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Charlie Chamberlayne 

1. Introduction 
 

“I am born a poet, of a low class without doubt yet a poet. That is my nature and vocation.” 
wrote Emerson in 1835 to his then fiancée Lydia Jackson (L: 142). Such, this essay argues, is 
the way to frame a discussion about Emerson’s poetics. Namely, that he himself is an instance 
of the poet he describes. The reception of Emerson’s poetry by his fellow Americans tends to 
be regarded as “either wholly necessary or utterly nugatory” (Kane 2009: 112) as Paul Kane 
wrote. Nevertheless, it seems reasonable to take Emerson at his word. The exact implications 
of this are difficult to identify but at the very least we can know that he wasn’t merely theorizing 
in some abstract space but elucidating the intricacies of a lived experience. And that’s what 
poetry was to him – a way of life, a way of being in the world and approaching questions of 
truth, knowledge, beauty and love. 
 An unmistakable aspect of Emerson’s poetics is just how seriously he takes the role of 
the poet. Not merely another vocation to be classed alongside a doctor or a plumber, “the poet 
is representative. He stands among partial men for the complete man, and apprises us not of his 
wealth, but of the common wealth” (EW: 288) he wrote. And later on: “The poet is the sayer, 
the namer, and represents beauty. He is a sovereign and stands on the centre” (ibid: 289). What 
justifies such an extraordinary significance being attributed to the poet? This question is largely 
answered when we explore various aspects of his poetics, noticing the metaphysical thinking 
behind his ideas. 

Some might contend that in light of the fact that the metaphysical idealism of the sort 
Emerson was espousing has been largely disregarded in our culture, his poetics can be snubbed 
as the naïve fancy of an overly enthusiastic lover of language and nature. Not only would this 
be premature metaphysically speaking – the score is not settled on the physcicalism vs idealism 
debate – it would be to overlook the great attraction of Emerson – his universal appeal for 
saying something about life. “He remains with us” writes Reza Hosseini, “because we remain 
with life and he has things to say about that” (Hosseini 2001:124). Emerson is the product of 
all those other great poet-mystics who came before him. He is affirming Dante, Shakespeare, 
Plato, not just in grand metaphysical claims, but in the reality of what it means to be a human 
being in the world and the place of art in the “redemption of the soul” (Buell 2003: 112) as 
Lawrence Buell put it. So, for one who feels they have no need of being redeemed, Emerson 
might appear extravagant and irrelevant, but for those who intuit the deep power of art to 
somehow restore something original and divine, Emerson is your man.  

The purpose of this essay is to evaluate different aspects of Emerson’s poetics, 
exploring the brilliance and limitations of his thinking and the potential for his contemporary 
relevance. I investigate the tension we find between mysticism and poetry, the idea of the poet 
being representative, how the notion of ‘organic form’ is relevant, the link between language 
and nature and the connection to the Heraclitean aphorism ‘Nature loves to hide’. Before this, 
however, I demonstrate the importance of contextualising his thought in the Persian poetry 
from which it was partly influenced and wholly confirmed by. 
 

2. Persian Poetry and The Art of Living 
 

“If we live truly, we shall see truly”1 
 

“Persian literature” writes Farhang Jahanpour, “constituted the most important literary 
influence on Emerson’s work” (Jahanpour 2014: 117). This view is shared by a number of 
others who have attempted to centralise Emerson’s Persian connection in order to get a fuller 

 
1 EW: 143 
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picture of him. Lawrence Buell for example, in his work entitled Emerson, claimed that the 
Persian connection, while usually at the edges, “ought to be at the centre” (Buell 2003:151) but 
doesn’t seem to offer much in the way of centralising himself. Paul Kane, on the other hand, 
while not certain that the Persian connection “ought to be at the centre” (partly because he 
suggests it isn’t obvious there is a centre to Emerson), argues that Emerson’s poetry must be 
assessed on its own merits and is an essential part of the whole picture. However, in order to 
make this full assessment, we must look at and understand Hafiz’ influence which is necessary 
in fully understanding his poetry (Kane 2009: 112). Likewise, Reza Hosseini in Emerson’s 
Literary Philosophy, argues that given Emerson “found a resounding confirmation of his 
method in Persian poetry”, in particular the “kinds of questions it asks, and, more importantly, 
the way it asks those questions” (Hosseini 2001: 125, original emphasis), we are required to 
explore what those questions and methods were in an attempt to better understand him.  

Essentially it was the relationship between literature and moral persuasion that Hosseini 
argues Emerson found so compelling. He found “a happy confirmation of his moral 
philosophy” (ibid: 127).  This is what seems to be relevant about the connection: that we find 
this profound resemblance among Emerson and the Persians between poetry and the art of 
living which is not to be found anywhere else to the same extent. Poetry for such figures as 
Hafiz, Saadi and Rumi seems to come out of a love for the divine while simultaneously being 
a methodology for discovering and articulating truths about the nature of reality. So along with 
Emerson loving the jubilance, the playfulness and the ecstasy of the Persian poetry, it was also 
the more general attitude towards what a poet is and what poetry can be on the broader scale 
of everyday life. 

