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memorate the climactic "triumphs of humanity." Emerson's 
project is outlined in his essays from the 1830S through the Civil 
~War. "The ne\\' is only the seed of the old," he wrote in 1841. 

"What is this abolition and non-resistance ... but a continua­
tion of Puritanism... ?" In 1863, after non-resistance had 
given way to armed conflict, he declared the country to be "in 
the midst of a great ReHllution, still enacting the sentiment of 
the Puritans, and the dreams of young people thirty years ago." 
The sacred light that "brought the fathers hither" was guiding 
"the \'isible church of the existing generation" towards an un­
precedented "han'est" of the spirit. It would be irrelevant, in 
this context, to point out that the \'isible ,\merican church of 
1863 was not a fulfillment of the :\'e\\ England Way. Emerson 
was olwiously speaking of fathers and sons not in any historical 
sense, but as aspects of the ,\merican idea as this made itself 
manifest in his thought. Like ,\1ather's, his filiopietism is a sclf­
celebrating summons to the future. "GOD WITH THE F\­
THERS, SO WITH US," he declares in his eulogy to Boston, 
and then adds: "Let us shame the fathers by superior \'irtue in 
the sons." 6 .\s figurae medietatis, the sons labor to complete the 
fathers in a process of exodus, an organic exfoliation of personal 
and national di\'inity, whose essence is the Emersonian­
;\merican self. 

Predictably, Emerson found the model of eXfxius in the 
Great .\tigration, I lis teleology requires, first, a clear sense of 
the past as the Old World. "Let the passion for America," he 
urges, "extract this tape-worm of Europe from the brains of our 

6 Emerson, journals and Notebooks, 11,72; Works, XII, 201; F. \\'. 
Emerson, notes to Emcrson, Works, I, 437; Emcrson, Works, X I, 5 I 5, 
268,85-86; I, 268-69; journals, cds. F. \\'. Emerson and \\'. E. Forbes, 
10 \'oIs. (Boston, 190er-(4), \'1, 52; Selections, cd, S. E, "'hicher (Bos­
ton, 1960), p. 399; Works, IX, 217; XII, 210, 
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countrymen," and with it the stifling \'Cneration of Europe's 
great men. "To us has been committed by Providence the higher 
and holier work of forming ... true and entire men." All oth­
ers, hO\\'e\'er high and holy, adumbrate the representative 
.\merican who is "to pnn'e what the human race can be"-the 
"exalted manhood" that has been decreed "The Fortune of the 
Republic." In 1833, after visiting Coleridge, Carlyle, and 
\\'ords\\'orth, Emerson recorded his sense of superiority to all of 
them and thanked God for bringing him to "the ship that steers 
\\'est\\ard." ,\lilton may ha\T been an obstacle to Coleridge's 
self-realization. Emerson thought that "'lilton-along \\'ith 
llomer, \'irgil, Spenser, Swedenborg, Goethe-belonged to an 
outm<xled "feudal schoo!." ";'\'ot Shakespeare, not Plato . . . 
would do." They "call to us affectionatcly"-"But now all these, 
and all things else hear the trumpet, and must rush to judg­
ment"; now, ".\merica is a poem in our eyes." 7 

The trumpet that Emerson heard required him-as the sec­
ond major step in his teleology-to don the robes of a latter-day 
:":ehemiah or John the Baptist. Over and again in his essays and 
journals, he heralds the :":ew \"orld messiah who will mirror 
"our incomparable materials," America's "urgent claims on her 
children ... yet arc all unanswered." "\"here are the ,\merican 
\\Titers" who are to solYe "the great questions affecting our spiri­
tual nature," \\here the philosophers and politicians who \\'ould 
adequately express this "country of ... vast designs and expec­
tations"? Emerson posed these challenges in his early and mid­
dle career. In 1868, at the age of sixty-five, after \Vhitman and 

7 Emerson, Works, XI, 535; \'1, 145; Young Emerson Speaks, ed, ,\. 
C. .\\cGifft:rt, Jr. (Boston, 1938), p. I go; jO/lrnals, II, Ig5-86;jo/lrnals 
and Notebooks, 1\',79; E. \\', Emerson, notes to Emerson, Works, 1,451; 
Roy I J. Pearce, Historicism Ona ,Hore (princeton, 1<)69), p. 210; Emer­
son, Works, I, 22'13; III, 3'13. 
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Thoreau had in some measure <It least answered his call-after 
Lincoln, Daniel Webster (until 1850), and John Brown had each 
shO\\'n himself a "true representative of this continent, " a blend 
of Revolutionary ardor with the "perfect Puritan faith"-e\'en at 
sixty-five, Emerson was still seeking the spokesman for the "ne\\' 
era," and still reassuring his audiences that "he shall be found." 
Since "America is essentially great and must produce great 
men," he explained, "we shall yet have an .\merican genius," 8 

