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Abstract

The discussion in Robert Weisbuch’s Atlantic Double-Cross about the
ways in which American writers wrote both with and against their British contemporaries
is analogous to the way Ralph Waldo Emerson is influenced by and connected to William
Wordsworth through the “art of loss”. Wordsworth is the poet of human suffering, and
throﬁgh many of his poems about dealing with loss and mortality, especially, The
Excursion, and the “Intimations Ode,” he has a profound impact on Emerson. Emerson’s
ability to deal with the loss of his young son Waldo is difficult, and he attempts to look to
Wordsworth’s poems on death and mourning as a means of dealing with loss, grief; and
dejection, and as a source of poetic inspiration and personal healing. The contentious
quality of his feelings toward Wordsworth are apparent in his difficulty with following
Wordsworth’s lead while staying true to himself and utilizing his own version of self-

reliance.

I will argue that Wordsworth provides a template for Emerson with his “double
consciousness” of reconciling a private grief with public poetry writing. Emerson
follows Wordsworth’s example in The Excursion by facilitating a philosophical
discussion through poetry where differing voices help to initiate a dialogue and to ask
questions (and not necessarily answer them) concerning mortality, dejection, and healing.
Through an intertextual study of the connection between Ralph Waldo Emerson and the
poetry of William Wordsworth, and what Patrick J. Keane calls the “art of loss,” I will
attempt to engage in a transatlantic dialogue between British Romanticism and American

Transcendentalism.
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Part One- Introduction: The “Art of Loss”

“It is the comfort I have in taking up those new poems of Wordsworth, that I am
sure here to find thoughts in harmony with the great frame of Nature, the placid aspect of
the Universe. I may find dullness and flatness, but I shall not find meanness and error”
(Journal IIT 333). In 1835, when the 32-year-old Ralph Waldo Emerson begins to read a
collection of Wordsworth’s poetry, he comments on his mixed feelings toward
Wordsworth, speaking of “dullness and flatness” but not “meanness and error.” He
remarks that he expects to find “thoughts in harmony with the great frame of Nature.”
This comrﬁent from Emerson’s personal journal is indicative of his ambivalence toward

Wordsworth throughout his life.

In relation to this ambivalence by Emerson, my argument is that the discussion in
Robert Wei’sbuch’s Atlantic Double-Cross, about the ways in which American writers
wrote both with and against their British contemporaries, is analogous to the way
Emerson is influenced by and connected to Wordsworth through the “art of loss”.
Wordsworth is the poet of human suffering, and through many of his poems about
dealing with loss and mortality, especially, The Excursion, and the “Intimations Ode,” he
has a profound impact on Emerson. Emerson’s ability to deal with the loss of his young
son Waldo is difficult, and he attempts to look to Wordsworth’s poems on death and
mourning as a means of dealing with loss, grief, and dejection, and as a source of poetic

inspiration and personal healing. The contentious quality of his feelings toward
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Wordsworth are apparent in his difficulty with following Wordsworth’s lead while

staying true to himself and utilizing his own version of self-reliance.

I will also argue that Wordsworth provides a template for Emerson with the
“double consciousness” of reconciling a private grief with public poetry writing.
Emerson follows Wordsworth’s example in The Excursion by facilitating a philosophical
discussion through poetry, where differing voices help to initiate a dialogue and to ask
questions (and not necessarily answer them) concerning mortality, dejection, and healing.
Through an intertextual study of the connection between Ralph Waldo Emerson and the
poetry of William Wordsworth, and what Patrick J. Keane calls the “art of loss,” I will
attempt to engage in a transatlantic dialogue between British Romanticism and American
Transcendentalism. In investigating Emerson’s optimism despite the loss he suffers, I
want to draw comparison or contrast to Wordsworth’s own ability to cope with grief and

mourning as in his famous elegiac phrase, “not without hope we suffer and we mourn.”

In “Fate” (1860), Emerson argues for “double consciousness” as a solution to the
mysteries of the human condition; as a method for simultaneously dealing with the
private issues of humanity and the public sphere of the poet: “One key, one solution to
the mysteries of human condition, one solution to the old knots of fate, freedom, and
foreknowledge, exists, the propounding, namely, of the double consciousness. A man
must ride alternately on the horses of his private and public nature.” (792) In trying to
move on after Waldo’s death, Emerson is struggling with a difficulty that faces many
writers, reconciling his private grief and mourning with his public writing that engages
his readers in their own battles with loss. This is what Emerson is referring to, generally,

in “Fate,” with his image of a man riding the two horses of his public and private nature.
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This is an area where Emerson turned to Wordsworth and The Excursion, as an example
of utilizing poetry as an ideal medium for discussing a matter of double consciousness,
personal loss. The Excursion is predominantly a philosophic debate between four
characters (though mainly the Solitary and the Wanderer), asking the age-old question of
how to find hope and meaning in a world that appears harsh and indifferent to human
sensibilities. Although difficult philosophical themes such as these are normally
discussed through prose, Wordsworth utilizes poetry to examine and discuss the
difficulties of life, especially the death of loved ones and the ability to mourn and, from
that mourning, find healing or, in Wordsworth’s terminology, find “recompense.” There
are not, necessarily, clear answers for Emerson in Wordsworth’s verse, but the discussion
of loss, grief, and healing is enough to inspire Emerson’s own poetry on the “art of loss.”
Emerson uses this template in his poem, “Threnody,” attempting to exorcise private grief
through the writing and publishing of a poem to the public. In this regard, Emerson is
able to allow himself to be influenced by Wordsworth, and through The Excursion and
other poems on suffering and loss, we are given a unique lens for understanding

Emerson’s struggle and reading his verse.