In the very first lines of the essay ‘The Poet’, we see Emerson inquiring into whether 
those who are “esteemed umpires of taste” have “beautiful souls” (EW: 287). He contends they 
usually do not. Essentially for Emerson, the poet must be, by definition, one who has a beautiful 
soul and lives well. What exactly this means might be illuminated in his other main essay on 
poetry, ‘Poetry and Imagination’, where he writes: “he is the healthy, the wise, the fundamental, 
the manly man, seer of the secret; against all the appearance he sees and reports the truth…” 
(PI: 33). What we can extract from this is that Emerson’s conception of the ideal poet isn’t 
merely a writer or one who has a so-called “esteemed” taste in poetry but is and must be the 
embodiment of an ideal or complete man, one whose connection with poetry sources and 
directs the course of all other aspects of their life. In this sense, poetry is far from being a mere 
vocation or a talent but more like a whole way of approaching life, a methodology for truth and 
insight, a path for self-transcendence and liberation. All these ideas are found scattered through 
Emerson’s work and are clearly present in Persian poetry, both in the poems themselves and in 
the culture from which the poems emerged. 

Usefully, Hosseini extracts the Persian concept Adab, roughly translated to “literary 
humanism” (Hosseini 2001: 122) to attempt to show the correspondence between poetry and 
the art of living which so attracted Emerson. Even though he was unlikely to have come across 
the concept, Hosseini suggests that its embodiment within the Persian poets was the 
magnetising force. Translated further, Adab refers to (as Hosseini quotes of Hamid Dabashi): 
 

a commanding allusion to proper etiquette, finesse, flair, grace, or the art of living 
gracefully – a grace that extends from the way you speak and think, to the manner in 
which you clothe and carry yourself, to the disposition of your character and culture. 
(ibid: 122) 
 

To think of Persian poets, Hosseini proposes, is not to just think of their literary talents, but to 
think of their Adab, or “what they set forth as the requirements of the good life as well.” (ibid: 
123). “In the context of Persian moral thought,” he writes, “the overarching focus is on such 
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holistic understanding of life and on the special power of language for persuasion and the 
appeal of a poetic vision to change “our entire manner of life”” (ibid: 126). This is what 
Emerson seems to have found in such poets as Hafiz and Saadi, the integration of poetry within 
a broader framework of living and not just any framework but one that resonated deeply with 
his own philosophy of life. That humans should be self-sufficient and free thinkers are core 
tenets of thinking. “Nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of your own mind” (EW: 135) he 
wrote in the astonishing trove of wisdom that is the essay ‘Self-Reliance’. The idea of the poet 
as a self-reliant and inspired figure is realised in the Persian poets. In Hafiz for example, 
Emerson was astonished by his nonconformity and irreverence for any kind of arrogance, be it 
religious or political, along with his uncompromising heterodoxy. In the essay ‘Persian poetry’, 
he near worships Hafiz’s “complete intellectual emancipation” calling him a “poet for poets” 
(PP:5), going on to proclaim: 
 

Nothing is too high, nothing too low for his occasion. He fears nothing, he stops for 
nothing. Love is a leveller, and Allah becomes a groom, and heaven a closet, in his 
daring hymns to his mistress or to his cupbearer. This boundless charter is the right of 
genius (ibid: 5) 

 
This love of Hafiz culminated in Emerson translating over 700 lines of his poetry2 and, 

as Kane suggests, telling the difference between an Emerson poem and a translated Hafiz poem 
becomes problematic, so deep was the influence (Kane 2009: 134). Kane goes on to write that 
“we learn much more about the poetry and about Emerson generally when we pay attention to 
the presence of Persian poetry in his writing” (ibid: 134). Interestingly and in the same vein, 
Hosseini explores how we can look at Hafiz, Saadi and Rumi as being “quintessentially 
Emersonian” (Hosseini 2001: 127) as opposed to Emerson being Persian by virtue of the fact 
that we find a confirmation of Emersonian ideas in Persian poetry.  

To return to the initial point that an acknowledgment of the influence of Persian poetry 
is essential for a complete view of Emerson’s poetics, I think it’s prudent to add that it’s not 
only inspiration that is the key here but also, and perhaps mainly, confirmation. By this I mean 
that while Emerson was clearly inspired by the Persians in their integration of poetry into a 
way of living, he also found a deep confirmation of his pre-existent ideas3. As far as I can see, 
this is the best way to justify Emerson’s Persian connection as a necessary precursor to 
exploring his poetics: to realise that his thinking gains a tremendous amount of force in their 
realisation and embodiment not only in one or two men but within a larger, culture wide scale. 
It suggests a universality to his ideas, grounding them in real embodiments and embedding 
them within a culture and a way of being that was cultivated over a prolonged period of time. 
The ideas become confirmed across time and space and grounded in actuality. 

