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Henry Thoreau in Our Time 

Last July we celebrated the centennial of Henry David 

Thoreau's retirement to Walden Pond. Almost t wice as many old 

ladies as usual made the pilgrimage to Concord, to see the shrine 

containing h is furniture, and to Walden, where t hey had the privi-

lege of adding a rock to the cairn where his hut once stood and 

opening a box lunch in the picnic ground that stands as his 

monument. The American Museum of Natural History staged a Walden 

Pond exhibit. The Saturday Evening Post ran an illustrated article. 

And to add the final mortuary touch, a professor of English published 

a slim volume called ''Walden Revisited". Al l in a ll , it was a 

t ypical American literary centenn ial. Henry Thoreau would probably 

not have enjoyed it. 

I would like to propo se that this coming July we celebrate 

a more s i gni f icant Thoreau cent enary, the hundredth anniversary of 

his go i ng to jail. Every r eader of Walden knows the story. Thoreau 

had not pa i d a poll tax for several years, as a sign that he had re-

nounced his al l eg i ance to a government that protected slavery and 

made wa r on Mexico , and one day when he wa lked i nt o Concord to get 

a mended shoe fr om the cobbl er's he wa s seized and put into jail. 

That night the tax wa s paid f o r him, and the next morning he was 

f r eed, obta i ned his mended shoe, and went back to the woo ds to 

pick s ome berries fo r dinner. While he wa s in j ail, placidly medi-

tating on the nature of stat e coercion, Emerson is supposed to have 

come by and a sked : "Henry, what a r e you doing in the r e ?," to whi ch 

Thoreau is supposed to hav e r eplied: "Waldo , what a re you doing 

out t he r e?" 
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It t akes not much i nvestigation into the story to discover 

that the actual details of Thoreau's first great politica l ge sture 

were l argely ridiculous. For one thing, the act itse lf wa s both 

s afo and imitative , Bronson Alcott having given Thoreau the idea

some years b efore by refusing to pay his taxes and going to jail , 

whe r e he was treated quite we ll. For another, Thoreau i n j a il s eems 

to have been not at all the philosophic mus er he makes hims elf out to 

be, but, as the j aile r l at e r r eport ed, "mad as the devil." For a 

t hird, Emerson certa inly engaged in no such pat dialogue with him, 

for the jailera llowed no visitors, and Eme rson's actual r eaction to 

the event wa s to tellAlcott he thought it wa s "mean and skulking, 
. 

o.nd i n bad t a ste." Finally, tho person who "interfered and pnid 

his tax was Thoreau's old Aunt Maria disguised with a shawl over 

her head so Henry wo uld not be ang ry at her for spoiling his gesture. 

Why, then , ce l ebrat e the centenary of this absurd event? 

For only one r ea s on. As a politica l warrior, Thoreau was a comic 

little figur e with a r eceding chin, and not enough high style to 

carry off a gesture. As a political writer, he wa s t he most ringing 

and magnificent polemicist America ha s over produc ed, Three years

l o.to r he made an ess ay called "Civil Disobedi ence" out of his prison 

experi ence, fusing the soft co o. l of his ni ght in jail i nto solid 

diamond. Civil Disobedi enc e has all the powe r and dignity that 

Thoreau's poli tical act so signally l acked. "Under a government

whi ch imprisons any unjustly, the true place for a just man is also

a prison," he write s in a lino Debs later echoed , "· . the only home 

in a slave stat e in which a free man co.n abide with honor." "I s aw 
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that the State washalf-witted, that it was timid as a lone woman 

with her silver spoons, and that it did not know its friends from 

its foes, and I lost all my remaining respect for it, and pitied it." 

He summarizes his position, coolly, reasonably, even humorously, but 

with utter finality: 

I have never declined paying the highway ta x, because 
I am as desirous of being a good neighbor as I am of being 
a bad subject; and as for supporting schools , I am doing my 
part to educate my fellow-countrymen now. It is for no 
particular item in the tax-bill that I refuse to pay it. I 
simply wish to refuse allegiance to the State, to withdraw 
and stand aloof from it effectually. I do not care to trace 
the course of my dollar, if I could, till it buys a man or a 
musket to shoot with, - the dollar is innocent , - but I am 
concerned to trace the effects of my a llegiance. In fact, 
I quietly declare wa r with the State, after my f a shion , 
though I will still make what use and get what advantage of 
her I can , as is usua l in such cases. 

Civil Disobedi enc e ha s been tremendously influential. It 

powerfully marked the mind of Tolstoy, and changed the direction of 

his movement. It was the solita ry source -book on which Gandhi based 

his campaign of Civil Resistanc e in India, and Thoreau's ideas multi-

plied by millions of Indians came fairlyclose to shatt er ing the power 

of the British Empire. It has been the bible of countl ess thousands 

in tota litarian concentration camps and democrati c jails, of partis ans 

and fighters in r esistance movements, of men wherever they hnve found 

no weapon but princ iple with which to oppose .tyranny. In the r e l ative 

futi lity of Thoreau's political act and the r ea l importanc e of his 

political e ss ay based on it, we have an al legory for our time on the 

o. rt ist a s politician: t he artist o. s strong and servicabl e in the 

ear nest pr actice of his artas he is weak and faintly comic i n direct 

politica l action. In a day when the pressure on the artist to fors ake 
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hi s art for his duties a s a eitizon is almost irresiste.ble, when every 

pa inter is making posters on nutrition, when every compos er is founding 

a society devoted to doing something about the atom bomb, when every 

writ er is spending more timo on committees than on the typewriter, we 

can us e Henry Thoreau's example. 