Wordsworth’s most original and influential verse had been written before 1820,
while Emerson’s earliest significant address was delivered in 1837 and his earliest
significant essay was published in 1836 (Moore 179). During the years following his
early efforts, Emerson’s attitude towards Wordsworth wavered consistently, but also
grew gradually more enthusiastic and complimentary. He had originally found
Wordsworth to be interesting but blundering, admirable in intention but incapable, after

his original meeting at Wordsworth’s home. In many of Emerson’s essays and addresses
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there are scattered references to Wordsworth, including the volume containing English
Traits. Emerson ends his discussion of his visit with Wordsworth in Chapter One of this
work by commenting, “Off his own beat, his [Wordsworth’s] opinions were of no value.
It is not very rare to find persons loving sympathy and ease, who expiate their departure
from the common in one direction, by their conformity in every other.” (24) Obviously,
Emerson did not hold Wordsworth in very high regard after their first visit, while
critiquing his narrow mind and conformity. While Emerson’s opinion of Wordsworth the
poet was not always a positive one, he makes reference to Wordsworth in all but one of

twelve volumes of the most complete edition of his works.

Emerson talks more about Wordsworth throughout his journals than all but three
other writers, and these three, Carlysle, Alcott, and Thoreau, were his close friends.
Through his journals, Emerson’s opinion of Wordsworth can be traced from the first
mention in 1826, when Emerson was twenty-three, to the last mention in 1868, when
Emerson was sixty-five and Wordsworth long dead. Emerson’s first observations about
Wordsworth, in 1826, reflect common contemporary opinions for a youthful critic of
Wordsworth at that time. In one of his first entries, for instance, he observes, “That the
boisterous childhood, careless of criticism and poetry, the association of vulgar and
unclean companions, were necessary to balance the towering spirit of Shakespeare, and
that Mr. Wordsworth has failed of pleasing by being too much a poet.” (Journal 11 106)
Emerson has decided that Wordsworth lacks the experience to be considered one of the
greatest, like Shakespeare. But the fact that the young Emerson is comparing
Wordsworth to the immortal Shakespeare is significant. Two years later, Emerson copies

from five Wordsworth poems as a series of favorite quotations from poetry (Journal 11
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230). Emerson goes on to compare a passage from the poem “Pelican Island,” by
Montgomery, with Wordsworth’s Excursion. Coincidentally, he calls Wordsworth
“metaphysical and evanescent” and relates, “It [Pelican Island] is a poem worth ten
Excursions.” (Journal 11 235) His reflections on Wordsworth the poet, after this point,

would gradually take a more positive position.

Four years later, in 1831, Emerson writes of Wordsworth with a noticeably
different tone: “He has writ lines that are like outward nature, so fresh, so simple, so
durable; but whether all of half his texture is as firm I doubt, though last evening I read
with high delight his Sonnets of Liberty.” (Journal 11 402) Later that same year, Emerson
commends Wordsworth’s poetry, saying, “His noble distinction is that he seeks the truth
and shuns with brave self-denial every image and word that is from the purpose. But he
fails of executing this purpose fifty times for the sorry purpose of making a thyme in
which he has no skill.” (Journal 11 429) In 1834, Emerson compares Wordsworth to
another influential poet, Milton: “Milton was too learned, though I hate to say it,
Wordsworth was the more original poet than he.” (Journal 111 328) Then, in 1835, just
before Emerson started on his famous essay, Nature, he chastises Wordsworth, noting
that “Wordsworth writes the verses of a great original bard, be he writes ill, weakly,
concerning his poetry, talks ill of it, and even writes other poetry that is very poor.”
(Journal IIT 333) Emerson’s ambivalence towards Wordsworth’s verse is still rampant,
yet in comparing Wordsworth to Milton and explaining his “noble distinction” and

writing of a “great original bard”, he is clearly captivated by Wordsworth.

After writing and publishing Nature, Emerson returns to one of his favorite

subjects in his Journal, writing: “It is strange, how simple a thing it is to be a man; so
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simple that almost all fail by overdoing. There is nothing vulgar in Wordsworth’s idea of
man.” (Journal IV 55) Emerson clearly has a new respect for Wordsworth’s ability to
understand the human condition in his poetry. After this point, Emerson’s references to
Wordsworth, in his journal, become less frequent, however, they also turn yet more
positive, overall. In 1841, he asserts, “Wordsworth has done as much as any living man
to restore sanity to cultivated society.” (Journal V 393) After his second visit to
Wordsworth, in 1848, Emerson relates, “but let us say of him that, alone in his time, he
treated the human mind well, and with an absolute trust.” (English Traits 298) Emerson
also praises the “Ode on Immortality” as the “high water mark in this age.” (298)
Emerson stresses that although many misunderstand Wordsworth, his poetry has a unique

understanding of the human mind, something that Emerson valued greatly.

Emerson mentions Wordsworth, in his Journal, one final time in 1868. Emerson
comments, “Wordsworth is manly, the manliest poet of his age. His poems record the
thoughts and emotions which have occupied his mind, and which he reports because of
their reality. He has great skill in rendering them into simple and sometimes happiest
poetic speech.” (Journal X 68) In certain ways, the aged Emerson probably felt himself
closer to Wordsworth than to any other writer. He has not forgotten what he originally
disliked about Wordsworth, his ignorance on certain topics and his conservative stance
on political and social issues. However, over time, Emerson has found the essential
Wordsworth: the courageous, independent friend of nature, and has decided to follow his

example in certain facets of his own life and poetry.

