
I fell in with a humorist on my travels, who had in his chamber a cast of the Rondanini Medusa, and
who assured me that the name which that fine work of art bore in the catalogues was a misnomer, as he
was convinced that the sculptor who carved it intended it for Memory, the mother of the Muses.’ In the
conversation that followed, my new friend made some extraordinary confessions. ” Do you not see,”
he said, ” the penalty of learning, and that each of these scholars whom you have met at S-, though he
were to be the last man, would, like the executioner in Hood’s poem, guillotine the last but one?” He
added many lively remarks, but his evident earnestness engaged my attention, and in the weeks that
followed we became better acquainted. He had good abilities, a genial temper and no vices ; but he had
one defect, – he could not speak in the tone of the people. There was some paralysis on his will, such
that when he met men on common terms he spoke weakly and from the point, like a flighty girl. His
consciousness of the fault made it worse. He envied every drover and lumberman in the tavern their
manly speech. He coveted Mirabeau’s don terrible de la familiarite, believing that he whose sympathy

Chapter I. Society and Solitude

Seyd melted the days like cups of pearl,
Served high and low, the lord and churl,
Loved harebells nodding on a rock,
A cabin hung with curling smoke,
Ring of axe or hum of wheel
Or gleam which use can paint on steel,
And huts and tents; nor loved he less
Stately lords in palaces,
Princely women hard to please,
Fenced by form and ceremony,
Decked by courtly rites and dress
And etiquette of gentilesse.
But when the mate of the snow and wind,
He left each civil scale behind:
Him wood-gods fed with honey wild
And of his memory beguiled.
In caves and hollow trees he crept
And near the wolf and panther slept.
He stood before the tumbling main
With joy too tense for sober brain;
He shared the life of the element,
The tie of blood and home was rent:
As if in him the welkin walked,
The winds took flesh, the mountains talked,
And he the bard, a crystal soul,
Sphered and concentric with the whole.

That each should in his house abide,
Therefore was the world so wide.

“



goes lowest is the man from whom kings have the most to fear. For himself he declared that he could
not get enough alone to write a letter to a friend. He left the city; he hid himself in pastures. The
solitary river was not solitary enough ; the sun and moon put him out. When he bought a house, the
first thing he did was to plant trees. He could not enough conceal himself. Set a hedge here ; set oaks
there, – trees behind trees ; above all, set evergreens, for they will keep a secret all the year round. The
most agreeable compliment you could pay him was to imply that you had not observed him in a house
or a street where you had met him. Whilst he suffered at being seen where he was, he consoled himself
with the delicious thought of the inconceivable number of places where he was not. All he wished of
his tailor was to provide that sober mean of color and cut which would never detain the eye for a
moment. He went to Vienna, to Smyrna, to London. In all the variety of costumes, a carnival, a
kaleidoscope of clothes, to his horror he could never discover a man in the street who wore anything
like his own dress. He would have given his soul for the ring of Gyges. His dismay at his visibility had
blunted the fears of mortality. “Do you think,”he said, “I am in such great terror of being shot, – I, who
am only waiting to shuffle off my corporeal jacket to slip away into the back stars, and put diameters
of the solar system and sidereal orbits between me and all souls, – there to wear out ages in solitude,
and forget memory itself, if it be possible?” He had a remorse running to despair of his social
gaucheries, and walked miles and miles to get the twitchings out of his face, the starts and shrugs out
of his arms and shoulders. God may forgive sins, he said, but awkwardness has no forgiveness in
heaven or earth. He admired in Newton not so much his theory of the moon as his letter to Collins, in
which he forbade him to insert his name with the solution of the problem in the Philosophical
Transactions : “It would perhaps increase my acquaintance, the thing which I chiefly study to decline.”

These conversations led me somewhat later to the knowledge of similar cases, and to the discovery
that they are not of very infrequent occurrence. Few substances are found pure in nature. Those
constitutions which can bear in open day the rough dealing of the world must be of that mean and
average structure such as iron and salt, atmospheric air and water. But there are metals, like potassium
and sodium, which, to be kept pure, must be kept under naphtha. Such are the talents determined on
some specialty, which a culminating civilization fosters in the heart of great cities and in royal
chambers. Nature protects her own work. To the culture of the world an Archimedes, a Newton is
indispensable ; so she guards them by a certain aridity. If these had been good fellows, fond of
dancing, port and clubs, we should have had no Theory of the Sphere and no Principia. They had that
necessity of isolation which genius feels. Each must stand on his glass tripod if he would keep his
electricity. Even Swedenborg, whose theory of the universe is based on affection, and who reprobates
to weariness the danger and vice of pure intellect, is constrained to make an extraordinary exception:
“There are also angels who do not live consociated, but separate, house and house ; these dwell in the
midst of heaven, because they are the best of angels.”