 
3. Emerson’s Poetics 

 
Mysticism and Poetry 

 
As discussed previously, it’s hard to miss just how seriously Emerson takes the role of the poet 
and poetry. In the essays ‘The Poet’, ‘Poetry and Imagination’ and ‘Persian Poetry’, we get the 
sense that the poet for Emerson is what the sage or the mystic might traditionally be for others. 
Hafiz, for example, is often considered to be primarily a mystic and Sufi master4, but Emerson 

 
2 Hosseini: 121 
3 The essay ‘The Poet’ was published before his real acquaintance with the Persians. 
4 See, for example, Ladinsky in the preface to I heard God Laughing: Poems of Hope and Joy (2006) writing 
“Hafez was first and foremost a spiritual seeker and, ultimately, a Sufi master”. 
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clearly regards him foremost as a poet. This is made obvious in his exclaiming that “we do not 
want to make mystical divinity…out of the erotic and bacchanalian songs of Hafiz” and that 
he is a “poet for poets” (PP: 5). Yet he seemingly contradicts himself by claiming that Hafiz 
has “the insight of a mystic” (ibid: 3). Kane resolves this tension by suggesting that Emerson 
did not deny mystical experience to Hafiz but rather was primarily interested in the quality of 
self-reliance he found in him (Kane 2009: 119). This view is endorsed by Hosseini in his aptly 
named section ‘Emerson and the Joy of De-mystifying Hafiz’ (Hosseini 2001: 134). 
 The tension between mysticism and poetry arises again when Emerson makes clear 
what he regards the difference between the two activities being. The mystic is implied to be 
inferior by virtue of the fact that he “nails the symbol to one sense, which was a true sense for 
one moment but soon becomes old and false… mysticism consists in the mistake of an 
accidental and individual symbol for a universal one” (EW: 302). The poet, in contrast, by 
virtue of the imagination whose nature is to “flow and not to freeze” (ibid: 302) does not fall 
prey to this kind of fixity: “The poet did not stop at the color or the form, but read their meaning; 
neither may he rest in this meaning, but he makes the same objects exponents of his new 
thought” (ibid: 302). Perhaps we could say that the mystic for Emerson has a lesser insight into 
the nature of Nature than the poet who, knowing the inherent transitoriness of language and 
symbolic form, understands that symbols are the ever-changing apparatus to express what 
Emerson saw as an ever-changing world.  As he puts it: 
 

The poet turns the world to glass, and shows us all things in their right series and 
procession. For through that better perception he stands one step nearer to things, and 
sees the flowing or metamorphosis… and so his speech flows with the flowing of nature 
(EW: 296, added emphasis). 

 
However, I wouldn’t want to conclude from this that Emerson disregards mysticism as 

irrelevant. On the contrary. He himself displays many of the common traits of a mystic and this 
is partly the glue that unites him and the Persians so closely. In its simplest sense, mysticism 
could be described as the pursuit of attaining a direct experience of ‘oneness’ with the universe, 
or union with God. Defined by Caroline F.E Spurgeon, it is “an attitude of mind founded upon 
an intuitive or experienced conviction of unity, of oneness, of alikeness in all things” (Spurgeon 
2017: 5). You don’t have to peruse the works of Emerson to any great extent to stumble upon 
something that could satisfy this definition. “I become a transparent eyeball; I am nothing, I 
see all; the currents of the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part and parcel of God” 
(EW:6) Emerson exclaims in the first few pages of his first book Nature. However, it is not 
uncommon to see mystics express a dislike for symbols or language on the basis that direct 
experience is essentially incommunicable. This is where the figure of the mystic-poet might 
come in to bridge the gap between the two activities.  

Lawrence Hatab, in his paper entitled ‘Mysticism and Language’, makes the argument 
that in order to satisfactorily describe their mystical experience, the mystic must in some way 
transcend the language of the everyday and appeal to the language of mystic insight which 
itself is poetry (Hatab 2015: 3). This where poetry can – by virtue of it being less restricted 
than prose in terms of the necessity to ‘make sense’ – serve as an effective means of 
transmitting experience. And hence, the mystic-poet arrives, embodied in such figures as Hafiz, 
Saadi, Rumi and Emerson himself. The mystic-poet has both the disposition to experience 
mystical states of being and the faculties and the sensibility to translate that experience into 
words. It is certainly clear that for Emerson, the true poet is not simply writing for the sake of 
writing or for fame and prestige but is actively philosophising and communicating deep truths 
about the nature of reality. This is essential for one to be called a poet for Emerson. Anything 
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else is termed lyricism. However, it could be said that finding the line between poetry and 
lyricism is hard if not impossible to identify.  

