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The present work offers a sketch of the es-
sential landscape of the American environ -
mental imagination as conveyed through liter-
ature, from Native American creation myths,
to works reflecting the early European encoun-
ters with this new environment and shifting
frontier, to contemporary American writing. It
is arranged by persons and topics in one se-
quence, with the authors’ key works following
the author entries. There are entries for special
subjects of particular import, as well as for
works the authorship of which is ill-defined or
of less import than the work itself (e.g., the
Bible).

Taken as a whole, this encyclopedia dem -
on strates the evolution of a complex dialogue
between human kind and the American envi-
ronment, as each has defined and redefined the
other over time. As with any overview, it seeks
to strike a balance between overinclusiveness
and neglect, by focusing on the nodal points
and essential relationships that define the most
characteristic contours of the American land-
scape. This is intended to al low  readers to nav-
igate this landscape with some facility, sense its
overall shape, and pursue any interests that lead
away from the entries with the help of the book’s
machinery (of cross-references, further readings,
bibliographical material, and so on).

The encyclopedia’s focus is not on “envi-
ronmental literature” per se, however that be
defined, but rather on works that have unques-

tionably reflected and shaped the environmental
imagination of Americans, from the most ex-
ploitative and rapacious plunderers selling na -
ture for whatever it will fetch, to the most rev-
erent, eco-sensitive admirers determined to
protect nature from whoever would ill serve it.
(Surely, there are few who think it does not need
protection.) This is an encyclopedia of the en-
vironment, imagined and revealed in literature,
not of literature on or about the environment.

Beyond these general aims, the choice of
authors was governed by two principal criteria:
that their work constituted one of the key points
in the American environmental imagination
(thus in cluding a host of regional authors whose
works may otherwise rest at the margins of the
American canon), or that their work was so sig-
nificant to the American imagination in general
that it could not fail to shape that landscape,
even indirectly, in the uni versal manner of great
art.

Though the work’s focus is literary, that
term is understood to include oral accounts, po-
etry, fiction, and literary nonfiction—anything
that has fundamentally shaped the American
environmental imagination. The necessity of
exclusions (for example, much of the science
and mathematics of the environment) was re-
luctantly accepted by the editors, so that the
work may serve its function as a map of this vast
landscape.

Preface
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America stands in a peculiar, if not
unique, relation to its natural surroundings. No
nation on earth, perhaps, has defined itself so
profoundly, for so long, or so intimately, in
terms of its environment. This long, rich and
complex process of self-definition (or rather
mutual definition, of nature by humans, and
humans by nature), begun even before the Pil-
grim landing—in the thoughts and writings of
European merchants, ideologues, adventurers
and poets (think of Donne’s “Oh my America!”
in Elegy XIX)—continues today, and with even
greater significance in the face of the urgent en-
vironmental issues confronting America in our
time.

The authors and works represented within
show the progression of the American environ-
mental imagination, from the earliest (effectively
European) voices in this environmental interac-
tion, with the seminal “shapers” of America
(and “the American”) from Jefferson to Hem-
ingway, to the most recent (to some, un–Amer-
ican) voices of environmental awareness. The
overall sense one gets, when viewing the topic
as a whole, is of a people, largely undefined at
the outset, boundless in energy and potential,
unlearning a series of ill-fated and often fatal
assumptions regarding nature—from radical
Calvinism and capitalism, through the rugged
(and doomed, yet eternal) frontiersman, tran-
scendentalism, and utopianism, to the modern
dichotomies of alienation and embrace, mastery
and subservience; yet, unlearning these in a
strikingly interesting, imaginative, fruitful, and
ultimately even wise manner.

The authors and works discussed here have
been selected, then, not for their special sensi-
tivity to or sympathy with the environment,
but for their importance to America’s historical
conception of that environment, and of itself.
Thus, the early exploitive, anthropocentric co-
lonial agents such as Thomas Harriot or John
Smith, selling the New World to the Old for as
many shillings as it would fetch, or the social
“managers” in Harry Harrison’s dystopian fan-
tasy Make Room, Make Room, speak beside and
to America’s ecocentric, sympathetic voices such
as Barry Lopez, Gary Snyder or Richard Wright.

