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A Note on Text

All references to The Prelude will be to William Wordsworth, The
Prelude, 1799, 1805, 1850. Ed. ]J. Wordsworth, M. H. Abrams, and S. Gill
(New York: Norton, 1979). Quotations will be from the 1850 text, un-
less designated 1799 or 1805.

Unless otherwise indicated, quotations from Wordsworth’s po-
ems will be from The Poems of William Wordsworth: Collected Reading
Texts from the Cornell Wordsworth. Ed. Jared Curtis. Vol.I, II, III. (Pen-
rith: Humanities-Ebooks, LLP, 2011).

Unless otherwise indicated, quotations from Hartman’s works
will be from Geoffrey Hartman, Wordsworth’s Poetry: 1787-1814 (Cam-
bridge: Harvard UD, 1964).
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Introduction

I. Home and Mourning in Wordsworth’s Poems

Home is a major theme in Wordsworth’s poems. The Prelude sees
young Wordsworth go back home frequently. Home at Grasmere is a
celebration of dwelling. The Excursion dwells frequently on the hum-
ble cottages of rural inhabitants. “Hart-leap Well” records a story of
returning to one’s native place. “Admonition” betrays the poet’s strong
longing for a lovely cottage. And there are numerous poems in which
Wordsworth displays a desire for a homelike place in woods and
fields. For example, in “A Whirl-blast from behind the Hill”, he writes
about a copse with “spacious floor / With wither’d leaves” (9-10), and
“A fairer bower was never seen” (8) made of tall hollies; in “Nutting”,
it is his violation of “the green and mossy bower” (44) made of hazels
that gives him “a sense of pain” (50); in the first poem of his “Poems
on the Naming of Places”, Wordsworth takes a wild nook as “my oth-
er home, / My dwelling, and my out-of-doors abode” (40-41). Fur-
thermore, there are many poems on birds’ nests, which also manifest
Wordsworth’s fascination with the idea of home, such as the nest of
the wild swans envied so much by the passing soldier’s widow in “An
Evening Walk” (227-257), the sparrow’s nest that gives him and Doro-
thy great delights in “The Sparrow’s Nest”, and the dwelling defend-

ed by the primroses in “A Wren’s Nest”.
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Although Wordsworth harbors so strong a desire for home and
homelike place, in his poems domestic dwelling is often sadly tempo-
rary. Time and again, with houses and families falling to ruin together,
harmony of a home becomes mourning for a home, and dwelling
place becomes epitaphic place. “Hart-leap Well” sees the hart’s native
place fall into “no common waste, no common gloom” for a long
while. In “The Ruined Cottage”, Robert’s abandonment of the family
and later the family’s destruction turn the cottage into an epitaphic
site. In “Michael”, Luke’s betrayal of the family gradually reduces the
former “Evening Star” (146) of the community to “a straggling Heap
of unhewn stones” (17). The ruin of the hope to rebuild a family in
“The Brothers” sentences Leonard to self-exile, which is a self-
punishment caused by his suffocating mourning for his brother. The
destruction of the Nortons in The White Doe of Rylstone leaves their
place as destitute as a wasteland for a long time, and finally turns the
place into an epitaphic site, and Emily into a mourner and bearer of
the dead.

However, the relationship between home and mourning in
Wordsworth’s poems does not end as purely tragic. Morris Dickstein
contends: “Wordsworth, finally, was not a tragic poet but one whose
consoling ideas could help his readers live with tragedy. He showed
them how to expand their range of feeling without falling into gloom
or desperation” (343). In “Hart-leap Well”, the tragedy of the hart is
mourned against the backdrop of Wordsworth’s and Dorothy’s harsh
yet hopeful journey back home. In “The Ruined Cottage”, Margaret’s
home tragedy is framed within the Pedlar’s and the Poet’s fructifying

mourning and their final harmonious relationship with place. Many



O Introduction

“spots of time” (The Prelude 12. 208) in The Prelude, such as the “Wait-
ing for Palfrey” episode and the “Gibbet” episode, involve a tension
between home and mourning, but finally “nourish” and “repair” (215)
Wordsworth’s mind.

