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Emerson Biographical

1. Emerson might be considered an eternal optimist. Explain what this means.

2. When Emerson writes “There is light in all” what is he talking about?

3. What philosopher became Emerson’s inspiration?

4. How far back can Emerson trace his family history?

5. Why does Emerson leave the ministry? What does it indicate about his character?

6. Why does Emerson travel to Europe?

7. Does Emerson begin to lecture before or after he writes Nature.

8. What was that Emerson did that gave the prevailing religious community to turn on him?

9. In what year does the movement become known as the transcendentalist and what is it that gives it its name?

10. What event is it that changes Emerson and seems to consume his writings and lectures afterward?

11. What one cause influences Emerson all his life and he calls a “Filthy Enactment” in 1850?

12. How did Emerson feel about the Civil War? And Abraham Lincoln?

Nature by Ralph Waldo Emerson

Introduction

1. Emerson asks the question do we follow tradition or do we carve out something more for ourselves.  What is his answer? And how does his observation about nature influence his answer?

2. Where does Emerson believe the answers to our curiosities lie? What does he mean when he says, “He acts it as life, before he apprehends it as truth.”?

3. What is the Aim of science? What does he mean by “the most abstract truth is the most practical.”?

4. In Emerson’s mind what is the universe made of? What is it Nature refers to?  What is the impact on this the human mind?

Chapter One: Nature
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5. t is meant by the following statement, “. I am not solitary whilst I read and write, though nobody is with me.”

6. What is the “perpetual presence of the sublime”? and how does this effect our understanding of all that is around us? How does  might this affect our perception of God and the universe?

7. What is meant by “Nature never wears a mean appearance”? 

8. What is meant by the statement,” It is this which distinguishes the stick of timber of the wood-cutter, from the tree of the poet.”?

9. The sun illuminates only the eye of the man, but shines into the eye and the heart of the child. This is a metaphor for what?  And what is it that Emerson is trying to make us aware of?

10. There I feel that nothing can befall me in life, -- no disgrace, no calamity, (leaving me my eyes,) which nature cannot repair. Standing on the bare ground, -- my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted into infinite space, -- all mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eye-ball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents of the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part or particle of God. The transparent –eye is a very important concept. Explain this concept and tie it to science, math, literature, the arts. 

11. . Its effect is like that of a higher thought or a better emotion coming over me, when I deemed I was thinking justly or doing right.  Explain what Emerson is talking about that can only be found in Nature and is behind the idea of justice and doing what is right.

12. Explain “Nature always wears the colors of the spirit” in terms of the analogy of it.

Essay – In 500 words explain how the concept of the transparent –eye was the main influence in evolution of impressionist and expressionist art. 







Chapter Two: Commodity
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13. . The misery of man appears like childish petulance, when we explore the steady and prodigal provision that has been made for his support and delight on this green ball which floats him through the heavens.  What is it that Emerson is making a point of in this statement?

14. What is the truth in the following statement, “Nature, in its ministry to man, is not only the material, but is also the process and the result.”?

15. By juxtapositioning Noah and Napoleon against the poor, what is the point Emerson is trying to make about how much the world has changed?

16. What is the idea of commodity and how has this affect nature and mankind? How has the idea of commodity changed mankind?
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Chapter Three: Beauty

17. What is Emerson saying about finding beauty in saying, 




 “Such is the constitution of all things, or such the 




   plastic power of the human eye, that the primary 




   forms, as the sky, the mountain, the tree, the animal, 




       give us a delight in and for themselves; a pleasure 




  arising from outline, color, motion, and grouping.”?

18. In #1 under beauty, Emerson uses an almost constant borage of similes. Choose two of them and discuss the significance of using a simile to make his point about beauty and tie this to the analogy that beauty is in the eye of the beholder.

19. In the following quote, “. To the attentive eye, each moment of the year has its own beauty, and in the same field, it beholds, every hour, a picture which was never seen before, and which shall never be seen again.” What is meant by the attentive  eye?

20. . “Go out of the house to see the moon, and 't is mere tinsel; it will not please as when its light shines upon your necessary journey. The beauty that shimmers in the yellow afternoons of October, who ever could clutch it? Go forth to find it, and it is gone: 't is only a mirage as you look from the windows of diligence.” Is an extended metaphor for what idea? What is it that Emerson is telling us to do in life?

