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- ’ ABSTRACT

The writing of Henry Da;id Thoreau has increased in popularity
through the years. Walden especially is generally recoanized as a
classic of American literature, and the narrator of Walden belongs to
the grbwing.tradition of American Titerary héroes. Thoreau's hero had
the courage to live for himself in ;pite of much social pressure against
his chosen way of Tife. And, in spite of the fact that the simplicity of
the Tife that the narrator lived cannot be truly recreated today, he has’
provided a positive example to many readers; a model on which to base their
Tives. The impact of Waldenm may even be greater today than when it was
first written becauée there are many more obstacles between us and a
simple 1ife than theré were in the nineteenth century,

AT though w&zden has been submitted to a fairly thorough ‘criticaj
analysis, there are still some interesting aspects of it to be considered.
The one that interests me the m&st, and the one which I will be attempting
to address myself to in this thesis is the persona of the narrator of
Walden. The narrator .deserves to be closely examined as the hero of
Halden. In this paper I will be examining the nature of the narrator,
how he exemplifies the 1ife of simp]icity that Thoreau is advocating in
the book. I will also be considefing‘how the narrator fits into the

mythological framework of'the book, and his general philosophical

attitudé.
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INTRODUCTION

If Thoreau is today considered the most memorable character
among the Transcendentalists, it is because his writings evoke
most strongly the sense of a man behind the book.!

Thoreau's writings, Walden in particular, do indeed leave us
with the sense of a man behind the book. But who is thié man, and how
--much~does he really reveal about himself? It may be useful to note here
that Walden was revised seven . times before its publication in 1854, so
whatever Thoreau reveals, or choose; not to reveal, about himself and
his experiences at the pond has been véry cargful]y structured. The man
that we catch glimpses of in Walden, and even in the Jowrngl, 15
certainly many-faceted, but he is also quite elusive. In this thesis I

hope to examine this blend of.a real and fictignal voice to provide
. ‘ : . 4

some further clues to a greaterunderstanding of Walden, and pérhaps of

-

the man who wrote it. -

In Walden, ds in all of his writings, Thoreau employs the first-
person\carrator. #ﬁe éccounts for this feature of his writing, as it
occurs in Walden, by saying, "I should not talk so much about myself if
there were anybody else whom I knew as well."2 After reading both the
Journal and Walden, however, one wonders at the amount of truth in the
above wofds. For, far from revealing what Thoreau-claims to be the
narrowness of his experience, thq above naﬁed works reveal, rather, a
great breadth of experience and a considerable depth of thought. What
Thoreau hides behind this‘experience and thig knoﬁiedge is that very

1{. Buell, Literary Transcendentalism: Style and Vision in the
Amertcan Renaissance (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1973), p

2H.D. Thoreau, The Variorum Jclden, ed. W, Harding (Wew York:
Washington Square Press, 1973), p. 1.

. 256.



thing éhat he claims he will reveal to us - himself, It wéu]d seem,
therefore, thét Thoreau's.use ofrthe first-person narrator} andktHose of
perhaps more traditional writers such as Roﬁsseau and DeQuincey, arise
out of different narrative conceptions. Whereas the 1atter authors'afe ;
writing to.reveal themselves in a manner that is c]ear]y autobiographical,
Thoreau seems to be revealing something less tangible about himself, in
a much more indirect ‘fashion. He is atso hidjng to some extent behind the
na#rative “T." . ' .

A]thdugh-the Journal 1s of a somewhat more spontaneous natura
than walden, 1t does not provide us with the same- type of persona] in-

- formation abdut its writer as would the journal of a Pepys or a Boswell.
E. Seybold, in Thoreau: The Quest -and the Classics, casts some helpful
Tight on this subject by stating that bioaraphy."did not come under
Thoreau's definition of truth,"3  He therefore felt no obTigétion to tell

¢ the reader wha; he thought the reader did not need to know.

| In the Tight of Thoreau's intriguing approach td the techniques
of narration, I would Tike to undertake a concentrated investigation of
h1s use of the first-person narrator in Walden. Because he makes
claims towards autobiography in Halden, I will be using the more 'auto-

. biographical' Journal extensively as well, since in the Journal may be
found the key to some of the issues that are merely hinted at in Walden.

[ would Tike to begin by examining the paradoxes that'afe to be
found in Thoéeau'éwnarrationa] technique, for, as I have said above,

-«

*E. Seybold, Thoreau: The Quest and the Classics (New Haven:
- Yale University Press, 1951), p. 27.

&
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Thoreau was often a very.paradoxica1 writer, He is frequently to be.
found cla1m1ng, with equa] vehemence. two or more ent1re1y different
“philosophical pos1t1ons in various places w1th1n Walden. These paradoxes
contribute a great deal to the attract1on and charm of Walden and the
Journal as well, and therefore a study of the paradoxes should result in
a greater understanding of these works.

The paradoxes in Walden alsg provide useful starting places for
further 1nvestigation; into Thoreau's techniques. For example, their
‘very presence raises questions about his skill as a writer. Although
we are quite aﬁare of the dangers of projecting the intent of an author
upon the work of literature that he has produced, I think that in
Tight of £he claims that Thoreau makes about writing in the opeﬁing
pages of Walden and throughout the Journal, some minimal examination of
intent can be justified in a study of his narrational techniques.

Many readers, myself included, have found Thoreau's writing to
be ver- intoxicating reading. The exuberance and poetry of his prose
can beaj the reader away into flights of imaginative fancy, honest and
clear agppraisals of\nature, or vehement bouts of passiongte expression,
without apparent effort og the part of the writer. Wh%} ﬁight be éa]]ed
an unquestioning acceptance of the convictions of the writer becomes a
part of the reading experience when one reads Thoreau. This experience
occurs mosf.frequent]y in the reading of his impassioned political

writings, but it also occurs in reading wWalden and even occurs in the



reading of the more prosaic Jou;naz.

Tﬁe question oﬁ narrationéI distancing arises here. How did
" Thoreau create ah account so‘contemporary as to.make it seem immediate
te every reader, and at the same time -not become completely involved
in it himself? We seem to have here a further proof of Thoreau's
paradoxical style creating a sense df paradox in the reéder. The answer
to thiS-quéstion'of distancing can perhaps best be reached through an
examination of the rhetorica] pose, Or poses, that Thoreau assumes
throughout Walden. The plot, or structure, that he has céﬁtr1ved to
make his, account effect1ve must also be cons1dered here. It may also
be useful at this po1nt in our 1nvest1gat1ons into the style and
techniques of Thoreau's writing, to indicate the debt that he owed to
" the New Eng1and literary tradition of oratory.

"Thoreau is most often seen as.an optimistic th1§:E§ and Nalden
is geperally recognized as being one of h1s most posxt1ve bocks. I do
not wish to disagree with the cr1t1ca1 opinion of/a large body of
scholars. I simply wish to point out some aspects of Thoreau's wr1t1nq
that 1 tthk are sometimes not clearly examined. The positive side is
quite obviously present, especially in Walden, where it is the most
‘predominaﬁt element - being expressed in terms of spring and renewal.
But if one reads throudh the Journal, and Eeads Walden closely, one
notiées the.other lesé well pub]iéized side to Thoreau's natu}e;

In Walden, Thoreau's pessimism is most noticeable in "Economy ", in his

y
e
o



discussions of moderé 1ndustrfa1ized society,'in,thé sections on the
Irish immigrants and in his descriptiong of the creatures of the night,
.and during the winter chapters.

In the Journal Thoreau's pessimistic streaks are more frequent
and fess con;ealedftﬁan’%hey are’in Walden. Due to the nature of the
IJournal.these intrusions of pessimism seem to reflect Thoreau's reactions
to daily events in his 1life, although because of his definition of
ddtobiography and truth it is frequently next to impossible to determinq
reasons for most of these outbursts. In the Jowurmal as weTI as in
Walden,.the expression of the joys of a Tife in nature is the more usual
state of affairs. I-would like to exaﬁ%ne this dichotomy in Thoreau's
"personality as perhaps the u]t%mate\paradox that we find in his writing.

Many readers of N&Zden seem to take what Thoreau says at face
value, thereby denying that he.has é sense of humour. I would like to.
argue that, amidst all of the paradoxes and other problems in under;
standing him, Thoreau was a writer with a very definite sense of Yhumour.
He could be both droll and ironic. As a general rule, he seems to

reserve his droll sense of humour for natural occurrences and his biting

—~

sarcasm for the behaviour of mankind. ' I would simply like to observe,
as part of my discussion of Thoreau's techniques, the many aﬁd‘various

comic devices that he emp]qys throughout ¥alden.

In chapter one T will beain rv examination of the narrator by
revealing some of the paradoxes that I have found in Walden. OFf-

‘primary interest in this chapter is the basic paradox‘of Thoreau's



attitudé towards narration in the béok [ will also be looking brief]y
at some of the ph1losoph1ca1 inconsistencies in the' book, and at
Thoreau's attitudes towards industry and s c1ety

‘The second chapter will provide -an En\ﬂbpth ;xamination of the
- Mmost ambiguous side of Thoreau's writing - his attipude towards man and
néture. _

In the third chapter I will be ]ookin§ af the philosophical out-
look of the narrator. The emphas1s of the ‘chapter will be on the very
def1n1te optimism of the book, but some, attention wil] a]so be paid to

the pessimistic side of Walden's narrator.

In the last chapter [ w111 be attempting a more technical appraisal
of KNalden and its narrator. In this chapter I will Took at some of the
traditions that Walden grew out of and at some of *the rhetorical narrative -

deviceg that Thoreau used in Walden.'
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CHAPTER 1: A SENSE OF UNCERTAINTY

W

We are led through- the account bf.the Walden experience by an
enigmatic. figure of whom we are allowed to catch only infrequent glimpses.
Walden opens almost immediately on a paradoxical note and Thoreau main-
_tains this paradoxical position throughout the book. By the term

‘paradox' [ mean all of the incongruities, inconsistencies and uncertainties
that are to be found in what Thoreau says in Walden. There are also
paéadoxes in the Jowrnal. But the paradoxes in the Journal create less
of a problem to the critic than those in Walden, because the Journal

is the account of Thoreau's daily tHoughts over a long period of time;
during which there are bound to be some changes #n opinion. Also,
since the Journal was not intended for publication, Thoreau had no
reason to maintain aﬁy one consistent opinion.l Walden, on the other
hand, is a tightly canstructed whole, and if there are parédoxeé in it,
they‘shou1d belong there és part of the narrational techniaue; most of
.them appear td, but some definitely do not.

It is these apparently incongrucus paradoxes that [ am chiefly
“‘_ﬁnterested in. [t .is through his frequent use of the paradox that
Thoreau emerges to the.reader as somewhat of an enigma. I would like
to begin my discussion of Thoreau's persona of thé narrator by revealing
as many of these p;}adoxes as | can, and by.discussing what they reveal
about Thoreau the narrator.

Peyhaps the largest ambiguity that we are faced with in studying
any aspect df Thoreau is his relationship with Emerson; more specifically,

the impact that Emerson's tecture “Nature" had on the philosophies




=

' o T
expressed in Walden. Many of Thoreau's contemporaries and some modern
critics have made the assumption that in wWalden, fhoreau-is mené]y reé-
iterating the ideas that Emerson had oriéinéiTy probosed in "Nature."
There are, certainly, many sjmi1aritiés in the basic concepts df both
pieces, and Thoreau does séem to have incorporated some of the phiTosophies.i
of "Nature" into the text of b&Zden. For example, the belief that in
Nature -is to be found the key to a happy full 1ife. N

.But it seems to me that when we come down to specifics, the
differences are mote apparent than the similarities. Emerson has a far
more idealistic view of Ndture than we see Thoreau portfaying ﬁn N&Zden.
Aﬁd in Emerson’'s view God and Nature are one: "I become a transparent
eyeball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents of the Universal Being

circulate through me; I am part or parcel of God."* Thoreau, on the

“other hand, relishes Nature for herself: "I go and come with a strange’

liberty in Nature, a-part of herself."S Emerson-portrays Nature in a

. much more passive light than we see her in ~ ~Walden. Emerson portrays

her as a servant to man, and to ThorgauﬁNature is a friend and a mentofl
but in no way a servant to anyone. |

“Naturé“ is a bowerfq] exhortation on Emerson's part to the youth
of America to see'ﬂature in a different 1ight and to exercise what

powers they may have over her to create a new and better life and

-

“Ralph Waldo Emerson, "Nature", in Selections from Ralph Waldo

Emerson: An Organic Anthology, ed. Stephen E. Whicher (Boston: Houghton
Mifflin Co., 1957), p. 24. '

SWalden, p. 97.




7 S
literature for America. Seén\in this fight it is hardly surprising that
: Qome of the ideas greatly impressed the yodtﬁful Thoreau who heard them.
But, as was his wont, Thoreau took the 1déés that-he thought he could use
and adapteq them.to his own purposes. |

. The f%rst major paradox,:or problem, that we are faced with in
coming to:an understanding of Malden arises with Thoreau's position'as
“narrator. What exa&tly is the role fhat he is taking, and how are we
supposed to react to it? On the first page of the narrative, following
the expreésioncfﬂuTimitations of his experience, Thoreau makes ﬁhis |

statement,

I, on my side, require of every writer, first or last, a simple
and sincere account of his own 1ife, and not merely what he has
heard of other.men's Tives ... for if he has 1ived sincerely, it
must have been in a dystant land to me.®

- This demand for honesty makes Thoreau appear as a trustworthy narrator
. what ' . '
and we are led to believe thatAwill follow will be'autobiographical in

nature.

-

We find also, in the Jowrnal, other remarks of the same tenor:
statements that lead one to believe that Thoreau saw autobiography as
an important literary form. Thoreau writes: in a Journgl entry for
1840, five yeari before he began his Walden experiment, "He is the
true artist whose Tife is his matéria]; every stroke of the chisel’

must enter his own fiesh and blood and not grate dully on marble."?

Spatden, p. 1.

"The Journal of Henry D. Thoreau , eds.-B. Torrey & F. Allen,
14 vols. bound as 2 (New York: Dover, 1962),vol. 1, p. 55.
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The idea that each man is respons1ble for the creation of a y?tter self,
and also, with the presentation of this new self to the world, #s a
predominant one in Wzlden, where we see Thoreau constantly striving to
improve himself and giving us the record of those improvements. Journal
em?iies made after the publication of whlden.revea1'Thoréau's continued
- interest in the pﬁoceés of autobidﬁraphy. In December of 1856 he writes
that in order to interest his readers, a writer must write from within a
satiéfied life. The reader mugt be given "the essence or 0il of himself’
Epe wr1tea tried out of the fat of his experience and joy."8 And, 1n

October 1957 Thoreau writes, "Is not the poet bound to wrwté his own
Qbiography?"9 ~ .
Further evidence of the important position that autobiography
held for Thoreau is revealed by the ﬁeading that he d%q. He apparently
i received a good deal of pleasure from reading first hand accounts of the
Tives of the ancients by writers such as Cato and Varro. And he also
enjoyed.reading accounts of the early settlers and explorers in his own
world, such as are to be found in The Jesuit Relations. With all of this
evidence before us, it is not surprising to note that many regard Walden
as Thoreau's autobiography.
Severé1 pages into Walden, when he is sure‘that we have been

convinced of the honesty of his approach to narration, Thoreau makes his

first paradoxical reversal in position and apparently completely contradicts

8Jourmals, 2, 1101.

