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Abstract 

This paper employs a formalist close reading of William Wordsworth’s Romantic lyric I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud. 

By shifting focus away from biographical and historical contexts, it concentrates on the poem’s intrinsic textual 

elements, including stanza structure, iambic tetrameter, rhyme scheme, imagery, personification, and sound devices. 

Through an analysis of its four stanzas, this study demonstrates how formal craftsmanship shapes the poem’s emotional 

progression: from the speaker’s initial loneliness, to a joyful encounter with the daffodils, and finally to an inner solace 

derived from memory and imagination. Beyond a formal interpretation, this article further explores the poem’s thematic 

connotations, such as the awe of nature, the pleasure in solitude, and the Romantic sublime. It also suggests that 

formalist criticism, while effective in interpreting textual aesthetics, has its limitations. Supplementary perspectives, 

such as ecological or ethical criticism, can enrich the understanding of the text. This research aims to offer a multi-

layered interpretation of Wordsworth’s classic work. 
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Introduction 

Formalist criticism prioritises the intrinsic literary 

features of a text - its form, diction, rhythm, imagery, 

structure, and verbal patterns - over external biographical, 

historical, or social contexts. It holds that a poem’s 

meaning resides within its own linguistic organisation. 

William Wordsworth’s lyric I Wandered Lonely as a 

Cloud has long been read as a classic Romantic 

celebration of nature and spiritual consolation [1]. A 

formalist reading, however, redirects attention away 

from Wordsworth’s personal experience of encountering 

daffodils and towards how the poem’s formal elements 

themselves generate its emotional and thematic force. 

This analysis closely examines the interplay of metre, 

figurative language, stanza arrangement, and sound 

devices in the text, demonstrating how carefully crafted 

verbal constructions transform a fleeting natural sight 

into a sustained moment of imaginative joy. 

This text-centred approach forms part of a broader 

methodological pluralism in literary studies, where 

attention to form coexists with historical, cultural, and 

racial readings. Since the 1970s, Western scholars have 

studied Sui Sin Far and her works from perspectives such 

as history, culture, race, and narrative strategies. These 

studies affirm her literary achievements and establish her 

pioneering position in Asian American literature [2-4]. 

Domestic academia began to study Sui Sin Far in the 

1990s [5]. 

Russian formalism 

Formalism is a critical method in 20th-century Western 

literary theory that emphasizes the formal aspects of a 

literary work, such as its structure, language, and style. It 

focuses on the intrinsic properties of the text itself, rather 

than its historical or social context. Formalist critics 

believe that the meaning of a literary work resides solely 

within its formal elements. 

According to formalist critics, a literary work possesses 

its own internal coherence and unity. They analyze how 

the different formal elements interact with and contribute 

to the overall meaning of the work. For example, they 

may examine the use of imagery, symbolism, rhyme, 

rhythm, and structure to uncover the central themes of a 

literary work. Formalist criticism is commonly applied to 

the analysis of poetry, but it can also be extended to other 

genres. 
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Formalism seeks to uncover the aesthetic qualities of a 

text, treating it as an artistic object independent of its 

author’s intentions or the societal influences of its time. 

It aims to identify the distinctive ways in which a literary 

work achieves its effects through its formal arrangement 

and organization. 

Moreover, formalist criticism places a strong emphasis 

on close reading and textual analysis. Critics pay 

meticulous attention to the language and structure of the 

text. By closely examining the formal elements of a work, 

they endeavor to reveal deeper layers of meaning and 

significance inherent in the creation. 

Overall, formalism underscores the notion that 

understanding a literary work necessitates a careful 

examination of its formal features, as these elements 

shape and convey its artistic and aesthetic qualities. 

Analyzing I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud from the 

perspective of formalist criticism 

Let us examine the poem I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud 

and conduct a comprehensive analysis from the 

perspective of formalist strategies. Since formalism does 

not contend that we situate a poem within the 

circumstances of its composition during analysis, we 

must analyze the poem itself earnestly and thoroughly. 

This poem is short and neat; after reading it, we are able 

to perceive the author’s feelings and emotions. 

Furthermore, a detailed reading reveals its implications 

fully. 

The first stanza consists of six quatrains, each following 

the ABABCC rhyme scheme. This consistent structure 

creates a musicality and rhythmic flow that enhances the 

overall aesthetic experience. The regular rhymes help to 

unify the stanzas. 

The speaker begins by comparing himself to a cloud, and 

the use of metaphor sets the tone for the poem. The image 

of a cloud evokes a sense of ethereality and freedom, 

suggesting the speaker’s detached state of mind. As the 

cloud drifts aimlessly, it mirrors the speaker’s mental and 

emotional state, symbolizing his loneliness and isolation. 

