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ABSTRACT

This study aims to investigate John Keats’ portrayal of ecological wholeness in To Autumn. Adopting
an ecocritical framework, the study addresses the complex relationship between humans and nature
as depicted in the poem. The choice of a Romantic poem is grounded in the widely accepted view that
the roots of English ecocriticism trace back to the Romantic period, a pivotal moment in
environmental history coinciding with the early stages of industrialization in England, during which
environmental degradation emerged on a collective scale. English Romantic poets were among the
first to articulate a unified poetic response to this environmental crisis, making Romantic poetry a
historically significant and logical starting point for this investigation. By examining To
Autumn through an ecocritical lens, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of the evolving
literary engagement with ecological concerns, while highlighting the continuity and transformation
of environmental thought in poetry over time.

Keywords: Ecological wholeness, Ecocriticism, Romantic poetry, John Keats, Environmental
thought.

RESUMO

Este estudo tem como objetivo investigar a representacdo da integridade ecoldgica em To Autumn,
de John Keats. Adotando uma abordagem ecocritica, o estudo examina a complexa relacdo entre os
seres humanos e a natureza conforme retratada no poema. A escolha de um poema romantico
fundamenta-se na visdo amplamente aceita de que as raizes da ecocritica inglesa remontam ao
periodo Roméntico, um momento crucial da histéria ambiental que coincidiu com os estagios iniciais
da industrializa¢do na Inglaterra, periodo em que a degradagdo ambiental passou a ocorrer em escala
coletiva. Os poetas romanticos ingleses estiveram entre os primeiros a articular uma resposta poética
integrada a essa crise ambiental, tornando a poesia romantica um ponto de partida historicamente
significativo e coerente para esta investigacao. Ao analisar To Autumn sob uma perspectiva ecocritica,
este estudo contribui para uma compreensdo mais aprofundada da evolugdo do envolvimento da
literatura com as questdes ecolégicas, ao mesmo tempo em que evidencia a continuidade e a
transformacdo do pensamento ambiental na poesia ao longo do tempo.

Palavras-chave: Integridade ecolégica, Ecocritica, Poesia romantica, John Keats, Pensamento
ambiental.
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Introduction

Editora

Environmental degradation represents a profoundly detrimental
phenomenon that traces its origins back to the earliest stages of human history, has
persisted through time, and is projected to continue shaping the future. From the
inception of their existence, human beings have exploited the natural world of which
they are inherently a part in order to secure the means for survival. Early humans
carved out caves for shelter, relied on trees and fossil fuels for heating and
illumination, and utilized animals and plants as primary food sources. In ancient
times, the impact inflicted upon the environment was limited, as it was carried out
using natural tools and biodegradable materials. Consequently, ecosystems
possessed the capacity to recover over time. However, the advent of
industrialization, technological advancement, and the exponential growth of the
human population have intensified this exploitation to a critical level, severely
impairing the Earth’s regenerative capabilities. Moreover, humanity’s relationship
with nature has shifted from one of basic necessity to one characterized by excessive
and unsustainable demands.

Since the onset of the Industrial Revolution, marking a period in which
environmental degradation began to occur on a large scale and the damage inflicted
by human activity became increasingly irreparable, literature has engaged with
ecological concerns and the existential disquiet stemming from the disruption of the
human-nature equilibrium. Historical evidence suggests that even in antiquity, as
humans first began to articulate their experiences through written language, they
contemplated and represented the interrelationship between humanity and the
natural world. Literary texts from various epochs have conveyed observations of
nature, reflecting environmental awareness long before the modern ecological
crisis. Themes such as deforestation, atmospheric degradation, and species
extinction have found expression in literary discourse for centuries, if not millennia.
A striking example is the Epic of Gilgamesh, composed nearly five millennia ago,
wherein the destruction of a vast, primeval forest is portrayed as a prerequisite for
the advancement of civilization. (Hiltner, p. 2).
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Although nature has served as a central theme in literature throughout every