90de11 Shepard, ed., The Heart of Thoreau's Jowrmals (New York:
Dover, 1961), p. 185.




11

himself. This reversal in attitude towards his narrative becomes
apparent‘when Thoreau tfies to place his account on a different plane. .
In fhé opening pages of the first chapter Thoreau's focus is on fairly
readily identifiable people aqd situations. But itAsoon becomes clear
that we will be given more than a 1ipera1 version of what happened
while Thoreau lived at the nond. We are informed that we wi11 also be
" given a record of some of fhe desires that the narratdﬁﬁfé}t during that_
time. Thoreau writes, by way of exp]aﬁation of the obscuri?ies that
exist in wWalden,
[f I should attempt to tell how I have desired to spend my life
in years past, it would probably surprise those of my readers who
are somewhat acquainted with its actual history; it would certainly
astonish those who know nothing about it. [ will only hint at
some of the enterprises which I have cherished.!0
The key words in this passage are 'desired' and 'hint', and they would
seem tooprovide‘Thoreau with some justification for denying us a complete
and honest account of his sojourn at the pond. If Walden is going to
be a record of desires rather than actualities, then perhaps one thing
hinted at in the above passage is that #hiéeg is going to be partially |
a fictional account of the narrator's life at the pond. Thoreau, thefe-
. fore, has not completely contradicted himself as I originally sysbécted.
He has, though, provided the reader with a clue as to how ﬁalden
should be read. We should pay just as much, if not more, attention to

the hints we are given as to what we are told directly. The above

Passage puts us-on our guard to read more carefully than we might qther-

-

Vpaiden, p. 11.
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wise, if we thought that we were beihg given'a straightforward auto-
biegraphy. | ‘

‘ Turning again to the Jourmal, we find further evfdence that
Thoreau did not exactly approve of eonventional biographicaf methods.
In one of the entries for November 1851, during the period that Walden
.Was undergoing reﬁisi&ﬁf*he writes that he would like to express more
than just facts: "Facts should dniy be as the frame to my pictures;

they should be the material to the mytho]ogy which' T am writing..."11

In other words, Thoreau is more Interested in the un1versa1 truthé-re-

12

vealed by the facts than in the facts themselves. In the year following

the publication of Walden, THoreau notes in his Jourmal, "In a true

history or biography, of how Tittle consequence those events of which so

much is commonly made."12 Thoreau thus finds fauit with the biographer

”

for making too much fuss over the .simple, external events o? his subject's

Tife and ignoring the mare significant inner or universal events. Yet

we also find, on rare occasions in his Journal, that Thoreau has recorded

details about his family and home life, and even incidents in the 11ve5

of h]S ancestors. We can assume that Thoreau will be concentrating on

~

revealing only those elements of his 1life which he holds to be significant.

We should, in fact, be expecting a mytholpgical account of the Walden

experiment.

We can now see why factual biography did not come under Thoreay'

1 yournals, 1, 229.

121pid., 2, 946.

5
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aefiﬁtiigp\;f truth - he considered the fact inconsequential next to
the spiri%ﬁéT truth that he could make from the original fact. Al-
though Thoreau makes clear his attftude towards biography, there is some
confusjon among critics as to how Valden ought to be c]assified. There
seem to be three general critical schools trying. to fit'Wthen into
three different categories. First: there are those who describé the book
as an autobiography, either factual or spiritual in nature. Secondly,
we have the group who refer to Walden as.what [ shall call a 'creative
autobiography.' And ﬁnaHy,.q there are a few critics who believe Walden
is a complete work of fiction.
Van Wyck Brooks seems to take everything.tﬁat Thoreau says in

Walden very literally, and therefore regards the work as tHe auto-
biography of a dull plodding man of the soil.!l3 Henry Canby also be-
lieves that Walden is an aﬁtobiography: However, he finds that in the:
autobiograhhy, Thoreau issues his challenge to what he saw as a largely
unsatisfied world. Canby also sees Walden as a warning to Thoreau's
confemporaries of their growing enslavement by the improvements of
‘their society. Walter Harding believes-that.Thoreau had a straight-
forward autobiographical mqfive for writing wWalden:

He wrote the book primarily to answer the questions of his neigh-

bours who were curious about his life in the woods,... and to those

people everywhere who were dissatisfied with their 1ives byt did
not know how to improve them.lY

L3Van Wyck Brooks, The Flowering of New England (New York: E.P.
Outton & Co., Inc., 1952), p. 304.

’

Y“Walter Harding, The Days of Henry Thoreau (New York: Alfred
A. Knopf, 1965), p. 333.
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And Lawrence Bue]1‘categor1zes'wblﬁen as an éutbbiography: "The most
egoistic movement in American literary history produced no first réte
autobiography, unless one counts Walden as such,"!S

The critics.who regard hhl&en'as ‘creative autobiography', on

the whole, give Thoreau more credit for imaginative writing than those

who Jregard it as a simple autobiography. They believe that he has
altered his facts somewhat to bring across a particular viewpoint, al-
though they do not necessakily agree on what that viewpoint is. R.W.B.
ewis holds that in Wzlden we find a psychological drama that consists
of the releasing o% Thoreau's psycﬂic double. Lewis also sees the
arrator in Walden as representing the man who has escaped from the cave,
the real world, and returned to tﬁe cave ﬁo tell the remaining
Captives the exact state of their imprisonment.16 -Joseph Wood Krutch
believes, as does William Ellery Chanﬁing, that Thoreau's primary
literary achievement was the construction of a portrait of himself. How-
ever, Krutch admits Thoréau's elusiveness and says further, in a
statement -of which Thoreau would probably approve,

His act, or at least his dramatization of it, was a stroke of the

creative imagination and so successful that Thoreau is the man

who lived at Walden in somewhat the same way that Dante was the
man who visited Hell.1l7 .

In other words, the man has created such an intriguing literary account

158uell, p. 268.

16R.W.B. lewis, The American Adam- Innocen'ce and Tradition in the
Nineteenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1955), p. 21.

Y70.W. Krutch, Hemry David Thoreau (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood
Press, 1973), p. 114.
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that it has now become very difficult to separate the man from the account
of the experience, if indeed such a separdtion is necessary. The critics
in these two groups focus their attention Iafge1y on the revelatory

aspects of Waldem. - ot

Char]es.Anderson-and Leon Edel believe, for differént reasdns. -
that w&Zdéi'is totally a work of fiction; éhar]es Anderson holds that.
because the narrator is a protean figure and because we will never know

- for sure what happened at the pond, Waldem is fictional. He justifies
defining it as fiction by explaininé that, "It is an imaginativé pro-
Jjection of sgtting, character and action, although from known bases in
fact."!® Leon Edel, on the other hand, describes Walden as a work of
art pretending to be a documentary account. Edel places Walden in the
same category as otherimaginative 1{terary voyages such as Robinson
Crusoe "which yet possess, within the imagined, a great reality of their

¥

own,"19

I tend to agree most completely with the second groﬁp of critics.
Walden can be seen as autobiography, but only within certain Timits, the
saﬁe limits that we would apply to any other literary work known to be
based more or less loosely on the Tife of the author. This is-no place
to fall v%ctim to the extrinsic critical fallacy and impose too much of
what we know of Thoreau of Walden. We should accept the word of Thoreau
as narrator as we would the word of any other narrator. We know, for

18C. Anderson, The Magic Cirele of Walden (New York: Holt,
" Rinehart & Winston, 1968), p. 16.
»

13L. £del, Hemry D. Thorean (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1970), p. 31. ‘ : _
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exﬁmp]e. because Thoreau,fe1ls us, that the length of the actual experiment
was shortened to a year in the book for §ymbolic purposes. We should
therefore expect that many of his other actual experiences have been
altered to give them significance. Experiences that Thoéeaﬁ underwent
while revising wazde§ éan q]so be found in the accouht, ifka suitab1y
elevated manner. Ne should also bear in mind the clue of hints and . )
desires that we are given near the beginning of the book. We should
therefore expect to find in Walden an account of events gpat may or. may
not have actually occurred, but which Thoreau thought were significant
to the image he wantéd to present to the reader. The paradox of the
position of the narrator can thus be resolved if we acknowledge thdt
although Thoreau, the man who wrote Waiden, actually underwent experiences
similar to those that aré recorded in the book; the '"I' in the Eook is
actually a literary construction, designed to preseﬁt a certain ihage.

There are several what might be called 'phiTosophica] inconsis-
tencies' to be found in Walden. In most of these instances Tho?edﬁ is to
be fouﬁd stepping back into society }rom the bounds of independence which
he has declared for himself, or depehding on others for th}ngs which we
would not expect him to. At other times he is to be found sypporting
opposite, or at least diffeﬁing, viewpoints in different BTaces in the
book which also causes the reader to feel perplexed.

One of the more obvious examples of Thoreau;s self-contradiction

occurs in the discussion of furniture in "Economy." While speaking of
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Tuxury, the narrator says, "I woh]d rather sit on a pumpkin and have

it all to myself, than be crowded on a velvet cushion,"20 And, converse1y,
wheq he is’ describing the furniture that he had in his hut, and is

. 'talking of poverty,'he writes, "None is so poor that he need sit on a

| pump%in. That is shiftlessness."2! It may simply be that a puﬁpﬁn was

' the only exémpTe of a natural seat that Thoreau could think of in these

t@o instancés however, the d1scern1ng reader is Teft somewhat puzzied

by these apparently ant1thet1ca1 statements. One so]ution'to this paradox
may be that Thoreau is trying to show that neither a 1ife of luxury nor
one in the grip of poverty 1is to be desired. A pumpkin may be

preferable to a velvet cushion, but a serviceable chair is to be preferred
"to both. 3 |

Exampies of the more aggravating type of philosophical paradox
that Thoreau indu]ges in are to be found in his remarks-abouthIOthing
Clothing is one of the necessaries of life according to the philosophy
outlined in ”Economy " A]though he is a very active participant in the
construction of his she]ter, the gather1ng of his firewood, and the pre-
- paration of his food - the otker necessaries of life - the narrator has
ébso]ute1y nothing to do with the'manufacture and care of his own clothing.
The whole under1y1ng concept of Walden is that if one were willing to
forego luxury and 11ve on what one cou]d prov1de for one's self, 1ife

wou'ld be rather pleasant:

2walden, p. 26.

2lmid., p. 48.
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I am convinced bath by faith and experience, that to maintain
one's self on this earth is ndt a hardship but a pasttime... [t
is not necessary that a man should earn his living by the sweat
of ‘his brow, unless he sweats easier than I do.22 ~

He first admits to having his clothes made by a tailoress. However,
as he uses his diffiéulties with this tailoress as part of a Carlyle-
like satire on the wof]d of fashion, it may be a{lowed that this comment
was simply placed in the narrative as é part of the satire, and to show
that even our simple hero had skirmished with the fashionable world. A
further admission concerning his clothes is that he had both his laundry
and his mending done in town. In the account of the expenses he incurred
while 11Qing at the-poﬁd, Thoreau writes, "So that all the pecuniafy
outgoes, excepting for wéshing and mending, which for the most part
were done out of thé house."23 [t is difficult to imagine why the
narrator depended on others to db these particular menial tasks for him
when he so enjoyed doing most things for himseif. For example, he is

" more than willing to be seen manfully hoeing his beans all day‘iong,
fishing, working in his woodlot, of driving each nail into his lathing

ﬁat a single blow when he was preparing_fbr winter.
(::} There is one possible reason for the narrator's lack of interest
in preparing his own clothing. In one of his_statements of purpose he
writes that although he wishes primarily to show what disadvantages are

inherent in industrial society, he also wishes to show what advantages

can result if this society is used properly.?* What the narrator seems

224alden, pp. 51-52.
231bid., p. 43.
24 1bidS, p. 22.



to fiean here is that it is all right ko use the advantages that society

offers in. order ‘to free one's self to dp what one enjoys. 1In this

case, we muit admit the poss{bijity that atthough Thoreau believed that
~clothes wEre_one of the necessaries of 1ife, he did not want to have

the narrator seeq‘girect]y involved in the clothing process, either.

because he did‘ngf'enjoy-such tasks,fgr;beﬁause'to_be seeﬁ'doing them was

not part of the image he wished to portray.

Théreau exhibits, both ih Walden and in the Journal, a certain
ambivalence inlhis Felationship with industry, society, man and nature.
As I wouid 1ike to go into considerable detail concérnfng his attitude
towards man and natufe in a later chapter, we will concentrate here on
the former two.

THe Fépid iﬁdustrializétion that the United States was experiencing
during «~the nineteenf% century, anq the resulting social upheaval,

'}oused Thoreau's ire. And yet, he was directly involved in this indust-
rial growth as a pencil manufacturer, and reveals at times a strong
,g}aéhination for the workings of factories. -

Industry, and the businesé world as a whole, played King Admetus
to Thoreau's Apolio. In spité of this master/servant relationship,
Thoreau appqrent1y believed that this modern 1ife was the stuff of which

mythology could be made, and which made the old myths real to his

time:

Who is King Admetus? It is Business with his four Prime Ministers
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Trade and Commerce and Manufactures and Agriculture. And this
is what makes mythology true and interesting to us.2S

.An example of Thoreau's mythologizing of the modern industrial world

| occurs in the chajfer “gognds.“ In this chaptér, in a s]ight]y ironic
passage he descri eé the train that passed_dai1y'by Walden Pond as the
;modern‘Pegasus - a tire]gss %ronfkfire-steed' - which dominated his -

world:

when [ hear the iron horse make the hills echo wf%h his snort

Tike thunder, shaking the earth with his feet, and breathing

fire and smoke from his nostrils, (what kind of winged horse or

fiery dragon they will put into the new mytholegy I don't know)

it seems as if the earth had got a race now worthy to inhabit it.26
He draws parallels between the efficiency of the train on its tracks
and the advantages of following one's genius. In this passage he also
equates the train to one of the Greek Fates - submitting the idea that
the train governed the world of his contemporaries much as the Fates
had governed the livés of the ancient Greeks.

The primary reason that Thoreau disapproved of the factory
system was that it degréded the labourer By forcing a man to devote
his life to earning a living, the system turned him into a machine,
and Thoreau believe strongly that each man should have the leisure to
develop his finer qualities. wWalden is full of strong, perceptive

statements against'the world of industry and commerce. For example,

he saw through the corporate organization and knew that “the principal

25Journals, 1, 239.

