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Transcendentalism in Poetry as A Core 

Dimension of The Internal Inspiration and 

Mental Quintessence of The Human 

   
A B S T R A C T     

This study deals with the transcendentalism as a literary 

movement appeared in America in nineteenth century. It represents 

the core of imagination for poets. The use of the transcendentalism 

in poetry writing is notable. The transcendentalists used this type of 

literary style to express their ideas, which express the necessity of 

self-reliance. This type of philosophy has a big significance in the 

modern poetry, because it comes from an increase in thinking over 

the real life. This study will focus firstly on the question of the 

significance of some poets to the use of transcendentalism in their 

poetry. Among these were American poets use pure thinking in 

their poetry. These poets used the spiritual thinking and imagination 

memory to be free in their literary expression. Also, it will focus 

how the nature inspired the poets to write of its beauty through their 

poems. 

 © 2009 - 2020 College of Arts | Tikrit University 
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Introduction: 

An idealistic, transcendental philosophy and social movements that 

developed in nineteenth century as reaction to rationalism. It is influenced 

by many philosophical movements like romanticism, Platonism, and 

Kantian philosophy, it teaches the internal inspiration of the human through 

the transcendentalism, that divinity pervades all nature and humanity, and 

its members held progressive views on feminism and communal living. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau were central figures of 

this philosophy.  

The term ‘Transcendentalism’ appeared in American literature in the 

1830s. This movement opposed the situation of society and its culture at 

that time. The transcendental movement invites the belief in ideal 

spirituality that arises above the material things. It can best be explained by 

the assertion. ‘Thought is a mode of life (Laoureux 2009, p. 393) it 

represents the core of imagination for poets, when they write their poems. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau were the pioneers of the 

transcendental literature movement. They used transcendentalism to 

express their ideas, which express the necessity of self-reliance. It makes 

the mind dwell on in the region of pure thought. According to Schroeder 

(1965, p. 560): 

“Yet transcendentalism, like all brands of idealism, is 

one of the most difficult philosophies to understand, 

let alone to live by. The universal intelligibility of 

Emerson, Thoreau, Frost and Wyeth brings to mind the 

anecdote of the man who, upon looking at the eye-

chart, says that he can read it, but he can't pronounce 

it”. 

Transcendentalists believe that society and its institutions, 

particularly organized religion and political parties corrupt the purity of the 

individual. They have faith that people are at their best when truly "self-

reliant" and independent. It is only from such real individuals that true 

community can form as idealistic society. Even with this necessary 

individuality, transcendentalists also believe that all people possess a piece 

of the "Over-soul" (God). Because the Over-soul is one, this unites all 

people as one being.  

This type of philosophy comes from an increase in thinking over the 

real life. The poet of transcendental philosophy looks for the world without 

wrongs to achieve the idealism in the relationship between human and 

nature. Mostly, it is represented by the serene solitude of poets. 

As transcendentalism represents the spiritual thinking, so this 

movement includes some religious aspirations. It expresses the internal 

thinking of the poets who encourage democratic expression like Thoreau 

and Emerson, because transcendentalists support free speech. Literary, 

philosophical, religious and thinking habits are combined in one term: 

transcendentalism. Transcendental philosophy helps to correlate the 

religious beliefs with the habits of people in deep thinking. In this case, 
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transcendentalists need to be free from the restriction of real life, so they 

escape to express their imagination by transcendentalism. Consequently, 

transcendentalism is a type of invitation to thinking democracy. 

“Emerson, perhaps more than any other American 

until Walt Whitman and John Dewey, exemplifies 

the rise of democratic faith as a translation of the 

religious realm into civic and political language in 

the American context (Deneen 2008, p. 10)”. 

Transcendentalism helps to fire up the imagination of poets, when 

they need to be freed from the restrictions of daily life. It represents 

democratic practices, which were practiced by poets in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. Frost was more influenced by this type of poetry, 

because it tended to solitude and deep imagination both religiously and in 

relation to the natural world. 