Why is a journey home, literally or metaphorically, so frequently
connected with death and mourning? This is what motivates this
book. Wordsworth in his Essays upon Epitaphs has some observations
directly linking mourning with the idea of home. He shows great re-
spect for the efforts of those inhabitants of Scotland to transfer their
dead back to the side of their forefathers:

We learn from the Statistical Account of Scotland that in
some districts, a general transfer of inhabitants has taken
place; and that a great majority of those who live, and labor,
and attend public worship in one part of the country, are bur-
ied in another. Strong and unconquerable still continues to be
the desire of all, that their bones should rest by their forefa-
thers, and very poor persons provide that their bodies
should be conveyed if necessary to a great distance to obtain

that last satisfaction. (176)

And he talks about the effect that an epitaph, even if it contains noth-
ing but a name, could have upon local attachment and upon the cohe-

sion of family and community:

As in these registers the name is mostly associated with oth-
ers of the same family, this is a prolonged companionship,

however shadowy: even a tomb like this is a shrine to which

P
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the fancies of a scattered family may return in pilgrimage;
the thoughts of the individuals without any communication
with each other must oftentimes meet here. Such a frail me-
morial then is not without its tendency to keep families to-
gether. It feeds also local attachment, which is the tap-root of
the tree of Patriotism. (190)

In these remarks, mourning is a way leading back to home: it brings
the dead back to their ancestors; it unites the dead and the living
again in a spiritual sense; it feeds the feeling of home, family, commu-
nity, and local attachment; and through all these effects, it chastens
and exalts the spiritual world of the living. Wordsworth compares the
effect a quiet rural churchyard can have upon a mourner’s spiritual

world to a peaceful concert:

Amid the quiet of a church-yard thus decorated as it seemed
by the hand of Memory, and shining, if I may so say, in the
light of love, I have been affected by sensations akin to those
which have risen in my mind while I have been standing by
the side of a smooth sea, on a Summer’s day. It is such a hap-
piness to have, in an unkind world, one enclosure where the
voice of Detraction is not heard; where the traces of evil in-
clinations are unknown; where contentment prevails, and
there is no jarring tone in the peaceful concert of amity and

gratitude. (175)

Such peaceful concerts can indeed be heard in Wordsworth’s po-

ems on the theme of mourning and home, among which Emily’s final
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mild and delicious melancholy in The White Doe of Rylstone and the
Pastor’s mourning in the rural churchyard in The Excursion are two
most typical examples. Less peaceful yet still capable of offering some
tranquility are the Pedlar’s and the Poet’s mourning in “The Ruined
Cottage”. Yet, there are also some jarring tones in the music of mourn-
ing and home. One hears the silently depressing drips of Margaret’s
tears that seem to flow forever day and night, the dull and suffocating
sound of the drying-up of Michael’s life volition while his mourning
for Luke gradually consumes his life, the wail and heartbreak which
Leonard represses within his lonely heart when and after he again
leaves his home place, etc. However, these jarring tones do not con-
tradict Wordsworth’s metaphor, because finally all the varieties of
tones flow into one last stream, which makes a peaceful, yet deep,
monitory, and restorative concert. The peaceful concert is not thin,
simple, easy and light music, but grows out of the recognition of the
truth of mortal life and of the spirit of humanity. Then, facing trage-
dies of home and place, why can some mourners achieve restoration
while others cannot? How does the idea of home and place affect the
course and effect of mourning? How can a depressing or even devas-
tating mourning finally be transformed into a restorative one? These
questions are what this book explores. The word “for” in the book’s
title “Mourning for a Home” carries two sﬁggestions: one is that a
home is lost, which causes the mourning; the other is that within the
mourning there hides a hope to regain a home, and on some occasions
a new home and a new relationship with place is indeed regained

through mourning.
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I1. The Concepts of Mourning, Home, and Place

