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Walder’s D_irty Language: Thoreau
and Walter Whiter's Geocentric
Etymological Theories

Michael TV est

HROUGHOUT HIS LIFE the sandbank in che railroad cut near

Walden fascinated Thoreau, and a memorable passage in his

greatest book describes the striking plienomena that accom-

panicd its thawing. Long recognized as a focal symbol in
1 alden, the inspiranion for chis passage has been sought by one scholar
in Thoreau’s rcading of Hindu rcIigion The sandbank “becomies all
of lifc with its apparently unatrractive excremental aspeets . . . It
‘becomes a river like the Gmgcs which carrics along the dead bodics of
animals while at the same time providing life for those along its bank.” *
But while Indian philosophy helped shape this climactic vision, a much
nearer and more mportant source has been overlooked. Sprinkled
with philological analogies, the passage is a prime example of the pen-
chant for wordplay and ctymological speculation thar characterizes
Thoreau’s style in Walden. Alchough Charles R. Anderson has re-
cently claimed that Thorean’s punninfr crynmlogics and grotesque
comparisons here are “entirely original,” in fact they derive dircetly
from some of the wilder doctrines that marked carly ninctcenth-cen-
tury philosophy of Janguage in England and -America.”

While continental philclogy followed the lead of Sir William Joncs
and emerged trrumphantly with the discovery of Indo-LEuropean, IEn-
glish philology languished under the influcnce of John Horne Tooke’s
Diversions of Purley (1798- 1805) In 2 confused effort to give mental
philosophy a materialistic basis in phllosophy of language, Tooke’s
work involves the “unexpressed premise that the current meaning of
a word Is cquivalent to the product of its etymological explanation”

'Frank MacShane, “Wealden and Yoga,” New Ewgland Quarterly, XXXVII

(1964), 338,
* Charles R, Anderson, The Magic Circle of Walden (New York: Holr, 1968),

P- 244.
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and thus “contamns a supreme mysteism, which was contrary to his
prolessed aims.” * Influenced by Tooke, Samucl Tlenshall’s Etyze-
logical Organic Reasoner (1807) argucd that “throughout afl Jon-
grages there is a resemblance in the sound, and an afhinity of ideas,
artached to the tones produced by the exertions of the same organic
powers of human speech,” while in his History of the European Lai-
grages (1823) Alexander Murray succeeded in deriving all language
from nine primitive words — ag, bag, dwag, gwag, lag, wag, nag, rag,

; and swag. In his essay “On the Tendency of Some Late Philological

| Speculations™ (1810}, the Scotuish common-sense philosopher Dugald
Stewart protested that we really learn nothing about economices {rom
the etymology of pecrrnin; but despite his criticism, what he described
as an “ctymological mcraphysics” of Lockean cast continued to cap-
tivate Lnglish intcllectual circles. Until mid-century, when the new
philology from Germany swept all before it, British linguistic scholar-
ship exhibited a curious blend of philosophical ambition and philolog-
1cal ignorance.

Although American thinkers like A. B. Johnson and [lorace Bush-
nell evolved much more sophisticated theories of language, the taste
for “etymological metaphysics” was also prevalent on this side of che
Atlantic. Noah Webster was seduced by Tooke, citing him contin-
ually to the exclusion of other authorities; the great American dic-
tionary of 1828 embodied Webster’s “belicf in the erernal truth of the
Diversions of Paurley” and cheerfully derived English words from
oriental languages 1 a way that makes a modern philologist blush.*
Coleridge’s Aids to Reflection, the hornbook of the Transcendental
movement, extolled etymological speculation and was praised by its
Amecrican cditor James Marsh for “profound knowledge of the phi-
losophy of language, the principles of its construction, and the laws
of its interpretation.” ® In their various ways Sampson Reed, Emerson,
and Bronson Alcott all sought to elaborate a transcendental philosophy
of languagc.

“Hans Aarsleff, The Srudy of Language in Englend, 1780-1860 (Princeton:
Princeron University Press, 1967}, pp. 105-106. On Henshall, Murray, and Stewart
see further pp. 57, 818y, and 100-114.

! Charlton Laird, “Diversions of The Diversions of Purley in the New World,”
Rendezvaus, 1 {(1966), 8-¢.

*Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Aids to Reflection, ed. James Marsh { Burlington,
Vi.: Goodrich, 1829), p. Lii. See esp. John B. Wilson, “Grimimn’s Law and the
Birahmins,” New Fugland Quarterly, XXXV {(1965), 234-230.
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Walden's Dirty Language 1:Q

‘Thaorcau’s saturation in such ideas can be traced through his reading.
His interest in language study is well known; although he dedicated
his life to avoiding unnecessary impedinmenta, his Jibrary contalned
some twenty dictionaries. On s September 1851 he confided to his
journal that he “drcamed of” writing a book that would be “a return
to the primitive analogical and derivative sources of words,” * During
his revision of the manuscript that became Walden he read Richard
Chenevix Trench’s On the Stady of TWords and borrowed from it
Among the books thar he owned was a small pamphlet published in
Boston by Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, Charles Krawsit’s Significance
of the Alphabet (1846). The Hungarian émigré Kraitsir was a soi-
disrt authority on langunage who enjoyed a brief vogue in Boston of
the 1840s under the enthusiastic sponsorship of Miss Peabody. e
subsequently claborated his cecentric philological docuines in Glos-
sology: Being a Treatise on the Nature of Language aud on the Lan-
guage of Nature (1852), a copy of which formed part of Emerson’s
library. Thorcau promptly read it. Most of the philological compar-
isons that stud TWalder’s account of the flowing sand were suggested
by Kraitsir, particularly by the following passage in Significance of
the Alphabet:

An object or action which expresses the several dimensions of length, breadth
and highth, or depth, will need one |[consonant] of each class; . . . thus ¢rp,
gib, grp . .. arve roots of corpus, globe, grope . . . and words of similar
meanings. . . . So an object or action . . . which js naturally symbolized by
free outward motion, will need labials and the liquids, thus: /5, fu, ip, i, fr, fi

. are raots, {or different forms of a root,) which vegetate into the words
tabin, tve, lip, liber, love, laud, life, free, fiow . ., If the object or thing nyoves
from within its own being, which implies deep, internal, cssential action, we

have a guttural and the hquid, thus g/, g, ¢/, gr, cr, which are roots of glide,
globe . . . creo . . . coluniba, nquila, circle, &e. (pp. 29-30)

As I have argued in detail elsewhere, Kraitsir’s attempr at a semantic
phonology is the immediate source of T alden’s etymological equations
between Jeaves and lebes, lips, labor, and lapsing, although in supple-
menting his authority’s examples Thorcaun did show himself capable
of creative adapration,”

This passage also encouraged Thoreau to imagine the globe as grop-
ing ro cxpress itsclf through vegetation, animals, and the forms of the

" Writings, ed. Bradford Torrcy (Boston: Riverside, 19o6), VI, 462.

"See my “Charles Kraitsir’s Influence upon Thoreau’s Theory of Language,”
ESQ, A Jorwrnal of the Awnterican Remaissance, XIX (1973}, 162-274.
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human body. But although his specific philological comparisons arc
from Kraitsir, Thoreau was apparcnty indebted to another bizarre
theorist of language for this fundamental conception of the sandbank.
On the shelves of merson’s library, where Thoreau often browsed,
stood a copy of Waltcr Whiter's Etymiologicon Alagnum, or Univer-
sal Fxymological Dictionary, on ¢ New Plan (Cambridge, England:
. Printed Ly Francis Hodson, for the Author; and sold by J. Deighton
.' .., 1800)." A fellow of Clare College, Whiter's study of ITHcbrew
led him to ignere vowels and ro analyze the Enghish language like
Kraitsir in terms of closters of consonants:
I it is accordant to the genius of the [Hebrew language, that similar jdeas should
be represented by the same consonants . . . 1t must certainly be trae, that the
sazrie coeNavr Cousouans, throngh the whole compass of the language, will be
impregnated with a train of similac ideas. As those principles of the human
i mind, which arce cilective in the pruducritm of one language, will operate mn
| that of another, T again was led o conclude, that in every form of Speech
the same fact will necessarily exist, I again referred to the English, Lavn and
Greck languages {or the confirmation of this idca; and I found the most ample

. proofs . . . (p. 3xi)