He expressed his faith most fully in "The American 
Scholar." He calls the essay "one more chapter" in a continuing 
"biography"-in effect, a prophetic biography of the American 
self as scholar. It is also, of course, an outline of Emerson's 
private aspirations. Indeed, several critics ha\'e argued that the 
Scholar is the protagonist of an unwritten Prelude. If so, the 
essay provides a sweeping contrast between. \merican and Euro­
pean Romanticism. \Vords\\'(lrth hopes to reconstitute in himself 
all that had been divided, and so must deal with the specifics of 
his personal and historical condition. Emerson can bypass such 
considerations because he bears witness to the rising glory of 
America. Insofar as he projects himself in his hero, he recasts 
Romantic autobiography into auto-American-biography, reveals 
himself as harbinger of the nation intended "by all prophecy, by 
all preparation . . . to fill the postponed expectation of the 

~ Emcrson, Works, Ill, 37; Letters, ed. It L Rusk. 6 \ols. C'\cw 
York, 1939), III, 413; Early Lectures, ed. R E, Spiller and others, 3 \'Ols, 
(Cambridge, .\lass" 1961-72), I, 381, 383, 385; Works, [11,38; I [enry 
B. Parkcs, "Emerson," in EmersOII, eds. ;\L R. Kon\itz and S. E. 
Whichcr (Englcwood Cliffs, .'\.J., 1962), p. 132; Emcrson, quotcd in 
Michael Cowan, City of the West (.'\e\\' I [a\'Cn. 1967), p. 119. and in 
Loren Ilaritz, City on a Hill (.'\c\\ York. 1964), p, 259; Emerson, Works, 
XI, 221, 268; VIII, po; John O . .\IcCormick, "Emcrson's Theory of 
Human Greatness," New England Quarterly, XXVI (1953), 3 I 3; Emer­
son, Works, I, 370; XI, 537-40. 
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\\'orld." The myth of the primal One ,1\1an \\ith which he begins 
is a Romantic commonplace. Emerson absorbs the One Man, as 
the "exponent of a vaster mind and \\'ill," into the Sun of Righ­
teousness advancing across the continental dial. For the Euro­
pean Romantic, the Sun of Righteousness is his own conquering 
imagination; Urzeit and Endzeit embrace in self-discovery: "We 
behold as one," cries Los, Blake's archetypal poet, "As One Man 
all the Universal Family; and that One .\l3n/ We call Jesus the 
Christ." 9 

Blake's concept of Jesus points to the distinction I would 
make. It goes without saying that not all European Romantics 
asserted a comprehensive selfhood. Many believed they could 
achieYe that only in infinite approximation; others were content 
to await some reintegrated and perfected exemplar of the new 
world of the mind. But as their very terms indicate, the ideal 
centered upon the self-determining, all-embracing individual. In 
these terms also, as Meyer Abrams has shown, the Romantics 
conceived of historical progression. They believed that human­
ity was circling "from the One back to the One," in a process of 
"self-education" that applied equally to mankind and to each 
"reflective" person. Despite their faith in the future, they were 
compelled by their commitment to the organic self to identify, 
as prophets, with the Jesus of the gospels, the model of the 
completed life. For all his commitment to the God within, 
Emerson's faith in America compelled him to find his model of 
organic selfhood in the coming Son of Man. He wished not to 
become Jesus the Christ but to fulfill Him. The "Jazarene, ac­
cording to "The Divinity School Address," serves us as one of 
many "noble provocations." He is part of a procession of "divine 
bards" that has prepared the way for a "new revelation," by a 

9 Emerson, Works, 1,81-82,110,114-15; [V, 34; Blake, Jerusalem, 
II, 38, in Poetry and Prose, eLL G. Keynes (.'\ew York, 1927), p. 620, 
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"newborn bard of the Spirit," through \\'hom ".\merica shall in­
troduce a pure religion." From this vantage point Emerson sum­
marized the history of m<xlern theology: "Calvinism rushes to be 
Unitarianism, and Unitarianism rushes to be pure Theism"; the 
scriptures contain "iml11ortal sentences; but they have no equal 
integrity; are fragmentary; are not shown in their order to the 
intellect. I look for the new Teacher." 10 

