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Officially Hinduism is said to have entered
America in 1893 when Swami Vivekananda's
words of address, "sisters and brothers of
America", won thunderous applause at the
World Parliament of Religions in Chicago.
But in actuality a cross-cultural synthesis of
Indo-American spiritual bonding had already
started in the thinking and writings of
American writers. The wisdom of the Vedas,
the Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita – had
already blossomed in the minds of the
greatest American writers of the 19th century
- Ralph Waldo Emerson, William James,
Herman Melville, Walt Whitman, Henry
David Thoreau and many others. The
philosophy of the Upanishads was so deeply
engraved on their minds that Emerson,
Thoreau and Whitman were called the
Brahmins of America.

The Great Transcendentalist: Henry David
Thoreau was enthusiastic and reckless and
the more freely admirer of Vedic thought.
There is no record that he read any Oriental
literature while at Harvard but in Emerson's
library he found and read with zest Sir
William Jones' translation of The Laws of
Manu and was fascinated. In his Journal, he
wrote: "That title (Manu)... comes to me with
such a volume of sound as if it had swept
unobstructed over the plains of Hindustan...
They are the laws of you and me, a fragrance
wafted from those old times, and no more to
be refuted than the wind. When my
imagination travels eastward and backward
to those remote years of the gods, I seem to
draw near to the habitation of the morning,
and the dawn at length has a place. I
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Abstract
It is an overwhelming endeavor to say and write the
least about Thoreau at the beginning of the second
decade of twenty-?rst century. The complete volume of
literary studies, growing now for over a century, is
enough to reduce the spirits of the boldest critic. Of
course, the same type of challenges also confront the
student of other canonical ?gures of the same period,
as a glance at the terrifying body of scholarly studies
produced over the past few years on such writers as
Ralph Waldo Emerson, William James, Herman Melville,
Walt Whitman, Henry David Thoreau and many others
would be at test. Yet Thoreau presents special
challenges. Thoreau has assumed the status of an
oriental writer more than any writer of his time. If
people know nothing else about the impact of oriental
thoughts on American literature of nineteenth-century,
they are at least likely to recall something about
Thoreau’s stay at Walden Pond and the famous book
he wrote about it. The knowledge of the Vedas, the
Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita – had already
blossomed in the mind of this pioneer of American
literature of the 19th century. The philosophy of the
Upanishads was so deeply engraved on his mind that
he was called the Brahmin of America along with others
two Emerson and Whitman. He is a kind of cultural idol
and to that degree represents orientalism in American
literature, whether or not, or how recently, we have
actually read and understood the impact of orientalism
in ‘Walden’ or ‘Civil Disobedience’ or visited Concord
and the Pond itself.
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remember the book as an hour before
sunrise."

It is generally believed that the genuine
American Literature was produced in half a
decade of 1850 and 1855. F.O. Matthiessen
calls this period “American Renaissance”1. He
says that in this period five great writers
wrote seven great works which are
considered to be “classics” of American
Literature. These five great writers are R. W.
Emerson (1803-82), W. H. Thoreau (1817-
62), Walt Whitman (1819-92), Nathaniel
Hawthorne (1804-64) and Herman Melville
(1819-91)2. All these five writers were in one
way or the other influenced by Oriental
Philosophy. But Emerson and Thoreau
though were born in America yet they were
Indians by temperament, nature and
philosophy. Both these pioneers were the key
figures among the writers of the Renaissance.
All the writers of the American renaissance
were deeply touched by the Orient.  Some
writers and critics have highlighted in their
writings the impact of Indian Philosophy on
American men of letters, yet no full fledged
literary study seems to have been done on
this aspect. It will not be out of place here to
initiate a critical study on Thoreau, the key
figure of American Literature. This article is
a seminal attempt towards highlighting the
impact of Indian thought on the mind and
art of Thoreau, the famous man of letters of
American literature.

The East and the West have been working
toward greater understanding for centuries
– with serious short-sighted errors. But in
literature national boundaries can evaporate
before the light of understanding. The spirit
of the East, through the genius of thinkers,
has been made available to the West, and has
found interpreters and sympathetic readers
through the course of America’s literary
history3.

