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Foreword


No one who has felt the life-changing pull of Emerson’s enormous planetary mind has ever doubted his power or his greatness, though we are often puzzled to know whether he is primarily a poet, an essayist, or a philosopher. Richard Geldard is not puzzled at all by this; he has written a book which plainly shows the essential Emerson to be a teacher, the Socrates of Concord, a man with a message that we need to hear today. Previous generations “beheld God and nature face to face,” Emerson says, and he adds, provocatively, that we moderns seem able only to see those things through the eyes of the earlier generations. “Why,” he asks—and the question is intended to shatter our complacency—“Why should not we also enjoy an original relation to the universe? Why should not we have a poetry and philosophy of insight and not of tradition, and a religion by revelation to us, and not the history of theirs?”

Emerson’s life was devoted to showing how one may still attain an original, that is to say, an authentic, relation to the universe, and Geldard’s book aims to focus and distill the famously dispersed Emerson and put his central teachings into the modern reader’s hand. Geldard understands the main thing, which is that Emerson is as alive, as pertinent, as urgent now as he was in his lifetime. We have only to reach out for the gifts which Emerson, like a new god on a new day, offers us.

Where to begin? “Where do we find ourselves?” is Emerson’s way of starting. “We awake,” he says, “and find ourselves on a stair; there are stairs below us, which we seem to have ascended; there are stairs above us, many a one, which go upward and out of sight” It is a scene from Piranesi’s Imaginary Prisons, where stairs spiral up and reel down, and end in blank walls, in mid-air, or in darkness. Emerson’s intended audience is not a crowd or a group, but always the solitary reader, imprisoned, it may be, by the past, or by family, or habit, or fear of the future. Where do we find ourselves? Not in the nineteenth century, not in Concord (or not only there), not among men only, nor among white people only. We find ourselves, says Emerson, one by one in the here and now. “We must set up the strong present tense against all the rumors of wrath, past or to come.”

Emerson’s central message, as William James understood it and as Van Wyck Brooks summed it up, is the same message that “has marked all the periods of revival, the early Christian Age and Luther’s age, Rousseau’s, Kant’s and Goethe’s, namely, that the innermost nature of things is congenial to the powers that men possess.” Six months after the death of his first child, Waldo, aged five, Emerson rose in his grief to write to a Quaker acquaintance in Baltimore, Solomon Corner, that he, Emerson, had got no further than his old conviction that the powers of the soul are commensurate with its needs, all experience to the contrary notwithstanding.”

If true, why is this not more quickly apparent to us? Because, as Emerson fully recognized, something has gone wrong. It is literally true, as Emerson says and as Geldard emphasizes, that each of us “is made of the same atoms as the world is.” “We are star-stuff,” as Carl Sagan liked to say. “Except for hydrogen,” he wrote, “all the atoms that make each of us up—the iron in our blood, the calcium in our bones, the carbon in our brains—were manufactured in red giant stars thousands of light years away in space and billions of years ago in time.” Each new person is a fresh assortment of atoms and, as Emerson says, “the power which resides in him is new in nature.” But we have lost our vital connections to our heritage, like the orphan in a Victorian novel, and our task is now for each of us to regain his or her proper place in the world. “The reason why the world lacks unity, and lies broken and in heaps,” says Emerson, “is because man is disunited with himself.”

The solution is self-reliance. “To believe your own thought, to believe that what is true for you in your private heart is true for all men, —that is genius.” Fair enough, we say, but how exactly does one go about gaining this belief? We expect Emerson to lead us through, say, a twelve-step program, forgetting that what Emerson has to give us is the source, the secret, the reason why twelve-step programs work in the first place. We want a solid, should I say material, program from Emerson, but the basic fact is that “the foundations of man are not in matter, but in spirit,” as Emerson flatly puts it in Nature. The vital principle, the source of power for the human being, is the soul.

Now this is precisely the strength of Richard Geldard’s book, that he fully and sympathetically understands this spiritual dimension in Emerson, just as Emerson honors and praises the work of other and earlier teachers of the same doctrine, such as Plotinus and Thomas Taylor. The Emersonian work we must do to be saved is spiritual work. And for that spiritual work, Geldard’s is the most practical and useful handbook we have apart from Emerson’s own writings. Geldard leads the reader to a solid grasp of such concepts as “lowly listening,” “opening the heart,” to how “the best we can say of God is the mind as it is known to us,” and finally to an understanding that courage, meaning “equality to the problem before us,” is possible for us too. Geldard restores Emerson to the position he held among his contemporaries, that of a “seer of a revolution in human self-recovery.”