As far as mourning is concerned, people usually refer to Freud’s
explanation. In his “Mourning and Melancholia”, Freud discerns a

dichotomy between mourning and melancholia:

Mourning is regularly the reaction to the loss of a loved per-
son, or to the loss of some abstraction which has taken the
place of one, such as one’s country, liberty, and ideal, and so
on. In some people the same influences produces melancho-
lia instead of mourning and we consequently suspect them
of a pathological disposition. It is also worth notice that, alt-
hough mourning involves grave departures from the normal
attitude to life, it never occurs to us to regard it as a patho-
logical condition and to refer it to medical treatment. We rely
on its being overcome after a certain lapse of time and we
look upon any interference with it as useless or even harm-
ful. (39)

On some occasions, Freud’s definition is too clinical for literature criti-
cism. With its therapeutic purpose, it defines mourning as a healthy
and necessary anguish in the immediate wake of bereavement, and if
the anguish is much prolonged, mourning acquires a menacing trait of
melancholia, which is unhealthy and needs interference. The healthy
mourner pours out his grief over the time, lets go the lost, finds a new
object to replace the lost, reinvests his emotions into the new object,

and finally manages to move on. Contrary to the healthy mourner, the
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melancholic refuses to let go the lost, and is locked in the past, be-
cause of which he lives past as present and regards representations of
past as reality. 3

The application of Freud’s theory of mourning and melancholia to
Wordsworth’s poems is certainly helpful, since some mourners in
Wordsworth’s poems do manifest some characteristics of the Freudian
mourner and the Freudian melancholic. But on many other occasions,
the mourners in Wordsworth’s poems move beyond Freud’s theory:
some mourners manifest both characteristics of the Freudian mourner
and melancholic; and for other mourners, melancholia is not purely
menacing, but is necessary and helpful to the final beatification of
mind. Furthermore, due to its therapeutic purpose, Freud’s theory
shows much more concern for the mourner than for the mourned, and
it regards mourning more as an isolated instance occurring to an indi-
vidual mourner than as what occurs to a community.

The conceptual premise of this book is broader than Freud'’s defi-
nition: it regards mourning as a tension between the mourner and the
mourned, with the emphasis not only on the mourner but also on the
persistence of the mourned in the world of the living; it extends
mourning from individual grief to the influence of death and loss up-
on community; it explores mourning not only through the psycholog-
ical lens, but also through the social and cultural lens, especially the
lens of home, place, and community; finally and inevitably, mourning
lasts much longer than the immediate wake of bereavement. William

Watkin’s observation on mourning suits better the purpose of this

1) For further explanation of the Freudian melancholy, see Chapter Three, 238-239.

-



FES5 R fHEMiFHe M (1797-1807) O

book: “To mourn means to come back to the dead, to consider the
strategies we have used to come to terms with death, to go over re-
mains, to look at what we as a culture have been able to do with
them.” (47) So, mourning in this book includes both the Freudian
mourning and the Freudian melancholia, and any other behavior of
going back to the dead, such as remembering the dead or visiting the
graves of the dead long after the great grief has been overcome, or
even an unexpected encounter with a grave on the part of a bereaved
individual or community or only of a passing traveler.

Home refers to the feeling of belonging or rootedness, usually in
terms of place. Yi-fu Tuan defines home as “an intimate place” (144).
Freya Stark makes a similar remark: “This surely is the meaning of
home—a place where every day is multiplied by all days before it”
(55). But very often too, home goes beyond the concept of place, espe-
cially particular place. In Wordsworth’s poems, a home can be a very
particular place, it also can be the whole nature, and sometimes there
are heavenly dwellings or even yearnings for a dwelling in poetry and
imagination. So, the relationship between home and place could be
that home is in place, or beyond place, or it could also be that home is
both in and beyond place.

This book involves two very unique ideas of home in Words-
worth’s poems. One refers to the state of being completely “in” place,
especially a deep union with the land inherited from generation to
generation for the rural inhabitants in the Lake District. Wordsworth
has a very moving comment on this idea of home in one of his 1801

letters to Charles James Fox:



