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Destruction and Domination:
Femininity and Man’s Relationship with Nature in British Romanticism
Critical Context
[bookmark: _GoBack]In the discourse of British Romanticism, there are significant discrepancies over what constitutes a Romantic text. It is important to provide an initial, working definition of Romanticism before we can discuss specific aspects within the movement. A.O. Lovejoy wrote a controversial essay in which he argued that the term “romanticism” is overused and in so many different ways, that it has lost significance. For the purposes of this analysis, however, he did agree that Man’s relationship to Nature is a characteristic of the British Romantic period.[footnoteRef:1] Rene Wellek contested Lovejoy’s argument and proposed that the term functions not so much as a generalization of characteristics, that apply across the board to movements known as “romantic,” but as a shift in consciousness and the perception of poetry in the nineteenth century. He does define British romantic poetry as a reaction to the French Revolution, changes in German literature, and a rejection of “the mechanical conventions” of classic poetry. [footnoteRef:2] Peter Thorslev, Jr. joined the conversation and, to some degree, combined the two critics aforementioned to argue that the characteristics of Romanticism are living and can be interpreted and applied today as effectively as they were in the nineteenth century.[footnoteRef:3] He also emphasizes Man’s relationship to Nature as a defining quality of Romanticism. [1:  A.O. Lovejoy, “On the Discrimination of Romanticisms,” PMLA 39.2 (1924)]  [2: 2 Rene Wellek, “The Concept of “Romanticism” in Literary History. I. The Term “Romantic” and Its Derivatives,” Comparative Literature 1.1 (1949)]  [3:  P.L. Thorslev, Jr., “Romanticism and the Literary Consciousness,” Journal of the History of Ideas 36.3 (1975)] 

	After engaging in the general discussion of British Romanticism, this analysis attempted to examine the specific relationship between Man and Nature as they apply to two major Romantic poets, William Wordsworth and George Gordon Lord Byron. Robert Neveldine did a close examination of Wordsworth’s poem “Nutting” and explicitly discusses the act of violence upon Nature in the text.[footnoteRef:4] While I did not agree with most of his specific ideas, J.A. Hubbell provided an interesting interpretation of both Wordsworth and Lord Byron’s handling of nature. I agree with him on the basis that Man and Nature are inherently connected but we differed in the nature of that relationship.[footnoteRef:5] Lastly, I used Edward Bostetter’s analysis of Byron’s view of the external world as they apply to the poem “Darkness.” He offered very applicable interpretations to Byron’s varying views of Nature and briefly discussed those in relation to the other major Romantic poets’ perceptions.[footnoteRef:6] [4: R.B. Neveldine, “Wordworth’s ‘Nutting’ and the Violent End of Reading.” The Johns Hopkins University Press 63.3 (1996)]  [5: J.A. Hubbell, “A Question of Nature: Byron and Wordsworth.” Wordsworth Circle 41.1 (2010)]  [6: Bostetter, E. E. “Masses and Solids Byron’s View of the External World.” ModernLanguage Quarterly 35.3 (1974)] 

	When I chose these very specific texts, I recognized a degree of destruction in each. On one hand, Nature was the superior force and participated in a kind of self-destruction to rid the world of Man and regenerate. On the other, man uses destruction to show his superiority over all things natural. The juxtaposition of these two instances of destruction provides an interesting foundation to expand the discussion of Man’s relationship with Nature, in the context of British Romanticism, as a struggle for domination. By creating a binary between Man and Nature, one entity assumes the dominant role and the other becomes inferior; however, these two texts demonstrate that those roles are not fixed and that, through poetry, the perceptions of them can shift. Destruction becomes a means of domination in “Nutting” and “Darkness” and this analysis attempts to broaden the discussion of how Man perceives and interacts with what is seemingly external to him.

