

Bruns 6

Melissa Bruns

Dr. Watson

British Literature III

20 March 2005

Youthful Innocence and the Bonds of Love

As people go through life they lose the innocence of youth as they reach adulthood.  They also keep the strong bonds of love forged in childhood while moving past those friendships in which there is no true connection.  In Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights Heathcliff and Catherine’s lives together are a mixture of innocence, the loss of innocence, and a love that transcends time.  William Wordsworth’s poems “Michael” and “We Are Seven” both also portray these features but through family ties unlike the physical and emotional love of Heathcliff and Catherine.  Wuthering Heights, “Michael,” and “We Are Seven” all use the standing theme of childhood versus adulthood to show how the bonds of love can be forged early in life and carried throughout and how the grasp of innocence on youth is lost with age.

In Wuthering Heights Bronte uses Heathcliff and Catherine to acknowledge how a childhood love can carry people throughout life and be the tie that holds them together as passage of time changes and defines each as individuals.  In the story Catherine confesses that her love for Heathcliff is what holds her together while her love for Edgar Linton will change with time and is not really the way she wants to spend the rest of her life.  Her admission that she is marrying Linton partly to satisfy Hindley causes the reader to wonder why she should give when she knows she will never be truly happy without Heathcliff.  She says:

My great miseries in this world have been Heathcliff’s miseries, and I watched and felt each from the beginning; my great thought in living is himself.  If all else perished, and he remained, I should still continue to be; and, if all else remained, and he were annihilated, the Universe would turn to a mighty stranger.  I should not seem a part of it.  My love for Linton is like the foliage in the woods.  Time will change it, I’m well aware, as winter changes the trees—my love for Heathcliff resembles the eternal rocks beneath—a source of little visible delight, but necessary.  Nelly, I am Heathcliff—he’s always, always in my mind—not as a pleasure, any more than I am always a pleasure to myself—… (81-2).
Catherine’s admission of this love as fact is what allows her to never lose her place in Heathcliff’s eyes; it is her saving grace.  Heathcliff and Catherine are always connected because they have become such a deep part of each other’s being that they do not know who they are fully without the other and this carries them over many rocks in their lives.

Wordsworth’s poem “Michael” shows how a father-son bond can bring youth back to a father while at the same time allowing a love to grow so deep between the two that a sense of spiritual hope is reborn in the father while being lived out in the son.  Wordsworth says, “…but to Michael’s heart/…/..the same/Fond spirit that blindly works in the blood of all—/Than that a child, more than all other gifts/That earth can offer to declining man,/Brings hope with it…”(273).  A youthful innocence pervades Michael’s life after Luke is born.  The immediate sensation of love felt between the two is shown as they become more and more inseparable as Luke grows.  Neither Michael nor Luke can point to what makes the other so special but know that they are loved. Before Luke leaves for the city Michael says to him, “A kind and a good Father: and herein/ I but repay a gift which I myself/ Received at others’ hands; for, though now old/ Beyond the common life of man, I still/Remember them who loved me in my youth” (278) to remind Luke that he is not sending him away because he does not want him to be there, but that a father’s love follows him to all ends of the earth as he leaves for the city.

“We Are Seven,” also by Wordsworth, uses a slightly different spin on the love between childhood and adulthood.  The girl knows that her mother is always there for her but chooses to focus on the fact that she has a deeper connection to those who are her own age even though they may no longer be physically there for her.  The “little Maid,” as the girl is referred to in the poem, never forgets to mention her mother when she is talking to the stranger but does not focus on her love for her.  A child’s love transcends that of most adults because it is a deep, all encompassing love that does not judge or place value.  When asked about her family and where they lived she said, “‘Two of us in the church-yard lie, /My sister and my brother; /And, in the church-yard cottage, I/Dwell near them with my mother’” (225).  She never forgets to acknowledge her love for the rest of her family but she does not feel the same closeness to them as to her dead sister and brother.