280alden, p. 87.
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object is, not that mankind may be well and honestly clad, but, un-
questionably, that the corporationﬁﬁy be enriched."27 And we see in

the Journal that he continued to distrust the motives of those who

;-f—’GSE;;olled the corporation for the rest of his 1ife. In a Journal

b L4

‘entry for 1859, he 'shows both his independent  thought and just how

strongths.dis]ike of the factory system was:"If labour mainly, or to
any conﬁiderab]e‘degree, serves the purpose of a police, to ‘keep men
out of mischief, it indicates a rottenness at the foundation of our
community."28 Thoreau continued to believe throughout his 1ife that
men should work only at what they loved. And he believed that if an
object were made lovingly by a manlin his spare time, love made the
finished product special. Handmade objects were more poetic and there-
fore superior- to factory-made articles. |

In spite of his admitted dislike for the world of business,
Thoreau writes in "Sounds" that the bravefy of the men invo]yed in
commerce makes him look favorab15r1{ponit. It is just the transport
of goods by train that he is speaking of, but the vi}tUes that he grants

to it present a strange contrast to the picture of commerce we are

shown’in "Economy." Whereas in "Economy," Thereau criticizes business

3

for its artificial nature, in "Sounds" he praises it for is naturalness:
It [@ommerca is very natural in its methods withal, far more so than

many fantastic enterprises and sentimental experiments, and hence its

274alden, p. 18.

28Journals, 2, 1557.
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singular success."2% There are occasions in the Jourmal where, in
spite of himself, Thoreau reveals a real fascination for industry. One
of the best examples of this love for the intricacy of machinery is
found in his three-page description of the visjt he made to the gingham
mills at Clinton on January 1, 1851. He recounts in gréat detail how
the cloth is made and how perfect the finished product is, and he com-
mentsjﬁuite favourabiy on the'perseVerapce, patience and fidelity of
the workers.39 |

Thoreau seems to have basically approved of industry, it was the
adverse social conditions and fhe greed of thoge at the top of the
hierarchy that made him dislike the system. The paradox in Thoreau's
attitude towards the wor]d of 1ndustry may be resolved if we consider
that a1though he was living in a society that was fast becoming highly
industrialized, he wanted to live by his own resources. He wanted
primarily to illustrate the waste of human poténtial that iadustrial
society could cause. Also, he wanted to show the readers of Welden
that there could be more to 1ife than financial success, and he was
perhaps therefore forced to emphasize the negative aspects of the
industrial world. . .

Thoreau seems never to have reso]ved the paradox of his att1tude
towards the society of his fellow man. Bas1ca]1y, his dislike of

society stems from a belief that society emasculates mankind. We can

2%alden, p. 89. ®

38 ournals, 1, 178.
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see evidence of this belief iny“Economy," where the narrator very
deftly satirizes the dependence of his fellow Concordians on their
possessions. Indeed, he represents possession as a form of imprison-
ment which men too readily accept, "I am wont to think that men are not
S0 mﬁch the keepers of herds as herds are the keepers of men, the former
are so much the freer."3! Society also met with Thoreau's disapproval
ibecause men meet each other too frequently and too casually. And as
a very independent man, Thoreau disapproved even of the experimental
Transcendental communities such as Brook Farm, because he believed that
the only man wha could actomp]ish anything was the man who worked
alone. a
On the other hand, however, Thoreau opens the chapte; ehtit]ed

"Visjtorsﬂ by saying, o

[ think that [ love society as much as most, and am ready enough

to fasten myself Tike a bloodsucker for the time to any full-

blooded man that comes my way. I am naturaliy no hermit, but

might possibly sit out the sturdiest frequenter of the bar-

room, if-my business called me thither.32 :
There are of course two considerable qualifying statements to be
considered when reading the above quotatfon. First, the manlto'whom
Thoreau would attach himself would have to be 'full-bloooded,' and
Thorgau did not see many of his contemporaries in that light. Also,

Je would attach himseif to company for extended perjods of time only

if his business called him to do so, which suggests to me that the

ialden, p. 41.

321pid., p. 105.
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‘only time he found society attractive was when it was the society of
fu11-bfooded, honest men.

Thoreau's other reason for being interésted in society is
given in "The Village." In this chapter, the narrator claims that
the village.of Concord was as much a curiosity to him as a group of

muskrats:

In one direction from my house there was a colony of muskrats ——
in the river meadows;under the grove of elms and buttonwoods
in the other'horizon was a village of busy men, as curious to
me as if they had been prairie dogs, each sitting at the mouth
of its burrow, or running over to a neighbour's to gossip.33
He appears to have visited man for the same reason that he studies the
habits of animals, to learn more about them.

We can infer from the above somewhat tongue in cheek statement
of Thoreau's that he was somewhat uncertain of his position in the
world. This inference is supported by the fact that he does not main-
tain this gentle chiding tone for long. “The Village" saon becomes
a description of what the narrator almost seems to have considered a
vicious gamut that he was -forced to run each time he visited Concord.

Any uncertainties that we many have concerning the relation-
ships of the narrator with industry and society arise from the un-
certainties that are inherent in the narrative itself.

A1l of the above paradoxes, and the many other paradoxes that

can be found in Walden seem to reflect the basic problem of the image

33yalden, p. 127.




25

of the narrator. qusib1e.conc1us€ons to be drawn from this discussion
are that these seemingly unconscious paradoxes may have arisen from
either Thoreau's Iéck of‘certainty about exactly what image he wished
to portray, a difficulty in sustaining the image that he did wish to |
portray, or perhaps even a deliberate paradoxical refusal to be pinned
down by his readers. One thing that seems very clear from the above
discussion is that the question of Thoreau's attitude towards man ana
nature must be thoroughly investigated, and a closer look must be taken
at his general philosophy of 11 fe.

The ggnera1 sense of paradox in Walden begins on the first
. page when we try to separate the narrator from the man behind him, and
continues even after we have finished reading the book. In the next
chapter I will be examining what,-to me, is the major paradox in Walden -

Thoreau's complex relationships with man and nature.




CHAPTER 2: NATURE AND MAN

Some critics would have us see the Thoreau of Walden and the
Journal as the high priest of nature Writing, adoring nature without
question in his youth and metﬁcu]ous]y recording his observations of
her in his olqer years. These critjcs woutd also have us belijeve in
Thoreau's misanthropic attitude towards hig fel}ow man. And, in spite
of _much cgiticism}to the opposite, this idea continues to persist.

But, if we read Thoreau closely an interesting picture emerges.
It is true that in Walden the celebration of the joys of nature is
more prevaient than praise of the ways of man, but Thbreau is not
adyocating the escape from society to nature in Walden. If one reads
Walden with care it is quite obvious that Thoreau is more than a little
ambiguous in his attitude towards both natﬁre and man. His ambivalence
towards these two opposite sets of vaTues is even more clearly defined
in the Journal where he has more time to develop both sides of his
argument. In this chapter I wish to examine Thoreau's ambivalent
attitude towards both nature and man as it is found in Walden.

fhere can be no doubt that Thoreau did igdeed love nature very
wholeheartedly; his writings are full of expressions of the joy that
he found in naturé. 2N&Zden, especially, is designed with the idea of
revealing the positive aspects of a fifg in nature. One of the more
obvious signs of the positive way that Thoreau Tooks at nature in

Walden—ts found in the structure of the Book. By condensing the

26
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actuaf length of his experience into a year; b} suggesting that the
experiment both began and ended in the spring; and also,by suggesting
that he was moving from the Walden experiment to another, equa11y
important one, Thoreau has placed his emphasis on perhaps the most
positive asﬁect of nature: thg_ggggggl_yﬁigp»occurs every spring. Tpis
structure also‘represents what to Thoreau was the‘continuous cycle of
1ife, which continued froﬁrspﬁing to spring. | 4

[t is interesting to note further that although Waiden is
ostensibly the account offa year spent in the Walden woods, there is a
Tot more space dedicated to the spring and summer §easons than to the
'fall and winter ones. [ do not mean to suggest here that Thoreau dis-
liked the latter two seasons. He loved each day and Tived every one to
the full; however, each season bore different significance to him. -The
autumn was Thoreau's season of intellectual harvest, and the summer seems “
to have been an extension of either the preceding spring or the approaching
autumn, depending on his general mood. Winter was important to him as
a period of meditation and rest, but the revitalization of the earth that
occurred every spring was the focal point of Thoreau's year. In the
Jou;nal we see him anticipatinglthe coming of spring even during the -
winter months of January and February. ‘

The narrator lives his life at the pond in very close sympéathy

with nature. On its most basic level this sympathy involves his attempt

to 1ive each day as it comes, and each season according to the dictates
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of nature. Each chapter of NValden has a definite diurnal rhythm,
moving from sunrise to sunrise, and the book as a whole follows a
circadean pattern,,advaﬂ;ing from spring to spring. The emphasis of
the book is alwayé on renewal. '

Thoreau expresses his sympathy with nature in very personal,
sp1r1tua1 terms, as if he is trying to show that not on]y did he consider
himself to be a part of nature, he also Saw nature as a part of himself:

"Sympathy with the f]pttering alder and poplar leaves almost takes awayv
my breath; yet like the lake my serenity is rippled but not ruffled."3%
It is his sympathy for the world around him that a1]oﬁs him to feel
alive and.that allows the narrator to live the way he doés. His love
Afor nature, as it is expressed in Walden, is.tru]y his strength.

Nature is personified as a 'Tusty old dame' in parts of Walden.
Thoreay characterizes this side of Nature by saying that "she has a
genius of unequalled fertility, and her memdry'runs back farther than
mythology, and she can tell me theﬁﬁ*igina] of every fable, on what fact
every one is founded..."35 This description of Nature reflects Thoreau's
earlier-mentioned interest in mythology, and reveals two apparently
incompatibie qualities in Nature that Thoreau loved - her aﬁtiquity, or
agelessness, and her fertility. He frequently implies that this healthy
zest for life possessed by Nature will allow her to outlive even mankind,
whom he sometimes describes as Nature's favourite child.

3bpalden, p. 97.
351pid., p. 103.
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Thoreau recognized in naturé an equally important influence
on society a§ a whole, realizing that without the presense of some
wildness even our city lives would stagnate, "We need the tonic of
wildness... We can never have enough of Nature. We must be refreshed
by the sight of inexhaustible vigour..."3% 1In his acknowledgement of
the overall importance of nature Thoreau has been generally recognized
as one of the forerunners of modern ecologists.

Although Thoreau's attitude towards nature may seem gverly
romant%c in much of Walden, he reveals in "Spring", the second-to-last
chapfer,'that there is a firm foundation of realism to his épparent1y
romantic approach: .

I Tove to see that Nature is so rife with life that myrilds
can be afforded to be sacrificed and suffered to prey on one
another; that tender organizations can be so serenely sauashed
out of existence 1ike pulp - tadpoles which herons gobble up,

tortoises ‘and toads run over Fg the road; and that scmetimes
it has rained flesh and btood.37

This passage indicates not only Thoreau's realism concerning nature,
but what seers to be a healthy attitude towards life as well. In
many Jowurnal entries where Thoreay is describing the muskrat hunting
that he has observed along the banks of the Concord, we are given
further proof of his awareness of the acts of violence that éccur in
the natural world. Parenthetically, it should be noted that Thoreau

considered most hunters to be among the ‘natural’ beings of the world.

¥ualden , pp. 239-240.
371bid., p. 240.
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Hé also reveals his rea]igtic know]edge‘of nature through his endless.
collections of natural data and through his fascination for tﬁe
reproductive patterns 6f the nature that surrounded him ﬁuring the Qbringﬁ

In the Journal Thoreau not only expresses a wonder at the
fecundity of nature, he also dwells at greater length on the effects
that the seasons and other nafural occurrences had on him. For example,
he frequéntﬁy describes how his own usua}. dreary existence was brightened
by something that he saw or heard during his walks:

I hear the sound of Heywood's Brook falling into Fair Haven

Pond, unexpressibly refreshing to my senses. It seems to flow

through my very bones. I hear it with insatiable thirst. It

aliays some sandy heat in me. It affects my circulations; me-

thinks my arteries have sympathy with it.38
What this statement suggests is the areat restorative powers that
Thoreau found in nature. In his Journal fhoreau admires the Tives of
those who live in nature with even more ease than himself such as the
Indians; farmers such as Minott and Rice; and hunters such as Melvin
and Gopdwin, wham the other Concordians considered to be useless laya-
bouts. And he indulges in more description of haturé simply fof des-
cription's sake in the Jou;naz than he does in Walden.

[t is in the Journal also that Thoreau reveals the real

extent of his love for nature. In Walden, the depth of this relation-

ship, ‘1ike many other details, is only hinted at. This.1ove begins as

a somewhat distant, perhaps chivalrous, love and becomes more passionate

38Jowf‘nals, 1, 219.

-
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- as he grows to know nature more intimaté]y. In the years before,
thg-experiment, and during the experiment itself, his love of nature
was simply Thoreau's source of strength:"My love is invulnerable.

Meet me On'that ground. and vou will find me strong."3? During his
youthful Deriod.Thoreau was a very Anteus-like character - qaining
strength from his freauent contact with the earth. Fifteen years
after the above statement was made his love for nature had grown
considerably; for in 1856 Thoreau says that he has fallen in love with
a shrub oak.*% A yéar later Thoreau's love for nature has reached its
péék in passion: |

How rarely a man's love for nature becomes a ruling principle

with him, Tike a youth's affection for a maiden, but more

enduring. A1l nature is my bride. That nature which to one

is stark and ghastly solitude is a sweet, tender and genial
society to me.4} )

[t seems that the 1onger that Thoreau lived, the more‘passionatETy
he loved nature, or at least the more passionately he declared his
Tove.

Thoreau's unusually passionate love for nature has caused
more than one critic to speculate that he was a little psychologically
warped. Carl Bode, in his essay "The half-Hidden Thoreau," suggests

that Thoreau never outqrew his mother-fixation. And because his

3%Shepard, p. 28.
“OJournals , 2, 1089.

“YJournals , 2, 1136.
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puritanical New England culture wouid not accept such a relafionship.
he tried to shift his psychic energies into his worship of 'Mother’
Nature.“2 But Bode aiso suggests that this fixation on nature provided
a focus for Thoreau's sexual energies: "At its apevahoreau's sexual
energy emerges as a desire for mystic union with nature."™3 Leon Ede]
also finds Thoreau § passion for nature to be psycho]og1ca11y suspect.
He suggests that Thoreay clung obse551ve1y to nature in an attempt to
hold on to his sanity.b¢
Nhiie [ do not w{sh to suggest that psychological examinations

of authors, and even of literary personae, cannot provide useful in-
sights into their subjects, I do wish to point out that we should not
regard such studies as the absolute truth. Thoreau wrote Walden for

a definite purpose - he wished to show, through the example of his
narrator, that 1ife could be a pTeasure if one went about it properly.
Looked at in this 1ight, we should expect to find Thoreau doing some
posturing or trying to make nature appear rosier than is actual]y
‘natural®. The dependence on nature that he has the narrator show is
perhaps exaggerated to illustrate his'belief that she was capable of
offering and sustaining such support.

