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I think I could write a poem to be called "Concord." For argument I should have the 
River, the Woods, the Ponds, the Hills, the Fields, the Swamps and Meadows, the Streets 
and Buildings, and the Villagers. Then Morning, Noon, and Evening, Spring, Summer, 

Autumn, and Winter, Night, Indian Summer, and the Mountains in the Horizon.! 

The real question at hand with the study of any work of prose literature is not 

related at all to the textual contents-the who, the what and the how that comprise its 

narrative-but the why. The attempt to understand the reasons behind the events 

described is often undergone in conjunction with a degree of considering the author's 

own role or purpose in the given written endeavor. These considerations are framed in 

their relationship to the reader, forcing the reader to become an active participant in 

something which amounts to an interaction with a text. This three-step process is, at 

bottom, the process by which an academic studies a written work. It describes the 

fundamental relation of author-to-text-to-reader, and leads to one idea: at bottom, the 

purpose for studying a literary work is not merely to reflect upon the text itself, but the 

text in relation to whoever is studying it. When a reader considers the text in relation to 

himself, what the reader is implicitly doing is examining himself in relation to a larger 

meaning, a meaning which is derived from recognition of this larger system created in the 

relationship between text and reader. 

This relationship is seen in full force in the Journal of Henry David Thoreau, a 

thirty-year chronicle of a writer trying to discover his purpose and place as a writer. This 

paper will consider the following questions in order to examine the text-author-reader 

relationship in the Journal: why did Thoreau write a journal in the first place? At what 

1 H. D. Thoreau, Journal vol. I, p. 282 
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point in its existence did it morph from journal to Journal? 2 Was that only in retrospect? 

Why should we study this text? To what degree can we actually attribute to Thoreau the 

intention of turning his private work into a massive piece of literature? What, for that 

matter, is literature? 

The vision of literary study as a relationship between author, reader and text 

elevates it to the mere study of books to a deeper study of the self, through relation to 

those things exterior to the self in question. The study of a text is a search for meaning, 

and often results in a greater self-understanding by the reader, because meaning is 

relative to he who perceives it. What I intend to consider is how this study of relation is 

exemplified in the Journal of Henry Thoreau. The text in question is not a unified body 

like Walden. Its existence as a cohesive entity is perhaps an aberration; to consider it as 

such, given that it was written over thirty years, would be a gross error. Therefore, this 

paper will consider the Journal as an item in flux, and given my preoccupation with the 

fundamental nature of literary study, will narrow its analysis to the evolution of 

Thoreau's meditations on what the Poet is or should. be. My analysis will center on 

numerous excerpts from the first fifteen years of his Journal, 1837-1852, the years which 

demonstrate the clearest evolutionary stages of Thoreau's technique and ideology. 

Critically, my approach will be similar to that of the genetic critics; my 

consideration of Thoreau's theory of writing places the idea of writing as the object to be 

tracked considered as it changes from manifestation to manifestation. 

Simply put, I assert this: Thoreau's theories on the function and place of the 

Writer in the world are analogous to he who would walk through the woods; His essay, 

2 The distinction here, more than a capitalization and italicization, denotes a sudden imposition of 
critical and literary value. When will my journal be studied, picked apart, analyzed for dominant 
imagistic trends about which I might not have even been aware? 
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"Walking," serves as an ideal metaphor for the journey of the writer. Walking, just as is 

writing, was to Thoreau an active consideration of the self and the self s relation to the 

divine world around it. 

More than simply a consideration of one author's project, ultimately by turning 

my attention to this particular aspect of Thoreau's writings, I hope to consider the broader 

problem of why we study literature at all. Thoreau's theories are merely the beginning. 

Just as he, in his Journal, was trying to find his place in the world, so do all authors and 

all readers. Reading, writing, studying- these acts are merely ciphers, just as for 

Transcendentalists, walking in and interacting with nature were merely ways to get in 

touch with the wanderer's own soul. Thoreau believed that the writer's purpose was to 

actively map out his own journey of self-discovery, so that a reader, undergoing a similar 

process, would have a trail to follow. 

