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 The seasons have been used as a device in many art forms over the centuries to 

conjure moods, colour a setting, or illustrate feelings. Their eternal, cyclical nature 

provides a natural metaphor for the cyclical nature of life; the varying qualities of 

tranquility and tempestuousness which exist within each season parallel the ever-

changing quality of human life. Throughout the centuries, seasons have been used not 

only as a celebration of nature and the natural world, but as a reflection of the soul and 

the process of life and death. Both the exploration of the self and the natural world were 

close to the hearts of Romantic poets, and new artistic aesthetics arrived in the 

Romantic Era which further influenced the portrayal of the seasons. In contrast to the 

symmetry of the beautiful, the picturesque and the sublime were incorporated into the 

artistic aesthetic to glorify the wildness and asymmetry of nature. These Romantic 

aesthetics were very suited to represent life and the natural world in its imperfect form. 

With the arrival of the picturesque and the sublime, the potential for both positivity and 

negativity within each season became representative of the interdependency of these 

cycles in life. The representation of the seasons is, of course, subjective, but many 
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poets and other artists have also drawn on their innate cyclical nature. The seasons, as 

they come and go and return again, are inherently related to impermanence, mortality, 

and the afterlife. This cyclical pattern is shown, for instance, in the season poems by 

William Blake, which “describe a cycle . . . [that] is . . . fundamentally a sequence 

describing the coming of Love (and perhaps imagination) to the earth and the 

destruction of Love” (Gleckner 539-540). James Thomson, a predecessor of Barbauld 

and Keats, wrote poems which were thought to greatly influence season poetry in the 

Romantic Era. In Keats’ and Barbauld’s autumnal poems, the way the natural world is 

viewed relates to the subjectivity of the poet or speaker. This subjectivity is powerful 

enough to give completely opposite views of the same season. Despite the strong 

nature of this lens, however, both poems show how the subjective world exists within 

the circular movement of the seasons, and thus the subjective voice must accept the 

direction of the forces of nature. 

 It has sometimes become easy to categorize the seasons into traditional 

stereotypes despite their obvious cyclical nature. Spring represents new beginnings, 

innocence, rebirth; it is also a natural season of love, with parallels easily drawn 

between fertility and the fecundity of the earth. Summer is often used to express the 

pinnacle of happiness or beauty, frequently cast as the high point of life towards which 

the poet or speaker looks back with nostalgia. Autumn represents harvest, but also 

indicates a fading away, while winter is generally representative of things that are 

arduous or dead. We see so many examples of these traditional representations that 

many of them have now become cliché. While many may not know the origin, almost 
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everyone has heard the first few lines of Robert Burns’ poem, “A Red, Red Rose”, in 

which love is compared to a “red rose, / That’s newly sprung in June” (1-2). 

Renaissance poet Thomas Nashe’s “Spring, the Sweet Spring” also depicts the 

springtime as the season of lovers and maidens. Notwithstanding the recurrence of 

these themes, they continue to be effective. John Donne uses the cyclical nature of the 

seasons in his poem “Love’s Growth” to describe a love that is strong enough to “endure 

/ vicissitude, and season, as the grass” (3-4) throughout the change of seasons, until it 

returns again to spring, the season in which it (love) naturally “grows”. Perhaps the most 

famous example of the use of seasons to describe love is in Shakespeare’s sonnet 

number eighteen:  

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? 

Thou art more lovely and more temperate: 

Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May 

And summer’s lease hath all too short a date. (1-4)  

Shakespeare begins by making the age old comparison between beauty and 

summertime, implicitly linking the warmer season to love, youth, and happiness. Unlike 

the other poets mentioned above, however, Shakespeare notices not only the beautiful, 

but the imperfect qualities in spring and summer. In doing this, he shows the versatility 

of even the most idealized seasons in providing metaphors for life. A comparison of 

Keats and Barbauld’s opposing stances on autumn exemplifies the many-faceted nature 

of the seasons.  
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 Keats’ autumn is called the “Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness” (1), and 

each stanza illustrates this abundance. Stanza one shows ripening fruit hanging in such 

profusion that it seems to be falling off the trees and vines. Autumn and the sun are 

personified as “bosom-friend[s]” (2), and are “[c]onspiring . . . how to bless” (3) the land 

by giving generously with plentiful food and flowers. Keats uses epithets like “plump” (7), 

