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PREFACE

The present study aims to fulfill, at least in part, the need 

for an objective critical evaluation of Henry David Thoreaurs thought 

as it developed, from his earliest writings through his maturest pro

duction, Waldeno This encompasses the period of his greatest creativ

ity, some seventeen years, in which he lived out a commitment to an 

idealistic philosophy that was in many ways at odds with his times and 

fraught with inner contradictions. Since much current criticism has 

dwelt on his relevance to the twentieth century, and has established 

beyond question his literary excellence and stature as a major:Amer

ican writer, the present study emphasizes instead the somewhat 

neglected history of his growth as he moved through problem and chal

lenge to spiritual crisis. In order to demonstrate more fully than has 

been done heretofore the inherent difficulties of the philosophy he 

embraced at the outset with youthful enthusiasm, an extensive survey 

has been made in Chapter I of the historical background of ideas to 

which he owed the terms of his own quest. As a religious idealist in 

search of God in nature, Thoreau sought in his natural environment a 

symbolism of the divine. The method followed herein is a close reading 

of that symbolism first in his Journal of 1837-1845, and then in his 

two major works, A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers (1849) and 

Walden (1854).



All references to Thoreau1s writings are to the still-standard 

Writings of Henry David Thoreau (20 vols., Boston, 1906). Since the 

thirteen volumes of the Journal are numbered separately, all references 

are, for convenience, to the individual volume numbers in that series. 

When the printed Journal is cited, the word is italicized; but when the 

manuscript Journal is referred to, it is not.

I wish to express here my warmest thanks to the committee who 

guided, reviewed, and offered many helpful and thoughtful suggestions 

for the improvement of this study, while laboring at many other heavy 

responsibilities. In particular. Dr. Paul Rosenblatt, my dissertation 

director, has been most understanding:and encouraging throughout. I am 

indebted to Dr.. Arthur Kay for numerous useful suggestions for specific 

clarifications, and to Dr. Cecil Robinson especially for his suggestion 

of certain parallels between Thoreau1s ideas and those expressed, sur

prisingly, in Stephen Crane's The Red Badge of Courage, discussed in 

Chapter IV of this study. . Joining these members of the committee in 

their final evaluation of my work were Drs. John B. Carr and Alan R. 

Burke, whom I also wish to thank for their thoughtful consideration.

Finally, I wish to say that I have been stimulated and, in a 

sense, kept intellectually on guard by the critical spirit of Thoreau 

himself, who wrote this scornful and sobering comment on scholars:

"Not only must men talk, but for the most part must talk about talk,—  

even about books, or dead and buried talk." (Journal, I, 461.)
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ABSTRACT

Henry David Thoreau accepted from his Transcendental!st contem

poraries the idea that nature is the symbolism, of a divine spirit, an 

idea ultimately derivative from the Platonism long integrated with 

Christian philosophy. . Chapter I traces the idea of correspondences be

tween natural fact;s and divine archetypes through the writings of the 

late Puritans, the Mathers and Edwards, who strove to adapt the new 

science and its concomitant philosophy (Locke?s) to Puritan theology.

The result was a concept of nature-symbolism, in which sensory experi

ence of natural things was the medium of awareness of divinity. A 

position remarkably like that of Emerson or Thoreau was arrived at in 

the previous century. The nature religion of the Transcendentalists is 

believed to have its roots in native attitudes of man®s awareness of 

God in nature. The work of Emerson and Thoreau is viewed as a redefini

tion of the Puritan religious drive in terms acceptable in the more 

scientific and non-theological spirit of the nineteenth century. In 

Thoreau, this was an effort to combine the search for spiritual self- 

fulfillment with that of empirical observation of nature. As such, it 

embraced serious contradictions.

Chapters II, III, and IV trace Thoreau8s philosophy through his 

early Journal and A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers to Walden. 

An analysis of the Journal reveals that Thoreau faced the problem of 

harmonizing the inner sense of the infinite soul at peace with itself, 

with the "actual™ world of process, conflict, and social institutions.

vii
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A documented study is presented of Thoreau5 s attempt to annihilate time 

and space and transmute sense experience to the subjective dimension, 

while seeking a realization of the divine in the facts of nature. He 

believed that nature was the innocent and untroubled embodiment of the 

divine spirit, and identified himself with natural creatures rather than 

with the ^diseased" and conflict-ridden institutions of men. This 

neatly suited his emotional makeup, for he discovered he could cope with 

disturbing human relationships by rising to a detached overview and re

affirming his innocence through identification with nature. He con

ceived his role to be that of an essentially passive hero-poet-priest, 

a medium through which the wordless insight of divinity could be trans

formed into words for men to read.

In A Week, he strove to combine the ideal and eternal insights 

in a narrative of actual experience. Somewhat unsuccessfully, it aims 

to portray the heroic role of the mythic poet-priest. . Struggling to 

hold the two worlds of the “actual1* and the "ideal“ in balance, he con

cludes with the hope that the divine may someday be experienced directly 

through the senses as physical things are, rather than by elusive word

less intimations.

, Walden reports his attempt to live a life of spiritual fulfill

ment in actual fact. The book was begun as a series of essays continu

ing the themes of A Week. Walden Pond was a symbol of the ideal part of 

the self, pure, isolated from contamination, and perpetually restora

tive of the innocence he deeply craved. The manuscript was virtually



ix
completed in 1849, but was extensively revised before 1854 by the addi

tion of the cyclical pattern of the.seasons„ In the interim, his 

idealism had suffered a nearly fatal crisis, and the revised Walden 

depicts the freezing of the pond and the reduction of his earlier cer

tainty to a mere hope of eventual attainment. The sources of the 

crisis are found in the conflicts inherent in his philosophy, and par

ticularly in the personal weaknesses he had rationalized in his idea of 

divinity. The innocent, unconscious, and childlike existence of nature 

failed as a life for man.



CHAPTER I: The Union of Science and Religion

In the winter of 1862, seven months after Thoreaufs death,

Bronson Alcott wrote this brief appraisal in his Journal: "Like Homer,

Hesiod, and the earliest poets, Thoreau saw and treated Nature as a 

symbolism of the mind, as a physiological theology. His mysticism is 

alike solid and organic, animal and ideal. Alcott realized better 

than his contemporaries the central importance of this paradoxical blend 

of subjective idealism and objective fact in Thoreau6s work. Himself a 

religious idealist and long,a personal friend of Thoreau, he was also 

better equipped to recognize Thoreaufs own idealistic drive and less 

inclined to see him as primarily a naturalist, a literary artist, a 

trenchant social critic, or shaper of an American consciousness, than his 

later interpreters have been. Alcott9s statement reminds us that Thoreau 

produced his work in the context of a philosophical idealism whose claims, 

though largely repudiated today, were the chief intellectual stimulus of 

his most finished and influential works; and that no matter how modified 

his views became in later years, he never abandoned completely a commit

ment to those claims. Alcott recorded in his Journal a conversation as 

late as 1859 in which Thoreau defended the Platonic theory of ideas,

"to my great d e l i g h t . I t  is unlikely that Thoreau would have taken

1. The Journals of Bronson Alcott, Selected and Edited by 
Odell Shepard, Boston, 1938, 350. . December 7, 1862.

2. Ibid., 317. June 9, 1859.
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such a position merely to oppose an argument or to please an old friend.

Alcottrs appraisal, however, for all its usefulness is beset 

with difficulties of exact interpretation. In what sense is nature 

simultaneously a "symbolism of the mind," a divinity, and a body of dis

tinct physiological facts? How successfully can such mutually exclusive 

terms be reconciled? How did it happen that Thoreau conceived of the 

empirical apprehension of natural fact as a mode of also apprehending 

the invisible and infinite divine spirit? If ’’Nature1* is substituted 

for theology, what consequences does this have upon moral theory and 

conduct, both of the preceptor himself and in his moral views of others? 

The following study aims to explore these questions, for they have been 

only partially studied, despite their essential relevance to Thoreau’s 

achievement.

In tracing Thoreau’s quest for the divine in nature, it is use

ful to observe two admonitions which have been suggested by Walter 

Harding. First,. Thoreau must be disengaged from the all-too-common ten

dency to portray him as an advocate or prophet of movements or beliefs 

of the twentieth century. As Professor Harding writes, ’’There is hardly 

an ism of bur times that has not attempted to adopt Thoreau..,tr from 

nudism to c o m m u n i s m .   ̂ To this, one may add the personal hero-worship of 

Thoreau, the proponents of which, in Perry Miller’s words, ’’construe any 

effort to submit him to a more critical or intellectual analysis as a

3. A Thoreau Handbook, New York, 1959, 132.
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denigration of their hero. Perhaps a subtler variation of the bias 

that seems so difficult to avoid'in discussing Thoreau is that which 

seeks to assign him a role in the evolution of American national con

sciousness . Howard Mumford Jones has noted "the strong sense of history 

and historic destiny, which, from the beginning, has marked our develop

ment . America began as history; and a lasting tincture of Jblie historical 

is in our b l o o d . I t  is natural, then, to view Thoreau, like Whitman,. 

as a participant in the national rite of cultural self-definition, ful

filling the sense of historic mission, even though Thoreau*s spiritual

ization of nature has no such discernible motive. (All such interpreta

tions of Thoreau— whether as prophet, hero, or fashioner of American < 

self-awareness--have had their value, be it noted, and have contributed 

insights to an understanding of his work in spite of their partisanship.) 

Professor Harding? s second admonition is that Thoreau? s writings cannot 

be synthesized in a single consistent statement, attitude, or system of 

ideas, but must be viewed as developing and changing over the period of 

nearly twenty-five years of his literary effort.̂  Nothing is more 

striking than Thoreau1s dogged pursuit of the concrete results of his 

intellectual and emotional assumptions. The following study attempts to 

trace the fortunes and fate of his initial idealism as it faced the test 

of experience. As Thoreau himself wrote at the outset, "let a man...

4. "Thoreau in the Context of International Romanticism,"
Thoreau Society Bulletin, Fall, 1960, 1.

5. The Theory of American Literature, Revised Edition, Ithaca, 
New York, 1965, 23.

6. Harding, op. cit., 131.
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confidently and heartily live up to his thought; for its error, if there 

be any, will soonest appear in practice, and if there be none, so much 

he may reckon as actual progress in the way of living.

Finally, before surveying the historical background of religion 

and philosophy which made possible Thoreau's paradoxical quest for the 

divine in nature, we may note the ambiguity and inconclusiveness often 

characteristic of his nature-symbolism at any given time. His assertions 

are often more uncertain than has been supposed.

As an. example, Thoreau1s first completed book, A Week on the 

Concord and Merrimack Rivers, seems designed as a kind of excursion into 

the author1s thoughts as well as upon the literal surface of a stream: 

nWe seemed to be embarked on the placid current of our dreams, he 

writes. Even the boat is "painted green below, with a border of blue, 

symbolizing the earth and sky, or the solid earth and the spirituality of 

the heavens. These two worlds were the philosophical legacy of the 

preceding centuries, in which empirical science had all but shattered the 

long tradition of Christian Platonism, swept away the authority of the 

Bible, institutional religion* and theology, and left a universality of 

outlook and a keener sense of the individual1s relationship with nature. 

Nature had, in fact, become for Thoreau the source of religious experi

ence. His problem was to hold the two worlds in union— to integrate the

7. The Writings of Henry David Thoreau, 20 vols., Boston, 1906; 
Journal, I, 33. March 4, 1838.

8. A Week, Writings, I, 17.

9. Ibid., 12.



idealism of the subjective, spiritual self with the objective, natural 

world. His solution in A Week is to depict the “dreaming*6 mind of self 

afloat on a stream, between shores where the world of society touches but 

does not encroach. The free inner life of self can be given to medita

tion, viewing the outer world from a self-sufficient vantage point 

quiet and apart, timeless, serene, and uninvolved.

But precisely how does the mind touch the world of nature at the 

point of actual, experience? Thoreau had ventured in A Week upon a 

symbolic representation of the thinking mind voyaging on the stream of 

life that carried him through nature, the source of All: the river is

"an emblem of all progress, following the same law with the system, with 

time, and all that is made...and at last I resolved to launch myself on 

its bosom and float whither it would bear me.''̂  ̂ The stream itself, like 

the mind, however detached from external objects, is yet a part of the 

total scheme of Nature, and moves with it. How, then, can the flux of 

perpetual movement stand still for that eternal insight which is outside 

time and space, but is realized within time and space? The contradiction 

or paradox which Thoreau faced is implicitly present throughout the book. 

Its structural plan— a literal voyage, rich in observation of physical 

nature, yet pausing for lengthy interludes of thought— expresses the 

failure to unite two worlds as one, except to bring them together in 

close juxtaposition. Details of imagery here and there in the book also 

indicate sporadic attempts to symbolize the exact relation of mind to ex

ternal things. For example,, when the water is mirror-still, it reflects

10. Ibid., 11.



an ideal image of surrounding objects5 such as na graceful ethereal and 

ideal tree making down from the roots. And there is an ideal ,imag.e 

not only of the trees along the shore: There is one "for every oak and

birch, too, growing on the hilltop...and sometimes Nature in high tides 

brings her mirror to its foot and makes it v i s i b l e . B u t  what law 

governs those "tides1* of the mind, that occasionally rise to provide a 

reflection of the otherwise tinseen world of the ideal? The problem is 

filled with ambiguities and contradictions; as we have seen, the mind is 

both a motionless and contemplative reflector of an ideal reality that 

must stand apart from things themselves, and a part of the space- and 

time-bound system that governs all things. Under the spell of the calm 

reflection of the ideal world, it almost seems that the mind becomes all: 

"We were uncertain whether the water floated the land, or the land held 

the water in its b o s o m . B u t  Thoreau retreats from this suggestion of 

Berkeleyan idealism to the unresolved middle ground between idealism and 

an empirically-based naturalism, unwilling to abandon the solid realities 

of the physical world his senses unquestionably showed him. Even the 

ideal world, symbolized by the tree's reflection in water, is of the 

identical pattern of the real or physical. There is no mystical moment 

of insight that blots out self-awareness or the external world. The 

senses, the intellect, are held in calm suspension. His "mysticism," as 

Alcott observed, was not the kind that exalted Swedenborg or the saints

11. Ibid., 45.

12. Ibid., 44-45.

13. Ibid., 44.
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by opening up > strange worlds not to be seen with the eyes; it was "solid 

and organic."

Such, then, briefly sketched, is the paradoxical form of 

Thoreau1s attempt in his first major work to reconcile the worlds of 

mind and external nature in a single vision. Mind is a part of nature* 

yet consciously not a part of it; nature is physical and external fact, 

yet shares somehow in that ideality of mind. The vision is one of sus

pended uncertainty rather than resolution.

A similar but more pronounced uncertainty had concerned Emerson 

in Nature, the book Thoreau had first eagerly read as a college senior, 

and which was unquestionably one of the greatest shaping influences of 

his intellectual life. In the chapter. "Idealism," Emerson confessed 

that while "To the senses and the unrenewed understanding, belongs a sort 

of instinctive belief in the absolute existence of nature" as a solid 

physical body of things, "The presence of Reason mars this faith.

Lifted to a higher level of intuitive thought that penetrates surfaces, 

the mind experiences "a noble doubt...whether nature outwardly exists. 

Emerson resolved the doubt in pragmatic fashion by assuming that it makes 

no difference in practice and conduct whether appearances are real or 

illusory. . Further on, he finds that man1s body is to his spirit as the 

world is to God: The world "is a remoter and inferior incarnation of

God, a projection of God in the unconscious. But it differs from the

14. , Ralph Waldo Emerson, Complete Works, Cambridge, Mass.,
1903, I, 49.

15. Ibid., 47. .
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body in one important respect. It is not, like that, now subjected to 

the human will. Its serene order is inviolable by us. It is, therefore, 

to us, the present expositor of the divine mind. It is a fixed point 

whereby we may measure our departure.

Thoreau adopted as his own conviction Emerson1 s, assertion that 

nature is wthe present expositor of the divine mind.n We shall shortly 

trace through his early writings to its culmination in Walden the fate 

of that conviction, as Thoreau strove to comprehend the divine presence 

and to find a moral measure for man in the serene, inviolable, and 

unconscious order of nature.

But first we shall examine the troubled history of the impact of. 

empirical science upon religion and philosophy in the century and a half 

preceding Thoreau, which provided him the virtually insoluble difficul

ties inherent in his program of shifting the terms of idealism, mysti

cism, and morality from man’s inner life to the external world of 

nature. His problems were those of his age, and his work forms a .most 

instructive chapter in the history of religious thought in modern times.

Thoreau’s idealism, most broadly considered, has its origins in 

the Platonism which entered Christianity at an early date and continued 

more or less unbroken through New England Puritanism down to his own day. 

John H. Muirhead, in The Platonic Tradition in Anglo-Saxon Philosophy, 

has sketched the beginnings of Platonism in the Orient, through its 

absorption into Christianity:

16. Ibid., 64-65.
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Delivered from the primitive worship of outward things of 
nature, the mind of man sought refuge from the flux of appear
ances in an unseen reality underlying them, with which.it could 
enter into communion because this reality was none other than 
its own deeper self. Beginning in Asia, this mystical faith 
swept over Greece and.Southern Italy in the form of Orphism and 
Pythagoreanism. It found an intelligent sympathizer in Soc
rates, and under his inspiration reached its highest.expression 
in the Dialogues of Plato. Revived in a form more suited to 
"the poignant longing" of the time in the Neo-Platonism of the 
Roman Empire, it passed into the theology of the Christian
Church.17

This idealism, the "driving force" of Western philosophy, in the 

words of Wilbur M. Urban,1^ was committed to the assumption that uni

versal ideas apprehended by the mind were not merely hypothetical 

abstractions of language, but were truths of nature itself. In its more 

primitive and uncritical form, "The word is not a designation and denom

ination, or a spiritual symbol of reality; it is itself a very real part 

of r e a l i t y . T h a t  is, the word is identical with the invisible order 

of power that governs the universe, a divine "logos." Hence, "his use 

of the holy word makes the sage or priest lord over all being."20 The 

creative and governing power of the word is found thus in the Vedas, to 

some extent in Heraclitus a century before Socrates, and in subtlized 

forms down through the centuries in Christian theology.

But the uncritical view of language as identical with invisible 

order was subjected early to critical questioning: "Is there a natural

17. New York, 1931, 27.

18. Beyond Realism and Idealism, London, 1949, 24.

19. Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of:Symbolic Forms, transl. 
Ralph Manheim, New Haven, 1953, I, 118.

20. Ibid.
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or only a mediate and conventional connection between the form of lan

guage and. the form of reality, between the essence of words and that of 

things? Is the inner structure of reality itself expressed in words, or 

do they reveal .no law other than that imprinted on them by the caprice 

of the first coiners of s p e e c h ? " ^ !  This question of the nature of . 

language is at the center of all philosophical theories of knowledge and 

is inseparable from them. The Idealistic tradition, which rested upon 

the belief that universal verbalized concepts truly expressed the real

ity that lay beneath appearances, necessarily had a "trust in the 

w o r d . "22 Throughout history, the attack upon Idealism has therefore 

been centered upon its faith in the validity of language that expressed 

underlying universal "being." In answer to the skeptical relativism of 

the Sophists, Socrates attempted to overcome the naivete of the belief 

in the word*s literal identity with spirit and to defend the vulnerabil

ity of absolute language by admitting it to be a form of arbitrary 

symbolism of that which itself was beyond words: "Behind the fluid,

indeterminate form of the word one should strive to find the enduring 

identical concept, the eidos ihnwhich alone the possibility of speech as 

well as of thought is g r o u n d e d . "23 Plato subsequently developed the 

notion of the "pure" and absolute concept which is the final stage of

21. Ibid., 122.

22. W. M. Urban, Language and Reality, New York, 1939, 23.

23. Cassirer, op. cit., 123.
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,knowing; things themselves, images or representations of things, and 

words, are alike temporal manifestations.24

The very possibility of intelligible metaphysical discourse, of 

meaningful description of religious experience, is bound up; in the trust 

that language can legitimately speak of that which is "beyond.'1 That is, 

the words which refer to underlying realities, to non-visible entities 

or powers, must be assumed to refer to real things just as concrete . 

nouns refer to real objects. Symbolic representations in art and poetry 

can likewise bridge the seen and the unseen through a form of communion 

that is more than the entertaining artistry of metaphor. Systems of 

rational thought, of theology, and of poetic symbolism, thus have shared 

a common basis of trust in the validity of the Idealistic premise of a 

two-fold world whose unseen shaping order can be known and talked about.

W . H. Urban argues for the existence of a "perennial philosophy...within 

the stream of European thought," a "single plan and structure of the
Orworld,11 which is recognizable in spite of the many, and even 

conflicting, forms it has taken in history.

From the outset, however, the "philosopha perennis" has been 

accompanied by an empiricist opposition which argues that only physical 

nature can be known in any intelligible sense; that concepts of "spirit" 

or "essence" are meaningless, because they have no verifiable referents

24. . See the discussion in Cassirer, 123 ff., and Urban,
Language and Reality, 24, for the development of Plato's theory of 
language in Cratylus and the Seventh Epistle.

25. Language and Reality, 687-88. Urban1s assumption is 
generally recognized. See Muirhead and Cassirer, already cited, and 
A. 0. Lovejoy1s The Great Chain of Being.
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in physical sense experience. "Scepticism of the word is the underlying 

assumption of all periods of empiricism and is...accompanied by some 

form of nominalism— by disbelief in the reality of the universal...

To the empiricist, then, metaphysical knowledge is a subjective dream, 

the product of the mind’s capacity for believing that abstract words of 

its own invention are real. Its sweeping criticism of Idealistic lan

guage eliminates metaphysical.questions as simply Unreal; the empiricist 

deals with a single, visible world known through the senses, which set 

the limits of all possible knowledge. . A critique of the limited nature 

of knowledge itself and of the language in which it can be properly 

expressed is therefore the chief preoccupation of empirical philosophy, 

rather the formulation of a cosmology. . When applied to natural phenom

ena, it yields a practical methodology and useful discoveries rather 

than symbolism of a divine presence. In ethics, it leads to agnosticism 

or atheism, and cultural relativism. These tendencies, while most fully 

developed since the seventeenth century, can be seen at work in Greek 

Sophism,. Epicureanism, and in the Nominalism of the Middle Ages as well.

We shall see, in our later detailed analysis, how these long

standing problems and antagonisms were revived afresh in Thoreau’s work, 

particularly in his restless concern with the kind of language which 

could accurately describe the wordless essence, and with the exact 

correspondence of natural things to that which they supposedly symbolized. 

As we have noted already, he was determined to recognize the distinctly 

physical and self-contained existence of nature, and yet to find in it

26. Ibid., 23.
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the spirit that he was certain dwelt within himself. In other words, he 

aimed to harmonize idealism and its empirical opposition.

Although the rise of empirical science in modern times was to 

prove most damaging to Christian Platonism, it did not at first.elicit 

opposition from those who might be expected to be alarmed. Nothing is 

more striking than the enthusiasm with which religion strove to embrace 

and accommodate itself to the rapidly growing knowledge of the physical 

world. Marjorie Hope Nicolson's classic study of seventeenth century 

poetic imagery, The Breaking of the Circle^ details the massive 

absorption of newly observed fact into the idealistic view that man is a 

microcosm of the world and the universe. Man is a ,,mappe|n ,ra complete 

Abridgement of the Universe," "the Little World, wherein the great is 

shown/1 the "mirror of n a t u r e . "^8 In such imagery, man's body and his 

immortal soul were not just a metaphor of the world, but a trhe small- 

scale design of its overall plan. The discoveries of science merely 

added countless examples and proofs. The ancient belief in correspon

dences, traceable as we have seen to Plato and beyond, and resting 

secure in the trust in visible fact as a symbol of spiritual reality, 

showed remarkable capacity to adapt itself to the wealth of new observa

tion. The order of mind was still the order of things. Despite Bacon's 

sweeping and destructive criticism of analogical thinking— "imagining 

that nature acts as man does, which is not much better than the heresy

27. Revised Edition, New York, 1960.

28. Ibid., passim.
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of a n t h r o p o m o r p h i s t s n 2 9 — the "Book of Nature” was avidly read by poets, 

religious thinkers., and scientists alike for metaphysical and moral 

significance. It was true, of course, that the new science had an unset

tling effect on some, that Donne and others foreshadowed the eventual 

"breaking of the circle" that bound man, God, and nature in cosmic 

harmony. But it was to be some time before the critique of language and 

the establishment of self-sufficient "natural laws" eliminated 'the, 

possibility of faith in the literal truth of spiritualizing metaphors of 

nature.

The initial surge of new knowledge was welcomed in New England 

also, and it was in New England Puritanism that the earliest foundation 

was laid in America for the form of natural religionlthat was to flourish 

in the nineteenth century under the name of Transcendentalism. Its 

history here therefore especially concerns us. In fact, the terms on 

which the Puritan religion accepted and absorbed the new science seem, 

in retrospect, to explain the particularly American character of 

Transcendentalism and its differences from counterparts in the Romantic 

movement in England. The new British science was welcomed into the 

Puritan educational scheme, even though New England showed little orig

inal scientific genius of its own. The approach to knowledge of nature, 

like the practice of poetry, was dominated by an overwhelming didacti

cism. This was all the stronger in New England because of a greater 

social coherence. Puritanism failed in both old and New England to 

maintain its hoped-for total ascendancy, but never in New England was

29. In Novum Organum XLV, quoted by Nicolson, 9.
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there the richness of philosophical points of-view or the variety of 

oppositions that in England had somehow to find a way of living together 

in harmony. The deep strain of narrow piety that marked the seventeenth-. 

century approach to natural science was never really eradicated between 

John Cotton and Ralph Waldo Emerson.

To the Puritans, man’s natural reason could not be trusted to 

arrive at a true knowledge of God’s plan without the guidance of His 

revealed word in the Bible. But this did not preclude the study.of the 

Book of Nature as the visible evidence of divine perfection. Indeed, 

such study complemented and encouraged belief. ’’The textbooks used in 

New England,” Perry Miller writes, "all devoted chapters to natural 

theology.Puritan ministers frequently developed in their sermons 

the lesson of God’s glory to be read in Nature, the miraculous rightness 

of His creation in the smallest details. There was no fear that natural 

religion or reason could possibly supplant revealed truth. Hence the 

discoveries of new facts of nature only fed the already strong assurance 

that wider knowledge proved the wisdom of God and increased reverence 

toward Him.

New England Puritanism, with its rational acceptance of science, 

its engrained Platonism, and its deep sense of duty to prove all things 

dependent on God’s pleasure, combined an acceptance of mystery with 

common sense rationality dnd a suspiciousness toward mystical ecstasies 

and raptures. The uneasy balance of mystical transport and common sense 

we have already noted in Emerson and Thoreau is not unlike that of their

30. The New England Mind, Cambridge, Mass., 1954, 208.
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ancestors 5 who believed vehemently in another world but found it best to 

make the most of the present one. Contradictoriness was the essence of 

their character.

Because the problem of coping with the new science within the 

inflexible framework of their theology led them to positions that fore

shadow strikingly those of the Transcendentalists, we shall examine the 

intellectual labors of Increase and Cotton Mather and Jonathan Edwards 

in somewhat more detail. In this later period of Puritanism, from near 

the end of the seventeenth century through Edwardsr death in 1758, there 

evolved a concept of nature symbolism which adjusted religion to science 

and offered an alternative to the deism and skepticism that dominated 

elsewhere. It attests to the remarkable persistence of the idealistic 

strain in New England culture.

Increase Mather and his son Cotton were leaders not only in 

Puritan politics, education, and theology, but in the cultivation of 

science. Increase Mather organized a scientific discussion society in 

Boston in 1684, whose meetings his son attended, in the same year that 

he published a book that expressed perfectly the earlier phase of the 

union of science and New England Puritanism. This was An Essay for the 

Recording of Illustrious Providences: Wherein an Account is given of

many Remarkable and very Memorable Events which have hapned this last 

Age; Especially in NEW-ENGLAND. Although at first glance it seems to be 

merely a collection of hearsay anecdotes of miraculous deaths, survivals, 

and prodigious violations of natural law, it is nevertheless inspired by 

the new scientific spirit of data-collecting. In his Preface, Mather
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expresses the hope of carrying the project beyond “Providences66 to 

“.Miscellaneous observations" as well: "I have often wished, that the

Natural History of New-England, might be written and published to the 

World; the Rules and method described by that Learned and excellent 

person Robert Boyle Esq. being duely observed therein. It would best 

become some Scholar that has been born in this Land3 to do such a 

service for his Go.untrey." Mather deplores the too-quick attribution 

of unknown causes for natural events: "It is no difficult thing to .

produce a World of Instances, concerning which the usual Answer is, an 

Occult Quality is the cause of this strange operation, which is only a 

Fig-leaf whereby our common Philosophers seek to hide their own 

ignorance.Mather is careful in discussing lightning to admit the 

possibility of "natural cause" as a valid explanation, although "never

theless, the supream cause must not be disacknowledged."32 He proposes 

a tentative scientific principle of sympathy and antipathy underlying 

chemical elements and human and animal tastes and reactions to one 

another. Furthermore, he relegates apparitions, magic and superstition 

to the realm of evil, exhorting his readers to abjure herbs, signs, 

witchcraft, and other experiments in the supernatural to attain their 

ends. Not, it must be added, because such superstitions have no founda

tion in fact, but because they are morally reprehensible. Since to 

Mather the diabolical forces were real and present and evil spirits were

31. 0£. cit., 100. The reference is to Boyle's Usefulness of 
Experimental Natural.Philosophy, London, 1663.

32. 0£. cit., 130.
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known to take counterfeit forms 5 it was best not to experiment in the 

supernatural at all. The Puritan, of course, was also anxious not to 

encourage ^enthusiasm,n or direct ecstatic experience of the divine by 

individuals by-passing the intermediary authority of the church and its 

ministers. Mather's theological position therefore worked against 

popular superstition and encouraged a rational approach to natural 

phenomena that is essentially in harmony with the spirit of mqdern 

science.

The idea of reading natural phenomena as evidence of the divine 

will stimulated Increase Mather to collect data systematically, care

fully distinguishing between "natural causes" and "Divine Judgements" 

by the hand of God. Puritan thought had unconsciously moved toward the 

view that the physical world of nature operates according to a self- 

sufficient system of its own: that is, the deistic notion of the clock

work which in itself is a tribute to and evidence of the miraculous 

handiwork of God. As Herbert W, Schneider writes, "the transition 

from. ..Puritan Platonism to deism and natural religion was easy, gradual, 

and largely unconscious. For the Puritans were obviously not so depend

ent. on the Biblical revelation of law and covenant as they pretended to 

be. Their system was from the start more genuinely philosophical than 

Biblical."33 Yet, to Mather, God had not abandoned His mechanism to its 

own operation. He purposely interfered by means of "Tempests, Floods,

Earth-Quakes, Thunders...or what ever else shall happen that is ,

33. A History of American Philosophy, New York, 1946, 9.
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P r o d i g i o u s t o  punish the wicked and deliver the good. A Puritan 

could not conceive of any contradiction between the idea of natural law 

and belief that God deliberately uses natural phenomena to express His 

will.

This puzzling inconsistency between Mather1s scientific ration

alism and his firm belief in miracles is not so strange in the light of 

Rudolf Otto1s analysis of the rational and the irrational in religion:

For the traditional theory of the miraculous as the occasional 
breach in the causal nexus in nature by a Being who himself 
instituted and must therefore be master of it— this theory is 
itself as massively "rational1* as it is possible to be. Ration
alists have often enough acquiesced Smthe possibility of the 

. miraculous in this sense; they have even themselves contributed 
to frame a theory of it; — whereas anti-rationalists have often 
been indifferent to the whole controversy about miracles...
Looking at it thus, we see that the common dictum, that ortho
doxy itself has been the mother of rationalism, is in some 
measure well f o u n d e d . 5̂

Increase Mather, then, settled for a rationalistic view of nature, wel

coming wholeheartedly the new science, while retaining the miraculous 

world of faith as having a distinctly separate but equally necessary 

place in the overall scheme of things. Miracles were as demonstrably 

certain to him as the facts of chemistry.

Increase Mather1s son Cotton pursued the harmonizing of religion 

and science to far greater lengths, and was ultimately led to a rejec

tion of his father1s inconsistent rationalism. Reading widely in the 

natural theology of the latter seventeenth century, he produced at least

34. Increase Mather, op. cit., Preface.

35. The Idea of the Holy: An Inquiry into the Non-Rational
Factor in the Idea of the Divine and its Relation to the Rational,
translated by John W . Harvey, Second Edition, Oxford, 1950, 3.
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a dozen works between 1690 and 1727 in which he attempted to read nature 

as the living symbol of the divine presence. Many of these works, it is 

true, are of little philosophical interest, being homely sermonizings 

directed to the masses in the mode popularized by John Flavel1s 

Husbandry Spiritualized (London, 1669), in which everyday experience is 

developed metaphorically into a meditation--the familiar homiletic tra

dition of both the Anglicans and his own New-World predecessors Thomas 

Hooker, John Cotton, and Thomas Shepard, of reading the book of nature 

didactically as material for moral lessons.

However, the system of correspondences between nature and divine 

being was under pressure from the flood of newly observed facts, and 

Cotton Mather moved with his times. He was especially attracted to 

those writers who were the immediate predecessors of deism, whose chief 

purpose was to lay out organized collections of observations displaying 

"the intricately woven fabric of divine harmony. In 1721, Cotton 

Mather published his own magnum.opus, The Christian Philosopher. It 

establishes Mather as the first American to attempt a full-scale recon

ciliation of religion and the new science, and is a "book of the highest 

importance to the student of American intellectual h i s t o r y . F o r  the 

plan of his book, Mather imitated one of his favorite works, John Ray1s 

Wisdom of God Manifested in. the Works of the Creation (London, 1691),

36. Richard S. Westfall, Science and Religion in Seventeenth- 
Century England, New Haven, 1943, 63. The reader is referred to
Westfall!s treatise for a study of the natural theologians from whom 
Mather drew many of his ideas.

37. ' Theodore Hornberger, in Thomas J. Holmes1 Cotton Mather:
A Bibliography of His Works, 3 vols., Cambridge, Mass. * 1040, I, 134.
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organizing the subject matter into the fields of astronomy, physics (inr- 

cluding the earth sciences), and biology. The plan follows Ray's organ

ization according to the chain of.being, from inanimate bodies through 

vegetable and animal life culminating in man! Though the work is essen

tially a composite of materials derived from Ray, William Derham,. Dr. 

George Cheyne, and Nehemiah Grew, even to the unacknowledged rewriting 

of specific passages, Mather's product has a wholeness and the inimit

able stamp of his own character and style, often poeticizing the material 

beyond the scope of its original source, and infusing it with a more 

urgent sense of the immediacy of the divine presence.

"Chrysostom, I remember," he begins, "mentions a Twofold Book 

of GOD; the Book of the Creatures, and the Book of the Scriptures: GOD

having taught first of all us...by his Works, did it afterwards...by his 

Words...The Philosopher being asked, What his Books were; answered,

Totius Entis Naturalis Universitas. All Men are accommodated with that 

Publick Library."^8 He "will demonstrate, that Philosophy is no Enemy, 

but a mighty and wondrous Incentive to Religion. T h e  philosopher 

"discharges also the Office of a Priest for the Creation...the whole 

World is indeed a Temple of GOD, built and filled by that Almighty 

Architect...»4Q He proposes "...a PHILOSOPHICAL RELIGION: And yet how

38. . Selections from Cotton Mather, ed. Kenneth B. Murdock, New 
York, 1926, 286.

39. Ibid., 286.

40. Ibid., 287.
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Evangelical! This latter exclamation is most expressive of MatherTs 

tone and attitude throughout. He far exceeds any of his sources in 

shaping each of his chapters around a rising paean of praise of God and 

in drawing a lesson as a guide for conduct.

The most important aspect of this remarkable work3 however3 is 

its differentiating several levels of knowledge in order to bring coher

ence into the union of science and religion. Natural phenomena are

approached in three ways: first, by scientific classification (as, for

example, the types of stone); second, by describing their usefulness to 

man (e.g., whetstone, grindstone, building blocks); and third, by their 

symbolic significance. This latter reading concerns us most, since here

in lies the ultimate and highest Ituselt of nature, beyond knowledge of 

fact and beyond practical application. Some stones, he says, have mar

vellous shapes like heads or like the forms of men. tE0h! how happy we, 

if Men and Stones had less Resemblance1. H e  exhorts his readers not 

to find God in the stone itself, and worship ijt, but to consider the 

lodestone a Ifleadstonen: May it lead me unto Thee, 0 my God and my

Saviour! Mather's attempt at a systematic presentation of levels of 

experience in relation to nature anticipate^Emerson's Nature a century 

later, in which he, too, ascends a rising ladder of "uses" culminating 

in the natural symbolism of the divine spirit. The uniqueness of Mather's 

synthesis must be appreciated, for though he stands midway between the

41. Ibid., 288.

42. Ibid., 319.

43. Ibid., 314.
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tedious Puritan "spiritualizing,11 or random sermonizing that simply 

searches the book of nature for illustrative materials, on the one hand, 

and the mechanistic scheme of deism on the other, he goes beyond the 

limitations of both by suggesting the possibilities inherent in symbolism 

as a mode of knowledge compatible with other modes. True, it would be 

easy to attribute more to Mather than he intended, for there is no doubt 

that his symbolizing, as practiced in The Christian Philosopher, is tied 

to orthodox theological dogma rather than to free philosophical inquiry. 

For example, he notes that children have a craving for fruit, and "by 

tendering Fruits to them, you may draw them to any thing in the World..

May not this be a lasting Signature of the first Sin, left upon the 

Minds of our Children! An Appetite for the.forbidden Fruit.

Perry Miller, in stressing the didacticism of the Puritan habit

of sermonizing from nature, says

every single fact was a symbol, not only of the law governing 
things, but of the laws of the spirit. It is truly strange that 
the generation.of Emerson and Alcott should have had to go to 
Emmanuel Swedenborg for a doctrine of "correspondence," since 
something remarkably like it had been imbedded in their own 
tradition for two hundred years...The disposition to read ser
mons in brooks and morals in stones seems thereby to have be
come ingrained in the New England nature, and to have persisted 
as a habit beyond the demise of Puritan theology, until it 
could at length be transmuted into art by Nathaniel Hawthorne 
or given new philosophic expression in Emerson's assertions 
that "The laws of moral nature answer to those of matter as face 
to face in a glass," that the correspondence between mind and 
matter is not fancied by some poet, "but stands in the will of 
God, and so is free to be known by all men.

44. Ibid., 348.

45. Gp . cit., 214.



24
As was hinted above, there may be an additional way of account

ing more precisely for the fact that Emerson and Thoreau show certain 

resemblances to the later Puritans beyond the possibility of a deeply 

engrained New England habit of reading natural phenomena symbolically:

And that is, that given the same philosophical problem, they hit upon 

approximately the same solution. Part of it, of course, reflects their 

return to the British writers of the seventeenth century, such as Browne, 

Cudworth, and the metaphysical poets, who existed ih the same mainstream 

of thought. For in repudiating the century of rationalism, the. Transcen- 

dentalists passed over it to the preceding age, as did Coleridge, to 

pick up lines of thought that had been dropped. Miller stresses the 

near-fanaticism of Cotton Mather's insistent symbolizing, his uncritical 

and constant habit of reading any natural event as an emblem and lesson. 