century—most notably in English Romantic poetry that emerged in the late
eighteenth century—the critical examination of literary representations of
environmental degradation did not receive sustained scholarly attention until the
rise of ecocriticism toward the end of the twentieth century. With the advent of
ecocriticism, literary and cultural texts began to be reinterpreted through an
ecological lens. While new works of literature increasingly addressed pressing
environmental concerns, there also arose a scholarly imperative to revisit canonical
texts—those that had once defined their historical moments—and reassess them
within an ecocritical framework. Today, works such as Shakespeare’s plays, as well
as classics written in languages other than English, are subject to ecocritical analysis.
Scholars such as Patrick D. Murphy, in his Literature of Nature, have offered
ecocritical readings of Shakespeare’s oeuvre, while ecocritics like Terry Gifford and
Katsunori Yamazato have extended the scope of inquiry to include non-English
literary traditions (Bracke p. 709). In recent years, ecocritical scholarship has
predominantly centered on American nature writing, with seminal figures such as
Scott Slovic and Lawrence Buell leading the discourse.

Notably, there is a marked scarcity of ecocritical engagement with English
literature, and particularly with English poetry. For instance, in the 2013 volume
Literature and the Environment, edited by Lorraine Anderson and Scott Slovic,
numerous poems from American literature are examined through an ecocritical
lens, while English poetry receives minimal attention, with only one or two poems
included. This disparity underscores the need for a more balanced representation
of English poetic works within ecocritical frameworks. In a similar vein, while
contemporary ecocritical discourse in English literature has been shaped
significantly by pioneers such as Jonathan Bate and Terry Gifford, their focus has
largely remained on “pastoral” poetry. As a result, comprehensive studies exploring
how English poets confront issues of environmental degradation, particularly
pollution, remain limited. This study seeks to address this scholarly gap by analyzing
a poem from the English Romantic Era when the effects of environmental
degradation became increasingly visible. Through an ecocritical reading of the
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poem, the research aims to contribute to the enrichment of ecocritical perspectives

in the field of English literary studies. Hereby, the objective of this study is to touch

ecocriticism on the poetic issues of the Romantic Poet John Keats.

Situating Ecocriticism: Theoretical Foundations for Reading Nature in

Literature

Ecocriticism, as an interdisciplinary approach within literary studies,
explores the intricate relationship between literature and the natural environment.
Emerging prominently in the early 1990s as a response to increasing ecological
awareness, ecocriticism examines how literary texts reflect, critique, and reshape
human perceptions of nature (Glotfelty, p. xvii). Rooted in environmental
humanities, this theoretical framework interrogates not only the representation of
the natural world in literature but also the ethical, philosophical, and cultural
dimensions of humanity’s interaction with the environment. It aims to redirect
literary studies, criticism, and theory toward environmental concerns, offering them
a new perspective, while also seeking to draw the attention of the literary world to
contemporary ecological issues. In contemporary literary discourse, ecocriticism is
closely intertwined with other academic disciplines, particularly the natural
sciences, and remains in a formative stage of self-definition and development. It is
further asserted that ecocriticism is capable of engaging with any scientific domain
represented within a literary text, and that there exists no literary work to which it
cannot be applied. Consequently, ecocriticism is increasingly regarded not merely
as a literary theory, but as a broader literary movement (Slovic, p. 160).

In the context of British Romanticism, where nature often serves as both a
muse and a moral compass, ecocriticism provides a powerful lens through which to
reassess the poets’ efforts to reunite with the natural world amidst the industrial
and societal transformations of their time (Bate, 1991, pp. 15-18; Gifford, p. 45). As
Jonathan Bate argues, Romantic poets engaged deeply with nature not merely as a
backdrop but as an active participant in their poetic vision, challenging emerging
industrial forces and foregrounding an ecological consciousness (Bate, 1991, p. 17).
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Terry Gifford further elucidates this dynamic by highlighting the ethical imperatives

implicit in Romantic nature poetry, which often reflects tensions between human

progress and environmental preservation (Gifford, pp. 40-47).

