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"LADIES & GENTLEMEN, MR. EMERSON"
"He is the world's eye. He is the world's heart." How
far our world of Auschwitz and automation, Orwell
and Sartre, space-stations and the gray flannel suit
has come since that day when Ralph Waldo Emerson
(1803-1882) could make this praise of man the center of a philosophy. Yet in his own day he stood in
the American avant garde, and perhaps a great deal
of his teaching about the beauty and humanity of life
' still solidly underpins a part of the American tradition, where—if it is mostly invisible—it
constitutes
a steady force for good. Russell Potter is director
of the Institute of Arts and Sciences,
Columbia.

By RUSSELL POTTER
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HE CHAIRMAN of the meeting
turned with a deferential bow to
the speaker of the evening, a
slight spare figure who, courteously
acknowledging the introduction and
the bow, approached the lectern quietly and unfolded his manuscript.
For a long moment he stood there
silent, while all eyes were upon him.
The effect, said one reporter, was "at
first somewhat startling, and then
nobly impressive." Quietly, but with
"eminent bonhomie, earnestness, and
sincerity," Ralph Waldo Emerson b e gan reading his lecture.
The day was the last day of D e cember just over 100 years ago: 1855.
The place: Davenport, Iowa. Emerson
had traveled hard and far to this and
other mid-continent
engagements.
From Chicago he had written home:
"I rode incessantly from Salem, Mass.,
where I took the cars on Thursday
morning two days and two nights and
was here at nine yesterday A.M. Tonight at eleven or else tomorrow at
seven A.M. I go again to the Missis-

sippi & across it to Davenport & then
to Rock Island. But it is a little doubtful still as there is no arrival from
that quarter whether snow and wind
will allow me to reach the river. As
for the crossing, once there, there is
no difficulty, for it is frozen." And in
his diary of that trip he remarked
that he had crossed the mightiest of
rivers three times on foot.
In another sense Emerson had traveled hard and far to reach that last
day of 1855. He had not planned this
life of itinerant lecturer, and, although he resolutely accepted its r e sponsibilities, he was never completely at home on the American lecture
circuit—as were many of his contemporaries. He was always a shy man,
though never at a loss with strangers;
a scholar who was happiest in his
study, or on a walk through the woods
with a friend, or at a mildly convivial
meeting of the intimate friends who
formed the Saturday Club. But he
recognized the fact that the scholar
needs to brush up against the nonscholarly world. In 1843 he had written to Carlyle: "I live so much alone.

shrinking almost cowardly from the
contact of worldly and public men,
that I need more than others to quit
home sometimes, and roll with the
river travelers, and live in hotels."
And on his first extended lecture tour
he wrote in his journal: "I am greatly
pleased with the merchants. In rail
car and hotel it is common to meet
only the successful class, and so we
have favorable specimens: but these
discover more manly power of all
kinds than scholars; behave a great
deal better, converse better, and have
inexpressive and sufficient manners."
Pleased he was, too, with the new
hotels and with the railroads. Of the
former he wrote to his sister Elizabeth
from Philadelphia: "The manner in
which water is brought into every
chamber, and gas light in every sitting-room gives a new value to cities.
Gas light in your parlor is really
splendid." He found the railroad "not
prosaic, as people say, but highly p o etic, this strong shuttle that shoots
across the forest, swamp, river, and
arms of the sea, binding city to city."
And again: "Dreamlike traveling on
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the railroad. The towns through which
1 pass between Philadelphia and New
York make no distinct impression on
me. They are like pictures on a wall."
Of the future of the American railroad—as of America itself—he was
sure: "Fear haunts the building railroad, but it will be American power
and beauty when it is done."
This awareness of "American power and beauty" was his while he was
still a student in Harvard College. In
1822, when he was nineteen, he confessed to his journal his dream of the
greatness of America, his vision of its
opening frontiers: "Here . . . new
Romes are growing, and the Genius
of man is brooding over the wide
boundaries of infinite empires, where
yet are to be drunk the intoxicating
drafts of honor and renown; here are
to be played over again the bloody
games of human ambition, bigotry,
and revenge, and the stupendous
Drama of the passions to be repeated.
Other Cleopatras shall seduce, Alexanders fight, and Caesars die." Again,
in the same year: "This country is
daily rising to a higher comparative
importance and attracting the eyes of
all the rest of the world to the development of its embryo greatness."
Hard and far he had traveled. For
more than a decade at the beginning
of his career he was to grope his way
slowly along a troubled and often
uncertain path that was, however, to
lead him to his own peculiar and individual niche in American life and
thought. The son and grandson of
preachers, brother and cousin and

