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			Introduction

		

		
			Why another book on Henry David Thoreau? After all, haven’t there been dozens of volumes written about the “Hermit of Walden” in the last twenty years or so? And haven’t these texts covered every possible aspect of Thoreau’s life and influence? A quick look at the shelves of the literature department in any large chain bookstore, such as Barnes and Noble, will reveal at least ten to fifteen studies of Thoreau. These range from psychological studies of the man himself to analyses of his literary sources or of his writing style.

			The story of Thoreau’s changing reputation, of his appeal or lack of appeal to Americans over the years, has also been told several times in the last generation or so.1 Thoreau’s reputation has been studied in the academy by literary historians, by historians of philosophy and politics, by historians of science, and by historians of the environmental movement. But until now it has never been examined by an art historian, someone who can bring a different set of tools, or analytical skills, to bear on the subject. In this book, I will demonstrate that we can learn a great deal about Thoreau’s critical reception over the years (and his importance to American thought and life) by studying the portraits which have been made of him over the years since 1854. And what we will discover, I argue, adds significantly to our understanding of why Thoreau is still so important to Americans today, even though he is seen by many high school and college students as the bane of their existences.

			Several facts will become abundantly clear in this study. One is that American artists (both commercial and “fine” artists) have been fascinated by Thoreau’s facial features, and have portrayed him in a bewildering number of ways. Some artists have had the intention of capturing Thoreau’s “essence”; others have tried to showcase the aspects of Thoreau’s perceived character that seemed most appealing to them (i.e., to the individual artists); and still others have used Thoreau’s features to try to promote various causes and points of view (some of which would have surprised Thoreau greatly).

			It will also become clear that the artists mentioned in this book have had as great an effect on the changing reputation of Thoreau as any of the scholars mentioned above. American artists, who are and have been working for the most part outside of the academy, have influenced each other greatly when it comes to perceptions about the life and importance of the author of Walden; and they have had a major influence on the opinions of the general public in America about Thoreau and his contribution to American life.

			Studying the portraits of Thoreau that have been executed between 1854 and the present day helps us to understand that the story of how Thoreau’s reputation grew over time can be told in a number of different ways; and that at any given time in American history since 1854, there has been a veritable host of opinions about Thoreau (not just a dominant opinion, with a few opposing opinions). It can also help us, as we approach the 200th anniversary of Thoreau’s birth in 2017, to address a question most recently posed by Sandra Harbert Petrulionis in her book Thoreau in His Own Time, namely: “How can we disentangle Henry Thoreau from the myriad causes and ideas now synonymous with his name?”2

			To this observer, it is astonishing to see the number of ways in which Thoreau, and his facial features, have been used to convey different messages, or to fit different purposes. There are, one could say, as many Thoreaus as there are people who have depicted him. There are other famous Americans who have been portrayed more frequently than Thoreau;3 but the only person from American history whose features are treated with as much variety as Thoreau’s, and who is depicted with so many different intentions, is a man who lived at the same time as Thoreau: Abraham Lincoln.

			One reason that Lincoln and Thoreau have been depicted in such a variety of ways is that they belong to a period that, in the popular imagination, serves as a dividing line between traditional, pre-Civil War, and modern, post-Civil War America. Both were dealing with issues that have defined the course of American history and which are still affecting our national trajectory. Lincoln was wrestling with slavery and states’ rights, to name only two of the great divisive issues of his day, and when he was depicted by artists who were in favor of or opposed to slavery, for instance, very different images of “The Great Liberator” could, and did, emerge. The same is true of Thoreau. His stand against slavery, or for individualism, or his ideas on civil disobedience, could and did inspire artists to depict Thoreau with varying degrees of respect or disrespect, not only in his own day, but ever since his passing in 1862.

			In fact, many of the issues that Thoreau tackled in the 1850s are still “hot-button” issues today. How much individualism, for instance, is it “healthy” to have today? When does strong individualism start to veer off toward anarchy or chaos? How would the social order survive, many people ask, if everyone insisted on the individualism that Thoreau advocated so vigorously?