Belicving that sounds had intrinsic meaning, Whiter found a profound
rescmblance between the Engliqh word earth, the Hebrew aretz, and
the Arabic erd, Further, “We may well imagine, that the name of an
object so important as the Earth, would supply the origin to a great
race of words expressing the various operations, which are attached
to it; and in all these instances likewise, should we expect to find the
same coincldence. We shall instantly perceive, how by this idea the
supposcd sinularity of langnages 15 extended” (pp. xxii-xyu). Since
Whiter ignored vowels and viewed all cognate consonants as indis-
crinunately interchangeable, he was indced able to demonstrate the
similarity of all languages, cspecially when he discovered that under
certain conditions even consonants that were not cagnate could pass
into cach other (Aarsleff, p. 78).

Occastonzlly he could wonder whether “the reader perchance, in

*Walter Hardtog, Enserson’s Library (Charloresville: Universicy Press of Vir-
ginia, 1667), p. 299, For further details ahout Whiter, whose other warks include a
pioneering qwd} of Shakespeare'’s punaning as well as a discourse on deatls as a state of
suspended animation, see Alan Over and Mary Bell, eds., 4 Specinicn of a Connnen-
rary on Shakspearc (London Methuen, 1967), pp. m'n—lxxm Whiter’s worle was
known to Colerldge who mentioned it in connection with a projected essay in

defense of punning, and his central idea about language was further disseminated
through a birief sketch in George Borrow's Lavengro (1851).
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Walden's Dirty Language 121

the spirit of captious objection, should be disposed to obscrve, that 1
have assumed to myself an ample sphere for the excrcise of my Theory
or my Invenuton; and that with such a lantude of change, transforma-
tions of every kind may readily be cffected” {p. xvi). But such doubts
were soon dispelled by cantemplation of the magic radical RTII
(convertible when neeessary to virtually all other consonants) and the
infinitely fertile concept of the earth, which bulks with peculiar im-
portance in Whiter’s theory: “Here at last we have obrained what has
ever been sought, but never been discovered — the Universal or Orig-
inal Langnage . . . those first and Original Elements, which miiver-
sally pervade the whole machinery of Language” (p. xxiv). While
sounds correspond to objects and have inherent, imperishable meanings,
the carth looms in Whiter’s imagination as the overwhelming object
first confronted by primeval man: “It is impossible, I imagine, to deny
or to doubt this fact” (p, xxv). Implied though never quite stated
is his solution to the riddle of the origin of language: the earth appar-
ently generated it.

Under Whiter's analysis an astonishing number of words arc derived
{rom terms for the carth. Saxon gearth gencrates garden and bard; in
turn the Latin deraes is connected with terra. Garden is relaced to ward,
yard, orchard, and grard: “Tt will now be granted that HorTas is the
Yaun — the Kagrn-bed enclosure — the Garp-en.” In turn “Horts,
we sce, and ViILna are the same — the Earrni-ed or (Guarp-ed and
WaLvred place. Llortws is derived from the Earth thrown up about
the place; and Vicra from the Valluan surrounding it” (p. xxvii).
Moreover, simce “the business of Agriculture is the most familiar and
necessary of our employments, the terms for doing or performing any
business would be derived from the Kawrn. To this idea we must refer
our English term work.” This word “appears again in the Greek lan-
guage under its more familiar form. LErpein, (Fpéewr, facere,) fo do,
we now perceive, is to Iro or EartH. I shall here close my remarks
on this Element, and I have produced only these few examples, as
derived from so familiar an object, for the purpose of briefly illustrat-
ing the gencral principles of the Theory, My nexc work will probably
be dedicated to an investigation of the Radicals, which are employed
to represent the name of che £areh” (p. xxviii).

