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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

In the one hundred eighteen years since the publi

cation of Walden, many criticisms of both Thoreau and of 

the book itself have appeared. Many designate the work as 

the product of a naturalist's observations, either ignoring 

entirely or giving little attention to the pervasive and 

significant social criticism within the volume. His good 

friend Ralph Waldo Emerson may have assisted in establish

ing the misconception that Thoreau was primarily a nature 

observer in his eulogy at Thoreau's funeral by remarking 

about him, "His study of Nature was a perpetual ornament to 

him." In addition, in his "Biographical Sketch" of Thoreau, 

Emerson called him a "bean pounder," "captain of a huckle-
1 

berry party," and "bachelor of Nature." 

Other good friends of Thoreau, including A. Bronson 

Alcott and William Ellery Channing, wrote articles about 

their friend, corroborating Emerson's decision. Alcott 

entitled an article on Thoreau for the Atlantic Monthly 
2 

"The Forester," his favorite nickname for Thoreau. 

The Writings of Henry David Thoreau, I, xxxvii 
(New York: The AMS Press, 1968 reprint of Walden Edition, 
1906). The "Biographical Sketch" was originally Emerson's 
funeral oration for Thoreau, published as "Thoreau," 
Atlantic Monthly, X (August, 1862), 239-249. 

2 
Atlantic Monthly, IX (April, 1862), pp. 443-445. 
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Channing named his biography Thoreau; Poet-Naturalist. 

Though they agreed overall with many of Thoreau's concep

tions about society, as their writings frequently reveal, 

they chose to write about the more obvious aspect of his 

behavior, his intense interest in the outdoor life around 

him. Another facet of his life habits puzzled them—his 

apparent lack of motivation or purpose in life, since he 

never chose a true "vocation" as such, preferring to be, in 

his own words, the "self-appointed inspector of snow storms 

and rain storms, . . . surveyor, if not of highways, then 

of forest paths and all across-lot routes, keeping them 
4 

open, and ravines bridged and passable at all seasons." 

What they point out is important because it is the natural

ist who speaks. That which remains to be seen is a delicacy 

of style and a kind of double meaning frequently reinforced 

by a gentle humor which gives to a statement its deeper im

plications. Of these three, only Channing recognized or 

commented upon humor in Thoreau's work, remarking, "There 

was a lurking humor in almost all that he said,—a dry wit, 

often expressed," but Channing never alluded to any func-
5 

tion the humor might serve. 

3 
Boston: Charles E. Goodspeed, 1902. 

4 
Henry David Thoreau, Walden (Princeton, New Jersey; 

Princeton University Press: 1971), p. 18. Further page 
references to Walden will be from this edition and will be 
included parenthetically within the body of the thesis. 

5 
Channing, p. 231. 



other critics who have viewed Thoreau's writings 

primarily as social criticism have been equally unaware of 

the pervasive humor. One of the earliest and possibly one 

of the most influential was James Russell Lowell, who re

viewed Walden for the North American Review in 1865. Recog

nizing Thoreau's social message, he denied the existence 
6 

of humor in Walden, stating that "Thoreau had no humor." 

To have a fellow Yankee who satirized social and political 

conditions in America in humorous fashion himself make such 

a positive statement proves at least that Thoreau's was not 

always an ordinary, recognizable humor to his contemporaries, 

Such a verdict could also have influenced the judgment of 

later critics. 

Robert Louis Stevenson, writing about Thoreau in the 

1880's in an essay entitled "Henry David Thoreau: His Char

acter and Opinions," emphasized the bitterness in his criti

cism of society. He concluded that "with Thoreau's almost 

acid sharpness of insight . . . there went none of that 

large unconscious geniality of the world's heroes. He was 

not easy, not ample, not urbane, not even kind; his enjoy

ment was hardly smiling, or the smile was not broad enough 
7 

to be convincing." Stevenson also thought Thoreau was dry. 

^"Thoreau, " North American Review, CI (Octobei; 1865) , 
p. 604. 

n 
'Robert Louis Stevenson, "Preface by Way of Criti

cism, " Familiar Studies of Men and Books (New York: Scrib-
ner's, 1902), p. 116. First printed as "Henry David 
Thoreau: His Character and Opinions," The Cornhill Maga
zine, XLI (June, 1880) , 665-682. 



priggish, and selfish because he was reported to have edited 

all the humorous passages out of his Journals and later 

writings. He likely would have received little consolation 

from a later writer's view that Thoreau was merely trying 

to improve his writings by removing all the conscious and 

deliberate humor in favor of the more natural, unconscious 
p 

humor that he preferred. Stevenson, like Thoreau's friends 

and others, boldly described Thoreau's manner, though in 

doing so he stated his own rather than a common opinion. 

It seems, as Lewis Leary says in his summary chapter in 

Eight American Authors, as if "almost everyone who has 

written about Thoreau has attempted to prove something— 

that he was a hermit or not a hermit, a naturalist or a 

humanist, a scientist or a poet, a warm man disappointed in 

love or a cold man for whom love in the ordinary sense had 
9 

no meaning." 

In the twentieth century, humor in Thoreau's Walden 

has frequently been both recognized and classified. At 

least a half dozen useful studies point out examples of 

exaggeration, word play, twisted images, irony, and 

Q 

Harold N. Guthrie, Jr., "The Humor of Thoreau" 
(unpublished Ph.D. dissertation. State University of Iowa, 
1953), p. 39, as cited by Walter Harding, Thoreau Handbook 
(Washington Square: New York University Press, 1959), p. 
164. 

9 
Lewis Leary, "Thoreau," Eight American Authors 

(New York: The Modern Language Association of America, 
1956), p. 157. 



proverbial statement in Thoreau's style. Wit in the 

first, second, and last chapters particularly has claimed 

the attention of Thoreau's recent critics sufficiently to 

cause passing comment from many of them. What the studies 

fail to consider is the relationship between the humor and 

the message in the essay. Though the idea of a functional 

wit is frequently implicit, no study attempts to demonstrate 

or even to link Thoreau's humor with deeper meaning in 

Walden. Therefore, the purpose of this thesis will be to 

investigate Thoreau's use of humorous devices in the pro

claiming of his message of social criticism. Through an 

analysis of examples, it will point out the importance of 

the strategically placed bits of humor, especially to a 

significant harder-to-detect meaning which reveals Thoreau's 

true attitudes and opinions on various subjects. 

As a comprehensive definition of the kind of witty 

and varied humor Thoreau used, a statement in Samuel Sulli

van Cox's Why We Laugh will serve. 

See Joseph J. Moldenhauer, "The Rhetorical Func
tion of Proverbs in 'Walden,'" Journal of American Folklore, 
LXXX (April - June, 1967), 151-159; David Skwire, "A Check
list of Wordplays in 'Walden,'" American Literature, XXXI 
(November, 1959), 282-289; and C. Grant Loomis, "Thoreau 
as Folklorist," Western Folklore, XVI (April, 1957), 101-
106, for rather full references to Thoreau's humorous de
vices, and Charles R. Anderson, "Wit and Metaphor in 
Thoreau's 'Walden,'" U. S. A. In Focus; Recent Re-
Interpretations , Publication of Nordic Association for 
American Studies II (Bergen, Norway: Universitetsforlaget, 
1966), pp. 70-93; and Joseph J. Mogan, Jr., "Thoreau's 
Style in 'Walden,'" Emerson Society Quarterly, No. 50, (I 
Quarter, 1968), Supplement, 1-5, for brief allusions to 
witty sayings in some of the Walden chapters. 



Humor lies in puns and phrases; in ambiguities 
of sense; in an old trope; in a sly question; in 
a smart answer; in a quirkish reason; in a shrewd 
intimation; in cunning diversion, clever retort, 
bold speech, tart irony, lusty hyperbole, plau
sible reconciliation of contradictions, acute non
sense, counterfeit speech, ascenic representation 
of persons or things, affected simplicity, pre
sumptuous bluntness, lucky and strange hits, 
crafty wresting of obvious matter to the purpose, 
and rovings of fancy and winding language; in fine 
it breeds delight sometimes by surprises. 

The inclusiveness of Cox's list suggests the broad range 

also demonstrated by Thoreau in Walden. 

Not only did Thoreau exemplify a propensity for the 

epigrammatic reply or observation in his writings, in his 

speech, and in oral reminiscences about his friends; he 

also saw a real need for humor in the kind of philosophy he 

expounded. His review in 1847 of Thomas Carlyle's writings 

states clearly his belief in humor. Much of what he says 

about the humor in Carlyle's works applies also to his own. 

Of Carlyle's volumes he says. 

We should omit a main attraction in these books, 
if we said nothing of their humor. Of this in
dispensable pledge of sanity, without some 
leaven of which the abstruse thinker may justly 
be suspected of mysticism, fanaticism, or in
sanity, there is superabundance. . . . Especially 
the transcendental philosophy needs the leaven of 
humor to render it light and digestible.-^^ 

New York: Benjamin Blom, 1969, p. 15. 

"I o 

Thoreau, "Thomas Carlyle and His Works," re
printed in Bartholow V. Crawford, Henry David Thoreau 
(New York: American Book Company, 1934), p. 189. 



Thoreau recognized the necessity for a quality in tran

scendental writings that few, if any, of the other tran-

scendentalists were aware of—that deep philosophical ideas 

need the "leavening" quality of humor to make them palat

able to the reader who in most cases is not much of a 

philosopher. Without doubt he attempted to satisfy this 

"need for leavening" in Walden. Even more importantly, in 

the total context of Thoreau's thought it seems more plau

sible, this writer believes, to associate the word "light" 

with "sanity" (i.e. "make it understandable") than to give 

it any connotation related to "frivolous" or "trivial." 

In a comment in one of his Journals, Thoreau de

lineates the restrictions he places on humor. In general, 

he feels that humor should never be merely idle or frankly 

degrading. He tells us that when humor is demeaning or 

degrading, it is no longer worthwhile and can be the grounds 

13 
for dissolution of long friendships. Thoreau's biog
raphers have told that occasionally Channing would tell 

off-color stories and that Thoreau's reaction was always 

14 
one of immediate coldness. He clearly believed that with 

the use of humor went a responsibility for its proper use. 

-••̂ Thoreau, Journal, III (April 12, 1852), 406-407. 

