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CHAPTER I

A NOISY WALDEN AS A SEARCH FOR SILENCE

What is one of the "noisiest" books ever written? It

may well be Walden with its multitude of sound images used

for concreteness, texture, and symbolism, yet integrated

so smoothly into the flow of writing that the general

reader may be largely unaware of their presence, much less

their significance, until they are called to his attention.

The author is a man so sensitive to sound that he changed

David Henry Thoreau, the name with which he had been

christened, to Henry David Thoreau "in the interest of

euphony," as Leon Edel suggests (2, p. 162). Walter

Harding agrees that "he apparently thought that 'Henry

David' was more euphonious than 'David Henry"' (3, p. 54).

An anecdote, which Thoreau records in his Journal of 1853,

also shows his unusual sensitivity and attentiveness to

sound. In a conversation between his aunts discussing

Henry's eccentricity, Maria exclaims, "Think of it! He

stood half an hour to-day to hear the frogs croak, and

he wouldn't read the life of Chalmers" (12, p. 58). The

incidents illustrate in a rather unusual way the same

careful ear which Thoreau gives to sound in his writing.

A man who rewrites his own name to improve its euphony
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and spends his time listening to frogs brings to his

writing a special dimension of consciousness to sound.

Through a careful analysis of sound in Walden, his

masterwork and the thematic and stylistic perfection of

his prose, this study demonstrates the three major facets

of Thoreau's use of sound in his writing: first, the

unusual aural sensitivity illustrated by the large number

and variety of his sound.images; next, the depth of meaning

which all sound has for him as metaphysical symbol; and

finally, the effectiveness of such devices as onomatopoeia,

rhythm, assonance, and alliteration. Of equal importance

to Thoreau are the sounds of his writing and the sounds

in his writing. Realizing the depth and texture Thoreau

gives his prose through his remarkable, if not unique,

treatment of sound increases one's appreciation of Walden

as art and of Thoreau as literary artist.

In addition to many hours of research in various

libraries, preparation for this study included a trip

to Concord to visit the -Concord Antiquarian Society

Museum, which contains a small room representing the

inside of Walden hut with its original furnishings as

well as Thoreau's flute and Aeolian harp, the Thoreau

Lyceum behind which is a replica of the pond dwelling,

and most importantly Walden Pond and the cabin site.

Memories of the chilling October wind rustling the
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glowing leaves overhead and the crunch of their slightly

duller counterparts underfoot help to bring the sights

and sounds from the pages of Walden vividly alive. The

Concord Free Public Library and the reading room of the

Thoreau Lyceum provided unique opportunities to consult

their extensive Thoreau collections. Bibliographical

research was conducted also in the Harry Elkins Widener

Memorial Library at Harvard University. -Finally, there

was a beautiful sidetrip to Middlebury College in Vermont

to examine Thoreau's handwritten annotations in his

personal copy of Walden, the corrections and additions

of which reflect a very careful reading and attention

to detail. One may consequently assume his own satis-

faction with the many usages of sound, for he makes no

change in them.

Most of the research, however, was done in the

libraries of Texas Christian University and North Texas

State University. A survey of early bibliographies,

such as Frances H. Allen's A Bibliography of Henry David

Thoreau, and of collections of Thoreauvian criticism,

such as Harding's Thoreau, A Century of Criticism and

The Thoreau Centennial as well as Wendell Glick's The

Recognition of Henry David Thoreau, indicated that any

useful critical studies of sound in Thoreau's writing

would be limited in number and fairly recent. Thoreau's
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personality and ideas have long dominated critical atten-

tion, causing neglect of Thoreau as a writer. Though

William C. Brownell did not include Thoreau among the

six authors in his American Prose Masters in 1909, Sherman

Paul does give Thoreau that distinction in his collection

of critical essays in 1961, Six Classic American Writers.

Background reading, therefore, covered studies of

Thoreau's imagery, style, and technique. Those generally

most helpful are Reginald Cook's Passage to Walden,

Norman Foerster's Nature in American Literature, F. 0.

Matthiessen's American Renaissance, Richard Cook's

"Thoreau and His Imagery" (1), and Kenneth Kurtz's

"Style in Walden" (5).

In the most important critical work on the subject,

"The Wise Silence: Sound as the Agency of Correspondence

in Thoreau" (9), Sherman Paul develops the thesis that

Thoreau uses sound as an.agent of controlled insight,

a meeting point between the finite mind and the Infinite

Mind. Indicating his debt to Norman Foerster's Nature

in American Literature in linking Thoreau's use of sound

and silence to the inward life, Paul sees his own findings

as a follow-up in a field needing further critical study

(9, p. 512). In The Shores of America: Thoreau's Inward

Exploration, Paul devotes additional attention to Thoreau's

use of sound. Anyone dealing with the subject owes a
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debt to Sherman Paul for his groundbreaking work, for no

other critic has examined sound in Thoreau's writing to

any extent beyond acknowledging his special sensitivity

and enumerating several of his favorite sound images.

Later writers on the subject have been in basic agreement

with Paul.

Other than Paul's work, there are a handful of

articles which deal only with specific points concerning

Thoreau's use of sound. Three present a case for the

influence of Indian writing and philosophy on his use of

sound: Frank MacShane's "Walden and Yoga" (6), Carl

Nelson's "Sound Knowledge in Walden" (7), and William

Stein's "Thoreau's A Week and Om Cosmography" (11).

Regrettably these articles present a very slanted and

myopic view; one must go to Arthur Christy's The Orient

in American Transcendentalism for an authoritative

opinion on any subject relating to Oriental influence

on Thoreau. Another small group of articles retrace

in greater detail certain points included in Paul's

study. They include Paul Oehser's "Thoreau: Exponent

of Silence" (8), Walter Harding's "Thoreau, Sensuous

Transcendentalist" (4), and Kenneth Rhoads' "Thoreau:

The Ear and the Music" (10). In-depth critical analysis

of Thoreau's use of sound is scant.
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More important to the present study than secondary

research, however, is this writer's own page by page

inventory of sound words and images, using the standard

edition of Walden from the Bradford Torrey 1906 collection,

The Writings of Henry David Thoreau. Joseph Jones' Index

to Walden being absolutely inadequate on the subject of

sound, the personal inventory served as the only complete

guide to the sound images in the book. The survey formed

the basis for analyzing patterns and techniques, for

locating areas of varying density, as well as for illus-

trating specific characteristics in Thoreau's sound imagery.

Other primary sources are A Week on the Concord and

Merrimack Rivers and the Journal from the Bradford Torrey

editions, The Correspondence of Henry David Thoreau

edited by Walter Harding and Carl Bode, the account of

"The Service" edited by F. B. Sanborn and reprinted in

Kenneth Cameron's The Transcendentalists and Minerva,

the version of "The Seasons" in Harding's The Days of

ny Thoreau, and Collected Poems of Henry Thoreau

edited by Carl Bode.

Chapter II, "Thoreau's Sensitivity to Sound," ex-

amines two basic perspectives on the use of sound in

his writing: sound as an important sense within his

total sensory awareness and Walden as the climactic

example of the developing aural pervasiveness and
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significance. Within his appeal to all the senses, evi-

denced both by his own remarks about his complete sense

involvement and by illustrative passages from Walden,

sight imagery outnumbers sound images; however, sound

dominates because of its metaphysical import. The ear

is to Thoreau what the eye is to Emerson; however, by

employing the other senses also, Thoreau creates a style

more sensuously concrete and therefore more expressive

than Emerson's. Tracing his remarkable .use of sound back

in an attempt to determine its origin takes the scholar

to Thoreau's childhood--to his mother's love of nature

which she taught her children and to Henry's earliest

extant essay. Although in the early Journal and essays

as well as in A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers

Thoreau establishes certain recurring images, many char-

acteristic patterns, and his basic theories on sound,

especially those concerning music and silence, his treat-

ment of sound reaches its pinnacle in Walden.

Chapter III, "Sound as Image and Symbol," illustrates

from the Journal and, more pertinently, from Walden ex-

amples of Thoreau's use of sound and silence as a means

of apprehending God. Chosen from the many in Walden for

their thematic involvement, four special sound images--

a cock's crowing, a hoe striking stones, a flute, and

martial music--demonstrate the metaphysical symbolism
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of sound, for Thoreau considers sound good, and his reac-

tion, especially to music and silence, is often an ecstatic,

even transcendent experience raising the listener above

the physical to the spiritual. Though some scholars sug-

gest the Hindu scriptures as Thoreau's possible source

for relating sound and silence to meditation, it is more

probable that Thoreau arrived at this concept through

his own experience and that he delighted in the Oriental

writings for their expression of similar ideas. Whatever

the source, so significant is his metaphysical interpreta-

tion of sound that it provides the chief perspective from

which to consider any specific examples of sound imagery

in Thoreau's writing.

Chapter IV, "Patterns of Sound Imagery in Walden,"

analyzes his auditory images to show patterns of frequency,

technique, meaning, and purpose. Three pairs of classifi-

cations provide a means of organizing the images--primarily

the positive and negative groups within which appear man-

made and natural sounds as well as music and "silence."

The relatively few negative sounds in Walden include those

whose harshness intrudes on the otherwise quiet and

meditative atmosphere. The overwhelmingly larger group

of positive sounds promotes a thoughtful serenity by

calling the listener's attention to the stillness they

accentuate by their subtle contrast to it. Though he
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generally considers the smaller man-made group as negative,

Thoreau's emblem of evil comes from the usually positive

natural sounds. The calls of the owls symbolize the dark

side of reality--insanity, despair, disease, death.

Paradoxically, distance and nature render even the most

frightful noises into music, Thoreau's most common meta-

phor for sounds because of their uplifting capacity.

Ranking at the very top of the positive scale as Thoreau's

two most significant sound images, music and silence

typically represent apprehensions of the Divine. Thoreau

portrays each, nonetheless, with a degree of ambiguity in

a somewhat negative reaction to the art of music and in

an equivocal description of silence in terms of the

audibility of sounds.

Chapter V, "Sound Devices in Walden," examines Thor-

eau's technique as well as structural and artistic pur-

poses in using rhythm, repetition, alliteration, and

onomatopoeia in addition to rhyme, assonance, and conso-

nance. Masterful adaptation of rhythm patterns to prose

produces much of the poetic quality of Walden. Relying

on the physical basis of rhythm, Thoreau effectively

generates emphasis and a desired mood.. His repetition

of a key word establishes a rhythmic pattern of its own

and, in conjunction with further alliteration, achieves

euphony, emphasis, and unity. Thoreau executes remarkable
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musical effects with alliteration and onomatopoeia, em-

ploying them with uncommon, at times exaggerated frequency,

yet with such skill that he creates fascinating results

and avoids monotony and obtrusiveness. His artful

manipulation of various sound devices adds beauty and

texture to the prose of Walden.

Chapter VI summarizes the evidence in Walden of

Thoreau's use of sound to achieve descriptive concreteness,

symbolic transcendency, and beautifully poetic prose. The

multifaceted function of sound, comparable to his theory

of a layered effect in writing which he once described

to Emerson, allows Thoreau to achieve several purposes,

many times within a single passage or with a single image.

His mastery of such involved uses of sound, exemplified

best in Walden, helps to rank Thoreau among America's

greatest prose masters and Walden among its masterpieces.

The chief contribution of this thesis lies in its

comprehensive study of the various aspects of Thoreau's

employment of sound, primarily in Walden as Thoreau's

masterwork in terms of sound. Paul's article, "The

Wise Silence: Sound as the Agency of Correspondence in

Thoreau," is the only really substantial work on the

subject of sound in Thoreau's writing; it centers, how-

ever, almost totally on the symbolic aspect and relies

mainly on the Journal for examples, Paul's brief interest
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in Walden being limited mostly to the chapter entitled

"Sounds." Since a complete analysis has hitherto not

been made, this thesis, then, to fill the gap, provides

a comprehensive study of Thoreau's use of sound in

Walden and related works as image, symbol, and artistic

device.
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CHAPTER II.

THOREAU'S SENSITIVITY TO SOUND

A chorus of critics assesses Thoreau's sensitivity

to sound as a part of his total sensuousness. Observing

that the "world of nature was resonant in his ears, sensi-

tive to his touch, graphic to his eye, pungent to his

nostrils, savory on his tongue" (1, p. 238), Reginald Cook

maintains that "most nature writers appear limited--an

eye or an ear or a taste or a touch; but in Thoreau the

senses are integrated and focussed" (1, p. 51). Foerster,

too, attributes Thoreau's aptness as an observer of

nature to the "perfection of his senses--a perfection

assiduously fostered, negatively by abstinence from bad

habits, positively by incessant use" (5, p. 78), since

the "bodily senses are channels through which we may

receive ineffable messages . . . " (5, p. 79).

The significance of Thoreau's sensuousness has not

always been recognized. Following Emerson's emphasis in

his eulogy on Thoreau's many renunciations, some critics

have erred in declaring Thoreau not only a stoic but an

ascetic. To the contrary, because Thoreau is "constantly

making use of his senses, not just one sense, but all

five" (8, p. 5), Harding stresses the strong element of

13
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sensuousness in Thoreau's writing. Indeed, Matthiessen

claims that Thoreau is more an epicurean than a stoic

(9, p. 112). Paradoxically, Emerson's eulogy, while

maintaining Thoreau's stoicism, also acknowledges

Thoreau's acuity of the senses: "His power of observa-

tion seemed to indicate additional senses. He saw as

with miscoscope, heard as with ear-trumpet, and his

memory was a photographic register of all he saw and

heard" (4, p. 471).

Thoreau's own words often testify to his total sense

involvement. He repeatedly expresses the integration of

all his senses, as in the chapter "Solitude" in Walden:

"This is a delicious evening, when the whole body is one

sense, and imbibes delight through every pore" (16, p.

