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Introduction

‘Fossil Poetry’

Emerson’s Metaphors is a fundamental reinterpretation of the American writer Ralph Waldo Emerson and an interdisciplinary intervention in literary criticism and intellectual history. Examining Emerson’s journals, and lectures and reassessing the major essays, I demonstrate how Emerson’s prose ‘thinks’ through its figurative language, ultimately enabling the symbolic reconceptualization of the human, nature, and God that would prove so crucial for the emergence of American literature. As the first full-length work on a major American author to draw on the methods and conclusions of the paradigm-shifting Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), Emerson’s Metaphors contends that metaphor in Emerson’s work is a cognitive form rather than a rhetorical or ornamental feature. That Emerson himself became aware of the interdependence of thought and metaphor is evidenced throughout his writing career, beginning in the early 1820s with his intuition of an ‘eternal analogy’ between ‘nature’ and ‘mind’ (JMN1 19), developing across the 1830s and 1840s to the view ‘that the material world is a symbol or expression of the human mind and part for part’ (EL1 289), to his conclusion as late as 1866 that ‘The Mind must think by means of Matter; find Matter or Nature the means and words of its thinking and expression’ (JMN16 4). At each stage, Emerson is describing metaphorical thinking, where metaphors drawn from ‘Matter or Nature’ are ‘the means and words’ of thought itself. How he moved through these stages against the backdrop of his intellectual milieu is one of the stories I will tell as the book progresses, but I can introduce a key element now by looking closely at one example of Emerson’s many material metaphors.

In his 1844 essay, ‘The Poet,’ Emerson provides an example of a thinking metaphor: ‘Language is fossil poetry’ (CW3 13). Through this novel metaphor, Emerson seems simply to imply that a now-dead language was once a living, creative thing. However, we can understand more of the cognitive work metaphor does for Emerson if we look at the 1841 journal passage that inspired it: ‘As the limestone in our quarries is found to consist of infinite masses of the remains of animalcules, so language is made up of images or poetic tropes which now in their familiar secondary use have quite ceased to remind us of their poetic origins, as howl from owl, ravenous from raven, rotation from wheel, and so on to infinity’ (JMN8 160). Emerson’s intriguing extended metaphor produces an original concept of linguistic history. Just as limestone is made up of ‘infinite masses’ of living creatures, language is made up of metaphors ‘on to infinity’; just as the original creatures have died and turned to stone, the metaphors have been forgotten and become the dead metaphors that make up our literal language. Emerson’s examples show how the process works. First there were words that named things, such as birds, sounds, and objects. Then there was a ‘poetic’ transference, when the object’s name—‘owl,’ ‘raven,’ ‘wheel’—was used for some other meaning, a noise (‘howl’), a feeling (‘ravenous’), an abstract movement (‘rotation’). The thought that Emerson’s metaphor gives us is surprising: the first use of a word, where it names a thing, is not where the word is ‘alive.’ The living moment of a word is its first metaphorical use, when the word is transferred into a new domain; it is this ‘living’ metaphor that makes the fossil. Despite the inevitability of human forgetting, prior creative poetic activity leaves a non-living discoverable trace in language itself. Emerson figures etymology as paleontology, and in so doing uses the ‘fossil poetry’ metaphor to conceptualize a history of language.1