* * * * 
Our first task in creating a Thoreau we can use is distinguish-

ing tho r eal man or the pa rt of him we want, from the vari ous cardboard

Thorenus commentators have created to fit thoir wishes or fears To 

Emerson who should have known him better thananyone andcertainly

didn't, he was a bloodless character distinguished for his , scetic 

r enunciations, a cross between Zeno the Stoic and a cigar storG Indi o.n. 

Emers on wrote: 

He was bred to no profos sion; he n ever married he 
lived a lone ; ho never went to church; he never voted; he 
refused to pay a t ax to the State; he ate no fl e sh; ho 
drank no wine ; he never knew the us o of tobacco ; and

though a natura list, he us ed ne ither trap nor gun. 

To his poet-fri end nnd biographer Ell ery Channing, Thoreau was the

Poet - Naturalist, a sweet singer of woodl and beauty, and to his young 

Abo litionist friend and biogr apher Frank Sanborn, he was a Concord 

warrior a later emb attled f a rmer. To Lowell, an embattled Cambridge 

gentleman , he wa s a Tr o.nscendentnlist crackpot o.nd phony who i nsist ed 

on go ing back to flint and stee l when he had a match-box i n his pock et, 

a f e llow to tho loonie s who thought br o.n or swearing or the substitution 

of hooks and eyes for buttons would save the world. To Stevenson, full 

of Victorian vigor and b eo.ns, Thoreau was a simple skulker. 
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In our century Thoreau has fared little better. To Paul 

Elmer More he was one of Rousseau's wild men,but moving toward the 

higher self-restraint of neo-Humanism's "inner check." John Macy, one 

of our early Socialist critics, found him a powerful literary r adical; 

but a little too selfish and aloof to be a good Socialist. To Lewis 

Mumfo rd he was the Father of our National and State Parks, and to Leon 

Bazalgette, a French biographer, he was a savage, one of Chateaubriand' s 

nob l e redmen in the virgin forest, Pa rrington makes him a r e s earcher in 

economics, and Walden a handbook of economy to refute Adam Smith. To 

Constance Rourke he is the slick Yankee peddler out of vaudevill e, who 

turns the t ables on smart a l ecs,. and to Gilbert Seldes he is an 

Antinomian. 

Ludwig Lewisohn, an amateur sexologist and the Peeping Tom 

of our criticism, a ssures us that Thor eau was a clammy pr ig, theresult 

of being hopelessly inhibited to the point of psychical impotence, or 

e lse hope l e ssly undersexed. The mechanical Marxists of the thirtie s 

are about as us eful, V. F. Calverton conceded that he was "the best 

i ndividua l product of t he petty bourgeois ideology" of his period, but 

hope l e ssly distort ed by "Ana rcho-individua lismn and a probable sexual 

abnorma lity.' Granville Hicks dismiss es him with a cheap epigram: 

"Nothing in American li teratur e is mo r e admirable than Henry Thor eau 1 s 

devotion to his principl es, but the principles are unfortunately l ess 

signi f icant them the devotion," Van Wyck Brooks, a prominent emba lmer 

for the Book-of-the-Month Club, gives us Thoreau a s a quirky, rather

cho. rming New England eccentric, his only vigorous featur e an enti rely 

fictitious hostility to the Irish, projected from Brooks' own senil e 
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Xenophobi o. . To Edward Dahlb erg, a philosophic anarchist and discipl e 

of D. H. Lawrence Thoreay is a philosophic anarchist and earlier

Lawr ence. And Henry Seide l Canby, who manages to be one of the best 

biographers in America and almost the worst critic, sums up his ex-

cell ent, dofinitive biogrnphy with the revolution that Thoroau was 

a neurotic, sublimating his passions in a loving study of nature . 

* 
From the se cockey ed and contradictory extractions of Thoreau's 

"e ss ence" we can reach two conclusions. One is that he is probably a

subtl e r and more ambiguous character than anyone s eems to have noticed. 

The other is that he must somehow still r etain a powerful magic or 

there wou ld not be such a nGed to capture or de stroy him, to canoniz e 

the shade or we i ght it down in the earth under a ca irn of rocks. It 

s eems obvious that we will have to create a Thoreau for ours e lve s, and 

it may be that we need one. 

The fi rst thing we should insist on is that Thoreau was a

writer, not a man who lived in tho woods or didn't pay t axes or wont 

to jail Other men did all the se before him with more distinction. 

