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1. 

Preface on Method 
-~-~~-.... -......,.,--,--

~:hisstudy of Thoreau and Hillel' haG directed 

itself towards the manifestation of a particular phenomenon 

in their work, that iS I the expression of vitality and 

rebellion in the fac~ of widespread despair~ which is 

found throughout their::',;.rbr.k. There'hafL.ther,efore ::beeJ.L.1 

no isoJ.ated study of any p2.rticu1ar \·wrk, and reference 

has been made to those books which are seen as most helpful 

BiY~~ features considerably more th~.n lvaJ.:d.~p. in the 

discussi6n of Thore~u's philosophy, for the reason that 

Thoreau is more articulate on more issues in this work. 

Likewise, reference to a variety of Miller's works hai 
" 

supei.'ceded any attem]~t to analyse one in particular. Ttlis 

method has seemed fully D.}Jl1l:'opriate to the writers in 

question, since the body of ' their uriting consists~ 

essentially! of one ext~nded work, rather than of distinct 

and individual parts. 

It should pertlaps be noted that the dra1~ings 

inco:q)oratcd into the thesis have a partly illustrative 

functioc 1 but for the most part are si@ply decorative. 
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Introduction 

The fact that Henry Hiller v/rote' an essay on 
. I· 

the subject of Henry David Thoreau does not, in itself, 

justify a linking of these hIO naInes, such as this thesis 

proposes. And yet the fact that Hiller Vlrote such an 

essay is a clear indication of the close affinity he 

feels vIi th the earlier ';]1'i t~r, for he takes no pains to 

conceal that he writes about other authors only when 

he does feel this kind of affinity. The Time of the 

2 
Assass~, a study of Rimbaud,' is filled \'Tith observations 

concerning the similarity between Miller and the French 

J?oet. The same can be discerned in 1'1il1er' s "'JOrk on 

D.H.La\'lrel1ce~ as well as in the essay on Thoreau. Fart 

of the intention of this thesis is therefore to exam.ine 

the extent to which Miller's link with Thoreau is borne 

out by the evidence of his writing in general. 

A comparison betvTeen Thoreau and Hiller is 

perhaps surprisinG in the light of their apparant 

dissimil&;rity. They emerge, a century apart, from 

radically differing ba~kgrounds, and are certainly of 

distinctly contrasting natures~ but despite this, on 

l~ Henry Hiller, IIHenry David ThoreauB , from ~!!..d. Sti~l 
IJi~~ th.e Humr~~~gbirE.t (HevT Directions Paperbook, 19(2). 

2. Henry Miller,' The 7ime of the Assassins, (New Directions, 
1962). ---~--. ------

3. For example, Hiller's essay liThe Universe of Death", fron 
T}l~_C':.9...:-"!.l'101£R.~c:..~~_.;!'?Y..~., (He"" Directions, 1939). 
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closer eXa:L'linatioll, a real and unmistakable connection 

beh-feen both their 11hilosophy and their art can be 

discovered. They are, in the first IJlace, distinctively 

un-American in many \vays, belonging rather to a tradi tiou 

"'1hich is far removed from the central, and almost 

legenda1.7 driving force of American society, naJuely 

economic advancement. Both profoundly disillusioned 

by the pattern of Ame:cican ~progress~ ,and its object-

i Yes, they sought, through a proces.'3 of personal 

exploration, to define their- vision of a possible 

alterriative. Their work will therefore be discussed, 

principally, from the point of vic\-1 of their reaction 

representing a direct confrontation with what Thoreau 

calls II quiet desperation ll4 , and 1'1iller terr;)s lithe tlLTall 
. (' 

of utter annihi1ationllP , and constituting a demand for 

vi tali t;)T and av·lareness 1.n times of sterility and stagnation. 

4. H.D.Thoreau, :1~19-!:E:.1 (Signet Classic edition, 1963), pe 10. 

5. T h~X~;~._<?} _~1}2-1~":!§...tg:; s =!:l~ , 1) & ix . 
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CHAPTER ONE 

- The Journey. 
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Iliro travel hopefully is a better th:i.ng than. 

to arrive. 11 

R.L~Stevenson~ IlAn npology foX' :Ccllersl! ~ 

III have travelled a good deal in concord .•• Q II 

H.D.,'llhoreau, lJ2lS!~!,. 

"'rhe most tremendous voyager'J are so:::etimes taken 

,.,ri thout moving from the spot. II 

Hen.ry Hiller 5 ?h~ liTc;_~2:s! __ ~.§..~.E. 

Henry David Thoreau, it i,s \·ICll-kno,·m, travelled 

relatively little during his life, only seldom. departine; 

from his native Concord, and yet his reputation as a 

t.raveller is quite firmly estc-'-bl:Lshecl~ and is a significant 

aspect of his \11'i tinge The titlcB of a number of his V!9rks, 

such as 11Essa:l 011 Walking!!, IT A HaJJ~ to \'Jatchuset ll , anel. 

idea of continuous. movemCl1'f\ 5 'aJ..'bei;t .someHhcit ~;le:Lsur.eJ..:Jr,. 

Hif:; nttitude t.m'w.rd::; the sBall jou:cneys he made vIas Ol1e 

of high adveni;1).re t as if hf] "'/ere trying~ on. a ninute scale, 

to maintain the mythical and apical idea of the 
, . 
ne:coJ.G 

voyage of discovery~2 A rODantic enthus~asm for the 

1. See, for 0xar;,ple, John. Christie ~ ~rhoreau as 1;Iorld 
m~y.~JJ~.~:1:: l (C~l uDbj,a Uni v. P:C8SS, ·J.re\;"'yorlC~~T965·Y. 
He notes 1 in Chapter 1, the position of Thoreau~s 
A '.·.feek on tIle, Concord Hi thin the current vogue for 
'tr;ve:Lbo 0 li:s=:-=·~-'~-~-· 

2. A number of wr:i.te:cs have tree_ted the subjc-ct of Thoreau's 
importcUlce cw a mythic, figure. Ii'.O .r·lathieBGon in 
;;r!l.c:r~2,!=lt-:...1l2.:t..l2.-i!~~~s\l~2." (Oxford Unive:csity Press, 19L!.J.). 
disCUSCGS the myth of the frontier in tho ChB.ptc~~ Iti-ian 
:i.n the Open !iir", and later, in IlFnI:!. Circlet!, he examines 
Thoreau's x'ecrent:Lon of the basic myth of the union of 
\'[01'1,: and culture" !~ further full dJ.scu:::;sion of 'I'ho:ceau and 
the f:t'ontier Ic.v-t;h cf~n be found :in I~d:-r:i.n FUGsel1\ s 
"rl :t.-. (_.. \., J ,. ) 
1~l:.22.l..~=!:-_~:r~ , J:'1' 3. nee c en, 1. 9 b 5 • 
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myth is seen in the follov-ring passage: 

U'de should go forth on the shortest 

"Talk, perchance, in the spirit of 

stirring adventure, never to return, 

prepar~d to send back our embalmed 

hearts only as relics to our desolate 

kingdom. ,,3 

The extent to vlhich Thoreau salt! this minor adventuring 

as a true demonstration of freedom is reveale~ in the 

next sentence: 

tlIi you have paid your debts and made 

your ~ll and settled all your 

affairs, and are a-free man, then 
- 4 

you are ready for a \';alk. 11 

Henry Miller, likev-rise an inveterate wanderer, interpreted 

such a e'val1~' on a someVlhat larger scale, but his att:t-tude 

to travel as a process of liberation and discovery was 

substantially the SEnne as Thoreau's. Hiller "las a vwrld 

traveller in a more literal sense, undertaking a 

prolonged stay in Europe, beginning in 1930. He thus 

forned the rearguard _of the vast body of ~lerican 

expatriate artists, which includes Stephen Crane, Henry 
e . 

James, T.S.Eliot, as 'verll as Gertrude Stein's Lost Generation' 

3. "Essay on ~'lalking", Writj.ngs.1 Vol. 5-, (Ams Press edition, 
1968), p. 206. 

4e Ibid., p. 206. 
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of the Twentieso Miller sought, lik~jthem, a freedom from 

'the background in "lhich he ''las raised', in the hope of 

~ealizing his artistic vision surrounded by the cultural 

legacy of Europe. But finally, as with Thoreau, it was 

~he act of moving to another place, the initiation of 

a voyage of discovery, which was the vitally significant 

fact for Hiller. 

Thoreau's most importa~t travel book, in the 

literal sense, is !. \<leek on the Concord an'd l1errimack Rivers5 

(1849), and Hiller's is The Colossus of NaroV.ss,i6(194l). 

Both these '.Jorks have been overshadovmd some\'i'hat by the 

greater notoriety of the authors' raore, discussed volumes, 

1"ald·en (1854), and T;opic oLc_ancor7(1932). ~~ and 

The Coloss~~ are a particularly, useful starting poi.nt ~ 

since they indicate the '''ay that both authors have used 

a journey as an allegory for their OVID spiritual progress.8 

A Wee~ was written in 1845 while Thoreau was living beside 

5. H.D.Thoreau, .A_J'ieek on the Concord and Heprimack R=i:~e~, 
(Signet Classic edition, 1961). 

6. Henry Hi11er~ 'i'.110 Colossus of Haroyssi., (Penguin edition, 1964). 

7. Henry I'1iller, ~ropis.21 _c,~, (Grove Press, 1961). 

8. The journey, or voyage, as a structural motif and allegorical 
method is, of course, not uncomson in literature. Bunyan's 
t:.ilgrJ:m.' p Pr,?g:res..§, provides a good eXar.lple of just such a 
usage, and Gulliver's Travels employ's a literal voyage of 
exploration as an introduction to a complex allegory. Examples 
of the same concept in American Literature can be found in 
Hel ville's r·1oby Dick and 'l.'Hain' s !IuclrJ.e16erry Fill1l.~ The latter 
is particularly comparable \'li th A vleek, since the voyage 
also takes place upon a river.. ------
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Walden Ponel, and osterisibly it deals with a' trip made by 

Thoreau and his '1;1'0-(;,1101' ;',:J;ohn ~"':duri'ng 'Se:ptember;~ 4i8399~. i5 

in thi.s sense a travel book'S aJl.d eac}:], of its seven sectic>11s 

is structured around the progress that the t\.vo brothers 

made along the rivers of the title. Thoreau desc:t'ibes 

the seanos they pa.ss ~ an occasional character they 1neet? 

and also spends considerable space discussing the 

historical legends attached to certain spots. TIds last 

aspect enlerges as a particularly sty·ong element in the 

book, and causes the fl)nerican critic Leslie ],'ie(11er to, 

say that: 

"7!horeau~ a himd:ced yea.l's befoJ:"e Hart 

Cl~alle ~ tried to create a handbook of 

American mytholog-j .11
10 

The historical aspect of the book is certainly important! 

as are the extensive passages of nat.urc.l def;cription, bl1,t 

what j.s finally most ,.siGnificant is the tUldertakLng aT 

the journey itself • 

.L_lds.:~ is essent?_ally D.n acco'unt of a young 

nian and a particular emotional experience. ~~horeau \ s 

9. '1'11oroau and his bro,ther unde:ctook a journey on the 
Concord and IIerrimack rivers in 1839t and on June 11 
18l~O Thoreau began to ex:pand the notes he had mad e 
during tho trip. His brother ~ s death in 18l l-2 GaUGed 
him to expand the \'wrk furt.her, until it beCaJ;le a fulJ_
length bookj which was finally published in 1849 by 
.James Honroe and Co. In i t8 final form ~ only about ho 
percent of the book actually deals with the events of 
the journey, and the rernaiader consists of essays, poems 
and long f:;})eculative passages, tllUS giving i t ~ as a 
trav(~l book, an ullusual aspect ~ 
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brother, John,.the unnamed companion of the voyage,died 

not long after the trip took place, and the fact that 

the book ends "'lith the coming of autumn, indicates 

very epecifically the elegaic quality of the Hark. 

Nature serves as the' vehicle for Thoreau's allegory, 

which, indeed, extends far beyond. the reference to his 

personal loss. A clue to the substance of Thoreau's 

first book can be found in Emerf?on's essay "Nature": 

fI ••• good writing anq,br:Ll.:Liant discourse. 

are perpetual allegories. This imagery 

is spontaneous. It is the blending of 

experience 1-lith the. pres~nt action of 

the mind. It·is proper creation. Hl1 

A vJeek is a voyage, but entirely in the allegorical sense 

suggested by Emerson's statement. It is a journey int~ 

thought, into the relation of thought to experience, into 

the relationship of man to nature, and, finally, a 

probing. into the transcendental connections behleen all 

things. It is a nan's journey into discovery represented 

as an exploration of nature, and the intention of the 

voyage is to establish a code of behaviour and belief. 

The beginning of the book finds the traveller setting 

himself loose on the current of the river, and opening 

.. 
11. Emerson, "Nature", from The Selected Hr:i.tings of Ip.1:E.h 

\valdo Emerson, (Random House Hodern Library edition, 1950), 
p. 17. 
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his mind to all possibilities: 

iiI had often stood on the ban?-J3 of the 

Concord, watching the lapse of the 

current, an emblem of all progress, 

.following the sallle 1m-I wi th--the system, 

vii th time, and all that is made... the 

chips and vTeeds and occasion8~ logs and 

stems of trees that floated past, ful

filling their fate, were objects of 

singular interest to me, and at last 

I resolved to launch myself on its bosom 

and float vlhi ther it would bear me. ft12 -- -

The implic<;l.tion is clear that Thoreau, also ,. will .fulfill 

his fate, at least partially, through his journey up the rivers. 

Throughout t,\ vle$k there is a continued indication 

that .the journey implies travel in the broadest sense, 

and will by no means be restricted by the actual physr-ce_l 

surrolmdings. The voyage is into a different lilorld as 

yet undiscovered, vlhere a new assessment will have to be 

made of even the commonest phenome.na: 

flThe sight of this tree reminded us 

that He had reached a stra..'1ge ne\'T 

land to us. n13 

The images of exploration into such a vlorld are sustained 

throughout the book, and the river itself becomes a symbol 

12. A ;IJeek, p. 23. 

13. Ibid.; p. lL}O • 
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of the means by which understanding vTill be reached--"The 

. river \'las the only key \'Ihich could unlock its ·maze. 1I14 

In this \'Iay, the river serves very much the same function 

as the road running through P;il..srim' s Prog;:ess, and will 

conduct the travelle~ into experience and realization. The 

allegorical use of the journey as found in A vveek is 

extended to Thoreau's other works, although sometimes 

the literal conception of travelling is not such a 

. central motif. ~'lalden does not consist of an actual 

journey, other than minor excursions around the pond, 

but in this book, the allegorical significance of the 

exploratory process is all the more distinct as a result. 

The heroic quest as a mythical basis for Thoreau's 

travelling is reasserted in the more static Walden: 

"Long ago ·r lost a hound, a bay horse, 

and a turtle dove, and am still on 

their trail. Hany oo'e the travellers I 

have spoken concerning them, describing 

their tracks and .. that -ealls they 

ansHered to ;1115 

Such a process of searching is·essential to t~e structlITe 

of 'fJalden, and on the literal l·evel, it .applies to 

Thoreau's incessant cataloguing and measuring of the 

14. A Week, p. 79. 
15. Walden, p. 16. 
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plants and animals he finds around him. The fact that 

this constitutes a discovery in the metaphy~ical sense 

as \'/ell, seems excellently summarized "by the allegory 

which Thoreau tells in the concludi.ng section of vlalde,n: 
, 

f1\'le read that. the traveller asked the 

boy if the swamp .before him had a hard 

bottom. The boy replied that it had. 

But presently the· traveller's horse 

~ank in up to the girths, and he observed 

to the boy, t I .thought you said that 

this bog had a hard bottom?' 'So it has', 
. ~ 

ans"\rIered· the latter, but you have not 
. t h lf t' t .L ,,,16 go a way 0 ~ ye I.. • 

That this allegory occurs at the very end of the book 

seems to suggest its particular relevance to the theme 

of \lTalden. Thoreau has in fact consistently transformed -._:" 

his experiences into allegories of spiritual revelation 

in just the terms suggested by this quotation. The ·image 

of the bog is one which recurs in·various forms, to 

demonstrate Thoreau's idea that life is a d~pth which 

must be plumbed. His early statel:lent of intention to 

"liVe deep and Bucl;: out all the marrO.'T ·of life,,17is conceived 

\'lith the same images of eXIJloration in depth, and his 

practical measurings of the pond itself reveal his urge. 

16. ?;ald,!3.I!, p. 219. 

17. Ibid.~ p. 66 • 
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towards the Emersonian desire to find significance in the 

appearances of nature. At the conclusion of the passage 

describing his plumbing of the 9.epths .Rt V.J"alden, he 

makes his example explicit: 

"Vihat i'f all ponds vlere shalloltl? \'Tould 

it not react 'on the minds of men? I am 
" ' 

thankful that this pond \1aS made deep and 

pure for a symbol.. l'lhile men believe 

in the" infinite t some ponds ",ill be 
, 18 
thought to be bottomless. tI 

Thoreau's meticulous approach to his study of 

natural phenomena, and his investigation of microSC01)ic 

details, are an essential part o'f his extended allegory, 

whi"ch at the same moment sought to discover the depths 

of the pond and also prove it, bottomless. But the' most 

significant aspect of Tho,reau' s 8~legorical journey :i.e-

that it represents a ceaseless response to the world 

around him and a vital aHareness of its significance. 'i'he 

fact that nothing is too tr"ivial to be ignored, is the 

essence of, Thoreau's optimism, which could find life and 

vigour in: every aspect of J,.ife i !levenl !, he Hrites, "if it 

19 
prove to be mean". 

