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TH E A M E R I C A N C . \ R A \ - A N is a <l,ffi-
c u k ass ignment for the crit ic. H e r e 
IS an anthologv of seveii tv-two wr i te rs 

— f r o m G e r t r u d e Stein w h o is u t te r ly u n c n n r e n -
t ional in her hand l ing of words and phr:ises to J . 
Brooks Atk inson who is ut ter ly in conforn i i tv with 

s tandard prac t ice : one c a n n o t — f o r lack of space 

be specific a m o n g the diffuse variety- of linis a:id 
degrees of accompl i shment of so man\ poets, pla\~ 
wrights , essayists, and wri ters (-f fiction. Tt is neccs-
<w\ to he gene ra l and to grieve a li t t le over the 

.-cssity. 

T o me , the p u r p l e of the Editors is vei-y similar 
to that wh ich g r e w the harvest of l i t t le niao-azines 
of the last fifteen years. All magaz ines issue invi
tat ions to u n k n o w n authors , lint tlic little ma.sazim-s 
f rom Others antl The L'ltilr Rr^u-c down to 
Secession and The Guar/il/iu. have been sincere in 
thei r offers. T h e y have first of all been in dissent 

• f rom the s tandards and practices of the e^t:dili-;hed 
l i terary med iums aiul they ha\-e tf .crefore u-.dcomed 
those wr i te r s who , of ten for re:tsons other tiian lack 
of intr insic value, Jiave been unsuccessful in se
c u r i n g presentat ion. I t is a ma t t e r of rec- rd that 
they gave first showing to such authors ,is Sherwooil 
A n d e r s o n , W a l l a c e Stevens, E'/a-.a P o u n d , W i l l i a m 
C a r l o s W i l l i a m s , A'vor W i n t e r s , H a r t C r a n e , 
E r n e s t H e m i n g w a y , and man\- o ther risi/ii or rising 
poets and pmsemen . "^At the !:our of the little 
magaz ines has war.e<l, aiul one is weary c\ their 
inefFectualitr . 

'Fhc happy idea of the F.d.itors of " 1 1 i e Ameri 
can C a r a v : i n " was to work luit on a latLre scale tins 
c|uest f(5r woi ' thy but rejected .authors, to e d i t - - n o t 
a t w e n t y - f o u r page leaflet with scarlet covers c i m -
i n g out when all hope for its reappeare.r.ce had been 
a b a n d o n e d — b u t ,a yr-Avhr.ok of e iuht 'uuidred or 
m o r e pages, capa.ble of stowinQ- away UiVelettes, 
j)lays, l ong poems, prose or \'erse seijuences, and 
predisposed to harbor biddness of exp-re^sio;!. So the 

{^Cuiittnucd on ptigf ]^o ) 

Thoreau, the Great Eccentric 
By Henry Seidel Canby 

SE E E . C T I N G f rom se \ en thousand pages of 
the fournals of Henr\- 'Fhoreau " t h e para -
t;r:iph,s and sentences in which 'Fho reau was 

m:s t t r iuniphant l \ - h imse l f , " Pr(jfessor O d c l l Shepartl 
h.is hoped to br ing to full fanne and influence a 
Lire:it Amei"ic.an v\'i'iter. H e has p lanned to popular ize 
'Fhore:ui . I t is hopidess. 'Flua 'eau will ne\ 'er be 
popul.arized. Consecr.ated to simplicity of l iving and 
.a l o \ e of simple m e n , indiffere;it to ease, hostile to 
weal th , ' I ' horeau is luweitlicless the most invincibly 
:ir:stocr:itic of writei 's. Fie m:ikes no concessions to 
luimcir ( ,uid that is his f a t d t ) , adminis ters no pap, 
,isks foi- no m a n ' s appdause, Vvdll no t e\'e)i call in 
ilic :-nio(.th devices of rhetor ic to his aid. Fie is tl^; 
ex.ict and complete antithesis of the feature wr i t e r 
of the m o d e r n press. T h e r e must be a li t t le of 
'Fh(H'eau in e \ e rv a rden t reader of T h o r e a u — s o m e 
stubbcu'nness of the m i n d that refuses to accept cin'-
rent \ a lues , some fiu.\- of the body toward na ture 
which m.ikes li\a'ng more intense in the presence of 
tiH- woods, t!ie fields, the winds , some questions (as 
\\'e used to ^a\' in more naY\'e days) ready to ask of 
the un i \ e r se . 'Fo expect populai'ity for 'Fhoreau is 
1 • exo .e t it fo-r the liermit thrirdi , for philosophy, 
i or wild .apples, foi" t ramji ing the countryside at 
d;iwn. But I'espect, enthusiasm, even i-e\ 'erencc— 
that IS ano the r stoi'y. 

