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ABSTRACT

My thesis explores the expression and development of Henry Thoreau's optimism
throughout his work, with particular emphasis on the forms it takes in the Journal of the
1850s. The critical method I have used in this study is contextualised close reading.
Thoreau's optimism, which can be described as his delight in the richness of life and
determination to realise its possibilities, is not straightforward, as he is always haunted by
a sense of imperfection. No matter how deeply nature thrills him or how far he advances
in the direction of his dreams, he never feels quite contented; his hopes tend to overshoot
the boundaries of the possible. Although Thoreau's basic desire to make the most of life
remains the same, the ways in which he acts on this impulse change radically over the
years. Each chapter focuses on one manifestation of his life-long search for fulfilment,
starting with the extreme idealism of his early writing and his equally high-minded
preoccupation with self-improvement in later youth. Subsequent chapters, which
concentrate on the work of the 1850s, explore topics such as how Thoreau's optimism is
affected by the transition around 1850 to a more objective approach to nature; his
inclination to look ahead and anticipate seasons in the early 1850s; his longing for
moments of intensity throughout his writing career; the more earthbound delight he takes
in close contact with nature; the all-too-ambitious hopes he attaches to his late chronicling
of the progress of the seasons; and the more serene optimism so beautifully embodied by

one of his last objects of study, seeds.
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NOTE ON THE TEXT

I have used the Princeton edition of Henry Thoreau's Journal for entries up to March 8,
1853. This edition (five volumes to date) is indicated by Arabic numerals. For the
remaining part of the Journal, I have relied on Bradford Torrey and Francis H. Allen's
1906 edition (1962 reprint in two volumes by Dover Publications), indicated by Roman
numerals. See Works Consulted for full bibliographical details.

The text of Thoreau's writings has in almost all cases been quoted verbatim. 'Sic' has only
been added when it seemed absolutely essential for ease of understanding, and
occasionally a punctuation mark or other addition is supplied in square brackets. Any
unacknowledged mistakes or other peculiarities can therefore be assumed to be Thoreau's
own. Unless otherwise indicated, the emphasis in quoted text is the author's own.



INTRODUCTION

One of the most obvious, and yet most neglected, facts about Henry Thoreau is the role
his optimism plays in his life and writing. A sense of possibility informs his every
endeavour. It is a key motivating factor behind enterprises as diverse as his first literary
efforts, his two-year settlement at Walden and his dedicated attention to nature in later
life. Thoreau's optimism is closely related to his enjoyment of the world around him and
sense of its inexhaustible beauty. The landscape seems so infinitely rich and full of
wonder that sustained dejection would be an inappropriate response. Thoreau rarely
succumbs to pessimism for more than short periods of time; his joy at living is so strong
that it withstands occasional set-backs and can swiftly be restored. His hopes, on the
other hand, often overshoot the boundaries of the possible. Moments of enraptured
appreciation satisfy him, but they also make him long for more; for an existence that is
better still, and that would be attainable if only the current mood could be sustained.
Thoreau can be called optimistic because he never loses sight of the possibilities the
world presents or the hope of living a life that is 'greater' (that is, more receptive and
intense) than his present one. When his confidence is at its most extreme, it knows no
bounds. As he puts it in one of his central statements about man's potential, the
'‘Conclusion' to Walden: 'The life in us is like the water in the river. It may rise this year

higher than man has ever known it' (Walden, p.332).



Introduction

The optimism of other American mid-nineteenth century writers of affirmation, in
particular Ralph Waldo Emerson and Walt Whitman, has received some attention, but
Thoreau's optimism is rarely mentioned and has never been studied as an independent
topic.' This may be because he does not announce it as boldly or in as universal terms as
they do. He never calls it by name or suggests that the tragedies of life pale in the light of
universal joy, as Emerson sometimes does and as Whitman's sweeping poetic visions
imply.? Despite the extravagance of Thoreau's hopes, his optimism is more limited and
realistic than that of Emerson and Whitman. Its scope is smaller and more private; he is
primarily intent upon enhancing his own life and can be satisfied, at least on some levels,
with the beauty he finds close by (which, for a Transcendentalist, provides a direct link to
beauty on a more cosmic scale). In matters of optimism, as in most areas, Thoreau is
prone to self-contradiction. For every statement he makes, the opposite claim can usually
be found somewhere in his writings. Any reading of his work has to take this (carefully
cultivated) habit into account. It is an approach that makes it possible for him to be both
contented and dissatisfied with his state. It could also be argued that Thoreau's

self-contradiction amounts to an act of rebellion against the very idea of fixedness.

The most recent book-length study of Emerson's optimism is Gertrude Reif
Hughes's Emerson’s Demanding Optimism (Baton Rouge and London: Louisiana State
University Press, 1984). The subject was also frequently discussed around the turn of the
century. Optimism has not been as thoroughly considered by Whitman scholars, but
Arthur E. Briggs, among others, has written at some length about Whitman's optimism in
Walt Whitman: Thinker and Artist (1952). He claims, for example, that Whitman 'with
only human hope, with only faith in man, maintained an optimistic spirit despite his
consciousness of the misfit of things in the realm of Nature, in God's Universe. Whitman
could believe that in the large view of the Future it would end well' (Arthur E. Briggs,
Walt Whitman: Thinker and Artist [New York: Philosophical Library, 1952], p.378).

2 See for example section 15 of Song of Myself, in which Whitman surveys a
cross-section of the American people and embraces them all alike. By accepting and
levelling everyone and each phenomenon in the world, he (generously) avoids the very
need for making judgements. For one of Emerson's most emphatic statements about his
faith in the universe, see 'Compensation' in Essays. First Series (I discuss his ideas below,
pp.15-19).

1



Introduction

Nature itself is not fixed but infinitely rich and in constant flux, so why should his life and
opinions have to be set in some narrow way? Through the rhetorical strategy of
contradiction, Thoreau affirms the essential multiplicity and ambivalence of all things,
optimism and attainment included.’

Even though Thoreau frequently yearns for something as unobtainable as
perfection, he also seeks to realise his hopes by contracting rather than expanding the
range of his desires. For example, he almost always concentrates his efforts on pursuits
that are congenial to him, such as writing and observing nature. By embracing his own
state in this way, to the exclusion of the alien and remote, the ideal life he so vividly
imagines becomes more attainable. Figuratively speaking, he pulls the sky a bit nearer,
and his particular spot of the world is enhanced in proportion to the amount of pleasure he
takes in it. The beauty of Thoreau's optimism lies in the fact that it can easily provide its
own rewards. The act of wanting so much from life heightens his experience of it and
moves him closer to 'happiness' and fulfilment. Perhaps hope is, as he suggests,
self-fulfilling: 'What is hope, what is expectation, but a seed-time whose harvest cannot
fail, an irresistible expedition of the mind, at length to be victorious?' (Journal IX, p.275).

Thoreau's optimism can be defined in more specific terms as a tendency to expect
the utmost from each day. This outlook is often curiously independent of external
sources. Although Thoreau is interested and delighted in the fine details of the world
around him, his hopes also thrive on hope itself; expectation is self-perpetuating and

provides its own justification. His optimism is particularly striking in the work of the

3 Thoreau's affirmation of self-contradiction has much in common with Whitman's

approach, which is summed up in the famous statement towards the end of 'Song of
Myself': 'Do I contradict myself? / Very well then I contradict myself, / (I am large, I
contain multitudes.)' (Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass, ed. J. Loving [Oxford and New
York: Oxford University Press, 1990], p.78).
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1830s and 1840s, but it continues to be a dominant force throughout his life (as he
approaches the end, he envisages even impending death as a source of joy and
satisfaction). It is however difficult to determine to what extent Thoreau's Journal
statements, his self-presentation in writing, can be taken as a reliable guide to his feelings.
The apparent transparency of the diary form he used, which seems to provide a 'window
into the soul' of its author, is to some extent misleading. It is undermined for example by
the fact that the Journal, like many Transcendental diaries, was never meant to be kept
private (Emerson, for one, read parts of it). Thoreau would have been very conscious of
how he presented himself, seeking to create a persona that could withstand scrutiny both
by others and by himself, one of his most severe critics. When discussing Thoreau's
optimism, it is therefore the (carefully selected) attitudes and feelings he chose to preserve
in writing I have in mind, his actual sentiments being forever hidden from view.

Judging by the Journal record, Thoreau's optimism goes through many stages. It
changes and matures, and slips out of view at times, but it never loses momentum for
long. Even though some of his preoccupations change, as when his early extreme
idealism gradually disappears from his work in the 1840s, his aspiration remains constant.
He is adept at transforming misfortune by a change of viewpoint, a shift that is made
easier by an underlying faith in the way the world is ordered (a faith Emerson possesses to
an even greater extent). When one of Thoreau's endeavours failed, as they frequently did
in the early parts of his life, he was always ready to embrace a new and slightly different

ambition, through which he could restore his hopes in a more or less untainted form.*

‘ When Thoreau's brief spell of teaching at the Center School in 1837 ended in
disagreement and he could not find any other work, he responded by turning to other
pursuits, such as poetry writing, Journal keeping and involvement with the Concord
Transcendentalists. The following year, he founded his own school with his brother.
Later set-backs, such as his unhappiness as a tutor on Staten Island in 1843 and the failure
of Week, affected him perhaps more deeply, but he was rarely at his wits' end, not even

11
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This applies equally to his attempts to make a living and to his writing projects, areas that
often coincide. If the rosiness of Thoreau's optimism is a healthy glow or the heightened
hue of fever is open to debate. It is most probably both; after all, there would be no hope
without a degree of illusion, and no life without hope. Thoreau urgently needed there to
be hope and pushed himself to his limits to maintain his high expectations and, ideally,
realise some of his dreams.

The fact that Thoreau's life was fuelled by optimism is at least partly a conscious
choice. He may have been born with a natural propensity for this outlook and brought up
in a way which encouraged it, but his determination to cultivate his optimism is indicative
of a desire to make his life worthwhile in its smallest details. Choosing optimism means
choosing life. If some of the more negative aspects of life have to be ignored to sustain
this attitude, so be it. As William James puts it in 'The Religion of Healthy-Mindedness'
in The Varieties of Religious Experience, 'systematic healthy-mindedness, conceiving
good as the essential and universal aspect of being, deliberately excludes evil from its
field of vision'.’ This act is perhaps morally dishonest but also quite natural, as 'evil' does
not seem real when happiness prevails. According to James, we have to shut out the
pervasive scent of the tragic to be able to be optimistic, or at least convert tragedy into a

bracing good. His passage on this process is worth quoting at length:

Much of what we call evil is due entirely to the way men take the phenomenon.
It can so often be converted into a bracing and tonic good by a simple change of
the sufferer's inner attitude from one of fear to one of fight ... Refuse to admit
their badness; despise their power; ignore their presence; turn your attention the
other way; and so far as you yourself are concerned at any rate, though the facts

when by any logic he should have been. He had many resources, as his answer to the
tenth anniversary questionnaire from his Harvard Class makes clear: Tam a
Schoolmaster—a private Tutor, a Surveyor—a Gardener, a Farmer—a Painter, I mean a
House Painter, a Carpenter, a Mason, a Day-Laborer, a Pencil-Maker, a Glass-paper
Maker, a Writer, and sometimes a Poetaster' (quoted in Harding, p.220).

5 William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature
(London, New York and Bombay: Longman's, Green, and Co., 1902), p.88.

12
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may still exist, their evil character no longer exists. Since you make them evil or
good by your own thoughts about them, it is the ruling of your thoughts which
proves to be your principal concern.

The deliberate adoption of an optimistic turn of mind thus makes its entrance
into philosophy. And once in, it is hard to trace its lawful bounds. Not only does
the human instinct for happiness, bent on self-protection by ignoring, keep
working in its favor, but higher inner ideals have weighty words to say. The
attitude of unhappiness is not only painful, it is mean and ugly. What can be
more base and unworthy than the pining, puling, mumping mood, no matter by
what outward ills it may have been engendered?®

Thoreau would certainly have agreed with James's opinion about the unworthiness of
deliberately sustained unhappiness, considering the beauty of the world and the miracle of
existence. Furthermore, one can often see the process James describes at work in
Thoreau's writing. In 'Autumnal Tints', Thoreau considers the fall of leaves as an
occasion for rejoicing. The potential 'evil character' of autumnal death (its connotations
of ending and transience) is suppressed in his future-oriented description of autumn as a

harvest time:

Consider what a vast crop is thus annually shed on the earth! This, more than any
mere grain or seed, is the great harvest of the year. The trees are now repaying
the earth with interest what they have taken from it ... We are all the richer for
their decay ... It prepares the virgin mould for future cornfields and forests, on
which the earth fattens. (Ex, pp.329-30)

The option to take a positive view of events in this way is often within our power, and
whether we do so or not is a matter of choice. Thoreau, more often than not, chose to do
so, and this willingness to hope and trust made him, like the earth, 'all the richer'.

Living an optimistic life is thus a matter of looking at events in a favourable rather
than a negative light, and this can be done either consciously or unconsciously. In the one
entry in the Journal that the editors of the 1906 edition, Bradford Torrey and Francis H.
Allen, list under 'optimism' in the index, Thoreau sides with hope rather than despair. His
response is due at least as much to deliberate determination as to temperament, as his

account of the event suggests:

6

The Varieties of Religious Experience, pp.88-89.
13
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Hosmer is overhauling a vast heap of manure in the rear of his barn, turning the
ice within it up to the light; yet he asks despairingly what life is for, and says he
does not expect to stay here long. But I have just come from reading Columella,
who describes the same kind of spring work, in that to him new spring of the
world, with hope, and I suggest to be brave and hopeful with nature. Human life
may be transitory and full of trouble, but the perennial mind, whose survey
extends from that spring to this, from Columella to Hosmer, is superior to
change. I will identify myself with that which did not die with Columella and
will not die with Hosmer. (Journal VIII, p.245; April 3, 1856, my emphasis)

By deliberately taking a longer perspective and emphasising the advantages of labour that
may seem pointless in the short term, Thoreau side-steps the impulse to despair. His
chosen optimism shields him from despondency; at the very least, it stops him from
sinking too low. Sustained over a lifetime, this approach grows into a secure and
near-indestructible stance; Thoreau readily retains his optimism by focusing on the most
positive implications of events. According to the definition of optimism in the Oxford
English Dictionary (Second Edition, 1989), one of the three main meanings of the word is
to take the most positive aspects of events to heart (‘3. Disposition to hope for the best or
to look on the bright side of things; general tendency to take a favourable view of
circumstances or prospects’). When discussing Thoreau's optimism, this is the sense of
the word I primarily have in mind, for this is exactly what he does. He is intent on the
best and looks to the bright side of things, keen to cultivate an optimism that is strong
enough to guide him through life.

The origin of the word 'optimism' and its other meanings are however also
significant. The first sense relates to Leibnitz's coining of the word in the Theodicy,
which was published in 1710. He used it to describe the doctrine that the actual world is
the 'best of all possible worlds', as it was chosen by the Creator out of all the possible
worlds that were present in his thoughts 'as that in which the most good could be obtained
at the cost of the least evil'. It has subsequently been 'applied to any view which supposes

the ultimate predominance of good over evil in the universe' (Oxford English

14
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Dictionary).” This original meaning of the word is not as far-fetched in relation to
Thoreau's optimism as it may seem. Some of Emerson's statements, which influenced
Thoreau strongly in his formative years, amount to a modern version of the doctrine that

everything in this world is for the best, regardless of its immediate result.® Emerson's

7 See for example Part One of 'Essays on the Justice of God and the Freedom of

Man in the Origin of Evil' in the Theodicy, where Leibnitz sets forth the core of his
argument about this world being the best of all possible worlds. He tries to convince the
reader through pleading and reasoned argument rather than tangible evidence, thus
acknowledging the uncertainty of our knowledge of such matters ('It is true that one may
imagine possible worlds without sin and without unhappiness, and one could make some
like Utopian or Sevarambian romances: but these same worlds again would be very
inferior to ours in goodness. I cannot show you this in detail. For can I know and can I
present infinities to you and compare them together? But you must judge with me ab
effectu, since God has chosen the world as it is. We know, moreover, that often an evil
brings forth a good whereto one would not have attained without that evil' [G.W.
Leibnitz, Theodicy, ed. by Austin Farrer and tr. by E.M. Huggard (London: Routledge &
Kegan Paul Ltd, 1951), p.129]). This is however not the place for a full discussion of
Leibnitz's concept of optimism or Voltaire's subsequent debunking of systematic
hopefulness in Candide (1759), which brought the word into common usage. Voltaire's
mockery of optimism can be summed up by a brief exchange between Candide and
Cacambo on the borders of Surinam, after the encounter with a mistreated negro who has
lost both a leg and a hand:

'Oh, Pangloss!' cried Candide, 'thou hadst not guessed at this abomination; it is

the end. I must at last renounce thy optimism.'

"What is this optimism?' said Cacambo.

'Alas!' said Candide, ' it is the madness of maintaining that everything is right
when it is wrong.' (Voltaire, Candide, Anonymous tr, [New York, Dover
Publications Inc, 1991], p.49)

For some of Emerson's most unequivocal statements of his hyper-optimistic
beliefs, see for example 'Compensation' and 'Spiritual Laws' in EFS. Although Emerson
does not mention the Theodicy in his Journal, he was familiar with some of Leibnitz's
works. During his early years of Journal-keeping (c.1819 to the mid-1840s) and
occasionally thereafter, he refers to Leibnitz at least a few times in each volume, often in
favourable terms. In November 1838 for example, he mentions Leibnitz (and Bacon) as
examples of authors who retain their value and will not be surpassed, even by the most
magnificent new inspiration: 'when we receive it [the new thought] we are beatified for
the time. We seem to be capable of all thought. We are on a level with all Intelligences.
We cast all books & teachers behind us. What have I to do with means, when I am in the
presence of the Infinite Light? And yet familiar as that state of mind is [,] the books of
Bacon & Leibnitz still retain their value from age to age' (Ralph Waldo Emerson, The
Journals and Miscellaneous Notebooks of Ralph Waldo Emerson, Vol. VII, ed. AW.
Plumstead & Harrison Hayford [Cambridge, Mass: The Belknap Press of Harvard
University Press, 1969], p.160).

8
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faith in the essential justice of nature is transferred to Thoreau, who seldom doubts the
way the natural world is ordered. In the Transcendental landscape Thoreau first came to
know, every object is a direct correlative of a grand spiritual fact and hence utterly good,
as it reflects divine power. Nature is furthermore an intimate force that can be trusted, not
necessarily in theological terms but because the principle of life that perpetuates it is
beyond criticism, even if it also takes tragic and destructive forms. This does not mean
that Thoreau is blind to tragedy (in Leibnitz's terms, evil) or necessarily tries to rationalise
it away, as Emerson sometimes does. Thoreau inherits Emerson's world view and adopts
Emersonian ideas uncritically in the early stages of his work, but the nature of his
optimism is different. It does not operate in as detached and analytical a way as his
mentor's. Thoreau is too conscious of imperfection, in particular the imperfection of man,
and too keen to address difficulties to be an optimist in any sense that resembles the pure
tradition of Leibnitz (as he puts it in Walden, 'If we are really dying, let us hear the rattle
in our throats and feel cold in the extremities; if we are alive, let us go about our business'
[p.98]). Thoreau's optimism resides in the fact that he wants things to be better and
incessantly tries to make them so, not that he thinks that they are perfect as they are. His
work draws much of its energy from this urgent sense of discrepancy between the actual
and the ideal.

Emerson often seeks to rationalise misfortune by stepping back from it and setting
it in a larger context, a cool-headed (and even cold-hearted) distancing that can undo the

very need for grief.” Thoreau faces adversity more directly, sometimes so directly that he

For an example of Emerson's approach, consider the attitude he proposes at the
beginning of 'Spiritual Laws': "When the act of reflection takes place in the mind, when
we look at ourselves in the light of thought, we discover that our life is embosomed in
beauty ... The soul will not know either deformity or pain. If in the hours of clear reason
we should speak the severest truth, we should say that we had never made a sacrifice. In
these hours the mind seems so great that nothing can be taken from us that seems much.

9
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is thrown into periods of depression or illness by it."® But although personal and
professional misfortunes affect him deeply, he never loses heart for long. His innate
hopefulness, combined with his determination to be happy and the general heady
optimism that fuels the Transcendental movement, ensure that there is little chance of any
deep or enduring pessimism establishing a foothold. His trust is too great for that. Some
small part of him probably does believe, like Emerson, that the universe is a carefully
ordered place where things ultimately work out for the best." Many of Emerson's Essays:
First Series are suffused with this belief. 'Compensation’ and 'Spiritual Laws' in particular
emphasise the balance and justice of all things. In 'Compensation', Emerson goes as far as
to claim that every negative event will have a corresponding positive result, so that each
calamity can be seen as the beginning of a movement towards a 'good' outcome.' If all

disappointments are outweighed by an equivalent amount of hope, a thorough and

All loss, all pain, is particular; the universe remains to the heart unhurt. Neither vexations
nor calamities abate our trust. No man ever stated his griefs as lightly as he might ... For it
is only the finite that has wrought and suffered; the infinite lies stretched in smiling
repose' (EFS, pp.131-32).

10 When Thoreau's brother died suddenly after a razor cut in January 1842, Thoreau
was so deeply shocked that he was stricken for weeks with paralytic symptoms that
resembled his brother's lock-jaw. He then became severely depressed for most of the
following spring, a state that is confirmed by the absence of Journal entries during this
period (contrary to his normal habits, he did not write at all). Thoreau was completely
thrown off course by this tragic event. At this early stage of his life, he was almost too
sensitive and open to pain.

n In a discussion of Transcendental diarists, who include Emerson and Thoreau,
Lawrence Buell points out that they were less likely to experience the overwhelming
soul-struggles of traditional confession-writers (such as Augustine, Bunyan and Payson):
'They do of course confess to feelings of spiritual malaise, but for the most part they
exhibit a basic serenity or optimism about their spiritual state which keeps their vision
focused on the design of the universe rather than their own alienation from it' (Lawrence
Buell, Literary Transcendentalism. Style and Vision in the American Renaissance [Ithaca,
N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1973], pp.281-82).

12 This essay contains some of Emerson's most extreme pronouncements along these
lines, such as a description of the world as 'a multiplication-table, or a mathematical
equation, which, turn it how you will, balances itself' (EFS, p.102).

17
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fundamental optimism about the human condition is the logical conclusion.”

Emerson's optimism is seemingly unstoppable. He often embraces his hopes to
the point of disregarding the past and the present. As he puts it in 'Compensation', 'The
soul refuses limits, and always affirms an Optimism, never a Pessimism' (EF'S, p.122).
This approach can have curious results. At times, Emerson appears to be exactly the kind
of optimist Voltaire mocks in Pangloss in Candide, the incurable idealist who utterly fails
to take the facts of the situation into account. He is, for example, reported by Edward

Everett Hale to have made the following remark about a good, young student:

I did not know that he was so fine a fellow. And now, if something will fall out
amiss,— if he should be unpopular with his class, or if his father should fail in
business, or if some other misfortune can befall him,— all will be well.'*

Seeing only good when the events at hand are far from good is the absurd result of
optimism taken too far. In Cosmic Optimism, Frederic William Conner comments on this
incident, which he regards as a typical expression of Transcendental beliefs: 'This
approaches caricature, to be sure, but the view of evil that it illustrates was not limited to
Emerson or to an eccentric few. Rather it was the principal ethical consequence — some
would say the reductio ad absurdum — of the century's transcendentalism'."* According to

Conner, the whole Transcendental movement could be characterised by Panglossian

blindness to evil, a simplifying but fairly plausible conclusion.

13
sustained and emphatic statements about man's ability to reshape and take charge of his
fate. For a similar radical optimism regarding the possibilities of language, see Nature
(1836).

1 Quoted by Frederick William Conner from H.D. Gray's Emerson (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1917) in Cosmic Optimism: A Study of the Interpretation of
Evolution by American Poets from Emerson to Robinson (Philadelphia: University of
Florida Press, 1949), p.63.

s Cosmic Optimism, p.63.
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Many of Emerson's statements support Conner's view. In one of the most
affirmative essays in Essays: First Series, 'Circles', he describes a predominance of 'the

principle of good' both in nature and in the current moral climate:

I own I am gladdened by seeing the predominance of the saccharine principle
throughout vegetable nature, and not less by beholding in morals that
unrestrained inundation of the principle of good into every chink and hole that
selfishness has left open, yea, into selfishness and sin itself; so that no evil is
pure, nor hell itself without its extreme satisfactions. (EFS, pp.317-18)

Emerson's faith in the existence of such a 'saccharine principle' in the New England of his
day, a faith that brings extreme hopes as well as 'extreme satisfactions', would be tried and
tested by later experiences. It had already survived early misfortunes such as the death of
his first wife less than two years into their marriage, and was about to be confronted with
an even more devastating event: the death of his son Waldo in January 1842, soon after
the publication of Essays: First Series. At its most extreme, Emerson's optimistic creed
supplants religion. It provides a way of accommodating adversity so that it does not hurt
him too much — an explanation of the ways of the world that is clearly influenced by the
intellectual climate of the times. In The American Idea: The Literary Response to
American Optimism, Everett Carter draws a link between Emerson's stance and nineteenth

century mentality in general:

The basis for Emerson's hope for the future was a radical optimism that saw a
completely beneficent universe; for Emerson life, joy, resurrection, comedy were
positive; evil, terror, agony, tragedy were negative ... Since for him the world is
not whim but order and plan and since the nineteenth-century mind must
perceive it as such, there could be no basis for the tragic form.'

However hard to accept this refusal to take heed of tragedy may seem today, to Emerson,
it was a system of belief that had cultural precedents (notably in Puritan conceptions of
Providence) and made sense partly for this reason. Thoreau's attitude towards the tragic is

more realistic, just as his universe is a far less well ordered place. Reading William

e Everett Carter, The American Idea: The Literary Response to American Optimism

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1977), pp.81-82.
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Gilpin in September 1852, he comments in the Journal: 'Some tragedy, at least some
dwelling on—or even exaggeration of, the tragic side of life is necessary for contrast or
relief to the picture ... The whole of life is seen by some through this darker
medium—partakes of the tragic—and its bright & splendid lights become thus lurid'
(Journal 5, p.330). The tragic should be emphasised rather than denied, as it serves as a
necessary counterpoint to an excessively bright view of life. However, Thoreau clearly
does not identify with those who see life exclusively through this medium, as his use of
'some' and 'lurid' suggests.

An optimistic faith in the possibilities of man is one of the key aspects of the
Transcendental credo, and this requires a degree of suppression of the sense of the tragic.
The vehemence with which some of the 'minor' Transcendentalists defend their optimistic
stance can be seen for example in a letter George Ripley sent to The Boston Daily
Adbvertiser in reply to Andrews [sic] Norton, which contains a denunciation of sceptical

philosophy, including that of Voltaire:

Our differences of opinion arise from a radical difference in our philosophical
views. You are a disciple of the school which was founded by Locke — the
successor of Hobbes and the precursor of Condillac and Voltaire. For that
philosophy I have no respect. I believe it to be superficial, irreligious and false in
its primary elements. The evils it has brought upon humanity, by denying to the
mind the power of perceiving spiritual truth, are great and lamentable. They have
crept over Theology, Literature, Art, and Society. This age has no higher mission
than to labor for their cure."’

Ripley has no time for pessimism and doubt, however well justified and rationally argued
it might be. Reading passages of this kind, it is easy to see why the Transcendentalists are

often defined by their optimism by later commentators. Modern literary historians tend to

7 George Ripley, letter in The Boston Daily Advertiser, Nov. 3 1836, reprinted in
Perry Miller (ed.), The Transcendentalists: An Anthology (Cambridge, Mass. and London:
Harvard University Press, 1950), p.163. In his distrust of Enlightenment philosophy,
Ripley followed in the footsteps of some of the English Romantics. Blake, for instance,
wrote just as disparagingly of Voltaire and Rousseau's irreligious beliefs in the short poem
"Mock on, Mock on, Voltaire, Rousseau’, which appears in his Notebooks.
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single out the hopefulness of the Transcendentalists' world view as a defining factor,'® an
identification that has long been current in discussions of the period. When listing the
most important concepts adopted by the Transcendentalists in The Rise of
Transcendentalism, 1815-1860, Alexander Kern includes 'an optimism about the
potentialities of individual lives and the universe' as his concluding point.'” At the end of
the nineteenth century, the Transcendental movement was often criticised for asserting a
limp and facile optimism, as Perry Miller points out in the introduction to his anthology of

key documents, The Transcendentalists:

...in America of the late nineteenth century, when religion became less of a
battleground and anxieties were centered upon the economic problem,
Transcendentalism — or what little was left of it — seemed no more than a
harmless exhortation to self-reliance and optimism. Vice-presidents of banks
have been known to hang framed mottoes from Emerson on the walls of their
offices.

Thus the picture of the movement as a charming idyll in a pastoral America
became, by the end of the century, the stereotype.”

By the time the movement had run its course around the turn of the century, optimism and
Transcendentalism had become inextricably linked. Evidence of a rather simplistic

equating of the two abounds in critical works of the period. One of the few books that

18 See for example Barbara Packer's conclusion to her section on the
Transcendentalists in the Cambridge History of American Literature, in which she
emphasises their optimistic confidence (she is speaking of optimism in its most extreme
Emersonian form, or in terms of the first sense of the word in the Oxford English
Dictionary): 'Their minds were free to speculate (as Emerson said) because they were sure
of a return ... The renovation they had first imagined thirty years earlier had not come
about as they had imagined it, in peace and joy, but it had come nevertheless, and it
proved what they had always believed — that the universe could be trusted' (Sacvan
Bercovitch [gen.ed.], The Cambridge History of American Literature, Volume Two: Prose
writing 1820-1865 [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995], p.604). The linkage
of optimism and Transcendentalism is also frequently relied upon in historical accounts of
the period, such as Maldwyn A. Jones's The Limits of Liberty: American History
1607-1980 in The Short Oxford History of the Modern World, which refers to optimism
several times in its two-page section on the Concord group (pp.158-60).

1 Quoted in Walter Harding and Michael Meyer, The New Thoreau Handbook (New
York and London: New York University Press, 1980), p.123.

20 The Transcendentalists, pp.13-14.
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takes Emerson's optimism as its main subject was published in the 1880s (William F.
Dana's The Optimism of Ralph Waldo Emerson, 1886), and Emerson was even
anthologised in this respect at the beginning of the twentieth century.”!

As Emerson's reputation fell into a steady decline this century (before a recent
revival), one of the most common modes of attack was to describe him as a blinkered
optimist who lost faith in his own philosophy by the end of his life. This reading of his
work has recently been challenged, in particular by Gertrude Reif Hughes in Emerson's
Demanding Optimism (1986). She makes a case against what is traditionally seen as the
surrender of his optimism in works such as 'Experience' (published in 1844 in ESS) and
The Conduct of Life (1860), in which the heady extremity of his early statements is toned
down. She also claims that austerity and complexity already form a crucial part of
Emerson's affirmation in the early writing.”? Although a full discussion of this issue is
beyond the scope of this study, it is significant that the optimism of other
Transcendentalists should be currently receiving attention. This may be an indication that
optimism as such is emerging from the obscurity and unfashionableness to which it has

long been consigned.” Unlike Emerson's mode of belief, Thoreau's optimism needs to be

Emerson is the most frequently cited author (with seven entries) in The Contented
Mind: An Anthology of Optimism, which was edited by Thomas Burke and appeared in
1914. His selection includes the often-quoted passage from 'Circles' which stresses the
newness of every moment in nature and suggests that people should recognise this by
remaining unsettled ('In nature every moment is new; the past is always swallowed and
forgotten' [EFS, p.319]).

2 As she puts it, 'His affirmations of a common yet individual power are not
locker-room pep talks or revival-meeting evangelism. His hoping is austere, his believing
dire. The more one recognizes that his affirmations function as challenges rather than
reassurances, the less one will chide his later work for seeming, like his face, "a little
thinner" than expected ... For the promises Emerson offers do not reassure, they make
demands' (Emerson's Demanding Optimism, p.X).

2 In the last few years, optimism has become a buzz word in particular in
environmental literature. In 1996, Gregg Easterbrook predicted a growing optimism
about the state and fate of the environment in 4 Moment on the Earth: the Coming Age of
Environmental Optimism, taking the last few decades of single-minded pessimism to task.
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outlined and defined rather than challenged in revisionary terms, and it is my aim to
attempt such a preliminary description of it. The fact that his optimism is seldom overtly
signalled makes it an elusive subject. Even though he deliberately cultivated his
affirmation, it was still perhaps primarily an unconscious attitude, which was so deeply
ingrained that he himself was hardly aware of the extent to which it determined his
actions and words. I aim to describe Thoreau's optimism, whether it is radiant or oblique
and in whichever form it takes, as it appears in his writing.

To gain a clear perspective on Thoreau's optimism, it is also necessary to look
outside its immediate context, the Transcendental movement. Optimism was a crucial
force in nineteenth century culture both in America and Europe, the result of rapid
progress and expanding industrialisation, and a particularly vital part of the American
ethos. It fuelled the whole project called America: the hope of betterment drove settlers
across the ocean and on into the West. Although Thoreau redefined the meaning of
improvement to suit his own needs (for example, he made it anti-materialist rather than
materialist), his outlook was certainly related to this general dream. The fact that he was
born into a culture that was rife with worldly and unworldly aspiration and that looked to
the future rather than the past could not fail to affect him. In The American Idea, Everett
Carter claims that 'the article of faith identified with America is its optimism', which he
goes on to describe as 'a complex tone of which the primary ingredients are hopeful views
of man's experience in this world and a sanguine regard for man's intrinsic value' >
According to Carter, the American idea, a term he borrows from Emerson's English

Traits, amounts to an attitude to human history that can be summed up by the idea of

Other recent titles along similar optimistic lines include Ken Jones's Beyond Optimism: A
Buddhist Ecology (1993).
2“ The American Idea, p.5.
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progress and a belief in mankind that provides the foundation for this approach.?

Many earlier commentators have also identified an optimistic faith in progress as
the defining characteristic of American culture. In the 1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville
described a longing for betterment as central to the American psyche, although he thought
the national outlook was limited by a narrow materialism: 'Every American is eaten up
with a longing to rise, but hardly any of them seem to entertain very great hopes or aim
very high. All are constantly bent on gaining property, reputation, and power, but few
conceive such things on a grand scale'.”® To Theodore Parker, writing a decade later,
aspiration was an even more central part of the national mentality. In his blatantly

optimistic lecture 'The Political Destination of America and the Signs of the Times'

(1848), he describes the American as driven to a fault by impatient optimism:

All that we do we overdo. It appears in our hopefulness; we are the most aspiring
of nations. Not content with half the continent, we wish the other half. We have
this characteristic of genius: we are dissatisfied with all that we have done.
Somebody once said we were too vain to be proud. It is not wholly so; the
national ideal is so far above us that any achievement seems little and low.”