The Nature of Romanticism
There is an ongoing, and rather heated, debate surrounding the nature of Romanticism. Any research conducted on Romantic literature will most likely provoke one of two outcomes: 1) the inability to agree on the common characteristics of the period, or 2) a broad definition attempting to capture the multitude of themes surrounding Romanticism. In his critique of the overuse, and for all intensive purposes, the latter outcome aforementioned, of the overarching term “Romanticism,” A.O. Lovejoy declares, “The word ‘romantic’ has come to mean so many things that, by itself, it means nothing. It has ceased to perform the function of a verbal sign” (On the Discrimination of Romanticisms 232). While his argument has convincing evidence, there are commonalities within the specific discourse of the British Romantic Period worth examining further.
In his rebuttal to Lovejoy, Rene Wellek argues that despite the technical differences within so-called Romantic movements, there was a general shift in the conceptualization of literature across Europe in the early nineteenth century that can be identified with or without the label. He says, “English writers early had a clear consciousness that there was a movement which rejected the critical concepts and poetic practice of the eighteenth century, that it formed a unity, and had its parallels on the continent” (The Concept of “Romanticism” 17). As Wellek makes apparent, the term “romantic” was not applied to this period of literature until well into the nineteenth century and that its application is more significant in distinguishing one perception of poetry from another than the sign itself.
The Oxford English Dictionary defines “romantic” as, “Designating, relating to, or characteristic of a movement or style during the late 18th and 19th centuries in Europe marked by an emphasis on feeling, individuality, and passion rather than classical form and order, and typically preferring grandeur, picturesqueness, or naturalness to finish and proportion. Generally opposed to classical” (OED Online, def. 7). Studies in British Romanticism today especially emphasize emotion over reason, individualism, the natural goodness of Man, and a deep connection the natural world. While he attributes the following quality to a “pre-Romantic” Romanticism of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and early eighteenth centuries, Lovejoy’s discussion of the poet’s preference for nature undoubtedly applies to those of the nineteenth century. He says, “[T]he idea of preferring nature to custom and to art usually carried with it the suggestion of a program of simplification, of reform by elimination; in other words, it implied primitivism” (242). To clarify, we do not see a complete rejection of worldly possessions and a return to absolute primitivism by poets like Wordsworth, Byron, Coleridge, or De Quincey; however, there were very individualistic and emotional tendencies within all of their works that illustrate a fascination and admiration for nature. Lovejoy concludes his commentary on the “typical manifestations of the spiritual essence of Romanticism” with, “a passion… for losing oneself in an ecstatic contemplation of nature” (232). 
The relationship between Man and Nature penetrates the work of almost every Romantic poet— as a means of self-discovery, an explanation of man’s place in the universe, for aesthetic or emotional pleasure, etc. In his analysis of Romantic criticism, P.L. Thorslev believes that a decline in formalism and rise in historical literary studies has allowed contemporary scholars to realize that “the problems which the Romantics faced are still with us: man in his relationship to history, society, to his own identity, and in his relationship to nature” (Romanticism and the Literary Consciousness 564). William Wordsworth and Lord Byron grapple with these timeless subjects in the instances of “Nutting” and “Darkness”. What becomes even more intriguing is that both implement destruction as a means through which they contemplate Man’s relationship to the universe.
	Domination implies that, in a relationship between two entities, one entity has control over the other; it is the determining influence for the other. For the general purpose of this analysis, domination takes the form of a struggle within the unstable relationship between Man and Nature. For Wordsworth, the struggle is a result of the implied gender of Nature, unlike Lord Byron who will portray Man’s struggle to assert nature’s dominance. Destruction comes into play in both instances, both as a means for Man to secure dominance over Nature and for Nature to open the eyes of Man to how reliant he is upon nature. Destruction, then, is the act of damaging something and jeopardizing its existence. Because destruction often carries the connotation that the damage done was intentional or that the destroyer had motivations for destroying, we also see it as an act of defilement in an attempt to decrease something’s value. The use of destruction to gain dominance is implemented by both poets and speaks to their perceptions of the general relationship between Man and Nature.

