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Ralph Waldo Emerson:
Biographical Note

RALPH WALDO EMERSON was born in Boston, Massachusetts, on May 25, 1803. His father, the Reverend William Emerson, who traced his descent from one of the Puritan founders of Concord, Massachusetts, was the Unitarian pastor of Boston’s fashionable First Church. (As opposed to traditional Protestants, the Unitarians rejected the doctrine of the Holy Trinity; they believed that Jesus was sent by God but not that he actually was God. The Unitarians also rejected the Calvinist doctrine maintaining that many people are from birth destined for eternal damnation and that no efforts on their part could alter their fate.) Of the eight Emerson children, only five—all of them boys, and one of them mentally handicapped—survived infancy. Of these, RWE was the second oldest. Two of RWE’s younger brothers would die in their twenties of tuberculosis.

In 1811, when RWE was only eight, his father died (apparently of stomach cancer, though possibly of tuberculosis). Since he left no estate of any consequence, his wife, Ruth Haskins Emerson, was faced with the task of raising five boys in genteel poverty. Although she was assisted financially by her late husband’s congregation, she was forced to open a boardinghouse to make ends meet. She was joined as head of the household by William Emerson’s sister, Mary Moody Emerson, an eccentric and temperamental woman of passionately Calvinist religious convictions and practices.

From 1812 until 1817 RWE was a student at the Boston Public Latin School. In 1817, at the age of fourteen, he became the youngest member of the Harvard College class of 1821. He met his expenses by serving as the college president’s orderly, by waiting on tables in the college dining room, and by teaching at his uncle Samuel Ripley’s school in Waltham during college vacations. Although RWE won second prizes for essays on Socrates and on ethical philosophy, his record at Harvard was undistinguished; he graduated thirtieth in a class of fifty-nine.

RWE had long intended to follow in his father’s footsteps and become a minister. However, circumstances forced him to postpone his enrollment at Harvard Divinity School for four years, during which time he taught in various secondary schools in and around Boston. Throughout that period, he was reading widely in religion and philosophy and was beginning to evolve the ideas that would be the basis for all of his later work.

RWE entered the Harvard Divinity School in 1825. Although eye troubles and rheumatism interrupted his studies, he had made sufficient progress by October 1826 to be granted an interim license to preach. The Reverend Ralph Waldo Emerson preached his first sermon that month, but almost at once he developed symptoms of tuberculosis. His uncle Samuel Ripley lent him money for a winter in Charleston, South Carolina, and St. Augustine, Florida.

Recovered, RWE returned to Boston in June 1827. He resumed his studies at Harvard and earned his living as an itinerant preacher, in which capacity he spent several weeks during December in Concord, New Hampshire. There the twenty-four-year-old RWE was captivated by a serious sixteen-year-old girl named Ellen Tucker, who was already pale from tuberculosis. Despite her illness, RWE became engaged to her the following December; they were married in September 1829. Earlier that year RWE had been ordained and was appointed junior pastor of the Second Church in Boston.

In February 1831, after only sixteen months of blissful marriage, Ellen Tucker Emerson died of tuberculosis. RWE, who had adored her and had greatly esteemed her spirituality, was devastated. The death of his “angel” led RWE to question everything, including his role as a minister, more strongly than ever. By the middle of 1832 he had decided that the sacrament of communion was without divine authorization or efficacy and that for him to continue to administer it as such would be hypocritical. Later that year, when his church rejected this position, he resigned from his pastorate and sailed for Europe. He spent much of 1833 visiting Malta, Sicily, Naples, Rome, Florence, Venice, Paris, and London. While in Britain, he managed to meet several of his literary and philosophical heroes: William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Thomas Carlyle. He was disappointed by the first two, but he and Carlyle became lifelong friends.

Upon his return to Boston in October 1833, RWE resumed his old occupation of itinerant preacher; during the next few years he would deliver a sermon almost every Sunday somewhere in the Boston area, or even as far away as Plymouth or New Bedford. It was in Plymouth that he met a devout woman named Lydia Jackson (whom RWE always called “Lidian”). They were married in September 1835. A modest inheritance from his late wife enabled RWE to buy a house in Concord, Massachusetts, and provided him with a small annual income.

