DIGITAL ACCESS o0 HARVARD
SCHOLARSHIP sr HARVARD LIBRARY

DASH.HARVARD.EDU

The Peabody family and the Jones
very "insanity": Two letters of Mary
Peabody

Citation
Deese, Helen R. 1988. The Peabody family and the Jones very "insanity": Two letters of
Mary Peabody. Harvard Library Bulletin XXXV (2), Spring 1987: 218-229.

Link
https://nrs.harvard.edu/URN-3:HUL.INSTREPOS:37364145

Terms of use

This article was downloaded from Harvard University’s DASH repository, and is made

available under the terms and conditions applicable to Other Posted Material (LAA), as set

forth at
https://harvardwiki.atlassian.net/wiki/external/NGY5NDE4ZjgzNTc5NDQzMGIzZWZhMGFIOWI2M2EwYTg

Accessibility
https://accessibility.huit.harvard.edu/digital-accessibility-policy

Share Your Story

The Harvard community has made this article openly available.
Please share how this access benefits you.lSubmit a story |



https://dash.harvard.edu/submit-story?publicationId=eabfaa06-f73f-4985-b09f-639707f7c5e9

The Peabody Family

and the Jones Very “Insanity”:
Two Letters of Mary Peabody
Helen R. Deese

oNes VERY (1813-1880), New England Transcendentalist poet

and preacher, played a substantial partin the literary renaissance

of the last century. As a young man he distinguished himself in

his native Salem, Massachusctts, by publishing his early poctic
uttcrances in a local newspapcer, by graduating from Harvard College
(1836) second in his class, and by delivering his oration “Fpic Poetry™
beforc the Salem Lyccum (1837). Llizabeth Palmer Peabody
(1804—1894), also a Salenute, was the fairst of the Transcendentalist
group to discover Very's talents and to draw the young poct to the
attention of Ralph Waldo Ilmerson and others in that circle; she was
so much impressed with her voung townsman’s abilities that she
successfolly urged Emerson to arrange for him to defiver his lyceum
lecture in Concord. The relationship which developed as a conse-
gqucnce was to culminate in Emerson’s serving as cditor of Very’s
1839 volume Essays and Poenrs, In the meantime Very, following his
graduation from 1larvard, began studics in the Divinity Schoo! while
scrving as freshman tutor sn Greek, His growing sefigrions enthusiasm
drew attention, and in the fall of 1838 his behavior became so bizarre
(he urged his students to “Flee to the mountains, for the end of all
things is at hand”) that he was dismissed by the colicge, returned to
Salem (where he insisted upon delivering his revelations to local
preachers and others), and, under pressure from the Salem Unitarian
clergymen John Brazer and Charles Upham, was admitted by his
family 10 the Mclean Asylum in Charlestoywn on 17 Scptember. He
was reteased one month later, on 17 October,?

! Scc Edwin Gittleman, fones Very: The Effeciive Years 1833—-1840 {INew York: Columbia
University Press, 1967), C}mptcrs VI-XII11.
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't'he Peabody Family and the Jones Very “Insanity” . 219

‘T'he relationship between Peabody and Very has been well docu-
" mented, thanks largely to several letters from Peabody to Emerson
and a Jeogthy one from her to William P. Andrews, an editor of
Very’s poems.? It now appears that [Llizabeth Peabody was not the
only member of ber family to take an active interest in her fellow
townsman. Two previously unpublished letcers among the Emerson
Family Papers at the Houghton Library at Harvard University reveal
that Llizabeth’s sisters Mary (later the wite of Horace Mann} and
Sophia (later the wife of Nathaniel Hawthorne), her brother George,
and her parents, Nathaniel and Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, were also
deeply involved with and defensive of Very during the period of his
alleged insanity. The Ietiers also furnish an intriguing account of
Very’s behavior in late November 1838, Previously, a minitmum of
information has been avaifable concerning Very’s mental siate and
behavior shortly following his confinement at McbLean Hospital.
Filizabeth Peabody sent several reports of her interviews with him to
Emcrson, Emerson himself wrote Peabody and Margarct Fuller
accounts of a visit that Very paid him, Samuel Gray Ward recorded
some details of an interview with Very in january 1839, and Very
gave his own impressions of the experience that he had undergone in
a letter to Henry W, DBellows.? Some of these accounts emphasize
Very's apparent continued derangement or at the least his extremely
eccentric behavior; none of (them reveal the much more restrained
Very portrayed in Mary Peabody’s Ietters. Finally, the letters detail
the role of John Brazer, minister of Salem’s Unitarian North Church
and [ormerly professor of Latin at Harvard, in the controversy sur-
rounding Very.
As Elizabeth Peabody informed Emerson, many people blamed
Very’s strange behavior in the fall of 1838 on his association with

