
Compare how poets present the power of nature in ‘The Prelude: Stealing the Boat’ 

and in one other poem from ‘Power and Conflict’. (30 marks) 

 

‘The Prelude: Stealing the Boat’ and ‘Storm on the Island’ both present nature as a 

powerful force which can have a profound effect on humans. In Wordsworth's poem, 

the narrator experiences nature's power when he sees a ‘huge’ mountain while 

rowing ‘A little boat’ on a lake, while in Heaney's poem an island community 

experiences the violent power of nature in the form of a great storm that ‘pummels’ 

them. Both poems present nature as having power over humans - in Heaney's poem 

the impact of this power is physical, whereas in Wordsworth's poem it is 

psychological. 

Wordsworth and Heaney both use personification to present nature as a dominant 

force that can threaten humans. Wordsworth's narrator describes how the mountain 

‘Strode after’ him with ‘measured motion’. The word ‘measured’ and the use of 

alliteration in this phrase emphasise nature's power by making it sound as if the 

mountain is moving deliberately and unstoppably towards the narrator. The 

suggestion that the mountain is chasing the narrator makes it seem threatening, and 

enables the reader to share in the narrator's fear. Heaney also personifies nature, 

using language usually associated with war, such as ‘strafes’ and ‘bombarded’ to 

describe the actions of the wind. The use of such violent imagery emphasises the 

power of the storm and suggests that the wind is deliberately attacking the island. 

This highlights how destructive the storm could be, which helps to clarify the 

islanders fear. 

In both poems, the sense of threat caused by nature's power is heightened by the 

use of contrasting imagery. In Wordsworth's poem, the ‘grim shape’ of the mountain 

contrasts with pretty images such as sparkling light, which are used to describe 

nature in the first 20 lines. This contrast emphasises the power of the mountain, and 

increases the sense of fear after the narrator encounters it. Heaney also uses 

contrast to intensify feelings of fear. For example, the simile comparing the sea 

during the storm to ‘a tame cat / Turned savage’ juxtaposes a safe image with a 

violent one to show that the storm has the power to make even familiar things seem 

frightening. The enjambment across these lines places emphasis on ‘Turned’, making 

nature's transformation from familiar to terrifying seem even more sudden and 

shocking. 

Both poems have a distinct turning point which makes the power of nature seem 

more dramatic. In ‘The Prelude: Stealing the Boat' the volta in line 21 represents the 

moment when the narrator first encounters the ‘huge peak’ and at this point the 

mood of the poem shifts from confidence to fear. For example, in line 12 the 

narrator describes himself as ‘Proud of his skills’ as he rows across the lake, which 

makes him sound confident and perhaps even arrogant. In contrast, after seeing the 

mountain, he becomes fearful and preoccupied - he rows with ‘trembling oars’ and is 



‘in grave / And serious mood’. The suddenness of this shift from confidence to fear 

emphasises the dramatic impact that the power of nature has on the narrator. 

Similarly, in ‘Storm on the Island’ the volta in line 14 represents the arrival of the 

storm. The language used after this turning point, such as ‘We just sit tight’, 

emphasises the islanders’ lack of power, which contrasts with the poem's confident 

opening statement, ‘We are prepared’. As in Wordsworth's poem, this change of 

tone emphasises nature's power over humans, suggesting that, despite all their 

preparations, the island community is powerless in the face of the storm. 

Both poets use other aspects of form and structure to reinforce their depictions of 

nature's power over humans. In the final 10 lines of ‘The Prelude: Stealing the Boat’, 

which describe how the encounter with the mountain continued to affect the 

narrator ‘for many days’, Wordsworth uses caesura and enjambment to break up the 

sentences - ‘No familiar shapes / Remained, no pleasant images of trees’. These 

fractured sentences reflect the narrator's feelings of confusion as he struggles to 

make sense of his experience, demonstrating the powerful effect that nature has had 

on him. In ‘Storm on the Island’, Heaney uses a caesura in line 14, just before the 

arrival of the storm. This sudden pause represents the calm before the storm, and 

creates a sense of expectation reflecting the islanders’ anxiety as they wait for the 

storm to arrive. The caesura also reflects the way that life stops when a storm comes, 

as people ‘sit tight’, waiting for it to pass. This highlights the extent to which the 

islanders’ lives are controlled by nature. 

Both poems emphasise the physical presence of nature in order to highlight its 

power. In ‘The Prelude: Stealing the Boat’, Wordsworth repeats the word ‘huge’ in 

the phrase ‘a huge peak, black and huge’ to emphasise the mountain's size, 

suggesting that its physical appearance seemed overwhelming to the narrator. In 

common with other Romantic poets, Wordsworth suggests that nature has a 

formative effect on human identity: it is this experience of nature's visible, 

domineering physical presence that has such a lasting psychological impact on the 

narrator, with ‘huge and mighty forms’ haunting him day and night. In contrast, in 

‘Storm on the Island’, Heaney focuses on the invisibility of the winds that seem to 

attack the island - ‘We are bombarded by the empty air’. This paradox of the storm's 

violent but invisible physical power emphasises the islanders’ powerlessness in the 

face of the storm, showing that it is impossible for them to fight back against the 

‘huge nothing’ that assaults them. This realistic portrayal of nature as a powerful 

physical force is informed by Heaney's childhood: growing up on a farm in rural 

Northern Ireland meant that nature played an important role in his life. 

Despite being written more than a century apart, ‘The Prelude: Stealing the Boat’ 

and ‘Storm on the Island' have much in common. Both use vivid imagery to show that 

nature can be a frightening force, and both demonstrate nature's power to alter the 

way people think, feel and behave. However, Wordsworth focuses on nature's power 

to shape the human personality, while in ‘Storm on the Island’ Heaney focuses on 

human resistance to nature's elemental forces. 


