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Speaking of Emerson: Two Unpublished
Letters Exchanged Between
John Jay Chapman and James Elliot Cabot

Nancy Craig Simmons

PAIR of lctters, exchanged in the winter of 189697, now in

the Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College, and the FHough-

ton Library, Harvard University, provide a brief glimpse

into the minds of two important ninetecnth-century writers
on Emerson, John Jay Chapman and James Elliot Cabot. In the first
of these, Chapman, then a thirty-four-year-old New York lawyer,
political agitator, writcr, and critic of a commercialized America,
writes effusivcly to Cabot, expressing his feelings about FXmerson and
Cabot, the value of Emcerson’s journals, and the difficulties of writing
about a man likc Emcrson. In the second, the seventy-five-year-cld
Cabot, an affluent Bostonian and lifelong student of philosophy,
fmcrson’s appointed biographer and literary executor, responds to
the first part of Chapman’s now-classic essay, “Emcrson, Sixty Ycars
After,” printed in the January 1897 issuc of the Atlantic Monthly. The
full texts of the letters follow.?

56 Wall St.
Nov. 4: 1896

My dear Mr. Cabot,

1 was just delighted to get your letter — I can’t help regarding you as a part of
Emerson and fecling as if he was not dead so long as you survive — 1 have just

! John Jay Chapman to James Elliot Cabot, [New York], 4 November 1894, Schlesinger
Library, Hugh Cabot Collection (A - 99), Box 5, folder {16, by permission of the Schlesinger
Library, Radcliffe College. James Elliat Cabot to John Jay Chapman, Brookline, 14 January
B97, Houghton Library bMS Am 1854 {152), by permission of the Houghton Library,
Harvard University,

The unemended manuscript has served as copy-text for both letters, with the following
cxceptions: brackets indicate minor emendations {added punctuation or letters or possible
readings of indecipherable words); authorial alterations have not been reproduced. Chapman
indicated that his afterthought ("Excepe . ., light — ) was a continuation of the leticr itsclf
with a long diagonal stroke, nol reproduced, connecting “x™ and “Except.”
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finished a long article on him which will be published somewhere possibly in the
Atlantic — Of course I cant expect you to see much in it and some of it is a
criticism of a hostile sort directed against new Fngland — any real & enlighting
thing in Emerson we shall have to wait for till a man of the samc order arrives
which may easily be a thousand years[.] Do write & tell me how the article strikes
you when it docs appear, which may not be {for six months — & it may run thrugh
several numbers & remember [ am not sensitive but expect to be told it is rubbish
— 1t 18 unjust — it 15 uncomprehending — it is unworthy & insignificant,
Another idez has Occured to ime — that those original journals — ought almosi
to be printed Entire before they get lost — "I'here may be points which your eyes
or my eyes don’t sce which will be very important 10 some future biographer or
historian[.] The records of such a man have a value forever — His skull ought to
Ix¢ preserved, his handwriting — his repetions his amendments — You cant tcll
what fin¢ paint may throw fight on his wholc cpoch ~- A man of this completness
very seldom hves — He organically records his times — The passage for instance
‘I had occasion to say the other day to Elizabeth Floar cte — about the anti Slavery

people — This is a transclrlipt not only from Emersons journal — TlIe has
uncnnscimlsl}’ recorded a thmlght that was vaguely 1n the conscliousness of every-
body.

John P. Czlhoun included[,] Emersons journals arc the foot prints of an age —
and I dont care how veluminous or how worthless they seem — every line of them
ought ta be set up in type & a few hund[rled copics struck off. —

I haven't read any of the books or essays about him becaose evyone T took up
became a screen. 1 have no mterest in Mr. Cooke or Mr. Morley — My own cssay
will be just as opaque no doubt. — The great writers & characters are great just
by virtue of this very quality that the minute you try to size em up you write your
own measure. It’s peculiarly true of Emerson because he was so simple an elixir
— a merc abstraction & LEssence of a few great elements. Ie's like a flame & throws
on the wall the shadow of anyone who approaches him — *

Yours sincerly
John Jay Chapman.
Except yours — & by Jove ) believe you had no shadow & are a part of the light

