William Cullen Bryant’s “Thanatopsis” (1817)
Questions for Reading and Discussion
“Thanatopsis” from Greek = “Meditation on Death” – from thanatos (death) & opsis (a vision)
“Thanatopsis” opens with a Wordsworthian statement of the quiet consolation nature gives mankind.  The rest of the poem is a statement of how best to face death: “sustained and soothed/ By an unfaltering trust.”  Bryant broke with organized religion in the poem, describing a death that could be faced by personal faith.

1.  What is Bryant’s attitude toward nature? What can nature do for a person?
2.  What does nature “teach” us, according to Bryant?
3.  The poem seems to be saying that sooner or later we’ll all be dead.  That sounds depressing.  Does Bryant seem to want us to feel depressed?  Is he a pessimist?
4.  Based upon what you can glean from this poem, what sort of philosophical outlook does this poet have?
5.  The poem appears to follow a problem-solution form.  If death is the problem, how does the ending of the poem suggest a solution to the problem?
6.  Reconsider “Thanatopsis” as a visual experience.  Where do you see painterly moments in the poem?
“Thanatopsis” is an elegy – and if you have read other elegies, you know that the conventions of the elegy require it to move from grief into consolation, to come out of the darkness and away from the pain.  Bryant gives us an elegy for all of humankind, for all living things.

7.  What sort of religions outlook does this poet have?
8.  Look up and define “transcendental.”
9.  Locate and explain potentially “Transcendental” elements in the poem.
10.  Remind yourselves: who was Calvin?  Provide a Calvinist “reading” of “Thanatopsis.”
“Thanatopsis” also sounds like a soliloquy, like a speech from a Shakespearean protagonist, off by himself or herself, thinking aloud about the human condition.

11.  What lines in the poem strike you as sounding especially Shakespearean?
12.  Do particular heroes from Shakespeare come to mind?  Why?
13.  How does this poem find its way out of melancholy – by logic or by intuition?
14.  Where does the mood change, and how does it change?
15.  What is the message in this poem?