The first two lines introduce the speaker’s solitary 

wanderings as he roams above valleys and hills. The 

word “lonely” emphasizes the speaker’s disconnected-

ness from the world around him. The cloud’s movement 

becomes an extended metaphor for the speaker’s 

introspective journey, highlighting his detached 

observation of the world beneath. 

Then a sudden shift occurs with the phrase “When all at 

once.” Here, the speaker encounters a “crowd” or “host” 

of golden daffodils. The use of collective nouns 

accentuates the overwhelming impact of this unexpected 

sight. The transformation from solitude to a multitude 

creates a powerful contrast, symbolizing a shift from 

isolation to connection. This encounter triggers a 

significant emotional response within the speaker. 

The image of golden daffodils reflects the beauty and 

vibrancy of nature. The color gold suggests warmth, joy, 

and vitality. As the daffodils fill the landscape, they 

create a visual spectacle that captures the speaker’s 

attention and transforms his emotional state. 

The description of the daffodils as “fluttering and 

dancing in the breeze” portrays them as animated and 

alive [6]. This personification imbues the flowers with 

human-like qualities, highlighting their powerful impact 

on the speaker. The movement of the daffodils in the 

breeze further emphasizes the theme of natural harmony 

and the delicate balance of existence. 

As for the final two lines of the stanza, “Beside the lake, 

beneath the trees,” provide a specific location for the 

scene, grounding it in a tangible setting. This imagery 

evokes a sense of serenity and tranquility, and the 

presence of natural elements - water, trees, and flowers - 

creates a harmonious environment that amplifies the 

emotional impact on the poet. 

Now let us consider the second stanza of the poem. First, 

we will explore the imagery employed in this stanza. The 

poet uses celestial imagery by comparing the daffodils to 

stars. The first line, “Continuous as the stars that shine” 

creates a visual and serene image, evoking a sense of 

infinitude and beauty. Furthermore, the mention of the 

Milky Way allows us to form vivid pictures in our minds. 

By incorporating these celestial images, Wordsworth 

elevates the significance of the daffodils and their impact 

on the speaker. 

Next, let us examine the structure of the stanza. The 

consistent meter and rhyme scheme (AABBA) contribute 

to the stanza’s musicality. This regularity enhances the 

poem’s overall harmony and aesthetic appeal. Moreover, 

in the phrase “ten thousand saw I at a glance” the poet 

uses inversion; the standard order of this line would be “I 

saw ten thousand at a glance.” This inversion emphasizes 

the speaker’s profound appreciation for the daffodils. 
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In terms of language, the poet employs vivid and 

descriptive words to create a sensory experience for the 

reader. Phrases such as “twinkle on the milky way” and 

“never-ending line” evoke a visual and immersive image 

of the daffodils stretching along the bay. The vividness of 

these descriptions allows the reader to envision the scene 

and connect emotionally with the speaker’s experience. 

Additionally, the word “sprightly” demonstrates the 

speaker’s careful diction. 

Furthermore, the repetition of the word “continuous” 

emphasizes the abundant nature of the daffodils, 

reinforcing their visual impact on the speaker. The use of 

the adjective “never-ending” further underscores the 

vastness and seemingly infinite presence of the daffodils 

along the bay. 

Finally, this stanza contributes to the overarching theme 

of nature’s ability to uplift the human spirit. The image 

of the daffodils stretching in a line along the bay suggests 

a sense of unity and harmony, mirroring the speaker’s 

emotional transformation from loneliness to joy. The 

beauty and abundance of the natural world depicted in 

this stanza serve as a source of solace and inspiration for 

the speaker. 

Now, what of the third stanza? First, let us examine its 

structure. It consists of six lines with a regular rhyme 

scheme (ABABCC). This regularity creates a sense of 

harmony and balance, contributing to the poem’s overall 

musicality and aesthetic appeal. The use of enjambment 

in lines 2, 3, and 5 also adds a flowing quality to the 

stanza, mimicking the movement of the waves described 

in the poem. 

Now, let us focus on the language and imagery employed. 

In the first line of the stanza, the phrase “waves beside 

them danced” paints a vivid picture of waves dancing 

alongside the daffodils. This personification of the waves 

suggests a lively and joyous atmosphere. The phrase 

“Out-did the sparkling waves in glee” emphasizes the 

overwhelming happiness and excitement attributed to the 

daffodils, as if they were competing with and surpassing 

the natural beauty of the sparkling waves. 