21. “The high and divine beauty which can be loved without effeminacy, is that which is found in combination with the human will.” Explain this statement in light of the totality of what you currently know from the essay. 

22. “He may divest himself of it; he may creep into a corner, and abdicate his kingdom, as most men do, but he is entitled to the world by his constitution. In proportion to the energy of his thought and will, he takes up the world into himself.” Emerson is trying to convey an idea about a person and their destiny. What is the idea he is trying to convey?

23. Nature stretcheth out her arms to embrace man, only let his thoughts be of equal greatness. Explain this statement. Keep in mind Emerson is speaking metaphorically.

24. The intellect searches out the absolute order of things as they stand in the mind of God, and without the colors of affection. The intellectual and the active powers seem to succeed each other, and the exclusive activity of the one, generates the exclusive activity of the other. Connect these things for us and explain how intellect, faith, and power are all inter-connected.

25. “The production of a work of art throws a light upon the mystery of humanity. A work of art is an abstract or epitome of the world. It is the result or expression of nature, in miniature. For, although the works of nature are innumerable and all different, the result or the expression of them all is similar and single.” Think of a piece of art that we looked at in class and connect it to this idea. Now, look around you in the room or in the quad and on the back of this paper create it without drawing it so that a person could recognize the uniqueness of your perspective of it.

26. “The poet, the painter, the sculptor, the musician, the architect, seek each to concentrate this radiance of the world on one point, and each in his several work to satisfy the love of beauty which stimulates him to produce.” Explain this satement.
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Chapter IV: Language





27. What are the three degrees in nature that give words or 






language viability?

27. In point one of this chapter Emerson explains the evolution of language and where it originates from. DO you believe this it true? If yes, defend his idea. If, no then discredit his idea>

28. “Every natural fact is a symbol of some spiritual fact.” The bible and other religious books bare this up. Think of a parable or story that comes form your faith and answer the question is this true according to what your belief systems employees? Explain.

29. “Man is conscious of a universal soul within or behind his individual life, wherein, as in a firmament, the natures of Justice, Truth, Love, Freedom, arise and shine. This universal soul, he calls Reason: it is not mine, or thine, or his, but we are its; we are its property and men.” Is this true? If not where does this idea come from? If so, explain the truth in theidea.

30. “… man is an analogist, and studies relations in all objects.” This is an interesting proposition that some agree with and a many ardently disagree with. Choose a side and make at least two arguments in favor of your position.

31. Choose an animal, plant, or insect, that you are familiar with and teach us something that we should understand or practice as person. Be specific about what can be learned.

32. “A man's power to connect his thought with its proper symbol, and so to utter it, depends on the simplicity of his character, that is, upon his love of truth, and his desire to communicate it without loss.” Explain this statement and give at least one reason for its truth or its folley.

33. “…a paper currency is employed, when there is no bullion in the vaults.” Many saw this a criticism of the newly formed national bank and the governments printing money to cover debts. Emerson and others saw the printing of money in the absence of worth as a bad thing. They believed that it would eventually lead to runaway inflation. Were they right? Explain use examples.

34.”… good writing and brilliant discourse are perpetual allegories.” Explain this statement and give me at least one good reason why it is true or it is not.

34. “Long hereafter, amidst agitation and terror in national councils, -- in the hour of revolution, -- these solemn images shall reappear in their morning lustre, as fit symbols and words of the thoughts which the passing events shall awaken. At the call of a noble sentiment, again the woods wave, the pines murmur, the river rolls and shines, and the cattle low upon the mountains, as he saw and heard them in his infancy. And with these forms, the spells of persuasion, the keys of power are put into his hands. “ is an extended metaphor. What is the point Emerson is trying to make in using this metaphor and why use and extended metaphor to make this point?

35. “Parts of speech are metaphors, because the whole of nature is a metaphor of the human mind.” Is this true or false? Give me at least two solid reasons for your answer.
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Chapter V: Discipline

36. “Nature is a discipline of the understanding in 





 intellectual truths.” Emerson argues that in Nature





 we find the truths that guide as individuals. He 





   argues this from the standpoint that there are laws





            to nature that cannot be avoided and in them 





      there are law for man that cannot be violated. Is this





 true? Are there inviolate laws in nature that transfer





 into idealist truths for mankind? Explain and give at 




      least on good solid reason for your answer.