Alcott had gone to jail in Concord for r efusing to pay his taxes in 

1843, and had softened the j ailer up for Henry three yearrs l at er. "I

beli eve it is nothing but principl e , " the jaile r r eport0d of Alcott, 

"for I never heerd a man t a lk honester." Charles Lane , one of Alcott's 

admire rs, had done the same thing the same year. Ne ither of them wrote 

Civil Disobedi ence . Channing had lived in a hut he built on the Illinois 

pr a iries . Stea rns Whee l er had lived for a ye ar in a cabin on the 

shore of Flint's Pond, and Thoreau had lived there with him for six 
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weeks. Neither of them, as Thoreau did, walked home to see their 

mothers every day. But neither of them wrote Walden. 

Thoreau was not only a writer but a very fine one . At his 

best he wrote the only really first-rate prose ever written by an 

American, with the possible exception of Abraham Lincoln. The Plea 

for Captain John Brown, his most sustained lyric work, rings like 

Areopagitica, and like Areopagitica is the product of passion combined 

with complete technical mastery. Here are two sentences: 

The momentary charge at Balaklava, i n obedience to a 
blundering command, proving what a pe rfect machine the 
soldier is, has, properly enough, been celebratedby a 
poet l aureate; but the steady , and for the most part suc-
cessful, charge of this man, for some years, against the 
legions of Slavery, in obedi ence to an infinitely higher 
command, is as much more memorable than that a s an intelli-
gent and conscientious man is supe rior to a machine. Do 
you think that that will go unsung

Thoreau wa s not only a writer, but a write r in the great 

stream of the American tradition, the mythic and non-realist writers, 

Hawthorne and Me lville , Twain and James, and , in our ovm day, a s 

Ma lcolm Cowley has been most i ns ist ent in pointing out, Hemingway and 

Faulkner. In pointing out Hemingway 's kinship, not to our r e l atively 

b arren realists and natura lists, but to our "haunted and nocturna l 

writers, the men who dealt in images that wo re symbols of an inner 

wo rld," Cowley demonstrat es that the idyllic fishing l andsc ape of ' such 

a story as "Big Two-Hear ted River" is not a rea l l andsc ape s etting 

for a r eal fishing trip, but an enchanted l andsc ape full of rituals 

and t aboos, a metaphor or projection of an inner state. It would not 

b e ha rd to demonstrate the same thing for the l andscape in Walden

One de f ender of such a view would 1be Henry Thoreau, who write s in 
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his _Journals, along with innumer ablo tribute s to the power of mythology, 

that the richest function of nature is to symboliz e humnn life , to be-

come fo.ble and myth for m::m's inwa r·d experience. F. O. Mathi essen, 

probablythe best critic we have devoting himself to American liternture , 

ha s cla imed that Thoreau's power lies precisoly in his rocroution of 

ba sic myth, in his being the protagonist in a grent cyclic ritua l drama

* 
Central to any interpretation of Thoreau is Walden, both the 

expe ri enc e of living by the pond and the book that r eported it. As 

ho expl a ins it in the book, it was an exp eriment in humo.n ecology (and 

if Thoreau wa s a scientist in any fi eld, .it was ecology, though he pre-

ceded the t e rm), an attempt to work out o. satisfactory r e l ationship 

between man and his environment. He writes: 

I wont to tho woods because I wished to live de liber at e ly, 
to front only the e ssential f a cts of life , and see if I could 
not lea rn whnt it had to t each, o.nd not, when I came to di e , 
discover that I had not lived. I did not wish to li vo what 
wa s not life, living is so dear; nor did I wish to practice 
resignation unless it wa s quite necessa ry. I wanted to live 
deep and suck out all tho marrow of life, to live so sturdily 
o.nd Spa rtan- like a s to put to rout all thatwas not life , to 
cut a bro ad swath and shave close, to drive life into a corner, 
and reduc e it to its lowest t e rms, rmd, if it proved to be 
mean, why then to got tho whole and genuine meanne ss of it, 
and publish its meanness to the world; or if it we r e sublime , 
to know it by experience, o.nd be able to give a true account
of it in my next excursion

And of his leaving: 

I l eft tho woods for as good a reasona s I wont ther e . 
Perhaps it seemed to me that I had seve r a l more lives t o 
live, and could not spa r e any mor e time for that one . 

At Wnlden, Thoreau reports the exp eri enc e of awakening ono 

morning with the sense that some question had been put to him, which 
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he had been endeo.voring in v a in to answer in his sleep. In his t e rms, 

that question would be the probl em withwhich he begins Life Without 

Principle: "Let us consider the way in which we spend our live s." 

His obsessive image running through everything he eve r wrote , is the 

myth of Apollo, glorious god of the sun, forced to labor on earth 

t ending tho flocks of King Admctus. In one s ense, of course , the 

picture of Henry Thoreo.u forc ed to tend anyone 's flocks is ironic, 

and Stevenson is right when h e notes s a rca stically: "Admetus never 

got l es s work out of any servant since the wo rld bego.n ." In another

s ense the myth has a b a sic rightnes s, and i s , like the Pi ed Pipe r of 

Hamelin, an archetypal allegory of tho o. rtist in a s oci ety tho.t gives 

him no wo rthy function and no commensurate r eward. 