Emerson believes, and may bring us to believe, that we have it in us to lead better lives, that we too can “affect the quality of the day,” as his friend Henry Thoreau put it. And while all Emerson’s teaching is based on the importance and power of the spirit, the means and the results are often surprisingly tangible. Even such a statement as “hitch your wagon to a star,” which sounds impractical if beautiful, turns out to have an unexpected grounding in the real world. Emerson was thinking, when he wrote that phrase, about the tide-mills that used to exist in Boston and along the East Coast. A dam, with a mill and a water wheel, would be built across the mouth of a long narrow bay. The incoming tide would turn the wheel one way, the outgoing tide would turn it the other way; both ways ground grain and sawed wood, and it was all done by hitching the mill to the tides which are hitched to the moon. So Emerson means his spiritual advice literally when he says—and we must hear where the emphasis falls— “hitch your wagon to a star.” Richard Geldard will show you how to tie the hitch.

—Robert D. Richardson, author of Emerson: The Mind on Fire





Introduction


It has been a hundred and eighty-seven years since the powerful, startling messages from the pen of Ralph Waldo Emerson began to flow out of Concord, Massachusetts, to a small circle of devoted readers in America and England. After his death in 1882, American culture subsumed much of that power into the broader, pragmatic vision of individualism and expansionism, and the man who was once understood as the seer of a revolution in human self-recovery was more weakly read as America’s beloved idealist.

In the first half of the nineteenth century, however, Emerson was indeed a radical reformer, not in terms of social values and literary taste, but for his perception of human nature. The clearest articulation of the difference appeared in “Man the Reformer:”


What is a man born for but to be a Reformer, a Re-maker of what man has made; a renouncer of lies; a restorer of truth and good, imitating that great Nature which embosoms us all, and which sleeps no moment on an old past, but every hour repairs herself, yielding us every morning a new day, and with every pulsation a new life? Let him renounce everything which is not true to him, and put all his practices back on their first thoughts, and do nothing for which he has not the whole world for his reason. If there are inconveniences, and what is called ruin in the way, because we have so enervated and maimed ourselves, yet it would be like dying of perfumes to sink in the effort to reattach the deeds of every day to the holy and mysterious recesses of life.

(“Man the Reformer”)



The sources of reform for Emerson were these “holy and mysterious recesses of life,” at the depth of which lay the foundations of culture and the limits of human consciousness. This passage, like so many from his work, striking again and again at the surfaces of our perceptions, marks Emerson as a purveyor of radically new and yet ancient esoteric knowledge which has threaded its way from the recesses of pre-history into the sacred texts of Egypt, to the Hindu Vedas and Upanishads, through Greek Orphic texts to Pythagoras and Plato and the Neoplatonists and thence to our own age through a thin line of similar reformers. It is not precisely what has been called by some the Perennial Philosophy, nor is it simply Neoplatonism dressed up as German Transcendentalism, nor is it the muted Idealism of Kant. Rather, the radical thought which took root in Emerson had its basis in a carefully wrought definition of mind in nature and mind as a universal faculty, whose characteristics and power were to be the foundation of an evolved human culture, and for Emerson a lifelong teaching.

As a teacher, Emerson left for his pupils a complete and complex record of his life and thought. He left us hundreds of private journals, the raw material of his lectures, essays and poems, six volumes of letters, and the Works of Emerson, a compendium of essays and speeches collected under his supervision and editorial control. The original was published in 1903. More recently, Harvard University Press published an updated, thoroughly annotated Collected Works, which has been a great aid to scholars. The Library of America volume entitled Emerson is the most complete collection in print in one volume of the essays and lectures. In addition, there have been gathered over the years his early lectures and sermons, which give us an indication of the development of his thought.1

Emerson’s intellectual and personal life are well-documented and collected. Numerous biographies are available. The Houghton Library at Harvard University has in its holdings most of Emerson’s personal library and a good record of his reading habits, particularly in his formative years. We know, for example, how he marked and noted passages in his edition of Plato’s works. We know what books he borrowed from area libraries as a young man and how he used these materials to find his intellectual way in the world.

Emerson’s personal biography reveals a man who knew early hardship, both in terms of family tragedy and personal illness. His father died when Waldo was nearly eight, leaving a widow, five sons, and a daughter to survive on the generosity of church fathers and a boarding house income. The daughter, Mary Caroline, died in 1814, and one of the boys, Robert Bulkeley Emerson, was mentally incompetent and would need institutional care for most of his life. The struggling family lived in a rambling house on Hancock Street in a poor section of Boston, where young Waldo often went to school without a coat in winter. Despite serious deprivations, he received a solid classical education at the Boston Latin School and entered Harvard in 1817 on scholarship at the age of fourteen.

