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A Study of Themes of William Wordsworth’s
Poetry

Cai Huiying

Abstract; William Wordsworth is a great and productive poet in the period of romanticism
of English literature. In his lifetime, he composed a large number of elegant and melodious po-
ems. The paper will make an attempt to analyze themes of William Wordsworth’s poetry so that
readers can understand better Wordsworth’s poetry. The themes of Wordsworth’s poetry are char-
acterized by many factors, including nature, memory, humanity, mortality, Childhood and
so on.

Key words: theme; nature; memory; humanity; mortality

Many critics and scholars hold that William Wordsworth is one of the four greatest poets
who are William Shakespeare, John Milton, William Wordsworth and T. S. Eliot in English lit-
erature. A few critics insist that Wordsworth is a retroactive romantic poet. The author supports
that he is the greatest poet in English romanticism; he is a worshipper of nature; he is the

greatest “Lake Poet” .
1. Introduction

Warren (2004: 1) said that poetry was a kind of “saying” . William Wordsworth’s defi-
nition of poetry as “the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings arising from emotion recollec-
ted in tranquility” was shared by a number of his followers. Indeed, poetry is Wordsworth’s
best way of expressing his powerful feeling. In his lifetime, Wordsworth composed a large num-
ber of elegant and melodious poems. By using ordinary and short language, Wordsworth ex-
pressed his personal feeling about nature, his mind, his childhood, and the ordinary peo-
ple. The paper will make an attempt to analyze themes revealed in William Wordsworth’s poetry
so that readers can understand better Wordsworth’s poetry.

This paper will cover four parts, in which the first one is Introduction, the second one is
literature review, the third is themes revealed in William Wordsworth’s poetry, the last is con-

clusion.



2. Literature Review

Many scholars and critics from all over the world, including China, have analyzed Wil-
liam Wordsworth’s poetry from different perspectives such as major features, writing style,
characterization, philosophical implication and so on. But few scholars analyze the themes re-
vealed in Wordsworth’s poetry.

2.1 International Study

A large number of foreign scholars have studied Wordsworth’s poetry from many
aspects. Meanwhile, scholars have made great achievements in this way. Exploring the emotion-
al content of Wordsworth’s works, De Quincey (1986) observed that although he dealt with
passion indirectly, Wordsworth’s poetry appeals to what is deepest in man. Among all work that
have illustrated our own age, none can more deserve an earnest notice than those of the Laure-
ate Wordsworth, and on some grounds, peculiar to themselves, none so much. Payne (1907
129) asserted that the most extraordinary quality of Wordsworth’s poetry was its power to con-
sole and brought healing and peace to the troubled reader.

2.2 Domestic Study

Chinese famous translator Wang Zuoliang (2003: 319) proposed that Wordsworth not
only set up the theory of poetry, but also practiced his own theory. His important work,, Lyrical
Ballads, is a collection of Wordsworth’s and Coleridge’s works. It is a revolution in poetry in
English literature and a poetical movement in the whole period of English romanticism. Wang al-
so says that Wordsworth expresses profound thoughts and ideas in ordinary language. Chinese
educationalist Liu Shoulan (2003: 5) claimed that Wordsworth’s poetical theory played a sig-
nificant role in the development of English poetry. He was one of the four greatest writers in

English literature.
3. Themes Revealed in William Wordsworth’s Poetry

Wordsworth’s poetry is full of all kinds of themes. These themes cover nature, memory,
morality, humanity, transcendence and the like.

3.1 Love for Nature

In Wordsworth’s work , nature is his eternal and everlasting theme. As a great poet of na-
ture, William Wordsworth was the first to find words for the most elementary sensations of man
face to face with natural phenomena. These sensations are universal and old but, once ex-

pressed in his poetry, become charmingly beautiful and new. His deep love for nature runs
through short lyrics such as “I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud” . 1In I Wandered Lonely as a
Cloud, he described (X|5F2%, 2003: 3):

I wandered lonely as a cloud
That floats on high o’er vales and hills ,
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When all at once I saw a crowd ,
A host, of golden daffodils ;
Beside the lake, beneath the trees,

Fluttering and dancing in the breeze.

