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Lee Rust Brown’s and Eduardo Cadavo’s otherwise notably divergent studies of Ralph Waldo Emerson share one important trait; both base their understandings of Emerson on his ideas about natural history and its constituent terms.   Moreover, both The Emerson Museum and Emerson and the Climates of History argue that fresh insight about current issues can be gleaned from this seemingly unpromising and outmoded discipline.   Reconsidering natural history serves Brown and Cadavo not only to interpret Emerson but to link him to unfinished business in contemporary theory and to claim for him a new role in its debates.


In The Emerson Museum Brown argues that the classificatory techniques of pre-Darwinian natural history ground Emerson’s entire literary and philosophical project.   They do so, furthermore, in a way that emboldens Brown to reassert the claims of romantic idealism and to defend them against the skepticism of post-structuralist theory, especially as represented by Paul de Man’s critique of the romantic symbol.   Cadavo, who in Emerson and the Climates of History depends heavily on the method of rhetorical reading that de Man advocated, has a more emphatically late 20th-century agenda:  enlisting Emerson in the cultural politics of anti-racism.   He argues that Emerson’s attention to the rhetorical substructures common to both “nature” and “history” makes him a much more trenchant and sophiisticated participant in the anti-slavery movement than either his abolitionist contemporaries or his modern commentators have acknowledged.


The Emerson Museum is the deeper book and also the one that does more for Emerson’s reputation.  In the company of the English and German thinkers on whom he obviously drew for many of his ideas, Emerson has periodically been disrespected as a lightweight and a latecomer.   Brown, however, sees him as significantly advancing and making practicable the aims of earlier romantics.  In particular, he sees Emerson has having discovered on his visit to the Mus(um d’Histoire Naturelle in Paris a way of turning the ruins of Coleridge’s vast logographic ambition into a practical writing project.


After an 1832 tour of the Jardin des Plantes (as the Mus(um was more commonly known), Emerson exclaimed in his journal “I will be a naturalist.”  Biographers have understandably thus regarded the visit as crucial to Emerson’s search for a vocation, coming as it did during the difficult period following his resignation from the ministry and the death of his first wife.  Robert D. Richardson, for example, interprets the event as importantly confirming Emerson’s high regard for empirical science and bolstering his faith in the ultimate kinship of mind and nature.  The triumph of Cuvier and other naturalists in the first part of the 19th century was to have uncovered a verifiable order in nature’s otherwise bewildering plenitude and thereby newly demonstrated that human reason was at one with nature’s intelligibility.


According to Brown, Emerson more particularly learned from natural history that “the compositional units of nature’s book were not particular creatures but were nestings of classifications” (127).  The visual and semiotic layout of plants and animals in the Jardin des Plantes made experientially available both the specimens themselves and the otherwise hidden, ideational categories to which the specimens conformed.  Moreover, the process of apprehending such higher categories extened to further and higher levels the more intensely and actively one gazed.  “One of the most striking aspects of the Mus(um’s exhibitions was the way they forced together the particularity of single specimens and the vast scope of distanced perspectives.  The more closely spectators looked into a thing, the further conceptually they could see” (70).  No final or totalizing unity ever quite swam into view, to be sure, but the sight of concentrically higher and more general categories validated the prospect of an ultimate wholeness to which all the classifications would belong.
Why might this be an advance on earlier forms of transcendental idealism?   As advocated by Fichte and various, usually more cautious romantics, the intelligibility of nature appears or can be regarded mainly as a form legibility and its unity an accomplished immanence.  Natural history would thus remain  a more or less secular version of Christian hermeneutics, another reading of the already written book of nature or a fancier deciphering of its previously inscribed hieroglyphics.   Yet if it is nothing more than this, the inquirer may already ventured onto a slippery slope, one that leads inexorably to the groundless abyss of signification much bruited in modern criticism.   Whatever unity one had anticipated reading out of nature remains, at least in darker moods, remote and inaccessible, especially as further instances of nature’s variety and complexity pile up on the specimen table.   (As Brown notes, the challenges to natural history’s explanatory power accelerated at the end of the 18th century; newly improved techniques of preservation brought to the laboratories of European scientists a vast aggregation of New World flora and fauna.) 

In such a situation one at best sets about, like Coleridge, hopefully compiling fragments and propadeutic declarations for an ever more distant encyclopedia of the whole.  At worst, in the absence of unity or any method for apprehending it more reliable than faith or intuition, the book of nature unbinds into bric-a-brac, its presumed foundations left as little more than foundlings.  Legibility succumbs to what in our day is commonly known as the crisis of representation.


By comparison to earlier methods of construing transcendental meaning from natural phenomena, however, classification has a twofold advantage.  First, it partly displaces reading with seeing, thereby supplementing the cognitive vulnerability of signification, interpretation, and representation with the greater assurance of direct visibility.  Second, it relocates into the realm of the prospectively visible the unity or wholeness traditionally understood as an already and always present, if not necessarily yet discovered, product of God or Logos.   
Following Barbara Packer’s emphasis on transparency as a key figure in Emerson’s epistemology, Brown argues that the manifestation to the naturalist of some higher-order classification results from the becoming-transparent of the specimen or category initially before one.  “One of transparency’s ‘beautiful laws’ is that when the eye sees through something it secretly insists on what it seems to have denied.  The medium—the word or figure that the reader sees through—is no less present for being transparent; it is only transparent because it is in fact there” (46).  This transparency is a product of the eye’s power to refocus; a second look can see further along or through the spirals of form.  Note that refocusing does not abolish the first object, which can be brought back into view with a subsequent blink of the eye. This means that one can switch between the empirical and the transcendental without being required to discard or denigrate either.  Nor is refocusing simply either a voluntary or an involuntary act.  It may often and in large measure fall under our control, but it also comes unbidden, as famously for Emerson while crossing Boston Commons.


