human 
folly 

 Awakening of mind and spirit, imagination exerting its full force to “transform” the landscape 

 Vision as climax of the experience: union with an immanent God who breathes life into the natural 
world  

 Reality’s inevitable intrusion: disappointment followed by efforts to recapture visionary ecstasy  

 Potentially a desire for death (the ultimate escape) if such efforts fail—or— 

 The “tranquility” (Wordsworth, Preface to Lyrical Ballads) that makes it possible to write  
 
William Wordsworth  
Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey (1798) 
 
[Discuss full text, with special emphasis on the following excerpts:]   
 

 Five years have past; five summers, with the length  
Of five long winters! and again I hear  
These waters, rolling from their mountain-springs  
With a soft inland murmur.—Once again  
Do I behold these steep and lofty cliffs,  
That on a wild secluded scene impress  
Thoughts of more deep seclusion; and connect  
The landscape with the quiet of the sky.   
. . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
While here I stand, not only with the sense  
Of present pleasure, but with pleasing thoughts  
That in this moment there is life and food  
For future years. And so I dare to hope,  
Though changed, no doubt, from what I was when first  
I came among these hills; when like a roe  
I bounded o'er the mountains, by the sides  
Of the deep rivers, and the lonely streams,  
Wherever nature led: more like a man  
Flying from something that he dreads, than one  

 Who sought the thing he loved. For nature then  
(The coarser pleasures of my boyish days  
And their glad animal movements all gone by)  
To me was all in all.—I cannot paint  
What then I was. The sounding cataract  
Haunted me like a passion: the tall rock,  
The mountain, and the deep and gloomy wood,  
Their colours and their forms, were then to me  
An appetite; a feeling and a love,  
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That had no need of a remoter charm,  
By thought supplied, nor any interest  
Unborrowed from the eye.—That time is past,  
And all its aching joys are now no more,  
And all its dizzy raptures. Not for this  
Faint I, nor mourn nor murmur; other gifts  
Have followed; for such loss, I would believe,  
Abundant recompense. For I have learned  
To look on nature, not as in the hour  
Of thoughtless youth; but hearing oftentimes  
The still sad music of humanity,  
Nor harsh nor grating, though of ample power  
To chasten and subdue.—And I have felt  
A presence that disturbs me with the joy  
Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime  
Of something far more deeply interfused,  
Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,  
And the round ocean and the living air,  
And the blue sky, and in the mind of man:  
A motion and a spirit, that impels  
All thinking things, all objects of all thought,  
And rolls through all things. Therefore am I still  
A lover of the meadows and the woods  
And mountains; and of all that we behold  
From this green earth; of all the mighty world  
Of eye, and ear,—both what they half create,  
And what perceive; well pleased to recognise  
In nature and the language of the sense  
The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse,  
The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul  
Of all my moral being.  
 . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Knowing that Nature never did betray  
The heart that loved her; 'tis her privilege,  
Through all the years of this our life, to lead  
From joy to joy: for she 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. 
 
For further reading:  George Gordon, Lord Byron: Childe Harold's Pilgrimage, Canto III; John Keats: "Ode 
to a Nightingale"  
 
II.  Victorian Activism in England and America: 
 Transition from spiritual to social responses to the natural environment, from the contemplative, quasi-
 religious experience to a call for engagement in efforts toward conservation.  No longer 
 satisfied with an intuitive sense of the Divine in the landscape, the writer seeks or offers solutions to 
 the depletion of resources. 
 
John Ruskin 
Unto This Last (1860: Growth of industry as harmful to Nature as to the working poor): 
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 . . . [T]he waters of the world go where they are required.  Where the land falls, the water flows. The 
course neither of clouds nor rivers can be forbidden by human will.  But the disposition and administration 
of them can be altered by human forethought.  Whether the stream shall be a curse or a blessing, 
depends upon man's labour, and administrating intelligence. 
  
. . . [W]aste nothing, and grudge nothing.  Care in nowise to make more of money, but care to make much 
of it; remembering always the great, palpable, inevitable fact -- the rule and root of all economy -- that 
what one person has, another cannot have; and that every atom of substance, of whatever kind, used or 
consumed, is so much human life spent; which, if it issue in the saving present life, or gaining more, is 
well spent, but if not, is either so much life prevented, or so much slain. . . . 
  
The desert has its appointed place and work; the eternal engine, whose beam is the earth's axle, whose 
beat is its year, and whose breath is its ocean, will still divide imperiously to their desert kingdoms, bound 
with unfurrowable rock, and swept by unarrested sand, their powers of frost and fire: but the zones and 
lands between, habitable, will be loveliest in habitation.  The desire of the heart is also the light of the 
eyes. No scene is continually and untiringly loved, but one rich by joyful human labour; smooth in field; 
fair in garden; full in orchard; trim, sweet, and frequent in homestead; ringing with voices of vivid 
existence. No air is sweet that is silent; it is only sweet when full of low currents of under sound-triplets of 
birds, and murmur and chirp of insects, and deep-toned words of men, and wayward trebles of childhood. 
As the art of life is learned, it will be found at last that all lovely things are also necessary: -- the wild 
flower by the wayside, as well as the tended corn; and the wild birds and creatures of the by every 
wondrous word and unknowable work of God. 
 