The First Major Practitioners of the Green Aesthetic in English Literature: The

English Romantics

Romanticism emerged in the early 19th century in Jena, Germany, initiated
by the Schlegel brothers. During this period, Wilhelm Schlegel characterized
“Romantic” literature—including the works of Shakespeare—as contemporary,
dignified, and imbued with boundless desires. In 1815, Wordsworth further
contributed to the discourse by delineating the distinction between “classical
poetry” and “Romantic poetry” within the English literary tradition. This conceptual
differentiation played a crucial role in the subsequent recognition and
establishment of Romantic poetry in England (Ferber, p. 3). In modern literary
anthologies, Romanticism is commonly defined both as an aesthetic movement and
as a historical phenomenon.

English Romantic poetry began with the publication of Wordsworth and
Coleridge’s Lyrical Ballads (1789) and continued until the 1830s. “During this
period, English poetry made progress comparable to that of the 16th century in the
era of Shakespeare and Sidney. In 1817, it achieved a milestone expressed by Keats
in the first line of his 54th sonnet: ‘Great spirits now on earth are sojourning”™
(Ferber, p. 1). The term “Romantic” derives from the medieval literary genre
“romance,” which narrated the adventures of King Arthur and his knights.
Therefore, when Romantic poets described their works as “Romantic,” they implied
that their poetry resembled either the romance genre itself or the ideas associated
with it. For example, while Wordsworth considered himself devoted to writing
“some old Romantic tale by Milton left unsung” (Prelude 1.179-180), Coleridge

imagined the garden of “Kubla Khan” as having a “deep, romantic chasm” (Ferber,

pp 2-3).
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Romanticism emerged as a critical response to the principles of Classicism

and its later manifestation, Neoclassicism. Between 1660 and 1770, prominent
English Neoclassical poets such as John Dryden and Alexander Pope drew
inspiration from classical authors, particularly Horace and Virgil. Their literary
works were marked by an effort to replicate the impersonality, structural harmony,
intellectual subtlety, and refined elegance associated with classical antiquity. In
contrast, the representatives of the Romantic movement rejected this rigid
formalism and idealized objectivity. According to their perspective, moral and social
existence derives not from reason or strict adherence to religious doctrines, but
rather from emotional depth and individual experience (Ferber, pp 4-5).
Romanticism thus re-centered human subjectivity, imagination, and affect as central
to both artistic creation and the understanding of human nature.

Romanticism also stands in opposition to the Enlightenment worldview,
particularly René Descartes’s dualistic notion that thinking individuals are
fundamentally separate from a static and passive nature. During the Enlightenment,
a dichotomy between nature and culture was constructed in order to establish
human dominion over the natural world. In contrast, the Romantic period, which
witnessed the exploitation of nature under industrial and cultural pressures, began
to reimagine nature through concepts of the sacred and the wild. As the authority of
the Orthodox Church in providing moral guidance, spiritual fulfillment, and religious
restoration began to wane or was increasingly questioned, nature assumed a
guiding and revelatory role for the individual. While in the Middle Ages nature was
often viewed with suspicion—associated with sinfulness due to its separation from
the spiritual realm—the Renaissance began to narrow this divide, albeit slightly. The
Romantic period, however, marked a more profound shift: nature was no longer
merely reflective of divine attributes, but was believed to embody the very presence
of the divine itself. The emotional sensitivity of eighteenth-century religious belief,
when merged with Romantic ideals, delayed the decline of religious faith by
transforming nature into a quasi-religious presence. In this way, nature became so
spiritually significant that it functioned almost as an extension of religious belief
itself.
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One of the most significant factors contributing to a shared identity among

Romantic poets was their temporal proximity to the onset of the Industrial
Revolution in Britain. Having spent much of their lives in London—a city
increasingly dominated by the noise and presence of industrial machinery—these
poets came to view the green worlds of forests and meadows as distant, mysterious,
and almost enchanted realms. While the contrast between rural and urban life had
long been a theme in literature, the Industrial Revolution, which began in England
around 1775, introduced a new dimension to this dichotomy (McKusick, pp 1-2).
The English Romantic poets personally witnessed the alienation of human beings
from the natural world, as well as the rise of environmental degradation,
particularly in urban centers such as London. In response, their poetry often
critiques the destructive consequences of industrialization for both humanity and
nature. They aimed to raise awareness about ecological destruction and the
increasing disconnection between humans and the natural environment. Having
observed the consumption and exploitation of nature firsthand, these poets adopted
the principle of a "return to nature," seeking to reestablish the vanishing bonds
between human beings and the non-human world (Hutchings, pp 172-173). Their
work stands as an early literary articulation of environmental consciousness,
emphasizing the urgent need for harmony between industrial society and the
natural world. As evidenced by Hutchings, English Romantic poetry’s approach to
nature aligns closely with the principles of ecocriticism, thereby occupying a crucial
role within ecocritical scholarship. This significance has been further underscored
by the imminent environmental crisis, which has led many scholars to reevaluate
the Romantics’ reverence for nature through a novel lens. As a result, Romantic
poets and writers are now recognized as pioneering figures in the development of
the green aesthetic within English literature (Huntington, p. 1)

