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Introduction

O ur age is retrospective. it builds the sepulchers of
the fathers. It writes biographies, histories, and criticism. The
foregoing generations beheld God and nature face to face;
we, through their eyes. Why should not we also enjoy an
original relation to the universe? Why should not we have a
poetry and philosophy of insight and not of tradition, and a
religion by revelation to us, and not the history of theirs?
Embosomed for a season in nature, whose floods of life
stream around and through us, and invite us by the powers
they supply, to action proportioned to nature, why should we
grope among the dry bones of the past, or put the living
generation into masquerade out of its faded wardrobe? The
sun shines today also. There is more wool and flax in the
fields. There are new lands, new men, new thoughts. Let us
demand our own works and laws and worship.

Undoubtedly we have no questions to ask which are
unanswerable. We must trust the perfection of the creation
so far, as to believe that whatever curiosity the order of
things has awakened in our minds, the order of things can
satisty. Every man’s condition is a solution in hieroglyphic to
those inquiries he would put. He acts it as life, before he
apprehends it as truth. In like manner, nature is already, in
its forms and tendencies, describing its own design. Let us
interrogate the great apparition, that shines so peacefully
around us. Let us inquire, to what end is nature? All science
has one aim, namely, to find a theory of nature. We have
theories of races and of functions, but scarcely yet a remote
approach to an idea of creation. We are now so far from the
road to truth, that religious teachers dispute and hate each
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other, and speculative men are esteemed unsound and
frivolous. But to a sound judgment, the most abstract truth is
the most practical. Whenever a true theory appears, it will be
its own evidence. Its test is, that it will explain all
phenomena. Now many are thought not only unexplained but
inexplicable; as language, sleep, madness, dreams, beasts,
Sex. '

Philosophically considered, the universe is composed of
Nature and the Soul. Strictly speaking, therefore, all that is
separate from us, all which Philosophy distinguishés as the
NOT ME, that is, both nature and art, all other men and my
own body, must be ranked under this name, NATURE. In
enumerating the values of nature and casting up their sum, |
shall use the word in both senses; in its common and in its
philosophical import. In inquiries so general as our present
one, the inaccuracy is not material; no confusion of thought
will occur. Nature, in the common sense, refers to essences
unchanged by man; space, the air, the river, the leaf. Art is
applied to the mixture of his will with the same things, as in
a house, a canal, a statue, a picture. But his operations
taken together are so insignificant, a little chipping, baking,
patching, and washing, that in an impression so grand as
that of the world on the human mind, they do not vary the
resutt.
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Self-reliance

I read the other day some verses written by an eminent
painter which were original and not conventional. The soul
always hears an admonition in such lines, let the subject be
what it may. The sentiment they instil is of more value than
any thought they may contain. To believe your own thought,
to believe that what is true for you in your private heart is
true for all men,—that is genius. Speak your latent
conviction, and it shall be the universal sense; for the inmost
in due time becomes the outmost, and our first thought is
rendered back to us by the trumpets of the Last Judgment.
Familiar as the voice of the mind is to each, the highest
merit we ascribe to Moses, Plato, and Milton is, that they set
at naught books and traditions, and spoke not what men but
what they thought. A man_ should learn to detect and watch
that gleam of light which flashes across his mind from within,
more than the lustre of the firmament of bards and sages.
Yet he dismisses without notice his thought, because it is
his. In every work of genius we recognize our own rejected
thoughts: they come back to us with a certain alienated
majesty. Great works of art have no more affecting lesson
for us than this. They teach us to abide by our spontaneous
impression with good-humored inflexibility then most when
the whole cry of voices is on the other side. Else, tomorrow
a stranger will say with masterly good sense precisely what
we have thought and felt all the time, and we shall be forced
to take with shame our own opinion from another.
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Love

Every promise of the soul has innumerable fulfillments;
each often. Nature, uncontainable, flowing, forelooking, in
the first sentiment of kindness anticipates already a
benevolence which shall lose all particular regards in its
general light. The introduction to this felicity is in a private
and tender relation of one to one, which is the enchantment
of human life; which, like a certain divine rage and
enthusiasm, seizes on man at one period, and works a
revolution in his mind and body; unites him to his race,
pledges him to the domestic and civic relations, carries him
with new sympathy into nature, enhances the power of the
senses, opens the imagination, adds to his character heroic
and sacred attributes, establishes marriage, and gives
permanence to human society.