Wordsworth’s “Nutting”
In his critical response to “Nutting,” Robert Neveldine asserts that “language is violence upon nature” (672). William Wordsworth wrote “Nutting” as a recollection of an event from his childhood but the destructive, vengeful tone of the poem creates a problematized relationship between the literal action and the metaphorical implications of the recreation. In comparison to much of Wordsworth’s writings on nature, “Nutting” seems particularly dark. Harold Bloom argues, “Nutting hints at the darker side of the sexual myth relating Man and Nature, for it describes an incident in which the boy Wordsworth offended against the gathering covenant by ravishing a corner of Nature” (The Visionary Company 129). The sexualization of the nook establishes a binary that not only questions the relationship between Man and Nature, but between male and female as well. Neveldine continues that, because he has characterized the nook as female and innocent, Wordsworth has made the act of destruction (or violence) “that much more appealing, and appalling” (672). Furthermore, Wordsworth’s emphasis of the femininity of this “virgin scene” inspires a dark, narcissistic desire for it to be dominated, and he achieves domination through the destruction of it (Wordsworth, line 21). The fact that this poem was written well into Wordsworth’s adult life discredits any justification of the act because it was carried out by a boy. His consciousness suggests that, through the destruction of Nature, Wordsworth was reaffirming man’s position of dominance as it pertains to traditional gender roles.
	At first glance, the theme of humiliation in “Nutting” seems minor, if not irrelevant, to the shocking display of destruction at the end of the poem. However, if the reader agrees that this poem is an extended metaphor for Wordsworth’s desire to reaffirm the societal constructions of assumed gender roles and male superiority, then humiliation serves as a direct catalyst for the aggressive and destructive nature of “Nutting.” Wordsworth depicts,
	…a Figure quaint,
	Tricked out in proud disguise of cast-off weeds
	Which for that service had been husbanded,
	By exhortation of my frugal Dame—
	Motley accoutrement, of power to smile (lines 8-12)
In the footnote the reader is informed that this “frugal Dame,” who dressed the boy in what seems to be an elaborate, but also amusing, outfit for his nutting expedition, was a woman Wordsworth lived with while attending grammar school. This potentially humiliating attire is emphasized by the use of the adjective “quaint,” which implies a sense of frailness and femininity. This has been imposed upon him by a woman – a “frugal” woman – who apparently will not take measures to make him less peculiar and sends him off through “thorns… pathless rocks… and tangled thickets” to collect nuts (lines 13-15). If Wordsworth, recalling this incident as an adult, interpreted it as threat to his masculinity or prestigious reputation, then the implied femininity of Nature in his recreation, and subsequent destruction of it, would stand to reaffirm his domination over feminine figures who once humiliated him.
	This reaffirmation is made even more dramatic through Wordsworth’s mature and narcissistic language in portraying the forest as an entity which exists solely for the boy to stumble upon and dominate. The act cannot be justified as a childish fit of rage because Wordsworth has created a complex metaphor to dominate what represents femininity in “Nutting.” Especially in regards to the bower, which the boy will eventually destroy, he describes it with a nurturing quality and a perfection “unseen by any human eye” (line 32). Almost like a mother protecting her child, the bower’s leaves seem to hang down and shelter the violets and ensure they survive through the changing seasons. The boy also lays down “under the shady trees,” which “lay round [him], scattered like a flock of sheep” and, again, the reader feels the protective nature of this forest (lines 36-7). The trees are all around him, making sure he is comfortable and secure, just as sheep typically stay close together to protect one another from any danger. Both of these descriptions serve to reinforce the societal assumption that women are nurturing creatures and widen the gap between gender-specific roles.
As the boy falls into a kind of trance brought on by the murmuring sound of the stream, he is succumbing to the comfort and protection provided by the forest. Neveldine suggests that by observing the virgin scene for some time before destroying it, he is “allow[ing] nature time to seduce him” and because it is such a perfect, untouched being, the seduction turns to envy and “incites [him] to ravish” (666). Comfort and nurturing are generally not regarded as masculine characteristics so the ease with which the boy lets his guard down and revels in their general attraction, can challenge who (or what) has the greater influence on the other and arouse a new wave of emotions.