See, for example, Henry Seidel Canby, Thoreau 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1939), pp. 172-173. 
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Also through his Journals, Thoreau reveals his 

opinion of "conscious" or deliberate humor only for its 

own effect. He deplored professional comedians who bowed 

and scraped to public taste in humor and who used humor 

for the low purpose of getting money. Deeply critical of 

the materialism he saw everywhere, he included comedians 

who attempted to be consciously humorous to make money off 
15 

a gullible public. Deliberately in later years he went 

through his Journals and later writings to delete the ob

vious humor, that which had crept in spontaneously perhaps 

and especially whatever he noted that failed to serve a 

purpose. Fortunately, Walden survived with a great deal 

of humor which not only "leavens" the philosophy but also 

deepens and intensifies the thought. 

Thoreau's taste in humor is further exemplified 

through personal incidents in his life and through addi

tional comments he made. One often-quoted story tells of 

the time when Thoreau was jailed for his refusal to pay 

taxes to a government which supported slavery and the Mexi

can War. Supposedly, Emerson visited Thoreau in jail and 

asked, "Henry, why are you there?" "Waldo," came Thoreau's 

reply, "why are you not here?" Although jail records show 

no visit to Thoreau from Emerson and the incident may not 

have occurred, we can choose to believe with James Paul 

•'•̂ Thoreau, Journal, III (March 4, 1852), 335 



Brawner that "it seems impertinent to weigh the evidence 

and conclude that this exchange did not occur; the answer 

is so truly Thoreauvian that the fact of the matter is ir-
16 

relevant." 

Another statement by Thoreau is said to have been 

made at one of Emerson's afternoon philosophical gather

ings. It was a fairly well-known fact around Concord that 

Thoreau had not picked up his diploma after his graduation 

from Harvard, although even the biographers are not cer

tain of the reason. Presumably, Thoreau tells us the rea

son when he answered an inquiry regarding his diploma by 

17 saying, "Let every sheep keep but his own skin!" Though 

such succinct, witty comments apparently came spontaneously 

from Thoreau, inherent within each is a sharp and frequently 

rather profound point which is related to the smile it pro

vokes . 

Much of our knowledge about Thoreau's reactions to 

humorous situations comes to us through his Journal. He 

was well aware of his reputation as an eccentric individual, 

and he was sometimes as amused by the exasperation he caused 

as he was by a situation in which he knew the joke was on 

him. For example, in his Journal for March 28, 1853, he 

1 6 
"Thoreau as Wit and Humorist," South Atlantic 

Quarterly, XLIX (1945), 172. 
17 
Canby, p. 55. 
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wrote. 

My Aunt Maria asked me to read the life of Dr. 
Chalmers, which, however, I did not promise to do. 
Yesterday, Sunday, she was heard through the par
tition shouting to my Aunt Jane, who is deaf, 
'Think of itI He stood half an hour today to 
hear the frogs croak, and he wouldn't read the 
life of Chalmers 1' 

Another humorous incident with a wry observation 

about women also is recorded in his Journal for November, 

1851, and deals with his reaction to being at a crowded 

party on a warm evening. He tells of being introduced to 

two young women: 

The first was as lively and loquacious as a 
chickadee; had been accustomed to the society of 
watering places, and therefore could get no re
freshment out of such a dry fellow as I. The 
other was said to be pretty-looking, but I rarely 
look people in their faces, and, moreover, I 
could not hear what she said, there was such a 
clacking—could only see the motion of her lips 
when I looked that way. 

In his Journal Thoreau makes light of so unlikely a 

siabject as his first book's failure to sell. Of an origi

nal printing of one thousand copies of A Week on the Con

cord and Merrimack Rivers, fewer than three hundred were 

sold or given away. The publisher, Monroe, could no longer 

afford to have around seven hundred books which would not 

sell. The label on the books read, "H. D. Thoreau, Con

cord River," so the publisher merely crossed out "River," 

wrote in "Mass." and mailed them to Thoreau, who carried 

them upstairs to be stored in the attic. Thoreau wrote in 

his Journal on October 28, 1853, "They are something more 
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substantial than fame, as my back knows, which has borne 

them up two flights of stairs to a place similar to that 

to which they trace their origin." He continued jesting, 

"I have now a library of nearly nine hundred volumes, over 

seven hundred of which I wrote myself." 

On his deathbed, according to various accounts, 

Thoreau made two other famous statements, demonstrating 

his habit of succinct, witty expression. One occurred 

when a friend made a pious inquiry as to whether Thoreau 

had made his peace with God. Thoreau's answer was: "I 

was not aware we had ever quarrelled." The other was in 

reply to a visitor who asked him to speculate on what he 

thought he would find in the next world or in the afterlife. 

Declining the challenge, Thoreau stated simply, "One world 

at a time." Apparently his habit of using a dry, tongue-

in-cheek type of expression and of favoring concise, epi

grammatic statement was widely known. 

From notes in his Journal and from what can be sur

mised from his check-out records from various libraries, 

Thoreau favored certain authors whose taste in humor could 

have influenced him. As Henry Canby and others have pointed 

out, Thoreau was interested in Greek writers, especially 

the historians Plutarch and Pliny, and the philosophers 

18 Aristotle and Plato. The origin of his interest in the 

^^Canby, pp. 189, 344, 470. For other articles 
concerning Thoreau's sources see Harding, "Sources for 
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popular theory of humor known as the Superiority Theory 

which both Aristotle and Plato referred to could have come 

from these two writers. According to D. H. Monro's trans

lation of Aristotle's discussion of the Superiority Theory, 

people laugh "at what is ugly but not painful. . . . 

Laughter springs from our feelings of superiority at people 

19 less fortunate than we." In other words, according to 

this theory, people laugh when they feel superior to the 

person or occurrence being laughed at. Much of Thoreau's 

humor, of course, illustrates the Superiority Theory since 

in many cases he seems to be laughing at, and thus feeling 

superior to, the common person who does not know how to 

live in the complex society he has made. Whether he was 

conscious of following the theory or was simply acting ac

cording to his own inclination hardly matters. In either 

case the result demonstrated in Walden is the same: one 

who for a short period went out of "civilized life" later 

wrote rather authoritatively at times about how, as he 

said, "men labor under a mistake" (p. 5). 

Chapter III ('Thoreau's Sources')" Thoreau Handbook, pp. 
124-129. He mentions on p. 125 that the most authoritative 
study of Thoreau's classical studies is Ethel Seybold, 
Thoreau: The Quest and the Classics (New Haven, Conn., 
1951). 

19 
Argument of Laughter (Melbourne, Australia: 

Melbourne University Press, 1951), p. 83. 
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Toother influence on Thoreau could have come through 

his reading from the German philosopher Iramanuel Kant whose 

books he checked out from the Harvard library. Through an 

interest in the metaphysical discussions it is not incon

ceivable that he knew Kant's ideas about humor which have 

20 

come to be called the Incongruity Theory of humor. Cer

tainly many of the puns and parodies Thoreau used in Walden 

exemplify the kind of incongruous combination of materials 

or ideas the theory is describing. 

Apparently Thoreau read little from American writ

ings other than Emerson's Nature. If his style resembles 

the Yankee humor of his time in a twist of phrase or in the 

use of proverbs and aphorisms, the explanation probably 

lies in common roots in the primitive beginnings of all 

humor rather than in his following American examples. 

When he published Walden six years before the outbreak of 

the Civil War, he resembled other American writers of sly 

wit chiefly in his intent to expound a message. In spite 

of the provinciality of the immediate experience he was 

writing about and his obvious observations about the New 

England scene, his views were for the whole of mankind. 

Furthermore, the manner in which he handles his material, 

including what seems at times to resemble Yankee humor 

20 
See Monro, pp. 83-135, for a discussion of the 

theory itself. 
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qualities, is distinctly his own. 

The following chapters will make an analysis of 

examples of Thoreau's humor to show how the humor is re

lated to the deeper level of meaning in Walden. Chapter II 

will consider his message proclaiming the free, uncommitted, 

simple life. Chapter III will relate humor to the Thoreau 

message calling for the sane, spontaneous, creative life. 

The conclusion will attempt to summarize the varying char

acteristics of Thoreau's humor in Walden by noting what it 

consists of and will make some evaluation of its functional 

success in the complex book Thoreau wrote. Textual refer

ences will be to the definitive edition of Walden edited 

by J. Lyndon Shanley and published in 1971 in Princeton, 

New Jersey, by Princeton University Press. 



CHAPTER II 

"SIMPLIFY, SIMPLIFY" 

Although in his Journal Thoreau lists word play, 

paradoxes, exaggeration, proverbs, and allusions as faults 

in his writing, these devices remain dominant in his style. 

In fact, they comprise the humor and frequently help to 

carry the message in Walden. Recognizing his natural ten

dency to write humorously, Thoreau in one of the earliest 

entries in his Journal, cautioned himself about such usages: 

Paradoxes,—saying just the opposite,—a style which 
may be imitated. . . . Playing with words,—getting 
the laugh,—not always simple, strong, and broad 
. . . not always earnest. . . . Using current p., 
phrases and maxims when I should speak for myself. 

Ultimately he must have reconciled a penchant for this kind 

of style with the high and serious aim he chose, seeing as 

Aristotle did that moral treatises written with humor can 

be entertaining as well as instructive. 

In Walden Thoreau is able on occasion almost to 

transcend the conventional limits of language to convey 

his own rather unconventional attitudes and interpretations, 

resulting, if the reader is aware, in a significant or 

sometimes startling revelation of truth. In word play he 

may concentrate on the conventional denotation of a word 

while at the same time implying a more radical meaning. 

21 Thoreau, Journal, VII, 7-8n 

15 
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Proverbs and allusions (usually classical. Biblical, or 

homely) are often familiar forms with a twist. A state

ment which appears trite on the surface is given signifi

cance through a metaphor or a phrase turned around. Simi

larly, paradoxes frequently provide superficially false or 

contradictory statements with an underlying truth that 

comes to light only if one is paying attention. Through 

exaggeration, Thoreau stretches the conventional limits of 

expectation until the problem he is discussing becomes al

most absurd, at which time the truth becomes shockingly 

apparent. Often when one notes humorous exaggeration, para

dox, word play, understatement, a witty turn of phrase, or 

a clever use of a proverb in a passage, the very attention 

to the use itself will lead to the discovery of Thoreau's 

truth. 

