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Looking Inward to See Out: A Reflective Engagement with 19th Century American Romantic Literature 

There is something inherently romantic in being “inspired and…out of (one’s) senses.”
  In this spirit, I have found myself re-inspired by the romantic theme of self-reflection in 19th Century American literature. Our 19th Century American writers were literally, figuratively and Platonically inspired by self-reflection. Such reflection infused their minds; this inspiration, like drawing a powerful breath, energized their writing and inspired them to ask philosophical questions about identity and truth, among other things, both directly and in the context of their stories.  Self-reflection emerged as the hermeneutic of 19th Century American Romantic Literature and characterizes the early intellectual development of our country. In my explorations of this era, I have found parallels to my own intellectual development, and as you read along with me, you may as well.

The quote from Plato makes me think of Henry Thoreau and how he was so inspired by Nature that he could experience transcendence during a walk in the woods. In contrast, Ralph Waldo Emerson could only apprehend such transcendence intellectually. Transcendence is different from inspiration in that it more of a ‘going beyond’ than an infusion. Yet this ‘going beyond’ was key to shifting one’s perspective to get a clearer view of the truth at hand. Emerson’s “transparent eyeball”
 becomes an ideal; in self-reflection we look inward from a perspective gleaned from external context to reflect back through; it is the process of engaging multiple perspectives to produce a more comprehensive vision of ourselves in the world.

Insight derived from self-reflection is a core staple of not only the products of 19th Century American Literature, but also of the process itself. It is at the center of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s description of a Romance being a “truth of the human heart.”
 Likewise, Emerson called for a poetry and philosophy “of insight, not tradition” in his first published work Nature. As the American tradition was lacking, this made sense, but what was revolutionary is that he took “insight” literally. I have titled this essay Looking Inward to See Out not only so that we can see through the lens of the 19th Century to better understand where we are today, but ‘looking inward,’ or self-reflection was the way of 19th Century American literature and philosophy.

These works provoke self-reflection on the part of their readers as well. This provocation is probably one of the reasons they remain so powerful today. Their writing continues to evoke an interactive engagement between us as readers, and them as writers. Like Thoreau in Walden, I am writing in the first person because as I would like to share this “reflective engagement” with you, it seems best that we communicate directly. 

One way to engage these writers is to “Re-member” them. In reading Michael White’s theory of non-literary narrative therapy, I couldn’t help but see the applications to literature in his concept of Re-membering. He writes: 

Re-membering conversations are not about passive recollection, but about purposive engagements with the significant figures of one’s history, and with the identities of one’s present life. These figures and identities do not have to be directly known in order to be identified as significant…for example (they) may be the authors of books that have been important to persons, or characters…

 I’ve found an example of “remembering” that clarifies its extension to literature in a letter Giles Waldo wrote to Ralph Waldo Emerson dated 10 Feb. 1843 following the publication of Emerson’s Essays:

I am conscious of having greatly the better right to give you the fullest confidence and love (for which I am very happy) because I knew you so well and loved you – so much before I saw you. So there is streaming towards you from the thousands of hearts whom you know not a love which makes them very happy.

You’re probably wondering whom Giles Waldo was to be cited as an example and included on such a list of prominent literary figures. Waldo is someone whose plight as a writer is profound both personally, and in light of the struggle for success that all of these writers faced in the 19th Century. Personally, Giles Waldo is my Great (x6) Uncle on my father’s side. Following the death of my grandmother, Geraldine Waldo, in 1999, I have had access to Giles’ letters to his brother George Waldo and to Ralph Waldo Emerson. These personal letters have inspired me to follow through on my own passions to write and teach again, hopefully with better luck than poor Giles had. 

Giles, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and I are all directly descended from Deacon Cornelius Waldo who settled in Ipswich, MA in 1654. This distant relation to Emerson appears to have bolstered Giles’ confidence in initiating a relationship with Emerson after having attended one of his lectures in Washington, DC in the early 1840’s. In a postscript from a letter dated 17 Feb. 1843, Giles wrote: “I am glad you have part of my name in yours, for I believe you will think more of me on this account.” Through Emerson, Giles made the acquaintance of Thoreau, and was later introduced to Hawthorne during a visit to Emerson’s home in Concord. While Giles never got to enjoy the success of the others, his journey of self-discovery was similar.