Just as some of nature’s greatest wonders
are the least noticed, as in the teeming micro-
cosms of Pacific tidal-pools described by Ed
Ricketts, or E.O. Wilson’s ant colonies, so too
some of the most important voices, voices of the
land in all its local specificity and color, have
been heard by few: Susan Fenimore Cooper,
Mary Austin, Eliza Farnham, Caroline Stans-
bury Kirkland, Elizabeth Madox Rob erts—the
gender is not coincidental, since much of the
hard-won wisdom aforementioned has come
from women. Long after the European ego had
first confronted the vast unknown of a new en-
vironment, had fought or feared it, had tried
(and failed) in the transcendentalists to encom-
pass and be one with it, had then slowly and
grudgingly learned simply to respect it and to
recognize itself, that lofty ego, as but one mod -
est (though potentially destructive) part of it—
at the very summit of this European wisdom,
so hard won and tenuous even now, we find
what the American Indians had always known:

Introduction
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that there is no earth without us (being wise),
and no us without the earth.

Here, the poetry of Emily Dickinson and
Mary Oliver, or the philosophy of Emerson and
Thoreau, has more affinity with Ricketts’ (or
Robinson Jeffers’) tidal-pools or Steinbeck’s Log
from the Sea of Cortez than with other poets,
philosophers and travel authors. It is these lines
of force and affinity that we seek to trace, and

thus the encyclopedia might be used in two
complementary ways: “spatially,” following one
theme or concern through the works of dis -
parate authors from different periods (for this,
the index); and temporally, tracing the evolution
of that peculiarly American dialogue between
people and the environment, from the instant
of its inception to the present day.

Introduction 4



Abbey, Edward (1927–1989)

Author of 25 books of fiction and non-fiction
mostly about the desert Southwest, Edward Abbey
is best known as the author of DESERT SOLITAIRE

(1968), alternately compared to WALDEN by HENRY

DAVID THOREAU and A SAND COUNTY ALMANAC by
ALDO LEOPOLD. Abbey saw his second book The
Brave Cowboy (1956) made into a movie in which he
played a bit part as a Sheriff ’s deputy, and earned
both fame and infamy as the author of THE MONKEY

WRENCH GANG (1975).
Edward Abbey was born to Paul and Mildred

Abbey in Indiana, Pennsylvania, but grew up on what
Abbey called a “sub-marginal farm” in Home, Penn-
sylvania. He first encountered the Southwest hitch-
hiking from coast to coast before being drafted into
the Army near the end of World War II. Spared com-
bat, he served in post-war Italy and patrolled the
streets on a motorcycle named “Crash.” After return-
ing to the United States, he intermittently studied at
the University of New Mexico in Albuquerque, and
eventually earned a Master’s degree in Philosophy.
His thesis, “An archy and the Morality of Violence,”
was a harbinger of the themes that would pervade
much of his work and philosophy: resisting the pow-
erful, the greedy, and the forces of uncontrolled tech-
nology and consumerism that were, in his eyes,
equally endangering the country, freedom, and the
wilderness. By the time he graduated from the Uni-
versity of New Mexico he had published his first
novel, the largely autobiographical Jonathon Troy
(1954), and was at work on The Brave Cowboy. He
attended graduate school at Yale University, but left
after only one term, homesick for the Southwest.

Edward Abbey’s landmark work is Desert Solitaire:
A Season in the Wilderness (1968). Written over three
seasons as a ranger in then Arches National Monu-
ment (now National Park), the work is a polemical
memoir of a solitary ranger in an undeveloped park

in Southwest Utah in the late 1950’s, and intertwines
fiction, non-fiction, philosophy and natural history
in a passionate plea for the protection of the wilder-
ness from developers, the government, and what he
calls “industrial tourism.” Abbey claims that people
should enjoy wild places without the aid of cars and
motorboats; visitors to the wilderness should walk
or boat in ways that place them in direct contact with
the natural world and all of the beauty and terror
therein. Just a few years before Desert Solitaire was
published, the Wilderness Act was signed into law,
and protected vast tracts of wilderness from devel-
opment. Although Abbey may have protested federal
management of wilderness areas, the philosophy be-
hind the Wilderness Act changed the way people
viewed barren or unusable land. Desert Solitaire like-
wise changed the way people viewed the desert, and
contains some of the most eloquent language ever
written about the area that is now Arches and
Canyonlands National Parks. It is also an impas -
sioned plea for humans to reshape their relationship
to the land and all of it inhabitants, in the spirit of
Walden and A Sand County Almanac.