For Miller, the Puritan theology was sufficient to justify the practice. 

Theodore Hornberger, on the other hand, concludes that Cotton Mather's 

mind was transitional, vacillating between a deistic belief in natural 

order and a medieval belief in direct interference.̂  There is consid

erable evidence for viewing Mather as both a traditional Puritan and as 

a deist in his reading of nature, the emphasis depending upon where one 

wishes to place him in intellectual history. But in The Christian 

Philosopher is the implicit possibility of a tjhird way, transcending both 

dogma and deism, and prefiguring Emerson more precisely than the Ispifit- 

ualizing" habit alone would account for.

46. "The Date, the Source, and the Significance of Cotton 
Mather's Interest in Science,n American Literature, VI, 4, 413-20.
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The philosophical problem facing Mather, without his being en

tirely aware of it, was how to reconcile the several meanings of nature 

in a comprehensive theory of knowledge. The trend of his times was 

toward deism and ultimate skepticism, a development that would obliterate 

the reading of specific events as particular acts of God, or particular 

natural parallels between the Book of Nature and the Book of Scripture. 

The theory of knowledge introduced by Locke and pushed virtually to its 

limits by Hume would have no place for transcendent knowledge derived 

directly from the experience of nature. Facing, as did Emerson and 

Thoreau, the task of preserving the symbolic mode of religious thought 

under the pressure of empirical science, which could crowd out all forms 

of knowledge except those which contributed to constructs of self- 

sufficient natural law, Mather suggested (even if somewhat chaotically) 

the possibility of embracing all knowledge in a hierarchy of appropriate 

analytical modes. Natural phenomena had three simultaneously existing 

forms of intelligibility: as natural cause and effect, as economic use

to man, and as a metaphor of spiritual truth. For the latter, Mather 

relied conventionally on Biblical revelation for the content of truth a 

which a natural event or object was supposed to represent. . Even with 

this limitation, nature was a hieroglyphic to be read as symbol while it 

functioned simultaneously as a system of, natural causation.

The greatest difficulty, however, lay in dealing with the neces

sity for an active divine presence. For if nature is a self-sufficient 

mechanism, that presence is excluded, and metaphors drawn from nature be

come merely tropes of human invention, poetic verbalizations or manners
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of speaking5 .a way of exploring truth, perhaps, but not a literal expres

sion of it. Like others who faced the same problem, Cotton Mather hit 

upon the possibility that the universe is not a physical mechanism from 

which God is excluded, or in which he interferes on occasion, but is 

formed on an entirely different analogy, one which by its very nature 

establishes analogical thought and metaphorical language as the proper 

expression of the system. In a bold flight of thought, Cotton Mather 

proposed a system of spiritual archetypes which give inner form to the 

world. . Such archetypes or spiritual principles are repeated by analogy 

both within man1s personality and throughout creation. Mather claimed no 

originality, attributing his idea to Dr. George Cheyne. But it was an 

apt solution to the problem of reconciling the new knowledge of nature's 

systematic mechanism to an equally systematic structure of spiritual 

forms. The pivotal problem was that of the human mind itself, which 

stood midway between God and nature. Mather adapted Cheyne1s principles 

of psychology to explain the pattern of identity between the mind and the 

divine archetypes:

All intelligent compound Beings have their whole Entertainment 
in these three Principles, the DESIRE, the OBJECT, and the 
SENSATION arising from the Congruity between them; dthis Analogy ,
is preserved full and clear thro the Spiritual World, yea, and
thro the material also; so universal and perpetual an Analogy
can arise from nothing but its Pattern and Archetype in the 
infinite God or Maker. .

Mather went on to identify his three principles with the Trinity, 

this obedience to Christian theology being, of course, an overriding 

necessity. Otherwise, the analogy between the "Book of the Creatures"

47. 0£. cit., 361.
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and "the Book of the ScripturesM would not be valid. He also carefully 

maintained the distinction between God Himself, and his creation, to avoid 

the implication of pantheism. Yet, the divine pattern was reproduced in 

all things by analogy. Symbolic or analogical language was therefore the 

proper mode for talking about nature. It was also important, however, 

to admit the impossibility of human reason's ever attaining full know

ledge of the spiritual mystery: "Thus from what occurs throughout the

whole Creation, Reason forms an imperfect Idea of this incomprehensible 

Mystery. But it is time to stop here, and indeed how can we go any fur

t h e r !  "48 While reasonable investigation can explore endlessly the phys

ical mechanism of nature, spiritual insight can only be expressed in a 

symbolism which reverently admits its limitations. It is limited by that 

degree of vision with which the spiritual eye can penetrate the veil of 

mystery.

Though for the Transcendentalists the powerful necessity of obe

dience to revealed theological truth was to be overthrown, and the indi

vidual given greater freedom and authority to trust his own vision, the 

essential pattern of identity between man's spirit and God's in nature 

would remain the same. - Even Increase Mather had begun to look for prin

ciples of psychological organization (such as attraction and repulsion) 

which could reasonably be seen to operate in men, animals, and inert 

matter alike. This is suggestive of Thoreau's occasional and tentative 

speculations in search of active creative principles which could explain 

natural phenomena in a fashion that would do justice to both their

48. Ibid., 362.
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physical make-up and their inner life. One such possibility that fasci

nated him was "crystallization," the idea that the pattern of a leaf, a 

man’s hand, frost on a window, or extrusions from, a sandbank, were all 

physical forms crystallized out of shapeless matter. Some principlecpf£ 

organic action that could be equated with a shaping spiritual reality 

was a logical necessity. That is, scientific investigation should lead 

one to the spiritual principle in nature as the final reality, rather 

than to a mechanism.

The Puritan belief in practical application of scientific know

ledge may be taken as another engrained propensity as enduring in the 

New England mind as that of finding spiritual purpose in nature. Per

haps these two propensities account for the fact that Emerson and Thoreau 

are both more narrowly religious and more inclined to stress the use of 

nature than are their nearest counterparts in the British Romantic move

ment, Coleridge, Wordsworth, and Carlyle. . Cotton Mather, in his chapter 

"Of the Vegetables" in The Christian Philosopher, makes a valid contri

bution to the science of heredity in his observations on "the way wherein 

Vegetation is carried on." He notes that a row of colored Indian corn 

planteci by a neighbor in a field of yellow corn causes a mixing of the 

colors in the rows adjoining the Indian corn. On the windward side, only 

four rows are "infected," and a few plants in the fifth and sixth rows, 

while on the leeward side fully seven or eight rows produce ears of 

colored c o r n . This, is reminiscent of Thoreau1s insatiable curiosity 

for observing the behavior of plants and animals simply as the expressions

49. 327.
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of life, though with a ready eye for taking advantage of the usefulness 

of knowledge so gleaned— to say nothing of its possibilities for symbol

ism.

• f: Mather fs driving desire to find evidence of the spiritual plan

in the most materialistic of circumstances is nowhere better typified - 

than in his remark that ,i!there is a surprizing Providence of GOD in > 

keeping up the Value of Gold and Silver. . . This would no doubt arouse 

wry amusement in Thoreau, whor could not but feel that the generosity of , 

Providence was being exploited out of motives quite unspiritual. Yet 

Thoreau accepted in large part the ancestral Puritan view that nature 

supplied all of man!s wants to perfection, by design; and that only 

through his own moral corruption did man fail to use the gifts of God!s 

garden wisely. . A kind of natural economy existed whereby man could ful

fill both his material and spiritual needs in harmony. Although more 

immediate sources for Thoreau!s economic ideas can easily be cited, some 

credit must be given to the native bent for believing that the practical 

economy was a direct outcome of man* s divinely granted prerogative for 

using nature to his own ends. Thoreau1s derisive moral attack upon the 

economy of his time was only to reestablish the true spiritual relation

ship of man to nature, and not at all in the hope of bringing about 

greater abundance and equity. As Emerson wrote in Nature, the natural

world "is a fixed point whereby we may measure our departure. As we de-
51generate, the contrast between us and our house is more evident." If

50. Ibid. , 322.

51. Complete Works, I, 65.
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Thoreau1s position on social issues seems to prefigure those of modern- 

day social reform, it is to a great extent coincidental rather than owing 

to any similarity of purpose. But more of this in due time.

In late New England Puritanism, then, it was most natural that t 

the flood of new scientific data should be met with a vigorous and imag

inative effort to absorb it into the Platonic-Christian tradition, rather
\ ■than give way to the mechanistic cosmology of deism. Ideas that developed 

rapidly in England were met with resistance by the most active minds in 

New England, and out of it came a union of science and religion that kept 

science in its place, subservient to theology. But in so reaffirming a 

crumbling dogma, Cotton Mather not only clung to the past but suggested 

the possibility of an imaginative revision. He could not possibly enter

tain the idea that his theology was the chief obstacle to a vital infu

sion of a new spirituality into a new knowledge of nature.. But such un- 

yeilding conservatism may well, at propitious times, give rise to new , 

alternatives in its collision with the new ideas of the age. Emerson and 

clhoreau were spared the full impact of British empiricist skepticism, 

sheltered from the complex and troublesome epistemological problems that 

were the legacy of David Hume5 because of the persistence of Puritan pi- . 

ety and its spiritual intensity. In attempting to trace the native line 

of intellectual descent, Perry Miller writes:

From the time of Edwards to that of Emerson, the husks of Puri
tanism were being discarded, but the energies of many Puritans 
were not yet diverted^--they could not be diverted— from a pas
sionate search of the soul and of nature, from the quest to which 
Calvinism had devoted them. These New Englanders— a few here and 
there— turned aside from the doctrines of sin and predestination, 
and thereupon sought with renewed fervor for the accents of the 
Holy Ghost in their own hearts and in woods and mountains. But
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now that the restraining hand of theology was withdrawn, there 
was nothing to prevent them, as there had been everything to 
prevent Edwards, from identifying their intuitions with the 
voice of God, or from fusing God and,nature into the one sub
stance of the transcendental i m a g i n a t i o n . 2̂

The restraining hand of theology, then, not only held back the 

triumph of deism and the more lasting triumph of skeptical empiricism, 

but focused the energies of the children of the Puritans upon a spiritu

alizing of nature that combined religious intensity with respect for 

science in a union that is quite remarkable in the history of thought.

It contained the seeds of Thoreau1s quest for divinity in the empirically 

observed facts of nature.

If the Mathers are representative of the first phase of coming 

to terms with the new science, Jonathan Edwards is the more brilliant 

representative of its next phase: that inaugurated by the new philos

ophy of Locke. Mather could easily accept the pre-Lockean natural theol

ogy, finding a way to keep the principle of an active God alive in the 

general drift toward deism. But Locke* s attack upon the problem of know

ledge greatly complicated the ease with which one could identify the 

inner experience of spiritual "reality" with external phenomena. Locke 

shattered the very base of idealism by denying philosophical validity to 

analogical thinking.

To Locke, thought is language, and an analysis of language re

veals that words are only arbitrary sounds attached as names to things 

and to those generalizations we call ideas.- . This arbitrary nature of

52. "From Edwards to Emerson," in Errand into the Wilderness, 
New York, 1964, 202-3.
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language raises the question of the realities which words are supposed 

to stand for. "Now, since sounds have no natural connexion with our 

ideas, but have all their signification from the arbitrary imposition of 

men, the doubtfulness and uncertainty of their signification, which is 

the imperfection we are here speaking of, has its cause more in the ideas 

they stand for than in any capacity there is in one sound more than an

other to signify any idea: for in that regard they are all equally per-

fect."^^ That is, the idea is not inherent in the structure of words 

themselves, since another combination of sounds could just as well be in

voked for the same arbitrary signification. Locke-s analysis of complex 

ideas as built up from simpler elements having their whole origin, in 

sense experience satisfies him that complex ideas are rife with linguis

tic difficulty. It is difficult to find precision in abstract terms: 

"Hence it comes to pass that men * s names of compound ideas , such as for 

the most part are moral words, have seldom in two different men the same 

precise signification; since one man’s complex idea seldom agrees with 

another's; and often differs from his own— from that which he had yester

day, or will have tomorrow."5^ Furthermore, such terms "want standards 

in nature...They are assemblages of ideas put together at the pleasure of 

the mind, pursuing its own ends of discourse, and suited to its own 

notions; whereby it designs not to copy anything really existing, but to 

denominate and rank things as they come to agree with those archetypes

53. An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Alexander 
Campbell Fraser, New York, 1959, II, 105. *

54. Ibid., 107.
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or forms it has made...Names, therefore, that stand for collections of 

ideas which the mind makes at pleasure must needs be of doubtful signi

fication, when such collections are nowhere to be found constantly united 

in nature, nor any patterns to be shown whereby men may adjust them. "55 

Such language does well enough, Locke says, nfor common conversation.n 

But "these moral words are in most menfs mouths little more than bare 

sounds; or when they have any [meaning|, it is for the most part but a 

very loose and undetermined, and, consequently, obscure and confused sig

nification."^

How then can divine archetypes with the force of natural law

truly exist as real things, since they are only the unclear verbiage of

minds which do not even communicate the same meaning to one another-- 

which, indeed, do not even hold to the same meaning from one year to the

next? Such archetypes are only compounded by human invention and do not

describe reality. Locke did not pursue the implications of this line of 

thought much beyond a criticism of the inadequacy of language as a ve

hicle ofiideas, for to do so would have led him into a profounder skep

ticism from which there would be no exit. He accepted the Bible and 

nature as both expressing God's revealed existence and will. But "though

everything said in the text be infallibly true, yet the reader may be,
57nay, cannot choose but be, very fallible in the understanding of it." 

Locke preferred the natural piety of those ?'to whom this written word

55. Ibid., 107.

56. Ibid., 109.

57. Ibid., 120.
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never came.11 Distrust of the word inaugurates the age of doubt and the

relegation of metaphor;to mere decorative artifice.

The Platonists have their soul of the world, and the Epicureans 
their endeavour towards motion in their atoms when at rest.
There is scarce any sect in philosophy has not a distinct set of 
terms that others understand not. But yet this gibberish, which, 
in the weakness of human understanding, serves so well to palli
ate menfs ignorance, and cover their errors, comes, by familiar 
use amongst those of the same tribe, to seem the most important 
part of language, and of all other the terms the most signifi
cant ...n58

Locke1s rejection.of idealistic philosophical terms and systems 

has a curious parallel in Thoreau, who, in spite of his close association 

with Emerson, Alcott, Brownson and others much given to abstract specu

lation, showed neither inclination nor aptitude for formal philosophy0 

"When I read Cudworth I find I can tolerate all," he wrote in an early 

Journal passage,"— atomists, pneumatologists, atheists, and theists,

— Plato, Aristotle, Leucippus, Democritus, and Phyhagoras. It is the 

attitude of these men, more than any communication, which charms m e . "59 

Thoreau's position seems grounded, like Locke's, on empirical experience 

and a distrust of philosophical language. Unlike Locke, however, he 

accepted the metaphorical language of poetry in its stead as the legiti

mate mode of expressing "higher" experience, in that paradoxical empir

ically based idealism we have, spoken of. As for "figurative speeches and 

allusion," Locke is willing to admit their value "where we seek rather 

pleasure and delight than information arid improvement...But yet if we 

would speak of things as they are, we must allow that all the art of

58. Ibid1, 133.

59. Journal, I, 150. June 23, 1840.
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rhetoric, besides order and clearness; all the artificial and figurative 

application of words eloquence hath invented, are for nothing else but to 

insinuate wrong ideas., move the passions, and thereby mislead the judg- ■ 

ment; and so indeed are perfect cheats...

Locke? s remedy for 11 the abuse of words** is to. break complex ideas

down into their simpler components, coming as close to "simple ideas," or

direct sense experience, as possible. Even our language for describing 

"natural bodies and substantial things" requires perfecting: "to define

their names right, natural, history is to be inquired into, and their 

properties are, with care and examination, to be found out. His de

termination to ground the meaning of all language upon sense experience 

of the physical world leads Locke to propose a most interesting diction

ary, in which "words standing for things which are known and distin

guished by their outward shapes should be expressed by little draughts 

and prints made of them...Naturalists, that treat of plants and animals, 

have found the benefit of this w a y . . . " G 2

This survey of Locke? s critique of language is necessarily brief,

singling out chiefly his penetrating criticism of the shortcomings of 

philosophical language in Chapters IX and X ("Of the Imperfection of 

Words" and "Of the Abuse of Words") in Book III of the Essay Concerning 

Human Understanding. The reader is referred to the entirety of Book III 

for Locke's full statement. It is evident that he was seeking only to

60. Ibid., 146.

61. Ibid., 161.

62. Ibid., 163.
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improve the instrument of language for greater clarity in communicating 

philosophical ideas, not to set in motion a destructive skepticism. He 

was led to the study of language as a direct result of his inquiry into 

the relation of ideas to things. Words "interpose themselves so much be

tween our understandings, and the truth which it would contemplate.and 

apprehend, that, like the medium through which visible.objects pass, the 

obscurity and disorder do not seldom cast a mist before our eyes,, and 

impose upon our u n d e r s t a n d i n g s . "^3 But in stripping abstract words of 

the same precision of reference that concrete words have, and finding 

that all propositions about reality nterminated in things, Locke, cast 

grave doubt upon the validity of all metaphysical terms: "it is plain,

by what has been said, that general and universal belong not to the real 

existence of things; but are the inventions and creatures of the under

standing, made by it for its own use, and concern only signs, whether 

words or i d e a s . "^5 Nevertheless, he retained the supposition that the 

physical world had a rational structure, even though the concepts of 

genus and species, and of other regularities of nature, were sketchy and 

imperfect, not coinciding exactly with the truth, which could, indeed, 

never be completely known. Mere hypothesis, faith in probabilities, and 

ultimate uncertainty, surrounded all knowledge except that of finite 

things in their self-evident relationships of union or repugnancy.

63. Ibid., 119.

64. Ibid.

65. Ibid., 21.
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Locke ultimately came up against the inherent contradiction be

tween the theological view of man as a free moral agent and the.natural

istic view of man as a passive instrument of mechanistic natural law.

A. C. Fraser's paraphrase of Locke's position is this: "Reason surely

finds the reasonable alternative in that mystery which satisfies the 

divine spirit in man, without necessarily contradicting the scientific 

understanding, which limits its judgments to the laws of s e n s e . "^6 

Locke's rationalism, no less than Increase Mather's, had to leave room 

for incomprehensible mysteries beyond the boundaries of reason.

Locke's powerful insistence upon referring ideas to their basis 

in things had to be taken into account even by those who disagreed with 

him. Kenneth MacLean, in John Locke and English Literature of the 

Eighteenth Century, finds that "the objective quality of Eighteenth- 

Century literature is certainly owing in part to the fact that Locke6s 

demonstration that all ideas originate in sensation induced writers to 

give almost undue attention to the external w o r l d . I t  may be that 

the strong bent toward empirical observation that is found in Romantic 

writers has its origin in the very philosophical movement to which they 

were opposed in principle. To return briefly to Thoreau, nothing is more 

striking than his driving insistence upon experienced fact as the founda

tion for his flights into spiritual symbolism. From seventeenth-century 

theology onward, it is evident that all attempts to come to terms with 

scientific thought were accompanied by the absorption of a great deal of

66, Ibid., cv.

67. New York, 1962, 13.
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the spirit of science itself, especially its concentration upon precise 

observation. Not only Thoreau’s acceptance of sense experience of con

crete reality as the foundation of spiritual experience, but his metic

ulous precision and concreteness in language, suggests a debt to his 

heritage of:empiricism.

Locke’s claim that the supposed inner nature of material things 

was inaccessible and unknowable rendered impossible the idealistic belief 

in direct spiritual experience through outward sense, and placed the 

study of nature on a non-supernatural base. Whatever remained of ideal

ism was closed.within the mind. Hume carried the analysis to its final 

conclusion. The mind set limitations to all knowledge, there being cer

tainty only in logical propositions, whose origin seemed to be somehow 

in the characteristics of the finite mind itself. Nature’s regularity 

was only human trust in the repetition of phenomena which the mind tended 

to classify systematically. Hume’s contempt for the supernatural, even 

for Locke’s limited idealism, was restrained by his tolerant and kindly 

temperament. Yet, in his remarks n0f Superstition and Enthusiasm,” he 

burst out against religious enthusiasm:

In such a state of mind, the imagination swells with great, but 
confused conceptions, to which no sublunary beauties or enjoy
ments can correspond. . Every thing mortal and perishable vanishes 
as unworthy of attention. And a full range is given to the fancy 
in the invisible regions or world of spirits, where the soul is 
at liberty to indulge itself in every imagination, which may best 
suit its present taste and disposition. Hence arise raptures, 
transports, and surprising flights of fancy; and confidence and 
presumption still encreasing, these raptures, being altogether 
unaccountable, and seeming quite beyond the reach of our ordinary 
faculties, are attributed to the immediate inspiration of that 
Divine Being, who is the object of devotion. In a little time, 
the inspired person comes to regard himself as a distinguished
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favourite of the Divinity; and when this frenzy once takes 
place, which is the summit of enthusiasm, every whimsy is con
secrated: Human reason, and even morality are.rejected as
fallacious guides: And the fanatic madman delivers himself
over, blindly, and without reserve, to the supposed illapses of 
the spirit, and to inspiration from above. Hope, pride, pre
sumption, a warm imagination, together with ignorance, are 
therefore the true sources of ENTHUSIASM.^

The empirical temper, after Locke, spread everywhere the suspi

cion that unbridled subjective imagination was a constant danger to clear 

perception of truth. Kenneth MacLean suggests, in fact, that empirical 

skepticism is at the base of the common eighteenth-century notion of a 

"ruling passion" as the determinant in each man's life rather than 

reason, which Locke and Hume had found to be so limited and frail an 

i n s t r u m e n t .69 if there is no philosophical justification for finding 

the ideal pattern of mind in the external world, no divine presence in 

which the individual self is mirrored, then imagination has to be wary 

of projecting its images upon the world as if they.were objective read

ings of truth. Puritan theology had provided a restraint upon subject 

tive egotism through its dogmas of revealed truth, original sin, and the 

weakness of "natural" reason; but not at the cost of closing all windows 

upon the world of invisible spirit. The Transcendentalists, having 

freed themselves from Puritan theology, faced the accusation from both 

empiricist and theologian that they were merely projecting their indi

vidual egos upon the face of nature. But religion without theology was

68. Essays Moral, Political, and Literary, 2 vols., ed. T. H. 
Green and T. H. Grose, New York, 1898# I, 145.

69. MacLean, op. cit., 48.
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the inevitable result, when the counter-reaction to eighteenth-century 

skepticism began. There could be no return to the past. . Emerson and 

Thoreau were by no means insensitive to the problem they faced, and their 

work is concerned with striking an acceptable balance between subjective 

imagination and objective, verifiable hard fact, without committing 

themselves to either theology or skepticism.

To retrace our steps, we have, then, in Locke the beginning of 

that philosophical movement which removed Platonic-Christian idealism as 

the basis for the new science and replaced it with a new epistemology 

that was to severely limit verifiable knowledge to what logic and scien

tific method could affirm of a physical universe. All else was either 

metaphysical rubbish, subjective dreaming, or the nvalue judgments11 of 

a culture in its historical context.

Jonathan Edwards, as we have noted, was the first American both 

to absorb Locke and to attempt to answer him with a reformulation of Pur

itan theology. Edwards never systematically pulled together his think

ing in the way he apparently hoped to do originally, but ,left it scat

tered in notebooks and manuscripts which have not been published in their 

entirety. The most relevant selection has been edited by Perry Miller 

in Images and Shadows of Divine Things,70 a collection of miscellaneous 

notebook entries using one of the titles which Edwards tentatively pro

posed. Alternative suggestions were “The Book of Nature and Common 

Providence" and “The Language and Lessons of Nature." The notes were

70. New Haven, 1948.
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part of a vast but unrealized plan to rationalize religion and science.

Edwards was quick to distinguish, as Cotton Mather was not, be

tween tropes which were merely a rhetorical, device, an ornament of style 

and invention of the mind, and symbolism that expressed God's "eternal 

i n t e n t i o n . "̂ l This appears to parallel Locke's distinction between met

aphor as a pleasurable stylistic device and the language of truth or 

fact; Edwards was seeking to re-establish symbolism as a legitimate mode 

of expressing truth as directly as does matter-of-fact language. Bor

rowing from traditional typology (the reading of the Old Testament as 

containing "types11 or foreshadowings of the New Testament), Edwards con

ceived the idea of nature also as embodying "types" of divine intention. 

He proposed a more rigorous system of correspondences, in which the 

"type" observed in nature answered to an ideal "antitype" in divinity. 

This was his first step in rescuing the chaos of language from the sub

jectivism Locke attacked, by differentiating between subjective, in

vented symbolism and an objective science of reading the divinity of 

nature.

. Sharing the new enthusiasm for the idea of a miraculously con

structed world of nature, Edwards wondered:

If there be such an admirable analogy observed by the creatour 
in His works through the whole system of the natural world, so 
that one thing seems to be made in imitation of another, and es
pecially the less perfect to be made in imitation of thetinore 
perfect, so that the less perfect is as it were a figure or image 
of the more perfect, so beasts are made in imitation of men, 
plants are [a] kind of types of animals, minerals are in many 
things in imitation of plants. Why is it not rational to suppose

71. Ibid., 6.
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that the corporeal and visible world should be designedly made 
and constituted in analogy to the more spiritual, noble, and 
real world? It is certainly agreeable to what is apparently
the method of God?s w o r k i n g . 72

Elsewhere, ,f. . .the type is only the representation or shadow of 

the thing, but the antitype is the very substance and is the true 

t h i n g . ^73 T h i s  is comparable to Cotton Mather1s proposed archetypal 

correspondences, though more systematic, and aware of the new empirical 

theories of perception. '

Following Locke’s stress on sense experience as the source of 

all knowledge, Edwards was attempting to revise the way in which nature 

might be read as an image of divine things. He was exploring the possi

bility of reading nature as a kind of language which spoke directly by 

means of sensory images, free from the obscuring veil of words which 

Locke said lay between perception and idea. Instead of finding sensory 

experience fallible, limited, or illusory, Edwards leaped to the possi

bility of its absolute validity: "Our senses, when sound, and in ordi

nary circumstances, are not properly fallible in any thing...When our 

Senses make such or such representations, we constantly^ experience that 

things are in themselves thus or thus."74 As Miller writes, "Edwards 

was dramatically shifting the traditional emphasis: he was quoting

Scripture to confirm the meaning of natural phenomena, not adducing

72. Ibid. , 64. Edwardstf note No. 59.

73. Ibid., 56. Edwards1 note No. 45.

74. Ibid., 36. Quoted by Miller from Edwards? "Miscellanies,"
No. 777.
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natural images to confirm the meaning of Scripture.

This reversal of the roles of Scripture and "natural" experience 

brings us directly to the Transcendentalists, and to the task Thoreau 

set himself: that of reading his direct, empirical perception of nature

as evidence of spiritual truth. Besides Edwards, no other first-rate 

intelligence, with the possible exception of Wordsworth, and even he 

with certain qualifications, brought the empirical approach to bear as 

did Thoreau upon nature as the concrete specific symbol and language of 

the divine.

, Edwards was striving to avert a split in authority between

science and Scripture; to

perfect a universal language for nature, history, and Scripture, 
an idiom that would be common to all and that could also be com
prehended by such intelligences as ours, which must learn the 
little they can learn from the sensible, by that wonderful al
chemy of perception in which the soul makes metaphysical meanings 
out of mechanical vibrations that reach the eye or ear. The 
conception of images as a form of communication, distinct from 
words, inductions, and syllogisms, seemed to him an answer.

Locke1s epistemology arose out of the philosophical need to redefine the

relation of mind to the external world, so that scientific studies could

proceed on a more adequate theoretical foundation. . Edwards sensed the

equally great need of religion to extend its base from Scripture into

the new epistemology, else nature should take the place of God and

science the place of religion. The Puritan conception of the regenerate

mind gave him the idea of a regenerate vision of nature, capable of

75. Ibid., 36.

76. Miller, op. cit. , 37.
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npuretf sense experience of the divine idea that spoke in images .of real 

things. Here5 again, we can see the Puritan legacy in Transcendentalism: 

the idea of the purified vision which can read the lesson of nature, as 

opposed to the corrupt vision of the ordinary venial man. We will recall 

that Emerson referred to the 6lunrenewed understanding," the word "under

standing" being Coleridge's term for Lockean ideas built up from sense, 

experience. ' It is "degenerate," "unrenewed" man who has lost direct 

touch with the divine spirit in nature. Or as Thoreau put it more pre

cisely, "We need pray for no higher heaven than the pure senses can fur

nish, a purely sensuous life.

Edwards' work abounds in the vital awareness of nature's exhila

rating inspiration and beauty: The immutable antitypes of God took end

lessly shifting mortal forms, whose perception by man invoked an ecstasy 

of sorts:

there seemed to be, as it were, a calm, sweet cast, or appear
ance of divine glory, in almost every thing, God's excellency, 
his wisdom, his purity and love, seemed to appear in every . 
thing; in the sun, moon, and stars; in the clouds, and blue sky; 
in the grass, flowers, trees; in the water, and all nature; 
which used greatly to fix my mind. I often used to sit and view 
the moon for continuance; and in the day, spent much time in 
viewing the clouds and sky, to behold the sweet glory of God in 
these things..."78

There is no mistaking the new principle in Edwards' Puritan Platonism:

the central importance of sensuous experience of the divine. Not merely

the intellect, but the heart, must see. "There is, as it were, a light

77. A Week, Writings, I, 408.

78. Jonathan Edwards, Personal Narrative, in Representative 
Selections, ed. Clarence H. Faust and Thomas H. Johnson, New York,
1962, 60-61.
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cast upon the ideas of spiritual things in the mind of the believer 

which makes them appear close and real which before were but faint ob

scure representations."^^

Perry Miller finds that Edwards came perilously close to the 

limits of Puritan dogma5 as indeed he seams' to have done. The Puritan 

doctrine of self-expression was that "rhetorical theory assumed that the 

Bible had already done man's thinking for him; all he had to do was to 

employ his ingenuity in finding illustrations or making applications.

In short, it was an instrument of authoritarianism and dogmatism. When 

Edwards went back to typology, he was invoking a method which, with all 

its extravagances, had for generations been a cryptic, often an uncon

scious, protest against authority.Edwards' kinship with Transcen

dentalism lies in his real alignment with the rebellious spirit within 

his religion rather than with its legalistic authority, despite his long- 

popular image as a continuance of the old order past its natural demise. 

Orthodoxy could move forward into rational deism far more easily than it 

could into a mystical symbolism.

The result of Edwards' blend of Locke and Puritanism was a kind 

of semi-religious, semi-philosophical epistemology that "defies classi

fication. . .It might be called a kind of ideal nominalism. As Edward

H.: Davidson writes, "Edwards was an anomaly. He conducted his

79. Edwards, Miscellanies, No. 408, quoted by Miller, o£, cit.,
34.

80. Miller, op. cit., 38-39.

81. Paul R. Baumgartner, "Jonathan Edwards: The Theory behind 
His Use of Figurative Language," PMLA, LXXVIII (1963), 323.
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intellectual spiritual pilgrimage in point-for-point relevance with the 

most advanced thought of his. age--and undercut it at nearly every occa

sion. . .He took Locker s philosophy of language and saw in it that vivid 

and nebulous association between the private self and the outside 

w o r l d . Edwards was essentially doing what Thoreau was to attempt a 

century later: pursuing the divine spirit in the very act of human com

prehension of natural fact. Divine Being was a continuing active agent 

directly perceivable in the moment-to-moment flux of experience. The 

sense of rapture, of holiness, was a special gift to the pure in spirit: 

God "acts in the mind of a saint as an indwelling vital principle... takes 

him for his temple, actuates and influences him as a new supernatural 

principle of life and action.

Edwards’ expression of joy in the experience of.the senses--so 

characteristic also of Emerson and Thoreau, especially the latter— has 

been viewed as a revolutionary departure from Puritan doctrine. Miller, 

in "From Edwards to Emerson” (cited above), in fact considers Edwards 

close to heresy, and even in danger of flying free from Puritan restraint 

altogether, a view that has considerable verifiability. The idea has 

been developed that Puritan literary theory frowned upon figurative 

language that exerted great sensory appeal, thus creating a ’’tension” in

82. ’’From Locke to Edwards,” Journal of the History of Ideas, 
XXIV (1963), 372. See also Theodore Hornberger, ’’The Effect of the New 
Science upon the thought of Jonathan Edwards,” American Literature, IX 
(1937-38), 196-207, for an account of Edwards’ use of science rather 
than his finding a quarrel with it.

83. Edwards, ”A Divine and Supernatural Light,” Representative 
Selections, 103-4.
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imagery between-$.the stern didacticism of the idea and the figure of 

speech in which it had to be c l o t h e d . ^4 Paul R. Baumgartner has urged 

the possibility that the case has been overstated, and that pleasure in 

figurative language was not repressed, but was a natural consequence of 

the deeply-imbedded Platonic idea of correspondences. He finds Puritan

figurative language “natural and h a p p y , a n d  quotes Paradise Lost (V,

571-76, the Angel Raphael to Adam) in evidence of an accepted Puritan 

doctrine of the "Analogy of Being":

...and what surmounts the reach 
Of human sense, I shall delineate so,
By lik'ning spiritual to corporeal forms.
As may express them best, though what if Earth
Be but the shadow of Heav1n, and things therein
Each to other like, more than on earth is thought?

The universe is an externalization of God and is therefore beautiful; 

figurative language expressing the joy and wonder of creation is appro

priate, and not at all to be suppressed. The qualification, of course, 

must be that divinity is kept foremost in mind, like Mather’s "lead- 

stone," and that things themselves are not worshiped. Puritan literary 

expression may, perhaps, give far more leeway to joyous statement of 

natural beauty than has been supposed, and still remain doctrinally 

sound.

. Edwards was careful to distinguish idle and subjective, analogy 

from true symbolic insight: "Observe the danger of being led by fancy

84. See Kenneth B. Murdock, Literature and Theology in Colonial 
New England, Cambridge, Mass., 1949.

85. Baumgartner, op. cit., 321.
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as he that looks on the fire or on the clouds3 giving way to his fancy,

easily imagines he sees images of men or beasts, in those confused ap-

pearances. There can be no doubt of the overriding Puritan necessity

of relating figurative language ultimately to doctrine, though this does

not necessarily imply asceticism. Just as Puritan theology divided

knowledge into categories that allowed for the intensive study of nature

and useful application, so did it allow for devout but passionate figur- 
87ative speech. We shall see, in the detailed study of Thoreau1s imag

ery, that he found a free outlet for his strongly sensual personality in 

his emotionally-charged symbolisms of nature, in which he could be guilt

less as a poet, while remaining ascetic in his relationship with human 

beings.

To Edwards, there is, in fact, a vital necessity for actual ex

perience of the divine through the sense of the beautiful as distinct 

from intellectual comprehension:

there is a difference between having an opinion, that God is holy 
and gracious, and having a sense of the loveliness and beauty of 
that holiness and grace... there is a wide difference between

86. Edwards, Note No. 174 in Images and Shadows of Divine 
Things, quoted by H. G. Townsend, *lJonathan Edwards1 Later Observations 
of Nature,M New England Quarterly, XIII (1940), 518.

87. See Roy Harvey Pearce, "The Poet as Puritan," New England 
Quarterly, XXIII (1950), 31-46, for a discussion of Edward Taylor's work, 
an exemplary study of Puritan art in relation to orthodoxy. Pearce fol
lows Miller, Murdock, and Rosemund Tuvefs Elizabethan and Metaphysical 
Imagery (Chicago, 1947) in identifying orthodox doctrine, supported by 
Ramist logic, which governs Taylor's imagery. According to Pearce, 
Taylor* s doctrinal, cerfainty precluded imagery expressing "the complex
ities of specificShuman experience" (p. 46); that is, the drama of doubt 
or discovery. Asceticism,.however, is not an issue, for Taylor's very 
confidence in "Gbdfs order" is the source of his eloquence.
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mere speculative rational judging any thing to be excellent, 
and having a sense of its sweetness and beauty. The former 
rests only in the head, speculation only is concerned ±tx it; 
but the heart is concerned in the latter. When the heart is 
sensible of the beauty and amiableness of a thing, it neces
sarily feels pleasure in the apprehension. It is implied in 
a person1s being heartily sensible of the loveliness of a 
thing, that the idea of it is sweet and pleasant to his soulj 
which is a far different thing from having a rational opinion 
that it is excellent.

This may be compared with Thoreau!s similar yearning for the experience 

rather than the intellectual understanding of the divine: "My desire for

knowledge is intermittent; but my desire to commune with the spirit of 

the universe, to be intoxicated even with the fumes, call it, of that 

divine nectar, to bear my head through atmospheres and over heights un

known to my feet, is perennial and c o n s t a n t . "^9 it was transcendent 

knowledge beyond mortal reason, experienced through the "sensible," that 

both men sought, a supernal awareness realized in the act of apprehend

ing nature and not in a mystic ecstasy which removed the sight of the 

actual world while revealing another.

Edwards accepted "The whole course of nature, with all that be

longs to it, all its laws and methods, constancy and regularity, contin

uance, and proceeding," as an "arbitrary constitution. But while the 

arbitrary constitution of nature, in its perpetual flux, could be studied 

by the scientist to define its "laws and methods, constancy and regular

ity," it was totally dependent upon God for its continuing existence:

8 8 . "A Divine and Supernatural Light," Representative 
Selections, 107.

89. Thoreau, Journal, II, 150-51. February, 1851.

90. The Great Christian Doctrine of Original Sin Defended, 
Representative Selections, 336.
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n...all is constantly proceeding from God, as light from the sun. In 

him we live, and move, and have our b e i n g . "̂ 1 That is, a perpetual cre

ation renews all things. From the unchanging divine antitypes, revealed 

in the Bible, proceed the changing forms of things through God's active 

will and power. The right reading of nature, then, transcends a mere 

scientific description of its operation, and finds the hidden message:

Thus I believe the grass and other vegetables growing and 
flourishing, looking green and pleasant as it were, ripening, 
blossoming, and bearing fruit from the influences of the 
heaven, the rain and wind and light and heat of the sun, to
be on purpose to represent the dependence of our spiritual
welfare upon God's gracious influences and the effusions of 
His holy spirit.

Edwards' concept of a continuing creation, powered by the force 

of beneficent divine love and revealing its truth in nature itself, is

essentially the same as Thoreau's early faith: "Love is the wind, the

tide, the waves, the sunshine. Its power is incalculable; it is many 

horse-power. It never ceases, it never slacks; it can move the globe 

without a r e s t i n g - p l a c e . . . "93 Divine law and natural law were one and 

the same..
To summarize briefly, Locke's devastating criticism of Platonic 

ideas forced Edwards to reconsider the philosophical base of Puritan the

ology, and to formulate in its place the notion of comprehending the di

vine through immediate and wordless sense experience. Natural things

91. Ibid., 337.

92. .Edwards' note No. 13, Images and Shadows of Divine Things,
43.

