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Dear learner,

I extend my heartfelt greetings and profound enthusiasm as I warmly wel-
come you to Sreenarayanaguru Open University. Established in Septem-
ber 2020 as a state-led endeavour to promote higher education through 
open and distance learning modes, our institution was shaped by the 
guiding principle that access and quality are the cornerstones of equity. 
We have firmly resolved to uphold the highest standards of education, 
setting the benchmark and charting the course.

The courses offered by the Sreenarayanaguru Open University aim to 
strike a quality balance, ensuring students are equipped for both personal 
growth and professional excellence. The University embraces the wide-
ly acclaimed "blended format," a practical framework that harmonious-
ly integrates Self-Learning Materials, Classroom Counseling, and Virtual 
modes, fostering a dynamic and enriching experience for both learners 
and instructors.

The university aims to offer you an engaging and thought-provoking edu-
cational journey. The undergraduate programme in English Language and 
Literature has been designed to be on par with the high-quality academic 
programmes offered at state universities throughout the country. Consid-
erable emphasis has been placed on incorporating the latest trends in the 
delivery of programmes focused on English Language and Literature. Our 
aspiration is that this programme will augment your aptitude for com-
prehending both the language itself and its accompanying literary works. 
The Self-Learning Material has been meticulously crafted, incorporating 
relevant examples to facilitate better comprehension.

Rest assured, the university's student support services will be at your dis-
posal throughout your academic journey, readily available to address any 
concerns or grievances you may encounter. We encourage you to reach 
out to us freely regarding any matter about your academic programme. It 
is our sincere wish that you achieve the utmost success.

Regards, 
Dr.  Jagathy Raj V. P.						      01-01-2025
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2 SGOU - SLM - Literature and the Environment -  BA English

      “Ecocriticism”
                         -Pramod K. Nayar

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

Unit 
1

Upon the completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:
	f grasp Ecocriticism as a theory to analyse and interpret literary texts through 

the green lens
	f explain various Ecocritical views and theoretical variants
	f explore environmental issues and their impacts on the lives of the poor sec-

tions of society
	f analyse poverty, unemployment, social and gender inequalities, wealth accu-

mulation, etc. based on environmental exploitation

Ecocriticism, a burgeoning field of literary criticism, focuses on the relationship between 
literature and the environment. This interdisciplinary approach emerged in the late 20th 
century, heavily influenced by environmental awareness and activism. It draws upon var-
ious disciplines such as philosophy, sociology, anthropology, and feminism, reflecting 
a holistic and multifaceted view of human-environment interactions as represented in 
literary texts.
The roots of Ecocriticism can be traced back to pivotal environmental movements sparked 
by works such as Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962). This text highlighted the adverse 
effects of pesticides on ecosystems, ushering in global ecological consciousness. Later, 
the term "Ecocriticism" was officially coined by William Rueckert in his 1978 essay  
"Literature and Ecology: An Experiment in Ecocriticism. From this point, the field 
evolved to examine the representation of nature in literature and its cultural, political, and 
social implications.
English literature has long grappled with the human-nature relationship. Early discus-
sions can be traced back to the Romantic era when poets like Wordsworth and Shelley re-
acted to industrialisation by romanticising nature and advocating for its preservation. The 
20th century saw writers such as Raymond Williams in The Country and the City (1973) 
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3SGOU - SLM - Literature and the Environment -  BA English

Keywords

critique the capitalist exploitation of rural landscapes, marking a critical turn towards the 
ecological dimensions of cultural texts.
Modern Ecocriticism critiques the anthropocentric worldview that positions humanity as 
superior to and separate from nature. This perspective has been challenged by movements 
such as deep ecology, which promotes the inherent value of all life forms. Other branches, 
like ecofeminism, explore parallels between the exploitation of women and nature under 
patriarchal systems. Meanwhile, Marxist environmentalism critiques capitalism's relentless 
commodification of natural resources, drawing attention to the socio-economic inequalities 
exacerbated by ecological degradation.
Postcolonial Ecocriticism further examines how colonial histories of resource extraction 
and exploitation have disproportionately affected the Global South. Scholars like Ramach-
andra Guha emphasise the intersection of poverty, ecological degradation, and environ-
mental justice in these contexts. Third-world environmentalism thus contrasts with deep 
ecology’s focus on wilderness preservation, instead highlighting the everyday struggles 
of communities dependent on the environment for survival. Ecocriticism also examines 
speculative and apocalyptic narratives, as seen in works like Paul Ehrlich's The Population 
Bomb and Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake. These texts envision potential environmen-
tal catastrophes, urging immediate action to mitigate ecological crises.
As a theoretical and practical field, Ecocriticism connects literary analysis with environ-
mental activism, encouraging a more eco-conscious approach to both literature and life. It 
challenges readers and critics to reconsider the role of literature in shaping attitudes toward 
the environment and inspires a deeper appreciation of the interconnectedness between hu-
mans and nature.

Ecocriticism, Eco-socialism, Ecofeminism, Environmentalism, Apocalypticism, Ecocide, 
Deep ecology, Praxis.

Discussion
1.1.1 About the Author- Pramod K. 
Nayar
Prof. Pramod K. Nayar from the University of 
Hyderabad is the only professor from an Indi-
an University to be ranked among the world’s 
top 200 for literary studies. A teacher, author, 
observer and commentator, Pramod K. Nayar 
is deeply interested in postcolonial literature.  

His Contemporary Literary and Cultural The-
ory: From Structuralism to Ecocriticism is a 
comprehensive survey of the major theoreti-
cal schools that have shaped our ideas about 
literary and cultural phenomena since the 
mid-twentieth century. Each chapter in this 
book traces the original development of a spe-
cific critical approach with special reference 
to top thinkers.  His writing ranges extensive-
ly from literature, culture, environment and 

SG
O
U



4 SGOU - SLM - Literature and the Environment -  BA English

human rights to posthumanism. The follow-
ing unit is a discussion of one of the chapters 
titled “Ecocriticism”, that is included in the 
above-mentioned book by Nayar.

1.1.2 An Overview of Ecocriticism 
Ecocriticism is the interdisciplinary study of 
the connection between literature and the en-
vironment. It examines the difference between 
nature and its cultural construction by drawing 
on contributions from natural scientists, writ-
ers, literary critics, anthropologists and histo-
rians. Ecocriticism explores the representa-
tion of the earth in literature, emphasising the 
interconnectedness between nature,  culture 
and identity. It delves deep into the intricate 
interdependencies between human beings and 
the environment.
It was in 1962 that Rachel Carson published 

her book, The Silent Spring. It is known as 
the Bible of the environmentalists all over the 
world. It triggered the environmental move-
ments, and hence, Ecocriticism emerged in 
the 1960s. It came as an emphasised writing 
about nature, a field of study and a practical 
movement. It draws a differentiating line be-
tween  humans and nature. It proclaimed the 
need for the protection of nature. It said that 
the value of nature is immeasurable and that 
we must stand up for nature. The movement 
blew up as storms into two phases, the first in 
the 1980s and the second in the 1990s.

The term “Ecocriticism” was coined in 1978 
by William Rueckert in his essay “Literature 
and Ecology: An Experiment in Ecocriti-
cism”. It is the study of the interconnected-
ness between literature and the environment. 
Eco critics look through a green lens.

We live in the present world of bio-disasters. 
Humans are committing ecocide. Earth is be-
ing increasingly made inhospitable for living 
beings. It is doubtful whether textual theory 
has anything to do with environmental protec-
tion. In an age of dire need of praxis (practice 
+ theory), theory alone cannot do anything. 
Ecocriticism emerged in the bio-social con-
texts of unbridled capitalism, indiscriminate 
industrial growth, unsustainable development, 
unceasing exploration of nature and insatiable 
consumerism. Ecocriticism focuses on eco-
cide. Capitalism is notorious for its searing 
thirst for profit. Hence, capitalism creates an 
eco-disaster in the name of development.

1.1.3 Summary of the Chapter
The following is a summary of the chapter 
“Ecocriticism” by Pramod K. Nayar. 
1.1.3.1 The Ecological Turn
Raymond Williams wrote The Country and 
The City in 1973. He observed that English 
literature had contributed to different notions 
of nature, which might be the beginning of 

Fig 1.1.1 Prof. Pramod K. Nayar

“You should guard against the vul-
garity of incessantly alluding to your 
adventures or clever work, nor should 
you discourse at length upon your 
books, pictures and other belongings. 
Such matters cannot be very interest-
ing to others.” Pramod K. Nayar.
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Ecocriticism in theory. Ecocriticism con-
ceives those cultural texts construct notions of 
nature. Cultural texts not only reflect on so-
cio-material conditions, but they, in fact, build 
such conditions as well. Representation of na-
ture in literature bears an impact on the views 
of the age.  So, Ecocriticism focuses on the 
interconnectedness between literature studies 
and environmental activism.
Twentieth-century writers like Adolf Leopol-
do, John Muir and Rachel Carson had inspired 
environmental movements or environmental 
activism. Ecocriticism as a theory emerged 
later. Ecocriticism examines ecocide in the 
material contexts of the devastation of nature 
in the name of development, pollution and 
contamination through industrialisation, etc.

The Ecocriticism Reader (1996) by Cheryll 
Glotfelty and Harold Fromm defines Ecocrit-
icism as the study of the relationship between 
literature and the environment. Ecocriticism 
is a critical mode of analysis that represents 
nature or landscape in cultural contexts, build-
ing up an attitude among the readers to stand 
up for the environment. That, in turn, leads 
to environmental activism with its attendant 
material practices. Ecocriticism is influenced 
by ecology, sociology, philosophy, feminism, 
Marxism, anthropology and other disciplines. 
Ecocriticism works at the levels of both dis-
course and praxis.
1.1.3.2 “Nature” in Western 
Thought
Thomas Hobbes believed that the state of na-
ture was primitive in the seventeenth century. 
John Locke suggested that humans must treat 
the land as their private property. He thought 
that the non-human world was valueless. 
But in the Enlightenment period, people like 
Asa Briggs believed that you could improve 
yourself by improving nature. There was an 
intrinsic connection between the health of na-
ture and prosperity. Romanticism in literature 

arose as a reaction against industrialisation. 
That movement in literature advocated a per-
fect balance between humans and the environ-
ment.
Jean Jacques Rousseau argued against the es-
tablished notions of “progress.” He believed 
that “nature” was innocent and civilisation 
was “artificial.” The eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries were the age of colonialism 
and capitalism, which pursued the notion that 
nature was something to be exploited. The 
natives were colonised. They were treated as 
primitive and savage.  They were meant to be 
improved. Malthus (1798) linked economics 
with biology. He said that more food would 
result in more reproduction. Charles Darwin’s 
Theory of Evolution brought about phenome-
nal changes in Western thought. He said that 
humans were also animals. Those who adapt-
ed to nature were to survive. Darwin called for 
a deeper understanding of the interconnected-
ness between humans and nature. Marxism 
focused on the kind of capitalist production 
and industrialisation rather than on the conse-
quences of these two on the nonhuman world.

J. S. Mill was a utilitarian thinker. He marked 
a departure from the enlightenment thought. 
Mill said that all human actions are “irra-
tional.” He argued against the idea that the 
economy must always “grow.” Jeremy Ben-
tham was Mill’s precursor. He belonged to the 
liberal utilitarian tradition. He was the first to 
argue that cruelty to animals was totally unac-
ceptable. These two might be the premier pro-
pellers of the Western green thought. Anthony 
Giddens sees environmental politics as “life-
style politics.” It is about morally reconstitut-
ing the social order. He calls for a moral and 
caring approach to the environment. It cap-
tures the idea of humans as stewards of nature.
Exploitative capitalism holds that nature is to 
serve human needs. The Western revisionary 
thought is that humans must care about na-
ture. The value of wilderness is upheld.
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1.1.3.3 Marxist Environmentalism
The Marxist formulae in the production are 
about meeting the real needs of the people 
rather than accumulating wealth. Nature is a 
commodity in capitalism. There, nature is ex-
ploited for profit. David Pepper (1996) says 
that humans and nature have a dialectical 
relationship. Man changes nature as much 
as it changes man. Globalisation has moved 
production sites to poorer nations, and both 
labour and nature are overexploited. Marxist 
environmentalism focuses on social inequali-
ties and their relation with nature. Eco-social-
ists argue that class inequalities influence the 
experience of the environment. Air pollution 
can be taken as an example. Air pollution is 
caused by the lifestyle of the rich, but the poor 
class suffers its consequences. Inequitable 
distribution of wealth influences the experi-
ence of the environment. Deeper studies are 
required to understand third-world environ-
mentalism.
1.1.3.4 Apocalypticism
Apocalypticism refers to the premonition of 
an environmental catastrophe. Paul Ehrlich’s 
The Population Bomb (1972) is one of the 
most famous environmental books. He pre-
dicted that global famine was imminent. Law-
rence Buell’s The Environmental Imagination 
(1995) was an epoch-making work on Ameri-
can culture. It gives the prognosis of an apoc-
alypse. Cinematic works like Nevil Shute’s 
On the Beach (1957) and Margaret Atwood’s 
Oryx and Crake (2003) showcase scenarios 
of the end of the world through a global eco-
logical disaster. Rachel Carson’s classic Silent 
Spring (1962) highlights the hazards of pes-
ticides. All these triggered heated debates on 
the environment.

These works of apocalyptic imagination see 
little hope for the earth. The rhetoric clearly 
distinguishes between good and bad. They 
call for radical measures to save the earth.

1.1.3.5 Third World Environment
Ramachandra Guha and Juan Martinez Alier 
opine that there is a strong link between pov-
erty and ecological degradation in the low- or 
middle-income countries in Asia and Africa. 
The questions of development in these coun-
tries are complex. They are related to social 
equality, availability of land for subsistence 
agriculture, etc. Deep ecology can work 
only in Scandinavian countries, Canada, the 
U.S.A., and Australia because there are larger 
wilderness areas and land that are unused by 
humans. But there is a dearth of land in the 
third world nations. The quality of life in the 
former is desirably higher, whereas the same 
in the latter is lower.

Liberation ecologism is linked with environ-
mental justice and interhuman justice. Envi-
ronment exploitation has to be addressed, and 
unequal access to resources must be consid-
ered as well. The first world (the richest coun-
tries) notions of development, trade agree-
ments, free market economy, subsidy policies 
and patent rights adversely affect agriculture 
and social justice in the third world. Third-
world nations have become the waste bins of 
first-world nations. So, the Western model of 
modernisation is irrational. The environmen-
talism of people with low incomes is linked 
to their livelihood, access to resources, and 
social justice. Deep ecology calls for ecocen-
trism against anthropocentrism.
1.1.3.6 Ecofeminism
Women’s interlink with the environment is 
more intimate than that of men. Ecofeminists 
argue that the values and beliefs of the pa-
triarchal society have resulted in the oppres-
sion of both women and nature. Ecofeminists 
are more connected with Ecocriticism and 
eco-activism. The works of Vandana Shiva, 
Mary Mellor, Ariel Salleh, and others have 
generated nuanced readings on the relation-
ship between gender and nature.
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1.1.3.7 Gender and Nature
Nature versus culture is the oldest binary. It 
says nature is feminine and culture is mascu-
line. Nature is imagined as a woman. Their 
basic tasks were conceived of as reproduction 
and nurture. Patriarchal are the feminine at-
tributes of nature. Feminists argue that men 
dominate over women and nature, and they 
are exploited by men. Ecocriticism emerged 
with the assumption that patriarchy dominates 
and exploits both women and nature.
1.1.3.8 The Materialist or Socialist 
Ecofeminism
Keeping in line with the Marxist emphasis 
on labour and production, socialist ecofemi-
nists argue that the labour and production of 
both women and nature are harnessed to serve 
men. Political economy is interdependent on 
the domestic economy and natural economy. 
Domestic labour and reproduction performed 
by women are devalued. Likewise, nature’s 
resources are also considered free or non-pay-
able. However, it is true that the political 
economy cannot go with the domestic econo-
my, and both depend on natural resources. So, 
things are to be re-ordained accordingly. The 
term “work” should include women’s work, 
too. The concept of “economy” must treat the 
natural economy as the primary economy on 
which the domestic economy and the political 
economy depend.
1.1.3.9  Ecofeminist Spirituality
Ecofeminist spirituality is marked by the deifi-
cation of nature and the retrieval of myths and 
beliefs in nature religion, including the wor-
ship of nature as God or goddess in Hinduism. 
However, the material ecofeminists see the 
return of myths and theology as derailing the 
established stance of ecofeminism. Vandana 
Shiva’s Staying Alive Women, Ecology and 
Survival in India (1989) became a cult text of 
the ecofeminists. She argued that ancient In-
dian culture was eco-friendly, and she called 

it the golden age. But that invited criticism, 
saying that she had forgotten the caste hier-
archy and gender inequality of ancient Indian 
culture.
1.1.3.10 Literary Ecology
Lawrence Buell argues that human and non-
human worlds are integrated to be conceived 
as nature and that humans are never privileged 
over anything else. Wilderness is presented in 
nature writing as a pure, authentic landscape. 
Eco-texts that present wilderness as the au-
thentic landscape are upheld by Ecocriticism. 
Ecocriticism views culture-nature interactions 
in texts. It is the critical practice of linking 
socio-cultural spaces to the physical environ-
ment.

William Rueckert proposes that literature has 
to be seen within an ecological vision. For ex-
ample, a poem is a stored energy and reading 
it is a transfer of energy. Ecocriticism also fo-
cuses on animals used for meat, biomedical 
research and transgenic purposes. Globali-
sation, modernisation and industrialisation 
cruelly discard animal rights. We must have 
a more open attitude to animals. Ecocriticism 
focuses on literature that deals with nature 
along with social inequalities, gender oppres-
sion and environmental exploitation. Ecocriti-
cal reading galvanises activism.
1.1.4. Ecocriticism: A Theory and 
Literary Criticism?
Ecocriticism is an interdisciplinary study of 
literature and the environment. The Ecocrit-
icism Reader and The Environmental Imagi-
nation were two seminal works published in 
the 1990s. Ecocriticism investigates human 
interaction with nature in literature. It focuses 
on environmental destruction. We live in an 
age of environmental disaster. Hence, Ecocrit-
icism analyses and interprets literary texts in a 
new dimension. Ecocriticism is a broad disci-
pline that includes cultural studies, socio-eco-
nomic discipline, ecopoetic, literary criticism 
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and the like.

The West has a utilitarian attitude to nature. 
The Eighteenth century heard distinct voices 
raised for a revision and revaluation of the 
human-nature relationship. Deep ecology 
emerged as a reaction against anthropocen-
trism. Deep ecology is a holistic view of na-
ture that focuses on all life forms and environ-
mental features. The twentieth century woke 
up to witness an ecological disaster. Nuclear 
war, depletion of natural resources, popula-
tion explosion, proliferation of exploitation, 
garbage, extinction of species, pollution, etc., 
are the persistent environmental issues in the 
present scenario.

Literary and cultural stories have begun to 
address the issue of environmental disaster 
or depletion as a part of the academic dis-
course. Green movements all over the world 
have gathered momentum by unleashing de-
bates on ecology and the earth. One such per-
sistent debate is about environmentalism in 
developed nations versus environmentalism 
in underdeveloped countries. Rich nations’ 
environmentalism cannot be equated or com-
pared with the subsistence environmentalism 
of the poor. Donald Worster’s Nature’s Econ-
omy (1977) became the textbook of ecologi-
cal thought and study down the ages. Arnold 
Toynbee examines the impact of civilisation 
upon land and nature in his monumental work 
Mankind and Mother Earth. Ramachandra 
Guha’s Nature, Culture, Imperialism (1995) 
is the thought-provoking environmental his-
tory of India and South Asia. Environmental 
historians break paths for various versions of 
environmentalism.
It is Eco-consciousness that gave birth to Ec-
ocriticism. Ecocriticism cautions us of the 
speeding environmental depletion and eco-
cide.
Ecocriticism as an academic discourse exam-
ines some important issues such as the repre-

sentation of nature in literature, physical ge-
ography as a setting in novels or dramas, the 
behaviour of humankind towards nature and 
other nonhuman life forms, the effect of sci-
ence and technology upon the environment, 
etc. Ecocriticism believes that human culture 
inflicts damage on nature and land. Ecocriti-
cism tries to say that the world means the en-
tire ecosphere. Literary treatment, represen-
tation and thematisation of nature influence 
human actions on land.
1.1.5 Terms and Definitions Related 
to Ecocriticism
It is important to explain some of the terms 
related to Ecocriticism. They are as follows:
 Ecocriticism 
Ecocriticism is a critical study in literature 
that investigates humanity’s relationships to 
the environment. This can be found in liter-
ature, films or other arts. Ecocriticism is an 
earnest way to be sensitive to the global eco 
crisis and to coexist with nature. It is the way 
of being conscious and critical.
 Global eco-crisis 
Human actions have inflicted widespread 
damage on Earth’s environment. For instance, 
industrialisation, urbanisation, commercial 
farming, etc., have resulted in massive carbon 
emissions, leading to the creation of holes in 
the Earth’s ozone layer. Today, activists of 
climate change claim that they want to low-
er carbon emissions and protect the environ-
ment.
Eco-critics 
They hold a deep respect for nature and its 
beauty. They see it as of the utmost impor-
tance to protect the ecology or environment. 
They earnestly study the eco-crisis and try to 
sensitise others about safeguarding nature.
Feminism
Feminists believe that they live in a patriarchal 
society where gender discrimination prevails. 
They fight for their equal rights in status and 
opportunities in all spheres, including politi-
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cal, academic, etc. They lead organised pro-
tests for gender justice. They also view men 
as suppressing and exploiting the needs and 
purposes of both natures.
Pastoral Ecocriticism 
Pastoral Ecocriticism mostly deals with texts 
based on pastoral settings and views. This 
genre of literature juxtaposes the chaos and 
corruption of urban life with the peace and 
serenity of the countryside. Pastoral literature 
promotes a human connection to nature and 
the importance of protecting it.
Feminist Ecocriticism
Feminist Ecocritical texts refer to the subjuga-
tion of both women and nature by patriarchy. 
Ecofeminists see that Earth is more akin to 
women than men. Nature is inherently femi-
nine. Ecofeminists fight for the revival of both 
nature and women themselves.
Patriarchy

Patriarchy is a type of society in which gender 
inequality exists and where men are privileged 
over women. Men hold power, and they sub-
jugate women for their needs and purposes.
Postcolonial Ecocriticism
Environmental activists believe that postco-
lonial countries like India have begun to feel 
more devastating impacts of climate change. 
These countries are the lowest contributors 
to carbon emissions and pollution, whereas 
America and the European countries contrib-
ute the highest emissions. The postcolonial 
countries always ask America and the Eu-
ropean countries to act immediately against 
carbon emissions. They hold an irresponsible 
stance about climate change and global warm-
ing in global climate summits.