Abbey intensely disliked the anthropocentric at-
titudes prevalent in modern society, which viewed
wilderness and wild creatures as intrinsically
worthless or subservient, and he was one of the first
to encourage direct action to defend them. In 1975
he published The Monkey Wrench Gang, a story about
four friends who carry out a surreptitious campaign
of “eco-sabotage” around the desert Southwest, dis-
abling construction and logging machinery and dam-
aging bridges. The novel popularized the idea of di-
rect action to save wild places from development and
destruction, and to protest the unchecked growth
and power of giant corporations and bureaucracies.
Partly in response to Abbey’s work, groups such as
EarthFirst! and the Earth Liberation Front emerged
(THE CONSERVATION MOVEMENT), and carried out
acts of industrial sabotage in direct defense of wild
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places in danger of development, logging, or mining.
The book and its depicted acts of intentionally dis-
abling equipment spawned the word “monkey-
wrenching,” and Abbey himself was known to
 occasionally engage in his own acts of monkey -
wrenching, cutting down billboards and removing
road surveying tape with friends.

Irascible, eloquent, uncompromising, and contra-
dictory, Abbey was nonetheless so able and commit-
ted that “even when he was wrong he was almost
right,” as the poet GARY SNYDER once put it. Abbey
disliked being called an environmen talist, a nature
writer, or even a professional writer, insisting that
he merely lived a life centered on writing and free-
dom. Over the course of his very active life, he em-
braced many issues that seemed to put him at odds
with his environmentally conscious audience, harshly
criticizing environmental groups, liberal movements,
and tourism, while supporting gun rights, hunting,
and restricted immigration. Still others took issue
with his tendency to litter the roadside with beer
cans, and Abbey defended this practice by stating
that the road was more of a nuisance than beer cans.
His work is easily misunderstood, with its often-sar-
donic tone, its tendency to embrace conflicting sub-
jects, and its deft and often perplexing mixture of
fact and fiction. But viewed as a whole, it may be
seen as arguing, ultimately, for one simple and con-
sistent claim: that anything which separates or dis-
tances us from the basic freedoms of life, as they play
out in the wild world, deserves scorn and ridicule.

Most of his finest work may be found in his col-
lections of literary non-fiction, Abbey’s Road (1979),
Down the River (1982), Beyond the Wall (1984), and
One Life at a Time, Please (1988), which established
Abbey as a major essayist and allowed him to col-
laborate with some of the finest nature photographers
and environmental philosophers working in the field.
Despite his notoriety, Abbey always held to his core
beliefs, and in the background of even his finest,
most unpolemical nature writing, lies an insistence
on the active preservation of wild places as sites for
rejuvenation and renewal in the face of an indifferent
government and society.

To the end of his life, Edward Abbey main tained
his stand to live and die as he wished, free from the
intrusions of technology and bureauc racy. Suffering
from an uncontrollable bleeding disorder, he had
himself removed from the hospital and taken to the
desert by his friends and family to die beside a camp -
fire. Not passing in the night, he was moved to the
writing cabin behind his house, where he died on
March 14, 1989. After his death, he was placed in his
sleeping bag and carried by friends and family many
miles, over rugged terrain, to his final resting place

hidden deep in the Sonoran Desert of Southern Ari-
zona.—Michael Sims
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Desert Solitaire: 
A Season in the Wilderness, 

Edward Abbey (1968)
Edward Abbey’s Desert Solitaire is a work of non-

fiction describing the author’s three seasons as a Park
Ranger in Arches National Monument (now
National Park) near Moab, Utah. It was Abbey’s first
full-length work of non-fiction and, along with the
novel THE MONKEY WRENCH GANG (1975), made
him a cult hero for wilderness advocates and defend-
ers in the Southwestern United States. The work is
often compared to WALDEN by HENRY DAVID

THOREAU, because it records the reflections of a soli-
tary individual (in voluntary isolation) on the natural
world and local culture, and is shaped by an overarch -
ing sense that people have lost the capacity to ap-
preciate properly the completeness and wonder of
the natural world under the constrictive influence of
modern society. Desert Solitaire was one of many
works of natural history and environmental writing
that appeared in the late 1950’s and 1960’s, which
ultimately resulted in a wave of environmental pro-
tection legislation such as the Wilderness Act in 1964,
and the creation of the United States Environmental
Protection Administration in 1970 (THE CONSERVA-
TION MOVEMENT).