.And this new book* ( the successor to " Fhe H e a r t 
ot' E m e r s o n ' s J o u r n a l s " ) will help to gi\'e this fu l l -
tla\'ore(l .American his due of reading , and his proper 
rat ing which , curiously, foreii incrs have been more 
•e- iIliuL; to .accord him than we ourselves. P.an, oite 
i r e sh t sa\' in the words of earl ier critics of T h o r e a u , 
may h.a^e his a l tar raised again . 

^ v ^ * ^ ^ 

But P.an is a false comparison. Th iu ' eau , if there 
must be a classic ana logy, is no t the P a n but the 
Socrates of N e w Fitigland, as E m e r s o n was its 
Helphic Or.acle. 'J he Concord pencil make r and 
ilie .Xthenian philosopher wei'e fe l low toilers in 
sjiirit if Fiot in t e m p e r a m e n t . O n e c|uestioned na tu re 
and the other m a n , but w h a t makes a good l ife was 
the c o m m o n purpose of their inquir ies . I advance 
no foidisii comparison of mer i t and inflvicnce. I n 
deed, as I shall point out later , there were fat.al 
l imitat ions set about 'Fhoreau tliat make his work 
.all the more in teres t ing but his achie-vements less. 
He can cla im no genera l in/ iuence upon <a riatiou 
whicli still feeds its idealism upon the mi lk and 
N^aiter it made of Fimcrson 's doctr ines , but ran ,awa^-
f rom all th.at ' Fhoreau believed in as fast as it ran 
fror/i \A'iutni;in's democracy , as fast ,as Greece ran 
from Fiuripid.es, Roane f rom \ ' i r g i l , f ing land f rom 
Sliakespeare's fidness of l i t e . 

\ci this c.aimot change our sober est imate that 
'J'hore.aii is ,a mind to be reckiaied with in c\cr\ 

r ead jus tmen t of h u m a n values. H e is semina l . Fie 
is an author i t \ ' in strug;gles of the spirit, a th inker 
and a person.alit\' w h o will alw.a\'s have disciples. 
Alcott s.iid th.at he wen t to I'.inerson for bis -\vine 
.indi to 'I hore.au t o r his venise.n. ' Fba t is exacth-
r ight . 'File man matle nou r i shmen t of locusts and 
\'."iid lioncN'. I can imagine no Parnassus cai which 
this l:mk\', long-ch inned A m e r i c a n in his fra\-ed 
(airduro\-s will not s (anewbere be str.a\ancr, seeiiiLr 
miudi, s;i\inL; l i t t le , me ih t a t i ng upon asphodel , ane 
mone , the moamtam tops, f r iends, aiid the f r u i t f u l -
IKNS of l i fe . 

1 do not re fe r to '1 hore;iu 's power o\'er na ture 
!o\'ers. It is ttaie tha t the m;in had a brain in each 

*"The Heart of Tlioreau's Jouinafs." Edited by Odell 
Shepard. Boston: Tiie Houghton Mifflin Co. 1917. $3. 

of his five senses. I n a f ew sentences of description 
— t h e painted tortoise, grackles , the woodchuck , the 
canoe birch, the waters (if W a l d e n — h . e can t r ans 
mit that th r i l l of escape into the l a rge r r h y t h m s of 
na ture which , e\x-r since the roman t i c m o v e i n e n t 
began, has been food and d r ink to those sensitive to 
ea i th . C o m p a r e h im with his disciple, B u r r o u g h s , 
an obser\ 'er better int<;rmed, more accurate than 
'Fhoreau , and note how the imag ina t ion in B u r -
roughs 's essays is all bo r rowed froin T h o r e a u and 
di lu t t i l . Subtract 'Fhoreau f rom B u r r o u g h s and vou 
get such quaint aiul in teres t ing observations as Aad.u-
bon m.ade, no m o r e . Set 'Fho reau by the n a t u r e sen
t imen ta l i z ing of our day and it is like p lac ing M i l t o n 
by M a r i e Corc l l i . l l i c lijngu.age is the same, ami 
of ten the subject mat te r , e \ 'e rything else different . 