Recap

	f Ecocriticism Emergence: Literature shapes views on nature and connects to 
environmental activism

	f Nature in Western Thought: Evolving views on nature, from exploitation to 
environmental care

	f Marxist Environmentalism: Critiques capitalism’s exploitation of nature and 
social inequalities

	f Apocalypticism: Environmental disasters predicted, calling for urgent action
	f Third World Environmentalism: Poverty and exploitation link to environmen-

tal degradation in poorer nations
	f Ecofeminism: Links oppression of women and nature, advocating for justice
	f Literary Ecology: Examines human-environment relationships in literature
	f Ecocriticism as a Discipline: Studies nature in literature, contributing to en-

vironmental discourseSG
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Objective Questions

1.	 Who is the author of the book “Nature”?
2.	 From which movement did it take its bearings?
3.	 What is the other name for the Dark Greens?
4.	 Who is known as the father of Ecocriticism?
5.	 When was Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring published?
6.	 Who coined the term “Ecocriticism” in 1978 in his essay “Literature and 

Ecology: An Experiment in Ecocriticism?”
7.	 Who authored the book The Country and the City in 1973?
8.	 Who wrote the apocalyptic book The Population Bomb in 1972?

Answers

1.	 Ralph Waldo Emerson
2.	 Transcendentalism
3.	 Eco centrists
4.	 Lawrence Buell
5.	 1962
6.	 Cheryll Glotfelty
7.	 Raymond Williams
8.	 Paul R. Ehrlich

Assignments

1.	 Ecocriticism works at the level of discourse and praxis. Discuss.
2.	 Examine the environmental movement as a revision against exploitative cap-

italism.
3.	 Ecocriticism is an interdisciplinary study of the interconnectedness between 

humans and the environment. Elucidate.
4.	 How is Marxist Environmentalism different from the instrumentalist views 

of nature?
5.	 Compare and contrast deep ecology with third-world environmentalism.
6.	 Sum up the ecofeminist views on environmentalism.
7.	 Deep ecology has been perhaps the single most important philosophy for 

environmental activism worldwide. Discuss.
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8.	 Examine third-world environmentalism in the light of Marxian environmen-
talist theory.

9.	 Write an Ecocritical evaluation of an Ecocritical novel you have read  
recently.

10.	Write an Ecocritical appreciation of William Wordsworth’s “Solitary  
Reaper”

Suggested Reading

	f Buell, Lawrence. The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing, 
and the Formation of American Culture. Harvard University Press, 1995.

	f Carson, Rachel. Silent Spring. Houghton Mifflin, 1962.
	f Glotfelty, Cheryll, and Harold Fromm, editors. The Ecocriticism Reader: 

Landmarks in Literary Ecology. University of Georgia Press, 1996.
	f Guha, Ramachandra, and Juan Martinez Alier. The Environmentalism of the 

Poor: A Study of Ecological Conflicts and Valuation. Zed Books, 2013.
	f Worster, Donald. Nature's Economy: A History of Ecological Ideas. Cam-

bridge University Press, 1977.
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The Poplar Field 
                             -William Cowper

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

Unit 
1

Upon the completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:
	f become aware of the concept of literature and environment through a rep-

resentative poem
	f locate the Anthropocene using literary narratives like William Cowper’s 

“The Poplar Field”
	f identify themes of impermanence and ecological loss in Cowper’s poetry
	f critically engage with the intersection of nature, human emotion, and eco-

logical change

William Cowper, a poet of unmatched introspection and sensitivity, invites us to step into 
his world – a world where nature is not merely a backdrop but a living, breathing com-
panion. Born in Berkhamsted, Hertfordshire, Cowper’s life was shaped by profound loss 
and persistent struggles. The death of his mother at the tender age of six left an indelible 
mark on his soul, and later, his battles with severe depression and anxiety defined much of 
his existence. A legal career eluded him as his mental health declined, yet in the darkness, 
Cowper found solace in the light of his pen.
Cowper’s poetry stands as a testament to his enduring connection to nature, his devout 
Christian faith, and his exploration of the human condition. His verses, characterised by 
their sensitivity and quiet strength, positioned him as a forerunner of the Romantic poetic 
tradition. Though his hymns, written in collaboration with John Newton, continue to res-
onate in churches today, it is his reflections on nature that truly make him a voice for all 
time.
In “The Poplar Field,” Cowper brings us face-to-face with a poignant reality: the beauty 
of the natural world is fleeting, often lost to human interference. The felling of a beloved 
grove of poplar trees becomes, in his hands, a powerful metaphor for the transience of life 
itself. This loss, both personal and universal, speaks to an enduring truth: what we fail to 
cherish today may be gone tomorrow.
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Keywords

Cowper’s reflections align seamlessly with the principles of ecocriticism, a field that 
emerged in the 1990s to address the pressing relationship between art and the environment. 
Ecocriticism challenges humanity’s dominance over nature, urging us to adopt an ethical 
and interconnected perspective. It presents the disproportionate burden of ecological deg-
radation borne by marginalised communities and calls for action to preserve the delicate 
balance between humans and the natural world.
As you engage with Cowper’s “The Poplar Field,” consider this: his lament for the trees 
resonates beyond its historical moment, becoming a timeless plea for environmental 
awareness and stewardship. In an age where forests fall to industry and rivers run dry, his 
words are not merely poetic – they are prophetic. Let Cowper’s voice remind us of the 
beauty, fragility, and sanctity of the natural world, and challenge us to protect it for future 
generations.
Cowper’s life and work teach us that even amidst despair, there is hope and purpose. His 
legacy, deeply rooted in nature and faith, continues to inspire, urging us to honor the con-
nections between humanity and the environment and to find our own solace in the enduring 
beauty of the world around us.

Impermanence, Loss, Transience, Felled Trees, Blackbird, Displacement, Time, Mortality

Discussion
2.1.1 Discussion
Cowper’s poem is a meditation on the inevita-
bility of change and the transient nature of life. 
The repeated imagery of loss through the fall-
en trees, the absent birdsong, the disappearing 
pleasures, etc. serves as a poignant reminder 
of the impermanence that characterises both 
the natural world and human existence.

2.1.1.1 Summary
Poem

The Poplars are fell’d, farewell to the shade-
And the whispering sound of the cool col-
onnade,The winds play no longer and sing 
in the leaves,Nor Ouse on his bosom their 

image receives.
Twelve years have elapsed since I last took a 
viewOf my favourite field and the bank where 
they grew,And now in the grass behold they 

are laid,And the tree is my seat that once lent 
me a shade.

The black-bird has fled to another retreat
Where the hazels afford him a screen from 

the heat,And the scene where his melo-
dy charm’d me before,Resounds with his 

sweet-flowing ditty no more.
My fugitive years are all hasting away,

And I must e’er long lie as lowly as they,
With a turf on my breast and a stone at my Fig. 2.1.1 Poplar Leaf
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headE’er another such grove shall arise in 
its stead.

‘Tis a sight to engage me if anything can
To muse on the perishing pleasures of Man;
Though his life be a dream, his enjoyments, I 

see,
The opening lines of the poem introduce a 
sense of loss and finality when the poet says, 
“farewell to the shade”. The use of “fell’d” 
indicates that the trees have been cut down, 
leading to the disappearance of the shade and 
the cool, and the whispering sounds that the 
poplars once provided. The word “farewell” 
adds a melancholic tone, highlighting the po-
et’s deep connection to the natural environ-
ment and his sorrow at its destruction. The 
following lines continue to narrate the theme 
of loss by describing how the absence of the 
trees affects the landscape. The wind, once 
playful and musical as it rustled through the 
leaves, is now silent. The river Ouse, which 
once reflected the trees on its surface, no lon-
ger captures their image. This emphasises the 
irreversible change in the natural world and 
hints at the broader theme of transience.
In the next stanza, Cowper reflects on the pas-
sage of time, noting that twelve years have 
passed since he last saw the field and the trees. 
The phrase “favourite field” suggests a per-
sonal attachment to this place, which has now 
changed beyond recognition. The mention of 
time also introduces a contemplative mood, as 
the poet begins to consider the impermanence 
of both nature and human life. The poet ob-
serves that the trees are reduced to mere logs 
now. The image of the tree being used as a 
seat instead of providing shade highlights the 
irony of its transformation; from a living, shel-
tering entity to a lifeless object. This change 
reflected the inevitable decline that all living 
things undergo.
In the third stanza, the poet introduces the 
reader to the blackbird, who was once a res-
ident of the poplar grove and has been forced 

to find a new home. The bird’s departure sym-
bolised the disruption of the natural habitat 
and the displacement of wildlife due to hu-
man intervention. The “hazels” providing a 
screen from the heat would suggest that while 
nature finds a way to adapt, something vital 
has been lost. Cowper laments the loss of the 
blackbird’s song, which once brought him joy. 
The phrase “charm’d me before” implies nos-
talgia for a time when the poet felt connected 
to the natural world through the bird’s melo-
dy. Now, the absence of this song adds to the 
sense of emptiness and the irrevocable chang-
es brought about by the felling of the trees.
The poet shifts from observing the external 
world to reflecting on his own mortality in the 
fourth stanza. The phrase “fugitive years” sug-
gests that time is fleeting, and “hasting away” 
emphasises the swift passage of life. Cowper 
acknowledges that he, too, will eventually “lie 
as lowly” as the fallen trees, drawing a paral-
lel between the inevitable decay of nature and 
the human condition. The poet’s anticipation 
of his own death is evident in the phrases, “a 
turf on my breast” symbolising the earth that 
will cover him and “a stone at my head” re-
ferring to a gravestone. Cowper suggests that 
he will be long gone before another grove like 
the one he mourns can grow, underscoring the 
finality of death and the slow process of na-
ture’s regeneration.
Moving to the last stanza, in the sight of the 
felled trees, the poet finds a powerful remind-
er of the transience of human pleasures. The 
word “perishing” reinforces the idea that all 
joys, much like the trees, are temporary. Cow-
per’s use of the word “muse” indicates a con-
templative, philosophical approach to under-
standing the nature of human existence and 
its fleeting pleasures. In the concluding lines, 
Cowper reflects on the ephemeral nature of 
life, comparing it to a dream- an insubstantial 
and fleeting experience. However, he notes 
that human enjoyment is even more transient 
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than life itself, existing for only a brief mo-
ment before vanishing. This final observation 
ties together the themes of impermanence, 
loss, and the inevitable decay of both nature 
and human life.

2.1.1.2 Analysis
William Cowper’s poem “The Poplar Field” 
is a profound meditation on the transience of 
both nature and human life. Through the sym-
bolic use of nature, vivid imagery, and a range 
of literary devices, Cowper reflects on themes 
of loss, the passage of time, and mortality. In 
this poem, the poet bids farewell to the pop-
lar trees that once provided shade and shelter, 
drawing a poignant parallel between the inev-
itable decline of nature and the fleeting nature 
of human existence. Cowper’s exploration of 
these universal themes, coupled with his use 
of personification, metaphor, and symbolism, 
makes “The Poplar Field” an emotionally 
resonant work that transcends its setting and 
invites the reader to reflect on the imperma-
nence of all things.
The opening lines of the poem introduce the 
theme of loss and finality with the phrase 
“farewell to the shade.” The word “fell’d” 
signifies that the poplar trees have been cut 
down, causing the disappearance of the shade 
and the cooling atmosphere that they once pro-
vided. The use of “farewell” conveys a melan-
cholic tone, displaying the poet’s sorrow over 
the destruction of the trees and his deep con-
nection to the natural world. This marks the 
beginning of a meditation on the irreversible 
changes that come with the passage of time. In 
the subsequent lines, the poet describes how 
the landscape has been altered by the absence 

of the trees, with the wind no longer playing 
through the leaves and the river Ouse no lon-
ger reflecting the image of the trees. These 
changes present the theme of transience, sug-
gesting that nature, too, is subject to the same 
impermanence that governs human life.
The poem also reflects Cowper’s contem-
plation of the passage of time. In the second 
stanza, he notes that twelve years have passed 
since he last saw the field and the poplar trees. 
The phrase “favourite field” indicates a per-
sonal attachment to the place, which has now 
changed beyond recognition. Time, for Cow-
per, is a constant reminder of life’s fleeting 
nature. The poet observes that the trees have 
been reduced to logs, which now serve as his 
seat instead of providing shade. This trans-
formation is deeply ironic. The trees, once 
vibrant and full of life, have become lifeless 
objects, echoing the inevitable decline that all 
living things undergo. The trees' fall is sym-
bolic of the poet’s own awareness of the fra-
gility of existence and the impermanence of 
the natural world.
In the third stanza, the poet introduces the 
image of the blackbird, once a resident of the 
poplar grove, which has been forced to leave 
due to the destruction of its habitat. The bird’s 
absence is symbolic of the disruption of the 
natural balance and the loss of the beauty that 
the poet once found in the grove. Cowper’s 
lament for the loss of the blackbird’s song 
adds to the sense of emptiness created by the 
felling of the trees. The phrase “charm’d me 
before” expresses the poet’s nostalgia for the 
time when the bird’s melody connected him 
to the natural world. This loss represents the 
disruption of the harmony between humanity 
and nature, which the poet feels acutely.
As the poem progresses, Cowper shifts his 
focus to a more personal reflection on mor-
tality. In the fourth stanza, the phrase “fugi-
tive years” personifies time as something that 
escapes, emphasising its fleeting and transient 

In several European folktales, poplar 
trees are associated with temperance and 
balance in life. They are known for their 
unique quality of growing as a colony.
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nature. The poet contemplates his own inev-
itable death, drawing a parallel between the 
fallen trees and his own mortality. The imag-
ery of a “turf on my breast” and a “stone at 
my head” represents the poet’s awareness of 
his future burial, underscoring the finality of 
death. Cowper’s acceptance of his eventual 
demise is coupled with the realisation that, 
much like the trees, he too will become part 
of the earth. This recognition presents the in-
evitability of death and the slow process of 
nature’s regeneration.
The final stanza of the poem reinforces the 
theme of transience, as the poet reflects on the 
“perishing pleasures of Man.” Cowper com-
pares human life to a dream, suggesting that 
human joys and experiences are insubstantial 
and temporary. He observes that human plea-
sures are even more fleeting than life itself, 
existing only for a brief moment before van-
ishing. This reflection on the brevity of human 
existence serves as a reminder of the fleeting 
nature of all things, both natural and human. 
The use of the word “muse” indicates that 
Cowper is contemplating these themes in a 
philosophical way, inviting the reader to share 
in his meditation on life’s impermanence.
Cowper’s use of literary devices enhances 
the emotional depth and philosophical in-
sights of the poem. Personification is em-
ployed throughout, as nature is imbued with 
human-like qualities. The trees are described 
as having “whispering sounds,” and the river 

Ouse is said to receive their image on its bo-
som, giving nature an almost animate quality. 
This personification deepens the sense of loss, 
as the natural world is presented as a com-
panion whose absence the poet mourns. The 
poem also contains significant metaphorical 
language, with the trees serving as a meta-
phor for the transitory nature of life itself. The 
“fugitive years” metaphor shows the passage 
of time, while the comparison of human life 
to a dream emphasises the fleeting nature of 
human experience. Irony is also a key device 
in the poem, particularly in the transformation 
of the trees from living, sheltering entities to 
lifeless logs. This irony presents the inevita-
bility of change and decay.
“The Poplar Field” is a reflective and con-
templative poem that explores the themes of 
loss, change, and the impermanence of life. 
Through vivid imagery, personification, meta-
phor, and irony, Cowper conveys a deep sense 
of sorrow and resignation in the face of na-
ture’s destruction and the passage of time. The 
poem serves as a powerful reminder of the 
transient nature of both the natural world and 
human existence, encouraging the reader to 
reflect on the fleeting pleasures of life and the 
inevitability of death. Cowper’s meditation 
on mortality invites a broader philosophical 
reflection on the impermanence of all things, 
making the poem a timeless piece that reso-
nates with readers across generations.

Recap

	f Farewell introduces loss and finality, symbolising irreversible natural de-
struction

	f “Fell’d” implies the trees’ absence, ending shade, cool, and whispers
	f Melancholic tone highlights poet’s deep sorrow at nature’s loss
	f Absence affects landscape; wind’s silence replaces playful, musical rustling
	f River Ouse no longer reflects trees, emphasising irreversible change
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	f “Favourite field” reveals personal attachment now altered by time
	f Time passage conveys impermanence in both nature and human life
	f Trees reduced to logs symbolise decline of all living entities
	f Blackbird’s displacement highlights habitat disruption by human interven-

tion
	f Nostalgia emerges; absence of birdsong deepens sense of natural loss
	f Poet reflects on mortality; “fugitive years” emphasise fleeting existence
	f Fallen trees parallel human decay; death underscores nature’s regeneration
	f Felled trees symbolise transient pleasures and impermanence of human joy
	f Life compared to a fleeting dream, insubstantial yet deeply profound
	f Themes unify: loss, impermanence, and inevitable decay of life and nature

Objective Questions

1.	 What happened to the poplar trees in the poet’s favorite field?
2.	 What does the poet say is gone with the trees?
3.	 How long has it been since the poet last visited the field?
4.	 What does the poet use as a seat in the field now?
5.	 Where did the blackbird go after the trees were cut down?
6.	 What does the blackbird’s absence symbolise?
7.	 What comparison does the poet make between the trees and himself?
8.	 What does the phrase “perishing pleasures of Man” refer to?
9.	 Which river is mentioned in the poem?
10.	What did the river lose after the trees were cut down?
11.	What does the poet lament most about the fallen trees?
12.	What does the poet reflect on while observing the changes in the field?
13.	What does the poet use as a symbol of the fleeting nature of life?
14.	How does the poet describe the regeneration of nature?
15.	What is the central theme of the poem?SG
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Answers

1.	 Felled (cut down)
2.	 Shade, wind’s song, and trees’ reflection in the river
3.	 Twelve years
4.	 A fallen tree
5.	 Hazel bushes
6.	 Disruption of nature and loss of melody
7.	 Human mortality
8.	 Fleeting human joys
9.	 River Ouse
10.	The trees’ reflection
11.	Transience of nature
12.	His own mortality
13.	The fallen trees
14.	Slow and uncertain
15.	Transience of life and nature

Assignments

1.	 In “The Poplar Field”, how does Cowper use the natural setting to evoke a 
sense of nostalgia? What does the poem reveal about the poet’s emotional 
response to the changes in the landscape?

2.	 Discuss the significance of the closing lines of “The Poplar Field”: “Though 
his life be a dream, his enjoyments, I see, Have a Being less durable even 
than he.” How do these lines encapsulate the central message of the poem?

3.	 Examine how Cowper uses the blackbird as a symbol in “The Poplar Field”. 
What does the bird’s departure from the field represent, and how does this 
add to the overall mood and meaning of the poem?

4.	 Discuss the theme of transience in “The Poplar Field”. How does William 
Cowper use the imagery of the felled trees and nature to reflect on the pas-
sage of time and human mortality?

5.	 What role does the passage of time play in “The Poplar Field”? How does 
Cowper use both the changes in nature and his own reflections on life to 
comment on the inevitability of ageing and death?
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Suggested Reading
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Composed upon Westminster 
Bridge, September 3, 1802

               -  William Wordsworth
Learning Outcomes

Unit 
2

Upon the completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:
	f introduce the learner to literature and environment through a representative 

poem
	f explore the contrast between nature and urban environments in the poem
	f identify and analyse the rich imagery and symbolism within the poem
	f discuss how Wordsworth creates a tone of reverence, awe, and calmness 

in the poem and how this tone reflects his Romantic ideals of experiencing 
nature and human-made structures in harmony

Prerequisites

William Wordsworth (1770–1850) was a prominent English Romantic poet, best known 
for his deep appreciation of nature and his emphasis on the emotional and spiritual con-
nection between humans and the natural world. Born in Cockermouth, in England’s Lake 
District, Wordsworth’s surroundings had a profound influence on his poetry, which cele-
brated nature’s beauty and its power to inspire and heal the soul.
Wordsworth, along with Samuel Taylor Coleridge, helped launch the Romantic move-
ment in English literature with the publication of “Lyrical Ballads” (1798). This collection 
emphasised the use of ordinary language and the depiction of common life, focusing on 
personal emotion and the natural world. Wordsworth’s preface to the second edition of 
“Lyrical Ballads” became a manifesto for Romantic poetry, where he outlined his belief in 
poetry as the “spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings.”
His most famous works include “Tintern Abbey,” “Ode: Intimations of Immortality,” and 
the autobiographical epic “The Prelude.” Wordsworth’s poetry explored themes of mem-
ory, childhood, and the sublime experience of nature. In 1843, he was appointed Poet 
Laureate of the United Kingdom, a position he held until his death in 1850. Wordsworth’s 
lasting legacy lies in his ability to find beauty and transcendence in everyday experiences, 
as well as his profound influence on subsequent generations of poets and writers.
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Keywords

Romanticism, Nature, Cityscape, Sublime, Urban Life, Imagery, Morning, London, 
Peace

Discussion
2.2.1
2.2.1.1 Summary

Poem
Earth has not anything to show more fair:

Dull would he be of soul who could pass by
A sight so touching in its majesty:

This City now doth, like a garment, wear

The beauty of the morning; silent, bare,
Ships, towers, domes, theatres, and temples 

lieOpen unto the fields, and to the sky;
All bright and glittering in the smokeless air.

Never did sun more beautifully steep
In his first splendour, valley, rock, or hill;
Ne’er saw I, never felt, a calm so deep!
The river glideth at his own sweet will:

Dear God! the very houses seem asleep;
And all that mighty heart is lying still!

This poem masterfully captures a moment 
of serene beauty in the early morning as the 
poet stands on Westminster Bridge, looking 
at London. Through vivid imagery, personi-
fication, and Romantic idealism, Wordsworth 
reflects on the grandeur of both nature and 
the city. The poem celebrates a harmonious 
coexistence between the urban and the natu-
ral world, inviting the reader to share in this 
fleeting, tranquil moment. It is a sonnet that 
reflects the poet’s profound appreciation for 
the beauty and majesty of London in the early 
morning and it captures a moment of stillness 
and peace.

The poem opens with a bold declaration, 
“Earth has not anything to show more fair:” 
asserting that nothing on Earth is more beauti-
ful than the sight before the speaker. The tone 
is one of awe and reverence, which sets the 
stage for a celebration of the city. Wordsworth 
suggests that anyone who does not appreciate 
the beauty of this scene must be spiritually 
unresponsive or insensitive when he wrote, 
“Dull would he be of soul who could pass 
by”. The line reflects the Romantic belief that 
beauty, especially in nature or sublime experi-
ences, stirs the soul.
The juxtaposition of “touching” and “majes-
ty” in the next line emphasises that the city’s 
grandeur is not just visually impressive but 
emotionally moving. Wordsworth finds in the 
city a kind of beauty typically reserved for 
nature. The city is personified as wearing the 
morning like a garment. This simile presents 
the city as being clothed in the freshness and 
purity of the morning, suggesting a transient 
beauty, much like how garments are put on 
and taken off.
The morning’s beauty is enhanced by the still-
ness and simplicity of the scene. “Silent” and 
“bare” convey the peaceful, unadorned state of 
the city before it awakens, adding to its majes-
ty. The list of objects: “Ships, towers, domes, 
theatres, and temples lie”, creates an image of 
the various elements of London’s skyline. It 
combines both the natural and human-made 
features of the city, emphasising the breadth 
and diversity of what the speaker is observing.
The city is seen as part of the larger landscape, 
not separate from nature but integrated with 
it. The open connection to fields and sky rein-
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forces the idea of harmony between the urban 
and the natural. The “smokeless air” signifies 
a rare moment of purity in the industrial city, 
as London at this time would usually be pol-
luted. The absence of smoke and the presence 
of clear air allow the city to shine more bright-
ly.