Ruskin 
"The Storm-Cloud of the Nineteenth Century" (1870): 
 
The England who is to be mistress of half the earth, cannot remain herself a heap of cinders, trampled by 
contending and miserable crowds; she must yet again become the England she was once, and in all 
beautiful ways,—more: so happy, so secluded, and so pure, that in her sky—polluted by no unholy 
clouds—she may be able to spell rightly of every star that heaven doth show; and in her fields, ordered 
and wide and fair, of every herb that sips the dew; and under the green avenues of her enchanted 
garden, a sacred Circe, true Daughter of the Sun, she must guide the human arts, and gather the divine 
knowledge, of distant nations, transformed from savageness to manhood, and redeemed from despairing 
into peace. You think that an impossible ideal. Be it so; refuse to accept it if you will; but see that you form 
your own in its stead. All that I ask of you is to have a fixed purpose of some kind for your country and 
yourselves; no matter how restricted, so that it be fixed and unselfish. 
 
Henry David Thoreau 
Address to the Middlesex [Massachusetts] Agricultural Society: "The Succession of Forest Trees" 
(1860: Recommending planting methods to local farmers):  

In this neighborhood, where oaks and pines are about equally dispersed, if you look through the thickest 
pine wood, even the seemingly unmixed pitch-pine ones, you will commonly detect many little oaks, 
birches, and other hard woods, sprung from seeds carried into the thicket by squirrels and other animals, 
and also blown thither, but which are over-shadowed and choked by the pines. The denser the evergreen 
wood, the more likely it is to be well planted with these seeds, because the planters incline to resort with 
their forage to the closest covert. They also carry it into birch and other woods. This planting is carried on 
annually, and the oldest seedlings annually die; but when the pines are cleared off, the oaks, having got 
just the start they want, and now secured favorable conditions, immediately spring up to trees. The shade 
of a dense pine wood, is more unfavorable to the springing up of pines of the same species than of oaks 
within it, though the former may come up abundantly when the pines are cut, if there chance to be sound 
seed in the ground. But when you cut off a lot of hard wood, very often the little pines mixed with it have a 
similar start, for the squirrels have carried off the nuts to the pines, and not to the more open wood, and 
they commonly make pretty clean work of it; and moreover, if the wood was old, the sprouts will be feeble 
or entirely fail; to say nothing about the soil being, in a measure, exhausted for this kind of crop. If a pine 
wood is surrounded by a white oak one chiefly, white oaks may be expected to succeed when the pines 

https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/consrvbib:@FIELD%28NUMBER%283a02153%29%29
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are cut. If it is surrounded instead by an edging of shrub-oaks, then you will probably have a dense shrub-
oak thicket.  

Thoreau 
Walking (1862: Revised and expanded version of "The Succession of Forest Trees"): 
 
The West of which I speak is but another name for the Wild; and what I have been preparing to say is, 
that in Wildness is the preservation of the world.  Every tree sends its fibres forth in search of the Wild. 
The cities import it at any price. Men plow and sail for it.  From the forest and wilderness come the tonics 
and barks which brace mankind. Our ancestors were savages.   The story of Romulus and Remus (19) 
being suckled by a wolf is not a meaningless fable.  The founders of every state which has risen to 
eminence, have drawn their nourishment and vigor from a similar wild source.  It is because the children 
of the empire were not suckled by the wolf that they were conquered and displaced by the children of the 
northern forests who were.  
I believe in the forest, and in the meadow, and in the night in which the corn grows. . .  
Life consists with Wildness. The most alive is the wildest.  
My spirits infallibly rise in proportion to the outward dreariness. Give me the Ocean, the desert, or the 
wilderness. In the desert a pure air and solitude compensate for want of moisture and fertility. . . .  When I 
would recreate myself, I seek the darkest wood, the thickest and most interminable, and, to the citizen, 
most dismal swamp. I enter a swamp as a sacred place — a sanctum sanctorum. There is the strength — 
the marrow of Nature. The wild wood covers the virgin mould, — and the same soil is good for men and 
for trees.  A man's health requires as many acres of meadow to his prospect as his farm does loads of 
muck. There are the strong meats on which he feeds.  A town is saved, not more by the righteous men in 
it, than by the woods and swamps that surround it. 
  
For further reading: Ralph Waldo Emerson: "Nature"; John Ruskin: "The King of the Golden River” [fairy 
tale]; William Morris: "The Lesser Arts," "Art and Beauty of the Earth"  
 

http://thoreau.eserver.org/walking2.html#notes2

