
NOT BEING WILLING TO STOP AT MERE ’CENDING

The bumper sticker of Transcendentalism, had 
the ’cenders thought of it (bumpers not yet being 
invented), ought to have been “The horizon will 
move whenever we do.”

CAMBRIDGE HISTORY OF ENGLISH AND AMERICAN LITERATURE

Emersonian Transcendentalism versus Thoreauvian “Descendentalism”

In American historical culture, the word “transcendentalism”
is unambiguously associated with those orbiting Emerson’s
parlor during the 1830s-1850s. Thoreau, whose orbit had
previously been wayward, was powerfully captured by the great
man’s gravitas. During the days of THE DIAL, he became the elder
man’s novice, some say his clone, accepting without question
Emerson’s big idea that nature was a collection of natural facts
awaiting correspondence with spiritual facts. Thoreau’s early
poetry, essays, and journal entries place him firmly in this
camp through the 1849 publication of A WEEK ON THE CONCORD AND
MERRIMACK RIVERS. But the closer the reader moves toward the 1854
publication of WALDEN; OR, LIFE IN THE WOODS, the less well the label
“transcendentalist” applies. By that time, concluded expert
Philip Gura, he had become atypical of the movement, “content
to be in and of the world rather than to transcend it.”
In my trusty, second-hand, and duct-taped 1955 OXFORD ENGLISH
DICTIONARY, the root word for “transcendental” is scendere, to
climb over. To transcend (trans-scendere) something is thus to
“pass over or go beyond” it. Each hurdle in a race, for example,
must be transcended, or each puddle jumped. In contrast, to
ascend (a-scendere) is to “go or come up” to it. And to descend
(de-scendere) is to “move or pass from a higher to a lower
level.” Perhaps it is my geological perspective that is
confusing me. But when I read WALDEN against the early JOURNAL,
I feel like I am on a very different journey, one that is
descending inward toward the simplicity of a lower heaven in
Walden’s waters, rather than ascending to an outward heaven via
the stepping-stones of the Peterboro Hills, or flights of fancy
to the stars. Whenever I read Thoreau’s clear statement of
purpose in WALDEN –“to live deep and suck out all the marrow of
life,... to drive life into a corner, and reduce it to its lowest
terms”– my subconscious thoughts attach to the words “deep” and
“lowest,” which are physically downward, and to the word
“reduce,” which is mathematically downward. To my literal and
geospatial mind, geo-WALDEN is a downward journey toward
ultimate spiritual truth on a bedrock unconformity.
“Simplicity, simplicity, simplicity!” in WALDEN this direction
is downward in space, backward in time, and toward the
foundation of theory.

http://www.bartleby.com/225/1701.html
artist
Sticky Note
Thorson, Robert M. _Walden’s Shore: Henry David Thoreau and Nineteenth-Century Science_ (Harvard UP, 2013, page 322-4)
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WALDEN: Still we live meanly, like ants; though the fable tells us
that we were long ago changed into men; like pygmies we fight with
cranes; it is error upon error, and clout upon clout, and our best
virtue has for its occasion a superfluous and evitable wretchedness.
Our life is frittered away by detail. An honest man has hardly need
to count more than his ten fingers, or in extreme cases he may add
his ten toes, and lump the rest. Simplicity, simplicity, simplicity!
I say, let your affairs be as two or three, and not a hundred or a
thousand; instead of a million count half a dozen, and keep your
accounts on your thumb nail. In the midst of this chopping sea of
civilized life, such are the clouds and storms and quicksands and
thousand-and-one items to be allowed for, that a man has to live,
if he would not founder and go to the bottom and not make his port
at all, by dead reckoning, and he must be a great calculator indeed
who succeeds. Simplify, simplify. Instead of three meals a day, if
it be necessary eat but one; instead of a hundred dishes, five;
and reduce other things in proportion. Our life is like a German
Confederacy, made up of petty states, with its boundary forever
fluctuating, so that even a German cannot tell you how it is bounded
at any moment. The nation itself, with all its so called internal
improvements, which, by the way, are all external and superficial,
is just such an unwieldy and overgrown establishment, cluttered with
furniture and tripped up by its own traps, ruined by luxury and
heedless expense, by want of calculation and a worthy aim, as the
million households in the land; and the only cure for it as for them
is in a rigid economy, a stern and more than Spartan simplicity of
life and elevation of purpose. It lives too fast. Men think that it
is essential that the Nation have commerce, and export ice, and talk
through a telegraph, and ride thirty miles an hour, without a doubt,
whether they do or not; but whether we should live like baboons or
like men, is a little uncertain. If we do not get out sleepers, and
forge rails, and devote days and nights to the work, but go to
tinkering upon our lives to improve them, who will build railroads?
And if railroads are not built, how shall we get to heaven in season?
But if we stay at home and mind our business, who will want
railroads? We do not ride on the railroad; it rides upon us. Did you
ever think what those sleepers are that underlie the railroad? Each
one is a man, an Irish-man, or a Yankee man. The rails are laid on
them, and they are covered with sand, and the cars run smoothly over
them. They are sound sleepers, I assure you. And every few years a
new lot is laid down and run over; so that, if some have the pleasure
of riding on a rail, others have the misfortune to be ridden upon.
And when they run over a man that is walking in his sleep, a
supernumerary sleeper in the wrong position, and wake him up, they
suddenly stop the cars, and make a hue and cry about it, as if this
were an exception. I am glad to know that it takes a gang of men for
every five miles to keep the sleepers down and level in their beds
as it is, for this is a sign that they may sometime get up again.
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In ontogeny he sought the wisdom of a newborn child, whose whole
universe lay within a mother’s arms. In etymology he sought the
“father tongue,” of the Greek, Latin, and Norse roots of words,
and their Indo-European precedents. In anthropology he stripped
the dross from modern civilizations to find “the Esquimaux and
the Patagonian” as signposts to the point of departure between
humans and animals, a time when “men” were “nearer of kin to the
rocks and to wild animals than we.” This explained his “natural
yearning” for the cave, which is documented within both his
childhood memories and his adult impulses. In history it was
down to “an older era than the agricultural” from which he was
“convinced” his genius was born. “The Aegean Sea is but Lake
Huron still to the Indian.” In literature it was down to
“mythology... the most ancient history and biography,”
containing “only enduring and essential truth, ethics, history,
poetry... skeletons of still order and more universal truths.”
In philosophy it was down to the nitty-gritty of
“particularity,” as “an antidote to the philosophical idealism
of the age.” In architecture it was down from Babelesque towers
built of “hammered stone” to the lowly fieldstone wall: “More
sensible is a rod of stone wall that bounds an honest man’s field
than a hundred-gated Thebes.” In religion, wrote Henry Canby,
it was down “again and again into the aqueous regions of the
intuition.” For Joseph Wood Krutch, this was down from Puritan
to Pagan.
In natural science it was downward to fundamental laws through
induction. In astronomy it was down through the planets, comets,
and moons to the “Chaos and Old Night,” responsible for creating
our “morning star.” In geometry it was inward to the center of
all things, and then downward toward the apex of a cone or the
pole of a hemisphere. In psychology it was downward to the bottom
of the pond of consciousness, from which everything radiated.
In acoustics, it was down from the high frequency of complex
noises to the “vibration of the universal lyre.” In paleontology
it was down to the everlasting designs of anatomy, to “some life
prowling about” beneath the surface. In geology it was downward
to the “subterranean fire” beneath the granite basements of our
tallest mountains. In river hydrology it was downward either to
the sluggishness of dead streams (which were most alive) or to
the ancestral sea (from which life came). In physics it was down
from the inherent instability of complexity toward the stability
of entropy. In technology it was down to the versatility of
simple tools like the jackknife, or, better yet, the flint tools
of its prototype. Back to “flint and steel,” even when he had
“a matchbox in his pocket,” a point that early critic James
Russell Lowell clearly misunderstood.
Thoreau’s descent to simplicity made swamps and bogs far more
interesting places than mountain summits. “The very sight of
this stagnant pond-hole... is agreeable and encouraging to
behold, as if it contained the seeds of life, the liquor rather,
boiled down.... They speak to our blood, even these stagnant
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slimy pools.” Indeed: “There are sermons in stones, aye and mud
turtles at the bottoms of the pools.” To hear such sermons
Thoreau imagined himself as an amphibian, neck deep in a swamp.
On Lake Walden he imagined flying underwater with the loon, or
prowling through the muck with the pouts, whose “dull uncertain
blundering purpose” he found so intriguing. When in the woods,
he asked his readers to “probe the earth to see where your main
roots run.” On the cliff he asked us to get down to the level
of lichens, our “kith and kin,” as alive as we, yet elemental.
In our houses, he asks that we strip our material needs down to
the basics of food, shelter, clothing, and fuel. Given his
“peculiarly wild nature, which so yearns toward all wildness,”
he asks that we follow his example and “channel” our inner fox.
In the 1960s Melvin Lyon recognized that “the word ‘well’ is the
most common synonym for ‘pond’ in the book.” Indeed, during h
is daily descent to the pond, Thoreau more closely followed the
biblical model of Rebecca at the well than of Moses on the Mount.
There he experienced katabasis, the Greek word for a downward
journey that, in Thoreau’s case, was toward spiritual discovery.
There, in Walden’s peaceful waters, he found a cultural antidote
to the violence associated with the proverbial “city upon a
hill,” whether Old World Jerusalem, or the New World Puritan
settlements.”
“If you have built castles in the air,” Thoreau advises us, “your
work need not be lost; that is where they should be. Now put the
foundations under them.” This was his ultimate downward move.
Beneath the “castles in the air” of New England
transcendentalism he put Acadian bedrock foundations. The
steeple of WALDEN’s uniformitarian natural theology rests on the
granite unconformity beneath Walden.
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TRANSCENDENTALISM PER THE OXFORD ENGLISH DICTIONARY

transcendentalism transcendentalism transende·ntaliz’m
(IPA tra:nsEn|dEntelIz(e)m), (IPA træn-). [f; prec. + -
ism. Cf. Fr. transcendantalisme (Littré);]

1. Transcendental philosophy; a system of this; applied to that
taught by Kant and other philosophers; also, to the idealism of
Schelling.

1803 Edin. Rev. Jan. 265 The theory of transcendentalism may therefore 
be a better dogmatism than others.

1817 T. L. Peacock Melincourt III. 40 He has thus discovered the 
difference between objective and subjective reality and this point of 
view is transcendentalism.

1851 Carlyle Sterling i. viii. (1872) 46 He was thought to hold... alone 
in England, the key of German and other Transcendentalisms.

1866 Dk. Argyll Reign Law ii. (ed. 4) 117 What is transcendentalism but 
the tendency to trace up all things to the relation in which they stand 
to abstract Ideas?

1878 Dowden Studies in Lit. 58 Transcendentalism, seeking the 
supernatural everywhere, loses sight of it as such.

b. The religio-philosophical teaching of the New England school
of thought represented by Emerson and others: see quot. 1911.

1842 Emerson Lect., Transcendentalist Wks. (Bohn) II. 279 What is 
popularly called Transcendentalism among us, is Idealism. 1876 N. Amer. 
Rev. CXXIII. 468 Boston and its immediate neighborhood...really made up 
the kingdom ruled by Transcendentalism.

1887 Cabot Emerson I. vii. 248 The Boston or New England 
Transcendentalism had, as Dr. Hedge says, no very direct connection with 
the transcendental philosophy of Germany, the philosophy of Kant and his 
successors.

1911 Encycl. Brit. XXVII. 172/2 (Transcendentalism) The most famous 
example of the pseudo-philosophic use of the term is for a movement of 
thought which was prominent in the New England states from...1830 to 
1850. Its use originated in the Transcendental Club (1836) founded by 
Emerson, Frederic Henry Hedge, and others. The movement had several 
aspects: philosophical, theological, social, economic.

2. Exalted character, thought, or language; also, that which is
extravagant, vague, or visionary in philosophy or language;
idealism.

1831 Carlyle Sart. Res. i. iii. (1858) 8 If through the high, silent, 
meditative Transcendentalism of our Friend we detected any practical 
tendency whatever, it was at most Political.

1837 Thackeray Carlyle’s Fr. Rev. Wks. 1900 XIII. 249 It teems with 
sound, hearty philosophy (besides certain transcendentalisms which we do 
not pretend to understand).

1859 Smiles Self-Help xi. (1860) 287 Nor did the lofty transcendentalism 
of his books by any means palliate the acted meannesses of his life.

1871 W. H. Miller Cult. Pleasure Pref. (1872) 10 It is time, indeed, that 
the whole subject of happiness should be dragged down from the regions 
of transcendentalism..., and be made, if possible, to take its place in 
the highways and byeways of every-day life.

3. The quality or character of transcendent excellence;
transcendency. rare.

1840 Carlyle Heroes iii. (1872) 80 Dante and Shakespeare.,.dwell 
apart... In the general feeling of the world, a certain 
transcendentalism, a glory as of complete perfection, invests these two.
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Sanctorius was appointed to the chair of theoretical medicine at the University of Padua, where he would teach 
until retirement in 1624. He would develop or help Galileo Galilei, Giofrancesco Sagredo, and fra Paolo Sarpi 
to develop a number of scientific instruments, among them a wind gauge, a water current meter, the 
pulsilogium, and an early version of thermometer, known as the thermoscope, possessing a numerical scale.1 
By an experiment that involved suspending himself in an enormous balance in order to weigh his solid and 
liquid intake against his excretion, he would find that by far the greatest part of a person’s intake of food and 
drink is lost from his or her body not through urine and feces but through what he came to term our perspiratio 
insensibilis (in the “Conclusion” chapter, as below, “insensible perspiration”). His treatise DE STATICA 
MEDICINA (CONCERNING STATIC MEDICINE)2 would render him so famous that he would even be alluded to 
by Waldo Emerson:

The physician Sanctorius spent his life in a pair of
scales, weighing his food.

1611

1. Middleton, W.E.K. A HISTORY OF THE THERMOMETER AND ITS USE IN METEOROLOGY. Baltimore MD: Johns Hopkins UP, 1966
2. Castiglione, Arturo. “The Life and Work of Santorio Santorio (1561-1636),” tr. Emilie Recht. Medical Life 38 (1931):729-785
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In the 20th Century, Professor Walter Roy Harding would comment that despite even having reviewed Ronald 
Earl Clapper’s analysis of the editing of the ms drafts of WALDEN; OR, LIFE IN THE WOODS, he has never 
grasped the meaning of Henry Thoreau’s Transcendentalist remark “In view of the future or possible, we 
should live quite laxly and undefined in front, our outlines dim and misty on that side; as our shadows reveal 
an insensible perspiration toward the sun”:

To me, however, this remark “In view of the future or possible, we should live quite laxly and undefined in 
front, our outlines dim and misty on that side; as our shadows reveal an insensible perspiration toward the sun” 
seems a straightforward description of the kind of openendedness that is required of the Transcendentalist, that 
is the kind of openness and expectation that is needed if one is to hope ever to transcend what has gone before, 
and what one has become, one’s “residual.” –But one would hesitate to suggest that someone who had worked 
with the materials of the Transcendentalists for all his life, as Walter Roy Harding had, yet had never in his life 
acquired even a basic grasp of what the fundamental attitude of transcending amounted to, an attitude that 
distinguishes every real transcendentalist! He was as bad as the Emerson who presumed that Sanctorius would 
have spent his entire lifetime sitting on the scales of one of his experiments, like a fakir on a bed of nails: “The 
physician Sanctorius spent his life in a pair of scales, weighing his food.”3

3. What I am saying here is that equivalently, Emerson’s analysis of Sanctorius and Harding’s analysis of Transcendentalism are 
surprisingly superficial.

WALDEN: It is a ridiculous demand which England and America make,
that you shall speak so that they can understand you. Neither men
nor toad-stools grow so. As if that were important, and there were
not enough to understand you without them. As if Nature could
support but one order of understandings, could not sustain birds
as well as quadrupeds, flying as well as creeping things, and hush
and who, which Bright can understand, were the best English. As
if there were safety in stupidity alone.I fear chiefly lest my
expression may not be extra-vagant enough, may not wander far
enough beyond the narrow limits of my daily experience, so as to
be adequate to the truth of which I have been convinced. Extra
vagance! it depends on how you are yarded. The migrating buffalo,
which seeks new pastures in another latitude, is not extravagant
like the cow which kicks over the pail, leaps the cow-yard fence,
and runs after her calf, in milking time. I desire to speak
somewhere without bounds; like a man in a waking moment, to men
in their waking moments; for I am convinced that I cannot
exaggerate enough even to lay the foundation of a true expression.
Who that has heard a strain of music feared then lest he should
speak extravagantly any more forever? In view of the future or
possible, we should live quite laxly and undefined in front, our
outlines dim and misty on that side; as our shadows reveal an
insensible perspiration toward the sun. The volatile truth of our
words should continually betray the inadequacy of the residual
statement. Their truth is instantly translated; its literal
monument alone remains. The words which express our faith and
piety are not definite; yet they are significant and fragrant like
frankincense to superior natures.
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“NARRATIVE HISTORY” AMOUNTS TO FABULATION, 
THE REAL STUFF BEING MERE CHRONOLOGY

A WEEK: The anecdotes of modern astronomy affect me in the same
way as do those faint revelations of the Real which are vouchsafed
to men from time to time, or rather from eternity to eternity.
When I remember the history of that faint light in our firmament,
which we call Venus, which ancient men regarded, and which most
modern men still regard, as a bright spark attached to a hollow
sphere revolving about our earth, but which we have discovered to
be another world, in itself, — how Copernicus, reasoning long and
patiently about the matter, predicted confidently concerning it,
before yet the telescope had been invented, that if ever men came
to see it more clearly than they did then, they would discover
that it had phases like our moon, and that within a century after
his death the telescope was invented, and that prediction
verified, by Galileo, — 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 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 accurately, and with such wonderful confirmation of our
reasoning, respecting so-called material objects and events
infinitely removed beyond the range of our natural vision, so that
the mind hesitates to trust its calculations even when they are
confirmed 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. Veias, Menu, Zoroaster, Socrates, Christ,
Shakespeare, Swedenborg, — these are some of our astronomers.

ASTRONOMY

NICOLAS COPERNICUS

GALILEO GALILEI

VENUS

PEOPLE OF
A WEEK
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“THE PARABLE OF THE TEN VIRGINS,” by the Reverend Thomas Shepard, 1st pastor of the 1st Church in 
Newtowne (Cambridge), mentor to the Reverend Peter Bulkeley of Concord, Massachusetts, was 
posthumously published. In it he exhorted his congregation to:4

Does the Reverend Shepard, then, have the dignity of having been the 1st Transcendentalist? Perhaps so, 
“For the essence of transcending is this very attitude, the attitude of ever seeking to penetrate beyond whatever 
had previously been established to be the verity.”

Here is an excerpt:

Motives and Arguments to Persuade Us unto the Love of Christ, 
and to be Espoused to Him.

Is there no communion to be had with the Lord Jesus, unless
virgins —unless espoused to him? O, therefore, here is a match
for you; choose him, get your affections, if entangled, to come
off if insnared to any other thing, and set your hearts, bestow
your love upon him. For it is not a dead faith (but such a faith
as is animated by love) that does espouse you to him. Gal. 5:6,
“Faith which works by love.” And, therefore, as the love of other
things (not worth looking after) has got the sovereignty and
royalty of thy heart, so this is a conjugal love, when it bears
rule in the heart. Let Christ have this love. And as you have
loved creatures for themselves, now love the Lord Jesus for
himself. And as they have easily enticed you to set your hearts
upon them, now be persuaded to set your dearest affections on
him. It is said of John Baptist, he was the bridegroom’s friend,
to speak for him. John 3:29. And truly it is the main work of
the ministry to woo for Christ, and so to present chaste virgins
to Christ. This shall be my work now, which may be seasonable
in this decaying time. Therefore I shall chiefly bend my speech
to three sorts.

1. To them that never yet loved the Lord Jesus, unless it be
from the teeth outward.

2. Those that have been striving for this; yet can not, to their
own feeling, come to this.

3. Those that have so; but their affections are dried up, and
love is parched away, “iniquity abounds,” etc. And my motives
shall be these four:—

1. Consider the glory of the person whom I shall be a spokesman
for this day.

1660

4. WORKS, ed. John A. Albro (Boston, 1853), Volume II, page 632.

Be always converting..., always pulling up foundations.

TRANSCENDENTALISM
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2. Consider he makes love to thee.

3. Consider that all he seeks for is love.

4. Consider what he will do for thee, how he will love thee, if
thou wilt love him.

Love Christ Because of His Glory
Consider the glory of the person for whom I plead for love. What
can you love besides him? Where can you find any like unto him?
I know the glory of the Lord is not revealed, because the grass
withers not, the flower fades not, the creature appears not in
his withering vanity. Is. 40. But if the Lord would but open
your eyes to see him, this would win your hearts alone to him.

Now, I shall single out only these five things, to give you a
glimpse of his glory. Lift up thy heart, and say, “Lord, hide
not now thy face from me.”

1. He is the Prince of the kings of the earth. Rev. 1:5. The
glory of the world is a kingdom, the glorious diamond of that
kingdom is a prince in his glory. Now, for a poor beggar to have
an offer of love from the greatest prince in the world, would
it not tempt her? Would she not forsake her lovers, and set her
heart on him? Why, look what a distance there is between the
poorest peasant and the highest prince; so base, and a thousand
times, are all the princes of the world to Christ, whose dominion
is from sea to sea, from sun to sun, who sets up and pulls down
kings like counters, who rules their courts, their kingdoms,
their hearts, and they do not do, they can not do, but what he
will. Other kings are princes, are rulers of men; Christ Prince
of Kings. Now, who would not be glad of his love? Who, having
tasted death, is set down on the right hand of God on high,
clothed with endless glory, who has kings in his chains, whose
breath is not in his nostrils, whose favor is not for a day, but
he lives and reigns forever. Now, does Christ reign? Is he a
Lord, and in glory upon his throne? Methinks I see Jesus at the
right hand of God. Your foolish affections have undone you, if
you love him not.

2. He is appointed by the Father to be Judge of quick and dead
at the last day, (John 5:22, 23,) as well as to rule all now.
So that if you do maintain enmity against him, he may let you
alone, you may live in health and die in peace, in the eye of
man, and in thine own eyes, too; yet there is a day coming he
will break out of heaven, with a shout, and appear in the clouds,
in the amazing glory of his Father, “with all his mighty angels,
and all the dead shall hear his voice,” and you shall appear
before him with this body, when the heavens shall burn round
about him, and the earth shall tremble under him, and all guilty
eyes mourning and wailing because of him. Then you shall know
what it is to despise him, and wish, O that I had loved him.
Rev. 1:7. You that say you love him, yet by an impenitent heart
pierce him, you shall wail, even so, Amen. Men do not see an end
of these things, nor the glory of the Lord another day. Hence
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creatures are loved, and the Lord of glory is loathed. A great
prince may not be so highly esteemed until he appears in his
state. Prisoners would give any money (much more love) for the
judge’s favor.

3. He only is the procurer and author of all the good that ever
thou didst suck out here, though thou hast neither known him,
nor been thankful to him. For look, as it was with angels, so
it should have been with man; the wrath of God should have been
poured out upon him, and on all the world, and creatures should
have been tormentors of him, but that the Lord Jesus begged and
bought the world. And hence (1 Tim. 4:10) called “Saviour of
all, but chiefly of the elect.” Micah 4:4, “In his days, men
shall sit under vines and fig trees.” So that if ever any
creature ever did thee good, it was Jesus that put that sweetness
in it, out of his fullness, and set it a work, sent it to thee,
gave it thee to do thee good. Thou shouldst never have had wink
of sleep, never restrained from one sin, but lived in
blaspheming God, never have heard of a gospel but for Christ.
and will you not love him? O ungrateful world! Unnatural
generation of men! Why dost thou love any creature? It is for
the paint of it and good in it. If there be so much in it, what
is there in Christ that gave it, that dropped it into it? Never
love him if there be any thing good that is not by him. Ps.
116:1, “The Lord hath heard my prayer; I will call on him as
long as I live.” Much more when the Lord hath delivered, and
thou didst never seek to him.

4. He is the everlasting wonderment of saints in heaven. The
queen of Sheba heard of Solomon, which made her come to see him;
but she before imagined but that which now she saw with her own
eyes, and that rapt her out of herself. Here we hear of the Lord
Jesus, of his beauty and glory, and this draws saints to him;
and, when come, they see that which they never saw before,
especially when in heaven. Then fall down in everlasting
admiration at this mystery, for the blessedness of saints is to
see Christ in his glory. John 17:24. Now, this lies in an
infinite good; this can not be seen in a finite time. Hence
saints shall be piercing their eyes deeper and deeper into this
mystery, and shall ever see more and more, but never see all;
and this is their joy and glory in heaven. Is it so? What think
you, is Christ worthy of your love, or not? Look upon all the
glory of the field of this world, you may see an end of all
perfection, but never here.

5. He is the delights and bosom love of God himself. Prov. 8:30.
Hence John, when he came to set Christ out, (John 3:35,) “The
Father loveth the Son.” Now is it so; surely though you see not,
taste not this good, yet there it is; now, tell me if this person
do not challenge love, would you not be glad to have him? You
will say, “Can he look upon such a wretch, embrace such a leper
as I? No, surely, he will never do it.”

Love Him because of His Love to You
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Consider he makes love to thee. Not one soul that hears me this
day but the Lord Jesus is a suitor unto, that now ye would be
espoused to him; “He came unto his own, and they received him
not.” Whatever the secret purpose of Christ is, I regard not.
In this evangelical dispensation of grace, he makes love to all.
John 1:12. It is clear. Matt. 22:2, 3. If there be a gospel in
the world, there is this love of Christ yearning toward all,
especially all that have this gospel of peace sent to them. Luke
2:10. “It is tidings of great joy to all people,” as law is
tidings of great sorrow to all people. Luke 2:14. Angels from
heaven preached this good will towards men. For if the challenge
of love from men should be founded on his actual love to some,
having died for some, then the offer would be particular. But
it is grounded, 1. On his own worth and glory, and hence he
challengeth love. 2. On this, for aught I know, he has loved me.
So that thou art not so vile but the Lord Jesus’ heart is toward
thee, and his eye is upon thee for love. But it is not all love,
but only some that overcomes. 1. Now it is real love. 2. Frequent
love. 3. Constant. 4. Pure love he makes to thee.

1. It is real love. When the gospel and ministers seek for love,
the Lord is real in his desires, there is no collusion or
dissembling, (2 Cor. 5:20,) in Christ’s stead, “He that
receiveth you receiveth me;” thou thinkest the Lord cares not
for thee, nor doth not desire thee, though he doth others; but,

1. Either the Lord would have thee loathe him or love him. What
think you?

2. If the Lord did not make love to thee, he would not be really
angry for rejecting of this love; but the Lord is really angry
for rejecting it, and wroth with nothing so much as that. Ps.
2:12. Here he swears in his wrath, (Ps. 95:11,) when he opens
his bosom for thee to rest in, and thou wilt not.

3. Look but upon the dealings of God with thee. 1. Hast thou not
oft thought some in hell better than thee? Why, the ruin of
millions of men is to win love from thee. Jer. 3:8,9,10. 2. Hath
not the Lord sent many a mercy to thee, not one but was to win
thee? Ps. 81:10,11,12. 3. Hath not the Lord withheld many from
thee, as here in this wilderness? Jer. 3:3,4. 4. Hath not the
Lord sent many sorrows, terrors, fears, cares, wearisome
businesses, that thou hast wished an end of life? This is love.
Hos. 2:6. 5. Hath not the Lord moved thy heart many a time toward
him by persuasions, arguments which have a power to move the
heart? This is love, (Hos. 11:4,) “cords of a man.” 6. Hath not
the Lord oft melted thy heart for mercies, as David, when he
might have killed Saul? Truly, you may feel his love which is
much toward you; that which keeps off thy heart from love is,
the Lord intends it not to me, he is not plain with me. But he
sends to thee his plain gospel, which thou art to attend unto;
and he takes fittest seasons to speak to thee now in the time
of thy health. And does he not oft visit thy heart when thou art
alone?
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2. It is fervent, vehement, earnest love. Sometimes a suitor is
real, but he is not earnest. Now, thus the Lord is. 1. The Lord
longs for this. Deut. 5:29. 2. Pleads for this, (Jer. 2:5,) “What
iniquity,” etc. 3. Thinks long for this time, (Jer. 13:27,)
“Jerusalem will not be made clean; when shall it once be?” 4.
Mourns when he hath not this, (Ezek. 6:9,) “Broken with their
whorish heart.” 5. Content to give away any thing for it, all
the love of Christ is founded on this. 6. If thou comest not
presently, he is content to wait that he may be gracious.

3. It is constant and continual; there is not a moment, thou
dost not so oft breathe, as thou mayst see and taste love. Isa.
27:3, 65:2. 1. After all thy whorish departing from God, that
if man should do so, no man would own, yet he saith, “Return to
me;” thou seest never a creature but thou hast loved more than
Christ; yet return. 2. When God threatens most terribly, and
sets his fury on record, yet then there he minds nothing but
love. Jer. 36:2,3. 3. When none else will own and pity thee,
thou art so vile, yet (Ezek. 16:2,3) the Lord saith, “Live, then
is a time of love.” 4. Nay, when thou hast cast away thyself as
a forlorn creature, yet (Hos. 14:3) “In thee the fatherless find
mercy.” 5. When he hath thee in his arms ready to give thee up,
yet then, “How shall I give thee up, O Ephraim?” Hos. 11:8. I
tell thee, if one sparkle of his eternal blasting displeasure
should fall upon thee, it would be so intolerable that it would
sink thee; his love is as strong as death; no water can quench
it. O, it is not so with man, or great men. Once repulsed is
enough; why should the Lord do so here? Many think time is past.
It is not so. It is the temptation of them that have time, not
of them that want it. Take heed this make thee not despise him.

4. It is a pure love. Others make love for their own ends, but
the Lord hath no need of thee, or of thy love. He could raise
up of stones children of praise; he could have gone to others;
he could have, and can fetch, his glory out of thy ruin. He was
blessed before all worlds: and by all thy sins thou dost but
throw stones against the wind, or snowballs against the sun. Why
doth he do it? O, it is thy good. He pities thee, as once
Jerusalem, to look upon thy destruction and desolation. As it
is with the elect, they have wrath before their eyes, and hence
persuade others; so the Lord Jesus.

Christ’s Wonderful Love
Consider it is nothing else but love the Lord looks for, or cares
for. Love looks for nothing but love, (Prov. 8:17,) and this is
the end of all election, to be holy before him in love; and,
mark it, if it be a stayed love that constrains thee to him, you
can not wrong him. As if you come and persuade one to murder his
child, he can not; so if persuaded to despise, O, bowels of
heartbreaking love. 2 Cor. 5: And surely it is admirable love.
What if it were thy goods, thy Isaac to be sacrificed, thy body
to be burned, it was nothing; but he desires only love, only thy
heart, which has forged so much villany against him. Let him
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never be called upon, or professed, if not worthy of this. After
all, is this all? Yes, no portion he cares for; and when he has
this, he has all. Wonder at this, O angels!

Consider How Christ Will Love You.
Consider what he will do for thee, how he will love thee, if
thou wilt thus love him.

1. He will set thee next himself in honor, (Ps. 45:9;) that as
the Lord Jesus is next to God, sits at his right hand, so here,
which is an honor that the angels have not, who are nowhere
called Christ’s spouse; hence never had such a union, hence
never shall partake of that honor of saints.

2. He will enrich thee. As it is with man and wife, all that he
has is hers; so himself and all his glory, his God, his Father,
his kingdom is thine. Prov. 8:21, they that love me inherit
something; others nothing; no, nothing indeed, only shows of
good; and they find it so when they awake, nothing their own,
nothing long; that let thy outward man, yea, thy inward, be never
so poor, thou shalt by him be heir of all.

3. He will counsel thee. Hence David (Ps. 73) made choice of
God: “Thou wilt guide me by thy counsel.” No greater curse than
to be left to the guidance of a man’s own counsel; but here there
shall not be any strait, but the Lord will show thee a way out
of it, either by his prudence or providence. There shall not be
any secret of Christ that thou desirest to know, but, as Christ
told them, “You are my friends,” so you are my spouse; hence all
his secrets shall be opened to thee; there shall not be one act
of thy life but ordered by infinite prudence, and wisdom, and
love. Sometimes we are befooled in our own counsels, and left
to them to teach us to depend on the Lord the more; yet thereby
shall come out such good that it shall be among us as with
Joseph’s brethren.

4. He will dwell with thee as a man must dwell with his wife,
(John 14:23;) that the great Mediator, that passes by kings and
princes, and will not look on them, should come and dwell with
thee. This is better than to have the presence of kings, the
guard of angels, better than heaven itself, that he should dwell
where is nothing worthy to entertain him, only something to
grieve him. Now this is,—

1. A constant assistance of the Spirit; that, let the soul go
where he will, —be brought to never so low an ebb, —yet Christ
will not out, but some stirrings, sighings, lookings, pantings
after Christ; when heart and strength fail, yet God, etc.; when
ready to give all for lost, then consider, as Ps. 83:2. If he
does depart, he will not be long, but return again; and those
that know his affection know it so to be. Is. 54 “For a little
moment,” etc. So the Lord may depart; and, when his presence

is a little more esteemed, come again with everlasting mercies.
As a man may know many weaknesses by his wife, yet she having
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not bestowed her heart on any other, he will return; so if thou
canst say yet I am the Lord’s, he will return.

5. He will rejoice in thee and over thee, (Zeph. 3:17,) as a
bridegroom does over the bride. Not because of any beauty in
thee, for there is none, but because given in marriage of the
Father, and for his own sake. This day thou shalt no sooner set
thy heart on Christ but he falls in love with thee, and will
take thee with joy; thou thinkest he will be angry if thou
closest with him and love him; no, it will be the joy of heaven,
of Jesus Christ himself.

6. He will exceedingly comfort thee; and look as it is with
tender husbands, then they comfort most when most sorrows betide
them; for who could endure his wife should be always drooping?
So even then when nothing doth or can comfort thee, the Lord
will. Is. 54:6. For the Lord doth not always comfort; but when
in need, as with the patriarchs, then God appeared, when they
were at worst; and these are abundant comforts. 2 Cor. 1:3,4,5.
You shall not need to scramble for it, as many do, whose hearts
do not love Christ in truth as yet.

7. He will put up all wrongs, and bear exceedingly with thee.
Many think, even when God hath sealed love to them, if any little
sin be committed, then they are cast off; no, if under the law,
so indeed, but when espoused to him, it is not weaknesses nor
willfulness can make the Lord cast thee away; but he will heal
the one, and afflict thee (yet not cast thee off) for the other;
(Ps. 89:33,) “My loving-kindness will I never take away.” Yea,
he will forgive both; (Luke 7:47,) “Much forgiven because she
loved much.” Nay, thy wrongs shall be an occasion to make him
love thee more; (Rom. 5) “Where sin abounds, grace abounds.”

8. He will never part with thee. Hos. 2:19. Once love him, and
he will never lose thee.

1. No sin shall part thee and him; for Christ, when he enters
into marriage covenant, does not suspend his love on our grace
or holiness, —then he might leave quickly,— but on his own grace
to wash away our filthiness. Eph. 5:25, 26. If a husband marries
a woman only for so long as she is in health, then when sickness
comes he may depart; but e contra, if to take away her
sicknesses, then they can not hinder; nothing but adultery can
part. Now, that they can not do, for nothing breaks till covenant
is broken; and the covenant here is everlasting, and so
undertaken for by the Lord that it can never be broken.

2. No miseries can, (Rom. 8:35,36,37;) “Can tribulation?” It
makes man leave us; but this is peculiar to Christ —he will not
leave.

3. Death can not. It must part man and wife, though loved never
so dearly before, but here not; but then he will come himself
and fetch thee, (John 14:1,2,3,) take thy soul to the bride
chamber, there to be with him forever and ever; and he will keep
the dust of thy blessed body, and not lose one dust of it, and
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at the last day raise it; and then, when others shall cry out,
yonder is he whom I have grieved, then shalt thou lift up thy
head; yonder comes my husband, to comfort me, to crown me, that
I may dwell with him. It shall be the blessed day to thee. And
when judgment is done, thou shalt go with thy beloved from the
air up to heaven with a shout, and live in his love and dearest
embracing of thee; and this he will do for thee, so poor and
vile in thine own eyes. Now, will you have him, and that now,
or no?

Love the Lord Jesus!
He has from before all worlds loved thee, when [there appeared
to be] no reason for it. Jer. 31:1-3. Thou hast neglected to
love him long, all thy youth, nay, it may be all thy life; O,
you beloved of the Lord, begin to do it now, when there is all
reason for it, when heaven calls for it, earth calls for it,
ordinances plead for it, Spirit saith come, and calls for it
too. It may be thy life is not long. What, not yet?

Question: But how shall I come to do this, thus to love the Lord?

Answer: The Lord only can plant, can water this grace; yet
because the Lord does it by means, I will give you some now.

I. Labor to find out the true sweetness, and to taste the
bitterness of the deceitful sweetness of all creatures: for this
is a rule in reason, a man’s affections, like streams, must run
some way; and it is a rule in theology, stop the affections from
running to the creature, and in a sincere heart it will run unto
Christ, (Hos. 2:6, 7,) if it be from all creatures. Now, then,
the affection is turned from the creature, when it finds the
bitterness of the deceiving sweetness of it; and, secondly,
finds out the real sweetness of it; for make it as a rule, when
a man’s heart can not love Christ, (unless it be when it is
benumbed,) it is because he has somewhat else to joy his heart
now, let the creature yield you no more joy, and Christ has your
love; indeed, you may and must joy in the real sweetness of it,
and this will increase, and not diminish your love.

Question: What is the real sweetness of the creature?

Answer: Christ’s love. O, see this! If Christ should not love
thee, would not thy life be death, thy salvation from many
dangers be damnation, thy friends miserable comforters, thy joys
sorrows? What good would any thing do thee if thou hadst these
thoughts—all these I have, but wrath with them? What comfort can
a man take in his feast, if news were then brought that after
it is done, you must go to the stake to be burnt? You that joy
in your pastimes, one frown of Christ would blast all. O, see
this! Psalm 63:“Thy loving kindness is better than life; in thy
favor is life.” Now, joy for this, and this will knit your heart
nearer to him. For Jesus’ sake, ponder this point.

Now, 2. Taste the bitterness of the sweetness remaining now it
is distilled; and Satan shows a threefold sweetness, before, in,

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/thumbnails/T/HDT.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/explanation.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/ActiveIndex.pdf


TRANSCENDENTALISM DESCENDENTALISM

HDT WHAT? INDEX

and after the enjoying of it.

Now, 1. Before, remember how they have drawn a ray and held thy
heart from God, done thee more hurt than all afflictions; many
a sweet smile hadst thou had from God, but for them.

2. In the enjoying of it, it is sweet; but when it is sweet to
thee, it is then most bitter to the heart of God; when thy joy
is kindled, the Lord’s sorrow is stirred up and provoked.

3. After; 1. It will draw thy heart from God; and, 2. It will
be bitter in thy belly at last. Whatever sweetness draws thee
from the love of Christ, O, it will be bitter. Rom. 6:21. Chew
upon this, and see if any thing here be worthy of your joy, and
if not, then return to your first husband.

II. Taste the all-sufficiency of the love of Christ. A woman
that is not content with her husband’s love, she will not love
him as it is fit. So when other things make love to us, and the
Lord’s love is not enough, (Cant. 1:4,) “More than wine.” Hence
“the upright love thee.” Do but sit down and think what this is:
if once he loves thee, whatever he can he will do for thee; he
will order all thy life, not one thing shall hurt thee; every
thing in providence shall work for thy glory, sins, sorrows,
etc., SO as thou shalt say his denials are better than his gifts,
his blows better than smiles, his withdrawings better than his
presence, these evils better than joys, and when once he loves
me, he will never leave me; that come life, come death, I am
safe. O, taste this!

III. See the Lord Jesus now as he is, and in truth this were
enough to make any profane heart love him, much more a saint
espoused to him; but the Lord has hid himself from their eyes.
Shall he be so, is he so from yours? 1 Pet. 1:8, “When seeing
not with bodily eyes, but with faith ye love him.” 1 John 3:1-
3, “We shall see him as he is.” Why, suppose the day of doom was
come, Christ in the clouds and all creatures before him, all
angels ministering to him, in all the glory of his Father; O,
then, the love of Christ; O, one smile, one word of Christ would
be precious! Lord, that men should be in a dream! See Christ a
little higher set in his throne, a place more glorious, though
less seen, in all the glory of his Father, all mighty angels
ministering to him, all the world put into his hand, doing what
he will, and all he will; why will you not love him now? Is the
gospel a fable? Say so if it be, then love him not if you can.
When Simeon and the wise men saw him, though but in his
abasement, they honored him; much more now if they see him in
glory. It is a question whether the beams of the sun are fire.
Some demonstrate it thus: Take a glass and gather together the
beams, it burns. Therefore so, if you would see so as to be
affected, gather together the beams of his glory and love; thus
you see the means to get fit love; and if it be lost, O, now get
it again, lest the Lord strain for it, else you are not fit; and
if it be not any love that suffices, much less no love, as in
many of you; but consider, (1 Cor. 16:22,) “He that loves not
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Christ, let him be accursed.” O that this might be won from you!
O, little love goes out to Christ; who sees it not? Ordinances
of Christ, men are weary of them; the truths of Christ, despise
them; the servants of Christ, they quarrel with them. Now,
recover your love; the Lord help you so to do.

Objections to Loving Christ Answered
Object. 1. If the Lord be so desirous of me, why doth he not
Overcome me?

Ans. If the Lord doth it, it is by these cords of love; and if
not, the brand of a reprobate is upon thee.

Object. 2. But I do love him already.

Ans. Is it with such a love as makes you unable to resist him,
to wrong him? As the apostle said, “We cannot speak against the
truth, but for it;” for if not, it is nought. There is a natural
love to Christ, as to one that doth thee good, and for thine own
ends; and spiritual, for himself, whereby the Lord only is
exalted. Hast thou this?

Object. 3. But I do not hate Christ.

Ans. If any man do not love him with a positive love, let him
be anathema.

Object. 4. I can not love him.

Ans. 1. What canst thou love else? 2. Thou canst not love him
so well as thou shouldst; therefore close with him, and love
will follow. 3. Get the Lord to overcome thy heart. Jer. 3:19.

Quest. How shall I do it?

Ans. 1. Set him before thee. “Who will commit lewdness while her
husband looks on?” Ps. 16:8.

2. See what content thou givest Christ by love. Smallest duties
coming from love are accepted. What makes thee wrong him to
please thyself? Let a thing cross thee, yet it contents Christ
Jesus.

3. Get him, and wait by faith on him to overcome thy heart, and
the work is done then. Now, will you do this or not? If not,
say, then, you have had a fair offer, and tell the devils so,
when thou goest down to hell, as it may be thou mayst ere long.
Men talk of terrible sermons, but these sink deepest. Tell me,
dost thou love the Lord only? Wilt thou keep lusts or Christ
alone? If so, then look to it. In this country, a woman killed
her child, and she said when she did it, her child smiled upon
her. Wilt thou kick Christ’s love now when he smiles upon thee?
Afterward she repented, but it was too late. Women, when they
have a mind to some other, murder their husbands; but if known,
burned they must be. But wilt thou have him and love him alone?
O, if persuaded to this, then happy forever! Let this day be the
beginning of eternal glory to thy soul, and the God of peace be
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with thee.

How Shall I know that the Lord Loves Me?
Quest. How shall I know that the Lord loves me, despite my sin?

Ans. 1. If the Lord loves thee for his name’s sake, it will draw
thee to that fellowship with itself, that whatever thou lackest
thou wilt seek for it hence, by presenting that name of God,
that for his own sake he would supply. I know the Lord loves for
Christ’s sake; but why should Christ help for his name’s sake?
For thus many hypocrites think, when they see God’s anger
against them for their sin, they seek to remove sin, and when
that is done, think God is at peace, and now all is well. They
see the Lord is delighted with the obedience of his people; hence
fall to that work, and now think the Lord is pleased with them.
But if ever the Lord loves any man, he will first stop his mouth,
whether Jew or Gentile, (Rom. 3:19,) and make him, on his knees,
know there is no reason for it, nay, all reason against it. Now,
has not the Lord brought thee to this? And hence, having nothing
to quench God’s anger but Christ, hast held up him before God;
and having nothing to move Christ, hast held up his name before
him, and here hast rested thy wearied heart looking to him, if
any grace be begun in thee, that he would perfect it; if none,
that he would begin it; if unfit and unworthy, to prepare thee
for it, only for his own good pleasure. This is one evidence of
it. As it is in some seals, you can hardly perceive in the seal
what is engraven there, but set it on wax, you may see it
evidently. So here, hardly can you see the Lord’s love for his
own sake; if thou cleavest with dearest affection to this love
for its own sake, there thou art safe. Prov. 18:10, “The name
of the Lord is a strong tower,” etc.; and this is not only at
first conversion, but ever after all duties, all enlargements.
Ezek. 16:ult. And this does evidence love.

1. Because, if thou hadst the righteousness of angels, thou
wouldst think it a good evidence; but this of Christ is a
thousand times dearer.

2. This is a setting of God against himself, i.e., to answer
himself; and hence saints, in all their straits and sorrows,
hither had recourse. I speak not now of temporal blessings, but
of everlasting love, and all the fruits of it, that here it
hangs. Now, I say, you are built in a rock higher than all powers
of darkness; now a key is put into thy hand to unlock all God’s
treasure; now thou art in the very lap of love, wrapped up in
it, when here thy heart rests; and therefore, if this be thus,
see it, and wonder his name has moved him to love me.

3. You shall find this, if the Lord for his name’s sake loves
thee, there is not any carriage or passage of providence of him
to thee, but he gets himself a name first or last by it; for if
this be God’s purpose, every passage of providence is but a means
to this end. Hence he will attain this end by every act of his
providence toward thee. Hence you shall find that those very
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sins that dishonor his name, he will even by them (and if by
them, by all things else) get himself a name; he will be so far
from casting thee out of his love, that he will do thee good by
them. Those very sins that God damns others for, he will make
to humble thee, empty thee.

Pharisees persecuted Christ, and lost all for it; Paul was so,
and it humbled him all his life — “Not worthy to be called an
apostle, because I persecuted the church of God; “and it made
him lay up all his wealth in mercy — “I was received to mercy.”
1 Tim. 1. Mary sins much, and God forgives much, and she loves
much; others sinned much, and God hardened much. Judas betrays
Christ and repents, and hangs himself, and flies from him; Peter
denies him and weeps, and hence he is the first that preaches
him. And this is certain, in the best hypocrite, sins left in
him either never make him better, but blind and harden him, and
he has his distinctions of infirmity, etc., that he slights them
day by day, till all his days are run out; or if any good, it
is no more than Judas or Cain, some legal terrors, or other light
flashes of comfort; but to be more humble indeed, etc., this he
finds not.

Now, is it not so with thee? Doth not thy weakness strengthen
thee, with Paul? Doth not thy blindness make thee cry for light?
And those cries have been heard; out of darkness God has brought
light. Thou hast felt venom and risings of heart against Christ;
and do they not make thee loathe thyself more, that thou thinkest
never any so beholding to grace? Do not thy falls into sin make
thee more weary of it, watchful against it, long to be rid of
it? And so sin abounds, but grace abounds. Why should this be
so? For his name’s sake, because he will love thee; hence it is
so great and unmatchable, that he will make thy poison thy food,
thy death thy life, thy damnation salvation, thy very greatest
enemies thy greatest friends. And hence Mr. Fox said he thanked
God for his sins more than his good works. I have marveled at
God’s dealings with his people; they depart, and stay long, and
care not for returning again; in that time a mighty power
teaches, humbles, brings back, when they never thought of it.
O, the reason is, God will have his name. Now, if thus, your
assurance will be strong and constant; but, if you build thus,
I have done this, etc., I have that, your assurance will not
stand; therefore look and see if it be not thus with you.

He Loves You with an Unmeasurable Love.
6. He loves thee with an unmeasurable love. Rom. 5:20, Where sin
there grace hath abounded.” Hence (Eph. 2:3, 4) love “and “great
love.” Verse 7, “Exceeding riches of his grace.” For there is
in Christ,—

1. A created love. One man loves another exceedingly, as
Jonathan did David. Now, he hath the perfection of all human or
angelical love toward his people put in him.

2. Uncreated love, infinite love of a God, and hence it is
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unmeasurable. He thinks nothing he doeth too much, nothing he
gives too dear. Hence, when world is slain, Satan cast out, when
he is out, sin must out; when some sins are removed, the rest
must; when they are out, then death must; when death, then hell.
And when there is no life, no grace, he works it; it decays, he
restores it; it can not act, he quickens it; it can not, doth
not grow, he waters it. He hath given thee the earth, and the
days of peace and patience; these are too little. He calls thee,
and when thou canst not come, draws thee, and gives thee pardon,
that is too little. He gives earth to thee, that is too little,
(for they are made co-heirs;) he gives promise to thee, that is
too little; he gives himself and Spirit, and can he do more?
Yes; we can not drink in all that goodness and love; hence he
gives eternity to thee, and he shall more and more enlighten
thee; not only let thy soul live to bless him, but thy poor body,
and every dust of it, to be raised up to glory with him. What
the Lord promised to Abraham, “In blessing I will bless,” that
portion is thine. O, now love him without measure. “O, how I
love thy law!” How did David love it? I can not tell; but if he
loved the word of Christ, then much more the person of Christ,
the presence of Christ, everlasting fellowship with Christ.

O, take heed of giving Christ, and measuring out unto Christ his
portion, his allowance, that when the Lord comes to you for more
love, (as he doth daily,) you give him that answer which many
do in their practice —you have let him have as much as you can;
so that you can not spare any more from yourselves, from a base
world, from wife and child and creature, from a slothful course;
you hope the Lord will accept of that little he hath. I confess
that a little water in a spring is better than much that comes
by land floods; but be sure it be a spring, else not accepted.
Beloved, time was you lived without Christ, did nothing for him;
now you do, and what thou dost this year, didst last year, and
no more. Will you thus stint the Lord? Either do more, give more,
or mourn you can not. O, one life, one heart is too little for
him. It hath put me to sad fears of many men’s estates to see
this frame, a world of sin without measure every day. Where is
the Christian that loves the Lord every day? How can any then
say much is forgiven, when they do not love much?

Behold the Happiness of those Espoused to Christ
Use 2. Hence behold the happiness of all them that be espoused
to the Lord Jesus, in that their hopes are laid up in another
world, at the day of the coming of the Lord Jesus. 1 Cor. 15:19,
“If we had hope only in this life, we were of all men most
miserable.” Because none so foolish or so sensible of misery as
they; but our hopes stretch to another life, to the second coming
of the Lord Jesus Christ. Suppose a man had all the crowns of
the world cast at his feet, but at last to be dragged before the
judgment seat of Christ, and there to stand quaking, what should
he be the better? What though saints have all the miseries in
this world; but, at last, “with these eyes they shall see the
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Lord,” and stand triumphing before him, and have a real sight
and certain expectation of this. What people in the world so
great as these!

Quest. What do they wait and expect for?

Ans. Great things, which may astonish the whole creation.

1. They look for him “to change their vile bodies that this their
husband, at the marriage day, should take away these rags, and
make them like unto his glorious body,” brighter than the sun;
so that burn them, cut them to pieces, they see Christ loves
both, and hence holds sword and soul in one hand, and scabbard
in another, etc.

2. They expect he should take away all their sins, and make them
like unto himself; engrave on their souls perfectly his own
image, that their enemies they feel now, they look they “shall
never see them more.” 1 John 3:2. And as no evil like it, no
mercy like this; and no evil to saints like this, that yet they
should grieve the heart of such a husband.

3. They look that he should take away all sorrows and tears from
them; for this the Lord promiseth, and begins to execute now,
but it shall be perfected then. Is. 25:8, 9. And hence called
“the times of refreshing.” Acts 3:19, 20. It is true, the spouse
and church is now sorrowful to the very heart many times, but
there is a time coming that they shall never sorrow more.

4. They look that he should take away all shame from them. For
no people in the world is laden with more calumnies and
reproaches by the wicked and by hypocrites, and hard speeches
from the godly, and they doubt whether they be sons or no. Now,
then the whole world shall see they are sons, and shall stand
amazed at them, and shall not doubt of it, nor themselves; for
the Lord shall proclaim it, and they shall hear, These are my
jewels. And this they look for. 1 John 3:1,2.

5. They look for recompense to all their “labor of love” to him
and his. Hence, (1 Cor. 15:58,) “Knowing your labor is not in
vain in the Lord.” Hence the apostle oft defers men for that
recompense till now. “The Lord show mercy to the house
Onesiphorus in that day.” 2 Tim. 1:18. So that some heretics
have thought souls sleep till then. They may pray, and no answer;
seek to do good, and do none. O, but the Lord will recompense
them abundantly.

6. They look then to “be ever with the Lord.” 1 Thess. 4:17.
Never to be parted from him, never to live without him; nay,
never to go away from under his wing, out of his bleeding bosom
of love and endless and unspeakable compassions any more. And
being with him to see his glory, and never see the depth of it,
and to have the Lord to serve them, (Luke 12:37,38,) and giving
whatever they call for, and all this when thousands shall at
this time be crying for a drop of water, and can not get it.
Now, all this they look for, and more too. Which is, 1. Certain.
For “hope maketh not ashamed.” 2. Which fills their hearts with
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glory, and unspeakable glory, too; for it makes it so clear and
certain that they have it all already; for though absent, hope
makes it as present. Rom. 8:24. He doth not say we shall be, but
“we are saved by hope.” Faith takes hold on the beginning, hope
on the end. O, the heavy wrath of God upon a world of poor,
blind, ignorant men, that have no hope, no hope of Christ, no
hope of glory, unless a flattering dead hope. What a sad thing
is it to think, of a number of men that are buried in the world,
and never to awaken until they see Christ in the clouds of
heaven, coming to be revenged on them! O, methinks I see them
falling down before the judgment seat, and crying out, O that
we had known of this day! O, alas! that I had hope! but not such
a hope, but am now deceived. O, it is otherwise with saints;
they shall find what they hoped for, and infinitely more. What
hurt can any do them? Let all the world come against them, their
husband will come, and will kick them under his feet. Let them
load them with reproaches, fill their hearts with sorrows and
their eyes with tears, their Lord’s coming will comfort them.
Let Satan tempt, and a Father hide his face, behold, the Lord
cometh, that shall deliver and redeem them. O, see their
blessedness, and let it draw you to make up the match with
Christ, that never did it yet. He has been wooing of you, longing
for you, and you wooing of him again. Lord, take me. What hinders
you, then, from striking the match and concluding it? To give
thyself this day to him, and take him only, rejoice in him only,
when nothing thou dost can be so pleasing to him. And now you
may look and believe what one day you shall to your comfort feel.
And account yourselves most wretched creatures until the Lord
be pleased to espouse you to himself.

DO I HAVE YOUR ATTENTION? GOOD.
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Publication of John Locke’s TWO TREATIES OF GOVERNMENT and AN ESSAY CONCERNING THE HUMAN 
UNDERSTANDING.

In his treatises on government, Locke alleged that the justification for majority rule was merely that the 
majority was usually physically stronger than any minority (Volume II, page 96). Henry Thoreau, in “The 
Rights and Duties of the Individual in Relation to Government,” would take issue with this Lockean analysis, 
by pointing out that while this issue is a moral one, the majority is simply not a moral entity.

In his essay concerning human understanding, in order to get down to fundamentals, Locke attempted to depict 
human understanding as a “closet wholly shut from light” which had only some small openings to let in ideas.5

1690

This is more or less like the question of the Indian, who, when
it is said to him that the world rests on a couple of elephants
and the elephants on a huge tortoise, asks in his innocence:
“And on what, finally, rests the tortoise?”
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This Lockean epistemology would be introduced at Harvard College by way of the writings of Professor 
Dugald Stewart and Professor Thomas Brown. Although the ideal of knowledge is certainty, we can know of 
the external world only by means of sense organs which may at any time deceive us, and we can know of our 
inner subjective world of psychic happenings only through a process of introspection or “reflection” which is 
derivative and is fraught with uncertainty. Except for the laws of logic and of mathematics, and except perhaps 
for truths which may be revealed to us by authority, everything that we think we know is derivative and 
contingent and limited, and merely probable at best. In order to minimize the possibilities of deception, we 
should reason from those areas in which what we know is known for sure, toward those areas in which our 
understanding is dicey, and if there is ever any conflict between this certain knowledge and the realm of our 
experience, we can set this discrepancy down as due to delusion, or a mere appearance. This philosophy of 
“sensationalism” or “empiricism” would prove so useful in demonstration of humankind’s need for faith and 
for authoritative pronouncement that it would come to dominate the academic and clerical institutions of 
America, including even the Unitarian old guard. In the face of a general Transcendentalist tendency to 
repudiate the Lockean empiricism wholesale, and in the face of the absolutist imperatives of Coleridgean 
“Reason,” Thoreau would bring forward elements of this Lockean view as compatible with an understanding 
that our minds do not receive complex ideas passively, but that, rather, our minds participate actively in the 
creation of understanding. In Thoreau’s work, we will find this referred to as “the intentionality of the eye.” 
This, as of the 1850s, will be linking Thoreau with the very foremost of the scientific theorists, such as 
Alexander von Humboldt, Hershel, Professor William Whewell, and Charles Darwin, and positioning him in 
opposition to Professor Louis Agassiz.

(It follows from this that if we use Thoreau as our type case of the transcendentalist –rather than accepting 
Emerson uncritically, as is the usual situation, as our exemplar for this spiritual attitude– we get a very different 
definition not only of who the transcendentalists were but also of what their agenda was and what their 
prehistory had been.)

According to the catalog of Thoreau’s personal library that has come down to us, his copy of AN ESSAY 
CONCERNING THE HUMAN UNDERSTANDING, acquired presumably during his formal education, had been 
printed in Philadelphia in one volume. I can offer you, however, as a one-volume edition, only something 
prepared by Google Books, that had been printed in 1849 in London by William Tegg & Co., Cheapside.

5. A much later citation of the same may be found in the introduction to Mary Shelley’s 1831 FRANKENSTEIN; OR, THE MODERN 
PROMETHEUS.

HUMAN UNDERSTANDING
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December 19, Tuesday (Old Style): Benjamin Franklin, AKA “Richard Saunders,” AKA “Poor Richard,” began 
publication of POOR RICHARD’S ALMANACK. This continued the Rural Wit tradition of New England, with 
annual publication to the year 1757. Continuing for twenty-five years to contain these supposedly anonymous 
witty, worldly-wise sayings, the almanac would play a considerable part in bringing together and molding a 
white American character out of what had been at that time merely a collection of diverse immigrant European 
types. At about this time, presuming all of morality to consist of mere selfish prudence (a move most typical 
of this man, characterizable by his marginal jotting of 1741 “Nothing so likely to make a man's fortune as 
virtue”), Franklin undertook a characteristically simplistic plan for “self-improvement”:

Indeed Franklin determined in this to imitate the humility not only of Jesus but also of Socrates:

1732

Ben Franklin’s “Autobiography”

In this piece it was my design to explain and enforce this doctrine, that vicious actions are not hurtful because they are 
forbidden, but forbidden because they are hurtful, the nature of man alone considered; that it was, therefore, every one’s interest 
to be virtuous who wish’d to be happy even in this world; and I should, from this circumstance (there being always in the world 
a number of rich merchants, nobility, states, and princes, who have need of honest instruments for the management of their 
affairs, and such being so rare), have endeavored to convince young persons that no qualities were so likely to make a poor man’s 
fortune as those of probity and integrity.

Ben Franklin’s “Autobiography”

My list of virtues contain’d at first but twelve; but a Quaker friend having kindly informed me that I was generally thought 
proud; that my pride show’d itself frequently in conversation; that I was not content with being in the right when discussing any 
point, but was overbearing, and rather insolent, of which he convinc’d me by mentioning several instances; I determined 
endeavouring to cure myself, if I could, of this vice or folly among the rest, and I added Humility to my list) giving an extensive 
meaning to the word.
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Of course, in Franklin’s book there was no great difference to be noted between humility and the appearance 
of humility, since either could produce the desired rewards, true humility being only slightly more bothersome 
to produce than its ersatz. How utterly different this mere prudence is from any real morality!

The most pertinent of the recycled worldly-wise proverbs Franklin had put in the mouth of Saunders would be 
re-collected in 1758 as “The Way to Wealth,” in which the literary persona would be a “Father Abraham” 
— an elderly person who was induced, in order to kill some time for some people who were waiting for the 

PROTOTRACTATUS (1921) 6.422

Die Ethik ist transzendental.

TRACTATUS LOGICO-PHILOSOPHICUS, 
6.421

Es ist klar, daß sich die Ethik 
nicht aussprechen läßt.

Die Ethik ist transzendental.
(Ethik und Ästhetik sind Eins.)

Ethics is transcendental.

It is clear that ethics 
cannot be put into words.

Ethics is transcendental.
(Ethics and aesthetics are 

one and the same.)

— Ludwig Wittgenstein

TRANSCENDENTALISM
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commencement of a public auction, to make a speech.

THE FUTURE IS MOST READILY PREDICTED IN RETROSPECT

PEOPLE OF
WALDEN

WALDEN: I am not sure that I ever heard the sound of cock-crowing
from my clearing, and I thought that it might be worth the while
to keep a cockerel for his music merely, as a singing bird. The
note of this once wild Indian pheasant is certainly the most
remarkable of any bird’s, and if they could be naturalized
without being domesticated, it would soon become the most famous
sound in our woods, surpassing the clangor of the goose and the
hooting of the owl; and then imagine the cackling of the hens to
fill the pauses when their lords’ clarions rested! No wonder that
man added this bird to his tame stock, –to say nothing of the eggs
and drumsticks. To walk in a winter morning in a wood where these
birds abounded, their native woods, and hear the wild cockerels
crow on the trees, clear and shrill for miles over the resounding
earth, drowning the feebler notes of other birds, –think of it!
It would put nations on the alert. Who would not be early to rise,
and rise earlier and earlier every successive day of his life,
till he became unspeakably healthy, wealthy, and wise?
This foreign bird’s note is celebrated by the poets of all
countries along with the notes of their native songsters.
All climates agree with brave Chanticleer. He is more indigenous
even than the natives. His health is ever good, his lungs
are sound, his spirits never flag.

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN

“Stack of the Artist of Kouroo” Project                     Descendentalism

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/thumbnails/T/HDT.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/explanation.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/ActiveIndex.pdf
mailto:Kouroo@kouroo.info?subject=Contribution to Kouroo Contexture
mailto:kouroo@kouroo.info subject=Contribution to Kouroo Contexture
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/WALDEN/PeopleOfWALDEN.pdf


TRANSCENDENTALISM DESCENDENTALISM

HDT WHAT? INDEX

September: With Samuel Taylor Coleridge, William Wordsworth issued LYRICAL BALLADS. Coleridge’s contributions 
included “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” and “The Nightingale.” The publication may function for us to 

illustrate the nature of our culture’s myth of sole authorship, for it appeared without any author’s name attached 
to it. Within this volume several references of the prefatory Advertisement were to monolithic constructs such 
as “the author,” “his expressions,” “his personal observation,” “his friends,” and to “the author’s own person,” 
yet the volume included poems bearing the titles “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” and “Tintern Abbey” 
which we now routinely ascribe to different British poets. There would be subsequent editions, in 1800, in 
1802, and in 1805, in which the prefatory materials would mention “the assistance of a Friend,” but the title 
page would be extended only to mention “By W. Wordsworth” and the name “S.T. Coleridge” would nowhere 
appear. Only in 1817 would Coleridge obtain credit for his “The Ancient Mariner” and “The Nightingale” and 
other poems. Why was this? —For two overlapping reasons, neither of which has to do with Wordsworth 
wanting to take undue credit for another’s productions. First, in a very important respect the affiliation between 
these two poets and their writerly collaboration was so intense that in a very important manner a number of 
these poems actually were co-authored, and, second, the myth of solitary genius which was prevalent in those 
days, a myth inherited from the legitimation myth current for sacred scripture, and the myth of undivided 
authorial authority which was prevalent in those days, a myth inherited from the legitimation myth current for 
kingship or sole-leader status (Führerprinzip), were so overwhelming, that they simply had to be deferred to 

1798
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as the default understanding

This famous book, which included Wordsworth’s “Tintern Abbey,” introduced Romanticism into England.