143) or in his Journal of 1851: "Whatever things I per-

ceive with my entire man, those let me record, and it will

be poetry. The sounds which I hear with the consent and

coincidence of all my senses, these are significant and

musical; at least, they only are heard" (13, p. 442). In

another journal entry of the same year, he urges, "See,

hear, smell, taste, etc., while these senses are fresh

and pure" (13, p. 330), and he exults in A Week on the

Concord and Merrimack Rivers, "I see, smell, taste, hear,

feel, that everlasting Something to which we are allied

(17, p. 182). In practice as well as in testimony,
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Thoreau provides ample proof of his emphasis on sense

knowledge. He uses all of his senses and requires no

less of his reader. With the taste of a woodchuck's

"musky flavor" (16, p. 66), the feel of "a slight vibra-

tion" of a fish on the line (16, p. 194), the smell of

an "odorous herb garden" (16, p. 152), the sound of

squirrels "coursing over the roof" (16, p. 301), and the

sight of "water sparkling in the sun" (16, p. 344), Walden

awakens all the reader's senses. As Harding notes, "In

Thoreau's writings, the senses pulsate through every

line" (8, p. 7).

Confirming the reader's feeling that sound is second

only to sight, Richard Cook's study of Thoreau's simile

and metaphor images in Walden lists their frequency in

descending order: sight (form), sound, sight (color),

touch (thermal), taste, touch (kinaesthetic), scent, and

touch (simple tactual) (2, p. 2). Whereas most authors

rely almost exclusively on sight images, the special

quality that distinguishes Thoreau's style is his inte-

gration and balance of all the senses. Though visual

images are most numerous in Thoreau's writing, sound

images follow closely by count and actually overshadow

sight imagery in terms of meaning and significance. After

surveying Thoreau's use of each sense, Matthiessen
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concludes that Thoreau gives "his most rapt attention to

sounds" (9, p. 88).

Compared to Emerson, who in "Nature" calls himself

a "transparent eyeball" (3, p. 10), Thoreau is an atten-

tive ear, as he says describing the thrush's song in

"The Cliffs & Springs": "Sole sound of all the din that

makes a world, / And I sole ear" (11, p. 92), and in the

journal version of "Fair Haven," "While that I stand all

ear" (12, p. 63), straining to hear promises of summer

in a winter wind. Noting this difference between Emerson

and Thoreau, Foerster asserts that if Emerson had written

the book, "Walden would not have contained a chapter on

'Sounds.' 'That which others hear,' he [Emerson] says,

'I see"' (5, p. 53). "What separates Thoreau most from

Emerson," echoes Matthiessen, "is his interest in the

varied play of all his senses, not merely of the eye, a

rare enough attribute in New England and important to dwell

on since it is the crucial factor in accounting for the

greater density of Thoreau's style" (9, p. 87). Thoreau's

careful recording of what he sees, touches, tastes, smells,

and hears thus gives experiential concreteness to his

writing. "In other words, in their prose Emerson tends

toward the abstract," says Harding, "Thoreau toward the

concrete; Emerson toward the ideal, Thoreau toward the

practical" (7, pp. 117-118), adding that it is because
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Thoreau "expresses himself sensuously rather than ab-

stractly that he is so readable" (7, p. 133).

Although it is important not to overlook the in-

fluence of his sensuousness on his style, it is also

crucial to predicate any study of Thoreau's use of sound

on a transcendental interpretation. Ironically, sound,

while part of the sensory appeal which makes his writing

concrete, serves also as Thoreau's most transcendental

symbol, teasing the mind toward infinite abstraction.

Metaphysical meaning is the key to the importance of

sound to Thoreau. Never is his sensuousness an end in

itself. Thoreau stresses in A Week the importance of

transcendent senses, extensions of the ordinary senses

for apprehending spiritual truths which are imperceptible

physically:

We need pray for no higher heaven than the
pure senses can furnish, a purely sensuous life.
Our present senses are but the rudiments of what
they are destined to become. We are comparatively
deaf and dumb and blind, and without smell or taste
or feeling . . . . The ears were made, not for such
trivial uses as men are wont to suppose, but to
hear celestial sounds. The eyes were not made for
such groveling uses as they are now put to and worn
out by, but to behold beauty now invisible. May
we not see God? (17, p. 408).

In a journal entry of 1855, he echoes the belief: "To

perceive freshly, with fresh senses, is to be inspired"

(14, p. 44). He expresses, too, the hope of developing

"new" senses. Striving to hear the "unheard" which he
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trusts exists, though beyond physical detection, Thoreau

questions in the Journal of 1842, "Will not this faith

and expectation make to itself ears at length?" (12, p. 321).

Considering Thoreau's use of sound within the context

of his overall sensuousness is an important perspective,

as is recognizing Walden to be the pinnacle of a developing

pervasiveness of sound throughout his early writings. How

and when his interest in and use of sound began is the

logical starting point in following this development. As

far back as one can trace, however, his earliest journal

entries and essays already illustrate a special sensitivity

to sound. The development of his attention to sound ap-

parently began in his childhood. According to Harding,

Cynthia Thoreau taught her children to love, see, and

listen to nature by conducting rambling explorations

over the Concord countryside (6, p. 10):

His mother, eager to foster a love of nature
in her children, often took them out into the dooryard
to call their attention to the songs of the wild
birds. On bright afternoons she would gather them
together and walk out to Nashawtuc Hill, the Cliffs
of Fairhaven, or the "little woods" between the river
and Main Street, and there, after building a rough
fireplace, would cook their supper while they en-,
joyed the flowers and bird songs (6, p. 19).

Such lessons in attending to the sights and sounds

of nature were to have a far-reaching effect on Thoreau's

writing, as evident in his earliest extant essay, a school-

boy composition entitled "The Seasons," written in 1827
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when Thoreau was ten years old. To Harding it is "not a

particularly remarkable work" except to show his youthful

interest in nature (7, p. 3); however, since it also

displays Thoreau's already developed habit of listening

to nature, the essay is of real value in a study of Thor-

eau's use of sound. Its organization is based on the

yearly cycle with a section about each season, beginning

with spring and ending with winter. Choosing sound images

to epitomize the seasonal contrast, Thoreau notes that

in spring the birds "cheer us with their morning song,"

but in winter without the birds' songs, "We hear only the

sound of the sleigh bells" (6, p. 27). The essay illus-

trates not only his sensitivity to sounds but also his

characteristic inclusion of them in description. The

cheering or elevating effect of a sound on Thoreau in-

dicated here intensifies through the years to an experience

of transcendent ecstasy in reaction to a sound. His

deliberate use of sound imagery to represent the essense

of the two seasons marks an important beginning in his em-

ployment of sound as symbol. Moreover, his concluding

repetition of the image of birds' songs demonstrates a

conscious use of sound as a structural device to achieve

unity.

In essays written just after his graduation from

Harvard, Thoreau takes sound as his subject, metaphor,
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and symbol. "Sound and Silence" contains the first delin-

eation of the transcendental meaning which sound and

silence have for him. The fact that it was written in

1838 is important in showing the early independent devel-

opment of Thoreau's ideas on the meaning of silence,

for his theorizing in "Sound and Silence" clearly predates

his encounter of similar metaphysics of sound in his

Oriental reading, which began in 1841 with his access

to Emerson's library (7, p. 99). The essay was being

written to serve as his second lecture for the Concord

Lyceum, but Thoreau never completed it (6, p. 73). Though

not all of what he wrote is extant, parts of the essay

appear in his Journal of 1838, as well as in the conclusion

of A Week. Five pages containing the main ideas of the

essay include some often-quoted aphorisms which express

the substance of his thoughts on silence: "As the truest

society approaches always nearer to solitude, so the most

excellent speech finally falls into silence" (12, p. 64);

"Silence is the communing of a conscious soul with it-

self" (12, p. 64); and "A good book is the plectrum

with which our silent lyres are struck" (12, p. 68).

Silence to Thoreau, then, is not merely the absence of

noise; it is an inner quietude for perceiving the deepest

reality of which man is capable. The main point of the

essay seems to have been that it is through sound that
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man apprehends silence, Thoreau's symbol for the under-

lying meaning of all creation, the Divine Plan. Communi-

cation and alignment with the Unknown is always the

central meaning of his use of sound and silence. In

the journal record of the essay, Thoreau outlines the

pursuit of Silence:

All sounds are her servants and purveyors,
proclaiming not only that their mistress is, but
is a rare mistress, and earnestly to be sought
after. Behind the most distinct and significant
hovers always a more significant silence which
floats it. The thunder is only our signal gun,
that we may know what communion awaits us. Not
its dull sound, but the infinite expansion of our
being which ensues, we praise and unanimously
name sublime (12, p. 65).

The following famous and beautiful passage on the elusive-

ness of Silence and, therefore, of meaning concludes the

journal section:

It were vain for me to interpret the Silence.
She cannot be done into English. For six thousand
years have men translated her, with what fidelity
belonged to each; still is she little better than
a sealed book. A man may run on confidently for a
time, thinking he has her under his thumb, and shall
one day exhaust her, but he too must at last be
silent, and men remark only how brave a beginning
he made; for, when he at length dives into her,
so vast is the disproportion of the told to the
untold that the former will seem but the bubble
on the surface where he disappeared (12, pp. 68-69).

Thoreau's symbolic use of sound recurs in "The Service"

in 1840, his description of the "brave" or "spheral" man.

Sound takes precedence over the other senses; music and

silence rank uppermost in a hierarchy of sounds based on
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their meaningfulness to Thoreau. Most importantly, sound

imagery portrays the transcendence through sound to ul-

timate meaning. A comparison of life to military service

is the controlling metaphor of the whole essay. The second

of its three parts, "What Music Shall We Have?," centers

entirely on a sound image which becomes an all-time

favorite of Thoreau--martial music. Only the combination

of music and silence, "an unheard music," connotes the

vagueness and beauty needed to express his unqualified

faith in the Guiding Force that controls man's actions.

Music which alternately lapses into silence provides a

means of correspondence between man and the Divine Musician:

A man's life.should be a stately march to an
unheard music; and when to his fellows it may seem
irregular and inharmonious, he will be stepping to
a livelier measure, which only his nicer ear can
detect. There will be no halt, ever, but at most a
marching on his post, or such a pause as is richer
than any sound, when the deeper melody is no longer
heard, but implicitly consented to with the whole
life and being. He will take a false step never,
even in the most arduous circumstances; for then the
music will not fail to swell into greater volume,
and rule the movement it inspired (15, p. 965).

Because of the uplifting benefit, Thoreau associates music

and rhythm with health and strength:

To the sensitive soul the Universe has her
own fixed measure, which is its measure also, and
as this, expressed in the regularity of its pulse,
is inseparable from a healthy body, so is its
healthiness dependent on the regularity of its
rythm [sic]. In all sounds the soul recognizes
its own rythm [sic], and seeks to express its
sympathy by a correspondent movement of the limbs.
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When the body marches to the measure of the soul,
then is true courage and invincible strength (15,
pp. 964-965).

Many passages in the Journal provide insight into

and examples of Thoreau's use of sound. From its incep-

tion in 1837, just three months after his graduation from

Harvard, Thoreau expresses an interest in sound in various

ways. The fourth entry, a quotation describing the poet

from Goethe's Torquato Tasso, includes the line, "His ear

hears the one-clang of nature" (12, p. 4). In another very

early notation Thoreau explores his own reaction to sound:

Nature makes no noise. The howling storm,
the rustling leaf, the pattering rain are no
disturbance, there is an essential and unexplored
harmony in them. Why is it that thought flows
with so deep and sparkling a current when the
sound of distant music strikes the ear? When I
would muse I complain not of a rattling tune on
the piano--a Battle of Prague even--if it be
harmony, but an irregular, discordant drumming
is intolerable (12, p. 12).

The passage embodies the main elements of the presence of

sound in his writing: sensitive attention to sounds,

especially those of nature, music as metaphor for any

sound, and sound as catalyst to thought. The statement

implies, too, the effect of distance on sound and the

contrast of harmony and discord, ideas which he uses

repeatedly. Though this study emphasizes the use of

sound in Thoreau's writing, it is also important to note

the sounds of his writing, exemplified by the onomatopoeia

in howling, rustling, pattering, rattling, and the many
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alliterations from the n's of the first line to "dis-

cordant drumming" in the last.

Thoreau records in his Journal not only what he sees

but also what he hears. Introducing one of the many harp

images, he describes the sound of pebbles striking a

frozen pond where there are air pockets as an "Ice-Harp"

(12, pp. 14-15). The early Journal resounds with Sabbath

bells (12, p. 54), evening sounds (12, p. 55), crickets'

piping (12, p.. 57), and music, music, music (12, p. 103;

195; 219; 316; 325). Moreover, the sound-filled pattern

continues through the entire Journal.

Two sections of the Journal, which describe in 1839

the two-week trip on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers

and in 1845 the beginning of his stay at Walden Pond,

show that Thoreau's use of sound is not mere ornamenta-

tion added in polishing and rewriting but an integral

part from the beginning of his writing process. These

two sections, the subjects of which would later be

developed into the only two books by Thoreau published

in his lifetime, exhibit the same preoccupation with

sound as the subsequent books, A Week and Walden. Al-

though including in the Journal only a brief account of the

boat trip with his brother John, even so Thoreau incor-

porates sounds as a vital part of it: "While I write

here, I hear the foxes trotting about me over the dead
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leaves, and now gently over the grass, as if not to dis-

turb the dew which is falling" (12, p. 89). The notations

about his life at Walden, too, are replete with sounds.

An interesting entry indicates that Thoreau's habit of

listening was regular rather than haphazard: "The sounds

heard at this hour, 8.30, are the distant rumbling of

wagons over bridges,--a sound farthest heard of any human

at night,--the. baying of dogs, the lowing of cattle in

distant yards" (12, p. 382). Recognizing the bullfrog

passage later made famous in Walden, one realizes Thor-

eau's practice of drawing on material worked out in the

Journal for his other writing.

As mentioned earlier, Thoreau in the end of A Week

uses with only a few modifications the parts of "Sound

and Silence" preserved in the Journal. A beautiful and

skillful transition takes the reader from the narrative

of the boat trip into Thoreau's theoretical discussion

of the meaning of sound and silence:

The last vestiges of daylight at length disap-
peared, and as we rowed silently along with our
backs toward home through the darkness, only a
few stars being visible, we had little to say,
but sat absorbed in thought, or in silence
listened to the monotonous sound of our oars . .
(17, p. 417).