With his pure and poetic language, Wordsworth brings us into a beautiful world where
there are daffodils, trees and breeze. We follow the poet at every turn of his feelings. We share
his melancholy when he “wandered lonely as a cloud” and his delight the moment his heart
“with pleasure fills” . We come to realize the great power of nature that may influence our life
deeply as revealed in the poem. No discussion on Wordsworth would be complete without men-
tion of nature. Nature and its connection to humanity make an appearance in the vast majority of

Wordsworth’s poetry. As far as Wordsworth is concerned, nature is a kind of religion in which
he has the utmost faith. William Wordsworth has ever written ( F4{£R , 2003: 350) :

Come forth into the light of things, / Let Nature be your Teacher.

Nature plays significant roles in Wordsworth’s poetry. On the one hand, even though it is
intensely beautiful and peaceful, nature often causes Wordsworth to feel melancholy or
sad. This is usually because, even as he relishes in his connection with nature, he worries
about the rest of humanity, most of who live in cites completely apart from nature. Wordsworth
wonders how they could possibly revive their spirits. Poetry insists on the unity of experience:
mind and body, idea and emotion. (Warren, 2004 542) In the end, however, he often
decides that it is wrong to be sad while in nature (XI|5F2%, 2003: 3) .

A poet could not but be gay, / In such jocund company.

On the other hand, nature also gives Wordsworth hope for the future. Form past experi-
ence Wordsworth knows that spending time in nature is a gift to his future self, because later,
when he is alone, tired and frustrated in the busy, dirty city, he will be able to look back on
a field of daffodils he once spent time in and be happy again. Therefore, another main theme of
Wordsworth’s poetry is about memory.

3.2 Power of Memory

Memory is another main theme of Wordsworth’s poetry. For Wordsworth, the power of the
human mind is extremely important. In several of his poems he begins in a negative or depressed
mood, and then slowly becomes more positive. The most important use of memory, however,

is to maintain connections. For instance, in poem like Line Composed a Few Miles above Tintern

Abbey, Wordsworth wrote ( F4EK, 2003. 334).



Five years have passed ; 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 1 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.

The day is come when I again repose

Wordsworth is in nature and he is happy, but he becomes even happier when he realizes
that he never actually has to leave his memories behind. Once he has returned to the daily

gloom of the city, he will be able to remember the time he spent among nature and make him-

self happy again. He described in I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud (X524, 2003: 3):
And then my heart with pleasure fills, and dances with the daffodils.

As Wordsworth begins to consider his own mortality memory is again a huge comfort, be-
cause he realizes that even after he has died he will be able to live on in the memory of his fam-
ily and friends, just as those who have passed on before him are in his memory. Wordsworth is
especially heartened to know that his sister Dorothy, with whom he spent countless hours, will
remember him fondly, carrying him with her wherever she goes.

3.3 Humanity

In Wordsworth’s poetry, another great focus is about humanity. As man moves further and
further away from humanity he seems to be losing more and more of his soul. Often when Words-
worth is in nature he is sad, because he is forced to think about the people in cities, who are
unable or unwilling to commune with nature. In London, 1802, for instance, Wordsworth

makes a plea to the poet John Milton to return and teach humanity how to regain the morality

and virtue it once had. Wordsworth wrote ( FAF R, 2003: 333) .

Of inward happiness. We are selfish men
O) raise us up, return to us again;

And give us manners, virtue, freedom, power.

Similarly, in The World Is Too Much with Us Wordsworth worries that the world is too full
of people who have lost their connection to divinity, and more importantly, to nature. He said,

“Getting and spending we lay waste our powers, / Little we see in Nature that is ours.
4.



Hence, the conclusion is drawn that Wordsworth’s poetry is filled with many humanities.

As Wordsworth explains in The Prelude, a love of nature can lead to a love of human-
kind. His love for nature is closely related to his love for the ordinary people. His democratic
ideals appeared in his use of the language of ordinary people rather than specialized “poetic”
words.

3.4 Mortality

Wordsworth’s another theme concerning death frequently appears in his poetry. His The
Lucy Poems are a series of poems about a young girl who may or may not have been a figment of
Wordsworth’s imagination, and who ultimately dies. Wordsworth looks at the event from several
angles. In “She dwelt among the untrodden ways” he focuses on the unexpectedness of her
death, and the unpredictability of life and death in general.