93. Thoreau, "Paradise (To Be) Regained," Writings, IV, 304.
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themselves became symbols of divine intentione This made possible the 

valid verbal description of spiritual experience as well as of percep

tion of physical objects„ Nevertheless, some kind of control was neces

sary to prevent the arbitrary reading of such.symbolism in any way an 

individual pleased. Edwards found his solution in Biblical revelation 

as the source of absolute knowledge of the divine intention.

We shall find that this problem was extremely troublesome to 

Thoreau, who, like Edwards, in taking nature as the unconscious and word

less image of divinity, was forced to face the paradox of human language 

and consciousness as it read that natural imagery. Whence came the mind 

and its language into nature? For Thoreau, who rejected.Scriptural rev

elation, a solution was far more difficult to maintain.

The impact of natural science upon Christian.Platonism had thus 

by degrees forced a retreat from the assumption that man?s words were 

God1 s. The role played for Mather and Edwards by the Book of Scripture, 

which gave the necessary intellectual.and verbal parallels to the corre

sponding Book of Nature, was enlarged to encompass all inspired utter

ances of the race, leading to Thoreauf s reverence of Greek.and Vedic 

myth. The way was open for accepting individual intuition as a mode of 

apprehending the active and creative divine presence. The tendency 

toward "enthusiasm," as such religious experience had been termed, had 

been present all along, though held in check by Puritan disapproval and 

rationalistic common sense alike. Hume1s scornful criticism, quoted 

above, is curiously similar to orthodox Puritan opinion. The Quaker 

doctrine of the inner light was typical of the anti-rationalist,
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.anti-orthodox intuitive spirit ready to break out even in the very midst 

of orthodoxy5 as Anne Hutchinson had demonstrated to the Bay Colony’s 

alarm. . Even Edwards * "indwelling vital principle" is but a short step 

from natural intuition.

The Transcendentalists1 reluctance to recognize their close ties

with Puritanism can doubtless be attributed to the stubborn refusal of

Puritan thought to relinquish the authority of revealed theology. As

Perry Miller observed in a passage quoted above, they turned instead to

the writings of Emanuel Swedenborg, who set forth the same, doctrine of

correspondence, but in the free spirit of personal intuition.

Swedenborg, a psychic and a non-clerical amateur, seemed to be a modern

oracle and prophet, a true mystic of the type who had in ancient times

seen through the veil of physical reality in a direct vision of eternal

truth. In A Treatise Concerning Heaven and Hell, 1778, a book that

greatly attracted Emerson, he wrote:

But reason has also its specifick differences and measures,. ac
cording to the nature of the subject to he investigated; thus 
ethicks, physicks and.metaphysicks have each their respective 
principles, and consequently a distinct kind of reason, and he 
that is a good proficient in the knowledge of one, may be very 
deficient in another...natural things are known by natural rea
son, and spiritual things are discerned by a spiritual light. 4̂

Like Edwards’ "divine and supernatural light” is Swedenborg’s "divine

influx”: "this divine influence proceeding from the Lord, is the good

of l o v e . . .”95 Reporting that he had been personally told such secrets

by angels (a source of revelation Emerson could not quite accept),

94. London, 1778, vii-ix.

95. Ibid., 7.
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Swedenborg could confidently affirm that nthere is in every angel, and i., 

also in every man, a certain inmost or supreme degree or part, which is 

the immediate subject of the divine influx, from whence the Lord regu

lates and governs their other interior faculties and powers success

fully, according to their degrees of order: this inmost or supreme part

in man, that he has his particular denomination, and is distinguished 

from the brute animals, for they have it not. . . This is comparable 

to Edwardsf "indwelling vital principle." "Correspondence" was the key 

without which "nothing relating to the spiritual world can clearly be

understood; neither concerning its influx into the natural world; nor of
97the distinction, between spiritual and natural. ..” Milton's Angel 

Raphael,■we will remember, had also revealed to Adam, like Swedenborg's 

angel, that the earth is "but the shadow of Heav'n, and things therein/ 

Each to the other like, more than on earth is thought." Swedenborg de

plored the "undue exaltation of man's natural powers, as the sufficient 

test of revealed Truths; and this gross error has prevailed more among 

men of human learning for this past century, than perhaps ever besvv r".;. 

fore. . .

Enough has been said to indicate that, for all their indebted

ness to the strain of protestant mysticism typified by Swedenborg, nei

ther Thoreau nor Emerson was capable of succumbing to the visionary 

trance, but rather held his intuitional fervor in balance with the claims

96. Ibid., 25.

97. Ibid., 52.

98. Ibid., vi.
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of a practical realism. Emerson loved the skeptical Montaigne as much 

as the other-worldly Swedenborg; Thoreau strove to find his heaven in 

the contact of his five senses with physical nature.

This may also explain the appeal of Carlyle, the only contempo

rary of whom Thoreau wrote an extended critical study.^ Like the Tran- 

scendentalists, Carlyle was the product of a parochial, Calvinist, vil

lage culture. J. H. Muirh.ead writes, •

Carlyle may be said to have been the living embodiment of the 
Puritanic spirit which had been the source of what was best in 
the history of England and Scotland, the British colonies, and 
the New England States... the burden of his teaching had its 
roots in the kind of life he saw around him in his early years 
in the village of Ecclefechan: ...the visible continuity of 
family life in a village community, which led one instinctively 
to look beyond the individual and even the particular genera- . 
tion in estimating the issues of good and evil. "The greatest 
truth he had to teach, that Righteousness is a law of Nature, 
was a living tradition around him. as a c h i l d .

The essential parochialism, the homely attachment to everyday labors and 

unsophisticated persons, transformed to cosmic significance through in

tense religious earnestness, were Thoreau*s own characteristics perhaps 

more than any other New England writer's before or after him, in a con

tinuity that extends from Ann Bradstreet to Robert Frost.

In Sartor Resartus, Carlyle formulated an all-inclusive natural

ism in which scientific reason played the lesser role and intuitive in

sight the greater. Published in an American edition in Boston in 1835,

99. "Thomas Carlyle and His Works," Writings, IV, 316-55. The 
essay was first published in Graham1s Magazine, March and April, 1847.

100. Muirhead, The Platonic Tradition in Anglo-Saxon Philosophy, 
127-28. Muirhead's quotation is from David Alec Wilson, Carlyle Till, 
Marriage, London, 1923, 47.
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it quickly became one of the most popular books read by Thoreau and his 

classmates at Harvard the following year3 simultaneously with EmersonT,s 

Nature3 which had appeared in September 3 1836. In the chapter "Natural 

Supernaturalisn^Carlyle attacked empirical science's assumption that 

it could possibly describe adequately the "unalterable rules3 forming 

the complete Statute Book of N a t u r e . Empirical philosophy had both 

criticized the frailty of human reason and magnified the importance of 

scientific discoveries 3 the fruit of that reason. For Carlyle3 this 

contradiction was its own undoing. The way was open for a triumphant 

return to the eternal mysteries that lay outside the reach of the empir

ical method. German philosophy3 derivative of Kant3 provided him with 

the idea that space and time were but categories of human thought. 

Transcendental vision could peer beyond into "quite infinite depth;" into 

"a universal HERE,....an everlasting NOW. The supernatural was

really only an aspect of the all-embracing natural3 and so-called mir

acles or visions or visitations from another world were simply governed 

by laws beyond our comprehension.

Carlyle had restored infinity as essential to natural philosophy, 

quite as important to man as measurable knowledge itself. His scornful 

attack upon the intellectual pride of science, echoing the Book of Job, 

is reminiscent of that earlier (though Catholic) Puritan, Blaise Pascal: 

"For in fact what is man in nature? A Nothing in comparison with the

101. Carlyle, Sartor Resartus, Everyman's Library edition,
New York, 1908, 192.

102. Ibid., 195, 196.
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Infinite3 an All in comparison with the Nothing, a mean between nothing 

and everything...through failure to contemplate these Infinites, men 

have rashly rushed into the examination of nature, as though they bore 

some proportion to her, . . . But while Pascal had hoped to drive men 

to God by showing them their own helpless and dependent littleness, the 

Transcendentalists found in Infinity the expansive inner freedom with 

which the boundless spiritual self could be joyfully identified and 

freed from external bondage. To them, there was a proportion between 

man and nature.

At Harvard College, however, when both Emerson and Thoreau.were 

students, the philosophical and religious rebellion against empiricism 

went unrecognized in the curriculum. As late as the 1830rs, long after 

the work of Kant and Coleridge, Thoreau studied.Locke and the 

eighteenth-century Scottish "Common-Sense" philosophers, in texts that 

had been in use since before 1820,,and various works of eighteenth- 

century natural theology.Scholars have sought in vain for any vital 

influence upon Thoreau, and have concluded that, at best, his studies 

only prepared him through dissatisfaction, for an enthusiastic

103. Pascal,. Pensees, transl. W. F . Trotter, New York, 1941,
23.

104. See Edgeley Woodman Todd, "Philosophical Ideas at Harvard 
College, 1817-1837," New England Quarterly, XVI (1943), 63-90; Joseph 
J. Rwiat, "Thoreau*s Philosophical Apprenticeship," New England 
Quarterly, XVIII (1945), 51-69; and Christian Gruber, "The Education of 
Henry Thoreau, Harvard, 1833-1837," unpublished doctoral dissertation, 
Princeton, 1953.
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acceptance of Transcendentalism.The Scottish school3 represented.at 

Harvard by Dugald Stewart's Elements of Philosophy of the Human Mind3

had attempted to answer Hume's skepticism with a limited affirmation of

intuitive belief. Thomas Reid, the founder of the school, whose ideas

Stewart developed, proposed that intuitive beliefs were

a part of that furniture which nature hath given to the human 
understanding. They are the inspiration of the Almighty, no 
less than our notions of simple apprehension.- They serve to 
direct us in the common affairs of life, when our reasoning fac
ulties would leave us in the dark. They are a part of our con
stitution, and all the discoveries of our reason are grounded 
upon them, they make up what is called the common sense of man- 
kind...106

The Scottish school, in protest against Hume, maintained "that the prin

ciples of common sense, imposed on us by the constitution of the human 

mind, are principles by which our cognition is confirmed to its objects, 

to things as they really are in themselves. As an attempt to re

establish a metaphysics, it was not as successful as Kant's. Its indi

rect influence through the French philosopher Victor Cousin may have 

been greater upon Emerson than was its direct influence at Harvard.

But it is possible that Thoreau may have absorbed from this 

source an important idea that is traceable to Newton: the notion that

the newly developed methods of physical science could be applied to

105. Kwiat, o£. cit., 52, and Gruber, though Gruber finds more 
influence than have other critics.

106. An Inquiry into the Human Mind, on the Principles of 
Common Sense, Works, New York, 1822, I, 131-32, quoted by Todd, op. 
cit., 69.

107. S. A. Grave, The Scottish Philosophy of Common Sense, 
Oxford, 1960, 3.
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moral philosophy. In Newtonr s words 9 "And if natural Philosophy in all 

its Barts, by pursuing this Method3 shall at length be perfected, the 

Bounds of Moral Philosophy will be also e n l a r g e d . E d w a r d s  had equa

ted the force of gravity with the binding power of divine love. The 

idea of a precise correspondence between moral and natural philosophy 

had tantalized other philosophers, and appears not only in the Scottish 

school but in Hume and Cousin, and in David Hartley's early behavioris

tic psychology. Thoreau boldly wrote in the book review quoted above, 

in 1843, "He who is conversant with the supernal powers will not wor

ship these inferior deities of the wind, waves, tide, and sunshine. But 

we would not disparage the importance of such calculations as we have 

described. They are truths in physics, because they are truths in 

ethics. But when it came to showing precisely how or why "truths in

ethics" stood in causal relation to "truths in physics," every philos

opher had failed. Thoreau himself, in his next sentence,, wrote, "The 

moral powers no one would presume to calculate." No solution was ever 

quite acceptable to him, and as time passed he was inclined to be more 

doubtful, than he was in the passage quoted here, written when he was 

twenty-six. The correspondence between the laws of spirit and the laws 

of matter was, of course, a basic doctrine of Transcendentalism, drawing 

support from many sources, and given many forms by religious thinkers 

of every stripe from the seventeenth century onward. But few of them

108. Opticks, III, i, 31, 4th edition reprinted, London, 1931, 
405. . Quoted by Grave, 7.

109. "Paradise (To Be) Regained," Writings, IV, 303. Italics
added.
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were as unwilling as Thoreau to accept the premise without practical 

application, or as anxious to ground idealism upon literal fact. The 

Scottish school's attempt to elevate intuition to a level with empirical 

reason, and to find a methodical place for it in the exercise of the 

mind, has its parallels with Thoreau'is practice. Thoreau was relative

ly cool to the rapturous mysticism of Swedenborg that enthralled 

Emerson, to Plato,. Coleridge, and Cudworth, and more inclined to appre

ciate the worldly realism of Chaucer and Goethe, the homely realism of 

Wordsworth. Spirituality in concrete experience was his driving quest, 

not theoretical solutions or mystical transports.

The Scottish school's theory of language, shows close parallels 

to Thoreau's own assumptions, though this, too, is of questionable im

portance as a direct influence, Emerson's Nature being without doubt the

immediate source. Reid argued that the basis of artistic expression
110was “things external to man made signs of what is within him." In S. 

A. Grave's summary, “Nature is so constituted that certain empirical 

facts are signs of certain metaphysical facts, and human nature is so 

constituted as to be able to interpret these signs intuitively...Nature's 

speech is God's at second h a n d . ^  Or, in Emerson's words, "Particular 

natural facts are symbols of particular spiritual facts. Thoreau' s

Journals attest to his assiduous methodical collecting of facts as .. v-

110. Grave, o£. cit. , 153. Edward Tyrrel Ghanning, Thoreau^A- 
composition teacher, was strongly oriented to Reid, according to Todd, 
op.. cit., 87.

111. Ibid., 158, 159.

112. . Nature, in Complete Works, I, 25.



material for metaphorical transmutation. One wonders what force the 

word "particular" might have upon a mind that loved the particular as 

energetically as Thoreau did. Thoreau turned the essentially theoret

ical statement into a kind of scientific method.

All in all, the Scottish school seems to have played the role 

of useful transition between empirical epistemology and the passionate 

intuitionism that was to come. It seems to have been taught as a rep

utable answer to Locke and Paley. Todd suggests that the popularity of 

Scottish philosophy was partly due to a need for "religious and philo

sophical o r t h o d o x y . The very quality it lacked was the kind of 

unorthodox fervof that legalistic New England Puritanism had always dis 

couraged, and which was to burst out anew among the Transcendentalists 

as soon as the writings of Coleridge, Carlyle, Wordsworth, and Goethe 

could provide the necessary rationalization.

Coleridge, though less popularly influential than Carlyle, had 

worked at a more theoretical formulation within the philosophical frame 

work of his education, and played the role of analyst rather than seer 

and sermonizer. His Aids to Reflection, when published in America at 

Burlington, Vermont in 1829, with a "Preliminary Essay" by the Rever

end James Marsh, perhaps the first who can be termed an American Tran- 

scendentalist,11^ brought to New England his distinction between Reason 

and Understanding— terms which Emerson adopted in Nature, and Thoreau

113. Todd, op. cit.,84.

114. See Marjorie Hope Nicolson, "James Marsh and the Vermont 
Transcendentalists," Philosophical Review, XXXIV (1925), 28-50.
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subsequently utilized in slightly changed form. "Understanding5tl' as 

was noted above, was roughly equivalent to Locke1s process of forming 

generalizations out of experienced particulars through reflecting upon 

them. , "Reason,n on the other hand, was "an inward beholding, having a 

similar relation to the intelligible or spiritual, as Sense has to the 

material or phenomenal.."̂ ^  Coleridge had labored with great diffi

culty to overturn the claims of empirical philosophy, and had accom

plished it with none of the evangelic fervor of Carlyle. Moreover, his 

distinction between objective and subjective only intensified the dif

ficulty of unifying the spiritual and the material in the act of sen

sory perception. Reason turned inward, understanding outward.

Coleridge was keenly interested in the transformations of external real

ity through free imaginative reconstruction— that is, "dreaming," illu

sion, hallucination. He is more directly responsible for the psychology 

that underlay the literary theories of Poe and Hawthorne than of 

Thoreau, who pursued the inner vision in broad daylight and in actual 

contact with physical nature rather than in the twilight fringe of mind

where imagination could more freely call up the half-buried world

within. , Coleridge pioneered in the concept of unconscious mind, antic

ipating Freud by nearly a century. His distinction between Reason and

Understanding, then, served to rationalize the intuitive aspect of mind 

in its fullest and deepest creative sense, and drew him further from 

naturalism into the traditional Christian mystery than even Emerson

115. . Coleridge, Aids to Reflection,. Complete Works of Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge, ed. W. G. T. Shedd,. New York, 1884, I, 246.
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could follow3 to say nothing of Thoreau. He wrote in “Dejection: An

Odelt (45-46):

I may not hope from outward forms to win
The passion and the life, whose fountains are within.

In short, Coleridge denied the necessity of seeking God in the 

forms of nature, and thus brought to an end the insoluble problem of 

trying to impose an empirical philosophy upon religion. Many minds had 

labored with the empiricist notion of “sensory data1* .and had tried to 

define “intuitive data," as it were, in much the same terms„ This dom

ination by empiricism created the chief problem for Edwards, Swedenborg, 

Wordsworth, Carlyle, and both Emerson and Thoreau, for it posed the dif

ficulty of matching two worlds in the act of perception. Coleridge 

attacked the “pretensions to the supernatural" which

have...for their essential character, that the Spirit is made 
the immediate object of sense or sensation. Whether the spirit
ual presence and agency are supposed cognizable by indescribable 
feeling or unimaginable vision by some specific visual energy; 
whether seen or heard, or touched,, smelt, and tasted...this be- . 
ing derived from a .contradiction in terms common and radical to 
them:all alike,— the assumption of a something essentially super- 
sensual, which is nevertheless the object of sense, that is not 
supersensual.llG

Coleridge explored more profoundly than any of his predecessors the 

precise nature of that special mode of symbolic expression which is 

“higher" than empirical reason, and established it as the language of 

literature and morality. Both religious belief and literary imagina

tion were given a foundation in a psychology which added the active sub

conscious to conscious reasoning. In this, he laid the groundwork not

116. Ibid., 156-57.
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only for twentieth-centiiry Freudian and Jungian psychology, but for the 

“archetypaln and ,fmythiqal,f approaches to literary criticism. “Crea

tivity" rose organically from the depths of spirit and freely manipu

lated the images of experience in controlled fantasy3 without need of 

verification by historical fact past or present.

Emerson by no means followed Coleridge all the way--far less 

than did Poe, for example. . Emersont?s thought characteristically formed 

itself around polarities: onethe one hand, an idealism that could

question the physical existence of nature altogether, on the other a re

spect for material and hard fact; absolute faith, and skepticism; free

dom, and fate; solitude, and society; action, and contemplation. Each 

extreme was a discipline for the other, for his mind did not vacillate 

so much as it strove for a realistic balance. Coleridge1s distinction 

between Reason and Understanding therefore gave him a useful tool for 

reconciling opposing modes of thought. The two worlds of spirit and 

matter were more equally weighted, and the outcome of idealism was to be 

action: "Every spirit builds itself a house, and beyond its house a

world, and beyond its world a heaven...As fast as you conform your life 

to the pure idea in your mind, that will unfold its great proportions.

A correspondent revolution in things will attend the influx of the 

spirit. Here perhaps better than anywhere else Emerson shows him

self to be a descendant of the Puritans, closer to them than to Cole

ridge. Herbert W. Schneider writes:

117. Nature.̂ Complete Works, I, 76.



64
The theory of nature and the philosophy of history were unified 
for the New England Puritans by their Christian Platonism.
They defined nature as the art (techng) of God...and the disci
pline of the human mind is the attempt:at ordered understanding 
of the divine wisdom. There is no secular science; the so- 
called secondary causes are intelligible, not as merely secon
dary, but as intrinsic instrumentalities of God1s Meconomy of 
redemption"...the eupraxia, or skill, exhibited in the works 
(euprassomena) of God or man was the basic category of philo
sophic analysis and enabled the Puritans to interpret their arts 
and crafts, including the most mercantile and menial, in the 
perspective of God's will. They took seriously and literally 
Peter Ramusrs maxim-"the exercise and practice make the artisan... 
to know only the universal rules, without knowing the partic- 

. ular usage, is not to know absolutely and actually." In short, 
Puritan philosophy was a system of practice, intended to be 
practical as well as scientific.

Emerson, that is to say, modified his idealism— which was drawn 

from a variety of sources, including Plato, Plotinus, Cudworth, Sweden

borg, and Coleridge— with a strong bent toward practical application.

The peculiar readiness to accept empirical science but to imbue it with 

spiritual purpose seems as characteristic of Thoreau and Emerson as it 

was of the Mathers and Edwards, and just as free from that sense of con

tradiction and conflict that had driven Coleridge to reanalyze the 

foundations of the inner life. For Thoreau, the discipline of action in 

outward daily life was even more urgent. The darker inner life with its 

troubling and bizarre emotion-laden symbols of sin, guilt, passion, 

frustration, and suffering was simply unwholesome and unhealthy. For 

example, he wrote in his Journal under the heading "Divine Service in 

the Academy Hall":

In dark places and dungeons these words might perhaps strike 
root and grow, but utter them in the daylight and their dusky

118. A History of American Philosophy, 7-9.
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hues are apparent. From this window I can compare the written 
with the preached word: within is weeping, and wailing, and
gnashing of teeth; without, grain fields and grasshoppers, which 
give those the lie direct. ■

If nature were the "present expositor of the divine mind,and man1s 

degeneracy could be measured by the extent of his departure from it, 

then the "outward forms" supplied both the symbolism for oneF s thoughts 

and the key to a practical economy of living. "Grace," as it were, or 

the attainment of inner spiritual peace, was no gift of redemption 

through moral suffering or divine pleasure, through selfless acts of 

love or self-sacrifice for onefs fellow men dictated by obedience to 

supernatural law, but was obtainable through identifying his own spirit 

with that of the divine in nature. The result was a kind of empirical 

quest for God. And although many of the problems that had beset reli

gious philosophers in the century and a half before Thoreau, which have 

been surveyed here, at first seem absent in Thoreau1s serenely self- 

assured presentation of himself, we can trace them in his attempted 

solutions through his early years that culminate in the publication of 

the only two books he completed, A Week and Walden. From his first 

Journal entry in 1837 at age twenty to the last polishing touches upon 

Walden in 1854 at age thirty-seven, he left a revealing record of his 

quest, its crisis, and the aftermath.

119. Journal, I, 53. August 5, 1838.



CHAPTER II: “Innocent.As a Plant or Stone^

Although little evidence survives to document Thoreau8 s awaken- . 

ing of enthusiasm for the Transcendentalist ferment that was in the air, 

it seems likely that this occurred in his senior year at Harvard, in 

1836-37. He is known to have checked out a library copy of Nature in 

April and June, 1837, and bought two copies, one for himself and one to 

present to a friend.^ On reading the first few years of Thoreau1s 

Journal after reading Nature, one is aware of echo upon echo of the 

master. Emerson writes, “In the presence of nature a wild delight runs 

through the man, in spite of real sorrows. Nature says,— he is my crea-
oture, and maugre all his impertinent griefs, he shall be glad with me." 

And Thoreau: "Nature refuses to sympathize with our sorrow. She seems

not to have provided for, but by a thousand contrivances against, it..

The echoes are not of words or phrases but of thoughts, although one 

does notice how easily the young Thoreau fell into the aphoristic style 

and oracular manner of Emerson. Modern scholarship has corrected the 

view, popularized by Lowell, that Thoreau only gathered the apples from 

Emerson1s orchard. In the light of Thoreau1s mature writing, there is 

no question of his independent stature and his eventual strong divergence

1. Kenneth Walter Cameron, The Transcendentalists and Minerva,
Hartford, 1958, I, 8 8 .

2. Nature, Complete Works, I, 9.

3. Journal, I, 172. July 27, 1840.

66 .
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from both Emerson1s thought and style. But in tracing Thoreau!s growth, 

one cannot avoid seeing that Emerson first showed him what to think and 

how to express it.

. Perhaps the headiest thought that Thoreau discovered in Nature

was the idea that the self is the center of the universe. Thoreau wrote

on August 13, 1838:

If with closed ears and eyes I consult consciousness for a mo
ment, immediately are all walls and barriers dissipated, earth 
rolls from under me, and I float, by the impetus derived from 
the earth and the system, a subjective, heavily laden thought, 
in the midst of an unknown and infinite sea, or else heave and 
swell like a vast ocean of thought, without rock or headland, 
where all riddles are solved, all straight lines making there 
their two ends meet, eternity and space gambolling familiarly 
through my depths. I am from the beginning, knowing no end, no 
aim. No sun illumines me, for I dissolve all lesser lights in 
my own intenser and steadier light. I am a restful kernel in. 
the magazine of the universe.^

The theme appears in countless variations. The self has the 

power to create and dispose of worlds, for no philosophical system can 

capture the truth: "Men are constantly dinging in my ears their fair

theories and plausible solutions of the universe, but ever there is no 

help, and I return again to my shoreless, islandless ocean, and fathom 

unceasingly for a bottom that will hold an anchor, that it may not 

drag. " 5  Or, on April 24, 1839: "If we see the reality in things, of

what moment is the superficial and apparent? Take the earth and all the 

interests it has known,— what are they beside one deep surmise that 

pierces and scatters them? The independent beggar disposes of all with

4. Ibid., 53-54.

5. Ibid., 54. This is an extension of the passage quoted
above.
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one hearty5 significant curse by the roadside.This latter sentiment 

shows Thoreau's early identification of himself with those who stand 

outside society--children, vagabonds, poets, the deficient in intel

lect. This, like other tendencies, ripened into full self-conscious 

justification in later years. But April, 1839, is too early a date to 

assign the reason for such a sentiment to disappointment in failing to 

attain the career he had hoped for. If the self is central, it follows 

that society, or the organization of other selves, is, like nature, only 

a part of the temporal space and time that are banished by divinity.

On July 11, 1839, he plays upon the theme again: "All things

are up and down, east and west, to me. In me is the forum out of which 

go the Appian and Sacred ways, and a thousand beside, to the end of the 

world. If I forget my centralness, and say a bean winds with or against 

the sun, and not right or left, it will not be true south of the equa

tor . He was not likely, one might add, to forget his centralness.

It was perhaps the deepest commitment of his imaginative life. On March 

26, 1842, the persistent centrality of self reaffirms itself in more 

absolute terms than ever, but collides with hard facts that cannot be 

so easily dissolved by point of view:

I am time and the world. I assert no independence. In me are 
summer and winter, village life and commercial routine, pesti
lence and famine and refreshing breezes, joy and sadness, life 
and death. How near is yesterday! How far tomorrow! I have 
seen nails which were driven before I was born. Why do they

6 . Ibid., 78.

7. Ibid., 84.
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look old and rusty? Why does not God make some mistake to show 
us that time is a delusion? Why did I invent time but to de
stroy it? 8

That is, why does time seem to exist in fact, if the infinite self is 

able so easily to nullify it?

As we have noted earlier, there seems never to have been more 

than the faintest philosophical question in Thoreau’s mind of the solid 

existence of things outside his subjective idealism. The Berkeleyan 

idealism that haunted Emerson as a real possibility seems to have 

touched Thoreau not at all. , Even in his most pretentious statements of 

the godly power of self to swallow, up universes in the closing of the 

eyes, to destroy time with a thought, there remains the unquestionable 

nnot-men (in Emerson*s phrase), the actual and independent existence of 

material nature as a fact independent of perception. But at the outset, 

the facts of nature are far less interesting than what the lordly mind 

can do with them. The poet is he who, realizing his divine identity—  

that is, the infinite spiritual self that holds the world within its 

own consciousness--can transmute external facts as expression of what 

lies within. Under the heading, "The Poet," Thoreau wrote on February 

10, 1839:

He must be something more than natural,--even supernatural.
Nature will not speak through but along with him. His voice 
will not proceed from her midst, but breathing on her, will 
make her the expression of his thought. He then poeticizes 
when he takes a fact out of nature into Spirit. He speaks 
without reference to time or place. His thought is one world, 
hers another. He is another Nature,--Nature*s brother. Kindly

8. Ibid., 349.
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offices do they perform for one another. , Each publishes the 
other1s truth.9

The development of the inner self is, in fact, measured by the extent 

of its fitting the outer garment of nature to its own dimensions: ftI

cannot see the bottom of the sky, because I cannot see to the bottom of 

myself. It is the symbol of my own infinity. My eye penetrates as far 

into the ether as that depth is inward from which my contemporary 

thought springs.

The distinction between inner and outer was also preserved in 

Thoreau*s occasional use of the terms ^actual" and nideal. 11 But the 

problem was how to develop onefs ideal vision, how to use vision to 

transform the outer appearance without violating the unquestionable sep

arate identity of nature: "Men claim for the ideal an actual existence
11also, but do not often expand the actual into the ideal." That is, 

the actual or phenomenal world, wherein we physically live, is not often 

the place where divinity is realized in practice. In the same month, he 

had earlier written: "How indispensable to a correct study of Nature is

a perception of her true meaning. The fact will one day flower out into 

a truth. The season will mature and fructify what the understanding has 

c u l t i v a t e d . "12 The term "understanding" here is Coleridge's at second 

hand, through Emerson. Some natural process of maturation will carry

9. Ibid., 74-75.

10. Ibid., 150. June 23, 1840.

11. Ibid., 23. December 27, 1837.

12. Ibid., 18. December 16, 1837.
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one from the correct study of nature to a realization of "truth." A 

peculiar and somewhat confused variation of the idea appears some four 

years later: VOn one side of man is the actual, and on the other the

ideal. The former is the province of the reason; it [reason] is even a 

divine light when directed upon it [the actual], but it cannot reach 

forward into the ideal without blindness. The moon was made to rule by 

night, but the sun to rule by day. Reason will be but a pale cloud, 

like the moon, when one ray of divine light comes to illumine the

soul."-*-3 Peculiar, because a "divine light" is attributed to the logi

cal operations of the mind as well as to intuitive insight. Thoreau 

also here reverts to the eighteenth-century sense of the word "reason," 

a term which to Coleridge and Emerson was synonymous with intuition. In 

general, Thoreau was not at ease with even such simple philosophical 

terminology as this, disparaging philosophical discourse as so much 

"fair theories and plausible solutions." Playing the active role of 

subduing reality to vision5was more important than laying a theoretical 

foundation for it.. But in all these fragmentary attempts at philos

ophy, Thoreau shows himself concerned with the solid foundation of the

"actual" from which "ideal" truth is to arise.

Yet, the balance between egocentricity and the "not-me" remained 

an uneasy one. The overwhelming visionary power of the mind to assert 

its dominance in its relation to nature— "breathing on her, will make 

her the expression of his thought"— is further underscored in his dic

tum that "It is more proper for a spiritual fact to have suggested an

13. Ibid., 360. April 3, 1842.
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analogous natural one, than for the natural fact to have preceded the 

spiritual in our minds.

The solidity of the earth and the infinity of the sky were

established early as Thoreau's natural symbols for the two worlds of

sense and spirit:

The world thinks it knows only what it comes in contact with, 
and whose repelling points give it a configuration to the 
senses— a hard crust aids its distinct knowledge. But what we 
truly know has no points of repulsion, and consequently no ob
jective form'— being surveyed from within. _We are acquainted 
with the soul and its phenomena, as a bird with the air in which 
it floats. - Distinctness is superficial and formal merely.

We touch objects--as the earth we stand on— but the soul--the 
air we breathe. We know the world superficially— the soul cen
trally. In the one case our surfaces meet, in the other opr 
centres coincide.

The imagery was, over a period of time, gradually elaborated to great 

complexity as Thoreau put together his pattern piece by piece, never 

conceiving of it as a finished product.

As for other proponents of visionary idealism, for Thoreau the 

eye is the most important organ of the senses. Here, again, his imagery 

follows Emerson*s: nto speak truly, few adult persons can see nature.

Most persons do not see the sun. At least they have a very superficial 

s e e i n g . i n  what is probably his most famous and sometimes ridiculed

14. Ibid., 175. January 23, 1841.

15. Consciousness in Concord, ed. Perry Miller, Boston, 1958, 
163. . September 28, 1840. The third volume of Thoreau* s Journal, cov
ering the period from July 30, 1840 to January 22, 1841, was not avail
able to Bradford Torrey and Francis H.. Allen in their edition of 1906. 
This section was first published, edited by Miller, in 1958.

16. Nature, Complete Works, I, 8.
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passage in Nature, Emerson went on to speak of the divine influx as a 

form of seeing: "Standing on the bare ground,— my head bathed by the

blithe air and uplifted into infinite space,— all mean egotism vanishes. 

I become a transparent eyeball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents 

of the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part and parcel of 

G o d . T h e  imagery is paralleled by that of Thoreau cited above. . To 

Thoreau, the eye is that divine part of man: ’When God made man, he

reserved some parts and some rights to himself. The eye has many qual

ities which belong more to God than man...It is a noble feature; it 

cannot be degraded.; for God can look on all things undefiled.

At this point, the exact nature of such mystical vision takes 

on critical importance. Thoreau, as we have observed, experimented with 

the closing of his eyes to blot out the seen world and allow the inner 

sight total supremacy, resulting in a sensation of restful peace. 

Emerson, in the passage quoted here, stresses the loss of personal 

identity, the shift of vision from the external eye to the inner eye, 

as it were. The ego does not enfold the universe within itself so much 

as it is lost in the spiritual force of the universe. This particular 

kind of spiritual surrender differs widely, as we shall see, from that 

which Thoreau attempted to practice. An instructive comparison can 

also be found in Wordsworth, who, rejecting rationalist ethics and sen

sationalist psychology, considered the senses the window of the soul

17. Ibid., 10. An analysis of Emerson6s theory of perception, 
with its emphasis on sight, has been made by Sherman Paul in Emerson*s 
Angle of Vision, Cambridge, Mass., 1952.

18. Journal, I, 331. March 15, 1842,
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and sought a way to harmonize the inner and outer worlds in some prin

ciple of spiritual perception. For Wordsworth, in the deliberate act 

of imagination the light of sense could fade and the consciousness of 

God flood in, with the feeling of mingled exaltation and humility that 

Emerson described.̂

It is here that we can begin to see what earlier was called 

Thoreau's essential empiricism, for he was attempting to practice tran

scendental vision in terms of the images literally perceived by the eye. 

To close the eyes and lose oneself in tbfe?umagazine of the universe^ is. 

one thing; but to keep one1s eyes open and retain a true vision of the 

uactualfE in terms of the infinite is quite another. It is here that 

Thoreau departs from Coleridge, Wordsworth, and Emerson to carry his 

own less mystical theory of spiritual vision into critical application. 

Emerson had spoken of how ’’The least change in our point of view gives 

the whole world a pictorial air. The view from a ship or a railroad 

car, an upside-down landscape seen by looking through one1s legs, serve 

to remind one that his vision is relative to himself. Thoreau’s method 

was to draw back from the scene to gain distance, which thereby created 

beauty and ideality:

Here at the top of Nawshawtuct, this mild August afternoon, I 
can discern no deformed thing. The prophane hay-makers in yon
der meadow are yet the hay-makers of poetry,— forsooth Faustus 
and Amyntas. Yonder schoolhouse of brick, than which, near at 
hand, nothing can be more mote-like to my eye, serves even to

19. . See Newton P. Stallknecht, Strange Seas of Thought: Studies 
in William Wordsworth’s Philosophy of Man and Nature, Durham, North Car
olina, 23-24 and 40.

20. Nature, Complete Works, 1, 50.
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heighten the picturesqueness of the scene. Barns and out
buildings 5 which in the nearness mar by their presence the 
loveliness of nature, are not only endurable, but, observed 
where they lie by some waving field of grain or patch of wood
land, prove a very cynosure to the pensive eye. Let man after
infinite hammering and din of crows uprear a deformity in the 
plain, yet will nature have her revenge on the hilltop. Re
tire a stone1s throw and she will have changed the base metal 
into gold. 2 1

This early Journal entry provides several significant keys to.under

standing the young Thoreau, for the "pictorial air" with which .he in

vests the scene blends other attitudes that were an integral part of his

vision. First, he writes of his point of view as if it were created by

nature rather than by himself. The relative human point of view has 

been lifted into absoluteness, as if the transformation from "base 

metal into gold" had occurred in the "actual" world. . Second, the busy 

world of practical and materialistic labor, to which society dedicates 

itself, is "prophane," and its buildings a "deformity." Here, again, 

is evidence that Thoreau1s disassociation from society is early, pre

ceding his attempts to find an acceptable career for himself. Further

more, there is latent antagonism in it: "Nature will have her revenge

from a hilltop." Despite the mild humor of the passage, the attitude . 

is serious. , Although "revenge" may be an overstatement for effect, the 

lofty antipathy that Thoreau was to express with increasing vehemence 

is present, and is identified with the poeticizing role. In addition, 

the rustic hay-makers become classic, idyllic, taking on the air of 

distance in time as well as in space, and identified with literature.

21. Journal, I, 57. August 29, 1838.
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This latter method of achieving spiritual distance is of considerable 

importance and will shortly be treated at greater length. Finally, 

there is the passive quiet of the scene, the sense of great serenity 

and immobility, which was at the heart of that vision of supernal real

ity that Thoreau sought.

The fantasies of the creative eye form many a passage in the

early Journal, superimposing heroic images of the silent past upon the

Image of the present. For example:

The forest is full of attitudes, & every character in history is 
here represented. Yonder pine stands like Caesar. I see Crom
well, and Jesus, and George Fox in the wood, with many savages 
besides. A fallen pine, with its green branches still freshly 
drooping, lies like Tecumseh with his blanket about him. . So the 
forest is full of attitudes, which give it character. In its 
infinite postures I see my own erectness, or humbleness--or 
sneaking— I am posture master to the wood.

Thoreau, the "master” of his environment through the power of vision,

sees himself among the shapes of heroes.

Another such exercise is richer in connotation, for it draws to

gether several images that are basic to his imagination:

I see yonder some men in a boat, which floats buoyantly amid the 
reflections of trees, like a feather poised in mid-air, or a 
leaf wafted gently from its twig to the water without turning 
over. They seem very delicately to have availed themselves of 
the natural laws, and their floating there looks like a beautiful 
and successful experiment in philosophy.^3

We will recall that the reflectiveness of water is Thoreau1s image for

the idealizing mind, for it is that part of the earth which gives back

22. , Consciousness in Concord, 192. December 16, 1840.

23. Journal, I, 283. September 4, 1841.
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the infinite sky and the light. In stillness and suspension, men seem 

literally to be adrift from the “actual,” as if Thoreaufs hope to “ex

pand the actual into the ideal" had been carried out. The meaning of 

A Week on the Concord and Merrimack and Walden can best be grasped by 

beginning with this image, for water came to symbolize that part of self 

which in stillness is the divinity in man. In an undated passage, writ

ten before 1847, he makes the meaning of A Week explicit: "I who sail
O  Anow in a boat, have I not sailed in a thought?" ^ In one of the earli

est Journal entries (November 3, 1837) Thoreau wrote: ; "If one would 

reflect, let him.embark upon some placid stream, and float with the 

current. He cannot resist the Muse...rock, tree, kine, knoll, assuming 

new and varying positions, as wind and water shift the scene, favor the 

liquid lapse of thought, far-reaching and sublime, but ever calm and

gently u n d u l a t i n g . "^5

The heroic proportions that men assume in the right perspective, 

the obliteration of their "actual" identity that is a necessary part of 

the spiritual vision, is typified in this Journal passage: "A blithe

west wind is blowing over all. In the fine flowing haze, men at.a dis

tance seem shadowy and gigantic, as ill-defined and great as men should 

always be. I do not know if yonder be a man or a ghost.

