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The Zen Drawings of H.D.Thoreau
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If you’ve ever seen the Journals and notebooks of H.D.Thoreau, you may have noticed a number of drawings or sketches scattered throughout the pages. These drawings appear in the written text, but also are embedded in most published editions of his work.  The 1906 Walden Edition of the Journals, edited by Bradford Torrey, for example, contains the drawings positioned approximately where they appear in the original journals.  This also is the case with the two-volume replica of the earlier edition published in 1962, the source for many of the images we will look at today. In this presentation, because of time limitations, I will deal mostly with the Journals, and leave the Indian notebooks for a future time or another research project.
Henry, if I may speak of him familiarly, similarly embellished other pages throughout his life. In some cases, as in the Indian notebooks, his drawings are copies of illustrations he came across during his reading. (In the future, I hope to compare some of his drawings with these original sources to see how much is Henry, and how much is, say, from Elisha K. Kane’s Arctic Exploration [1856]).
The Indian notebooks, comprising 11 volumes and some 3,000 pages, written between 1847 and 1861, have not yet been published, to my knowledge, but I understand that an edition is in progress. Brianne Keith and the late Bradley Dean have contributed much to a renewed interest in this wealth of Thoreauvian material. I obtained copies of drawings from this collection from tapes of the originals which I viewed during several visits to the Reading Room of the Morgan Library in New York City. There is a PDF of Richard Fleck’s slim volume on the Indian Notebooks at walden.org.
Thoreau scholars also report drawings as marginalia in some of his other papers such as letters, notes, and ephemera. I have not encountered these drawings in Henry’s “official” books such as Walden and A Week, but this could be because of the limitations of typesetting technology in the mid-19th century.  
There are several reasons we may be interested in a further study of Thoreau’s drawings. One is the role they play in his life and work, in explicating or enhancing his text, or simply to jog his memory. Not every writer includes drawings and sketches in his or her manuscripts, though some writers and composers of note also were remarkable artists, as we will see later.
In a world where scholars routinely codify and catalogue every aspect of a great writer’s life and work, why have we not seen a catalogue of Thoreau’s drawings?
But what intrigues and interests me the most, is the quality of art Henry produces, largely over a 10-year period from 1850 to 1860. Can we view his drawings within not the context of nature writing or an individual’s note-taking style, but rather within the traditions of world art? Specifically, can we learn from him how contemplation, focus, and reflection translate into timeless graphic vignettes that bring to mind the brushwork of Zen masters and the line drawings of Western artists such as Picasso and Matisse?  For it is possible to see in these simple sketches a reflection of a synthesis of Eastern and Western ways of knowing.  And if any individual with talent for words, meditation, seeing, and graphic expression existed in 19th century America, that person was Henry David Thoreau.
WHAT IS DRAWING SLIDE
I won’t go into detail in this presentation about the important question, “What is drawing?” but neither the question nor expected answer is as simple as first appears.  I will say this: drawing is important for everyone. Drawing enables us to record a moment or memory when we may not have a camera or cell phone at our disposal. More important, through its moving line, drawing links the very center of our brain, the core of our heart, the essence of who we are with the material world, and lets us communicate more than the mere conveyance of data or information. Everyone can draw, though perhaps not with photographic likeness. The time-tested text, Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain by Betty Edwards, is a good source for drawing exercises and an overview of drawing as a universal practice of communication and self-expression.
But what about that intriguing little word, Zen? Why does it come up so often when we consider Thoreau, a writer who lived a century before the Beat Generation and Alan Watts? The title of this talk, is “The Zen Drawings of H.D.Thoreau,”  but, as you may know, there really is no such thing as drawing in the Western sense in the works of traditional Japanese artists.  In Drawings of the Masters: Japanese Drawings from the 17th through the 19th Century (1965), J.R. Hillier points out that historically in the Far East, it is all painting: there are not the distinctions between simple pencil or charcoal sketches and large-scale oil or watercolor paintings that we see in the West. Hillier suggests that there is a way to select and present Japanese paintings in a manner that Westerners could recognize as drawings.  These Japanese works—what I call Zen drawings—“are usually impromptu or at least unelaborated, drawn freely from nature or in other ways plainly not intended by the artist for mounting.”