Leon'Ede], in his attacks on Thoreau's psyche, provides a

possible reason for taking even the professions of love for nature

“2Carl Bode, "The Half-Hidden Thoreau" , in Thoreau in Our

Seasen , ed. John R. Hicks (Boston: University of Massachusetts Press,
1962), p. 110.

“31bid., p. 110.
“4Edel, p. 43.
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that Thereau makes in ctne ournal less than literally., Edel says that
Thoreau was a narcissist, going through life ﬁerforming for himself.43
ﬁ]thﬁugh Edel's statement may be a wilfully exaggerated misunderstanding
of Thoreau's character, it points out the definite possibility that in
his Journal Thoreau tried out different styles of writing and attitudes
towards his subjects, as well as using it as a repository of his
obsefvations.

Thoreau's seeming worship of and dependence-on nature are a
natural part of the.image he wishes to.portray in Walden aqd consist
of fairly obvious aﬁd trequent statements. The passages where Thoreau
expresses displeasure and occasionally even disgust with nature, how-
ever, are far less blatant than the worshipful passages.

We must read Walden carefully indeed if we wish to note the

narrator's occasional admissions that-nature is not all that he presents

- her to be. He makés only one outright admission of tﬁis sort in the

whole of the book:

I have never felt lonescme, or in the least oppressed by a ,
sense of solitude, but once, and that was a few weeks after [
came to the woods, when for an hour, I doubted if the near
neighbourhood of man was not essential to a serene and healthy
life. To be alone was something unpleasant. But I was at

the same time conscious of a slight insanity in my mood, and
seemed to forsee my recovery.%®

Within that admission that nature's companionship could be Tess than

perfect the narrator Has'provided himself with at least two excuses

45Edel, p. 6.

“SRalden , p. 99.



for dbubt1ng her. The most obvious is that he felt himself to.be a
little insane at the time; clearly his sanity was less important to
him than the image of his relationship with nature. His second ex-
cuse is that this incident occurred when he had been 1iving in the
woods‘for only a few weeks and had not completely adjustéd to his
new 1ife. | |

In "Higher Laws", the philosophical centre of Walden, the
. harrator seems to be at least making an attempt to discuss the un-
certainties fn his attitude towards nature. The chapter begins with
the narrator rejoicing over his close contact with nature, "I Tike
sometimes to take rank hold on 1ife and spend my day more as the
animals do."%7 Hunting and.fishing are recomnended_by'him as providing
the best introduction to the 1ife of tﬁe woods. However, this celebration
of the:natural 1ife soon bgéomes almost an attack on the same 1ife,
"Is it not a reproach‘that man is a carnivorous animal? True, he can
and does live, in a great measure, by preying on other animals; but
this is a miserable way ..."48

We find that, although the narrator loves nature, the nature
that he aspires towards is not the nature that we find in the rest of
Walden. It is not the 'lusty old dame' of mythological fame, nor is
it the nature towards which he yearns sexually; it is an ethereal

nature. It is another nature altogther, through which the narrator

“TWalden , p. 160.

“81bid., p. 164.
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believeé that he can transcend the rudeness of the nature around
him, and what he sees to be the coarseness of his an nature.'

In.f;ct, thg narrator]; difficulties with.his attitude éo-
" wards nature, as they are expressed in “Hjﬁher Laws," are the reﬁiﬁt;
of what might be cé]}ed.hislTranscendentaI dilemma. As a man, he
~clearly believes in tﬁe nature that he encounters every day in his-
walks through the Cbncord woods. But as a Transcendentalist, he is
reviled by this 'coarse"nature;’ Transcendentalists believed that
‘there was- an innate core of spiritual knowledge wfthin each.man.
However, as each man grew older, he lost touéﬁ with this divinely
inspired grace and.thus grew away from God. Every Transcendentalist
believed that it was his duty to overcome the hardness that comes with
experience and return to his original, lost, innocence. It is this
belief that causes the narrator, mouthpiece for Thoreau the lover of
nature, to say, "Nature is hard to be overcome, but she must be over-
come."*9 The nature that must be overcome is that reptilian, unchéste
aspect of each man. As a Transcéndenta]ist, the narrator bé1ievés_there
are parailels between the gross insect larval state and man's present
state. It is as a man that he Beljeves in hunting and fishing.

In the Jowrnal as in Walden, negative statements concerning
nature are much Tess frequent than positivg ones, providing proof

that, in spite of his Transcendentalism, Thoreau's ultimate view

“Salden , p. 168.
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of nature-was positive. In the J&urnal, the negative statements are
mo}e obyiously négative than statements of the same kind in N&Lden.
There are-two examples of Thoreau's negative responses to nature that
I would Tike to point out here. One refers to his TranscehdentaT
djsiike of ‘coarse’ nature and one to his human desire for wildness.

In October 1855, Thoreau makes a reference to his dislike of nature's

coarseaness: ;

[ never Tiked to have many rich fruits ripening at the same
season.... Nature by her bounteousness thus disgusts us with
a sense of repletion - and uncleanness even ... She offers
us too many good things at once.5C '
However, three months later, in January 1856, the human Thoreau
provides himself with an answer to the above complaint: "In Nature
nothing is wasted."S! The human Thoreau does have one complaint
about nature in the neighbourhood of Concord, and that-is that it is

not wild enough to satisfy him:

We soon get through with Nature. She excites an expectation
which she cannot satisfy. The merest child which has rambled
into a copsewood dreams of a wilderness so wild and strange
and inexhaustible as Nature can never show him, 52

This compigint though, is largely a complaint about the destructive
effect of man on nature.
[t is through its relationship to man that we must ultimately

Judge Thoreau's -attitude towards nature. Although Walden was written

*0ournals , 1, 920. ‘ @
>libid., 2, 958.
>21bid., 1, 739. . )




with a love for nature, its primary purpose was to aid his fellow

men who Thoreau thought needed instruction on the art of living:
Perhaps these pages are more particularly addressed-to poor
students. As for the rest of my readers, they will accept
such portions as app1y to them. I trust that none will

stretch the seams in putting on the coat, for Tt may do good
service to him whom it fits.S53

There are other indications in Walden that Thoreau's aim in,
writing it was social in nature. The narrator claims in "Economy"
that for many years, among other things, he had been the sé]f-appointed
caretaker of forest paths and woodlots. Although many uséd the paths
that he kept clear, ndne appreciated his work enough to pay him for it, .
or to get him a civil appointment.3* The fable of the Indian who made,
but could not sell, his baskets, applies to the narrator's being
available and not being made use of by those he wishes to serve. Both
situations imply a lack of communications between the seller and the
potential buyer.

It was his sense dF‘Fejection that made Thoreau seem a little
distant in his relations with the rest of the human race. Howevef, I
would ﬁever agree with Holbrook Jackson that, in his Walden experiment,
Thoreau was in flight from civilization.55 We must after all consider
the facts about his excursion to the woods, and remember that it was

Just a short-term experiment. During the short time he was at Walden.

53yaiden , pp. 1-2.
S%1pid. , p. 12.

>SHolbrook Jackson, Dreamers of Dreams: The Rise and Fall of
19th Century Idealism (London: Faber & Faber, 1971), pp. 220-221.
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he was close enough to Concord to visit it frequently and to receive
visitors. Sherman Paul, a very sen;it{ve reader of Waiden, explains
that Thoreau's sense of;zrejection manifested\itself in a more subtle
manner than simpie flight from society: "“This selflessness and the
misinterﬁretation of it provided one of the most haunting strains in
his thought."S8 Perhaps his contemporariés' misunderstanding afso
contrituted to the ambiguity he felt about how he should regard man.

In the final segment of.“Economy" the narrator reveals that
although he wouxd Tike to help the poor especially, he is not going
to take- the easy‘way out and simply give them money. . He believes that
the reason that most men contribute money to charity is that there is
sbmething wrong with their own lives:

I believe that what so saddens the reformer is not his

sympathy with his fellows in distress, but, though he
be the holiest son of God, is his private ail.s?

In many ways Walden is Thoreau's attempt to right the social wrongs

of the world. He holdsthat what the poor really need is an example

of a better way of life to follow. We see the narrator trying to
provide this in "Baker Farm", and we also see that for a]T.his good
intentions, the example he provides does not improve the Tives of John

Field and his family at all. Their response to the narrator's

>6Sherman Paul, The Shores of America: Thoreau's Iruard
Exploration (Urbana, I11.: University of Chicago Press, 1972), p. 76.

>"Walden , p. 57.
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remarks on his lifestyle is a wish that they could afford to live so

well. This episode provides one example of the haunting strain that

- we occasionally find in Walden.

There are times in Walden when through the narrator Thoreau

~ seems almost to completely despair of ever influencing mankind. The

bitter satire that occupies much of the first chapter is a good
indication of the.depth of the despair that thé_narrator saw in the
lives of those around him. 'In the first chapter he reveals that, in
contrast to the peace that he has found, the 1ives of his fellows
were anything but peaceful - in their imagined as well as their real

lives:

The mass of men lead lives of quiet desparation. What is
cailed resignation is. confirmed desparation.... Stereotyped
but unconscious despair is concealed even under what are
called the games and amusements of mankind.53

The truth that we can see in these words provides proof enough that

39

Thoreau had examined fairly closely the life-styles of his contemporaries

and reached a conclusion that is still applicable to our modern world
He also suggests, in "Sounds", that the majority of men resist change

50 strongly that not only is there 1ittle chance that they will ever

improve their ]ives,‘there is equally as little chance that the present

state of man's existence will ever deteriorate,59

The statements that Thoreau makes of this nature suggest that

S84alden , p. 5.

331bid., p. 90.
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perhaps he saw his sé&f~imposed'task as being somewhat futile. Even
statements that he makes-in "Visitors" where for the most part he is
engaged jn'fair1y positive descriptions of mankind, the narrator's
commeﬁts seem slanted against the mass of men. For example, he writes,
"With respect to wit, I learned that there was not much difference
between the half and the whole."80 Although this particular state-

ment may be taken as-a simple example of Thoreau's satiric.wit, it has
an air of sincefity in the context in which it is placed. Then,

with what we have come to expect as almost typical Thoreauvian ambiguity,
he makes a statement that declares the strength of his overall belief

in mankind, "As for men, they will hardly fail one anywhere."61
Statements of this nature provide some proof to Paul's idea that Thoreau

was indeed very concerned about ﬁankihd, and felt that he belonged to
ST
the human race.

p’-

~

Thoreau's Journal reveals a less settled attitude towards
mankind than we might héve expected from the writer of Walden. }t -4
is only through a reading of the Journal that we can realize how close
the correspendence was between his attitudes towards man and nature,
* throughout Thoreau's life. Although the ambivalence in his general
attitude towards man is still present in the Journal, the individual
stafements are far iess ambivalent than those found in ¥alden. For

i

60yalden , p. 113.
5l1pid., p. 108.
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example, he claims in 1854 that, "I am not interested in mere phenomena,
though it were the explosion of a planet, only as it may have lain
in the experience of a human being."52 He also claims that “In sgciety
all the inspiration of my lonely hours seems to flow back on me,'and
then first have expression."®3 This man,.ca11ed a misanthrope by-'
many of his contemporafies, Emerson among them, also has this to say
about his relationship to man: "A lover of Nature is pre-eminently a
Tover of man. If [ have no friend, what 15.N5ture to me? She ceases
to be morally significant;"s“ This admiésioq is interestingly sug-
gestiﬁe that Thoreau loved nature the most‘wﬁen his friendships with
man were strong, and equally that, when he felt himself to be at odds
with man he felt somewhat uncomfortable in the woods. 0f course,
due to Thoreau's unconventional habits of Journal-keeping, it is not
always possible to pinpoint enough documented examples to provide
adequate proof to support a theory of correspondence on this subject.
In the Journal the negative statements that Thoreau makes
about mankind are concerned with his difficulties in approaching
them: "I almost shrink from the arduousness of meeting man erectly
lday by day."®5 The triviality of men also causes him some distress:

The gregariousness of men is their most contemptible and

62Journals , 1, 718.
831pid., 1, 50.
6“‘Shepar-d, p. 92.

65 Journals , 1, 62.



discouraging égpegt. See how they follow each other like

sheep, not knowing why. Day and Martin's blacking was

preferred by the last generation, and also by this. They

have not so good a reason for preferring this or that religion

as in this case even.®® ‘
But hi§ primar& complaint about man in the Journal arises directly
out of their misunderstanding of him. He finds that if he is treated
with suspicion his behaviour ref]écts this attitude, yet he still
refuses to explain himself to his detractors, "My prickles or smooth-
ness are as much a quality of your hand as of ﬁyse]f. I cannot teill
you what I am, more tﬁan‘a ray of the summer's sun. whét I am I am
and say not."87 |

His final word is that nature is far Tess constrained thén

man and that is why his general preference.is for the former rather
than the latter. Again, however, the final word provi&es’an overall
sense of optimism concerning the relationship between Thoreau and
mankind: "Nature and man; some prefer the one, other the ofher§ that
is all de gustibus. It makes no odds at what well you drink, provides
it be a well-head."58

* Even considering the many very bitter things that Thoreau
sajid about man during his life, I think that the desire to serve
mankind was his most dominant desire, and a love of mankind his most
predominant emotion. I would like to cite one more proof that Thoreau's

basic desire was to be useful:

58 Journagls , 2, 1270.
67Shepard, p. 23.

88 ournals , 1, 187.
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Use me, then, for I am ﬁsefu] inmy way, and as one of
many petitioners, from toadstool and henbane up to
dahlia and violet, supplicating to’'be put to my use,
1f by any means ye may find me serviceable.. 59
He wanted to be used, but only on his own terms.
It is clear from the above examination of Thoreau's varying‘
attitudes towards man and nature that any one affimmative statement
ﬂrconcerning them would not be absolutely correct. It can be safely
:;said that there does seem to be a correspondence between how he was
treated by man, and how he regarded man, and how receptive he was
to the beauties of nature and how much he loved her. For the
narrator of Waiden, love of nature, and a desire to show his fellow
man a path to a better 1ife‘predominate.
In oéder to understand better how and why the narrator
desired to illustrate an improved way of life, it should be useful

to examine his philesophies of 1ife.

5%paul, p. 77.
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CHAPTER 3: PQOET OF THE‘NEN PARADISE

After examining some of the specific paradoxes and ambiguities
of Walden, it should now be possible to come to a greater understanding
ﬁf Thoreau's philosophy of life as it is realized in the narrator. The
narrator of Waldem presents himself and his 1ife ét the bond in an
almost Elysian light. Through his description of the hut and its

environs, the narrator ;compléteTy removes them from the typical

New England setting:

so that I fancied that Dy noon some sweet qum would exude
from them. To my imagination it retained throughout the
day more or less this auroral character, reminding me of a
certain house on a mountain which I had visited the year
before. This was an airy and unplastered cabin, fit to
entertain a travelling god and where a goddess might trail her
garments. The winds which passed over my dwelling were such
as sweep over the ridges of mountains, bearing the broken
strains, or celestia] parts only, of terrestrial music.’?

