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Abstract

Romantic poetry marks a decisive shift from Enlightenment rationality to an emphasis on emotion,
imagination, and individual perception. Among its central concerns are the intertwined concepts of nature,
beauty, and the sublime, which find distinctive articulation in the works of William Wordsworth and John
Keats. This paper offers a theoretical exploration of these concepts through a comparative reading of selected
poems by the two poets. Drawing on Romantic aesthetic theory, particularly notions of the sublime as
articulated by Edmund Burke and Immanuel Kant, the study examines how Wordsworth conceptualizes nature
as a spiritual and moral force that enables transcendence, while Keats foregrounds beauty as a sensuous and
aesthetic experience deeply entangled with transience and mortality. Through close textual analysis of “Tintern
Abbey, The Prelude, Ode to a Nightingale, and Ode on a Grecian Urn,” the paper argues that Wordsworth’s
sublime is rooted in inward reflection and unity with nature, whereas Keats’s sublime emerges from the tension
between permanence and impermanence. Ultimately, the study demonstrates that Romanticism accommodates
divergent aesthetic philosophies, revealing a duality at its core.
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1. Introduction

Romanticism developed as a response to Enlightenment rationalism and the socio-economic transformations
brought about by industrialization, privileging emotion, imagination, and individual perception (Abrams,
1971). Within this movement, nature assumes a central role, not merely as physical environment but as a
dynamic force shaping human consciousness. Simultaneously, aesthetic categories such as beauty and the
sublime gain prominence, offering new ways to understand human experience beyond empirical reasoning.

William Wordsworth and John Keats represent two significant yet contrasting strands within Romantic poetry.
Wordsworth’s work emphasizes the moral and spiritual dimensions of nature, presenting it as a formative
influence on the human mind (Wordsworth, 2013). In contrast, Keats’s poetry foregrounds sensuous beauty
and aesthetic experience, often engaging with themes of temporality and mortality (Keats, 2009).

The concept of the sublime, central to Romantic aesthetics, provides a useful framework for analyzing these
differences. While Wordsworth locates the sublime in contemplative encounters with nature, Keats situates it
within aesthetic experience and the tension between permanence and transience. This paper argues that
Wordsworth develops a spiritualized sublime rooted in introspection, whereas Keats constructs an aesthetic
sublime grounded in sensuous perception and existential awareness.

2. Research Aims and Objective

This study aims to examine the concepts of nature, beauty, and the sublime in the poetry of William
Wordsworth and John Keats through a Romantic theoretical framework. It seeks to compare how Wordsworth
presents nature as a source of spiritual transcendence, while Keats emphasizes sensuous beauty and aesthetic
tension. The paper aims to highlight their differing interpretations of the sublime and demonstrate the diversity
within Romantic aesthetics.
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In order to achieve these aims, the following objectives guide the study:

. To examine the theoretical foundations of the sublime and beauty, particularly through the
perspectives of Burke and Kant.

. To analyze Wordsworth’s treatment of nature as a medium of spiritual insight and moral
development.
. To explore Keats’s representation of beauty as a sensuous yet transient phenomenon shaped by

artistic imagination.

. To compare and contrast the differing conceptions of the sublime in the poetry of Wordsworth
and Keats.
. To demonstrate that Romanticism encompasses diverse and sometimes conflicting aesthetic

philosophies rather than a singular, unified framework.

Through these objectives, the study ultimately seeks to contribute to a deeper understanding of Romantic
aesthetics by emphasizing the distinct yet complementary roles played by Wordsworth and Keats in shaping
its intellectual and artistic landscape.

3. Literature Review
Wordsworth: Nature and the Spiritual Sublime

Wordsworth’s poetry consistently presents nature as a source of moral and spiritual development. In Lines
Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey, he reflects on the evolution of his relationship with nature,
moving from immediate sensory pleasure to a deeper, more contemplative engagement. Nature, he suggests,
inspires “a sense sublime of something far more deeply interfused” (Wordsworth, 2013), indicating a pervasive
spiritual presence.

This conception aligns with Abrams’s (1971) argument that Romantic poetry internalizes external nature,
transforming it into a reflection of the human mind. Wordsworth’s sublime is thus not external or
overwhelming but integrative, fostering unity between self and world.

In The Prelude, moments such as the boat-stealing episode illustrate the sublime as both awe-inspiring and
formative. The imposing presence of nature instils humility and contributes to the development of moral
consciousness (Wordsworth, 2013). These experiences demonstrate how the sublime functions as a
transformative force within Wordsworth’s poetic vision.