In November 1833, a month after his return from Europe, RWE delivered his first secular lecture, on “The Uses of Natural History,” to the Natural History Society in Boston. Beginning in 1835 he would read a new series of lectures to Boston audiences each winter. (He never extemporized, either in the pulpit or on the podium.) His lecture series dealt with such subjects as the lives of great men, “English Literature,” “The Philosophy of History,” “Human Culture,” “Human Life,” and “The Present Age.” As his reputation spread during the 1830s, he was invited to repeat these lectures in towns near Boston.

In 1836 RWE published, anonymously, his small book entitled Nature, in which he articulated his philosophy of nature as the embodiment of divine law. That same year RWE’s wife gave birth to a son, whom they named Waldo (the name by which RWE himself preferred to be called).

Two years later RWE delivered an address at the Harvard Divinity School, a bastion of Unitarianism, in which he attacked the spiritual and intellectual laxness of most Unitarian ministers. He would be persona non grata at Harvard for thirty years. The storm raised by the address brought about RWE’s final break from the Unitarian church.

In March 1841 RWE’s first series of Essays was published in Boston. That spring RWE invited Henry David Thoreau, a twenty-four-year-old Concord neighbor, to move into the Emerson house as handyman and gardener, in payment for which duties he would receive room and board.

January 1842 brought yet another of RWE’s great tragedies: his five-year-old son, Waldo, died of scarlet fever. Two months later RWE wrote in his journal of his son’s death: “I comprehend nothing of this fact but its bitterness. Explanation I have none, consolation none …; only diversion; only oblivion of this, and pursuit of new objects.” (At that time RWE already had two other children: Ellen, born in 1839, and Edith, born in 1841. Another child, Edward, would be born in 1844.)

In the year of his son’s death, RWE had many responsibilities to distract him from his grief. He had just taken on the editorship of the Transcendentalist literary and philosophical magazine The Dial, and he was lecturing on an ever-widening circuit. The following year he would give lecture series in New York, Brooklyn, Philadelphia, Newark, Baltimore, Hartford, and Providence, as well as in the Boston area. Out of these lectures would come Essays: Second Series, published in October 1844. That year RWE bought a parcel of land on the shores of Walden Pond; the following year he would give Thoreau permission to build a cabin on that land.

Although RWE is now best known for his essays, he also wrote poetry throughout his life; in 1846 he published the first of several volumes of his poems.

In October 1847 RWE sailed for Britain, where he had been invited to give series of lectures in Liverpool, Manchester, Edinburgh, and other cities. He remained in Britain until July (except for three weeks in Paris in May), and during that time met many of the most distinguished figures in British culture and politics.

During the 1850s RWE maintained an ambitious annual schedule of lectures in cities throughout the eastern and midwestern states, speaking on such topics as “The Conduct of Life” and “English Traits,” both of which series he developed into books. He also took an increasingly vocal stand in favor of the abolition of slavery. Continuing to lecture widely during the Civil War, RWE criticized Lincoln early on for seeming to be more concerned with saving the union than with abolishing slavery.

In 1866, almost thirty years after his Divinity School address that had antagonized much of the faculty, RWE was at last welcomed back to Harvard and awarded an honorary degree. He was soon elected to the university’s Board of Overseers and became a leading member of the committee that was to modernize the curriculum.

The late 1860s saw RWE at the height of his career, lecturing as many as eighty times in a single year and traveling west as far as Minnesota and Iowa. By 1870, however, he was beginning to suffer serious lapses of memory. After a trip to California with his family in 1871, he made one last lecture tour of the Midwest and then retired from the platform.

In July 1872 the roof and upper stories of RWE’s house were badly damaged by fire. Friends quickly raised a large sum of money to repair the house and to pay for RWE and his daughter Ellen to travel in Europe and Egypt for six months while the repairs were being undertaken. (RWE’s wife chose to remain with friends in Concord.) When RWE returned to Concord in May 1873, a few days after his seventieth birthday, the entire town turned out to welcome him.

RWE died of pneumonia on April 27, 1882, and was buried in the Sleepy Hollow cemetery in Concord.


Introduction

THE YEAR 1991 marks the 150th anniversary of the original publication of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s Essays, which contain some of the finest prose ever written in America and distill the thought of one of America’s wisest thinkers. Emerson, who had left the Unitarian ministry to become an independent scholar, was himself what he said every preacher should be: “a poet smit with love of the harmonies of moral nature.” He was not an academic philosopher or theologian; he was, rather, a wise man who wrote with passion and eloquence, who sought to inflame his countrymen with an understanding of life that would guarantee true freedom, dignity, and fulfillment to all.