Familiar maxims in Walden, many of which can be 

found in a similar form in almanacs, particularly Benjamin 

Franklin's Poor Richard's, relate to Thoreau's desire to 

awaken his readers, especially to the futility of a materi

alistic philosophy. For example, alluding to Franklin's 

familiar admonition "early to bed, early to rise, makes a 

man healthy, wealthy, and wise," he asks, "Who would not be 

early to rise, and rise earlier and earlier every successive 

day of his life, till he became unspeakably healthy, wealthy 

and wise?" (p. 127). The humorous twist should cause one 

to look more closely at the familiar aphorism and to 
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question the truth which has been lurking underneath the 

surface in Thoreau's question but which may be overlooked 

in the superficial acceptance of a more shallow traditional 

interpretation of a lower order. Another change of a say

ing Franklin used, "the nearer the bone the sweeter the 

meat," emphasizes Thoreau's belief in the simple, wise life. 

The Thoreauvian statement reads, "It is life near the bone 

where it is sweetest" (p. 329). 

At the beginning, the identification of the readers 

to whom he is addressing Walden and of the subject matter 

he will impart to them reveals at once the delicate bal

ancing of serious tone and of lighter jest which will be 

integral to meaning throughout the volume. He will not 

only answer questions his neighbors have asked about his 

mode of life but will write for "poor students," suggest

ing not only the academically or the financially handi

capped but also the spiritually impoverished people who 

"study" trying to find a meaning for their lives. Broaden

ing the scope even further, he includes the mass of men 

who "lead lives of quiet desperation" no matter what their 

employment or economic status. In reference to the effi

cacy of his message, he rather thumbs his nose at the reader 

in using an image reminiscent of the old adage, "If the 

shoe fits, wear it" with the Thoreauvian statement, "I 

trust that none will stretch the seams in putting on the 

coat, for it may do service to him whom it fits" (p. 4). 
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Finally, in a later section almost as if to include 

everyone else who has not been mentioned so far, Thoreau 

includes "a certain class of unbelievers" who ask him such 

questions as whether or not he thinks he can live on vege

table food alone, and "some inveterate cavillers," to whom 

he directs the answer, "I can live on board nails. If they 

cannot understand that, they cannot understand much that I 

have to say" (p. 65). 

Part of what we might call a density in Thoreau's 

style may be clarified by looking as squarely as possible 

at the opposite positions of the attitudes he expresses as 

being his own and of those attitudes he shows as held by 

society. Essentially, Thoreau sees himself as the "hero" 

of the book, while the various persons to whom the book is 

addressed, or members of society in general, are the minor 

"characters," or the "villains." Thoreau's way of life is 

entirely different from theirs; yet he wants to make them 

aware of his way. Thus, he uses Walden as a tool of per

suasion to answer the questions of his townsmen, the un

believers, and the "inveterate cavillers," trying to show 

them the truth which will make them free. On this basis, 

then, Thoreau sets himself up as the "hero" of Walden, say

ing, "In most books, the I, or first person is omitted; in 

this it will be retained; . . . I should not talk so much 

about myself if there were anybody else whom I knew as 

well" (p. 3). Thus, he establishes himself as the narrator 
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and primary "character" of the book. While he sees him

self as being young, free, and uncommitted, he sees society, 

on the other hand, as being old, confined, and irrational. 

Youth and freedom will permit a satisfying simple life, 

whereas the old, irrational existence can lead only to 

frustrating complexity. On a higher plane, the free man 

will be sane, spontaneous, and creative rather than conven

tionally sterile and materialistic. 

Humor aids in determining the existence of the two 

"characters" (i.e. the "hero" or Thoreau, and the "villain" 

or society). The paradoxes, word plays, exaggerations, and 

proverbs help to reveal the Thoreau attitude contrasted to 

society's view. An unexpected twist may serve to shock or 

surprise the reader and to reveal a more radical aspect of 

the statement than a first glance reveals. (As a matter 

of fact, it could take more than one exposure to such 

"Thoreauviana" before one begins to notice routinely that 

statements frequently are ambiguous and sometimes are more 

meaningful because of an unusual pun or Thoreau usage.) 

Frequently there are two layers of meaning, one on the sur

face and another underneath the surface; the humor draws 

attention to the fact that there is more to a statement 

than meets the eye and provides the additional significance. 

Thoreau is at odds with society; yet on the surface, quite 

often what society decrees as acceptable, conventional, or 

"normal" is proclaimed all right, and Thoreau's opinion of 
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the same is presumably all wrong. It is underneath the 

surface, however, that Thoreau's real attitude that is his 

message to his readers is revealed; for underneath the sur

face, Thoreau's way is the only right way, and society's 

is wrong. To recognize the two disparate views is to recog

nize what Thoreau is saying. In this chapter several ex

amples relating to Thoreau's call for the simple life that 

is uncomiTiitted will be discussed to demonstrate how various 

devices of humor or double play add to the meaning. 

The title of the first chapter itself, "Economy," 

is a joke at the reader's expense. Readers in 1854 when 

Walden was first published were economy-minded following 

the financial crises of the two decades preceding. Many 

who were aware of the 1848 publications, Karl Marx's Com

munist Manifesto and John Stuart Mill's Political Economy, 

both presenting radical new theories of economics, may have 

thought Walden was another such treatise. "Economy" on the 

surface is merely Thoreau's account of why he went to 

Walden to live, how much it cost him to live there, and 

how he managed to live on so little. He even includes his 

balance sheets with entries exact down to the half- and 

quarter-cent. Actually the economy he is most concerned 

about is the conservation of self, a spiritual economy of 

a much higher order than the figures on the balance sheets 

would lead one to suspect. 

/one of his greatest joys is that he is free and un

committed, though the mass of men are confined. The main 
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encumbrance Thoreau sees is ownership of a farm, a house, 

or some other piece of property. To emphasize, Thoreau 

gives a piece of advice the language of which is shockingly 

pointed: "As long as possible live free and uncommitted. 

It makes but little difference whether you are committed 

to a farm or the county jail" (p. 84). To show further the 

dangers of confining one's self Thoreau says, "And when the 

fainner has got his house, he may not be the richer but the 

poorer for it, and it be the house that has got him" (p. 
i 

33). ' His main objection to houses is that they are not 

mobile enough to allow them to be moved in case the owner 

encounters a "bad neighborhood," a term Thoreau interprets 

specifically through a humorously satirical turn of phrase. 

As he explains it, "our houses are such unwieldy property 

that we are often imprisoned rather than housed in them; 

and the bad neighborhood to be avoided is our own scurvy 

selves" (p. 34). This complaint further illustrates a 

contrast between Thoreau and society, for most people speak 

favorably of attaining a pleasant privacy in one's own 

home, whereas Thoreau sees houses as prisons which entrap 

the innocent owners and make life miserable for them be

cause they cannot get away from themselves and their ob

ligations. 

( Thoreau, the thoughtful observer, witnesses an even 

worse folly in man's obsession with his material possessions 

"How many a poor immortal soul have I met well nigh crushed 
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and smothered under its load, creeping down the road of 

life, pushing before it a barn seventy-five feet by forty 

. . . and one hundred acres of land, tillage, mowing, pas

ture, and woodlotl" (p. 5). The image of a man pushing a 

barn and a piece of land down the "road of life" is humorous 

enough, until the realization comes that the "soul" is not 

necessarily a finite individual but is probably the inner, 

immortal part of a man, and its loads are much heavier and 

much more important than just a barn and a plot of land. 1 

Also, the soul is "crushed and smothered" under its loads. 

Thus, not only is the physical portion of man overwhelmed 

by the problems presented by owning property, but also the 

spiritual part of man is murdered by the responsibilities 

and other aspects of the individual's "loads." 

What seems to be contradicting views in Thoreau's 

statements appears in Walden in two different discussions 

of his freedom compared to society's confinement. In an 

early chapter he apparently boasts, "I was more independent 

than any farmer in Concord, for I was not anchored to a 

house or farm, but could follow the bent of my genius, 

which is a very crooked one, every moment" (p. 56). The 

seeming contradiction is in a later chapter, "The Bean-

Field, " where Thoreau apparently reverses his earlier stand 

when, in telling about his beans he says, they "attached 

me to the earth, and so I got strength like Antaeus" (p. 

155). Thoreau in reality was not anchored to a house or 
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farm of his own, of course, since he was squatting on (not 

even renting) a piece of land which actually belonged to 

Emerson. Through the beans, Thoreau grew closer to the 

soil, or really to the earth, because of the amount of work 

required by the beans. Through the pun on the word "at

tached," Thoreau reveals both his physical and emotional 

bonds to the beans, in the sense that he was physically 

tied to the beans by having to care for them. Yet it was 

profitable only because it strengthened his bond with na

ture. Evaluating the experiment, he writes, "It was on the 

whole a rare amusement, which, continued too long, might 

have become a dissipation" (p. 162). His approach to farm

ing is better than other men's in that he neither did it 

for profit nor became obsessed with it. 

Unlike the rest of society, Thoreau believes in a 

life freed from the confinement of tradition and convention

ality. In language remindful of the Biblical he sums up in 

the last chapter the way of life followed by man, recogniz

ing the size of the problem he faces in going against com

mon practice: "How worn and dusty, then, must be the high

ways of the world, how deep the ruts of tradition and con

formity! " (p. 323) .I England even more than the more recent 

American society may exemplify the problem. Thoreau won

ders, "While England endeavors to cure the potato-rot, will 

not any endeavor to cure the brain-rot, which prevails so 

much more widely and fatally?" (p. 325). Man's "brain-rot," 
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of course, is not restricted just to England, but exists 

wherever man fails to use his own mind in making decisions 

and thinking, or wherever man blindly follows tradition 

without questioning. \ 

A reference to the kind of hardened, set philosophy 

that develops and the difficulty of going against it is 

illustrated in a part of Thoreau's simple story of the 

building of his chimney at Walden. The humor is obvious 

enough. 

