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ABSTRACT

Walden (1854), by the American author Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862), is

explored as a work of literature with significant implications for environmental ethics in

contemporary architectural practice. This reading challenges ethical models which

depend for their legitimacy on determining a static representation of the world around us.

Thoreau's literary discussion of the construction of bis shelter and the subsequent

revealing of a view of nature is offered as a more complete approach to finding a

significant discourse conceming the relationship between humanity and the earth. The

relevance ofthe poetic imagination is asserted through exploring the many aspects of the

metaphors of verticality and flight in Walden. Thoreau'5 effort is extended into a brief

discussion of Australian architect Glenn Murcutt (barn 1936) and a consideration of the

natura! world in light ofthe phenomenon ofa gift.

ABREGÉ

Walden (1854), de l'écrivain américain Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862), est

exploré, dans ce memoire, comme un texte ayant une portée significative sur la réflexion

éthique entourant la dimension environementaie dans la practique architecturale

contemporaine. Il s'agit, par une telle lecture de l'œuvre litteraire de Thoreau, de mettre

en question certains modèles éthiques dont la validité est fondée sur des représentations

statiques du monde. Les écrits de Thoreau portant sur la construction de l'abri dans

Walden, de même que la conception de la nature qui se trouve ainsi révélée, proposent

une démarche plus complète en we de générer un discours approprié sur les rapports

entre l'homme et la nature. La pertinance de l'imagination poétique est mise en lumière

par l'exploration des métaphores de la verticalité et de l'envol. De Walden, cette

réflexion s'élargit enfin, d'abord par un bref examen de l'œuvre de l'architect australien

Glenn Murcutt (né en 1936) et ensuite, par une réflexion sur la question de la nature à la

lumière du phénomène du don.



•

•

•

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

1am thankful to Alberto Pérez-Gômez for providing a very special context for the

study ofarchitecture and for his insights and guidance in my chosen topie.

Over the course ofthis study 1have had the oPPOrtunity to share ideas with many

others. My colleagues in thc.JIistory and Theory program, through their pursuits and

observations on the meaning and potential of architecture, ehallenged me to understand

the role ofthe architect personally and eommunally. Ouest crities have provided valuable

comments. 1 would espeeially like to thank David Leatherbarrow, Martin Bressani,

Marco Fraseari, and Indra McEwan for their engagement with the issues 1presented.

Many people have contributed to the making of this text. Mania Bedikian very

graeiously translated the abstract. Gregory Caicco, Michael Emerson, John Klucinskas,

and David Theodore all took time out oftheir own studies ta read drafts at various stages.

1am very grateful for this kindness.

To others, my mends and family-WiIIiam Seheper, "Paco" Hemandez-Adrian,

Mario Letelier and Yvonne Bouma; Jeffrey Ho, Khaldoon Ahmad, Jose Thevercad,

Caroline Dionne at McGill; Anthony Mi1kovich, Rui Nakao and Jen Lippa at UBC; my

father and mother in Alberta-for your interest and encouragement, 1am deeply grateful.

ü



•

•

•

PREFACE

The relationship that exists hetween our architectural creations and the natura! world

is the topie addressed in this thesis. This investigation challenges the idea that ethical action

with respect ta the realm of nature can he defined through reference to quantified

investigation aJone. It tums ta a discussion of nature in literature to consider how other

definitions ofnature may he created and how they may open a space for ethical action. This

space, it suggests, creates the opportunity to revea1 ta others, through our individual insights

into the order ofnature, the deepest part ofourselves--our imaginations.

Literature is as intimately bound within the conditions of modemity as architecture

is. However, expression through the written medium, it seems, has been more resistant to

dependence on positivist science for its legitimisation than our built environment bas been.

Within architectural theory, literary discussions exist in a border condition between the

necessity of expression and communication and a recognition of the legitimacy of the

imagination. In this study, therefore, we follow Henry David Thoreau's Walden and the

questions he asks about inhabitation, about the meaning of bis experience in a world

receding from mythical understanding, and about the conditions of authoring a meaningfu1

relationship ta the earth bath for one's own benefit and as a way of presenting oneself te

others.

In Walden, Thoreau communicates bis perception and experience of nature.

Through our investigations we come to understand that Thoreau crafts bis understanding of

nature through writing. This authorial act encourages us ta consider how we think of the

natura! world: in what way is our knowledge mimetic? what difference does representation

make? For architecture, the importance of these questions rests in the idea that the task of

building and the understanding ofthe world that building provides us with is aIso the task of

determining, at least in part, the meaning ofthe natural world and the possibility for bath its

significance and OUlS. We MaY consider this task a gift, the gift ofbeing human: the ethics

of giving and receiving creating a means through which we may tind ourselves able ta

mediate our other gifts and find ourselves at home in the world.

In chapter one, Hal Levin provides a typical contemporary discussion of how

architects can protect the environment. An attempt is made ta show that, while necessary

üi
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for practice today, such models are inadequate in themselves because they rely on a limiting

conception of human knowledge. In chapter two, an historical figure, Henry David

Thoreau, and the context ofbis work is introduced as the reference point for questioning the

boundaries ofour understanding ofnature.

Chapter three focuses on Thoreau's authorship in relation to bis discussion ofhow

he built bis shelter. In chapter four, Thoreau's development of the metaphor of flight, in

various forms, in his discussion of"winged life" is considered. Rather than attempting to

finalize a way of building or of seeing nature, Thoreau's discussions open up our

understanding of potential relationships between buiding and nature; Thoreau's

definitions continue ta expand, inviting our own imaginative participation. The special

worth of Thoreau's conversation is in the way bis writing apPeals to the human

imagination; we add the final layer to Thoreau's dwelling and ta the depth of the natura!

world that he conveys.

Thoreau's writing leads, in the conclusion ofthis thesis, to a desire to offer a view

of nature-an experiment conceming our ability to speak about the significance of the

world around us in terms that are familiar and yet preserve the character of the unknown.

Australian architect Glenn Murcutt, whose designs remind us of nature's gifts, displays

an understanding of the importance of the work of art as a mediator between us and the

world around us. Murcutt's understanding challenges, as Wa/den does, ideas of nature in

which ail we can do is calculate how much nature is left. Rather, we must make room for

visions of how much more there could be. It is on the basis of these visions that the

possibility ofethics arises.

iv
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CHAPTERI

Faets eollected by a poet are set down at last as wingedseeds oftruth..., tinged
with his expeetation....FaetsJal!from the poetie observer as ripe seeds.1

The Question ofContemporary Environmentalism

The discussion of environmentally sustainable building in the practice of

architecture today is dominated by the idea ofcteating more exact scientific models, more

efficient building techniques, and of the perpetuai improvement of knowledge of an

objectified world. It cannat be denied that, given our historical position in the realm of

technology, this is in some ways a responsible, ethical position. But the discussion fails

ta take into account Many human realities. What is missing from such discussions is the

need for architecture ta create the productive tension in which, in the absence of a

meaningful consensus of what nature is, individual conceptions of the significance of the

natura! world can flourish.

Summarizing a critique ofWestem science by philosopher Edmund Husserl

(1859-1938), Alberto Pérez-G6mez writes:

One result ofthe crisis of [European science] bas been an unprecedented inversion
of priorities: Truth-demonstrable through the Iaws of science-constitutes the
fundamentai basis upon which hum80 decisions are made over and above
~reality,' which is always ambiguous and accessible only through the realm of
'poetics.' Today, theory in 80y discipline is generally identified with
methodology; it bas become a specialized set of prescriptive rules concemed with
technologjcal values, that is, with processes rather than ultimate objectives, a
process that seeks maximum efficiency with minimum effort. Once Iife itself
began to be regarded as process, whether biological or teleological, theory was
able to disregard ethical considerations in favor of applicability. Modem theoryt
leaning on the early nineteenth century model of the physico-mathematical
sciences with their utopian ideals, bas designated the most ~ial human
problems iIlegitimate, beyond the transformation and control of the material
world..2

The exclusion of the possibility of poetical content makes these modem theories

incomplete.. An example from within discussions of "green" building--or building in a

manner that is ethically responsible towards the non-human world-illustrates the

1 The Journal of Henry D. Thoreau, Bradford Torrey and Francis H. Allen ecfs.. (New York: Dover
Publieatio~ 1962), IV: 116.
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technological and scientific direction in which architects are led.3 The example presented

here is typical ofthe discourse surrounding this approach ta building.~ The need for these

aids in decision-making conceming building materials and systems is evident in

contemporary practice as architects struggle ta malee responsible choices; architects are

responding to the reality ofa finite matena! world. Such models are not wrong as much

as they are limited-separated from a oecessary part of the answers we seek. While

providing a means of building in contemporary society-which is necessary for our

survival-these systems rely on assumptions which need ta he challenged if the true

potential oftechnology is to he revealed. Philosopher Karsten Harries writes:

To be sure, we live in technological world, a world shaped by science and its
pursuit of objectivity, but oot all dimensions of the world we live in are
circumscribed by technology. Technology must be affirmed and put in its place.
That means ta recognize its liberating potential as weil as the threat it poses.S

It is as an affirmation of the power of technology ta facilitate, at Many levels, our

engagement with the world around us that we should approach technology. But we must

do sa wearily, attentive ta the possibility of what is being excluded if we try to malee

every ambition realizable.

In a paper entitled "Teo Basic Concepts for Architects and Other Building

1 Alberto Pérez-G6mez, Architecture andthe Crisis ofModem Science (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1983): S.
) More general commentaries on architecture's relation to the environment are indeed more open but still
look to the physico-mathematical science as "Truth." A few examples are provided here for reference. In
1969, Ian McHarg published Design with Nature (New York: Doubleday Br. Company, 1969). It was a
significant work in caI1ing attention to the role of design in environmental conservation. More recent
studies include: David Pearson's The Natura/ Bouse Book (New York: Simon Br. ShusterJFireside, 1989),
dealing with persona!, building, and environmentaI health; James Steele's Sustainable Architecture (New
York: McGraw-~ 1997) begins with a helpful explication ofthe Eanh Summit's Agenda 21 and reviews
projeets as a means of defining "sustainability;' Laura C. Zeiher, in The Ecology ofA.rchitecture (New
York: Whitney Library of Design, 1996), reviews projedS by and profiles of contemporary praetitioners
such as William McDonough, James Wmes, and Robert Birkbile as a means of forwarding a "deep respect
for naturaI and human resources and ecological consc:iousness in the practice ofarchitecture" (6). Sec also
Dorothy Mackenzie, Design for the Environment (New York: Rizzofi International Publications, 1991).
Other such contributions 10 the conversation on building and the environment are cited through this text.
.. Presented in this thesis, Hal Levin's projeet is typical of attempts to quantify and regulate a building's
etfect on the environment. Levin cites other such attempts: BRE, 1993, "Building Research Establishment
Environmentai Assessment Method (BREEAM): New Offices, Version 1/93, An environmental assessment
for new office designs," Building Research Establishment, Garston, UK; BEPAC 1993, Building
Environmentai Performance Assessment Criteria: Version 1, Office Buildings, British Columbia.
Vancouver: University ofBritish Columbia Scbool ofArchitecture. It is these studies that, at the level of
govemment agencies and funded research, are looked to as the truth ofenvironmental solutions.

2



technological development involved in architecture, "including the construction,

operation, use, and disposai of buildings," in order ta protect the environment (2).

Implied in this assessment is an understanding of the environment as a complex of

systems the qualities of which are reveaIed through measurement and the gathering of

information. To enact his modifications, Levin relies on the evolution of regulations,

presumably based on increasingly accurate scientific information, ta guide the industry

towards "greener" or more sustainable building practices.

Levin's article introduces the pertinence of the discussion for architects in

practice. Architectural creation today increasingly necessitates work among specialized

fields. Levin begins to point out simple principles which will help deal with the reality of

• Designers: Best Sustainable Indoor Air Quality Practices in Commercial Buildings," Hal

Levin presents a "method...to examine the total environmental impact of buildings.~

Levin specifically treats sustainable building practices for achieving indoor air quality; it

treats such issues as "Construction procedures," "Ventilation system design and

operation," and "Materia! selection and specification" for the design of commercial

buildings. His topic is how design decisions related to the systems which manage the

quality ofthe air in a building can he integrated so as ta reduce the impact that a building

bas on the environmenl Levin is interested not just in defining and achieving an

acceptable quality of indoor air but in minimizing the harmful effects the systems and

practices which achieve that level ofair quality have on the natura! world. It participates,

therefore, in the contemporary discussion of"green" building.

Levin locates the development of "green" building- which he defines as ''the

"adaptation of various technologies and solutions to perceived environmental problems"

-in the effort ta "reduce harmful environmental impacts," a movement that, he says, is

gaining momentum (2, 2). In Levin's discussion, green building means modifying the•

•
SKarsten Harries, The Ethical Funclion ofArchitecture (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1997): 158.
li Hal Levin, "Ten Basic Concepts for Architects and Other Building Designers: Best Sustainable Indoor
Ait Quality Practices for Commercial Buildings," EnvÏTonmenia/ Buüding News (http://www.ebuild.coml
GreenbuiIdingIHaipaper.com., 1997): 3. [ cite LeVÎn's article in panicular because Levin specializes in
indoor air quafity. It is intended to draw a contrast between the modem conception of air. strietly
functional and defined in scientific terms, and one made use ofin the present study whic:h seeks to open up
the definition and reflec:t on its poetic:al possibillties.

3
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construction and its potential effeets on its occupants. Sïnce poor air quality can result in

the spread of infectious diseases such as cold, flu, and pneumonia, Levin suggests, the

systems that move air through a building must he isolated from areas of contamination.

Where it is impossible to avoid using highly toxic materials, the air must he filtered to

remove pollutants and such filters maintained to assure their effectiveness (5).

With respect to the quality of indoor air Levin explains ten such concepts through

which architects and designers can categorize the issues involved in measuring air quality

and rninjrnize the pollutants that threaten it. His own attemp~ termed "Systematic

Evaluation and Assessment of Building Environmental Performance," or SEABEP, aims

at detennining building decisions that malee for acceptable air quality according to the

latest standards and that establish sustainable practices within the design of buildings.

These are the tools orthe architect in contemporary society, the reality in which she must

worle, and bath the challenge and the opportunity for making places in which find

themselves at home in the technological world around them.

Levin's discussion is helpful in trying to malee decisions within the context of

contemporary building industry. However, without disregarding completely the

relevance ofbis effort, it is necessary to question sorne basic assumptions in ms approach.

For instance, following the principles Levin gives here which aim at solving the

increasingly complex problems between a building and the environment does not

necessarily result in, and in faet tends to question the legitimacy o~ solutions through

which in a relationship between humanity and nature can he established. Ta he at home,

humans must he able to define this relationship on many levels. These solutions are

numerous. The individual insight into the relationship hetween the human condition and

the world around it is lost in the struggie to achieve an indoor atmosphere perfected

through planning and control. This understanding reduces the potential for ethical

participation of the individual imagination. We might argue with Alberto Pérez-G6mez

and Louise Pelletier, that we "must recognize that there are dangers present in the

technological world that are more subtle, yet more serious, than humanity's potential for

4
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self-destroction and the threat of ecological disaster.'" In Levin's approach, ethics is

reduced to a systematized attempt to lessen the measured impact that heating, ventilation,

and air conditioning systems have on the environment; this approacb tends to exclude the

possibility, for instance, of critiquing the technological condition in which we find

ourselves.1

Again, there is no question that refusing ta take into account the issues Levin

presents is unethical and inept action on the part of the architect who indeed must work

amidst the realities around us. But the realization must he made that even if the quality of

indoor air were to he perfected according to sorne model of barmlessness or benign

indifference, the living, breathing, finite human being can he no part of such an

environment. Certainly, we are not searching for a kind of building which bas no impact

on the world around it-an obviously impossible task. Rather, the issue is to consider the

possibilities-technical, pbilosophical, and poetical-that our actions and our buildings

have ta orient us to the world in which we live rather than to make our estrangement from

it more benign.

Further, part ofwhat is missing from the models on which Levin's investigation is

based is the capacity of the individual to contribute meaningfully to more than just the

advancement of the consensus system. It Jacks the space for participation on an

individual level beyond tcchnical or specialized knowledge. Throughout bis

investigation, Levin cites the lack ofsufficient analysis, the absence ofadequate data, that

fact that better designed, more comprehensive models are "presently years away from full

development" (10). The faith that Levin bas in the development of these systems and of

the knowledge that they will present is based on the succe.~s that such systems have had

in making the world, or a map of il, that seems more predictable, better organized, and

safer than it bas been in the past or than it is in other parts of the world. Without

acknowledging, however, that the human condition is to he at once at home in the world

7 Alberto Pérez.Q6mez and Louise Pelletier, Architectural Representation and The Perspective Hinge
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1997): 386.
1 Such a critique is offered in 1acques Ellul's The Technofogical Society (New York: Vintage Books,
1964). lbough Ellul's predictions for the year 2000 have Dot come true (disease bas Dot been eliminate~

the world's population has Dot been stabiIized) bis insight into the relation ofteehnique to human will are
still valuable. Our t.eehnological problems necessitate teehnologica1 solutions, and more than that.

5
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and yet to have to confront-as individuals-our mortality, our buildings may he safe but

largely mute. In the end, even taking into account the fact that Levin address a specific

audience, Levin's proposai sutfers from a fallure to acknowledge that human knowledge

is finite, immediate, and that in bis "Systematic Evaluation and Assessment of Building

Environmental Performance," room could he made for poetic truth.

As stated earller, Levin's understancling of "green" building is typical within the

industry. Many ofthese sautions characterize themselves as scientific, other solutions are

rooted in systems of understanding largely outside the scientific model as developed in

EuroPe in the 17th and 18th century and brought forward, particularly in the United

States and industrialized nations, today. But 1 am searching for a more open-ended

ethical stance towards the natura! world: whatever specialized knowledge it requires me

to gain cannot obscure my understanding and connection to the world--that 1am at home

here through the human capacity to imagine rather than through isolated rationality.9

Thus my first step with regards to defining an ethical stance in architecture is to

place myself at the edge of the discussion-at the boundary between our reduetive

understanding of '~environment"and an attempt at dialogue with the natura! world. One

of my assumptions is that rationalized approaches to building such as the one that Levin

presents will not, in themselves, result in meaningful places for human habitation in

relation to the world around them. 1 believe that my own anticipation of how such a

relation might he offered must begin with an attempt at defining what nature is,

poetically. Accordingly, the environmental ethics l wish to circumscribe is rooted in my

individual imagination and capacity for expression. Thal this is characterized as an

individual effort does not isolate me from others and does not preclude one's vision from

having relevance for others. Rather, "othemess" is a necessary condition for such efforts

and a motivation for reaching beyond ourselves. What technology reveals to me,

therefore, must coincide with my understanding of nature as a gift; it must malee sense of

9 The fundamental irrationality of death may serve as a staning point for our consideration of the
completenes5 ofwhat is put forward as ttuth. See Karsten Hames, The Ethical Frmction ofArchitecture,
ch. 20, which treats the architecture ofthe grave. Also, with a voice particuIarly resonant for the student of
archtitecture, David Farell KreIl's Architicture: Ecstasies ofrun~ Space, and the Human Boc/y (Albany,
NY: State University of New York Press, 1997) suggests a revisiting ofgenerative origin ofour teehnical
ordering.

6
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natura! world as a gift is the task through which 1envision the possibility of providing a

place for human dwelling.1o

It is through literature, particularly in Thoreau's Walden, that 1will tlesh out this

poetic construction of nature, in the hope of incorporating it into architectural theory.

This shift from one area ofdiscussion to another is only an apparent one, however. The

boundaries which are clearly perceived in the academy are less clear in my experience.

The world around me, which 1 leam about through reading literature, is the same one in

which my architectural interventions must find significance.

The investigation into üterature implies an understanding as weil of the raIe of

theory in the practice of architecture. The value oftheory lies not in its applicability, a

"one-to-one" correspondance, but in its accessibility to the imagination and to the

stimulus out of which a reason for building can be achieved. While Many critics move

from Thoreau's discussion of bis shelter to a conception of the development of the

American sensibility to building, my approach bas been to consider Thoreau according to

the craft in which he exerts MOst of bis effort. Perhaps this tao speaks to the condition of

architectural theory-that our engagement with the world is not just as arcbitects but

primarily as humans, mortals even. The ethos-that is, our motivation-for building

results not from grafting technical discussions into technical requirements, but in creating

work that speaks directly to us and challenges categories that limit our engagement with

the world.

This is less a caU ta invention of myths than a consideration of how our current

discourses ofnature are themselves mythologized. Here, an historical discussion ofnature

seeks to reveal the kind ofmythology set into play. The individual imagination provides a

means to put work forward which functions ethically in relation ta others and the world.

•
10 ln bis book The Concept of Dwel/ing (New York: Rizzoli Intemational Publieation~ InC"7 1985),
Christian Norberg-Schultz cites a stary by Norwegian writer Tarjei Vasaas in which dwelling-a place of
permanence and of Uat·homeness"- appears ta the charaeter Knut as a gift: uVesaas also implies that
Knut'5 experience is nothing merely personal. it is an objective "truth" which is accessible 10 everybody, if
only the mind is open. When that is the case, existence becomes what ~is.' Therefore Vasaas says that
Knut receives a 'prec:ious gift.' This gift is something he shores with others" (9). This idea will be more
fully pursued in the "Conclusion" ofthis thesis.

7
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CHAPTER2

ulcannot cause /ight; the mos! 1can do is try to put myse/fin the palh afils beam."1

Viewing the Question tbrough the Eyes ofHistory

Only through questioning can we determine the raIe ofscience and technology in

the environmental crisis. True, the technological and scientific conception ofthe world is

the one in which we live; it is part of the means ofsustaining our daily lives. Ta come to

the conclusion, therefore, that what is necessary is more than simply an expanded

scientific progmm and better technology requires that we gain some distance-that we

step back tram our immediate conception ofthings.

Paradoxically, it is exactly trom within our experience that such a critique can

first be raised: am 1as healthy as 1could he? could 1feel more complete than 1do? what

is the extent to which 1am ftee ta malee my daily decisions, and how am 1determined by

the world-view that 1 have inherited? Such questions arise out of our daily lives and

suggest, at least, a serious questioning of science and technology and their role in

thinking about the environmental crisis. That technology is a condition of contemporary

existence is fully evident and is, perhaps universally, recognized as having both life

affirming and destructive effects. The possibility of critique arises from our ability ta see

ourselves through the eyes ofanother culture, another place, or another period.