Wordsworth emphasises the rare beauty of 
the scene, stating that the sun has never illu-
minated anything more beautifully. The use 
of “steep” in the line, “Never did sun more 
beautifully steep” suggests that the sunlight is 
not just touching but saturating the entire city. 
By comparing the beauty of the city to that 
of natural landscapes (valleys, rocks, hills), 
Wordsworth elevates London to the level of 
the sublime in nature, a key theme in Roman-
tic poetry.
In the lines, “Ne’er saw I, never felt, a calm 
so deep!”, Wordsworth expresses his personal 
response to the scene, emphasising the depth 
of his emotional and spiritual connection. The 
calm he feels is profound and transformative, 
surpassing any other moment of tranquillity 
he has experienced. The River Thames is per-
sonified as moving freely and naturally, “at his 
own sweet will.” This freedom contrasts with 
the structured urban environment, yet both co-
exist harmoniously in this moment.
In the concluding couplet, the poet proposed 
that in this moment of stillness, even the build-
ings appeared to be at rest. The exclamation 
“Dear God!” underscores the speaker’s sense 
of awe, and the personification of the houses 
deepens the sense of tranquillity. The “mighty 
heart” refers to London itself, a city full of en-
ergy and life. However, in this early morning 
scene, it is at rest, momentarily suspended in 
a state of peacefulness before the day’s hustle 
begins. The final line encapsulates the tension 
between the city’s vitality and its temporary 
stillness.

2.2.1.2 Analysis
William Wordsworth’s “Composed Upon 
Westminster Bridge, September 3, 1802” is 
one of the poet’s most celebrated works, pre-
senting his deep appreciation for nature and 
the sublime beauty found in the ordinary 
world. The poem, written in the form of a Pe-
trarchan sonnet, depicts a moment of quiet re-
flection as Wordsworth observes the view of 
London from Westminster Bridge at dawn. 
The poem opens with an intense, almost rever-
ential tone, as Wordsworth addresses the city 
of London in an awe-struck manner. The first 
line, “Earth has not anything to show more 
fair,” expresses the poet’s belief that there is 
no sight more beautiful than the view he be-
holds from the bridge. The city, often associ-
ated with noise, industry, and human activity, 
is transformed in this moment of quiet dawn 
into a serene and sublime landscape. The 
contrast between the usual chaos of London 
and the calm stillness described in the poem 
is one of the central themes, reflecting Word-
sworth’s idealised vision of nature as pure and 
unspoiled by human activity.
The sonnet’s description of London is imbued 
with a sense of peacefulness, as the city is 
“still” and “sleeping.” Wordsworth empha-
sises this tranquility by describing how the 
morning light is gently casting its glow over 
the buildings and the river. The “smokeless 
air” and the absence of human activity allow 
the natural world to dominate, reinforcing 
the theme of nature’s beauty and its ability 
to transcend human influence. This tranquil 
scene stands in stark contrast to the hustle and 
bustle of London during the day, suggesting 
that there is a deeper, more profound beauty 
that can be found in nature when it is untaint-
ed by the noise and pollution of urban life.
The poet further elevates the beauty of this 
scene by incorporating a spiritual dimension. 
In the second quatrain, Wordsworth describes 
how the city is “bare,” with the “dull” and 
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“vile” aspects of urban life seemingly erased 
by the morning light. The city is not just a 
physical place but is depicted as a living enti-
ty, embodying purity and sanctity in this mo-
ment of stillness. The phrase “this city now 
doth, like a garment, wear” is an example of 
personification, where the city is clothed in 
the early morning light, symbolising its trans-
formation into something beautiful and almost 
sacred. Wordsworth’s use of personification 
emphasises the spiritual connection he feels 
with the city, suggesting that even man-made 
structures, when observed with the right per-
spective, can become part of nature’s sublime 
beauty.
The final quatrain of the poem reflects Word-
sworth’s belief in the harmonious relationship 
between nature and humanity. He expresses 
his awe at the sight, feeling as though he is “in 
the presence of the great” as he gazes upon 
the city. The quiet beauty of the city at dawn 
allows the poet to contemplate the unity of 
nature and human endeavor, suggesting that 
even in the midst of human development and 
progress, the natural world retains its capacity 
to inspire awe and wonder. By elevating the 
ordinary view of the city to the level of the 
sublime, Wordsworth reinforces his idea that 
nature is not merely a backdrop to human life 
but an active force that shapes and influences 
the human spirit.

In terms of literary devices, Composed Upon 
Westminster Bridge contains numerous exam-
ples of vivid imagery, personification, and al-
literation that help convey the poem’s central 
themes. The imagery of the “smokeless air,” 
the “shining,” and the “clear” morning light 
creates a striking visual of a peaceful, un-
spoiled landscape. The personification of the 
city as a “garment” that wears the morning 
light adds an element of life and agency to the 

city, transforming it from a mere collection of 
buildings into something more ethereal and 
alive. The alliteration in phrases like “majestic 
world” and “soothing light” further enhances 
the musicality of the poem, contributing to its 
serene and peaceful tone.
The structure of the poem, a Petrarchan son-
net, also plays an important role in reinforcing 
the poet’s message. The sonnet form, tradi-
tionally used to express love or devotion, is 
fitting for the poem’s reverence for nature. 
The octave (the first eight lines) sets the scene 
by describing the city and its transformation at 
dawn, while the sestet (the final six lines) re-
flects the poet’s spiritual connection with the 
landscape and his contemplation of the deeper 
meaning of the scene. The volta, or shift, oc-
curs between the eighth and ninth lines, where 
the poet moves from a description of the city 
to a more reflective and philosophical medita-
tion on its beauty and significance. This shift 
mirrors the way in which the external world 
of nature inspires a deeper internal contempla-
tion, a theme central to Wordsworth’s poetry.
In conclusion, “Composed Upon Westminster 
Bridge” is a powerful expression of William 
Wordsworth’s belief in the transformative 
power of nature and the spiritual connection 
between humanity and the natural world. 
Through vivid imagery, personification, and 
the use of the sonnet form, Wordsworth cap-
tures a fleeting moment of beauty in the city of 
London, suggesting that even the most indus-
trialised and urbanised spaces can, in the right 
light and at the right moment, become part of 
the sublime. The poem encourages readers to 
see the world with fresh eyes, reminding us of 
the beauty that can be found in the ordinary 
and the fleeting moments of stillness that na-
ture provides.

SG
O
U



25SGOU - SLM - Literature and the Environment -  BA English

Recap

	f The poem celebrates London’s beauty at dawn from Westminster Bridge
	f Wordsworth combines nature and the city in a harmonious vision
	f The poet expresses awe, finding London more beautiful than anything
	f Reverence for nature and beauty is central to the poem’s theme
	f “Dull would he be of soul” critiques those insensitive to beauty
	f Juxtaposition of “touching” and “majesty” conveys emotional city grandeur
	f Personification of the city wearing morning like a garment symbolises pu-

rity
	f “Silent” and “bare” create a peaceful, unadorned city image
	f The skyline blends natural and human-made elements in harmony
	f “Smokeless air” signifies rare purity in the industrial city environment
	f Sunlight’s beauty saturates the city, elevating it to sublime nature
	f “Ne’er saw I, never felt” conveys deep emotional connection with nature
	f Personification of Thames contrasts natural freedom with urban structure
	f The city is at rest, reflecting the tension between vitality and stillness
	f The poem invites readers to appreciate nature’s beauty in urban spaces

Objective Questions

1.	 Who is the poet of “Composed Upon Westminster Bridge, September 3, 
1802”?

2.	 What type of literary work is “Composed Upon Westminster Bridge, 
September 3, 1802”?

3.	 In the first line of the poem, the poet claims that “Earth has not anything 
to show more fair.” What is he referring to?

4.	 What is the tone of the poem?
5.	 Which literary device is used in the line “this city now doth, like a gar-

ment, wear”?
6.	 The phrase “smokeless air” refers to which aspect of London in the poem?
7.	 Which element of nature does Wordsworth personify in the poem?
8.	 In which line does the poet express a feeling of profound peace?
9.	 What does the poet compare the beauty of London to?
10.	Which of the following themes is most prominent in the poem?
11.	What does Wordsworth suggest about those who cannot appreciate the 
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scene before him?
12.	What does the final line of the poem (“And all that mighty heart is lying 

still”) refer to?
13.	What is meant by “steep” in the line “Never did sun more beautifully steep”?
14.	Which of the following best describes the overall mood of the poem?
15.	What type of imagery does the poet use to describe the city of London?

Answers

1.	 William Wordsworth
2.	 Sonnet
3.	 The city of London from Westminster Bridge at dawn
4.	 Awe-struck and reverent
5.	 Simile
6.	 The lack of pollution
7.	 The river Thames
8.	 “Ne’er saw I, never felt, a calm so deep!”
9.	 The beauty of natural landscapes
10.	The tranquility and beauty of nature in the urban environment
11.	They are spiritually insensitive
12.	The city of London at dawn
13.	The sunlight is saturating the entire city
14.	Reverent and awe-struck
15.	Visual and natural imagery

Assignments

1.	 Explore the impact of the time of day on the poem’s depiction of London. How 
does the early morning setting influence Wordsworth’s description of the city 
and his emotional response to it? Discuss how this setting contrasts with the 
city’s typical daily life.

2.	 In what ways does Wordsworth’s use of language and style in “Composed upon 
Westminster Bridge” reflect his broader poetic philosophy? Consider his ap-
proach to diction, tone, and structure, and how these elements align with his 
romantic ideals.
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3.	 Discuss the theme of tranquility in the poem. How does Wordsworth 
achieve a sense of peace and stillness in his depiction of London? Analyse 
how this tranquility contrasts with the usual activity and noise of the city.

4.	 Compare and contrast the depiction of London in this poem with another 
portrayal of the city from a different period or literary tradition. How does 
Wordsworth’s vision align with or differ from other literary representa-
tions of urban spaces?

Suggested Reading

	f Wordsworth, William. The Prelude. Edited by Jonathan Wordsworth, Nor-
ton, 2000.

	f Duff, David, editor. The Oxford Handbook of British Romanticism. Oxford 
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2012.

	f Gill, Stephen, editor. The Cambridge Companion to Wordsworth. Cam-
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        Death of a Naturalist 

                          -  Seamus Heaney
Learning Outcomes

Unit 
3

Upon the completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:
	f analyse Seamus Heaney’s early works, focusing on rural life and nature
	f explore themes of childhood wonder, innocence, and the evolving percep-

tion of nature
	f identify and interpret literary devices like imagery, metaphor, personifica-

tion, and simile used in the poem
	f examine how Heaney uses setting and environment to reflect deeper themes

Prerequisites

Have you ever had a moment when something you once found beautiful or intriguing 
suddenly became unsettling, even disturbing? Perhaps it was a familiar place that, after a 
certain experience, felt different, or an aspect of nature you once loved that now seemed 
threatening. This transformation in perception is at the heart of Seamus Heaney's Death 
of a Naturalist (1966). Heaney, born in rural County Derry, Northern Ireland, grew up 
immersed in the natural world – fields, ponds, and the rhythms of farm life. His early po-
etry captures the beauty and complexity of this world, but it also reveals a deeper, often 
uncomfortable truth about the process of growing up.
In this poem, Heaney reflects on the shift from childhood innocence to a more complicated, 
even frightening understanding of nature. The flax-dam, a small pond or swamp, becomes 
a symbol of this transition. What was once a place of fascination – a site for collecting 
frogspawn – turns into a scene of chaos and menace as the speaker’s perception changes. 
Heaney’s exploration of nature isn’t just about its beauty; it’s about how the environment 
shapes our identity and how the world around us often carries an undercurrent of conflict, 
tension, and transformation.
By using vivid imagery, symbolism, and a shift in tone, Heaney illustrates how childhood 
wonder can give way to disillusionment. As we explore “Death of a Naturalist,” we will 
explore how Heaney’s mastery of language captures the tension between the innocence of 
youth and the complexities of the adult world. This poem invites us to reflect on our own 
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experiences of growth and the ways our perceptions of the world evolve over time.

Keywords

Flax-dam, Decay, Frogspawn, Tadpoles, Transformation, Nature, Childhood, Disillusion-
ment, Frogs, Imagery

Discussion
2.3.1
2.3.1.1 Summary

Poem
All year the flax-dam festered in the heart
Of the townland; green and heavy headed
Flax had rotted there, weighted down by 
huge sods.Daily it sweltered in the punishing 
sun. Bubbles gargled delicately, bluebottles
Wove a strong gauze of sound around the 
smell. There were dragonflies, spotted butter-
flies,But best of all was the warm thick slob-
berOf frogspawn that grew like clotted water 
In the shade of the banks. Here, every spring 
I would fill jampotfuls of the jellied
Specks to range on window sills at home,
On shelves at school, and wait and watch 
untilThe fattening dots burst, into nimble
Swimming tadpoles. Miss Walls would tell us 
howThe daddy frog was called a bullfrog
And how he croaked and how the mammy 
frog Laid hundreds of little eggs and this was
Frogspawn. You could tell the weather by 
frogs too For they were yellow in the sun and 
brown In rain.
Then one hot day when fields were rank
With cow dung in the grass the angry frogs
Invaded the flax-dam; I ducked through 
hedges To a coarse croaking that I had not 
heard Before. The air was thick with a bass 
chorus. Right down the dam gross bellied 
frogs were cocked On sods; their loose necks 

pulsed like sails. Some hopped: The slap and 
plop were obscene threats. Some sat Poised 
like mud grenades, their blunt heads farting.
I sickened, turned, and ran. The great slime 
kings Were gathered there for vengeance and 
I knew That if I dipped my hand the spawn 
would clutch it.
Throughout the year, the swamp near our 
town seemed to undergo a constant process of 
decay. The flax, a tall, resilient plant, rotted in 
the murky water, its once vibrant green head 
drooping under the weight of large, heavy 
clumps of dirt. The flax was caught in a state 
of decomposition that seemed endless, as it 
festered and moldered under the intense heat 
of the sun. Each day, the air was filled with the 
smell of decay, and the bubbling sound from 
the swamp signaled something deeper than 
just nature’s cycles – it was a representation 
of time passing in its most unflattering form.
The delicate bubbles that would appear from 
the depths of the water were accompanied by 
the incessant buzz of flies, weaving a unique 
symphony of sound and smell that seemed 
inseparable. In the midst of this decay, there 
were flashes of life – dragonflies darting 
through the air, butterflies with their colorful 
wings flitting across the scene. These flashes 
of beauty were what drew me in, making the 
swamp, despite its rot, a place of fascination. 
But nothing captivated me more than the frog 
eggs that accumulated in the shaded corners 
of the banks, forming a warm, thick coat that 
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covered the water’s surface. The frogspawn, 
clumpy and gelatinous, looked like sticky wa-
ter left to coagulate under the shadow of the 
tall grasses.
Every spring, I would collect the frog eggs 
by the jarful, filling jam jars with the slimy, 
speckled masses and placing them on win-
dowsills at home and at school. I would watch 
with great anticipation, fascinated by the slow 
transformation that would unfold in front of 
my eyes. The waiting was the most thrilling 
part – the moment when the eggs began to 
hatch and the tiny dots of life would suddenly 
burst into swift, swimming tadpoles. It was a 
process that seemed magical, a transformation 
that seemed to symbolise life itself, unfolding 
in the most delicate way. My teacher, Miss 
Walls, would often explain the wonder of it 
all. She told us how the male frog was known 
as a bullfrog, his loud croaks reverberating 
across the swamp. She would describe how 
the mother frog lay hundreds of eggs, which 
we learned to recognise as frogspawn. And 
she shared a curious piece of folk knowledge: 
you could tell the weather by observing the 
frogs. When they were yellow in the sunlight, 
it was a sign of good weather, but when they 
were brown, it was an indication that rain was 
coming.
This idyllic image of life at the swamp, with 
its lessons in nature and the changing seasons, 
continued to captivate me. But one day, the 
peacefulness I had once felt there was shat-
tered. The fields, which had been rich with 
life, now carried the overpowering stench of 
cow dung left to decompose in the grass. It 
was a foul smell that marked the transition 
from the serene to the chaotic. The frogs, once 
a harmless and gentle part of the landscape, 
had suddenly turned aggressive. Their peace-
ful croaks gave way to loud, raw, and unre-
lenting sounds I had never heard before. The 
air was thick with the deep, guttural calls of 
these creatures. They seemed to have overtak-

en the swamp, their presence now demanding 
attention, as if their once quiet lives had erupt-
ed in fury.
The frogs had invaded the flax-dam in full 
force. They were everywhere, sitting on 
the clumps of earth along the water’s edge. 
Their necks had expanded to grotesque pro-
portions, and as they sat there, their bulging 
throats puffed out like sails, caught by the 
wind. Some frogs hopped into the water, their 
bodies making loud slapping noises as they 
landed, the sound so visceral that it seemed 
to echo through the swamp. To me, the noise 
felt like an ominous threat, something unset-
tling in its sheer volume and force. Others re-
mained perched on the banks, their squat bod-
ies resembling mud grenades. Their square 
heads, with mouths that burped and burbled, 
made them look grotesque, as if they were just 
waiting for something to explode. The once 
familiar frogs now appeared as monstrous fig-
ures, their bloated bodies giving off an air of 
menace.
I felt sickened by the scene. The swamp, once 
a place of beauty and wonder, had transformed 
into something disturbing. The frogs, which I 
had once admired from a safe distance, now 
seemed to be an unwelcoming presence, de-
manding that I leave. Their strange, bloated 
forms and the aggressive sounds they made 
were overwhelming. The transformation from 
the tranquil, mysterious world of frogspawn to 
the chaotic, almost threatening environment I 
found myself in was jarring.
I could no longer view the swamp with the 
same innocent wonder that I had once held. I 
knew that if I reached out to touch the water 
or the frogspawn, I would be met with resis-
tance. It would cling to my hand, unwilling to 
let go. The frogspawn, which had once sym-
bolised the promise of new life and growth, 
now seemed to possess a strange, almost 
malevolent power. The frogs, once innocent 
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creatures of the swamp, had become “kings of 
slime,” ruling the environment with an unset-
tling authority. They were gathered there, not 
as creatures of beauty or grace, but as beings 
who were now commanding revenge. I could 
sense that if I ventured too close, I would be 
trapped in their world, unable to escape from 
their grasp.

What had once been a peaceful place of nat-
ural beauty had shifted in my mind, reveal-
ing the darker side of nature. The swamp, 
with its layers of life and decay, symbolised 
the complexities of existence itself. What 
seemed beautiful and pure could, at any mo-
ment, become overwhelming and dangerous. 
The frogs had become symbols of this duality 
– representing both the birth of life in their 
frogspawn and the terrifying consequences of 
growth and transformation.

This experience marked a turning point for 
me. It was no longer just a childhood memory 
of a beloved place, but a recognition of how 
innocence could be lost and how the natural 
world could be both wondrous and terrifying. 
The transformation of the flax-dam from a 
place of wonder to one of fear was a lesson in 
the complexity of life, where beauty and dan-
ger coexist, and where the world we think we 
know can shift in unexpected ways.
In the end, the swamp had become a place 
of both fascination and fear. It was no longer 
just a place where frogspawn grew, waiting 
to become tadpoles. It had transformed into 
a battleground, where the peaceful world of 
childhood was confronted by the harsh real-
ities of life. This experience marked the end 
of a phase of innocence, and the beginning of 
a more complex understanding of the world.

2.3.1.2 Analysis
In “Death of a Naturalist,” Seamus Heaney 
captures a vivid childhood memory that marks 
the transformation of a natural world from 

something familiar and fascinating to some-
thing intimidating and repulsive. Through 
powerful imagery and sensory details, Heaney 
explores the tension between innocence and 
disillusionment, presenting the complex and 
often unsettling relationship between humans 
and nature. The poem begins by setting a viv-
id and somewhat unpleasant scene that slow-
ly transitions from the captivating beauty of 
childhood wonder to the grotesque realities of 
the adult world. The shift in the poem’s tone – 
from fascination to disgust – reflects a deeper, 
more mature understanding of nature’s power 
and unpredictability.
Heaney begins the poem by describing the 
flax-dam as a place that “festered in the heart” 
of the town. The word “festered” evokes an 
image of decay and stagnation, suggesting 
that the flax-dam is not just a physical lo-
cation but also a symbol of disturbance and 
transformation. The use of “heart” shows the 
importance of this environment in the ru-
ral landscape. The description of the flax as 
“green and heavy-headed” further emphasises 
the overgrowth and excess of nature, suggest-
ing an environment that has become over-
whelming and unmanageable. The natural 
world, once a source of fascination, begins to 
encroach upon the speaker’s senses, creating a 
sense of discomfort. The “huge sods” and the 
rotting flax emphasise a state of neglect and 
decay, signalling the loss of vitality. The line 
“Daily it sweltered in the punishing sun” adds 
to the sense of harshness, with the “punishing 
sun” portraying the environment as oppres-
sive. This tone of discomfort sets the stage for 
the growing tension between the beauty and 
menace of the natural world.
Heaney then introduces a more delicate aspect 
of the scene with the image of “bubbles gar-
gled delicately, bluebottles,” where the use of 
the word “gargled” creates a sense of unset-
tling noise beneath the surface of the swamp. 
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The juxtaposition of “delicate” with the 
harshness of “gargled” presents the tension 
between the charming and the repulsive. The 
“strong gauze” of smell and sound envelops 
the scene, reinforcing the sense of an all-en-
compassing, oppressive environment. While 
there is still beauty in the form of “dragon-
flies” and “spotted butterflies,” these fleeting 
moments of charm are overshadowed by the 
overwhelming presence of decay. The phrase 
“warm thick slobber,” used to describe the 
frogspawn, shifts the tone back to something 
both natural and repulsive. The word “slob-
ber” creates a tactile image of something 
sticky and unpleasant, introducing a more vis-
ceral and uncomfortable reality to the speak-
er’s perception of the natural world.
The frogspawn is described as “clotted water,” 
which further emphasises its gelatinous tex-
ture and unappealing appearance. The com-
parison to “clotted” evokes an image of some-
thing thick and stagnant, reinforcing the sense 
of decay. While the “shade of the banks” pro-
vides a cooler, more protected space for the 
frogspawn, suggesting a nurturing aspect of 
nature, the overall atmosphere remains one of 
discomfort. The recurring line “every spring” 
emphasises the cyclical nature of the natural 
world, displaying  the continuity of life and 
growth, but also the inevitability of change.
As the speaker reflects on their childhood fas-
cination with the frogspawn, they recall how 
they would fill “jampotfuls” of the frogspawn, 
symbolising their initial delight in the natu-
ral world. The act of collecting frogspawn in 
jars and placing it on “window sills” conveys 
the speaker’s desire to bring a piece of nature 
into their domestic world. The inclusion of the 
frogspawn in the school setting further sug-
gests the speaker’s wish to share this wonder 
with others, as if to demonstrate the transfor-
mative power of nature. The anticipation of 
watching the frogspawn change from “fatten-
ing dots” into “nimble” tadpoles reflects the 

excitement of witnessing nature’s life cycle 
firsthand. This moment captures the innocence 
and curiosity that characterise childhood, as 
the speaker finds joy in the transformation of 
life.
The teacher, Miss Walls, introduces an educa-
tional dimension to the speaker’s fascination 
with nature. The description of the bullfrog 
and the reproduction process introduces the 
speaker to a more scientific understanding 
of the frogs’ life cycle. Miss Walls’ explana-
tions add a sense of warmth and charm to the 
process, reinforcing the speaker’s sense of 
connection to the natural world. Heaney cap-
tures this educational moment with affection, 
showing how the teacher’s knowledge helps 
to deepen the speaker’s appreciation for the 
frogs. The notion that the frogs could predict 
the weather introduces a practical, almost 
folk-like understanding of nature, reflecting 
the speaker’s growing awareness of how na-
ture is interconnected with everyday life.
However, this idyllic perception of nature is 
soon shattered. The once peaceful and magi-
cal frogspawn is transformed into something 
disturbing. The shift begins with the “rank” 
fields, filled with the unpleasant smell of cow 
dung, signaling a change in the environment. 
The “angry frogs” invade the flax-dam, and 
their loud, “coarse croaking” marks the on-
set of chaos. The frogs’ aggression contrasts 
sharply with the earlier descriptions of their 
gentle nature. The phrase “bass chorus” cre-
ates an overwhelming soundscape that adds 
to the sense of sensory overload. The frogs 
are now described as “gross bellied,” “puls-
ing like sails,” and “slapping” the water with 
a sense of grotesque force. The sound of their 
bodies landing in the water is likened to “ob-
scene threats,” enhancing the feeling of dis-
comfort and menace. The comparison to “mud 
grenades” amplifies the sense of danger, and 
the image of the frogs with “blunt heads fart-
ing” adds an element of crude, almost violent 
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detail.
The speaker’s reaction to this transformation 
is one of physical and emotional discomfort. 
The word “sickened” conveys a visceral re-
sponse to the frogs’ invasion, marking a sharp 
shift from the fascination and wonder of earli-
er in the poem. The idea that the “slime kings” 
have gathered for “vengeance” anthropomor-
phises the frogs, portraying them as malevo-
lent beings seeking retribution. The image of 
the frogspawn clutching the speaker’s hand 
symbolises entrapment, suggesting a loss of 
control over the natural world. The swamp, 
once a place of childhood curiosity, has be-
come a site of fear and repulsion.
In “Death of a Naturalist,” Heaney explores 

the transition from childhood innocence to a 
more complex and unsettling understanding 
of nature. Through vivid imagery and sensory 
details, he captures the beauty and the menace 
inherent in the natural world. The poem trac-
es the speaker’s journey from wonder to dis-
illusionment, revealing the harsh realities of 
life and the complex relationship between hu-
mans and the environment. Through the jux-
taposition of delicate, magical imagery with 
grotesque and menacing descriptions, Heaney 
demonstrates how nature, in all its forms, can 
evoke both awe and fear. Ultimately, “Death 
of a Naturalist” serves as a powerful medita-
tion on the loss of innocence and the transfor-
mative power of nature.