In this month the boy friends, and Dorothy Wordsworth, went together to Germany to learn of Herr Professor 
Immanuel Kant’s Transcendental idealism. Coleridge would prepare himself in Germany to argue, for the 
benefit of his friends in England, that as soon as we knew enough about universal science, and the manner in 
which attractive and repulsive forces created a web of interactions throughout nature, both our ideas about 
matter and our ideas about deity would be seen as subsumed within one simple explanatory structure, as 
“different modes, or degrees in perfection, of a common substratum.” This would impress almost everyone. 
Coleridge, in Germany in this year and the next, would be studying under Johann Friedrich Blumenbach, 
the professor of natural history who had in the 1770s classified the human races into 28 varieties and attributed 
the differences between these varieties to varying sorts of degeneration or deterioration on account of 
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influences of gender, of geography, or both gender and geography, from a uniform originary white male 
standard. However, while Herr Professor Blumenbach had thus laid the groundwork for the Nazi racial 
thinking which would come later by coined the term “Caucasian,” the term “Aryanism” had not yet come into 
being and he presumed Semites to be a portion of his honorable white race.6

6. Refer to THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL TREATISES OF JOHANN FRIEDRICH BLUMENBACH [1775-1795], edited and translated by T. 
Bendyshe and published by the Anthropological Society in London in 1865. Young, Robert J.C. COLONIAL DESIRE: HYBRIDITY IN 
THEORY, CULTURE AND RACE (London: Routledge, 1995, page 64).

As [Martin] Bernal has argued in one of the most interesting
parts of [BLACK ATHENA: THE AFROASIATIC ROOTS OF CLASSICAL CIVILIZATION.
VOLUME I, THE FABRICATION OF ANCIENT GREECE 1785-1985 (London: Free
Association Books, 1987, page 220)], the curious and disturbing
fact is that the rise of professional scholarship and the
transmutation of knowledge into the different forms of academic
disciplines, decisively established at the University of
Göttingen (founded in 1734) and then in the new university of
Berlin and elsewhere, was intimately bound up with the
development of racial theory and the ordering of knowledge on a
racial basis. As [Edward W.] Said observes, “What gave writers
like [Joseph Ernest] Renan and [Matthew] Arnold the right to
generalities about race was the official character of their
formed cultural literacy” [ORIENTALISM: WESTERN REPRESENTATIONS OF THE
ORIENT (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978, page 227)]. The
blunt fact that has even now not been faced is that modern racism
was an academic creation. What we are dealing with here is the
dominance of racial theory so widespread that it worked as an
ideology, permeating both consciously and implicitly the fabric
of almost all areas of thinking of its time. This racialization
of knowledge demonstrates that the university’s claim to project
knowledge in itself outside political control or judgement
cannot be trusted and, in the past at least, has not been as
objective as it has claimed; the university’s amnesia about its
own relation to race is a sign of its fear of the loss of
legitimation.
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 Friedrich von Schelling’s SYSTEM OF TRANSCENDENTAL IDEALISM.

NOBODY COULD GUESS WHAT WOULD HAPPEN NEXT

1800
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 Friedrich Schiller repeated in his poem “Kassandra” the idea he had been expressing at least since 1795, 
his idea that “error alone is life while knowledge is death”:

Frommt’s, den Schleier aufzuheben,
Wo das nahe Schrecknis droht?
Nur der Irrtum ist das Leben,
Und das Wissen ist der Tod.

Henry Thoreau of course would not concur in this sort of German Transcendentalism:

Georg Philipp Friedrich, Freiherr von Hardenberg (“Novalis”), in the 1st volume of his NOVALIS SCHRIFTEN, 
directly contradicted Friedrich Schiller by declaring that “He who does not wish to lift the veil is no worthy 
disciple of Sais.” Thoreau would agree with Novalis and with Schlegel, not with Schiller:

Die Lehrlinge zu Sais
Mannichfache Wege gehen die Menschen. 
Wer sie verfolgt und vergleicht, 
wird wunderliche Figuren entstehen sehn; 
Figuren, die zu jener großen Chiffernschrift zu gehören scheinen, 
die man überall, 
auf Flügeln, Eierschalen, in Wolken, 
im Schnee, in Krystallen und in Steinbildungen, auf gefrierenden Wassern, 
im Innern und Äußern der Gebirge, der Pflanzen, der Thiere, der Menschen, 
in den Lichtern des Himmels, 
auf berührten und gestrichenen Scheiben von Pech und Glas, 
in den Feilspänen um den Magnet her, 
und sonderbaren Conjuncturen des Zufalls, 
erblickt.
  
In ihnen ahndet man den Schlüssel dieser Wunderschrift, die Sprachlehre derselben; 
allein die Ahndung will sich selbst in keine feste Formen fügen, 
und scheint kein höherer Schlüssel werden zu wollen.
Ein Alcahest scheint über die Sinne der Menschen ausgegossen zu seyn. 

1802

ISIS

PEOPLE OF
WALDEN

WALDEN: With a little more deliberation in the choice of their
pursuits, all men would perhaps become students and observers,
for certainly their nature and destiny are interesting to all
alike. In accumulating property for ourselves or our posterity,
in founding a family or a state, or acquiring fame even, we are
mortal; but in dealing with truth we are immortal, and need fear
no change nor accident. The oldest Egyptian or Hindoo philosopher
raised a corner of the veil from the statue of the divinity; and
still the trembling robe remains raised, and I gaze upon as fresh
a glory as he did, since it was I in him that was then so bold,
and it is he in me that now reviews the vision. No dust has settled
on that robe; no time has elapsed since that divinity was
revealed. That time which we really improve, or which is
improvable, is neither past, present, nor future.

ISIS

EGYPT
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Nur augenblicklich scheinen ihre Wünsche, ihre Gedanken sich zu verdichten. 
So entstehen ihre Ahndungen, 
aber nach kurzen Zeiten schwimmt alles wieder, wie vorher, vor ihren Blicken.
  
Von weitem hört‘ ich sagen: die Unverständlichkeit sey Folge nur des Unverstandes; 
dieser suche, was er habe, und also niemals weiter finden könnte. 
Man verstehe die Sprache nicht, 
weil sich die Sprache selber nicht verstehe, nicht verstehen wolle;
die ächte Sanscrit spräche, um zu sprechen, 
weil Sprechen ihre Lust und ihr Wesen sey.
  
Nicht lange darauf sprach einer: Keiner Erklärung bedarf die heilige Schrift. 
Wer wahrhaft spricht, ist des ewigen Lebens voll, 
und wunderbar verwandt mit ächten Geheimnissen dünkt uns seine Schrift, 
denn sie ist ein Accord aus des Weltalls Symphonie. 
  
  
Von unserm Lehrer sprach gewiß die Stimme, 
denn er versteht die Züge zu versammeln, die überall zerstreut sind.
Ein eignes Licht entzündet sich in seinen Blicken, wenn vor uns nun die hohe Rune liegt, 
und er in unsern Augen späht, ob auch in uns aufgegangen ist das Gestirn, 
das die Figur sichtbar und verständlich macht.
Sieht er uns traurig, daß die Nacht nicht weicht, 
tröstet er uns, und verheißt dem ämsigen, treuen Seher künftiges Glück.
  
Oft hat er uns erzählt, wie ihm als Kind 
der Trieb die Sinne zu üben, zu beschäftigen und zu erfüllen, keine Ruhe ließ.
Den Sternen sah er zu und ahmte ihre Züge, ihre Stellungen Sande nach. 
In‘s Luftmeer sah er ohne Rast, und ward nicht müde 
seine Klarheit, seine Bewegungen, seine Wolken, seine Lichter zu betrachten.
Er sammelte sich Steine, Blumen, Käfer aller Art, 
und legte sie auf mannichfache Weise sich in Reihen.
Auf Menschen und auf Thiere gab er Acht, 
am Strand des Meeres saß er, suchte Muscheln. 
Auf sein Gemüth und seine Gedanken lauschte er sorgsam. 
  
Er wußte nicht, wohin ihn seine Sehnsucht trieb. 
  
Wie er größer ward, strich er umher, 
besah sich andre Länder, andre Meere, neue Lüfte, 
fremde Sterne, unbekannte Pflanzen, Thiere, Menschen,
stieg in Höhlen, sah wie in Bänken und in bunten Schichten der Erde Bau vollführt war, 
und drückte Thon in sonderbare Felsenbilder.
  
Nun fand er überall Bekanntes wieder, nur wunderlich gemischt, gepaart, 
und also ordneten sich selbst in ihm oft seltsame Dinge.
Er merkte bald auf die Verbindungen in allem, auf Begegnungen, Zusammentreffungen. 
Nun sah er bald nichts mehr allein. - 
In große bunte Bilder drängten sich die Wahrnehmungen seiner Sinne: 
er hörte, sah, tastete und dachte zugleich. 
Er freute sich, Fremdlinge zusammen zu bringen. 
Bald waren ihm die Sterne Menschen, bald die Menschen Sterne, 
die Steine Thiere, die Wolken Pflanzen,
er spielte mit den Kräften und Erscheinungen, 
er wußte wo und wie er dies und jenes finden, und erscheinen lassen konnte, 
und griff so selbst in den Saiten nach Tönen und Gängen umher. 
  
Was nun seitdem aus ihm geworden ist, thut er nicht kund. 
Er sagt uns, daß wir selbst, von ihm und eigner Lust geführt, 
entdecken würden, was mit ihm vorgegangen sey. 
  
Mehrere von uns sind von ihm gewichen. 
Sie kehrten zu ihren Eltern zurück und lernten ein Gewerbe treiben. 
Einige sind von ihm ausgesendet worden, wir wissen nicht wohin; er suchte sie aus. 
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Von ihnen waren einige nur kurze Zeit erst da, die Andern länger. 
  
Eins war ein Kind noch, es war kaum da, so wollte er ihm den Unterricht übergeben. 
Es hatte große dunkle Augen mit himmelblauem Grunde, wie Lilien glänzte seine Haut, 
und seine Locken wie lichte Wölkchen, wenn der Abend kommt.
Die Stimme drang uns allen durch das Herz, 
wir hätten gern ihm unsere Blumen, Steine, Federn alles gern geschenkt. 
Es lächelte unendlich ernst, und uns ward seltsam wohl mit ihm zu Muthe. 
Einst wird es wiederkommen, sagte der Lehrer, und unter uns wohnen, 
dann hören die Lehrstunden auf. - 
  
Einen schickte er mit ihm fort, der hat uns oft gedauert. 
Immer traurig sah er aus, lange Jahre war er hier, ihm glückte nichts, 
er fand nicht leicht, wenn wir Krystalle suchten oder Blumen. 
In die Ferne sah er schlecht, bunte Reihen gut zu legen wußte er nicht. 
Er zerbrach alles so leicht. 
Doch hatte keiner einen solchen Trieb und solche Lust am Sehn und Hören. 
  
Seit einer Zeit, - vorher eh jenes Kind in unsern Kreis trat, - 
ward er auf einmal heiter und geschickt.
Eines Tages war er traurig ausgegangen, er kam nicht wieder, und die Nacht brach ein. 
Wir waren seinetwegen sehr in Sorgen; 
auf einmal, wie des Morgens Dämmerung kam, 
hörten wir in einem nahen Haine seine Stimme.
Er sang ein hohes, frohes Lied;wir wunderten uns alle; 
der Lehrer sah mit einem Blick nach Morgen, wie ich ihn wohl nie wieder sehen werde. 
In unsre Mitte trat er bald, 
und brachte, mit unaussprechlicher Seligkeit im Antlitz, 
ein unscheinbares Steinchen von seltsamer Gestalt.
Der Lehrer nahm es in die Hand, und küßte ihn lange, 
dann sah er uns mit nassen Augen an und legte dieses Steinchen auf einen leeren Platz, 
der mitten unter andern Steinen lag, 
gerade wo wie Strahlen viele Reihen sich berührten.
Ich werde dieser Augenblicke nie fortan vergessen. 
Uns war, als hätten wir im Vorübergehn 
eine helle Ahndung dieser wunderbaren Welt in unsern Seelen gehabt.
  
Auch ich bin ungeschickter als die Andern, 
und minder gern scheinen sich die Schätze der Natur von mir finden zu lassen. 
Doch ist der Lehrer mir gewogen, 
und läßt mich in Gedanken sitzen, wenn die Andern suchen gehn.
  
So wie dem Lehrer ist mir nie gewesen. 
Mich führt alles in mich selbst zurück. 
Was einmal die zweite Stimme sagte, habe ich wohl verstanden. 
Mich freuen die wunderlichen Haufen und Figuren in den Sälen, 
allein mir ist, als wären sie nur Bilder, Hüllen, Zierden, 
versammelt um ein göttlich Wunderbild, 
und dieses liegt mir immer in Gedanken.
Sie such‘ ich nicht, in ihnen such‘ ich oft. 
Es ist, als sollten sie den Weg mir zeigen, 
wo in tiefem Schlaf die Jungfrau steht, 
nach der mein Geist sich sehnt.
  
Mir hat der Lehrer nie davon gesagt, auch ich kann ihm nichts anvertrauen, 
ein unverbrüchliches Geheimniß dünkt es mir. 
Gern hätt ich jenes Kind gefragt, in seinen Zügen fand ich Verwandtschaft; 
auch schien in seiner Nähe mir alles heller innerlich zu werden. 
Wäre es länger geblieben, sicherlich hätte ich mehr in mir erfahren. 
Auch wäre mir am Ende vielleicht der Busen offen, die Zunge frey geworden. 
Gern wär‘ ich auch mit ihm gegangen. 
Es kam nicht so. 
  
Wie lang‘ ich hier noch bleibe, weiß ich nicht. 
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Mir scheint es, als blieb‘ ich immer hier. 
Kaum wag‘ ich es mir selber zu gestehen, 
allein zu innig dringt sich mir der Glauben auf: 
einst find‘ ich hier, was mich beständig rührt; 
sie ist zugegen. 
  
Wenn ich mit diesem Glauben hier umher gehe, 
so tritt mir alles in ein höher Bild, in eine neue Ordnung mir zusammen, 
und alle sind nach Einer Gegend hin gerichtet. 
Mir wird dann jedes so bekannt, so lieb; 
und was mir seltsam noch erschien und fremd, 
wird nun auf einmal wie ein Hausgeräth.
Gerade diese Fremdheit ist mir fremd, 
und darum hat mich immer diese Sammlung 
zugleich entfernt und angezogen.
  
Den Lehrer kann und mag ich nicht begreifen. 
Er ist mir just so unbegreiflich lieb. 
Ich weiß es, er versteht mich, 
er hat nie gegen mein Gefühl und meinen Wunsch gesprochen. 
Vielmehr will er, daß wir den eignen Weg verfolgen, 
weil jeder neue Weg durch neue Länder geht, 
und jeder endlich zu diesen Wohnungen, 
zu dieser heiligen Heimath wieder führet.
  
Auch ich will also meine Figur beschreiben, 
und wenn kein Sterblicher, nach jener Inschrift dort, den Schleier hebt, 
so müssen wir Unsterbliche zu werden suchen; 
wer ihn nicht heben will, ist kein ächter Lehrling zu Sais.

THE FUTURE CAN BE EASILY PREDICTED IN RETROSPECT
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 September 16, Friday: Orestes Augustus Brownson and Daphne Augusta Brownson, fraternal twins, were 
born in Stockbridge, Vermont. The father, Sylvester Augustus Brownson, born in about 1768, would die while 
these twins were yet in their infancy. We will follow this impressive manchild through Presbyterianism, 
Universalism, radical humanism, Unitarianism, and Transcendentalism to Catholicism and then the founding 
of his own “Society for Christian Union and Progress,” noting along the way how the unifying thread of all 
the stages of his vocalization and theorization would amount to self-promotion, would be the coming up with 
this idea or that idea the effect of which would be to position himself where he truly belonged — at the precise 
center of everything.

CHANGE IS ETERNITY, STASIS A FIGMENT

1803
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 In Cambridge, Massachusetts a newborn baby was given the name Frederic Henry Hedge. He would grow up 
to be a leading Unitarian clergyman, and a Transcendentalist, and a foremost leading light of (at least some of) 
the transcendentalists. These people would begin a club known informally as “Hedge’s Club” in which David 
Henry Thoreau did not particularly participate. Hedge would grow up to think it important to translate into 
English that hymn of Martin Luther, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” in the singing of which we are never 
certain precisely what it is that the celebrants are worshiping: are they worshiping their own security, or are 
they worshiping the idea of strength, or what other pagan idol is it that they so celebrate to the thunderous 
thudding of their organ?

This is what a shape-note church hymnal looked like during this period:

1805
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 January/February: During this month or the following one the Reverend Waldo Emerson made an entry in his 
journal listing “Peculiarities of the present Age”:

1827

2. It is said to be the age of the first person singular.

...

4. Transcendentalism: Metaphysics & ethics look inward — and 
France produces Madame de Staël; England, William Wordsworth; 
America, Sampson Reed; as well as Germany, Emanuel 
Swedenborg....
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 Friend Sarah Helen Power of Providence, Rhode Island married with the wellborn poet and writer John 
Winslow Whitman, co-editor of the Boston Spectator and Ladies’ Album, and moved to Boston. There she 
would be introduced to Mrs. Sarah Josepha Buell Hale and the Transcendentalists, and would write essays 
defending Romantic and Transcendentalist writers including Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Percy Bysshe 
Shelley, and Waldo Emerson. She became involved in the “causes” of progressive education, woman’s rights, 
universal manhood suffrage, Fourierism, and Unitarianism.

Captain James DeWolf, an uncle of General George DeWolf, purchased for $5,100, from Commercial Bank, 
the foreclosed “Linden Place” mansion in downtown Bristol, Rhode Island that had cost $60,000 to erect on 

1828

SARAH HELEN POWER WHITMAN
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land costing more than $3,000.
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 In this year the Galignani Press of Paris issued THE POETICAL WORKS OF COLERIDGE, P. B. SHELLEY, AND 
KEATS. More important, however, according to F.O. Mathiessen’s AMERICAN RENAISSANCE: ART AND 
EXPRESSION IN THE AGE OF EMERSON AND WHITMAN (NY: Oxford UP, 1941), was publication by President 
Marsh of the University of Vermont of an edition of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s 1825 book AIDS TO 
REFLECTION: IN THE FORMATION OF A MANLY CHARACTER, ON THE SEVERAL GROUNDS OF PRUDENCE, 
MORALITY, AND RELIGION: ILLUSTRATED BY SELECT PASSAGES FROM OUR ELDER DIVINES, ESPECIALLY FROM 
ARCHBISHOP LEIGHTON.

Transcendentalism was merely “Romanticism in a Puritan setting” (104). Its immediate cause, and the cause 
of Emerson’s battle against “the formulas of eighteenth-century rationalism” in defense of “the fuller resources 
of man”(7), was this edition of Coleridge by President Marsh. “The far-reaching effects of Coleridge’s 
contribution to general critical vocabulary and thus to modes of thinking can be epitomized by a few of the 
terms which he coined or put into renewed currency” (6-7): “subjective aesthetic,” “intuitive,” “idealize,” 
“intellectualize,” “organic,” “organization,” and “self conscious.”

1829

AIDS TO REFLECTION
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WHAT I’M WRITING IS TRUE BUT NEVER MIND
YOU CAN ALWAYS LIE TO YOURSELF

 February 13, Friday: Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, in a letter to Eckermann, disagreed with Friedrich 
Schiller’s German Transcendentalist reluctance to inquire into nature’s secrets by opinioning that “Die Natur 
versteht gar keinen Spab, sie ist immer wahr, immer ernst, immer strenge; sie hat immer recht, und die Fehler 
und Irrtümer sind immer des Menschen. Den Unzulänglichen verschmäht sie und nur dem Zulänglichen, 
Wahren und Reinen ergibt sie sich und offenbart ihm ihre Geheimnisse.”

Descendentalism         “Stack of the Artist of Kouroo” Project
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WALDEN: With a little more deliberation in the choice of their
pursuits, all men would perhaps become students and observers,
for certainly their nature and destiny are interesting to all
alike. In accumulating property for ourselves or our posterity,
in founding a family or a state, or acquiring fame even, we are
mortal; but in dealing with truth we are immortal, and need fear
no change nor accident. The oldest Egyptian or Hindoo philosopher
raised a corner of the veil from the statue of the divinity; and
still the trembling robe remains raised, and I gaze upon as fresh
a glory as he did, since it was I in him that was then so bold,
and it is he in me that now reviews the vision. No dust has settled
on that robe; no time has elapsed since that divinity was
revealed. That time which we really improve, or which is
improvable, is neither past, present, nor future.

ISIS

EGYPT
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 October 28, Thursday:  Thomas Carlyle jotted down that he had “Written a strange piece ‘On Clothes’ know 
not what will come of it.”7

(Incidentally, you will notice that he here fully defines for us this term “Transcendentalism.”)

Hector Berlioz petitioned the Minister of the Interior for “authorization to enjoy in Paris the grant which the 
government in its munificence accords to laureates of the Academy.” He included support from four eminent 
musicians including Gaspare Spontini and Giacomo Meyerbeer.

Although in the previous year the British Slave Trade Commission had taken over the administration of 
Fernando Po, using this African island as a base for its suppression of the international slave trade, the British 
government gave an assurance to the Spanish government that it fully recognized that nation’s right to the 
sovereignty, property, and possession of the island (in 1833 the British would in fact withdraw).

1830

7. He would submit this to, and then withdraw it from, Fraser’s Magazine, and it would not achieve first publication in any form 
until 1833-1834. The fifty manuscript sheets he had created at this point probably would account for perhaps the first third of 
SARTOR RESARTUS as eventually published.

“Custom,” continues the Professor, “doth make dotards of us all.
Consider well, thou wilt find that Custom is the greatest of Weavers;
and weaves air-raiment for all the Spirits of the Universe; whereby
indeed these dwell with us visibly, as ministering servants, in our
houses and workshops; but their spiritual nature becomes, to the
most, forever hidden. Philosophy complains that Custom has hoodwinked
us, from the first; that we do everything by Custom, even Believe by
it; that our very Axioms, let us boast of Free-thinking as we may,
are oftenest simply such Beliefs as we have never heard questioned.
Nay, what is Philosophy throughout but a continual battle against
Custom; an ever-renewed effort to transcend the sphere of blind
Custom, and so become Transcendental?

SARTOR RESARTUS

THE MIDDLE PASSAGE
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 November: Bronson Alcott, William Lloyd Garrison, and four others formed what later Alcott would refer to 
as the “preliminary Anti-Slavery Society.” It has been pointed out by Lewis Perry that Alcott was the sole well-
known Transcendentalist to affiliate himself with the Nonresistance movement.Waldo Emerson, Perry points 

out, considered these folks to constitute a “continuation of Puritanism.”
Perry alleges that of course Henry Thoreau was never a Nonresistant, since he joined no societies at all he 
would have been in no way affiliated with or sympathetic with this one. Basing his analysis upon such dated 
materials as Wendell Glick’s unpublished PhD dissertation “Thoreau and Radical Abolitionism: A Study of 
the Native Background of Thoreau’s Social Philosophy” (Evanston IL: Northwestern U, 1950), Perry alleges 
Thoreau’s views to have had little in common with those of the general Nonresistance movement because that 
movement’s views on the wrongfulness of slavery were based on universal truths such as those about the 
posited unmediated relationship between man and God — whereas Thoreau by way of radical contrast, 
although he always paid a whole lot of attention to his intimate friend Alcott, “paid little attention to the 
existence of universal truths. He placed a somewhat mystical value on particular experiences; he doubted the 
possibility of universal reform with a Calvinistic vehemence.... Thoreau was generally critical of the 
reformers” (pages 255-7) — and of course these Nonresistants are to be classified as the sort of reformers of 
whom Thoreau was generally critical. (My own take on this is that before I will be able to accept at face value 
what Perry has to offer here, which seems to my point of view to be extremely tenuous, I will have to bring 
his scholarship up to date and, even then, do a great deal more research and a great deal more thinking.)

I regard Non-Resistance as the germ of the New Church.

NON-RESISTANCE
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 March: A survey article by the Reverend Frederic Henry Hedge appeared in The Christian Examiner, 
on Samuel Taylor Coleridge and the Transcendentalism of Herr Professor Immanuel Kant, Johann Gottlieb 
Fichte, and Friedrich von Schelling.

 Summer: According to Waldo Emerson scholar Lee Rust Brown, a scholar for whom Emerson was the very 
cat’s whiskers, the be-all and end-all of just everything whatever,8 when his guy visited the Muséum d’Historie 
Naturelle in Paris, a venue which was being referred to as the Jardin des Plantes, his guy received the grandest 
insight of all his Transcendentalist thought, a synthesis which his guy would take back to America to produce 
the widest ramifications among his “followers” — such as for one prime example David Henry Thoreau.

1833

8. Brown, Lee Rust. THE EMERSON MUSEUM: PRACTICAL ROMANTICISM AND THE PURSUIT OF THE WHOLE. Cambridge MA 
and London: Harvard UP, 1997, pages 17, 59-63, 88-89, 100, 105, 128-130, 139, 177, 241. It is on page 97 that Brown refers to 
Thoreau as one of Emerson’s “followers,” remarking that “Thoreau’s dedication to a literary practice based on natural history 
derived from the Emersonian conviction that the common things in American nature could be realized as American only when 
turned to use as representative instances in a universal prospect.” Yes, quote unquote. My God, here we have Emerson scholarship 
in its finest flower and fruit! Brown goes on to explain on his page 112 that what Thoreau would be up to, not only in WALDEN but 
also in all 13 of the volumes of his JOURNAL, would amount merely to “careful elaboration of the Emersonian enterprise,” and goes 
on to explain on his page 142 that “Thoreau was formally determined by the ‘scientific’ writing project Emerson discovered in 
Paris.” I am tempted beyond my endurance and will here comment that anyone who supposes Emerson to have been a naturalist has 
never encountered either Emerson or any naturalist.

 (Might it be said that this Lee Rust Brown knows anything at all of Thoreau? –On his page 198 he asserts that Thoreau’s 
“experiment at Walden Pond” was “a trial undertaken on Emerson’s advice.” I wonder what evidence, as to when and where and 
wording, such a scholar might produce that might substantiate such an astonishing assertion. –And all this unwarranted and 
unsubstantiated and relentless derogation is to be found in a book published by Thoreau’s alma mater, Harvard University! One is 
inclined to infer that there must be people at Harvard who think of this sort of thing as learned!)

(no “k”)
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 During this period the Reverend Orestes Augustus Brownson was studying the French language and was 
making frequent trips into Boston to encounter leading intellectuals. Soon he would be contributing articles to 
Unitarian journals such as The Unitarian, The Christian Register, The Christian Examiner, and –while it 
existed– the Boston Observer and Religious Intelligencer. 

His articles were taking the Unitarian clergy to task on account of the dryness of their preaching, the 
obsessiveness of their intellectualism, the lifelessness of their theological rationalism, and the indifference 
with which they greeted the struggle of working people. During this period he was freely adapting the ideas 
of the philosophers he was reading in French. In particular he saw Claude Henri de Saint-Simon’s “New 
Christianity,” which de-emphasized worship and dogma in favor of the morality and social equality demanded 
by the Christian law of brotherly love, as the antidote for Unitarianism’s social conservatism. This rising tide 
of Christian democracy was going to inundate the vessel of Unitarianism unless it would cut its moorings to 
wealth and power. Brownson picked up Henry-Benjamin Constant’s attitude that religion and morality were 
grounded, not in intellectual capabilities which were present in some but unavailable to others, but in a 
“sentiment” internal to every human being. It was this internal sentiment which led toward religion, and was 
the source of spiritual intuition and neighborly love, and it was this sentiment –although it had become 
embodied in different historical forms– which was truly universal. Brownson identified Victor Cousin’s 
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Universal or Absolute Reason with God and declared that it was this which was independent of person yet 
present within each person. It was study of Constant and Cousin which began to make him receptive to the 
romanticism of the New England Transcendentalists:

He was coming, at least temporarily, to regard Transcendentalism as a necessary alternative to the overly 
historical and rational approach to religion advocated by the scholarly types, such as Professor Andrews 
Norton, whom he was encountering at the home of the Reverend William Ellery Channing. Still, he was wary 
of the subjective tendencies of Transcendentalism, which he suspected of substituting a “lawless fancy for an 
enlightened understanding.” He felt the meditations of Waldo Emerson to be particularly egregious and 
dangerous. We become moral, he declaimed, not by pleasing ourselves to satisfy the needs of our inner nature, 
but by submitting to the requirements of a power independent of these desires, a power transcending ourselves.

 Not earlier than Thursday, November 13: The Reverend Waldo Emerson received Thomas Carlyle’s packet 
containing the four stitched pamphlet copies of the complete SARTOR RESARTUS: “one copy for your own 
behoof” as the author had phrased it, plus “three others you can perhaps find fit readers for.” Emerson would 
pass on these extras to the Reverend Frederic Henry Hedge in West Cambridge, to Mrs. Sarah Alden Bradford 
Ripley in Waltham, and to Lydia Jackson in Plymouth. Mrs. Ripley’s home in Waltham was functioning not 
only as a school for young women and a parsonage for her husband the Reverend Samuel Ripley, but also as 
a general clearinghouse for Transcendental thought. Carlyle’s opus would be read aloud there on winter 
evenings, and the Reverend Ripley definitely read it. Young Lydia’s circle in Plymouth included not less than 
seven other youths (Elizabeth Davis, Abby Hedge, Eunice Hedge, Hannah Hedge, Andrew Russell, LeBaron 
Russell, and Nathaniel Russell) all of whom would presumably read or be hearing much about Carlyle’s opus. 
Lydia’s friend George Partridge Bradford, Mrs. Ripley’s younger brother and thus Emerson’s half-uncle, 
would definitely be reading it. It is a wonder these enthusiasts didn’t wear the print right off the page!

On this day the remains of Francois-Adrien Boieldieu were being laid to rest in Rouen, his birthplace.

So far as Transcendentalism is understood to be the
recognition in man of the capacity of knowing truth
intuitively, or of attaining to a scientific knowledge
of an order of existence transcending the reach of the
senses, and of which we can have no sensible
experience, we are Transcendentalists.

SARTOR RESARTUS

STUDY THIS STRANGENESS
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 August 9, Sunday: Henry Thoreau’s espousal of a “higher law,” a need to obey the dictates of one’s personal 
conscience even when this conflicted with the demands of statute law and of custom and precedent, can 
usefully be compared and contrasted with the attitude of the US Postmaster General, Amos Kendall, toward 
the South’s perceived need to purge abolitionist writings such as the Liberator from the US mail. On this date 
Kendall wrote to the postmaster of Charleston allowing that he could begin to search the mails for incoming 
materials like the Liberator, and burn any offending documents:9

Here is what Lewis Perry has had to say about this concept of the Higher Law, which, he pointed out, was “a 
phrase with important variations in meaning”:

The phrase has been much favored by historians, but was not used
frequently by nonresistant abolitionists. The higher law could
refer simply to the obligations of Christian conscience which
prevented compliance with an unjust civil statute (in which case
it was a component of the divine government as understood by non-
nonresistants). It could refer to the embodiment of universal,
legal morality within the unwritten code of the land (as in [The
Reverend Lysander] Spooner’s writings). It could also refer to
a Christian standard of politics toward which saints were
expected to drive their governments (whether this was a
libertarian or authoritarian standard varied among political
abolitionists). And in contemporary justification of John Brown
it referred to a state of grace in which one man, by virtue of
his faith in his ideas, became his own source of law, higher
than any government.
Nonresistants may be compared with Transcendentalists to clarify
different implications of the higher law. With few exceptions,
nonresistants believed that there was one grand source of law
outside their sphere of understanding: God. Fear of affronting
this authority dictated broad leeway of private judgment. It was
clear that intermediate forms of coercion, government, and
enslavement violated God’s law; the range of options left for
private judgment was clearly restricted by God’s law.
Transcendentalism, generally speaking, assumed correspondence
between abstract verities and human impulses, and thus it
trusted strictly individual, but nonetheless human, sources of
law. Less attention was paid to God the lawmaker. A man had to
obey his own nature. Lacking the security of fixed prohibitions,

1835

9. This would be termed the “Post Office Lynch Law.” It was a volkish attitude worthy of the Third Reich. Thoreau, by espousing 
a higher law based not upon this putative “obligation to the community in which we live” but instead upon one’s personal 
relationship with God, was at least in part seeking to subvert such racist illegalism. Tongue in cheek, he turned the US Postmaster’s 
own argument quite against these racists and their all-white community.

We owe an obligation to the laws, but a higher one to the
community in which we live and, if the former be perverted to
destroy the latter, it is patriotism to disregard them.
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such as that violence and homicide are infractions of the divine
law, the transcendentalist might be left in deeper difficulties
than the nonresistant by the relativity of private judgment. He
might feel unqualified admiration for John Brown as, in
Emerson’s words, “a pure idealist, with no by-ends of his own,”
as a man who “believed in his ideas to the extent that he existed
to put them all into action; he said ‘he did not believe in moral
suasion, he believed in putting the thing through.’”
Bronson Alcott, the only one of those ordinarily called
Transcendentalists who was also a Garrisonian nonresistant,
provided one of the most striking examples of nonviolent action
in the 1850s. When armed abolitionists were being repelled in
their attempt to deliver a Negro fugitive from Boston’s court
house, Alcott stepped forward and asked quietly, “Why are we not
within?” His dignity was unruffled by a response of gunfire, but
no one followed him. Though his action did not free anyone,
Alcott furnished one of the rare examples of “practical
Christianity” or active nonresistance. It is meaningful to say
that he excelled other nonresistants on their own terms. We
might conclude that, when the law of intuition was made
identical with the Christian injunction of nonresistance, the
result was proof against even such temptations as the plight of
an imprisoned runaway. Alcott did not need to devise categories
to exhort other men to violence. But no one else combined
nonresistance and transcendentalism. And even Alcott, when he
met John Brown, wrote ominously in his journal: “This is the man
to do the Deed.”
Most Transcendentalists spurned nonresistance. Brook Farm
criticized Hopedale for presuming that divine laws, such as
nonresistance, could be generalized in a creed. Orestes Brownson
carried transcendentalism into a militant espousal of the
interests of labor; in this cause he thought that armed
resistance could be a Christian necessity. Although he wished
that the world might comply with the principle of peace, he was
shocked when nonresistants criticized Bunker Hill, “where
Liberty and Slavery once met in the death-struggle.” Emerson
praised the principle of nonresistance lavishly in his diaries,
but these private judgments were part of an inner life, walled
off from public action. [The Reverend] Adin Ballou could not
admire Emerson for this reason. If some of his “transcendental
abstractions” were put into practice, they might “regenerate the
world. But the fatal hitch with such moralists is that neither
they nor their admirers can sail out of the old ship of society
as it is.” Emerson had told Ballou that his “utmost” would be
to guide his own family above the plane of earthly strife.
[The Reverend Theodore Parker] did not lay the same priority on
private life; he was an active abolitionist. Clear on most
subjects, he was ambiguous about nonresistance. Although he
respected nonresistants, he stated that the doctrine “never went
down with me” — and for a transcendentalist it was what went
down with him that counted. He admitted that his private
opinions had fluctuated considerably on nonresistance; the BIBLE
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was not altogether clear, but he was not in any case “inclined
to settle such questions on the authority of Jesus.... I could
not cast down my own nature and be faithless to my own soul.”
He did not preach on the question, favorably or unfavorably,
because his mind was not made up, because men needed no urging
to fight, and because nonviolence was right in ninety-nine cases
out of a hundred. But in being faithful to his own ideas, of
course, he was associated with the most violent quarters of
antislavery; he was one of the “Secret Six” who conspired with
John Brown.
Thoreau deserves special attention since he is often called an
anarchist and since his philosophy is sometimes compared to
Garrisonianism. His views had little in common with
nonresistance. Alcott’s program for the New England
nonresistants was the distillation from their consciences of
persuasive simple truths; these were the measures with which he
sought to evangelize the coercive world. Thoreau, on the other
hand, paid little attention to the existence of universal
truths. He placed a somewhat mystical value on particular
experiences; he doubted the possibility of universal reform with
a Calvinistic vehemence. His few remarks on antislavery,
including his praise of John Brown, reveal a violent potential
in what often is considered a philosophy of principled
nonviolence.
Thoreau was generally critical of the reformers. In 1854,
however, after Massachusetts had rendered a fugitive slave back
to his owners, he spoke at a protest meeting in Framingham MA.
Much of his time was spent in arguing the superiority of the
countryside to the city and in attacking newspapers as bulwarks
of slavery. He also used higher law to support arguments already
familiar to antislavery — any perceiver of truth must judge the
judges, law cannot make men free. But it was necessary for
Thoreau to explain how he had gotten onto an antislavery
platform in the first place: “I had never respected the
government near to which I had lived, but I had foolishly thought
I might manage to live here, minding my private affairs, and
forget it.” How he was impressed that his life was passing, not
through some neutral zone, but “wholly within hell.”
Even this shock did not mean that he joined organized reform.
But he was ready, four years later, to condemn it for failing
to equal his admiration for the hero John Brown. “A man of rare
common sense and directness of speech, as of action; a
transcendentalist above all, a man of ideas and principles,” was
his conception of Brown. This soldier “had no need to invent
anything but to tell the simple truth, and communicate his own
resolution.” His martyrdom fed Thoreau’s hatred of the
respectable, commercial world. But Thoreau was not opposed to
any government except that which disturbed his peace of mind.
He explicitly identified Brown with a government needing no
suffrage to establish justice and resist tyranny and occupying
a Christian beachhead.
Thoreau brooded over the execution of John Brown and, a year
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later, he set his reflections down clearly. The martyr had been
“the embodiment of principle,” and therefore it was irrelevant
to pass judgment on his means: “The man who does not recognize
in Brown’s words a wisdom and nobleness, and therefore an
authority, superior to our laws, is a modern Democrat. This is
the test by which to discover him. He is not wilfully but
constitutionally blind on this side, and he is consistent with
himself.” Harpers Ferry was a test of personal sanctification;
sinners could be discriminated from saints according to the ways
in which different persons responded to Brown. As Thoreau
proceeded to ridicule the ambitions and even the physical
appearance of his neighbors, he spoke in terms of original sin:

“It is not every man who can be a Christian, 
even in a very moderate sense, whatever education 
you give him. It is a matter of constitution 
and temperament, after all. He may have to be 
born again many times. I have known many 
a man who pretended to be a Christian, 
in whom it was ridiculous, for he had no genius 
for it. It is not every man who can be a free man, 
even.”

We may judge from this last sentence that not even in his
veneration of Captain John Brown had Thoreau become an
abolitionist.
Brown became Thoreau’s personal Christ, a figure of
unquestionable authority to liberate him from oppressive visions
of authority. In the resulting scheme of law, Brown’s importance
as a reformer was dismissed; he was simply a vengeful foe of the
unregenerate. Thoreau was able to celebrate “Resistance to Civil
Government” (this was the original title of his great 1849 essay
on civil disobedience).

So intent was he on the signs of his private consciousness,
however, that he scarcely spoke of sinless alternatives to civil
government. It was enough to worship the heroism –the faith in
ideas– of Captain John Brown.
This brief look at the Transcendentalists gives perspective on
the vacillations of the nonresistants in the 1850s.
Nonresistants may not have measured up very well to their own
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original standards of pacifism, but they never ventured to
proclaim any man a law unto himself. They also kept their minds
on the goal of abolishing slavery more clearly than such a
worshiper of John Brown as Thoreau. But transcendentalists and
nonresistants shared the problem of how the validity of
principles could be fixed between the sovereign individual and
the sovereign God. The transcendentalists decided some men could
embody principles and bring them to life. The nonresistant was
left with the relativity of private judgment.

Friend Stephen Wanton Gould wrote in his journal:

1st day Morning rose early & Seth Davis took me to the Lexington 
& returned home in plenty of time to have gone to Meeting, but 
feeling quite fatigued & unwell, was satisfied to stay at home 
but attended the Afternoon sitting, it was however to me a season 
of leanness tho’ Father was engaged in testimony & I have no 
doubt it was a time of favour & good feeling to some -but the 
body & mind are so connected that when one suffers the other is 
very likely to

RELIGIOUS SOCIETY OF FRIENDS
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 The Reverend Orestes Augustus Brownson’s “Victor Cousin.” The Unitarian reverend moved to Chelsea, to 
engage in an experimental ministry to the working classes of Boston. That is, he became the pastor of his own 
religious organization, the Society for Christian union and Progress (until 1842). He published a pamphlet 
titled “New Views of Christianity, Society and the Church” which caused the expression “new views” to 
become a synonym for Transcendentalism.

Horace Wells completed the study of dentistry in Boston, and eventually would go to Hartford, Connecticut to 
practice. At that time he was considered a leader of his profession.

1836
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 January-February: “At Brownson’s while teaching,” David Henry Thoreau lived in the Reverend Orestes 
Augustus Brownson’s home in Canton, Massachusetts and studied German with this man, who was at the time 
a Unitarian, while teaching school between college terms. Thoreau had 70 students. It was in this period that 
Brownson’s socio-religious vision of a new order was being promulgated in his NEW VIEWS OF CHRISTIANITY, 
SOCIETY, AND THE CHURCH.10 This book, of which we would find a copy in Thoreau’s personal library, 
envisioned a “Church of the Future” which would transcend the overly spiritual or sacramental concerns of 
Catholicism, the material or earthly emphasis of Protestantism, and the weaknesses of New England 
Puritanism and Unitarianism. It was the title of this publication which would cause the expression “new views” 
to become a synonym for Transcendentalism.11 According to Brownson, Christ’s mission, the mission of the 
God-Man, was to reconcile earth and heaven, spirit and matter. At Christ’s second coming He would be “truly 
incarnated in universal humanity” and this would confirm the unity and progress of humankind. Although the 
time was not yet ripe, Brownson offered that practical steps could be taken toward this in the present era.

10. Orestes Augustus Brownson. NEW VIEWS OF CHRISTIANITY, SOCIETY, AND THE CHURCH. Boston MA: 
C.C. Little and J. Brown, 1836 (there is a copy in Thoreau’s personal library, evidently presented to him by the 
author; reprinted as pages 114-23 of THE TRANSCENDENTALISTS: AN ANTHOLOGY. Miller, Perry, ed. Cambridge 
MA: Harvard UP, 1950)

BROWNSON’S NEW VIEWS

“A Review From Professor Ross’s Seminar”

Brownson advances a social and religious vision which includes all of humanity in
“UNION.” All philosophical approaches to religion, he suggests, are reducible to
three: “materialism,” “spiritualism,” and an emerging view which reconciles these
partial ones.

“Materialism” espouses the superiority of Reason and leads inevitably to material
progress, what he terms “industry.” Their materialistic philosophy, however, admits
no truth unless it is “empirically” verified, a bias hostile to religion.

The “Protestant” religion which flourished in Europe and America developed as a
reaction against the excessive “spiritualism” of the Catholic church, yet many
Protestant sects—esp. the Calvinists—”reject human nature and declare it unworthy
of confidence,” and in so doing impugn our ability to “distinguish truth from
falsehood.” The Unitarians have swept away such fears in the name of human
potential.

Unitarians must go further, however. What is needed in 1836, Brownson insists, is
a synthesis of these antagonistic philosophies, as a means to usher in a world of
mutual understanding and peace. Brownson is nothing if not optimistic: “Men are
beginning to understand one another, and their mutual understanding will beget
sympathy, and mutual sympathy will bind them together and to God.” 

(Johan Christopherson, January 24, 1992)

BROWNSON’S NEW VIEWS
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Thoreau would write later that these weeks of intellectual companionship with Brownson in Canton during the 
winter break, January and February, while he had been ostensibly studying German and teaching 70 students, 
had represented for him:

11. Thoreau would cunningly hide this transcendental idiom “new views” in plain sight as part of the 1st sentence of
 his “Winter Animals” chapter:

WALDEN: When the ponds were firmly frozen, they afforded not only new
and shorter routes to many points, but new views from their surfaces of
the familiar landscape around them. When I crossed Flint’s Pond, after
it was covered with new snow, though I had often paddled about and skated
over it, it was so unexpectedly wide and so strange that I could think
of nothing but Baffin’s Bay. The Lincoln hills rose up around me at the
extremity of a snowy plain, in which I did not remember to have stood
before; and the fishermen, at an indeterminable distance over the ice,
moving slowly about with their wolfish dogs, passed for sealers or
Esquimaux, or in misty weather loomed like fabulous creatures, and I did
not know whether they were giants or pygmies. I took this course when I
went to lecture in Lincoln in the evening, travelling in no road and
passing no house between my own hut and lecture room. In Goose Pond,
which lay in my way, a colony of muskrats dwelt, and raised their cabins
high above the ice, though none could be seen abroad when I crossed it.
Walden, being like the rest usually bare of snow, or with only shallow
and interrupted drifts on it, was my yard, where I could walk freely
when the snow was nearly two feet deep on a level elsewhere and the
villagers were confined to their streets. There, far from the village
street, and except at very long intervals, from the jingle of sleigh-
bells, I slid and skated, as in a vast moose-yard well trodden, over-
hung by oak woods and solemn pines bent down with snow or bristling with
icicles.

GOOSE POND

LINCOLN

an era in my life — the morning of a new Lebenstag.

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/thumbnails/T/HDT.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/explanation.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/ActiveIndex.pdf


TRANSCENDENTALISM DESCENDENTALISM

HDT WHAT? INDEX

In my own opinion far too much has been made of this remark. In my own opinion, by the use of this German 
term Lebenstag Thoreau was limiting the “new era” to be merely a new language era. Demonstrably, the 
Reverend Brownson’s encounter with the young Thoreau left no spiritual skidmarks whatever upon the 
minister’s soul. He would go on to become the Christian equivalent of the Ayatollah Khomeini, seeking to 
create a theocracy in which the ruler in absentia would be our Lord Jesus Christ in precisely the same manner 
in which the Ayatollah sought to create a theocracy in which the ruler in absentia would be the prophet 
Mohammed. Also, there is an absence of evidence that young Thoreau’s encounter with the Reverend 
Brownson left any spiritual skidmarks upon Thoreau’s soul. Nevertheless, later on, a college classmate of 
Thoreau’s, Amos Perry, would fulminate, futilely and entirely without meaningful specifics, about the impact 
which this exposure to the Reverend Brownson must have had upon the college boy Thoreau:

Thoreau’s figure seems to me as distinct as if I had seen him
yesterday. He was during more than two years a diligent student,
bright and cheerful. I consulted him more than once about the
translations of some of Horace’s odes. In his junior year, he
went out to Canton to teach school. There he fell into the
company of Orestes A. Brownson, then a Transcendentalist. He
came back a transformed man. He was no longer interested in the
college course of study. The world did not move as he would have
it. While walking to Mount Auburn with me one afternoon, he gave
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vent to his spleen. He picked up a spear of grass, saying: “Here
is something worth studying; I would give more to understand the
growth of this grass than all the Greek and Latin roots in
creation.” The sight of a squirrel running on the wall at that
moment delighted him. “That,” said he, “is worth studying.” The
change that he had undergone was thus evinced. At an earlier
period he was interested in all our studies. Many people today
are deeply interested in his writings. My own interest in them
has never been so great as that of some of my friends. The fault
is probably my own.

 Late Summer: In late summer, Lydia Maria Child’s PHILOTHEA: A ROMANCE, set in ancient Greece, 
ostensibly described the marriage of a character Philothea who is said to be the daughter of Anaxagoras.12

(In actuality, the book was about Child’s understanding of Transcendentalism, the unofficial religion of her 
brother the Reverend Convers Francis of Watertown, Massachusetts — to whom the book was indeed 
dedicated. David Henry Thoreau thought enough of this effort to make two pages of extracts in his college 
notebook.)

12. Kenneth Walter Cameron’s PHILOTHEA, OR PLATO AGAINST EPICURUS: A NOVEL OF THE TRANSCENDENTAL MOVEMENT IN 
NEW ENGLAND (Hartford, Connecticut, 1975).

P HILOTHEA
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 September 8, Thursday: Some 1,100 to 1,300 alums attended Harvard College’s Bicentennial, and heard a 
professional choir offer the very original of “Fair Harvard.” Although the very oldest living alumnus, 96-year-
old Judge Paine Wingate (Class of 1759, of New Hampshire) was, unfortunately, unable to be present, 86-year-
old Samuel Emery (Class of 1774, of Philadelphia) was able to march in the parade. Word arrived that 
President Josiah Quincy, Sr. had, while researching for a “History of Harvard University” in the College 
Archives, located in filed-and-forgotten records of an Overseers meeting on January 6, 1644 the first rough 
sketch for the shield with the Latin motto “VE RI TAS” (“Verity” or “Truth”) and three open books, which 
was to become the College’s arms. This is how it looks today, as a refrigerator magnet:

During this Bicentennial, a white banner atop a large tent in the Yard for the 1st time publicly displayed this 
design, which in 1843 would become the basis of the seal officially adopted by the Harvard Corporation, 
and then in 1847 would be dropped in favor of another seal, and then in 1885 would be readopted. 
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Some of the alums had an interestingly historic discussion:

(following screen)

In September 1836,  on the day of the second centennial
anniversary of Harvard College, Mr. Emerson, George Ripley, and myself
[Frederic Henry Hedge], with one other [who was this fourth person:
would it have been an unnamed woman, an unnamed wife, specifically
Sophia Ripley??], chanced to confer together on the state of current
opinion in theology and philosophy, which we agreed in thinking was
very unsatisfactory. Could anything be done in the way of protest and
introduction of deeper and broader views? What we strongly felt was
dissatisfaction with the reigning sensuous philosophy, dating from
John Locke, on which our Christian theology was based. The writings of
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, recently edited by Marsh [Henry Nelson
Coleridge had only at this point initiated publication of THE LITERARY
REMAINS OF SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE], and some of Thomas Carlyle’s earlier
essays, especially the “Characteristics” and “SIGNS OF THE TIMES,” had
created a ferment in the minds of some of the young clergy of that day.
There was a promise in the air of a new era of intellectual life.
We four concluded to call a few like-minded seekers together in the
following week.  Some dozen of us met in Boston, in the house,
I believe, of Mr. Ripley. Among them I recall the name of Orestes
Augustus Brownson (not yet turned Romanist), Cyrus Augustus Bartol,
Theodore Parker, and Charles Stearns Wheeler and Robert Bartlett,
tutors in Harvard College. There was some discussion, but no conclusion
reached, on the question whether it were best to start a new journal
as the organ of our views, or to work through those already existing.
The next meeting, in the same month, was held by invitation of Emerson,
at his house in Concord. A large number assembled; besides some
of those who met at Boston, I remember Mr. Alcott, [Bronson Alcott]
John Sullivan Dwight, Ephraim Peabody, Dr. Convers Francis, Mrs. Sarah
Alden Bradford Ripley, Miss Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, Margaret Fuller,
Caleb Stetson, James Freeman Clarke. These were the earliest of a
series of meetings held from time to time, as occasion prompted, for
seven or eight years. Jones Very was one of those who occasionally
attended; H.D. Thoreau another. There was no club, properly speaking;
no organization, no presiding officer, no vote ever taken. How the name
“Transcendental,” given to these gatherings and the set of persons who
took part in them, originated, I cannot say. It certainly was never
assumed by the persons so called. I suppose I was the only one who had
any first-hand acquaintance with German transcendental philosophy, at
the start. THE DIAL was the product of the movement, and in some sort
its organ.

CAMBRIDGE HISTORY OF ENGLISH AND AMERICAN LITERATURE
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At the wrap-up of the day, guest speaker Josiah Quincy, Jr. (Class of 1821) made a motion “that this assembly 
of the Alumni be adjourned to meet at this place on the 8th of September, 1936” — and the motion was 
unanimously adopted.

Friend Stephen Wanton Gould wrote in his journal:

5th day 8th of 9 M / Our meeting was small but very quietly solid 
— I missed father Rodman at my right hand being confined at home 
with a lame back — 
Thro’ the day my mind has been much at Providence where I have 
concluded to go tomorrow (if the Steam Boat get in in season) 
to attend the funeral of my ancient & much beloved friend Moses 
Brown

RELIGIOUS SOCIETY OF FRIENDS
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 September 9, Friday: Abraham Lincoln received his Illinois law license.

Waldo Emerson’s NATURE was self-published in Boston, 1,000 copies that cost him a little over $100.00, 
or 10¢ the copy. The first advertisements for this small volume appeared.

This 1st edition contained not the pseudoevolutionionistic epigraph on the worm aspiring to be man with 
which we are now so familiar, but in its place a quote from Plotinus:

Jones Very, having completed his undergraduate education at Harvard College, preparing for his entry into the 
Harvard Divinity School (where he was planning to make quite a splash on account of his principled 
repudiation of all deliberation and “taking thought” in favor of what he was terming “conversing with 
Heaven,” in a state of artlessness and immediacy and spontaneity), would purchase this little volume on nature 
and naturalness and heavily mark it up. Courtesy of Parkman D. Howe of Needham, we know how he marked 
it up. We can note that almost half his markings, including all but two of his marginal comments, were confined 
to the chapter on “Idealism.” We can also know that he responded quite idiosyncratically to Emerson’s trope 
on infancy, “Infancy is the perpetual Messiah, which come into the arms of fallen men, and pleads with them 
to return to paradise,” in a manner which prefigured his later mental collapse.

Nature is but an image or imitation of wisdom, the last thing of
the soul; Nature being a thing which doth only do, but not know.
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The most comprehensive explanation, however is to be
found in his personal copy of a small blue book with
covers decorated by tree-like vines. Mr. Tutor Very
purchased it in September 1836, only a few days after
it was published. The timing of its acquisition at once
suggests that he was already familiar with the latest
modes of nonconformity, and perhaps was even
anticipating the book’s publication. At the end of
August, in his Commencement Address, had he not
expressed his confidence in the power of “new
principles of action” to resist the “mechanical
spirit” of the times, which he felt was suppressing the
more heroic and precious forms of individuality? Now
the opportunity arose for him to study the detailed
grounds of another man’s affirmations and dissents, a
man somewhat older than he, and more knowing in the
ways of spiritual heroism, about which the Divinity
School evidently could teach him nothing. He may have
first learned of Ralph Waldo Emerson during the winter
of 1835-1836, when the latter delivered a series of ten
lectures on English literature, from Geoffrey Chaucer
to William Shakespeare, to Byron and Coleridge, at
Boston’s Masonic Temple. Or, as was perhaps more
likely, when Very visited Boston that winter to listen
to sermons (as he must have done, following his change
of heart and recent choice of a ministerial career),
he may have heard Emerson in one of his church
appearances, since he preached usually twice a week
during the run of his lecture course. Or, between
January and May 1836, after walking the seventeen miles
of turnpike linking Cambridge with his home, he may
have attended one of the approximately fifteen
lectures on biography and English literature Emerson
delivered at the Salem Lyceum in two series. (In view
of the attitudes Very was cultivating at the time, the
Martin Luther, John Milton, and George Fox lectures
might well have tempted him.) But whatever the way he
discovered Emerson –and there were sufficient
opportunities for him to have at least heard about him
as early as 1835– it is certain he read NATURE eagerly
in 1836, with pencil in hand, scoring margins,
underlining sentences, and making written comments.

[CONTINUED ON NEXT SCREEN]
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[CONTINUED FROM PREVIOUS SCREEN]
Most striking about Very’s markings and marginalia is
that they indicate he was not at all surprised by
Emerson’s aerial prose poem; instead, he apparently
found what he expected — and this neither confounded
nor offended him, as it did most readers. Several times
he questioned what he read, but never did he challenge
Emerson: his mood seemed respectful throughout. It was
as if his reading confirmed suspicions that the author
was a thoughtful man whose reflections repaid close
scrutiny. (Though a minor aspect of Very’s use of
NATURE it is indicative of his attitude toward it that
he treated it incidentally as a source book for the
compatible ideas of others, of Coleridge for example,
and of William Shakespeare, Michaelangelo, George
Herbert, and even of the unnamed “orphic poet.”) He
read NATURE then as a literal rather than figurative
testament about the nature of God, and about the
relationship between God and man. He read it as if it
were a conduct-book filled with supernal imperatives.
While certainly not a usual approach to the book, it
still was a valid one, given the disposition of the
reader in September 1836. He was looking for certain
information, and believed it might be found here rather
than in the Divinity School. Very was particularly
curious about the effects of nature upon Emerson, about
his emotional and artistic responses to the natural
world. Moreover, Very seemed interested in external
nature as the basis for communion with God, and this
accorded well with the viewpoint Emerson developed.
(The professors would have shouted Very down had he
suggested such an idea in the classroom.) He was
concerned too with the relationship between personal
morals and the morality of art, and specifically of
literary art. But he seemed not so interested as
Emerson in attempting to explore the philosophical
middle ground between idealism and materialism.
Several of the statements recalled to him verses from
the Book of Revelation, and several others reminded him
of the corrosive powers of sin. Emerson’s book
therefore generally served to stimulate his own
distinctive thoughts in an original way, one which at
times was inconsistent with Emerson’s intentions; that
is, from the marginalia in his copy, Very’s NATURE
seems not quite the book that Emerson wrote. But this
does not mean that his comments and markings conformed
to any viewpoint even remotely acceptable to the
provincial orthodoxy maintained by Andrews Norton and
his colleagues. 
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Since many scholars have assumed that this manifesto NATURE must have influenced Henry David Thoreau 
in one way or another, and since such an assumption has always seemed to me to be presumptuous, I will insert 
here the short synopsis Catherine Albanese used to introduce the work in her THE SPIRITUALITY OF THE 
AMERICAN TRANSCENDENTALISTS:

When Emerson published his slim volume NATURE in 1836,
he had produced a manifesto for the emerging
transcendental movement. Seen in juxtaposition to his
farewell sermon at the Second Church, NATURE offers
Emerson’s spiritual alternative to the inherited forms
of the church. Throughout the work he stands in the
Platonic lineage and, especially, that lineage as read
through a revived metaphysical tradition in the West.
Hence, in NATURE the world of the “not-me” that Emerson
celebrates is seen ultimately as a reflection of the
one Mind or Spirit present in the human soul and in the
realm of the Ideas. Refracted through the Neoplatonic
teaching of the One (the Soul) and the Many (Nature),
Emerson articulates a Swedenborgian doctrine of
correspondence, expresses enthusiasm for magic and
miracle, and speaks prophetically of human powers that
seem, indeed, god-like. The while he employs the
Kantian-Coleridgean distinction between the Reason and
the Understanding (as he understands it) to contrast
true and deceptive visions of the world. He sees in a
hieroglyphic of symbols the means for the Reason to
discern the secret message of Spirit encoded in matter.
The metaphysical tradition that Emerson embraces in
NATURE would enjoy a considerable following in the
nineteenth century. Even as Emerson owed a debt to
Emmanuel Swedenborg and the Swedenborgian Church of
the New Jerusalem, others —like the followers of Mary
Baker Eddy (1821-1910) in Christian Science and
followers of forms of mind cure in New Thought— would
owe a debt to Emerson. In the twentieth century the
“positive thinking” of Norman Vincent Peale (b. 1898)
and others also had its roots in Emerson’s teaching.
Beyond that, in NATURE Emerson gives voice to a
characteristic American millennialism, a sense that a
new age with new powers and energies has dawned or is
about to dawn. Despite his idealism, he exalts a
landscape that will form the earthly paradise for a
later wilderness preservation movement. He speaks with
a largeness of vision and a confidence in human
capacity that, in a host of different ways, finds
expression in the culture of the era. Situated in a new
space, Emerson and other Americans concluded that they
were also living in a new time and that, as Gods, they
should stretch their spirits to the demands of the age.

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/thumbnails/T/HDT.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/explanation.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/ActiveIndex.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/transclusions/18/49/1849_EmersonNATURE.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/transclusions/18/49/1849_EmersonNATURE.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/transclusions/18/49/1849_EmersonNATURE.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/transclusions/18/49/1849_EmersonNATURE.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/transclusions/18/49/1849_EmersonNATURE.pdf
Albanese, Catherine L. THE SPIRITUALITY OF THE AMERICAN TRANSCENDENTALISTS: SELECTED WRITINGS OF RALPH WALDO EMERSON, THEODORE PARKER, AND HENRY DAVID THOREAU (Macon GA: Mercer University Press, 1988, page 45)

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/transclusions/18/49/1849_EmersonNATURE.pdf


TRANSCENDENTALISM DESCENDENTALISM

HDT WHAT? INDEX

(This, it seems to me, is a reductio ad absurdum, for no-one but a fool would attempt to send Henry Thoreau 
sailing away in the same tub with a threesome such as Emmanuel Swedenborg, Mary Baker Eddy, and Norman 
Vincent Peale.)

At the Krontal spa north of Frankfurt, Felix Mendelssohn proposed to Cecile Jeanrenaud. She accepted.

In Dresden, Frédéric François Chopin may have proposed to Maria Wodzinska, sister of his boyhood friends, 
and he may have been offered some grounds for hope (on the other hand it is possible that nothing like this 
actually happened).

Friend Stephen Wanton Gould wrote in his journal:

6th day 9th of 9th M 1836 / Rose early this Morning & got in 
readiness for the boat which arrived at the Long Wharf at 6 OC 
& I was there in season to get on board - we arrived in season 
for me to get to the House of my late dear friend Moses Brown 
nearly an hour & an half before the time appointed for his 
funeral to Meet at the House which was 10 OClock, & 11 O C at 
the Meeting House - I had a good opportunity for reflection & 
feel that it was the last time I should ever see his remains in 
his own house & in the parlour where I have spent so many & so 
pleasant & interesting hours with him — His corpse was 
singularly natural, he lay in his coffin with the same solid 
reverent & retired countenance as I have often seen upon him, 
when sitting in religious opportunities & his Mind gathering up 
to say something — very Many came into the room to view his 
remains for the last time, & after a few moments quiet Rowland 
Greene called the attention of the Audience to the solemnity of 
the occasion & the very great loss we had sustained in the 
removal of this our Ancient Father in the Church who had walked 
so long & so pleasantly affectionately & usefully among us. —
The funeral then proceeded to the Meeting House - The Governor 
of the State [John Brown Francis] - ex- Gov Fenner Some of 
the Senators & Representatives of the Assembly, the Secretary 
of our State — Judges of our State Courts & the Judge of the 
United States Court - The President of Brown University & the 
Officers of it - President of the R I Historical Society & many 
of the Officers of it, together with many people of the first 
Standing in Providence were present - but none of these were as 
intersting to me as to see the teachers & Schollars of the YMB 
School walk in, in a solid manner, & go into the galery - as I 
saw them come in the Muscles of my face were affected, my eyes 
filled with tears & my whole frame so affected that it was with 
great difficulty that I could refrain from loud weeping — when 
it rushed on my mind that they had been the objects of his 
peculiar care & regard for many years, & that this was the last 
office to be performed - my mind has seldom been so much 
affected. —
Rowland Greene was first engaged in testimony to the valuable 
life of the deceased & the accordancy of it with the christian 
principles which he professed - Then Thos Anthony to the same 
effect - then Mary B Allen in supplication - then John Wilbur - 

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/thumbnails/T/HDT.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/explanation.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/ActiveIndex.pdf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fr%C3%A9d%C3%A9ric_Chopin
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fr%C3%A9d%C3%A9ric_Chopin
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fr%C3%A9d%C3%A9ric_Chopin


DESCENDENTALISM TRANSCENDENTALISM

HDT WHAT? INDEX

then Anna A Jenkins in Supplication - the Meeting closed & we 
proceeded to the place of internment which was in the burying 
ground which he gave to friends
The pause at the grave after the remains was laid over it was 
unusually long, not far from 15 minutes in which Rowland Greene 
was engaged in supplication, the the remains was lowered down & 
covered up to be Seen of Men no more. —
I went the the School House & dined & after dinner rode into 
Town & attended to a little buisness I had there & returned to 
the School House & Lodged.