An important question to ask is why anyone would consider Thoreau's private 

writings fit for study at all. The Journal was Thoreau's private workbook, into which was 

written commentary that was, as can be expected in one's private workbook, not for 

public consumption. This content is found often enough right next to content which 

would be lifted from their private repository and reworked for public consumption. The 

majority of the text, however, demonstrates neither clear mission nor clear answers. It is 

Thoreau talking to Thoreau about the things on Thoreau's mind. 

I believe that the inherently private nature of the Journal adds to it a frankness, an 

honesty, which a reader would not necessarily find in Thoreau's published works, the 

form of which are necessarily somewhat dependent upon their inherent need to relate to a 
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reader exterior from Thoreau's own mind. The Journal was written primarily for one 

reader and one reader alone: its writer.3 Therefore, the considerations found therein are 

necessarily self-reflexive. The questions posed in its pages are posed to their writer, about 

their writer. The self-questioning nature of a text-to-reader relationship is actively 

demonstrated by a text whose primary relationship is to itself. 

The reader of these texts finds himself in a position unique to this particular . 

textual experience. In the study of a work of fiction, it is generally assumed that a certain 

degree of the text is inspired by the interiority of its author, but necessarily distanced 

therefrom by the cipher of its fictionalization. This is not the case in the Journal-its 

contents are in no way fiction, and their form follows no specific narrative structure. 

They are entries which build upon themselves as Thoreau's own consciousness evolves, 

and follow a structure governed only by the passage of time and increased practice of 

their author in the techniques of self-expression-to-self. Therefore they necessarily 

become meditative, self-reflexive and self-aware above all, and ultimately confront 

questions of the nature of the self because that is the only topic on which Thoreau can 

adequately meditate. The entire fifteen-year period in question becomes a portrait of the 

evolution of Thoreau's self-awareness in relation to the objects of his observations. The 

question constantly in the author's mind is how he comes to see these things, and what 

that particular sight serves to do. He comes to question his actions and the world around 

him the way a reader would question a text. 

3 Though this is the case, Thoreau did choose to rework numerous passages in his private journal 
into essays, lectures and novels. The excerpts were naturally reworked to separate them from 
their original context, and not presented to their intended audience as a part of his journal. 
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Thoreau's philosophy, his take on Transcendentalism, is based upon Emersonian 

doctrine; it was, after all Emerson who first introduced Thoreau to Transcendentalism. 

Thoreau was most inspired by Emerson's assertion that the Poet was "the Namer, or 

Language-maker.,,4 This assertion creates the transcendental Poet as one who manages to 

walk the line between Nature and Society- the Poet is a being living in the Natural 

World who, at least through his words, continues to relate to and interact with the others . 

. The Poet was the Transcendental equivalent of a preacher, whose purpose it was to 

articulate what Emerson names Beauty, his analog to communion with God. It was the 

. act of writing about Nature, and about the communion with it, that made it real, made it 

relative to the rest of the world. It's as though writing it down brought Nature's Beauty 

into the human world. Emerson claimed that a Poet was a liberating god: "They are free, 

and they make free.,,5 

The notion of making free is a fundamental aspect of Thoreau's own work. On 

one level this sentence articulates the idea that Poets do liberate their readers- their 

status as liberating Gods presupposes someone that is liberated by their efforts, an 

audience, necessarily effected by the act of reading. The Poet is free of society's fetters, 

social constraints, petty interactions with superficial people; and the poet makes free by 

the power of his work over its reader. Thus, when Thoreau, in the first sentence of 

"Walking," evokes his intention to speak a word for Nature, Absolute Freedom and 

Wildness, it can be seen that these three things, all placed on the same level, are in fact 

not only equal in import but also exactly the same. When a Poet makes free, he is literally 

creating Nature. Nature is recreated in the text: that's the value of a Poet. 

4 Emerson, p. 187 
5 Ibid, p. 194 
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Emerson's words were essential for his beginning, but only as a framework. They 

started Thoreau's project off, but ultimately it became something different: an active 

engagement with the world as a text, and the reader became a man walking through that 

world, to better understand his own place in it. 

