
		
			[image: 1.jpg]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			Mr. Emerson’s Revolution

		

	
		
			Mr. Emerson’s Revolution

			Edited by Jean McClure Mudge

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			http://www.openbookpublishers.com

			© 2015 Jean McClure Mudge. Copyright of individual chapters is maintained by the chapter’s author(s).

			Version 1.1. Minor edits made, August 2016.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The text in this work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International license (CC BY 4.0). This license allows you to share, copy, distribute and transmit the text; to adapt the text and to make commercial use of the text providing attribution is made to the author (but not in any way that suggests that they endorse you or your use of the work). Attribution should include the author’s name, chapter title and the following title information: 

			Jean McClure Mudge (ed.). Mr Emerson’s Revolution. Cambridge, UK: Open Book Publishers, 2015. http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0065

			Many of the illustrations are published with more restrictive re-use licences. Please see the list of illustrations for attribution relating to individual images. Every effort has been made to identify and contact copyright holders and any omission or error will be corrected if notification is made to the publisher. For information about the rights of the Wikimedia Commons images, please refer to the Wikimedia website (the relevant links are listed in the list of illustrations).

			In order to access detailed and updated information on the license, please visit:

			http://www.openbookpublishers.com/isbn/9781783740970#copyright

			Further details about CC BY licenses are available at http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

			External links were active on 30/08/2016 unless otherwise stated and archived at the Internet Archive WayBack Machine at https://archive.org/web/

			ISBN Paperback: 978–1-78374–097–0

			ISBN Hardback: 978–1-78374–098–7

			ISBN Digital (PDF): 978–1-78374–099–4

			ISBN Digital ebook (epub): 978–1-78374–100–7 

			ISBN Digital ebook (mobi): 978–1-78374–101–4 

			DOI: 10.11647/OBP.0065

			Cover image: Oil painting of Emerson at 45 in typical lecturing pose by David Scott (1848). Courtesy Concord Free Public Library, all rights reserved.

			All paper used by Open Book Publishers is SFI (Sustainable Forestry Initiative) and PEFC (Programme for the Endorsement of Forest Certification Schemes) Certified.

			Printed in the United Kingdom, United States and Australia by Lightning Source for Open Book Publishers

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Contributors

						
							
							i

						
					

					
							
							Foreword: Emerson’s Renewing Power

						
							
							vii

						
					

					
							
							John Stauffer and Steven Brown

						
							
					

					
							
							Introduction: Emerson as Spiritual and Social Revolutionary

						
							
							xiii

						
					

					
							
							Jean McClure Mudge

						
							
					

					
							
							
					

					
							
							The Making of a Protester

						
							
							1

						
					

					
							
							1.1 

						
							
							A Legacy of Revolt, 1803–1821

						
							
							3

						
					

					
							
							
							Phyllis Cole

						
							
					

					
							
							1.2 

						
							
							Becoming an American “Adam”, 1822–1835

						
							
							39

						
					

					
							
							
							Wesley T. Mott

						
							
					

					
							
							
							
					

					
							
							Public and Private Revolutions

						
							
							79

						
					

					
							
							2.1 

						
							
							The “New Thinking”: Nature, Self, and Society, 1836–1850

						
							
							81

						
					

					
							
							
							David M. Robinson

						
							
					

					
							
							2.2 

						
							
							Dialogues with Self and Society, 1835–1860

						
							
							117

						
					

					
							
							
							Jean McClure Mudge

						
							
					

					
							
							
							
					

					
							
							Emerson the Reformer

						
							
							165

						
					

					
							
							3. 

						
							
							Pragmatic Idealist in Action, 1850–1865

						
							
							167

						
					

					
							
							
							Len Gougeon 

						
							
					

					
							
							
							
					

					
							
							Emerson’s Evolving Emphases

						
							
							217

						
					

					
							
							4. 

						
							
							Actively Entering Old Age, 1865–1882

						
							
							219

						
					

					
							
							
							Jean McClure Mudge

						
							
					

					
							
							
							
					

					
							
							Emerson’s Legacy in America

						
							
							269

						
					

					
							
							5. 

						
							
							Spawning a Wide New Consciousness

						
							
							271

						
					

					
							
							
							Jean McClure Mudge

						
							
					

					
							
							
							
					

					
							
							Emerson in the West and East

						
							
							323

						
					

					
							
							6.1 

						
							
							Europe in Emerson and Emerson in Europe

						
							
							325

						
					

					
							
							
							Beniamino Soressi

						
							
					

					
							
							6.2 

						
							
							Asia in Emerson and Emerson in Asia

						
							
							373

						
					

					
							
							
							Alan Hodder

						
							
					

					
							
							
							
					

					
							
							Emerson: A Chronology 1803–1882

						
							
							407

						
					

					
							
							Selected Bibliography

						
							
							423

						
					

					
							
							List of Illustrations

						
							
							435

						
					

					
							
							Index

						
							
							451

						
					

				
			

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			Contributors

			Steven Brown writes on nineteenth century environmental aesthetics in American literature and history. Brown is also a widely-published poet and photography critic. He is currently co-editor for Edition Galerie Vevais, Germany and a PhD candidate in Harvard’s American Studies program. 

			Phyllis Cole, Professor of English, Women’s Studies and American Studies at Penn State Brandywine, is a past President of the Ralph Waldo Emerson Society (2004–2005) and winner of the Society’s Distinguished Achievement Award (2011). Her work on Emerson and the Transcendentalist movement includes many articles and the book, Mary Moody Emerson and The Origins of Transcendentalism: A Family History (Oxford University Press, 1998), runner-up for the MLA’s James Russell Lowell Prize. Her recent work has focused on the legacy of Margaret Fuller. She is co-editor of the essay collection, Toward a Female Genealogy of Transcendentalism (University of Georgia Press, 2014). E-mail: pbc2@psu.edu

			Len Gougeon, Professor of American Literature and Distinguished University Fellow at the University of Scranton, is the author of Virtue’s Hero: Emerson, Antislavery, and Reform (University of Georgia Press, 1990), Emerson’s Truth, Emerson’s Wisdom (American Transcendental Press, 2010), Emerson & Eros: The Making of a Cultural Hero (SUNY Press, 2011), and coeditor of Emerson’s Antislavery Writings (Yale University Press, 2002). In 2008, he received the Distinguished Achievement Award from the Emerson Society. His most recent work is “Militant Abolitionism: Douglass, Emerson, and the Rise of the Anti-Slave”, in The New England Quarterly. Currently, he is at work on a book dealing with the cultural warfare that occurred between America and Great Britain as a result of tensions and conflicts arising from the Civil War and the struggle to end slavery. E-mail: GougeonL1@uofs.edu

			Alan Hodder, Rosamond Stewardson Taylor Professor of the Comparative Study of Religion at Hampshire College, teaches a wide array of courses in early American literature and religious history, and world religions. He is the author of Thoreau’s Ecstatic Witness (Yale University Press, 2001) and Emerson’s Rhetoric of Revelation: Nature, the Reader, and the Apocalypse Within (Penn State University Press, 1989). Together with Robert Meagher, he is also the co-editor of The Epic Voice (Praeger, 2002). In addition, he is the author of numerous articles and review essays on such topics as Puritan pulpit rhetoric, Transcendentalist spirituality, early American orientalism, Whitman’s poetry and poetics, and American nature writing. E-mail: adhHA@hampshire.edu

			Wesley T. Mott, Professor of English at Worcester Polytechnic Institute, is author of “The Strains of Eloquence”: Emerson and His Sermons (Penn State University Press, 1989). He has edited several reference books on New England Transcendentalism and antebellum literature. He has also edited volumes of the writings of both Emerson (vol. 4 of The Complete Sermons) and Thoreau (vol. 9 of The Journal: 1854–1855 [forthcoming]). In 1989, he organized the Ralph Waldo Emerson Society, which he has served as secretary/treasurer, president, and, for twenty years, publisher of its newsletter, Emerson Society Papers; he is also a recipient of the Society’s Distinguished Achievement Award. He is editor of Ralph Waldo Emerson in Context (Cambridge University Press, 2014). E-mail: wmott@wpi.edu 

			Jean McClure Mudge, Yale Ph.D. (American Studies), and independent scholar/documentary filmmaker, is the editor of Mr. Emerson’s Revolution. Mudge has written four books and several articles, among them Emily Dickinson and the Image of Home (University of Massachusetts Press, 1975; 2nd ed., 1976), which discussed Emerson’s influence on Dickinson. Her award-winning documentary series on early American writers, Emily Dickinson, Herman Melville and Edgar Allan Poe has been shown on PBS, in leading festivals, and in U.S. embassies. Funded by several grants, including one from the Emerson Society, she began this collaborative book project in 2002. She has also written a documentary script about Emerson. At the American Literature Association in 2012, she presented a paper on “The Emerson-Lincoln Relationship”. Mudge has recently edited the posthumous work of her husband, ecumenical ethicist Lewis Mudge, We Can Make the World Economy a Sustainable Global Home (Eerdmans, 2014). See http://www.jeanmudgemedia.org. E-mail: mudge.jean@gmail.com 

			David M. Robinson is Distinguished Professor of American Literature and Director of the Center for the Humanities at Oregon State University. He is author of Emerson and the Conduct of Life (Cambridge University Press, 2009) and Natural Life: Thoreau’s Worldly Transcendentalism (Cornell University Press, 2004). From 1988 through 2008, he was author of the chapter “Emerson, Thoreau, Fuller and Transcendentalism” for the annual publication American Literary Scholarship (Duke University Press). He has served as Fulbright Guest Professor at the University of Heidelberg, Germany, and held fellowships from the National Endowment for the Humanities and the American Council of Learned Societies. In 2010, he was elected a Fellow of the Massachusetts Historical Society. E-mail: drobinson@orst.edu 

			Beniamino Soressi holds a B.A./M.A., summa cum laude in philosophy from the University of Parma, where he also received his doctorate and currently serves as a teaching assistant of Theoretical Philosophy. He has translated into Italian, written introductions for, and edited several collections of Emerson’s essays, including The Conduct of Life. He has published the monograph Ralph Waldo Emerson: il pensiero e la solitudine, with a foreword by Alessandro Ferrara (Armando, 2004). This book is a systematic analysis, along interpretive lines suggested by Stanley Cavell, of Emerson as a thinker who stands at the intersection of modern Continental philosophy, American Idealism, American Pragmatism, and Nietzschean philosophy. Soressi will publish another monograph about Emerson with Edwin Mellen Press. E-mail: bensore@yahoo.it 

			John Stauffer is a Harvard University professor of English and American Literature, American Studies and African American Studies. He is a leading authority on antislavery, the Civil War era, social protest movements and photography. Stauffer’s eight books include The Black Hearts of Men: Radical Abolitionists and the Transformation of Race (Harvard University Press, 2002) and Giants: The Parallel Lives of Frederick Douglass and Abraham Lincoln (Twelve, 2008), which both won numerous awards. 

		

		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Emerson in Cambridge, 1817–1871.

		

		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Changes in Boston, 1810–1870.

		

	
		
			Foreword: Emerson’s Renewing Power
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			The Mr. Emerson to which this volume pays tribute is a figure so ensconced in America’s intellectual framework that we sometimes forget how iconoclastic he actually was. In his essays, Emerson fought intolerance, extolled imagination over doctrine, indicted fundamentalism, and demystified American exceptionalism. Simply put, Emerson was a Disturber of the Peace — an anti-honorific to which history has attached a gold star.

			When closely examined alongside his radical peers, his prominence seems just as odd. Take, for instance, Frederick Douglass, Harriett Beecher Stowe, or Abraham Lincoln, each of whom exhibited a focus and clarity of vision not commonly attributed to Emerson’s writing. These representative men and women told their stories with beginnings, middles, and oracular ends.

			An ex-slave masters his master. An author popularizes the black hero. A president decimates an institution of injustice.

			Emerson, on the other hand, wondered. He puzzled over the nation like a Sphinx, writing aphoristically about the enigmas of nature, mind, spirit, and heart. “The world”, he said, “is emblematic. Parts of speech are metaphors, because the whole of nature is a metaphor of the human mind”.1

			But these metaphysical conceits mattered little to Emerson when detached from their function in the real world. The necessity of a useable past, a useable spirituality, and a useable independence underscored his existential dilemmas. “More than any other writer”, argues Lawrence Buell, “Emerson invites you to kill him off, if you don’t find him useful”.2 Never mind art, philosophy, religion or history for their own sake. If they didn’t answer the question “How should I live?”, then they were no more than sounding brass and tinkling cymbals.3

			It is the “I” of “How should I live?” that often loses its contextual significance when examined against the abstractions of Transcendentalism. Certainly there is an “I”, or an “eye”, altogether Emerson’s alone. But there is also Mr. Emerson, for whom self-reliance prioritizes the well-being and justice of the larger public sphere. Emerson, while still young, learned the lesson from the French philosopher, Joseph Gerando: “We cannot fully enter into the conceptions of what is just, without putting ourselves, in imagination, completely into the situation of another, so as to perceive how he would see and feel, and thus understand what should be done for him, as if it were done for ourselves”.4

			There could be no ethics, no justice, no revolution without empathy. At the “crucial moments”, Emerson freed himself from cloistered study and joined in the mutual-reliance of his neighbors.