The reader who thinks he or she is coming to Emerson for the first time will probably be surprised to discover just how familiar Emerson really is, for many of his pithiest phrases are firmly entrenched in our common parlance. Indeed, more than eight pages in Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations are devoted to Emerson; no American is given more space.

“The disease with which the human mind now labors is the want of faith,” wrote Emerson, voicing a sentiment that ever increasing numbers would echo today. He set out to rectify that situation by preaching a faith that appeals to all that is creative and generous and noble in the human spirit. In doing so, he reminds us of the essential virtues—such as love, friendship, honor, prudence, heroism, and moderation—that have, to our immeasurable loss, become all too rare in the modern world. If anything can restore these virtues to our lives, and to the conscience of our nation, it is Emerson’s vision of a world “saturated with deity and with [spiritual] law.”

Full of optimism and idealism, Emerson’s essays make wonderful companions through the trials of life, providing a feast of inspiration and insight. Reading Emerson is like taking a potent elixir that refreshes the soul, restores hope, and inspires faith.

I have loved these essays ever since I first encountered them in college, twenty-five years ago. Through the years, whenever I felt sad or discouraged I would turn to my worn paperback, as if it were an old friend or a deeply trusted and respected mentor on whom I could count to utter the right words of solace or encouragement. Certain passages naturally became special favorites, and to facilitate finding them in my small-print edition I began to underline them. Soon I found that I had underlined so much that I could read only those passages and come away with an experience of each essay much more intense, and an understanding much clearer, than I could get if I read the entire essay. Here was the essence of Emerson, and the passages cohered as if nothing had been omitted.

I came to think of the essays as gardens in which the underlined passages were magnificent flowers—and all the rest a rampant and choking growth of nineteenth-century rhetorical weeds and vines that were best rooted out and cut back. It was then that I realized that an abridged edition of the essays could introduce Emerson, and make his down-to-earth wisdom accessible, to a readership that might otherwise be put off by his sometimes long, difficult, and overwritten passages.

To head off charges of irreverence and impertinence, let me quote an entry from Emerson’s own journal, dated October 7, 1840, when he was readying his manuscript for the press:


I have been writing with some pains essays on various matters as a sort of apology to my country for my apparent idleness. But the poor work has looked poorer daily, as I strove to end it. My genius seemed to quit me in such a mechanical work. What I write to fill up the gaps of a chapter is hard and cold, is grammar and logic; there is no magic in it; I do not wish to see it again.



Perhaps Emerson felt that he had to give his readers, accustomed to endless sermons, their money’s worth. Or perhaps he felt that an important point would register only if he hammered it home through repetition and elaboration. In any case, his efforts often strain our patience and overwhelm the beauty, the clarity, and the power of the original insight. But when the “hard and cold” passages are stripped away, the magic of what remains is revealed all the more clearly.

To cite an extreme case, the essay entitled “Manners” could easily—without loss, and indeed with gain—be reduced to a single one of its sentences: “Defect in manners is usually the defect of fine perceptions.” That is to say, we would treat our fellow human beings better if we more clearly recognized that the divine spirit operates through them. It is the spirit, not rank or wealth, that deserves our respect. As Emerson put it in a February 1836 journal entry, “God manifest in the flesh of every man is a perfect rule of social life. Justify yourself to an infinite Being in the ostler and dandy and stranger, and you shall never repent.” And yet Emerson fails to articulate any such explanation in his essay. Instead, he launches into an elaborate (and stultifying) disquisition on gentlemen, courtesy, and fashion. It is a tour de force, but that is precisely my point. The essay is forced; it is “hard and cold,” and “there is no magic in it.” That essay, along with several others, has been omitted from this edition.

What remains is the essence of Emerson. Open this edition to any page and you will discover the glories of Emerson’s wisdom and eloquence. Much of his meaning is self-evident, and his greatest passages stand very firmly on their own. But for those readers who would like to gain some understanding of Emerson’s philosophy as a whole, the following pages may provide a framework within which to read the essays.

EMERSON’S PHILOSOPHY

Emerson believed that a power, which can only be called divine, permeates every atom of the universe and that the unchanging nature of that power determines every detail of human life, of history, and of the natural world. That is so because the universe and everything in it form a single, unified, organic system that is the self-expression of the Universal Soul, God, the ONE. (Emerson used the term “God” to mean not a personlike deity but rather an abstract power.) The material universe was created by, and is totally pervaded by, the Universal Soul and is, in effect, the body in which it resides and through which it acts.