The Colossus 6f Haroussi starts out, like 

A Week, as a simple account of a journey. Miller left 

18. yl1a1de}~, p. 191-

19. Ibid., p. 66. , 

i i 

;. 
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France for Greece in August 1939, and toured there for 

.. a few months gathering his impressions as he \·lent. The 

col~ection of these impressions, Hhich constitutes the 

book, is as much a working out of Miller's spiritual 

position as A Week is Thoreau's. The method of both his 

thought and his art is demonstrated in The Colossus, as 

Hiller sets dovm his reaction to the Greek landscape. 

Like Thoreau, he uses nature as the central link or 

starting point, and builds a cdmplex philosophical 

structure upon this foundation. The process found in 
.. . 

The Colossus is one of free thought association, where 

Niller gives expression to h1,s Hildest fante,sies and 

his deepest beliefs. "The blending of experience with 

th t t · f th . d1120 " 1 t 'K "II ' e presen ac 10n 0 e m1n. 1S comp e e, as H1 er s 

discourse \'landers in al.l directions around a particular 

scene 1-Thich has inspired his fantasy. His description 

and definition of· Saturn, for eX2~lple (p. 106), recalls 

the medieval, encyclopaedic approach to the validity, 

in literature, of almost any information. with Greece 

as his starting point, i-:1iller 'ultimately defines his 

vision of \'Jhat civilization should be. The value of 

The Colossus as a travel book is significantly less 

than that of A \'/eek, so entirely personal is the quality 

20. See note 11. 
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of Miller's picture. The trip, most importantly,stimll1:ated 

his a ... rareness of the co'ntrast between American· society 

and. a more primitive environment, where values are, he 

believes, simpler, and therefore more natural. Hiller 

assesses the sigriifiQance of the journey in terms of 

spiritual or metaphysical evolution: 

nother men are quicker to coordinate 

vision and action. But the point is 

that in. Greece I finally achieved 

that coordination. I became deflated, 

restored to proper human proportions, 

ready to accept my lot and prepared 

to give of all that I had received. n21 

It is thus not so much the fact of physiqal movement 

which is important to Miller, ~s the introductory 

quotation from The·i;vorld. of Sex.22Hould suggest, so nl1.~.ch 

as the heightened response to the 'natural surroundings. 

The pro~ess of The .colossus is therefore one 

of experience and ~nalysis, and this is in fact the 

method of all Hiller's Hork. Tro-eic of Cance.:t: is perhaps 

the nost structured example of a voyage into spiritual 

a .... lareness, and the type of journey found in this book 

is vlell defined' by a passage from The Horld of Sex, \-Thich 

contains a n'ILrnber of statements about 1"li11er' s approach 

9 

21. The Co).ossus,. p. 241. 

22. Henry £1i11er, The 1'10r1d of Sex, (Grove Press paperback, 
1965), p. 85. 

I 
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flIt is our dream life "'lhich offers a key 

to the possibilities in store for us. 

In dream it is the Adamic man, one 1;1ith 

the stars., \vho comes to life t '-lho roams 

·through past present and future ""lith 

equal freedom. fl23 

This may ,..,ell be the dream life 1,rJhich Mill'er is describing 

here, but his \vri ting has fulfilled this dream to the 

extent that he has recreated in' his se~i-fictional alter-ego, 

the figure of the Adamic man. The journey represented in 

Cancer assumes mythic proportions, and Hiller is quite 

explicit concerning this dimensi.on of his work: 

"And as I ruminated, it began to groT,ll 

clear to me, the mystery of his 

pilgrimage, the flight ""lhich th~ poet 

makes over the face of the earth and 

then, as if he had been ordained to 

re-enact a lost drama, the heroic 
'24 descent to the very bO\-Iels of the earth •• " . 

Hiller in fact mythologizes himself and his journey to 

a greater extent than Thoreau, .notably in his more 

conscious conception of his hero in specifically heroic 

terms. He is still essentially the COlllL10n man undertaking 

a representative journey, as Thoreau is, but at times 

9 2B. The World of Sex, p. 115. 

24. Cancer, p. 163. I , 
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he identifies himself Hith various established myths. 

He evokes the figure of Dante in hell as a parallel to 

his own situation~5and ~ecom~s Sain~ Paul just a little later 

in the same book,( p.22l). But most significant is his 

adoption of a semi-Hes-sianic posture, in support of his 

experience of suffering. He groups the three books Sexus, 

Plexus· and Nexus under the title of ·The Rosy crucifixion2.~ 

since an integral part of Niller's voyage is the crucifixion 

or martyrdom he endures in the course of his development. 

The fact that he is not destroyed by these events is 

strongly in support of the Christian myth, and in Hiller's 

o'm terms, it constitutes a dr·ama.tic representation of his 

. belief that out of death "iill spring life. The conquest, 

in this sense, of ·the pO"ler of death, recalls the positive 

assertion of natural regenerative forc.es at the end of· 

;. Heelt on the Concord. The movement of Cancer is towards 

a direct confrontation i'Tith the fact of death, 'l'Thich occurs 

to,1ards the middle of the book. At this point Hiller is 

in a situation such as that 111hich faced Teufelsdrochk 

in Carlyle's Sart2£. Resc~, vThere suicide or improvement 

are the only alternatives. Having passed this moment of 

possible extinction,· Hiller becomes reconciled "{;lith the 

25. Henry Hiller, Tro-pic of Canc,e.!" (Grove ·Press, 1961), 
pp. 207-8. 

26. Sexus, Plexus and Nexus, all from Grove Press, 1965.·· 
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facts of his existence, finally achieving a climax of 

peace and stillness as he contemplates the ceaseless 

movement of the Seine. Although .his journey has ceased 

'for a '1dhile, the impression is that the lull is only 

temporary, and his wanderings will begin again before 

too long. 

In conclusion, two points concerning the motif 

'of the journey should be emphasized. Firstly, it provides 

a structure or a framet'lOrk' for alr,lOst .all w'orks of both 

Thoreau and Hiller, and, secondly," it constitutes a 

kinetic derp,onstration of their vital approach to life. 

The incessant movement of the voyage is set against 

the stagnation yThich they both found to pervade the 

environment in \'Ihich they lived. The extent to \'lhich 

Thoreau and Hiller articulate further upon the necessIty 

of a vital response to life, and the method by 1I111ich 

they feel this Can be achieved, will be the concern of the 

remaining chapters of this thesis. It will be shown that the 

central line of their thinking and of their art 

focuses upon the confrontation and destruction of the 

forces of stagnation and death.' 
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nperpetual devotion to "fhat a man calls 

his business, is only to be sustained by 

perpetual neglect of many.other things." 

R.L.Steven-son, rlAn Apology for Idlers". 

n ~ • ~ and yet my 1<;>i tering is not lU thout defense. Ir 

H.n.Thoreau, Journal. 

"People regarded me as lazy and shiftless, but 

on the contrary I was an exceedingly active 

individual." 

Henry Miller,.Tropic of Capricorn. 

Probably the most popularly held view of 

Thoreau is of a man 'fhoescaped from the Horld and 

lived in solitary self-sufficiency on the shore of 

vlalden Pond, and it is certainly true that Thoreau 

did much to establish this picture of himself.~ His 

choice of prefatory quotations for his Journal., relating 

as they do to the state of being alone, suggest that 

to be quite solitary was perhaps his sole in.tention, and 

that the best of life was to· be fo·und at..ray from. the 

annoyance of company. But the integrity of the myth 

associated "ri th Thoreau, of the· mall alone, facing up 

bravely to the forces of nature, is substantially 

1. Almost all studies of Thoreau involve reference to his 
apparant ",i thdravIal. See, for example, ~Tecessall 
~arth, (Univ. of Texas Press, 1961~), by Vlilson O. Clough, 
which contains a lengthy discussion of the idea of 
solitude in Fffierican literatu~e. 

, 
i 
i 

I 
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undermined vvhen considerations of a man'p public duty 

are entertained, and this problem has caused considerable 

concern among critics. The question is "lhether such a 

removal from established society constitutes a form of 

anarchy '-lhich results in sterility, or whether it can 

be seen as part- of a vi tal response to the \vorld around. 

Emerson '''as one of the earliest to make direct 

-cri ticism of Thoreau's "lay of l_ife, and he censured his 

_ friend's solitary tendencies, along "'.oJ"ith those of Nathaniel 

Hmithorne. Emerson decided early that there is a definite 

correlation between virtue and public action,and he 

felt that the attitude "Thich led a man to l.<lithdrm-.r himself 

from society, to become introverted, is essentially 

imr:lOral. Nark Van Doren, "lriting much later, in 1916, 

maintains this line of criticism, bringing to attention, 

once again, a part of Emerson's complaint: 

ItPlato and Shakespeare were introSl)ective, 

and learned to knO\-l the "iorld in 

private; but the Horld they learned 

to knoH VJas large and important. They 

studied theosel ves along 'vi th the: rest 

of tile ,vo-rld ••• Thoreau studied himself 

alone ••• Thoreau's introspection was 

sterile insofar as it was a brooding 

.-
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revery of self-contemplation rather 

than an effort to measure and connect 

and check himself by reference to things 

beyond himself. rr2 

This severe condemnation states that Thoreau's apparent 

\vithdrawal from the \'-[orld ammounted to a renunciation of 

it, and clearly supports Einerson' s vie"l that arefusa],. to 

act publicly is not only i®noral, but sterile. 

It is true that there is considerable evidence 

to reinforce the idea that Thoreau was simply out to demonstrate 

the qpility of a man to live all his o\m, and that he ',need 

not endorse the ways of con~emporary society.by his 

presence \vithin it. There is also much evidence to 

substantiate the criticism that Thoreau cared little for 

the ideas of involvement and pUblic duty. Emerson hi~~elf 

was firmly rooted \·ri thin the Puri ta~ ethic, 3Hhich involved, 

2. 11ark Van Doren, IIRenry David Thoreau. A critical studyll, 
(Boston, 1916; Ne"T York, Russell and Russell, 1961), p. 112. 

3. Emerson wrote in his Journ~~ in 1851 the famous observation 
that "Thoreau Vlants a little ambition in his mixturee Fault 
of this, instead of being head of ~~erican en~ineers, he 
is captain of a huckleberry party. U This in many \'lays 
indicates his stricter attitude to hO\-1 time may be usefully 

. spent, and hOl,1 there must al\qays be an a1"!arness of the 
moral purpose behind each action. His aSGertion in "Nature" 
that fir cannot greatly honor minuteness in details, so long 
as there is' no hint to ~xplain the relation between things 
and thoughts", also seems to imply some sort of criticism 
of Thoreau's extensi ire and often illlclirected cataloguing 
of naturar phenomena. A futher interesting cOMparison of 
Emerson's strict moral attitude to nature,and Thoreau's 
vaguer form of Transcendentalism, can be found in Forte's 
book Emerson and Thoreau, C:JeGleyan Univ., 1966), chapter 
five. Porte de~onstrates here a possible reason for the 
break \-1i th Emerson, \'lhich Thoreau describes in the Journal. 
(Porte, p. 96.) Santayana, in Porte's vlOrds, criticized -

. Emerson for only' being concerned Hith the Ilpoetic ren.dering 
of an inherited et}:!ical system". 
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notably, the idea of a good day's work follovTed by a 

VIell-earned rest. There could be little more shocking 

to the Puritan concept of a good' day's "Jork, and, indeed, 

a good life's work, than one of Thoreau's opening premises 

in ltTalden: 

"For more than five years I maint~ined 

myself thus solely by the labour of 

my hands, and I found that, by "lOrking 

six 'fleeks ,in a year, I could meet all 

the ~xPElnses of'living. n4 

Thoreau's threat to the Puritan status quo is further 

demonstrated 'fhen he elaborates upon the above idea: 

UIn short, I am convinced, both by 

faith and experience, that to maintain 

one's self on this earth is not a 

hardship, but a pastime, if w~live 

simply and 'I1isely ••• It is not necessary 

that a ma.n should earn his living by 

the Sv.Teat of his brow, unless he St.'Teats 

easier than I do. 1I5 

Examples may be fiul tiplied to provide instances of ,-There 

Thoreau appears to b~ establishing a cosy, self-centred 

existence, far a'v-lay from the complications and possible 

responsibilities of the vlOrld at large. This is, indeed, 

~n extremely significant aspect of Thoreau's writing, and the 

4. ~ald~, p. 51. 
5. Ibid .• , p. 53. i , 



full 1:100.ni11g of this aPPc1.re.nt dissociation \'Ji11 b6 

oxawined in Chapter three. For the present, suffice it· 

to say tlw.t there is a veip of appc:trent irresponsibility 

rmming through his "lork, a vein vThich is distinctly 

contrary to the ethical p£tttern of Ne\'! England. at that 

per:i.od, Hhich could not readily acceId.~ such ex:pressions 

as the follo;·;ing: 

liAs for Doing-good, tha.t is one of 

the p:cofossions H~!:Lch are full. 

Moreover, I have tried 'J... 1.v f8.:Lrly, 

D.nd, stranGe -05 :L t J[!D.y SeGEl, C1i~1 

satisfied t.h2.t it does not agree Vii tll 

n.1Y C-l~stJ' .J..l,·t..-j O'~ 11
6 

lJ ... L ""l" •. V~~ __ .i.J.1t 

The similarity bcti-Ieen 1l:i.l1er's attitude to 1:1 

man's duty, to his reSI)OllSi hili ty to things bey ond him.self j 

stood as the final eV<'1.1uation of his vlork. Geor'ge OrHell' s 

ap.i;;raisal of Hiller's first: hro novels points the comparison 

very I)1'ecisely betvm0l1. a totally involved \';1'i te:c, and one 

'-lho does not seem to ca.1'.e for 8.nything much at 0.11. OrHell f 

of cOl).rse, belongs entirely to the socially--aHare 

consciousness of the Thirties, when ait without a distinct 

socialistic or cOl;lr1unistic 11U1'l,)080, 'VIaS no aX't at all ~ 
rt 

Hillel" s first tHO books ~ 1'ro2i..~:.,<.2..~L9..2~.<?~~~: c::.ud .B]:~k SJ2£il:-J/ , 
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appearin~ at this significant juncture, seemed to Orwell 

to be completely out of time. He decides, delightfully 

enough, that· "there is soc:}ething rather curious in being 

. Whitman in the Nineteen-Thirties", 8for when ','Ihi tman \irote, 

he says, there w~s plenty ~f time for a romantic egotism, 

a voluptuous tjoie de vivre',and most importantly, for 

acceptance: 

IIIn mid-nineteenth century America, men. 

fel t themselves free and equal" i-rere 

free and equal, so Jar. as this is 

possible outside a society of pure 

·Communism. n9 

Orwell's naivety concerning this period of F~lerican 

history is reflected in his berJused attitude to the 

Mi11er he net in a Paris caf~ ~n 1937: 

"l;1hat most intrigued me about him 

",as to find that he felt no interest 

in the Spanish war \'lhatever. He merely 

told me in forcible terms that to go to 

Spain at that moment ~as the act of an 
"d'" t ,,10 ~ ~o • 

OrHell is decidedly r:!Ost concerned about I-filler' s irrespons-

ibility, and he titles the essay, from which the above 

quotation is taken, after an'idea of Hiller's, found in 

8. George 0:0>·[e11 , "Inside the ':r.na1e tr " frora .Qollected .. J?.ssa;y~, 
(Becker and ~'larburg, London, 1961), p. 125. 

9. I~., p. 125. 

10§ Ibid., pp. 149-50. 



1 'I, 

Hi:J.~cmd--..!:h~_vnlite Ph0.1I2.s::z:.te~.·~.1· "Inside the \·Jhi:J.le li , O1'vrell's 

heading, is used by Hiller as a symbol of esci:J.pe, and . 

the English v.'ri tel' siezes upon .!..' • 
l-illS concept as i:J. pivot 

for his criticism. 

It is true, hO':lever, that in Hax there call 

be found v8.rious e~{presf3ions of the tendency to ~'li thdram3,l, 

as well as a denial of any duty to the external world. 