			Emerson’s career, however, might suggest that he was a selective participant in the public realm. After all, he planted no bean rows near Walden. He did not spend time in jail for protesting the poll tax. Although he shared the educational and reform goals of his close friend Bronson Alcott and his relative George Ripley, he declined to participate in either Fruitlands or Brook Farm, their respective Utopian communes. And during the 1830s and 40s, he maintained a cautious distance between himself and the abolitionist struggle.

			But in a sense, the whole of Emerson’s life (1803–1882) spanned an extended crucial moment. 

			Fate nested him in a hotbed of political activism. Boston, like no other city in America, bred utopians, suffragists, religious and educational dissenters, abolitionists, perfectionists, vegetarians. The residual fervor of a revolution not three decades old at the time of Emerson’s birth, coupled with the enthusiasms of the second Great Awakening, doubtlessly contributed to this surplus of nonconformity.

			Overseas, revolutions and merciless retaliations in Italy and Greece set Europe on edge. In the States, President Jackson broke treaty and enforced the Indian Removal Act. Nat Turner’s Rebellion panicked the masses. Garrison’s Liberator encouraged abolitionist resolve. Polk invaded Mexico. The Compromise of 1850 catalyzed the indignation of John Brown. And the Civil War, to borrow from Yeats, slouched toward Sumter to be born.

			Like Lincoln, Emerson resented slavery even in his youth but, like him as well, fell prey to prevailing assumptions regarding racial hierarchy. To Emerson’s advantage, a cohort of fiercely intelligent abolitionist women — his Aunt Mary Moody Emerson, his second wife Lydia Jackson, and Margaret Fuller (to name only three) — constantly challenged his conscience and complacency. His transition to full-blown abolitionism needed only a nudge.

			But what he got was a blow to the head. Provoked by the barbarity of events, from the enactment of the Fugitive Slave Law to Bleeding Kansas and the brutal caning of Charles Sumner, Emerson’s outrage — unlike Lincoln’s — transcended his desire for union. He had been a devotee of civilization, culture, and refinement. If there was one thing he could not stomach, it was barbarity: “I do not see how a barbarous community and a civilized community can constitute one state. I think we must get rid of slavery, or we must get rid of freedom”.5 And if that meant bloodshed, so be it. He incited efforts to arm the champions of freedom in Kansas. He first urged, and then strenuously stood behind, Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation, and campaigned for his re-election. He evangelized the Declaration of Independence over the Constitution. He openly supported reparations for slaves and aided in efforts to recruit black men to fight the South. Freedom and equality dictated the moral center of his lectures on American civilization throughout the war.

			So what makes Emerson’s voice stand out among those of equal conviction and perhaps clearer motivation? There is no single answer, but one in particular deserves consideration. Emerson was drawn to symbols, but during the war he too became a living symbol: a bridge between the virtuosity of Awakening thinkers and the common sense of Revolutionary activists. “Long hereafter”, he said, “amidst agitation and terror in national councils, — in the hour of revolution, — these solemn images shall reappear in their morning lustre as fit symbols and words of the thoughts which the passing events shall awaken” (emphasis added).6 Just as principle revealed itself in action, action awoke the mind to new symbols of reason and justice.

			The cultural anthropologist Anthony Wallace’s characterization of Awakenings puts Emerson in proper context. The first thing that precedes a communal or national revitalization movement is a general feeling of alienation among the citizenry. Time passes and the individual begins to redirect her antipathies toward the governing bodies. Consequently (or serendipitously), a revivalist prophet or visionary appears. Younger generations are drawn to the visionary, who finally convinces enough of the undecided to alter the status quo.7 Emerson meets all five of these conditions. Disaffected by his Unitarian upbringing, he became critical of religious and political tradition. Having searched his books, his schools, and his peers for a prophet, he discovered one — not from without, but from within. And with the publication of Nature (1836) and deliverance of “The American Scholar” (1837), Emerson found his following.

			It is Wallace’s final step — “convincing the undecided” — that really bridges Emerson the Idealist with Mr. Emerson the Activist (or, in different terms, the Transcendentalist and the Revolutionary). To inspire radical reform, he took advantage of shared experience. According to Len Gougeon, Emerson “appealed to the nation’s youth to commit itself to renew the country’s founding ideals” under a “Second Declaration of Independence”. The move was strategic. Few documents of justice would have been so widely and intimately familiar to the people. “A great revolution” was at hand: the “promise” of an “ideal Republic”.8

			Jean McClure Mudge calls Emerson’s transformation from idealist to activist his “metamorphosis”, a word he would have approved. He alludes to that idea at the end of “Compensation” (1841), championing “incessant” change within the individual.9 By concentrating, enriching, and strengthening the mind, the individual self widens its circle of experience to contain multitudes. For Emerson that circle exceeded the circumference of the present and encompassed the future. It embraced North and South, black and white, male and female. Unlike other revolutions that defined injustices endemic to their moments in history, Mr. Emerson’s revolution is an orbit in which we continue to exist. 
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			In the 1830s, when the Puritan-Romantic Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882) first proposed transforming every citizen’s heart and soul, he was extending America’s political revolution of 1776 into the country’s core consciousness. From the mid-1840s on, by applying the “new thinking” of his American Transcendentalism to abolition and to a nascent women’s rights movement, that inner revolution penetrated incalculable numbers of disenfranchised blacks and women in numbers far beyond his imaginings. By the mid-nineteenth century, he had become a leading American modernist with vast influence in this country and abroad. Yet early and late, Emerson’s public democratic principles were waging a battle for his soul against his private social prejudices. This interior civil war and its nuances kept him perpetually struggling toward a final resolution. The contest not only helps explain his delay in speaking out for reform. It also exposes Emerson’s most closely-guarded secret self. All the while, this central paradox in his psyche has its stylistic parallel among his often arresting, still-quoted aphorisms, as in: “God builds his temple in the heart on the ruins of churches and religions”.1

			This book follows two interrelated themes along the arc of Emerson’s whole career. The dominant one examines his dramatic metamorphosis from idealist philosopher to idealist-turned-activist for fundamental social change while simultaneously fighting his biases against blacks and women. This shift, with its hidden debates, affected him personally and philosophically. It also enlarged him politically and socially, empowering him to help alter the nation’s psyche, its values, and eventually, its laws. Emerson’s growth into a reformer also arguably defined the climax of his career, as his activism surely made tangible the power of applied American Transcendentalism.

			Lengthy biographies of Emerson, such as those of John McAleer, Gay Wilson Allen and Robert D. Richardson, Jr., have touched on this change, but their comprehensive purpose tends to bury its centrality as well as its high drama. The opposite effect arises in dedicated studies of Emerson as a reformer, notably the works of Len Gougeon and T. Gregory Garvey. They rightly draw attention to Emerson’s previously minimized activism, but their dedicated focus sacrifices a wider angle on the man. This book takes a step back from details that are proper to both strict biography and specific reform studies to see Emerson’s shift as integral to the whole spectrum of his life and interests, from youth to the Civil War years and beyond, while also examining the deeper complexity of that turn. 

			The second, supplementary theme of this book traces Emerson’s debt to world letters and, in turn, the reverberation of his revolutionary message abroad. In some cases, his contributions arrived on soil fertile for change; in others, they re-enforced traditional views about nature, strengthened ideas about the self, or suggested concrete reforms. Either way, his legacy of revolution was literally heard “round the world”. Emerson’s international legacy is increasingly appreciated, as in the recent multi-authored works, Emerson for the Twenty-First Century: Global Perspectives on an American Icon (2010) and Ralph Waldo Emerson in Context (2014). But such studies with their particular slants, like the biographies and reform-focused works mentioned above, also obscure the change stressed by this book. Mr. Emerson’s Revolution frames a pointed and succinct, yet nuanced, view of Emerson’s private and public development from philosopher to philosopher-in-action. Today, as part of a burgeoning global interest in American Studies in general, scholars in Great Britain, on the Continent — especially in Germany, Italy, and France — and in India and Japan are focusing on Emerson. In these pages, a chapter on Emerson’s relationships with the West is paralleled by a similar treatment of his influence in the East. The former is longer than the latter, but only because, until now, more Emerson followers have existed in South America, Great Britain, and on the Continent than in the Middle and Far East. 

			A book about Emerson’s life advancing toward a fulcrum moment in the 1840s, when he took up the abolitionist and women’s rights causes while still conflicted over his attitudes to race and gender, is important right now. Today, he faces an articulate spectrum of critics. With few exceptions, for example, Nell Irvin Painter’s The History of White People (2010) portrays him as a consistent racist. If generally accepted, this misinterpretation would lead readers to dismiss his lasting positive effect on the freedoms of both blacks and women. Other writers have faulted him for being too slow to take up reform. But such criticism largely rests on Emerson quotes that Painter has arbitrarily selected with little regard to time or place, thus missing his ongoing inner debate about these matters. In contrast, by closely following the course and context of his opinions, mainly expressed in his journals, this book tracks Emerson’s constant questioning and sometime self-chastisement, leading to the gradual amendment and dissolution of his prejudices. Doing so, it may encourage twenty-first-century readers who quietly share such biases to escape them, perhaps more swiftly than he did.2

			Since youth, family and faith had so nurtured Emerson’s abhorrence of slavery that once he became a pastor in his late twenties, he readily made that position clear on his own. But slavery was a subject in only eight of his eighty sermons from 1830 to 1837, and then he listed it only in passing among other social problems.3 As for women, Emerson’s lifelong indebtedness to his mother, his aunt, and other women, including both his first and second wives, made him naturally value female talents and directly led to his endorsement of women’s rights. But for some time, he held to the conditioned belief that the proper place of even gifted women was not in public, but in the home, and that women, prone to sentimentalism, were “weaker” than men. Furthermore, from childhood on, he struggled — now painfully, now proudly — with a temperamental aloofness from anyone, no matter race or gender. That cool defensiveness covered his passionate and sensitive nature. It also led him to repeatedly state that using his mind as a dedicated scholar was his best service to society, a sense confirmed by his success as a lecturer. (He welcomed regular, quality conversationalists, but wanted no disciples.) This distancing from others indirectly sustained his recurring doubts about blacks’ abilities and women’s suitable public roles. Such doubts also fed his disdain for self-righteous abolitionists, temperance advocates and philanthropists, impractical communitarians, and, in general, one-note do-gooders. This nexus of reasons complicated and delayed his entry into the public world of reform.

			In 1837, as he approached the final year of his preaching, Emerson’s distance from the plight of blacks, reformers and women revealed its complexity in a private complaint he made in his journal about his second wife Lidian, a member of Concord’s Female Anti-Slavery Society. Weary of hearing her grieve over the Middle Passage and “the wretched negro”, he chides her for being totally removed from “the obtuse & barbarous [black]”, whom, he claims, found the “stinking hold” of ships “only a little worse” than “cannibal war”. In his view, Lidian suffers nothing of what he calls their “crucifixions”, implying that her protest is much too easy, cheap, perhaps even hypocritical. He quickly reminds himself of his basic position: the “horrors of the middle passage” are a “violation of nature”. Yet, because he would not put himself in Lidian’s false position, he was not ready, nor would he be for seven years, to join her and others in the public antislavery cause.4 By 1841, his estimate of blacks as “obtuse” and “barbaric” had seemingly faded. As an amateur anthropologist, he did not agree with extreme theories asserting that blacks and whites are of different species. Yet he did assume that blacks’ “degradation” had come from a long-ago “sin”, from which, however, he considered them able to “redeem” themselves. Yet, without a black “saint engaged in that cause” (Frederick Douglass had not yet come to his notice), Emerson concluded that abolitionists’ efforts added up to nothing.5

			Nevertheless, by the mid-1840s, Emerson the Transcendentalist and Emerson the Reformer began to meld. His ideas and actions were noticeably affecting each other, even though the tension between his private views about race and gender and his platform declarations only slowly abated in the years immediately before and after the Civil War.6 Early in this transition came a softening of his reserve that even he realized increased the passion and energy he poured into his lectures. In short, in making his revolutionary ideas concrete, by degrees Emerson was revolutionizing himself.

			Besides highlighting Emerson’s inner debates about social issues and exploring his impact in America and the world, this book enriches Emerson studies in other ways. First, it breaks open his marble bust to reveal a man whose cool aloofness was actually a self-described “mask”, a check to any embarrassing emotion and a protection against possible hurt. This double veil, which he himself thought “churlish”, went unperceived even by his keenly observant close friend and “best critic”, Margaret Fuller. The closest she came was to charge him with being an emotionally “incomplete man”. Other longstanding close friends, notably Thoreau and Alcott, complained of his distance in their journals. Yet Emerson — when cantankerous, downright ornery or especially when righteously enraged — could so slip his mask as to entirely lose emotional control. In print, critics labeled him a “dangerous” revolutionary, reflecting the degree he put his passions into lecturing. By becoming a virtual performance artist on “stage”, as he put it, he wanted to stir audiences to maximum emotion. That aim helped him endure his tightly scheduled annual tours through challenging winters across a wide swath of America and Great Britain. (Such far-flung activity, illustrated by maps in these pages, belies his reputation as the isolated “Sage of Concord”.) Emerson’s emotional purpose also helps explain his increasing followers. At the outset, he had drawn both the young elite and culture-hungry workmen. By mid-career, he had begun to attract previously marginalized whites and blacks of both genders. 