Emerson’s idea of the importance of metaphor in understanding the history of language, as well as the way he uses metaphor to conceptualize thinking, foreshadows and exemplifies Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT). This theory, which emerged out of late-twentieth-century linguistics, has influenced the study of numerous disciplines—from philosophy to theology, from poetics to physics—and makes a powerful case that ‘conceptual’ metaphors, often seen as literary or idiomatic ornaments, are crucial components of thought.2 Just what a relationship between thought and metaphor means will evolve as this book progresses. To begin with, it is important to understand what a ‘conceptual metaphor’ is. Zoltán Kövecses’s definition of a conceptual metaphor runs as follows: ‘when one conceptual domain is understood in terms of another conceptual domain’ (Kövecses 2010, 248). The key word here is understood, as opposed to, say, described or figured, with an implication that conceptual metaphor is an active part of thinking. Such thinking is at work in Emerson’s ‘fossil poetry’ trope, where the conceptual domain of etymology is ‘understood’ in terms of the conceptual domain of paleontology; Emerson’s striking inference about language living as metaphor could not happen without some knowledge of fossils, the study of which was a vibrant field in North America by the 1840s. Etymology is what CMT calls a ‘target domain,’ the aspect of experience that needs understanding, usually because its abstract nature makes it hard to comprehend. Paleontology is what CMT calls the ‘source domain’ (Lakoff, 206–7), typically a simpler or more familiar concept that helps us to understand the more abstract target.

Using concrete metaphors to present abstract concepts is, of course, conventional in literary writers like Emerson. The practice is, according to CMT, more common in all aspects of conceptual life than we typically like to admit. As George Lakoff observes, ‘much of what is real in a society or in the experience of an individual is structured and made sense of via conventional metaphor’ (Lakoff, 244). CMT contends that metaphor, far from being an ornament or a rhetorical flourish, is central to the ways in which we experience and think about our everyday life. Typical everyday examples of conceptual metaphor include: ‘life is a journey’—if only I’d taken a different path, my life would be different, where ‘life’ is the target domain and ‘journey’ is a source domain; or ‘argument is war’—she attacked all my best points, where ‘argument’ is the target domain and ‘war’ is the source domain (see Lakoff and Johnson 2003, 3–33). Even basic concepts like ‘good is up’ and ‘bad is down’ are conceptual metaphors that shape how we understand and express our experience of the world, from theology (the Fall) to psychology (depression). Moreover, as we shall see, Lakoff, Johnson, and others have compellingly argued that conceptual metaphor is the basis of many of our most long-standing and powerful philosophical ideas, such as those of time, essence, causality, identity, the self, and categorization. Here CMT is building on a tradition traceable to Friedrich Nietzsche’s 1873 essay, ‘On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense,’ in which Nietzsche contended that truth is a ‘mobile army of metaphors, metonyms, and anthropomorphism’ (Kaufman 1971, 46), contending that what we call truth is made up of dead metaphors that trap us in ‘herd-like’ (47) linguistic behavior—something that, as we shall see, Emerson had earlier called ‘custom.’ Nietzsche’s glimpse into metaphor’s cognitive power was sharpened by I.A. Richards, in his 1936 lectures, The Philosophy of Rhetoric, in which he wrote that metaphor ‘is a borrowing between and intercourse of thoughts, a transaction between contexts. Thought is metaphor and proceeds by comparison, and the metaphors of language derive therefrom’ (Richards 1936, 94; Richards’s emphasis). For Richards, metaphor is the fundamental structure of thinking itself, a process that works by comparison, combining two distinct concepts into one new idea. The philosopher Max Black called Richards’s ‘transaction between contexts’ an ‘interactive’ metaphor, claiming that interactive metaphors are those that cannot be translated back into literal speech without ‘a loss in cognitive context’ (Black in Johnson 1981, 79; Black’s emphasis). Thus, for Black, interactive metaphors create insight and knowledge. Paul Ricoeur called this blending of contexts in metaphor a ‘commerce between thoughts’ and a ‘talent of thinking’ (Ricoeur 1986, 81), again recognizing the cognitive power of metaphor to create new knowledge through ‘semantic innovation’ (98; Ricoeur’s emphasis). Richards, Black, and Ricoeur go further than Nietzsche in not only recognizing the cognitive nature of metaphor, but also, and more importantly for our purposes, in claiming that metaphors are not merely a linguistic trap, but can also renew thought; something that, as we shall see, Nietzsche could have learned from reading the Emerson he so admired. Indeed, one of the claims I make in Emerson’s Metaphors is that Emerson should be considered a vital precursor of CMT.