This careful comparison of his own hut with the one on the mountain

makes it seem metaphorically that they are one and the same place.

Thoreau has created in the reader the same impresss;on of openness

and freedom about Walden Pond that he apparently had gained from

the cabin on the mountain. Thoreau's constant use of Greek and

other mythologies also emphasizgs his desire to create an impression

"falden , p. 63.
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of a néw golden age. We are also given to suspect that actual visitors
to Walden Teft it with a feeling of freedom and beauty thay they may
never have experienced before. | |

Qur perceptions of the narrator's phi1bsophy of 1ifé are
influenced in much the same way as he sways our view of his retreat

- at Walden - by very careful writing, and by precise juxtaposition of

the locale of Walden with other places revereq by Thoreau. In this
chapter I would like to exaﬁiﬁé"fhe general philosophj-of life of
the narrator of Walden. Qn the surface, both the philosophy and life
of the narrator appear to be examples of abgoTute Transcendental
tranquility. However, there are also undertones of personal despair
in some isolated passages of the book, where feelings of regret and
melancholy are allowed to show. I would like to egamine this dichotomy
in the narrator with the intent of revealing what it can tell us about
both the narrator and thelwriter. A; usual, the Journal will be used
to provide further insights into some things that may only be hinted
at in Walden. |

The statements that the narrator makes concerning his purpose in
undertaking his experiment, and for writing his account pf it, are
generallly very optimistic and full-bodied in tone. It is easy to
see the narrator ?s a.man with a healthy respect for 1ife as we}1
as a sincere love for nature. The dedication to Walden, which is

repeated in “Where I Lived, and What I Lived For," is a particularly
]' .
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optimistic statement: “I do not propose to write an ode to dejection,
but to brag as lustily as chanticleer in the morning, standing on his
roost, if only to wake my neighbours up."7!

The chanticleer, a lusty domestic bird, was for Thoreau,

£

throughout his life, a very strong symbol of the zest for life. In
the first version of Walden, written in 1846-47, 72 he romanticizes

the bird in a rather lengthy poem, which I will guote in Jts
entirety:

Poor bird! destined to lead thy life

Far in the adventurous west,

And here to be debased ‘tonight

From thy accustomed nest; .

Must thou fall back upon old instinct now,-

Well nigh extinct under man's fickle care?

Did heaven bestow its quenchless inner 1ight

So long ago, for thy small want tonight?

Why standst upon thy toes to crow so late?

The moon is deaf to thy low feathered fate;

Or dost thou think so to possess the night, -
And people the drear dark with thy brave sprite?
And now with anxious eye thou lookst about,

While the relentless shade draws on its veil,

For some sure shelter from approaching dews,

And the insidious steps of nightly foes.

[ fear imprisonment has dulled thy wit,

Or ingrained servitude extinguished it. h
But no, - dim memory of the days of yore,

8y Brahmapootra & the Jumna's shore,

Where thy proud race flew swiftly o'er the heath,
And sought its food the jungle's shade beneath, -
Has taught thy wings to seek yon friendly trees,
As erst by Indus' banks & far Ganges.’3

"YWalden , p. 62.

72J. Lyndon Shanley, The Making of Waldem (Chicago:University
of Chicago Press, 1957), p. 104. '

731bid., pp. 160-161.
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Although the pages which contain the particular incident on which
this poem is based are missing, the poem itself provides reason enough
for Thoreau's feelings of affection for it. He apparently felt a
sense of kinship for this neither entirely wild, nor entirely tame
bird as though he saw paraliels between it and himself, ‘There is
also a rather lengthy .passage extolling the vitality bf a young
rooster in a Jowrnal entry for 1858.7% Although on first consideration
it may seem unusual for a man who bragged that there were no signs
of domesticity in his life at_the pond'to ad&pt an at least partially
domesticated bird as a personal emblem, a reading of the early poem and
the later Journal eptry explain How this coufd not only be possible,
but somehow fitting. Thoreau not only did not beTieQe that the
chanticleer was not aﬁ entirely tame-bird, but he also believed that
as aAnative of the East, the chanticleer partoock of the virtues of the
far eastern philosophies which Thoreau followed.

The chanticleer would also have been recognized by Thoreau's
reader§ from its presense in Chaucer's Canterbury Tales, and from

other folklore sources. His educated readers would also recognize

% Jowrnals , 2, 1326.
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the connection between Chaycer‘s chaunticleer and fox and Henry
Bolingbroke and Mowbray, the Earl Marshal,’5 which furthers the
idea that the ordinary can be made heroic by juxtaposition with that
which is heroic. :

The chanticTeer;of the dedicatioh has another symbolic sig-
nificance in its context in Walden. It provides the symbol of Thoreau's
desire to roﬁse his neighbours from their slumbering enslavement in
modern society_.“?6 He wants tb awaken those who.read fhe book and those
who listened to the lectures to the potential of Iife; because to be
_awake is to be alive. Although he may deny it, the narrator of NValden
-is one who is truly aiive, and he wants to share this sense of well-

_ being with who ever he can.

It is indicative of the critical controversy that surrounds
Thoreau, that at least one critic, Stanley Cavell, sees the dedication
not as a 'sign of hope, but as a key to the desperatign expressed in

Walden. Cavell makes the conjecture that Thoreay has indeed written

7SF.N. Robinson, ed. The Norks of Geoffrey Chaucer (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1957), p. 751.

According to Mr Hotson's theory, doun Ruszell is represented as a
eol-fox instead of the usual red fox of the Renard cycle, because he stands
for Nicholas Colfax, a follower of Mowbray, who was associated with him in
the murder of Gloucester ac Calais in September, 1397. But the fox's
colours correspond to those of Mowbray's truncheon as Earl Marshal. Hence
he represents Mowbray himself as well as Colfax, and the quarvel with
the cock stands for the duel of Mowbray and Bolingbroke. Chaunticleer's

colours correspond to Henry's arms. The fox is ruined by talking, as
Mowbray was ruined by his slander of the king.

765 ,6. Kellman, "A Conspiracy Theory of Literature: Thoreau and
You", The Georgia Review, Winter 1978, p. .814.



-an ode to dejection - an ode through which he tries to warn of t
® i

dangers«of‘modern society. Cavell also implies that Thoregq wouT?'
have been wiser if he had allowed his conﬁghb?rarie§:ﬁolconfﬁhue their
Tives of misery, and‘lived his own peace?ﬁi 1§fe without trying to
change éhe lives of others:

The conmitment-to'Chanticlegr entitles Malden to Chaucer's
Nun's Priest's discovery that a tale is epic in which a

"

crower has to learn to keep his mouth shut.77 «
In other wordsg%glthough tﬁe narrator's intentions may have been to
awaken his neighbéurs, the lesson that he learned from the failure of
rea]izjng this goal through his Walden expérience was to mind his
~own buﬁfness. Cavell sees Thoreau's self-imposed task as an éntire1y
futilie one.-

Cavell has, I think, taken the apparentfy serious tone of the

satiric nature of "Economy" rather too much to heart. He even mistakes
the humourous passages in‘the chapter for admissions o;/desperation on

the narrator's part:

The bragging and wild Taughter will have to take p1ace'0ver
despair, and perhaps will express only that shrill sound. .

Then 1t may at Teast wake his neighbours up to their actual
condition.’8

- Cavell is so intent on seeing the pessimistic aspects of Walden

that he fails to see the truth of the overwhelming optimiétic nature

7’Stanley Cavell, The Semses of Zalden (New York: Viking,
1972), p. 38.

78Thid., pp. 54-55.
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of the book. .Lonsider, for exampie, the foTlowing segment from the

“"Conclusion":

A 1iving dog is better than a dead lion. Shall a man
go hang himself because he belongs to the race of
' pygm1es, and not be the biggest pygmy that he can?78
This is the major part of Thoreau‘s message that Cavell misses -
that we should all accept oursg]ves for what we are. -
As has been previously mentioned, the predominance of the

presence of spring and the symbols of renewal contribute considerably
to the overall- impression of optimism in Walden. Although the Walden

experiment did not officially begin until early July, actual cons-

truction of the hut began near the end of March, at the very beginning

of sprTng The narrator describes not 0n1y the awaken1ng of nature

during th1s time, but also his own coming to life And, in spite of

the troubles that we are shown gx1sting in Concord, the beginning of

the book describes the inception of a new garthly paradise: "They

were -pleasant spring days, in which the winter of maﬁ's discontent was
thawing as well as the earth, and the 1ife that had lain torpid_began ‘
to stretch itself."7% By suggesting that as he built his retreat, \\J\hﬂ
1ife was beginning all around him, the narrator adds to our impression

of Walden as an earthly paradise. He is also expressing here his haope

that the despair he saw in the Tives of those around him could be

78%alllen , p. 246.
791bid., p. 29.
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removed and 1ife couid again become enjoyable for all.

— In ﬁhis respect, Thoreau is advocating an American myth _
that was in vogue during much of. the hinetheenth century - the mytﬁ
of America as the new Garden of Eden: "The master symbol of the’
garden embraced a cluster of metaphors expressing fecundity, growth,
increase and blissful Tabour in the earth..."80 We see a more specific
example of this in Walden {n the narrator's bean field, where he is
trying to make the earth produce something other than what it was
used to produce. This myth'of the garden of America provides further 
emphasis on the heroic potential of the average man. In the myth the

hero was the independent yeoma%%‘such as the narrator is. And

)

independence and self worth, the supposed virtues of these independent
farmers, are ekactly the virtués that Thoreau is advocating in Walden.

| Even the Tumber that he ﬁéeé to build his hut underwent a
ritual rebirth before it was used. When we first see it, it is part
of fhe Jameés Collins' shanty, a "dank, ctammy and aguish"8l byilding.
The morning after he reaches an agreement with the unlucky Irishman,
the narrator dismantles the hut and lays the boards in the sun to
bTéach and ]osé their old shape and connection wifh the old building.
And the next time we hear of tHe‘wood it is part of the airy cabin

that is the home of the poet of the new paradise.

Like any organic body, the hut took a long time to become

80Henry Nash Smith, Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol
and Myth  (New York: Vintage Books, 1950), p. 138.

’ 8lyalden , p. 31.
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completely grown, or entirely finished. "The skeletal structure was
sufficient to provide the narrator with shelter throughout the summer
and through the early fall. During the autumﬁ. like an animal get-
ting ready to hibernate, the narrator prepared his hut for winter.
He very slowly and methodica]ly_bui]t himself a fireplace during the
month of October. And when the freezing weather came, he plastered
the walls of his hut, thus removing much of its airy, Elysian aopearance.
Although the cabin looked less 'natural' after it had been p1asteréd,-,
both it and the narrator are seen to retain a ciose instinctual relation-
ship with nature: "At length the wiﬁter set in.in good earnest, just as
[ had finished p1aétering, and the wind began to howl around the house
as.if it had not had permission to do so unti] then,"82 Nature is here
represented as a neighbou?, co-existing with the inhabitants-of thé new
paradise.

The narrator obtained a small stove during the second winter
he spent at the pond and thereby lost not only the companionship of
the fire, but a Tittle more contact with nature as-@e11. Because
he began his experiment by building his cabin, the close ties that he
develops with nature in the account are beguﬁ on a domestic note. It
is indicative of“the positive nature of the narrator's relationship

with both avenues of 1ife that this relationship is maintained through-

out the Walden account.

82yalden , p. 88.
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The slow construction of the hut is not only a part of the
rebirth mythology of walden, it is c]ose?y reiéted to the myth of life
as it was viewed by Thoreau. 'He saw life as,an:organic process of.
constant growth and he thereforé frequently draws paraliels between
veggtative growth and the 1ife of man. One such parallel occurs in
ane 6?éhis more predominant natural metaphors- the description of man
in terms of a flowering plant ffqm which he demands fhe best and most
wholesome parts: "I want the flower and fruit of a man; that some
fragrance be wafted over from him to me, and some ripeness flavdur our
intercourse."83 He dévelops this metaphor further by stating that.man,
Tike a plant, is rooted in the earth so that he may gain nourishment
frd% that contact, and flower into the heavens above him.8% A Journgl
entry for November 1860 further c]afifies_Thoreau's thoughts on the

potential for human growth:

I am struck by the fact that the more slowly trees grow at
first, the sounder they are at the core, and I think that
the same is true of human beings. We do not wish to see
children precocious, making great strides in their early
years like sprouts, producing a soft and perishable timber,
but better if they expand slowly at first, as if contending
with difficulties, and so are solidified and perfected.83

As an organic view of life is necessarily a positive one, the profusion
of organic and natural metaphors in Walden places considerable émphasis

on the ovefa11 optimism of that book. The elements of primitivism

83Walden , pﬁss.

84Ibid., p. 10.

8SJournals, 2, 1718.
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that are to be found in ﬁhldég are furfher aspects of the narrator's
emphatic symbolizing of the need for an organic 1ife .86

The rebirﬁh ritual mentioned briefly above is also a pre-
dominant aspect of the built in optimism of Walden. R.W.B. Lewis
sees the who1e-of Q&Zden as a "metaphoric expansion of Bartram's busk -
"the busk of the human spirit, when clothes and pots and pans-are dis-
carded as symbols of ambiyion and ‘interests."87 The busk to which
Lewis is referring is briefly described in "Economy." It was an annual
ceremony of purification celebrated by the Mucclasse:Indians, during
which all old possessions were disgarded and a general amnesty was
declared. After a three day fast *1ife' was begun again when the priest
19t a new fire which was then spread throughout the community.88 The
nafrator also describes other primitive purification rites in this brief
segment.

This passage illustrates one source where Thoreau may have,
received some of his ideas on the need fbr periodic rebirth from,
and also shows why he is so hard on the materialism of his contem-
poraries. The busk is also an apt symbol for thé new paradise that
the narratdf is advocating.

The segment on the busk, while emphasizing the rebirth theme
of Walden, also reveals the narrator's basic phi1osophj of simplification.

That those primitive people freed themselves periodica11y_from their

86paul, p. 230..
87 ewis, p. 15.

88yaiden , p. 50.