These three works also portray the innocence of youth before it is traded in for adulthood.  While Heathcliff and Catherine were growing up they were playmates when they could escape from the house to the moors.  As children neither understood quite what external force it was that kept them apart while they still held a perverse control over the adults around them.  For Catherine, “She was much too fond of Heathcliff.  The greatest punishment we [Nelly and the servants] could invent for her was to keep her separate for him [Heathcliff]:  yet, she got chided more than any of us on his account” (42).  This lack of understanding is what allowed them let their bond grow so deep as to keep the connection into adulthood that most would have chosen to forget due to social standards.

In “Michael” Luke breaks the bonds on youthful innocence the longer he stays in the city working for his uncle.  While Luke was growing up in the hills with his father he gained a deep understanding of the hard work necessary to succeed in life; while in the city the temptations of adult life became too much for him to stand up to and he caved into the pressures.  At home Luke lived an honest life working hard and doing what he could to make an existence and live a good life.  “He with his Father daily went, and they/Were as companions…” (274). While Michael was at home doing his best to keep the sheep alive and well and live his life to the fullest, “…Luke began/To slacken in his duty; and, at length, /He in the dissolute city gave himself/To evil courses:  ignominy and shame/Fell on him, so that he was driven at last/To seek a hiding-place beyond the seas” (279-80).  The innocence and drive that had held onto Luke while he was at home in his father’s presence was not enough to keep him from doing what he knew to be wrong when left on his own in a bigger city.  Luke had changed with the passage of time and forgot the love and open arms he would have been received with had he returned home; he had lost his youthful innocence somewhere in the city.

Wordsworth looks at the child’s perspective of the world versus that of the philosophical adult eye in “We Are Seven.”  The “little Maid” holds a different view of the world than that of an adult because she never believes herself to be alone even after the death of her sister and brother.  An adult views the loss of life as if it were a deep, foreboding hole in their life that may never be filled again:  A deep loss that will go on for eternity and only eventually be assuaged by time.  The girl in this work never feels the loss as deeply as the stranger questioning her believes she should because she knows that she can still play, eat, and sing with her sister and brother though they are buried in the ground.  She says:  “ ‘My stockings there I often know,/My kerchief there I hem;/And there upon the ground I sit,/And sing a song to them.// ‘And often after sun-set, Sir,/When it is light and fair/I take my little porringer,/And eat my supper there”(225).  This innocence is never seemingly lost as she is continually bombarded by the fact that there are only five in her family instead of seven.  According to the man asking her questions, saying, “‘But they are dead; those two are dead! /Their spirits are in heaven!’/’Taws throwing words away; for still/The little Maid would have her will, /And said, ‘Nay, we are seven!’”(226). This innocence is one that seems will not be evaded when it reaches adulthood because of the conviction behind her words.  “We are seven!”  

Throughout each of these works the play between childhood and adulthood is very real and present.  None would have contained the same power behind their words without the underlying theme.  The conviction Bronte wrote with when describing Heathcliff and Catherine’s relationship makes one question what would have happened to each if the bond had not been forged as deeply as it was between the two.  It also raises the question of how much innocence is lost once a person finds their true love and realizes that they will never be able to enjoy it the way in which they wish.  Wordsworth’s poem “Michael” gives a presence to the bonds that can be found within a family of innocence, youth, and love while still being able to be shaken in the face of temptation.  The youthful innocence that pervades a young one’s life is lost the moment they have to step into what is deemed the “real world” it seems.  The poem “We Are Seven” portrays the deep love that a child can hold that refuses to change even with the severe or deep questioning that comes from someone who has experienced the sorrows of life.  The line drawn between life and death allows the child to never be truly alone while an adult may never feel truly whole again.  The early bonds of love in youth and the innocence found there is what unite these three works as they appeal to a wide range of readers within the universal theme of childhood versus adulthood.