As a work of natural history, Desert Solitaire evokes
the rugged and vast canyon landscape that many at
the time thought an inappropriate place to visit or
explore. Abbey, on the contrary, argues that the very
ruggedness and harshness of the land generate a
unique form of life, both tenacious and valuable,
whether plant, animal, or human. In “Cliffrose and
Bayonets,” Abbey explains his preference for the
desert landscape, “the strangeness and wonder of ex-
istence here, in the desert, [with] the comparative
sparsity of the flora and fauna: life not crowded upon
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life as in other places but scattered abroad in
spareness and simplicity, so that the living organism
stands out bold and brave and vivid against the
lifeless sand and barren rock. The extreme clarity of
the desert light is equaled by the extreme individu-
ation of desert life forms. Love flowers best in open-
ness and freedom” (29). And here we can see, in out-
line, the central thematic core of all Abbey’s work.
As in the protagonists of his novels that preceded
Desert Solitaire—Jonathon Troy in Jonathon Troy and
Jack Burns in The Brave Cowboy—Abbey celebrates
individuals whose character is hard, shaped by the
winds of life, seeking freedom in lands and ideas far
distant from city life. Many of the landscape and
character sketches, adventure stories and musings in
Desert Solitaire are centered on these ideas.

Abbey employs observations of the natural world
as means not only to capture the wonders of the
desert landscape, but to support his claim that the
desert, with its limited resources, should not be de-
veloped. “There is no shortage of water in the desert,
but exactly the right amount, a perfect ratio of water
to rock, of water to sand, insuring that wide, free,
open generous spacing among plants and animals,
homes and towns and cities…. There is no lack of
water here, unless you try to establish a city where
no city should be” (145). The development of re-
sources intensively consumed by humans but lacking
in the desert results in wanton destruction of the
landscape, habitat, and lifestyle of those who enjoy
the relative isolation and sparseness of the desert.
The alteration of the landscape to supply water to
cities was first appearing around the time that Abbey
began his work in Arches National Monument; in
1956, for example, construction began on the Glen
Canyon Dam, which by 1966 would result in the in-
undation of the Glen Canyon on the Colorado River.
Abbey’s dim views of the construc tion of Glen
Canyon Dam are detailed in the chapter “Down the
River.”

Despite the fact that Abbey was an employee of
the National Parks System at the Arches, he reserved
some of his most pointed criticism for the national
parks administration, especially for its approach to
the promotion of visitation. Wilderness and unde-
veloped parks such as Arches National Monument
in the 1950’s, offered urban dwellers the chance to
experience the natural world on its own terms. The
attitude of the National Parks System was different,
however, and Arches, as well as many other Monu-
ments and Parks in the Southwest, was under devel-
opment pressure to improve visitor and vehicle
access, with paved roads, modern campgrounds with
restrooms, and visitors’ centers. Abbey called this
“Industrial Tourism” because it centered on the au-

tomobile and brought with it the same deleterious
developmental pressures on the natural world that
cities did. He faulted the Park Service for favoring
this type of “accessible” development over its mission
of preserving natural landscapes. He regarded the
automobile as a “bloody tyrant,” dictating the direc-
tion of park development, which “almost succeeded
in strangling our cities”; and he worried that it will
“also destroy our national parks” (59).