Emerson could make the distinction between the poet and the mystic-poet, but he 
doesn’t. Mysticism seems to be embedded in his conception of the poet as a necessary but not 
a sufficient condition. What is pertinent to note about this conception is how it encompasses 
the attributes of other labels such as prophet, sage and healer. The poet seems to be the 
amalgamation of all of these. We almost get the sense that the poet would not even have to 
write poetry to earn the title of Poet. Actually, this was the case for Hafiz whose poetry is 
thought to have been transcribed from what he was originally speaking.  

From all of this, we could make the broad conclusion that mysticism in the absence of 
poetry is seen by Emerson to be in some way rigid or inflexible by virtue of the fact that it is 
the realm of the poet to have a deeper knowledge of how nature operates. This seems to be 
partly the reason that poetry stands on such a high pedestal for him – even to the extent that the 
poet is seen to be the superior artist. This is suggested on the basis of a link that Emerson 
identifies between language and physical nature which forms the subject of the proceeding 
section along with how Emerson’s conception of the poet is largely symbolic and not wholly 
realistic. 

 
Language and Symbolism 
 
Language, Emerson proposes, is originally derived from natural phenomena and it is the poet 
who is the “Namer or Language-maker” (EW: 296). In this way it is theorised that all language 
is the remnants of an original poetic act; a first “stroke of genius”, such that language is 
essentially “fossil poetry”, because the “namer” of things is the poet who enjoyed a close and 
spiritual relationship with that which was named (ibid). It is suggested that over time, this close 
association between language and nature starts to separate and the poet is the one who holds 
the capacity to not only reclaim this relationship but also uncover the “double-meaning” of 
each natural fact which Emerson suggests has some correspondence in a spiritual fact. For 
example, he writes in his first book Nature that “flowers express to us the delicate affections. 
Light and darkness are our familiar expression for knowledge and ignorance” (ibid: 14). This 
link essentially establishes the poet not merely as a sculptor of a pre-existent language but 
simultaneously the creator, the sculptor and the power by which its original, double-meaning 
can be restored. The poet then, is the one who can penetrate, so to speak, beyond the ordinary 
meaning of language to its deeper, original meaning and converse with the poetic act from 
which it was first derived and thus perceive and express the essence or, in Emerson’s words, 
“the spirit of the thing” (PI: 19). This is a profound conception of poetry and one that is 
radically different from contemporary theory. It establishes the primacy of poetry within all 
human thought by tracing back the origin of language to its symbolic and poetic foundation. In 
a similar vein to John Dewey in Art as Experience, Emerson posits art-making within the 
foundations of human behaviour, as Buell noted (Buell 2003). 
 As a result, poets are described by Emerson as being “liberating Gods”, again replacing 
the common position the prophet or the sage would take. They are “free and make free” (EW: 
301) he writes. Free in what sense we might ask. On the one hand, the poet is free in so far as 
he is able to perceive what others cannot (the double-meaning of language), he is, in Emerson’s 
words, the “man without impediment, who sees and handles that which others dream of, 
traverses the whole scale of experience, and is representative of man, in virtue of being the 
largest power to receive and to impart” (EW: 289). However, the impression we get is that the 
ideal poet is free in almost any interpretation of the word – spiritually, psychologically, 
emotionally, even physically as we see with the description of the joy that “in certain hours” 
allows us to “almost pass our hand through our own body” (PI: 6). This conception of the poet 
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as a man of absolute freedom is problematic even for Emerson who seems to lament the lack 
of true poets in modern society. As Buell writes, “the examples of actual poets are all 
premodern” (Buell 2003: 120–221) and even those as great as Milton cannot escape the sword 
with which Emerson yields his poetic critique as we see in ‘The Poet’ where he is described as 
being “too literary” (EW: 304). 

This is an important point as it sheds light on the fact that Emerson’s conception of the 
poet is largely symbolic and even archetypal rather than being truly humanistic or realistic – “I 
look in vain for the poet I describe” he writes (ibid). This is not necessarily a criticism as the 
description of an ideal or an archetype is essential for its partial embodiment. However, we get 
the sense that he remains naïvely optimistic that this man can or did exist making the line 
between the actual and the ideal blurred and ambiguous. Perhaps however, this just reflects the 
reality of the situation. Each person can ascend to a symbolic ideal but never reach the ideal 
precisely because they are a person. This is confirmed in ‘Poetry and Imagination’: “when we 
describe man as poet, and credit him with the triumphs of the art, we speak of the potential or 
ideal man, - not found now in any one person” (PI: 7). 

This reveals a deeper problem or aspect of Emerson’s poetics, namely that the 
poet/artist is in a perpetual endeavour to express something that can never be fully expressed. 
The great poets “know that this correspondence of things to thoughts is far deeper than they 
can penetrate, - defying adequate expression” he writes (ibid :8). Buell terms this “fragment 
aesthetics” or “the aesthetics of the fragmentary glimpse” (Buell 2003: 113) and quotes of 
Emerson: “What is any man’s book compared with the undiscoverable All?” and “how hard to 
write the truth” (ibid). This is not an uncommon lamentation among artists and mystics. In fact, 
if there were an artist who claimed to have expressed perfectly the inexpressible, we would 
rightly regard him as suffering from a messiah complex. This is where we often see mystic-
poets appealing to silence as opposed to language as the best communicator of mystical and 
aesthetic experience.. As Rumi writes in the Masnavi: 

 
Although the commentary of the tongue makes (all) very clear, yet tongueless love is 
clearer.5 
 

We see the same attitude expressed by Picasso when he said: 
 

We all know that art is not the truth. Art is a lie that makes us realise the truth, at least 
the truth that is given us to understand. The artist must know the manner whereby to 
convince others of the truthfulness of his lies” (Barr 1980). 