Neveldine’s degree of envy can be seen in Wordsworth’s depiction of the effortlessness with which the forest exists. He recalls,
…that sweet mood when pleasure loves to pay
Tribute to ease; and, of its joy secure,
The heart luxuriates with indifferent things,
Wasting its kindliness on stocks and stones,
And on vacant air. (lines 40-3)
In this instance, Nature seems to be in existence solely for its own purpose and benefit. If the boy regarded the murmuring stream and protection from the trees as Nature existing to serve the interests of man, it makes sense that he becomes upset at the way it wastes its energy on inanimate objects. He was enticed by the comfort and protection he believed Nature was providing for his benefit so, upon realizing nature does not exist solely for him, his importance is diminished and replaced by stocks, stones, and empty space. This egocentric perception would definitely invoke feelings of envy and a desire to reclaim the dominant position. The narcissism Wordsworth speaks with also emphasizes the polarization between culture and nature. Again, it is no surprise that in a world where society regulates actions and thoughts, especially in regards to what roles men and women fulfill, Nature’s existence for itself and ability to achieve pleasure so easily would make a man jealous. In Wordsworth’s struggle for domination, the resentment man feels because Nature is not serving his interest is intensified when the boy sees how Nature serves its own without exerting any effort. Nature as a symbol of femininity, embodying characteristics that support this symbolism, is not serving the interests of man; therefore, it is challenging male superiority and evolving envy into a motivation for destruction.
	Wordsworth emphasizes the innocence and seclusion of the nook to enhance the development of these emotions and to reposition man as the superior figure. The boy alone knows the beauty of this “virgin scene” and therefore by destroying the bower, he possesses the only acknowledgment of it and dictates any perception of its value and beauty. If destruction is intended to reaffirm Wordsworth’s superiority over the female-dominant roles in the poem, then he would want to make the nook seem as inferior as possible. Neveldine comments, “It is as if the violence performed in the poem is so great as to obliterate all traces of the victim's identity… ’Merciless ravage’ thus becomes more than partaking, more than taking: it is taking-away[,] it is a decimation” (665). Wordsworth’s depiction of the boy destroying the bower confirms that he intended to completely defile what represents femininity in this poem: “…the green and mossy bower,/ Deformed and sullied, patiently gave up/ Their quiet being” (lines 46-8). The nook has been destroyed; stripped of its beauty and innocence –the very characteristics that make it identifiable – and whether his motivation was envy or humiliation, Wordsworth has, through this literary metaphor, reaffirmed his position as the dominant being.
	The reaction of the boy complicates Wordsworth’s assumed goal of asserting domination. The reader acknowledges that, upon reaching the virgin scene, the boy’s demeanor foreshadows his desire to possess the bower and there is a certain competitiveness with which he does so. The poem reads, “Breathing with such suppression of the heart… with wise restraint/ Voluptuous, fearless of a rival, eyed/ The banquet” (lines 22-5). As Harold Bloom points out, “This is the glance of potential possession and use, not that of wise passivity and the shared initiative” (129).  The boy seems almost lustful as he eyes the nook, and there is no one present to interfere with his capture of it – it is the ultimate prize and Wordsworth ensures that he will possess it. This compliments the boy’s reaction after he tears down the bower, “from the mutilated bower I turned/ Exulting, rich beyond the wealth of kings” (lines 50-1). Again, the pride of mutilating a helpless and innocent being elates him. Furthermore, by simply using the expression “rich beyond the wealth of kings,” Wordsworth is insinuating that not only has he achieved dominance over the symbolic female, but he is now greater than a prestigious order of men.
In an article published in the Bulletin of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, the unnamed author claims that Kant perceived “[m]an’s humanity, his creativity, his individuality and grandeur were at their highest when he moulded nature, tortured her, bent her to his will like a sculptor his clay” (5). This sentiment applies to Wordsworth, the poet, and the boy’s sense of pride in destroying the bower. In writing this poem, Wordsworth has “bent [nature] to his will” and placed man in a position of superiority over her. The complication arises in the following lines where the boy seems to experience feelings of remorse, which stem from Wordsworth’s adult reevaluation of the incident. He says, “unless I now/ Confound my present feelings with the past… I felt a sense of pain when I beheld/ The silent trees, and saw the intruding sky” (lines 49-53). Although he does display a degree of repentance because he is surprised by his actions, it seems as though he only acknowledges these feelings because the sky has witnessed his violent attack.