RELIGIOUS SOCIETY OF FRIENDS

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/thumbnails/T/HDT.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/explanation.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/ActiveIndex.pdf


TRANSCENDENTALISM DESCENDENTALISM

HDT WHAT? INDEX

 October: The North American Review published a blistering anonymous 40-page attack on the work 
of Thomas Carlyle and on Harriet Martineau’s book sponsoring it, obviously by the Dean of the Harvard 
Divinity School, that Harvard University Dexter Professor of Sacred Literature scourge of the 
Transcendentalists, the Reverend John G. Palfrey:

Not only had the Transcendentalists sustained the American dissemination and publication of SARTOR 
RESARTUS, for they had proceeded directly to sponsor the publication here of his following book, his THE 
FRENCH REVOLUTION of 1837,  and they would compound their error by proceeding directly to sponsor 
the publication here of his next work as well, his CRITICAL AND MISCELLANEOUS ESSAYS of 1838.  
Carlyle’s American reputation would persist until, by denouncing the Union cause during the Civil War as 
mere niggerocracy, he would entirely alienate this Northern support group. (Those who had so eagerly bought 
and championed his writings in the 1830s and 1840s would conclude to their sorrow during the 1860s that they 
should all along have been distancing themselves from such a spirit.)

1837

“No living writer ...,” continues Miss Martineau, “exercises so
enviable a sway, as far as it goes, as Mr. Carlyle.” There is much
virtue in that clause, as far as it goes, inasmuch as, to supply this
nation of fifteen millions, over which the author of the “SARTOR
RESARTUS” “exercises so enviable a sway,” that work, — a work, too, which
they have “taken to their hearts,” and which “is acting upon them with
wonderful force,” — has, according to information on which we have the
best reason to rely, been printed in but two editions, the first
consisting of five hundred copies, and the second, after an interval
of more than a year, being only twice as large.

SARTOR RESARTUS

OCT. 1837, N.A. REVIEW

SOCIETY OF TH. CARLYLE
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J.W. Alexander, Albert Dod, and Charles Hodge, in “Transcendentalism of the Germans and of Cousin and Its 
Influence on Opinion in This Country,” cast Professor Victor Cousin and Waldo Emerson into the outer 
darkness as, respectively, the European and the American enemies of True Christianity.

(You have been warned!)

1839

The European Enemy The American Enemy
of True Christianity of True Christianity

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/thumbnails/T/HDT.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/explanation.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/ActiveIndex.pdf


TRANSCENDENTALISM DESCENDENTALISM

HDT WHAT? INDEX

June 30, Sunday: Waldo Emerson mused in his journal about the wu wei nature of the Transcendentalist enterprise:

It is proposed to form a very large Society to devise & execute 
means for propping in some secure & permanent manner this 
planet. It has long filled the minds of the benevolent & anxious 
part of the community with lively emotion, the consideration of 
the exposed state of the globe; the danger of its falling & being 
swamped in absolute space; the danger of its being drawn too 
near the sun & roasting the race of mankind & the daily danger 
of its being overturned & if a stage coach overset costs 
valuable lives what will not ensue on the upset of this Omnibus? 
It has been thought that by a strenuous & very extensive concert 
aided by a committee of master builders & blacksmiths, a system 
of booms & chains might be set round the exterior surface & that 
it might be underpinned in such a manner as to enable the aged 
& the women & children to sleep & eat with greater security 
henceforward. It is true that there is not a perfect unanimity 
on this subject at present & it is much to be regretted. A pert 
& flippant orator remarked to the meeting last Sunday, that the 
World could stand without linch pins & that if you should cut 
all the ropes & knock away the whole underpinning, it would 
swing & poise perfectly for the poise was in the globe itself. 
But this is Transcendentalism.
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December: Waldo Emerson to his journal, in a passage which may explain not only the title 
of the Transcendentalist periodical THE DIAL, but also something about the nature of the Transcendentalist 
movement as a whole:

The brave man’s step corresponded to the movement of the heavenly bodies. The brave man’s universal 
tunefulness compelled discord into concord everywhere. This would become, in A WEEK ON THE CONCORD 
AND MERRIMACK RIVERS, the hero’s heart beating “in unison with the pulse of Nature,” as he “steps to the 
measure of the universe.”

I say how the world looks to me without reference to Blair’s 
Rhetoric or Johnson’s Lives. And I call my thoughts The Present 
Age, because I use no will in the matter, but honestly record 
such impressions as things make. So transform I myself into a 
Dial, and my shadow will tell where the sun is.

A WEEK: The sadness is ours. The Indian poet Calidas says in the
Sacontala: “Perhaps the sadness of men on seeing beautiful forms
and hearing sweet music arises from some faint remembrance of past
joys, and the traces of connections in a former state of
existence.” As polishing expresses the vein in marble, and grain
in wood, so music brings out what of heroic lurks anywhere.
The hero is the sole patron of music. That harmony which exists
naturally between the hero’s moods and the universe the soldier
would fain imitate with drum and trumpet. When we are in health
all sounds fife and drum for us; we hear the notes of music in
the air, or catch its echoes dying away when we awake in the dawn.
Marching is when the pulse of the hero beats in unison with
the pulse of Nature, and he steps to the measure of the universe;
then there is true courage and invincible strength.
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In WALDEN; OR, LIFE IN THE WOODS, this would become the injunction that one should step to the music which 
one hears, “however measured or far away.”

WALDEN: Why should we be in such desperate haste to succeed, and
in such desperate enterprises? If a man does not keep pace with
his companions, perhaps it is because he hears a different
drummer. Let him step to the music which he hears, however
measured or far away. It is not important that he should mature
as soon as an apple-tree or an oak. Shall he turn his spring into
summer? If the condition of things which we were made for is not
yet, what were any reality which we can substitute? We will not
be shipwrecked on a vain reality. Shall we with pains erect a
heaven of blue glass over ourselves, though when it is done we
shall be sure to gaze still at the true ethereal heaven far above,
as if the former were not?

DIFFERENT DRUMMER

THE INNER LIGHT
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(Some may consider that I am here deviating from my identification of the distant, different drummer as the 
ruffed grouse Bonasa umbellus, but I am not. You will note that those who provide a militaristic interpretation 
of this most famous citation from WALDEN commonly reduce “step” to “march,” as if they were insisting that 

Henry Thoreau remain with his young-mannish military preoccupation and resisting the implications of “step” 
as in “dance step.” The advantage I see to the “drumming of the ruffed grouse in the woods” interpretation is 
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that it resists this simplification of the metaphor to a merely military signification.)

 December: Bravery deals not so much in resolute action, as in healthy and assured rest. Its palmy state
is a staying at home, and compelling alliance in all directions.
The brave man never heareth the din of war; he is trustful and unsuspecting, so observant of the least trait of
good or beautiful that, if you turn toward him the dark side of anything, he will still see only the bright.

One moment of serene and confident life is more glorious than a whole campaign of daring. We should be ready
for all issues, not daring to die but daring to live. To the brave even danger is an ally.

In their unconscious daily life all are braver than they know. Man slumbers and wakes in his twilight with the
confidence of noonday; he is not palsified nor struck dumb by the inexplicable riddle of the universe. A mere
surveyor’s report or clause in a preëmption bill contains matter of quite extraneous interest, of a subdued but
confident tone, evincing such a steadiness in the writer as would have done wonders at Bunker’s Hill or
Marathon. Where there is the collected eye, there will not fail the effective hand;

 
One tap of the drum sets the political and moral harmonies all ajar. His ethics may well bear comparison with
the priest’s.… When Bravery first grew afraid and went to war, it took music along with it.… The brave warrior
must have harmony if not melody at any sacrifice.… All sounds, and more than all silence, do fife and drum for
us.…
To the sensitive soul, The universe has its own fixed measure, which is its measure also, and as a regular pulse
is inseparable from a healthy body, so is its healthiness dependent on the regularity of its rhythm. In all sounds
the soul recognizes its own rhythm, and seeks to express its sympathy by a correspondent movement of the
limbs. When the body marches to the measure of the soul, then is true courage and invincible strength. 
The coward would reduce this thrilling sphere music to a universal wail — this melodious chant to a nasal cant.
He thinks to conciliate all hostile influences by compelling his neighborhood into a partial concord with
himself, but his music is no better than a jingle which is akin to a jar — jars regularly recurring.… 
But the brave man, without drum or trumpet, compels concord every where every where by the universality and
tunefulness of his soul.
“Take a metallic plate” says Coleridge, “and strew sand on it; sound a harmonic chord over the sand, and the
grains will whirl about in circles, and other geometrical figures, all, as it were, depending on some point
relatively at rest. Sound a discord, and every grain will whisk about without any order at all, in no figures, and
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with no points of rest.” The brave man is such a point of relative rest, over which the soul sounds ever a
harmonic chord.

 December: The Romans “made Fortune surname to Fortitude,” for fortitude is that alchemy that turns
all things to good fortune. The man of fortitude, whom the Latins called fortis, is no other than that lucky person
whom fors favors, or vir summae fortis. If we will, every bark may “carry Cæsar and Cæsar’s fortune.” The
brave man stays at home. For an impenetrable shield, stand inside yourself; he was an arrant coward who first
made shields of brass. For armor of proof, mea virtute me involvo (I wrap myself in my virtue);13

“Tumble me down, and I will sit
Upon my ruins, smiling yet.”14

The bravest deed, which for the most part is left quite out of history, which alone wants the staleness of a deed
done and the uncertainty of a deed doing, is the life of a great man. To perform exploits is to be temporarily
bold, as becomes a courage that ebbs and flows, the soul quite vanquished by its own deed subsiding into
indifference and cowardice: but the exploit of a brave life consists in its momentary completeness.

By dint of wind and stringed instruments the coward endeavours to put the best face on the matter — whistles
to keep his courage up.

 December: It was a conceit of Plutarch, accounting for the preferences given to signs observed on the
left hand, that men may have thought “things terrestrial and mortal directly over against heavenly and divine
things, and do conjecture that the things which to us are on the left hand, the gods send down from their right
hand.” If we are not blind, we shall see how a right hand is stretched over all, as well the unlucky as lucky, and
that the ordering soul is only right-handed, distributing with one palm all our fates.

Men have made war from a deeper instinct than peace. War is but the compelling of peace.
When the world is declared under martial law, every Esau retakes his birthright, and what there is in him does
not fail to appear. He wipes off all old scores and commences a new account. The world is interested to know
how any soul will demean itself in so novel a position. But when war too, like commerce and husbandry, gets
to be a routine, and men go about it as indented apprentices, the hero degenerates into a marine, and the standing
army into a standing jest.

13. This is a reference to Horace that Thoreau would insert into his “The Service,” rejected during his lifetime but eventually to be 
published in 1902:

Thoreau had the following volumes of Horace’s variorum writings in his personal library:

14. Robert Herrick’s poem “To Fortune.”

“THE SERVICE” IN 1902

HORACE’S OPERA

HORACE’S OPERA

HORACE’S OPERA

HORACE’S OPERA

HORACE’S OPERA
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 December: Music is either a sedative or a tonic to the soul. I read that “Plato thinks the gods never
gave men music, the science of melody and harmony, for mere delectation or to tickle the ear; but that the
discordant parts of the circulations and beauteous fabric of the soul, and that of it that roves about the body, and
many times, for want of tune and air, breaks forth into many extravagances and excesses, might be sweetly
recalled and artfully wound up to their former consent and agreement.’”

By dint of wind and stringed instruments the coward endeavors to put the best face on the matter, –whistles to
keep his courage up.

There are some brave traits related by Plutarch; e. g.: “Homer acquaints us how Ajax, being to engage in a single
combat with Hector, bade the Grecians pray to the gods for him; and while they were at their devotions, he was
putting on his armor.”
On another occasion, a storm arises, “which as soon as the pilot sees, he falls to his prayers, and invokes his
tutelar dæmons, but neglects not in the meantime to hold to the rudder and let down the main yard.”15

15. Waldo Emerson had in his library the 1822 edition in eight volumes of PLUTARCH’S LIVES. TR. FROM THE ORIGINAL GREEK, 
WITH NOTES CRITICAL AND A LIFE OF PLUTARCH BY JOHN LANGHORNE AND WILLIAM LANGHORNE, NEW ED., WITH CORRECTIONS 
AND ADDITIONS... (New York: Samuel Campbell). Henry Thoreau himself had but a one-volume abridgment, perhaps the following 
one:

PLUTARCH’S LIVES
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Early in the year John Adolphus Etzler had returned from the West Indies to New-York. Undoubtedly to meet 
and suitably impress other reformers, he would there attend the Fourier Society of New York’s annual 
celebration of the French philosopher-utopist Charles Fourier’s birthday. There he would make the 
acquaintance of a Fourierist socialist and humanitarian, C.F. Stollmeyer, also a recent German immigrant, who 
was at that time readying Albert Brisbane’s THE SOCIAL DESTINY OF MAN for publication. Stollmeyer was to 
become not only the publisher of The New World, but also a primary disciple of Etzler. This SOCIAL DESTINY 
OF MAN, seconded by the writings and lectures of such men as the Reverend Dana McLean Greeley of 
Concord, the Reverend William Henry Channing, Horace Greeley, and Parke Godwin would stimulate the rise 
of several Phalansterian Associations, in the middle and western states, chiefest of which would be the “North 
American Phalanx” on the north shore of New Jersey.

The Reverend Adin Ballou’s “Practical Christians” began to publish a gazette, the Practical Christian, for the 
“promulgation of Primitive Christianity.” He would write in HISTORY OF THE HOPEDALE COMMUNITY, FROM 
ITS INCEPTION TO ITS VIRTUAL SUBMERGENCE IN THE HOPEDALE PARISH that this year would initiate “a decade 
of American history pre-eminently distinguished for the general humanitarian spirit which seemed to pervade 
it, as manifested in numerous and widely extended efforts to put away existing evils and better the condition 
of the masses of mankind; and especially for the wave of communal thought which swept over the country, 
awakening a very profound interest in different directions in the question of the re-organization of society; — 
an interest which assumed various forms as it contemplated or projected practical results.” There would be, he 
pointed out, a considerable number of what were known as Transcendentalists in and about Boston, who, under 
the leadership of the Reverend George Ripley, a Unitarian clergyman of eminence, would plan and put in 
operation the Roxbury Community, generally known as the “Brook Farm” Association. A company of radical 
reformers who had come out from the church on account of its alleged complicity with Slavery and other 
abominations, and hence called Come-Outers, would institute a sort of family Community near Providence, 
Rhode Island. Other progressives, with George W. Benson at their head, would found the Northampton 
Community at the present village of Florence, a suburb of Northampton. 

One of the debates of the 18th Century was what human nature
might be, under its crust of civilization, under the varnish of
culture and manners. Jean-Jacques Rousseau had an answer. Thomas
Jefferson had an answer. One of the most intriguing answers was
that of Charles Fourier, who was born in Besançon two years
before the Shakers arrived in New York. He grew up to write
twelve sturdy volumes designing a New Harmony for mankind, an
experiment in radical sociology that began to run parallel to
that of the Shakers. Fourierism (Horace Greeley founded the New-
York Tribune to promote Fourier’s ideas) was Shakerism for
intellectuals. Brook Farm was Fourierist, and such place-names
as Phalanx, New Jersey, and New Harmony, Indiana, attest to the

1840

ASSOCIATION OF INDUSTRY AND EDUCATION

ONEIDA COMMUNITY

MODERN TIMES

UNITARY HOME

BROOK FARM

HOPEDALE
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movement’s history. Except for one detail, Fourier and Mother
Ann Lee were of the same mind; they both saw that humankind must
return to the tribe or extended family and that it was to exist
on a farm. Everyone lived in one enormous dormitory. Everyone
shared all work; everyone agreed, although with constant
revisions and refinements, to a disciplined way of life that
would be most harmonious for them, and lead to the greatest
happiness. But when, of an evening, the Shakers danced or had
“a union” (a conversational party), Fourier’s Harmonians had an
orgy of eating, dancing, and sexual high jinks, all planned by
a Philosopher of the Passions. There is a strange sense in which
the Shakers’ total abstinence from the flesh and Fourier’s total
indulgence serve the same purpose. Each creates a psychological
medium in which frictionless cooperation reaches a maximum
possibility. It is also wonderfully telling that the modern
world has no place for either.
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According to the dissertation of Maurice A. Crane, “A Textual and Critical 
Edition of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Blithedale Romance” at the University of 
Illinois in 1953, various scholars have fingered Zenobia as:

• Mrs. Almira Barlow
• Margaret Fuller
• Fanny Kemble
• Mrs. Sophia Willard Dana Ripley
• Caroline Sturgis Tappan

while various other scholars have been fingering Mr. Hollingsworth as:

• Bronson Alcott
• Albert Brisbane
• Elihu Burritt
• Charles A. Dana
• Waldo Emerson
• Horace Mann, Sr.
• William Pike
• the Reverend Orestes Augustus Brownson, or maybe
• the Reverend William Henry Channing, or maybe
• the Reverend Theodore Parker

Hawthorne should really have told us more than Zenobia’s nickname, and should 
really have awarded Hollingsworth a first name more definitive than “Mr.”? 
Go figure!

Lest we presume that an association of this William Henry Channing with 
Hollingsworth is utterly void of content, let us listen, as Marianne Dwight did, to 
the reverend stand and deliver on the topic of “devotedness to the cause; the 
necessity of entire self-surrender”:1

He compared our work with … that of the crusaders....
He compared us too with the Quakers, who see God only
in the inner light,... with the Methodists, who seek
to be in a state of rapture in their sacred meetings,
whereas we should maintain in daily life, in every
deed, on all occasions, a feeling of religious fervor;
with the perfectionists, who are, he says, the only
sane religious people, as they believe in perfection,
and their aim is one with ours. Why should we, how dare
we tolerate ourselves or one another in sin?

1. Reed, Amy L., ed. LETTERS FROM BROOK FARM, 1844-1847, BY MARIANNE DWIGHT
Poughkeepsie NY, 1928.
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Ephraim Merriam was again chosen representative for Concord to the General Court of Massachusetts.

In the 1840s, the population of Concord approximated 1,800 persons, not counting musquash. A young man 
named Ralph Waldo Emerson with a penchant not only for the obscure but also for the obvious took time from 
his expounding of his new doctrine of Transcendentalism to point out that

John Quincy Adams instanced that:

In this year the Alcott family moved to Concord in order to be able to live near this Emerson fellow.
The national census was conducted in Concord, albeit not very accurately:

According to Dr. Edward Jarvis’s TRADITIONS AND REMINISCENCES OF CONCORD, MASSACHUSETTS 1779-
1878, page 203, Concord was in 1840 radically undercounted due to incompetence on the part of the man who 

Concord People

Year Total

1765 1,569

1790 1,590

1800 1,678

1810 1,633

1820 1,788

1830 2,017

1840 1,784

1850 2,240

1860 2,246

1870 2,412

1875 2,676

Without navigable waters, without mineral riches,
without any considerable mill privileges, the natural
increase of her population is drained by the constant
emigration of her youth.

A young man named Ralph Waldo Emerson, a son of my
once-loved friend William Emerson ... after failing in
the avocations of a Unitarian preacher and school-
master, starts a new doctrine of Transcendentalism,
declares all the old revelations superannuated and
worn out, and announces the approach of new
revelations.
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had been placed in charge of that district:

According to Dr. Jarvis’s TRADITIONS AND REMINISCENCES OF CONCORD, MASSACHUSETTS 1779-1878, page 
190:16

16. Cyrus H. Jarvis went to New Orleans, which at that time was the 4th-largest city in the United States of America, to work for 
his uncles Stephen and Nathan (brothers of Edward), who were in the drug trade. In 1847 he returned to Concord to work on the 
farm. Blinded in a rock-blasting accident, Cyrus would nevertheless learn to care for the cows, help with the haying, and weed the 
vegetable garden. He would die in 1880.

The National Census of 1840 gives only 1784 as the population of
that year. This is a falling off of 233 from the numbers in 1830.
But with the [obliterated] it necessitates an apparent increase
of 456 or 26% in the population from 1840 to 1850. I was familiar
with the town during all this period, from 1830 to 1850, and for
years previous I neither saw nor did I hear of any evidence of
any such decrease in the period, 1830 to 1840, nor of such
increase in the succeeding ten years to 1850. There was no
perceptible change in any business of the people, no suspension
of any factory or manufacturing operations. There were no more
houses left vacant in the springs of the first decennial period
nor any noticeable increase of business or of dwellings, from 1840
to 1850, more than in any preceding decennial period.
The population of the town had a very slow and gradual growth
hardly perceptible in all of the first half of this century and
no greater in the ten years from 1840 than before. The marshall
who took the census in 1840 was not a man of accurate habits or
of mental discipline. It was extremely probable that he omitted
families and hence comes the apparent decrease.

[T]he farm now owned and cultivated by Mr. Joseph Derby and Cyrus
Jarvis was formerly owned by the late Col. John Buttrick [a fifer
at the North Bridge on April 19, 1775] and inherited by him from
his ancestors. They had occupied it through several generations.
Col. Buttrick, [who was born, lived and died in the same house]
sixty to [obliterated] years ago, kept horses, a yoke of oxen,
and four or five cows and one or two hogs. He raised fifty bushels
of corn yearly and a little more hay than his animals consumed.
He and his three sons did all the work. He had a few apple trees
on which he had as many russets as the family wanted, and cider
apples enough to make the cider they drank. He sold some hay and
corn, a few potatoes, and butter and cheese. This is all the farm
seemed to require for cultivation and all it would do for the
cultivator. My father, the late Deacon Francis Jarvis, bought it
of heirs of Col. Buttrick in [the] winter of 1831-32 and took
possession in March following. In 1840 my father died and left
the farm to my brother Francis, who died in 1875 and left it to
his children, Cyrus H. Jarvis and Mrs. Joseph Derby.

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/thumbnails/T/HDT.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/explanation.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/ActiveIndex.pdf
Dr.Edward Jarvis, _Traditions and Reminiscences of Concord, Massachusetts 1779-1878_ (Edited by Sarah Chapin, introduction by Robert A.Gross. Amherst MA: U of Massachusetts P, 1993)

Dr.Edward Jarvis, _Traditions and Reminiscences of Concord, Massachusetts 1779-1878_ (Edited by Sarah Chapin, introduction by Robert A.Gross. Amherst MA: U of Massachusetts P, 1993)



TRANSCENDENTALISM DESCENDENTALISM

HDT WHAT? INDEX

The Reverend George Ripley defined Transcendentalism for the benefit of “the Church in Purchase Street”:

March 20, Friday: Waldo Emerson lectured in Providence. This was the introductory lecture of what would be a total 
of six, from the “Human Life” series, for which he would receive $180. He would be told that the Franklin 
Lyceum had made money by him. He would note that one member of his Rhode Island audience had “in good 
earnest defined Transcendentalism as ‘Operations on the Teeth’.”

April 25, Saturday: The Reverend Theodore Parker placed an anonymous humorous piece about the reaction to 
Transcendentalism (by “Senex”) on pages 66–67 of the Christian Register:

It shall be my pride
That I have dared to tread this holy ground.
Speaking no dream, but things oracular,
Matter not lightly to be heard by those,

[T]he truth of religion does not depend on tradition,
nor historical facts, but has an unerring witness in
the soul. There is a light ... which enlighteneth every
man that cometh into the world; there is a faculty in
all —the most degraded, the most ignorant, the most
obscure— to perceive spiritual truth when distinctly
presented; and the ultimate appeal on all moral
questions is not to a jury of scholars, a hierarchy of
divines, or the prescriptions of a creed, but to the
common sense of the human race.
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Who to the letter of the outward promise,
Do read the invisible soul.

I have been a dreamer of dreams for nearly fourscore years,
Mr. Reader, and now see visions like a young man. The first thing
I can remember is a sleep; and the next, in point of age, is a
dream. What is remarkable, my visions almost always prove true.
I relate this to my friends, who usually laugh at my odd conceit,
as they call it; but the event always fulfils the prediction.
“Coming events cast their shadows before;” or their splendors,
as the case may be. I dreamed of the battle of Lexington
(just sixty five years ago yesterday) thirteen days before it
happened; of the Declaration of Independence; and the treaty of
Peace, and various other matters all came just as I had dreamed
them. I have even learned when the greatest event in modern
history is to take place, and General Jackson is to die.
These things I state, to show you that “old men dream dreams”
as the prophet foretold — another proof that we have fallen on
good times. Now one of my most remarkable visions occurred after
this wise.
I was sitting after dinner, in the great oaken arm-chair, — which
was brought over from Devonshire by my ancestors in the time of
the Long-Parliament, and in which three generations of them have
dreamed their sermons after dinner, and I read that remarkable
tract lately edited by “A.N.” which relates to
Transcendentalism. It was the first time I had ever seen the
word in print, and I never yet have heard it pronounced except
by myself, with the accent on the second syllable, Trans-cend-
ent-al-ism. (Is that right?) and I wondered what it meant.
I thought of Trans-sylvanian, and Transsubstantiation, but
found no light, though I consulted my Dictionary, which did not
contain it; so I resolved to read the Pamphlet. Then to my great
surprise I learned that Trans-cendentalism, was a very naughty
thing. I was very much surprised, to hear there were such men
as we find there; and such men even in America, and some of them
near Cambridge it seemed. I never closed the book till I read
the last word, “Hegel.” Then while I was resolving to go to
Cambridge, and consult with my old friends there, as to this
great evil, about to fall on the churches I fell into a profound
sleep, and was visited with a dream so remarkable that I will
write it down for the edification of the churches.
I thought I stood on the extreme point of Cape Cod, and the ocean
lay before me, rolling like a great giant in his sleep. The waves
rolled in upon the beach, with that sweet sound so soothing to
the ear of an old man. I looked out on the porpoises tumbling
heavily along, in their uncooth gambols, and the distant sails
moving swiftly or slowly, as the wind favored or opposed them.
Far away in the East, while I looked, I saw a little misty speck,
on the ocean, no bigger than a man’s hand. It increased rapidly
in size, and seemed to approach. Then it became a large cloud,
extending for many miles in breadth, and with a depth that
I could not measure.
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It came nearer and nearer, and seemed larger and larger. At last
I observed it was divided into several clouds. There was a large
division into two bodies, the Right and Left; each of which was
again parted in two smaller bodies, the Centre and Extreme. On
the cloud came, and when within a mile of the shore, for old men
are far-sighted, I saw each of these divisions was composed of
countless smaller parties, which, as they came still nearer
I found were men, flying swiftly along, who made up this immense
cloud. They spoke to one another, and seemed to laugh, and
chatter, and I could now and then catch the word “Begriff,” which
I took to be Hebrew, (Be Geriff, i.e. in sweeping away.) What
it meant I could not devise. Presently the men all alighted on
the shore and sat down, some on great Books, which they brought
under their arms, some on nothing that I could see, others on
kegs, wine-skins, and fifteen-gallon jugs,—still keeping their
relative position, of Right and Left, Centre and Extreme. They
kept chatting, and I could now and then catch the words,
“Menschhiet,” “Idee,” “Vorstellang,” “Gegensatz,” but knew not
what they meant. One of them often repeated the Greek word “To-
Hori,” another said “Kehabilitation” continually. Presently
they all fell a smoking, with large tobacco pipes, but kept
talking as fiercely as before. But they did not seem to agree,
for the Centres, often made insulting gestures towards the
Extremes, and which were very promptly returned.
While I wondered what these things should mean, one of them, the
only one who saw me, stepped up, and relieved my wonder, by
telling me in good English, “These are the Transcendentalists.”
I asked him to go on and tell me all about them, and inform me
if he was one of them. He said he was not, but was a good
Christian; a deacon, who kept a green and white grocery in
Munchon, and had been sent by Mr. Hengstenberg, as a spy upon
their actions. He affected to be a Transcendentalist and
repeated “Begriff,” as often as the others, and passed for a
very profound Philosopher. But he heard all he could, and should
write it home to his master. He then told me the names of the
men in that great army. I will mention only a few. Some had been
taken from the tombs; some from Pulpits, or professorial chairs;
some from Parlors, others from Beer-shops, and some from places
still worse. Among these were Plato, and Proclus, Plotinus,
Ammonius with his old bag, Stilpo, Strato, Zeno, Camedes,
Basilides, and Bardesanes; Pelagius, Boethius, Rabanus-Maurus,
Erigena; the St. Victors, Dyonisius the Areopagite, Albertus
Magnus, Thomas a Kempis; Ficinus and Picus; Cardanus, Agrippa
and Roger Bacon. There was Melancthon and Jordano Bruno,
Savonarola, Campanella, Dr. Faustus, Scotus and Ramus; Behme,
and Helmont, Grotius and Leclerc, Kepler and Spinoza, Bayle,
Berkeley, Samuel Clarke, and Cudworth and Parker and More;
Leibnitz and Wolff, Kant, Jacobi, Schleiermacher, Reinhold,
Fichte, Schelling, Tiedeman, Krause, Hegel, de Wette, Fries,
Eichhorn, Gesenius, Strauss, Weisse, Schiller, the Schlegels,
Heine, Borne, Schafer, Goethe, Richter, Rosenkrantz, Ammon,
Herbart and Vatke, Paulus and Rohr, and Ullmann, Lucke and
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Tholuck.
All these men and countless others were thrown together in the
greatest confusion, without any regard to age, opinion or
character. My deacon of Munchon, told me that Mr. Hengstenberg
had been making a great stir in Germany; had “harried the land,”
and rendered it too hot for these men, dead or alive, so that
he had driven them clean across the ocean.
“Alas” said I, “alas for the churches in New England. We be all
dead men, for the Transcendentalists have come! They say there
is no Christ; no God; no soul; only ‘an absolute nothing’ and
Hegel is the Holy Ghost. Our churches will be pulled down; there
will be no Sabbath; our wives will wear the breeches, and the
Transcendentalists will ride over us rough shod. How shall we
be delivered, from these desperate fellows; this ‘mixed
multitude of devils?’” “Fear not,” said he, “they will work
desolation only for a time. I have come to save the Faith of the
Land, and Mr. Hengstenberg will soon be here.”
Again I looked, and far away in the East, I saw a giant figure,
like a man, approaching. It was Mr. Hengstenberg himself,
mounted on a monstrous broom, alike his weapon, and his chariot.
He looked worn with toil, and eager haste, and devoured by self-
consuming fires. Wonderful to tell, he grew smaller, and smaller
as he came near us, till at last he was an homunculus, “no bigger
than a tobacco-seed,” still he made a great cry. But soon he
recovered his original size, and seemed a mere mortal like
ourselves. I asked “what help, oh mighty man!”
He told us, “we must go back, to the thirteenth century; must
take the whole of the Old Testament, letter for letter, and
believe it; must admit that a special Revelation was made to
Balaam’s ass; and to Jonah’s whale. That Joshua really stopped
the sun a whole day, and Elisha’s bones raised up a dead man;
that Samson drank water out of the jaw bone of an ass. That we
must never consult Reason, but bow to the letter, and reckon a
doubt as the sin not to be pardoned, — instigated by the Devil.
Least of all should we make the slightest attempt to reconcile
Faith and Reason, Religion and Philosophy, for this would be
like marrying Christ and Belial.” “We will do it all,” said I,
“illustrious sage, or angel if such thou art!” Thereupon
I awoke, and there was nothing before me but the “pamphlet of
100 pages” and my pipe, broken at my feet.

Before July 17: John Thoreau, Jr. again followed Miss Ellen Devereux Sewall to Scituate, before the 17th, and this 
time as he strolled with her on the beach, while her chaperone Miss Prudence Ward was resting on some rocks, 
out of earshot, he proposed marriage.17 She accepted him, then shortly afterward declined.
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It is known that her mother learned of this proposal and responded that her minister father disapproved of 
Transcendentalists; Miss Ellen would be sent to stay with relatives in Watertown, New York safely out of the 

17. It is this incident to which Thoreau would refer on page 293 of A WEEK:

A WEEK: I am astonished at the singular pertinacity and endurance
of our lives. The miracle is, that what is is, when it is so
difficult, if not impossible, for anything else to be; that we
walk on in our particular paths so far, before we fall on death
and fate, merely because we must walk in some path; that every
man can get a living, and so few can do anything more. So much
only can I accomplish ere health and strength are gone, and yet
this suffices. The bird now sits just out of gunshot. I am never
rich in money, and I am never meanly poor. If debts are incurred,
why, debts are in the course of events cancelled, as it were by
the same law by which they were incurred. I heard that an
engagement was entered into between a certain youth and a maiden,
and then I heard that it was broken off, but I did not know the
reason in either case. We are hedged about, we think, by accident
and circumstance, now we creep as in a dream, and now again we
run, as if there were a fate in it, and all things thwarted or
assisted. I cannot change my clothes but when I do, and yet I do
change them, and soil the new ones. It is wonderful that this gets
done, when some admirable deeds which I could mention do not get
done. Our particular lives seem of such fortune and confident
strength and durability as piers of solid rock thrown forward into
the tide of circumstance. When every other path would fail, with
singular and unerring confidence we advance on our particular
course. What risks we run! famine and fire and pestilence, and
the thousand forms of a cruel fate, — and yet every man lives till
he — dies. How did he manage that? Is there no immediate danger?
We wonder superfluously when we hear of a somnambulist walking a
plank securely, — we have walked a plank all our lives up to this
particular string-piece where we are. My life will wait for
nobody, but is being matured still without delay, while I go about
the streets, and chaffer with this man and that to secure it a
living. It is as indifferent and easy meanwhile as a poor man’s
dog, and making acquaintance with its kind. It will cut its own
channel like a mountain stream, and by the longest ridge is not
kept from the sea at last. I have found all things thus far,
persons and inanimate matter, elements and seasons, strangely
adapted to my resources. No matter what imprudent haste in my
career; I am permitted to be rash. Gulfs are bridged in a
twinkling, as if some unseen baggage-train carried pontoons for
my convenience, and while from the heights I scan the tempting
but unexplored Pacific Ocean of Futurity, the ship is being
carried over the mountains piecemeal on the backs of mules and
lamas, whose keel shall plough its waves, and bear me to the
Indies.
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reach of those Thoreau boys. Henry Thoreau submitted “THE SERVICE” to Margaret Fuller for THE DIAL:

In this, Thoreau made use of a couplet from Robert Herrick’s poem “To Fortune”:

TUMBLE me down, and I will sit
Upon my ruins, smiling yet ;
Tear me to tatters, yet I’ll be
Patient in my necessity.
Laugh at my scraps of clothes, and shun
Me, as a fear’d infection ;
Yet, scare-crow-like, I’ll walk as one
Neglecting thy derision.

“THE SERVICE”: A man’s life should be a stately march to an unheard
music, and when to his fellows it seems irregular and
inharmonious, he will be stepping to a livelier measure, which
only his nicer ear can detect. There will be no halt ever, but at
most a marching on his post, or such a pause as is richer than
any sound — when the deepened melody is no longer heard, but
implicitly consented to with the whole life and being. He will
take a false step never, even in the most arduous circumstances,
for then the music will not fail to swell into corresponding
volume and distinctness and rule the movement it accompanies.

...

To the sensitive soul the Universe has her own fixed measure and
rhythm, which is its measure also and constitutes the regularity
and health of its pulse. When the body marches to the measure of
the soul then is true courage and invincible strength.

“THE SERVICE”: The Romans “made Fortune sirname to Fortitude,” for
fortitude is that alchemy that turns all things to good fortune.
The man of fortitude, whom the Latins called fortis is no other
than that lucky person whom fors favors, or vir summae fortis. If
we will, every bark may “carry Cæsar and Cæsar’s fortune.” For an
impenetrable shield, stand inside yourself; he was no artist, but
an artisan, who first made shields of brass. For armor of proof,
mea virtute me involvo, — I wrap myself in my virtue;

“Tumble me down, and I will sit
 Upon my ruins, smiling yet.”
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August: The Reverends Theodore Parker, George Ripley, Christopher Pearse Cranch and other Transcendentalists 
attended a Come-Outer convention at Groton.
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Christopher A. Greene helped William Chace (1786-1875) publish The Plain Speaker, a Providence, Rhode 
Island journal of Transcendentalism: “Chattel slavery will not be abolished until heavy and earnest blows have 
been struck at the entire system of labor for wages.”

During this year Anne Charlotte Lynch Botta, who had relocated from Hartford, Connecticut to Providence, 
Rhode Island, was issuing THE RHODE-ISLAND BOOK: SELECTIONS IN PROSE AND VERSE, FROM THE 
WRITINGS OF RHODE-ISLAND CITIZENS (Providence: H. Fuller, 40 Westminster Street. Boston: Weeks, Jordan 
& Co. Knowles & Vose, Printers),

a collection which included a piece by state politician Thomas Wilson Dorr entitled “Genius Born; Not Made” 
as well as an essay by Sarah H. Whitman on German Literature and Transcendentalism. According to this 
source at least, the American Transcendental movement owed a whole lot to Mme. de Staël’s GERMANIA:

[next screen]

1841

THE RHODE-ISLAND BOOK
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German Literature
by 

Sarah H. Whitman.
IT has been said that “it is in the German nature duly to honor every thing produced
by other nations.” Our countrymen, we fear, are in danger of becoming, like the
English, too exclusively national. We could wish that they had a little more of the
German cosmopolitanism. Perhaps it is natural that whenever any attempt is made by
a portion of the community to lead the public mind to new trains of thought or modes
of action, to introduce new theories or point out new fields for exertion or
enterprise, that an antagonist party should spring up, whose tendency it is to resist
all innovation. Perhaps it is a wise provision of nature that has thus furnished
every age with its sentinels and warders, as well as with its bold and adventurous
pioneers; and provided they conduct themselves fairly and discreetly in their
vocation, we have no desire to see their office annulled, or to interrupt them in
its rightful exercise. Let the sentinels give challenge to all new claimants, but
let them not refuse admittance to any who can furnish a fair passport, or make out
a clear title to be received within their guarded citadel.
Since the efforts which have recently been making to introduce the German literature
among us, it is not unusual to hear the most unqualified, indiscriminate opposition
expressed to the study of a language of unequalled copiousness, flexibility and
force, rich in every department of its literature, and entitled, in the opinion of
the first European scholars, to an equal estimation with our own noble mother tongue.
Yet we are rejoiced to discover, even in the bitterness of its opponents, an
indication of the increasing interest with which it is regarded among us; we are in
no way disturbed by the fear that its subtleties, refinements and abstractions,
should exert an evil influence on our national character, the individuality of which
seems in no danger of being neutralized by such antagonist principles, though it may
perchance be favorably modified by them. The Germans, it is true, have their faults;
but these faults, it has been well said, are as good as virtues to us, since being
the exact opposites of our own, they may teach us most important lessons.
The opposers of German literature are fond of preferring the claims of common sense
to those of philosophy; of elevating the actual over the ideal. They descant much
and rather vaguely against Transcendentalism. They tell us of the folly of believing
in innate ideas, and triumphantly quote Locke and his “tabula rasa.” They are afraid
of all vagueness and mysticism, and tremble like children at the shadowy appearances
seen in the twilight. They will have nothing to do with that which they cannot handle.
They have faith in nothing which they cannot fully comprehend. They like to see all
objects clearly and sharply defined in the broad day-light of the understanding. Yet
in the shadowy, twilight regions of the imagination, we may behold much that is then
only visible. The near glare of the sun conceals from us those far lights of heaven,
that are forever burning in the vaults of space; even as the acute shrill sounds of
day prevent us from hearing the deep voices of nature. The Shekinah, which was by
day only a cloud of smoke, became by night a pillar of fire.
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In literature, their favorite models are those writers who are most remarkable
for clearness, polish, and precision. They seem to prefer vigorous, rather than
comprehensive thinkers; --writers whose vision is clear but limited; who deal
manfully with facts and events, but care not to penetrate beyond the surface
of being, showing us things as they are, without questioning of the how and
why. They love to pace steadily and safely along with the “smooth tongued
Addison, the stately Johnson, and the sublime Burke,” never deviating from the
beaten path, and looking upon all who go down in diving-bells, or mount in
balloons, as hair-brained tempters of fate.
They fear all new aspects of truth, and gravely tell us, that “it is better
with our fallible natures and limited capacities, to rest upon certain ideas
and opinions that have been received as plausible, rejecting all speculations
upon subjects which can never be decided, nor farther developed, while the soul
remains in the thralls of flesh.”
Supposing a reflective mind could bring itself to act upon this suggestion, or
rather to cease from acting, for ourselves we know of no opinions that have
been universally received as “plausible,” and did we know any such, we could
not receive them as truths, until they had been submitted to the test of our
own reason. Who shall tell us that any man or class of men have monopolized the
right of thought? What is truth to another is not truth to us until our own
understanding has verified it. Whatever danger there may be in leaving every
man to decide for himself, there is surely far less than in any attempt to
restrict the individual right of opinion, through regard to expediency or
respect for authority.
We could not, if we would, have every man a philosopher, and we think there
need be little fear, that our countrymen will become infected with any undue
fondness for abstract researches. The mind that has never tried to grasp the
great problems of human life and destiny, that has never sought to wrest a
reluctant meaning from the hieroglyphic characters inscribed on the broad page
of nature, needs no such restriction; the mind that has done this, will hardly
be checked in its onward impulse by the “cui bono” of the utilitarian. It sounds
almost like mockery to ask one who has ever caught a single ray of the warm,
living light of the sun of truth, to satisfy himself with the frippery, gilt-
paper toy of “plausibility.” These timid counsellors remind us of Solomon’s
slothful man, who keeps housed and says, “there is a lion in the street, if I
go forth I shall be slain.” There are some who cannot be thus easily restrained;
they must “go forth,” even at the worst of perils --they must meet the lion,
and wrestle with it as they may --and often do they find, that when they look
their formidable foe calmly in the face, he loses all his terrors, and becomes
at once harmless and tractable.
These persons are constantly opposing revelation to nature, and faith to
reason. We cannot agree with them in apprehending any danger to Christianity
from the investigation of calm, tolerant, philosophic spirits, who fear not to
look at both sides of a question, lest they should meet with something opposed
to established and time-hallowed opinions. The timid faith that fears to
question, cannot satisfy us, --such assent is far worse than honest denial. The
only fatal skepticism, as it seems to us, is that of the man who wants faith
in the human soul, and fears to trust its promptings.
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For ourselves, we rejoice in the increasing number of those who are willing
to follow truth wherever she may lead them, in the spirit of that child-like
confidence and perfect love which casteth out fear. We look for the time when
philosophy shall aid in reconciling reason and faith, not by depressing faith,
but by elevating reason. When we shall be able to interpret, in all its
beautiful simplicity, the word of Him who taught us to read the gospel of
Nature, to observe the lilies of the field, and to seek for the kingdom of
heaven within our own hearts.
The enforcement of this self-reliance, this faith in the power of the
individual to discover for himself truth, is one of the leading heresies of
which the “New School” is accused. Yet the highest stars of heaven may be
seen mirrored within the single drop of dew that trembles within the heart
of a violet.
This faith in truth and nature, this desire to free the mind from its slavery
to creeds and conventionalities, though the growth of no particular school,
has, it is true, within the last twenty years, been more profoundly felt and
more earnestly inculcated, than at any former period. It gives a tone to all
the noblest literature of the day, and is slowly but surely working a change
in the character of the times. It is this which prompted the obnoxious
declaration of Dr. Channing that “Man is great as man, be he what and where
he may.” This is what was implied by Emerson, when he said, “let a man plant
himself on his instincts, and the whole world will come round to him,” or in
other words, work in harmony with him. It is this which illumines every page
of Carlisle, as with the glory of an inspired scroll, and imparts to the
apocalyptic reveries of Swedenborg whatever they possess of vivifying and
converting energy.
This doctrine, which was taught by a few sincere and simple spirits, amid the
darkest gloom of Jewish superstition and bigotry, has caused one of the most
true hearted believers of our own day to assert that the vital truths of
Christianity are too deeply inwrought into the very nature of the human soul
to be in any danger from a free and zealous examination into the true
character of the Christian miracles. It is this growing conviction which is
beginning to render all persecution for opinions sake as disgraceful as it
ever was futile, and this it is, above all, which is teaching the instructors
and guardians of youth, that the great objects of education are not to be
achieved by the exhibition of facts or the inculcation of theories, but by
developing and strengthening the powers of the soul for individual and
independent action.
Much, though not all of this, is we think attributable more or less directly
to the Germans. Much that in our own literature is but faintly and dimly
shadowed forth, is in this developing itself in free and luxuriant growth.
In the German literature, to use one of their own expressive phrases, “man
finds himself.” The “sweet sad music of humanity” pervades every department
of it. In its deep earnest philosophic spirit; in its fearless, trusting,
transparent simplicity; in the holy fervor of its poets; the serene,
spiritual, far-reaching gaze of its theologians and moralists, we may find
much which even the rich, classical literature of England cannot supply.
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Seth Luther’s idea that we all have a right to cast our ballot was finding an expression, in the formation of a 
Rhode Island Suffrage Association:

“If the sovereignty don’t [sic] reside in the people, where in
the hell does it reside?”18

May 19, Wednesday: The Reverend Theodore Parker, a motherhood-and-apple-pie preacher in West Roxbury, 
preached a sermon “The Transient and Permanent in Christianity” in which he began to declare a heretical 
doctrine to his tiny flock, that the truth of religion depended not on the “authority of Bibles or Churches” 
but on a man’s individual religious consciousness as created in him by his mother during his childish 
dependency. And Parker went around for the whole of his life claiming that, although never in fact indicted, 
for such blasphemy “Trinitarians” had called on the attorney general of Massachusetts to prosecute him, 
and that although in fact he never spent the night in any hoosegow, he had bravely been risking three years 
imprisonment in order to declare the truth. “I cannot be otherwise than hated.… There is no living man in 
America so widely, abundantly, and deeply hated as I have been, and still continue to be” (this is from the 
thirteenth volume of his collected writings, page 65).19 [Parker worked this sort of crowd-pleasing stuff into 
a “28th Congregational Society” which by 1852 was able to hold its meetings in the Boston Music Hall 
on Winter Street near the Tremont Temple, which boasted 1,500 comfortable seats. In other words, God-loving 
Parker was the Robert Schuyler of his century, on the eastern seaboard instead of the western, near Faneuil 
Hall rather than near Disneyland. At the end of his life, retired in Italy, Parker would write an autobiography 
that is interesting for the sorts of thing it recollects and considers worth recording. Absolutely central to his 
entire development and to his life as a religious leader, he said, was his mother teaching him that he must 
always heed an inner voice or it will “fade out little by little, and leave you all in the dark and without a guide.” 
This inner voice she theorized as “the voice of God in the soul of man” (XIII, 16). Parker came to theorize this 
inner voice as “the oracle God places in the breast” (IV, 22). When Parker found a toy he had lost, his mother 
informed him of Sir Matthew Hale who “never passed the Sabbath well without being prospered the 
succeeding week.” His mother drew for him the moral of greed in its starkest simplicity: “If you would be 
happy and prosperous you must remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy” (XIII, 188). Parker bought into 
this consequentialist religiosity, and for all of his life what was appropriate in religion was, for him, whatever 
he needed to believe in order to make his own life work. He needed to be happy and prosperous so he called 
that loving God. Remembering the Sabbath day and keeping it holy, for many pious Bostonians, amounted in 
practice to listening to Parker. I mention the date May 19, 1841 and this inaugural event because some 
historians of literature have theorized that this sort of religiosity had a determining influence on Henry 

18. It’s a rhetorical question — you needn’t grope for an answer.
19. CENTENARY EDITION OF THE WORKS OF THEODORE PARKER. Boston MA: American Unitarian Association, 1907-1910. 
The Reverend Joseph Allen of Harvard class of 1811’s summarization of Parker’s theology at the time was that what it amounted 
to was “dogmatism resting on sentiment.”

To us, Germany has ever been a bright land of promise since first in
early youth we listened with kindling heart and eager sympathy to the
tidings which Mme. De Staël had brought us of a people, who in an age
of artificiality, had dared to follow the suggestions of their own
spirits and to show us nature as she had mirrored herself within their
own hearts. And now, having possessed ourselves of the golden Key which
is to unlock for us this rich world of thought, we cannot but glory in
our new-found treasure, and endeavour to win others to become partakers
of our joy.
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Thoreau. The reasoning is torturous but let me lay it out as simply as I can:

So what sort of convenient thing was it that Parker believed? He committed himself to something he 
grandiloquently termed “absolute, pure religion” (IV, 28). In deciding what is absolute and pure in religion, 
man is the “final” (I, 34) judge and “Unitarianism must … affirm the great doctrines of” (I, 427) this because 
these doctrines are drawn from “human nature” (XIII, 330). The great doctrines of absolute religion are the 
three facts which Parker derived from his consciousness, the intuitive apprehension of God, right and wrong, 
and immortality. Parker’s key text was LUKE 21:33, which declaimed that Heaven and earth shall pass away 
but not My Words, because this provided him with a doctrine of religious progress. All we have to do is wait 
in the flock of a leader like the Reverend Parker, and over the course of time all that is accidental and peripheral 
and, to use Parker’s own term of art, transient, will reveal itself as Transitory by its very changeableness, and 
therefore as part of Error. What is left is absolute, true religion. As Michelangelo maybe said, “Buried 
somewhere inside this slab is a statue, and it’s my job to find it.” Anyway, this material is here for what you 
want to do with it. You can probably figure that from my perspective, although the activities of Parker may or 
may not have had something to do with what Waldo Emerson was doing as a Unitarian minister without the 
responsibility of a pastorate, they had little or nothing to do with anything that was of importance in Thoreau’s 

1.) Parker called himself “a Transcendentalist” and Thoreau called himself “a Transcendentalist.”

2.) Parker was well respected in his time and had a full-time day job and Thoreau was, 
let’s face it, not being taken all that seriously.

3.) Therefore Transcendentalism was what Parker wanted it to be and not what Thoreau wanted it to be 
unless Thoreau really was expressing in a confused and partial way what Parker was expressing more 
clearly and adequately.

4.) Therefore, to the extent to which Thoreau is important in the history of our ideas, 
to that extent he obviously conformed to the beliefs of Parker.
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life or in his preoccupations.]

For their part, the Transcendentalists respected William Ellery
Channing as they did no other “Harvard” Unitarian. “In our
wantonness we often flout Dr. Channing, and say he is getting
old,” Waldo Emerson is reported to have said once when Channing
was thought near death; “but as soon as he is ill we remember
that he is our Bishop, and we have not done with him yet.” But
Transcendental relations with the Federal Street pastor became
strained after “he drew back in horror” from Theodore Parker’s
“Discourse of the Transient and the Permanent in Christianity”
of 1841. When Channing died the following year Emerson was under
no illusions that his “Bishop” had been a Transcendentalist. He
noted in his journal that Channing had been the best of the
Unitarian rationalists: “the nearest that mechanism could get
to the flowering of genius.” Although the contributors to the
Dial discussed the possibility of an article on Channing in the
Transcendentalist organ, they never produced one. Their
inability to decide what to say about the dead preacher is a
revealing comment on the relationship between Channing and the
Transcendental movement. That the New England
Transcendentalists owed an enormous intellectual and spiritual
debt to Channing (and to Harvard Unitarianism in general) one
may wholeheartedly grant. To identify Channing’s outlook with
theirs, however, would be to confuse the parent with the child.
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A Discourse of the Transient and Permanent in Christianity

Delivered at the Ordination of the Reverend Charles
Chauncy Shackford in the Hawes Place Church, Boston on
May 19, 1841.

Luke xxi.33. “Heaven and earth shall pass away: but my word shall not pass away.”

In this sentence we have a very clear indication that Jesus of Nazareth believed the religion he taught would be
eternal, that the substance of it would last forever. Yet there are some, who are affrighted by the faintest rustle
which a heretic makes among the dry leaves of theology; they tremble lest Christianity it self should perish
without hope. Ever and anon the cry is raised, “The Philistines be upon us, and Christianity is in danger.” The
least doubt respecting the popular theology, or the existing machinery of the church; the least sign of distrust in
the Religion of the Pulpit, or the Religion of the Street, is by some good men supposed to be at enmity with faith
in Christ, and capable of shaking Christianity itself. On the other hand, a few bad men and a few pious men, it
is said, on both sides of the water, tell us the day of Christianity is past. The latter — it is alleged — would
persuade us that, hereafter, Piety must take a new form; the teachings of Jesus are to be passed by; that Religion
is to wing her way sublime, above the flight of Christianity, far away, toward heaven, as the fledged eaglet
leaves forever the nest which sheltered his callow youth. Let us, therefore, devote a few moments to this subject,
and consider what is TRANSIENT in Christianity, and what is PERMANENT therein. The topic seems not
inappropriate to the times in which we live, or the occasion that calls us together.
Christ says, his Word shall never pass away. Yet at first sight nothing seems more fleeting than a word. It is an
evanescent impulse of the most fickle element. It leaves no track where it went through the air. Yet to this, and
this only did Jesus entrust the truth wherewith he came laden, to the earth; truth for the salvation of the world.
He took no pains to perpetuate hiss thoughts; they were poured fourth where occasion found him an audience,
— by the side of the lake, or a well; in a cottage, or the temple; in a fisher's boat, or the synagogue of the Jews.
He founds no institution as a monument of his words. He appoints no order of men to preserve his bright and
glad revelations. He only bids his friends give freely the truth they had freely received. He did not even write
his words in a book. With a noble confidence, the result of his abiding faith, he scattered them broad-cast on the
world, leaving the seed to its own vitality. He knew, that is of God cannot fail, for God keeps his own. He sowed
his seed in the heart, and left it there, to be watered and warmed by the dew and the un which heaven sends. He
felt his words were for eternity. So he trusted them to the uncertain air; and for eighteen hundred years that
faithful element has held them good, — distinct as when first warm from his lips. Now they are translated into
every human speech, and murmured in all earth's thousand tongues, from the pine forests of the North to the
palm groves of eastern Ind. They mingle, as it were, with the roar of a populous city, and join the chime of the
desert sea. Of a Sabbath morn they are repeated from church to church, from isle to isle, and land to land, till
their music goes round the world. Those words have become the breath of the good, the hope of the wise, the
joy of the pious, and that for many millions of hearts. They are the prayers of our churches; our better devotions
by fireside and fieldside; the enchantment of our hearts. It is these words, that still work wonders, to which the
first recorded miracles were nothing in grandeur and utility. It is these, which build our temples and beautify
our homes. They raise our thoughts of sublimity; they purify our ideal of purity: they hallow our prayer for truth
and love. The make beauteous and divine the life which plain men lead. The give wings to our aspirations. What
charmers they are! Sorrow is lulled at their bidding. They take the sting out of disease, and rob adversity of his
power to disappoint. They give health and wings to the pious soul, broken-hearted and shipwrecked in his
voyage of life, and encourage him to tempt the perilous way once more. The make all things ours: Christ our
brother; Time our servant; Death our ally and the witness of our triumph. They reveal to us the presence of God,
which else we might not have seen so clearly, in the first wind-flower of spring; in the falling of a sparrow; in
the distress of a nation; in the sorrow or the rapture of the world. Silence the voice of Christianity, and the world
is well nigh dumb, for gone is that sweet music which kept in awe the rulers and the people, which cheers the
poor widow in her lonely toil, and comes like light through the windows of morning, to men who sit stooping
and feeble, with failing eyes and a hungering heart. It is gone — all gone! only the cold, bleak world left before
them.
Such is the life of these Words; such the empire they have won for themselves over men's minds since they were
spoken first. In the mean time, the words of great men and mighty, whose name shook whole continents, though
graven in metal and stone, though stamped in institutions and defended by whole tribes of priest and troops of
followers — their words have gone to the ground, and the world gives back no echo of their voice. Meanwhile
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the great works also of old times, castle and tower and town, their cities and their empires, have perished, and
left scarce a mark on the bosom of the earth to show they once have been. The philosophy of the wise, the art
of the accomplished, the song of the poet, the ritual of the priest, though honored as divine in their day, have
gone down, a prey to oblivion. Silence has closed over them; only their spectres now haunt the earth. A deluge
of blood has swept over the nations; a night of darkness, more deep than the fabled darkness of Egypt, has
lowered down upon that flood, to destroy or to hide what the deluge had spared. But through all this, the words
of Christianity have come down to us from the lips of that Hebrew youth, gentle and beautiful as the light of a
star, not spent by their journey through time and through space. They have built up a new civilization, which
the wisest Gentile never hoped for; which the most pious Hebrew never foretold. Through centuries of wasting,
these words have flown on like a dove in the storm, and now wait to descend on hearts pure and earnest, as the
Father's spirit, we are told, came on his lowly Son. The old heavens and the old earth are indeed passed away,
but the Word stands. Nothing shows clearer than this, how fleeting is what man calls great; how lasting what
God pronounces true.
Looking at the Word of Jesus, at real Christianity, the pure religion he taught, nothing appears more fixed and
certain. Its influence widens as light extends; it deepens as the nations grow more wise. But, looking at the
history of what men call Christianity, nothing seems more uncertain and perishable. While true religion is
always the same thing, in each century and every land, in each man that feels it, the Christianity of the Pulpit,
which is the religion taught; the Christianity of the People, which is the religion that is accepted and lived out;
has never been the same thing in any two centuries or lands, except only in name. The difference between what
is called Christianity by the Unitarians in our times, and that of some ages past, is greater than the difference
between Mahomet and the messiah. The difference at this day between opposing classes of Christians; the
difference between the Christianity of some sects, and that of Christ himself; is deeper and more vital than that
between Jesus and Plato, Pagan as we call him. The Christianity of the seventh century has passed away. We
recognize only the ghost of Superstition in its faded features, as it comes up at our call. It is one of the things
which has been, and can be no more, for neither God nor the world goes back. Its terrors do not frighten, nor its
hopes allure us. We rejoice that it has gone. But how do we know that our Christianity shall not share the same
fate? Is there that difference between the nineteenth century, and some seventeen that have gone before it, since
Jesus, to warrant the belief that our notion of Christianity shall last forever? The stream of time has already beat
down Philosophies and Theologies, Temple and Church, though never so old and revered. How do we know
there is not a perishing element in what we call Christianity? Jesus tells us, HIS Word is the word of God, and
so shall never pass away. But who tells us, that OUR word shall never pass away? that OUR NOTION of his
Word shall stand forever?
Let us look at this matter a little more closely. In actual Christianity — that is, in that portion of Christianity
which is preached and believed — there seem to have been, ever since the time of its earthly founder, two
elements, the one transient, the other permanent. The one is the thought, the folly, the uncertain wisdom, the
theological notions, the impiety of man; the other, the eternal truth of God. These two bear perhaps the same
relation to each other that the phenomena of outward nature, such as sunshine and cloud, growth, decay, and
reproduction, bear to the great law of nature, which underlies and supports them all. As in that case, more
attention is commonly paid tot he particular phenomena than to the general law; so in this case, more is
generally given to the Transient in Christianity than to the Permanent therein.
It must be confessed, though with sorrow, that transient things form a great part of what is commonly taught as
Religion. An undue place has often been assigned to forms and doctrines, while too little stress has been laid
on the divine life of the soul, love to God, and love to man. Religious forms may be useful and beautiful. They
are so, whenever they speak to the soul, and answer a want thereof. In our present state some forms are perhaps
necessary. But they are only the accident of Christianity; not its substance. They are the robe, not the angel, who
may take another robe, quite as becoming and useful. One sect has many forms; another none. Yet both may be
equally Christian, in spite of the redundance or the deficiency. They are a par of the language in which religion
speaks, and exist, with few exceptions, wherever man is found. In our calculating nation, in our rationalizing
sect, we have retained but two of the rites so numerous in the early Christian church, and even these we have
attenuated to the last degree, leaving them little more than a spectre of the ancient form. Another age may
continue or forsake both; may revive old forms, or invent new ones to suit the altered circumstance of the times,
and yet be Christians quite as good as we, or our fathers of the dark ages. Whether the Apostles designed these
rites to be perpetual, seems a question which belongs to scholars and antiquarians; not to us, as Christian men
and women. So long as they satisfy or help the pious heart, so long they are good. Looking behind, or around
us, we see that the forms and rites of the Christians are quite as fluctuating as those of the heathens; from whom
some of them have been, not unwisely, adopted by the earlier church.
Again, the doctrines that have been connected with Christianity, and taught in its name, are quite as changeable
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as the form. This also takes place unavoidably. If observations be made upon Nature, — which must take place
so long as man has sense and understanding, — there will be a philosophy of Nature, and philosophical
doctrines. These will differ as the observations are just or inaccurate, and as the deductions from observed facts
are true or false. Hence there will be different schools of natural philosophy, so long as men have eyes and
understandings of different clearness and strength. And if men observe and reflect upon Religion, — which will
be done so long as man is a religious and reflective being, — there must also be a philosophy of religion, a
theology and theological doctrines. These will differ, as men have felt much or little religion, as they analyze
their sentiments correctly or otherwise, and as they have reasoned right or wrong. Now the true system of Nature
which exists in the outward facts, whether discovered our not, is always the same thing, though the philosophy
of Nature, which men invent, changes every month, and be one thing at London and the opposite at Berlin. Thus
there but one system of Nature as it exits in fact, though many theories, which exist in our imperfect notion of
that system, and by which we may approximate and at length reach it. Now there can be but one Religion which
is absolutely true, existing in the facts of human nature, and the ideas of Infinite God. That. whether
acknowledged or not, is always the same thing and never changes. So far as a man has any real religion — either
the principle or the sentiment thereof — so far he has that, by whatever name he may call it. For, strictly
speaking, there is but one kind of religion, as there is but one kind of love, though the manifestations of this
religion, in forms, doctrine, and life, be never so diverse. It is through these, men approximate to the true
expression of this religion. Now while this religion is one and always the same thing, there may be numerous
system of theology or philosophies of religion. These with their creeds, confessions, and collections of
doctrines, deduced by reasoning upon the facts observed, may be baseless and false, either because the
observation was too narrow in extent, or otherwise defective in point of accuracy, or because the reasoning was
illogical, and therefore the deduction spurious. Each of these three faults is conspicuous in the systems of
theology. Now the solar system as it exists in fact is permanent, though the notions of Thales and Ptolemy, of
Copernicus and Descartes about this system, prove transient, imperfect approximations to the true expression.
So the Christianity of Jesus is permanent, though what passes for Christianity with Popes and catechisms, with
sects and churches, in the first century or in the nineteenth century, prove transient also. Now it has sometimes
happened that a man took his philosophy of Nature at second hand, and then attempted to make his observations
conform to his theory, and Nature ride in his panniers. Thus some philosophers refused to look at the Moon
through Galileo's telescope, for, according to their theory of vision, such an instrument would not aid the sight.
Thus their preconceived notions stood up between them and Nature. Now it has often happened that men took
their theology thus at second hand, and distorted the history of the world an man's nature besides, to make
Religion conform to their notions. Their theology stood between them and God. Those obstinate philosophers
have disciples in no small number.
What another has said of false systems of science, will apply equally to the popular theology: “It is barren in
effects, fruitful in questions, slow and languid in its improvement, exhibiting in it generality the counterfeit of
perfection, but ill filled up in its details, popular in its choice, but suspected by its very promoters, and therefore
bolstered up and countenanced with artifices. Even those who have been determined to try for themselves, to
add their support to earning, and to enlarge its limits, have not dared entirely to desert received opinions, nor to
seek the spring-head of things. But they think they have done a great thing if they intersperse and contribute
something of their own; prudently considering, that by their assent they can save their modesty, and by their
contributions, their liberty. Neither is there, nor ever will be, an end or limit to these things. One snatches at one
thing, another is pleased with another; there is no dry nor clear sight of anything. Every one plays the
philosopher out of the small treasures of his own fancy. The more sublime wits more acutely and with better
success; the duller with less success but equal obstinacy, and, by the discipline of some learned men, sciences
are bounded within the limits of some certain authors which they have set down, imposing them upon old men
and instilling them into young. So that now (as Tully cavilled upon Cæsar's consulship) the star Lyra riseth by
an edict, and authority is taken for truth and not truth for authority; which kind of order and discipline is very
convenient for our present use, but banisheth those which are better.”
Any one, who traces the history of what is called Christianity, will see that nothing changes more from age to
age than the doctrines taught as Christian, and insisted on as essential to Christianity and personal salvation.
What is falsehood in one province passes for truth in another. The heresy of one age is the orthodox belief and
“only infallible rule” of the next. Now Arius, and now Athanasius is Lord of the ascendant. Both were
excommunicated in their turn, each for affirming what the other denied. Men are burned for professing what
men are burned for denying. For centuries the doctrines of the Christians were no better, to say the least, than
those of their contemporary pagans. The theological doctrines derived from our fathers seem to have come from
Judaism, Heathenism, and the caprice of philosophers, far more than they have come from the principle and
sentiment of Christianity. The doctrine of the Trinity, the very Achilles of theological dogmas, belongs to

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/thumbnails/T/HDT.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/explanation.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/ActiveIndex.pdf


DESCENDENTALISM TRANSCENDENTALISM

HDT WHAT? INDEX

philosophy and not religion; its subtleties cannot even be expressed in our tongue. As old religions became
superannuated and died out, they left to the rising faith, as to a residuary legatee, their forms and their doctrines;
or rather, as the giant in the fable left his poisoned garment to work the overthrow of his conqueror. Many tenets,
that pass current in our theology, seem to be the refuse of idol temples; the off-scourings of Jewish and heathen
cities, rather than the sands of virgin gold, which the stream of Christianity has worn off from the rock of ages,
and brought in it bosom for us. It is wood, hay, an stubble, wherewith men have built on the corner stone Christ
laid. What wonder the fabric is in peril when tried by fire? The stream of Christianity, as men receive it, has
caught a stain from every soil it has filtered through, so that now it is not the pure water from the well of Life,
which is offered to our lips, but streams troubled and polluted by man with mire and dirt. If Paul and Jesus could
read our books of theological doctrines, would they accept as their teaching, what men have vented in their
name? Never till the letters of Paul had faded out of his memory; never till the words of Jesus had been torn out
from the Book of Life. It is their notions about Christianity men have taught as the only living word of God.
They have piled their own rubbish against the temple of Truth where Piety comes to worship; what wonder the
pile seems unshapely and like to fall? But these theological doctrines are fleeting as the leaves on the trees. They
—

“Are found
Now green in youth, now withered on the ground;
Another race the following spring supplies;
They fall successive and successive rise.”