American scholarly travelers to the Orient
were giving a solid account of their
appreciation of the older cultures. The

interest of the Orient spread so rapidly with
the turn of the last century, that it must be
maintained at the present time that the
proper place to study Oriental art and
literature is popularized in the American
museums-----from Boston to Seattle – and
in the departments of Oriental Studies in the
American Universities, from Harvard to the
University of California. With this all, the
West makes a successful Passage to India4.

Literature knows no racial or national
boundaries but it crosses all seas to bring
peoples into harmonious understanding. The
literature of the world and certainly that of
the Orient is now abundantly available on
the internet to those readers who use the
English language. A new and readable
translation of the Bhagvad-Gita, available for
a few cents, has sold a million copies in
America and has become a household book
of guidance for numberless American natives
and Indians5.

No other native American writer, in his
thinking and in his writing, is more
completely a tie between the Orient and the
Occident than Henry David Thoreau (1817-
1862), who lived his life in and around
Concord, Massachusetts, but whose thoughts
ranged freely and whose reading knew no
geography. Gandhi has acknowledged his
own indebtedness to Thoreau’s “Civil
Disobedience” and other writings; and thus
through the great saint of modern India,
Thoreau has helped form the character of
Asia. He frequently spoke of the way he drew
strength from the wisdom and spiritual
insight of Asiatic writers6.

This Henry Thoreau is not an easy man or
writer to understand. His writing style is
paradoxical, as were his interests and his
nature. He used the stars to know his native
river. He used the wisdom of Asia to know
what to do with his morning hours. He had
a scientific interest, but with a difference, a
philosophical interest, but with a difference,
a theological interest, but with a vast and
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puzzling difference. He was a poet – who
wrote little poetry:; a surveyor, who surveyed
his own inner areas more than he did the
land of Massachusetts; a pencil maker who
used more writing instruments than he sold;
a writer was passionately interested in getting
said to people what he wanted to say, but
who seemed to care little for the amenities of
publication and public communication7.

When Thoreau came to his writing of ‘A
Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers’,
he made use of his earlier journal reflections,
particularly using these passages on the Laws
of Menu, adding to his earlier impressions and
relating this work to the body of Hindu sacred
literature. He sees that the ancient thought is
still applicable in Concord. It is domestic and
private- and universal8.

John Weiss rightly emphasizes in Thoreau the
contemplative quality; Thoreau himself
emphasized it in deed, going far beyond his
word. However, despite Thoreau’s feeling of
sympathy for Oriental contemplation,
despite the strong attractions it had for him,
he would not let himself yield. He is like the
Ulysses who, knowingly that he would be
pulled by the siren’s song, had himself
securely tied to the mast of his ship and had
his ears stopped with sealing wax. Thoreau
resisted: and here is the part of resistant
paradox of his nature. Extreme as he was in
his praise and even, at times, as devoted as
he was in his conduct, yet he was no Yogi, no
priest of Buddha- and he emphasized also
why he was not, and never could be, at ease
in the Buddhist way. Still he delighted to call
himself a Yogi and a lover of the Bhagwad-
Gita in whose serene waters he often bathed
his soul9.

The Orient became part of Thoreau’s life,
thought, and expression. It was a valuable
and a needed part. It enriched and
complemented his natural tendencies. It
helped to see how the foundations of the
world were laid. But however rosy and fresh
and tempting he found the down from Asia,

he said, “Yes,” to the world rather than, “No.”
When he learned to see, smell, taste hear and
feel “that everlasting something to which we
are allied,” he had no intention of turning
his back on the world. He still knew that
whatever the ultimate cost might be, his
place was before the mast on the deck of the
world.

Thoreau heard clearly the resounding of the
ancient sea, and he found that even the clear
waters of Walden extended away to the
Ganges, and he took his texts from Chinese
and Hindu scriptures.  He said, “In the
morning I bath my intellect in the
stupendous and cosmogonal philosophy of
the Bhagvad- Geeta10.”