For Polonian reasons it is impossible to summarize the argument pur-
sucd by Whiter through over five hundred pages of his Erymmlogicon

Magnuni. Today they appear to have significance chicfly for the ar-
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chives of clinical psychology. Throughout we find more cvidence of
his obsession with the carth’s Iimguistic role. T'rue to his promise, he
did not relinguish this theme bue sought to clarify ir in his next book.
Incorporating and greatly expanding his first work, the Cambridge
University Press printed in 1811 two volumes bearing the ntle Fzy-
grologicon Universale . . . in which it is.shewn . . . that languages
contain the same fundapientad idea; and that they ave devived Jrom the
Earth, and the operations, accidents, and properties, belonging to it.
Over twelve hundred pages of detailed cxegesis are devoted to ex-
pounding the “one great Universal Language, which is itself derived
from one great Usiversal object, — cver present — cver visible, and
perpetually pressing on the attention of man” (I, 82). Indeed, Whiter
insists that his ctymologics arc no dead language. Not only did the
earth “scize on the mind of man, in suggesting the first or prevailing
ideas communicated by Language” (1, 79), but “iv may be well imag-
incd, that the same potent cause must have operated in prescrving the
Language, which it onginally formed” (I, 82). Thus he concludes
that “THE oriciNaL TLEMENTS oF Lancuace, which were once vocal
with the inventions and emotions of primeval Man, still survive amidst
the ravages of ume; -— They sull contunue to be imstmer with the
energies of Mind; and to record in mystic, though in {aithful charac-
ters, the sceret History of the Ancient World” (I1, 1263).
Contemplation of this marvelous fact leads Whiter to siake expheit
an analogy underlying his concepuion of language; “The Dectvine of
Transmigration, which in the dreams of the Poet or the Philosopher
describes the progress of the Soul through various stages of existence,
would afford a rich and abundant vein of matetials for the clucidation
of our Theory” (11, 1255). He believes that “The Element, by which
a race of words is generated and preserved, may be compared to that
prizuttve and unperishing particle, in which, according to the doctrine
of these visionary Philosophers, conststs the Essence of the Soul . . .
The marterial vesture, with which the divine particle is enveloped, and
through which it communicates with the world around it, is ever pass-
ing into an infinite varicty of shapes and appearances; but the Soul
itself sull continucs to preserve inviolate its pecultar force and char-
acteristic cncxgy” (11, 1256). Thus the capstone to his geecentric
theory of Janguage 1s a muddy metaphysic. Once we understand how
words are derived from the earth, “It will surcly be acknowledged,
that the doctrine of these visionary Philosophers affords a strong and
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striking resemblance 1o the principles of that Theory, which m the
present Volume I have laboured with such solicitude to unfold and
cstablish. "The flements of Laugrage and of Life are ecmployed in che
same work, and their operations are directed to the same purpose” (1],
1257).

In 1825 Whiter crowned his labors with a third volume of the
Etywmnologicon Universale, not only amplifying but slighcly reformula-
ting his theory. He still held fast to his central msight:

I suppose, that the-prevailing ideas conveyed by Human Speech have arisen from
the contemplation of the objects on the surface of the Earth, as Dirt, Afud,
&e. . . . I must again repeat, what in fact all have allowed, that Lanpuage is
composcd of words originally denoting zuaterial objects, and that the opera-
uwuofmmdQWanmndb)aanphwmﬂ1mﬂmﬂmnofdm%xnn& Now
where is Afatter to be found, with which Man is perpetually conversant, but that
Maiter, which exists on the surface of the Earth? (111, xiv)