Like clouds of the sky, they are here to-day; to-morrow, all swept off and vanished; while Christianity itself,
like the heaven above, with its sun, and moon, and uncounted stars, is always over our head, though the cloud
sometimes debars us of the needed light. It must of necessity be the case that our reasonings, and therefore our
theological doctrines, are imperfect, and so perishing. It is only gradually that we approach to the true system
of Nature by observation and reasoning, and work out our philosophy and theology by the toil of the brain. But
meantime, it we are faithful, the great truths of morality and religion, the deep sentiment of love to man and
love to God, are perceived intuitively, and by instinct, as it were, though our theology be imperfect and
miserable. The theological notions of Abraham, to take the story as it stands, were exceedingly gross, yet a great
than Abraham has told us Abraham desired to see my day, saw it, and was glad. Since these notions are so
fleeting, why need we accept the commandment of men, as the doctrine of God?
This transitoriness of doctrines appears, in many instances, of which two may be selected for a more attentive
consideration. First, the doctrine respecting the origin and authority of the Old and New Testament. There has
been a time when men were burned for asserting doctrines of natural philosophy, which rested on evidence the
most incontestable, because those doctrines conflicted with sentences in the Old Testament. Every word of that
Jewish record was regarded as miraculously inspired, and therefore as infallibly true. It was believed that the
Christian religion itself rested thereon, and must stand or fall with the immaculate Hebrew text. He was deemed
no small sinner who found mistakes in manuscripts. On the authority of the written Word, man was taught to
believe impossible legends, conflicting assertions; to take fiction for fact; a dream for a miraculous revelation
of God; an oriental poem for a grave history of miraculous events; a collection of amatory idyls for a serious
discourse “touching the mutual love of Christ and the Church;” they have been taught to accept a picture
sketched by some glowing eastern imagination, never intended to be taken for reality, as proof that the Infinite
God spoke in human words, appeared in the shape of a cloud, a flaming bush, or a man who ate, and drank, and
vanished into smoke; that he gave counsels today, and the opposite tomorrow; that he violated his own laws;
was angry, and was only dissuaded by a mortal man from destroying at once a whole nation — millions of men
who rebelled against their leader in a moment of anguish. Questions in philosophy, questions in the Christian
religion, have been settled by an appeal to that book. The inspiration of its authors has been assumed as
infallible. Every fact in the early Jewish history has been taken as a type of some analogous fact in Christian
history. The most distant events, even such as are still in the arms of time, were supposed to be clearly foreseen
and foretold by pious Hebrews several centuries before Christ. It has been assumed at the outset, with no
shadow of evidence, that those writers held a miraculous communication with God, such as he has granted to
no other man. What was originally a presumption of bigoted Jews became an article of faith, which Christians
were burned for not believing. This has been for centuries the general opinion of the Christian church, both
Catholic and Protestant, though the former never accepted the BIBLE as the only source or religious truth. It
has been so. Still worse, it is now the general opinion of religious sects at this day. Hence the attempt, which
always fails, to reconcile the philosophy or our times with the poems in Genesis writ a thousand years before
Christ; hence the attempt to conceal the contradictions in the record itself. Matters have come to such a pass,
that even now he is deemed an infidel, if not by implication an atheist, whose reverence for the Most High
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forbids him to believe that God commanded Abraham to sacrifice his Son, a thought at which the flesh creeps
with horror; to believe it solely on the authority of an oriental story, written down nobody know when or by
whom, or for what purpose; which may be a poem, but cannot be the record of a fact, unless God is the author
of confusion and a lie.
Now this idolatry of the Old Testament has not always existed. Jesus says that none born of a woman is greater
than John the Baptist, yet the least in the kingdom of heaven was greater than John. Paul tells us the Law — the
very crown of the old Hebrew revelation — is a shadow of good things, which have now come, that we are no
longer under the schoolmaster; that it was a law of sin and death, from which we are made free by the Law of
the spirit of Life. Christian teachers themselves have differed so widely in their notion of the doctrines and
meaning of those books, that it makes one weep to think of the follies deduced therefrom. But modern Criticism
is fast breaking to pieces this idol which men have made out of the Scriptures. It has show that here are the most
different works thrown together. That their authors, wise as they sometimes were; pious as we feel often their
spirit to have been, had only that inspiration which is common to other men equally pious and wise; that they
were by no means infallible; but were mistaken in facts or in reasoning; uttered predictions which time has not
fulfilled; men who in some measure partook of the darkness and limited notions of their age, and where not
always above its mistakes or its corruptions.
The history of opinions on the New Testament is quite similar. It has been assumed at the outset, it would seem
with no sufficient reason, without the smallest pretence on its writers' part, that all of its authors were infallibly
and miraculously inspired, so that they could commit no error of doctrine or fact. Men have been bid to close
their eyes at the obvious difference between Luke and John; the serious disagreement between Paul and Peter;
to believe, on the smallest evidence, accounts which shock the moral sense and revolt the reason, and tend to
place Jesus in the same series with Hercules, and Apollonius of Tyana; accounts which Paul in the Epistles never
mentions, thought he also had a vein of the miraculous running quite through him. Men have been told that all
these things must be taken as part of Christianity, and if they accepted the religion, they must take all these
accessories along with it; that the living spirit could not be had without the killing letter. All the books, which
caprice or accident had brought together between the lids of the BIBLE, were declared to be the infallible word
of God; the only certain rule of religious faith and practice. Thus the BIBLE was made not a single channel, but
the only certain rule of religious faith and practice. To disbelieve any of its statements, or even the common
interpretation put upon those statements by the particular age or church in which the man belonged, was held
to be infidelity if not atheism. In the name of him who forbid us to judge our brother, good men and pious men
have applied these terms to others, good and pious as themselves. That state of things has by no means passed
away. Men, who cry down the absurdities of Paganism in the worst spirit of the French “free- thinkers,” call
others infidels and atheists, who point out, though reverently, other absurdities which men have piled upon
Christianity. so the world goes. An idolatrous regard for the imperfect scripture of God's word, is the apple of
Atalanta, which defeats theologians running for the hand of divine truth.
But the current notions respecting the infallible inspiration of the BIBLE have no foundation in the BIBLE itself.
Which Evangelist, which Apostle of the New Testament, what Prophet or Psalmist of the Old Testament, ever
claims infallible authority for himself or for others? Which of them does not in his own writings show that he
was finite, and with all his zeal and piety, possessed but a limited inspiration, the bound whereof we can
sometimes discover? Did Christ ever demand that men should assent to the doctrines of the Old Testament,
credit its stories, and take its poems for histories, and believe equally two accounts that contradict one another?
Has he ever told you that all the truths of his religion, all the beauty of a Christian life should be contained in
the writings of those men, who, even after his resurrection, expected him to be a Jewish king; of men who were
sometimes at variance with one another and misunderstood his divine teachings? Would not those modest
writers themselves be confounded at the idolatry we pay them? Opinions may change on these points, as thy
have often changed — changed greatly and for the worse since the days of Paul. They are changing now, and
we may hope for the better; for God makes man's folly as well as his wrath to praise Him, and continually brings
good out of evil.
Another instance of the transitoriness of doctrines, taught as Christian, is found in those which relate to the
nature and authority of Christ. One ancient party has told us, that he is the infinite God; another, that he is both
God and man; a third, that he was a man, the son of Joseph and Mary, — born as we are; tempted like ourselves;
inspired, as we may be, if we will pay the price. Each of the former parties believed its doctrine on this head
was infallibly true, and formed the very substance of Christianity, and was one of the essential conditions of
salvation, though scarce any two distinguished teachers, of ancient or modern times, agree in their expression
of this truth.
Almost every sect, that has ever been, makes Christianity rest on the personal authority of Jesus, and not the
immutable truth of the doctrines themselves, or the authority of God, who sent him into the world. Yet it seems
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difficult to conceive any reason, why moral and religious truths should rest for their support on the personal
authority of their revealer, any more than the truths of science on that of him who makes them known first or
most clearly, It is hard to see why the great truths of Christianity rest on the personal authority of Jesus, more
than the axioms of geometry rest on the personal authority of Euclid, or Archimedes. The authority of Jesus, as
of all teachers, one would naturally think, must rest on the truth of his words, and not their truth on his authority.
Opinions respecting the nature of Christ seem to be constantly changing. In the three first centuries after Christ,
it appears, great latitude of speculation prevailed. Some said he was God, with nothing of human nature, his
body only an illusion; others, that he was man, with nothing of the divine nature, his miraculous birth having
not foundation in fact. In a few centuries it was decreed by councils that he was God, thus honoring the divine
element; next, that he was man also, thus admitting the human side. For some ages the Catholic Church seems
to have dwelt chiefly on the divine nature that was in him, leaving the human element to mystics and other
heretical persons, whose bodies served to flesh the swords of orthodox believers. The stream of Christianity has
come to us in two channels — one within the Church, the other without the Church — and it is not hazarding
too much to say, that since the fourth century the true Christian life has been out of the established Church, and
not in it, but rather in the ranks of dissenters. From the Reformation till the latter part of the last century, we are
told, the Protestant Church dwelt chiefly on the human side of Christ, and since that time many works have been
written to show how the to - perfect Deity and perfect manhood — were united in his character. But, all this
time, scarce any two eminent teachers agree on these points, however orthodox they may be called. What a
difference between the Christ of John Gerson and John Calvin, - - yet were both accepted teachers and pious
men. What a difference between the Christ of Unitarians and the Methodists — yet may men of both sects be
true Christians and acceptable with God. What a difference between the Christ of Matthew and John — yet both
were disciples, and their influence is wide as Christendom and deep as the heart of man. But on this there is not
time to enlarge.
Now it seems clear, that the notion men form about the origin and nature of the scriptures; respecting the nature
and authority of Christ, having nothing to do with Christianity except as it aids or its adversaries; they are not
the foundation of its truths. These are theological questions; not religious questions. Their connection with
Christianity appears accidental; for if Jesus had taught at Athens, and not a Jerusalem if he had wrought no
miracle, and none but the human nature had ever been ascribed to him; if the Old Testament had forever been
perished at his birth, — Christianity would still have been the Word of God; it would have lost none of its truths.
It would be just as true, just as beautiful, just as lasting, as now it is; though we should have lost so many a
blessed word, and the work of Christianity itself would have been, perhaps, a long time retarded.
To judge the future by the past, the former authority of the Old Testament can never return. Its present authority
cannot stand. It must be taken for what it is worth. The occasional folly and impiety of its authors must pass for
no more than their value; — while the religion, the wisdom, the love, which make fragrant its leaves, will still
speak to the best hearts as hitherto, and in accents even more divine, when Reason is allowed her rights. The
ancient belief in the infallible inspiration of each sentence of the New Testament is fast changing; very fast. One
writer, not a skeptic, but a Christian of unquestioned piety, sweeps off the beginning of Matthew; another, of a
different church and equally religious, the end of John. Numerous critics strike off several epistles. The
Apocalypse itself it not spared, notwithstanding its concluding curse. Who shall tell us the work of retrenchment
is to stop here; that others will not demonstrate, what some pious hearts have long felt, that errors of doctrine
and errors of fact may be found in many parts of the record, here and there, from the beginning of Matthew to
the end of Acts? We see how opinions have changed ever since the apostles' time; and who shall assure us that
they were not sometimes mistaken in historical, as well as doctrinal matters; did not sometimes confound the
actual with the imaginary; and that the fancy of these pious writers never stood in the place of their recollection?
But what if this should take place? Is Christianity then to perish out of the heart of the nations, and vanish from
the memory of the world, like the religions that were before Abraham? It must be so, if it rest on a foundation
which a scoffer may shake, and a score of pious critics shake down. But this is the foundation of a theology, not
of Christianity. That does not rest on the decision of Councils. It is not to stand or fall with the infallible
inspiration of a few Jewish fishermen, who have writ their names in characters of light all over the world. It
does not continue to stand through the forbearance of some critic, who can cut, when he will, the thread on
which its life depends. Christianity does not rest on the infallible authority of the New Testament, It depends o
this collection of books for the historical statement of its facts. In this we do not require infallible inspiration on
the part of the writers, more than in the record of other historical facts. To me it seems as presumptuous, on the
one hand, for the believer to claim this evidence for the truth of Christianity, as it is absurd, on the other hand,
for the skeptic to demand such evidence to support these historical statements. I cannot see that it depends on
the personal authority of Jesus. He was the organ through which the Infinite spoke. It is God that was manifested
in the flesh by him, on whom rests the truth which Jesus brought to light and made clear and beautiful in his
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life; and if Christianity be true, it seems useless to look for any other authority to uphold it, as for some one to
support Almighty God. So if it could be proved, — as it cannot, — in opposition to the greatest amount of
historical evidence ever collected on any similar point, that the gospels were the fabrication of designing and
artful men, that Jesus of Nazareth had never lived, still Christianity would stand firm, and fear no evil. None of
the doctrines of that religion would fall to the ground; for if true, they stand by themselves. But we should lose,
— oh, irreparable loss! — the example of that character, so beautiful, so divine, that no human genius could
have conceived it, as none, after all the progress and refinement of eighteen centuries, seems fully to have
comprehended its lustrous life. If Christianity were true, we should still think it was so, not because its record
was written by infallible pens; nor because it was lived out by an infallible teacher, — but that it is true, like the
axioms of geometry, because it is true, and is to be tried by the oracle God places in the breast. If it rest on the
personal authority of Jesus alone, then there is no certainty of its truth, if he were ever mistake in the smallest
matter, as some Christians have thought he was, in predicting his second coming.
These doctrines respecting the scriptures have often changed, and are but fleeting. Yet men lay much stress on
them. Some cling to these notions as if they were Christianity itself. It is about these and similar points that
theological battles are fought from age to age. Men sometimes use worst the choicest treasure God bestows.
This is especially true of the use men make of the BIBLE. Some men have regarded it as the heathen their idol,
or the savage his fetish. They have subordinated Reason, Conscience, and Religion to this. Thus have they lost
half the treasure it bears in its boom. No doubt the time will come when its true character shall be felt. Then it
will be seen, that, amid all the contradictions of the Old Testament; its legends so beautiful as fictions, so
appalling as facts; amid its predictions that have never been fulfilled; amid the puerile conceptions of God,
which sometimes occur, and the cruel denunciations that disfigure both Psalm and Prophecy, there is a reverence
for man's nature, a sublime trust in God, and a depth of piety rarely felt in these cold northern hearts of ours.
Then the devotion of is authors, the loftiness of their aim, and the majesty of their life, will appear doubly fair,
and Prophet and Psalmist will warm our hearts as never before. Their voice will cheer the young and sanctify
the gray-headed; will charm us in the toil of life, and sweeten the cup Death gives us, when he comes to shake
off this mantle of flesh. Then will it be seen, that the words of Jesus are music of heaven, sung in an earthy voice,
and the echo of these words in John and Paul owe their efficacy to their truth and their depth, and to no
accidental matter connected therewith. Then can the Word, — which was in the beginning and now is, — find
access to the innermost heart of man, and speak these as now it seldom speaks. Then shall the BIBLE, — which
is a whole library of the deepest and most earnest thoughts and feelings an piety and love, ever recorded in
human speech, — be read oftener than ever before, not with Superstition, but with Reason, Conscience, and
Faith fully active. Then shall it sustain men bowed down with many sorrows; rebuke sin; encourage virtue; sow
the world broad-cast and quick with the seed of love, that man may reap a harvest for life everlasting.
With all the obstacles men have thrown in its path, how much has the BIBLE done for mankind. No abuse has
deprived us of all its blessings. You trace its path across the world from the day of Pentecost to this day. As a
river springs up in the heart of a sandy continent, having its father in the skies and its birth- place in distant,
unknown mountains; as the stream rolls on, enlarging itself, making in that arid waste a belt of verdure,
wherever it turns its way; creating palm groves and fertile plains, where the smoke of the cottager curls up at
even-tide, and marble cities send the gleam of their splendor far into the sky; — such has been the course of the
BIBLE on the earth. Despite of idolaters bowing to the dust before it, it has made a deeper mark on the world
than the rich and beautiful literature of all the heathen. The first book of the Old Testament tells man he is made
in the image of God; the first of the New Testament gives us the motto, Be perfect as your Father in heaven.
Higher words were never spoken. How the truths of the BIBLE have blest us. There is not a boy on all the hills
of New England; not a girl born in the filthiest cellar which disgraces a capital in Europe, and cries to God
against the barbarism of modern civilization; not a boy or a girl all Christendom through, but their lot is made
better by that great book.
Doubtless the time will come when men shall see Christ also as he is. Well might he still say: “Have I been so
long with you, and yet hast thou not known me?” No! we have made him an idol, have bowed the knee before
him, saying, “Hail, king of the Jews;” called him “Lord, Lord!” but done not he things which he said. The
history of the Christian world might well be summed up in one word of the evangelist — “and there they
crucified him,” for there has never been an age when men did not crucify the Son of God afresh. But if error
prevail for a time and grow old in the world, truth will triumph at the last, and then we shall see the Son of God
as he is. Lifted up he shall draw all nations unto him. Then will men understand the Word of Jesus, which shall
not pass away. Then shall we see and love the divine life that he lived. How vast has his influence been. How
his spirit wrought in the hearts of his disciples, rude, selfish, bigoted, as at first they were. How it has wrought
in the world. His words judge the nations. The wisest son of man has not measured their height. They speak to
what is deepest in profound men; what is holiest in good men; what is divinest in religious men. They kindle
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anew the flame of devotion in hearts long cold. They are Spirit and Life. His truth was not derived from Moses
and Solomon; but the light of God shone through him, not colored, not bent aside. His life is the perpetual
rebuke of all time since. It condemns ancient civilization; it condemns modern civilization. Wise men we have
since had, and good men; but this Galilean youth strode before the world whole thousands of years, — so much
of Divinity was in him. His words solve the questions of the present age. In him the Godlike and the Human
met and embraced, and a divine Life was born. Measure him by the world's greatest sons; — how poor they are.
Try him by the best of men, — how little and low hey appear. Exalt him as much as we may, we shall yet,
perhaps, come short of the mark. But still was he not our brother; the son of man, as we are; the Son of God,
like ourselves? His excellence, was it not human excellence? His wisdom, love, piety, — sweet and celestial as
they were, — are they not what we also may attain? In him, as in mirror, we may se the image of God, and go
on from glory to glory, till we are changed into the same image, led by the spirit which enlightens the humble.
Viewed in this way, how beautiful is the life of Jesus. Heaven has come down to earth, or rather, earth has
become heaven. The Son of God, come of age, has taken possession of his birthright. The brightest revelation
is this, — of what is possible for all men, if not now at least hereafter. How pure is his spirit, and how
encouraging its words. “Lowly sufferer,” he seems to say, “see how I bore the cross. Patient laborer, be strong;
see how I toiled for the unthankful and the merciless. Mistaken sinner, see of what thou art capable. Rise up,
and be blessed.”
But if, as some early Christians began to do, you take a heathen view, and make him a God, the Son of God in
a peculiar and exclusive sense — much of the significance of his character is gone. His virtue has no merit; his
love no feeling; his cross no burthen; his agony no pain. His death is an illusion; his resurrection but a show.
For if he were not a man, but a god, what are all these thing; what his words, his life, his excellence of
achievement? — It is all nothing, weighed against the illimitable greatness of Him who created the worlds and
fills up all time and space! Then his resignation is no lesson; his life not model; his death no triumph to you or
me, — who are not gods, but mortal men, that know not what a day shall bring forth, and walk by faith “dim
sounding on our perilous way.” Alas, we have despaired of man, and so cut off his brightest hope.
In respect of doctrines as well as forms we see all is transitory. “Every where is instability and insecurity.”
Opinions have changed most, on points deemed most vital. Could we bring up a Christian teacher of any age,
— from the sixth to the fourteenth century, for example, though a teacher of undoubted soundness of faith,
whose word filled the churches of Christendom, clergymen would scarce allow him to kneel at their altar, or sit
down with them at the Lord's table. His notions of Christianity could not be expressed in our forms; nor could
our notions be made intelligible to his ears. The questions of his age, those on which Christianity was thought
to depend, — questions which perplexed and divided the subtle doctors, — are no questions to us. The quarrels
which then drove wise men mad, now only excite a smile or a tear, as we are disposed to laugh or weep at the
frailty of man. We have other straws of our own to quarrel for. Their ancient books of devotion do not speak to
us; their theology is a vain word. To look back but a short period, the theological speculations of our fathers
during the last two centuries; their “practical divinity;” even the sermons written by genius and piety, are, with
rare exceptions, found unreadable; such a change is there in the doctrines.
Now who shall tell us that the change is to stop here? That this sect or that, or even all sects united, have
exhausted the river of life, and received it all in their canonized urns, so that we need draw no more out of the
eternal well, but get refreshment nearer at hand? Who shall tell us that another age will not smile at our
doctrines, disputes, and unchristian quarrels about Christianity, and make wide the mouth at men who walked
brave in orthodox raiment, delighting to blacken the names of heretics, and repeat again the old charge “he hath
blasphemed”? Who shall tell us they will not weep at the folly of all such as fancied Truth shone only into the
contracted nook of their school, or sect, or coterie? Men of other times may look down equally on the heresy-
hunters, and men hunted for heresy, and wonder at both. The men of all ages before us, were quite as confident
as we, that their opinion was truth; that their notion was Christianity and the whole thereof. The men who lit the
fires of persecution, from the first martyr to Christian bigotry down to the last murder of the innocents, had no
doubt their opinion was divine. The contest about transubstantiation, and the immaculate purity of the Hebrew
and Greek texts of the scriptures, was waged with a bitterness unequalled in these days. The Protestant smiles
at one, the Catholic at the other, and men of sense wonder at both. It might teach us a lesson, at least of
forbearance. No doubt, an age will come, in which ours shall be reckoned a period of darkness — like the sixth
century — when men groped for the wall but stumbled and fell, because they trust a transient notion, not an
eternal truth; an age when temples were full of idols, set up by human folly, an age in which Christian light had
scarce begun to shine into men's hearts. But while this changed goes on; while one generation of opinions passes
away, and another rises up; Christianity itself, that pure Religion, which exists eternal in the constitution of the
soul and the mind of God, is always the same. The Word that was before Abraham, in the very beginning, will
not change, for that word is Truth. From this Jesus subtracted nothing; to this he added nothing. But he came to
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reveal it as the secret of God, that cunning men could not understand, but which filled the souls of men meek
and lowly of heart. This truth we owe to God; the revelation thereof to Jesus, our elder brother, God's chosen
son.
To turn away from the disputes of the Catholics and the Protestants, of the Unitarian and the Trinitarian, of Old
School and New School, and come to the plain words of Jesus of Nazareth, Christianity is a simple thing; very
simple. It is absolute, pure Morality; absolute, pure Religion; the love of man; the love of God acting without
let or hindrance. The only creed it lays down is the great truth which springs up spontaneous in the holy heart
— there is a God. Its watchword is, be perfect as your Father in Heaven. The only form it demands is a divine
life; doing the best thing, in the best way, from the highest motives; perfect obedience to the great law of God.
Its sanction is the voice of God in your heart; the perpetual presence of Him, who made us and the stars over
our head; Christ and the Father abiding within us. All this is very simple; a little child can understand it; very
beautiful, the loftiest mind can find nothing so lovely. Try it by Reason, Conscience, and Faith — things highest
in man's nature — we see no redundance, we feel no deficiency. Examine the particular duties it enjoins;
humility, reverence, sobriety, gentleness, charity, forgiveness, fortitude, resignation, faith, and active love; try
the whole extent of Christianity so well summed up in the command, “Thou shalt love he Lord they God with
all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind — thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself;” and is there
anything therein that can perish? No, the very opponents of Christianity have rarely found fault with the
teachings of Jesus. The end of Christianity seems to be to make all men one with God as Christ was one with
Him; to bring them to such a state of obedience and goodness, that we shall think divine thoughts and feel divine
sentiments, and so keep the law of God by living a life of truth and love. Its means are Purity and Prayer; getting
strength from God and using it for our fellow men as well as ourselves. It allows perfect freedom. It does not
demand all men to think alike, but to think uprightly, and get as near as possible to the truth; not all men to
live alike, but to live holy, and get as near as possible to a life perfectly divine. Christ set up no pillars of
Hercules, beyond which men must not sail the sea in quest of truth. He says, “I have many things to say unto
you, but ye cannot bear them now ... Greater works than these shall ye do.” Christianity lays no rude hand on
the sacred peculiarity of individual genius and character. But there is no Christian sect which does not fetter a
man. It would make all men think alike, or smother their conviction in silence. Were all men Quakers or
Catholics, Unitarians or Baptists, there would be much less diversity of thought, character, and life; less of truth
active in the world than now. But Christianity gives us the largest liberty of the sons of God, and were all men
Christians after the fashion of Jesus, this variety would be a thousand times greater than now; for Christianity
is not a system of doctrines, but rather a method of attaining oneness with God. It demands, therefore, a good
life of piety within, of purity without, and gives the promise that who does God's `will, shall know of God's
doctrine.
In an age of corruption, as all ages are, Jesus stood and looked up to God. There was nothing between him and
the Father of all; no old word, be it of Moses or Esaias, of a living Rabbi or Sanhedrin of Rabbis; no sin or
perverseness of the finite will. As the result of this virgin purity of soul and perfect obedience, the light of God
shone down into the very deeps of his soul, bringing all of the Godhead which flesh can receive. He would have
us do the same; worship with nothing between us and God; act, think feel, live, in perfect obedience to Him;
and we never are Christians as he was the Christ, until we worship, as Jesus did, with no mediator, with
nothing between us and the Father of all. He felt that God's word was in him; that he was one with God. He told
what he saw — the Truth; he lived what he felt — a life of Love. The truth he brought to light must have been
always the same before the eyes of all-seeing God, nineteen centuries before Christ, or nineteen centuries after
him. A life supported by the principle and quickened by the sentiment of religion, if true to both, is always the
same thing in Nazareth or New England. Now that divine man received these truths from God; was illumined
more clearly by “the light that lighteneth every man”; combined or involved all the truths of Religion and
Morality in his doctrine, and made them manifest in his life. Then his words and example passed into the world,
and can no more perish than the stars be wiped out of the sky. The truths he taught; his doctrines respecting man
and God; the relation between man and man, and man and God, with the duties that grow out of that relation,
are always the same, and can never change till man ceases to be man, and creation vanishes into nothing. No;
forms and opinions change and perish; but the Word of God cannot fail. The form Religion takes, the doctrines
wherewith she is girded, can never be the same in any two centuries or two men; for since the sum of religious
doctrines is both the result and the measure of a man's total growth in wisdom, virtue, and piety, and since men
will always differ in these respects, so religious doctrines and forms will always differ, always be transient,
as Christianity goes forth and scatters the seed she bears in her hand. But the Christianity holy men feel in
the heart — the Christ that is born within us, is always the same thing to each soul that feels it. This differs
only in degree and not in kind, from age to age and man to man; there is something in Christianity which no
sect from the “Ebionites” to the “latter day saints” ever entirely overlooked. This is that common Christianity,
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which burns in the hearts of pious men.
Real Christianity gives men new life. It is the growth and perfect action of the Holy Spirit God puts into the
sons of men. It makes us outgrow any form, or any system of doctrines we have devised, and approach still
closer to the truth. It would lead us to take what help we can find. It would make the BIBLE our servant, not our
master. It would teach us to profit by the wisdom and piety of David and Solomon; but not to sin their sins, nor
bow to their idols. it would make us revere the holy words spoken by “godly men of old,” but revere still more
the word of God spoken through Conscience, Reason, and Faith, as the holiest of all. It would not make Christ
the despot of the soul, but the brother of all men. It would not tell us, that even he had exhausted the fulness of
God, so that He could create none greater; for with Him “all things are possible,” and neither Old Testament or
New Testament ever hints that creation exhausts the creator. Still less would it tell us, the wisdom, the piety the
love, the manly excellence of Jesus, was the result of miraculous agency alone, but, that it was won, like the
excellence of humbler men, by faithful obedience to Him who gave his Son such ample heritage. It would point
to him as our brother, who went before, like he good shepherd, to charm us with the music of his words, and
with he beauty of his life to tempt us up the steeps of mortal toil, within the gate of Heaven. It would have us
make the kingdom of God on earth, and enter more fittingly the kingdom on high. It would lead us to form Christ
in the heart, on which Paul laid such stress, and work out our salvation by this. For it is not so much by the Christ
who lived so blameless and beautiful eighteen centuries ago, that we are saved directly, but by the Christ we
form in our hearts and live out in our daily life, that we save ourselves, God working with us, both to will and
to do.
Compare the simpleness of Christianity, as Christ sets it forth on the Mount, with what is sometimes taught and
accepted in that honored name; and what a difference. One is of God; one is of man. There is something in
Christianity which sects have not reached; something that will not be won, we fear, by theological battles, or
the quarrels of pious men; still we may rejoice that Christ is preached in any way. The Christianity of sects, of
the pulpit, of society, is ephemeral — a transitory fly. It will pass off and be forgot. Some new form will take
its place, suited to the aspect of the changing times. Each will represent something of the truth; but no one the
whole. It seems the whole race of man is needed to do justice to the whole of truth, as “the whole church, to
preach the whole gospel.” Truth is entrusted for the time to a perishable Ark of human contrivance. Though
often shipwrecked, she always comes safe to land, and is not changed by her mishap. That pure ideal Religion
which Jesus saw on the mount of his vision, and lived out in the lowly life of a Galilean peasant; which
transforms his cross into an emblem of all that is holiest on earth; which makes sacred the ground he trod, and
is dearest to the best of men, most true to what is truest in them, cannot pass away. Let men improve never so
far in civilization, or soar never so high on the wings of Religion and Love, they can never outgo the flight of
truth and Christianity. It will always be above them. It is as if we were to fly towards a Star, which becomes
larger and more bright the nearer we approach, till we enter and are absorbed in its glory.
If we look carelessly on the ages that have gone by, or only on the surfaces of things as they come up before us,
there is reason to fear; for we confound the truth of God with the word of man. So at a distance the cloud and
the mountain seem the same. When the drift changes with he passing wind, an unpractised eye might fancy the
mountain itself was gone. But the mountain stands to catch the clouds, to win the blessing they bear, and send
it down to moisten the fainting violet, to form streams which gladden valley and meadow, and sweep on at last
to the sea in deep channels, laden with fleets. Thus the forms of the church, the creeds of sects, the conflicting
opinions of teachers, float round the sides of the Christian mount, and swell and toss, and rise and fall, and dart
their lightening, and roll their thunder, but they neither make nor mar the mount itself. Is loft summit far
transcends the tumult; knows nothing of the storm which roars below; but burns with rosy light at evening and
at morn; gleams in the splendors of the midday sun; sees his light when the long shadows creep over plain and
moorland, and all night long has its head in the heavens, and is visited by troops of stars which never set, nor
veil their face to ought so pure and high.
Let then the Transient pass, fleet as it will, and may God send us some new manifestation of the Christian faith,
that shall stir men's hearts as they were never stirred; some new Word, which shall teach us what we are, and
renew us all in the image of God; some better life, that shall fulfill the Hebrew prophecy, and pour out the spirit
of God on young men and maidens, and old men and children; which shall realize the Word of Christ, and give
us the comforter, who shall reveal all needed things. There are Simeons enough in the cottages and Churches
of New England, plain men and pious women, who wait for the Consolation, and would die in gladness, if their
expiring breath could stir quicker the wings that bear him on. There are men enough, sick and “bowed down,
in no wise able to lift up themselves,” who would be healed could they kiss the hand of their Saviour, or touch
but the hem of his garment; men who look up and are not fed, because they ask bread from heaven and water
from the rock, not traditions or fancies, Jewish or heathen, or new or old; men enough who, with throbbing
hearts, pray for the spirit of healing to come upon the waters, which other than angels have long kept in trouble;
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men enough who have lain long time sick of theology, nothing bettered by man physicians, and are now dead,
too dead to bury their dead, who would come out of their graves at the glad tidings. God send us a real religious
life, which shall pluck blindness out of the heart, and make us better fathers, mothers, and children; a religious
life, that shall go with us where we go, and make every home the house of God, every act acceptable as a pray.
We would work for this, and pray for it, though we wept tears of blood while we prayed.
Such, then, is the Transient, and such the Permanent in Christianity. What is of absolute value never changes;
we may cling round it and grow to it forever. No one can say his notions shall stand. But we may all say, the
Truth, as it is in Jesus, shall never pass away. Yet there are lays some even religious men, who do not see the
permanent element, so they rely on the fleeting; and, what is also an evil, condemn others for not doing the
same. They mistake a defence of the Truth for an attack upon the Holy of Holiest; the removal of a theological
error for the destruction of all religion. Already men of the same sect eye one another with suspicion, and
lowering brows that indicate a storm, and, like children who have fallen out in their play, call hard names. Now,
as always, there is a collision between these two elements. The question puts itself to each man, “Will you cling
to what is perishing, or embrace what is eternal?” This question each must answer for himself.
My friends, if you receive the notions about Christianity, which chance to be current in your sect or church,
solely because they are current, and thus accept the commandment of men instead of God's truth — there will
always be enough to commend you for soundness of judgment, prudence, and good sense; enough to call you
Christian for that reason. But it this is all you rely upon, alas for you. The ground will shake under your feet if
you attempt to walk uprightly and like men. You will be afraid of very new opinion, lets it shake down your
church; you will fear “lest if a fox go up, he will break down your stone wall.” The smallest contradiction in the
New Testament or Old Testament; the least disagreement between the Law and the Gospel; any mistake of the
Apostles, will weaken your faith. It shall be with you “as when a hungry man dreameth, and behold, he eateth;
but he awaketh, and his soul is empty.
If, on the other hand, you take the true Word of God, and live out this, nothing shall harm you. Men may mock,
but their mouthfuls of wind shall be blown back upon their own face. If the master of the house were called
Beelzebub, it matters little what name is given to the household. The name Christian, given in mockery, will
last till the world go down. He that loves God and man, and lives in accordance with that love, needs not fear
what man can do to him. His Religion comes to him in his hour of sadness, it lays its hand on him when he has
fallen among thieves, and raise him up, heals, and comforts him. If he is crucified, he shall rise again.
My friends, you this day receive, with the usual formalities, the man you have chosen to speak to you on the
highest of all themes, — what concerns your life on earth; you lie in heave. It is a work for which no talents, no
prayerful diligence, no piety, is too great; an office, that would dignify angels, if worthily filled. In the eyes of
this man be holden, that he cannot discern between the perishing and the true, you will hold him guiltless of
all sin in this; but look for light where it can be had; for his office will then be of no use to you. But if he sees
the truth, and is scared by worldly motives, and will not tell it, alas for him! If the watchman see the foe coming
and blow not the trumpet, the blood of the innocent is on him.
Your own conduct and character, the treatment you offer this young man, will is some measure influence him.
The hearer affects the speaker. There were some places where even Jesus “did not many mighty works, because
of their unbelief.” Worldly motives — not seeming such — sometimes deter good men from their duty. Gold
and Ease have, before now, enervated noble minds. Daily contact with men of low aims takes down the ideal of
life, which a bright spirit casts out of itself. Terror has sometimes palsied tongues that, before, were eloquent as
the voice of Persuasion. But thereby Truth is not holden. She speaks in a thousand tongues, and with a pen of
iron graves her sentence on the rock forever. You may prevent the freedom of speech in this pulpit if you will.
You may hire you servants to preach as you bid; to spare your vices and flatter your follies; to prophecy smooth
things, and say, It is peace, when there is no peace. Yet is so doing you weaken and enthrall yourselves. And
alas for that man who consents to think one thing in his closet, and preach another in his pulpit. God shall judge
him in his mercy not man in his wrath. But over his study and over his pulpit might be writ — EMPTINESS;
on his canonical robes, on his forehead and right hand — DECEIT, DECEIT.
But, on the other hand, you may encourage you brother to tell you the truth. Your affection will then be precious
to him; your prayers of great price. Every evidence of your sympathy will go to baptize him anew to Holiness
and Truth. You will then have his best words, his brightest thoughts, and his most hearty prayers. He may grow
old in your service, blessing and blest. He will have
“The sweetest, best of consolation,
The thought, that he has given,
To serve the cause of Heaven,
The freshness of his early inspiration.”
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Choose as you will choose; but weal or woe depends upon your choice.
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October: Rhode Island was in turmoil. During this month a People’s Constitutional Convention met and drafted a 
People’s Constitution to replace the old royal colonial charter which was still in effect. There were a lot of 
millworkers, mostly centered around a place called Blackstone Valley or Pawtucket that you can still see 
without even needing to get off the freeway as you drive through Providence. Almost 60% of Rhode Islanders 
–strike that, almost 60% of the adult male population of Rhode Island– were being denied the opportunity to 

vote by the dominant Law-and-Order party there –a party made up to a significant degree of landowners who 

had inherited fortunes made in the slave trade– because they did not hold at least $134.00 in property and/or 
were not the eldest son of a Rhode Islander who held at least $134.00 in property. However, the workers who 
were fighting for universal (adult male) suffrage were also, generally, racists fighting to deny such suffrage to 
adult free black males. This made for an interesting politics. For instance, the Law-and-Order party of Rhode 
Island cut a deal with the large black population of Providence because “they would rather have the Negroes 
vote than the damned Irish.” (The Irish were a threat simply because, since they had been forced to flee the 
potatoes and the famines of Ireland, they had become susceptible to pressures to labor longer hours for lower 
pay.)

Outside agitators who were in favor of equal suffrage for all adult males, outside agitators such as Abby 
Kelley, stood accused in the newspapers of trying to “convert people to transcendentalism.” Frederick 

READ EDWARD FIELD TEXT
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Douglass later wrote of Kelley that “Her young and simple Quaker beauty, combined with her wonderful 
earnestness, her large knowledge and great logical power bore down all opposition, wherever she spoke, 
though she was pelted with foul eggs and no less foul words from the noisy mobs which attended us.” 

The Law and Order party lost the election, but it was an illegal election anyway and the Law and Order party 
had a promise from President John Tyler of federal troops if necessary, so they put a thousand-dollar reward 
on the head of the winner of the election, Thomas Wilson Dorr, and when they arrested him they tried him for 
treason and sentenced him to life in prison.20

December 23, Thursday: Waldo Emerson lectured at the Masonic Temple in Boston. This was the 4th lecture of the 
series: “THE TRANSCENDENTALIST”.It is well known to most of my audience, that the Idealism of the present 

day acquired the name of Transcendentalism, from the use of that term by Immanuel Kant, of Königsberg, who 
replied to the skeptical philosophy of Locke, which insisted that there was nothing in the intellect which was 
not previously in the experience of the senses, by showing that there was a very important class of ideas, or 
imperative forms, which did not come by experience, but through which experience was acquired; that these 
were intuitions of the mind itself; and he denominated them Transcendental forms. The extraordinary 
profoundness and precision of that man’s thinking have given vogue to his nomenclature, in Europe and 
America, to that extent, that whatever belongs to the class of intuitive thought, is popularly called at the present 
day Transcendental.

Population Trends

England / Wales Ireland 

1821 12,000,000 6,800,000

1831 13,900,000 7,770,000

1841 15,920,000 8,180,000

1845 about 16,700,000 about 8,300,000
(the year of the blight,

to be followed by famine
and then by fever

and emigration)

1851 17,930,000 6,550,000

1861 20,070,000 5,800,000

1871 31,629,299 5,410,000

1881 35,026,108 5,170,000

20. It's not that bad, wouldn’t you know: the Law and Order people pardoned this candidate as soon as they were firmly in control 
of Rhode Island again, and so actually he only spent a couple of years of his life in prison as a traitor to his country for the crime of 
being the political candidate who had been the best vote-getter in an election that was declared to be unauthorized.

THE LIST OF LECTURES
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Gary Robertson has recently noted that in a heavily condensed MP3 audio recording of this oration put out by 
Audio Scholar in 1994, the following material had been omitted: “The sturdy capitalist, no matter how deep 
and square on blocks of Quincy granite he lays the foundations of his banking-house or Exchange, must set it, 
at last, not on a cube corresponding to the angles of his structure, but on a mass of unknown materials and 
solidity, red-hot or white-hot, perhaps at the core, which rounds off to an almost perfect sphericity, and lies 
floating in soft air, and goes spinning away, dragging bank and banker with it at a rate of thousands of miles 
the hour, he knows not whither, — a bit of bullet, now glimmering, now darkling through a small cubic space 
on the edge of an unimaginable pit of emptiness. And this wild balloon, in which his whole venture is 
embarked, is a just symbol of his whole state and faculty. One thing, at least, he says is certain, and does not 
give me the headache, that figures do not lie; the multiplication table has been hitherto found unimpeachable 
truth; and, moreover, if I put a gold eagle in my safe, I find it again to-morrow; — but for these thoughts, I 
know not whence they are. They change and pass away.”
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Waldo Emerson explained in the published version of his lecture “THE TRANSCENDENTALIST” 
that transcendentalism was being referred to in New England as new views:

but of course he mentioned this idiom only to contradict it, and insist that such thoughts were

Emerson asserted that Transcendentalism got its title from the constructs of Herr Professor Immanuel Kant (a 
philosopher whom, demonstrably, he never took the trouble to understand — if he even went to the trouble of 
reading him at all): although our sensory experience was a mere illusion in presenting to us an image of a 
material universe, nevertheless through an act of conscious imagination we could see, through this transparent 
illusion of materiality, to a real ideal realm. He thus cumbered the Transcendentalist movement with a 
misunderstood Continental legitimation which amounted to excess baggage.  (Thoreau, by way of radical 
contrast with this cheap stuff, nowhere discussed such topics on their merits except to quip in WALDEN; OR, 
LIFE IN THE WOODS that “the universe constantly and obediently answers to our conceptions.”)

1842

what are called new views here in New England

not new, but the very oldest....

WALDEN: The universe constantly and obediently answers to our
conceptions; whether we travel fast or slow, the track is laid for us.
Let us spend our lives in conceiving then. The poet or the artist never
yet had so fair and noble a design but some of his posterity at least
could accomplish it.
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It was in this year that Walt Whitman became acquainted with the essays of Waldo Emerson:

As Laura Dassow Walls has pointed out, “The demand transcendental idealism imposed, that Thoreau value 
facts not for themselves but for the higher truths they encoded, was already problematical by 1842.”

I was simmering, simmering, simmering; Emerson brought me to a boil.
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Returning from his missionary labors in Ohio to New England, the Reverend Christopher Pearse Cranch 
discovered that his interest in Transcendentalism threatened his career as a Unitarian minister, so he turned to 
painting and to writing poetry for THE DIAL. He would contribute also to the Harbinger and the Western 
Messenger, and publish four volumes of his verse.

After a short stay in Mobile, Alabama, the Reverend Charles Henry Appleton Dall boarded ship for England. 
There he would meet Unitarian luminaries such as James Martineau, and observe British Unitarian efforts 
toward social reform. He would return to America at the end of the year.

The Wyandottes, Ohio’s last native tribe, headed west.
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January-June: Charles Dickens’s trip with his wife Catherine to the United States of America and to Canada, the stated 
purpose of which was to investigate our prison systems (visits to jails, asylums, and charitable institutions 
would form the framework of AMERICAN NOTES), had begun with a violent, stormy Atlantic crossing in 

January. The diminutive author’s itinerary would include Massachusetts, New York, Pennsylvania, 
Washington, Baltimore, Virginia, Ohio, Kentucky, Missouri, and Canada. An appearance of distaste for 
matters American as perceived by readers of the 1st edition of AMERICAN NOTES (which appeared in two 
volumes in October) would prompt the author to remark for the 1859 edition that “to represent me as viewing 
America with ill-nature, coldness, or animosity, is merely to do a very foolish thing: which is always a very 
easy one.”

Waldo Emerson, hearing him read in Boston, commented that he simply didn’t know what to make of the man. 

The fruits of the earth have their growth in
corruption. Out of the rottenness of these things,
there has sprung up in Boston a sect of philosophers
known as Transcendentalists. On inquiring what this
appellation might be supposed to signify, I was given
to understand that whatever was unintelligible would
be certainly transcendental. Not deriving much comfort
from this elucidation, I pursued the inquiry still
further, and found that the Transcendentalists are
followers of my friend Mr. Carlyle, or I should rather
say, of a follower of his, Mr. Ralph Waldo Emerson.
This gentleman has written a volume of Essays, in
which, among much that is dreamy and fanciful (if he
will pardon me for saying so), there is much more that
is true and manly, honest and bold. Transcendentalism
has its occasional vagaries (what school has not?), but
it has good healthful qualities in spite of them; not
least among the number a hearty disgust of Cant, and
an aptitude to detect her in all the million varieties
of her everlasting wardrobe. And therefore if I were a
Bostonian, I think I would be a Transcendentalist.

THOMAS CARLYLE

TRANSCENDENTALISM
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For one thing this man turned out, unexpectedly, to be exceedingly short.

At about this point Catherine Dickens’s 15-year-old sister Georgina became a permanent member of the 
household of Charles Dickens.
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January:  Charles Dickens had just arrived in Boston and was staying at the Tremont House which Henry Thoreau 
would mention in WALDEN, on Boston Common across the street from the Tremont Temple. 

PEOPLE OF
WALDEN

WALDEN: I had three chairs in my house; one for solitude, two for
friendship, three for society. When visitors came in larger and
unexpected numbers there was but the third chair for them all,
but they generally economized the room by standing up. It is
surprising how many great men and women a small house will
contain. I have had twenty-five or thirty souls, with their
bodies, at once under my roof, and yet we often parted without
being aware that we had come very near to one another. Many of
our houses, both public and private, with their almost
innumerable apartments, their huge halls and their cellars for
the storage of wines and other munitions of peace, appear to me
extravagantly large for their inhabitants. They are so vast and
magnificent that the latter seem to be only vermin which infest
them. I am surprised when the herald blows his summons before some
Tremont or Astor or Middlesex House, to see come creeping out over
the piazza for all inhabitants a ridiculous mouse, which soon
again slinks into some hole in the pavement.

HORACE
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At a downtown supper in his honor, gentlemen and lady guests were seated in separate dining rooms so as to 
prevent “promiscuous” intermingling of the sexes on an occasion at which some men of dubious character 
might be anticipated to make an appearance. —Presumably The Charles Dickens attended the one dining room 
while The Mrs. Charles Dickens presided as the guest of honor in the other? Some people at the banquet 
commented that this man was rather more diminutive than they had anticipated. When the blind, deaf, and 
mute Laura Bridgman was presented to them at the Perkins Institute for the Blind in Boston, the famous author 
and his wife were powerfully affected:

Dickens’s notes included the following:

In all the public establishments of America, the utmost
courtesy prevails. Most of our Departments are
susceptible of considerable improvement in this
respect, but the Customs house above all others would
do well to take example from the United States and
render itself somewhat less odious and offensive to
foreigners. The servile rapacity of the French
officials is sufficiently contemptible; but there is a
surly and boorish incivility about our men, alike
disgusting to the persons who fall into their hands,
and discreditable to the nation that keeps such ill—
conditioned curs snarling about its gates. When I
landed in America, I could not help being strongly
impressed with the contrast their Custom—house
presents and the attention, politeness and good humour
with which its officers discharged their duty.

As we did not land at Boston, in consequence of some
detention at the wharf, until after dark, I received
my first impressions of the city in walking down to the
Custom—house on the morning after our arrival, which
was Sunday. I am afraid to say, by the way, how many
offers of pews and seats in church for that morning
were made to us, by formal note of invitation, before
we had half finished our first dinner in America, but
if I may be allowed to make a moderate guess without
going into nicer calculation, I should say that at
least as many sittings were proffered us, as would have
accommodated a score or two of grown—up families. The
number of creeds and forms of religion to which the
pleasure of our company was requested, was in very fair
proportion.
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To return to Boston. When I got into the streets upon this
Sunday morning, the air was so clear, the houses were so
bright and gay; the signboards were painted in such gaudy
colours; the gilded letters were so very golden; the
bricks were so very red, the stone was so very white, the
blinds and area railings were so very green, the knobs and
plates upon the street doors so marvellously bright and
twinkling; and all so slight and unsubstantial in
appearance — that every thoroughfare in the city looked
exactly like a scene in a pantomime. It rarely happens in
the business streets that a tradesman, if I may venture
to call anybody a tradesman where everybody is a merchant,
resides above his store; so that many occupations are
often carried on in one house, and the whole front is
covered with boards and inscriptions As I walked along, I
kept glancing up at these boards, confidently expecting
to see a few of them change into something; and I never
turned a corner suddenly without looking out for the clown
and pantaloon, who, I had no doubt were hiding in a
doorway or behind some pillar close at hand. As to
Harlequin and Columbine, I discovered immediately that
they lodged (they are always looking after lodgings in a
pantomime) at a very small clockmaker’s one story high,
near the hotel; which, in addition to various symbols and
devices, almost covering the whole front, had a great dial
hanging out — to be jumped through, of course.

The suburbs are, if possible, even more unsubstantial
looking than the city. The white wooden houses (so white
that it makes one wink to look at them), with their green
jalousie blinds, are so sprinkled and dropped about in all
directions, without seeming to have any root at all in the
ground; and the small churches and chapels are so prim and
bright, and highly varnished; that I almost believed the
whole affair could be taken up piecemeal like a child’s
toy, and crammed into a little box.

The city is a beautiful one, and cannot fail, I should
imagine, to impress all strangers very favourably. The
private dwelling—houses are, for the most part, large and
elegant; the shops extremely good; and the public
buildings handsome. The State House is built upon the
summit of a hill, which rises gradually at first, and
afterwards by a steep ascent, almost from the water’s
edge. In front is a green enclosure, called the Common.
The site is beautiful: and from the top there is a
charming panoramic view of the whole town and
neighbourhood. In addition to a variety of commodious
offices, it contains two handsome chambers; in one the
House of Representatives of the State hold their meetings:
in the other, the Senate. Such proceedings as I saw here,
were conducted with perfect gravity and decorum; and were
certainly calculated to inspire attention and respect.
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There is no doubt that much of the intellectual
refinement and superiority of Boston, is referable to
the quiet influence of the University of Cambridge,
which is within three or four miles of the city. The
resident professors at that university are gentlemen
of learning and varied attainments; and are, without
one exception that I can call to mind, men who would
shed a grace upon, and do honour to, any society in the
civilised world. Many of the resident gentry in Boston
and its neighbourhood, and I think I am not mistaken
in adding, a large majority of those who are attached
to the liberal professions there, have been educated
at this same school. Whatever the defects of American
universities may be, they disseminate no prejudices;
rear no bigots; dig up the buried ashes of no old
superstitions; never interpose between the people and
their improvement; exclude no man because of his
religious opinions; above all, in their whole course
of study and instruction, recognise a world, and a
broad one too, lying beyond the college walls.

It was a source of inexpressible pleasure to me to
observe the almost imperceptible, but not less certain
effect, wrought by this institution among the small
community of Boston; and to note at every turn the
humanising tastes and desires it has engendered; the
affectionate friendships to which it has given rise;
the amount of vanity and prejudice it has dispelled The
golden calf they worship at Boston is a pigmy compared
with the giant effigies set up in other parts of that
vast counting—house which lies beyond the Atlantic;
and the almighty dollar sinks into something
comparatively insignificant, amidst a whole Pantheon
of better gods. Above all, I sincerely believe that the
public institutions and charities of this capital of
Massachusetts are as nearly perfect, as the most
considerate wisdom benevolence, and humanity, can make
them. I never in my life was more affected by the
contemplation of happiness, under circumstances of
privation and bereavement, than in my visits to these
establishments.

AMERICAN NOTES
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It is a great and pleasant feature of all such institutions
in America, that they are either supported by the State or
assisted by the State; or (in the event of their not needing
its helping hand) that they act in concert with it, and are
emphatically the people’s. I cannot but think, with a view
to the principle and its tendency to elevate or depress the
character of the industrious classes, that a Public Charity
is immeasurably better than a Private Foundation, no matter
how munificently the latter may be endowed. In our own
country, where it has not, until within these latter days,
been a very popular fashion with governments to display any
extraordinary regard for the great mass of the people or to
recognise their existence as improvable creatures, private
charities, unexampled in the history of the earth, have
arisen to do an incalculable amount of good among the
destitute and afflicted. But the government of the country,
having neither act nor part in them, is not in the receipt
of any portion of the gratitude they inspire; and, offering
very little shelter or relief beyond that which is to be
found in the workhouse and the jail, has come, not
unnaturally, to be looked upon by the poor rather as a stern
master, quick to correct and punish, than a kind protector,
merciful and vigilant in their hour of need.

The maxim that out of evil cometh good, is strongly
illustrated by these establishments at home; as the records
of the Prerogative Office in Doctors’ Commons can
abundantly prove. Some immensely rich old gentleman or
lady, surrounded by needy relatives, makes, upon a low
average a will a week. The old gentleman or lady, never very
remarkable in the best of times for good temper, is full of
aches and pains from head to foot; full of fancies and
caprices; full of spleen, distrust, suspicion, and dislike.
To cancel old wills, and invent new ones, is at last the
sole business of such a testator’s existence; and relations
and friends (some of whom have been bred up distinctly to
inherit a large share of the property, and have been, from
their cradles, specially disqualified from devoting
themselves to any useful pursuit, on that account) are so
often and so unexpectedly and summarily cut off, and
reinstated, and cut off again, that the whole family, down
to the remotest cousin, is kept in a perpetual fever. At
length it becomes plain that the old lady or gentleman has
not long to live; and the plainer this becomes, the more
clearly the old lady or gentleman perceives that everybody
is in a conspiracy against their poor old dying relative;
wherefore the old lady or gentleman makes another last will
— positively the last this time — conceals the same in a
china teapot, and expires next day. Then it turns out, that
the whole of the real and personal estate is divided between
half-a-dozen charities; and that the dead and gone testator
has in pure spite helped to do a great deal of good, at the
cost of an immense amount of evil passion and misery.
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At SOUTH BOSTON, as it is called, in a situation
excellently adapted for the purpose, several
charitable institutions are clustered together. One of
these, is the State Hospital for the insane; admirably
conducted on those enlightened principles of
conciliation and kindness, which twenty years ago
would have been worse than heretical, and which have
been acted upon with so much success in our own pauper
Asylum at Hanwell.

Evince a desire to show some
confidence, and repose some trust,
even in mad people,

said the resident physician, as we walked along the
galleries, his patients flocking round us
unrestrained. Of those who deny or doubt the wisdom of
this maxim after witnessing its effects, if there be
such people still alive, I can only say that I hope I
may never be summoned as a Juryman on a Commission of
Lunacy whereof they are the subjects; for I should
certainly find them out of their senses, on such
evidence alone.

Each ward in this institution is shaped like a long
gallery or hall, with the dormitories of the patients
opening from it on either hand. Here they work, read,
play at skittles, and other games; and when the weather
does not admit of their taking exercise out of doors,
pass the day together. In one of these rooms, seated,
calmly, and quite as a matter of course, among a throng
of madwomen, black and white, were the physician’s wife
and another lady, with a couple of children. 

These ladies were graceful and handsome; and it was not
difficult to perceive at a glance that even their
presence there had a highly beneficial influence on the
patients who were grouped about them.

Leaning her head against the chimneypiece, with a great
assumption of dignity and refinement of manner, sat an
elderly female, in as many scraps of finery as Madge
Wildfire herself. Her head in particular was so strewn
with scraps of gauze and cotton and bits of paper, and
had so many queer odds and ends stuck all about it,
that it looked like a bird’s-nest. She was radiant with
imaginary jewels; wore a rich pair of undoubted gold
spectacles; and gracefully dropped upon her lap, as we
approached, a very old greasy newspaper, in which I
dare say she had been reading an account of her own
presentation at some Foreign Court.

I have been thus particular in describing her, because
she will serve to exemplify the physician’s manner of
acquiring and retaining the confidence of his
patients.
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“This,” he said aloud, taking me by the hand, and
advancing to the fantastic figure with great
politeness — not raising her suspicions by the
slightest look or whisper, or any kind of aside, to me:

This lady is the hostess of this
mansion, Sir. It belongs to her.
Nobody else has anything whatever
to do with it. It is a large
establishment, as you see, and
requires a great number
of attendants. She lives, you
observe, in the very first style.
She is kind enough to receive my
visits, and to permit my wife and
family to reside here; for which it
is hardly necessary to say, we are
much indebted to her. She is
exceedingly courteous,
you perceive,

on this hint she bowed condescendingly,

and will permit me to have the
pleasure of introducing you:
a gentleman from England, ma’am:
newly arrived from England, after a
very tempestuous passage: Mr.
Dickens, — the lady of the house!

We exchanged the most dignified salutations with
profound gravity and respect, and so went on. The rest
of the madwomen seemed to understand the joke perfectly
(not only in this case, but in all the others, except
their own), and be highly amused by it. The nature of
their several kinds of insanity was made known to me
in the same way and we left each of them in high good
humour. Not only is a thorough confidence established,
by those means, between the physician and patient in
respect of the nature and extent of their
hallucinations, but it is easy to understand that
opportunities are afforded for seizing any moment of
reason, to startle them by placing their own delusion
before them in its most incongruous and ridiculous
light. Every patient in this asylum sits down to dinner
every day with a knife and fork; and in the midst of
them sits the gentleman, whose manner of dealing with
his charges, I have just described. At every meal,
moral influence alone restrains the more violent among
them from cutting the throats of the rest; but the
effect of that influence is reduced to an absolute
certainty, and is found, even as a means of restraint,
to say nothing of it as a means of cure, a hundred times
more efficacious than all the strait—waistcoats,
fetters, and handcuffs, that ignorance, prejudice, and
cruelty have manufactured since the creation of the
world.
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In the labour department, every patient is as freely
trusted with the tools of his trade as if he were a
sane man. In the garden, and on the farm, they work
with spades, rakes, and hoes. For amusement, they walk,
run, fish, paint, read, and ride out to take the air
in carriages provided for the purpose. They have among
themselves a sewing society to make clothes for the
poor, which holds meetings, passes resolutions, never
comes to fisticuffs or bowie—knives as sane assemblies
have been known to do elsewhere; and conducts all its
proceedings with the greatest decorum. The
irritability, which would otherwise be expended on
their own flesh, clothes, and furniture, is dissipated
in these pursuits. They are cheerful, tranquil, and
healthy.

Once a week they have a ball, in which the Doctor and
his family, with all the nurses and attendants, take
an active part. Dances and marches are performed
alternately, to the enlivening strains of a piano; and
now and then some gentleman or lady (whose proficiency
has been previously ascertained) obliges the company
with a song: nor does it ever degenerate, at a tender
crisis, into a screech or howl; wherein, I must
confess, I should have thought the danger lay. At an
early hour they all meet together for these festive
purposes; at eight oclock refreshments are served; and
at nine they separate.

Immense politeness and good breeding are observed
throughout. They all take their tone from the Doctor;
and he moves a very Chesterfield among the company.
Like other assemblies, these entertainments afford a
fruitful topic of conversation among the ladies for
some days; and the gentlemen are 80 anxious to shine
on these occasions, that they have been sometimes found
“practising their steps” in private, to cut a more
distinguished figure in the dance.

It is obvious that one great feature of this system,
is the inculcation and encouragement, even among such
unhappy persons, of a decent self—respect. Something
of the same spirit pervades all the Institutions at
South Boston.
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There is the House of Industry. In that branch of it
which is devoted to the reception of old or otherwise
helpless paupers, these words are painted on the walls:

WORTHY OF NOTICE.

SELF-GOVERNMENT, QUIETUDE, AND PEACE, ARE BLESSINGS.

It is not assumed and taken for granted that being
there they must be evil—disposed and wicked people,
before whose vicious eyes it is necessary to flourish
threats and harsh restraints. They are met at the very
threshold with this mild appeal. All within—doors is
very plain and simple, as it ought to be, but arranged
with a view to peace and comfort. It costs no more than
any other plan of arrangement, but it speaks an amount
of consideration for those who are reduced to seek a
shelter there, which puts them at once upon their
gratitude and good behaviour. Instead of being
parcelled out in great, long, rambling wards, where a
certain amount of weazen life may mope, and pine, and
shiver, all day long, the building is divided into
separate rooms, each with its share of light and air.
In these, the better kind of paupers live. They have a
motive for exertion and becoming pride, in the desire
to make these little chambers comfortable and decent.

