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The Things We See

Wordsworth’s poems in light of present-day America


Wordsworth, like many of the Romantics, was very interested in nature and its effects on humankind.  But much has changed since that time, and although much of what has been done to our world seems like progress, at what cost does it come?  Industrialization, globalization, urban sprawl, skyscrapers, and the gradual extermination of whole species of animals and tracts of land, all must have some effect on the Wordsworthian development of our souls.


Perhaps the Wye is as beautiful as it was then, or perhaps not.  I am not in a position to judge.  Wordsworth was not often in nature, and had to put up with “the din / Of towns and cities” (Tintern Abbey, lines 25-26) like everyone else, but many wild places just as beautiful as the Wye, in countries throughout the world, have been destroyed since then, and in general it could be said that the majority of people in developed countries today live even farther from nature than Wordsworth did, and have more difficulty escaping to it when they try.  


What effect does this have on “the coarser pleasures of my boyish days” (Abbey, 73), when “the sounding cataract” which “haunted me like a passion” (76-77) is replaced by the sound of grinding metal?  In Tintern Abbey, Wordsworth describes Nature as “secluded,” “quiet,” and “tranquil.”  When this tranquility is lost, I will lose “The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse, / The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul / Of all my moral being” (Abbey, 109-111).  


However, not every aspect of Nature described by Wordsworth in his poetry is lost in the cities.  In Nature, we are “Fostered alike by beauty and by fear” (the Prelude, line 302).  When beauty is destroyed, fear remains.  “The grim Shape [that] / Towered up between [Wordsworth] and the stars” (Prelude, 381-382) could as easily have been the grim square outline of a skyscraper above the general skyline of a city.  


This is the source of our so-called “culture of fear:” not an excess of danger, violence, hate, or daily toil, which have always been present in some degree.  It is a product not of excess but of lack – lack of the temperance of bad with good, of ugliness with beauty, of sorrow with joy.  Even more than ever before, in a time when a single person can carry in a suitcase the means to destroy half a city, or in a small tube of glass something even more deadly, evil, hate and fear cannot be destroyed.  Our only hope is to learn to live with fear and to temper it with hope, both by creating beauty, through art or simply by how we live, and by preserving the natural beauty of those few wild places that still remain.
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