But while he still believed “words to be derived from a general ini-
pression on the mind of the foree annexed to the Elementar y Character,
which impression was originally formed from the Dir of the Earth”
(11T, x), he was increasingly preoccupicd wirh earth in fluid forms.
Hence the third volume chronicles not the transmogrification of the
elementary character RTH, but devotes more than five hundred pages
to “the two forms BC &c. and MC &c.,” which “may be considered as
familiarly passing into cach other in the same serics of words™ (III, 4).
Four hundred p’tgcs chronicle the adventures of the radical BC, the
progcmton of such key terms as Bog, Pash, Peat, Puddle, Pit, and Bot-
tom, “‘those words, whmh relatc to the Base or Low Spot, to the
Pupee Spot or macter” (111, 7). According to Whiter, similar sounds
characterize an unusual number of “Trrass, which express the action
of Forming the Plastic materials of Pupcr matter into certamn Shapes,
Forms, Appearances, &c.,,”’ and among them “we must class . . .
Porrter” (il), 96). Throughout this volume particular stress is laid
upon the derivation of anatomical terminology: thus ““I'here are various
terms, belonging to our Element BC, &c. which relate to the Adouth,
Lips, Cheek, &c.,” apparently “from the idea of . . . Pupcing, Pusa-
ing, or Swelling out” (III, 206). Hence “the term Kiss belongs to
Squash matter, or to the action of Sguashing, if 1 may so express it”
(IT], 20y). Likewise we find in the “words Paulpa, Puls, Pulmentun,
Pulnio, the Rising up — Swelling out substances, as of Afwd-matter.”
Nort only the pulpy lungs but the legs arc derived from mud, since the
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Latin Pedes, fcet, are apparently connecred with the French “Patrow-
iller, “To tread in . . . 2 Muddy place”” (III, 31), When “The no-
tions of Bogay, and Spungy matter are dircetly combined with each
other,” we get Vaciro, WacsGLE, BocoLk, and Vaeo, “and hence we
shall see how Vaging . . . may belong to Vaco” as well as to Waste:
and Vacoum (11, 267). Comparable derivations account for most of
our organs. Thus the fingers are named from their capacity for poking
in the mud (111, 2%8), while “The term Viscrs, Visceris, may be de-
rived from . . . Viscion, or Viscus, under the idea of the Ghitinous
adhesion of the Bowels” (111, 216).

In explaining how we should trace “to the Plastic natare of Pobce,
or v-isconrs Matter . . . Pmiz, (Eng.) Visage, (Eng.) with its paral-
lels” and also “Wise, Wit, WitTy . . . with their parallels” Whirer :
| comes close to envisioning the actual genesis of mind from matter:

T mighe state my hypothesis by observing, that these Terms expressing Ferw,
Appearance, Sight, Knowledge, are derived from the Phiant, Plastic nature of
Qozy, v-Iscoys matter, which is readily or easily moved, Stirred about, together,
&c. which quickly, or readily gives way, so as to receive, or admit of Foru,
and hence it relates o that Quick, Pliamt, or Ready Yacaly of the Mind, able
ta Form images to deVist, Invent, &c. or to the Quick Powers of the fwagiina-
tion, as we express it. In the same manncr we see, that the term faegination
belongs to fuzage, which T shall shew to be derived from the Piastic Afatzer of
AMud. That the Greek words relating to Sight are connected with the notion
of Ooze Matter, under some process, is evident from Inos, (Ides, Sudor,) . . .

(M1, 301-392)

Whereas i the fivst volume of his Etywiologicon Universale he had
derived words meaning sharp and acure from the idea of harrowing the
earth, he now differs “in nothing from my conceptions detailed on-that
occasion, but by supposing, that the Agitaied Grownd, or Dirt, more
particularly relates in its original idea, to Dirt in a Wasny, or Qozy,
w-Io1 state, as in w-Ast Coenun, Lutum.” Increasingly he scems in-
clined to “consider this idea of Wasny Dirt, if 1 may so say, as the
original and prevailing notion; it will shew us more distinetly and un-
equivocally the state of the question. It will at once unfold to vs, how
Races of words are cannected, which under another point of view do
not cxhibit such striking marks of affinity™ (111, 382).

Whiter knew that time was running shart, and that his grandiose
theory of language night never be completed by his own hand. In the
preface to the chicd and final volume of his Etymologicon he revealed
that “three other Volumes are now ready for the Press, which would
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cquat in magnitude the present,” but becavse of his ill healch, “on the
fate of these matcrials I dare not entertain any hopes, or form any con-
jectures,” He crusted, however, rhat in his third volume “the broad
outlnes may stll be drawn of . .. the whole System” (111, xvi-
xvii), and his imagination moved tentatively but unmistakably toward
its new goal:
.. . the reader, who is disposed to form Theories on the original germs of
Lanpguage, may imagine, if he pleascs, that such sounds, as we may cxpress by
GW, SHW represent the original germ fotr words, denoting Oozy Wasay,
$Quasy Matrer, if T may so say: — that from the portion G, arose the Terms
under the form 4G, 2C, 28, as Aora, Qoze, WasH, and when combined with a
vowel breathing hetween them, SQ-a5u, GU-SH, and that from the portion
W7, or the Latial form B, F, M, P, are formed such Terms, as WAvE, Avox,
&c. and that to the combination of the Labial and G, S, &c. with a vowel breath-
ing inserted between them, belongs the form P-wuDGe, P-aSh, B-0(3, &c. To
this theory, whether true or false, I can have no objection, as it will not disturh
the facts which T detail on the original idea . . . (11, 365)

Here we scem close to a vision of language virtually erupting {rom the
primeval shme.