I do not remember one but it was clean and neat, and
had its plant or two upon the window—sill, or row of
crockery upon the shelf, or small display of coloured
prints upon the whitewashed wall, or, perhaps, its
wooden clock behind the door.

The orphans and young children are in an adjoining
building; separate from this, but a part of the same
Institution. Some are such little creatures, that the
stairs are of Liliputian measurement, fitted to their
tiny strides. The same consideration for their years
and weakness is expressed in their very seats, which
are perfect curiosities, and look like articles of
furniture for a pauper doll’s—house. I can imagine the
glee of our Poor Law Commissioners at the notion of
these seats having arms and backs; but small spines
being of older date than their occupation of the Board—
room at Somerset House, I thought even this provision
very merciful and kind.
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Here again, I was greatly pleased with the inscriptions on
the wall, which were scraps of plain morality, easily
remembered and understood: such as

Love one another

God remembers the smallest creature in His creation:

and straightforward advice of that nature. The books and
tasks of these smallest of scholars, were adapted, in the
same judicious manner, to their childish powers. When we had
examined these lessons, four morsels of girls (of whom one
was blind) sang a little song, about the merry month of May,
which I thought (being extremely dismal) would have suited
an English November better. That done, we went to see their
sleeping—rooms on the floor above, in which the arrangements
were no less excellent and gentle than those we had seen
below. And after observing that the teachers were of a class
and character well suited to the spirit of the place, I took
leave of the infants with a lighter heart than ever I have
taken leave of pauper infants yet.

Connected with the House of Industry, there is also an
Hospital, which was in the best order, and had, I am glad to
say, many beds unoccupied. It had one fault, however, which
is common to all American interiors: the presence of the
eternal accursed, suffocating, red-hot demon of a stove,
whose breath would blight the purest air under Heaven.

There are two establishments for boys in this same
neighbourhood. One is called the Boylston school, and is an
asylum for neglected and indigent boys who have committed no
crime, but who in the ordinary course of things would very
soon be purged of that distinction if they were not taken
from the hungry streets and sent here. The other is a House
of Reformation for Juvenile Offenders. They are both under
the same roof, but the two classes of boys never come in
contact.

The Boylston boys, as may be readily supposed, have very much
the advantage of the others in point of personal appearance.
They were in their school—room when I came upon them, and
answered correctly, without book, such questions as where was
England; how far was it; what was its population; its capital
city; its form of government; and so forth. They sang a song
too, about a farmer sowing his seed: with corresponding
action at such parts as “’tis thus he sows,” “he turns him
round,” “he claps his hands; “which gave it greater interest
for them, and accustomed them to act together, in an orderly
manner. They appeared exceedingly well—taught, and not better
taught than fed; for a more chubby—looking full—waistcoated
set of boys, I never saw.
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The juvenile offenders had not such pleasant faces by
a great deal, and in this establishment there were many
boys of colour. I saw them first at their work (basket—
making, and the manufacture of palm—leaf hats),
afterwards in their school, where they sang a chorus
in praise of Liberty: an odd, and, one would think,
rather aggravating, theme for prisoners. These boys
are divided into four classes, each denoted by a
numeral, worn on a badge upon the arm. On the arrival
of a new-comer, he is put into the fourth or lowest
class, and left, by good behaviour, to work his way up
into the first. The design and object of this
Institution is to reclaim the youthful criminal by firm
but kind and judicious treatment; to make his prison a
place of purification and improvement, not of
demoralisation and corruption; to impress upon him
that there is but one path, and that one sober
industry, which can ever lead him to happiness; to
teach him how it may be trodden, if his footsteps have
never yet been led that way; and to lure him back to
it if they have strayed: in a word, to snatch him from
destruction, and restore him to society a penitent and
useful member. The importance of such an
establishment, in every point of view, and with
reference to every consideration of humanity and
social policy, requires no comment.
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One other establishment closes the catalogue. It is the
House of Correction for the State, in which silence is
strictly maintained, but where the prisoners have the
comfort and mental relief of seeing each other, and of
working together. This is the improved system of Prison
Discipline which we have imported into England, and
which has been in successful operation among us for
some years past.

America, as a new and not over—populated country, has
in all her prisons, the one great advantage, of being
enabled to find useful and profitable work for the
inmates; whereas, with us, the prejudice against
prison labour is naturally very strong, and almost
insurmountable, when honest men who have not offended
against the laws are frequently doomed to seek
employment in vain. Even in the United States, the
principle of bringing convict labour and free labour
into a competition which must obviously be to the
disadvantage of the latter, has already found many
opponents, whose number is not likely to diminish with
access of years.

For this very reason though, our best prisons would
seem at the first glance to be better conducted than
those of America. The treadmill is conducted with
little or no noise; five hundred men may pick oakum in
the same room, without a sound; and both kinds of
labour admit of such keen and vigilant
superintendence, as will render even a word of personal
communication amongst the prisoners almost impossible.
On the other hand, the noise of the loom, the forge,
the carpenter’s hammer, or the stonemason’s saw,
greatly favour those opportunities of intercourse –
hurried and brief no doubt, but opportunities still–
which these several kinds of work, by rendering it
necessary for men to be employed very near to each
other, and often side by side, without any barrier or
partition between them, in their very nature present.
A visitor, too, requires to reason and reflect a
little, before the sight of a number of men engaged in
ordinary labour, such as he is accustomed to out of
doors, will impress him half as strongly as the
contemplation of the same persons in the same place and
garb would, if they were occupied in some task, marked
and degraded everywhere as belonging only to felons in
jails. In an American state prison or house of
correction, I found it difficult at first to persuade
myself that I was really in a jail: a place of
ignominious punishment and endurance. And to this hour
I very much question whether the humane boast that it
is not like one, has its root in the true wisdom or
philosophy of the matter.
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I hope I may not be misunderstood on this subject, for
it is one in which I take a strong and deep interest.
I incline as little to the sickly feeling which makes
every canting lie or maudlin speech of a notorious
criminal a subject of newspaper report and general
sympathy, as I do to those good old customs of the good
old times which made England, even so recently as in
the reign of the Third King George, in respect of her
criminal code and her prison regulations, one of the
most bloody—minded and barbarous countries on the
earth. If I thought it would do any good to the rising
generation, I would cheerfully give my consent to the
disinterment of the bones of any genteel highwayman
(the more genteel, the more cheerfully), and to their
exposure, piecemeal, on any sign—post, gate, or
gibbet, that might be deemed a good elevation for the
purpose. My reason is as well convinced that these
gentry were as utterly worthless and debauched
villains, as it is that the laws and jails hardened
them in their evil courses, or that their wonderful
escapes were effected by the prison—turnkeys who, in
those admirable days, had always been felons
themselves, and were, to the last, their bosom—friends
and pot—companions. At the same time I know, as all men
do or should, that the subject of Prison Discipline is
one of the highest importance to any community; and
that in her sweeping reform and bright example to other
countries on this head, America has shown great wisdom,
great benevolence, and exalted policy. In contrasting
her system with that which we have modelled upon it,
I merely seek to show that with all its drawbacks ours
has some advantages of its own. 

The House of Correction which has led to these remarks
is not walled, like other prisons, but is palisaded
round about with tall rough stakes, something after the
manner of an enclosure for keeping elephants in, as we
see it represented in Eastern prints and pictures. The
prisoners wear a particoloured dress; and those who are
sentenced to hard labour work at nail—making, or stone—
cutting. When I was there; the latter class
of labourers were employed upon the stone for a new
custom—house in course of erection at Boston.
They appeared to shape it skilfully and with
expedition, though there were very few among them
(if any) who had not acquired the art within the prison
gates.
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The women, all in one large room, were employed in
making light clothing, for New Orleans and the Southern
States. They did their work in silence like the men;
and like them were overlooked by the person contracting
for their labour, or by some agent of his appointment.
In addition to this, they are every moment liable to
be visited by the prison officers appointed for that
purpose. The arrangements for cooking, washing of
clothes, and so forth, are much upon the plan of those
I have seen at home. Their mode of bestowing the
prisoners at night (which is of general adoption)
differs from ours, and is both simple and effective.
In the centre of a lofty area, lighted by windows in
the four walls, are five tiers of cells, one above the
other; each tier having before it a light iron gallery,
attainable by stairs of the same construction and
material: excepting the lower one, which is on the
ground. Behind these, back to back with them and facing
the opposite wall, are five corresponding rows of
cells, accessible by similar means: so that supposing
the prisoners locked up in their cells, an officer
stationed on the ground, with his back to the wall, has
half their number under his eye at once; the remaining
half being equally under the observation of another
officer on the opposite side; and all in one great
apartment. Unless this watch be corrupted or sleeping
on his post, it is impossible for a man to escape; for
even in the event of his forcing the iron door of his
cell without noise (which is exceedingly improbable),
the moment he appears outside, and steps into that one
of the five galleries on which it is situated, he must
be plainly and fully visible to the officer below. Each
of these cells holds a small truckle bed, in which one
prisoner sleeps; never more. It is small, of course;
and the door not being solid, but grated, and without
blind or curtain, the prisoner within is at all times
exposed to the observation and inspection of any guard
who may pass along that tier at any hour or minute of
the night. Every day, the prisoners receive their
dinner, singly, through a trap in the kitchen wall; and
each man carries his to his sleeping cell to eat it,
where he is locked up, alone, for that purpose, one
hour. The whole of this arrangement struck me as being
admirable; and I hope that the next new prison we erect
in England may be built on this plan.

I was given to understand that in this prison no swords
or fire—arms, or even cudgels, are kept; nor is it
probable that, so long as its present excellent
management continues, any weapon, offensive or
defensive, will ever be required within its bounds.
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Such are the Institutions at South Boston! In all of
them, the unfortunate or degenerate citizens of the
State are carefully instructed in their duties both to
God and man; are surrounded by all reasonable means of
comfort and happiness that their condition will admit
of; are appealed to, as members of the great human
family, however afflicted, indigent, or fallen; are
ruled by the strong Heart, and not by the strong
(though immeasurably weaker) Hand. I have described
them at some length; firstly, because their worth
demanded it; and secondly, because I mean to take them
for a model, and to content myself with saying of
others we may come to, whose design and purpose are the
same, that in this or that respect they practically
fail, or differ. 

I wish by this account of them, imperfect in its
execution but in its just intention, honest, I could
hope to convey to my readers one—hundredth part of the
gratification, the sights I have described, afforded
me.

———————————
To an Englishman, accustomed to the paraphernalia of
Westminster Hall, an American Court of Law, is as odd
a sight as, I suppose, an English Court of Law would
be to an American. Except in the Supreme Court at
Washington (where the judges wear a plain black robe),
there is no such thing as a wig or gown connected with
the administration of justice The gentlemen of the bar
being barristers and attorneys too (for there is no
division of those functions as in England) are no more
removed from their clients than attorneys in our Court
for the Relief of Insolvent Debtors are, from theirs.
The jury are quite at home, and make themselves as
comfortable as circumstances will permit. The witness
is so little elevated above, or put aloof from, the
crowd in the court, that a stranger entering during a
pause in the proceedings would find it difficult to
pick him out from the rest. And if it chanced to be a
criminal trial his eyes, in nine cases out of ten,
would wander to the dock in search of the prisoner, in
vain; for that gentleman would most likely be lounging
among the most distinguished ornaments of the legal
profession, whispering suggestions in his counsel’s
ear, or making a toothpick out of an old quill with his
penknife. 

I could not but notice these differences,
when I visited the courts at Boston.

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/thumbnails/T/HDT.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/explanation.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/ActiveIndex.pdf


DESCENDENTALISM TRANSCENDENTALISM

HDT WHAT? INDEX

AMERICAN NOTES

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/thumbnails/T/HDT.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/explanation.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/ActiveIndex.pdf


TRANSCENDENTALISM DESCENDENTALISM

HDT WHAT? INDEX

I was much surprised at first, too, to observe that the
counsel who interrogated the witness under examination
at the time, did so sitting. But seeing that he was
also occupied in writing down the answers, and
remembering that he was alone and had no “junior,” I
quickly consoled myself with the reflection that law
was not quite so expensive an article here, as at home;
and that the absence of sundry formalities which we
regard as indispensable, had doubtless a very
favourable influence upon the bill of costs. 

In every Court, ample and commodious provision is made
for the accommodation of the citizens. This is the case
all through America. In every Public Institution, the
right of the people to attend, and to have an interest
in the proceedings, is most fully and distinctly
recognised. There are no grim doorkeepers to dole out
their tardy civility by the sixpenny—worth; nor is
there, I sincerely believe, any insolence of office of
any kind. Nothing national is exhibited for money; and
no public officer is a showman. We have begun of late
years to imitate this good example. I hope we shall
continue to do so; and that in the fulness of time,
even deans and chapters may be converted.

In the civil court an action was trying, for damages
sustained in some accident upon a railway. The
witnesses had been examined, and counsel was
addressing the jury. The learned gentleman (like a few
of his English brethren) was desperately long—winded,
and had a remarkable capacity of saying the same thing
over and over again. His great theme was

Warren the engine driver,

whom he pressed into the service of every sentence he
uttered. I listened to him for about a quarter of an
hour; and, coming out of court at the expiration of
that time, without the faintest ray of enlightenment
as to the merits of the case, felt as if I were at home
again.

In the prisoner’s cell, waiting to be examined by the
magistrate on a charge of theft, was a boy. This lad,
instead of being committed to a common jail, would be
sent to the asylum at South Boston, and there taught a
trade; and in the course of time he would be bound
apprentice to some respectable master. Thus, his
detection in this offence, instead of being the prelude
to a life of infamy and a miserable death, would lead,
there was a reasonable hope, to his being reclaimed
from vice, and becoming a worthy member of society.
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I am by no means a wholesale admirer of our legal
solemnities, many of which impress me as being
exceedingly ludicrous. Strange as it may seem too,
there is undoubtedly a degree of protection in the wig
and gown — a dismissal of individual responsibility in
dressing for the part — which encourages that insolent
bearing and language, and that gross perversion of the
office of a pleader for The Truth, so frequent in our
courts of law. Still, I cannot help doubting whether
America, in her desire to shake off the absurdities and
abuses of the old system, may not have gone too far
into the opposite extreme; and whether it is not
desirable, — especially in the small community of a
city like this, where each man knows the other, to
surround the administration of justice with some
artificial barriers against the “Hail fellow, well
met” deportment of everyday life. All the aid it can
have in the very high character and ability of the
Bench, not only here but elsewhere, it has, and well
deserves to have; but it may need something more: not
to impress the thoughtful and the well—informed, but
the ignorant and heedless; a class which includes some
prisoners and many witnesses. These institutions were
established, no doubt upon the principle that those who
had so large a share in making the laws, would
certainly respect them. But experience has proved this
hope to be fallacious; for no men know better than the
Judges of America, that on the occasion of any great
popular excitement the law is powerless, and cannot,
for the time, assert its own supremacy.

AMERICAN NOTES
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The tone of society in Boston is one of perfect
politeness, courtesy, and good breeding. The ladies
are unquestionably very beautiful — in face: but there
I am compelled to stop. Their education is much as with
us; neither better nor worse. I had heard some very
marvellous stories in this respect; but not believing
them, was not disappointed. Blue ladies there are, in
Boston; but like philosophers of that colour and sex
in most other latitudes, they rather desire to be
thought superior than to be so. Evangelical ladies
there are, likewise, whose attachment to the forms of
religion, and horror of theatrical entertainments, are
most exemplary. Ladies who have a passion for attending
lectures are to be found among all classes and all
conditions. In the kind of provincial life which
prevails in cities such as this, the Pulpit has great
influence. The peculiar province of the Pulpit in New
England (always excepting the Unitarian Ministry)
would appear to be the denouncement of all innocent and
rational amusements. The church, the chapel, and the
lecture—room, are the only means of excitement
excepted; and to the church, the chapel, and the
lecture—room, the ladies resort in crowds.

Wherever religion is resorted to, as a strong drink,
and as an escape from the dull monotonous round of
home, those of its ministers who pepper the highest
will be the surest to please. They who strew the
Eternal Path with the greatest amount of brimstone, and
who most ruthlessly tread down the flowers and leaves
that grow by the wayside, will be voted the most
righteous; and they who enlarge with the greatest
pertinacity on the difficulty of getting into heaven,
will be considered by all true believers certain of
going there: though it would be hard to say by what
process of reasoning this conclusion is arrived at. It
is so at home, and it is so abroad. With regard to the
other means of excitement, the Lecture, it has at least
the merit of being always new. One lecture treads so
quickly on the heels of another, that none are
remembered; and the course of this month may be safely
repeated next, with its charm of novelty unbroken, and
its interest unabated.
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The fruits of the earth have their growth in
corruption. Out of the rottenness of these things,
there has sprung up in Boston a sect of philosophers
known as Transcendentalists. On inquiring what this
appellation might be supposed to signify, I was given
to understand that whatever was unintelligible would
be certainly transcendental. Not deriving much comfort
from this elucidation, I pursued the inquiry still
further, and found that the Transcendentalists are
followers of my friend Mr. Carlyle, or I should rather
say, of a follower of his, Mr. Ralph Waldo Emerson.
This gentleman has written a volume of Essays, in
which, among much that is dreamy and fanciful (if he
will pardon me for saying so), there is much more that
is true and manly, honest and bold. Transcendentalism
has its occasional vagaries (what school has not?), but
it has good healthful qualities in spite of them; not
least among the number a hearty disgust of Cant, and
an aptitude to detect her in all the million varieties
of her everlasting wardrobe. And therefore if I were a
Bostonian, I think I would be a Transcendentalist.

AMERICAN NOTES

TRANSCENDENTALISM

WALDO EMERSON
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The only preacher I heard in Boston was Mr. Taylor, who
addresses himself peculiarly to seamen, and who was once a
mariner himself. I found his chapel down among the shipping,
in one of the narrow, old, water—side streets, with a gay
blue flag waving freely from its roof. In the gallery
opposite to the pulpit were a little choir of male and female
singers, a violoncello, and a violin. The preacher already
sat in the pulpit, which was raised on pillars, and
ornamented behind him with painted drapery of a lively and
somewhat theatrical appearance. He looked a weather—beaten
hard—featured man, of about six or eight and fifty; with
deep lines graven as it were into his face, dark hair, and
a stern, keen eye. Yet the general character of his
countenance was pleasant and agreeable. The service
commenced with a hymn, to which succeeded an extemporary
prayer. It had the fault of frequent repetition, incidental
to all such prayers; but it was plain and comprehensive in
its doctrines, and breathed a tone of general sympathy and
charity, which is not so commonly a characteristic of this
form of address to the Deity as it might be. That done he
opened his discourse taking for his text a passage from the
Songs of Solomon laid upon the desk before the commencement
of the service by some unknown member of the congregation:

Who is this coming up from the
wilderness,
leaning on the arm of her beloved?

He handled his text in all kinds of ways, and twisted it
into all manner of shapes; but always ingeniously, and with
a rude eloquence, well adapted to the comprehension of his
hearers. Indeed if I be not mistaken, he studied their
sympathies and understandings much more than the display of
his own powers. His imagery was all drawn from the sea and
from the incidents of a seaman’s life; and was often
remarkably good. He spoke to them of “that glorious man,
Lord Nelson,” and of Collingwood; and drew nothing in, as
the saying is, by the head and shoulders, but brought it to
bear upon his purpose, naturally, and with a sharp mind to
its effect. Sometimes, when much excited with his subject,
he had an odd way —compounded of John Bunyan, and Balfour
of Burley— of taking his great quarto BIBLE under his arm and
pacing up and down the pulpit with it; looking steadily
down, meantime, into the midst of the congregation. Thus,
when he applied his text to the first assemblage of his
hearers, and pictured the wonder of the church at their
presumption in forming a congregation among themselves, he
stopped short with his BIBLE under his arm in the manner I
have described, and pursued his discourse after this manner:

Who are these— who are they— 
who are these fellows? where do they
come from? Where are they going to?—
Come from! 
What’s the answer?—
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leaning out of the pulpit, and pointing downward
with his right hand:

From below!—

starting back again, and looking at the sailors
before him:

From below, my brethren. 
From under the hatches of sin, 
battened down above you by the evil one. 
That’s where you came from!—

a walk up and down the pulpit:

and where are you going—

stopping abruptly:

where are you going? 

Aloft!—

very softly, and pointing upward:

Aloft!—

louder:

aloft!—

louder still:

That’s where you are going— with a fair wind,—
all taut and trim, steering direct for Heaven
in its glory, where there are no storms or foul
weather, and where the wicked cease from
troubling, and the weary are at rest.—

Another walk:

That’s where you’re going to, my friends.
That’s it. That’s the place. That’s the port.
That’s the haven. It’s a blessed harbour—
still water there, in all changes of the winds
and tides; no driving ashore upon the rocks,
or slipping your cables and running out to sea,
there: 

Peace— Peace— Peace— all peace!—

Another walk, and patting the BIBLE under his left arm:

What! 

These fellows are coming from the wilderness,
are they? 

Yes. 

From the dreary, blighted wilderness 
of Iniquity, whose only crop is Death. 
But do they lean upon anything— 
do they lean upon nothing, these poor seamen?—
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Three raps upon the BIBLE:

Oh yes.— Yes.— 
They lean upon the arm of their
Beloved—

three more raps:

upon the arm of their Beloved—

three more, and a walk:

Pilot, guiding-star, and compass, 
all in one, to all hands— 

here it is—

three more:

Here it is. 
They can do their seaman’s duty
manfully, 
and be easy in their minds in the
utmost peril
and danger, 

with this—

two more:

They can come, 
even these poor fellows can come, 
from the wilderness 
leaning on the arm of their
Beloved, 
and go up— 

up— 

up!—

raising his hand higher, and higher, at every
repetition of the word, so that he stood with it at
last stretched above his head, regarding them in a
strange, rapt manner, and pressing the book
triumphantly to his beast, until he gradually subsided
into some other portion of his discourse.

I have cited this, rather as an instance of the
preacher’s eccentricities than his merits, though
taken in connexion with his look and manner, and the
character of his audience, even this was striking. It
is possible, however, that my favourable impression of
him may have been greatly influenced and strengthened,
firstly, by his impressing upon his hearers that the
true observance of religion was not inconsistent with
a cheerful deportment and an exact discharge of the
duties of their station, which, indeed, it
scrupulously required of them; and secondly, by his
cautioning them not to set up any monopoly in Paradise
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Having passed the time I spent in Boston, in making myself
acquainted with these things, in settling the course I should take
in my future travels, and in mixing constantly with its society, I
am not aware that I have any occasion to prolong this chapter. Such
of its social customs as I have not mentioned, however, may be told
in a very few words.

The usual dinner—hour is two o’clock. A dinner party takes place
at five; and at an evening party, they seldom sup later than eleven;
so that it goes hard but one gets home, even from a rout, by
midnight. I never could find out any difference between a party at
Boston and a party in London, saving that at the former place all
assemblies are held at more rational hours; that the conversation
may possibly be a little louder and more cheerful; and a guest is
usually expected to ascend to the very top of the house to take his
cloak off; that he is certain to see, at every dinner, an unusual
amount of poultry on the table; and at every supper, at least two
mighty bowls of hot stewed oysters, in any one of which a half—
grown Duke of Clarence might be smothered easily.

There are two theatres in Boston, of good size and construction,
but sadly in want of patronage. The few ladies who resort to them,
sit, as of right, in the front rows of the boxes.

The bar is a large room with a stone floor, and there people stand
and smoke, and lounge about, all the evening: dropping in and out
as the humour takes them. There too the stranger is initiated into
the mysteries of Gin—sling, Cock-tail, Sangaree, Mint Julep,
Sherry—cobbler, Timber Doodle, and other rare drinks. The house is
full of boarders, both married and single, many of whom sleep upon
the premises, and contract by the week for their board and lodging:
the charge for which diminishes as they go nearer the sky to roost.
A public table is laid in a very handsome hall for breakfast, and
for dinner, and for supper. The party sitting down together to these
meals will vary in number from one to two hundred: sometimes more.
The advent of each of these epochs in the day is proclaimed by an
awful gong, which shakes the very window—frames as it reverberates
through the house, and horribly disturbs nervous foreigners. There
is an ordinary for ladies, and an ordinary for gentlemen.

In our private room the cloth could not, for any earthly
consideration, have been laid for dinner without a huge glass dish
of cranberries in the middle of the table; and breakfast would have
been no breakfast unless the principal dish were a deformed beef
steak with a great flat bone in the centre, swimming in hot butter,
and sprinkled with the very blackest of all possible pepper. Our
bedroom was spacious and airy, but (like every bedroom on this side
of the Atlantic) very bare of furniture. having no curtains to the
French bedstead or to the window. It had one unusual luxury,
however, in the shape of a wardrobe of painted wood, something
smaller than an English watch—box; or if this comparison should be
insufficient to convey a just idea of its dimensions, they may be
estimated from the fact of my having lived for fourteen days and
nights in the firm belief that it was a shower—bath.
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January 14(?), Friday(?): In rural New England, the town bell would be rung three times at the death of a child, six 
times for a woman, and nine times for a man. Then there would be a pause, and the death bell would be tolled 
once for each year of life of the deceased. In the Freeman Family Papers available in the Old Stourbridge 
Village Research Library in Stourbridge, Lyndon Freeman reminisced that “It was seldom that we could not 
tell who was the deceased person.” Why did it have to be the Reverend Barzillai Frost who officiated at John’s 
funeral? 

With slow even blows he drove his wedge into the Thoreau family, suggesting that it might be a mistake 
to suppose that the dearly departed had “adopted the transcendental views to any considerable extent,” 
because although John Thoreau, Jr. had been exposed to such “revolutionary opinions abroad in society in 
regard to inspiration and religious instructions,” he had escaped this infection, or at least he had recently 
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seemed to the reverend to have been shaking off this influence and coming toward “those views which have 
fortified the minds of the great majority of the wise and good in all ages.” In the absence of any deathbed 
conversion, Frost was imagining a post-deathbed conversion: alive or dead, people were going to see that 
it was Barzillai Frost who owned the truth.

The truth this man owned had something to do with the texts, James 4:14 and Job 14:2, upon which he relied 
for his funeral eulogy:

We note that these two texts used in Frost’s eulogy of John Thoreau, Jr., by commenting upon human 
impermanence, place emphasis upon the human desire for permanence. I believe these were not hinted at by 
Henry Thoreau in any of his many uses of scriptural phraseology. It may be that such texts had by Frost’s touch 
become contaminated, or become too painful to be contemplated. But, more likely in view of Thoreau’s 
attitude toward time and eternity, Thoreau simply couldn’t respect the human lust for permanence.
An interesting letter has been found, dating to this period, from an Abby Tolman to her friend Eliza Woodward:

TRANSCENDENTALISM

“For what is your life? It is even a vapour, that
appeareth for a little time and then vanisheth away.”

“He cometh forth like a flower and is cut down.” 

Have you received last week’s paper? If so you have
seen the death of J. Thoreau. How sad and melancholy
his death seems. I cannot realize he is gone, that his
bright cheerful countenance and pleasant voice will no
longer be heard among us. Very few would be missed as
he will among us. He was generally known but I do not
think his character was truly appreciated by many. I
presume you will learn more particulars of his sickness
and death before this letter reaches you.... I’m glad
that I have known him, my acquaintance with him though
short will always be pleasantly remembered.
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January 27, Thursday: Wallie Emerson, Waldo Jr., died at 8:15PM of scarlet fever. 

When one of the girls of the Alcott family came to the door to ask how little Wallie was doing, his father faced 
her there.

Child, he is dead.
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The next day Waldo Emerson entered in his journal:

Yesterday night at 15 minutes after eight my little Waldo ended 
his life.

On Sunday I carried him to see the new church & organ. & on 
Sunday we shall lay his sweet body in the ground.
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And thus from the pages of Louisa May Alcott’s LITTLE WOMEN:

It had been just prior to this difficult month of January 1842 that Emerson had read his lecture “THE 
TRANSCENDENTALIST” at the Masonic Hall in Boston:

Approaching a lamentable 20th anniversary that would fall due on January 17, 1862, Waldo Emerson would 
reminisce about a bluebird box that had been put up on his barn by John Thoreau, Jr. [Eastern Bluebird  
Sialia sialis], and a Daguerreotype that had been made of his son who would so soon be deceased:

… It was late when she came back, and no one saw her creep upstairs and 
shut herself into her mother’s room. Half an hour after, Jo went to ‘Mother’s 
closet’ for something, and there found little Beth sitting on the medicine 
chest, looking very grave, with red eyes and a camphor bottle in her hand.

“Christopher Columbus! What’s the matter?” cried Jo, as Beth put out her 
hand as if to warn her off, and asked quickly,—

“You’ve had scarlet fever, haven’t you?”

“Years ago, when Meg did. Why?”

“Then I’ll tell you — oh, Jo, the baby’s dead!”WALLIE

“The Transcendentalist”

Mind is the only reality, of which men and all other natures are
better or worse reflectors.

Long ago I wrote of “Gifts,” & neglected a capital example. John 
Thoreau Jr. one day put up a bluebird’s box on my barn fifteen 
years ago, it must be — and there it is still with every summer 
a melodious family in it, adorning the place, & singing his 
praises. There’s a gift for you which cost the giver no money, 
but nothing he could have bought would be so good. I think of 
another quite inestimable. John Thoreau, Junior, knew how much 
I should value a head of little Waldo, then five years old. He 
came to me, & offered to carry him to a daguerreotypist who was 
then in town, & he, Thoreau, would see it well done. He did it, 
& brought me the daguerre which I thankfully paid for. In a few 
months after, my boy died, and I have ever since had deeply to 
thank John Thoreau for that wise & gentle piece of friendship.
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February 14, Monday: Waldo Emerson lectured in Providence, Rhode Island. This was the 3rd lecture of the series: 
“THE TRANSCENDENTALIST”.

March 9, Wednesday: Waldo Emerson lectured in New-York. This was the 4th lecture of the series: “THE 
TRANSCENDENTALIST”.

Joseph Smith, Jr. “got married with” Patty Bartlett Sessions.

THE LIST OF LECTURES
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 March 11, Friday: Henry Thoreau wrote from Concord to Waldo Emerson at his hotel in New-York about some good 
verse he had just been reading by the old Scotch poet John Bellenden, and to deliver a rebuttal of the Reverend 
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Barzillai Frost’s funeral elegy jab at the Transcendentalists.21

21. This remarkable letter is the earliest known from Thoreau to Emerson.

I see so many “carvells licht, fast tending throw the sea”
to your El Dorado, that I am in haste to plant my flag in
season on that distant beach, in the name of God and king
Henry. There seems to be no occasion why I who have so
little to say to you here at home should take pains to send
you any of my silence in a letter– Yet since no
correspondence can hope to rise above the level of those
homely speechless hours, as no spring ever bursts above the
level of the still mountain tarn whence it issued — I will
not delay to send a venture. As if I were to send you a
piece of the house-sill — or a loose casement rather. Do
not neighbors sometimes halloo with good will across a
field, who yet never chat over a fence?
The sun has just burst through the fog, and I hear blue-
birds, song-sparrows, larks, and robins, down in the
meadow. The other day I walked in the woods, but found
myself rather denaturalized by late habits. Yet it is the
same nature that Burns and Wordsworth loved – the same life
that Shakspeare and Milton lived. The wind still roars in
the wood, as if nothing had happened out of the course of
nature. The sound of the waterfall is not interrupted more
than if a feather had fallen.
Nature is not ruffled by the rudest blast– The hurricane
only snaps a few twigs in some nook of the forest. The snow
attains its average depth each winter, and the chic-a-dee
lisps the same notes. The old laws prevail in spite of
pestilence and famine. No genius or virtue so rare &
revolutionary appears in town or village, that the pine
ceases to exude resin in the wood, or beast or bird lays
aside its habits.
How plain that death is only the phenomenon of the
individual or class – Nature does not recognise it, She
finds her own again under new forms without loss. Yet death
is beautiful when seen to be a law, and not an accident–

It is as common as life. Men die in Tartary – in Ethiopia
– in England – in Wisconsin. And after all what portion of
this so serene and living nature can be said to be alive?
Do this year’s grasses and foliage outnumber all the past.
Every blade in the field – every leaf in the forest – lays
down its life in its season as beautifully as it was taken
up. It is the pastime of a full quarter of the year. Dead
trees – sere leaves – dried grass and herbs – are not these
a good part of our life? And what is that pride of our
autumnal scenery but the hectic flush – the sallow and
cadaverous countenance of vegetation – its painted throes
– with the November air for canvass–
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 March 11, Friday: Chaucer's familiar, but innocent, way of speaking of God is of a piece with his
character. He comes readily to his thoughts without any false reverence. If Nature is our mother, is not God
much more? God should come into our thoughts with no more parade than the zephyr into our ears. Only
strangers approach him with ceremony. How rarely in our English tongue do we find expressed any affection
for God! No sentiment is so rare as love of God, -universal love. Herbert is almost the only exception. “Ah, my
dear God,” etc. Chaucer's was a remarkably affectionate genius. There is less love and simple trust in
Shakespeare. When he sees a beautiful person or object, he almost takes a pride in the “maistry” of his God.
The Protestant Church seems to have nothing to supply the place of the Saints of the Catholic calendar, who
were at least channels for the affections. Its God has perhaps too many of the attributes of a Scandinavian deity.
We can only live healthily the life the gods assign us. I must receive 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 but be grand so. We may live the life of a plant
or an animal — without living an animal life. This constant and universal content of the animal — comes of
resting quietly in God’s palm. I feel as if could at any time resign my life and the responsibility of living into
Gods hands — and become an innocent free from care as a plant or stone. 
My life my life –why will ye linger? Are the years short are the months of no account? How often has long delay
quenched my aspirations Can God afford that I should 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?
Our doubts are so musical that they persuade themselves.

When we look over the fields we are not saddened because
these particular flowers or grasses will wither – for the
law of their death is the law of new life. Will not the land
be in good heart because the crops die down from year to
year? The herbage cheerfully consents to bloom, and wither,
and give place to a new.
So is it with the human plant. We are partial and selfish
when we lament the death of the individual, unless our
plaint be a paean to the departed soul, and we sigh as the
wind sighs over the fields, which no shrub interprets into
its private grief.
One might as well go into mourning for every sere leaf –
but the more innocent and wiser soul will snuff a fragrance
in the gales of autumn, and congratulate nature upon her
health.
After I have imagined thus much will not the Gods feel under
obligations to make me realize something as good?
I have just read some good verse by the old Scotch poet John
Bellenden–

“The fynest gold or silver that we se,
May nocht be wrocht to our utilitie,
Bot flammis kein & bitter violence;
The more distress, the more intelligence.
Quhay sailis lang in hie prosperitie,
Ar sone oureset be stormis without defence.”

JOHN BELLENDEN
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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 conscious material?
My friend, my friend, I'd speak so frank to thee that thou wouldst pray me to keep back some part, for fear I
robbed myself. To address thee delights me, there is such cleanness in the delivery. I am delivered of my tale,
which, told to strangers, still would linger on my lips as if untold, or doubtful how it ran.
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Jones Very was licensed to preach, even without divinity degree, by the Cambridge Association. Over the next 
four decades he would preach perhaps a hundred times while supporting himself in various ways such as doing 
genealogical research for the Essex Institute. Four of his poems would become Transcendentalist hymns.

1843
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June 1 (Pentecost Thursday): Joseph Smith, Jr. “got married with” Elvira Anie Cowles.

Go East, 46-year-old black woman, go East: Isabella22 experienced a command to “go east” and testify, 
adopted the monicker Sojourner Truth, and departed New-York with but an hour’s notice, with two York 
shillings in her pocket, carrying her worldly belongings in a pillowcase, to move on foot through Long Island 
and Connecticut, testifying to whatever audiences she was able to attract. –It is the life of a wandering 
evangelist, is mine. In the course of attending Millerite meetings to testify, she would accommodate to a 
number of the apocalyptic tenets of that group.

22. Isabella Bomefree van Wagenen, “Bomefree” being the name of her first husband which by virtue of enslavement she had been 
denied, and “van Wagenen” being the name of the white family which she assumed and used for a number of years. (“Wagener” 
was a consistent misspelling perpetrated by the printer of the first version of her NARRATIVE in 1850.)

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/thumbnails/T/HDT.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/explanation.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/ActiveIndex.pdf


DESCENDENTALISM TRANSCENDENTALISM

HDT WHAT? INDEX

As Louisa May Alcott  has reported in later life, on this same day quite another journey was taking place:

The Consociate Family of Bronson Alcott  was on its way from Concord to “Fruitlands” on Prospect Hill in 
Harvard, Massachusetts, in the district then known politely as “Still River North” and impolitely as “Hog 
Street,” with its prospect of Wachusett and Mount Monadnock and its prospect of “ideals without feet or 

hands” (an apt phrase said to have been created by Waldo Emerson,23 who himself, if anyone ever 
metaphorically lacked them, metaphorically lacked feet and hands and other essential body parts), ideals such 
as “a family in harmony with the primitive instincts of man.” In her fictional account of the journey, Louisa 
May Alcott invented an additional child and placed it on her father’s knee, obviously where she would have 
wanted to be, and made it a “serene” child, what she never was but longed to be. The bust of Socrates actually 
rode between the father Bronson, who was holding the reins, and Charles Lane, on the wagon’s bench. There 
was no room in this wagon for William Lane or for Anna Alcott, who for all 14 miles of the journey had to 

23. But we may note that in Bronson Alcott’s journal for Week 45 in November 1837, Alcott had himself termed himself 
“an Idea without hands.”

On the first day of June, 1843, a large wagon, drawn
by a small horse and containing a motley load, went
lumbering over certain New England hills, with the
pleasing accompaniments of wind, rain and hail. A
serene man with a serene child upon his knee was
driving, or rather being driven, for the small horse
had it all his own way. Behind a small boy, embracing
a bust of Socrates, was an energetic looking woman,
with a benevolent brow, satirical mouth and eyes full
of hope and courage. A baby reposed upon her lap, a
mirror leaned against her knee, a basket of provisions
danced about her feet, and she struggled with a large,
unruly umbrella, with which she tried to cover every
one but herself. Twilight began to fall, and the rain
came down in a despondent drizzle, but the calm man
gazed as tranquilly into the fog as if he beheld a
radiant bow of promise spanning the gray sky.
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walk alongside it.

At this point the Association of Industry and Education had 113 members, a large proportion of whom were 
children:

Having had enough after less than two months of attempting to teach almost entirely without teaching supplies 
and without adequate classroom space, Sophia Foord threatened to resign as teacher at the Association. 
(Promises would be made that would keep her teaching while efforts were made to convert a barn into 
classrooms, but the problem eventually would be resolved by the need of the community to use its children as 
a cheap source of incessant factory labor. After Miss Foord left Northampton, she became tutor to the children 
of the Chase family (Elizabeth Buffum Chace) of Valley Falls, Rhode Island; “she taught botany; she walked 
with the children over the fields … and made her pupils observe the geographical features of the pond and its 
banks, and carefully taught them to estimate distances by sight.”)

Railroad service to Concord began. Preliminary earthmoving crews, and then crossties and rails crews, had 
reached Concord at the rate of 33 feet per day, filling in Walden Pond’s south-west arm to give it its present 

Membership

April 1842 41

May 1842 65

End of 1842 83

June 1843 113

Winter 1844 120

Spring 1845 120

COMMUNITARIANISM
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shape. 1,000 Irishmen were earning $0.50 or $0.60 for bonebreaking 16-hour days of labor. Waldo Emerson 
was elated because he much preferred riding in the railroad coach to riding in the stage coach which offered a 
“ludicrous pathetic tragical picture” (his comment from April 15, 1834; I don’t know whether he meant that 
he felt that he presented a ludicrous pathetic tragical appearance while riding on the stage coach or that the 
view from the stage coach window presented him with a ludicrous pathetic tragical perspective). He found, 
however, that when a philosopher rides the railroad “Ideal Philosophy takes place at once” as “men & trees & 
barns whiz by you as fast as the leaves of a dictionary” and this helps in grasping the real impermanence of 
matter: “hitherto esteemed symbols of stability do absolutely dance by you” and we experience “the sensations 
of a swallow who skims by trees & bushes with about the same speed” (June 10, 1834). By this time, with the 
railroad actually in Concord,  Emerson had decided that “Machinery & Transcendentalism agree well.”24

“[The railroad will] only encourage the common people
to move about needlessly.”

— Arthur Wellesley, Duke of Wellington

24. EMERSON’S JOURNALS AND MISCELLANEOUS NOTEBOOKS 4: 277, 4:296, 8:397.
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July 21, Friday: Henry Thoreau wrote to his sister Helen Louisa Thoreau in Roxbury MA from Staten Island, 
mentioning that tomatoes were being raised by the acre on this island on which Huguenots had settled,

and also describing immigrants he had seen on the streets of New-York, and speaking of the Quaker meeting 
shortly before July 7th, in the Hester Street meetinghouse in Brooklyn on Paumanok Long Island at which 

Dear Helen,
I am not in such haste to write home when I remember that 
I make my readers pay the postage— But I believe I have 
not taxed you before.— I have pretty much explored this 
island — inland and along the shore — finding my health 
inclined me to the peripatetic philosophy— I have 
visited Telegraph Stations — Sailor's Snug Harbors — 
Seaman's Retreats — Old Elm Trees, where the Hugonots 
landed — Brittons Mills — and all the villages on the 
island. Last Sunday I walked over to Lake Island Farm — 8 
or 9 miles from here — where Moses Prichard lived, and 
found the present occupant, one Mr Davenport formerly from 
Mass. — with 3 or four men to help him — raising sweet 
potatoes and tomatoes by the acre. It seemed a cool and 
pleasant retreat, but a hungry soil. As I was coming away 
I took my toll out of the soil in the shape of arrow-heads 
— which may after all be the surest crop — certainly not 
affected by drought.

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/thumbnails/T/HDT.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/explanation.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/ActiveIndex.pdf


DESCENDENTALISM TRANSCENDENTALISM

HDT WHAT? INDEX

Lucretia Mott had spoken:

The biographer Henry Seidel Canby has commented, about this worship service, that “Already, and long 
before Emerson, [Henry Thoreau] sensed the dangerous quietism of the Quakers, which was to be content with 
solidity and reform, and let the spirit speak too mildly. Indeed, his final conclusion as to all these idealists is a 
distrust of reformers.” Canby seems not to have been aware that Quakerism had torn itself apart, and that the 
very person and presence of this Hicksite traveling minister, Mott, was a reproach to these evangelical Quakers 
Canby so rightly here contemns for their dangerous self-righteous and self-satisfied quietism. With an 
understanding of what was going on within Quakerism at that point, we must place quite a different 
interpretation on that particular worship. Clearly Thoreau had no inclination to mouth his favorite gibe at those 

I liked all the proceedings very well –their plainly greater 
harmony and sincerity than elsewhere. They do nothing in a 
hurry. Every one that walks up the aisle in his square coat 
and expansive hat– has a history, and comes from house to a 
house. The women come in one after another in their Quaker 
bonnets and handkerchiefs, looking all like sisters and so 
many chick-a-dees– At length, after a long silence, waiting 
for the spirit, Mrs Mott rose, took off her bonnet, and began 
to utter very deliberately what the spirit suggested. Her 
self-possession was something to say, if all else failed –
but it did not. Her subject was the abuse of the BIBLE –and 
thence she straightway digressed to slavery and the 
degradation of woman. It was a good speech –transcendentalism 
in its mildest form. She sat down at length and after a long 
and decorous silence in which some seemed to be really 
digesting her words, the elders shook hands and the meeting 
dispersed. On the whole I liked their ways, and the plainness 
of their meeting house. It looked as if it was indeed made 
for service.
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who replace faith in deity with membership in community,

What precisely was it that Friend Lucretia said? The Herald incorrectly asserted that she handed her bonnet to 

“Why do all your prayers begin
‘Now I lay me down to sleep’?”
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another woman before beginning to speak and incorrectly asserted that a handkerchief was laid over the 

railing, so there is little in its report that we can accept as reliable. Those who wish to learn how she spoke to 
the condition of a Henry Thoreau she somehow knew, must consult representative sermons that we know were 
accurately transcribed, such as “Abuses and Uses of the BIBLE,” “Likeness to Christ,” and “Keep Yourself 
from Idols.”25 One of the things she might have urged was:

Another agenda she might have urged:

Whatever. In that meeting at the Religious Society of Friends meeting-house on Hester Street in New York 
City shortly before July 7, 1843, despite the sectarian turmoil of the split between Hicksite and non-Hicksite 
Quakers, clearly Friend Lucretia Mott succeeded in putting a defensive 26-year-old man more or less at ease.

25. Mott 279-80. The volume does not, however, include a transcript of what she said at the Hester Street meeting in 1843 
(which indicates there is more research that needs to be done, than I have as yet been able to do).

“First that which is natural, afterwards that which is
spiritual.” It is theology, not the Scriptures, that
has degraded the natural … skepticism has become a
religious duty –skepticism as to the scheme of
salvation, the plans of redemption, that are abounding
in the religious world … this kind of doubt, and
unbelief are coming to be a real belief, and … a better
theology will follow –has followed. … We need non-
conformity in our age, and I believe it will come.

That while we are applying our principles to civil
government we will not be unmindful of their
application to ourselves in the regulation of our own
tempers and in the government of our families, leading
to the substitution of the law of peace and love.
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In this letter he characterized Horace Greeley as “cheerfully in earnest” and contrasted this with the “sadly in 
earnest” Reverend William Henry Channing with his Fourierist fantasies of resolving all human frictions. He 
mentioned obliquely that Greeley was at that point deeply involved in the creation of the Eagleswood 
intentional community — the New Jersey grounds of which, incidentally, he would one day, upon its failure 
and dissolution, be surveying into individual house lots:

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/thumbnails/T/HDT.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/explanation.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/ActiveIndex.pdf


DESCENDENTALISM TRANSCENDENTALISM

HDT WHAT? INDEX

Staten Island July 21st 43

Dear Helen,
I am not in such haste to write home when I remember that I make 
my readers pay the postage— But I believe I have not taxed you be-
fore.— I have pretty much explored this island – inland and along 
the shore – finding my health inclined me to the peripatetic philoso-
phy— I have visited Telegraph Stations – Sailor’s Snug Harbors – 
Seaman’s Retreats – Old Elm Trees, where the Hugonots landed – 
Brittons Mills – and all the villages on the island. Last Sunday I 
walked over to Lake Island Farm –8 or 9 miles from here– where 
Moses Prichard lived, and found the present occupant, one Mr Dav-
enport formerly from Mass.– with 3 or four men to help him – rais-
ing sweet potatoes and tomatoes by the acre. It seemed a cool and 
pleasant retreat, but a hungry soil. As I was coming away I took my 
toll out of the soil in the shape of arrow-heads – which may after all 
be the surest crop – certainly not affected by drought.
I am well enough situated here to observe one aspect of the modern 
world at least – I mean the migratory – the western movement. Six-
teen hundred imigrants arrived at quarrantine ground on the fourth 
of July, and more or less every day since I have been here. I see them 
occasionally washing their persons and clothes, or men women and 
children gathered on an isolated quay near the shore, stretching 
their limbs and taking the air, the children running races and swing-
ing – on this artificial piece of the land of liberty – while their vessels 
are undergoing purification. They are detained but a day or two, and 
then go up to the city, for the most part without having landed here.
In the city I have seen since I wrote last – WH Channing – at whose 
house in 15th St. I spent a few pleasant hours, discussing the all ab-
sorbing question – What to do for the race. (He is sadly in earnest –
— About going up the river to rusticate for six weeks— And issues 
a new periodical called The Present in September.)— Also Horace 
Greeley Editor of the Tribune – who is cheerfully in earnest. – at his 
office of all work – a hearty New Hampshire boy as one would wish 
to meet. And says “now be neighborly” – and believes only or main-
ly, first, in the Sylvania Association somewhere in Pennsylvania – 
and secondly and most of all, in a new association to go into opera-
tion soon in New Jersey, with which he is connected.— Edward 
Palmer came down to see me Sunday before last— As for Waldo 
and Tappan we have strangely dodged one another and have not met 
for some weeks.
I believe I have not told you anything about Lucretia Motte. It was a 
good while ago that I heard her at the Quaker church in Hester St. 
She is a preacher, and it was advertised that she would be present 
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on that day. I liked all the proceedings very well – their plainly 
greater harmony and sincerity than elsewhere. They do nothing in a 
hurry. Every one that walks up the aisle in his square coat and ex-
pansive hat – has a history, and comes from a house to a house. The 
women come in one after another in their Quaker bonnets and hand-
kerchiefs looking all like sisters and so many chic-a-dees— At 
length, after a long silence, waiting for the spirit, M{MS torn} Motte 
rose, took off her bonnet, and began to utter very deliberately what 
the spirit suggested. Her self-possession was something to say if all 
else failed – but it did not. Her subject was the abuse of the Bible – 
and thence she straightway digressed to Slavery and the degrada-
tion of woman. It was a good speech – transcendentalism in its mild-
est form. She sat down at length and after a long and decorous 
silence in which some seemed to be really digesting her words, the 
elders shook hands and the meeting dispersed. On the whole I liked 
their ways and the plainness of their meeting-house— It looked as 
if it was indeed made for service. I think that Stearns Wheeler has 
left a gap in the community not easy to be filled. Though he did not 
exhibit the highest qualities of the scholar, he possessed in a remark-
able degree many of the essential and rarer ones – and his patient 
industry and energy – his reverent love of letters – and his proverbi-
al accuracy – will cause him to be associated in my memory even 
with many venerable names of former days— It was not wholly unfit 
that so pure a lover of books should have ended his pilgrimage at the 
great book-mart of the world. I think of him as healthy and brave, 
and am confident that if he had lived he would have proved useful in 
more ways than I can describe— He would have been authority on 
all matters of fact – and a sort of connecting link between men and 
scholars of different walks and tastes. The literary enterprises he 
was planning for himself and friends remind me of an older and 
more studious time— So much then remains for us to do who sur-
vive.
Tell mother that there is no Ann Jones in the Directory. Love to all—
Tell all my friends in Concord that I do not send m{sealing wax}e 

to them but retain it still. yr affectionate Brother H.D.T.

September: The Reverend Theodore Parker visited Lydia Maria Child in New-York while on his way to Europe. 
(Parker, as a schoolteacher and divinity student in the early 1830s, had been a frequent visitor at the Reverend 
Convers Francis’s parsonage in Watertown, Massachusetts, for it had been Child’s brother who had been 
preparing him for admission to the Harvard Divinity School.) Parker’s version of Transcendentalism was the 
version which Child was prepared to credit.
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October: Letter from Lydia Maria Child to Louisa L.: Annon flowers; New World; Letters selling well.

The October issue of John L. O’Sullivan’s magazine:

An anonymous article purporting to explain Transcendentalism appeared in The New Englander.26

26. This magazine was published in New Haven, Connecticut and its board consisted of four individuals: Abiel Holmes Maltby, 
Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, Mark H. Newman, and John Paine. Its editor from 1843 to 1846 was Edward Royall Tyler.

US MAG & DEM. REV.

MR. B ENQUIRES OF MR. A
THE NEW ENGLANDER
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 In Paris, Karl Marx (1818-1883) met Friedrich Engels (1820-1895).

Here are Henry Thoreau and Karl Marx according to David Sprague Herreshoff (who very possibly has them 
confused with the Marx Brothers):

Heinrich Lehman arrived in America, and would be joined by his brothers Emanuel and Mayer. They would 
later become known as Lehman Brothers (world’s largest commodities brokers).

Heinrich Heine’s uncle died leaving him a small pension. He also accepted a pension from the French 
government. 

After a visit to his home country, in defiance of the German censors he published a long verse attack on 
reactionary politics, DEUTCHLAND: EIN WINTERMÄRCHEN. Near the end of this poem the patron goddess of 
Hamburg reveals a vision of Germany’s future to the poet-narrator — at the bottom of a chamberpot.

When Silesian weavers protested violently against intolerable working conditions the poet sided with them. 
When Friedrich Engels would translate this from NEUE GEDICHTE into English, it would guarantee that Heine 
would eventually become one of the most studied in Communist countries: “Doomed be the fatherland, false 
name, / Where nothing thrives but disgrace and shame, / Where flowers are crushed before they unfold, / 
Where the worm is quickened by rot and mold — We weave, we weave” (Karl Marx also read Heine’s poems, 
and corresponded with him).

1844

[S]ince culture changes through time, WALDEN is in part a report
on Thoreau’s experimental reenactment of transitional events
in economic history. In the weight he gives to that history, Thoreau
is more of a historical materialist than one might suppose a
transcendentalist ought to be. Sometimes the line between
transcendent idealism and materialism seems scarcely visible.
On the importance of economic history the thoughts of Thoreau and
Marx are close. In 1844, the year before Thoreau went to live
at Walden Pond, Marx was thinking about the history of industry.

JUDAISM
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 Charles Godfrey Leland arrived in Rome, to begin studies that would lead to his becoming one of the most 
famous balladeers and folklorists of the 19th Century. Leland, as a 9-year-old boy, had read Spenser’s THE 
FAERIE QUEENE with Bronson Alcott at Alcott’s school in Philadelphia. In 1893, recalling this in his memoirs, 
Leland would say that it was this boyhood exposure to the “Poly-Pantheism” of Transcendentalism under 
Alcott which had led to his studies of the country survival of paganism, culminating in his ETRUSCAN-ROMAN 
REMAINS IN POPULAR TRADITION.27

Fall: Brownson’s Quarterly Review, No. 3:

1846

27. Leland became well known to the American reading public under the pen identity he assumed, of a hard-drinking German-
American brawler by the name “Hans Breitmann” who spoke in dialect, “vhere” for “where,” “excebt” for “except,” etc.

I. “Liberalism and Catholicity” [A letter from a Protestant minister,
with a reply]

II. The Confessional

III. Newman’s Development of Christian Doctrine

IV. Protestantism Ends in Transcendentalism

V. Literary Notices and Criticisms

ORESTES AUGUSTUS BROWNSON

CATHOLICISM
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Winter: Brownson’s Quarterly Review, No. 4:

December 31, Wednesday: Waldo Emerson’s POEMS was published by James Munroe. (It had been James Munroe and 
Company which had issued Alcott’s disastrous self-published CONVERSATIONS WITH CHILDREN ON THE 
GOSPEL.) Emerson’s little gift volume was bound in a white cover.28 The Boston Courier described it as 
“one of the most peculiar and original volumes of poetry ever published in the United States.”29 The Reverend 
Orestes Augustus Brownson, repenting his earlier involvement with Transcendentalism, was more specific in 
The Massachusetts Quarterly Review: these were not poems, in this little gift volume bound in a white 
cover, they were “hymns to the devil.”

Clearly, in this winter period Henry Thoreau was perusing this new volume, for in his journal we discover two 
snippets from Waldo’s poems that eventually would find their way into A WEEK ON THE CONCORD AND 
MERRIMACK RIVERS:

 And of late the victor whom all our Pindars praised — has won another palm. contending with
“Olympian bards who sung
Divine Ideas below,
Which always find us young,
And always keep us so.”

Aspiring to guide that chariot which coursed olympia’s sky. — What will the Delphians say & Eleusinian priests
— where will the Immortals hide their secrets now — which earth or Sea — mountain or stream — or Muses

28. Bear in mind that New Englanders in that era were exchanging gifts at the New Year’s holiday rather than at Christmas. 
Emerson’s little book bound in a white cover was intended for that market — a holiday, and a market, that was being associated at 
that time in that place with irreligious downtown carousing rather than with any form of religiosity.
29. A copy of this volume has indeed been found in the personal library of Henry Thoreau, presumably his source not only for these 
snippets from “Ode to Beauty” and “The Problem” in the “Sunday” chapter of A WEEK, but also for references to the Emerson 
poems “Concord Hymn,” “Musketaquid,” “Woodnotes,” and “The Humble-Bee.”

I. Transcendentalism – Concluded

II. Presbyterianism and the Holy Scriptures

III. New Versions and the Vulgate

1. A version of the Four Gospels, with notes. By a Catholic.

2. The Four Gospels, translated From the Greek
by George Campbell, D.D.

IV. Fletcher Webster on War and Loyalty [An oration delivered before
the authorities of Boston in the Tremont Temple, July 4, 1846.
By Fletcher Webster.

V. The Late Bishop of Boston – Joseph Fenwick, second bishop of
Boston.

VI. Thornberry Abbey: A Tale of the Times

ORESTES AUGUSTUS BROWNSON

CATHOLICISM

EMERSON’S POEMS

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/thumbnails/T/HDT.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/explanation.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/ActiveIndex.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/transclusions/18/80S/86/1886_EmersonPOEMS.pdf


DESCENDENTALISM TRANSCENDENTALISM

HDT WHAT? INDEX

spring or grove — is safe from his all searching eye — who drives off apollo’s beaten track — visits unwonted
zones — & makes the serpent writhe {MS blotted} a nile-like river of our day flow back — and hide its head.
Spite of the eternal law, from his

“lips of cunning fell
The thrilling Delphic oracle.”

I have seen some impudent connecticut or Down east man in his crack coaster with tort sail, standing beside his
galley with his dog with folded arms while his cock crowed aboard — scud through the surf by some fast
anchored Staten Island farm — but just outside the line where the astonished Dutchman digs his clams, or half
ploughs his cabbage garden with unbroken steeds & ropy harness. — while his squat bantam whose faint voice
the lusty shore wind drownd responded feebly there for all reply

I have awakened in the morning with the impression that some question had been put to me which I had been
struggling to answer in my sleep — but there was dawning nature, in whom all creatures live — looking in at
the window, with serene & satisfied face and no question on her lips.

Men are not commonly greatly serviceable to one another — because they are not serviceable to themselves —
Their lives are devoted to trivial ends, and they invite only to an intercourse which degrades one another. Some
are too weakly sensitive by a defect of their constitution, magnifying what
{Twenty-eight pages missing}
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A WEEK: But, above all, in our native port, did we not frequent
the peaceful games of the Lyceum, from which a new era will be
dated to New England, as from the games of Greece. For if
Herodotus carried his history to Olympia to read, after the cestus
and the race, have we not heard such histories recited there,
which since our countrymen have read, as made Greece sometimes to
be forgotten? — Philosophy, too, has there her grove and portico,
not wholly unfrequented in these days. Lately the victor, whom
all Pindars praised, has won another palm, contending with

“Olympian bards who sung 
Divine ideas below, 
Which always find us young, 
And always keep us so.”

What earth or sea, mountain or stream, or Muses’ spring or grove,
is safe from his all-searching ardent eye, who drives off Phoebus’
beaten track, visits unwonted zones, makes the gelid Hyperboreans
glow, and the old polar serpent writhe, and many a Nile flow back
and hide his head!

That Phaeton of our day,
Who’d make another milky way, 
And burn the world up with his ray; 

By us an undisputed seer, —
Who’d drive his flaming car so near 
Unto our shuddering mortal sphere, 

Disgracing all our slender worth,
And scorching up the living earth, 
To prove his heavenly birth. 

The silver spokes, the golden tire,
Are glowing with unwonted fire, 
And ever nigher roll and nigher; 

The pins and axle melted are,
The silver radii fly afar, 
Ah, he will spoil his Father’s car! 

Who let him have the steeds he cannot steer?
Henceforth the sun will not shine for a year; 
And we shall Ethiops all appear. 

From his

“lips of cunning fell 
The thrilling Delphic oracle.” 

And yet, sometimes,
We should not mind if on our ear there fell 
Some less of cunning, more of oracle. 

HERODOTUS
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Musketaquid
Because I was content with these poor fields, 
Low, open meads, slender and sluggish streams, 
And found a home in haunts which others scorned, 
The partial wood-gods overpaid my love, 
And granted me the freedom of their state, 
And in their secret senate have prevailed 
With the dear, dangerous lords that rule our life, 
Made moon and planets parties to their bond, 
And through my rock-like, solitary wont 
Shot million rays of thought and tenderness.
For me, in showers, insweeping showers, the Spring 
Visits the valley; — break away the clouds,—
I bathe in the morn’s soft and silvered air, 
And loiter willing by yon loitering stream. 
Sparrows far off, and nearer, April’s bird, 
Blue-coated, flying before from tree to tree, 
Courageous sing a delicate overture 
To lead the tardy concert of the year. 
Onward and nearer rides the sun of May; 
And wide around, the marriage of the plants 
Is sweetly solemnized. Then flows amain 
The surge of summer’s beauty; dell and crag, 
Hollow and lake, hillside and pine arcade, 
Are touched with genius. Yonder ragged cliff 
Has thousand faces in a thousand hours.

Beneath low hills, in the broad interval 
Through which at will our Indian rivulet 
Winds mindful still of sannup and of squaw, 
Whose pipe and arrow oft the plough unburies, 
Here in pine houses built of new-fallen trees, 
Supplanters of the tribe, the farmers dwell. 
Traveller, to thee, perchance, a tedious road, 
Or, it may be, a picture; to these men, 
The landscape is an armory of powers, 
Which, one by one, they know to draw and use. 
They harness beast, bird, insect, to their work; 
They prove the virtues of each bed of rock, 
And, like the chemist ’mid his loaded jars 
Draw from each stratum its adapted use 
To drug their crops or weapon their arts withal.
They turn the frost upon their chemic heap, 
They set the wind to winnow pulse and grain, 
They thank the spring-flood for its fertile slime, 
And, on cheap summit-levels of the snow, 
Slide with the sledge to inaccessible woods 
O’er meadows bottomless. So, year by year, 
They fight the elements with elements 
(That one would say, meadow and forest walked. 
Transmuted in these men to rule their like), 
And by the order in the field disclose 
The order regnant in the yeoman’s brain.

What these strong masters wrote at large in miles, 
I followed in small copy in my acre; 
For there’s no rood has not a star above it; 
The cordial quality of pear or plum 
Ascends as gladly in a single tree 
As in broad orchards resonant with bees; 
And every atom poises for itself, 
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And for the whole. The gentle deities 
Showed me the lore of colors and of sounds, 
The innumerable tenements of beauty, 
The miracle of generative force, 
Far-reaching concords of astronomy 
Felt in the plants and in the punctual birds; 
Better, the linked purpose of the whole, 
And, chiefest prize, found I true liberty 
In the glad home plain-dealing Nature gave.
The polite found me impolite; the great 
Would mortify me, but in vain; for still 
I am a willow of the wilderness, 
Loving the wind that bent me. All my hurts 
My garden spade can heal. A woodland walk, 
A quest of river-grapes, a mocking thrush, 
A wild-rose, or rock-loving columbine, 
Salve my worst wounds. 
For thus the wood-gods murmured in my ear: 
’Dost love our manners? Canst thou silent lie? 
Canst thou, thy pride forgot, like Nature pass 
Into the winter night’s extinguished mood? 
Canst thou shine now, then darkle, 
And being latent, feel thyself no less? 
As, when the all-worshipped moon attracts the eye, 
The river, hill, stems, foliage are obscure, 
Yet envies none, none are unenviable.

Thoreau would also extract from Emerson’s poem “Woodnotes”:

A WEEK: 

Beneath low hills, in the broad interval 
Through which at will our Indian rivulet 
Winds mindful still of sannup and of squaw, 
Whose pipe and arrow oft the plough unburies, 
Here, in pine houses, built of new-fallen trees,
Supplanters of the tribe, the farmers dwell.

— EMERSON.
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The Humble-Bee
Burly dozing humblebee!
Where thou art is clime for me.
Let them sail for Porto Rique,
Far-off heats through seas to seek,
I will follow thee alone,
Thou animated torrid zone!
Zig-zag steerer, desert-cheerer,
Let me chase thy waving lines,
Keep me nearer, me thy hearer,
Singing over shrubs and vines.