The sun is Tho reau's key symbol, and all of Waldon is a

development in the ambiguities of sun imagery. The book begins with 

t he theme : "But a l ert and healthy natures r emember that tho sun rose

clear, and ends: "Thero is mor e day to dawn The sun is but a morning 

star." Thor eau 's movement from an ego c entric t o a socioccntric vi ew 

i s the mov ement from: "I hav e , a s it wor e , my own sun, and moon, and 

stars, and a little world allt o mys elf" t o : "The same sun which ripens 

my b eans illumine s at once a system of earths like ours." The sun is 

an old Pl at onist like Emerson that must s et befo r e Thoreau's tru e sun 

can ris e , it is menaced by every vari ety of mist, haze , smoke , and

darknes s, it is Thoreau's brother, it is b oth his own cold affection

and the threat of sensuo.lity that wou ld corrupt goodne ss as it t a ints 

meo.t, it is hims elf in a pun on s-o-n, s-u-n. When Abolitionism 

b ecome s a nagging demand Thor eau can no longer resist, a Negro woman 
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is a dusky orb rising on Concord, and when John Brown finally strikes 

his blew for thoreauthe sun shines on him, and he works " in the clear-

est light that shines on the land." The final announcement of Thoreau's

triumphant rebirth at Walden is the sun breaking through mists, It is 

not to our purpose here to explore the deep and complex ambiguities of 

Thoreau's sun symbol, or in fact to do more than note a few of many 

contexts, but no one can study the sun references in Walden without 

realizing that Thoreau is a deepe r and more eomplicated writer than we 

have been told, and that the book is essentially dynamic rather than 

static, a movement from something to something; r ather than the simple 

reporting of an experience, 

Wa lden is, in fact, a vast rebirth ritual, the purest and 

most comp l et e in our literatur e . We know rebirth ritua ls to operate 

charact eris t ically by means of fire, ice or de cay, mountains and pits, 

but we are staggered by the amount and var i ety of thes e i n the book. 

We see Thoreau build his shant y of boa rds he has f irst purifi ed in the 

sun, r ec ord approving ly an Indian purificat ion ritua l of burning a ll 

the tr i be' s old be longings and provisions, and l a t er go off i nto a de-

scription of the way he is cleans ed and r evived by his own fireplace, 

We s ee him not e the magic purity of the i ce on Wa lden Pond, the fact 

that frozen wat er neve r t ur ns sta l e, and the . rebirth involved when the 

ic e breaks up , a ll sins a r e f orgiven, and "Wa lden was dead and is alive 

again. " We s ee him exploring ever y phas e and t ype of decay: rotting 

ice, decaying trees, mouldy pitch pine and rotten wood, excrement, 

maggots, a vulture f eeding on a dead hors e, ca rrion, tainted meat and 

putrid water. The whole of Walden r uns to symbols of graves and 
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coffins, with cons equent rising from them, to wombs and emer gence f rom 

them, and ends on the fable of a l i ve insect r esurrected fr om an egg 

long buri ed i n wood. Each day at Walden Thor eau was r eborn by his bath 

i n the pond, a r e ligious exercis e he says he took f or puri f i ca t ion and 

r enewal, and the whole t wo years and two months he compr ess es i nt o the 

cycle of a yea r, to fram e the book on the a rchetypa l r ebirth patter n of 

t he death and r en ewa l of veget ation, ending it with t h e magi ca l emer -

gen ce of spring. 

On the thr ead of deca y and r eb irth Thoreau strings a ll his 

pr eoccupations. Meat is a symbolof evil, s ens ua lity; its tai nt ing 

s ymboli zes goodness and a ff ection corrupted: the shame and def ilement 

of cha stity sme lls like carrion (in which he agr eed with Shakes peare) ; 

the cc.ting of meat caus es sla very and unjust war. (Thorea u , who wa s a 

veget a rian, sometimes f e lt so wild he wa s tempted t o s eiz e and devour a 

woodchuck r aw , or yearned like a savage for the r aw ma rrow of kudus -

thos e wer e the periods when he want ed to s eiz e the world by t he neck 

and hold it und er wat er like a dog until it drown ed). But even s l aver y 

and i njus tice a r e a deca ying and death, and Thor eau concludes Sl avery 

i n Massa chus etts: "We do not compla in that they live , but t ha t they do 

not get buri ed. Let the living bury them; even t hey a r c good for manure."

Al ways, i n Thoreau 's image r y , wha t this rotting mea t will f ertili ze is 

f r uit, ripe fr uit. I t is his chi ef good . He wanted "the flower and 

f r ui t of man," t he "ripeness." The perfect and glorious state he for e-

sees will bea r men a s fr uit, s uff ering them to drop off a s t hey ripen; 

John Br own 's heroism is a good s eed tha t will bea r good fruit, a f ut ur e 

c r op of her oes . Just a s Br own , i n one of t he most t erri fyi ng puns ever 



(12) 

written , was "ripe" for tho ga llows, Thor eau r eports a ft er writing Civil 

Disobedi ence , a s he dwe lls on a ction and wildness, that ho f ee ls ripe , 

fertile: "It is s eedtimc with mo , I have lain f o. llow long enough." 