Hiller seems, at times ~ to be cons1)]l1oo. vTith an overHhelming 

egotism "Thich flouts conventional ideas of mOJ.'ality 

and respollsibili ty. Cri tid.S!i} oi'. );h}.s . kind ,·;of:,beliavio,ur; did not 

end \'lith Oruell' and the passing of the responsible Thirties, 

for even Fiedler, a radical in so many of his viei'JS, 

grasps the vision of the indolent Hiller 10o.£':\.11g abo .... lt 

Paris, continually bumming for his nezt [lecel. Fiedler 

also Illakes Niller "G at.t.i tude ·~U;l'.Qli..ncls lo].'.<;a c:ritiGal stmldpoint: 

1lrl'hc m<..U.1 '-'fho disD-vOWS duty s \'TO:ck, 

and conscie~ce--those moral burdens 

which no earliar writers chafed'against 

1:rithout claring to sJ.ough--,'iho really 

acts as if the world owes him a living, 

is likely to be loaded dOHn \'lith a 

ne\-T burden of' obligatiol1 and gr2.tituc1e, 

unless he can Im .. 1.ch his bent'a,Gtors to 

scor11. It is this desrerato laughter, 

tho last Heapon ~'tgainst tIle last 

11. Henry Eiller ~ r·!E.!:.~.~::'ld.". tl~'Th5.:.t~ ___ 1;1~~GS~£y'~S.~.1 (Obelisk Press, 
Paris~ 1938). 
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temptation to duty, the temptation t6 

say thQ.n~s to those \'Tho sponsor a duti

less life, vihich rings through Hiller's 
12 work. fI 

Fiedler's bbseryation s heavily loade'd as it is ~ri.th 

tresponsible' words., reflec~s very clearly the contrast 

bet"reen Hiller's attitude to duty and an essentially 

Puri tanieal one. 1Jike Thoreau, Niller is fully capable 

'of rejecting the idea of a "'1ork ethic "Thich demands an 

obviously constructive use ·of tiine, and, insists that 

good tlUSt be publicly seen to be done. He says, in 

Capricorn, . that "1tlOrkni~ant nothing to mell~3but he is not 

content to leave the statement as" applying to him alone. 

He ''1ishesto reveal the futility of simply performing a day's 

work as a reflex action, \'Then, he feels, it is simply 

not necessary to behave in this fashion in order to 

support life: 

"I \'1ant to prevent as many men as 

possible from pretending that they 

have to dp this or tha~ because they 

must e"arn a living. It is not t~.f1l4 

By denouncing the traditional ethic of 'l.Jork, Niller is 

follo\'ring Thoreau's idea of creating time in \'1hich other 

things can be done. He is creating, in effect, more ti~e 

12. Leslie A. Fiedler, ~'laitinp; For t~e ~~, (NeH York, 1964), 
p. 43. 

13. Capricorn, p. 318. 
14. ~., p. 307. 
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-. which can be wasted, and more til-:te in \-Thich the ego may 

assert itself and discover·itself. There is then the 

leisure to undertake a voyage of per90nal exploration, 

vThich, as ,·rill be seen in the next chapter, is essen tiaJ. 

to. both' authors' conception of what contributes to a 

vital, healthy attitude towards life. But most significantly, 

as far as the question of anarchy is concerned, Thoreau's 

and Niller"s apparant rejection'~f public affairs and 

as revolutionaries. Their \vithdraHal must be interpreted, 

·1 

I 
. conventions, is but the first stage in their development 

finally, as an act of dissent·, and a deaonstration to 

the effect that mere e acceptance' ,as Or\-Tell calls it, 

was not in fact the correct Hay. Their's \vas not merely 

a passive, f~ightened escape from the world of realit~, 
._;, 

to the romantic environments of Walden Pond or bohemian 

Paris. It 'vas, on the contrary, the means to an active, 

and on occasions, an qggressive . anarchy, 11Jhich sought to 

upset the established frari1evlork ·of society, as Hell as 

to envigorate its individual members. 
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IIAnarchism then, really stands for the 

liberation of the h~~an mind from the 

dominion of religion, the'liberation of 

human body from the dominion of property, 

and the liberation from the shackles and 

restraint of government." 

Emma Goldman, Anarchy. 

Despite Or1tTell's idyllic picture of mid-nineteenth 

century America, it appears from the "Tri tings of Thoreau 

tha't all '\'Tap not freedom and equality, and even at that 

date, progress ,as a concept, ,\;,as apparantly not endorsed 

by everyone. PrQgress for its ovm sake r,leant nothing 

at all to Thoreau, and the material advantages \1hich 

progress brought Hith it, he began to denounce early -.. ~ 
in his life. He wrote the follo .... .ring at the time of his 

graduation in 1837: 

1I~\j'e must look chiefly fo!, the origin 

of the comi:lercial spirit, and the 

power that still cherishes and sustains 

it, in a blind and unnanly love of 

wealth ••• let men, true to their natures, 

cultivate the moral affections, lead 

manly and _ independant lives, let ther;l 

make riches the means and not the end 

of existence, and Ne shall hear no 

--------------, ------_._---
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more of the commercial spirit. The sea 

"Till not stagnate t. the earth lidll be as 

green as ever, and the air pure.,,15 

All modern life Has too complicated; too artificial and 

too property-orientated for Thoreau, and it vJaS as a 

reaction to this \'Torld that he wrote. A Week and Vlalden 
. ------

are practical demonstrations of a method of living, and 

within their structure, Thoreau includes many categorical 

statements, and even ,..,hole essays, denouncing the present 

state of affairs. People, he claims, have fallen asleep 

in.their pusuit of luxury, and have buried themselves 

alive in their costly houses ~ The house and the tomb· 

are both found as the basis for extended metaphors in 

\'lalden, and Thoreau's definition of ltFhat a house really 

should be j .. r·eveals, in lilany \vays, his "Thole attitude 170-

wards the stultifying forms of modern life. The section 

of Halden entitled "House-Harming", elaborates upon this 

theme, and demonstrates that no longer can friendly 

hearths be found in the Aillerican countryside, and the v!eli-

buil t "TalIs of the structure serve not only to keep 

the strangers out, but to shut the occupants a\'Jay from 

the outside world. The hut Thoreau built on the shore 

at 1P!alden syin1!-Ql.ized a rejection of this style of living 

15. Writinf~, Vol. 6, p. 9. 



in its unpretentious simplicity. 

Being less concerned \tiith nat·erial lJrospe:ci ty, 

Ifhorean trusts that tJJe Lldiv:i.cl.nal 1:1ill then bo able to 

expand his consciousness, and~ indeed, wake fron the 

cleep clee}? into 1;lhic11 he has fallen. IIi/Jill you ~Live, or 

\".]ill you be embalmed?1I1 Re exelaims in \;ral~:..£]~, and on 

vo.y,iOW3 other occasions invol:::es the idea of sleep or 

death to give force to his idea that Cl1'lo.rcness has almost 

ceased to exist: 

'll,'Ihy level dO\'Jll\·w.rd. to our duD_est 

p0J:cept:Lon a~l\,-lays 1 alld IJraise tllat as 

comDon sense? The GOr;lmonest sense is 

the sense of elCJ:l Cll31ee:p, 1:111ich they 
. b . 1117 express y snorlng. 

Thoreau's virulent attack upon materialism and the 

tmhcalthy preoccupations of mode:c-ll sod.ety is Hell intec-

occasions, the doctrine is e:i:l;x'e:cf8d, to ',become a :".J. 

concent.rated 6tat.enent of o}?in:i.on. llJ.,ife ';T:i.thout Pri.nciple ll , 

Hhicb developed frOB a lec:Gu.r(': given in 1854, it3 such 

an 8xar:)ple of Ul1.GOllCealcd didacticism, and i .. s perh2Tls 

tli~' bti~fB5t~statemcn~ of Thoreau's ideas contained in 

one pIG.ce. 'J!he essay reveals the puhlic N s}?ir:i_tec1 revol ut:i.oDary 
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in full vie\·!, and is certainly a curious docuGwnt in 

the liGht of Emerson's criticism concerning vIi thdX'a'.'Jal.
18 

It is not the place here to examine the })oli ticaJ. 

significance of Thoreau's mOf.:!t fanouo essay, IIUpon the 

Duty of Civil Disobedience"~·~(18LI·9), or another of his 

spir:i.ted shQj:,t pieces, entitled IIA Plea for Captain John 

Brol-m'l20Suffice it to say that these, and a llur:lber of 

other documents, revci3.l 'l'horeau to be more than periphcrily 

involved vJith the central issues of his day_ IJess than 

seventy years after the Declaration of Independance, Thoreau 

already i'lallted a cOl1firnQ.tion of the VO'l:TS therein established j 

together with a reorientation of those vows as necessity 

dictated. The most important aspect of his argu~ent is' 

that against the stagnation of the unquc::,tioned traditd.on 

estabJ.iDhed in 1776. Thorecl.V. dei;lB.nclS a greater a1'lC1.reneSI3 

fact that established ideas may soon becone obsolete. Such 

change and flux Thol'cau sees as inevitable and beneficial, 

for to hi~ they represent the forces of life in action. 

His anarchy BOUCht to })ro~uce just such a Btate of flux 

in the mind of oth(:;!rs, and subsequently some Change in 

J.8. \-lith reference to this ;':latter of \'Jhether 'l.'hol'eau 1 s stay 
in the woods consisted of an escape from public matters, 
it is "wrth noting an essay by rJ.a.x Lerner I en titled 
"Thoreau: Ho Hermit ", ( fr01;1 Icl_~"~J-r~.lLc._<320l~~, cop. Le:cr!er-, 
1939). Lerner mentions Thoreau's anti-Puritan tendencies, 
ancl o b:::>e:cve",; thilt IIIlis (Thoreau's) herj·i:.it-like individual:i.sm 
may easily be over-emphasized. 

19. ILD.'i'horeau, "OD the Dut~: of Civil Disobedie.nce lf 
j fron 

the Signet Classic edition of ')aJ.c1en.~ 

20. First delivered as an ac1dresG in Concord 'I'ovm Hal]. , Oct. 1859~ 
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long-established pririciplas: 

IIThis American gover1ll:18nt--"1;Jhat is it 

but a tradition, thought a recent one, 

endeavouring to transmit itself unimpaired 

to posterity, but each instant losing 

some of its integrity? It has not the 

vitality and force of a single living 
1121 man. 

The government, like the TIaBS of people, is already in 

an advanced state of stagnation, and is defending ideas 

directly contrary to the origineJ. Declaration. 'fhis 

corru})tiol1 of the natul~al process of evolution "'lhere 

change must be accoDiodated, is f'tin:d:arnen.ta:L to~· Thoreau'h:.; 

outspol:cn o.narchism.. His cri ticisn of established 

Christianity ~ \'Thich to many v:as the most shocking part 

blind continuation of a belief, for no better re~son than 

that it ho_s alu.::ws been believed. It iE3 the calm, tmquest

ioning acceptance of lithe everlasting hills l1220f Christj.an· 

dogma \"I11ich aroused his wrath: 

"Host :people \'lith whom I talk, men and 

women even of so~e originality and genius~ 

have their scheme of the universe all 

cut and driecl--"very dry, I assure you to 

21. liOn the Duty of Civil Dir;obediencel!, p. 222. 

22. A ]J~~s p. 68. 
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hear, dry enough to burn, dry-rotted and 
. 23 

powder-post, methinks,--" 

The image of flcut and dried" is typical of Thoreau's 

expression, an.c1 is of the same derivation as the "brain-rottl 

. 24 
he speaks of in i'Talc1el},. The sap must be -restored to the 

vital fu~ction of thought, and anarchy is a means to 

this end .. 

Miller's anarchy is based for the most part 

on the same premises as Thoreau's t and' .vi th a further 

one hundred years of ~ progress 'to deal vJith, it is not 

surprising'to find the re.'I'\e\'I~d attack upon the American 

'tlay of life to be even more vitriolic. Some of Hiller's 

most dramatically effective passages are descriptions 

of the apocalyptic chaos "l11ich he sees around him. Thoreau 

w·arned of the dangers of progress, and Hiller finds 

himself in a \·rorld "'hich has conpletely ignorec1 the 

intimation of disaster provided a century before. In 

particular, }1111er finds the acquisitive attitude, together 

wi th the false idea of t-rork and production for its mill 

sake, as the centre of the problem. The cult 6f progress 

has given rise to a form of insanity \<1hi·ch he describes 

23. f:. 'iJeeJ5;, ,FP. 67-68. 

24. ~lftell' p. 216. 
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graphical IV in Tropic of Capricorn: 

"Over this cesspool ( the streets ,of 

America) the spirit of work Vleaves a 

magic "land; p~laces and factories spring 

up side by side, and muntion 'plants and 

steel,mills and sanatoriums and prisons 

and insane asylums. The .. Thole continent 

is a nightmare producing the greatest 

misery of the greatest number. 1I25 

Miller employs this last metaphor once again in the title 

, of the book he \~ote on his return from Greece in 1940. 

~he Air-Conditionedllightmare26is a collection of essays 

upon various aspects of American society, the comDon thread 

bet\-leen them being Hiller t s violent and incessant attack 

upon the myth of progress. In fact the book emerges as 

little more than a piece of pure propaganda, a distillation 

of the author's pent-up hatred for the America he discovers 

after his period of enlightenment in Greece. Like Thoreau, he 

found it necessary, on occasions, to emphasize his point 

by isolating the propagandist elements of his- philosophy. 

Nightmare,tends, therefore, to be sOUleHhat tedious in its 

extended dogmatism, Nhereas very similar anarchical ideas 

are conveyed more sucessfully as integrated parts of 

'Cancel' or Q£1?ricorn. 

l,tIork, ul tinately, is intended to realize profit, 

----------------------------~--------------------------------
25. CaEri~L p. 12. 

26. Henry Hiller, The Air Conditioned Nightmare" (NeH Directions, 
New York, 1965). 
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~lhich in turn is supposed to produce sone sort of ideal 

comfort for the individual. In order to reveal'the full 

extent of the folly embodied in t"his myth, Miller 

concentrates his attack upon the t·,hole idea of the " 

necessity of money. Thoreau '\'lrote in vTalden, If Cultivate 

poverty like a garden herb ll;? and Hiller might "lell have 

adopted this maxim as his inSI)iration. At the beginning 

of Cancer, that is at the beginning of his published 

,. tvork, he asserts, III have no money, no resources, no hopes. 

I am the happiest man alive ll ;8and a little later he 

declares tlltlhat need have I for money. f1290rvTell, it is not 

surprising to note, iIllI1ediately obs~rved Hiller's 

impe~tmious state, and criticised it as one part of an 

,irresponsible attitude,30but Miller sees money a~ a 
"'" 

thing \'lhich, if se.ved and hoarded, is a central cause of 

stagnation. The act of spending is, for Miller, a cont-

ribution, to movement and to change: 

"vlhoever has money, let-him put it in 

circulation,'When money circulates 

freely it attains a velocity.1I31 

Miller's behaviour with money is a practical demonstration 

of ho\'T to get rid of it as fast 80S possible. He 13pends it, 

2? Tdald:on, p. 218. 

28. Cancer, p. 1. 

29. Ibid., p. 25. 

30. "Inside the Hhale'J See note 8. 

31. "H:oney and RovT It Gets That 
~fayfl, from Stand Still Like 
the Hummingbird, p. 155. 
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gives it away, and even thrO\vS it a\1ay, just so long 

as it is not added to a pile ,'Thich is supposed to 

represent securit~The saving and buying of expensive 

'items Miller sees as a futile attempt to gain happiness, 

and time and again, he reiterates the ancient addage 

that money cannot buy those things \"hich are really 

the most imp~rtant.3~ille~'s anarchy is thus focused upon 

'economic concerns. He offers as. an antidote to the disaster 

of modern society the abandonment of t'he vlOrk ethic 

\'lhich demands such a keen .awareness of hOi .. much is being 

earned. Thi·s constitutes Hiller's greatest similarity "lith 

the anarchy of Thoreau, llihich also deIJended so heavily 

upon economic considerations. The kind of life envisaged 

by both authors as being the best, could thus only be 
.0;" 

achieved by a radical change in' the \,111ole orientation 

of \'lestern civilization. And '",ithin this process of 

complete change, there would have to be a redefinition 

of the individual's position in relation to the new 

structure. Both Thoreau and Hiller go to great lengths 

to support their anarc'hical protestations ,-lith 'such a 

redefini tion, and this, principally ,-Till 'be the discussion 

32~ This attitude Can be found, for eXllilple, in the essay 
"Honey arid HOH It Gets That ~·JaylT,. ·\-lhich contains a number 
of Miller's opinions on the subject of money. 

f 

\ 
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of the, third chapter of the thesis. Before proceeding 

further, however , it \-lOuld be useful to conclude this 

chapter vIi th ·an examination of the rhetoric used by 

both authors, since the force of th~ir revolutionary 

. opinions is bolstered ·by expression of a very similar 

kind. 

"III .. 
"The \-lords of some. men are thro\"m 

forcibly against you and adhere like burs." 

H.D.Thoreau, Journal. 

"For a hundred years or more, our \vorld 

has been dying. And not one man, in these 

last hundred years or so, has been crazy 

enough to put a bomb up the asshole of 

creation and let it off o " 

Henry M~ller, TroEic of Cance7. 

The true vitality of the anarchy of Thoreau 

and Hiller can be effectively de)l1.onstrated by an examination 

of their methods. Anarchy, for them, Has not siml)ly a 

process of overthrovl~ng the established order " but more' 

importantly of rousing peo?le from their" lethargy and 

malting them aHare that there are problems to be solved. 
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Both authors attempted this not .,so much by expressing 

certain. ideas (for Hiller's vlI'itings on specific public 

issu.es are considerably fe ..... ler t'han those of Thoreau), but 

rather .by expressing their opinion9 in a certain manner • 
. 

