Sample Essay: Using Integrating Text from Poem and Prose
Knowledge of the Natural


It has been said that there is really only one story in the world. Centuries old, written by every writer who has put pen to paper, this story is of mankind’s purpose in the world, how humans search for individual meaning. Separated by nearly a century and a half, poet Matthew Arnold and writer N. Scott Momaday grapple with the struggle for self-understanding in their respective works, “Self-Dependence” and “A Vision Beyond Time and Place.” In both texts, the speakers argue that knowledge of the self comes from an awareness of and a relationship with the natural world. 


The speaker in Arnold’s poem seeks comfort in the heavens and from the ocean when he is tired of the immediate realm of his life. “Weary of myself, and sick of asking/What I am and what I ought to be,” he turns his gaze skyward and seaward. Longing for the comfort he found in nature when he was younger, he seeks to “feel my soul becoming vast like [the sky and ocean].” The answer he finds is not what he thought it would be. Instead, he realizes that the natural world cannot bestow upon him the peace he craves because he must learn instead to embrace the qualities of the “unaffrighted” and “undistracted” stars and sea. They accept the world around them for what it is and do not rely on the things in that world as sources of love or fulfillment. It is only by committing all of themselves to being the sea or the stars that these entities “attain the mighty life” the speaker so desires. By the end of the poem, the speaker understands that self-knowledge only comes from resolving to “be thyself,” not from seeking the pity and comfort of others. Although the stars and the ocean cannot calm him, they can show him – merely by being what they are – how to find that calm within himself.


Like the speaker in “Self-Dependence”, Momaday uses the example of another to demonstrate how to follow the path to self awareness. He tells the story of an old man, Cheny, whose devotion to the natural world offered an open door into Momaday’s own self. By paying daily homage to the sun, Cheny paid respect to himself. By knowing this entity of the natural world, he “saw as far into himself as he saw into the distance.” In addition, Cheney’s intimate knowledge of the sun gave him a sense of his own place in the world. Momaday urges his readers to look beyond their own realm – essentially the “vessel’s prow” where Arnold’s speaker once stood – to examine how the natural world can shed meaning onto “our own humanity.”

Although Arnolds and Momaday’s works both stress the connections between humans and the natural world, the writers ultimately make slightly different appeals to their readers. Arnold’s speaker is alone in his quest for self-knowledge, and chances upon it almost accidentally. He pleads with the stars and the sea to “calm me”, and the anonymous answer returns an “air borne voice” delivered in the pedagogical tone of some unseen and unknown entity. At the conclusion of the poem, the speaker is nearly ecstatic to have heard “a cry like thine in mine own heart.” He is joyful in his sole discovery, whereas Momaday’s tone is more calculated, delivered in the steady cadence of a practiced storyteller. He appeals generally, rather than specifically, to the audience, using Cheney’s connection to the sun as a metaphor for the introspection the author sees so woefully absent in our civilization. He repeatedly uses the theme of vision – “a man who saw very deeply into the distance”, “one whose vision extended”, “mind’s eye”, “see in these terms”, “cultural near-sightedness”, “ a vision quest . . . that is, a quest after vision” – to demonstrate the kind of seeing of which we do too little. The “buildings and billboards” are not only tangible obstructions to our view, but metaphorical ones preventing us from knowing ourselves.


The introspective, solitary experience of the nameless speaker learning from a nameless teacher in “Self-Dependence” asks the reader to concentrate on learning as an individual from his interactions with the natural world. Momaday’s story asks that these explorations be used for shared cultural knowledge. Cheney’s and Arnold’s speakers learn to know themselves, and for Momaday, it is only through this metaphorical knowledge that we find collective self-awareness. Looking into the sun is not bad for our eyes; it is corrective surgery for cultural nearsightedness.