			Second, this book offers a set of different points of view while presenting a unified argument. From its inception, seven Emerson scholars including the editor have collaborated in writing this study, often referring forward or backward to one another’s chapters. Unity comes, too, from editing for a common easy-to-read style, while all along distinct voices are preserved. The result is the sort of informed “conversation” familiar to Emerson, and on which he leaned. Those scholars who have previously written on similar themes have here blended their own work with the best past literature and latest research to produce new and previously unpublished work. 

			Third, the book’s many illustrations include several that have not been widely republished since their first appearance in print, such as a detailed engraving of the King’s Garden (the Jardin du Roi or, later, Jardin des Plantes in Paris), much as Emerson saw it on his visit in 1833. Its classified plants and animals led to his epiphany about the unity of creation, a key aspect of his philosophy. A second, twenty-first-century view of the garden, now the National Museum of Natural History, shows that despite its expanded and updated galleries, its general plan is much the same. Other new photographs include a set of color transparencies of major rooms in Emerson’s house in Concord, Massachusetts, furnished much as he left them. They include selected personal items of Emerson’s, among them his preaching gown and house robe, a terrestrial/celestial globe, a penknife inscribed with his name, and an Italian print of Endymion that, by his own testimony, objectified a major aspect of his emotional life. Of special usefulness are novel custom maps based on historic ones, which for the first time show details of Emerson’s surroundings in Boston, Cambridge and Concord in ways that small-print archival ones cannot, or never attempted. Other custom maps trace Emerson’s three trips abroad and the demanding itineraries he followed at the height of his lecturing career. (The most detailed of his biographies have no maps.) Finally, for the first time in Emerson chronologies, his life is seen in the widest possible context of national and international events. Milestone moments in his life appear side by side with notable national and international events as well as inventions, visually linking him with nineteenth-century America and in relation to both East and West.

			Finally, the book is interdisciplinary, drawing upon period and current biographical, literary, historical, philosophical, religious, artistic, social, economic, gender and racial data of a wide sort: reinterpreted, newly discovered or as yet unpublished. It also makes connections between pivotal events in Emerson’s life and the political, cultural and social contexts of his times. The confluence of all these sources gives dimension to philosopher Stanley Cavell’s observation that, as Emerson’s inheritors, Americans are still a “half-Transcendental, half-pragmatic people”. 

			Structurally, chapters 1 through 4 move chronologically, interweaving Emerson’s public and private lives as they progress up to and through his last productive years. Chapters 1 and 2 are divided into two related parts. Chapters 3 through 5 are solo chapters, focusing respectively on Emerson’s apogee as a social reformer, his post-Civil War years, and his legacy in America. The return to a two-part format in Chapter 6 measures Emerson’s influence abroad. The first part explores mutual influences between Emerson and Europe. The second does the same for Emerson and Asia. 

			Chapter 1, “The Making of a Protester”, covers Emerson’s boyhood, youth and young manhood as he moves toward becoming his own man. In the first part, “A Legacy of Revolt, 1803–1821”, Phyllis Cole traces Emerson growing up in Boston, living only a stone’s throw from the city’s black district, the “West End”, and in a historically distinguished family that becomes increasingly impoverished after his father’s death. His mother and his father’s sister, Mary Moody Emerson, nurture high ambitions in the young Ralph. At Harvard College, he adopts his middle name “Waldo”, an individualistic young person’s fresh start as a solo Romantic artist who was also standing apart from the theological controversies that swirled about him on campus. Within the framework of the Missouri Compromise of 1820, he begins to explore his own attitudes toward race. In the second part, “Becoming an American ‘Adam’, 1822–1835”, Wesley Mott reveals Emerson’s post-Harvard emotional and intellectual growth, including his extended inner debate about slavery at nineteen. Mott continues to track his changes through ongoing family relationships, a first marriage to Ellen Tucker ending in her early death, his resignation from the ministry, his continuing spiritual search, an early interest in science, a seminal 1832–1833 trip to Europe, his early lectures, a move to Concord and his second marriage to Lydia (Lidian) Jackson, a woman who fast becomes an ardent abolitionist. 

			In Part 2, “Public and Private Revolutions”, David Robinson devotes Chapter 1, “The ‘New Thinking’, 1836–1850” to the description of Emerson’s reshaping of central neo-idealist ideas from England and the Continent. Within the national and personal contexts of the Jacksonian Era, he discusses Emerson’s pioneering first book Nature and his early essays, and describes their magnetic role in the formation of the “Transcendental Club” and The Dial. He then highlights the major turning point in Emerson’s personal life, the death of his son Waldo, and its role in the central shift of his thought and career from pure Transcendentalism to a Romantic pragmatism. In the second part, “Dialogues with the Self and Society, 1836–1850”, Jean McClure Mudge follows Emerson’s attempts to align his idealism with the reality of personal relationships. First focusing on his sensitivity to the nature of words and dialogue, basic to his philosophy, social reform, and self-understanding, she then shows how key friends — Bronson Alcott, Henry David Thoreau, Margaret Fuller, and his second wife Lidian — lead Emerson to unveil his “hidden” self. This discovery directs his emotional energies into lecturing, which vaults him to prominence as a leading intellectual at home and abroad. 

			In Chapter 3, “Emerson the Reformer: Pragmatic Idealist in Action, 1850–1865”, Len Gougeon first frames Emerson’s stress on individual spiritual change and the Constitution’s acceptance of slavery, then showcases the melding of his philosophy with social movements as he becomes a leader among the abolitionists. All along, Emerson is shown to support women’s rights, at first conditionally, then wholeheartedly. For the first time in book form, Gougeon evaluates old and new critics of Emerson’s supposed racism. 

			Chapter 4, “Emerson’s Evolving Emphases: Actively Entering Old Age, 1865–1882”, reveals Emerson’s remarkable post-Civil War career, testifying to his considerable remaining intellectual vigor despite a physical decline. Jean McClure Mudge freshly measures the permanent mark that his emphasis on reform had made upon his thinking, which now emphasizes ethics over metaphysics. She analyzes ideas from three essays, “Fate”, “Worship” and “Character”, first delivered in the 1850s and published in The Conduct of Life (1860) — the effective basis of his postwar platform. Emerson’s reactions to the Reconstruction Era reflect this final ethical focus as does his full support for women in their desire to serve in public life. Now a celebrated hero of the women’s movement, he supports the career of the young poet Emma Lazarus. A trip to California rejuvenates him, and his third and last tour of Europe helps cement his international reputation. In its last version, Emerson’s poem “Terminus” (1867), in progress over decades, becomes a retrospective self-judgment of his entire career. 

			In Chapter 5, “Emerson’s Legacy in America: Spawning a Wide New Consciousness”, Jean McClure Mudge examines the different ways in which Emerson left a wide and deep mark upon American politics, poetry, philosophy, and the arts. She traces his influence on Abraham Lincoln, Walt Whitman, Emily Dickinson, William James, and Frank Lloyd Wright, while also discussing other figures, past and present, who caught Emerson’s fire.

			Chapter 6, “Emerson in the West and East”, returns again to the two-part format of the first two chapters. In “Europe in Emerson and Emerson in Europe”, Beniamino Soressi traces the influence of Old World ideas on Emerson as prelude to a more extensive study of Emerson’s export of American Transcendentalism and his reform ideas. So influenced, leading minds in England and on the Continent helped define the birth of modernism, while tragically, in Germany and Italy, intellectuals subverted Emerson’s ideas into the all-too-real nightmares of Hitler’s national socialism and Mussolini’s fascism. In “Asia in Emerson and Emerson in Asia”, Alan Hodder examines Emerson’s exposure to, and his close focus on, the cultures of Persia, India, China and Japan, framing this fascination within the context of the West’s religious, political and cultural forays into the Middle and Far East. Hodder then traces Emerson’s reception and influence, from ideas to action, in the East, with his impact on Gandhi a notable example. 

			In the end, even as Emerson disrupted the establishment of his day, his revolution was basically conservative. Change, he believed, was fated — an inevitable good following nature’s model and the self-evident truths of the Declaration. But he wished his revolution of heart and mind to have the same high aim as our War for Independence: to establish a new order of well-being, not endless warfare, unrest and anarchy. (Above his bureau, Fitz Hugh Lane’s framed lithograph “View of the Battle Ground at Concord, Mass”, featuring the field above the town’s Old North Bridge, reminded him of that struggle every day.) Though imperfect, the Constitution had brought about that new order. In 1863, he wrote, “If we continued in Boston to throw tea into the bay at pleasure, that were revolutionary. But our revolution was in the interest of the moral or anti-revolutionary”. In the midst of civil war, he saw slavery as “a violent conservatism” that was “more revolutionary than abolition or freedom of speech & of [the] press”, a “perpetual revolution” of the most dangerous sort: “Society upside down, head over heels, & man eating his breakfast with pistols by his plate. It is man degraded to cat & dog. & Society has come to an end, and all gentlemen die out”. A consummate gentlemen himself and first advocate of America’s civilizing role, Emerson looked to another gentleman, George Washington, for his leading model of “a moral policy”.7 It is for this sort of calm and structured change that Emerson’s revolution, which spread without a formal body of followers, has so many diverse adherents and innumerable beneficiaries today. 

			My debts to people who helped bring this book to birth are many. Along with Emerson’s nineteenth- and twentieth-century biographers, editors of his works and other Emerson scholars who are individually credited in the Selected Bibliography, our contributors head the list: Phyllis Cole, Len Gougeon, Alan Hodder, Wesley Mott, David Robinson and Beniamino Soressi. They warmly accepted my invitation to participate in this group conversation, willingly adjusted their chapters as they developed through many editing sessions, and stayed loyal to this project over several years (see List of Contributors for more detail about each). My gratitude also goes out to the joint authors of the foreword to this volume, John Stauffer, professor of English and of African and African American Studies, Harvard University, and to Steven Brown, Ph.D. candidate, American Studies, Harvard University.

			Equally generous and dedicated was Margaret “Bay” Bancroft, president of the Ralph Waldo Emerson Memorial Association, which is responsible for Emerson’s house in Concord, Mass. From the start, she swiftly supported every request for photography and information about objects with unfailing patience and interest. Leslie Perrin Wilson of the Concord Free Public Library early and enthusiastically expedited my research about Emerson and facilitated, with Conni Manoli-Skocay, my selection of numerous images from the library’s special collections. Carol L. Haines of the Concord Museum helped in producing several custom photographs of Emerson and Emerson-related objects. For sheet music included in a photograph of Thoreau’s desk, I also wish to thank Jan Turnquist, executive director of Louisa May Alcott’s Old Orchard House. 

			In Cambridge, Leslie Morris, Tom Ford and other staff at the Houghton Library gave me every assistance in research and custom photography. Also in that town, I am indebted to the Harvard University Library, the Cambridge Historical Society, and the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Studies. In Boston, I wish to thank Catharina Slautterback and Patricia Boulos of the Boston Athenaeum for assistance in image research, the Boston Public Library Prints and Photographs Division and the Massachusetts Historical Society. Further afield, often by e-mail, I benefitted from help given by Michael Kelly, Special Collections Librarian, Amherst College; the New York Public Library; and the Library of Congress. Other miscellaneous institutions are credited in the List of Illustrations.

			Beyond archival prints from these collections, I wish to thank photographer J. David Bohl for his aesthetic eye in producing a number of excellent custom transparencies of period rooms, paintings and prints from Emerson’s house in Concord. At Emerson’s house, too, my late husband Lew Mudge, an experienced amateur photographer, took several views of specific objects. In addition, I am greatly indebted to cartographer Darin Jensen whose custom maps for the first time vividly portray important contextual information about Emerson: his Boston, Cambridge and Concord settings as well as his lecturing and travel itineraries in the U.S. and abroad. I am indebted to Jenkins, too, for making image-scanning arrangements. His colleague Sasha Helton carefully, sometimes painstakingly, scanned over a third of the book’s illustrations. For miscellaneous matters in the book’s development, I wish to thank Peter Balaam, Susan Dunston and my son Bill Mudge.

			Above all, as this book was being prepared for digital publication, I benefited from the intelligent, tireless work of OBP’s Managing Director, Alessandra Tosi, and her associate and designer, Bianca Gualandi. They helped with innumerable details of final manuscript preparation, formatting, illustrations, permissions, and, in general, introduced me to the novelty of digital publishing. I am indebted, too, to Ben Fried for his careful editing of the whole manuscript, questioning important matters of expression, meaning, and format. Corin Throsby has not only carefully executed the index, but also valuably caught a number of errors throughout the manuscript. For both jobs, I warmly thank her. The computer expertise and patience of Malcolm Lowe in a final formatting of the book’s text and intricate list of illustrations was invaluable. Reliable technical service was provided, too, by Bryan Woodhams in his careful formatting of the Chronology and in the electronic transmission of key images. In addition, Laura Robinson Hanlan, Research Librarian at Worcester Polytechnic Institute, expertly assisted Wes Mott with the mechanics of his chapter. Finally, I appreciate the generous subvention support for this book by the Ralph Waldo Emerson Society and by an anonymous Emerson scholar. If I have inadvertently missed mentioning anyone who is due thanks, I hope that their knowledge of participation and pleasure in this book will be some compensation.
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I find
myself often idle, vagrant, stupid, & hollow. This is somewhat
appalling & if I do not discipline myself with diligent care I
shall suffer severely from remorse & the sense of inferiority
hereafter. All around me are industrious & will be great, I am
indolent & shall be insignificant. Avert it heaven! avert it
virtue! I need excitement.