Fittingly enough Whiter concludes his Ezymiologicon by passing
from the radical BC to MC, MD, &c., which “reccive their force, as 1
ymagine, from such terms as Mup, Mucek, & (II1, 4). His final one
hundred and forty pages are, in effect, an cxtended meditation on “the
MattEr of MUD.” He finds it a “pecubar advantage to the Writer,
who adopts the nglish Language . . . that he possesses a term, such as
MUD, which is so common in every species of style, so comprehen-
sive, and so intelligible o all . . . an advantage, which no other Lan-
guage 15 able to supply™ (III, g4o1). Perhaps colored by the conscious-
ness of his own approaching demise, his ctymologies have imtially a
rathcer somber cast. Upon analysis mud yields three leading ideas. First
we have words “which relate morce particularly ro the Grownd, Dirz,
Filth, &c.”” such as Mushroom, and hence “to What 1s Foul, Vile, Bad,
&e.” (I1], 402). Aswe might cxpect, this scction demonstrates Whiter’s
mastery of a polyglot vocabulary for various forms of excrement.
Secondly, we get “those Terms, which relate to a Masuep, .or Mup
like state, as of Destruction, Dissolution, Decay, Disorder © . . in the
Franie, or the Mind of Man, and other animals, as Mo, (Heb.) Death,
Macies, (Lat.) Consumption” (II1, 403). However, the somewhat
gloomy atmosphere inspired by such meditations is finally dispelled by
contemplating a third quality of mud “in a state of 's] GHSISLENCY, as
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Bewmng in, or as Collected into a Mass, Luwep, Heap, &c. or as Rising,
Swelling, or Bulging up, out” (Il 403). In this guisc mud assumcs a
more benign aspect, and the Erymrologicon concludes with an enthu-
siastic account of the

Generative Powers, &c. . . . which are derived, as I conceive, from the Mar-
rer of Mubp, under the idea of The Marver, or Substance, The Formative, or
Formed Matter, or Substance, The Creafive, Creating, or the Created Sub-
stance, The Creature, — The Mawing, or Mape Matteg . . . (III, 404)

This MATTER is obviously our Morner, and the reader accustomed to
Whiter’s linguistic Jegerdemain will experience no surprise in learming
that mud is also to be connected etymologically with springdme, for
“The term May, Aaius, quasi Nagy, Majus, is the Producing Month”™
(111, 528).

Considering Thorcau’s pronounced lingnistic nterests, it is hard to
believe that he frequented Emerson's librar. y without ever glancing into
Whiter's Etywiologicon Magnum. In lis reading at Havvard or clse-
where he may have encountered the Erymologicon Umiversale, al-
though this supposition 15 not absolutely necessary, since the argument
of the later work is largely implicic in the carber version. Surely
Whiter’s full-blown philosophy of mud would seem to have contrib-
uted to Walden's vision m the railroad cut, For what Thoreau con-
fronts in the flowing sand is not simply the birth pangs of vegetable and
animal life. Beeause such life is mortal, it is inextricably mingled with
excrement in what strikes the cyc as a charnel house of destruction,

“heaps of liver, lights and bowels, as if the globe were turned wrong
side ourward.” * Thorcau is able to view this gruesome spcctﬁclc with
high spirits becanse more than mortal life 1s involved, What he sces
in the sand is a world travailing to give birch to specch:

You find thus in the very sands an anticipation of the vegetable leaf. No wonder
that the earth expresses itself autwardly in leaves, it so labors with the idea in-
wardly. ‘The atoms have alrcady learned this law, and arc prcanant by it. The
overhanging leaf sces here its prototype. Iuternally, whether in the globe or
animal bady, it is a moist thick lobe, 2 word cspecially applicable to the liver
and Iungs and the feaves of fat, (Adfo, labor, lapsus, to flow or slip downward,

a lapsing; Aofes, globus, lobe, globce; also lqp, flap, and many other words,) ex-
terpally a dry thin leaf, even as the f and v are a pressed and dried 4, The radi-
cals of lobc are £, thc soft mass of the & (single lobed, or B, doubled lobed,) with