A distinctive quality of their work is the extreme 

dogmatism vIi th "Thich they deliver thei.r philosOl)hies, 

and a Cor-:llHon objection to their "lork consists of a 

denunciation of this extrerlism. Ho,\1'thorne, "'lI'iting at 

the time of the publication of 'VJalden,'- is some"That 

repelled. by what Kingsley 'f,\fidmer, a 'modern critic, refers 

to as Thoreau~s IIHoral fervencyll:33 

"He (Thoreau) is not an agreeable 

person, and in ~is presence one feels 

ashamed. of having any money, or a house, 

or having \vritten a book that tBe 

public .-Till read--his 0\'ll1 mode of 

life being so unsparing a criticis~ 

on all other modes, such as the 
. 34 

world approves. u 

Hm'Tthorne's reaction is significant, seizing as it does 

upon Thor,eau' s almost beJlige;rant morality. The world's 

approval "Jas, of course, the last' of Thoreau's concerns, 

and the provo'cation he offers consti tute.s: an important 

330 Kingsley Hiclmer, Henry Hiller:, (T,-rayne Publishers, 1963), 
p. 102. ~'!idmer observes, briefly, at this point in his 
study of Hiller, the similarity between the dogmatism of 
Miller and Thoreau. 

34. EdvFard Hather; FatftB,niel_ HaiVthorn~, (Ne"F York, 194·0), p. 334. 

I 
! 

\ 
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part of his intention. It is true that 'l'horeau's \,lriting 

maintain,s an attitude of unsparing criticisB, and his 

self-righteousness becomes, on occaoions, a little 

tedious. His earJ_y rising, his economy, and his emphasis 

on the natural 1-ray of li.fe tend to be carried to 

eztremes in many instances: 

lI'l'liere, too, I admired, though I did 

not gather, the cranberries, small 

Vlaxen geLls) pendants of the meadow 

grass, pearly 3.no. red, \'lhic11 the 

farmer plucks i'.Ji t11 ~n ugly rake... and 

se~ls the spoils of the meads to 

Boston and NOH York; destined to be 

ic:£~.~ to satif3fy the tastes of lovers 

of nature there.1!35 

The fact that cven the rake involved in this desIJ:i.cabl,e 

nction is 1.1gly, indicates something of the fa.nnt:i..caJ. 

\'lay in "rh:ich Thoreau applies his Fcinciplol3" Stwh : an' ·aU.i tuQ.~ 

is likely to produce enraged reactions, but a clue to 

the ~otives behind such a procedure can be found in 

another t remarkable .. eX8.mple of fanat.icisEl, vlhere Thor'eau 

takes his arCUl"llcnt to its 10Gi.ca1 conclusion: 

III used to see a lm.'G i3 box .by the 

railroad, six' feet long by three 

,;'id&, in ,'l11ich tho l.abourers locked 



up their tools at night; and it 

sugge.sted to me that every man who 

\fO.s hard pushed might get such a one 

for a dollar t and, having bored a few 

augur holes in it, to admit the air 

at least, get into it when it rained 

and at night, and hook down the lid, 

and so have freedom in his love and 
36 in his soul be free." 

It is certainly ambiguous as to \'111at exactly is meant 

by 1!freedom in his lovell, bearing in mind the re1at.ively 

creJll::)ed conditions; but the humorous intention in this 

piece of ~economy' is left in no doubt~ That such humour 

is achieved by means of extreme 8xar:;geration, is, hOHever, 

the significant point. 

To be un.aHare of Thoreau's technique of ove1>u 

statclilcnt is to misunderstand hi.s true meaning, for thi,s, 

a.s he explains near .the end of lli;;J(~,?-·l~.! has been a fully 

conscious device: 

lIlt is a ridiculous c.cL'la....'1d v/hich 

England and America make, that you 

shall s:geak so tho.t they can und er'stv.no. 

you. Neither men nor to~d~t061G.grow 

so ••• I fear chiefly leFt: my expression 

may not be ~~E3:~::V~,E?.11t enough~ may not 

f 
I 

I 
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\-lander far' eno.ugh beyond the narrow 

limits of daily experi~nce ••• for I am 

convinced that I .cannot exaggerate. 

enough even to lay the foundation.·of a 

true'experiendee H'7 
This idea is illustrated throughout l'falden, vlhere ntunerous 

examples of extravagance can be found~ as Thoreau sets 

hiflself up against all conventionalized behaviour. To 

shock and to contradict is his purpose, with the result 

-- -- --- -------.- that many of his statements -are provocatively dogmatic •. --

uThe old 'have no important advice to give to the youngfl38is 

.. 

a typical example of 'dhat is, essentially, a dangerous 

generalization, but as is made clear in the above passage, 

Thoreau was \'1e11 mlare of ~'lhat he was doing. Paradox, too, 

is an important part of Thoreau's rheto.ric of shock: 

liThe greater part of \'lhat my neighbours 

call good, I bel.i·eve in my soul to be 

bad, a.nd ifT repent of anything, it 

is my good behaviour. n39 

Thoreau, therefore, dramatically r·einforces his 

anarchical statements Hith a 'form of expression Hhich in 

itself, is a type of anarchy. The short, meaningful, though 

37. ~'ra1~, p. 215. 

38. Ibid. , p. 11. 

39. ~bicl.. , p • 12. 



perhaps somewhat distorted assertions with which Thoreau 

embellishes his work, willJ he hopes t serve to wake 

people up. The title page of the first edj.tion of l:!a~~}.ell 

is particularly interesting in this respect, since it 

carried the following quotation frOD the work: 

III do not propose to "lri te an ode to 

dejection, but to brag as lustily as 

chanticleer in the norning, standing 

on his roost, if only to wake my 
. 'b IJItO nOJ.gn ours. 

pose as a flam.bouyant exaggerator as a means to fulfilling 

his pur})ose: 

could rout him (nan) out of the inertia 

in which he is entrenched, it is quite 

possible that he may one day be shoclwd 
--~ .. --

. t J t t .t:'." 11 ~l J..n 0 a greacer S cl e O.l <1.i'TarenOSs 0 

lr2 
'IThe v·Thole continen.t is sOlmcl asleep", he declares at one 

that Hiller's metaphor :bE' a','Iakening should involve bombs. 

[w. lL~l~~cp.s p. ?3. 

It-I. "'l'he Hour of Han", from §_~~~L.!~t~2:l_J.:.:U:e ~h.£_!l~gi!!-Z~i~:g.9 
p. 9. 
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At the opening of Cancer he introduces this. idea \-'Ii th 

the statement t liThe age demands violence, b~t· '.'Ie are 

only getting abortive eX~10~iOris.,,43Indeed, he goes so far 

as to· conceive of Cancer itself as. the actual bOlllb \-Thich 

might serve the purpose of preventing the malingering 

death he refers to in the introductory quotation to this 

section. All methods are 8.cceptable to Hiller, just so 

long as the explosions. occur, and people are forced to 

react in some \'lay. Even distort·ion of "the ~ truth' is 

a "lOrthy means by \vhich to create a ·state of animation 

and flux. 

Miller asserts the validity of \-That he is \vri ting, 

"eyen though every .vord I say is a lie-lf~4 and goes. further 

than this in his essay ItReflections on 1'lriting" :.~ 

III invent, distort, deform, lie, inflate, 

exaggerate, confound and confuse as the 

mood seizes me. n45 

Hiller's prose is full of vast, rambling, fantastical 

accounts of events vi.hich are· supposed to have taken place 

at a certain time and in a ce-rtain order. The sexue.l 

43~ ~, p. 10. 

44. P¥EEico~, p. 190. 
45. :rlReflections on Uri tingll t from The 1-visdom of the Heart, 

(Ne\'l Directions Paperbook, 1960), p. 22 • 



episodes, notably, have probably aroused greatest 

comment, transcending, as they do, the <?ommcinly accepted 

ideas of what feasibly could occur. t-,fidmer objects to 

Miller's excessive licentiou~ne~s, which, he claim~~-denies 

the author's professed attachment to :Hara in Capricorn. 46 

Just as Hm'.Jthorne v.Jas provoked into providing the 

thoroughly conventional atti~ude "Jhen confronted with 

Thoreau's extremism, so: \'Tidmer is forced into extreme 

conservatism in -'che face of 1,~iller' s 'I;nld ~xcesses .. 'v'iidmer 

refers to' the "degraded ~exuality of' sexus,,~7\"lhich is 

certainly to mistake Hiller's purpose. Ki.s attitude to 

sex is far from degraded, as will be established in the 

next chapter, and quite apart ,from this, Hiller's sexual 

extravaGance should be seen as part of his rhetoric. rne 

language of sex, first and forer:lOst, VIas intended to shock: 

"This is all a figurative '!;lay of 

speaking about what is unmentionable. 

~'}hat is unmentionable is pure fuck 

a!ld pure cunt; i.t i!'.ust be aentioned 

only in deluxe editions, otherwise the 

world' vIil1 fall apart .11
48 

There are many extrelilely. crude descriptions of sexual 

46. ~vidmer , ~ Hiller., p. 74. 

47. Ibid. t p. 76. 

48. Capri c o!,..!l , p. 192. 
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activities in Miller's writing, but it should be noted 

that in a mUllber of his books, this is entirely absent. 

There is relatively little crudity in Plexus, and The 

golossus of Maroussi contains none at all. A further aspect 

of Hiller's sexual extravaGa~ce \'ihich 1:Jidmer overlooks, 

is its potential as comedy. As soon as ·litera1 belief 

is suspended, then many of these exploits reveal them-

selves to be highly amusing, "and an essential part of 

Hiller's bizarrely humorous vision. 

Hiller • ..,rites :1.n Capricor!!" "Ho, .... easily people 

could get riled just listening to me ta1k,1I 49and he seems 

to summarize both his m'm and Thoreau's position in this 

statement. Both authors we~e the creators of fantasy, both 

held up ideals "'o'1hich most men' scorned, and, as prophets 
":'; 

spealr..ing frankly and \rlthout inhibition, they perhaps 

succeeded more than they could have imaGined in shocking 

their listeners and readers. Their anarchy thus extends 

from their eccentric behaviour, right through to the 

l~9. Capricorn, p. 110. 
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rhetoric of exaggeration. Their purpose, as has already 

been observed, "las to cause a reaction i"n the minds of 

their audience, and, more than.simply.a reaction, they 

hoped to effect some definite change ~dthin the individual.50 

The nature of this change vlill nOltT be discussed. 

50. Thoreau's eaphasis upon the' individual as the central 
tenet of his anarchy is briefly discussed in Eunice 
M. Shuster's Native' American Anarchy, (Smith College 
Studies in history, Vol,. 17), pp. !J·b-51. Shuster makes 
the important observation that'freedom and not reform 
was finally Thoreau!s goal •. 



CHAPTER THREE 
The Indi vid ua) .. 



• 

Ie 
"He is n.ot a democrat at 0.11 in the sense we 

give the word today; he is \-,That Lawrence vlOuld 

call an earistocrat of th~ spirit', which is to 

say, that rarest thing on earth; an individual." 

Henry ~:iiller, "Henry David Thoreau". 

The questions raised by Thoreau and Hiller 

concerning the ultimate fate 'of man in society, find 

their anSHers in their doctrine 'of the 'individual, and 

their assertions concernip.g the true'nature of the ego. 

It is in this, the examination of the individual problem, 

that Thoreau and Hiiler differ so radically from 

reformers such as Or\v-ell. OrirJell sought· to affect change 

on the general, social scal~. He saw political reform as 
.,... 

the anS,'Ter to the maladies of his society t and these 

reforms ,-[ould in effect be enforced externally uI)Qn the 

nation. Thoreau and Hiller a.pproaclied the rl:O'.bJ~m from a 

'diar:!etrically opposed point of v.ic\'l. The deadness and the 

rottenness they Sm-I about them, in most people's attitude 

to life in general, they hoped to alleviate by action on 

the personal, individual level. Their. anarchy aought to 

revitalize and stimulate the individual, to make him avrar.e 

.' }' 
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of all' the possibilities. 1·1iller recognised ~. in Thoreau, 

an example of a man \'lho sought to effect chE!-nge in just 

this "!''lay, by eml)hasizing the significance and importance 

of the individual. In his essay entitled "Henry D~~..::r~_ 

Thoreau", Hiller quotes the Indian v-lriter, Kdshnamurti, 

as a su.rumary and ex:yression of this attitude: 

"The "lOrld problem is the individual 

problem; if the individual is at peace, 

has happiness, h~s great tolerance, and 

an intention to help, then the world 

problem as such ceases to exist."l 

Miller's essay on Thoreau expres~es much of his doctrine 

concerning the individual ego, and it additionally 

contributes a le..ment for \'That he sees ~s a vanishing 

species. He observes that there are no more individuaJ.:.s, 
.'':'" 

or at least, so few as to make very little difference to 

the way society functions. In fact, the l}ressures of 

society itself have been the cause of uniformity, Hhich 

has more or less annihilated the individual.- Hiller 

expresses this belief elsewhere, in ~j._~~: 

liTo be accepted and appreciated you 

must nullify youxself, make yourself 

1. Stand Still Like the ]imnmin.gD.ird, p. 113. 
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~ndistinguishable from the herd. You 

may dream, if you dream alike. 1I2 

This. kind of assertion lfIa\j be found' repeated throughout 

Miller's Hark, and it is hardly surprising, therefore, 

that he eulogizes the .fevi people he discovers \-Iho are 

individuals. Like Thoreau, he has a personal standard 

of 'what cons,titutes a great nian, and for both Hriters, 

greatness resided in not caring about being accepted 

and not accepting.nUllification. Thoreau found his ideal 

in Captain John Brol-m, an individual in the purest sense, 

who not only spoke, but acted, in defense and justification 

of his words. Hiller finds his idols in certain artists 

such as Thoreau hinself, and Rimbaud, and also amongst 

certain obscure characters ,·rhom he knev! personally" The 

course of his narration or the train of his thought is 

often interrupted in order to insert a eulogy upon a 

certain remarkable man, such as Grover ';,latrous in Qapricorn. 

At the conclusion of the section, Hiller states his 

undisguised purpose to erect "a little monument to this 
7. • 

great man."./Such remarkable persons are not those Hho 

2. Capricorn, p. 56. 
3. Ibid., p. 176. 

i 
! 
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Ulive on.~the surface ll4 as Thoreau defined it, but those 

. \1ho seeo to extract from life its fullest significance. 

As a direct result of his attitude to the 

stultifying effects of a highly advance soc_ie~y, Thoreau 

turns to a vision of .prirxitive man as his ideal of 

individual expression. He proclaims an almost Rousseau-

like faith in the nobility·of the savage, who has had 

little or no contact ,·lith the benfits of civilization. 

Thoreau, '1ho \I{as still able to find arro"lheads and the 
, 

remains of Indian fires in the countryside a.round 

Concord, naturally adopted an ideal vision of the ... ,rays 

of that earlier ~rorld. The depth of his interest in 

the American Indian is reflected by the vast amount. of 

manuscript material he left unsorted at his death, de~ling 

\-lith all aspects of this primitive civilization. This 

,-ray of life having vanished, the only remnant of this finer, 

more nat:Ul'al part of man can, hOvlever, still be found 

in the child, an individuc~ as y.et untouched oy any 

corrupting influences. Thoreau speaks of childhood in a 

Roman tic, idealistic fashion, as the time ,-,hen· IIheaven . 

lies around USlf~ CL'l1d he indicates on numerous occasions, 

.--------.------------------~ 

4. The Heart. of ThoreaU's Journals I ed. Odell Shepherd, 
( Dover Publications, 1961), p. 87. 

5. Journal, p. 20 • 
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a typically Hordsworthian attitude to this period of 

a man's 1i£:e. 

Such a dual idealization of the primitive 

rEices and the period of childhood can be found repeated 

in Miller's \-lOrk. He adopts precisely the same attitude 

to these essentially natural conditions of man, "There 

individualism can still be discovered. The Indian, first 

'victim of North American civilization, most frequently 

becomes the example of priini ti ve \'lOrthiness: 

"It seems to me that silence was a 

great factor in the ,vorld of the 

Indian, that he made no unnecessary 

stir, that he took the long ,-ray about 
, 6 

rather than the short cut." 

But any primitive cQlture will serve Miller's purpose as an 
.~ 

example of unfettered naturalness, and at times, his 

naive faith in the advantages of primitive times, recalls 

Carlyle~s evocation of Twelfth century monastic life 

in Past and Presel}_~. Hiller goes so far as to correlate 

the fact of his isolation as a mrui and an artist \-li th 

his ot<m essential prinitivism. He examines this aspect 

of his experience in an important section t01':ards the 

6. Humningbircl, p. 193 • 
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end of Capricorn, ,<[here he states: 

"Any primitive man \-lould _have under

stood-me, any man of archaic epochs 

would have-understood me. lI? 

Here again Hiller can be seen setting himself up as a 

universal or archetypal figure, being a representative 

of all thqt is original and finest in the soul of man. 

Since he has reverted to i'lhat _can be found at the 

priTJitive core of the human beil1,g, Hiller finds no 

audience in a society \'lhich he sees as dedicated to 

superficiality and meaningless complexity. From his 

exalt.ation of the primitive tribes. of man, Hiller proceeds, 

like Thoreau, to a vision of his childhood as the primitive 

and -better part of his 'O\-m life. The most cOElplete 

statement of this attitude- Can be found in C~ricorn,~ 

.during a lyrical digression On the subject of rye bread. 