Typically throughout the book, descriptions detail the

quiet sounds of boat and water, the harsher sounds of

human life along the banks, and the natural sounds of
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animal life. Certain beautifully poetic passages built

on sound imagery illustrate his extreme sensitivity to

sounds and his characteristic inclusion of many of them

in his writing for descriptive concreteness. The

similarity of the images of the foxes' movements here

and in the journal version quoted earlier demonstrates

again Thoreau's reliance on the Journal for material. The

sound images in this sample follow a typical cycle--the

deep silence of the night, the notice of various sounds,

and the return to an even deeper silence:

For the most part, there was no recognition
of human life in the night; no human breathing was
heard, only the breathing of the wind. As we sat
up, kept awake by the novelty of our situation, we
heard at intervals foxes stepping about over the
dead leaves, and brushing the dewy grass close to
our tent, and once a musquash fumbling among the
potatoes and melons in our boat; but when we
hastened to the shore we could detect only a ripple
in the water ruffling the disk of a star. At inter-
vals we were serenaded by the song of a dreaming
sparrow or the throttled cry of an owl; but after
each sound which near at hand broke the stillness
of the night, each crackling of the twigs, or
rustling among the leaves, there was a sudden
pause, and deeper and more conscious silence, as
if the intruder were aware that no life was right-
fully abroad at that hour (17, p. 39).

Although sounds here do create a greater awareness of the

silence, the metaphysical interpretation of sound and

silence comes in the more theoretical passages, such as

the one at the end of the book. In A Week Thoreau does

not yet merge the descriptive and transcendental uses of
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sounds; he simply uses the former to lead into discussions

of the other.

"Saturday" ends with a section of special attention

to sound, including the preceding account of night sounds.

The section also contains an onomatopoetic description

of barking dogs (17, p. 40), a technique Thoreau later

uses more often and more expertly in Walden. "All these

sounds," Thoreau reasons, "the crowing of cocks, the baying

of dogs, and the hum of insects at noon, are the evidence

of nature's health or sound state" (17, p. 40). The cock

image and the pun on sound he remembers also in writing

Walden. The conclusion of "Monday," too, devotes several

pages to sound, for Thoreau's pattern in A Week is to

close each "day" with an account of evening sounds which

flow into the silence of night. The sounds accentuate

the silence and inspire meditative speculation. Hearing

a muster drum in the night urges Thoreau's thought toward

the metaphysical. "These simple sounds related us to

the stars" (17, p. 181), claims Thoreau, continuing with

this famous expansion of the idea of senses which tran-

scend the physical to perceive even God:

I hear beyond the range of sound,
I see beyond the verge of sight,--

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;
the one historic truth, the most remarkable fact
which can become the distinct and uninvited
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subject of our thought, the actual glory of the
universe; the only fact which a human being can-
not avoid recognizing, or in some way forget or
dispense with (17, p. 182).

Following this recognition of the "everlasting Something,"

he analyzes how the Maker influences man. His imagery

echoes "The Service": "Marching is when the pulse of the

hero beats in unison with the pulse of Nature, and he

steps to the measure of the universe; then there is

true courage and invincible strength" (17, p. 183).

The "Monday" discussion of sound features, too, images

of the telegraph harp and of the statue of Memnon, which

resounds when the morning sun strikes it (17, p. 185).

These two images and many of Thoreau's characteristic

uses of sound in A Week appear in Walden with significant

improvement in the skill and effectiveness of their usage.

The likeness is understandable since Thoreau wrote both

A Week and the first draft of Walden while living at the

pond. The failure of the sales of A Week, however, de-

layed the publication of Walden. During the five-year

postponement, says William Shanley in The Making of Walden,

Thoreau rewrote and polished it six times (10, p. 4). The

refinements in his sound images and techniques, therefore,

result from this extensive and intensive attention.

Whereas in A Week Thoreau confines his use of sound

primarily to theoretical digressions on his favorite
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ideas concerning sound and silence, he fully integrates

sound in Walden for more symbolic, thematic, and artistic

purposes.

The large number of aural images evident throughout

Walden in varying degrees illustrates the pervasiveness

of sound. Perhaps an even stronger demonstration of the

importance of sound in the book, however, is that Thoreau

devotes one of the eighteen chapters to sound. In the

first chapter and in "Baker Farm" sound images are rela-

tively sparse, whereas "Visitors," "Solitude," "Spring,"

and "Winter Animals," in ascending order, approach the

density of "Sounds." This beautiful chapter, organized

to present the sounds of a typical day at Walden Pond,

contains the most sound-drenched pages in the book. Imi-

tating the cyclical movement of the book from spring through

the seasonal decline and the deadness of winter to the

return of spring and new life, "Sounds" moves through a

daily cycle: a morning of such meditative quietness that

even a flitting bird is audible, the noisy intrusion of

the afternoon train, and the vespers of the whip-poor-

wills, into the sounds from the nocturnal denizens of the

pond, particularly the owls and frogs, and finally to

the cock's announcement of a new day.

The development of Thoreau's sensitivity to sound

and of his varied uses of sound in his writing, which
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began even in his childhood, reaches its pinnacle in

Walden. Sound serves vitally as -descriptive detail,

metaphysical symbol, and artistic device.
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CHAPTER III

SOUND AS IMAGE AND SYMBOL

Remarkably evident from its appearance in his earliest

essay to its peak use in Walden, sound is at the heart of

all Thoreau's thinking and writing. A transcendentalist,

Thoreau takes every physical fact as a symbol or metaphor

for some spiritual truth. All objects, all creatures, he

states in Walden, are "beasts of burden, in a sense, made

to carry some portion of our thoughts" (14, p. 249).

Everything is pregnant with meaning and significance for

him. Sounds are not just vivid descriptive details noted

by a careful reporter; they are links with the spiritual

world, with God Himself. The aim.of the transcendentalist

is to establish a correspondence with Being in order to

gain spiritual strength and illumination yet not lose

individual identity in merger (7, p. 511). For Thoreau,

sound is a means of this alignment of the created with

the Uncreated.. The result is a mystical experience, for

"The contact of sound with a human ear whose hearing is

pure and unimpaired," he says in his Journal of 1853,

"is coincident with an ecstasy" (13, p. 39). Not only

does the unusually large number of sounds in Walden re-

veal Thoreau's acute sense of hearing, but a simple sound

33
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absolutely enraptures, transports Thoreau beyond himself.

As he recognizes, however, not everyone responds so: "The

morning wind forever blows, the poem of creation is unin-

terrupted; but few are the ears that hear it" (14, p. 94).

In "The Wise Silence: Sound as the Agency of Cor-

respondence in Thoreau," Sherman Paul expresses the belief

that in sound Thoreau has chosen the very best vehicle

for correspondence. Other senses are more exacting and

concrete and therefore inadequate: "Sight required atten-

tion and could become too particular and limited. Taste

and feeling required immediate objects. Smell more nearly

approximated the vagueness and unheralded approach of sound,

but it did not have an equivalent like silence to make it

significant" (7, p. 513). Taking the title of his article

from Emerson's "The Over-Soul," "within man is the soul

of the whole; the wise silence; the universal beauty, to

which every part and particle is equally related; the

eternal ONE," Paul points out the lasting importance of

silence to Thoreau. "For," says Paul, "sound and silence

were Thoreau's grand analogy: silence was a celestial sea

of eternity, the general, spiritual and immutable; sound

was the particular and momentary bubble on its surface.

. . . Sound was important to Thoreau for the intimations

of silence that it brought him" (7, p. 513).
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The greatest advantage, therefore, of sound over the

other senses as Thoreau's agency of correspondence is

its perfect complement in silence. In his Journal of 1853,

Thoreau extols its significance:

I wish to hear the silence 'of the night, for the
silence is something positive, and to be heard. I
cannot walk with my ears covered. I must stand
still and listen with open ears, far from the
noises of the village, that the night may make
its impression on me. A fertile and eloquent silence
. . . . Silence alone is worthy to be heard.
Silence is of various depth and fertility, like
soil . . . . The silence rings; it is musical and
thrills me. A night in which the silence was
audible. I hear the unspeakable (12, pp. 471-472).

The sounds of the world indicate to Thoreau their counter-

parts in silence, his emblem for the Divine. A sound

catches attention, causing one to listen; and when the

sound stops, the listener hears the silence. Thoreau

again describes the elusive experience in his Journal

of 1842:

I was always conscious of sounds in nature
which my ears could never hear,--that I caught but
the prelude to a strain. She always retreats as
I advance. Away behind and behind is she and her
meaning. Will not this faith and expectation make
to itself ears at length? I never saw to the end,
nor heard to the end; but the best part was unseen
and unheard (10, p. 321).

At the very inception of the idea for the residence

at the pond in a journal entry dated December 24, 1841,

Thoreau describes his proposed Walden experiment in terms

of a sound image: "I want to go soon and live away by

the pond, where I shall hear only the wind whispering among
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the reeds" (10, p. 299). He echoes the idea several times

in Walden, as in this playful but significant claim: "So

many autumn, ay, and winter days, spent outside the town,

trying to hear what was in the wind, to hear and carry it

express! I well-nigh sunk all my capital in it, and lost

my own breath into the bargain, running in the face of it"

(14, p. 19). Though there is, perhaps, an ambiguity in

Thoreau's representing silence by the audibility of a very

subtle sound, the search for silence implied in such state-

ments serves well as his personal symbol of the quest for

meaning indicated in his more famous declaration in "Where

I Lived and What I Lived For": "I went to the woods because

I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential

facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to

teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had

not lived" (14, pp. 100-101).

In a letter on August 8, 1854, to H. G. 0. Blake, he

uses similar but more explicit symbolism. Although Thor-

eau is describing here a particular short visit to a

different pond, the passage may be taken in terms of sound

and silence as a parable of his search for meaning, his

yearning to still the "din" of the physical world and to

attain a gradually deeper, more sublime and spiritual

silence. This pilgrimage is the goal of his stay at
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Walden, as well as of the writing of Walden, indeed of his

whole life:

Methinks I have spent a rather unprofitable
summer thus far . . . . Latterly,. I have heard the
very flies buzz too distinctly, and have accused
myself because I did not still this superficial
din . . . .

The other evening I was determined that I
would silence this shallow din; that I would walk
in various directions and see if there was not to be
found any depth of silence around . . . . I left
the village and paddled up the river to Fair Haven
Pond . . . . The falling dews seemed to strain
and purify the air, and I was soothed with an in-
finite stillness. I got the world,. as it were, by
the nape of the neck, and held it under in the tide
of its own events, till it was drowned, and then I
let it go down stream like a dead dog. Vast hollow
chambers of silence stretched away on every side,
and my being expanded in proportion, and filled
them. Then first could I appreciate sound, and
find it musical (3, pp. 330-331).

Only after his successfully conquering "this world" and

expanding into the fullness of silence, does he find sound

meaningful and therefore musical.

Because sound serves as a link with the Unknown for

Thoreau, almost any sound is good and beautiful; it is

synonymous with health and "soundness," a pun that he likes

to use. Music is his most common metaphor for sound or

silence, for all sound or no sound is music to his ears.

Thoreau's use of music varies, as Rhoads notes:

Close scrutiny of Thoreau's writing further
reveals that music existed for him on several
disparate, though connected, levels of perception
ranging from concrete sensory experience to abstract
metaphysical concept. It encompassed man-made song
and instrumental music, music in the phenomena of
nature, music as a metaphor expressing the principles
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of universal creation and as a symbol of spiritual
reality, and finally music as a medium of correa
spondence in the attainment of ecstasy and spiritual
union (8, p. 314).

One of Thoreau's favorite musical images is the Aeolian

harp, particularly the telegraph wire as one version of

this image. He records in his Journal an early encounter

with the phenomenon when in 1851, on the completion of ,

the Fitchburg Railroad, the telegraph had been installed:

At the entrance to the Deep Cut, I heard the
telegraph-wire vibrating like an aeolian harp. It
reminded me suddenly,--reservedly, with a beautiful
paucity of communication, even silently, such was
its effect on my thoughts,--it reminded me, I say,
with a certain pathetic moderation, of what finer
and deeper stirrings I was susceptible . . . (11,
pp. 496-497).

The association of the image with himself intensifies

its emotional and spiritual significance. Having under-

gone a kind of rapture each time he heard the telegraph

harp, Thoreau describes the experience some thirty times

in his Journal as well as in his other writings (16, p.

113).

Named for the island home of Aeolus, King of the

Winds in Greek mythology, the wind harp always reminds

Thoreau of the literature and culture of Greece. In 1853

in a typical journal entry, he says of the telegraph harp,

"I never hear it without thinking of Greece" (12, p. 458).

Because the music of the Aeolian harp is created by wind

striking the strings, it serves as a perfect symbol of the
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way Divine Inspiration affects the world, nature, or a

man's soul: "The human soul," says Thoreau in the Journal

of 1838, "is a silent harp to God's quire, whose strings

need only to be swept by the divine breath to chime in

with the harmonies of creation" (10, p. 53). But the

image may also suggest disharmony. During the summer

of 1852, Thoreau notes in his Journal:

I have scarcely heard one strain from the telegraph
harp this season. Its string is rusted and slack-
ened, relaxed, and now no more it encourages the
walker. I miss it much. So it is with all sub-
lunary things. Every poet's lyre loses its tension
(12, p. 206).

The sharpness and balance of the senses are crucial

to one for whom sound has such great meaning. In Shores

of America, Paul sees some evidence of the deterioration

of Thoreau's sensitivity to sound and of his insightfulness

in the gradual disappearance of references to the tele-

graph harp from the Journal after 1854 (6, pp. 266-267).

Whatever its seriousness, the loss is not a factor in

analyzing his use of sound in Walden, for Thoreau lived

at Walden from July 4, 1845, to September, 1847, writing

both A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers and the

first draft of Walden there. The extensive rewriting and

polishing had been completed and Walden published by 1854,

so its actual writing had been done in that peak time of

sharpened sensitivity and transcendental perception before

the decline of either senses or insight. At times, it is



40

true, Thoreau expresses rather poignantly his feeling of

loss, as in this lament in the Journal of 1851, using

familiar musical images:

Methinks my present experience is nothing; my past
experience is all in all. I think that no experience
which I have to-day comes up to, or is comparable
with, the experiences of my boyhood . . . . Formerly,
methought, nature developed as I developed, and grew
up with me. My life was ecstasy. In youth, before
I lost any of my senses, I can remember that I was
all alive, and inhabited my body with inexpressible
satisfaction; both its weariness and its refreshment
were sweet to me. This earth was the most glorious
musical instrument, and I was audience to its strains.
. . . The maker of me was improving me. When I
detected this interference I was profoundly moved.
For years I marched as to a music in comparison
with which the military music of the streets is
noise and discord . . . . With all your science can
you tell how it is, and whence it is, that light
comes into the soul? (11, pp. 306-307).