The subsequent three lines articulate the speaker’s 

emotional response to the daffodils’ joyful presence. The 

phrase “A poet could not but be gay” underscores the 

irresistible feeling of joy experienced by the poet in the 

company of such exuberant beauty. The word “gay” here 

conveys a sense of happiness and delight rather than its 

modern connotation. The term “jocund company” further 

accentuates the lively and festive atmosphere created by 

the daffodils. 

In the final two lines of the stanza, the speaker reflects 

upon their own contemplation of the scene. The 

repetition of the phrase “I gazed - and gazed” suggests a 

prolonged and intense observation, indicating the depth 

of the speaker’s connection with the daffodils. However, 

the line “but little thought what wealth the show to me 

had brought” introduces a note of introspection. It 

suggests that, amidst the beauty and happiness of the 

moment, the speaker did not fully comprehend the 

significance or impact of the experience until later. 

Through the application of a formalist analysis, we can 

observe how the structure, language, and imagery in the 

third stanza of I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud contribute 

to its overall meaning and aesthetic appeal. The regular 

rhyme scheme and enjambment create a harmonious flow, 

while the vivid imagery and personification of the waves 

and daffodils evoke a vibrant and joyous atmosphere. 

The contrast between the speaker’s initial delight and 

subsequent contemplation adds depth and complexity to 

the poem, prompting readers to reflect on the 

transformative power of nature and the fleeting nature of 

human experiences. 

In conclusion, a formalist analysis of the third stanza of I 

Wandered Lonely as a Cloud reveals the intricate artistic 

techniques employed by the poet to convey themes of joy, 

beauty, introspection, and transience. By focusing on the 

formal elements of the poem, we can appreciate its 

aesthetic qualities and gain a deeper understanding of its 

significance within the broader context of literary 

discourse. 

Finally, we reach the last stanza. To begin, let us examine 

its structure. It consists of six rhymed lines following an 

ABAB scheme. This regular and balanced structure 

contributes to the overall harmony and musicality of the 

poem. The stanza maintains a consistent metrical pattern,  

iambic tetrameter, which lends the verse a rhythmic and 

lyrical quality. 

The language in this stanza is concise yet thought-

provoking. The poet introduces the speaker’s state of 

mind with the line, “For oft, when on my couch I lie”. 

This line establishes the context for the subsequent 

internal reflection and introspection. The words “vacant” 

and “pensive” convey a sense of emptiness and 
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contemplation, reiterating the speaker’s solitude. 

The stanza introduces the idea that memories of the 

daffodils flash upon the speaker’s “inward eye”. This 

phrase suggests an internal visualization and recollection, 

indicating that the encounter with the daffodils has left a 

lasting impression on the speaker’s mind. The “inward 

eye” further emphasizes the speaker’s introspective 

nature and the significance of imagination in finding 

solace in solitude. 

The use of the word “bliss” in the final line is particularly 

significant. It evokes a sense of happiness that originates 

from the poet’s solitary reflections. This bliss is explicitly 

linked to solitude, highlighting the transformative power 

of nature and memory in providing comfort and solace to 

the solitary wanderer. 

In terms of imagery, this stanza continues to depict the 

speaker’s mental state and the impact of the daffodils. 

The image of “lying on a couch” suggests a state of 

relaxation and contemplation, while the “inward eye” 

evokes an internal visual experience. This imagery 

reinforces the themes of solitude and the power of 

memory to bring joy and comfort during isolation. 

Overall, this stanza from I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud 

exhibits a well-crafted formal structure, concise language, 

and vivid imagery. These elements work in concert to 

convey a profound sense of introspection, loneliness, and 

the solace found in recollecting the daffodils. Through its 

careful construction, the stanza effectively captures the 

emotional and imaginative resonance of the speaker’s 

experience, engaging the reader in a reflection on the 

transformative power of nature and memory. 

The poet’s thoughts and feelings revealed through 

the above analysis 

The awe of nature 

The naturalistic writing that British poets are passionate 

about is permeated with reflections on the harmonious 

relationship between humanity and nature, and their 

works are imbued with profound ecological ethical 

thought. Ecological ethics, as a value system, is deeply 

rooted in cultural traditions that shape how humans 

perceive and relate to the natural world [7]. In literature, 

especially in the poetry of the 19th century, some 

Romantic poets undoubtedly possessed a forward-

looking ecological ethical consciousness, adding 

cognitive and inspirational value to literary texts beyond 

their aesthetic function. Therefore, “the study of 

ecological ethical issues is still aimed at providing moral 

guidance for human survival and moral warnings for 

harmonious coexistence between humanity and nature. 