SLIDE OF TWO ANONYMOUS DRAWINGS
Later, writing about maverick Zen artists who struggled against orthodoxy, Hillier notes, “…they (the artists) were usually vented only in works performed for personal friends and kindred spirits: sketchbooks or occasional drawings, the private records of pictorial thoughts which, like the diaries of an author, contain matter hardly intended for public consumption…”
BRANCHES SLIDE
Examples of Zen artists and their work styles cited by Hillier include:
· Sosen (1747-1821), the master painter of animals, reported to have lived in the forest for long periods, the better to study and record monkeys in a natural state;
HIROSHIGE SLIDE  note the geese “V”….later in HDT drawing
· Hiroshige (1797-1858), whose diary-sketchbooks allow us to follow him day by day in his tours of the country. He made swift topographical sketches on which he later based his designs for a color print series;
· Korin (1658-1716), whose drawings of animals and plants were often stylized, simplified or modified, and yet he caught the essence of each. (I am paraphrasing Hillier)
ART OF DRAWING, ACT OF WRITING SLIDE
Inspired by the world around them, these drawings flow from the eye to the mind to the arm to the hand to the brush to paper.  In a sense, they carry the contemplative mind from the individual into the heart and then out into the world.  As the Western Desert Father Theophilus the Recluse wrote, “I will remind you of only one thing: one must descend with the mind into the heart, and there stand before the face of the Lord, ever present, all seeing within you.”
TUPELO TREE SLIDE…	example of effortless flow, with the characteristic off-center approach that is common to both Zen and Thoreau’s drawings.  See the Journal entry for Feb. 11, 1859, for Henry’s comments on why the tree has this peculiar configuration.
Thoreau obviously knew nothing about Asian art traditions or the bicameral brain. He may have seen some Eastern caricatures in periodicals or books, surely he encountered some Chinese script, lovely calligraphy unintelligible to most Westerners. His own drawing style came solidly from his own talent, vision, and education. Where and how did Henry Thoreau learn to draw? Some of it is natural ability. But education certainly played a role.
Like most middle-class people of his time, Thoreau was exposed to art education throughout his life. 
INFLUENCES SLIDE
The influences I spoke about informally during my presentation were:
· The teaching of drawing in early 19th century New England: home and school
· Learning through copying
· Map-making and draftsmanship
· Life as a pencil maker and surveyor
· Ruskin, 1857, The Elements of Drawing
Before photography had become accessible to all, art remained the one technique through which an individual could capture visual imagery for future reference, to share with others, or simply for delight. Some of us are old enough to remember a time when even having a film camera was not enough.  In the mid-20th century, a hundred years after Thoreau’s time, few could afford the luxury to taking pictures and having photo prints made on a regular basis, not to mention the time involved in waiting for production. Processing while you wait is a fairly recent innovation, and instant digital images you print at home? Well, what is commonplace to the young seems like a minor miracle to the rest of us. In the 1940s and 1950s, children were still taught to draw, and adults commonly made pencil sketches in pocket notebooks as visual cues and reminders.
Because the ability to capture fleeting images was so important to a large segment of the population, great emphasis was placed on applied art. Most New England children in the first half of the 19th century  learned drawing in the home, and children were taught map-making in the public schools of the Northeast through the 19th century. (davidrumsey.com) In fact, maps by school children are highly collectible artifacts today. Making a map combined several important skills: the ability to draw a reasonable likeness; the ability to do sums, to spell and to write. And something else: the ability to focus, to concentrate. The ability to see.
While drawing was largely incorporated in the education of all children, particular emphasis was placed on the teaching of drawing to girls. Drawing was a subject in and of itself at many a finishing school in both the New and Old World. The practical aspects of drawing were emphasized in the education of many boys who would need this skill in map-making, building and construction, farm management, industry, business, and for other communication purposes.
Henry had read Ruskin’s The Elements of Drawing, by late November 1857, according to Robert D. Richardson, which was soon after its publication that year. In fact, it is probable that Thoreau read the unauthorized edition of this best-seller (see Lawrence Campbell’s Introduction to the 1971 Dover edition, page v).  John Ruskin was, of course, the English art critic extraordinaire at that time. Richardson notes that Thoreau included many Ruskinian observations in his journal in subsequent months, suggesting the book made quite an impression on him, that he was interested in the subject of drawing. One finds art-oriented comments in the Journal, such as “…"nature loves gradation ... the swamp was variously shaded, or painted even, like a rug, with the sober colours running gradually into each other." (Feb. 13, 1858) While reading Ruskin cannot be said to have influenced Thoreau’s art directly, it is evidence of his great appreciation of and interest in the drawing process up to the final years of his life.
