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(1) BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION
Ralph Waldo Emerson (May 25, 1803 – April 27, 1882)

– American essayist, philosopher, poet, and leader of the Transcendentalist movement in the 

early 19th century;

– his teachings directly influenced the growing New Thought movement of the mid 1800s;

– gradually moved away from the religious and social beliefs of his contemporaries, formulating 

and expressing the philosophy of Transcendentalism in his 1836 essay, Nature;

– as result gave a speech entitled The American Scholar in 1837, considered by Oliver Wendell 

Holmes Sr. “the American Declaration of Independence.”

(2) TEXT OF WORK
Read the poem with annotations at: 

http://www.vcu.edu/engweb/transcendentalism/authors/emerson/poems/hamatreya.html

(3) ANALYSIS
– This poem is about conflict, tension (temporal and dramatic- interesting conflict between 

agriculture and wilderness)

– The poem is like a cataloque, a numeration of people, things, objects, images

– Presents the land which is one of the cruical elements in the poem; Emerson asks himself about 

the motives of these people; the whole issue is very difficult to solve

- Bulkeley, Hunt, Willard, Hosmer, Meriam, Flint,

Possessed the land which rendered to their toil

( they are ancestors of Emerson and also the founders of concord; starting point in the poem)

How sweet the west wind sounds in my own trees! 

How graceful climb those shadows on my hill! 

I fancy these pure waters and the flags 

Know me, as does my dog: we sympathize; 

And, I affirm, my actions smack of the soil.'

(  the pride of possesion ; it appears to them that they are landowners, that the land will 

Always be there)

Where are these men? Asleep beneath their grounds: 

And strangers, fond as they, their furrows plough. 

Earth laughs in flowers, to see her boastful boys 

Earth-proud, proud of the earth which is not theirs; 
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Who steer the plough, but cannot steer their feet 

Clear of the grave.

(Here speaks the poetic personae that will also end the poem, who tries to understand, and the 

message is that it is rather childish to be proud of a land that you do not owe)

They added ridge to valley, brook to pond, 

And sighed for all that bounded their domain; 

'This suits me for a pasture; that's my park; 

We must have clay, lime, gravel, granite-ledge, 

And misty lowland, where to go for peat. 

The land is well,--lies fairly to the south. 

'Tis good, when you have crossed the sea and back, 

To find the sitfast acres where you left them.

(Again we have a catalogue; they bought as much as they possibly could)

Earth Song

The earth knows what the protagonists don't know (dramatic irony);  they belong to earth, and not 

the other way around

The Earth Song is a difference between the blank verse (introduction) and short verse

The lawyer's deed (contrast between the lawyer’s deed and terminology 

Ran sure,                                              

In tail,                                                and reality; the illusion of permanence; the illusion

To them, and to their heirs 

Who shall succeed,                            that possessions makes us happy )   

Without fail, 

Forevermore. 

'Here is the land, 

Shaggy with wood, 

With its old valley, 

Mound and flood. 

"But the heritors?-- 

Fled like the flood's foam. 

The lawyer, and the laws, 

And the kingdom, 

Clean swept herefrom. 
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Interpretation from Emily Bilodeau 
"Emerson misrepresents Hindu beliefs in his poem "Hamatreya." In Hindu scripture, Hamatreya is  

a young man who loses all his earthly ambitions when the earth chants a song to him. Emerson 

uses Hamatreya as the narrator of his poem, but the theme of "Hamatreya" differs greatly from 

Hindu teachings. The poem addresses the question of ownership--whether humans own the land 

or the land owns the humans. By specifically naming each of the landlords-- "Bulkeley, Hunt, 

Willard, Hosmer, Meriam, Flint," and their agricultural products-- "Hay, corn, roots, hemp, flax, 

apples wool and wood," Emerson demonstrates the dependence that humans have upon the 

earth. However, because the landlords work upon the land, they come to see their crops as a result 

of their own work, rather than a result of nature's processes, and they develop a sense of ownership 

of the land. The landlord "affirm[s]" the actions of nature, and contemplates how his "domain" will 

best "suit me". These landlords do not consider that death comes for every person, and that it 

returns them to the soil which they claim to own. The "Earth-Song,", the second poem nested  

within "Hamatreya," is Nature's answer to the landlords' assertions of ownership. "'Mine and 

yours; /Mine, not yours,/ Earth endures'" indicates a relationship where Nature actually has 

ownership of man. During life, the landlords have a partnership with nature which gives them a 

feeling of ownership of the earth, but once a landlord dies, the earth belongs only to itself. The 

change in stanza, line and diction in the "Earth-Song" brings further attention to the contrast 

between the landlords' and Nature's viewpoint. The lines shorten and are broken into stanzas, 

whereas the language becomes less like casual storytelling and more formal, structured, and 

intended for poetic effect. In the last stanza, where Hamatreya speaks about himself, rather than 

about the landlords, he upholds Emerson's view of nature, but not Hindu beliefs. The length and 

language of Hamatreya's lines indicate that he has been so completely converted to Nature's way of 

thinking that he adopts Nature's language structure, but Nature's thought does not correspond to 

the Hindu way of thinking. It is impossible for Nature to endure eternally because it is only a 

physical manifestation of Brahman, the only eternal force in the universe. Therefore, Nature cannot 

possibly possess the landlords because, like the landlords, Nature does not even possess itself. 