We are not able ta place the technological characteristics ofour understanding in

one band and with the other experience an alterity through which we might better he able

formulate choices for ourselves. A true encounter can only be made by acknowledging

that one's view is tainted. Rather than an excuse for a one-sided "dialogue," it is only

through such acknowledgment that a meaningful engagement becomes possible. From a

phenomenological conception ofepistemology, the expectation is that the common basis

ofour humanity, of the world we inhabit, and the constancy of the questions we ask, will

provide the ground on which meaningful engagement between distinct cultural,

geographical, and bistorical positions can be made.

It is as a bewildered student of architecture that 1 approach the work of Henry

1 Annie Dillard, I&Pilgrim at Tinker Creek,n Three by Annie Di/lard (New York: HarperPerenniaI, (990):
39.
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David Thorea~ searching pointedly for insights with regards to the question of the

environmental crisis. It is with the position that, without being mediated through the

human capacity for productive fiction, science is unable to improve my well-being at the

highest level and unable to provide encounters through which my humanness is most

powerfully reaIized. It is with the suspicion that there lies behind Thoreau, the prophetic

voice of ecological destruction, a deeper Thoreau whose interests were more specifically

rooted in bis own struggle ta define a meaningful relation to bis neighbors and ta the

worid.

For Thoreau, the work of art and the ability of the individual to create meaning

through informed imagination are of utmost importance. My contention is that Thoreau,

investigated from a viewpoint in which it is nearly absurd to speak of a realm of nature

outside of human influence or conceptualization, can provide a basis for speaking about

the meaning of nature. This contention is based on the likely staries that the imagination

fonns-the means through which what seems strange is made to feel close at band.

Henry Thoreau

Analogies are never exact. The distance between out world and that of the

historical figure must itselfbe regarded as an asset in our search for self-understanding.

Thoreau was bom on JuIy 12, 1817 in Concord, Massachusetts. Though bis older

brother, John, aIso held promise for further education only Henry, the youngest, went on

to further study. He attended Harvard College on the family's limited means which was

derived from their pencil-making business. He graduated in 1837 without distinction

except in essay wode. In the years after ms graduation, he continued bis interests in

leaming and expression by documenting bis readings and writings poems. With ms

brother John, Henry taught briefly at a school they had set up but they were forced to

abandon this endeavor when John became ill with lockjaw in 1840. When John died in

January 1841, Henry was profoundly affected and even developed a sympathetic case of

lockjaw a few weeks later. The young Henry Thoreau, then 23 years old, took on a tyPe

of üterary apprenticeship; he üved with Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803..1882), an

established academic, and contributed to The Dial, a Transcendentalist magazine of

"Literature, Philosophy, and Religion." It was on Emerson's recommendation that he

9
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began keeping a literary journal of bis own as a means of improving bis writing. The

Dial, edited at first by Transcendentalist Margaret Fuller and then by Ralph Waldo

Emerson, ran from 1840 to 1844. When it ceased publication, Thoreau needed to find

another means to forward bis literary ambitions. It was at that point that he decided to

take a sabbatical from the various activities that had kept him busy-such as working for

the family business-to become a writer in eamest.

In JuIy 1845 he moved to the famed cabin that he had spent the previous few

months constructing. By this time, he had spent eight years reading the scriptures of

Eastern religions, had continued his interest in the English metaphysical poets of the

seventeenth century (whom he had encountered while a student at Harvard), and was

familiar with the reformatory rhetoric ofthe Transcendentalists, whose Gnostic insistence

on self-culture mixed conveniently with Thoreau's interest in cultivating bis capacities as

a poetic thinker. Thoreau's vision ofnature was part ofhis self-culture, bis attempt to see

poetically through careful observation. Through being awake ta the world, Thoreau

attempted to lay claim to bis observations and to create through thase observations a

world that he could malee special and livable. This self-culture was part of the

displacement ofthe divine-from something that was "out there" to something that could

be realized in every person-that was an important part ofThoreau's project2

Until he moved to bis shelter at Walden Pond, Thoreau had been living with

Emerson and working as a handyman in Emerson's residence.. Similarly, Emerson owned

the land on which Thoreau bullt which, as a former woodlot, had been cleared and needed

to be reseeded. Thoreau eamed his keep on the land through a promise ta re-seed the

property.. The move to the pond was thus an extension of a relationship that already

existed. Thoreau aimed to improve the land in bis sojoum there, ta establish himself as a

writer, and to pay tribute ta bis brother by commemorating a trip they took together in

1839..

With this move, bis literary ambitions were launched. The first book that resuited

2 The relationship between the transcendentalist idea of self-culture and the Nie1Zschet s idea of self..
overcoming has hem noted in lan Boxts ~Why Read Thoreau?," Dalh01lSie Review Vol.. 75..1 (Spring
1995): 5-24..
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trom bis efforts at Walden was A Week on the Concord and Memmack RiveTS (1849).3

At the end of this wodc, Thoreau promised another book, Walden. Thoreau reworked

versions of Walden, however, for Many more years until it was tinally published in 1854.

In the meantime, he published various other essays. The MOst famous of these is known

today as "Civil Disobedience" though it was first published as "Resistance ta Civil

Govemment" in Aesthetic Papers (Boston, 1849). Thoreau aIso kept a journal from

shortly after bis graduation from Harvard College to bis death in 1862. This immense

work is considered an important part ofhis literary œuvre.4

The context in which Thoreau wrote provided him with the tools he would use to

understand the world around him. As a Transcendentalist, Thoreau believed in the

capacity of a Person to apprehend truth through intuition. This freedom from doctrinal

prescription encouraged a confidence in individual expression. The dignity and potential

of every individual rested in the potential of each person ta cultivate bis or her divine

qualities. These divine qualities were taken ta he the capacity not just for leaming but for

knowing, for a life offresh, or renewed, relation ta the world.s

This fresh relation reflects the changes that occurred as the Romantic Movement

shifted to North America. In the 1820's and 1830's, especially in New England,

Transcendentalist thought and expression drew people away from the conception of the

individual as a divinely determined being. Early in the nineteenth century, new

theological ideas had transformed the CalvinÏSt doctrine that was once prominent there­

a concpetion in which the individual is dependent on divine grace for etemal salvation­

into a theology in which the individual is able ta improve himself or herself: Wesley

3 A seemingly too ambitious wode, Thoreau takes a simple summer voyage and burdens it with aIl the
energy he has held in store the long years since bis graduation. The reverie which the Thoreau sons must
bave experienced drifting down the river is reenaeted in the reader as the author allows himself to drift
ftom accounts of the things they did and saw to the Many thought excursions Thoreau had been on in bis
joumals. The book was not a monetary success but is treated regularly in contemporary scholarship in
American literature. See Philip F. ûura, "~A wiI~ rank place': Thoreau's Cape Cod." in Â Cambridge
Companion 10 Henry David Thoreau, Joel Myerson eel (New York: Cambridge UP, 1995): 142-151.
" The authoritative commentary is Sharon Cameron's Writing Nature; Henry Thoreau's Journal (New
Yo~Oxford UP, 1985).
S For a complete discussion of the context, sec Lawrence Buell's contrIbution to The Transcendentalists
(New York: Modem Language Association, 1984): 1-36. See aIso Wesley Matt and David Robinson,
"Transcendentalism," Ent:yc/opedia ofTranscenJenlalism, Wesley T. Mott cd. (Westport, cr: Greenwood
Press, 1996): 224-229.
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• Mott and David Robinson provide some background when they write:

Assertion ofthe worth of the individual is in part a culturallogical conclusion of
the political independence established in the AmetÎcan Revolution. Many of the
leading Transcendentalists had been Unitarian ministers, and 'Liberal
Cbristianity,t as the denomination was often called, had itselfbeen in large part a
reaction against Calvinist...concept of human depravity and God's sovereignty,
doctrines that seemed to limit human agency. The liberals within the New
England Congregational churches had begun to reviset or simply ignore, Calvinist
dogma in the late 18th century. In the early decades of the 19th century, the
tension between the Calvinist 'Orthodox' and the Liberais broke into the more
open schism of the Unitarian Controversy, with the Unitarians espousing a
theology of self..culture that affirmed human potential and human means against
what they perceived as the deterministic disposition ofCalvinism.6

It is instructive to see Transcendentalism. as an extension of the Unitarian

movement, for in Transcendentalism the idea ofa metaphysical deity becomes the idea of

a metaphysical element of the individual and of the realm of nature. As a part of this

transition, Emerson and others adopted elements of European Romantic and Idealist

culture. From English Romantics such as William Wordsworth (1770-1850), the value of

• the individual insight became more current among these thinkers than doctrinal truths.

Romanticism, a reaction to Enlightenment models of society and knowledge,7 was taken

up in New England-an intellectual culture more thoroughly steeped in Calvinist

theological terminology-as an opposition to a theology which made the human realm

powerless. The tenn "transcendentaln was adopted from German philosopher Immanual

Kant (1724-1804) by Emerson who interprets Kant to mean ~'whatever belongs to the

class of intuitive thought."a Transcendentalism can most readily he thought of as a

religious movement though its most enduring influence bas been in literature, "partIy,"

adds Lawrence BueIl, ~'because of the literary tastes and abilities of those associated with

the movement.,t9 This theological development conceming the potential ofthe individual

•
6 Mott and Robinson, "Transcendentaiism," Encyclopedia ofTranscendentalism, 225.
7 Merriam..Webster Collegiale Dietionary, lOth ed. defines "romanticÏSJD," as "a literary, artistic, and
philosophical movement originating in the 18th century, characlerized cbiefly by a reaction against
neoclassicism and an emphasis on the imagination and emotions,ft (Thomas Allen & Son Limite<!,
Markham, Ontario, 1993): 1016.
1 Ralph Waldo Emerson, "The Transcendentalist," (1842) quoted in "TranscendentaIism," Mott and
Robinson The Encyc/opedia ofTranscendentaiism, 224.
9 Bueil, wrhe Transcendentalist Movement," 1.
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• bad the implication of encouraging individual conceptions of the meaning of nature and

sociallife. It speaks of a confidence on the part of a person to make sense of the world

around himself or herself; collectively; "if there was a central credo of

Transcendentalism,'~writes Lawrence BueIl, "it was a faith in the boundless possibilities

in human nature."IO

•

•

The self-culture that Thoreau and others strove towards had to take into

consideration such challenges as the frontier, the savage, and the latent potential of the

land they inhabited. Emerson and Thoreau sought a religious Iife that was different from

what they had received from the European tradition. They repositioned the divine from

the realm ofan etemal heaven to an earth1y realm and conceived ofthe deity as pluralistic

rather than monotheistic. In 50 doing, the Transcendentalists redefined the question of

authority. For them, intuition was inside the individual and was a faculty of bis or ber

perceiving consciousness. The realm of special attention for this perceiving

consciousness was nature. The significance of the natural world in Transcendentalism is

explained in Lawrence Buell's account ofEmerson's aesthetic:

Man and the physical universe, Emerson says, are parallel creations of the
same divine spirit; therefore natural and morallaw are the same and everything in
nature, rightly seen, bas spiritual significance for man. The universe is thus a vast
network of symbols-a Bible or revelation purer than any written scripture-­
which it is the chieftask ofthe poet to study, master, and articulate. I

I

Emerson's account would form the basis for much of the Transcendentalist

movement. Thoreau would expand this definition, as we will sec, so that the poet's

articulation hears an even greater importance.

Wa/den

Thoreau published Wa/den; ort Lift in the Woods in 1854.12 In it he documents

bis stay in a shelter that he built himself on the shore of Walden Pond in Massachusetts.

Historically, this endeavor lasted a little over two years, from JuIy 4, 1845 to September

6t 1847. Thoreauts retelling of this experiment, however, is recounted in 18 chapters

which detail the passing ofooly one cycle ofseasODS. As Robert Kuhn McGregor points

10 BueIl, "The Transcendental Movement," 2.
Il Lawrence Buel~ Literory Transcentlentalism (Ithaca: Comell UPt 1973): 149.
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• ou~ this is a hint conceming the experiment and the book:

Many ofour impressions ofThoreau's life in the 1840s come from bis description
ofhimself living in that cabin near the pond. Yet large portions of Walden were
written after 1850, written in the period in wbich he began to devote bis attention
far more fully to nature's behavior. In Wa/den, Thoreau essential1y reereated
himseU: creating a character far more familiar with nature's ways than the
historicaI Thoreau who actually lived in the woods for two years, two months, and
two daYS.13

The book that Thoreau was on bis way to writing by spring of 1847 was,

according to McGregor, about the unnecessarily complicated lives of his

contemporaries.14 In two lectures in the winter of 1847, Thoreau gave an account ofbis

life in the woods. These lectures became the anchors orthe tirst draft of Walden: the first

six chapters of which were titled "Economy," '4Where l Lived and What l Lived For,"

"Reading," "Sounds," "Solitude," and "Visitors."IS

Thoreau's rewriting of this work opened up the poetical possibilities in the

conversations about bis house and about the world around hîm. Thoreau constructed a

• vision of nature and at the same time tried to understand how to translate this vision into

the medium ofwords and how to comprehend the meaning of this vision for bis own life.

Thoreau is famed for bis extensive notes on the plants and animais around Concord,

Massachusetts. But he did not offer these notes aIone as bis Iegacy to bis neighbours or

bis readers. In Walden he offered an understanding of life which depended on the

information he collected as a basis, but which aIso depended on bis artistic vision ofhow

that information might be retold 50 that it took on significance on a broader scale. In her

book Seeing New Wor/ds, Laura Dawson Wells illuminates the context of Thoreau's

investigations. She notes that: "The 'two cultures' may seem a truism. today, but in the

1840'5 and 1850's, the relationship between 'Iiterature' and 'science,' while complex,

•
12 Subsequent editions were simply titIed Walden.
D Roben Kuhn McGregor, Ji Wicier Yiew ofthe Univene: Henry Thoreau J study ofNature (lirbana and
Chicago: Olinios UP, 1997): 4.
14 McGregor, If Wicfer view a/the. Unirene, 76.
15 The remaining 12 c:bapter are: "The Sean-Field,n "The Village," "The Ponds," "Baker Farm," "Higher
Laws," "Bnate Neighbors,n "House-.Warming," "Former Inhabitants; and Winter VlSitors," "Wmter
AnimaIs~tt "The Pond in W'mter," "Spring," "Conclusion."
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• was hardly hostile. Science was neither 50 monolithic nor 50 intimidating as now." 16

That Thorea~ as 1have mentioned, originally presented this material as lectures

to a public interested in a kind of moral conversation explains to us a little of the tone.

Today we might find such atone grating. Though it must certainly have had its

opponents in bis own time, its voice of opposition was situated within a more general

movement of critique. As pointed out already, Many Transcendentalists were Unitarian

ministers who had stepped outside their tradition. Though Thoreau had bis own

understanding of the significance and meaning of a move away from Christianity as it

was inherited from Calvinism and passed down ta Unitarianism, bis own interpretation

was unique and he sougbt to define for himself a life worth living and a morality that

would suite it.17

The vision of nature that Thoreau constructed in this book reflected his desire to

give arder to the confusion ofthe religious tradition he inherited, the social structure with

which he struggled, and the economic requirements of the culture in which he found

himself. But the vision is not wholly constructed. It is not arbitrary but rather, as 1have

indicated, is based on bis experience of living in the woods and ofa long·term interest in

understanding nature. Thoreau would say that he sougbt to speak nature's native tongue.

I am interested in his attempt to translate that native language into meaning for human

life. The comprehension Thoreau encounters surprises him; it is the poetic revelation to

which he cannot do more than open himself up but which, even after having laboured for

50ch openness, is still always a gift and a shocking blow somewhere deep inside.

•
16 Laura Dawson Wells, SeeingNe:w Worlds (Madison, WI: WISCOnsin UPt 1995): S.
17 With respect ta ml:' context in which Thoreau wrote, Bueil explains: "In short, by the 1830t 5 the state of
atrairs ofhëeraI religion in New England was such as to disaffect a 5ignificant number ofyoung men and
women of altruistic and/or aesthetic bent who just a generation or 50 before would have been able to find
enough satisfaction in conventional piety. for whom art and personal rapport with nature were more
uplifting than sermons and church worship and for whom writing, lecturing. and social action were more
rewarding and effectuaI when done outside the church than withïn. This was the state ofmind underlying
Transcendentalism and the vision ofthe self..reliant poet-priest.~ (Literary Transcendentalismt 50).
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CHAPTER3

When the finishing strolce was put to his worlc, it suddenly expanded before the eyes
ofthe astonished artist into thefairest ofail the creations ofBrahma. He had made
a new system in ma/dng a stajj; a world with jûll and fair proportions; in which,
though the old cilies and dynasties hadpassed awayt fairer and more glorious ones
had talœn their places.'

The Discussion of Nature through bis shelter.

Thoreau built a shelter at Walden Pond. His writing about his structure bas

attracted the attention ofarchitectural historians in different ways. The general tendency

is see Wa/den merely as a manual for building and ta project it into later aesthetic

developments and trends in the American architectural sensibility.2 While this approach

bas its merits, my interest is not to arrive at an understanding of Thoreau's role in the

evolution of an American architectural sensibility but to read bis work Wa/den for the

Many layers it holds.

l shaH also avoid references to the influence ofThoreau on Frank Lloyd Wright or

Louis Sullivan. Rather, this investigation treats Thoreau's discussion of the building of

bis shelter as a prelude ta the vision of nature that he offered. This study, therefore, tries

ta address issues in the unatura! environment" through literature and to consider the

importance of the insights we gain there for architectural practice. In architectural

discussions, the opportunity to discuss the metaphorical intentions of Thoreau's

discussion ofhis dwelling are often overlooked.3 The embeddedness ofhis account in the

1 Wa/den, 375.
2 See Lewis Mumford: Rools ofA.merican Architecture (New York: Reinhold Publishing, 1952): 84a92.
AIso, The Literature of A.rchitecture: Evolution of Architectural Theory and Practice in Nineteenth
Century Âmeric~ Don Guillford, ed. (New York: E.P. Dutton" Co., 1966): 172-195. More in line with
my own reading is Kim Kipling's "The Art of Dwelling," KinesÎS 10 (Fall, 1989): 13-24 and Donna L.
Gerstenberger's "fra/den: The House that Henry Buüt" in Emerson Society Quorter/y: A Jouma/ofthe
American Renaissance 56.3 (1969): 11-13. Otber discussions of Thoreau's observations on architecture
include: Ernest A. ConnaIly, "The Cape Cod House," Journal ofthe Society ofArchitectural Hislorians
XIX (May (960): 47...56.
J Such is generaIly the case in Theodore W. Brown "Thoreau's Prophetic Architectural Program, New
Eng/and Quorteriy 38..1 (March 1965): 3...20. [t is true of W. BarksdaIe Maynard's study of the
Pieturesque. Maynard argues that Thoreau's construction embodies the American version of the
Pieturesque's discourse orthe primitive hut: the log house.. In bis study, Maynard bces Thoreau's origins
through the pieturesque to Neoclassicism in France and EngIand -the "Greco-primitive" hut in Marc­
Antoine Laugiers Essai SUT l'architecture (1753) and the "Romanist·primitive~ hut in William Chambers
Trealise. on the Decoralive Part afCivil A.rchitectrue (1791). The way that Maynard delineates this history
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literary context in which he sought to attain recognition is 10st in favour of reading the

seemingly straightforward "description" ofhow he built bis house. 1hope that the logic

ofdelaying this act of tracing the lineage ofThoreau, for instance, to Sullivan or Wright

will prove itself in the course ofmy investigation."

What sort of structure did Thoreau build? Within the first line of the book he

composed about bis stay there, Thoreau himselfrefers to bis structure as a house: "When

1 wrote the following pages, or rather the bulle of them, 1 lived alone,...in a house 1had

built myself' (45). Later we are told that it is fitted with boards attained from Thoreau's

purchase ofwhat he calls a shanty. We think ofstructures ofdifferent indigenous groups

throughout history according to their indigenous names: tepees, igloos, wigwams, urts.

But what of Thoreau's structure? One ward, "hut" seems appropriate; it conjures up

images of the forest-dwelling indigenous or "primitive" groups anthropology bas made

Western culture familiar with. But these adjectives do not very well describe Thoreau,

whose project is to write. With this in mind 1will refer ta the structure Thoreau built as a

shelter and sometimes as a dwelling. To my ears these names hear more than a simple

aspect of a place ta perform daily functions. They also speak about a "stay" against the

difficulties ofThoreau's experience and bis attempt to meet these difficulties through bis

creative construction. In this way, speaking of Thoreau's dwelling refers as much to the

building he built as to the need in bis experience for this shelter.

Is there a way in which we can think ofThoreau as an arehitect? Or at Ieast, can

we count bis structure as something significant in the history of the profession? The

answers ta these questions imply very different understandings of the value of

is helpful and convincing. The historical element alone, however, is not cnough to explain Wa/den.
Maynard refers ta the first draft of Walden; the implication is that he see the foUowing revisions as
obscuring the historical pieturesque elements in Thoreau's experiment It was in these revisioDS that
Walden established a more oblique critical comment on architecture and became a work ofart accessible to
our own time. See W. Barksdale Maynard, The Picturesque and American Architecture: If reossessment.
(ph.D. Diss., University ofDelaware, 1997).
" References which do make this connec:tion are Sherman PauI's Louis Sullivan: Ân Architect in American
Thought (Englewood Cliffs, NJ.: Prentic:e-HalI, Ine., 1962). Paul, who is a1so author ofa touchstone work
in c:riticism of Thoreau: The Shores ofA.merica: Thoreau s lnward Exploration (Urbana: University of
Illinois Press, 1958), speaks less ofThoreau diredly and more ofTransc:endentaIist ideas in gencraL AIso,
exploring Sullivan's supposition that : "The union between man and nature through art would reinstate [the
quality of genius of which every human being is possessed}" is Narciso G. Menocal's Architecture as
Nature: The Transcendentalist ldea ofLouis Sullivan (Madison, WI: WISCOnsin UP, 1981): 93.
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architecture for us in our historical situation.S Thoreau's structure seems something 1ess't

however, than the notion of house that Many typically think of as the domain of

architecture. But in what follows 1 would like to propose a vision of Thoreau as an

architect-not because he bullt a structure which kept out the cold and the min and

provided a place to store bis belongings. What makes him an architect in the sense that is

important with respect to the tradition is that through bis structure and his proposai for a

possible way of life he sought ta bring arder to what he saw as the chaos of his

experience. This chaos affected the choices bath he and bis contemporaries made about

how to express themselves, about the kind of urban environment they sought to create for

themselves, and their decisions about what the most important aspect of their experience

might he.

