
John Alban Finch

1929 — April 5, 1967

John Finch was born in London, England, the son of John Edward and Annie Elizabeth Finch. He attended the 

Harrow Weald School and the University College of the Southwest of England, Exeter, where he read History and 

received the B.A. degree in 1950. After serving two years as an infantry officer in the British Army, he taught at 

Ashridge College, Berkhamsted, from 1956 to 1958, when he removed to America to join the faculty of the Howe 

Military School in Indiana. At the same time he pursued the study of English and American literature at the 

Breadloaf School of English in Vermont, where he greatly impressed the late Professor Stephen Whicher, who 

helped him to enter the Graduate School at Cornell in 1960, on a Woodrow Wilson Fellowship. There he earned 

the M.A. in 1961 and the Ph.D. in 1964, and stayed on to teach as instructor, and (after 1965), as Assistant Professor 

of English.

His doctoral thesis, Wordsworth, Coleridge, and “The Recluse,” 1798-1814, inaugurated the work on Wordsworth 

which, within remarkably few years, made him known, in the informal and international society of scholars in 

Romantic literature, as one of the leading Wordsworthians of his time. He made himself a master not only of the 

writings by and about the poet in the Wordsworth collection at the Cornell Library, but especially of the great 

store of Wordsworth’s manuscripts in the museum at Dove Cottage, Grasmere. In addition, he was a committed 

and gifted teacher who won the admiration and warm affection of his students. In the fall of 1966, he was given 

the heavy responsibility of serving as the faculty resident in charge, at the Cornell Heights Residential Club, of the 

first group of forty-eight students in the new program designed to lead from college entrance to the doctorate in 

six years. In little more than a half-year Finch, by his uninsistent but strongly effective guidance and example, had 

welded a group of young, diverse, intelligent, and high-strung students into a genuine society, with its own order 

and developing character. In the early morning hours of April 5, 1967, a tragic fire broke out in the Residential 

Club which took the lives of eight students, three of them members of the six-year program for the Ph.D. John 

Finch was early awakened, roused most of the students, and telephoned in the alarm. He made his way out of the 

building but returned to make a check of the rooms and was overcome by smoke and the gases released by the fire. 

He died as he lived, in an act of duty and of devotion to his students.

Finch had just published, in the Journal of English and Germanic Philology, an article on Wordsworth’s “The 

Ruined Cottage Restored: Three Stages of Composition.” He had two major works in progress. One was an edition 
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of “Home at Grasmere,” the opening book of the long and unfinished work, The Recluse, which Wordsworth 

intended as his masterpiece, and for which Finch completed an Introduction and most of the editorial work. 

The other was an Index of Wordsworth’s manuscripts, begun in collaboration with Kenneth Abrams, which was 

to incorporate a full account of the form and content, as well as of what could be reconstructed of the date and 

intention, of Wordsworth’s often perplexing documents—a task in which he had already filled sixty-odd notebooks 

of meticulous description and commentary. In addition, by force of his habit of perfection, Finch had kept by him 

a number of articles for reworking and polishing. His range of scholarly interests was wide and included especially 

the novel—one of these unpublished essays was on Dante’s Inferno and the Eumaeus chapter of Joyce’s Ulysses. Of 

the articles on Wordsworth, four will be published in a memorial volume, to be edited by Jonathan Wordsworth 

and to include contributions by friends and fellow-Wordsworthians in America and England—a tribute almost 

without precedent for a scholar so young.

John Finch was a man of wide-ranging knowledge, with a lucid and flexible intelligence, a ready wit, and a quietly 

distinctive grace in demeanor and speech. His stance toward life was ironic; his irony, however, was never caustic 

but issued from a habitual underemphasis on his own deep concerns, and a style of understatement in expressing 

his penetrating judgments on people and affairs. He will be sorely missed by his friends, and will be permanently 

remembered in the chronicles of the University.

He is survived by his parents and a sister, Miss Veronica Finch.

Stephen M. Parrish, Jonathan Wordsworth, M. H. Abrams
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