If classification benefits from the formidable indubitability of eyesight and if, as is well known, Emerson identifies what the eye sees with what the I is, Emerson nevertheless makes his way as a man of letters, not as a scientist or a seer.   Brown insists that Emerson is less interested in how to know than what to do.  The Mus(um accordingly provides a model not so much for how to read nature’s truth as how to write it.   Emerson glimpses in Paris a fertile analogy between the form of the museum and the form of his own life-long literary endeavors.  Both work upon previously collected specimens in order to manifest the nested classifications to which they belong.   In Paris the specimens are flora and fauna taken from their habitats; in Concord they will be the extracts and observations taken from Emerson’s experiences indoors and out, that is, the contents of his journals and notebooks. 

Contrary to the influential views of Stanley Cavell and other recent proponents of Emerson’s thought, Brown insists that what classification overcomes or works through is not cognitive skepticism but an operational impasse.   Indeed, he insists that classification is less a method than a technology, in that rather than helping Emerson discover truth (or reality, oneness, God, etc.) it allows him actively to “realize” it, that is, to actualize it in his words and sentences.   Cadavo, on the other hand, silently endorses the assumptions of Cavell, Richard Rorty, and contemporary anti-foundationalism by highlighting the centrality of epistemological issues and by stressing Emerson’s cognitive and semiotic skepticism.  His aim, however, is not to investigate those issues but to rescue Emerson from the quietism and political inefficacy skepticism can seem to entail.
The challenge Cadavo sees facing Emerson is how to combine justice and eloquence.  How, that is, can one speak and act decisively about public affairs while keeping faith with the complex and cognitively undecidable powers of language?  The problem is identical to the one faced for two decades now by politically active adherents of deconstruction, and the solution Cadavo offers as Emerson’s is the one they usually endorse: real justice depends on being true to semiotic complexity.  “No sentence will hold the whole truth,”  Emerson writes in “Nominalist and Realist,” and the only way in which we can be just, is by giving ourselves the lie.”  As a consequence and contrary to appearances, Cadavo argues Emerson sought from the beginning of his career “to alter institutions by altering the language that maintains them” (130).


Seeking to demonstrate that Emerson was subtly denouncing slavery as early as the 1830s, Cadavo asserts that the force of Emerson’s “analogies between nature and history and politics belongs to the incalculability that structures each of their terms”   (11).  “History” is textual, in other words (a claim that will not surprise), but so is “nature” and in the same way.  Because both are semiotically constructed and construed, they can even be interchanged or at least each can serve as a figure for the other.  History too can thus have—or be—a climate, changeable as weather and characterized by the same unpredictable inexorability.


As general propositions about Emerson’s work, Cadavo’s claims are not unfamiliar.  They echo the stress on rhetorical canniness that emerged in Emerson criticism with post-structuralism and indeed has important roots in the symbolist reading developed by Charles Feidelson a half century ago.  The devil is in the details, however, and most of Emerson and the Climates of History is devoted to bedeviling small and seemingly minor bits of text:  Emerson’s occasional use of weather and climate metaphors, the opening paragraph of Nature, and several stanzas from an 1862 poem on emancipation, “The Boston Hymn,” one of the few overtly political documents Cadavo examines.


Much of the specific analysis is laborious, however, and some is remarkably unconvincing, enough nearly to discredit a method that deserves better.  Cadavo argues at several points that, if some figure or image can be shown to have been used for a specific social or political context in one place, then that context carries over into subsequent uses, even if the politics would otherwise be invisible, inaudible, or similarly implausible.  For example, the image of frost is demonstrably linked to slavery in Shelley’s Hellas.  Therefore, because Emerson also uses the metaphor, Shelley’s denunciation of slavery carries over to Emerson.  

More astonishingly, this works forwards in time as well as backwards; an image can function not only as a more or less secret allusion to some previous text but its meaning can depend as well on future deployments.   In the course of an otherwise persuasive commentary on the sepulchres of the fathers in Nature, in the New Testament, and in Daniel Webster’s 1825 speech dedicating the Bunker Hill monument, Cadavo proposes that Emerson’s image not only functions as a pointed allusion to the earlier texts but that its significance depends on the use Frederick Douglass makes of the image twenty years later.  Because Douglass dwells on the image in his famous 1852 speech about the meaning of the Fourth of July for the Negro, in other words, Cadavo concludes that Emerson’s 1836 Nature must be understood as already conveying Douglass’s attack on slavery.  “If the fact that Douglass’s address is directed against slavery can help us understand the ways in which Emerson would later [that is, after 1852] mobilize his own rhetoric for an anti-slavery position, it also suggests that in Nature this rhetoric could already be said to be anti-slavery” (130, emphasis mine).

Several of Cadavo’s readings are substantively more convincing and methodologically less startling.  On the whole, however, Emerson and the Climates of History suffers from Cadavo’s partisan determination to enlist Emerson in the ranks of the righteous and his correspondingly tendentious standards of argument.    The Emerson Museum also argues partisan case on Emerson’s behalf, albeit  through esthetics and semiotics rather than politics, and at one important point the case is openly polemical.  Against Paul de Man’s influential overturning of the romantic distinction between the powers of allegory and of symbol, Brown reargues the case for the latter.  Conceding the role of time and hence of fallenness, discontinuity, and deferral in allegory’s mode of significantion, Brown denies de Man’s claim that symbols occlude temporality.   Rather than a merely wishful, time-denying participation in the transcendent, the symbol signifies according as the museum does, that is, by reference to the experiential prospect of wholeness.   It looks forward in time and thus belongs, with Emerson, to the party of hope rather than of memory.