* The Variorion W alden, ed. Walter Harding (New York: Wa slnngron bquare
Press, 1066), p. 233,
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a liquid / behind it pressing it forward. In globe,.gih, the guttural g adds 10 the
meaning the capacity of the throat. (p. 231)

Like Whiter, Thorcau sees che carth as the supreme matrix of a uni-
versal language. Lifc and language arc not only coordinates, but all
lifc scems to aspire to linguistic expression. The pulpy heaps of dis-
carded organs and, indecd, the human body itsell arc joints and ap-
pendages that an essentially linguistic weltgeiss may outgrow as it
presses ever forward In an attempt ta artzculate itsclf more sacisfac-
torily. Wich Whitcer’s aid, "Thoreaun inverts the Transcendental dictum
that language is fossil poetry, by treating the earth as poctry and fos-
sifs as meipicat langnage: “The carth is not a mere fragment of dead
history, stratum upon stratum like the leaves of a book, to be studied
by geologists and antiquaries chicfly, but living poetry like the leaves of
a tree, which precede flowers and fruit, — not a fossil carth, but a living
carth.” Language and the other social institutions carth gencrates re-
tain their vital impulse, remaining “plastic like clay in the hands of the
potcer.” Certainly the Etymiologicon purports to furnish ample evi-
dence that m the formation of words “Earth is still in her swaddling
clothes, and stretches forth baby fingers on every side,” as Thoreau
wrote apropos of the sandbank (p. 233). '

Whiter would have encouraged Thoreau to imagine that as language
“The very globe continually transcends and translates irself, and be-
comes winged in its orbit” (p. 231). The Yankee may have been sen-
sible enough to view with some skepticism the implausible etymologices
thac buttressed the theory, preferring Kraitsir’s slightly more sophis-
ticated philology; nonetheless he could relish the fundamental premise
of the I'nglishman’s muddy linguistics. Whiter's influcnce may extend
elscwhere in W alden, for like him Thoreau makes mud the nexus of
an elaborate and conscious symbology.™ This emerges perhaps most
clearly in the chapter “Baker Tarm,” where the bog-trotring Trishinan
John Ficld is symbolically assimilated to the mire in which he wallows
for his daily bread.” Thoreau's striking diatribe against a model farm
as a “mucl-heap” in the chapter “The Ponds” is similarly inspired.
When he denounces it as “a great grease-spot, redolent of manures and
butcermilk™ (p. 149), his contempt may reflect Whiter's explanation
that “Terms, relating to what is Far, to Food, to Feeding, &c. or con-

*Far ampler treatment of this symbolism see my “Scatology and Escharology:

The Heroie Dimensions of Thoreau's Wordplay,” forthcoming in PALA.
" Anderson, op. ¢it. (note 2), pp. 131-143.
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veying . . . Plemty, Abundauce, Fertility, Prosperity . . . ave all de-
rived originally from . . . the FaT, Punce matter of the Earth” (111,
210). As the chapter “Higher Laws” shows, Thoreau’s ascetic side
was capable of apprcciating Whirer’s reductive equation of hoth riches
and food with “the Uliginous, Oily Matter of Clay, Mud . . . &c.”
(IIL, z2r1). Thoreau dellghtcd to pun rcpeatcdly about “the BrosSest
of groccrics” (pp. 7, 47) 1n a way suggestive of the etymological im-
portance that Whiter attached to the “FaT, Oily, Unctuons Substance
of Grease” (11, 211), just as the hawk that appears emblematically at
the end of Walden sports delightedly above the marsh, Thoreau’s life-
long fascination with wading in bog-holes may well owe somerhing to
Whiter's emphasis on the primary creative importance of bogs. Indecd,
when Thorean contemplated his sandbank and cried, “What Champol-
lion will decipher this hieroglyphic forus . . . ?” (p. 233}, he prob-
ably had in mind an effort like Whiter’s ambitious though ultimately
absurd attempt to construe all language as mud.
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