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That Sampson Reed (1800-1880) had a significant influ
ence on Ralph Waldo Emerson's early work has been gen
erally accepted by Emerson scholars. Reed's work is clearly
predisposed toward the importance of visual recognition
(and cognition), and as in Emerson's work, "seeing" and
related visual terms become complicated and multifaceted.
Reed would bring these aesthetic elements—language and
vision—and the unique capacity (or responsibility) of the
poet, to Emerson at an important early juncture in his career.

Still, while this influence on Emerson is acknowledged,
and the extent of that influence has been traced in a general
sense (meaning that scholars have located passages in Reed
that Emerson gleaned, both directly and implicitly), critics
have been less concemed with specific ways in which
Emerson's aesthetics may have been influenced, or better
yet, formed, by his reading of Sampson Reed. Scholars
have, correctly, been careful to note that because of the

Unitarian community's rejection of Swedenborgian doc
trine, Reed, cautious of his standing in the community, was
careful not to mention Swedenborg by name in his two
most influential works, the "Oration on Genius" (1821) and

Observations on the Growth of the Mind (1826). In fact,
Reed actually uses Swedenborg's theology to define a spe
cific theory of aesthetics. Who, then, is Sampson Reed,
where did he encounter Emerson, and what is the nature of

his influence?

Clarence Hotson, in 1929, was the first critic to closely
examine Reed's writings. Of Reed's importance to Emerson
he writes.

While studying the relationship of Emanuel
Swedenborg to Ralph Waldo Emerson, I have discov
ered incidentally a remarkable intellectual influence,

hitherto little regarded, which a Swedenborgian friend
of Emerson's had upon him. This friend, Sampson
Reed, gave the first definite impulse which led to
Emerson's literary cai^eer.'

Kenneth Walter Cameron has probably done the most
extensive work on Reed's influence on Emerson, perhaps

the most valuable study being his summaries of Reed's best
known works, "Oration on Genius" and Observations on

the Growth of the Mind, which went through nine American
editions and three editions in England.- In Cameron's brief
three-and-a-half-page summary of Growth of the Mind, he
cites twenty-seven passages that reappear, closely para
phrased, in Emerson's Nature (1836). The title of The
Swedenborg Foundation's 1992 issue of Swedenborg
Studies—Sampson Reed: Primaty Source Material for
Emerson Studies—further acknowledges Reed's importance
in Emerson's life and work. More recently, Joel Myerson's
inclusion of the whole text of Growth of the Mind in his
anthology Transcendentalism (Oxford, 2000) recognizes
Reed's significance as an early influence on the movement,
especially through his introduction to Emerson of Emanuel
Swedenborg's writings.

Reed remains a rather obscure figure in nineteenth-
century American letters. A brief biographical sketch here

of Reed's early career will seiwe to place him in the context
of the Harvard environment of the young Emerson. Reed's
path to the Unitarian pulpit seemed to lie clearly before
him. He had been educated for his first fourteen years by
his father. Dr. John Reed, a former Calvinist turned

Unitarian who had served for more than fifty years as pas
tor of the First Church in West Bridgewater, Massachusetts.
At fourteen, Sampson Reed was enrolled at Harvard to
begin undergraduate work and quickly distinguished him
self as a scholar of great potential. His Harvard roommate

was Thomas Worcester, who would become the key figure
in Reed's spiritual life. Beginning in Reed's junior year at
Harvard, Worcester's "principal employment was in reading
[Swedenborg's] Heavenly Doctrines and in communicating
a knowledge of them" to fellow students.^ Reed's son James
writes that "during this time [Reed's] religious opinions
underwent a complete change, unless, indeed, it would
more properly be said that they were then first definitely
formed. He became a thorough believer in the doctrinal
system propounded by Emanuel Swedenborg."''
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