Fighting poor health and the uncertainties of the future, Emerson taught school after Harvard and finally followed his father’s example by preparing for the ministry. Ordained in 1826, he reluctantly accepted the post of Junior Minister at the famous Second Church of Boston. In 1829 he married the beautiful but frail Ellen Tucker, and they shared a brief happy marriage, during which Ellen was in good health for only three brief happy months, before she died of tuberculosis in 1831. Following Ellen’s death, Emerson resigned his post at Second Church, convinced of his fundamental unsuitability for the formalities of religion and set sail for Europe on December 25, 1832.

His European education included visits to Malta, Rome, Florence, Paris, and London. While in England he met the giants of his youthful reading, Coleridge, Wordsworth, and Thomas Carlyle. In Carlyle he found a kindred spirit, although not the soul-mate and teacher he was seeking. During his journey he began work on his first book Nature, and returned to America to settle permanently in Concord. In 1833 he began his new career as a lecturer with a series entitled “The Uses of Natural History.” Nature was published in Boston in 1836 and signals the point around which the great circle of American Transcendental thought was to be inscribed.

After settling in Concord, Emerson married Lydia Jackson and began to raise a family. His first child, Waldo, died of scarlet fever at the age of five, but he and Lydia had three more children, Ellen, Edith, and Edward. The Concord home became the center of intellectual life in New England, attracting Thoreau, Margaret Fuller, William Channing, Bronson Alcott, and others who became part of the Concord circle. The middle decades of the nineteenth century saw Emerson lecture throughout the country, publish extensively, and become the dominant figure in American letters.

Emerson died peacefully at his Concord home of pneumonia at 8:50 PM on April 27, 1882, at the age of seventy-nine. Perhaps the most remarkable testament of his life came from Oliver Wendell Holmes, whose memorial to Emerson (Ralph Waldo Emerson, 1885) captured what many observers felt to be his spiritual qualities and ethereal nature:

Emerson’s earthly existence was in the estimate of his own philosophy so slight an occurrence in his career of being that his relations to the accidents of time and space seem quite secondary matters to one who has been long living in the companionship of his thought. Still, he had to be born, to take in his share of the atmosphere in which we are all immersed, to have dealings with the world of phenomena, and at length to let them all “soar and sing” as he left his earthly halfway house. It is natural and pardonable that we should like to know the details of the daily life which the men whom we admire have shared with common mortals, ourselves among the rest. But Emerson has said truly, “Great geniuses have the shortest biographies. Their cousins can tell you nothing about them. They lived in their writings, and so their home and street life was trivial and commonplace.”





1

The Act of Reflection


Where do we find ourselves?” Emerson asks to begin his essay “Experience.” Initially, this is not an esoteric question. He is not asking us what secret source we might search out in order to discover our true nature—at least not at first. His more pragmatic question asks us to locate ourselves in experience. He answers his question with an image, suggesting that we find ourselves halfway up a staircase, uncertain of our destination at the top (assuming always that we are ascending) and forgetful of the steps taken at the bottom. The question is also not merely a cultural one. He is not speaking of America at mid-nineteenth century or even of his own Concord circle. His question is directed to those who are imprisoned spiritually; it is personal, individual, and the help that emerges in the rest of the essay is given in terms of the stages of individual consciousness, the first stage of which is understanding the nature and function of mind.

Variations on this fundamental question are: What is our mental state? In what sort of imaginative world do we reside? How aware are we of our intellectual condition? Emerson was one of a small band of thinkers and writers whose contributions to human knowledge and understanding are measured in moments of intuitive self-reflection. For example, the first paragraph of “Spiritual Laws” has the power to bring to stillness a mind agitated by questions of being and at the same time to create a sense of perspective in agitated circumstances.



When the act of reflection takes place in the mind, when we look at ourselves in the light of thought, we discover that our life is embosomed in beauty. Behind us, as we go, all things assume pleasing forms, as clouds do far off. . . . For it is only the finite that has wrought and suffered; the infinite lies stretched in smiling repose. (“Spiritual Laws”)



The emphasis and power to create this repose lie in what Emerson calls “the act of reflection.” By this he means a quality of meditative thought, characterized by an undirected waiting upon the mind to form and respond to its own laws. The relation Emerson establishes initially is between thought and being as we see in the second paragraph of “Experience,” which begins with one of those thorny sentences that challenge our state of attention: “If any of us knew what we were doing, or where we are going, then when we think[,] we best know!” The implication in that conditional “if’ is that we don’t often know either what we are doing or where we are going; but if by some chance of wakefulness, we find ourselves in the reflective state, then we have a chance of knowing something about action and direction, and about why we are on the stairs and where they might be leading us. We think; therefore we know that we are, and perhaps (somewhere on a landing) what we are doing. But there is much more to say about the sort of reflective thought that yields genuine knowledge.