Parker outlines what Henry Adams later calls 'the hyperbole of enthusiasm'; the
particularly American 'sin' of fostering grand illusions: 'Even on his practical and sordid
side, the American might easily have been represented as a victim to illusion. If the
Englishman had lived as the American speculator did,— in the future,— the hyperbole of

enthusiasm would have seemed less monstrous'.?® In his chapter on 'American Ideals' in

o For works on the idea and history of progress, see for example J.B. Bury's classic

study The Idea of Progress: An Inquiry into its Origin and Growth (1920). More recent
works include Sidney Pollard's The Idea of Progress (1968) and Warren Wagar's Good
Tidings: The Belief in Progress from Darwin to Marcuse (1973).

2 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, Volume Two, ed. J.P. Mayer, tr.
G. Lawrence (New York: Anchor Books, Doubleday & Company Inc, 1969), p.453.

7 Included in Perry Miller (ed.), The American Transcendentalists: Their Prose and
Poetry (New York: Doubleday Anchor Books, 1957), pp.357-58.

2 Henry Adams, History of the United States of America during the first
administration of Thomas Jefferson, 1801-1805, Vol.1 (New York: Charles Scribner's
Sons, 1931), p.172.
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the first volume of History of the United States of America, Adams is sensitive to the
element of fantasy that lies at the heart of the American's aspiration (‘For himself he cared
little, but his dream was his whole existence. The men who denounced him admitted that
they left him in his forest-swamp quaking with fever, but clinging in the delirium of death
to the illusions of his dazzled brain').” Literary historians too noted the centrality of
optimism in American culture of the period. When writing Main Currents in American
Thought in the 1920s, Verner Louis Parrington emphasised the material optimism of
nineteenth century America.”* Without the American dream of individual betterment and
self-reliance, Thoreau would not have so stubbornly sought to realise his goals, in his own
ways and by his own hands, by Walden Pond. In the context of the era, his outlook
appears almost low-key. Emerson and Whitman, in their all-embracing confidence, may
be more striking proponents of American optimism, but there can be little doubt that
Thoreau's optimism, like theirs, is of its place and times: the ever-hopeful nineteenth
century as it was lived in and around New England. But beyond that shared starting point,
it is also uniquely its own. His attitude is nothing more, nothing less, than one
individual's response to the challenge called life, which is determined as much by inner
inclination as by outer cultural pressures. A sustained optimism is Thoreau's attempt to
make the world meet his private visions of beauty and perfection, and it is worth

exploring for the simple reason that he tries so touchingly hard.

® History of the United States of America, pp.173-74.

30 See statements such as the following in the Introduction to Volume Two: 'The
America that succeeded [when the sterner, more cautious eighteenth century America was
dying] was a shifting, restless world, youthfully optimistic, eager to better itself, bent on
finding easier roads to wealth than the plodding path of natural increase' (Vernen Louis
Parrington, The Romantic Revolution in America, 1800-1860 [New York: Harcourt, Brace
and Company, 1927], p.iv).
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By considering Thoreau's optimism roughly chronologically, from its idealistic
beginnings in the writings of the early Journal to its more settled forms in later life, I hope
to describe some of the manifestations it takes and thus enable us to see Thoreau in a new
light. I place particular emphasis on the various forms of optimism in the Journal of the
1850s and 1860s, which is the primary focus of all except the first chapter.’’ The reason
for this is partly a matter of taste — like many recent critics, I find this material particulary
evocative and intriguing — and partly to do with the Journal's role as Thoreau's main
vehicle of expression in this period (for a discussion of the more 'mature' manifestations
of his optimism, it has to be taken into account).”? Thoreau's writing always retains traces
of the idealism that is so prominent in the early work, but he gradually arrives at a more
realistic mode of believing and discovers ways of satisfying, or at least appeasing, his
restless longing. We already have accounts of Thoreau the hermit eccentric, the
misanthrope, the critic of others' folly, the social reformer, the friendless, the friend and
sociable-after-all, the example for others to follow, the example never to be followed, the
poet, the prose stylist, the formalist artist, the writer of postmodern distrust of definite
positions, the self-contradictory, the dreamy idealist, the classicist, the orientalist, the
Romantic, the avid reader, the pastoral myth-maker, the devoted naturalist, the amateur
botanist, the philosopher of perception, the world-building settler, the traveller in inner

and outer realms and many others, including the pessimist,” so perhaps the time has come

The Journal of this period is very substantial - in the original 1906 edition, only
the first of the fourteen volumes contains material written before 1850.

32 John Hildebidle, William Howarth, Sharon Cameron and Michael Berger, to name
but a few, have all written extensively on Thoreau's (previously often neglected) later
work.

» In Dark Thoreau (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1982),
Richard Bridgman explores, among other things, what he considers to be Thoreau's
pessimism. One of his main points is that Thoreau 'was a deeply pessimistic man who
could rarely bring himself to admit it' (p.x). Bridgman is looking for signs of strain,
weakness, negativity, violence, psychological imbalance and (perhaps more fruitfully)

31
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to consider Thoreau the optimist. Optimism in general is seldom discussed. Literature
exclusively devoted to the subject is virtually non-existent, apart from in the area of
self-help books. This persistent unfashionableness may help to explain why Thoreau's
optimistic outlook has not received much attention; in the troubled twentieth century,
critics (perhaps not surprisingly) have been drawn to the dark side of things.

My first chapter considers the expression of optimism in Thoreau's writings of the
late 1830s through to the early 1850s. This takes the form of an often extreme idealism, a
vague and over-emphatic yearning that is brought out by his youthful interest in bravery
and heroism and his later preoccupation with self-culture and self-improvement. It also
contains a brief section on the Walden experience. Chapter 2 explores how Thoreau's
optimism is affected by the shift that occurs in his approach to nature in the early 1850s.
Around this time, he rejects Emersonian Transcendentalism for detailed observation of

the landscape, a mode of living that stays with him for the rest of his life. How does his

incoherence in Thoreau's work. He deflates Thoreau's optimism as little more than a
cultural inheritance he did not quite believe in: 'Morbidity and pessimism were consistent
features of his mind. Both in his critical harshness and in his underlying pessimism,
Thoreau exhibited classic features of the region's Calvinism, but, unlike his neighbors, he
possessed no substantial conviction of an eternal recompense to come. His negativity was
frequently in contest with the professed optimism of his era, which he had partially
internalized. He tried to substantiate the transcendental hope in nature, but although he
did experience moments of authentic affirmation in the domestic wilderness around
Concord, he could not reconcile the persistent cruelty and destructiveness of the world (in
which he participated, although he hardly seemed aware of it) with this new philosophy.
Yet he felt obliged to maintain an affirmative stance, mocking the philistines publicly, and
privately assuring himself that, seen with sufficient perception, this was an ideal world or,
at the very least, a world ever improving. The problem was that he did not believe it'
(pp.285-86). Bridgman's lack of sympathy towards Thoreau radically distorts his
understanding of him. The result is frequently, as above, untenable categorical statements
that assume insight into what Thoreau really believed (the question of to what extent
Thoreau's optimistic outlook was 'genuine' is certainly worth raising, but such
biographical matters are best treated in a more tentative way). According to Bridgman,
Thoreau's whole life was a matter of evasion and human failure, carefully rationalised
away. What Bridgman overlooks is the amount of pleasure, happiness, energy and hope
that serves as a powerful counterpoint to the less smooth and successful aspects of his life.
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optimism survive when it is tempered by such an overpowering immersion in facts and
the 'real' texture of the world? And how does he combine his creative intent with his
new-found ambition as a naturalist? Chapter 3 is concerned with optimism in the form of
looking forward, and in particular, with Thoreau's rhetorical anticipation of seasons in the
Journal of the first half of the 1850s. When commenting on the state of the landscape
during this period, Thoreau constantly looks ahead to other times of the year, even though
he often emphasises the importance of living as attentively as possible in the present. I
address issues such as his inability to remain satisfied with the phenomena at hand and the
significance of this restlessness. Chapter 4 also concentrates on Thoreau's more dreamy
and easily enchanted side. It explores moments of intensity throughout his work as
instances in which his hopes are realised and rewarded. This, in a sense, is as good as it
gets, although the enjoyment such moments bring is elusive and likely to lead to a hunger
for more. Chapter 5 addresses fulfilment in a more earth-bound vein: the satisfaction
Thoreau derives from his intimacy with the landscape. He communes with roots and
rocks and empathises with animals of all kinds; the mid- and late 1850s Journal is full of
anecdotes of his encounters in the landscape. By choosing to spend much of his time
alone in nature, Thoreau redefines the very notion of community, shifting it away from its
usual human connotations. In Chapter 6, I consider the extent to which he manages to
live less restlessly in the present in the late 1850s and early 1860s. He is now so closely
involved with the details of the ever-unfolding present that he stops looking forward to
other seasons of the year (and also of life), a process that involves a degree of loss in the
midst of the peace it brings. Chapter 7 is concerned with seeds, Thoreau's last object of
study. He concludes his work in a truly optimistic fashion: on a detailed and, at its best,

imaginative and evocative exploration of this ultimate emblem of future life. I discuss
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Thoreau's creative transformation of his factual material as an act of optimism, a way of
taking charge and making the surrounding world correspond to his inner standards of
beauty.

Thoreau's optimism took many forms during the course of his life. When one of
its outlets lost its viability or glimmering appeal, he preserved his positive outlook by
transferring it to a new ambition. However, his optimism was far from fickle; he was
usually able to sustain his faith in his endeavours for long periods of time (sometimes
beyond the boundaries of the reasonable, as with his persistent labour on his Kalendar
charts). The question of how realistic Thoreau's optimism was may be superfluous, since
its primary importance lies in its inspirational and energy-infusing effect. Optimism
creates its own verification, whether or not it is viable. By hoping and learning to sustain
his hope, Thoreau often lived with the kind of intensity he aimed for. An element of
illusion is likely to be an intrinsic part of most optimisms, as one of the definitions of an
optimist in the Oxford English Dictionary implies. According to the second sense of the
word, an optimist is 'one who is inclined to practical optimism; a person who looks on the
bright side of things; one disposed, with or without sufficient reason, to hope for the best
or think favourably of circumstances' (my emphasis). To be optimistic 'without sufficient
reason' is to be to some extent deluded, and such delusion can be taken to Panglossian
extremes. As Lionel Tiger suggests in Optimism: The Biology of Hope, a study of
optimism from a psychological viewpoint, certain optimisms can be considered to be
pathological. Optimism may be the opposite of depression but it can be an illness
nevertheless, and it is more likely to be regarded as such if it deviates from socially

acceptable norms.** Although Thoreau's solitary life seemed peculiar to those of his

4 In his discussion of optimism taken to extremes, Tiger emphasises the social

factors involved in determining whether a belief is pathological or not. He uses extreme

29



Introduction

townsmen who could not understand his motivations, it did not deviate enough (and
certainly not on the grounds of his optimism) to lead to any accusations of insanity.
Compared with the troubled and erratic lives of other Concord Transcendentalists, such as
Bronson Alcott and William Ellery Channing, Thoreau's way of life would have seemed
sane and reasonable. For even in its most extreme moments, his optimism tends to be
offset by a practical awareness of his own limitations. Part of his being, at least, always
remains in touch with reality.*

In several essays in The Will to Believe, William James places particular emphasis
on the subjectivity of all optimisms and pessimisms. He suggests that we can readily
change the appearance of the world by changing our outlook. Thoreau does just this by
adopting a consistently optimistic stance. As James puts it in 'The Sentiment of
Rationality', 'All depends on the character of the personal contribution x' (over the mass of
external factors, which he calls M).** One of the key passages from this essay, which

deals with the way we create our own worlds, is repeated elsewhere in the book. The

religious faiths within, and independent from, groups as an example: 'Alternatively [to
analysing depression], we can make parallel comments about the psychological mood
which is generally seen as antidotal or opposite to depression; the optimistic mood.
Optimism, as I defined it at the outset, is not generally treated as an illness. But whereas
certain kinds of collective optimism are socially acceptable, their private counterparts are
often seen as pathological. Thus a group of people in Geneva or Albi or Utah or Jerusalem
may decide on various theological grounds that they are the children of God and act
accordingly, weaving a fabric of social life on this belief. But if an individual in another
community were to take the same position, he or she would likely be regarded as aberrant'
(Lionel Tiger, Optimism: The Biology of Hope [London: Secker & Warburg, 1979],
pp.150-51).

3 Thoreau is for example very aware of the fact that each of his enchanted,
hope-suffused dreams would sooner or later fade. He is particularly susceptible to such
self-consciousness about his hopes in the transitional early 1850s, but almost always able
to remain sensibly grounded.

36 William James, The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy
(New York, London and Bombay: Longmans Green and Co, 1897), pp.102-3. Other
essays on this subject in The Will to Believe include 'The Dilemma of Determinism' and 'Is
Life Worth Living?'.

30



Introduction

sentence "This world is good, we must say, since it is what we make it — and we shall
make it good' from 'The Sentiment of Rationality' reappears in elaborated form in 'Is Life
Worth Living?', as follows: 'This life is worth living, we can say, since it is what we make
it, from the moral point of view; and we are determined to make it from that point of view,
so far as we have anything to do with it, a success'.”’ In his Preface, James justifies this
duplication by emphasising the passage's importance to his argument and the fact that he
could not express its sentiment in a better way. Thoreau lived the kind of life James
outlines here, a life of intent optimism. He was stubbornly determined to make the world
good (at least his particular world) and his existence worthwhile. He sought to make his
life a success not just from a moral point of view, though this was important too, but in
even less measurable terms such as enjoyment and openness to experience. He would fill
his days and nights with beauty, which in turn would fuel his optimism and bring him
closer to a life of sustained intensity. When the world did not live up to its promise, he
was usually able to revive his faith in it by, in James's terms, adjusting the personal factor,
x, in the equation of optimism. In the following chapters, I will discuss some of the ways
in which Thoreau's life-enabling optimism is reflected in his writings. I will argue that his
optimistic attitude sets an energising and rewarding example from which much can be
learned, both about Thoreau and about ourselves, and that this approach lies at the very

heart of his work.

37 The Will to Believe, p.102 and p.61.
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CHAPTER ONE
Idealism and Self-Improvement

1.1 Heroic Idealism in the Early Work
We can conceive of a Bravery so wide that nothing can meet to befall it-So
omnipresent that nothing can lie in wait for it—so permanent that no obstinacy
can seduce it. The stars are its silent sentries by night—-and the sun its pioneer by

day. From its superflous [sic] cheerfulness come flowers and the rainbow, and
its infinite humor and wantonness produce corn and vines. (Journal 1, p.160)

This dream of invulnerable bravery ends MS 2, the second volume of the long succession
of notebooks that make up Thoreau's Journal. Some seven months earlier, in December
1839, Thoreau had started this volume on a similarly lofty note, transcribing a series of
high-minded passages from 'A Chapter on Bravery' into the new notebook. An extreme
idealism, which often takes the form of a preoccupation with bravery and heroism, is
apparent throughout Journal 1. It is most prominent in the first five of its nine manuscript
volumes. These were written between October 1837 and September 1841, when Thoreau
was 20 to 24 years old. Thoreau's heroic ideal is partly conventional; the hero should be
strong, courageous and perfect in every way. However, he also thinks of heroism in more
unconventional terms. Essential characteristics of the hero may include some relatively
gentle qualities, such as the steadfastness and 'superfluous cheerfulness' in the above
Journal entry, or even the ability to accept defeat when necessary. Thoreau's notion of
heroism is, even at this early stage, often large enough to embrace failure as a potential
way forward and, in all its complexity, it is at the centre of his early aspiration. When
describing the hero, he is both (somewhat naively) staking out his goal and exposing his

own ragged self in the shining mirror of perfection.
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An interest in heroism is not unique to Thoreau. His ideas on the subject were
influenced by Emerson and have obvious counterparts either in his mentor's work or in
other texts of the period. Emerson lectured on the subject at length in the second half of
the 1830s,' and the published version of Carlyle's May 1840 lectures On Heroes,
Hero-Worship and the Heroic in History reached Concord early in 1841. Much of
Thoreau's early writing on bravery and heroism is immature material, which is steeped in
abstraction to a degree that is foreign to his later, more concrete, writing. However, there
are already some signs of a more realistic and complex vision of what a 'heroic’ life might
involve, and his fascination with heroism is closely related to his optimism. Despite the
limitations of these early entries, they set the tone of idealism and incessant aspiration that
continues unbroken throughout his work, and form part of the foundation of optimism on
which his outlook rests.

While dreaming of bravery in the newly-started Journal, the 20-year old Thoreau
was trying to stake out a path for himself. His own life was far from the steadfast ideal he
was fond of imagining. After graduating from Harvard in 1837, he resigned from his first
teaching job at the Center School and failed to find other employment, bursting into tears
at his mother's suggestion that he should leave Concord to seek work. In September
1838, he took over the Concord Academy with his brother John and taught there with
some success until March 1841. He was also becoming more and more involved with the
Transcendentalist circle, joining the 'Hedge Club' in 1837, giving his first Lyceum lecture
in April 1838, and contributing to The Dial from the first issue in 1840. His writing of
this period can be striking, but it is often curiously absolute and impersonal. Many of

Thoreau's early entries on heroism are simplistic in their conception of the hero,

: In particular in the Biography (1835) and the Human Culture (1837-38) series.
See EL 1.
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reiterating received ideas of masculine heroic strength. This is particularly true of his
idealisation of the soldier in 'A Chapter on Bravery'. What Thoreau is writing here is
schoolboy heroism, as in the following description of the reception of the soldier, who is

set apart in untouchable glory:

No pains are spared to do honor to the brave soldier. All guilds and corporations
are taxed to provide him with fit harness and equipment—... Wherever he goes,
music precedes and prepares the way for him. His life is a holiday and the
contagion of his example unhinges the universe. The world puts by work and
comes out to stare. He is the one only man. (Journal 1, p.94)

The naive idealism of this passage is to some extent mitigated by the intriguing
suggestion that fhe soldier's example might 'unhinge' the universe. In 'The Service', the
flawed essay intended for The Dial® in which Thoreau elaborates on his ideas from 'A
Chapter on Bravery', glorification of the soldier's life is taken even further, into an

outright celebration of war:

It is not enough that our life is an easy one; we must live on the stretch, retiring
to our rest like soldiers on the eve of battle, looking forward with ardor to the
strenuous sortie of the morrow ... To the brave soldier the rust and leisure of
peace are harder than the fatigues of war. (RP, p.14)

Although the imagery of military life is mainly used as a metaphor for an inner attitude, a
certain readiness to confront life, the very fact that he introduces it suggests that Thoreau
is fascinated by the energy implicit in military heroism.®> He often uses imagery of war in
a very exaggerated way during this period, often to indicate how difficult he feels life to

be. In a Journal entry from December 1839, which is headed '‘Bravery', this technique is

2 Margaret Fuller rejected it, despite Emerson's mediation.

As indeed Emerson was. Thoreau's essay was partly inspired by Emerson's lecture
'Heroism', which was originally part of the Human Culture series (given the first time in
Boston in January 1838), and later included in Essays. First Series. Emerson dwells on
the 'attractiveness of war' and describes a combative stance as a plausible defence against
the dangers and diseases of life: "Towards all this external evil the man within the breast
assumes a warlike attitude, and affirms his ability to cope single-handed with the infinite
army of enemies. To this military attitude of the soul we give the name of Heroism. Its
rudest form is the contempt for safety and ease, which makes the attractiveness of war'
(EL II, p.340).

3
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taken to extremes: 'Waterloo is not the only battle ground— As many and fatal guns are
pointed at my breast now as are contained in the English arsenals' (Journal 1, p.87).
Thoreau's early comments on heroism and inner strength are written in black and
white terms. In'A Chapter on Bravery', he suggests for example that 'Bravery and
Cowardice are kindred correlatives with Knowledge and Ignorance Light and
Darkness—Good and Evil' (Journal 1, p.93). If bravery is good and cowardice evil in this
way, no room is left for the very space in which life is likely to be lived, the grey area in
between. Similarly, in 'The Service', the 'unmeasurable' greatness of the brave man is
contrasted with the coward's total lack of resolution. Whereas the coward 'has never
overtaken the present hour', the truly brave man is a man of perfect virtue:* 'The state of
complete manhood is virtue-and virtue and bravery are one' (Journal 1, p.92). This
polarised way of thinking stays with Thoreau as a dominant mode well into the 1840s,
and remnants can be found throughout his work.” The equation of bravery and virtue
reappears for example in a Journal passage in January 1842, more than two years after 'A
Chapter on Bravery' was written. The entry opens: 'Virtue is the deed of the bravest. It is
that art which demands the greatest confidence and fearlessness. Only some hardy soul
ventures upon it—it deals in what it has no experience in' (Journal 1, p.354). Thoughts
and phrases tend to 'migrate' through Thoreau's writings in this way. The same passage or
turn of phrase often appears several times: in the Journal, in an essay, lecture or longer
work, in the Journal again. Ideas thus work their way from the Journal to the text in

progress as Thoreau tries to improve their expression or find a suitable context for them,

' Virtue and heroic greatness are also linked in Emerson's essay 'Heroism', though
this occurs in the context of a statement favouring simple life: 'The essence of greatness is
the perception that virtue is enough. Poverty is its ornament. It does not need plenty, and
can very well abide its loss' (EFS, p.255).

An example of this would be his tendency to set up oppositions, such as between

man and nature or society and solitude, a habit he never abandons.
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an organic process that makes it complicated to trace the exact origin and development of
his attitudes.

The extreme idealism of Thoreau's early Journal entries was no doubt partly
fuelled by his four years at Harvard in the 1830s. At Harvard, he came into contact with
contemporary idealist thinking, if not quite with Transcendentalism itself.® Some of the
subjects he wrote on in his English classes fired both his idealism and his imagination,
often in a rather stern way. Given a topic such as 'Whether Moral Excellence tend directly
to increase Intellectual Power' during his last term at the college, in May 1837, the 19-year

old Thoreau stressed that such excellence is the domain of the chosen few:

None, in fine, but the highest minds, can attain to moral excellence. With by far
the greater part of mankind, religion is a habit, or rather, habit is religion, their
views of things are illiberal and contracted, for the very reason that they possess
not intellectual power sufficient to attain to moral excellence. ('Moral
Excellence', EEM, p.107)

When he starts to keep a Journal just a few months later, in October 1837, Thoreau is full
of aspiration to make his life match up to his high moral standards. In one of the first
entries, tellingly headed 'Discipline’, he earnestly explains that he hopes to improve his
future life by taking note of past experience: 'l yet lack discernment to distinguish the
whole lesson of to-day; but it is not lost—it will come to me at last. My desire is to know
what I have lived, that I may know how to live henceforth' (Journal 1, p.11). During the
first few years of Journal keeping, Thoreau's foremost object of reform is always himself.

An inclination to change himself or the way he lives remains prominent throughout his

6 Walter Harding sums it up as follows: 'Yet [despite Thoreau's disparagement of
his college training] unquestionably Harvard had a profound influence on Thoreau's
thought. Although German Transcendentalism had not reached the Harvard curriculum in
his day, the so-called Scottish "common sense" philosophers Thomas Reid, Dugald
Stewart, and Thomas Brown had. These Scottish philosophers suggested the inadequacy
of Locke's then prevalent theory of knowledge, especially with regard to moral values,
and thus provided for Thoreau and some of his contemporaries a transition to the newly
discussed philosophy of Transcendentalism' (Harding, p.51).
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writing life, although it comes to exist side by side with an equally strong desire to reform
the surrounding world. In the above passage, the sincerity of his desire to live a more
worthy life has its own kind of beauty, a beauty which speaks of immaturity, but also of
innocence and unabashed possibility. Thoreau's acute perception of his present
limitations adds depth to his early entries on how to live a 'heroic' life. His vision of what
an ideal life would involve is completely unrealistic, but his sense of his own failings is
perhaps not as far off the point (he always sees ample scope for improvement). Thoreau's
entries on heroism are the product of an urgent awareness of a discrepancy between ideal
and real, and they are energised by a mind that is desperately longing to fuse the two. The
unworldly starkness of these passages may be naive, but the entries can also be touching
in their zeal for perfection.

A dream of serenity functions as an antidote to Thoreau's over-insistent yearning
for improvement. Even at this early stage, he does not just think of bravery in terms of
discipline or physical and mental courage. Bravery can very well be passive and serene,
beyond the need for activity. The hero should be calm in the face of danger, partaking of
nature's ideal peace. The main ingredients of a courageous life, as Thoreau conceives it in

December 1839, are steadfastness and calmness:

—A rare landscape immediately suggests a suitable inhabitant—whose breath shall
be its wind—whose moods its seasons—and to whom it will always be fair. —To
be chafed and worried, and not as serene as nature—does not become one whose
nature is as steadfast as she. (Journal 1, p.87)

This early entry is entirely consistent with the emphasis placed on calmness in Thoreau's
later writing. Out of a rather commonplace and fairly immature interest in heroism, one
can see Thoreau's distinctive outlook take shape. Some of his earliest comments on the
subject are distinguished by the fact that they remain open to weakness, and often call for

acceptance and inner peace (the very opposite of preoccupation with measurable
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progress). In the opening sentence of 'A Chapter on Bravery', Thoreau sums up this
understanding of bravery when he equates it with self-reliant rest (‘Bravery deals not so
much in resolute action, as in healthy and assured rest' [Journal 1, p.91]). Similar ways of
thinking recur throughout Journal 1.” Thoreau always takes pleasure in the thought of
calmness, and does not hesitate to describe it as the best way forward: 'My most essential
progress must be to me a state of absolute rest' (Journal 1, p.191). This approach is
closely related to his advocacy of staying at home and appreciating the immediate
surroundings, rather than dissipating oneself by exploring the globe. As he later puts it in
Week: 'The hero then will know how to wait, as well as to make haste. All good abides by
him who waiteth wisely; we shall sooner overtake the dawn by remaining here than by
hurrying over the hills of the west'.® This notion of progress through non-progression
appeals deeply to Thoreau, who is keen to turn the whole idea of success on its head and
celebrate defeat as the ultimate kind of victory.

Yielding may be the logical extension of a true knowledge of ourselves, promising
success of a different and perhaps more urgent kind: 'There are two ways to victory—to
strive bravely—or to yield. How much pain the last will save we have not yet learned'
(Journal 1, p.134). This stoic approach is prominent both in Classical and Oriental

tradition, which Thoreau was exploring at the time, and in his own New England culture.’

7 As indeed they do throughout Journal 2 and 3; calmness remains central to

Thoreau's outlook.

i Week, pp.128-29. John Aldrich Christie has shown that Thoreau, despite his
advocacy of staying at home, in fact travelled extensively in both a literal and a literary
sense. He explored his immediate neighbourhood; went further afield in New England
and its surrounding states; further still to Canada and Minnesota; and he traversed the
entire globe through his extensive reading of travel books.

’ See for example Thoreau's comparison of himself to Zeno the Stoic in one of the
first Journal entries (Journal 1, pp.26-27), or his selections from The Laws of Menu for
The Dial, now in Early Essays and Miscellanies, which include maxims such as "The
resignation of all pleasures is far better than the attainment of them' (EEM, p.129).
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In Young Man Thoreau, his study of Thoreau's life up to the early 1840s that draws on the
psychologist Erik Erikson's theory of life stages, Richard Lebeaux calls attention to the

contradiction that lies at the heart of Thoreau's understanding of bravery:

It is entirely characteristic of this ambivalent man that he developed a
paradoxical concept of bravery and heroism, a concept which would allow him,
whenever it was psychologically necessary, to equate bravery with yielding,
passivity, retreat, and defeat[.]"

Lebeaux's perceptive comment occurs in a discussion of Thoreau's rivalry with his brother
about Ellen Sewall's affections. Lebeaux traces a dialectic between 'aggressive' pursuit
and passive yielding in the Journal entries relating to Ellen around June 1840. He also
discusses Thoreau's readiness to 'compensate’ for failure by seeking out its positive side
effects, a response that is entirely consistent with the New England mentality with which
he was brought up. As Lebeaux puts it, "Thoreau's capacity to find redeeming qualities in
unpleasant experiences was almost limitless’."" To the ever-optimistic Thoreau, failure
can be regarded in such a way that it makes perfect sense: 'Let us remember not to strive
upwards too long, but sometimes drop plumb down the other way, and wallow in
meanness: From the deepest pit we may see the stars, if not the sun. Let us have presence
of mind enough to sink when we cant swim—' (Journal 1, p.133; June 20, 1840)."
Sunken, or rejected in love as Thoreau was, we can look to the stars and experience
fulfilment of a different kind.

Despite his attempts to adopt a stoic attitude and stay calm at all times, Thoreau

remains restless at heart and seldom lets go of his yearning. In the Journal of the late

10 Richard Lebeaux, Young Man Thoreau (Amherst: University of Massachusetts
Press, 1977), p.112.

" Ibid, p.144.

12 The context would suggest that Thoreau is using 'meanness' to describe lowliness
rather than mean-spiritedness. Such a usage is entirely consistent with the original,
sixteenth century sense of the word, which would still have been current in Thoreau's day
(the Oxford English Dictionary dates it back to 1556, and gives the following definition:
'the condition or quality of being mean; lowliness, insignificance').
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1830s and early 1840s, he often dwells on the discrepancy between his own life and an
imagined 'brave' life with an unmitigated sense of the difficulty involved in living.
Heroism does not have to be particularly grand, as life is complicated enough for
everyone, and requires a lot of unconscious courage: 'In their unconscious daily life all are
braver than they know. Man slumbers and wakes in his twilight with the confidence of
noon day-he is not palsied nor struck dumb by the inexplicable riddle of the universe'
(Journal 1, p.91). In one of the first entries on heroism in the Journal, Thoreau describes
man's (and more specifically, his own) inner conflicts in terms of a 'glorious strife',

drawing on military imagery to celebrate this struggle in a simplified and idealistic way:

What a hero one can be without moving a finger—the world is not a field worthy
of us, nor can we be satisfied with the plains of Troy— A glorious strife seems
waging within us, yet so noiselessly that we but just catch the sound of the
clarion ringing of victory, borne to us on the breeze. (Journal 1, p.49)

Glorious it may be, but it is still a strife, a battle of clashing impulses. Revealingly
enough, the clarion rings of victory; to Thoreau in this blinkered mood, defeat is seldom
in question. The same issue does however resurface in the Journal a few years later, in
April 1841. This time, the strife is no longer noiseless, but an 'infinite din within', and

more emphasis is placed on the effort required to control these raging inner forces:

The brave man does not mind the call of the trumpet—nor hear the idle clashing
of swords—without, for the infinite din within[.] War is but a training compared
with the active service of his peace—

Is he not at war? Does he not resist the ocean swell within him—and walk as
gently as the summer's sea? (Journal 1, p.299)

The concluding image is a fitting emblem of Thoreau's divided mentality. Passionate
'swell' and gentle composure are subtly fused in one image, described as aspects of the
same substance, the sea.

The question of how to control such conflicting emotions troubles Thoreau
throughout Journal 1. Sometimes it takes the form of general moralistic comments about

the need to check "passion and appetite' with reason (p.73), or the way vice catches up
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with virtue (p.260). At other times, it emerges in more personal observations about his
own need to keep watch over himself, as at the beginning of MS 5: 'T find my life growing
slovenly when it does not exercise a constant supervision over itself. Its deeds
accumulate. Next to having lived a day well-is a clear and calm overlooking of all our
days' (p.295)." The calmness Thoreau describes is seldom completely spontaneous; the
very fact that it needs to be reinforced by 'constant supervision' and scrutinised in frequent
Journal entries calls attention to its vulnerable and artificial nature. Thoreau's calmness,
like his optimism, is an innate but still somehow fragile force, which must be cultivated;
it does not just flourish of its own accord.

Thoreau's strict supervision of himself is rooted in the moral demands of the New
England tradition, a tradition which in turn has its roots in the beliefs of the early settlers.
Spiritual and worldly amelioration was the duty of the individual and could be attained by
deliberate labour; if you tried hard enough, you would succeed whether on earth or in
heaven. Thoreau emphasises the importance of stubborn persistence already in one of his
first college essays, 'Kinds of Energetic Character', which was written in May 1835. He
praises tempered energy that is subordinated to judgement,' and is quick to condemn

those who are enthusiastic without perseverance:

Their energy is of an inconstant kind, it is not accompanied by calmness and
deliberation; so that their success, if they meet with any, is not so much the effect
of their own exertions, as the work of chance. (EEM, p.17)

P The sheer effort Thoreau put into keeping watch over himself is suggested by the
letter he wrote in 1847 to his former Harvard classmate Henry Williams, summing up his
present employment: 'Indeed my steadiest employment, if such it can be called, is to keep
myself on top of my condition, and ready for whatever may turn up in heaven or on earth'
(Corr, p.186).

1 It could be argued that Thoreau was prompted into this way of thinking by the
quotation he was given with the essay question ('One of a cold and of a constant mind, /
Not quickened into ardent action soon, / Nor prompt for petty enterprise; yet bold' [EEM,
p-16]). The passage is taken from Henry Taylor's 'dramatic romance' Philip van Artevelde
(1834), Part I, Act I1, sc. ii, 11.114-16.
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A few years later, Emerson moralises in 'Heroism' on a similar theme:

The characteristic of heroism is its persistency. All men have wandering
impulses, fits and starts of generosity. But when you have chosen your part,
abide by it, and do not weakly try to reconcile yourself with the world. (EFS,
p.260)

Emerson and Thoreau embrace the New England work ethic whole-heartedly, but also
turn it into something more ethereal and intellectual than a moralistic call to stick with
your task. Steadfast courage is the keynote of Emerson's concept of self-reliance, but the
kind of steadfastness he has in mind is more thought-provoking and joyful than its
practical and moral basis would suggest. Thoreau finds the fit words to express this 'new'
mode, using detailed natural imagery in his intricate Journal entries on the subject, as in

the following description of steadfast (but unaspiring) 'true greatness' from December 29,

1841:

All true greatness runs a level course and is as unaspiring as the plough in the
furrow— It wears the homeliest dress and speaks the homeliest language|.] Its
theme is gossamer and dew lines—Johns-wort and loosestrife for it has never
stirred from its repose and is most ignorant of foreign parts. Heaven is the inmost
place. (Journal 1, p.349)

The greatness Thoreau describes is as homely and settled as growing flowers, arriving at
its full potential without ever having to stretch itself. In this it resembles the description
of greatness in an entry from the beginning of the same year, in which he speaks of how
'unstrained' he would like it to be: 'To be great we do as if we would be tall merely—be
longer than we are broad, stretch ourselves and stand on tiptoe. But greatness is well
proportioned—unstrained, and stands on the soles of the feet' (Journal 1, p.274). In this
simple but imaginative image, Thoreau gives substance to Emerson's ideal of calm and
effortless self-reliance.