Emerson, Journal, 25 October 1820

At sixteen,
while a junior at Harvard College,
Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote his first entry in a new journal. It
would become the personal record of his trajectory toward vision
and revolution. Many students kept journals, commonplace books, or
diaries, but Emerson’s title for this one―“The Wide World”―measured
his unusually ambitious compass. Since the year before, he had been
accumulating notebooks for college themes, lists of books read,
course notes, and commonplace books with quotations from his
reading. But now in January 1820, he wrote of uniting his “new
thoughts” with the “old ideas” of other writers. Imagination would
be their ordering principal, the “generalissimo” of “all the
luckless ragamuffin Ideas” gathered here, he announced. Only that
faculty, he felt, gave form to the “thousand pursuits &
passions & objects of the world”.1

Emerson’s wealth of growing entries richly displayed this
power in romantic fantasies, vivid and often critical
self-portraits, poems, watercolors and drawings, ironic asides, and
philosophical musings. Though the particulars would change, this
journal and its allegiance to imagination would ground his career
as a writer and reformer for the next five decades. Of course, he
had been prepared for such a boldly active philosophical beginning.
Emerson’s boyhood had allowed him to find resources within himself,
required him to muster strength against loss and difficulty, and
embedded a strong habit of questioning the status quo. Furthermore,
he had started life in a time and place that made a wide, and ever
wider, world available to his curious mind. His immediate
surroundings beckoned with incentives to create, out of his
forefathers’ protesting past and participation in the Revolution,
his own call to citizens of the nation and world.

At a Leading
Center of American Culture and Change

When Emerson
was born in Boston on May 25, 1803, American horizons were rapidly
expanding at home and abroad. The United States, fourteen years
after the enactment of its Constitution, was newly enlarged and confident. Less
than a month before, President Thomas Jefferson had seized the unexpected opportunity of
purchasing the Louisiana territory
from France. That act extended the nation, and its constitutionally
legal shadow of slavery, to the western reaches of the plains, the
Rockies, and the Spanish Southwest. Yet Boston remained arguably
the most cultured city in all of the seventeen states. Nearby in
Cambridge, Harvard College continued to lead the region’s two
hundred year old tradition of close intellectual ties to England
and Europe. Boston itself, though long a major East Coast port, was
rapidly enlarging from the size of a town, growing from 25,000 in
1800 to more than 90,000 forty years later.2

Among its
residents at the turn of the nineteenth century was a small
community of blacks, free since Massachusetts outlawed slavery in
1790. By 1830, they numbered 1,875, or three percent of the city’s
total population, the majority living in the West End, just over
the hill from Boston’s State House and Emerson’s boyhood home. In
the three decades that Emerson would call Boston home, the people
in its streets always included black seamen, barbers, waiters, and
even rising shop-owners.3
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1.1 View of Boston, 1810.

Like its
population, Boston’s contacts abroad were growing exponentially.
Just a few minutes’ walk from the Emerson home on Chauncy Place,
wharves and ships ringed the city, displaying New England’s role in
the country’s newly independent trade with China. Since the
mid-1780s, Boston and Salem’s venture capitalists, veteran leaders
in colonial coastwise shipping, had been among the first Americans
in China. They led the United States in the Far East, a trade
forced by Britain’s post-Revolutionary embargo of the West Indies
and England. The adventure to China meant sending ships around the
world with the high-risk goal of safely reaching Canton, the single
port of exchange. En route, like all Westerners for the two
previous centuries, sea-going Americans touched multiple ports in
both the Atlantic and Pacific; the round trip often took a matter
of years. Like their predecessors as well, New Englanders braved
the long and dangerous voyage for the promise of 100 to 300 per
cent profit on their cargoes. The most successful of them were
among the nation’s first millionaires.4

Emerson’s
parents, William and Ruth Haskins Emerson, were
connected with this global enterprise through Ruth’s brother, Ralph
Haskins, a business agent or
supercargo in the trade, for whom they named their third son in
1803. Haskins returned that June from a voyage to China of nearly
three years on the ship Atahualpa. Sailing by way of
Cape Horn to the northwest coast of Canada, his company had
exchanged muskets and West India goods for otter skins with the
Indians, then proceeded across the Pacific to Canton for a second
trade that brought the ship home, after circling the globe, laden
with Asian imports.5 Boston households like
the Emersons’ grew elegant with mahogany furniture, silks, spices,
teas, and blue-and-white Canton and Nanking porcelain. This
far-flung trade exposed Boston’s intellectual circles to new
foreign literatures as well as exotic objects. Privileged at the
outset, Ralph grew up keenly aware of his expanding nation and
fascinated by distant lands. No wonder he titled his first journals
“The Wide World”.

Two Different
Parental Influences

If Boston’s
trade lay not far from the Emerson
house, the family’s essential mission in these changing times was
the city’s religion.
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1.2 First Congregational Church, 1843.

William Emerson
served as minister of First Church, Boston’s most prominent
assembly in a Congregational order that had direct theological
roots in seventeenth-century Puritanism. Through ministerial and
civic leadership, he aspired to create an intellectual culture out
of the raw materials of a new prosperity. Four years before,
William and Ruth had arrived from the country parish of Harvard,
twenty-five miles to the west. Six generations of his ancestors had
ministered to New England towns, but none before had claimed the
liberal theology that would soon be called Unitarian, and none had achieved the leadership of a
Boston church. Now William aimed for influence even beyond his
prominent congregation, which included former President John
Adams and his son, John Quincy
Adams. On the cultural and social
front, William helped to found several Boston institutions: the
city’s first library (the Boston Athenaeum), its first literary
magazine (the Monthly
Anthology), and the
Massachusetts Historical Society (publishing Ralph Haskins’ travel journal in its proceedings). He
also observed the stars with a Society for the Study of Natural
Philosophy. In the realm of social action, he supported the Female
Asylum and the new school for black children in Smith Court.


[image: ]



1.3 Ruth Haskins and William Emerson,
Emerson’s parents.

William’s
liberal religious doctrines emphasized reason and active virtue in
improving society. But, along with the ruling class of Federalist
Massachusetts, he was politically conservative, opposing the
extreme democracy of President Jefferson and what he considered worse, the possible
contagion of French anarchy. On Independence Day in 1802, William’s
official oration at Boston’s Faneuil Hall had asked citizens to
preserve the American Revolution by
recalling the recent eras of Washington and Adams, with their greater social order
and deference to authority.6 Elegant in dress and
gregarious in style, William lived for the public. The day Ralph
was born — Election Day in Massachusetts, a
holiday — William dined with the governor, listened to
the day’s official sermon, and spent the evening at his club. But
he was far from indifferent to his growing brood of children, with
Ralph the fourth of eventually eight siblings. Instead, he took on
childrearing as if it were another project for public improvement,
with the fervor of something personal to prove. Yet for all his
prominence and dedication, William was undisciplined, especially in
money matters. And insecurity led to his habit of putting on
courtly airs and an elevated speech that encouraged some
parishioners, first in Harvard and then in Boston, to hold him in
contempt. He privately blamed his inadequacies on a lack of
guidance from his father, who had died in the Revolution when he
was five. This felt deprivation motivated his insistence that his
children become “intelligent as well as moral beings … to
take rank with professional characters and the upper classes of
society”.7

William’s
discipline, enforced primarily by verbal injunction rather than
physical punishment, sought to imbue his offspring with these
values. “It will grieve me exceedingly to have you a blockhead”, he
wrote to eldest son John at six. “I
hope you will be as bright as silver”. By Ralph’s second birthday,
his father was offering rewards and imposing conditions: “Papa will
bring home cake for little boys who behave well at the dinner
table”, he reminded the toddler. When Ralph’s instruction in a dame
school began not many months later, William confided to John that
his little brother was “rather a dull scholar”; and as the child
neared three, his father wrote a friend, “[He] does not read very
well yet”. William’s negative attention took aim at Ralph’s
behavior as well as his pace of learning. Away on a trip in April
1810, William wrote his wife that he hoped his third son “regards
his words, does not eat his dinner too fast, and is gradually
resigning his impetuosity to younger boys”.8 At almost seven, Ralph
showed a certain headstrong, impulsive nature that would later
blossom into full revolt.

Emerson’s
adult career as one of America’s first public intellectuals owed a
considerable debt to his father, but he rarely acknowledged it.
Instead, he disparaged William’s era, represented by his
Monthly Anthology, as an “early ignorant & transitional
Month-of-March” in American culture. In general, he recalled
childhood as “unpleasing”, beginning with his fear of this godlike
parent. “Twice or thrice he put me in mortal terror by forcing me
into the salt water off some wharf or bathing house”, Emerson later
wrote, “and I still recall the fright with which, after some of
this salt experience, I heard his voice one day (as Adam that of
the Lord God in the garden), summoning us to a new bath, and I
vainly endeavouring to hide myself”.9 William believed in
cold-water bathing as a strategy for health. But to
Ralph — who recalled the day with grim
humor — his father’s words were divine thunder.

William’s
regimen, however, strengthened the bonds among these bright young
Emerson children. Sadly, their group soon narrowed to four boys.
John, receiver of his father’s
strongest guidance, died of tuberculosis at the age of eight, and
two girls fell victim to illness in infancy. Meanwhile, younger
brother Bulkeley proved to be
mentally disabled, part of the family circle but not up to its
ambition. Ralph’s chief partners and competitors would be elder
brother William and younger brothers
Edward and Charles. When small, they were restricted to the
yellow, gambrel-roofed parsonage on Chauncy Place and its enclosed
half-acre yard, three blocks from the gold-domed State House. From
an early age Ralph was looking beyond its bounds. When father
William had traveled to Waterford, Maine to visit family members,
Ruth reported the make-believe play of two-year-old Ralph and his
brother, “riding to Waterford to carry and bring intelligence to
you”. Emerson later described himself as a small boy sitting on the
brick wall around his yard, coveting the pears in his neighbor’s
orchard. His school friend William Henry Furness once claimed that Emerson’s childhood had
been without play, but personal recollections tell a different
story. As an adult Emerson remembered “trundling a hoop in Chauncy
Place” and could call before his mind’s eye “the old school-entry
where … we spun tops and snapped marbles”.10

Ruth’s
maternal affection was the rock supporting young Ralph’s childhood,
but her native reserve and pressing household duties left little
time to show it. Though the daughter of a prosperous brewer and
businessman, Ruth rather than William modeled the life of prayer in
their family. Each morning she dedicated an hour to solitary
devotions, following the traditional ways of the Bible and the Anglican Book of Common Prayer.
Not brought up a Congregationalist, she nevertheless dutifully
supported her husband’s ministerial position, serving dinner to his
Boston colleagues every Thursday as well as wine to the deacons on
Sunday evenings. The Emerson parsonage was a perpetual open house:
Ruth’s surviving recipe book tells how to make a “plumb cake” with
twenty-eight pounds of flour, sixteen of currents, and seven dozen
eggs. As a young woman who lived in the household later recalled,
Ruth raised her children with firm discipline and gentle restraint.
But one of Emerson’s memories suggests he wished for more. When
Ralph and his brother William spent an entire Election Day holiday
enjoying the town’s festivities, they were surprised that Ruth met
their return with relief: “My sons, I have been in an agony for
you!” “I went to bed”, Emerson remembered, “in bliss at the
interest she showed”.11

Still, Ruth
and her son Ralph shared unspoken bonds, as well as physical,
temperamental, and spiritual traits.
Many saw the strong physical likeness of son to mother, and her
calm exterior became his own. Most of all, Emerson’s alienation
from his father did not extend to his mother; in fact, he willingly
provided her with a home throughout her elder years. Near the end
of her life, having fallen out of bed and broken her hip, Ruth
remained silent until morning so as not to disturb others. Her son
reproved such extreme self-discipline
but could be equally stoical himself. It was another sign of the
intense emotional reserve, the “native frost” he once noted as
common to New Englanders.12

The Rebellious
Example of Mary Moody Emerson

The influence of a more headstrong blend of
love and piety than Ruth’s, with the addition of considerable
barbed wit, came from William’s sister Mary Moody Emerson.
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1.4 Mary Moody Emerson, silhouette,
[n.d].