Thoreau sought meaning in bis own dwelling through its relation to the natura!

world and its relation to bis own history: it related to bis own hands as a builder and

wrîter. Significant to my reading and to understanding Thoreau is the fact that there is a

coincidence of built and written projects in Thoreau's shelter.6 In consttucting i4

Thoreau paid attention ta the poetic potential bath in the process and the inhabitation.

Through critiquing the work around him, through offering bis own attempt, and through the

imaginative projection that this process of offering enables, Thoreau would leam that, like

writing and the stories PeOple make to explain their experience, building can temporarily

make us at home in the world.

The Sbelter as Criticism

"What does architecture amount to in the experience of the mass ofmen?" Thoreau

asks (89).7 This question is one ofa series that Thoreau formulates in the leading chapter,

S Karsten Hames argues that architecture must provide means oforienting humanity to its world-an ethos,
a way of dwelling. See The Ethica/ Function ofArchitecture (Boston: MIT Press, 1997): 4. See a1so
Alberto Pérez~6mez1be Myth of DedaIus," inM Fi/es 10 (1985): 52. As amode~ Thoreau seeks in
his task ofauthoring a place and the possibility ofself-knowledge through making.
6 Kipling writes: "[p]articipation in the literary art was Dot the only work in which Thoreau was engaged at
Walden, nor is it the whole art ofdwelling. The adivities ofcu1tivation and consttuction are a1so ways in
which dwelling is articulated" (17). See"The Art ofDwelling," Kïnesis, cited above., n. 2.
7 1have tried, where possible, to speak of Thoreau in the present tense as [ tind that it pots the weight of
our consideration on ms writing rather than the historical event of the move to the pond. While [ do argue
that the protess of writing was preceded by the process of building, these actions are bath discussed in
terms ofauthoring.
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"Economy." His questions conceming the meaning of shelter, clothing, and food,

effectively ask: l'What is life?" The typical answers conceming the necessities oflife seem

inadequate ta Thoreau. "These things are taken care of most effectively," he seems ta say,

"by the least civilised people and by nature itself:" The basis ofThoreau's criticism here is

that the richness that one spends is not money but rather onets life-one's thoughts, one's

heat, one's blood. Speaking about life through a system of economic tenns, he says,

creates a great deal ofconfusion about the essence ofwho we are..

Thoreau's consideration of the architectural traditions ofhis contemporaries shows

that bis own aesthetic was in part a criticism of what he saw around him.. Though these

were improvements in physical comfort, they were improvements only in the calculative

terms of economics; in Thoreau's view they were not matched by developments in the

characters of the people within them and were often not synchronous with the physical

features of the Iandscape around them. This l'organic principle" is perhaps best explained

by F.O. Matteissent who traces the inheritance of this principle from the English poet

Samuel Taylor Coleridge to Emerson and from Emerson to the American sculptor

Horatio Greenough and Thoreau. In Coleridge's terms the principle is that thel'organic

fonn...is innate; it shapes, as it develops, itself from within, and the fullness of its

development is one and the same with the perfection of its outwarcl fonn. Such as the life,

so the fonn is." a Matteissen points out how each of Emerson, Greenough, and Thoreau,

this principle is adopted and altered. Mattheissen assigns Thoreau a very funetional

aesthetic-which is accurate-and does not fail to point out that this functionalism is a

part of Thoreau's strategy of criticism. It is important ta bring out more Mly than

Matteissen does, however, that Thoreau's functionalism is judged in poetic terms. In

Thoreau's writing, the efficiency and functionality of a word dePends on its multiple

references, the way the poetic image exceeds itseIt: rather than direct correspondence.

What is true ofThoreau's literary functionalism is true, as we shall sec, ofhis preferences in

building-that the shelter he constructs opens up the possibility of dwelling in the world

aroundhim.

• See F.O. Matteissen, American Renaissance: Art and Expression in the Age ofEmerson and Whitman
(Toronto: Oxford UP, 1941): 134.
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Part ofThoreau's criticism of the time and energy spent by bis contemporaries on

attaining the wealth through which they attain their dwelling places is that they lack the

time to spend improving their ability to dwell.9 But here Thoreau hegins a long comment

on what he sees as the excesses of Mere calculative building compared to the benefits of

poetic thought whic~ in this quote, Thoreau sees as exemplified in literature:

It should not he by their architecture, but why not even by their power of abstraet
thought, that nations should seek to commemorate themselves? How much more
admirable the Bhagvat-GeetalO than all the ruins of the East! Towers and temples
are the luxury of princes. A simple and independent mind does not toU at the
bidding of 80y prince. Genius is not a retainer to any emperor, nor is its material
silver, or gold, or marble, except to a trifling extent To what end, pray, is 50 much
stone hammered? In Arcadia, when 1 was there, 1 did not see any hammering
stone...l might possibly invent sorne excuse for [the Pyramids] and [the Pharaoh],
but 1bave no time for it As for the religion and love of art of the builders, it is
much the same the world over, whether the building he an Egyptian temple or the
United States Bank. It costs more than it cornes to...Many are concemed with the
monuments of the West and the East-to know who bullt them. For my p~ 1
should like to know who in those days did not build them,-who were above such
triflings (l00).

Thoreau was never in Arcadia, except through the readings he did in Greek

literature. Had he travelled there physically, perhaps bis opinion would have changed.

Whether he had that opportunity or not bis hubris here demands sorne sort ofexplanation.11

Thoreau's exaggeration was aimed at the assertion that building bigger or in imitation of

certain historical styles necessarily roeant that New England builders had achieved

architectural sophistication. It is as an extension of bis critique of the means of building

that he saw around hint that Thoreau attacks works he bas never seen. Thoreau consents

that he might find an excuse for the Pharaohs and their ambitious building projects-had he

9 David Farrell KreU, notes "Heidegger would have admired Henry David Thoreau's description of the
They, had he known it.77 See Daimon Life: Heidegger and Lifê-Philosophy (Bloomington: Indiana UP,
1992):43.
10 Asacred Hindu book usually speUed as Bbagavad Gita.
n In 1847 Thoreau published an atticle in Graham sMagazine caIIed "Thomas Carlyle and bis WOrks,77 in
which he wrote: "Exaggeration! was ever any virtue attnbuted to a man without exaggeration! was ever
any vice without intinite exaggeration? •• .8y an immense exaggeration we appreciate our Greek poetry
and philosophy, and Egyptian ruins; our Shafcespears and Miltans; our Liberty and Christianity.77 Quoted
in James McKmtosh, Thoreau as a Romantic Natura[ist: His Shifting Stance Towardr Nature (lthaca:
Comell UP, 1974): 40. As he moves closer in this discussion to the experiences ofhis audienc~Thoreau
attempts to bring with bim the idea ofthe expressive imagination. His comment in Wa/den is clearly meant
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leamed Egyptian myths instead of Greek ones; but the amount of life ms fellow New

Englanders spend on their homes, Thoreau seems to say, is inexcusable. This is evident in

the text in the way that the layets ofThoreau's punning overlap each other. The references

to the United States Bank, "cost," "silver, gold, or marbIe," all within a chapter on

"Economy," move the major theme ofthis chapter fonvard.

One of the direct encounters with the profession ofarchitecture in Walden displays

Thoreau's understanding of the difficulties with which architecture had to contend. "Mr.

Balcom, a promising young architect, designs [the building] on the back of his Vitruvius,

with bard pencU and ruler, and the job is let out ta Dobson & Sons" (101). Thoreau,

ungently, macles the young architect for bis vanity: ''The mainstay," of love of the art of

building, Thoreau wrote a few lines earlier "is vanity..." (101). But it is the lack of pride

that Thoreau macles in the stonecutter who is unable to do better for bis sons than bind them

to work that, due to the state of the profession of stonecutting in New England, Thoreau

considers not ta employ the highest human faculties.

Why, we might ask, does he 50 obstinately deny human culture? In fact, bis critique

is betterthought out than this question will allow. Thoreau argues for a greater significance

and a renewal in the interest ofartifacts, which orient humanity ta the world it inhabits, and

modes ofperception ofall kinds. Thoreau's comment speaks ta building that bas taken the

imPerative of an economics of perpetuai growth mther than that of existential relevance.

Continuing the satirical treatment of economic terms that persists throughout this chapter,

Thoreau argues that the context in which the questionable relationship had developed was

the economic relationship that prevailed: the '~ob" is "let out" Thoreau's tone shows how

remote and abstract the process appeared to him-and how unhelpful in determining a

mode ofliving individually and communaIly.

In the midst ofhis criticism the true necessities for the meaning ofbuilding emerge.

Thoreau links bis house to bis mortality, a condition bis contemporaries bad overlaid with

economic abstractions: "The amount orit is, ifa man is alivet there is aIways danger that he

may die, though the danger must he aIlowed to he less in proportion as he is dead-and-alive

to begin with" (199). His contention is that bis contemporaries are deadened to the world

to critique bis contemporaries.
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• through their means ofbuilding. This echoes an eariier reference in ms discussion. In that

discussion Thoreau critiques the omament the villagers rely on to adorn their homes.

Thoreau's critique is that their houses are about death, not in a way that might lead them to

take adv80tage ofIife, but unintentionally and ironically. He reminds them:

Much it concems a maJ1, forsooth, how a few sticks are daubed upon bis box. It
would signify somewhat, if, in 80Y eamest sense, he slanted them and daubed it; but
the spirit having departed out of the tenant, it is of a piece with constructing bis own
coffin,-the architecture ofthe grave, and 'carpenter,' is but 800ther name for'coffin­
maker,' One man says, in bis despair ofindifference to life, take up a handful ofearth
at your feet, and paint your house that color. Is he thinking of bis last and narrow
house (91)?

What Thoreau thinks bas gone out ofthe omamentation ofbis contemporaries is the

connection between the shelter and the life it sustaïns. Building must he that through which

life is accommodated and the possibility ofdeath is encountered and thus made less foreign.

What they miss, Thoreau offers, is the connection of shelter to life. He tinds this

connection, at first, in the invasion of nature into bis own house and of the ways that the

• seasons and patterns ofnature enter into bis own routine of life, but he a1so finds it in the aet

ofmaking Walden. Through bis reference to coffins and the grave, Thoreau points out the

arbitrariness ofthe mode ofbuilding which does not take as its basis the meaning ofmortal

life.

•

In this direction, Richard N. Masteller and Jean Carwile Masteller argue that

Thoreau parodies the architectural pattern books of Andrew Jackson Downing that were

popular during the period.12 Comparing Downing and Thoreau, who often use the same

terms--"imagination," uindividual," "freedom,"-the authors tind that Downing's

architectural agenda leads towards domestication while that of Thoreau's leads towards

the wild; Downing seeks to malee the maturity of the nation evident through "proper"

architecture, while Thoreau authors from what he sees in nature and imagines is

necessary in ms own life. As the Mastellers argue, Thoreau MaY weil have known of

Downing's pattern books and incorporated a critique of them in Walden. In one ofhis

a: See "Rural Architecture in Andrew Jackson Downing and Henry David Thoreau: Pattern Book Parody
in Walden," The New England Quarterly: A Historical Review ofNew England Life and !etlers 42.4
(Dec:ember 1984): 493...510. See Appendix A for examples from this book.
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• books, for instance, Downing cites another author-Sir Joshua Reynolds-who

recommends that the colour of a house should match the colour of the grass and sail

where the house will be built This lead to the response we have just read from Walden:

"One man says, in his despair and indifference ta life, take up a handful of the earth at

your feet, and paint your house that color. Is he thinking of bis last and narrow house?'~

The Mastellers describe Thoreau's response in Walden and the passage in the Journal

where Thoreau originally wrote his response; summarizing Thoreau, the Mastellers write:

If we would have an individual architecture, the appropriate color is obvious:
'Why do you take up a handful of dirt? Better paint your bouse your own
complexion; let it tum pale or blush for you'. Thoreau's disdain in the original
journal entry had been even stronger: 'What do you take up a handful ofdirt for?
Why don't you paint the house with your blood? with your sweat' (498)1

•

•

One's life is the only wealth that one bas ta "spend." It is possible ta live under an

illusion and not ta live as ifone were someday, perhaps today, to die. Thoreau shows what

he bas feared: "1 did not wish ta live what was not life; living is sa dear'~ (135).

Subsequently he did not want to build or ta live in a shelter wbich made him feel dead

already; he did not want to forget the possibilities of death, of bis limitations, and of the

particular place where he lived.

Thoreau, as the following quote illustrates, said that each persan must take up the

task of expressing bis or her self: Thoreau construed bis project simply as a wake up call

rather than a model for others:

....Finally, there were the self-styled reformers, the greatest bores ofaIl, who thought
that 1was forever singing,-

This is the bouse tbat l built;
This is the man tbat lives in the house that l built;

but they did not know that the third line was,-

These are the folks that worry that man
That lives in the house that 1built (199).

His expectatioDS were demanding, but not umealistic. Thoreau recognised that the

realm of technology which he had inherited bore a certain degree of inevitability, and that

life must take advantage ofwhat it is given ta "make our civilization a blessing":
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Though we are not 50 degenerate but that we might possibly live in a cave or
a wigwam or wear skins today, it certain1y is better ta accept the advantages, though
50 dearly bought, which the invention and industry of mankind offer. In such a
neighborhood as this, boards and shingles, lime and bricks, are cheaper and more
easily attained than suitable caves, or whole logs, or barle in sufficient quantities, or
even well-tempered clay or flat stones. 1speak understandably on this subjecl, for 1
have made myselfacquainted with it bath theoretically and practically. With a little
more wit we might use these materials 50 as ta become richer than the richest now
are, and malee our civilization a blessing. The civilized man is a more experienced
and wiser savage (83).

Throughout the first chapter of Walden. Thoreau critiques bis contemPOraries'

means ofbuilding through comparing it ta that ofother cultures and to what he sees evident

in nature. But in the above quote we understand that bis critique bas less ta do with the

materia! condition in which he finds himself than it does with the Jack of imaginative

engagement through which ''we might use these materials 50 as to become richer than the

richest noware, and make our civilization a blessing."

Building the Shelter: From Systems tu Cycles

By 100king at Thoreau'5 building process we can begin ta see how his discussion

shifts from criticism of bis contemporaries to a way of seeing nature: he moves from

"Economy" in the first chapter to "Spring" and hence, life, at the end of the book.

Thoreau's literary project made the construction of the shelter necessary-it provided him

with a place ta write. Building il, however, aIso made a way ofexpression possible, a way

oflooking at the natura! world and ofspeaking ofilt3

In opposition to the habits of bis townsmen, Thoreau offers an example ofbuilding

which he believes better satisfies his understanding ofhow to lead the good life. It was not

to encourage followers or establish a tradition that Thoreau conveys bis way of building;

rather, he intended to point out that alternatives could he imagined.

He begins the written description ofhis project in Walden in the following way:

Near the end ofMarch, 1845, l borrowed an axe and went down to the woods by
Walden Pond, nearest to where l intended ta build my house, and began ta eut down

13 The first ofmany drafts that Walden went through shows that it was conceived ta have a much different
charader from what the final version ended up ta he. Robert Kuhn McGregor assens that "even at the time
Henry went ta live by the ponds he did not consider nature a primary theme for bis writing efforts," A
Wider Yiew ofthe Universe: Henry Thoreau s Study ofNature. 75. Living at the pond, Thoreau slowly
began ta take more and more notice orthe natural world around him, says McGregor.
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sorne talI arrowy pines, still in their youth, for timber. It is diffieult to begin without
borrowing, but perhaps it is the most generous course is thus to permit your fellow­
men to have an interest in your enterprise. The owner of the axe, as he released bis
hold of il, said that it was the apple of bis eye; but l retumed it sharper than 1
received it (83).

He invites others to participate in bis project and bas established a way ofrelating te

athers, an ethics: 4'1 retumed [the axe] sharper than 1received il" Thoreau continues to use

economic terms and means but with markedly different ends: materials are 44borrowed," bis

course of action is 4'generous," he allows bis neighbours an uinterest" in bis 4'enterprise."

But, as should he evident through bis use of words, the power Thoreau aims at is poetic

mther than economic. Thoreau borrows common tenns and retums them with sharper

meanings than they had previously carried: the tall arrowy pines of the New EngIand

understanding are the materials out of which Thoreau hews and wbittles a vision of the

natura! world. Indeed, perhaps it is not ooly the axe but Thoreau himself that retumed

44sbarper" to the village ofConcord.

This borrowing occurred not ooly trom bis fellow-men but also ftom the land itseIt:

for timber. Consider what Thoreau writes elsewhere about the apple: 'The apple was early

50 important, and generally distributed, that its name traeed to its mot in many languages

signifies fruit in generaL MllÀ.Ov, in Greek, means [not only] an apple, al50 the fruit of

other trees, aise a sheep and any cattle, and finally riches in generaL"l4 The "apple" of the

neighbour'seye, bis riches, the riches of the earth: in ail these things Thoreau allows

himself to faIl into debl His ethic is to improve on what he bas borrowed. We have seen

this aIready in the example of the axe. Thoreau, as we will see shortly, cornes back to this

with respect to the trees themselves. In doing so he moves far beyond the economic

abstractions that, he says, his contemporaries (and, by extension, his readers) have used to

define their own existences.

At the beginning of the book, Thoreau does in faet describe bis house in terms

that seem fitting to the title of the chapter, "Economy," in which it appears. The list of

materiais and theircosts is one ofThoreau's most Memorable descriptions ofhis house:

• 14 &4Wild App[es: The History of the Apple Trec," in The Works of Thoreau, Henry Canby ed. (Boston:
Houghton Miffiin, 1937): 712.
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• Boards,...•••••.•...••...•••.•
Refuse shingles for roofand sides,.
Laths,.......•••.••...........
Two second-hand windows with
glass,••••...••••..•.....•.•..
One thousand oid brick,•••.•....
Two casks of lime, .
Hair,.••••••.•....••.....•••.
Mantle-tree iron,.•..••••••.••••
Nails,••.....•.••••••••••.....
H~gesand Screws, .
Latch,••••.•.•.........••••..
Caulk,...••••••.•••••..•••••.
Tr.ansponation,••••....••......
ln al1,•••••••••••••••••••••••

$803~

400
12S

234
400
2 40 That was bigh. More than 1needed.
031
015
390
014
010
001
140 }1canied a good part on my back.
2812~

•

•

Thoreau's "list" seems to place a great deal of emphasis on monetary qualities. IS

It seems that Thoreau is quite proud of the minimum cast ofhis dwelling. Certainly this

fits in with his comments on the outlandish expense and attention the Egyptians and city­

dwellers paid to their constructions. He will not invest in attention what does not pay

back in significance. Thoreau's most treasured possessions are free: the fields, wild

orchards, the vista's through which he wanders, and descriptions of these handed down

tram author ta author. The materials he uses are minimal in an effort ta show that

meaning can be made tram a few simple things with which we are surrounded. The list

emphasizes what Thoreau could do without.

This list and Thoreau's exhortation ta simplified living show that the morality that

he advocated relied on a sense ofpracticality. While for the likes of Benjamin Franklin

and the burgeoning population of industrialists this practicality was tied to a program of

monetary and matena! gain, Thoreau and other Transcendentalists were interested in the

potential of their endeavor to create a vigorous, dedicated, and creative intelleetual

community. Michael Meyer summarizes the difference:

Perhaps no single comparison of passages better measures the distance
between Franklin's and Thoreau's sensibilities than the following revealing lines.
ln 'The Way to Wealth,' Franklin repeatedly wams against going into debt,
because as Poor Richard says, ~For age and want, save while you may;! No
morning sun Iasts a whole day.' In Wa/den, however, Thoreau concludes bis
book with these final words designed to serve as a beginning for bis readers:

15 Thoreau, Waltlen,93.
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'Only that day dawns ta which we are awake. There is more day ta dawn. The
sun is but a morning star.' With Franklin there is a sense of desperatio~of time
nmning out, oftife closing down, but with Thoreau, this constriction gives way ta
expansiveness and open-endedness....The economic freedom that Franklin
prescribed for eighteenth--century Americans exaeted too high a price from the
souls ofnineteenth--century romantics such as Thoreau.16

The knowledge that Thoreau sought was something different from what he had

inherited. This is evident in the song he sang to himself while working: "1 went on for

some days cutting and hewing timber..., not having many communicable or scholar-like

thoughts, singing to myseIt:-

Men say they know Many things;
But lo! they have taken wings,­
The arts and sciences,
And a thousand appliances;
The wind that blows
Is al1 that any body knows (85).

By meeting bis basic needs in the simplest way possible, Thoreau, "oot having any

scholar·like or communicable thoughts," opens himself up to a differeot form of

understanding. Thoreau moved away from a way ofthinking that places importance on the

mechanical applicability of knowledge to a way ofthinking that explained bis engagement

with the world around him.

Thoreau's little song echoes bis call to c1arity conceming the meaning of the

knowledge of the world that was developing aIl around him. He contrasts this knowledge

which he sees as fleeting and transitory with knowledge that is universal. On the edge of

the meaning of this little rhyme is a contrast between the ways that artifacts represent and

the primacy ofhuman presence, between knowledge ofa thing and "saying." We will see

later how Thoreau would eventuaIly speak PQsitively about tlight and affiIm the

metaphorical relation between bis own thoughts and the soaring of a bird's tlight; that is,

between kinds of inspiration. Perhaps wc can use that knowledge to read this poem.

Instead of our contrivances soaring above us-they have taken wings-we should he

• 1& Michael Meyer, "Introduction," Walden and Civil Disobedience (New York: Penguin Classics, (983):
23.
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• inspired through our relation to the wode!, Thoreau saYS.17 This little mantra-like saying, in

the presence of which he tells us bis house \Vas constructed, shows the tension Thoreau

experiences between the real value of the world that he was making and the value of the

world he sees around him. Thoreau's resolve, as the written poem indicates, is to try to

understand this paradoxical situation through the art ofwriting.

In bis description ofhow bis shelter was built, Thoreau continues as follows:

So 1went on for sorne days cutting and hewing timber, and also studs and rafters....I
hewed the main timbers six inches square, most ofthe studs on two sides only, and
the rafters and flocr timbers on one side, leaving the rest ofthe bark on, so that they
were just as straight and much stronger than sawed ones. Each stick was carefully
mortised or tenoned by its stump, for 1had borrowed other tools by this time (84).

•

•

The borrowing of "other tools" indicates not only that he had other physical

implements but that, since the use ofthese tooIs requires knowledge ofhow to use them, he

had gained other knowledge-he borrows tooIs from the collective wisdom ofhow to build.

Thoreau considers the details of bis construction techniques sufficiently important ta

include them in bis book. The signfficance ofthis discussion is at least partiy that the kind

of knowledge that Thoreau is seeking, the kind of engagement he is after, depends on bis

physical involvement with the world-knowing through makîng.