The thought of passive greatness and positive defeat suited Thoreau's character
well, although such ideas were not exclusively his own. Emerson too was aware of the

possibility of succeeding through passivity or failure, and most probably suggested this
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outlook to Thoreau in the first place. Comments to this effect can be found in many of
Emerson's essays. When he was working on 'Self-Reliance’ in October 1840 for example,

he made the following Journal entry on the subject:

And must I go and do somewhat if I would learn new secrets of self-reliance? for
my chapter is not finished. But self-reliance is precisely that secret to make your
supposed deficiency redundancy. If I am true, the theory is, the very want of
action, my very impotency, shall become a greater excelling than all skill and
toil. (EFS, p.390)"

If Thoreau's paradoxical concept of bravery originates in his somewhat 'deficient' nature,
as Richard Lebeaux implies, this is not its only source; Emerson thought along similar
lines. Emerson's and Thoreau's comments on resignation do however differ in terms of
subjectivity and intensity. While Emerson calmly proposes a theory of impotence, a
testable hypothesis, as in the above Journal entry, Thoreau's statements tend to be more
urgent and personal, direct responses to experience. Even when he is reasoning about the
failure of youthful aspiration with lucid acceptance, his comments are still strained by

yearning:

Though I am old enough to have discovered that the dreams of youth are not
to be realized in this state of existence yet I think it would be the next greatest
happiness always to be allowed to look under the eyelids of time and
contemplate the perfect steadily with the clear understanding that I do not not
attain to it. (Journal 1, p.480)

The drawn-out impression this sentence makes, which is accentuated by the absence of
punctuation, hints at the lack of resignation that is made explicit by the introduction of the
double negative at the end of the passage. The frequent shifting between tenses, from the
past ('to have discovered') via the future ('it would be') to the present ('I do not not attain
to it"), also contributes to its strained and intriguing effect. Thoreau's acceptance is only

surface deep; he still seems to be longing for perfection of some kind.

15 Emerson quoted this extract, from the entry for October 23, 1840, in the notes to
'Self-Reliance'.
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One way of finding release from a sense of failure is through cultivating a mood of
'superfluous cheerfulness', which readily transcends such limitations. A great willingness
to believe and attempt the best shines through Thoreau's writings, and is particularly
notable in his most confident works, such as Walden and "Walking'. One could perhaps
think of this as the applied attitude of the brave man, who (optimistically and somewhat

naively) seeks to dissolve any shades of despondency in his own incessant light:

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. (Journal 1, p.91)

The brave man Thoreau sketches in the early Journal entries and essays draws on
resources of optimism that are barred to others, seeking out 'the least trait of good or
beautiful'. Both Emerson and Thoreau regard this outlook as an essential characteristic of
the brave person. In 'Heroism', Emerson praises the 'good-humor' and 'hilarity’ of heroes,

and links their cheerfulness to their self-sufficiency:

But that which takes my fancy most in the heroic class, is the good-humor and
hilarity they exhibit. It is a height to which common duty can very well attain, to
suffer and to dare with solemnity. But these rare souls set opinion, success, and
life at so cheap a rate that they will not soothe their enemies by petitions, or the
show of sorrow, but wear their own habitual greatness. (EFS, p.255)

Like Emerson, Thoreau often tries to ignore the more negative aspects of human life, an
approach that emerges as a result of his Panglossian willingness to believe the best.
Despite his characteristic solitary stance, he does have a great deal of faith in human
nature; he tends to explain away inner and outer 'evils' whenever possible, perhaps by
describing them as an inevitable part of the natural order. This optimistic approach is
apparent already in some of the earliest Journal entries, such as the following comment
from December 1837: No faculty in man was created with a useless or sinister intent—in
no respect can he be wholly bad, but the worst passions have their root in the best—as

anger—for instance, may be only a perverted sense of wrong' (Journal 1, pp.17-18). So
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even when Thoreau's infatuation with idealist extremes was at its peak, signs can be found

of his more hopeful and mature understanding of human qualities.

1.2 Thoreau's Heroic Models

Many of Thoreau's early preoccupations, including his fascination with heroism and
bravery, can be traced back to the work of Emerson and Carlyle. Carlyle, whom Emerson
had known since 1833, both lectured and published on the subject, and Emerson
explored the notion of greatness in his lectures on Biography (given in Boston from
January to March 1835), in the Human Culture lecture series (December 6, 1837 to
February 7, 1838), in some of the essays in Essays: First Series (1841), and later in the
lectures on Representative Men (December 11, 1845 to January 22, 1846, published in
1849). Thoreau would have been familiar with much of this. He read the manuscript of
Essays: First Series in early 1841, and Emerson's ideas about biography and self-culture
had been common property for some time, at the very least since the two lecture series.
Apart from suggesting the subject, this influence is notable for two reasons. Firstly, the
notion of heroism is important to Emerson's emerging ideas about self-reliance, which in
turn would have a fundamental impact on Thoreau's approach to life. A life of courage
and greatness was not just a theoretical possibility or a relic of the distant past; it was
attainable to the confident and sincere seeker. Bravery runs like a golden thread through
much of Emerson's work of the period. Secondly, Emerson and Carlyle were both
fascinated by the examples set by past heroes and by what one could learn from the lives
of the great. They contemplated the nature and purpose of biography, as well as exploring
the 'lessons' of individual lives. Thoreau followed their example, often in a deliberate

attempt to gather hints about how to live his own life.
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In Emerson's essay 'Heroism', a rather rambling piece that mingles speculation
with historical and literary examples, heroism and self-reliance are continually linked. In
one of the more contemplative sections, Emerson, after discussing military bravery,
describes heroism as 'a self-trust which slights the restraints of prudence' in the plenitude
of its energy and power to repair the harms it may suffer (EFS, p.250). Something more
than just conventional courage is implied here. Emerson is speaking of 'self-trust', a
quality he goes on to call 'the essence of heroism' (p.251). He is thus pushing beyond a
simple military view of heroism and towards the far larger notion of self-reliance. This is
characterised precisely by the kind of self-trust, of unshakeable integrity, that Emerson
here ascribes to heroes ('The hero is a mind of such balance that no disturbances can
shake his will, but pleasantly and as it were merrily he advances to his own music' [EFS,
p-250])."* To be self-reliant is, in some sense, to be heroic; to have enough strength and
independence to pursue one's own path. As Emerson puts it in 'Self-Reliance’, 'Let a Stoic
open the resources of man and tell men they are not leaning willows, but can and must
detach themselves; that with the exercise of self-trust, new powers shall appear' (EFS,
p.76).

Emerson's concept of heroic self-reliance is, like Thoreau's, both elitist and
democratic. While stressing the rare perfection of the hero, in theory at least he is still
teaching equal opportunity in matters of greatness. Everyone could potentially be a hero;
all that is required is more self-trust, an intensification of the essential self. But it is

equally clear that the heroism he describes is reserved for the few, a contradiction that

16 Emerson's description brings Thoreau's famous comment in the 'Conclusion' to

Walden to mind: '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' (p.326). The sense of the essential rightness of self-reliance is
similar in both instances, despite the human vulnerability that permeates Thoreau's
passage and its differing context.
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destabilises Emerson's idea; it pushes in two opposing directions at once. Carlyle's
understanding of heroism, as set forth in On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the Heroic in
History, is more elitist still than Emerson's. Despite his ambition to develop new
definitions of heroism that would be appropriate to his times, he still regarded the
(religious, literary or political) hero as infinitely superior to ordinary men. As he
describes his chosen subjects, 'They were the leaders of men, these great ones; the
modellers, patterns, and in a wide sense creators, of whatsoever the general mass of men
contrived to do or to attain'."” Carlyle wanted his hero to be strong enough to transcend
the limitations of his times and single-handedly move history forward.

In the Human Culture lecture series, Emerson is moving away from this extremely
hierarchical conception of the heroic. While attracted to the idea of perfection, he is also

interested in people's equal potential for greatness, a notion eloquently stated for example

in the Introductory lecture to the series:

I wish him [the individual], instead of following with a mendicant admiration the
great names that are inscribed on the walls of memory, let him know that they
are really marks and memoranda for his guidance, with which his own
experience should come up. Let him know that the stars wash as benignantly on
the hour of his advent as on any Milton or Washington or Howard. There is no
combination of powers that comes into the world that is not new and not needed.
(EL 11, p.228)

Emerson's vision of greatness pushes the ordinary self into a foreground where Luther and
Milton once towered sublime.'* However, Emerson's ideas about heroism and
self-reliance are still beset with an insistence on absolutes that proved to be influential on
Thoreau's earliest work. When Emerson summed up the points he had made about the
heroic character in his lecture on 'Heroism', he emphasised the gulf between the hero and

the ordinary man:

Thomas Carlyle, On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the Heroic in History (London:
Chapman and Hall, 1893), p.1.
8 In the Biography lecture series, some ten years earlier (1835).
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In the last lecture I endeavoured to illustrate the leading traits of the Heroic
character; and defined it as a concentration and exaltation of the Individual, he
setting himself in opposition to external evils and dangers, and regarding them as
measures of his own greatness. It was said then that the hero scorns the frivolous
and sordid life of men around him, and delights in exhibiting by great action or
passion the superior endowments of his own nature. ('Holiness', EL II, p.340)

Emerson's hero, like Thoreau in his more misanthropic mood, goes as far as to scorn the
'frivolous and sordid life' of others while basking in his own superior strength. Clearly,
few could even hope to approach a state of such self-sufficiency. The elitist side of
Emerson's conception of heroism keeps resurfacing in his works on the subject, coexisting
in an unresolved way with the impulse to make greatness available to everyone.
Self-reliance aside, Thoreau was also influenced by Emerson's thoughts about
biography and the uses of heroic models. Such models play an important part in both
writers' ideas of improvement. They inspire, set standards and provide viable starting

points. As Thoreau puts it,

What are Godfrey and Gonzalve unless we breathe a life into them, and
reenact their exploits as a prelude to our own? The past is only so heroic as we
see it-it is the canvass on which our idea of heroism is painted—the dim
prospectus of our future field. We are dreaming of what we are to do.
(Journal 1, p.148)

Past courage becomes truly useful when it is revived in this way, so that it can serve as a
model for future greatness. In the above passage, issues such as whether the heroism in
question is in the eye of the beholder are somehow beside the point. All history is partly
imagined, and the heroism of the past may nourish our dreams 'of what we are to do' more
powerfully for this reason. Emerson's later work Representative Men directly explores the
lessons of the past by focusing on the inspirational value of a few select 'great' men.
According to Emerson, it is important to contemplate these models, but this is primarily a

step towards finding ourselves.'” The 'uses of great men' are temporary and limited,

" Whitman applies an even more democratic version of the concept of succession in

'Song of Myself, giving us the poet/guide whose main achievement is that he shows us
the way to ourselves: 'Not I, not any one else can travel that road for you, / You must
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Chapter 1

As so often, the germ of this desire can be found in Emerson's democratic vision of
greatness, but it was Thoreau who would live it out, taking the time to get to know and
describe some of the people on the fringes of Concord society.

This emerging interest aside, Thoreau also read many biographical works* and
wrote some biographical sketches in his early youth, in particular a piece on Sir Walter
Raleigh. The sketch, which was originally given as a lecture in February 1843, is
distinguished by a broad and tolerant vision of heroism. It reflects the rapidly increasing
maturity of Thoreau's ideas on the subject (far more, perhaps, than it reflects Raleigh,
although his versatile life as a courtier, explorer and writer provided a perfect model of
complex 'heroic' achievement). Some of the material for the lecture was in fact culled
from the Journal of August 1840 and the winter of 1841-1842, not long after 'A Chapter
on Bravery' and 'The Service' were written. In the finished lecture, Thoreau sets forth a
more solid and grounded view of the hero than he did in his earlier works on the subject.
Commenting on the 'steady and cheerful bravery of Raleigh', Thoreau embraces the notion

of courage as calmness, which is prepared to let go rather than respond with strictness:

To march sturdily through life patiently and resolutely looking defiance at one's
foes, that is one way, but we cannot help being more attracted by that kind of
heroism which relaxes its brows in the presence of danger, and does not need to
maintain itself strictly, but by a kind of sympathy with the universe[.] (EEM,
p-217)

Cheerfulness is repeatedly praised in this essay, as is the notion that the heroic life should

be practical as well as intellectual.* Thoreau's understanding of heroism thus firmly

3 This interest is easily confirmed by a look at the record of books he borrowed

from Harvard College library. In 1833 and 1834, he took out for example Butler's The life
of Erasmus; Banks's History of the life and reign of Peter the Great; Irving's Life and
voyages of Christopher Columbus and Barney's Biographical memoir of Com. Joshua
Barney (see K.W. Cameron's Emerson the Essayist, Vol. II, p.192).

24 For Thoreau's description of Raleigh's steady good spirits during his
imprisonment, see EEM, p.197, and for comments on the great cheerfulness of heroes in
general, p.218.
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accommodates the imperfect and the broadly human by this time, moving well beyond a

simple equation of bravery and virtue:*

With all his heroism, he was not heroic enough; with all his manliness, he was
servile and dependent; with all his aspirations, he was ambitious. He was not
upright nor constant, yet we would have trusted him; he could flatter and cringe,
yet we should have respected him... (EEM, p.216)

Commenting on Sir Walter Raleigh, Thoreau now writes admiringly about a man whose
qualities could not possibly be described as traditionally heroic. Perhaps the very act of
writing this lengthy sketch taught him something about human imperfection, and helped

him leave the most extreme aspects of his early idealism behind.

1.3 Idealism by Walden Pond
When Thoreau moved into his cabin by Walden Pond on the fourth of July 1845, his
move not only marked a new beginning (significantly placed on Independence Day),* but
also formed part of the shift from Transcendental idealism to a more realistic outlook that
had been in the making for some time. The heady absolutes of the first phase of the
Journal (1837 to approximately 1842), were already a few years behind him. Large parts
of 1843 and 1844 had been taken up by practical matters, such as working as Emerson's
handy man, tutoring on Staten Island, improving techniques for the family pencil
business, and helping to build a new family home (the 'Texas house'). All this concrete

activity both tempered his idealism and sharpened his desire to get on with what he saw as

» His subject must have forced Thoreau into this to some extent; Raleigh could not

be understood in terms of conventional virtue. Elsewhere, Thoreau, contradictory as ever,
occasionally reveals a very different attitude. He describes chastity as a requirement of
heroism in the early Journal, and generally favours chastity well into the 1850s. See for
example his essay 'Chastity & Sensuality': 'Chastity is something positive, not negative. It
is the virtue of the married especially. All lusts or base pleasures must give place to loftier
delights' (EEM, pp.274-75).

% Thoreau plays down the importance of this, dismissing the date as a mere
coincidence (Walden, p.84).
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the 'real’ business of life, his writing. His move to Walden was an attempt to secure the
space, opportunity and economic foundation for his work. It was also an attempt to fulfil
his insistent longing for a life of continual deep feeling: a life that is not dissipated by
trivialities, and in which no opportunities to experience the sunlight or the stirring breeze
are missed (when he first moved in, the sun and wind would even reach him indoors,
seeping in between the rafters of his unfinished house). Thoreau was no longer just
dreaming of living a brave optimistic life, he was putting his dreams into practice, and in
many ways succeeding. Even if his actual life at Walden was far from the confident
progression towards (inner and outer) spring he describes in Walden, his life gathered
momentum with the move to the woods. Under the arching pines by Walden Pond and
close to its glimmering shores, there was finally room to breathe. The idyllic beauty of
the landscape Thoreau chose for his settlement invited cheerfulness and optimism (as so
memorably described in 'Solitude’, nature's soothing charm preempts the very impulse to
despondency). By staking out a life on his own terms in the woods, Thoreau found a
practical, viable and rewarding outlet for his aspiration, which brought him much closer
to realising his hopes than his earlier, more abstract, idealism ever could.

This is not to say that Thoreau abandoned his idealism when he moved to Walden.
Although it faded from its former prominence in the middle of the 1840s, it only faded
gradually, and partly as a result of his experiences in the woods.”’ Thoreau's experiment
in living sobered him and altered his perspectives in ways he could hardly have foreseen.
Being so close to nature for a sustained period of time opened up new interests and
inspired reverence for its processes; his desire to get close to the landscape often made

him forget about his nagging aspiration. Finding the courage to turn his back on society

It could be argued that it never really dies out, lending an edge of yearning to
Thoreau's work throughout his life.
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for a while, he discovered a context that suited him perfectly and, more importantly,
enabled him to find himself (or at the very least, a viable mode of living).

When Thoreau first moved to Walden, he was still rather dreamy and
otherworldly, looking away from the landscape at least as much as he was looking at it.
The notebooks he kept at the time are far more idealistic than the resulting work, in which
his actual experiences and thoughts by the pond are filtered through his later outlook.?*

To the Thoreau who had just settled into his cabin, The Iliad was as important as
surrounding nature. On July 7, 1845 for example, a few days after he moved in, he
imagines himself in habitual heroic terms. His head is still sometimes high in the clouds,

dwelling on literary figures rather than nature or his own neighbours:

I am glad to remember tonight as I sit by my door that I too am at least a
descendent of that heroic race of men of whom there is tradition. I too sit here on
the shore of my Ithaca, a fellow wanderer and survivor of Ulysses ... And now
where is the generation of heroes whose lives are to pass amid these our northern
pines? Whose exploits shall appear to posterity pictured amid these strong and
shaggy forms? (Journal 2, pp.156-57)

Much like in early youth, Thoreau dreams of being a descendant of the heroes of former
years. These passages often find their way into Walden, as the above instance does, but
such instances are to some extent 'tempered' and held in check by the practical basis of the
work. The 'Reading' chapter in particular stands out as a vestige of Thoreau's youthful
aspiration. It is suffused with classical allusions, and the lingering idealistic strain is

especially notable in the emphasis placed on 'heroic reading'.’

2 The fact that Walden went through seven drafts, right up to its publication in 1854,

makes the finished work a complex hybrid of approaches. Idealism contends with
pragmatic common sense, just as a record of the progress of the seasons exists side by
side with literary readings in search of transcendence.

» Both in the 'Reading' chapter in Walden and in the notebooks of the period there
are many passages on how 'Books must be read as deliberately and reservedly as they
were written' (Journal 2, p.163), and how 'Our reading should be heroic—in an unknown
tongue' (p.168). In early August 1845, Thoreau is displeased with himself for reading the
'indolent story' The Crescent & the Cross, instead advocating the hard labour of reading in
a foreign tongue (in order to give ourselves over more generously to the work we are
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One of the first entries in "Walden 2', the notebook Thoreau started on his arrival
at Walden for the purpose of literary drafts, is a (somewhat slap-dash) poem he later
called 'The Hero'. Like the above entry, it retains some of his heady idealism, but a more
realistic inclination is also apparent. The initial emphasis is on practical labour. His hero

seeks a 'worthy task' to sustain him, and this should be closely in touch with the earth:

What doth he ask?
Some worthy task.
Never to run

Till that be done,
And that never done
Under the sun...
Happy and well

On this ground to dwell
This soil subdue
Plant and renew.
(Journal 2, p.197)

Revealingly enough, he now advocates farming rather than fighting as a suitable life for a
hero. While living at Walden, Thoreau, like the hero in his poem, is 'giving nerve' to his
slenderness by taming the landscape and cultivating the ground around his house. As he
puts it above, this labour is an ongoing task whose goal is its own steadfast continuation.
Thoreau himself found such a task for example in the growing of beans, a labour he
lovingly describes in 'Walden 1', the diary notebook he started when he moved to Walden.
But despite the grounded and practical nature of this labour, only the most reflective and
idealistic passages of the later Walden chapter (‘'The Bean-Field') appear in the original
notebook.*® Thoreau was still so caught up in the dream of the ideal that he could not

apply himself to practical tasks without looking for deeper meanings.

reading). He later suggests that such a capacity for 'heroic reading' is very rare: 'The
works of the great poets have never yet been read, for only great poets can read them'
(p-366). Intriguingly enough, Thoreau claims (at the beginning of 'Sounds') that he did
not read books during the first summer at Walden, a statement his diaries readily
disprove. Always contradictory, he was perhaps simply trying to juggle incompatible
impulses, easily forgetting some sides of his life in the passionate pursuit of others.

30 Compare the chapter to the entry he made in Journal 2, pp.158-59, where he

54



Chapter 1

Thoreau spent most of his time at Walden neither cherishing idleness nor
occupying himself with the day-to-day practicalities of living; he was busy writing.
During his two years by the pond, he finished the manuscript of Week, a long lecture on
Thomas Carlyle, notes on his first trip to Maine ('Ktaadn' to be), and the first draft of
Walden, as well as notes towards other projects and regular Journal entries. His
application to his writing works wonders; Walden is a vast improvement on Week, which
never quite coheres but functions as a necessary prelude to the subsequent work. During
this period, Thoreau also established a pattern of living he would stick to, more or less,
for the rest of his life. This is his basic routine of writing or working for money (making
pencils, later on surveying) in the morning, walking in the afternoon and reading or
writing up his notes in the Journal in the evening. However, he always remained
concerned about the 'insufficiency' of any such habits and was rebelliously delighted at the
thought of overthrowing them, which he did almost as a matter of course. As he put it
some time earlier, with prescience: 'Let us devise never so perfect a system of living, and
straightway the soul leaves it to shuffle along its own way alone' [Journal 1, p.105]). As
soon as Thoreau had perfected his brief but significant Walden life, he left it behind. But
all he left was the physical setting; the finely tuned method of living he developed at
Walden stayed with him and would serve him well. Thoreau 'shuffled along his way' with
new confidence, two years' worth of memories, a few manuscripts and, perhaps most

importantly, a more realistic outlook.

wonders about the purpose of his 'small Hercules labour' and about what he can learn
from his beans.
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1.4 Traces of Heroism in the Later Work
By the time he left Walden in autumn 1847, Thoreau had stopped making Journal entries
about heroism in any overt sense; there are no more headed entries and the topic generally
subsides into the background. However, it does survive for some time in one context:
Thoreau's fascination with the heroism of earlier literary ages. It also returns with full
force in the lectures about John Brown at the end of the 1850s. Beyond that, it informs
much of Thoreau's writing in a subtle way, lending an edge of idealism to sections of
Walden or living on in the strain of aspiration that continues throughout the Journal. The
essay 'Homer. Ossian. Chaucer', which was originally written in 1843, contains many
references to heroism. Large sections of the piece are used in near-unchanged form in
Week in 1849. Much of this material is unremarkable, such as the suggestion that the hero
and the bard have become separated in the literature of civilized ages (by which he means
medieval times). Referring to Chaucer, Thoreau wrote: 'No hero stands at the door
prepared to break forth into song or heroic action, but we have instead a homely
Englishman, who cultivates the art of poetry' (‘(Homer. Ossian. Chaucer', EEM, p.163).
Thoreau's idealisation of the heroes in Ossian, the elemental figures in a work he took at
face value as 'Genuine Remains', is more interesting.”’ Ossian's heroes serve as images of
strength, part of a general celebration of the wild: 'Inside the civilized man stands the
savage still in the place of honor. We are those blue-eyed, yellow-haired Saxons, those
slender dark-haired Normans' (EEM, p.159). Thoreau's interest in the Ossianic poems
produces some striking images, which are infused with an imaginative life that his

generalisations about the literature of Chaucer's age lacks: 'If Ossian's heroes weep, it is

Thoreau did not know that James McPherson's work was a hoax (see for example
Robert D. Richardson's account of his reading of Ossian in Henry Thoreau: A Life of the
Mind [Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1986], p.142).
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from excess of strength, and not from weakness, a sacrifice or libation of fertile natures,
like the perspiration of stone in summer's heat' (EEM, p.161).

Many of the ideas from 'Homer. Ossian. Chaucer' also reappear in "Walking',
which was published in 1862 but is based on Journal material from 1850-1852. In this
later piece, Thoreau remains true to his emphasis in the earlier essay, still preferring 'wild'
and uncivilized works (the Iliad, Scriptures, mythology) to 'tame' English literature.”

Building on his earlier distinction, he now celebrates wildness as the very essence of life:

Life consists with wildness. The most alive is the wildest. Not yet subdued to
man, its presence refreshes him. One who pressed forward incessantly and never
rested from his labours, who grew fast and made infinite demands on life, would
always find himself in a new country or wilderness, and surrounded by the raw
material of life. (‘"Walking', Ex, p.277)

More playfully but no less significantly, Thoreau locates the old heroic spirit in the walker
of modern times, creating a fine image of earth-bound heroism stripped of all pretension:
'The chivalric and heroic spirit which once belonged to the Rider seems now to reside in,
or perchance to have subsided into, the Walker,— not the Knight, but Walker, Errant' (Ex,
p.253). Although this is not its primary purpose, the image sums up the shift from
idealism to realism that gradually takes place in Thoreau's work; his hero is no longer a
soldier, supreme in strength, just a simple man walking the fields, mud-soiled but driven
by hope. The last few pages of 'Walking' form one of the purest statements of optimism
in Thoreau's work. Playfully initiated ("We hug the earth, — how rarely we mount!
Methinks we might elevate ourselves a little more. We might climb a tree, at least' [Ex,
p-300]), it culminates confidently on the road to the future: 'So we saunter toward the
Holy Land, till one day the sun shall shine more brightly than ever he has done' (Ex,
pp-303-4). This trustful faith in the future is the result of a successfully integrated 'heroic’

spirit, which is self-reliant enough to confidently embrace the future. Heroic aspiration

2 See 'Walking', in Ex, p.283.
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for betterment thus continues to inform Thoreau's work when the hero as such has been
left behind, granted a second life through his optimism and willingness to believe.

A man who was truly driven by his vision would eventually materialise in
Thoreau's life. It was John Brown, the abolitionist martyr. Brown's example and fate
moved him to think yet again in terms of ideal heroic virtue in the speeches he gave in
1859 and 1860. Thoreau's pleas idealise Brown in the strongest terms: 'Think of him- of
his rare qualities! such a man as it takes ages to make, and ages to understand; no mock
hero, nor the representative of any party. A man such as the sun may not rise upon again
in this benighted land' (‘A Plea for Captain John Brown', RP, p.136). Brown is even
likened to Christ and called an 'Angel of Light' (RP, p.137). In his speeches on Brown,
Thoreau is using a language of heroic extremes for rhetorical effect. This approach is
particularly well suited to his impassioned discourse against the decision of the
government (‘We talk of a representative government, but what a monster of a
government is that where the noblest faculties of mind, and the whole Aeart, are not
represented. A semi-human tiger or ox, stalking over the earth, with its heart taken out
and the top of its brain shot away' ['A Plea', RP, p.129]). When giving examples of
Brown's heroic acts in "The Last Days of John Brown', Thoreau, who tends to pride
himself on his indifference to contemporary events, now calls it 'inexcusably far-fetched'
to pass over 'the recent deeds and words of John Brown' (RP, p.145). By his encounter
with a real-life hero, Thoreau's political consciousness was ignited as seldom before.*

Thoreau's language reaches heights of strong expression in these lectures. He

spares no measures, as in his description of John Brown's company (‘Surely, they were the

Thoreau's political engagement only flared up occasionally and was limited to a
few areas, such as the issue of slavery and the right to freedom from state interference
(following his refusal to pay poll tax in July 1846), but it was nevertheless deeply felt and
proved to be inspirational for subsequent generations.
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very best men you could select to be hung' [RP, p.132]), or in his comment about Brown's
death: 'It seems as if no man had ever died in America before, for in order to die you must
first have lived' (RP, p.134). Thoreau's imagery is equally inventive, if less blunt. One of
the more curious examples occurs when he turns the moral notion that good seed
inevitably leads to good fruit into a law applicable to heroes such as Brown: 'when you
plant, or bury, a hero in his field, a crop of heroes is sure to spring up. This is a seed of
such force and vitality, that it does not ask our leave to germinate' (RP, p.119).** The
optimism of these pieces is relatively subdued, sobered by the tragedy of Brown's death,
but present in images such as this. Thoreau urgently wants to believe that his death will
be atoned for by general betterment in the future, channelling his anger into a sense of
hope. When he returned to the rhetoric of heroism in his late work, his ideas on the
subject were no longer as abstract as they used to be. The pleas for John Brown are
rooted in an actual situation and aim for concrete results — Thoreau's heroic idealism has
found a worthy cause.

Thoreau had turned his back on abstract hero-worship already in the mid-1840s.
By this time, strength was individual and inner, nourished by nature rather than by heroic
models. Strength was a sense of universal optimism, personally applied. Strength was
exaggeration of self. Thoreau still thinks of heroism in idealistic terms in the late John
Brown essays, but only within a polemical context, and he still uses some heroic imagery
in Walden, but only rarely. The overt references to bravery in the latter work tend to be
passing comments, sometimes of an unexpected turn, such as the passage about the
bravery of commerce in 'Sounds'. On the one occasion where heroism plays a central role,

in the celebration of morning in "Where I Lived, and What I Lived For', the conventional

. The image makes sense in the light of the fact that Thoreau was studying seeds

and seed dispersal around this time (a topic I consider in Chapter 7).
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implications of the subject are assimilated into a Transcendental line of thought. The
familiar idea of how 'Morning brings back the heroic ages' (Walden, p.88)* provides the

foundation for an image of an inner 'heroic' morning, which is located entirely in the self:

All poets and heroes, like Memnon, are the children of Aurora, and emit their
music at sunrise. To him whose elastic and vigorous thought keeps pace with the
sun, the day is a perpetual morning. It matters not what the clocks say or the
attitudes and labors of men. Morning is when I am awake and there is a dawn in
me. (Walden, pp.8§9-90)

Thoreau's earliness is a heady mixture of aspiration ("We must learn to reawaken and keep
ourselves awake, not by mechanical ends, but by an infinite expectation of the dawn') and
self-improvement: 'Moral reform is the effort to throw off sleep' (Walden, p.90). Two
closely related preoccupations are here coming into their own, fused in a new and
distinctive expression.

The section concludes with a statement about the 'perfection’ of each individual in
itself being the highest task. Life should be an ongoing heroic endeavour: 'To affect the
quality of the day, that is the highest of arts. Every man is tasked to make his life, even in
its details, worthy of the contemplation of his most elevated and critical hour' (Walden,
p.90). To live like this, which is what Thoreau tried to do by Walden Pond, is heroic
optimism applied, on a scale at once vast and commonplace. Greatness is ultimately a
private matter, measurable only in the heart of each individual man. Thoreau's sense that
life in its entirety is the most sacred of deeds goes back to some of his earliest entries on
heroism. It is apparent already in 'A Chapter on Bravery', although only in terms of the
lives of great men: '"The bravest deed, which for the most part is left quite out of history ...
is the life of a great man. To perform exploits is to be temporarily bold ... but the exploit

of a brave life consists in its momentary completeness' (Journal 1, p.98). Steadfastness,

3 This connection frequently occurs in Week, as when the Thoreau brothers first set
out on the river in the 'Saturday' chapter.
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cheerfulness and courage goes into such a life. It is described from a different angle in
'Sir Walter Raleigh' ('Surely, it is better that our wisdom appear in the constant success of
our spirits, than in our business or the maxims which fall from our lips merely' [EEM,
p.216]), and from yet another one in Week: 'The true poem is not that which the public
read. There is always a poem not printed on paper, coincident with the production of this,
stereotyped in the poet's life. It is what he has become through his work' (Week, p.343).
How to live a life that can withstand scrutiny was always a vital matter to Thoreau,
challenging precisely because of its unattainable and open-ended nature; it could never be
'solved' by single heroic deeds. Throughout the 1840s, he was very aware that the most
difficult task he faced was to work out how to live so that his life could withstand his own
scrutiny (and beyond that, the scrutiny of others), seeing that he was so contradictory and
ever-changing. When setting down his Journal entries, he often seems to be imagining an
internal or external reader — a critical side of himself, or another person evaluating his
thoughts. Like the Puritans of earlier generations, he was composing a kind of spiritual
autobiography by which he would one day be judged (and in some ways, how right he
was). Thoreau's high standards were encouraged both by deeply felt personal need, a
sense of imperfection that could only be abated by incessant aspiration, and by the
yearning for perfection that was current in New England culture at the time. And if he
tried to turn his whole life into an heroic endeavour, which he most certainly did in his
insistence on self-improvement, this was a way of grabbing it by the throat and making it

possible.
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1.5 Self-Improvement
In the late 1840s and early 1850s, Thoreau's optimism finds a new outlet: an intense
concern with progress in terms of 'perfection’ of the self. Some time after the comments
on heroism have disappeared from the Journal, entries that can be brought together under
the heading 'Self-Improvement' take their place, reaching a peak of intensity between
summer 1850 and spring 1852. This is not an entirely new preoccupation, nor one that
can be easily isolated from other concerns. Thoreau had long sought to realise his hopes
through practical 'discipline' of various kinds, such as watching his diet, getting up early,
adhering to strict routines of reading and writing, or indeed simplifying his life by moving
to Walden Pond.*® He had also written extensively on related subjects in the earlier parts
of the Journal, dwelling for example on how one achieves one's true identity. In February
1841, he describes this as the very lesson nature teaches: 'We are constantly invited to be
what we are; as to something worthy and noble. — — I never waited but for myself to come
round; none ever detained me, but I lagged or tagged after myself' (Journal 1, p.245). In
the transitional early 1850s, when Thoreau turned to nature more passionately than ever
before and was becoming more objective in his approach to it, he was still deeply
preoccupied with the self. In September 1850, the (somewhat bewildered) answer he
suggests to the question of how to lift one's life onto a higher plane is to practise 'some

new austerity' (the passage is later used in the parable of John Farmer in 'Higher Laws' in

36 For an example of the former, see his 1848 comment in Journal 3, p.4: 'l find that

I conciliate the gods by some sacrament as bathing—or abstemiousness in diet—or rising
early—and directly they Smile on me. These are my sacraments'. Or for a later comment
along similar lines, the entry for October 26, 1853: 'When, after feeling dissatisfied with
my life, I aspire to something better, am more scrupulous, more reserved and continent, as
if expecting somewhat, suddenly I find myself full of life as a nut of meat,—am
overflowing with a quiet, genial mirthfulnes. I think to myself, I must attend to my diet; I
must get up earlier and take a morning walk; I must have done with luxuries and devote
myself to my muse. So I dam up my stream, and my waters gather to a head. [ am
freighted with thought' (Journal V, p.456).
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Walden):”’

A voice seemed to say to him [']Why do you stay here and live this mean dusty
moiling life when a worthy & glorious existence is possible for you?' But how to
come out of this and actually migrate thither— All that he could think of was to
practice some new austerity. To let his mind descend into his body & redeem it.
To treat himself with ever increasing respect. He had been abusing himself—
Those same stars twinkle over other fields than this[.] (Journal 3, pp.112-13)*

Thoreau's answer is the one that is nearest at hand: to change himself. Self-improvement
through discipline of various kinds promises a viable method of transformation. In the
early 1850s, it becomes one of the main vehicles for his optimism, a concrete version of
his earlier rather vague aspiration to bravery and heroism. The greater realism of this
'new' practice (changing oneself is after all more likely to have some effect than dreaming
of absolute bravery), is a reflection of the fact that his idealistic horizons were closing in a
little.