			Another reason that Thoreau and Lincoln may have been depicted in such a variety of ways is that their features changed significantly over a relatively short period of time. Lincoln, for instance, went from being a clean-shaven, youngish-looking man in 1858, to a haggard, care-worn, fully bearded man by 1865. And Thoreau went from being a boyish-looking, clean-shaven person in 1854, to a more mature, Galway-whiskered figure in 1856, and finally to a fully-bearded, almost emaciated figure during his terminal illness of 1861. Any artist depicting Lincoln or Thoreau during the 1850s or 1860s would have been dealing with numerous changes in the features of those two sitters.

			A third reason that Lincoln and Thoreau may have been given so many different treatments by artists, is that their features invite caricature. Both men had angular features that were often called “homely.” Both had long, prominent noses and jutting brows. Both had sunken cheeks in their later years; and both often had a troubled, brooding look around their eyes, particularly as they aged. Washington, Franklin, and the other notables simply were not as easy to poke fun at, in a visual way, as Lincoln and Thoreau.

			One of my models, as I wrote this book, has been Gabor Boritt’s The Lincoln Enigma: The Changing Faces of an American Icon. In the last chapter of The Lincoln Enigma, Boritt, along with another eminent Lincoln scholar, Harold Holzer, analyzes a wide variety of images of Lincoln done since the 1850s. Included in their survey are many examples of “high art” (i. e., paintings, prints, sculptures, etc.), but also many book illustrations, caricatures, playbills, Christmas cards, advertisements, and other ephemera. Boritt and Holzer’s main point in this chapter is that Lincoln’s features have been used to promote a myriad of agendas and points of view since the 1850s, and that looking at images from popular culture as well as “high art” helps us to understand more fully the ways in which Lincoln has been perceived by Americans over the years since he first came to prominence. I will be looking at all sorts of images of Thoreau, with a very similar goal of deepening our understanding of Thoreau’s reception by the American public, as well as his impact on that general public.

			Another model that I have looked to, while writing this text, has been Stephen Prothero’s American Jesus: How the Son of God Became a National Icon. Prothero shows us, in a book that is scholarly yet appealing to the general reader, how Jesus has been portrayed by various constituencies throughout the history of the United States. As Prothero makes clear, some of these portrayals would have surprised the historical Jesus, just as Thoreau would be astonished to see his name associated today with life insurance plans, plush toys, or paint-your-own-pottery shops.4 In one chapter, Prothero specifically discusses the wide variety of portraits of Jesus that have been mass-produced in America over the years, and he finds these images to be clear indicators of what different constituencies in the United States were thinking about Jesus at given times in our history.

			My intentions in this book on Thoreau are similar to Prothero’s. Like Prothero, I aim to appeal to general readers as well as to scholars and Thoreau specialists. And as Prothero did in his study of Christ, I will be looking at mass-produced images of Thoreau as indicators of what large segments of the American public may have been thinking about Thoreau at given times in the American past.

			Two other books have particularly inspired me while I was engaged in my study of the many faces of Thoreau. One is Will Brooker’s Alice’s Adventures: Lewis Carroll in Popular Culture. Brooker leads us on a fascinating tour of how certain critics and artists have responded to Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland since its initial publication in 1865. He explores what the interpretation that each critic and artist gave to Alice might tell us about that critic or artist, both as an individual and as a member of a certain society. But then Brooker strives to go beyond this, to explore what Lewis Carroll and Alice mean to us today, and why we are still interested in them.5

			As I write, I am also feeling the influence of a book written by a friend and former colleague of mine here in the History Department at Villanova University, Charlene Mires. That book is called Independence Hall in American Memory. Besides introducing me to the world of public history, and to the blossoming field of “American Memory” studies that was started by scholars such as Michael Kammen about twenty years ago, Professor Mires has made me very aware, through her writing and through our informal conversations, that I need to know as much as possible about what was happening in American history in general in any given year, in order better to understand why a particular artist may have represented Thoreau in a particular way.

			I should also mention my debt to two other Thoreau-related books, without which I would have been very much at sea in my current
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