2 The letters of Elizabeth Peabody to Fmerson are at the Essex Institute at Salem and
are pringed in Letters of Elizaterh Palorer Peabody: American Renairsance Woman, ¢d. Bruce A.
Ronda {(Middletown, Ceonn.: Wesleyan University Press, 1984), pp. 208-212, 215-222,
224-225 (hercafter cited as Leiters of E. F. P); the one to Andrews is at the YWellesley College
Library and is printed in Letters of £. £ P, pp. 4(4-409.

Y Letters of E. I P, pp. 208-212, 213-221; Letters of Rulph Waldo Emerson, ed. Ralph L.
Rusk (New York: Columbia University Press, 1939), 2: 171, 173; 1.. I'L. Bunerfield, “Come
with Me to the Feast; or, “Transcendentalism in Action,” Massachusetss Historicat Society Mis-
cellany, No. 6 (December 1960), 1-5; Harry L. Jones, “The Very Madness: A New AManu-
seript,” Coffege Langwage Association fournal 10 (1967}, 196-200. :
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Emcrson, whose delivery of the Divinity Scheol Address 1n the pre-
ceding summer had aroused the ire of the conservative Unitarians.

She wrote, “I have been a little provoked & a goad deal amused to
hear some old womanly talk from Mr. Brazer & others about Very.

They evidently impute to his transcendental ideas — this misfortune
— considering thar his notions grow straight out of the idea that the
evidence of Revelation is a more inward one than miraeles. Mr. B was
nmn) enough to ask this poor crazy youth for the smiracles that tested
mission. . . . But the thought which has pressed itself on my mind
#10sf 18 — how seine people have taken it all — as nothing but 7#an-
scendentalisny — . . . . What a frightful shallowncss of thought in the
comipunity — that sees no difference between the evidence of the
most manifest insansty & the Ideas of Reason!”™ "This linking of
Emerson and Very as herctics continued after Very had returncd
from the asylum; Llizabeth reported to Emerson that “Mr, Brazer
(the doubly distilled old woman) — gocs & talks to him about working
miracles to prove his mission or yiclding the point that he is insane.
— Since he has come home he has been telling him that yex {from
whom Mr. B {he) affects to belicve all the thing comes) are now
universaily acknowledged to be & denounced as an atheist — &
measures are taking!! to prevent you from having any more audience
to corrupt ~— & cver so much more nonsense of whose malice or
whose utter philisterei as the Germans say — I do not know which
1s the greatest.”™ The extent to which both Very and Emecrson were
viewed as danperous men by the Unitarian establishment is further
disclosed in the Mary Peabody letters.

ILlizabeth Peabody took an active interest i Very’s mental state
and made 1t her business to keep Emerson informed. She was one of
those 10 whom Very had delivered his “revelation,” on the day belore
he was sent to Charlestown. She felt that he was harmless and hoped
to hear from the asylom that he was the victim of brain fever and
thus that his delirium could be expected 10 be only temporary, But
she had had no such good news, she wrote to fimcrson a weck after
Very had been sent away, and her letter attempied to analyze the