Art and writing have a long history of coexistence and mutual support in Asian art. Poetry and other text appear right on the surface of treasured graphics, sometimes by the artist, often by a later owner of the art work. In the West, though, many well-known writers also excelled in the visual arts. 
BRONTE AND WRITERS WHO DRAW SLIDE
It is not unusual for writers and composers to exhibit artistic interest and ability. In 19th century England, the four Brontë siblings, Charlotte, Anne, Emily, and Branwell, all were accomplished artists. Christine Alexander writes, “For all the Brontës, a knowledge of the visual arts, the habit of reading pictures, and the practice of drawing and painting, were crucial to their development as writers.” (Alexander and Sellars) Around the same time, the composer Felix Mendelssohn was producing remarkable watercolors and sketches. Donald Friedman’s The Writer’s Brush (2007) details many examples of writers who paint and draw, from Hans Christian Andersen to Edgar Allan Poe to W.B. Yeats.  It is almost as though the left-brained activity of writing needs to be balanced by the right-brained expression of art.
MENDELSSOHN SLIDE
EMILY BRONTË SKETCHED DIRECTLY IN HER DIARY
MY WEBINAR SKETCHES FROM EARLIER THIS YEAR
In the last 30 years much has been written about the bicameral brain. The right side of the brain is associated with art and intuition, while the left is linked to writing and reason.
BRAIN SLIDE
This is reflected, with almost eerie similarity, in the black-and-white Asian taiji symbol which reveals a small core of reason in the heart of intuition, and vice versa.
TAIJI SLIDE
Of course, Thoreau and his fellow Transcendentalists were not familiar with these terms and forms, at least in the way we know them, but had an intuitive grasp for this sense of balance in all things. Although a considerable body of Chinese literature was available to Boston intellectuals.
CONFUCIAN TEXTS SLIDE
Now let’s examine a number of drawings, mostly from the Journals, but a few from the Indian Notebooks.
ZEN DRAWINGS FROM THE JOURNALS SLIDE
· The first image is dated Nov. 26, 1850 in Volume 2 (the inner, pointed part of a hemlock knot)
· The last is dated Nov. 17, 1860 (the Heywood lot between the railroad and Fair Haven)
I have started a database of the drawings that I think have most artistic interest, although it could be argued that all Thoreau’s drawings deserve cataloging.
Types of Drawing and Subjects in Thoreau’s Journals and Notebooks:
· Leaves, twigs, trees, plants
· Landscapes and cloudscapes
· Ice and snow
· Map-like drawings
· Animals and birds
· Man-made objects 
Styles:
· Sketches with choppy lines
· Single flowing lines
· Dots (“pointillism”)
My presentation may now be followed in PowerPoint as I offer a selection of Thoreau’s drawings and other examples of interest, mostly from the Journals, but also a few from the Indian Notebooks. I have categorized these as drawings of plants and flowers; animals, including birds and insects; landscapes, tracks, and map-like drawings; and objects. 
Thoreau drew some remarkable sketches of ice, drifts, tracks of birds and of animals. Not too many people, but interestingly enough, when he does draw people they are small creatures in a larger landscape or setting, much as in a Chinese watercolor. See two people in a canoe reflected in the river 8/16/1854.
23. SENGAI SCROLL SLIDE 
Sengai Scroll reads: 
Though there must be winds
That it does not like,---
Still the willow!
My selection of drawings ends on a whimsical note, with a line of “Dancing Men” from a Sherlock Holmes’ story, and an appealing sketch by Henry of an Indian woman known as “The Eastern Woman (Venus, the Evening Star) calls…”
In the future, I hope to continue research into the subject of Thoreau’s drawings. My own questions, as well as questions asked by astute listeners at my presentation July 9, 2010, include:
What kinds of pens did he use? What about his ink? Did he draw in the field, with a notebook on his knee, or did he make quick sketches which he fleshed out at a later date? Did he ever complete a large-scale drawing? Who saw his drawings while he was alive? What kinds of Asian sketches and drawings may he have seen? 
To what extent do Thoreau’s drawings in the Indian Notebooks deviate from the illustrations he was copying? Where can we find other examples of Thoreau’s drawings?