Beyond its obvious threat to the landscape, such
“Industrial Tourism” was inherently destructive for
Abbey, as it cheated the visitor of any real encounter
with the natural world. The ideal va cation, he
argued, is “out in the open…following the quiet trail
through forest and mountains, bedding down at eve-
ning under the stars, when and where they feel like
it” (59). The real work of the National Park Service
should be to free visitors from automobiles, roads,
and the trappings of civilization that alienate people
from the wilderness. Not to do this, he claimed, runs
counter to the original mission of the National Park
Service, to preserve, unimpaired, the landscape for
the enjoyment of future generations. “They are being
robbed and robbing themselves,” he wrote. “So long
as they are unwilling to crawl out of their cars, they
will not discover the treasures of the national parks
and will never escape the turmoil of the urban-sub-
urban complexes which they had hoped, presumably,
to leave behind for awhile” (59). This type of expe-
rience, inside an automobile, cut off from the very
thing that visitors had traveled to see, is not the kind
of interaction that can yield the feeling of “loveliness
and a quiet exultation” (15) which Abbey identifies
with a true experience of nature.

Ultimately, Desert Solitaire is a kind of polemi cal
memoir in which the authorial persona, the charac-
ters, and the landscape intertwine to reveal the par-
adoxical hardness and fragility of the desert, and the
adaptation that must occur in order to thrive in such
a harsh environment. Through this interaction, all
of the participants are enriched in some way. The
people in the landscape are transformed through a
variety of experiences, some pleasant, some tragic.
The landscape, as a catalyst of these experiences, be-
comes alive and immed iate; the sky, land, plants, and
animals acquire added value as critical elements in
the human experience. And when this relationship
is severed, whether in an automobile or through
building a dam to inundate a landscape to provide
water to a city, the alienation that occurs will often
lead to environmental destruction. Once separated
from the natural world, people are still more vulner-
able to the exploitive practices and persuasions of
self-serving developers. Recognizing and repairing
the rift between people and the wilderness is the cen-
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tral message of Desert Solitaire, and the main reason
that it continues to be a seminal touchstone and
common starting point for studies of humanity’s
complex relationship to the natural world.—Michael
Sims
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The Monkey Wrench Gang, 
Edward Abbey (1975)

Edward Abbey’s imaginatively compelling and so-
cially influential The Monkey Wrench Gang focuses
on four people from disparate backgrounds who
band together to prevent or disrupt environmentally
incursive operations by dismantling and destroying
equipment and structures; in the words of the author,
“Four little humans against the Glittering Tower of
the Power Complex, Mega-Machine.” The story is
mostly set in Abbey’s beloved “Four Corners” region
of Arizona and Utah, and it popularized the notion
of “monkeywrenching,” imagining direct action in
general, and ecological sabotage in particular, as vi-
able and defensible means of environmental protec-
tion.

The book follows the exploits of four like-minded
individuals brought together on a river trip, who de-
cide to disable or destroy symbols of development
such as power lines, railroads, construction equip-
ment, and bridges. The four protagonists are sepa-
rately and skilfully introduced, to represent a wide
and sympathetic spectrum of American society. Sel-
dom Seen Smith, an outfitter and owner of Back of
Beyond Expeditions, provides in-depth knowledge
of the area in which the group operates; George
Washington Hayduke, a Vietnam veteran with a
Special Forces back ground, coordinates operations
and is the main protagonist of the group; Doc Sarvis,
a physician with a successful practice in Albu -
querque, New Mexico tends to be the eponymous
gang’s voice of reason, and also provides funding for
its operations; Doc and his partner, Bonnie Abbzug,
serve as lookouts for most of the operations.

The group meets during a river trip guided by
Smith, during which they collectively bemoan the
pace of development in the desert southwest, par-
ticularly the damming of the Colorado River by the
Glen Canyon Dam. They decide to target machinery
and infrastructure, but emphatically agree that no

harm should be done to people. Though they are
often, humanly, unsure about the abso lute rightness
of their intent (their internal debates are an important
part of the novel’s fabric and appeal), fateful actions
nevertheless ensue. The first target is a road construc-
tion operation where the group disables machinery
by cutting wires and cables, pouring syrup into fuel
tanks, and sand into engines. Each subsequent op-
eration is slightly more ambitious, and the group
eventually attracts the attention of the law. The
story’s climax comes when the group attempts to de-
stroy the White Canyon Bridge, but fails; a chase
ensues and all the members of the gang are captured
except for Hayduke, who becomes trapped on a cliff
and appears to perish in a gunfight with local and
state law enforcement.