37. “…that nature's dice are always loaded.” Explain this in terms of nature and in terms of how it relates to us as people.

38.” From the child's successive possession of his several senses up to the hour when he saith, "Thy will be done!" he is learning the secret, that he can reduce under his will, not only particular events, but great classes, nay the whole series of events, and so conform all facts to his character. Nature is thoroughly mediate.” This is an extended metaphor again designed to make a specific point about people and a peculiar right that we enjoy. What is this idea or right? How has this concept affected American society in ways no other society in the world enjoys?

38. Emerson asks the question, “…is nature ever the ally of Religion?” Is it? Give me a good strong reason why it is or why it is not.

39. “All the endless variety of things makes an identical impression.” How can this be? Explain why it can or it cannot.

40.  Explain the Latin Omne verum vero consonat and how it applies to music, or science, or art?

41. “Words and actions are not the attributes of brute nature. They introduce us to the human form, of which all other organizations appear to be degradations.” Explain this statement. 

42. Explain Emerson’s idea of friendship I terms of some natural phenomenon.

Chapter VI: Idealism
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44. God never jests with us, and will not compromise the end of nature, by permitting any  inconsequence in its procession. Any distrust  of the permanence of laws, would paralyze the faculties of man. Their permanence is son is respected, and his faith therein is perfect.  Emerson is attempting  to make a point about the connection between faith and nature. What is the connection that he is trying to make and do you believe it is true? Why?

45. “…but to lead us to regard nature as a phenomenon, not a substance; to attribute necessary existence to spirit; to esteem nature as an accident and an effect.” This is considered a paradox and one of the most ambiguous statements in the entire essay. Take a crack at explaining it and determining what Emerson means by it.

46. . If the Reason be stimulated to more earnest vision, outlines and surfaces become transparent, and are no longer seen; causes and spirits are seen through them. One idea that Emerson explores is the innate ability of man to leap beyond reason and science and see the potential of things not just what is. How has this idea effected your life and if it is true how does it play into the idea of faith and science being one in Emerson’s mind?

47. The least change in our point of view, gives the whole world a pictorial air. For Emerson everything in the world is determined by the individual’s point of view. What is true for one person may not be true for another. Is this true or is there some universal truth that everyone can agree on? Make an argument for or against this?

48. The sensual man conforms thoughts to things; the poet conforms things to his thoughts. Emerson believed that good poetry comes form the soul and anything else are just words on a page. He believed that poetry was the window to the soul. Is this true? Give me an example in modern music? Explain the truth in the piece you choose or describe how it is nothing more than words.

49. The true philosopher and the true poet are one, and a beauty, which is truth, and a truth, which is beauty, is the aim of both. Emerson believed that philosophy seeks the truth and so does poetry but the philosopher seeks truth in everything. Hawthorne believed we should seek the truth but fear it. Who is more right? Why?

50. no man touches these divine natures, without becoming, in some degree, himself divine. Emerson believed than in knowledge we come closer to God and to knowing ourselves. Poetry explores our soul, science explores the world, philosophy explores our beliefs and in it all we become more divine. He believed that in ignorance man finds sin and dissolution of his soul. Many believe that in innocence do we become divine. Who do you side with and why?

51.  Past, but as one vast picture, which God paints on the instant eternity, for the contemplation of the soul. Another author wrote that those who do not know history are doomed to repeat it.  Is this really true, or as some put it the mistakes we make should be learned from not applauded. Is it history we learn from or our mistakes or both and to what degree does this enhance our lives or does it? Explain.

Chapter VII: Spirit

52. Of that ineffable essence which we call Spirit, he 
that thinks most, will say least. How can this be true?

53. The one is perfect; the other, incapable of any assurance; the mind is a part of the nature of things; the world is a divine dream, from which we may presently awake to the glories and certainties of day. This is one of Emerson’s profound statements about the nature of spirit that exists in all things.  Do you buy the idea that there is a spirit that exists in all things? Explain your answer.

54. therefore, that spirit, that is, the Supreme Being, does not build up nature around us, but puts it forth through us, as the life of the tree puts forth new branches and leaves through the pores of the old. Who is Emerson talking about? Emerson uses a metaphor to make very important point about our lives and how to determine the nature of a man. Explain the metaphor and what Emerson is trying to say about the lives of people.