1 Elizabeth Palmer Peabady to Ralph Waldo Emerson, 24 Sepiember 1838, Lerters of
£ P P, pp. 209-210.

5 Elizabeth Palmer Peabody to Ralph Waldo Emerson, 20 Qctober 1838, Lesters of
E.PE, p 216
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The Peabody Family and the Jones Very “Insanity” 221

nature and causc of his illness: she supposed that he had “water on
the brain — 1t was probably produced by intense application. He
was superintending the Greek class — out of wh. he has got a vast
deal of studying — & he bas the idea of a great moral responsibility
—which arose I suppose from his success in awakening the sentiment
of duty in others, — Besides he has been a year or more in his divinity
studies, & writing besides. — 1 have feared insanity before. — 1
thought (at the time) that the visit to Groton showed it. — ™6 Only
three days after Very returned from Mcl.ean Asylum to Salem he
calicd on Elizabeth Peabody, whosc verdict was that he was. stil
“manifestly insane.” She sent Emerson another report: “Ir. Beil says
his digestive system is entirely out of order — & he thought he had
donc so much for him as to cure him of the revelation — & then
advised that he should go home & be watched over there. He came
home as 1 understand freed from the delusion of being a prophet
extraordinary — & to do as he pleased — & go where he pleascs.
— but I think he is as crazy as ever —.” Peabody said that she had
some influence over Very, that he generally obeyed her, and she told
hunr “that he should take medicine — & obey his {riends — because
if it 18 truth he utters — medicine will not purge it away —.” She
further wrote Emerson that Very’s mother, “who is a coarse materi-
alist,” was pretending not to believe that he was sick, a position which
Peabody called “foolishy.” She waraned Emerson that Very was going
to call on him soon.”

Very did ndeed journey to Concord and was Emerson’s house
gucst for five days beginning 24 October, Emerson, whife admitting
the oddity of Very’s behavior, rather rejoiced in it than otherwise,
He also refused to consider him insane, writing to Margaret Fuliler,
“Talk with him a few hours and vou will think all insane but he.
Monomania or imonoSaria he is a very remarkable person and though
his mind is not in a natural and probably not in a permanent state,
he is a treasure of a companion, and 1 had with him most memorable

¢ Elizabeth Palmer Peabody to Ralph Waldo Emerson, 24 September 1838, Letters of
E. P P, p. 208. No details are known about the “visit to Groton.”

7 Clizabeth Palmer Peabody to Ralph Walde Fmerson, 20 October 1838, Letters of
E PP, pp. 215-216. Dr. Luther Vose Bell (1B06-1862), physician, politician, sdvocate of
reform i the treatment of the insane, headed the Mel.ean [Hospital for twenty years
beginning in 1836.
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conversations.” ‘lo Elizabeth Peabody he stated flatly: “he is pro-
foundly sane.”® Leaving Concord on 29 October, Very went on 1o
Cambridge for a stay of about ten days, vainly applying to President
Josiah Quincy and other authorities to be reinstated at Harvard.
Returning to Salem Very sent to IEmerson within a week two of his
sonnets, bringing forth Emerson’s near ecstatic response on Novem-
ber 18: “Do not, I beg you, let a whisper or sigh of the Muse go
unattended to or uprecorded. The sentiment which inspires your
poetry 1s so deep and true, and the expression so simple, that T am
sure you will find your audience very large as soon as the verses first
take air and get abroad. And a ran should be very happy and grateful
who 15 the bringer to his fellowmen of 2 good so excellent as poetry.™
A budding poct could hardly wish for greater cacouragement from
a more desirable quarter, but Mary Peabody’s letters show that cir-
cumstances were such that instead of feeling “happy and grateful,”
within a few days of receiving Emerson’s endorsement Very was
deeply depressed.