Recognizing this intricate relationship between literature and environmental
thought, Jonathan Bate introduced the concept of “Romantic Ecology” into
ecocritical discourse, encompassing figures associated with a robust environmental
tradition, including John Ruskin, William Morris, Edward Thomas, William
Wordsworth, and John Clare. Following the publication of Bate’s influential
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monograph Romantic Ecology: Wordsworth and the Environmental Tradition,

numerous literary critics began to foreground the aesthetic and ideological
significance of natural landscapes and rural spaces within literary texts. Moreover,
a substantial body of scholarship has since converged on the view that the English
Romantics—through their critiques of urbanization, industrialization, and
ecological degradation—constitute the intellectual precursors of ecocriticism and
articulate the foundational principles of modern environmental thought. Karl
Kroeber characterizes the Romantic poets as “proto-ecological thinkers” (pp. 5),”
while James McKusick identifies them as “the first full-fledged ecological writers in
the Western literary tradition” (pp. 19) In his seminal work Nature’s Economy
(1977), which offers a comprehensive examination of the history of ecological
thought, Donald Worster articulates the influence of Romantic thought on
ecocriticism as follows:

At the very core of [the] Romantic view of nature was what later generations
would come to call an ecological perspective: that is a search for holistic or
integrated perception, an emphasis on independece and relatedness in nature, and
an intense desire to restore man to a place of intimate intercourse with the vast
organism that continues the earth (p. 82).

As Worster also points out, ideas such as the interdependence of all living
beings—one of the most essential concepts in ecological thought—are rooted in the

foundational principles of Romantic conceptions of nature.

A Season of Ecological Bonds: An Eco-critical Reading of John Keats’s To

Autumn

John Keats (1795-1821) is among the English Romantic poets who
frequently explored the theme of interconnectedness of all living beings in his
poems. He lived at the time of industrial revolution that seperated human beings
from nature and frequently contemplated on this problem in his poetry.

“To Autumn” (1819) stands as one of the most celebrated odes in English
literature, often admired for its seemingly serene portrayal of the harvest season.
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Actually, it is not just a poetic ode to a season, but a quiet meditation on human

embeddedness within ecological systems. When examined through an ecocritical
lens, the poem reveals a deeper engagement with the natural world, portraying
nature not merely as a passive backdrop for human emotion but as an active, cyclical
force intimately bound to human experience. As Jonathan Bate points out, the poem
is a perfect example that is portrays “a well-regulated ecosystem of networks, links,
bonds and correspondences” (1996, p. 258).

The poem is structured in three stanzas, each corresponding to a different
phase of the autumnal cycle—maturation, fulfillment, and decline. This tripartite
movement reflects an ecological understanding of time and process. Rather than
romanticizing nature as static or idealized, Keats presents a seasonal ecosystem in

flux, celebrating transience and change:

Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness,

Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun;
Conspiring with him how to load and bless

With fruit the vines that round the thatch-eves run;
To bend with apples the moss’d cottage-trees,

And fill all fruit with ripeness to the core;

To swell the gourd, and plump the hazel shells
With a sweet kernel; to set budding more,

And still more, later flowers for the bees,

Until they think warm days will never cease,

For summer has o’er-brimm’d their clammy cells.

The opening lines “Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness”—evoke a
landscape teeming with productivity and abundance. Yet, this abundance is framed
not as eternal but as part of a temporal process that leads inevitably toward decay
and dormancy, emphasizing nature’s inherent impermanence.