Thoreau was one of the most energetically
minded Americans in the pursuit of
understanding the Asian past. From his
college days on he was a reader of Asian
literature. He wrote, “The reading which I
love best is the scriptures of the several
nations, though it happens that I am better
acquainted with those of the Hindoos, the
Chinese, and the Persian, than of the
Hebrews, which I have come to last.”

In 1855 he received from England a gift of
forty-four volumes of Indian books, some in
English and some in French, Latin, Greek
and Sanskrit. To realize that this little
collection of forty-four books in the hands
of Henry Thoreau of Concord,
Massachusetts, a little country village, was
the best collection of its kind in America at
that time is to realize how with the vast
libraries, museum, art galleries and Oriental
societies now spread throughout America, the
appreciation of Asia has developed over
hundred years.  Thoreau himself wrote an
English version of “The Transmigration of the
Seven Brahmins,” though he translated it
from a French version and not from an Indian
language and he did not publish it, but left it
in manuscript11.
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What Thoreau recognized in 1852 is now seen
as valid by many of the educated people of
the world, for Thoreau wrote in his journal
these glowing words: “I know, for instance,
that Sadi entertained once identically the
same thought that I do, and thereafter I can
find no essential difference between Sadi and
myself. He is not Persian, he is not ancient,
he is not strange to me.”

Indian philosophy has been acknowledged
the entire world over as ‘Sanatan’- which
means it is not prone to any cause and effect.
It is absolute and even if one gains the
absolute out of the absolute still those remains
absolute to be gained. This clearly means that
Oriental interest cannot be confined to any
age, time and space. They are eternal and will
remain eternal. Therefore in every century a
new interpretation of Indian thought will be
made in literature and welcomed by the
reading public.  Even if some literary work
might have been done without the
knowledge of mine, still there is an ample
scope for writing on this article, which will
ever be new.

The main purpose of this article is only to
conduct intensive study on the impact of
Indian scriptures and philosophy books on
the mind and art of Thoreau a literary
forefather of America. No doubt, a lot has
been said on Emerson and Thoreau,
Whitman , Hawthorne and Melville on
various aspects of their art and thought yet
the aspect of impact of oriental philosophy
on Thoreau has not been elaborately touched
much. I, therefore,  intend to underscore the
impact of Oriental Philosophy on the mind
and art of Thoreau, one among a group of
free thinking individuals who were not
bound by the shackles of Christianity, the
religion of their forefathers, and they gave
expression to their free spirit the way they
liked. Oriental literature was the one and the
only medium in which Thoreau had the
freedom of his soul and on which he
delighted to express himself the way he liked.

Notes and References
1 F.O. Metthiessen,   American Renaissance; art

and expression in the age Emerson and
Whitman (Oxford, 1941), says that in the
half a decade of 1850-55, five great writers:
Emerson, Thoreau, Whitman, Hawthrone,
Melville ushered in the American
Renaissance on which the entire American
Literature was based – VS

2 These Seven classics were: Representative
Men (Emerson), Walden (Thoreau), Leaves of
grass (Whitman), The Scarlet Letter
(Hawthrone), The House of the Seven Gables,
Moby Dick and Pierre (Melville) –VS

3 For an authentic account of literary history
of America, see: Literary History of the
United States: history, Third Edition, revised
(New Delhi, Amerind, 1972), pp I to XXIV + 1
to 1511.  To be cited hereafter as LHUS, with
relevant page numbers –VS

4 Walt Whitman wrote a poem titled “Passage
to India” in which he talks of the role of
Science and Technology in physical, mental,
moral and spiritual progress of the
Americans in lifting them into the Oriental
land of the ancients. After this poem, ‘Passage
to India’ became a household proverb in
America for universal progress of the
country in all aspects –VS

5 Egbert S. Oliver, Studies in  American
Literature, Eurasia, (N.D, 1965), p. 224.

6 Townsend Scudder”, Henry David Thoreau”,
LHUS, pp 388-415.


