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HENRY DAVID THOREAU is a three-part series executive produced by Ken Burns and Don
Henley, directed by Erik Ewers and Christopher Loren Ewers, produced by Julie Coffman,
Susan Shumaker, and co-producer Cauley Powell, and written by David Blistein.

Henry David Thoreau helped define modern environmentalism and nonviolent
resistance, yet his life has been obscured by myth. The author of Walden and “Civil
Disobedience,” he was brilliant but flawed, idealistic but opinionated. A writer, scientist
and activist, his words resonate urgently with today’s challenges as humanity looks for
ways to live in harmony with nature—and each other.

He has been called the patron saint of the environmental movement and the father of
nonviolent resistance. His best-known work, Walden, is considered a masterpiece and
figures on every list of essential American books. His essay “Civil Disobedience” has
inspired activists and reformers from Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr., to
Colin Kaepernick and Greta Thunberg. He was a writer, a scientist, a seeker of truth, and
a fighter for maintaining our nation’s first principles.

The series explores his thoughts on people marginalized by society—Native peoples,
African Americans, and women. His experiences with them, and how he wrote about
them, reveal the complexities of race, gender, and the roots of inequality, offering a
clearer view of our shared history. Combined with his reflections on the natural world, or
“wildness,” his work shows how nature and the fight for justice are deeply connected.

INTRODUCTION
Thoreau’s Cove - Concord, MA | Courtesy of Public Domain
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The goal of this guide is to help you facilitate conversations and create engagement
opportunities around HENRY DAVID THOREAU. 

This guide will point you to resources, partners and suggestions that allow you to create
the engagement opportunities that truly connect, invigorate and inspire your communities.

The documentary gives communities an opportunity to participate in a national
conversation about American history, the intersection of environmental justice and social
equity; moral conscious, civic responsibility, and nonviolent resistance; and the quest for
an authentic and purposeful life. This guide has tools to help public media stations,
libraries, schools, organizations, and individuals to plan events, spark conversation, share
untold stories, and connect. 

USING THIS GUIDE

Vintage Postcard from Lake Walden |  Courtesy of Public Domain
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Streaming on the PBS website and video app and
on PBS beginning Monday, March 30, 2026 at 9/8c.

EPISODE ONE | Who Are We?: Henry David Thoreau’s early life unfolds as a changing
nation struggles to live up to its ideals, while industry threatens the landscape. After
attending Harvard College, he was inspired by Ralph Waldo Emerson to become a writer.
Then, a family tragedy deepens his bond with nature, and, disillusioned with society, he
builds a cabin in the woods to live simply, deliberately, quietly—and write.   

EPISODE TWO | Being Alive: Living at his cabin at Walden Pond, Thoreau finds solace in
"wild" nature and pours himself into his journal, laying the groundwork for one of two
books he writes there. His two-year stay includes regular trips to town, a transformative
journey to Maine, and a night in jail in protest of a government that permits slavery—
experiences that redefine his understanding of freedom. 

EPISODE THREE | Several More Lives to Live: After completing his two-year experiment at
Walden Pond, Thoreau returns to society to test what he has learned about living
responsibly. He undertakes new “experiments” as a surveyor, scientist, and abolitionist,
and takes two more trips to Maine—uncovering even deeper truths about life and the
world. He writes with a new urgency as a lifelong illness begins to catch up with him. 

EPISODE DESCRIPTIONS

In this modern historical documentary, the mythical Thoreau – the secluded hermit in the
woods at Walden Pond, the outlier, the prophet – will give way to the human Thoreau:
social; genial; inquisitive; an exacting scientist and charismatic speaker; an individual with
flaws, self-contradictions, and misjudgments that prove his humanity and hold a mirror to
our own.

HENRY DAVID THOREAU will be the first nationally broadcast biography of this American
original at a time when his wisdom is sorely needed. The film will explore his most far-
reaching and forward-thinking ideas: justice for all human beings, the health of our planet
and the species it sustains, the quest for a meaningful life, the importance of standing up
for one’s beliefs in the public square. Tracing those concepts into the 21st century will
demonstrate how ideas – when taken off the page and truly lived – can change the world.
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Thoreau’s insistence that conscience must guide citizenship, and that 
solitude can be a source of strength, continues to speak directly to our time.
He challenged Americans to ask hard questions about who we are and what
kind of society we want to build, a challenge that remains as urgent today
as it was in his day. But perhaps most importantly he asked us to stop and
to pay attention to the world around us.

Ken Burns has been making documentary films for
almost fifty years. Since the Academy Award
nominated Brooklyn Bridge in 1981, Ken has gone on to
direct and produce some of the most acclaimed
historical documentaries ever made, including The Civil
War; Baseball; Jazz; The War; The National Parks:
America’s Best Idea; Prohibition; The Roosevelts:  An
Intimate History; The Vietnam War; Country Music; The
U.S. and the Holocaust; The American Buffalo;
Leonardo da Vinci; and, most recently, The American
Revolution.

KEN BURNS, EXECUTIVE PRODUCER

Ken Burns | Courtesy of Florentine Films

MEET THE CREATORS

KEN BURNS
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Future film projects include Emancipation to Exodus, and LBJ & the Great Society, among
others.

Ken’s films have been honored with dozens of major awards, including seventeen Emmy
Awards, two GRAMMY® Awards and two Oscar nominations.  In September of 2008, at
the News & Documentary Emmy Awards, Ken was honored by the Academy of Television
Arts & Sciences with a Lifetime Achievement Award.  In November of 2022, Ken was
inducted into the Television Academy Hall of Fame.



Don Henley is best known as a founder of the legendary
rock band, the Eagles, as well as an influential solo artist.
As one of the most popular bands in America, the Eagles
have won six GRAMMY® Awards and were inducted into
the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in 1998. Their Greatest Hits
1971-1975 remains the #1 best-selling album of all time.
Henley has maintained an extraordinary commitment to
music and to various philanthropic efforts, including a
dedication to environmental issues. In the 90s, he founded
two nonprofits – Caddo Lake Institute and The Walden
Woods Project (WWP). Henley has chaired The WWP’s
board of directors since its inception. To date,

DON HENLEY | EXECUTIVE PRODUCER

MEET THE CREATORS
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Don Henley |  Courtesy of Dylan Sanford

 the organization has protected nearly 200 acres of the historic woods in Massachusetts,
where Thoreau championed the concept of land conservation. The WWP research library,
near Walden Pond, houses the world’s largest collection of Thoreau-related materials. The
organization offers a wide range of educational programs inspired by the life of Thoreau for
local and global audiences of all ages.

Mountain skyline | Courtesy Ewers Brothers Productions



MEET THE CREATORS

ERIK EWERS | DIRECTOR

CHRISTOPHER LOREN EWERS | DIRECTOR

Co-Director and editor Erik Ewers has worked with documentary filmmaker
Ken Burns for more than 35 years, including nearly all of his single and multi-
episodic films. He currently serves as co-director and editor of Ewers
Brothers Productions, a preferred collaborative company in the co-creation
of Ken’s films.

Erik has been nominated for more than seven personal and program Emmy
Awards and has won one editing Emmy and three program Emmys, as well as
two prestigious ACE Eddie Award nominations and one ACE win for “Best
Edited Documentary of 2015.” Erik is an expert in all aspects of filmmaking,
having served as music producer, writer, director, film producer, picture
editor, and sound effects, music, and dialogue editor.

In 2015, Erik collaborated with brother Chris and Ken to create the two-hour PBS film The Mayo Clinic: Faith,
Hope, Science, serving as co-director and editor. He and Chris co-directed Hiding in Plain Sight: Youth Mental
Illness, exploring the mental health crisis in our nation’s youth and young adults, which aired on PBS June 27th
and 28th to millions. They have completed a documentary biography of Henry David Thoreau which airs
nationally on PBS March 30-31, and they are in production on follow up mental health film, Hiding in Plain
Sight: Adult Mental Illness, along with a half dozen of other documentary projects in various stages of
development.
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Erik Ewers | Courtesy of Evan Barlow

Christopher Loren Ewers | Courtesy of 
Christopher Loren Ewers

Co-Director and Director of Photography Christopher Loren Ewers has been
working behind the camera for over 25 years, traveling the world and exploring
the human experience through the lens. His broadcast work has appeared on
national networks like NBC and PBS, his commercial work has included Fortune
500 brands like Apple and Coca-Cola and his social issue work for nonprofit
organizations like the American Academy of Arts and Sciences and the Clinton
Global Initiative. His documentary cinematography has been featured in each
of Ken Burns’ films since The Vietnam War.

Working with Ken as executive producer, Chris co-directed and served as
Director of Photography on feature length documentary, The Mayo Clinic:
Faith, Hope, Science, broadcast nationally on PBS in September 2018. He and
brother Erik co-directed Hiding in Plain Sight: Youth Mental Illness, exploring

the mental health crisis in our nation’s youth and young adults, which aired on PBS June 27th and 28th to
millions. They have completed a documentary biography of Henry David Thoreau which airs nationally on PBS
March 30-31, and they are in production on follow up mental health film, Hiding in Plain Sight: Adult Mental
Illness, along with a half dozen of other documentary projects in various stages of development.