The patriotic European Romantic looked in a different di­
rection. The Germans based their mystique of the Volksgeist on 
popular epic and legend; their sense of destiny led them back to 
the origins of the race, to cultural antiquities. Emerson, like 
Mather, interpreted the national past through the double focus 
of prophecies accomplished and prophecies unfolding. In this re­
spect he was perhaps closer to the English Romantics, who 
resurrected Milton's dream of national election (though they 
were far enough removed from their Puritan source to center 
their hopes on the French Re\"Olution). But like .\Iilton they dis­
tinguished, ultimately, between personal and national identity­
christic and secular selfho<xl-and accordingly they reenacted 
the drama of political commitment, disillusionment, and retreat 
to the kingdom within. By 1837, when Emerson wrote "The 
.\merican Scholar," their high argument was a re\'olution of con­
sciousness. B1akc's ,\Ibion symbolizes spiritual wholeness. The 
"Characters of the great .\pocalypse," writes '''ordsworth, are 
"types and symbols of Eternity." When Shelley has Young .\t­
lantis speak the final chorus of Hellas-"The world's great age 
begins anew"-he is saying not that the United States will fulfill 
history, but that "Freedom belongs to Thought." 11 As a pro­
phetic company, these poets had no country. ,\s English nature 

1°.\brams, Natural Supernaturalism, p, 27 2; Emerson, Works, I, 
13 2,143-46 ,149-5 1; IX, 117,212. 

11 Wordsworth, Prelude, \'1. 570--71, cd. E. de Selincourt and 11. 
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poets, their allegiance was to the countryside, the specifics of 
rural life and landscape, the regenerative cycle of the seasons. 
.\s citizens, their country, as .\1ilton said after the Restoration, 
was wherever it is well with one. 

Emerson sustained his faith not because the American Re\'­
olution was more successful than the French, but because his 
vision annihilated di\'ision. The rhetoric he inherited enabled 
him to dissolve the differences between history and self-as well 
as between the different functions of the self (ci\'ic, natural, 
prophetic)--and so to overcome political disenchantment by re­
vealing himself the representative \merican. Significantly, he 
concei\'ed his essays on nature, the scholar, and the new re­
ligious teacher at the height of \\hat he termed the "emphatic 
and universal calamity" of the Jacksonian era. The 1828 election 
of Andrew Jackson was hailed as a spectacular triumph of the 
young democracy. His re-election in 1832 seemed to Emerson to 
undermine the \'ery purpose of the Revolution; and the crash of 
1837 cO/winced Emerson that society had "played out its last 
stake." But with the latter-day theocrats he found that his rheto­
ric blossomed in adversity. Confronted \\'ith a "barbaric" 
present, he reread the "whole past ... in its infinite scope," 
and declared: "Let me begin anew!" His meth<xi of self-renewal 
consisted in i11\'Csting the meaning of America in himself. God's 
angel is named freedom, he tells us in a re\'iew of the Great 
,\1igration. He pronounces his discO\'eries in thought in the same 
apocalyptic tone with which he has G<xI say: "Lo! I uncover the 
land! Which I hid of old time in the West." To the Romantic 
notion that "there is no history, only biography," Emerson 
added 1\\'0 crucial, and crucially related, stipulations: fir.~t, that 

Darbishire (Oxford, 1959); Carl Wo<xlring, Politics in English Romantic 
Poet':,! (Cambridge, .\lass., 1970), pp. 317-18 (guoting Shelley). 
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"all biography is autobiography," ami second, that "the, \meri­
can idea" concerns neither "caucuses nor congress, neither ... 
presidents nor cabinet-ministers, nor ... such as would make 
of America another Europe"; it belongs to "the purest minds" 
only, "and yet it is the only true" idea. 12 

Emerson's eonftation of the private with the national ideal 
characterizes the \\'fitings of most of the American Romantics, 
including the most belligerently anti-nationalistic among them. 
It is clear, for example, that Thoreau saw America as the golden 
West of the imagination. It is no less clear that, even at times of 
active disobedience, he identified the actual movement of the 
country with the redemptiw story of mankind. And it is central 
to his meaning that we not choose between these disparate per­
sonal and historical commitments. Dante's ne\\ life leads him 
out of the world's dark forest; Teufelsdr6ckh's leads him back to 
the City of Man, but as an alien and a wanderer, cir­
cumambulating "the terraqueous Globe." Sartor Resartus insists 
that we distinguish the clothes from the soul, history from the 
kingdom, modern life from the Everlasting Yea. Thoreau insists 
upon his clothes, his locale, his life in the woods, as emblems of 
the American spirit. He does not walk anywhere, but westward. 