The bread evolves as a symbol of a particular mo~ellt in 

childhood, \'1hen even the killing of another child has 

enough of primitive ne,tu1'alness about it, to make it 

almost praiseHorthy: 

"Hi th the sour rye the vlOrld \'las ,:-rhat 

it is essentially~ a prioitive.world 
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ul d b . fl8 r e y mag~c ••• 

"VJhat I am thinking about, vIith a certain 

amount of regret and longing, is that 

this thoroughly restricted life of 

early boyhood seems like a limitless 

universe and the life ,,[hich followed it, 

the life of the adult,; a constantly 

diminishing realmo,,9 

Both Thoreau and Hiller look for,inspiration to\Vards a 

time when, essentially, the basic instincts in man have not 

been distorted or entirely erased. They look to the vitality 

of primitive man, vIho freely indulged his passions, and, 

according to their ideaiism, lived a richer, fuller life 

as a'result; or they look to the child, who is likewise 

capable of expresBing himself according to an instinct"~al 

process. 

Such an emphasis upon the instinctual nature of 

man becoines an important part of '<'That both authors conceive 

of as a fully realized individual. ,Such an individual must 

put up a fight against t he forces of inh:i.bi tion 'which 

society has ir.lposed tlpon him, and must attel'1pt to assert 

8. CaEri.££!:..1!., p. 129. 

9. Ibid., P' 129. 
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in himself those things i-Thich come most naturally. In 

order that this may be achieved, the greatest force to 

influence ;"Jestern civilization f that .is t Chrisiani ty·, must 

inevitably comc under revie'.';. Both Thoreau and ~ti.ller 

make direct criticism of the "lay in "Thibh Christianity 

has perverted the natural functions of the individual; and 

has lead to a whole pattern of false thinking. 

IIo 
"Christianity should 'not be beautified and 

embellished; it has \'laged deadly l,'lar aguJ.nst 

this higher type of man; it has placed all 

the basic instincts of this type under the 

ban; and out of these instincts it has 

distilled evil and, the Evil one.t! 

Friedrich Nietzsche, The Anti-Christ. 

The "Su..'1day 't section of A Vfeek very naturally 

becomes an opportunity for Tho~eau to express his 

definition of the indiv~dual's relationship to the 

established religious system. Here·he stresses the 

importance of living as a natural man, and the danger 

\ 
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of being unhealthily restrained vii thin the doctrine of 

the Church: 

flThereare vario~s- tough problems yet 

to solve, and "Ie must make shift to 

live, bei:;1,1ixt spirit and matter, such 

a human life as we can. 11
10 

He goes much further than this, to undermine the con-

ventional idea of duty, or, more particularly, the idea 

of conscience: 

lilt is not- wo:rth the ~tJ'hile to let our 

imperfections disturb us ahrays. The 

conscience really does not and aught 

not to monppolize the whole of our 

lives, any more than the heart or the 

head. ttll 

An awareness of man's sensual~ instinctive nature is 

an important aspe ct of Thoreau's \·rri ting, emphasizing~as 

it does an essentially non-Christian attitude to the 

self, or the ego. Thoreau's own, personal, indulgence 

of vital, sensual instinct, took the form of a relationship 

\'lith nature "Thich lasted throughout his life~ He \-las 

capable of an involvenent 'ltlith nature ,'rhieh, at tiDies, 

10. A Week, p. 71. 
11 • .!.2ii. 
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became so pro~ound as to exclude all considerations 

beyond this relationship. He was well aware, nevertheless, 

that such abandonment constituted a denial of social 

communication: 

ItBy my intimacy vJith nature I find 

myself vlithdra\m from man. :Hy interest 

in the sun and the moon, in the morn

ing and the evening compels me to 

solitud~ ••• The mind that perceives 

clearly any nat'ural beauty is in that 

instant 'tlithdravm from human society. 

Ny desire for society is infinitely 

increased; my fitness for any actual 

society is diciillished. 1J12 

In fact, there' Can be ~ound in Thoreau's 1,'Tork many 

explicit statements of his purely sensual attitude to"Tards 
._;, 

nature, and his willingness to" become totally absorbed 

in his experiences .13Keats vrrote in 1817, "0 for a. life 

12. A Week,p. 79. 
130 Thoreau's Journal, particularly, is full of statements 

which emphasize his preparedness to abandon himself to 
pure sensual enjoYI!lent of the natural ,'Torld around him. 
Thoreau admits the existence of the demands of the ego, 
""rriting "hay I love and reYere myseJ,.f above all the gods 
that nen have inventedll.(Journal, p. 52). In another 
place he Hri tes, "'dhile I bask in the sun on the" shores 
of ~'laldcn Pond, by this heat and this rustle, I am 
absolved from all obligations to the l1ast".( Journal, p.12). 
An even ,more direct state~:',ent to. the effect that it is 
almost the 9-utx. of the individual to indulge himself 
to a certain extent, explains tllat "I Can see nothing 
so proper and so holy a..s relaxed play and frolic in this 
bovler God built for us. fI (Jonrnc.l, p. 28). 
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of sensations rather than a life of thoughtsll,l~nd 

Thoreau often seems to ·concur with such a self-indulg~nt 

attitude .. His l:lriting is structured around ideas beginning 

"I have seen ••• rt, or "I have felt .... ", or "I have ·heard .•• ", 

and in A I\Jeek he Vlrites: 

"I see, smell, taste, hear, feel that 

everlasting something to which we are 

allied, at once our maker, our abode, 

our destiny, our very selves.,,15 

. And in l'Ialden there is the statement, "A man should feed 

his senses \;,ith the best that the land affords.,,16Such 

statements vlere an anathema to Emerson, "I,,,ho, as Porte 

\'1ell expresses it, had: 

t.tno desire to glut his sorrOl,'f on a 

rose or die of it in aromatic pain; 

a .q·uick: uhiff of the moral 13.."\7' viaS 

. 17 
really .... ,hat he "!'fanted from the Horld. tI 

Emerson, a$ already Qbserved in chapter hlO, vIaS considerably 

more traditional in his moral outlook, while Thoreau 

\'las certainly prepared to dispe'nse t·ri th the "Hhiff of 

the moral Im-ll1 in favour of an entirely non-intellectual 

Transcendentalism. His preferences for and justifications 

=1-4. Letter from Keats to Benjamin Bailey, November 22, 1817. 
(Hyder ,B. Rollins edition of the Letters). 

15. A ~'Ieek, p. 152. 

16. l;Jald~, p. 27. 

17 .. Porte, 3r.'lerson and Thoreau, p. 62. 
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of Homer and Chaucer in A Heek, give clear indication 

of the direction of his o"m \,Tork. Thoreau ''laS not a 

philosopher in the \'Iay that Emerson , .. ms, nor '-Tas he. 

reformer in an age of:reform, and he disliked the idea 

that a \'lork of art be turned. into a propagandist tract. 

Hore often than not, Thoreau makes no attempt to extract 

Bny moral significance from his natural observations f c-.::-

Likev.rise, it is the greatness of Chaucer that he tldoes 

18 . 
not plead his OHn causeT!. Chaucer, too, is a poet of 

the emotions \vho tlspeak~ to men's hearts and not only 

to their heads!l~9 Thoreau goes on, "There is no Hisdom 

that can take the place of' humanity, and He find thEtt 

in Chaucer $ ,,20He means by IThurllani tylT a kind of strenuous 

paganism, which, as he goes on to explain, lIproduces the 
.~ 

21 poetry of youth and life·rather than of thought.f1 To 

condone, and indeed to stress a philosophy \'Thich involves 

a demand for such pagan vi tali ty,. sets Thoreau apart from 

the mainstream of Christian thought, and establishes him, 

rather, as a precursor, of Nietzsche. In his preparedness 

18. A \'!eek, p. 316. 
19. I b:ii!.. , p. 315. 
20. Ibid. , p. 316. 
21. Ibid. , p • 314. 
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to accoDodate vThat are undeniable elements of his 

personality, Thoreau insists upon the right of the ego 

to be self-indulgent, if self-indulgence is a prerequisite 

of personal fulfillment. He is, in this sense, a great 

adversary of the Puritan idea of sin, just as Miller 

Wo..uli:l be one hundred years lat-er. That Hiller should 

still find repression of natural instincts to be central 

to the individual problem, indicates the revolutionary 

nature of Thoreau,'s Hriting. 

Being a post-Nietzschean, it is perhaps not 

so surprising to find Niller denouncing Christianity 

as a deJ11aging force, inhibiti:ng,as it does natural and 

vital forms of expression. ~'lhile Thoreau uses nature as 

a medium to express, and, in a sense, to indulge his 

sensuality, Hiller invokes sexuality for the same 

purpose. 22His short ",ark ~ 1,'!orld of Sex, introduces 

the main principles of his a.ttitude to the function 

and purpose of sex in his' \'ld_ting. He makes an iP.:'portant 

statement to'lTards the beginning of the book, vlhere a 

22. Thoreau's Journal entry (p. 176) where he states that 
"All nature'is my bride", suggests immediately the i.dea 
that nature has alnost becolile a substitute for sex. 

9 
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distinctly Nietzschean idea is presented: 

·"The effort to eliminate <'repulsive' 

aspects of existence, "Thich is the 

obsession of moralists, is not only 

absurd but futile. 1I23 

This recalls Iviiller' s . outburst in Cancer "There he states 

his intention to include in his "Iork all that has been 

, 1 'tt' fror~, ·lJ.' ter"'.ture _ 24H~S prevJ.ous y onn eo " '" ~ .... purpose, as 

alr~ady discussed, is to shock~ but beyond this, his 

intention is to reveal a process of ind.ividual fulfilment,. 

which can only be achieved by facing up to the fact that 

natural instinct is an important part of man's total 

being. Hiller expresses the process in this ... ·lay: 

liTo live out one's desires and in so 

doing, subtly alter their natures, 

is the a:im of every individual. i-rho 
. 25 

aspires to evolve. 1I 

Hiller once again'cites the example of primitive man 

as the ideal, for primitive man, he says, understood 

sex as a healthy and central function of life. The modern 

age has corrupted this basic instinct: 

"i'le are beco!..'ling more and more neuter; 

23· The ':forld .of Sex, p. 13. 

24. Cancer, p. 10. 

25. The 'f{o~of Sex, p. 13. 



more and more asexual. The increasing 

variety of perverse crimes bears 

eloquent testimony to the facto tl26 

This may \·Jell be yet another example of. Hiller' s naivety 

concerning the nature of uncorrupted wan, but thesignific.:mt 

point is that his arGument is in f8.vo1.n~ of a heal thy 

attitude to sex as a prerequisite for a healthy life. 

Wl'o enter life by "ray of the vo-sinal!, he ",rites in 'l'he 

lLol::"'~ .. 9f...££?S? Ilis as good a , . .ray as any. If you enter deep 

. ~7 

enough, remain long enough, you may find Hhat you seek." L 

Hiller's sexual se8.1'chings are thus paralled by Thoreau's 

exhaustive exanination of the natural phenome.na he found 

around hi1"([o Thoreau may have subliil1.ated his sexual desires 

in this 'day, but the reci.lly important similarity behleen 

these two processes of discovery is that they both 

encourage an acce9tance ·cf sensuality as a means to self-

realization. The individual's evolution, ~hey both insist, 

can only be effected. thr·ough a ,r.er:·bgni·tion X'p.ther:'.than 

an avoidance, of this sensuality. 

'1:he instincttlal life, thon, 1.8 emphasized by 

both authors as being a significant, but negle~tec1 part 

26. T l~~£ 1 ~_<2..:L..§2.?~ ~ P • 80 • 

2'1. Ib.io'".,'j p. L/·4. 



.. 

-64-

of the total personality. A ne';l attitude, they feel, must 

be established to\'lards the so-called ~ enjoyable: or self-

indulgent parts of existence, vThi.ch have 'bee'n so long 

maligned vIithin the established Christian ethic. Nietzsche 

puts the follo<,ring \'lords int.o the mouth of Zarathustra: 

IITruly I did this and that for the 

afflicted, but it ahTays seemed to me 

that I did better things vThen I learned 

t ' 1" ,,28 o enJoy royse 10 

It is just this idea of learning to enjoy oneself which 

Thoreau, and to a much greater extent, Hiller, investigate. 

They are, in effect, reasserting the importance of the 

ego of the self,. and the vital and healthful part it 

mus~ .play in the development of the balanced individual. 

Such a form. of individualism, orientated as it is towards 

-.. ,:, 
the indulgence of the self, must, hO\'lCver, find some sort 

of replacement for the restrictive structure of Christianity. 

Both Hr;i.ters turn tOVTards Transcendentalism and oriental 

mysticism for such a repls.cement. 

28. Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustr~, (Penguin 
edition), p. 112 • 



-_ III. 

-65-

"Drifting in a sultry day on. the sluggish ,vaters 

of the pond, I almost cease to live ••• I am never 
- . 

so prone to lose my identity." 

H.D.Thor~au, .Journal. 

flI have slipped aHay to join an older stream of 

consciousness. 1I 

Henry Hiller, Tropic of Capricorn. 

The emphasis upon the-indivldual problem, and 

an explor.ation of every aspect of the individual's being, 

may, of course, be an end in it~elf, involving no higher 

considerations. But for Thoreau, the rejection of 

orthodox Christianity produced a state-of liberation of 

the mind, \'Thich could lead to a Budd.hist conception of_ 
._;, 

Nirvanah, or realization. His self-exploration, conducted 

_ through the meditL'1l of nah.ITe, leads directly to the idea 

of Transcendentalism, '-Thich asserted the existence of 

eternal spiritual unity betvleen· all things. Thoreau read 

Hidely aJ":lOngst the philosophical and religious \'lorks of 

the East, and his doctrine of the individual j.s derived 

largely from this source. He found there a pattern of 

behtwiour which concerned itself, more than Christiani ty-, 

_________________________________________________________ v_. _____ 
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with the "thoughtful" part of man's nature: 

"'rhe Hindoos are more serenely and 

thoughtfully religious than the Hebre"ls. 

They have perhaps a purer, more indep

endant and imper_c;on~l knowledge -of God •11 29 

This shift in emphasis tovrards a more spiri tua..l approach 

to life, was seen by Thoreau as an antidote to expanding 

materialism or progress. A man's journey tovrards personal 

fulfilment should involve a process of meditation or 

thought, \"Ihich, in terms of this niater'ialism, might 

appear to be an impractical \faste of time. But the fact is 

that Thoreau demanded that the pace of life be slowed 

considerably, in order to allow time for spiritual 

maturation. 

T.horeau's Transcendentalism or spiritualism_ 
.':.tJ' 

springs directly from his observation of nature, and out 

of a minute experience can evolve a lliLutitude of vaguely 

related .revelations. The most fully drarW.tized exam.ple of 

such an experience occu.rs in the "Tuesdayll section of 

A Heek, where the ordina.ry wor1.d is both literally and 

metaphorica.lly transcended by a walk to the top of a 

29. Journal, p. 34 • 
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cloud-covered mOUlltain~ Thoreau .reaches, in this position 

of elevation, a vision of the transience and relative 

insignificance of human values: . 

"There '"-laS not a crevice left through 

which the trivial places \ole name 

Massachusetts· or Vermont or New York 

could be seen ••• The earth beneath had 

become a flitting thing of light and 

shad0\1s as the clouds had been before 

me. 1I30 

. Such phenom.ena of nature are ahrays the vehicle by vThich 

Thoreau reaches his vision or ~eve1ation,- and it is through 

the example of nature that he finds a transcendental 

connection betvleen all things. So involved does he become 

\nth the Eastern mystical pro~ess, that the prose of 

h.. \~Teek very often comes to sound like the translation$-

of the .I~b9f-vadgita or the Vedas, \1hich Thoreau \'las reading 

. assiduously at the time. He not only adopts the style of 

these vTOrks, but incorporates many of the ideas found 

there ir~to .his ONn book. Notably, he rep·eats the idea that 

tiDe must ,be used Nisely, t~lat haste is to no purpose, and 

that man Dust relax:· and be prel)ared to open his mind to 

30. A Heck, pp. 164-5 • 

, . 
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"All good abideth "nth him 'lfho 'vTaiteth 

\'risely; \'-Te shall sooner overtake the 

da~m by remaining here than by hurrying 

over the hills of the Hest, •• You must 

be calm before you can utter oracles.,,31 

Thoreau attempted to demonstrate, by his descriptions- of 

the natural-mystical experiences Ylhich befell him, the 

method by which a slower, and- more appreciative attitude 

to life may be achieved. He tried to ehO\'1, through his O\VU 

example, hO\,1 Eastern mystical philosophy co",1'<-( provide a 

_substitute- for Christianity and all its attcndcmt limitations 

upon the individual. Eastern philosophy, Thoreau hop€-(\. 

to demonstrate, gives ample opportunity for the individual 

to J:iberate himself from the materialism of modern society, 

and to concentrate upon healing himself, before going out 

to confront the problems of the \-.,rorld at large. 