These unpubhished letters give one of the few eyewitness accounts
ol Very’s behavior shartiy following his release from McLean Asy-
lum. They reveal that the Harvard and Salem establishments were
not yet satisfied with his sanity, associating as they did his dangerous
doctrines with those recently proclaimed in Emerson’s radical Divini-
ty School Address and cven with those of the convicted blasphemer
Abner Kneeland, who had recently served sixty days in prison mn
Boston; and, in fact, these authorities attempted to cause Very to be
reimcarcerated or worse, As for Very himself, the letters present him
as capable of fairly norinal social intercourse in polite society, but as
being deeply disturbed by the persccution of those whom he consid-
ered his enemies. At times he viewed this persecution as a trial sent
to tcach him to overcome his anger. His distraction at the thought of
being sent away by his foes (which was clearly not an idle fear) was
so great that the members of the Peabody family were afraid that the
anxiety would indeed exacerbate his precarious emotional state. His
behavior is described as gentle — he specifically rejected violence as

5 Ralph Waldo Enicrson ta Margaret Fuller, 9 November 1838; Emerson to Llizabeth
Palmer Peabody, 30 October 1838, Leiters of Ralph Waldo Emerson (note 3), I, 173, 171,

? Gittleman, Jones Very (note 1), Chapters XITI-XIV; Ralph Walde Emerson to )ones
Very, 18 November 1838, Lssex Tnstitute, Salem.
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an afternative in his present crisis, and he was able to relate to and
comfort the ill. Yet there was still aggressiveness in his behavior as
manifested in his insistence, over the objcctions of his family, on
seeking out and confronting his adversaries. He staunchly asserted
his own mental health and the normal bounds of his behavior, while
adwmitting that it previously could have been considered “obtrusive.”
Very was spending his time in the weeks following his institutional-
ization and his later visits to Emerson and [Harvard in writing sonnets,
tutoring his brother, and calling on both friend and foe. The Mary
Peabody letters also suggest the sensitive and sympathetic response
to Very’s perilous situation of the Peabody houschold, where Very
often called. The family, cven in the absence of Elizabeth, who was
in Boston during this particular crists, came quickly to Very’s defensc
and urged his mother not to bow to demands that her son be sent
away. |

Both letters were written on the same day by Mary to Elizabeth in
Boston; the postmark on the first is 24 November, and the refercnces
to Very’s recent return from the asylum show thar the vear was 1838,
They are printed below in their entirety. !0

Poar Very came to tea with his eyes full of tcars & his face & brow flushed —
I saw something was the matter — & 1 began to tell him how beautiful his sonnets
were & how much we enjoyed them — & that I hoped he would write more — Ide
said he hoped to if he was permitted to stay, but Mr. Brazer from whom he had
just parted, & Mr. Quincy wished ta send him away on a voyage or somewhere
where they could not hear him or let himy be heard — !1 [ather said what right
have they to send you away? He said they can do it by making my mother think
it best — they are men in authority & she can invest them with an authority that
will compel me to go — they tell me that the people of Salem think & they think
my mind is in a worse state — I can’t remember all the words, but he said they
thought Mr, Emerson had done him harm — that they had been questioning him

about his visit — that they put Mr E. by the side of Abner Kneeland & if they
could prove the charge ol blasphemy against him they would deprive him of his

¢ Thesc letters, from the Emerson Family Papers at the Houghton Library of Harvard
University, are published by permission of the Harvard University Library and of the Ralph
Wallo Emerson Memorial Association. [ gratefully acknowledge this permission. The letters
as printed here are unchanged frawn she original except for o fow instances of interpolated
punctuation for clarity, or conjectural readings in cases where the original is iliegibte. All
such editorial additions are in square brackets.