On the metaphor of the organic proc ess of birth, growth, decay, and 

r ebirth out of deco.y, Thor eau organiz es his whole life and experi enc e . 

I have maintained that Wa lden is a dynamic pro cess, a job of 

s ymbo lic action a moving rom somsomething to something. From vvhat to 

what? On an abstract l ovol, from individual is ol o. tion to collective 

idontifico.tion, from, in Macaulay's t erms, a Platonic philosophy of 

puro truth to a Bo.coni o.n philosophy of use, It is inter es ting to note 

that tho term Bacon used for the utilitarian ends of knowledge , for tho 

r elief of man' s esta t e is "fruit." The Thoreau who went to Walden was

a pur e Pl atonist, a man who could r evi ew a Utopian book and o.nnounc o 

that it was t oo pro.ctica l, that its chi ef fault was a i mi ng "to s ecure 

tho gr eat est degree of gross comfort and pl easur e mer e l y." Tho man 

who l oft Walden wa s tho mo.n who thought it was l ess important f or John 

Brown t o r ight a Greek accent slantingtho wrong way than to right a 

fa lling slave. Early in the book Thor eau gives us his famous Flo.t on i c 

myth of having l ong ago lost a hound , a bay horse, and a turtle dove . 

Befor e he is through his symbo lic quest is for a human being, and near

the end of the book ho r eports of hunt er: " e had l ost a dog but 

found a man." All through Wa lden ho weighs Platonic and Baconio.n va lues: 

men keep chickens for the glorious sound of a crowing cock " t o sa y noth-

ing of the eggs and drumsticks;" a wellreminds a man of the insignifi-

cance of his dry purs uits on a surfa ce l a r ge ly water and a ls o keeps tho 

butter cool. By tho end of the book ho has brought Tro.nscendonto. lism 
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down t o oo.rth, has to.ken Emers on's co.stlos in tho air t o us e hi s ovm 

figur e , and built foundations under them. 

* * * * * 
Thor eau's politica l va lue , for us, is largely i n t e rms of t his 

transition from philos ophic aloofness We s oo i n him the honest a r t i st 

struggling f or t e rms on which ho can adjust t o society i n his capacity

as o.rtist. As might be expected from such a process, Thoreau's s ocia l 

statements are full of contra.dictions, and quot ations can be amputated

f r om the cont ext of his work t o bolster any position fr om o. bs o l ut e 

anarchism t o altimate t oryism, i f i ndeed they are very far apart At 

his worst, he is simply a nut r ef ormer, one of the horde i n his per i od, 

attempting t o "improve" an Irish ne i ghbor by l ecturing t o hi m on absti-

nence f r om tea cof f ee , and meat as t ho s ol uti on t o allhis prob l ems, 

and t he passage i n Walden describing hi s cxporionco is t ho most condos -

condi ng and offensive i n a somet imes i n f uriating book. this bost, he 

i s tho c l oo.r ost voic e fo r social ethics thatever spoke out i n America

One of tho i novito.blo cons equences. of Emors onio.n idealism

wa s t ho case with which i t coul d bo us ed t o sugar-coat s ocia l i n justi ce , 

as a later gcno r o.ti on was t o discover when it saw r obber barons pili ng 

up f ortunes while intoning Emers onian s l ogcLns of Self-Relianace and Compen-

sation If t ho Lowellf o. ct or y 0W11 or was more enslaved than one of his 

child laborers t her e was lit tle poi nt i n s ocking t o i mpr ove the l ot of 

the chi ld laborer and f r equent l y Emers on s oemod t o be pr ec.chi ng a princi -

pl e that woul d fo r bid bot h t ho ri ch and the poor t o sleep under bridges. 

Thor oo.u begi ns Walden i n thes e t erms , remarking that it isf rivol ous t o 

attend "to t he gros s but somewhat f or ei gn form of ser vitude called Negr o 
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. 1 " Slaverywhen ther e are s o mo.ny keen and subtle masters tho.t ens o.ve ; 

that the rich are a "s eemingly wealthy but most t erribly impoveris hed 

c lo.ss of all" since they are fett er ed by their gold and silver; tho.t 

t ho do.y-lo.bor er is mor e ind ependent than his employer, since his do.y ends 

withs un-dovm, while his employer ho.s no r espite fr om one year t o o.nothor; 

oven tha. t if you give a ro.gged man money he will perha ps buy mor e r o.gs 

with it, since he is fr equently gross, with a to.ste for ro.gs. 

Ago.inst this ingeni ous and corto.inly unint onti oned s ocio. l 

palliation Walden works through t o sharp socio. 1 criticism: of t ho Now 

Eng l o.nd t extile f o.ctory system, whos o obj ect is, "not tha. t mo.nkind mo.y 

be we ll and honestly clo.d, but, unquesti ono.bly, that tho corpor o. t i ons 

mo.y be en riched;'' of the degradation of the lo.boring clo.ss of his t i me , 

" living i n sti es," shrunken i n mind an d body; of th o wors e conditi on of 

the Souther n slo.ves; of the lack of dignity and privacy a.llowod f or 

f o. ctory girls, "never alone, ho.rdly i n t heir dreams;" of the human con-

s equences of c ommerc e and t echnology; of tho greed and corruption of tho 

monoy-mo. d New England of his do.y, s ee i ng the who leworld i n t ho bright 

reflecting s ur fa ce of a dollo.r. 