So did she
model the value of reading and intelligence in a different manner
from William. This strong-willed aunt, contemptuous of many social
conventions, joined Ralph’s more conservative mother as a primary
first mentor. Thus Emerson came early to appreciate female mental
capabilities and emotional sensibilities. In their separate ways, these two women
set Emerson on a path toward eventual adoption of social causes
that female friends as well as family held dear: abolition and
their own legal rights. Though less than five feet in height, Mary
carved out larger space for herself as a self-taught spiritual
seeker and a feisty, even rudely memorable debater. From the start,
she served as a vital catalytic figure for the whole family. It had
been Mary who proposed her exemplary friend Ruth as a wife for
William. He and Mary had been born shortly before the American
Revolution in the Concord parsonage later made famous by Nathaniel
Hawthorne as the “Old Manse”. Their
father, also named William, had served as chaplain to Concord’s
Minutemen; and their mother, Phebe, was daughter of the zealous
pastor Daniel Bliss, who had led Concord during the disruptive,
spirit-filled revivals of the First Great Awakening. Later, Mary
would celebrate these spiritual heroes to her nephews, urging them to make
an equal mark. However, after her father’s death when Mary was two,
she had grown up under different circumstances from her siblings.
She was “exiled” (as she later recounted) to the household of
kinswomen in nearby Malden and formed by their Calvinist piety rather than by the religion of
reason and social order that her ministerial step-father, Ezra
Ripley, brought to
Concord.13

In Mary’s
lifelong search for religious power, however, she became a
self-educated reader of both new and traditional books. After
reuniting as young adults, William and Mary, only three years
apart, often supported each other. His Monthly Anthology in 1804 and 1805 carried her essays on
nature and imagination as avenues to God. But they agreed about
almost nothing, including the subjects of Mary’s essays. He charged
that her “imagination, all fascinating and balloon-like as it is”,
had carried her away from correct judgment. In turn, she criticized
his worldliness and urged him to retire from Boston, “commune with
nature sublime and tranquil … and take leave of the
earth”.14
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1.5 Old Manse, Concord, c. 1890–1895.

In a generation
still energized by the Revolution’s spirit of change, William and
Mary, each an innovator of sorts, argued for fundamentally
different worldviews. William believed that his position at First
Church would begin to fulfill his father’s goal of a new American
order. Earlier, he had even dreamed of founding a national,
nondenominational church in Washington, D.C.; human reason was
reliable enough to make it succeed. Mary, raised by Calvinists,
doubted his faith in reason. She believed that humanity was born in
sin and needed Christ’s salvation. However, she had experienced
that salvation on her own, not through the agency of church ritual
or authority. Thus she valued “enthusiasm” — the direct
influence of divine spirit — as shown in both her
father’s Revolutionary heroism and in her own solitary devotion.
Going further, she was even able to forget Christ as “mediator”,
perceiving God’s truth directly in natural landscapes and in lines
of poetry. Though all her life she would reflect a Calvinist
upbringing and sense of human depravity, the adult Mary began
reading books popular with the most daring
liberals — becoming familiar with a wide variety of
thinkers across time and space, from England and France to ancient
Greece and even India. Her endorsement of imagination and nature in
1804, when Ralph was still an infant, shows that she was absorbing
the leading ideas of European Romanticism into her own individualistic
faith.15

Mary passed on
a revolution of the spirit to all her nephews, especially Ralph.
Though she influenced him through long and intimate involvement, at
first she did not focus on him as a special charge. A single woman,
Mary lived at the beck and call of relatives, stretching herself
across the distances between Concord, Malden, Boston and her new
and preferred home, “Elm Vale”, near the White Mountains in the
frontier town of Waterford, Maine, where two sisters and their
families had settled. From adolescence, she had cared for
relatives’ children; the Emerson boys in Boston were not her sole
focus. But their potential stimulated her best efforts and
opinions. More than either of their parents, Mary could both play
with children and exhort them to religious devotion. When little
John was sent to Maine in an attempt
to cure his tuberculosis, she coaxed him into trying to swing. To
Ruth, she wrote about the value of
music in harmonizing the minds of children, and to nine-year-old
William, appreciation for his letter
and advice to “reflect on your condition”. “Give my love to R.
Waldo”, she added. “I shall write to him very soon”.16 Already Mary was
emphasizing seven-year-old Ralph’s ancestral middle name (from her
great-grandmother) that recalled to her the family’s devout
origins. Giving him that name in 1810 was an early signal of their
nascent special relationship.17

William
especially asked for Mary’s assistance with the family because of
his fragile health. The tuberculosis that cut short little John’s
life also plagued the father. In 1799, William had taken up the
call to preach at First Church despite feeling “alarmed about my
health” and “sore at my lungs”. A few years later, following
medical advice of the day to ride rough roads in order to clear the
lungs, he rode several times to Waterford, Maine, both to see young
John and to regain his strength. His journal, along with
self-accusations for failing to achieve more, often included the
terse note, “quite unwell”. But William kept his illness private
until 1808, when he was felled by a massive hemorrhage of the
lungs, a sure sign of the disease in its acute phase. Through his
months of recuperation, Mary stayed in Boston to help Ruth in
sickroom and nursery.18

That July,
William rose from bed to preach in the splendid neoclassical church
that First Church had built at Summer Street and Chauncy Place,
along with a spacious new parsonage nearby. Since the country was
enduring an economic depression brought on by Jefferson’s anti-British shipping embargo, many in the
congregation thought these new structures extravagant.
Simultaneously, William’s excessive spending put him permanently in
debt. When Mary returned to Maine a year later, William pleaded
with her to “come home … and help to alleviate the
burdens of a minister of religion weighed down to the earth by a
consciousness of incompetence to his awful function … The
boys’ minds and hearts afford a fine field for the display of
talents such as their aunt possesses”.19

William died
in May 1811 not from tuberculosis but, surprisingly, from stomach
cancer. Mary was present and afterward stayed with the family for
months at a time. Witnessing the pomp and ceremony of his father’s
funeral, Ralph, almost eight, felt more awe than sorrow. He and
William walked behind the hearse in a parade to King’s Chapel
Burial Ground led by the Ancient and Honorable Artillery Company.
“As we went up School Street and saw them sweep round the corner
into Tremont Street”, he later told his daughter, “it seemed to me
a grand sight”. Other than that, he could remember little of
William except certain moments of discipline. This largely negative
feeling about his father reflected the trauma of pain, stress, and
death buried within his terse description of his childhood as
“unpleasing”.20

Furthermore,
William’s name was not often mentioned afterward. “I have never
heard sentence or sentiment of his repeated by Mother or Aunt”, the
adult Emerson asserted. As these two women worked to keep the
family together — a goal they had shared with William
before his death — silence rather than fond recollection
led them forward. Although Ruth was bent with grief at her loss,
she might also have felt shame and resentment at William’s failure
to leave an estate for his young family. Mary would always recall
the anniversary of William’s death, but her differences with him on
fundamental theological and philosophical matters now led her to
assert her own voice. She would raise the boys her way and fulfill
a potential greatness lost to two successive male generations in
the Emerson family. As Ralph once joked, Mary now became “Father
Mum” to the boys.21

Hard Times and
High Objectives

The family’s
reduced means following William’s death cut short all expectation
of ease for the growing sons. William left behind only the mahogany
furniture, China tea sets, a telescope, and 452 books that
supported his stylish urban ministry. He also left debts of $2,458,
or $42,100 today, well above his entire assets and nearly twice his
annual salary. For the first three years after William’s death, the
family stayed in the First Church parsonage, taking boarders and
selling the books to pay debts. Afterward, they shared the Haskins’
house on Rainsford Lane and moved on to a succession of rented
quarters, where Ruth continued boarding guests to supplement her
widow’s stipend. The family’s position among Boston’s elite became
fragile. Living on Beacon Street among the highest class, they
rarely saw their affluent neighbors, as Mary wrote to a friend: “Ladies do not like to
visit where [there] are boarders”. From this humiliation and loss
of face, Ralph learned an early lesson in compensation: the value
of family solidarity. In his later essay “Domestic Life”, Emerson
pictured boys collaborating in chores and, as Ruth and Mary had
taught them, entertaining each other with the treasure of their
day’s reading. “What is the hoop that holds them staunch? It is the
iron band of poverty, of necessity, of austerity, which, excluding
them from the sensual enjoyments which make other boys too early
old, has directed their activity into safe and right
channels”.22 His father had
provided a model of elite generosity to the poor by supporting the
Female Asylum and school for black children, but Emerson’s later
sympathy for the marginalized grew also from direct experience of
poverty’s “iron band”.

In 1812, at
age nine, Ralph entered Boston Public
Latin School, although the cost of tuition and suitable clothing
added to the family’s financial burden.
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1.6 Boston Public Boys’ Latin School,
1812–1844.

He never forgot
the anxiety of searching for the dollar he had lost while on his
way to buy shoes. One winter, he and Edward had to share an overcoat on alternate
days, enduring schoolmates’ taunts about whose turn it was to wear
it. Nonetheless, Boston Latin gave Ralph a strong social and
intellectual foundation over the next five years. Here he grew in
the company of boys such as William Henry Furness and Samuel Bradford, who would become
lifelong friends. Here, too, after one reputedly drunken master was
dismissed, the kind and invigorating young Benjamin Gould replaced
him. Gould taught geography not only from the textbook, but with a
globe, atlas, and stories of Napoleon’s recent campaigns in the African desert.
Gould’s Greek lessons came alive with enough clarity and force that
for life Emerson could repeat the lines he learned. Most of all,
this teacher passed on his love of writing and oratory. Ralph
responded by composing his first serious essays, reciting passages
from literature each week, and presenting his poem “Eloquence” to a
visiting expert on the subject.23

He later
recalled, however, that his best education had come from “some idle
books under the bench at Latin School”. His own choice of reading
always led to his most important learning. Ruth had kept the
family’s membership in the Boston Athenaeum, so that mother, aunt,
and sons could all borrow volumes freely. Whether or not he read
these on the sly at Latin School, he enjoyed bookish conversations
at home. Mary provided constant challenges out of her own knowledge
of poetry and philosophy, seeking to “unfold … powers”
that, in her view, each child already possessed. Ralph believed
that his aunt had read every known book, and he afterwards
remembered the sentences of Milton,
Shakespeare, and Antoninus as she had
quoted them. Mary’s faith that the boys were “born to be educated”
anticipated their achieving greatness from within, a goal far
different from the academic rank and social station to which her
brother might have driven them.24

Each evening,
she led the family in hymns and prayers, after which they took
turns reading Rollin’s Ancient History. Rollin’s
Athenian heroes affected Ralph so deeply that he wrote verses
extolling their bravery. He showed his lines to Mary’s
intellectually gifted friend, Sarah Alden Bradford, who often visited in the evenings and, as
Mary put it, “animate[d] the boys to study”.
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1.7 Sarah Alden Bradford Ripley.

Sarah’s
conversations with Ralph continued after she became his aunt by
marrying his half-uncle Samuel Ripley, and along with Samuel taught school in
Waltham to prepare boys for Harvard. “As to her knowledge”, Ralph
later wrote to brother William, “talk
on what you will, she can always give you a new idea”.25

An early
Emerson biographer noted his unusual, female-influenced education, referring to
Ruth, Mary, and Sarah Ripley as the “three Fates” who had set the
direction of young Ralph’s life. His adult friend Bronson
Alcott more boldly declared the
result: “The best of Emerson’s intellect comes out of its feminine
traits”. Neither observer was disparaging the grown man as
effeminate, but instead was praising Emerson’s intuition and
receptivity, traits that their culture associated with women. Free
of father-son struggles for control, the impressionable Ralph
readily made this collective female mind part of his own psyche.
Later, in a journal entry of 1842,
Emerson realized the value of a bisexual sensibility in the
revolutionary consciousness he was proposing: “The finest people
marry the two sexes in their own person. Hermaphrodite is then the
symbol of the finished soul”.26 This later openness to women and to the
womanly side of himself grew naturally from his early formation.
The encouragement of his kinswomen directly affected Ralph’s
reading and creativity, his love of language and composing poetry.
Ruth asked the boys every Sunday to learn a hymn. At nine, Ralph
wrote one instead, which Edward read
for Ruth’s approval before triumphantly revealing the author. His
poem “The Sabbath” also survives from
that same age. Two years later, during idle moments at Rufus Webb’s
noontime writing school, he collaborated as writer with his friend
William Furness, who drew the
pictures, for the bloody and adventurous “History of Fortus”.
Whether or not he had formal drawing lessons, Ralph also liked to
sketch, as his elaborate rebus-letter to brother William in
November 1814 and later watercolors show.27
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1.8 Rebus letter, 1814, p. 1.
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1.9 Rebus letter, 1814, p. 2.

Since his
mother was preoccupied with boarders and Aunt Mary often away in Concord or Waterford, Ralph now felt both the
loneliness and the advantage of independence. This freedom allowed
him to explore Boston neighborhoods of both the rich and the poor.
On the Election Day, when he and William were reprimanded for being
gone so long, they must have taken full advantage of the
festivities for this major state holiday. After school and even
while truant from it, they skated and played ball on the nearby
Boston Common, explored the city’s docks and ropewalks on Charles
Street, and soaked up the sights and sounds of street-criers and
fire engines. The Common, a large public space in the city’s
center, was a playground he shared with its black community from
the nearby West End. Down by the docks, Ralph first encountered
even more races and classes. Sailors disembarking from ships were
black as well as white, and they also included the natives of
far-flung ports. Once he and Edward ventured over the bridge to
Charlestown and were bullied by street boys — their race
unmentioned — on the way back; later he declared he could
have used more such education. From these wanderings, along with
observing all types of humanity, Emerson’s intellectual curiosity
grew: “When a boy I used to go to the wharves”, he later wrote,
“and pick up shells out of the sand which vessels had brought as
ballast, and also plenty of stones, gypsum, which I discovered
would be luminous when I rubbed two bits together in a dark closet,
to my great wonder”.28 Such wonder fed both
his poetic mind and his lifelong interest in science.