nephew of teachers, he was to preach
and teach through all his mature life.
But not from any orthodox pulpit nor
from any academic classroom. The
Phi Beta Kappa address at Harvard
in 1837 (more commonly known as
"The American Scholar") and the
Divinity School address, also at Harvard, barred any progress in church
or school. At the outset of his career
he plainly labeled himself a non-conformist; he was practising his own
doctrine of self-reliance. He had, perhaps not intentionally, burned his
bridges. He never was a scholar, in
the accepted sense of the word, and
all his life he was to endure the carping criticism of those formalists who,
having less fire and imagination to
plague them, attached more importance to system and regularity than
Emerson ever did. (Commenting in
his journal on his essay "Self-Reliance," before its publication, he wrote:
"My page about Consistency would
be better written thus: Damn Consistency!") Nor was he ever a theologian, a "divine" who would conform
to the prevailing winds of doctrine.
And he had a living to make. He
did not ask much—but he asked more
than his friend Thoreau did—and he
did not have his friend's salable skill
at surveying nor his strength to do
odd jobs as a handyman. What to do?
He turned, somewhat reluctantly, to
the lecture platform, and became
America's first professor of adult education a century before the phrase
was invented. From the secure, if
slight, income of a regular pastorate
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MARVELOUS MONICKERS

Fannie Gross of Asheville, North Carolina, submits fifteen names which at
first blush look like anagrams, but aren't—they are real names (real fictional
names, that is) of characters who appear in the novels alongside. She asks you
to assign the proper characters to the proper books. Everything is straightened
out on page 14.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

Almus Pickerbaugh
Crossjay Patterne
Darthea Peniston
Diggory Venn
Edmonia Bredalbane
Hepzibah Pyncheon
Jurgis Rudkus
Tabitha Bramble
Mimsy Seraskier
Mustapha Mond
Rashleigh Osbaldistone
Ruthven Murgatroyd
Senoj Nosnibor
Wilfull Witwoud
Marmaduke Bonthrop
Shelmerdine

"The Romantic Comedians" (Ellen Glasgow)
"The Jungle" (Upton Sinclair)
"Brave New World" (Aldous Huxley)
"The Way of the World" (William Congreve)
"Erewhon" (Samuel Butler)
"Orlando" (Virginia Woolf)
"Arrowsmith" (Sinclair Lewis)
"Ruddigore" (W. S. Gilbert)
"The Return of the Native" (Thomas Hardy)
"Humphrey Clinker" (Tobias Smollett)
"Hugh Wynne, Free Quaker"
(S. W. Mitchell)
"Rob Roy" (Sir Walter Scott)
"Peter Ibbetson" (George du Maurier)
"The Egoist" (George Meredith)
"The House of the Seven Gables"
(Nathaniel Hawthorne)

to the uncertain rewards of public
lectures was a logical but hazardous
step. For Emerson it was inevitable.
In his journal he noted: "I read my
commission in every cipher of nature,
and know that I was made for another office, a Professor of the Joyous
Science, a detector and delineator of
occult harmonies and unpublished
beauties, a herald of civility, nobility,
learning, and wisdom; an Affirmer of
the One Law, yet as one who should
affirm it in music and dancing."
J r ORTUNATELY, for Emerson the
time was ripe, and ten years later,
when he was to begin his almost annual lecture tours through the Midwest, audiences had been organized to
hear him. The first lyceum had been
established in 1816 by Josiah Holbrook
at Millbury, a village near Worcester.
By the time Emerson was ready for
the circuit there were almost 100 lyceums in Massachusetts alone, and the
movement was spreading to other
New England states, to New York,
Philadelphia, and Baltimore, and out
across Ohio and Indiana to Illinois and
Iowa and Minnesota.
In 1836 he could write Carlyle in
England that "my own experiments
for one or two winters . . . have led
me to think much and to expect much
from this mode of addressing men."
"In New England," he went on, "the
Lyceum as we call it is already a
great institution. Besides the more
elaborate courses of lectures in the
cities, every country town has its
weekly evening meeting, called a L y ceum. . , . The audience is of all
classes, and its character will be determined always by the name of the
lecturer."
Carlyle had written him in 1835
for practical advice about a proposed
lecture tour in America—how large
an audience might be expected, how
much to charge, what would be the
expenses, etc., etc. "Nine hundred are
thought a large assembly," Emerson
told him. "Expenses for rent, lights,
doorkeeper, etc., for the hall—about
$12 each lecture. Three dollars is the
least that might be demanded for a
single course ticket [a course was to
consist of fifteen to sixteen lectures]—
perhaps $4; $5 for a ticket admitting
a gentleman and a lady." As to the
lecturer's income, he warns him that,
except in exceptional and very lucky
cases, "the fee to the lecturer is inconsiderable, usually $20 for each lecture," although a popular phrenologist received "probably $3,000 for his
courses during the few months of his
stay."
For more than a year Carlyle toyed
with the idea, often asking his Ameri(Continued on page 40)
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