	If Wordsworth’s original intentions of using “Nutting” as a means to reassert his superiority over femininity are jeopardized because he realizes he has been caught by the “intruding sky,” then it is interesting that he singles out the “Maiden” to heed his warning of the spirit (line 53). If the readers sees the sky as a symbol for society – an omnipresent entity, influencing peoples’ actions and thoughts, and often judging or trying to regulate personal matters – it makes sense that the boy would feel remorseful. Why, then, does he warn, “dearest Maiden, move along these shades/ In gentleness of heart; with gentle hand/ Touch—for there is a spirit in the woods” (lines 54-6)? Wordsworth seems to be warning women to adhere to the prescribed characteristics of femininity – nurturing, gentleness, kindness, and subservience to men. Not only should she embody these characteristics, but they should also serve the interest of men, as he is the superior sex. If these characteristics are used for personal gain or to challenge man’s superiority, then she risks angering a man and should be wary of the spirit in the woods. The spirit acts as a symbol for man, who because of his envy and narcissism will likely try to regain dominance.
	Wordsworth uses “Nutting” as a means through which he identifies problematic encounters with the male-female, dominant-subservient dichotomy in his youth. By addressing the humiliation he experienced when peculiarly dressed by a frugal Dame and told to go nutting, and the nurturing and tempting nature of the virgin forest which he succumbed to, Wordsworth symbolizes his motivations for wanting to use destruction as domination. The utter devastation of what symbolizes female control in the poem reaffirms Wordsworth’s complete superiority over it. His adult recreation of this childhood experience eliminates the possibility that the literal action was nothing more than a childish outburst and demands that the reader assess the metaphorical implications of Wordsworth’s desire for dominance.
	In a more general sense, “Nutting” is not only used as a means to triumph over what symbolizes femininity, but also to dominate the seemingly unattainable prize of Nature. For Wordsworth, nature and culture are stark binaries. In the case of “Nutting” and “Lines,” Man is the measure of value for nature and Wordsworth implies that nature exists so that Man might benefit aesthetically or emotionally from it. Wordsworth’s texts suggest that Man is always external to Nature, whether he is striving to dominate it or acknowledging its beauty.
Edward Bostetter argued that this is how most Romantic poets perceived nature. He analyzed the poets using John Locke’s theories, particularly “his separation of senses into primary and secondary sensations, the external world versus the inner world” (257). Locke described “primary” sensations as inherent qualities that exist whether any being acknowledges them or not; and that “secondary” sensations “in truth are nothing in the objects themselves but powers to produce various sensations in us by their primary qualities” (257)[footnoteRef:7]. For many Romantic writers, including Wordsworth, nature was something perceived to be very valuable and highly revered; however, this sentiment was founded on man’s external perception of nature. Bostetter says, “[They] were enthralled by the secondary sensations… [and] sought to dramatize the interaction of internal and external worlds” (257-58). The poets studied and observed nature; they were inspired and awestruck by its beauty and mystery but never saw it as something existing for itself, or more applicably, as something not existing for the pleasures of man. Bloom argues that if we view Wordsworth as a poet of nature, “we would recognize that Wordsworthian landscapes are all the products of an inward estrangement… His consciousness of external nature is consciousness of separation” (461). [7:  John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, in The Age of Enlightenment, ed. Isaiah Berlin (Boston, 1956), p. 49.] 

The Romantic emphasis on self-awareness attributed to an oversight of man’s dependency on nature. Bostetter proposes that “Byron, in contrast, was the only major Romantic poet who wrote within the empirical tradition. The external world is the ultimate reality for him” (258). For Lord Byron, empiricism allows man to exist with nature and that nature, in fact, has the ability to control human existence. J. Andrew Hubbell describes this as Byron’s representation of “human culture and the environment as dynamically interconnected” (14). Byron seems to recognize, or at least ponder, nature’s “primary qualities,” and man’s relation to those, more so than his contemporaries. In “Darkness,” he challenges the dominant-inferior relationship represented in “Nutting” by asserting Nature’s power over man. “Darkness” minimizes the separation assumed by many Romantic poets and incorporates destruction as a means to discuss the coexistence of man and nature and to challenge the established perception that nature exists for man.