Furthermore, Hamatreya could not possibly have come to the same conclusion in Hindu scripture 

as he did in Emerson's poem. The theme of ownership in "Hamatreya  is in closer keeping with 

Emerson's own ideas about nature and Transcendentalism, than it is with Hindu thought. 

Emerson, while he has again misrepresented Hinduism, has at least made an important connection 

between Hindu ideals and his own world."

(Source: 

http://www.vcu.edu/engweb/transcendentalism/authors/emerson/poems/hamatreya.html)

“Hamatreya” Synopsis 
Emerson drew on a passage in the Vishnu Purana in writing “Hamatreya.” The origin of the poem’s 

title is unclear, because there is no Hindu word or name “Hamatreya.” Edward Waldo Emerson 

noted in his annotations to the poem in the Centenary Edition of his father’s writings that 
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“Hamatreya” appears to be an adaptation of “Maitreya,” one of the characters in the Hindu text. In 

the original passage, Maitreya is engaged in a dialogue with the deity Vishnu (who was, to his 

devotees, the central deity, of whom all the other deities represented aspects). Vishnu tells Maitreya 

about the Hindu kings who mistakenly believed themselves possessors of the Earth. But the kings 

have disappeared, while the Earth endures. Vishnu recites the chant of the Earth, who laughs at and 

pities the egotistical kings and their blindness to their mortality. He tells Maitreya that the Earth’s 

song will cause proud ambition to melt away. 

Unlike many of Emerson’s poems, “Hamatreya” is metrically varied and unconventional. The first 

section of the poem (in which Emerson describes the early settlers of Concord) is written primarily 

in blank verse (unrhymed iambic pentameter), from which Emerson varies in several lines. The 

second section (the Earth-Song) is metrically irregular and unidentifiable in terms of traditional 

meter and rhyme scheme. The final four lines (in which the first-person speaker comments on how 

he has been affected by the Earth-Song) is in an adaptation upon a more traditional verse form, the 

common meter (iambic heptameter). 

Emerson opens “Hamatreya” with a list of some of the first settlers of Concord— “Minott, Lee, 

Willard, Hosmer, Meriam, Flint.” (In the version of the poem printed in 1876 in Selected Poems, the 

first line was changed to begin with the name of the Concord founder who was Emerson’s own 

ancestor and an alternate second name—Hunt— that prevented the repetition of sound that Lee 

would have created in juxtaposition with Bulkeley: “Bulkeley, Hunt, Willard, Hosmer, Meriam, 

Flint.”) These names are followed closely (in the third line) by a list of the products of the land from 

which these solid men benefited. The founders took satisfaction in their ownership of the trees and 

hills, and believed that the land would belong to them and to their descendants forever. They 

imagined that they shared a special sympathy with the land. Emerson asks where they are now, and 

answers “Asleep beneath their grounds,” suggesting a kinship with the earth quite different from 

that which the founders thought they possessed. He writes of the Earth laughing at her “boastful 

boys” (an image borrowed from the Vedantic original), who were so proud of owning what was not 

actually theirs, but who could not avoid death. Emerson enumerates the ways in which they altered 

their land. These men appreciated the stability of their property as they sailed back and forth across 

the ocean, never dreaming that the land that awaited their return would outlast their claims to it. 

They did not realize that death would transform each of them into “a lump of mould,” turning them 

back into the land they owned. 

The “Earth-Song” begins with the lines “Mine and yours; / Mine, not yours,” which recall the words 

of the original passage in the Vishnu Purana—“The words ‘I and mine’ constitute ignorance.” In 

her song, the Earth points out that she herself endures, whereas men do not. She mocks the legal 

deeds by which the property of the first settlers was supposedly conveyed to their heirs, and she 

sings that the inheritors of the land are, like their progenitors, also gone, as are the lawyers and the 

laws through which ownership was effected. Every one of the men who controlled the land is gone, 

even though all of them wanted to stay. The Earth underscores her hold over the men who firmly 

believed that they held her.
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In the third section of “Hamatreya,” a four-line stanza (quatrain), the speaker of the poem states 

that the Earth-Song took away his bravery and avarice, “Like lust in the chill of the grave,” thus 

ending the poem on a note of sober awareness.

(Source: http://www.cliffsnotes.com/WileyCDA/LitNote/Thoreau-Emerson-and-

Transcendentalism-Emerson-s-Hamatreya-Synopsis.id-134,pageNum-59.html)

End of Stan.tk Study Guide
Compiled by Lejla Ajdaslić
Disclaimer: All works, critical analyses, and other material herein presented are the intellectual ownership of their 

respective authors and/or sources, whether hard-copy or online.
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