3.5 Innocence of Childhood

In Wordsworth’s poetry, childhood is a magical, magnificent time of innocence. Children
form an intense bond with nature, so much so that they appear to be a part of the natural
world, rather than a part of the human, social world. Their relationship to nature is passionate
and extreme: children feel joy at seeing a rainbow but great terror at seeing desolation or de-
cay. Wordsworth expresses the innocence of his childhood in My Heart Leaps Up. The poem is as
follows ( F{AE, 2003 330) .

My heart leaps up when I behold

A rainbow in the sky -

So was it when my life began;

So is it now I am a man; so be it when [ shall grow old,

Or let me die!

The Child is father of the Man;
And I could wish my days to be
Bound each to each by natural piety.

Wordsworth chooses the word “piety” to express the bond he wishes to attain (and main-
tain) with his childhood self, because it best emphasizes the importance of the bond. His read-
ers would have been accustomed to the idea of piety in the religious sense, and would thus
have been able to translate the meaning behind the word to an understanding of the power of the

bond Wordsworth hopes to attain.
4. Conclusion

To sum up, focusing on themes of William Wordsworth’s poetry can make a beneficial
point for those who like Wordsworth’s poetry to better understand and appreciate the implication

. 5.



and value of the poetry. Except the above—mentioned themes of his poetry, it is not difficult to
see that morality, transcendence, connectivity, religion and so forth are apperceived in

Wordsworth’s work.
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EFE VRSB E AR AT,

ikt F o ERIGE, FSCRME SO TP ENEIEE I MERE R TREIENT
Yo, MEDGEMMAMIB, ERIELhY, HNA ST G HIE S 15
HIERTEIEE " (X, 1993) XM F 308 B &K A AR UL A AT 2% 5 A v] £
ZH), HmEARKRIIRE. B EANFEIGER, M LUE R 80U ik G i) M
o IR SHE 2 > & JEE AT M AN Wi B2 1= T o 2

ZFZ A RRE B E R, 2208 BAR$EEAZ China English (3, (Hit R —
AL AR, JOEh A “ 4 + English” (454 5k RR 30E KR P RA—SF 1722
&, MEEsEAZEMPIERELAERZ B4 + English” 4549, A0 British English
American English 55, {HAth AN 8 4 BLARAF R 6 BA b, 3 9K 40 op E 9B FR A Chinese
English, KMl AiX — R AW mgH Iz S, 5 A Chinglish g2 i,

23R o ERGE M EASOE M T X P ERGEE TRNEGE, H
A ST e EXEEEE R Z, mhEXEGER MBI ESTRE, HMmm
AT EIBEA TR E AT IZ, EXIINEPRFSALAC T REHAEA.” (X, 1993)

MEF AR E S E M b E R E A AR, RS2 A3 —
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SRR, AR T RE R R T E
T, R THREBFUERNE

(—) BENLFT @R

HRTEAT B SO R R E L2 E T AR FH AR A KR MK 7T AT,
P, fnfh 21 g ikt i sr ki sy, AEFIMEHE 54 E il
ZURIRAR, RABEHFETEIRIT, S5 ER A2 AIME B TR 15— 9 & 24T
%o BOEMX—ES, WLBHTHOHRIZF ARG T RN MG S | SiCEAA
FREK, W KIMEHE TAEEE B F BEMBE WS,

i ERAERN BEM S EZGFEUT IV @ : (1) K721 Hex@EgLibA
A SR Pk E SRR ARG T 2R R RAOBRR, FBEL VW HEE Eah@E it &
EXTHEFERMOTR. (2) BZBAOHEEMA, BEREHMRHBEREMHXER,
A 2R TARERIEE L. (3) ZABGB: . RIS IRS =& Z %
F, LHETEREARST IR OME. (4) BABEFHSFEMRR, BERL
FARBEAE N EREME, EWAAM TR MBIFRE M8 5E, M,
fRAFAENMENEE. (5) BLBEABHTSESFINKR, FELWHARH
BREAHAIN—IE, BARRAFAEESBERARTENNEWAAHER ., ¥
FHIT T HL LA,

REARE], HEBEMBEFWNEHAERHAFTUCENLES, BCERLRMES,
A, REESEE L BB B

(=) ZEBAFHER

MARA ERUE, HER—FEAE, —Fhaik; HA YEE S-S,
R, EEWRKRIE S Y, JESEFT¥NSE. MXED, BfEdS
EXHHAEFRRAT, RERBAIE 0E N EREE IR EE 5 SCE AR R A
AEMESs, (A, FRATHL 5L Rt v xR — UL, RIIRE AR LT i 350 5 3
¥\ RESIEEFME AL WA LLNFSME A FIE 5 2B FPER T, Mk
BRENNRIGE SHAMA KA —WNK, 2%, EE FRSE—4amE a8
AA, AT TAEPRGER—F TR, B FE G RRSGE L L AA B2 Xl
G BaEL W FEREAOZR, RN K.