" John Brazer (1789-1846), in addition 1o scrving as minister of the North Church at
Salem, was a Harvard College overseer. Josiah Quincy (1772-1864) was president of I1arvard
College at the time.
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liberty as they had done to A, K — (can yau suppose that Mr. B. told him this?)!?
He said 2 while ago hifs] [illegible word — ms. tarn] might have been called
obtrusive, but it certainly wlas no{?} — ms. torn] so now — he had more health
roo than Afr. B. ar Mr. Q. | expressed my sympathy & hoped they would nor
persist in their interference — I said at the same time that I thought they meant (o
do him good, tho' 1 thought they were mistaken in their measures — bur he did
not agree — he said he {elt anger against them — that perhaps this trial was given
tnm that he might overcome that fecling — & then he smiled very sweetly & sand
rhat while he was doing no harm & only good he thought the}f need not persecuie
him — All this was told in his gentle way, but evidently in a grieved & wounded
sprrit. T wish Mr. Ware would interfere — " Mother was so much moved by it tha
she means ro go 1o see his mather tomorrow & beg her not to he influenced by Ar,
B. & advisc her to tcll him that he shall not be sent away, il he will have somc
leeches put upon his head, or put himsclf under some medical care — She means
to tell bim what Judge White said — & Mr. Hawthoro — & I mean to tell Mr.
Ilowes tomorrow — % T have no doubt Mr. B. was violent & cven passionate —
tor Very trembled when he spoke of lnm & seemed to donk lum very wicked. He

12 Abner Kuceland (1774-1844), jeader of the Society of Free Enquirers, had recently
bieen tried and convicted in Boston of “scandalous, impious, obscene, hlasphemous, and
profane libel of and concerning God.” Despite a petition for parden signed by William
tillery Channing, George Ripley, Bronson Alcott, Theodore Iarker, Emerson, and other
promincnt Litizens, he was made to seeve his sentence of sixty days in prison in 1838 (DAR),
Robert . Burkholder has shown (“Emerson, Kneeland, and the Divinity School Address,”
American Literature 5B [March 1986], 1-14) how real the threat ol similar persecution and
prosecution must have seemed to Emerson as he prepared his Divinity School Address while
Kneeland was in prison. No doubt the same apprehensions must have heen just as real w
Very as he praclaimed his nnorthadox gospel.

¥ Elepry Ware, Jr. (1794-1843), Unitarian clergyman and professor at the Harvard
ivinity School, had directed a smalt “Society™ of Harvard students to which Very had
belonged which met weekly for religious improvement. See Gittleman, fones Very (note 1),
pp. 63-65.

™ Daniel Appleton White (1776-1861), for thirty-eight years a probate judge of lissex
County, was one ol Salem’s leading citizens: he was the first speaker at the Salem Lyceum,
the first president of the Essex Institute, active in the Massachusetts Historical Society, and
the author of several published addresses and hisiorieal 1reatises. 1e was noted asan admirer
of Viery's poetry at the memarial service held by the [Lssex Institute after Very’s death (letcer -
of Ildwin M. Stonc to Henry Wheatland, 13 December 1880, Tssex Institute), What par-
ticular ¢valoation of Jones Very by Nathanicl Hawthorne that Mary Peabody refers to is
untknown; Flizabeth Peabody however wrote Emerson a few days later of Hawthorne's
comments on Very: “He says Very was always wein in his eyes — though st always was an
innacent vanity ~ arising greatly from want of sense of the ludicrous & sanctified by his
real piety & goodness. He says he had better remain as he is — however — one urgan in the
world of the impersonal Spirit — at least as long as be can wrile such good sounets — ™ (3
December 1838, Letters of £. P F {note 2), p. 221). ['rederick Howes (1782—1855) was a
lawyer and prominent Szlem citizen, active in the Athenacum, one of the founders of the
Essex Institote, and a neighbor of the Verys on Federal Street.
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went up to scc George & talked exquisitely to him about being sick — G. was
delighted with him — ' When he came down he told S[ophia] that as she had seen
his sonnets she ought to show him some of her drawings — so we got her drawing
book & the Eschylus & he looked all through them & talked alxout them in the
most natural manner ~— but cvery thing was tinctured with sadness — when he
Jooked at that combat between the brothers & Apolk: behind with his javelin he
said that was emblematic to him of the words of men — that they were spears &
daggers to him. — I told him I did not believe Mr. B's counscls would prevail &
it seemed 1o comfort him — & T said tao that his mother did not agree with Mr,
B. when you saw her, & that she wanted him to stay at home — Yes he replied he
knew 1t, but he was afraid she would be influcnced — & he should resist wnto
vivlence, but to thar be shoukl yield, 1 have no doubt they will drive him crazy —
& I think there is no time to be Jost in defending him against the wolves & bears
— he was very sorry not to see you. 1 hope you are well — good mghr — your
Mary.
do write to Mr. Ware.,