In his concern with self-improvement, Thoreau is often thinking in just as stark
terms as he did in the earliest parts of the Journal. His life is either high or low, either
worthy and grand or utterly base. Such ways of thinking are not easily shaken off; they fit
close like skin and resurface even when they appear to have been left behind.” The
division is even harder to overcome as it is partly a cultural inheritance, passed down by

centuries of religious doctrine and yearning for a higher state. Thoreau, like Emerson,

37 Walden, p.222.

3 A sense of the need to overcome the body permeates the passage, in both a sexual
and more general sense. Physical self-denial is a very important aspect of Thoreau's
approach to self-improvement.

» For a statement that sums up Thoreau's sense of co-existing opposites, see for
example 'Higher Laws' in Walden: 'l found in myself, and still find, an instinct toward a
higher, or, as it is named, spiritual life, as do most men, and another toward a primitive
rank and savage one, and I reverence them both. I love the wild not less than the good'
(Walden, p.210). Comments of this kind stem from his youthful dualism, and the tension
described is far from as resolved as he would like it to be. When he contemplates chastity
later on in the chapter, he explicitly denies the animal nature he earlier praised: 'Man
flows at once to God when the channel of purity is open. By turns our purity inspires and
our impurity casts us down. He is blessed who is assured that the animal is dying out in
him day by day, and the divine being established' (Walden, p.220).

63



Chapter 1

rejected the church but remained deeply influenced by its antithetical world view. In the
late 1840s, Thoreau is still longing for absolute perfection, hoping, as here in a letter to

H.G.O. Blake in May 1848, to correct every 'defect' he finds:

There is not necessarily any gross and ugly fact which may not be eradicated
from the life of man. We should endeavour practically in our lives to correct all
the defects which our imagination detects. The heavens are as deep as our
aspirations are high. So high as a tree aspires to grow, so high it will find an
atmosphere suited to it. (Corr, p.220)

Living so that our aspirations match the depth of the heavens is a serious obligation,
requiring the kind of single-minded dedication Thoreau thrived on. Man car improve
himself and should aspire to do so; he is in charge of his character and able to correct his
faults. Like bravery, self-improvement was fashionable among the Transcendentalists,
and like his Transcendental contemporaries, Thoreau considered it to be a moral duty.
One's life bears witness of one's character, flourishing or destructive in perfect symmetry
with inner inclination: It is a momentous fact that a man may be good, or he may be bad,
his life may be true, or it may be false; it may either be a shame or a glory to him. The
good man builds himself up; the bad man destroys himself' (Corr, p.221). At the heart of
Thoreau's long-running concern with perfection of his life and character lies a deep
idealism; a stubborn belief that improvement is possible. His quest was rather
self-centred, focused as it was on building himself up to make the most of his life (and
more importantly still, to develop his literary craft), but he still regarded it as a virtuous
endeavour — his individual improvement might ultimately be of benefit to all.

Thoreau's preoccupation with self-improvement is however far more than just a
moral matter; it is related to a desire to experience life deeply. To improve oneself means
to prepare, by whatever means, for a life of greater capacity for emotion and insight.
Writing to H.G.O. Blake on April 3, 1850, he sets out his position on living to the full in

the following terms:
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Will you live? or will you be embalmed? Will you live, though it be astride of a
sunbeam; or will you repose safely in the catacombs for a thousand years? In the
former case, the worst accident that can happen is that you may break your neck.
Will you break your heart, your soul, to save your neck? Necks and pipe-stems
are fated to be broken[.] (Corr, p.257)

He continues this graphic description with a more confessional statement, in which he
stresses that we should demand the utmost from life, while also revealing a degree of

insecurity about his capacity to live that intensely:

Men make a great ado about the folly of demanding too much of life (or of
eternity?), and of endeavoring to live according to that demand. It is much ado
about nothing. No harm ever came from that quarter. I am not afraid that I shall
exaggerate the value and significance of life, but that I shall not be up to the
occasion which it is. I shall be sorry to remember that I was there, but noticed
nothing remarkable,— (Corr, pp.257-58)

The goal is set out, but how to actually get there is a less clear-cut matter. How can one
prepare oneself for the evanescent state of intensity? Can it really be done through some
concrete strategy of improvement, such as asceticism or general simplification of life? In
the summer of 1851, Thoreau was continually looking for intensity, often living at a peak
of excitement that is reflected in his Journal entries:* "How to live— How to get the most
of life! as if you were to teach the young hunter how to entrap his game. How to extract
its honey from the flower of the world. That is my every day business. I am as busy as a
bee about it. I ramble over all fields on that errand and am never so happy as when I feel
myself heavy with honey & wax' (Journal 4, p.53). The intensity Thoreau seeks often
comes naturally. During this summer, his feeling for life is particularly extravagant. He
is continually led on by a sense of wonder ('"We are surrounded by a rich & fertile
mystery— May we not probe it—pry into it-employ ourselves about it-a little?' [Journal 4,
p-54]). However, Thoreau wants this excited state to become more permanent and

reliable, and seems convinced that a life of intensity requires deliberate practice.

40 This was after all the summer of moonlight walks, a time when Thoreau was more

than usually driven to seek out beauty. See Chapter 4 for a further discussion of this
period and Thoreau's longing for intensity in general.
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Considering Thoreau's emphatic statements around 1850 and 1851, there is no
doubt that his dream of self-improvement was much more than a dry educational matter.
It was a deeply Romantic dream, imbued with a passionate longing for fullness. There is

rapture in the very process of betterment, a process wonderfully worthwhile in itself:

What more glorious condition of being can we imagine than from impure to be
becoming pure. It is almost desirable to be impure that we may be the subjects of
this improvement. That I am innocent to myself. That I love and reverence my
life! That I am better fitted for a lofty society today than I was yesterday to make
my life a sacrament— (Journal 3, p.311)

The above extract comes from one of the longest and most emphatic statements about
self-improvement in the Journal, an entry dated July 16, 1851. Although Thoreau is
caught up in his own private longing to rise, he also acknowledges the vital role
improvement plays in nature. The passage beautifully continues "What is nature without
this lofty tumbling', thus placing the aspiring self within a natural order of development
and amelioration. The 'lofty tumbling' of improvement serves as a uniting force, as
central to nature as it is to Thoreau's aspiring mind. To Thoreau in this mystical mood,
the self may indeed be as alluringly strange as the outside world is, partaking of its
wonder ('Let me forever go in search of myself— Never for a moment think that I have
found myself. Be as a stranger to myself never a familiar— seeking acquaintance still'
[Journal 3, p.312]). Thoreau is revelling in the mystery of his own existence and what he
perceives as its immense potential for betterment: "What temple what fane what sacred
place can there be but the innermost part of my own being? The possibility of my own
improvement, that is to be cherished. As I regard myself so I am' (Journal 3, p.312). If
Thoreau is in fact as he regards himself, if the 'truth’ about him is determined by his
understanding of it, this leaves ample scope for realisation of his hopes; all that is required

is a shift of perception.*!

4 This suggestion resembles Emerson's claim (in Nature) that we can restore the
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Thoreau was not alone among the Transcendentalists in dreaming of perfection
and self-improvement. In the New England of his day, a great deal of attention was
devoted to betterment through education; schooling was the starting point for elevation of
the self.* Progression towards an ideal state is also the keynote of two earlier
Transcendental texts he knew very well; Bronson Alcott's "The Doctrine and Discipline of
Human Culture' and Emerson's Nature, both published in 1836.* Alcott speaks boldly of

1.44

Human Culture as 'the art of completing a man';** of perfecting his spirit and revealing the

true idea of his nature to him. As Alcott describes it, in vague but energetic terms:

It seeks to realize in the Soul the Image of the Creator.— Its end is a perfect man.
Its aim, through every stage of influence and discipline, is self-renewal. The
body, nature and life are its immediate materials. Jesus is its worthiest ideal.*’

Emerson's pleas for the cultivation of the individual are just as emphatic; he is dreaming
of independence and absolute freedom. The last two parts of Nature, 'Spirit' and
"Prospects', are supremely confident about man's possibilities, as in the call to action
towards the end of the latter section: 'Build therefore your own world. As fast as you

conform your life to the pure idea in your mind, that will unfold its great proportions'

original beauty of nature 'merely' by redeeming our own soul: 'The ruin or blank that we
see when we look at nature, is in our own eye. The axis of vision is not coincident with
the axis of things, and so they appear not transparent but opaque. The reason why the
world lacks unity, and lies broken in heaps, is because man is disunited with himself'
(NAL, pp.73-74).

2 This interest in self-improvement through education is reflected for example by
the popularity of the Lyceum lecturing circuit and Horace Mann's Movement for Public
Education, as well as by the publication of works such as Sampson Reed's The Growth of
the Mind (1826), Elisabeth Peabody's translation of de Gerando's Du perfectionnement
morale, which was published as Self-Education (1830), and Frederick Henry Hedge's
1840 Dial essay 'The Art of Life — The Scholar's Calling', which emphasised the
importance of self-culture.

“3 When asked by Isaiah Williams to suggest some Transcendental works that would
provide a good introduction to the movement, Thoreau recommended these two (see
Corr, p.48, for Williams's reply, asking to borrow Alcott's work).

“ Amos Bronson Alcott, 'The Doctrine and Discipline of Human Culture', in Essays
on Education (1830-1862) (Gainesville, Florida: Scholar's Facsimilies & Reprints, 1960),
p.32.

4 Ibid.
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(NAL, p.76).*¢ In the 'Introductory' lecture to the Human Culture series, Emerson's
ambitious attempt to describe the development of a multi-faceted, 'complete' person,*” he
speaks in equally emphatic terms about what he considers to be man's main duty, the
realisation of his own nature: 'His own Culture,— the unfolding of his nature, is the chief
end of man. A divine impulse at the core of his being, impels him to this' (EL /I, p.215).
This concern with the 'unfolding' of man's potential lies at the heart of Emerson's
imaginative world and influenced Thoreau greatly, but Emerson in turn had influential
models for his thinking. He is primarily looking back to the notion of self-culture,
originally a German educational doctrine which interested some of the precursors of the
Transcendentalists. The Unitarian minister William Ellery Channing, the uncle of
Thoreau's eponymous friend, lectured on the subject in Boston in September 1838.
Channing, like Emerson, speaks of the 'unfolding and perfecting' of man's nature, and
assimilates such self-culture into a grand national vision. He describes it as an

opportunity that is unique to the Americans:

In this country the mass of people are distinguished by possessing means of
improvement, of self-culture, possessed no where else. To incite them to the use
of these, is to render them the best service they can receive. Accordingly I have
chosen for the subject of this lecture, Self-culture, or the care which every man
owes to himself, to the unfolding and perfecting of his nature.*

4 This concern with perfection was at least partly influenced by some of the Oriental

literature eagerly read by the Concord Transcendentalists. For similar high-minded ideas,
see for example Thoreau's 'Ethnical Scriptures' selections from the Chinese Four Books,
which were published in The Dial in October 1843: 'Perfection (or sincerity) is the way of
heaven, and to wish for perfection is the duty of man' (EEM, p.149). It is likely that these
selections were made by Thoreau, though it is possible that they were Emerson's (see
EEM, p.385).

4 In this series, Emerson treats the improvement of various human faculties (which
are figured by representative parts of the body such as the Hands, the Head, the Eye and
Ear and the Heart) each in turn, moving on to more abstract themes, such as Prudence,
Heroism and Holiness.

8 William E. Channing, Self-Culture (Boston: Dutton and Wentworth, 1838), p.11.
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Self-cultivation is an essential task of man ('Unless we are roused to act upon ourselves,
unless we engage in the work of self-improvement, unless we purpose strenuously to form
and elevate our own minds ... very little permanent good is received'),” which is carried
out for its own unworldly ends: 'But the ground of a man's culture lies in his nature, not in
his calling ... He is to be educated because he is a man, not because he is to make shoes,
or nails, or pins'* It is furthermore described as a matter of 'total' education, which
involves the systematic development of a broad range of faculties (Moral, Religious,
Intellectual, Social, Practical, relating to the perception of Beauty, and so forth). To
Thoreau's and Emerson's contemporaries, such self-culture was a viable and promising
endeavour, for in these pre-Marxian days, fate could easily be thought of as the outcome
of individual rather than social and political forces. As Channing puts it in a statement
that sums up the optimism the Transcendentalists attached to the pursuit of betterment:

'Self-culture is something possible. It is not a dream. It has foundations in our nature'.”'

“ Ibid, p.12.

% Ibid, p.29. See also the statement on page 34 of the lecture, which gives an
indication of Channing's idealistic priorities: "Undoubtedly a man is to labour to better his
condition, but first to better himself'.

& Self-Culture, p.12. Concern with self-culture continued sporadically throughout
the century both in England and America; tracts were occasionally published, lectures
were occasionally given. These calls for self-improvement took many shapes and forms;
all sorts of beliefs could be accommodated by this heading and most of them left the
original German self-culture far behind. Some were concerned with self-culture in the
sense of working one's way up from poverty. The most famous of these is Samuel
Smiles's Self Help (London: John Murray, 1859), which stressed the importance of
perseverance rather than 'genius' and used numerous biographical examples of worldly
success. Another example would be William Unsworth's Self~-Culture and Self-Reliance,
or, The poor man's help to elevation on earth and in heaven [London, 1861]). Others
dealt with betterment through formal education (Self-Culture by Joseph Barker [London,
1863]). The American tracts often had either a religious slant (James Freeman Clarke's
course of lectures Self-Culture: Physical, Intellectual, Moral, and Spiritual [Boston,
1881]) or a more bizarre phrenological one, teaching improvement within the strict limits
of innate identity, which was fixed and readily deductible from physical characteristics
(O.S. Fowler's Education and Self-Improvement [New York, 1879]).
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Going further back, Thoreau had another significant predecessor in his quest for
improvement, Benjamin Franklin. Although their goals were diametrically opposed,
Franklin courting the materialism and worldly advancement Thoreau disclaimed, their
methods of self-improvement had much in common.” Both were obsessed with
betterment and with the economic basis of life, preaching spartan living and careful
saving. In his Preface to Poor Richard Improved, 'The Way to Wealth', Franklin
describes a taste for luxury as a common cause of poverty in one of his most direct

statements about frugality and simplification of needs:

Many a one, for the Sake of Finery on the Back, have gone with a hungry Belly,
and half starved their Families; Silks and Sattins, Scarlet and Velvets, as Poor
Richard says, put out the Kitchen Fire. These are not the Necessaries of Life,
they can scarcely be called the Conveniences, and yet only because they look
pretty, how many want to have them. The artificial Wants of Mankind thus
become more numerous than the natural...”

Thoreau would no doubt have agreed both with this sentiment, sharing as he did
Franklin's philosophy that rationalisation of needs is the first step towards improvement of
one's condition. But such agreement is far from complete: Franklin is contented with
worldly attainments, the achievement of wealth and well-being, while Thoreau longs for
more amorphous and transcendent rewards.**

Like Thoreau, Franklin went through a period when he was more than usually

preoccupied with improvement. In Part Two of his Autobiography, he describes this as

52 Thoreau does not seem to have been familiar with Franklin's works. He never

refers to them in the Journal and neither owned nor borrowed any of them.

» Benjamin Franklin, 'The Way to Wealth', Autobiography and Other Writings
(Oxford New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), p.270.

5“ In the 'Economy' section of Walden for example, Thoreau sets forth his doubts
about the value of worldly, technical improvements, which could even have a detrimental
effect on more vital kinds of improvement: 'As with our colleges, so with a hundred
"modern improvements"; there is an illusion about them; there is not always a positive
advance ... Our inventions are wont to be pretty toys, which distract our attention from
serious things. They are but improved means to an unimproved end, an end which it was
already but too easy to arrive at; as railroads lead to Boston or New York' (Walden, p.52).
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the time of his 'bold and arduous Project of arriving at moral Perfection.”® Franklin's
phase of self-improvement was, like Thoreau's, a period of >intense self-scrutiny in late
youth (Franklin was 27 in 1733 when he started his 'bold Project’, and Thoreau was in his
early thirties at the beginning of the 1850s). Both phases were gradually left behind:
Thoreau becomes less introspective as he shifts his attention to nature, and Franklin

abandons his demarcation of faults (faults so surprisingly many) when his life gets busier:

After a while I went thro' one Course only in a Year, and afterwards only one in
several Years; till at length I omitted them entirely, being employ'd in Voyages &
Business abroad with a Multiplicity of Affairs, that interfered. but [sic] I always
carried my little Book with me. (p.91)

By the time he leaves extreme self-scrutiny behind, Franklin has established both a
pragmatic work ethic and a healthily sceptical attitude to perfection (more sceptical,
perhaps, than Thoreau's attitude ever became). He can laugh at his earlier zeal and
describe his youthful project with detached bemusement. As he puts it, by the end of his
experiment in perfection he preferred 'a speckled Ax' to 'a kind of Foppery in Morals', but
he remains adamant about the general value of his scheme: 'But on the whole, tho' I never
arrived at the Perfection I had been so ambitious of obtaining, but fell far short of it, yet I
was by the Endeavour made a better and a happier Man than I otherwise should have
been, if I had not attempted it' (p.92).

If Franklin retained a healthy distance from his project of improvement, his
Transcendental successors in the pursuit of perfection were not always as distrustful of
their visions. Thoreau aﬁd Emerson were often deeply excited about the potential of
self-culture. A genuine desire to improve can be a very powerful force. As Thoreau puts
it, "'The man who is dissatisfied with himself-what can he not do?' (Journal 3, p.150). In

1850 and 1851, Thoreau comments frequently on the benefits of aspiration: 'Though my

55

Autobiography and Other Writings, p.84.
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life is low, if my spirit looks upward habitually at an elevated angle-it is, as it were
redeemed— When the desire to be better than we are is really sincere we are instantly
elevated, and so far better already' (Journal 3, pp.177-78; after January 10, 1851). Similar
thoughts appeared in a letter to H.G.O. Blake a few years earlier, in a passage on the
realisation of dreams: 'Did you ever hear of a man who had striven all his life faithfully
and singly toward an object and in no measure obtained it? If a man constantly aspires, is
he not elevated?' (Corr, p.216; March 27, 1848). As people are partly defined by their
aspiration, sustained desire to improve is likely to have an impact on their nature, perhaps
pushing them in the direction they desire; hopefulness can make hope come true. A man's
aspiration may even be such an important part of his being that he cannot be properly

understood if it is not taken into account; without an attempt to grasp his future being:

Some men's lives are but an aspiration—a yearning toward a higher state—and they
are wholly misapprehended—until they are referred to or traced through all their
metamorphoses. We cannot pronounce upon a man's intellectual & moral state
until we forsee what metamorphosis it is preparing him for. (Journal 4,
pp-145-46)

Thoreau is strongly aware of the fact that longing for improvement can be a vital part of
identity, more vital, perhaps, than plain reality and the present state.

As the very impulse towards improvement seems beneficial to Thoreau, its
fulfilment is (even if possible) not strictly necessary. In the longest statement about
self-improvement in the Journal (July 16, 1851), Thoreau thinks of it as a process on
which he has just embarked: 'I thought I was grown up & become what I was intended to
be. But it is earliest spring with me. In relation to virtue & innocence the oldest man is in
the beginning spring & vernal season of life' (Journal 3, p.312). No-one could really
aspire to the 'virtue & innocence' Thoreau describes here, using distancing paradoxical
terms. To arrive at flawless perfection is not the point. Self-improvement is rather a

matter of being on top of one's condition more often, or raising one's aims a little; of being
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'improved' enough not to let life go by unnoticed. As Thoreau beautifully puts it in
October 1849, living in an improved way is a process with no other end than the
perpetuation of itself: "What sort of fruit comes of living as if you were a going to die?
Live rather as if you were coming to life. How can the end of living be death? The end of
living is life. Living is an active transitive state to life' (Journal 3, p.30). Motivated by the
enabling conviction that 'living is an active transitive state to life', Thoreau could readily
abandon modes of living that had fulfilled their function; his life with the Emersons, his
settlement at Walden or the conscious pursuit of improvement. Overt self-culture was a
far too self-conscious approach; it could not satisfy him in the long run. It was tainted
and limited by the introspectiveness of youth, and the need to abandon it at some stage
was implicit in its very nature.

Thoreau's self-improvement was always a contradictory matter. He used
'limiting' means (discipline, diet and spartan habits) to achieve a limitlessness of mind; he
became mildly obsessed with the self in order to learn to forget about it; he used practical
logic to create room for unworldly emotions. These oppositions were grounded in his
contradictory response to the world, balancing as it was on the volatile edge between
boundless yearning and rational resignation. He sought order, and not. He sought
fulfilment, and not. He sat like John Farmer in the parable in 'Higher Laws' in Walden,
listening enticed to the subtle suggestions of the flute from afar, yet happy to remain as he
was and always had been. In the writings of the 1830s and 1840s, Thoreau shifts between
emotionalism and stoic coldness as unpredictably and swiftly as wind ripples the surface
of a pond, even one buried deep in the woods. Each (rhetorical) stance can be a mode of
optimism, and Thoreau embraces both in ever-changing union, perhaps to ensure that he

would never be hopelessly stranded. The record he has left us suggests that he wanted to
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change himself to match his elevated ideals (ideals very much of the times), but could
equally well accept a 'lowly' life and consider his faults as virtues if necessary. So when
he abandoned his explicit concern with self-improvement in the early 1850s, as he had
previously left his interest in bravery (and other passing fads) behind, he continued it still;
he simply subsumed this preoccupation into other ways of shaping the self, such as his
evolving routine of observation and Journal-keeping. This he would carry on to the near

end of his life, a testimony, if one is needed, to his stubborn determination.
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CHAPTER TWO
Turning to Nature

One of the clearest patterns of change in Thoreau's Journal is the shift from subjectivity to
objectivity which becomes apparent in the early 1850s, when he begins in earnest his
exhaustive mapping of the seasons. A comparison of the very beginning and ending of
the Journal gives a good idea of the nature of this significant shift. In 1837, he opened the
Journal with mottoes about the value of solitude and self-scrutiny drawn from
Renaissance literature, such as this extract from George Herbert's 'The Church Porch': '‘By
all means use sometimes to be alone, / Salute thyself. See what thy soul doth wear. / Dare
to look in thy chest; for 'tis thy own: / And tumble up and down what thou find'st there'
(Journal 1, p.4). At the earliest stage of the Journal, nature tends to be subordinated to
the self or to a 'transcendent’ purpose; it is used as raw material for further speculation.
His comments on nature's cycle of death and regeneration on the second page of the
Journal thus lead straight back to thoughts of himself: 'The oak dies down to the ground,
leaving within its rind a rich virgin mould, which will impart a vigorous life to an infant
forest ... So this constant abrasion and decay makes the soil of my future growth. As I live
now so shall I reap' (Journal 1, p.5). At the end of the Journal, some 24 years and two
million words later, the once intruding self is calmly subordinated to the landscape it
observes. With the self-assured ease he has gained by years of attentive practice, Thoreau

deduces the direction of the rain from the traces it leaves on the ground:

After a violent easterly storm in the night, which clears up at noon (November 3,
1861), I notice that the surface of the railroad causeway, composed of gravel, is
singularly marked, as if stratified like some slate rocks, on their edges, so that I
can tell within a small fraction of a degree from what quarter the rain came.
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These lines, as it were of stratification, are perfectly parallel, and straight as a
ruler, diagonally across the flat surface of the causeway for its whole length ...
All this is perfectly distinct to an observant eye, and yet could easily pass

unnoticed by most. Thus each wind is self-registering. (Journal XIV, p.346)

By the time he stops keeping his Journal, Thoreau has long since found himself in the
seemingly selfless identity of the 'observant eye' (which is not so selfless and neutral that
it is not set apart from other less perceptive identities).' For the last decade at least, he has
been living by the light of clear deduction and luminous detail, primarily (but never
exclusively) intent on external nature.”

Thoreau's routine of observation and Journal writing becomes firmly established at
the beginning of the 1850s, when he begins to pay detailed and near enough daily
attention to the variations of the Concord landscape. In 1852, which he thought of as his
'year of observation',’ the entries grow longer and more frequent. Botanical and
ornithological observations abound, often in the form of latinate lists of natural

phenomena; a myriad of natural facts occupy the space where the self-consciously

The last sentence of the Journal ("Thus each wind is self-registering') makes even
this 'observant eye' seem redundant; tellingly enough, Thoreau ends his long diary on the
notion of a perfectly self-sufficient nature to which man is irrelevant.

2 Singling out a shift of this kind, from self-centredness to 'objectivity’ (as if such a
thing were possible), is obviously a simplification of the real situation. Thoreau's
approach changed only gradually and its transformation was neither simple nor complete.
No matter how objective the bulk of Thoreau's Journal entries become in the 1850s, more
subjective comments can always be found and he never stops yearning for personally
resonant observations. In May 1853 for example, he is still far more thrilled by the
thought of allegorically significant incidents than by factual knowledge, as the following
remark suggests: 'Quite in harmony with my subjective philosophy. This, for instance:
that, when I thought I knew the flowers so well, the beautiful purple azalea or
pinxter-flower should be shown me by the hunter who found it. Such facts are lifted quite
above the level of the actual. They are all just such events as my imagination prepares me
for' (Journal V, p.203).

} See the Journal entry on July 2, 1852, in which he also emphasises the importance
of a spontaneous mode of observation. He seeks to reclaim scientific study of nature as
an inspired poetic process: 'Nature is reported not by him who goes forth consciously as
an observer—but in the fullness of life—to such a one she rushes to make her report— To
the full heart she is all but a figure of speech. This is my year of observation, & I fancy
that my friends are also more devoted to outward observation than ever before-as if it
were an epidemic' (Journal 5, p.174).

1
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aspiring self once reigned supreme. But what happens to Thoreau's youthfully restless,
yearning, self-improving self in this process? And what about his high-minded and
ever-burning aspiration? Has it perhaps outlived its course, already in his mid-thirties?
How does his immersion in natural facts affect his optimism, rooted as it is in an
impatient desire to change both his life and himself? A life of observation was a viable
answer to Thoreau's rather unfocused longing for 'improvement', as it brought measurable
rewards in terms of increasing skill and a growing body of knowledge. Observe with
enough dedication and the secrets of the natural world will be explained to you, his new
mode of life seemed to promise. This might not make him a better person, but he had
never cared much about that in any traditional sense. His new habits were designed to
make him feel that he was getting somewhere. Each day spent studying the landscape
would advance his work, adding layers of knowledge and data to his growing Journal
record of nature's ways. The painstaking routine Thoreau adopted in the 1850s thus
provided a way of channelling his optimism into purposeful activity, which could be
relied upon to ensure steady progress. No such gains could however occur without
corresponding losses — he soon realised that his life might become foo purposeful, too
intent on the gathering of facts, leaving little room for spontaneity and imagination.

As Lawrence Buell has pointed out, Thoreau had to change fundamentally to be

able to look at nature in a more objective way:

In order to attend as closely to nature as he did late in life, Thoreau had to
overcome not only the limits of his classical education and his early
Transcendentalist idealism, but also of an intense preoccupation with himself,
his moods, his identity, his vocation, his relation to other people. This narcissism
he surmounted by defining as an essential part of his individuality the intensity
of his interest in and caring for physical nature itself.*

Lawrence Buell, 'Thoreau and the natural environment', in Joel Myerson (ed.), The
Cambridge Companion to Henry David Thoreau (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1995), p.172.
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Taking Buell's suggestion one step further, perhaps Thoreau not only defined himself
through his passionate interest in nature, but remained involved with himself in the midst
of his attention to external things, nature functioning as an extension of the self. A deep
strain of subjectivity certainly continues to inform Thoreau's work throughout the 1850s.
In August 1851, he comments on the necessity of introspection, apparently reluctant to let
go of his former 'narcissism': 'The poet must be continually watching the moods of his
mind as the astronomer watches the aspects of the heavens. What might we not expect
from a long life faithfully spent in this wise — the humblest observer would see some stars
shoot' (Journal 3, p.377).> Just over a week later, on August 28, he writes in a similar
vein: 'The poet is a man who lives at last by watching his moods. An old poet comes at
last to watch his moods as narrowly as a cat does a mouse' (Journal 4, p.16). The stance
Thoreau outlines here, by way of a striking comparison,’ amounts to a fusion of
introspection and scientific observation; a careful watching of oneself for poetic purposes.
This approach serves as a fitting emblem of the transitional early 1850s, when Thoreau
was torn between youthful self-absorption and a growing thirst for other kinds of
knowledge. A life of observation appears to guarantee rewards, but he remains hesitant
about its value. In the midst of his emerging enthusiasm for natural facts, he seems to be
aware that the fulfilment he seeks can not be found exclusively in nature, and that it is
neither easily cultivated nor readily pinned down. But to be able to sustain his optimism

in his mid-thirties, he nevertheless needed to develop a mode of living that could be relied

Thoreau is notably discussing poets rather than natural scientists here. His
approach to his work might be changing, but he still thinks of it in terms of art rather than
science.

6 The poet in Thoreau's image not only /ives by watching his moods, but watches
them with the ravenous purpose of a cat watching a mouse, intent on his prey.

5
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upon to give him a sense of purpose and fuel (if not quite satisfy) his hopes from day to
day.

Thoreau was often concerned about the way he was changing during this period,
analysing the 'symptoms' of his current state at great length in the Journal. He was
particularly worried about what he experienced as a dulling of the imagination, either as a
natural part of the process of ageing or because of the over-rational approach he was
adopting.” In August 1851, he comments anxiously (but artfully, rhyming 'heaven's cope'

with 'microscope’) on what the intensive study of nature might be doing to him:

I fear that the character of my knowledge is from year to year becoming more
distinct & scientific— That in exchange for views as wide as heaven's cope I am
being narrowed down to the field of the microscope— I see details not wholes nor
the shadow of the whole. I count some parts, & say 'I know'. (Journal 3, p.380)

Thoreau feared that if he embraced the tracing and naming of parts he was turning to, he
would run the risk of leaving meaningful connection behind. The adoption of scientific
methods might make him see a great deal but comprehend very little.® The very details he
loved, the pattern of veins on a scarlet oak leaf or the colour of a bull frog's iris, could
become obstacles to true vision if they are merely gathered in lists, dead-end data
preventing real (that is, imaginative or Transcendental) perception. Given nature's

bewildering vastness, where would such scrupulous attention lead you? Do you count

Walter Harding plausibly suggests that Thoreau's adoption of natural science on a
large scale in 1852 might have been triggered by his encounter with Louis Agassiz, or by
the intellectual climate of the times: 'Perhaps it was the result of his recent contacts with
Louis Agassiz, perhaps it was because of the generally increasing scientific interest of the
time, at any rate Thoreau found himself approaching nature more and more scientifically.
He began to keep longer and longer lists of specimens he found and records of the
budding of trees, the blossoming of flowers, and the arrival of birds' (Harding, p.290).

i Disconnection of this kind is an inevitable part of natural history writing, based as
it is on the observation of individual phenomena which, in the first instance, must be
clearly perceived. Large parts of Gilbert White's The Natural History of Selborne (of
which Thoreau owned a copy, although he was probably not familiar with it until at a later
stage of his life; the first Journal reference to White occurs on March 29, 1853), consists,
like Thoreau's 1850s Journal, of apparently random observations that jump from topic to
topic. See for example White's Letters 39-41 to Pennant in this work.

7
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some parts and say you know? Even attention impelled by love might only lead to
confused uncertainty, a result that would be far from the optimism-inducing sparks of
inspiration Thoreau primarily craved. As a result, he is often troubled by the relation
between the demands of art and natural science at this time. While writing a meticulous
(but also lyrical) description of the beauty of the formation of dew drops on pontederia
leaves and of fog over the river in July 1852, he reflects that 'Every poet has trembled on
the verge of science' (Journal 5, p.233). This most ambiguous trembling, which is not
just every poet's but also Thoreau's own, suggests both a sense of awe and redundancy in
the face of scientific methods, and a thrill at the recognition of the inherently poetic nature
of this approach.’

Even though Thoreau gradually settles into his habits of observation, he remains
worried about the effects of studying the landscape so intently. He dwells on the subject

in 1853, just as he had the previous year:

Man cannot afford to be a naturalist, to look at Nature directly, but only with the
side of his eye. He must look through and beyond her. To look at her is fatal as to
look at the head of Medusa. It turns the man of science to stone. I feel that I am
dissipated by so many observations. I should be the magnet in the midst of all
this dust and filings. I knock the back of my hand against a rock, and as I smooth
back the skin, I find myself prepared to study lichens there. I look upon man but
as a fungus. I have almost a slight, dry headache as a result of all this observing.
(Journal V, p.45)

As Thoreau acknowledges, attention to nature might even become an obsessive disease,
disordering the observer in proportion to its rational ordering of nature. No dry headaches
would beset the Transcendental observer who looked 'through and beyond' nature,

selecting only the most compelling details for further attention. But this lingering doubt

’ Back in 1840, long before Thoreau adopted a more objective stance, he
commented on how rare the ability to see clearly is (here in terms of comprehending
universal laws rather than observing individual details): 'The eye that can appreciate the
naked and absolute beauty of a scientific truth, is far rarer than that which discerns moral
beauty. Men demand that the truth be clothed in the warm colors of life—and wear a flesh
and blood dress. They do not love the absolute truth, but the partial' (Journal 1, p.197).
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does not stop Thoreau from carrying on with his observation as usual. The following day
he takes as much pleasure as ever in scrutinising the landscape, although his comments
are highly tinted by the imagination. When he describes some piles of freshly cut white
pine wood by the road side, he soon 'transcends' the factual observations he starts off with

in an extravagant image of 'tears shed for the loss of a forest'":

I like the smell of it, all ready for the borers, and the rich light-yellow color of
the freshly split wood and the purple color of the sap at the ends of the quarters,
from which distill perfectly clear and crystalline tears, colorless and brilliant as
diamonds, tears shed for the loss of a forest in which is a world of light and
purity, its life oozing out. These beautiful accidents that attend on man's works!
Fit pendants to the ears of the Queen of Heaven! (Journal V, p.48)

The fanciful comparison with which Thoreau concludes the passage could hardly be
further removed from objectivity; his imagination is clearly still alive and well.

Doubts about the compatibility of scientific and 'poetic' seeing do however keep
haunting him throughout the 1850s,'° regardless of the fact that he became more and more
adept at combining the two. Every year he pushed closer to a kind of art that depended on
the interaction between them, working towards the successful integration he achieves in
late texts such as "The Dispersion of Seeds"."" This ultimate compatibility does perhaps
seem clearer with hindsight, and from an ecological perspective, than it did to Thoreau

himself. Following the publication of 'The Dispersion of Seeds', recent criticism has paid

a great deal of attention to Thoreau's achievements in the natural sciences.'? Recent

10 In 'Autumnal Tints', which he wrote in 1858 and 1859, the distinction is as central
as ever: 'T have found that it required a different intention of the eye, in the same locality,
to see different plants, even when they were closely allied, as Juncacece and Graminece:
when [ was looking for the former, I did not see the latter in the midst of them. How much
more, then, it requires different intentions of the eye and of the mind to attend to different
departments of knowledge! How differently the poet and the naturalist look at objects!’
(Ex, p.352).