For CMT, as Lakoff puts it, metaphor is ‘fundamentally conceptual, not linguistic, in nature’ (Lakoff, 244). Importantly, CMT distinguishes individual metaphorical expressions from underlying conceptual metaphors. When we examine literary writers, we tend, as critics, to fixate on the novelty of their literary expressions, not seeing that these expressions very often have conventional conceptual bases. In everyday language, ‘hitting a dead end,’ ‘spinning my wheels,’ ‘getting stuck in a rut’ are all non-literary linguistic expressions relating to the same conceptual metaphor: life is a journey (CMT uses small capitals to indicate the conceptual metaphors that underlie their linguistic expressions). But, as Lakoff and Johnson point out, so is Dante’s ‘At one point midway on our path in life/I came around and found myself now searching/Through a dark wood, the right way blurred and lost’ (Dante 2006, 3; cf. CR, 9). So, we might add, is Emerson’s own ‘Where do we find ourselves? In a series of which we do not know the extremes, and believe that it has none. We wake and find ourselves on a stair: there are stairs below us, which we seem to have ascended; there are stairs above us, which go upwards and out of sight’ (CW3, 27). What we think of as literary language is rarely original in the ways critics like to think. Rather, as Lakoff tells us, ‘Poetic metaphor is, for the most part, an extension of our everyday, conventional system of metaphorical thought’ (Lakoff, 244, 246). A conventional basis for literary expression does not diminish any claims we might want to make for originality. Rather, as we shall see later, it increases their value and their consequence.

Emerson’s ‘Language is fossil poetry’ is, for all intents and purposes, a novel conceptual metaphor (its quasi-conventional base in natural history will be explored in Chapter 4). The ‘cross-domain mapping,’ as CMT calls it, between etymology and paleontology, which gives us etymology is paleontology, is hardly as established, or as useful, as life is a journey. The two metaphors work, though, in fundamentally the same way. In both cases, the source domain, ‘journey’ or ‘paleontology,’ provides what Mark Johnson calls a ‘schema’: ‘A schema consists of a small number of parts and relations, by virtue of which it can structure indefinitely many perceptions, images, and events’ (BM, 28). According to Lakoff and Turner, schemas have unique ‘slots’ that can be mapped from the source domain to the target domain (CR, 61–2). In the case of life is a journey, these slots include a directional path, forks in the road, dead ends, bumpy ground, hills, narrow tracks, ways not taken, starting points, midpoints (Dante and Emerson), and destinations. Each slot maps from the source domain to the target domain and in so doing provides the relational structure for an aspect of life. The very idea that life has a purpose at all can be traced to the life is a journey metaphor, where purpose maps onto the destination slot. Paleontology also has slots that make up its concept: a stone object that is the fixed record of a once-living thing, the discovery and analysis of which gives us access and insight to a distant living past. When Emerson writes, ‘Language is fossil poetry’, one domain is mapped onto another with surprisingly little effort: individual fossils map individual metaphors, these metaphors were once living, this life is their etymological (metaphorical) history, which can be discovered and analyzed to recover the evidence of that life. However, in both metaphors, it is a little more complex and a lot more interesting than just conceptual mapping. What each metaphor enables is not just a way of describing something, say life or etymology, but as suggested above, a way of thinking. It is the connection between thought and metaphor, firmly established by CMT (though, as we shall see, long anticipated but deliberately avoided) that really matters.