Dear Jlizabeth,

I wrote to you this moerning in great tribulation about Mr, Very — Mother was
so impressed with the danger of exasperating him that she went up there this
aticrnoon e sce his mother, to tell her that she hoped she would not be too much
influenced by Mr. Brazer — but all is safe in that quarter — Mrs. Very told her
that Mr. B. went there yesterday just before Very came here and talked very loud
& violently 1o him in ins study — when he came down stairs she opened the door
& he came in & raved as she expressed it about her son — saying that he was a
great deal worse — that his views would do incalculable injury! — ! — that he
must be sent to sea or 1o & hospital immediately! — the fact is Mrs Peabody said
she, that my son is better than My, Brazer, and he knows it and it makes him mad.
She told her that be sat there nearly all day with his brother whom he was educating
(to every appearance perfectly sane and calm as possible) & wha said that he was
as sane as any man — '¢ She declares that he shall not be 1aken away from her —
that he has income cnough te maintain him — & so has she — She calls upon no
one for assistance & wishes no one's interference].] Mather told ber what Judge
White saild of him, and Miss Gay, and how much pleased we were 1o see him —
at all which she expressed great pleasure — as well as at her visit — but Mother
says she was in such a passion at the very thought of Mr. B. that she (orgot half she
wanted to say.1” So there is no danger of an abduction — though Mr. I friphtened
poor Very into thinking so — but I wish Mr. B could be restrained from exciting

> George Francis Peabody (1813-1839) was the victim of spinal meningitis, I1e died in
Novembur of the following year.

16 Washington Very (1815—18353) was at the time a freshman at Harvard.

17 Nancy D. Gay Cole (1795-1820), “closely associated with all thar was best in the
social life of Salem for three-guarters of a century,” was known to read “the best literature
of her period” (“Fssex Institute: Obitsary Notices of Members, May, 1889-May, 1890, Essex
fostitute istorical Colfections, 27 [1890], 18B-190).
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him in such a manner — it is enough to drive hinv mad. Mrs Very told mother she

had ered several times because Jones would go to call at Mr B — s for he always

camc away agitated, but he said to day that he had shaken the dust off his feet &

should go there no more — She thinks it strange it Mr. B. can go there again after

bﬁ@f){g beard ber mind so pIainI}, bot I amn afraid he will not ict him alone. T write

again because you may write that to Mr, Ware which will not be nccessary. Py’

said today he meant to write to Dr, Bell and get his opmion in writing that he :
should be let alone, & with that perhaps Mrs V. can silence the parson — I never
saw Pa’ more stirced — If Mr. B. is the only source of information of Mr. Quincy
& Dr. Bell they may pive different judgements,

Sophy s pretty welt today — she wishes Mr. I1. would come to walk, but ]
suspect he will not think of that if he is gaing this evening -~ so she is saving hersell
up.

A letter came 10 vou from G. Iillard today saying he would be bull-dog with the
publishers for you — and that “the cost aof printing cach copy &c. amounted to
about 12 }2 cents cach — the retail price was 97 1/2 cents — 2500 copies were
printed — if fewer copics are printed the price of cach should be 2 little more —
I suppose you will see thfem{?} — sealing wax covers last letrers] (the Hillards I
mean)'

If you had scen Very's melancholy persecuted grieved appearance last night you
would not wonder at these two letters — or at our proceedings. I don't feel quite
casy vet & shall not till Mr. B, is in the Jnsane Hospital.

Don't forget Sophy's silk.

Good byc, dear ~-
Your M —
My love to al} the beloved[?] famity.
The earnest sympathy of Mary Peabody for Jones Very which is so
apparent in these letters is suggested again by the fact that there is,
also in the Emerson papers at the Houghton Library, a group of fifty-
two sonnets of Very in her hand, as well a separate sheet on which
she copied two additional sonnets and the pocm “The Columbine.”