Such healing, to Thoreau, involved the develop-

ment of a heightened response to each passi~g moment, and 

as a result, an essentially careless attitude to the 

iTIplicatiolls of the -future. He is unconcerned ,.li th ,-,hat 

problems may be involved ,-ri th -yesterday or tomorrot<l, being 

31. f!. Heek, p. 115. 
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only interested in concentrating upon the significance of 

the present instant: 

"In any vleather, .at any hour of the day 

or night, I have been anxious to improve 

--the-nick-of time, and notch it on my 

stick too; to stand on the meeting of 

t\V'o eternities, the past and the future, 

whic4 is precisely the present moment. n32 

This apparant opportunism ana unconventional regard for the 

traditional apprehension of cause and .effect, leads, 

necessarily, to a reorientation of the ego's position. 

The ego, as already suggested, takes a more dominant role 

-than the Belf-~essness of the Christian doctrine lJould 

permit. Thoreau's writing constitutes a dramatic repres-

entation of hOI'T the individual may extract the fullest 

significance from each passblg moment, and thus enj oi"'~to 

the full each such experience. By cUJ_t:ivating the mystical 

approach to eXi;erience, Thoreau i~ attempting to res tore 

what he sees as a more primitive, and thus more vital, 

set of values, Vlhere contentment may be derived from 

simplicity. His ~economy'can·thus be seen as part of his 

philos01Jhical attitude -to the intrinsic value of even the 

32. ~1alden, p. 16. 
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meanest of objects or events. To understand this, too, 

is to understand Thoreau's attitude to the commercial 

spirit vrhich "has pervert cd the instinctual, sponta~eous 

response to experience, in favoUr of a calculated aHareness 

of hm1 tomorrow cannot function \'Ii thout preparation being 

made today. 

l1ysticism, or Transcendental~SJ:l, is thus proposed 

by Thoreau as a spiritual nethod of reducing life to its 

essential elements, and of "re-esuJliLishing the individual 

in his natural, organic relationship to the cosmos. Although 

there is much to sugGest that l'1ille1' is more devoted to 

hedonism than Thoreau, he does in fact propose an almost 

identical goal f.or the individual. It is true that his 

methods may be somewhat different to those of Thoreau, 

but the sexual exploration he conducts irl the course of 

his "Hri tin[,'s, is, considered as a part of his journey of 

eXl)loration, simply a means tovrards an ultir:late spiritual 

fulfilr.1cnt. l1aterialism, he believed \"lith Tho"i'eau, had 

inv8"ded even the precihcts of Chris"tiani ty, anc1 he likevIise 

kne'd the necessity of "a spiritual alternative. 

Miller expresses the s~tuation "of crisis in ~he 

I yforld of Se:x;, uhen he says that lithe body has ceased to 

! 

I 
I 
i 
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be the temple of the spirit,,~3and it is his purpose to 

revitalize this dead or disused part of man's a\-l£treness. 

He, too, looh:s to Hindu texts for his example, and re:peats 

insistently the importance of a fuller involvement '-lith even 

the most insignificant and fleeting eXlJeriences. "Life is 

nO\\T, every moment, ,,34
11e declares, and attempts to prove 

this assertion by entering into each experience VIi th his 

total energy. Like Thoreau, he emphasizes the need to take 

life slovTly and to disregar'd, to a larg~ extent, the 

concerns of the next day. TIe vTri tes in Cancer:' 

III don't give a fuck .. That's behind me 

or >-ihat's ahead of me. I'm healthy, 

incurably healthy. No sorroH, no regrets. 

No past, no future. The present is 

enough for me. Day by day. Today! Le 

Bel aujourd 'hui! ,,35 .. ~ 

Clearly this extreme attitude stands in opposition to the 

basic economic structure of society, and to undermine this 

structure , it hcts already been noted, is an ~tegral pal;'t 

of Hiller's purpos.e. But finally this statement must be 

seen as part of the spiritual s~bstitute for C~ristianity 

which Miller offers. A new perspective, or a new set of 

33. The ~"lorld of Sex, p. 18. 

34. l.!?M. , 
, 

83. p. 

35. Cancer, p. 46. 
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values must be established, in order to approach "That is, 

in fact, the equivalent of Thoreau's Transcendentalism. 

Hiller quotes Amiel at the beginning of The Books in l1y 

~ife36for an' expression of the 'capaci~y of the individual 

to achieve such a reorientation, and to recreate the 

\10rld according to his spiritual inclination: 

. 

I!.All .. is marvellous for tlle poet, all is 

great for the hero; all is wretched, 

miserable., ugly," and bad for the base 

and scroTcl soul. 1I37 

To develop a heightened perception of the significance of 

each moment of experience, ;is Hiller's first stage in the 

reconstitution of this "base and sordid soul". 

One of the greatest. contrasts bet\'leen Thoreau 

and Hiller is that sex is. so obviously absent from thg. 

'lrlOrk of the former, and is so prominently used by the 

latter. But in the context of this matter of personal, 

spiritual evolution, sex is in fact used by Niller in just 

. the '!,'lay that Thoreau uses nature. Just as nature can provide 

the medimn for the meditational process, so sex can provide 

the same stimulus. v'lher·e Thoreau may :find his (truth' lying 

36. Henry Hiller, The Book.s in Hy Lif.e, (:NeVI Directions 
paperbook, 1969). 

37. One of Hiller's IIQuotations froD :~Jri tersl!, "Thich opens 
The Books in. By Life. 



in a field full of oats \.ratching the 'drops of rain run 

dO\m from the s1;al1r.s~8Miller vTOuld probably sooner find 

it in the conte~plation of a vloman's sexual organ.39For 

example, a visit Hiller makes to a whorehou'se in Tropic 

of Cancer, provides many parallels \'li th Thoreau's trip 

to the top of the mountaine The vision of the 'iThores 

waiting around to be selected is somehow the starting 

. point of a complex evolution in Hiller's thought. "In that 

moment l1 , he says, "I lost ,completely the illusion of time 

40 
and space. 1I Thoreau, on the mountain, receives a startling 

revelation concerning the true nature of man's existence, 

and Hiller in the vlhorehouse achieves a similar moment 

. of cosmic trutJ;1, -yjhich is, in fact', the cru.."{ of the book--
. . 

"Som.ehoH the realization that nothing Was to be hoped for 

41 had a salutary effect upon me. 1I Later in Cancer, Hiller 

is transported on the \,lings of another moment of spiritual 

truth and extasy, which actually finds its beginning in 

the ex~uination of a particular female organ. This part 

of anatony provides the thread'or link, as 1"iiller's ideas 

wander in all directions, finally achieving universal 

38. Journal, pp. 12-13. 

39. For exm:q)le the episode in TroO:Jic of Cancer, (pp. 222-225), 
which is quoted p. 74 of this thesis. 

, 

40. Can~, p. 88. 
41. Ibid., p. 89. 



proportions: 

Il~'lhen I look dmm into this fucked-out 

cunt of a vrhore ~ I feel the 1tTho1e 

"forld be'neath me, a world used up and 
~ 42 

polished like a leper's skull." 

Vdller's sexuality must be seen, therefore, not only as 

part of his 'anarchy and his sensual indulgence, but also 

as a means t01tlards a greater realization and fulfilment. 

This contrast with T~oreau. ~oncerning the means 

by which transcend~ntal experience is reached, is in fact 

the only significant difference behreen the spiritual 

----position of the hlO \'lI'i ter$. Other\,rise they 'both see, and 

indeed demand, the necessity of a personal exploration 

conducted, essentially, along the lines of Hindu philosophy. 

Hiller agrees ;"lith Thoreau that the individual' s duty'~ is 

first of all to himself, before he can begin to excercise 

his duty to others. His book The ';'lisdom of the Heart 

contains a fairly systelliatic account of his spritual and 

mystical ideas, and. it is there that he clearly establishes 

this first resIlonsi'oility of' the individual: 

It. 0 .the real problem .' 

42. Ca~, p. 224. 
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is not one of gettinG on with one's 

neighbours or of contributing to the 

d~velopment of one's country, but of 

'discovering one's destiny, of making 

. life in accord \'lith the deepest rhythm 

of the cosnos.n 43 

Another quotation Can perhaps best express Miller's extended 

metaphor of man's "dislocation ••• from the movement of'life,,,44 

which can only be resolved by a vital attention to the 

needs of the spirit. In one sedtion of The Wisdom of the 

Heart, Hiller is discussing and endorsing the philosophy 

discovel'ed in the literary '"wrk of E. Graham Hm-Te: 

"Throughput his books it is the indirect 

or Oriental life which he stresses, and 

this attitude, it may also be said, is 

that of art. T~e art of livirig is based 

on rhythm--on give and take, ebo and J 

flow, light ana dark, life and death. 

By acceptance of a.ll the aspects of life, 

good and bad, right and \'Trong ••• the static 

def~nsive life ••• is converted into a 

dance • 11 45 

The "acceptance of all aspects.of life" in no sense implies 

43. IJReflections on 'driting", froT:1 The Hisdon of the He,ar.!, 
p.22. 

44. liThe vJisdoiJ. of the HeartH, from 'T'he ':,lisctOr.l of the Heart, 
p. 45. 

45. Ibiel. ,p •• 32. 
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capitulation to, but rather a mastery of, those aspects, 

. and imr1edi~tely recalls· Thoreau's famous statement of 

intention in vlalden: 
f-' 

"I went to the ~oods because I wished 

to live d~liberately, to front only 

the essential facts of life ••• and, if 

it proved to be mean, why then to get 

th h 1 d · of ··t ,,46 e woe an .genu~ne meanness ~ ••• 

It is just such a confrontation i'Thich is the final optimism 

of the hro i'Tri ters., for the pattern of· Oriental philosophy 

·leads to the conclusion that all may be turned to the good, 

if only the approach is made in the correct manner. Both 

- Thoreau and Hiller attempted, by ·telling the story of their 

aim lives, and by shoHing what the :possibilities are for 

the individual, to indicate something of 'ilhat the corr~ct 
.-.:1 

manner might be. For, as Hiller expres,3es it in his essay 

"The Children of the Earth", the one real pOi'Ter "I:1hich man 

possesses is Hthe pm'Ter to alter one's >'ray of life. (147 The 

Vihole doctrine of Thoreau and Hiller concerning the nature 

of the individual is actually a denonstratiou of how this 

pOHer flay be excercised, and each man liberated from the 

constraint and distortion of modern society. 

46. Walden, p. 66. 
470 "Children ~f the Ea.rth", irora Stand Still like the HtU?g"1in.r..;birA, 

p. 14. 

\ 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
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IIBooks are good enough':in their OTtln way but they 

are a mighty;bloodless substitute for. life. lI 

R.L.Stevenson, tlAn Apology for Idlers'''. ~ 

"W-e' do not learn much from learned books, but from 

true, sincere, human books, from frank and honest 

biographies ." 

H.D .Thoreau, A \'Tee1'>: 011 the Concord and 

Merrimack Rivers. 

UIn the middle of the square four black trees that 

have not yet begun to blossom. Intellectual trees, 

nQurished by the paving,stone'S, like T.S. Eliot's verse H • 

H,enry Hiller, The Time of the Assassins. 

The central concern of botli. Thoreau and Hiller 

for the loss of vitality both within society in gene~al 

and the individual in particular, is ultir:lately reflected 

most clearly by their approach to art. In art, as a specific 

aspect of life Vlith >,'Thich they are deeply involVed, they 

see a sirnilar tendency to\'Jards sterility, and an increasing .' 

absense .of natural, vi tal g,ro;·Tth. Thoreau Has, above all, 

continually troubled by a lacl;:. of ',Thci.t he calls IIhUftlani tyll 

in the 'tlork of some artists) ,,,ho are solely interested 



in facts: 

IIJ\. fact stated barely is dry. It mUGt 

be the vehicle of some humanity in 

order to interest. lil 

'j:his, to 'l'horeau, is the direct equivalent of the corruption 

of the individual, who has become interested only in 

the materialistic aspects of existence. In short, aft~ like 

the individual, must be vital and awake in order to 

justify its 0\'Tl1 existence. Thoreau's contact \'/ith literature 

is therefore established on very li1uch the Same basis cw 

his contact \·ri th people. Iris digression on friendship 

in !.JLee}s;, emphasiz.es the value he places upon genuine 

hUJ!1.an contact. On meetinG a r:Jan called Hice, in the Ilfl'uesdayll 

section, he ex:;}resscs his inpression in this Hay: 

tI ••• 1 detected a gleam of true h0i31)it--

able and ancient civility, a beai-, of 

:pure and even gentle hUD.:;>.ni ty, 
'2 

bleared culd moist eyes. II 

T.hU3 -example: denionsfrates - thenie'thod-:-by: which .. ' Thol~e'au: 

evalUD.tes the authors he admires, relecating the critical 

facul ty in favour of an instinctive apllreciat:i.on of the 

IIhulJ.8.nity" of the "lriter in questi.on. His discussion of 

1. A-~~~k~ p. 207. 

2. lb~_<!-_. i }) • 72. 





Chaucer i for exaapJ.e, restf5 on this· rarticular cri t.erion. 

I t is iml"lOrtant to remember that this p3.ss&.ge :.0 C cV .. rs .. in ··,t.he last ~ 

or IiFr:i.day'\ section of !.'L;.·r~, Hhen r~'ho:ce8,u is deeply 

involved vd.th both his :Lnpressions of the coming antux,m, 

and 1:ri th the death of his brotbe:c. 1'0 evoke the qualities 

of Chaucer as a contrast to the se2',60n<3.1 a.dvan(;er~10nt, 

d.raDatically deraonstrates the correlation 'l'horeau E:stablishes 

between art and nature. Chaucer, being introduced at 

this point, represents an optimiztic assertion of ' a 

rebirth in the cornirig year: 

IIHe . (Chaucer) is so natural and cheerful 

com.rJared vli.th later poets that He mieht 

almost regard him as a personificatio~ 

of Springc ll3 

Chaucer is linked with the earlier poet, Homer} in a 

paean of prai.s8 for a kind of pagan naturalis)jl found in 

the works of these two authors: 

4- • 1.~i2.. s p. 316. 

liThe I~l i5 not Sabbath but morning 

read:Lng l and Don cling to this old. song 

because they still have moments of 

unbHptizecl and uncommitted lifo l HhiGh 
L~ 

gives thea an 2..1)petite for ElOX'C. 1l 
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-. This emotional, uncriti~al appraisal of an author's vlOrk 

. is typical of Thoreau's. vitalist attitude to the role 

of the artist, indicating, as it does, a certain contempt 

for intellectuality. ITe falls back, rather, upon the 

primitive ideal already dicussed in chapter three, where 

an instinctive \·rildness about a vTOrk of art is its best 

--quality. He takes this point up in the Journal: 

"A truly §ood book is something as 

vrildly natural and primitive, mysterious 

and marvellous, ambrosial and fertile 

as a fungus or a lichen. ,,5 

The diction of this quotation is particularly signific'ant, 

being so similar to that al)plied to Thoreau's ideas 

concerning the basic, primitive aspects of the individual's 

nature. Hhat is finally most inportant about a \'lOrk o,f 

art as \1ell as a man, is the extent t·o ,<jhich a spontaneous 

feeling of humanity, rather than an intellectual bri~liance, 

is manifested fro!:] v .. ithin it. Thoreau maintains that 

Chaucer's vlri ting "is still the poetry of life and youth, 

rather than thoughtli,6thUS emphasizin.g a direct, individual 

response to a \10rk of literature, rather than an objectively 

.. 50 Journa~, p. 40. 
6~ A Week, p. 314. 



-82-

critical one. 

Such a non-critical approach to literature 

is the characteristic most cle~rly in.evidence in Mill~r's 

disco1,lrses upon other Hriters and books. His lengthy 

volume entitled The Books in H;y: Life, is a supremely 

uncritical document, 'Hhich discusses some of the most 

significant items in Hiller's personal reading list.7 

As i-1ith Thoreau, Hiller relies, in his selection of \'lorks, 

not iipon any ,objective criticaJ,. form~J,.a, but upon a simple 

emotional reaction. If a book gives, him something, "J'hether, 

it be inspiration to 1.vrite hinself, or sir:lply pure enjoyment, 

then it is a e,good' book. The enthusiasm of another reader, 

concerning a partiQular book, should be sufficient to 

recommend it: 

"l·re· aught to be alert to these ;"moulder:Lng 

vibrations. No matter if the person 

recollli:iending the book be a fool or idiot, 

,·re should a:hJays be ready to take heed. 1I8 

As Hiller expresses it previous to this, in The Books in E:[ 

'Life, liThe final authority must ahrays be oneself ll • 
9 Fiedler) 

7.. The Books in 1Vly Life stands as the first half of a 
still. incomplete volume" consisting of Hiller's evaluation 

. of sO::ie of the most important authors in his reading list. 
Picking as he does on such writers as Henty and Ri~er 
Haggard, he provides an unconventional selection to s~y the 
least. 

8. The Books iI,!, Hy Life, :ge 173. 
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who reviel'led the book in 1953) caught the flavour of 

Miller's s.pontaneous attitude to art, and the implicit 

rejection of the establishecl ,'rays of \'lri ting and of 

criticism, Nhich is found throughout the book. He writes: 

."He are done vlith Henry James 'at last; 

Hiller is squarely in the Whitman caIap, 

in favour of the (direct experience' of 
. 10 

life-- II 

Miller's reaction to organized critical driteria, or 

intellectuality in general, resulted from the sterility 

in art which he saw being caused by these things. Miller's 

clearest demand for an instinctual response to the life 

force within a work, rather thari an evaluation of its 

aesthetic significance, occurs in an essay called liThe 

Universe of Deathll.?J.Hiller had ambitions at one time to 
".:.t' 

write a full-length book on the subj ect of D. H. Lm.,rence, 

and)despite the f~ct that he found the task impossible, 

there exists liThe Universe of Deathll , \.,hich "iOuld have been 

the conclusion to the work. Just as Thoreau's praise of 

certain authors indicates his general critical standpoint, 

this essay does the same for Hiller. His method, :here, has 

1<;>. 1eslie Fiedler, Revie"t-! of The Books in I''fy Life, Yale 
Review XLII, No.3, (Spring 1953), p. 459. 