The question of influence, specifically Wordsworth’s influence on Emerson, has

been a longstanding question addressed for nearly a century by numerous critics



Wordsworth, Emerson, and the “Art of Loss” 9

including: John Brooks Moore, Stephen Wilcher, Perry Miller, Robert Weisbuch, Joel
Pace, Richard Gravil, and Patrick Keane. Moore’s essay, “Emerson on Wordsworth”
(1926), attempts to disavow literary indebtedness by Emerson to Wordsworth, through
how each writer deals with Nature in their poetry and essays. Moore concedes that
Emerson quoted from five of Wordsworth’s poems in his personal journal, but he feels
that Emerson has achieved his vision from the “American Scholar”, that his “day of
dependence and long apprenticeship to the learning of other lands draws to a close.” (53)
Perry Miller’s “Thoreau in the Context of International Romanticism” (1961), marks a
shift regarding “America’s initial hostility to Wordsworth and then of his gradual
acceptance.” (149) Additionally, Miller discusses how Emerson was initially repelled by
Wordsworth until later, after 1838, when Emerson underwent a conversion and began to
recognize Wordsworth’s “great and steadily growing dominion” and, therefore, his
influence on Emerson’s writing (149). In Atlantic Double-Cross (1986), Weisbuch
explores how Emerson’s entry encourages an antagonistic model of Anglo-American
literary relations.” (12) Weisbuch also points out that from Emerson’s first visit to
Wordsworth in 1833, to his last, in 1848, there is a noticeable shift in his opinion of the
poet. In 1833, the elder bard left an impression “of a narrow and very English mind,”
according to Emerson. Yet, after his 1848 visit, Emerson remarks, “the exceptional fact
of the period is the genius of Wordsworth.” (Essays and Lectures 906) These entries,
more than 15 years apart, do not indicate contradiction as much as Emerson’s steady
ambivalence towards Wordsworth. Gravil’s “Romantic Dialogues” (2000) offers a

defense of Emerson’s work on the issue of literary indebtedness, asserting a reciprocal
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transatlantic relationship where British Romanticism is not the same once the light of its

influence has been refracted by its American counterparts, including Emerson.

In his preface to Atlantic Double-Cross, Weisbuch explains his reasoning for the
transatlantic study of 19™- century literature by emphasizing that there is too much to do
and too little has been done in the area of Anglo-American comparative study, and so he
has chosen a few themes and two authors for each theme and will organize his book
accordingly. According to Weisbuch, there are thousands of articles on pairs of writers,
studies on the travel books by English and American authors, biographical investigations
of transatlantic meetings, and numerous accounts of the rise of American literary
nationalism (20). Yet, when Weisbuch’s book was published, and even today, this is a
relatively new area of study with countless angles, points of emphasis, and directions to
explore. Atlantic Double-Cross was intended to investigate specific texts intensively, to
characterize Anglo-American influence. In my own research, I wish to borrow the
template that Weisbuch utilized to investigate a specific topic through the writings of an

English and an American author.

In Amanda Claybaugh’s study on the legacy of Robert Weisbuch’s influential
Atlantic Double-Cross (1986), she argues that Weisbuch “focused on a number of
canonical U.S. authors and showed how they wrote both with and against their British
predecessors and peers.” (1) Though Weisbuch nor Claybaugh looked specifically at the
influence of Wordsworth on Emerson, the dynamic of writing “both with and against” is
certainly true in their case as well. Emerson, at separate times, held Wordsworth in high
esteem and then detailed the shoﬂcorrﬁngs of his poetry and personal philosophy.

Through two personal visits, multiple journal entries, and personal experiences with
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Wordsworth’s poetry, Emerson carried a conflicted opinion of Wordsworth and his

poetry that gradually became more positive.

Claybaugh also utilizes a key phrase from historian David Armitage, concerning
the recent trend toward studying authors from both sides of the Atlantic as a specific
“trans-atlantic” field, stating that “we are all Atlanticists now.” (11) Claybaugh
challenges the distinction of studying British and U.S. literature separately. She feels that
it moves the impetus from focusing on the individual authors, and instead, making
national arguments and trends the emphasis. Like Claybaugh, I want to utilize
transatlanticism for bringing pertinent national literature information into the discussion,
without focusing on the transatlantic facet of this question of influence. In investigating
Wordsworth and Emerson, and the “art of loss” for each, this analysis is not only a v

transatlantic exploration. The fact that the authors are from two different countries is not

the central focus, as national considerations are only a small facet of this study.

Another work that is central to my study of transatlantic romanticism is Patrick J.
Keane’s Emerson, Romanticism, and Intuitive Reason (2005). Focusing on Emerson and
Wordsworth, as well as other 19"- century authors and thinkers Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, Margret Fuller, John Stuart Mill, and Immanuel Kant, among others, Keane
explores the “casual, but almost always illuminating allusions, either overt or covert, to
his predecessors” of Ralph Waldo Emerson through an intertextual, comparative study
(2). Keane’s study examines the Wordsworth-Emerson connection through Emerson’s
use of Wordsworth’s line “The Transatlantic Light of All Our Day,” from Wordsworth’s
“Ode: Intimations of Immortality.” Keane argues that light becomes the master trope in

Wordsworth’s text pertaining to the influence of Wordsworthian light on Emerson.
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Keane explains multiple connections between Emerson and Wordsworth/Coleridge
through various topics and lenses. He engages with Emerson’s part in the transatlantic
dialogue between British Romanticism and American Transcendentalism. My study
attempts to extend Keane’s discussion of Wordsworth’s influence on Emerson through
the ““art of loss” and how Emerson writes “with and against” Wordsworth , utilizes
Wordsworth’s “double consciousness” of enduring a private pain while writing about the
experience publicly, and using poetry to facilitate the same philosophical debate on death,

mourning, and healing.