" See Chapter 6 and 7 for a further discussion of this subject.

12 See for example Michael Berger's article 'The Saunterer's Vision: Henry Thoreau's
Epiphany of Forest Dynamics in The Dispersion of Seeds' (The Concord Saunterer, New
Series, Vol. 4 [Fall 1996]), and Laura Dassow Walls's book Seeing New Worlds.
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commentators, such as Frank N. Egerton and Laura Dassow Walls in their article
'Rethinking Thoreau and the History of American Ecology', also tend to stress the benefits
of the interaction between art and science in Thoreau's work, a choice of emphasis that
does not fully explain his lingering anxiety about the adoption of scientific methods."
When Thoreau first established his nature-tracking routine in the early 1850s, one
of the main problems was that it jarred with his craving for spontaneity and leisure. The
systematic study of nature too easily became discipline rather than pleasure, drying up his
love as he imagined himself to be indulging it. Attention to the landscape could come to
seem like a chore rather than a delight. Thoreau tried to counteract this deadening effect
by relaxing his ambition a little, which he did for example by looking more playfully at
nature (as he puts it in the 1853 Journal passage quoted above, with the side of the eye).
In September 1852, after a spring and summer of unusually painstaking observation, he

yearns for some such ability to apprehend without looking:

I must walk more with free senses— It is as bad to study stars & clouds as
flowers & stones— I must let my senses wander as my thoughts—my eyes see
without looking. Carlyle said that how to observe was to look—but I say that it is
rather to see—& the more you look the less you will observe— I have the habit of
looking to such excess that my senses get no rest—but suffer from a constant
strain ... What I need is not to look at all-but a true sauntering of the eye.
(Journal 5, pp.343-44)

A 'true sauntering of the eye', relaxed and intuitive seeing, is perhaps more difficult to
achieve for a professional observer, which Thoreau is rapidly becoming. Such seeing has
to be learned, or re-learned; reclaimed from the wreckage of youth turning into maturity,

spontaneity into deliberate practice. Thoreau longs to be able to maintain a balance

The conclusions they draw make Thoreau's two-fold approach seem more
deliberate and well integrated than it is likely to have been: 'Having discovered how he
could make science relevant to his own concerns, salvaging and protecting the damaged
forests and fields of Concord, Thoreau realized that he need not make a choice between
poetry and science. He could use science to nourish his poetic soul and also to protect the
natural environment which he loved' (The Concord Saunterer, New Series, Volume 5
[Fall 1997], p.15).
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between deliberate fact-seeking and a calmly receptive frame of mind, approaches that
should ideally merge in 'absolute' involvement with nature. At the end of his 'first' full
year of observation, he comments with characteristic exaggeration abc:)ut how one has to
'camp down' next to the objects one observes to be able to appreciate them properly.
Nothing less than 'infinite' leisure is required, a usage that implies a relaxed approach as
well as a long stretch of time: '"How much—What infinite leisure it requires—as of a
lifetime, to appreciate a single phenomenon! You must camp down beside it as for
life-having reached your land of promise & give yourself wholly to it' (Journal 5, p.412).
As the above passage suggests, Thoreau, despite his reservations, is generally very
excited about his involvement with the landscape at the beginning of the 1850s. He gives
himself wholly to his observations and derives sustenance from the details that during bad
times seem like mere dissipation. However, he also tries to 'reclaim’ intuitive seeing
without it interfering too much with his new-found objectivity. He does this by
emphasising the transcendent nature of the phenomena he studies and his own role as
'poetic observer' (Journal 5, p.112). Natural details should be invigorating gems of truth,
eternalised in writing: 'Facts collected by a poet are set down at last as winged seeds of
truth—samarae— tinged with his expectation. O may my words be verdurous & sempiternal
as the hills. Facts fall from the poetic observer as ripe seeds' (p.112). This comment
appears in the midst of an 1852 entry that consists of a list of flowers seen, which is
exactly the kind of material that most urgently needs justification and literary purpose."

To be truly meaningful to Thoreau, natural phenomena must still be transformed in some

14

This is one brief example of the kind of material I have in mind, taken from the
same June 1852 entry: 'The panicled cornel (under which Gray puts Big's white C.) with
pure white flowers— This & the V. dentatum now out—show handsome corymbs (and the
V nudum) in copses, both in sun & shade against and amid the green leaves of other
shrubs or trees. Grape in bloom—agreeable perfume to many—to me not so' (Journal 5,
p.112).
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way; not only recorded but also altered in writing, touched by the hand of the poet.'* Pure
observation does not satisfy him in the long run, steeped as he is in Transcendental
beliefs. No matter how scientific his observations become, he finds it hard to let go of the
notion that the highest use of nature is to express the self. To be of lasting interest, facts
should be collected as seeds of truth, 'tinged' with both the experience and the expectation
of the observer. Comments to this effect often appear in otherwise factual entries. In
May 1853, Thoreau describes how nature becomes a meaningful language, suffused with

stories, when he himself is 'rich in experience':

If T am overflowing with life, am rich in experience for which I lack expression,
then nature will be my language full of poetry,— all nature will fable, and every
natural phenomenon be a myth. The man of science, who is not seeking for
expression but for a fact to be expressed merely, studies nature as a dead
language. I pray for such inward experience as will make nature significant.
(Journal V, p.135)

Thoreau is stubbornly longing for the kind of 'inward' state in which nature seems
significant. Although he is constantly bouncing his emotions off nature in the 1850s, his
aim is still to experience life intensely and find expression for his feelings. As Norman
Foerster puts it, 'Was not the thing he sought, after all, not out there in nature, in the pine
groves and upland grasses, but within his own mind and heart? Steadily conscious as he is
of his love of the outward, in his profounder hours Thoreau remembers happily the
supremacy of the inward'.'®

Writing in spring 1854, Thoreau even claims that it is impossible to say anything
interesting without being subjective: 'There is no such thing as pure objective observation.
Your observation, to be interesting, i. e. to be significant, must be subjective' (Journal VI,

pp-236-37). Total objectivity is neither possible nor desirable. When Thoreau's primary

15 Note the shift in the above passage from preoccupation with plain facts to the
thought of his own writing ('O may my words be verdurous...").
16 Norman Foerster, 'The Humanism of Thoreau', in The Recognition of Henry David

Thoreau, ed. Wendell Glick (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1969), p.217.
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concerns change in the early 1850s, a strong subjective impulse remains prominent in his
work. His writing would be very different indeed without this strain and, as he reflects in
1854, far less valuable: 'All that a man has to say or do that can possibly concern
mankind, is in some shape or other to tell the story of his love, — to sing; and, if he is
fortunate and keeps alive, he will be forever in love' (Journal VI, p.237). His work, which
often reads as an act of rebellion against fixity, is large enough to combine contradictory
ambitions. It encompasses opposites, but not without tension. In the conclusion to
Thoreau: A Naturalist's Liberty, John Hildebidle incisively sums up Thoreau's dualistic
approach: 'The world's conjunction is or — be a scientist or writer. Thoreau's is, repeatedly,
and — he will, he insists, be a scholar and Adam, be a mystic, a Transcendentalist and a

117

natural philosopher to boot."’ Thoreau does not abandon his attempt to make sense of the

world, he just changes his approach.'® The natural details he records in the Journal are
still subjectively chosen, selected consciously or unconsciously because of their relevance

to him:

Is it not as language that all natural objects affect the poet? He sees a flower or
other object, and it is beautiful or affecting to him because it is a symbol of his
thought, and what he indistinctly feels or perceives is matured in some other

7 John Hildebidle, Thoreau: A Naturalist's Liberty (Cambridge, Mass. and London:
Harvard University Press, 1983), p.152. Hildebidle is discussing Thoreau's well-known
description of his 'more than' scientific stance (March 5, 1853). Thoreau's statement was
triggered by a query from the Association for the Advancement of Science about which
branch of science he devoted himself to. The passage continues: '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' (Journal 5, p.470). In his 1850s writing, 'Thoreau proceeds both naturalistically and
Transcendentally' (to quote Hildebidle's comment on Walden, p.115). Even when
Thoreau's work is at its most scientific, as in the one essay which has been accepted as a
contribution to science, 'The Succession of Forest Trees' (1860), his intentions remain
partly literary. He is for example turning seeds into evocative symbols (for a further
discussion of this subject, see Chapter 7).

'8 John Hildebidle also points out that the discipline of natural science provides its
own style and format, through which experience can be understood: 'The style of the
natural historian provides a vehicle whereby the complexities of the moment can be
organized and expressed' (Thoreau: A Naturalist's Liberty, p.118).
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organization. The objects I behold correspond to my mood. (Journal V, p.359;
August 7, 1853).

Not all natural objects will inspire in this way; not every listed flower will be experienced
deeply enough to serve as a symbol of thought. But every phenomenon that finds its way
into the Journal will have caught his attention on some level, and the sheer effort he puts
into selecting from nature's abundance suggests a love more dedicated and intense than
that of the occasional observer. Even his most scientific quests, such as the attempt he
makes at the beginning of 1846 'To find the bottom of walden Pond—and what inlet &
outlet it might have' (Journal 2, p.228), have poetic overtones. The care he takes when he
measures the depth of the pond in various places in search of its exact proportions
suggests a longing for more than just factual answers (although they too are preserved,
recorded on the plan that is included in "The Pond in Winter' chapter in Walden [see
Figure 1]). Such labours are carried out on the borderline between art and science, and
can be considered from either perspective. The 1850s writing which is the record of this
love sometimes suffers in the ways Thoreau feared, from disjunctiveness, repetitiveness
and faltering imagination, but the 'hidden' story of devotion behind this material is more
suggestive than what meets the eye.

Despite his deep involvement with nature, Thoreau often felt at a loss about the
direction his life was taking in the early 1850s. His insecurity is expressed both in direct
comments about the potential dryness of his approach and in more subtle ways, such as
through a deep current of nostalgia for a youth he feels to be passing. During this period,
he dwells on signs of ageing and often laments the loss of his former sensitivity, as here in

July 1851:

I think that no experience which I have today comes up to or is comparable with
the experiences of my boyhood- ... In youth before I lost any of my senses—I
can remember that I was all alive-and inhabited my body with inexpressible

~ satisfaction, both its weariness & its refreshment were sweet to me. This earth
was the most glorious musical instrument, and I was audience to its strains. To
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have such sweet impressions made on us—such extacies [sic] begotten of the
breezes. I can remember how I was astonished. I said to myself-I said to others—
There comes into my mind or soul an indescribable infinite all absorbing divine
heavenly pleasure, a sense of elevation & expansion. (Journal 3, pp.305-6)

A sense of decline and disappointment permeates the Journal entries of this period. It
coexists in a fruitful way with the forward-looking explosion of effort and energy Thoreau
simultaneously invests in the observation of nature, an explosion that pushes the Journal
in a new, more objective, direction. The sudden surge of nostalgia in the early 1850s
Journal is an aberration in Thoreau's work; he does not normally think of present

experiences as pale imitations of idealised past events:"’

How much-how perhaps all that is best in our experience in middle life may be
resolved into the memory of our youth! I remember how I expanded. If the
Genius visits me now I am not quite taken off my feet—but I remember how this
experience is like but less than that I had long since. (Journal 5, p.438)

In this mood, life seems like mere repetition, faint and much 'less than' it once was.
Thoreau, contradictory as ever, wavers between a desire to arrest the process of change
and an inclination to accept it (a wavering similar to that found in his early comments on
heroism, which are torn between insistence on perfection and acceptance of defeat).
Sometimes he thinks that he quite simply needs to wind back his inner clock a little by
making a deliberate effort to rouse himself: 'As we grow older—is it not ominous that we
have more to write about evening—less about morning. We must associate more with the
early hours' (Journal 4, p.364). Age is far from fixed — it is a matter of attitude and
perception as well as years. When Thoreau failed to step back to an earlier frame of mind
in this way, he often embraced his perceived decline and sought compensatory rewards;

his optimism ensured that he would never be at a loss for long. His nostalgia during this

" See also Thoreau's comment on the beauty of rose-buds, which he considers
superior to the beauty of full-grown flowers, in June 1852. He dwells on the roses'
'promise of perfect & dazzling beauty when their buds are just beginning to
expand-beauty which they can hardly contain—as in most youths commonly surpasses the
fulfillment of their expanded flowers. The color shows fairest & brightest in the bud'
(Journal 5, p.145).
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period has much in common with Wordsworth's preoccupation with the (redeemable and
perhaps ultimately purposeful) loss of childhood sensibilities, although Thoreau's
'golden age' occurred later in life; he harked back to his early youth rather than his
boyhood years.

Thoreau does not just lament the process of ageing during this period; like
Wordsworth, he often looks at its bright side and takes its benefits to heart. Life may
seem like a sustained lesson in resignation, but the way it forces us to alter our
perspectives can be for the better: 'The youth gets together his materials to build a bridge
to the moon or perchance a palace or temple on the earth-& at length the middle-aged
man concludes to build a wood-shed with them' (Journal 5, p.223). A note of optimism is
implicit in this apparent commonplace on the subject of disillusion. Thoreau's wood-shed
is not just a bathetic sign of disappointment, but also a realistic starting point; his literal
'shed' at Walden Pond once served as a locus for the renewal of his life. His consideration
of his own inner change during this period is thus both optimistic and comically resigned.
As in the above example, he is staking out a path that leads through and beyond
disappointment. He may be courting resignation, or at least an acceptance of his altered
state, but resignation does not imply hopelessness in Thoreau's work; it is always a
strategy for attainment. Alongside his wistful glances back during this period, he remains
fundamentally affirmative.

In the continuation of the above passage, Thoreau describes how men, given inner
strength and favourable conditions, can have two 'growths' in a lifetime, like trees in a

season:

So is it with man—most have a spring growth only & never get over this first
check to their youthful hopes—but plants of hardier constitution—or perchance
planted in a more genial soil-speedily recover themselves—& though they bear

2 In particular in 'Ode: Intimations of Immortality', 'Tintern Abbey' and The Prelude.
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the scar or knot in remembrance of their disappointment-they push forward
again and have a vigorous fall growth—which is equivalent to a new spring.
(Journal 5, p.223)

What he outlines here, by means of a carefully chosen natural metaphor, is a hopeful
agenda for recovery from the onset of inner and outer change. Thoreau's close attention to
nature clearly informs his writing here; his observation of the fall growth of plants
supports his understanding of human resilience in a seamless way.”’ Man, or indeed
Thoreau himself, might not always be able to live with such unclouded hope and intensity
as he once did (' was daily intoxicated and yet no man could call me intemperate'
[Journal 3, p.306]), but he should still be able to live with force and anticipation, to ‘push
forward again and have a vigorous fall growth'. Thoreau was pushing forward in new
directions in both his life and writing around this time, a process that was at least partly
initiated by the physical and mental changes he felt himself to be undergoing. Continuing
to live with zest and curiosity must be possible even in mid-life, in a world that is
ever-varied and ever-new with wonder: "Why should we not still continue to live with the
intensity & rapidity of infants. Is not the world-are not the heavens as unfathomed as
ever? Have we exhausted any joy—any sentiment?' (Journal 3, p.194). Thoreau is
stubbornly determined to let optimism rather than pessimism rule. He intends to override
the gradual dulling of his senses, and he tries to achieve this at least partly through settling
into a discipline of observation and, more vitally still, Journal writing.

From the early 1850s onwards, Thoreau often uses his writing as a way of
reminding himself of his purpose and approaching a heightened state of existence. On the
surface, he may be trying to capture the ever-varying facets of nature, but he also writes as

a way of gearing himself up for a life of intensity. His sensibility seems to have lost some

A See Chapter 7 for a further discussion of Thoreau's natural metaphors for human
hardiness (such as hickories and other resilient trees).

89



Chapter 2

of its former edge, so even more effort is required (he complains in 1854, 'This great
expanse of deep-blue water, deeper than the sky, why does it not blue my soul as of yore?
It is hard to soften me now' [Journal VI, p.165]). In his daily stints with the Journal,
Thoreau tries to 'soften' himself into feeling, grasping for glimmers of insight in the
recollection of the day's experiences. Moments of deep emotion are as readily called up
by the act of writing as by direct engagement with nature, as when he gets carried away by
his (writerly) vision of red maples: 'O! If I could be intoxicated on air and water! on hope
and memory! And always See the maples standing red in the midst of the waters on the
meadow' (Journal 3, p.120). Even this heady dream has its origin in the perception of
natural beauty; the red maples Thoreau eulogises are initially objectively described (‘'The
red maples on the river, standing far in the water when the banks are overflown and
touched by the earliest frosts, are memorable features in the scenery of the stream at this
season' [Journal 3, p.120]). The past and the future are neatly fused in his wish to be
intoxicated 'on hope and memory', merging in the desire for strong present feeling.
Intensity will fade unless he reminds himself to hold onto it, but if it is called up (and set
down) in a Journal, perhaps it will linger a little and remain as a source of inspiration,
ready to be re-experienced. Why else would he have bothered filling notebook after
notebook with the beauty that came his way, or, as is sometimes the case, the absence of
it? Thoreau's attempts to capture the landscape do however often result in intensity that is
filtered through reflection; his actual experiences are somehow distanced by the very act
of putting them into words.

Only some of the events Thoreau recorded could be imbued with intensity or
symbolic meaning, but his more straightforward observations still perpetuated his

optimism as they gave him a lot of pleasure. The natural world charmed him, and seemed
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more rich and compelling the better he found his way around it. Joseph Wood Krutch has
suggested that Thoreau's happiness stemmed from the simple delight he took in sensation
and in the surrounding landscape: 'In his own mind it was certainly the continuous sense
of being alive in a continuously beautiful and wonderful world of phenomena which, even
more than any thoughts or conclusions concerning that world, made living a precious
boon'? Krutch simplifies the situation a great deal, overlooking Thoreau's ceaseless
quest for meaning and the fundamental importance of Journal-keeping in his life.
Conscious interpretation was perhaps not strictly necessary to keep Thoreau happy, but in
his writing, he seldom stopped trying to make sense of what he saw. Energised by his
love of nature, he would spend most of the 1850s in search of the meaning of the visible
and tangible. He did not always glimpse truths or find any use for the data he listed, but
his attention to outward things kept him happy on a basic level; his general contentment
seems to increase in proportion to the length of his Journal inventories of the landscape.
In August 1852, he comments on the pleasures of attending to the outward. The passage

opens in a mystical mode, asking for deeper meaning, but he abandons this frame of mind

as he finds an answer in the sheer wonder of being able to experience the world:

What are these rivers and hills—these hieroglyphics which my eyes behold? There
is something invigorating in this air which I am peculiarly sensible is a real wind
blowing from over the surface of a planet— I look out of my eyes, I come to my
window, & I feel & breathe the fresh air. It is a fact equally glorious with the
most inward experience. Why have we ever slandered the outward? The
perception of surfaces will always have the effect of miracle to a sane sense.
(Journal 5, p.309)

As well as beauty in ample measure, the external world provides welcome relief from the

self. Thoreau's life-changing revelation around this time was nothing more complicated

2 Joseph Wood Krutch, Henry David Thoreau (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd, 1949),
p.146.
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than that the 'perception of surfaces' could be deeply satisfying and form the basis of his
art, even if it would never preclude the need for further interpretation.

Thoreau accordingly made his love of natural phenomena central to his daily
routine in the early 1850s. He felt an unusually strong need to choose between man and
nature at this point. Affinity with one often seemed to preclude affinity with the other, as

in the following entry, and his deepest sympathies are with nature:

If I am too cold for human friendship-I trust I shall not soon be too cold for
natural influences. It appears to be a law that you cannot have a deep sympathy
with both man & nature. Those qualities which bring you near to the one
estrange you from the other. (Journal 4, p.435; April 11, 1852)

This sense of opposition was at least partly caused by his estrangement from Emerson,
which came to a crisis after the publication of Week in 1849 and coloured the early 1850s.
During this period, the two continually misunderstood each other. Thoreau responded by
turning to nature, although his withdrawal from company was often more rhetorical than
actual. While stressing his estrangement from mankind in his writing, in his daily life he
continued to interact with people in much the same way as usual; his life was far less
absolute than his Journal statements. Two months after Thoreau wrote the above passage,
he revealingly makes the opposite claim. He now proposes that his appreciation of nature
is crucially dependent on successful human relations: 'A lover of nature is preeminently a
lover of man. If I have no friend—what is nature to me? She ceases to be morally
significant.' (Journal 5, p.164; June 30, 1852). There can however be little doubt that the
natural world was his main source of happiness; what he primarily laments here is the
way nature loses its meaning when he becomes too lonely.

Thoreau often flees from the complications of human contact to an indulgence of

his instinct for solitude, though not always without regret. In an entry on this subject from
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July 1852, he starts out by commenting on his craving for solitude, reflects on the

essential isolation of man, and ends up on a note of inner conflict:

By my intimacy with nature I find myself withdrawn from man. My interest in
the sun & the moon—in the morning & the evening compels me to solitude ...

In your higher moods what man is there to meet? You are of necessity
isolated. The mind that perceives clearly any natural beauty is in that instant
withdrawn from human society. My desire for society is infinitely increased—my
fitness for any actual society is diminished. (Journal 3, pp.250-51)

As so often, Thoreau is pulled in two directions and struggles to make sense of his
situation. Perhaps it is this very division which makes him so inclined to think in
absolute terms. He wants all or nothing; just nature or just man, and finds it hard to deal
with the fact that life of necessity involves both. His optimism stumbles on the threshold
between two separate worlds, and is more easily restored by solitude than by company.
Just as characteristically, the voice used in the passage moves from the first to the second
person (and back again), linguistically aligning Thoreau's experience with that of others.
This movement is prominent throughout the Journal. Thoreau repeatedly switches
between different persons — between descriptions of his own state and generalisations
about mankind — a technique that indicates a strong impulse both to draw conclusions and
to include other people in his experiences.

Apart from his (partial) break with Emerson, Thoreau was not notably more
isolated in the early 1850s than at other periods. He had other friends and acquaintances.
Ellery Channing for example often accompanied him on his walks in Concord and on
longer excursions, such as his trip to Canada in September 1850.2 But these years were
still relatively uneventful. His literary career was at a temporary standstill. Week had
failed to impress the critics or the reading public, he gave few lectures, and was giving up

hope about his ability tofever support himself as a writer, although he worked on several

3 He later published an account of this journey as 'A Yankee in Canada' (Ex,
pp.1-125).
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manuscripts and was constantly writing. He travelled a bit (twice to Cape Cod), became
involved in the Underground Railroad, and took up surveying, but the general emptiness
of these years provided him with ample opportunity to devote himself to nature and to
Journal keeping. In his entries, he frequently broods on the relation between
man and nature. In an extended rhetorical comparison written in January 1853, he
contemplates the incompatibility of lives led close to nature and among men, professing
his allegiance to the former. He condemns the 'masculine’' world of human institutions,
preferring instead the joyful 'feminine' world of nature, which he continually describes as
'she'. The use of gender terms makes the split he experiences between the two worlds
explicit and striking, though his usage, which often recurs in his work, is open to further

interpretation:

I love nature partly because she is not man, but a retreat from him. None of his
institutions control or pervade her. There a different kind of right prevails. In her
midst I can be glad with an entire gladness. If this world were all man, I could
not stretch myself— I should lose all hope. He is constraint; she is freedom to
me. He makes me wish for another world— She makes me content with this.
None of the joys she supplies is subject to his rules & definitions. What he
touches he taints... (Journal 5, p.422)

This comparison concludes as it begins, in complete, and effectively put, polarity: 'There
are two worlds—the post-office & nature. I know them both. I continually forget mankind
& their institutions as I do a bank—' (p.442). The rapid succession of short phrases adds
emphasis to Thoreau's point, as does his choice of human institutions to pitch against the
freedom and joy of nature.

Thoreau's dedication to nature grows so strong in the early 1850s that he seeks to
observe every facet of the landscape as it changes with the seasons. Sufficient time, or as
he puts it in Walden, 'leisure and opportunity to see the spring come in' (p.302), is
essential if this close attention is to work in a fruitful and creative way. Thoreau is often

anxious about missing the events of the seasons, fending off other distractions as best he
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can. On May 19, 1852, he reflects on how far he has succeeded in this during the present
spring: 'Up to about the 14th of May I watched the progress of the season very
closely—though not so carefully the earliest birds—but since that date both from poor health
& multiplicity of objects I have note[d] little but what fell under my observation' (Journal
3, p.67). In September 1854, he sums up the benefits of having the time and freedom to

observe in a statement that could serve as a credo for his 1850s mode of life:

Thinking this afternoon of the prospect of my writing lectures and going abroad
to read them the next winter, I realized how incomparably great the advantages
of obscurity and poverty which I have enjoyed so long (and may still perhaps
enjoy). I thought with what more than princely, with what poetical, leisure I had
spent my years hitherto, without care or engagement, fancy-free. I have given
myself up to nature; I have lived so many springs and summers and autumns and
winters as if I had nothing else to do but /ive them, and imbibe whatever
nutriment they had for me; I have spent a couple of years, for instance, with the
flowers chiefly, having none other so binding engagement as to observe when
they opened ... Ah, how I have thriven on solitude and poverty! I cannot
overstate this advantage ... If I go abroad lecturing, how shall I ever recover the
lost winter? (Journal VII, p.46)

Ironically enough, Thoreau does give up the next few months to writing and lecturing,
thus missing the arrival of winter.* On December 8, 1854 he comments on this loss:
'Winter has come unnoticed by me, I have been so busy writing. This is the life most lead
in respect to Nature. How different from my habitual one! It is hasty, coarse, and trivial,
as if you were a spindle in a factory. The other is leisurely, fine, and glorious, like a
flower' (Journal VII, p.80). Thoreau's engagement to nature is perhaps above all an
engagement to himself. It is fuelled by the determination to realise his potential and make
his existence different to that of, in his own well-chosen image, a human spindle.

A strain of subjectivity remains notable throughout the seemingly objective

Journal of the 1850s and 1860s. It is apparent for example in Thoreau's continued

A During November and December 1854, he was working intensively in particular

on his lectures 'Life without Principle' and 'Moose Hunting'. Thoreau gave the latter of
these in Philadelphia on November 20 and in Concord on December 5 (it was later
incorporated into The Maine Woods).
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concern with how life should best be lived, and through the introduction of images that
transcend the factual, as in the passage cited above. The wildest excesses of self are
however tempered by Thoreau's ever-increasing objectivity and precision. The Journal
becomes more 'transparent', like a window opening on nature, or more 'reflective’, like a
mirror whose reflections will not distort, but explicit concern with self is seldom absent
for long. Thoreau himself remains visible somewhere within the frame, if only in a
corner. The self is only really pushed out when his interest in the landscape comes to
dominate, as it does in some parts of the 1850s Journal and some of the late natural
history essays (such as 'Wild Apples' and 'The Succession of Forest Trees'). John
Hildebidle argues that Thoreau, as a main character, is much less prominent in the late
essays than he is in Walden and in his earlier works. He seeks to prove this point by
counting the appearances of 'T' on the first few pages of the works in question, claiming
that the central consciousness has shifted to 'you' or 'we', and that this shift is entirely
beneficial: 'In these essays his halo is less terribly visible, and both his humanity and his
science are all the more evident and more appealing'.”® But for all its obvious advantages,
this change of approach, which first becomes apparent at the beginning of the 1850s, is
neither straightforward nor absolute.

The thematic and stylistic continuities between Thoreau's early and late work are
at least as striking as the discontinuities; his topics and turns of phrase do not vary much.
Signs of his later love of detail can for example already be found in the early 1840s. In'A
Natural History of Massachusetts', Thoreau prophetically wrote: 'Let us not underrate the

value of a fact; it will one day flower in a truth' (Ex, p.160). He was describing his own

future approach, a method that is neither wholly subjective nor entirely objective, but

% Thoreau: A Naturalist's Liberty, pp.88-89.
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embraces both philosophic idealism and scientific observation. Only the ongoing
interaction of these apparently contradictory stances could satisfy him in the long run.
How else could the details of the landscape become 'winged seeds of truth', pregnant with
meaning? The emphasis he placed on each mode did however gradually change. Thoreau
devoted himself to facts, but he did so with the ultimate intention of comprehending them
as fully as possible and going beyond them. Regarded in this way, his 1850s objectivity
does not seem very objective at all, but is rather a way of extending the reach of the self
into the material world. Thoreau values his factual and scientific discoveries for what
they might be as well as for what they are. He is thrilled on the borders of uncharted
depths, and only there. The sudden influx of natural detail in the early 1850s Journal can
be seen as another facet of his restless searching, in which each fact is recorded as a (faint
but unfading) memento of the actuality and promise of beauty. Close attention to the
landscape becomes Thoreau's primary way of preparing for further experiences, a mode of
optimism that speaks clearly of his ambition to track down nature's evanescent essence.
For, as he puts it in 'Autumnal Tints', in a curiously brutal image of shooting into the sky

for the 'game' of beauty, proper appreciation requires a lot of practice:*

26

In Chapter 5 of Seeing New Worlds: Henry David Thoreau and
Nineteenth-Century Natural Science (Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 1995),
Laura Dassow Walls provides a neat explanation of Thoreau's 1850s approach — the
principle of the 'intentionality of the eye' (some previous knowledge is essential if we are
to know what we are looking for, or as she puts it, 'our knowledge constructs its
supporting facts' [Seeing New Worlds, p.202]). The better Thoreau knew nature, the
better he would be able to perceive it. As he himself suggests in the passage from
'Autumnal Tints', the ability to anticipate nature's events through detailed knowledge of
them would enable him to see the landscape more clearly. Laura Dassow Walls suggests
that carefully cultivated anticipation almost automatically widens the range of our
perceptions, and that it might even 'call forth something new': 'This limitation [of what we
perceive], then, can be cultivated into a strength, if one educates oneself in the art of
"anticipation", or "expectation." One can call forth something new, as when by sheer force
of expectation he [Thoreau] became the first to locate a rare or unknown plant' (Seeing
New Worlds, p.172).
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Why, it takes a sharp-shooter to bring down even such trivial game as snipes and
wood-cocks; he must take very particular aim, and know what he is aiming at.
He would stand a very small chance, if he fired at random into the sky, being told
that snipes were flying there. And so it is with him that shoots at beauty; though
he wait till the sky falls, he will not bag any, if he does not already know its
seasons and haunts, and the color of its wing, — if he has not dreamed of it, so
that he can anticipate it. (Ex, p.353)

Back in the early 1850s, Thoreau embarked on the considerable task of getting to know
nature's 'seasons and haunts' through close observation. This endeavour was fuelled by
the optimistic conviction that beauty would be forthcoming to the prepared observer. Just
dreaming of beauty no longer seemed sufficiently rewarding, so Thoreau turned to the
natural world to ensure the perpetuation of his hopes: he set out to pin down beauty with

the precision of a skilled sharp-shooter.
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CHAPTER THREE
Anticipation and Attentiveness

At the end of winter there is a season in which we are daily expecting
spring, and finally a day when it arrives. (Journal V, p.13)

May 10th 52
This monday the streets are full of cattle being driven up country cows &
calves—and colts. The rain is making the grass grow apace— It appears to stand
upright-its blades and you can almost see it grow. For some reason I now
remember the autumn—the succory & the golden-rod. We remember autumn to

best advantage in the spring—the finest aroma of it reaches us then.
(Journal 5, p.49)

Thoreau's increasingly specific interest in natural detail during the 1850s goes hand in
hand with an impassioned and rapidly expanding interest in every aspect of the seasons;
their promise, arrival, peak and maturity as well as their weather-ruled daily variations.
Although much of this Journal material amounts to little more than straightforward
recording of seasonal phenomena in line with naturalist tradition, a significant part of
Thoreau's observations has a far deeper resonance. I am thinking in particular of his habit
of anticipating each season long in advance, or indeed of looking bac.:k to seasons past,
memory and anticipation blending in the dream of the ideal other. With a highly
emotional kind of restlessness, triggered by the sights and sounds of particular phenomena
in nature, Thoreau is ever-ready to stray in thought from the season at hand. Perhaps the
essence of a season is best caught in its absence; why else would 'We remember autumn
to best advantage in the spring', as he put it in May 18527 A gleam from the dark side of
the year is often far more inspiring than any present season, however bright, and such

gleams keep fuelling Thoreau's hopes in the first half of the 1850s. While discussing
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There is little sign of Thoreau's impatience with the present in this passage (except
perhaps in his longing for it to be lived at a near unobtainable peak of intensity), and
Walden is rich in comments of this kind; comments that locate the available moment as
the very apex of dreams.! In 'Spring', Thoreau emphasises the value of the present in a
similar way, using imagery of the seasons to bring home his point: "We should be blessed
if we lived in the present always, and took advantage of every accident that befell us, like
the grass which confesses the influence of the slightest dew that falls on it ... We loiter in
winter while it is already spring' (Walden, p.314). Although Thoreau's affirmation of the
present finds eloquent expression in Walden in passages such as these, they still amount to
rhetorical statements of aim and intent rather than records of his actual experiences. For
such a record we have to look to the Journal, a much more immediate text (it is less
drafted and processed, and was not subject to the pressures of publication). When the
Journal emerged as Thoreau's main vehicle of expression, it granted him the space to
describe the cycle of the seasons and his own evolving life at his leisure. In this, it was
well suited to his 1850s ambitions, and indeed enabled them in a crucial way. In the
all-embracing Journal, celebration of the present takes concrete form in the description of
intensely experienced moments.” These instances of rare beauty are all the more striking

because they are surrounded by material of a plainer kind. In these moments, Thoreau

: Emerson, too, writes eloquently about the importance of living in the present, as

here in 'Self-Reliance": 'The roses under my window make no reference to former roses or
to better ones; they are for what they are; they exist with God to-day. There is no time to
them. There is simply the rose; it is perfect in every moment of its existence ... Its nature
is satisfied and it satisfies nature in all moments alike. But man postpones or remembers;
he does not live in the present, but with reverted eye laments the past, or, heedless of the
riches that surround him, stands on tiptoe to foresee the future. He cannot be happy and
strong until he too lives with nature in the present, above time' (EFS, p.67).

2 See Chapter 4 for a more detailed consideration of such moments.
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feels quietly attuned to nature and acutely aware of his own existence, if still not quite
beyond restlessness.

One such moment (among many) occurs in Thoreau's account of an evening on the
river in June 1852. There is nothing particularly grand or unusual about this evening's
experience, and his intention with the entry seems to be quite simply to preserve an
impression of it, caught by the angular strokes of a rather random set of sentences. The

sustained use of the present tense creates a (more or less trustworthy) sense of immediacy:

It is candlelight, the fishes leap— The meadows sparkle with the coppery light of
fire-flies. The evening star multiplied by undulating water is like bright sparks of
fire continually ascending. The reflections of the trees are grandly indistinct.
There is a low mist slightly enlarging the river—through which the arches of the
stone bridge are just visible—as a vision. The mist is singularly bounded—
collected here—while there is none there—close up to the bridge on one side &
none on the other— depending apparently on currents of air. A dew in the air it
is—which in time will wet you through. See stars reflected in the bottom of our
boat it being % full of water.