Both quantitatively and qualitatively Thoreau

heard much more than the average person. Though Walden

contains hundreds of sound images demonstrating his acute

aural sensitivity, four, selected for their thematic

import, illustrate particularly his extraordinary use of

sound to convey metaphysical meaning. Each of the four

images comes from a different chapter in which it sym-

bolizes or actually effects a transcendent, expanding,

awakening, experience.

The crowing cock is a sound image at the symbolic

and thematic heart of Walden. Throughout the book awak-

ening and morning are basic images which help to develop



41

the major theme of rebirth and renewal. So significant is

the crowing cock image that Thoreau borrows it from "Where

I Lived and What I Lived For" to make it his inscription:

"I do not propose to write an ode to dejection, but to

brag as lustily as chanticleer in the morning, standing

on his roost, if only to wake my neighbors up" (14, p. 94).

The sound of the cock is a key symbol of the intent of the

book, for just as the cock awakens others with its morning

song, so Thoreau's purpose throughout Walden is "to wake

my neighbors up." The crowing cock calls the hearer out

of his present condition into a new state of aliveness,

for "To be awake is to be alive" (14, p. 100).

From "The Bean-Field" Thoreau's description of the

simple task of hoeing his beans illustrates clearly two

general characteristics of his technique: the use of sound

as the catalyst of a transcendent experience and the re-

current reference to music as a metaphor for sound,

whether particular or general. Three factors are nec-

essary to such an experience: the actual sound itself,

the listener's sensitive awareness of the sound, and his

immediate association of a metaphysical significance with

the sound. The tinkling of the hoe against the stones

transports Thoreau from the physical world to the

spiritual:

As I drew a still fresher soil about the rows
with my hoe, I disturbed the ashes of unchronicled
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nations who in primeval years lived under these
heavens, and their small implements of war and
hunting were brought to the light of this modern
day . . . . When my hoe tinkled against the stones,
that music echoed to the woods and the sky, and was
an accompaniment to my labor which yielded an instant
and immeasurable crop. It was no longer beans that
IhoedinorItat hoed beans . . . (14, p. 175 [ital-
ics mine])7.-

Thoreau' s sound imagery has the same upward movement

that characterizes the structure throughout, the book.

Walden moves through the archetypal death-rebirth, seasonal

cycle, ending with the coming of spring and the dawn of a

new day. As its title indicates, the chapter "Higher Laws,"

too, has as its theme the ascending spiral for which Thor-

eau uses a sound image as the climactic illustration. He

tells an anecdote--perhaps it might even be called a

parable--about a man whom he gives the charactonym John

Farmer. At the end of the day, someone, probably Thoreau,

since he often played for his own and others' enjoyment

and "re-creation," is playing a flute, and its music pro-

vides the sound impetus to a mystical experience of the

listener, John Farmer. Relaxing after work and bath, he

hears in the music a challenge, an inspiration, and as a

result rises to an apprehension of a new and higher level

of existence. The sound, the hearing of it, the meta-

physical interpretation of it, all are present:

John Farmer sat at his door one September
evening, after a hard day's work, his mind still
running on his labor more or less. Having bathed,
he sat down to recreate his intellectual man . . .



43

He had not attended to the train of his thoughts long
when he heard some one playing on a flute, and that

sound harmonized with his mood. Still he thought of
his work; but the burden of his thought was, that
though this kept running in his head, and he found
himself planning and contriving it against his will,
yet it concernedhim very little. It was no more
than the scruf of his skin, which was constantly
shuffled off. But the notes of the flute came home
to his ears out of a different sphere from that he
worked in, and suggested work for certain faculties
which slumbered in him. They gently did away with
the street, and the village, and the state in which
he lived. A voice said to him,--Why do you stay
here and live this mean moiling life, when a glorious
existence is possible for you? Those same stars
twinkle over other fields than these. --But how to
come out of this condition and actually migrate
thither? All that he could think of was to practise
some new austerity, to let his mind descend into his
body and redeem it, and treat himself with ever in-
creasing respect (14, pp. 245-246).

In the flute music, God's voice or, to the transcendental-

ist, the divine spirit in each man calls John Farmer to

rise above his present condition. Sound, more specifically,

music, second only to silence in Thoreau's hierarchy of

sounds, effects this Divine communication. Upon hearing

the flute, the listener transcends the world of his labor

and fatigue to a glorious new dimension of mind and spirit,

and he returns with greater self-respect and a determina-

tion to improve the quality of his life.

The passage is an epitome of Walden. John Farmer, a

sort of Everyman, is also the listener or reader, and

Thoreau's flute or Walden is the voice which seeks to

awaken him. "Why do you stay here and live this mean

moiling life, when a glorious existence is possible for
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you?" (14, p. 246) is truly the primary message of the book.

Or as Thoreau expresses it in "Conclusion":

Why should we be in such desperate haste to
succeed and in such desperate enterprises? If a
man does not keep pace with his companions, per-
haps it is because he hears adifferent drummer.
Let him step to the music which he hears, however
measured or far away (14, pp. 358-359).

Thoreau portrays the aspiration to a higher life again

with a music image, though here one developed earlier in

"The Service." The purpose of each sound--the morning

sound of a cock, the musical tinkling of a hoe against

stones, the music of a flute, the martial music--is to

precipitate an awakening, uplifting experience, a tran-

scendency from "this mean moiling" existence to a "glori-

ous" new one.

For some scholars, a question ar ises. From what

source, if any, did Thoreau draw his ideas on the meaning

of sound and silence? Some critics look to the East, for

within the larger argument about the extent of influence

Indian literature had on Thoreau is a question pertinent

to a study of his use of sound: What is the relationship

of Thoreau's use of sound or silence to Hindu philosophy

and practices? In the authoritative work on the general

subject, The Orient in American Transcendentalism, Arthur

Christy recognizes several problems which force one to

limit any claim of Hindu influence on Thoreau's use of

sound. For example, Christy raises the problem of
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reconciling Thoreau' s emphasis on the senses with the re-

quirement of Indian philosophy for abstraction from all

worldly objects (1, p. 199), for Thoreau's attention to

sensory experience runs contrary to the demands on a yogi.

On the positive side, Christy points out that Thoreau is

most akin to the yogi in his love of silence for "the

inner realization of God." "In solitude and silence,".

says Christy, "he found his soul unharassed. It seems that

they were the only conditions under which he could hear

Truth's speaking-trumpet, and recognize Reality . . .

(1, p. 222). Frank MacShane in "Walden and Yoga" (4)

refuses to dismiss as just similarities the parallels

he points out between Walden and Indian philosophy, among

which he includes Thoreau's "language of silence" (4, p.

322). Seeing the whole of Walden as an experiment in yoga

outlined in the sixth book of the Bhaga4ad-Gita, he stresses

"the extraordinary influence of the Orient" on Thoreau

(4, p. 323).

An interesting theory of Indian influence on Thoreau's

use of sound is outlined by Carl Nelson in "Sound Knowledge

in Walden" (5). He begins with the claim that the pun on

sound toward the end of Walden, "Beside, we are sound

asleep nearly half our time" (14, p'. 365), is the culmi-,

natiQnof Thoreau's use of sound throughout the book as

the Hindu ritual meditation on Om. The desired goal of



46

the meditation is a symbolic journey to the sun, the

symbol of absolute knowledge (5, p. 1). The o's in the

passage about the hoot owl, indeed all the o's Thoreau

uses, are, according to Nelson, a part of Thoreau's Om

chant, which is Walden. W. B. Stein arrives at a similar

interpretation in "Thoreau's A Week and Om Cosmography"

(9), explaining the Om monosyllable as the symbol of the

"progenitive powers of Brahman" and the three letters a, u,

m as the fundamental elements of all sound, all language,

all thought "relating to the apprehension of divine

reality" (9, p. 16). An example of his discussion of a

passage about barking dogs drawn from Thoreau's A Week

on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers suggests something of

the nature of his article: "But it is in the dissolution

of 'wow' into 'wo,' of 'wo' into 'w,' and of the 'w' into

engulfing silence that he recaptures the essence of medi-

tation on the mystical monosyllable Om" (9, p. 19).

In his meditative use of sound and especially silence

for the perception of the Divine, Thoreau does show in a

general sense much likeness to Hindu meditation, which

Thoreau himself recognizes in A Week: "A strain of music

reminds me of a passage of the Vedas, and I associate with

it the idea of infinite remoteness, as well as beauty and

serenity, for to the senses that is farthest from us which

addresses the greatest depth within us" (15, p. 183).
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Drawing a similar parallel in a letter to his friend

Harrison Blake in 1849, Thoreau quotes and comments on

a passage from his Oriental reading:

"The yogin, absorbed in contemplation, con-
tributes in his degree to creation: he breathes
a divine perfume, he hears wonderful things. Divine
forms traverse him without tearing Him, and united
to the nature which is proper to him, he goes, he
acts, an animating original matter."

To some extent, and at rare intervals, even
I am a yogin (3, p. 251 [italics mine]).

Thoreau too "hears wonderful things," as he declares in

his Journal in 1841, "God's voice is but a clear bell

sound" (10, p. 227).

Thoreau again compares his own love of silence to

the Oriental's in one of the most beautiful passages in

Walden. Significantly, it comes at the beginning of

the chapter "Sounds," not in "Solitude" as one might

expect, for most sounds are not a distraction to his

meditation; they are an accompaniment, if not an impetus:

Sometimes, in a summer morning, having taken my
accustomed bath, .I sat in my sunny doorway from
sunrise till noon, rapt in a revery, amidst the
pines and hickories and sumachs, in undisturbed
solitude and stillness. . . . I realized what
the Orientals mean by contemplation and the for-
saking of works (14, pp. 123-124).

Though the similarities in the Indian scriptures

to Thoreau's ideas on sound are interesting, overempha-

sizing the relationship, as MacShane, Nelson, and Stein

do, is problematic. As noted earlier, Thoreau's ideas

on sound and silence and his habits of using them began
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in childhood and were fully expressed as early as 1838,

in both his Journal and in "Sound and Silence. " When in

his Oriental reading from Emerson' s library in 1841 Thoreau

encountered views on the use of sound and silence for

meditative purposes, he delighted in their likeness to

his own ideas. Walter Harding's stand in A Thoreau Hand-

book seems best: "Finally, it is important to realize

that what Thoreau found in the Oriental literatures was

a reflection and a confirmation of ideas and attitudes

already achieved" (2, p. 100).
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CHAPTER IV

PATTERNS OF SOUND IMAGERY IN WALDEN

Just as he carefully arranges the chapter "Sounds"

to reflect all the sounds of a typical day at the pond

(2, p. 83), Thoreau also makes a deliberate effort through-

out the book to include every sound heard at Walden, each

singing bird, even a rattling cart, or a sighing wind. So

complete is his record of sounds that he enumerates even

certain absent ones, such as the ticking of a clock (7,

p. 124) and other "domestic sounds": "I kept neither dog,

cat, cow, pig, nor hens, so that you would have said there

was a deficiency of domestic sounds; neither the churn, nor

the spinning-wheel, nor even the singing of the kettle, nor

the hissing of the urn, nor children crying, to comfort one"

(7, p. 141).

Sounds are basically good to Thoreau, but an in-depth

study reveals a few with negative connotations and sym-

bolism. Within this basic negative-positive framework

appear two other pairs of classification: man-made and

natural sounds as well as music and silence. These

divisions, however, require some clarification, for cer-

tain ambiguities and interrelationships exist. Negative

51
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sounds intrude upon serenity and contemplation; positive

ones promote a meditative, reflective state of mind. The

negative vary in degree from a mere strident irritation

to an ominous sound sufficient to stand as an emblem

of evil; the positive produce reactions approaching ec-

stasy. To Thoreau man-made sounds are usually bad and

natural ones good; however, a closer examination discloses

notable exceptions to both generalizations. Though

music and silence belong to the positive group, they re-

ceive separate attention because of their special sig-

nificance as the two highest steps in Thoreau's hierarchy

of sounds. His treatment of each, nonetheless, contains

a surprising reversal--a somewhat negative attitude to-

ward music as an art and a definition of .silence in terms

of sounds. Furthermore, his concept of music includes

both the natural and the man-made.

Thoreau's use of sound images indicates much deliber-

ate and artful manipulation to achieve masterfully subtle

effects. A few pat generalizations, then, cannot ade-

quately represent his technique. Several ambiguities and

overlappings become evident in the classification of the

image of a cow's lowing. The image obviously belongs to

the natural group, and like most of this group, it is

also positive. Because of the mellowing effect of distance,

moreover, Thoreau treats it as a musical image:
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At evening, the distant lowing of some cow in
the horizon beyond the woods sounded sweet and
melodious, and at first I would mistake it for the
voices of certain minstrels by whom I was some-
times serenaded, who might be straying over hill
and dale; but soon I was not unpleasantly dis-
appointed when it was prolonged into the cheap
and natural music of the cow. I do not mean to
be satirical, but to express my appreciation of
those youths' singing, when I state that I per-
ceived clearly that it was akin to the music of
the cow, and they were at length one articulation
of Nature (7, p. 137 [italics mine]).

Despite the inherent problems, the six groups--negative

and positive, man-made and natural, music and silence--

provide the fundamental orientations for analyzing Thor-

eau's sound images in Walden.

Negative sounds are limited but significant, as

are all things which break from an established pattern.

Although in Walden he mentions far fewer man-made sounds

than natural ones, Thoreau considers more of the man-made

group to be interruptions, irritations, or evils. In

the passage at the beginning of "Sounds" describing his

quiet summer days, Thoreau records the end of his revery,

"until by . . . the noise of some traveller's wagon on

the distant highway, I was reminded of the lapse of time"

(7, p. 124). Though not a strongly negative intrusion

of man-made sound, still it does contrast with the

natural sounds mentioned earlier in the same passage

which are not interruptions to his meditation but accom-

paniments. Sometimes the man-made sounds are negative
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only in the sense that they are not positive; at other

times they have a more jarring effect, contrasting sharply

with his often ecstatic reactions to the positive sounds.

Thoreau regards none, however, as totally negative and

treats even the worst of them ambivalently, making a

redemptive effort in the imagery used to portray them.