55. Once inhale the upper air, being admitted to behold the absolute natures of justice and truth, and we learn that man has access to the entire mind of the Creator, is himself the creator in the finite. Emerson argued his whole life to the observant man nature reveal the Divine but that to understand what nature has to teach us we must approach through the eyes of child. Look at the above statement and agree or disagree with Emerson but explain your answer.

56. The poet finds something ridiculous in his delight, until he is out of the sight of men.  Who is the poet Emerson is speaking of? Explain what Emerson is saying about the poet and how he works?

Chapter VIII: Prospects

57. Empirical science is apt to cloud the sight, 





       and, by the very knowledge of functions and 





          processes, to bereave the student of the manly 





  contemplation of the whole. When we accept that this





            is all there is and begin to believe that there are




           imitations Emerson  says that we limit ourselves. He 




              believed that the only person or thing holding us back





            is our point of view and ourselves.  He states in an essay




    called “The Physics” that it is man’s ability to leap beyond reason that allows things like faith, love, and possibility to even exist. He believes that this is what separates us form all other animals. Think of at least a couple of inventions or things you know of that called upon man to leap beyond reason in history to allow us to arrive at where we are today and make at least two predicts for the future that are going to force man to leap beyond reason in order to accomplish.

58. “as it is to know whence and whereto is this tyrannizing unity in his constitution, which evermore separates and classifies things, endeavoring to reduce the most diverse to one form.”  Is this what we try to do? Why do you suppose we as humans act in this manner and has it served us well or has it hindered us? Explain.

59. “Nor has science sufficient humanity, so long as the naturalist overlooks that wonderful congruity which subsists between man and the world; of which he is lord, not because he is the most subtile inhabitant, but because he is its head and heart, and finds something of himself in every great and small thing”  many believe that mankind is a caretaker but one whose inevitable purpose is to understand the universe in which he lives in order to make life better. Others believe we are the masters of all we survey and it has been placed at our disposal to do with as we please. Which do you subscribe to and why?

60. `The foundations of man are not in matter, but in spirit. But the element of spirit is eternity. To it, therefore, the longest series of events, the oldest chronologies are young and recent. In the cycle of the universal man, from whom the known individuals proceed, centuries are points,”  The bases for quantum theory comes from this statement by the famed physicist Einstein. He once said that Emerson was a head of his time in realizing that it is in the spirit that all things in the universe are shaped.  Explain what it is that Einstein and Emerson are pointing out. Give specific example and explain how it is true.

70. `A man is a god in ruins.” Read the entire paragraph and explain what it is that Emerson is trying to say.

71. `Man is the dwarf of himself” read the rest of this paragraph and relate it to the idea that man places limitations on himself but in reality is limitless. In answering this think of Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden and their ability to name and know every animal in the garden. What has changed?

72. “ in the thick darkness, there are not wanting gleams of a better light, -- occasional examples of the action of man upon nature with his entire force, -- with reason as well as understanding. “ read this carefully because one of the foundations of Emerson’s philosophy is contained in this statement. This statement was a catalyst for an entire movement during the 60’s and would eventually be the reason for the creation of colleges in all states. What is the darkness Emerson is alluding to  and if this is true how do we overcome the darkness? 

73.  “The axis of vision is not coincident with the axis of things, and so they appear not transparent but opake. The reason why the world lacks unity, and lies broken and in heaps, is, because man is disunited with himself.” Think of the things that are going on in the world even now and make a case for this statement being absolutely being correct or absolutely wrong.

74. These wonders are brought to our own door. You also are a man. Man and woman, and their social life, poverty, labor, sleep, fear, fortune, are known to you. Learn that none of these things is superficial, but that each phenomenon has its roots in the faculties and affections of the mind. Whilst the abstract question occupies your intellect, nature brings it in the concrete to be solved by your hands. This statement is one of the foundations of reasoning for abstract art and abstract thinking. Explain how the abstract begins in the mind and manifests itself through our hands. Then, think of something that you can describe in the abstract that might be better understood in that representation than in a concrete manner.

75. Nature is not fixed but fluid. Spirit alters, moulds, makes it. In light of al you have read explain this statement in terms of either the abstract, or the sublime,  or in illuminating the darkness or where man will be 100 years form now.   
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