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Henry David Thoreau, 1856

● Born

○ July 12, 1817

○ Concord, MA

● Died
○ May 6, 1862

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Henry David Thoreau was a 19th century American Poet, Philosopher, Naturalist, and Writer. 

He was born in Concord Massachusetts in 1817. 

He studied at Harvard and  graduated in 1837.

And became one of the leading transcendentalists.

Less known facts about him, and the ones most important for my talk, are 
He earned his living as a land surveyor
Land surveying is mostly done by civil engineers and architects
Thoreau was skilled with using various instruments and tools.
He also worked in his family’s pencil factory where he invented and improved manufacturing techniques
He had a knack for machinery and engineering
 He had practical knowledge of technology.




Replica of Thoreau’s one-room cabin at Walden Pond, image: Library of 
Congress

● Lived at Walden 
Pond
○ 1845 - 1847

● Publication Date
○ 1854

Presenter
Presentation Notes
He is most famous for his book Walden, which was a record of the two years he spent living simplistically in a one room cabin in Walden Pond in Massachusetts

Because of the fame of his work Walden
there exist many preconceptions of Thoreau and what he was doing there.

Often people perceive him as someone:
 remote, misanthropic, disconnected from the world. 
Thoreau is even called a hermit. 

But this is not entirely the full picture.

If living at Walden was not to be remote from society then: 

What was Thoreau doing at Walden? 
What was his project?




A page from Thoreau’s Journal, Morgan Library

Presenter
Presentation Notes
One way to investigate these questions is to closely analyze Thoreau’s own words, using his Journals. 

From October 1837 to November 1861, Thoreau kept a handwritten Journal 

That comprises of over two million words

His journal grew into a writer's notebook, and eventually became the principal imaginative work of his career.




Pay attention
Be amazed
Tell about it



The Telegraph Key, Smithsonian Museum

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Today I will present to you Thoreau’s thoughts about the telegraph from his journals. 

Analyzing Thoreau’s own words about the telegraph will shed some light on his project at Walden.

First a brief history of the telegraph:

The telegraph was a cutting edge technology of Thoreau’s time. It was equivalent to our modern day internet as it allowed for instantaneous communication between far flung regions.



Samuel Morse, 1845

● Born

○ April 27, 1791

○ Charlestown, MA

● Died
○ April 2, 1872

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It  was developed Samuel Morse, who, like Thoreau, was also from Massachusetts.

Timeline of the Telegraph:
April 1844: Work begins in Washington on laying the line to Baltimore using poles. They used chestnut poles of seven meters in height, and 60 meters apart. Two wires were laid.
24 May 1844: Morse's first message over the Baltimore-Washington telegraph line, 
"What hath God wrought!" 
Book of Numbers (Numbers 23:23)




● April  1844

○ Washington to Baltimore Line

● 24 May, 1844

○ First Message



What hath God Wrought!

Annie G. Ellsworth, 1844

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The first message is transmitted. The text is chosen from the Bible for Morse by Annie G. Ellsworth
Daughter of Henry L. Ellsworth, then Commissioner of Patents





“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. I did not 

wish to live what was not life , living is so dear…”

Henry 

David Thoreau, Walden

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These developments in telegraph technology are occuring at the same time as when Thoreau located to Walden pond. 
What does Thoreau have to say about being at Walden?



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Walden is actually located very close to Concord.

Thoreau was never off the map.

He was a Nature Poet, BUT he was also close to society and that was a deliberate choice

His project, as his biographer Laura Dassow Walls calls, was a performance art. A certain kind of persona on display.




Railroad Tracks near Walden Pond, photograph by Andrew Zander

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Thoreau was not only close to society but was also located close to technology. The railway tracks were 100 feet of Walden Pond. Thoreau was used to having the train pass every day. And walking along the railroad tracks became a habit.

In the fall of 1851, as Thoreau was walking along the railroad to to his family house, he heard a distinct sound. He tried to perceive where the sound was coming from, and  soon realized that he was standing under a recently erected telegraph wire.

The sound was coming from the wires being blown by the wind. 




Telegraph Engineers, 1895

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Thoreau being the way he was. Rushed and pressed his ear and the side of his body to the telegraph pole that was amplifying these vibrations. 




“As I went under the new telegraph -wire , I heard it 

vibrating like a harp high overhead. It was as the sound of a 

far-off glorious life , a supernal life , which came down to us, 

and vibrated the lattice-work of this life  of ours”

The Journal of Henry David Thoreau, September 3rd, 1851

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Thoreau describes this experience in a journal entry:

Surprisingly Thoreau is not repulsed by this technology and its vibrations. He does not view this technology as interfering with the Nature. He oddly does not write that the Telegraph poles were obstructive to his view.




“Yesterday and to -day the stronger winds of autumn 

have begun to blow, and the telegraph harp has 

sounded loudly… I put my ear to one of the posts, and it 

seemed to me as if every pore of the wood was filled with 

music.”

The Journal of Henry David Thoreau, September 22, 1851.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Thoreau eventually called this subliminal music produced by the vibrating telegraph wires, the Telegraph Harp. 