Carefully not included in "Sounds" because hearing

it was not a daily occurrence (2, p. 83),, the gun noise,

one of the sounds which evoke ambivalent feelings, ap-

pears elsewhere throughout Walden .more than any other

man-made sound. Sometimes Thoreau uses it without any

negative implications as in the description of the Canadian

woodcutter's pistol salutes to himself (7, p. 162) and

as a metaphor for the sound of the ice on the pond breaking

up (7, p. 274; 333). One such mention does imply the

"startling" effect of gun noise: "When the warmer days

come, they who dwell near the river hear the ice crack

at night with a startling whoop as loud as artillery .

(7, p. 334).

More overtly negative because of its military im-

plications is the portrayal of Concord's "great guns"

fired during certain celebrations. The belittling con-

notations of popguns and puffball and the association

with ominous disease imagery culminate in a sharply

ironic tone:
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On gala days the town fires its great guns,
which echo like popguns to these woods, and some
waifs of martial music occasionally penetrate thus
far. To me, away there in my bean-field at the
other end of the town, the big guns sounded as if
a puffball had burst; and when there was a military
turnout of which I was ignorant, I have sometimes
had a vague sense all the day of some sort of itching
and disease in the horizon, as if some eruption would
break out there soon, either scarlatina or canker-
rash. . . .

I felt proud to know that the liberties of
Massachusetts and of our fatherland were in such
safe keeping . . . (7, pp. 176-177).

Bitterness contaminates his treatment here of the usually

very positive image of martial music, and Thoreau, on

hearing "a really noble and inspiring strain," exclaims

in mock heroics,"... I feltasifIcould spit a

Mexican with a good relish . . . and looked round for a

woodchuck or a skunk to exercise my chivalry upon" (7,

p. 177). Another ironic depiction of the gun sound

compares the ant battle to the battle of Bunker Hill from

Concord's proud military heritage:

Why here every ant was a Buttrick, --"Fire! for God's
sake fire!"--and thousands shared the fate of Davis
and Hosmer. There was not one hireling there. I have
no doubt that it was a principle they fought for, as
much as our ancestors, and not to avoid a three-
penny tax on their tea; and the results of this battle
will be as important and memorable to those whom it
concerns as those of the battle of Bunker Hill, at
least (7, p. 255).

Usually linked with war and death, the report of a

gun alerts the hearer to some destructiveness. Its mention
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in context of the "too often successful" loon hunters

provokes disgust:

They come rustling through the woods like autumn
leaves, at least ten men to one loon. Some station
themselves on this side of the pond, some on that,
for the poor bird cannot be omnipresent; if he dive
here he must come up there. But now the kind October
wind rises, rustling the leaves and rippling the sur-
face of the water, so that no loon can be heard or

seen, though his foes sweep the pond with spy-glasses,
and make the woods resound with their discharges
(7, pp. 258-259).

Thoreau's ambivalence about the gun noise, exemplified in

"Higher Laws," saves it from being totally negative. Al-

though he feels one should progress beyond the hunter

stage, Thoreau, nonetheless, pities "the boy who has

never fired a gun" (7, p. 235). Despite its association

with destruction, the discharge of a gun connotes care-

free boyhood hunting rambles through the woods, "one of

the best parts of . . . [his] education" (7, p. 234).

Thoreau presents the train and its attendant noises,

too, in ambivalent terms. On one hand, the sounds of

gun and train remind the hearer of man and his enter-

prises of needless slaughter and grasping materialism;

yet paradoxically, Thoreau maintains a positive reser-

vation about each. Just as the train's whistle daily

intrudes upon the quiet afternoon at Walden Pond in-

forming Thoreau "that many restless city merchants

are arriving" (7, p. 128), the description of the train
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rattles, rumbles, thunders through more than half the

chapter "Sounds." The imagery used to portray the train

sounds vacillates between negative and positive. Scream

and shout, the repeated metaphors for the train's whistle,

establish negative connotations; however, to abridge the

adverse effect, a natural image likens it to the "scream

of a hawk? (7, p. 128). In spite of the unfavorable

qualities, Thoreau is fascinated by the train's relent-

less power and courage evidenced by the muffled bell

announcing its approach even through the Great Snow (7,

p. 132) and its punctuality, so dependable "that the

farmers set their clocks" by its whistle (7, p. 130).

The world runs "railroad fashion" (7, p. 131). At times

inspiring cosmic, even supernatural, images of grandeur,

the train is compared to a comet, to the sun, and to some

fantastic creature of a "new Mythology." Reminding the

reader of Emily Dickinson's similar metaphorical des-

cription of a train in "I Like to See It Lap the Miles,"

Thoreau's conceit switches the sound imagery to tramp

and snort in keeping with the "iron horse" image:

[W]hen I hear the iron horse make the hills
echo with his snort like thunder, shaking the earth
with his feet, and breathing fire and smoke from
his nostrils (what kind of winged horse or fiery
dragon they will put into the new Mythology I
don't know), it seems as if the earth had got a
race now worthy to inhabit it. If all were as it
seems, and men made the elements their servants
for noble ends! (7, p. 129).
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Yet, as in the last sentence, the lament comes again and

again: "If the enterprise were as innocent as it is

early!" (7, pp. 129-130) and "If the enterprise were as

heroic and commanding as it is protracted and unwearied!"

(7, p. 130). But alas, it is not. The smoke may be "going

to heaven," but "the cars are going to Boston" (7, p. 129).

Although seemingly about to precipitate a transcendent

experience for the listener, the noisy intruder instead

"hugs the earth" (7, p. 129), thereby restricting the

thoughts it inspires to this world, too. "But the bell

rings, and I must get off the track and let the cars go

by. . . " Thoreau begrudges, adding, "I will not have

my eyes put out and my ears spoiled by its smoke and steam

and hissing" (7, pp. 135-136). After the passing of the

noisy train and the remembrances of the "restless world"

it represents, Thoreau returns to his meditations and

to the soothing sounds of nature (7, p. 136).

The natural group comprises the great bulk of sound

imagery in Walden, and generally Thoreau emphasizes their

positive qualities, although he does make a passing

negative comment about a few, perhaps because of their

harshness. For example, he characterizes the cowbird

and cuckoo's sounds as "chattering and unmusical" (7,

p. 51), and he almost always designates the jay's strident

call a scream (7, p. 142; 303).
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By far the most significant of the negative group,

the owl sounds represent for Thoreau the darker side of

reality, and he describes them in images of death and

despair. "[Aidmirably suited to swamps and twilight

woods".(7, p. 139), these nocturnal sounds make perfect

symbols of evil. Particularly does Thoreau hear in them

a revelation of the depths of man's subconscious, "a

vast and undeveloped nature which men have not recognized"

(7, p. 139). Paradoxically, he does not shun these sounds,

terrible though their meaning may be. "Yet I love to

hear theirwailing," he says of the screech owls, "their

doleful responses, trilled along the woodside; reminding

me sometimes of music and singing birds; as if it were

the dark and tearful side of music, the regrets and sighs

that would fain be sung" (7, p. 138). He will have the

whole truth though it be dark. On one hand the owl's hoot

reminds him of "ghouls and idiots and insane howlings" (7,

p. 139); as usual for Thoreau, however, distance can

transform even an unpleasant sound to music: "But now

one answers from far woods in a strain made really melodi-

ous by distance . . . " (7, p. 139). Even this darkest

of symbols he does not leave totally unredeemed, for the

optimism of the transcendentalist allows for no absolute

Evil. Though he observes about the cat owl's harsh

chastisement of an interloping goose, "It was one of the
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most thrilling discords I ever heard," he quickly adds,

"And yet, if you had a discriminating ear, there were

in it the elements of a concord such as these plains

never saw nor heard" (7, p. 301).

Other than these ambiguous few, sounds are good

to Thoreau, even those which commonly may have negative

connotations. Storm sounds, though traditionally

threatening, frightening, melancholy, or at least irri-

tating, Thoreau nonetheless perceives as positive. "There

can be no very black melancholy to him who lives in the

midst of nature and has his senses still," maintains

Thoreau. He could give no higher compliment than that

implied by the use of his favorite music image for

his metaphor: "There was never yet such a storm but

it was Aeolian music to a healthy and innocent ear" (7,

p. 145 [italics mine]). As good for man as for his beans,

the rain becomes a symbol of the beneficence of Nature.

Thoreau senses in the gentle rain solace from loneliness

rather than an accentuation of melancholy:

. . . I was suddenly sensible of such sweet and
beneficent society in Nature, in the very pattering
of the drops, and in every sound and sight around
my house, an infinite and unaccountable friendli-
ness all at once like an atmosphere sustaining me,
as made the fancied advantages of human neighbor-
hood insignificant, and I have never thought of
them since (7, p. 146).

The rain sounds provide, too, a soothing accompaniment for

meditation:
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Some of my pleasantest hours were during the
long rain-storms in the spring or fall, which con-
fined me to the house for the afternoon as well as

the forenoon, soothed by their ceaseless roar and

pelting; when an early twilight ushered in a long
evening in which many thoughts had time to take
root and unfold themselves (7, pp. 146-147).

Thoreau's perception of these benefits derives from his

transcendental belief in the goodness of everything, the

universal innocence of nature: "While I enjoy the friend-

ship of the seasons I trust that.nothing can make life a

burden to me. The gentle rain which waters my beans and

keeps me in the house to-day is not drear and melancholy,

but good for me too" (7, p. 145).

This remarkable faith is not mere rhetoric. In

the life storms as in the rainstorms, he maintains a

positive attitude. Concerning the death of his beloved

brother John in 1842, Thoreau writes in a letter to a

friend that he cannot find fault with the death when

the notes from a music box assure him of the beauty and

harmony of all creation (1, p. 62). Similarly, he finds

solace in sound after his father's death in 1859, as he

confides to Ricketson, "It does me good to hear of spring

birds, and singing ones too, for spring seems far away

from Concord yet" (1, p. 547). The deep effect of sound

on Thoreau results from his discernment in it of Oneness

and Goodness.
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Sounds are so much a part of Thoreau's apprehension

of reality that he cannot "tell the truth" without in-

cluding them. How can he talk about winter at Walden

without mentioning the "whooping of the ice in the pond"

(7, p. 301)? This automatic inclusion of sounds accom-

plishes a sensuously concrete realism and immediacy,

one of the best qualities of Thoreau's style. In the

following richly imagistic passage, the sounds of the

paddle striking the boat, the echoes, the flute music,

the hissing of burning sticks, and the whistling of a

tune create vivid sense impressions in the reader's mind:

I used to raise the echoes by striking with
a paddle on the side of my boat, filling the sur-
rounding woods with circling and dilating sound,
stirring them up as the keeper of a menagerie his
wild beasts, until I elicited a growl from every
wooded vale and hillside.

In warm evenings I frequently sat in the boat
playing the flute, and saw the perch, which I
seem- to have charmed, hovering around me . . . .
Formerly I had come to this.pond adventurously
. . . with a companion, and, making a fire close
to the water's edge, . . . we caught pouts with a
bunch of worms strung on a thread, and when we
had done, far in the night, threw the burning brands
high into the air like skyrockets, which, coming
down into the pond, were quenched with a loud
hissing, and we were suddenly groping in total
darkness. Through this, whistling a tune, we
took our way to the haunts of men again (7,
pp. 193-194).

Although, as in this sample, man-made sounds, too,

may be positive, the majority of positive sounds in

Walden are natural ones. In addition to animal and water
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noises present here as well as sounds of storms, rains,

and thunder in the preceding illustrations, Thoreau details

those of wind, leaves, ice, and snow.

Since one of his main techniques to achieve unity

in Walden relies on the yearly cycle, all of Thoreau's

descriptions characteristically reflect weather conditions,

time of day, and the sounds inherent in them. The opening

of "Former Inhabitants; and Winter Visitors," for example,

illustrates this seasonal-diurnal orientation: "I

weathered some merry snow-storms, and spent some cheerful

winter evenings by my fireside, while the snow whirled

wildly without, and even the hooting of the owl was hushed"

(7, p. 282), as does this passage from "Spring":

As it grew darker, I was startled by the honking
of geese flying low over the woods, like weary
travellers getting in late from Southern lakes,
and indulging at last in unrestrained complaint
and mutual consolation. Standing at my door, I
could hear the rush of their wings.; when, driving
toward my house, they suddenly spied my light, and
with hushed clamor wheeled and settled in the pond.
So I came in, and shut the door, and passed my
first spring night in the woods (7, p. 345).

Though such details may seem but realistic reporting, they

comprise also part of Thoreau's design for unity.

Thoreau throughout Walden conducts a roll call of

creatures seen and heard at the pond, each answering in

its native tongue: dogs, squirrels, insects, cows, frogs,

fish (They squeak.) (7, p. 194), mice, cats, horses,
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raccoons, and birds. In fact, birds' songs are the most

numerous sound images in Walden and are among the most

creative: "The faint silvery warblings heard over the

partially bare and moist fields from the bluebird, the

song sparrow, and the red-wing, as if the last flakes

of winter tinkled as they fell!" (7, p. 342). Often a

noise first draws Thoreau's attention to a creature's

presence, either its cackling (7, p. 46), fluttering (7,

p. 253), flitting (7, p. 127), lowing (7, p. 137), buzzing

(7, p. 137), barking (7, p. 257), or chucking, as here:

At the approach of spring the red squirrels
got under my house, two at a time, directly under
my feet as I sat reading or writing, and kept up
the queerest chuckling and chirruping and vocal
pirouetting and gurgling sounds that ever were
heard; and when I stamped they only chirruped the
louder, as if past all fear and respect in their
mad pranks, defying humanity to stop them. No,
you don't--chickaree--chickaree. They were wholly
deaf to my arguments, or failed to perceive their
force, and fell into a strain of invective that
was irresistible (7, p. 342).

Thoreau creates some of the most delightful vignettes

ever written on living things among these in Walden,

and invariably sound functions as an essential part of

the description. Without the sound imagery, the charac-

terization would be incomplete; it makes the animal

"come alive":

In June the partridge . . led her brood past my
windows, from the woods in the rear to the front
of my house, clucking and calling to them like a
hen. . . . The young suddenly disperse on your
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approach, at a signal from the mother, . . . and
they so exactly resemble the dried leaves and twigs
that many a traveller has placed his foot in the
midst of a brood, and heard the whir of the old
bird as she flew off, and her anxious calls and
mewing, or seen her trail her wings to attract his
attention. . . . The young squat still and flat,
often running their heads under a leaf, and mind
only their mother's directions given from a dis-
tance, nor will your approach make them run again.
and betray themselves (7, pp. 250-251 [italics
mine]).