“sweet” (8), “warm” (10), “o’er-brimmed” (11), and “budding” (8) to the effect of making it 

seem that the first stanza itself is a tree overladen with fruit. In stanza two, autumn is 

depicted as a farmer with a plentiful “store” (12), or “granary” (14). There is a laziness 

about the poem; Nature seems to have done all the work on its own, while the humans 

do not appear to be present (Lovell 207). According to Virgil Nemoianu in his essay, 

“The Dialectics of Movement in Keats’s ‘To Autumn’”: [T]he poem offers an image of 

slow, fightless loss, of detachment from the contingent and concrete, of abandoning the 

world, and of serene movement heavenward. (211) Keats is basking in the end-of-

summer sun, celebrating autumn’s fecundity with a “serene, unquestioning acceptance 

of actuality” (Lovell 205).  

 Yet while Keats’ poem does represent the abundant aspects of autumn, the 

importance of the season’s cyclical nature is emphasized throughout the three stanzas. 

Nemoianu comments on the progression not only of the season, but of the “evolutionary 

ladder” (206). As the day “sinks” away into night, Keats moves from images of plants to 

images of animals, and there seems to be even more life and energy occurring in the 

poem. We see “lambs loud bleat” (30), “[h]edge crickets sing” (31), and “gathering 

swallows twitter[ing] in the skies” (33). In this way, Keats’ calling on the cyclical nature 
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of the seasons calls implicitly on the cyclical nature of life. As autumn will give way into 

winter, winter will then give way into spring. As life will give way into death, out of things 

that die new life will grow. Keats makes light of the “songs of Spring” (23), insisting that 

autumn has its own music. Even in the last stanza, when the images of fading away are 

finally presented, they are done so paradoxically with images of life. The “barréd clouds 

bloom the soft-dying day” (25). When death is finally used as a metaphor, the word 

“bloom” evokes images of spring, and life. In his representation of autumn, Keats 

refuses to fix on an image of death or decay.  

 Barbauld, however, focusses much more on the dying aspect of autumn. While 

Keats’ opening line is a joyous praise of the season, addressed to autumn itself, 

Barbauld ignores the present season, directly addressing spring and summer to bid 

them a sorrowful goodbye: “Farewell the softer hours, Spring’s opening blush / And 

Summer’s deeper glow” (1-2). This intimacy with autumn or lack thereof is reflected in 

the titles: “Autumn”, where Barbauld merely states that she will be speaking about the 

season, and “To Autumn”, where Keats speaks to it directly. While autumn is a blessing 

in Keats’ poem, Barbauld’s autumn is “the sickness of the year” (5). Keats describes a 

“maturing sun” (2) but Barbauld’s poem sees “[p]ale suns arise that like weak kings 

behold” (7). Barbauld refuses to focus on the present as Keats does, instead 

emphasizing the ever-approaching “black domain / Of melancholy Night” (9-10). She 

bids farewell not only to the warmer, waxing seasons, but to what they represent: a 

“careless lingering walk at eve” (13), and the ability to fall asleep in the warm air by 

water’s edge (15). We are given images of death:  
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The naked trees 

Admit the tempest; rent is Nature’s robe; 

Fast, fast, the blush of Summer fades away 

From her wan cheek . . . (18-21) 

Before long, Barbauld has taken us from mourning the loss of spring and summer to  

anticipation of the “rude breath” of winter (23).  

 The romanticism of these darker aspects of the seasons largely owes its 

development to the sublime and picturesque aesthetics frequently drawn on in the 

Romantic period. This romanticism of unearthly forces and asymmetrical images existed 

in all art forms, including dissonant, chromatic harmonies in the realm of music, and 

bleak, haunting images in art. In Caspar David Friedrich’s sublime painting, Two Men 

Contemplating the Moon, the painter has depicted a “poetic landscape . . . express[ing] 

these Romantic trends”. The barren, wintery landscape gives way to the vision of a 

haunting moon, exemplifying “the ambivalent character of the Romantic aesthetic” 

(Adams 409). Autumn is perhaps the most ambivalent of all seasons, for it is at once a 

season of abundance, and thus of life, while also one of decay, and thus of death. 