Although not the first work to envision sabo tage
as a form of environmental activism, The Monkey
Wrench Gang captured an increasingly eco-conscious
public’s imagination, and its imagined activism was
soon emulated in reality. The notion of direct action,
such as road blockades or tree sitting, in an effort to
thwart developmental progress, or indeed, to protest
against any dominant-culture’s practice, may be
traced at least as far back as THOREAU in America,
and Gandhi in India. A satirical work about ecolog-
ical sabotage, called Ecotage! was published in 1972,
three years before the The Monkey Wrench Gang; and
soon after, DAVE FOREMAN published Ecodefense
(1985), while Zodiac: An Ecological Thriller (1988)
by Neal Stephenson, more loosely inscribes a similar
thematic.

After The Monkey Wrench Gang was published, in
1975, Abbey wrote in his journal, “Doubtless I’ll be
accused of a rash of crimes now. Every time some
Boy Scout sugars a bulldozer, or shellacs an earth-
mover, they’ll come looking for me. The men in
blue, with their tiresome questions”; and indeed,
Abbey’s previous stature as the author of DESERT

SOLITAIRE (1968) garnered ecological sabotage wide-
spread attention it may not otherwise have received,
ultimately inspiring a new generation of far-flung
but singularly focused wilderness defenders who
sought to prevent or disrupt logging, development,
and other encroachments on the natural world.

In 1979, inspired by Abbey’s work, a group of
three friends, Dave Foreman, Howie Wolke, and
Mike Roselle, formed a group whose slogan was, “No
compromise in defense of Mother Earth”; and this
group became the nucleus of the first direct-action
environmental group, EARTHFIRST! (see THE CON-
SERVATION MOVEMENT). Originally envisaged as a
non-violent direct action group, EarthFirst! initially
drew attention to the pace and effects of environ-
mental destruction by advancing a “no compromise”
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attitude to current scientific research; but soon be-
came involved in monkeywrench activity in the bur-
geoning environmental civil disobedience move -
ment, by organizing the first tree-sits in the Pacific
Northwest, blocking logging roads, and engaging in
large scale publicity stunts that highlighted environ-
mental destruction in the name of profit or progress.

Along with the rise of EarthFirst! came Foreman’s
direct-action and ecotage manual, Ecodefense: A Field
Guide to Monkeywrenching, a compilation of letters
written to the EarthFirst! Journal concerning the me-
chanics of monkeywrenching. Much of the book’s
content is straight out of The Monkey Wrench Gang,
and what is not directly traceable to Abbey’s work,
is clearly rooted in it. There are articles on the main-
stays of direct-action environmental defense: tree-
spiking, dismantling machinery, fence-cutting, ad-
billboard trashing and revision; while other sections
of the book discuss methods of urban monkey-
wrenching, such as condo-trashing, daylight actions
against corporate offices, attacks on residences and
automobiles, and computer sabotage.

A more nuanced and tangential, but no less sig-
nificant outcome of the publication of The Monkey
Wrench Gang was the popularization of the philoso-
phy of “deep ecology.” Developed by the Swiss
philosopher Arne Naess about the same time Abbey
was writing his book, this concept forms one of the
key pillars in the philosophical foundations of the
EarthFirst! movement. Deep ecology maintains that
all elements of the natural world have inherent worth
that deserves to be considered, appreciated, and de-
fended; as such, it provided many environmental
groups, otherwise widely varying in their character
and aims, with a single, resonant and compelling
motif, both for intellectual integration and political
inspiration. While not a direct result of The Monkey
Wrench Gang, it reflects both the informing animus
of the work, and the shared conviction of its protag -
onists, that everything under the sun deserves the
same consideration and respect that we properly ac-
cord to one another.

Ultimately, The Monkey Wrench Gang illustrates
and inspires reverence for the natural world, articu-
lated in the philosophy of deep ecology, and issues a
clear and stirring call to defend that world with pas-
sion, courage and resourcefulness.—Michael Sims
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The American Dream see
Ideologies

American Gothic and the
Environment

The attempt to create a truly American Gothic is
as old as American literature itself. In 1799, Charles
Brockden Brown, considered to be America’s first
professional author, wrote in the preface to his novel
Edgar Huntly how he hoped to create a distinctly
American form of the Gothic tale, one that differed
from the European version of “puerile superstition
and exploded manners, Gothic castles and chimeras.”
This new, American version would include “incidents
of Indian hostility, and the perils of the Western wil-
derness.” Implicit in Brown’s words is the idea that
this new Gothic would be rooted in the inseparable
worlds of human society and the natural environ-
ment—ultimately, in the unstable but fecund bor-
derline between them.