There is a low crescent of Northern light.— & shooting stars from time to
time— (we go only from Channings to the ash above the RR.) I paddle with a
bough the Nile boatman's oar—which is rightly pliant & you do not labor much.
Some dogs bay. A sultry night. (Journal 5, pp.101-2)

There is a curious tension between impulses towards objectivity and imaginative
transformation in this apparently unified passage. The initial matter-of-fact statements are
swept aside by the extravagant image of the continually ascending sparks of the evening
star and the mistily sublime river impressions which follow (‘as a vision'), only to be
reintroduced by the highly rational comments about the exact cause of the location of the
mist (and indeed of stars being reflected in the bottom of the boat, 'it being % full of
water'). If the objective voice used here denotes enlightened interest in the moment and
thus a willingness to accept it as it is, the concurrent creative transformation of it indicates

a degree of dissatisfaction; an urge to make the present seem different and more splendid.?

} It could however be argued that Thoreau's most desired and ideal present is

precisely that which is capable of sparking off such imaginative transformations.
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A look at one of Thoreau's more ecstatic moments of communion with nature
reveals an even greater tension of this kind. In an extended Journal passage from August
1854, Thoreau describes a sunset evening spent on a hillside. It is only the second day of
the month but the season is already ripe with anticipations of the fall. The oncoming

autumn is prefigured in particular by a new sense of thoughtfulness:

As I go up the hill, surrounded by its shadow, while the sun is setting, I am
soothed by the delicious stillness of the evening, save that on the hills the wind
blows. [ was surprised by the sound of my own voice. It is an atmosphere
burdensome with thought. For the first time for a month, at least, I am reminded
that thought is possible. The din of trivialness is silenced. I float over or through
the deeps of silence. It is the first silence I have heard for a month. My life had
been a River Platte, tinkling over its sands but useless for all great navigation,
but now it suddenly became a fathomless ocean. It shelved off to unimagined
depths.

I sit on rock on the hilltop, warm with the heat of the departed sun, in my thin
summer clothes. Here are the seeds of some berries in the droppings of some bird
on the rock. The sun has been set fifteen minutes, and a long cloudy finger,
stretched along the northern horizon, is held over the point where it disappeared
... After a little while the western sky is suddenly suffused with a pure white
light, against which the hickories further east on the hill show black with
beautiful distinctness. Day does not furnish so interesting a ground. (Journal VI,
pp.417-18)

In this passage, Thoreau balances a longing for transcendence against a firm grounding in
the present moment" ('l sit on rock on the hilltop...") and some relatively objective
observations of his surroundings (‘Here are the seeds of some berries in the droppings of
some bird on the rock’).” The evening is still save for the blowing wind but Thoreau's
mind is far from still, busy liberating itself from the constraints of the earth ('I float over
or through the deeps of silence') and likening its new-found life to an ocean of fathomless

depths. There is a long way from the seeds of berries in a bird's droppings to the depth of

4 Thoreau's grounding in the present is further stressed by the subsequent

description of him writing there and then on the hillside: 'T was compelled to stand and
write where a soft, faint light from the western sky came in between two willows'
(Journal VI, p.419).

5 Despite the precision of this observation, it is still curiously vague. Questions a
naturalist would ask, such as 'which bird?' and 'which berries?', are left unanswered.
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the ocean, but Thoreau is adept at swinging from here to elsewhere without losing sight of
his aim (which partly resides in this elasticity of mind, an ability to embrace both here and
elsewhere with equal force). The post-sunset light that seems like obvious material for an
other-worldly passage is here bent back to earth. Thoreau simply comments on the way it
makes the hickories 'show black with beautiful distinctness', suppressing the temptation
for Transcendental excess.® Even in a moment of deep awareness of the present,
Thoreau's attention thus continually oscillates between his actual surroundings and
imagined realms. The more intense sense of life he experiences has at least as much to do
with the prospects in his heart and beyond the horizon as with the more immediate view,
the lingering 'heat of the departed sun' there and then on his body; it is all of this and
much more that together constitute the moment. The life in the present Thoreau so
insistently calls for in Walden dissolves into multiplicity in the very attempt to describe it
in the Journal, revealing its inconsistency (such as the tension between empirical
observation and imaginative play). However, the sense of release Thoreau describes in
this passage is crucially dependent on its time and place; the experience of the sunset on
the hillside. Thoreau might roam in thought, but the roots of his thoughts this August
evening reach deep into the ground of this particular hill outside Concord.

If Thoreau's Journal descriptions of moments of deep involvement with the
present are often affected by a creative restlessness that transports him far from the
current time and place, his statements of explicit impatience with the present season
provide a way of articulating this discontent. The seasonal material in the Journal often

suggests longing for something other than the present, its firm emphasis on anticipation

6 In the continuation of the passage, Thoreau states his preference for the night
(‘Day does not furnish so interesting a ground'), a 'season' he was exploring in the early
1850s. See the beginning of Chapter 4 for a further discussion of this subject.
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sharply at odds with the dream of being satisfied with the current moment. In the middle
of a hot and dry July 1854, in which 'Plants are curled and withered' and 'leaves dry, ripe
like the berries', Thoreau complains that "The season is trivial as noon' (Journal VI,
p.392), implying in unambiguous terms (and in this case with good reason) that he is
longing for release. Thoreau often finds summer, a season of relative stasis, especially
difficult to be satisfied with, looking for signs of fall at least from the start of July.
During the summer of 1852 he begins to formulate a theory to explain his weariness with
this time of the year, writing at the beginning of August about the way the year grows old
after a certain point, which he locates midway through the summer when our attention
tends to shift to the following season: 'Methinks we do ourselves at any rate some what
tire of the season—& observe less attentively and with less interest the opening of new
flowers—and the song of the birds— It is the signs of the fall that affect us most. It is hard
to live in the summer content with it' (Journal 5, p.282). Familiarity can quite naturally
dampen interest, but Thoreau's problem with contentment does not depend only on the
appearance of the present season. It stems at least partly from the fact that the thrill of
imagining an absent season is often much greater than that of appreciating the present
one, as indeed the thought of the ideal so easily overshadows the actual. Thoreau implies
as much both in the above passage and when he is intrigued by the subtle ways in which

the excitement of memory works while studying the evidence of spring in April 1854:

In the brook there is the least possible springing yet. A little yellow lily in the
ditch and sweet flag starting in the brook. I was sitting on the rail over the brook,
when I heard something which reminded me of the song of the robin in rainy
days in past springs. Why is it that not the note itself, but something which
reminds me of it, should affect me most? — the ideal instead of the actual.
(Journal VI, p.182)

This suggestive note revitalises the alluring space between the experienced and the

expected, preparing him for further life by making him more receptive to the past.

105



Chapter 3

In early January 1853, midwinter of the year, the examination of a crowfoot bud
leads to an impassioned (and even religiously reverential) entry that catches the
excitement of anticipation as such, and over and beyond that, of anticipation as hope. No
contentment could equal the fairness and resonance of the promise this flower holds, still

tightly folded up among its unexpanded leaves:

The leaves of the crowfoot also are quite green & carry me forward to spring. I
dig one up with a stick, and pulling it to pieces I find deep in the centre of the
plant just beneath the ground—surrounded by all the tender leaves that are to
precede it—the blossom bud about half as big as the head of a pin—perfectly white
(?)>- I open one next day & it is yellow There it patiently sits—or slumbers how
full of faith-informed of a spring which the world has never seen—the promise &
prophesy of it shaped some-what like some eastern temples in which a bud
shaped dome o'er tops the whole—it affected me this tender dome like bud, within
the bosom of the earth—like a temple upon the earth-resounding with the worship
of votaries— Methought I saw the priests in yellow robes within it.

The crowfoot buds—And how many beside!-lie unexpanded just beneath the
surface. May I lead my life the following year as innocently as they— May it be
as fair and smell as sweet. I anticipate nature. Destined to become a fair yellow
flower above the surface to delight the eyes of children & its maker. (Journal 5,
pp.438-39)

The step from objective examination to promise-laden play is here short indeed. A tiny
bud such as this naturally leads the thoughts to spring, but Thoreau reinvigorates this
well-worn symbol by his carefully worked out comparison of it to an Eastern temple,
complete with yellow-robed votaries. The inspirational effect of the experience is
effectively captured by the shift from relatively passive anticipation in the first paragraph
(where the speaker is mainly acted upon) to active desire to anticipate in the second
paragraph, a shift that is signalled above all by the sudden introduction of modal
auxiliaries ('"May I lead my life..."). The rhapsodic energy this bud-centred dream induces
gives an idea of the power the smallest triggers of anticipation have over Thoreau. They
are readily capable of renovating his mind and making it blossom in an instant, thrilled

into life by the suggestion of a future.
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In this context, the actual arrival of spring is almost irrelevant, more likely to cool
the heat of promise than bring about its realisation. As Thoreau states after a lengthy
passage concerned with the events of spring (which takes the usual form of noting the

opening of flowers) in May 1854:

We soon get through with Nature. She excites an expectation which she cannot
satisfy. The merest child which has rambled into a copsewood dreams of a
wilderness so wild and strange and inexhaustible as Nature can never show him
... That forest on whose skirts the red-bird flits is not of earth. I expected a fauna
more infinite and various, birds of more dazzling colors and more celestial song.
How many springs shall I continue to see the common sucker (Catostomus
Bostoniensis) floating dead on our river! (Journal VI, pp.293-94)

Tracing the arrival of spring here goes hand in hand with a sense of the unlikelihood that
spring-induced hopes will find satisfaction. The image of the dead suckers, the inclusion
of their Latin name locating them firmly as part of the 'ordinary’, empirically knowable
world, effectively reinforces the contrast between Thoreau's surroundings and the
splendid landscape of his dreams. In light of the fact that he so successfully made it his
mission to know and appreciate the world around him, his disenchantment with his
environment is perhaps unexpectedly severe, even directly contradicting his general sense
of nature's inexhaustibility. The sentiment is however by no means unusual in the
Journal; Thoreau's love of the near and close was suffused with doubt and impatience.
With one eye on the ground and the other bound for the stars, he was well and truly
divided; while admiring his surroundings, at least part of his heart ached for a beauty no
earthly prospects could muster.

Thoreau's dreamy otherworldliness is often activated by the same triggers that lead
him to think of other seasons. All kinds of sensory impression affect him but few more
powerfully than sounds; music, bird song, the sound of crickets and of his much loved

telegraph harp.” These readily induce a sense of infinity or transcendence, directing him

7

- Thoreau's fascination with the associations induced by sensory impressions

anticipates Proust's.
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away from the actual with unparalleled force. In August 1852 for example, the sound of
distant piano music completely transforms his surroundings, a transformation figured

(parodically or not) by the use of chivalric imagery:

A thrumming of piano strings beyond the gardens & through the elms—at length
the melody steals into my being— ... This is no longer the dull earth on which I
stood— It is possible to live a grander life here—already the steed is stamping—the
knights are prancing— Already our thoughts bid a proud farewell to the so-called
actual life & its humble glories— (Journal 5, p.272)

In a rapturous longer passage on sounds in general in December 1853, Thoreau describes
how they remind him of his immortality and even liberate him from his body and its
surroundings: 'I get the value of the earth's extent and the sky's depth ... I leave my body in
a trance and accompany the zephyr and the fragrance' (Journal VI, p.40). At other times
he considers such release from the actual in temporal terms, as a liberation from the
present season and perhaps even from time itself. In May 1853 and 1854, the sound of
crickets transports him rapidly through the seasons to come, towards infinity. On May 15,

1853, he writes:

With this elixir I see clear through the summer now to autumn, and any summer
work seems frivolous ... At one leap I go from the just opened buttercup to the
life-everlasting. This singer has antedated autumn. His strain is superior
(inferior?) to seasons. It annihilates time and space; the summer is for
time-servers. (Journal V, p.158)

This is anticipation of seasons at its most ecstatically extreme, its vertiginous associations
summed up by the description of the shift 'from the just opened buttercup to the
life-everlasting'; a shift straight out of time. Thoreau's thoughts on the crickets in May
1854 are uncannily similar, picking up the thread where he left it the previous year by

stressing the timelessness of their sound. The song of a cricket now 'suggests a wisdom

Each and every encounter might transport him to other times of the year and the present is
only as rich as the associations it holds, a springboard to dreams. Walking open and
receptive through the landscape, Thoreau is walking in the past and future too, seasons
mingling in his mind on the slightest suggestion. Gathering what is distant into the
present moment in this way, he truly lives in a hybrid present that is suffused with hope.
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mature, never late, being above all temporal considerations, which possesses the coolness
and maturity of autumn amidst the aspiration of spring and the heats of summer' (Journal
V1, p.290); Thoreau's responses remain consistent. This consistency is central to his
anticipation of seasons, which is subject to a good deal of repetition and orderly thinking.
It is also vitally dependent on the gradual accumulation of knowledge Thoreau was
engaged in in the 1850s — he had to know nature intimately to be able to appreciate subtle
signs of the future, and indeed to inhabit the evolving year in any true sense.

His entries on the seasons directly reflect the need for this deep knowledge,
frequently comparing this year's observations with those of former years. There would
indeed be no anticipation without memory as we can only know what we are seeking
through our knowledge of the past, previous experience serving as the mold for future
expectation.® Thoreau's anticipations of seasons are movements simultaneously back and
forward in thought, sometimes explicitly so, as in this comment on the catnep in May
1852: 'There is something in its fragrance as soothing as balm to a sick man. It advances
me even to the autumn and beyond it. How full of reminiscence is any fragrance—'
(Journal 5, p.39; my emphasis). Advanced by a reminiscence, Thoreau shuttles between
the known and the unknown, his premonition of autumn sparked somewhere in the
interval between them. Many of his anticipation entries testify to this duality, often rather
subtly through the inclusion of words such as 'reminds' or 'reminiscence' in a
forward-looking context (for example, 'The sight of the masses of yellow hastate leaves

and flower-buds of the yellow lily, already four or six inches long, at the bottom of the

As H. Daniel Peck succinctly puts it in Thoreau's Morning Work, 'The necessary
context for observing the "first" appearance of a seasonal phenomenon is the natural
cycle; any "first" in nature is recognizable only because it has happened before';
'Reporting the appearance of these "first birds" [the first birds in spring 1860] to his
Journal is an act of confirmation as much as an act of origination; the beginning, in
Thoreau, always pivots between memory and anticipation' (Peck, p.98).

8
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river, reminds me that nature is prepared for an infinity of springs yet' [Journal VII, p.71;
my emphasis]).” Some entries even make the distinction between past and future seem
irrelevant, as when Thoreau contemplates pitcher-plant leaves in March 'whose fragrance
when bruised' carries him 'back or forward to an incredible season' (Journal VI, p.149).
Neither the destination nor the way there really matters here.

The most notable thing about Thoreau's anticipation of seasons is perhaps his
sheer devotion to the practice in the mid-1850s; the fact that he is so likely to be moved
during these years by intimations of the absent. He is continually energised by these small
encounters, as with buds in autumn which lead his mind to spring even more powerfully
than when they are actually expected. In autumn 1853, Thoreau frequently notices such
unusually early budding. As soon as the last leaves have fallen, renewal is ready and
waiting: Now leaves are off, or chiefly off, I begin to notice the buds of various form and
color and more or less conspicuous, prepared for another season,— partly, too, perhaps, for
food for birds' (Journal V, p.455; October 26). A few days later even leafing is seen to
occur, a phenomenon he describes as both extraordinary and familiar; it anticipates nature
in a wonderful but also regular way, exactly as he knows it did last year: 'While getting
the azaleas, I notice the shad-bush conspicuously leafing out. Those long, narrow, pointed
buds, prepared for next spring, have anticipated their time. I noticed something similar
when surveying the Hunt wood-lot last winter. Remember in this connection that at one
period last spring this bud appeared the most forward' (Journal V, pp.471-72). When

searching for evidence of still distant renewal, Thoreau tends to be both sober and

’ The word 'reminds', however, here suggests remembrance of the past only as a

submerged secondary meaning. In this context, it even seems to point more emphatically
to the future than to the past.
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expectant in this way, equally involved with the minutiae of the present and the rapid flow
of the seasons, the promise to come.

Some of the associations that transport him to far-off seasons are more subtle than
buds and leafing, which are almost synonymous with spring. Summer can be lodged in a
sudden scent, encountered on the off-chance in the frozen depths of February: "When I
break off a twig of green-barked sassafras as I am going through the woods now—& smell
it, I am startled to find it fragrant as in summer— It is an importation of all the species of
oriental summers into our New England winter. Very foreign to the snow & the oak
leaves' (Journal 4, p.339). Similarly, the palest touch of colour seen against a background
of snow can trigger a sudden flash of summer, all the more potent because of its rareness,
as in January 1854: Nature is now gone into her winter palace. The trunks of the pines,
greened with lichens, are now more distinct by contrast. Even the pale yellowish green of
lichens speaks to us at this season, reminding us of summer' (Journal VI, p.63). Perhaps
summer, or indeed any season, is always present somewhere inside us, burning with a
small light and ready to burst into full flame at the slightest hint as in the above example.
Thoreau suggests as much in January 1855 when he comments on the overpowering force
the recollection of summer can have in winter: 'Perhaps what most moves us in winter is
some reminiscence of far-off summer. How we leap by the side of the open brooks! What
beauty in the running brooks! What life! What society! The cold is merely superficial; it is
summer still at the core, far, far within' (Journal VII, p.112). Stirred by memory and
anticipation, the inner season readily eclipses and even overthrows the outer season;
thinking of summer, Thoreau suddenly is in summer even if it is January outside. The

season he experiences is thus to some extent a subjective matter, which is open to
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manipulation at will."

A glance at the most common kind of seasonal anticipation in the Journal,
anticipation of the following season, reveals how early Thoreau begins to look ahead and
how consistent this practice is, applied to all four seasons alike. In 1854, a year keenly
devoted to the study of the seasons and about three years into Thoreau's dedicated
mapping of seasonal progress, he already starts to think about spring in January, three
months before it is due. The first spring anticipation occurs on the thirteenth when a
persistent thaw brings associations of a warmer season: 'Still warm and thawing,
springlike; no freezing in the night, though high winds ... Even the telegraph harp seems
to sound as with a vernal sound, heralding a new year' (Journal VI, p.65). The first
anticipation of summer, which rapidly deepens into a summer memory, is recorded on

April 6, again well before the season is close:

This susurrus [of honey bees] carries me forward some months toward summer. I
was reminded before of those still warm summer noons when the breams' nests
are left dry, and the fishes retreat from the shallows into the cooler depths, and
the cows stand up to their bellies in the river. The reminiscence came over me
like a summer's dream. (Journal VI, p.186)

In a similar way, Thoreau glances at autumn when summer has barely started. On May
26, the rapid growth of the rye leads his thoughts to seasonal cycles in general and autumn
in particular: 'It makes the revolution of the seasons seem a rapid whirl. How quickly and
densely it clothes the earth! Thus early it suggests the harvest and fall' (Journal VI, p.303).
Before the beginning of June, Thoreau's anticipation has thus already become focused on

autumn, off on a path of foretelling which is ever-bound for the future. Thus, when

10 An evocative passage on the way in which we carry absent seasons within us can

be found already in 'A Winter Walk', which appeared in the October 1843 issue of The
Dial: 'in the coldest day, and on the bleakest hill, the traveler cherishes a warmer fire
within the folds of his cloak than is kindled on any hearth. A healthy man, indeed, is the
complement of the seasons, and in winter, summer is in his heart. There is the south.
Thither have all birds and insects migrated, and around the warm springs in his breast are
gathered the robin and the lark' (Ex, pp.205-6).
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autumn actually arrives at the beginning of September, his thoughts gradually shift to
winter. On the twelfth, the cold weather both energises him and makes him think of

providing for the following season, inducing a subtle anticipation of winter:

This is a cold evening with a white twilight, and threatens frost, the first in these
respects decidedly autumnal evening. It makes us think of wood for the winter.
For a week or so the evenings have been sensibly longer, and I am beginning to
throw off my summer idleness. This twilight is succeeded by a brighter starlight
than heretofore. (Journal VII, p.34)

Coming full circle, the first spring anticipation in 1855 occurs with due regularity in early
January. Just like the previous year, the promise of spring is triggered by a certain
warmth in the air: 'The delicious soft, spring-suggesting air, —how it fills my veins with
life! Life becomes again credible to me. A certain dormant life awakes in me, and I begin
to love nature again. Here is my Italy, my heaven, my New England' (Journal VII,
pp-104-5). This list could be continued throughout the year and indeed the years before
and after. Judging by the abundant evidence of anticipation in the Journal around this
time, Thoreau barely pauses to take in the imminent quarter of the year (which he of
course also does, in its multiplicity of detail) before shifting his attention to the next.

It is of course perfectly common practice to look for signs of the next season, at
least in winter and spring. This habit may be evidence of little other than relaxed
attention to present phenomena and an interest in the renewal of the year, just as the
signs singled out may be more closely related to the (transitional) present than to any
seasons to come. However, Thoreau's habit of looking forward can also be regarded as a
testimony to his optimism. It speaks of a life that reaches out for the future and is lived
continually on the borders of promise, simultaneously associated with and dissociated
from the present. The paradox is of course that Thoreau's seemingly linear and
progressive anticipation is also cyclical, leading him round and round with the year as

well as onward. He can look ahead ever so much and still be sure of an eventual return to
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his starting point, carried by the consoling repetitiveness of the natural year. Progress and
stasis combine in Thoreau's anticipation of seasons; when looking ahead, he appears be
courting the new, but the novelty he is seeking is of a safe and predictable kind — the
return of the familiar. In historical terms, cyclical thinking could even be described as
anti-optimistic, as it by its very nature precludes the chance of progress in any real sense."
Thoreau did however base some of his most optimistic works, notably Walden, on
cyclical structures, and does not seem to be concerned about the paradox inherent in this
practice.'” The circular pattern of Walden is made to serve a progressive purpose, leading
us step by step to a high-point of promise that is described in terms of novelty rather than
repetition: spring. Even 'Walking', which at a first glance appears to court the future in its
celebration of the westward course, is also partly circular, at times looking 'back’ to the
East (with which Europe, history and the promised Holy Land are all associated). Perhaps
Thoreau did not feel that there was a contradiction between longing for progress, and a
love of seasonal routines and cyclical structures. Fuelled by hope, his anticipation
overrides the inherent threat of stasis, just as he, in "Walking', opens up the inevitably
circular pattern of his daily walks by his way of thinking about them: 'The outline which

bounds my walks would be, not a circle, but a parabola, or rather like those cometary

When Alfred, Lord Tennyson welcomes progress and change near the end of
'Locksley Hall' (18%2), he contrasts this to what he perceives as the stasis of China, which
is notably described as cyclical: 'Forward, forward let us range. / Let the great world spin
forever down the ringing grooves of change. / Thro' the shadow of the globe we sweep
into the younger day: / Better fifty years of Europe than a cycle of Cathay' (Lord
Tennyson, Alfred, The Poems of Alfred, Lord Tennyson, Volume 1, 1830-1856 [London:
J.M. Dent & Sons, 1914}, p.197).

12 In Thoreau's Morning Work, H. Daniel Peck argues that Thoreau only became
fully aware of the implications of the natural cycle in the early 1850s, when he began to
develop a more circular understanding of time. Peck describes this as the key imaginative
breakthrough in his life (see pp.46-48).

11
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orbits which have been thought to be non-returning curves, in this case opening westward,
in which my house occupies the place of the sun' (Ex, p.266).

Thoreau's habit of looking forward grew rapidly in the early 1850s, leading him to
repeat his cycles of observation from year to year, until the practice gradually faded out in
the second half of the 1850s. All seasons are eagerly expected in the Journal of this
period but spring and autumn in particular, and most of all spring, which Thoreau
invariably predicts and records in exhaustive detail, perhaps preferring it in a
commonplace way.” As he puts it in a statement that his autumn life readily contradicts,
'"We observe attentively the first beautiful days in the spring, but not so much in the
autumn' (Journal V, pp.382-83)." In late winter we are certainly more naturally inclined
to look ahead,; it is a time that is especially conducive to anticipation, as suggested in the
first passage cited at the head of this chapter ('At the end of winter there is a season in
which we are daily expecting spring, and finally a day when it arrives' [Journal V, p.13]).
In the early and mid-1850s, Thoreau often refers to such a season of near-inevitable
anticipation as soon as the new year is under way; sometime in January or February. True
to his fascination with the future during this period, his thoughts eagerly rush ahead of the
year to spring.

Thoreau's insistent spring anticipation is often matched by a recurring sense of

belatedness and decline from about July onwards; a tinge of despondency arrives with the

13 Thoreau's Journal entries tend to swell in bulk each spring. In both 1853 and 1854
for example, his May entries put together are almost twice as long as his January ones (in
the 1906 edition, twenty-three pages compared with thirteen in 1853, and twenty-two
pages compared with twelve in 1854).

" Thoreau is even capable of grading the seasons according to preference ((How
precious a fine day early in the spring—less so in the fall, less still in the summer & winter
[Journal 5, p.393]), although the validity of such a statement is contradicted by the loving
attention he bestows on all seasons alike.
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notion of fall. As he puts it in 1854, elaborating his theory of two halves of the year:"
'The fall, in fact, begins with the first heats of July ... It is one long acclivity from winter
to midsummer and another long declivity from midsummer to winter' (Journal VI, p.421).
Or with a rather more ominous emphasis, in July 1852: 'Do not all flowers that blossom
after mid. July remind us of the fall? After midsummer we have a belated feeling as if we
had all been idlers—& are forward to see in each sight—-& hear in each sound some presage
of the fall.— just as in mid. age man anticipates the end of life' (Journal 5, p.266). But
there is an excitement inherent in the anticipation of autumnal lateness too, an excitement
different in kind from that of expectation in spring. When the sound of crickets brings a
reminder of autumn in July, Thoreau's reaction is one of exhilaration and sharpened
senses: 'How apt we are to be reminded of lateness, even before the year is half spent!
Such little objects check the diffuse tide of our thoughts and bring it to a head, which

thrills us' (Journal V, p.336).!® This alertness, sparked into life by the suggestion of

15 See also the suggestion of a two-part year in Thoreau's description of the
'foreglow' and the 'afterglow' of the year in the entry for March 18, 1853, both of which
are curiously marked by anticipation: "The sun is now declining, with a warm and bright
light on all things, a light which answers to the late afterglow of the year, when, in the
fall, wrapping his cloak closer about him, the traveller goes home at night to prepare for
winter. This is the foreglow of the year, when the walker goes home at eve to dream of
summer. To-day first I smelled the earth' (Journal V, p.27). H. Daniel Peck alludes to this
theory in his discussion of Thoreau's challenge to traditional calendar divisions: 'To
decide that, "in fact," autumn begins in July and that summer begins in May is to
appropriate the role of calendar-maker to oneself by appealing to immediate observation,
and thus to challenge the traditional calendar's lines of demarkation. This challenge, of
course, is part of a larger claim for the efficacy of individual perception' (Peck, p.93).

e In the 1840s poem 'The Fall of the Leaf', the premonition of autumn is similarly
both thrilling (‘fresh’, 'golden’) and sad ('pensive’, 'prematurely wise'). This combination is
particularly notable in two stanzas that appear in a late draft from c. 1847 (MS now in the
Berg Collection, New York Public Library), but not in the finished version. After the
published poem's fourth stanza ("Sometimes a late autumnal thought / Has crossed my
mind in green July, / And to its early freshness brought / Late ripened fruits and an
autumnal sky'), the MS continues: 'A dry but golden thought which gleamed / Athwart the
greenness of my mind, / And prematurely wise it seemed / Too ripe mid summer's
youthful bowers to find. // So I have seen one yellow leaf / Amid the glossy leaves of
June, / Which pensive hung, though not with grief, / Like some fair flower, it had changed
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seasonal difference, is however tinged, if ever so subtly, by the melancholy associated
with anticipating a season of decline.

Considered from the perspective of autumn, the signs of oncoming seasons may
thus be read as markers of the brevity of the year and life drawing to its close rather than
as signs of hope and progress. Each act of anticipation points towards death as well as
further life, rushing a process that is short enough as it is. 'The year is full of warnings of
its shortness, as is life', Thoreau writes in August 1853, feeling the weight of impending
darkness while considering the meaning of the sense of lateness that has come over him:
'The sound of so many insects and the sight of so many flowers affect us so,~the creak of
the cricket and the sight of the prunella and autumnal dandelion. They say, "For the night
cometh in which no man may work" (Journal V, p.379). The following year, Thoreau
locates the sadness inherent in the turning of the year more precisely than in transience in
general; it is in the sudden realisation that spring-stirred promise might not find
satisfaction this year either. As early as June 17, the hopes of the year seem to be fading;:
'The season of hope and promise is past; already the season of small fruits has arrived ...
We are a little saddened, because we begin to see the interval between our hopes and their
fulfilment' (Journal VI, p.363). At the end of July, Thoreau reiterates this sentiment,
emphasising his sense of discrepancy between hope and attainment: 'Methinks the season
culminated about the middle of this month,— that the year was of indefinite promise
before, but that, after the first intense heats, we postponed the fulfillment of many of our
hopes for this year' (Journal VI, p.413). It is perhaps only by renewing the dream of

renewal, which Thoreau does by dreaming of another spring soaked in promise, that the

too soon'.
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dense shades that have become associated with forward-looking can be cleared away,
making anticipation again seem attractive.

To Thoreau, the arrival of spring or any season remains a beautiful mystery no
matter how much he studies it, ever-new and elusive in its capacity to surprise and
demand attention. Its seemingly obvious signs, such as newly opened flowers, can be
noted over and over again in the Journal; Thoreau's record of them speaks clearly of a
mind that does not weary of its self-appointed task. "What is the earliest sign of spring,’
Thoreau would ask in March 1853, a couple of years into his devotion to such matters and
still naively unsure. He suggests a wide range of answers: 'The motion of worms &
insects?— the flow of sap in trees & the swelling of buds—? Do not the insects awake with
the flow of the sap? Blue birds &c prob do not come till insects come out. Or are there
earlier signs in the water-the Tortoises frogs &c' (Journal 5, pp.472-73). Not that there
necessarily is a right answer; indeed, the point of an entry such as this may be to draw
attention to the wonderful multiplicity of spring. Thoreau's increasingly exhaustive lists
of seasonal phenomena, gatherings of facts that are simultaneously rich in their precision
and limited by it, function in a similar way. In autumn 1853 he meticulously notes the
current state of trees and plants, turning the current moment into a rough approximation

of the season:

Oct. 24. Early on Nawshawtuct.

Black willows bare. Golden willow with yellow leaves. Larch yellow. Most
alders by river bare except at top. Waxwork shows red. Celtis almost bare, with
greenish-yellow leaves at top. Some hickories bare, some with rich
golden-brown leaves. Locusts half bare, with greenish yellow leaves. Catnip
fresh and green and in bloom. Barberries green, reddish, or scarlet. (Journal V,
p.450)

The inventory method of distilling the essence of a season creates its own kind of poetry,
which exists on the borderline of natural science. As Laura Dassow Walls has recently

argued in an attempt to still the long-running debate about Thoreau's alleged loss of

118



Chapter 3

imagination in his later years, poetry and science in the nineteenth century were not the
polar opposites they are today but tools that could be used in the same quest for truth."”
By the last decade of his life, Thoreau knew more clearly than ever before what he was
seeking and how he intended to go about finding it, a certainty that should reassure us that
he had not lost his way, even if his lists might frustrate us. His path led through natural
science, and the Journal evidence of his painstaking attempts to realise his vision through
careful study of the landscape is nothing less than moving, revealing a life given over to a
higher purpose.

Thoreau's record of the arrival of spring in 1854 is particularly detailed, ranging
from comments on its early signs to lengthy lists of budding and leafing in May (tracing a
gradual shift from abstract expectation to solid reality). His starting point back in
February is a pure premonition of spring, a sentiment without concrete grounding but rich
in indefinite promise: 'For several weeks the fall has seemed far behind, spring
comparatively near. Yet I cannot say that there is any positive sign of spring yet; only we
feel that we are sloping toward it. The sky has sometimes a warmth in its colors more like
summer' (Journal VI, p.130). In March, the actual signs of spring start amassing: melting
snow, greenness in the grass, warm rain, bird song ('Heard the first bluebird,— something
like pe-a-wor,— and then other slight warblings, as if farther off' [Journal VI, p.156]). The
subtle hopes induced by these random hints pale somewhat when Thoreau begins to
gather the evidence of spring in bulk in April and May. He follows the leafing process

exactly, noting dates of first appearance, a collection of data that gradually culminates in

She suggests that Thoreau continued to engage with both poetry and science in a
complex and creative way in his quest to make sense of nature: 'In nineteenth-century
terms, Thoreau rejected neither poetry nor science, nor did he simply "reconcile" them,
collapsing them together. In the "consilience" of Emersonian transcendental wholes with
Humboldtian empirical science, he sacrificed neither but attempted to create a way of
knowing which combined them both into something new' (Seeing New Worlds, p.11).

17
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over four pages of lists of the order of trees coming into leaf (see Journal VI, pp.297-302;
May 24). Inventories of this kind were certainly not unique to Thoreau, reaching back to
the eighteenth-century tradition of nature writing and even to some extent to classical
literature.'® Thoreau was well aware of this; he was familiar with the nature works of
English writers such as Gilbert White and William Howitt, who both make use of
seasonal tables (see for example the lists of birds in Letters 1 and 2 to Barrington in
White's The Natural History of Selborne).” White's A Naturalist's Calendar, which was
extracted by Daines Barrington from White's yearbooks and The Natural History of
Selborne and published in 1795, amounts to a pure list of dates of budding and leafing as
well as of plants disappearing, following the structure of the year from January to
December.?’ These dates are based on an average of the available information, directly
foreshadowing Thoreau's calculation of averages for his 1860s Kalendar charts. The
volume also contains lists such as 'Trees, Order of Losing Their Leaf and a 'Summary of
the Weather' month by month between 1768 and 1792; material of no small affinity with
Thoreau's late calendrical interests (the list of trees, for example, finds its elaborated

counterpart in 'Autumnal Tints').

18 John Evelyn's Kalendarium Hortense (1664) was one of the first directly

calendrical work to appear, followed by works by naturalists such as Gilbert White.
Thoreau was also reading the classical agriculturalists Cato, Varro and Columella
intensively at the beginning of 1854, copying extensive extracts into the Journal (see his
entries for January and February 1854 in Journal VI, approximately pp.50-120). These
writers were at least to some extent concerned with the seasons, mainly in terms of the
farming year.