We often think of our literary icons as standing on terra firma in history, but that is only because we tend to look at them from one perspective. It has been fascinating to read of the intellectual development of these individuals and realize that they too experienced similar cycles of struggle and triumph, both personally and professionally, as we do today.  Added to the inherent struggle creative individuals face in trying to succeed in the world, these writers had also a problem with their national identity. We forget sometimes the challenge these writers faced in producing a literature that could withstand scrutiny across the globe. These were young writers in a young country with no literary history or tradition to speak of. As Americans, there was a tension between feelings of superiority and inferiority. On the one hand, they were of an idealistic young country promoting equality and freedom that could not yet be found in Europe. On the other hand, they felt a bit threatened by the historical and aesthetic traditions of Europe. Some writers handled this better than others.

Irving and Hawthorne were both haunted by the ghosts of European tradition. After achieving success with The Sketch Book both at home and abroad, Irving boasted in his introduction (“The Author”) to Bracebridge Hall: 

It has been a matter of marvel, to my European readers, that a man from the wilds of America should express himself in tolerable English. I was looked upon as something new and strange in literature; a kind of demi-savage, with a feather in his hand instead of on his head; and there was a curiosity to hear what such a being had to say about civilized society.

Having traveled through “the wilds” of upstate New York as a youth, and experienced hardship at the hands of Mother Nature and Indians (with whom he was sympathetic), it’s no wonder that when he finally traveled to Europe, the contrast was particularly striking. Continuing his introduction of Bracebridge Hall, Irving wrote: “To a man from a young country, all old things are in a manner new; and he may surely be excused in being a little curious about antiquities, whose native land, unfortunately, cannot boast a single ruin.”
 

In Hawthorne’s later writings, it appears that he shared some of Irving’s anxiety about being an American writer without “ruins.” In the preface to The Marble Faun, written in Italy later in his career, Hawthorne writes: “Romance and poetry, ivy, lichens and wall-flowers need some ruin to make them grow.”

Emerson, however, seemed to thrive in the freedom from the constraints of European tradition. In Self-Reliance he encourages all of us to free ourselves from the fetters of hesitation and reclaim our thoughts: “Familiar as the voice of the mind is to each, the highest merit we ascribe to Moses, Plato and Milton is that they set at naught books and traditions, and spoke not what men, but what they thought.”
 Emerson directly challenges us to speak our minds. It can be so difficult, especially in academia, to escape the self-consciousness we feel when we pose a new theory or exposition that is solely our own.

Sometimes I think self-consciousness can provoke sensible restraint, yet there is always the potential for it to become crippling. Self-consciousness in both of these senses is reflected in abundance as we read the lives and works of 19th Century American writers. They were self-conscious about their sense of identity as “writers;” especially when they had to work in other professions to support their writing. Are we writers because we write, or are we writers because we get paid for writing? Unfortunately, we all need to be paid in one way or another so that we can eat, and thus sustain our energy to be creative and write. 

It’s uncomfortable to imagine the tough and brazen Thoreau going door-to-door peddling magazines, or making pencils in his family’s factory, but he, like many of us, did what he had to do to survive. Emerson’s early poverty made him sensible to the challenge faced by others who craved a more fulfilling existence through reflection and writing. In 1839, Emerson delivered a lecture called “The Protest.” While his young friend Henry Thoreau was the inspiration for this topic, I find the character of the “protestor” to be reflective of Hawthorne and Giles Waldo, and relevant to myself. In his book discussing the friendship of Emerson and Thoreau based on their correspondence,  Harmon Smith summarizes the essence of Emerson’s “protestor” well: 

Since he had to support himself while developing his genius, his anger was likely to be even greater than that of those who did not have a special gift…If the “protestor” were to allow his anger to dominate him completely, he would live a bitter, unsuccessful life. But to permit his anger to dissipate would lead to his settling for a trade that would provide a living, but leave his talent unfulfilled. The difficult task facing Henry – and others like him – was to maintain his vision while supporting himself and continuing to develop his abilities.

It is frustrating when the pressures of daily life thwart great passion for truly understanding the world around us and expressing it in a language that does our thoughts justice. When I remember these writers, struggling to find a way to fulfill their passion to write, often “settling for a trade” out of necessity, they challenge me to reflect on the parallels between their creative development and my own.