Despite Brown’s efforts to create a distinctively
American Gothic, there is no question that, 200 years
after its genesis, similarities abound with its
European counterpart; both versions of the Gothic
trade in the shock of the profane and the sublimity
of terror; both seek to explore the burdens of the past
while fluctuating between conservative and liberal
values toward revolution and change. In the Euro -
pean (especially British) Gothic, however, locations
and plots were largely chosen based on their distance
from the contemporary reader: Anglicans read about
medieval Spanish monasteries with Satanic monks
or banditti chasing lost aristocrats through the moun -
tains of Italy. Even when works had a more contem-
porary setting, the presence of a malicious supernat-
ural element created exotic distance from the British
reader.

From the outset of the American Gothic, however,
the pathologies explored were anchored to the Amer-
ican experiment and the American environment. In
both of Brown’s most widely read novels, Wieland
and Edgar Huntly, a European stranger introduces
chaotic and dangerous intellectual and religious el-
ements into the lives of Americans in a frontier com-
munity. Isolated, with only their own judgment to
guide them in matters of truth and morality, char-
acters descend into anxiety and trauma; the revolu-
tionary impulse finds its dark side in alienation and
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lack of authority. Brown, understanding that the
American Gothic was inherently political, sent a copy
of Wieland to President Jefferson as a warning of what
could happen to the United States.

The expression of this particularly American anx-
iety is consistently found in the depiction of the nat-
ural landscape, thus fusing the political (including
slavery), cultural, and environmental foundations of
the country within the fabric of an American Gothic.
In Wieland and Edgar Huntly, the characteristics of
the frontier—the physical isolation, the ignorance
of what lies beyond, and the threat of natives and
animals alike—express the anxieties of the commu-
nity. In the British Gothic an isolated woman wan-
ders the halls of a medieval castle where she is trapped
by a social usurper; in Edgar Huntly the titular char-
acter wanders the caves of the Pennsylvania frontier,
trapped by Delaware Indians and marauding pan-
thers.

Later Gothic authors such as WASHINGTON IRV-
ING, NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE and HERMAN

MELVILLE continued what Brown began. Irving’s
“The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” for instance, is cen-
tered on a haunting that emerges from the American
soil: the dead settlers of Sleepy Hollow groan against
the country’s expansion, the Head less Horseman is
the ghost of a German soldier of fortune from the
Revolution, and the spot where Ichabod Crane flees
the Horseman is also the spot where Major Andre,
who assisted Benedict Arnold’s betrayal, was hanged.
The ghosts the environment emanates are particular
to the American experience. When Hawthorne re-
imagines the Puritan communities of his heritage
(THE SCARLET LETTER, “The Maypole of Merry-
Mount,” “YOUNG GOODMAN BROWN,” etc.), the un-
tamed wilderness becomes the expression of the Pu-
ritans’ most profane desires and paralyzing fears. It
is in the wilderness where Goodman Brown meets
Satan, but it is also where Hester Prynne and Arthur
Dimmesdale meet for the first time since the former’s
punishment. What repentance Dimmesdale com-
pletes on the gallows, he begins in the uncultured
wilderness of early America. Melville too uses the
environment to explore the anxiety inherent in the
American experiment, though he looks toward the
sea rather than the land. In MOBY-DICK Ishmael
opens the novel by articulating Americans’ desire to
descend on the battery and look into the sea like a
modern Narcissus, and the cabin boy Pip plunges
into the sea where he finds the workings of God (an
arguably American, Calvinist one) that drives him
mad; he spends the rest of his short life wandering
the Pequod an idiot, serving as a warning to the rest
of the crew. Melville’s great work on American
slavery, “Benito Cereno,” uses not just the sea but

the ship itself to externalize the fear and anxiety in-
herent in the country’s “peculiar institution.”