As his bi tter n cs s o.nd awareness i ncroo.s ed Thor co. u rs direot 

o.ct i on became transmut ed. Heho.d always like his fri ends o.nd fo.mily , 

he lped t ho Under gr ound Railway r un escaped slaves t o Canada He devot es 

a s ent enc e t o onesuch experience in Walden o.nd amplifies it i n his 

J our na l, t ur n i ng a qui et and t errible irony on tho mo.n's o.ttompt t o buy 

his f r eedom fr om his mo.ster, who was his fo. ther, a.nd exercis ed po. t er no.l 

l ovG by holding out f or mo r e tho.n the slo.ve could pay Thes e o.ctions , 

howovGr , i n a man who disliked Aboliti onism, s eem t o have been simp l e 
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r efl exes of common decency, against his principles, which would fr ee 

the slave first by striking off his spiritual chains From t his view, 

Thoreau works tortuously thr ough to his final identification of ohn

Br own , the quintess ence of direct socia l action with all beauty, music, 

poetry, philosophy, and Christianity.. Finally Brown becomes Christ, 

an indignant militant who cleans ed tho temple . preached radical doc-

trincs, and was crucified by the slave-owners In what amounts almost

t o worship of Brovm, Thoreau bothdeifies the acti on ho had tri ed t o 

avoid and transcends it in passion . Brown died for him, thus he need 
... 

free no mor e slaves

At the same time , Thor eau fought his way thr ough the Emersonian

doctrine tho.t a man might wash his hands of wrong, providing he did not 

himselfc ommit it. He writes in Civil Disobedi enc e : 

It is not a man's duty, as a matter of cours e, to devote 
hims elf t o the eradication of any even tho most enormous 
wrong; he may still properly have other conc er ns to en-
gage him; but it is his duty, at least t o was h hi s hands 
of it, and, if ho gi ves it no thought l ong er, n ot t o g i ve 
it practicallyhis support. If I devot e mys elf t o other 
pursuits and contemplati ons, I must first s ee , at least
that I do not purs ue them sitting upon an other man's 
shoulders. I must get off him first, that he may pursue 
his contemplations t oo . 

Her o he has r ecogniz ed the fallacy of tho Gr eek philos opher, f r oo because

ho is support ed by tho labor of slaves, and tho l ogic of this realiza-

ti on wa s t o dri vc him, through the s upcriori ty c.nd smugness of "God

does n ot sympathize with the popula r movements, " and "I came into this 

world, not chi efly t o make this a good place t o live in, but to li vo i n 

it, be it good or bad," t o tho mili tant fury of "My thoughts are murder 

t o the State and involuntarily go plotting againsther." 

Thoreau's pr ogr ess als o i nvo lved transcendinghis economics. 
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Tho fi rs t chapter of Walden onti tlod "Economy," is an elaborate o.ttompt 

t o justify hi s life and vi ews i n t ho money t on ns of Now England c ommerc e . 

Ho speo.ks of go i ng t o tho woods o. s "going i nto busine ss " on "slender

capital," of his "enterprise;" gi ves tho reader his "accounts," even t o 

tho ho. l f - ponny , of what ho spends and what ho to.kos i n ; talks of "buying

dear" of "paying c cmpound intorost, " etc. Ho accepts tho l odger princi-

p l o , though he sneaks i nt o tho Credit category such unus ual profits on 

his investment as " l e isure and indopendonc o and healt h . " His money 

moto.phor b egins t o b r oo.k dovm when ho wri t os of tho Massachusetts ci tiz ons 

who read of tho unjust war againstMexic o as sleepily o.s they read the 

price s - curr ent, and h o cri e s out: "What is the pri ce current of an hon-

e s t man and po.tri ot today?" By the time of the John Br own affairhe 

has evolved two absolutely i ndependent ec onomi cs, a mony economy and a

moral economy Ho wr ite s: 

"But ho won 't gain o.nythi ng by it.u Wellno , I don 't 
suppos e he c ould got our and sixpence a day f or being 
hung , take the year r ound ; but th on he sto.nds a chance
t o save considerable part o f his s oul, - and such a
soul! - when you do not. No doubt you can get more in
y our market fo r a quart of mi l k than for quo.rt of 
b l ood , but that is n ot tho marke t that he r oe s carry
the ir b l ood t o . 