But for now, we will conclude with these words from the preface to John Ruskin’s The Elements of Drawing:
“For I am nearly convinced that, when once we see keenly enough, there is very little difficulty in drawing what we see;  but, even supposing that this difficulty be still great, I believe that the sight is a more important thing than the drawing; and I would rather teach drawing that my pupils may learn to love Nature, than teach the looking at Nature that they may learn to draw.” (page 13) 
Surely, Ruskin would have found Thoreau a congenial student.
Acknowledgments
My sincerest thanks to the Morgan Library in New York City for permitting me to view selected Journals and the entire Indian Notebooks (on microfiche) in the Reading Room. While most of the images used in this presentation were scanned from my personal copies of the 1906 Walden edition of Thoreau’s works, others were reproduced from copies I made during visits to the Library in 2007. The Library’s stewardship of some of the world’s most priceless literary and artistic treasures, and its generosity to scholars, are deeply appreciated by all who benefit from its mission and resources.
I also thank Michael Frederick, Executive Director of The Thoreau Society, for inviting me to make this presentation at the 2010 Annual Gathering in Concord, Massachusetts. The Thoreau Society is an unfailing source of knowledge, inspiration, and resources for a wide range of enthusiasts throughout the world.  
Although I did not consult its archives during preparation for this paper, I also express deep gratitude to The Thoreau Institute, owned and managed by the Walden Woods Project. Jeffrey S. Cramer, Curator of Collections, was most generous and helpful when I prepared my paper on Thoreau’s “Chinese roots” several years ago, and I look forward to spending more time at the Institute Library as I conduct research in the future.


Sources of illustrations and information
Alexander, Christine Anne, and Sellars, Jane, The art of the Brontës, 1995, Cambridge University Press. Includes: Charlotte Brontë’s, “Heartsease,” 1837. 
Anesaki, Masaharu, Art, Life, and Nature in Japan, 1973, Charles E. Tuttle Company, Rutland, Vermont, and Tokyo, Japan.
Constable, John, (1776-1837), Study of Cirrus Clouds, about 1822
Oil on paper, Museum no. 784-1888
http://www.vam.ac.uk/images/image/5076-popup.html
Hildegard of Bingen, “The Cosmic Egg,” from her Illuminations.
http://www.sacred-texts.com/earth/boe/boe29.htm
Hudson, Alfred Sereno, The History of Concord, Massachusetts, 1904, The Erudite Press, Concord, Mass. See also Google Books.
Hudson, Alfred Sereno, The History of Sudbury, Massachusetts 1638-1889,  1889, Printed by R. H. Blodgett. See also Google Books.
Keibun, Matsumura “Branches,” From Birds, Beasts, Blossoms, and Bugs: The Nature of Japan by Harold P. Stern, 1976, Harry N. Abrams, Inc., Publishers, New York , p. 142
Matisse Study of Trees August 25, 1941
http://www.henri-matisse.net/drawings/du.html
Mendelssohn, Felix, “Baumgruppe,” scan aus Eckart Kleßmann - DIE MENDELSOHNS, Bilder aus einer deutschen Familie, Artemis Verlag 1990, ISBN:3-7608-1020-9, S. 119  cited at Wikimedia Commons.
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Baumgruppe_in_Interlaken_-_Zeichnung_von_Felix_Mendelssohn_1842.jpg
Picasso, Pablo, “Dachshund”
http://www.everything-about-dachshunds.com/how-to-draw-a-dachshund.html
Picasso, Pablo, “Femme,” 1931
http://www.globalgallery.com/enlarge/43265/
http://www.aaronartprints.org/picasso-fragmentdecorpsdefemme.php
Richardson, Robert D., Henry Thoreau: A Life of the Mind, University of California Press, 1988, Berkeley, California.
Rumsey, David, on the maps made by children in 19th century America. http://www.davidrumsey.com/blog/2010/1/7/19th-century-maps-by-children
Ruskin, John, The Elements of Drawing, 1857, Dover Publications edition 1971, New York, N.Y.   See also Google Books.
Thoreau, Henry David, The Journals. I used the 1906 Walden edition as well as the two volume replica set from Dover Publications, 1962, New York, N.Y.
Twombly, Cy, “Winter”   
http://www.tate.org.uk/modern/exhibitions/cytwombly/resources.shtm
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Additional sources and reading
Geometry and engineering drawing:
http://www2.tech.purdue.edu/cgt/courses/tech511/historic.html
Drawing manuals in early 19th century. Dictionary of Women Artists, Volume 1, page 78. See Google Books. 



 
image1.jpeg
=