We have known many fine geniuses with that imperfection that they cannot do anything useful, not so
much as write one clean sentence. ‘T is worse, and tragic, that no man is fit for society who has fine
traits. At a distance he is admired, but bring him hand to hand, he is a cripple.’ One protects himself by
solitude, and one by courtesy, and one by an acid, worldly manner, – each concealing how he can the
thinness of his skin and his incapacity for strict association. But there is no remedy that can reach the
heart of the disease but either habits of self-reliance that should go in practice to making the man
independent of the human race, or else a religion of love. Now he hardly seems entitled to marry; for
how can he protect a woman, who cannot protect himself?

We pray to be conventional. But the wary Heaven takes care you shall not be, if there is anything good
in you. Dante was very bad company, and was never invited to dinner. Michel Angelo had a sad, sour



time of it. The ministers of beauty are rarely beautiful in coaches and saloons. Columbus discovered no
isle or key so lonely as himself. Yet each of these potentates saw well the reason of his exclusion.
Solitary was he? Why, yes ; but his society was limited only by the amount of brain nature
appropriated in that age to carry on the government of the world. “If I stay,” said Dante, when there
was question of going to Rome, “who will go? and if I go, who will stay?”

But the necessity of solitude is deeper than we have said, and is organic.’ I have seen many a
philosopher whose world is large enough for only one person. He affects to be a good companion ; but
we are still surprising his secret, that he means and needs to impose his system on all the rest. The
determination of each is from all the others, like that of each tree up into free space. ‘T is no wonder,
when each has his whole head, our societies should be so small. Like President Tyler, our party falls
from us every day, and we must ride in a sulky at last. Dear heart ! take it sadly home to thee, – there is
no cooperation. We begin with friendships, and all our youth is a reconnoitring and recruiting of the
holy fraternity they shall combine for the salvation of men. But so the remoter stars seem a nebula of
united light, yet there is no group which a telescope will not resolve ; and the dearest friends are
separated by impassable gulfs. The cooperation is involuntary, and is put upon us by the Genius of
Life, who reserves this as a part of his prerogative. ‘T is fine for us to talk ; we sit and muse and are
serene and complete; but the moment we meet with any-body, each becomes a fraction.’

Though the stuff of tragedy and of romances is in a moral union of two superior persons whose
confidence in each other for long years, out of sight and in sight, and against all appearances, is at last
justified by victorious proof of probity to gods and men, causing joyful emotions, tears and glory, –
though there be for heroes this moral union, yet they too are as far off as ever from an intellectual
union, and the moral union is for comparatively low and external purposes, like the cooperation of a
ship’s company or of a fire-club. But how insular and pathetically solitary are all the people we know !
Nor dare they tell what they think of each other when they meet in the street. We have a fine right, to
be sure, to taunt men of the world with superficial and treacherous courtesies !

Such is the tragic necessity which strict science finds underneath our domestic and neighborly life,
irresistibly driving each adult soul as with whips into the desert, and making our warm covenants
sentimental and momentary.Â  We must infer that the ends of thought were peremptory, if they were
to be secured at such ruinous cost. They are deeper than can be told, and belong to the immensities and
eternities. They reach down to that depth where society itself originates and disappears; where the
question is, Which is first, man or men? where the individual is lost in his source.

But this banishment to the rocks and echoes no metaphysics can make right or tolerable. This result is
so against nature, such a half-view, that it must be corrected by a common sense and experience. “A
man is born by the side of his father, and there he remains.” A man must be clothed with society, or we
shall feel a certain bareness and poverty, as of a displaced and unfurnished member. He is to be
dressed in arts and institutions, as well as in body garments.’ Now and then a man exquisitely made
can live alone, and must; but coop up most men and you undo them. “The king lived and ate in his hall
with men, and understood men,” said Selden. When a young barrister said to the late Mr. Mason, “I
keep my chamber to read law,” -” Read law! ” replied the veteran,” ‘t is in the court-room you must
read law.” Nor is the rule otherwise for literature. If you would learn to write, ‘t is in the street you
must learn it. Both for the vehicle and for the aims of fine arts you must frequent the public square.
The people, and not the college, is the writer’s home. A scholar is a candle which the love and desire
of all men will light. Never his lands or his rents, but the power to charm the disguised soul that sits
veiled under this bearded and that rosy visage is his rent and ration. His products are as needful as



those of the baker or the weaver. Society cannot do without cultivated men. As soon as the first wants
are satisfied, the higher wants become imperative.’

