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Introduction

Rediscovering the Roots of Emerson’s Philosophy of Nature

The “Sage of Concord” and Natural Science

On May 27, 1832, Ralph Waldo Emerson stepped to the pulpit of Boston’s Second Church to address the nearly one hundred families that had gathered to hear his sermon that day (Richardson 89). Although only twenty-nine years old at the time, Emerson was already a respected Harvard graduate and Unitarian minister at the Second Church—a prominent Boston institution that had been in existence for nearly two centuries and could count Increase and Cotton Mather among its many distinguished ministers. Reflecting upon the science of astronomy that day, Emerson offered his listeners the surprising declaration that “since the records of the divine dealings with men claim no other origin than the author of nature, we may expect that they are to be read by the light of nature” (10). Emerson called his flock to study scripture within the larger context of nature because he believed firmly that the God of the Bible was simply a reflection of the divinity encoded in the natural world.

Emerson’s homiletic style, evident in “God that Made the World,” was considered unorthodox not only for its attention to the lived experience of his congregation but also for its dependence on natural imagery to convey spiritual insights. Frederic Henry Hedge, Emerson’s classmate and friend from Harvard Divinity School, believed that this style “brought [Emerson] into closer rapport with his hearers than was commonly achieved by the pulpit” (qtd. in Cabot 150). Even so, “God that Made the World” represents an important extension of his usual preaching style. Emerson’s appeal to the study of nature does not simply offer a colloquial illumination of scripture but is foundational to his evolving concept of the centrality of natural science to spiritual aims. In fact, when he later revised this sermon for delivery in Waltham, Massachusetts, on November 30, 1834, he expanded it to include a direct appeal to the congregation’s shared experience of a full solar eclipse, which had occurred that very day. He described the eclipse as an “indispensable” lesson that “reminds us impressively of the powers of the human intellect” and, more importantly, that “[i]t is only the knowledge of God that unites this bright outward Creation of brute matter to the brighter inward Creation of intelligent mind” (10). Drawing on the potentially revelatory power of the eclipse to reinforce his claim for the importance of studying nature outside the confines of church, Emerson explicitly identified natural history as an effective means of exploring the vital relationship between humanity and divinity.

In spite of Emerson’s clear emphasis on the importance of both nature and natural science, critics have often characterized him as a cerebral philosopher whose work is abstracted from material nature. Emerson’s reputation as the “Sage of Concord,” a truth seeker whose contact with the material world appears tenuous, was established largely on the basis of his published essays. Soon after Emerson’s death in 1882, much of his work was collected in Houghton Mifflin’s Emerson’s Complete Works (1883–93) and the centenary edition of The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson (1903–4). While these volumes made all of Emerson’s published essays widely available, they excluded a trove of important materials, including most of his sermons, many of his lectures and addresses, and nearly all of the manuscripts associated with his ambitious “Natural History of the Intellect” project. Because so many of these materials, including the sermon “God that Made the World,” remained unedited and unpublished until relatively recently, understandings of Emerson’s life and work have remained focused on the iconic “Sage of Concord”—an American philosopher who is concerned more with the metaphysical and nationalist meanings of nature than with physical encounters with the material world, or with the emergent natural science that was providing exciting and powerful new understandings of that world.


This characterization of Emerson’s oeuvre is problematic because it fails to fully account for a major component of his career as a public intellectual: his work as a lecturer. Emerson’s public addresses and lectures encompass his entire career, from his earliest sermons delivered as a Unitarian minister, to his many public lyceum engagements, to the later lectures upon which he labored almost until death. They served not only as a vital testing ground for Emerson’s emergent philosophy but also as the foundation for many of his published essays. After first working through new ideas in the lecture format, Emerson often condensed these talks, combining them with material from his journals to form a single essay—a compositional process that helps explain his often cryptic prose style. The goal of “The Best Read Naturalist”: Nature Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson is to revise this view of Emerson as the “Sage of Concord” by placing his important but lesser-known natural history writings into conversation with his widely read, canonical essays. In so doing, this book reveals the profound interest Emerson had in a tangible connection with the natural world, and it elucidates the vital influence that his study of natural science had on his mature philosophy. Although scholars have discussed Emerson’s relation to science, they have often failed to consider the extent to which his lifelong fascination with natural science influenced the development of his major work.1 Because Emerson is arguably America’s preeminent literary philosopher of nature, a more complete comprehension of his conception of the natural world also illuminates the importance of nineteenth-century natural science to the evolution of American ideas about the environment.

In order to trace Emerson’s career-spanning interest in natural science, “The Best Read Naturalist” gathers for the first time widely dispersed sermons, addresses, lectures, essays, and the full text of Nature (1836). By including relatively unfamiliar lectures such as “The Uses of Natural History,” “The Naturalist,” and “The Relation of Intellect to Natural Science” alongside a widely read text like Nature, this book offers readers the opportunity to encounter fascinating but little-known natural history pieces and to reconsider canonical essays in their light. Organized chronologically, the contents of this book plot the trajectory of Emerson’s career-long attempt to understand what he enthusiastically referred to as “all the new and astonishing facts in the book of nature” (16). Out of his sustained effort to discern the complex and often ambiguous “book of nature,” a new and more environmentally connected Emerson emerges. Rather than indulging in vaporous philosophical pronouncements, this “green” Emerson is deeply concerned with the physical world, and he is fascinated by the power of scientific description and classification to reveal a correspondence between the order of nature and that of the mind.