By 1836, Thoreau had already failed in his initial attempt at school teaching, and his family could no longer support him. Concerned about his young friend, Emerson invited him to stay with his family. Soon, however, Emerson began to experience financial difficulty as well, and each began to devise ways to remedy their situations. Emerson decided that he would travel beyond Boston to lecture, and Thoreau had a vague idea about living by the pond, but both of their plans were thwarted by concurrent family tragedies. 

The first was the death of Thoreau’s brother John of tetanus; he had moved home to take care of his brother and was devastated by his passing. Shortly thereafter, Emerson’s young son Waldo suddenly died of scarlet fever. Grief consumed them all, but the financial pressures forced Emerson to follow through on his plans to lecture. In the meantime, Thoreau moved back into the Emerson household to take care of Emerson’s wife Lidian. 

It’s odd that death, despite its inevitability, continually surprises us.  In the 19th Century, death was perhaps a more frequent visitor than today, but no amount of experience with mortality seems to ease the grief that can overwhelm us following the loss of a loved one. Thoreau sank into himself emotionally after John’s death. Emerson tried to philosophize the death of his son away with little success. In his essay Experience, written two years following the passing of little Waldo, he claims “Grief too will make us idealists. In the death of my son…I seem to have lost a beautiful estate – no more. I cannot get it nearer to me.”
 He continues to compare that loss to bankruptcy, but the precision of his explanation leads me to reflect that idealizing grief is a way of distancing our loss from ourselves. Logically we know the dead are gone and out of reach, yet in thinking of them, reaching for them anyway, we continue to engage them in our reflections. This is my experience, although sometimes, following the death of a loved one, it’s taken me a while to get there.

In time, both Emerson and Thoreau moved on in their work; Emerson continuing to travel and lecture, Thoreau continuing to work from the Emerson’s home. In 1843, it was clear, for reasons financial and personal, that Thoreau needed to move from the Emerson household and get a job. Emerson secured Thoreau a position tutoring the son of his brother William in Staten Island, NY. The position was not demanding of Thoreau’s time, just a few hours of work a day, leaving plenty of time for writing. Emerson sincerely hoped that Thoreau would “make his pen useful to him,”
 and take advantage of the literary opportunities that abounded in Manhattan as compared to Boston. While Thoreau had successfully published a few pieces while living in Boston, in his time on Staten Island, he couldn’t rally his spirit to write and found himself motivated only to take long walks or read poetry. Hawthorne experienced a similar writer’s block working in the Custom House in Salem that he shares in that Introduction to The Scarlet Letter: “My imagination was a tarnished mirror. It would not reflect, or only with miserable dimness, the figures with which I did my best to people it.”
 

Yet, despite the despair writers feels when forced out of their element, they do enjoy a shift in perspective that allows them to better reflect and apprehend both their inside and outside worlds. Although Hawthorne lamented the decline in his imagination while working in the Custom House, he earlier observed the benefit of his experience as well: “I took it in good part, a the hands of Providence, that I was thrown into a position so little akin to my past habits, and set myself to gather from it whatever profit was to be had.”
 The profit in this case is was the distance Hawthorne established from his sense of himself as a solitary writer to his sense of himself as a man among men. 

For some years now, I’ve had the questionable benefit of having distanced myself from my own vision of creative and intellectual development. Like Hawthorne and Thoreau, I had been pursuing a career as a writer and teacher when necessity forced me to, as my husband likes to say: “Go to Dublin and get a job.” Unlike them, for years I worked as a “writer” in such capacities that I felt like I’d never write anything worthwhile again. Discouraged by the lack of creativity I found in writing instructional materials and things of that ilk, I decided that I would switch gears and turn my interest in live music into a job. I have to admit that I have found the music industry entertaining and challenging on many levels, perhaps excepting that of intellect.  

 Recently, however, I suffered a knee injury that, for most of the past year, left me unable to walk at all. For the first time I can remember in my adult life, I didn’t work for months on end. I wasted the first of couple months being anxious about my absence from my job. When the anxiety ebbed, I realized how truly exhausted I’d been and gave in to a numb sort of relaxation induced by painkillers and television. I finally grew restless and knew that despite being physically incapable of taking action, something needed to be done. I documented my departure from this self-induced oblivion on June 13th in a journal on my computer that included an admission that I hadn’t known what day it was until Word helper put it in for me. That day I wrote that I was very unhappy with the lack of intellectual stimulation from both my job and most of the people I’d been spending time with. I wrote and wrote that day, reflecting on how I’d gotten to where I was. 