JULIE COFFMAN | SENIOR PRODUCER
Julie Coffman spent 15 years working with Ewers Brothers Productions, where she
produced and co-produced numerous documentary films, shorts, and commercial projects.
In 2015, Julie joined Florentine Films in a collaboration with EBP and Ken Burns to create
the two-hour PBS film The Mayo Clinic: Faith, Hope, Science (2018). Her partnership with
Ewers Brothers Productions and Burns has continued with 2022’s Hiding in Plain Sight:
Youth Mental Illness, and a sequel, focused on adults, which is currently in production. 

MEET THE CREATORS
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SUSAN SHUMAKER | PRODUCER
Susan Shumaker is a story producer with Florentine Films and Ewers Brothers Productions.
She joined Florentine in 2002 as an intern on The War (2007) with funding from an NEA
professional development grant. She worked with writer/producer Dayton Duncan on the
Emmy award-winning The National Parks: America’s Best Idea (2009), The Dust Bowl
(2012), Country Music (2019), and The American Buffalo (2023), was a producer on EBP’s
Hiding in Plain Sight: Youth Mental Illness (2022), and served as an archival producer on
Leonardo da Vinci (2024). 

Before Florentine, Susan worked as a museum curator and produced digital multimedia, developing award-
winning educational CD-ROMS and websites She left the field in 1996 to indulge her passion for food and
travel, writing for national publications and publishing a line of vegetarian travel guides.

CAULEY POWELL | CO-PRODUCER
Cauley Powell began at Florentine Films in 2012 as an intern on The Roosevelts. She worked for 8 years in the
Florentine Administrative Offices as assistant to Ken Burns and coordinator of special projects.  Cauley
served as a producer on the Ken Burns UNUM project for two years and liaised with PBS LearningMedia on
their Ken Burns in the Classroom initiative for three years. She was a co-producer on the Ewers Brothers
Productions and Florentine Films co-production exploring the life and legacy of Henry David Thoreau.

DAVID BLISTEIN | WRITER
Writer David Blistein spent 25 years as the Owner and Creative Director of a regional ad
agency, after which he began writing non-fiction books and documentaries. He was a writer
on the PBS documentaries Cancer: The Emperor of All Maladies and The Gene. He also wrote
The Mayo Clinic: Faith, Hope, Science, and Hiding in Plain Sight: Youth Mental Illness, both of
which were produced by Ewers Bros. Productions and Florentine Films. 

David co-wrote Grover Cleveland Again! with Ken Burns—a book about the American
presidents for young adults, and is the author of David’s Inferno, which combines memoir with 

essays on how manic-depression is diagnosed and treated. He is also the co-author of Opium: The Agony and
Ecstasy of Earth’s Most Powerful Flower.

Most recently, he has been writing a serial novel, as well as essays about writing and the lives of his friends in
Brattleboro, Vermont who “live on the street by day and wherever they can by night.” All of which can be
found at davidblistein.substack.com. He and Ken Burns have been solving the world’s problems—and
occasionally each other’s—for more than 50 years.



Share your thoughts and join online
discussions using the hashtag
#ThoreauPBS

CONTINUE THE
CONVERSATION
ONLINE

Free resources are available to support engagement in your community, including
images from the documentary, press release, clips, social media suggestions and
more. To access these assets, please visit the HENRY DAVID THOREAU BrandFolder at
https://bit.ly/HDT_PartnerToolkit

Streaming on the PBS website and video app and on PBS beginning 
Monday, March 30, 2026 at 9/8c
 

www.pbs.org/thoreau
#ThoreauPBS

Beyond the broadcast of HENRY DAVID THOREAU, public media stations can extend
audience engagement through the PBS video app and their local video platforms. Starting on
the night of its premiere, HENRY DAVID THOREAU is available for free streaming (FVOD) for

two weeks, followed by exclusive streaming for PBS Passport members (MVOD).

AIR DATES

WEBSITE + SOCIAL MEDIA

PROJECT TOOLKIT
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https://bit.ly/HDT_PartnerToolkit
https://www.pbs.org/show/henry-david-thoreau/


This documentary is accompanied by an
engagement program designed to bring
communities together to reflect on
Thoreau’s lasting impact, especially in
regard to the intersection of
environmental justice and social equity;
moral conscious and civic responsibility;
and the quest for an authentic and
purposeful life. We invite you to join this
campaign by fostering conversations and
creating opportunities that celebrate
Thoreau’s spirit of the pursuit of
universal truth and meaning.  

HENRY DAVID THOREAU provides a
platform for communities to engage in a
national conversation about American
history, nature, 

civil disobedience, literature, and
society. This guide is packed with tools
to help community organizations plan
events, spark meaningful discussions,
share untold stories, and build
connections. 

Our goal is to empower you to create
engagement activities and facilitate
conversations around HENRY DAVID
THOREAU. Inside this guide, you’ll find
resources, potential partners, and
actionable suggestions to help you
design impactful opportunities that truly
connect, inspire, and energize your
communities, fostering a deeper
understanding of our nation’s history.
 

ENGAGEMENT OVERVIEW
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Use HENRY DAVID THOREAU as an opportunity to cultivate new partnerships or
strengthen existing ones, while broadening the documentary’s impact in your
community. Engage potential partners early in your planning process and leverage their
expertise to guide your efforts. Partners can offer valuable insights, provide panelists,
and assist with promoting and supporting community events. Consider reaching out to
schools, youth organizations, nature conservancies, local parks, literary societies,
libraries, universities, civic groups, history museums, and humanities organizations as
starting points for building local partnerships. 

Through active collaboration,  partnerships can help spark meaningful community
conversations and magnify the impact of HENRY DAVID THOREAU.  The Walden Woods
Project has been a major contributor to educational and engagement resources
developed to accompany this film.

The Walden Woods Project preserves the land, literature and legacy of Henry David
Thoreau to foster an ethic of environmental stewardship and social responsibility. The
Walden Woods Project achieves this mission through the integration of conservation,
education, research and advocacy and has many free resources on their website to
allow members of the public and educators to deepen their understanding of Henry
David Thoreau. Learn more at walden.org.

PARTNERSHIPS
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https://www.walden.org/


A great starting point for your screening plans is to collaborate with local partners. Involve
potential partners early in the planning process and tap into their expertise to shape your
efforts. Partners can offer invaluable insights, recommend panelists, and help promote and
support community events. Specifically, they might:

Recommend or serve as local experts for a panel discussion.
Offer venues or help promote screenings to their networks.
Participate in the event by hosting a table or showcasing their work, if possible.

COMMUNITY PARTNERS

Recruit a host or moderator that can facilitate an interesting discussion, drawing out
answers from the panel that are suitable for the audience. 
The role of the host is to keep the discussion moving while remaining neutral. Your host
need not be an expert in the field, but rather someone who can facilitate discussion
and create a safe environment where the audience members feel free to speak their
thoughts and pose questions. 
A good host should plan on previewing the screener in advance to prepare. Journalists
and local reporters can make for excellent moderators and help keep the conversation
on track.
Facilitators do not need to be experts. The goal of the facilitator is to foster a
conversation that dives into the subject matter. The facilitator should listen attentively
to panelists and keep an open mind while respecting the time for everyone to speak.
Facilitators should inquire about proper names and phonetic pronunciation for
panelists and community partners prior to the screening.
At the event, facilitator should be clear about their role - that is, to keep the discussion
moving and to remain a fair voice that guides the event along. She or he should accept
questions and commentary relevant to the film or panel discussion only and be
prepared to respectfully but firmly redirect rhetoric.
Good facilitators should provide historical context: Discussions will have historical
significance and cultural relevance that may not be evident to everyone. The facilitator,
or subject-matter experts on the panel, should provide a historical context when
appropriate.

SETTING UP A
SUCCESSFUL SCREENING
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FACILITATION TIPS & TIPS FOR THE FACILITATOR



Man thinks faster and freer than ever before. He, moreover,
moves faster and freer. He is more restless because he is more independent

than ever. The winds and the waves are not enough for him; he must…
ransack the bowels of the earth, that he may make for himself a highway

of iron over its surface.

HENRY DAVID THOREAU
THE COMMERCIAL SPIRIT OF MODERN TIMES

Recruit local experts and invite them to participate in a panel discussion or Q&A.
Decide on a screening topic, and bring together a diverse range of panelists. 

PANELISTS

Allow time for audience members to mingle after the screening, to informally
continue the conversation and connect with each other.

POST SCREENING

Want to set up a screening?

Request a screener at https://bit.ly/Thoreau_ScreenerRQ
Share the Impact Survey at all of your engagement events:
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/ThoreauEventSurvey
Get promotion assets from the Project Toolkit:
https://bit.ly/HDT_PartnerToolkit

WETA offers screening reels for PBS stations, libraries, and other organizations. These reels
feature segments from the entire film, creating a powerful compilation of highlights. The
following pages contain discussion questions designed for use with screening reels and the
larger series. 

SETTING UP A
SUCCESSFUL SCREENING
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Clip Episode Theme/Description

1 One Intro. Overview of themes and topics presented in the docuseries. 

2 One
Political issues, Industrial Revolution and westward expansion reshaping
lives of many Americans. Emergence of Transcendentalism.

3 Two Thoreau moves to Walden Pond to live deliberately and write.

4 Two
Thoreau arrested for refusal to pay poll tax in protest of slavery. He writes
“Civil Disobedience,” influencing leaders and movements worldwide into
the 21st century.  