Recap

	f The flax-dam symbolises decay and transformation in rural landscape  
settings

	f The swamp’s decay contrasts with beauty of dragonflies and butterflies
	f Frogspawn is described as gelatinous, sticky, and symbolic of life’s cycles
	f The speaker collects frogspawn, eager to observe nature’s transformation
	f Teacher Miss Walls educates on frogs, teaching about life cycles
	f Frogs predict weather; yellow signifies good weather, brown signals rain
	f The swamp’s peacefulness is disrupted by the overwhelming stench of decay
	f Aggressive frogs invade the swamp, replacing earlier gentler sounds
	f Frogs’ bloated forms and aggressive behavior create a sense of menace
	f “Coarse croaking” and “bass chorus” intensify the sense of chaos
	f “Mud grenades” and “blunt heads farting” highlight the grotesque nature
	f The speaker’s sickened reaction marks the shift from wonder to fear
	f Frogs, as “slime kings,” seem to seek vengeance, symbolising power
	f Frogspawn now feels entrapping, signaling a loss of innocence and control
	f The poem captures nature’s duality – beauty and danger, innocence and fearSG

O
U



34 SGOU - SLM - Literature and the Environment -  BA English

Objective Questions

1.	 What plant is described as rotting in the swamp?
2.	 What term is used to describe the swamp’s decay?
3.	 What insect’s sound is mentioned in the poem?
4.	 What is the texture of the frogspawn compared to?
5.	 What does the speaker fill with frogspawn?
6.	 What color are the dragonflies described as?
7.	 Who explains the frog life cycle to the speaker?
8.	 What are the frogs’ swollen throats compared to?
9.	 What word describes the frogs’ croaking after the invasion?
10.	What scent is described in the “rank” fields?
11.	How are the frogs’ bodies described when they land in the water?
12.	What simile is used to describe the frogs’ bodies?
13.	What do the frogs’ “blunt heads” resemble?
14.	What is the term used to describe the transformation of the frogspawn?
15.	What phrase describes the frogs as malevolent creatures?

Answers

1.	 Flax
2.	 Festered
3.	 Bluebottles
4.	 Clotted water
5.	 Jars
6.	 Colorful
7.	 Miss Walls
8.	 Sails
9.	 Coarse
10.	Cow dung
11.	Slapping
12.	Like sails
13.	Mud grenades
14.	Transformation
15.	Vengeance
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Assignments

1.	 How does Seamus Heaney explore the relationship between humans and 
nature in “Death of a Naturalist”?

2.	 Compare and contrast the representation of nature in the first and second 
parts of “Death of a Naturalist.” How does this shift in portrayal reflect the 
speaker’s changing perspective?

3.	 How does Seamus Heaney portray the dual aspects of nature; its beauty and 
its menace in “Death of a Naturalist”?

4.	 What role does the flax-dam play as a symbol of nature in “Death of a Nat-
uralist”?

Suggested Reading

	f Heaney, Seamus. Death of a Naturalist. Faber, 1966.
	f Clarke, Michael. Seamus Heaney: The Making of the Poet. Faber, 1997.
	f Kane, Brian. Seamus Heaney and the Emblems of Hope. University of Illi-

nois Press, 2015.
	f Purdy, David. The Cambridge Introduction to Seamus Heaney. Cambridge 

UP, 2008.
	f Longley, Edna. Seamus Heaney: A Critical Commentary. New Island, 1997.
	f Gifford, Don, and Robert J. Hampson. Seamus Heaney: A Bibliography. Ox-

ford UP, 2017.
	f Nixon, Rob. Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor. Harvard 

UP, 2011.
	f Bate, Jonathan. The Song of the Earth. Harvard UP, 2000.
	f Macfarlane, Robert. The Old Ways: A Journey on Foot. Penguin, 2012.
	f Jarmani, Diana. Nature, Culture, and the Poetry of Seamus Heaney. Univer-

sity of Manchester Press, 2010.SG
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        “A Fable for Tomorrow”          

-Rachel Carson

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

Unit 
1

Upon the completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:
	f analyse the “Fable for Tomorrow” in the context of the environmental  

disaster.
	f study the role of Ecocritical literature in creating Eco- consciousness in 

society.
	f imbibe the environmental values of love and respect for nature.
	f observe how the dangers of pesticides and chemical fertilisers affect the 

environment and food chain.

Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring not only revolutionized the way we view environmental 
protection but also laid the groundwork for contemporary ecological movements that con-
tinue to address the complexities of human-nature interactions. In the decades following 
its publication, Carson's work has inspired a wealth of modern environmental writing, 
including the works of authors such as Elizabeth Kolbert, who, in The Sixth Extinction, 
documents the ongoing biodiversity crisis driven by human activity. Like Carson, Kolbert 
explores the interconnectedness of ecosystems, warning that our disregard for nature’s 
fragility could lead to irreversible damage. Carson’s warning about the overuse of pesti-
cides resonates strongly with today’s discussions on the dangers of agrochemical prod-
ucts, as well as the broader environmental cost of industrial farming practices. Writers like 
Bill McKibben, with his book The End of Nature, argue similarly that the natural world 
is facing unprecedented changes, from climate change to the erosion of biodiversity, all 
of which demand urgent action in the spirit of Carson’s call for ecological responsibility.

Historically, Silent Spring came at a pivotal time in the post-World War II era, when tech-
nological optimism about human progress and mastery over nature clashed with growing 
concerns about environmental degradation. Carson’s critique of chemical pesticides in 
the 1960s was not only a scientific argument but also a moral one, urging a re-evaluation 
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of the values that informed industrial and agricultural practices. Her work occurred in the 
midst of a broader environmental awakening that would lead to the first Earth Day in 1970 
and the eventual establishment of environmental protection laws in the U.S., such as the 
Clean Air Act and the Endangered Species Act. Today, as climate change and biodiversity 
loss intensify, environmental writers and activists build upon Carson’s legacy, recognising 
that the exploitation of nature cannot continue without consequence. Carson’s plea for a 
more harmonious relationship with the Earth, grounded in respect for the intricate web of 
life, is an enduring message that continues to guide modern discussions on sustainability, 
ethics, and the role of humanity in the natural world.
Carson was a scientist who became increasingly convinced of the dangers of pesticides on 
the environment in the 1950s. She realised that indiscriminate use of pesticides on farms 
could harm not only insects but birds and animals as well. She was one of the pioneers in 
the field of ecoscience. She pointed out that any disruption to one part of the ecosystem 
would harm the system as a whole. “Silent Spring” was published with the purpose of 
persuading the government either to ban or limit the use of pesticides. She also intended to 
make people aware of the dangers of pesticides, especially DDT.
Carson cared deeply about nature. She dedicated her life to studying the lasting impact of 
pesticides on nature.  Silent Spring was published in 1962 after years of research in the 
United States and Europe. No wonder the book became the manifesto of environmental 
movements all over the world. It was a simple book that changed the world within a short 
period. In 1958, Rachel Carson received one letter describing birds dropping dead.  Spring 
came in the US without birds, and the early mornings were silent. DDT was reported to be 
the villain. Carson decided to investigate the effects of DDT by herself. The research led to 
the alarming discovery that DDT was the reason behind the ecodisaster. Silent Spring is a 
landmark book that answers the question of what has silenced the spring. It is a universal 
text on the human relationship with nature. The book gives us the message that we must 
beware of the misuse of chemicals, pesticides and insecticides because they adversely af-
fect human and nonhuman life forms on Earth.

DDT as a pesticide and insecticide was largely available in the US in 1945.  DDT was 
mainly used to eradicate mosquitoes and ants. For that purpose, DDT was sprayed over 
vast areas of the US. Dr. Bradbury Robinson was the researcher who had opined that DDT 
would upset the natural balance.

Carson argues that pesticides and insecticides should be renamed as “biocides” because of 
their ecocide nature. Silent Spring was not meant to champion the elimination of chemi-
cals but to advocate for responsible and ethical use. It continues to inspire environmental 
movements and activism across the globe.
“A Fable for Tomorrow” is the opening chapter of the book Silent Spring, in which Rachel 
Carson presents an idyllic place where all beings live in peace and harmony with nature. 
Here, she places this imaginary place alongside the real world of dying birds and animals, 
including humans. She weaves together science and storytelling. This first chapter of the 
book explores the juxtaposition of two worlds- healthy, thriving nature, on the one hand, 
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and diseased and dead nature, on the other hand. Carson ends the story by asking, “What 
has already silenced the voices of spring in countless towns in America?”

The Silent Spring is a metaphor used to capture the dire spectacles of ecocide. In “The 
Fable for Tomorrow”, Carson writes: “It was a spring without voices. On the mornings 
that had once throbbed with the dawn chorus of robins, catbirds, doves, jays, wrens and 
scores of other voices, there was now no sound; only silence lay over the fields, woods 
and marshes.”
Carson uses imagery throughout the book to show how important and beautiful nature 
can be. She urges the readers to love and protect nature. She writes: “In autumn, oak and 
maple and birch set up a blaze of colour that flamed and flickered across a backdrop of 
pines”. Thus, the first chapter is a pictorial description of nature, which the readers can 
vividly visualise.

Rachel Carson, an author of the modern environmental movements, a nature writer, and 
editor-in-chief for the Fish and Wildlife Service, had long been concerned about the wide-
spread use of DDT and other pesticides. When the book Silent Spring appeared in 1962, 
only a year and a half before her death, it became an epoch-making event. She had a 
unique ability to present deeply intricate scientific material in clear poetic language. Un-
der the Sea Wind was her first book, published in 1941. Her second book, The Sea Around 
Us, was published in 1951. The Edge of the Sea (1956) presented a new perspective on 
ecology. Carson was interested in studying the dangers of pesticides when DDT was 
introduced in 1945. The Silent Spring sparked a firestorm of controversy. The pesticide 
industry mounted a massive campaign to discredit her. However, Carson awakened the 
contemporary environmental movements across the globe because she had done years of 

Fig: Rachel Carson (1907-1964)
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Keywords

research in the United States and Europe in order to write the book.

Quote:

“Silent Spring” is the book that had the most significant impact on natural science 
after Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species.- David Attenborough.

Silent Spring, fable, blight, ecocide, ecosystem, ecoscience, mysterious malady, pesticide, 
insecticide, pollination, harmony, environment, ecodisaster.

Discussion
3.1.1
Summary of the text 
Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, the ep-
och-making book written in 1962, warns us 
of the reckless use of pesticides. “A Fable 
for Tomorrow”, the first chapter of that book, 
draws a pictorial portrait of an idyllic town in 
the heart of America.
All life is lived in harmony with its surround-
ings. The town was surrounded by prosper-
ous farms, fields of grains and hillsides of or-
chards. Along the roadside laurels, ferns, and 
wildflowers enchanted the travellers’ eyes. 
Even in winter, the place was bustling with 
life and beautiful. There came countless birds 
to feed on berries, seeds and weeds. Streams 
flowed from the hills, clear and cold. The 
springs were full of fish. The mornings were 
throbbed with the dawn chorus of robins, cat-
birds, doves, jays, wrens and scores of other 
bird voices.

Then there crept over the area a strange blight. 
Everything began to change. Mysterious mal-
adies swept the flocks of chicken. Cattle and 
sheep were sickened and died. There was a 
pall of gloom all over the area. Everywhere 
was a shadow of death. New and strange kinds 
of sickness appeared. The doctors were puz-
zled. Adults fell ill and died all of a sudden. 
Inexplicable deaths! Even children at play die 
within no time.
There was a strange stillness. Birds had desert-
ed the area. The few fowls that remained were 
moribund. They quivered terribly and died. It 
was a silent spring. Silence lay over the fields, 
farms, forests and marshes. Hens brooded, but 
no chicks hatched. Pigs and litters died. The 
apple trees bloomed on the hillsides, but no 
bees droned the blossoms. No pollination, no 
fruits.
The roadside vegetation withered as though 
swept by fire. No sign of life. Streams were 
lifeless now. Anglers never turned up for fish. 
How did it all happen? Who was the fairy vil-
lain? In the gutters, under the eaves, and be-
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tween shingles of the roof, patches of a white 
granular powder were found. That was the 
pesticide called DDT. A few weeks before, 
the white powder in patches was strewn upon 
the roof, lawns, fields, farms, and streams. It 
was not witchcraft that all life vanished. It was 
no enemy action that silenced the spring. The 
people had done it themselves. The people 
themselves were responsible for the mass de-
struction and total ecocide.

3.1.2 Analysis 
Carson’s poetic description of the natural 
world has an appeal that creates nostalgic 
pangs in the readers’ minds. She draws spec-
tacular portraits of life in harmony with na-
ture. The Fable for Tomorrow is the fable of 
fowls, plants, animals and humans that lived 
happily in the lap of nature. Carson describes 
an idyllic town in the heart of America. Their 
fields, farms, and orchards are bursting with 
plant and animal life, and they are full of 
birds, fish, flowers, oaks, maples, and birches. 
The beauty and mirth of the town’s natural life 
attract the travellers as well as the natives.

The blight has slowly poisoned the natural 
setting of the town. A silence has set in. A pall 
of gloom reigns in the town. Shadows of death 
and diseases spread everywhere. The pesti-
cide called DDT is the fairytale villain. Hu-
mans have invited their own death and disas-
ter. A strange blight strikes the town, sowing 
sickness and death. Both adults and children 
fall victim to unknown diseases. The doctors 
get puzzled. Birds are found dying, quiver-
ing violently. Farm animals fail to reproduce. 
Siblings don’t survive more than a few days. 
Apple trees bloom but without bees to polli-
nate them. The lush green roadside vegetation 
withers, and streams flow without fish life.
Any one part of the environment affected will 
disrupt the whole ecosystem. Carson demon-
strates how the malady smitten one part of the 

town and spread to other areas. Mass deaths 
and destruction of insects and flies lead to the 
consequent annihilation of vegetation, birds, 
animals and humans at large. The dire ecodi-
saster is represented symbolically in the fable. 
DDT in patches was strewn over rooftops, 
farms, fields, lawns, streams and rivers. Hu-
mans are really responsible for the holocaust. 
Humans committed ecocide and suicide at the 
same time.
The purpose of the fable was to make people 
aware of the irreversible dangers of pesticide 
use. The book Silent Spring has amazingly 
awakened human consciousness and sensitivi-
ty about the apocalyptic menace of pesticides. 
The book also triggered environmental move-
ments across the globe.

3.1.3 The Role of Ecocritical Liter-
ature in fostering Eco- Conscious-
ness: A Study based on Carson’s 
Silent Spring.
Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962), the 
environmental classic, awakened Eco con-
sciousness and accelerated environmental 
activism across the globe. This work was the 
result of Carson’s tireless research for many 
years in the US and Europe on the dangers of 
chemical fertilisers and pesticides on the envi-
ronment. She was able to convince the world 
that pesticides harm both plant life and animal 
life. The publication of the book unleashed 
firecrackers of controversies, and chemical 
industries mounted immense pressure on her. 
But her stance was firm, and she went on to 
fight for the common cause of environmental 
protection. At last, the excessive use of chem-
ical fertilisers and pesticides was banned. Si-
lent Spring is an exceptional work that amal-
gamates storytelling and science. Carson is 
forceful. Her style still influences the readers 
even after sixty years of its publication.

SG
O
U



42 SGOU - SLM - Literature and the Environment -  BA English

Literature plays an important role in mak-
ing people aware of environmental issues. 
It weaves narratives of nature’s beauty and 
harmony. That arouses poetic sensibility and 
fosters empathy towards nature. Literature 
engages the readers intellectually and emo-
tionally with the complex issues of the en-
vironment. The authors present the harmony 
between humans and nature. They also exem-
plify the damage and disaster that humans in-
flict upon the environment through their work. 
Humans realise that any environmental issue 
will affect them also through the Ecocritical 
literature. Literature critiques the policies and 
practices that harm nature, providing people 
with perspectives and insights for future envi-
ronmental sustainability. The lasting impacts 
of literature on society are quite evident from 
Carson’s Silent Spring.
Carson authored many epoch-making books: 
Under the Sea Wind (1941), The Sea Around 
Us (1951), The Edge of the Sea (1955), and 
Silent Spring (1962). Carson received inter-
national acclaim for her books. These books 
are regarded as landmarks in creating envi-
ronmental consciousness. She was a biologist. 
She dedicated a larger part of her life to nature 
writing. Carson’s Silent Spring highlighted a 
national debate in the US on the impacts of 
pesticides on different life forms. Extensive 
research discovered that pesticides kill birds 
that feed on insects.  The chemicals affect the 
whole food chain. This has awakened people 
to the disasters of pesticides. People all over 
the world have taken up the campaign for en-
vironmental protection.
Silent Spring is a metaphorical title. The title 
is catchy and thought-provoking. It evokes a 

feeling of alarm. We know that spring is full 
of tweets, twitters, cheeps and warbles. It is 
the season of blossoms and birds. Hence, the 
name poses the question of what silenced the 
spring. “Fable for Tomorrow” is the title of 
the first chapter of the book. It is also a sys-
tematic title. Carson presents a poetic, precise, 
and realistic picture of a fairy town in the US 
in her fable for the future.

Anthropocentrism has changed. Literature im-
mortalises nature. Thomas Hardy's Wessex, R 
K Narayan’s Malgudi, and Carson’s fictitious 
town in Silent Spring are classic examples of 
this.  Desert Solitaire: A Season in the Wil-
derness (1968) by Edward Abbey presents a 
theme similar to Silent Spring. In it, he creates 
an awareness about the balance of biodiversi-
ty in that region. J G Ballard’s The Drought: A 
Novel (2012) is an important piece of dystopi-
an literature. The Drought is a narrative about 
a drought that results from industrial wastes. 
It raises the issue of how humans struggle to 
survive in the desert. “The Man Who Planted 
Trees” (1953) by Jean Giono is a short sto-
ry about a shepherd who transforms a barren 
war-torn area into a garden. The shepherd’s 
life is the epitome of deep devotion to nature. 
The recreated barren land is a living testimo-
ny to environmental preservation. Nature lov-
ers and environmental activists were inspired 
by this. The new genre, Ecocriticism, is non-
fiction that focuses on nature narratives. So, 
Ecocritical literature narrates the relationship 
between humans and nature that triggers envi-
ronmental movements all over the world.

Table. 3.1.1 List of Ecocritical Books and Authors

1.	 The Edge of the Sea (1956).                                               	 Rachel Carson 

2.	 The End of Nature (1989)                                                    	  Bill Mc Kibben
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3.	 Witness of Nature (1997)                                                     	  Linda Lear

4.	 Death and Life of American Cities (2016).                           	  Jane Jacob

5.	 The Unsettling of America: Culture and Agriculture (1977) 	 Wendell Berry

6.	 Climate Solutions: A Citizen’s Guide (2008).                      	  Peter Barnes

7.	 Desert Solitaire: A Season in the Wilderness (1968).          	 Edward Abbey 

8.	 The Drought: A Novel (2012)                                                 J G Ballard

9.	 The Man Who Planted Trees (1953).                                   	 Jean Giono

10.	The Ecocriticism Reader (1996).                                          	 Cheryl Glotfelty

Recap

	f Publication of the book Silent Spring 
	f Carson’s dedication and research.
	f Use of pesticides (DDT)  
	f Idyllic town in the heart of America 
	f Silent Spring and Fable for Tomorrow as metaphors 
	f Summary of the text 
	f Description of the imaginative town 
	f The strange blight that crept in 
	f People were responsible for the environmental disaster 
	f Analysis of the text 
	f Nostalgic pangs of the fable 
	f What has silenced the spring?
	f Ecocritical literature and ecoconsciousness.
	f Literature engages readers intellectually and emotionally 
	f Carson’s other books 
	f Anthropocentrism changed
	f Environmental movements triggered.
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Objective Questions

1.	 What is the most abundant gas in the earth’s atmosphere?
2.	 What is the study of weather known as?
3.	 Who coined the term ecology in 1866?
4.	 Who is known as the father of evolution?
5.	 Which country is popularly known as the Land of Windmills?
6.	 What is the instrument used to detect earthquakes?
7.	 Who was the environmental activist in Kenya who was awarded the Nobel 

Prize for Peace in 2004?
8.	 What was the organisation Wangari Maathai founded in 1977 for environ-

mental protection?
9.	 What was the grassroots movement led by the rural women in Uttarakhand to 

protect the region’s forest in the 1970s?
10.	Who is the fifteen-year-old young environmental activist who skipped school 

to protest outside the Swedish parliament and started a strike, “Friday for Fu-
ture”, demanding action against climate change in 2018?