The poets who espoused transcendental philosophy had a special 

focus on the mystery of nature. Transcendentalists had a high appreciation 

of nature, because they dealt with it as a great imagination of God. These 

poets regarded the mystery of nature as similar to beauty. Furthermore, this 

thinking about the core of nature made the poets of transcendentalism more 

religious and gave them the tendency to appreciate the ability of God in the 

beauty of creation. Chen (2009, p. 130) explains: ‘To Emerson, “nature” is 

the gigantic shadow of God. Thus the beneficence, the beauty, the mystery 

of nature is like the beauty, the beneficence, and the mystery of God‘. 

Emerson and Thoreau both had a big influence on the poetry of that period. 

The poetry in their time developed more fully as the poets adopted the 

traditional style in the writing of poetry. This development influenced the 

poets who came after them like Robert Frost who was strongly influenced 

by transcendentalism. Frost wrote most of his poems about the beauty of 

nature, because he acquired his philosophy from his appreciation of nature, 

for example trees, woods and mountains. For Frost, nature represented his 

childhood, the purity of life and the relation of man with God. These visions 

made him a transcendentalist poet. Robert Frost continued 

transcendentalism into the twentieth century. 

The contemplation of the beauty of nature is very clear in American 

poets’ poems. It appeared through the use of symbolism, metaphor and 

poetical images that related to nature. Transcendentalism gave rise to some 

mysticism in his poetry. Frost used the transcendental philosophy because 

of the influence of Emerson and Thoreau. His poetry was imbued with 

profound thought which included philosophy, religion and romantic nature. 

Moreover, Frost had a special philosophy in his poetry, when he correlated 

spiritual thinking with transcendental philosophy. According to Suarez 

(2008, p. 126), ‘Robert Frost: The poet as philosopher paves the way for 

fuller examinations of Frost`s relationship to this literary tradition and 

especially to later twentieth-century poets’. Therefore, transcendentalism is 

represented through the love of nature and contemplation of its elements. 
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Frost represents the keeper of transcendentalist philosophy in the twentieth 

century. 

Waldo Emerson and David Thoreau: 

At the end of the nineteenth century, romantic poetry became more 

widespread, because a greater range of subjects were open to the poets. This 

enlargement in the Romantic Movement could also be seen in the variety 

of verse forms. Robert Frost became a skillful in this type of poetry, after 

he read the works of the poets who came before him, especially Ralph 

Waldo Emerson (1803-1882), and Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862). As 

well as being transcendentalists, these poets participated in the widespread 

development of romantic poetry that focused on nature. Emerson was a 

naturalist poet, because he wrote most of his poems about nature, like ‘Song 

of Nature. Nature inspired the poets to write of its beauty through the 

changes in season, the variations in landscape and the natural phenomena 

around them. Frost followed Emerson and Wordsworth in the appreciation 

of the spiritual aspect of nature. This can be seen in some of his poems, by 

the quotation from their works, such as, the transcendental philosophy of 

Emerson and the rustic poems of Wordsworth. According to Stewart and 

Bethurum (1964, p. 198): 

“Another poet is Emerson, whom Frost does the 

unusual honor of quoting directly (in‗New 

Hampshire, ‘for example, he quoted from the ‘Ode 

inscribed to WH Channing: in ‘The Masque of 

Reason)”. 

There is some relation between Frost`s poetry and Emerson through 

some direct quotations in his poems. This overlapping between their poems 

emphasises that Frost was influenced by Emerson`s poetry. 

Thoreau was essentially a poet, who used his imagination and 

memory as more important in thinking about nature and beauty. Emerson 

and Thoreau grew up in the same environment as Frost. These poets were 

all influenced by the beauty of nature. 

Also, they were inspired in their style and imagination from the 

simple habits of the countryside. Frost, obviously, was influenced in the 

same way as these earlier New England poets in his style. Therefore, his 

love of nature appeared in his poems, like ‘Birches’: 

When I see birches bend to left and right 

Across the lines of straighter darker trees, 

I like to think some boy's been swinging them. 