Having for Thoreau the greatest significance among

all sounds, music and silence thus deserve separate con-

sideration. "Who that has heard a strain of music feared

then lest he should speak extravagantly any more forever?"

(7, p. 357) exults Thoreau in "Conclusion" of Walden.

The priority of musical sounds, too, is evident in the

"heavenward" aspiration of many of his music images;

"The winds which passed over my dwelling were such as

sweep over the ridges of mountains, bearing the broken

strains, or celestial parts only, of terrestrial music"

(7, p. 94). Music reverberates from the pages of Walden,

varying from the singing voice to flute, lyre, harp,

drum, horn, and bells--sleigh bells, church bells, fire

bells. Moreover, as Thoreau notes in his Journal, "Music

is the sound of the circulation in nature's veins" (3,

p. 251). Many natural and some man-made. sounds are

described metaphorically as music even though they are

but a cow's lowing (7, p. 137), a mosquito's hum
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(7, p. 98), or the Ranz des Vaches played with a hoe on

stones (7, p. 174).

Though he mentions Aeolian music only once, des-

cribing storm sounds, as noted earlier, Thoreau otherwise

employs in Walden several variations of his favorite

musical images, the harp images. One follows the train

description in "Sounds" and returns the imagery to positive

and natural sounds. Though. actually hearing a man-made

sound, the church bell of a nearby town, he calls it a
"natural melody." The effect of distance on sound,

always a fascination to Thoreau, combines with nature

to incorporate and to transform even a simple sound to

music, the hum of the "universal lyre":

Sometimes, on Sundays, I heard the bells, the
Lincoln, Acton, Bedford, or Concord bell, when the
wind was favorable, a faint, sweet, and, as it were
natural melody, worth importing into the wilderness.
At a sufficient distance over the woods this sound
acquires a certain vibratory hum, as if the pine
needles in the horizon were the strings of a harp
which it swept. All sound heard at the greatest
possible distance produces one andtHKesame effect,
a vibratiVn5oF the universai7Tyr, just as the inter-
vening atmosphere makesa-distant ridge of earth
interesting to our eyes by the azure tint it imparts
to it. There came to me in this case a melody which
the air had strained, ~aid~whichhad covs with
every leaf and needle ofthe woodthat portion of
the sound which the el eiet dtakenup_ and modji-
lated and echoed7from vale to vale. The echo is,
to some extent, an original sound, and therein is
the magic and charm of it. It is not merely a repe-
tition of what was worth repeating in the bell, but
partly the voice of the wood; the same trivial words
and notes sung by a wood-nymph (7, pp. 136-137 [ital-
ics mine]).
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An ambiguity occurs even among the special, almost

spiritual, musical images. Thoreau rarely mentions music

as an art form, and when he does, his attitude surpris-

ingly tends toward the negative. After expressing in

"The Bean-Field" his ecstatic transportation by the "hoe

music," Thoreau remarks, " . . . I remembered with as

much pity as pride, if I remembered at all, my acquain-

tances who had gone to the city to attend the oratorios"

(7, p. 175). He expresses similar indifference toward

formal music a number of times in the Journal, saying that

only "In proportion as a man has a poor ear for music"

must he go to art for it (6, p. 357) or that "One will

lose no music by not attending the oratorios and operas"

(4, p. 379). Such comments do not indicate antipathy

for cultural music, for another journal passage praises

highly man's achievement in the art of music: "How cul-

tivated, how sweet and glorious, is music! Men have

brought this art to great perfection. . . . It is perhaps

the most admirable accomplishment of man" (5, p. 114).

To someone who hears the "vibration of the universal

lyre" in a passing breeze, however, paying to hear music

in a stuffy, crowded room seems unnecessary. His Paganini

being a bird (7, p. 175), he prefers recitals performed

out-of-doors by Nature herself or by one of her protdgds:

"I remember well one gaunt Nimrod who would catch up a
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leaf by the roadside and play a strain on it wilder and

more melodious, if my memory serves me, than any hunting-

horn" (7, pp. 308-309). Especially in its natural, even

wild varieties, music for Thoreau is synonymous with

Truth, Goodness, and Beauty: "If we respected only what

is inevitable and has a right to be, music and poetry

would resound along the streets" (7, p. 106). Thoreau

declares in his Journal, "I could go about the world lis-

tening for the strains of music" (4, p. 259). He does

just that at Walden Pond and records his many findings so

that music resounds throughout Walden.

Precisely because he is so conscious of sound,

Thoreau becomes keenly aware of its absence. Often in

Walden he notes with interest the lack of sound, such

as in the description of a fisherman on the pond, "as

silent and motionless as a duck or a floating leaf" (7,

p. 192), or in the record of an owl's flight, "when he

launched himself off and flapped through the pines,

spreading his wings to unexpected breadth, I could

not hear the slightest sound from them" (7, p. 293).

Another such observation of silence appears as an ironic

twist amid the seemingly noisy war imagery describing

the ants' battle: "On every side they were engaged in

deadly combat, yet without any noise that I could hear

" (7, pp. 253-254).
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One of the main elements of silence in Walden is the

absence of conversation, for Thoreau says in the Journal,

"As the truest society approaches always nearer to soli-

tude, so the most excellent speech finally falls into

silence" (3, p. 64). His silent communion with an old

fishing companion was therefore very satisfying:

Once in a while we sat together on the pond, he
at one end of the boat, and I at the other; but
not many words passed between us, for he had
grown deaf in his later years, but he occasionally
hummed a psalm, which harmonized well enough
with my philosophy. Our intercourse was thus
altogether one of unbroken harmony, far more
pleasing to remember than if it had been carried
on by speech (7, p. 193).

In addition to its general use in Walden to symbolize

Ultimate Meaning, Thoreau employs silence to represent

also the universal reaction to the mystery of death,

the final silence. That most awesome of realities

silences all--victims and survivors alike. Describing

the end of a fox hunt, he effectively contrasts the noisy

entrance of the hound and her abrupt silence on "spying

the dead fox"--boisterous vitality and limp lifelessness,

sound and silence, life and death. Three times he empha-

sizes his point by repeating the key word silence amid

the accompaniment of other alliterative s's. The silence

deepens.

At length the old hound burst into view with
muzzle to the ground, and snapping the air as if
possessed, and ran directly to the rock; but spying
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the dead fox she suddenly ceased her hounding, as
if struck dumb with amazement, and walked round
and round him in silence; and one by one her pups
arrived, and, like their mother, were sobered into
silence by the mystery. Then the hunter came for-
ward and stood in their midst, and the mystery was
solved. They waited in silence while he skinned
the fox, then followed the brush a while, and at
length turned off into the woods again (7, pp. 307-
308).

Sound often directs Thoreau's thoughts heavenward;

silence is his Holy of Holies. The silence, however,

need not be absolute. Thoreau's description of his

meditation at the beginning of "Sounds" shows that

silence is not broken but actually augmented by sounds.

Paradoxically they become part of the silence, as the

birds' "noiseless" flitting:

Sometimes, in a summer morning, having taken
my accustomed bath, I sat in my sunny doorway
from sunrise till noon, rapt in a revery, amidst
the pines and hickories and sumachs, in undisturbed
solitude and stillness, while the birds sang
around or flitted noiseless through the house,
until by the sun falling in at my west window,
or the noise of some traveller's wagon on the
distant highway, I was reminded of the lapse of
time. I grew in those seasons like corn in the
night, and they were far better than any work of
the hands would have been. They were not time
subtracted from my life, but so much over and
above my usual allowance. I realized what the
Orientals mean by contemplation and the forsaking
of works (7, pp. 123-124 [italics mine]),

The equally beautiful and famous passage opening "Solitude"

expresses, too, the "imperfect" silence which Thoreau

finds at Walden. The positive, natural sounds of frogs,

birds, and wind intensify his serenity and his awareness
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of the silence, for it is silent when one can hear the

leaves flutter:

This is a delicious evening, when the whole
body is one sense, and imbibes delight through
every pore. I go and come with a strange liberty
in Nature, a part of herself. As I walk along the
stony shore of the pond in my shirt-sleeves, though
it is cool as well as cloudy and windy, and I see
nothing special to attract me, all the elements are
unusually congenial to me. The bullfrogs trump tousher in the night, and the note of the whip-poor-
will is borne on the rippling wind from over the
water. Sympathy with the fluttering alder and pop-lar leaves almost takes away my breath; yet, like
the lake, my serenity is rippled but not ruffled.
These small waves raised by the evening are as
remote from storm as the smooth reflecting surface.
Though it is now dark, the wind still blows and roarsin the wood, the waves still dash, and some creatures
lull the rest with their notes. The repose is never
complete (7, p. 143).

The silence, too, i.s never complete; in fact, it is rather

"noisy." Silence to Thoreau is more a state of mind than

the physical absence of sound; not antithetic, sound and

silence complement each other.

In the mock dialogue in "Brute Neighbors," the Hermit

characterizes the placid life at the pond so well for the

Poet, "I wonder what the world is doing now. I have not

heard so much as a locust over the sweet-fern these three

hours" (7, p. 247). This quiet retreat at Walden provides

Thoreau with the silence he needs to pursue his thoughts

and his writing. Paradoxically, the silence makes even

the slightest sounds audible; their subtle contrast accen-

tuates his sense of serenity by making him more aware of

the silence and the promise of its meaning.
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CHAPTER V

SOUND DEVICES IN WALDEN

An experience readers of Walden commonly share is the

compulsion to stop, time and again, to read aloud or at

least to listen with the mind, for Thoreau characteris-

tically wrote to be "listened to." During the seven years

of careful polishing and revising between the writing of

the first draft of Walden while he lived at the pond and

the publication of the final version in 1854, Thoreau

regularly read his work aloud to test it by his own and

his friends' ears (2, p. 188). Sensitive to the euphony

of his writing as well as to the sounds recorded in his

writing, Thoreau perfected in Walden his use of various

sound devices, thereby creating some of the most beautiful

prose in the English language.

His writing, then, is best appreciated when heard;

for as does poetry, his prose relies largely on sound

effects. Noting this likeness, Harding declares,

"Thoreau's best poetry . . . is in his poetic prose"

(3, pp. 80-81). Robert Frost, too, attests to the

poetic nature of Walden: "Far be it from me though

to regret that all the poetry isn't in verse. I'm sure

I'm glad of all the unversified poetry in Walden . .

73
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(9, p. 182). An analysis of Thoreau's use of several

sound devices reveals his characteristic handling of the

speaking voice, prose rhythms, word repetition, allitera-

tion, rhyme, consonance, assonance, and onomatopoeia.

The first sound device one encounters is the speaking

voice which pervades Walden. A direct result of Thoreau's

choice of the personal point of view, this strong sense

of speaker-listener reflects, to some extent, the lecture

origins of the book. During the preparation of ten or

more lectures on his Walden experience, Thoreau developed

and, in delivery, probably assumed the part of his persona.

To revise the material for Walden, he did make certain

changes, as Shanley points out in The Making of Walden,

such as converting audience to reader (8, p. 35). The

warmth and rapport gained in the use of the speaking

voice Thoreau in writing Walden consciously preserved

and extended in his narrator-persona, a sort of Yankee

philosopher who is speaking to his Concord neighbors

to answer some of their questions about his life at the

pond. Thoreau begins on the first page of the book by

explaining and defending his use of the first person

point of view;

In most books, the I, or first person, is omitted;
in this it will be retained; that, in respect to
egotism, is the main difference. We commonly do
not remember that it is, after all, always the
first person that is speaking. I should not talk
so much about myself if there were anybody else
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whom I knew as well. Unfortunately, I am confined
to this theme by the narrowness of my experience.
Moreover, I, on my side, require of every writer,
first or last, a simple and sincere account of his
own life, and not merely what he has heard of
other men's lives . . . (10, pp. 3-4).

Although Thoreau uses books and writer here in deference

to the actual situation, his choice of speaking and talk,

not writing and write, helps to promote in the reader a

sense of being a listener, of "hearing" the narrator. The

effect of the subjective point of view is to create a

conversational intimacy. Further, the dramatic situation

adds the power of immediacy and realism that drama always

has over narration. As the "I" speaker satisfies his

neighbors' curiosity, it is as if the reader were over-

hearing. The dominant feeling in reading Walden is that

one is "listening" to a "deliberately created verbal

personality," as Joseph Moldenhauer calls him in "Walden:

The Strategy of Paradox" (7, p. 21). Kenneth Kurtz in

"Style in Walden" agrees with such an assessment of the

voicec" in Walden: "This is a style that projects the

living voice of a wide-awake man speaking with concentra-

tion in intense moments in his own idiom about important

things he derives from firsthand experiences, and in which

he makes us participate. It is his voice that holds us"

(5, p. 59). Accounting for Walden's vitality in the "oral

quality of its sentences," Kurtz points out its "hurry
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and interruptions, ellipses, cadences geared to breath,

phrases fitted to movements of the tongue, and rhythms

that suggest the bodily gestures of an animated speaker"

(5, p. 60).

Thoreau's mastery of prose rhythms accounts for

some of the poetic texture of Walden. Ironically, though

the halting meter of his poetry has been criticized, his

sense of rhythm is well-suited to prose, which has no

rigid conventions for meter. Alternating the rhythm

among three main types--hammering, flowing, walking--

Thoreau fits the tempo to his subject and mood. He

uses a strong rhythm to stress crucial points, especially

in a sermonic passage, in which, for example, a series

of trochaic words helps to produce a hammering beat:

/ - - /- /- - / - -I-

There are a thousand hacking at the branches of evil
- / -- T- - /
to one who is striking at the root, and it may be that
/1/ - / - -- I/ - / - /
he who bestows the largest amount of time and money
/ - /I-/I/- - / - - I- /
on the need is doing the most by his mode of life
- - - /- / - ./ - / -
to produce that misery which he strives in vain to
- /
relieve (10, p. 84 [markings and italics added to
indicate one possible reading]).