It was then I realized that of late, I had been marking my life in death: the death of my stepfather, my grandmother, and most recently my mother, among others. No matter how I tried to rationalize and idealize death in Emersonian fashion, each death drove me further away from myself in an effort to avoid my grief. The past years spent working in management in the music industry helped me achieve that distance.

Hawthorne’s reflections of the benefits and detriments of his life at the Custom House in Salem were generated from the distance of being home at the Old Manse in Concord. Likewise, my injury and time at home provided me the opportunity for similar reflection. While I have to admit that I have reaped great benefits from the work I’ve done outside academia, I stand firmly with myself of today who wrote on July 14th: “I have made a decision to return to school and pick up my education and life where I left off ten years ago.”  Emerson said somewhere that “Once you make a decision, the universe conspires to make it happen.” That would be nice, but one of the other things I’ve learned is that if you really want to make something happen, you have to initiate it yourself. This is why you’re now finding me here, writing again in an effort to actively resume reaching my own potential. 


Life is always learning. Learning to live, to love, to be. What inspires me so much about this period in American literary history is the devotion to learning how best to be, spiritually, morally, and intellectually, in order to reach your potential. Each text is a new experience to be written for both the author and the reader. When we read and remember these writers, it is like Giles wrote to Emerson, like knowing them so well before we knew them, and loving them despite the fact we’ll never see them. But we do see them when we read their texts regardless of knowing their features; they take shape in our mind’s eye to converse with us as we move through the text.


There is much debate about whether we should read a text for the text’s sake, or read a text with the hope of generating more context from the author who wrote it. I will happily task myself with diligently reading a text without a view to the author; there is fun to be had there in analyzing symbolism, style, semantics, and my favorite, etymology. It is more engaging for me now, however, to “remember” these authors, to let them reveal themselves in their work and help guide you along the path of their imagination. Hawthorne disagreed; he was very self-conscious about his work and swore that there was nothing of him in them, despite writing such heartfelt prefaces and autobiographical sketches illustrated in The Custom House “Introduction” to The Scarlet Letter, as well as in his novel, The House of Seven Gables. Irving also liked to distance himself from his work, not only theoretically, but literally through his use of multiple pen names. For some reason this makes it more fascinating to me that he writes of a conversation with a book while at Westminster Abbey in The Mutability of Literature: A Colloquy in Westminster Abbey.

A conversation with a book is precisely what we have every time we pick one up. It speaks to us in our very own voice. One of my favorite lines about reading that has stuck with me since I was an undergraduate is Derrida’s from Envois: “You give me words, you deliver them, dispensed one by one, my own, while turning them towards yourself…and I have never loved them so.”
 These lines illustrate the engagement between the reader and the writer; separate in the giving and direct reception of words, yet intertwined in the interpretation of meaning. Of reading, Thoreau is eloquent in the same titled chapter in Walden: “A written word is the choicest of relics. It is something at once more intimate with us and more universal than other works of art. It is the work of art closest to life itself.”
  


Arguably, writing is closer to life than art is because we tend to articulate our reflections of the world around us in a language more common and universal than the impulses generated by color or texture in art.  The clarity of signification of language is admittedly ambiguous, especially in light of most literary theories of your choice, but perhaps this ambiguity mirrors that of our reflections within. A common question in literary theory is: Do we mean what we say, or say what we mean? I answer, is it really possible for me to truly tell you about the feelings these texts generate for me? A translation must take place that will always leave a gap between the linguistic sign and the inherent ambiguity of emotion.


Bank expressed the inherent ambiguity of Romanticism well in American Romanticism: “In our century, it is a commonplace that a man of vision who turns that vision inward will find mist and ambiguity. For the great 19th Century American writers, that discovery became the center of their writings.”
 That mist and ambiguity brings us back to inspiration – infusing both the mind and the senses. Expressing this directly in writing without ambiguity is unfathomable, but it is precisely this ambiguity that invites us as readers in to engage with the writing directly as we experience the text.  Without the ambiguity generated by this subjective engagement, these texts would not be able to stand the test of time with the fortitude they have shown.  