It was out of such homely and limited materials, the narrow 

range of a small-town New England youth's experience, that Thoreau

24. Ibid., 442.

25. Ibid., 8.

26. Ibid., 338. March 19, 1842.



strove mightily to create images of heroic greatness, to play the role 

of divine poet transforming, like Homer, the little world of Concord 

into epic grandeur. His spiritual ambition was like that of his Pur

itan forebears, who believed the eyes of the world to be on their "city 

on a hill,” their experiment in perfection. To subdue the intractable 

universe of not-self to the inner vision, to be a vessel of God, could 

be accomplished here if it had been done elsewhere ever before, for "The

Great Spirit makes indifferent all times and.places. The place where
27he is seen is always the same...” . When Thoreau chased a fox in the

snow, "It seemed the woods rang with the hunterls horn, and Diana and
28all the satyrs joined in the chase and cheered me on.n UI think I 

could write a poem to be called ' C o n c o r d ' "29

Similar to his controlled transformation of the visual image 

into a reflective stillness in which distance renders all things eter

nal is his treatment of sounds as the spoken and overt language of na

ture. This, too, appears very early in the. Journal and rapidly becomes

a continuing technique for the purification of sensory impressions in a

kind of "renewed understanding" that reveals divinity in common exper

ience, reaching its culmination in the chapter•"Sounds" in Walden. As 

with visual images, sounds speak to the soul when heard faintly from 

afar, for their distance in space removes them from the "repelling

27. Ibid., 363. July 7, 1845.

28. Ibid., 187. January 30, 1841.

29. Ibid., 282. , September 4, 1841.
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points” of immediate experience that ”give it a configuration to the

senses.” The crude and common sounds of life are uplifted: ”How

strangely sounds of revelry strike the ear from over cultivated fields

by the woodside, while the sun is declining in the west. It is a world

we had not known before. We listen and are capable of no mean act or

thought. We tread on Olympus and participate in the councils of the 
30gods.” We may note here, again* that it is not the loss of egotism 

through merging with the divine spirit that appeals to Thoreau, but 

rather the uplifting of self to become godlike.

Music is the very voice of divinity: ”The prophane [Thoreau1s

favorite word for the mass of men] never hear music; the holy ever hear

it. It is God1s voice, the divine breath audible. Where it is heard, 

there is a sabbath. It is omnipotent; all things obey it as they obey 

virtue. It is the herald of virtue. It passes by sorrow, for grief 

hangs its harp on the willows.”^  The power of the voice was not with

out personal reference, for Thoreau hoped to become a successful lectur

er, and a week after a lecture he delivered in Concord on January 27th, 

1841, he wrote, in his usual fashion that often concealed a preaching 

to himself about himself, ”Not only in his cunning hand and brain, but 

when he speaks, too, does man assert his superiority. He conquers the 

spaces with his voice, as well as the lion.Presumably his own

30. Ibid., 55. August 26, 1838.

31. Ibid., 154. June 28, 1840.

32. Ibid,, 194. February 4, 1841.
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words had better effect on an audience if heard with immediate reper

cussion upon the senses than if from a remote distance. It was not 

Thoreaufs luck, however, to have the conquering voice of the lion.

In music Thoreau found the purest form of his idealism, for it 

embodied the inexpressible awareness that words could only approach.

He found in it that center of absolute peace, free from the turmoil of . 

the profane world of the actual: "In the steadiness and equanimity of

music lies its divinity. It is the only assured tone. When men attain 

to speak with as settled a faith and as firm assurance, their voices 

will sing and their feet march as do the feet of the soldier. The very 

dogs howl if time is disregarded."*^ The divine drum-beat that called 

one who could hear it to his duty, was a favorite figure of speech. A 

distant drummer in the night "which lulled me when falling asleep on the 

banks of the Merrimack" during the vacation trip of 1839 became, in the 

Journal of June 19, 1840, a sound of universal significance: "How I

wish it would wake the whole world to march to its melody...the universe 

[through Thoreau*s consciousness] is attentive as a little child to thy 

sound, and trembles as if each stroke bounded against an elastic vibra

ting firmament.

For the childlike character of the poet, that most heroic and 

holy of men— for it should be apparent by now that Thoreau so aspired 

to that role— he had the authority of both Emerson and Wordsworth.

^There is all the romance of my youthfulest moment in music," he wrote'.

33. Ibid., 316. January 8 , 1842.

34. Ibid., 145.
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"Heaven lies about us, as in our infancy...All that I have imagined of 

heroism, it reminds and reassures me of. It is a life unlived, a life 

beyond life, where at length my years will pass. I look under the lids 

of t i m e . Emerson had written that "The sun illuminates only the eye 

of the man, but shines into the eye and the heart of the child. The 

lover of nature is he whose inward and outward senses are,still truly 

adjusted to each other; who has retained,the spirit of infancy even 

into the era of manhood.Thoreau revered Wordsworth as a poet-hero 

who had lived "to a good old age such as the ancients reached, serene 

and contented, dignifying the life of man, leading a simple, epic 

country life in these days of confusion and turmoil. Retaining the 

tastes and innocence of his youth." Later, he added: "Heroism,

heroism is,his word,--his t h i n g . "38 Thoreau held deepseated associa

tions with his childhood in his entire endeavor— as we shall see, with 

Walden Pond, with Concord generally, and with each significant image 

that came to express his thought. , Essential to that utter calm that 

lay in the center of divine self-consciousness was an equal sense of 

purity and innocence which he associated with childhood.

In a long Journal passage of January 8 , 1842, he further iden

tifies music with Homer and the ancients, expressing in a single

35. Ibid., 187-88. January 30, 1841.

36. Nature, Complete Works, I, 8-9.

37. Journal, I, 407-8. Undated entry written between 1845 and
1847.

38. Ibid., 431.
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sustained aria the complex of associations that music awakened in him:

Of what manner of stuff is the web of time wove, when these con
secutive sounds called a strain of music can be wafted down 
through the centuries to me, and Homer have been conversant with 
that same unfathomable mystery and charm which so newly tingles 
my ears? These single strains, these melodious cadences which 
plainly proceed out of a very deep meaning and a sustained soul, 
are the interjections of God. They are perhaps the expression 
of the perfect knowledge which the righteousness at length 
attain to. Am I so like thee, my brother, that the cadence of 
two notes affects us alike?*..I feel a sad cheer when I hear 
these lofty strains, because there must be something in me as 
lofty that hears. But ah,. I hear them but rarely! Does it not 
rather hear, me? .... So much hope had. slumbered. There are in 
music such strains as far surpass any faith in the loftiness of 
man's destiny...! know there is a people somewhere [where] this 
heroism has place. Or else things are to be learned which it 
will be sweet to learn. This cannot be all rumor. When I hear 
this, I think of that everlasting and stable something which is 
not sound, but to be a thrilling reality, and can consent to go 
about the meanest work for as many years of work for as many 
years of time as it pleases even the Hindoo penance...What, 
then, can I do to hasten that other time, or that space where 
there shall be no time, and these things be more a living part 
of my life,— where there will be no more discords in my life?

Readers who know only Walden cannot realize the poignancy of the pas

sage, for in that masterwork Thoreau pretended to show the world a de

liberate and studied answer to his quest, filled with bravado and 

self-assurance. But in the years beforehand, he had failed as a writer 

to be recognized, and fretted under the "meanest work," the "Hindoo 

penance1* that seemed to be his lot, unrelieved even by the certainty 

that his self-assigned role as translator of the wordless divine.mes

sage was being accomplished, audience or no. In the early 1840f s the 

urgency to realize the divinity he felt to be his anointed gift made him 

constantly more restless. His way of referring ambiguously to "discords

39. Ibid., 317-18. January 8, 1842.
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in my life** is typical of his skilled concealment of whatever personal 

emotions disturbed him, in language that is rhetoric.father than self

revelation. The reference to nmy brother1* may be literal. It is,a .fur

ther irony that his brother John died suddenly three days after the 

writing of the passage, leaving Thoreau desolate, to measure thereafter 

all relationships against the impossible standard of a deeply intimate 

closeness that could never substitute for the one he had lost.

The ancient writings of the Greeks and Orientals embodied for 

Thoreau the innocence and peace of the child, and entered into that 

cluster of symbols that expressed his concept of divinity in life as it 

actually might be lived— dawn, timelessness, purity, godlike loftiness. 

Distance in time, like distance in space, cleansed and simplified, re

moving all taint of the profane. 66How thrilling a noble sentiment in 

the oldest books,— in Homer, the Zendavesta, or Confucius! It is a 

strain of music wafted down to us on the breeze of time, through the 

aisles of innumerable ages. By its very nobleness it is made near and 

audible to u s . . O n  another occasion, when "I hear the faint sound of 

a viol and voices from a neighboring cottage," he exclaims, "this is 

the noblest plain of earth, over which these sounds are borne, the plain 

of Troy or Eleusis.

40. Ibid., 55. August 22, 1838.

41. Ibid., 219. February 20, 1841. An admirable study of 
Thoreau* s use of classical literature in his search for the divine.has 
been made by Ethel Seybold in Thoreau:■ The Quest and the Classics,
New Haven, 1951, to which the reader is referred for a detailed 
analysis to supplement the observations made here.



84
There is no question3 it would seem, that Thoreau!s reading . 

served to give him a kind of footing in Scripture; the archetypal myth

ology he found there formed for him that body of intuitional revealed 

knowledge of the race which he could, in turn, read in his experience 

of nature by seeking natural facts for analogous spiritual ones. The 

scripture on which he had been reared, and which dominated his house

hold (he had seven Bibles in his library, mostly the former possession 

of, or gift from, members of his family^) he found too gloomily moral 

and obsessed with sin. Herbert W. Schneider declares that Thoreau "re

pudiated not only the Puritan conscience but the transcendental con

science as well and gave expression to paganism as a principle of 

self-culture. He was the Nietzsche of New England.

The moral views of one of America’s great moral writers seem 

open to widely divergent interpretation. Thoreau's present high repu

tation rests upon his devastating criticism of materialism supported by 

technology as a way of life, on his formulation of passive resistance as 

a tool for combatting social power exercised against the individual'.,.. 

and on his general non-conformity. He is a literary and moral hero also 

to conservationists, who find in his writings the first defense on moral 

grounds against the destruction of natural resources. This image, how

ever, ironically portrays him as dedicated to the general public good, 

as. the fashioner of certain useful tools of social action which a citizen

42. , Walter Harding, Thoreau's Library, Charlottesville,
Virginia, 1957, 13, 33-34. 

43. A History of American Philosophy, 289-91.
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who possesses a conscience can use in his good fight for a social cause. 

Nothing seems to have been further from Thoreau's intentions, since it 

is clear from virtually the entirety of his writing that his tools of 

social action were fashioned in self-defense, the ultimate result of 

that quest for personal self-realization which led him into a lonely 

and vocationless existence.^* Aside, then, from his having been cred

ited with a particular kind of heroism he did not aspire to, we have the. 

problem of defining his intensely moral nature as it sought moral foot

ing in nature rather than in human society. For.if he repudiated con

science, both Puritan and transcendental, as Professor Schneider 

asserts, he is indeed an anomaly. Since we are concerned here with the 

formulation of his ideas in the years before Walden, we shall look for 

an answer in his writings of that period.

In fact, Thoreau did not repudiate the "Puritan conscience" at 

all— for it was too deeply engrained in his nature to repudiate— but 

rather found a way to evade its sting. Thoreau, generally speaking, 

found degradation in the society of men, that world of the "actual" that 

roughly, used its human members, was blind to the spirit, practiced a 

hypocritical philanthropy, lived by slavish conformity, and in the end 

became that despicable kind of slave, the tool of its tools. The way 

for individual salvation lay not in the church or even in the churchIs 

gospel truly practiced, but outside society in a totally personal

44. Some will quarrel with the word "lonely," taking at face 
value ThoreauTs boast that nature was his sufficient companion, and 
that he enjoyed his own company too much to care about trivial sociable
ness.
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relationship to divinity. We have seen that Thoreau cultivated in his 

Journal the practice of putting a distance between himself and sights 

and sounds, so the universal light and music would not be impinged upon 

by the claims of time and space, so the eternal spirit could be seen 

and heard through the veil of his senses, the influx within himself re

shaping the world without, not by denying it, but by penetrating its 

superficial appearance. To Edwards, to whom this would not have been 

incomprehensible, the vision or music so attained would have been a 

kind of grace, freely granted by God, but at the cost of manfs original 

fall. No deliberate effort could be certain of winning such grace, and 

the recipient could not be allowed to forget his humility, for nothing 

could remove the stain he bore as a human being:

My wickedness, as I am in myself, has long appeared to me per
fectly ineffable, and swallowing up' all thought and imagina
tion; like an infinite deluge, or mountain over my head. I 
know not how to express better what my sins appear to me to be, 
than by heaping infinite upon infinite, and multiplying infin
ite by infinite. Very often, for these many years, these ex
pressions are in my mind, and in my mouth. ^Infinite upon 
infinite...Infinite upon infinite!"...And it appears to me, that 
were it not for free grace*...I should appear sunk down in my 
sins below hell itself. . .,

To share in the common guilt that mankind had incurred was the burden 

of Christianity; and Milton, whom Thoreau read, and Hawthorne, whom he 

knew personally, implied that man* s fall was the fortunate means for 

rising to a higher wisdom, that the brotherhood of man lay in compas

sion bred of error and suffering. Thoreau was not unaware, then, that

70.
45. Edwards, Personal Narrative, Representative Selections,
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spiritual grace was normally believed to have its price. . Since no man 

of Thoreauf s sensitivity may be assumed to be without a quick sense of 

moral displeasure in himself, in his relationships with others, we must 

look for the means Thoreau found to absolve himself in his own eyes, 

and, consequently, in the eyes of his divinity. It would be totally 

inconsistent with his character were there no such means of attaining 

absolution in his scheme of things.

We find what we are looking for in the recurrent symbolism he 

drew from those peaceful landscapes he had endeavored to invest with 

holiness:

The lake is a mirror in the breast of natureas if there were 
there nothing to be concealed. All the sins of the wood are 
washed out in it. See how the woods form an amphitheatre about 
it--and it becomes an arena for all the genialness of nature.
It is the earth's liquid eye...I love to consider the silent 
economy and tidiness of nature, how after all the filfth [sic] 
of the wood, and the accumulated impuritie[s] of the winter 
have been rinsed therein, this liquid transparency appears in 
the spring.

I should wither and dry up were it not for lakes and rivers 

This Journal passage occurs many years before its eventual re-working 

in Walden, where it became: ,fA lake, is the landscape's most beautiful

and expressive feature. It is earth's eye; looking into which the be

holder measures the depth of his own n at u re .T ho re au  chose to elim

inate the imagery of moral purification in his final published version, 

though it crept in by inference in other ways, as we shall see. Here

46. , Consciousness in Concord, 185. December 2, 1840.

47. Writings, II, 206-7.
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the pond becomes not only that reflecting surface for the infinite 

heavens revealing the ideal in nature through a purified vision once

removed from the actual, but it rinses away sin by a kind of perpetual
i

baptismal washing. Thoreau's secret morality, which on the surface pre

sented the world a face of cheerful but wise innocence and manly indif

ference to conscience (which he called "instinct bred in the house...By 

an unnatural breeding in and inft̂ ®), and which led H.. W. Schneider to 

consider him a pagan, was to purify himself of the sense of indecency 

by immersion in nature, which was divinely innocent, like a child. One 

hesitates to call it an obsession. Yet, there is no question that his 

love of nature served an intensely personal function for him, and that 

his nature-imagery is over and over couched in terms of health, purity, 

innocence, love, and absolution.

For example: nWe enjoy a diurnal reprieve in the beginning of

each day!s c r e a t i o n . T h e  perpetual morning of creation, which he 

celebrates in Walden, and ritualizes with a bath in the pond, is a later 

development of the same thought. Or his characteristic affirmation of 

nature's health, as in this representative passage: "Always there is

life which, rightly lived, implies a divine satisfaction. I am soothed 

by the rain-drops on the door-sill...Disease and a raindrop cannot co

exist. The east wind is not itself consumptive, but has enjoyed a rare 

old health from of old...They are the warrant of universal i n n o c e n c e . " ^ 0

48. A Week, Writings, I, 75.

49. Journal, I, 75. April 4, 1839.

50. Ibid., 75. November 14, 1839.



89
The dawn of time, like childhood, the dawn of life, and morning, the 

dawn of day, was Thoreau?s further projection of that sense of inno

cence and health he required; and it, too, was identified with nature 

before the degeneration of men: "An■early morning walk is a blessing

for the whole day. To my neighbors who have risen in mist and rain I 

tell of a clear sunrise and the singing of birds as some traditionary 

mythus. I look back to those fresh but now remote hours as to the old 

dawn of time, when a solid and blooming health reigned and every deed 

was simple and heroic.™

Thoreau had discovered a method for self-exoneration which im

plies a rather lively conscience, indeed. Generally, he conceals in his 

writing whatever particular sin bothers him to the extent of requiring 

absolution. But one suspects that when his Journal turns to ambiguous 

defenses of."meanness," converting it to a positive virtue through some 

analogy in nature, he is at the game of self-purification. There is a 

run of such passages in mid-June, 1840, for example, where he first com

plains, "Why always insist that men incline to the moral side of their 

being? Our life is not all moral." This rises to the speculation that 

"The Science of Human Nature has never been attempted, as the science of 

Nature has. The dry light has never shone on it." It is incongruous 

for him to propose, at this early date, a scientific empiricism which 

would remove a bothersome morality. He continues, ^Noxious weeds and 

stagnant waters have their lovers, and the utterer of oaths must have

51. Ibid., 134. April 20, 1840.
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honeyed lips, and he another Attic bee after a fashion, for only prev

alent and essential harmony and beauty can employ the laws of sound and 
52of light." This transmutation of the objectionable by that process 

of calling upon divine vision and music, in which the unwholesome is 

rendered sound, is repeated the next day with "Cold and damp,--are they 

not as rich an experience as warmth and dryness? So is not shade as 

good as sunshine, night as day? Why be eagles and thrushes always, and 

owls and whip-poor-wills never?n.̂ - On June 20, he is still feeling that 

"the heavens are obscured, and nothing noble or heroic appears,"but 

again finds his way back to, heroism by making the most of it: "If we

only see clearly enough how mean our lives are, they,will be. splendid 

enough. Let us remember not to strive upwards too long, but sometimes 

drop plumb down the other way and wallow in meanness." In an amazing 

development of the image from mud to the stars, he finds that falling, 

being only gravity, will draw us "upward still,...and so, by yielding to 

uniw^sal gravity, [we] at length become fixed stars." Further on, he 

writes, "Water the weed till it blossoms; with cultivation it will bear 

f r u i t . T h e s e  passages may be taken to be sermons to himself, which, 

in obscure language, work off some shame or self-dissatisfaction by 

finding a natural "law" (analogy) that turns it to positive and virtuous 

advantage.

52. Ibid., 140. June 15, 1840.

53. Ibid., 142.

54. Ibid., 146-47.
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On one rare occasion, Thoreau conducted his self-exoneration 

for history to behold. Since his crime was open knowledge in the com

munity, there was probably nothing to be gained at this time in private 

absolution. With a companion, Edward Hoar, he had inadvertently set 

fire to the woods at Fair Haven Pond in April, 1844, while cooking fish. 

Like most emotionally disturbing experiences, this one did not find its 

way into his Journal at the time it happened, but appears six years la

ter in 1850, where it is given lengthy and detailed t r e a t m e n t I t  

begins abruptly in the manner of a confession, "I once set fire to the 

woods." The fire had spread in dry grass and soon was impossible for 

the two men to control (Thoreau was then.twenty-six). Thoreau ran for 

help, starting out for town, but return:edj instead with the property 

owner, who, seeing the size of the fire, left Thoreau and went to town 

himself for help. Thoreau*s account is filled with painful sensations 

of guilt over every aspect of his behavior that day. But each has its 

answer. As for the setting of the fire: "We had kindled many fires in

the woods before, burning a clear space in the grass, without ever 

kindling such a fire as this." Everyone will recognize this form of 

excuse for an accident which might have been prevented by care. , Thoreau 

was, after all, the "self-appointed inspector of snow-storms," whose 

chief claim to a vocation was that he knew the Concord landscape better, 

cared for it more, and understood its soul in a way none of its owners 

could hope to.

55. Journal, II, 21-25.
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Thoreau is careful to point out that in his rushing about for 

help he was "running all the way," and when the owner left him at the 

fire, he was "spent with running...What could I do alone against a 

front of flame half a mile wide?" This supplies a credible justifica

tion for his walking away from the fire and sitting upon a rock oh Fair 

Haven Cliff to watch the scene. Having withdrawn from this turmoil of 

the "actual" and achieved the proper aesthetic and moral distance, he 

contemplates his own moral involvement in the affair: .

Hitherto I had felt like a guilty person,--nothing but shame and 
regret. But now I settled the matter with myself shortly. I 
said to myself: "Who are these men who are said to be the owners
of these woods, and how am I related to them? I have set fire 
to the forest, but I have done no wrong therein, and now it is 
as if the lightning had done it. These flames are but consuming 
their natural food." (It has never troubled me from that day to 
this more than if the lightning had done it. The trivial fish
ing was all that disturbs me and disturbs me still.) So shortly 
I settled it with myself and stood to watch the approaching 
flames.56

The reader who is accustomed to the heroic exploits of the leg

endary Thoreau who went to jail on principle, who deliberately lived a 

life of simplicity in the woods to show society its ills, should scru

tinize the fire-setting incident with equal attentiveness to moral sig

nificance, for it deserves an equal share in the Thoreau myth. In 

those legends which Thoreau himself created in his writings, he has the 

moral advantage against society. It was his strategy that "society" 

should always be placed in the wrong, to run amok against the individ

ual rather than the individual against it. It must have been infinitely

56. Ibid., 23-24.
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dismaying to realize that he had for once given society a legitimate 

case against himself. Lest anyone minimize the incident, it should be 

noted that over a hundred acres of timber (in Thoreau* s estimate) were 

destroyed and two thousand dollars damage done to the property of three 

persons (over four times what it cost him to print A Week; one can 

guess how long he could have lived on this at Walden Pond). He was the 

unnamed subject of an editorial in The Concord Freeman on May 3, which 

gave the larger figure of over three hundred acres destroyed, and lec

tured the culprits on the conservation principle of being careful with 

fire when in a tinder-dry woods for recreation. If Edward Hoar had not 

been the son of the prominent Samuel Hoar, Thoreau might have been pros

ecuted for criminal negligence.

But what is of chief interest here is Thoreau1s mechanism for 

freeing himself of guilt; for although he disclaimed feeling "troubled" 

about the experience, it is plain that this is simply a lie, and that 

the "trivial fishing" is far from being the real source of his uneasi

ness . Instead of admitting guilt, he removes responsibility by employ

ing the principle we have been analyzing elsewhere in his writing: 

identifying himself with innocent nature, which can do no wrong.;. By 

that ironic kind of fate which has a way of tripping up the self-assured, 

a test had been thrust upon Thoreaufs moral system, and he was hard 

pressed to force his customary solution. When the fire endangered his 

perch on the cliff-top, he at last joined the fire-fighters, and found

57. Walter Harding, The Days of Henry Thoreau, New York, 1966,
159-62.
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gratification in the fact that the disaster had been a lark for those.

whose property was not at stake, and that he had to show one of the

chief property owners the shortest way home across his own lot.

I felt that I had a deeper interest in the woods, knew them 
better and should feel their loss more, than any or all of them. .;
. Some of the owners, however, bore their loss like men, but
others declared behind my back that I was a ^damned rascal;" and 
a flibbertigibbet or two, who crowed like the old cock, shouted . 
some reminiscences of the "burnt woods" from safe recesses for 
some years after. I have had nothing to say to any of them...
I at once ceased to regard the owners, and my own fault,— if 
fault there was any in the matter,— and attended to the phenom
enon before me, determined to make the most of it. ^ 8

This weed, he did indeed water until it became a flower. He returned to 

the subject later to extract further satisfaction that he had only acted 

as an agent of nature (and therefore of God): "When lightning burns

the forest its Director makes no apology to man, and I was but His

agent." He found it "inspiriting to walk amid the fresh green sprouts 

of grass and shrubbery pushing upward through the charred surface..." 

Natural fire cleans the forest, makes his walks in the woods more com

fortable, creates new huckleberry fields "for the town" and "some of the 

noblest natural p a r k s .

In Thoreau1 s 'system, "no apology to man" is an abiding prin

ciple, and doubtless accounts for the almost total absence of candor in 

his Journal regarding troublesome personal problems. While this can be 

legitimately explained as having nothing to do with his purpose, which 

was literary rather than confessional, the fact remains that his

58. Journal, II, 24-25.

59. Ibid., 39-40. June 21, 1850.
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literary method conveniently coincides with his moral attitude.

Thoreau1s indifference to the owners of property he had destroyed, to 

the extent of refusing even an apology, should come as no surprise to 

readers of Civil Disobedience, wherein Thoreau makes it clear he is 

signing off allegiance to the State not primarily for any particular 

grievance, but because ,fI simply wish to refuse.n And adds, ^though I 

will still make what use and get what advantage of her I can, as is 

usual in such cases.

Bor a comic illustration of Thoreau1s truculence, the reader is 

referred to his heated self-defense for not relinquishing his seat to 

a lady in an auditorium (in his Journal, I, 193-94). The sheer length 

of the Journal entry (over one and a half printed pages) reveals, like 

the forest fire incident, its emotional disturbance to him. The famil

iar oracular manner, the rhetorical questions, the analogies from 

nature, the invocation of his stewardship to God, the self-satisfaction 

gained from preaching to himself the solution he wants to hear, are all 

present in full flower no less than when he is working up material for 

a greater utterance:

I will rest as the mountains do, so that your ladies might as 
well walk into the midst of the Tyrol [the performance had been 
by Tyrolean entertainers the evening before], and look for 
nature to spread them a green lawn...as that I should fly out 
of my orbit at their approach...No, be true to your instincts, 
and sit; wait till you can be genuinely polite, if it be till 
doomsday, and not lose your chance everlastingly by a coward
ly yielding to young etiquette...1 will fill that station God 
has assigned me...When presumptuous womanhood demands to

60. Writings, IV, 380-81,



surrender my position, I bide my time...and yield to no mortal 
shove, but expect a divine impulse. . . ^ 1

Thoreau1s apologists will find this an amusing instance of his humor, 

but it painfully reveals that pattern of imagery that was his hope and 

his refuge: heroism and divine impulse stubbornly set against society.

Thoreau*s impassioned identification of himself with nature has 

occasioned some psychoanalytical speculation,^ since it is plausible 

to assume that his relationship with things of nature supplied a kind 

of gratification normally experienced in human relationships, of warmth, 

closeness, and mutual understanding. The purpose here is not to throw 

more light on this dark and hidden side of Thoreau*s life, but just to 

note that a large element of deepseated, even unconscious, emotion 

enters into Thoreau*s form of worship. He mentions in passing, in 

Walden:(Writings, II, 172), that a visit to the pond is one of his cher

ished childhood memories. The Journal passage from which this is con

densed is more revealing:

It is one of the most ancient scenes stamped on the tab
lets of my memory, the oriental Asiatic valley of my 
world, whence so many races and inventions have gone 
forth in recent times. That woodland vision for a long 
time made the drapery of my dreams. That sweet solitude 
my spirit seemed so early to require that I might have 
room to entertain my thronging guests, and that speaking 
silence that my ears might distinguish the significant 
sounds. Somehow or other it at once gave preference to

61. Journal, I, 193-94. February 4, 1841.

62. . See Perry Miller’s Introduction to Consciousness in Concord 
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this recess among the pines, where almost sunshine and
shadow were the only inhabitants that varied the scene,
over that tumultuous and varied city, as if it had
found its proper n u r s e r y .̂ 3

That yearning for childhood innocence and simplicity that so often 

seemed a part of his awakened sense of a higher life, always lying ahead 

of him to be attained but looking backward to its source, blends with 

the yearning for utter peace and privacy in which to dream, and with his 

nostalgic image of the distant Asiatic past. It was this complex emo

tion which characterized for him the "divine," the moment of eternity 

outside time and space and free from the intrusion of the "actual. . 11 Kin 

imagination I hie me to Greece as to enchanted ground," he wrote in more 

youthful days. "No storms vex her coasts, no clouds encircle her Heli

con or Olympus, no tempests sweep the peaceful Tempe or ruffle the bosom 

of the placid Aegean...and the landscape sleeps— ...a dreamy sleep.

Miss Seybold suggests that the "gentle fatalistic theology" of the Iliad 

appealed to Thoreau1s quest for a heroism free of moral tension, for 

there he found no sorrow, remorse, judgment, or guilt, but acceptance 

and compassion: "The things of the gods are not understandable by

mortals. This is verified in other Journal passages: ,lWhat first

suggested that necessity was grim, and made fate so fatal? The strong

est is always the least violent. Necessity is a sort of Eastern cushion

on which I recline...When I am vexed I only ask to be alone with it."

63. Journal, I, 380-81. August 6 , 1845.

64. Ibid., 29. February 16, 1838.

65. Op. cit., 52.
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The last sentence may be underlined as important. He continues9 "Over 

Greece hangs the divine necessity, ever a mellower heaven of itself.

Such passages should be read in conjunction with Thoreau's ad

vice to himself to give in to meanness as a way of conquering it:

"There are two ways to victory,--to strive bravely, or to yield. How 

much pain the last will save we have not yet learned.Nature, too, 

is essentially passive— it simply is, rather than strives. It has al

ways been what it is: "Wood, water, earth, air, are essentially what

they were; only society has degenerated. This lament for a golden age
Z-Ois only a lament for golden menu'1 To realize oneself as such a 

“golden" man is the heroic ambition: "Bravery deals not so much in res

olute action, as in healthy and assured rest. Its palmy state is a 

staying at home, and compelling alliance in all directions. "The 

gods delight in stillness...My truest, serenest emotions are too still 

for e m o t i o n . ,The Hindu conception of creation is "peaceful as a 

dream...It is such a beginning and ending as the morning and evening,

6 6 . Ibid., 168. July 12, 1840.

67. Ibid., 147. June 20, 1840.

6 8 . Ibid., 244. . April 5, 1841.

69. Ibid., 97. December, 1839. The passage sets the keynote
for a number of paragraphs headed "From a chapter on Bravery." Por
tions were worked into the rejected Dial article, "The Service," and 
subsequently into other works, chiefly A Week. The poet's language and 
thoughts are identified with the spirit of music and heroism, and hence 
with the divine, in the paradoxical assertion that the universe then 
falls in step with the poet.

70. Ibid., 174. January 23, 1841.
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for they learned that Godfs methods are not violent. There is no 

need to multiply such instances further to demonstrate the essentially 

childlike passivity, requiring removal from the disturbing realities of 

social life, of Thoreau's idealism. It is true that this is not the 

impression usually left with readers of the two most popular works on 

which his reputation rests and the mass of readers know him, Walden 

and ^Civil Disobedience.n But this philosophy is their foundation; it 

was formed during the decade before their writing,.and led to them by 

a kind of inevitable progression. Their bold combativeness is the self- 

defense of an essential passivity.

What Thoreau specifically sought to attain was that feeling of 

being."a kernel in the magazine of the universe,n a fully natural being 

integrated with the divine body of nature, and hence calm, self- 

contained, and at rest. We can now see clearly his divergence from both 

Emerson1s and Wordsworth1s qualified mysticism. Thoreau1s ecstatic 

transport of feeling did not lift him to a higher plane of moral vision 

so much as it enfolded him in a sense of maternal security. It is this 

emotional quality of sympathetic identification that gives his nature 

writing its remarkable vividness, which no subsequent writer has been 

able to match. When thinking of fish, tlI fancy I am amphibious and 

swim in all the brooks and pools of the neighborhood.n Friendship and 

love, which were so beset with difficulty with other human beings, is 

easy and natural with animals and vegetation, even the inanimate earth.

71. Ibid., 276. August 28, 1841.

72. Ibid., 120. February 14, 1840.
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Although he avoided marriage and defended chastity as a high morality, 

he could write, "Love is the burden of:all Nature?s odes. The song of 

the birds is an epitha1amium, a hymeneal. The marriage of the flowers 

spots the meadows and fringes the hedges with pearls and diamonds. In 

the deep water, in the high air, in woods and pastures, and the bowels 

of the earth, this is the employment and condition of things."^3 De

lighted at finding an otter1s tracks in the snow, he writes, "Now I 

yearn toward him— and heaven to me consists in a complete communion with 

the otter nature.. A few days later , "When most at one with nature I

feel supported and propped on all sides by a myriad influences..."^ 

and, "My last stronghold is the forest. Watching ripples on the 

water, he thinks, "There is something analogous to this in our most in

ward experiences. In enthusiasm we undulate to the divine spiritus—  

as the lake to the w i n d . H e  "would fall contentedly into some crev-
7 0ice with leaves and acorns." In a passage of great lyrical beauty,

his ecstasy lifts him to a height of expression he rarely equalled:

The day came in so forwardly that the morning was without dawn.
The sun vaulted into the heavens, at a bound.— So clear and
liquid was the air that you could almost discover a pulse in 
the sky. The whole heavens palpitated like a vast blue artery,

73. Ibid., 125. March 7, 1840.

74. Consciousness in Concord, 187. December 10, 1840.

75. Ibid., 191. December 15, 1840.

76. Ibid., 188. December 12, 1840.

77. Ibid., 193. December 16, 1840.

78. Ibid., 196. December 24, 1840.
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wherein the blue blood circulated in floods. , A deeper silence 
brooded over the earth as at the approach of evening--and the 
morning was as the eve of a celestial day. The sun seemed to 
shine reflectedly like the moon— Day slumbered yet, but had 
left his candle lit.--We flowed as one drop in the veins of the 
slumbering earth--and our thoughts were dreams

The desire to live in the woods, consummated on July 4, 1845 by 

his removal to Walden Pond, was not the result of a deliberate program 

to prove a true economy of living, but sprang from a deeper and emotion

ally charged yearning to fulfill the dream that was the burden of all

his thoughts: to live for himself the life he at once called heroic,
ondivine, passive, childlike, and natural. Perry Miller is inclined to 

attribute this particular ambition to disappointment in a failed career, 

following which he determined to build a substitute vocation as 

Concord*s unappreciated poet-genius and caretaker of the divine heri

tage which lay about it unrealized, with all the stubborn perversity of 

his nature. That is, he was exercising his often-expressed principle 

of cheerfully making the best of a bad situation, watering his weeds un

til they blossomed. But it might be more accurate to point to the two 

sides of his character: the social, which was intransigent, self-

defensive, aggressive over small irritations, contemptuous, self- 

justifying, possibly even burdened with guilt-feelings that could not be 

absolved in the context of friends and family; and the private, wherein 

he.sought peace, poetic expression, a life of spiritual self-fulfillment 

and love, a heroic existence to match his dream of a divine life read of

79. Ibid., 155. August 14, 1840.

80. Introduction, Consciousness in Concord, and notes, passim.
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in books. He himself clearly and repeatedly divided his world in 

halves3 the inner divine3 and the outer actual5 and placed nature and 

society in opposition to each other. It would take a great deal more 

information than is now available to determine the psychological origins 

of his divided personality. But somewhere in his inherent makeup must 

be the true.explanation for his astounding program of life.

This life was tq be a divine and innocent.embodiment of nature 

itself!. At first3 this seems to be only an idea, a thought to be pret

tily developed in words3 but not an urge to action. But in the early 

1840,s the cry is soon raised that life itself must be shaped in the 

image of his philosophy3 and not merely the words he puts on paper3 de

stroys, rewrites, and culls again like so many precious bits. In brief, 

his grand experiment was to be the kind of practicing yogi or saint 

that his faith and inner necessity dictated. As early as January, 1840, 

he was complaining that his life was tame and unheroic, and the commun

ity aspired to smother it with its "fatally obstinate" routines and 

" e a r n e s t  c o n f o r m i t y . "81 Two days later, after reading Aeschylus, and 

in one of those collections of paragraphs that might be the making of 

an essay, he complained, "The social condition of genius is the same in 

all ages. .Aeschylus was - undoubtedly alone and without sympathy in his 

simple reverence.for the mystery of the universe.During 1840 he 

developed his concept of poetry as "not that which the public.read," 

but that "which is stereotyped in the poetfs life,...what he has become

81. Journal, I, 115. January 27, 1840.

82. Ibid., 117.
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through his work...His very material is not material but supernat- 

83ural.n This harmonized with his idea of music as the faint and thrill

ing carrier of divine wordless speech, of silence as the true expression 

of meaning. Ethel Seybold finds that this paradox led to the potential 

breakdown of verbal communication and placed Thoreau in the impossible 

position of annihilating the very aim of his life, unless he were to

adapt himself through some kind of compromise with the materials of his 
84life. Thoreau did indeed recognize that his philosophy required put

ting into action, and the difficulty of that, as much as any Byronic 

self-image, may have caused him to call the effort "heroic. Yet, as 

Albert Guerard writes in Literature and Society,

He who "voyages through strange seas of thought alone" is not 
acclaimed as a poet until he returns. How could the critic of . 
literature take cognizance of "the mute inglorious Milton"? As 
Martial said nineteen centuries ago, "He does not write at all, 
whose poems are read by none." Shakespeare exists for us be
cause he is acknowledged. 8 6

As if preparing for a kind of success on his own terms, regardless of

whether society took note of his words, Thoreau thus early developed the

notion that "Not how is the idea expressed in stone or on canvas, is the

question, but how far it has obtained form and expression in the life

of the a r t i s t . "87 The problem was how to cope with the possibility of

83. Ibid., 157. July 1, 1840.

84. Op. cit., 38.

85. See Miller’s Introduction, op. cit., for an ingenious 
analysis of Thoreau as a Puritan byronic egoist.

8 6 . Boston, 1935, 3.

87. Journal, I, 167. July 11, 1840.
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failure that seemed to be so inescapably bound up with the extravagant 

religious and heroic ideal. Life had another face than success, whether 

it was as a writer, a friend, or a seeker of God.

Thoreau had read in Emerson*s Hindu scriptures during the sum

mer of 1840, and found there a useful focus for the notion that was 

forming in his mind of God1s word having been given to man in the in

fancy of the race, through the purity that then prevailed. It was a 

hope, of course, that he might duplicate or recover that kind of life
88and be a New England myth-maker, like those "men who lived like gods."

As his materials gathered, he poured them into an essay, "The Service.,"

subtitled "Qualities of the Recruit," which defined the ideal "golden"

man. His hope for publication in the Dial was dashed by the opposition

of its editor, Margaret Fuller, and he continued building in his Journal

the dream which he had not been able to publish to the world. By the

Spring of 1841 he was proposing to "build my lodge on the southern
89slope of some hill, and take there the life the gods send me." And 

in December of that year, the idea seems to have been crystallized: "I

want to go soon and live away by the pond, where I shall hear only the 

wind whispering among the reeds. It will be success if I shall have 

left myself behind. [That troublesome "actual" and social self?] But 

my friends ask what I will do when I get there. Will it not be

8 8 . . Consciousness in Concord, 159. August 24, 1840.