5 Three
Thoreau leaves Walden on an excursion to Mt. Katahdin in Maine. Along
his journey, he observes a Penobscot Nation reservation. His failed
summit leads to new awareness of humanity's place in wilderness.

6 Three
Thoreau leaves Walden and leads many lives, committed to ongoing
investigation. Fugitive Slave Act is passed. Thoreau family’s involvement
in underground railroad. 

7 Three Thoreau’s death and lasting impact.

Below you’ll find outlines of the three available HENRY DAVID THOREAU engagement
reels. To request access to the screener, please fill out the screener request form:

https://bit.ly/Thoreau_ScreenerRQ

SCREENING REELS
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General Overview Reel (TRT: 40:13)

https://bit.ly/Thoreau_ScreenerRQ


Clip Episode Theme/Description

1 One Intro. Overview of themes and topics presented in the docuseries. 

2 One
Political issues, Industrial Revolution and westward expansion reshapes lives of many
Americans. Emergence of Transcendentalism.

3 Two
Thoreau arrested for refusal to pay poll tax in protest of slavery. He writes “Civil
Disobedience,” influencing leaders and movements worldwide into the 21st century.  

4 Three Thoreau leaves Walden and leads many lives, committed to ongoing investigation.

5 Three Fugitive Slave Act is passed. Thoreau family’s involvement in underground railroad. 

6 Three
Counter to his belief in non-violent resistance, Thoreau defends John Brown’s violent
actions against slavery.

7 Three Thoreau’s last days.
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Civil Disobedience Reel

Clip Episode Theme/Description

1 One Intro. Overview of themes and topics presented in the docuseries. 

2 One
Political issues, Industrial Revolution and westward expansion reshapes lives of many
Americans. Emergence of Transcendentalism.

3 Two Thoreau moves to Walden Pond to live deliberately and write.

4 Three
Thoreau leaves Walden on an excursion to Mt. Katahdin in Maine. Along his journey, he
observes a Penobscot Nation reservation. His failed summit leads to new awareness of
humanity's place in wilderness.

5 Three
Lecture about walking and what it is to be completely free. Thoreau's deep observations
of nature.

Nature Reel

(TRT: 31:36)

(TRT: 29:19)



Choose a potential theme you’d like to build your engagement plans around. Possible
topics include:

1.Communion with nature & environmental stewardship
2.Moral conscience, civic responsibility & nonviolent resistance 
3.The quest for an authentic and purposeful life

Activities you can customize for your community:
Live Q&A Sessions with Experts: Partner with local English and history professors to create
special exhibitions that complement the documentary. This could entail featuring
selections of Thoreau’s most famous writings and the historical figures (past and present)
inspired by his work. Organize live Q&A sessions with historians and experts to explore
Thoreau’s approach to live purposefully. Take it a step further and plan a screening and
interdisciplinary panel discussion to explore Thoreau’s lasting influence on society. 

Creating a successful engagement campaign around HENRY DAVID THOREAU may include
new pathways for engagement that expand collaboration with historical, cultural,
scientific, arts, education, and humanities organizations. Community initiatives for this
project should seek to create interdisciplinary conversation around Thoreau’s lasting
impact.

PLANNING ACTIVITIES
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WONDERING WHERE TO START?

From Left to Right: “My Walden” vintage postcard image | Courtesy of Public Doman; Promotional poster for an anti-slavery convention held on the Fourth of July by the Massachusetts Anti-
Slavery Society at Harmony Grove in Framingham, Massachusetts | Courtesy of Public Domain; Behind the scenes with George Clooney | Courtesy of Ewers Brothers Productions



Where’s Your Walden?® was created by The Walden Woods Project, a non-profit organization near Walden Pond in Massachusetts that preserves the land,
literature and legacy of Henry David Thoreau to foster an ethic of environmental stewardship and social responsibility. The Walden Woods Project was

founded in 1990 by recording artist Don Henley. Learn more about The Walden Woods Project at walden.org.

Share your story! Where’s Your Walden?® 
Where is the place that connects you to
the natural world, inspires you, or gives
you comfort and renewal?

Scan the QR code to share about your
Walden and why it is important to you.
Include a photo of your Walden if you
wish. Your submission could be featured
on our website or social media pages!

First published in 1854, Walden describes Henry David Thoreau’s experiences in a small
house he built near Walden Pond, in Concord, Massachusetts. The book is part natural
history, part social commentary, part personal discovery. It is a reflection upon
deliberate living, making choices that make a difference. Through close observation,
Thoreau gained a better and more personal understanding of the natural world.

Thoreau believed that we each should have a special place of refuge, beauty, meaning,
or inspiration. His was at Walden Pond. Consider your own special place in the world -
your Walden - and your connection to it. It’s often a place you know well. It can also be
a place you’ve visited once, but often revisit in your mind.

WHERE’S YOUR WALDEN?
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Behind the Scenes on Walden Pond | Courtesy Ewers Brothers Productions

®

http://walden.org/


Explore Thoreau’s complete works and these curated picks to spark
personal growth and meaningful conversation.

READING LIST
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Essential Thoreau:
Walden
“Civil Disobedience” 
“Slavery in Massachusetts”
“Walking”
“A Plea for Captain John Brown”
A Week on The Concord and Merrimack Rivers
The Maine Woods
Cape Cod 
"Life Without Principle"
The Writings of Henry D. Thoreau, edited by
Elizabeth Hall Witherall

Biographies and annotated editions:
Henry David Thoreau: A Life, Laura Dassow Walls
Henry Thoreau: A Life of the Mind, Robert Richardson
The Portable Thoreau, Jeffrey Cramer
Walden: A Fully Annotated Edition, Jeffrey Cramer
The Maine Woods: A Fully Annotated Edition, Jeffrey Cramer
The Portable Emerson, Jeffrey Cramer 
The Boatman, Robert Thorson

Conservation/environment/social reform/outdoor education:
Falter, Bill McKibben
Half-Earth, EO Wilson
The Future of Life, EO Wilson
A Sand County Almanac, Aldo Leopold
The Outermost House, Henry Beston
Silent Spring, Rachel Carson
The Book of Hope, Jane Goodall
Down the River, Edward Abbey 
What Are People For?, Wendell Berry 
The Unsettling of America, Wendell Berry
Black Faces, White Places, Carolyn Finney
Into the Field: A Guide to Locally Focused Teaching, Clare Walker Leslie; John Tallmadge & Tom Wessels
A Field Guide to Getting Lost, Rebecca Solnit
The Art of Revision: The Last Word, Peter Ho Davies
Angle of Repose, Wallace Stegner
The Home Place: Memoirs of a Colored Man's Love Affair with Nature, J. Drew Lanham
Thoreau in the Age of Crisis, David Gessner



READING LIST
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Children’s books: 
Walking with Henry, Thomas Locker
Little Mouse: The Mouse Who Lived with Henry David Thoreau at Walden Pond, Bill Montague  
Henry David’s House, Steven Schnur & Peter Fiore
Henry Climbs a Mountain, D.B Johnson 
Henry Works, D.B Johnson
Henry Hikes to Fitchburg, D.B Johnson
Henry Builds a Cabin, D.B Johnson 
Henry’s Night, D.B Johnson and Lind Michelin
The Lorax, Dr. Seuss
Henry David Thoreau for Kids: His Life and Ideas, with 21 Activities, Corinne Hosfeld Smith

Walden in Winter | Courtesy Ewers Brothers Productions



FAMILY ENGAGEMENT
RESOURCES
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A suite of resources was developed in a special collaboration between PBS stations WUCF and
WETA, in partnership with The Walden Woods Project (WWP). Designed to accompany
community engagement efforts around the film, these materials help people of all ages
explore the world like Henry David Thoreau through three simple, repeatable habits: noticing,
wondering, and reflecting. 

Each activity was designed to work with the others, but can also be used individually and
requires little set-up. All resources are available in the Brandfolder:
https://bit.ly/HDT_PartnerToolkit

Think Like Thoreau Field Guide 

Henry At Home

I Noticed... Journal 

A simple guide to help you explore your
surroundings using noticing, wondering, and
reflecting. Use this to start your experience
and guide observation.

Short flexible activities that bring the
field guide’s ideas into everyday life.
Use them to practice and extend
learning at home or on the go.

A dedicated space to write, draw, and capture ideas
just as Thoreau did. This is a simple make-and-take for
families and individuals alike.

https://bit.ly/HDT_PartnerToolkit


This section is divided into themes and serves as a springboard for discussion around the
available screening reels for HENRY DAVID THOREAU. Feel free to use these questions
developed in collaboration with The Walden Woods Project to initiate meaningful dialogue,
or create new questions that connect directly with your own community. Please share
questions with panelists and speakers ahead of time to allow them to prepare, particularly
taking into account the historical background necessary to properly discuss these topics.