11. An essay in the boo~1: entitled The CosmoloLica1 EX5:." by 
Henry Hi~ler, (Hew Directions, l\e\" Yo~k, 1939). 
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been to compare Lavlrence vii th Prous t and Joyce, in order 

to illustrate his ideas on what consitutes a vigorous, 

progressive form of literature. Joyce, principally, stands 

'as the man of ideas, the intellectual author ''1ho ha.s eschevJ"ed 

a vital, emotional reaction, to the '>'Torld around him, in the 

"l,ttempt to create a perfect "lork of art. In a remarkable 

outburst'of rhetoric, Hiller violently attacks the sterile 

·world of thought: 

UHis (Joyce" s) language is a ferocious 

masterbation, carried on in fourteen 

tongues. It is a dervish dance on the 

periph~ry of meaning, an orgasm not of 

blood and. semen, but of dead slag from 

the burnt-out' crater of the mind. ,,12 

Whether he is correct o~ not in his final assessment of 

Joyce's position, is lli1important, just as Thoreau's cr~tical 

correctness need not be debated. The ',essential 'point 'is ',the 

anti-intellectual attitude 'ltlhich emerges strongly throughout 

the essay, '!tlhich has, as i ts pivots, the b'lin ideas of ' 

sterility and vitality. r·iiller sees La\,lrence's ,.,rork as a 

direct confrontation of all experience and particularly 

12. Cosmol.o.')ical Eye, p. 125 • 



~5-

the experience of death. Lm'lrence gives full play to his 

examination of basic emotional responses t 'lilhich, as vTas 

noted in the previous chapter, is of such importance to 

Hiller. Joyce, on the other hemd, is solely concerned 

wi th an esoteric system 1.4hich renders much of his "'Tork· 

unintelligible to even the most assiduous student, let 

alone the larger reading public. liThe Universe of Death", 

as the title of the essay, respresents the deadlock of 

sterility which Miller sees as-the modern artistic condition. 

Joyce., as "Tell as Proust, ·"Tho is ·assessed in much the 

same way, represent capitulation to the stagnant lethargy 

of the present period. Miller asserts that they\~imply 

treflect'the times, and make no move to establish themselves 

in opposition to it. Their artistic stance is one of 

deterministic acceptance: --;, 

"He see in them no revolt: it is surrender, 

suicide, and the more poignant since it 

springs from creative sources. lIl3 

The destruction of the individual as a vital,responsive being 

is thus extended to include the artist, and it is clear that 

13. Cosmological "EE, p. 109. 

I 
I 
t 
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Hiller's doctrine of anarchy is. as muc.h. a.pplicable to the 

artist as to the individual. It is not enough, he repeats, 

to sit dO\'!ll and lament the condition at modern life, and 

make of this lamentation a so-called work of art. Xf protest 

is needed, it is the artist above all vlho must make this 

protest. 

The criticism of bQth Thoreau and Hiller'centres 

around the distinction that has always been made beb-Jeen 

art and life. Although "Art for Art's'sake fl did not 

really crystallize as an idea until· the end of the nineteenth 

century, Thoreau vias continua.lly a\·mre of th~ sterile 

processes which led art to" become an end in'it~elf, being 

produced far mmy from any contact 1"lith reality. Once again, 

it is it Neek that contains his best definition of this 

dichotomy behTeen art and life: 

"There are tvlO classes of men called 

poets. The pne cultivates life, the 

other art. One seeks food for nutriment, 

the othe'r for flavour; one satisfies 

hunger, the other gratifies the palate. Tl14 

It is most important to observe the metaphor of eating l,Jhich 

T):lOreau employs here. Once again, as 'Hi th his ideqs of sim-

plicity in living, he stresses· what is natural and instinctual 

__________________________________ h ____________________________ ___ 

14. A Week, p. 319. 

i 
f 
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in man. A book should" in thiq sense, be of real nourish-

ment to the reader, but Thoreau is saying that, just as the 

indlvidual has become corrupted by the fatuous affectations 

of modernity, so the nusguided artist may cease to provide 

the real food that his 1flork should be. Thoreau appeals, 

aS'in his ex~~ple of Chaucer, to an instinctual response 

in the reader, and criticizes the sophistication of' taste 

which only looks for perfection of technical detail. He 

writes in the Journal: . . 

"\1hen I hear hypercritical quarrelling 

about style and grammar ••• 1 see that 

they forget the first requisite and 

rule is that expression shall be natural ' 

and vi tel. fl15 

So completely does this correspond \'lith Thoreau's exhortations 

concerning the natural vmy to live, t~at it soon becomes 

apparent that he' finds no real difference bet\-J'een art and 

nature. In fact, he takes an entirely organic vie\~oint 

concerning the processes 6f artistic creation. 16Nature, it 

was observed in the last section of chapter three, is Thoreau's 

medil~ of revelation,and he finds there, also, an example 

15. Journa!, p. 204~ 

16. For a discussion of Thoreau's organic method, that is, the 
derivation of his art from the example of nature, see 
F.O.Nathiess'on, The' American Renaissance, p. 154. Later, 
in the chapter, "i.JaldM: Craftsmanship and :;"echnique tl , he 
investigates the extent to uhich :'lalden meets Coleridge's 
organic theory. 

\ 
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"Yet poetry, the last and finest result, 

is a natural fruit. As naturally as the 

oak bears an acorn, and the vine a gourd, 

man 'bears' a poem either spoken or done."l? 

A relationship \.n. th Coleridge's organic theory of aesthetics 

is certainly indicated here, but more than this, such a 

passage demonstrates Thoreau's conception of natural vitality 

as related to ideas Q Ideas grovT" into books, and books grow 

into an organic mass \'1hich has, as its un.ifying element, 
. , 

just such an atmosphere of 'life and vigour. There is the. 

feeling of direct contact 1:.Ji th the artist as a man, and 

not as an aesthete. 

All this helps specifically to explain the auto-

biograyhical form of Thoreau's writing, since he has ritade 

his life, very l~terally, into his art~ In the most direct 

fashion, he created the vast Journal from the ordina.ry 

events of his existence, describing them with unsophisticated 

sim:plicity. From the Jou:t;l!:al, he distilled the more organized 

collection of fragments knoNn as A. ~'Jeek on the Concord and 

V:Talden, and there is a continued inpression that he wr'ote. 

almost concurrently with the experiences he relates. He 

A l;.Teek, }2. 
v 
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expresses his affinity for this direct and personal form 

of creation in this ''lay: 

"Is not the poet bound to 'tlri te his Oitm 

biography? Is there any other ... ,ork for 

him but a good journal? \'Je do not 1tJish 

to knOVT hO\-l his imaginary hero, but hot-l 

he, the actual hero, lived from day to day.1I18 

Thus art grovlS directly out of life, but ''lhat is finally 

important to Thoreau, is the life itself rather than the 

art. He \\rrites near the end of A vleek': 

"It is not easy to 1tlri te in a journal 

1tThat interests us at any time', because 

to "trite it is not ,,,hat interests us. tt19 

The life, or the ,,'ay of living, Thoreau emphasizes, should 

be the ultimate concern of the artist as "Tell as of any other 

man, and the artist's purpose is to ShO .. l, by his o1:m~xa:mple, 

\<1hat that \'lay should be. There Has not, therefore, to be any 

divergence behleen the way the poet lived, and the ltray he 

taught,'and the teaching should be derived from his personal 

eXl)erience of the \'lorld around him. 

Miller's purpose as an artist has also been to tell 

the 'story of his OHn life, and .in the telling, to demonstrate, 

dramatically, the philosophical conclusions he reaches. 

18. Journ~l~ p. 185. 
19. A \'Je~~, p. 28~·. 
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Writing, like Thoreau, in the first person, he has created 

a vast body of litera.ture, each ne1'T volUll1.e adding a little 

to the total picture of himself. Like Thoreau, also, 1'liller 

maintains, throughout this extended monologue, an iml)ress:1.on·. 

of spontenei ty, so that the \'rork does literally appear to 

grow out of each passing experience. Hiller wishes to inipart 

the organic quality of his own life· to the book he is 

writing, and in a sense to fuse the bro things forever. In 

"The Universe of Deathfl , he condemns the pursuit of art 

in isolation and intellectual sterility,' finding in Joyce's 

work, "A \;forship of art for its O"Tn sake--not for man. Art 

in other words regarded as a means of salvation, as a 

redemption.,,20In The_Tine of the Assassins, he refers to 

. 21 
such a schism betvleen art and life as lithe mortal wound", 

and he ela.borates upon this idea in T.he Colossus 0 f f.laroussi. 
- -

Here he equates the act of artistic creation with the process 

of living, and concludes that art simply constitutes one of 

the Dany '-lays of getting into life, rather than avoJaY from 

it. He begins: 

"Art, life religion, it nm·.}' seems to 

me, is only a preparation, an initiation 

20. Cosmological El~, pp. ~09-10. 

21. The Time of the Assassins, p~ 94 • 



into the 1tTay of life 9 II 

and continues a littl~ further on: 

1I •• ~but it seems clear to me that I shall 

pass from art to life, to exemplify .... .Jllat

ever I have mastered through my art by. 

1 ·· 1\22 my . :LV1.ne;. 

Hiller as \-!ell as 'rhoreau, leads ul tiraately to their ideas 

concerning the func~ion of art. It is clear that art, for 

both of them, is actually a process of personal discovery, 

1'Jhioh leads them to\'lards a 'dorkable pattern of life. They 

are finaJ.ly far more concerned. \'lith the vital, organic 

effect of their work., than they are Hith the technical means 

of produ~tion. It remains now to discuss the extent to 

which they actually dispense \'lith the traditional critical 

cri teria, if1 order to achieve such an overall organic 

impresr:lion. 

II. 
11 • •• one is reminded. of the .stuttering and stamElering 

of a Whitman or a Melville. Lik.e them, Miller belongs 

in the direct line of American genius~·oa genius v:hich 

is essentially fon:11ess. 'l'hey are por.tmanteau Hriters, 

discursive, rambling and l'rolix: vulnerable only beco.use 

they do not bother to hide the fact that they are still 
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grot-ling. Th:ey may be tiresome, but they, are never 

bleak." 

La't/rence Durrell, "Studies in Genius II • 

It is perhaps :C. predictable, in the light of the 

intuitive or emotional style of ~riticism employed by 

Thorea'u and 'Hiller, that they pay little heed to traditional 

values imposed upon art by the critics. They both immediately 

transcend the conventional' forms of fi,c1;ion, by the undisguised 

use of the autobiographical method, and their curious 

amalg~~ of styles and sUbjects. The one standard that they 

---vlould·both maintain is that anything at all within their 

personal experience is relevant to the ~1ork in hand, and 

there is therefore no need to attempt objective realizations 

of matters beyond this experience. They are their o,m 

heroes or pri!lcipal prot8,gonists, and their approach to 

established critical criteria is as. individual as this fact 

might suggest. The result of this disregard for artistic 

decorum caused consid·erable consternation among the readers 

of A l'Iee1\: qn the Concord, and'the attacks Ul)on Hiller's 

eccentric form are probably only.surpassed by criticism 

of his obscenity. 



~93-

The most deceptive aspect of A Week is its title, 

ancl contemporary critics who expected an idyllic travelogue, 

,·rere considerably shocked and not a lii. ttle amazed by what 

they .found. The discursive method \"1hich Thoreau adapted 

from the Journal, involved an immense diversity of subject. 

matter arranged in no apparent order. T'he \'lork itself "ras 

badly received, as much for reasons concerning this irregul-

arity of form as for objections to its controversial subject 

matter. James Russell Lowell, revieHing A Week at the time 

of its publication, fou~d just $uch. a problem. He discusses 

the digressions in the \<[ork: 

111;'1e come u?on them like snags j 01 ting 

us headforemost out at our places 

. as \'le are rOt>ling placidly' upstream or 

drifting' do.m. ,,23 
.';' 

Henry James, notably sensitive to the structural aspects 

of a \'lOrk of literature, opined that Thoreau "TaS "imperfect, 

unfinished, inartistic; he "!''las \'TOrse than provincial, he 

was parochial. tl24The latter. part' of this statement is evidently 

'intended to convey yhe' apparent rusticity and rude construct-

ion of both AvI,eek and i"la)..den, 1:1hich according to James's 

23. Revievl of A \V"eek by James Russell J.Jo\>1ell, ·in the f.iassachusetts' 
0uarterly ReVie~, July 1849. 

24. Henry James, Hmrthorne, (London, Hacmillan, 1887), p. 96. 
James's book, though primarily concerned \d th Nathaniel 
Ha1."Jthorne, does, nevertheless, give considerable attention 
to the general background from Hhich Hmrthorne emerged. 



-94-

sophisticated principles, would certainly seem to be lacking~ 

EVen up to the present time, criticism is levelled at 

Thoreau's 1tlork on the grounds of its jagged if not non-

existent artistry. l'lalter Harding, a biographer of Thoreau, 

worries about the ladk of conriection between the various 

sections of A Week: 

f~horeau endeavours to manufacture a 

connection, even though a tenuous one, 

as '<Then he introduces his comments 

on religio~ into the Sunday chapter. 

But at other tines he drops al~ pretense 

of any connection and simply announces 

that he. will deliver some remarks on 

such and ~uch a subject.,,25 

Were it true that the only possible relationship of the 

remarks upon religion to the book as 1I1hole ,. resided in the 

fact that they are placed in the "Sunday" section, then the 

connection 'oJoul.d be tenuous indeed. In order to understand 

the nethod Thoreau has employed in A Ueek, his vie\,ls upon 

anarchy, the nature of the individual, as Hell as his st:rle 

of criticism, must all be borne in mind. It has already been 

established that Thoreau adopted a deliberately provocative 

rhetoric in orde'r to create the stir he vrished for, and thctt the.-

250 \o'lalter Harding, The Days of Henry: Th0:t::.eau, (Ne\v York, 1966), 
p. 247 .. 
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lack of conventional structure in A v'Teek is fully consistent 

\ath this method. In addition to ,'1hich, his rejection of any 

other than a...Tl individ'l~al, instinctive t~iT1d~' of criticism, 

sho"1s that he had no;, concern for conventional artistic 

criteria. Should such a for~ of restriction be imposed 

upon the artist, then :the natural 'instinct of the 'I.'Iri ter 

"lould necessarily be corrupted. Thoreau was probably m'Iare 

pf the possible objections to his ''fOrk, and in.A Heek it 

seems as if he is answering them before they are raised: 

flEnough has been said in these days of 

the charm of fluent vrriting. 'We hear it 

complained of some "'lorks of genius that 

they have fine thoughts, but are irregular 
26 

and have no flo"1. II 

Thoreau fOlli~d his precedent ~n the Concord river itself, and 

demonstrates his sense qf the organic grO'Hth of both-;'nature 

and art, by dispensing i.;ith a structure Hhich would 

syn)bolize artificiality. His "fOrk thus appears as organic 

as the natural forms he describes, encot!passing anything 

the author deems appropriate. Thoreau's "n'i ting, in this 

sense, t·ranscends all limiting forms, and he appeals finally 

to the total emotional effect a "lork may have, irrespective 

26. A Week, p. 94. 



of its cocponent elements: 

itA true IJoem is distinguished not so much 

by a felicitous expression t or eU1Y 

thought it suggests, as by the atmosphere 

\'1hich surrounc1G :Lt. 11 27 

Sponteneity and apparent lack of form are thus 

dinstinctive characteristics of Thoreau's 'V1riting, including, 

as it does, essays and tracts vTithin the body of the \'Jork? 

together with odd pieces 6f po~try._This~~~hod~mi~ht 

appropriately be called fiction, since Thoreau cl'eates 

hinse].f' aneu as a fict:L tious character, and he changer:; 

and arranges his material in a fictional mannere But to 

put a label on his vwrk 1'10u1d be poj.lltless, denying, as 

Thoreau does,the validity of such restrict:Lve mothods. Tho 

Same is entirely true of 1'1il10r' S Hork, "lhich likcHise 

defies any c~.ttempt at convenient cla.ssification. At firsj: 

sight 9 his ",ir:). tinES::; ~ exclucUDg the miscellaneo1).B essays, 

seem fictional in many- re5I.lects, \'Ii th 60';:-'0 evid.ence of" 

chm"acterization, and even of rIot, albeit sOf,lei'lhat erratic c, 

But to base any critical judgI2ent upon the idea that l-!iller' 13 

only- result in severe COlilplications. Kingsley'" \'lidmer, in 
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his recent study of Miller, provides an excellent example 

of the critic (like James Russell LOi'Jell in Thoreau's time), 

who insists upon a traditional and structured appearance 

from a work which is cle~r~y not writt~n with such consider-

ations in mind. Lo\vell seemed unprepared to recognize the "rider 

implications of A We~~, and censured its failure as a travel 

book. 'Widmer' s approach to The Colossus of t1.aroussi is 

interestingly similar: 

tiThe art of The 'Colossus of Haroussi as 

has been noted, is frequently defective-

often vague, strident, silly and sent

imental. Rhetorica.l assertions repeatedly.' 

overrid-e . any sense -of time and place ,-- -~

thus ufldercut tine its ovm ! raison' as 
28 a travel book." 