What then , can we make of this complicated social pattor r_ t o 

our purpos es? Following Emerson ' s doctrine and example Thoreau was

fr equent l y fr ee l y inconsistent . (He was able t o write in Walden "I

wou l d rather sit on pumpkin and have it allt o mys e l f , them t o bo 

cr owded on ve l vet cushion," o.nd a f ew pages later "None is s o poor 

that h o need sit on a pumpki n . ") One of his chi e f c ontr a.dicti ons was

on tho matter of r e f orming the world thr ough his example Ho c oul d dis -

c l o.im hoping t o infl uence o.nyono with "I do not mean to pr escribe rule s 
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t o strong and valiant natures" and then take it back immediately with 

"I f ores ee that all men will at length establish their lives on t ho..t 

basis." Certainly t o us his hatred of t echnol ogica.l progress, of tho 

division of labor even of farming with draft animals and f ertili zer, 

is backward-looking and reactionary Certninly he distrusted coopera-

tive action and all organization But the example of J effers on r eminds 

us that a man may be economically backward-looking and still be our 

noblest spokesman just as Hrunilton reminds us that a man may bring us 

reaction and i n justice tied up i n the bright issue of economic progress. 

To t he doctrine of naked expedi ency s o t empting t o our time , 

tho wors hi p of power and success f or which the james Burnhruns among us 

speak s o plausibly Thor oo.u oppos es on ly one weapon - principle ! Not 

policy or expedi ency must be the t est, but justice and princi pl e. "Read

not tho Times read the Et ernities." Walden has boon a bi b l e for tho 

British Labor movement since tho. days of William Morris. mi ght won-

der what i t , now that it is i n powor, . or t he r est of us, i n and out of 

power who claim t o speak f or principle , would make of Thoreau's doc-

trine: "If I have un justly wrested a plank fr om a drowning man I must

r es t or e i t t o him t hough I drown myself."

* * * * * 
All of t his takes us far afield of what must be Thor eau's chi ef 

importance t o us, his writing. The r es ources of his craft warrant our 

s tudy. One of hi s most e l oquent devi ces, typified by the crack about

theTimes and Et er n ities, is a r oot us e of wo r ds, r es ulting f r om hi s life-

l ong i n t er est i n language and et ymol ogy , f r os h , shocking and very cl os e 

t o tho pun . Wo can see t ho etymological passion devel oping i n tho 

Journal notes that "wild" man is actuallya "willed" man. that our 
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"fields" are "felled" woods His early writings kee p reminding us that

a "daunterer" is goi ng to a "Sainte Terre," a Holy Land; that thr oe 

roads can make a village "trivial;" that wh en our c ent er is outside us 

wo are "eccentric;" that a "landlord" is liter o. lly "lord of the land;"

that ho has b oon "breaking" silen ce f or years and has hardly made a

"rent" i n it. By the time he wr ot e Walden this habithad d evo l opod i n t o 

one of his mostcharacteristic ir onic devices: the i nsistenc e that t oll-

i ng his townsmen C\ b out h is life is not "impertinent" but "pertinent," 

that profess ors of philos ophy are not philos ophers, but people who 

"profes s" it, that tho "bent" of his genius is very "crooke d" on o . 

In tho Plea f or aptain J ohn Br own the devic e r c. is es t o a whiplash power. 

He says that Br own 's "humanities" were t ho fro oi ng of slaves not tho 

study of grammar that a Board of Commissions is l umb e r of which h e had

on l y lately heard of tho Gover nor of Massachusetts " Ho was no Gover-

nor of n ine . Ho di d n ot go ver n me" Sometimes thos e puns doubl e and

tripl e t o per mit him t o pack a number of c ompl ex meanings i nt o a sing l e 

vrord , like the "dear" i n "Living is s o dear." the d is cor d of -goo s o-

honk and owl-cry ho hears by tho pond bec ome s "c oncor d" that i s at

onc e musical harmony his nativc town , and concord as "peace"

Cl os e l y related t o the s e s eri ous puns i n Thoreau is a kind of 

s eri ous opigrammatichumor wr y quotable lin e s whi ch pack a good deal

of meaning and t end t o make the ir poi nt by shifting lingui stic l eve ls. 

"Some circumstantial evidence is very strong, as when you find a trout 

in the milk" To a nC\.n who threatened t o plumb h i s depths: "I trust 

y ou will not s t rike your head againstthe bottom . " "The partridge l oves 

peas, but not thos e that go withhor i ntc tho pot . " On his habitof 
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oxo.ggorn.ti on: "You must speak l oud t o thos e who are hard of hearing

Ho r oportod that tho question ho feared was not "How much wood did you 

b urn?" but "What did you do while you were Warm Dying, t o s omeone 

who wanted t o talkabout the next vrorld: "One world at a time ;" and t o 

o.nothcr, who asked whether ho had made his peace with God: "We have

neve r quo.rr c llod." When Emerson remarked that the y taughtall branches

of learning at Harvard "All of tho bra.nchcs und none of the r oots. "