Insect lover of the sun,
Joy of thy dominion!
Sailor of the atmosphere,
Swimmer through the waves of air,
Voyager of light and noon,
Epicurean of June,
Wait I prithee, till I come
Within ear-shot of thy hum,—
All without is martyrdom.

When the south wind, in May days,
With a net of shining haze,
Silvers the horizon wall,
And, with softness touching all,
Tints the human countenance
With a color of romance,
And, infusing subtle heats,
Turns the sod to violets,
Thou in sunny solitudes,
Rover of the underwoods,
The green silence dost displace,
With thy mellow breezy bass.

Hot midsummer’s petted crone,
Sweet to me thy drowsy tune,
Telling of countless sunny hours,
Long days, and solid banks of flowers,
Of gulfs of sweetness without bound
In Indian wildernesses found,

A WEEK: 

“He trode the unplanted forest floor, whereon 
The all-seeing sun for ages hath not shone, 
Where feeds the moose, and walks the surly bear, 
And up the tall mast runs the woodpecker. 

. . . . . . . . .
Where darkness found him he lay glad at night; 
There the red morning touched him with its light. 

. . . . . . . . .
Go where he will, the wise man is at home, 
His hearth the earth, — his hall the azure dome; 
Where his clear spirit leads him, there’s his road, 
By God’s own light illumined and foreshowed.” 

— EMERSON.
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Of Syrian peace, immortal leisure,
Firmest cheer and bird-like pleasure.

Aught unsavory or unclean,
Hath my insect never seen,
But violets and bilberry bells,
Maple sap and daffodels,
Grass with green flag half-mast high,
Succory to match the sky,
Columbine with horn of honey,
Scented fern, and agrimony,
Clover, catch fly, adders-tongue,
And brier-roses dwelt among;
All beside was unknown waste,
All was picture as he passed.

Wiser far than human seer,
Yellow-breeched philosopher!
Seeing only what is fair,
Sipping only what is sweet,
Thou dost mock at fate and care,
Leave the chaff and take the wheat,
When the fierce north-western blast
Cools sea and land so far and fast,
Thou already slumberest deep,—
Woe and want thou canst out-sleep,—
Want and woe which torture us,
Thy sleep makes ridiculous.

A WEEK: This noontide was a fit occasion to make some pleasant
harbor, and there read the journal of some voyageur like
ourselves, not too moral nor inquisitive, and which would not
disturb the noon; or else some old classic, the very flower of
all reading, which we had postponed to such a season

“Of Syrian peace, immortal leisure.” 

But, alas, our chest, like the cabin of a coaster, contained only
its well-thumbed “Navigator” for all literature, and we were
obliged to draw on our memory for these things.
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January 25, Saturday:  The following anonymous article appeared in the Portland Transcript:

Mr. Thoreau’s Lecture
The performance of this gentleman, before the Lyceum,
was unique. All who heard him lecture here two years ago
were doubtless prepared for something eccentric and
original, and we are quite sure they were not
disappointed! His subject might be termed A Ramble upon
Cape Cod, —along its wreck strewn shores —across its
desert sands, and among its amphibious inhabitants. All
the minute peculiarities of these, were presented in the
light of a peculiarly quaint and humorous fancy. Mr.
Thoreau is a most acute observer, and he has a
singularly graphic style of describing what he has seen.
He is an observer of nature, animate and inanimate, but
he sees everything from a peculiar point of view, all
is bathed in the light of a strong imagination. He takes
all things by the angles, and sets them before you in
the most quaint phrase. He reaches out into the
immensity of nature, and startles you by bringing
dissimilarities together in which for the first time you
perceive resemblances. Again he bewilders you in the
mists of transcendentalism, delights you with brilliant
imagery, shocks you by his apparent irreverence, and
sets you in a roar by his sallies of wit, which springs
from ambush upon you. He lies in wait for you, and
dodges around about, ever and anon thrusting grotesque
images before you. You cannot anticipate him. He is the
most erratic of travelers. One moment he is in the
clouds, and the next eating hen clams by the sea shore,
or whittling kelp, that he “may become better acquainted
with it.” You have scarce ceased to smile at his last
pun, before you are overwhelmed by a great thought or
what, by the manner of its clothing, is cleverly made
to appear such!
All this, you feel, is not the result of effort. It is
the natural outpouring of the man. He could not speak
otherwise if he would. His style is a part of himself,
as much as his voice, manner, and the peculiar look
which prepares you for something quaint, and adds its
effect far more than words. And it is for this reason
that we are now attempting to describe the man instead
of reporting his lecture. His voice and manner, which
are more than half of what he says, we cannot transfer
to paper. He must be heard to be enjoyed. In short he
is an original, who follows no beaten path, but has
struck out one for himself, full of winding bouts and

1851
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odd corners; perplexing labyrinths, and commanding
prospects; now running over mountain summits, lost in
the clouds, and anon descending into quiet vales of
beauty, meandering in the deep recesses of nature, and
leading—nowhither! To men with imagination enough to
enjoy an occasional ramble through the domains of
thought, wit and fancy, for the ramble’s sake, he is a
delightful companion, but to your slow plodder, who
clings to the beaten track as his only salvation, he is
incomprehensible—an ignis fatuus, luring honest men
into forbidden paths.
This was well illustrated by the remarks of the audience
at the close of the lecture. We were amused at the
various comments made. One worthy man, who has more of
the practical than the imaginative in his composition,
was demanding with a smile forced from him by the
tickling fancies of the lecturer, that the committee
should “pay him for the time lost in listening to such
trash!” A fair philosopher of sixteen thought he
possessed “a vein of satire, but spoke of the clergy
with too much levity.” A sober young man declared it the
“greatest piece of nonsense he ever listened to,” while
another thought it trivial, and even profane! But then,
again, there were others who were infinitely amused with
his quaint humor, delighted with his graphic
descriptions, and his far-reaching flights of
imagination. To them it was “a rich treat.”—Then there
were those, as there always are, who were ready to
quarrel with the lecture because it did not square with
their pre-conceived standard of what a lyceum lecture
should be. It was very well as almost anything else than
a lecture! “If they had come to listen to a story, they
would have been delighted,” but as it was given to them
as a lecture, they could not enjoy it! We would advise
all such, to rid their minds of rigid rules, and be
prepared to receive whatever comes, judging it by what
it is, rather than by what it is not.
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1st publication, in Boston, of the WORKS of the Reverend Thomas Shepard:30

March 5, Saturday: The Saint Paul Fire and Marine Insurance Company, a predecessor to The Travelers insurance 
company, was founded in St. Paul, Minnesota, serving local customers who were having a difficult time getting 
claim payments in a timely manner from insurance companies on the east coast of the United States.

Henry Thoreau mentioned in his journal that he had received a circular letter early in March or shortly before 
from a scientist he had met, Spencer Fullerton Baird, the secretary of Louis Agassiz’s American Association 

for the Advancement of Science, advising him and, he suspected, “thousand of others,” that he had been 
proposed for membership in the Association. The letter asked him “to fill in the blank against certain questions, 
among which the most important one was what branch of science [he] was specially interested in.” Thoreau 
did not respond, apparently assuming the group would take no action. 

 March 5, 1853: F. Brown showed me to-day some lesser redpolls which he shot yesterday. They turn
out to be my falsely-called chestnut-frontleted bird of the winter. “Linaria minor, Ray. Lesser Redpoll Linnet.
From Pennsylvania and New Jersey to Maine, in winter; inland to Kentucky. Breeds in Maine, Nova Scotia,
Newfoundland, Labrador, and the Fur Countries.” –Audubon’s Synopsis. They have a sharp bill, black legs and
claws, and a bright-crimson crown or frontlet, in the male reaching to the base of the bill, with, in his case, a
delicate rose or carmine on the breast and rump. Though this is described by Nuttall as an occasional visitor in
the winter, it bas been the prevailing bird here this winter.
Yesterday I got my grape cuttings. The day before went to the Corner Spring to look at the tufts of green grass.
(got some of the very common leptogium (? ?). Is it one of the Collemacæ? Was pleased with the sight of the
yellow osiers of the golden willow, and the red of the cornel, now colors are so rare,. Saw the green fine-

1853

30. THE PARABLE OF THE TEN VIRGINS, 1660, in WORKS, ed. John A. Albro (Boston, 1853), Volume II, page 632.

Be always converting..., always pulling up foundations.
TRANSCENDENTALISM

AUDUBON
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threaded conferva in a ditch, commonly called frog-spittle. Brought it home in my pocket, and it expanded again
in a tumbler. It appeared quite a fresh growth, with what looked like filmy air-bubbles, as big as large shot, in
its midst.
The secretary of the Association...The secretary for the Association for the Advancement of Science requests
me, as he probably has thousands of others, by a printed circular letter from Washington the other day, to fill
the blank against certain questions, among which the most important one was what branch of science I was
specially interested in, using the term science in the most comprehensive sense possible. Now, though I could
state to a select few that department of human inquiry which engages me, and should be rejoiced at an
opportunity to do so, I felt that it would be to make myself the laughing-stock of the scientific community to
describe or attempt to describe to them that branch of science which specially interests me, inasmuch as they
do not believe in a science which deals with the higher law. So I was obliged to speak to their condition and
describe to them that poor part of me which alone they can understand. The fact is I am a mystic, a
transcendentalist, and a natural philosopher to boot. Now I think of it, I should have told them at once that I was
a transcendentalist. That would have been the shortest way of telling them that they would not understand my
explanations.
How absurd that, though I probably stand as near to nature as any of them, and am by constitution as good an
observer as most, yet a true account of my relation to nature should excite their ridicule only! If it had been the
secretary of an association of which Plato or Aristotle was the president, I should not have hesitated to describe
my studies at once and particularly.

ARISTOTLE
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At some point during this year Emerson noticed that Thoreau considered the gold rush immoral:

The recent California emigrant John Rollin Ridge (a Cherokee also named Yellow Bird) produced a fiction 
entitled THE LIFE AND ADVENTURES OF JOAQUIN MURIETA, THE CELEBRATED CALIFORNIA BANDIT. Of 
course there was no such person in California, actually, as this bandito desesperado Joaquin Murieta, but of 
course there were banditos desesperados aplenty in the territory to which Ridge had arrived in 1850, and this 
native author quite like his fictional character had been driven there by a white-man goldrush of sorts31 — 
except that in Ridge’s real case as a native American, the “goldrush” in question had been the State-of-
Georgia-sponsored rush of white citizens into the hilly Cherokee homelands. In the fiction in question, events 
have a catastrophic impact upon “Joaquin Murieta” and the author expresses this in a distinctively Emersonian 
spatial metaphor:

His soul swelled beyond its former boundaries, and the barriers
of honor, rocked into atoms by the strong passion which shook
his heart like an earthquake, crumbled around him. Then it was
he declared ... [that] he would live henceforth for revenge and
that his path should be marked with blood.

So, now, here below, I will supply you with the extrapolation which has been made upon this theme recently 
by a scholar named John Lowe in “‘I am Joaquin!’ Space and Freedom in Yellow Bird’s THE LIFE AND 
ADVENTURES OF JOAQUIN MURIETA, THE CELEBRATED CALIFORNIA BANDIT,” which is to be found as pages 
104-21 in Helen Jaskoski’s EARLY NATIVE AMERICAN WRITING: NEW CRITICAL ESSAYS (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 1996):

Joaquin’s circle of self, thwarted in its effort to grow via the
traditional American way (hard work, enterprise, and democratic

1854

31. A gold nugget weighing in at a full 162 pounds was discovered in the diggings in this year. This real event would have made a 
better story, of course, if for instance the guy who discovered it had weighed less than it did — but he didn’t.

Thoreau thinks ’tis immoral to dig gold in California; immoral 
to leave creating value, & go to augmenting the representative 
of value,& so altering & diminishing real value, &, that, of 
course, the fraud will appear. I conceive that work to be as 
innocent as any other speculating. Every man should do what he 
can; & he was created to augment some real value, & not for a 
speculator. When he leaves or postpones (as most men do) his 
proper work, & adopts some short or cunning method, as of 
watching markets, or farming in any manner the ignorance of 
people, as, in buying by the acre to sell by the foot, he is 
fraudulent, he is malefactor, so far; & is bringing society to 
bankruptcy. But nature watches over all this, too, & turns this 
malfaisance to some good. For, California gets peopled, subdued, 
civilised, in this fictitious way, & on this fiction a real 
prosperity is rooted & grown.
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leadership), has burst through into a new and larger circle
through the passion of anger. His vow to cut a “bloody path”
through the state as he avenges the wrongs done to him and his
family presages ever-widening circles of spatial/criminal
conquest. His path echoes several principles set down in the
1840s  by Ralph Waldo Emerson in his seminal essay “CIRCLES”.
In one of literary Transcendentalism’s prime expressions,
Emerson gives space and confinement elemental circular forms,
first in the human eye and then, significantly, in nature, for
the “horizon” formed by the eyes is the second circle man knows,
a “primary figure” that is repeated “without end” in nature.
Here and in his other essays, Emerson maps out an imperial self
that properly seeks expansion and power, a process generated
from and paralleled by nature itself. The concept of the self
expressed by ever-expanding concentric circles has a demonic
side as well; at one point in “Circles,” Emerson relates his
expanding circles of self to explosive anger, the kind Ridge’s
readers see expressed by Joaquin Murieta: “But the heart refuses
to be imprisoned; in its first and narrowest pulses it already
tends outward with a vast force and to immense and innumerable
expansions.” Theories of “self-reliance” and the “imperial self”
fed into the ideology of manifest destiny. These ideas would
find magnificent expression in other key works of the period,
particularly in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s exploration of the “magic
circles” of the self in THE SCARLET LETTER (1850 ) and in
Herman Melville’s critique of unleashed darker elements of
Emersonian and capitalist ideology, MOBY-DICK (1851 ), books
published only a few years before JOAQUIN. Although it is beyond
the scope of this essay, THE LIFE AND ADVENTURES OF JOAQUIN MURIETA, THE
CELEBRATED CALIFORNIA BANDIT surely demands to be studied alongside
these books and other masterworks of what we have called the
“American Renaissance,” as well as with the works of newer
members of the canon such as Frederick Douglass, Harriet Beecher
Stowe, and Harriet Jacobs.

December 12, Tuesday: Bronson Alcott visited Franklin Benjamin Sanborn in his college room, and together they went 
to see Edwin Morton of Plymouth, who was just then writing his article “Thoreau and His Books.”  Sanborn 
noted that Alcott referred to Henry Thoreau as a “fine beast.”
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December 16, Saturday: What would come to be known as the first meeting of the Saturday Club. Richard Henry 
Dana, Jr. recorded in his journal that he dined at the Albion Hotel “in a select company,” which is to say  Waldo 
Emerson, James Russell Lowell, Amos Bronson Alcott, a visiting lecturer Charles H. Goddard from 
Cincinnati, Thomas Cholmondeley, Franklin Benjamin Sanborn, and the Boston attorney Horatio 
Woodman.32 “Emerson is an excellent dinner table man, always a gentleman, never bores or preaches, or 
dictates, but drops & takes up topics very agreeably, & has even skill & tact in managing his conversation. So, 
indeed, has Alcott, & it is quite surprising to see these transcendentalists appearing well as men of the world.”

The National Anti-Slavery Standard suggested that neither Henry Thoreau’s A WEEK ON THE CONCORD AND 
MERRIMACK RIVERS nor WALDEN; OR, LIFE IN THE WOODS had “received ... adequate notice in our Literary 
Journals.”

32. Woodman would be one of the small number of those purchasing Henry Thoreau’s WALDEN; OR, LIFE IN THE WOODS. 
Whether he would read it, we wish we knew.

TIMELINE OF WALDEN
TIMELINE OF A WEEK
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Spring: Brownson’s Quarterly Review, No. 1

1856

I. The Constitution of the Church

II. The “End of Controversy” Controverted

III. Catholicity and Literature

IV. Transcendental Road to Rome

V. Great Britain and the United States

VI. Le Correspondant

ORESTES AUGUSTUS BROWNSON

CATHOLICISM
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November/December: In New-York, Isaac Hecker’s ASPIRATIONS OF NATURE was finally achieving publication. 
This made Hecker hopeful that book sales and favorable reviews –especially a favorable review from Orestes 
Augustus Brownson, who had an excellent reputation in Rome– would support the Redemptorist order’s 
struggle against its own superior for permission to create an English-speaking mission house –a position to 
which he himself had become committed and for which he had sacrificed a great deal indeed– and would 
substantiate his positive appraisal of the convert apostolate. But Hecker’s faith was misplaced. Instead of 
defending him in print, Brownson attacked him in print. The allegations made by this author in regard to the 
spiritual and moral qualities of the American national character were made to seem as egregiously wishful as 
they actually were. The idea that the philosophical and cultural fringe known as Transcendentalism 
participated in the mainstream of this nation’s religious history was made to seem as off-the-wall as it actually 
was. The convert movement was portrayed as tinged by a mood of accommodationism and as motivated 
covertly by an agenda to reconstruct the Universal Church according to an American plan. The author of this 
work did not understand about original sin and was making immanentist assumptions about human nature 
aspiring to God which were contrary to the Catholic understanding. Against the Calvinists and Jansenists, 
Hecker had attempted to vindicate the rights of human nature and the powers of reason; against the rationalists 
and naturalists, Hecker had attempted to assert the necessity of grace and revelation. However, while 
presenting the Catholic position in regard to the basic goodness of human nature, Hecker had interpreted the 
Council of Trent as teaching that by his transgression Adam had lost the holiness and justice wherein he had 
been constituted. Hecker attempted to present a popular and imprecise argument whereby these absolutely 
gratuitous gifts of sanctifying grace and original integrity could not have been part of Adam and Eve’s indebita 
naturæ, their human nature, for when Adam and Eve sinned, the gifts were forfeit. It is because of this original 
sin that we are now born into our situation of privation with respect to supernatural justice and integrity, and 
yet our human nature hasn’t altered, we remains essentially as good as before and we remain in possession of 
our debita naturæ, our natural abilities and rights. Brownson took advantage of this imprecision by charging 
that Hecker was endorsing the status naturae puræ theory of a “natural state of purity” whereby whatever was 

1857
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natural was inherently good. Of course this is preposterous, Hecker was attempting no such thing, he had 
merely plunged into a murky pool of theology that was way over his head. But now Hecker the culprit stood 
in the dock accused of having overestimated the human capacity to do good in our fallen condition without the 
aid of God’s grace. Such an unnecessary and categorical dismissal raises the question of what Brownson was 
really up to, in authoring such a review of Hecker’s book. One may suspect this popular editor of in this manner 
attempting to cut his reputation loose from that of a cleric who happened at that point to be in a whole lot of 
trouble. One may also suspect, and Hecker did in fact suspect, that Brownson was playing a cheap trick, 
recycling some charges that had previously been laid at his own door by Archbishop John Joseph Hughes of 
New York by passing them on to Hecker. Tag, Thomas, you’re it! Brownson’s letter of September 29, 1857, 
and its significant variant version, bear on this.
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November: Styling himself “once a pure Transcendentalist,” Octavius Brooks Frothingham offered a treatise on 
TRANSCENDENTALISM IN NEW ENGLAND within the pages of which various historical persons stood as tropes 
more or less in the same manner in which, in Æsop’s animal fables, various species stand as tropes (in this 
treatise, gratefully, Henry Thoreau figured merely as a contributor to The Dial, else who knows how he might 
have figured!):

This author’s take on what Transcendentalism had amounted to was that it had been a reinvigoration of the 
tradition of Cambridge Platonism.

The idea that America had undergone a phenomenon akin to the European Renaissance, a literary renaissance 
in New England in the first half of the 19th Century, surfaced at this point for the first time. It was hypothesized 
in an review by the Reverend Samuel Osgood. This category arose in opposition to the valorization of the 
Transcendentalist writers as a category, and one of the functions of the projected categorization was the 
devalorization and virtual exclusion from the forming canon of the writings of women such as Margaret Fuller, 
of persons of color such as Frederick Douglass, and of persons of lower origin such as Thoreau.

Frothingham had the following to offer about George Bancroft:

The Philosophical Miscellanies of Cousin were much noticed by
the press, George Bancroft in especial sparing no pains to
commend them and the views they presented. The spiritual
philosophy had no more fervent or eloquent champion than he.
No reader of his “History of the United States,” has forgotten
the noble tribute paid to it under the name of Quakerism, or the
striking parallel between the two systems represented in the
history by John Locke and William Penn, both of whom framed
constitutions for the new world. For keenness of apprehension
and fullness of statement the passages deserve to be quoted
here. They occur in the XVI. chapter of the History.

“The elements of humanity are always the same, the inner
light dawns upon every nation, and is the same in every
age; and the French revolution was a result of the same
principles as those of George Fox, gaining dominion over

1876

Personage Trope Species Trope

W. Emerson The Seer Lion Courage

B. Alcott The Mystic Ant Industry

M. Fuller The Critic Grasshopper Sloth

T. Parker The Preacher Fox Slyness

G. Ripley Man of Letters &c. &c.
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the mind of Europe. They are expressed in the burning
and often profound eloquence of Rousseau; they reappear
in the masculine philosophy of Kant. The professor of
Königsberg, like Fox and Barclay and Penn, derived
philosophy from the voice in the soul; like them, he
made the oracle within the categorical rule of practical
morality, the motive to disinterested virtue; like
them, he esteemed the Inner Light, which discerns
universal and necessary truths, an element of humanity;
and therefore his philosophy claims for humanity the
right of ever renewed progress and reform. If the
Quakers disguised their doctrine under the form of
theology, Kant concealed it for a season under the
jargon of a nervous but unusual diction. But Schiller
has reproduced the great idea in beautiful verse;
Chateaubriand avowed himself its advocate; Coleridge
has repeated the doctrine in misty language; it beams
through the poetry of Lamartine and Wordsworth; while
in the country of beautiful prose, the eloquent Cousin,
listening to the same eternal voice which connects
humanity with universal reason, has gained a wide fame
for the ‘divine principle,’ and in explaining the
harmony between that light and the light of
Christianity, has often unconsciously borrowed the
language, and employed the arguments of Barclay and
Penn.”

A few pages he attempts to characterize the essential difference between this Transcendentalism and the 
philosophy of Locke:

“Locke, like William Penn, was tolerant; both loved
freedom, both cherished truth in sincerity. But Locke
kindled the torch of liberty at the fires of tradition;
Penn at the living light in the soul. Locke sought truth
through the senses and the outward world; Penn looked
inward to the divine revelations in every mind. Locke
compared the soul to a sheet of white paper, just as
Hobbes had compared it to a slate on which time and
chance might scrawl their experience. To Penn the soul
was an organ which of itself instinctively breathes
divine harmonies, like those musical instruments which
are so curiously and perfectly formed, that when once
set in motion, they of themselves give forth all the
melodies designed by the artist that made them. To
Locke, conscience is nothing else than our own opinion
of our own actions; to Penn, it is the image of God and
his oracle in the soul.... In studying the understanding
Locke begins with the sources of knowledge; Penn with
an inventory of our intellectual treasures.... The
system of Locke lends itself to contending factions of
the most opposite interests and purposes; the doctrine
of Fox and Penn, being but the common creed of humanity,
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forbids division and insures the highest moral unity.
To Locke, happiness is pleasure, and things are good and
evil only in reference to pleasure and pain; and to
‘inquire after the highest good is as absurd as to
dispute whether the best relish be in apples, plums or
nuts.’ Penn esteemed happiness to lie in the subjection
of the baser instincts to the instinct of Deity in the
breast; good and evil to be eternally and always as
unlike as truth and falsehood; and the inquiry after the
highest good to involve the purpose of existence. Locke
says plainly that, but for rewards and punishments
beyond the grave, ‘it is certainly right to eat and
drink, and enjoy what we delight in.’ Penn, like Plato
and Fenelon, maintained the doctrine so terrible to
despots, that God is to be loved for His own sake, and
virtue to be practised for its intrinsic loveliness.
Locke derives the idea of infinity from the senses,
describes it as purely negative, and attributes it to
nothing but space, duration and number; Penn derived the
idea from the soul, and ascribed it to truth and virtue
and God. Locke declares immortality a matter with which
reason has nothing to do; and that revealed truth must
be sustained by outward signs and visible acts of power;
Penn saw truth by its own light and summoned the soul
to bear witness to its own glory.”

The justice of the comparison, in the first part of the above
extract, of Quakerism with Transcendentalism, may be disputed.
Some may be of opinion that inasmuch as Quakerism traces the
source of the Inner Light to the supernatural illumination of
the Holy Spirit, while Transcendentalism regards it as a natural
endowment of the human mind, the two are fundamentally opposed
while superficially in agreement. However this may be, the
practical issues of the two coincide, and the truth of the
contrast presented between the philosophies, designated by the
name of Locke on the one side, and of Penn on the other, will
not be disputed. Mr. Bancroft’s statement, though dazzling, is
exact. It was made in 1837. The third edition from which the
above citation was made, was published in 1838, the year of Mr.
Emerson’s address to the Divinity students at Cambridge.

Octavius Brooks Frothingham. TRANSCENDENTALISM IN NEW ENGLAND. NY:
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Putnam’s:

[A]s high priests of the Genteel Tradition, the scholars who gave
shape to Transcendentalism as an academic field were products of
values and assumptions akin to those against which
Transcendentalism reacted in the first place, however much these
values may have assumed an aspect derived from Transcendentalism to
preserve them in a new age. As a result, generations of scholars
have both scorned and domesticated Transcendentalist writing,
turning it to their own purposes. Transcendentalism has been not so
much a subject of study as a placeholder for the ideologies and
professional motives of its commentators. In effect, the criticism
of Transcendentalism, and of American literature, has been
entrusted to the Unitarians. The result is as predictable as if the
history of the American Indians had been written exclusively by the
cowboys, as until recently, it had.... The first major landmark of
Transcendentalist criticism is O.B. Frothingham’s TRANSCENDENTALISM IN
NEW ENGLAND. Frothingham has a privileged place in the discourse
about Transcendentalism. The son of N.L. Frothingham, whose
prominence as a minister to Boston’s First Church put him at the
center of Unitarian society, Frothingham knew the religious and
social controversies of the 1840s firsthand. So, in addition to
being the first “scholarly” study, TRANSCENDENTALISM IN NEW ENGLAND might
also be described as the last account by a “contemporary.” [...It]
allows modern scholars to claim a direct connection through
Frothingham with their subject, much as Christ’s elevation of Peter
allows the church to claim a direct historical connection with God.

—Carafiol, Peter C. THE AMERICAN IDEAL: LITERARY HISTORY 
AS A WORLDLY ACTIVITY. NY: Oxford UP, 1991, pages 43- 
44, 46-47.
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Henry James (Jr.) attacked Transcendentalism in his novel THE BOSTONIANS, provoking one critic to marvel at 
“the durability of transcendentalism as an object of ridicule.” We may notice that one function of defining 
Transcendentalism by focusing upon the buffoonery of some of its lesser Boston lights, “oversoul” and all that 
crap, is to make it available as an object of ridicule, and object of which, evidently, we stand in need. — Were 
we on the other hand to consider that Transcendentalism existed because it surrounded the soul of Henry 
Thoreau, a “guru under deep cover,” cover so deep as to be impenetrable to his contemporaries, why then 
obviously we would lose an object of which we stand in need.

1886
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June 21: In the Boston Transcript, Amos Perry wrote about the “Old Days at Harvard”:

Thoreau’s figure seems to me as distinct as if I had seen him
yesterday. He was during more than two years a diligent student,
bright and cheerful. I consulted him more than once about the
translations of some of Horace’s odes. In his junior year, he
went out to Canton to teach school. There he fell into the
company of Orestes A. Brownson, then a transcendentalist. He
came back a transformed man. He was no longer interested in the
college course of study. The world did not move as he would have
it. While walking to Mount Auburn with me one afternoon, he gave
vent to his spleen. He picked up a spear of grass, saying: “Here
is something worth studying; I would give more to understand the
growth of this grass than all the Greek and Latin roots in
creation.” The sight of a squirrel running on the wall at that
moment delighted him. “That,” said he, “is worth studying.” The
change that he had undergone was thus evinced. At an earlier
period he was interested in all our studies. Many people today
are deeply interested in his writings. My own interest in them
has never been so great as that of some of my friends. The fault
is probably my own.

1899

ORESTES AUGUSTUS BROWNSON
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According to Frances Karttunen’s BETWEEN WORLDS: INTERPRETERS, GUIDES, AND SURVIVORS 
(New Brunswick NJ: Rutgers UP, 1994, pages 155-6), Ohiyesa, Dr. Charles Alexander Eastman, asserted in 
1911 in THE SOUL OF THE INDIAN that “[t]he heart of Indian religion as he perceived it was a nature mysticism 
akin to the New England transcendentalism of Henry Thoreau. Spiritual power derived from withdrawal into 
untouched wilderness and contemplation of natural beauty. In Eastman’s view, oneness with nature was the 
highest good. Animals were more in touch with nature’s primal truths than people, so it was important for 
individuals to periodically seek solitude from human society and learn moral and rational behavior by careful 
observation of animals.”33

August 25, Friday: George Santayana, speaking at the University of California, attempted to characterize 
Transcendentalism as having been the product of two opposing pulls, one philosophical or methodological and 
engaged in the establishment of an a priori vantage point from which to experience the world, and the other 
mythic, subjective, even solipsistic. The result would be his essay “The Genteel Tradition in American 
Philosophy” (which would be recycled, in 1913, as a chapter in his WINDS OF DOCTRINE).

1911

33. The stuff about Thoreau and transcendentalism is, I should mention, definitely stuff that Frances Karttunen has added as a layer 
of interpretation — rather than something that you might be able to search out anywhere in Eastman’s actual text.
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William Turner wrote in the CATHOLIC ENCYCLOPEDIA on Transcendentalism:

The terms transcendent and transcendental are used in various senses, all of which, as a rule, have antithetical 
reference in some way to experience or the empirical order. 

• For the Scholastics, the categories are the highest classes of “things that are and are spoken of”. 
The transcendentals are notions, such as unity, truth, goodness, being, which are wider than the 
categories, and, going beyond them, are said to transcend them. In a metaphysical sense 
transcendent is opposed by the Scholastics and others to immanent; thus, the doctrine of Divine 
Transcendence is opposed to the doctrine of Divine Immanence in the Pantheistic sense., Here, 
however, there is no reference to experience. (See IMMANENCE.) 

• In the loosest sense of the word any philosophy or theology which lays stress on the intuitive, the 
mystical, the ultra-empirical, is said to be transcendentalism. Thus, it is common to refer to the 
New England School of Transcendentalism, of which mention is made further on. 

• In a stricter sense transcendentalism refers to a celebrated distinction made by Kant. Though he is 
not consistent in the use of the terms transcendent and transcendental, Kant understands by 
transcendent what lies beyond the limits of experience, and by transcendental he understands the 
non-empirical or a priori elements in our knowledge, which do not come from experience but are 
nevertheless, legitimately applied to the data or contents of knowledge furnished by experience. 
The distinction is somewhat subtle, Yet, it may be made clear by an example. Within the limits of 
experience we learn the uniform sequence of acorn and oak, heat and expansion, cold and 
contraction, etc., and we give the antecedent as the cause of the consequent. If, now, we go beyond 
the total of our experience and give God as the cause of all things, we are using the category “cause 
in a transcendent sense, and that use is not legitimate. If, however, to the data of sequence furnished 
by experience we apply the a priori form causation, we are introducing a transcendental element 
which elevates our knowledge to the rank of universal and necessary truth: “Every effect has its 
cause.” Kant, as has been said, does not always adhere to this distinction. We may, then, understand 
transcendent and transcendental to refer to those elements or factors in our knowledge which do not 
come from experience, but are known a priori. Empirical philosophy is, therefore, a philosophy 
based on experience alone and adhering to the realm of experience in obedience to Hume's maxim, 
“’Tis impossible to go beyond experience.” Transcendental philosophy, on the contrary, goes 
beyond experience, and considers that philosophical speculation is concerned chiefly, if not solely, 
with those things which lie beyond experience. 

• Kant himself was convinced that, for the theoretical reason, the transcendental reality, the thing-in-
itself, is unknown and unknowable. Therefore, he defined the task of philosophy to consist in the 
examination of knowledge for the purpose of determining the a priori elements, in the systematic 
enumeration of those elements, for forms, and the determination of the rules for their legitimate 
application to the data of experience. Ultra-empirical reality, he taught, is to be known only by the 
practical reason. Thus, his philosophy is critical transcendentalism. Thus, too he left to his 
successors the task of bridging over the chasm between the theoretical and the practical reason. 
This task they accomplished in various ways, eliminating, transforming, or adapting the 
transcendent reality outside us. the thing-in-itself, and establishing in this way different 
transcendentalisms in place of the critical transcendentalism of Kant. 

1913
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• Fiche introduced Egoistic Transcendentalism. The subject, he taught, or the Ego, has a practical as 
well as a theoretical side. to develop its practical side along the line of duty, obligation, and right, it 
is obliged to posit the non-Ego. In this way, the thing-in-itself as opposed to the subject, is 
eliminated, because it is a creation of the Ego, and, therefore all transcendental reality is contained 
in self. I am I, the original identity of self with itself, is the expression of the highest metaphysical 
truth. 

• Schelling, addressing himself to the same task, developed Transcendental Absolutism. He brought 
to the problems of philosophy a highly spiritual imaginativeness and a scientific insight into nature 
which were lacking in Kant, the critic of knowledge, and Fiche, the exponent of romantic 
personalize. He taught that the transcendental reality is neither subject or object, but an Absolute 
which is so indeterminate that it may be said to be neither nature nor spirit. Yet the Absolute is, in a 
sense, potentially both the one and the other. For, from it, by gravity, light and organization, is 
derived spirit, which slumbers in nature, but reaches consciousness of self in the highest natural 
organization, man. There is here a hint of development which was brought out explicitly by Hegel. 

• Hegel introduced Idealistic Transcendentalism. He taught that reality is not an unknowable thing in 
itself, nor the subject merely, nor an absolute of indifference, but an absolute Idea, Spirit, or 
Concept (Begriff), whose essence is development (das Werden), and which becomes in succession 
object and subject, nature and spirit, being and essence, the soul, law, the state, art, science, 
religion, and philosophy. 

In all these various meanings there is preserved a generic resemblance to the original signification of the term 
transcendentalism. The transcendentalists one and all, dwell in the regions beyond experience, and, if they do 
not condemn experience as untrustworthy, at least they value experience only in so far as it is elevated, 
sublimated, and transformed by the application to it of transcendental principles. The fundamental 
epistemological error of Kant, that whatever is universal and necessary cannot come from experience, runs all 
through the transcendentalist philosophy, and it is on epistemological grounds that the transcendentalists are 
to be met. This was the stand taken in Catholic circles, and there, with few exceptions, the doctrines of the 
transcendentalists met with a hostile reception. The exceptions were Franz Baader (1765-1841), Johann 
Frohschammer (1821-1893), and Anton Günther (1785-1863), who in their attempt to “reconcile” Catholic 
dogma with modern philosophical opinion, were influenced by the transcendentalists and overstepped the 
boundaries of orthodoxy. It may without unfairness be laid to the charge of the German transcendentalists that 
their disregard for experience and common sense is largely accountable for the discredit into which 
metaphysics has fallen in recent years. 
New England transcendentalism, sometimes called the Concord School of Philosophy, looks to William Ellery 
Channing (1780-1842) as its founder. Its principal representatives are Amos Bronson Alcott (1799-1888), 
Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882), Theodore Parker (1810-1860), Frederick Henry Hedge (1805-890), 
George Ripley (1802-1880), and Margaret Fuller (1810-1850). It had its inception in the foundation of the 
Transcendental Club in 1836. The chief influences discernible in its literary output are German philosophy, 
French sociology, and the reaction against the formalism of Its sociological and economic theories were tested 
in the famous Brook Farm (1841), with which the names just mentioned and those of several other 
distinguished Americans were associated. 

For the history of German transcendentalism see Ueberweg, HIST. OF PHILOSOPHY, tr. Morris (NY, 1892); 
Falckenberg, HIST. OF MODERN PHILOSOPHY, tr. Armstrong (NY, 1893); Turner, HIST. OF PHILOSOPHY 
(Boston, 1903); Stöckl, GESCH. DER PHIL. (Mainz, 1888). For New England transcendentalism see 
Frothingham, TRANSCENDENTALISM IN NEW ENGLAND (NY, 1876); Codman, BROOK FARM (Boston, 1894).
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At this point Professor F.O. Matthiessen, in his AMERICAN RENAISSANCE: ART AND EXPRESSION IN THE AGE 
OF EMERSON AND WHITMAN, uncritically bought into the category “American Renaissance” formed 
in 1876 by Samuel Osgood. He chose to focus on the first half of the decade of the 1850s during which were 
being presented to the American public Melville’s MOBY-DICK, multiple editions of Whitman’s LEAVES OF 
GRASS, Hawthorne’s THE SCARLET LETTER and THE HOUSE OF THE SEVEN GABLES, and Thoreau’s WALDEN; 
OR. LIFE IN THE WOODS. He arbitrarily included Waldo Emerson with said group of productive authors despite 
the fact that Emerson had not been producing anything of significance during the timeframe in question — 
Waldo, he averred, had been “the cow from which the rest drew their milk.”

Oh, OK.

Matthiessen discovered that, in WALDEN, seasonal change was, duh, a trope for spiritual metamorphosis. 
He opinioned of Thoreau that

One strain of his thought that has not yet been given due 
attention was summed up by him thus:

To act collectively is according to the spirit
of our institutions.

The context of that remark in WALDEN is where he is maintaining 
that the community is responsible for providing a more adequate 
cultural life, good libraries, distinguished lecturers at the 
lyceums, encouragement for the practice of all the arts. He was 
as opposed to the hoarding of our spiritual resources as he was 
to the lust for ownership in our rapacious economy. He believed 
that all great values should be as public as light.

Despite his credulity, this does qualify Matthiessen as one of the significant seven scholars who have been 
able to swim against the stream of calumny leveled against Thoreau by the Emerson-worshipers.34

1941
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Professor F.O. Matthiessen. AMERICAN RENAISSANCE: ART AND EXPRESSION IN THE AGE OF EMERSON AND 

34.The other six: 
John C. Broderick in 1955
Leo Stoller in 1957
Sherman Paul in 1958
Wilson Carey McWilliams in 1973
Stanley Cavell in 1981
Bob Pepperman Taylor in 1996
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WHITMAN. NY: Oxford UP, 1941
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“A Review From Professor Ross’s Seminar”

Matthiessen’s work is very complete, not to say ponderous. As I read it I looked
for evidence of Romanticism within his treatment of Emerson and Thoreau.

Matthiessen recognizes transcendentalism as a prime force in this period. According
to Matthiessen, it was Coleridge who was the immediate influence behind American
transcendentalism. Coleridge gained a following after “the edition of AIDS TO
REFLECTION that was brought out in 1829 by President Marsh of the University of
Vermont. The far-reaching effects of his contribution to general critical
vocabulary and thus to modes of thinking can be epitomized by a few of the terms
which he coined or put into renewed currency” (6-7). Matthiessen goes on to discuss
some of these terms which reek with Romanticisim: subjective aesthetic, intuitive,
idealize, intellectualize, organic, organization, and self conscious. Matthiessen
goes on to discuss Emerson’s participation in the movement, as he battled against
“the formulas of eighteenth-century rationalism in the name of the fuller resources
of man”(7). The new emphasis was on the immediate within each human, and on the
importance of the knowledge of the individual. These ideas lie behind romantic
literature, “and naturally made an particular appeal to isolate, provincial
America.”

This romantic elevation of the individual is celebrated in Emerson’s “Self-
Reliance.” Emerson writes, “Nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of your
own mind” and “The highest revelation is that God is in every man.” Emerson was
concerned to point out the right and wrong kinds of subjectivism: “My prayer is
that I may never be deprived of a fact, but be always so rich in objects of study
as never to feel this impoverishment of remembering myself.” Individualism and
subjectivity then may be easily confused, because of what Emerson called, “the
pernicious ambiguity in the use of the term subjective.” His answer to the romantic
cultivation of the ego was “the One Mind, and that all the powers and privileges
which lie in any, lie in all.” Because of this, “the great always introduce us to
facts; small men introduce us always to themselves” (9).

Another romantic idea which Emerson and Thoreau relied on is that of perception,
which is “not whimsical but fatal.” There is here a “mystical acceptance of
intuition as final, and demands an unswerving loyalty to its dictates”(9).

Matthiessen points out a difference from much of romanticism in Emerson. Because
he approaches art through his initial preoccupation with Unitarian and
transcendental thought, he comes at it from a very intellectual tack.

Another romantic strand besides transcendentalism was the optimism of American
democracy. Emerson applauded the revolution and the democratic emphasis on the
private man.

Matthiessen goes on to discuss Emerson’s view of expression. He points out that
“his doctrine of art is also one of religion, that it assumes the superiority of
soul to matter”(25). The old forms and conventions should be thrown over for the
freedom of the inner man. Art was seen as inspiration, not as craft, a natural
understanding when the spirit is elevated above the letter and the “soul that lies
behind all expression” is superior to “any embodiment of it.” For Emerson, the
creative process bound expression and intuition together. “We need not much mind
what people please to say, but what they must say” (26).
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Matthiessen devotes several chapters to Emerson’s view of art. He tells us that,
“Emerson was concerned not merely with choosing his words and arranging them, but
with probing to the origins of speech in order to find out the sources of its
mysterious powers” (30). Emerson believed, in essence, that “in good writing, words
become one with things.” In this he followed Coleridge’s desire to “reinstate the
Logos as a living power, to demonstrate in poetry itself the word made flesh”(31).
Emerson believed that “all knowledge rests on the coincidence of an object with a
subject.” In this he followed Coleridge in his conception of the actual act of
knowing: Coleridge wrote that “the truth is universally placed in the coincidence
of the thought with the thing, of the representation with the object represented.”
Matthiessen points out a similar passage in Emerson’s “The Over-Soul”: The act of
seeing and the thing seen, the seer and the spectacle, the subject and the object
are one.” This is at the basis of organic unity, and is also reminiscent of
Wordsworth who wrote that language “should not be the dress of thoughts, but the
incarnation of thoughts, the thought made concrete”(31).

When Matthiessen moves to discuss the American Renaissance and its roots in a
chapter called “The Metaphysical Strain,” he defines Transcendentalism as
“romanticism in a Puritan setting” (104). He goes on to point out how different
romanticism would have been for Emerson from Keats or Coleridge. Unlike them, his
distrust of Catholicism and the theater kept him from a sense of unity with Medieval
writers or even Shakespeare, when he rejected the rationalism of the past.
Matthiessen goes on to trace some of the influences on Emerson and Thoreau through
Cudworth and other Cambridge Platonists. Emerson was primarily drawn through the
emphasis on the individual and its increased awareness of self. He also appreciated
the “complex analogy they made between man and nature through the theory of the
microcosm and macrocosm” (106). Although Emerson admired Herbert’s poetry, he
rejected the blatantly Christian religious element. This, as Matthiessen points
out, makes a large difference, as Emerson “for whom man’s dazzling potentiality
quite obscured any necessity for struggle against evil or for dependence on God as
a protection against himself” (109). Another romantic strand which Matthiessen
deals with is the enamorment with oriental culture and religion.

Matthiessen compares Emerson and Coleridge’s conceptions of “how the artist creates
his forms.” Coleridge writes:

No work of true genius dares want its appropriate form, neither indeed is there
any danger of this. As it must not, so genius can not, be lawless; for it is even
this that constitutes it genius — the power of acting creatively under laws of its
won origination……Such as the life is, such is the form. Nature, the prime genial
artist, inexhaustible in diverse powers, its equally inexhaustible in forms….(134)

Emerson and Thoreau adopted this idea of the form flowing out of genius in their
work. “Emerson rejoiced that in the strict reliance of art upon nature, the artist
works not as he will but as he must..”(135). Thoreau wrote that “true art is but
the expression of our love of nature” (154). They both believe in the organic style.
Thoreau wrote to Emerson, that “if the man took too much pains with the expression,
he was not any longer the Idea himself” (156). Matthiessen records Emerson’s reply.
After agreeing with Thoreau he pointed out, “that this was the tragedy of Art that
the artist was at the expense of the man”(157).
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“A Review From Professor Ross’s Seminar”

Perhaps one of the reasons that Thoreau and Emerson regarded their art organically,
as “a natural fruit” was because their topics were visible nature in such large
part. Matthiessen compares Emerson and Thoreau’s handling of landscape to achieve
some understanding of their organicism. He points out, from  WALDEN, that Thoreau’s
victory is that “he had understood that in the act of expression a man’s whole
being, and his natural and social background as well, function organically
together” (175).

Matthiessen turns his reflections to Thoreau. He points out that Thoreau has often
been regarded more as a naturalist than an artist. But he is, within his political
context, a left-wing individualist, generally remembered for two things: his move
to live in a hut in the woods and his act of civil disobedience. Matthiessen
questions the social significance of either of these acts, given the fact that the
land he lived on was borrowed and that one night in jail is not too uncomfortable.
The real contribution which Thoreau makes to social thought, according to
Matthiessen “lies in his thoroughgoing criticism of the narrow materialism of his
day”(78).

Matthiessen points out that Thoreau considers himself significant only as a writer,
and yet he writes, “I am a natural reader, and only a writer in the absence of
natural writers. In a true time, I should never have written” (81). Matthiessen
traces Thoreau’s sense of what role language played: “Talk about learning our
letters and about being literate! Why, the roots of letters are things. Natural
objects and phenomena are the original symbols or types which express our thoughts
and feelings, and yet American scholars, having little or not root in the soil,
commonly strive with all their might to confine themselves to the imported symbols
alone. All the true growth and experience, the living speech, they would fain reject
as Americanisms” (Journal 1859). Thoreau carries this romantic idea of words
further when he says, “Give me a sentence which no intelligence can understand.
There must be a kind of life and palpitation to it, and under its words a kind of
blood must circulate forever” (85). The importance of the superrational is clear
here: Thoreau considered poetry to be superior to philosophy, because the former
expresses the whole truth, the latter a particle of it. He didn’t, however, consider
language to be superior to other mediums of expression (87). According to
Matthiessen, all the above would be Thoreau’s following of Emerson. What
differentiates the two is Thoreau’s “interest in the varied play of all his sense,
not merely of the eye, a rare enough attribute in New England and important to
dwell on since it is the crucial factor in accounting for the greater density of
Thoreau’s style”(87). Matthiessen points out examples of the other senses in
Thoreau. Thoreau at his best, according to Matthiessen, is Thoreau pulled back from
thought to surfaces: “Whatever things I perceive with my entire man, those let me
record, and it will be poetry. The sounds which I hear with the consent and
coincidence of all my sense, these are significant and musical; at least, they only
are heard” (91). Thoreau saw the material world as a symbol of the spiritual. He
writes “What I lived for is that we are able to apprehend at all what is sublime
and noble only by the perpetual instilling and drenching of the reality that
surrounds us” (93).

[Review not attributed to a particular graduate student, and not dated]
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Miller, Perry, ed. THE TRANSCENDENTALISTS: AN ANTHOLOGY. Cambridge MA: Harvard UP, 1950

Professor Perry Miller’s take on it was that Transcendentalism had been fundamentally a religious movement, a 
counter for the cold rationalism of Unitarianism:

“Unless this literature [Transcendental writings] be read as fundamentally an expression of a religious radicalism 
in revolt against a rational conservatism, it will not be understood.... The inherently religious character of New 
England Transcendentalism has not been widely appreciated, mainly because most students are not acquainted 
with all the writings, and so fall into the habit of judging the whole by the more familiar, but not always typical, 
works of Emerson and Thoreau.  But also, the misapprehension gains credence because all the insurgents strove, 
like Emerson and Thoreau, to put their cause into the language of philosophy and literature rather than of 
theology.... [T]hey derived from a society in which theological disputation and fine logical distinguishing had long 
been a major industry ... this revival of religion had to find new forms of expression instead of new formulations 
of doctrine, and it found them in literature.... Though the movement was asserted through poems in The Dial, 

1950

“A Review From Professor Ross’s Seminar”

Miller focuses his selections on pamphlets and short articles not readily
available, but illustrative of the range of Transcendentalist thought. Hence he
includes Andrews Norton’s “A Discourse on the Latest Form of Infidelity” rather
than Emerson’s “Divinity School Address.” The chapters are organized thematically,
but many entries can be accessed by title and/or author from the table of contents.
Included are excerpts from William Ellery Channing, Orestes Brownson, George
Ripley, Jones Very, Nathaniel Frothingham, Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, Amos Bronson
Alcott, the Reverend Francis Bowen, Theodore Parker, Margaret Fuller, et al.

In Miller’s view too little attention has been given to Transcendentalism as a
religious movement, for at least two reasons: 

• because the movement as a whole is viewed through the “not always typical” 
works of Emerson and Thoreau; and

• because the Transcendentalists themselves disguised their religious impulses 
in a literary rather than a theological idiom. They were aspiring, Miller 
contends, “to create a living religion without recourse 
to what is supposed the obsolete jargon of theology.”

Miller oversimplifies this religious dimension when he posits close connections
between Puritan and Transcendentalist religion. The 19th century developments were
attempts, in Miller’s judgment, “to rephrase the ancient religious preoccupations
of New England.” Despite this somewhat misleading introductory comment, the
anthology as a whole contains many valuable Transcendentalist writings which would
otherwise be difficult to obtain. 

(Johan Christopherson, January 24, 1992)
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Orphic apothegms, and lyric passages upon the woodchuck, it was ... an effort to create a living religion without 
recourse to what it supposed the obsolete jargon of theology.”
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Professor Walter Roy Harding prepared THOREAU: A CENTURY OF CRITICISM, which was published by 
Southern Methodist UP, and A CHECKLIST OF EDITIONS OF WALDEN, which was published by the U of Virginia 
P. Also, in this year he edited Charles Mayo Ellis’s AN ESSAY ON TRANSCENDENTALISM, which was being 
republished by Scholars’ Facsimiles & Reprints.

Per Alexander Kern’s THE RISE OF TRANSCENDENTALISM 1815-1860,35 Transcendentalism is: 

• An intuitive idealism which accepts ideas as ultimates. 
• A view of the imagination or intuition (reason) giving a direct apprehension of reality which the 

logical faculties (understanding) cannot furnish.
• The concept of an organic universe in which Nature, suffused by an immanent God, corresponded 

with spirit in such a way that the connections and indeed the whole could be grasped by 
contemplation and intuition.

• A living religion in which miracles seem natural. 
• The divinity of man, who consequently did not need salvation. 
• A concept of Genius which could produce works of art by recording its intuitions through the use 

of nature symbols. 
• A freedom and spontaneity in art to permit the creation of works liberated from the artificialities 

produced by talent or mechanical rules alone.
• An individual moral insight which should supersede the dollar as the standard of conduct. 
• Self-improvement as the primary avenue of social improvement.
• Individualism, i.e. reliance on God, rather than conformity to the will of a political or social 

majority. 
• An optimism about the potentialities of individual lives and the universe. 

1954

35. Kern, Alexander, “The Rise of Transcendentalism, 1815-1860.” In TRANSITIONS IN AMERICAN LITERARY HISTORY, ed. Harry 
Hayden Clark. Durham NC: Duke UP, 1954. 245-314. 
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My own take is that Henry Thoreau’s personal brand of Transcendentalism boils down to a repudiation of the 
dogmatic attitude which he was so frequently encountering in others of his milieu. For some, not 
Transcendentalists, answers generate closure. When we get The Answer the conversation’s over; if we’ve 
already got The Answer — said conversation needn’t even begin. Henry had a kind of openness, whereas they 
had a kind of authoritativeness or closedness that was noticeably hostile to his openness. His general 
expectation was “Since this is what I’ve been supposing until now, I wonder whether I might now be able to 
transcend this, get beyond this — into something further.” In a dogma eat dogma world, Henry was, in a word, 
engaging. His attitude was “OK, now what?” 

Unfortunately, for some of the other folks who identified themselves as Transcendentalists, Transcendentalism 
became only their next opprobrious opportunity to create correct creed — and close things off again.

And, some historians of intellectual history now presume, Henry was merely a low-rent imitator of these real 
movers and the shakers of that era such as Emerson. Generally, it is these other Transcendentalists who have 
now become in intellectual history the type cases of What Transcendentalism Was — with our Henry reduced 
to the status of somebody who lived in town but just didn’t get it. (Sad but true. :-)
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Professor Perry Gilbert Eddy Miller’s THE AMERICAN TRANSCENDENTALISTS: THEIR PROSE AND POETRY 
(Doubleday).

Foreword
The “Transcendentalists” were a number of young Americans, most
of them born into the Unitarianism of New England in the early
nineteenth century, who in the 1830’s became excited, or rather
intoxicated, by the new literature of England and of the
Continent (and also by a cursory introduction to that of the
orient), and who thereupon revolted against the rationalism of
their fathers. Perhaps “revolted” is a bit too strong: though
they said scornful things in Emerson’s phrase, about “the
corpse-cold Unitarianism of Harvard College and Brattle Street,”
they owed much to the liberalism of the creed they outgrew. More
accurately, then, they may be defined in a somewhat wider
perspective as children of the Puritan past who, having been
emancipated by Unitarianism from New England’s original
Calvinism, found a new religious expression in forms derived
from romantic literature and from the philosophical idealism of
Germany.
They never constituted any organized movement- as we see Emerson
making clear-but there were enough of them, and they came so
spontaneously and vocally to their coincident persuasions, and
their activities (some of these a bit antic) seemed so to fit
into a pattern, that outsiders could accuse them of being a
“movement,” in fact, of being a conspiracy. So, enlarging our
perspective still further, we may also see in the
Transcendentalists not so much a collection of exotic ideologues
as the first outcry of the heart against the materialistic
pressures of a business civilization. Protestant to the core,
they turn their protest against what is customarily called the
“Protestant ethic”: they refuse to labor in a proper calling,
conscientiously cultivate the arts of leisure, and strive to
avoid making money.
By now almost as much has been written about the New England
Transcendentalists as they ever wrote by themselves. They
attract attention not only because they do occupy a place in our
intellectual history but even more because they speak for an
important mood in the spiritual life of the Republic-a mood that
has subsequently become, periodically, vocal. Provincial they
no doubt were, and often ludicrous in their high seriousness;
even so, they are what we have to display as an American
counterpart to the ebullient Romanticism of Europe. 
Beyond doubt, an anthology of the basic texts of
Transcendentalism would perforce include Ralph Waldo Emerson’s
little book of 1836, NATURE, his two seminal orations -“The
American Scholar” of 1837 and “The Divinity School Address” of

1957
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1838- and several of his classic ESSAYS — “Self-Reliance,” “The
Over-Soul,” “Fate,” “Experience.” Also it should contain a good
portion of, or all of, Henry Thoreau’s WALDEN, and probably his
most formidable declaration, that which assisted Gandhi in the
fight for Indian independence, “Civil Disobedience.” 
All these, however, are omitted from this collection. In the
first place, if I reprinted them, I should have little or no
space for exhibiting the wider or more ordinary aspects of the
phenomenon. In the second place, these texts are monotonously
provided in all the current anthologies of American Literature.
Thirdly, as for WALDEN, an effort to wrench portions of that
intensely unified volume out of its context is simply to
desecrate it; there is no point in anybody’s reading any of it
unless he reads the whole. And finally, presuming those works
to be prerequisite to this compilation, I seek to present the
atmosphere of the Transcendental period rather than a systematic
ordering of the ideas. This endeavor is the more legitimate
because the Transcendentalists were in fact the children of an
atmosphere, in which they breathed rather than acquired ideas,
and were not at all proponents of any systematic logic. 
This volume is an offshoot of a more comprehensive anthology,
THE TRANSCENDENTALISTS, which I published through the Harvard
University Press in 1950. Therein I traced the long argument
over the historicity of the New Testament miracles, from its
beginnings around 1830 to its culmination in Theodore Parker’s
“Transient and Permanent” in 1841. In the main, the preliminary
debate is fairly technical; in any event, the development is
summed up in Parker’s magnificent “Discourse,” which I now
reprint entire.
So, this may be called an off-center collection of the material,
designed to illustrate its range, to exemplify the variety, to
set forth the general frame of mind and temper. I hope that the
result has at least the virtue of readability. Apart from some
three or four acknowledged contributions to “world literature,”
the ardent band left an impressive record. To read the writings
of Transcendentalists with some degree of sympathy, one must in
a certain measure put himself in rapport with the attitude that
was fundamental to them all. Thoreau may be taken as expressing
it most succinctly:

There is no ripeness which is not, so to speak,
something ultimate in itself, and not merely a perfected
means to a higher end. In order to be ripe it must serve
a transcendent use. The ripeness of a leaf, being
perfected, leaves the tree at that point and never
returns to it. It has nothing to do with any other fruit
which the tree may bear, and only the genius of the poet
can pluck it.

My volume is, of course, no more than a poetic sampling, but if
it be a fair selection of the leaves I need not concern myself
about the fruits. (The arch-Transcendentalist of New York made
the point even more explicit: he called his creation LEAVES OF
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GRASS.) Thus it may, I trust, convey a sense of what was an
excitement, an exhilaration, m the course of which a few bold
American spirits made a gallant effort to introduce this
mercantile and pragmatic nation to some of the deeper currents
in the intellectual life of the West-and of the East.

THE ESSENTIAL
TRANSCENDENTALIST

HENRY DAVID THOREAU, 1817-1862 
[We may as well go at once, and rudely, to the heart of the
matter. For this purpose, no introducer is more qualified to
serve than Henry Thoreau, especially for the rudeness.
Supposedly he was inducted into the faith by his patron Emerson,
and learned the doctrines either from Emerson or from the books
to which Emerson led him; yet all his adult life he fought
furiously, in the best Transcendental spirit, to maintain his
independence, and applied himself to working away from abstract
doctrine toward passionate appropriation of the concrete, the
specific-the particular muskrat and the individual painted
tortoise. Yet when challenged by the outside world-the
conventional world of empirical and inductive science-to explain
what sort of naturalist he considered himself, he exploded (in
the resonant privacy of his JOURNAL) with a defiant burst of what,
in one form or another, was the rebellious intransigence in the
heart of all participants in the “Movement.”]

 March 5, 1853: ...The secretary for the Association for the Advancement of Science requests me, as
he probably has thousands of others, by a printed circular letter from Washington the other day, to fill the blank
against certain questions, among which the most important one was what branch of science I was specially
interested in, using the term science in the most comprehensive sense possible. Now, though I could state to a
select few that department of human inquiry which engages me, and should be rejoiced at an opportunity to do
so, I felt that it would be to make myself the laughing-stock of the scientific community to describe or attempt
to describe to them that branch of science which specially interests me, inasmuch as they do not believe in a
science which deals with the higher law. So I was obliged to speak to their condition and describe to them that
poor part of me which alone they can understand. The fact is I am a mystic, a transcendentalist, and a natural
philosopher to boot. Now I think of it, I should have told them at once that I was a transcendentalist. That would
have been the shortest way of telling them that they would not understand my explanations.
How absurd that, though I probably stand as near to nature as any of them, and am by constitution as good an
observer as most, yet a true account of my relation to nature should excite their ridicule only! If it had been the
secretary of an association of which Plato or Aristotle was the president, I should not have hesitated to describe
my studies at once and particularly.

HISTORY AND DOCTRINE

1. RALPH WALDO EMERSON, 1803-l882 
[No modern historian can compose, nor should any student
require, a better or more subtle account of the phenomenon that
got itself called “Transcendentalism” than the lecture Emerson
gave in 1880 to the Concord Lyceum - his hundredth before that
body. His mind was then dissolving into benign vagueness, but
the address was pieced together, with the help of a secretary
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and his daughter, out of older jottings (mostly from the year
1867); hence it still exudes that sense of freshness and
excitement, combined with a cool, ironic appreciation of the
fugitive character of the outburst, which from the beginning was
Emerson’s peculiar qualification for becoming and remaining its
foremost spokesman.
In the portion here omitted he rather casually surveys the
communistic enterprise at Brook Farm (l840-l846), which he
declined to join-to the immense grief of George Ripley, its
leading spirit, and of those who with Ripley felt that
Transcendental premises should lead toward some such social
action. Emerson’s account therefore concentrates defensively
upon that theme in the preaching of the band which he, by force
of eloquence and example, made predominant: a full reliance upon
self by the atomic and self-sufficing individual. Spatial
limitations prevent a fair representation in this volume of the
socialistic Transcendentalists (few of whom wrote with much
distinction), but as to what the brotherhood (and sisterhood)
fundamentally was, as to what ideas excited them and brought
them together, Emerson’s history is the most revealing of all
witnesses. 
William Ellery Channing (l780-l842) was the intellectual leader
of those churches which by the 1820’s formed the Unitarian
Association; more daring and idealistic than his theological
colleagues, he was revered by the young insurgents, and Emerson
called him “our bishop.” However, when he belatedly realized to
what lengths these youths were carrying their revolt against the
sensational psychology of John Locke, upon which Unitarian
theology was founded-that they were proclaiming the radical
notion that innate ideas “transcend” all sense experience- he
drew back in horror.
Edward Everett (1794-1865) studied in Germany and brought back
in 1819 a facile acquaintance with German scholarship; he
quickly developed an oratorical brilliance that led him to a
variegated career as statesman and diplomat. Nathaniel L.
Frothingham (1793-1870), minister at the First Church of Boston,
was a scholar of vast erudition who never had much sympathy for
Transcendentalism. Andrews Norton (1786-1853), a scholar of
still more massive erudition, as Dexter Professor of Sacred
Literature in the Harvard Divinity School, constituted himself
the most virulent Unitarian opponent of the Transcendentalists
and in 1839 stigmatized Emerson’s “Divinity School Address” and
all like-minded utterances as “The Latest Form of Infidelity.”
The first meeting of the Transcendental Club, described on pages
13-14, was in 1836. It met irregularly for five or six years
thereafter. The “pure idealist” at the end of the paragraph is
Alcott.
To the published form of this address Emerson prefixed a gnomic
verse (as he did to most of his essays) which just possibly says
a bit more than he intended, though perhaps when he composed it
(presumably in 1867) he really meant it as a mildly humorous yet
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precise characterization of the group:

For Joy and Beauty planted it
With faerie gardens cheered,
And boding Fancy haunted it
With men and women weird.]