When I came to build my chimney I studied masonry. 
My bricks, being second-hand ones required to be 
cleaned with a trowel, so that I learned more than 
usual of the qualities of bricks and trowels. 
The mortar on them was fifty years old, and was 
said to be still growing harder; but this is one 
of those sayings which men love to repeat whether 
they are true or not. Such sayings themselves 
grow harder and adhere more firmly with age, and 
it would take many blows with a trowel to clean 
an old wiseacre of them. (p. 216) 

The study and meticulous attention this unassuming hero 

directs toward the second-hand bricks are the same kind of 

activity necessary before using anything second-hand, he 

is saying, whether it is bricks or ideas. The double mean

ing of old "wiseacre" alludes both to the amount of old 

philosophy in existence and quite ironically to the person 

who presumes to have wisdom in using them. 

Once, in the same incident, Thoreau pokes fun at 

his own stubbornness, perhaps showing society's effect but 

even more importantly making clear that something else, not 

scrutiny and persistent examination of the old, made the 
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rut (or the stiff neck) in the first place. He continues 

the story of building his chimney. 

Indeed, I worked so deliberately, that though I 
commenced at the ground in the morning, a course 
of bricks raised a few inches above the floor 
served for my pillow at night; yet I did not get 
a stiff neck for it that I remember; my stiff neck 
is of an older date. (p. 217) 

To have chipped away at what has always been revered has 

not rendered the examined (object or idea) useless. If it 

is so, the uselessness is of earlier origin. 

An illustration of man's foolish adherence to the 

traditional appears in a different form in a later chapter, 

"The Pond in Winter." Here, Thoreau describes how he came 

to find that Walden Pond was not bottomless: 

As I was desirous to recover the long lost bottom 
of Walden Pond, I surveyed it carefully, before the 
ice broke up, . . . with compass and chain and 
sounding line. There have been many stories told 
about the bottom, or rather no bottom, of this 
pond, which certainly had no foundations for them
selves. It is remarkable how long men will be
lieve in the bottomlessness of a pond without 
taking the trouble to sound it. (p. 2 55) 

People have preferred the interesting story of "no bottom" 

rather than the truth discoverable only through individual 

ingenuity. 

In several statements on the subject of good be

havior and of philanthropy or, as Thoreau terms it, "doing-

good, " he stands firmly in a position opposite conventional 

society. Unequivocally he states his belief in the early 

pages of Walden, "The greater part of what my neighbors 
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call good I believe in my soul to be bad, and if I repent 

of any thing, it is very likely to be my good behavior. 

What demon possessed me that I behaved so well?" (p. 10). 

He indicates that society calls "good" the action of the 

"demon" it says it casts out. His comment is on the quality 

of an act. He is actually criticizing man's mistaken idea 

of what good is, his failure to look beneath the surface to 

see if what he really believes good is actually so or simply 

has become so labeled. Disclaiming all association with 

commonly applauded efforts that attract much of society's 

attention, he writes, "As for doing-good, that is one of 

the professions which are full. Moreover, I have tried it 

fairly, and, strange as it may seem, am satisfied that it 

does not agree with my constitution" (p. 73). His words 

make clear the "professionalism" of the senseless activity 

as well as his own heroic determination to maintain the 

unique position free from the harm sure to come to one from 

the low act of following thoughtlessly along with others 

in whatever is considered "doing-good." 

What seems to be haughty indifference to society's 

opinions of his behavior turns out to be Thoreau's declara

tion of the difference between his and society's view on 

this matter. 

At doing something,—I will not engage that my 
neighbors shall pronounce it good,—I do not hesi
tate to say that I should be a capital fellow to 
hire; but what it is, it is for my employer to 
find out. What good I do, in the common sense of 
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that word, must be aside from my main path and for 
the most part wholly unintended. Men say, prac
tically. Begin where you are and such as you are, 
without aiming mainly to become of more worth, and 
with kindness aforethought go about doing good. 
If I were to preach at all in this strain, I should 
say rather. Set about being good. (p. 73) 

Claiming natural goodness rather than proclaimed goodness 

as the important kind, he uses the common terminology, 

"what good I do" and "Set about being good," with a deeper 

implication. The childlike, almost trite admonition rou

tinely given in a careless manner to children, "Be good," 

becomes a profound, deeply serious injunction he is issuing 

to mankind in recognition of the divinity he knows to be 

within each being. Furthermore, his qualification, "If I 

were to preach at all in this strain," in the light of what 

he clearly is trying to do in Walden, is an understatement 

of the first order. From the outset to the end of Walden, 

Thoreau is striving with skill and earnest intent to get a 

message across to his readers. To see fully what that 

message is, of course, constantly demands the closest atten

tion to Thoreau's witty use of language and to the multiple 

implications within the seemingly simple phrases. 

It is the necessity for being mastered by one's 

own selfhood (the divinity within) and not damnation of 

work itself that explains Thoreau's avoiding the entering 

of business as was customary in Concord: "I have tried 

trade; but I found that it would take ten years to get under

way in that, and that then I should probably be on my way to 

.' 
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the devil. I was actually afraid that I might by that time 

be doing what is called a good business" (p. 69). Society's 

idea of doing well in business necessitates one's selling 

out to it or in his emphatic, decisive language "to the 

devil." What society most approves he clearly labels as 

being what it should most abhor—work which "succeeds" and 

thereby masters one's thinking and doing. 

In the most famous of his examples of going against 

society, Thoreau's language turns the matter around in a 

peculiar twist of image. Explaining his refusal to resist 

arrest following a failure to pay his poll tax to a govern

ment v/hose use of the money he disapproved, he writes. 

It is true, I might have resisted arrest forcibly 
with more or less effect, might have run "amok" 
against society; but I preferred that society 
should run "amok" against me, it being the desper
ate party. (p. 171) 

The rebel is society, "desperate" to bring about the be

havior from him which it considers "good." 

A few pages later an unusual juxtaposition of words 

relating both to decaying death and to the everlasting 

heavenly in an oxymoron shocks the reader into recognizing 

the high order of the "good" Thoreau is writing about. 

"There is no odor so bad as that which arises from goodness 

tainted. It is human, it is divine, carrion" (p. 74). 

Man's wrong thinking results in desecration of the divine 

within him. 
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Aware of the distance between his and society's 

attitudes and apparently even more of the unconventional 

manner in which he is telling of the differences, Thoreau 

in the latter part of Walden emphasizes the point further 

through clever play on words. 

I fear chiefly lest my expression may not be extra
vagant enough, may not wander far enough beyond the 
narrow limits of my daily experience, so as to be 
adequate to the truth of which I have been convinced. 
. . . I desire to speak somewhere without bounds; 
like a man in a waking moment, to men in their wak
ing moments; for I am convinced that I cannot exag
gerate enough even to lay the foundation of a true 
expression. (p. 324) 

In the first sentence the way to a deeper meaning lies in 

the emphasis Thoreau places on the root meanings of extra

vagant. The two roots combine to form "wandering beyond or 

outside the limits." Obviously, Thoreau was aware that 

exaggeration and overstatement were a dominant part of his 

style, and he worked so deliberately to have his sentences 

convey what he wanted. In the passage as a whole, he gives 

a warning not to take him literally in considering him 

"without bounds" in the usual sense. The exaggeration may 

be for the purpose of waking those who should hear the mes

sage, that is, all of society; certainly its use is to pro

claim the truth as one shouts great news from the housetop. 

Its extravagance is only its strangeness in being different 

from that which is usually accepted. 

Throughout Walden Thoreau contrasts his own simple 

existence with society's complex requirements. Beginning 
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with man's concern for his outward appearance, Thoreau 

satirizes humorously man's ideas about clothing, furniture, 

and the possession of objects. He frequently makes fun of 

man's need, amounting almost to a compulsion, to impress 

people by the outward appearance. He is not only ridicul

ing man's interest in fashions and in making a good im

pression with his clothing but regretting his covering up 

his inward or true self and projecting only an image. He 

states his position and society's clearly, "No man ever 

stood the lower in my estimation for having a patch in his 

clothes; yet I am sure that there is greater anxiety, com

monly, to have fashionable, or at least clean and unpatched 

clothes, than to have a sound conscience" (p. 22). Continu

ing in humorous exaggeration he makes his point, 

I sometimes try my acquaintances by such tests as 
this;—who could wear a patch, or two extra seams 
only, over the knee? Most behave as if they be
lieved that their prospects for life would be 
ruined if they should do it. It would be easier 
for them to hobble to town with a broken leg than 
with a broken pantaloon. Often if an accident 
happens to a gentleman's legs, they can be 
mended; but if a similar accident happens to the 
legs of his pantaloons, there is no help for it; 
for he considers, not what is truly respectable, 
but what is respected. (p. 22) 

Several homely examples show Thoreau's disregard 

for society's belief about clothes. One tells of a scare

crow dressed in his master's clothes looking "only a little 

more weather beaten" than when he last saw the clothes on 

the man, and another is an anecdote about a watchdog that 
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barked at every stranger wearing clothes who approached his 

master's premises but was easily quieted by a naked thief. 

A whimsical story full of elevated serious language about a 

personal experience reveals the deepest complaint against 

being evaluated only as a form on which the all-important 

covering can be draped. 

When I ask for a garment of a particular form, my 
tailoress tells me gravely, 'They do not make them 
so now,' not emphasizing the 'They' at all, as if 
she quoted an authority as impersonal as the Fates, 
and I find it difficult to get made what I want, 
simply because she cannot believe that I mean what 
I say, that I am so rash. When I hear this oracular 
sentence, I am for a moment absorbed in thought, em
phasizing to myself each word separately that I may 
come at the meaning of it, that I may find out by 
what degree of consanguinity They are related to me, 
and by what authority they may have in an affair 
which affects me so nearly; and, finally, I am in
clined to answer her with equal mystery, and with
out any more emphasis of the "they,"—"It is true, 
they did not make them so recently, but they do 
now." Of what use this measuring of me if she does 
not measure my character, but only the breadth of 
my shoulders, as it were a peg to hang the coat 
on? (p. 25) 

In a final summation of man's absurdity in following every 

other man in emphasizing the outward appearance to the ne

glect of the inward, Thoreau says, "The head monkey in Paris 

puts on a traveller's cap, and all the monkeys in America 

do the same" (p. 25). 