An extension of this way of knowing, Thoreau's description of bis construction

process is couched within a discussion of how the sound of bis axe attracted curious

passers-by and how he ate with the smell and pitch of the trees sticking ta bis bands. In

particular, he notes a curious relation, a kind ofknowledge, to the trees which he cut down:

"Before 1 had done 1 was more the fiiend than the foe of the pine tree, though 1 had eut

down sorne ofthem, baving become better acquainted with it" (85). He was beginning to

form the understanding and sensitivity he would tater develop with the world through

\vhich he would find a means ofexpression.

Daniel Peck bas pointed out that the building of the hut enabled Thoreau's

Il Theodore Rozak will echo something similar conceming a television commercial for discount flights:
"[TJhe wealth ofartistic: and religious symbolism...passes through my mind, the real but subterranean meaning
of flighr, ris] bmied now beneath a glamorous teclmology of jet planes..•; and 1 grow sad 10 see a noble
imagery debased ta the level of 50 poor a counterfeit." Where the WasteIand Entls: Po[itics and
Transcendence in Post-industrial Society (Berkeley. Celestial Arts, 1989): 355.
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imaginative constructions later in the text.18 The cosmos that opens up for Thoreau,

evident as we read Wa/den, is possible because of bis aet of building. This suggests that

a relationship with nature is made possible through building, that only through building

can we expect the worid to present itself to us. Phenomenologieally, acknowledging

one's stance-humanness-is the key to recognizing "othemess" in nature.

Thoreau tells us that he dug bis cellar where a woodchuck had formerly dug bis

burrow. "1 took particular pleasure in this breaking ofground," he tells us, ''for in almost all

latitudes men dig into the earth for an equable temperature" (87). The sense of life in such

an activity as digging onets own cellar brings back the issue ofwhat place human habitation

bas in addressing the human issues of belonging and orientation. The cellar provides for

one in life-room in the earth-what the grave will provide in death. Thoreau digs to a fine

sand where "potatoes would not freeze in any winter" (87), and perhaps considers at the

same time that one's body will one day nourish the eanh. The confrontation with mortality

that pervades this paragraph continues: "Under the most splendid house in the city is still to

he found the cellar where they store their mots as ofoId, and long after their superstructure

bas disappeared posterity will remark its dent in the earth. The house is still but a sort of

porth at the entrance of a burrow (87).,,19 The burrow marked where the woodchuck had

passed and a cellar marked where PeOple, even the MOst splendid, had put down their mots

and, perhaps, were buried.

At the end ofthe process ofbuilding, Thoreau engaged bis tiiends to help him:

At length, in the beginning of May, with the help of some of my acquaintances,
rather to improve 50 good an occasion for neighborliness than ftom any nccessity, 1
set up the frame of my house. No man was ever more honored in the chameter of
bis raisers than 1. They are destined, 1 trust, to assist at the raising of 10ftier
structures one clay (88).

What are the "loftier structures" which Thoreau expected bis friends to raise?

Like Thoreau, other Transcendentalists including the poet Ellory Channing and R.W.

II See Peck Thoreau's Morning WOTk: Memory and Perception in a Week on the Concord and Merrimac:k
Rivers, The Journal, andWalden (New Haven: Yale OP, 1990).
19 This aet ofdigging into the earth and the nourishment one provides for it recall the discussion provided
by Michael West ofthe seatological imagery in Wa/cien. Michael West, "Seatology and Eschatology: The
Hernie Dimensions of Thoreau's Wordplay," Publications of the Modem Language Association, 80
(1974): 1043·1064.
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Emerson concemed themselves with understanding the meaning of nature for their lives

as thinkers in the New World. From them, Thoreau perhaps eXPects new ways of

thinking and relating ta the worId-a structure ofAmerican life and thought.

In the following passage, Thoreau considers the craft ofhis enterprise ofbuilding:

1began to occupy my house on the 4th of JuIy, as saon as it was boarded
and roofed, for the boards were carefully feathered and lapped, 50 that it was
perfectly impervious ta raiD; but before boarding 1laid the foundation ofa chimney
al one end, bringing two cartloads ofstones up the bill from the pond in my arms. 1
bullt the chimney after my hoeÏDg in the fall, before a tire became necessary for
warmth, doing my cooking in the Mean while out ofdoors on the ground, early in
the moming: \vhich mode 1 still think is in some respects more convenient and
agreeable than the usual one (88).

The precision and care in bis effort to build for himself somewhere ta live are

reflected in bis written account of it. The boards are t4carefully feathered and lapped,"

and Thoreau is careful enough even ta go sa far as tell us that he brought stones from the

pond, as he says, "in my arms."20

Much bas been made of Thoreau's declaration that he moved to bis shelter on

Independence Day. Stanley CaveU offers that Thoreau declares independence not from

the beliefs and values of society but from the way that society practices its heliefs and

values.21 In Thoreau's later description ofhis move ta bis shelter, Cavell sees a reference

to the accidentai nature of America's discovery and its subsequent rediscovery by every

American obsessed with the idea of independence. But even in that example Thoreau's

reference is contrasted by a certainty with regards to the natura! world: "When 1first took

up my abode in the woods, that is, began ta spend my nights as weil as my days there,

which by accident, was on Independence Day, or the Fourth ofJuly, 1845, my house was

not finished for winter" (128). What attraets attention here is the contrast of the cyclical

with the linear: the cycle of days and nights begin at the pond, by accident, at an

important juncture in linear history. Similarly, the coming of winter spoken about and

the presence of summer compliment the cyclical aspect of this declaration, not of

20 The importance ofthe '1Ïrst-hand" knowledge that Thoreau gains by consttueting his own she(ter is only
one aspect that 1wish ta bring ta contemporary conversation about building. The main point will be that
this kind ofprecision and are is what should be brought to our individual conceptions ofthe natura! world
and the mode ofresponsible involvement we anain ta within those conceptions.
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independence, but of interdependence. Reading the tirst quote again, we are more aware

of the same elements at play; Thoreau move into bis house "after my hoeing,"

presumably, then, after harvest; the house, likewise, is impervious ta the aulUmn rains;

before a cbimney is necessary for winter warmth; cooking in the morning air.

The sentence aIso suggests, however, that Thoreau rnjnjrnizes the importance of

that historicaI event in favour ofhis more immediate reality. He moves from abstractions

and from what bis contemporaries might consider news-worthy events ta what Thoreau

thinks is enduring and important: from systems ta cycles. "What news~" Thoreau says,

"how much more important ta know what that is wbich was never oId" (139). In this

paragraph, the event which hears most significance is not liberation of the United States

from British Rule and the symbolic reenactment of Thoreau's liberation from Concord.

Rather, it was because bis bouse was on that date boarded and ready ta occupy that

Thoreau moves in. That wbich was never old in this case is the human condition­

humankind's relation ta the natura! world.

When built, the shelter enabled Thoreau ta dedicate himself to study. Thoreau

attempted to ease himself into the literary world and found himself impinged upon by the

proximity ofa worId that was, paradoxically, close at band and yetjust heyond bis grasp;

this paradox drew out of him a literary response. Thoreau attempted to fix a place for

himself in the world through writing but found that he was the one being addressed.

Thoreau's final words, then, in bis description of the construction of his simple

bouse are telling: "In those days, when my bands were much employed 1 read but little,

but the least scraps of paper which Jay on the ground, my holder, or tablecloth, afforded

me as much entenainment, in fact answered the same purpose as the Iliadu (88). It is not

due to a lack of intensity in bis thought that a newspaper suddenly suffices as adequate

reading. Rather, it was in the context ofbis authoring and making in which he read. His

senses peaked, Thoreau could see the drama of ages unfolding, the paper providing

merely a mandala for Meditation as he crafts bis own epic story.

The description ofthe construction ofhis shelter is important for my observations

for a number ofreasODS. In the process ofbuilding Thoreau began to notice more acutely

:n Stanley CaveU, The Senses ofWalden (Chicago: Chicago UP t 1972): 8.
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• the world around mm, how his actions changed how he saw, and ho\v he was seen. In

particular he asserted that in the process of building he established a debt relationship to

ather people and to Nature. His efforts in Walden constituted an effort to repay those

debts.

•

•

His shelter was part of the natural environment in which he lived in Many ways.

As suggested above, the shelter was built as the seasons dictated. At first it was only

boarded and ~e summer wind came in through the cracks in the walL When falI came

and the wind grew cold, he gathered sand from the pond and mixed plaster to seaI up the

cracks. At the beginning of winter, when it became too cold to cook outside, Thoreau

built a stove for himself to cook with and to heat the inside of the shelter. The primitive

act of building one's own shelter was reenacted in bis experiment at Walden Pond.

Through it Thoreau was able to take account, in a more profound way perhaps than he

had expected, of ms own relation to the world around him and the construction that he

hadmade.

His movement from economic understanding ta one based on the necessities of

life enabled him to see what had passed by 50 Many of bis contemporaries. It motivated

him ta attempt to put into fomt the meaning of both bis experience and that of bis

contemporaries; this was accomplished through touching on the universaIs in which they

were all implicated. The shelter that Thoreau constructed opened up for him, in time, the

possibility ofseeing, and saying, a world.

The Shelter and Nature: ne Imaginative ProjectioD

From bis experience in the indigenous societies of Indonesia, David Abram writes

about the raie of the shaman and the shaman's relation ta bath the community and the

natura! world.22 From bis position just outside a community's limits, the shaman

negotiates between the community and the more-than-human world that surrounds it.

The effects of Thoreau's move ta the edge of bis community resembles the task of the

shaman: as the shaman cures 50 too Thoreau, through bis writing, seeks to gain a wild

wisdom for bis people. Speaking of the shaman, Abram writes: "His magic is precisely

this heightened receptivity ta the meaningful solicitations-songs, cries, gestures-of the
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• larger, more-than-human field" (9). Thoreau's shelter begins a process through which he

realises bis own mie as an artist-a shaman in the modem world.23

We might not know anything of Thoreau's project if it were not for bis writing.

That he built a dwelling, we should remember, is part ofhis literary project This artistic

endeavour is itself an attempt ta participate in the kinds of discussions through which

humanity formuJates modes of existence, through which it offers explanations for the

mysteries it encounters. Thoreau's writing-the flow of bis words and the type of

analogies he uses-reveals his vision ofnature.

Having finished describing the process of building the house, Thoreau ois provided

with an opportunity, the Ieisure, to retlect on the process and its meaning:

It would he worth the while ta build still more deliberately than l di~ considering,
for instance, what foundation a door, a window, a cellar, a garret, have in the
nature of man, and Perchance oever raising any superstructure until we have
found a better reason for it than our temporal neeessities even (89).

This is an invitation for us ta read Thoreau's description of his dwelling on a

• deeper level. The retlection on bis process of building is itself a layering of meaning, a

kind of literary omamentation of bis house. This wondering is an act of authorial

imagination. In building and generating written images, Thoreau seeks to accomplish a

generosity ofmeaning through an economy ofmeans.

Thoreau gives his own definition, a written one, of what architecture should be.

With respect to building, as with ail his topics, Thoreau malees assertions as if opinion

were truth fitted for an individual; "What ofarchitectural beauty l now see," he says,

1 know bas gradually grown from within outward, out of the necessities and
charaeter of the indweller, who is the only builder,-out of some uneonscious
truthfulness, and nobleness, without ever a thought for the appearance; and
whatever additional beauty of this kind is destined to be produced will he
preceded by a like unconscious beauty oflife (32).

The house is seen as an extension ofthe indwel1er just as Thoreau saw himself as

•
22 David Abram, The Spe// ofthe Sensuous (Random House: Toronto, 1996).
ZJ For an extensive discussion of the proximity of Thoreau's writing to shamanistic: practices see Louise
Cristina Kertesz, A Study ofThoreau as Myth Theorisl and Myth Maker (phD. Diss., University of lllinois
al Urbana-Cbampange, 1970): 198-250. Daniel Peck aIso invokes this image: "Like the shaman, Thoreau
must bring [fonner inhabitants] back mto being through dream and incantation." Writing is the spell
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"part and pareel of nature.'tU The house is an outward extension of an in\vard mode of

being just as bis writing is a literary expression ofa way ofseeing the worleL

His ideal house is nearly realised one moming when he sets bis furniture outside in

arder ta clear bis one room dwelling:

It was pleasant ta sec my whole household effects out on the grass, making a little
pile like a gypsy's pack, and my three-Iegged table, from which 1 did not remove
the books and the pen and ink, standing amid the pines and hickories... 1 was
sometimes tempted ta stretch an awning over them and take my seat there. It was
worth while to see the sun shine on these things, and hear the Cree wind blow on
them; sa much more interesting MOst familiar abjects look out of doors than in the
house. A bird sits on the next bough, life-everlasting grows under the table, and
blackberry vines nm round its legs (158).

In this example we see another pairing of bis ambition ta create a home in this

world through writing and through building. The pen and ink still on bis table, Thoreau

relocated bis belongings out ofdoors. Recurrent nature, "llfe-everlasting," fonn the tloor

and support for bis existence. Paying attention ta the puns he has used eariier we note the

"free" wind blowing on bis belongings which makes it "worth" bis while to spend the

time thus admiring not the things themselves but their surroundings: a bird and the

perpetually growing green grasS.2S The line between the world Thoreau writes and the

worid he lives is aImest erased. The move from the village to WaIden is extended once

more-Thoreau takes bis writing with him.

Thoreau later expands on bis ideal house--one with which we ourselves are

aIready familiar. The description of bis ideal house, perhaps the longest sentence in the

book, comprises a second list-a much expanded and much wordier version of the first

list in which Thoreau gave an account ofhis materials:

1 sometime dream of a larger and more populous house, standing in a
golden age, ofenduring material, and without ginger-bread work, which shall still
only consist of one room, a vast, rude, substantial, primitive hall, without celling
or plastering, with bare rafter and purIins supporting a sort of lower heaven over

Thoreau casts to accompUsh this task. See Petit, Thoreau's Moming Wort, 148.
24 Henry David Thorea~ "WaIking," in. The Works ofThOTetn4 Henry S. Canby ed (Boston: Houghton
Miftlin, L937): 659.
2S Elsewhere, Thoreau says: "The grass Oames up on the hillside like a spring fue,...as ifthe earth sent forth
an inward heat to greet the retuming sun;...lifting its spear oflast years hay with the fresh lire below....So
our human life but dies down tG ilS root, and still puts forth its green blade to etemity" (Walc/en, 359).
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one's head,-useful to keep off min and snow; \vhere the king and queen posts
stand out to receive your homage, when you have done reverence to the prostrate
Saturn of an oider dynasty on stepping over the sill; a cavemous house, wherein
you must reach up a torch upon a pole to sec the roof; where sorne MaY live in the
fireplace, sorne in the recess of a window, and sorne on the settles, some at the
end ofone hall, some at another, and sorne aloft on rafters with the spiders, if they
choose; a house in which you bave got into when you have opened the outside
door and the ceremony is over; where the weary traveller may wash, and cat, and
converse, and sleep, without further journey; such a shelter as you would be giad
to reach in a tempestuous night, containing all the essentials of a house and
nothing for the house-keeping; where you can sec aIl the treasures of the house at
one view, and everything bangs upen its peg that a man should use; at once
kitchen, pantry, parlor, chamber, store-bouse, and garret; where you can see so
necessary a thing as a barrel or ladder, so convenient a thing as a cupboar~ and
hear the pot boil, and pay your respects to the fire that cooks your bread, and the
necessary fumiture and utensiIs are the chiefornaments; where the washing is not
put out, not the fire, nor the mistress, and perhaps you are sometimes requested to
move from off the trap door, when the cook would descend into the cellar, and so
leam whether the ground is solid or hollow beneath you without stamping (290).

In this list Thoreau lets his imagination run; ta unravel it is a work of the

imagination as weIl. Frederick Garber bas pointed out that Thoreau's ideal house is in

fact the "house" of humanity.26 When Thoreau, continuing the list in the next sentence,

says "you cannot go in the front door and out the back without passing some of its

inhabitants (291)" it becomes clear that the "larger and more populous house,...a vast,

rude, and substantial primitive hall," is the world in which we live. Through the built

project of Thoreau's dwelling, the realm of the natural world is "writ large" around

him-he moves from an economic account of bis dwelling to one based on a more

adventurous understanding. Thoreau compares the idem house to the nest of a bird: "A

house whose inside is as open and manifest as a bird's nest...; where to he a guest is to he

presented with the freedom of the house, and not to be•..shut up in a particular eell, and

tald to malee yourself at home there,-in solitary confinement" (291). Our dreams of

freedom are MOst intense from within the walIs our individual confinements, straining to

he worthy guests in a house that is familiar and yet not our own. Thoreau uses this idea

of a "Iower heaven" to talk about the kind of freedom bis building is intended to

26 Garber9 Thoreau Por Fable o/lnscribingt 157.
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provide,-an "Extra vagancef' As he says elsewhere: "1 fear chiefly lest my expression

not be extra-vagant enough, May not wander far enough beyond my daily experience, 50

as to be adequate to the truth of which 1 have been convinced" (372). This "lower

heaven" is coextensive with the canopy of leaves under which he wa1ks "even with the

Builder ofthe universe" (3-78)1.-

We may note that Thoreau's description of a "vast, rude, sulh"1antial, primitive

hall" is itselfan adornment ofthe littIe shelter he built beside the pond, embellishing it by

releasing the potential of his words ta provoke our imaginations. Thoreau's shelter is

omate, complex, comprising an indulgent list of materials; it is, in fact, all the world to

us. It continues Thoreau's earlier attempt to discover "what foundation a door, a window,

a cellar, a garret, have in the nature of man," what these things signify in the

~'tempestuous night" of our experience. The "necessary furniture and utensils are the

chief omaments" not simply because of their function-no list this long is necessary­

but because they aid in giving "your respects to the tire that cooks your bread." The t'one

view" is the ooly view we, individually, have, our gaze across the landscape, peering into

the deeper significance ofthe things we make and the world around us.

Thoreau's shelter becomes a tool through which he sees the natura! world. Through

our consideration of bis discussion of the house, we sec that it carries references on ManY

levels. Sucb an interaction prepares us to see the world through the lense ofbis experience

and aspirations:

The stars are the apexes of what wonderful triangles! What distant and different
beings in the various mansions of the universe are contemplating the same one at
the same momentt Nature and human life are as various as our severa!
constitutions.. Who shall say what prospect life otfers to another? Could a greater
miracle take place than for us to look through each other's eyes for an instant? We
should live in all the ages of the world in an hour; ay in all the worlds of the ages.
History, Poetryt MythoIogy!-1 know of no reading of another's experience 50

startling and infonning as this would be (53).

Wc have seen how Thoreau's shelter provides the interpretative tool whereby

Thoreau is able to contemplate the natural world. Standing apart from the requirements of

the society around him, Thoreau creates the space of deliberation in which bis literary

imagination can tlourish. In the space that bis efforts have provided~ Thoreau listens to
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the world around him for voices that others will not hear or understand. Thoreau's writing

is the product of the task that he bas taken upon himself. He is convinced that tbrough bis

writing he will he able to make himselfat home in the world.

The comparison of bis house ta the nest of a bird, as we sball see in the next

chapter, demonstrates Thoreau's understanding that the house is to he a tool of one's

desire for freedom. The discussion of the house as a bird's nest invites us ta consider

Thoreau's expressive wode, both his writing and the construction ofhis dwelling, as work

ofthe vertical, transcending, element oflife-the imagination.
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• CHAPTER4

A beginning ofaphilosophicalphenomenology ofnests would consist in our
beingable to elucidate the interest with which we look through an album containing
reproductions ofnestst ort even more positivelYt in our capacity to recopture the
naïve wonder we used ta fiel when we fôund a nest. This wonder is lasting, and
today when we discover a nest it taJœs us back to our childhood art rathert to a
childhood; ta the childhoods we should have had For not many ofus have been
endowed by life with the full measure ofits cosmic implications.]

"Winged Lüe"

Thoreau's construction of an idea of the natura! world began with an architectural

ad: he built bis shelter. From this shelter he made bis observations ofnature and began the

process of transforming bis experience into written form. It is in this form that Thoreau

presented bis creative understanding of the natura! worlel. For us to speak about bis vision

of nature we can concentrate on Thoreau's writing in Walden of the birds he observed at

Walden Pond. Stanley Cavell illustrates weil the tensions involved: "Birds generally at

Walden...seem to me to carry moments of the writer's most intimate identifications, as

• befits a poet, or a writer in competition with the nightingale.,,2 Perhaps Thoreau did not

Întend to present a coherent and complete vision of the meaning of the natura! world

through bis written account of the birds at Walden Pond. But the coherence bis discussion

does present prompts my own imagination. In each of these examples or instances,

Thoreau's references to birds and to llight contribute to a vision tbat he offers; this vision

provides a way ofengaging with the world and suggests an ethic for participating in il

In Thoreau's comparison of houses to birds' nests, in bis consideration of their

singing voices and bis written one, in bis encounter with specifie characters within nature

such as the cockerel, the loon and the owl, and in the greater aspirations bis investigation

pointed towards, bis perception as a writer ordered, in part, bis experience as a naturalist.

Birds' Nests

Thoreau compared bis own shelter to the nests of the birds that he took notice of

during bis stay at the pond. The result is a critique ofa way ofbuilding and an attempt at

an original mode ofexpression. In the comparison ofhis shelter to a bird's nest, Thoreau

• 1 Gaston BacheIard, The Poetics ofSpace, translated by. Maria Jolas (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969): 93.
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makes an argument for imaginative engagement in our search through the realm ofideas

and through the realm of nature. In the image of bis own home as a nest, Thoreau

reveaied in a new way the delicacy and precariousness of the human condition-that we

make our way between earth and sky, that the ground is our realm of experience and yet

we are free ta let our inspired thoughts soar.

Gaston Bachelard treats the phenomenologicai significance of the image of the

nest in bis book The Poetics ofSpace. He dicusses the pervasiveness of this image in

human consciousness and the metaphor of making our home, like the nest of a bird,

somewhere between earth and sky. Bachelard also cites another example, one ftom

Thoreau's journal, ofThoreau's use ofthe metaphor of the nest. In it Thoreau describes a

tree that a woodpecker has inhabited in terms of a family retuming home from vacation

and reclaiming their house. Bachelard is struck by the way that the metaphor aIso speaks

about a happy family as a flourishing nes!. Though, as Bachelard bas it "in literature, the

nest image is generally childish," (93) he is grateful to the poet who is able to bring us

back to a simple image since it can be very powerful: "we feel grateful toward the poet

who bas the talent to renew it with...felicity" (99). 3

In this section we will explore, through critical commentary, the historical context

in which Thoreau's references to the nests of birds occur and Thoreau's references

themselves in Walden. The problematic that arises conceming the boundary between man

and nature will begin to take shape throughout this section.