 
And Emerson, in an almost identical vein in his notebooks claims that “the aim of the author 
is not to tell truth – that he cannot do, but to suggest it. He has only approximated himself.” 
(JMN 1966: 51). What is obvious is that for Emerson, it is not necessarily the successfulness 
with which the poet can express “the all” so to speak, but the intention and the attempt, in light 
of the fact that it is doomed to failure. This striving towards an ideal seems to form the eternal 
task of the poet. And yet we do not find any sense of resentfulness or annoyance in his writing. 
On the contrary. This is just highlighted as the nature of the poet/artist’s task.  

However, as is his inimitable style, we can find points at which Emerson seems to 
contradict himself. While it is the “spirit of the thing” that is the poet’s task to discover and 
express in the inherently limited symbolic form, it is suggested that somehow this spirit can be 
perceptible to something beyond the limited intellect when it is “released from all service and 
suffered to take its direction from its celestial life” (EW: 299). Emerson clearly does think that 

 
5 Nicholson: 113-162 
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poetry, while being limited and in a losing battle to fully express, through symbols, the full 
truth about nature, is still a higher tool for this endeavour than science and has, out of all human 
endeavours, the greatest capacity to speak truths about God. “The only teller of news is the 
poet”, he writes, “when he sings, the world listens with the assurance that now a secret of god 
is to be spoken” (PI: 8). This will be explored further later in the essay. 
 
Poet as Representative and Organic Form 
 
Recalling a quotation from earlier: “The poet is representative. He stands among partial men 
for the complete man, and apprises us not of his wealth, but of the common wealth” (EW 228). 
We could say from this that the poet is representative in so far as he is the one to whom all of 
us aspire to be in some way. However, it is not overly obvious in what sense this might be true 
and without exception. Presumably, every human being does not wish to write poetry, but every 
human being does share certain desires, arguably all of which come down to the desire for 
happiness and freedom. It is obvious that the poet for Emerson is the one whose insights into 
the nature of reality correspond with individual freedom and that insofar as each person desires 
freedom, their representative stands as the poet. In religious language, Emerson might express 
this universal desire as something akin to the desire of the soul to return to God. In secular 
language, this could simply be described as the recognition of our own interconnectedness with 
nature resulting from the transcendence of the belief and feeling of being only a fragment. This 
seems to be the great contribution of Emerson to aesthetics: the reinstating of our relationship 
with nature as the basis for the production of an art of “insight and not of tradition” (EW: 3). 
“Why should we not enjoy an original relation to the universe?” (ibid) he asks in the opening 
paragraph of Nature.  

This “original relation” to the universe seems to be a requirement for becoming a true 
poet as opposed to a talented lyricist. This distinction is represented through a description of 
two different kinds of wine: “Devil’s wine” and “God’s wine” (EW: 300). The lyricist drinks 
of the former as an intoxicant in order to “escape the custody of that body in which he is pent 
up, and of that jail-yard of individual relations in which he is enclosed” (ibid). But the lyricist 
never receives true inspiration for nature cannot be tricked into revealing her secrets (ibid). 
The true poet or the “epic poet”, is a “simple soul in a clean and chaste body” who drinks 
“water out of a wooden bowl…for poetry is not Devil’s wine but God’s wine” (ibid). This 
recalls a common motif in Persian poetry, namely the intoxicating wine of which the poet 
drinks symbolising divine intoxication and not common drunkenness. As in the poem ‘Rise 
Up, O Saqi!’, Hafiz writes: 

 
Rise up, O Saqi! With the glimmering wine  
Light up this empty glass of mine! 
 
I see my lover’s face reflected in the cup, 
Yet you, unaware, think I’m drunk with wine. 
 
A heart that’s full of love can never die; 
Eternal is its presence in this fleeting world.6 

 
This distinction between two different types of intoxication and the requirement of the 

epic poet to somehow become an instrument for ‘true’ or ‘divine’ poetry is a common theme 
in Romanticism and is explored explicitly by Hebert Read in his 1953 work The True Voice of 

 
6 Jamal 2009: 219 
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Feeling where he identifies the romantic principle of ‘organic form’, derived from the 
traditional distinction between natura naturans and natura naturata, or essence and existence, 
and the “possibility of mediating between the two” (Read 1953: 16). Organic form relates to 
that art which has the power to bridge the gap between essence and existence and can be applied 
to not just Romantic poetry but to all art. 