89. Journal, I, 244. April 5, 1846.
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employment enough to watch the seasons?”^  On Christmas day, he was 

impatient: 111  don't want to feel as if my life were a sojourn any

longer. That philosophy cannot be true which so paints it. It is time

now that I begin to live.ir̂  On December 26, he defined sin as "that

degree to which our elements are mixed with the elements of the world. 

The whole duty of life is contained in the-question how to respire and 

aspire both at once. in the same paragraph he recorded how the 

church bells had carried him back to a more innocent childhood, and 

three days later he exclaimed, "I would be as clean as ye, 0 woods. I 

shall not rest till I be as innocent as you. I know that I shall 

sooner or later attain to an ,unspotted innocence, for when I consider 

that state even now I am t h r i l l e d . A s  the idea possessed him and he

returned to it day after day, the cluster of associations is surely

clear beyond any doubt. On Friday, he reiterated the refrain that sin 

is the mixture of "world" in the self: "In society you will not find

health, but in nature. You must converse much with the field and woods, 

if you would imbibe such health into your mind and spirit as you covet 

for your body. Society is always diseased, and the best is the sick
est."94

90. Ibid., 299. December 24, 1841.

91. Ibid.,299.

92. Ibid., 300.

93. Ibid., 302. December 29, 1841.

94. Ibid., 306. December 31, 1841.
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In January, his plaint rose to its greatest pitch in the pas

sage quoted earlier; what could he do to. hasten the time when there 

would be "that space where there shall be no time...where there shall 

be no discords in my life?" Then his brother died, and the Journal was 

silent for five wefeks as Thoreau tried to pull himself together and 

fend off a sympathetic case of pseudo-lockjaw. There is no overt men- . 

tion of the death, only oblique references in the somewhat grandiose 

and concealing style we have learned to expect in his treatment of per

sonal wounds. As the Journal gradually returns to the singular theme 

that had been interrupted by tragedy just as it was approaching a cli

max, Thoreau renews his yearning for the unheard music: "Will not this

faith and expectation make to itself ears at length?

Before the disaster, he had been reading Chaucer, and remarked 

the "simple pathos and feminine gentleness...which even Wordsworth can

not match.Returning to Chaucer, he was inspired to write, "The
97language of poetry is infantile. It cannot talk." In March he con

tinues to work the theme of music's supernal evanescence; passing refer

ences to children and childlikeness abound, JThere is a certain lack of 

robustness, a gravitation toward the gentle and ethereal, in the pages 

written during the late winter and early spring. It was apparently only 

with great effort that he could recover the wave of enthusiasm that was

95. Ibid., 321. February 20, 1842.

96. Ibid., 310. January 2, 1842.

97. Ibid., 323. . February 23, 1842.
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carrying him(toward what he thought would be a solution for his life.

The reading of Chaucer continued, perhaps as a tonic, for the humor:and

.nfeminine gentleness," the tolerant acceptance of human weakness, must

have been soothing. Then, on March 11, he abruptly feels a poignant

impatience again:

We can live only healthily the life the gods assign us.
[,fHealthf! was always his theme in; disturbance. ] I must re
ceive my life as passively as the willow leaf that flutters 
over the brook. I must not be for myself, but God's work, 
and that is always good. I will wait the breezes patiently, 
and grow as nature shall determine. My fate cannot be but 
grand so. We may live the life of a plant or an animal, with
out living an animal life. This constant and universal con
tent of the animal comes of resting quietly in God's palm. I 
feel as if [I] could at any time resign my life and the re
sponsibility of living into God's hands, and become as inno
cent, free from care, as a plant o r  s t o n e . 98

Comment seems scarcely necessary. The responsibility of living 

in diseased society, where the death of his closest ally and the impos

sibility of laboring except under a "penance" haunted him, could be 

abandoned with nothing but relief. But the complaint continues to rise 

to a surprising crescendo:

My life, my life! why will you linger? Are the years short and 
the months of no account? How, often has long delay quenched my 
aspiration! Can God afford that I shall forget him? Is he so 
indifferent to my career? Can heaven be postponed with no more 
ado? Why were my ears given to hear those everlasting strains
which haunt my life, and yet to be prophaned much more by these
perpetual dull sounds?

Why, God, did you include me in your great scheme? Will you not
make me a partner at last? Did it need there should be a con
scious material?99

98. Ibid., 326-27.

99. Ibid., 327.
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God would be won by assault, if he would not yield upon invitation.

For one who had set himself no less lofty a mission than to show how 

the world can be transformed by seeing through the eye of God with 

Thoreau as its lens, and by his tongue as the translator of the inef

fable music only spiritual heroes could hear, it was incredible that 

God could afford to do without his services. A yielding passivity and 

the bitter complaint of a neglected child appropriately follow in one 

rush of words,

What is left of Thoreau1s partially destroyed early Journal ends 

at the beginning of April of that same year, 1842, and is picked up 

again on July 5, 1845, the day after he moved to his cottage by Walden 

Pond. The long-awaited experiment in living had come to pass, and on 

July 6 , he wrote: nI wish to meet the facts of life— the vital facts,

which are the phenomena or actuality the gods meant to show us— face to 

face, and so I came down h e r e . A n d ,  appropriately, he launched 

himself upon comparison with ancient Greek and reveled in his closeness 

to God!s company. He had arrived at his Olympus. One of his chief 

orders of business was to write the book never before written-^A Week 

■on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers — , and it was to be the narrative. 

of the search for divinity which had led him to this place. He was not 

yet ready, of course, to report the findings of the experiment itself; 

that was to be his second book, Walden. The search and its culmination 

were the subjects of the only two books he was to write. , All else was

100. Ibid., 362.
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peripheral— some twenty magazine articles and reviews 3 many of which 

were travel tales in the narrower sense, and five essays he put to

gether in the last months when death from tuberculosis was in sight, 

which were published posthumously in the Atlantic Monthly.

We have, witnessed the record of Thoreau1s mind as it was spread 

out upon the pages of his Journal in the ambitious early years in which 

he discovered the terms of a natural religion that seemed to meet, his 

own uniquely personal needs. It was fraught with tensions and paradox

ical contradictions, which his next task was to labor at harmonizing as 

best he could; for his commitment went deeper than mere idle specula

tion: it involved his career, his moral relations with others, his

most intimate emotions. And his chief strength had been placed in the 

questionable hope that weaknesses or failure could be overcome by yield

ing to them and so turning.them into virtues, leaving undisturbed the 

childlike serenity he yearned to realize.



CHAPTER III: “‘May We Not See God?"

Thoreau tortuously pieced together A Week on the Concord and 

Merrimack Rivers by ransacking his Journal, wherein he had collected 

his mind in sentences and paragraphs that had been already carefully 

tooled. The book’s plan was not only appropriate to the theme— the 

dreamlike journey upon still water which symbolized the lifting up of 

the self to that attainable divine level of insight— but it memorial

ized Thoreau®s dead brother, whom he had counted on having as the part

ner in his spiritual quest. “Be thou my muse, my brother— u says one 

of the inscription poems. If the book has a flaw, it is, as we noted 

at the outset, an unresolved problem: the linking of the facts of the

literal voyage to the spiritual experience that is supposed to motivate 

it. Thoreau is, in this, first of all the victim of his religious 

philosophy. He sought the moment of repose, the detachment from time 

and place. . Each pause leads him to stillness, just as the book itself 

ends in an essay on silence. The movement of the narrative action must 

therefore be by fits and starts. Secondly, an excuse had to be found, 

if possible, for those intervals of thought. . Since many had already 

been written as self-sufficient paragraphs or even articles, there was 

no natural linkage with his memories of the trip. One does not have to 

look far for evidence of his problem of continuity. After a lively sus

tained prologue describing the Concord River and its environs generally, 

with the surrounding tumult of life, Thoreau abruptly inserts the

110
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paragraph:

As yesterday and the; historical ages are past, as the work of 
to-day is present, so some flitting perspectives and demi- 
experiences of the life that is in nature are in time veritably 
future, or rather outside to time, perennial, young, divine, in 
the wind and rain which never die. ■*-

The reader will readily recognize this as Thoreau's passe-partout.

Aside from the fanciful description of farming along the shores, which 

immediately preceded the quoted paragraph and might be tied in by the 

reference to the "work of to-day," there is no hint that we are sud

denly staring through one of those rents in the veil which separate busy 

time from calm eternity. Perhaps Thoreau intended it just this way; 

although a careful reader would not be prepared to grasp the point. Or 

perhaps he simply felt the urgency of establishing his deeper theme, 

and worked the paragraph in at the soonest opportunity as best he could.

A brief digression may be in order to look at a defence of 

ThoreauTs technical achievement, which is at variance with the remarks 

made here. Sherman Paul, in The Shores of America, finds the organiza

tion of A Week "not haphazard but deliberately organic. It was unified 

on both literal and spiritual levels, and the one was adequate to the 

other. Moreover, it was a bold attempt to create a new form, to adven

ture beyond the safe beaten paths of literature. . . " 2  The organization 

is, of course, not haphazard, and the intent is "organic," whether or 

not Thoreau was able to realize it. But the inference of total success 

is surely an overstatement, born, it may be, of Professor Paul1s desire

1. . A Week,. 7 .

2. Paul, op.. cit., 210.
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to present Thoreau as a hero who was spiritualizing the epic of America, 

rather than as a man feeling his way. ctIn fact,u he writes, *Fthe tran

sition from action to thought, from rowing to contemplating, was as

natural as Thoreau had known it in his experience: the open road of
3the Week opened into thought.n How natural was it? Thoreau could have 

said "Amen" to Locke8 s clarifying psychological analysis of the inter

mediate role language played between action and thought. Language, not 

merely some mental state, was the point of transition. No one strove 

more agonizingly aware of the obscuring veil of words that lay between . 

perception and realization than did Thoreau. . Our whole point is that 

the boat trip, despite whatever thoughts or discussions occurred between 

Henry and John Thoreau, was not itself a realization of Thoreau8 s dream 

in action. Thoreaufs artistic and philosophical problem was to write 

it up and make it appear as if it were. . Language was the inescapable 

medium of thought. No matter if silence was the voice of .God, man had 

to use words to say so, and Thoreau wrote thousands upon thousands of 

words in his. struggle to understand the divine voice, rewriting, edit

ing, and. polishing endlessly. It was in words rather than in sensation 

alone that he was forced to his realizations. The apparently sponta

neous reports in his Journal were the carefully studied statements of a 

literary craftsman, picking up the moment of life and subjecting it to 

the discipline of rhetoric so that it became a metaphor or symbol ex

pressed in sentences built upon solid principles of emphasis— balance, 

parallelism, contrast, rhythm.

3. Ibid., 210.
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The paradox implicit in Thoreaufs effort has been touched upon 

already: If the sensation of divinity, the realization of the spiritual

life in experience, was the sufficient goal, then writing was not nec

essary. Lives, not words, were God's "conscious material." The idea 

is applied in the first pages of A Week to the description.of farmers 

along the Concord River, who were "greater men than Homer, or Chaucer, 

or Shakespeare, only they never got time to say so; they never took to 

the way of writing." Their medium of expression was "the face of the

earth," on which they wrote over and over, "erasing what they had al

ready written for want of parchment."^ Thoreau had to naturalize his 

written art so it, too, would be justifiable in the eyes of God; that 

is, to conceive of it as a healthy and innocent natural act of living, 

like the unconscious devotion of creatures who lie in the palm of God 

and are simply what they are. To be dissatisfied with one's self was 

akin to sin. In spite of his disclaimers, one suspects a driving sense 

of self-dissatisfaction that was relieved by that mechanism of thinking 

of himself as a natural agent, which we saw at work easing his con

science in the forest fire incident. His Journal— "no apology to man"—

was addressed to-"the gods." . Its contents were

gleanings from the field which in action I reap. I must not live 
for it, but in it for the gods. They are my correspondents, to 
whom daily I send off this sheet postpaid. I am clerk in their 
counting-room, and at evening transfer the account from day-book 
to ledger. It is as a leaf which hangs over my head in the path.
I bend the twig and write my prayers on it; then letting it go, 
the bough springs up and shows the scrawl to heaven. .As-if it

4. A Week., 6 .
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were not kept shut in my desk, but were as public as any leaf 
in nature. It is papyrus by the riverside; it is vellum in 
the pastures; it is parchment on the hills.

The rhetorical triad at the end, above, was an Emersonian device as well

as an echo of Biblical prose.

. The consciousness of his method was ever in his mind. . Compar

ing a snowfall with the descent of the divine spirit nalike on all," 

he compares in another Journal entry the tracks of a fox on a snow- 

covered pond as "one expression of the divine mind this morning. The 

pond was his journal, and last night's snow made a tabula rasa for 

h i m . H e r e  is a most ingenious and complicated integration of ideas. 

Locke's theory of the blankness of the infant mind is identified with 

the pure white snowfall from the sky, a divine emptiness, like wordless 

silence, and the footprints of a natural creature have impressed a sense 

datum. One's self is God's Journal, receiving on its innocent surface 

the imprint of the divine. Words for Thoreau had to have a necessary 

relation to things; they were, in fact, things to the mind just as ob

jects in nature were to God. This returns us to Ernst Cassirer's obser

vation that one of the earliest concepts of language was that it had 

power over things, and that the priest was custodian of the divine 

logos. We are, in this, at the very dawn of "trust in the word.n One 

of the attractions of the Vedantic writings for Thoreau was doubtless 

their deification of the poet-priest. In one of his earliest Journal 

entries, before acquaintance with the Vedas, Thoreau finds the same

5. Journal, I, 206-7. February 8 , 1841.

6 . Ibid., 185. January 30, 1841.
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thing in reading about the druids. The life of the priest "approaches 

most nearly to that of the ideal man...In the last stage of civiliza

tion Poetry, Religion, and Philosophy will be one; and this truth is 

glimpsed in the first.n It is amusing in retrospect to note that he 

was also interested in the fact that "The Druids paid no taxes, and 

rwere allowed exemption from warfare and all other things„1”7 it 

seems unproductive to look for causes of Thoreau's yearning for exemp

tion from material responsibilities in the external circumstances of 

his life, when it seems to be an attitude he brings with him from the 

beginning.

Thoreau's careful construction of language goes beyond artistic 

concern for expressive accuracy. He created for himself formidable dif

ficulties, and it is no wonder that he considerec(Jh&s work heroic. To 

make a book read like life itself, when it is pieced together out of 

countless bits of consciousness crystallized into words, was his task 

in writing A Week. The act of conscious creation was forced on him by 

the nature of language, and it is to his credit that he succeeded in 

making his mosaics look as much like "organic" x|atural occurrences as 

they do, like the foxr s unpremeditated footprints in the snow. But it 

is doubtful that any writer so dedicated to the intuitive moment ever 

labored so hard at his work. The "organic" spontaneity of unconscious

7. Ibid., 18. - December 17, 1837.

8 . If this is doubted, the reader is referred to Perry 
Miller’s extensive editorial notes on the Journal text in Conscious
ness in Concord, where he follows witkhmeticulous exactness Thoreau1s 
complex shifting and reworking of his materials.
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creatures might have its parallel in the human unconsciousness, but the 

art of verbal expression was not easily shaped to it.

Thoreau1s use of the travel—pattern as the organizational plan 

of his book--and of the majority of his other works as well--has 

prompted critics to find herein the key to his thought. His vast 

travel reading has been exhaustively studied by John Aldrich Christie 

in Thoreau as World Traveler (New York, 1965), who says, "From F. 0. 

Matthiessen1s criticism in his American Renaissance in 1941 to Sherman 

Paul's The Shores of America: Thoreau's Inward Exploration in 1958,

appreciative emphasis has been given to the conscious unity which 

Thoreau attempted to give to every piece he ever w r o t e . T h a t  unity = 

being, of course, the excursion, which exemplified his forays upon the 

Concord countryside to bring back the concrete material he could meta

morphose nightly in his Journal. This prompts Sherman Paul to desig

nate the river in A Week an "open road" to thought, and Thoreau a kind 

of spiritual Columbus.

But the danger of employing such a handy critical tool is that 

it imposes too extensive and simple a unity upon the whole body of his 

work, as if it were not the gradual unfolding from those spiritual cen

ters we have attempted to expose here. J. A. Christie quotes a Journal 

passage of November 20, 1857, which says in part: "Familiar and sur

rounding objects are the best symbols and illustration of his life. If 

a man who has had deep experiences should endeavor to describe them in 

a book of travels, it would be to use the language of a wandering tribe

9. 0£. cit., 246 o



117
instead of a universal language. The poet has made the best roots in 

his native soil of any man, and is the hardest to transplant.rf̂  The 

matter-of-fact tone is indication enough that this is not Thoreau1s 

youthful rhetoric, and nsymbols and illustrations" is a far cry from 

that hoped for union with the divine in the wordless moment of reflec

tion and removal from the actual world. It is a different man who 

speaks in 1857. Professor Christie cannot believe that Thoreau would 

deny nto the major portion of his own published writings, including his 

first book, any 'universal language1— unless we can assume that 'deep

experiences' here implies some subtle shade of difference between the
1 1truths of Walden and those of the Week, which seems unlikely."

Whether or not Thoreau was denying a "universal language" to his earlier

books may be beside the point; but one only needs to turn to his Journal

of July, 1845, for a passage that was later worked into Walden to see

what a transformation his idea of universal language had undergone:

There is a memorable interval between the written and the spo
ken language, the language read and the language heard. The 
one is transient, a sound, a tongue, a dialect, and all men 
learn it of their mothers. It is loquacious, fragmentary,— raw 
material. The other is a reserved, select, matured expression, 
a deliberate word addressed to the ear of nations and genera
tions. The one is natural and convenient, the other divine and 
instructive.

In the sky, the changing clouds are

a grosser heaven adapted to our trivial wants; but above them 
repose the blue firmament and the stars. The stars are written 
words and stereotyped on the blue parchment of the skies; the 
fickle clouds that hide them from our view, which we on this

10. Christie, op. cit., 85-86.

11. Ibid., 8 6 .
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side need, though heaven does not, these are our daily col
loquies, our vaporous, garrulous breath.

The written word was scripture, evolving a matured thought out of con

templative experience. Earlier, he had written, "In my brain is the 

Sanscrit which contains the history of primitive times:.

The Thoreau of 1857 had abandoned the hope of writing "scrip

ture, " had abandoned his two-fold world of God and the actual, and was 

willing to speak of "deep experiences" in the language of his wandering 

tribe. This is to look forward too abruptly, perhaps, to the end of 

the story, but it is necessary in order to have the right perspective 

on that journey he constantly invoked as the plan of his writings.

Even the "shade of difference between the truths of Walden and those of 

the Week" is more than subtle. That mas'ter-image of the traveler, 

through which he poured his changing thoughts, is deceptive, if one 

assumes it has a constant meaning. It is instructive to look at one of 

the earliest developments of the image, on March 21, 1840. Thoreau had 

already been doing much travel reading for half a dozen years. In this 

instance, he begins by thinking of all the roles he might play in life, 

in Peru, South Africa, Siberia, or Greenland, and elsewhere. "I am 

freer than any planet," he proclaims; "no complaint reaches round the 

world. I can move away from public opinion, from government, from re

ligion, from education, from society." Can his meaning be any clearer? 

The list of enemies who could not reach him if her migrated elsewhere

12. Journal, I, 369.

13. Ibid., 344. March 23, 1842.
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was to get intensive treatment in Walden. Continuing in his usual way 

to turn the thought over and over, extracting from it all he could, he 

concludes that it is not our limbs that are fenced in, but nour souls 

that rust in a corner. Let us migrate interiorly without intermlsa: 

sion...fr̂ ^ That is, away from public opinion, government, and so on, 

into the one place where a man cannot be reached by the "dirty paws1® of 

institutions or the Hindu penance of supporting a material life. . A Week 

is indeed a voyage into thought, but it is into that supernal region of 

calm where Thoreau still hoped to learn the divine language, to read 

the silence and translate the faint hint of the "everlasting" that was 

carried to him on music, a voyage to a place of quiet, to phe dawn. The 

excursion had this double significance: travel toward, and travel away

from. . It was the pattern he gradually fixed for his life, with its 

daily walks and evening writing. But what we are tracing in this study 

is the quest for the divine, which established that pattern in the beg;! 

ginning. Though the outward pattern remained throughout his life seem

ingly unchanged, it underwent inward changes, and the meaning of the 

travel metaphor changed with it.

A. J. Christie finds that the narrative portions of A Week have 

close parallels with a book Thoreau had read, Henry Brackenridge®s 

Journal of a Voyage up the River Missouri, Performed in 1811, with 

types of experiences described in much the same sequence, although he 

points out that Thoreau might have borrowed the plan from a number of

14. Ibid., 129, 131.
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1 Csources3 which were much a l i k e . I t  seems to be without question that 

he. was writing literally in the genre he admired. And although Christie 

is primarily concerned with studying this aspect of the book, and re

minds his readers that Thoreau turns the trip "into a philosopher's 

h o l i d a y , and the narrative occupies only 131 of A Week!s 420 pages,

he persists in the unfortunate tradition of calling the major, two thirds
17of the book a series of "asides." Walter Harding's edition of A Week 

calls them "digressions" and prints them in smaller type. Carl Bode1s 

selections in The Portable Thoreau are limited to the narrative, giving 

the impression that.A Week is another Cape Cod or Maine Woods. It is 

ironic that Thoreau1s message to the world, a message he had .so poig

nantly striven to speak, should have been treated by his friendly 

critics as an "aside" or a "digression" from the more interesting tale.

, The unpredictable way in which Thoreau attempts to associate 

his idealistic musings with the passing visible world makes it unlikely 

that he was fitting them in according to some artfully deliberate se

quence, as Sherman Paul believes. In general, his method is to cast a 

dreamlike air over the landscape, placing it at that distance which 

allows the inner sense to expand. The Concord River is likened at the 

outset to the Xanthus, Scamander, Ganges, and Nile, universalizing the 

expedition in both time and space. Floating past the Concord monument

15. . Christie, op. cit., 251.

16. Ibid., 255.

17. Ibid., 251.
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to the Revolutionary battle, he remarks, "Our reflections had already 

acquired a historical remoteness from the scenes we had left, and 

shortly is embarked "on the placid current of our dreams," as we cited 

at the outset of this study.

The extended essay on fish in his first main chapter ("Satur

day"), despite its show of scientific Latin names, is an expression of 

rich aesthetic pleasure with many humanizing touches that characterize 

fish as types of people. It seems to be a sermon on that theme of 

sympathetic identification which he had written of fish in his Journal 

(undated).

We -shall be some time friends, I trust, and know each other bet
ter. . .We are so much alike! have so many faculties in common!...
How much could a really tolerant, patient, humane, and truly 
great and natural man make of them, if he should try? For they 
are to be understood, surely, as all things else, by no other 
method than that of sympathy.

It is evident that Thoreau tried to make as much of them as he could, 

though we do not know whether in his own self-estimate he lived up to 

those qualities he believed it required. He seems to want to realize 

that intimate closeness which was his intensest desire, to-be as one 

who lay in the palm of God, where "each is satisfied with its heihg;i#^9 

Sherman Paul observes, "Obviously, he was not concerned with the fish 

themselves," though everything about the description belies such a con

clusion. While it is true Thoreau says "even in clouds and in melted

18. A Week, 14.

19. Journal, I, 475.

20. Ibid., 62. December 8, 1838.
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O lmetals we detech their semblance/f the "fish principle" is less im

portant than those living forms striving to realize their "dull, watery 

dream." Are they not like himself, "bearing up against a hard destiny,
oonot admired by that fellow creature who alone can appreciate it!" - 

This is truly the realization of his identity in nature, or is as close 

to it as he ever came.

The chapter ends with night sounds from a distance, that natural 

language which carried for Thoreau the message of health. He finds a 

"never-failing beauty and accuracy of language" in the fact that the 

word sound is a pun, meaning both noise and health: "nature1s health,

or sound state.

The next chapter, "Sunday," is the longest in the book, and in 

it he lifts himself to a loftier level, for it is the Sabbath, and he 

preaches a sermon from the standpoint of his own faith, noting wryly

that he would not be permitted by the minister of Middlesex to speak in

his pulpit "because I do not pray as he does, or because I am not or

dained. His attack on the "Christian fable," which offended some of

his few readers in his day, is, however, not the main burden of the

chapter. Through a patchwork of scenic description and local history 

he tries to wind a continuous thread whose unity does not seem appar

ent , but becomes so when referred to those image-clusters we observed

21. A Week, 24.

22. Ibid., 36.

23. Ibid., 40 ;

24. Ibid., 77.
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him developing in his Journal. His artistic problem is most obvious 

in this chapter, and it is allied to his philosophical problem. The 

singularity of divine insight has no reference to time or place, as 

Thoreau repeatedly noted. It cannot be displayed in a continuous se

quence, but only in a series of revelations, like beads on a string.

But the river of life flows and is real, and if.one wishes to discuss 

the divine in nature, in scripture, and in the living art of writing, 

these subjects can only be handled one at a time, like successive sur

faces of the same object turned to the light. . Strictly speaking, there 

can be no narrative, unless it be an autobiography or history, and 

Thoreau clearly wishes to steer clear of this. "The instant of com

munion," he had written (concerning sympathy), "is when, for the least 

point of time, we cease to oscillate, and coincide in rest by as fine a 

point as a star pierces the firmament." There can be no history of 

music: "It has no history more than God... there might be a history of

men or of hearing, but not of the u n h e a r d . H i s  intention seems to 

have been to expand those insights he had been building piece by piece 

in his Journal by grouping them together, just as in the Journal he had 

from time to time collected and recopied them under some single heading. 

By their very nature they were difficult to relate to the narrative.

The narrative, by implication, flowed through space and time like the

25. Journal, I, 189. February 2, 1841.

26. Ibid., 325. March 8 , 1842.
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river5 "following the same law with the system, with time, and all that 

is m a d e . "27 Yet that same water must be the reflective image of the 

divine, which was in that flow and yet not of it. It was here that 

Thoreau came up against the philosophical.problem that had belabored 

the religious thought of two centuries. Thoreau, the empiricist, had 

his visible nature with its history, and also his eternal divinity that 

expressed itself in them but was not to be mistaken for them, any more 

than Cotton Matherf s stone was to be worshiped as a God.

He establishes the Sunday dawn as having "more of the auroral 

rosy and white than of the yellow light in it, as if it dated from ear

lier than the fall of man, and still preserved a heathenish integrity."28 

We are back to that primal innocence that antedates adulthood. Walden 

Pond, too, "Perhaps...was already in existence" "on that spring morning 

when Adam and Eve were driven out of Eden."29 Thoreau was not inter

ested, like Hawthorne, in the peace that comes from reconciliation after 

the wages of sin are paid, but rather in never losing childhood grace, 

never paying from that capital.

The spiritual theme, after its introduction, is abruptly dropped 

in the manner that bewilders any reader expecting development of an im

portant thought rather than such glimpses. Sights of vegetation along 

the banks bring to his mind comparisons of the Orient, reminding us that 

a universality lies beneath the surface of things. Then comes the

27. A Week, 11.

28. Ibid., 42.

29. . Walden, Writings, II, 199.
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imagery quoted at the beginning of this study, of reflected ideal trees, 

and in the breathless calm the air is like "glass...on a picture, to 

give it;an ideal remoteness and perfection.Our lives, he writes, 

should "be as impressive to behold as objects in the desert, a broken 

shaft or crumbling mound against a limitless horizon. Character always 

secures for itself this advantage, and is thus distinct and unrelated
Q1to near or trivial objects, whether things or persons." Just as the 

eternal moment is achieved, it dissolves briefly in a very oblique and 

anonymous reference to Ellen Sewall, whom he once rowed on the River, 

followed by some of his verses. . Perry Miller may well be Thoreau1s 

most accurate critic in seeing such intrusions as determined efforts to 

work in his poems in some plausible fashion wherever a place can be 

made. . The excuse here is that the "maiden1 s" form is silhouetted 

against the sky, as one's life should be, for the poem addressed to her 

is not particularly relevant. Or was Thoreau simply not sufficiently 

aware of his theme, and unable to achieve a truly "organic" expression?

At any rate, he retrieves the imagery and carries it forward:

We notice that it required a separate intention of the eye, a 
more free and abstracted vision, to see the reflected trees and 
the sky, than to see the river bottom merely; and so there are 
manifold visions in the direction of every object, and even the 
most opaque reflect the heavens from their surface. Some men 
have their eyes naturally intended to the one and some to the 
other object.32

What logic of art or thought caused him to present a single complex

30. A Week, 45.

31. Ibid., 45.

32. Ibid., 47-48.
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image in a series of broken pieces? It is as if this passage tells more 

than it intended. To keep one eye on the fluid matter of the river and 

another on the ethereal plane of reflection is to have a divided vision; 

is, in fact, impossible. The book as a whole moves between planes of 

vision, but not as if such a split were intentional. The narrative is 

not hard to handle; it is the reflective passages that are less well 

integrated even within themselves.

A bit of early Massachusetts history then preoccupies him, 

leading him in a gradual drift to that prehistorical yearning within 

himself for wildness, and we are back again at the dawn life and the 

admirable integrity of the Indian, to ancient fable, and then suddenly 

to an essay on myth. In this way Thoreau seems to move by association 

from focus to focus. Critics should not look for an intellectually co

herent plan, or find one, as some have. It was in the nature of his 

thought to have a cluster of meaningful images that were interchange

able: dawn, childhood of the individual and of the race, natural inno

cence, passivity and peace; and the poet is he who formulates the 

elemental language that can express the timeless vision. There is not 

possible a continuous presentation of his philosophy--only a series of 

pauses, of calm moments when the eye can obliterate the solid surface 

of things and look down through the infinite depth of the reflected sky.

Mythic t^les are the nearest

approach to that universal language which men have sought in 
vain...As if they were the skeletons of still older and more 
universal truths than any whose flesh and blood they are for the 
time made to wear...In the mythus a superhuman intelligence uses 
the unconscious thoughts and dreams of men as its hieroglyphics
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to address men unborn...The matutine intellect of the poet, 
keeping in advance of the glare of philosophy, always dwells 
in this auroral atmosphere.^3

This is a more concisely formulated theoretical statement than is usual 

with him when presenting his important religious ideas, and it helps 

greatly in defining his place in that history of religious idealism 

traced from his Puritan ancestors. The poet as Thoreau sees him here 

is still the divine poet-priest, striving to put into words the truth 

which by its very nature cannot be put into words. Reference was made 

in Chapter I to the Platonic distinction between the essentially un

knowable abstractness of God which was not in the "word" or statement 

itself; both language and things were symbols of it. But although the 

divine was inexpressible, it was a "light" which illuminated the world 

of sensory experience. Without that light, knowledge was as blindness, 

of shadows only. Coleridge1s application was, as we saw, that such 

supersensory knowledge could not be known through sense experience at 

all, for to attempt it was to mix categories that were mutually exclu

sive.

Coleridge conveniently distinguished between "primary" and "sec

ondary" imagination: "The primary IMAGINATION I hold to be the living

Power and Prime Agent of all human Perception, and as a repetition in 

the finite mind of the eternal act of creation in the infinite I 

A]y[ett34 -phis.parallels Thoreau1 s superhuman intelligence which uses

33. A Week, 59-61.

34. Biographia Literaria, edited by J. Shawcross, 2 vols., 
Oxford, 1954, I, 202.
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man's unconscious mind as its medium of expression. However3 Thoreau 

did not follow Coleridge1s distinction of the secondary imagination—

"an echo of the former3 co-existing with the conscious will"— or the 

"Fancy," which is the memory acted upon by the law of association. 5̂ 

Without such distinctions, Thoreau found himself faced with the contra

diction of consciously laboring at that which was supposedly the 

natural gift of God through chosen channels of the human unconscious, 

and the desire to live as innocently as a plant the intelligent and 

morally aware life of a human being.

. Any Puritan would have recognized instantly what Thoreau was 

about, and would have been horrified. He was simply trying to practice 

"natural" goodness, to put himself in Eden before the fall, and to 

claim grace as a natural prerogative, a divine right. Nature and nat

ural man were not "corrupt," but were the true unconscious expression 

of the real God. Its vast intelligence breathed and existed without 

explaining itself except through trusting and self-sufficient life.

But how was one to be a creature lying blissfully in God's palm, and at 

the same time a man who had to live, work, and speak among men? Society 

was diseased; one was "pure" only to the extent he could avoid its 

taint. , Indeed, "Defeat is heaven's success. He cannot be said to suc

ceed to whom the world shows any favor. In fact, it is the hero's 

point d'appui, which by offering resistance to his action enables him

35. Ibid.
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to act at all„ At each step he spurns the w o r l d . T h e  unconscious

ness of nature could be his inspiration only to the extent that he 

could find a way to reconcile it to the human state. He did this by 

defining poetry5 his chosen field of labor, as the expression of the 

unconscious, which was God in man: "the unconsciousness of man is the

consciousness of God. The anonymous scriptures were the historical 

product of . God8 s working in the mind. They spoke in hieroglyphicsTT 

that is, in symbolisms. They occurred in the dawn of the race, compar

able to childhood, "in advance of the glare of philosophy," or that 

self-conscious thought which was at one remove from natural experience.

Christianity is rejected by Thoreau partly on the grounds of 

its current practice, which he finds bigoted and.superstitious, depend

ing on social authority rather than truth,; partly on its presumption to

"put mysteries into words...Pray, what geographer are you, that speak 

of heavenfs topography?"^,; and partly on its gloomy obsession with sin 

and conscience.

The chapter "Sunday" ends with a discussion of books and writing, 

with a few more flourishes of local history and scenic description for 

a coda. Poetry is reaffirmed as the one great expression of the divine,

36. Consciousness in Concord, 162. September 25, 1840. On 
the same day, Thoreau wrote of birds as "creatures of a subtler and
more ethereal element than our existence can be supported in— which
seem to flit between us and the unexplored." His mind thus worked by 
symbolic association. It was but one step from birds to hero, for 
birds were his projection of that life he wondered how to live.

37. . A Week, 351.

38. Ibid., 71.
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"for if men read aright3 methinks they would never read anything but

poems. No history nor philosophy can supply their p l a c e . . T h e  tacit

connection with myth and religion is understood, and we have the con

tinuation of that thread of thought which began in the dawn where the 

eye, by dint of effort, was able to see the reflection rather than the 

material surface of things. The production of poetry is likened to 

those unconscious acts of nature that are life in God: "As naturally

as the oak bears an acorn, and the vine a gourd, man bears a poem, 

either spoken or d o n e . W r i t t e n  literature is thus made an integral 

form of the natural unconscious; expression need not be in words, but 

if it is, the right words are equivalent to action. It must be pointed 

out here again that Thoreauf s own practices diverged from his hopes and 

theories. A Week was to have had the air of having been written out of

doors. But that quality was only the result of laborious effort by

lamplight, attributing to the voyage all the best thoughts of his life

time. Even some of the finest and seemingly most spontaneous para

graphs had originated in tranquil recollection of a day's experience, 

and had been rewritten and revised again, before careful placing in the 

book. It was not possible for him to produce poetry with the ease he 

suggested here.

Thoreau1s speculations drift again backward, to Homer and the 

anonymous ancients, until he can say, "But, after all, man is the great 

poet, and not Homer nor Shakespear; and our language itself, and the

39. Ibid., 93.

40. Ibid., 94.
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common arts of life, are his w o r k . A f t e r  a long time, we refer it 

to the gods and no single man. Art recedes into nature„ Thoreau had 

one overriding necessity, deeply rooted in both theory and personal emo

tion, and that was to refer all things to the timeless communion with 

divine being. Reading the "best booksn is akin to worship, and Thoreau 

describes the act of reading as almost a moral exchange between author 

and reader. "Healthy*1 sentences are described in terms of the atmos

phere; writers are depicted as offering landscapes, and to develop a 

good style, they are urged to perform manual labor as discipline.^ As 

one has come to expect, "The word which is best said came nearest to not 

being spoken at all, for it is cousin to a deed which the speaker could 

better have done. This, from the man whose published writings run 

to twenty volumes and over two million words 1

"Monday" contains Thoreau* s study of the Oriental,scriptures, 

and it is a particularly interesting revelation of that problem of bal

ance between the two worlds he tried to inhabit simultaneously. The 

way he had of not making explicit logical connections between his mater

ials, but letting the relationship become evident by juxtaposition, is 

exemplified in the pages that precede the discussion proper. It seems1 

unlikely that this was a consciously artistic plan so much as it was 

the result of his method of working and thinking. If a series of sub

jects had the same central concern, they silently attached themselves

41. , Ibid. , 9Mt98 .

42. Ibid., 98-112.

43. Ibid.,, 107-8.
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in his mind to that concern as different faces of the same revelation. 

The current trend in criticism to find structural perfection in his 

writings may be an improvement over the former indifference to his 

artistic methods, but it is apt to find structural plans which are not 

consonant with his thought or working habits. The implicit contradic

tions between work and contemplation (between having to work and needing 

to commune), between timeless silence and the written word, between in

nocence and inescapable sin ("I was never so rapid in my virtue but my 

vice kept up with me tt̂ ), between heroic ambition and meanness of 

actual life, were tensions that drove him forward. . A Week needs neither 

defence as an organically whole work of art nor criticism for its 

shortcomings. It is, as it stands, a perfect expression of what Thoreau 

could say at a particular time in his life. The River flows, but 

thought stands still; man labors, but nature does not. He simply seems 

to have presented these things as he saw them, turning from one to the 

other and back again, without succeeding in unifying them any better 

than he had done in his life or thought.

The deeper concern in his study of the Oriental scriptures is 

that of the life of mystic contemplation versus the life of action. The 

preliminary remarks on rest from physical exertion, "while we contem

plated at leisure the lapse of the river and of human life,Etî  are 

therefore relevant as a prologue, and the following lines which seem at 

first to have no particular relevance, also spring from the unspoken

44. Journal, I,.208. February 8, 1841.

45. , A Week, 128.
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subject:

There is, indeed, a tide in the affairs of.men, as the poet 
says, and yet as things flow they circulate, and the ebb always 
balances the flow. All streams are but tributary to the ocean, 
which itself does not stream, and the shores are unchanged, but 
in longer periods than man can measure. Go where we will, we 
discover infinite change in particulars only, not in generals.

Such is Thoreau1s practical Platonism.

The development is interesting: "There are moments when.all

anxiety and stated toil are becalmed in the infinite leisure and repose 

of nature." Resting laborers are "all, more or less, Asiatics, and 

give over all work and r e f o r m . :While eating a melon, "a fruit of 

the East," he begins his presentation out of repose and cessation of 

effort which the voyage entailed. (This is one of his more effective

transitions; more often, he had none.) Thoreau disliked reformers, and

so, he says, does the "Universal Soul." It has an interest in the sus

taining of life in a simple agricultural way, which to Thoreau seemed 

as close as civilization could get to a natural life.^ Evangelical 

enthusiasm was as distasteful to him as to Hume, though for different 

reasons. "You must be calm before you can utter oracles...Enthusiasm 

is supernatural serenity...It is the slowest pulsation which is the 

most v i t a l . B y  waiting, one arrives. What stands in one's way is 

society, a "monster institution" which "would at length embrace and

46. , Ibid. , 130.