Emerson relied heavily on the insights and methodologies of the natural history tradition and his wide reading in contemporary natural science as direct sources for his articulation of a literary natural philosophy. To evince this “green” Emerson, the remainder of this introduction highlights natural science’s influence on Emerson’s resignation of the ministry, and clarifies its importance to two ideas central to his philosophy: his theory of language and his conception of the heroic Poet. Although these three brief discussions serve only as representative examples of the many important ways in which Emerson’s passion for natural science influenced his thinking, reading these key components of Emerson’s career in the context of his natural history sermons, lectures, and essays exemplifies how “The Best Read Naturalist” helps us to better understand the life and work of one of America’s most influential philosophers of nature.

Resigning the Ministry to Seek the Spiritual Possibilities of Natural Science

Emerson officially resigned his pastorate at Boston’s Second Church in October 1832. Before leaving, he delivered his sermon “The Lord’s Supper,” which outlined his objections to administering the Eucharist and announced his imminent departure. Finding no scriptural evidence that Jesus intended the Last Supper to be ritualized and celebrated in perpetuity, Emerson declared that his personal discomfort with the Eucharist “is alone a sufficient objection to the ordinance. It is my own objection. This mode of commemorating Christ is not suitable to me. That is reason enough why I should abandon it” (CS 4:192). This bold renunciation of a foundational sacrament has come to exemplify our understanding of Emerson as a proponent of a radical form of nonconformist, self-reliant individualism. While this move away from ritualized worship does coincide with his turn toward personal forms of spiritual celebration, it is also important to understand Emerson’s renunciation of the ministry in the context of his growing fascination with natural science.

Because it was the only sermon published during his lifetime, and the only one included in the centenary edition of The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson,2 “The Lord’s Supper” has served as primary evidence supporting the view that his resignation is attributable to an embrace of radical individualism. Within this reading, Emerson’s concluding sentiment that he would continue “pursuing and exercising [the ministry’s] highest functions” outside the church has been understood as part and parcel of his much-celebrated individualist ethos (CS 4:194). However, if “The Lord’s Supper” is contextualized within Emerson’s genuine engagement with natural history studies, this declaration of spiritual independence may be seen as an important precursor to “the best read naturalist” figure to whom we are introduced near the conclusion of Nature (105). The two sermons contained in this collection, “The Day is Thine” and “God that Made the World,” elucidate how Emerson’s shift away from the constraints of institutionalized religion was at the same time a move toward an exploration of the spiritual possibilities of natural science.

Emerson’s sermon “The Day is Thine” centers on a call to go forth into nature. Responding to a dispiriting sense of alienation from the natural world, Emerson urged his Boston congregation to “[g]o out into a garden and examine a seed; examine the same plant in the bud and in the fruit, and you must confess the whole process a miracle, a perpetual miracle. Take it at any period, make yourself as familiar with all the facts as you can, at each period, and in each explanation, there will be some step or appearance to be referred directly to the great Creator” (4–5). While theologians of his day argued endlessly about the true nature of divine miracle, Emerson assuredly claims that the miraculous is at our fingertips and beneath our boot soles. Admonishing his parishioners to seek spiritual truth, his advice that they do so by closely observing the growth of a plant is a direct call to the study of natural history. This pastoral exhortation is clearly informed by his earnest belief in the divine order of nature. For Emerson, all organisms adhere to a grand design that, although not yet fully understood, determines their role within the larger system of nature. Emerson’s contemporaries would have agreed that, through careful study, the individual can begin to understand the unique attributes of a plant. But Emerson went further, asserting that, if sufficiently developed, that power of observation and description would ultimately lead to a deeper understanding of God’s design. He believed that natural science could become a means of divine revelation.

Emerson extended this emphasis on the study of natural history to include the moral nature of the individual. He concluded “The Day is Thine” by imploring his flock “to look at the fruits of the earth and the seasons of the year. Let all that we see without, only turn our attention with stricter scrutiny on all that is within us” (7). Just as a plant’s design reveals its harmonious fit within the order of nature, there exists within the individual a moral nature that self-examination can help to clarify. By discovering and adhering to this moral order, each individual faithfully lives out his or her role in the divine order of the world. This sentiment, an early indication of Emerson’s belief in the “Doctrine of Correspondence” (which will be taken up in the following section of this introduction), works toward a synthesis of natural science and religion by correlating scientific examination with moral introspection. In this way, studying nature is for Emerson a religious exercise wherein the “proper performance of the vegetable functions” becomes a natural means by which the individual’s moral compass may be recalibrated (7).

