Ralph Waldo Emerson: 1803-1882

· Often called the “father” of American literature

· Poet, preacher, essayist, and orator

· Called for scholars and poets who would help American literature and culture reach its full potential

· Has influenced people on both sides of social questions and issues: people who criticize ideas about private property and ambition and people who support laissez faire individualism

· One of the first American writers who was also widely read in Britain and Europe

· Had a tremendous influence on other writers

· Whitman: “I was simmering, simmering, simmering, and Emerson brought me to a boil”

· Also supported writers financially, through his reputation, or his editorial influence

· Writers include Thoreau, Bronson Alcott, Margaret Fuller

· Active soul: “I am defeated all the time, yet to Victory I am born”

· Believed in both creative writing and “creative reading”
· Rejected oppositions between scholar and worker; thinking and action
· “Words are also actions, and actions are a kind of words”

· Every American writer had to come to terms with Emerson, his presence, and his legacy

Biography:

· Born in Boston in 1803 to a Unitarian minister, 2nd of five sons

· Father died when Emerson was 8

· His family struggled financially (somewhat) and mother ran boardinghouses

· Spent time with family members in Concord, MA

· Attended Boston’s Latin School (public) and was privately tutored by his aunt Mary Moody Emerson

· Later entered Harvard

· He was expected to become a minister or teacher, but also took this time to train himself to be a great scholar, poet, and essayist, through voracious reading and journal writing 

· He would write fill over 180 journals during his lifetime

· Would use these journals for ideas and inspiration for his “public” work

· Eventually graduates from Harvard Divinity School, but leaves the ministry after 6 years

· Rejects what he sees as the “dogmatic theology” of formal Christianity which he felt looked only to the past and the dead

· “My business is with the living”
· “I have sometimes thought that in order to be a good minister, it was necessary to leave the ministry”

· 1829: Marries Ellen Tucker, who dies of TB sixteen months later
· He inherits enough money from her to travel, buy books, and devote more time to writing

· 1835: Marries Lidian Jackson; they have four children

· 1842: Son Waldo dies at age 5, a severe blow to Emerson

· Eventually moves to Concord full time, dies there in 1882, and is buried there with Thoreau and Hawthorne

Works:
1836: Nature
1837: “The American Scholar”

1838: “The Divinity School Address”

1841: Essays
1844: Essays, Second Series

1842-44: Edits The Dial

1849: Representative Men

1860: The Conduct of Life 
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