47. Ibid.,, 131.

48. Ibid.., 132.
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crush its free members in its scaly f o l d s . H e  continues in the well- 

known vein of Walden and."Civil Disobedience,11 referring, in fact, to 

his imprisonment, and likening men in society to "some snakes which I 

have seen in early spring, with alternate portions of their bodies tor

pid and flexible, so they could wriggle neither w a y , a n  image he 

uses again in Walden (45-46). This anticipation of Walden is interest

ing , for that book opens with an attack upon society rather than a

placid leave-taking from it into Asiatic meditation. The shift in em

phasis indicates how pressing the need had become to reach terms with 

"actual" life. . There is in A Week no reference to his vocation or way

of life, in contrast to its spirited.defence in Walden. A Week is

still turned inward.

Yet, the Hindus, for.all their contribution to Thoreau's faith, 

are almost too placid for him. The Bhagavadgita preached action rather 

than inaction, but in terms of an "undeserved reward...to be earned by 

an everlasting drudgery" according to the "inevitability and unchange

ableness of laws...The end is an immense consolation; eternal absorp

tion in Brahma." The Asiatic faith was "infinitely wise, yet infinitely 

stagnant." It provided Thoreau not only with his deepest sense of 

peace, but also the image of the actionless sages who "sat contempla

ting Brahm, uttering in silence the mystic 1Om, 1 being.absorbed into 

the essence of the Supreme Being, never going out of themselves, but 

subsiding farther and deeper within..." Hinduism was the extreme of

49. . Ibid. , 135.

50. Ibid., 136.
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his own tendencies3 to which he really had no wish to go. "Buoyancy, 

freedom, flexibility, variety, possibility, which are also qualities of 

the unnamed, they deal not w i t h . T h e  tension between life and medi

tation pulled him back to that unresolved ground between. Christ, "the 

prince of Reformers and Radicals," taught that one should "be a brother 

of mankind as well as a child of G o d . H o w  to live a life in this 

impossible world, in it and yet not of it, like God, who succeeded so 

well in his natural creation, was the real problem.

Thoreau quotes Warren Hastings' account of how the Brahmans 

separate the mind from the senses in a discipline which leads to great 

power of thought. One recalls his own exercises in vision, aimed not 

at removing the mind from sensation, but at transforming sensation so 

it became a transparent window through which not only mortal but divine 

light shone. Here one can see the inescapable influence of his back

ground, which demanded of him no surrender of sense experience or prac

tical worldliness, but at best a spiritualization of it. Thoreau ex

tracted from Hinduism those doctrines that fit his case: subduing of

the passions, "inaction in action, and action in inaction,tt? rejection of 

the hope for reward, seeing moral value in the deed itself rather than 

its outcome, and the performance of duty.

He had long ago argued the necessity of asceticism, in spite of 

the nuptials of plants and animals that he had celebrated. His inno

cence did not extend so far as theirs. "Passion and appetite are always

51. Ibid., 141.

52. 141-42.
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an unholy land in which one may wage most holy war.3lt he wrote on 

August 215, 1838. "Let him steadfastly follow the banner of his faith 

till it is planted in the enemy's citadel." And he added significantly, 

"Nor shall he lack fields to display his valor in..."^^ Thoreaues si

lence is most nearly total on the subject of his own struggles against 

appetite, but no one could doubt his outward success. In May, 1839, he 

went so far as to wonder how far a "strong man" could "subject passion 

and appetite to reason, and lead the life his imagination paints? Well 

has the poet said,—

fBy manly mind 
Not e!en in sleep is will resigned.1

By a strong effort may he not command even his brute body in unconscious 

moments?"^^" Here is revealed the most secret and disturbing source of 

conflict for one of his philosophy, for he recognized that the uncon

scious was not only holy but could be the very field of valor in that 

unholy land of which he had written, the citadel of the enemy. He knew 

that dreams at night could disturbingly reveal one*s true emotions. 

Perhaps his incessant attempt to make the unconscious the organ of div

inity, and to identify it with childhood innocence, is rooted in this 

fear of the well-springs of emotion which, though seldom referred to, 

can be observed in him. Perry Miller has written more frankly than any

one of Thoreaufs mostly-hidden emotional life, and without pretence at 

psychoanalysis, in the Introduction to Consciousness in Concord and a

53. Journal, I, 55.

54. Ibid., 79. May 21.
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lengthy note on page 205, in which he points out the eroticism in 

Thoreau's love of natural objects. It is beyond our scope here to 

undertake a survey of this problem, which is both difficult and uncer

tain. But it seems to be at least a valid assumption that Thoreau's 

notorious indifference to women, his chaste homoeroticism, in the 

"Friendship" essay in A Week, his overwhelmingly feminine household and 

his close lifelong emotional attachment to it ,, his essential passivity,

.and yearning for a childlike innocence--all verifiable facts--are elem 

ments working;within his touchiness toward "society" and the relief he

found in nature. "I would be as clean as ye, 0 woods," he wrote. "I
55shall not rest till I be as innocent as you." Walden Pond was a 

place where, as we have seen, earth's pollutions were washed clean. He 

could not bear the thought of guilt.

"Monday" continues on in the same vein that has been described

above, skirting the lofty spirituality of Eastern Wisdom and making it

relevant to New England by that process of turning the present moment

into timelessness. What is true once is always true:

I see, smell, taste, hear, feel, that everlasting;Something to 
which we are allied, at once our maker, our abode, our destiny, 
our very Selves; the one historic truth, the most remarkable 
fact which can become the distinct and uninvited subject of our 
thought, the actual glory of the universe; the only fact which a 
human being cannot avoid recognizing, or in some way forget or 
dispense•with.

The pointed reference to the five senses is noteworthy. . Simple plant 

and animal life, never at war with itself, recurred endlessly in the

55. Journal, I, 302. December 29, 1841.

56. A Week, 182.
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same forms, just as elemental agricultural life persisted without change 

throughout time. Perception of them was perception of the "everlasting 

Something" in which they had their being.

There is no need to continue so close a scrutiny of A Week. 

Thoreau1s method3 his problems, and his themes have been established. 

"Tuesday" is more solidly narrative. He finds an excuse to tell his 

mountain-climbing experiences, sprinkling in the usual Homeric compar

isons and finding his adventures heroic, as anyone can make his common

place life great and poetic if he but has the imaginative vision. He 

somewhat lamely inserts the translations from Anacreon he had managed 

to get into the Dial in 1843 after Margaret.Fuller had retired as edi

tor, and continues to tell tales of local history and enliven the land

scape with transcendentalisms that intrude eternity upon the temporal 

scene. "Wednesday" contains more fable-izing of the voyage and musings 

on history, a never-failing interest. Thoreau loved the way nature, in 

time, absorbed humanity into its processes. Civilization gained in 

appeal in proportion to its distance from the present, and lived in his 

imagination with all the light and purity that society in his New 

England lacked.

But the highlight of "Wednesday" is the essay on friendship, a 

theme that figures largely throughout his early Journal. Essentially, 

it is an application of his religious philosophy to human relationships, 

with all the tension between two poles of impossibility which that im

plies: "The language of Friendship is not words, but meanings. Its
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intelligence is above language. it is a most pure and difficult 

accomplishment, like the life he had hoped to lead. It is supernally 

serene: "The violence of love is as much to be dreaded as that of
COhate. When it is durable it is serene and equable.n Silence and 

distance are almost more important than speech and proximity. “Friend

ship" is interchangeable with "love" in large part3 for this is 

Thoreau's holiest statement on the highest of human bonds,3 a kind of 

spiritual brotherhood according to the most exalted principles. There 

are a few hints that this is Thoreau's tribute to his dead brother and 

the one relationship that had been almost perfect in his experience:

"My Friend is not of some other race or family of men3 but flesh of my 

flesh3 bone of my bone. He is my real brother." And "Even the death 

of Friends will inspire us as much as their l i v e s . T h e  essay reveals 

something^ again,3 of that tension inherent in a philosophy he had bold

ly entered upon but not without gathering misgivings. . "Use me3 then3 

for I am useful in my way3" he wrote in an invitation anticipating of 

Whitman’s self-offering. "Strike then boldly at head or heart or any 

vital part." But friends were also "those ruthless Vandals"^ who 

threatened theiintegrity of the self. The wooing and the refusal3 the 

retreat to impossibly lofty plateaus of silent spirituality,) the despis

ing of society but the need of it 3 the life of ecstasy and the life of

57. Ibid..3 289.

58. . Ibid.,3 290.

59. Ibid. 3. 302,3 303.

60. Ibid._3 304-5.
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denial, the burning ambition and the scorn for its attainment, the 

belief in the supersensory and the cultivation of the senses— these 

were not only opposites but antagonisms. It is no surprise that his 

first voyage of exploration was followed by a book on how to live with 

what he had found. But he was committed to the literal faith that 

"there is a life of the mind above the-wants of the body, and indepen

dent of it,, and that the mind could create its world out of a sub

lime vision of perpetual dawning: "Our truest life is when we are in

dreams a w a k e . H e  would unavoidably face the same kind of crisis 

Emerson did, out of which he wrote "Experience,16 as he saw his more 

youthful confidence in subjective vision shaken by external necessi

ties that threatened to blot out the Inner light.

"Thursday" is the shortest chapter, devoted principally to art, 

and includes an 1840 essay on Aulus Persius Flaceus which Emerson had 

got into the first issue of the Dial. He further expounds his idea of 

poetry as the language of the ineffable: "If you can speak what you

will never hear, if you can write what you will never read, you have 

done rare things."63 it is the music behind the words which is poetry's 

soul: "Poetry is the mysticism of mankind." A poem is like ripe

fruit, a product of a life. "It is only by a miracle that poetry is 

written at all. That is, it is like friendship. Thoreau made to

61. Ibid.,, 310.

62. Ibid.., 316.

63. Ibid.,, 351.

64. Ibid., 350.
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appear almost impossible the attainment of each thing he wished most 

dearly. This constitutional perversity is closely related to his 

quickness to turn failings into virtues.

The mythical dimension of A Week is not true mythology in 

Thoreau's sense, or probably anyone*ss but is a tissue of literary al

lusions spread upon the landscape much as a child acts out scenes from 

books it has loved, believing for the moment the story to be true, 

Thoreau does not and cannot produce the kind of literary expression 

about which he wrote so impressively, for his terms are as impossible 

as those by which he sought to live: to be as innocent as the woods,

as free as a fish, to translate the wordless, capture eternity in time, 

absolute beauty in the senses,, perpetual renewal in the advancing years, 

to be both a child of God and brother to man. These are all words drawn 

from his own statements. He writes about these things rather than from 

them. Just as he invited friendship and then made its terms too diffi

cult to realize, as if failure were as necessary as any possible suc

cess., he set for his own life terms that were beyond almost any human 

capability. If he was really serene at the end of his days, it may have 

been that failure had in some sense been accepted as the condition of 

living, like that equally impossible blend of fatalism and effort that 

characterized his equally perverse Puritan ancestors, who would have 

things both Godfs way and their own way simultaneously, hoping to be 

one of the elect, but never certain.

It is strange that the inner conflicts of other writers, such 

as Poe, Melville, Hawthorne, Whitman and Twain, of which the attempt at
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resolution figured so greatly in the shaping of their work, have been 

studied quite fully, while those of Thoreau have been largely by-passed 

and left undefined. Perhaps it is because he was careful to conceal 

them in his desire to show the world the face of his hopes and prin

ciples, that best self he expected a friend to love rather than his 

"very busy devil..o[who] puts to shame by best intent. "The lover 

learns at last that there is no person quite transparent or trustworthy, 

but every one has a devil in him that is capable of any crime in the 

long run. Yet, as an Oriental philosopher has said, fAlthough Friend

ship between good men is interrupted, their principles remain unal

t e r e d .  *"^6 it i s  both a confession and.an appeal.

Thoreau rightly seems to have saved his best material for the 

last chapter,. "Friday," with that fine sense of climax that guided the 

minister in his exhortation. In it he also brought to a head the ques

tion that we have said had no solution, but which he now, at least, 

stated in explicit language. Returning to the theme of the wordless 

spirit which is the divine "Genius" in man, he plays variation after 

variation upon it, in sentences more terse and urgent, in a fashion he 

was to develop also in the "Conclusion" of Walden. (There, of course, 

he had the advantage of a more manageable plan,, for he did not have 

also to bring the travelers home and complete a narrative only gratui

tously related to his subject.) "These winged thoughts," he writes,

"are like birds, and will not be handled. ...poetry is a communication

65. Journal, I, 207. February 8, 1841.

66. A Week, 301.
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from our home and solitude addressed to all Intelligence.11̂  Poetry is 

the inescapable concern of the writer3 inextricable from the kind of 

life he leads. The capitalization of; "Intelligence11 indicates the di

vine element in man. Thoreau strove to be a poet-hero in his own high 

sense of the word, and, as always, is bent on analyzing the terms he 

set for himself as if speaking of what must concern others. (One im

portant shift of attitude in Walden is the open admission that he is 

his own subject.) He redefines what he has already said more than 

once: ."The true poem is not that which the public read. There is al-., 

ways a poem not printed on paper, coincident with the production of 

this, stereotyped in the poet!s life. It is what he has become through 

his work. Thoreau might well say in Walden that "men have become

the tool of their t o o l s H e  saw that even the poet is the tool of 

his tools. The problem was how to be an instrument of a divine rather 

than some human scheme.

The narrative turns ethereally to sky and clouds, light and 

shadow, and distant views, suggestive that higher subjects are in prep

aration. Then follows a (for him) rare essay on science and scientific 

method, for despite the show of zoological and botanical nomenclature, 

despite the scientific reading he had done, and his own endeavors to 

aid Agassiz in identifying native species, and the even more important 

fact that the great study of science is nature, paralleling his own, he

67. Ibid.,, 362, 363.

68. . Ibid.,, 365.

69. Walden, 41.
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had written almost entirely from the point of view of the poet-priest. 

The difficulty he faces is soon apparent.̂  and it is a prelude to a f; 

greater difficulty to come. . He must transmute even this most obstinate 

form of knowledge to fit his system^ and we have noted that this was, 

historically, the source of that empirical philosophy which had dis

solved the foundations of religious idealism leaving the skepticism 

of Hume, a positivistic logic unrelated to ethics., and a practical 

science dedicated to technological advance. How much Thoreau was 

aware of this there is no sure way to tell. His education at Harvard 

had not included the full history of empiricism, and natural science 

had been taught as a branch of philosophy. . As a young teacher at his, 

and his brother's, Concord Academy, Thoreau in one lesson that a pupil 

recollected "spoke of the certainty of the existence of a wise and 

friendly power overlooking all." He proposed to the children that if 

they returned to a shop and saw an intricate working mechanism that had 

formerly been lying in pieces, they would necessarily assume that some- 

body with thought and plan and power had been there." In other words, 

he was teaching the natural theology he had been taught. From the 

Scottish philosophy he must also have been exposed to the idea, re

ferred to in Chapter I above, that the laws of ethics and the laws of 

nature were one and the same. .Out of such materials he fashioned a 

statement in A Week, which is no more successful than attempts by others 

had been— at least, in satisfying the requirements of philosophy:

70. Harding, The Days of Henry Thoreau, 80.
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The most distinct and beautiful statement of any truth must take 
at last the mathematical form. We might so simplify the rules 
of moral philosophy, as well as of arithmetic, that one formula 
would express them both. All the moral laws are readily trans
lated into natural philosophy...The whole body of what is now 
called moral or ethical truth existed in the golden age as ab
stract science. Or, if we prefer, we may say that the laws of 
Nature are the purest morality.

Now, mathematics is a symbolic language of inner coherence and 

self-sufficiency, and by its nature cannot express a moral truth.

, Thoreau seems to be suggesting that the univerge is governed by a 

single system of laws, and that the supposed logical regularity which 

permits "natural law" to be dealt with in mathematical terms, as gravity 

was by Newton, also permits moral law to be so formulated. It is note

worthy that he does not venture upon the attempt, for he was hardly

equipped .to succeed. (Had he known of the electronic computer, he 

might not even have written these lines.) Although he pays tribute to

"the naked and absolute beauty of a scientific truth," and proposes that

"Mathematics should be mixed not only with physics but with ethics,, 

he retreats from anything more than the mere suggestion. His entire 

work had been subjective, poetic, and non-logical. He shifts predict

ably to the subjectivity of the scientist: "The fact which interests

us most is the life of the naturalist. The purest science is still 

biographical." Science should not be "sundered so wholly from the moral 

life of its devotee.3 Gradually he has moved back to the safe ground

71. A Week, 386-87.

72. Ibid.,, 386, 387.

73. Ibid.,, 387.
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to which he referred all things5 and scientific thought and research 

become transcendentalized, like poetry. It is the absorbing of science 

into experience that is important^ its turning of natural laws to ac

count for the individual who confronts nature face to face,.and not the 

impersonal facts or results, that matter.

This unsatisfactory effort to shape scientific study of nature 

to the same pattern of knowledge represented by mythic poetry had to be 

made, though the statement is doubtful of the tendencies of modern sci

ence and far cooler in the enthusiasm of its treatment. He quickly re

turns to his favorite theme, poetry, and in a discussion of Ossian and 

Chaucer, finds his bearings and pours out a wealth of comment repeating 

in fresh imagery the ideas that he had already gone over many times be

fore. The sheer mass of material on poetry in this book is revealing of 

Thoreau's preoccupation with it over the years in his Journal, from 

which his materials for A Week were quarried. Poetry leads him inevi

tably to the divine life: "even this earth was made for more myster

ious and nobler inhabitants than men and women...Sometimes a mortal 

feels in himself Nature,— not his Father but his Mother stirs within 

him, and he becomes immortal with her immortality." Thus the child of 

God at last finds his intimate identification #ith the divine Mother, 

and "some globule from her veins steals up into our o w n . I n  a pas

sionate prose poem he calls for a fully natural life for man: EEThe

winds should be his breath, the seasons his moods...Here or nowhere is

74. Ibid.., 404.
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our heaven„,f̂  This hymn to "a purely sensuous life" rises in urgency

in which he touches upon the pathos of the "meanness of my employment"

compared with intimations that drift from "the verge of another and.

purer realm...from more Elysian fields adjacent

The ears were made5 not for such trivial uses as men are wont 
to suppose,9 but to hear celestial sounds. The eyes were not 
made for such groveling uses as they are now put to and worn 
out by, but to behold beauty now invisible. May we not see God?
Are we to be put off and amused in this life, as if it were a 
mere Allegory? Is not.Nature, rightly read, that of which she 
is commonly taken to be the symbol merely?

Thoreau came at last to the question which he could hardly have 

avoided, driven to it by his conviction that God was directly apprehen

sible in nature through the senses. The ears which caught the over

tones of the divine in music wanted to hear the original strain, the 

eyes which by dint of effort caught divinity as a reflection on sur

faces wanted to see the divine shape andr.not its shadow. The only 

hope lay in some future development or education of the senses, as the.

duller senses of more ordinary men are educated now to apprehend finer.
77sights and.sounds. "But where is the instructed teacher?"

We see now, too, the relevance of the short excursion into 

science earlier in the chapter. If the telescope discovered new worlds 

and moons.,

I am not without hope that we may, even here and now, obtain 
some accurate information concerning that OTHER WORLD which the 
instinct of mankind has so long predicted. Indeed., all that we

75. Ibid.,, 405.

76. Ibid., 407.

77. Ibid.., 409.
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call science, as well as all that we call poetry, is a particle 
of such information, accurate as far as it goes, though it be 
but to the confines of the truth. If we can reason so accurate
ly, and with such wonderful confirmation of our reasoning, re
specting so-called material objects and events infinitely 
removed beyopd the range of our natural vision, so that the
mind hesitates to trust its calculations even when they are con
firmed by observation, why may not our speculations penetrate 
as far into the immaterial starry system, of which the former is 
but the outward and visible type? Surely, we are provided with 
senses as well fitted to penetrate the Spaces of the real, the 
substantial, the eternal, as these outward are to penetrate the 
material universe. Seias., Menu, Zoroaster,. Socrates, Christ, 
Shakespeare, Swedenborg,— these are some of our astronomers.'®

He might say with Cotton Mather, "But it is time to stop here, and in

deed how can we go any further1.11 Thoreau did not have whatever sixth

sense was possessed by those spiritual heroes, some of whom are on

record as having heard the voice of God or seen His emissaries. None 

of them, it might be said, acquired their vision by expanding their 

sensory observation of nature. Thoreau searched himself for some evi

dence of a special sense. In a manner suggesting that he had gone to 

school to Locke more than we realize, he wrote further:

I perceive in the common train of my thoughts a natural and un
interrupted sequence, each implying the next, or, if interrup
tion occurs, it is occasioned by a new object being presented 
to my senses. But a steep,, and sudden, and by these means un
accountable transition is that from a comparatively narrow and 
partial, what is called common-sense view of things., to an in
finitely expanded and liberating one, from seeing things as men 
describe them, to seeing them as men cannot describe them.
This implies a sense which is not common,, but rare in the 
wisest man's experience; which is sensible or sentient of more
t h a n  c o m m o n . ^ ^

But this was not quite the direct experience of the supernatural he

7 8 .  . I b i d . . ,  4 1 2 .

79. Ibid.., 413.



believed to be possible, and he remained entrapped in the essentially 

empirical view that the senses of:sight and hearing might be developed 

or evolved beyond their present scope, falling back on an acceptance of 

the world as he could apprehend it, but living in hope. The book 

appropriately ends with an invocation to silence, which remained for 

him the only expression of God's voice to the ear, as the clear sky or 

the blank snow was to his sight. The suspense, the tension, the contra

dictions, were unresolved. .With Walden, the quest for the supernatural 

in nature was to end.



CHAPTER IV: Walden: Measuring the Infinite

Those-who become acquainted with Thoreau first through Walden3 

as most:readers do, are apt to come away with the impression that he 

deliberately set about making an experiment in economics, like a scien

tist performing an experiment in the laboratory of his own life. The 

first chapter's forceful attack oh the economy of the community over

shadows the private spiritual purpose that had been his motivation for 

half a dozen years, prompting him finally to seek a place where one 

might live in lf!that other time, or that place where there shall be no 

time. . .where there will be no discords in my lifell̂\; in short, where 

he might "see God." The discords that drove him have been analyzed in 

the foregoing chapter. Walden is indeed their resolution, or such res

olution as he could find, for we will discover that it turns out to be 

less than the ecstatic hope that fills the early Journal and comes to 

a climax in A Week. One must remember at all times that A Week was 

written at Walden Pond and speaks not only for the restless quest that 

led him there but shows us also what he was thinking while living there. 

Walden followed so close upon A Week as to be an extension of it, or 

the second installment,, as it were, of the continued story of his 

search. Thoreau was already at work on it before leaving the pond, at 

which time nearly half the ultimate manuscript was in first draft.

1. Journal, I, 318. January 8, 1842.

2. J. Lyndon Shanley, The Making of Walden, Chicago, 1957, 1-2.
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Hints of Walden were seen in A Week, and we can trace the evolution of 

an idea continuously from one book through the next. But the seeming 

experiment in economy should be approached by the knowing reader as 

first of all an experiment in the sublime spiritual life. What the ex

periment became in the course of analyzing it and rewriting it over the 

course of another six years is not quite the same as what it first set 

out to prove.

In a well-known letter, Thoreau* s friend Ellery Channing wrote 

on March 5, 1845, "I see nothing for you in this earth but that field 

which I once christened fBriars? [at Walden Pond]; go out upon that, 

build yourself a hut, & there begin the grand process of devouring your

self alive. I see no alternative, no other hope for you. Eat yourself 

up; you will eat nobody else, nor anything else." Even allowing for 

the exaggeration of a friend, this comes as no surprise to anyone who 

has read the frequent ejaculations in the Journal that cry out for the 

realization of a dream. Both the Journal up to 1845 and A Week are a 

record of the ambition of a would-be heroic poet-priest, with little to 

say about how such a role is to be played in this life, except that the 

life must be equal to the poem itself. A Week is a dream of life, 

floating like a reflection on the stream of the poet's experience, a 

practiced attempt to see through rather than upon the surface of things. 

Through that dream, the landscape is bathed in supernal calm, and the 

life that the voyager glides past is more often history than busy

3. The Correspondence of Henry David Thoreau, ed. Walter 
Harding and Carl Bode, New York, 1958, 161.
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.present-day existence. Massachusetts is transformed into an Arcadian. 

Greece or Asiatic valley. It was a vision borrowed from booksi3 as 

Thoreau well knew, though from such books as had captured an echo of 

the same unheard voice that tantalized him in his own experience. It 

was an extended exercise in taking a stance upon the transcendentalistt
i

vantage point, so that the picture of the world receded into distance 

and coincided with its ideal image. f,We take pleasure in beholding the 

form of a mountain in the horizon,n he had written, "as if by retiring 

to this distance we had then first conquered it by our vision, and were 

made privy to the design of the architect..."^ The narrative of the 

"actual" world was the foreground of his picture, and his mountain in 

the distance was the eternal poetic truth of life. He did not wish to 

contrast the meanness of the foreground with the sublimity of the dis

tant shape of the everlasting divine, but rather to dissolve the near- 

at-hand into the same perspective with it. Hence the "life that is in 

nature...outside to time,, perennial, young,.divine," occupies the near 

scene, and human life on the shores of the river is, with few excep

tions, either history or the serene and permanent hamlet existence of 

farmers toiling as they had for innumerable ages since the dawn of time. 

The ironic and caustic critical spirit of Walden breaks in very little 

upon this idealization. It is evident that A Week culminates his effort 

to attain and express in words the particular practice at which he had 

been systematically training himself since he first seriously began to 

write. It is inconceivable that in 1845 he would have deliberately

4. Journal, I, 270. August 12,, 1841.
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planned an experiment in practical economy in the critical spirit of 

Walden, which begins not with the careful shift of vision to an ideal 

plane, but rather with a fifteen-page attack upon the ordinary circum

stances of most men's lives. Another way of putting it is to say that 

the strategy of watering his weeds until they blossomed had, in Walden, 

become of more pressing urgency and consequently usurped a larger place 

in his presentation.

Thoreau? s habit was to rationalize his motives in retrospect, 

as we saw him doing in the forest-fire misadventure, and Walden leaves 

the impression that what evolved from experience had been deliberately 

planned that way. The other legendary act of his life is his imprison

ment for refusal to pay the poll tax. But “Civil Disobedience," too, 

"assigns its author motives more reasonable and consistent than might 

have appeared to the contemporary observer,as John Broderick dis

covered after painstaking research. It seems rather that Thoreaur s 

formulation of the principle— which is not invalidated, of course, by 

the manner of its discovery--was developed after the act rather than 

before it, for he had not paid the tax for some six years., had spoken 

jestingly of Alcott1s previous refusal without reference to principle, 

and in his essay brought in the Mexican War to buttress.his reasoning 

even though, chronologically, the war could not then have figured in his 

original refusal. Manuscript fragments in the Houghton Library at 

Harvard indicate that he had entertained several other reasons for

5. . "Thoreau, Alcott, and the Poll Tax," Studies in Philology, 
LIII (1956),, 612.
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objecting to the tax, but had rejected them in favor of the one most 

suitable to his purposes. Furthermore,, the tranquil indifference he 

claimed to have displayed upon his relief from jail, going on about his 

business, is belied by recollection of Sam Staples, the jailor, that 

Henry was "mad as the devil when I turned him l o o s e . T a x  records 

shbw that his tax was paid regularly again--by someone— beginning in 

1849,3 the year "Civil Disobedience" was published.

This may be the characteristic psychology of all who strive to 

play a hero's role: to create a stage for themselves, even if it be

but a humble New England village, and to touch up the role by attrib

uting to themselves well-considered motives. In A Week he wrote 

dramatically of character:

All our lives want a suitable background. They should at least, 
like the life of the anchorite, be as impressive to behold as 
objects in the desert, a broken shaft or crumbling mound 
against a limitless horizon. Character always secures for it
self this advantage, and is thus distinct and unrelated to near 
or trivial objects, whether things or persons.^

The actor speaks in that inclusion of persons among the "trivial ob

jects" of the scene, and the comparison with an "anchorite" depicts 

vividly the essential passivity that was at the heart of his theory of 

action as a form of inaction. At twenty-two,, he had couched in terms

6. Ibid. According to Walter Harding,, Thoreau's anger re
sulted from his insistence on staying longer in jail on grounds of 
principle. Dr. Harding also argues that Thoreau had deliberately aimed 
at getting himself arrested in order to publicize the abolitionist 
cause. (The Days of Henry Thoreau, 205.) Since almost nothing is 
known of the reason for his original refusal, this explanation must be 
accepted with caution.

7. A Week, 45.
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of an actor* s role his dream of freedom to be anything he chose: "The 

world is a fit theatre to-day in which any part may be a c t e d . T h i s  

is,, of course, a conventional figure of speech, but one quickly learns 

to dismiss nothing in his writings as purely conventional expression; 

he knew how to invest it with intentional meaning. . A curious passage 

in A Week also reveals his histrionic sense. While criticizing Chris

tianity, he says, "Christ was a sublime actor on the stage of the world. 

He knew what he was thinking of when he said, 1Heaven and earth shall 

pass away, but my words shall not pass away.1 I draw near to him at 

such a time.Thoreau knew and revered his Shakespeare, like all sons

of the Romantics, and doubtless was reminded that

Not marble, nor the gilded monuments 
Of princes,, shall outlive this powerful rhyme;

— a sentiment that would draw him near to the greatest of dramatists

for the same reason he drew near to Christ.

On the third evening in his house at Walden Pond, Thoreau wrote

in his Journal, "Life! who knows what it is,, what it does? If I am not

quite right here, I am less wrong than before; and now let us see what 

they [the gods] will haye."^ There is no evidence that he knew what 

he was going to prove beforehand. Facing the fact that he was at last 

in the best possible place he could conceive of for finding his heaven, 

he did not pretend the hoped-for results would follow automatically.

8 . Journal, I, 129. March 21, 1840.

9. A Week, 74.

10. Journal, I,, 362. July 6, 1845.
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The discords obviously did not vanish suddenly3 but at least they were 

diminished.

Thoreaur s house made him think "of some mountain houses I have 

seen, which seemed to have a fresher auroral atmosphere about them, as 

I fancy the halls of Olympus. Particularly, it reminded him of the

house of a miller in the Catskills: "They were a clean and wholesome

family, inside and out, like their house." The Journal entry was con

densed and revised before inclusion in Walden (p. 94),, and in the pro

cess the reference to the millerSs house became anonymous and inciden

tal. But as it stands in the Journal, it reveals its relevance to the 

nature of the solution he was seeking. Thoreau was obliged to believe 

that human life could carry on its functions of feeding and sheltering 

itself without demeaning the individual or destroying his perception of 

the divine; otherwise,, life was a tragic impossibility. The simple 

routines of an agricultural life were idealized in his mind as the cul

ture which had produced the Iliad and the Vedic scriptures, He there

fore looked for its equivalent in his own environment, and found it 

among inarticulate people whom he reverenced as Homers and Chaucers who 

were writing the poem of life in their unconscious deeds. Hence,, the 

glorification of his own bean patch, and the playful allusions to 

Homeric warfare in his battle against the weeds. His literary visitors 

*are unmentioned by name,, shadowy personalities with whom he speaks best 

by keeping them at a distance, whereas the unselfconscious workmen or 

social outcasts come through with concrete and affectionate vividness.,

11. . Ibid.,, 361.
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These were "Homeric" men. Therien, the woodchopper,5 was subjected to 

listening to the Iliad and Plato,, in the hope that he would understand 

and verify the mode of life he represented; "But the intellectual and 

what is called spiritual man in him were slumbering as in an infant. 

Such men represented to Thoreau his ideal of living as an animal but 

not being one. But in actuality, they led him only to one of the most 

serious contradictions we have already noticed. . The unconsciousness of 

healthy nature was extended into the souls of such men, who did not 

care much for ideas and were contented with their lives, not bent on 

self-improvement. Those who lived most nearly as he wished to live 

were slumbering, whereas he was seeking the utmost alertness.

In the published version of Walden Thoreau excised a passage

that in his first draft immediately followed the story of Therien:

Sometimes there would come half a dozen men to my house at once-- 
healthy and sturdy working men...They had a rude wisdom and 
courtesy which I love. I met them so often in the woods;— that 
they began to look upon me at last as one of their kin. One aw, 
handsome younger man a sailor-like— Greek-like man--says to me 
today— "Sir, I like your notions— I think I shall live so my
self. Only I should like a wilder country, where there is more 
game..."

There appeared in some of these men even at a distance, a 
genuine magnanimity equal to Greek or Roman, of unexplored and 
uncontaminated descent— The expression of their grimmed [sic]
& sunburnt features made me think of Epaminondas of Socrates 
and Cato. The most famous philosophers & poets seem in some . 
respects infantile beside the easy and successful life of 
natural men...

12. Walden, 162-63.
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... Civilization seems to make bright only the superficial film 
of the eye. Most men are wrecked upon their consciousness.^3

In that last sentence lies the key to many a problem that has vexed

interpreters of Thoreau. The unconscious was to him not merely the

organic source of artistic expression^ but the home of the gods toward

which he yearned. The lives of animals, children, simple men, and the

"weak-headed pauper," were the only such human lives he could recognize

as close in spirit to his own. But they had no consciousness on which

to come to grief. Thoreau did have.

The miller's house in the Catskills was the place for a hero in 

modern times: "Could not man be man in such an abode? And would he

ever find out this grovelling life? It was the very light and atmos

phere in which the works of Grecian art were composed and in which they 

r e s t . . O n  the fourth day at Walden Pond he was still at the attempt 

to realize his existence as a true Greek one, in the special complex 

sense this had for him:

I am glad to remember to-night, as I sit by my door, that I too 
am at least a remote descendant of that heroic race of men of 
whom there is tradition. I too sit here on the shore of my 
Ithaca, a fel 1 ow-wanderer and survivor of Ulysses. How symbol
ical, significant of I know not what,, the pitch-pine stands here 
before my door 1 Unlike any glyph I have seen sculptured or 
painted yet, one of Nature's later designs,, yet perfect as her 
Grecian art.̂

To be a living representative of that heroic tradition was his all- 

consuming purpose. The house at Walden Pond had begun to take shape in

13. The Making of Walden, 173-74.

14. Journal, I,, 361.

15. Ibid.,, 363. July 7,, 1845.
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his imagination as not only a place where the eternal divine could be 

captured by the senses at last, but where his life could, in practice 

as well as theory, resemble the wholesome untroubled existence of those 

men who seemed to constitute a kind of unrecognized extension of Homeric 

or Vedantic society into the present day. Like nature, they had always 

existed and always would exist. One should accept with caution F. 0. 

Matthiessen1s argument that Thoreau had set about developing an 

organic, functional theory of art and architecture "with a determina

tion to do all he could do to prevent the dignity of common labor from 

being degraded by the idle tastes of the rich.Workmen--and even
t

then, only certain workmen— -were not representatives of a class,, but of 

a spiritual type. . They contrasted not with material wealth but with 

"consciousness

This obstinate contradiction lies at the heart of Walden, and, 

indeed, of Thoreau's spiritual quest. The insight into consciousness 

as the rock upon which civilized lives are wrecked was new to him, 

after he had moved to the Pond and had begun to associate his way of 

life with that of persons who were doing naturally, without spiritual 

purpose,, the same thing he saw himself doing. He would like to think, 

that the men who worked in the woods understood what he was about,, but 

their understanding was admittedly only a glimmer and not the light of 

reason. He could share with them something of the wordless communica

tion he experienced in nature, but not the higher motive; they could 

not follow his objections to "society," being uncritical and

v' 16. . American Renaissance, New York, 1941, 173.
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good-hearted in their relationships with all men. It is possible that 

this awareness of the real gap that lay between himself— an evolved and 

conscious intelligence--and those "Homeric” men he had idealized,, but 

who were disappointingly undeveloped, moved him to make spiritual awak

ening his major theme in Walden. That is,, the life in nature, for all 

its health and innocence, was no more than an innocent slumber. It re

quired to be awakened and civilized without losing its trust and.depend

ence on the divine spirit which sustained it. Hence, the new concern 

for determining exactly how one's spiritual development is related to 

his way of life. Nature might be the unconscious foundation, but on 

that foundation rested the conscious higher life of literary creation 

and human relationships. The simple inarticulate man whose life was his 

poem would never "find out this grovelling life." There had been all 

along an implicit conflict between the Thoreau who identified himself 

with the spontaneous, free life of the fish, and the Thoreau who 

labored at unspontaneous sentences to tell the world all which he 

claimed need not really be put into words. His new "poem," Walden, 

turned upon society to tell it what was wrong with itself,, why civil

ized men had not the purity and integrity of nature. The two opposing 

themes of all his thought, the disease of society and the health of 

nature,, at last came into collision, in the hope of joining what, could 

not have remained apart.

The quiescence of A Week had been an exercise in vision rather 

than action.
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How much virtue there is in simply seeing I We may almost say
that the hero has striven in vain for his preeminency, if the
student oversees him...We are as much as we see. Faith is 
sight and knowledge...Whoever has one thought, quite lonely, 
and could contentedly digest that in solitude, knowing that 
none could accept it4, may rise to the height of humanity, and 
overlook all living men as from a pinnacle.

When Thoreau likened his Walden cottage to a Catskill mountain dwell

ing, it was because that dwelling looked out over the world of men as 

from Olympus. Oddly, two of his favorite books,, the Iliad and the 

Bhagavadgita, taught that "virtue11 was won in battle rather than in. 

lofty withdrawal upon some vantage point where a man could be alone to 

subdue the world with the power of a thought, as Thoreau had sat upon 

Fair Haven Cliff and exorcised his own guilt for a fire that had thrown 

him into the center of community turbulence. Thoreau*s acutely devel

oped senses,, his vigorous and sometimes powerful style, his indefat

igable walks and explorations, give the impression of a man of action, 

creating a paradoxical image that has been interpreted in opposing ways 

by his critics. Walden carefully establishes a self-image of sociabil

ity in order to belie accusations that he was retreating from the nor

mal demands of life to his "snug harbor," The issue has been fraught 

with argument at least from the time Thoreau publicly lectured on his 

"experiment" in 1848̂ 49,, and is not likely ever to be settled. Thoreau 

was hardly unaware of being open to the charge of malingering, and 

Walden is boldly self-defensive from its opening page.

The purpose here is not to warm over century-old judgments, but 

to place the problem on a somewhat different basis: to propose that

17. Journal, I,, 247-48. . April 10,, 1841 ♦
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Thoreau's youthful hope for self-realization as an innocent "globule" 

in the veins of divine nature gradually proved itself inadequate in 

maturity, and that his changing attitude is set forth in Walden.

Walden therefore opens by relating his philosophy to society rather 

than to personal communion with nature's divinity, and his program for 

self-fulfillment is presented haIf-humorously as an unappreciated com

munity service,, much as Socrates defended his vocation as Athens' gad

fly. Thoreau's spiritual:quest was transformed into an account of his 

life which is both a defense and an example, his disarming protesta

tions of modesty notwithstanding. The shift from the universal in 

A Week to the particular in Walden, from ecstasy to irony, from vast 

hopes to reasonable conclusions,, is evidence of that maturity and 

change. The "operatic heroism" of 1840., as Perry Miller calls it,̂  be

comes the carefully reasoned rebellion in which a limitless transcen

dental dream is modified by the reality of circumstances.