Keats’ personification of “Autumn” as a female figure engaged in agricultural
labor, gleaning, sleeping on a granary floor, or watching the last oozings of cider
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highlights the interconnectedness between human labor and natural cycles, subtly

resisting the industrial separation of humans from the land that was rapidly

escalating during Keats's lifetime:

Who hath not seen thee oft amid thy store?
Sometimes whoever seeks abroad may find

Thee sitting careless on a granary floor,

Thy hair soft-lifted by the winnowing wind;

Or on a half-reap’d furrow sound asleep,

Drowsed with the fume of poppies, while thy hook
Spares the next swath and all its twined flowers:
And sometimes like a gleaner thou dost keep
Steady thy laden head across a brook;

Or by a cider-press, with patient look,

Thou watchest the last oozings, hours by hours (Keats).

In the final stanza, the auditory imagery—"“the red-breast whistles,” “the
small gnats mourn” signals the shift from visual fecundity to sonic elegy. Life
persists, but in different forms, suggesting that even in apparent decline, the natural
world maintains vitality. The poem thus challenges anthropocentric narratives of
dominance or ownership over nature, offering instead a vision of symbiosis, rhythm,

and respectful observation:

Where are the songs of Spring? Ay, where are they?
Think not of them, thou hast thy music too,—
While barred clouds bloom the soft-dying day,

And touch the stubble-plains with rosy hue;

Then in a wailful choir the small gnats mourn
Among the river sallows, borne aloft

Or sinking as the light wind lives or dies;

And full-grown lambs loud bleat from hilly bourn;
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Hedge-crickets sing; and now with treble soft

The redbreast whistles from a garden-croft,

And gathering swallows twitter in the skies (Keats).

In “To Autumn”, Keats offers a deeply grounded vision of life entangled with
the rhythms of weather and seasonal change—a perspective that resonates
powerfully with today’s climate crisis, where humanity must now learn to live with
increasingly volatile weather patterns. The poem gains further depth when
considered against the historical backdrop of the 1815 Tambora volcanic eruption
in Indonesia, which led to several years of climatic disruption and agricultural
failure across Europe. Following this prolonged period of scarcity, Keats—already
weakened by tuberculosis—found solace in the return of warm weather and
abundant harvests, suggesting a moment of ecological balance that contrasts the
instability of the preceding years.

This interplay between human health, agricultural cycles, and environmental
change aligns with foundational ecological principles. The figure of Autumn,
imagined as a reaper lulled to sleep “Drows’d with the fume of poppies,” draws
attention to the ecological value of biodiversity. Poppies, often dismissed as
marginal or aesthetically decorative, are situated among the cornfields as subtle
reminders that even seemingly purposeless species may prove essential under
altered environmental conditions. Their association with opiates and medicinal
relief gestures toward a broader argument: that within the overlooked or
endangered species of the natural world may lie undiscovered remedies for human
affliction. By presenting a landscape where the act of sparing the next swath could
metaphorically preserve a potential cure, the poem invites a reconsideration of
humanity’s extractive relationship with nature.

What distinguishes “To Autumn” from Keats’s other odes is its lack of
yearning for artistic transcendence. Rather than seeking to escape the material
world, this ode embraces the cyclical, impermanent, and richly sensuous patterns of

the natural environment. It is a work not of withdrawal from nature, but of
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immersion in it—a poetic recognition of ecological interdependence and the quiet

resilience of seasonal life.

)«

In conclusion, John Keats’ “To Autumn” presents a compelling image of
ecological wholeness by tracing a movement from the domestic economy of the
cottage to the broader natural world—comprising swallows, robins, crickets, sheep,
and gnats—through a network of interconnections that dissolve the boundary
between home and environment. The poem thus exemplifies what Jonathan Bate
describes as the essence of Romantic poetry: “A Romantic poem is a model of certain
kind of being and of dwelling... a thinking of our bonds with each other and the earth,
[a] thinking of fragile, beautiful, necessary ecological wholeness” (Bate, “To
Autumn”, p. 261). Keats'’s vision, in this regard, aligns closely with the Romantic

ecological imagination, offering not only a celebration of the season but also a

meditation on the interdependence of human and non-human life.
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