The critical tradition has not ignored metaphor in Emerson; even so, metaphor has never been central to the interpretative canon. For example, Jonathan Bishop’s 1964 Emerson on the Soul contains a few pages on metaphor, in which he makes some significant points. For example, he recognizes that in bringing two different aspects of experience into a unity, Emerson’s metaphors enable a moment of ‘intellectual discovery.’ Bishop also notes the instability of metaphor, and that the ‘consummation of every metaphor [ . . . ] should be a new opportunity for radical doubt that immediately commences a search for alternative terms.’ Bishop concludes that metaphor restlessly moves forward in Emerson’s prose. However, he regards metaphor as just one aspect of Emerson’s literary language, alongside rhythm and tone (Bishop 1964, 58, 56, 116−19, 128−7). Julie Ellison’s 1984 Emerson’s Romantic Style also has several pages on metaphor. For Ellison, as for Bishop, the purpose of Emersonian metaphor is ‘constant change’ and ‘perpetual transition.’ Ellison sees metaphor as a point of style, and more particularly an effort to avoid ‘literary influence’ by using old words in new ways. Ultimately Emerson’s use of metaphor becomes a process of flux, where ‘everything can stand for everything else, and that, where all is symbolic, all symbols are arbitrary’ (Ellison 1984, 198, 200, 205). That metaphors are not—indeed cannot be—arbitrary is something I shall demonstrate in what follows. Bishop and Ellison recognize metaphor as an important aspect of Emerson’s literary technique, but not, as I shall argue here, fundamental to the very process of his thought. Additionally, Emerson critics have located metaphor in more general theories of “correspondence” or “symbolism,” where Emerson’s untenable Swedenborgianism gives way to a more sophisticated symbolism (Feidelson Jr. 1953, 61−82 and Chai 1987, 62−71) that I explore in detail in Chapter 2.

Laura Dassow Walls’s 2003 book, Emerson’s Life in Science, also has a section on metaphor, in which she argues that despite the density of his metaphorical language, ‘Emerson himself fought against the metaphoricity of language. What he sought was not linguistic play, but truth, the single reality beyond language’ (Walls 2003, 22). Metaphor, Walls maintains, points beyond itself, to something non-linguistic. Drawing on I.A. Richards’s distinction between the tenor and the vehicle of a metaphor, Walls contends that for Emerson, metaphors are ‘merely the vehicle’; the tenor, or ‘true knowledge,’ lies elsewhere (26). She argues that the limits of metaphor took Emerson to science so he could ‘get beyond the mere succession of apposite metaphors’ (25). Metaphor is something passed through on the way to ‘science.’ Shira Wolosky, in a 2009 essay on ‘Emerson’s Figural Religion,’ writes that ‘Emersonian religion is essentially figural’ (26), and her insights that poetry and religion become unified in their use of nature as an inexhaustible resource for tropes, and moreover, that ‘Emerson’s theory of figures is a theory of language’ (30), are consistent with my argument here, though I take Emerson’s tropes beyond poetry and religion, and I use CMT to offer a fully-worked-out interpretation of Emerson’s figural theory of language. David LaRocca’s Emerson’s English Traits and the Natural History of Metaphor (2013) picks up from where Walls leaves off, and forms an exception to this partial treatment of metaphor. For LaRocca, rather than passing through metaphor to science, science itself—as ‘natural history’—becomes the metaphor to understand Emerson (I shall consider natural history at length in Chapter 4). He writes: ‘natural history as the primary metaphor that underwrites most, if not all, of his work [ . . . ] is then not just an area of inquiry but the very condition for thinking’ (LaRocca 2013, 8). LaRocca’s deliberately paratactic and idiosyncratic work is fascinating. It offers glimpses into Emerson’s metaphorical practice but does not provide a usable methodology or make a case for wider applicability. Even so, LaRocca takes me closer to my own point of entry by recognizing metaphor as a ‘condition for thinking,’ and as such at the root of Emerson’s thought. His use of small capitals for ‘natural history’ is also important, implying that he uses the term as a ‘conceptual metaphor’ (LaRocca 2013, 161–2). LaRocca, though, only lightly touches on the key claim of Conceptual Metaphor Theory that I have been outlining here: metaphor is fundamental to thought (Lakoff, 208).3