The discussion of the importance of clothing is 

part of a discussion of the four basic essentials of man: 

clothing, shelter, food, and fuel. Thoreau reduces the 

four to two, shelter and fuel, reasoning that clothing is 
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a kind of shelter because it protects the outer body from 

the elements and also serves as a refuge for the inner body, 

and food is fuel for the body, for food is turned into 

energy to run the body. Part of the problem of modern man 

is that he has grown accustomed to luxury, which Thoreau 

thinks came about accidentally from the warmth of fire. 

As he puts it, "The luxuriously rich are not simply kept 

comfortably warm, but unnaturally hot; as I implied before, 

they are cooked, of course a, _lâ  mode" (p. 14) . In humorous 

derision Thoreau shows that what most consider fashionable 

or conventional is actually impractical and foolish, lead

ing them away from what is truly important. 

Furniture serves much the same purpose as clothing. 

Thoreau describes his hut as being furnished with "three 

chairs . . . one for solitude, two for friendship, three 

for society" (p. 140). He had three pieces of limestone 

on his desk, but when he discovered that they needed to be 

dusted every day, when as he says, "the furniture of my 

mind was all undusted still," he threw them out the window 

in disgust (p. 36). When he was offered a door mat for the 

hut, he refused it because it required to be swept periodi

cally and he preferred to wipe his feet on the bare earth 

in front of his door. In this way he concludes, "It is 

best to avoid the beginnings of evil" (p. 67). 

An amusing anecdote illustrates how society's em

phasis on the accumulation of furniture has become a 
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meaningless preoccupation with outward appearances. 

Not long since I was present at the auction of a 
deacon's effects, for his life had not been in
effectual: . . . As usual, a great proportion 
was trumpery which had begun to accumulate in his 
father's day. Among the rest was a dried tape
worm. And now, after lying half a century in his 
garret and other dust holes, these things were 
not burned; instead of a bonfire, or purifying 
destruction of thera, there was an auction, or in
creasing of them. The neighbors eagerly collected 
to view them, bought them all, and carefully trans
ported them to their garrets and dust holes, to 
lie there till their estates are settled, when 
they will start again. When a man dies, he kicks 
the dust. (pp. 67-68) 

Thoreau's humor in this quotation includes the word play on 

"effectual - ineffectual," the inclusion of a ridiculous 

object, the dried tapeworm, and the twisted proverb at the 

end combining two familiar euphemisms about death, kicking 

the bucket and biting the dust. His life had been most 

"effectual" doing what he intended, accumulating "effects," 

the quality of which is exemplified by the "dried tapeworm." 

By referring to "kicking the dust," Thoreau alludes to in

creasing the old unnecessary aspects of life instead of 

getting rid of them. A fire would purify and set man free; 

the preservation of the outmoded and useless only hampers. 

Thoreau comments on the habit of "civilized man" in holding 

on to and attempting to impress others with his outward 

possessions, while remaining spiritually barren on the in

side. Thoreau's simplicity seems all the more meaningful 

in comparison. 
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Such examples abound throughout Walden to proclaim 

the joy and the honor of the uncommitted life in contrast 

to the plodding confinement and dishonor associated with 

fettered man. Conventions and traditions which keep man 

from using his own ingenuity can serve only to enslave him. 

Humorously, but with the serious intention to portray man's 

low view as well as the unlimited possibilities open to him, 

Thoreau sets himself against the encumbrances of traditional 

society. Confidently he says, "If I have got to drag my 

trap, I will take care that it be a light one and do not 

nip me in a vital part. But perchance it would be wisest 

never to put one's paw into it" (p. 67). 



CHAPTER III 

THE HIGHER VIEW 

The young, uncommitted individual (presumably 

Thoreau in Walden) is also sane, spontaneous, and creative 

rather than irrational and unproductive like the "mass of 

men." The means by which one comes to the more favorable 

state of creativity is not by development or a process of 

growth but rather by intuition or recognition of the divin

ity within himself. Thoreau's message in Walden, he tells 

us, is not for followers in his way, any more than in 

society's well worn conventional path. Instead, it is for 

the individual, inner self and is related to the higher 

view, the more idealistic, the creative, the divine. 

Though a noticeable change of pace or an altering of tone 

occurs frequently in the style in Walden, various allusions 

to this higher ideal as well as to the principle of the 

simple, uncommitted life appear in early and late chapters, 

accompanied by and sometimes strengthened by devices of 

whimsical humor with more than one implication. Man's 

unity with Nature and with God becomes apparent. 

Many passages indicate Thoreau's communication 

with the universe, revealing a freshness and spontaneity 

in his thoughts. Society, on the other hand, remains fixed 

and inflexible with old-fashioned and ineffectual ways of 

thinking. A deceptively simple passage in which he tells 

35 
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of fishing late at night, illustrates: 

[I was] anchored in forty feet of water, and twenty 
or thirty rods from the shore, . . . and communicat
ing by a long flaxen line with mysterious, nocturnal 
fishes. . . . It was very queer, especially in dark 
nights when your thoughts had wandered to vast and 
cosmogonal themes in other spheres, to feel this 
faint jerk, which came to interrupt your dreams and 
link you to Nature again. It seemed as if I might 
next cast my line upward into the air, as well as 
downward into this element which was scarcely more 
dense. Thus I caught two fishes as it were with 
one hook. (p. 17 5) 

Thoreau can catch a literal fish with his flaxen line drop

ped into the pond, and he also can catch a "fish of thought" 

by casting his "line of thought" upward into an element as 

dense as the water of Walden. Thoreau had let his mind 

wander, contemplating the origin of the universe and other 

high thoughts vastly removed from mundane ones, when the 

literal fish jerked him back to reality and made him aware 

once again of his proximity to Nature, both physically and 

mentally. 

A similar image is reflected in another unusual 

usage of words telling about fishing. In this case, Thoreau 

is fishing not in water or in the air but in the flow of 

time, because as he says. 

Time is but the stream I go a-fishing in. I drink 
at it; but while I drink I see the sandy bottom 
and detect how shallow it is. Its thin current 
slides away, but eternity remains. I would drink 
deeper; fish in the sky, whose bottom is pebbly 
with stars. I cannot count one. I know not the 
first letter of the alphabet. I have always 
been regretting that I was not as wise as the day 
I was born. (p. 98) 
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Thoreau advocates making the most of eternity rather than 

time, because time is shallow and soon is gone, but eternity 

remains. Whereas men are generally preoccupied with the 

present time or believe they can learn only from the past 

they know, Thoreau discounts both as fickle and unreliable. 

Rejecting all but the "wisdom" of the newborn, he says 

further "that time which is really improvable is neither 

the past, the present, or the future" (p. 99). Thus, 

rather than being preoccupied with any one period of time, 

Thoreau links his thoughts with that which is perfect in 

eternity. In recognition of the high quality of each mo

ment, he jests playfully using the common language of the 

anxious, grasping citizen but speaking actually of the 

divine reality. 

I have been anxious to improve the nick of time, and 
notch it on my stick too; to stand on the meeting 
of two eternities, the past and the future, which 
is precisely the present moment; to toe that line, 
(p. 17) 

He, too, is concerned with the present moment, but unlike 

mos t men he knows of its unity with the rest of time and 

eternity. 

Part of Thoreau's creativity in thinking is revealed 

through his writing about the visitors to his hut and the 

conversations they indulge in. The two opposite positions 

shown in Thoreau's message are demonstrated clearly in the 

following examples, containing paradoxes to surprise the 

reader into an increased awareness of the diverse messages. 
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In the first example, Thoreau says, "I have had twenty-five 

or thirty souls, with their bodies, at once under my roof, 

and yet we often parted without being aware that we had 

come very near to one another" (p. 140). Apparently, 

Thoreau is pointing to the fact that people can come to

gether in conversation without becoming any closer friends 

or without knowing anything more about one another than 

what is on the outside. The twisted image, "souls with 

their bodies," is the key to unlocking a deeper meaning. 

Sometimes souls denotes individuals, but the juxtaposition 

of "souls" with "bodies" suggests the inner spirit. Thoreau 

is saying that he has had both the inward and outward por

tions of men in his house yet only the outward sides, or 

the "masks," were disclosed. Thus, no one really came near 

enough to know the real, inner part of anyone else through 

conversation. 

Thoreau describes in hilarious exaggeration another 

communication problem he experienced with visitors in his 

hut 

One inconvenience I sometimes experienced in so 
small a house, the difficulty of getting to a 
sufficient distance from my guest when we began 
to utter the big thoughts in big words. You 
want room for your thoughts to get into sailing 
trim and run a course or two before they make 
their port. The bullet of your thought must have 
overcome its lateral and ricochet motion and 
fallen into its last and steady course before it 
reaches the ear of the hearer, else it may plough 
out again through the side of his head. Also, 
our sentences wanted room to unfold and form 
their columns in the interval. (p. 141) 
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At first, the fanciful good humor and unexpected turns of 

phrases are surprising and highly entertaining. Beneath 

the seeming absurdity of the statements, however, is more 

than fancy and fun. We are reminded that it is usual, 

when friends engage in pleasant conversation, to lean closer 

together or at least to try to sit fairly close together to 

facilitate the exchange of ideas. Thoreau, however, is 

just the opposite and wants to move farther away from the 

person with whom he is talking. The explanation lies in 

the importance and immensity of the ideas being exchanged 

through conversation. Too many men talk about superficial 

subjects, never getting below the surface or daring to speak 

except of conventional and trivial matters. Thoreau prefers 

to get on the inside of the individual and to talk about 

the larger, more important inner thoughts and ideas which 

require more room to expand before being accepted by the 

hearer. For this reason, most individuals try to sit close 

together when conversing so that their small, trivial 

thoughts will be caught before being lost, and Thoreau likes 

to spread out to make room for the "big thoughts in big 

words." Obviously, big thoughts and a small hut are hardly 

compatible. 

The paradox is stated another way when Thoreau says, 

"In my house we were so near that we could not begin to 

hear,—we could not speak low enough to be heard" (p. 141). 

Instead of being such a large house that everyone must shout 
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to be heard, Thoreau's hut is small, and he speaks lower. 

But still he cannot be heard, or rather, his inner voice 

cannot shout its message loudly enough to be heard above 

the din of the outward conversations. Thus, the conversa

tion that mattered, that coming from the inner voice, 

could not be heard because no one spoke low enough. Fur

thermore, silence, the ultimate in "low" volume, would not 

allow the high thoughts being shared among Thoreau's guests 

to be communicated with the usual listener who is accustomed 

to "low" or base thoughts. Thus, the problems connected 

with conversation in Thoreau's hut were related to a com

munication gap; the transcendentalist could not speak in 

terms low enough for most persons to understand, and con

versely, the latter group could not raise its thoughts high 

enough to absorb the thoughts of the transcendentalist. 