Wordsworth conceives of an epic of the mind in his poetry. This perceptible turn
inward to focus on the self can be traced to the American tradition and specifically,
writers like Emerson, Whitman, and Stevens. The poets who came after Wordsworth
were unavoidably engaged in response to the aspects of his poems that explore human
consciousness, according to Joel Pace and Matthew Scott, who have attempted to trace
the considerable influence and reputation of William Wordsworth in America during the
19 century in their book, Wordsworth in American Literary Culture (2005). Pace and
Scott argue, “Wordsworth’s poetry was being freshly set by American printers from as
early as 1802; his first editor, during his lifetime, was an American, Henry Reed; The
Prelude and Christopher Wordsworth’s Memoirs of William Wordsworth were better
» received in America than in Great Britain.” (2) Wordsworth had a profound influence in
the United States, despite many American authors attempting to form a literary tradition
completely independent of Britain. Until the middle of the 20" century, Wordsworth’s
role in the formation of American literature continued to be overlooked by many

scholars.
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Literary influence is a pervasive force in the construction of American literary
identity, and British Romanticism is remade by the American reading public (and
American writers) so that influence is not only literary but cultural as well. Investigating
Wordsworth’s influence and reputation in America can often be difficult and lead to
differing results because of the various ways he exhibits an impact. His legacy can be
seen through the publication of primary texts, anthologies, imitations, and parodies.

Also, another level of engagement with Wordsworth comes from reviews and articles
devoted to the poet, both during the 19™ century and today. Wordsworth can also be seen
as a “created type” according to region and period, which can be associated with broader
19" century movements in the areas of theology, feminism, humanism, and
environmentalism (Pace and Scott 5). The history of Wordsworth’s influence in America
creates several points of departure and intersection, often utilizing post-colonial and
historicist theory. Historicism, specifically, has allowed researchers to acknowledge not
only the gaps between reading communities on either side of the Atlantic, but also our

own historical gap as we review these 19™- century writers.

A brief survey of the 19™-century reviews shows the changing attitude toward
William Wordsworth in America. In an article from Quarterly Christian Spectator, dated
March 1, 1836, the “Poetical Works” of William Wordsworth are reviewed and related to
the poet’s early reputation in Britain and the United States. The reviewer argues, “For
the striking features of his literary history, as he has slowly risen from a neglect and
opposition which was almost universal, to a general reputation and regard; he deserves
the notice of everyone who is curious to trace the changes of public opinion, and to

follow a great man through his difficulties, as they have successively yielded to his
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triumphant progress.” (1) The article goes on to explain that when Wordsworth’s poems
were first appearing in print in the early 19'- century, his poetry was subjected to attacks
from unfair and abusive critics who attacked with great zeal and perseverance because
they realized the imiaortance of his ideas. British critics began to call Wordsworth and
his contemporaries “The Lake Poets” as a derogatory term and this helped to sway the
public against him. On the American side, those critics agreed with their British
contemporaries in almost everything early on, and their criticisms matched that of the
Brits. But amidst the storm, Wordsworth, himself, was unmoved. He realized that his
poetical tastes were not in agreement with the public, but he was frank and fearless
enough to declare his poetical sentiments with fervor and to point outrwhere the public
taste was vitiated. Over time, first in Britain, and soon after in the United States, he
gained favor with critics and the reading public. The review continues, “In the British
Isles, and with us, many4are the young who revere his name, as that of their guide and
teacher, one who has awakened in their minds poetic feeling, and with it, the noblest
aspirations both for this life and the life which is to come. Most of our current writers

now speak well of him.” (4)

In another article, almost 70 years later, entitled, “Poetry and the Public,” Wilfrid
Thorley investigates the impact of poetry on the reading public in 1917 by dividing the
19 century into literary periods with the death of Wordsworth as the cutoff where things
changed. Thorley was writing for The Live Age, an American periodical that was in print
from 1897-1941, and the major question he addresses in his article is, “Why has poetry
steadily lost prestige since the death of Wordsworth in 1850, so that it has now generally

ludicrous connotations in the mind of the ordinary man?” (1) His second question follows
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with what the present day poets must do to regain the respect that Wordsworth previously
garnered. Thorley is concerned with the fact that poetry, in the generations after
Wordsworth’s death, is no longer the dominant medium to understand beauty in its
relationship to the universe, as Wordsworth did. This is truly high praise from an
American reviewer who is only one generation removed from the living Wordsworth.
This comment is indicative of the movement toward a greater level respect for

Wordsworth’s poetry and idealism even in the next century.

To truly understand the complexity of critical opinion for Wordsworth during his
lifetime and after, another American periodical, Current Literature, dated December of
1907, includes an article entitled “Wordsworth as a Poet Great in Spite of Himself.” This
article praises Wordsworth’s kindness and truthfulness in his poetry, but discounts a limit
to his thought. Utilizing Emerson’s own words from English Traits, the article argues,
“He made the impression of a narrow and very English mind, of one who paid for his rare
elevation by general tameness and conformity” (1). The article also concludes that while
his dealing with the common and simple was noteworthy, it was also monotonous, and
his morality makes him enigmatic and hard to approach. In the end, the mixed review
and obvious criticism of the article takes a more positive turn: “The world which we find
in his poetry may not be the whole world, but it is the real world, revealed to imagination

and reproduced by art such as only the great poets suggest.” (3)

The Methodist Quarterly Review, from July 1857, was an American periodical
written after Wordsworth’s death as a review of his life and works. The article
concludes: “Wordsworth was the greatest man of his age, and that Milton and

Shakespeare were his only peers in the English language.” (10) This article also
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comments on Wordsworth’s work in The Excursion as being “closest to his heart” and

“the most emblematic of his true character and beliefs.”