Brookline Jan'y 14th 1897
Dear Mr. Chapman,

1 read your paper in the Atlantic with much interest, & have been trying ever
since to get myself into a fault-finding mod in order o attempt what I understand
you to want (& what every man really prefers) somc criticism on your estimate of
Imerson. But I fear we agree teo much. You scem to me ta have hit the centre in
whar you say on the ahsence of self-consciousness in a man so carefully intro-
spective & so critical as he seems. But this did not in the least mean caprice or
improvisation: he had something very definite to say, 2 burden upon him, a ‘com-
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mitted conscicnee,’ as you call it, as much as the rest, — but he could not reach his
conclusions thro’ any process of [the] understanding but only, as you say, as the
resultant of conflicting impressions, wh. he allowed to settle themselves.

1 do not know whether you enlarge eno’ on the delicate balance of judgment he
was always striving alter, & reached carly, to a surpassing extent. This was his
main study, to keep himself in an atritude of mind in which every impression should
have its due effect, untroubled by forcthought or preconceived conclusion. It was
indeed the only way in which a man who so avoided & even hated analysis could
so often discern truth of the kind that stays true. He says somewhere in his journals
that it was his fortunc in his boyhaod often to hear [a] morning prayer fer aid in
giving to everything its right proportions in life. This he kept up, by always acting
upon it.

] query also a hittle whether that ‘elforescence of youth’ which you so justly
rcmark in ‘Nature” & in the earlier Essays has not partly concealed the conservatism
that was natural to him as the descendant of so many lines & gencrations of
ministers, & came ount more distincly in the later part of his life. It was always
there at the bottom, & no doubt helped rowards the judicial attitude of one who
hgured himself so little upon that.

You do not remark upon what seems to me the most remarkable instance of a
comparative failure in keeping his balance, — as 1o the Slavery question, just at
the beginning of the War. He gets a litde shrill in his denunciations, — there is a
falsetto note, very uncharacieristic, showing that heis voicing the thoughts of other
pecople, not his own.

What you say of lus deficieney in appreciation of Ard {plastic arty — projecting
moral feeling in place of it is quite true, & to be accounted for perhaps {that is, his
enlarging on it without appreciation) by that conservatism, i.c. admiration {or what
is conscerated by the admiration of admirable persons — There was indeed at that
time a strong & perfectly gennine feeling of this kind, an intuitive forerunner of
appreciation, which perhaps you may remember Henry James (jr) scoffed at in his
piece about Hawthorne.

It is rather odd that you should have in some measure likened E. to his pet
aversion, Shelley. This was anather ‘blind place” in his mind[.] Shelley & also
Hawthorne seemed to him childish

As 10 his Eastern readings — they were perhaps his favorites; not at all in that
‘Goethean spirit,” but at first hand, tho’ he cannot be said to have known much
about them in the ordinary sense.

] have set down, off hand, what has eccurred to me after reading your first
instalment; & I look forward with much interest for the rest. — It seems to me
you have come nearer the mark than anybody

Yours sincerely
J. Elliot Cabot.

These twao letters seem to be all that survives of this correspond-

ence, which was probably initiated by Chapman.? Although he had

2 John Jay Chapman to Elizabeth Chanler, New York, 19 January 1897, mentions
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first felt the power of Emerson’s essays during his junior year at
Harvard, 1882-83, in the fall of 1896 Chapman was rereading Emer-
son in preparation for his Atlantic essay. In an age badly in need of
reform, Chapman found new vatue in Emerson’s message of personal
liberty, the individual soul, and moral courage. To his friend Eliza-
beth Chanler he wrote:

I have been reading and sriting and sleeping Emerson. . . . I have never been
in such a trance of work — both law and this essay ~— nor so glad I began anything.

1 had forgotien how great a spirit he was, and he is the cure 2nd antidote of all the
ills of this country. Ie is 2 seer and prophet if one ever lived, and he is our own.?

