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‘It must have been at least five years ago that Eliot Porter first
imentioned“;o me that he might make .at some future time a series of p;noto—
graphs to accompany selected passages from the writings of Thoreau. He .
asked casually if I would like to write a brief forward and I replied—
just as casually--that I wouldJ of cours% congider it a'privilege. . Faced

" yith a fait accompli I almost wish tiat- I had not been so casual., If—the—
s ek ;

phxase—uneeds,no-—in’:mﬁuc‘:i‘on““’e\'/cr--applie&-,mi*‘c**app}ie&wnow’. Thoreau and

Porter can speak for themselves.
Here, sengitively and with complete understanding, is presented through

‘the medium of a new art that very world of American Nature which Thoreau, .
practising one of the oldest of arts, taught us to see better than anyone
ever had before. Mr. Porter makes no attem;;t merely to WY, the selected
passages. To have dox-'xe so would have been to produce no more than merely
documentary illustrations. Instead--and guided by sure'a.rtistic jnstin(:}_

: he has Arealized that the way aetually to -add to what Thoreau had written was
to catch Thoreau's spirit, to see with his’ eye and his emphasis the kind of

. thing he saw and loved. As a result Mr. Porter's pictures are more truly in

the spirit.of Thoreau than any others I have ever seen.
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Vhat this means, first of &ll, is %iseovex;iug how new and beautiful the
familiar ca:; be if 'we actually see it as though we had never seén it before.
" Other writers and otherbphotographers are prone to seek' out the unusual, the
graidiose and the far away. They. shock us intp awareness by flinging into
our faces the obviously Stupendous_. , When they are successful in their attempt ?
they mspu'e us that special sense of surprlse, wonder, and a kind of pleasing
W gt
. terror which the eighteenth century defined as é@' But the effect they
produce is at the opposite pole from that aimed at and achieved by Thoreau.
John Muir is our great poet of the awesome aspects of the Amefican scene.
His subject matter compliments that of Thoreau. But there could hardly be
celebrants of nature more different. Thoreau's theme is not the remote and - "
4 stui)endous but the daily and hourly miracle of the unusually unnoticé'd beauty
that is close at hand. He does not ran'e the world seeking out the ohyinuaty
gensational. The chickadee and the violet are to him as striking as the flame
tree or the bird of par aradise. 'What we need is, he felt, not ‘the unfam:.lla.r
'_ but the power to realize that the familiar becomes"un\familiar once we really

" look at i\') and that every aspect of the natural world.is in its own way

"awful." : >
- o A
One. espect of the romantic revxval of. mterest.;'f’../fnature was concerned

especially mth the "a.wesome" aspects. Byron illustr.ate'd this new interest
: when he wrote w:Lth characterlstlcally flamboyant rhetorlcal flourish his
description of a thunderstorm in the Alps:
And ﬁis was in the night! Most glorious night

% .| . Thouswert not meant for slumber.. ,Oh,'let me be

X sharer in thy fierce Sx}d far deiight-

A portion of the tempest and ‘of thee. .
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Thoreau is far closer to Wordsworth and»Wordsworth's. even more familiar "The

- meanest flower that Maws... .M 'What one~wemdd find in Mr, Porter's pictures
~

.13 .the world of calm beauty at which one must look twice to ‘find the awesome~
ness. which: .‘LSJ nevertheless there.

He with his camera/\ like Thoreau with his notebook and his"’spyglass"-—-
has "ATraveled a good deal in Concord,™ and roundabouyt. The result is the
very New Eangland Thoreau Saw more than one hundred years ago. Though the
mea still left to Nat:;e has shrunk, what remains is‘what Thoreau saw, -
love‘d and celebrated.

Even in his time he was aware that his beloved Concord had been more

tamed than he would have liked to see-it. ”"nen I consider that the nobler

animals have been exterminate d here--the cougar, the panther, lynx, wolverine,

" wolf, bear, moose, the deer, the beaver, the turke)} etc., etc.—-I cannot but
feel as if I lived in.a tame, and as it were, em“sculated country...I take
infinite pains to know all the phenomena of sprmb, for instance, thi.nkiné
that I have here the entire form, and then, to my c‘nagrin, I hear that it
is but an imperfect cbpy'that I possess and ;'ead, that my, ancesfors have torn
out many of the first leaves a.rid grandest passages, and mutilated 1Thdn m;my
places.'-' The process contmues. Yet it ma}; very well be that fewer animals -
and plants have actually dlsappeared completely since Thoreaa S time than
‘durmv the century which preceded him. It is the area left to them which has
been most drastically curtailed. One must hunt longer to.find what he found
more readily. But as Mr. Porter's pictures show, most of the kind of thing

' he 'saw can still be seen.:

How much_ longer: that will be true is a-question. Thoreau wondered tha.t

the village bell did not sound the.lnell when another tree was cut down The
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trees continue to fall and any bell which is rung is. less likely to.be 'a
knell than a celebration of Progress. "The squirrel has leaped to another
tree, the hawk has circled further.off, and is settled now upon a new eyrie,
but ‘the woodman is preparing to lay his axe at the root of that also.™
5 3 G 2
So much for the subject matter of Mr. Porter's pictures. In what sense
does their spirit and intention correspond to that of Thoreau?
 Photography is le most modeiy byt at the same time the least "modernistig®
Aoy (/"’W
of the arts. ﬂxgzs-p@axenc&cg1of abstractioq)surrealism and the rest have long
been accustomed to say'that the camera has relieved the painter of bhée former
7vibwné2fk : . o
. function, maim¥y that of representation.’ Whether or not to be so relieved
is actually a boon ‘there are still some to questioqijfgut there 'is no doubt
about the fact that the photographer'does deal in representations of the

actual, whether it be the actuality of an external Nature or the actuality

. of  a human portrait. Yet it is very far from true that he need be merely

. mechanical, that he can have no personal visioni%?ge cannot, like the painter,

impose ‘upon Nature a pattern or design which isn't there. But he can select
" and frame his picture in such a way as to reveal the pattern and design which

"the merely casual observer has failed to see, either because he did not look

closely enéugh or because it was confused by ‘adjacent irrelevancies. The

more the painter invents, the farther he takes us.fr§m the world which actually
‘exists and to that extent he may even encourage ﬁs in aA alienation from 'the'
real, The master'photographer[on the other handjdisc§vers rather than invents
and in that way he may (as Mr. Porter so sStrikingly does) second Thoreau in
Thoreau's most insistent injunction, namely, Be not aﬁqng those who haye eyes
that- seec not and.ears that hear not. :

N
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It was no small task to select from the twenty volumes of Thoreau's

es and SO suscep—
Vi : Thaese
tible ié supplemenu and illumination by companion photovraphs as are theee

'publlshea wrltmgs passages both so interesting in thmselv

he hav presem:ed Comparatively few of even these who profess an admiration
- for Thoreau's spirit have read one-tenth of what Qe left behind in the
7" Journal from which he . his major published work§ and m he might
" have dré.wn 'se.veral otheré‘. Many of his most brilliant passages of descrip-
tion and canment are buried in a text much of which became more pedestrian.
‘.., the yeéx"s went by. But Mr. Pért;er has ranged through the whole corpus
and selected with so sure an m51ght those passages which a.;’edboth remar‘{able
in themselves and most suitable for his special undertakmg,_}y.::-t—rthls volume
is, among other things, one of the best anthologies ever compiled. His book
is something to be read as well.as looked at and. there is no student of ¢=is é‘v
Sawthor so well gdversed that he will not get new insights from it.
Admirers of Walden and of the enormously rich Journal have found in
them many different things: a theory of economics, a defense of nonconformit};,'
" a definition of the good life and a defénse of Thoreau's most persistent con-
. tenti.on, namely, that human existence s‘nouid be, not a duty or.a burden, not

+a mere means to an end but aself-justifying aesthetic joy. Puritan in

certain respects he yas, but m)dus last mentioned e@ attitude# he was

. among the most <defined of anti- purltansavﬁlen he proclamed that God had not
sent him into this world without some spending money. 77@«’1&1 none of these
aspectsvof Thoreau's philosophy is Mr. Porter conceme.d\) except perhaps by
inference. What he does,showever, illustrated so \%iv;qu is ‘the conviction

. &y e
which u;vd“*lies all the o‘che%rﬁr—:;»ly t“ge conviction that-the source. of the




" Justification for hlS neglect of wﬁat others called the.serious business of
‘;fi)is the fact ~hat "this curious world which we inhabit is more wonderful
than it is convenient; more beautiful than it is useful; it is more to be
admired and enjoyed than used." N —F sk B

Joy 3‘6::—'”\;4 S, ol S

Emanuel Kant propounded the theory that the manlc of art depends in
1 rge part upon the various means which it uses to isolate 'the thing represented
from nll ordinary desires and duties in such a way that the only reaction
possible to it is pure contemplation. We cannot pick the painted flower nor
embrace the woman whom the artist has placed upon canvas.’ We can only look,
see, and realize them. It was thus that Thoreau wished to contemnlate rather .
than use Nature and it is thus that we can enjoy Mr. Porter's photo«raphs.

: (D«ou%\}/’@of’/)

To say this is by no means to say that Thoreau was a mere esthete, one, that
§ . 5 S oM e
is.to whom natural beauty means only lin%;and Shap% and color. In fact whide
/ : i :
the most heartfelt expressions of the scorn of—swreh he was capable is directed
il :
against those who, like the once popular English analyst of the picturesqu%
Willian Gilpin, saw:in Nature nothing except a’ pidture. Giipin talked, he

fk G B el : - 5
said, "as if there some food for the soul in mere light and shadow He had,
for example, undertaken to explain how a sleek well-fed horse might, no less -

than a shaggy one, be picturesque. "It is ndt his smooth, and shining coat

that makes him so. It is the apparent interruption of that smoothness by a

variety of shades, and colors, which produces the effect.” And Thoreau
comments thus: "Not the siightest reference to the fact that this surface,
witg its lights and shades, belongs to a horse and not to a bag of wind. '
The same reasoning would apply equally well to one of his hind quarters
hung bottom upwards in a butcher's stall...I should say that no arrangement

of light and shadow without reference to the object, actual or suggested,
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so 1lit and shaded can interest us powerfully, any more than paint itself can

charm us.”" Gilpin had no fellow feeling, no sense of warmness.