Byron’s “Darkness”
The destruction in “Darkness” is the destruction of nature itself but it undoubtedly demonstrates the influence natural forces have over human existence. Bostetter identifies four ways in which Byron views the external world. As they apply to “Darkness,” Byron believes nature is “an indifferent world of bleak masses and solids… that will ultimately sweep away man and his works and leave nothing except a wasteland” and that it is “both creative and destructive, a world of titanic power” (259). In the former, Bostetter declares that Byron sees Nature attempting to return to chaos and rid itself of its inhabitants. “Darkness” completely embodies this perspective as Byron writes, “The world was void,/ The populous and the powerful—was a lump,/ Seasonless, herbless, treeless, manless, lifeless—/ A lump of death—a chaos of hard clay” (lines 69-73). With the absence of sunlight and the finality of resources to create alternative sources of light, nature has made it extremely difficult for man to meet his basic needs (locate water, hunt, gather, cook, etc.). In “Darkness,” this difficulty eventually leads to a struggle of survival for man and we see him revert to animalistic instincts to overcome this struggle, which will be discussed further. As social creatures, the removal of light becomes symbolic, and ultimately more fearful, because it eliminates man’s ability to maintain any degree of a functioning society. In the struggle for superiority between man and nature, man’s cognitive abilities have generally given him a significant advantage. The use of nature’s resources has also provided the foundations of the constructs which reinforce man’s intellect. In “Darkness,” however, these constructs prove to be insignificant and fragile in the absence of light.
	Byron describes the willingness of man to sacrifice symbols of civilization and superiority in order to survive and extend social interaction for as long as possible. He says,
	And they did live by watchfires—and the thrones,
	The palaces of crowned kings—the huts,
	The habitations of all things which dwell,
	Were burnt for beacons; cities were consumed,
	And men were gathered round their blazing homes
	To look once more into each other’s face (lines 10-15).
Unless they can be seen, the great achievements of humanity are simply perceived as “bleak masses and solids” (Bostetter 259). Again, by extinguishing light, nature has proved to man that at any point it can force man to revert to his instinctual nature. Bostetter describes Byron’s perception of man in relation to nature as “struggling constantly to transcend his physical limitation through his reason—fighting a continuing battle of the spirit to dominate the flesh—but doomed in the end to destruction by the elemental forces of nature” (264). As darkness overtakes the universe in the poem, man frantically tries to preserve those social interactions, the connections with other human beings, which transcend his relation to the non-human, natural world; however, nature proves to be in control. Not only is the light that is given off by burning the palaces, huts, and cities temporary, but man reverts to animalistic, survival instincts when complete darkness descends.
Byron writes, “the pang/ Of famine fed upon all entrail—men/ Died, and their bones were tombless as their flesh;/ The meager by the meager were devoured” (43-46). In resorting to cannibalism as a final attempt to survive, the superiority of man’s cognition, which has given him the ability to hunt, use fire to cook meat, effectively preserve food, etc., is completely discredited. The developments of acquiring and producing food have been monumental in the progression of civilization, both in the techniques used and ability to sustain major populations. Byron’s use of the word “devoured” connotes a kind of ruthless feast and demonstrates the insignificance of humanity when threatened by death. We see the digression of advanced civilization— the established sense of community between those longing to look into one another’s eye one last time; the remains of a palace from a monarchical society— into a self-preservationist frenzy.
There is a complete lack of respect for the deceased with the abandonment of any kind of funeral ceremony, which those sensing the onset of death seem to be anticipating. Byron writes, “… others hurried to and fro, and fed/ Their funeral piles with fuel” (lines 27-8). This is obviously a society in which rituals were performed after a person had died but as death ensues these rituals are abandoned and the men turn into fiends for flesh. Byron describes the one remaining loyal creature keeping “the birds and beasts and famish’d men at bay,/ Till hunger clung them, or the dropping dead/ Lured their lank jaws” (49-51). As will be discussed further, this starving dog is the only evidence of humanity and he exposes the relentlessness of man to save himself. In the reversion to his most animalistic, survival tendencies, which might seem to bring man closer to nature, we see how dramatically nature can disrupt man’s civilized, and seemingly superior, ways of living.