The Journal's self-reflexive quality and underpinning question of the relation of 

its writer to the world around him crave a critical model. This model can be found in 

Thoreau's essay, "Walking," one of the final essays Thoreau was to write. Its clear 

understanding of what it means to take a walk represents a summary understanding of his 

project as a Transcendentalist, and should therefore necessarily be considered not only as 

my own artificially-imposed model for the sake of this essay, but also the most accurate 

portrait of what he was trying to impart to his readers throughout his years as a writer. In 

brief, the essay states that a walk in Nature, performed in the fashion of the 

Transcendentalists, is no mere stroll. It is in fact an active, cognitive, self-reflexive 

saunter which creates between walker and nature a relation identical to the relation 

between reader and text. The walker observes, considers and studies nature in order to see 

himself in comparison thereto, a vision which delineates both what the world exterior to 

the walker is and what, therefore, the interior world of the walker is, and how these two 

aspects affect one another. 

Thoreau's walks eventually became more than a simple Transcendental exercise 

performed at the bequest of Emerson, just as the writings eventually became more than 

just studies of Goethe or Wordsworth and a student's meditation on deep thought. The 

walks became an act of meditation, of true communion with Nature, and the Journal 

mirrored that same transformation, to become a catalogue of Thoreau's every communion 
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with Nature, painting the world as a series of phenomena, a constant stream of divine 

Beauty. The excursion becomes "a succession of confrontations with nature, from each of 

which the observer is expected to extract as much as he can,,,6 which is, in tum, assumed 

to present the Transcendentalist with as much otherness as possible. The more Thoreau 

considers Nature, the more he is in fact considering himself, his self. 

To walk is to view, to immerse oneself in the world of Nature. Thoreau believes 

that a good book can lead to such an immersion, and specifies as much in the essay. Such 

a book "is something natural, and as unexpectedly and unaccountably fair and perfect, as 

a wild-flower discovered on the prairies of the West, or the jungles of the East.,,7 The 

book is natural, characteristic of the same simple, elemental divinity found in the woods. 

The best kind of book establishes a connection between reader and text not unlike the 

most perfect of visions in Nature; it reminds a reader of the greater power working on the 

other side of the tapestry, that side of the world whichis the complement to the material 

and tactile aspect of it with which people interact, the metaphysical underpinnings 

unifying everything with a spiritual force. 

Just as a walk in nature, the act of writing is a process of discovery-a journey 

through a given thought or idea, in which Thoreau examines each detail of it as 

meticulously as possible, to better understand the way it works and the way he relates to 

it. The act of writing, the use of laaguage, becomes for Thoreau analogous to his 

scientific examinations and catalogues of Concord's flora. Language serves not only as a 

signifier for a particular object, "tree," for instance, but as a deeply involved and 

complicated series of symbols, metaphors and referrals. His records therefore are· 

6 Buell, Literary Transcendentalism, p. 205 
7 Ibid 
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transfigured: in a way not only is he writing words down, but symbolically elevating 

natural objects into supernatural symbols, celestial or divine representations existing in 

the mind. 

"We hug the earth-how rarely we mount!" he says. Climb a tree, he says. Get 

higher-see the world a different way. This exhortation is a call to recognize the 

elevating nature of language. If reading is one form of self-recognition, then writing is a 

different, if not even more metaphysical, technique: reading, sauntering, is an interaction 

with the spiritual world, whereas to write is to create such a world. The word is a symbol, 

just as an object is a symbol, for a metaphysical antecedent. To write is to connect 

yourself even more intimately with Nature by way of a manipulation thereof. This is 

where the status of the Poet as 'Namer' and 'Language-maker' is so elevated: to name is 

to define and therefore create, by manifest awareness of the relationship of thing to that 

which names it. A name is a recognition of a linguistic connection. 

At the close of the essay, the idea of Thoreau's 'border life' first appears. He 

states that he lives 'on the confines of a world, into which I make occasional and transient 

forays only.,g The world of which he speaks is not the world of Nature, but of Society. 