55

possessions, showed that they were not as overly concerned with material
belongings as were the members of fhoneau's modern audience. Much of
"Economy" is taken up in sthing the Sisyphean labours.that the narrator
saw his neighboUrs undergoing in their attempt to keep up with their
possessions. The example of the busk is intended to sﬁgw that material
wealth is ﬁot necessary for a happy life. A more specific statement of
the need for simp]icity occurs in the second‘chapter: "Simplicity,
. simplicity, simplicity! I say, let your affairs be as two or three, and
not & hundred or a thousand,... Simplify, simplify."89 Thoreau's
emphasis on simplicity and rebirth show his belief that 1ife cannot be
enjoyed if it is cluttered up with uhnecessary accoutrements. The
simplicity of the narrator's life at Walden Pond provides an instructive
.and practical example of how pleasant a simple life could be.
| In Walden, the eastern philosophies that the narrator professes,

and the rites that he follows, are also major aspects of the positive
appeal of the book. The examples of eastern beliefs that we receive
in Walden are all present to emphasize the beauty and peace that can
be found in 1ife if one knows where to look. The ear]y.morning baths
that the narrator takes in the pond, as part of his worship of Aurora,

provide him with the daily opportunity of renewing his innocence.

Another eastern belief that the narrator follows, no doubt to the chagrin

of his more materially concerned neighbours, is the forsaking of works.

89%alden , p. 68.
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Life was sometimes so enjoyable during his retreat at the pond that the

narrator did not have time to do anything but enjoy life:
There were times when [ could not afford to sacrifice the
bloom of the present moment to any work, whether of the head

or hands.... I grew in those seasons 1ike corn in the night,

and they were far better than any work of the hands would have
been. 90 ~

What the second statgmént in the above quotation suggests is that
wh{1é hé was sitting, to all appearances idle, the calming, beautifying
intluence of nature was entering his soul and improving him.

The final paragraph of "Higher Laws" is a more easily under-
Qtood example of the idea of "corn growing in the night." Briefly
stated, this paragraph describes John Farmer, a general personification
of modern man, relaxing after a hard day's work. After daydreaming
for a while, he becomes conscious that the sound of a distant flute
has removed his attention from the cares of the mundane world. Unlike
the narrator, John Farmer is unacccustomed to'thjs general feeling of
well-being. So; “A]T-that he could think of was to practice some new
austerity, to 1et_his mind descend into his body and redeem it, and
treat himself with ever increasing respect.”9! And this is the
ultimate lesson of Walden - self respect. .

There are many other ways by which Thoreau underscores his

positive philosophy. The sense of humour that the narrator exhibits

O%aiden , p. 83.
911phid., p. 169.
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is one of these. The most easily recognized humourous passages are
those thag are concerned with the antics of his 'brute' neighbours.
~For example, the description of théJapproaches maQe by the squirrels
to the food he left for theﬁ_in the winter is one of the most charming
and amusing passages in the book.%2 It was obviously written after
many hours of watching the squirrels and observing their moveménts.
The description of the degenerate frogs who night after night drank
each other under the pond with their watefy liquor, is another such
segment.93
Thoreau exercises his humourous ability on the antits of the

human animal as well. The conversation that we witness between the
Hermit and the Poet is another example of Thoreau's mild and gentle
humour, For the most part, however, the humour concerning man ig more
or less sarcastic. One of the best examples of his sarcastic humour-
is found in the "Bean-Field" chapter.. When discussing the Concord
military training exercises, the narrator says that the presence of
the local militia made him feel so secure that he “could spit a Mexican
with good relish, - for why should we always' stand for trifles? and
looked around for a woodchuck or a skunk to exercise my chiva]?? on,"9%
This is quite clearly an ironic and hyperbolic statement and should
not be taken too seriousiy. Mild or sarcastic, the humour points to

%2Walden , pp. 206-208.

331b1d., p. 94.

MIbid., p. 121.
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Thoreau's general positjve outlook. Without optimism.there could
be no humour.

Even. the potentially destructive removal of the ice from the
pond's surface does not sully the waters of Walden or create any
éeﬁse of pessimism in the narrator. In fact, Thoreau uses the ice
harvest to Fﬁrther bind his Walden experiment to .the eastern philosophieQ

he was so fond of:

Thus it appears that the sweltering inhabitants of Charleston
and New Orleans, of Madras and Bombay and -Calcutta, drink at

my well. In the morning I bathe my intellect in the stupendous .
and cosmological philosophy of the thpvat Geeta,... I lay down
the book and go to my well for water, and lo! there I meet the
servant of the Bramin, priest of Brahmagand Vishnu and Indra,...
our buckets as it were grate together in the same well. The

pure Walden water is mingled with the sacred water of the
Ganges .95 '

Like the enterprises that Thoreau cherished, his pessimistic
side is, for the most part, only hinted at. This is because he was
following "another rule for writing: that the hero hidé his struggles."96
Sometimes, however, in spite of Thoreau's skill as a writer, the
struggles of the hero (narrator) intrude into the paradise, and become
apparent to the reader. The narrator's disenchantment with the world
reveals itself in two different forms. The major'?orm of his dis-
enchantment seems to consist of a sense of loss. The second most
noticesble form is a feeling of personal desperation that one gains from

some segments of Malden. We alsg occasionally get a sense of the

SWalden , p. 225.
%6Paul, p. 296.



59

narrator's impending withdrawal from society.
The statement in Walden that reveals most clearly the narrator's
general sense of loss occurs very early in the book, in a famous and

much quoted passage:

I Tong ago lost a hound, a bay horse, and a turtle-dove, and

am still on their trail. Many are the traveller I have spoken

concerning them, describing their tracks and what calls they
7 answered to. I have met one or two who had heard the hound

and the tramp of the horse, and even seen the dove disappear

behind a cloud, and they seemed as anxious to recover them as

if they had lost them themselves.97
Many suggestions have been made about what the precise meaning of these
symbols may be. Critics from Thoreau's day to our own have suggested
many theories but none has final, definitive, acceptance. The difficulty
in accounting for this particular symbol arises largely out of Thoreau's
elusiveness concerhing the passage. When 'Uncle Ed' Watson of Plymouth,
Massachusetts asked him about that symbol, Thoreau is reported to have
said, "Well Sir, I suppose we all have our losses.”%% And it seems

that no one has been able to really pin down a more,definitive'state-

ment than that about the symbol.

Interpretations of thisepassage also abound among modern c¢ritics.
Staniey Cavell suggests that the hound, bay horse and turtle dove are
symbolic of everything of value that Thoreau had ever lost. Based on

‘this supposition Cavell states that Walden is the record of Thoreau's

%74alden , p. 11. \

8. Harding, ed. The Variorun Walden (Mew York: Mashington
Square Press, 1973?, p. 259, n. 44(1). ‘
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losses:

g]t &he symboil is not a set of desired things he has lost,
ut a connection with thlngs, the track of desire itself.
Everything he can 1ist he is putting in his book; it is a
record of his losses.99 | | é&

Shefman Paul suggests that what Thoréau had lost was reality and his
sense of communion‘with nature,109 | |

It may be that what it significant about this passage is not
that it provides clues to what either Thoreau or the narrator may or
may not have lost - they are both far too elusive figures to qive any-
thing away unless it was hecessaryu The passage should Qe seen
rather as a definite indication that the narrator was n&f as satisfied
with his life as he would have us believe. The symbol of the hound,
bay horse gnd turtle dove reveals that Walden is not only %horeau's
attempt to help his readers in their search for a better way of life;
it is also the record of his own search for.the same thing.

There is sufficient evidence to suggest that, even in Wglden
one of the things that Thoreau felt himself to be losing was what used
to be an inborn sensibility towards nature. The Toss of contact with
nature and the loss of innocence seem to be closely related for
Thoreau. In fact,‘the symbol of the,hound, horse and dove may represent

Thoreau's sense of loss of those two ideals of his life. If that were

the case, it would also provide a partial explanation as to why others

99Cavell, p. §6.
100payl, p. 256.
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were searching for them with as much diligence as he was.

In a Journal entry for August 19 1851, we find Thoreau com-
plaining that his knowledge of nature is becoming too narrow, too
scientific; that instead of seeing nature whole he is seeing her in
parts.191  Yet Tess than two months later he states that he finds him-
self more constantly merged with nature than ever before. Thoreau's
changing perceptions of hfs relationship with nature in his later years
reflect a growing uncertainty of the exact state of the relationship.

Thoreau's feeling of the loss of contact with nature is a
part of h§s~desire to return to his youth, when his relationship with
her was comp]eteiy instinctual. We find Thoreau' expressions of this
lToss primarily in the Journal during the 1850s:
Too 1$te now for the morning influence and inspiratioﬁ. The
birds do not sing so earnestly and joyously; there is’a blurring .
ripple on the surface of the lake. How few valuable observations
can we -make in youth! What if there were united the susceptibility
of youth with the discrimination of age? Once [ was part and
parcel of Nature: now I am observant of her.102
Thoreau isjbemoaning not only his lost youth, but the lack of perception
and wisdom he had while he was young, which deprived him of taking full
édvantage of his complete integration into nature. Waldem, written énﬁ
published dur{ng this period, was an attempt on Thoreau's part to reméin

true to his youth: by reliving the events of his youth through the

persona of the narrator he hoped that he could s%ave off the feeling

10) ronrmals s 1, 246.

1021p4d., 1, 369.
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that they were gone forever.103

Thoreau's pessimistic outlook on 1ife is also révea]ed‘by the
continuing, but usually well concealed, presence of an undertone of
regret and desperation in Walden ;nd the Jourmal. As we have already
noted, the bulk of the desperation depicted by the narrator is that of
those around him - from the Indian who "stands on the unelastic pTank
of famine"l0% to the equally degraded rich. In "Economy" the narrator
speaks'out directly on the desperation that he saw around him, using
mytho]ogiqa1 punishments and hardships to exaggerate and thus draw
attention to, the plight of ‘modern man as he saw it.

1 In the rest of Walden Thoreau employs animals as further
symbols of desperation. The laughter of thelloon and the demoniacal
barking of the foxes on winter nights are two of these natural symbols'
of desperation. It is the owls, however, with their graveyard associations,

who really represent the dark melancholy side of human nature - that of

the narrator as weli a@s the rest of mankind:

They [pw1é] are the spirits, the Tow spirits and melancholy
forebodings of fallen souls that once in human shape night-
walked the earth and did the deeds of darkness, now expiating
their sins with their wailing hymns or threnodies in the
scenery of their transgressions... I rejoice that there are
owls. Let them do the idiotic and maniacal hooting for men...

They represent the stark twilight and unsatisfied thoughts which
all have.105 - '

I believe that Thoreau himself felt this despair that he had heard the

103payl, p. 294.

L0%alden , p. 23. ) /<
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owls express. [t Has beén said that as a Trdnscendentalist, Thoreau
had no awareness of evil or darkness, however, if he could~pot conceive
of darkness aﬁd deﬁpair, he could not write of them - and éEL above
passage illustrates that he coy1d-indeed write aBout them. It may even
be that his experience with despair was a further result of his
Transcendental dilemma. It could not h;vé been easy for a man as realistic
as Thoreau was tb maintain a belief that it was possible to return to
the innocence of youtﬁ When;a11 he saw around him illustrated the im= -
possibility of it. That is not to say, however, that he ‘could not write
SO as ﬁo convincé the reader tﬁat‘this return was indeed possible.
' The possibility seems to exist that, in spite of his profoung ]ové
for mankind, the narrator may withdraw permanently from society. The
reason for his tendenc} to remove himself from society is that he did nét'
believe that society had entirefy accepted him, or that it had fu]Ty
recognized his gifts. The faB]e of the Indian who believed that once he
had_woven hfg baskets, the respon§ib11ity rested on the shoulders of the
buyers, is a representation of Thoreau's expefiences. The narrator |
tells us that he had spent years |

faithfu11§ minding.my own Eusipess, ti11 it became more and more

evident that my townsmen would not after all admit me into the

list of town officers, nor make my place a sinecure with a
moderate allowance.106 .

He concludes his allegory of the Indian by stating that although he too

had woven a kind of basket, "instead of studying how to make it worth

106ya1den , p. 12. -
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men's whi]e:fo buy my.baskefs, I studied rafher how to avoid the
necessity of selling them,"107 A]thoﬁgh, as we have previously observed,
Thofeau was hurt because he felt that he had Been'rejected by those
around him, fie was not willing to take any of the blame for the situation.
He faﬁ]ted society for his lack of social eminence.l198 And it may well
be that the satire of -"Economy" is Thoreau's'.way of reljeving his
tensions against society. :

In severai Journcl entries for 1854, the year Walden was published,
he comments that he is cheapening himself by aﬁtempting to become a.
successfu1'1ecfurer. It is another incidence of his thumbing his nose
at society for not realizing the importance of what he had to say. | And
in the "Conclusion" he chastizes society for dragging evervth1ng that
is potentially great down - to the mundane Tevel of the mu1t1tude

These example®of Thoreau's occasional irritation with society's
lack of aphreciation of him may hardly seem to be hard evidence of’
what I'ta11ed‘a tendency to remove himself from éociety. However,
these expresseions of irritation, together with the bitter satire on
the herd instincts of men and the Jourmal entries on othér distasteful
habits of mankind, combine to point out that on many occasions Thoreau
felt a strong disqust for his fe]TdQ men, and felt a desire to withdréw

from them into nature. But as we kngws he did not .do it - he left

107alden , p. 13.

08payl, p. 322.
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‘his Walden retréat after two years anq returned to a full life in
Concord. 'And it may be that the bock can be seen as an attempt on
Thoreau's part to make positiQe contact with his fellow humans.

Walden was written largely in the years after the experiment at
the pond. The book is a product of the last decade of Thoreau's life -
years of i%creasing]y frequent crises in his 11fe.1°9‘ A readingvofr
the Jowrmal for this period reveals just how deep Thoreau's feelings of
despair ran in those years.

Walden is perhaps the most optimistic book that Thoreau wrote,
but the optimish i's described in retrospect. The affirmation is ever-
present in Walden because . |

Educated by failure, determined now by coﬁscious endeavour to
find the way back té his golden age, his affirmation in Walden

was that of one who had known the darkness but would not submit,

who took faith instead in the last refuge of optimism, the faith
in faith itself. 110 '

Thoreau's a%firmation in waidén appears all the more positive having .
been attained through a struggle Qith dgsperatign. [t seems as though
fhe optimism has been made stronger, purer by being-tested. Thoreau
forggd himself, in spite of great odds, into the poet of his new
paradise. Considering the sfruggles that he underwent within himself

to make Whlden.a positive book, it is hardly surprising that pessimistic
noées should creep in. But, with the exception of critics life Cavell,

it is the positive aspects of Walden that most readers recall.