Three years after delivering “The Day is Thine,” Emerson reiterated his radical belief that “the God of nature and the God of the Bible are affirmed to be the same” in the sermon “God that Made the World” (10). Building on his previous day’s journal entry, wherein he acknowledged that the science of astronomy “irresistibly modifies all theology” (JMN 4:26), Emerson explained to his congregation that “an important result of the study of astronomy has been to correct and exalt our views of God, and humble our view of ourselves” (12). Just as he did in his claim for the spiritual value of studying plants in “The Day is Thine,” Emerson addressed the important insights that astronomy can offer to religious thought. The cosmic scope of astronomy reorients our understanding of divinity, expanding our concept of the sacred from the church to the earth, and from there to the planetary heavens in which it moves. One important result of this expansion in awareness is that Emerson’s concept of God, liberated from a doctrinal adherence to human experience, is instead conceived as “an Infinite Mind” whose wisdom and power is embedded within the natural order (15).

While “The Day is Thine” is animated by an unconventional enthusiasm for the spiritual potential of natural science, “God that Made the World” is thoroughly heterodox, for in it Emerson expressed directly his growing sense that institutionalized religion was fast losing its power to illuminate the human soul. In this later sermon Emerson stressed that the primary effect astronomy has on religion “is not contradiction but correction. It is not denial but purification” (15). Whereas most nineteenth-century Americans viewed astronomy as quite separate from theology—and many theologians regarded secular science as a serious threat to spiritual health—Emerson confidently insisted on the potential of astronomy not only to drastically alter our understanding of God but also to improve our access to the divine and to “correct” errors propagated by the church.

According to Emerson, then, astronomy’s reorientation of humanity’s view of nature and the divine would provide a regenerative influence on religion. This declaration represents a clear evolution and extension of Emerson’s thoughts on the relation between science and religion expressed in “The Day is Thine.” No longer representing scripture and nature as equal partners in illuminating moral and physical nature, Emerson strikes at the roots of institutionalized religion because, unlike nature, the church depends upon “Scriptures [which] were written by human hands” (16). Instead, he believed that “God intends by giving us access to this original writing of his hand [astronomy] to correct the human errors that have crept into [the Scriptures]” (16). Emerson makes explicit not only his growing disenchantment with ritualized worship but also his embrace of science as an improved means to understanding the soul.

The ambitious claims made for the imaginative and spiritual power of science in “The Day is Thine” and “God that Made the World” help us to understand why, just a few months after delivering “God that Made the World,” Emerson presented his resignation sermon, “The Lord’s Supper.” Within this larger context, his renunciation of his pastorate may be seen to arise from his growing interest in natural science, as well as from his embrace of the esoteric brand of radical individualism we associate with Transcendentalism. His expressed desire to continue “pursuing and exercising [the ministry’s] highest functions” outside the church is simultaneously an assertion of his desire to seek divine revelation through scientific inquiry. As Emerson noted in a journal entry just days after delivering “God that Made the World,” he had begun to feel that “in order to be a good minister it was necessary to leave the ministry. The profession is antiquated. In an altered age, we worship in the dead forms of our forefathers” (JMN 4:27). This palpable disillusionment with institutionalized religion is not only a response to forms of worship he viewed as having been reduced to static, ritualized practice; it also represents an objection to the church’s resistance to the methods, insights, and influence of science. The “altered age” to which he refers is the age of natural science: the vibrant, exhilarating period of scientific advancement and discovery during which Emerson lived. His resignation from Boston’s Second Church is thus emblematic of his reimagining of spirituality in light of the insights provided by natural science—a shift made evident in his stated desire to “be a naturalist” the following year in his lecture “The Uses of Natural History” (1833) (22).

Emerson’s Book of Nature and the Doctrine of Correspondence

Having turned toward science after his resignation of the ministry, Emerson sought a more comprehensive means of understanding and expressing his growing sense that there exists a deep and compelling correspondence between physical and moral nature. As he observed in “The American Scholar” address, delivered to Harvard’s Phi Beta Kappa Society in August 1837, “nature is the opposite of the soul, answering to it part for part. One is seal, and one is print. Its beauty is the beauty of his own mind. Its laws are the laws of his own mind” (CW 1:55). In this canonical and widely read address, Emerson presents a clear expression of the “Doctrine of Correspondence.” This core idea, derived from the work of the Swedish scientist, philosopher, and mystic Emanuel Swedenborg, holds that the spiritual nature of humanity corresponds to and is ordered in accordance with natural systems. Consequently, an improved understanding of nature would lead directly to a more sophisticated conception of the human soul. Although a well-documented pillar of Emersonian philosophy, the “Doctrine of Correspondence” remains an abstract means of understanding the natural world—one that is compelling but difficult to demonstrate. Invoking the ancient trope of liber naturae, the “book of nature,” Emerson turned to language to approximate the vital correspondence between physical and moral nature. While he appealed to the potential power of language to bridge the inner and outer spheres of spirit and nature, Emerson’s much-studied language theory is also complex and elusive to the point of frustrating the clarity that he proclaimed language capable of. An appeal to “The Uses of Natural History,” the “Language” chapter of Nature, and “The Relation of Intellect to Natural Science” (all of which are included in this book) substantially clarifies Emerson’s provocative thoughts on these topics by delineating how his theory of language is grounded in natural science’s foundational model of taxonomy.