HISTORIC NOTES OF LIFE AND LETTERS IN NEW ENGLAND
The ancient manners were giving way. There grew a certain
tenderness on the people, not before remarked. Children had been
repressed and kept in the background; now they were considered,
cosseted and pampered. I recall the remark of a witty physician
who remembered the hardships of his own youth; he said, “It was
a misfortune to have been born when children were nothing, and
to live till men were nothing.” 
There are always two parties, the party of the Past and the party
of the Future: the Establishment and the Movement. At times the
resistance is reanimated, the schism runs under the world and
appears in Literature, Philosophy, Church, State and social
customs. It is not easy to date these eras of activity with any
precision, but in this region one made itself remarked, say in
1820 and the twenty years following. 
It seemed a war between intellect and affection; a crack in
Nature, which split every church in Christendom into Papal and
Protestant; Calvinism into old and New schools; Quakerism into
old and New; brought new divisions in politics; as the new
conscience touching temperance and slavery. The key to the
period appeared to be that the mind had become aware of itself.
Men grew reflective and intellectual There was a new
consciousness. The former generations acted under the belief
that a shining social prosperity was the beatitude of man, and
sacrificed uniformly the citizen to the State. The modern mind
believed That the nation existed for the individual, for the
guardianship and education of every man. This idea, roughly
written in revolutions and national movements, in the mind of
the philosopher had far more precision; the individual is the
world. 
This perception is a sword such as was never drawn before. It
divides and detaches bone and marrow, soul and body, yea, almost
the man from himself. It is the age of severance, of
dissociation, of freedom. of analysis. of detachment. Every man
for himself. The public speaker disclaims speaking for any
other; he answers only for himself. The social sentiments are
weak; the sentiment of patriotism is weak; veneration is low;
the natural affections feebler than they were. People grow
philosophical about native land and parents and relations. There
is an universal resistance to ties and ligaments once supposed
essential to civil society. The new race is stiff, heady and
rebellious. they are fanatics in freedom; they hate tolls,
taxes, turnpikes, banks, hierarchies, governors, yea, almost
laws. They have a neck of unspeakable tenderness; it winces at
a hair. They rebel against theological as against political
dogmas against mediation, or saints, or any nobility in the
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unseen.
The age tends to solitude. The association of the time is
accidental and momentary and hypocritical, the detachment
intrinsic and progressive. The association is for power, merely-
for means; the end being the enlargement and independency of the
individual. Anciently, society was in the course of things.
There was a Sacred Band, a Theban Phalanx.There can be none now.
College classes, military corps, or trades-unions may fancy
themselves indissoluble for a moment, over their wine; but it
is a painted hoop, and has no girth. The age of arithmetic and
of criticism has set in. The structures of old faith in every
department of society a few centuries have sufficed to destroy.
Astrology, magic, palmistry, are long gone. The very last ghost
is laid. Demonology is on its last legs. Prerogative,
government, goes to pieces day by day. Europe is strewn with
wrecks; a constitution once a week. In social manners and morals
the revolution is just as evident. In the law courts, crimes of
fraud have taken the place of crimes of force. The stockholder
has stepped into the place of the warlike baron. The nobles shall
not any longer, as feudal lords, have power of life and death
over the churls, but now, in another shape, as capitalists,
shall in all love and peace eat them up as before. Nay,
government itself becomes the resort of those whom government
was invented to restrain. “Are there any brigands on the road?”
inquired the traveller in France. “oh, no, set your heart at
rest on that point,” said the landlord; “what should these
fellows keep the highway for, when they can rob just as
effectually, and much more at their ease, in the bureaus of
office?”
In literature the effect appeared in the decided tendency of
criticism. The most remarkable literary work of the age has for
its hero and subject precisely this introversion: I mean the
poem of FAUST. In philosophy, Immanuel Kant has made the best
catalogue of the human faculties and the best analysis of the
mind. Hegel also especially. In science the French savant,
exact, pitiless, with barometer, crucible, chemic test and
calculus in hand, travels into all nooks and islands, to weigh,
to analyze and report. And chemistry. which is the analysis of
matter, has taught us that we eat gas, drink gas, tread on gas,
and are gas. The same decomposition has changed the whole face
of physics; the like in all arts, modes. Authority falls, in
Church, College, Courts of Law, Faculties, medicine. Experiment
is credible; antiquity is grown ridiculous.
It marked itself by a certain predominance of the intellect in
the balance of powers. The warm swart Earth-spirit which made
the strength of past ages, mightier than it knew, with instincts
instead of science, like a mother yielding food from her own
breast instead of preparing it through chemic and culinary
skill-warm negro ages of sentiment and vegetation-all gone;
another hour had struck and other forms arose. Instead of the
social existence which all shared, was now separation. Every one
for himself; driven to find all his resources, hopes, rewards,
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society and deity within himself.
The young men were born with knives in their brain, a tendency
to introversion, se-if-dissection, anatomizing of motives. The
popular many severe shocks from the new times; from the
Armenians, which was the current name of the backsliders from
Calvinism, sixty years ago; then from the English philosophic
theologians, Hartley and Priestley and Belsham, the followers
of Locke. and then I should say much later from the slow but
extraordinary influence of Swedenborg; a man of prodigious mind,
though as I think tainted with a certain suspicion of insanity,
and therefore generally disowned, but exerting a singular power
over an important intellectual class; then the powerful
influence of the genius and character of Dr. Channing.
Germany had created criticism in vain for us until 1820 when
Edward Everett returned from his five years in Europe, and
brought to Cambridge his rich results, which no one was so fitted
by natural grace and the splendor of his rhetoric to introduce
and recommend. He made us for the first time acquainted with
Wolff’s theory of the Homeric writings, with the criticism of
Heyne. The novelty of the learning lost nothing in the skill and
genius of his relation, and the rudest undergraduate found a new
morning opened to him in the lecture-room of Harvard Hall.
There was an influence on the young people from the genius of
Everett which was almost comparable to that of Pericles in
Athens. He had an inspiration which did not go beyond his head,
but which made him the master of elegance. If any of my readers
were at that period in Boston or Cambridge, they will easily
remember his radiant beauty of person, of a classic style, his
heavy large eye, marble lids, which gave the impression of mass
which the slightness of his form needed; sculptured lips; a
voice of such rich tones, such precise and perfect utterance,
that, although slightly nasal, it was the most mellow and
beautiful and correct of all the instruments of the time. The
word that he spoke, in the manner in which he spoke it, became
current and classical in New England. He had a great talent for
collecting facts, and for bringing those he had to bear with
ingenious felicity on the topic of the moment. Let him rise to
speak on what occasion soever, a fact had always just transpired
which composed, with some other fact well known to the audience,
the most pregnant and happy coincidence. It was remarked that
for a man who threw out so many facts he was seldom convicted
of a blunder. He had a good deal of special learning, and all
his learning was available for purposes of the hour. It was all
new learning, that wonderfully took and stimulated the young
men. It was so coldly and weightily communicated from so
commanding a platform, as if in the consciousness and
consideration of all history and all learning-adorned with so
many simple and austere beauties of expression, and enriched
with so many excellent digressions and significant quotations,
that, though nothing could be conceived beforehand less
attractive or indeed less fit for green boys from Connecticut,
New Hampshire and Massachusetts, with their unripe Latin and
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Greek reading, than exegetical discourses in the style of Voss
and Wolff and Ruhnken, on the Orphic and Ante-Homeric remains-
yet this learning instantly took the highest place to our
imagination in our unoccupied American Parnassus. All his
auditors felt the extreme beauty and dignity of the manner, and
even the coarsest were contented to go punctually to listen, for
the manner, when they had found out that the subject matter was
not for them. In the lecture-room, he abstained from all
ornament, and pleased himself with the play of detailing
erudition in a style of perfect simplicity. In the pulpit (for
he was then a clergyman) he made amends to himself and his
auditor for the self-denial of the professor’s chair, and, with
an infantine simplicity still, of manner, he gave the reins to
his florid, quaint and affluent fancy.
Then was exhibited all the richness of a rhetoric which we have
never seen rivaled in this country. Wonderful how memorable were
words made which were only pleasing pictures, and covered no new
or valid thoughts. He abounded in sentences, in wit, in satire,
in splendid allusion, in quotation impossible to forget, in
daring imagery, in parable and even in a sort of defying
experiment of his own wit and skill in giving an oracular weight
to Hebrew or Rabbinical words-feats which no man could better
accomplish, such was his self-command and the security of his
manner. All his speech was music, and with such variety and
invention that the ear was never tired. Especially beautiful
were his poetic quotations. He delighted in quoting Milton, and
with such sweet modulation that he seemed to give as much beauty
as he borrowed; and whatever he has quoted will be remembered
by any who heard him, with inseparable association with his
voice and genius. He had nothing in common with vulgarity and
infirmity, but, speaking, walking, sitting, was as much aloof
and uncommon as a star. The smallest anecdote of his behavior
or conversation was eagerly caught and repeated, and every young
scholar could recite brilliant sentences from his sermons, with
mimicry, good or bad, of his voice. This influence went much
farther, for he who was heard with such throbbing hearts and
sparkling eyes in the lighted and crowded churches, did not let
go his hearers when the church was dismissed, but the bright
image of that eloquent form followed the boy home to his
bedchamber; and not a sentence was written in academic
exercises, not a declamation attempted in the college chapel,
but showed the omnipresence of his genius to youthful heads.
This made every youth his defender, and boys filled their mouths
with arguments to prove that the orator had a heart. This was a
triumph of Rhetoric. It was not the intellectual or the moral
principles which he had to teach. It was not thoughts. When
Massachusetts was full of his fame it was not contended that he
had thrown any truths into circulation. But his power lay in the
magic of form; it was in the graces of manner; in a new
perception of Grecian beauty, to which he had opened our eyes.
There was that finish about this person which is about women,
and which distinguishes every piece of genius from the works of

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/thumbnails/T/HDT.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/explanation.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/ActiveIndex.pdf


DESCENDENTALISM TRANSCENDENTALISM

HDT WHAT? INDEX

talent-that these last are more or less matured in every degree
of completeness according to the time bestowed on them, but
works of genius in their first and slightest form are still
wholes. In every public discourse there was nothing left for the
indulgence of his hearer, no marks of late hours and anxious,
unfinished study, but the goddess of grace had breathed on the
work a last fragrancy and glitter.
By a series of lectures largely and fashionably attended for two
winters in Boston he made a beginning of popular literary and
miscellaneous lecturing, which in that region at least had
important results. It is acquiring greater importance every day,
and becoming a national institution. I am quite certain that
this purely literary influence was of the first importance to
the American mind.
In the pulpit Dr. Frothingham, an excellent classical and German
scholar, had already made us acquainted, if prudently, with the
genius of Eichhorn’s theologic criticism. And Professor Norton
a little later gave form and method to the like studies in the
then infant Divinity School. But I think the paramount source
of the religious revolution was Modern Science; beginning with
Copernicus, who destroyed the pagan fictions of the Church, by
showing mankind that the earth on which we live was not the
centre of the Universe, around which the sun and stars revolved
every day, and thus fitted to be the platform on which the Drama
of the Divine Judgment was played before the assembled Angels
of Heaven-”the scaffold of the divine vengeance” Saurin called
it-but a little scrap of a planet, rushing round the sun in our
system, which in turn was too minute to be seen at the distance
of many stars which we behold. Astronomy taught us our
insignificance in Nature; showed that our sacred as our profane
history had been written in gross ignorance of the laws, which
were far grander than we knew; and compelled a certain extension
and uplifting of our views of the Deity and his Providence. This
correction of our superstitions was confirmed by the new science
of Geology, and the whole train of discoveries in every
department. But we presently saw also that the religious nature
in man was not affected by these errors m his understanding. The
religious sentiment made nothing of bulk or size, or far or near;
triumphed over time as well as space; and every lesson of
humility, or justice, or charity, which the old ignorant saints
had taught him, was still forever true.
Whether from these influences, or whether by a reaction of the
general mind against the too formal science, religion and social
life of the earlier period-there was, in the first quarter of
our nineteenth century, a certain sharpness of criticism, an
eagerness for reform, which showed itself in every quarter. It
appeared in the popularity of Lavater’s Physiognomy, now almost
forgotten. Gall and Spurzheim’s Phrenology laid a rough hand on
the mysteries of animal and spiritual nature, dragging down
every sacred secret to a street show. The attempt was coarse and
odious to scientific men, but had a certain truth in it; it felt
connection where the professors denied it, and was a leading to
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a truth which had not yet been announced. on the heels of this
intruder came Mesmerism, which broke into the inmost shrines,
attempted the explanation of miracle and prophecy, as well as
of creation. What could be more revolting to the contemplative
philosopher! But a certain success attended it, against all
expectation. It was human, it was genial, it affirmed unity and
connection between remote points, and as such was excellent
criticism on the narrow and dead classification of what passed
for science; and the joy with which it was greeted was an
instinct of the people which no true philosopher would fail to
profit by. But while society remained in doubt between the
indignation of the old school and the audacity of the new, a
higher note sounded.Unexpected aid from high quarters came to
iconoclasts. The German poet Goethe revolted against the science
of the day, against French and English science, declared war
against the great name of Newton proposed his own new and simple
optics; in Botany, his simple theory of metamorphosis-the eye
of a leaf is all; every part of the plant from root to fruit is
only a modified leaf, the branch of a tree is nothing but a leaf
whose serratures have become twigs. He extended this into
anatomy and animal life, and his views were accepted. The revolt
became a revolution. Schelling and Oken introduced their ideal
natural philosophy, Hegel his metaphysics, and extended it to
Civil History.
The result in literature and the general mind was a return to
law; in science, in politics, in social life; as distinguished
from the profligate manners and politics of earlier times. The
age was moral. Every immorality is a departure from nature, and
is punished by natural loss and deformity. The popularity of
Combe’s Constitution of Man; the humanity which was the aim of
all the multitudinous works of Dickens; the tendency even of
Punch’s caricature, was all on the side of the people. There was
a breath of new air, much vague expectation, a consciousness of
power not yet finding its determinate aim. 
I attribute much importance to two papers of Dr. Channing, one
on Milton and one on Napoleon, which were the first specimens
in this country of that large criticism which in England had
given power and fame to the Edinburgh Review. They were widely
read, and of course immediately fruitful in provoking emulation
which lifted the style of Journalism. Dr. Channing, whilst he
lived, was the star of the American Church, and we then thought,
if we do not still think, that he left no successor in the
pulpit. He could never be reported, for his eye and voice could
not be printed, and his discourses lose their best in losing
them. He was made for the public; his cold temperament made him
the most unprofitable private companion; but all America would
have been impoverished in wanting him. We could not then spare
a single word he uttered in public, not so much as the reading
a lesson in Scripture, or a hymn, and it is curious that his
printed writings are almost a history of the times; as there was
no great public interest, political, literary or even economical
(for he wrote on the Tariff), on which he did not leave some
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printed record of his brave and thoughtful opinion. A poor
little invalid all his life, he is yet one of those men who
vindicate the power of the American race to produce greatness.
Dr. Channing took counsel in 1834 with George Ripley, to the
point whether it were possible to bring cultivated, thoughtful
people together, and make society that deserved the name. He had
earlier talked with Dr. John Collins Warren on the like purpose,
who admitted the wisdom of the design and undertook to aid him
in making the experiment. Dr. Channing repaired to Dr. Warren’s
house on the appointed evening, with large thoughts which he
wished to open. He found a well-chosen assembly of gentlemen
variously distinguished; there was mutual greeting and
introduction, and they were chatting agreeably on indifferent
matters and drawing gently towards their great expectation, when
a side-door opened, the whole company streamed in to an oyster
supper, crowned by excellent wines; and so ended the first
attempt to establish aesthetic society in Boston.
Some time afterwards Dr. Channing opened his mind to Mr. and
Mrs. Ripley, and with some care they invited a limited party of
ladies and gentlemen. I had the honor to be present. Though I
recall the fact, I do not retain any instant consequence of this
attempt, or any connection between it and the new zeal of the
friends who at that time began to be drawn together by sympathy
of studies and of aspiration. Margaret Fuller, George Ripley,
Dr. Convers Francis, Theodore Parker, Dr. Hedge, Mr. Brownson,
James Freeman Clarke, William H. Channing and many others,
gradually drew together and from time to time spent an afternoon
at each other’s houses in a serious conversation. With them was
always one well known form, a pure idealist, not at all a man
of letters, nor of any practical talent, nor a writer of books;
a man quite too cold and contemplative for the alliances of
friendship, with rare simplicity and grandeur of perception, who
read Plato as an equal, and inspired his companions only in
proportion as they were intellectual- whilst the men of talent
complained of the want of point and precision in this abstract
and religious thinker.
These fine conversations, of course, were incomprehensible to
some in the company, and they had their revenge in their little
joke. one declared that “It seemed to him like going to heaven
in a swing;” another reported that, at a knotty point in the
discourse, a sympathizing Englishman with squeaking voice
interrupted with the question, “Mr. Alcott, a lady near me
desires to inquire whether omnipotence abnegates attribute?”
I think there prevailed at that time a general belief in Boston
that there was some concert of doctrinaires to establish certain
opinions and inaugurate some movement in literature, philosophy
and religion, of which design the supposed conspirators were
quite innocent; for there was no concert, and only here and there
two or three men or women who read and wrote, each alone, with
unusual vivacity. Perhaps they only agreed in having fallen upon
Coleridge and Wordsworth and Goethe, then on Carlyle, with
pleasure and sympathy. otherwise, their education and reading
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were not marked, but had the American superficialness, and their
studies were solitary. I suppose all of them were surprised at
this rumor of a school or sect, and certainly at the name of
Transcendentalism, given nobody knows by whom, or when it was
first applied. As these persons became in the common chances of
society acquainted with each other, there resulted certainly
strong friendships, which of course were exclusive in proportion
to their heat: and perhaps those persons who were mutually the
best friends were the most private and had no ambition of
publishing their letters, diaries or conversation. 
From that time meetings were held for conversation, with very
little form, from house to house, of people engaged in studies,
fond of books, and watchful of all the intellectual light from
whatever quarter it flowed. Nothing could be less formal, yet
the intelligence and character and varied ability of the company
gave it some notoriety and perhaps waked curiosity as to its
aims and results.
Nothing more serious came of it than the modest quarterly
journal called The Dial, which, under the editorship of Margaret
Fuller, and later of some other, enjoyed its obscurity for four
years. All its papers were unpaid contributions, and it was
rather a work of friendship among the narrow circle of students
than the organ of any party. Perhaps its writers were its chief
readers: yet it contained some noble papers by Margaret Fuller,
and some numbers had an instant exhausting sale, because of
papers by Theodore Parker.
Theodore Parker was our Savonarola, an excellent scholar, in
frank and affectionate communication with the best minds of his
day, yet the tribune of the people, and the stout Reformer to
urge and defend every cause of humanity with and for the humblest
of mankind. He was no artist. Highly refined persons might
easily miss in him the element of beauty. What he said was mere
fact, almost offended you, so bald and detached; little cared
he. He stood altogether for practical truth; and so to the last.
He used every day and hour of his short life, and his character
appeared in the last moments with the same firm control as in
the midday of strength. I habitually apply to him the words of
a French philosopher who speaks of “the man of Nature who
abominates the steam-engine and the factory. His vast lungs
breathe independence with the air of the mountains and the
woods.”
The vulgar politician disposed of this circle cheaply as “the
sentimental class.” State Street had an instinct that they
invalidated contracts and threatened the stability of stocks;
and it did not fancy brusque manners. Society always values,
even in its teachers, inoffensive people, susceptible of
conventional polish. The clergyman who would live in the city
may have piety, but must have taste, whilst there was often
coming, among these, some John the Baptist, wild from the woods,
rude, hairy, careless of dress and quite scornful of the
etiquette of cities. There was a pilgrim in those days walking
in the country who stopped at every door where he hoped to find
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hearing for his doctrine, which was, Never to give or receive
money. He was a poor printer, and explained with simple warmth
the belief of himself and five or six young men with whom he
agreed in opinion, of the vast mischief of our insidious coin.
He thought every one should labor at some necessary product, and
as soon as he had made more than enough for himself, were it
corn, or paper, or cloth, or boot-jacks, he should give of the
commodity to any applicant, and in turn go to his neighbor for
any article which he had to spare. of course we were curious to
know how he sped in his experiments on the neighbor, and his
anecdotes were interesting, and often highly creditable. But he
had the courage which so stern a return to Arcadian manners
required, and had learned to sleep, in cold nights, when the
farmer at whose door he knocked declined to give him a bed, on
a wagon covered with the buffalo-robe under the shed-or under
the stars, when the farmer denied the shed and the buffalo-robe.
I think he persisted for two years in his brave practice, but
did not enlarge his church of believers.
These reformers were a new class. Instead of the fiery souls of
the Puritans, bent on hanging the Quaker, burning the witch and
banishing the Romanist, these were gentle souls, with peaceful
and even with genial dispositions, casting sheep’s-eyes even on
Fourier and his houris. It was a time when the air was full of
reform. Robert Owen of Lanark came hither from England in 1845,
and read lectures or held conversations wherever he found
listeners; the most amiable, sanguine and candid of men. He had
not the least doubt that he had hit on a right and perfect
socialism, or that all mankind would adopt it. He was then
seventy years old, and being asked, “Well, Mr. Owen, who is your
disciple? How many men are there possessed of your views who
will remain after you are gone, to put them in practice?” “Not
one,” was his reply. Robert Owen knew Fourier in his old age.
He said that Fourier learned of him all the truth he had; the
rest of his system was imagination, and the imagination of a
banker. Owen made the best impression by his rare benevolence.
His love of men made us forget his “Three Errors.” His charitable
construction of men and their actions was invariable. He was the
better Christian in his controversy with Christians, and he
interpreted with great generosity the acts of the “Holy
Alliance,” and Prince Metternich, with whom the persevering
doctrinaire had obtained interviews; “Ah,” he said, “you may
depend on it there are as tender hearts and as much good will
to serve men, in palaces, as in colleges.” 
And truly I honor the generous ideas of the Socialists, the
magnificence of their theories and the enthusiasm with which
they have been urged. They appeared the inspired men of their
time. Mr. Owen preached his doctrine of labor and reward, with
the fidelity and devotion of a saint, to the slow ears of his
generation. Fourier, almost as wonderful an example of the
mathematical mind of France as La Place or Napoleon, turned a
truly vast arithmetic to the question of social misery, and has
put men under the obligation which a generous mind always
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confers, of conceiving magnificent hopes and making great
demands as the right of man. He took his measure of that which
all should and might enjoy, from no soup-society or charity
concert, but from the refinements of palaces, the wealth of
universities and the triumphs of artists. He thought nobly. A
man is entitled to pure air, and to the air of good conversation
in his bringing up, and not, as we or so many of us, to the poor-
smell and musty chambers, cats and fools.~ourier carried a whole
French Revolution in his head, and much more. Here was
arithmetic on a huge scale. His ciphering goes where ciphering
never went before, namely, into stars, atmospheres and animals,
and men and women, and classes of every character. It was the
most entertaining of French romances, and could not but suggest
vast possibilities of reform to the coldest and least
sanguine....
There is of course to every theory a tendency to run to an
extreme, and to forget the limitations. In our free
institutions, where every man is at liberty to choose his home
and his trade, and all possible modes of working and gaining are
open to him, fortunes are easily made by thousands, as in no
other country. Then property proves too much for the man, and
the men of science, art, intellect, are pretty sure to
degenerate into selfish housekeepers, dependent on wine, coffee,
furnace-heat, gas-light and fine furniture. Then instantly
things swing the other way, and we suddenly find that
civilization crowed too soon; that what we bragged as triumphs
were treacheries: that we have opened the wrong door and let the
enemy into the castle; that civilization was a mistake; that
nothing is so vulgar as a great warehouse of room full of
furniture and trumpery; that, in the circumstances, the best
wisdom were an auction or a fire. Since the foxes and the birds
have the right of it, with a warm hole to keep out the weather,
and no more-a pent-house to fend the sun and ram is the house
which lays no tax on the owner’s time and thoughts, and which
he can leave, when the sun is warm, and defy the robber. This
was Thoreau’s doctrine, who said that the Fourierists had a
sense of duty which led them to devote themselves to their
second-best. And Thoreau gave in flesh and blood and
pertinacious Saxon belief the purest ethics. He was more real
and practically believing in them than any of his company, and
fortified you at all times with an affirmative experience which
refused to be set aside. Thoreau was in his own person a
practical answer, almost a refutation, to the theories of the
socialists. He required no Phalanx, no Government, no society,
almost no memory. He lived extempore from hour to hour, like the
birds and the angels; brought every day a new proposition, as
revolutionary as that of yesterday, but different: the only man
of leisure in his town; and his independence made all others
look like slaves. He was a good Abbot Samson, and carried a
counsel in his breast. “Again and again I congratulate myself
on my so-called poverty, I could not overstate this advantage.”
“What you call bareness and poverty, is to me simplicity. God

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/thumbnails/T/HDT.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/explanation.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/ActiveIndex.pdf


DESCENDENTALISM TRANSCENDENTALISM

HDT WHAT? INDEX

could not be unkind to me if he should try. I love best to have
each thing in its season only, and enjoy doing without it at all
other times. It is the greatest of all advantages to enjoy no
advantage at all. I have never got over my surprise that I should
have been born into the most estimable place in all the world,
and in the very nick of time too.” There’s an optimist for you.
I regard these philanthropists as themselves the effects of the
age in which we live, and, in common with so many other good
facts, the efflorescence of the period, and predicting a good
fruit that ripens. They were not the creators they believed
themselves, but they were unconscious prophets of a true state
of society; one which the tendencies of nature lead unto, one
which always establishes itself for the sane soul, though not
in that manner in which they paint it; but they were describers
of that which is really being done. The large cities are
phalansteries; and the theorists drew all their argument from
facts already taking place in our experience. The cheap way is
to make every man do what he was born for. one merchant to whom
I described the Fourier project, thought it must not only
succeed, but that agricultural association must presently fix
the price of bread, and drive single farmers into association
in self-defence, as the great commercial and manufacturing
companies had done. Society in England and in America is trying
the experiment again in small pieces, in cooperative
associations, in cheap eating-houses, as well as in the
economies of club-houses and in cheap reading rooms. 
It chanced that here in one family were two brothers, one a
brilliant and fertile inventor, and close by him his own
brother, a man of business who knew how to direct his faculty
and make it instantly and permanently lucrative. Why could not
the like partnership be formed between the inventor and the man
of executive talent everywhere? Each man of thought is
surrounded by wiser men than he, if they cannot write as well.
Cannot he and they combine? Talents supplement each other.
Beaumont and Fletcher and many French novelists have known how
to utilize such partnerships. Why not have a larger one, and
with more various members?
Housekeepers say, “There are a thousand things to everything,”
and if one must study all the strokes to be laid, all the faults
to be shunned in a building or work of art, of its keeping, its
composition, its site, its color, there would be no end. But the
architect, acting under a necessity to build the house for its
purpose, finds himself helped, he knows not how, into all these
merits of detail, and steering clear, though in the dark, of
those dangers which might have shipwrecked him.... 
I recall these few selected facts, none of them of much
independent interest, but symptomatic of the times and country.
I please myself with the thought that our American mind is not
now eccentric or rude in its strength, but is beginning to show
a quiet power, drawn from wide and abundant sources, proper to
a Continent and to an educated people. If I have owed much to
the special influences I have indicated, I am not less aware of
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that excellent and increasing circle of masters in arts and in
song and in science, who cheer the intellect of our cities and
this country today-whose genius is not a lucky accident, but
normal, and with broad foundation of culture, and so inspires
the hope of steady strength advancing on itself, and a day
without night.
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Japan, having surpassed each and every European economy, in this year became the 3d economic powerhouse 
in the world after the USA and the USSR.

Schoei Ando, in ZEN AND AMERICAN TRANSCENDENTALISM (Tokyo: Hokoseido Press), concluded that Henry 
Thoreau had achieved what is variously termed “Seishori” or “Meihakuri” or “Dajo Ippen,” or in English 
“clearly purified state” or “completely purified life.” In Zen, this is the condition immediately preceding the 
entire abandonment of the sense of selfhood.

1970
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Lawrence Buell. LITERARY TRANSCENDENTALISM. Ithaca NY: Cornell UP, 1973

Amidst all the changes that have shaken the modern study of literature,
scholarship in Transcendentalism continues to hoe the rows laid out by
pioneers in the field. The notions of Transcendentalism formulated in the
19th Century meshed with ideal values that were, in turn, associated with
“America”: independence, genteel virtues, liberalism and individualism,
democracy. But, in our own time, the discounting of these ideal motives has
left Transcendentalist criticism without any grounding purpose, and like
the cartoon figure who rushes off a cliff, it has been running in the air
for forty years, prevented from falling only because it refuses to look
down and discover its situation. ... Transcendentalism does not provide the
theory about which the classic American writing organized itself. It does
not symbolize the birth of a truly American character, or represent a
coherent literary and social movement with lines of influence reaching down
to Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi and modern environmentalism. In this altered
light, Transcendentalism is not only a critical invention but an obsolete
critical invention, and discarding it leaves us with just that feature that
has most troubled and dissatisfied criticism, a collection of texts that
have no categorical home.

— Carafiol, Peter C. THE AMERICAN IDEAL:
LITERARY HISTORY AS A WORLDLY ACTIVITY.
NY: Oxford UP, 1991, pages 86, 93.

1973
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Julie Ellison belatedly came to the realization that good ’ol boy Ralph Waldo Emerson’s penchant for 
classifying people as type cases of “the philosopher” or “the mystic” or “the skeptic” or “the transcendentalist” 
–or whatever– by which they are made to “appear to us as representatives of certain ideas, which they never 
pass or exceed,” had been a covertly aggressive move the agenda of which had been to put the great in their 
places even as it pretended to concede that greatness.

Kenneth Walter Cameron’s TRANSCENDENTAL CURRICULUM OR BRONSON ALCOTT’S LIBRARY: INVENTORY 
OF 1858-1860 WITH ADDENDA TO 1888, INCLUDING LIBRARY AT FRUITLANDS (1842-43), TO WHICH IS ADDED 
SHEAF OF UNGATHERED ALCOTT LETTERS (Hartford CT: Transcendental Books, 1984).
Cameron’s AMERICAN AUTHORS IN PICTURES: THE MAJOR NINETEENTH-CENTURY WRITERS AND THEIR 
BACKGROUNDS (Hartford, Connecticut; Box A, Station A, Hartford 06126: Transcendental Books).

Cameron’s TRANSCENDENTAL CURRICULUM, OR, BRONSON ALCOTT’S LIBRARY: THE INVENTORY OF 1858-
1860 WITH ADDENDA TO 1888, INCLUDING THE LIBRARY AT FRUITLANDS (1842-1843), TO WHICH IS ADDED A 
SHEAF OF UNGATHERED ALCOTT LETTERS (Hartford, Connecticut; Box A, Station A, Hartford 06126: 
Transcendental Books).

Cameron’s THE VESTRY LECTURES AND A RARE SERMON / BY RALPH WALDO EMERSON (Hartford, 
Connecticut; Box A, Station A, Hartford 06126: Transcendental Books).

Cameron’s EMERSON’S TRANSCENDENTALISM AND BRITISH SWEDENBORGISM (Hartford, Connecticut; Box A, 
Station A, Hartford 06126: Transcendental Books).

Cameron’s new edition of TRANSCENDENTAL HORIZONS: ESSAYS AND POETRY / BY FRANKLIN BENJAMIN 
SANBORN (Hartford, Connecticut; Box A, Station A, Hartford 06126: Transcendental Books).

1984

Julie figured me out.
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David C. Miller hypothecated in his DARK EDEN: THE SWAMP IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY AMERICAN 
CULTURE (NY: Cambridge UP, page 130) that during the 19th Century human civilization was beginning to 
compete more and more with nature, and therefore that the increasingly problematic relationship between 
civilization and nature needed “to be accommodated by a more complex symbolic mode, one generated by the 
resistance, not the harmony, between image and meaning.” Miller pointed out that since swampland such as 
the water meadows in the vicinity of Concord town is a border territory between land and water, and therefore 
ambiguous if not amphibian, and therefore a region unsettling to meanings, it can be considered to have been 

a region optimal as a venue for Henry Thoreau’s swampy transcendence (Hank the swamp critter), an 
appropriate point at which a more complex symbolic mode might be generated “by the resistance, not the 
harmony, between image and meaning,” as can actually be found in plenitude in Thoreau’s writings:36

As an ambiguous realm (neither land nor water), the swamp defies
the pervasive logical distinctions at the basis of culture: the
demarcation between life and death and polarities such as good
and evil, light and dark, male and female. That is largely why
it has always seemed so threatening, the antithesis of
civilization…. It is only when we shift our attention from the
predominant ideologies [having to do with swampiness] to the
possibilities for meaning in the image [of the swamp] itself
that the constituents begin to emerge for a truly new and radical
symbolic mode. This is not one that enabled adjustment to an
unsatisfactory ratio between nature and civilization,
perpetuating ideas conditioned by patriarchy and an emerging
market mentality, but one that transcended the duality between
nature and civilization itself. Such transcendence, I believe,
was most fully realized by Thoreau [emphasis added]. Though only
a prelude to further struggles, the realization of this mode
opened the way to at last some periodic or furtive escape from
the treadmill of human subjugation to the world of appearances,
to materialism, to the conventional, that had been constructed
by capitalism. In at least a few instances in Mid-Victorian
America, the experience of the swamp involved a more intense
encounter with the overwhelming body of “mother nature” that
could transform the meaning of initiation from a mere readiness

1989

36. Page 78, page 104 passim.
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for citizenship in normal society to full acceptance in a
community of grace.

The question David C. Miller posed for himself at this point was, how did the phenomenology of swamp and 
jungle landscapes (particularly as the two images tended to merge) undermine the predominant aesthetic and 
epistemological assumptions held by Americans in the first half of the 19th Century, and, in so doing, 
contribute to the restructuring of experience during that period of cultural crisis and transformation? (page 
151) Whether he actually succeeded in bringing Thoreau into this picture as thoroughly as he alleged that he 
did is of course very much open to question, for his Thoreau walks through his text “with the spirit of chivalry,” 
which is to say, with what he terms “self-sacrifice.” On page 215, when Miller has his Thoreau figure go into 
the woods, it is this figure’s best intention merely “to get lost for a while.” 

Get lost for awhile? –Give us a break, city boy!

According to page 202 of David C. Miller, a certain “revolutionary perspective on the world” can be perceived 
in the works of “Thoreau, for whom Emerson pointed the way.” (Miller refrained from pointing out the precise 
manner in which Waldo Emerson indicated to Thoreau the way to be followed, and so we are left to wonder 
whether it was that Emerson was older and led the way, or that he was taller and took longer strides, or that he 
had a less droopy and more directional nose.) The idea of swamp, and other desert places, according to 
Marxist-wannabee Miller, enabled Thoreau to “wrestle more effectively with the impact of capitalist 
alienation.” Also, by immersing himself in the physicality of the swamp, Thoreau might have been self-
consolidating, which is to say, bringing body and soul back together again:

The incarnation of this revolutionary perspective on the world
was at best a delicate one, however, and we find evidence of it
only fleetingly in the American literary tradition — most
clearly, I believe, in Thoreau, for whom Emerson pointed the
way. For the most part, immersion was experienced not in the
more physical aspects of the swamp but ... in the atmosphere
emanating from it, always giving the mental factor an upper hand
over the physical. The primacy of mental agenda in the metaphor
of atmosphere eventually shut out any sense of alterity from a
world of domineering projection, of sometimes hallucinatory
intensity.
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David C. Miller does in this book from time to time indicate that he is not completely unfamiliar with Thoreau 
materials. For instance, at one point he makes an intelligent comment about sounds in WALDEN, and just how 
an appeal to hearing differs from an appeal to vision.

In regard to the issue of “Emersonian Transcendentalism” vs the “Coleridgean Imagination,” David C. Miller 
says on page 142 of DARK EDEN: THE SWAMP IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY AMERICAN CULTURE (NY: 
Cambridge UP, 1989) that “For most Americans the apparent subjectivism of Coleridgean Imagination 
(provided they were even capable of understanding it) was a fearful prospect. Religious orthodoxy rejected 
outright the whole idea of communion with nature, not to mention intercourse with landscapes like the swamp 
which imaged the worst pitfalls of the uncontrolled imagination. Less extreme positions still revealed a 
positive distrust of sensualism. Nevertheless, a submerged countertendency is evident, if only in the posture 
of defensiveness adopted by the proprietors of culture…. [Emersonian Transcendentalism] pointed the way to 
this secularized version of faith, but in its most authentic form, it remained inaccessible to all but a few. In the 
meantime, what traditional religion had always attempted to sublimate into the proper devotional mood now 
posed as the threat of a displaced subjectivity, a subjectivity that could no longer clearly be distinguished from 
religious inspiration but that might even take the form of an unsettling animism or fetishism…. To varying 
degrees, the problem of distinguishing between religious inspiration and mere subjectivism embraces most of 
the spectrum of American culture at midcentury.”

http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/thumbnails/T/HDT.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/explanation.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/ActiveIndex.pdf
http://www.kouroo.info/kouroo/WALDEN/WALDEN.html


DESCENDENTALISM TRANSCENDENTALISM

HDT WHAT? INDEX

Arthur Versluis’s AMERICAN TRANSCENDENTALISM AND ASIAN RELIGIONS. Religion in America Series. NY: 
Oxford UP, 1993. Those who suppose “the Western tradition” was something –somewhere, sometime– fixed 
in the United States will have this notion upset by this study of the relationship between the American 
transcendentalists and Asian religions. While fundamentalists and conservatives were denouncing aliens 
scriptures, the Transcendentalists were embracing the influx of new information on Buddhism, Hinduism, and 
Taoism. This account does not leave off with Emerson and Thoreau, but continues on into the early 20th 
Century, considering John Weiss, Samuel Johnson, William Rounseville Alger, Octavius Brooks Frothingham, 
Moncure Daniel Conway, and Lydia Maria Child.

1993
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Per Peter Beyer’s RELIGION AND GLOBALIZATION (London: Sage Publications, 1994, page 5):

I prefer to use immanence/transcendence to label the central
religious dichotomy. What is definitive about this polarity is
the holistic nature of the first term. The immanent is the whole
world, the whole of perceptible reality, all meaning
communicable among human beings. The whole, however, cannot as
such be the subject of communication because we cannot
distinguish it from anything that it does not encompass. The
transcendent, as the polar opposite, serves to give the immanent
whole its meaningful context. In this sense, it acts as the
condition for the possibility of the immanent. The central
religious paradox lies in the fact that the transcendent can
only be communicated in immanent terms, and this by definition:
communication on the basis of meaning is always immanent, even
when the subject of communication is the transcendent. Religion,
therefore, operates with sacred symbols, ones which always point
radically beyond themselves. It deals simultaneously with the
immanent and the transcendent.

1994

TRANSCENDENTALISM
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Speaking of considered literary opinion, on page 44 of AT EMERSON’S TOMB published in this year 
by a scholarly press we discover the opinion that:

This is probably correct in regard to Waldo Emerson, and the author of the above, John Carlos Rowe, actually 
does offer some substantiation that it is correct in regard to that particular Transcendentalist, but it could be 
true of all the other New England transcendentalists only if Henry Thoreau were not a New England 
transcendentalist but some other species of fish, and otherwise it would have to be said to be very much of an 
incautious overgeneralization by a scholar who has not done his homework. It is to be noted that nowhere does 
Rowe offer any analysis focused upon the issue of whether Thoreau might be considered a New England 
transcendentalist or not, nor in fact does Rowe’s gaze seem to fall upon Thoreau at all. He simply makes this 
one be another dead white man, by clobbering him with Emerson’s tombstone!37

Summer: In a paper “Ecology and American Literature: Thoreau and Un-Thoreau” in American Literary History, Karl 
Kroeber attacked Henry Thoreau as a mere sentimentalist about wild nature in order to set up such more 
contemporary folks as Wendell Berry as by contrast up-to-date ecological thinkers, in our current century in 
which “the most important ecological writing is un-Thoreauvian” (page 309). 
Kroeber praised Berry to the skies for wisely refusing to fall into a “pseudo-Thoreauvian worship of wild 
nature” (page 321), but this praise was mere unsubstantiated assertion as he provided his reader with no 
evidence that Thoreau in some sense had worshipped wild nature and with no evidence that Berry now does 
not, and he did this without providing us with any reasoning to legitimate either this binarism he was 
construing between worship and non-worship, or this binarism he was construing between wild nature and 
non-wild nature. Kroeber asserted that Berry understands, and asserted that Thoreau did not understand, that 
“human culture is consituted [sic] by purely natural processes” (page 319), but the reader notices that he 
provided us with no proof-texts from their writings to justify his bald assertion that this is the case with them. 
He went on to assert, merely assert, that Thoreau had been the victim of an “egocentric delusion” (page 319) 
known as Transcendentalism, without providing us with any analysis of Transcendentalism which would 
firmly position it as having been either egocentric or delusory in nature. He did this merely in order to be able 
to construct another progressivist binarism, according to which the later ecological thinkers have been, by way 
of radical contrast, nontranscendental: they have freed their thinking, he asserted, from this “powerful human 
desire for simple orderliness” (page 319) which he found to be so typical of a Thoreauvian mindset.
But Kroeber made not attempt to justify that reading of Thoreau materials. Instead he stated that the more 
modern “nontranscendental understanding” has entailed “relinquishing the idea of humankind’s centrality in 
the universe,” while providing us with no assurances that this idea of “humankind’s centrality in the universe” 
was indeed typical of Thoreau. He asserted that the “political resonances” of this modern ecological thinking 
are quite different from “Thoreau’s exhilarating shoot ’em-up [sic] anarchism,” but made no attempt to 
legitimate this reading of Thoreau materials. Instead we were given sophomoric utterances such as the 
following: 

1997

37. Columbia UP is the scholarly press in question: Mr. Rogers wants to know, “Can you spell ‘entrepreneurial’?”

In the case of Emerson and the New England transcendentalists,
I have argued that their views often reproduced the social
system they criticized: the entreprenuerial [sic] expansion of
Jacksonian-era capitalism and its general tendency toward
Manifest Destiny.
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When in SENSE AND SENSIBILITY (1811), after making fun of people
who sentimentalize nature, Jane Austen has a contemptible
character exult in having cut down a stand of old walnut trees
to erect a greenhouse, she reveals with precision the ironic
complexities at the root of ecological thinking and its social
effects. She is also unsparingly exact in MANSFIELD PARK (1814) in
identifying the source of Sir Thomas Bertram’s wealth as
dependent on slave-labor exploitation of the new-world
environment. Insights such as these (more laboriously presented
and often less cruelly precise in their definition) characterize
un-Thoreauvian American nature writers, but Thoreau tends to
steer away from them -- as is suggested by his stated purpose
in going to Walden. The political resonances of ecology are more
intricate than allowed by Thoreau’s exhilarating shoot ’em-up
[sic] anarchism. Ecology, after all, has been called a German
disease. It is true that the first modern government to enact
systematically strict environmental laws, including antihunting
animal rights restrictions, and to pursue vigorously policies
aimed at sustaining and preserving the natural environment
(Reichsnaturschutzgesetz, 1935) was Adolf Hitler’s Nazi
Germany. A source for these policies was Haeckel, the man who
coined the term ecology. We need to be as tough-minded as Austen
in confronting this unpleasant fact, because it points up how
truly radical are some political implications of ecological
views. One need not approve of the Nazis to recognize the
significance of their claim to stand in opposition to both
communism and capitalism, because both communists and
capitalists with political power have, in fact, been among the
worst polluters and destroyers of natural resources -- on
principle.

Kroeber is evidently unclear on the fact that when von Haeckel originated the term oekologie as of 1866, the 
definition he gave to it was quite other than that used in ecological science today. It was a mere synonym for 
the environment of a creature. Haeckel had the word but lacked the concept. Thoreau, contrastingly, lacked the 
word but had the entire concept as we now have it. I prefer having this concept to merely having this word! I 
am tempted to say that Haeckel’s oecologie had about as much to do with Thoreau’s ecology as philately has 
to do with philandery. Had the Nazis paid attention to Thoreau instead of Haeckel, their understanding would 
have been of an entirely different order. Were we in America to pay greater attention to Thoreau rather than 
paying attention only to more contemporary figures such as Berry, our understanding also would be of an 
entirely different order.

October 5, Sunday: Carol Zaleski38 reviewed a new book, Peter France’s HERMITS: THE INSIGHTS OF SOLITUDE (NY: 
St. Martin’s Press, 1997, 240 pages, $23.95), on page 32 of the New York Times Book Review. The last 
paragraph of this review began as follows: 

Two literary hermits are featured: Thoreau, ornamental hermit of the Transcendentalists, and Robert Lax, 

38. Robert Richardson <rdrichardson@wesleyan.edu> clearly has taken no offense at this characterization of Thoreau as a mere 
“ornamental hermit” of the Transcendentalists: “I know Carol Zaleski. She is completely brilliant and has written what is, I think, 
the best piece I’ve seen on Wm James VARIETIES... I would say that anything she writes is worth a look. Her James piece (can we 
stretch Transcendentalism this far?) is ‘Speaking of Wm James to the Cultured Among his Despisers’ in Journal of Psychology of 
Religion 2,3, pages 127-170.”
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Minimalist poet and friend of Merton’s, now living alone on Patmos.
HERMITS

TRANSCENDENTALISM
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Cole, Phyllis. MARY MOODY EMERSON AND THE ORIGINS OF TRANSCENDENTALISM: A FAMILY HISTORY. 
NY: Oxford UP, 1998

The following review is by Nancy Crabb <nmh1@psu.edu> and is dated February 20, 1998:

EMERSON’S AUNT PLAYED CRUCIAL ROLE IN HIS WRITING

PHILADELPHIA — Ralph Waldo Emerson, one of the fathers of American
literature, freely borrowed words and ideas from the aunt who
raised him, and used them as his own, a Penn State professor
reveals in a new book.
In MARY MOODY EMERSON AND THE ORIGINS OF TRANSCENDENTALISM, author
Phyllis Cole brings Emerson’s oft-described “eccentric aunt” to
the center of American literature and demonstrates through
painstaking research the crucial role she played in her nephew’s
intellectual thinking and published writings. The book, which
consumed Cole’s energies for 17 years, has been heralded by
scholars nationwide.
“Mary has largely been dismissed by generations of Emerson
scholars as little more than the beloved but quirky aunt of Ralph
Waldo,” says Cole, an associate professor of English at Penn
State Delaware County in suburban Philadelphia. “But my research
shows she is far more than that. And though Ralph Waldo Emerson
struggled throughout his life to say what his aunt meant to him
–she was always on his mind– he only told half the story. The
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truth is that he copied her letters and diary into his own
journal, and used them later as a source for his published
writing.”
Cole researched the book at Harvard University, where Mary Moody
Emerson’s letters to her nephew are kept, and discovered her
long-lost diary in an uncataloged box. In that diary, she soon
found evidence of Mary’s role as a primary source of Ralph Waldo
Emerson’s “Transcendentalism.” Previous scholarship largely
credits Boston Unitarianism and English Romanticism as his
likely inspiration, but Cole found that Mary actually introduced
her nephew to both of those traditions.
The Penn State scholar describes Ralph Waldo’s “borrowing” of
his aunt’s writings in detail, a habit he continued through most
of his life. At the age of 18, she writes, he began copying her
whole letters into his journals; he begged and transcribed her
personal journal as much as she would allow. Years later, he
filled a thick notebook, titled “MME,” with passages from her
letters and three more with excerpts from her diary. In 1837,
at the early height of his career, Ralph Waldo recorded Mary’s
name in his journal as first among his seven most vital
“benefactors,” but wrote that he would rather take gifts of
thought from others “as we take apples off a tree without any
thanks.”
Published by Oxford University Press, MARY MOODY EMERSON AND THE

ORIGINS OF TRANSCENDENTALISM is foremost a book about Mary’s own
historical standing as a writer, thinker, spiritual seeker and
self-reliant, self-creating woman. In the book’s more than 300
pages, Cole introduces a self-taught, strikingly independent
woman who read poetry and philosophy a full generation before
her nephew — for her own sake, rather than his.
“She was an isolated person by choice,” says Cole, “but her
independence and her capacity for joy are absolutely wonderful.
I most admire the sheer fervor of her spirit and her genius with
words, even though she lacked a formal education.”
In recent years, a number of scholars have revealed the unspoken
contributions that women have made to some of the world’s most
famous writers, including F. Scott Fitzgerald (Zelda), William
Wordsworth (Dorothy) and James Joyce (Nora). In the book’s
introduction, Cole writes of this trend: “Through correspondence
with her nephew Waldo, however, Mary became a direct source of
Transcendentalism. Just as William Wordsworth wrote some of the
founding texts of British Romanticism through silent partnership
with his diary writing sister Dorothy, so Ralph Waldo Emerson
appropriated and assimilated his aunt’s language from youth
through old age.”
The Penn State scholar believes Mary’s contributions surpass
those of Dorothy, Zelda and Nora. “Mary seems to me to be the
most amazing of all of them, because of the reading and writing
she did,” Cole says. “She told Ralph Waldo what books to read,
and he did. She was a whole generation ahead of him, and that
put her in a different framework than a wife or sister, because
she really mentored him.”
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Cole’s research on Mary Moody Emerson was supported in part by
grants from the National Endowment for the Humanities and the
Women’s Studies in Religion Program of Harvard Divinity School.

The following review is by Millie Jackson:

Phyllis Cole. MARY MOODY EMERSON AND THE ORIGINS OF

TRANSCENDENTALISM: A FAMILY HISTORY. NY: Oxford UP, 1998
Reviewed for H-PCAACA by Millie Jackson, Grand Valley
State University This review is copyrighted (c) 1998 by
H-Net and the Popular Culture and the American Culture
Associations. It may be reproduced electronically for
educational or scholarly use. The Associations reserve
print rights and permissions. (Contact: P.C.Rollins at
the following electronic address: Rollinspc@aol.com)

Phyllis Cole provides a compelling portrait of Mary Moody
Emerson (1774-1863) and her influence on the entire Emerson
family. In MARY MOODY EMERSON AND THE ORIGINS OF TRANSCENDENTALISM: A
FAMILY HISTORY, Cole traces Mary Moody Emerson’s life from her
childhood to her death by analyzing her relationships, her
intellectual life, and her contributions to New England
Renaissance. 

Cole writes that Mary Moody Emerson’s “language of solitude,
nature, and imagination directly nurtured the more renowned
generation that followed hers” (page 8). Emerson’s language is
portrayed through passages from almanacs, letters and
conversations with siblings, nephews, and friends. MME, as she
is referred to throughout the book, frequently “wrote rather
than spoke her boldest thoughts” (page 107) which she preserved
and passed on to family members. These written thoughts are the
basis for a fine study that brings Mary Moody Emerson to the
forefront of the Emerson family. 

When Mary rejected the idea of marriage in 1807, she vowed she
would live a celibate and solitary life. Mary’s rebellion
reached beyond refusing marriage when she pushed the boundaries
for acceptable female behavior through both what she read and
what she thought. Though not formally educated as her brothers
were, Emerson was clearly one of the geniuses in the family. She
learned early that books could “[sustain] her life” (page 87)
and provide solace. Cole delineates Mary’s thinking about her
readings through the almanac entries and letters. Her reading
included religious philosophy, with liberal tendencies, and
often took the place of hearing sermons. She also enjoyed
novelists such as Anne Radcliffe. Expression of political views
also provided an opportunity for Mary to push the boundaries of
acceptable female behavior. The “public evil of slavery” (page
221) was particularly bothersome to Mary and to other members
of the Emerson family. 

Cole’s depiction of Mary’s travels and wanderings provide a
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picture of an independent woman who was more complicated than
the eccentric Aunt Mary. Distaste for dependence dated from
Emerson’s early life when she was sent to live with relatives.
As an adult she did not want to be a burden and sought
accommodations that would provide her with the most independence
until late in life when illness prevented living on her own. One
of her greatest pleasures was in the solitary confinement of
nature. Retreating to Waterford, Maine, she enjoyed the comforts
of Elm Vale where she kept her treasures — books and mementos
of family and of her life. MME returned to Concord, however,
when she was needed. 

Following her brother William’s death, Mary helped Ruth, his
widow, raise not only Ralph Waldo, but also her other nephews.
While each nephew held a special place for her, Waldo, as she
referred to her famous nephew, seemed to listen more intently
to Mary and was influenced by her thinking and letters.
Nurturing Waldo was of primary importance to Mary, and she
“consciously assumed the role of mentor” (page 164) to her
nephew. Throughout Cole’s study the reader sees not only the
influence of Aunt Mary on Waldo’s thinking and development as a
poet but also the sometimes difficult relationship which ensued.
Despite difficult times, Waldo depended on his aunt’s almanacs
and letters for inspiration and for guidance as he wrote and
developed his thinking about Transcendentalism. Mary also knew
that kinship with other females was vital for survival. At an
early age Martha Dexter, “the person [she said] who first gave
[her] a taste for books and idea of a friend,” influenced Mary
(page 86). Having a mentor in her life may have shown Mary the
importance of befriending young women as she aged. Several
female friends, both related and not related, are mentioned
throughout the text. This depiction of female friendship reaches
beyond the usual domestic friendships to intellectual
friendship. 

Mary was not an easy woman to befriend as Cole describes in
stories about mentorships to young women. Connections with women
such as Ruth, her sister-in-law, and Lidian, Waldo’s second
wife, are emphasized. Cole also notes that “a network of women
grew up around Mary to protect her health, hear her wisdom, and
comment among each other about her outrages to sense” (page
250). Though a patriarchal family, Mary chose to pass on the
history of the family to her niece, Ellen, Waldo’s daughter, as
it had been passed on to her. Mary was confident that the females
would preserve the family history and relate stories to other
family members. 

This excellent biography adds a significant dimension to the
Emerson family history by removing Mary Moody Emerson from the
shadows. By placing her in an inner circle of influence, we can
clearly see the roots of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s thinking. With
Cole’s biography, Mary Moody Emerson is no longer only the
eccentric Aunt Mary who dressed in a white shroud; rather, she
is one of the important feminist and intellectual women of her
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era.

Michael P. Nelson, in his survey piece “An Amalgamation of Wilderness Preservation Arguments” for the 
volume THE GREAT NEW WILDERNESS DEBATE (Athens GA: The U of Georgia P, 1998, page 168), placed 
Henry Thoreau in a basket with the likes of William Cullen Bryant as one of those folks who perennially 
fail to grasp that slogans such as “two legs bad, four legs good” amount to oversimplified thinking:

Transcendentalists, such as Emerson, Thoreau, and William Cullen
Bryant, went so far as to claim that one could only genuinely
understand moral and aesthetic truths in what they took to be a
wilderness setting. For these thinkers civilization only fragments
and taints one’s genuine moral and aesthetic understanding.

Michael P. Nelson cites no textual reference from which he derives this sort of idea about Thoreau.
One might even therefore suggest Michael P. Nelson to be here guilty of oversimplified thinking.39

Gottlieb, Gottlieb, Bowers and Bowers produced a treatise entitled 1,000 YEARS, 1,000 PEOPLE: RANKING THE 
MEN AND WOMEN WHO SHAPED THE MILLENNIUM (Japan, New York: Kodansha America). Of the 1,000 
influential people these authors report from the millennium, 1000AD to 1998AD, they list Henry David 
Thoreau, “America’s down-to-earth philosopher,” as their 375th most influential. Emerson, by way of 
contrast, has come in at 504th place. (Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi comes in as 2nd most influential person 
of the millennium, after Gutenberg.)
In their list of the 1,000 most influential of the millennium, Ronald Reagan and Pocahontas don’t quite make 
the cut, ditto for Bill Gates and Lady Godiva. Here’s what they have to say about their #375, Thoreau, has 
“shaped the millennium”:

Most deep thinkers are a day late and a dollar short when it comes
to implementing ideas. We like Thoreau because he didn’t just talk
about man’s return to nature, he lived it. Thoreau and pal Ralph
Waldo Emerson (ranked 504th) laid down the tenets of
Transcendentalism, which paid homage to nature and the individual.
Emerson was cozy in his Concord, Massachusetts home when Thoreau
chopped down some trees, built a cabin on Walden Pond, and wrote
about his two-year experiment. He parlayed an overnight jail visit
for failing to pay his poll tax into CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE, which made
him the patron saint of the 1960s antiwar movement. At the time no
one paid much attention: one night in prison –commuted when an
unknown benefactor paid the tax– hardly seemed fodder for lofty
ideals of resistance to an unjust civil authority. Decades later,
however, even India’s Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (rated 2nd) and
civil rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr. (rated 56th), found
inspiration in Thoreau’s disobedience.

39. Incidentally, was William Cullen Bryant a Transcendentalist? I can’t seem to find other comments in the literature, about him 
and Transcendentalism — other than that on April 20, 1831 on the street in New-York near Broadway and Park Place, he attempted 
unsuccessfully to use a whip to induce a competing editor, William L. Stone of the Commercial Advertiser, to “transcend personal 
limitations.” I hear tell that he joined the Unitarian church, but that’s not exactly the same thing as Transcendentalist is it?
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One lemma frequently added to this “influence” ploy has been that although Thoreau did influence all these 
people, ultimately their agendas failed, because ultimately all agendas of nonviolence always fail.

Gandhiji asked us to remember that there is always a limit to self-indulgence, but none to self-restraint.40 
That’s not a description of our situation but is, rather, an exhortation; the fact that it is an exhortation rather 
than a description is amply demonstrated by the fact that it is something which needs to be said. By way of 
contrast, here’s a description of our real situation in this real world: every one who exalts himself will be 
humbled.41

MY LOBSTER-BASKET TALE
My main point is how do we who struggle to live principled lives deal with people who are only looking 
for the flaw in our character in order to justify selling smallpox-tainted blankets to the Menominee, tainted 
meat to the Cherokee, slavery to the African and yet maintain that they are virtuous because of their relative 
material/power successes. No matter, our intention to continue living in tender spirits remains. But to move 
the nation back toward the center of democratic and (forbid) liberal attitudes toward the condition of all our 
inhabitants. Penn’s experiment failed in about 75 years, Gandhi's in 20 and Martin Luther King in a decade. 
We are traveling so fast, Can the inertia be deflected toward increasing peace? How do we get people to 
choose integrity?

I think I’ll respond to this idea that the agenda of nonviolence always fails, by recounting my lobster-basket 
parable. One day I, while I was a Marine infantry officer, I was issued a .45 and eight rounds of ammunition, 
and handed $80,000 in small bills in a brown paper sack, and told to go pay off some battalion that was arriving 
from sea duty. So I went down to the piers of San Francisco, locked that paper bag in the trunk of the car, and 
went touristing and shopping while waiting for the battalion to show up dockside. While there I was watching 
some lobsters in a wicker basket sitting on the pier, about three or four feet from the drop back into the safety 
of the brackish waters, and I noticed that the lid was not on the basket and the lobsters were groping around. 
I also had reason to notice that the guy who was running the lobster pot, the pot of steaming water in which 
these lobsters were one by one being transformed from dull green beasties to bright red beasties as customers 
selected them and purchased them, was keeping a careful eye on me. Evidently he was worried that I was going 
to grab a lobster and run for it, or something. So, partly to satisfy my curiosity and partly to disengage his 
suspicion, I asked him whether he wasn’t worried that his prize lobsters would heave themselves over the edge 
of this basket, scuttle over to the edge of the pier, and drop themselves back into the waves.

He said “Just watch them, you’ll see.” And presently I became aware that each time a lobster reached up and 
got a purchase on the edge of the basket and began to haul himself (or herself) upward on the wicker, another 
lobster or two would reach up and grab him or her and yank him or her back down into the bottom of the basket. 
They were keeping each other down and making certain that they would all one by one go into the pot and 
achieve that bright red coloration.

Well, I think it is like that with humans too. What would the world be like if there were no war and if there 
were no murder and if there were not any theft and if we just got along with one another perfectly and nobody 

40. Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi 1975, L:289. 
41. Luke 18:14. 
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ever got in anybody else’s way? I’ll tell you what the world would be like as of 2011. THERE WOULDN’T 
BE ANY HUMANS. We would have already destroyed our environment back in the days of the Roman 
Empire, or earlier, and extincted our silly selves, and the world would now be clean and beautiful, and empty 
of “intelligent” life.

It is suggested that Friend Penn’s experiment, Gandhiji’s experiment, and King’s experiment failed. I think not. 
The test of success is not perpetuation, as all good things must come to an end and be recreated afresh. Penn’s 
experiment was a success simply because it did come into being, and did not cease to have come into 
successful being merely because it “failed” to perpetuate itself — and likewise for Gandhi, and likewise for 
King.
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August 10, Sunday: The New York Times contained an article by Holland Cotter entitled “New England as Soothing 
Myth for a Nation That Wanted One.”

WASHINGTON — Think of American beginnings, and what comes to
mind? New England, probably, and with it a flood of
associations. Pious Pilgrims and feisty Minutemen. Yankee
farmers and Transcendentalist poets. Whaling ships and white-
steepled churches with “their air of sparse, sincere rebellion,”
as the Boston-born poet Robert Lowell put it. The trouble is,
this New England never quite existed. For generations, its
history has been imaginatively enhanced and sugarcoated by a
nation in search of a foundation, by Americans anxious for the
solace of a reassuring past and by a tourist industry in the
business of selling dreams. 

That, at least, is the idea put forth by “Picturing Old New
England: Image and Memory,” a revisionist think piece of an
exhibition, very 1990s in style, at the National Museum of
American Art through August 22. Part art history and part
sociology, it proposes that Old New England was a fiction and
that art helped to invent it, turning a chunk of surveyable
American soil into a political symbol and a spiritual state of
mind.

The show has problems. It squeezes complex artists and expansive
ideas into a narrow thematic groove. And it is, on the whole,
more stimulating to read about than to look at. But many of its
insights are on target, and its topsy-turvy mix of highbrow and
popular culture –Winslow Homer seascapes and ski resort posters,
John Singer Sargent portraits and faux-Colonial doilies– is
prickly and smart. The period covered, from the end of the Civil
War through World War II, was one of traumatic change.
An agrarian past gave way to an industrial present. Science and
religion came to mortal blows. An Anglo-Saxon ruling elite was
confronted by waves of immigrants from southern and eastern
Europe and by a population of former slaves stranded by the
failed Reconstruction. 

Toward the end of the 19th century, the economy grew shaky. Labor
unrest spread fears of class war. The suicide rate shot up; most
cases were in the Northeast. George Miller Beard’s “American
Nervousness, Its Causes and Consequences,” an 1881 study,
attributed the plague of mental breakdowns to social change.
The philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce referred to the Gilded
Age as an “Age of Pain.” 

Where to turn for comfort and stability, for solid social ground
(including ethnic homogeneity) and intact moral values?
The exhibition’s curators, William Truettner and Roger Stein,
suggest that many Americans, artists included, looked to a

1999
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never-never-land vision of Colonial New England, where the
national saga began. 

The show opens with an early episode from that saga in the form
of George Henry Boughton’s kitsch classic “Pilgrims Going to
Church” (1867). The painting depicts a party of plainly dressed
settlers filing through a woodland clearing in midwinter.
Vulnerable to Indian attack but armed with prayer books and
guns, they are emblems of courage and piety, imperiled but
steadfast. 

Puritan probity heats up to don’t-tread-on-me Yankee
belligerence in costume-drama illustrations of the
Revolutionary War. “The Boston Boys and General Gage” (1875),
by Henry Bacon, is one. Here, epicene redcoats (tight breeches,
funny bouffant helmets) are confronted by a delegation of local
ragamuffins who demand their right to play where they want, when
they want, in this case on the Boston Common. 

Boston may have been the Cradle of Liberty, but it was also an
intensely Anglophiliac town. (It still is.) In his portraits of
Back Bay blue bloods, Sargent emulated the 18th-century American
style of John Singleton Copley. But he added a dash of
Continental suavity and luxe to signal that his sitters were New
World nobility, republican in practice, Loyalists at heart, with
unbroken British cultural ties. 

Gentility mixed with native vigor is the recipe for much of the
work in the show. One finds it in Childe Hassam’s Impressionist-
style paintings of Colonial doorways. It’s there in Daniel
Chester French’s dashing bronze “Concord Minute Man” (1875),
modeled on the Apollo Belvedere. And it takes a particularly
daffy form in an 1890s armchair made from spinning wheels, a
nostalgic tribute to a craft that the New England textile
industry had rendered obsolete. 

With time, both the region and its image changed. As
Massachusetts grew urban and crowded, artists looked north.
Winslow Homer paved the way with his retreat to Maine, where he
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painted the sea and speculated in real estate. George Bellows
worked on Monhegan Island; Rockwell Kent toughed out several
winters there. Marsden Hartley, a Maine native and a hectic,
restless soul, returned to the state repeatedly. 