The issue in considering Thoreau's references to the nests of birds is not that of

endeavouring to tind a means ofbuilding that is somehow more primitive or for us to find a

way to imitate indigenous architecture. Though narrowly, even Bernard Rudofsky's book

Architecture without Architects avoids 50ch a proposition.oC Our historical consciousness

makes our reference ta (but not our study of) indigenous architecture tecbnically feasible

ZStanley Cavell, The Senses ofWa/den: An Expanded Edition (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1992): 40.
] Gaston Bachel~ The Poetics ofSpace, 90-104. Bachelard's analysis ofthis metaphor is also treated in
Hmies' The Ethicai Function ofArchitecture:. "The metaphor of the nest suggests a love supported by
confidence in what the future holds: to consider one's home anest is 10 trust in the world without sufficient
reason for that trust. And it is precisely such trust, Bachelard sugg~ that is a genuine condition of
genuine dweUing" (2S6). He adds: "Isn't it love that builds aIl nests" (263)1
• Bernard Rudotsky, Architecture Wi!hout Architects (Garden City, NY: Doubleday and Company, 1964).
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but existentially harmfuL Thoreau's relevance cames through bis writing about a shelter, as

Joseph Rykwert writes about the primitive hut, "beyond the reach of the bistorian or

archaeologist," in a renewal that bas always been 50Ugbt for "in the rituals of seasonal

change and initiation.'" A human condition is common to mythological and indigenous

cultures, Thoreau, and modem society; the bistorical consciousness of modem society,

however, must he taken into account

The distance between man and world that Thoreau had to overcome was within the

bounds of the pastoral writing tradition though, as Leo Marx points out, to make sense of

the American experience in the 19th century, it needed ta redefine itself. In bis seminal

work The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America. Marx

descnces the challenging condition ofAmerica in the period which Thoreau writes. 6 To

paraphrase Marx'5argument, two forces are in conflict at this period in American bistory:

firstly, the vision of America as agrarian landscape according to models put forward by

people such as Jefferson (in Notes on Virginia, 1785) and, even later, Emerson (in 'The

American Scholar" address, 1844) and, secondly, the vision of Americans civilizing the

wildemess through industrial technology. Marx speaks about the cultural artifacts of this

period in two different categories: the sentimental and the complex. The sentimental is

indicated in the American taste for the rostic; it is evident in contemporary culture, says

Marx, in the preference for products associated with a rustic setting.7 Sentimental

pastorali~ Marx says, uncritically portrays a life in better balance with nature.

Complex pastoralism, such as is presented in Waiden, according ta Marx, speaks about

the pastoral ideal in terms mediated by a realization of the changes brought through

industrialization. In Thoreau's particular case, this meant tâking the pastoral ideal out of

the realm of linear history and relocating it in literature: the pastoral ideal is no longer a

mode ofaction but a form for creative definition: "[Thoreau} removes [the pastoral] from

history, where it is manifestly unrealizable, and relocates it in literature, which is to say,

in his own consciousness, in bis craft, in Walden" (265). Marx backs bis argument by

sJoseph Rykw~ OnA.dam"s House in Paradise (New Yorle Museum ofModem Art, 1972): 192.
, See M8rXy The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in A.merica (Toronto: Oxford
UP,1964).
1 A convincing contemporary example is dtat ofadvertising for Marlboro cigarettes.
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pointing out the ambiguity of Thoreau's treatment of bis agrarian endeavors: the sma1l

hean crop Thoreau experimented with was a monetary and hence, agrarian, failme but a

success in Thoreau's more sustained literary eodeavor-to write a book about the

experience. At the crossroads of these two forces, l cooclude from Marx's discussion,

complex pastoralism produced the cultural artifacts through which Americans could

attempt to understand how their experiences could be made predictable, even as those

experieoces exceeded their immediate grasp. In approaching Thoreau's reference to the

oest ofbirds we must simultaneously keep in mind bis 19th ceotury agrarian cootext and

the beginning of the age of the industiral machine in America. It is against this

background-with open but perhaps unbelieving eyes that Thoreau makes refereoce to

the nests ofbirds.

From Marx we understand that Thoreau sees in nature a model that he knows must

he taken up by human culture for a relationship to be established-that the story of the

separation from nature pervades every culture and tha~ in bis culture, the reconcilliation

had industrial technology ta compete with. Similarly, Jane Bennett suggests that Thoreau

attempts ta formulate this relationship but tha~ for him, there remains an element outside

ofthe vision that he creates:

Thoreau is oot unaware ofthe artificiality ofhis Nature. But this is not ta say that
he considered it simply ta he a fiction....Thoreau could not understand Nature as
simply an artifact because he is confident of the existence of a pure Nature, that
ambiguous and recalcitrant source for his semiotic projects, that fund of imagery
not reducible to the imagination it enables. Il

Bennett argues that Thoreau crafts an understanding ofNature and "inflects" what

appears in his observations towards the ends he aims for in bis art. In this sense we see

Thoreau's difficult balance between the world he intends to speak and the world that

addresses itself ta him. Thoreaut s references to the nests of birds show that, while he

sees nests as implicated in his life and the lives of bis audience, the realm in which nests

occur remains essentially other. Authorship is the tool that traverses this boundary but

aIso, as a tool, places Thoreau at one remove from the realm ofnature.

• • Iane Bennett, Thoreau's Nature: Ethics, Po/ilies, and the Wüd (1bousand Oales, Ca: Sage Publicatioos,
1994): 60.

41



•

•

•

What is this boundary, then, that separates the use of birds as a trope for literary

expression from the use ofbirds as a model for one's own existence? The distinction is

quite clear today when even empathy with the animal world is bighly suspect. In

contemporary terms, we might ask the extent to which our definitions of nature interpret

what we perceive-how do our categories, in other words, guide our perception? 9 To

acknowledge that we still ask this question sensitises us to the issues as we address them

in Thoreau.

But what, then, about Thoreau's time and bis understanding? How did Thoreau's

understanding in Walden differ from that of bis contemporaries? Joseph Rykwert cites a

work called Home Without Hands, Being a Description of the Habitations ofAnima[s.

ClassedAccording to their Princip/es afConstruction. published in 1876 in London. 10 In

this book, Reverend J.G. Wood cliscusses what he sees as the architecture that animals

malee. Rykwert claims that such books as Wood's were popular in the late nineteenth

century. As the examples he quotes are European, our own concem remains at a slight

remove. ll The question we must ask is that of where, for Thorea14 the boundary should

be placed between birds' nests and bis own, and therefore human, dwelling.

9 The argument for animal rights, for example, reflects our tendenc:y to speak. of existence in rationalist
terms. For a position wbich argues the importance of maintaining the traditional phiiosophical categories
see John Passmore, Man·s Responsibility jôr Nature. Ecological Problems and Western Traditions
(London: Gerald Duckworh &. Co~ Ltd., (974). Such positions have been challenged ftom several
directions and panicularly from ontological insights in phenomenology. See David Abrams, The Spe/l of
the Sensuous (Toronto: Random House~ (996). Aisot aIthough animais do not have mortality as Alphonso
Lingis speaks about it and thus not have individuality, Lingis's argument in The Community ofThose Who
Have Nothing in Common (BIoomington: Indiana UP, 1994) might profitably be extended in this direction.
As weil, bis book The Imperative (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1998) contrasts Kantian ethic:s with an ethic:s
based on the ethical directives we receive from the world around us-the face of the other, for instance~

even as transmitted by mass media. See espec:ially pages 210-213.
la Cited in Rykwert, On Ac/am sBouse in Paradise, 19.
Il In bis influential work Traces on the Rhodian Shore: Nature and Cu/lUTe in Western Thoughl From
Ancient Times to the End ofthe Eighteenlh CenlUry (Berkeley: Califomia UP, 1967), Clarence Glacken
writes about debates between New and Old worId thinkers (between Thomas Jefferson and Count Buffo~
for instance) of the value of nature in the New World, what methods of cuItivating it were most
appropriate, whether it was better or less suited to human inbabitation than Europe. These debates reveal
the differences in the naturaI surroundings that were perceived between these two reaIms; they wam
against too direct an application of European theories al the time to our understanding of the
contemporaneous Americ:an conceptions of nature. James McIntosh, on the other ban~ points out the
(more literary) European heritage of Wordsworth and Goethe in the development of lboreau's
understanding of nature. See Thoreau ar a Romande Natllralist: His Shifting Stance toward Nature
(lthaca: Comell University Press, 1974). Helpful in determining the terms in the Ameriam conversation is
Roderick Nash, Wildemess andthe American Mmd, 3d ed. (New Haven: Yale UP, 1982).
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ln Walden, we cao follow Thoreau's way of thinking to see how this balance is

effected or pursued in bis account. In one particular passage Thoreau laments the division

of labour among the villagers. Performed for the sake of efficiency and economy, such

division of labour deprives each persan from experiencing the fulfilling variety that

meaningful work always offers: "Shall we forever resign the pleasures of construction to

the carpenter" (89)? Thoreau supposes that, just as another sews for him or cooles for him,

he might also get another to think for him. But he is in no regard cager to lay that task

entirely on someone eIse: '~o doubt another May also think for me; but it is not therefore

desirable that he should do so to the exclusion of my thinking for myself' (89). Not ooly

other men but nature as weIl can define for Thoreau how he will üve bis life. This passage,

when applied ta the natura! world and to Thoreau's literary presentation about bis

experiences with the animais and the seasons, means the following: just as others can

provide him with ideas and valuable wade, 50 too bis observations ofthe animais and trees

provides the fodder for bis model ofnature-in a larger sense nature may provide the Madel

for my life, he says, but it is not therefore desirable that it should do 50 to the exclusion of

my ability to define that model myself.

Through the following examples from Walden, we cao begin ta examine in more

detail the kind of"inflected" model the nests ofbirds are for Thoreau in bis conception of

how to build and how to live. His calI to consider origins is a critique ofthe way human

culture around him which, though that culture had taken up a model of the oaturaI world,

had forfeited the enduring qualities ofthe oatural world for the tleeting ones.

Thoreau evaluates the means of acquiring food, clothing and shelter offered in the

pragmatic, materialist approach and finds that it lacles beauty and promise. In the attention

he pays to the housing he sees around him he notes that from wherever the concept of

shelter developed-perhaps "some enterprising mortal crept into a hollow in a rock"-we

have "advanced to roofs ofpalm leaves, ofbark and boughs, oflinen woven and stretehed,

of grass and straw, of boards and shingles, of stones and tiles...clean paint and paper,

Rumford fireplace, back plastering, Venetian blinds, copper pump, spring locle, a

commodious ceUar, and many other things" (71). What is the result ofaIl of this? he asks.

In answering, Thoreau appeaIs again to natural phenomena and in this instance particularly
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• the phenomena ofbirds as the basis or standard from which to judge:

At last, wc know not what it is to live in the open air, and our lives are domestic in
more senses than we think. From the hearth ta the field is a great distance. It would
he well perhaps if wc were to spend more of our days and nights without any
obstnlction between us and the celestial bodies, if the POet did not speak 50 much
ftom under a root: or the saint dwell there so long. Birds do not sing in caves, nor
do doves cherish their innocence in dovecots (71).

The quote illustrates the tensions between the horizontal and the vertical

dimensions. l'hoogh he argues for the values of the field, the horizonta4 the value he is

painting to within that horizontal is the openness of the field to the sky and the vertical.

The hearth ofcourse is the symbol ofhome, ofwarmth and stability. The field is a middIe

ground between the wild and the domestic, "balf-wild" as Thoreau says of bis own bean

field. The poet produces meanings that move between the regions ofour understanding and

the mysteries that surround us: between, for instance, our days and nights-our

experiences-and the celestial bodies that order them; between the poet herself and the

earth(l)y realm in which her words have significance; between the saint and the heavenly

• realm to which he attains. The orientation of the hearth is vertical, along the axis of

thought-men and women walk upright, look up, see the stars, and wonder; thought is the

mind on tire. The field is the horizon ofmeaning, the realm in which we aet and carve out

significance. The pairing of these two realms is part of the reason that birds are important

in Thoreau's searching for a means of expression. It suggests how this expression cao

retain meaning in the modem world: the verticality ofbirds' capacities are constant symbols

ofour thoughts, their soaring reminds us ofthe carving we do to remember who wc are and

where we have been. In Thoreau's Fable ofInscribing, Frederick Garber points out the

various inscnoings that Thoreau does to mark out a means ofbeing at home in the worId-­

showing that Thoreau "knows that home-making in the worid MaY weil he the central

business ofliving, and that.living and writing, infact, the whole business ofinscribing, MaY

he not ooly cooperativelcorroborative acts but perhaps even the same act, when viewed

ftom the proper perspective."12 Under "inscnoing" Garber includes diverse acts of

autography-digging cellars, marking logs, plowing. We might add the traces, perhaps in

• 1% Garber. Thoreau sFable oflnscribing 5.
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bis memory, that Thoreau leaves as bis eyes follow the flight of the bird. In bath the

example of the field and the reference to birds, then, nature is present for Thoreau in the

body and the mind of man as an undulating line between the realms of the horizontal and

the vertical.

Similar to this example, Thoreau considers the amount of immediacy in experience

and life that one must give up in arder to attain the advantages ofhousing which presumes

inevitable, infinite, progress. The loss of this immediacy, says Thoreau, means that the

acquisition tums out not to he a wise one. And more often than not, such acquisition is not

even an attainable goal: "I think that 1speak within bounds when 1say that, though the birds

of the air have their nests, and the foxes their hales, and the savages their wigwams, in

modem civilised society not more than one half the familles own a shelter" (73). The

model in nature serves as a critique of Many aspects of their building tradition: neither the

homeless nor the rich whose homes fail to rise above pretension can he said to inhabit a

protected stay against the contingencies oftheir existences.

Searching for sorne way in which bis own dwelling can have a greater

significance, Thoreau finds that the essential quality of bis shelter is not to he found in

the sheer expense of bis house or its imposing grandeur. As argued in the previous

chapter, the reason for Thoreau's celebration of bis shelter is how it releases him to

experience the world and make sense of that experience. Often he writes in ways that

invert one's understanding of the relationships involved in order to challenge the

conventions that he feels are binding him. Thoreau writes, for instance: 'The Harivansa

says, ~An abode without birds is like a Meat without seasoning.' Such was not my abode,

for 1 found myselfsuddenly neighbor to the birds; not by having imprisoned one, but by

having caged myself near them" (129). The image is doubly challenging since Thoreau

offers that he bas caged himselfnear their nests, their homes. Implicit1y he acknowledges

that bis own condition and the condition that humanity places on the worId around him is

different from the relation that the birds themselves have with their worId. But the cage

he talks about is merely the boundary from which bis surroundings begin to unfold and as

such moderates the degree to which bis shelter is constrieting. His shelter becomes,

rather, a means offreedom sinee, in bis decision to build, Thoreau Crees himselfto write.
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Thoreau intends to craft for himself something which, unlike the houses on bis

contemporaries, better retains bis "vital heat,,13 "It would he worth while to build more

deliberately than l did" (88). Thoreau says and then finds the model he is looking for: "Let

us spend one day as deliberately as Nature" (141). Let us, metaphorically, build as the birds

build, he says:

There is some ofthe same fitness in aman's building bis own bouse that there is in
a bird's building its own nest Who knows but ifmen constructed their dwellings
with their own hands.•.the poetic faculty would he universally developed, as birds
universally sing when 50 engaged (88)?

The understanding ofnature in place here and the one to which Thoreau tums in bis

reference to birds is an understanding ofnature as something bath poetic and deliberate. He

is speaking about both birds and men building deliberately. Thoreau's hope is that, on the

part of people, the result of this deliberate-or, as the word suggests, thoughtfu1-aetivity

results in a poetic artifact or produet. Thoreau might have gone even further to say that not

only should people build with their bands but they should build with their hearts, as birds

use their breasts to push against the insides of their constructions and thus smooth out a

home for themselves. 1oJ Wc would readily admit that birds sing beautifully but would find it

bard to say that birds have a poetic faculty, strictly speaking. In this instance, we should

note, the reaIm ofbirds is defined in contrast to the reaIm ofhumanity: Thoreau detines the

13 Elspeth Riley writes: c'Thoreau's exploration ofheat does notjust advocate a movement "back to basics,"
as we might suspect from the Emersonian nature ofhis project, but examines what might constitute basics.
His answer addresscs the physical basis of necessity, then tums mat basis into a reading problem....[T]he
literai mcaning of Thoreau's "natural faets" is a means to allegorical eQ(fs. Through analogy, we can
deduce mat the fIre that wanns...is the vital heat that enables the individual to survive. AIlegory shifts
Thoreau's focus &om natura! to moral philosophy. At a flfSt level ofabstraction, the tire is a metaphor for
the irreduta1ble physical heat required for surviva1; al one remove ftom the literallevel, it is a metaphor for
the action ofspirit within us, action that is necessary to kecp us alive spiritually....'Vital heat,' tben, serves
equally well to imply Thoreau's rhetorical principle, a combustable language that ignitcs progressively
cxpaning levels of meaning." Elspeth Riley, Song oflhe Earth: Pasloral's Search for the Sensory Wor/d
(ph.D. Diss, University ofCaüfoma at Irvine, 1997): 205.
104 Bachelard quotes this image ftom Iules Michelet's L'oiseau, 4th ed., 1858. The qualities ofthe felt-Iike
material which results from the marriage of moss and down, says Bachelard in praise ofMichelet'5 image,
is memorable in itseIt: Thoreau would have agreed with Bachelard's reading of this image on the human
level: "the home is modeled by fine touches, which make a surface originally bristIing and composite into
one that is soft and smooth." The nest," says Bachelard, "is a sweDing fruit, pushing outward against its
limits,ft (The Poetics ofSpace, (02, 101). Thoreau expresses this sentiment in this way: "The finest
qualities of our nature, like blooms on fruits, cao he preserved only by the MOst delieate handling"
(Walden, 48).
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reaIm of nature more liberal1y than we might expect (as aU metaphors do) because he

challenges us to engage our own poetic faculties. In the same manner, perhaps an image

might help explain: the theme of "winged life" in WaIden occurs within the question of

Thoreau's own existence and bis means to expression; the quill, reminiscent of the tool

through which Thoreau's expression takes place, couples as a reference to the life he hopes

to attain as well as a reference to the realm ofnature around him in which he hopes ta place

himselt:

Through bis authorship, Thoreau communicates that the model which nature offers

can only he taken up metaphorically. The issue for Thoreau was not ta construet human

habitation that formally resembled the nests of birds. Neither was it to reproduce human

shelters with the technical efficiency and instinctive mechanics through which birds achieve

their nests. Rather, the role of building, for Thoreau, was to express the imagination; bis

point is not that we should imitate nature, per se, but that, as he took up nature, we must

find poetic conversations which guide our expression. If others built differently but

according ta their own expression, then they bullt in the same spirit as Thoreau: "[Others]

perchance build more magnificently and spend more lavishly than the richest, without ever

impoverishing themselves (58)"-without impoverishing their imaginative capacities, we

mightadd.

But how then did Thoreau's description ofhis building differ from the pattern book

understanding that Andrew Jackson Downing proposed which likewise had ta he suited ta

the individual tastes and conditions of the owner or inhabitant? What benefit did Thoreau

sec in requiring WlSkilled people to construct their own means ofsurvival; what possibility

does it offer for the development of a bigh rorm of human creativity which accepts the

tradition that it is handed down? Must ail Americans start over, modelling their own

individual lives on the idea of a linear progression from material and poctic naïveté to

sophistication in these areas? Can there he no inheritance of ski1l? We have seen that this

"construction" is read on a larger scale, the possibility of which is one of the virtues of

Thoreauts writing about bis shelter-a possibillty one would imagine was much more

difficu1t with Downing's '~Anglo-Italian Villa" or a "Cottage Villa in the Rural Gothie
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Style."ls Thoreau looked to the seasons and the metaphor of birds' nests rather than to

pattern books and got as far as writing in bis search for a means ofdwelling.

Thoreau's writing points to many issues beyond that ofthe image orthe bird's nest.

But let us make a few final distinctions concerning this example: one critical difference

between the realm of birds and humanity is that the bird makes its own nest instinetively

and does not need instruction. Though some people appear to have instinctive skill and to a

degree probably do, the question of human value and exchange is far more ambiguous and

problematic than it is for the birds. To give Thoreau bis due, he does pose the question

hypothetically: "Who Imows but if men constructed their dwellings with their own

hands...the poetic faculty would be universally developed, as birds universally sing when so

engaged?" And at times Thoreau shows that he is trying to overcome the dialectic of

assertion and counter-assertion that characterises so much ofbis writing; through the poetic

images in bis prose he shows that he is trying to offer conceptions that are poetic, life­

changing, and enduring. In the example above, he appears to he caught between these two

and is therefore often read either as an architectural theorist or as a poet on the verge of:­

but not yet having faith in--his own expression. These indeed are the tensions which

characterise Thoreau's conversation; these tensions themselves point to a level of reflection

beyond the instinctive lives of birds to and point to a philosophical consideration ofhow to

malee oneselfat home in the world.

Thoreau sees the alternative to this drive for a means of communicating as a

threatening one: to lead lives that are not made beautiful through poetic insight, ta lack

music. He speaks about this threat in terms that we are by now familiar with: "We do like

cowbirds and cuckoos, which lay their eggs in nests wbich ather birds have built, and cheer

no traveller with their chattering and unmusical notes" (89). Thoreau does not let the

traditions ofsociety define for him what bis life might he but neither does he follow blindly

a pattern he may observe in nature. His experiences must he crafted to fit into the work of

art that he, as an artist, is construeting. Also, the distinction that Thoreau is willing to draw

between kinds of birds shows that, for bis metaphor of building nests, the boundary

between humanity and the realm of birds is more accurately placed between modes of

15 Downin& The Architecture afCountry Hou.res: 291, 296.
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engagement with the world (the poetic versus the merely pragmatic) than between

physiological categories.

In contrast to the style ofomamentation common ta the village, Thoreau conveys an

understanding of bis house as an entity with greater existential weight Of ornamentation

Thoreau writes: "A great proportion of architectural omaments are literally hollow, and a

September gale would strip them ott: like borrowed plumes, without any injury to the

substantials" (90). The plumes or feathers ofbirds are what, we weIl know, enable them ta

tly. The architectural omaments of bis contemporaries, by contrast, are ta Thoreau like

borrowed plumes that themselves are driven by the winds of fashion, business, and a

meaningless publicness. They do not touch the substantials of üfe, he says. The feathers

belonging to the bird endow it with the gift of flight; the magic of that phenomenon is

something ta which no one is immune-the aesthetic pleasure of the omamentation

which was being offered, Thoreau Iaments, is sadly lacking by comparison.