1 Thoreau refers to or quotes from White and Howitt several times in the Journal.
The first of these entries, a quotation from White on the raven, occurs in March 1853
(Journal V, p.65). He had however already reviewed William Howitt's The Book of the
Seasons in March 1836 (see EEM, pp.26-36).

20 White's The Natural History of Selborne was originally undertaken as an attempt
to write a 'natural history of the year', an idea he gradually abandoned.
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White's Garden Kalendar follows a more traditional diary structure, recording in a
straightforward way his actions in the garden and other seasonal events between 1751 and
1771. Although a few of these entries could be mistaken for extracts from Thoreau's
Journal, any kind of looking forward or concern with anticipation is absent here; what
White is writing is a precise record of the seasons as they affect his garden, without much
aid of (or indeed any need for) transforming imagination. His diary exudes neutral
contentment. Its entries, such as the following from September 9, 1765, speaks of a life
lived practically in the present, as one side of Thoreau would have loved to be able to

live:

Beautiful autumnal weather: most of the corn housed. Gathered my only nect: it
was not ripe; but the earwigs had gnawed it so that it could not come to any
thing. Gathered my first peach: its flesh was thick, tender, white, & juicy; &
parted from the stone. It was a good fruit; but not so high flavoured as some I
have met with.”

In The Book of the Seasons, William Howitt includes tables of natural phenomena in his
entries on each month as part of an attempt to sum up their characteristics.”? Thoreau
reviewed the book in 1836 and would thus have encountered a statistical approach to
nature here, if nowhere else, at a very early stage. More emphatically by far than White or
Thoreau, Howitt is concerned with averages, ordering the months into the perfectly

regular seasons of a prototype year, with three predictable months in each.” As he

2 Gilbert White, Garden Kalendar 1751-1771, facsimile of the manuscript in the
British Library, introduction and notes by John Clegg (London: Scolar Press, 1975).

2 The following self-explanatory tables are inserted in the monthly entries, listing
current phenomena: 'Calendar of the Flower-Garden', 'Select Calendar of British Insects',
'"Migrations of Birds (Departures and Arrivals)' and 'Select Calendar of British Botany'.

5 In the entry on March for example, Howitt playfully exaggerates the contrast
between the months: 'Artificial as the division of the months may be deemed by some, it
is so much founded in nature, that no sooner comes in a new one than we generally have a
new species of weather, and that instantaneously ... In comes January,— and let the
weather be what it might before, immediately sets in severe cold and frost: in February,
wet—wet—wet, which, the moment March enters, ceases—and lo! instead— even on the very
first of the month, there is a dry, chill air, with breaks of sunshine stealing here and there
over the landscape'. See The Book of the Seasons, or The Calendar of Nature (London:
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explains his intentions at the opening of the January chapter: 'l speak now as I intend to
speak, generally. I describe the season not as it may be in this or another year, but as it is
in the average'.** Only when Thoreau finally starts assembling his Kalendar does he come
anywhere near to sharing this ambition (and then he employs it in a far more rigorous way
than Howitt did). In the early and mid-1850s, Thoreau's intentions are altogether more
modest; he is contented with noting the details without drawing out statistical
conclusions.

Howitt's English average seasons are not necessarily applicable to the climate of
New England. Thoreau acknowledges this difference when he takes issue, in a Journal

entry from February 1854, with Howitt's way of ordering the year: 'Howitt describes the

harvest moon in August. Did I not put it in September?' (Journal VI, p.112).*® The

Henry Colburn and Richard Bentley, 1831), pp.61-62.

24 The Book of the Seasons, p.3.

% Thoreau goes on to work out for himself which months should properly belong to
winter: 'Is not January alone pure winter? December belongs to the fall; it is a wintry
November: February, to the spring; it is a snowy March' (Journal VI, p.112). Ending up
with only one winter month, he leaves Howitt's regular seasons a long way behind. The
arbitrariness of our seasonal divisions also becomes clear by a comparison to other ways
of demarcating the year. Thoreau was very interested in the way the American Indians
considered each month as a season in itself and named them after their characteristics, as
numerous entries on this subject in his Indian Notebooks indicate. In Chapter 7 of The
Environmental Imagination, Lawrence Buell draws attention to Thoreau's questioning of
the normal 'fourfold typology of seasons' (in comparison to predecessors such as James
Thomson): "What distinguishes Thomson's representation of the seasons from those of his
romantic successors [such as Thoreau] is his sense of the fixity of the seasonal round ...
"Inveterate tinkevey" though he was, Thomson never questioned, as later naturists came to
do, whether properly speaking a fourfold typology of seasons made best sense, whether
each month or perhaps even each day might more properly be called a season in itself.
"There is a bit of every season in each season," [Annie] Dillard writes...! See The
Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing and the Formation of American
Culture (Cambridge, Mass. and London: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
1995), pp.227-28. Buell concludes this discussion by emphasising how important it is
that art concerned with the seasons should stretch our understanding of them: 'a further
measure of the higher skill we call genius is the ability to do at least as much strategic
violence to the expected boundaries as any particular iteration of the seasons is bound to
do' (p.232).
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difference is largely one of delay; the greater severity of the New England winter (despite
its more southerly latitude) makes the wait for spring both longer and more conducive to
longing, just as the greater difference between the seasons makes each more precious and
distinct.® The Concord climate is thus a climate of anticipation, as Thoreau is well
aware. In January 1852 he describes the beauty of the sharply defined New England year:
'In few countries do they enjoy so fine a contrast of summer & winter—we really have four
seasons. each incredible to the other. Winter cannot be mistaken for summer here. Though
I see the boat turned up on the shore & half buried under snow-as I walk over the
invisible river—summer is far away' (Journal 4, p.291). In Concord, the prolonged
barrenness of winter makes anticipation possible and vital, an important fact to bear in
mind to make sense of the emotional force Thoreau invests in expecting and enjoying the
seasons. Every new season, even winter and fall, amounts to a 'wonderful resurrection’,
altering the whole tone of the world by bringing back conditions different enough to have
been forgotten since last time. Some of the signs he encounters in the landscape do
however blur these clear seasonal distinctions. The boat in the above quotation is
primarily evocative of summer, but its winter coverage shifts its function so that it
becomes an emblem of winter. Its double connotations lead Thoreau into the emotional
hinterland between a present and an absent season, combining the two in complex union.
Thoreau's main way of keeping absent seasons alive and near is by carefully
recording them in the Journal, as he does with increasing dedication. As he reads back

over the entries made at other times of the year, the seasons they describe often seem

% As Lawrence Buell has pointed out, America embraces so many different climates
that its seasons are hard to pin down (‘A vast continental expanse subject to much more
dramatic vicissitudes of weather, America was distressingly hard to generalize under any

one set of seasonal rubrics' [The Environmental Imagination, p.230]).
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more vivid than they originally did; revisited from a distance, all times of the year shine

with the lustre of otherness. As Thoreau puts it in October 1853:

It is surprising how any reminiscence of a different season of the year affects us.
When I meet with any such in my Journal, it affects me as poetry, and I
appreciate that other season and that other phenomenon more than at the time.
The world so seen is all one spring, and full of beauty. You need only to make a
faithful record of an average summer day's experience and summer mood, and
read it in the winter, and it will carry you back to more than that summer day
alone could show. Only the rarest flower, the purest melody, of the season thus
comes down to us. (Journal V, p.454)

Looking for the excitement of other seasons among his own past Journal entries is
perhaps no different from seeking the signs of absent seasons in nature; the thrill at an apt
encounter is of a similar kind. Thoreau's imagination thrives on difference wherever it
finds it, gilding the absent whether he encounters it in writing or in the landscape. The
extreme reflexivity of this act of seasonal memory is striking, pointing subtly but firmly
towards the creation of a self-sufficient universe. Just gather enough material and you can
live and relive the year through it, dissolving the need for nature itself, as Thoreau
eventually starts to do when assembling charts from Journal material. Long before that,
he emphasised the importance of making a record that preserves the year in this way: 'In a
Journal it is important in a few words to describe the weather, or character of the day, as it
affects our feelings. That which was so important at the time cannot be unimportant to
remember' (Journal VII, p.171). Thoreau must have sensed that these records would
become invaluable for his Kalendar project; that the Journal's final function would be as a
storehouse of primary material for his further work.

In the 1860s, when he is summing up the seasons, Thoreau is actively reliving
them in the process of writing. This reliving can also be done more directly (although this
too is ultimately recorded in writing), as when he thinks back to his life of a few months

earlier, perhaps, as in the following passage, remembering what it then was like to
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p.58). Perhaps fall invites description of the present through absences and endings of this
kind; just add them up and possibly find the sum of the season. Thoreau is particularly
susceptible to autumnal change in 1854, commenting as early as the second of September
on how 'It will not be warm again probably' (Journal VII, p.6). A year that started out
with the enumeration of promise, the literal counting of blessings, soon enough invites
him to trace departures in this way. A haunting list of losses, in some ways more striking
than his famous lost turtle-dove, bay horse and hound in Walden, could be distilled from
Thoreau's autumn entries this year (although it would soon enough be superseded by
further lists of winter and spring phenomena, together testifying to only a temporary
eclipse of the year).

Seasons, like weather, are easily forgotten, obscured by the new without leaving
much of an imprint unless one deliberately takes note of them, perhaps by recording their
arrival and departure, as Thoreau realised. The year is continually forgotten and
ever-new, although its novel impressions are still resonant with the past, unlocking our
deep familiarity with annual cycles: 'Each new year is a surprise to us. We find that we
had virtually forgotten the note of each bird, and when we hear it again it is remembered
like a dream, reminding us of a previous state of existence' (Journal X, p.304). Without
these resonant reminders, true forgetting threatens. This is the burden of Thoreau's rather
over-emphatic words, which temporarily ignore both his good memory and his Journal
record: 'It is impossible to remember a week ago— A river of lethe flows with many
windings the year through—separating one season from another' (Journal 5, p.47).
Thoreau frequently draws dividing lines through the year in this manner, sectioning it off
into parts of little apparent connection, which are nevertheless easily overridden by

anticipation or memory. This insistence on a gulf between the present and the past can be
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read as evidence of Thoreau's stubborn forward-looking in the early 1850s, part of an
optimistic onward thrust that keenly embraces the future (albeit in the cyclical form of the
progression of the year). At the turning of the year 1853-1854, he describes the partially
successful process of shaking summer and autumn from the mind: 'The thoughts and
associations of summer and autumn are now as completely departed from our minds as
the leaves are blown from the trees. Some withered deciduous ones are left to rustle, and
our cold immortal evergreens. Some lichenous thoughts still adhere to us' (Journal VI,
p.37; December 29, 1853). Once the symbolic line of the new year has been crossed,
Thoreau effectively 'closes' the past, ridding himself of its last few lingering leaves: 't is
now fairly winter. We have passed the line, have put the autumn behind us, have forgotten
what these withered herbs that rise above the snow here and there are, what flowers they
ever bore' (Journal VI, p.48; January 3, 1854). Thoreau seems to have successfully
launched himself into the new season and forgotten the past, busy advancing confidently
in the direction of his dreams. However, his understanding of the seasons is altogether
too complex to be tied down by such facile divisions for long. Soon enough, he will
remember and dream of the flowers those withered herbs once bore. The consoling thing
about anticipating seasons is that they are sure to come round; fulfilment is predictable
and in some ways guaranteed. The dream of annual renewal is an 'easy' dream that cannot
lead far astray. New seasons will arrive and the seasonal losses of former years will be
restored when the landscape, in due course, replicates its vanished appearance.

Thoreau's Journal record of seasonal progress in the early 1850s abounds in
evidence of the arbitrariness of the boundaries between different times of the year. His
occasional urge to divide the year into distinctive parts thus seems rather rash and sudden,

part of a desire to construct a narrative of smooth, cyclical progression embracing both
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spring and fall which nature itself emphatically defies. Looking around at the apparently
unified landscape, seasonal development is everywhere at different stages, an infinity of
variations held loosely together under the name of each season. It might for example be
another season entirely down by the river: 'The pontederia leaves are sere and brown
along the river— The fall is further advanced in the water as the spring was earlier there. I
should say that the vegetation of the river was a month further advanced in its decay than
of the land generally' (Journal 5, p.346). Signs of earlier seasons might linger in the
landscape, in extreme cases for a whole year like the winter-made cracks in the ground
Thoreau notices throughout 1854. He frequently comments on these reminders of
otherness, if only in passing, as here in September: 'l see no swallows now at Clamshell.
They have probably migrated. Still see the cracks in the ground, and no doubt shall till
snow comes' (Journal VII, p.18). Marks of continuity, these cracks break through the
dividing lines Thoreau seeks to introduce into his conception of the year. He also takes
note of other reminders of absent seasons around this time, in particular Indian springs
and summers, which by their very nature testify to the way seasons refuse to stay put.
Periods of warmth beyond expectation, they stir up hopes out of season and set Thoreau
off on the familiar track of anticipation. He describes the Indian spring in mid-March
1853 with a degree of disillusionment, as a 'first false promise which merely excites our
expectations to disappoint them, followed by a short return of winter' (Journal V, p.22).
His comments on the Indian summer the previous December were rather more hopeful,
reaching both back and forward to fullness: 'The year looks back toward summer—& a
summer smile is reflected in her face ... At this season I observe the form of the buds
which are prepared for spring—the large bright yellowish & reddish buds of the Swamp

pink' (Journal 5, p.400). The act of envisioning what has been and will come again is
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here capable of renovating the year, or at least the inner season, with some help from
unexpected external warmth.

At once vitally related to nature and separate from it, Thoreau can either exercise
his liberty, perhaps by anticipating nature, or give himself over to the season by soaking in
the here and now as deeply as possible. During the winter of 1852, he often contemplates
his relationship with nature, wondering for example about the way life continues to flow
in man while the rest of nature withers in annual decay, sure sign of man being somehow
unrelated and out of step (see Journal 4, pp.252-53). A short while earlier that January,
he dwelt on the need to be better attuned to nature's pace: 'Let me not live as if time was
short. Catch the pace of the seasons-have leisure to attend to every phenomenon of
nature—and to entertain every thought that comes to you. Let your life be a leisurely
progress through the realms of nature' (Journal 4, p.244). Only by catching 'the pace of
the seasons' in some true sense can we come anywhere near to living in the present,
Thoreau realises, trying hard to attune his restless mind to nature's unfolding events and
thus gain a degree of steadiness and inner peace. Living in season is, after all, nature's
own prerogative: 'Everything is done in season and there is no time to spare— The bird
gets its brood hatched in season & is off. I looked into the nest where I saw a vireo
feeding its young a few days ago—but it is empty-it is fledged & flown' (Journal 5, p.313).
Such attunement to the time at hand is also necessary for Thoreau's creative purposes, his
1850s writing depending directly on his observation of the seasons. As nature is so rich
and of such infinite variety, if he could only move in a bit closer and find the words to
match it, his writing would surely show a corresponding richness: 'Every new flower that
opens, no doubt, expresses a new mood of the human mind. Have I any dark or ripe

orange-yellow thoughts to correspond? The flavor of my thoughts begins to correspond’
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(Journal V, p.184).” Thoreau's imagination thrives on the idea of responding to the
present in some intimate way, and beyond that, of being contented with this creative
interaction with the landscape. As winter approaches, surely the most hopeful thing we
can do is to learn to appreciate it. "'Let us sing winter." What else can we sing, and our
voices be in harmony with the season?' (Journal VI, p.86), Thoreau writes, quoting 'a
crazy man' of his acquaintance who suddenly ascended the pulpit, prayer book in hand,
and thus addressed the church. Perhaps the ultimate goal of Thoreau's restless mind is
quite simply to find the place in every season where it can rest a little, a place so beautiful
that it is actually worth lingering in, even if a good deal of that beauty is his mind's
projection. As Thoreau says in Walden, 'every season seems best to us in its turn' (p.313),
a sentiment that is increasingly reiterated in the Journal, as here in December 1856: 'I love
the winter, with its imprisonment and its cold, for it compels the prisoner to try new fields
and resources ... I love best to have each thing in its season only, and enjoy doing without
it at all other times' (Journal IX, p.160).

Perhaps as a way of acknowledging the importance of living in the present,
Thoreau occasionally resists the impulse to anticipate nature. On December 31, 1851, the
sudden touch of spring in the air instead turns his thoughts back to winter: 'It reminds me
this thick spring like weather, that I have not enough valued and attended to the pure
clarity & brilliancy of the winter skies— ... Shall I ever in summer evenings see so celestial

a reach of blue sky contrasting with amber as I have seen a few days since' (Journal 4,

» See also the entry for September 8, 1854 in which Thoreau describes such a
moment of correspondence: 'Many green-briar leaves are very agreeably thickly spotted
now with reddish brown, or fine green on a yellow or green ground, producing a wildly
variegated leaf. I have seen nothing more rich ... Now, while I am gathering grapes, I see
them. It excites me to a sort of autumnal madness. They are leaves for Satyrus and Faunus
to make their garlands of. My thoughts break out like them, spotted all over, yellow and
green and brown' (Journal VII, p.27).
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pp.229-30). Resistance to seasonal anticipation also occurs in more submerged ways, as
when Thoreau deliberately does not comment on the coming season even though his
observations clearly point in its direction. In June 1854, for example, the connotation of
autumn inherent in ripening berries is not spelt out: 'I see one or two early blueberries
prematurely turning. The Amelanchier Botryapium berries are already reddened two thirds
over' (Journal VI, p.351). Maybe this is his way of recognising that these turning berries
belong to summer too, or indeed above all, and that their plain existence in the present
will do. The most striking aspect of a season can be its fullness; the revelation of an
essence not to be improved upon.*® In June 1853, the remarkable thing about the still new
summer is the fact that it is in its prime, a fact that would seem more and more significant
to Thoreau as the 1850s advanced: 'As I look over the fields thus reddened in extensive
patches, now deeper, now passing into green, and think of the season now in its prime and
heyday, it looks as if it were the blood mantling in the cheek of the youthful year,— the
rosy cheek of its health, its rude June health' (Journal V, p.219). Struck by the appearance
of the reddened fields, Thoreau is for once looking neither back nor forward, but straight
at them.”' At least a few times in every season he is similarly entranced by their peak and

perfection. In September 1852, he comments lyrically on the intensity of autumn as

30 Significantly, Thoreau becomes more and more interested in the prime of seasons

towards the end of his life. The late Journal abounds in brief notations about plants
reaching their peak, shifting its emphasis from anticipation of the future to an endeavour
to pin down the present which directly reflects Thoreau's increasing contentment and
inner peace. See also Richard Lebeaux's account of Thoreau at the end of the 1850s in
Thoreau's Seasons, which stresses his gradual arrival at maturity (or 'ripening’) in these
later years. Lebeaux sees a direct relation between Thoreau's interest in the maturity of
seasons and his own (Eriksonian) life stage: 'Just before he learned of Brown's raid on
Harper's Ferry [in 1859], Thoreau had been focusing, as he had the previous two years in
particular, on nature's ripening and its correspondence to his own' See Thoreau's Seasons
(Amberst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1984), p.327.

. However, his imagination is at work as ever, comparing the reddened fields to the
rosy cheeks of the year. Perhaps the present needs this creative refigurement, an image
able to contain and explain it, to make sense to us.
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revealed by the appearance of 'great bidens in the sun in brooks', which he describes as
'The golden glow of autumn concentrated—more golden than the sun' (Journal 5,
pp-342-43). Thoreau is picking out a detail that speaks amply and clearly of the beauty of
the whole, and which, just like the turning berries or the reddened fields, is sufficient in
itself.

Seeing and describing such season-bound beauty, perhaps Thoreau comes as close
to living in the present as he ever will during this period, letting its essence flow
effortlessly into his blood. At the end of 1854, which would prove to be Thoreau's last
year of devoted anticipation, he arrives for a while at such a stance of appreciation.*
Towards the end of December he suddenly finds himself in what he calls 'the finest days
of the year' (Journal VII, p.89; December 21); a few perfect winter days he gladly allows
himself to be entranced by. On December 31 he seems to be wholly at peace, concluding
a year racked by foretelling and longing in a mood of reverential acceptance, contented

with the prospect before him:

Dec. 31. P.M. — On river to Fair Haven Pond.

A beautiful, clear, not very cold day. The shadows on the snow are
indigo-blue. The pines look very dark ... I see mice and rabbit and fox tracks on
the meadow. Once a partridge rises from the alders and skims across the river at
its widest part just before me; a fine sight ... How glorious the perfect stillness
and peace of the winter landscape! (Journal VII, p.98)

Thoreau's optimism does not reside only in his defiant forward-looking; there is even
deeper promise to be found in single instances of being such as this winter walk on the

last afternoon of the year. It is perhaps in these moments of stillness that Thoreau can

2 See Chapter 6 for a discussion of Thoreau's relation to the seasons in the second

half of the 1850s, when anticipation fades from prominence. His gradual abandonment of
seasonal anticipation after 1854 may partly have been caused by the fact that he was
struck down with a strange illness in the spring of 1855. This disease weakened him and
drained his spirits, and it left him temporarily unable to attend to nature to the extent he
was used to. It took him most of 1855 to recover (all, that is, but his habit of looking
forward, which he never fully recovered). See Harding, p.357 onwards, for a discussion
of Thoreau's illness.
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begin to realise the words of Walden, 'This is, and no mistake' (p.98). For sometimes, at
least for a moment, before the seeking mind starts seeking again, it must indeed be
possible to feel with conviction that this is summer (or autumn, or winter, or spring), and

no mistake; this is where I belong, and the season and I are one.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Moments of Intensity

When you think that your walk is profitless and a failure, and you can hardly
persuade yourself not to return, it is on the point of being a success, for then you
are in that subdued and knocking mood to which Nature never fails to open.
(Journal XIII, p.111; January 27, 1860)

From the tentative beginnings of Thoreau's work to its settled maturity in the late Journal,
his conception of perfect happiness changes very little. Attainment amounts to the
experience of intensity; moments in which thoughts cohere or imagination is sparked off,
so that the world appears richer and more divine than usual. In his anticipation of
seasons, Thoreau is on the track of this potent but ethereal kind of beauty, thrilled by
reminders of the absent. Such anticipation is however only one of the forms his quest for
intensity takes. Over the years, he explores various ways of reaching beyond the surface
of the world. His steadfast faith that nature will 'open' and deliver, or more precisely that
he himself will open up to nature, is both the product of his optimism and a validation of
it, as such experiences serve as a guarantee of life being worth living. Thoreau was
almost always searching for a heightened sense of life. When he reached this state, his
hopes were both perpetuated and temporarily fulfilled; this, for an instant, was as good as
life got. As he puts it in May 1857, 'We want no completeness but intensity of life'
(Journal IX, p.378). His optimism is based on a refusal to accept the possibility of failure
in this endeavour for any length of time, a refusal that makes him pursue his ideals with
dogged determination. During some particularly driven periods, the quest for intensity

surfaces as the primary object of his life. One of the most notable of these is the summer
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of 1851, when he walks during the night in search of new perspectives and more thrilling
emotions to record in the Journal (finding material for his writing being an important part
of his aim). Thoreau's Journal descriptions of intensity during these walks can be seen as
a blueprint for such experiences throughout his life, for regardless of the fact that his
general outlook changed, the nature of these moments remains similar and they are
induced by recurring circumstances.

On June 14, 1851, Thoreau describes his longing to be outdoors when the rest of

the world sleeps:

Not much before 10 o'clock does the moonlight night begin. When man is asleep
& day fairly forgotten—then is the beauty of moon light seen over lonely
pastures—where cattle are silently feeding. Then let me walk in a diversified
country—of hill and dale with heavy woods one side—& copses & scattered trees
& bushes enough—to give me shadows— (Journal 3, p.268)

The image Thoreau evokes, of an arcadian landscape where cattle silently feed, is
unusually imprecise for the work of this period and steeped in pastoral clichés ('lonely
pastures', 'hill and dale"), but the entry still speaks of his desire to experience the
landscape under altered circumstances.! Calling not only for moonlight but for the
shadows this light throws, Thoreau yearns for a landscape that is suffused with dramatic

potential, 'diversified' enough to affect his emotions. In the days just before this entry, he

In his deliberate pursuit of night-time thrills, Thoreau followed in the tradition of
the English Romantic poets. Coleridge made particularly extensive use of moonlit
night-time settings. In 'Christabel' for example, such a setting contributes to the sense of
otherworldliness that is evoked throughout Part I. As the poem proceeds, Coleridge often
dwells on the nature of this light, devoting several stanzas to it, as he does in 'The Ancient
Mariner', where the moon, in competition with the sun, sheds its light on all parts but the
last one. For a more personal account of Coleridge's fascination with the night, see the
first stanza of 'France: an Ode', in which he describes the inspirational effect of night-time
walks in the woods in a fairly melodramatic way (‘Where, like a man beloved of God, /
Through glooms, which never woodman trod, / How oft, pursuing fancies holy, / My
moonlight way o'er flowering weeds I wound, / Inspired, beyond the guess of folly, / By
each rude shape and wild unconquerable sound!' [Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Poetical
Works, ed. Emest Hartley Coleridge (Oxford New York: Oxford University Press, 1991),
p.244)).

1
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had been out walking almost every night (June 11, 12, 14), a habit he began in mid-May
and to which he would devote large parts of the summer and early autumn. But why did
Thoreau turn to such a deliberate pursuit of intensity at this particular time? Why did he
ch(ée to /ive the Romantic fascination with the night? One answer lies in the fact that the
beginning of the 1850s was a troubled, transitional period, when he felt that his sensitivity
and imagination were failing him.> Walking through the less familiar night-time
landscape helped to reinvigorate his sensibilities, but this was still no foolproof cure. In
the midst of a moonlight entry dated June 11, his thoughts suddenly turn to the (now
remote) sense of immortality he used to feel: 'Ah that life that I have known! How hard it
is to remember what is most memorable! We remember how we itched, not how our
hearts beat. I can sometimes recall to mind the quality the immortality of my youthful
life-but in memory is the only relation to it' (Journal 3, pp.251-52). Thoreau laments not
only his faltering sensibilities, but also the sheer difficulty of remembering 'how our
hearts beat'; of holding on to experiences of intensity or recapturing their wonder at a later
stage. Such moments overcome him with great force, but before long, only faint traces
remain, lingering reminders of the possibility of attainment.

Thoreau's experience of a loss of sensibility is partly disproved by his frequent
moments of intensity during this period and in the following years, but complaints along
the above lines nevertheless abound in the early 1850s Journal. He is convinced that his
creative abilities have deteriorated and is eager to find a remedy. For a writer in acute, if
somewhat unnecessary, doubt of his powers, the cool splendour of moonlight over the
Concord landscape is a solution near at hand. Moonlight activates his 'stagnant’

imagination by revealing the different facets of the landscape.’ In Night and Moonlight,

2
3

See Chapter 2 for a further discussion of this period.
When Emerson describes the 'delicious awakenings of the highest powers' in Part
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the 1854 lecture Thoreau culled from his 1851 material which was posthumously (and
rather clumsily) edited by Sophia Thoreau and Ellery Channing, he emphasises the

novelty of nature's appearance at night:

On all sides novelties present themselves. Instead of the sun there are the moon
and stars, instead of the wood-thrush there is the whip-poor-will,—instead of
butterflies in the meadows, fire-flies, winged sparks of fire! who would have
believed it? ... So man has fire in his eyes, or blood, or brain. (Ex, p.401)

The night is capable of lighting fires in the 'blood, or brain' of man precisely because it is
less familiar territory (and yet so close at hand). Difference thrills, and its excitement
comes across even in this fairly unsuccessful essay. It pushes Thoreau a bit closer to the
'deep' experience he craves.

In his entries on these heady June nigiits, Thoreau on several occasions links
moonlight with the light of morning. Since morning is for him, as for Emerson, an image
of awakening and utmost possibility (notably in Walden), the moonlight gains a kind of
glory by association.* This is sometimes taken to extremes, as on June 13, when he
describes the twilight 'contest' between day and night and a complete reversal of their

function and value takes place:

As I entered the deep cut I was affected by beholding the first faint reflection of
genuine & unmixed moonlight on the eastern sand bank while the horizon yet
red with day was tinging the western side— What an interval-between those two
lights! The light of the moon in what age of the world does that fall upon the
earth? The moon light-was as the earliest & dewy morning light & the daylight
tinge reminded me much more of the night. (Journal 3, p.260)

VI of Nature ('Idealism'), a state in which surfaces become transparent or invisible and
'causes' and 'spirits' can be seen through them, he identifies a change of viewpoint as one
of the starting points for this transcendent experience (NAL, p.47). Thoreau uses
moonlight to achieve just such a change of perspective the summer of 1851.

4 Both Emerson and Thoreau tend to relate morning to earlier, more 'heroic', ages
and use the word to describe the most alert and creative states of mind (see for example
the ending of Walden, or Emerson's essay Nature' which contains comments such as the
following: 'The tempered light of the woods is like a perpetual morning, and is
stimulating and heroic' [ESS, p.170]).
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By comparing moonlight to 'the earliest & dewy morning light', Thoreau firmly associates
it with optimism,; it is a light so promising that it is capable of lighting up new realms of
possibility. In a passage near the end of Night and Moonlight', he furthermore idealises it
as 'as bright as our most illuminated moments are' (Ex, p.408). If moonlight is really as
bright as intensity itself, it should be able to transport him far.

In more practical terms, Thoreau is keen to explore how night-time perception
differs from day-time experience; this, after all, is the concrete starting point for intensity.
He enthusiastically notes how his senses become sharper during the night. The decreased
reliance on sight makes the other senses more open to impressions, but even sight can
become more acute (or at least attuned to different things): "'The moonlight reveals the
beauty of trees. By day it is so light & in this climate so cold commonly that we do not
perceive their shade. We do not know when we are beneath them' (Journal 3, p.219).
Revelations of this kind, which are induced by the altered perspective, make him reflect
that objects and places, such as the sand bank in the Deep Cut, must be seen in moonlight
too if we are to 'get a complete notion of them' (Journal 3, p.249). More frequently
however, night improves the other senses, in particular hearing. The very silence of the

landscape makes distant sounds distinct:

I hear from this upland from which I see Wachusett by day—a wagon crossing
one of the bridges— I have no doubt that in some places to-night I could hear
every carriage which crossed a bridge over the river within the limits of concord
—for in such an hour & atmosphere the sense of hearing is wonderfully assisted &
asserts a new dignity— (Journal 3, p.250)

Thoreau is often attentive to the sounds of the nocturnal landscape, dwelling in particular
on the penetrating power of bird song and overheard music. Walking at night is an
education in alertness ('You feel yourself your body your legs more at night—for there is
less beside to be distinctly known—' [Journal 3, p.266]), which not only reveals new

potential in the world around him, but also increases his awareness of himself.
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Thoreau exploits the possibilities of this receptive state to the full. He loves to
describe the way the landscape affects him during his walks; often not just one sense, as
in the above instances, but one after another in a rich profusion of impressions. This

occurs for example in his account of a night-time walk in July 1851:

The larger rocks are perceptibly warm. I pluck the blossom of the milk-weed in
the twilight & find how sweet it smells. The white blossom of the Jersey tea dot
the hill side—with the yarrow everywhere. Some woods are black as clouds—if we
knew not they were green by day, they would appear blacker still.

When we sit we hear the mosquitoes hum. (Journal 3, p.299)

A touch impression is here followed by accounts of smell, sight and hearing, a heady mix
of sensations that suggests how alert Thoreau became during these summer nights. His
openness to impressions is significant, as these 'slight' sensations often provide the
starting point for the intensity he craves. His moonlight entries frequently move from one
sense to another in this manner. On September 9, the progression is even more clear-cut,
shifting from hearing to sight, to smell and finally to touch: 'T hear a wagon cross on[e] of
the bridges leading into the town. I see the moon-light at this hour on a different side of
objects. I smell the ripe apples many rods off beyond the bridge. A sultry night—a thin coat
is enough' (Journal 4, p.64). Thoreau is, even by his high standards, extremely receptive
during these nights, and some impressions affect him forcefully. During one of his June
walks, a slight shift in temperature seems like a great blow of heat: "When I had climbed
the sand bank on the left-I felt the warmer current or stratum of air on my cheek like a
blast from a furnace' (Journal 3, pp.260-61). Later on in the entry, Thoreau laments the
fact that 'We do not commonly live our life out & full-we do not fill all our pores with
our blood— we do not inspire & expire fully', a complaint that culminates in a plea for the
proper use of our senses: 'why do we not let on the flood-raise the gates—& set all our
wheels in motion— He that hath ears to hear let him hear. Employ your senses' (p.261).

Judging by Thoreau's receptiveness to experience during his walks this summer, when the
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floodgates were most certainly raised, this plea is somewhat superfluous, although it
serves as a reminder of his objectives.’

Around this time, Thoreau constantly sought to shake into action his inner life,
and ultimately his writing, by courting physical impressions and sensuous receptivity; he
was willing to let the landscape thrill him. He would lie exposed on bare hillsides at
night, drawing resolve and strength from the rocks themselves. In the first 1851
moonlight walk that is recorded in the Journal (May 16, 1851),° he stretches himself out
on the cliffs for the simple reason of keeping warm: 'Heard the whipporwill this evening.
A splendid full moon tonight. Walked from 6%z to 10 pm. Lay on a rock near a meadow
which had absorbed and retained much heat, so that I would warm my back on it, it being
a cold night' (Journal 3, p.219). Before long, he uses this grounded position as a stepping
stone to intense experience. In August, rocks provide a concrete starting point for

sky-bound thought:

The air is warmer than the rocks now. It is perfectly warm & I am tempted to
stay out all night & observe each phenomenon of the night until day dawns. But
if I should do so, I should not wonder if the town were raised to hunt me up ...

I could lie out here on this pinnacle rock all night without cold- ...

To lie here on your back with nothing between your eye & the stars—nothing
but space—they your nearest neighbors on that side—be they strange or be they
tame—be they other worlds or merely ornaments to this— Who could ever go to
sleep under these circumstances. (Journal 3, p.361)’

The influence of the warm air, the firm rocks and the star-lit skies excite both his body

and mind, filling him with wonder at the prospects before him. His physical surroundings

Thoreau is always eager to remind himself of how life should be lived; his first
step towards realising his dreams tend to be to describe them in the Journal.

6 He had occasionally walked at night the previous summer, but this particular
excursion renewed his interest.

7 It is worth comparing this spontaneous entry, sprung from the moment at hand,
with the more polished version in the (far less successful) lecture 'Night and Moonlight':
"You lie on your back on a rock in a pasture on the top of some bare hill at midnight, and
speculate on the height of the starry canopy. The stars are the jewels of the night, and
perchance surpass anything which day has to show' (Ex, p.403).

5
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have such a powerful impact on his mood that he feels 'nearer to the origin of things'
(Journal 3, p.251), an inspiring sensation that ultimately provides ample material for a
day's Journal entry. Under the spell of such tangible influences, the world expands into a
realm of greater possibility than usual, a place in which optimism is rewarded and writing
flows freely.