I iulced M r . Shepard is r ight in his P re f ace w h e n 
he sa)'s tha t 'Fhoreau was not a scientific natura l is t , 
did not in tend to be, and that he submerged his poetic 
facu l ty b)' an increasing tendency to observe and 
rec(a'd as he g r e w older . But he is w r o n g in th ink
ing that the cause was a change in purpose. T h e 
most popular , because the easiest, parts of 'F l iorcau 's 
works are his I'eciuals ot n a t u r e . 'Fhe\- :are the classic 
instances in l ing l i sh (w i th some of H u d s o n ' s ) of a 
nice balance betu 'een sight and in te rpre ta t ion , nicely 
expre.ved in flawdess prose. I^ut 'Fhoi'e.aii the natm'e 
m a n is only 'I ho,reau in passing, ' Fho reau , so to 
spe.ak^ in the P r e f a c e , and it is the more he wished 
to get f rom na ture and ne^'cr finally ext rac ted ent i re 
which gives these observations tlie touch of o e n i u s — 
as of some th ing ungraspabic because it is beliind the 
^ 'e i l—which makes t hem more than they seem and 
the re fo re w h a t they are, not mere ly good descript ion, 
but l i t e ra tu re . Y(;u canno t cenera l izo ' F h o r e a u in 
such a slogan as Back to N a t u r e . He wou ld have 
been the first to repudiate such a description, the first 
to be t h a n k f u l that Boy Scouts and N:i ture Flikcrs 
do not use, or unders t and , h im . 

N o r can you genera l i ze h im as the incarna t ion of 
a contempla t ive l i fe , and set that dinvn as his chief 
s tudy. Hi.s social phiF'Sophy is not nega t ive , it is 
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positive. "Wa ldcn" is no argument for withdrawal 
from active life, it is a document in values. Thoreau 
went to Walden Pond because he wanted to think 
certain thoughts, enjoy certain advantages, do certain 
things, whicli were hampered in a community where 
one had to live like one's neighbors. T h e escape to 
Walden was a triumphant protest against industrial
ism which says produce for the complex needs of 
civilization and you shall share some of the com
plexities. But what if I do not want varied food, 
extravagant clothes, excessive transportation, nervous 
excitement? You must want them, says industrial
ism, or you will not produce. Right, replies Thoreau, 
then I will cut the dilemma by reducing my material 
wants, and thus provide easily for my intellectual 
and esthetic being. My solution is Walden; what is 
yours? 

And so it was not toward Walden that he would 
lead mankind at large, but away from false values 
m living. If he took what seems to the city dweller 
the desperate step of going back to nature, it was 
because he realized that compromise would never 
save modern man from his machinery and so took 
what was the way of no compromise for him, as a 
hunger strike or a revolution might have been for 
another. The early British Labor Movement, so I 
am informed by Mr. H. M . Tomlinson who took 
part in it, was nourished upon "Walden . " T h e 
voters of the labor party, who were as urban, if not 
as cockney, as socialism, carried " W a l d e n " in their 
pockets and knew it by heart. They were less far-
seeing than Thoreau. New values in living were 
what they sought, as he did, but they could not 
escape from their machines. Better hours, higher 
wages, were all they asked for finally, and all they 
got. 

Thus Thoreau's ideal w_as not a repetition of the 
monk's way, although it had many analogies. He 
desired not escape from physical and intellectual life, 
but opportunity to get what he wanted. These Jour
nals make clear that it was not men, nor civilization, 
but what we now understand by industrialism, that 
he flouted. 

There is no understanding Thoreau until you 
forget for a moment the frayed corduroys, the un
sociable habits, the eccentricity of one who loved to 
wade neck deep in the swamps to surprise nature in 
her secrets, and realize that here was a man who, 
far from advocating some Oriental mysticism or 
emotional escape, was engaged upon the central 
problem of modern life—how to live a good life 
in an increasingly mechanical world. O f course, 
like all the Concord wise men, he was a little 
exalted, inclined to the esoteric, obsessed in his youth 
with conventional moral problems, which he soon 
got over. Even at twenty-four the moral element in 
his compositions offended him; "Strictly speaking, 
morality is unhealthy. Those undeserved joys which 
come uncalled . . . are they that sing." He got drunk, 
too, now and then on Emerson's orphic wine. Yet 
more simply and with less rhetoric than Carlylc, 
more sensibly and with less dependence upon the 
hypothetical pure soul in common men than Emer
son, and far more directly than Ruskin, Thoreau 
met the problems that science and its industrialism 
has raised, and did not forget science in giving his 
answer. 