Like the poet himself, The Excursion was prone to mixed reception by critics and
the reading public. According to Ballou’s Monthly Magazine, an American periodical
from April 1878, early reviews for The Excursion were mixed. Lord Jeffrey of the
Edinburgh Review commented, “This will never do; it is longer, weaker, and tamer than
any of Mr. Wordsworth’s other productions.” (1) On the other hand, William Hazlitt
pronounced it, “unsurpassed in power of intellect, lofty conception, and depth of feeling.”
(2) This American reviewer concludes, “Poetry was to Wordsworth a solemn calling. It
was at once his vocation and his religion, and he served with all the fidelity and belief of

a high priest.” (7)

The impact of Wordsworth on Emerson is not only critical and literary but
personal as well. There is a curious interweaving of passages from Wordsworth’s poetry
in Emerson’s work, especially during the sequence of deaths that Emerson experienced
between 1831 and 1842. The relationship between Emerson and the British Romantics is
a complicated one. For all of Emerson’s self reliance and originality, and in spite of his
attempts to decry Wordsworth and other Brits in an attempt to form an “authentic

American voice” in his writing, Wordsworth still becomes his primary benefactor.

Wordsworth had an indispensable impact on American Transcendentalism. His
thoughtful interaction with nature and his championing of the common, the low, and the
humble became a base for 19™- century American Literature. Through his poetry, he also

became a provider of much-needed consolation in distress for Emerson. Looking at
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Emerson through Wordsworth helps to explain éome of Emerson’s paradoxical thinking.
Emerson is attempting to resolve tensions and bridge apparent contradictions between
originality and quotation, individual genius and tradition, self-reliance and participation
in an impersonal Universe. Emerson derives a great portion of his philosophy from
European Romanticism, and specifically from Wordsworth, in learning to deal with
death, write about loss and mourning, and utilize his own cathartic writing and that of
others, to help him to heal and move on. By using the model Weisbuch practiced in his
book, as well as general ideas from Patrick Keane’s book-length study and other articles,
I will attempt to explore the “art of loss” in Wordsworth’s poetry (The Excursion

predominantly) and Emerson’s work (“Threnody,” Experience, and “Fate”).

Transatlantic cultural exchange is multidirectional, with writers of all nationalities
influencing one another, and so what I will attempt is not as much an influence study as
an exploration of elective affinities, personal resemblances, and analogies binding
together two highly individual writers exhibiting original genius. Using the “paradox of
originality” this thesis should appeal to those interested in the Anglo-American Romantic
tradition and the innovations of the individual talent. I will focus on Emerson’s ability to
not only absorb Wordsworth, but to use him as a stimulus to his own creative power. In
one of his notebook poems, Emerson explains, “I dare attempt to lay out my own road,”
while conceding that no one is really “separate/ But all are cisterns of one central sea/ All
are mouthpieces of the Eternal Word.” (Keane 462) Through focusing on the “art of
loss” I will attempt to investigate the relationship between Wordsworth and Emerson.
Initially, in Part Two, I will discuss Wordsworth as the poet of human suffering, and I

will investigate The Excursion, exploring how he poeticizes death, grief, and healing. In
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Part Three, I will explore Emerson’s personal struggles with death and his writing of
“Threnody” and other works dealing with mourning. I will look at how Emerson’s
ambivalent, but gradually more positive view of Wordsworth influenced his own

experience with the death of his son and his own poetic process.



Wordsworth, Emerson, and the “Art of Loss” 19

Part Two- Wordsworth’s Example in the “Art of Loss”

It is somewhat ironic that William Wordsworth has become famous as the poet of
nature. His wish, and the dream of The Recluse, that he never finished, was to be the poet
of man. Wordsworth was interested in the poetry of human passions, characters, and
incidents. From his experience and outlook, this was inevitably the poetry of suffering.
He does not attempt to hide from or avoid wretchedness; instead he is fascinated by it. In
The Prelude, Wordsworth’s speaker broods upon “sorrow that is not sorrow, but delight, /
And miserable love that is not pain/ To hear of” (12 245-247). Even in his later work,
Wordsworth draws more from the sentimental movement than any of the other major
English Romantic poets. The characters he writes about are those that interest the
“sentimental traveler,” a common phrase Wordsworth commonly uses for himself. He
depicts betrayed women, beggars, maniacs, discharged soldiers, and decrepit old men.
From the discharged soldier of Book Four of The Prelude, to the Wanderer’s attempts to
comfort the Solitary in The Excursion, the essential drama of both incidents is the

compassionate, benevolent response to human suffering (Averill 9-11).

The general trend in Wordsworth’s poetry after 1805 is toward suffering taken as
a philosophical question and away from the problem of literary response, which is likely
what attracted Emerson to his work. With The Prelude ends Wordsworth’s self-
conscious investigation of his own fictions. In The Excursion, Wordsworth’s poetry

explores the overpowering burden of earthly evil and leads to his exploration of human
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suffering through loss. Wordsworth’s effort to discover the premises of his imaginative
involvement with suffering is admirable, although sometimes ambiguous. He looks long
and deep into the dark sources of his power, through ﬂle suffering of The Excursion, and
his other poems relating to loss. Like the death of Waldo and the writing of “Threnody”
for Emerson, which I will discuss in Part Three, Wordsworth’s writing of The Excursion
marks a transition in his poetic career. Wordsworth is beginning a philosophical debate

on the “art of loss” in The Excursion, which Emerson will later utilize.

In Emerson, Romanticism, and Intuitive Reason, Patrick J. Keane explores the
connection between Wordsworth and Emerson through the similarities of Wordsworth’s
“Intimations Ode” and Emerson’s “Threnody”. Keane argues that both poems have a
similar trajectory: “an elegiac poem of loss and compensation, and a Romantic fusion of
thought and feeling, spirit and nature.” (473) From the first time he read the “Ode” in his
twenties, Emerson was drawn to the fifth and ninth stanzas. He especially liked the
section of the ninth stanza where “fallings from us” are contrasted to that imperishable
“light of all our day”, where philosophic idealism is replaced by a tragic yet affirmative
humanism. As Ihave noted in Part One, Emerson had reservations about some of
Wordsworth’s poetry from time to time, but the “Ode” was usually spared in these
instances. Emerson even refers to Wordsworth’s “Ode” when discussing the possibility
of belief in the “immortality of the soul”. He says that the real evidence is difficult to put

into words, and that the “Ode” is the best modern essay on the subject (474).