HERRAPHEME S . KMMBE, FHHTERFNE, BREGREGEALM
B RIGEANA . HEBASGE LW RIBER KBTI A 5 FRL: SRR, Ga
Kef BTRBERL . ISR AL LR B AL . th TR By R RA P4, Bk, &
BEIAA BRI, NEFSBRGLHE, B, BEElkms. MixsmnsREs®
#F A GRSGEAARFRNIER, JRPHEE. HIEERBIEXA: “HE+ %
MFR" “Feik + Tk CHEE + Bll” Rk + IET FIRAALE, FREL
BMNALM R RARDL . BB AR P 7L IX AL S 22 B A B >R Sl
Wi TR &, SCHRE . HMHIE, AR, B EWSLAA TR, ke
Hemtl, HFHEFHRS TAMX SRRt SRR, 2Rl A1a,
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RN EAFRIEL WAL, ERFRME TR AA A,

(Z) A A A AR

VR R AR R A % SO I I T A A A . B 21 AR A
A TR . 21 HHAEIE A B3R BARAIE A B A BB SRRt %, TR A
BB BCE N R ARRER .

LHHEE S WIRREREETEUTILIES: (1) FREEAERAELNEL
W RS AR, R A SR, (2) TR R, %
M A6 ) PR ER % Ml F1 R BR R Ak &l R SR ANE S BRI G A DA Sk, &
RIS (3) FETFRBRMBGE A RS S, AR TR 1
BEPRZ RS, BRFAERBERR D MOIFREE . (4) EREIMEL BRI R
MIRTHRT, IGERN FEE S R E ST RR AT R A, FFit— SR mh3aR, L
SAMEAEFEDGE BT TR, &S T34 B AR E T A SRR, MERRER A
HIRWEE. (5) HWEREL LHTEIERY, SUNFEEERTFES WEARK
REFZE FHEE M EET, Be—TAMEE . X FIESE R 02 A e i A E R i 2
A, EAFRRIESE TSGR BN, R HCE MY AR U R A TR
Ui e 1) B SRR E -

(v9) kAot FRanE

21 HEEIMER W AA BIIEFR BbR. BRI LA RECENF MRS, #
T BB B T EMBFETFROBCEA BB UL, REHF T EMEETRSEAR
ZFpiEie, HUITRENRZEILFER: (1) #EHENRENER TR ENG
BRI ABIERE ST, DRI B MER R . TEANEBCE PRI R AOE = S e 4
RUEN, B—EEEERIEENMT ., S8, HIFRISHAES, R4 R EAmk
MEREES . (2) BZEUBIR AP OMEREFETE, REEAEHEEE P EE
AL, RSN A BRMMFEMSLFETMEES . (3) HiREBESRIME
BAVMES SRR, REHFEFEARK. 515, ENFEBRARBNAYESH; RIMNE
ERF LRI, BEEESS, Ry FERYT . BE. LERMH SR,

IR, RE. BE. BE. RR. IRV ZEARRNEER A AT R R IME
L EFEFEROBCERME T AR, B2, RIT—EEEMIARASEAR, b
H5RRABEEFEMELR . FINEEFBRA B TREIMNEEENME, HARAT B
REIFHIER . £ AXEEBHEE AT B, ROV ERERRELRECR, AERIOK
¥, HHiBME.

() #Hstix

TR AR SRR S SO RORE . A4 21 2 XPSME LA A O ESR, B
HHANE S B B ER AT, BEEHHEASANRE .

21 R MSMES LS RI% R A U T EARE: (1) HFEARRIES SR
BRI P BT, (2) BAABIFF AR, 5 F G ER R Z R KR .
(3) BMAMULERRT ARG, i LB B T34 0 S 5 PR . B4R
FRENHEETR. (4) HENBFABRMLABEME . (5) EERSFIATEL.
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