The natural association of the sentiment of love with the
heyday of the blood seems to require, that in order to
portray it in vivid tints, which every youth and maid should
confess to be true to their throbbing experience, one must
not be too old. The delicious fancies of youth reject the least
savour of a mature philosophy, as chiling with age and
pedantry their purple bloom. And, therefore, | know | incur
the imputation of unnecessary hardness and stoicism from
those who compose the Court and Parliament of Love. But
from these formidable censors | shall appeal to my seniors.
For it is to be considered that this passion of which we
speak, though it begin with the young, yet forsakes not the
old, or rather suffers no one who is truly its servant to grow
old, but makes the aged participators of it, not less than the
tender maiden, though in a different and nobler sort. For it is
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a fire that, kindling its first embers in the narrow nook of a
private bosom, caught from a wandering spark out of
another private heart, glows and enlarges until it warms and
beams upon multitudes of men and women, upon the
universal heart of all, and so lights up the whole world and
all nature with its generous flames. it matters not, therefore,
whether we attempt to describe the passion at twenty, at
thirty, or at eighty years. He who painfs it at the first period
will lose some of its later, he who paints it at the last, some
of its earlier traits. Only it is to be hoped that, by patience
and the Muses’ aid, we may attain to that inward view of the
law, which shall describe a truth ever young and beautiful,
so central that it shall commend itself to the eye, at whatever
angle beholden.

And the first condition is, that we must leave a too close
and lingering adherence to facts, and study the sentiment as
it appeared in hope and not in history. For each man sees
his own life defaced and disfigured, as the life of man is not,
to his imagination. Each man sees over his own experience
a certain stain of error, whilst that of other men looks fair
and ideal. Let any man go back to those delicious relations
which make the beauty of his life, which have given him
sincerest instruction and nourishment, he will shrink and
moan. Alas! | know not why, but infinite compunctions
embitter in mature life the remembrances of budding joy, and
cover every beloved name. Every thing is beautiful seen
from the point of the intellect, or as truth. But all is sour, if
seen as experience. Details are melancholy; the plan is
seemly and noble. In the actual world—the painful kingdom
of time and place—dwell care, and canker, and fear. With
thought, with the ideal, is immortal hilarity, the rose of joy.
Round it all the Muses sing. But grief cleaves to names, and
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persons, and the partial interests of Today and yesterday.
The strong bent of nature is seen in the proportion
which this topic of personal relations usurps in the
conversation of society. What do we wish to know of any
worthy person so much, as how he has sped in the history
of this sentiment? What books in the circulating libraries
circulate? How we glow over these novels of passion, when
the story is told with any spark of truth and nature! And
what fastens attention, in the intercourse of life, like any
passage betraying affection between two parties? Perhaps
we never saw them before, and never shall meet them
again. But we see them exchange a glance, or betray a
deep emotion, and we are no longer strangers. We
understand them, and take the warmest interest in the
development of the romance. All mankind love a lover. The
earliest demonstrations of complacency and kindness are
nature’s most winning pictures. It is the dawn of civility and
grace in the coarse and rustic. The rude village boy teases
the girls about the school-house door; but today he comes
running into the entry, and meets one fair child disposing her
satchel; he holds her books to help her, and instantly it
seems to him as if she removed herself from him infinitely,
and was a sacred precinct. Among the throng of girls he
runs rudely enough, but one alone distances him; and these
two little neighbors, that were so close just now, have
learned to respect each other's personality. Or who can
avert his eyes from the engaging, half-artful, half-artless
ways of school-girls who go into the country shops to buy a
skein of silk or a sheet of paper, and talk half an hour about
nothing with the broad-faced, good-natured shop-boy. In the
village they are on a perfect equality, which love delights in,
and without any coquetry the happy, affectionate nature of
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