During the Depression, painters took the hard-pressed lives of
farmers and fishermen as subjects, as in N.C. Wyeth’s “Island
Funeral” (1939), with its omniscient, fisheye-lens Emersonian
view of life and death, sea and sky. Yet even Social Realism, a
“people’s” art, was scrupulously edited: Little trace of a
racially mixed, technologically advanced, ideologically dynamic
American society –the one that actually existed– finds mention
here. 

Even the more adventurous modern artists seem in thrall to the
New England spell. The factories in Charles Sheeler’s paintings
are color-coordinated and immaculate. Stuart Davis puts gas
pumps in his views of Gloucester, but they are just part of a
cheerily decorative nautical scheme. Hartley, who had deeply
ambivalent feelings about his home state, painted still lifes
of lobsters and gulls that might have been lifted from tourist
brochures. 

In the hands of certain immigrant painters, though, the picture
darkens. Italian-born O. Louis Guglielmi gives a New Hampshire
village a surreal, purgatorial cast: Far from being quaint, it
looks ominous, shut down, its buildings as stark as tombs. 

The American black artist Jacob Lawrence touches on the region’s
real history in his Frederick Douglass series. It is one that
included Abolitionism and racism, civic freedom and economic
want: a contradictory assortment of goods and evils that no body
of scholarship, never mind a single art exhibition, can hope to
parse or explain. 

Yet if one can ever really talk about “American” character
traits, the compulsion to explain –to make the world neat, to
shave off what doesn’t fit, to draw straight lines from here to
there– must be counted among them. It’s a trait that generates
a certain energy and gets things done, but often in oddly
blinkered ways, as this exhibition demonstrates. 

Because of its didactic theme, and despite its critical stance,
“Picturing Old New England” is ultimately as dependent on a
historical canon of mainstream art as many a more conservative
show. During the period covered, a staggering amount of art of
all kinds was produced by immigrants in New England, for their
homes, churches and public buildings. But such material, still
badly in need of research, gets little attention here. 

The show’s reductive approach also leads to some questionable
conclusions. One wonders if New England, actual or invented,
ever really held the central, formative role in the national
consciousness that the show claims, or is that yet another myth?
And one winces at occasionally myopic glosses on individual
works. 
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To say, as the catalog does, for example, that Frank W. Benson’s
“Summer” (1909), a bland painting of the artist’s four daughters
relaxing by the sea, “equates class with racial purity, with
Anglo-Saxon bloodlines in danger of being thinned by waves of
immigration” is to base a heavy (and fundamentally legitimate)
argument on an example far too slender to support it. Suddenly,
the whole theoretical basis of the show looks suspect. 

But even with flaws, the exhibition works, and on the whole works
extremely well. Its curatorial choices are sharp and often
witty. There are hard truths at its conceptual core. It may not
be the museum event you will want to mull over this summer as
you try to power-down on a Cape Cod beach or bliss out in the
Maine woods. But that’s part of its point. America, it insists,
is no vacation, no matter where you go.

Also, David Barto as Henry Thoreau was in this issue of the New York Times, as “If He’s Not Thoreau, He’s 
Certainly the Next Best Thing.” We learn that “Thoreauvian” is a “fancy” word:

August 10, 1999
If He’s Not Thoreau, He’s Certainly the Next Best Thing

By CAREY GOLDBERG
EASTHAM, Mass. — It is only a summer fantasy, but such an
uplifting one. Transcendent; a tinge pagan; in a fancy word,
Thoreauvian.
You are strolling along the salt-marsh path with Henry David
Thoreau, taking note of his well-worn walking stick and the
leisurely lilt in his step. The reeds issue a soprano hissing,
the water ripples busily and he turns to you and says:
“Let us spend one day — one day! — as deliberately as nature,
and not be thrown off the track by every nutshell and mosquito’s
wing that falls on the rail!”
He pulls his flute from the back pocket of his corduroys and
breathes some slow trills, and you float into contemplative
silence.
Ahh. Anyone who finds such a momentary illusion sweeter than any
beach-season bestseller owes thanks to a retired high school
English teacher named David Barto, who has “brought Henry,” as
he puts it, for a summer on Cape Cod, lasting through Aug. 21.
Eight times a week, for an hour or more, Barto, as Thoreau, walks
with visitors or presents lectures, never stepping out of
muslin-shirted character, always answering their questions from
the immense compendium of Thoreauviana he holds in his head.
For such labor at the Salt Pond Visitors’ Center of the Cape Cod
National Seashore and hereabouts, he receives $9 a day in meal
money from the National Park Service, and a room. An adjunct
professor of composition at the University of Nevada in Las
Vegas during the school year, he paid his own plane fare to get
here, and does not know whether he will be able to afford to
return next summer. He can no longer afford a car, he said, but
the park service lends him a bike while he’s here. And once, a
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kind stranger who saw him “footing it” it on the road called,
“Hey, Hank, would you like a lift?”
Plenty of historical sites have actors playing long-dead
characters brought back to life — the Thomas Jefferson at
Williamsburg, the George Washington at Washington Crossing, Pa.
On stage, Hal Holbrooke does a famous Twain, of course. And a
local actor in Wellfleet —the whole area is heavy Thoreau
country because of his posthumously published book, “Cape Cod”—
has portrayed Thoreau in a set piece.
But the special nature of Barto’s unusual art is that it is never
a set piece. It is, to use the most anachronistic of terms,
interactive, never the same twice, dependent on what he happens
to see as he leads a group of tourists about, or what they ask.
And it is especially fragile in that, lacking a permanent gig
as he does, it depends almost entirely on his own enthusiasm.
Which is how it all began. One day, in 1974, Barto’s 10th-grade
English class at Pennsbury High School in Lower Bucks County,
Pa., seemed so bored as it read Thoreau that he thought to
himself: the only thing that would fire them up would be if
Thoreau himself came back from the dead to talk to them.
Light bulb flash. At first, when he appeared in costume and
character, the students laughed at him, but by the end they were
asking him questions. And a few years later, when “Henry” talked
about the importance of following one’s dream and living by
one’s convictions, a whole class ended up in tears, Barto said.
That day, two student library aides who had heard the speech
asked the librarian if they could talk about life instead of
filing. There were people who said “You can’t keep this to
yourself,” Barto said. He ended up “bringing Henry” to Walden
Pond, in Concord, Mass., and putting on programs there every
summer from 1984 through 1996, until the money and his energy
ran out.
“It’s in my blood to be a teacher,” he said, “and being Thoreau
is like the highest form of teaching you can do. It’s immediate.
There he is, standing there, and you can ask him anything you
want.”
But even the best teachers —perhaps especially the best
teachers— burn out. After 25 years of long high school teaching
days, and a dozen years of squiring Henry around every summer,
Barto retired in 1996. Now, at 49, he is carrying out his plan
to live five different places in retirement: in a desert —hence
Las Vegas— at the seaside, on a farm, in the woods and in a city.
After two years of rest, however, “Henry” could not stay
retired. Indeed, what a waste that would be: Barto knows so much
verbatim Thoreau he could recite it for at least two hours
straight, he said, and has it memorized by category, so that any
mention of sunrise or sea or dogs or civil disobedience can set
him off on that subject.
Mainly, though, he said, he is a teacher, and while the material
is well-worn to him, he still feels gratified when a listener
responds.
“Mostly, I leave them with a sense of who this man was,” he said.
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As for the listeners, some extol their time with Henry and pepper
him with questions; one commented on a recent morning, “I felt
a couple of times as if we were all born way too late.” And Mike
Whatley, the supervisory park ranger here, said attendance at
the Thoreau talks has been excellent. Two dozen listeners came
one recent perfect sunny morning, and another two dozen on an
evening walk Thursday.
Of Barto, Whatley said, “He’s an unusual character. He refuses
to step out of character when he’s in it.” But the Henry
character certainly works well, he said, and Thoreau was such a
fine naturalist that his Cape Cod book, about his travels here,
is still current in many ways.
“We’d love to have him back next summer,” Whatley said.
In the meantime, as summer wanes, Barto sets out many a morning
and evening leading tourists whose vacation torpor is broken by
bright-eyed memories of what it meant to read “Walden” the first
time. Or to first hear, “If a man does not keep pace with his
companions, perhaps it is because he hears a different drummer.
Let him step to the music which he hears, however measured or
far away.”
Ask Barto, while he is in character, why he does this and he
responds in his stentorian 19th-century tones: “I am drawn. The
day when I am no longer drawn, I will sleep peaceably with my
family and friends in Sleepy Hollow Cemetery.”

Also, on page 26 of The New York Times Book Review there was an evaluation by David S. Reynolds of 
Philip Fisher’s STILL THE NEW WORLD: AMERICAN LITERATURE IN A CULTURE OF CREATIVE DESTRUCTION 
(Cambridge MA: Harvard UP, 1999). Its focus was on the idea that the “creative destruction” that is 
perennially being brought about by “the next big thing,” the next phase shift in technological innovation, 
shapes not only our history but also our literature. While this review focused on Emerson’s 1839 essay 
“Circles,” and Emerson’s concept that the earth-altering new fact was the steam engine, the reviewer also 
quoted some remarks that this author had made about Thoreau:

Thoreau’s retreat to a cabin by Walden Pond, an act of cranky
protest against conformity and materialism, is improbably said
to have set a “repeatable pattern for a nation of self-
sufficient poet-farmers,” so that “an entire earth could be
carpeted from end to end with reduplications of Thoreau’s
experiment.”
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Kenneth Walter Cameron’s THE TRANSCENDENTAL INDEX HELPER: ON THOREAU, EMERSON, SANBORN AND 
THE NEW PHILOSOPHY (Hartford CT [Box A, Station A, Hartford 06126]: Transcendental Books).

Cameron’s COMMENT ON THE VARIORUM WALDEN OF 1998 (Hartford CT: Transcendental Books).

Cameron’s THOREAU, SANBORN, JOHN BROWN, AND SLAVERY (Hartford, Connecticut; Box A, Station A, 
Hartford 06126: Transcendental Books).

Michael West’s TRANSCENDENTAL WORDPLAY: AMERICA’S ROMANTIC PUNSTERS AND THE SEARCH FOR THE 
LANGUAGE OF NATURE offered a chapter on Alexander Bryan Johnson.42

Pitt professor parses puns off as research
By Patricia Lomando White

University of Pittsburgh English Professor Michael West always
has paid attention to language, and that attention has paid off:

2000

42. Professor Michael West’s TRANSCENDENTAL WORDPLAY: AMERICA’S ROMANTIC PUNSTERS AND 
THE SEARCH FOR THE LANGUAGE OF NATURE (Athens OH: Ohio UP, 2000).

TRANSCENDENTAL PLAY
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Phi Beta Kappa (PBK) has given West the 2001 Christian Gauss
Award—PBK’s highest honor for a published scholarly work—for his
book TRANSCENDENTAL WORDPLAY: AMERICA’S ROMANTIC PUNSTERS & THE SEARCH FOR
THE LANGUAGE OF NATURE. The judges called West’s book, published
last year by Ohio University Press, “a classic” of literary
scholarship and criticism. The Gauss Award comes with a $2,500
honorarium.
West –who said he didn’t set out to write a book but to research
what he had noticed in American literature– knew that Thoreau’s
WALDEN contained more than 100 puns, and West discussed many of
them when teaching Thoreau. West had even discovered a pun in
WALDEN that no one had noticed before.
“I thought I would write a little note, a page or two,
explicating this unnoticed pun in WALDEN,” he said. That little
note became a 25-page paper. “For 10 years I thought I could
explain the pun satisfactorily just with reference to Thoreau,
and I got a fellowship to do that. Then it began to dawn on me
that I could not isolate Thoreau from society and his fellow
authors of the American Renaissance, and it took another two
decades to write the book.”
Trained in the New Criticism, West sees the interaction of
literature with society as intriguing and important. “There are
certainly many limitations in the view of literary studies that
has been called the New Criticism, which prevailed in the 1930s,
’40s, ’50s, and ’60s,” he said, “but it did pay attention to
language, and I think that current criticism could relearn some
of the lessons that were taken for granted by New Criticism’s
attention to language.”
According to West, TRANSCENDENTAL WORDPLAY, written in a style that
he thought would be amusing and attractive to the general
reader, was never conceived entirely as straight scholarship.
While it is hyper-scholarly in many respects, it has a satiric
side, mocking contemporary literary academia.
That satire is evident in West’s own puns. “Many people think
that puns are the lowest form of humor,” West said. “But the
capacity for punning is an index of verbal sophistication and
is linked to other verbal abilities. Punning has been something
that great authors from Shakespeare and Milton to Thoreau and
Joyce have indulged in, and I enjoy it without apology.” He notes
that punning is discouraged by scriptwriters for TV sitcoms as
requiring too much intelligence of the audience.
West calls the pun an epitome of all literature, insofar as
literature is the art form that uses language as its medium. As
with all literary art, so especially with puns — the medium tends
to shape what gets created.
“It’s the nature of bronze or marble or wood that determines
what you can make as sculptors or as architects,” he said. “You
can’t have a wooden skyscraper, because the nature of that
material will not support anything that high. Well, the material
with which writers work is language, and I think the linguistic
matrix of literature has been slighted in much recent
criticism.”
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One review of West’s book says: “West rides no narrow thesis but
follows the evidence where it leads.” West particularly likes
this description because he mistrusts starting with a theory,
as is done in much literary study. “I think the process is much
more circular,” he said. “I looked at a lot of books about
language in the 19th century to see if there were connections
between them and the major writers of the period — how were they
in fact taught in school, how might this have affected the way
in which they wrote? And ultimately I came to believe that puns
were one important offshoot of 19th-century American educational
practices.”
West’s interest in punning and style helped increase his
appreciation of Thoreau, who, he said, is depicted in high
school classrooms as “a dreamy nature mystic who talked to the
trees, fed the chipmunks, and was a sort of crackpot. 
“Sentimental is the last thing that Thoreau was: He was sharp,
he was satiric, and he was a social critic,” West said. “His
relation to nature was partly a way of beating society over the
head with its shortcomings.”
Nevertheless, not all punning in the 19th century involved the
roots of words. “Thoreau’s did so to an unusual degree, because
he was a fine classicist, the best linguist among the major
writers of the American Renaissance,” West said. “But people
like Melville, who also puns a great deal, don’t necessarily put
the same emphasis on etymological punning.”
According to West, American theories of humor reflect a notion
called “romantic irony” that was first articulated and defined
in Germany. The Schlegel brothers distinguished etymological
punning from homonymic puns, where two words have the same sound
but no historical connection.
West describes TRANSCENDENTAL WORDPLAY as a three-legged stool: one
leg rests on Thoreau, one leg on the other classic writers of
the American Renaissance, and the third leg, the wobbly one, is
planted in the subsoil of the mid-19th century, when all the
half-baked linguistic theorists and educators urged students to
approach language quite differently than we do today. The
descendants of these theorists and educators may still preside
over modern classrooms with the same dogmatic conviction of
certainty, according to West.

Randall Conrad in the Thoreau Society Bulletin, No. 231 (Spring 2000), page 5:
Readers who have encountered Michael West’s often-cited 1974
study of Thoreauvian pun-making probably remember its elevating
itinerary. Beginning in the bog of an excremental vision he
ascribes to Thoreau, West argues persuasively that Thoreau’s
horror at his own consumptive constitution led him to develop
strategies for purifying body and spirit, for living life “as a
heroic game” in the face of death. His foremost strategy, of
course, was to write. Forging an idiom to sustain his undying
voice was the culmination of Thoreau’s “ascetic heroism against
dirt, disease, and death.” Viewing language as “the mode of
man’s immortality,” Thoreau would re-create American English,
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extending its resonance with an extraordinary seasoning of
etymological joking.
Transcendental Wordplay is a double feature-length version of
that influential article, now expanded to account for the wide-
ranging wordplay in all American Renaissance authors (core,
fringe, pre- and post-). Joining Thoreau in the lineup are
Emerson (the “gentle twists” in his prose were “not quite puns
in themselves but akin to satiric wit”), Hawthorne, Melville,
Whitman, and Dickinson, with cameos by Poe as well as Irving,
Cooper, and others.
Yet if this extraordinary book has a central figure, it is still
the philosopher of Walden and the masterwork he wrote. (In fact,
West’s 1974 piece reappears, updated, as the concluding
chapter.) West argues, and few will disagree, that “Walden
cannot be fully understood except as the chief literary monument
of the etymological fervor that permeated the American
Renaissance.”
Beneath that monument, West’s patient excavations uncover a
foundation. To sample the full “etymological fervor” sweeping
the nation, Transcendental Wordplay devotes exhaustive,
sometimes exhausting, pages to the eighteenth-century European
philosophers who originated modern linguistic thought. Even more
pages are dedicated to the minor philologist-pedagogues who
flooded early-nineteenth century America with competing
spellers, grammars, dictionaries, thesauri, joke books,
lexicons, “synonymies,” etymologies, and modest proposals to
remake the mother tongue or invent a new one. (I will not soon
forget meeting James Ruggles, an Ohio thinker whose proto-
esperanto –“Viszpxns langzdxr hcktyonpxs skriptzport spegszbxr
felhxr”– never caught on.)
Established criticism tends to discount these rustic bookworms,
whose speculations on words and their origins fed faddish
philologies far and wide. To the contrary, West insists that it
was precisely the degree of fantasy, of illogic, in their pre-
scientific theories of language that opened American Renaissance
minds to the poetic potential of American speech.
America’s decades-long “pundemic” originated, West explains, in
a fertile matrix - the mechanistic language lessons inflicted
on schoolchildren; the new republic’s impulse to create a fresh
national language (variously imagined); philologists’
“unscientific yet imaginative” (and theologically tendentious)
search for the Ur-language of humankind; vivid folk etymologies;
and a consuming passion for wordplay shared by citizens in every
walk of life.
“Shall I not have words as fresh as my thoughts?” Thoreau
pondered during the revision of Walden.43 Exploring Thoreau’s
fascination with comparative philology, West documents the
strong influences of Scottish common-sense philosophy, French
Enlightenment intellectuals like Charles DeBrosses (“Though
many of his etymologies were erroneous, just as many were true
and illuminating”), and the British philologists Tooke, Trench

43. JOURNAL, September 7, 1851.
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and Whiter. (Whiter’s 2,700-page demonstration “that languages
... are derived from the Earth and the operations, accidents,
and properties belonging to it” influenced Thoreau’s treatment
of the clay-and-sand railroad cut in Walden.)
This hefty book offers none of the usual checklists, makes no
effort to systematize system-resistant domains of verbal fun.
Larded with authorial drollery, Transcendental Wordplay is an
organic, dynamic summa punnologica that practices what it
analyzes.
West shows us Whitman rummaging in a midcentury etymological
textbook to come up with the raw stuff of his poem “There Was a
Child Went Forth.” 
He shows us Thoreau following trains-within-trains of thought
during revisions of Walden’s famous pickerel passage44 until it
reaches its final crystalline density. 
In the latter case, West acknowledges the lead of pickerel
passage pioneer Gordon Boudreau, whose 1974 explication45 is
credited in the book’s copious endnotes. (West is grandly open
about acknowledging specific debts to pun-dissecting
predecessors.)
Did I mention humor? TRANSCENDENTAL WORDPLAY offers puns, squibs,
jokes, and every so often an unruly set-piece. For reading
aloud, try West’s word-perfect imitation of a sportscaster’s
play-by-play narration as quarterback R.W. Emerson fields a
winning touchdown for America. West’s most focused satire,
however, is reserved for the bookworms he knows best -
twentieth-century Homo academicus. With sly humor, he depicts
Perry Miller eternally obliging American Studies scholarship by
grafting the American Renaissance onto New England Puritan roots
in place of its natural European ones: “At a stroke the terrors
and icy beauties of Calvinism were decorously muted for
undergraduates, while by marinating that old-time religion in
typology and [Jonathan] Edwardsean aesthetics Miller made it
palatable to literati leery of church.”
The humorless we shall always have with us; for the rest, there
is West’s verbidextrous contribution to literature.

44. WALDEN, “The Pond in Winter,” 5.
45. Gordon V. Boudreau, “Thoreau and Richard C. Trench: Conjectures on the Pickerel Passage in Walden,” ESQ 20, page 120.
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David Spooner is the founder of Butterfly Conservation East Scotland. He has lived in Dunfermline, Scotland 
for 25 years with his wife Marion O’Neil, who is the Archaeological Illustrator with the National Museums of 
Scotland. He has served on the National Biodiversity Committee for Scotland, and was recently an adviser to 
the US Fish & Wildlife Service in the rescue of the El Segundo Blue Butterfly at the dunes near LAX (the Los 
Angeles International Airport). His fascination with lepidoptery, which has lasted a quarter of a century, was 
arrived at by rather an unusual route — through literature and the insect’s role in various cultures. One of the 
things he is trying to do is reveal how it is that “insect processes –particularly metamorphosis– are much more 
crucial than evolutionary theorists have accepted up to now.” He is interested in the manner in which the 
metamorphic principle of the insect world has influenced our music, painting, and literature. His 1995 THE 
METAPHYSICS OF INSECT LIFE drew on artistic works to view homo sapiens as “dangling between ape and 
insect,” and his 1999 THE POEM AND THE INSECT: ASPECTS OF TWENTIETH CENTURY HISPANIC CULTURE 
applied this viewpoint specifically to 20th-Century Hispanic literature. This most recent work THOREAU`S 
VISION OF INSECTS & THE ORIGINS OF AMERICAN ENTOMOLOGY46 is an account of Thoreau`s observations of 
insects in America and the place of insects in his creative work. He has put the first chapter online:

Just as Henry Thoreau was starting out as a naturalist and
published writer with his “Natural History of Massachusetts” in
1842, Charles Darwin was sketching some preliminary manuscript
essays. Indeed even earlier in spring 1837, Darwin had been
formulating ideas on geographic speciation and evolution by
common descent. So when as early as December 1837 Thoreau
remarked “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” (PJ1:19), he was more prescient than he
imagined. While Thoreau looked for nature’s “true meaning” to
emerge organically from his living laboratory in the fields
around Concord, Darwin was formulating a theory based upon his
fact-collecting voyages that could explain the processes of
evolutionary change. Even as outdoor research was reaching its
apogee with Darwin’s and Alfred Russel Wallace’s work, science
was beginning to shift, so that by mid-century the focus was

2002

46. David Spooner. THOREAU`S VISION OF INSECTS & THE ORIGINS OF AMERICAN ENTOMOLOGY. 2002
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moving from botany and geology to physics and chemistry. And
natural history was breaking up to become biology and zoology
so that the individual was already acquiring the ambiguous
modern status of object and subject in one — observer of the
self as well as scientific observer of nature. One analyst has
declared that the Darwinian theory of evolution by way of
natural selection “surpassed even the astronomical revolution
ushered in by Copernicus in the significance of its implications
for our understanding of the nature of the universe and of our
place in it.” It was as a result of John Gould’s observation in
March 1837 that the mockingbirds collected by Darwin from three
different islands on the Galapagos were three different species
that Darwin first grasped the process of geographic speciation.
There was not a unique saltation, but an evolution on three
separate islands. Soon, by the publication in 1859 of ON THE ORIGIN
OF SPECIES, there became available a comprehensively new theory of
nature. Thoreau lived and wrote at this point of intersection.
No longer was change and adaptation to imply intended progress,
still less to end in perfection.
Even so remnants of earlier thought-systems survive in Darwin.
The phrase “natural selection” retains a sense of an external
originator and was not Darwin’s favored term, and is today often
replaced by the entirely non-committal “differential
reproduction.” And it was still some decades before species were
comprehensively defined in terms of gene pools and the necessary
reproductive isolation. Yet Darwin’s work continues to represent
the greatest rupture in the perceived status of human life in
the order of things. As Ernst Mayr puts it: “It is almost
impossible for a modern person to project back to the early half
of the nineteenth century and reconstruct the thinking of this
pre-Darwinian period, so great has been the impact of Darwinism
on our views.” Thoreau, like Emerson and his fellow
Transcendentalists, approached scientific method, initially at
least, from the residual insights of religion. Basically
transcendentalism projected a unity that was lost after the
seventeenth century. Perhaps it could acquire such vigor in
America because of its lack of a medieval period as a clear cut-
off point. What Crollius wrote in 1624 could have been adopted
by Emerson and Bronson Alcott: “Is it not true that all herbs,
plants, trees and other things issuing from the bowels of the
earth are so many magic books and signs?” Indeed the Puritan
Jonathan Edwards edges towards scientific method, not only with
his famed youthful observations on spiders, but with projections
such as:

Any dullard with the help of a little logic can argue a
priori; any scholar can repeat the argument from design,
and all men can read or hear the BIBLE. But to see
visible symbols of His presence ... this seeing is the
supreme act of humanity.

Robert Milder, though, draws the distinction between the
Calvinist together with “his secular descendant, the visionary
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Romantic” who are “dependent on what Emerson called “more or
less of vital force supplied from the Eternals,” “as against
Thoreau who “is spiritually a self-starter able to think or
write himself into renewal so long as he has the glimmering of
an interest or idea to prompt him.” Thoreau will move from the
analogism of his early observations, the search for
correspondence between human growth and growth in prehuman
nature —that is “first nature” in G.W.F. Hegel and Karl Marx’s
term— to the objectivism of the post-1851 entries in his JOURNAL.
Indeed the final eleven years of Thoreau’s work are now seen by
many as his most vital, confirming as they do Darwin’s terrible
truth that the human species suffers transcendent egotism and
illusory control over nature. Today, the peripheral status of
the species has been exacerbated by a range of intractable
problems: crises within societal organization, pollution and
subsequent atmospheric deterioration, enforced single-crop
emphasis, and impoverishment leading to the diminution of
sources of oxygen from the tropical forests. Simon Schama
addresses the Thoreauvian microcosm with the question: “But what
did Walden do to Walden?” Especially the later writings of
Thoreau struck a great blow against human arrogance towards
other species, while Darwin’s opus revealed that natural
selection works randomly and manifests itself in the universal
will to survive.
Thoreau read ORIGIN on its first appearance in America, acquiring
it from the Town Library early in 1860, and immediately gave it
his assent. This was no foregone expectation. It required
characteristic Thoreau boldness and courage since Emerson’s
circle included the main proponent of “special creation,” Louis
Agassiz, who had the prestige of Harvard College, which he was
involved in expanding, behind him. Prior to his reading of ORIGIN,
Thoreau had become interested in Darwin’s JOURNAL OF RESEARCHES ...
DURING THE VOYAGE OF HMS BEAGLE (1839), which was a talisman of his
travels around Concord, and Thoreau’s “copious notes attest to
his extraordinary prescient sympathy with many of Darwin’s
interests, including his minutely detailed observational
techniques, his fascination with change in nature, even his
writing style and the formal construction of the book, which was
half travelogue and half naturalist’s journal.” Indeed Thoreau’s
method in his JOURNAL of accumulating facts, piling instance upon
observed instance, is Darwin’s method, even if it takes on
rather a holistic pragmatic character. The current of sympathy
in his reading of Darwin would be strengthened, Robert D.
Richardson, Jr. argues, by virtue of the Englishman’s self-
description as “a person fond of natural history” rather than
as “scientist” “like the self-important Agassiz.” Donald Worster
in NATURE’S ECONOMY insists we recognize Thoreau’s acceptance of
natural selection itself, and not just “transformations of
nature” or “evolutionary development of species.” In fact it was
far from a question of passive acceptance on Thoreau’s part, for
he needs Darwinian natural selection and adaptation to make
sense of his own observations. In a JOURNAL entry for December
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24, 1853, he describes one of his great insect loves — the
cocoons of the Cecropia moth, Hyalophora cecropia:

In Weston’s field, in springy land on the edge of a
swamp, I counted thirty-three or four of those large
silvery-brown cocoons within a rod or two, and probably
there are many more about a foot from the ground,
commonly on the main stem —though sometimes on a branch
close to the stem— of the alder, sweet-fern, brake,
etc., etc. The largest are four inches long by two and
a half, bag-shaped and wrinkled and partly concealed by
dry leaves, —alders, ferns, etc.,— attached as if
sprinkled over them. This evidence of cunning in so
humble a creature is affecting, for I am not ready to
refer it to an intelligence which the creature does not
share, as much as we do the prerogatives of reason. This
radiation of the brain. The bare silvery cocoons would
otherwise be too obvious. The worm has obviously said
to itself: “Man or some other creature may come by and
see my casket. I will disguise it, will hang a screen
before it.”

Thoreau gives some of the finest accounts in literature of the
interrelation between plant and insects outside of Rachel
Carson. Only Samuel Taylor Coleridge is comparable among
literary writers. They are a product and vindication of the
integrity of Thoreau’s observations, and in this he anticipates
the development of evolutionary ecology in the 1960s and 1970s
when the charge of his deterioration into diffuseness after
WALDEN began to be laid to rest.
Thoreau is the only American writer other than the very
different (and neglected) John Dos Passos, and the more subtle
Hart Crane and Nabokov, who would experience the full force of
Freud’s dictum that “science betokens the most complete
renunciation of the pleasure-principle of which our minds are
capable.” Indeed, Thoreau’s writing, like Walt Whitman’s, is
shot through with the fertile, if from a national standpoint
double-edged, Emersonian dialectic whereby “the common things
in American nature could be realized as American only when
turned to use as representative instances in a universal
prospect.” Rather like Alice, we are deemed now to have come out
the other side of objectivism. Quantum evolution has all but
dissolved even the palpable world of nature, at least
theoretically, although we do continue to eat in order to
sustain our incorporating carapace. More transformatory than
Galileo’s revolution, quantum mechanics has elevated the
minuscule —derived from Planck’s constant h— into the apotheosis
of the infinitesimal. Matter and its shadow anti-matter
ultimately dwell in a twilight asymmetric world of quarks and
anti-quarks, even muons and taus. I hope by the end of this study
to have shown that the organically relatively minute Insecta
play a similar and hitherto underestimated role in the Thoreau
opus. And then travelling with the author in the spirit of “The
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Concord nights are stranger than the Arabian nights” (PJ1:37),
I will argue that a reading of the full length of Thoreau, for
so long obstructed by hang-overs from the lop-sided literary
concentration on WALDEN, suggests a destabilizing of scientific
and philosophical writ parallel to Planck’s transformation of
the minuscule. Because Thoreau worked from the nub of the human
in its natural historical habitat, overthrowing history in its
species specific sense, he touched a pulse that connects science
with the more subjective arenas without being plain either.
In 1860, largely due to the efforts of Louis Agassiz, the Museum
of Comparative Zoology was opened at Harvard. He was the main
proponent of American opposition to Darwin, maintaining the
immediate intervention of an intelligent Creator, and arguing
that although there was no organic progress, yet all creations
of God were not simultaneous. His training in continental
idealist philosophy during his education in Switzerland meant
that, like the German zoologists, he was unable to solve the
fundamental problems of evolutionary theory, despite his
remarkable advances in the collection of data. Herbert Hovenkamp
summarizes Louis Agassiz’s and Georges Cuvier’s concept:

During each new geologic epoch, God created a new set
of species to replace a previous set that had died off
or been destroyed. Each new creations consisted of
organisms more sophisticated than those in the previous
creation.

Bonnet, a far greater prose writer than Cuvier, put matters in
terms that Thoreau up until at least 1854 could have identified
with, primarily in its metamorphic aspect: “Who could deny that
the Great Power had inscribed in the first Germ of each animal
the succession of corresponding Germs released in the diverse
Revolutions the planet subsequently underwent? ... Our world
appeared in the form of a larva or caterpillar: it is at present
a chrysalis; the final Revolution will remake it in the form of
a butterfly.” Nevertheless Louis Agassiz’s theory of “special
creation” left space for progress in evolution —though not for
natural selection— so that his pioneering fieldwork was not
impeded by theoretic reservations but carried forward by his
interest in the habits of animals. Not least this was because,
as Agassiz wrote in AN ESSAY ON CLASSIFICATION: “Species, genera,
families, etc. exist as thoughts, individuals as facts.” His
great specialism, embryology, was carried into his concept of
evolution as the unfolding of already present characteristics.
The totality of empirical data was, for Agassiz, the
externalization, or uncovering, of preformed ideas. Facts were
real enough, but development was an illusion. Changes were
simply a manifestation of an original type, not anything new.
Darwinian method and what today is known as population thinking
turn this upside down, so that only individual phenomena have
reality while the type is an a priori imposition. His biographer
writes, “In an era of transition in the interpretation of
nature, Agassiz lived as a man who provided basic insights for
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the new framework of natural history.” Thoreau himself not only
collected for Agassiz, but he read Agassiz’s PRINCIPLES OF ZOOLOGY,
taking it out of the library for three months in 1851.
There were four principal phases of expansion of American
zoology:

• Descriptive natural history prior to 1847, including early 
studies on the classification of the habits of animals, 
characteristic of zoological work up to the arrival of Agassiz 
in 1846. During this period the Smithsonian and Yale 
Scientific School were founded, and Scientific American began 
publication. The root of zoology in the Americas, though, lies 
with two Hispanics —Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés 
(1478-1557) and the Jesuit, Joseph de Acosta (1540-1600)— 
along with the report on Walter Raleigh’s expedition by Thomas 
Hariot in A BRIEFE AND TRUE REPORT OF THE NEW FOUND LAND OF VIRGINIA.

• 1846-1870: Agassiz’s work on the structure and developmental 
history of animals. This was the heyday of morphology and 
embryology.

• By 1873, Agassiz had retreated considerably before Darwin, 
though long before this his colleague, the botanist Asa Gray, 
was working with Darwin. As Robert V. Bruce succinctly summed 
up the expansion of these years: “in egalitarian and 
republican America, scientists knew that the common man also 
had to be reached in order to get money.” So during the 1870s, 
natural selection was taken on board. But it is worth 
recalling that as early as the 40s Gray’s studies of the 
plants of the Galapagos and the Hawaiian Islands had suggested 
to him that one species might edge into another by minute 
variation. Later, Darwin’s method encouraged Gray to apply 
statistics to the study of plant distribution leading in turn 
to the naturalist’s letter to Gray in September 1857 that was 
later evidence in confirming his priority over Alfred Russel 
Wallace in developing the theory of natural selection. And it 
was the stimulus from Darwin that “set Gray upon the track of 
his greatest scientific accomplishment — the identification of 
elements of the flora of eastern North America and those of 
Japan as a single flora stretching around the earth in the 
Arctic regions in the period before the Ice Age.” Indeed Asa 
Gray was a key figure in ensuring there was not the general 
opposition to Darwin in America such as occurred in France. It 
took the most influential scientist of the 1840s and 1850s, 
James Dwight Dana, until 1870 to accept Darwin, while Agassiz 
signaled his retreat with “Evolution and Permanence of Type” 
in 1873. Dana was “one of the few evangelicals who would, in a 
single lifetime, run the entire gamut from Agassiz to Darwin, 
going through a nervous breakdown in the process and finally 
concluding sometime in the 1870s that even natural selection 
could be consistent with divine cosmogony.” By the 1870s the 
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situation was prepared for the establishment of Entomology as 
a separate discipline.

• 1890 onwards. Experimental biology and the advance in 
knowledge of organisms through experiment became the core of 
Zoology.

Thoreau, then, was coming into being as a writer, after
Emerson’s prompting, at a time of formation in those sciences
that touch on what remained in the first part of the nineteenth
century, Natural History. Coleridge’s distinction between
reason and understanding was a crux for all natural historians.
Where understanding concerned itself with the collection of
empirical data through observation, reason was a faculty for
divining the spiritual in the factual, an organ of the mind
similar to those of sight and hearing. This reason or intuition
could therefore hold its own with those fields of knowledge
thrown up by the fragmentation of natural history taking place
by mid-century with the rise of geology, chemistry and biology
which were seeking out the “`imponderables’ such as heat, light
and electricity,” together with the inner functioning of the
human body. The Mendelian revolution and the role of genetics
were not available until 1866, so the observer of nature was
largely on his or her own. But even at an early stage of his
growth as writer there are important parallels between Thoreau’s
emphasis on detached, minute observation and Darwin’s field
methods. For whereas Louis Agassiz and Dana saw ontogeny
(individual development) recapitulating phylogeny (species
development), the evolutionists argued that ontogeny programmed
phylogeny. As Hovenkamp encapsulates this difference: “the
individual in other words, determined the history of his species
through his own variations above and beyond the final
development of his ancestors.” Emerson summed up the freedom of
the observer to capture the ontogenetic detail in his “Humanity
of Science” in 1836 immediately prior to Thoreau’s emergence as
a writer when he wrote a touch optimistically — “Our microscopes
are not necessary. They are a pretty toy for chamber
philosophers, but nature has brought every fact within reach of
the unarmed eye somewhere.”
However Thoreau was to forge a very fruitful relationship with
an early American entomologist who also transformed the library
at Harvard College — Thaddeus William Harris.
Thomas Say’s AMERICAN ENTOMOLOGY, published from Philadelphia
between 1824 and 1828 was the first accurate account of the
insect species of North America. Say’s biographer, Patricia
Tyson Stroud, explains the impetus driving this massive project

An important effect of the War of 1812 was stimulation
of the evolving sense of American identity. Say and most
of his peers in the natural sciences in Philadelphia
felt this incitement acutely and would demand that
dependence on European savants give way to American
expertise in establishing American science.
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The phase of Thomas Say’s brief dominance in American entomology
was characterized by a development of a broader system of
classification than the Linnaean, and included naturalists such
as Thomas Nuttall. However the growth of the universities led
to the subject’s gradual integration as a discipline, though
even as late as the 1840s the only formal course on offer was a
single term of natural history, taken at the end of a senior
year. It was taught by Thaddeus Harris at Harvard, and consisted
of 17 lectures on botany. Thoreau was fortunate enough to take
the course in the first year it was offered. Already Harris had
taken steps to further entomology by making it useful to farmers
and other agriculturalists. The state of Massachusetts published
his manual on insect pests in 1841, REPORT ON THE INSECTS OF
MASSACHUSETTS INJURIOUS TO VEGETATION. As a result of this he became
the first paid entomologist in American, and a revised edition
appeared in 1852, with a further re-issue in a special edition
in 1862 with splendid woodcuts. So Harris balanced between the
utilitarian lines on which entomology was to develop, and a
genuine natural historical concern with the subject. The first
full-time appointment went to Asa Fitch, the New York state
entomologist from 1853. Townend Glover at the Bureau of
Agriculture held the first federal position between 1854 and
1878. As Bruce puts it: “Beyond the work of Harris, Fitch, and
Glover, little more was done in applied entomology during the
antebellum period.” Harris himself complained that his work
suffered from the relative poverty of his collection of insects,
but meantime the Smithsonian through the efforts of the
Pennsylvanian zoologist, Spencer F. Baird, had developed a fine
collection from scratch by 1853. Much later John Henry Comstock
founded Cornell entomology which would provide the base for the
greatest of all literary entomologists — Vladimir Nabokov.
The classification of species was now beginning to separate the
professionals from the amateur naturalists. The initial
practitioners were first and foremost classifiers concerned with
the adult of the insect species, and not with their life
histories. As Leland Howard says: “When the economic
entomologist began to appear he was frowned down upon by the
systematic worker and considered on the whole to be an
unscientific dabbler of the farmer class.” (The “economic
entomologist” is the American equivalent of the British “applied
entomologist,” both concerned with the application of insect
studies to agricultural improvement). The process of
specialization begins in earnest in mid-century. The word
“scientist” is only coined while Thoreau was in college, while
the word “ecologist” is introduced by Ernst Haeckel in 1866.
There was now not only the theory of Darwin to consider, but the
issue of methods of classification and indeed collection,
together with the development of the instruments of observation.
Natural History, though, was one of the last studies to be
incorporated into bureaucratic systematization, allowing some
space for the autodidact polymath. Thoreau would concur with
Whitman’s reservations about “the love of the precise, the
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exact, the methodical” which “is characteristic of the age of
machinery, of a commercial and industrial age like ours.” For
Concord was becoming a suburb of Boston during Thoreau’s
lifetime:

Concord was a commercially thriving agricultural
community and regional crossroads in which cows and
chickens greatly outnumbered native wildlife and
meadows overwhelmed forests. Massachusetts was leading
a national and global revolution in industrialization
and social change.

So “the emerging world was no community at all but a riot of
impersonal forces (those of the literary market included) in
which a dissenting voice was not even met with disapproval
because it went unheard.” This social revolution paradoxically
provided the favorable conditions for insects around Walden. At
this time, the landscape was a patchwork thanks to “selective
Indian burning [which] thus promoted the mosaic quality of New
England ecosystems, creating forests in many different states
of ecological succession.” Later New England became more
afforested, and the annual cuttings which had served as a type
of coppicing —what Thoreau called sproutlands— and had been
favorable to the dappled sunshine and shade together with forest
rides beloved of lepidoptera and other insects, were abandoned.
The early colonists had little trouble from injurious insects,
so had no cause to make systematic strides in this field.
Nonetheless in the TRANSACTIONS OF THE AMERICAN PHILOSOPHICAL SOCIETY for
1771 — a Society derided by later Natural History Societies as
non-specialist — Colonel Landon Carter of Virginia produced
“Observations concerning the Fly Weevil, that Destroys the
Wheat, with Some Useful Discoveries and Conclusions regarding
the Propagation and Progress of that Pernicious Insect, and the
Methods to be Used to Prevent the Destruction of the Grain by
It.” In 1789 William Bartram read “Observations on the Pea Fly
or Beetle, and Fruit Curculio” to the Philadelphia Society for
Promoting Agriculture.” (The Curculio is a type of firefly). And
in 1810 he encouraged his great-nephew, Thomas Say, to begin
collecting beetles and butterflies, essential of course at this
phase of the evolution of entomology, not least because Harris
would find his lack of a European collection a great hindrance
for comparative work. Bartram on ephemerae is, as will become
clear, in the Thoreau tradition of insect writing if a touch
more rapturous:

The importance of the existence of these beautiful and
delicately formed little creatures, whose frame and
organization are equally wonderful, more delicate, and
perhaps as complicated as those of the most perfect
human being, is well worth a few moments contemplation.

The effect of science as a whole upon Thoreau’s writing is
similar to that in Whitman as described by John Burroughs:
“Science fed Whitman’s imagination and made him bold; its
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effects were moral and spiritual.” Later, Thaddeus Harris was
to attend the lectures of Professor William Dandridge Peck
(1763-1834) at Harvard College. Peck’s pioneering entomological
article was “The Description and History of the Canker Worm”
(1795), describing the species as Phalaena vernata, the spring
cankerworm. So a considerable body of preparatory work had been
done before the Revolutionary War of 1812. And in 1812, the
Academy of Natural Sciences was founded at Philadelphia. This
was overtaken a little later by the Boston Society of Natural
History, though “even in Boston the rise of Harvard, which
helped societies in the short run overshadowed and so diminished
them in the long run.” Thoreau became a corresponding member of
the Society in 1850, and when he died his occupation was given
not as “Writer,” but “Natural Historian.” There was a distinctly
political edge to the growth of Entomology in ante-bellum
America. Around Boston in the 1810s, injurious insects began to
attract attention. The Hessian fly was particularly troublesome
to wheat farming. And another species damaged squashes and
pumpkins to such an extent that the Bostonians named it the Gage
bug, after the much hated British general in charge of forces
of occupation. Other introductions caused much annoyance and
some agricultural damage, such as the black fly, which Thoreau
missed when he returned from Maine to Concord as having
disappeared with the moose. A domestic pest was the European
cockroach, while it was as early as 1666 that the cankerworm had
appeared. Colonial gardens brought “grasshoppers, garden fleas,
maggots, and various species of ‘worms’ and ‘flies.’”
Thoreau’s principal collaborator in identification of insects —
and other creatures— at Concord was Thaddeus William Harris.
Born at Dorchester, Massachusetts in 1795, Harris’s father (also
Thaddeus Harris) had been a minister in the Congregationalist
Church and, like his son after him, had been Librarian at Harvard
College, albeit briefly. He wrote the technically exacting THE
NATURAL HISTORY OF THE BIBLE, published in 1820. Here again the
sciences grow organically from the religious foundations of
America. Raymond Stearns points to the fact that it is Cotton
Mather who “was the first native born colonial to advance beyond
the status of a mere field agent for European scientists in the
New World and to demonstrate a genuine philosophical approach
to science, with scientific ideas and hypotheses of his own, in
addition to the contribution of specimens and observations of
natural phenomena.” But science for Mather remained a revelation
of the splendor of God, as indeed was the case with Jonathan
Edwards, often for Emerson and early on for Thoreau. Indeed the
first full-time entomologist, Asa Fitch (1809-78) embodied this
(apparent) paradox, the scientist who was at the same time a
pious Christian. Doctor Fitch’s daughter recounted the incident
when evening family prayers were interrupted by a moth attracted
to the light. “Here was a dilemma. The spirit of the naturalist,
however, overcame the religious feeling and in a somewhat
shamefaced manner the entomologist reached out for his butterfly
net and captured and bottled the specimen before finishing his
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chapter.” The specimen proved new to science. The MEMOIR OF
THADDEUS WILLIAM HARRIS, M.D. by Edward D. Harris observes that “as
early as 1820 he was closely studying the habits of certain
insects and plants in connection with his medical pursuits.” On
November 10, 1823, Thomas Say — who named 1,500 new American
insects — is writing to Harris:

entomology, which had so long been condemned in this
country as a frivolous pursuit, seems now to be almost
able to command that attention which its importance
demands, & the formidable depredations of the insect
race upon the vitals of the agricultural interest,
compel the farmer to devote much attention to their
manners and habits which he would not otherwise have
deigned to bestow. This may be said to be the triumph
of Entomology over the prejudices of the selfish.

Again in 1823 —and 1823 and 1824 seem to be key dates in
entomology’s development in America— Harris published his first
economic paper, “Upon the Natural History of the Salt Marsh
Caterpillar.” In 1832 he put together a catalog of American
insects that included some 2,300 species. As William and Mabel
Smallwood summarize: “the large number of accurate descriptions
of insects, and the emphasis upon their economic importance,
opened up a field in which the natural scientist was to be
replaced by the technical entomologist, a type which has
continued to the present time.” His father’s work undoubtedly
had a major influence upon Harris’s career in that as the Memoir
remarks “both were men of untiring industry in their respective
pursuits, of equal thoroughness, precision, and accuracy in
their literary work.” Emerson, in thrall to Friedrich von
Schelling’s Natur-Philosophie, pontificated — utilizing
philosophical idealism to prop up snobbism — to the effect that
while those under continental influence were comparing tribes
and kingdoms, “Peck & Harris count the cilia & spines on a
beetle’s wing.” It was, of course, such attention to detail that
was crucial to Charles Darwin’s and Alfred Russel Wallace’s
sketching of the theory of evolution by genetic variation and
natural selection. Nevertheless by January 1853 Thoreau is
writing in his Journal: “Being at Cambridge day before yesterday
— Sibley told me that Agassiz told him that Harris was the
greatest entomologist in the world, and gave him permission to
repeat the remark” (PJ5:417). However Thoreau would bring to his
records and observations of insects something lacking in all but
the very greatest entomologists — vision. So much so that
Franklin Benjamin Sanborn reports that one of Harvard’s natural
historians —clearly Thaddeus William Harris— remarked to Bronson
Alcott that “if Emerson had not spoiled him, Thoreau would have
made a good entomologist.” As I hope will emerge from this study,
in this respect alone Thoreau can be spoken of in the same breath
as Nabokov who had the greatest understanding of natural
phenomena in the sense that Laura Dassow Walls uses the term —
facts as the crossroads of the objective and subjective. He
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would have understood entirely what Nabokov meant when he said
“I cannot separate the aesthetic pleasure of seeing a butterfly
and the scientific pleasure of knowing what it is.”

Excerpts

Thoreau read “Origin of the Species” on its first appearance in
America, acquiring it from the Town Library early in 1860, and
immediately gave it his assent. This was no foregone
expectation. It required characteristic Thoreau boldness and
courage since Emerson’s circle included the main proponent of
‘special creation,’ Louis Agassiz, who had the prestige of
Harvard College, which he was involved in expanding, behind him.
Prior to his reading of Origin, Thoreau had become interested
in Darwin’s Journal of Researches during the Voyage of HMS
Beagle (1839), which was a talisman of his travels around
Concord, and Thoreau’s “copious notes attest to his
extraordinary prescient sympathy with many of Darwin’s
interests, including his minutely detailed observational
techniques, his fascination with change in nature, even his
writing style and the formal construction of the book, which was
half travelogue and half naturalist’s journal.”
In fact it was far from a question of passive acceptance on
Thoreau’s part, for he needs Darwinian natural selection and
adaptation to make sense of his own observations. In a Journal
entry for December 24, 1853, he describes one of his great insect
loves--the cocoons of the Cecropia moth, Hyalophora cecropia:

“In Weston’s field, in springy land on the edge of a
swamp, I counted thirty-three or four of those large
silvery-brown cocoons within a rod or two, and probably
there are many more about a foot from the ground,
commonly on the main stem--though sometimes on a branch
close to the stem--of the alder, sweet-fern, brake,
etc., etc. The largest are four inches long by two and
a half, bag-shaped and wrinkled and partly concealed by
dry leaves,--alders, ferns, etc.,--attached as if
sprinkled over them. This evidence of cunning in so
humble a creature is affecting, for I am not ready to
refer it to an intelligence which the creature does not
share, as much as we do the prerogatives of reason. This
radiation of the brain. The bare silvery cocoons would
otherwise be too obvious. The worm has obviously said
to itself: ‘Man or some other creature may come by and
see my casket. I will disguise it, will hang a screen
before it’” (J6:23).

Thoreau gives some of the finest accounts in literature of the
interrelation between plant and insects outside of Rachel
Carson. Only Coleridge is comparable among literary writers.
They are a product and vindication of the integrity of Thoreau’s
observations, and in this he anticipates the development of
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evolutionary ecology in the 1960s and 1970s when the charge of
his deterioration into diffuseness after Walden began to be laid
to rest.In 1860, largely due to the efforts of Louis Agassiz,
the Museum of Comparative Zoology was opened at Harvard. He was
the main proponent of American opposition to Darwin, maintaining
the immediate intervention of an intelligent Creator, and
arguing that although there was no organic progress, yet all
creations of God were not simultaneous. His training in
continental idealist philosophy during his education in
Switzerland meant that, like the German zoologists, he was
unable to solve the fundamental problems of evolutionary theory,
despite his remarkable advances in the collection of data.
Herbert Hovenkamp summarizes Agassiz’s and Cuvier’s concept:

“During each new geologic epoch, God created a new set
of species to replace a previous set that had died off
or been destroyed. Each new creations consisted of
organisms more sophisticated than those in the previous
creation.”

Bonnet put matters in terms that Thoreau up until at least 1854
could have identified with, primarily in its metamorphic aspect:
“Who could deny that the Great Power had inscribed in the first
Germ of each animal the succession of corresponding Germs
released in the diverse Revolutions the planet subsequently
underwent? ... Our world appeared in the form of a larva or
caterpillar: it is at present a chrysalis; the final Revolution
will remake it in the form of a butterfly.”
The growth of the universities led to [Entomology’s] gradual
integration as a discipline, though even as late as the 1840s
the only formal course on offer was a single term of natural
history, taken at the end of a senior year. It was taught by
Thaddeus Harris at Harvard, and consisted of 17 lectures on
botany. Thoreau was fortunate enough to take the course in the
first year it was offered. Already Harris had taken steps to
further entomology by making it useful to farmers and other
agriculturalists. The state of Massachusetts published his
manual on insect pests in 1841, Report on the Insects of
Massachusetts Injurious to Vegetation. As a result of this he
became the first paid entomologist in American, and a revised
edition appeared in 1852, with a further re-issue in a special
edition in 1862 with splendid woodcuts.
So Harris balanced between the utilitarian lines on which
entomology was to develop, and a genuine natural historical
concern with the subject. The first full-time appointment went
to Asa Fitch, the New York state entomologist from 1853. Townend
Glover at the Bureau of Agriculture held the first federal
position between 1854 and 1878. As Bruce puts it: “Beyond the
work of Harris, Fitch, and Glover, little more was done in
applied entomology during the antebellum period.” Harris himself
complained that his work suffered from the relative poverty of
his collection of insects, but meantime the Smithsonian through
the efforts of the Pennsylvanian zoologist, Spencer F. Baird,
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had developed a fine collection from scratch by 1853. Much later
John Henry Comstock founded Cornell entomology which would
provide the base for the greatest of all literary entomologists
— Vladimir Nabokov.
in 1812, the Academy of Natural Sciences was founded at
Philadelphia. This was overtaken a little later by the Boston
Society of Natural History, though “even in Boston the rise of
Harvard, which helped societies in the short run overshadowed
and so diminished them in the long run.” Thoreau became a
corresponding member of the Society in 1850, and when he died
his occupation was given not as “Writer,” but “Natural
Historian.”
It was, of course, such attention to detail that was crucial to
Darwin’s and Wallace’s sketching of the theory of evolution by
genetic variation and natural selection. Thoreau would bring to
his records and observations of insects something lacking in all
but the very greatest entomologists — vision. So much so that
Franklin Benjamin Sanborn reports that one of Harvard’s natural
historians –clearly Thaddeus Harris– remarked to Bronson Alcott
that “if Emerson had not spoiled him, Thoreau would have made a
good entomologist.”
As I hope will emerge from this study, in this respect alone
Thoreau can be spoken of in the same breath as Nabokov who had
the greatest understanding of natural phenomena in the sense
that Laura Dassow Walls uses the term — facts as the crossroads
of the objective and subjective. He would have understood
entirely what Nabokov meant when he said “I cannot separate the
aesthetic pleasure of seeing a butterfly and the scientific
pleasure of knowing what it is.”

Professor Philip F. Gura’s AMERICAN TRANSCENDENTALISM: A HISTORY.

2007
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December 16, Monday: Professor of Geology Robert M. Thorson of the University of Connecticut 
<robert.thorson@uconn.edu>, a geo-archaeologist and dinosaur paleontologist and limnologist and 
glaciologist, and the author of both 2005’s EXPLORING STONE WALLS: A FIELD GUIDE TO NEW ENGLAND’S 
STONE WALLS and 2009’s BEYOND WALDEN: THE HIDDEN HISTORY OF AMERICA’S KETTLE LAKES AND 
PONDS, and Harvard University Press, released a book that digs down to Walden’s foundations, titled 
WALDEN’S SHORE: HENRY DAVID THOREAU AND NINETEENTH-CENTURY SCIENCE <http://
www.amazon.com/dp/067472478X/ref=rdr_ext_tmb>. Coining a new vocabulary, Professor Thorson 
categorized Henry Thoreau not as transcendentalist but as “descendentalist”: “Descendentalism— Practice or 
philosophy of descending toward meaning and truth as simplicity, rather than ascending or transcending 
toward complexity. Defined in this book to provide a counterpoint to the more familiar word 
‘transcendentalism’.”

The epigraph chosen for this volume is Henry’s “If you have built castles in the air, your work need not be lost; 
that is where they should be. Now put the foundations under them.” In an email, Professor Thorson has 
explained to us why it was that he chose that particular snippet to be the epigraph of his book about Henry in 
the context of typical problems of scientific understanding during his florut:

“Castles in the air” may refer to many things. But to me, and I
think to Thoreau, it refers to a vernacular phrase for a common
optical illusion well known to physicists, that I describe at
the base of page 212.47 I use it for the epigraph because beneath
those castles is the solid earth, on which we must live and love
and work and screw up and accept our fates before we become one
with the rock again. You may not have gotten there in the book
yet, but the last full paragraph on page 324 says it all.48 That
“Beneath the ‘castles in the air’ of New England
transcendentalism he put Acadian bedrock foundations. The
steeple of Walden’s uniformitarian natural theology rests on the
granite [point d’appui] ... beneath Walden.” In this note,
I replace the word “unconformity” with the word “point d’appui”
for reasons obvious to any Thoreauvian.

2013

47. From page 212: “Reflection combined with refraction produces mirages and other optical illusions, which fascinated Thoreau 
all his life. Looking down in the shallows, he enjoyed the net-like refraction shadows and bright spots caused by wave interference. 
He was also in the habit of inverting his head to see objects upside down. From the cliffs above Fairhaven Bay on a calm August 
day in 1852 he was awed by the reflected image of a small boat, ‘schooner-rigged, with three sails,’ whose location could be 
determined only by studying the ‘junction of the reflections.’ The ‘castles in the clouds’ he loved so much are examples of what are 
called superior mirages because the image lies above the true line of sight. Patches of what look like shining water in the foreground 
of otherwise hot, dry fields were inferior mirages. Both are caused by the progressive refraction of light rays where the speed of 
light changes as a consequence of air temperature. Polarization, which occurs when light is filtered to travel in dominantly one plane, 
is also a consequence of differential reflection. Diffraction is yet another consequence of reflection. Points such as the top of a pebble 
or the crest of a wave collision can operate like a collection of pinpoint cameras, each sparkling like miniature flash bulbs.”
48. From page 324: “In the 1960s Melvin Lyon recognized that ‘the word well is the most common synonym for pond in the book.’ 
Indeed, during his daily descent to the pond, Thoreau more closely followed the biblical model of Rebecca at the well than of Moses 
on the Mount. There he experienced katabasis, the Greek word for a downward journey that, in Thoreau’s case, was toward spiritual 
discovery. There, in Walden’s peaceful waters, he found a cultural antidote to the violence associated with the proverbial ‘city upon 
a hill,’ whether Old World Jerusalem, or the New World Puritan settlements. ‘If you have built castles in the air,’ Thoreau advises 
us, ‘your work need not be lost; that is where they should be. Now put the foundations under them.’ This was his ultimate downward 
move. Beneath the ‘castles in the air’ of New England transcendentalism he put Acadian bedrock foundations. The steeple of 
WALDEN’s uniformitarian natural theology rests on the granite unconformity beneath Walden.”
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Professor Thorson characterized Walden Pond as “Lake in Concord, Massachusetts, created by melting of 
multiple residual blocks of stagnant ice and maintained by the filling of large voids with groundwater beneath 
a steady state water table. Its western basin was the site of Thoreau’s famous experiment in deliberate living 
and the inspiration for his book WALDEN.” He described Walden Woods as “Historic woodland surrounding 
Walden Pond, especially to the north. Generally characterized by irregular topography and sterile soils 
associated with meltdown collapse of the Walden kame delta.” He described a phenomenon of which few of 
us are aware, the twice-annual “turnover” of the waters of Walden Pond during its winter freeze-up and then 
again during its spring ice-melt: “The lake mixes at a critical temperature of approximately 39 degrees 
Fahrenheit and 4 degrees Centigrade, when water reaches its maximum density.” He pointed out that Walden 
Pond does flow, albeit at such a slow rate that it is impossible to observe, and calculated that the time an 
average molecule of water descending upon the surface of the pond in a spring shower spends within the pond 
itself is nearly five years. During a drenching rain which adds one inch of new water to the top of the pond, 
since the average porosity of the aquifer of Walden Woods seldom exceeds 20%, it requires the top five inches 
of sandy loam to store that same quantity of fresh rainfall. “Effectively, the aquifer drainage is never 
complete.” “This provides yet another mechanism that ensures continuous flow.”

Professor Thorson asserted that it was Earth’s late-stage collision with another protoplanet, resulting in the 
birth of the moon, that gave it its significant wobble and tilt, changed its rate of spin, tweaked its orbit, and 
thus created the familiar cycle we now have of the day, the month, and the seasons. He also attributed, 
however, the longer cycle of the Ice Ages and Interglacials to said late-stage collision with another protoplanet, 
roughly the size of Mars. Fancy that — Walden Pond as a more recent record of the planet Earth’s late-stage 
collision with another protoplanet roughly the size of Mars! Fancy that — the existence of Walden Pond as 

WALDEN: I learned this, at least, by my experiment; that if one
advances confidently in the direction of his dreams, and
endeavors to live the life which he has imagined, he will meet
with a success unexpected in common hours. He will put some things
behind, will pass an invisible boundary; new, universal, and more
liberal laws will begin to establish themselves around and within
him; or the old laws be expanded, and interpreted in his favor in
a more liberal sense, and he will live with the license of a
higher order of beings. In proportion as he simplifies his life,
the laws of the universe will appear less complex, and solitude
will not be solitude, nor poverty poverty, nor weakness weakness.
If you have built castles in the air, your work need not be lost;
that is where they should be. Now put the foundations under them.

CASTLES IN THE AIR
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related directly to the origins of the Moon! –Ooh, if Henry were only alive today, he would so eat up this stuff!

The long passage in WALDEN on the shapes of the flowing sand in the deep cut of the railroad in the spring is 
something that makes the eyes of students glaze over. Where is Thoreau going with this stuff? Yet the passage 
is key to understanding the book. For Thoreau, there is one way and one way only, that organic life could have 
come into existence on this planet, and that is that it must have developed out of, arisen from, the inorganic. 
This message has not been lost on Professor Thorson, for he pointed out again and again in his new book, 
how Thoreau sought to problematize the barrier between these easy binaries, the animate and the inanimate, 
the organic and the inorganic, the living and the not alive. For instance, on page 23 he authored the following 
in regard to “Thoreau’s lifelong love affair with lichens”:

They hug the earth tighter than any other multicellular life
form, living in the nick of space between the gaseous veil of
Earth’s atmosphere and the mineral chemistry of its crust.
Lichens –whether on bedrock ledges, erratic boulders, or
Concord’s famed fieldstone walls– symbolized more plainly to him
than anything else the dependence of organic life on inorganic
mineral substance.

“MAGISTERIAL HISTORY” IS FANTASIZING, HISTORY IS CHRONOLOGY

COPYRIGHT NOTICE: In addition to the property of others,
such as extensive quotations and reproductions of
images, this “read-only” computer file contains a great
deal of special work product of Austin Meredith,
copyright 2014. Access to these interim materials will
eventually be offered for a fee in order to recoup some
of the costs of preparation. My hypercontext button
invention which, instead of creating a hypertext leap
through hyperspace —resulting in navigation problems—
allows for an utter alteration of the context within
which one is experiencing a specific content already
being viewed, is claimed as proprietary to Austin
Meredith — and therefore freely available for use by
all. Limited permission to copy such files, or any
material from such files, must be obtained in advance
in writing from the “Stack of the Artist of Kouroo”
Project, 833 Berkeley St., Durham NC 27705. Please
contact the project at <Kouroo@kouroo.info>.

“Stack of the Artist of Kouroo” Project                     Descendentalism

“It’s all now you see. Yesterday won’t be over until
tomorrow and tomorrow began ten thousand years ago.” 

– Remark by character “Garin Stevens”
in William Faulkner’s INTRUDER IN THE DUST
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Well, tomorrow is such and such a date and so it began on that date in like 8000BC? Why 8000BC, because it was the beginning of the current interglacial -- or what?
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ARRGH AUTOMATED RESEARCH REPORT

GENERATION HOTLINE

This stuff presumably looks to you as if it were generated by a
human. Such is not the case. Instead, someone has requested that
we pull it out of the hat of a pirate who has grown out of the
shoulder of our pet parrot “Laura” (as above). What these
chronological lists are: they are research reports compiled by
ARRGH algorithms out of a database of modules which we term the
Kouroo Contexture (this is data mining). To respond to such a
request for information we merely push a button.
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Commonly, the first output of the algorithm has obvious
deficiencies and we need to go back into the modules stored in
the contexture and do a minor amount of tweaking, and then we
need to punch that button again and recompile the chronology —
but there is nothing here that remotely resembles the ordinary
“writerly” process you know and love. As the contents of this
originating contexture improve, and as the programming improves,
and as funding becomes available (to date no funding whatever
has been needed in the creation of this facility, the entire
operation being run out of pocket change) we expect a diminished
need to do such tweaking and recompiling, and we fully expect
to achieve a simulation of a generous and untiring robotic
research librarian. Onward and upward in this brave new world.

First come first serve. There is no charge.
Place requests with <Kouroo@kouroo.info>. Arrgh.
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