With such pulpit-pounding rhythms, Thoreau achieves an

emphatic tone which characterizes much of the first two

chapters of Walden. Rhythmical strength is sometimes
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accomplished by several groups of successive accented

syllables:

/ /1/ / - /1/ /-- I--And I am sure that I never read any memorable news in
- / /I- - - / / / / /.a newspaper. If we read of one man robbed, or mur-

- / I/ -I -dered, or killed by accident, or one house burned,
- / /- /- .or one vessel wrecked, or one steamboat blown up,

- / / / I.- - - //- /or one cow run over on the Western Railroad, or one
/ / / - / // /mad dog killed, or one lot of grasshoppers in the

/- / /I- / / - -I/winter,--we never need read of another (10, p. 104
[markings added]).

Much of Walden, on the other hand, has a beautiful

flowing rhythm. The smooth effect in the following example

derives primarily from the selection of such "soft" words

as tamely, echoes, haunt, pines, breathes, and shadows.

In fact, the emotional tone of tamely sets the mood and

therefore the easy tempo for the whole passage:

Men come tamely home at night only from the
next field or -street, where their household echoes
haunt, and their life pines because it breathes
its own breath over again; their shadows, morning
and evening, reach farther than their daily steps.
We should come home from far, from adventures,
and perils, and discoveries every day, with new
experience and character (10, p. 231).

Many such passages easily read like free verse or even

blank verse.*

*More Day to Dawn: The Story of Thoreau of Concord byHarry Lee and Thoreau: Voice in thEdgeland Sy Langley
Keyes, biographies in verse which use many passages from
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By far the most dominant rhythm of Walden's prose is

the iambic or walking rhythm. "There is a natural emphasis

in his style, like a man's tread, and a breathing space

between the sentences, . . . " says Thoreau in A Week,

admiring Sir Walter Raleigh's prose (11, p. 106), but

the statement appropriately describes Thoreau's own

writing as well. The physical basis of rhythm was very

important to Thoreau. "The length of his walk uniformly

made the length of his writing," explains Emerson in his

eulogy of Thoreau. "If shut up in the house he did not

write at all" (1, p. 462).

Thoreau's repetition to achieve emphasis creates

somewhat the same "hammering" effect noted earlier among

his rhythm patterns. For example, throughout a passage

concluding an assessment of his fishing companion, John

Field, Thoreau echoes a key word, punning with poor and

and poverty:

*Walden, demonstrate the closeness of its prose to poetry,
as in Lee's adaptation of the nearly exact wording of Thor-
eau's description of Channing in "Former Inhabitants; and
Winter Visitors" (10, p. 295);

"He who came from farthest to my lodge,
Through deepest snows
And most dismal tempests,
Was a poet.

"A farmer, a hunter, a soldier,
A reporter, even a philosopher,
May be daunted,
But nothing can deter a poet,
For he is actuated
By pure love" (6, p. 97).
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But he, poor man, disturbed only a couple of fins
while I was catching a fair string, and he said it
was his luck; but when we changed seats in the boat
luck changed seats too. Poor John Field!
With his horizon all his own, yet he a poor man,
born to be poor, with his inherited Irish over ty
or poor life . . (10, p. 231 [italics mine].

The device appears again in the famous paragraph

in which he uses forms of despair six times, playing on one

of his important themes. In spite of the exaggerated

repetition, Thoreau avoids monotony by very skillful

and subtle variations in form and meaning. The change

from "quiet desperation" to "confirmed desperation"

implies a realization, even an acceptance. Then, con-

trasting "desperate city" and "desperate country," he

indicates that there is no escape. "Stereotyped and

unconscious despair" further intensifies the impact,

for the greatest danger lies in a hidden or denied despair

so calmly accepted because of its universality. The

final sentence intimates the crucial difference; wisdom

is to act not out of despair but faith. With masterful

manipulation of a recurring word that catches the reader's

ear with each appearance, Thoreau achieves not only

emphasis but also unity and euphony:

The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.
What is called resignation is confirmed desperation.
From the desperate city you go into the desperate
country, and have to console yourself with the braveryOR inks and muskrats. A stereotyped but unconscious
despair is concealed even under what ar called the
games and amusements of mankind. There is no play
in them, for this comes after work. But it is a
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characteristic of wisdom not to do desperate things
(10, pp. 8-9 [italics mine]).

The aural device of repeating a word throughout a

passage in which sound is a subject as well as a symbol

illustrates the layered effect of Thoreau's use of sound.

In the famous account of a game of chase with a loon,

sound serves at three levels: initially for descriptive

concreteness, secondarily as artistic device, finally

as metaphysical symbol. The central sound image, the

loon's mocking laugh, described variously as wild, loud,

long, unearthly, and demoniac, combines with other sounds,

such as the rustling of leaves, the firing of guns, the

dash of waves, and the surfacing plash of the loon, to

lend experiential immediacy through a strong sensory

appeal. Thoreau, moreover, plays on several sound

devices--word repetition, alliteration, and onomatopoeia--

for the reader's ear. The forms of 1g, his metaphor

for the sound of the loon, echo throughout the passage

and with loon, loud, long, and others create a sustained

alliteration. A strongly alliterated s along with c and

w adds musical variety. Such word choices as rustling

and plash illustrate his use of onomatopoeia. Many

of these aural effects are observable in the following

portion of the narrative:

[A]gain he laughed long and loud, and with more
reason than before. He manoeuvred so cunningly
that I could not get within half a dozen rods of him.
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Each time, when he came to the surface, turning
his head this way and that, he coolly surveyed the
water and the land, and apparently chose his course
so that he might come up where there was the widest
expanse of water and at the greatest distance from
the boat. . . . It was a pretty game, played on the
smooth surface of the pond, a man against a loon.
Suddenly your adversary's checker disappears beneath
the board, and the problem is to place yours nearest
to where his will appear again (10, pp. 259-260).

The symbolic use of sound in the passage epitomizes

Thoreau's characteristic metaphysical interpretation of

all sound, for the loon symbolizes the Divine Mystery,

which man endlessly pursues though it eludes him, as

Thoreau in his boat chases the evasive loon. Unearthly

provides a clue to the symbolic meaning of the loon.

I would suddenly be startled by his unearthly

laugh behind me," records Thoreau. "But why, after dis-

playing so much cunning, did he invariably betray himself

the moment he came up by that loud laugh?" (10, p. 261).

Though Thoreau's pursuit of the loon and a man's quest

for the Divine end unsuccessfully, understanding comes

even in defeat. Thoreau concludes the chase and the story:

At length, having come up fifty rods off, he
uttered one of those prolonged howls, as if
calling on the god of loons to aid him, and im-
mediately there came a wind from the east and
rippled the surface, and filled the whole air
with misty rain, and I was impressed as if it were
the prayer of the loon answered, and his god was
angry with me; and so I left him disappearing far
away on the tumultuous surface (10, pp. 261-262).

As in the loon passage, Thoreau employs alliteration

for its music with subtle skill throughout Walden. For
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example, explaining his preference for solitude, Thoreau

exclaims, "I am no more lonely than the loon in the pond

that laughs so loud, or than Walden Pond itself. What

company has that lonely lake, I pray?" (10, p. 152 [ital-

ics mine]). He exaggerates the alliterated 1 to emphasize

the key word lonely and builds a secondary design with

th, w, and p. Thoreau's typical pattern establishes a

group of dominant alliterations sustained throughout a

passage with a sprinkling of other alliterated sounds

for variety. In this sample only the two main allitera-

tions have been marked to stress their unifying and

rhythmical results:

Sometimes I rambled to pine groves, standing
f f

like temples, or like fleets at sea, full-rigged,
w w w
with wavy boughs, and rippling with light, so

w
soft and green and shady that the Druids would have
f w
forsaken their oaks to worship in them; or to the

w f w
cedar wood beyond Flint's Pond, where the trees,

w
covered with hoary blue berries, spiring higher and

f .(f)
higher, are fit to stand before Valhalla, and the

w
creeping juniper covers the ground with wreaths
f f w
full of fruit; or to swamps where the usnea lichen

f f w
hangs in festoons from the white spruce trees,

and toadstools, round tables of the swamp gods,

(f) fcover the ground, and more beautiful fungi adorn
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(f)
the stumps, like butterflies or shells, vegetable
w w (w)
winkles; where the swamp-pink and dogwood grow,

the red alder berry glows like eyes of imps, the
w (w) w
waxwork grooves and crushes the hardest woods in

f w
its folds, and the wild holly berries make the

f w
beholder forget his home with their beauty, and

w
he is dazzled and tempted by nameless other wild
f f f f
forbidden fruits, too fair for mortal taste (10,

p. 223 [markings added]).

Added to the f and w theme, the less intensive allitera-

tions of b, c (k), t, th, r, s, h, 1, and g create an ef-

fect rather like counterpoint in music.

Much of the pleasure of reading Walden derives from

the intricacies of Thoreau's alliterative manipulations.

In the following example, the alliterations fall into

three groups based on the frequency of their appearance.

The primary group includes th, w, s, and h; the middle

group, c (k) and 1; and the last group, t, m, b, f, r, d,

and n. Allowing for a somewhat less rigid requirement

of proximity in analyzing prose, it is nevertheless

remarkable that Thoreau alliterates almost all the

consonant-initiated words:

w m th w t k
When I meet the engine with its train of cars

m w m r 1
moving off with planetary motion,--or, rather, like
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k th b n n w th
a comet, for the beholder knows not if with that

w th d w
velocity and with that direction it will ever
r th s s b d n
revisit this system, since its orbit does not
1 1 r k w s
look like a returning curve,--with its steam
k 1 b st b
cloud like a banner streaming behind in golden

s . r 1 m d k w
and silver wreaths, like many a downy cloud which
h s h th h

I have seen, high in the heavens, unfolding its
m t th1 th t d
masses to the light,--as if this travelling demi-

th k k w 1 t
god, this cloud-compeller, would ere long take
th s (s) s th I h t w
the sunset sky for the livery of his train; when
h th h m th h w

I hear the iron horse make the hills echo with
h s 1 th s th w
his snort like thunder, shaking the earth with
h f b f s f h
his feet, and breathing fire and smoke from his
n w k w h f
nostrils (what kind of winged horse or fiery
d th w th n m
dragon they will put into the new Mythology I
d n s th h
don't know), it seems as if the earth had got a.
r n w t
race now worthy to inhabit it (10, pp. 128-128
[markings added]).

Though there is no common term for it, another sound

device, a cousin to alliteration, is notable in "with

that," "this system," "silver wreaths,i" "now worthy,"

among others.

Thoreau's alliterations are especially effective

when they imitate the sounds which the passage describes.

In the next example, a primary group including r, s, and
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w sounds onomatopoetically put the roar, sigh, and whoosh

of the wind into the reading of the passage:

wh (wh)
This is a delicious evening, when the whole

s
body is one sense, and imbibes delight through

w st
every pore. I go and come with a strange liberty

(s) w
in Nature, a part of herself. As I walk along the
st sh sh sl
stony shore of the pond in my shirt-sleeves, though

w w S
it is cool as well as cloudy and windy, and I see

sp
nothing special to attract me, all the elements

are unusually congenial to me. The bullfrogs

trump to usher in the night, and the note of the
wh w r w
whip-poor-will is borne on the rippling wind from

w s w
over the water. Sympathy with the fluttering alder

(w)and poplar leaves almost takes away my breath; yet,
s r

like the lake, my serenity is rippled but not
r sm w r
ruffled. These small waves raised by the evening
w r st sm r
wind are as remote from storm as the smooth re-

s wflecting surface. Though it is now dark, the wind
st r w w st
still blows and roars in the wood, the waves still

s r w
dash, and some creatures lull the rest with their

r w
notes. The repose is never complete. The wildest

r s
animals do not repose, but seek.their prey now;

sk r r
the fox, and skunk, and rabbit, now roam the fields

w w wand woods without fear. They are Nature's watchmen,--
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wh
links which connect the days of animated life

(10, p. 143 [markings added]).

Although from time to time he alliterates most of the

consonant sounds and in this passage alone plays on b,

1, f, n, d, c, t, and p in addition to the primary group,

Thoreau's favorites here and throughout Walden are w

and s. Employing a variety of sound devices, Thoreau

orchestrates some beautiful effects. He uses onomato-

poeia in trump, fluttering, and roars, and he rhymes pore

with shore, cloudy with windy, rippled with ruffled,

and blows with repose. Including consonance in like

and lake and in still and lull, Thoreau adds yet another

dimension of using sound. Assonance, too, plays a part

in the music of the passage, as in the short i's in

"the note of the whip-poor-will is borne on the rippling

wind from over the water." Also, a chain of u sounds

runs through come, nothing, trump, flutter, ruffled,

lull, some, but, and skunk. In fact, once one realizes

the extent of involvement of the various sound devices,

analysis becomes a puzzle game.

Thoreau's skill with onomatopoeia displays inventive-

ness in his identifications of sounds. Sprinkled through

the notations and descriptions of the multitudinous sounds

in Walden appear many of these imitative sound words. To

achieve concreteness and realism, Thoreau characteristically
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prefers the specific to the general; he precisely notes

the squirrel's "cheeping" (10, p. 60) or "chirp" (10,

p. 333), presenting the reader a clear sound image.

Typical of his careful word choices in general, Thoreau's

use of onomatopoeia indicates unusual concern in singling

out a word exactly suited to the sound it describes.

The "faint hum of a mosquito" (10, p. 98), the "rubbing

and creaking" of pitch pines against the shingles (10,

p. 142), the "pattering" of rain (10, p. 146), the

"rumble" of thunder (10, p. 230), "the rustle of leaves

and the peeping of frogs" (10, p. 185) provide the back-

ground music of Walden. Though these and many of

Thoreau's selections are fairly common onomatopoetic

vocabulary, their aptness is perfect and the number

used is uncommonly large. Thoreau does include some,

however, which are unusual if not unique. He chooses

whir and whirrinE to denote the flight of the partridge

(10, p. 251; 305) and whinnering, a feeble whine, for

the noise of a raccoon (10, p. 252). Usually he favors

whoop for the sound of ice on the pond (10, p. 274), but

he sometimes switches to thunder (10, p. 333). Several

times in reference to walking in show, he uses cronched,

perhaps his own variation of crunched (10, p. 293). To

avoid the triteness of bang and splash, Thoreau prefers

whang! for the report of a gun (10, p. 307) and plash for
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perch slapping the water with their tails (10, p. 211).