His "new country" mode-migrant, "manly," free­
enterprising-evokes the frontier dream even as it mocks the 
Franklinesque Way to Wealth. Mather's Winthrop is an Ameri­
can who has made himself a cornerstone of the "\:e\\ \Vorld 
Jerusalem, and therefore part of the author's figural autobiogra­
phy. Walden is the symbolic autobiography of the self as "the 
only true America." 13 The bridge between these \\"(>rks is 
Emerson the prophet, who compensates for political failure by 

12 Emerson, journals, IV, 24 1; Works, IX, 201; V, 286-87; II, 10; 

VIII, 387. 
13 Carlyle, Sartor Resartus, p. 155; Thoreau, Walden, in Walden and 

Other Writings, ed. B.. \tkinson (:"en York, 1950), pp. 187, ,85. 

EMERSON THE PROPHET 17 

collapsing histor)', biography, and autobiography into "the 
American idea"-by creating himself, figurally, in the image of 
the "\:ew \Vorkl, e\Tn as he internalizes the ,\merican experi­
ence, symbolically, as a Romantic journey of the soul. 

One result of this outlook is the difference bet\\een the Eu­
ropean and the .\merican cult of genius. Perhaps the most mis­
leading e1iche in recent criticism is that our major literature 
through Emerson is antinomian. The Puritans, we recall, ban­
ished .\nne IIutchinson because she set her pri\'ate revelation 
abo\'e the public errand. The controversy foreshado\\s the fun­
damentally opposed meanings of greatness in Carlyle and Emer­
son. Carlyle's hero stands sufficient in himself, a titan born to 
master the multitude. He is the Frankenstein's monstcr of left­
wing Protestantism, part of a latter-day antinomian brotherhood 
that includes Sha\\'s Superman and Ibsen's ,\laster-builder; 
~ietzschc's Zarathustra, that "terrible tcachcr of the great con­
tempt"; Byron's exiled saint, \\hose immortal mind "makes it­
self! Requital for its good or e\'il thoughts." In contrast to all of 
these, Emerson posed the se\Trcly ethical code of the true 
American. European geniuses, he complained, "have an un­
disguised . . . contempt for common virtue standing on com­
mon principles." \ccordingly, he reminded himself in his jour­
nals to "be\\'are of ,\ntinomianism," and declared in public that 
he had undertaken a battle against "mere antinomianism," in the 
interests of turning society to\\'ards the higher laws of chastity, 
simplicity, spiritual and intellectual awareness. "There was 
ne\Tr a country in the \\orld," he felt sure, "which could so eas­
ily exhibit this heroism as ours." 1-1 

14 :"ietzsehe, quoted in Stephen Donadio, "Emerson and the 
Christian Imagination," IllSS., p. 27; Byron. MLl/ifred, Ill.i\. 127-37, in 
\'oJ. IV of Works, cd, E. II. Coleridge. 13 mis, (:"e\\ York. 1f)66; 
reprint of London, 1898~If)o5 cd.); Emerson. Works, 1:\, 620; journals, 

IV, 449; Works, VII, 1If). 

1
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Of course, Emerson never denounced antinomianism "ith 
the old Puritan \'ehemencc, Once or t\\'ice he spoke of it \\'ith a 
condescending admiration, as a "vein of folly" that helps the en­
thusiast reach "the people," and often enough we feel a pO\\'erful 
antinomian impulse in the absolutism of his claims, :\onethe­
less, his concept of greatness denies the tenets of antinomianism, 
in any meaningful sense of the term, More accurately, his teleol­
ogy redefines his antinomian impulse, some\\'hat in the manner 
of \-lather, as the re\'c1ation of the American Way, If Emerson's 
hero differs from the chauvinist by his Romantic self-reliance, 
he differs equally from the Romantic antinomian by his reliance 
on a national goal. He speaks not to the fit few, \\herever they 
are, but to Young "\merica, His natural habitat is not the sub­
lime, anywhere, but the :'\:e\\ World, 'The land," \\Tites Emer­
son, "is the appointed remedy for whatever is false and fantastic 
in our culture, The land, with its sanati\'e influences, is to repair 
the errors of a scholastic and traditional education." This might 
be :'\: ehemiah addressing his people in captivity, except that the 
land \muld then evoke the ancient claims of Israel. Or it might 
be Luther announcing the doctrine of sola scriptura, except that 
he would substitute the Bible for nature. Or again, it might be 
\Vords\\'orth speaking of his home at Grasmere, except that he 
would apply its "sanative influences" to the kingdom within, as 
nourishment for the egotistical sublime. 