Appealing to Schelling, Read writes that “the work of art is the visible embodiment of 
the nature of being” by virtue of the fact that art is fundamental in the nature of reality, not a 
“mere imitation of existing phenomena – it is”, quoting Schelling, “’the holy, eternally creative 
elemental power of the world, which generates all things out of itself and brings them forth 
productive’” (ibid). This profound notion of art implicating that the artist has the capability to 
penetrate the veil of appearances and not only become acquainted with the essence of the thing 
but to become it and embody it through some intuitive knowledge into the form of the 
consequent artwork, seems to resonate deeply with how Emerson saw the potential and the 
function of art. The artist not merely an imitator but an instrument through which human art 
can be infused with, for want of a better phrase, truths about the nature of being. As Buell 
wrote, the basis of all art for Emerson, was the “perception of unity within surface variety” 
(Buell: 110). This “perception of unity” seems to be essentially the same as what Read 
identifies as being organic form.  

That the artist has the ability to go beyond the realm of appearances and somehow 
penetrate into the realm of spirit or essence seems to be the common idea here. As Emerson 
writes:  

 
The world exists for thought: it is to make appear things which hide: mountains, 
crystals, plants, animals, are seen; that which makes them is not seen: these, then are 
“apparent copies of unapparent nature.” (PI: 6). 
 

That this unapparent nature can be known, not through the sense organs but by some intuitive 
capacity establishes the significance and the potential of poetry to say what science cannot. 
“Poetry, if perfected, is the only verity; is the speech of man after the real, and not after the 
apparent” (ibid) while “science is sensual and therefore superficial” (EW: 293) 

 Emerson, in ‘Poetry and Imagination’, quotes perhaps one of the greatest artist-mystic-
poets to have ever lived, William Blake, in saying “I assert for myself that I do not behold the 
outward creation, and that to me it would be a hindrance, and not action. I question not my 
corporeal eye any more than I would question a window concerning a sight. I look through it, 
and not with it” (ibid: 8). This could be the basis for a methodology by which the artist/poet 
can come to produce ‘organic form’ as opposed to ‘inorganic’: though an acknowledgement of 
the limitations of sense perception and the intellect and a call upon something deeper or 
“celestial”. These two, opposing means of aesthetic communication were described by Keats 
as “the true voice of feeling” and “the false beauty proceeding from art” (Read 1953: 153).  We 
see in Emerson this call to the intellect to go beyond its limitations and become an instrument 
for a deeper power of expression: 

 
The poet knows that he speaks adequately then only when he speaks somewhat wildly, 
or “with the flower of the mind”; not with the intellect used as an organ, but with the 
intellect released from all service and suffered to take its direction from its celestial life; 
or as the ancients were wont to express themselves, not with the intellect alone but with 
the intellect inebriated by nectar. As the traveller who has lost his way throws his reins 
on his horse’s neck and trusts to the instinct of the animal to find his road, so must we 
do with the divine animal who carries us through this world. (EW: 299, emphasis 
added) 
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This call upon the intellect to find its inspiration from something “celestial” as a  
means of producing true a work of art is foundational to Emerson’s approach to poetry and is 
resonant with the Persians and the Romantics. We could say that the poet must become the 
“transparent eyeball” and let the “currents of the Universal Being” (EW:6) circulate through 
them.  

Herwig Friedl writes that “art in Emerson has the existentially significant task of 
making the human being not only feel but be at home on this earth, in an existence that is 
understood as radically immanent” (Friedl 2018: 128). This recognition of the immanence of 
the human being in nature has been to a large extent disregarded in the modern day as necessary 
for spiritual and psychological wellbeing. To have some sort of connection with the sacred, 
however you want to define that term, seems to be essential for Emerson, not only for being a 
poet but for everybody. A mature spirituality seems to be the answer to our problems according 
to Emerson. To discover the “aboriginal self” as he wrote in Self-Reliance (EW) The poet, for 
Emerson, is the one who stands for this way of living. Whose life is an expression of their 
experience and whose experience is the foundation of their poetry. The common thread 
between the great poets and mystics of all times and places is their insistence on trusting 
experience and the making sacred of the integrity of one’s own mind. This, I would suggest, is 
really the root of what Emerson means in claiming that the poet is representative. He represents 
not only how write ‘organic’ poetry but how to live the implications of a life that aspires to 
understand the sacred and the divine. In this way, the art of living is interweaved with poetry. 
 
Nature Loves to Hide 
 
“Nature does not like to be observed, and likes that we should be her fools and playmates” 
Emerson wrote in one his most enlightening essays entitled ‘Experience’ (EW: 309). And 
Nietzsche, in a similar vein, wrote that “one should have more reverence for the 
shamefacedness with which nature has concealed herself behind enigmas and motley 
uncertainties” (Nietzsche 1887: preface, §4, original emphasis)). That Nature is veiled and 
hides her secrets is a common motif in the history of the West’s Philosophy of Nature 
originating from the Heraclitean aphorism ‘Nature loves to hide’. In Emerson, we often 
encounter the remnants of this historical thinking and in exploring the mechanisms by which 
Nature can be unveiled, we can identify further aspects to his poetics. 