“... the winds caused this wire to vibrate so that it 

emitted harp -like and æolian music in all the 

lands through which it passed, as if to express the 

satisfaction of the gods in this invention. ”

The Journal of Henry David Thoreau, September 22, 1851.



Aeolian harp made by Henry David Thoreau, Concord Museum

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Description of the Harp: 
Instrument kept at the window
Not played by a person, instead it is played by the wind
Very common in the 19th century
Thoreau’s Aeolian Harp


Important element: Wind
Comes unpredictably
Cannot be controlled
The harp has to be patient to receive the wind in order to be played

Why does Thoreau call the vibration of telegraph wires and Aeolian Harp?

This symbolism of the Aeolian harp comes from the Romantic poets who made references to this musical instrument in their poetry, 
Shelley’ Ode to the West Wind 
And Wordsworth’s Prelude compare the poet’s anticipation for his inspiration 
Similar to an Aeolian harp waiting for the wind. 
Also Coleridge in his poem The Eolian Harp states that the Aeolian Harp experiences a transcendent power as breeze flows through it
And the poet wishes to experiences something similar.

We can see that Thoreau is creating a Romantic image of the telegraph. He imagines telegraph and its vibrating wires are like a musical instrument




“Every swell and change or inflection of tone pervaded 

and seemed to proceed from the wood, the divine tree or 

wood, as if its very substance was transmuted. What a recipe 

for preserving wood, perchance, — to keep it from rotting, 

— to fill its pores with music !”

Journal of Henry David Thoreau, September 22, 1851.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Going back to Thoreau’s Journal:

It is unexpected that he hears music in the wires. It makes the dead wood alive

Thoreau wonders about this sound and its origins. He feels the musicality of the telegraph wires





“To have a harp on so great a scale, 

girdling the very earth, and played on by the 

winds of every latitude and longitude”

The Journal of Henry David Thoreau, September. 22, 1851

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Telegraph becomes a gigantic harp that is spreading its music all over the earth.




“The Telegraph harp ... allies Concord to 

Athens and both to Elysium ."

The Journal of Henry David Thoreau," January 9, 1853.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In Homer's Odyssey, Elysium is described as a paradise.




“Thus as ever the finest uses of things are 

accidental. Mr Morse did not invent this music.”

The Journal of Henry David Thoreau, January 23, 1852

Presenter
Presentation Notes
By linking the vibrating telegraph wires to an Aeolian harp, Thoreau transforms its image from a mere mechanical device to a romantic one. He imagins a new use for the telegraph—as a musical instrument—that would have been inconceivable even to its inventors.
The technology retires from its utilitarian purpose and takes on a new form in Thoreau’s imagining by becoming a musical instrument.




Presenter
Presentation Notes
At the same time, Thoreau highlighted that people should view new technologies with a measure of skepticism.
Yet, because of Thoreau’s background with using machines and technology, his criticism comes from a place of understanding.
Because no matter how ingenious a new invention may seem, it will likely have unintended side-effects. 
For him a careful understanding and use of the technology was critical. When Thoreau criticized the telegraph, it was mainly to illustrate people’ lack of understanding and clear purpose for its use. 




“We are in great haste to construct a 

magnetic telegraph from Maine to Texas; but 

Maine and Texas, it may be, have nothing 

important to communicate.”

Henry David Thoreau, Walden

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Triviality:

As if the main object were to talk fast and not to talk sensibly. We are eager to tunnel under the Atlantic and bring the Old World some weeks nearer to the New; but perchance the first news that will leak through into the broad, flapping American ear will be that the Princess Adelaide has the whooping cough.




Presenter
Presentation Notes
In Summary

From closely analyzing Thoreau journals, we get to see that he is different from his stereotyped image. 

He, in fact, was never a hermit. 

He isn't remote from his surroundings, BUT is assimilated. He acknowledges the new  technologies of his day, even tries to find a new purpose for them.

He romanticizes about the vibration of the telegraph wires because it brings about an awareness. It makes one attentive to their surroundings.

Hence there are two things that are most important to Thoreau:
 Receptivity
Deliberateness

First, Receptivity, because Thoreau becomes attuned to listen to the wires as the wires respond to the wind.

And Second, Deliberateness, as Thoreau believes that we should be cautious of our actions.

We should be mindful about how we use technology.

Finally:
To answer our initial question, why was Thoreau at Walden? What was his goal?
Well Thoreau was at Walden to experience Nature. And for him even Technology became part of Nature, and this Nature gave substance to his life.





● https://www.walden.org/collection/journals/

● Henry David Thoreau: A Life
○ by Laura Dassow Walls

Suggestions for Further Reading



Thank You

Questions ?



Extra Slides



“As if the main object were to talk fast and not to talk 

sensibly. We are eager to tunnel under the Atlantic and bring 

the Old World some weeks nearer to the New; but 

perchance the first news that will leak through into the 

broad, flapping American ear will be that the Princess 

Adelaide has the whooping cough.”

Henry David Thoreau  Walden



“And that the invention thus divinely honored 

and distinguished— on which the Muse has 

condescended to smile— is this magic medium 

of communication for mankind!”

Journal of Henry David Thoreau, September 22, 1851.
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