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Comparing Texts
Grades 9-12
“Nature” and Walden
Materials
Excerpt from Walden by Thoreau
“Nature” by Emerson
Standards
RI.9.2. Determine a central idea of a text and analyze its development over the course of the text,
including how it emerges and is shaped and refined by specific details; provide an objective
summary of the text.
RI.11.2. Determine two or more central ideas of a text and analyze their development over the
course of the text, including how they interact and build on one another to provide a complex
analysis; provide an objective summary of the text.

Procedures
Explain to students that Emerson and Thoreau were contemporaries and friends. They talked
about ideas often and held similar opinions, but, like all friends, they didn’t always agree.
Tell students that today they will read one text by Emerson and one by Thoreau. Then they will
look for the big ideas, and describe how each author treats these ideas. Finally, they will add their
own opinion of the idea.
Have students read the two different texts and identify 5-6 big ideas that are in BOTH texts. Have
them write these on the left-hand section of the tracking sheet. (If students are having trouble,
work together to isolate a few, such as consumerism, simplicity, or conservation).
Then have individuals identify each of the authors’ perspectives about the big idea, and their own
perspective.
Finally, have them prioritize (using numbers) the ideas in terms of importance for each of the big
ideas.
When everyone finishes, have students list all the big ideas on the board. Note how many are the
same, and discuss interesting or unusual big ideas.
Here are some questions to pose if the students do not generate them: “What is the point of being
alone? What do the woods mean to you? Why do you write?”
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Directions: Read the excerpts from Emerson and Thoreau. Identify ‘Big Ideas,’ explain each author’s and your own point of view for each Big Idea and
then prioritize the “Big Ideas” in order of importance for each author and yourself.
TOPIC

Thoreau

Emerson
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From NATURE
Ralph Waldo Emerson

CHAPTER I.
TO go into solitude, a man needs to retire as much from his chamber as from society. I am not solitary
whilst I read and write, though nobody is with me. But if a man would be alone, let him look at the stars.
The rays that come from those heavenly worlds, will separate between him and what he touches. One might
think the atmosphere was made transparent with this design, to give man, in the heavenly bodies, the
perpetual presence of the sublime. Seen in the streets of cities, how great they are! If the stars should appear
one night in a thousand years, how would men believe and adore; and preserve for many generations the
remembrance of the city of God which had been shown! But every night come out these envoys of beauty,
and light the universe with their admonishing smile.
The stars awaken a certain reverence, because though always present, they are inaccessible; but all natural
objects make a kindred impression, when the mind is open to their influence. Nature never wears a mean
appearance. Neither does the wisest man extort her secret, and lose his curiosity by finding out all her
perfection. Nature never became a toy to a wise spirit. The flowers, the animals, the mountains, reflected
the wisdom of his best hour, as much as they had delighted the simplicity of his childhood.
When we speak of nature in this manner, we have a distinct but most poetical sense in the mind. We mean
the integrity of impression made by manifold natural objects. It is this which distinguishes the stick of
timber of the wood-cutter, from the tree of the poet. The charming landscape which I saw this morning, is
indubitably made up of some twenty or thirty farms. Miller owns this field, Locke that, and Manning the
woodland beyond. But none of them owns the landscape. There is a property in the horizon which no man
has but he whose eye can integrate all the parts, that is, the poet. This is the best part of these men’s farms,
yet to this their warranty-deeds give no title.
To speak truly, few adult persons can see nature. Most persons do not see the sun. At least they have a very
superficial seeing. The sun illuminates only the eye of the man, but shines into the eye and the heart of the
child. The lover of nature is he whose inward and outward senses are still truly adjusted to each other; who
has retained the spirit of infancy even into the era of manhood. His intercourse with heaven and earth,
becomes part of his daily food. In the presence of nature, a wild delight runs through the man, in spite of
real sorrows. Nature says,—he is my creature, and maugre all his impertinent griefs, he shall be glad with
me. Not the sun or the summer alone, but every hour and season yields its tribute of delight; for every hour
and change corresponds to and authorizes a different state of the mind, from breathless noon to grimmest
midnight. Nature is a setting that fits equally well a comic or a mourning piece. In good health, the air is a
cordial of incredible virtue. Crossing a bare common, in snow puddles, at twilight, under a clouded sky,
without having in my thoughts any occurrence of special good fortune, I have enjoyed a perfect exhilaration.
I am glad to the brink of fear. In the woods too, a man casts off his years, as the snake his slough, and at
what period soever of life, is always a child. In the woods, is perpetual youth. Within these plantations of
Comparing Texts: Thoreau and Emerson (High School)
© 2020 Inspired Instruction, LLC. All Rights Reserved