Keats: Beauty, Sensuousness, and the Aesthetic Sublime

Keats’s poetry shifts the focus from moral reflection to aesthetic experience, placing beauty at the center of
poetic inquiry. In Ode to a Nightingale, the speaker’s immersion in the bird’s song represents a temporary
escape from human suffering, yet this transcendence is ultimately fragile and fleeting (Keats, 2009).

Similarly, Ode on a Grecian Urn explores the tension between permanence and change. The urn’s figures exist
in a state of eternal beauty, untouched by time, yet this permanence also suggests a lack of lived experience.
The assertion that “Beauty is truth, truth beauty” (Keats, 2009) reflects an attempt to reconcile aesthetic and
existential concerns.

Critics have noted that Keats’s concept of negative capability allows him to embrace uncertainty without
seeking resolution (Bate, 1963). This quality is central to his version of the sublime, which arises not from
harmony but from contradiction between life and art, transience and permanence.
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Comparative Analysis

A comparison of Wordsworth and Keats reveals distinct yet equally significant approaches to Romantic
aesthetics, particularly in their treatment of nature, beauty, and the sublime. Wordsworth’s poetry is grounded
in introspection and a sustained engagement with nature as a moral and spiritual force. His conception of the
sublime emerges through a gradual process of reflection, memory, and internalization, where the external
landscape becomes inseparable from the workings of the human mind. This aligns with Abrams’s (1971)
argument that Romantic poetry transforms nature into a mirror of consciousness, allowing the poet to achieve
a sense of unity with a larger, transcendent order. In Wordsworth, the sublime is therefore, continuous, and
integrative, rooted in the belief that nature nurtures and refines the individual’s moral being.

In contrast, Keats approaches Romantic aesthetics from a markedly different perspective, foregrounding
sensory experience and aesthetic intensity over moral reflection. His poetry does not seek harmony with nature
in the Wordsworthian sense but instead dwells on the richness and immediacy of perception. The Keatsian
sublime arises from tension rather than continuity specifically, the tension between the desire for permanence
and the inevitability of transience. As Bate (1963) observes, Keats’s work is characterized by a heightened
awareness of mortality, which complicates and deepens his engagement with beauty. The sublime, in this
context, is unstable and often ambivalent, producing a simultaneous experience of pleasure and melancholy.

Another crucial point of divergence lies in the role of beauty within their respective poetic frameworks. While
beauty is present in Wordsworth’s poetry, it is typically subsumed within a broader spiritual and philosophical
vision. Natural beauty serves as a means to achieve higher understanding rather than an end in itself. Keats,
however, places beauty at the very center of his poetic inquiry. For him, beauty is both an aesthetic ideal and
an experiential reality, intimately connected with art, imagination, and the senses. Yet this emphasis on beauty
is not purely celebratory; it is accompanied by an acute awareness of its fragility and impermanence. This
duality intensifies the emotional resonance of Keats’s poetry, positioning beauty as a site of both fulfillment
and loss.

Furthermore, the poets differ in their treatment of time and permanence. Wordsworth’s poetry often suggests
continuity between past and present through the power of memory, thereby reinforcing a stable and enduring
sense of self. Keats, on the other hand, frequently highlights the discontinuity of experience, emphasizing the
fleeting nature of life in contrast to the apparent permanence of art. This contrast is particularly evident in his
exploration of artistic objects, which preserve beauty in a timeless form while simultaneously excluding the
vitality of lived experience.

Despite these differences, both poets contribute to a redefinition of the sublime as a deeply subjective and
imaginative experience. Wordsworth locates transcendence within the self’s harmonious relationship with
nature, while Keats finds it in moments of intense aesthetic awareness shaped by contradiction and uncertainty.
This divergence ultimately reflects a broader evolution within Romanticism from a focus on spiritual
integration and moral development to an exploration of aesthetic complexity and existential tension. Together,
their works demonstrate that Romanticism is not a unified doctrine but a dynamic and multifaceted movement
encompassing diverse and sometimes conflicting visions of human experience.

4. Conclusion

The analysis demonstrates that Wordsworth and Keats offer fundamentally different interpretations of nature,
beauty, and the sublime. Wordsworth’s poetry constructs a reflective and integrative sublime grounded in
spiritual engagement with nature, whereas Keats develops a sensuous and tension-driven sublime rooted in
aesthetic experience and mortality. These contrasting approaches underscore the complexity of Romanticism,
revealing it as a multifaceted movement shaped by diverse philosophical and artistic concerns (Abrams, 1971).
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