These examples illustrate that the critical tradition has partially recognized the importance of metaphor, but only LaRocca has made it central to an extended study (albeit in an unconventional way). Here I take a more systematic and penetrating line, demonstrating that metaphor, understood conceptually, is not merely a tool for insight, as suggested by Bishop, an arbitrary point of style, as it as for Ellison, or a linguistic item that points somewhere else, as for Walls, but that, picking up from LaRocca, metaphor is the ‘condition’ of Emerson’s thought. However, I shall not, as LaRocca, make a claim for the exclusive interpretive validity of one metaphor: natural history. Rather, I shall examine a large range of Emerson’s metaphors in detail, arguing that metaphor does not illustrate Emerson’s thought; Emerson’s thought is metaphorical. Though my focus is on Emerson’s earlier writings, showing how his conceptual metaphors take shape across his first journals, lectures, and essays, I also make sure to demonstrate their persistence throughout his work. As such, Emerson’s Metaphors does not offer a survey of Emerson’s metaphors, in the vein of Caroline Spurgeon’s extraordinary Shakespeare’s Imagery (1935). Instead, this book is an attempt to understand and account for the metaphorical basis of Emerson’s ways of thinking.

As the critical tradition shows, one reason for the limited interest in Emerson’s metaphors is that figurative language is usually seen as an aspect of rhetoric, usefully adding emotion or ornamentation to ‘literal’ language (Richards 1936, 89–91; Hawkes 1972, 6–33). Thus, critics will generally try to translate Emerson’s metaphors into something literal–what they ‘really’ mean—rather than seeing them as enacting cognitive work in their own right. However, the opening question of his 1844 essay, ‘Experience’—‘Where do we find ourselves?’ (CW3 27)—is not a rhetorical flourish, but, as we shall see, an existential question that belongs to ideas of the self that are essentially metaphorical. CMT tells us that when we try to think about ourselves, we typically think about being in a particular location—I am in a bad mood; she is in trouble—or in relation to a particular location (he’s beside himself; she’s on the way up). Such phrases are not, for CMT, unique individual expressions. They are linguistic expressions that relate to the same metaphorical conception of the self as something located, or states are locations as CMT puts it. We inevitably use these metaphors to think about who we are as where we are. Hence, we immediately know Emerson’s question ‘Where do we find ourselves?’ is not a literal question and cannot have a literal answer. But more importantly, it is also not a rhetorical question: it belongs to metaphorical thinking.

For CMT, then, whether we are thinking about who we are as where we are, or where we are going, metaphor is central to our everyday ability to reason. Lakoff and Turner write, ‘Our knowledge of a domain allows us to draw inferences about that domain. When a domain serves as a source domain for a metaphoric mapping, inference patterns in the source domain are mapped onto the target domain’ (CR, 64). Using the underlying life is a journey conceptual metaphor, then, a significant life problem is thought of as a ‘dead end,’ allowing no projection forward; another way forward will be sought. Deploying the states are locations metaphor, Emerson and Dante also consider ourselves to be in that position. For Dante and Emerson, this existential problem is not just figured as being lost on a path; for both writers, the path is a way of thinking—or reasoning—about the place where they find themselves, and, by implication, where they ought to be going. The metaphor gives the concept of life a direction and a goal that is not present in life’s mere literal concept.

As a complex idea of life is developed, we quite unconsciously use the resources of metaphorical schemas. Lakoff and Turner develop the point: ‘Part of the power of such a metaphor [as life is a journey] in our life is its ability to create structure in or understanding of life. Life, after all, need not be viewed as a journey. [ . . . ] Thus, the power to reason about so abstract an idea as life comes very largely through metaphor’ (CR, 62). There are at least three claims here. First, as a pure experience, life is so complex that we need to create structure to understand it. Second, metaphor creates this structure, which gives us a way of reasoning about such complexity. Third, we could use different metaphors and


For the same reason that schemas and metaphors give us power to conceptualize and reason, so they have power over us. Anything that we rely on constantly, unconsciously, and automatically is so much part of us that it cannot be easily resisted, in large measure because it is barely even noticed. To the extent that we use a conceptual schema or a conceptual metaphor, we accept its validity. Consequently, when someone else uses it, we are predisposed to accept its validity. For this reason, conventionalized schemas and metaphors have a persuasive power over us. (CR, 63; emphasis in original)
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