	At the end of the poem Byron states, “Darkness had no need/ Of aid from them—She was the universe” (lines 81-82). In this section he describes the waves, tides, moon, and winds and how they assist men at sea. By rejecting these other natural forces, which serve the interest of man’s existence, Darkness reaffirms Byron’s perception that the natural world is “inexorably moving toward the destruction of earth and its inhabitants” (Bostetter 266). Darkness completely 
engulfs the universe with the inherent knowledge that without light, man will eventually die off and the universe will return to a state of chaos. Chaos, as Byron applies the term, is a world liberated from the order and despotic nature of human society. It is the return to “hard clay,” which connotes a certain restructuring and regenerative quality (line 72). The destruction of man ultimately benefits nature because no longer will its resources be exploited for the progression of human civilization— a civilization that is dependent on natural resources and will eventually consume the world’s supply of certain finite ones.
Just as Darkness rejected the bodies of water, the moon, and the wind for aiding man in his nautical affairs, she rejects a world flourishing with resources that contribute to the expansion of human society. The foundations of civilization, the declarations of man’s intelligence (i.e. Cities, churches, thrones) are provided by nature at its expense. This demonstrates the interconnectedness of man and nature but exposes the lack of harmony within the relationship. This conflicting relationship illustrates the growing polarization between man and nature and, furthermore, reveals man’s obsession with ambiguous, intangible, and ephemeral things, which seems to serve as some motivation for Darkness’s desire to rid earth of man.
	In the opening of the poem, Darkness dominates light by extinguishing the sun. This seems somewhat contradictory to Byron’s intention in writing this poem to secure nature’s superiority over man because one natural force has triumphed over another. While this is a valid argument, Byron’s discussion of man’s preoccupation with material things suggests that the sun symbolizes something highly revered by man; something he would be completely lost without. The “bright sun,” which Darkness overpowers, stands to symbolize the ambiguous and insignificant idols man blindly puts his faith in. Although Byron does not outwardly describe light as a kind of divine entity, the fact that man’s life is so dependent upon it and, in its absence, he very much worships it, we can infer that light in the poem is more than a physical luminescence. Byron writes, “And men forgot their passions in the dread/ Of this their desolation; and all hearts/ Were chill’d into a selfish prayer for light” (lines 7-9). Even when Darkness has completely taken over, man calls on a mysterious entity to grant him another attempt at maintaining any degree of humanity.
As previously discussed, the symbols of humanity are only significant if they can be seen and, thus, a prayer for illumination is man’s final attempt to preserve it. When man burns the thrones and palaces of kings for temporary light, this action symbolizes that, in the face of natural forces, his attempts to create hierarchies and order within the natural world are meaningless. Man puts his faith into things that are not only easily destroyed, but superficial as well. Light, as a divine figure, grants no immediate concessions in response to man’s plea; or blessings in return for his devotion but, contrarily, proves to be of no assistance after Darkness has extinguished the sun. This demonstrates the ephemeral and trivial nature of what man creates in order to explain what is outside of him, and the ease with which a natural force can completely discredit those creations.
	Destruction as a means of domination evolves throughout “Darkness” but never fails to illuminate the overarching power nature has over man. Nature seems to be in a process of destroying itself but will ultimately rid the earth of its inhabitants and persist in a self-sustaining regeneration. Man’s dependence on nature for survival and recognition of his cognitive superiority make him susceptible to the forces of nature and through the extinguishing of Light, Byron has symbolized nature’s precedence over man. Bostetter argues, “Byron seems to revel in this ruthless description of the meanness and insignificance of man before the titanic powers of [nature]” (264). Man also undergoes a period of self-destruction as he burns down the symbols of civilization, followed by things of the natural world, in a hopeless attempt to survive and preserve humanity. This action serves as Byron’s commentary on man’s materialism, his devotion to superficial order, and the undeniable separation between him and nature. Any hope at securing man’s superiority over nature is ultimately destroyed when he resorts to cannibalism, abandoning his mental capacity to acquire, preserve, and produce food. In the end, the only thing abiding by the social morals of man is a mangy dog, who, although starving itself, remains loyal to his master and does not use him simply as a means of self-preservation. Man has always manipulated nature as a means of survival and when nature refuses to support him, he turns on his fellow man. In this instance, Byron is suggesting that man has less regard for morality than an animal— an animal with no regard for his own kind, ultimately concerned with self-preservation alone. And so, Darkness has dominated over all other things and used destruction to return to a necessary state of regeneration.