Consult with partner organizations to create questions that help localize the conversation
and are inclusive of different perspectives. Please make sure your facilitator and panelists are
familiar with planned questions in advance and feel sufficiently prepared to answer them,
particularly taking into account the historical and cultural background necessary to properly
address some of these issues.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
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Questions about moral conscience, civic responsibility & nonviolent resistance

Thoreau’s writings, particularly, “Civil Disobedience,” influenced Civil Rights leaders such
as Martin Luther, King, Jr., Mahatma Ghandi, and Malcolm X. What do you imagine are
the connecting, universal themes that appealed to these leaders?
Thoreau was fascinated with society’s marginalized people who lived in the woods
surrounding Walden Pond. What does this tell us about Thoreau?
The film talks about Thoreau’s “night in jail” for refusing to pay his poll tax. Do you see
this as consequential, and why? Why is this small act of resistance remembered years
later?
What is counter friction and why does Thoreau think we need it?

What is civil disobedience? Why might this term be confusing?
How did growing up in a home with strong female abolitionists affect Thoreau’s
commitment to social justice?
In participating in the underground railroad, Thoreau and his contemporaries were
breaking the Fugitive Slave Act. Does this make them heroes or outlaws? Do we
have a responsibility to adhere to laws we perceive immoral?



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
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Thoreau questioned the expansion of the railroads but also utilized them for his own
convenience while on his lecture tour. What technologies or conveniences do we utilize
today, while also recognizing their potentially harmful impacts?
How would Thoreau respond to our efforts to reduce, reuse, and recycle?
How do Thoreau’s ideas on the wildness of nature challenge our understanding of
nature?
How does Thoreau’s passion for connecting with, and protecting, the natural world
reflect and/or challenge the current environmental movement?
Walden Pond was a place of refuge, beauty and inspiration for Thoreau. How can a
special place like this benefit individuals? Do you have a “Walden”?
Thoreau urged his community to act on the pressing moral issues of the 19th century.
How does his philosophy of civic engagement and peaceful protest apply to modern
challenges of global climate change?
What actions might Thoreau encourage us to take as individuals to civically engage
around protecting the environment? 

Questions about our relationship to the environment

Henry David Thoreau c. 1856 | Courtesy Public Domain 

Thoreau criticized the rapid pace
of industrialization and feared
the burden it might bring to
society. How might Thoreau
suggest we strike a balance
between convenience and social
good?
Consider Thoreau’s advances to
the sciences in the 21st century.
Would he consider himself a
scientist? Why or why not?



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
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As a young man, Thoreau was in the midst of a personal as well as social time of
crisis (the loss of his brother, his opposition to slavery). Thoreau found solace in
nature and wrote, “In wildness is the preservation of the world.” How can we
navigate the stresses of the modern world by turning to nature and embracing
“wildness”? What does “wildness” mean to you?
Thoreau famously sought to live “many lives.” He is known as a philosopher and
writer but also showed immense promise as a scientist and botanist. In a world
that often pressures us to pick a single professional lane, how can we follow his
example to pursue multiple interests?
How can we “Go confidently in the direction of [our] dreams,” as Thoreau
encourages?
Thoreau moved fluidly between roles as a teacher, scientist, and explorer. 
Young adults today are often told to pursue one career path. What advice might
Thoreau have for them about how to live a purposeful life?
Thoreau was committed to spending time alone with his thoughts. What can we
gain from finding time to be alone with our thoughts and disconnect with the
distractions in our modern world?
What is the value of journal keeping in recording one’s life experiences?

Questions about Thoreau’s quest for an authentic and purposeful life

Thoreau wrote in Walden, “All men lead lives of
quiet desperation.” Would he feel this is even
more true today with the advent of social media?
Thoreau was a keen observer as well as a
participant in society. How do we both observe
and participate in life in the modern world? What
prevents us from fully observing and
participating?
Reflecting onThoreau’s two years at Walden
Pond, consider how his commitment to simplicity
and deliberate living resonates with you. What
would a life focused on essential, meaningful
experiences look like for you, and why might this
be key to a truly fulfilling life?

Cover image from 1st edition of Thoreau's Walden (1854) | Courtesy Public Domain
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Thoreau’s most famous works include Walden and “Civil Disobedience.” How do these
works reflect his unique perspective on the world?
How do you think Thoreau's work has influenced the world we live in today?
Did Thoreau’s ideas on civil disobedience conflict with his support for the abolitionist,
John Brown? If so, how?
Thoreau was clearly fascinated by the history of Indigenous Nations around Concord
and in Maine. How do you view Thoreau, in light of settler colonialism?
How was Transcendentalism a challenge to nineteenth-century society?
How would you define Transcendentalism in one-two sentences?
What contemporary authors resonate with Thoreau’s messages regarding our place in
nature and nature’s place in our lives?
What contemporary authors resonate with Thoreau’s messages regarding social
reform?
How did Thoreau’s tension with Emerson influence his beliefs and writings?
Why were Thoreau’s writings not commercial successes in nineteenth-century
America? Why did certain segments of society reject Thoreau’s arguments?
What has led to the popularization of Thoreau’s works?
How was Thoreau a man of his time, and how did he challenge society’s expectations
of men in the nineteenth-century?
Why does Thoreau remain a man of our times?

Questions for writers/scholars

What Thoreau works have you read?
What Thoreau works are you now interested in reading?
What do you find most compelling about Thoreau?
What do you find most contradictory about Thoreau?
What questions does the film raise about Thoreau that you would like to explore
further?
What surprised you about Thoreau in watching the clip/film?

General questions for the audience



What drew you to Henry David Thoreau as the subject of a documentary? 
Who should watch this film? Who is it for?
How much did you know about Thoreau before embarking on this film? 
Was there anything you discovered about Thoreau that surprised you while making the
film? 
The introduction of the film touches on this, but can you elaborate a bit on what you see
as Thoreau’s relevance to the world today? 
The introduction of the film notes that while Thoreau believed in freedom and equality,
he didn’t necessarily apply that to all races. How does the film address this? 
As the film notes, Thoreau is best known for Walden and his essay on civil disobedience.
Are there other writings of his that you think merit more attention today? 
There’s an interesting name in the credits of the documentary—musician Don Henley, of
Eagles and solo fame. What prompted his involvement in this project, and what role did
he play? 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

HENRY DAVID THOREAU  |  ENGAGEMENT & DISCUSSION GUIDE 25

Behind the Scenes: Christopher Loren Ewers | Courtesy of Ewers Brothers Productions

Questions for the filmmakers



Lesson 1 | The Legacy of Henry David Thoreau’s
“Civil Disobedience”
Discover how Henry David Thoreau’s ideas and his
essay, “Civil Disobedience” inspired civil rights
leaders of the 20th century. Students learn that
Thoreau witnessed great injustices, such as the
institution of slavery and the Mexican-American
War, but also that he felt compelled to take action
against these injustices. Thoreau advocated for
nonviolent resistance and argued that individuals
had a moral obligation to stand up against
government injustices. Through viewing a media
clip and engaging in a close reading of excerpts from
“Civil Disobedience,” students explore how these
ideas inspired civil rights leaders and how they
found solace and motivation in his words.

To support educators, HENRY DAVID THOREAU is accompanied by educational materials
for middle and high school classrooms.

CLASSROOM RESOURCES
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PBS LearningMedia created three curriculum-aligned, classroom-ready education
resources that include video segments from the series, discussion questions,
vocabulary, and student-led activities - all accessible for free to educators on PBS
LearningMedia.

Educational materials will include clips from the film and cover themes from Walden, civic
responsibility and activism, as well as environmental stewardship. More information is
available at pbslearningmedia.org/kenburns.

Thoreau’s 1849 essay "Resistance to Civil Government"
which would later become known worldwide as “Civil

Disobedience” | Courtesy Public Domain 

https://vpm.pbslearningmedia.org/collection/kenburnsclassroom/film/henry-david-thoreau/


CLASSROOM RESOURCES

Lesson 3 | Henry David Thoreau and the Importance of Observing and Describing Nature
Discover the scientific side of Henry David Thoreau, including his records of natural events
that have helped modern ecologists and climatologists discover ecosystem changes across
the Greater Boston region. Students watch three videos to learn about Thoreau's nature
journeys, spurred by both his philosophical and academic influences. Through engagement
prompts, students discuss Thoreau's goals and practices of observing nature. They also have
the opportunity to observe and record nature and reflect on their own connections to it.