Along with his reading of Emerson, Chapman had used Cabat’s two-
volume A Memoir of Ralph Waldo Emerson (1887), which included
lengthy excerpts from the then-unpublished journals. His abrupt
statcment 1a the letter of 4 November, “Another idea has Occured to
me . . ., suggests that Chapman had already addressed some idea
or question to Cabot. As the beginning of this letter indicates, Cabot
has replied. Now that he has finished his essay, Chapman invites
Cabot’s responsc to the printed piece {which, in fact, appeared sooner
than he anticipated). Cabot's letter of 14 January takes up the chal-
lenge in a somewhat random collection of thoughts that Chapman’s
piece has stimulated.

Despite the mutual respect and admiration exhibited in these let-
ters, their authors in many ways represent the extremes of Emerson
criticism in the nincteenth century, and their brief correspondence
creatcs a2 moment when (as Emerson said in “The American
Scholar,”) “old and new stand side by side, and admit of being
comparcd.”™ Cabot, writing as a philosophical idealist, family friend,
and official custodian of Emerson’s manuscripts and reputation,
believed that Emerson was at hearta conscrvative — an idea reiterated
in the letter 10 Chapman. Though he strove for objectivity in his lifc
of Emerson, choosing to let his subject tell his own story through
copious extracts from the manuscripts and published works, Cabot
insinuated his own view. Hc believed that the function of criticism
was to discover relations among particulars and to revcal the per-

“several” letters from Cabot. See M. A, DelWolfe Howe, ed., jobn Jay Chapman and His
Letters (Boston & New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1937), p. 124.

¥ Quoted by Howe, Jobr Jay Chapman and Ifis Letters, p. 77.

* Ralph Waldo Emerson, “The American Scholar,” Complete Warks (Boston & New
York: Houghton Mifflin, 1903), 1, 110.
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mancnt amid the transitory; or, as he put it less elegantly in his
“Autobiographical Sketch,” to discover a “man’s general drift.”
Emerson was not an anomaly to Cabot; he was “a man of letters who
aspired to be a great teacher” of spiritual truth.¢ This phenomenon
was hest explained by Emerson’s relationship to a long line of Puritan
ancestors. Though a changed society and changed values demanded
new forms, Emerson was engaged in the same mission as his minis-
terial forefathers. Stressing continuity, tradition, and the values on
which the society was founded, in the Ademorr Cabot depicted Emer-
son as a conservative, in the root sense of the word, absolving him of
any stigma of radicalism. He even disagreed with Oliver Wendell
Holmes’s felicitous label, “iconaclast without a hammer,” saying he
was nol sure Fanerson wanted to disturb any idols: “What he wished
to disturb was formalism; the stagnation of the spiritual life about the
cmblems of a faith that has departed.™

Cabot’s goal in the Memoir, however, had not been to interpret or
to whitewash his subject. What hc sought, as he modestly claimed
in his Preface, was merely to “furmish matcrials for an cstimate” of
Emerson, without mterposing any judgment himself.® Ten years
later, Chapman used the Afemnir exacly as Cabot had intended, as
source material for his own “estimate,” but in his essay we hear a
ncw voicc. Chapman beficved that the sole function of criticism was
“to find out what something is, not for the purpose of judging it

. . nor for any other ulterior purpose.”™ (Despite this dictum, he
tended to use his critical subjects to measure contemporary valucs.)
I.ooking at Emerson, Chapman found a man who “embodied an
eternal idea — the value of the individnal soul,” though his emotions
had been stunted by his New England heritage. What Chapman
admircd in Emerson was the opposite of canscrvatism: the scer and
prophet represented a “protest against the tyranny of democracy,”
an “attack on the vice of the age, moral cowardice.” His message was
a “form of belief n the importance of the individual which is 1nde-

* Nancy Craig Simmons, “I'he ‘Autobiographical Sketeh’ of James Elliot Cabot,” Hak-
varb Lisrary Buierin, xxx (1982), 152,

8 Cahaot, Preface, A Memioir of Ralph Waldy Emerson (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1887}, 1,
v,

7 Cabot, Afemoir, 1, 262,

& Cabot, Preface, Memoir, 1, iii — iv.