When I read my Great Uncle Giles’ letters to Emerson, I am repeatedly struck by what can only be described as our shared experience, to a certain degree, in our intellectual development. In a letter to Emerson, it’s clear that he too saw reading as a personal engagement and a place to make friends: “I am reading Plotinous, and find a great deal I know nothing about, but some things in him are very old friends who have now found utterance for the first time.”
 In a later letter, he reflects on reading Emerson’s Essays; because I was greatly concerned with hermeneutics as an undergraduate, his self-revelation struck a chord in me: 

Those expressions which have meaning in any form, seem always to have an inexhaustible number of meanings – each first being but the shell to some second – which is but a shell to another – & so on forever, - until we must believe at last that the Infinite lies within, as the inmost & is never attainable, but only to be approached.

This last reminds me again of our earlier reflections about the ambiguities of romance and language. The inherent subjectivity of language is sometimes considered a failing of language itself, but in embracing this subjectivity I think the Romantics communicated the essence of their ideas most effectively. I keep coming back to a line in Emerson’s essay Experience, and I think it belongs here: “Life is a train of moods like a string of beads, and as we pass through them they prove to be many-colored lenses which paint the world their own hue, and each shows only what lies in its focus.”

Our moods affect our perception, what appeared as yellow yesterday appears to me blue today. This is perhaps a simple observation, but one that enlightens what we see as the self-reflective hermeneutic in 19th Century American Literature. What appears to me magnificent about Emerson’s concept of the “transparent eyeball” is that it looks inward to reflect upon the prism of our experience at the precise moment in time before apprehending that which is outside of us. As such, like a river that we dip a toe in to feel the wet rush of movement, so is time a flowing of our perception, experience, and emotion. 


It’s not just Romantic literature that is as relevant today as it was back in time; history is always relevant. What’s interesting is that the Romantics acknowledged their place in time as just that – a point of perception, which will change the very next day. Hawthorne recognized this in his Preface to The House of Seven Gables: 

The point of view in which this tale comes under the Romantic definition lies in the attempt to connect a bygone time with the very present that is flitting away from us. It is a legend prolonging itself, from an epoch now gray in the distance, down into our own broad daylight and bring along with it some of its legendary mist, which the reader, according to his pleasure, may either disregard, or allow it to float almost imperceptibly about the characters and events for the sake of picturesque effect…


Often I am asked why I am so interested in literary and philosophical works from the past. I’ll admit that there are aspects of the romantic amid the components of my constitution, but I also share the desire to apprehend Hawthorne’s “the truth of the human heart.”  A smile crosses my face as I write this and think: “here we are, back at mist and ambiguity.” Yet, questions of the truth of heart have shown themselves to be universal in surfacing era after era in our chain of human existence. If we are lucky enough to discover some of these truths, we will see that they are not just true for us now, but like a great book, relevant and true for all time. The only way we as readers, writers, and teachers can reach out to grasp such truth is to actively “bring the past for judgment into the thousand-eyed present, and live ever in a new day.”
 

I have been inspired by this era in American Literature since my first readings, and my interest in these works has been heightened by my relationship with Giles Waldo and Emerson. Like Giles, I loved Emerson before I knew of any kind of personal connection at all. In reading Emerson’s work over the years, I continue to feel much like Giles when he wrote the following to him:

I believe there is much more light in my firmament than when I first knew you, though; it is not yet very distinct – the nucleus of the comet has not yet appeared, but I believe it has been decided in the councils of the soul that it shall be made manifest so I sit here without anxiety.
  

While the nucleus of my comet grows slowly more distinct, it has been helped along by a perception of personal enlightenment the other day during a morning walk along the Muddy River in the Boston Fens. The river was unusually clear and calm. I was stopped in my tracks by a perfect reflection of a tree in the water. My eye followed the tree to its base and observed it continue directly into the water without interruption; a perfect mirror image of itself. Suddenly the image was disturbed by some odd ducks swimming toward it. I felt distressed at losing my perfect tree.

It took me a moment to realize that the ripples weren’t disturbing the tree, they merely changed the appearance of it in reflection. I came to see the tree itself in the present, and its mirror reflection, upside down in the water, as the totality of its past. In reflection, it appeared all that it ever was and all that it is. It presented a temporal inclusion of past and present. In rippling the vision, the birds merely changed my perspective on this reflection of the past and provided me with new insight. In life as in literature, the past has only passed, but remains accessible to us to be reflected upon and experienced just as viscerally as if it were today. 
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