Sophia alse wrote to Elizabeth an account (much less detailed) of
the visit by Very which occasioned Mary’s letters:

Jones Very came to tea that afternoon. He was troubled at first, but we comforted
him with sympathy. His conversation with George was divine, and such level rays
of celestial light as beamed from his face upon Geor ge, every time he looked up at
him, were lovely to behold. We told him of our cnjoyment of his sonnets. He

smiled, and said that, unless we thought them beautiful becausce we alse heard the
Voice in reading them, they would be of no avail. “Since [ have shown you mny

¥ George Hillard (1808-1879) was a Boston lawyer amd Peabody family friend. I have
not heen able ta identify the publishing venture referred 1o,
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somnets,” said he to me, “I think you should show me your paintings.” Mary
brought my drawing-book and “Acschylus” [wonderfully perfect drawings from
Flaxman’s illustrations]. He deeply enjoyed all, T tald him of my Hbrahim. He said
he delighted 1n the “Twice-Told Tales.”?

In the same lewter Sophia’s sympathy with Very is further revealed,
“When I am altogether true to the light 1 have, I shall be in the heaven
where the angelic Very now is,” she comments. She also suggests the
extent to which Very’s dilemma was preying on her mind when she
mentions having gone with Hawthorne to call on her friend Miss
Burley one evening, noting that “thcy do not understand Very,
there”?

Flizabeth, back in Salem a week and a half later, wrote to Emerson .
that the danger of any “abduction” of Very seemed to be over “as Mrs.
Very stands guard over his liberty & tranquillity.” Elizabeth believed
also that he would no longer be bothered by Dr. Brazer, since Very
had stopped calling on him. She indicated to Emerson her continuing
interest in Very and gave an updated assessment of Lydia Very based
on a call which she had made upen her recently: “I think it will be
the last time [that I will cail] — though she considers me a friend &
asked me to come again — but 1t 15 painful to see such a tiger of a
woman — She is almost a maniac from the simplc vchemence of
passion — She has been long at war with the world for Atheism’s
sake — and now has adapted the other view — identifying her son
with the God in whom she at last belicves. — There is somcthing
very strange in it all,”2!

Though LElizabeth took a great interest in the Jones Very phenom-
enon, she seems actually to have been more critical and less sympa-
thetic than were her sisters. On 2 December 1838 Very had called,
again on the Peabodys, “talking like an angel,” Elizabeth adrmitted,
and she found hersclf almost persuaded by his message. Again she
wrote Emerson: “He was very charming and when he explained &
cxplained 1n answcer to my qucstions and self-analyses — it seemed

1% Rose Hawthorne Lathrop, Afemeries of Hawtborne (Roston: Houghton MifAin, 1897),
p. 24. Bracketed material interpolated by Lathrep. “llbrahim” refers to Sophia's illustration
for Flawthorae’s "The Gentle Boy."

20 1bid., pp. 24-25. Susan Burley (1792-1850) was a wealthy Salem socialite and friend
to the Peabody sisters, 1er sister was married to Frederick Howes.

21 Flizabeth Palmer Peabody to Ralph Waldo Emerson, 3 December 1838, Letiers of E.
£. F. (note 2), pp. 218-219,
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to me as if I thought & believed exactly so — though 1 did not
acknowledge it quite - that is — I contended for a less violent &
more compromised expression of the same ideas — He says, however,
that there is no such thing as physical evil — that Sophia’s resignation
& acceptance of pain for mnstance is below the mark — that perfect
yielding of wilfulness wouid produce freedom from the sensation of
paio itsetf. . . . 1 cannot receive this — can Lidian? Otherwise — it
seems to me | do — ] think T see & accept what he calls the sacrifices
of the love of beauty, love of truth, &c & as this is the main point, I
intend the next time I see him to tell him that 1 believe I do stand
spiritually spcaking — wherc he does — his answer will determine
me[?] whether 1 understand him or not.” But Sophia, she reported,
accepted 2lmost all of Very’s dactrine: “My sister Sophia receives all
— cxcept that about #he pain — & she says she doubis about that —
not feeling that she is sure she surrenders her will.”22