® John Jay Chapman, “Walt Whitran,” 7he Selected Writings of fokn Jay Chapman, ed.
Jacques Barzun {(New York: I'arrar, Straus & Cudahy), p. 141,
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pendent of any personal relations he has with the world.” Chapman’s
wide-ranging and exceedingly fertile essay climaxes with a ringing
description of Emerson as “the great radical of America, the arch-
radical of the world.”?

As Chapman’s letter to Cabot indicates, however, he wrote not
merely to praise Emerson. In fact, he both hoped and expected that
his “hostile” remarks about New England would draw fire from the
litcrary cstablishment. “I'm wondering how Boston will look after
my Emerson comes out — All the steeples down,” he wrote in
October.!! Amused and almost disappointed by the universal accept-
ance of part [, in January he promised the sceond half would “raise
a protest.”t? Chapman had strategically reserved his central point for
this sccond half. The “key note” 10 Emerson’s “deficiency,” as he
wrote to his wife in September, lay in Emerson’s statement that “the
last revelation of intelleet and sentiment is that . . . it severs the man
from all other men; makes known to him that the spiritual powers are
sufficient to bim if no other befng existed,” a passapge he quoted 1n full in
the essay. Chapman wrote best when he was on the atiack, and here
was an idea against which he could throw his full weight. “This is
false,” he went on to explain. “It is a false statement about human
nature and 18 at the bottom of New England culture. It is the destruc-
tive principle that makes their Jiterature barren, their life thin, their
morality falsetto.”!

It would do no good, Chapman bclicved, to attack Emcrson
directly. Instead, he intended to put him on the witness stand and
let hirn “speak his falsehoods,” deliver his “cracked oracle” himself. !4
He wished to treat [Emerson honestly, not reverently. The measure
of his success would be the amount of opposition he could stimulate
in his readers. His goal was to attack tradition, to rattlc complacency
and smugness. More than anything, he said, he sought “someone on
earth so intelligent that he welcomes opinions which he condemns

10 Chapman, “Emerson, Sixty Years After,” Atfantic Mombhly, LXXIX {1897), 28, 35,
240. '

' Chapman to Mrs. Henry Whitman, 9 October 1896, fobn Jay Chapman and His Letters,
p. 120.

12 Chapmian o Elizabeth Chanler, 19 January 1897, Jobn Joy Chapman and Iis Letters, p.
124.

13 Chapman to Minna Timmins Chapman, 25 September 18%6, fohu fay Chapman and
His Letters, p. 119.

% 2bid., p. 120.
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— I want to be this kind of man and I want to have known this kind
of man.”V
Chapman made this statement on 19 January. Probabiy he had
received Cabat’s letter dated five days carlier. He must have hoped
that Cabot would prove to be such a critic, and perhaps he was
disappointed by Cabot’s lack of disagreement, However, Cabot had
welecomed Chapman’s opinions even though he did not share them.
It would be intercsting to know, for example, whether Chapman was
goaded to that phrase, “arch-radical of the world,” by Cabot’s insist-
ence on lLmerson’s conservatism, as reiterated n his letier of 14
January. In fact, the stimulation of the correspondence may have
worked both ways. Certainly the combination of Chapman’s unbri-
dlcd enthusiasm with his excellent cssay scems to have unlocked
some of Cabot’s more private thoughts about LEmerson, idcas sug-
gested 1n the Memoir, but never so directly expressed. And, though
it is clear that Chapman had completed the whole essay before he
read these late remarks, 1 the second installment he overturns several
of the points raised by Cabot: not only was Chapman’s Emerson a
radical, but his New England background was the source of his
weakness, not his strength, and he spoke (in the period before the
Civil War), with “ferocity” instead of the “falsctto” that Cabot
detected. Whether Cabot was responsible for these ecmphascs in
Chapman’s essay, the correspondence of the two men, like the longer
| works they wrote about Emerson, supports Chapman’s idea about
the difficulty of remaining transparent in criticism. Each writer has,
in estimating Emerson, also written his “own mcasure.”

15 Chapman to Thomas W. YWard, 19 January 1897, fobu fay Chapman and His Letiers, .
124,
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