Emerson combines all these themes and transmutes them in 
the image of .\merica. His emphasis on nature sustains his myth 
of the new holy land; the influences he feels counteract (e\'en as 
they complete) the traditions of the Old World; and the regener­
ation he promises pertains to a "truly IIuman" nation yet to be 
formed. "Greatness appeals to the future," he explains in "Self­
Reliance" and other essays. 
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tains its fascination for all educated Americans, The force 
of character is cumulative. :\11 the foregone days of virtue 
work their health into this, They shed a united light on the 
adnncing actor. The continent we inhabit is to be [our] 
physic and fotxl; the nati\'e but hidden graces of the land­
scape [are] intruding a ne\\' clement into the national mind. 
Without looking then to those extraordinary social influ­
ences \\'hich are now acting in precisely this direction, but 
only at \\hat is inevitably doing around us, I think we must 
regard thc land as the sanative influence, \\hich promises to 
disclose ne\\ virtues for ages to come. Realize that this 
country, the last found, is the great charity of God to the 
human race..\ccept the place the di\'ine providence has 
found for you, the connection of events, transcendent des­
tiny; and [become] guides, redeemers, and benefactors, 
obeying the .\Imighty effort. 15 

Emerson's exhortation to greatness speaks directly to the 
paradox of a literature devoted at once to the exaltation of the 
individual and the search for a perfect community. Self-reliance 
builds upon both these extremes. It is the consummate expres­
sion of a culture which places an immense premium on indepen­
dence \\hile denouncing all forms of eccentricity and elitism. 
The denunciation, as Emerson indicates, is less a demand for 
conformity than a gesture against antinomianism. Anne Hutch­
inson's self-reliance, like Wordsworth's, Byron's, Carlyle's, and 
:\ietzsche's, locates the divine center in the individual. The self­
reliant. \merican is by definition the national benefactor as guide 
and prophet. Or prophetess, in the case of Hester Prynne, 
I-Ll\\thorne's "li\'ing sermon" against the "haughty" and "carnal" 
.\lrs, Hutchinson. To some extent, the "sermon" follows the 

it is [therefore] for want of self-culture that the superstition 
15 Emerson, Works, Ill, 1I';7-8K; II. 74, 5()-60, 80, 47; I, 39 1, 

of Travelling, whose idols arc italy, England, Egypt, re­ 364-70, 150; XI, 537, 540, Ellipses dcletnl. 
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homiletic tradition of the biblical Esther, exemplum of sorrow, 
duty, and love, and figura of the Virgin .\tary ("Hester la tres 
ame/ Ke sauve la gem juge"). But primarily Hawthorne's argu­
ment depends on his heroine's achie\'ing the strength to make 
herself the American Esther. .\s the "A" she \\'ears expands from 
"Adulteress" to "Angelic," its significance leads forward from 
the Puritan "Utopia" to that "brighter period" when the country 
will fulfill its "high and glorious destiny." More than any other 
aspect of the novel, it is I lester's intermediate identity that 
makes The Scarlet Letter an .\merican romance. She is neither 
merely a doomed Romantic Dark Lady at her worst nor wholly 
a world-redeeming Romantic sa\'ior at her best, but a figura 

medietatis, like Phoebe and Hilda, Endicott and the Gray Cham­
pion, a "pledge that "Jew England's sons [and daughters] will 
vindicate their ancestry." 16 

The prophetic quality of ~\merican Romantic heroism ex­
presses the furthest reach of .\lather's daring strategy in the 
Magnalia. By comparison, the European great man, for all his 
superiority to the mass, is sadly restricted. His very self-reliance 
implies an adversary Other, not only the great precursor but ev­
eryone to whom he is superior, everything from which he is 
alienated-history, the common laws, the representati\'C men 
and women that constitute social normality. The American self 
has no such limits. It advances a mode of personal identity in­
tended to embrace both the individual and society, without al­
lowing either for Romantic-antinomian hero-worship or for the 

16 IIawthorne, ~Vorks, ed, G. L. Lathrop, 15 \'ols. (Boston, 
1882-96), XII, 217-26; :\'icholas Baioun, "Priere iJ la \'ierge," (luoted 
in Paul .\Ieyer, ":\'otice et Extracts du .\Is, 8336 de la Bihliothcque de 
Sir Thomas Philips,"' Romania, XI II (1884), 509; Ha \\thorne, The Scarlet 
Letter, cd. H. Le\'in (Boston, (961). p, 247. and "The Gray Cham­
pion," in Works, I, 3I. 
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claims of social pluralism. It offers a compensatory replacement 

for (rather than an alternative to) the ugly course of actual 
events. Hester herself is an inadequate example of this kind of 
heroism. Because she is part of a larger, complex, highly ironic 
design, the problems of history assume a weight equal to, if not 
greater than, the solace she offers. This, at any rate, is the im­
plicit view of those who admire her as an antinomian, and in­
sofar as Ha\\thorne shared their admiration he upheld the Old 
World convention, through Antigone to Anna Karenina, that the 
great soul reveals itself by confronting social realities and recog­
nizing its limitations. 