Thoreau's use of the rooster image for his own 

creative process in Walden is not only humorous but also 

is useful for him and for the reader. His exaggerated 

style and obvious earnestness take on an additional dimen

sion when we recall his statement of purpose. "I do not 

propose to write an ode to dejection, but to brag as lustily 

as chanticleer in the morning, standing on his roost, if 

only to wake my neighbors up" (p. 84). Not only is he in 

earnest as he performs like chanticleer for his barnyard 

flock in Chaucer's "Nun's Priest's Tale" but he also wants 

it known that his message is an optimistic one, contrasting 
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incidentally with the title of Coleridge's famous "Dejec

tion: An Ode." The latter is a poem which, significantly 

for Walden students, alludes seriously to "Joy" as a state 

of harmony between one's inner life and Nature. In an

other remark Thoreau justifies his seeming egotism by say

ing, "If I seem to boast more than is becoming, my excuse 

is that I brag for humanity rather than for myself" (p. 49) , 

Seeming to contradict his usual disparagement of mankind 

against which he has set himself in Walden, he is still 

acclaiming only that finer part, the spiritual or the di

vine, and reissuing the call for its supremacy within each 

of his readers. Interestingly, the root of the word "brag" 

is the same as for the word "bray," meaning "to cry out." 

In an important sense another part of what Thoreau is doing 

is sounding the alarm to his readers and attempting to make 

them aware of a way of life which is the only right way. 

Other animal references demonstrate the closeness 

of the animals to Nature in contrast to the greater dis

tance of "civilized" man from the purity and perfection of 

Nature. Contrary to the usual opinion, he is saying, ani

mals are of a higher order. They are a part of the higher 

laws he writes about. Once he heard a cow lowing and mis

took it for the music of a group of minstrels who sometimes 

serenaded him as they wandered over hill and dale. He de

scribes what could have been an amusing phenomenon but here 

actually turns out to be an important comment revealing his 
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belief. 

but soon I was not unpleasantly disappointed when 
the sound was prolonged into the cheap and natural 
music of the cow. I do not mean to be satirical, 
but to express my appreciation of those youths' 
singing, when I state that I perceived clearly 
that it was akin to the music of the cow, and they 
were at length one articulation of Nature. (p. 123) 

In another example Thoreau satirizes man by likening the 

sounds and drinking habits of the bullfrogs on the pond to 

"the spirits of wine-bibbers and wassailers." 

The most aldermanic, with his chin upon a heart-
leaf, which serves for a napkin to his drooling 
chaps, under this northern shore quaffs a deep 
draught of the once scorned water, and passes 
round the cup with the ejaculation tr-r-r-oonk, 
tr-r-r-oonk, tr-r-r-oonk! and straightway comes 
over the water from some distant cove the same pass
word repeated, where the next in seniority and girth 
has gulped down to his mark; and when this observ
ance has made the circuit of the shores, then ejacu
lates the master of ceremonies, with satisfaction, 
tr-r-r-oonk! and each in his turn repeats the same 
down to the least distended, leakiest, and flab
biest paunched, that there be no mistake; and then 
the bowl goes round again and again, until the sun 
disperses the morning mist, and only the patriarch 
is not under the pond, but vainly bellowing troonk 
from time to time, and pausing for a reply, 
(p. 126) 

Ridiculously they follow the "master of ceremonies," and the 

"patriarch" persists in carrying on the meaningless ritual. 

Thoreau narrates in detail a personal experience 

with a loon to show its superiority to man. He begins his 

story by describing the loon's arrival on the pond, accom

panied by hunters who "come rustling through the woods like 

autumn leaves, at least ten men to one loon" (p. 233). 

Nature assists the bird by providing a wind which rustles 
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the leaves and causes the waves to rise on the pond so that 

the hunters cannot tell where the loon is. Finally, the 

inclement weather causes them such discomfort that they 

leave. Thoreau also "hunted" the loon after a fashion, at

tempting to overtake him in a boat. At the beginning of 

this enterprise Thoreau boasts, "I was more than a match 

for him on the surface" (p. 234). He then illustrates his 

alleged superiority by describing the way in which he pad

dled wildly over the lake trying to outguess the loon as to 

which direction it would go under water. He remarks, "It 

was a pretty game, played on the smooth surface of the pond, 

a man against a loon. Suddenly your adversary's checker 

disappears beneath the board, and the problem is to place 

yours nearest to where his will appear again" (p. 235) . 

Despite all of Thoreau's efforts to the contrary, 

the loon manages to outsmart him every time, coming up in 

the least expected places. Thoreau remarks in disgust, "He 

was indeed a silly loon, I thought" (pp. 235-236). The 

bird subsequently proves how "silly" he is by giving an un

earthly laugh whenever he had, as Thoreau says, "balked 

[him] most successfully." Aside from betraying his location 

on the pond, the loon's laughter made Thoreau feel the bird 

was deriding his efforts to outsmart him. That the bird is 

superior to Thoreau is indicated by the ending of the story. 

The bird has Nature on his side: 
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At length, having come up fifty rods off, he ut
tered one of those prolonged howls, as if calling 
on the god of loons to aid him, and immediately 
there came a wind from the east and rippled the 
surface, and filled the whole air with misty rain, 
and I was impressed as if it were the prayer of 
the loon answered, and his god was angry with me; 
and so I left him disappearing far away on the 
tumultuous surface. (p. 236) 

One of the most laughable pieces of self-satire in 

Walden is contained in the chapter "Brute Neighbors." 

Thoreau begins the chapter, ironically, with a dialogue 

between a Hermit (supposedly himself) and a Poet (probably 

Channing). The scene is set with the Hermit lost in medi

tation when the Poet comes blundering up, interrupting the 

Hermit's train of thought. In a superb bit of comedy, the 

Hermit wonders if what is crashing through the woods might 

be a lost pig or a dog, when out steps the Poet, completely 

unaware that he has disturbed anyone. Upon being asked to 

go fishing with the Poet, the Hermit is torn between two 

desires. On the one hand, he wants to finish his medita

tion because, as he says, he is "as near being resolved 

into the essence of things" as ever in his life. On the 

other hand, he really needs to go fishing because his supply 

of brown bread is low and he will soon be out of food. Os

tensibly to save time, the Hermit tells the Poet to dig the 

worms while he finishes his meditation. Again a comical 

picture follows as the Hermit tries to regain his "frame 

of mind" by reciting a few lines from "Con-fut-see" which 

may bring back his thoughts. The Hermit cannot find his 
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thoughts, however, and is about to "whistle for them," when 

the Poet comes back with the bait, interrupting again. At 

last the Hermit gives up his meditation and goes off with 

the Poet to "try the Concord River," concluding, "When they 

make us an offer, is it wise to say. We will think of it? 

. . . There never is but one opportunity of a kind" (pp. 

224-225). 

The comical dialogue between a Hermit and a Poet, 

in addition to illustrating the transcendentalist's struggle 

to reconcile the ideal v/ith the real, also delineates a 

stereotyped Hermit, obviously what the "average" person con

siders a philosopher, especially Thoreau, to be like, that 

is, one who spends part of the day lost in thought "medita

ting, " and then spends the rest of the day fishing. Under

neath the humorous exterior, however, Thoreau again is 

poking fun at the "average" person. Apparently, he laughs 

at the reader who laughs at him, for anyone who believes 

that Thoreau's sketch of the Hermit and the Poet is a real

istic portrayal of his daily routine, and who sees only 

that level of meaning is laughable indeed. 

Another cleverly written bit of satire is directed 

at those critics who considered him an egotistical braggart 

patting himself on the back for his experiment and who set 

out to change him. Thoreau devised a neat parody to refute 

these claims and to strike back at them: 
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Finally, there were the self-styled reformers, 
the greatest bores of all, who thought I was 
forever singing,— 

This is the house that I built; 
This is the man that lives in the house 

that I built; 

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

These are the folks that worry the man 
That lives in the house that I built. 

I did not fear the hen-harriers, for I kept no 
chickens; but I feared the men-harriers rather, 
(pp. 153-154) 

The whole parody revolves around the words "worry" and 

"harrier." These words give the passage the effect of com

ing from the grouchy hermit who dislikes having company and 

prefers to live alone, while giving himself all the credit 

for his experiment at Walden Pond. There is another deno

tation to "harrier," however, which reveals the true atti

tude of Thoreau. Considering that "harry" means "to raid 

and destroy" or "to rob and plunder," then a "harrier" would 

be someone who destroys or robs, in addition to the con

ventional meaning of a predator, such as a hawk or a 

specially-trained dog, that preys on smaller animals. 

By examining these other meanings for the words in 

Thoreau's statement, we may see that, rather than the sur

face meaning of "fear" in his statement that he feared the 

men-harriers, Thoreau was instead implying that he detested 

those people who preyed on smaller men than either Thoreau 

or the critics. Perhaps because some people robbed his 
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thoughts and statements of their impact by tearing them to 

bits critically, some "small men" who otherwise might have 

been convinced of Thoreau's truth were dissuaded. Instead 

of robbing him of chickens, his critics robbed him of some

thing far more precious and valuable: the people who would 

be convinced of his truth if it were not for the "men-

harriers." Thus, the seemingly innocent parody of a famil

iar nursery rhyme is actually a biting condemnation of his 

critics and those who would reform everything about Thoreau 

to "conform" to society. 

Thoreau's sanity contrasts with society's insanity 

and tendency toward self-destruction. Answering a query 

about loneliness in his hut he tells in the "Solitude" chap

ter how a few weeks after he went to the woods, "for an 

hour" he felt that a near neighbor was essential to a 

"healthy life." He continues. 