These images of death and decay which encompass Barbauld’s “Autumn” are 

inextricably linked to the sublime. The sinister personification of the seasons and of 

“melancholy Night” (10) give the poem a sense of supernatural horror often connected 

to the mysterious nature of sublime imagery. Keats’ autumnal poem has been hailed “a 

new version of the sublime-antiepiphanic, demythologizing – which manifests divine 
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presence without shock as the content of natural landscape . . . its mood [is] reassuring” 

(Patterson 451-452).   

 While the personification of nature in “Autumn” can be seen as somewhat 

sublime, Keats’ poem is much more evocative of the picturesque. As Nemoianu argues, 

the “forms of process” within the poem “can be . . . understood . . . seen in combination 

with the evolution in space” (206). This spatial emphasis can be related to the 

picturesque notion of enclosure, seen in a different form in each stanza of the poem. In 

the first stanza this enclosure is the cottage, in the second it is the granary, and in the 

third it becomes the “utmost visual range of the normal eye” (Nemoianu 207). This idea 

of framing a scene relates absolutely to the picturesque aesthetic – the notion of looking 

at something through a natural lens and seeing it as a complete “framed” idea, or 

picture.  

 Within these frames there exist many opportunities for both positive and negative 

imagery as each season endures a process of change. An excellent early example of 

this is Vivaldi’s set of violin concertos, The Four Seasons. Set to a sonnet to employ 

“word painting,” a technique in which the musical “mood” follows the text, in this case 

the sonnet, each season is descriptive not only of “the joys of the particular season” 

(Forney and Machlis 437), but also endures storms. Some of the most powerfully violent 

passages are in summer, just as a summer storm can be charged with thunder and 

lightning. As our personal worlds are subjective, existing within each phase of each 

season, there are a plethora of methods of possible interpretation. Winter, a season that 

traditionally has been used to depict images of poverty, grief, and barrenness, is also a 
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season of warm fires, tranquility, and introspection. Snow can be used as an image of 

purity and innocence, as in the common fairytale Snow White. Renaissance poet 

Thomas Campion’s poem “Now Winter Nights Enlarge” depicts winter as a season of 

love, when “chimneys blaze / And cups o’erflow with wine” (5-6), when “yellow waxen 

lights / Shall wait on honey love” (9-10). From these examples we see that artists saw 

and depicted the versatility of the seasons much earlier than the Romantic Era. 

Barbauld’s poem “The First Fire” is a twist on Campion’s theme of winter coziness, 

concerning a “wealthy . . . host” who has “skimped on the heat” (Anderson 728). 

Although Barbauld’s perception of autumn in her autumnal poem is much more negative 

than that of Keats, she does eventually show evidence of seeing the season’s diversity. 

In her book, A Symbiotic Relationship; Anna Barbauld’s Ideal of Moral Progress 

Through Science and Imagination, Jessica Pallard discusses the conceptual duality in 

Barbauld’s own nature: Barbauld rarely committed herself to a single idea. Even in 

cases where she was strongly supportive, she still had an awareness of alternative 

ideas and contradictory positions. (1) In James Thomson’s The Seasons, Thomson 

calls autumn both “parting summer”, with “attemper’d suns” (110), and “winter charg’d” 

(111). Thomson’s varied views of autumn clearly represent two halves of the season, 

the first attached to summer when the weather is still warm, and second to winter when 

the warmth is fading away. Similarly, Barbauld’s and Keats’ works each seem to 

represent one of these halves. In “Autumn”, Barbauld focusses heavily on the process 

of decay, that is to say the part of the season leading into winter, whereas Keats’ “To 
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Autumn” evidently takes place in the first half of autumn, when the sun is still warm and 

the vegetation yielding.  