While it was evident in work as early as his 1829 sermon “The Day is Thine,” Emerson’s enthusiasm for a concept of correspondence blossomed into a fascination during and after his first trip to Europe in 1833, assuming a new importance in his thinking and writing. Emerson devoted much of his time abroad to reading natural history and attending scientific lectures, and the climax of the 1833 trip was his visit to the Jardin des Plantes and the Cabinet of Natural History in Paris. He described this experience in his very first natural history lecture, “The Uses of Natural History,” which he delivered just days after his return to America: “moving along these pleasant walks, you come to the botanical cabinet, an inclosed garden plot, where grows a grammar of botany—where the plants rise, each in its class, its order, and its genus. . . . If you have read [the work of the botanist] Decandolle with engravings, or with a hortus siccus [herbarium], conceive how much more exciting and intelligible is this natural alphabet, this green and yellow and crimson dictionary, on which the sun shines, and the winds blow” (20). What Emerson finds most striking is a profound sense of interrelationship among the plants as he encountered them arranged within French botanist Antoine-Laurent de Jussieu’s orderly system of “natural classification.” This innovative system—designed to correct for the perceived arbitrariness of Linnaean taxonomy—organized and exhibited plant species so as to emphasize the familial relationships among them. It is this moving realization of interrelationship that inspired Emerson’s subsequent epiphany in the nearby zoological cabinet: “[w]e feel that there is an occult relation between the very worm, the crawling scorpions, and man. I am moved by strange sympathies. I say I will listen to this invitation. I will be a naturalist” (22). The botanical and zoological cabinets are evocative to Emerson because they provide a powerful ordering device that unites an overwhelming diversity of “natural facts” into an organized system by which the relationship of all things—and, importantly, the relationship of the human observer to all things—becomes strikingly clear.

In considering Emerson’s moving experience in the garden, it is important to examine not only what occurs but also the way it is perceived and described. He saw there a “grammar of botany,” a “natural alphabet,” a “green and yellow and crimson dictionary” (emphases added). Faced with a powerful taxonomy of natural order, Emerson spontaneously conceived of it in terms of language. An alphabet, like a taxonomy, is an organizing system by which otherwise irreducible facts—in this analogy, alphabetic letters—can be organized into meaningful units of expression such as words and sentences. Even more important to this linguistic analogy is Emerson’s enduring fascination with the metaphor of cipher and key. If nature is a complex, potentially indecipherable language, then Jussieu’s botanical system provides a “grammar” and a “dictionary” that allow the observer to translate the intricacies of nature’s language into something that is both “exciting” and “intelligible.”

Just three years after this debut natural history lecture Emerson published Nature (1836), a major work in which he offered an influential discussion of language—a discussion that is nevertheless tantalizingly difficult to grasp. However, by reading the “Language” chapter of Nature in light of the linguistic analogy that is crucial to “The Uses of Natural History,” we see more clearly that this chapter is deeply concerned with the need to comprehend “analogies” between the human and natural worlds. “[M]an is an analogist, and studies relations in all objects,” noted Emerson in Nature. “[A] ray of relation passes from every other being to him. And neither can man be understood without these objects, nor these objects without man” (85). “Ray of relation,” a key term used in “The Uses of Natural History” and repeated twice in “Language,” suggests the importance of this analogic imperative. Without the translation of nature’s language by man the analogist, “[w]hole Floras, all Linnæus’ and Buffon’s volumes, are but dry catalogues of facts” (85). Significantly, Emerson’s use of “Floras” here provides a direct contrast with Jussieu’s living flora, “on which the sun shines, and the winds blow.” He further suggests that the work of even the most accomplished taxonomists, Linnaeus and Buffon, remains lifeless if not animated by a principle of correspondence that connects them, through a “ray of relation,” to the spirit of the human observer.

This emphasis on analogy helps us to see how Emerson’s theory of language was derived from the meditations on science and taxonomy that were so important to his early natural history lectures. Referring to nature as a “grand cipher” in “Language,” he asserted that nature’s “profusion of forms” works to “furnish man with the dictionary and grammar of his municipal speech” (87). Nature is further described as a “text” that, seen rightly, “shall be to us an open book” (89). The telling similarity of these passages in “Language” to earlier, less familiar natural history writings such as “The Uses of Natural History” marks the extent to which the concept of language Emerson articulated in Nature depended directly on the analogical model he developed to express his epiphany in the Jardin des Plantes. That is, he believed that natural science might provide the “keys” (87)—the grammars and dictionaries—that would allow us to translate the language of nature into the language of the spirit, thereby revealing the “ray of relation” that in Nature he called the “radical correspondence between visible things and human thoughts” (85). By “language,” then, Emerson intended something considerably more expansive than an alphabetic system of signs; he meant, instead, the analogical “language” of correspondence that intimately connects the human and natural worlds.