The War of
1812 brought new excitements to
Boston, martial music in the streets and warships in the harbor.
Ralph was especially proud of Uncle Ralph Haskins’ “manly beauty” as a member of the Boston
Hussars, a troop of fifty leading citizens who paraded in showy
green uniforms trimmed with red, ready to defend the city if the
British attacked.29 Though the die-hard
Federalists of New England still opposed war with the British, by
the end of 1812 new national pride rallied, especially after the
Boston-built Constitution summarily
destroyed the Guerrière not far off-shore.
Two years later, after Oliver Hazard Perry defeated the British on
Lake Erie, eleven-year-old Ralph’s verses on “Perry’s Victory” both
celebrated America’s military might and displayed a naive love of
rhyming: “When late Columbia’s patriot brave/ Sail’d forth on
Erie[’]s tranquil wave/ No hero yet had found a grave — /
Within her watery cemetery./ But soon that wave was stained with
gore/ And soon on every concave shore/ Reechoed with the dreadful
roar/ Of thundering artillery”. Ralph had his own moment of
patriotic service the same year, when the students of Boston Latin
were enlisted to help build fortifications against British attack
on Noddle’s Island at the harbor’s mouth. Later, he fondly mocked
their boyish efforts, noting that Great Britain had probably made
peace as a direct result.30 But now, on the cusp
of his impressionable teens, Ralph’s enthusiasm for his
revolutionary heritage and the promise of extending independence in
America was only strengthened by the war.

Such proud
rebellious stirrings were also encouraged by a temporary move to
Concord. Inflation and a serious
threat of invasion to Boston during the war led Ruth and Mary
temporarily to evacuate the boys to that ancestral home.
Eleven-year-old Ralph had often visited his grandmother and
step-grandfather Ezra Ripley’s
manse on the Concord River. Now, from
November 1814 through the spring of 1815, he actually lived in the
house built by his blood grandfather, William Emerson. Just behind it in 1775, as Mary loved to
tell her nephews, William had invoked divine blessing on the
Minutemen as they fought the British at Old North Bridge. When
grandfather Ripley took him on ministerial rounds, Ralph heard
stories about parishioners that also helped make Concord’s rich
pre-Revolutionary and wartime history his own. Meanwhile, to add to
his positive memories of the place, the village schoolmaster
frequently invited him to recite his poems in class. Once he even
spoke his lines for a larger public while standing on top of a
sugar barrel at the village store, a future performing orator
enjoying his first public audience.31

Equally
delightful to Ralph was the town’s natural landscape. As he
recalled, “this place was … all ‘the Country’ which we
knew”. It was a far different playing field from Boston’s streets,
Common, and shore. William had
already gone to college, so Ralph spent his after-school hours with
Edward and Charles, now nine and six, in the woods and hills.
As his memorial to these brothers later recalled, “They took this
valley for their toy,/ They played with it in every mood;/ A cell
for prayer, a hall for joy,—/ They treated nature as they would”.
At the time, Ralph expressed no hint of interest in Concord as a
one-day home. But Emerson’s son Edward later remarked that its fields “bound him
unconsciously with ties which drew him back before many years to
live and dream and prophesy and die in them”.32

Once peace was
declared in 1815, Ruth brought the family back to Boston, where
Ralph continued to grow under Mary’s influence. Throughout
the war years she had told and retold her nephews stories of
ancestors, not only recent family heroes but a long line of
Protestant pastors whose charity and power rose from the Holy
Spirit at work in them. Ralph heard these “with awe”. Every day he
also read aloud her prayers for family devotions, their “prophetic
& apocalyptic ejaculations” still sounding in his ear years
later. Now, as he reached his teens, his direct give and take of
ideas and jokes with Mary also intensified. In 1813, at age ten, he
had written her about his daily schedule in stiff, schoolboy prose.
Three years later, he shared his learning while also revealing a
new ability to mimic his aunt’s satirical style, poking fun at her
insistence that morning should make one “feel inspired”. The same
year, Ralph parodied Mary’s literary advice in substance and style
when he advised Edward that a letter “fill’d by ‘sentiment’ and
taste/ On common stuff should, no black fluid waste”. Such slight
sarcasm was allowable, because by now he knew that he and
Charles had become Mary’s favorites
among the Emerson brothers. While she hoped that Charles, whom she
had taken to Maine for a time to care for alone, would eventually
rise to political power, she hailed Ralph as the most creative of
the brothers with language and ideas. When he was about fourteen,
she both complimented his growing talent and added a characteristic
barb: “I remember no hour of our solitude so pleasantly as the last
sab.[bath] eve. The Justice of your theological views was
noticeable for your age and non-application — that is
there are some books you have not read. But some serious questions
were inferred which I did not put. You will. To know one’s duty is
a great step”.33

Independence at
Harvard with Mary Emerson as Continuing Mentor

Both aunt and nephew took major life steps in
the fall of 1817. Ralph followed family tradition and entered
Harvard College in nearby Cambridge.
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1.10 Harvard College, Old Quad, North Side,
1828.

In contrast,
Mary left Boston to live at her farm, Elm Vale, in western Maine,
doing what she had once advised her brother William: to retire from
society and commune with nature. Though in 1817 Ralph had not yet
visited Mary’s farm, he already idealized this sublime natural
landscape, a place he later described as “within sight of the White
Mountains”, with a lake, neighboring mountain, a brook running over
granite, “and noble forests all around”. At college, he began
receiving Mary’s letters reflecting on such scenes — as
well as on the new, defining texts of European Romanticism that she associated with them. Having
affirmed French novelist and essayist Germaine de Staël’s dictum, “Enthusiasm is God within us”, and
William Wordsworth’s admission that a
humble flower creates thoughts that “lie too deep for tears”, she
was now urging a life of similar natural inspiration upon her
nephew.34

In their
exchange of learned, playful letters, both Mary and Ralph
benefited. As a woman in her forties, lacking formal education or
means to publish her ideas, Mary was attempting to make this
promising nephew her literary surrogate by transferring her wealth
of insights and hopes. In mock humility, she pictured the supposed
cultural divide between them: “What dull Prosaic Muse would venture
from the humble dell of an unlettered district to address a son of
Harvard?” she asked that November. But Mary’s serious vision for
Ralph as a poet went well beyond Harvard. Her incomplete phrases
left open an unlimited future: “Son of — — — of poetry — — of
genius — ah were it so — and I destined to
stand in near consanguinity to this magical
possession”.35 If her nephew had the
“genius” to write original works, it would be enough that she had
served as his mentor.

Mary’s
compliments offered the gangly, six-foot, fourteen-year-old
Ralph — superior by heritage and education but shy by
nature and poverty — an invaluable sense of self-worth.
He needed confidence as the youngest in his class.
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1.11 Emerson at 14 (painted 1845).

Also, as
President John T. Kirkland’s freshman
messenger in exchange for room and board, he was living alone at
the rear of the president’s house, while fellow students were
readily making new friends in the dormitories. Kirkland’s nephew
Samuel Lothrop, whom Ralph helped
prepare for college, recalled that his tutor had “a wall of reserve
around him which he would not let anybody penetrate”. Yet at times
he relaxed enough to share his poems with Lothrop and give “comic
views of persons” at Harvard. Classmate John Gardner also noted
that Ralph, though rarely speaking, had “a certain flash when he
uttered anything”. When brother William began college three years before, Mary had
advised him to avoid the look of “dependance [sic]”. Instead he
should act “generous and great” so as to begin giving society
benefit rather than receiving it.36 For Ralph, satirical
skills and verbal “flash” were his form of pride and gift to
society at this moment. Later, he would use them as a bridge from
literature and philosophy to the world of reform.

A seemingly
slight incident at college was already a harbinger of social action
to come. By his second year, Ralph, now living in Hollis Hall with
other classmates, worked in the college commons to help his mother
and brother put him through college. This employment gave him a
catbird seat to witness a small class rebellion there, a food fight
on All Hallows Eve in 1818. When President Kirkland suspended its ring-leaders, the sophomores
arose in collective protest at Harvard’s Rebellion Tree, revered
since the Revolution. Ralph had not participated in the riot,
whether from personal reserve or desire to keep his job at the
commons, but he joined his peers at the tree.
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1.12 Hollis Hall with Rebellion Tree,
1875.

Afterward, he
wrote what brother William in amusement called a “history of your
very praiseworthy resistance to lawful authority”. In similar
spirit and around the same time, Ralph joined several student
societies fostering reading and debate. Sometimes he composed
drinking songs for them and sampled “a great deal of wine (for
me)”, though instead of loosening up, he grew “graver with every
glass”.37

A deeper and
longer-lasting conflict near the end of Ralph’s sophomore year was
the mounting battle between conservative and liberal clergy,
centered at Harvard and long brewing within New England’s dominant
Congregationalism. It would both win his commitments and prompt his
acts of resistance.
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1.13 Room 15, Hollis Hall, 1822, Emerson
watercolor.

The controversy
had begun in 1805, when Henry Ware Sr. was elected Hollis Professor of Divinity at
Harvard over objections from the orthodox clergy. Ralph’s father
William had sided with Ware and the
liberals: that year he devoted pages of the Monthly Anthology to defending Ware. His sister Mary, though
raised orthodox, showed her liberal bent by contributing a letter
portraying Christ as a divinely human “hero”, rather than part of
the three-person God. Even more at issue for the opposing heirs of
New England Puritanism than a single or tri-part God was the
question of how redemption would occur: by humanity’s own will to
goodness or through the undeserved gift of God’s grace? The stakes
were high. A host of new spiritual competitors caught up in the
fervor of the Second Great Awakening — Baptists,
Methodists, Shakers — were offering the populace
emotional conversion in a way that undermined all the old churches.
William Ellery Channing of Boston’s
Federal Street Church emerged as chief leader of the liberals, and
soon thereafter the energetic, far-sighted Kirkland began reforming Harvard in this light. By
1816, the year before Ralph arrived, Ware had begun a new Divinity
School to train liberal clergy.38

In May of
1819, Channing preached a sermon in Baltimore that named and
defined a new denomination, “Unitarian Christianity”. For Ralph, family history placed his
initial allegiance to Unitarianism beyond doubt. His father had
been Channing’s Boston colleague and Kirkland’s close friend. Mary
had followed Channing’s career closely over the years, mixing her
occasional dissents from his views with wishes for “the
youth … to imbibe his spirit”. Her ideas of Christ as
God’s “mediator”, but not himself divine, paralleled Channing’s
theology as it had developed to this point. Two years earlier,
Ralph had won Mary’s praise for his theological questions,
indicating his ability to follow these debates. By 1821, when
Channing gave his definitions of natural and revealed religion in
the Dudleian lecture at Harvard, young Emerson praised him for
showing the highest form of “moral imagination”.39 But sectarian
distinctions never deeply mattered to him. Less than a decade
later, he quoted Augustine, “‘Let others wrangle, I will wonder’,”
adding, “It shall be my speech to the Calvinist & the Unitarian”. Such independence,
built from his deep curiosity, sense of wonder and Mary’s model in
childhood, also helped distance him
from the 1819 divide in Congregationalism. That year Ralph adopted
his middle name, “Waldo”, and signed himself “R. Waldo Emerson”, as
Mary had addressed him nine years before.

Here was a new
identity more interesting, and a voice more commanding, than the
larger religious claims to authority that whirled about
him.40

Yet his
journal also reveals a young man
whose maturity and self-confidence came only in fits and starts.
Waldo’s reserve persisted in his junior year. Rarely mentioning
social occasions or fellow students in his journal, instead he drew
heroic classical figures and male faces in profile as if they were
imagined selves or ideal friends.

In fact, he
was deep into puberty, what he later called “a passage from the
sleep of the passions to their rage”. Waldo’s overt passion at seventeen took the form of longing for
a true friend, guardedly confessed in
his journal. “There is a strange face in the Freshman class whom I
should like to know very much”, he wrote in August, 1820. “He has a
great deal of character in his features & should be a fast
friend or a bitter enemy. His name is [Martin] Gay”.
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1.14 Early Emerson signature as “Waldo”,
1821.
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1.15 “Roman Phantasies of imagination and
bad dreams”, 1820, Emerson watercolor.
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1.16 Martin Gay, 1820, Emerson sketch.

For
months — often with the name left blank — he
recorded exchanging glances with Gay. Gay’s “cold blue eye” entered
Waldo’s thoughts a dozen times a day, leading him to speculate in
verse about their different ambitions and destiny: “Perhaps thy lot
in life is higher / Than the fates assign to me”. This assumption
reflected Waldo’s insecurity about himself, registered in his
simultaneous self-disparagement: “I find myself often idle,
vagrant, hollow, and stupid”. Such a lack of confidence evidently
won out over his attraction to Gay, and the two never met. Despite
chastising himself, Waldo still added to his self-profile, “I need
excitement”.41

Biographers
differ in their interpretation of this apparently homoerotic
declaration of love. Perhaps it was only the momentary crush of a
teenage boy. Or perhaps his own awakening included acknowledgement
of a homosexual inclination, otherwise kept silent amid his
lifelong praise for the soul’s bisexuality. Beyond dispute,
however, was his unsuccessful struggle to bring admiration of Gay
to any test for over two years, even after graduation from college.
“Baby play” was Waldo’s self-disparaging name for this unfulfilled
flirtation. It was evidence of a profound inner hesitation. Nearing
nineteen, in mock address to a higher-ranking self, he described
his heart as “[a] blank, my lord”. “I have not the kind affections
of a pigeon. Ungenerous and selfish, cautious & cold, I yet
wish to be romantic”. Waldo felt compelled to probe such an
important matter to its emotional core. Even when his attraction to
Gay was waning in 1822, he nevertheless found this “curious
incident in the history of so cold a being … well worth a
second thought”. The explanation now seemed obvious to him: “From
the first, I preferred to preserve the terms which kept alive so
much sentiment rather than a more familiar intercourse which I
feared would end in indifference”.42
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1.17 “Unfruitful land” of “Loggle”, 1820,
Emerson watercolor.

