
ABSTRACT 
 

The prevalence of melancholy in Western civilization dates back to ancient Greece. The Attic physicians and 

philosophers probed it and debated their multifarious conclusions. The practitioners of medicine hypothesized 

that the origin of this malaise was psychosomatic. The Ontological philosophers like the Stoics and the 

Epicureans posited that the sway of the mind over emotions can give equipoise of the mind, fortifying humans 

not to be ruffled by deleterious passions. With the rise of Christianity, melancholy started having indissoluble 

connection with religion, largely owing to the concepts of original sin and damnation. Melancholy has also been 

a scourge of the sentient artist who has to face social ills and harmful effects of intense creative process on his 

psyche. 

The age of William Collins was characterized by melancholy brought about by a plethora of sociological and 

psychological causes which incapacitated many promising writers. Some poets were deranged and their 

creations were instinct with unrelieved gloom, morbid thematic concerns like pathological states of mind and 

intra-psychic agonies. When Collins started his literary career, reflective poetry was diverting from retreat 

themes towards graveyard poetry with its focus on the themes of terrors of the tombs. The constitutional 

melancholy of Collins was aggravated by the overpowering bleakness of the sepulchral verse. The situation 

worsened when the edition of his poetry, comprising a few poems, attracted little attention. He could not 

withstand the grimness of reality and got afflicted with what is now called Clinical Depression which ushered in 

madness and his premature death. 

Existentialism, a rarefied reconfiguration of melancholy, has been brought to bear upon this study, to diverge 

from the conventional approaches of looking at Collins’ oeuvre. This analytical study is trail-blazing and seeks 

attention on the inherent existential undertones in Collins. His poetry has a deeply embedded melancholy about 

the dilemma of the choice of themes in poetry; he intensely meditates on the agony of a futile creative process, 

intra-psychic realities and vexed relationship with the world. Along with the application of the abstract concepts 

of the said philosophy, parallels have also been drawn, by using identical thoughts of other poets who traversed 

the same paths as Collins did, to bring luminosity to the text. 

In this thesis, a short historical view of melancholy provides a thrust of ideas regarding this human 

phenomenon. As Collins was substantially influenced by the literary trends and social milieu of his day, a 

literary and social background has been given to silhouette his poetry against it. Then, three of the prominent 

existential concepts of angst, absurd and death have also been applied to his poetry. Lastly, the principles of 

Existential Psychology have been used to gather, from his poetry, sparks of optimism hidden beneath the ashes 

of melancholy. Collins believes that it is beyond the compass of a creative artist to alleviate the whole gamut of 

human suffering; nevertheless the imagination of a poet can work like a balm and it can mollify the afflictions 

of humanity, at least for a short duration of time. 