Curiously, as deeply involved as the Peabody family had been with
Very, the refationship was shortlived. George Peabody died, the fam-
ily moved to Boston in 1840, and Sophia and Mary married within
a few ycars. The surprising thing is that Llizabeth did not maintain
the relationship, even in the face of Very’s later temporary seclusion
(“I'le ncver came to see me in Boston — As the preternatural excite-
ment of his nerves substded — 1 was told that be shunned society.”).
In retrospect she was puzzled herself that the friendship had been
allowed to lapse; she speculated 1n a letter written after Very’s death
that the reason might have been the embarrassment which she
assumed Very must have later felt at this period of eccentric behavior,
It was not easy for me to do anything about it — Bul now that he is gone 1 marvel
that in 40 years I did not do sometbing to {keep) reopen intercourse with a Spirit
so rare — I think 1 got the impression from samcone -~ that it was painful to Mr.
Very himselt to recur to a seeson — n which he certainly was in a degree beside
Fimself. 1 was afraid I might wound him by alluding to it or I do think [ should have

written to him — It is most painful to think he might have pined for intercourse
which was so sympathetic and respectiul as minc was —

Shce further deplored her neglect of the relationship, writing: “We
might have more of heaven upon earth than we do were we only
faithful to the opportunitics — and tock counsel of our hegres, 1 can

22 fbid., pp. 219-220.
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forgive the Misses Very for being unforgiving of what seemed to them
willful neglect. But naturc was faithful, doubtless to the heart that
loved her — and surely God was — to such enthusiastic ebedrence.”?
It is unknown whether the rift between Jones Very and John Brazer
was ever healed. They had apparently been on good terms two years
before this erists, with Very writing the hymn for the dedication of
the new building of the North Church of which he was a member
and Brazer the pastor, and Brazer delivering the dedicatory sermon.
After recovering from his “mnsanity” Very became a Unintarian
preacher who was never settled at a particular congregation but sup-
plied various pulpits, mainly in the Salemt arca. Although he some-
times filled the pulpit of Charles W, Upham, who with Brazer had
insisted on his institutionalization, as well as the pulpits of the two
other Unitarian societies in Salem, there is no record that he cver

preached for the Naoarth Church unril seven years after Brazer’s
death.?®

23 Elizabeth Palmer Peabody to William P. Andrews, 12 November 1880, Letters of E. I
£ (nate 2), p. 409. “The Misses Very™ were T'rancis Eliza (1821-1895) and Lydia Louisa
Ann (1823-1901) Very, the poct’s sisters who survived him,

24 Salew Observer, 25 Junc 1836; lMelen R, Deese, “Sclected Sermons of Juones Very,”
Studies tn the somerican Renastance, ¢d. Jool Myerson (Chardottesvilie: University Press of
Virginia, 1984), 1-78. See the “Calendar of Preaching Appointments,” pp. 65-71.

Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XXXV, Number 2
(Spring 1987)



CONTRIBUTORS TO THIS ISSUE

Panagioris A. AcariTos is a doctoral candidate in the Department of
the Classics, Harvard University.

ITeLen R. DeesE is Associate Professor of English at Tenncssee Tech-
nulogical University, Cookeville, Tennessce.

Nancy Finvvay is Assistant Curator in the Department of Printing and
Graphic Arts, Houghton Library, Harvard University.

Janmes E. Q'Gornaan is Grace Slack MeNcil Professor of American Art,
Wellesley College, Wellesley, Massachusetts.

Rurk Perry is Professor of Literature and Women’s Studies at the
Massachusctts Institute of Technology.

Merron M. Skavrs, J&., is Henry A. Pochmann Professor of English,
Emeritus, at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.

Jan Ziokowsk is Professor of Medicval Latin and Comparative Lit-
cratare, Harvard University.

249

Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XXXV, Number 2 (Spring
1987)