"Jo doubt The Scarlet Letter owes much of its force to the 
tension between this tragic recognition and the optimism of its 
New World vision . .\ly point is not to explore the tension, but 
to note the antithesis. Hester's Emersonian role as prophetess, if 
I may call it so, militates against the prospect of tragedy because 
it obliterates contradiction. According to F. O. ;\latthiessen, the 
earliest example of Emersonian compensation is the dictum that 
"God is promoted by the worst. Don't despise even the ... 
Andre\\' Jacksons." We can hardly avoid seeing in this formula 
the strategy by which Emerson, in his seminal essays of the 
1830's-sensing his solitude amidst a "wide and wild mad­
ness"-proclaimed himself the keeper of the dream. "Jot by ac­
cident his phrases echo those in the Magnalia's General Introduc­
tion, where Mather announces that "whether New-England may. 
live any \\'here else or no, it must live in our History!" Emer­
son's essays set forth a doctrine of self-reliance, at a crucial post­
Revolutionary moment, that lends a new symbolic scope to the 
Puritan outlook. Geoffrey Hartman has observed that Romantic 
selfhood took the triadic form of nature, self-consciousness, and 
imagination. Its issue was not only a victory of the imagination 
but alternately, and often simultaneously, the "visionary de­
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spair" of the "sole self." 17 The Emersonian triad is American 
naturc, the. \merican self, and American destiny, a triple tautol­
ogy designed to obviate the anxieties both of self-consciousness 

and of the recalcitrant world. 
I am speaking here of the mythic self, of course..\11 evi­

dence indicates that an enormous private anxiety underlies the 
affirmation. The Emersonian night of the soul rarely occurs in 
the open, and never involves the struggle with an external foe. 
Publicly, the dawn is forever radiant with hope, the enterprise 
"only at the cock-crowing and the morning star," and the pro­
tagonist always young and always "here" (e\"Cn when he shakes 
his white locks at the runaway western sun). The struggle takes 
place in private, in journals, in notebooks, sometimes in letters 
and marginalia. "If I were to write an honest diary," Emerson 
confided, "what should I say? Alas, that life has shallowness, 
halfness." And again, more pointedly still: "If ... the \\orld is 
not a dualism, is not a bipolar llnity, but is two, is .\ete and It, 
then is there Alien, the Unknown, and all we have belie\ed & 
chanted out of our deep instinctive hope is a pretty dream." 
Stephen Whicher has recorded Emerson's long effort to retain 
his belief, at the expense of shutting out the tragic vision, which 
is to say at the expense of self-acceptance. :\gainst the felt di­
chotomy between .\1e and It, "the ya wning gulf between the 
ambition of man and his power of performance," against the 
"double consciousness ... of the Understanding & of the Soul" 
whieh he termed "the worst feature of our biography," Emerson 
chanted the prophetic self, a "dualism" emptied of two-ness, of 

17 .\latthiessen, American Renaissance ('e\\' York, (941), p. 318; 
Emerson, journals, V, I I I; .\Iather, Magnalia Christi Americana, cd. T. 
Robbins, 2 \·ols. (Hartford, 1853-55), I, 27; Hartman, Beyond Formalism 

C'\"e\l" Haven, 1970), p. 301. 
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the alien or the unknO\\"ll-personal and national identity twined 
in the bipolar unity of auto-.\merican-biography. 18 

The reasons for the suppression of the private life are not 
far to seek. For Emerson, the e\ollltion of mankind confirms the 
national mission, .\merican history \'alidates the individual 
dream, and the autobiographical exemplum serves as national 
prophecy. Granted this correspondence, his Romantic journey 
outward from subjecti\'e to universal stands opposed to the very 
concept of the incomplete sole self. The personal state, no less 
than the public, is destiny manifest. "\Iy estimate of .\merica," 
Emerson confessed, like my "estimate of my mental means and 
resources, is all or nothing." To despair in oneself is a symbolic 
gesture of equal magnitude to the affirmation of the dream. It is 
to declare oneself a jigura of \\hat we might call the negative 
apocalypse. The great example here is \telville's Pierre, \\·hose 
pri\'ate discovery of ambiguity reverses the national myth em­
bodied in his colonial and Revolutionary sires. "Out of some 
past Egypt," the narrator hegins, "we have come to this ;\'e\\' 
Canaan, and from this :\"ew Canaan, we press on to some [ul­
timate] Circassia." .\tuch later hc ackno\\ledges that the Circas­
sia his hero represents is not the :\"e\\' \\'orld chiliad, but dooms­
day. Pierre's deepest despair foIlO\\'s upon the recognition of 
\\·hat for the European Romantic would be a triumphant an­
tinomian epiphany-that the great man stands above the mass, 
since "all the world does ne\er gregariously advance to Truth, 
but only here and there some of its individuals do; and by ad­
vallCing, lea\"C the rest behind." The amplest expression of his 
despair is Vivia, the protagonist of Pierre's unfinished auto­
.\rnerican-hiography-and epitome of Pierre's titanic effort to 