10%payT1, p. 256.
10mpid., p. 256.
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The creation of this optimism was in no way haphazard, and the

' presence of the persona of the narratof.although an important éspect

of the optimism, is not the only reason for it. The form itself is

an optimistic.oﬁe. Thoreau uséd his wide knowledge of many 1itérary
traditions to create this form, and so an exam1nat1on of those trad1t1ons

shou]d be helpful to our understanding of Walden. . "

4




CHAPTER 4: THE TECHNICAL SIDE

If it is indeed the case that the_imnense optihism of ‘Nalden
arose out of a period of increasing pessimism in Thoreau's life, then we
can entertain no doubts as to the extent of his-teﬁhnica].ski]T. In
this, thé final chapter of my study of wWalden, I wi1i be briefly exa%ining
some‘of the more technical aspects of the writidd of the book. I
would Tike to note some of the literary traditions from wh%ch Thoreau
emerged, and how they inffuenced him. T will also be looking at
narrational distancing in the book, and at the guises which Thoreau,
!as narrator, assumes throughou§ the‘Book. Perhaps through this further
study of the narrational techniques’that we fin& in Waz&en we will be
able finale,_to resolve the paradox that exists in the relationship
between Thoreau and the narrator. It shodld also be beneficial to our
understanding of Walden to show how it evolved from the early version
of the 1840s, lectures, aﬁd Journal entries. For this portion of the
chapter I will be depending Jarggiyron J. Lyndon Shanley's The Making of
Walden. Through this examinapion of Thoreau's technical ab%]ity I
hope to show not only how Walden became what it isi but also ho@ Thoreau
gained such a masterfui control over both his subject matter and his

audience.

Thoreau seems to have conceived of Walden originally as a lecture

Yo,

or lectures on his experiences at the pond. On February 16, 1847, he
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gave a lecture in the Concord 1yceum, entitled "A History of Myself,"111 )

It was presumably the very positive public.re;ct{bn that the lecture

received that encourage him to continue working on the project. Much

of the rest of the book also first came before the public eye in the form

of lecture. On November 22, 1848, Thoreau lTectured in Salem, Massachusetts

on "Student Life in New England, Its Economy."112  Shortly afterwards,

on January 3, 1849 he lectured in Concord on ”Nﬁite Beans and Walden

Pond.}1i3 These and other lectures apparently served as a testing

ground for the material before it was finally committed to paper. To

emphasize the importance ;pat “the léctute form bore for Thoreau, I

should mention that all of his major essays were first aired -as lectures.
Thus, it would seem that it was to the tradition o% oratory thét

Thoreau owed one of his major literary debts. In America, the tradition

of oratory developed out of the practices followed in the Puritan

pulpit. With time the sermon of the.Puritans became more and more

1iterary,'aﬁd finally deveToped into the glowing essay form under the

influence of the Unitarianism that flourished in Boston around the turn

of the ninefeenth century, 1™ And then this form was taken over by\the

Transcendentalists who continued to develop both the oratorical and

essay traditions.

The organization of a Puritan sermon was simple. It began with a

~

Hidarding, The Days of Henry Thoreau, p. 187.
Y2rp:4., p. 236,

113rbid., p. 238.

114Brooks, p. 13.



scriptural text, doctrines were derived from the text, reasons were

giveﬁ for the docfrines and, finally, uses of the doctrine were suggested.l15
We can see vestiges of this organization-in Walden. Thoreau begins

with the premﬁse that “The mass of men ]ead 1iyes of quiet desperation."116
The first chapter, "Economy," is largely taken up with the illustration

of how and why this society is harmful to its adherents. From his

premise, and still in the first chapter, Thoreau derives his doctr1ne

and suggest his alternative to the problem which can basically be
descr1bed by two words - simplicity and 1ndependence The remainder

of the book can be seen as Thoreau's support or Justification for his
doctrine. Finally, in the “Conclusion" he suggests the ultimate Tengths

to which he believes his doctrine can be carried: "If a man does not

keep pace with his companions, perhaps it is Eecause he hears a dif%erent

drummer. Let him step to the music which he hears, however measured

o

‘or far away."117
Although fhe traditions that Thoreau‘followed were primarily those

of American oratory e was also, like the other Transcendentalists

and other nineteenth- =century American writers, influenced by the

Restorat1on 11terary forms of the highbrow review and the perjodical

e5say, such as were written in the Spectator and Tatler.l18 The most

115y, Blair, T. Hornberger & R. Stewart, Amertean Literature: A
Brief Higtory (Chicago: Scott, Foresman & Co. » 1964}, p. 25.

118 paiden » P. 5.
7 Ibid., p. 246.
118Byet1, p. 94.
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easily identifiable example of the Transcendentalists following in the
literary footsteps of the Restoration is The Dial which began in
184011°% and lasted until.1844. Thoreau was a frequent contributer to
this Transcendental vehicle. He also contributed to other journals of
the day, and po;tions of Walden first appeared in print in a joutnal.
Some time after the original version of Walden had been written, portions .
of it were published in Sartain's M&gazine in July 1852. These sections
were called "A Poet gLys a Farm" and “The Iron Horse."120 £

The travel account, or romantic:excursion is another literary form
tha; greatly influenced Théreau's writing. With the exception of his
very political essay sdch-as "Civil Disobedience“ and the two essays
on John Brown, all of Thoreau's major works take the fﬁrm of a journey.
He often used the sﬁraightfo%ward-journey account in cqmbinatién with
his own version of the Puritanical account of a spiritual journey.

If we compare A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers and
Walden, two of his major works that are connected through Thoreau's -
Tife at the pond, wé,can see how he improved on his use of this com-
bination of these two journey motifs as he became more familiar with
them.

In A Wéek the combination appears to be gquite clumsy. The actual
physical voyage undertaken by Thoreau and his brother is frequently

B
interrupted rather abruptly by accounts of Thoreau's spiritual state

119F 0. Matthiessen, American Renaissance: Art and Expression in

the Age of Emerson and Whi tman (New York: Oxford University Press, 1941),
p. 83.

120shanley, p. 31.



and other misce]]aneous subjects. This lack of un1ty between the
two journey motifs creates a sort of scatter-gun' effect as far as
both of them are concerned - we'do not get a full and truly detailed
account of either. And, as a result, the reader is left feeling
s]1ght1y dissatisfied on both accounts.

In Valden, however, physical and spiritua1_journey.have been
successfully blended into the same basic framework.. The two are comp-
Iepe]y interconnected and they each gain support from the other, On

the physical level we have the move to the pond; construction of the

| hut; cultivation of the gafden; daily perambulations around the Concord
woods; and the eventual return to town. . The spiritual Journey involves
the same movements, but they are seen in a somewhat d%ffefent ]}ght.
The spiritua] journey begins with-the withdrawal from the socia) imprison-
ment of Concord to a 11fe of freedom, peace and creativity at the pond.
wh1Te he is at the pond the narrator cultivates his spirit and his
intellect in much the same manner as he does his bean field on the
physical Tevel. In "Higher Laws," the central chapter of the spiritual
Jjourney, he grapples with his spiritual difficulties, and in "Spring"
and the “Conclusion” he experiences a discovery of persdha] spiritual
peace and is able to return to society, an apparently wiser man than
when he had left it.

[t may be that Thoreay‘s Succes; with the Journey motifs is more

apparent in Walden than in 4 Week because he gave himself a much.

B
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larger time span to work with. The space of a year is much less
Timit{ng than that of a week:-changes'o;cur more gradually, appear less
fdrced, and éo the integration of phys{cal énd spirifua] arowth and
devélopment is more Tikely to be successful. "

Thoréau is also largely indebted to romanticism, the eésenée ofl
which is the ability to wonder and_ﬁgf1ec£.121 Like the poets of the
romantic era, Thoreau preferred to relate accounts of his own Tocale to
those.of areas he was not familiar with, and he placed a high emphasis
on .the details of what he was describing.122 To the romantics and to
Thoreau alike, the reality of nature was "to be found in a process, or
activity, in which the universal and the particular fulfill each other, "123
Examples of Thoreau's romanticism abound in Walden. Perhaps the best
example of it is the oneness that he felt in his relationship with
nature and the open-hearted wonder with which he often describes her.

In spite of the extent of his belief in the romantic tradition;
Thoreau'was also very much of a realist in his views of nature. Although
we see most of his natural rea]#sm in the Journal entries, we aEe
given considerable proof of this aspect of his writing in Walden. 1
will point out several instances of the realism of this'aspect of his
_ writiTg. We find the first of these in "Brute Neighbours," where

Thoreau describes in minute defaiT a battle that he had observed between

'2IR.E. Spiller, The Cyele of American Literatupe: An Essay in
Historical Critieism (New York: The Free Press, 1955), p. 22.

1224.J. Bate, ed., Criticism: The M&jor'Texts (New York: Harcourt,
‘Brace, Jovanovich Inc., 1970), p. 271. _

1231544, , p. 359.
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red and black ants. Although it is a poetically described incident,
 in which Thoreau uses cTassicai metaphors to bring a moral point across,
the passage was obvibus]y written about an incident he had observed.

Tﬁe original description of this battie is ‘to found in the Journal, in
the entry for Januéry 21, 1852.12% This is a somewhat more factual
dccount than the one we find in Walden. A further example of Thoreau's
realism is found in the survey of the bottom of Walden pond that the
narrator undertook while the pond was frozen over in the winter. The
survey is described in "The Pond in Winter." Although the purpose of
the survey was to satisfy the narrator's curiosity as to the bottom
topography of the pond, and although his surveyor's approach to the

task is very professional, this passage also illustrates a moral

point. The moral of the survey is that as there are laws of nature, so
must there be 1aws of human1ty "Hhat I have observed of the pond is

no less true in ethics. It is the law of average."12S ATthough the
survey itself is an example of Thoreau's deep-seated realism, the purpose
_ to which he tries to put it is an examp1e of his equally strong
Transcendental tendencies. And f1na]]y, Thoreau's serious concentration
on the details of naturail occurrenée; is revealed in "Spring", where

he 1ists the dates of the breaking up of- the ice on Walden for the
years of 1846-1854 126

1

125yaiden ,/p. 220.

Izsl-bid‘l P. 229.

124 Journate, 1, 326-327.
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These different traditions followed by Thoreau and their influence
on him are useful in more than their historical context. "They also
provide us with several different frames of reference through which we
can view not only Walden, but many of Théreau!s other works‘as well.
[f we can sde Walden as arising out of such djverse traditions as the
sermon, romanticism and realism, to name just three of its Titerary
precursors, we can arrive at many more insights‘into the book'than if
we simply regard it as escapist nature writing or as a Transcendental
manifesto.

The guiées assumed by Thoreau as fhe narrator of Walden are many
and varied. He is indeed a very protean figure stepping in and out of
. his multiple roles with as much confusing alacrity as those fashion-
conscious quick-change artists he ridicules in “Economy* changed their
dress. The roles that the naf;;gér assumes seem to me to fall into
several easily recognizable categories, which can be further broken
down into the individual roles. These major categories have Thoreau
projecting himself as a social critic; an independent yeoman; and, for
lTack of a better word, a philosopher. Within these very .general
- categories there aré approximately ten different roles, not counting
:the most basjc one of narrator, that Thoreau assumes for varying

reasons and .lengths of time in Wglden.

As a social critic, one of Thoreau's ear11est and most obvious
ro]es is that of the caustic cynic who has not got a singie positive

thing to say about 1ife in modern society. This guise is primarily

A



visible in "Economy”, where the narrator proceeds to'tear apart

everyyaspect Bf the 1ife followed by his_conﬁemégrarjes - from land

ownership to architecture fb the idle ways they passed their time.
Although to judge him by_hié somewhat pecﬁ1iaﬁ life-style

Thoreau would hardly seem qualified to be an economic critic, this

is one of the roleswhich he plays in much of Walden. In'fact. he de-

scribes his purpose for the experiment in econamic terms:

I have thought that Na]den'Pénd would be a good place for

business, not solely on account of the railroad and the ice

trade; it offers advantages which it may not be good policy to

divulge; it is a good post and a good foundation.!27
By establishing his life at the pond in successful economic térms
Thoreau puts himself in a position to give economic advice to his
readers. And ih the first chapter aptly entitled "Economy" this is what
he proceeds .to do. In spite of his statemenf that "Economy is a subjéct
which admits of being treated with levity, but it cannot be so dis-
posed of."128 Thoreau's economic criticism contains both a serious and
a teasing‘note. He is perfectly serious when he is decrying the plight of
the poverty-striken Indians and Irish immigrants. However, in the‘
highly detailed financial statistics that we find in "Economy" and
fThe Bean-Field" we see the narrator poking fun at the seriousness

with which New Englanders were prone to view business. Critics who

see Walden as autobiography, such as Henry Canby, are inclined to

127ya1den , p. 14.

1281pid., p. 20.
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vigw these statistics as further proof of the veracity of Thoreau's
account of his Tife at the pond.‘ We do not see too much of Thoreau in
the role of po]iticai cr%tic in Walden - he reserves that rdle primarily
for other essays.

It is when we come to Thoreau“s guises as independent yeoman that
we see him really 'letting himself go' in a creative sense. For example,
in the chapter entitled "House-Warming," whére he is describing the ﬁre;
parations he undertookbefore plastering higxcabin, the narrator assumes
the role of the thoraughly efficient handyman: *"In lathing I was pleased
to be able to send home each nail with a single blow of the hammef, and
it was my ambition to transfer the plaster from the board to the wall
neatly and rapidly."129 This particular very casual example of the”
na}rator's assuming the role of expertise in carpentry is vefy much a
. guise rather thaﬁ a stétement of truth. Walter Harding tells us that
Despite his boasted déxterity, he was apparently a bad shot -

with a hammer; when the site of the Walden cabin was excavated

a hundred years later, the cellar hole was found filled with
hundreds of bent nails.130

~He is also playing the role of efficient handyman when he.describes the

ease with which he built his cabin and fireplace.

Although he successfully avoided the temptation to buy the Hollowell
farm - in "Where [ Lived, and What I Lived For" - the narrator ‘plays

the role of farmer in much of Walden, especially in the "Bean-Field"

129alden , p. 186.

130Harding, The Days of Henry Thoreau, p. 182.
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chapter. In his role of'farmer he manages to fit himself into the
general econom1c picture of the area by descrublng the comments made

about- h1s field by pass1ng farmers "Fe]]ow traveI]ers as they rattled

by compared it i}horeau s bean f1e1é} a]oud with the f1e1d which they

~had passed, so that I came to know how I stood in the agricultural

worlid. This was one field not in Mr. Coleman's remort."!31 (The

‘Mr. Coleman referred to in the above statement was a clergyman who

pub11shed a series of surveys of the agr1cu1ture in.Massachusetts from
1838 to. 1841.)132 It is through his role of ‘farmer that Thoreau reveals
Y

one of the major themes of the book - that of intermediacy. Al though

he is playing at betng a farmer in his experimente] cultivation of

. beans, Thoreau recognizes'that his attempt represents what might be

called the halfway point between the wi]dernees.and the\extensive1y

cultivated farﬁ]and around him:

Mine was, as it were, the connecting *ink betwben wild and
cultivated fields; as some states are civilized, and others
half-civilized, and others savage or barbarousa so my field
was, though not in a bad sensé, a ha]f cuitivated field.133

These guises in the independent yeoman category seem to me to be _
necessary becuase of Thoreau's'fo110wing the American myth of the great

W

importance of this type of man. When we consider these roles that he
plays it is aImost as if Thoreau wrote Halden for the expres; purpose
of 1T]ustrat1ng the truth that he found to be 1nherent in this myth.