Page 4

God, a decorum and sanctity reign, a perennial festival is dressed, and the guest sees not how he should tire
of them in a thousand years. In the woods, we return to reason and faith. There I feel that nothing can befall
me in life, —no disgrace, no calamity, (leaving me my eyes,) which nature cannot repair. Standing on the
bare ground,—my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted into infinite space,—all mean egotism
vanishes. I become a transparent eye-ball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents of the Universal Being
circulate through me; I am part or particle of God. The name of the nearest friend sounds then foreign and
accidental: to be brothers, to be acquaintances, —master or servant, is then a trifle and a disturbance. I am
the lover of uncontained and immortal beauty. In the wilderness, I find something more dear and connate
than in streets or villages. In the tranquil landscape, and especially in the distant line of the horizon, man
beholds somewhat as beautiful as his own nature.
The greatest delight which the fields and woods minister, is the suggestion of an occult relation between
man and the vegetable. I am not alone and unacknowledged. They nod to me, and I to them. The waving of
the boughs in the storm, is new to me and old. It takes me by surprise, and yet is not unknown. Its effect is
like that of a higher thought or a better emotion coming over me, when I deemed I was thinking justly or
doing right.
Yet it is certain that the power to produce this delight, does not reside in nature, but in man, or in a
harmony of both. It is necessary to use these pleasures with great temperance. For, nature is not always
tricked in holiday attire, but the same scene which yesterday breathed perfume and glittered as for the
frolic of the nymphs, is overspread with melancholy today. Nature always wears the colors of the spirit.
To a man laboring under calamity, the heat of his own fire hath sadness in it. Then, there is a kind of
contempt of the landscape felt by him who has just lost by death a dear friend. The sky is less grand as it
shuts down over less worth in the population.
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Excerpt from Walden
Henry David Thoreau

What should we think of the shepherd’s life if his flocks always wandered to higher pastures than his
thoughts?
Every morning was a cheerful invitation to make my life of equal simplicity, and I may say innocence,
with Nature herself. I have been as sincere a worshipper of Aurora as the Greeks. I got up early and
bathed in the pond; that was a religious exercise, and one of the best things which I did. They say that
characters were engraven on the bathing tub of King Tchingthang to this effect: “Renew thyself
completely each day; do it again, and again, and forever again.” I can understand that. Morning brings
back the heroic ages. I was as much affected by the faint hum of a mosquito making its invisible and
unimaginable tour through my apartment at earliest dawn, when I was sitting with door and windows
open, as I could be by any trumpet that ever sang of fame. It was Homer’s requiem; itself an Iliad and
Odyssey in the air, singing its own wrath and wanderings. There was something cosmical about it; a
standing advertisement, till forbidden, of the everlasting vigor and fertility of the world. The morning,
which is the most memorable season of the day, is the awakening hour. Then there is least somnolence in
us; and for an hour, at least, some part of us awakes which slumbers all the rest of the day and night.
Little is to be expected of that day, if it can be called a day, to which we are not awakened by our Genius,
but by the mechanical nudgings of some servitor, are not awakened by our own newly acquired force and
aspirations from within, accompanied by the undulations of celestial music, instead of factory bells, and a
fragrance filling the air—to a higher life than we fell asleep from; and thus the darkness bear its fruit, and
prove itself to be good, no less than the light. That man who does not believe that each day contains an
earlier, more sacred, and auroral hour than he has yet profaned, has despaired of life, and is pursuing a
descending and darkening way. After a partial cessation of his sensuous life, the soul of man, or its organs
rather, are reinvigorated each day, and his Genius tries again what noble life it can make. All memorable
events, I should say, transpire in morning time and in a morning atmosphere. The Vedas say, “All
intelligences awake with the morning.” Poetry and art, and the fairest and most memorable of the actions
of men, date from such an hour. All poets and heroes, like Memnon, are the children of Aurora, and emit
their music at sunrise. To him whose elastic and vigorous thought keeps pace with the sun, the day is a
perpetual morning. It matters not what the clocks say or the attitudes and labors of men. Morning is when
I am awake and there is a dawn in me. Moral reform is the effort to throw off sleep. Why is it that men
give so poor an account of their day if they have not been slumbering? They are not such poor calculators.
If they had not been overcome with drowsiness, they would have performed something. The millions are
awake enough for physical labor; but only one in a million is awake enough for effective intellectual
exertion, only one in a hundred millions to a poetic or divine life. To be awake is to be alive. I have never
yet met a man who was quite awake. How could I have looked him in the face?
We must learn to reawaken and keep ourselves awake, not by mechanical aids, but by an infinite
expectation of the dawn, which does not forsake us in our soundest sleep. I know of no more encouraging
fact than the unquestionable ability of man to elevate his life by a conscious endeavor. It is something to
be able to paint a particular picture, or to carve a statue, and so to make a few objects beautiful; but it is
far more glorious to carve and paint the very atmosphere and medium through which we look, which
morally we can do. To affect the quality of the day, that is the highest of arts. Every man is tasked to
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make his life, even in its details, worthy of the contemplation of his most elevated and critical hour. If we
refused, or rather used up, such paltry information as we get, the oracles would distinctly inform us how
this might be done.
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; nor did I wish to practice resignation, unless it
was quite necessary. I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life, to live so sturdily and
Spartan-like as to put to rout all that was not life, to cut a broad swath and shave close, to drive life into a
corner, and reduce it to its lowest terms, and, if it proved to be mean, why then to get the whole and
genuine meanness of it, and publish its meanness to the world; or if it were sublime, to know it by
experience, and be able to give a true account of it in my next excursion. For most men, it appears to me,
are in a strange uncertainty about it, whether it is of the devil or of God, and have somewhat hastily
concluded that it is the chief end of man here to “glorify God and enjoy him forever.”
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