During one of his night-time walks in June 1851, the experience of walking
through the landscape is similarly strange and wonderful; his progress feels like a moonlit
metaphysical journey into the unknown: 'The woodland paths are never seen to such
advantage as in a moonlight night so embowered-still opening before you almost against
expectation as you walk—you are so completely in the woods & yet your feet meet no
obstacles. It is as if it were not a path but an open winding passage through the bushes
which your feet find' (Journal 3, p.251). Ordinary consciousness gives way as he cannot
quite see where he is going, walking 'automatically' through a tantalising 'open winding
passage' in the embowering woods, an experience he describes in generalising terms,
using the pronoun 'you'. On his way home this night, he feels cut off from the world
around him. His temporary barrenness as he approaches Concord amounts to that

'subdued and knocking mood to which nature Nature never fails to open':

When you get into the road though far from the town & feel the sand under your
feet—it is as if you had reached your own gravel-walk—you no longer hear the
whipporwill nor regard your shadow—for here you expect a fellow traveller—
You catch yourself walking merely The road leads your steps & thoughts alike
to the town— You see only the path & your thoughts wander from the objects
which are presented to your senses— You are no longer in place. (Journal 3,
p.253)

As his thoughts turn inward, he is transported away from the actual world in a way that
could either be dulling or liberating. The blank introversion of this mood may not seem
creative, but, judging by the episode that follows, it serves as a preparation for strong

feeling. In what could either be the first notes Thoreau made about this walk or a later
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draft, an 'Unidentified essay [Fragment]' now in the Houghton Library, he continues the

above account by describing a sudden moment of revelation:®

I see only the path and my thoughts wander from the objects which are presented
to my senses. I am no longer in place. It is conformity walking in the way of
men. —If I had got over this wall I should have been in faery land.

I would except that in one place I suddenly saw the magical moon with her
attendant stars reflected from a puddle in the road, and for a moment the earth
dissolved under my feet.’

The experience of transcendence, which is triggered by a sudden spark of brightness in the
dark landscape, is extremely pure and very clearly described. Through the congruence of
space and time (being on the road at this precise moment) and the conjunction of high and
low (the moon seen in the puddle in the road), Thoreau catches a glimpse of perfect
happiness. Circumstances combine to provide an experience that is suggestive enough to
perpetuate his optimism.

It is curious that Thoreau omits the climax of his walk in the Journal account, but
an explanation is soon provided. A couple of days later, he reveals that he forgot to add

the event to his entry, and goes on to describe it with an additional imaginative twist:

And I forgot to say that after I reach the road by Potters barns—or further by
potters Brook—I saw the moon sudden reflected full from a pool- A puddle from
which you may see the moon reflected—& the earth dissolved under your feet.

The magical moon with attendant stars suddenly looking up with mild lustre
from a window in the dark earth. (Journal 3, p.260)

Thoreau here elaborates on the experience by adding the image of 'a window in the dark
earth'; as he revives the moment in thought, the luminosity of the earth creates a

corresponding luminosity of imagination. Such creativity is often the ultimate result of

8 In the Journal version, Thoreau's account of this walk terminates abruptly at the

point where the passage I quote ends; a discussion of Darwin's Voyage of a Naturalist
Round the World, as Thoreau calls it, follows.

? "Unidentified essay [Fragment]', Houghton Library at Harvard College, Boston
(Ms Am 278.5.20 [4]), p.1. In the manuscript fragment, Thoreau writes in the first
person, whereas in the Journal version he uses the (less immediate) second person, a
change that tells us a great deal about his experimentation with different possibilities
when revising his work.
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his moments of intensity, and he values them at least partly for this reason. These
experiences tend to result in even longer passages of flowing imagery, each image a
testimony to the fact that he has been 'transported' and that the material has been put to
good use. When Emerson describes the symbolic use of language in Nature, he has a
similar process in mind. He suggests that the moment a writer becomes inflamed with
passion so that his discourse rises, it clothes itself in images.'® To Thoreau, the intensity
induced by the glimmering moon on the surface of Walden Pond in June 1851 triggers
just such a 'rise of discourse': 'to myriad eyes suitably placed, the whole surface of the
pond would be seen to shimmer, or rather it would be seen as the waves turned up their
mirrors to be covered with those bright flames like reflections of the moon's disk like a
myriad candles every where issuing from the waves—' (Journal 3, p.263). In his vision of
candles rising from the waves, Thoreau leaves the plain lake far behind, although he
retains a scientifically reasoning tone in other parts of the passage, where he speculates
about the cause of this optical phenomenon."

In daytime too, his thoughts in enthralled moments often depart from the surface
of the earth in search of more fulfilling imaginary vistas. This occurs for example when

he looks out over a fog-bound Concord valley in September the same year:

And all the farms & houses of Concord are at bottom [sic] of that sea. So I forget
them and my thought sails triumphantly over them. As I looked down where the
village of Concord lay buried in fog-I thought of nothing but the surface of a
lake—a summer-sea over which to sail ... I only wished to get off to one of the
low isles I saw in midst of the (It may have been the top of Holbrooks elm) and
spend the whole summer day there. (Journal 4, p.67)

The foggy Concord prospect reinvigorates his imagination; through its beauty and

difference, it opens up new dreams. The top of an elm becomes an island in mist, a place

10 Emerson, Nature in NAL, pp.30-31.
I He wonders for example if this phosphorescent light could be caused by fireflies
before he discovers its source, the moon.
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where a summer day's life can readily be imagined. In 'Beauty’, which appeared in The
Conduct of Life in 1860, Emerson proposes that the world must affect our imagination
before it can be seen as 'beautiful', a belief Thoreau shares.? In his moments of intensity,
the world suddenly appears more beautiful than at other times, not necessarily because of
its appearance but because it speaks to his imagination. After the passage quoted above,
Thoreau goes on to describe daybreak in an even more impassioned way: 'And next the
redness became a sort of yellowish or fawn colored light & the sun now set fire to the
edges of the broken cloud which had hung over the horizon —& they glowed like burning
turf' (Journal 4, p.67). As in the previously discussed passage on moonlight reflected in a
puddle, Thoreau's imagery here brings together high and low; the clouds are said to glow
'like burning turf. His imagination thrives on the conjunction of opposites — in order to
describe experiences of extreme beauty, he often mingles the earthy and the transcendent.
Thoreau's efforts are however just as likely to be rewarded by the achievement of a
state of thoughtful serenity during these night-time walks, a mood in which thoughts
cohere in a less fanciful way. Such a mood is sometimes induced by the stillness and
obscurity of the night, which evoke a corresponding stillness in him: 'All these leaves so
still none whispering no birds in motion — how can I be else than still & thoughtful?'
(Journal 3, p.356). The twilight landscape is particularly conducive to thoughtfulness.
Thoreau frequently both broods on this process and demonstrates its workings, as during a

late evening walk in July 1851:

The tree tops are seen against the amber west— Methinks I see the outlines of
one spruce among them—distinguishable afar. My thoughts expand & flourish
most on this barren hill where in the twilight I see the moss spreading in rings &
prevailing over the short thin grass carpeting the earth-adding a few inches of
green to its circle annually while it dies within. (Journal 3, p.299)

12 See for example the following statement (in which Emerson uses terms Thoreau

would be unlikely to employ): "Things are pretty, graceful, rich, elegant, handsome, but,
until they speak to the imagination, not yet beautiful' (CL, pp.302-303).
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The passage moves from a direct statement about the expansion of thoughts to an example
of how this might work in practice (the sight of moss spreading makes him think more
deeply about its life cycle). As he sat writing at night later on that summer, he noted how
the moonlight, which shone on the sheet of paper before him, encouraged thought by

making him more aware of his own existence:

As the twilight deepens and the moonlight is more & more bright-I begin to
distinguish myself who I am & where—as my walls contract I become more
collected & composed & sensible of my own existence—as when a lamp is
brought into a dark apartment & I see who the company are. With the coolness &
the mild silvery light I recover some sanity—my thoughts are more distinct
moderated & tempered— Reflection is more possible while the day goes by.
(Journal 3, pp.353-54)

Such moments might lack the excitement of more sudden moments of transport, but they
have compensating rewards, fostering clear-headedness rather than intoxication. In this,
they serve equally well to further his optimism. Thoreau frequently returns to the notion
that 'moonlight is peculiarly favorable to reflection’' (Journal 4, p.86). He even tries to
prove this by reference to sources such as Abraham Rees's Cyclopaedia, where he
discovers a passage on the moon's influence on earth (which he appropriates for his own
purposes by stressing the profound effect it has also on people).”” As so often, he is at
least as self-consciously interested in the 'theory' of what is happening to him as in the
experience itself. He is pushing himself to interpret his feelings, perhaps for the simple

reason that this will enable him to control them better.

B See for example the following comment on his reading of this work in September

1851, an eloquent account of the influence of moonlight on people: 'Even the astronomer
admits that "the notion of the moon's influence on terrestrial things was confirmed by her
manifest effect upon the ocean" but is not the poet who walks by night conscious of a tide
in his thought which is to be referred to lunar influence—in which the ocean within him
overflows its shores & bathes the dry land. Has he not his spring tides & his
neap-tides—the former sometimes combining with the winds of heaven to produce those
memorable high-tides of the calender which leave their marks for ages?' (Journal 4,
pp-87-88).
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Each moment of intensity Thoreau experiences amounts to a temporary fulfilment
of his hopes. Whenever strong feelings are crystallised out of the daily welter of
sensations, his optimism is boosted and carries him further along the road to satisfaction.
Although these moments are pleasing in their own right, he also wants them to further his
writing; he is always looking for experiences he can put to literary use. This rather
self-conscious purpose is never far out of sight, and it is especially prominent during the
summer nights of 1851, when he is deliberately searching for 'useful' experience. He is
often writing outdoors, a practice that increases his opportunity for recording the gleams
of beauty that come his way and adds immediacy to many of the moonlight entries."
Comments that draw attention to this fact, like the following August entry, abound: 'But
now that I have put this dark wood (Hubbards's) between me and the west-I see the moon
light plainly on my paper— I am even startled by it— One star too, is it Venus?, I see in
the west' (Journal 3, p.359). Or again in September: "The fog in the lowlands on the
Corner road—is never still- It now advances & envelopes me as I stand to write these
words—then clears away—with ever noiseless step' (Journal 4, p.64). The following
summer, Thoreau contemplates the nature of night-time writing in greater detail. He is
even more determined to put it to good use; he wants his entries to be so deeply involved
with the night that they reflect the source from which they draw their inspiration: 'T have
not put darkness duskyness [sic] enough into my night & moonlight walks—every sentence
should contain some twilight or night— At least the light in it should be the yellow or
creamy light of the moon or the fine beams of stars & not the white light of day' (Journal

5, p.149).

1 Throughout the 1850s, Thoreau often makes notes outdoors, which he writes up in
the Journal when he gets home, usually the same evening or the following morning (but
occasionally, a few days later).
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Another year on, in June 1853, he describes his (occasionally continued)
night-time writing in lyrical terms, concluding that it is more instinctive than its daytime

equivalent:

The light is but a luminousness. My pencil seems to move through a creamy,
mystic medium. The moonlight is rich and somewhat opaque, like cream, but the
daylight is thin and blue, like skimmed milk. I am less conscious than in the
presence of the sun; my instincts have more influence. (Journal V, p.278)

Thoreau is so involved in the act of writing that intensity is heightened by the very
progress of the pencil, a writer's ideal state of independently flowing thought. This
inspired state does not come easily, even at night. He frequently stays out a large part of
the night without much reward, observing the passage of the night until it dissolves into
dawn. Just as in daytime, the absence of ideas makes him treat the slightest observations
as noteworthy (‘'After I have got into the road I have no thought to record-all the way
home- The walk is comparatively barren. The leafy elm sprays seem to droop more by
night!?' [Journal 3, p.264]). He seizes on the drooping elm sprays almost in desperation,
but there may also be a degree of relief in this state of barren objectivity, as it grants him a
moment's rest from his compulsive search for sensation.

Greater peace arrives with the last few walks of the season, in early October 1851.
Some of these amount to catalogues of absence. The landscape is not uninspiring, but
different in kind; it is 'a deserted country', in which even the quality of moonlight has
changed: 'Moon % full. The nights now are very still for there is hardly any noise of birds
or of insects. The whippoorwill is not heard—nor the mosquito—only the occasional lisping
of some sparrow. The moon gives not a creamy but white cold light-through which you
can see far distinctly' (Journal 4, p.121). The fact that Thoreau notes and laments the
passing of the phenomena that made the summer nights so compelling suggests how

rewarding the season had been; he had, after all, discovered a way of inducing intensity
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that worked more often than not. In autumn, some qualities of this living landscape are
lost. A sense of loss is however just as likely to arise out of his own frame of mind and at
other times of the year. If his level of responsiveness was low, as it sometimes was even
during the most alluring summer nights, enticing external impressions were to no avail.

In June 1852, the receptivity he thrived on the previous summer is no longer forthcoming:

Methinks I am less thoughtful than I was last year at this time— The flute I now
hear from the Depot Field does not find such caverns to echo & resound in in my
mind- no such answering depths. Our minds should echo at least as many times
as a mammouth cave to every musical sound. It should awaken reflection in us.
(Journal 5, p.146)

When even overheard music, which normally transports him to ecstasy, seems
meaningless, his state is barren indeed.

In particularly despondent moods, which could be defined by the lack of
transcendent experiences, Thoreau comes close to sharing Emerson's pessimism about the
promise of nature. In the essay Nature', Emerson stresses that nature does not repay the
expectations we invest in it: 'there is throughout nature something mocking, something
that leads us on and on, but arrives nowhere; keeps no faith with us. All promise outruns
the performance' (ESS, pp.189-90). Even if the promise of nature ultimately does not
deliver, Thoreau is at least intimately involved with the landscape, while Emerson feels

utterly alienated:

Quite analogous to the deceits in life, there is, as might be expected, a similar
effect on the eye from the face of external nature. There is in woods and waters a
certain enticement and flattery, together with a failure to yield a present
satisfaction. This disappointment is felt in every landscape ... the poet finds
himself not near enough to his object. The pine-tree, the river, the bank of
flowers before him, does not seem to be nature. Nature is still elsewhere. (ESS,
p.192)

Except in times of doubt, Thoreau is convinced of the very opposite; that nature is near
and can be reached, if he could only experience it with sufficient intensity. Emerson

denies the possibility of exactly the kind of 'present satisfaction' Thoreau so persistently
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sought (and believed he could find) in the landscape. Emerson may share Thoreau's
understanding of the opportunity nature provides (‘to the intelligent, nature converts itself
into a vast promise, and will not be rashly explained. Her secret is untold' [ESS,
pp-193-94]), but unlike Thoreau, whose optimism is fuelled by his conviction of this 'vast
promise', he does not quite believe in its realisation.

Emerson's despondency has more in common with Thoreau's approach to the
landscape in his early youth, which it helped to inspire, than his later attitude. In the late
1830s and early 1840s, Thoreau is at times almost as sceptical as Emerson about the
possibility of a satisfactory experience of nature, which seldom occurs without a grand
imaginative departure from reality. In a brief entry headed 'Consciousness' (August
1838), Thoreau describes a curiously solipsistic experience of transcendence. Unlike later
moments of this kind, this state is not triggered by any external impression but by the
shutting off of his senses, sight and hearing in particular. The moment culminates in a

Whitmanesque experience of possessing a vast and timeless self:

If with closed ears and eyes I consult consciousness for a moment—immediately
are all walls and barriers dissipated—earth rolls from under me, and I float, by the
impetus derived from the earth and the system—a subjective—heavily laden
thought, in the midst of an unknown & infinite sea, or else heave and swell like a
vast ocean of thought—without rock or headland ... I am from the
beginning—knowing no end, no aim. No sun illumines me,—for I dissolve all
lesser lights in my own intenser and steadier light— I am a restful kernel in the
magazine of the universe. (Journal 1, pp.50-51)

This moment is completely self-involved, although the sense of unity he experiences
makes the notion of self seem irrelevant. By withdrawing into itself, his mind is released
into an abstract realm beyond the reach of selfhood. Similar descriptions of sudden
solipsistic revelations' also can be found in some of Thoreau's early poetry. In 'The

Inward Morning', he emphasises that illumination can not be found 'abroad, but stems
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exclusively from within:"

Packed in my mind lie all the clothes
Which outward nature wears,

And in its fashion's hourly change
It all things else repairs.

In vain I look for change abroad,
And can no difference find,

Till some new ray of peace uncalled

Illumes my inmost mind.
(CP,p.74)

It is notably a 'ray of peace' that is the agent of transformation here. In the previously
quoted 1838 Journal passage, Thoreau places similar emphasis on peace, describing
himself as a 'restful kernel'. In both instances, greater stillness results from the experience
of transcendence, a sense of being calmed and more at ease with the world in the very act
of withdrawing from it."®

Many of Thoreau's early poems and Journal entries on experiences of
transcendence, like his entries on bravery and heroism, work around a similar dichotomy
between the splendid ideal and the dull actual. In 'Music', he writes in a Wordsworthian
way about a loss of sensibility that amounts not just to a loss of opénness to impressions,

but also of tantalising unearthly visions:

1 This poem appeared in Week in 1849 but was written earlier.

James Mclntosh suggests that Thoreau feels closer to the landscape the very
moment it affects his imagination; he is not necessarily turning away from nature even in
his most rapturous visions. As he puts it in his analysis of Thoreau's effort to 'discover an
appropriate distance from which to survey and use' nature in Thoreau as Romantic
Naturalist, 'often Thoreau is trying to get part way out of his own isolated mind and closer
to nature, to exist in a border area between that mind and nature. He often conceives of
the mental faculty of imagination not as separating him from nature but as relating him to
it' (pp.20-21). This is certainly the effect of many of his more creative experiences of
intensity in later life, which are sparked by the interaction between his mind and the
landscape, and thrives on this very interaction.

16
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Ah, I have wandered many ways and lost
The boyant step,'’ the whole responsive life
That stood with joy to hear what seemed then
Its echo, its own harmony borne back

Upon its ear. This tells of better space,

Far far beyond the hills the woods the clouds
That bound my low and plodding valley life,
Far from my sin, remote from my distrust,
When first my healthy morning life perchance
Trod lightly as on clouds...

(CP, p.223)"®

Listening to the 'echoes' of his own responsiveness, to nature brought into line with his
yearning and speaking with his voice, Thoreau hears a conventional tale of paradisal
simplicity. His abandonment of such extreme unworldly cravings is not too regrettable;
moments of rapture and intensity continue to be forthcoming, and his writing improves
markedly when his ecstasy is more directly related to the 'lesser space' of the Concord
landscape. In many of his early poems however, dichotomy prevails. In 'Inspiration’,
Thoreau describes, with some accomplishment and in an uncharacteristically religious

way, moments when his senses acquire a new acuteness, as if by divine inspiration:

But now there comes unsought, unseen,
Some clear, divine electuary,

And I who had but sensual been,
Grow sensible, and as God is, am wary.

I hearing get who had but ears,
And sight, who had but eyes before,
I moments live who lived but years,
And truth discern who knew but learning's lore.

7 Thoreau's intriguing modification of 'buoyant' to 'boyant' is entirely appropriate in

the light of the subject matter of the poem; the boyhood he recalls is given substance by
the act of dropping a vowel.

18 An allusion to Wordsworth's "There Was a Boy' is surely implicit here. Like
Wordsworth's boy, the speaker in Thoreau's poem is answered by a landscape that echoes
his own voice. Wordsworth's episode is however less self-involved, as the boy's calls
mingle with the owls' response, and the whole external landscape is said to enter into his
mind. Such an event has no equivalent in Thoreau's poem. It is also worth relating
Thoreau's experiences of intensity to Wordsworth's 'spots of time' and Keats's moments of
imaginative transport; Thoreau had significant Romantic predecessors in his quest.
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I hear beyond the range of sound,
I see beyond the range of sight,
New earths and skies and seas around,
And in my day the sun doth pale his light.
(CP, pp.230-31)

The contrast between disenchantment and illumination could not be clearer; it is summed
up by the shift from 'sensual' to 'sensible’. The influx of meaning that occurs with
inspiration (and notably through the senses) even makes the sun 'pale his light'; the
speaker's 'day' of inspiration is described as greater than daylight. By celebrating a life of
moments rather than years, a life that is continually grasped and greeted with fresh senses,
Thoreau also hints at the transience of all such states (as they will not last, they have to be
continually evoked and rediscovered). Norman Foerster has suggested that Thoreau seeks
to go beyond the Romantic celebration of random wonder by aiming at a state of
continual inspiration, an ambition which would be the logical conclusion of his
optimism." Seeking out moments of intensity is the first step to the fulfilment of this
dream.

Thoreau's descriptions of intensity gradually leave behind the extreme dualism
that is apparent in his early work. His more mature approach, which uses nature as a
springboard to moments of transport (and does not necessarily abandon it), appears

already in some early passages, like the following April 1839 entry, entitled 'Drifting'":

Drifting in a sultry day on the sluggish waters of the pond, I almost cease to
live—and begin to be. A boat-man stretched on the deck of his craft, and dallying
with the noon, would be as apt an emblem of eternity for me, as the serpent with
the tail in his mouth. I am never so prone to lose my identity. I am dissolved in
the haze. (Journal 1, pp.69-70)

1 Foerster emphasises that momentary glimpses are not enough, as Thoreau longs
for 'perpetual ecstacy': 'Thoreau's answer, which is also Emerson's, would push farther: I,
too, find life in the fleeting moments, he replies, yet not in the protean garb of the flux
that entices you and confuses your vision, but in the adamantine reality that lies beneath ...
If I could but sound these depths always I should find "eternity in each moment". Such a
conception meant perpetual ecstasy, perpetual awe and not wonder, and Thoreau aimed at
no less' (Norman Foerster, Nature in American Literature: Studies in the Modern View of
Nature [New York: Russell & Russell, 1958], p.99).
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An experience of intensity is induced by physical idleness; selfthood is dissolved in the
haze on the sluggish waters. The passage makes a far more spontaneous impression than
the formal poems he was writing around this time, despite the somewhat forced image
used. This familiar persona, the Thoreau who cultivated drift and self-abandonment and
found eternity in idle stillness, also appears in a brief poem of this period, 'The Thaw',
entered in the Journal on January 11, 1839. This time, he longs for intensity in the form
of union with the earth itself: 'Fain would I stretch me by the highway side, / To thaw and
trickle with the melting snow, / That mingled soul and body with the tide, / I too may
through the pores of nature flow' (Journal 1, p.66). Although such a moment never
occurs, idle abandon is described as a direct route to unity with the landscape; ecstasy can
be achieved by the very thought of mingling with its melting waters. Some twelve years
later, Thoreau writes about merging in a similarly impassioned way. His comment takes

hold where 'The Thaw' leaves off, dreaming of utter union:

I hear the sound of Heywood's brook falling into Fair Haven Pond-inexpressibly
refreshing to my senses—it seems to flow through my very bones.— I hear it with
insatiable thirst— It allays some sandy heat in me— ... The sound of this gurgling
water—running thus by night as by day—falls on all my dashes—fills all my
buckets—overflows my float boards—turns all the machinery of my nature makes
me a flume-a sluice way to the springs of nature— (Journal 3, p.301)

In such instances, the distinction between inner and outer worlds is completely forgotten,
and its undoing is both the cause of ecstasy and the point of the experience.

In the early 1850s, when Thoreau was working on drafts of Walden and devoted
more and more time to Journal keeping, he did not only court intensity by letting himself
go. As we have seen, he also actively pursued the thrills of nature. This was the time of
intensity-seeking by night as well as day, of moonlight walks and receptive daytime
rambles. His active, if somewhat self-conscious, pursuit of beauty tends to pay off; when

he goes out deliberately to experience the world (as he does for example on July 4, 1852,
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when he gets up at 3 am to see the lilies open and admire the stillness of dawn), he often
finds what he seeks. The irrepressible optimism that leads him out in the landscape at all
hours is rewarded and perpetuated by his experiences (if not quite satisfied, as the
achievement of intensity also leads to hunger for more). Sensuous impressions often
encourage him to stray in thought from the present season, but they also trigger deep
feelings of other kinds. The taste of fruit or berries inspires his writing, as here in
September 1851: 'I feel that the juices of the fruits which I have eaten the melons &
apples have ascended to my brain—& are stimulating it. They give me a heady force. Now
I can write nervously' (Journal 4, p.51). The following summer, he goes as far as to
define genius as an abundance of life and health in which 'whatever addresses the senses
... intoxicates with a healthy intoxication'. He then describes one such experience, a

moment of transformation through taste, with a measure of wonder:

I am thrilled to think that I owe a perception to the commonly gross sense of
taste— that I have been inspired through the palate—that these berries have fed my
brain. After I had been eating these simple—~wholesome—ambrosial fruits on the
high hillside-I found my senses whetted—I was young again. (Journal 5,
pp.215-16)

The sensation of eating these berries is so powerful that it seems to bring back his youth.
Throughout the 1850s, Thoreau experimented with sensuous experience as a way of
reaching intensity. Bathing, for example, instantly alters his frame of mind; his swims in
the lakes and rivers around Concord generally result in exhilaration. At the end of August
1851, he reflects on this privilege: 'With what sober joy I stand to let the water drip from
me & feel my fresh vigor—-who have been bathing in the same tub which the musk rat
uses— ... How ample & generous was nature — My inheritance is not narrow—' (Journal 4,
p-24). A couple of summers later, he describes bathing as a step to true belonging, a way

of inhabiting the earth:

What a luxury to bathe now! It is gloriously hot,—the first of this weather. I
cannot get wet enough. I must let the water soak into me. When you come out, it
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is rapidly dried on you or absorbed into your body, and you want to go in again. I
begin to inhabit the planet, and see how I may be naturalized at last. (Journal VI,
pp-382-83)

Altering one's state of mind could not be more simple; just enter the lake and let its waters
work on you, or just taste the fruits of the landscape and let their juices affect you.
Thoreau captures the potent effects of bathing by suddenly shifting the scale of his
observations from the particular (rejoicing in his own bathing) to the universal (a sense of
being 'naturalized' in a greater cosmic context). He also switches from the first to the
second person in the middle of the passage (and back again), a technique he frequently
uses to widen the range of his reflections.

Sensuous experience of nature is however only the first step to intensity; it does
not guarantee that the world is revealed in a new light. As he tellingly puts it in the above
passage, 'l begin to inhabit the planet' (my emphasis). When he lies out in the fields one
chilly August day in 1851, this time in bright daylight, the sobering experience of the cold
air sparks a perhaps more productive 'pensiveness', a 'certain fertile sadness', for which he

is grateful:

As I could not command a sunny window I went abroad on the morning of the
15th and lay in the sun in the fields in my thin coat though it was rather cool
even there. I feel as if this coolness would do me good. If it only makes my life
more pensive why should pensiveness be akin to sadness. There is a certain
fertile sadness which I would not avoid but rather earnestly seek— It is positively
joyful to me— It saves my life from being trivial. My life flows with a deeper
current— (Journal 3, p.368)

Indeed, the colder and more barren the landscape gets, the more Thoreau braces himself
and rejoices, with characteristic insistence on making the most of each situation. In

November 1851, his stubborn defiance of the cold is rewarded by abundant inner life:

Truly a hard day-hard Times these. not a mosquito left Not an insect to hum.
Crickets gone into winter quarters— Friends long since gone there —& you left to
walk on frozen ground—with your hands in your pockets. Ah but is not this a
glorious time for your deep inward fires?— & will not your green hickory & white
oak burn clean—in this frosty air? (Journal 4, p.181)
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The concluding image of burning wood effectively evokes the serenity he describes, an
apt extension of the idea of inward fires. Such fruitful states can appear at any time. As
Thoreau is well aware, intensity is an oblique and unpredictable matter, which may be
triggered by the most unlikely activities. In July 1852, he describes an occupation that
proves just as inspirational as walking through a winter landscape: 'The slight distraction
of picking berries is favorable to a wild abstracted poetic mood.— to sequestered or
transcendental thinking. I return ever more fresh to my mood from such slight
interruptions' (Journal 5, p.261). His thoughts often start to flow when his mind is half
engaged with practical matters. In July 1854, the effects of picking berries are enhanced
by the river scene before him, the stillness and subtle lyricism of which enter his prose:
"My thoughts are driven inward, even as clouds and trees are reflected in the still, smooth
water. There is an inwardness even in the mosquitoes' hum, while I am picking
blueberries in the dank wood' (Journal VI, p.395).

As Thoreau's approach to the landscape becomes more objective and statistical in
the late 1850s, his quest for intensity abates slightly, although longing for it continues to
be important. He may be less actively on the look-out for moments of inspiration, but
such moments still fill him with the same rapture when they do appear. During some
parts of this late period, he is especially susceptible to intensity (even searching for it as
he once did), whereas at other times either no inspiration is forthcoming or he is too
preoccupied with other things to be concerned about it. Judging by his entries, most of
1857 is an 'inspired’ year. The Journal of, in particular, January, late spring and the
autumn months is suffused with creativity and longing for a more impassioned mode of
existence; in the summer, he went travelling (to Cape Cod in June, and on the 'Allegash’

trip through Maine in late July and August). The record of the previous year is less
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inspired, as Thoreau himself is keen to point out when this is about to change. In 1858,
he is often so involved with his studies of the landscape (of matters such as frog spawn,
birds, Mount Monadnock and the colour of autumnal leaves, which he investigates in
painstaking detail), that he often forgets about intensity. When heightened moments
appear, their triggers are similar to the sources of inspiration in former years. Sounds of
various kinds, especially music and bird song, continue to inspire. At the beginning of
1857, in an entry that gradually becomes more impassioned, the music of an overheard
guitar makes him reflect on former experiences and feel that life is still stirring inside

him:

I hear one thrumming a guitar below stairs. It reminds me of moments that I have
lived. What a comment on our life is the least strain of music! It lifts me up
above all the dust and mire of the universe. I soar or hover with clean skirts over
the field of my life ... The way in which I am affected by this faint thrumming
advertises me that there is still some health and immortality in the springs of me.
What an elixir is this sound! I, who but lately came and went and lived under a
dish cover, live now under the heavens. It releases me; it bursts my bonds.
(Journal LX, p.217)

Ecstasy, which takes the form of release and breaking of bonds, is as attainable as it ever
was. Thoreau is aware of the continuity involved; his experience makes sense at least
partly because it can be related to past events. But despite the nostalgic slant of this entry,
its emphasis is firmly placed on present and future intensity. In the continuation of the
passage, Thoreau describes his yearning for further inspiration in high-minded terms (a
realisation of 'the full grandeur of our destiny', which we are only aware of during
one-hundredth part of our life [pp.217-18]). His goals are as grand as ever, and his ability
to experience intensity is still sensitised by the slightest impressions.

During low-spirited parts of the late 1850s, such moments are still forthcoming,

although they tend be treated in briefer terms and may spark more pessimistic reflections.
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In April 1856, overheard music has the same elevating effect, but in the midst of this

mood his thoughts turn to the shallowness of ordinary existence:

Was awakened in the night to a strain of music dying away,—passing travellers
singing. My being was so expanded and infinitely and divinely related for a brief
season that I saw how unexhausted, how almost wholly unimproved, was man's
capacity for a divine life. When I remembered what a narrow and finite life I
should anon awake to! (Journal VIII, p.294)

The reflections induced by moments of 'divine life' in more inspired periods, such as
spring 1857, are far more hopeful. When he is affected by the song of a bay-wing heard
across the fields, it 'instantly translates' him and 'repairs all the world' for him. He
continues this line of thought in an even more idealistic way: 'The spirit of its earth-song,
of its serene and true philosophy, was breathed into me, and I saw the world as through a
glass, as it lies eternally' (Journal LX, p.363). Seeing the world 'through a glass',
presumably a telescope or other optical device, suggests a distancing barrier between him
and the eternal landscape he sees, but the emphasis is still on the uplifting effect of his
vision. This is conveyed for example by the notion of the spirit of the bird's song being
'breathed into' him. The moment culminates in a sustained reflection on different levels

of existence, which sums up his experience of inspiration:

I ordinarily plod along a sort of whitewashed prison entry, subject to some
indifferent or even grovelling mood. I do not distinctly realize my destiny. I have
turned down my light to the merest glimmer and am doing some task which I
have set myself ... But suddenly, in some fortunate moment, the voice of eternal
wisdom reaches me, even in the strain of the sparrow, and liberates me, whets
and clarifies my senses, makes me a competent witness. (Journal IX, pp.364-65)

During more inspired parts of the late 1850s, Thoreau, a 'competent witness' to the
wonders of nature, is willing to place his trust in such intimations. Carried by his
inexhaustible optimism, he will follow the song of the sparrow wherever it might lead.
Such moments of liberation from 'ordinary' existence remain central to his whole
endeavour, a goal that teases him on with its abundant promise. He may only get

'transient and partial glimpses of the beauty of the world' (Journal VIII, p.44), as in
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December 1855 when the beauty of brightly coloured birds makes his body 'all sentient'
with enchantment, but the pursuit of these glimpses is still worthwhile as their benefits are
immense. Thoreau locates the power of the above moment, which he dwells on at some
length,” in the fact that the familiar is transformed by the presence of unfamiliar birds.
When his perspective is changed, intensity ensues. Perceived in the right way or from a
novel angle, every scene could contain the epitome of beauty. As he puts it with a truly
Transcendental sense of boundless possibility, 'From the right point of view, every storm
and every drop in it is a rainbow' (Journal VIII, pp.44-45).

Although inspiration can be encouraged by the creation of favourable
circumstances, which involves a receptive attitude as well as a novel perspective, it
remains unpredictable, teasing him with its absence or surprising him with a sudden
influx. 'To perceive freshly, with fresh senses, is to be inspired' (Journal VIII, p.44), he
writes, convinced that the world will open up correspondingly if he is sufficiently open to
it.”" To a sensitive observer, enchantment is forthcoming through the sights as well as
sounds of the landscape. The appearance of the scene before him, in particular when it is
enhanced by some additional touch of beauty, readily appeals to his attuned and sentient
mind ("Simply to see a distant horizon through a clear air,~ the fine outline of a distant hill

or a blue mountain-top through some new vista, — this is wealth enough for one afternoon'’

In his conclusion to this entry, Thoreau celebrates this moment in evocative terms
by using imagery of seeds and fruition: 'It is a wonderful fact that I should be affected, and
thus deeply and powerfully, more than by aught else in all my experience,— that this fruit
should be borne in me, sprung from a seed finer than the spores of fungi, floated from
other atmospheres! finer than the dust caught in the sails of vessels a thousand miles from
land! Here the invisible seeds settle, and spring, and bear flowers and fruits of immortal
beauty' (Journal VIII, p.45). For a further discussion of Thoreau's fascination with seeds,
see Chapter 7.

A In Nature in American Literature, Norman Foerster outlines some of the
conditions which may enable Thoreau's experiences of transcendence. These include an
attitude of openness, a change of viewpoint and a serene and patient approach (see
pp-100-6).
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