He a1so appears to be trying to strengthen the hold of th1s myth on

31yatden , p. 1197 :
32Harding, ed. The Variorum Walden, p- 292, n.12. - :
1335 den, p. 1. o, 0
J
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the minds of his contemporar1es who were dr1ft1ng away from the myth of

.

the garden of the west because of the grow1ng industrialization the
country was exper1enc1ng _
The rales that Thoreau assumes as philosopher are tﬁgsé of Durveyoé
of 0rientq1 philosophy, and of Transcendentalist. We have seen, in a
previous chapter, some of_the uses that he had for the Oriental philosophy
¢ and ritual. They seemed to represent to him all that was bééutiful
and sensible. Transcendentalism,. on the other hand, was the philesophy
‘that Thoreau grew up into,!3* and as such it is the most natural role
for him to.be playing. As a Transcendentalist, in Walden, Thoreau was
Rattempting "to re-orient the p0551b111t1es of Tife, to give the 1nd1V1dua1
_ New powers and a new stage for action"l3s
" - Charles And;er'son in The Magic Circle of Nalden suggests that there
is yet andther role that Thoreau 1S assuming in Waldem. This role is that
of the comic eiron - Qith Thoreau as the eiron pitted against the alazons
of the world.136 Northroerrye defines the eiron as "the man who.depre;iates
.himse]f”137 and an alazon as an impostor, or "someone who pretends or
tr1es to be something more than he is."138 Anderson speculates that

many of the alazon f1gures that the narrator vanquishes are merely 'straw

A3%paul, p. 1.
1351p4d., p. 3.

136anderson, p. 47.

-

137Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Critieism: Four Essays (Princeton: ,
Princeton University Press, 1973), p. 40, . : :

d 1381344, , p. 39.
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men' who have been set up jusﬁ to be knocked down.13% If we accept
this premise, the “The coincidence of his semiéictory at the end with
the coming of spring fulfills another of Fnyefs prerequisites for the
comic mythos."!*® However, I cannot accept this view of Walden as a

- comedy because in a coﬁédy there must be a definite and visible v{ctory
achieved by the eiron over the alazons who are blocking his desires. In.
Walden néither Thoreau nor the narrator is being seriously blocked by
anyone - even his Teaving from Concord is an entirely voTuntary act.
Also, in Nalden we do not have a traditional comic ending, whiéh_involves
the formation of a new socieéy around the.eiron and his new wife.
Thoreau, as narrator, has come to a greater self-realization by the end —
of Walden and he has mapped hié course in case any may wish to follow
his example; but there is no real hint of any victory over sociefy in

-

the book. In fact, there are very few hints of any really serious conflict
in Walden.

Although we afe very much arawn to the narrator of Walden and the
account of his sojourn at the pond, we are always kept at a distance from
him. This distance that is maintained betwegn the narrator and
reader by Thoreau is a major argument that I would use to prove that
Walden is not an autob{ography. Autobiography, in my -experience,
usually involves an attempt on the part of the wrifer tﬁ create a

sense of intimacy between himself and the reader through the relation

A

13%Anderson, p. 52 _ -

N 0%mmid.,p.sa,
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of highly personal détai]s. And in W&Zde# we are given only a very
limited amount of this type of information. We are told, for example,
of the profound effect that Thoreau's first view of the ponq-had upon
him: ;

When I was four years old,-as I well remember, I was brougﬁt

from Boston to this my native town through these very woods

and this field, to the pond. It is one of the oldest scenes

stamped on my memory,l4l ‘
He also tells us of the pleasures thgt he expeéienced at the pond while
he was a youth growing up in Concord.!%2 But aside from the -somewhat -
apocryphal story of how he almost bought the Hollowell fafm, that is
almost the complete extent of the intimate details to be found in the
book.

This is not to say that &FZden is ﬁot a very intimate-account,
but the intimacy is on a different plane than we are used to. The
narrator seems to be a version of Everyman, and his account can almost
be described as a paradigmatic journey of Everyman throuéh a difficult
period in his 1ife. ,
The major way that Thoreau manages to maintain the distance be-

tween the narrator and the reader is through the frequent chaﬁges of
narrationa] guises. It is hard tolpin down a protean figure who

changes form whenever you begin to get near him, And perhaps it is this

protean nature of the narrator that gives rise to some of the paradoxes

1 lpatden , p. 117.
1%215id. , pp. 133, 145-146.
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"we find existing between the narrator and Thoreaui In trying to dis-
cover a correspondénce between the two, we get caught up in the many
1it3{?ry quises and lose contact with the man behﬁnd them, which is
probably what Thoreau intended to happen. .

Walden which was originé11y'subtit1ed Life in the Woods, under-
went many revisions and much polishing between the time that the
ohiginaf version was compieted in 1846-1847 and the published version
,df 1854, One important conclusion:that Shanley draws from his exam-
ination of these versions is that Waldem is a recreation of the experiences
that Thoreau had at the pond, and not a mere re- -telling of them 143
Some of the material in Walden was drawn from Journal entries as far
back as 1840, five years beforekgien began his experiment at the pond. 1““
This material from the Journal was reorganized and used in lectures
about his Tlife at the pond. When he came to use the lectures in the
book many of the changes that he made were simply those that were
“made necé%sary by writing for a more ‘distant aydience, ‘For example, he

toned down some of the exaagerated statements of his lectures that

required face to face delivery.l4S Throughout all of these changes and
additions Thoreau was striving to make Walden a more unified, tightiy
constructed whole. The essence of the published version is present

in the original, but having read both versions, I must agree Qith J.

Lyndon Shanley that the finished version is much fuller and richer

143Shanley, p. 5.
148 18hid., , p. 19.

1451h4d., p. 35.
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in tone than was the original,14é
Walden was not made a classic simply becauﬁe Thoreau tenaciousl}
reworkéd his material until he had what he wanted. He a1§o had a not
inconsiderable skill with the English language, and many critics have
been very generous in their praise of Thoreau's talent as a writer. The
editors of The Seven Arts had this to say about the language 15 W&Zdenf
There are pages in Walden which, by cdntrast, show up our
American fiction, despite its occasional glamour, its
?g?%ggnt finesse, for the poor unpalatable straw it mostly’
And, in the same book, Stanley Edgar Hyman has this to say aboué-
Thoreaws ability as a writer: "Thoreau wrote, at his best, the only
really first rate prose ever written in America, with the possible
exception of Abraham Lincoln."l%8 Walter Harding, in his introduction
to the Variorum Walden, 1iéts an impressive numbef of the different
types of figuretive speech used by Thoreau in Walden - a list that
“includes almost thirty different technical devices from alliteration
to sy.nechdoche.l‘*9
In conc]hsion, by the rapid variation of his roles, Thoreau keeps

his readers 'on their toes' and is able to keep them going in the

direction that he wants them to go. He creates an intriguing, sometimes

146Shanley, p. 25.

147The Editors of the Seven Arts, "Henry David Thoreu (1817-1917)
in Thoreau: A Collection of (ritical Essays, ed. S. Paul {Englewood
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1962), p. 11.

]
?

1485 E. Hyman, "Henry Thoreau in Our Time",in Thoreau: 4 Collection

of Critical Essays ,ed. S. Paul  (Englewood C1iffs, N.J.: Prentice-
Hall, 1962), p. 25.

14%arding, ed., The Variorum Walden, pp. xvii-xix.
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humourous account that keeps the reéder's interest from the time he
reads the first word until well after he has finished the book. There
is an aura of mystéry surrounding the narrator, created purpo;e]y by
Thoreau, that also contributes to the holding of our -interest. Through
"his constant, but barely perceptib]e,‘aTterationsrof personae Thor;au
is also able to present various attitudes towards his subject matter,

a further method that enables him to control his readers.



CONCLUSION

It has not alwéys been easy for me to focus my attentionswhgre |
it properly belonged - on the é]usive.figure of thé.narrator. For the
.even more elusive .man behind the narrator is, to mé; a most charismatic
and fascinating presence, and as such my attention was continually being
drawn towards him. The fascfnatioﬁ of the narrator has been created by
this man who exerts control‘over the narrator and through him, the reader,
and his role of creator makes him an. impelling character. However, in this
§Eudy, we have tried to Teave the author as much in the shadows as possible
and concentrate on his persona, the narrator.

In order to resolve the problem of the categorization of halden
we must accept Shanley's evidence that it is a reconstruction of the Walden

experience and not simply a retelling of what occurred while Thoreau 1ived

at the pond, .Walden {s,in fact,a record of both desires and potentialities
rather than actualities. It 1s an account of how 1ife should be Tived

and on that-dasis we can recdgnize the narrator as an ideal man, He 15;
therefore, much more than a reconstruction. As we have seen, the "I" is

in large part entirely a literary creation. He is a carefu]]j constructed
image around whom the events of the experiment unfold. By removiné himself
once from his audience through the separate entity of the narrator, Thoreau
is enabled to say many things that he probabiy could not have gotten away
with had he said them directly. I am referring specifically to the very
pointed criticisms directed at his contemporary society in "Economy " .

Even his plan for 1ife in this new paradise was probably better received

coming from another voice than his own.

b
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[f we can accept the narrator as a genuine literary persona it
should make some Ef the paradoxical statementsrof "Economy" appear less
paradoxical in nature. For example, I quoted this statement. as representing
a paradbx in my first chapter: o .

If I should attémpt to tell how I have desired to spend my 1ife
in years past, it would probably surprise those of my readers who
are somewhat acquainted with is actual history; it would certainly
astonish those who know nothing about it. I will only hint at some
of the enterprises which I have cherished.1!30
This is something more than the narrator telling us that these events
occurred long in his past. The first part of this statement seems to come
directly from Thoreau and says to me that what will follow will be a
very imaginative, artistic account. [t tells us that Walden fs a
partially fictionalized version of real events and not the complete or
entirely factual account of what occurred during the two years, two
months and two days that Thoreau actually spent at the pond.

ihe account that the narrator gives us is,in fact,a very complete
one, but it is almost mythological in itg.comp1eteness. The unity. and
movement of the events in Walden are far more complete and rounded than
ﬁﬁe& could have been if it was sim§1y a day by day account of Thoreau's
experiment in Tiving, And, in fact, the final published yersion is far
more impressive than the original one of 1846-47,

The myth of the possib{lity of the creation of a new paradise here

in North America is one of the major mythological concerns in Walden.
With the possibie exception of the Poet who we are shown visiting the

narrator at his cabin, the only visible inhabitant of this new paradise

150ya1den , p. 11.
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is the narrator-himseIf. However, the reader is also a member of the
neWnparadeé; somewhat vicariously, through the narrator. The reader
shares not only the expiyiences at the pond, he also shares the nar-

rator*s sense of superiority over the society around him. Thoreau has

indeed become the poet of the new paradise, he is its creator and we as
the readers are its {nhabitants along with the narrator.

In the narrator we also see the epitomization of wngtngnfy
Nash Smith calls the myth of the garden of the'west. Although in
. Walden the narrator-speaks disparagingly of those who mindlessly move
westward searching for new frontiers to open when they have their own
personal frontiers always with them, he is himself a perfect exampie qf‘
the independent yeoman of this popular myth. Like the frontiersman, the
narrator Tives in the face of strong odds, dependent almost solely upon
his own resources. The frontier that the narrator of Walden faces,
honever, is a somewhat different one than that faced by Western pioneers.
Rather than pitting himself against a hostile exterior environment, he _
1s meeting the challenge of discoyering himself and his own destiny. And
he urges us, as fellow inhabitants of this paradise, to do the same thing:
be a Columbus to whole new continenﬁs and worlds within you,
opening new channels, not of trade, but of thought. Every man

is the Tord of a realm beside which the earthly empire of the Czar
is but a petty state, a hummock left by the ice.lS!

‘The narrator is telling us that each man can be, in his own way, an

independent yeoman and thus a hero in his own right, by facing the life

that he finds.

Another of the major mythological concerns dealt with by- the

15lpaiden , p. 243.
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narrator of Whlden'QSzéhe myth of rebirth and renewal as is illustrated
by the example of Bartram's busk. The renewal and rebirth of Walden is
even more far reaching than the predominance of the presence of thqgseason
of spring would suggest. The narrator undergoes a definite rebirth
during the course of the book - Walden is really the account of the
moult1n§ season of a man. We can see the narrator growing and casting
off his old attitudes throughouf the book. He changés from the bitter
social satirist of "Economy" to the calmer, more wise man of the
“Conclusion" who willingly returﬁs toAthe same society he had earlier
abandoned.

:Some aﬁbiguities remain concerning the attitude of the narrator

towards nature and man in Waglden. He seems to set out to revere nature

and dislike mankind, but he is not entirely successful at either. He
does revere nature, but as a gateway to the discovery of the self. In

"Higher Laws" where he says that nature must be overcome he means that
although in order to understand ones self, one must start with nature,

one must transcend her to achieve complete self-realization or independence.
His re]at%onshiﬁs with nature are therefore determined by the message
Thoreau wishes to convey,

As for man, the narrator shows a desiﬁe to serve, but only on
his own terms. Although he has few immediate successes within the book,
he has positively influenced the lives of many who have read the book. For

Walden is a book such as the narrator describes in "Reading ":
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* How many & man has dated a new era in his life from the reading
of a book. The book exists for us perchance which will explain
our miracles and reveal new ones. The at present unutterable
things we may find somewhere uttered.!3?

As we have seen Walden follows an extremely organic pattern,
moving from spring to spring. The narrator maintains a very natural
" relationship . with this movement. His actions throughout the year are
always in accordance with the seasonal mood. He begins his experiment

when all around him nature is being reborn; he and his beans continue
to grow and develop throughout the summer. 'In the somewhat more pensive

season of autumn he, -Tike nature prepares_for Wiqper. During the winter
months his thoughts dwell on the hardshiﬁs éndured by the animals who

: do not hibernate and on past inhabitants of the neighbourhood of the
pond. And, when spring arrives and nature is %wékening he moves on to

dnother, undisclosed, experiment in 1iving.

By living according to the dictates of the changes of the
seasons the narrator is illustrating a very positive attitude towards

life. Although he recognizes the presence of death and destruction, he
knows that spring and morning will always arrive and life will begin
anew., The growth of the grass in the spring is an apt symbol for the
view of the human-experience as it is expressed in Walden: "So our
human 1ife but dies down to its root, and still puts forth its green
blade to eternity,"!33 Hdpe is one of the major messages expressed
through ihe metaphor of spring by the narrator of Walden.

Through the persona of the narrator Thoreéau has created not

152yglden 4 p. 80. ™

1531pid., p. 235.
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only the ideal Transcendentalist, but a beautiful illustration of the
human ‘potential as he saw it. The narrator and Thoreau may not be the
same person, but - through the former both Thoreau and the reader ‘are

allowed to exper‘ierice a Tife lived in absolute accordance with nature.
The messages of se]f-respect. independence and hope that the nar‘rator

expresses are as powerful today as they were when they were first wri tten.
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