Such subtle discriminations illustrate his artistic

precision in handling onomatopoeia.

The sounds receiving most onomatopoetic treatment

in Walden are the ones which are also mentioned most

often, the birds' sounds. The attentiveness to the songs

of birds taught to him as a child by his mother remained

a part of Thoreau throughout his life. In their cor-

respondence, Thoreau and Daniel Ricketson characteristically

exchanged news about the birds' arrivals noted by their

songs. Even during the spring of 1862 when Thoreau was

too ill to go out to hear them or even to write a letter,

his friend faithfully reported the first notation of each

songbird (4, p. 651). In Walden Thoreau gives particular

attention to these sounds which were always so important

to him, selecting just the right onomatopoeia to distin-

guish each serenading songster, from the "clangor" (10,

p. 345), "cackling" (10, p. 46), or "honk" (10, p. 345)

of the geese to the "faint, wiry peep" of the woodcock's

young (10, p. 253). Not only their songs but also the

noises of their movements catch Thoreau's ear, and like

the song, the flight is distinctive to each. Thoreau,
therefore, differentiates the "flitting" of the reed

birds (10, p. 127), the "whirring" wings of a partridge

(10, p. 305), the "flutter" of pigeons (10, p. 247), the
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"rush" (10, p. 345), "whistling" (10, p. 274), and

"flapping" of geese (10, p. 345), and the "humming"

flight of the phoebe (10, p. 351). The voices in his

woodland choir include the "trill" of a sparrow (10,

p. 124), the "scream" of a hawk (10, p. 128) or jay

(10, p. 303), the "clucking" and "mewing" of a partridge

(10, pp. 250-251), the "twittering" of martins (10, p.

345), and even the "creaking note of some unknown bird"

(10, p. 194). Thoreau combines alliteration, onomato-

poeia, rhyme, assonance, and simile to characterize the

delicate sound of the chickadee's "faint flitting lisping

notes, like the tinkling of icicles in the grass" (10,

p. 304). He devotes special consideration also to the

portrayal of the whip-poor-will's vespers: "Sometimes I

heard four or five at once in different parts of the wood,

by accident one a bar behind another, and so near me that I

distinguished not only the cluck after each note, but often

that singular buzzing sound like a fly in a spider's web,

only proportionally louder" (10, p. 137). The absolute

gem among the descriptions of birds' songs, however, is

his ingenious onomatopoeia for the song of a sparrow,

appearing amid strongly alliterated s's used in the lush

passages on the arrival of spring: "I hear a song sparrow

singing from the bushes on the shore,--olit, olit, olit,--
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chip, i p, chip, che char,--che wiss, wiss, wiss" (10,

p. 343).

Several passages built on the device demonstrate

further his creativity with onomatopoeia. Rejecting

the traditional "tu-whit tu-who of the poets" (10, p, 138),

Thoreau characterizes the screech owl's sound, this "dark

and tearful side of music" (10, p. 138), with multiple

funeral images and onomatopoetically represents its

song as bemoaning its existence:

Oh-o-o-o-o that I never had been bor-r-r-r-n!
sighs one on this side oF the pond, and circles
with the restlessness of despair to some new
perch on the gray oaks. Then--that I never
had been bor-r-r-r-n! echoes another~~on the
farther side with tremulous sincerity, and--
bor-r-r-r-n! comes faintly from far in the
Lincoln woods (10, p. 138).

The owl's repeated complaint has a pleasing variation from

the full phrase to less and less toward silence. As seen

earlier, owl sounds are among the few which elicit a

negative response from Thoreau. These dismal sounds

symbolize the darker side of reality; therefore, much

of his onomatopoeia for them appropriately has negative

connotations: mourning, scream, wailing, and sighs (10,

p. 138).

To portray the hoot owl's sound, the "most melan-

choly sound in Nature," Thoreau employs moans, howls, sobs

among images of death, bestiality, and insanity (10, pp.

138-139). Giving an interesting insight into the
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subjectivity of his onomatopoeia, he explains that the

hoot owl's sound is

made more awful by a certain gurgling melodiousness,
--I find myself beginning with the letters g when
I try to imitate it,--expressive of a mind whAich
has reached the gelatinous, mildewy stage in the
mortification of all healthy and courageous thought.
It reminded me of ghouls and idiots and insane
howlings (10, p. 139).

As usual for Thoreau, however, distance transforms even

an unpleasant sound to music, and the onomatopoetic inter-

pretation reverts to the traditional portrayal:

But now one answers from far woods in a strain
made really melodious by distance,--Hoo hoo hoo,
hoorer hoo; and indeed for the most part it sug-
gested only pleasing associations, whether heard
by day or night, summer or winter (10, p. 139).

Evidently satisfied that he had captured its song, he

employs this same rhythmic pattern in another passage

on the hoot owl:

I seldom opened my door in a winter evening
without hearing it; Hoo hoo hoo, hoorer hoo,
sounded sonorously, and the Trst three sylla-
bles accented somewhat like how der do; or some-
times hoo hoo only (10, p. 3DO).

Although Thoreau designates the cat owl's cry as

the "most harsh and tremendous voice I ever heard from

any Inhabitant of the woods" (10, p. 300), a lighter

side to his use of onomatopoeia emerges in the record

of the cat owl's territorial argument. He interprets

its responses to a honking goose as an attempt to "boo-hoo"

the Canadian intruder from Walden Pond (10, p. 300).
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One of the most delightful passages in Walden is

Thoreau's imaginative and humorous treatment of the bull-

frogs' nightly boisterous party. Building the whole narra-

tive around his onomatopoetic coinage for their bellow-

ing, he compares the frogs to a group of buddies sitting

around drinking themselves "under the pond" (10, p. 140).

The playful onomatopoeia varies toward conciseness and

eventually to silence as it hops through the conceit:

In the meanwhile all the shore rang with the trump
of bullfrogs, the sturdy spirits of ancient wine-
bibbers and wassailers, still unrepentant, trying
to sing a catch in their Stygian lake,--if the
Walden nymphs will pardon the comparison, for though
there are almost no weeds, there are frogs there,--
who would fain keep up the hilarious rules of their
old festal tables, though their voices have waxed
hoarse and solemnly grave, mocking at mirth, and
the wine has lost its flavor, and become only
liquor to distend their paunches, and sweet intoxi-
cation never comes to drown the memory of the past,
but mere saturation and waterloggedness and disten-
tion. The most aldermanic, with his chin upon a
heart-leaf, which serves for a napkin to his drooling
chaps, under this northern shore quaffs a deep
draught of the once scorned water, and passes round
the cup with the ejaculation tr-r-r-oonk, tr-r-r-oonk,
tr-r-r-oonk! and straightway comes over the water from
some distant cove the same password repeated, where
the next in seniority and girth has gulped down to
his mark; and when this observance has made the cir-
cuit of the shores, then ejaculates the master of
ceremonies, with satisfaction, tr-r-r-oonk! and each
in his turn repeats the same down to the least dis-
tended, leakiest, and flabbiest paunched, that there
be no mistake; and then the bowl goes round again and
again, until the sun disperses the morning mist, and
only the patriarch is not under the pond, but vainly

bellowing troonk from time to time, and pausing for
a reply (10, pp. 139-140).
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Walden is beautiful for many reasons,; Thoreau's

mastery of sound devices contributes to its beauty. His

fantastic musical gifts, especially with alliteration

and onomatopoeia, but also with assonance, consonance,

rhythm, rhyme, and repetition, primarily account for the

"re-readability" of Walden, for these qualities it shares

with poetry bring the reader back again and again to

enjoy its music.
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CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSION

Word plays on sound throughout Walden, such as the one

referring to railroad ties as "sound sleepers" (3, p. 103),

climax in "Conclusion" with an especially significant pun:

"Beside, we are sound asleep nearly half our time" (3, p.

365). With its general meaning of "deeply asleep," Thoreau

forms a contrast to the recurrent image of "wide-awake

aliveness" in the cock's crow and the morning motif, for

the pun intimates a general unawareness of sounds, par-

ticularly of their transcendental properties. Punning

further in Walden, Thoreau links auditory consciousness

to a health state, saying of "brave Chanticleer," "His

health is ever good, his lungs are sound . . . " (3, p.

141), or to a sense of depth, remarking that he "loved

to sound" the Canadian woodsman on various topics (3.,

p. 164). The nuances of health and depth of thought

imply the extended meaning "sound" has for Thoreau.

Because of its ability to precipitate a transcendency

to the spiritual realm, sound is good--indicative of

health and soundness. "The effect of the slightest

tinkling in the horizon measures my own soundness"

(2, p. 227), he explains in the Journal, and again

95
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in A Week: "All these sounds,,the crowing of cocks, the

baying of dogs, and the hum of insects at noon, are the

evidence of nature's health or sound state" (4, p. 40).

Thoreau's punning ambiguity indicates in a simple way

the complexity in usage and meaning sound has in his

writing, specifically in Walden.

In a letter to the Emersons on July 8, 1843, though

not expressly linking the ideas to sound imagery, Thoreau

outlines a theory of layering, which may be applied, none-

theless, to his use of sound:

In writing conversation should be folded many
times thick. It is the height of art that on
the first perusal plain common sense should
appear--on the second severe truth--and on a
third beauty--and having these warrants for
its depth and reality, we may then enjoy the
beauty forever more (1, p. 125).

The three major facets of the utilization of sound in

Walden brought out in this thesis parallel these three

levels: Thoreau's acute consciousness of sounds in his

writing compares with the level of common sense; his meta-

physical perception of Being through sound, truth; and

his artful handling of sound devices, beauty.

Rarely, if ever, has there been a writer so sensi-

tive to sound. The training Henry received from his

mother to love and listen to nature and the years of

practiced aural alertness, evidenced in his Journals,

developed Thoreau's special awareness of sounds. As



97

part of a total sensory appeal to add concreteness and

experiential immediacy to his description and narration

in Walden and other works, Thoreau consistently notes the

actual sounds he hears. The devotion of an entire

chapter to sounds as well as the myriad sound images

throughout the book testifies to the importance of sound

in Walden. "When I paused to lean on my hoe," he ex-

plains in "The Bean-Field," "these sounds and sights

I heard and saw anywhere in the row, a part of the in-

exhaustible entertainment which the country offers" (3,

p. 176). Concerning the brown thrasher's song, Thoreau

muses., "You may wonder what his rigmarole, his amateur

Paganini performances on one string or on twenty, have

to do with your planting. . . . It was a cheap sort of

top dressing in which I had entire faith" (3, p. 175).

Other such "entertainments" he records innumerable

times, as in his account of the arrival of spring. He

details the auditory as well as the visual: "On the

13th of March, after I had heard the bluebird, song

sparrow, and red-wing, the ice was still nearly a foot

thick" (3, pp. 333-334), "The brooks sing carols and

glees to the spring" (3, p. 342), and "I heard a robin

in the distance, the first I had heard for many a thousand

years, methought, whose note I shall not forget for many

a thousand more . . . " (3, p. 344). Sensory detail,
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preeminently aural appeal, makes Walden concrete and

readable by giving the reader a feeling of experiencing

the events. Thus is Thoreau's "common sense"l employment

of sound.

Truth, the next level, is the object of his use

of sound as an agent of mystical perception. Similar to

the Hindu's love of silence for meditation, though in-

dependently developed before his encounter of such ideas

in reading the Indian scriptures, Thoreau's metaphysics

of sound begins with a consciousness of sounds around

him, continues in a contemplation of them until they

fade into silence, and culminates in a meditation on

silence to perceive in it intimations of the Unheard,

the Unknown, the Ultimate Reality.

Four key sound images in Walden--the crowing cock,

the hoe striking stones, the flute, and martial music--

illustrate the use of sound as symbol to effect a tran-

scendent experience to obtain strength and inspiration

and thus to return to this world awakened to glorious

possibilities. In "Conclusion" reinforcing his point

of inner guidance, Thoreau uses again the image of

martial music first employed in "The Service" but

echoed throughout his writings: "If a man does not keep

pace with his companions, perhaps it is because he hears
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a different drummer. Let him step to the music which he

hears, however measured or far away" (3, pp. 358-359).

Most sounds, therefore, a distant church bell, a

bird's song, the whisper of the breeze itself, become

vibrations of the "universal lyre," the "celestial music"

which assures Thoreau of the goodness and soundness of

all creation. Even those few sounds that threaten his

serenity, distance and nature conspire to convert to

natural music. The music of the spheres sings of virtue

to the transcendental ear which allows no sour note, for

"Many an irksome noise," explains Thoreau, "go a long

way off, is heard as music, a proud, sweet satire on

the meanness of our lives" (3., p. 242).

On the third level, Thoreau's masterful manipulation

of sound devices, primarily prose rhythms, alliteration,

and onomatopoeia, as well as repetition, rhyme, consonance,

and assonance, has beauty as its object. Increased ap-

preciation for Walden and for Thoreau as a writer comes

with an'awareness of the stylistic perfection of his use

of sound as an artistic tool not only in the passages

examined but on almost any page of any of his works.

Walden throughout exemplifies Thoreau's multilayered

utilization of sound. Early in the first chapter, "Econ-

omy," Thoreau presents an intriguing prose poem about the

loss of three obviously symbolic animals--a hound, a horse,
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and a turtledove, whose meanings have ever since puzzled

readers, beginning with Emerson. Whatever the ideals

represented by these three symbols, it is significant

that their truths are sought by following sound. One is

reminded of Thoreau's use of sound and silence in his

meditative search for. truth as well as a similar symbolic

quest for Absolute Knowledge in his pursuit of the loon

by tracking its sound. Finally, rauch of the beauty of

the passage derives from his skillful use of poetic sound

devices to create a musically harmonious flow, such as

assonance and multiple alliterations. At every level,

sound plays a partin the effectiveness of the passage:

I long ago lost a hound, a bay horse, and
a turtledove, and am still on their trail. Many
are the travellers I have spoken concerning them,
describing their tracks and what calls they
answered to. I have met one or two who had
heard the hound, and the tramp of the horse,
and even seen the dove disappear behind a
cloud, and they seemed as anxious to recover
them as if they had lost them themselves (3,
pp. 18-19).

Sound in Walden functions at each level--common sense,

truth, beauty--and as Thoreau proposed, "having these

warrants for its depth and reality, we may then enjoy

the beauty forever more" (1, p. 125).
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