But if there is a shift from dream to action, there must also 

be a continuity, for Thoreau very clearly only modified rather than 

abandoned his sacred purpose. What kind of "action" can one perform who 

is so deeply committed to attaining the sublime and passive overview,

"as if by retiring to this distance we had then first conquered it by 

our vision"? Inaction becomes a form of action among men only when it 

ceases to be withdrawal alone, and becomes a tool for opposing— that is,, 

deliberate and purposeful non-participation when an issue is at stake.

16. Consciousness in Concord, 197n.
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This is,, in fact, the only possible extension of Thoreau's philosophy 

into - “actual11 social relationships. But it would be a mistake to con

clude that he set about practicing non-participation as an active social 

principle in order to bring about desired ends of reform. . "Civil Dis

obedience^ proposes such a principle, and its widespread utilization by 

action groups in modern times has been attributed to Thoreau1s influ

ence . ̂  But he cared nothing for reformers or their societies,, and he 

did not carry his campaign into the enemy camp., aside from making , a few 

public lectures„ That is,, he.himself did not use non-participation as 

an instrument of action; it was for him fundamentally a form of indi

vidual self-defense.

Out of his paradoxical life, Thoreau1s apologists have

fashioned an image that satisfies twentieth-century social and moral

standards. H. S.. Canby attempted to rescue him from the unpleasantness

of a cold and priggish sexuality with the discovery of a possible brief
18infatuation for Ellen Sewall that ended nobly,, although such romanti

cizing of his ambiguous sexual life is less valuable than the truth, 

whatever it may be. The same curiously personal air surrounds the de

fense of his social behavior,, with much effort expended on the issue of 

his egotism versus the truly selfless aim of his literary labors.

Perry Miller (in Consciousness in Concord) finds him a monstrous Byronic 

egotist,, while Reginald Cook believes he "released the possibility of

17. Walter Harding's biography of Thoreau is dedicated to 
Martin Luther King,, Jr.

18. Henry Seidel Canby, Thoreau, Boston, 1939.
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inward growth3 not only for himself,, but for all men. Norman

Foerster tries for a balance,, admitting that "As for his relation to 

his fellow men, it must be held against him that he was inveterately 

self-centered...He cared far too little for the actual life of men."

But even so,, "This is not to say that he lacked a profound love of 

humanity." Like Cook,, Matthiessen, and Paul, he argues that "it was 

not his carelessness of man!s good but the precise opposite, his 

passion for it, that made him denounce so bitterly the society into 

which he was born and to assume the part of a gadfly stinging it into 

v i r t u e . T h e  paradoxical image that seems widely accepted today is 

that of a man dedicated to the higher service of humanity through a 

perverse withdrawal to a vantage point from which he could better teach 

the truths that he saw. This is essentially to accept Thoreau1s own 

studied image of himself.

There would seem to be no question of Thoreau1s total commit

ment to the ideal of self-reform as the basis for all possible social

improvement, of self-growth as the dedicated effort of his life and the
91gist of all his teaching. Leo Stoller,, in After Walden,,' traces the 

consequences of this commitment as it was forced to come in contact with 

the problems of the times,, and concludes that Thoreau fs "search led in 

directions he could hardly have anticipated," but that "he at moments

19. Passage to Walden, Boston, 1949,, 236.

20. Nature in American Literature, New York, 1923,, 136-37.

21. . Stanford, 1957.
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withdrew from it,,... [and] did not give up the security of old ideas 

without pain," reiterating to the end his belief in personal self

dedication. There is no satisfaction to be gained in trying to find in 

Thoreau a theorist of modern social action, for in spite of the several 

valuable insights he contributed to the problems of slavery, conserva

tion, education, and property, he remained a non-participating critic 

forced to speak occasionally from his position outside the institutions 

of society which he despised, unable to relinquish the quest for per

sonal serenity and spiritual realization through nature's divinity.

His contribution, then, as far as social action is concerned, was in

advertent rather than intended.

But one need not be an advocate of movements or of social refor

mation in order to be a responsible participant in human life. It is 

interesting, but immaterial, whether Thoreau was willing to follow his 

thoughts into the application that the twentieth century finds most ad

mirable. The storm that has surrounded him has to do with his non

involvement in community life and the personal responsibilities that 

are assumed to be a part of ordinary living. Some readers even today, 

untutored in the critics' subtler paradoxes,, respond as did a reader of 

Horace Greeley's New York Tribune in 1849: "...the young man [Thoreau]

is either a whimsy or else a good-for-nothing, selfish crab-like sort 

of chap,, who tries to shirk the duties whose hearty and honest discharge 

is the only thing that...entitles a man to be regarded as a good 

example...nobody has a right to live for himself alone, away from the

22. Stoller, op. cit., 156.
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interests., the affections., and the sufferings of his k i n d . "23 Most 

objections in this vein are dismissed today as merely reactions of con

ventional persons who fail to grasp Thoreau1s real message or the 

humanitarianism of his motives. His non-participation, then, is a many- 

sided and complicated problem, not to be easily disposed of by any of 

the conflicting formulas proposed by his apologists or critics. The 

inaction which is action, the hatred which is love, the higher commit

ment which justifies abandonment of lower commitments,, the egotism 

which is selfless— these are the paradoxical elements in Thoreau1s per

sonality and program.

Such paradoxes are surely evidence of the divided personality 

we have traced in its effort to bring together soul and body in an 

undivided life— dream and actuality, God and the senses, divinity and 

mortal humanity. What Thoreau avoided was not so much the role of re

former, for this was easy to decline, being no more respected by the 

mass of men than it is today; it was rather the sharing in that common 

existence which, to him, demeaned the soul and mixed sin with the purity 

of the self. Thoreau could find no sympathetic identification with 

most of his fellow men. In spite of a calculated appearance of jaunty 

good humor, there is a certain coldness and silence,, except toward the 

inarticulate and unattached. One looks in vain for anything like the 

love he expresses for the fish or the otter— a true warmth and yearning 

for close association through identifying his sense of self with that

23. New York Tribune, July 19,, 1849., quoted by Walter Harding 
in The Days of Henry Thoreau, 240.
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of anotherfs. His brotherhood is with nature rather than with man, if 

a sense of "brotherhood11 means accepting men as they are with tolerant 

sympathy.

An instructive contrast can be found in Hawthorne, who was 

equally concerned with the individual person's relation to the sins of 

the community. In "My Kinsman, Major Molyneux," Hawthorne depicts a 

youth overflowing, like Thoreau, with natural innocence and a deep 

sense of divinity in the simple rural life from which he sprang. Com

ing to the city for the first time as a self-sufficient adult, Robin is 

by turns baffled, enraged, and lost, until to his dismay he partici

pates in a communal ritual of hatreddagainst the very kinsman to whom 

he had hoped to look for guidance. Humiliated and chastened, he finds 

for the first time sympathy and a friend; his innocence is lost but he 

is capable thenceforth of strength among men. It is not the moment of 

silent withdrawal and reverence that saves his soul, but his discovery 

that to be human is to know sin. In "Young Goodman Brown" Hawthorne 

depicts the withering of the self-righteous soul which rejects that 

same lesson and persists in its childish faith in purity. Both Brown 

and Robin have something of Thoreau's self-centered hostility toward 

the threat of the sinful community. Love,, in Hawthorne's works,* is the 

surrender of a portion of the self to the common lot. The irony of 

life is that pure, childlike goodness— perhaps the most attractive 

phase of human existence— must be lost in order to gain the greater 

good of sharing in. mankind. To Hawthorne,, not till we have lost our

selves do we find others; to Thoreau, "hot till we have lost the world,
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do we begin to find o u r s e l v e s . .."24

Another illuminating parallel in American literature may be 

found in Stephen Crane1s Red Badge of Courage. When Henry Fleming flees 

from the battle in terror and self-preservation, he makes his way into 

a woods where he finds peace and can reassure himself that his fellow 

soldiers are fools. Alone, he can rationalize that nature sides with 

him: "This landscape gave him assurance. A fair field holding life.

It was a religion of peace...He conceived Nature to be a woman with a 

deep aversion to t r a g e d y ."25 Finally, pushing his way into a natural 

chapel formed by overarching trees,, he is shocked to find in the very 

temple of innocence and natural holiness a dead body crawling with ants. 

The fact of death shatters his faith built upon a coward*s escape.

Perry Miller, in Consciousness in Concord, views Thoreau1s strategems 

to outwit life's involvements in much the same light. Joel Porte., fol

lowing Miller, expands the analysis in Emerson and Thoreau: Transcen-

dentalists in Conflict, supplying a quasi-psychoanalytic study of 

Thoreau * s suppressed horror at death which recurrently confronted him 

in his most secure and lofty attempts to attain peace through sensory 

identification with nature.

The defence of Thoreau* s high-minded egotism on the grounds that 

this was his paradoxical way of serving posterity is akin to the now 

outmoded economic philosophy which claimed that one best served the

24. . Walden, 190.

25. Norton Critical Edition, New York, 1962, 41.
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welfare of the community through enlightened self-seeking. Indeed, 

Thoreaufs moral position is.virtually identical: “There is something

proudly thrilling in the thought that this obedience to conscience and 

trust in God, which is so solemnly preached in extremities and arduous 

circumstances, is only to retreat to one's self,, and rely on our own 

s t r e n g t h . T h e  partial truth of this must be seen in the perspective 

of Thoreau's entire effort. God was not to be discovered in compassion, 

on the streets of the city, in the linking of imperfect soul to soul, 

but in keeping the self free from contamination. If man,has fallen, 

then one despises his fall and refrains from any part in it. Thoreau's 

brotherhood is with “the gods,,1’1' not with mankind; “friendship" is the 

silent sharing of a pure ideal,, not the mutual sympathy of the erring. 

The battle of life was won or lost on some private inner field of 

valor, not, as Hawthorne saw it,, in actual human relationships where 

what one gave up was given to others rather than denied to one's self. 

Self-denial was, in fact,, to Hawthorne a meaningless act unless it was 

equivalent to sharing; to Thoreau,, it was necessarily the foundation- 

stone of all his principles. “I am convinced,,“ he wrote,, “that if all 

men were to live as simply as I then did, thieving and robbery would be 

unknown.“ He could, indeed, offer to posterity only the example of 

himself . Going on to quote Confucius,, he said, “The virtues of a 

superior man are like the wind; the virtues of a common man are like the 

grass; the grass,, when the wind passes over it, bends.“ 7̂ To be a

26. Journal,, I,, 180. January 28,, 1841.

27. Walden, 191.
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"superior man" and, like some self-sufficient natural agent, radiate 

his influence upon men simply by being,, was the virtual limit of 

Thoreau!s conception of his moral role as a man. If this demonstrates 

a ('profound love of humanity," it is only by a unique definition of 

"love,," for it is a self-sufficient and one-sided affair only, running 

none of the risks which in actual relationships confront the innocent.

. Thoreaur s symbolizing of the divine in nature was thus bound up 

in his poignant striving for purity. The economic doctrine preached in 

'(Economy," the first chapter of Walden, is "simplicity," or the personal 

denial of material luxuries: "None can be an impartial or wise observer

of human life but from the vantage ground of what we should call volun

tary poverty."28 Thoreau believed he had found a way to put a prac

tical foundation under his yearnings for a pure life by proposing a 

kind of equation or law: that the amount of "living" put into the

attainment of possessions is subtracted from the creative life of the 

spirit. This,, in effect, united his spiritual quest for "Grecian" 

peace,, his asceticism, and his non-participation in society. , After 

this defence of voluntary poverty as a measure of inward riches— the 

only program for "an impartial or wise observer of human life" from the

familiar Thoreauvian "vantage ground"— comes a kind of non sequitur:
29The message is directed to "the mass of men who are discontented," 

and especially to the idle rich,, rather than to the few who might 

strive to live as philosophers. The Thoreau who seeks an absolute for

28. . Ibid.,, 16,

29. Ibid.,, 17.
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himself has compromised on a half-way covenant for others,, preaching 

that one step toward salvation is better than none. The goal he set 

for Mmself was unlike that of most men: "it would certainly astonish

those who know nothing about it."^ But he would not like it to be 

irrelevant to man's life in society.

There is more confusion in Thoreau's thinking than is generally 

attributed to it. His basic argument assumes that the highest expres

sion of philosophy requires the least dependence on the complex methods 

of getting a living to which people's lives are largely dedicated; the 

greater the luxury, the greater the moral degeneration. Thoreau would 

like to condemn also the art and philosophy oflluxurious cultures,, for 

by his inflexible standard art and the artist's life were one and the 

same. In principle, Walden's attack on materialism has been uncrit

ically accepted as hard-hitting and realistic. But since it arises in 

reality from his deeply personal quest and need,, it is made to apply to 

others only by wrenching logic and fact. There is no acceptable defini

tion of luxury, as Thoreau admits; hence,, it follows that art and phil

osophy in the historical ages cannot be judged by the narrow moral stan

dard of self-denial he set for himself. (His beloved Chaucer and 

Shakespeare both lacked his asceticism and cannot be measured by the 

standard of voluntary poverty.) Thoreau's ignorance of music and paint

ing and his scornful rejection of fiction severely limit the value of 

his judgments on culture. His silent acceptance of those products of 

luxury which he found useful— such as tools,, surveying instruments, and

30. Ibid.,, 18.
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books— bespeaks the attitude of "Civil Disobedience": "I will still

make what use and get what advantage of her I can, as is usual in such 

caseso" If principle is really involved,, this self-indulgence raises 

the question of sincerity. In general, it would seem that Thoreau's 

personal.standard is difficult to apply to society at large, for the 

finest flowering of a culture seems to be unrelated to the voluntary 

poverty of its artists and philosophers; and furthermore, a low stand

ard of living in a culture, such as the New Hollandersby no means 

assures a race of philosopher-artists: "Is it impossible to combine

the hardiness of these savages with the intellectualness of civilized
01man?” Thoreau's equation of life and material expenditure, in other 

words,, cannot be made to fit historical fact except in certain cases. 

True,, it is offered as a first step in spiritual discipline for those 

who might benefit from it,, much as Epictetus recommended self-denial as 

a simple rule for beginners in philosophy who could not yet handle the 

intricacies of deeper thought. But precisely what would the rich or 

the discontented do? Something better,, even in a small way, than what 

they do now. Thoreau's program,, so filled with intense hope of self- 

realization,, so curiously damning of society, is uninspiring,, even 

vague,, in its recommendation to others,, for he realized that there were 

possibly "strong and valiant natures" and others "who find their encour

agement and inspiration in precisely the present condition of things"^ 

who would find success in other ways. Not everyone considers his mater

ial life a form of penance that subtracts an equal value of "living"

31. Ibid.,, 17.
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from the spirit5 for it cannot be assumed that serenity and rest in 

nature constitute the only true experience of the divine,, or that a 

man1s moral stature is truly measurable by his abstinence from labor 

upon things. Thoreau1s moral economy is a peculiar reverse-materialism, 

equivalent to his spiritual capitalism. "His contemporaries committed 

the error of living exclusively in the street, and therefore,," writes 

Norman Foerster, "he concluded illogically, he must go to the other ex

treme of living exclusively in his mind and heart.

Thoreau was sensitive to the charge that he was selfish and 

lacking in generosity, for, truthfully, his program of self-fulfillment 

was only indirectly relevant to others,, who could follow in his path 

if they chose but were not a part of his enterprise. This seeming weak

ness is answered by an attack upon philanthropy, which "is not love for 

one's fellow-man in the broadest s e n s e . H e  despises the do-gooder's 

sense of duty as hypocritical and claims that the poor— like himself—  

prefer the kind of life they lead. This is a typical expression of his 

militant moral free-enterprise; his own doctrine is,, "Set about.being 

g o o d , , rather than intentionally doing good. "Goodness" is an unin

tentional--perhaps one should say unconscious--by-product of living.

In this application to social relationships, one can readily see the 

shape of his earlier search for self-contained.and self-sufficient

32. Nature in American Literature,, 136-37 .

' 33. Walden, 82.

34. Ibid.,, 81. Italics added.
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innocence. To "be as simple and well as Nature ourselves” is ”to be

come one of the worthies of t h e  w o r l d . "35 By implication,, the great 

spirits of history whot) like plants or treesl3 bore fruit for mankind3 

were of Thoreau* s own persuasion. However just his condemnation of 

philanthropy, there is in it a certain harshness and indifference to 

human need and a quite personal̂ , even querulous, demand to be left 

alone to let such fruits ripen and drop as might, from the tree of his 

spiritual life.

The amusing irony and the frequent assurances that he is by no 

means telling others how to lead their lives,, are disarming and effec

tive qualifications of a self-defense that might otherwise arouse antag

onism. For Thoreauf s gratuitous attack upon society in "Economy" is so 

intertwined with self-defense as to be inextricable from it. It is 

plain from its opening chapter that Walden is to be the arrogantly 

modest self-display of a life that succeeded exactly where those around 

it failed; that is, in going about his own business of self-improvement 

and skimming from his environment its spiritual riches, proving his 

long-standing belief that Nature supported man8 s spirit and not "grovel

ling" society--in short, an enterprise that needed no partners. He 

warned his readers at the outset that he proposed "to brag as lustily 

as chanticleer in the morning." By now, one should not expect, of 

course, an apology.

Thoreau8s economic views in "Economy" should not be taken as the 

substance of the book, for they are only the self-defensive prelude to

35. Ibid., 87.
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the spiritual autobiography which follows. . "Where I,Lived and What I 

Lived For" richly launches the symbolism which is the true heart of 

Walden. If one has read Thoreaufs previous work, he will have no dif

ficulty in recognizing familiar themes. The Pond "impressed me like a 

tarn high up on the side of a mountain, its bottom far above the surface 

of other lakes. ... It is serene, a "lower heaven. All water

floats the world in reflection, even the smallest well. We are clearly 

in the presence again of that imagery of the spirit, which was first 

developed in A Week. "Both place and time were changed, and I dwelt 

nearer to those parts of the universe and to those eras in history 

which had most attracted m e . H i s  house "actually had its site in 

such a withdrawn, but forever new and unprophaned, part of the universe... 

Every morning was a cheerful invitation to make my life of equal sim

plicity, and I may say innocence, with Nature herself...1 got up early 

and bathed in the pond; that was a religious exercise, and one of the 

best things which I did."^ Undisturbed by the grovelling life of the 

world, Thoreau could set about in imagination to fashion his own chosen 

world into the image of his heroic, god-like dream, until even a 

mosquitofs hum seemed to sing Homeric "wrath and wanderings. It is 

probable that many persons to this day visit Walden Pond in the hope of

36. Ibid., 95.

37. Ibid., 96.

38. Ibid., 97

39. Ibid., 98.

40. Ibid., 98-99.
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catching a glimpse there of Thoreau1s Olympus5 unwilling to believe 

that the powerful spell of his pages is not a part of the place itself. 

But the Walden Pond of the book is a creation of poetry, no less a 

piece of inner geography than Poe's tarns. 'Where I Lived'6 is in cer

tain respects the crest of all Thoreau*s effort to realize the sublime 

awareness in a particular time and place. The constantly reiterated 

imagery of dawn and awakening symbolizes the awakening to eternity and 

absolute spiritual realization; nothing Thoreau wrote is as close to 

what one may call applied Platonism as this. "By closing the eyes and 

slumbering, and consenting to be deceived by shows, men establish and 

confirm their daily life of routine and habit everywhere, which still is 

built on illusory foundations. Thoreau1s description of the world as 

a place of shadows, illusion, and sham, ranks with Plato's myth of the 

cave as one of the great literary and religious statements of idealism. 

"T perceive that we inhabitants of New England live this mean life that 

we do because our vision does not penetrate the surface of things. We 

think that that jLs which appears to be.. In contrast, the awakened

spiritual life is to see— to have a vision of sublime "reality" in the 

eternal, unchanging, and quiet light of the dawn. To be born anew each 

day is to live again as an innocent child, as a Greek philosopher, as a 

Vedic poet-priest. The sacred waters of the Pond wash away the sins 

and imperfections of the sham life. "Children, who play life, discern

41. Ibid., 106.

42. Ibid., 107.
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its true law and relations more clearly than men. Thoreau cites a

story have read in a Hindoo book" of a king's son reared by a for

ester, and who, rediscovered by a royal minister, has the "misconcep

tion of his character,..removed," and knows himself to be a prince.

So the soul recovers its godlike character through self-knowledge. 

Spiritual heroism is attained through recognition of the divinity of 

self and the meanness of ordinary life.

. To read these passages of Walden as if they were a hyperbolical 

poetic statement only, a piece of social criticism, is to degrade 

Thoreau*s entire intent. "God himself culminates in the present mo

ment," he writesThoreau* s object is to realize God in the present 

moment that is given to him. The well of inspiration out of which 

Walden comes is that same religious idealism of A Week, turned now from 

expectation of the future to a firm determination to make "real" once 

and for all the sublimity of which he dreams: to make "actual" that

life of 'the spirit which has haunted him as a rumor, to begin to live 

in fact what his imagination has long pictured as possible. In the 

empirical spirit we witnessed in A Week, he determines now to set up a 

"Realometer" and measure, define, and establish divine reality in terms 

as precise as those of the surveyor— to determine if his dream is true, 

and, if not, to go about his business having at least tried. . "Where I

43. . Ibid., 106.

44. Ibid., 107.

45. Ibid., 107.
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Lived™ ends with the evocation of childhood: “I cannot count one. I

know not the first letter of the alphabet. I have always been regret

ting that I was not as wise as the day I was born. One recalls his 

imaginative use of Locke* s tabula rasa as the innocent surface of the 

soul on which the divine mind can make its imprint. To wash away in 

Walden Pond the sordid imprint of ordinary life, leaving the fresh and 

childlike surface free and clean for the divine message, is his an

nounced intention.

But Walden looks both inward and outward, and the outward crit

ical look at society has to some extent obscured and appeared to mini

mize the high spiritual purpose of the."experiment," which was less to 

show what was wrong with other men1s lives than to prove what was right 

in his own. A reading of his pre-Walden writings establishes this be

yond any doubt as the direction in which he was moving. If Walden has 

much to say about the present unsatisfactory arrangements of men1s 

lives, it is because his determination to grasp "Reality" once and for 

all requires him to speak of that which actually is as well as that 

which might be. In other words, the empirical search for God requires 

a solid evaluation of the facts of life in the midst of which the spir

itual treasure is to be found. The attack on society is his means of 

clearing away the-shams and delusions. His own role in Walden is not 

to be equated with the relatively uncertain advice he offers to others—  

that half-way covenant we spoke of above. . Emotionally, he could not 

share his heaven; other men had to find their own Waldens, and finding

46. Ibid., 109.



179
them was their own business. He sought communion with his God, not 

with men. The most exalted experiences which he reports in Walden are 

those in which he is alone and the fiGreciantf atmosphere prevails, and 

the immediate time and place are dissolved into the infinite and eter

nal. Human relationships are an excursion into the "actual" with all 

its blindness and imperfections, except rarely when two minds are able 

to obliterate the consciousness of their temporal being through aware

ness of the ideal they both comprehend. "The stars are apexes of what 

wonderful triangles! What distant and different beings in the various 

mansions of the universe are contemplating the same one at the same 

moment!"^ Contemplation, distance— these are the elements of the 

ideal.

The first, draft of Walden, written in 1846-47 at the Pond, is 

revealed by J.. Lyndon Shanley*s study to have no chapter divisions and 

to consist largely of material for the ultimate first half of the book; 

the latter portions of the draft are much scrambled, in relation to 

their final place in the finished scheme. Thoreau was clearly follow

ing the line of thought he had developed for A Week, whereas the cycli

cal pattern of the seasons, with the death and rebirth of the Pond, had 

not yet become a part of his thinking. The narrative of the seasons 

corresponds structurally to the river voyage in A Week, as the "objec

tive correlative" of his thinking. But in actual fact, that narrative, 

as an organizational plan, was slow to develop and by no means governs 

the entirety of the book. It seems to have been a later outgrowth of

47. Ibid., 11.
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his revision rather than a plan from which he began. The statement in 

"Where I Lived3 tr that he was ftfor convenience putting the experience of 

two years into o n e , w a s  not added until the fourth version of the 

text in 1852,^ indicating that he had possibly arrived at his final 

plan at that time. There had been a gap of at least three years, from 

1849 until 1852, in which the first version stood much as he had writ

ten it with only such changes as indicate polishing rather than basic 

change or addition. As Shanley points out, "he could properly write in 

III: fAt the time the following pages were written I lived alone, in

the woods.1 This had to be qualified in the final version with "or 

the bulk of t h e m . S o m e  of the copies of A Week, published in 1849, 

contain an advertisement for Walden, indicating that Thoreau considered 

his next work virtually finished and ready for early publication. But 

when this did not come about— probably because of the failure of A Week—  

the manuscript of Walden was picked up again and extensively enlarged.

There are, then, essentially two books merged into one, the 

first being the version written largely at Walden Pond, and the second 

the product of the early 1850's with the cycle of the seasons imposed 

as an overall scheme of organization. It follows quite logically that 

the earlier chapters have little reference to the passage of time of the 

one hypothetical year. . Instead, they appear to aim at that depiction of

48o Ibid., 94.

49. Shanley, The Making of Walden, 31.

50. Ibid., 28.

51. Walden, 3.
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auroral timelessness5 the discovered heaven3 the Platonic Reality, and 

are thus, as we suggested earlier, an extension of A Week rather than 

any new treatment of his themes. The difference lies largely in the 

sharper definition of ideas and the contrast that is drawn between the 

ideal world and the sham world of most men’s lives around him. The 

first eleven chapters, through “Brute Neighbors,” are therefore simply 

aspects of the single experience, quite unrelated to any law of progress 

of the seasons. In the first version they occupy over four-fifths of 

the text, whereas the scattered materials on winter and spring comprise 

only a brief fifth, later to be expanded into seven chapters totalling 

more than a hundred pages, or nearly a third of the final text. Fur- 

, thermore, as Shanley points out,̂ 2 Thoreau went back through his earlier 

version changing and adding words and sentences in an attempt to unite 

his materials in a single whole, governed by the new structural plan of 

seasonal progress. But the final version of Walden is far from being a 

narrative that follows the calendar, as any reader can attest. The 

. first two-thirds of the book is a series of essays, like spokes radia

ting from the unmoving center of a wheel. They speak as if life were 

realized, at last; they are Thoreau1s report from the gods, which he had 

gone to Walden Pond to receivd. It was not in his original plan to have 

his, symbol of purity and ideal spirituality, the Pond, die and come to 

life again according to the law of the seasons. What meaning this de

velopment of the 1850’s bears in relation to his earlier thought we 

shall discover shortly.

52. Shanley, ojd. cit., 87-91.
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"Reading66 and ^Sounds," virtually complete and less retouched 

from the first draft, are essentially repetitions of Thoreau1s views on 

literature and the universal or natural wordless language of nature, 

with certain interesting changes of emphasis. The essential literature 

is, as before, the classics, "the noblest recorded thoughts of m a n .

The Iliad is "the work of art nearest to life itself"; that is, satisfy

ing Thoreau* s standard which identifies art with the **serene and celes- 

.fcial atmosphere"^ of the timeless and eternal ideal, and only true, 

life. Pursuing this familiar line, he says, "The works of. the great 

poets have never yet been read by mankind, for only great poets can 

read them,unconsciously revealing his opinion of himself, for noth

ing, is more evident than his confidence in his own reading of them. . But 

Thoreau, who had not hesitated to chide God for forgetting him, and who 

had dared to build himself an abode on Olympus from which he flung 

thunderbolts at the "meanness66 of mortal lives, was not one to disclaim 

brotherhood with the greatest of poets, or to comprehend the concept of 

hubris.

Much more of "Reading," however, is devoted to attacks upon 

popular taste and the low state of New England culture than was typical 

of A Week, which remains a much richer statement of his idealistic 

theory in its application to literature than Walden is. His recommen

dation that American villages lift their cultural level to the heights

53. Walden, 112.

54. . Ibid., 114.

55. Ibid., 115.
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achieved by European noblemen, and beyond, because they have the mater

ial resources to do so and ?,to act collectively is according to the 

spirit of our institutions"^^ may be construed as signaling his shift 

toward a constructive contribution to American society; those who find 

Thoreau a "social thinker" are entitled to find it so. It is evident 

that Thoreau1s unbending idealism is willing to settle for a small ad

vance at a time, when it comes down to practical accomplishments by the 

community; that is, for spending a few less dollars on trivia, such as 

public buildings and bridges, and a few more on education and libraries.

But behind this recommendation lies the hope that someday men might

live as princes, like the king's son in the Hindu tale who found his 

identity. :;T.he gap between Thoreau himself, who believed he so knew 

his identity, and that of the villagers, is virtually as great as ever.

"Sounds" sets the stage again with the familiar furniture: the

isolation, the meditation, the timelessness, the identity of Thoreau's 

life with that of nature— "if the birds and flowers had tried me by

their standard,. I should not have been found w a n t i n g . T h e  announced

subject is slow to make its appearance. The leisurely opening seems 

designed to establish the daily way of life, which is dedicated to slow 

and steady work that allows the natural setting to drench him with its 

rich detail. It is a vignette of that Homeric life in its realized

actuality, in which daily labor is transformed from meanness to harmony

with nature, and the sounds of life can be read by the senses. Almost

56. Ibid., 122.

57. Ibid., 124.
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half the chapter is devoted to the railroad, which whirls the "restless 

world" past him on a regular schedule. Oddly, perhaps, he finds that 

"commerce is unexpectedly confident and serene, alert, adventurous, and 

unwearied. It is very natural in its methods withal..,."^® Even though 

its roar and smoke offend his ears and eyes, and "your pastoral life 

[is] whirled past and away"^^ by it, it fills him with a romantic sense 

of distant places and pleases him with its predictable regularity.

This treatment is somewhat puzzling, if one expects him tq despise the 

railroad as an intrusion of the mean communal world upon his Olympus.

But one recalls his youthful dreaming of the roles open for one to play

in life in any part of the globe, and realizes that for him the boyish

adventure of living outside the routines of the community was never 

dead. The railroad was to him something like Mark Twainf s steamboat.

It is revealing of how little economic insight Thoreau really had, to 

see how. "Commerce" can be so romanticized in its moving of goods to and 

fro, while its aspect of manufacturing or shopkeeping is found stifling, 

as if the two were not related. The useless possessions which rich 

townspeople burdened themselves with were transported by the mythicized 

iron horse he delighted in. And what of the owner of the railroad, who 

laid down the tracks, as Thoreau wrote, on the backs of the laborers 

who built it? Whatever "law" Thoreau might have searched for was not a 

law of society or of economic progeas, and he exercised the

58. Ibid., 132.

59. Ibid., 135.



transcendental1 st privilege of finding consistency in his view of 

things rather than in things themselves„

The lengthy passage concerning the railroad is a part of the 

first version of the manuscript written at the Pond., It reminds one 

that while he was anxious to stay at home and not really play any of 

those adventurous roles abroad that he read about, he did read quite 

widely of foreign travel. J..A., Christie has added up a total of one 

hundred and seventy-two separate works read by Thoreau in this genre, 

beginning in his college years. In 1852 alone, he read fEan absolute . 

minimum of 8,849 pages of travel literature, . 11 ̂  This renders somewhat 

amusing his claim in the chapter ^Reading" that tlI read one or two 

shallow books of travel in the intervals of my work, till that employ

ment made me ashamed of myself, and I asked where it was then that 1 

l i v e d . T h i s  disclaimer appears to be of the type associated with 

the forest burning, of which he pretended to be ashamed only of the 

trivial act of preparing some fish. One suspects that in depicting him

self as a reader of only the great and ancient poems, contemptuous of 

trivial contemporary tastes, he felt a twinge of conscience over cer

tain reading matter not in that exalted class— particularly if some of 

his acquaintances who were to read Walden knew how he had occupied a 

part of his time.

nSounds1* leads by gradations into the wildness of his environ

ment, leaving with many readers the impression that he lived in the

60. Christie, Thoreau as World Traveler, 45.

61. . Walden, 111.
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depths of a wilderness3 an impression belied by the proximity of the 

railroad. But this, like the auroral atmosphere, is poetry rather than 

fact, for his final words, n— and no path to the civilized world,M are 

not to be taken literally. It is a reveling in his separation from the 

community and a link with the following chapter, "Solitude. 11

"Solitude" and "Visitors" form another pair, as did "Reading" 

and "Sounds," following Thoreau1s apparent original plan of organizing 

his material by subjects instead of symbolic narrative. "Solitude" is 

chiefly devoted to demonstrating that his deeper companionship is with 

nature rather than with society, for he had been asked if he were not 

lonely. In an early letter to Mrs. Lucy Brown, he had written, "But I 

forget that you think more of this human nature than of this nature I 

praise. Why won't you believe that mine is more human than any single 

man or woman can be?"^ .Somewhat less bluntly stated, "Solitude" de

velops a similar theme. "I do not talk to any intellect in nature, but 

am presuming an infinite heart somewhere, he had written also at an 

earlier date. , In Walden, despite the overlay of criticism of society, 

the sense of a "presence of something kindred to me"^ reminds one that 

Thoreau drew from his association with natural things all the feeling 

of psychological union that most human beings derive from one another. 

"I was suddenly sensible of such sweet and beneficent society in 

Nature... an infinite and unaccountable friendliness all at once like an

62. , Correspondence, 45. July 21, 1841.

63. . Consciousness in Concord, 196. December 24, 1840.

64. Walden, 146.
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atmosphere sustaining me, as made the fancied advantages of human neigh

borhood insignificant, and I have never thought of them since'. In

contrast, Thoreau finds that vast spaces separate human beings who may 

be near to one another physically. "I find it wholesome to be alone 

the greater part of the time...we live thick and are in each other? s 

way, and stumble over one a n o t h e r . H e  finds health, sanity, peace, 

identity, “the perennial source of our life.“^  Best of all, “I have, 

as it were, my own sun and moon and stars, and a little world all to 

m y s e l f . T h i s  may be taken, again, as hyperbole; but there can be 

little question that Thoreau had no intention of exaggerating. Nature 

was not an abstract identity, but a physical and psychological presence, 

more personal to him than another human being, and filling the same 

needs. What would happen to him if this sense of an animate presence 

should fade? The question was unthinkable, at least at the writing of 

“Solitude." His life-motive, his entire creativity, depended on the 

certainty that it would not.

“Visitors" begins with the line often cited to prove Thoreau*s 

normal sociability: : "I think I love society as much as most...I am 

naturally no hermit, but might sit out the sturdiest frequenter of the 

bar-room, if my business called me thither. But one notes that his

65. Ibid., 146.
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business did not call him thither3 and that he has just5 in the 

previous chapter3 called for a population density of one per square 

mile, reminding us that he can well do without society, nature having 

provided all of that he needs. We are, however, used to his having 

things whichever way suits his purpose. . “Visitors11 nevertheless does 

not disappoint one, for it continues to enlarge upon the difficulties 

of communication. In this chapter appear the simple folk to whom he 

could draw close without the effrontery that annoyed him in most meet

ings: the woodcutter, the “weak-headed pauper,“ and children. One

suspects that in his love of inarticulate persons and animals there was 

less of the impulse toward the divine than a sense of ease, for they 

could in no way offer opposition, and tended to take him as he was with

out questioning or criticism. In 1841 he had written: "I almost shrink

from the arduousness of meeting men erectly day by day,“ following this 

confession with a self-lecture on resolutely being one's self, and the 

hopeful assertion, “I would be in society as in the landscape; in the
7 npresence of nature there is no reserve, no effrontery.117u

"The Bean-Field" likewise follows the established pattern of 

previous chapters: the presentation of the example of himself, followed

by the damning criticism of its social counterpart. In this case, his 

Homeric struggle to produce beans, for all its valiant determination at 

sensible husbandry, only proves that the labor is not worth it. Modern 

farming, he then finds, is no longer a "sacred art," as "ancient poetry

70. Journal, I, 174-75. January 24, 1841.
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71and mythology suggest3n/ but mere production for its own sake. "By 

avarice and selfishness, and a groveling habit... of regarding the soil 

as property... the landscape is deformed, husbandry is degraded with us, 

and the farmer leads the meanest of lives. He knows Nature but as a 

robber."72 Again, Thoreau's analysis of the economy is motivated by a 

religious attitude, and not by any insight into its inequities or 

pattern of organization. He would like to think that one could be fed 

by the same natural bounty that feeds all creatures without effort.

The farmer's salvation would lie in reverential "trust and magnanim

ity," looking reverentially toward the divine source of life, Nature, 

which is— God.

This chapter rightly needs to be read with "Baker Farm,a 

study of a poor Irish workman, John Field, who lives a groveling life 

because he cannot comprehend how simply he could improve it. He had 

stumbled upon Field while adventuring abroad in the neighborhood during 

a rain-shower. His contrast in this chapter is between Field's serf

like slavery to routine beliefs, and his own free and magnanimous trust 

that Nature will take care of those who believe in her:

...as I ran down the hill toward the reddening west, with the 
rainbow over my shoulder, and some faint tinkling sounds borne 
to my ear through the cleansed air, from I know not what quarter, 
my Good Genius seemed to say,— Go fish and hunt far and wide day 
by day,--farther and wider,-r-and rest thee by many brooks and 
hearthsides without misgiving...Rise free from care before the 
dawn, and seek adventures...Grow wilder according to thy nature, 
like these sedges and brakes, which will never become English

71. Walden, 182.

72. Ibid., 183.
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hay. Let the thunder rumble; what if it threaten ruin to 
farmers' crops? that is not its errand to thee. Take shelter 
under a cloud...Let not to get a living be thy trade, but thy
sport. Enjoy the land, but own it not.^

His aspiration was for a trustful, free, and spiritually dedicated 

life in nature, the great mother in whose veins he wished to flow, who 

would nourish and sustain him and provide him all necessary companion

ship .

"The Village," Walden's briefest chapter, compares Concord to a 

prairie-dog village: "I went there frequently to observe their

h a b i t s . T o  pass through the town itself is to run the gauntlet, for

it grasps at the traveler from all sides with its curious eyes and 

gossiping voices. . Thoreau manfully makes it through, "either by pro

ceeding, at once boldly and without deliberation to the goal...or by 

keeping my thoughts on high things, like O r p h e u s . .."^5 Despite its in

tended humor, some may find a touch of cruelty in this, his only depic

tion of village life, as a contemptible phenomenon to be studied as one 

might a collection of animals; or a touch of paranoia in his dread of 

the close proximity of human beings from whom he escapes with relief to

the darkness of the woods at night. The chapter, proceeds to the

already-quoted passage "not till we have lost the world, do we begin to 

find ourselves,and to yet another reference to his jailing,

73. Ibid.,.230.
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mentioned also in A Week and treated at length in "Civil Disobedience.M 

Nowhere in Thoreau’s writings3 except perhaps in the Journal passage on 

the forest fire, is his psychological pattern more clearly exposed: 

"wherever.a man goes, men will pursue and paw him with their dirty in

stitutions, and, if they can, constrain him to belong to their des

perate odd-fellow society. . . 1  preferred that society should run 'amokr . 

against me.. After this merciless condemnation of the groveling 

prairie-dog life of men, Thoreau serenely concludes that if everyone 

lived as he did, men would not molest one another; the virtues of a 

superior man pass over common men like wind over grass. Thoreau®s 

antagonism toward "society" cannot be related to any comprehensive 

understanding of social structure. His criticism seems always aimed at 

the village which he knew, and which in his scheme of things was the 

microcosm of human life everywhere. His humor has usually excused him 

from being held seriously and literally to what he says of society; but 

too much earnestness is revealed between the lines, and one notes that 

the humor is usually at the expense of others, rarely himself. There 

was nothing laughable about the cosmic self-seriousness of his own en

deavor; there is more than a suggestion of retaliation in his depiction 

of Concord, the unwitting Greece and Asia that had spawned an unappre

ciated, poet-priest, who went about on incomprehensible errands dreaming 

of heroism while smarting under the meanness of his tasks, an unrecog

nized prince and child of God.