This praise is not without qualification, however, as Keane argues “Emerson’s
shift from his earlier emphasis on Wordsworth’s intellect to his brilliant handling of a

subject too subtle or too high for rational argument is of a piece with spiritual Boston’s
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typical response to Wordsworth as great precisely because he was intuitive and feeling
rather than disciplined and rational in the lower, or discursive, sense.” (475) Yet another
example of an ambivalent attitude toward Wordsworth, Emerson is giving the “Ode” the
highest of praise. Yet, Keane purports that by praising his intuition and feeling rather
than his discipline, rational, or intellect, Emerson is giving conditional praise to
Wordsworth, like so many other American writers of the time. This ambivalence is still

visible, even in sentiments of the highest praise, from Emerson to Wordsworth.

Keane eventually characterizes “Threnody” as a type of “failed re-writing” of
Wordsworth’s “Ode”. Much like his readings of Wordsworth’s Excursion, Emerson is
attempting to use Wordsworth’s verse as an inspiration on effectively dealing with loss.
He returns to Wordsworth’s poetry during difficult times despite his ambivalence.
Emerson is again borrowing Wordsworth’s template from his “Elegiac Stanzas” “Not
without hope we suffer and we mourn.”(511) Emerson is trying to find sources of
encouragement, and he is dealing with a private grief through the public act of poetry

writing.

Deaths from earlier in Wordsworth’s life that he has never fully mourned or
processed, show up in his later poetry as he is revisiting these mortality issues. As the
older Wordsworth is inspired fo write his verse on the art of loss, and to start the
philosophical discussion through his poetry, some of his earlier confrontations with the
death of family members are revisited. This complicates Wordsworth’s ability to write
about personal losses through the public act of poetry writing, much like it would later
affect Emerson. The major trauma in Wordsworth’s early life was the untimely loss of

his parents. His mother died when he was almost eight years old, and then his father died
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when he was thirteen. The death of his mother marks his diversion of experience into the
bliss of childhood and the alienation that comes with maturity. This loss that he feels at
such an early age is articulated in much of his poetry, especially the “Intimations Ode”
and it can be viewed as a .major inspiratibn for his unfinished meditétion on death, The
Recluse, from which The Excursion is derived. Young Wordsworth transferred his
deepest feelings for his mothér to nature in direct response to her death. The death of his
father inspired his encounters with wandering old men and other displaced persons in
much of his poetry. A syndrome of pﬁthological mourning has been detected in many
bereaved children who have lost parents. The syndrome is a defensive process that is
counter to the normal mourning process. Normal mourning consists of gradually letting
go of the lost person through periodic eruptions of intense grief. Pathological mourning,
however, consists of the child’s continuing unconscious fixation on ties to the parent
(287). Pathological mourning provides a key to understanding certain visionary moments
in Wordsworth’s poetry, and especially in his poetic confrontation with death and

mourning through The Excursion.

Some of the imaginative loss in Wordsworth’s life, and articulated in his poetry,
can be traced back to the loss of his parents at such a young age. Likewise, the
despondency and inability to get over the death of his family that a character like the
Solitary faces represents a part of Wordsworth’s own psyche due to personal loss.
Memories allow Wordsworth the poet to stay connected to his parents through reminding
him of a better time when he was with them. This phenomenpn is prevalent in The
Prelude, “Tintern Abbey”, and other shorter poems, but this is most relevant to what the

Wanderer and the Pastor are trying to teach the Solitary through their stories and lessons
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about death and dealing with grief after the loss of family members. It is also significant
that they are never able to completely heal or convince the Solitary of their religious and
emotional strategies for dealing with death, which says something about the pain and
grief that Wordsworth still dealt with in his later years. This unresolved conflict is
important for Emerson, as well, because he does not expect answers from the
philosophical debate on the art of loss in Wordsworth’s poems. These unanswered
questions at the end of The Excursion are similar to the lack of a resolution for the

poet/speaker in “Threnody.”

After Wordsworth’s father died, in 1783, almost all of his poems of the next few
years, some of them unpublished, are concerned with death. The Valley of Esthwaite was
the most ambitious of these early poems, consisting of over 1,000 lines. Wordsworth,
himself, described this poem as being written in the Spring and Summer of 1787. In July,
young Wordsworth worked on the second part of this poem, and he describes a scene
from when he was thirteen and the death of his father was still fresh. “No spot but claims
the tender tear / by or grief to memory dear / alone I bore the bitter shock; / to bear me, to
sorrow o’er a father’s bier.” (25-29) The boy in the poem is vulnerable, and he needs
companionship because he is utterly alone. The next section of the poem jumps from the
earlier time to the time of writing, in 1787, “For much it gives my soul relief / to pay the
mighty debt of grief. With signs repeated o’er and o’er, / I mourn because I mourned no
more.” (31-35) The poet who is writing this poem seems to be in much better spirits than
his memory of the traumatic experience of his father’s death. The process of grieving
and the passing of time seem to make the seventeen year old Wordsworth feel like he is

somewhat ready to move on with his life.
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The older boy in the poem is left to wait for a ride at the same spot where the
young Wordsworth found out that his father had died. This experience with revisiting
this place of anguish has caused the older boy to recall these memories. Wordsworth was
never able to completely mourn his father or to recover completely from his death, and
this led to a compulsive self-reliance. Duncan Wu argues that this self-reliance led to a
false self which is “reflected in Wordsworth’s tendency to look for parental forces in
nature.” (115) In much of his poetry, Wordsworth assigns a parental role to the Lake
District, the landscape where he grew up. Nature became the only trusted substitute for
Wordsworth to turn to, in dealing with his grief and suddenly feeling so alone with both
of his parents gone. Neither William nor his sister, Dorothy, ever completely recovered
from thei: father’s death. In‘February, 1805, news came that their brother John had died
at sea, and they responded in much the same way that they had in 1783. Some of the
displaced grief and mourning from his father’s death had been brought to the surface
again when John died. Wu asserts that John’s death (because of the association with his

father’s death) turned the completion of The Recluse into a sacred trust for Wordsworth.