Thoreau might have taken note that, Iike Icaros, his contemporaries were trying to

tIy, that the intention for meaningful omamentation was genuine but misguided. Thoreau

does open the conversation a little, however, by reference ta music; contrary ta the

"borrowed plumes," he adorns bis shelter with literary ornamentation. Descnoing bis house

in the moming light Thoreau says:

Ta my imagination it retained throughout the day more or less of this auroral
chamcter, reminding me ofa certain house on a mountain which 1had visited the year
before. This was an airy and unplastered cabin, fit ta entertain a travelling god, and
where a goddess might trail her garments. The winds which passed over my dwelling
were such as sweep over the ridges of MOuntains, bearing the broken strains, or
celestial parts only, of terrestrial music. The moming wind forever blows, the poem
of creation in uninterropted; but few are the ears that hear il. Olympus is but the
outside ofthe earth every where (129).

The ornamentation of Thoreau's shelter is not like the imitated flight of bis

neighbours but is instead the wind itself-garments of the gods, as Thoreau's sees it, the

terrestrial pans of celestial music, the poem of creation. It is with the same medium on

which the birds stretch and soar that Thoreau clothes bis own shelter and, on account ofthis

effort, is inspired. The quaIity through which Thoreau's cabin is opened up to the

poSS1oility ofbeing touched by the gods was its simplicity-its airy lightness--or its Iack of
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• pretension. It is unpl~ not overproteetive, receptive and, as Thoreau will later say

about bis own life, "undefined in front" (373). By forgetting the fashion of the day,

Thoreau makes bimself available ta the pattern of ages-Walden is Eden and Olympus,

Thoreau, like Adam naming the animais or like Zeus distributing gifts, is empowered ta

create.

•

•

Thoreau's examples from nature are used to suggest a comparisan. His building

aIso speaks. The direct correspondence through which he might consider bis own house

like the nest ofa bird is missing; otherwise he would not need to make use sa often of the

challenging comparison. Though Thoreau studies to understand the realm of myth and an

ancient way of understanding, nature can no longer he for him the foundation for innocent

myth. What replaces this possibility is bis crafted description of the connection between

these realms; through this connection, Thoreau is able ta SPeak to those around him about

the world they shared.

Giving Voice to the Air

In Walden, Thoreau's references to the sounds birds show that the vision he tried ta

create needed ritual repetition, that it needed to be tended ta, re-imagined, sung. Like music

or an epic, this vision existed while it was "playedU or "spoken." As writing, it is available

to the creative reader: the words can influence our breathing as we form the words in our

minds; they can elicit us to resPQod, breathing according ta the rhythm ofthe words we use

to answer:-wrîter and reader either becoming attuned to each other or wrestling and

becoming exhausted.16 The songs of birds convey to Thoreau a greater sensitivity towards

light, towards the variability oftime, and towards an idea ofthe significance ofthese in bis

dailyaffairs: the projeet in Walden allows Thoreau to catch his breath.

The confrontation between the lives and goals ofbis contemporaries and the life he

endeavours to create for bimself is perhaps best shown in considering the sounds ofbirds.

In one instance, Thoreau contrasts the realm ofbirds ta that ofmachinery an~ in doing so,

describes an aspect ofhis cultural and technological surroundings. This comparison is part

of an investigation of what nature means in relation to the reality of the changing world

t6 See Bachelard, "Silent Speech,n in Air and Dreams (Dallas: Dallas Institute for the Humanities and
CuI~ 1988): 239·246.
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• around him. He begins with a more typical reference to birds and offers the image ofthem

"giving voice to the ait' (much as he himselfmight he said ta he doing in bis writing and

crafting ofan idea ofnature). But the chapter from which the quote is taken deals to a great

extent with the sound ofthe train that nms past WaIden Pond; Thoreau's comparison of the

train to the natura! rhythm ofthe partridge seems surprising:

As 1sit at my window this summer aftemoon, hawks are circling about my clearing;
the tantivity of wild pigeons, flying by twos and threes athwart my view, or
Perching restless on the white-pine boughs behind my house, gives a voice to the
air, a fishhawk dimples the giassy surface of the pond and brings op a fish...; the
sedge is bending under the weight ofthe reed-birds flitting hither and thither and for
the fast halfhour l have heard the rattle of raiIroad cars, DOW dying away and then
reviVÎDg like the beat ofa partridge (159).

•

It seems as though the sounds of nature have become the terms against which Thoreau's

dealings with technology and society are measured. Is this consistent with the view and

understanding of nature that is otrered in Thoreau's other references to the natura! world

and specifically to birds?

• In each of Thoreau's references he presents a poetic vision of the songs of birds:

they give voice to the air. Similarly, as an artist, he takes bis experiences and authenticates

them by sending them back into the world according to bis own vision and interpretation,

voicing bis artistic vision. This vision is, in origin, not unlike the technological realm

Thoreau makes reference to which aIso detines the world. Thoreau's vision, however,

unlike the train, uses the world around him but does not exhaust il. It is this startling

contrast which perhaps suggests a reading of the "rattle" of the railroad cars as one

coincident with that of a snake---en opening of the eyes after which a mythic redemption

must he sought

More directIy, however, when Thoreau appropriates the train's sound and speaks of

it in terms of the natura! habits of the partridge it suggests that this relationship of

appropriation works in bath directions. Just as he defines nature, 50 too nature responds

with its own requirements for the continuation and fulfillment of life. Thoreau brings

50mething to nature-his education, bis agenda, bis artistic struggle for expression-and,

like us all, receives from it in the fotm ofa ftamework and imperatives for existence and for
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meaning. The metaphor is open ta influence from bath sides.

1have aIready quoted Leo Marx's understanding of this scene. He adds: "Few

passages in Walden are more transparently contrived or artful; it is as if the subject had

compelled Thoreau to admit a debt ta Art as great, if not greater, than bis debt to

Nature."l7 Marx takes Thoreau's recourse to a very contrived language when dealing

with the conflict between these two reaIms as a sign ofThoreau's doubt (though Emerson

had not doubted it) that answers ta the quest for meaning could he extracted directly from

the natural world. My ooly qualification of Marx's interpretation is that, while the

confrontation with technology as it appears in the phenomenon of the train leads Thoreau

into some of the most artful discussions in the book, the metaphor, as 1 have indicated,

does in fact read bath ways. Thoreau shows nature adapting itself ta technology just as

Marx sees Thoreau to be manipulating the realm of nature ta fit the convention of

pastoral writing. Thoreau ends bis long consideration with an image in a few contrived

rhymes:

What's the railroad ta me?
1never go to see
Where it ends.
It fi1ls a few hollows,

and makes banks for the swallows,
It sets the sand a-blowing,
And the blackberries a-growing, (168)

Thoreau tells us that after the train had gone by he heard the whip'poor-wills

"sitting on a stump by my door, or upon the ridge pole of the house" sing (169). After

comparing the train to the rising ofthe sun and ta the celestial arder ofthe planets, he tells

us that the birds sang "almost with as much regularity of a cIock, within five minutes of a

particular time, referred ta the setting orthe sun, every evening" (169). As he mentioned

earlier, from the Harisanva, bis abode was near to the birds and he "had a rare opportonity

ta become acquainted with their habits....They sang at intervals throughout the night, and

were again as musical as ever just before and about dawn" (169). The birds give voice to

the air and flavour the element we breath with their songs, Thoreau states; they give

17 Marx, The Machine in the Garden, 253.
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structure to the clay, indicate the time for sleep and for waking, and enrich the Iandscape in

which our lives take place. Nature is a thickened reality thanks to the regularity of the

songs of the whip-poor-wills. And thanks, we might add, to the writing of one who was

willing ta breathe in their songs. The name wbip-poor-will is itself indicative. While

onomatoPQetic, what we try to imitate the sound with are words, aIready meaningfuI in

human dialogue.

The Pond and woods that provided the back-drop for Thoreau's ref1ection had been

logged-some of it for railroad ties. From the lime before bis stay :here and continuing

after it much more resembled a fallen Eden than the Paradise Thoreau imagines for us.

Again with reference to the birds, Thoreau lamented the destruction he witnessed of the

place that had contributed 50 much to bis vision of the natural world: UMy Muse may he

excused ifshe is silent henceforth. How cao YOll expect the birds to sing when their groves

are eut down" (239)? Just as the shelter had provided the artifaet through which Thoreau

began to see the world in a ditrerent way-the tool through which a work of art could he

created-the birds of Walden Pond and the context in which they lived provided Thoreau

with a means ofimagining a world bis contemporaries had almost forgotten. '1

The birds were aise indicators of spring. In Thoreau's vision of nature this

phenomenon, the organising effect of the seasons, provided a solidity and coherence to the

human experience of existence: ''The first sparrow of spring[ The year beginning with

younger hope than ever[ The faint silvery warblings heard over the partially bare and moist

fields from the blue-bird, the song-sparrow, and the red...wing, as if the last flakes of winter

tinkled as they fell" (358). The birds in this instance end the hardship of the "unspeakable

cold," writes Thoreau: "1 hear a song-sparrow singing from the bushes on the shore,-olit,

oUt, olit,-chip, chip, chip, che char,-ehewiss, Mss, wiss. He too is helping to crack [the

ice]" (359). The tale about spring that Thoreau creates takes on the form. of bis own

renewal; it becomes a reminder of regeneration, the need for repetition of the creative act.

His vision ofnature was similarly a mark ofbis own literary craftsmanship:

li Ivan Illich calls attention to the [oss of such a elemental knowledge and the effect it bas on our
conception ofhow we relate to the worId: "H10 and water have become opposites: R10 is a social creation
ofmodem times, a resource that is scaree and that caIJs for teclmical management...The city child had no
opponunity ta come Ùl touch with living water," H20 andthe Waters ofForgetfiJness: Ref1ections on the
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1heard a robin in the distance, the first that 1had heard in many a thousand years,
methough~ whose note 1 shall not forget for many a thousand more,-the same
sweet and powerful song as of yore. 0 the evening robin, at the end of a New
England summer day! If1could ever find the twig he sits upon! 1Mean he; 1Mean
the twig. This at least is not the Turdus migratorius (360).

The bird Thoreau listened to was not the same one that the omithologists perceived.

The song of the robin was more celestial than the omithologist's categories would allow.

Thoreau wonders whether it would he possible to situate himself in the same way that the

evening robin had been situated and whether bis own song, bis writing, could he as eloquent

as the song of the bin!. These sentiments echo an earlier inquiry ofThoreau's in wbich he

wondered whether or not a persan, in construeting bis or her own house, would have the

poetic quality drawn out ofhim or her. If1could he like the robin, exclaims Thorea~ or if1

could find a place to write as inspiring as the twig is to thatb~ my artistic vision would he

as beautiful to the world as the song ofa bird was ta my ears.. That this is a wish or an ideal

shows that Thoreau understands how it cannat he sa and that bis conception of nature is a

work ofart, more morta! than the instinctive song ofa bird•

Planting bis crop ofbeans the first year gave Thoreau bis own way ofthinking about

the usefuIness ofbirds. People who rode by in their wagons shouted advice ta Thoreau ta

put something in the furrow along with the seed ta nourish it: "cbip dirt, or any little waste

stutI: or it May he ashes or plast~ (203). Thoreau, however, tried ta he more attentive to

the possibilities than this advice would allow. He crafts a conception of nature as

something other than a technical problem; bis attention instead was with the brown-thrasher

that sat on the branch ofa nearby tree and sang a song which Thoreau interpreted as a ruse

on the part ofthe bird to steal the seed.. "You MaY wonder," Thoreau concludes, feeling bis

bean seeds safe from the hunger of the brown-tbrasher, "what bis rigmarole, his amateur

Paganini performances on one string or twenty, have to do with your planting, and yet

prefer it ta leached ashes or plaster. It was a cheap sort oftop dressing in which 1had entire

faith" (203). Rather tban bury the beans with manure, which would have translated inta

more beans for sale at the market at some future time, Thoreau planted the beans together

with the song of the brown-thrasher. He thus immediately harvested something he round

Historicity of 'Stuff (Dallas: Dallas Institute for the Humanities and Culture, 1985): 76.
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even more nourishing and satisfying: bis own poetic understanding of the natura! world.

Such reflections, we remember, are exaggerated in order ta provoke bis neighbours to

thought But they are also genuine in that, by creating an imagined world in which seeds

are nourished by the songs of birds, an understanding of the natural world clifferent from

that ofbis contemporaries could he conceived.

Thoreau offers bis own creative definition of nature and its potential. His

wondering is genuine, though, a thought experiment in wbich he suggests-without

knowing himself what the truth of it might be-an alternative approach to the materialist

pragmatism of Benjamin Franklin. Through his writing he made use of bis observations

in nature to suggest lives that were as beautiful and therefore as purposeful as the songs

of birds. The song ofa robin is a rhythmic stil1ness in our lives. The things we make, our

writings, our buildings, have this measure to compare with. The song, in arder to

meaningfu1, must be sung. 115 existence requires our breath-a form of intimacy with our

own existence.

Thoreau's understanding of the world around him and bis attempt ta speak the

truths he finds there are treated in three images ofbirds especially: Chanticleer, the rooster;

the laughing cry of the loon, and the enigmatic ow1. In each of these we consider the

worth of the imagination to Thoreau's references ta nature; that the individual vision he

constructs allows the reader ta participate. The potential for the poetic image to engage

us in seeing the richness of the world around us and the abundance of meaning is what

these images bring to the question ofenvironmental ethics and our desire to reconnect, as

modems, to the world around us.

Cbanticleer's Cali: "Awake!"

Like many mythological references, Thoreau's references to birds speaks to a dual

condition of humanity. The cockereI, for instance, is a winged but flightless bird; for

Sacrates, it made an appropriate sacrifice to the god of healing in the moments before bis

death: "Crito, we ought to offer a cock to Asclepius. See to it and don't forget,,19 The

blood of this flightless bird t10ws into the river he crosses ta enter the Elysian Fields of

19 Plato, "Phaedo," translated by Hugh Tredennic~ The Collected Dialogues ofPlala, Edith Hamilton and
Huntington Cairns eds. (New York, Bollingen Foundation. 1961): 98.
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etemal contemplation. Thoreau's references ta this aspect thus speaks of the borders

between domesticity and wildemess as weil as that between night and clay.

But how does one construet, or imagine such a vision, especially in the modem

worlel, when the Elysian Fields are replaced, in Thoreau's clay, by the domestieated fields of

animal laborans, Hannah Arendt's term for man separated from bis potential, through bis

wode, ta create meaning in the world'f° What about today, as we still seek ta tame the

memories of the Killing Fields or harvest within the confines of our politically contested

earth? For Thoreau, as Stansberry writes,

imagery ofthe wildemess is the product ofthe interaction ofbis imagination
with the wild things about him....Hence, Thoreau emphasises the interaction of the
human mind with the natural events about him, even while continuing to celebrate
the concept of wildemess as an ideal. The problem for bim as a literary artist [or
any "authorj then becomes bow to communicate that interaction to the reader.21

In ber explanatio~ Stansberry relies on the emotion that images evoke. As a means

ofcommunication more dynamic than "statement," she sees the POetic image as a means of

creating an understanding ofthe worlel. Bachelard relies on the unconscious and the bounty

of the dream image-absolutely clear, but not redueible to rationality. The hermeneutic

wager is that as we become educated in our imaginative encounter with the topie at band we

see our own prejudices through the text of another author-there results a "fusion of

horizons," a recognition of the constancy of the questions we address, though in different

terms, across the earth.22 Not that we might always agree, but that the possibility exists for

understanding each other-the stranger beyond our horizon who we might one day

encounter, the past buried undemeath us, waiting ta he brought ioto the light of the living

present.23

With the following briefdescription ofbis project, Thoreau introduces what he saw

as part ofhis task in writing the book: "1 do not propose to write an ode to dejection, but to

brag as lustily as Chanticleer in the moming, standing on bis roost, if only to wake my

10 See Hannah Aren~ The Hwnan Condition (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1958): 135.
21 Gloria 1 Stansberry, Let Wi/d Birds Sing: A Study ofthe Bird lmagery in the Writings ofHenry David
Thoreau (Ph.D. Diss., Kent State University, 1973): 211.
z:z See Paul Ricouer, "Hermeneutics and the Critique ofIdeology," in Henneneutics & the Human Sciences,
John B. Thompson ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1981): 75.
Il Sce Abram, The Spell olthe Sensuous, 204-214.
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neighbours up" (45).24 The freedom ta which bis neighbours needed to he awakened was

one from slavery to ecanomic abstraction. He sought ta awaken them from the dreamless

sleep of their daily labours ta a life of leisurely discovery of the warld around them and ta

receive the world awakening around them. A wedge had been created between the

possibilities for their lives and the lives that many of them chose ta lead. Thoreau first

noticed this possibility and spoke about it in terms of what reading could offer them. The

original calI was to a simplified life as a means to devote oneself ta the higher part of

oneself: For Thoreau, this higher part was the imaginatio~ and it was stimulated through

reading literature and through maintaining the highest level of engagement in one's

everyday activities.

The calI ta attention from the realm of nature was a theme to which Thoreau

retumed often. Chanticleer, "standing on bis roost, if only to wake bis neighbours up,"

began the new day and assured Thoreau that the dialogue with the natura! world is one of

the pervasive certainties in human experience (45). The regularity of Chanticleer's lusty

boast was the first ofThoreau's references to birds and the first vision ofwhat it was he saw

in nature as a pattern after which ta model bis own existence. The reference ta Chanticleer

on the first page ofthe book hegins a long association that Thoreau makes between bis task

of inscribing and an existence that is awake ta imaginative possibilities and ta the border

condition he occupied.

In the image of the roaster, Thoreau found a dual condition of domesticity and

wildness. We occupy this border conditio~ Thoreau suggested, and our lives cao lead in

either direction-towards the domestic and desperate or towards the wiId and free.

Thoreau's discussion ofthis bird illustrates that the vision ofnature he created was one in

which it was necessary to anticipate newness and awakening or, like Orpheus, to calI

forward a new day.

Thoreau argued for the value of wakefulness in this passage but at the same time

dissociated bis idea of what it means ta he awake ftom the domesticated version he

observed in the villagers. He begins the paragraph with a musing on the value ofkeeping a

24 Chanticleer is a character from The Canterbury Tales (published (526) hy Geoffrey Chaucefs (-1340­
1400). See note 25 below.
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rooster about bis shelter: "1 thought that it might he worth the while te keep a cockerel for

bis music merely, as a singing bird" (172). Certainly the rooster's song is strange choice of

music unless beauty is equated with absolute wakefulness. Conceming the sound of the

rooster's caU he says that it "'is certainly the most remarkable of any bird's, and if they

could he naturalised without being domesticated, it would soon become the most famous

sound in our woods" (172). Later, he adds: "1 kept neither dog, cat, cow, pig, nor hens, so

that you would have said that there was a deficiency of domestic sounds" (173). These

domestic sounds include the ones which typically define the üves of the domesticated

villagers: "the hissing ofthe~ children crying." What Thoreau bas instead are:

ooly squirrels on the roof and under the floor, a whippoorwill on the ridge pole, a
blue-jay screaming heneath my window, a haIe or woodchuck under the house, a
screech-owl or a cat-owl behind il, a flock of wild geese or a laughing loon on the
pond and a fox to bark at night Not even a larie or an oriole, those mild plantation
birds, ever visited my clearing. No cockerels or crow nor hens ta cackle in the yard
(173).

What Thoreau bas, he tells us, is "unfenced Nature." He did not need to keep a

rooster- "1 am not sure that 1 ever heard the sound of cock-crowing from my clearing;"

and "its shrill sound never roused me from my slumbers." Stanley Cavell suggests a

reading of this sentiment:

How can this observer and experimenter and accounter he unsure whether
he ever heard the sound ofa rooster from bis clearing? Perhaps because the sound
is so familiar and frequent to bis ear, and at once so faint and 50 unmistakable, and
he is not sure it is a sound heard, Le., that is cornes ftom outside. But then you may
find yourselfconjecturing whether one is quite sure one hears, or Imows, the sound
of one's own vo~ce; and at this point one enters into the theme of 'unconscious
tn1thfulness'...of those 'strong and valiant natures, who will mind their own
affaîrs...not knowing how they live'....Or perhaps the hallucinatory, or mythica1,
sound-which therefore again is not strictly heard-is the clarity of Chanticleer;
and then one conjectures whether the 'clearing,' from which he is not sure he heard
il, is a place in the woods or is instead an absorbing aetivity, as of the sky or water,
abstraeting him from distractions. At this point one enters a new region in which
the activities he ascnëes to himself are ta he understood, e.g. losing, trailing,
finding, mining, minding, building, sitting, standing, waIking, settling, leaving.2S

:!S Cave~ The Senses ofWaItfen.. 38.
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• Thoreau inscnëes a place: trails, a shelter, a path ofmemory.26 The ambiguity of

inside and outside worlel, of the boundary between dream and reality, is explored in this

passage. Thoreau is caught op in some absorbing activity-walking, building, writing­

which constitutes a clearing in his consciousness. He hears the crowing of the cocle, but

that sound cannat he dissociated from the activities which provide it with context-his

perception is bis world. The sound of the cock crowing resonates with an imperative to

awareness.

And yet Thoreau must also seek self-critical activity:

With thinking we MaY he beside ourselves in a sane sense...l am conscious of the
presence and criticism of a part of me, which, as it were, is not a part of me, but
SPeCtator, sharing no experience, but taking note ofit; and that is no more 1than it is
you. When the play, it may he the tragedy of life is over, the spectator goes bis
way. It was a kind of fiction, a work of the imagination ooly, so far as he was
concemed. This doubleness MaY easily make us POOr neighbors and friends
sometimes (180).

As these are the issues, no wonder this boundary matters to him: the rooster,

• championed at the beginning as the model after which Thoreau would address bis

contemporaries, is here used ta satirise their domesticated lives: ''No wonder that man

added this bird ta his tame stock,-to say nothing of the eggs and dnunsticks" (172).

Perhaps parodying the American "rags to riches" story, Thoreau celebrates, with mock

heroic triumph, the power of the domestic rooster ta drown out "the feebler notes of other

birds" and ta motivate one to "rise earlier and earlier every successive clay ofhis Iife, till he

became unspeakably heaIthy, wealthy, and wise" (172). Thoreau's reference to

Chanticleer aIso places him within the domain of American legend: the backwoodsman,

the gamecock of the wildemess, stood at the centre of American popular legend as the

very image ofthe untamed. Thoreau sought to fashion himselfusing both this image and

the image of the quick witted Yankee.27 Not wealth but awareness is what Thoreau

insistedon.