Expectation,
for the vulnerable Waldo, was infinitely better than rejection.
From now on, with a few notable exceptions, Emerson would shield
his deepest feelings within a cold exterior. For this, he would
regularly berate himself. Emotionally, he would remain timid and
defensive and for a lifetime be reserved. This pronounced
psychological trait was one reason, among others, for his slow pace
in entering the social and political fray of coming decades. But
intellectually, he was steadily building in confidence and
self-assurance.

Becoming a True
Philosopher

Waldo’s
intellectual courage took wing in his last two years at Harvard.
Unremarkable before as a scholar, he began a new era in his junior
year, by both using and ignoring Harvard’s official course of
study. He had hated and nearly failed mathematics, found no mentor
comparable to Boston Latin’s Gould, and performed without
distinction in classrooms stressing recitation and rote learning.
Increasingly, however, courses in philosophy confirmed the inward
power that he had sought and Mary had encouraged. Until junior
year, under Professor Levi Hedge,
students had progressed from only logic to the seventeenth-century
philosophy of John Locke, who saw
knowledge as a system of ideas constructed from sense impressions
of the outer world. But then Waldo’s class began reading the newer
views of the Scottish Common Sense School, especially Dugald
Stewart, who affirmed a more
intuitive morality and reasoning power in the mind itself. For
Stewart, uniting sensory experience and prior mental power provided
a new — indeed commonsensical — grounding in
the world. By senior year, now under professor Levi Frisbie, Waldo took yet another step toward future
beliefs by reading the English moral philosopher Richard
Price. Mary had long sworn by Price and now quoted to
the college senior lines that he was also hearing in class:
“Right and
wrong have had
claims prior to all rites — immutable & eternal in
their nature”.43 Moral principles did
not simply arise from variable human experience but were written
into the universe, directly empowering the mind. Such ethical
thinking would become the backbone of Emerson’s later reform
work.

Not only was
the young man maturing; times were also swiftly changing during his
college years. In 1820, as Emerson later recalled, a “Movement”
started to replace the “Establishment” at Harvard, exposing him to
new ways of thinking that he made his own for life. While Frisbie
instructed the students in philosophy, two young
professors — Edward Everett
in Greek and George Ticknor in
French — introduced Germany’s revolutionary “higher
criticism” from their recent studies abroad. They also honored
students by lecturing at an adult level in the style of European
professors. In response, Emerson recalled, he and his classmates
developed critical “knives in their brain”. This new scholarly
method required examining literary texts, especially the
Bible, through the lenses of
historical context, multiple authorship, and linguistic study.
Everett and Ticknor questioned traditional ideas, especially
dogmatic, authoritative statements. Such a perspective also
stimulated the imagination, and it was bound to appeal to Waldo’s
curiosity and creativity. His journal and college theme books began
recording responses to lectures and elaborate notes for Harvard’s
prize essay contests, toward which Waldo was encouraged by lessons
in rhetoric by another new professor, Edward Tyrell Channing, a brother of William Ellery
Channing.44

Everett,
Ticknor, and Channing were all commanding lecturers. As Waldo’s
friend William Furness recalled,
“Rhetoric was all the rage in college … A finely turned
sentence, a happy figure of speech, threw us into a spasm of
enthusiasm. Edward Everett was a master in that line”. Waldo, whose
verbal “flash” was his forte, chiefly admired Everett at first, but
then increasingly adopted Channing’s new simplicity of style. Now
was the moment when he might unite his formal education with
informal reading “under the bench” and produce new writing of his
own at home. The journal — his greatest feat of
composition to date as well as a ready store of ideas for college
essay contests — was begun not at Harvard but in his
mother’s parlor during a vacation. Mary was sitting nearby, doubtless the
“witch … in the chamber” that his first pages invoked for
aid.45

Referring to
his pious aunt as a “witch” was no insult. Rather, Waldo was
crediting her with supernatural gifts and alluding to their now
serious, now light conversation about romantic poetry and the power
of the imagination. Mary’s self-education framed and gave meaning
to his new learning at Harvard. In fact, for Waldo, she was not
only “witch” but all-in-one “muse”, “oracle”, “Cassandra”, and
“weird woman”, each title revealing nuances of her power to
foretell his destiny and inspire him toward it. By 1821,
transcribing her letters into his “Wide World” journals and college
theme books, he attributed them primarily to “Tnamurya”. The name,
suggesting a figure of Eastern mystery, was Waldo’s anagram for
“Aunt Mary”, perhaps to disguise her influence even from
himself.
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1.18 “Tnamurya”, Emerson’s anagram for “Aunt
Mary”, 1821.

“Tnamurya” not
only encouraged him to become a “son of poetry” but also suggested
how to begin. “If I were a Poet this night would inspire me”, Mary
wrote, then sketched out what she would describe. Or she urged his
imagination to fly to her secluded mountain home in Maine, where
“you might … hear the songs of the grove echoed by the
little Tritons of Neptune … [or] people a sylvan scene
with nymphs or fairies”. As such fancies grew ridiculous, she
shifted to higher purpose, urging withdrawal into nature and
discovery of God’s greatness through it.46 Years ago, brother
William had resisted such advice. Now
her young protégé not only listened to, but also recorded, her
wryly humorous and exalted words alongside his own.

In copying
“Tnamurya’s” letters, Waldo was immersing himself in ideas that
explored a new philosophy. As a senior, writing on “The Present
State of Ethical Philosophy” for the Bowdoin Prize, he asked Mary
questions about both pre-Christian natural religion and the history
of philosophical ideas. In dense, only partially decipherable
responses, she laid claim to both idealism and a romantic theory of
correspondence between soul and universe, quoting Richard
Price and Mme. de Staël. Fearing the contemporary love of
“sensation rather than sentiment”, she also urged Waldo toward a
celestial poetry based on Plato and
Plotinus, then ended her letter with
the Hindu “Hymn to Narayena”: “My
soul absorbed one only Being knows / Of all perceptions one
abundant source”. She cited her beloved poets Milton, Byron, and
Wordsworth as examples, defending
solitude as the best way to resist mediocrity, “to form the eagle
wings wh[ich] will bear one farther than suns and
stars”.47 “Tnamurya’s” words
ranked so highly with Waldo that he included them in his journal’s
table of contents, at hand early and late, to draw upon for
inspiration and re-quotation. He echoed the lines from Price and
Staël in his senior Bowdoin essay, and those on solitude as late as
The Conduct of
Life (1860).48

Mary, a devout
force for “ancestral religion” in Waldo’s life, also paradoxically
opened the way for his heresies. Throughout his career he
consistently and publicly acknowledged her first role, but her
second, only privately. Two years after graduating from Harvard,
Waldo described his aunt to a classmate as “an idolater of
Nature”, anxious to have him share
her sublime landscape “as the temple where God & the Mind are
to be studied & adored & where the fiery soul can begin a
premature communication with other worlds”. This devout idolatry
pervaded Mary’s letters and journals and foreshadowed themes that
Waldo would develop thirteen years
later in Nature. Also
in 1823, he wrote her with an early concern about slavery, posing the “curious question” of why
slaves suffered in a moral universe. She responded that the
“tormentors” of slaves presented an even greater enigma, perhaps an
“evil in the nature of things”, echoing her Calvinist upbringing with its emphasis on original
sin. This exchange, implying earlier conversations on such subjects
as well, is the first surviving sign in Waldo of later abolitionist
convictions, passionately shared with his aunt. Their Price-based
affirmation of right and wrong as “immutable” universal principles
demanded such justice. In 1836, as the antislavery cause was
mounting in Massachusetts and among Concord women, Mary wrote to
Waldo’s wife Lidian, knowing that her
abolitionist conversion would continue to influence him: “[T]hink
that the revolutions of only half a century concentrate the great
idea of man’s greatness as a man … [M]an
shall not thrive on the miseries of his brother!”49 Waldo’s internal
drive to act would grow through more than a dozen years of family
conversation.

In politics as
in metaphysics, dialogue with Mary Moody Emerson enabled the
emergence of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s revolutionary views. After his
star began to rise, he was asked what difference it would have made
if Aunt Mary had not influenced his education. He answered, “Ah,
that would have been a loss! I could better have spared Greece and
Rome”. On another occasion, he added, “I have no hour of poetry or
philosophy, since I knew these things, into which she does not
enter as a genius”. He valued this obscure woman equally with the
nation’s famous men, but expressed such feelings only to his
journal. In 1868, commenting on remarks made by his friend, the
Boston critic Charles Eliot Norton,
he asked, “What could Norton mean in saying that the only great men
of the American past were Franklin
& Edwards? We have had Adams & Channing, Washington, & the prophetic authors of the
Federalist, Madison & Hamilton, and if he had known it, Aunt
Mary”.50

Around his
quotation of Mary’s ideas lay the “variety shop” of Waldo’s
journal. Turbulent with adolescent
trials, it revealed an independent center of creativity, a theater
for all his private musings, hopes, and literary experiments.
Seemingly with an eye to a future biographer, he observed, “Thirty
or forty years hence, if I should live so long, this book will
serve as a nucleus for the association of ideas and may recall very
vividly all the interest which attached to the projects and fancies
of a young writer”.51 He lamented that his
college studies, “however unsuccessful”, kept him from plunging
into the lore of chivalry and magic as he wished, except for the
occasional watercolor of a Romantic landscape on
one page and an assortment of towers, orbs, and unicorns on
another. He would also jot down a song exhorting fellow students to
empty their wine glasses, since “the tutors are near and the
daylight’s past”, or compose a poem about a hog which “drank swill
from Pleasure’s brimming cup / And grunted grunts of
ecstasy”.52

But Waldo’s
intellectual seriousness, increasing as he turned eighteen, was
evident side by side with whimsy in his journal. Poems might appear
with drafts of essays for college prizes. Here he quoted widely
from Byron, Scott, Shakespeare, and dozens of other authors from his
independent reading list. Two moral philosophers, French essayist
Michel de Montaigne and the English
writer-statesman Francis Bacon,
father of the scientific method, especially won his respect. Three
years later, Waldo would single out their essays, along with
Alexander Pope’s poetry, as models of
the collected “wisdom of their times” that he hoped to
emulate.53 Such a framework of
French and English realism, along with Mary’s idealism, became part
of his thinking for a lifetime.

Now two of his
own attempts — his junior-year essay “Socrates” and senior-year “Dissertation on the
Present State of Ethical Philosophy”, both winners of second prizes
in the Bowdoin competitions of 1820 and 1821 — were
pregnant with his developing core beliefs. At this early date,
Waldo’s ethical study affirmed a theme repeated in his future work:
that philosophers from Plato to
Bacon had shown the mind’s ability to
penetrate the universe and create a “SCIENCE of morality”.
Meanwhile, his fictional romances also hinted at lofty ambitions
and explored the mysteries of inspiration, often in terms of a
young man’s relationship with an older woman. “The Magician”
imagined a young hero encountering a witchlike woman of the forest.
Another described how the prophetic mother of a fantasized New
England founder, Foxcroft by name, instructed him to lay the
foundation of nothing less than America’s empire.54

Two poems
Waldo wrote as a senior show his nationalistic pride and
imaginative range as he moved thoughts from the private space of
his journal to public performance. For the first, “Indian
Superstition”, he studied Robert
Southey’s “Curse of Kehama” among
other works, noting to himself that “enlightened morality was
taught in India” in the pre-Christian era of Manu, a semi-legendary
Hindu lawgiver. A glimpse of both
future reform and international interests lay in this comment. But
his finished poem, read at the College Exhibition in April 1821,
found no wisdom in Eastern religion. Rather, it conventionally
faulted India’s present “thralldom” to superstition and expressed
relief that “No Indra thunders in Columbian sky”.55 The poem’s major
interest was to point to the triumphal progress of culture through
its migration westward to America.