So central to Emerson’s thinking was this analogical language that he returned to it fifteen years later to revise his thoughts on correspondence in light of his growing sense of the limitations of language. This return to a key concept was inspired by another revelatory moment abroad. During a trip to England in 1847–48, Emerson attended the lectures of several prominent British scientists, including Richard Owen and Michael Faraday, and newly energized by this fascinating work, he turned once again to his analogical language in “The Relation of Intellect to Natural Science”—a lecture given in London during the same trip. Although continuing to emphasize the linguistic qualities of the “book of nature” and the need for “a symbol or trope” to unlock the “analogy between all the parts of nature” (174, 169), Emerson also revealed his growing awareness of the difficulties associated with transcribing these “occult sympathies.” Registering this growing skepticism, Emerson identified the “[b]arriers of society” as having caused the “inadequacy of the channels of communication” (175). The problem he identified is twofold: we are separated from each other by the individuality of our experience; and, because society has distanced language from its original source in nature, it has lost much of its power to connect people. Because epiphanic moments of intuiting “occult sympathies” arise from individual encounters with nature, the possibility of sharing insights garnered from this experiential knowledge is hindered by a system of language that is often incapable of bridging the rifts between people. Extending his earlier hope that returning language to its foundation in nature would provide the “keys” from which nature “shall be to us an open book,” Emerson emphasized the growing urgency of this need to renaturalize language by explaining that “[e]ach man has facts I am looking for, and, though I talk with him, I cannot get at them, for want of the clew” (175).

A return to Emerson’s articulation of the “Doctrine of Correspondence” in “The American Scholar” exemplifies how the natural history writings included in this book help to clarify both his developing theory of language and its connection to natural science. Because language functions as a metaphor for the workings of natural systems and also as the means by which those systems may be interpreted and represented, it provides primary evidence for Emerson’s belief in the correspondence between physical and moral nature. By improving the system of language to more accurately express the system of nature, Emerson argued that humanity will consequently experience spiritual growth. Natural science is crucial because it elucidates the complexities of natural systems while also suggesting methods for revising language to more faithfully adhere to its sources in nature. Seen in the context of the natural history writings, the “American Scholar” Emerson calls for appears to have a less mystical or nationalist connection to nature than readers of the address might suppose; rather, he works to improve language. By “sit[ting] down before each refractory fact; one after another, [he] reduces all strange constitutions, all new powers, to their class and their law” (CW 1:54). Through his careful study of the material world, Emerson’s exemplary scholar orders its apparent chaos and, in so doing, perceives the analogic “ray of relation” connecting the natural world to his own soul. From this figure of the scholar renaturalizing language emerges Emerson’s heroic Poet, to whom we now turn our attention.

The Refined Perception of Emerson’s Poetic Naturalist

In “The Poet,” the opening piece of Essays: Second Series (1844), Emerson expressed his oft-quoted lament that “I look in vain for the poet whom I describe” (CW 3:21). The iconic “Poet” Emerson called for “re-attaches things to nature and the Whole” (CW 3:11), because he “sees and handles that which others dream of, traverses the whole scale of experience, and is representative of man, in virtue of being the largest power to receive and to impart” (CW 3:5). The Poet enacts Emerson’s theory of language by seeking to understand and express the underlying order within the material world. He labors to read the “book of nature” and to represent his subsequent insights artistically. Emerson’s much-discussed call for the Poet as a redeemer has generally been understood as reflecting his desire for a culture hero whose artistic production might offer an antidote to the ills of a venal, misguided society.

However, given the importance of Emerson’s philosophy of language and its essential dependence on taxonomy, the Poet’s relation to natural science must also be accounted for. Rather than merely producing poetry, Emerson’s Poet derives his redeeming creative power as much from the sciences as from the humanities. Emerson described the Poet as “us[ing] forms according to the life, and not according to the form. This is true science. The poet alone knows astronomy, chemistry, vegetation, and animation, for he does not stop at these facts, but employs them as signs” (CW 3:13). For Emerson, the Poet fulfills the highest purpose of both science and poetry by using one to illuminate the other. Through this process of renaturalizing language, significantly identified here as a “science,” Emerson charged his Poet with the office of “the Namer, or Language-maker” (CW 3:13). He recognized this ability to make each “word . . . stand for a thing” in the literary and scientific works of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (JMN 5:133). Goethe’s botanical studies persuaded him that the growth of a plant is a process of development according to an organic archetype, the urpflanz—a concept that had a formative and enduring influence on Emerson’s own thoughts on natural history. Emerson would later celebrate Goethe by including him as the emblematic writer in his essay collection Representative Men (1850).

While it is evident that the Poet enjoys what Emerson termed in Nature “an original relation to the universe” (173), it is less clear what separates this iconic figure from the culture Emerson finds to be in disrepair. Lamenting that “few adult persons can see nature,” Emerson makes it clear that the figure of the Poet is the noble exception (175). Because the Poet understands the interrelationship of seemingly disparate facts, he possesses the power to “integrate all the parts” of nature into a grand unity (175). It is through this process of unification that the Poet symbolizes the potential of humans to renew themselves by discovering in nature a new sense of connection to and sympathy with a deeper “order of things” (174). While Nature offers no clear indication as to the source of the Poet’s “original relation to the universe,” an appeal to the lesser-known 1834 lecture “The Naturalist” is helpful in showing how Emerson conceived of his Poet hero.