Given this wild wisdom, nature is the tool with which Thoreau "conspires":

• %6 See Peck, Thol'f!QJls Moming Wor,t 148.
%7 Constance Rourk~ American Humour: Â Study of the Naliontll Character (New York: Doubleday
Anchor. 1953).
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How much more beautifuI than our lives, how much more transparent than our
characters, are [White Pond and Walden]....How much fairer than the pool before
the farmer's door, in which bis ducks swimt Hither the clean wild ducks come.
Nature bas no human inhabitant who appreciates her. The birds with their plumage
and their notes are in harmony with the flowers, but what youth or maiden conspires
with the wild luxuriant beauty ofNature (247)1

Unlike the wiId ducks which are healthy and beautifuI in the image of nature that

Thoreau constnlcts, and unlike Chanticleer whose wild song wakes the domesticated, the

chickens at John Field's house, where Thoreau hacl.taken shelter from the rain, have lost

all taste of wildemess and beauty. At John Field's house the chickens, ''which had also

taken shelter here from the rain, stalked about the room like members of the family, tao

humanized methought ta roast weil," says Thoreau (251). In this house, the relationship

had become tao direct and no room was left for Metaphore

The image of the ever optimistic rooster, crowing at every dawn, is one that

provided Herman Melville with fodder for a parody ofTranscendentalist optimism in bis

short story "Cock-a-Dooclle-Doo! or The Crowing ofNoble Cock Beneventano" of 1853.

Melville's use of this image shows that the associations Thoreau made were common

among literary people at that time. Both knew, for instance, of Chaucer's use of this

image in The Canterbury Ta/es. Thoreau appropriates that image in a positive way, as

Stansberry writes: "In this instance the brag of Thoreau's roaster is not that of the

haughty chicken of Chaucer's tale; rather his brag suggests the declarations made by

Anglo-Saxon heroes of their powers of vitality and their capacity to triumph over dark

forces.,,21 Thoreau·s appropriation of the positive side of this image ta "brag as lustily as

Chanticleer in the moming" raises Melville's critique: "In the 1850's Melville was made

gloomy by news ofMany disasters and political upheavals. So it is possible that Melville

is satirizing overly optimistic proponents of transcendentalism by depîcting a foolishly

noisy bamyard fowL,,29 Thoreau's Walden predates Melville's story by a year but the

similarities are uncanny. The vision of nature that Thoreau created was contested by

Melville whose stery-in which the rooster, and the family that places absolute faith in

%1 Stansberry, Let Wind Birrls Sing. 173•
29 Robert Gale. "Coc:k-a-Doodle-Doo! or The Crowing of the Noble Coc:k Beneventano." A Herman
Melville Encyc/opedia (Westport CT. Greenwood Press,. 1995): 85.
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its calI, suddenly die-points out sorne of the limitations or inherent dangers of the

individual mythology.

The LOOD

Thoreau did effect a kind of self-critique in bis understanding of nature. He is

touched by another kind of inspiration: the laughter of the loon. The "othemess" of the

world around him is dramatised in Walden in a game of tag that he played with a laon at

Walden. While Thoreau rowed in the direction of the [oon's taunting cali, the bird

disappeared under the water. Sometimes it reappeared on the other side of him and the

subsequent resounding call sounded to Thoreau much like a laugh. Unlike the hunters who

came ta silence the sound of the loon, Thoreau allowed it to resound and finds himself

gently mocked.

In the example above Thoreau shows that, though bis book is about the natural

world, about bis experience ofliving at Walden woods, it is as much about the challenge of

authorship. His observations of nature, then, were tainted by bis requirement that these

observations he crafted into a piece of writing. They were influenced as much by his

literary ambitions as they were by what we might think of as bis scientific precision.

Thoreau did not loose his place as a subject in bis observations ofnature and bis book must

he taken not as a scientific treatise, but as an individual's search for expression.

Thoreau found in the call of the loon a sound more wild than any other in the

woods. It was a haunting and mysterious calI, as resolute as the howls dogs make,

something beyond the playful diving game of bide and seek wbich the [oon participates in

with Thoreau. The Ioon stands as an examp[e of how Thoreau saw in nature a wildness

suited to bis educated eye and bis literary aesthetic. Twice Thoreau calls the call ofthe laon

"unearthly" (283). The Ioon called "as ifcalling on the god ofthe 100ns to aid him," says

Thoreau (283). He was impressed with the immediate rise ofthe wind and filling ofthe air

with mist that he thought it was "as if it were the prayer of the [con answered, and bis god

was angry with me" (283).

Charles R. Anderson has pointed out the resonance ofThoreau's crafted account

ofthe loon with a mythological one:
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• In the centuries before Walden [the loon] was the center of a whole cluster of
myths. To the Algonguin Indians...the loon was the messenger of their culture­
hero Kuloscap, 'The Master'; it was he who gave them their human-sounding cry
so they could pray to him when they needed help....In [other Native] loon
mythology, [a modem commentator adds] they are sometimes thought to escort
the dead to the spirit world, conceived as lying beneath the water.30

This depth was important enough for Thoreau to play with the image; he

celebrated the 100n, aIso known as the great northem diver, for its knowledge ofthe "not

unreasonable, though...unusual" depth of Walden Pond (335). Another commentator

adds: ''The [oon is depicted as a teasing but fiiendly adversary, but Thoreau aIso

describes its typical sound as "demonic laughter," thereby suggesting a darker side to the

animal's significance. Because the 100n is able to dive to the deepest part of the pond,

where humans cannot venture, it represents nature's dark, unknowable secrets, which

May or May not be benign."Jl

The loon's unpredictability, its othemess, is what permits us to understand this

scene as a dance. "Witbout difference, without othemess, there can he no dance," says

• Daniel Peck about this scene; the encounter with this unpredictable neighbour enabled

Thoreau to perceive the wildness in himself: The dance was an inscription on the surface of

the pond set to the rhythm ofan animal's breath, summoning up an musical accompaniment

of wind and thunder; in Thoreau's imagination, the pond was a drom, beaten from the

inside by the movements ofa bird, awakening the spirits ofraÎn. This creature occupies the

depths out of which mythical spirits emerge and which is necessary for metaphorical

flight32

Gaston Bachelard points out that upward is the normal direction ofthe imagination:

as 1 sink, l gel heavier, the world presses more forcefully upon me, my lungs coUapse.

Upward is the direction we imagine, downward-the fall, separation, our fear of being

unprotected-is the direction we knoW. 33 But the depths we reach influence the heights we

attain; our willingness ta stand over the abyss and overcome our vertigo enables us to mIe

•
JO Charles R. Anderso~ The Magic Circ/e ofWa/den (New Yorle Holt, Rinchart and Wmston, 1968): 196.
31 Richard J. Scheider, "Walden," in The Cambridge Companion 10 Henry David Thoretnl. (101).
n Pec~ Thoreau's Moming Wart" 122•
n Bachelard, A.ir and Dreams, 92. FoUowing references in this paragraph are from Bachelard's chapter in
the same book on Nietzsche's "Ascesional Psyche": 120-160.
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• the sky. Thoreau encountered the terrifying potential and fundamentally inhospitable nature

ofthe wild at Mt. Ktaadn, on a week...long wa1king trip he took during the years he lived at

Walden Pond.J4 Momentarily, on Mt Ktaadn, Thoreau did see the kind ofabyss that, for

instance, philosopher Frederich Nietzsche imagined-the heights from which Nietzsche's

character Zarathustra spoke.3S The experience reveals an adventure narrative far from the

pastoral of Walden; perceiving an overwhelming othemess on Mt. Ktaa~ Thoreau

writes:

It was a vast, Titanic nature, such as man never inhabits. Sorne part of the
beholder, even sorne vital part, seems to escape through the loose grating of bis
ribs as he ascends....Vast, Titanic, inhuman nature Nature bas got bim at a
disadvantage, caught bim alone, and pilfers him of some of bis divine faculty.
She does not smile on him as in the plains. She seems to say stemly Why came
ye here before your time. This ground is not prepared for yoU.36

For Zarathustra, the herd of men was the ground unprepared for bis message of

the joyful dance through existence-the col~ sUent, mountain air was where he was at

home.37 The inversion of these conditions speak to the differences between the worlds

• they experienced. Reading Thoreau, we enable ourselves to imagine conditions in which

our alienation was not so radical, when the laughing of a loon and not the air raid siren

was enough to remind us ofa world just outside our grasp, where the dove was a symbol

and not an opportunity.

But Thoreau maintained a trust that the authorial act, the work of art, carries the

potential to reveal meaning in the world. Daniel Peck writes: "[1]t is in the nature of

Wa/den, as a pastoral, largely to diminish [the threat of industrial and technological

•

]4 Thoreau publisbed "Ktaadn and the Maine Woods," in The Union Magazine, in November 1848. It was
edited and publisbed with other essays as The Maine Woodr after bis death by bis mencl, the poet William
Ellery Channing, in 1864.
1$ This refereoce to the work of Frederick Nietzsche does oot seek to explain a great deal of the work of
that philosopher. Rather, by cootrasting the use of this image, 1attempt to ilIustrate the added difficulty we
eocounter in our searc:h for inscnbing ourselves 00 the~ now littered with images. Sec nus Spoke
Zorathustra: If Boolcfôr None andA/l, trans. Walter Kaufinann (New York: Penguïn Books, 1978). AIso,
John Sallis deals with sorne ofthese issues in bis commeotary on Jacques Derrida's deconstruetion ofGeist
in Heidegger, calIed On Spirit. See "Flight of Spirit." "Mimesis and the End of Art," and "The Place of
Wonder" in Double T11lth (Albany, NY: State University ofNew York Press, (993). These are tangents
for future study.
J6 Thoreau, UKtaa~" The Works ofThOretl7l. Henry Canby, ed. (Boston: Houghton Miftlin Company):
510.
JT Bacbelard, ÂirandDreams, 139.
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forces], or, rather, to overcome [them] through the power ofrhetoric." (132). As Richard

Keamey writes, our alienation and our profound separation from the world around us in

not unconquerable as long as there is the possibility to imagine how the world could he

different.3&

TheOwI

Thoreau makes use of the owls in bis construction of a vision of nature; they too

provided him with an understanding, an echo, ofnature at bis ideal house and ofthe nest as

a model for building. "They gave me" Thoreau says, "a new sense of the variety and

capacity of that nature which is our common dwelling" (170). In one particular passage,

Thoreau recounts the sounds which the owls make and compares them to themes familiar

within literature. The effort Thoreau made to bring attention to bis own craft is

conspicuous:

When the other birds are still the screech owls take up the strain, like mouming
women their ancient u..lu-lu. Their dismal scream is truly Ben Jonsonian. WISe
midnight hags! It is not honest and billOt tu...whit tu-who of the poets, but, without
jesting, a most solemn graveyard ditty, the mutual consolations of suicide lover
remembering the pangs and the delights ofsupemallove in the infernal grave....Yet
1 [ove ta hear their wailing...; as if it were the dark and tearful side of music, the
regrets and sighs that would fain he sung....Oh-o-o-o-o thot 1never had been bor-r..
r-r-n! sighs one on this side ofthe pond, and circles with the restlessness ofdespair
to some new perth on the grey oaks. Then-that 1 had never been bo..r-r-r-n!
echoes another on the farther side with tremendous sincerity, and-bo..r-r-r-n!
cornes faintly from far in the Lincoln woods (170).

Of course, Thoreau, on this side of the pond, sighed words into the owls' moutbs,

and let their communications he read in a mysterious light. This is the difficult boundary

which Thoreau's writing takes us to: nature is an other "in a strain made...melodious by

distanceu (171) says Thoreau; of the serenading ofthe hooting owls, he adds "1 find myself

beginning with the letters gl when 1 try to imitate it" (170). His own authorship is fully

evident; he spells out the loneliness of the owl, taking comfort in the echoes resounding

throughout nature. His writing, we must add, could ooly resonate because he was "attuned"

10 the world around him-attempting different strategies, attending the silence before the

echo resounds.

li Keamey, The Wake o/Imagination (Minneapolis: Minnesota UP, 1988): 392.
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Unlike the songs of birds which give voice ta the air, the owls "do the idiotie and

maniaca1 hooting for men" (171). "It is a sound," Thoreau says, speaking ofthe owl's cries,

'4admirably suited to swamps and twilight woods which no day illustrates, suggesting a vast

and undeveloped nature which men have not recognized" (171). In this instance Thoreau

defines nature through personification. By thinking of it in human terms, the natural world

became something resistant to exploitation and the drive to package for sale in industry.

Nature is in this instance not ooly the bright cheerfulness of the birds and the

wakening cali ofChantieleer; it is the necessary complement to these in Thoreau's effort ta

craft bis own conception ofthe natura! world:

All clay the sun bas shone on the surface of some savage swamp, where the single
sproce stands hung with usnea lichens, and small hawks circulate above, and the
chickadee lisps amid the evergreens, and the partridge and rabbit skulk beneath; but
now a more dismal and fitting day dawns, and a different race ofcreatures awakes
to express the meaning ofNature there (171).

Nature is as clark and brooding as it is clear and bright, Thoreau seems to say. An

echo reflects back to us our calls and invitations, it is the reverse side of something, its

double. In it we hear our own voices, reflected off the woods or the walls of a city. An

eeho taunts us, calling us forward, a mirage of sound. Seeking friendship, we may instead

find ourselves lost:

One very clark night l directed...on their way two young men who bad been
fishing in the pond.. The lived about a mile off through the woods, and were quite
used ta the route.. A day or two after one ofthem told me tbat they wandered about
the greater part of the night, close by their own premises, and did not get home till
toward moming......It is a surprising and memorable, as weil as valuable experience,
to he lost in the woods any time.....By night, of course, the perplexity is infinitely
greater.....not till we are completely lost,-for a man needs ooly to he tumed round
once with bis eyes shut to he lost,-do we appreciate the vastness and strangeness
ofNature (217)..

In this more mysterious landscape, our senses are sometimes unable to deal with

unfamiliarity.. Where we are at home, others are not; discussing the former inhabitants and

visitors to bis house, Thoreau included a discussion ofbarrel owI that he encounters:

He could hear me when l moved and cronched the snow with. my Cee!, but
could plainly not see me....l tao felt a slumberous influence after watching him half
an hour, as he sat thus with bis eyes haIfopen, like a cal, winged brother ofthe cal..
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There was a narrow slit left between their lids, by which he preserved a peninsular
relation to me; thus, with half-shut eyes, looking out from the land of dreams, and
endeavoring to realize me, vague abject or mote that intenupted bis visions. At
length, on some louder noise or my closer approach, he would grow uneasy and
sluggisbly tum about on bis pereh, as if impatient at having bis dreams disturbed;
and when he launehed himself off and flapPed through the pines, spreading bis
wings to an unexpected breadth, 1 eould not hear the slightest sound from them
(313).

He and owl exehange sensitivities to sight and sound here; Thoreau at first a1ert and

observing but then it is as if the spell had been reversed and Thoreau could plainly sec but

not hear the owl. Thoreau personified the owl and aecrued to bim the capacity for dreams,

impatience, and a neighbourhood. More powerfuIly even, Thoreau saw in the owl what he

would wish for in each of bis neighbours-a dawning of consciousness and day. It is

through such neighbouring with the birds that Thoreau felt he could model bis home after

theirs. The dreams of owls are real, he challenges us to think, the dreams of the villagers

are illusory-nature cannot he reduced to quantitative description a1one. Nature is for him

the simple reality of a dawning clay, the eeho of the owl's call still resonating in bis own

consciousness.

It is primarily a regard of wonderment that Thoreau conveys when he relates the

kinds ofbirds that he finds near bis shelter. His retelling ofwhat seemed to he an exehange

between a migrating Canada goose and cat-owl Thoreau offers us one of"the most thrilling

discords that he ever heard" (319). Thoreau writes:

1was startled by the loud honking of a goose, and, stepping ta the door, heard the
sound of their wings Iike a tempest in the woods as they flew low over my house.
They passed over the pond toward Fair Haven, seemingly deterred from settling by
my light, their commodore honking aIl the while with a regular beat Suddenly an
unmistakable cat-owl from very near me, with most harsh and tremendous voice 1
ever heard from any inhabitant of the woods, responded at regular intervals to the
goose, as ifdetermined to expose and disgrace this intruder from Hudson's Bay by
exhibiting a greater compass and volume ofvoice in a native, and boo-hoo him out
ofConcord Horizon (319).

"And yet," offers Thoreau, " if you had a discriminating ear, there were in it the

elements ofa concord such as these plains never saw nor heard" (319). Knowing Thoreau's

• own ear for the double meaning ofwords it is likely that he means to point out a contrast
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between the concord of these elements of nature and what he saw as a lack of such

melodiousness in the village of Concord. Thus it is a concord such as the villagers of

Concord-the ones on these plains-never saw nor heard. Further ta this distinction, he

comments on an underlying resonance hetween things that seem at first ta he discordant

The voice of the cat-owl seemed ta Thoreau the voice of a native, more suited to

the area; and yel, between the two, there existed in bis mind a sympathetic understanding

if not a consonance of expression. Might we also hypothesise a similarlity between

Thoreau's endeavour ta find expression within the woods and the literary ambition to

relate to the human community he seems ta have isolated himself from? The echo he

listens for reminds him of the sounds of bis neighbours-whlle it seems to he a rejection,

it is a consonance such as always require distance.39

HigberLaws

In bis book on the phenomenon of flight and its significance in the human

imagination, Gaston Bachelard wams against a tao hasty identification of the freedom this

image suggests: "Images of liberation present a problem if their different stages have not

each been experienced. The same difficulty arises with truths imparted by...a liberating

aeria/ motion to which 5Omeone bas given bis adherence too quickly.''''o The images

encountered 50 far in Thoreau's Walden have dealt with their nests, their cries, their habits

but ooly occasionally with the explicit metaphor of their flight Indeed, thus far birds have

buill, sung, crowed, swam, and haoted but rarely have we dealt with the specific image of

the flight ofbirds and its meaning in Thoreau's Wa/den. This image allows us ta further

consider the raie ofthe imagination in building.

Dealing in "The Bean-field''''l with the period of bis stay at the pond in which he

hoed beans, Thoreau suggests that we should plant such seeds amongst men as unmixed

and heroic jay, as justice and truth-seeds, as it were, of virtue. However, he continues,

39 See Frank Fanuzzj~ "Thoreau's Urban Imaginatio~" in Amer;can Literature 682 (1996): 321-346.
40 Bachel~ Airand Dreams, 8.
41 Inc:identaIly, followers of the philosopher Pytbagoras were forbidden ta car beans. In their world, the
relation between spirit and wind was treated religiously. The c:onnec:tion is not lost on Thoreau who writes
tbat he planted beans "[n]ot that 1wanted beans ta ea~ for 1am by nature a Pythagorean, 50 far as beans are
conc:emed" (207). The rest ofsentence illustrates his interest, th~ in raising beans: " some must work in
fields ifonly or the sake oftropes and expression, te serve a parable-maker one clay" (207).
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though we are times "Anteus like" and draw our strength trom out of the ground, humans

are closer to the flightless bird than ta something moted in the earth: "something more than

erect, like swal10ws alighted and walking on the ground:-

r.And as he spake, bis wings would DOW and then
Spre~ as he meant to fly, then close again,'

50 that we should suspect that we might he conversing with an angel" (210).42 Previously

Thoreau had quoted Plato's description of a man as a "biped without feathers" (194). In

this example, flight takes place in the mind, the exhalation "as he spake" providing the

means of transcendence. It is not as if he had failed to fly and then closed bis wings..

Rather, the flight had taken place, "conversing with an angel."

This aspect ofbis understanding ofnature connects his own creative vision with the

morality and understanding ofreality which characterized bis epoch.. His own imaginative

contribution is rooted in a context but, through bis own life and effort, has correspondence

with a bigher realm. r.
4How, the~ can our harvest rail?" Thoreau says, completing bis

thoughts on the sympathies between his concerns and those ofthe birds, "Shall 1not rejoice

aIso at the abundance of the weeds whose seeds are the granary of the birds? It matters

comparatively linIe whether the fields fill the fanner's barns" (212). Wbat matters is bis

creative vision ofnature and how it can speak to thase around him.

As Thoreau hoes bis beans the birds circled overhead. In particular, Thoreau is

drawn to the "kindredship" in the world around him. Speaking about the nighthawks,

Thoreau observes them

falling down fram time to time with a swoop and a sound as if the heavens were
rent, tom at last to very rags and tatters,...graceful and slender like ripples caught op
from the pond, as leaves are raised by the wind to tloat in the heavens....The hawk is
ariel brother to the wave which he sails over and surveys, those bis perfect air­
inflated wings answering ta the elemental unfledged pinions of the sea. Or
sometimes l watched a pair of hen-hawks circling high in the sky, altemately
soaring and descending, approacbing and leaving one another, as ifthey were the
[e]mbodiment ofmy own thoughts (204).

This illustrates one ofthe MOst important similes that Thoreau makes with the birds:

41 Thoreau quotes from Charles Quarles (1592-1644), The Shepard·s Oracles. Ecolope Y.
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he sees in their potential for flight something of the creative potential in human beings. In

fact, the heavens, as if, "tom at last to very rags and tatters" are iffact not that at aIl, or ooly

momentarily 50. Rather, the "soaring and leaving" effectually sews together the earth and

sky, words acting as the thread he used to bind the various layers ofnature together.

In the young of the brood that walked past bis house Thoreau sees a transcendent

meaning, something beyond the presentation ofthe young hird as a potential bearer ofeggs

or potential meat:

The remarkable adult yet innocent expression of their open and serene eyes is very
Memorable. AIl intelligence seems retlected in them. They suggest not merely the
purity of infancy, but a wisdom clarified by experience. Such an eye was not born
when the bird was, but is coeval with the sky it retlects. The woods do not yield
such another gem (274).

Thoreau is trying ta redefine what the natural world is. The unwary or unfamiliar

traveller, he says, is often not aware of the complexity in the woods and in nature: such a

traveller would frequently shoot the mother and leave these others to "gradually mingle

with the decaying leaves which they 50 much resemble" (276). This knowledge requires a

kind ofattentiveness: "You oniy need sit long enough in some attractive spot in the woods

that all its inhabitants May exhibit themselves to you by tums" (275). This redefinition of

nature-against how it was perceived and for a more acute perception-can he achieved,

says Thoreau, through observing what is there; in Wa/den, this task was accomplished

through the crafting ofhis house and the writing it enabled.

