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While major events are scheduled in celebration of the
Emerson bicentennial in 2003, it would be difficult to

overestimate the importance of Emerson in American
consciousness in 1903. The signs of this importance were
everywhere as the young nation stood on the threshold of
what would become known as "The American Century."
Houghton Mifflin was issuing a new, twelve-volume edi
tion of his Complete Works, to be known thereafter as the
"Centenary Edition"; the U. S. Postal Service was issuing a
commemorative stamp, an honor reserved for only the most
historically significant Americans, and three years earlier,
Emerson had been inducted into the "Hall of Eame for

Great Americans" at New York University, only the eighth
so honored, and the first man of letters. (The seven who

preceded him were Washington, Lincoln, Webster,
Eranklin, Grant, Marshall, and Jefferson.) His fame even

stretched across the Atlantic. The London Times (25 May

1903) took note of the fact that, in honor of Emerson's one-

hundredth birthday, "there will be observances of one kind

or another among every section of the United States. It is a
national tribute to an American whom Americans now rec

ognize as a leader of American thought." After presenting
an overview of the many activities and testimonials sched
uled for the celebration, the Times writer concludes with

the following observation:

It will be seen that his fellow-citizens, while declar

ing themselves grateful to Emerson for the renown
he and, through him, American literature has won
abroad, are more grateful still for his Americanism
at home. Once denied, it is now regarded as
Americanism of the best type, if only because he
taught the lesson of true independence in thought
and life. That is the note which rings clear through
all these centennial essays, speeches, and panegyrics
from every source.

The Times correspondent was not exaggerating in not
ing the breadth of the Emerson Centenary celebrations. A
survey of American newspapers publishing in 1903 shows

that the event was celebrated in one way or another in virtu
ally every part of the country, from Maine to Texas, Boston
to San Francisco. Every major city took note of Emerson's
birthday. There was a grand celebration in New York City,
sponsored by the Society of American Authors, in the
Authors Gallery of the Waldorf-Astoria on 25 May 1903.
A report in the San Francisco Chronicle (26 May 1903)
indicates that more than 200 guests attended. In connection
with the dinner, there was an exhibit of Emersoniana

including "various editions of his books, portraits, busts,
correspondence and photographs." Guests included the
presidents of Cornell and New York universities and the
U. S. Commissioner of Education. President Roosevelt

himself sent a note expressing his regret that he was unable
to attend "your dinner in honor of the memory of a man to
whom American literature, American philosophy, and
American citizenship owe so much."

Then, like today, Boston/Cambridge/Concord were
sites for major events. An article in the Boston Globe

(25 May 1903) describes a large gathering at Symphony
Hall, sponsored by the American Unitarian Association, as
many celebrations were. The event was presided over by
Senator George F. Hoar, an illustrious son of Concord, and

the featured speaker was Charles W. Eliot, president of
Harvard University. This major event was reported
throughout the nation, and Eliot's address was the subject
of numerous articles in major newspapers where it was
often reproduced, in whole or in part.

Harvard celebrated the Centennial in a special way.
The Houston Post (24 May 1903) reported, as many other
newspapers did, on the events in Boston/Cambridge and
noted that the celebration there was to be formally opened
"by the laying of the cornerstone of Emerson Hall, in
Cambridge, destined to be the home of the departments of
philosophy and education in Harvard University." The
princely sum of $150,000 had already been raised for the
project, and more was expected. The paper also reported

(Continued on page 6)