Lesson 2 | The Influence of Henry David
Thoreau’s Walden on Living Simply Today
Consider what it means to turn inward and live a
simple and deliberate life through Henry David
Thoreau’s experiment at Walden Pond. Students
discover more about the time Thoreau spent in
nature and understand how it helped him
discover what it meant to live a meaningful life.
Students watch media and engage in a close
reading of an excerpt from Walden to examine
Thoreau’s famous words “Simplify, simplify!” and
consider how those words might apply to their
lives.
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Thoreau Cabin at Walden | Courtesy of Public Domain

Walden woods |  Courtesy of Ewers Brothers Productions



Official PBS Webpage: pbs.org/thoreau
HENRY DAVID THOREAU Project Toolkit at: https://bit.ly/HDT_PartnerToolkit
PBS PRESSROOM: https://pressroom.pbs.org/programs/h/henry-david-thoreau 
Request a screening reel: https://bit.ly/Thoreau_ScreenerRQ
Surveys for your engagement events:
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/ThoreauEventSurvey
The Walden Woods Project: https://www.walden.org/

QUICK LIST OF LINKS:

For questions about engagement and education assets,
please reach out to the National Impact & Engagement
team at WETA: engagement@weta.org

CONTACT US

Behind the scenes shot of Thoreau’s desk | Courtesy of Ewers Brothers Productions

LINKS AND SUPPORT
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http://pbs.org/thoreau
https://bit.ly/HDT_PartnerToolkit
https://pressroom.pbs.org/programs/h/henry-david-thoreau
https://bit.ly/Thoreau_ScreenerRQ
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/ThoreauEventSurvey
https://www.walden.org/
mailto:engagement@weta.org


PRODUCTION CREDIT

FUNDING CREDIT

HENRY DAVID THOREAU is a Ewers Brothers Production, in partnership with Florentine Films and
WETA Washington, D.C. Directed by Erik Ewers and Christopher Loren Ewers. Written by David
Blistein. Produced by Julie Coffman and Susan Shumaker, Producers Christopher Loren Ewers and
Erik Ewers. Director of Photography Christopher Loren Ewers. Edited by Erik Ewers and Ryan
Gifford. Co-Produced by Cauley Powell. Original Music Score by David Cieri. Narrated by George
Clooney. Voice of Thoreau by Jeff Goldblum, and other voices by Ted Danson, Meryl Streep and
Tate Donovan. The executives in charge for WETA are John F. Wilson (posthumously) and Kate
Kelly. Executive Producers are Ken Burns and Don Henley.

This engagement guide was written  and created by the National Impact & Engagement Team
at WETA, with contributions from Ewers Brothers Productions, Florentine Films, and The

Walden Woods Project.  WETA editors include Chloe Kougias and Amy Labenski.
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Major funding for HENRY DAVID THOREAU was provided by The Better Angels Society, Jeff Skoll,
the Mansueto Foundation, Tyson Foods, and The Arthur Vining Davis Foundations. Funding was
also provided by the Tyson Family Foundation, The Neil and Anna Rasmussen Foundation, and The
Better Angels Society members: The Keith Campbell Foundation for the Environment and Mark A.
Tracy. Additional funding was provided by Roxanne Quimby Foundation, Jim and Mona Mylen
through The HeartSpace Fund, and Elizabeth Kenny.

Behind the scenes image of Walden cabin in snow| Courtesy of Ewers Brothers Production


	DISCUSSION & ENGAGEMENT GUIDE
	INTRODUCTION
	HENRY DAVID THOREAU is a three-part series executive produced by Ken Burns and Don Henley, directed by Erik Ewers and Christopher Loren Ewers, produced by Julie Coffman, Susan Shumaker, and co-producer Cauley Powell, and written by David Blistein.
	Henry David Thoreau helped define modern environmentalism and nonviolent resistance, yet his life has been obscured by myth. The author of Walden and “Civil Disobedience,” he was brilliant but flawed, idealistic but opinionated. A writer, scientist and activist, his words resonate urgently with today’s challenges as humanity looks for ways to live in harmony with nature—and each other.
	He has been called the patron saint of the environmental movement and the father of nonviolent resistance. His best-known work, Walden, is considered a masterpiece and figures on every list of essential American books. His essay “Civil Disobedience” has inspired activists and reformers from Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr., to Colin Kaepernick and Greta Thunberg. He was a writer, a scientist, a seeker of truth, and a fighter for maintaining our nation’s first principles.
	The series explores his thoughts on people marginalized by society—Native peoples, African Americans, and women. His experiences with them, and how he wrote about them, reveal the complexities of race, gender, and the roots of inequality, offering a clearer view of our shared history. Combined with his reflections on the natural world, or “wildness,” his work shows how nature and the fight for justice are deeply connected.
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	USING THIS GUIDE
	The goal of this guide is to help you facilitate conversations and create engagement opportunities around HENRY DAVID THOREAU.
	This guide will point you to resources, partners and suggestions that allow you to create the engagement opportunities that truly connect, invigorate and inspire your communities.
	The documentary gives communities an opportunity to participate in a national conversation about American history, the intersection of environmental justice and social equity; moral conscious, civic responsibility, and nonviolent resistance; and the quest for an authentic and purposeful life. This guide has tools to help public media stations, libraries, schools, organizations, and individuals to plan events, spark conversation, share untold stories, and connect.
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	EPISODE DESCRIPTIONS
	Streaming on the PBS website and video app and on PBS beginning Monday, March 30, 2026 at 9/8c.
	In this modern historical documentary, the mythical Thoreau – the secluded hermit in the woods at Walden Pond, the outlier, the prophet – will give way to the human Thoreau: social; genial; inquisitive; an exacting scientist and charismatic speaker; an individual with flaws, self-contradictions, and misjudgments that prove his humanity and hold a mirror to our own.
	HENRY DAVID THOREAU will be the first nationally broadcast biography of this American original at a time when his wisdom is sorely needed. The film will explore his most far-reaching and forward-thinking ideas: justice for all human beings, the health of our planet and the species it sustains, the quest for a meaningful life, the importance of standing up for one’s beliefs in the public square. Tracing those concepts into the 21st century will demonstrate how ideas – when taken off the page and truly lived – can change the world.
	EPISODE ONE | Who Are We?: Henry David Thoreau’s early life unfolds as a changing nation struggles to live up to its ideals, while industry threatens the landscape. After attending Harvard College, he was inspired by Ralph Waldo Emerson to become a writer. Then, a family tragedy deepens his bond with nature, and, disillusioned with society, he builds a cabin in the woods to live simply, deliberately, quietly—and write.
	EPISODE TWO | Being Alive: Living at his cabin at Walden Pond, Thoreau finds solace in "wild" nature and pours himself into his journal, laying the groundwork for one of two books he writes there. His two-year stay includes regular trips to town, a transformative journey to Maine, and a night in jail in protest of a government that permits slavery—experiences that redefine his understanding of freedom.
	EPISODE THREE | Several More Lives to Live: After completing his two-year experiment at Walden Pond, Thoreau returns to society to test what he has learned about living responsibly. He undertakes new “experiments” as a surveyor, scientist, and abolitionist, and takes two more trips to Maine—uncovering even deeper truths about life and the world. He writes with a new urgency as a lifelong illness begins to catch up with him.


	MEET THE CREATORS
	KEN BURNS, EXECUTIVE PRODUCER
	Ken Burns has been making documentary films for almost fifty years. Since the Academy Award nominated Brooklyn Bridge in 1981, Ken has gone on to direct and produce some of the most acclaimed historical documentaries ever made, including The Civil War; Baseball; Jazz; The War; The National Parks:  America’s Best Idea; Prohibition; The Roosevelts:  An Intimate History; The Vietnam War; Country Music; The U.S. and the Holocaust; The American Buffalo; Leonardo da Vinci; and, most recently, The American Revolution.
	Future film projects include Emancipation to Exodus, and LBJ & the Great Society, among others.
	Ken’s films have been honored with dozens of major awards, including seventeen Emmy Awards, two GRAMMY® Awards and two Oscar nominations.  In September of 2008, at the News & Documentary Emmy Awards, Ken was honored by the Academy of Television Arts & Sciences with a Lifetime Achievement Award.  In November of 2022, Ken was inducted into the Television Academy Hall of Fame.
	Thoreau’s insistence that conscience must guide citizenship, and that  solitude can be a source of strength, continues to speak directly to our time. He challenged Americans to ask hard questions about who we are and what kind of society we want to build, a challenge that remains as urgent today as it was in his day. But perhaps most importantly he asked us to stop and to pay attention to the world around us.
	KEN BURNS
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	MEET THE CREATORS
	DON HENLEY | EXECUTIVE PRODUCER
	Don Henley is best known as a founder of the legendary rock band, the Eagles, as well as an influential solo artist. As one of the most popular bands in America, the Eagles have won six GRAMMY® Awards and were inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in 1998. Their Greatest Hits 1971-1975 remains the #1 best-selling album of all time. Henley has maintained an extraordinary commitment to music and to various philanthropic efforts, including a dedication to environmental issues. In the 90s, he founded two nonprofits – Caddo Lake Institute and The Walden Woods Project (WWP). Henley has chaired The WWP’s board of directors since its inception. To date,
	the organization has protected nearly 200 acres of the historic woods in Massachusetts, where Thoreau championed the concept of land conservation. The WWP research library, near Walden Pond, houses the world’s largest collection of Thoreau-related materials. The organization offers a wide range of educational programs inspired by the life of Thoreau for local and global audiences of all ages.
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	MEET THE CREATORS
	ERIK EWERS | DIRECTOR
	Co-Director and editor Erik Ewers has worked with documentary filmmaker Ken Burns for more than 35 years, including nearly all of his single and multi-episodic films. He currently serves as co-director and editor of Ewers Brothers Productions, a preferred collaborative company in the co-creation of Ken’s films.
	Erik has been nominated for more than seven personal and program Emmy Awards and has won one editing Emmy and three program Emmys, as well as two prestigious ACE Eddie Award nominations and one ACE win for “Best Edited Documentary of 2015.” Erik is an expert in all aspects of filmmaking, having served as music producer, writer, director, film producer, picture editor, and sound effects, music, and dialogue editor.
	In 2015, Erik collaborated with brother Chris and Ken to create the two-hour PBS film The Mayo Clinic: Faith, Hope, Science, serving as co-director and editor. He and Chris co-directed Hiding in Plain Sight: Youth Mental Illness, exploring the mental health crisis in our nation’s youth and young adults, which aired on PBS June 27th and 28th to millions. They have completed a documentary biography of Henry David Thoreau which airs nationally on PBS March 30-31, and they are in production on follow up mental health film, Hiding in Plain Sight: Adult Mental Illness, along with a half dozen of other documentary projects in various stages of development.