Emerson describes nature in an essentially Protean sense; that is, in constant flux or 
metamorphosis. And yet he also alludes to something unchanging. If the task of the poet is to 
“express the spirit of the thing”, then he must see beyond that which changes and somehow 
find that which is not changing; in Emerson’s words, to “pass the brute body and search the 
life and reason which causes it to exist; to see that the object is always flowing away, whilst 
the spirit of necessity which causes it subsists” (PI: 19). This would be in agreement with 
Cézanne who wrote on the task of the art: 

 
Everything we see vanishes, falls apart, doesn't it? Nature is always the same, but 
nothing in her that appears to us, lasts. Our art must render the thrill of her permanence 
along with her elements, the appearance of all her changes. It must give us a taste of 
nature’s eternity.7 

 
In other words, we could say that the spirit of the thing is not to be found in the outer form but 
is the underlying ‘essence’, which seems to be hiding or unapparent. As Emerson puts it: “A 

 
7 Gasquet 1991: 145 
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poet comes who lifts the veil; gives them glimpses of the laws of the universe” (PI: 10) and 
again in the essay ‘History’ with reference to Orpheus: “The power of music, the power of 
poetry to unfix, and, as it were, clap wings to solid nature, interprets the riddle of Orpheus” 
(EW: 127).  

 Pierre Hadot’s book The Veil of Isis explores the aforementioned aphorism and 
identifies two opposing attitudes that have been adopted in order to unveil Nature and her 
secrets: the Promethean and the Orphic. The Promethean attitude uses “tricks and violence” as 
did the mythic Titan when stealing fire from the Gods, while the Orphic uses “melody, rhythm, 
and harmony” (Hadot 2006: 95-96). In other words, the Promethean attitude represents science 
and the Orphic “discourse, poetry and art” (ibid: 154). Hadot does not argue for one being of 
greater importantance or effectiveness than the other. Rather he claims that both are equally 
necessary and often found in the same person or approach. “At certain moments” he writes, 
“…the two traditions meet and complete each other” (ibid: 155). Perhaps a fitting example 
would be Goethe who was both a scientist and a poet.  

Likewise, Emerson not only valued art8 but also science. However, in both the essays 
‘The Poet’ and ‘Poetry and Imagination’, we get the continual sense that Emerson values poetry 
over science as a means of discovering the secrets of nature, or at least suggests that science is 
incomplete without poetry, but that the converse is not true. Poetry somehow stands to discover 
deeper secrets than science that only penetrates the secrets that lie on the surface. “Our science 
is sensual” he writes, “and therefore superficial” (EW: 293).   

How are we to understand such statements? One interpretation echoes what has already 
been said about organic form would be the idea that poetry, by being essentially participatory 
in the sense that the poet can become an instrument of the creative power of nature is able, not 
through an outward perception but by an inward intuitive sense, to become aware of the very 
nature of Nature in a way that a scientist cannot. As Goethe writes in reference to the notion of 
unveiling nature in his collection of poems titled Gentle Epigrams: 

 
If you succeed in making your intuition 
First penetrate within, 
Then return toward the outside, 
Then you will be instructed in the best way.9 
 

This awareness of Nature would not be an intellectual awareness or knowledge but a direct 
experiential knowledge that comes ‘from within’. In this way, poetry is not superficial in being 
an activity confined to the limited sense organs, but is the activity of Nature herself, working 
through the medium of a human being. Science, on the other hand, is limited to what can be 
perceived outwardly. It deals with outward phenomena. Poetry, in Emerson’s conception, is 
simultaneously an inward and an outward activity. Inward in the sense of the true poet 
embodying the attributes of the mystic and outward in that it results in the productions of an 
outward form. The idea that that some truths are not perceivable by the limited senses and 
therefore by science seems to be the essence of what is being said. In this light, we can interpret 
Emerson in saying that “science was false by being unpoetical” (PI: 3) as a legitimate insight. 
The assumption here is that poetry is true by being poetic; poetry being the means by which a 
truth inaccessible to science can be known. In this way, poetry is not a nicety as it is nowadays 
thought to be, not subservient to science as a method of apprehending truth but an equal if not 
greater power to explore the nature of reality. It’s important to understand that Emerson does 
not disregard science but simply acknowledges that the attitude by which science is hailed as 

 
8 Art in this sense includes poetry. 
9 Hadot 2006: 184 
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the one and only source of truth is misguided, and that science is always bound within its own 
limitations. 