11.	In which year was the Agreement which aimed at mitigating climate change 
by limiting global warming below 2c adopted at Cop 21 in Paris?

12.	Who was the Canadian environmentalist honoured with the United Nations 
Environment Programme’s Champion of Earth in 2009?

13.	Which capital city was recognised as the European Green Capital in 2014?
14.	Who is the British ethologist known for her exceptionally detailed and long-

term research on the chimpanzees of Gombe Stream National Park in Tanza-
nia?

15.	The Life of a Tribal Eco-warrior is an autobiographical account of an Adiva-
si woman who emerged as a leader in her community’s struggle against the 
Coca-Cola company in Plachimada. Who is that woman leader of the Plachi-
mada Eco-Movement for clean drinking water?

Answers

1.	 Nitrogen 
2.	 Meteorology
3.	 Ernst Haeckel 
4.	 Charles Darwin
5.	 Netherlands
6.	 Seismograph
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Assignments

1.	 Why does Rachel Carson use the fictitious name of a town in “A Fable for 
Tomorrow”?

2.	 Why does Rachel Carson use literary and rhetorical devices in “A Fable for 
Tomorrow “?

3.	 Why is Carson’s book titled Silent Spring?
4.	 Do you find some implications in the Silent Spring for poison-free vegetables 

in today’s kitchen garden?
5.	 How does Rachel Carson present a healthy environment in “A Fable for To-

morrow”?
6.	 Carson says, “A strange blight crept over the area, and things began to 

change.” Identify the victims who fell under the evil spell.
7.	 Write an essay on the Silent Valley Movement in Kerala, focusing on its im-

portance and impacts.
8.	 Critically examine the Plachimada Struggle (2002) in Kerala as a movement 

of political ecology for natives’ rights to clean drinking water and environ-
mental sustainability.

7.	 Wangari Maathai
8.	 Green Belt Movement 
9.	 Chipko Movement
10.	Greta Thunberg
11.	2015
12.	David Suzuki
13.	Copenhagen, Denmark’s capital 
14.	Jane Goodall
15.	Mayilamma

Suggested Readings

1.	 Carson, Rachel. (1962). Silent Spring. United States. Crest Book.
2.	 Lean, J. Linda. (1997). Witness of Nature. An Owl Book. United States.
3.	 Jacob, Jane. (2016). Death and Life of American Cities. Random House. Unit-

ed States.
4.	 Barnes, Peter. (2008). Climate Solutions: A Citizen’s Guide. Chelsea Green 

Publishing Company.
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         Walker Brothers Cowboy 

                                 -Alice Munro

Learning Outcomes

Unit 
1

Upon the completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:
	f recognise how nature influences human life and emotions in "Walker Broth-

ers Cowboy."
	f analyse the significance of rural Ontario's environment in shaping the story’s 

themes.
	f explore Alice Munro’s use of natural imagery to reflect societal and personal 

struggles.
	f examine character relationships and their connections to the surrounding 

landscape.

Prerequisites

Nature has always been a significant part of English literature. From ancient times, writers 
have used nature to express emotions, create settings, or send messages about society. In 
Romantic poetry, for instance, nature was celebrated as a source of beauty, inspiration, and 
wisdom. In contrast, modern works often look at nature as something we must protect or 
as a reflection of human struggles.
Short stories, being compact, often use small but powerful images of nature. A single tree, 
a lake, or even a dusty road can carry deep meaning. In Canadian literature, nature plays an 
even bigger role. Writers like Margaret Atwood and Alice Munro weave natural elements 
into their stories to reflect on life, identity, and the challenges of living in rural settings. 
Munro’s work, in particular, stands out for its detailed descriptions and emotional connec-
tions to the environment.
"Walker Brothers Cowboy" is one of the best examples of how Alice Munro uses nature in 
her storytelling. The story is set in rural Ontario during the 1930s, a time when the Great 
Depression affected every aspect of life. The narrator’s family has faced many struggles, 
and these struggles are mirrored in the natural world around them. For example, the vast-
ness of Lake Huron symbolizes resilience and continuity, while the dusty roads reflect 
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hardship and change.
Nature in the story is not just a backdrop. It shapes the characters’ lives, emotions, and 
decisions. The narrator’s father uses stories about nature to teach and comfort his chil-
dren. The mother, on the other hand, struggles to find joy in her surroundings, reflecting 
her inner discontent. This contrast shows how deeply connected human emotions and the 
environment are in Munro’s work.
In this story, Munro shows that nature is both a source of beauty and a reminder of life’s 
difficulties. It is something that endures even when human lives are full of change and 
uncertainty. Through simple, vivid descriptions, Munro creates a world where nature and 
human life are deeply intertwined, making the story both realistic and profound.

Keywords

Nature, Environment, Resilience, Rural life, Great Depression, Canadian literature,  
Memory, Continuity

Discussion
4.1.1 Alice Munro: Life and Stories
Alice Munro, born in 1931 in Wingham, On-
tario, grew up in a small town that would lat-
er serve as an evocative backdrop for many 
of her acclaimed stories. Her early life was 

defined by economic hardship and personal 
challenges, experiences that deeply influenced 
her literary voice. Wingham, a town nestled in 
the rural landscape of southwestern Ontario, 
often appears in Munro’s work under different 
names, lending authenticity and intimacy to 
her narratives.

Fig. 4.1.1 Alice Munro
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Munro’s father managed a fox farm, a profes-
sion that echoes in her story "Walker Broth-
ers Cowboy." The family's financial struggles 
began when the fox-farming business failed, 
plunging them into economic uncertainty. 
These formative years exposed Munro to the 
fragility of human endeavor and the resil-
ience required to navigate life’s challenges. 
Her mother, suffering from Parkinson’s dis-
ease, added another layer of complexity to her 
childhood. These experiences of loss, strug-
gle, and familial ties would later resonate in 
the emotional undertones of her stories.
As a teenager, Munro discovered her passion 
for literature. She began crafting stories, driv-
en by an innate desire to articulate the intri-
cacies of human emotion and relationships. 
Her literary aspirations were nurtured by her 
voracious reading and the solitude of small-
town life. She pursued English and journalism 
at the University of Western Ontario, where 
she honed her craft. However, her university 
journey was cut short when she left to marry 
James Munro, with whom she moved to Brit-
ish Columbia and started a family. Despite the 
demands of motherhood and domestic respon-
sibilities, Munro remained steadfast in her 
commitment to writing.
Munro’s early stories were often composed 
during the scarce moments she could carve 
out for herself. She wrote while her children 
napped or during the quiet hours of the night. 
This tenacity underscores her dedication 
to her craft, a quality that would eventually 
earn her a place among the literary greats. In 
1963, the Munros opened a bookstore in Vic-
toria, British Columbia, aptly named Munro’s 
Books. The bookstore became a cultural hub 
and provided Alice with a supportive environ-
ment in which to pursue her writing.
Her debut collection, Dance of the Happy 
Shades, was published in 1968 and marked 
the beginning of her illustrious career. The 

collection, which included the story "Walker 
Brothers Cowboy," was met with critical ac-
claim and won the Governor General’s Award, 
Canada’s most prestigious literary prize. The 
stories in this collection, like much of her later 
work, focus on the lives of ordinary people, 
particularly women, and their encounters with 
extraordinary emotions and events. Munro’s 
characters navigate love, loss, betrayal, and 
self-discovery, themes that resonate univer-
sally.
Munro’s subsequent collections, including 
Lives of Girls and Women (1971), Something 
I’ve Been Meaning to Tell You (1974), and The 
Moons of Jupiter (1982), solidified her reputa-
tion as a master storyteller. Her stories are cel-
ebrated for their emotional depth, psycholog-
ical insight, and nuanced portrayal of human 
relationships. Munro’s prose is deceptively 
simple yet layered with meaning, reflecting 
the complexity of everyday life.
A hallmark of Munro’s work is her ability to 
capture the essence of rural and small-town 
life. Her descriptions of the Canadian land-
scape are vivid and evocative, providing a 
rich backdrop against which her characters’ 
lives unfold. In "Walker Brothers Cowboy," 
for example, Munro paints a poignant picture 
of rural Ontario during the Great Depression, 
exploring themes of memory, identity, and the 
passage of time. The story’s narrator, a young 
girl, accompanies her father on his sales route, 
encountering glimpses of his past life and the 
unspoken tensions within their family. Mun-
ro’s keen observation of human behavior and 
her skillful use of detail bring these scenes to 
life.
Throughout her career, Munro has been laud-
ed for her innovative approach to the short 
story form. She often eschews traditional nar-
rative structures in favor of fragmented, non-
linear storytelling. This technique allows her 
to delve deeply into her characters’ inner lives 
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and explore the ripple effects of pivotal mo-
ments. Her stories frequently span decades, 
capturing the evolution of relationships and 
the enduring impact of past events. This nar-
rative style has earned Munro comparisons to 
writers like Anton Chekhov and James Joyce.
In 2013, Munro was awarded the Nobel Prize 
in Literature, an honor that cemented her sta-
tus as one of the greatest writers of her time. 
The Nobel Committee praised her as a "master 
of the contemporary short story," recognizing 
her profound contribution to the art of fiction. 
Munro’s Nobel win was not only a personal 
triumph but also a moment of pride for Ca-
nadian literature, highlighting the global rele-
vance of her work.
Munro’s stories often focus on the lives of 
women, exploring their desires, struggles, and 
complexities with unparalleled empathy and 
insight. Her female characters are multidi-
mensional and deeply human, grappling with 
societal expectations, personal ambitions, and 
the constraints of their circumstances. In Lives 
of Girls and Women, for example, Munro ex-
amines the coming-of-age of a young wom-
an in a conservative small town, addressing 
themes of identity, sexuality, and the search 
for autonomy. Her portrayal of women’s lives 
has been hailed as groundbreaking, offering 
a nuanced perspective on gender and power 
dynamics.
Nature plays a significant role in Munro’s sto-
rytelling, often serving as both a setting and 
a metaphor. The Canadian landscape, with its 
stark beauty and unpredictability, mirrors the 
emotional terrain of her characters. In "Walk-
er Brothers Cowboy," the rural environment 
shapes the lives of the characters, influenc-
ing their choices and relationships. Munro’s 
depiction of nature is imbued with a sense 
of realism and reverence, reflecting her deep 
connection to the land.
Despite her international acclaim, Munro has 
remained deeply rooted in her Canadian iden-

tity. Her stories reflect the cultural and social 
fabric of Canada, offering readers a glimpse 
into the country’s history, traditions, and com-
munities. This authenticity has endeared her 
to readers around the world, who find univer-
sal truths in her exploration of human experi-
ences.
Munro’s influence extends beyond her literary 
achievements. She has inspired generations of 
writers, particularly women, to pursue their 
creative aspirations. Her success as a writer 
who balanced her craft with the demands of 
family life has been a source of inspiration for 
many. Munro’s journey serves as a testament 
to the power of perseverance and the impor-
tance of storytelling in understanding the hu-
man condition.
In addition to her literary accolades, Munro’s 
work has been adapted into films and televi-
sion series, bringing her stories to new audi-
ences. The 2006 film Away from Her, based 
on her story "The Bear Came Over the Moun-
tain," received widespread acclaim and intro-
duced Munro’s work to a broader audience. 
These adaptations have highlighted the time-
less appeal of her stories and their relevance 
to contemporary audiences.
Alice Munro’s legacy is one of profound 
impact and enduring relevance. Her stories, 
characterized by their emotional honesty and 
meticulous craftsmanship, continue to reso-
nate with readers around the world. Munro’s 
ability to illuminate the complexities of hu-
man relationships and the subtleties of every-
day life has earned her a place among the lit-
erary greats. As she once said, “A story is not 
like a road to follow … it’s more like a house. 
You go inside and stay there for a while, wan-
dering back and forth and settling where you 
like.” This metaphor captures the essence of 
Munro’s work, inviting readers to immerse 
themselves in her richly textured worlds and 
discover the profound truths within.
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4.1.2 Summary of “Walker Brothers 
Cowboy”
The story "Walker Brothers Cowboy" by Alice 
Munro opens with an evocative scene where 
the narrator’s father asks, "Want to go down 
and see if the Lake’s still there?" This question 
sets the tone for a journey that intertwines or-
dinary moments with profound reflections on 
life, memory, and human connection. Leaving 
behind her mother, who busies herself sewing 
clothes for the narrator from old garments, 
and her brother, who mournfully calls after 
them from his bed, the narrator walks with 
her father through the streets of Tuppertown. 
This town, described as "an old town on Lake 
Huron, an old grain port," is marked by de-
cline. The narrator’s observations of "shabby 
streets," "boarded-up windows," and "a de-
feated jumble of sheds and small junkyards" 
reflect the economic hardships of the 1930s, a 
recurring motif in the story.
As they reach the lake, the father shares a geo-
logical anecdote about how the Great Lakes 
were formed during the Ice Age: "Then came 
the ice, creeping down from the north, push-
ing deep into the low places." Using his hand 
to mimic the movement of glaciers, he says, 
"Well, the old ice cap had a lot more power 
behind it than this hand has." This explana-
tion connects the vastness of natural history 
to the smallness of human life. The narrator, 
struck by the enormity of time, reflects, "The 
tiny share we have of time appalls me." This 
juxtaposition between her father’s tranquil ac-
ceptance and her own burgeoning awareness 
of life’s fleeting nature introduces one of the 
central themes of the story—the continuity of 
existence amid individual transience.
The narrator’s family had once owned a fox 
farm, a venture emblematic of hope and sta-
bility, but financial ruin forced them to aban-
don it. Now, her father works as a traveling 
salesman for Walker Brothers, selling items 
ranging from medicines to spices. His work, 

which her mother disparages as "a pedlar 
knocking at backwoods kitchens," under-
scores their diminished circumstances. De-
spite the hardships, her father’s resilience and 
humor shine through. He makes light of his 
role, singing songs such as "Old Ned Fields, 
he now is dead, / So I am ridin’ the route in-
stead," blending melancholy with wry humor. 
His cheerfulness contrasts with the mother’s 
bitterness, who, as the narrator notes, "has no 
time for the national calamity, only ours."
The narrative’s pivotal event unfolds during 
a drive through the countryside, where the fa-
ther takes the narrator and her brother along 
his sales route. The landscape they traverse 
is stark and evocative: "The land is flat, 
scorched, empty. Bush lots at the back of the 
farms hold shade, black pine-shade like pools 
nobody can ever get to." The narrator vivid-
ly describes the unpainted farmhouses, dusty 
roads, and silent, heat-worn dogs, capturing 
the desolation of rural life during the Great 
Depression. At each stop, her father engages 
with his customers, his charisma and humor 
transforming mundane transactions into mo-
ments of connection.
The highlight of the journey is their visit to 
Nora Cronin, an old acquaintance of the fa-
ther. Nora’s initial reaction—"Oh, my Lord 
God, it’s you"—signals the depth of their 
shared history. Her farmhouse, described as 
"high-ceilinged" and "threadbare," exudes 
both simplicity and warmth. Nora, wearing "a 
loose, dirty print smock and running shoes," 
initially seems unprepared for visitors, but her 
cheerful hospitality soon sets the tone for their 
interaction. She offers the children orange 
drinks made with Walker Brothers syrup, her 
gesture of warmth and familiarity contrasting 
with the tension beneath her exchanges with 
the father.
The narrator, perceptive beyond her years, ob-
serves the unspoken emotions between her fa-
ther and Nora. Nora’s dress, which she chang-

SG
O
U



52 SGOU - SLM - Literature and the Environment -  BA English

es into—"green and yellow on brown, some 
sort of floating sheer crepe, leaving her arms 
bare"—symbolizes a shift in mood. Her spirit-
ed interactions, including a moment where she 
playfully teaches the narrator to dance, reveal 
her attempts to recapture a sense of joy and 
connection. The narrator describes the scene: 
"Round and round the linoleum, me proud, 
intent, Nora laughing and moving with great 
buoyancy, wrapping me in her strange gaiety, 
her smell of whisky, cologne, and sweat." This 
moment encapsulates the story’s interplay of 
lightness and underlying melancholy.
However, the underlying complexity of their 
relationship becomes evident when Nora asks 
the father to dance. His refusal, "Not me, 
Nora," is gentle yet firm, reflecting his aware-
ness of boundaries—both emotional and prac-
tical. Nora’s final request, "Will you come by 
ever again?" and the father’s noncommittal 
response, "I will if I can," leave the encounter 
tinged with unresolved longing. The narrator 
senses the significance of this visit, noting her 
father’s unusual silence on the drive home and 
intuitively understanding that parts of the day 
are "not to be mentioned."
Munro’s mastery lies in her ability to capture 
the subtleties of human relationships and the 
interplay of past and present. Nora’s farm-
house, with its "threadbare room" and "waxed 
worn linoleum," contrasts sharply with the 
narrator’s mother’s attempts to maintain dig-
nity in their modest home. The visit to Nora 
reveals a side of the father—his past, his hu-
mor, and his capacity for connection—that 
stands in stark contrast to the constrained life 
he now leads. The narrator’s reflections on 
this duality reveal her growing understanding 
of adult complexities: "I feel my father’s life 
flowing back from our car in the last of the 
afternoon, darkening and turning strange, like 
a landscape that has an enchantment on it."
The natural world, ever-present in the story, 
serves as both a setting and a metaphor. Lake 

Huron, described as "generally grey in the 
evening, under a lightly overcast sky," mirrors 
the subdued emotions and unspoken tensions 
of the characters. The narrator’s yearning for 
the lake to remain unchanged—"I wish the 
Lake to be always just a lake"—reflects her 
desire for stability amid life’s uncertainties.
Through "Walker Brothers Cowboy," Munro 
explores themes of memory, identity, and the 
passage of time. The narrator’s observations, 
both poignant and precise, illuminate the lay-
ers of meaning in seemingly ordinary events. 
Quotes such as the father’s explanation of the 
Great Lakes’ formation (“Then came the ice, 
creeping down from the north, pushing deep 
into the low places”) and Nora’s wistful re-
mark (“Will you come by ever again?”) en-
capsulate the story’s blend of historical and 
personal reflection. Munro’s ability to weave 
these elements into a narrative that feels both 
intimate and universal underscores her mas-
tery of the short story form.
4.1.3 Nature and Environment in 
"Walker Brothers Cowboy"
In Alice Munro’s "Walker Brothers Cowboy," 
nature and the environment are not mere-
ly backdrops but essential components that 
shape the narrative’s emotional depth and the-
matic resonance. The landscapes, both vivid 
and understated, serve as silent witnesses to 
the characters’ lives and emotions, anchor-
ing the story in the realities of rural Ontario. 
Through her detailed descriptions and sym-
bolic use of natural elements, Munro explores 
the interplay between human lives and the en-
during presence of the natural world.
4.1.3.1 The Role of Landscapes
The landscapes in "Walker Brothers Cow-
boy" are imbued with symbolic significance, 
reflecting the characters' emotions and the 
broader socio-economic context of the Great 
Depression. Lake Huron, for instance, is de-
scribed as "generally grey in the evening, un-
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der a lightly overcast sky," a depiction that 
mirrors the subdued tone of the story and the 
unspoken tensions within the family. Its vast 
expanse symbolizes endurance and continui-
ty, offering a stark contrast to the fleeting na-
ture of human struggles.
The dusty back roads and unpainted farm-
houses the family encounters on their jour-
ney underscore the economic hardships of the 
era. The narrator’s descriptions—"the land is 
flat, scorched, empty," and "the tall unpaint-
ed farmhouse with grass growing uncut right 
up to the front door"—paint a vivid picture of 
rural Ontario, where survival often outweighs 
aesthetic considerations. These elements cre-
ate a tapestry of resilience and decay, reflect-
ing how the environment shapes and is shaped 
by the lives it sustains.

The significance of the landscape is further 
emphasized during the walk to Lake Huron. 
The father’s casual invitation, "Want to go 
down and see if the Lake’s still there?" belies 
the profound connection he shares with this 
natural space. As they walk past "Silverwoods 
Ice Cream signs standing on the sidewalk" 
and "a factory with boarded-up windows," the 
decline of the town becomes apparent. This 
transition from the urban to the natural world 
mirrors the father’s attempt to escape the bur-
dens of economic failure and find solace in the 
lake’s timeless presence.
Munro’s descriptions of the natural world also 
convey a sense of wonder and continuity. The 

lake, a constant presence in the town’s histo-
ry, represents both a reminder of time’s pas-
sage and the enduring beauty of nature. The 
father’s explanation of the Great Lakes’ for-
mation—"Then came the ice, creeping down 
from the north, pushing deep into the low 
places"—demonstrates his ability to connect 
the past and present, using the landscape as a 
teaching tool for his children. The narrator re-
flects, "The tiny share we have of time appalls 
me, though my father seems to regard it with 
tranquillity," a sentiment that underscores her 
growing awareness of the complexities of life.

4.1.3.2 Human and Nature  
Connections
Munro intricately weaves the relationship be-
tween humans and nature, showing how the 
environment provides both comfort and chal-
lenges. The father’s storytelling by the lake 
exemplifies his ability to find meaning in the 
natural world. His detailed account of the Ice 
Age is not just a lesson in geology but a re-
flection of his resilience. "The ice went back, 
shrank back towards the North Pole where it 
came from, and left its fingers of ice in the 
deep places it had gouged," he explains, of-
fering a metaphor for transformation and sur-
vival. For the narrator, this moment is both 
enlightening and unsettling, bridging her un-
derstanding of nature with her contemplation 
of life’s impermanence.
In contrast, the mother’s relationship with her 
environment is fraught with discontent. The 
narrator notes her mother’s bitterness, observ-
ing, "Fate has flung us onto a street of poor 
people." Despite the modest comforts of their 
new home—"water on tap and sidewalks past 
the house and milk in bottles"—the mother re-
mains dissatisfied, unable to reconcile herself 
with their reduced circumstances. This dis-
connection from her surroundings mirrors her 
internal struggles, highlighting the contrast 
between human emotions and the enduring 

Fig. 4.1.2 A part of rural Ontario
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presence of nature. Unlike her husband, who 
adapts and finds humor in their situation, the 
mother’s inability to find joy isolates her from 
both her family and the natural world.
Nora Cronin’s farmhouse provides a different 
perspective on the human-nature connection. 
The house, described as "high-ceilinged, the 
blinds of course down, a simple, clean, thread-
bare room," reflects a mix of vitality and de-
cay. Despite its worn appearance, the house 
exudes warmth and life, mirroring Nora’s vi-
brant personality. Her hospitality transforms 
the space into a haven of connection and 
memory. The narrator observes, "Round and 
round the linoleum, me proud, intent, Nora 
laughing and moving with great buoyancy," 
capturing the joy and vitality that Nora brings 
to her surroundings.
This interplay between human resilience and 
the natural world is further illustrated in the 
narrator’s reflections on her father’s adapt-
ability. His work as a traveling salesman takes 
him through "the back country," where he en-
counters a landscape marked by hardship and 
simplicity. Yet, his ability to find humor and 
connection in these settings—whether through 
his improvised songs or his interactions with 
customers—demonstrates the ways in which 
people can draw strength and meaning from 
their environment.