Moreover, if Thoreau was no esthet_e) he was, if anything, still less a

‘sbciéntist—in the driest mganing of that term. *Irt\enraged him to buy a book
on turtles and to find it _not‘hing but anatomy. He_diq' not, he protested,
care to know the iength of a hen hawk's intestines. And\h‘e had a deep sense
of guilt when he- once consented:to senci Agassiz for plcklmg a specimen from
w L,

".his beloved Walden pond. If Nature was not a mere obstruetien as he feared

' it was to néighbor Enerson/\ neither was it something to ‘be learned about
rather than something to be learned from. On the one hand "it is not worth-
while to go -around the world to count the clats‘in Zanzibar'; on the other
'"a man has not seen a hi nti has felt it." One cannot-even begin to
"] ove Nature” in any prpfitable sense until one has achievéd an empathy, a
sense of oneness # participation. "Appreciation™ meafis an identific;ation.,
"a sort of mystical experience, religious-in the most fundamental sense ofl
the term.

If the modern world is to learn fromvhim what he has to teach it, it‘
m.ust,try to understand the what, w‘hy and @erefcre of the life 1}3 led and ofl
}}is onviction that.the only good life possi_ble—-us&mm'is one "natural in
some sense that society has ‘tended more and ‘more to corrupt. What, one must
still ask, does it mean to observe Nature, to live with Nature, and to learn
from it? How dobs one go about doing any of these things and what is it that
one may hone to learn?

The two themes whlch reappear so’ pe**51stently sSeen at first. smht stra.nr*ely

T hoAs
te. On the one hand was has search for what he called "wildnessg,' "on the.
¢ : 5,
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other for the "higher laws" visiolr he never more than glimpsed '_but which he
was sure }\'at;ure,' even in her most savage ‘aspects,.was persistently whispering
lto him. The one search séems atavisticlthe other transcendental, as though
“he were both going back toy savagery and.forward towards some higher mystical
state. But the paradox is not unre»solvable and in the resolution is the
core of his faith.

Wildness, the merely natural and therefore almost animal life, is not. '
A .
—e;@ for its own sake. Thoreau was no mere romantic admirer of the noble :—
i savage, and in Walden itself he makes this. plain by ‘examining the deficiencies
- of -the best natural man he had ever known, namely the woodchopper. But man
N 3 >
/Lhas lostﬁujaway. The road upward from the savage does not lead to,;:luttered

materialistic>and desperate life such as that he sees his neighbors leading.
. To find the right road one must return in sympathy as well as in imagination
to the origins. From them one might go forward again to a truly civilized,
Wﬂ«-o :

vd 7. 7
not a merely artificial, way of life./[ je himself was aware that of his pro-
y

gram he had achieved anything like full success only in what might be called

‘ its preliminary phases. He had simplified his life to the point where he

had around it tl::rtqwide margin ‘which pemt‘fed him to 1ive/ra.ther than merely
to make a living. He_had made himself an inépector of snowétoms zmd/]ha.d
observed many natural phenomena. ‘Certainly also he 'had achieved e’.mpathy-——
with both the wildness and the gentleness of Nature. Because of these
successes he was sufficiently sure that h; was on'the right road'confiaentlj :
.";0 advise others to take it. He had learned that it is not necessary to-live,
by the sweat of one's brow Finless youN\sweat more easily than I do." He had
’

found ,a"xigppiness ‘and contentment which was to him sure proof that his way of °




But of the higher laws he

life was approved of by whatever Gods may be.
admitted that he had caught only whispered hints. ‘That c}_xapter of Walden

: {] , . . 4 :
called '% by gher Aaws" merely reaffirms his sympathy with wildness along with

d g
his .fccling that we have only begun to transcend it. No full revelation

‘comes. ‘And in the last chapter he can only fall back’ upon the hope that

nthere is more day to dawn." i

it
' Just one hundred years ago 9{2 died shortly after shogking a pious

.pelative who had asked him if he had made his-peace with Cod. "I am mot
aware that we ever quarreled." In the century which has passed. since then

no one has gone further than he along the road he chose and most hxave turned
(A
. their backs even more irrevocably upon it. And whether or not that is the
c/;{ -
reason, the fact remains that the mass of men Jead lives wissh less and less

quiet desperation. If those who believe in progress and define it as they

do continue to have their way it will soon be impossible either to test his :

‘theory that Nature is the only proper context of human life or that'in tk-at'ﬂ"f-"a-
v

W:

context we fEgirt ultimately learn. the "higher laws."//One important function
4 ﬂ/{/’éi 1

of a book like the present weexd have been performed if it persuades those

o open it that some remanant of the beauties it calls our attention to is

»* worth preserving.
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