‘T is hard to mesmerize ourselves, to whip our own top; but through sympathy we are capable of
energy and endurance. Concert fires people to a certain fury of performance they can rarely reach
alone. Here is the use of society: it is so easy with the great to be great; so easy to come up to an
existing standard; – as easy as it is to the lover to swim to his maiden through waves so grim before.
The benefits of affection are immense; and the one event which never loses its romance is the
encounter with superior persons on terms allowing the happiest intercourse.

It by no means follows that we are not fit for society, because soirees are tedious and because the 
soiree finds us tedious. A backwoodsman, who had been sent to the university, told me that when he
heard the best-bred young men at the law-school talk together, he reckoned him-self a boor; but
whenever he caught them apart, and had one to himself alone, then they were the boors and he the
better man. And if we recall the rare hours when we encountered the best persons, we then found
ourselves, and then first society seemed to exist. That was society, though in the transom of a brig or
on the Florida Keys.’

A cold sluggish blood thinks it has not facts enough to the purpose, and must decline its turn in the
conversation. But they who speak have no more,- have less. ‘T is not new facts that avail, but the heat
to dissolve everybody’s facts. Heat puts you in right relation with magazines of facts. The capital
defect of cold, arid natures is the want of animal spirits. They seem a power incredible, as if God
should raise the dead. The recluse witnesses what others perform by their aid, with a kind of fear. It is
as much out of his possibility as the prowess of Coeur-de-Lion, or an Irishman’s day’s work on the
railroad. ‘T is said the present and the future are always rivals. Animal spirits constitute the power of
the present, and their feats are like the structure of a pyramid. Their result is a lord, a general, or a boon
companion. Before these what a base mendicant is Memory with his leathern badge ! But this genial
heat is latent in all constitutions, and is disengaged only by the friction of society. As Bacon said of
manners, ” To obtain them, it only needs not to despise them,” so we say of animal spirits that they are
the spontaneous product of health and of a social habit. “For behavior, men learn it, as they take
diseases, one of another.”

But the people are to be taken in very small doses. If solitude is proud, so is society vulgar. In society,
high advantages are set down to the individual as disqualifications. We sink as easily as we rise,
through sympathy. So many men whom I know are degraded by their sympathies ; their native aims
being high enough, but their relation all too tender to the gross people about them. Men cannot afford
to live together on their merits, and they adjust themselves by their demerits, – by their love of gossip,
or by sheer tolerance and animal good nature. They untune and dissipate the brave aspirant.’

The remedy is to reinforce each of these moods from the other. Conversation will not corrupt us if we
come to the assembly in our own garb and speech and with the energy of health to select what is ours
and reject what is not. Society we must have; but let it be society, and not exchanging news or eating
from the same dish. Is it society to sit in one of your chairs ? I cannot go to the houses of my nearest
relatives, because I do not wish to be alone. Society exists by chemical affinity, and not other-wise.

Put any company of people together with freedom for conversation, and a rapid self-distribution takes
place into sets and pairs. The best are accused of exclusiveness. It would be more true to say they



separate as oil from water, as children from old people, without love or hatred in the matter, each
seeking his like ; and any interference with the affinities would produce constraint and suffocation. All
conversation is a magnetic experiment. I know that my friend can talk eloquently ; you know that he
cannot articulate a sentence : we have seen him in different company. Assort your party, or invite
none. Put Stubbs and Coleridge, Quintilian and Aunt Miriam, into pairs, and you make them all
wretched. ‘T is an extempore Sing-Sing built in a parlor. Leave them to seek their own mates, and they
will be as merry as sparrows.

A higher civility will reestablish in our customs a certain reverence which we have lost. What to do
with these brisk young men who break through all fences, and make themselves at home in every
house? I find out in an instant if my companion does not want me, and ropes cannot hold me when my
welcome is gone. One would think that the affinities would pronounce themselves with a surer
reciprocity.’

Here again, as so often, nature delights to put us between extreme antagonisms, and our safety is in the
skill with which we keep the diagonal line. Solitude is impracticable, and society fatal. We must keep
our head in the one and our hands in the other. The conditions are met, if we keep our independence,
yet do not lose our sympathy. These wonderful horses need to be driven by fine hands. We require
such a solitude as shall hold us to its revelations when we are in the street and in palaces; for most men
are cowed in society, and say good things to you in private, but will not stand to them in public. But let
us not be the victims of words. Society and solitude are deceptive names. It is not the circumstance of
seeing more or fewer people, but the readiness of sympathy, that imports ; and a sound mind will
derive its principles from insight, with ever a purer ascent to the sufficient and absolute right, and will
accept society as the natural element in which they are to be applied.’
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