To be alone was something unpleasant. But I was at 
the same time conscious of a slight insanity in my 
mood, and seemed to foresee my recovery. In the 
midst of a gentle rain while these thoughts pre
vailed, I was suddenly sensible of such sweet and 
beneficent society in Nature, . . . an infinite 
and unaccountable friendliness all at once like 
an atmosphere sustaining me, as made the fancied 
advantages of human neighborhood insignificant, 
and I have never thought of them since. (pp. 131-
132) 

His emphasis is upon the essential unity of man with Nature 

and in sharp opposition to the idea that a human being must 

constantly be in another's company and must depend upon 

another for any sense of worth or self identity. 
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Part of society's insanity is revealed in its ob

session with knowing what it regards as the news. Thoreau 

demonstrates the ridiculous preoccupation of an unperceptive 

mankind: 

Hardly a man takes a half hour's nap after dinner, 
but when he wakes he holds up his head and asks, 
"What's the news?" as if the rest of mankind had 
stood his sentinels. Some give directions to be 
waked every half hour, doubtless for no other pur
pose; and then, to pay for it, they tell what they 
dreamed. After a night's sleep the news is as in
dispensable as the breakfast. "Pray tell me any
thing new that has happened to a man anywhere on 
this globe,"—and reads it over his coffee and 
rolls, that a man has had his eyes gouged out this 
morning on the Wachito River; never dreaming the 
while that he lives in the dark unfathomed mammoth 
cave of this world, and has but the rudiment of an 
eye himself. (pp. 93-94) 

In another instance he refers in derision to society's idea 

of news by saying, "To a philosopher all news, as it is 

called, is gossip, and they who edit and read it are old 

women over their tea" (p. 94). 

Derisive both of man's habit of following blindly 

and of his failure to live up to the highest within himself, 

Thoreau chides him in a word play on "common sense." He 

wonders why most people "level downward to [their] dullest 

perception always, and praise that as common sense? The 

commonest sense is the sense of men asleep, which they ex

press by snoring" (p. 325). His call is obviously for man 

to recognize himself as "uncommon" and to awaken to the 

vast opportunities he has. He issues a reminder, "Some

times we are inclined to class those who are once-and-a-
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half-witted with the half-witted, because we appreciate 

only a third part of their wit" (p. 325). In an earlier 

chapter he has already thrown out a bold, daring challenge 

with high and noble promises, "It is not all books that 

are as dull as their readers. There are probably words 

addressed to our condition exactly, which, if we could 

really hear and understand, would be more salutary than 

the morning or the spring to our lives, and possibly put a 

new aspect on the face of things for us" (p. 107) . In an

other place he advocates thinking to solve problems, be

cause, "With thinking," he says, "we may be beside ourselves 

in a sane sense" (p. 134). 

Thoreau uses the contrast suggested by morning and 

night to represent contrast between his own sane atti

tude and that of the mass of men. Thoreau the hero is in 

the light, is present when the sun rises, does his work 

early in the morning, and is wide awake and alert, knowing 

the importance of living close to Nature to understand the 

universal truths. The mass of men are just opposite, stum

bling in the dark, sleeping through the dawn and indeed 

through most of their lives, unaware of the real importance 

of Nature and unable to understand the seemingly inscrut

able mysteries of the universe. Though Thoreau "never 

assisted the sun materially in his rising," as he says, his 

business clearly has to do with higher matters as his "trade 

is with the Celestial Empire" (pp. 17, 20). The delicate 
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humor in the symbolic language he uses makes his position 

clear. Using the terminology of trade, Thoreau reveals an

other of his "business secrets." His panacea is what he 

calls, "a draught of undiluted morning air," and he suggests 

bottling it up and selling it in shops for the benefit of 

those who have, as he says, "lost their subscription ticket 

to morning time in this world" (p. 138). Even though it 

will keep until noon in a cool cellar, he recommends that 

one "drive out the stopples long ere that and follow west

ward the steps of Aurora" (p. 138). 

Both because of its insanity and because it is 

asleep (to the truth), society is a victim of materialism. 

Thoreau explains, "We are determined to be starved before 

we are hungry. Men say that a stitch in time saves nine, 

and so they take a thousand stitches to-day to save nine 

to-morrow" (p. 93). In a hurry to get something done, man 

puts the wrong thing first and, as Thoreau points out, "The 

cart before the horse is neither beautiful nor useful" 

(p. 38). The situation of the farmer exemplifies man's 

ridiculous position: 

The farmer is endeavoring to solve the problem of 
a livelihood by a formula more complicated than 
the problem itself. To get his shoestrings he 
speculates in herds of cattle. With consummate 
skill he has set his trap with a hair spring to 
catch comfort and independence, and then, as he 
turned away, got his own leg into it. This is 
the reason he is poor; and for a similar reason 
we are all poor in respect to a thousand savage 
comforts, though surrounded by luxuries. (p. 33) 
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As part of man's obsession with materialism, the 

railroads come under Thoreau's scrutiny. His objection to 

the railroad's exploitation both of the workmen who lay the 

tracks for it and of the persons who ride it is expressed 

in an exaggerated play on words with an extended pun on 

"sleepers" (meaning the ties supporting the rails and the 

workers who lay the ties): 

We do not ride on the railroad; it rides upon us. 
Did you ever think what those sleepers are that 
underlie the railroad? Each one is a man, an 
Irish-man, or a Yankee man. The rails are laid 
on them, and they are covered with sand, and the 
cars run smoothly over them. They are sound 
sleepers. . . . And every few years a new lot is 
laid down and run over; so that, if some have the 
pleasure of riding on a rail, others have the mis
fortune to be ridden upon. And when they run over 
a man that is walking in his sleep, a supernumerary 
sleeper in the wrong position, and wake him up, 
they suddenly stop the cars, and make a hue and cry 
about it, as if this were an exception. I am glad 
to know it takes a gang of men for every five miles 
to keep the sleepers down and level in their beds 
as it is, for this is a sign that they may some
time get up again. (pp. 92-93) 

An even more sarcastic condemnation of man's interest in 

the railroads rather than in more important concerns is in 

the following lines: 

If we do not get out sleepers, and forge rails, 
and devote days and nights to the work, but go to 
tinkering upon our lives to improve them, who 
will build railroads? And if railroads are not 
built, how shall we get to heaven in season? 
(p. 92) 

A problem which is a part of the complex lives led 

by the mass of men is that most of them have not taken time 

to think of the higher truths or to worship God. As Thoreau 
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notes, "most men, . . . are in a strange uncertainty about 

[life] , whether it is of the devil or of God" (p. 91) . 

Thoreau's existence on Walden Pond is in itself a form of 

worship. As a matter of fact, when he looks at Walden, a 

sense of joy and happiness seems to well up in him. He 

calls the pond affectionately "God's Drop" as he admires its 

beauty and thinks about the qualities of the pond's Creator. 

He quietly concludes, after peering at the "quiet parlor 

of the fishes" through a hole cut into the frozen pond, 

"Heaven is under our feet as well as over our heads" (p. 283) 

By way of contrast with the quiet, delicate tone 

used in referring to the holiness at Walden, Thoreau de

scribes in humorously satiric terms a typical worship serv

ice in a church, where dry sermons are preached to sleeping 

parislibners, making what is to Thoreau's mind the fitting 

end of a week of labor rather than the beginning of a fresh 

new week (p. 95). He stresses his belief about living near 

Nature for the purpose of worshipping God when he says, 

"It would be well perhaps if we were to spend more of our 

days and nights without any obstruction between us and the 

celestial bodies, if the poet did not speak so much from 

under a roof, or the saint dwell there so long" (p. 28). 

Thoreau advocates worshipping God by being more in the out-

of-doors rather than in a building. As a result of such 

practices, man would soon sing as the birds do, because he 

would be alert to the truths which animals instinctively 

know but which "civilized" man either has forgotten or never 
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has known. 

Thoreau's main complaint with Christianity is that 

it seems to have corrupted the original end of religion. 

The mass of men seem to think Christianity is to help them 

in their material lives, such as by growing better crops, 

rather than to improve their spiritual lives. He illus

trates this concept when he says, "We now no longer camp 

as for a night, but have settled down on earth and forgot

ten heaven. We have adopted Christianity merely as an im

proved method of agri-culture" (p. 37). 

Thoreau sees another corruption in religion as be

ing caused by following the "saints" whose message has been 

distorted rather than our own instinct and the joyful mes

sage of God which should be obvious to all. 

Our manners have been corrupted by communication 
with the saints. Our hymn-books resound with a 
melodious cursing of God and enduring him for
ever. One would say that even the prophets and 
redeemers had rather consoled the fears than con
firmed the hopes of man. There is nowhere recorded 
a simple and irrepressible satisfaction with the 
gift of life, any memorable praise of God. (p. 78) 

An ingenious turn of Biblical phraseology accuses man of 

"cursing" God when he believes himself to be "praising" and 

of suffering himself to "endure" that which he should be 

joyfully proclaiming as the heavenly which "endureth for

ever. 

Finally, Thoreau's admonition and high call to man 

is couched in clever allusion both to outdoor life and to 

the important summons Christ issued to his disciples to be 
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"fishers of men." In answer to queries of his friends with 

small sons who ask him if their sons should be allowed to 

hunt, Thoreau answers, "yes, . make them hunters, though 

sportsmen only at first, if possible, mighty hunters at 

last, so that they shall not find game large enough for them 

in this or any vegetable wilderness,—hunters as well as 

fishers of men" (p. 212). Leaving no doubt that he refers 

to all and not just to the youth, he continues. 

He goes thither at first as a hunter and fisher, 
until at last, if he has the seeds of a better 
life in him, he distinguishes his proper objects, 
as a poet or naturalist it may be, and leaves the 
gun and fish-pole behind. The mass of men are 
still and always young in this respect. (pp. 
212-213) 

What he is writing about is not killing game or catching 

fish but rather the sane and spontaneous seeking after the 

higher truths. Here, as elsewhere throughout Walden, Thoreau 

characteristically uses allusive, ingenious play on words 

and turn of phrase in an effort to call his reader to live 

the joyful, self-directed, productive life. 

< 
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CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

In the preceding chapters, examples show how the 

humor is related to a deeper level of meaning in Walden. 

In each chapter, humorous statements proclaim either the 

simple life or the sane life, both of which demonstrate 

the higher truths of existence which Thoreau propounds. 

An awareness of the varying characteristics of the humor 

in Walden and of the functions of that humor is necessary 

for a more nearly complete understanding of the work. 