 With such drastically contrasting depictions of autumn, it is evident that the 

ultimate determination for the “characterization” of the season lies in subjectivity. In his 

essay, “The Picturesque and the Sublime in Nature and the Landscape: Writing in 

Iconography in the Romantic Voyaging in the Alps”, Guglielmo Scaramellini calls the 

landscape the “mirror of the interior world” (51). In other words, what we depict in art is 

not only an indication of how we have interpreted something, but what we are choosing 

as our focus, and that says something about our internal state and outlook on life. The 

“mature serenity” of Keats’ poem was likely, in part, due to Keats’ return to creative 

productivity after a long bout of “indolence” following his brother’s death (Lovell 211). 

Barbauld’s negative views of autumn likewise would have been related to her own 

subjective world. John Anderson writes, in his essay on Barbauld and “the Greater 

Romantic Lyric”: 

Romanticists might draw encouragement from this Anna Barbauld: from the 

subtlety and spirit apparent in her adaptation of the greater Romantic lyric; from 

her fortification of the form's subjective melancholy by means of a social 

realism.(732)  

The poets’ decisions to illustrate autumn, a transitional season between bursting and 

hibernating life, focussing heavily on the beginning of the season, as in Keats’ work, or 

the end, as in Barbauld’s poem, allows for the projection of the poet’s internal state or 

message.  
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 In spite of their differing views about autumn, both speakers undergo a significant 

change or realization at the end of each poem. According to Anderson, Barbauld’s 

“movement from meditation to action” differentiates her from many other Romantic 

poets (723). This transition is seen in the last few lines of “Autumn”: 

Yet cheer the waste: nor does yon knot of oaks 

Resign its honours to the infant blast.  

This is the time, and these the solemn walks,  

When inspiration rushes o’er the soul 

Sudden, as through the grove the rustling breeze .  . . (29-32) 

Barbauld (or her speaker) seems to be dwelling mainly on negative aspects of life – 

especially mortality – but in the last few lines she determines to lift herself out of her 

negative state, and see the positive in the world around her. Keats’ drastically dissimilar 

portrayal of autumn undergoes a different transition in the last stanza. Despite the active 

images of animals, there is a steady movement away from the life that filled the first two 

stanzas. Here the “gnats mourn” “in a wailful choir” (27), and we are given images of the 

end of a day, symbolizing the end of the season, and ultimately, the end of life. This 

recognition of mortality is paralleled by the acknowledgement of life in Barbauld’s piece. 

While Barbauld centres heavily on the desolation of the season, she realizes that the 

process of death, like life, is temporary, that winter will give way to spring, and that in 

the quiet stillness of winter there is room for peaceful solitude and self-reflection. Keats, 

although focusing on the aliveness of autumn, recognizes that it will eventually end.  
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 As they are poems about nature, many poems about the seasons are rooted “in 

the Georgics” (Gleckner 536). As the Georgics deal with agriculture, they relate to the 

daily toil of humans (thus establishing a connection between humans and the natural 

world), and the cyclical nature of the seasons. These two experiences – the daily toil 

and the circular motion – often work in opposition in season poetry. In both Barbauld’s 

and Keats’ works, the daily toil is related to the subjectivity of the poet or speaker, and is 

influential enough to give completely opposite views of the same season. Keats wrote 

“To Autumn” in the last few years of his life. Some critics have suggested that the 

poem’s progression indicates a premonition of his own death. Others have felt that the 

poem speaks to an understanding and acceptance of death's inevitability (Nemoianu 

208). The recent death of the poet’s brother does imply an awareness of mortality which 

can be found in the last stanza, but the overall tone of optimism in the poem reads more 

like a celebration of life than a warning of impending death. Nevertheless, both life and 

death can be found within both Barbauld’s and Keats’ works. Like many artists before 

them, Barbauld and Keats have, to an extent, followed a traditional pattern of using the 

cyclical nature of the seasons to represent life, yet their Romantic influences of the 

sublime and picturesque are clearly represented in their poetry. The sublime 

independently encompasses the world surrounding the poets or speakers, while the 

daily toil of the agrarian workers implicit in season poetry employs picturesque imagery. 

Despite such extensive use throughout the centuries, the abundantly available 

metaphors in season poetry continue to capture our attention and intrigue us. Because 
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of the eternal circularity of the seasons and their relatability to all human beings, we will 

probably continue to be enthralled by these metaphors for centuries to come.  
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