Feature: Come forth into the light of things

Come forth into the light of things
Let Nature be your teacher

In this engaging and informative article from Catherine Kay, learn
about how the staff at Wordsworth Grasmere have been thinking a lot
about the outdoors: how to engage children, how to make connections
and how to make that engagement and those connections long-lasting.
William and Dorothy Wordsworth lived and wrote in
the Lake District for most of their lives. Between 1799
and 1808 they lived at Dove Cottage in Grasmere
where Wordsworth wrote much of his most famous
poetry, including I wandered lonely as a Cloud, (more
well known as Daffodils) and Dorothy kept her
Grasmere Journal between 1800 and early 1803.
For William and Dorothy Wordsworth, nature and
landscape were intertwined with day-to-day life and
with their sense of physical and emotional well-being.
In Wordsworth’s poetry, nature is a source of
inspiration, nourishment and comfort: first the
experience, then the reflection and finally the
embedded memory that can be re-visited in times of
need:
These beauteous forms,
Through a long absence, have not been to me
As is a landscape to a blind man's eye:
But oft, in lonely rooms, and 'mid the din
Of towns and cities, I have owed to them,
In hours of weariness, sensations sweet,
Felt in the blood, and felt along the heart;
(Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey
by William Wordsworth)
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Dorothy took great joy in the everyday sights and
sounds of the outdoors: tiny flowers, birdsong,
movements of cloud, and some of these observations
make their way into her brother’s poetry. In her writing
too there is a sense of something deeper:
‘We lay upon the sloping turf. Earth and
sky were so lovely that they melted our
very hearts. The sky to the north was a
chastened yet rich yellow, fading into pale
blue, and streaked and scattered over with
steady islands of purple, melting away into
shades of pink. It was like a vision to
me.’ (Grasmere Journal 20th June 1802).
We have long used guided walks as a way to engage
groups with the writing and the landscape. Hearing the
words in the places that inspired them helps to provide
an immediate connection, which can be as simple as
reading what Dorothy writes about the weather and
then making comparisons and contrasts. Writing and
sketching in the landscape produces good results, but
the experience of being in and absorbing something of
the outdoors is also important. Wordsworth writes a lot
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about his Lake District childhood and it is not, at that
point in his life, about sitting still, but about having
adventures: climbing, sailing, horse-riding, ice-skating.
The adult Wordsworth may write about the effect those
experiences have had on the development of his
personality and imagination, but the opportunity to have
the experience is paramount.
We do use the outdoors in more structured creative
writing too. Our ‘Firelight Poets’ workshop began as a
way of encouraging local Cumbrian Schools to visit
Dove Cottage in the quieter winter months, by allowing
them, after learning about the Wordsworths and their
lives in the cottage, to have the space to themselves, sit
by the fire and be creative. The stimuli provided by the
house meant that the range of poetry produced was wide
and rich: use of all the sense, vivid descriptions of
objects, imaginings of the Wordsworths in the house.

Feedback from teachers repeatedly highlighted
that this experience brought the most out of
those children who struggled to write in a
classroom environment—in some cases a child
writing a few words rather than nothing.
Perhaps most powerful were the children who put
themselves into the historical context, writing as a
member of the Wordsworth household or making
connections between themselves as writers in the cottage
and the Wordsworths 200 years before. Feedback from
teachers repeatedly highlighted that this experience
brought the most out of those children who struggled to
write in a classroom environment—in some cases a child
writing a few words rather than nothing. In recent years
we have expanded these workshops to include writing in
the garden of Dove Cottage during the summer with
similar results.
Over the last two years, our site has been undergoing
major re-development project: ‘Re-Imagining
Wordsworth’. This has developed our physical spaces (a
re-display of Dove Cottage, an enlarged Museum), but
also allowed us to re-evaluate what we do, why we do it
and what our central themes and messages are. The links
between landscapes, creativity and well-being have been
central.