IH Fmcrson, Journals, \'1, 200; jOl/rnals and Notebooks, VII, 200; 

Works, [V, I 83; journals and Notebooks, \111, 10. 
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cap the "iame-column" of his forebears-\\ho emerges, near the 
nO\Tl's end, as the ".\merican Fnceladus," a "iorehoding and 
prophetic" symbol of the void. 19 

One of Pierre-Vi\'ia's precursors is \'i\'enza, the, \mcrican 
utopia described in Mardi as "a young \Iessiah," "promising as 
the morning." .\nother is the "\laster Genius" \Iel\ille hailed in 
his essay on Ilawthorne: the "literary Shiloh of\merica" who 
would demonstrate "the supremacy ... \\hich prophetically 
awaits us." "\\'e \\'ant no .\merican \liltons," \Iehille declares 
here, directly after praising I L1\\thorne ior his Cal\'inism; the 
very comparison insults any "true .\merican author.... Call 
him an .\merican, and ha\'e done; for you cannot say a nohler 
thing of him." .\lckille's career is a rapid growth to\\ard this 
vision, and then a long falling '1\\'ay. Redburn and White-Jacket 

transform the journey of the soul into a \'()yage of the redeemer 
nation, "homeward-bound" for the millennium; their language is 
unmistakably Fmersonian. The disillusionment that begins in 
Mardi reaches its nadir in Pierre, \\ith its profound and sa\age 
critique of Transcendentalism. Thereafter the tone \'aries from 
Swiitian irony to the modern grotesque, but the original dy­
namic is transparent throughout, e\'en in the mock-heroic ,'oice 
of Israel Potter ("prophetically styled Israel by the good Puri­
tans, his parehts") \\ho plays a diminished Revolutionary Ish­
mael to a series of parodic "true .\mericans"; e\'<:n in the comic 
apocalypse of The Confidence Man-whose anti-hero, in one of his 
guises, is Emerson himself-or the hitter detachment of Clarel: 

"To Terminus build Fanes!/ Columhus ended earth's romance:/ 
:'\'0 ","cw \\'orld to mankind rcmains." 20 

19 Emerson, Works, VII, 417; .\lch illc, Pierre, cd, II. \. \Iurrav 
C"e\\ York, 1949), pp. 37,8,482. 

20 \lchille. Mardi, cd, H. B. Franklin C"e\\' York. 1964), p, 4 [2; 
"I Ll\nhorne and Ilis \ tosses," in The Portable Ha;;.,thorne, cd, \1. CO\\­
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Emerson, too, heard the call of Terminus, "god of bounds," 
saying ":-"';0 more!"-as did Thoreau and \Yhitman. If .\merica 
is not "the Grcat \Yestcrn Pionccr \\'hom the nations follo\\," 
Thoreau wrote near the end of his lifc, then "to \\'hat end does 
the world go on ... ?" It \\'as a rhetorical qucstion, of course; 
and an emendation in an early draft of Walden suggests the hasis 
for his persisting optimism. "I could tell a pitiful story respect­
ing myself," he had \\Titten, "\\ith a sufficient list of failures, 
and flo\\' as humbly as the \'ery gutters." His revision, a direct 
echo of Emerson, became the motto for the entire \\ork: "I do 
not propose to \\Tite an ode to dejection, but to brag as lustily as 
chanticleer in the morning, standing on his roost, if only to 
wake my neighbours up." Whitman's mode of compensation is 
perhaps best seen in his technique oi a\'()idance. ~o Romantic 
autobiography, unless we c1assiiy "The .\merican Scholar" in 
that genre, tells us so little about the author as does Song of 

Myself. "Apart from the pulling and hauling stands \\'hat I am," 
Whitman declares; but at the slightest danger of scrutiny he flees, 

vanishes, slips away, eludes, orders us (and presumably himself) to 
stand back. The self \\hich Whitman does sing-which he anato­
mizes in epic catalogues-belongs to the "divine average," the 
christic-prophetic I Am as the :'\ew World: ".\merica isolated 
yet embodying all, what is it finally, except myself?" 21 

ley (:'\e\\' York, [967), pp. 413, 4H)-20; White-Jacket, cd, II. Cohen 
C"ew York. [967), pp, 149-5°,3°2, 399;Israel Potter, (:'\e\\ York, 18 55), 
pp. 175,72, 122, 13-14; Clarel, 11.25°, in \'01. XV of Works, 16 vols. 
(="e\\, York, [963; reprint of London, '922-24 cd.). 