	It is also interesting to note, as a closing comparison, that, unlike Wordsworth, Byron has gendered the superior force in “Darkness” as female and the despairing characters as male. For eighty-two lines, Byron depicts the extinction of mankind, using only the pronoun “man” to represent the species. We see man forget his passions in the dread of his despair, huddle around the fire to prolong social interaction, weep and prepare for death, gorge himself in gloom, feed on his fellow man, and die by the embers of insignificant idols. Byron dramatically illustrates the destruction of civilization and humanity through the demise of “man”, with the exception of the male dog who upholds some degree of morality, and it is not until the final line that he uses a gender-specific pronoun for Darkness. The proclamation that “She was the universe” is made even more significant because Byron has painted this ravaged and utterly hopeless world under the control of one, all-powerful being and it is feminized (line 82). So, while we know that Wordsworth valued the company of women, whether it was his wife or sister, “Nutting” serves to reinforce socially constructed gender roles. “Darkness” is a beautiful critique of this construct, through the personification and empowerment of Nature as a female, and the triviality of what man devotes his life to.
	Darkness, as a state of being, often possesses a negative and ominous connotation; however, in Byron’s poem this sentiment does not seem to extend to the symbol of femininity. In gendering the unmatchable power of the natural world female, Byron has positioned female over male and destabilized the prescriptive roles of men and women. In “Nutting,” Wordsworth emphasizes the protective, nurturing, and innocent qualities that are often associated with the feminine. Byron provides a challenge to those accepted and assumed roles and portrays an all-powerful, independent, and quite resolute female. Darkness in “Darkness” completely consumes the world and ultimately dictates the future of humanity, so if we accept this figure as a female entity, she is significantly empowered. She triumphs over all of man’s creations and symbols of his intellectual capacity, forces him back to complete survival instincts, and exposes his dependency on her, the natural world. Even on a very basic level, this speaks to man’s dependency on women in general. Biologically, man is dependent on woman to procreate and secure the continuation of the human race. “Darkness” is then a very harsh critique of gender roles in the sense that it is the female who has made the decision to self-destruct and prevent the survival of man. It is as if she cannot accept or is so disgusted with the materialistic, ambiguous, and superficial obsessions of man and feels obligated to end it. Byron suggests a more harmonious relationship between woman and nature so in seeing how removed man has become from the natural world, and how exploitative of it he has become, it would make sense that she be the force to protect nature’s interests. Ultimately, in championing nature over man, Byron has empowered the female and positioned her above the masculine.

Conclusion
In Wordsworth’s “Nutting” and Byron’s “Darkness,” destruction becomes the means by which each poet approaches the struggle between man and nature for dominance. In “Nutting,” the recreation of a childhood event, in which nature is literally devastated by man, serves to defend man’s dominance over nature. While Wordsworth’s poetry generally shows his appreciation for and ability to draw inspiration from nature, it is also apparent that he views it as external to man and that it exists solely to produce a reaction from the onlooker. Byron takes a radically different approach by arguing that through empiricism and man’s reliance on nature, they exist interconnected. However, Byron’s enthusiasm for the power of the natural world, and man’s ultimate inability to combat it, comes through in “Darkness.” Man’s implicit superiority over nature, the constructions and concepts that symbolize civilization, is only recognizable if it can be seen; therefore, by removing Light, Darkness has exposed the fragility and dependency of man’s material and ambiguous creations. The extinguishing of the sun leads to the destruction of man himself and exemplifies Byron’s critique of the relationship between man and nature to assert nature’s superiority over man.
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