As part of the re-development, we now have a small
area of woodland available for use, for which we are
creating sessions based on a forest-school type approach
(not fully forest school as these will largely be one-off
sessions, but they take a similar approach). The idea is to
take some of what works best about our ‘Firelight Poets’
sessions: using the senses, taking inspiration from what is
around us, and create a more learner-led experience.
Short extracts from the Wordsworths’ writings, combined
with games and suggested activities will encourage the
children to explore the woodland and, if they choose, to
create something using the natural materials around them.
Regular opportunities to share, discuss and reflect will
encourage the use of creative language to describe
experiences; these can range from a simple ‘How would
you describe the sound the wind is making?’ to helping a
child articulate how they feel about something they have
seen or made.
Just before the pandemic we worked with post-graduate
student Francesca Mackenney whose research focused on
birdsong, something that features in the work of both
William and Dorothy Wordsworth. Francesca created a
session for young people with SEND, which proved
somewhat revelatory. The group, from Cockermouth
School, focused on bird sounds: recording them through
words, diagrams and pictures. A lot of time was spent on
listening, close observation and on reflection. For
example, time was spent just looking up at the huge
beech trees in John’s Grove, a local woodland, and
listening closely in our new Sensory Garden. This meant
that the workshop was much slower-paced than the
sessions we would usually design, but the quality of the
engagement with the landscape and the responses as a
result were deeper than we could have imagined. We
hope to work more like this in the future.
In Autumn 1804, Dorothy and William built a moss hut
at the top of the garden orchard at Dove Cottage. It was
inspired by rustic ‘fog houses’
they had seen during their Short extracts from
travels in Scotland. Described
by Dorothy as a ‘little circular the Wordsworths’
hut lined with moss like a writings, combined
wren’s nest’, the Moss Hut was with games and
Wordsworth’s escape from the
suggested
busy world, a place where he
could write, reflect, talk with activities will
friends and enjoy the view over encourage the
Grasmere to the Lakeland fells. children to explore
For Dorothy, the Moss Hut was
‘the sweetest place on Earth’, a the woodland and,
study out-of-doors for creative if they choose, to
and sociable pursuits.
create something
Last year we commissioned using the natural
our own Moss Hut, working
with Cumbrian artist Charlie materials around
Whinney, who used Dorothy’s them.
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any particular aim or objective. In his poem Tintern
Abbey, Wordsworth, remembering his younger self, tells
us that he:
bounded o'er the mountains, by the sides
Of the deep rivers, and the lonely streams,
Wherever nature led.
In Expostulation and Reply, a companion poem to The
Tables Turned, which gave us the title for this piece,
William is questioned by his friend Matthew about why
he is simply sitting and day-dreaming by Esthwaite Lake.
This is William’s reply:

description of the original being like a ‘wren’s nest’ as
his starting point.
The idea was for it to tour local shows, community
groups and schools, inspiring groups to create their own
moss huts. Much of this did not happen due to the
pandemic, but the hut now takes pride of place in our
soon to be completed Sensory Garden. We are in the
process of creating a challenge for schools, encouraging
them to think about, design and create their own moss
huts in their school grounds or local community spaces,
inspired by the Wordsworths.
The idea of home and safety was very important to
William and Dorothy, having been orphaned early and
feeling rootless for much of their childhood and early
adulthood. We hope that the moss huts created will
mirror for those schools and communities the feeling of
security, home and link to the landscape that the original
represented for the Wordsworths.
All these developments chime perfectly with the
writings and ideas of the Wordsworths. Wordsworth’s
most famous line: ‘I wandered lonely as a cloud’ hints at
the importance of simply experiencing Nature without

‘The eye—it cannot choose but see;
We cannot bid the ear be still;
Our bodies feel, where’er they be,
Against, or with our will.
‘Nor less I deem that there are Powers
Which of themselves our minds impress;
That we can feed this mind of ours
In a wise passiveness.
We are very much looking forward to welcoming school
groups back to Wordsworth Grasmere this summer to
participate in workshops and to share in outdoor
experiences and let ‘Nature be their teacher’.
Catherine Kay is the Education
Officer at Wordsworth Grasmere,
where she has worked for over 20
years. Her job involves developing
and delivering resources to engage
children with Dove Cottage, the
Wordsworths and their writing, the
social history of the period and the
surrounding landscape.

For more information about visiting Wordsworth Grasmere with your school
go to www.wordsworth.org.uk or email education@wordsworth.org.uk.
Teachers visit free.
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