In Nature, the key attribute of the Poet is his perceptive acuity—an ability that Emerson tied directly to natural science in “The Naturalist.” “[P]art of the intellectual discipline of Natural Science is that it sharpens the discrimination,” remarked Emerson. “It teaches the difficult art of distinguishing between the similar and the same. The whole study of Nature is perpetual division and subdivision and again new distinctions. And all these distinctions are real” (64). By heightening one’s attention to detail, the study of natural science necessarily sharpens the individual’s observations of the world. Unlike the debasing influence of society, which separates language from nature, natural science provides a remedy by which “the student will see a day perhaps in a light in which he never regarded it[,] . . . as an astronomical phenomenon” (65). Rather than being limited to society’s artificial classifications of both world and self, natural history presents an opportunity to reconceptualize nature and the self through relation—a deeper understanding that is founded upon the recognition of the “real” distinctions that exist within nature.

While celebrating the profound benefits of natural science to how we imagine both the material world and our place within it, Emerson was quick to temper this enthusiasm in order to safeguard against a blind adherence to science. “Natural History is making with knife and scales and alembic the Theory conform to the fact,” he wrote. “It is for want of this marriage that both remain unfruitful” (67). Although scientific inquiry fosters the meticulous attention to detail necessary to understand how the components of a natural system are ordered, it is the accompanying skill to make that information meaningful to the individual’s experience that Emerson finds wanting. This separation of scientific theory from natural fact is most detrimental when it reduces the naturalist to being a mere “pedant,” one who “los[es] sight of the end of his inquiries in the perfection of his manipulations” (67). Of greatest concern to Emerson was the propagation of a form of scientific practice that is divorced from humanity, and, therefore, detached from the spiritual imperatives he believed any quest for insight and understanding should ultimately serve.


As a response to this concern that, despite its great potential, natural science might become dehumanized and thus serve superficial ends, Emerson interjected a poetic principle into his vision for natural history. Working from this desire to link the specific with the universal, Emerson found fault with the poet who “loses himself in imaginations and for want of accuracy is a mere fabulist” (67). Whereas the natural historian can suffer from becoming too immersed in the material world, the poet who is too absorbed in producing aesthetically pleasing effects distances himself from that world. As Emerson would later observe in “The Poet,” “it is not metres, but a metre-making argument, that makes a poem,—a thought so passionate and alive, that, like the spirit of a plant or an animal, it has an architecture of its own, and adorns nature with a new thing” (CW 3:6). Because Emerson “fully believe[d] in both, in the poetry and in the dissection” (67), he described his ideal naturalist as “a poet in his severest analysis” (69). A clear precursor to the heroic figure called for in “The Poet,” this ideal poetic naturalist achieves a synthesis of scientific and artistic production by blending sophisticated perception with nuanced expression. Emerson would clarify the prophetic implications of this figure in his prescient 1836 lecture “Humanity of Science,” in which he locates the poetic naturalist’s emancipatory power in his ability to reveal the natural in poetry and the sacred in science. In so doing, wrote Emerson, this idealized poetic naturalist “leads us back to Truth” (64).

This figure of the prophetic naturalist reappears at the conclusion of Nature. While it is certainly not the case that Nature is driven by a protagonist in the sense that a novel might be, the text is organized around an idealized persona who embodies certain of Emerson’s core ideas. Though he travels under various names, this figure has a continuous presence in Nature, beginning as “the poet” in the book’s introduction and culminating in its final chapter, “Prospects,” as two closely related and vitally important incarnations: he is both “the best read naturalist” who studies and interprets “that wonderful congruity which subsists between man and the world” and the “Orphic poet” whose prophecy ends the book, offering an apotheosis if not quite a conclusion (75, 105, 106, 108). Insights provided by “The Naturalist” help us to recognize the prophetic figure of “Prospects” as another embodiment of the poetic naturalist, an insight that is useful in several ways. First, it is helpful to imagine the chapters of Nature as organized around a central figure whose prosecution of the book’s central inquiry—“to what end is nature?” (74)—is inspired by a desire to discern some larger pattern or order in the chaos of a refractory world. “The Naturalist” and other early natural history writings also demonstrate why Emerson felt that, in order to comprehend what the opening sentence of “Prospects” calls “the laws of the world and the frame of things,” this hero would have to be both scientist and poet—an insight that helps explain the chapter’s bifurcation of the redemptive hero into “the best read naturalist” and the “Orphic poet.”

While “The Naturalist” identifies many of the qualities that define the poetic naturalist—and does so in ways that clarify the elusive heroic figure of Nature—how this poetic naturalist’s skills should be developed remains vague. Not until “Country Life” (1858), a virtually unknown lecture presented more than two decades after the delivery of “The Naturalist” and the publication of Nature, would Emerson return to these ideas and suggest a practical, direct means of acquiring the acute perception of the poetic naturalist. It is through the focused practice of walking, he tells his Boston audience, that the sensibility of his iconic, heroic naturalist should be honed. Emerson’s advocacy of walking is once again linked to his concerns about the inadequacy of language to fully express the human experience of nature. He remarked, “If you wish to know the shortcomings of poetry and language, try to reproduce the October pictures to a city company,—and see what you make of it” (199). Just as he had a decade earlier in “The Relation of Intellect to Natural Science” (1848), Emerson calls attention to the limited power of language to accurately convey an ecstatic, visceral experience of the natural landscape.