Thoreau feels, because of his walks, connected enough to Nature that to end a walk is not 

to return home but to leave home. The Walker9 is one who can be transported "to another 

land than is described in their owners' deeds," removed entirely from the physical sphere, 

or that physical sphere, just by leaving the confines of the cultivated world. It's this 

transportation that's most important to the Walking-as-writing model: the transportation 

created by a total removal from Society is, in the larger context of Thoreau's project, 

8 Ibid 
9 the capital letter is Thoreau's. 

8 

) 

) 

) 

) 







Three Ancillary Works 

Textually, I drew most of this paper's influences from scholars explicitly dealing 

with Thoreau's work. However, there were a number of works that influenced the 

shaping and articulation of this text's underlying concern. Those are Writing for an 

Endangered World, Fear and Loathing on the Campaign Trail '72 and The Grapes of 

Wrath. There are so many books which contributed to my philosophical perspective, the 

mere seeds of which have made it into this essay-I focus on these three only because 

I'm so limited, and maybe they best exemplify what I would hope writers would know 

their job to be. 

Only one of these books is at all related to Thoreau, obviously. However, the 

other two, by Hunter S. Thompson and John Steinbeck, deal with something which has 

both shaped my reading of Thoreau for the last two years and my interest in literature in 

general. They deal with the powerlessness of people without voice. Fear and Loathing is 

a book I read over the summer while interning for The Raw Story, an internet-based news 

website started by John Byrne (Oe '03), the main focus of which is reporting the 

underreported scandals and spin-free dealings in the government and across the country. 

Fear and Loathing chronicles Hunter Thompson's coverage of the McGovern 

Presidential campaign, painting it as a doomed quest from the start. Dr. Thompson 

recognizes, ultimately, that though the writer has no power to directly change the course 

of events-for a journalist this would break the code of ethics enforcing them to be 

reporters rather than doers-he can have a more 'indirect influence with the use of his 

words, by reaching into the minds of his readers. The book is a clarion-call for writers to 
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use their abilities to change the course of history, by showing their readers the truth 

underneath events. 

The Grapes of Wrath is another, similar book: Steinbeck's use of the poor, 

displaced farmers and their ultimately futile journey toward a better future is a 

concentrated cry out-a screed against the ruinous effects of the labor laws of the day. 

The book defined American Literature for the 20th century as a tool for the championing 

of the underdog, an idea which Dr. Thompson similarly trumpeted. This book is less 

directly related to Thoreau than even Fear and Loathing in that it doesn't directly express 

the power of the writer. Its content speaks for itself. Before deciding to focus my thesis 

on Thoreau, I wanted to write about this book, R. Persig's Zen and the Art of Motorcycle 

Maintenance, and Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas as a consideration of American 

Identity by way of the Quest for Truth. That Quest is still a major part of my concern, 

only, due to a limit both of pagination and of time, is limited to its manifestation in a 

single author, in a single aspect of that author's writing. 

Buell's text, Writing for an Endangered World, stands on the same line that 

Thoreau tread in the sense that Buell's concern in that text is the use of literature to 

highlight ecocentricism, the modern equivalent of Thoreau's applied Romanticism. I 

realized after having finished thinking through my thesis that what it ultimately validated 

above all is the Romantic period's deification of Nature, attempting to lift it into the 21 st 

century by way of one of its cardinal avatars. Buell's text has a similar purpose, 

considering instead of one author, several, thereby demonstrating the truly pervasive and 

necessary recognition of the value of the natural world, and its effects on writers and 

readers alike. 
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The three texts each are concerned with American authors, American identity and 

the American quest for meaning. This in any study of literature is absolutely key-we 

must be aware of who we are, and where we are, before we can truly know what to do. 

These three books shaped my intellectual and ideological approach in ways which 

ultimately serve to enforce my reading of the Journal as an ongoing narrative, a Quest 

underwent by Thoreau to recognize and embody his place in the world. I had to limit it to 

the perceptions of the Poet only because there is no way to say all that needs to be said 

about the entire Journal, at least, not in fifty pages. 

There's always more to be written. 

Onwards! 

SHB 
21 April, 2006 
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