When Descartes said “I think; therefore I am,” he intended a similar reflection on the relation of thought to an awareness of being. He was not exclusively taking a stand on the question of existence and essence, on the chicken-and-egg question of which came first in human evolution. Descartes was asserting as firmly as he could that meaningful human existence depends upon the preeminence of conscious thought. In essence, he was saying that knowing I think gives me knowledge of my being. Cogito ergo sum, then, becomes more a question of metaphysics than of evolutionary doctrine. In other words, it is not a reductionist statement.

In terms of the philosophy of being, the question of where we find ourselves is a real one. Arising from it are answers to what the cosmos is, what forces brought it into existence and what, individually, happens to be our purpose in living. Emerson asks that fundamental question in a hundred different ways and opens our attention to possible answers.

What makes Emerson seminal in American letters and significant in world literature and thought is his concern throughout for the state of our perceptions. He tells us again and again that we can know through an intuition found in wakefulness (the state of reflection and the consciousness of presence), that there are laws that frame the universe and human life and that those laws can be not only known but followed. When he wrote “Experience” in late 1843 or early 1844, he had seen that the single greatest barrier to accomplishment, understanding, and growth in being was sleep—not, of course, the natural rest of the body at night, but rather the ignorant sleep of the mind during the day. Not only was he speaking about the examined life (after Socrates), but also about an awareness of existence on a moment-by-moment basis, the fundamental but rare sense of presence that animates an authentic life.

There is an important connection between the authentic life we seek and the examined life we experience. Since Socrates first proposed that the unexamined life was not worth having (or living), human beings have explored the philosophical implications of the examined life. Harvard professor Robert Nozick states the task very simply in the opening sentence of The Examined Life: “I want to think about living and what is important in life, to clarify my thinking—and also my life.” As a professional philosopher, the serious thinker like Nozick is meant to engage in an active thinking about life in order to clarify it and perhaps discover its meaning and proper direction.

But what of the so-called ordinary human being, struggling to survive, seeking a few quiet moments after a long day, filling the cluttered mind with a few strains of soothing music or a few grains of soothing alcohol? What has he or she to do with such deliberate thought? When we hear Thoreau’s fierce determination in Walden to “live deliberately, to confront only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach,” we marvel at his clarity of mind and passion to “live deep and suck out all the marrow of life,” and then, perhaps we decide, in these horrific times, to leave the marrow sucking to someone else.

Thoreau’s determination to live consciously may seem outlandish or impossible at first, but what philosophers, mystics, and radical individualists like Thoreau are all saying and advocating in their own deliberate lives is a certain daily, moment-driven stance within the mind, at the heart of things where, as Emerson says, “the infinite lies stretched in smiling repose.”

A Place to Stand

By 1823, when he was twenty years old, Waldo, as he now called himself, had graduated from Harvard and had been teaching school for two years. It was a time for taking stock, for considering his options. He had begun to keep journals some four years before, as a junior in college, and we have from that point on an excellent record of his intellectual and spiritual development. Up to 1823 his journal entries were not spectacular, except in the sense of the generally high level of his youthful perceptions and the obvious maturity of his personal observations. They were also romantic, having a tendency to imaginative myth-making and poetic longing.

After the school term that summer Emerson decided to take a solitary journey, an extended walk through Western Massachusetts and parts of Connecticut. His journal entries include a description of a side trip near Northampton, Massachusetts, in the company of a contemporary named Allen Strong, to a small lead mine, operated by a lone miner who lived with his family in a hut near the entrance to the mine. The description of the visit to the mine displays the young Emerson’s awareness of the mythic significance of this underworld adventure and of its place in his current psychic explorations. The entry is printed in Joel Porte’s Emerson in His Journals (p. 34), and describes how the two young men found the mine, which was dug horizontally into the mountainside, how they fired a gun at the entrance to attract the miner to the entrance, how he arrived by means of a boat, and how they journeyed, like young Greek heroes, to the end of the shaft:


We welcomed the Miner to the light of the Sun and leaving our hats without, & binding our heads we lay down in the boat and were immediately introduced to a cave varying in height from 4 to 6 & 8 feet, hollowed in a pretty soft sandstone through which the water continually drops. When we lost sight of the entrance & saw only this gloomy passage by the light of lamps it required no effort of imagination to believe we were leaving the world, & our smutty ferryman was a true Charon. After sailing a few hundred feet the vault grew higher & wider overhead & there was a considerable trickling of water on our left; this was the ventilator of the mine & reaches up to the surface of the earth. We continued to advance in this manner for 900 feet & then got out of the boat & walked on planks a little way to the end of this excavation. Here we expected to find the lead vein & the operations of the subterranean man, but were sadly disappointed. He had been digging through this stone for twelve years, & has not yet discovered any lead at all. Indications of some lead at the surface led some Boston gentleman to set this man at work in the expectation that after cutting his dark canal for 1000 feet, he would reach the vein, & the canal would then draw off the water which prevented them from digging from above. As yet, he has found no lead but, as he gravely observed, “has reached some excellent granite.” In this part of the work he has 40 dollars for every foot he advances and it occupies him ten days to earn this. He has advanced 975 feet & spends his days, winter & summer, alone in this damp & silent tomb. He says the place is excellent for meditation, & that he sees no goblins.



Evelyn Barish, in her Emerson, The Roots of Prophecy, points out quite correctly that this visit came for Emerson at the time when he was searching for the foundations of his thought and that this whole period was critical to what later emerged as his essential world view:


This “subterranean man” endlessly tunneling through an existence whose only reward was consciousness, its “excellen[ce] for meditation,” is an analog resonant with broader meaning. A few weeks after returning from his journey, Emerson in his journal described man as a slave who glances upward at freedom and then returns to the hammering of his chains. Freedom and slavery were much on Waldo’s mind, but consciousness, the first step toward freedom, was not readily achieved; waking up was not easy.

(Barish, p. 116)



Emerson’s passion for wakefulness poured out into his journal during this period and his reading shifted from history to philosophy and the Classics. In October, reflecting on the average human being’s extraordinary resistance to change in the face of known facts, he wrote:


All this passes in their minds, but they will not forsake for a day or an hour the dull unsatisfactory world to which their customs & feelings cling & which passes before them daily in an uniform & joyless reverie. They will wait in expectation of this admonishing judgement—but they will not awake & reform.

(JMN, II, p. 160)



This passionate realization of the presence in every moment of the potential of spiritual self-recovery was accompanied by a new sound in the journals, an authenticity of expression and connection that signaled a new confidence in Emerson’s social interactions as well as a new direction in his thought. He had discovered a foundation upon which to begin to build his life.

The first indication occurs in a December 1823 journal entry. In this period he was studying the Greek philosopher Archimedes and was powerfully influenced by the well-known dictum, “Give me a place to stand and I will move the Earth.” Emerson took the idea beyond its surface application as a law of engineering leverage to its more philosophic meaning (which Archimedes also must have had in mind). He assumed that Archimedes was speaking about philosophic detachment and anchoring of life in value, resulting in the power to take a stand from which point the world could be seen yielding its secrets. The place to stand was the mind, his own reasoning and reflective faculty, which when poised properly was capable of “moving the earth.”

Emerson even went so far as to name his next journals “A Place to Stand,” and began to reflect upon the importance of this new feeling of power. The first, most basic conclusion he drew from this stance was founded on the understanding that to learn the laws of nature, to understand the human being’s place in it, he needed to take a stand as subject, to observe from a position quite separate from the object of examination. Emerson wished to understand the universe, to bring the phenomenal world within his intellectual grasp and ultimate expression, to move the universe with his thought. At a more spiritual level than this distancing from his object of observation was the growing conviction that he took his very existence, his being, in fact, from a source apart from the phenomenal world. This universe, he was to say, was none of his. The December 21, 1823 entry made the following stunning declaration:


I say to the universe, Mighty one! thou art not my mother; Return to chaos, if thou wilt, I shall still exist. I live. If I owe my being, it is to a destiny greater than thine. Star by star, world by world, system by system, shall be crushed, —but I shall live. (JMN, II, p. 190)



This is more than an exultant affirmation of immortality, a statement of faith in a Deity whose reality lay beyond the confines of the stars. Emerson was taking his stand, firmly fixing his place in the spirit and in the formation of the soul—as he would later call his destiny. In less cosmic terms, we might say he had found a place to stand in order to develop his science of the mind, or the Mind of the Mind, or Over-Soul, from which all his later truth would come.

Affirming his independence from the universe of generation and decay was for Emerson his first truly authentic step. His detachment from the surfaces of things, from the gross universe, affirms the material world as illusory, as the Not Me, as he was to say in Nature. The essential “Me” or Self was Mind, the subtle substance embodying the laws of a spiritual order, which in turn manifested the reality that is eternal, is God. Emerson took his stand with those whose lives were spent “in the
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