A similar
vision of greatness for America underlay his “Valedictory Poem”,
delivered as Class Day poet in July. This poem’s deep personal and
intellectual investment contrasted with his poem about India and
made these lines his most resonant of any from his college years.
Here Waldo mythologized his classmates as he likened their hopes to
the “rapture” of young Columbus on first beholding the new world.
His class of 1821 might achieve greatness by also listening, as did
the Italian explorer, to the “oracles of Fate”. He saw divine
blessings falling on his generation as they had on Columbus and his
men: “Earth, air, and heaven, which smiled benignant then / On
those far travelers from the haunts of men, / With equal luster now
look calmly on / This youthful band, — this goal which
they have won; / Perhaps bear with them, in their counsels high, /
The near fulfilment of old prophecy; / And we, perchance, may claim
with joy to be/ The Ministers of Fate, the priests of Destiny”.
Consciously or not, Waldo was grandly projecting his own hopes to
rank among America’s “Ministers of Fate” and “priests of Destiny”.
Along with such lofty prophecies, however, his irrepressible humor
emerged as the poem also recalled the ability of his class “to
cheer, and to rebel” in the famous sophomore food
fight.56

Yet Waldo did
not cover himself with glory at Harvard, socially or
intellectually. He stood dead center of his graduating class,
thirtieth out of fifty-nine students in academic rank. He had been
asked to be Class Day poet only after seven other seniors declined.
Worse, the poem on which he had worked so hard apparently met with
little enthusiasm. After its performance, he had to settle for a
disappointing “conference part” at Commencement — a
“stupid thing”, as he wrote Sarah Bradford Ripley, all the more since the event was a
popular state holiday, bringing crowds to the college. Affluent
classmates like Josiah Quincy, whose father would be mayor of
Boston and president of Harvard, celebrated with extended families
at grand dinners and parties. But Waldo had only a small circle of
his mother, his aunts Mary and Sarah,
and brothers to meet him for the ceremony, with no festive dinner
afterward. Apart from the question of academic honors, there was no
money for grandeur.57

Leaving Cambridge in 1821, Emerson lacked self-trust and
sure prospects, but his well-furnished imagination, grounding in
academic learning, and maturing self-estimation offered a broad
platform from which his revolutionary words would develop. Not
until the early 1830s did he look back at Harvard and realize that,
like Columbus heading toward America, he had been right to follow
his own lead. “I was the true philosopher in college”, he wrote,
“and Mr. Farrar and Mr. Hedge and Dr.
Ware the false, yet what seemed then
to me less probable?”58 The insight that
these words expressed would be hard won over the next dozen years.
Through such thoughts, however, Waldo would emerge a stronger
prophet and prophet-in-action than anyone, except Aunt Mary, might have predicted.

1.2 Becoming an American “Adam”,
1822–1835
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I have
sometimes thought that in order to be a good minister it was
necessary to leave the ministry. The profession is antiquated. In
an altered age, we worship in the dead forms of our forefathers.
Were not a Socratic paganism better than an effete superannuated
Christianity?


Emerson, Journal, 2 June 1832

Emerson, still
an uncertain eighteen-year-old when he graduated from Harvard
College in 1821, in the next decade and a half would discover his
purpose, his calling and his identity as a more clearly defined
American. That sharper self-image, combined with his nascent
Transcendentalist ideas, would define
the pivotal reform role he would soon play in the country’s
mid-century era of enormous social change. The United States, only
forty years old in 1821, was also in its adolescence, still forming
its cultural and political identity at home and abroad. Both the
country and Emerson shared high hopes and ambitions. Just the year
before, the Missouri Compromise had
attempted to settle sectional frictions arising from slavery, and
the Monroe Doctrine in 1823 would
soon announce the American hemisphere inviolate to further foreign
claim. Many Americans, including Emerson, saw the hand of
Providence at work when two great former presidents and earlier
arch-rivals, Thomas Jefferson and
John Adams — a sometime parishioner of Emerson’s father
whom Emerson also knew — both died on July 4, 1826,
exactly fifty years after they had signed the Declaration of
Independence.59

Not that the
event sealed a cultural unity between the states or even a sense of
true nationhood. Only two years later, the election of Andrew
Jackson ushered in momentous changes.
Jackson, hero of the Battle of New Orleans, became the country’s
first president from the West, and also the first whose electors were chosen by
popular vote, except in Delaware and South Carolina.60 Democracy seemed to
be in the ascendant. But political professionals — the
boss system — increasingly manipulated these new voters.
Jackson’s two terms also saw increasing sectionalism in disputes
over protective tariffs and arguments over the nature of the Union.
However, the nation could hardly be totally self-occupied. European
labor unrest, trade demands, and the international spread of
epidemics such as cholera proved that the young United States could
not insulate itself from the world simply by political
proclamation.61 More importantly, the
Old World remained a cultural beacon. Romantic writers from Britain and the Continent
deeply appealed to Americans, and exciting textual, cultural, even
scientific study of texts, especially the Bible, in Germany drew bright graduate students
in the arts and theology.

Yet a
homegrown New World culture was taking shape, building on, even as it transformed, its
colonial and Puritan past. The number of literate
post-Revolutionary Americans was increasing, a product of both new
public and private schools: education reformer Bronson Alcott
opened his experiment in childhood
pedagogy in 1834, called the Temple School, located in Boston’s
Masonic Temple. The Second Great Awakening’s evangelical churches
and more liberal Christian denominations were also stimulating
literacy, hoping to gain more educated followers. In Boston, the
Unitarian Universalist Association
was organized in 1825, and its great pastor-theologian William
Ellery Channing was preaching the
liberating doctrine of “Likeness to God”, a theme destined to be more popular in this new
Garden of Eden than Adam’s fall. The highly popular lyceum movement
of public lectures — the forerunner of adult
education — began at Millbury, Massachusetts, in 1826.
Codifying an emerging national vocabulary was Noah Webster’s
American Dictionary of the English Language
(1828).

Material
changes in the country quickly developed along with ongoing social
friction. The burgeoning population had been rapidly pushing
westward. The Erie Canal’s completion in 1825, giving inland access
East and West, brought new wealth to the country, and epitomized
both efficient transportation and regional cohesion. But this
expansion included the forced relocation of Native Americans from
historic tribal lands to lesser territories. North-South economic
and racial tensions, moreover, had already begun to erupt. Nat
Turner’s unsuccessful slave rebellion in 1831 seized the attention
of Americans everywhere. Only months
before, abolitionist sentiment had started to take tangible shape:
William Lloyd Garrison first
published the
Liberator in Boston in
January 1831. Then
exactly a year later, he founded the New England Anti-Slavery
Society, and in 1833, he led in
organizing the American Anti-Slavery Society in
Philadelphia.62 Channing published his powerful, theologically
grounded Slavery (1835), and in the South, parallel movements
started, especially among members of the Society of Friends, or
Quakers. Closely observing the witness of certain Quaker leaders in
New England, who were often
protesters, Emerson was affected by their theology in action. He
would be immediately
touched by all these developments.

Seeking the Right
Career to Suit His Temperament and Talents

As the United
States aggressively expanded geographically and commercially,
politicians and entrepreneurs often sounded a note of supreme
confidence in the nation’s prospects. Emerson was caught up in this same “can do” — or
in 1830s terminology, “go-ahead” — spirit. But
beneath the country’s outward bravado, he also noted a moral crisis. As a Christian steeped in classical
Stoicism at home and
school, Emerson’s sense
of the centrality of
ethics in personal or public life had developed early and been
sealed at Harvard. This felt philosophical
position might have been
at odds with the materialistic spirit of the times. Yet his ambition — a continuous
theme in his journals of the 1820s — combined with
his aunt Mary Moody Emerson’s
high hopes that he might become
a great poet-prophet, gave him two linked imperatives: he
must achieve both artistic and spiritual prominence as well as
embody the good. This
imperative to action soon forced him, though reluctantly at first,
to enter America’s array of social reform.
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1.19 Title page, Emerson’s Wideworld 2, 11
July 1822.

Alongside these lofty goals, however,
arose familiar self-doubts that now fed
his vocational uncertainty. Like most young adults,
he focused on fundamentally unanswerable questions about the purpose
and meaning of life,
sounding now
self-indulgent, now on
the verge of despair. Throughout the 1820s, his journals are filled with musings about available life choices and his
recurring worry that, were he to die at this age, the world would never remember that he
had lived. In an impermanent,
insecure world, he
wondered what avenues might be open to a young man of his interests whose reserved temperament seemed to
conflict with family and
social expectations.

After Harvard,
Waldo began teaching
school, a route that his
father had taken before settling on the ministry. Older
brother William’s school for girls in
Boston was a natural place to
begin, but Waldo soon became frustrated. In a letter
profiling his life to a college classmate in early 1823, he
wrote with wry self-effacement,
“My sole answer & apology to those who inquire about my studies
is — I keep school. —I study neither law,
medicine, or divinity, and write neither poetry nor
prose”.63 He went on to discuss
academic studies, literature, and theology, revealing how deeply he missed the life
of the mind. Then in
December, William,
preparing for the
ministry, left for Germany to study “higher criticism” at
the University of
Göttingen. This emerging field of textual studies examined
the Bible not
as the inspired Word of God but as a cultural artifact whose
meanings emerged in the contexts of history, literature, and
anthropology. The religiously orthodox recoiled from such study, deeming it heretical. But the brightest young American divinity
students welcomed the exciting
scrutiny of scriptural texts for a spiritual
reason: it was the
soundest means of answering skeptical critiques of religion.
Emerson, already familiar with this approach at Harvard and
fascinated by William’s firsthand reports, increasingly felt that
he was wasting his time and talents.

For all his
curiosity and avid reading, Emerson knew how to pace himself.
Perhaps from early childhood, when
his father expected him to read before he was even three, he had
begun to develop a strategy of self-defense. If too much were asked of him, he would
not do it, relieving himself of the demand. At Boston Public Latin School, Waldo did not earn the same high grades
later achieved by his younger brothers Edward and Charles.
And as we have seen, Waldo’s Harvard record, though he had been a
runner-up for essay and public speaking prizes, put him only in the
middle of his class. In contrast, his brothers would both be first
in theirs. No less able than they, Waldo read widely outside the
required curriculum, a habit that meant he might put assignments
second. It also reflected his independent streak. Following his own
bent was evidently more important than achieving the highest class
standing.

Besides, Waldo
grew to be conscious of the benefit of relief from rigorous work.
In July 1828, after Edward — overly assiduous in his high
ambitions — had a temporary breakdown, Waldo thought
himself unlikely to follow suit: “I have so much mixture of
silliness in my intellectual frame that I think
Providence has tempered me against this … Edward had
always great power of face. I have none. I laugh; I blush; I look
ill tempered; against my will & against my interest. But all
this imperfection as it appears to me … is a
ballast — as things go — is a
defence”.64 In short, not
measuring up to others’ high standards, and openly showing it,
protected him against trying to meet the world’s demands, whether
of his father long ago, his aunt
Mary, his college, the institutional
church, or eventually of society’s unexamined dictums. In 1838,
Emerson repeated the human need for diversion from daily work: “A
man must have aunts & cousins, must buy carrots & turnips,
must have barn & woodshed, must go to market & to the
blacksmith’s shop, must saunter & sleep & be inferior &
silly”.65 Edward, and possibly
Charles, under equal pressure to achieve, apparently did not find
Waldo’s path toward self-saving release.

Silliness
aside, however, Emerson, approaching twenty-one, knew he needed to
make a career choice. By mid-April 1824, he was finally able to lay out his plans and the
reasoning behind them. Through
independent reading, he would begin his “professional
studies” for the ministry: “I deliberately dedicate my time, my
talents, & my hopes to the Church”. Waldo also knew that his lack of a competitive
spirit kept him from careers in
business, law, or
medicine. “But in Divinity”, he wrote, “I hope to thrive”. Seven generations of his
ancestors had been ministers, and Emerson felt a “passionate love for the strains of
eloquence” that he attributed
to traits inherited from his father and grandfather. He
put it powerfully, “I burn after the ‘aliquid immensum
infinitumque’ [something great and limitless] which
Cicero desired”. He specifically noted, “My understanding
venerates & my heart loves that Cause which is dear to God
& man — the laws of Morals, the Revelations which
sanction, & the blood of martyrs & triumphant suffering of
the saints which seal them”. Still, painful self-consciousness
plagued him. He
felt timid and clumsy, and as
so often before, he berated himself at his core: “What is
called a warm heart, I have not”.66

Despite the
probable mismatch
between pastoral duties and his
distant, socially awkward personality, other aspects of the Unitarian pulpit enticed Emerson. Ever since the religious liberal
Henry Ware Sr. 




OEBPS/image/1.1_View_of_Boston_1810.jpg





OEBPS/image/Mudge-front-cover.jpg
Epitep Y JeaN McCLure Mubce






OEBPS/image/1.jpg
Epitep BY JeaN McCLure Mubce






OEBPS/image/1.8_Rebus_letter_1814_p_1.jpg





OEBPS/image/1.7_Sarah_Alden_Bradfor_Ripley.jpg





OEBPS/image/1.4_Mary_Moody_Emerson_silhouette_nd.jpg





OEBPS/image/CC-BY.jpg





OEBPS/image/1.6_Boston_Public_Boys_Latin_School_1812-1844.jpg





OEBPS/image/0.1_Map_Emerson_in_Cambridge_1817-1871.jpg





OEBPS/image/1.2_First_Congregational_Church_1843.jpg





OEBPS/image/obp_logo_high_res.jpg





OEBPS/image/OBP-logo-blue.jpg
OpenBook
! Publishers M






OEBPS/image/QR_Code5560605616646617.jpg





OEBPS/image/1.5_Old_Manse_Concord_c_1890-95.jpg





OEBPS/image/0.2_Map_Changes_in_Boston_1810-1870.jpg
oean o

20, wom W
Bridge
@ oo

ch

Sale House. -
|\ Boston Alheancun
1849 pres

Boslon
Common

Gensus Data Coustne |
180 Ha0people 1814

140 93400 poople
180 B0 people 1810

Chares River

South
Boston






OEBPS/image/ungluelowres.jpg
i .
unglueit





OEBPS/image/1.3_Ruth_Haskins_and_William_Emerson_Emerson_s_parents.jpg