	CHRISTOPHER LOREN EWERS | DIRECTOR
	Co-Director and Director of Photography Christopher Loren Ewers has been working behind the camera for over 25 years, traveling the world and exploring the human experience through the lens. His broadcast work has appeared on national networks like NBC and PBS, his commercial work has included Fortune 500 brands like Apple and Coca-Cola and his social issue work for nonprofit organizations like the American Academy of Arts and Sciences and the Clinton Global Initiative. His documentary cinematography has been featured in each of Ken Burns’ films since The Vietnam War.
	Working with Ken as executive producer, Chris co-directed and served as Director of Photography on feature length documentary, The Mayo Clinic: Faith, Hope, Science, broadcast nationally on PBS in September 2018. He and brother Erik co-directed Hiding in Plain Sight: Youth Mental Illness, exploring
	the mental health crisis in our nation’s youth and young adults, which aired on PBS June 27th and 28th to millions. They have completed a documentary biography of Henry David Thoreau which airs nationally on PBS March 30-31, and they are in production on follow up mental health film, Hiding in Plain Sight: Adult Mental Illness, along with a half dozen of other documentary projects in various stages of development.
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	MEET THE CREATORS
	JULIE COFFMAN | SENIOR PRODUCER
	Julie Coffman spent 15 years working with Ewers Brothers Productions, where she produced and co-produced numerous documentary films, shorts, and commercial projects. In 2015, Julie joined Florentine Films in a collaboration with EBP and Ken Burns to create the two-hour PBS film The Mayo Clinic: Faith, Hope, Science (2018). Her partnership with Ewers Brothers Productions and Burns has continued with 2022’s Hiding in Plain Sight: Youth Mental Illness, and a sequel, focused on adults, which is currently in production.

	SUSAN SHUMAKER | PRODUCER
	Susan Shumaker is a story producer with Florentine Films and Ewers Brothers Productions. She joined Florentine in 2002 as an intern on The War (2007) with funding from an NEA professional development grant. She worked with writer/producer Dayton Duncan on the Emmy award-winning The National Parks: America’s Best Idea (2009), The Dust Bowl (2012), Country Music (2019), and The American Buffalo (2023), was a producer on EBP’s Hiding in Plain Sight: Youth Mental Illness (2022), and served as an archival producer on Leonardo da Vinci (2024).
	Before Florentine, Susan worked as a museum curator and produced digital multimedia, developing award-winning educational CD-ROMS and websites She left the field in 1996 to indulge her passion for food and travel, writing for national publications and publishing a line of vegetarian travel guides.

	CAULEY POWELL | CO-PRODUCER
	Cauley Powell began at Florentine Films in 2012 as an intern on The Roosevelts. She worked for 8 years in the Florentine Administrative Offices as assistant to Ken Burns and coordinator of special projects.  Cauley served as a producer on the Ken Burns UNUM project for two years and liaised with PBS LearningMedia on their Ken Burns in the Classroom initiative for three years. She was a co-producer on the Ewers Brothers Productions and Florentine Films co-production exploring the life and legacy of Henry David Thoreau.

	DAVID BLISTEIN | WRITER
	Writer David Blistein spent 25 years as the Owner and Creative Director of a regional ad agency, after which he began writing non-fiction books and documentaries. He was a writer on the PBS documentaries Cancer: The Emperor of All Maladies and The Gene. He also wrote The Mayo Clinic: Faith, Hope, Science, and Hiding in Plain Sight: Youth Mental Illness, both of which were produced by Ewers Bros. Productions and Florentine Films.
	David co-wrote Grover Cleveland Again! with Ken Burns—a book about the American  presidents for young adults, and is the author of David’s Inferno, which combines memoir with
	essays on how manic-depression is diagnosed and treated. He is also the co-author of Opium: The Agony and Ecstasy of Earth’s Most Powerful Flower.
	Most recently, he has been writing a serial novel, as well as essays about writing and the lives of his friends in Brattleboro, Vermont who “live on the street by day and wherever they can by night.” All of which can be found at davidblistein.substack.com. He and Ken Burns have been solving the world’s problems—and occasionally each other’s—for more than 50 years.


	AIR DATES
	Streaming on the PBS website and video app and on PBS beginning  Monday, March 30, 2026 at 9/8c

	WEBSITE + SOCIAL MEDIA
	www.pbs.org/thoreau
	#ThoreauPBS

	PROJECT TOOLKIT
	Free resources are available to support engagement in your community, including images from the documentary, press release, clips, social media suggestions and more. To access these assets, please visit the HENRY DAVID THOREAU BrandFolder at https://bit.ly/HDT_PartnerToolkit
	Beyond the broadcast of HENRY DAVID THOREAU, public media stations can extend audience engagement through the PBS video app and their local video platforms. Starting on the night of its premiere, HENRY DAVID THOREAU is available for free streaming (FVOD) for two weeks, followed by exclusive streaming for PBS Passport members (MVOD).
	CONTINUE THE CONVERSATION ONLINE
	Share your thoughts and join online discussions using the hashtag #ThoreauPBS


	ENGAGEMENT OVERVIEW
	This documentary is accompanied by an engagement program designed to bring communities together to reflect on Thoreau’s lasting impact, especially in regard to the intersection of environmental justice and social equity; moral conscious and civic responsibility; and the quest for an authentic and purposeful life. We invite you to join this campaign by fostering conversations and creating opportunities that celebrate Thoreau’s spirit of the pursuit of universal truth and meaning.
	HENRY DAVID THOREAU provides a platform for communities to engage in a national conversation about American history, nature,
	civil disobedience, literature, and society. This guide is packed with tools to help community organizations plan events, spark meaningful discussions, share untold stories, and build connections.
	Our goal is to empower you to create engagement activities and facilitate conversations around HENRY DAVID THOREAU. Inside this guide, you’ll find resources, potential partners, and actionable suggestions to help you design impactful opportunities that truly connect, inspire, and energize your communities, fostering a deeper understanding of our nation’s history.

	PARTNERSHIPS
	Use HENRY DAVID THOREAU as an opportunity to cultivate new partnerships or strengthen existing ones, while broadening the documentary’s impact in your community. Engage potential partners early in your planning process and leverage their expertise to guide your efforts. Partners can offer valuable insights, provide panelists, and assist with promoting and supporting community events. Consider reaching out to schools, youth organizations, nature conservancies, local parks, literary societies, libraries, universities, civic groups, history museums, and humanities organizations as starting points for building local partnerships.
	Through active collaboration,  partnerships can help spark meaningful community conversations and magnify the impact of HENRY DAVID THOREAU.  The Walden Woods Project has been a major contributor to educational and engagement resources developed to accompany this film.
	The Walden Woods Project preserves the land, literature and legacy of Henry David Thoreau to foster an ethic of environmental stewardship and social responsibility. The Walden Woods Project achieves this mission through the integration of conservation, education, research and advocacy and has many free resources on their website to allow members of the public and educators to deepen their understanding of Henry David Thoreau. Learn more at walden.org.

	SETTING UP A SUCCESSFUL SCREENING
	COMMUNITY PARTNERS
	A great starting point for your screening plans is to collaborate with local partners. Involve potential partners early in the planning process and tap into their expertise to shape your efforts. Partners can offer invaluable insights, recommend panelists, and help promote and support community events. Specifically, they might:
	Recommend or serve as local experts for a panel discussion.
	Offer venues or help promote screenings to their networks.
	Participate in the event by hosting a table or showcasing their work, if possible.

	FACILITATION TIPS & TIPS FOR THE FACILITATOR
	Recruit a host or moderator that can facilitate an interesting discussion, drawing out answers from the panel that are suitable for the audience.
	The role of the host is to keep the discussion moving while remaining neutral. Your host need not be an expert in the field, but rather someone who can facilitate discussion and create a safe environment where the audience members feel free to speak their thoughts and pose questions.
	A good host should plan on previewing the screener in advance to prepare. Journalists and local reporters can make for excellent moderators and help keep the conversation on track.
	Facilitators do not need to be experts. The goal of the facilitator is to foster a conversation that dives into the subject matter. The facilitator should listen attentively to panelists and keep an open mind while respecting the time for everyone to speak.
	Facilitators should inquire about proper names and phonetic pronunciation for panelists and community partners prior to the screening.
	At the event, facilitator should be clear about their role - that is, to keep the discussion moving and to remain a fair voice that guides the event along. She or he should accept questions and commentary relevant to the film or panel discussion only and be prepared to respectfully but firmly redirect rhetoric.
	Good facilitators should provide historical context: Discussions will have historical significance and cultural relevance that may not be evident to everyone. The facilitator, or subject-matter experts on the panel, should provide a historical context when appropriate.


	SETTING UP A SUCCESSFUL SCREENING
	PANELISTS
	Recruit local experts and invite them to participate in a panel discussion or Q&A. Decide on a screening topic, and bring together a diverse range of panelists.