It is true that ~he C~loSGUS fails as a travel 

book in the conventional sense, but to believe that it 

ever attempted tb be such, is to overlook the implications 

of the voyage discussed in chapter one. The absense of a 

feeling of "time and space" is certainly inevitable, \-1hen 

the author's intention is to try to-evaluate his spiritual 

reaction to the atmosphere of a certain spot, rather than 

to describe its geogra~hical apgearance. The problem in 

28. Kingsley Nidmer, Henry Hiller, p. 66.' 
9 
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Ttlidmer's .book i~, hm1ever, greater. than this, for he 

. continues to apply inappropriate critical cri t-eria, 

generally in order to discover some specific fault. He 

seems to expect that plot-. and character, the tHO principal 

blocks of novel building, should never be replaced by 

differerent and perhaps more versatile methods. Miller's 

tplot' is in fact so chaotic as to be almost unrecognizable, 

and his characterization usually takes the form of brief 

portraits inserted in the course of the rambling monologue. 

He makes no attempt whatsoever to imaginatively enter the 

minds of other people, because his purpose is not that 

of a Dickens or a George Eliot, \'lh~re authenticity is of 

pari:(icular importance. - Just as Thoreau makes no atterJpt 

to present, -in A Vleek, a character study of his brother 
.~ 

John, so Hiller's friends and acquaintances are only 

superficially explored. 

Neither in The Colossu~ nor anyvlhere else in his worl<. . 

Is Miller trying to achieve anything like a ~ealistic 

picture of the "'forld he lives in. His m-ffi maturation and 

philosophical development is his declared subject, and-in 

the course of this undertaking, it seems that he is prepared 

to dispense "lith alnost all traditional methods. He has 

. ' 
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declared his antipathy to the objective style of modern 

criticism, and it is curious to try to convict him of a 

failure to live by rules he does not ackno\'Tledge as 

legitimate. Widmer continues his discussion of Miller's 

method with an extended reference to the Hona/Hara figure, 

who appears in a number of the books~ HavinK given her 

the title of the IIDark LadylT, he goes on to examine 

Miller's failure with her: 

"A novelist with'any feminine identif.ication 
- ~ -

might have done much with the Dark Lady, ~ 

but Hiller is no novelist, or even apt 

story-teller, and he also lacks the 

skill -to proTe-ct into the femlnfne 

sensibility. Thus ,';e never get his heroine's' 

thoughts; feelings, or sense o'f experience. ll29 

~qidmer later cites 'Hiller"s one actual identificatiorP-vn. th 

the female, and that is Hhen he tries to imagine ."hat 

sexual penetration is like from the woman's point of view. 

The fact that Eiller fails in this excerciie seems to 

symbolize', for vJidmer, the lalnentable inability of the 

author in question to achieve any kind of objectivity. All 

these details finally :prove is that ',Jidra.er did not read far 

29. Henry ,Hill'er, p. 73 • 
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enough into Hiller's "Tork in order to discover some kind 

of statement of purpose, for if one thing is ~ertain, 

it is that if Hiller's "lark does. lack form and organization 

1.n the traditional sense, then the author is fully. a"lare of 

the fact. 

It has already been indicated that both Thoreau 

and Hiller are essenti(:l.lly anti-critical in their attitudes 

·to an appreciation of art, and Hiller, even more' than 

Thoreau, provides many direct st'atemeD:ts reveal~ng his 

total rejection of the accepted patterns of "Triting. 30In 

Sexus he S&Y8 that "People have had enough of plot and 

'-character. Plot and character don '"1; make life, 1I31and at 

the opening of .Cancer, he declares that he intends tlnot 
, 

to change a line of ifhat I \<Trite. ,,32He goes on to echo 

-~ 
Thoreau's statement that "a poem is the atmosphere Hln.ch 

srrounds it, 11
33vlhen he Hri tes : that Hatisse knovJ'S: 

"\'lhere to dissolve the human figure ••• 

has the courage to sacrifice an 

30. For an interesting discussion of the unconventional or 
anarchical elements in Miller's artistic method, see 

. Art and Ou~rar-:e, (Dutton, lTe\f York, 1961), ,'Thich is a 
corresponctn.nce about Niller betweon· Lmlrence Durrell and 
i\.lfred Perles, vJith contributions by- Hiller himself. 

31. Sexus, p. 47. 
33. A Week~ p. 319. 

32. Cancer, p. 10. 

MCMASTER UNIVER:Slry L1BRAR' 
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harmonious line in order to detect 

the rhythm and murmur of the blood.,,34 

nThe rhythm and murmur' of the blood", vaguely used, as is 

much of Hiller's mystical terminology, refers to the final, 

overall effect of the ';Tork, an effect \,ihich- is rather ' 

based upon an emotional or an instinctual response, than 

upon an objective critical assessment. As \"ith Thoreau's 

defense of Chaucer on the grounds 6f his "humanity", 1!fil1er 

is 'trying, here, to dep20nstrate that a work of art may 

have a tremendous vitality and effect upon the reader, 

without concerning itself with tradtional form. In fact, he 

goes so far as to equate such, concern for method and structur~ ____ _ 

vd th the lr,..ind of stagnation and atrophied intellectualism 

he finds in the work of Joyce:' 

lIyou keep bellyaching about fortf. I 'ill 

against the form that is imposed from 

the outside, the dead structure. My 

books represent-germination in all its 

phases. ,,35 

Just as Thoreau looks to nature for an analogy 

to express the growth processe-s in art, so Miller invokes 

the idea of organic evolution as the basis of writing. Miller, 

the man, is the subject of the vlork, and as a man he grows 

--------------------------------------------~---------------

34. 
35. 

CanceE., p. 147. 
9 _ 

Quoted as Niller' s ,'lords by LaHrence Durrell in his essay 
JlStudies in Genius", printed in "Horizon" tlagazine,o' (July 
1947),pp. 45. 
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and changes. He sees it as inevitable that his artistic 

method should reflect this "direct experience of life ll36 , 

as Fiedler refers to it. In an essay entitled. "Reflections 

on \vriting" t he discusses a feY1 of his concepts cOH?erning 

the structure of his 'work: 

"I have no beginnil,lg and no el1ding, 

actually. Just as life begins at any 

moment, through an act of realization, 

so the wo.rk.1l37 

Such a statement does much to explain the diy~rsity and 

unstruc.tured appearance of Hiller's ii[riting, ,;[hich, it 

is \'10rth noting, often bears m.ore of a resemblance to a 

collection of letters the!.U anything else. Letters as. a 

possible I1ec1iulU for artistic exrlression are held in high 

regard by Niller, as is evidenced by the monumental cq.rres-

pondcnclance he carried on '<'Ii th Hichael Fraenkel, betvTe€m 

1935 and 1938, and. later published under the title of 

Hamlet. 38Significant, also, is the long rambling section of 

The Booy-~ in By Lif.e" called "Letter to Pierre LesdainlT, 39 

\'Thich begins as a move to COI'lL'J.unicate· \'lith a friend, and 

ends up as a discursive account of the author's ilapression 

of books, people' and variegated memories. Earlier in 

36. See note 10. 

37. "Reflectibns o,n ~Jritingll, from The :-lis-dom of the Heart, p. 27. 

38. Henry Hiller and l·iichael Fraenkel, Hamlet, (Carrefo1.,1;C, 
Ne';! York, 1941 and 1943). 

39. The Books in 1"1LLif~, p. 196. 
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The Books in Ny Life, I··Liller makes an important reference 

to Van Gogh: 

- "It hap:pens that Van Gogh, ,dthout having 

any literary .pretensions "lhatever, \vrote 

one of the great books of our tine, and 

1.vithQut knm·ring that he Has 1.'lriting· a 

book. His life as 'tIe get it in the letters 

is more revelatory, more moving, more a 

"lork of art, I \-IOuld say, than are most 

of the famous autobioeraphies or auto

biograph~cal nove1s. n40 

Two things, particularly, em.erge from this passage;-Firstly, 

the reference to an tmconscious, and therefore essentially 

____ ~.inartis_tic' __ pr9cess of. the letters, and secondl:'l, the 

emphasis upon ~heir autobiographical nature. This combination 

of elements effectively defines the kind of art \'lhich 

mh d v·ll d'd 41It . d· t th· d·~ i oreau an i'l~ er pro uce. . ~n :Lea es e lJilme :Lacy 

and sponteneity of their style, and their ultimate concern 

'·li.th the t'lays and I:J.eans of life, rather than literature! 

Writing,to Thoreau and Hiller,Nas above all an 

act of defiance and a stateI:\ent of faith, \'jhi6h they 

proclaimed as loudly.and as rudely as possible in the hope 

40. The Books in Ny Life, p. 35. 

41. Kingsley Widmer briefly discusses the discursive method 
of Hiller's art, in his book. Henry I:iill~12.' p. 155. He 
indicat'es the genre to Hhich th<J. method belongs, mentioning 
such names as CllllL'TIings, Agee, as 'l'lell as Thoreau. 



of being heard. Literature Was nothing, they believed, if 

it did not manage to communicate intelligibly about the 

matter of i~nediate significanc~ to the reader--his life. 

,The result of such comnunication is to provoke chD,nge on 

'this personal, individual level, Hith no critical consid-

erati?ns standing in the ''lay. Hiller, expresses this ideal 

in a passage from The Time of the Assassins t where, 'Ni th 

. characteristic flwnboyance and exaggeration, he could 

\vell be expressing Thoreau's selitiments at the same tirje: 

"The cult of art reaches its end when 

it exists for a precious h~~dful of 

men and vlomen ••• Art is something \"hich 

stirs mens'passions, which gives visio~t 

lucidity, courage and faith. Has any 

any artist in "Tords of recent years 

stirred the \'forld as did Ritler..? Has 
--:" 

any poem shocked the Horld as did the 

atomic bomb ••• I do not call poets those who 

make verses, rhymed or unrhymed. I call 

that Ban a poet "Tho is cc\pable of 

profoundly altering the \·lOrld. ,,42 

In conclusion to this di'scussion of the artistic 

( or the opposite ) niethods of Thoreau and Hiller tit s.hould 

be noted that a number of studies have been made to explore 

42. The rriI!~e of the As,?assins, pp. 38-9. 
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the extent to which order can be found in ~heir work. 

11athiesson, for example, in his chapter !IV/alden: Craftsman

ship and Technique",43investigates the organization of 

vTaldeh, and finds it much more, tightJ.y structured than it 

might at first appear e Likevrise, ~v;illiam Drake's essay 

44 ' , , 
on yTalden discusses metaphoric patterns found in the book, 

thus further demonstrating the existence of conscious 

structure. Hiller has received something of the same 

treatment, in such a book as Form and Image in the Fic.ti2.£ 

45 ' ,of Henry, Niller, by J.A.Nelson, where patterns of image and 

symbol are thoroue;hly dis.lit?cted. ,Such studies are interesting 

in their desire to incorporate tHO great, but unconventional 

~riters into the patterns of established critical ideas, and 

these attempts are certainly vaIuable in their ovm vIa::{, 

but it is to be suspebt~d that neither Thoreau nor Miller 

would be greatly impressed. Miller indicates something of 

his contenpt for academic research, '<lhen he ,'7ri tes, "Hhat 

could be more useless, more ,a \'laste of time and eners'Y 

, ' It.6 
than a college thesis. II' No doubt, h01-leVer, this is once 

again a characteristic generalizat'ion 1:1hioh should not be 

too literally interpret~d. 

436 F.O.Nathiesson, The American Renaissance. 

44. T\'rentieth Ce~1.tury Vie\1s series of essays on Thoreau, p. 78. 

45. ~'.Jayne State Univ.I?ress, (Detroit, 1970). 

46. The Books in t:Y, Life, p. 216 • 



-106-

Conclusion 

It has become clear in the course of this 

-
comparison beti-Teen the philosophy and. art of Thoreau 

and N?-ller, that many of the ideas and methods of the 

earlier ivriter have been revived, \vhether consciously 

or not, by the later one. On so many import~nt issues 

they are found expressing similar attitudes, and a 

clue to their real similarity lies in a statement of 

Miller's, £ound in Tropic of Canc~r: .. 

flI keep thinkiJ;lg of my really superb 

health. '~1hen I say ehealth' I mean 

optimism, ·to be truthful. Incurably' 

optii:listic! I still have one foot in 

the nineteenth ~entury.fI 1 

- -- ~" - -

This remark indicates immed.ia:te~y part of the reason \vhy 

it appears that a \'lhole pattern of thinking, as exemplified 

by Thoreau, is revived, after a century of lapse, by 

Henry Miller. Thoreau's optimism,. his facceptance~ was 

found to be normal and l)redict!'tble by Orv'lell, but to 

find 11ille'r still saying "I accept" in the middle of the 

t t · .Lh' t th hIt·· 2B wen 1e~ cen ury, comes as ra er as_oct 0 n1m. etween 

Thoreau and Miller lie~ Nietzsche, and a whole complexity 

1. Cancer, p. 45. 
2. See chal)ter bTO, note 8, together with the discussion on p. 25. 
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of philosophical thought, "Thich revolves around the 

realization that God is dead, and the effects of this 

school upon literature are apparant. The Theatre of the 

Absurd, the literature of Existentialism, and, to a certain 

extent, the tlLost Generationn of the tvTenties', are all 

manifestations of a central failure of optimism. In the 

midst of this bleak panorama, Hiller emerges, and asserts 

a ne\1}' positivism or. acceptance, and provides a neH 

optimism \'1hich may exist ,even though -the old gods do not •. 

Miller presents the ancient formula of a belief in the 

simple processes of regeneration, and at a time vrhen this 
. ----- --- -

is, perhaps, to be least expected. Such regeneration, however,· 

would not occur \'lithout considerable effort, and Niller 

follows Thoreau i~ his attempt to demonstrate the direction ---;, 

in \,lhich this effort r:lay be made. Host importantly, they 

are both fighting to prevent the capitulation of the 

individual in the face of what appear to be apocalyptic 

circumstances. But the fact that Hiller seems to reflect 

so many of Thoreau's ideas, and is h;i.iJself mvare of his 

ovm spiritual affinity \'lith the ninet-eenth century, in no 
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vlay implies stagnation of thought. It is,r~ther., a 

very necessary'rebirth of optimism, which is purely no 

anachronism.' Hiller is not sugg~sting that the .-.rays of 

·the nineteenth century were significantly better, but 

is asserting that positive ,belief and action are not 

impossible in the tVlentieth. 

Hiller recognized, in Thoreau, a man \'1ho stood 

,apart from his 0\1Tll age, and .... laS, in effect, a prophet 

who spoke at a time,v-hen change 'might ,have been more 

easily effected than a century later. He links the name 

of· Thoreau "lith vlhitman and Emerson, as one of those ,"ho 

tried to point out the right direction: 

"In the gloom of current events these 

names stand out as beacons. ltle pay 

eloquent lip service to their memory, 

but "Ie c~ntinue to flout their ;isdomo n3 

Thoreau's eXallil)le has been flouted, according to Hiller, 

and the only way to vindicate that loss is to repeat his 

words over and over again. Furthermore, as lGng as there 

remains the discrepancy behleen "Jhat man says he vlould 

like to do, and .. That he in fact does, there ,·rill be nee,d 

3. IIHenry David Thoreaull , from Stand Still Like the TIununinp;bird, 
p. 112. 
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'enough for such repe~ition. 

It would perh~ps be goin~ too far to assert that 

Miller is the Thoreau of the modern period, but certainly 

the affinities between the two writers are demonstrably 

extensive, and in ma~y ''lays th'ey do fulfil the same roles 

as individual, anarchist and artist. In conclusion, Hiller's 

own words provide the best statement of Thoreau's position, 

and £·filler' s relationship to him: 

"He (Thoreau) fov.nd' ~'Jalden. But \I}'alden 

is everYHhere, if the man hihlself is 

there. Walden has becom~ a symbol. It 

should have become a reality. Thoreau 

himself. h<;1s become a symbol. But he \,las 

only a man, let us not forget that. By 

making 'him a symbol, by raising memorials 

to him, He defeat the very purpose of his 

life. Only by living our oWilli;es to 

the full can \ve honour his memory. Each 

of us has a totally different life to 

lead. VJeshould not try to become like 

Thoreau, or even like Jesus Christ, but 

to become \'That '-Ie are in truth and essence. 

That is the message of every great indiv

ual and the whole meaning af being an 
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individual. To be anything else is to 

move nearer to nnllitY8 rr
4 

The v-rritings of Hiller, Guch as have be,en discussed in this 

thesis, reveal a man liTho has tried to fulfil this precept 

to'the furthest possible ~xtent, and by his example, has 

atterapted to make an idea approach' nearer to reality. 

4,. "Henry David Thorea1l:", from' Stand still Like the HumminiT,bird, 
p. 118. 
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