4.1.3.3 Themes of Continuity
One of the central themes in "Walker Brothers 
Cowboy" is the continuity of nature and its role 
as a stabilizing force amid human struggles. 
The father’s explanation of the Great Lakes’ 
formation serves as a reminder of nature’s re-
silience and its ability to endure through time. 
"The ice cap had a lot more power behind it 
than this hand has," he says, using his hand to 
mimic the movement of glaciers. This imag-
ery of transformation and endurance reflects 
the broader theme of continuity, offering a 
perspective that transcends individual strug-
gles.

The narrator’s reflections on this lesson re-
veal her evolving understanding of life’s 
transient nature. She writes, "Even my father, 
who sometimes seems to me to have been at 
home in the world as long as it has lasted, has 
really lived on this earth only a little longer 
than I have." This realization bridges the gap 
between human and natural time, helping her 
contextualize individual struggles within the 
broader continuum of existence. The lake, 
with its "grey horizon" and "lightly overcast 
sky," becomes a symbol of this enduring pres-
ence, offering both comfort and perspective.
Nora’s farmhouse, too, embodies the theme of 
continuity. Its worn linoleum and potted gera-
niums reflect the passage of time and the effort 
to maintain life’s vibrancy despite challenges. 
Nora herself, with her "flowered dress" and 
"smell of whisky, cologne, and sweat," rep-
resents a blend of resilience and vulnerabili-
ty. Her invitation to dance, her laughter, and 
her candidness all highlight the ways in which 
people seek connection and meaning in the 
face of life’s impermanence.
The story’s closing moments further under-
score the theme of continuity. As the family 
drives back to Tuppertown, the narrator notes, 
"My father’s life flowing back from our car in 
the last of the afternoon, darkening and turning 
strange, like a landscape that has an enchant-
ment on it." This poetic reflection captures the 
interplay between memory and reality, show-
ing how the natural world acts as a repository 
for human experiences. The overcast sky, "as 
always, nearly always, on summer evenings 
by the Lake," serves as a final reminder of the 
enduring rhythms of nature, which persist re-
gardless of individual triumphs or sorrows.
4.1.3.4 Expanding Human and  
Nature Interdependence
Nature in Munro’s work serves as more than 
just a background—it acts as a participant in 
the story. The interplay between human lives 
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and the environment reflects a reciprocal re-
lationship. For instance, the dusty roads and 
sprawling fields that the father traverses as 
a salesman mirror his perseverance and re-
sourcefulness. Each interaction with the land-
scape becomes a metaphor for survival. When 
he sings, "Old Ned Fields, he now is dead, / 
So I am ridin’ the route instead," it is both a 
humorous quip and a reflection of his accep-
tance of life’s challenges.
The tension between resilience and fragility 
is also evident in the mother’s characteriza-

tion. Her discontent with their surroundings 
contrasts sharply with the father’s adaptabil-
ity. While he draws strength from nature, she 
remains disconnected, her bitterness encapsu-
lated in the narrator’s observation: "She tries 
to recreate the conversations we used to have 
at Dungannon, but it’s not the same." This 
inability to reconcile the past with the pres-
ent underscores the emotional impact of their 
changing environment.

Recap

	f Nature is intricately connected to human emotions and life events.
	f Lake Huron symbolizes resilience, continuity, and the passage of time.
	f Dusty roads and scorched fields reflect economic hardship during the Great 

Depression.
	f Natural settings act as metaphors for the characters’ emotional states.
	f The Great Depression’s impact on rural Ontario is portrayed through the 

landscape.
	f Nature is shown as both nurturing and indifferent to human struggles.
	f The geological history of Lake Huron emphasizes the continuity of natural 

processes over human lives.
	f The story reflects on humanity’s smallness in the face of nature’s vastness.
	f The father uses nature to connect with his children and find solace.
	f The mother struggles to find joy in her surroundings, highlighting her inter-

nal discontent.
	f Nora Cronin’s farmhouse juxtaposes vitality and decay, showing how envi-

ronment mirrors human resilience.
	f The narrator develops a growing awareness of the transient nature of human 

life through her experiences with nature.
	f The lake’s grey, serene presence contrasts with the narrator’s complex feel-

ings of awe and apprehension.
	f Rural landscapes, like unpainted farmhouses and empty fields, reflect eco-

nomic despair and resilience.
	f Nora’s vibrant, warm farmhouse brings life and contrast to the otherwise 

stark environment.
	f Detailed imagery of rural Ontario during the 1930s captures the hardships 
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and beauty of the time.
	f Economic downturn is mirrored in descriptions of shabby streets and 

boarded-up buildings.
	f Nature serves as a silent witness to societal and individual struggles.
	f Nature shapes characters’ emotions and decisions, acting as both a back-

drop and a participant.
	f The interplay between human struggles and the enduring presence of na-

ture offers a profound perspective.
	f The story emphasizes continuity, resilience, and transformation through 

natural imagery.
	f Vivid, realistic descriptions of the natural world enhance the narrative’s 

emotional depth.
	f The story blends everyday moments with broader reflections on life and 

memory.
	f Munro’s writing highlights the universality of human experiences within a 

distinctly Canadian context.
	f Lake Huron serves as a metaphor for stability amid life’s uncertainties.
	f The ice age and geological history reflect the enduring nature of transfor-

mation.
	f Dusty roads symbolize hardship, change, and perseverance.
	f Nature’s resilience contrasts with the fragility of human lives.
	f The father’s stories about the Great Lakes link personal history to geolog-

ical time.
	f The narrator reflects on the fleeting nature of individual experiences in con-

trast to nature’s permanence.
	f Nature acts as a source of inspiration and a reminder of life’s unpredict-

ability.
	f The father finds strength and perspective in nature, while the mother’s dis-

connect underscores her struggles.
	f Nora’s character illustrates how vitality and decay coexist in human and 

natural settings.
	f The environment serves as a mirror for personal and societal challenges.
	f Nature’s presence offers a lens through which to explore identity, memory, 

and resilience.
	f The narrative suggests that human lives are transient threads in the endur-

ing fabric of the natural world.
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Objective Questions

1.	 Who is the author of "Walker Brothers Cowboy"?
2.	 What major event influences the setting of the story?
3.	 What does Lake Huron symbolize in the story?
4.	 Where is the story set?
5.	 What was the father's previous occupation?
6.	 What is the father’s current job?
7.	 What kind of relationship does Nora have with the father?
8.	 What does the dusty road represent?
9.	 Which natural element does the father use to teach his children?
10.	What literary technique does Munro use to connect nature and human life?

Assignments

1.	 Discuss the role of nature in shaping the narrative of "Walker Brothers Cow-
boy."

2.	 Analyze the relationship between the narrator’s father and Nora, focusing on 
the role of the rural setting.

3.	 Explore the significance of Lake Huron in the story as a metaphor for resil-

Answers

1.	 Munro
2.	 Depression
3.	 Continuity
4.	 Ontario
5.	 Farmer
6.	 Salesman
7.	 Past
8.	 Hardship
9.	 Lake
10.	Symbolism
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ience.
4.	 How does Alice Munro depict rural Ontario during the Great Depression?
5.	 Examine the contrasts between the narrator’s parents in their interaction with 

the environment.
6.	 Analyze the use of symbolism in the story to highlight human emotions and 

societal struggles.
7.	 Discuss the theme of continuity as presented through nature in "Walker 

Brothers Cowboy."
8.	 Explore how Alice Munro portrays the interplay between memory and envi-

ronment in the story.
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         Life of Pi

                          -Yann Martell

Learning Outcomes

Unit 
1

By the end of this unit, learners will be able to:
	f understand how Life of Pi explores human-nature relationships.
	f analyse the environmental themes in the novel.
	f recognise symbolism in literary depictions of nature.
	f discuss the role of biodiversity and coexistence in survival.

Prerequisites

Imagine being stranded on a lifeboat in the vast Pacific Ocean, surrounded by the raw, un-
tamed forces of nature. The sun scorches relentlessly, the waves roar with indifference, and 
survival depends on your ability to coexist with a 450-pound Bengal tiger. This gripping 
scenario in Yann Martel’s Life of Pi is not just a tale of endurance but a profound explora-
tion of humanity's relationship with the environment.
The natural world often serves as more than a backdrop in literature; it is a dynamic force 
shaping characters, narratives, and themes. Novels like Life of Pi demonstrate how nature's 
beauty, unpredictability, and power influence human lives. From the tranquil days Pi spent 
at the Pondicherry Zoo to the harrowing ordeal on the lifeboat, the environment becomes 
both a friend and a foe, a teacher and a challenger. The ocean's duality as a life-sustaining 
force and a threat mirrors the complex balance between humanity and nature.
The carnivorous island Pi encounters symbolises the risks of exploiting nature’s resources 
without understanding their consequences. Initially appearing as a paradise, the island 
reveals its deadly nature, cautioning against unsustainable human practices. Similarly, the 
lifeboat serves as a microcosm of the natural world, where survival depends on respecting 
the delicate balance among its inhabitants. Pi’s bond with Richard Parker, the tiger, un-
derscores the necessity of coexistence. Their evolving relationship symbolises humanity's 
potential to harmonise with the natural world rather than dominate it.

Such environmental elements in novels often serve as metaphors for broader issues. Pi’s 
reflections on the polluted Ganges and his comparisons to cleaner rivers remind readers 
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of the global impact of environmental neglect. The lifeboat’s ecosystem, with its interde-
pendence among creatures, underscores the importance of biodiversity and the perils of 
disrupting it.
Through the lens of literature, nature is not just a setting but an active participant in the 
human story. It shapes identities, challenges beliefs, and forces introspection about hu-
manity's place in the larger ecosystem. Novels like Life of Pi compel readers to consider 
how they interact with the environment and to rethink their role as stewards of the Earth. 
These stories remind us that, much like Pi and Richard Parker, humanity and nature are “in 
the same boat,” navigating a shared journey of survival and coexistence.

Keywords

Survival, Biodiversity, Coexistence, Environment, Carnivorous island, Lifeboat, Richard 
Parker, Faith

Discussion
5.1.1 Yann Martel

Yann Martel (born June 25, 1963, in Sala-
manca, Spain) is a renowned Canadian author 
celebrated for his deeply imaginative story-
telling and philosophical exploration of life’s 
complexities. His most famous work, Life of 
Pi (2001), earned the prestigious Man Book-
er Prize and has been translated into over 50 
languages, selling more than 12 million cop-
ies globally. This extraordinary novel, which 

tells the story of Pi Patel—a young Indian boy 
stranded at sea with a Bengal tiger—blends 
elements of fable, magic realism, and spir-
itual inquiry, captivating readers and critics 
alike. The novel’s adaptation into a visually 
stunning film by director Ang Lee in 2012 re-
ceived multiple Academy Awards, further ce-
menting its place in popular culture.
Martel’s early life was shaped by his peripa-
tetic upbringing as the son of Canadian dip-
lomats. His parents’ assignments took him 
to various countries, including Costa Rica, 
Mexico, France, and the United States. These 
experiences imbued him with a deep appreci-
ation for diverse cultures and narratives, el-
ements that would later feature prominently 
in his writing. Martel completed his higher 
education in philosophy at Trent University, 
Ontario, which influenced his intellectual ap-
proach to literature, infusing his works with 
thematic depth and existential reflection.
Before achieving international fame, Mar-
tel demonstrated his literary talent through 
shorter works. His first publication, The Facts 
Behind the Helsinki Roccamatios (1993), a 
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collection of short stories, was acclaimed for 
its poignant exploration of illness, grief, and 
the fragility of human connections. His debut 
novel, Self (1996), examined identity and per-
sonal transformation, themes that would reso-
nate in his later works.
Martel’s subsequent novels, Beatrice and Vir-
gil (2010) and The High Mountains of Portu-
gal (2016), reveal his continuing fascination 
with allegory and the human condition. Be-
atrice and Virgil, an allegorical exploration 
of the Holocaust, employs animals as central 
characters, using their perspectives to offer 
fresh insights into historical trauma. In The 
High Mountains of Portugal, Martel weaves 
three interconnected stories exploring grief, 
faith, and the mysteries of existence, further 
showcasing his narrative ingenuity.
In addition to fiction, Martel has engaged in 
literary advocacy. His book 101 Letters to a 
Prime Minister (2012) is a testament to his be-
lief in the transformative power of literature, 
as he sent books and accompanying letters to 
Canada’s Prime Minister to promote the arts. 
Fluent in French but writing primarily in En-
glish, Martel bridges cultural and linguistic 
divides. 
5.1.2 Life of Pi- Summary 
Yann Martel's Life of Pi is a tale of surviv-
al and faith centered around Piscine Molitor 
Patel, known as Pi. The novel begins with an 
unnamed author meeting an adult Pi in Can-
ada, where he learns of Pi's incredible jour-
ney. The story then shifts to Pi's childhood in 
Pondicherry, India, where he grows up as the 
son of a zookeeper. From a young age, Pi dis-
plays a deep curiosity about both animals and 
religion, exploring Hinduism, Christianity, 
and Islam simultaneously. "I was a practicing 
Hindu, Christian and Muslim... Bapu Gandhi 
said, 'All religions are true.' I just want to love 
God," Pi explains. His unusual religious prac-
tices confuse his parents and local religious 
leaders, but Pi remains committed to his inter-

faith exploration.
Pi's father owns a zoo, providing him with a 
unique upbringing surrounded by exotic ani-
mals. He learns valuable lessons about animal 
behavior and the importance of respecting the 
boundaries between humans and wild crea-
tures. A particularly stark lesson comes when 
Pi's father forces him and his brother to watch 
a tiger kill a goat, demonstrating the dangers 
of anthropomorphizing animals. "Life will 
defend itself no matter how small it is. Every 
animal is ferocious and dangerous. It may not 
kill you, but it will certainly injure you," Pi's 
father warns.
When Pi is sixteen, his father decides to sell 
the zoo and move the family to Canada due 
to India's political climate. They board a Jap-
anese cargo ship called the Tsimtsum, along 
with some of the zoo animals being shipped 
to North America. Tragically, the ship sinks in 
the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Pi describes 
the sinking in fragmented, chaotic detail: "The 
ship sank. It made a sound like a monstrous 
metallic burp. Things bubbled at the surface 
and then vanished. Everything was scream-
ing: the sea, the wind, my heart."
Pi finds himself the sole human survivor, 
stranded on a lifeboat with an unusual group 
of animals: a hyena, a zebra with a broken leg, 
an orangutan, and a 450-pound Royal Bengal 
tiger named Richard Parker. The core of the 
novel focuses on Pi's 227-day journey across 
the Pacific. The early days on the lifeboat are 
marked by fear and violence as the animals' 
natural instincts take over. Pi witnesses the 
hyena kill the zebra and orangutan, only to be 
subsequently killed by Richard Parker.
Left alone with the tiger, Pi must find a way to 
survive both the elements and his dangerous 
companion. He constructs a small raft from 
lifejackets and oars, tying it to the lifeboat 
to keep a safe distance from Richard Parker 
while remaining close enough to access sup-
plies. Pi's survival depends on his ingenuity 
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and determination. He learns to fish, collect 
rainwater, and even begins to train Richard 
Parker to establish his own dominance. "I had 
to tame him. It was at that moment that I re-
alized this necessity. It was not a question of 
him or me, but of him and me. We were, lit-
erally and figuratively, in the same boat," Pi 
reflects.
Throughout his ordeal, Pi experiences ex-
treme hunger, thirst, and loneliness. He keeps 
himself occupied with daily routines: "I kept 
myself busy. That was one key to my survival. 
On a lifeboat, even on a raft, there's always 
something that needs doing." Pi's faith be-
comes a source of strength and comfort during 
his journey. He creates his own rituals, adapt-
ing his religious practices to his extraordinary 
circumstances: "I practiced religious rituals 
that I adapted to the circumstances—solitary 
Masses without priests or consecrated Com-
munion hosts, darshans without murtis, and 
pujas with turtle meat for prasad, acts of devo-
tion to Allah not knowing where Mecca was 
and getting my Arabic wrong."
As days turn into weeks and months, Pi's re-
lationship with Richard Parker evolves. Ini-
tially terrified of the tiger, Pi comes to rely 
on his presence for companionship and mo-
tivation to stay alive. "It was Richard Parker 
who calmed me down. It is the irony of this 
story that the one who scared me witless to 
start with was the very same who brought me 
peace, purpose, I dare say even wholeness," 
Pi muses. He finds himself constantly watch-
ing the tiger, aware that their fates are inter-
twined: "I watched Richard Parker constantly. 
I was obsessed with his health, for he was my 
life-raft... As long as he was alive, so was I."
Pi's journey takes several surreal turns that 
blur the line between reality and fantasy. He 
encounters a floating island made entirely of 
algae and populated by thousands of meer-
kats. The island appears to be carnivorous, 
dissolving anything that stays on it overnight. 

Pi describes the bizarre ecosystem: "I noticed 
the presence of algae and the absence of fish. 
What I saw made no sense. The island had an 
irregular outline. It was completely covered in 
vegetation... I had not seen such a stripped-
down ecology. The air of the place carried no 
flies, no butterflies, no bees, no insects of any 
kind." Pi realizes the danger and decides to 
leave, but not before collecting some of the 
algae as evidence.
Another strange episode occurs when Pi meets 
a blind Frenchman in another lifeboat. Their 
boats bump into each other in the middle of 
the ocean, and they have a brief conversation 
before the man tries to kill and eat Pi. Rich-
ard Parker kills the man instead, saving Pi's 
life. These fantastical experiences challenge 
the reader's perception of reality and highlight 
Pi's struggle to maintain his sanity and hope 
for rescue.
After 227 days at sea, Pi and Richard Parker 
finally reach the coast of Mexico. Weak and 
delirious, Pi is unable to fully comprehend his 
rescue at first. As he regains his strength, he is 
heartbroken to see Richard Parker disappear 
into the jungle without looking back: "I wept 
like a child. It was not because I was over-
come at having survived my ordeal, though I 
was. Nor was it the presence of my brothers 
and sisters, though that too was very moving. 
I was weeping because Richard Parker had 
left me so unceremoniously."
Pi is taken to a hospital and eventually inter-
viewed by two officials from the Japanese 
Ministry of Transport, Mr. Okamoto and Mr. 
Chiba. They are investigating the sinking of 
the Tsimtsum and hope Pi can provide some 
information about the ship's final moments. 
The officials listen to Pi's story with increas-
ing skepticism. They find it hard to believe his 
tale of survival with a tiger and his encounters 
with the carnivorous island.
Frustrated by their disbelief, Pi offers them an 
alternative version of his story. In this second 
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version, the animals are replaced by humans: 
his mother (the orangutan), a Buddhist sailor 
with a broken leg (the zebra), and the ship's 
cook (the hyena). In this brutal account, the 
cook kills the sailor and Pi's mother, and Pi ul-
timately kills the cook. After telling both sto-
ries, Pi confronts the officials with a choice: "I 
told you two stories that account for the 227 
days in between... You can't prove which story 
is true and which is not. You must take my 
word for it... So tell me, since it makes no fac-
tual difference to you and you can't prove the 
question either way, which story do you pre-
fer? Which is the better story, the story with 
animals or the story without animals?"
The officials admit that they prefer the story 
with animals, to which Pi responds, "And so 
it goes with God." This moment encapsulates 
the novel's exploration of the nature of truth 
and the power of storytelling. The novel con-
cludes with the official report from Mr. Oka-
moto, which presents a dry, factual account of 
their interview with Pi. The report acknowl-
edges the extraordinary nature of Pi's surviv-
al: "In the experience of this investigator, his 
story is unparalleled in the history of ship-
wrecks. Very few castaways can claim to have 
survived so long at sea as Mr. Patel, and none 
in the company of an adult Bengal tiger."
Throughout the novel, Martel's vivid writing 
style brings Pi's incredible journey to life. The 
author's use of first-person narrative draws 
readers into Pi's world, making his experienc-
es feel immediate and personal: "I was alone 
and orphaned, in the middle of the Pacific, 
hanging on to an oar, an adult tiger in front of 
me, sharks beneath me, a storm raging about 
me." The novel's structure, with its frame nar-
rative and dual storylines, adds layers of com-
plexity to the tale.
Pi's voice remains distinct and compelling 
throughout the story. His observations are of-
ten philosophical, reflecting on the nature of 

life, faith, and survival: "The world isn't just 
the way it is. It is how we understand it, no? 
And in understanding something, we bring 
something to it, no? Doesn't that make life a 
story?" As Pi's journey nears its end, he re-
flects on the nature of his ordeal and his re-
lationship with Richard Parker: "I suppose in 
the end, the whole of life becomes an act of 
letting go, but what always hurts the most is 
not taking a moment to say goodbye."
Life of Pi is a rich, multilayered novel that 
combines adventure, philosophy, and spiri-
tuality. Through Pi's extraordinary journey, 
Martel explores the nature of faith, the pow-
er of storytelling, and the human capacity 
for survival. The novel challenges readers to 
question their perceptions of reality and the 
stories we tell ourselves to make sense of the 
world. Its blend of realism and fantasy, com-
bined with its exploration of faith and story-
telling, has made it a beloved and enduring 
work of contemporary literature.
5.1.3 Analysis
Life of Pi is a complex and multi-layered nov-
el that explores themes of faith, survival, sto-
rytelling, and the nature of reality. The story 
is framed by an unnamed author who meets 
an adult, Pi Patel, in Canada and listens to his 
incredible tale of survival at sea. The novel is 
divided into three parts: Part One introduces 
Pi's childhood in Pondicherry, India; Part Two 
recounts his 227-day ordeal at sea; and Part 
Three deals with his interview with Japanese 
officials after his rescue. This structure al-
lows Martel to build Pi's character and beliefs 
before plunging him into an extraordinary 
situation, and then to reflect on the meaning 
and veracity of his story. The narrative tech-
nique shifts between the author's voice and 
Pi's first-person account, adding a layer of 
complexity to the story and raising questions 
about truth and storytelling. As Pi says, "Isn't 
telling about something—using words, En-
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glish or Japanese—already something of an 
invention? Isn't just looking upon this world 
already something of an invention?"