Refusing t o pay a dollar f or his Harvard diploma.: "Let every sheep keep 

but h i s own skin. " Asked t o writ o f or The La.d i es' Companion: "I c ould 

not writt o o.nything companionable" Many of tho s o are variants of tho 

same j oke , and in a f ew cases tho humor is s our and forc ed, like tho 

d cfin i t i on of a peo.rl as "tho ho. rdcn cd tear of a diseased clam murdered

i n its ol d age or a s oldie r as "a f oo l made c onspicuous by a pa.i:;.1tod 

coo.t." But thos e o. r e the pono.ltios any man who wo rks f or humor must 

oc co.si onnlly pny, and Thor oa.u boliovod this "indispensible pledge of 

sanity" t o be s o important that without s ome l co.von of it "tho abstruse

thin k e r may justly b o suspe cted of nysticisn , fanaticism or insanity

"Especiallytho transcendental philos ophy needs tho leaven of humor,"

h o wrote i n who.t mustgo down o.s an understatement

Thoreau was perhaps nor c pr e cis e about his own style and

r. or e pr eoccupied generallywith li terarycraft them anyAmerican writt or 

except Henry James Ho r ewr ot e endlessly, not on ly, like James f or 

Greater pr ecision , b ut unlike James f or greater simplicity. "Simplify, 

Simplify Sinplify, " ho gave as tho three cardinal pr i nc iples of both 

life and art Ene rs on had said of Montaigne " Cut thos e words and thoy 

wou l d bleed" and Thor eau's is porha. ps tho on ly American style i n his 
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century of which this is true. Criticizing DeQuincey, he sta ted his 

own prose aesthetic, "the art oof writing, " demanding sentences t ho.t a r e 

concentrated and nutty, that suggest f a r mor e than they say , that a r e 

kinked and knotted into something ho.rd and significant, to be swallowed

like a diamond without digesting. "S entences which a r e expensive , towar ds 

which so many volumes, so much life , went; which li e like boulders on 

t he page, up and down or across which contain the s eed of other s ent-

ences, not mer e r epetition, but creation; which a man might s ell his 

graounds and castles t o build. " I n another pla ce he not es thatwriting 

must be done with gusto, must be vascular. A s ense of Thoreau's pre-

occupation with craft come s with noting tho. t when he lists "My f aults " 

i n the J ournal, al J. s even of them turn out to be of his pros e style . 

Writing for Thoreau was so obs essive , so vital a physico. l process, that

at vari ous time s he describe s it in the imagery of eating, procreation , 

oxcrotion , mystic trance , and even his old f avorite , the tree bearing 

ri pe fruit. An anthology of Thoreau's passages on the artof writing 

would be as worth compiling a s Henry James' Prefa ces, o.nd certain l y as

us eful to both tho writer and tho r eader. 

Thor eau's somewhat granite pride and a loofne ss are at t heir 

most appea ling , and ver y like James Joyc e 's, when ho is def endi ng hi s 

manuscripts against editorial bov1dlorizing, when he stands as tho em-

battled writer against the phalanx of cowardice and stupidity. Ho fought 

Emerson and Margaret Fuller on a line in one of his poems they print ed 

i n The ialand won. When the editor of Putnam's Monthly cut passages 

f r om an article , Thor eau wr ot e t o a fri end: "The odi tor r equir es t ho 

liberty t o omit t he her esies without consulting me , a privilege California
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is not rich. 0nought t o b id for" and withdrew the series. His l etter to 

Lowell, tho editor of Tho Atlanticwhon Lowellcuta "pantheistic s on-

t cncc out of c owo.rdice, is a mo.ste rpi oce of bitter fury, withering

Lowell like a premature bud i n a bla st. 

Henry Thoreau's o.nd John Br ovm 's porsono. liti os wer e as dif-

f or ent as any two personalities can be ; one tho gontlo , r a the r shy 

scholar who took children huckleberrying the othor tho harshmilitary 

Puritan who could mur der t ho children of slavers i n cold blood on tho 

Potawatomic with tho fearful statement "Nits grow to bo lice." Almost 

tho only things the y had i n common , that made Thor oo.u pe rc e i ve that

Brown was his man his ideas i n action almost his Hedeomor, were prin -

ciplo and li t e r o. ry style . Just as wri t ors in our own day were drawn

t o Sacco and Vanzettiperhaps as much fo r the mo.j osty of Vanzetti's

untutor ed pros e as for t ho obvious justice of the ir case Thor eau 

somehow found t ho most convin cing, thing about Brown to b o his speech 

to tho court. At tho ond of his Plea h o quotes Brown's "sweet and

nob l e strain": 

I . pity tho poor i n bondage that havo none t o he lp 
them; that is why I am her o ; not to gratifyany per-
s ona l animosity, r ovongo , or v i ndico.tivo spirit. I t 
is my s ympa thy with tho oppress ed and the wronged
that are as good as you, and as pr e ci ous as tho 
sight of God . 

adding on ly: " ou don't know your testament when you s oc it ." 

"This un l ette r ed man's speaking and writing are standard

English" ho writ e s i n another paper on Brown "It suggests that the 

one great r u l e of composition - and if I were a pr of ess or of r het oric 

I shoul d i ns ist on this - is, t o speak t he truth." It was certainly

Thor oo.u's gr oo. t rule of composition nHo was a speaker o.nd actor of 
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the truth>" Emerson said in his obi tuo.ry of Thoreo.u. We have novor 

had too many of those. He was a lso, perhaps as a con s equence, a very 

groo.t writer. We have never ha.d too many of thos e , e ither .

Stan ley Hyman 

April 12, · 1946 