One way of looking at this would be the following. Everything we perceive is perceived 
through the faculties of our limited minds. Therefore, everything appears in alignment with the 
limitations of that through which it is perceived. Science is concerned with that which appears 
in perception, namely the world, and so science’s knowledge of the world is always a limited 
knowledge. In the same way that that science knows the phenomenon in which it studies only 
to the extent of and in relation to the measuring apparatus it uses, reality is known only to the 
extent in which we know the nature of that through which it is perceived. But science cannot 
know that which perceives because it is qualitative not quantitative. Hence – and perhaps it 
could be argued as being foreseen by Emerson – comes along the “hard problem of 
consciousness”, formulated by Dave Chalmers in 1999. Poetry as it is for Emerson therefore, 
because it is not merely the writing of words but is deeply connected to mysticism and living 
a life in accordance with truth, can be the means by which we uncover secrets about reality that 
are known ‘from the inside’ so to speak and are fundamentally inaccessible to science.  

Of course, from Emerson’s time to the current day, science has taken enormous steps 
forward. We have landed men on the moon and split the atom for a start. However, in so far as 
he has correctly identified the nature of the scientific and the poetic mode, his claim of the 
superficiality of science in contrast to poetry can maintain validity. “Poetry, if perfected, is the 
only verity; is the speech of man after the real and not after the apparent” he stated (PI: 6). 
Science is the speech after the apparent because it deals exclusively with what appears. Poetry 
is the speech after the real because it deals with the aspect of nature which is imperceptible to 
the faculties of the mind but, as Pascal said in reference to God, “perceptible to the heart” 
(Pascal 1950: 587). 

One could make the criticism that in light of the events of the twentieth century, 
Emerson’s conception of Nature and reality is too anthropomorphic and naïve; missing the 
element of tragedy and therefore his hopefulness and aspirations of poetry are unfounded. This 
could be argued with respect to Nietzsche and his seeming acceptance of how all that is good 
is necessarily bound up with all that is bad and hence life has a tragic element necessarily 
embedded within it. I would suggest that this criticism arises from an unwillingness (and 
perhaps legitimately) to accept the implications of how Emerson conceived of reality. He 
believed in a universal Being that was the source of all appearances. He was an ontological 
idealist. And from this view, all that appears in the world of appearance, including conflict, is 
only an appearance of a deeper reality, comparable to the relationship between a dream and the 
dreamer’s mind. One might successfully refute his version of idealism and therefore disregard 
the optimism which resulted from it. However, we are still stuck with the hard problem of 
consciousness and it’s becoming more and more likely that we will have to adopt an ontology 
that regards consciousness/Mind as fundamental in some way. If that happens to be the case, 
then Emerson’s distinction between appearance and essence and the possibility of a universal 
Mind underlying all finite minds and all of nature does combat the sense of tragedy that is 
necessarily implicated by a materialist ontology in which it is believed that the source of all 
conscious minds is unconscious matter. The sense of being “part and parcel of God” in an 
experience that seems more real than any other is probably enough to ward off the sense of 
tragedy that is inherent in other thinkers. Moreover, I would suggest it would be naïve to think 
that Emerson, if he lived through the twentieth century, would be any less convinced of his 
essential thoughts on God and Nature. A quick read of ‘Self-Reliance’ would be sufficient to 
ascertain the kind of self-conviction he had.  
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4. Conclusion 
 

This essay has sought to evaluate the key aspects of Emerson’s poetics in light of their 
confirmation in the Persian poets and has hopefully to some extent shown the possibility of his 
thinking becoming relevant in the modern day due to the timeless brilliance of his ideas. To 
return to an initial point that Reza Hosseini made, Emerson’s thinking does not remain with us 
because of his metaphysical system but “because we remain with life and he has things to say 
about that” (Hosseini 2001:124). Whether Emerson’s thoughts on the nature of reality are 
rejected or accepted has no significant bearing on the value of his poetics. As was suggested 
before, the confirmation of his thoughts was found in the Persian poets and their culture 
surrounding poetry. The importance and the value of the poet was confirmed, and embodiments 
of what Emerson saw as the ‘ideal’ were plentiful in those such as Hafiz and Saadi. In this way, 
Emerson’s conceptions of the poet as representative and of poetry being embedded in human 
thought and a way to unveil the secrets of nature are not just contemplations but extractions of 
his own lived experience, reinforced by his later encounter with the Persians. 
 If anything, Emerson has cemented the indispensable place of poetry in human thought, 
to be disregarded at our peril. Poetry is more than writing best-selling books, it is a method for 
self-knowledge and “our science is always abreast our self-knowledge” (PI: 11) as he wrote. 
However, in the modern day, poetry has been largely consumed by the idea endorsed by 
mainstream materialism that truths about reality are the sole domain of science. However, the 
malady of Western culture in the present time could be attributed in some ways to the lack of 
self-knowledge. Therefore, insofar as Emerson’s conception of poetry is concomitant with self-
knowledge, its relevance is greater than ever. Perhaps it will have to be poetry (and art more 
generally) that must shed light on the cul-de-sacs (if you believe that they are indeed cul-de-
sacs) of modern science and Emerson will be relevant again.  
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