77. Ibid., 190.
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In ltThe Ponds, 11 Thoreau comes at last to speak of that symbol 

for which he named his book, and can cease setting himself against 

society and return to his source of inspiration. His description of 

Walden Pond has all the aesthetic richness and outpouring of admiration 

that he expended upon the fish in A Week. Physical description is 

mingled with symbolic imagery, so closely interwoven as to blend the 

physical fact with its spiritual meaning in that union of sense exper

ience with divinity which was his greater aim. Walden, we have said, 

is his effort to bring together his divided life, so held in tension

between spirit and matter, love and hatred, solitude and society,

ambition and failure, nobility and meanness.

Noting the shift in color of the Pond from blue to green, he

says, "Lying between the earth and the heavens, it partakes of the color

of b o t h . I t  is an emblem of man's spirituality, intermediate be

tween the purer spirit of the heavens and the grosser body of the earth. 

It is remarkably pure and clear; it is thought to be bottomless; it is 

" w e l l - l i k e . I t  antedates the Garden of Eden: "Even then it had

commenced to rise and fall, and had clarified its waters and colored 

them of the hue they now wear, and obtained a patent of Heaven to be the

only Walden Pond in the world and distiller of celestial dews...It is a
O Agem of the first water which Concord wears in her coronet.,t V Thus he

78. Ibid., 196.
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blends intricately his themes of natural innocence, antiquity, eternal 

life*, communion with the divine, and the purity of existence apart; it
o i

is “Walled-in Pond.. “ One drinks from the pond its distillations of

celestial dew, and bathes in it as a religious exercise. “It is earth's 

eye; looking into which the beholder measures the depth of his own 

n a t u r e . it is infinity, unbelievably realized in the actual.world. 

Its fishes are like one's thoughts: "It seemed as if I might next cast

my line upward into the air, as well as downward into this element, .

which was scarcely more dense. Thus I caught two fishes as it were 

with one hook."^ No impurity of dust can dim its lustrous surface; 

"Nations come and go without defiling it...It is continually receiving 

new life and motion from above. It is intermediate between land and 

sky...We shall, perhaps, look down thus on the surface, of air at length, 

and mark where a still subtler spirit sweeps over it.u®^ Floating on 

it in a boat, he is suspended as if in air. Perhaps in writing of this 

he was remembering seeing the men in a boat at a distance who seemed to 

have performed a perfect experiment in philosophy, and suspended their 

lives in the ethereal element. The Pond is filled with memories of 

youth and childhood. It is given animate personality: "of all the

characters I have known, perhaps Walden wears best, and best preserves

81. Ibid., 203.
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its purity. Many men have been likened to it, but few deserve that

85 'honorl." He looks into its face, "and I can almost say,. Walden, is it

ypu? .. .One proposes that it be called lGodss Drop.1EC®^

At this point, one may stop to consider more precisely of what 

Walden Pond is the symbol. Its close personal identification with 

Thoreau himself is suggested in part, because of the singularity of the 

pond among all others, its function of uniting earth and heaven, and 

its emotional associations from childhood. But at the same time it has 

an independent existence. It would seem to be that spiritual part of 

himself which to him had often appeared to have a separate existence, 

which is both all there is important of self and yet more than self.

As the divine in man, it is greater than the individual; it is the 

image of all one hoped to become, through the life dedicated to purity 

and singularity. It is revered as one reveres himself for his highest 

ideal, as friends respect in silence only the best aspect of each other, 

which looks down impersonally, as it were, on each. It is the realized 

spiritual life.

. The other ponds— Flint’s, Goose, and White— cannot measure up 

to Walden, and Thoreau is horrified at the possibility that a channel 

could be dug connecting Flint’s with Walden and by further connections 

with the Concord River. . ’’If by living thus reserved and austere, like 

a hermit in the woods, so long, it has acquired wonderful purity, who 

would not regret that the comparatively impure waters of Flint’s Pond

85. Ibid., 214.
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should be mingled with it., or itself should ever go to waste its sweet

ness in the ocean wave?lf̂  So might the pure life lose its identity in 

the ocean of common humanity, contaminated by the influx of shallower 

spirits on its way. Nevertheless, White Pond is virtually as pure; it 

and, Walden are almost twin “Lakes of'Light..This may be the last, 

and in this case unconscious, tribute to the memory of his brother, the 

only human being whom he could respect in the same spirit he respected 

himself. It is not proposed that Thoreau fully and consciously in

tended the meanings that are set forth here. . He seems to have been too 

close to his subject, pouring into it his deepest feelings and yet think 

ing of it as an objective reality at the same time. His imagery, lack

ing logical conception and proceeding out of a near-mystical sense, 

unifies his personal identity with nature by attributing to the Pond all 

the characteristics of the divine soul he wished to realize in himself. 

It is his image of the ideal as it can exist in the actual world, and 

therefore can be.nothing less than what he strove to be.

As an attempt to define a nature-based morality, "Higher Laws" 

is puzzling and inconclusive. We earlier noted that sometime before 

the writing of Walden he had begun to recognize certain limitations to 

the reverence of nature. It had always posed a paradox: The conscious

intelligence of the worshiper found its spiritual union with the un

conscious being of nature. Thoreau did not doubt that there was a 

divine intelligence, and that his relationship with that intelligence

87. Ibid., 215-16.

8 8 . Ibid.,.221.
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was personal on his own part, though God himself was a formless 

"presence..11 But in nature, only the serene and healthy unconscious

ness of things confronted him. . To live as they did was impossible, for 

that would be to abdicate the conscious intellect, which slumbered or 

did not even seem to exist in the most natural of beings. In spite of 

his sense of intimate closeness to an enveloping unseen presence in 

nature, he could not draw near enough to that presence to apprehend it 

precisely; it became as snowj empty sky, or the suggestion of an echo. 

Purity was also blankness. Yet, the sportive and abundant life of 

natural things was not "pure" in the sense he desired purity; it was 

innocent because it was unknowing. . "Higher Laws" is an attempt to re

solve the contradictions that beset his quest for conscious purity in 

nature which recognized no need of it.

Thoreau bravely declares himself at the outset for both higher 

and lower lives, and likens himself to a savage animal roaming the 

woods. This is a sincere statement, for we know how deep was his de

sire to be as the creatures he observed— to live the life of an animal 

without being one. . But animals devour one another, and Thoreau1s im

pulse to eat a woodchuck raw is modulated by degrees to a statement of 

vegetarianism. His aim seems to be to show that the moral and aes

thetic refinement of the higher life is developed out of the lower as a 

kind of natural growth or spiritual maturation. In a man, the inno

cently gross life of natural creatures is intolerable, and suddenly we 

find that the animal existence which Thoreau reverences is "reptile and 

sensual, and perhaps cannot be wholly expelled." But he is drawn again
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to the contrary3. and considers the possibility of uan animal health and

vigor distinct from the s p i r i t u a l . I n  other words, he has wandered

among several possibilities and can settle on none. The higher and

lower lives first seem to be a continuum; then polar opposites, of

which one thrives at the expense of the other; and finally, two distinct

levels of being, each having health. flI fear that we may be well, yet

not p u r e . This is a serious admission, for to Thoreau "health^ and

"purity1* had always been synonymous. "Purity," however, it must be,

even at the cost of the animal health; and so he concludes with a kind

of sermon, attempting to demonstrate that all the virtues rise out of

purify. . Purity is the sublimation of lower impulses into higher ones:

Yet the spirit can for the time pervade and control every mem
ber and function of the body, and transmute what in form is the 
grossest sensuality into purity and devotion. The generative 
energy, which, when we.are loose, dissipates and makes us un
clean, when we are continent invigorates and inspires us.
Chastity is the flowering of man; and what we call Genius, Hero
ism, Holiness, and the like, are but various fruits which suc
ceed it. Man flows at once to God when the channel of purity
is open.91

We recall that he once speculated in his Journal on the possibility of 

a strong man* s controlling even his dreams by conscious effort.

Almost in the spirit of a Puritan sermon, Thoreau finds sensu

ality everywhere, like that familiar devil that dogged his footsteps: 

"When the reptile is attacked at the mouth of his burrow, he shows

89. Ibid., 242.
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n ohimself at anothero11 Like all persons who actually lead lives of 

rigid inhibition, Thoreau fears the threat of impurity within himself, 

and admits that he must exert himself more at the labor of putting 

down the enemy: "Nature is hard to overcome, but she must be overcome."

He is willing to admit the naturalness of shameful acts, but "I cannot 

speak of them without betraying my impurity . "Higher Laws" is an

admirably sincere confession, and it is also unusual in its honest in

conclusiveness. The puzzle could not be resolved, and Thoreau so left 

it there.

"Higher Laws" concludes with a strange bit of fantasy, which is

filled with pathos for the reader who recognizes how much wishful

thinking Thoreau must have done in his self-styled role of Gode s

emissary. He depicts a farmer sitting at his door after a day of hard

labor, his mind still dully on his work, his higher faculties asleep.

Then he hears someone playing a flute:

...the notes of the flute came home to.his ears out of a differ
ent sphere from that he worked in, and suggested work for cer
tain faculties which slumbered in him. They gently did away 
with the street, and the village, and the state in which he 
lived. . A voice said to him,--Why do you stay here and live this 
mean moiling life, when a glorious existence is possible for 
you? Those same stars twinkle over other fields than these.—
But how to come out of this condition and actually migrate 
thither? All that he could think of was to practice some new 
austerity, to let his mind descend into his body and redeem it, 
and treat himself with increasing respect.̂

82. Ibid., 244. 
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The flute-player is readily recognizable as Thoreau himself, and he is 

playing that same melody he had heard in the wind, transmitting the 

wordless divine voice. The sound obliterates the "meanfE world of 

society by the process of changing one's vision. The farmer cannot 

comprehend the full import of the message, but at least takes the first 

step toward purity by some act of self-denial. The pathos lies in 

Thoreau1s hope that the poetry or music of his message would be sensi

tively received and make its way into human hearts. It was not, and he 

knew it; his scornful and caustic attacks, his perverse aloofness, his 

seeming lack of warmth and sympathy, only aroused resistance from those 

about whom he spoke.

The second Walden begins with Chapter XIII, "House-Warming,"' 

and one finds that with more than two-thirds of the book finished, it 

is only October, and the awareness of the calendar is just beginning. 

Thoreau1s devotees make much of the artistic perfection of Walden; 

true, it is carefully joined so the division between two different plans 

of organization scarcely shows. But one wonders whether the earlier 

chapters are necessarily in perfect arrangement as they stand. Thoreau 

worked with painstaking closeness to his material, and furthermore 

worked by feel rather than by logical design. Hence he tended to circle 

around his subjects, hoping to crystallize them rather than arrange 

them structurally. One feels that neither A Week nor Walden was quite 

perfectly organized, but that both grew by accretion and could have 

been revised endlessly. Thoreau1s well-known habit was to make changes 

up until the virtual moment of publication. This may be theoretically
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classified as an ^organic” method of production9 coinciding with 

Thoreaufs notion of how a writer's work should,parallel nature’s; but 

it does not lead to the kind of self-contained and well-wrought work of 

art which some schools of modern criticism have set up as a standard. 

There is surely no need to insist that A Week or Walden meet that stand

ard; they need no apology for being what they are, and Thoreau’s 

stature cannot be increased by finding in his work a kind of artistic 

design which is only doubtfully there. We have noticed, for example, 

that “Baker Farm’1’ and EEThe Bean-FieldtE overlap in subject matter. To 

some degree, the emphasis of each is weakened by the spread into two 

narrative episodes. Byna few changes in linking;passages, some of the 

material would seem to be easily placeable in other positions„ Thoreau 

himself never ceased such rearranging. This is evidence of the fact 

that the first two-thirds of Walden arises from the single quiet center 

of contemplation, and that another order could be effective. Certain 

patterns are reiterated, such as dawn to dusk, or self-example to social 

criticism; but the overall movement appears to be accumulative rather 

than progressive.

, The winter chapters of Walden are noticeably low-keyed; in con

trast to some of the earlier ones, they seem more factual, less ready 

to break into metaphorical flight. This could be construed as part of 

an artistic plan, as indeed it has been by such Thoreauvian critics as 

Cook, Paul, and Matthiessen, the latter of whom established the supposed 

ncyclical structure” of Walden as a %iyth of the year.CÊ  This is to

95. . American Renaissance, 169.
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say5 Thoreau is depicting a rhythmic closeness of the spiritual life

of man to the laws of the seasons. Essentially the same idea is

developed at length in Sherman Paul1s The Shores of America. It has a

certain general usefulness, though it cannot be claimed to yield results

when applied with critical closeness. One may ask, for example, why

Thoreau’s poeticizing should have been depicted as falling off in this

particular winter, when his earlier Journals reveal no hint of such

cessation of spirit in winter. , Sherman Paul says, of ltHouse-Warming^:

"To keep his vital heat--his faith— was now his p ro b le m ,a n d points

out further that Thoreau*s attitude shifts to one of awaiting spring

and dawn rather than celebrating winter. To anyone familiar with

Thoreau*s earlier exuberance in winter, it seems puzzling that he should

depict it as a time of having to keep his faith. For example, on

February 7, 1841, he went about in the snow

without greatcoat or drawers...My diet is so little stimulating, 
and my body in consequence so little heated, as to excite no 
antagonism in nature, but flourishes like a tree, which finds 
even the winter genial to its expansion and the secretion of 
sap...If a man always conformed himself to Nature, he would not 
have to defend himself against her, but find her his constant 
nurse and friend, as do plants and quadrupeds. 7̂

The practice of his philosophy, that is, should make him harmonious and 

alive with nature in all seasons. At no time does the Presence with

draw leaving a man to keep alive his faith against the death or sleep 

which winter is. When, one may ask, did Thoreau begin to conceive of

96. Paul, op. cit., 341.

97. Journal, I, 201-2.
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the death of his beloved Pond? There is no hint anywhere before that 

Walden's immortality could die and be reborn. The fragments of winter 

and.spring material in the first draft of Walden do not suggest the 

symbolism of the final version, but are cheerful random paragraphs 

simply recording the seasonal variety of his life.

The truth is, a fundamental change had begun to occur between 

the highwater mark of his life at the Pond, where he wrote A Week and 

began Walden, and the time when he picked up the manuscript of Walden 

again in 1852 to complete it. . It had seemed completed before; but he 

found he had something to add.

It is uncertain to exactly what factors may be attributed the 

extreme alteration in Thoreau's attitude that occurred after he left 

the Pond. His Journal of the period was destroyed in the reworking of 

it for literary materials and so eliminates one source of information. 

Ethel Seybold believes that although he left Walden Pond "restored and 

confident," he soon found himself adrift and unhappy, living again with 

Emerson, and having to survive the shock of his sister Helen's death 

in 1849, working meanly at disagreeable labors, and facing the problems 

of paying for A Week, which had failed with the public.^ Such bio

graphical explanations are only tentative, at best. Certain of the 

facts, such as Helen’s death, post-date the beginning of the change by 

more than a year. Whatever its emotional roots— and in Thoreau, these 

are always well hidden— he began to feel the ebbing of that sense of 

the'divine which had always sustained him. A Week had been charged

98. Seybold, Thoreau: The Quest and the Classics, 64.
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with exalted hopes 3 and the first part of Walden was serenely confident . 

of a certain measure of achievement. The Pond appears in the book as a 

jewel of great purity, an infinite, immortal well into which he can 

plunge as if into heaven itself, and emerge always reborn.

. But "Ktaadn," published serially in The Union Magazine in 1848, 

the story of a trip in the Maine woods in 1846, is instructive when set 

beside the writing he had done at the Pond. „ Largely a piece of care

ful factual description, and lacking in the richly metaphorical treat

ment that had been the characteristic style of his earlier work, it is 

the first indication of a new attitude. One should recall the impres

sion of wilderness he gave of Walden Pond: Despite its proximity to

the railroad and the village, he had about him vast reaches of space, 

nature in its essential and original form. But in Ktaadn, the realiza

tion of wildness arouses a sudden and disturbing loss of confidence.

The passage, one of the few in the book of "spiritual" significance, is 

given here at length:

It is difficult to conceive of a region uninhabited by man. We 
habitually presume his presence and influence everywhere. And 
yet we have not seen pure Nature, unless we have seen her thus 
vast and drear and inhuman, though in the midst of cities.
, Nature was here something savage and awful, though beautiful.
I looked with awe at the ground I trod on, to see what the Powers 
had made there, the form and fashion and material of their work.

- This was that Earth of which we have heard, made out of Chaos 
and Old Night. Here was no man* s garden, but the unhandseled 
globe...It was the fresh.and natural surface of the planet Earth, 
as it was made forever and ever...Man was not to be associated 
with it. It was Matter, vast, terrific,— not his Mother Earth 
that we have heard of...— the home, this, of Necessity and Fate.

. There was clearly felt the presence of a force not bound to be 
kind to man...What is it to be admitted to a museum, to see a 
myriad of particular things, compared with being shown some 
star1s surface, some hard matter in its home! I stand in awe of 
my body, this matter to which I am bound has become so strange
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to-me. I fear not spirits5 ghosts, of which I-am one,— that 
my body might,— but I fear bodies, I tremble to meet them.
What is this Titan that has possession of me? Talk of 
mysteries! Think of our life in nature,— daily to be shown 
matter, to come in contact with it,--rocks, trees, wind on 
our cheeks! the solid earth! the actual world! the common 
sense! Contact! Contact! Who are we? where are we?99

The "actual” world, so long kept at a distance under the power of tran

scendental vision or by a strain of music, suddenly appeared as the 

only real world, and the unconquerable divinity of self receded as a 

shadow. The attempt to see God through the senses abruptly culminated 

in the empirical vision of solid matter inhabited by an unexplainable 

ghost. Ironically, the revelation occurred on a mountain peak, the . 

lofty and secure vantage point and home of the gods. The passionate 

statement must unavoidably be read as a totally sincere outcry of fear 

and pain.

When Thoreau resumed the regular keeping of his Journal in 1850, 

the changed attitude was evident. This has long been remarked by all 

critics of Thoreau. The youthful ecstasy has all but disappeared, re

placed by the accumulation of observed data from his daily walks, and 

occasionally giving vent to stifled expressions of hope that he may 

someday hear the strains of divine music again. The complaint is most 

often expressed in the early 1850*s. For instance, on August 19, 1851: 

"I fear that the character of my knowledge is from year to year be

coming more distinct and scientific; that in exchange for views as wide 

as heaven* s cope, I am being narrowed down to the field of the

99. Ktaadn, Writings, III, 77-79.
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microscope. I see details, not wholes nor the shadow of the whole."100

Gradually the Journal becomes a kind of accountant1s record, its chief

anxiety being to keep track of the exact stage of development of the

natural life of the neighborhood. No one can read the later Journal

without realizing how, with appalling completeness, the light of his

divine mission has gone out. The complex image-cluster of innocence,

dawn, music, mythic antiquity, and water, has all but vanished. It did

not recede, however, without pain, as we have suggested above. The most

poignant outburst was poured into the Journal on July 16, 1851:

Methinks my present experience is nothing; my past experience 
is all in all. I think that no experience which I have today 
comes up to, or is comparable with, the experience of my boy
hood. And not only is this true, but as far back as I can re
member I have unconsciously referred to the experiences of a 
previous state of existence. "For life is a forgetting," etc. 
Formerly, methought, nature developed as I developed, and grew 
up with me. My life was ecstasy. In youth, before I lost any 
of my senses, I can remember that I was all alive, and inhab
ited my body with inexpressible satisfaction; both its weari
ness and its refreshment were sweet to me. This earth was the 
most glorious musical instrument, and I was audience to its 
strains. To have such sweet impressions made on us, such ec
stasies begotten of the breezes I I can remember how I was
astonished. I said to myself,— I said to others,— "There comes
into my mind such an indescribable, infinite, all-absorbing, 
divine, heavenly pleasure, a sense of elevation and expansion, 
and [I] have had nought to do with it. I perceive that I am 
dealt with by superior.powers. This is a pleasure, a joy, an 
existence which I have not procured myself. I speak as a wit
ness on the stand, and tell what I have perceived." The morn
ing and the evening were sweet to me, and I led a life aloof 
from society of men. I wondered if a mortal had ever known what 
I knew. I looked in books for some recognition of a kindred ex
perience, but, strange to say, I found none...The maker of me 
was improving me. When I detected this interference I was pro
foundly moved. For years I marched as to a music in comparison 
with which the military music of the streets is noise and

100. , Journal, II, 406.



206
discord. I was daily intoxicated, and yet no man could call me 
intemperate. With all your science can you tell how it is, and 
whence it is, that light comes into the soulf^^l

The drying up of the well can by no means be attributed to advancing

age, for Thoreau was scarcely thirty when writing Ktaadn, and only

thirty-four at the time of the Journal entries above. The birth,

passionate development, and decline of his spiritual search took place

in only a decade, 1837-1847, the decade of his twenties, and it saw the

formulation of an entire philosophy, the writing of two books, and the

achievement of experimental living.at the Pond which was to be his

chief claim to notice by history.

The completion of Walden was done in the years when he was pain

fully conscious that the exuberant and trustful idealism of 1846 was a 

thing of the past, perhaps never recoverable. The low-keyed and more 

factual narrative of the later chapters is therefore less a matter of 

intentional artistic contrast than it is the inevitable expression of 

his current attitude and style. Thoreau chose to add to the story of 

Grecian serenity its sequel in his life: the freezing of the Pond.

No wonder, then, he waits for spring and revival, and "the Visitor who 

never comes."102 The capitalization of "Visitor" indicates that what 

he expects is not really "the man approaching from the town" in a 

literal sense. Capitals were reserved for the spiritual entities alone: 

Nature, Heroism, Genius, and the like.

101. Ibid., 306-7.

102. Walden, 298.
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In the dead of this winter3 he sounds the depth of the Pond 

through the ice. This action is briefly described in the first manu

script draft, although it is not developed metaphorically. With that 

instinctive sense for relevant symbolism, Thoreau in revising the manu

script turns the surveying of the Pond's bottom into a matter of philo

sophical importance. The Pond had been thought bottomless; indeed, in 

the chapter, "The Ponds, 11 Thoreau preferred to think so too, for it 

symbolized the infinity of the soul. But, in the spirit of the new and

more empirical approach to nature, he writes, "It is remarkable how

long men will believe in the bottomlessness of a pond without taking the 

trouble to sound it . To find the bottom of Walden Pond is to

measure the infinite and discover it to be finite after all. The later 

Journal, too, becomes increasingly filled with collected statistics, re

placing the mystical sense of infinity, which Carlyle had shown to be 

the true religious sense, with measures of fact. Thoreau discovered 

that the deepest point of. the pond lay at the intersection of lines 

drawn across its greatest length and greatest breadth.

What I have observed of the pond is no less true in ethics. It 
is the law of averages. . Such a rule of the two diameters not 
only guides toward the sun in the system and the heart in man,
but draw lines through the length and breadth of the aggregate
of a man's particular daily behaviors and waves of life into his 
coves and inlets, and whereVthey intersect will be the height or
depth of his c h a r a c t e r . 1^4

This passage was probably added late in 1853, according to Shanley's

103. Ibid., 315.

104. . Ibid., 321.



208
e v i d e n c e 5105 as was also the opening paragraph of the chapter3 begin

ning : .

After a still winter night I awoke with the impression that 
some question had been put to me 3 which I had been endeavoring 
in vain to answer in my sleep3 as what--how— when— where? But 
there was dawning Nature3 in whom all creatures live, looking 
in at my broad windows with serene and satisfied face, and no 
question on her lips. I awoke to an answered question, to 
Nature, and daylight.106

The questions that drove him were only in himself, not in the external

world. Is this his answer? Or is it the realization that nature could

not answer his questions, as well as ask any? As for the Pond, it is

evident that with the measurement of its depth, his own immeasurable

soul becomes also simply a finite personality, the product of its average

total behavior. His spiritual "bottom" is only concealed^ and even that

can be guessed by a shrewd eye.

. We saw at the outset that empirical science brought mathematical 

measurement to bear upon the observed, finite world, and removed,"soul" 

from its universe as something not observable or necessary to its plan. 

With the collapse of his youthful transcendentalism, Thoreau unwittingly 

approached the same standpoint, though never willing to make that 

philosophy his own. To measure Walden Pond, and equate it with person

ality in an empirical sense, destroyed his symbolism of the divine in 

nature and in man, and reduced his imagery to a kind of parallelism 

rather than an expression of union or identity. The quest for a vision

105. . Shanley, op. cit., 73.

106. Walden, 312.
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of God through the senses was ended, and with it his symbolism of the 

divine.

. Perry Miller, in his Introduction to Consciousness in Concord, 

points out that "Poets and artists for centuries have hailed resurrec

tion in the flowering of plants, the melting of ice, the risen Christ, 

the glory of love consummated." But Thoreau, in "Spring," celebrates 

it "in the rude gash of a railway cut, a wound to the earth— not in any 

blossoming pasture but in 1 thawing sand and c l a y . '"1^7 The almost gro

tesque passage to which Miller refers depicts the earth as a kind of 

raw elemental mass exuding itself into forms of leaves, lungs, bowels 

and fingers— not birth, but crystallization after a thaw. Thoreau had 

long toyed with the fanciful notion of a "law" of crystallization that 

governed all forms of matter, it appearing first in his Journal on 

November 28, 1 8 3 7 . The Pond, too, was a crystal: "crystalline" was 

a synonym of purity. . Miller1s awareness of the sterility of the."Spring" 

imagery suggests the further thought that such is the "chaste" and 

"pure" method of reproduction. Nature's law is not union, but crystal

lization out of the body of the earth. Thus is preserved the chaste 

identity of the offspring as well, for it has not been formed by a 

joining of sexes. . Chastity, one remembers, is for Thoreau the source 

of all "Genius,. Heroism, Holiness, and the like."

The "Conclusion" attempts to rise to a climax of hope and to re

cover the life-giving water-imagery; though now it is all anticipation,

107. Miller, ojk cit., 126.

108. Journal, I, 14.
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rather than realization: "It may rise this year higher than man. has

ever known it5 and flood the parched uplands...It was not always dry 

land where we dwell . (%g it now "parched" and "dry" land?) The

dawn is still to break. The patient labor of a bug encased for decades 

in a table leaf is now the emblem of hope and effort. The tone of the 

"Conclusion" is thus much modified. If offers the possibility of slow 

and painstaking steps toward a more distant light, as if Thoreau1s sun 

had receded, though it is still there as certainly as ever. . A reading 

of the Journal after 1850 will explain the change in tone between 

"Where I Lived" and the "Conclusion.Under the spell of the earlier 

chapters, and logically assuming a unity of thought and feeling, most 

readers fail to sense the flatness of the "Conclusion," in which heroism 

is reduced to patient daily effort in small things.

, The aftermath of Walden need not concern us further in this 

study, which has aimed chiefly to trace the fate of an idea--the sen

suous immediacy of the divine in nature— through to its conclusion in 

Thoreau1s thought, and to witness how it served to focus his energies 

and his art in the most productive period of his life. The far vaster 

number of words he wrote to himself in the Journal after Walden can 

scarcely be considered productivity in the same sense. Leo.Stoller, in 

his excellent study.After Walden: Thoreau*s Changing Views on Economic

Man, has examined the way in which Thoreau by starts and stops tried to 

accept the consequences of his new outlook, but clung instead to a

109. . Walden, 366.
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compromise with his youthful transcendentalism. Ethel.Seybold1s brief 

but first-rate study, Thoreau: The Quest and the Classics, also treats

Thoreau's later years in her last two chapters, though her emphasis is 

naturally on the role of classic literature in his reading. After the 

relatively abrupt dissolution of his religious drive in his early 

thirties, Thoreau never again achieved so powerful a focus for his 

imagination or a plan for a coherent major work, even though many pas

sages in his later work can be quoted as in harmony with his earlier 

views.

The causes of the crisis and failure of Thoreau's particular 

form of religious quest can only be hypothesized. Perry Miller inclines 

to credit them to his "perverse pilgrimage”: . "Toward this ultimate—  

this derisive, tortured— irony, at the end of Walden, Henry Thoreau was 

conducting himself through his early Journal: circumventing death,

evading women, discounting friendship, he anticipated the impossible, so 

as never, to be seduced by the moments he loved so passionately.

Miss Seybold finds the seeds of failure in an equally impossible ideal

istic program: his finding that words could not express the supernal

reality he sought, nor his tactics cope with the other reality of ordi

nary existence. The two views are not essentially unlike.

The weakness clearly lay both in Thoreau himself and in the 

philosophy he devised. . Philosophically, he welcomed the full freedom 

from theological dogma that the scientific revolution had made possible, 

which allowed his ego to rise above all law, moral and civil, and be

110. Miller, o£. cit., 127.



guided purely by the "law" of its own genius which needed only to trust 

its intuitions of the divine. This is why H.W. Schneider calls him 

"the Nietzsche of New E n g l a n d . W i t h  his own sensibilities3 then, 

as the sole medium of apprehending all things, he cultivated himself 

with all the authority of a god, placing himself below none; even the 

authors of classic literature and the Scriptures were kindred and equal 

spirits. He conceived his role to be that of awakening others to a like 

recognition of their own divine but now fallen state, but not by enter

ing into relationship with them. Great souls were like stars, lofty 

and separate, shining for the guidance of benighted men below. Essen

tial to this hope of self-realization was the belief that,sensible ex

perience, through which all things came in contact with the soul or 

inner man, could apprehend divinity in nature directly. Not in degen

erate man but in non-human nature could the divine be so experienced and 

the living moment of infinity captured in time. When the inner force 

of the ego could no longer hold the world in its grasp through visionary 

power, the empirical world of spiritless matter rushed in upon him 

through the defenseless senses that could not impose his inner vision 

upon an outer world as if the two were identical. Thoreau had unwisely 

misread the laws of nature, as Coleridge or Hawthorne could have told 

him. To identify himself with the Pond was to identify himself with a 

lesser thing rather than a greater, once the visionary spell was broken, 

and a god was not in "actual" nature more than in the village streets.

Ill. A History of American Philosophy, 190.
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The passivity of the animal and vegetable life was a desertion of human 

identity and of the striving for purpose among men, when nature became 

nothing more than the unconscious life of lesser creatures. Courage is 

truly required to live and prevail among men, in human relationships, 

rather than in the seclusion of a powerful and secret thought. The re

treat to a lofty vantage point is commonly recognized as the coward's 

way, and it is Thoreau's amazing accomplishment that he succeeded in 

making a weakness appear to be the highest form of heroism.



REFERENCES

Alcott3 Bronson. The Journals of Bronson Alcott. Selected and Edited 
by Odell Shepardo Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1938.

Baumgartner, Paul R. ffJonathan Edwards: The Theory Behind His Use of 
Figurative Language3 u PMLA3 LXXVIII, No. 4, Part 1 (September, 
1963), 321-325.

Broderick, John. . ETiThoreau, Alcott, and the Poll Tax,n Studies in 
Philology, LIII, No. 4 (October, 1956), 612-626.

Cameron, Kenneth Walter (ed.). The Transcendentalists and Minerva.
3 vols. Hartford, Connecticut: Transcendental Books, 1958.

.. Canby,, Henry Seidel. Thoreau. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co. , 1939.

Carlyle, Thomas. Sartor Resartus. On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the 
Heroic in History. New York: E. P. Dutton and Co., 1908.

Cassirer, Ernst. The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms. Translated by
Ralph Manheim. Vol. I: Language. New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1953.

Christie, John Aldrich. . Thoreau as World Traveler. (American Geo
graphical Society Special Publication No.- 37.) New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1965.

Coleridge, Samuel Taylor. Biographia Literaria. Edited by J.
. Shawcross. 2 vols. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1954.

_______ . The Complete Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Edited by
W. Go. T. Shedd. 7 vols. Vol. I, Aids to Reflection. The 
Statesman's Manual. New York: Harper and Brothers, 1871-1878.

. Cook, Reginald L. Passage to Walden. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co.,
1949.

Crane, Stephen. The Red Badge of Courage. Edited by Sculley Bradley, 
Richard Croom Beatty, and E. Hudson Long. Norton Critical 
Edition. New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1962.

Davidson, Edward H. “From Locke to Edwards,“ Journal of the History of 
Ideas, XXIV, No. 3 (July-September, 1963), 355-372.

214



215
Edwards, Jonathan „ Images and Shadows of Divine Things. Edited with 

an Introduction by Perry Miller. New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1948.

_______ . Jonathan Edwards: Representative Selections. Edited with
an Introduction by Clarence H. Faust and Thomas H. Johnson. 
Revised Edition. New York: Hill and Wang, 1962.

Emerson, Ralph Waldo. . The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson.
Vol. I: Nature; Addresses and Lectures. Boston: Houghton,
Mifflin and Co., 1903.

Foerster, Norman. Nature in American Literature. New York: The
Macmillan Co., 1923.

Gozzi, Raymond. "Tropes and Figures: A Psychological Study of Henry
David Thoreau," Thoreau Society Bulletin, No. 58 (Winter,
1957).

Grave, S. A. The Scottish Philosophy of.Common Sense. Oxford: The
Oxford University Press, 1960.

Gruber, Christian. "The Education of Henry Thoreau, Harvard, 1833- 
1837," Dissertation Abstracts, XIV, No. 6 (1954), 972.

Guerard, Albert. . Literature and Society. Boston: Lothrop, Lee and
Shepard Company, 1935.

Harding, Walter. The Days of Henry Thoreau. New York: Random House,
1966.

. A Thoreau Handbook. New York: New York University Press,
1959.

 ______ . Thoreau1s Library. Charlottesville, Virginia: University
of Virginia Press, 1957.

Holmes, Thomas J. Cotton Mather: A Bibliography of His Works. 3 vols.
Cambridge, Massachusetts, Harvard University Press, 1940.

Hornberger, Theodore. "The Date, the Source, and the Significance of 
Cotton Matherfs Interest in Science," American Literature, VI, 
No. 4 (January, 1935), 413-420.

._______ . "The Effect of the New Science upon the Thought of Jonathan
Edwards," American Literature, IX, No. 2 (May, 1937), 196-207.



216
Hume9 David. Essays Moral3 Political, and Literary. Edited by T. H.

Green and T. H. Grose. 2 vols. New York: Longmans, Green,
and Co., 1898.

Jones, Howard Mumford. The Theory of American Literature. Revised 
Edition. Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1965.

Kalman, David. lfA Study of Thoreau,H Thoreau Society Bulletin, No. 22 
(January, 1948).

Kwiat, Joseph J. "Thoreau's Philosophical>Apprenticeship,” New England 
Quarterly, XVIII (March, 1945), 51-69.

Locke, John. An Essay Concerning Human Understanding. Edited with an 
Introduction by Alexander Campbell Fraser. . 2 vols. New York: 
Dover Publications, 1959.

MacLean, Kenneth. John Locke and English Literature of the Eighteenth 
Century. New York: Russell and Russell, Inc., 1962.

Mather, Cotton. Selections from Cotton Mather. . Edited with an Intro
duction by Kenneth B. Murdock. New York: Harcourt, Brace and
Co., 1926.

Mather, Increase. An Essay for the Recording of Illustrious Provi
dences . . Boston: Joseph Browning, 1684.

Matthiessen, F. 0. American Renaissance: Art and Expression in the
Age of Emerson and Whitman. New York: Oxford University
Press, 1941.

Miller, Perry. Errand into the Wilderness. New York: Harper and
Row, 1964.

 _____ . The New England Mind: The Seventeenth Century. Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1954.

 , "Thoreau in the Context of International Romanticism,"
Thoreau Society Bulletin, Fall, 1960.

Muirhead, John H. The Platonic Tradition in Anglo-Saxon Philosophy. - 
New York: The Macmillan Co., 1931.

Murdock, Kenneth B. Literature and Theology in Colonial New England. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1949.



217
Nicolson, Marjorie Hope. The Breaking of the Circle. Revised Edition. 

New York: Columbia University Press, 1960.

__________ "James Marsh and the Vermont Transeendentalists,"
Philosophical Review, XXXIV, No. 1 (January, 1925),. 28-50.

Otto, Rudolf. The Idea of the Holy: An Inquiry into the Non-Rational 
Factor in the Idea of the Divine and its Relation to the 
Rational. Translated by John W. Harvey. Second Edition.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1950.

Pascal, Blaise. . Pensees. Translated by W. F. Trotter. Modern Library 
Edition. . New York: Random House, 1941.

Paul, Sherman. Emerson*s Angle of Vision. Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard University Press, 1952.

_______ . The Shores of America: Thoreau's Inward Exploration.
Urbana, Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 1958.

Pearce, Roy Harvey. "The Poet as Puritan," New England Quarterly,
XXIII (March, 1950), 31-46.

Porte, Joel. Emerson and Thoreau: Transeendentalists in Conflict.
Middletown, Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 1965.

Schneider, Herbert W. A History of American Philosophy. New York: , 
Columbia University Press, 1946.

Seybold, Ethel. Thoreau: The Quest and the Classics. (Yale Studies
in English, Vol.. 116.) New Haven: Yale University Press,
1951.

Shanley, J. Lyndon. The Making of Walden: with the Text of the First
Version. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957.

Stallknecht, Newton P. Strange Seas of Thought: Studies in William
Wordsworth1 s Philosophy of Man and Nature. Durham, North 
Carolina: Duke University Press, 1945.

Stoller, Leo. After Walden: Thoreau's Changing Views on Economic Man.
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1957.

Swedenborg, Emanuel. A Treatise Concerning Heaven and Hell. London:
. n.nPhillips, 1778.



218
Thoreau3 Henry David. Consciousness in Concord: The Text o£ Thoreaufs

Hitherto "Lost Journal" (1840-1841). Edited with Notes and 
Commentary by Perry Miller. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co.,
1958.

_. The Correspondence of Henry David Thoreau. Edited by Walter
Harding and Carl Bode. New York: New York University Press,
1958.

__________ The Writings of Henry David Thoreau. 20 vols. Boston:
Houghton, Mifflin and Co., 1906.

Todd, Edgeley Woodman. • "Philosophical Ideas at Harvard College, 1817- 
1837,M New England Quarterly, XVI (March, 1943), 63-90.

Townsend, H. G. "Jonathan Edwards* Later Observations of Nature," New 
England.Quarterly, XIII (September, 1940), 510-518.

Urban, Wilbur M. Beyond Realism and Idealism. London: Allen and
Unwin, 1949.

  . Language and Reality. New York: The Macmillan Co., 1939.

Westfall, Richard S. . Science and Religion in Seventeenthsentury 
. England. (Yale Historical Publications, Miscellany 67.) 
New Haven: Yale University Press, 1958.