*.5* t̂ * *5* 

Emerson, the pure-souled, orphic Emerson, Emer
son as worthy to be sainted as any of the fathers of 
the church, began it. From his first "Na tu re" on
ward, Emerson, bard and prophet though he was, 
steadily concerned himself with science. Elimi
nate the new scientific view of the. universe from 
Emerson and he becomes a high-souled mystic, elo
quent but depersonalized. It was the new geology, 
the new biology, the new chemistry which attached 
his radiant mind to earthly speculations. Without 
them he would have soared, like Alcott, into what 
seems to us vacuity, or been an eloquent voice chant
ing mysteries in the empyrean. W e forget the 
science in Emerson because we know more of it than 
he did; we do not remember that his prime effort 
was to deduce from material facts a soul that would 
carry evolution beyond the terms of science. 

Thoreau was also a child of the scientific age, 
and in this respect a foster child of Emerson. He 
was not, as has been so often said, Emerson's ideal 
man in actual experience. On the contrary, Waldo, 
who on the slightest provocation, rose into the blue, 
disapproved of Thoreau's obstinate clinging to trivial 
fact. His idea was to state the dilemma and then to 
transcend it, solving by poetry what logic and realism 
could not untangle. He looked a millenium ahead 

and may be right for the millenium; but Thoreau 
was content with a century. There are new thoughts 
in Emerson that are eternally true, but Thoreau was 
not only true but timely. He fits at the moment, 
today. Absorb Emerson as American idealists ab
sorbed him, and he is emasculated in the process; but 
Thoreau has not yet been assimilated and probably 
never will be. You cannot follow Thoreau and 
remain the docile citizen adjusting ideals to circum
stances. This does not make him a greater man than 
Emerson, but it does make inexplicable our neglect 
of his genius—a fault this new bock may help to 
remedy. 

Both men, and this has not been sufficiently recog
nized, had to generalize from sources which were 
not yet adequate. Both rested upon a science im
perfect in nearly every department. In every one 
of Emerson's lectures and essays there is a point at 
which the science provided by Harvard College 
failed him, either because it had not gone far enough, 
or gone too far along paths which his metaphysics 
could readily criticize. At that point the scholar 
turned prophet, the teacher orator, the careful thinker 
a glowing optimist. T h e real power of Emerson 
resides in these flaming terminals of his patient 
thought, but we must too often say, not proven. 
Nature may be the other half of soul, but now that 
nature has been reduced to force, and force begins 
to approach a definition, we await further news 
before accepting a new metaphysics that will stretch 
beyond knowledge. 

f^V 1 ^ ^ V^ 

Thoreau also suffered from the need to generalize 
upon a science still in its infancy, but he was more 
cautious, for he knew better than Emerson that there 
was more to know. He saw that man versus nature 
was the modern problem in its social as well as in 
its transcendental sense, and that already the control 
of nature, which Emerson worded so readily as a 
dominance of the physical by the spiritual, was quite 
as likely to tie man to his discoveries as to free him 
for transcendentalism. Hence his life work, as he 
said, was his Journal, which is essentially a record 
of experience. " A man must see before he can say. 
Statements are made but partially. A fact, truly and 
absolutely stated, is taken out of the region of com-
monsense, and acquires a mythological or universal 
significance. . . . As you see, so at length will you 
say. . . . At first blush, a man is not capable of 
reporting truth. T o do that, he must be drenched 
and saturated with it." Thoreau's observations were 
imperfect, the facts that he generalized upon were 
scanty, his deductions partial, and seldom coordinated 
like Emerson's, but they were sound. He kept a 
balance between science and poetry, as modern phi
losophers do not, hitched his wagon to planets not 
stars, aimed short of Emerson, achieved less, but, I 
think, hit closer to the mark of the problem of the 
twentieth century. 

In the light of these conclusions it may be possible 
to discuss more accurately Thoreau's excellences and 
shortcomings, to answer M r . Shepard's objection 
that his obsession with science dragged him down, to 
explain why there is so much wisdom in Thoreau, 
and yet so little finished thinking, so much left to 
be dug out by the like-minded, so much literature 
and so few masterpieces of literary form. 

Thoreau was a New Englander. Tha t was his 
strength, but also his weakness. " T h e glorious sandy 
banks far and near, caving and sliding—far sandy 
slopes, the forts of the land, where you see the naked 
flesh of New England, her garment being blown 
aside like that of the priests when they ascend to the 
altar. Seen through this November sky, these sands 
arc dear to me, worth all the gold of California, 
suggesting Pactolus. . . . Dear to me to lie in, this 
sand; fit to preserve the bones of a race for thou
sands of years to come. And this is my home, my 
native soil; and I am a New Englander." I t was 
seldom that he allowed himself such eloquence. 