To counteract the mediation and distortion inherent in language, Emerson proposed walking as a method of becoming directly acquainted with the natural world. Although nature is capable of “develop[ing] in the cultivator the talent it requires” (186), he conceded that “[f]ew men know how to take a walk. The qualifications of a professor are endurance, plain clothes, old shoes, an eye for nature, good humor, vast curiosity, good speech, good silence, and nothing too much” (190). This walking “professor” closely resembles the poetic naturalist in his balancing of “an eye for nature” and “good speech”—in his fusion of refined perception and precise articulation. Emerson adds to this formulation the idea of “endurance,” the notion that walking is “a fine art, requiring rare gifts and much experience” (201). Emerson’s characterization of this enlightened professor of sauntering is suggestive of his friend Henry David Thoreau, whose “vast curiosity” and stamina as a walker have been justly celebrated. Indeed, when Emerson writes in “Country Life” that “I have sometimes thought it would be well to publish an Art of Walking,” it is difficult not to be reminded of Thoreau’s brilliant deathbed essay “Walking” (1862), which is arguably the most profound defense of walking ever written (201). While Thoreau’s habitual experiential immersion in nature has often been used to contrast him with Emerson, who is frequently characterized as disconnected from the materiality of the natural world, “Country Life” makes it plain that Emerson valued walking as a practice of direct, unmediated engagement with the land.

In “Country Life” Emerson endorsed the practice of walking year-round as a practical means of developing the mode of perception he celebrated in his poetic naturalist. It is these regular, peripatetic “conversation[s] with nature” that “foster the peculiar genius of each man,” he claimed (204). It is revealing that even as Emerson celebrated the “peculiar genius of each man,” he explicitly identified his preferred walking companions as “an artist, or one who has an eye for beauty,” and “a naturalist” who can teach “the elements of geology, of botany, of ornithology, and astronomy, by word of mouth” (201–2). Just as he did in the “Prospects” chapter of Nature, Emerson imagined his ideal teacher-companion as two figures, the poet and the scientist. In choosing them for his hiking partners, Emerson once again attests to the need to integrate these two ways of knowing—for their mutual benefit and, ultimately, for the potential they have to illuminate the soul. However, we learn from the insights of his natural history writings that these two figures actually make up a composite hero: they are the two halves of the long-sought redeemer whose ascension might at last reveal the grand unity of humanity and nature for which Emerson longed throughout his career.

The “Green” Emerson as “the Best Read Naturalist”


It is here, on an excursion into nature accompanied by the figures of the artist and the naturalist, that the environmental Emerson emerges most clearly. This “green” Emerson, who calls us to learn from nature by hiking in all seasons, is very different from the man readers of Emerson’s canonical essays generally envision. Not at all the stuffy, cerebral “Sage of Concord,” Emerson appears here much more like what is generally imagined of his protégé, Henry David Thoreau: a roving philosopher improving his relation to nature by familiarizing himself with the place he inhabits through continual walks. Just as Thoreau sought to know the natural world through immersive experiences—whether it be his adventures afloat with his brother John in A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers (1849) or his famous life experiment recorded in Walden (1854)—Emerson entreated his listeners and readers to go out into the fields and forests. From the sermon “The Day is Thine” to the “Country Life” lecture almost thirty years later, Emerson espoused the importance of experiencing and observing the natural environment firsthand in order to discover that “ray of relation” connecting the individual to nature. Through these consistent appeals to the spiritual value of natural science, this “green” Emerson embraced tangible encounters with the physical world as a basis for his mature philosophy of nature.

Although this environmental Emerson celebrated the spiritual power of natural science, we must keep in mind that, despite his declaration in “The Uses of Natural History” that “I will be a naturalist,” Emerson did not in fact become a scientist. In his own career he would remain a critic of both culture and science, espousing a provocative philosophy of nature from the secular pulpit of the lyceum. As a public intellectual, Emerson was able “not only to have the aids of Science but [also] to recur to Nature to guard us from the evils of Science” (64). This career embodies the unnamed third position in “Country Life,” a place between his ideal companions the artist and naturalist, one that allowed him to combine the methods and insights of these two modes of engagement with nature. In this sense Emerson enacted his own version of “the best read naturalist.” Widely read both in the natural sciences and in the humanities, he crossed disciplines and modes of perception in order to more fully express the spiritual implications of what he believed to be the essential correspondence between humanity and nature.

This understanding of Ralph Waldo Emerson as “the best read naturalist” offers a new way of thinking about his life’s work and its connection to nature and to natural history. Rather than locating the zenith of Emerson’s intellectual and literary trajectory in the Essays series of the 1840s, this environmental understanding of his career demonstrates a growing sophistication in his lifelong attempt to create “a kind of ‘Natural History of the Intellect’ ” (L 4:51)—a phrase that Emerson first used in an 1848 letter to his wife, Lidian, and that would remain central to his work until his final lecture series of the same title in 1870. The importance of this career-spanning project is demonstrated throughout this collection, where it is visible in his return to significant moments, such as the epiphany he experienced in the Jardin des Plantes, and in his ongoing development of ideas related to analogic language and the figure of the Poet—concepts central to this “Natural History of the Intellect” project.