But swinging doesn't bend them down to stay 

As ice-storms do. Often you must have seen them 

Loaded with ice a sunny winter morning 

After a rain. They click upon themselves 

As the breeze rises, and turn many-colored 

As the stir cracks and crazes their enamel 

Soon the sun's warmth makes them shed crystal shells 

Shattering and avalanching on the snow-crust — 
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Such heaps of broken glass to sweep away 

You'd think the inner dome of heaven had fallen.  

These lines explain the changing of nature, which begins with its 

colour green and flowers. But it quickly changes to grief through the loss 

of its leaves and the brilliance of nature. The metaphorical expression like 

‘So Eden sank to grief, / So down goes down to day’ illustrates the 

difficulties Frost faced with real life, because he loved and appreciated 

nature. Frost explains in this poem the grief that included all things in the 

life even the paradise was filled by sadness. 

Emerson and Thoreau were different in their poetry through an 

expression of social movements. Although they wrote their poetry through 

the joy in nature, each one of them tended to adhere to a different literary 

movement. Emerson`s poetry was more focused on idealism, while 

Thoreau`s poetry was more transcendental in style. However, they were 

united in their belief in the romanticism of nature. Frost was a naturalist 

poet, who read admired the idealism and transcendentalism of Emerson and 

Thoreau. As mentioned above, transcendentalism is a philosophical 

movement in literature that appeared in America between 1930s and 1940s, 

and invited the poet to write poetry in an ideal spirit and rise above material 

things. Frost was strongly influenced by transcendentalism, therefore, this 

influence appeared in Frost`s poems, for example ‘Stopping by Woods on 

a Snowy Evening’. When a man and his horse stopped in the middle of pure 

nature and were isolated from people, they watched the snow fall and the 

tranquil beauty of the snow-covered woods. This image represents one 

aspect of transcendental philosophy in Frost's poem. And the speaker in the 

poem ‘New Hampshire’ watched the mountain peak stand alone as a great 

sight. He had been on the mountain`s side, but he had never climbed to the 

peak, because he felt that nothing was there. This is a kind of the dialogue 

between Frost and nature. The dialogue between poets and nature appeared 

clearly through using ideal and transcendental poetry. This conversation 

explains the relationship between the poet and nature far from material 

effects that make the spiritual connection between poet and his God through 

the dialogue with soul of nature. It is found, for example, in the line 

‘Rhodora! If the sages ask thee why’, in Emerson`s poem ‘The Rhodora‘: 

“In May, when sea-winds pierced our solitude, 

I found the fresh Rhodora in the woods, 

Spreading its leafless blooms in a damp nook, 

To please the desert and the sluggish brook. 

Then purple petals, fallen in the pool, 

Made the black water with their beauty gay; 

Here might the red-bird come his plumes to cool, 

And court the flower and cheapens his array. 

Rhodora! If the sages ask thee why 

This charm in wasted on the earth and sky.” 

In this poem, Emerson entered into a dialogue with nature, which is 

represented by the Rhodora plant. He illustrates his admiration of the 
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Rhodora and his love all the way through the beautiful nature like, Then 

purple petals, fallen in the pool and To please the desert and the sluggish 

brook. This is the same philosophical transcendentalism, which was used 

by Frost in his poetry writing, where he used the mountain to explain the 

grandeur of nature. This contemplation of nature helped Frost to connect 

his spiritual feelings with the soul of nature. 

Conclusion: 

Transcendentalism comes through imagination and intuition not 

through the senses or real. It represents the spiritual thinking, and expresses 

the internal thinking of the poets who encourage democratic expression. 

Transcendentalists believe that the human is very close with the nature, 

which inspired the poets to write about its beauty through the changes in 

season, the variations in landscape and the natural phenomena around them. 

Transcendentalists connect their spiritual feelings with the soul of nature. 

There is a strong relationship between transcendentalists and nature, 

because they have pure feeling towards its beauty. Transcendentalism 

represents the high sophisticated literary expression, which is used by the 

poets to be free in the use of their ideas, as a way of understanding life 

relationships. So, the mental squeezer and internal inspiration enhance the 

use of transcendentalism in poetry.     
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