Human misery, as a reflection of man’s fate, is too serious for less significant
questions of life, and this tendency is utilized to its full capacity in Wordsworth’s
masterpiece of human suffering and loss, The Excursion. In this poem, the Wanderer and
the Pastor attempt to correct the pessimism and despondency of the Solitary. The poem
begins with the story of Margaret and her story of silent suffering from The Ruined
Cottage. The eight remaining books in the poem explore the “choice of life” in a world
of evil and suffering. Within the context of The Excursion, the story of Margaret works

less as a story about a man telling a sad tale to another and more as an exemplum of the
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universal human condition. The Excursion seems to have a didactic purpose in that
Wordsworth is trying to instruct his readers about how to deal with suffering and loss

through his characters’ debates in the poem.

A brief summary of The Excursion will help to explain its relation to death,
mourning, and healing. The young Poet-Speaker, the first-person narrator, is on a
walking tour with his friend, the elderly Wanderer, who has achieved a kind of wise
detachment through his life as a traveler. They visit the Solitary, who has withdrawn into
an isolated valley, because he feels that his life is a disappointment, partly due to the
deaths of his wife and children. The Solitary has rejected all positive aspects of his life.
The Wanderer attempts to correct the despondency of the Solitary by arguing that
although calamities do happen in life, faith and duty can provide support, and these can
lead to a loving, interconnected position in the world. The three then walk to the rural
churchyard where they meet with the Pastor, a friend of the Wanderer. To counter the
Solitary’s complaint about the melancholy of life, the Pastor recounts stories from
members of his parish and community, at the Wanderer’s request. The Wanderer directs,
“as we stand on holy earth, / and have the dead around us, / take from them your
instances, / for they are both best known, / and by frail man most equitably judged. /
Epitomize the life; / pronounce, you can, authentic epitaphs on some of these /we may
learn to prize the breath we share with the human kind; / And look upon the dust of man

with awe.” (5 646-657)

Some of the ambiguity of The Excursion results from the multiple points of view
in the narrative. Susan J. Wolfson has explained the multiple view point when she

argues, “to the extent that Wordsworth shows view to be point of view, and emphasizes
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the self-reflecting configurations of what one sees, he unsettles the absolute claim of any
one speaker or any one moment of speech.” (403) If Wolson is correct, then The
Excursion has no universally authorized poet or reader. Each character falls prey to his
or her own deficit of vision or memory. The dramatic form of the poem embeds an
intermittent but ongoing disclosure of limitation in the poem’s didactic voices. Along
with this disclosure of limitation there is correction and complementation as well. By the
end of The Excursion, Wordsworth has developed a space where multiple points of view
from differing characters can embody death, discuss loss, and start a conversation about
the difficult, ambiguous process of loss, grief, and healing. This seems a conscious
choice for Wordsworth, as the debate concerning the “art of loss” and the differing

viewpoints with unresolved problems at the end is his purpose for the poem.

The Excursion is a poem where the interaction of the four major characters
manifests Wordsworth’s contradictory aspects of his own personality. The Wanderer is
the didactic Wordsworth, the Solitary is the skeptic poet, the Pastor is the Church poet
and the Poet-Speaker is the objective observer. The Wanderer and the Solitary establish
the functional binary opposition in the poem’s structure, similar to the dynamic Emerson
will use in “Threnody” with the poet and deep Heart. The Solitary has experienced great
personal loss in war and through the deaths of members of his family. He is persuaded to
come out of his abode and confront his misery and fear of death; to understand the
essence of life which is more than despondency. The Wanderer looks at the sustaining
features of life while the Solitary questions the values of life. The Pastor attempts a
Christian response but ultimately fails, and the confusion continues. The Solitary has

many riddles that he wants answered including: Is man a child of hope? Do generations
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of man continue without progress? Is man stopped by death without finding any answer?
Does good or evil dominate man? What is virtue? And are we doomed to decay and
expire in dust through death on this earth? (Jha 63). These questions cause the Solitary’s
dejection and the Pastor does help him to understand some of these issues by the poem’s
end. However, Wordsworth fails to answer some of these questions through his
characters and tales in the poem. He attempts to universalize the problem, at times, rather
than to find definitive answers for the Solitary’s many questions. Book Three’s end

remains inconclusive as general suffering still endures.

In Book Six of The Excursion, the speaker compares the village church-yard to an
enclosure within an “unkind world, where the voice of detraction is not heard; where the
traces of evil inclinations are unknown; where contentment prevails, and there is no
jarring tone in the peaceful concert of amity and gratitude.” (68-75) Wordsworth is
describing an enclosure that he normally uses to get away from the public and the urban.
This passage shows a conflicting attitude toward areas representing death, as this is a
more traditional Wordsworth describing a place of death and burial as peaceful, where
the traces of evil are ﬁot known. The speaker finds temporary relief from what is

disturbing him about the art of losing.

The Excursion marks a different direction for Wordsworth in his treatment of
nature and death. “The rural space of The Excursion indeed seems qualitatively different
from that of the earlier poetry and evidences an enhanced realism of description.” (Sharp,
395) The Excursion’s community of the living and the dead, the tight-knit community
organized around the unmarked graves of its village cemetery, has been virtually taken

over by the graveyard. One of the poem’s major themes is to show us death and to put
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hope into words. The poem transitions toward a massive communion with the dead.
This work is unique in its length that is almost totally dedicated to dealing with death and
how the living go on after a tragic loss. As the poem proceeds, more ghosts are raised
and nature becomes a large graveyard. The Vicar, a character in Book Five who relates
the authentic epitaphs of those buried in the cemetery, passes effortlessly from speaking
of the living to speaking of the dead. The dwellings of the living and the graves of the
dead start to sound very similar in their description. Like the dead, the living seems to
reside within the earth, and in the walls of a tomb. The Vicar tells of the living, humble
inhabitants of the mountain cottage who reside in, “A house of stones collected on the
spot, by rude hands built, with rocky knolls in front, backed also by a ledge of rock.” (5
693-696) The couple live perched on a mountainside like birds in a shallow, rocky,

lifeless grave. They are seen to be relics or ghostly survivors of a distant past.

This area, in The Excursion, is peopled almost exclusively with individuals with a
relation to death and loss that gives them the aspect of the living dead long before their
actual deaths. Death becomes the literalization of an already existent state of affairs.
Besides Margaret, from Book One, the Solitary is the intended beneficiary of the kindly
efforts of the Poet-Speaker and the Wanderer. The Poet depicts the secluded valley
where the Solitary is the only inhabitant as “urn-like” and describes the scene, “So
lonesome, and so perfectly secure; / It could not be more quiet; / peace is here or
nowhere; / days unruffled by the gale of public news or private; / years that pass
forgetfully; / uncalled upon to pay the common penalties of mortal life, / sickness, or

accident, or grief, or pain.” (2 364-369) This spot, like the grave, shelters its sole
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inhabitants from mortal life itself. The Solitary is alive but is living like he is already

among the dead in this lifeless area.

Later in Book Four, “Despondency Corrected”, Wordsworth’s Wanderer
comforts the Solitary with an “eloquent harangue” about how he needs to learn to look at
objects as neither animate or inanimate things, nor as his subjectivity projected onto
objects, but as the signs of scientifically and dynamically ordered processes (Farina 12).
The Wanderer preaches, “Science, dull and inanimate, / no more shall hang chained to its
brute slavery; / but taught with patient interest to watch the processes of things, / and
serve the cause of order and distinctness, / shall it forget that its most noble use, / must be
found in furnishing clear guidance, / a support to the mind’s excursive power.” (150-155)
The Wanderer does not prescribe a spiritual acknowledgement of the Imagination or the
life within us to cure the Solitary’s gloom. Instead, he prescribes a categorized
investigation of the relationship between things. The Wanderer discerns the hidden
connectedness underlying each idea in relation to the “all inclusive commonwealth of
things;’. The Wanderer’s science of partly perceiving the deep character of things
instances a fundamental change in strategies of dealing with death and loss. He advises
the Solitary to find comfort in conversation with living things. He wants him to find “a
thing impossible to frame” and “spiritual presences of absent things”. Yet, this is vague
advice, as the Wanderer does not explain what these things are. The Excursion marks the

ambiguous communing of human and non-human entities. (Farina 15)

In Book Five, the Poet is interrupted by the whisper of the Wanderer who draws
his attention to the spectacle that is the Solitary. Standing apart; with curved arm reclined

on the baptismal font, his pallid face upturned, gracefully he stood, the semblance bearing
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of a sculptured form that leans upon a monumental urn in peace.” (Book 5 214-217) The
Solitary has become the mbnumental urn, a lifeless statue representing a life that has
already passed by to death. (Sharp 397) This is a reoccurring theme in The Excursion, a
poem that is full of depictions of individuals who, plagued by memory, by excessive
grief, write their own epitaphs or become their own tombstones. In Book Four,
“Despondency Corrected”, the Wanderer will diagnose the Solitary’s illness, “This vital
warmth too cold, these visual orbs, though inconceivably endowed, too dim for any
passion of the soul that leads to ecstasy, and, all the crooked paths of time and change
disdaining, takes its course along the line of limitless desires.” (180-185) This
melancholic disease is not unique to Margaret, the Solitary, and his wife. This “dreadful
appetite of death” is endemic to the sheltered vale, touching everyone whose histories we
come to know. The rural space has become explicitly a place of death or death in life,

and a space wherein the dead are never determinately buried and grief never resolved.

Later in Book Five, the Poet-Speaker and his two fellow travelers journey through
the natural landscape to the rural churchyard. The Poet changes the physical journey into
a mental excursion on existence, and the inner depths of his consciousness are played out
through the differing voices of the Wanderer, the Solitary, and the Pastor. Digression,
departure, and disruption characterize the Poet-Speaker as hero moving through the space
of his mind. The Wanderer questions, “Among so many shadows, / are the pains and
penalties of miserable life, / doomed to decay, and then to expire in dust /Accord, good
Sir, / the light of your experience to dispel this gloom.” (5 476-481) The Solitary’s
sadness in reference to his existence comes from brooding over the pains and penalties

that remain, the conditions of a miserable life. Hall asserts that Wordsworth’s feelings
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are expressed through an elegiac discourse where elegies lamenting the dead turn into
self-morbid feelings. Self contrived responses become spontaneous reactions to death

through the character of The Solitary (663).

The Pastor responds to the Solitary, “The hopeful and the hopeless, first and last,
the earliest summoned and the longest spared-are here deposited, with tribute paid; and
gentle nature grieved, that one should die; or if the changed demanded no regret,
observed the liberating stroke.” (5 973-978) The Pastor seems to understand the
hopelessness of the Solitary as nature receives the dead and others are left to grieve. He
comments on the universality of death, mour<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>