Piscine Molitor Patel, known as Pi, is a com-
plex and compelling protagonist. His unusual 
name, after a French swimming pool, sets him 
apart from the start. As a child, Pi is curious, 
intelligent, and deeply spiritual. He explores 
multiple religions simultaneously, stating, "I 
just want to love God." This openness to dif-
ferent faiths becomes crucial to his survival 
later. Pi's relationship with animals, fostered 
by growing up in a zoo, is also key to his 
character. He understands animal behavior 
and the importance of boundaries, knowledge 
that proves vital during his ordeal at sea. His 
father's lesson about the danger of animals 
is particularly striking: "Life will defend it-
self no matter how small it is. Every animal 
is ferocious and dangerous." Richard Parker, 
the Bengal tiger, is more than just an animal 

- he's a fully realized character. Pi's relation-
ship with Richard Parker evolves from fear to 
dependence to a complex bond. As Pi reflects, 
"It was Richard Parker who calmed me down. 
It is the irony of this story that the one who 
scared me witless to start with was the very 
same who brought me peace, purpose, I dare 
say even wholeness."
The novel explores several key themes, with 
faith and religion being central to Pi's sto-
ry. His exploration of multiple religions is a 
unique aspect of the novel, as he sees no con-
tradiction in practicing Hinduism, Christian-
ity, and Islam simultaneously. This interfaith 
approach becomes a source of strength during 
his ordeal. Pi's faith adapts to his circumstanc-
es, as he describes: "I practiced religious rit-
uals that I adapted to the circumstances—sol-
itary Masses without priests or consecrated 
Communion hosts, darshans without murtis, 
and pujas with turtle meat for prasad, acts of 
devotion to Allah not knowing where Mecca 
was and getting my Arabic wrong." The nov-
el suggests that faith, regardless of its specific 
form, can provide comfort and purpose in dire 
situations. Pi's survival is as much a spiritu-
al journey as a physical one. Survival itself is 
another crucial theme, forming the core of the 
novel as Pi struggles to stay alive at sea. His 
ingenuity, determination, and adaptability are 
crucial to his survival. He learns to fish, col-
lect rainwater, and even train Richard Parker. 
Pi's daily routines become a lifeline: "I kept 
myself busy. That was one key to my survival. 
On a lifeboat, even on a raft, there's always 
something that needs doing." The novel ex-
plores the lengths humans will go to in order 
to survive, and how extreme circumstances 
can reveal unexpected strengths. Pi's relation-
ship with Richard Parker becomes a key factor 
in his survival, both physically and mentally.
Storytelling and truth form another signifi-
cant theme in the novel. Martel raises ques-
tions about the nature of truth and the power 

Fig. 5.1.2 Theatrical release poster of the movie 
Life of Pi, released in 2012 and adapted from the 

novel.
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of storytelling. Pi presents two versions of his 
survival story - one with animals and one with 
humans. He challenges the Japanese officials 
(and, by extension, the readers) to choose 
which story they prefer, stating, "So tell me, 
since it makes no factual difference to you and 
you can't prove the question either way, which 
story do you prefer? Which is the better story, 
the story with animals or the story without an-
imals?" This narrative twist forces readers to 
consider the role of truth in storytelling and 
the stories we tell ourselves to make sense of 
traumatic experiences. The novel also blurs the 
line between human nature and animal nature. 
Pi's survival depends on embracing his ani-
mal instincts, while Richard Parker displays 
seemingly human traits. This theme is encap-
sulated in Pi's observation: "I was alone and 
orphaned, in the middle of the Pacific, hang-
ing on to an oar, an adult tiger in front of me, 
sharks beneath me, a storm raging about me." 
The alternative story with humans instead of 
animals further emphasizes this blurring of 
lines, suggesting that humans can be as sav-
age as wild animals when pushed to extremes. 
Lastly, the power of imagination is a crucial 
theme. Pi's vivid imagination is both a surviv-
al tool and a narrative device. The fantastical 
elements of his story, such as the carnivorous 
island, challenge readers' perceptions of reali-
ty. As Pi says, "The world isn't just the way it 
is. It is how we understand it, no? And in un-
derstanding something, we bring something 
to it, no? Doesn't that make life a story?"
Martel employs rich symbolism and meta-
phors throughout the novel. The zoo in Pondi-
cherry symbolizes the ordered world of Pi's 
childhood, representing a controlled envi-
ronment where animals and humans coexist 
in a structured manner. This contrasts sharp-
ly with the chaos of the lifeboat, where these 
boundaries break down. The lifeboat itself 
is a microcosm of the world, where Pi must 
navigate survival, coexistence, and faith. It's 

also a metaphor for life itself, with Pi stating, 
"We were, literally and figuratively, in the 
same boat." Richard Parker can be seen as a 
symbol of the wild, untamed aspects of life or 
of Pi's own nature. Pi's ability to coexist with 
Richard Parker represents his coming to terms 
with these elements. The carnivorous island is 
a surreal episode that symbolizes the decep-
tive nature of easy solutions. The island offers 
abundant food and fresh water, but turns out 
to be deadly. It could represent the temptation 
to give up in the face of hardship, choosing 
an easy death over a difficult life. Even Pi's 
name carries symbolic weight. Piscine Moli-
tor, named after a swimming pool, foreshad-
ows Pi's eventual fate in the ocean. The math-
ematical pi is an irrational number, perhaps 
symbolizing the irrationality of Pi's situation 
or the blending of reality and imagination in 
his story.
Martel's writing style is vivid and engaging, 
bringing Pi's incredible journey to life with 
rich descriptions and philosophical mus-
ings. He balances lyrical passages with more 
straightforward narration, creating a rhythm 
that keeps readers engaged through both ac-
tion scenes and introspective moments. The 
author's use of first-person narrative draws 
readers into Pi's world, making his experi-
ences feel immediate and personal. Martel 
also employs humor, particularly in the ear-
ly chapters, which provides a counterpoint 
to the later hardships and philosophical pon-
derings. Several passages stand out for their 
significance. On faith, Pi reflects, "To choose 
doubt as a philosophy of life is akin to choos-
ing immobility as a means of transportation," 
encapsulating his belief in the importance of 
faith and suggesting that doubt can be para-
lyzing. Regarding his survival and relation-
ship with Richard Parker, Pi realizes, "I had to 
tame him. It was at that moment that I realized 
this necessity. It was not a question of him or 
me, but of him and me." This passage marks 
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a turning point, recognizing their interdepen-
dence. Pi's thoughts on fear are particularly 
poignant: "I must say a word about fear. It is 
life's only true opponent. Only fear can defeat 
life." This reflection highlights the psycholog-
ical challenges of Pi's ordeal and the impor-
tance of overcoming fear. On storytelling, Pi 
muses, "The world isn't just the way it is. It is 
how we understand it, no? And in understand-
ing something, we bring something to it, no? 
Doesn't that make life a story?" This quote 
encapsulates the novel's exploration of the 
nature of reality and the power of narrative. 
Finally, as Pi watches Richard Parker disap-
pear into the Mexican jungle, he reflects, "I 
suppose in the end, the whole of life becomes 
an act of letting go, but what always hurts the 
most is not taking a moment to say goodbye," 
a poignant observation on the nature of loss 
and moving on.
Life of Pi received widespread acclaim upon 
its publication in 2001, winning the Man 
Booker Prize in 2002. Critics praised Mar-
tel's imaginative storytelling, philosophical 
depth, and exploration of faith and survival. 
The novel has been interpreted in various 
ways. Some see it as an allegory for the hu-
man condition, with the lifeboat representing 
life itself and the different animals symboliz-
ing aspects of human nature. Others focus on 
its exploration of faith, seeing Pi's ordeal as a 
test of belief in the face of extreme adversity. 
The ambiguous ending, with its two possible 
versions of events, has been particularly dis-
cussed. Some interpret it as a commentary on 
the nature of truth and the stories we tell our-
selves to cope with trauma. Others see it as 
a challenge to the reader's faith - both in Pi 
as a narrator and in the power of storytelling 
itself. Comparisons have been drawn to other 
survival narratives like Robinson Crusoe and 
philosophical novels like "The Old Man and 
the Sea." However, Life of Pi stands out for its 
blend of realism and fantasy, its exploration 

of multiple religions, and its metafictional ele-
ments. The novel was adapted into a critically 
acclaimed film directed by Ang Lee in 2012. 
The film won four Academy Awards and was 
praised for its visual effects, particularly its 
depiction of Richard Parker. The adaptation 
brought renewed attention to the book and 
sparked further discussions about its themes 
and interpretations.
5.1.4 Life of Pi and the Environment 
Yann Martel’s Life of Pi is a story about sur-
vival, faith, and how humans connect with na-
ture. It focuses on important ideas about the 
environment, such as the need to protect bio-
diversity, respect animals, and find harmony 
between humans and the natural world. The 
novel covers Pi’s childhood at the zoo, his 
time at sea, his discovery of the carnivorous 
island, and his bond with the tiger Richard 
Parker. Each of these moments teaches les-
sons about humanity’s relationship with the 
environment.
1. The Zoo
Pi grows up in a zoo run by his family, where 
he learns about animals and how they behave. 
The zoo shows how humans try to control na-
ture while also caring for it. Pi’s father teaches 
him the importance of respecting animals by 
showing him how dangerous they can be. In 
one memorable moment, Pi watches a tiger 
kill a goat, which leaves a lasting impression.
Pi defends zoos, arguing that they protect an-
imals from the dangers of the wild such as 
hunger and predators. However, the novel 
also raises questions about whether zoos are 
ethical. Zoos provide animals with food and 
shelter, but they take away their freedom. This 
tension reflects broader debates about how hu-
mans treat animals for their own benefit, often 
putting their needs above those of other living 
creatures.
2. Life on the Lifeboat
After a shipwreck that leaves Pi stranded in 

SG
O
U



68 SGOU - SLM - Literature and the Environment -  BA English

the Pacific Ocean, the lifeboat he shares with 
a few animals becomes a small version of the 
natural world. The hyena kills the zebra and 
the orangutan, and the tiger kills the hyena. 
These events mirror the food chain in nature, 
where stronger animals prey on weaker ones 
to survive. Pi’s survival depends on his ability 
to live alongside the tiger, Richard Parker. In-
stead of trying to dominate or kill the tiger, Pi 
learns how to establish boundaries and respect 
their shared space. This reflects the idea that 
humans must work with nature, rather than 
trying to control or destroy it, to survive.
3. The Carnivorous Island
During his journey, Pi finds a strange floating 
island that seems perfect at first. It is full of 
food and fresh water and seems to offer a safe 
place to rest. However, Pi soon discovers that 
the island is carnivorous, eating anything that 
stays overnight. This realization forces him 
to leave the island, despite its comforts. The 
island serves as a warning against exploiting 
nature without understanding its complexities. 
It represents how humans often take too much 
from the environment without considering the 
long-term effects, which can lead to disaster.
4. Biodiversity
While stranded at sea, Pi reflects on the beau-
ty and importance of the natural world. He 
learns to appreciate the many creatures that 
surround him, from turtles to fish, as they all 
play a role in keeping life balanced. Pi’s abil-
ity to catch food and collect rainwater shows 
how humans rely on nature for their survival. 
At the same time, Pi’s deep faith helps him 
see the sacredness of all life. His connection 
to both spirituality and the environment gives 
him strength during his journey. This reminds 
us that humans are not separate from nature 
but deeply connected to it.
5. Humans and Nature
At the end of the novel, Pi offers two versions 
of his story: one with animals and one with hu-
mans. The animal story emphasizes the beau-

ty of coexisting with nature, while the human 
story highlights the destructive tendencies of 
people. Pi asks the Japanese officials—and 
readers—to choose which story they prefer. 
This choice is a reflection of how we view the 
world. Do we see humans as part of nature, 
working alongside other creatures? Or do we 
see humans as separate, with the right to dom-
inate the environment? The novel challenges 
us to rethink our perspective on humanity’s 
place in the world.
Pi’s journey shows how humans are connect-
ed to their surroundings. On the lifeboat, he 
learns to respect the tiger’s needs and establish 
a way for them to live together. His survival 
depends on sharing space and resources with 
Richard Parker. Pi also notices how humans 
harm the environment, such as by polluting 
rivers. He compares dirty French rivers to the 
Ganges River in India, which is also polluted. 
These observations show that environmental 
damage is a global issue that affects both hu-
mans and other living beings.
6. Living Sustainably
Pi’s ability to survive alongside Richard Park-
er teaches us the importance of respecting na-
ture’s boundaries. He understands that work-
ing with the tiger, rather than against him, is 
the key to survival. This reflects a broader 
lesson about the need for humans to live in 
harmony with the environment. The novel 
also contrasts Pi’s relationship with Richard 
Parker to his father’s decision to sell zoo an-
imals for profit. While Pi learns to value life 
and coexist with the tiger, his father prioritizes 
financial gain over the well-being of the ani-
mals. This contrast highlights the need for hu-
mans to act responsibly toward animals and 
the environment.
Life of Pi is more than just a story about sur-
vival. It is a powerful reminder of how deep-
ly humans are connected to the environment. 
The novel encourages readers to think about 
how they treat animals, use natural resourc-
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es, and respect the balance of life. The story 
shows that survival is only possible when hu-
mans work with the natural world, not against 
it. In today’s world, where environmental is-
sues are urgent, the lessons of Life of Pi are 
more relevant than ever. 
5.1.5 Environmental Themes, Sym-
bols, and Motifs
1. Nature as a Teacher
Pi's time at sea highlights how nature edu-
cates and transforms. The Pacific Ocean be-
comes both a classroom and a test, teaching Pi 
adaptability, humility, and resilience. The un-
predictability of storms, the scarcity of food, 
and the sheer vastness of the ocean symbolize 
nature’s power and its indifference to human 
life. Pi’s survival depends on respecting this 
force and learning from it, emphasizing that 
humans must adapt to nature rather than try-
ing to dominate it.
2. Water as a Dual Symbol
Water in Life of Pi holds dual symbolism: it 
represents life and death. The ocean sustains 
Pi by providing fish, turtles, and rainwater, but 
it is also a place of constant danger. The sink-
ing of the Tsimtsum and the threat of storms 
show water’s destructive power. This duality 
reminds us of the delicate balance in ecosys-
tems, where elements of nature can nurture or 
harm depending on how humans interact with 
them.
3. The Floating Island as a Symbol of Un-
sustainable Exploitation
The carnivorous island, with its abundant re-
sources that turn out to be deadly, symboliz-
es the dangers of exploiting natural resources 
without understanding their ecosystems. The 
island offers temporary relief, but it ultimately 
reveals itself as a trap. This mirrors real-world 
issues like deforestation, overfishing, and 
pollution, where immediate gains can lead to 
long-term harm.
4. Richard Parker: A Motif of Coexistence

Richard Parker, the tiger, symbolizes both the 
wildness of nature and the possibility of coex-
istence. Initially, Pi sees Richard Parker as a 
threat, but over time, the tiger becomes a com-
panion who helps him survive by giving him 
purpose and focus. Their relationship reflects 
the broader theme that humans must learn to 
coexist with nature rather than fear or exploit 
it.
5. The Zoo as an Allegory
The Pondicherry Zoo, where Pi grows up, 
serves as an allegory for the human-nature 
relationship. While it provides safety and sus-
tenance for the animals, it also confines them, 
raising ethical questions about human control 
over wildlife. Pi defends zoos, but the narra-
tive critiques this perspective, showing the 
tension between conservation and captivity.
6. Biodiversity and Interconnectedness
The lifeboat becomes a small ecosystem, re-
flecting the interconnectedness of life. Each 
animal—zebra, hyena, orangutan, and tiger—
plays a role in the food chain. This microcosm 
shows the fragile balance of biodiversity and 
the consequences when one link in the chain 
is disrupted. The novel underscores the im-
portance of preserving this balance in the real 
world.
7. Ecocentrism vs. Anthropocentrism
The novel contrasts ecocentrism, which values 
all life forms equally, with anthropocentrism, 
which prioritizes human needs. Pi’s survival 
story with animals reflects an ecocentric view, 
where humans and animals share equal stakes 
in survival. The alternate story, with humans 
replacing animals, critiques the cruelty and 
destructiveness of anthropocentric attitudes.
8. The Role of Faith and Environmental 
Stewardship
Pi’s faith is deeply tied to his respect for na-
ture. His interfaith practices teach him that the 
earth is sacred and humans have a responsibil-
ity to care for it. His prayer rug, which makes 
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him appreciate the ground beneath it, and his 
reflections on polluted rivers show the spiri-
tual and ethical dimensions of environmental 
stewardship.
9. Animal Behavior as a Reflection of  
Humanity
The novel frequently draws parallels between 
animal and human behavior. For example, the 
lifeboat's food chain mirrors human struggles 
for power and survival. The behaviors of the 
tiger and hyena serve as metaphors for human 
instincts, reminding readers that humans are 
part of the natural world, not separate from it.
10. Motif of Migration and Displacement
The novel ties the migration of Pi’s family and 

the zoo animals to larger themes of displace-
ment and environmental change. Just as hu-
mans migrate in search of better opportunities, 
animals are often displaced due to habitat loss 
caused by human actions. This motif serves as 
a commentary on the impact of environmental 
changes on all living beings.

Recap

	f Pi’s survival journey
	f Relationship with nature
	f Biodiversity importance
	f Role of faith
	f Coexistence with Richard Parker
	f Lifeboat as microcosm
	f Carnivorous island warning
	f Pacific Ocean duality
	f Zoo as controlled environment
	f Symbolism of animals
	f Nature’s power and beauty
	f Themes of adaptation
	f Exploration of environmental ethics
	f Interdependence in ecosystems
	f Spiritual reflections
	f Role of storytelling
	f Environmental harmony
	f Human-animal boundaries
	f Impact of natural resources
	f Metaphors for survival
	f Lessons from animal behaviour
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	f Contrast between control and chaos
	f Environmental threats depicted
	f Sustainable living reflections
	f Nature as teacher and challenger

Objective Questions

1.	 Who is the author of Life of Pi?
2.	 What is the tiger's name in the story?
3.	 Which ecosystem is the lifeboat compared to?
4.	 What does the carnivorous island represent?
5.	 How many days did Pi survive at sea?
6.	 What award did Life of Pi win?
7.	 What role does faith play in Pi’s survival?
8.	 What is the primary setting of Pi’s survival story?
9.	 Which theme contrasts human and animal behavior?
10.	What animal symbolises the untamed wilderness in the story?

Answers

1.	 Martel
2.	 Richard Parker
3.	 Microcosm
4.	 Exploitation
5.	 227
6.	 Booker
7.	 Strength
8.	 Pacific
9.	 Coexistence
10.	Tiger SG
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Assignments

1.	 How does Life of Pi portray the relationship between humans and the envi-
ronment?

2.	 Discuss the symbolism of the carnivorous island in the novel.
3.	 Explain the role of Richard Parker in Pi's survival.
4.	 How does biodiversity influence Pi’s experiences on the lifeboat?
5.	 What are the environmental lessons conveyed through Pi’s journey?
6.	 Analyse the significance of faith and spirituality in Pi’s survival.
7.	 Explore how Life of Pi balances realism and fantasy in its environmental 

narrative.

Suggested Reading

	f “Life of Pi (Novel) | Description & Facts | Britannica.” Www.britannica.
com, www.britannica.com/topic/Life-of-Pi-by-Martel.

	f Sahu, Geeta. "Ecocriticism-Understanding the relationship between litera-
ture and environment in Indian English novels." Journal of Arts & Educa-
tion. A Peer Reviewed International Journal 1.1 (2014): 1-4.

	f Westling, Louise, editor, The Cambridge Companion to Literature 
and the Environment. United Kingdom, Cambridge University 
Press, 2014.
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2.	 Bright Summaries. Life of Pi by Yann Martel (Book Analysis): Detailed 

Summary, Analysis and Reading Guide. Belgium, BrightSummaries.com, 
2019.

3.	 Squire, Louise. “Circles Unrounded: Sustainability, Subject and 
Necessity in Yann Martel’s Life of Pi.” Literature and Sustain-
ability: Concept, Text and Culture, edited by Louise Squire et al., 
Manchester University Press, 2017, pp. 228–45. JSTOR, https://
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          As You Like It
                    -William Shakespeare

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

Unit 
1

Keywords

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:
	f understand the environmental imagery in As You Like It.
	f examine the transformation of characters through love, reconciliation, and 

forgiveness.
	f analyse ecological themes in As You Like It.
	f identify the role of pastoral life in shaping the characters’ experiences and 

perceptions

Drama is one of the most immersive literary genres, performed on stage to explore 
themes related to human life, emotions, and relationships. Shakespeare’s comedies of-
ten blend humour with deeper reflections on identity, love, and social norms. As You 
Like It, written around 1599-1600, draws from the pastoral literary tradition, where 
characters retreat to nature, finding freedom and clarity. The plot revolves around love, 
reconciliation, and disguise, showing the characters’ transformation in the Forest of 
Arden. Shakespeare uses humour, romance and wit to offer a profound commentary on 
social expectations, gender roles, and human nature.

Pastoral Comedy, Disguise and Role-Playing, Love and Reconciliation, Court life vs. For-
est life, Environmental Significance.SG

O
U



75SGOU - SLM - Literature and the Environment -  BA English

Discussion
6.1.1 Introduction
William Shakespeare (1564–1616) was a 
monumental figure in English literature, cel-
ebrated for his plays, poems, and profound 
understanding of human nature. His works 
have shaped not only the English Language 
and Literary tradition but also the global liter-
ary canon. With 37 plays, including tragedies 
like Hamlet and comedies like Twelfth Night, 
Shakespeare explored a wide range of themes, 
from love and power to identity and morality, 
leaving a legacy that endures in both theatre 
and literature today. One of Shakespeare's 
most enchanting comedies is As You Like It, 
written around 1599. At the heart of the play 
is the story of Rosalind, a young woman who, 
after being exiled from her uncle's court, es-
capes to the Forest of Arden, where she adopts 
a male disguise and embarks on a journey of 
self-discovery and romantic adventure. While 
As You Like It is often celebrated for its explo-
ration of love, identity, and the transformative 
power of nature, it also carries significant en-
vironmental undertones that offer a rich field 
for analysis, particularly when we consider 
the contrast between the world of nature and 
the artificiality of court life.

In the play, the Forest of Arden is a space 
of freedom, renewal, and natural harmony. 
It offers a stark contrast to the oppressive, 
hierarchical world of the court, where pow-
er is wielded through political manoeuvring 
and social expectations. Arden represents an 
escape to a simpler, more organic existence, 
an idea that aligns with an early appreciation 
of the natural world’s restorative powers. 
Characters who enter the forest often under-
go transformations. For instance, Rosalind, 
though disguised as a man, embraces a deep-
er understanding of herself and of the world, 
freed from the constraints of social roles. 
The forest is depicted not as a wild, danger-

ous wilderness but as a nurturing, almost 
Edenic space. It’s where people can reconnect 
with nature and, symbolically, with their true 
selves. This framing of nature as a place of 
balance and self-discovery contrasts with the 
corrupted, artificial world of the court, sug-
gesting that human connection to the environ-
ment can offer clarity and even a better moral 
compass. The play’s famous “All the world’s 
a stage” speech, in which Jacques reflects on 
the stages of life, also underscores a cyclical 
view of existence, echoing natural rhythms 
that begin, flourish, and end, much like the 
changing seasons.

As You Like It thus emphasises the interplay 
between human life and the environment, in-
viting reflection on how the natural world can 
serve as a place of healing and authenticity in 
contrast to the corruptions of social and polit-
ical structures. The play suggests that to un-
derstand our true selves, we must sometimes 
retreat from the complexities of society and 
return to nature, an idea that resonates deep-
ly in today's discussions about environmental 
sustainability and the human relationship with 
the earth. By positioning the forest as a space 
of freedom and growth, Shakespeare offers a 
timeless reflection on the importance of nature 
in both personal and social well-being.