With the help of the little-known natural history sermons and lectures featured in this book, many of the most complex elements of Emerson’s literary philosophy of nature are clarified, and some of the most perplexing passages in his canonical essays become more legible. We see plainly that Emerson revisited natural history throughout his career because he believed that its insights would lead to a richer understanding of the human spirit. Natural science was not only central to his transition into work as a public intellectual but also a key influence on his writing and lecturing, even into the final stages of his career. By tracing the long arc of this cohesive “Natural History of the Intellect” project throughout his less familiar natural history writings and lectures, “The Best Read Naturalist”: Nature Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson reveals an environmental component of Emerson’s work not readily apparent to readers of canonical essays like “Self-Reliance” and “Experience.” The “green” Emerson that appears in the pages of this book is a writer and thinker whose dynamic, lifelong engagement with nature and natural science reveals an ecstatic drive toward unrealized possibilities, a desire for a unity of nature and spirit embodied by the merging of “the best read naturalist” and “Orphic poet” figures whose inspiring prophecy concludes Nature.

Notes


Parts of this introduction are derived from Michael P. Branch’s “Ralph Waldo Emerson” (1996) and “Paths to Nature” (2010).

1. For a list of sources helpful to any consideration of Emerson’s relation to natural science, see the “Further Reading” section of this book.

2. The only other address from the pulpit that was available during Emerson’s lifetime was “Right Hand of Fellowship,” which he delivered at the ordination of Hersey Bradford Goodwin in February 1830 (Cabot 151). The address was published soon after the ceremony in a pamphlet that also contained James Kendall’s sermon, as well as two other addresses delivered on that occasion. “Right Hand of Fellowship” would later be included in Hearst’s International Library’s The Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson (1914).
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A Note on the Text

“The Day is Thine” appears in volume 1 of The Complete Sermons of Ralph Waldo Emerson, edited by Albert J. von Frank and published in 1989 by the University of Missouri Press, pages 296–300. Because Emerson’s sermons did not have formal titles, they are generally referenced by number and by the opening words of the scriptural passage with which they begin. “The Day is Thine” is Sermon 39 in the above volume. “God that Made the World” appears in volume 4 of The Complete Sermons of Ralph Waldo Emerson, edited by Wesley T. Mott and published in 1992 by the University of Missouri Press, pages 153–59. “God that Made the World” is Sermon 157 in the above volume. We gratefully acknowledge the Ralph Waldo Emerson Memorial Association and the Houghton Library of Harvard University for permission to reprint these sermons.

“The Uses of Natural History,” “On the Relation of Man to the Globe,” and “The Naturalist” appear in volume 1 of The Early Lectures of Ralph Waldo Emerson, edited by Stephen E. Whicher and Robert E. Spiller and published in 1959 by Harvard University Press, pages 5–26, 27–49, 69–83, respectively. “Humanity of Science” appears in volume 2 of The Early Lectures of Ralph Waldo Emerson, edited by Stephen E. Whicher, Robert E. Spiller, and Wallace E. Williams and published in 1964 by Harvard University Press, pages 22–40. In their edition of the early lectures, Whicher, Spiller, and Williams occasionally employ brackets to identify provisional readings of words not clear in the manuscript source. We have silently adopted those readings except in two instances: we have silently corrected “ceature” to read “creature” (44) and have omitted a phrase, “the stomata in [blank]” (EL 2:26), which Emerson had left unfinished in the manuscript. We gratefully acknowledge Harvard University Press for permission to reprint these lectures.

Nature and “The Method of Nature” appear in volume 1 of The Collected Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, edited by Alfred R. Ferguson and published in 1971 by Harvard University Press, pages 3–45, 117–37, respectively. “Nature” appears in volume 3 of The Collected Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, edited by Alfred R. Ferguson and Jean Ferguson Carr and published in 1983 by Harvard University Press, pages 97–114. “Thoreau” appears in volume 10 of The Collected Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, edited by Ronald A. Bosco and Joel Myerson and published in 2013 by Harvard University Press, pages 413–31. We gratefully acknowledge Harvard University Press for permission to reprint these texts.

“The Relation of Intellect to Natural Science” appears in volume 1 of The Later Lectures of Ralph Waldo Emerson, edited by Ronald A. Bosco and Joel Myerson and published in 2001 by the University of Georgia Press, pages 152–72. “Country Life” and “The Natural Method of Mental Philosophy” appear in volume 2 of The Later Lectures of Ralph Waldo Emerson, edited by Ronald A. Bosco and Joel Myerson and published in 2001 by the University of Georgia Press, pages 49–67, 84–98, respectively. We gratefully acknowledge the Ralph Waldo Emerson Memorial Association and the Houghton Library of Harvard University for permission to reprint these lectures.
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