	POST SCREENING
	Allow time for audience members to mingle after the screening, to informally continue the conversation and connect with each other.
	Man thinks faster and freer than ever before. He, moreover, moves faster and freer. He is more restless because he is more independent than ever. The winds and the waves are not enough for him; he must… ransack the bowels of the earth, that he may make for himself a highway of iron over its surface.
	HENRY DAVID THOREAU THE COMMERCIAL SPIRIT OF MODERN TIMES


	Want to set up a screening?
	WETA offers screening reels for PBS stations, libraries, and other organizations. These reels feature segments from the entire film, creating a powerful compilation of highlights. The following pages contain discussion questions designed for use with screening reels and the larger series.
	Request a screener at https://bit.ly/Thoreau_ScreenerRQ
	Share the Impact Survey at all of your engagement events: https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/ThoreauEventSurvey
	Get promotion assets from the Project Toolkit: https://bit.ly/HDT_PartnerToolkit


	SCREENING REELS
	Below you’ll find outlines of the three available HENRY DAVID THOREAU engagement reels. To request access to the screener, please fill out the screener request form: https://bit.ly/Thoreau_ScreenerRQ
	General Overview Reel
	(TRT: 40:13)
	Clip
	Episode
	Theme/Description
	One
	Intro. Overview of themes and topics presented in the docuseries.
	One
	Political issues, Industrial Revolution and westward expansion reshaping lives of many Americans. Emergence of Transcendentalism.
	Two
	Thoreau moves to Walden Pond to live deliberately and write.
	Two
	Thoreau arrested for refusal to pay poll tax in protest of slavery. He writes “Civil Disobedience,” influencing leaders and movements worldwide into the 21st century.
	Three
	Thoreau leaves Walden on an excursion to Mt. Katahdin in Maine. Along his journey, he observes a Penobscot Nation reservation. His failed summit leads to new awareness of humanity's place in wilderness.
	Three
	Thoreau leaves Walden and leads many lives, committed to ongoing investigation. Fugitive Slave Act is passed. Thoreau family’s involvement in underground railroad.
	Three
	Thoreau’s death and lasting impact.




	PLANNING ACTIVITIES
	Creating a successful engagement campaign around HENRY DAVID THOREAU may include new pathways for engagement that expand collaboration with historical, cultural, scientific, arts, education, and humanities organizations. Community initiatives for this project should seek to create interdisciplinary conversation around Thoreau’s lasting impact.
	WONDERING WHERE TO START?
	Choose a potential theme you’d like to build your engagement plans around. Possible topics include:
	Communion with nature & environmental stewardship
	Moral conscience, civic responsibility & nonviolent resistance
	The quest for an authentic and purposeful life
	Activities you can customize for your community: Live Q&A Sessions with Experts: Partner with local English and history professors to create special exhibitions that complement the documentary. This could entail featuring selections of Thoreau’s most famous writings and the historical figures (past and present) inspired by his work. Organize live Q&A sessions with historians and experts to explore Thoreau’s approach to live purposefully. Take it a step further and plan a screening and interdisciplinary panel discussion to explore Thoreau’s lasting influence on society.
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	WHERE’S YOUR WALDEN?
	First published in 1854, Walden describes Henry David Thoreau’s experiences in a small house he built near Walden Pond, in Concord, Massachusetts. The book is part natural history, part social commentary, part personal discovery. It is a reflection upon deliberate living, making choices that make a difference. Through close observation, Thoreau gained a better and more personal understanding of the natural world.
	Thoreau believed that we each should have a special place of refuge, beauty, meaning, or inspiration. His was at Walden Pond. Consider your own special place in the world - your Walden - and your connection to it. It’s often a place you know well. It can also be a place you’ve visited once, but often revisit in your mind.
	Share your story! Where’s Your Walden?®  Where is the place that connects you to the natural world, inspires you, or gives you comfort and renewal?
	Scan the QR code to share about your Walden and why it is important to you. Include a photo of your Walden if you wish. Your submission could be featured on our website or social media pages!
	Where’s Your Walden?® was created by The Walden Woods Project, a non-profit organization near Walden Pond in Massachusetts that preserves the land, literature and legacy of Henry David Thoreau to foster an ethic of environmental stewardship and social responsibility. The Walden Woods Project was founded in 1990 by recording artist Don Henley. Learn more about The Walden Woods Project at walden.org.
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	READING LIST
	Explore Thoreau’s complete works and these curated picks to spark personal growth and meaningful conversation.
	Essential Thoreau:
	Walden
	“Civil Disobedience” 
	“Slavery in Massachusetts”
	“Walking”
	“A Plea for Captain John Brown”
	A Week on The Concord and Merrimack Rivers
	The Maine Woods
	Cape Cod
	"Life Without Principle"
	The Writings of Henry D. Thoreau, edited by Elizabeth Hall Witherall

	Biographies and annotated editions:
	Henry David Thoreau: A Life, Laura Dassow Walls
	Henry Thoreau: A Life of the Mind, Robert Richardson
	The Portable Thoreau, Jeffrey Cramer
	Walden: A Fully Annotated Edition, Jeffrey Cramer
	The Maine Woods: A Fully Annotated Edition, Jeffrey Cramer
	The Portable Emerson, Jeffrey Cramer
	The Boatman, Robert Thorson

	Conservation/environment/social reform/outdoor education:
	Falter, Bill McKibben
	Half-Earth, EO Wilson
	The Future of Life, EO Wilson
	A Sand County Almanac, Aldo Leopold
	The Outermost House, Henry Beston
	Silent Spring, Rachel Carson
	The Book of Hope, Jane Goodall
	Down the River, Edward Abbey 
	What Are People For?, Wendell Berry 
	The Unsettling of America, Wendell Berry
	Black Faces, White Places, Carolyn Finney
	Into the Field: A Guide to Locally Focused Teaching, Clare Walker Leslie; John Tallmadge & Tom Wessels
	A Field Guide to Getting Lost, Rebecca Solnit
	The Art of Revision: The Last Word, Peter Ho Davies
	Angle of Repose, Wallace Stegner
	The Home Place: Memoirs of a Colored Man's Love Affair with Nature, J. Drew Lanham
	Thoreau in the Age of Crisis, David Gessner


	READING LIST
	Children’s books:
	Walking with Henry, Thomas Locker
	Little Mouse: The Mouse Who Lived with Henry David Thoreau at Walden Pond, Bill Montague
	Henry David’s House, Steven Schnur & Peter Fiore
	Henry Climbs a Mountain, D.B Johnson
	Henry Works, D.B Johnson
	Henry Hikes to Fitchburg, D.B Johnson
	Henry Builds a Cabin, D.B Johnson
	Henry’s Night, D.B Johnson and Lind Michelin
	The Lorax, Dr. Seuss
	Henry David Thoreau for Kids: His Life and Ideas, with 21 Activities, Corinne Hosfeld Smith
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	FAMILY ENGAGEMENT RESOURCES
	A suite of resources was developed in a special collaboration between PBS stations WUCF and WETA, in partnership with The Walden Woods Project (WWP). Designed to accompany community engagement efforts around the film, these materials help people of all ages explore the world like Henry David Thoreau through three simple, repeatable habits: noticing, wondering, and reflecting.
	Each activity was designed to work with the others, but can also be used individually and requires little set-up. All resources are available in the Brandfolder: https://bit.ly/HDT_PartnerToolkit
	Think Like Thoreau Field Guide
	A simple guide to help you explore your surroundings using noticing, wondering, and reflecting. Use this to start your experience and guide observation.

	Henry At Home
	Short flexible activities that bring the field guide’s ideas into everyday life. Use them to practice and extend learning at home or on the go.

	I Noticed... Journal
	A dedicated space to write, draw, and capture ideas just as Thoreau did. This is a simple make-and-take for families and individuals alike.


	DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
	This section is divided into themes and serves as a springboard for discussion around the available screening reels for HENRY DAVID THOREAU. Feel free to use these questions developed in collaboration with The Walden Woods Project to initiate meaningful dialogue, or create new questions that connect directly with your own community. Please share questions with panelists and speakers ahead of time to allow them to prepare, particularly taking into account the historical background necessary to properly discuss these topics.
	Consult with partner organizations to create questions that help localize the conversation and are inclusive of different perspectives. Please make sure your facilitator and panelists are familiar with planned questions in advance and feel sufficiently prepared to answer them, particularly taking into account the historical and cultural background necessary to properly address some of these issues.
	Questions about moral conscience, civic responsibility & nonviolent resistance
	Thoreau’s writings, particularly, “Civil Disobedience,” influenced Civil Rights leaders such as Martin Luther, King, Jr., Mahatma Ghandi, and Malcolm X. What do you imagine are the connecting, universal themes that appealed to these leaders?
	Thoreau was fascinated with society’s marginalized people who lived in the woods surrounding Walden Pond. What does this tell us about Thoreau?
	The film talks about Thoreau’s “night in jail” for refusing to pay his poll tax. Do you see this as consequential, and why? Why is this small act of resistance remembered years later?
	What is counter friction and why does Thoreau think we need it?
	What is civil disobedience? Why might this term be confusing?
	How did growing up in a home with strong female abolitionists affect Thoreau’s commitment to social justice?
	In participating in the underground railroad, Thoreau and his contemporaries were breaking the Fugitive Slave Act. Does this make them heroes or outlaws? Do we have a responsibility to adhere to laws we perceive immoral?


	DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
	Questions about our relationship to the environment
	Thoreau questioned the expansion of the railroads but also utilized them for his own convenience while on his lecture tour. What technologies or conveniences do we utilize today, while also recognizing their potentially harmful impacts?
	How would Thoreau respond to our efforts to reduce, reuse, and recycle?
	How do Thoreau’s ideas on the wildness of nature challenge our understanding of nature?
	How does Thoreau’s passion for connecting with, and protecting, the natural world reflect and/or challenge the current environmental movement?
	Walden Pond was a place of refuge, beauty and inspiration for Thoreau. How can a special place like this benefit individuals? Do you have a “Walden”?
	Thoreau urged his community to act on the pressing moral issues of the 19th century. How does his philosophy of civic engagement and peaceful protest apply to modern challenges of global climate change?
	What actions might Thoreau encourage us to take as individuals to civically engage around protecting the environment?
	Thoreau criticized the rapid pace of industrialization and feared the burden it might bring to society. How might Thoreau suggest we strike a balance between convenience and social good?
	Consider Thoreau’s advances to the sciences in the 21st century. Would he consider himself a scientist? Why or why not?
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	DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
	Questions about Thoreau’s quest for an authentic and purposeful life
	As a young man, Thoreau was in the midst of a personal as well as social time of crisis (the loss of his brother, his opposition to slavery). Thoreau found solace in nature and wrote, “In wildness is the preservation of the world.” How can we navigate the stresses of the modern world by turning to nature and embracing “wildness”? What does “wildness” mean to you?
	Thoreau famously sought to live “many lives.” He is known as a philosopher and writer but also showed immense promise as a scientist and botanist. In a world that often pressures us to pick a single professional lane, how can we follow his example to pursue multiple interests?
	How can we “Go confidently in the direction of [our] dreams,” as Thoreau encourages?
	Thoreau moved fluidly between roles as a teacher, scientist, and explorer.  Young adults today are often told to pursue one career path. What advice might Thoreau have for them about how to live a purposeful life?
	Thoreau was committed to spending time alone with his thoughts. What can we gain from finding time to be alone with our thoughts and disconnect with the distractions in our modern world?
	What is the value of journal keeping in recording one’s life experiences?
	Thoreau wrote in Walden, “All men lead lives of quiet desperation.” Would he feel this is even more true today with the advent of social media?
	Thoreau was a keen observer as well as a participant in society. How do we both observe and participate in life in the modern world? What prevents us from fully observing and participating?
	Reflecting onThoreau’s two years at Walden Pond, consider how his commitment to simplicity and deliberate living resonates with you. What would a life focused on essential, meaningful experiences look like for you, and why might this be key to a truly fulfilling life?
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	DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
	Questions for writers/scholars
	Thoreau’s most famous works include Walden and “Civil Disobedience.” How do these works reflect his unique perspective on the world?
	How do you think Thoreau's work has influenced the world we live in today?
	Did Thoreau’s ideas on civil disobedience conflict with his support for the abolitionist, John Brown? If so, how?
	Thoreau was clearly fascinated by the history of Indigenous Nations around Concord and in Maine. How do you view Thoreau, in light of settler colonialism?
	How was Transcendentalism a challenge to nineteenth-century society?
	How would you define Transcendentalism in one-two sentences?
	What contemporary authors resonate with Thoreau’s messages regarding our place in nature and nature’s place in our lives?
	What contemporary authors resonate with Thoreau’s messages regarding social reform?
	How did Thoreau’s tension with Emerson influence his beliefs and writings?
	Why were Thoreau’s writings not commercial successes in nineteenth-century America? Why did certain segments of society reject Thoreau’s arguments?
	What has led to the popularization of Thoreau’s works?
	How was Thoreau a man of his time, and how did he challenge society’s expectations of men in the nineteenth-century?
	Why does Thoreau remain a man of our times?

	General questions for the audience
	What Thoreau works have you read?
	What Thoreau works are you now interested in reading?
	What do you find most compelling about Thoreau?
	What do you find most contradictory about Thoreau?
	What questions does the film raise about Thoreau that you would like to explore further?
	What surprised you about Thoreau in watching the clip/film?


	DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
	Questions for the filmmakers
	What drew you to Henry David Thoreau as the subject of a documentary?
	Who should watch this film? Who is it for?
	How much did you know about Thoreau before embarking on this film?
	Was there anything you discovered about Thoreau that surprised you while making the film?
	The introduction of the film touches on this, but can you elaborate a bit on what you see as Thoreau’s relevance to the world today?
	The introduction of the film notes that while Thoreau believed in freedom and equality, he didn’t necessarily apply that to all races. How does the film address this?
	As the film notes, Thoreau is best known for Walden and his essay on civil disobedience. Are there other writings of his that you think merit more attention today?
	There’s an interesting name in the credits of the documentary—musician Don Henley, of Eagles and solo fame. What prompted his involvement in this project, and what role did he play?
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	CLASSROOM RESOURCES
	To support educators, HENRY DAVID THOREAU is accompanied by educational materials for middle and high school classrooms.
	PBS LearningMedia created three curriculum-aligned, classroom-ready education resources that include video segments from the series, discussion questions, vocabulary, and student-led activities - all accessible for free to educators on PBS LearningMedia.
	Educational materials will include clips from the film and cover themes from Walden, civic responsibility and activism, as well as environmental stewardship. More information is available at pbslearningmedia.org/kenburns.
	Lesson 1 | The Legacy of Henry David Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” Discover how Henry David Thoreau’s ideas and his essay, “Civil Disobedience” inspired civil rights leaders of the 20th century. Students learn that Thoreau witnessed great injustices, such as the institution of slavery and the Mexican-American War, but also that he felt compelled to take action against these injustices. Thoreau advocated for nonviolent resistance and argued that individuals had a moral obligation to stand up against government injustices. Through viewing a media clip and engaging in a close reading of excerpts from “Civil Disobedience,” students explore how these ideas inspired civil rights leaders and how they found solace and motivation in his words.
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	CLASSROOM RESOURCES
	Lesson 2 | The Influence of Henry David Thoreau’s Walden on Living Simply Today Consider what it means to turn inward and live a simple and deliberate life through Henry David Thoreau’s experiment at Walden Pond. Students discover more about the time Thoreau spent in nature and understand how it helped him discover what it meant to live a meaningful life. Students watch media and engage in a close reading of an excerpt from Walden to examine Thoreau’s famous words “Simplify, simplify!” and consider how those words might apply to their lives.
	Lesson 3 | Henry David Thoreau and the Importance of Observing and Describing Nature Discover the scientific side of Henry David Thoreau, including his records of natural events that have helped modern ecologists and climatologists discover ecosystem changes across the Greater Boston region. Students watch three videos to learn about Thoreau's nature journeys, spurred by both his philosophical and academic influences. Through engagement prompts, students discuss Thoreau's goals and practices of observing nature. They also have the opportunity to observe and record nature and reflect on their own connections to it.
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	LINKS AND SUPPORT
	QUICK LIST OF LINKS:
	Official PBS Webpage: pbs.org/thoreau
	HENRY DAVID THOREAU Project Toolkit at: https://bit.ly/HDT_PartnerToolkit
	PBS PRESSROOM: https://pressroom.pbs.org/programs/h/henry-david-thoreau
	Request a screening reel: https://bit.ly/Thoreau_ScreenerRQ
	Surveys for your engagement events: https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/ThoreauEventSurvey
	The Walden Woods Project: https://www.walden.org/

	CONTACT US
	For questions about engagement and education assets, please reach out to the National Impact & Engagement team at WETA: engagement@weta.org
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	PRODUCTION CREDIT
	HENRY DAVID THOREAU is a Ewers Brothers Production, in partnership with Florentine Films and WETA Washington, D.C. Directed by Erik Ewers and Christopher Loren Ewers. Written by David Blistein. Produced by Julie Coffman and Susan Shumaker, Producers Christopher Loren Ewers and Erik Ewers. Director of Photography Christopher Loren Ewers. Edited by Erik Ewers and Ryan Gifford. Co-Produced by Cauley Powell. Original Music Score by David Cieri. Narrated by George Clooney. Voice of Thoreau by Jeff Goldblum, and other voices by Ted Danson, Meryl Streep and Tate Donovan. The executives in charge for WETA are John F. Wilson (posthumously) and Kate Kelly. Executive Producers are Ken Burns and Don Henley.

	FUNDING CREDIT
	Major funding for HENRY DAVID THOREAU was provided by The Better Angels Society, Jeff Skoll, the Mansueto Foundation, Tyson Foods, and The Arthur Vining Davis Foundations. Funding was also provided by the Tyson Family Foundation, The Neil and Anna Rasmussen Foundation, and The Better Angels Society members: The Keith Campbell Foundation for the Environment and Mark A. Tracy. Additional funding was provided by Roxanne Quimby Foundation, Jim and Mona Mylen through The HeartSpace Fund, and Elizabeth Kenny.
	This engagement guide was written  and created by the National Impact & Engagement Team at WETA, with contributions from Ewers Brothers Productions, Florentine Films, and The Walden Woods Project.  WETA editors include Chloe Kougias and Amy Labenski.
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