The emergence of ecological ethical issues is the result 

of ethical choices made by human beings in the process 

of their socialized activities” [8]. 

This ecological ethical awareness can be traced back to 

ancient Greek natural philosophy. The element theory in 

ancient Greek views of nature was established by the 

ancient Greek natural philosopher Empedocles on the 

basis of inheriting and developing early ancient Greek 

natural philosophy, and it had a wide influence. He 

expounded on the existence of four elements, regarding 

the four elements (water, earth, air, and fire) as the arche 

or first principle of the world [9]. Building on this 

classical foundation, in his famous poem, Wordsworth 

takes the four elements as his foundation and fully 

embodies the harmony between humanity and nature. 

Wordsworth’s deep reverence for nature is evident 

throughout the poem. The opening line, “I wandered 

lonely as a cloud”, portrays the speaker’s solitude, while 

the image of a cloud suggests an ethereal existence. As 

the poet stumbles upon a field of daffodils, he is struck 

by their beauty, which eventually fills his heart with joy 

and serenity. This encounter demonstrates the 

transformative power of nature over the human spirit, 

emphasizing the importance of connecting with the 

natural world. 

Finding pleasure in solitude 

The poet explains that the memory of the daffodils brings 

him happiness, referring to it as “the bliss of solitude”. 

This sentiment challenges societal norms that associate 

joy with external influences and emphasizes the capacity 

for personal contentment that can be found within oneself. 

It suggests that introspection and reflection can lead to 

moments of satisfaction and inner peace. 

Celebration of the sublime 

I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud expresses the idea of the 

sublime, a concept popular in Romantic poetry. 

Wordsworth’s encounter with the daffodils overwhelms 

him with a sense of awe and wonder. The magnificent 

sight stirs deep emotions within him, highlighting the 

capacity of nature to inspire the human spirit. This 

resonates with the ecological vision that “we should, 

through the combined action of humanity and nature, 
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construct a “community of life for humanity and nature” 

in the true sense, and ultimately attain a state of harmony 

and unity” [10]. The poem celebrates the possibility of 

finding beauty and transcendence in the simplest and 

most ordinary aspects of life. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, analyzing poetry through the lens of 

formalism is a critical approach that focuses on the 

structural elements and literary devices within a poem. 

This method allows readers to dissect the poem’s form, 

rhyme scheme, meter, and other aesthetic aspects to gain 

a deeper understanding of its meaning and effect. 

One of the main benefits of employing formalism in 

poetry analysis is the ability to uncover hidden meanings 

and nuances. Poets often use literary devices such as 

metaphor, imagery, and symbolism to convey their 

messages. Through careful examination of these devices, 

readers can decipher the thematic elements within the 

poem. Formalism allows readers to consider how these 

devices are used consistently throughout the poem, 

shedding light on the poet’s creative choices and 

intentions. 

Furthermore, formalism enables readers to appreciate the 

craftsmanship and artistry involved in creating a poem. 

By paying attention to the poem’s form, readers can 

observe the skillful manipulation of language, sound, and 

structure, which enhances the work’s aesthetic appeal. 

Analyzing the use of specific forms, such as sonnets, 

provides insight into the poet’s ability to innovate within 

established structures. 

Formalist analysis also facilitates comparative studies 

across different poems or poets. By identifying and 

comparing the formal characteristics of various works, 

readers can discern patterns, influences, and unique 

styles. This comparative approach helps situate a poem 

within a broader literary context and facilitates a deeper 

understanding of its significance in relation to other 

works. 

However, it is important to note that formalism alone 

does not provide a complete analysis of a poem. While it 

offers valuable insights into technical aspects, it may 

overlook the social, cultural, and historical contexts that 

shape a poet’s intentions. Therefore, it is often beneficial 

to combine formalist analysis with other critical 

approaches, such as historical, biographical, or reader-

response criticism, to develop a comprehensive 

interpretation. 

Thus, formalism is an effective method for analyzing 

poetry as it allows readers to delve into a poem’s 

structural elements, literary devices, and aesthetic 

qualities. Through this approach, readers can uncover 

hidden meanings, appreciate the craftsmanship involved, 

understand the interplay between form and content, and 

perform comparative studies. At the same time, this 

formal analysis can be enriched by an ecological ethical 

perspective: “We should, through the combined action of 

humanity and nature, construct a ‘community of life for 

humanity and nature’ in the true sense, and ultimately 

attain a state of harmony and unity.” However, it is 

essential to remember that formalism should be used in 

conjunction with other critical approaches to gain a more 

comprehensive understanding of a poem’s significance. 
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