21 Emerson. Works, IX. 25[; Thoreau, "\\'alking," in Walden and 
Other Writings, p. 609; "\Valden," xerox 1 [20 of I Iuntington mss. 
924;Walden (Boston, [854), title page ami p. 52: \\'hitman, Complete Po­
etry and Selected Prose, cd. J. E. \tiller, Jr. (Boston, [959). p. 27; Roland 
Hagenbtichlc, "Whitman's Lnfinished Quest for an .\merican Iden­
tity," English Literary History, XL ([973),469,45°. 
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\Vhen \\'hitman deleted "myself' from the equation, \\hen 
he left .\merica on its own, he found it difficult to sustain his 
optimism. "The people's crudeness, \'ice, caprices," he admit­
ted, might prmT the United States "the most tremendous failure 
of time." He found it just as difficult to sustain his faith in him­
self when he deleted "divine" from the a\Trage he claimed to 
express. Considered merely as a poet, he feared, he might turn 
out to be "the most lamentable of failures ... in the known his­
tory of literature." "All or nothing," Emerson had declared: 
Whitman, like his ,\laster, found the all in the di\'ine .\merican 
selfhood he celebrated throughout his career, and ne\'er more 
confidently than during the corruption that followed the Ci\'il 
WaL He denounced the "cancerous" Grant .\dministration with 
the righteous fury of a Jeremiah, and, in the same prophetic 
breath, he salvaged the national ideal by "assuming to himself," 
as he put it, "all the attributes of his country," en masse, As the 
.\merican ~e\\' \1an, "acme of things accomplish'll, and .. , 
encloser of things to be," he could absorb the cheaters and the 
cheated \\'ith equanimity. I Ie has heard the cries of anguish, he 
tells us, suffered the outrage-and, being "typical of it all," he 
has beheld also its last result, Proclaiming his good ne\\s from 
atop the "towering selfhood" of "America Herself," he charts 
the vistas which from eternity "the Almighty had spread before 
this nation"-the democratic magnalia Americana, "dazzling as 
the sun," to which the present is a morning star .. \ nd for our as­
surance he offers us songs of himself. In his representative life 
"past and present have interchanged"; his quintessentially 
.\merican poems give form to "the deepest basic elements and 
loftiest final meanings of history and man, on \\'hich all the 
superstructures of the future arc permanently to rest." 22 

22 Whitman, rCliews in Walt Whitman, cd, .\1. Hindus C'\C\I York, 
197')' pp, 45, 34-35; Complete Poetry and Selected Prose, pp. 45 6- 61 , 474, 
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The superstructures \vere secured by Emerson. Their foun­
dation \\'as laid in seventeenth-century .\1assachusetts, U ndoubt­
edly, .\tlther \\'miid have scorned the theology of the young 
visionary who, a century after his death, took his post as minis­
ter of Boston's Second Church. C ndoubtedly, too, Whitman 
differed in important \Iays from Emerson, as did all the major 
writers of the .\merican Renaissance. To posit a common design 
is not to simplify the differences-nor to imply that they are less 
significant than the similarities-but, on the contrary, to provide 
a context for discrimination. \\'hat is remarkable, from this per­
spective, is that Emerson's great contemporaries all learned from 
him to turn the Romantic mode into a \'ehicle of "the .\merican 
idea." The qualities that maue Emerson the most influential 
thinker of the period were those which re\'eal him to be the 
crucial figure in the continuity of the culture. His achie\'ement 
lay abm'e all in his synthesis of abiding national themes. At the 
heart of that synthesis is Emerson the prophet, who in himself 
vindicates the sons' long labor to complete the fathers. If he suc­
ceeded no better than Mather in changing the course of events, 
he had the prophet's triumph of perpetuating the ideal. And if 
the facts contradict the teleology he affirmed, which makes the 
~ew England Way a foreshadowing,figura medietatis, of Tran­
scendentalism, nonetheless he carried the Puritan errand to new 
heights of eloquence and vision, in a Romantic assertion of the 
self that fused autobiography and history in the evoh'ing spiri­
tual biography of .\merica. 

477, 487, 489, 49', 5 I 3, 543, 554' .\clost of the materials for this essay 
came from chapter 5 of my forthcoming book, The Puritan Origins of the 
American Self (Yale University Press). 