This transcendent meaning is reveaied through seeing in a more general sense rather

than the limiting stance of investigation. The world around him is allowed to present itself

for what it is--many layered, complex, and mysterious. Transcendence, we know, means

that something overarches individual things and rises above them. It is for this reason that

Thoreau pays 50 much attention to the lives of the birds at bis pond-they offer as

appropriate a symbol as he could ask for ofthe way this world makes reference to a higher

world. The birds offer a symbol of the freedom Thoreau finds to initiate a new cultural

dialogue in response to the world he finds around mm.
Through bis writing Thoreau weaves together a conception ofnature; as materia1 for

this endeavour he alludes to and appropriates images at band, Christian, Greek, and Native
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American. In Thoreau's vision, the natura! world maintains sorne qualities of the

everlasting and universal:

Not an intermittent spring! Perhaps on that spring morning when Adam and Eve
were driven out of Eden Walden Pond was already in existence, and even then
breaking up in a gentle spring rain accompanied with mists and a southerly wind,
and covered with myriads ofducks and geese, wbich had not heard ofthe falI, when
still such pure Iakes sufficed them (226).

Not ooly is Thoreau's conception ofWalden Pond as everlasting an ideaIisation, but

50 is bis vision of what the pond was like in the past. Not only did it exist since the

beginning of time as described in Christian mythology but it contained more ducks and

geese, the wind was always southerly, and, noting Thoreau's retum ta the word "spring" in

this quote, it seemed to he perpetually the beginning ofthe era of fecundity--()ne's creative

POwcrs at a height, ready to name the animaIs (and fill the world with people!). The ducks

and geese were "myriad," the mist and spring min promised üfe-giving nourishment, and

the pond was as untouched by sinfulness as the freshness of spring. That it is a

reinterpretation is seen in the peculiar theology which allows Thoreau ta associate the

banishment of Adàm and Eve from the garden with an idealised image ofthe Pond. More

enduring than the faet of Adam and Eve's sin, Thoreau says, are the phenomena ofwater,

seasons, and birds.

In Thoreau's detinition ofnature, the earth and the sky are often seen as reflection of

each ather. Thoreau extends this analogy 50 that the fish are often portrayed as equivalent

to the birds. In the following paragraph on the mirror..like quality of the pond, Thoreau

couples bis observations on how the fish affect it with observations on how the birds affect

it:

As you look over the pond westward you are obliged to employ bath your hands to
defend your eyes against the retlected as weil as the true sun, for they are equally
bright; and if: between the two, you survey its surface critically, it is literaIly as
smooth as glass, except where...t perchance, a duck plumes itselt: or, as l have said,
a swallow skims sa low as to touch il It MaY be that in the distance a fish descnëes
an arc ofthree or four feet in the air (234).

Thus the birds dive into the reaIm ofthe tish and the fish swim momentarily through the air.

• That Thoreau's nature was something in wmch all parts resonated is reinforced by the way
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he brings together birds and 6sh. It is echoed in Thoreau's own desire to follow the

swallows' mistake and waIk on the opposite side of gIassy surface. Nature is a series of

layers, interwoven by existence.

A few paragraphs later, Thoreau speaks in much the same way about bis own

experience watching the worid from a boat on the Pond:

In such transparent and seemingly bottomless water, reflecting the cloucis, l seemed
to he Boating through the air as a balloon, and [the perch's] swimming impressed
me as a kind of flight or hovering, as if they were a compact flock ofbirds passing
just beneath my level on the right or left, their fins, like sails, set aIl around them
(237).

Agam, the Nature Thoreau is describing is bis own particular creation, one made

possible by his drawing near to bis subject He begins to see the world around as it presents

itself and in terms of bis own imaginative way of understanding. Thoreau finds a

correspondence offish and birds, ofpond and cloud, ofearth and sky.

In the chapter in which Thoreau describes the construction of his hearth., he likens

the smoke from bis home to the flight ofbirds through a poem ofhis own:

Light-winged Smoke, Icarian bird,
Melting thy pinions in thy upward flight,
Lark without song, messenger ofdawn,
Circling above the hamlets as thy nest;

Go thou my incense upward from this hearth.,
And ask the gods to pardon this clear Bame (299).

Thoreau attributes ta bis chimney a special reIationship ta the world as it connects

ta the earth, "standing on the ground and rising tbrough the house to the heavens..." (289).

This rising up of the smoke from bis house, his ükening it to the flight of a b~ and the

rising of the chimney itself into the heaven again show Thoreau is preoccupation with

nature and ms role as an interpreter of a cosmic song; the ehimney insenDes bis own

presence in the sky. Again, the image is of multiple layers being sown together-perhaps

for the purpose ofelotbing the gods.

"We need the tonie of wildness," says Thoreau, "-to wade sometimes in marshes

• where the bittem and the meadow-hen lurle, and hear the booming of the SDÎPe; to smell the
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whispering sedge where only 50me wilder and more solitary fowl builds her nest" (366).

The wildness Thoreau speaks about is the realm of the imagination. It is the birth-place of

bis own understanding of nature and the vision he offers ta bis readers. In bis writing,

Thoreau clings as tightly to the importance of the imagination as he does to the concept of

wildness when dealing with the natural worId: "At the same time that we are eamest to

explore and learn all things, we require that aIl things he mysterious and unexplorable, that

land and sea he infinitely wiId, unsurveyed and unfathomed by us because unfathomable"

(366). And what do we make of the monsters that the imagination sometimes produces?

Thoreau's answer is stem and significant:

There was a dead horse in the hollow by the path ta my bouse, which compelled me
sometimes to go out ofmy way, especially in the nigbt when the air was heavy, but
the assurance it gave me of the strong appetite and the inviolable health of Nature
was my compensation for this. 1 love ta see that Nature is 50 rife with life that
myriads cao he afÏorded ta he sacrificed and sutrered ta prey on another; that tender
organizations can be 50 serenely squashed out of existence like pulp,-tadpoles
which herons gobble up, and tortoises and toads run over in the road; and that
sometimes it bas rained flesh and bloodL..The impression made on a wise man is
that ofuniversal innocence. Poison is not poison after all, nor are any wounds fatal.
Compassion is very untenable ground. It must be expeditious. Its pleadings will
oot bear ta he stereotyped (366).

No relationship to nature can he assumed, says Thoreau; it must he huilt up, spoken

about, loved, wondered at, sympathised with, experimented upon. The answers are

myriad-a recognition that our mortality is suffieient. It is the antidote that provides

immunity, he tells us, and the straining of the muscle that builds it; real compassion is

SPeCifie and not universal. Likewise, nature is specifie ta an imagined vision. There are

bound ta he confliets but these confliets are the announcemeot that our answers are

momentary, that they need ta he renewed like the seasons and like our kinship with each

other. The retuming geese and ducks that Thoreau sees, the birds that 'lly with song and

glancing plumage," are in similar movement "to correct this slight oscillation of the poles

and preserve the equilibrium of Nature" (361). Thoreau's vision of nature is a means of

correcting the oscillations ofbis experience and an attempt ta preserve the equilibrium of

bis own existence. Like the "light and graceful hawk" that Thoreau admires for its singular

• tlight, "altemately soaring like a ripple and tumbling a rad or two over and over, showing
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the underside of its wings," the vision that Thoreau oifers is not isolating but a playful

offering. Referring ta the hawk, Thoreau says "It was not lonely, but made all the earth

lonely heneath it" (365).

The vision of the natura! worid Thoreau created through writing brought him closer

ta nature; in domg 50 he responded to the way that the natural worId aIready addressed itself

ta him. On this venture ofcreating a view ofnature, Thoreau says, it is not "as ifthere were

safety in stupidity alone," or elsewhere, UA man sits as many risks as he nms" (372). We

need not fear, ifour wonderment he genuine, misrepresentation of the natura! world, "The

universe is wider than our views of it:"

Who that bas heard a strain of music feared then lest he should speak extravagantly
any more forever? In view ofthe future or possible, we should live quite laxly and
undefined in front, our outlines dim and misty on that side; as our shadows reveal
an insensible perspiration toward the sun. The volatile truth of our words should
continually betray the inadequacy ofthe residual statement Their truth is instantly
translated; its literai monument alone remains. The words which express our faith
and piety are not definite; yet they are significant and fragrant like frankincense to
superior natures (373).

Nature bas "more lives to live," as Thoreau did when he moved from the ponds. His

invitation, a call to imaginative contemplation ofnature, is for us to articulate a "beautiful

and winged life" (381).

This discussion of the images of birds in Thoreau's Wa/den challenges us to

fonnuIate an idea of how a conceptions or ideas of nature can he imagined in the post­

industrial world.
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CONCLUSION

1stood on the grass with the lights in it, grass that was whollyftre, utterlyfocused
and utterly dreamed. It was less lilce seeing than like beingfôr the first lime seen,

knoclced breathless by a powerful glance. l

A Framework for the Love ofNature

Thoreau never intended for bis view of nature ta he sufficient for everyone: in the

concluding chapter of Walden, he expands of the possibilities he had outlined in

"Spring," the chapter immediately before: "The first sparrow of spring~ The year

beginning with younger hope than ever~" he wrote energetically. Sa tao in the

"Conclusion": 1leamed this, at least, by my experiment; that ifone advances confidently

in the direction ofhis dreams, and endeavors to live the life he bas imagined, he will meet

with a success unexpected in common hours (342). Through bis writing, however, we are

invited to partake of bis view and to allow it ta influence or challenge our own

understandings.

In Thoreau we observed a view of nature fundamentally resistant ta

objectification and, instead, open ta multiply interpretations and resonating, even, with

our own experience of the mystery of the world around us. The rooster reminded us of

borders between night and clay, of the ambiguity between our perception and reality,

between life and death. The loon was a symbol for the element of mystery, the

ungraspable, its otherness is the source of movement, the dance. We saw the owl as

consciousness, the clarity that leaves us spellbound-in a ward, silent wisdom.

The distance that history provides enabled us to see Thoreau's vision of nature,

one very specifie to bis context, in which the birds around him provided a means of

participating in a literary discussion and of relating to bis own sunoundings. Thfough
our reality is urban, Thoreau can reach us through the capacity of the poetie image to

exceed itseIt: to renew itself with every retuming thought. This fundamental capacity of

human knowledge is necessary if we are to find a way to understand how the morta!

human world relates ta nature.

1 Dillard, Annie, ~PiIgrim at Tinker Creek,ft Three by Annie Di/lard.. (New York: HarperPerenni~ 1990):
39.
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In what fol1ows 1suggest a parallel conversation to the investigation into Thoreau.

1 do not mean to suggest that this investigation into history is inadequate by itself: The

conversation about the gift might he seen as a thought experiment or a slight tilting ofthe

balance through which the next step might he made. 1do take it as a challenge ta think

through, as a modem, this idea ofa view or vision ofnature. This is a task that would not

bave been possible without the confidence in the truth and validity of the poetic

understanding that bas been gained through this investigation inta Thoreau.

TheGift

Implicit in the work of Thoreau is the idea that the work of art holds lasting

importance ta orient us in our technological age. My understanding is that architects

have the special oPPOrtunity now ta offer responses to the environmental crisis through

offering frameworks for creative realization orthe relationship between humanity and the

non-human world. The poetic definition of nature l feel is necessary is provoked by the

passing of poetic certainties-always preserving the character of the unknown-which

once informed architectural creation into the uncertainties ofthe technological projecl2

Here, perhaps, would he the time, but it is not the place for comment on a few works by Martin
Heidegger {1889-1976} which have been informative in considering what nature might mean today. For
instance, Heidegger's essay wrhe Work of Nietzsche: 'God is Dead,'" in The Question Conceming
Technology andOther ways, trans. William Lovitt, (New York: Harper and Row Publishers, 1917) points
to the loss ofthe highest values and to the process ofquestioning-seeking even to the point ofasking the
absurd-as the task ofphilosophy. The idea ofnature as something which forms a highest value is subject
to the proc:ess of questioning through which we are once again, through the cry of the madman (in
consideration of whom Heidegger ends his essay), able to experience the dread of the natural world-the
nature that might he thought Heidegger challenges us to question what the boundaries ofour thought are.
This questioning bas the resuIt that we are (ed even to question reason. ~ing begins only when we
have come to know that reason, gIorified for centuries, is the most stiff·necked adversary of thought"
(112). Considering the issue ofnature, these words are an invitation to ask not only what reveaIs itselfto
reason conceming our actions in nature, but aIso to ask what informs reason and provokes thought.

Another essay of Heidegger's that informs a way of thinking about nature is "The Question
Conceming Technology." Heidegger portrays technology as a danger and yet simultaneously as the
potential for bringing humanity into a truer essence of itself than has been experienced since the Greeks.
The essence ofteehnology is in questioning, in wonder, Heidegger says. In arder to preserve the charac:ter
ofman in which both ordering and wonder are possible, the essence oftec:hnology has to he preserved and
we have ta face the idea that the threat ofconstant and total ordering must motivates us to begin asking the
questions again. We have bec:ome obsessed with the process ofanswering and lost sight ofwhat ft is to ask
questions

What might this Mean for an understanding of Heidegger as someone relevant for our thinking
about nature? Heidegger points out a way that technology motivates us to ask questions; ft is thus is both a
danger and the potential for our thinking. In the same way, is it possible to say that the evidence we see of
the destructive elements of the ordering inherent in tec:hnological tbinking lead us to consider once again,
ta question, what the world around us is and what our potential relationship to it might he? The connection
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Art. creates a world and, as Hans-Georg Gadamer says, sets truths into play.3 But

it aIso enables us to move about adeptly within the truths already given and the world in

which we find ourselves-art does not define reality without influence from other; ~

sources. Architects are not free ta define nature according ta their whim but are invited

ta offer definitions of nature which house truths already existing whether those truths he

life-giving and celebratory or threatening and monstrous.

Exclusively using the term "environment" to describe the mystery that plays hast

ta our wandering is something we should he suspicious ofif the world is to he something

other than a resource for consumer industry. It is through that part of the human

experience, rather, in which is found the tendency for the nurturing of growth, for

observing the process ofself-realization, and ofproviding a concem for the natura! world

fmds its place as a motivation for human action. It is also through our own human

experience that we can begin ta appreciate nature as a gift and ta love, as a child loves bis

or her mother and father, the affirmation oflife that such a gift proclaims.

The prospects, however, are not easy; my topic is a difficult one. The meaning of

nature is strongly contested and it is necessary to reflect individually, as architects in a

post-industrial consumer society, on the importance of our own stances with regards ta

this question. Our encouragement cames from the evidence that people can be involved

in addressing the environmental crisis in significant ways other than simply meeting the

standards set by positivistic science. Not everyone understands the principles behind

global warming, deforestation, or pollution that are held as the reality of the

environmental crisis and the tenns which inform environmental ethics. It is therefore

necessary, as architects, to rephrase the questions in terms that enable us ta dwell in this

world. As Karsten Harries bas pointed out in The Ethical Function Architecture,

however, two foci must he kept in balance: tirstly, that of the individual taking a stance

and creating art as the highest expression ofhumanity's aspirations and, secondly, that of

to my own concems is explored in Many works including Bruce Fol~ lnhabiting the EartJr: Heidegger.
EnvironmenraJ Ethics. and the Metaphysics of Nature. (Atlantic Highlands, NI: Humanities Press
International Inc~ 1995): ch. 8.
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the community whom the 3rChiteet addresses.4 Speaking into the post-industrial world

we must recognise the legitimacy ofnumerous conceptions ofthe world around us.

Common among us is the possibility ofseeing nature and linking it ta the joy and

reSPOnsibility ofreceiving a gift. Nature is a gift as mysterious and promising as the gift

of life. We are not asked whether we wish ta be born, or where, or when, but we find

ourselves suddenly awake to the possibilities that our individuallives set in front ofus. If

we are open ta understanding it in such a fashion, life can appear as a gift, as something

that we must respect; 50 too with nature.

Nature can he thought as a gift in the same way that one thinks of a particular

talent or ability, one that will determine for you the meaning of your entire existence and

provide for you the possibility of realising your humanity. Does this require thinking of

nature as a deity or as the gift of some divine Being? No more than it does to calI life a

gift and to recognise that, however we may understand the processes through which life

came about in the universe, we speak of the meaningfu1ness of our existence as

something special and significant like a gift.

Glenn Murcutt is an Australian architect whose work speaks about openness to the

gifts of nature and to thinking of nature in terms other than the ones defined by science

conceived of as an unquestioned map of reality. Though Murcutt strives to follow the

code of the Aboriginal Australians ta "tread lightly on the earth"s and ta respect the

natura! surroundings, he moves beyond what Many architects do in translating this

sentiment into the cultural milieu ofconsumer society. Typically, architects who respond

ta this sentiment turn only ta an ethical standpoint defined by primarily by a model ofthe

perfectibility of human knowledge. Murcutt's work acknowledges the way that building

changes nature. At the same time, however, it al10ws the realm beyond our grasp, the

unpredictable, ta participate in the definition of the relationship between the natura! and

3 See Hans-Georg Gadamer, The ReJevance ofthe beautiful and Other ways., Trans. Nickolas Walker.,
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1986).
4 Karsten Harri~ The Elhica/ Function ofArchitecture, (Cambridge, MIT Press, (997): 364.
J Glenn Murcutt quoted in Françoise Fromonot, Glenn Murcun: Buildings and Projects. (New York:
Whitney Library ofDesi~ 1995): 49. Murcutt's work also appears in Brenda Vale's Green Architecture:
Designjô,. an Energy-Conscious Ful7Ire, (Canada: Little, Brown &. Company, 1991).

77



•

•

•

the built world. It thus opens the oaturaI world up ta the possibility of existing in

different ways.

Some of the most notable features in Murcutt's designs are his expressive

drainpipes (See Appendix B). The drainpipes open up to the sky. In doing 50 they

answer the necessity ofcolleeting min in the dry Australian terrain. No less importantly,

however, they offer a special way of thinking about how the building relates to the place

in which the building is situated. The shape of the drainpipes afford the opportunity to

name the relationship between the drainpipe and the naturaI world and to think of that

relationship according to one's own imagination: the drainpipe is a chalice, as if the

house were offering a toast ta the sky in celebration of the liquor it collects; it is a pair of

forearms pressed together and bands outspread, reacbing up in prayer to the sky,

supplicating it for min; fmally, it is a tree, mediating between earth and sky, abstraeted ta

suit the conditions in which we find ourselves. The drainpipe opens up the possibility for

us ta think of its function in different ways.6 But it also offers a way ta think about

nature: nature bestows tiquor; it makes us aware of our dependence for nourishment, it

challenges us ta consider its future, to ask, "Where do we go from here?"

For ethics, i~s cleu that we must begin to ask ourselves what visions of the

natura! world we~rely on in our architectural worles and whether these conceptions

allow for our participation as tinite human beings. Do they open up the concept of nature

and allow us to see Many sides of our relationship to it? Do they allow us to

acknowledge that the world, though often within our reach, is ultimately beyond our

grasp? Significantly, Murcutt's designs remind us of another possibility-that the rains

might not come. The building serves as a reminder of the fragility of our existence.

More than the possibility of annihilation of the planet within a few centuries or decades

or even years, we are confronted through Murcutt's design of what a few days without

water might Mean for us.

6 That the gutters and downpipes on Murcutt's houses must aIso accommodate the downpours which faII on
the area in which he builds contributes too rather than dettads ftom their poetic power. Architee:tural critic
Philip Drew writes: "The wide box gutters...have the same incomplete quality as the dry creek beds of the
inIand. They too await the coming deluge•..• Receptors of the sky's delieate tears, c:reek bad and Metal
gutter together reflect the uncenainty and extremes ofrainfall on mis continent.ft Leaves ofIron, (Sydney,
The Law Book CompanyL~ 1985): 7L

78



•

•

•

In his buildings Murcutt tries to have the forms he uses and the logic of the

building itself address not only the issues of what it means for humans to exist with

concem for natura! things but also what it means for humans to have eoncem for their

own experience.. Thus for Murcutt, it makes a difference how the building collects the

water from the root: In bis buildings he makes certain that the drainpipes bring attention

ta themselves and 50 points ta the importance of water for a building in Australia's

climate. Subsequently, it bas the effect of asserting the importance of the life that the

building contains. Murcutt's use of a modem style celebrates the development of

sophisticated methods of production, the pride of modem tecbnology. However, bis use

of this style to eonvey an understanding ofthe building's relation to the natura! condition

in which he builds shows that he is using these teehnological developments for a means

that is not limited by a technological reduction ofthe world around us.

In her book "Pilgrim at Tinker Creek," Annie Dillard summarizes her chapter

"Seeing" with the assertion that the secret of seeing is the pearl of great price: "The

literature of illumination reveals this above all: although it cornes to those who wait for il,

[illumination] is always, even to the MOst practiced and adept, a gift and a total surprise"

(39).. The gift of seeing is the light ofcreative definition and of looking at things in new

ways. Such experiences of illumination come to us like gifts and they change who we

are; describing such an experienee, Dillard writes: "It was less like seeing than being for

the first time seen, knocked breathless by a powerful gIance.....I'm still spending the

power" (39). We acknowledge our many experiences and life itselfas gifts. Nature tao is

a gift ta which we can open ourselves up.. Our breath stolen, it is a mutual kind of

inspiration.

AlI our gifts bear the mark of our mortality. The "power" we spend, as Dillard

WIÎtes about il, does not last forever and pennies do not suffice to sustain us. But we

know aIl this without beiDg toId; we feeI it in the emptiness of our possessions, the

difficulty ofdefining our relationships, our straining ta complete necessary tasks. Taking

up the richness of the visions we are given, however, suggests a means of finding a mie

for architecture in relating us to nature..
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APPENDIX A: Andrew Jackson Downing

UA laborer's Collage.- Andrew Jackson Downing. The Arrhit~ctllre ofCountry HOlIS~S. 1850 (New York. De Capo Press. 1968): 72,

"Villa in the ltalian Style.- Downing. The Archiucture ofCoun~' Hous~s. 284,
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"Rural Gothie Villa." Downing. Tire Architecture ofCaunl,!' Howes. 323.

"Villa in the Fointed Style," Downing. Th~ Archit~cluœ ofCountry HOIISes. 338.
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APPENDIX B: Glenn Murcutt

Francaise Fromonot. Gl~nn Murclltl: Buildings and ProjtClS. (New York: Whitney Library of Design. [995): Caver.

82



•

•

• Fromonol. Glenn M'urcuIt: Buildings and Projects. lOO.
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FromonOl. Gl~nn Murcutt: Buildings and Proj~cts. 87.
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• Philip Drew.lLm"~s offron. (Sydney: The Law Book Company Umited. (985): 71.
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