Concord 1840-1860 was as civilized a spot as the 
world could show, if high thinking makes civiliza
tion, but it was not normal, not tvpical of the new 
industrial civilization. Thoreau, w:th his love of 
music, had to be content with the singing of the tele
graph wires, and if the adjacent Harvard library 
and Boston book shops were well provided, yet per
sonal contacts with minds not bred in Concord were 
rare—a limitation for a philosopher intent upon the 
conditions of the good life not lightly to be over
looked. And the backdoor of Nev/ England was 
always open. Escape to nature was too easy. 

When he wished to evade the conventionalities 
of an education designed for theologians, and a 

commimity life organized for production and trade, 
his ready resource, like many another American's, was 
the wilderiiess, which lay across Spalding's lot only 
a field or two away. Emerson went there to com
mune with the spirit of the universe, but Thoreau 
to study. Nature was his science. He had no labora
tory, no instruments, no data of sociology, no train
ing therein, no means of using his senses, upon whose 
sharpening he based bis hopes of progress, except in 
his own New England woods. New England was 
his laboratory, and because he was a youth who 
inhabited his body "with inexpressible satisfaction," 
and because his senses, as so commonly with Amer
icans, enriched themselves not with towns which 
were poor, or gardens which were ragged, but in the 
woods, in wild nature, easy of access, liberalizing, 
free to all, the natural history of New England 
became the happy testing ground where he could 
study facts and deduce from them. He was content 
with nature. 

But nature thus approached yields more art than 
science. T h e laborious repetitions in the complete 
Journals, birds, flowers, insects noted again and 
again in order of the seasons, which Mr . Shepard 
believes to be a sign of growing weakness in the 
man, are his struggles to know more with an in-
perfect instrument and a too limited field. He had 
enough for descriptions that tremble with the inner 
reality, he had enough to begin his philosophy, but 
he needed more science than rural New England 
could give him, a broader, deeper, more accurate 
science, in order to go on. Because he was self-
dependent, had to be self-dependent in these matters, 
he wasted time on observations that led nowhere. 

I t was well enough to shut the outer eye in an 
Emersonian rapture and soar upon intuitions, but 
Thoreau wanted more facts, and if these Journals, 
read one way, are the record of metaphysical percep
tions, read another they are as much an inquiry into 
the facts of nature as Darwin's "Voyage of the 
Beagle"—a different inquiry of course for Thoreau 
was untrained and his purpose was to discover not so 
much the nature of life, as how to live, yet an 
instructive parallel. The author of "Civil Obedi
ence" and of the social philosophy of " W a l d e n " 
wished to know the rules, the conditions, the aims 
of living. But his tastes and circumstances held him 
back from the world of men, and the microscope 
and the scrutiny of birds and flowers narrowed his 
field to "details, not wholes nor the shadow of the 
whole" even of his beloved nature. The result of 
his ardent observing was at the most that he could 
"count some parts, and say, ' I know'." 

»5* J^ J^ 

Nevertheless, Thoreau, if not the first philosopher 
to realize that in an age of scientific industrialism 
man must be interpreted in the light of science, was 
the first to accept the conditions of hard, plodding 
labor in observation which that implies. He was 
determined to work out a true relation between phi
losophy and a good and possible life. And if he had 
to go to Walden and the woods in order to find one, 
at least it was a life he got and not merely an escape. 
And if he solved only one equation of many, at 
least no urban thinker will be able to tell us how to 
live a good life without knowing men in industrial
ism as well as Thoreau knew pine trees, lakes, and 
birds. 

And no first-rate mind has tackled Thoreau's 
problem since he left it. T h e first-rate minds have 
been busy with science as an end in itself. They 
have pushed on so fast that the philosophers have 
lost pace with them. Only journalists, like H. G. 
Wells , sweep up the new facts of a year and make 
a brilliant synthesis of living, good until new ob
servations arrive. Perhaps they are right to get on 
with their investigations, but one begins to long for 
a scientific holiday, as some English bishop has re
cently said, and a Thoreau to turn researches, still 
barren beyond the plane of comfort, into principles 
good for a good life. For if Thoreau were young 
again today, he would still have to begin by going 
back to Walden. 

Science has always bored the literary man, which 
is one reason why men of letters are less influential 
now than in any other civilized century. The critics 
feel that Thoreau's obsession with nature as science 
was a weakness in his literary career. This flounder
ing and bogging on the outer edges of great discov
eries which were never quite discovered, is what keeps 
readers from his Journals, and reputation from his 
few good books. Had he thrown his notebooks into 
Walden Pond, and cleared his mind of chipmunks, 
canoe birches, sphagnum moss, snowbirds, and Indi-
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