In noting the characteristics of Thoreau's writing 

style, various critics have remarked on the humor appearing 

in Walden. Critical opinions as to the amount of humor 

contained therein vary from Lowell's pronouncement that 

there is none to George Beardsley's indication that there 

hardly "exists another set of books (of wisdom, at least) 

so potent for smiles, even hearty laughs, as are the works 

22 

of Henry D. Thoreau." Many fall somewhere m between 

the two extremes, as indicated by E. B. White's belief 

that Thoreau is "the most humorous of New England figures, 

and 'Walden' the most humorous of the books, though its 

humor is almost continuously subsurface and there is noth

ing funny anywhere, except a few weak jokes and bad puns 

ary 1 -

22 
"Thoreau as a Humorist," The Dial, XXVIII (Janu-

June 16, 1900), p. 241. 

55 
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that rise to the surface like the perch in the pond that 

rose to the sound of the maestro's flute 
23 

Thus, there 

exists a whole spectrum of critical opinions as to the 

amount of humor there is in Walden. 

James Paul Brawner in commenting on the pervasive

ness of humor in Walden cites two articles, one by John 

Burroughs and another by E. B. White (earlier than the 

1954 statement cited above). Burroughs declares that many 

of Thoreau's pages are "'steeped in a quiet but most de

licious humor. His humor brings that inward smile which 

is the badge of art's felicity,'" while White explains his 

reason for omitting Thoreau from his anthology of American 

humor because Thoreau's humor is not an extractable kind. 

To White, "'There is hardly a paragraph of Walden which 

does not seem humorous . . . Thoreau makes me laugh the 
24 

inaudible, the enduring laugh.'" Brawner himself finds 

it "incomprehensible that anyone could fail to find Thoreau 

pervasively witty and humorous. Even his many puns are 

acceptable; frequently he endows a pun with a great deal 

25 
of content." Many critics seem to agree, then, that 

although Thoreau's humor is not of the variety that would 

cause most readers to guffaw or even to chuckle, there 

^^ "Walden—1954," Yale Review, XLIV (September, 
1954), p. 19. 

24 
Burroughs and White, as cited in Brawner, p. 170. 

25 
Brawner, p. 171. 
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exists a wry humor that remains underneath the surface re

sulting in a smile, more of appreciation of his wit and the 

truth he reveals than at any "joke" he makes. In fact, it 

is probably a safe conjecture that Walden never will be in

cluded in a list of America's "funniest" or most laughable 

books. This fact probably is as Thoreau would have it, in 

view of his distaste for professional humorists and authors 

who deliberately pander to a "groveling appetite for profit

less jest and amusement." If he could not bear levity even 

in his own writings, then he obviously did not pattern his 

verbal humor after such popular and still important works 

of Yankee humor as James Russell Lowell's Biglow Papers, 

Robert Thomas's Old Farmer's Almanac, Royall Tyler's The 

Contrast, or Seba Smith's "Jack Downing" letters. 

Some studies have been made classifying and enumer

ating the amount and kinds of humor appearing in Walden. 

For example, David Skwire in "A Checklist of Wordplays in 

'Walden'" lists one hundred twenty-two separate examples 

of puns and word plays in Walden, while Joseph J. Molden

hauer in "The Rhetorical Function of Proverbs in 'Walden'" 

finds approximately one hundred proverbial and aphoristic 

items in Walden. The results of these various studies 

might seem to indicate that although a good deal of humor 

exists in the pages of that work, probably no one would 

read it merely for the humor. Obviously, as has been il

lustrated in Chapters II and III, the humor is not the kind 
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that would merely entertain and amuse a reader, but rather 

it would inform him and make him more aware of Thoreau's 

message. 

George Beardsley suggests that Thoreau's sense of 

humor belonged to him by right of inheritance, coming es

pecially from his mother and the Dunbar side of the family 

which, as he says, "were remarkable . . . for their keen 

dramatic humor and intellectual sprightliness." Indeed, 

it seems at times as if Thoreau could not help including 

some of the humor that appears in Walden merely from his love 

of a jest, if for no other reason. Several critics notice 

the number of puns, some excusing him for including them, 
27 

and others merely noting their existence. This thesis 

has stated that Thoreau's humor usually is related to a 

deeper message, but this author does not mean to imply that 

all of Thoreau's humor always has a purpose related to re

vealing his higher view. The fact is that sometimes some 

puns escaped into his writing which are examples of ex

tremely low humor indeed, adding little, if anything, to 

the message. Some puns may even detract from the work as 

a whole. For example, in one place, Thoreau discusses that 

his immediate predecessor in the woods was an Irishman 

named, in Thoreau's words, "Hugh Quoil (if I have spelt 

26 Beardsley, p. 241. 

27 
See in the paragraphs cited previously Brawner 

and White for examples. 
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his name with coil enough)" (p. 261). Other examples of 

puns with seemingly little or no value to add to Thoreau's 

deeper message other than the pleasing or amusing picture 

they suggest, include Thoreau's description of the gradual 

breaking up of the pond in the spring, in which he observes, 

"Thaw with his gentle persuasion is more powerful than Thor 

with his hammer. The one melts, the other but breaks in 

pieces" (p. 309). Another is his poem punning his occa

sional work of surveying land in the area to determine 

property lines: 

"'I am monarch of all I survey. 

My right there is none to dispute.'" (p. 82) 

And in a "fish story" he tells of an impatient companion 

who had been fishing all day with no luck and classifies 

him as being in the "ancient sect of Coenobites" [see-no-

bites] (p. 173). The major portion of Thoreau's humor, 

however, is of the functional kind illustrated in Chapters 

II and III, and it should help the reader in a fuller per

ception of Thoreau's message. 

Another aspect of Thoreau's humor that should be 

mentioned is that although frequently it is a smiling or 

genial humor, sometimes Thoreau lapses into a barbed or 

bitter variety. Beardsley observes, "Thoreau's is not 

always a perfectly good-humored humor; it is often acrid. 

If he make you laugh, you not rarely find that you are 
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, 28 
laughing at somebody, or at mankind." Brawner also 

notices Thoreau's biting humor in addition to his mild, 

29 
gentle variety. An example of this barbed humor appears 

in Thoreau's attack on the farmer for whom Flint's Pond 

was named. Thoreau verges on invective when he queries. 

What right had the unclean and 
farm abutted on this sky water, 
has ruthlessly laid bare, to gi 
Some skin-flint, who loved bett 
surface of a dollar or a bright 
could see his own brazen face; 
grown into crooked and horny ta 
habit of grasping harpy-like; . 
his God, to market, if he could 
him; who goes to market for his 
(pp. 195-196) 

stupid farmer, whose 
whose shores he 
ve his name to it? 
er the reflecting 
cent, in which he 
. . . his fingers 
Ions from the long 
. . who would carry 
get any thing for 
god as it is. 

Thoreau seems understandably irate over what he terms "the 

poverty of our nomenclature" and also seems somewhat irked 

that such a perfection of nature was named for a mercenary 

who probably was not even aware of the beauty of the pond, 

rather than for Thoreau or one like him who in reality 

"owned" the lake if only in his imagination. 

Another example of Thoreau's bitter humor is in 

his description of hunting parsons as "a good shepherd's 

dog, but far from being the Good Shepherd" (p. 213) . Thus, 

when faced with a situation in which the inequalities seem 

particularly gross, Thoreau responds with an appropriately 

sardonic comment with a wry twist, which should result in 

28 

29 

Beardsley, p. 242. 

Brawner, p. 174. 
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an even greater shock of realization in addition to the 

smile such an observation may produce. 

Certain characteristics may be observed about the 

kind of humor illustrated in Chapters II and III. Part 

of Thoreau's humor derives from the pose he assumes in 

Walden as being directly opposite to the major portion of 

society in his attitudes toward various subjects. His 

personality and strong beliefs led him to act differently 

from most people in certain situations, such as in his 

failure to pay his poll tax as a protest of the govern

ment's war with Mexico and its allowing the institution of 

slavery to continue, and his seeming "oversight" in not 

picking up his diploma after graduation from Harvard. 

Thoreau's unique individuality led him to step "to a dif

ferent drummer" in many such situations and likewise made 

it convenient to argue for his way of life as compared to 

that of the rest of the members of society. Thus, as he 

seemingly describes superficial details of his two-year 

existence at Walden Pond, he really calls his neighbors to 

a higher level of existence throughout the pages of Walden. 

In effect he says, "Look what I did. If I could do it, so 

can you 

Another aspect of Thoreau's humor in Walden is the 

inner quality he developed through his use of what Con

stance Rourke calls "the direct flavor of the native 

ri-\}11 
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30 
monologue, grown a little drier." Although he osten

sibly is going to talk about himself and his existence on 

Walden Pond, as he reveals in his first paragraph justify

ing his use of the first person throughout Walden, he 

rather slips aside from personal revelation and instead 

dwells on his minute observations of the flora and fauna 

of the area, including the human species he encounters. 

Thus, he is both a "nature poet" and a "social critic," 

rather than only one or the other, as a number of critics 

have disputed over the years since the publication of 

Walden 

This thesis does not mean to imply that the mes

sage of Walden can be perceived only if the reader is aware 

of and recognizes the humor as humor. Indeed, many critics 

have analyzed part of the message without admitting the 

existence of humor within the volume (Lowell, for example), 

and conversely, some have allowed the humor to "leaven" 

their understanding of the message to the extent that they 

have oversimplified the message and missed the deeper, 

subsurface import (Guthrie as cited by Harding and Salt, 

for example). Whether because of or despite the humor, 

Walden has been an influential book. Harding in his 

30 
American Humor: A Study of the National Char

acter (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, Inc., 1931). 
This quotation taken from the more readily accessible 
Doubleday Anchor Books paperback edition (Garden City, New 
York: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1953), p. 135. 
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Thoreau Handbook mentions several persons of note, in

cluding Yeats, Tolstoi, and Gandhi, who have remarked on 

31 the influence of Walden upon their lives. Whether one 

actually recognizes the humorous devices or is instead 

only subtly affected by the chiding within Thoreau's mes

sage may be unimportant. In either case it is often the 

play on words, the witty phrase, the delicate lightness, 

or the cutting retort that gives direction to what Thoreau 

is saying. To recognize how the devices work could help 

in recognizing the depth and the importance of Thoreau's 

rather startling and original statements about life. 

31 
Harding, pp. 194, 198-200 

^m\.iM 
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