6.1.2 Act wise Summary
Act I 
A noble Duke in France, Duke Senior, has 
been overthrown by his younger brother, 
Duke Frederick, and now lives in the Forest of 
Arden with a group of loyal followers. Mean-
while, a similar conflict arises between anoth-
er pair of brothers: Oliver and Orlando, sons 
of Sir Roland de Boys. Although Oliver, the 
elder, is responsible for Orlando’s education 
and well-being, he neglects and mistreats him, 
keeping Orlando in rustic, unfavourable con-
ditions. Frustrated by this unfair treatment, 
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Orlando begins to rebel. Orlando also decides 
to test his strength by competing in a wres-
tling match against Charles, Duke Frederick’s 
champion. Hearing of this, Oliver secretly en-
courages Charles to harm Orlando during the 
match. 
However, against the odds and despite the 
concerns of Celia (Duke Frederick’s daugh-
ter) and Rosalind (Duke Senior’s daughter), 
Orlando wins the match. Duke Frederick, who 
initially supported Orlando, coldly rejects him 
upon discovering that he is the son of Sir Ro-
land de Boys, an ally of the banished Duke 
Senior. Rosalind, however, is captivated by 
Orlando and rewards him with a chain from 
her neck as a token of her affection. Mean-
while, Duke Frederick’s resentment toward 
his exiled brother grows, and he ultimately 
decides to banish Rosalind as well. He had al-
lowed her to remain at court until now as Ce-
lia’s companion. Deeply loyal, Celia decides 
to join her cousin in exile. For safety, Rosalind 
disguises herself as a young man named Gan-
ymede, and Celia takes on the name Aliena. 
They are accompanied by Touchstone, Duke 
Frederick’s court jester, on their journey to the 
Forest of Arden to find Duke Senior.
Act II
Back at the de Boys estate, Oliver’s hostility 
toward Orlando intensifies to the point where 
Orlando, now fearing for his life, must flee. 
Accompanied by his loyal servant, Adam, Or-
lando sets off on the road. Eventually, both the 
young women and Orlando reach the Forest 
of Arden, each exhausted from their travels. 
Rosalind and Celia, now disguised as Gany-
mede and Aliena, purchase a flock of sheep 
and a small pasture, adopting the lifestyle of 
shepherds. Meanwhile, Orlando, destitute and 
starving, encounters Duke Senior and his fol-
lowers. Although he initially threatens them 
with a sword to obtain food, he is soon wel-
comed by the Duke, who invites him to join his 
merry band. Despite their banishment, Duke 

Senior and his followers have found solace in 
their pastoral life, embracing a peaceful, rus-
tic existence. The only exception is Jaques, a 
melancholy and philosophical follower who 
frequently laments the harshness of life. In 
addition to the displaced nobles, the Forest 
of Arden is populated by true shepherds and 
shepherdesses, including Corin, who tends 
flocks, and Silvius, who is deeply in love with 
a disdainful shepherdess named Phebe.  

Act III 

Back at the court, Duke Frederick suspects 
that Orlando and the girls have fled together. 
Enraged, he orders Oliver to find his brother 
and return him, threatening to confiscate Oli-
ver’s lands if he fails. This command binds the 
two brothers’ fates more closely. In the forest, 
Orlando’s love for Rosalind transforms him 
into a poet. He carves Rosalind’s name on tree 
bark and decorates the trees with love poems. 
Rosalind, disguised as Ganymede, discovers 
these poems and is secretly delighted. Howev-
er, she makes light of them with Touchstone, 
who humorously offers to compose similar 
verses for her, claiming he could rhyme all 
day and night. When Ganymede (Rosalind) 
meets Orlando in the forest, she humorously 
chides him for defacing the trees and propos-
es a plan to “cure” his lovesickness. She sug-
gests that he woo her as if she were Rosalind 
to overcome his infatuation. Amused and in-
trigued by Ganymede’s playful approach, Or-
lando agrees. 
Elsewhere in the forest, Ganymede scolds 
Phebe for her indifference to Silvius, accusing 
her of cruelty. Ironically, Phebe becomes in-
fatuated with Ganymede, seeing his criticism 
as a form of charm. She sends Silvius to de-
liver a love letter to Ganymede, unknowingly 
confessing her love to Rosalind in disguise. 
Meanwhile, Touchstone continues to add hu-
mour, pursuing a rustic girl named Audrey, 
whom he plans to marry.
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Act IV  

Orlando regularly meets with Ganymede to 
“practice” wooing Rosalind, unaware that 
his beloved is playing the role herself. Gany-
mede responds to Orlando with playful banter, 
though Rosalind’s affection for Orlando deep-
ens. During one of these arranged meetings, 
Orlando fails to arrive, but soon Oliver ap-
pears, carrying a bloody handkerchief. He ex-
plains that Orlando, while on his way to meet 
Ganymede, came across him asleep under an 
oak tree with a deadly snake wrapped around 
his neck and a lioness lurking nearby. Orlan-
do saved Oliver by confronting the lioness but 
was wounded in the encounter. Seeing Orlan-
do’s blood-stained handkerchief, Ganymede 
(Rosalind) faints, momentarily revealing her 
genuine emotions. Oliver, now reformed by 
Orlando’s bravery, has reconciled with his 
brother.  

Act V

With their reconciliation, Oliver and Celia 
meet and quickly fall in love, planning to mar-
ry. Watching his brother’s happiness, Orlando 
feels a mixture of joy and envy. To lift his spir-
its, Ganymede promises Orlando that she can 
work a “miracle” to bring him his Rosalind 
the following day. Meanwhile, Phebe arrives 
to chastise Ganymede for exposing her love 
letter to Silvius and reaffirms her own feelings 
for Ganymede. Ganymede proposes a solution 
to everyone’s romantic entanglements: if Phe-
be decides she cannot marry Ganymede, she 
will instead marry Silvius. All the characters 
agree to meet the next day for the resolution.
The following day, in a joyful gathering with 
Duke Senior and his followers, Rosalind fi-
nally appears in her true identity, ending her 
disguise as Ganymede. With the misunder-
standings resolved, four marriages take place: 
Orlando weds Rosalind, Oliver marries Celia, 
Silvius unites with Phebe, and Touchstone 
marries Audrey. As they celebrate, a messen-

ger arrives with news that Duke Frederick, 
who had set out to attack his exiled brother, 
has undergone a sudden change of heart af-
ter meeting a holy man. Frederick decides to 
abandon his plans, embraces a life of religious 
devotion, and returns all lands and titles to 
Duke Senior and his followers. 
The play ends with peace and joy as the cou-
ples celebrate their union, and the restored 
Duke Senior presides over a court filled with 
harmony. In an epilogue, Rosalind address-
es the audience directly, playfully reminding 
them of the theatrical nature of the story and 
bidding them farewell. 
6.1.3 Analysis 
6.1.3.1 Environmental Significance 
of the Play
The environmental significance of As You 
Like It lies in its portrayal of the Forest of Ar-
den as a pastoral, natural sanctuary that stands 
in stark contrast to the corruption and rigidity 
of Duke Frederick’s court. Shakespeare uses 
this setting to explore humanity’s relationship 
with nature and the ways in which natural 
surroundings affect human behaviour, values, 
and social interactions. Some key environ-
mental aspects of the play are:
The Forest of Arden as a place of transfor-
mation and freedom
   The forest serves as a refuge from the strict 
norms and power struggles of court life, pro-
viding the characters with a space to explore 
their identities and form authentic connec-
tions. Rosalind, Orlando, and Duke Senior 
find the freedom to think, act, and love with-
out the constraints of society. The forest’s 
openness encourages growth, transformation, 
and self-discovery, suggesting that nature has 
a healing, liberating influence on people.
Contrast between court and country life
Shakespeare contrasts the artificiality and 
moral corruption of the court with the sim-
plicity and purity of pastoral life. In the court, 
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individuals are often manipulated by power 
and ambition, but in the forest, they experi-
ence genuine emotions, contentment, and 
self-awareness. This contrast highlights na-
ture’s role as a moral and emotional reset, 
suggesting that a return to natural settings can 
help people reconnect with their values and 
humanity.
Environmental harmony and the cycle of life
The play frequently alludes to the natural 
cycles and elements of the forest, with char-
acters such as Duke Senior expressing an ap-
preciation for the balance and resilience of 
nature. Duke Senior observes that in Arden, 
they have “no enemy but winter and rough 
weather,” seeing even the hardships of nature 
as part of its honest and balanced character. 
This harmony contrasts with the conflicts and 
betrayals of court life, underscoring the idea 
that nature operates on principles of balance 
and coexistence, which people can learn from.

Jaques’ melancholy and the reflection on 
human impact
The character of Jaques serves as a philosoph-
ical observer of both human nature and the 
environment. His famous “All the world’s a 
stage” speech reflects on the stages of human 
life in the context of nature’s cycles. Jaques’ 
melancholy and critique of human folly might 
be seen as a reflection on how human actions 
disrupt the harmony of life, an idea that reso-
nates with environmental awareness. He acts 
as a reminder that human beings are just one 
part of the larger natural world.
Pastoral ideal and romanticised nature
The play draws from the pastoral tradition, 
which idealises rural life as simple, innocent, 
and morally superior to city or court life. This 
romantic view of nature as a sanctuary from 
social conflict has influenced literature and 
environmental thought, inspiring movements 
that emphasise the preservation of natural 

spaces as essential to human well-being. By 
portraying the forest as a place of renewal, 
As You Like It reflects early environmental 
awareness that sees value in protecting natu-
ral spaces.
Through the Forest of Arden, As You Like It 
presents nature as a place of renewal, hones-
ty, and moral clarity, contrasting sharply with 
the corruption and superficiality of court life. 
Shakespeare uses the forest to show how nat-
ural settings can foster self-discovery, social 
harmony, and a deeper appreciation of life’s 
simple joys. The play’s environmental signif-
icance lies in its enduring message that hu-
manity benefits from a closer, more respectful 
relationship with nature.
Contrast between court and nature
The play contrasts the oppressive and hierar-
chical court life with the freedom of the Forest 
of Arden. Duke Senior, exiled from the court, 
finds refuge in the forest, where he praises the 
simplicity and harmony of nature. He claims 
that the forest, despite its challenges, offers a 
life “exempt from public haunt,” where peo-
ple can live peacefully. Shakespeare uses the 
forest to highlight nature as a pure and healing 
force, distinct from the corruptions of political 
life.
Nature as a site of transformation and reju-
venation
In the forest, characters experience transfor-
mation and self-discovery. Rosalind, Orlan-
do, and others find freedom to express their 
true selves, and relationships bloom away 
from social constraints. This transformation 
suggests a return to an original, uncorrupted 
state. Nature provides the conditions for per-
sonal growth, symbolising its power to heal 
and renew.
Environmental symbolism and the Arcadian 
ideal
The Forest of Arden reflects an Arcadian ideal, 
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a literary convention where nature is depicted 
as an idealised paradise. Characters like Duke 
Senior romanticise their exile, seeing nature 
as a place of abundance and moral clarity. 
However, Shakespeare also subtly critiques 
this idealisation: the forest is not always gen-
tle, and its challenges (cold, hunger) remind 
us of nature’s unpredictability. This balanced 
view highlights both the beauty and the hard-
ships of the natural world.

Human connection with nature
The play suggests that living close to nature 
can bring people closer to their authentic 
selves. Shakespeare portrays the forest as a 
place where social hierarchies dissolve, al-
lowing characters to bond on a more genu-
ine level. The simple pastoral life encourages 
humility and connection to the environment, 
reflecting an environmental awareness about 
human dependence on nature

Environmental significance in a modern 
context
Today, As You Like It can be interpreted from 
an ecological perspective, emphasizing the 
importance of respecting nature and preserv-
ing natural spaces. The play’s celebration of 
the forest and its critique of the artificial court 
world resonate with contemporary environ-
mental concerns, reminding us of the need to 
find balance and harmony with our surround-
ings.
As You Like It uses the pastoral setting to ex-
plore human connections with nature, critiqu-
ing the artificiality of court life and praising 
the authenticity of the natural world. Its en-
vironmental significance lies in its early ad-
vocacy for living harmoniously with nature, 
a theme that remains relevant amid modern 
ecological challenges.

Recap

	f Duke Senior, exiled by his brother Duke Frederick, finds peace living in the 
Forest of Arden, a natural haven where he embraces a simple, balanced life 
with his followers.  

	f Orlando, mistreated by his older brother Oliver, wins a wrestling match and 
catches the interest of Rosalind, Duke Senior’s daughter.  

	f Duke Frederick banishes Rosalind and escapes with her cousin Celia and the 
jester Touchstone, disguising herself as “Ganymede” while Celia takes the 
name “Aliena.”  

	f Fearing for his life, Orlando flees to Arden with his servant Adam, while 
Rosalind and Celia adopt a pastoral life, taking on the roles of shepherds, 
symbolising a return to simplicity.  

	f Duke Senior warmly welcomes Orlando to Arden, where the forest’s tran-
quillity contrasts with the ambition and conflict of court life, symbolising 
nature’s honesty.  

	f Orlando carves love poems for Rosalind on trees, which Rosalind (as Gan-
ymede) discovers, using nature to explore love, supported by the forest’s 
freedom playfully.  

	f Ganymede (Rosalind) and Orlando begin a disguised courtship, while Phe-
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be, indifferent to Silvius, ironically falls in love with Ganymede, creating 
comedic tension nurtured by the openness of Arden.  

	f Orlando saves his brother Oliver from a lioness, leading to Oliver’s repen-
tance and reconciliation, reflecting Arden’s influence as a space of personal 
growth and healing.  

	f Rosalind reveals her true identity to resolve romantic entanglements, leading 
to joyful marriages: Rosalind with Orlando, Oliver with Celia, Phebe with 
Silvius, and Touchstone with Audrey.  

	f Duke Frederick repents, restoring Duke Senior’s lands, as Arden’s harmony 
inspires freedom, renewal, reconciliation, and a lasting appreciation for the 
simplicity and balance of nature.

Objective Questions

1.	 Who is exiled to the Forest of Arden?  
2.	 Who has a hostile relationship with his brother Orlando?  
3.	 What event does Orlando win, impressing Rosalind?  
4.	 Who insists on joining Rosalind in exile?  
5.	 What identity does Rosalind assume in the forest?  
6.	 Whose name does Orlando carve on trees?  
7.	 Who sends a love letter to Ganymede, unaware of her true identity?  
8.	 Who reveals her true identity to end the confusion?  
9.	 Who is reconciled with Orlando in the forest?  
10.	Who undergoes a change of heart after meeting a holy man?  
11.	Where do characters find refuge from court life?
12.	What quality does Duke Senior find in the forest, away from courtly  

tensions?
13.	What does the Forest of Arden offer that the court does not?SG
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Answers

1.	 Duke Senior
2.	 Oliver  
3.	 Wrestling  
4.	 Celia  
5.	 Ganymede
6.	  Rosalind 
7.	 Phebe
8.	 Rosalind 
9.	 Oliver  
10.	 Duke Frederick
11.	Arden
12.	Peace
13.	Liberation

Assignments

1.	 How does the pastoral ideal in As You Like It reflect Shakespeare’s views on 
nature’s role in human renewal and personal freedom?

2.	 How does the forest environment encourage reconciliation between charac-
ters, such as Orlando and Oliver, and what does this say about the theme of 
forgiveness?

3.	 In what way does the Forest of Arden serve as a setting for transformation, 
and how does it contrast with life in the court?

4.	 Why does Duke Frederick decide to banish Rosalind, and what does her de-
parture symbolise about the court's values?

5.	 Why is Jaques’ perspective on life in the forest unique, and what does his 
“All the world’s a stage” monologue reveal about his view on human nature?SG
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Suggested Reading

	f Adams, Robert M. The Forest in Shakespeare’s Comedies: Natural Metaphor 
and Symbolic 

	f Space. University of California Press, 1990.  
	f Shakespeare, William. As You Like It. Edited by Stephen Orgel, Oxford Uni-

versity Press, 2008.  
	f Shapiro, James. 1599: A Year in the Life of William Shakespeare. HarperCol-

lins, 2005. 
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SREENARAYANAGURU OPEN UNIVERSITY

QP CODE: ………	                                                                                Reg. No: ………...............

                                                                                                                           Name: ………………...

BA ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE
Model Question Paper (Set-01)

END-SEMESTER EXAMINATION- FIFTH SEMESTER
DISCIPLINE-SPECIFIC ELECTIVE COURSE

                                      B21EG05DE – Literature and the Environment
                                                       (CBCS - UG)
                                                2022-23 - Admission Onwards

Time: 3 Hours					                                                         Max Marks: 70

Section A

Answer any ten of the following questions in one word or sentence.                   (10×1= 10)

1.	 What is the setting of “Walker Brothers Cowboy”?
2.	 What did the frogs invade in “Death of a Naturalist”? 
3.	 What river is mentioned in “The Poplar Field”?
4.	 What is the primary goal of Ecofeminism?
5.	 Who is Duke Frederick’s daughter in the play As You Like It? 
6.	 What type of poem is “Composed Upon Westminster Bridge”? 
7.	 In which year did Alice Munro win the Nobel Prize in Literature? 
8.	 Who coined the term “Ecocriticism”?
9.	 Who falls in love with Ganymede in the play As You Like It?
10.	 What is Pi’s full first name?
11.	What type of poison was used on a large scale in the U.S. after World War II?
12.	 In which poetic tradition is Cowper considered a forerunner?
13.	What was the name of the bookstore opened by the Munros?  
14.	 What is the name of Pi’s family zoo?
15.	 Which bird group is featured in Carson’s description of an ideal town? 
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Section B

Answer any five of the following questions in one or two sentences.                      (5×2=10)

16.	 What role do the dragonflies and butterflies play in the poem “Death of a  
Naturalist”?

17.	 Why did Rachel Carson write Silent Spring?
18.	 Why does Pi practice multiple religions? 
19.	 How does Cowper use the blackbird in “The Poplar Field”?
20.	 What are the two phases in which Ecocriticism emerged?
21.	 Why is Orlando’s relationship with his brother Oliver strained? 
22.	 How does Alice Munro depict rural Ontario during the Great Depression?
23.	 How did Silent Spring affect public perception of chemical industries?
24.	  How does Wordsworth personify the city in “Westminster Bridge”?
25.	 How did the concept of “nature” evolve in Western thought?
26.	 What motivates Rosalind and Celia to leave the court?

Section C

Answer any six of the following questions in one paragraph.                      (6×5=30)

27.	What does the Forest of Arden symbolise in As You Like It?
28.	How does Cowper convey a sense of loss in “The Poplar Field”? 
29.	What is the relationship between nature and the characters in Walker Brothers 

Cowboy?
30.	How did Carson’s research and discoveries about DDT contribute to the book’s 

success and impact?
31.	How does the play As You Like It incorporate the idea of environmental sustain-

ability?
32.	How does Ecofeminism critique patriarchal society’s impact on both women and 

nature?
33.	What lesson does Pi learn from his father’s demonstration of animal danger?
34.	How does Wordsworth use personification in “Composed Upon Westminster 

Bridge”? 
35.	How did Silent Spring foreshadow later environmental challenges, such as cli-

mate change and biodiversity loss?  
36.	How does Heaney illustrate the transition from innocence to disillusionment in 

“Death of a Naturalist”?
37.	Discuss the role of apocalypticism in Ecocriticism and its representation of envi-

ronmental disasters. 
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Section D

Answer any two of the following questions in 300 words.                                  (2×10 = 20)

38.	Examine the significance of nature in William Cowper’s poetry, particularly in 
the context of his personal struggles with mental health and his relationship with 
the environment.

39.	Analyse how Silent Spring serves as a critique of industrial farming practices 
and their long-term environmental effects. 

40.	Discuss how Shakespeare uses the contrast between the court and the Forest of 
Arden in the play As You Like It to comment on the role of nature in human life.

41.	Elucidate the role of storytelling in Life of Pi. How does the act of telling the 
story help Pi to make sense of his traumatic experience, and what does the novel 
say about the relationship between truth, belief, and narrative? 
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Section A

Answer any ten of the following questions in one word or sentence.                   (10×1= 10)
 

1.	 Which award did “Dance of the Happy Shades” win? 
2.	  When was Silent Spring published? 
3.	  What city is described in “Composed Upon Westminster Bridge”? 
4.	 What is the name of the ship that sinks, leaving Pi stranded?  
5.	 What is Rosalind’s disguise in the play As You Like It? 
6.	 Who wrote The Population Bomb? 
7.	 Which bird is mentioned in “The Poplar Field”? 
8.	 Which character delivers the “All the world’s a stage” speech? 
9.	 What chemical did Carson primarily criticise in her book?
10.	Which philosopher argued that humans must treat land as private property?
11.	 How does Cowper use the image of the fallen trees in “The Poplar Field” to ex-

plore human life?
12.	 What type of animal kills the zebra in the lifeboat?
13.	 Which animal eggs are central to the poem “The Death of a Naturalist”?
14.	What is the father’s current job in “Walker Brothers Cowboy”?
15.	What environmental disaster is highlighted in Silent Spring?
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Section B

Answer any five of the following questions in one or two sentences.                      (5×2=10)

16.	What does Marxist environmentalism focus on?
17.	What is the central theme of As You Like It?
18.	What is the main metaphor in the title Silent Spring? 
19.	 What is the main idea of “Composed Upon Westminster Bridge”?
20.	 What lesson does Pi learn from his father’s demonstration of animal danger?
21.	 What symbolizes the transition from childhood innocence to adult understanding 

in the poem “Death of a Naturalist”? 
22.	What is the significance of the fox farm in Munro’s childhood?
23.	How does the Forest of Arden contrast with the court?
24.	How does Ecofeminism connect gender and environmental issues?
25.	How does the poet describe the regeneration of nature in “The Poplar Field”? 
26.	Which event in Carson’s life led her to investigate the effects of pesticides?

Section C

Answer any six of the following questions in one paragraph.                      (6×5=30)

27.	How does Ecocriticism examine the representation of nature in literature?
28.	 How does the setting of the flax-dam contribute to the overall message of the 

poem “Death of a Naturalist”?
29.	What role does memory play in the story “Walker Brothers Cowboy”? 
30.	Explain the symbolism of the lifeboat in Pi's journey. 
31.	How does Cowper’s meditation on nature in “The Poplar Field” tie into broader 

environmental concerns?
32.	Explain the significance of the imagery used in the opening chapter, “A Fable for 

Tomorrow.”
33.	How does Shakespeare use the character of Jaques to explore human nature in 

relation to the environment?
34.	 What is the connection between globalisation and environmental exploitation in 

the context of Ecocriticism?
35.	What is the significance of the two versions of Pi’s survival story?
36.	In what ways does Munro’s depiction of rural life in her stories contribute to their 

themes?
37.	How does the play use the contrast between the court and the forest to explore 

themes of social hierarchy?
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Section D

Answer any two of the following questions in 300 words.                                  (2×10 = 20)

38.	Discuss the legacy of Silent Spring and its ongoing relevance in today’s discus-
sions on sustainability and climate change.

39.	How does “Composed Upon Westminster Bridge” represent the intersection of 
nature and urban life, and what does it reveal about Wordsworth’s view of the 
modern world?

40.	Explore the environmental themes in As You Like It and how the play reflects 
early awareness of ecological balance and human connection to nature. 

41.	 Discuss how Ecocriticism as a theory challenges traditional literary criticism by 
focusing on the environment.
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