Furthermore, the structure of every particle implies the structure of the whole. The basic laws, the universal truths, are inherent in every substance, being, and event. If you view any part with sufficient understanding, you will grasp the nature of the whole. Emerson passionately believed that if you understand that basic fact “every moment instructs, and every object: for wisdom is infused into every form.” (“Nature”) Indeed, developing that claim to its fullest force, Emerson boldly asserted that “the world exists for the education of each man.”

“Every chemical substance, every plant, every animal in its growth,” marveled Emerson, “teaches the unity of cause, the variety of appearance.” (“History”) What he advocated was a life that would be lived in full and constant awareness of that “unity of cause.” The wise person, then, is one who looks through the phenomena of the material world and sees behind them the divine spirit, the supreme intelligence and its laws—the Idea that shapes and guides. It is in that sense that Emerson called himself an Idealist. And because he believed that the Idea transcends its material manifestations, he also referred to himself as a Transcendentalist.

Emerson felt that the main tenets of his philosophy were so self-evident that no one of true intelligence and sensitivity could fail to arrive at them. “We learn that God IS,” he exulted; “that he is in me; and that all things are shadows of him.” At those moments when the individual soul, which is God, dominates your consciousness and determines your actions, then you not only perform an act of deepest reverence but actually participate in the divine. As Emerson wrote, “The simplest person who in his integrity worships God becomes God.” (“Over-Soul”) In other words, “God in us worships God.” (Journal, July 15, 1831)

The Universal Soul is the ultimate Self—absolutely independent, totally spontaneous, supremely intelligent and powerful. It is utterly Self-Reliant. Reflecting the Universal Soul’s essence, the universe is an infinitely self-adjusting, self-regulating system. It is always in a state of dynamic equilibrium. As Emerson observed, “A perfect equity adjusts its balance in all parts of life. The dice of God are always loaded. The world looks like a multiplication table or a mathematical equation, which, turn it how you will, balances itself.” (“Compensation”)

Emerson was an optimist, and he firmly believed that the divine spirit is benevolent. “All nature,” he declared, “is the rapid efflux of goodness executing and organizing itself.” (“Circles”) Evil is only a surface phenomenon; the wise person, who sees the profound truth, understands that good is always ultimately triumphant. Nowhere is that optimism more clearly expressed than in a passage from Emerson’s essay on the sixteenth-century French philosopher Michel de Montaigne (included in Emerson’s book Representative Men), which speaks directly to the discouragement that is so difficult to avoid today as we look around us at a world in which corruption and violence often seem to have the upper hand.


Things seem to tend downward, to justify despondency, to promote rogues, to defeat the just; and [yet] by knaves, as by martyrs, the just cause is carried forward. Although knaves win in every political struggle, although society seems to be delivered over from the hands of one set of criminals into the hands of another set of criminals as fast as the government is changed, and the march of civilization is a train of felonies, yet the general ends are somehow answered. We see, now, events forced on, which seem to retard or retrograde the civility of ages. But the world-spirit is a good swimmer, and storms and waves cannot drown him. He snaps his fingers at laws: and so, throughout history, heaven seems to affect low and poor means. Through toys and atoms, a great and beneficent tendency irresistibly streams.



Elsewhere Emerson put that idea more concisely and enigmatically when he said, “Let the victory fall where it will, we are on that side.” (“Nature”) He meant that what happens is always for the best of the Universal Soul, and whatever benefits it benefits all of its embodiments. Having faith in that immutable fact, our soul “calms itself with knowing that all things go well.” (“Self-Reliance”)

Each of us is potentially a microcosm of the relationship between the Universal Soul and the universe; the central challenge in life is to realize that potential as fully as possible. The key is the knowledge that you are pervaded by the Universal Self, that God is in everyone and everything. When you see God in all the workings of the world, then you will naturally have faith that all that happens is for the best. For example, as bitter as they may be, crisis and tragedy are often the most powerful catalysts for positive change.

The more fully you recognize those truths, and the more constantly you can act with them in mind, the more you become like the Universal Soul, which is to say that you become more self-reliant. When you are self-reliant, you fulfill the divine potential within yourself. You emulate God, and there can be no higher good than that.

FAITH IN THE UNIVERSAL SOUL is the key to fulfillment. If you have such faith, your life becomes filled with spiritual light. You then act with the wisdom, courage, strength, and love that such light bestows.

When you recognize the Universal Soul in all persons and all events
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