Although EDGAR ALLAN POE’s writings are often
set in Europe or a non-descript location, the anxieties
manifested in the environment are often distinctly
American. This is perhaps best seen in Poe’s only
finished novel, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym,
where the titular hero sails to the South Pole to be
confronted by “black skin warriors” who are horrified
by anything white. When Pym eventually escapes
the natives, he sails into a mysterious cataract of
whiteness. Other shorter tales such as “The Gold-
Bug” and “The Black Cat” suggest that some of Poe’s
tales use the environment as an exploration of the
pathological effects of slavery.

In the twentieth century, the Gothic became
nearly synonymous with Southern writers. Authors
such as WILLIAM FAULKNER, Flannery  O’Con nor,
and Walker Percy seem to have little in common with
British Gothic writers, and even early American au-
thors such as Irving and Haw thorne. What connects
them all, however, is their profound relationship to
America’s environment and history. Gothic works
express the struggle between the conservatism of the
past and the revolutionary spirit of the present. In
the United States, the revolution has occurred, yet
the old order remains with us. In Brown the ghost
of this order is the European ideal, in Hawthorne
and Melville a Puritan God, and in Faulkner an an-
tebellum Mississippi. The struggle to negotiate iden-
tity in the midst of what is often self-imposed change
is essential to the American Gothic, and consistently
expressed through the natural environment, which
witnessed, framed, and in many ways informed the
nation’s political, cultural and religious upheaval.—
Brent Cline
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American Naturalism and
Environment

Naturalism was a dominant literary movement in
the United States from roughly 1885 to 1925,
bridging the American Renaissance of THOREAU,
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EMERSON, WHITMAN and MELVILLE, and the Mod-
ernist era of ELIOT, POUND, FAULKNER and HEM-
INGWAY. Naturalistic authors in America often began
with the assumption that the physical environment
itself—whether urban, natural, or somewhere in be-
tween—was a powerful force in shaping and deter-
mining the fates of their characters. Drawing upon
the work of French author Emile Zola, American au-
thors such as STEPHEN CRANE, JACK LONDON, Frank
Norris, and Theo dore Dreiser sought to explore,
within the context of their fictional worlds, exactly
how these forces in the physical environment operate,
and operate on humankind.

As much a philosophic experiment as a literary
project, American naturalism was defined by two
primary goals: first, it aimed at a detached, objective,
and scientific treatment of human life in order to test
the ways in which characters relate to their environ-
ments; and second, it either  adhered to or experi-
mented with the philosophy of determi nism, an out-
look rooted in the theories of Charles Darwin.
De terminism holds that in the “natural” world around
us a particular set of factors and circum stances lead
to a specific outcome. The naturalistic author inves-
tigates how these factors—including heredity, socio -
economic conditions, and the histori cal moment—
operate and converge to shape a character’s expe -
rience in a world controlled by indifferent natural
law. At the core of all these forces, however, is the
physical environment; the specific setting in which
each story takes place provides a unique convergence
of circumstances that could not occur elsewhere.

Environment, then, is extremely important to
American naturalism, providing not only the back-
drop for action but functioning as a central force that
shapes and limits characters. Authors such as Stephen
Crane and Jack London focus on the overwhelming
power of natural environment; in works such as
Crane’s “The Open Boat” and London’s “To Build
a Fire,” for example, char acters struggle to survive
in environments largely indifferent to their survival.
Crane’s omniscient narrator in “The Open Boat” de-
scribes this feminized and careless nature while his
characters are stranded at sea in a raft: “She did not
seem cruel to him, nor beneficent, nor treache rous,
nor wise. But she was indifferent, flatly indifferent.”
Similarly, nature’s lack of regard for the existence of
London’s nameless main character in “To Build a
Fire” is vividly apparent in the “flat” and declarative
description of the extreme conditions of the Yukon
environment, highlighting man’s limita tions in the
face of the extreme cold.

In naturalistic texts with urban environments as
their primary setting, the city environment acts with
a similar apathy toward human will. Authors such

as Upton Sinclair, Theodore Dreiser, and Frank Nor-
ris explore the forces at work in their fictionalized
representations of real American cities such as Chi -
cago, New York, Philadelphia, and San Francisco.
While critics often characterize the urban environ-
ments in these authors’ work as harsh, limiting, and
monolithically deterministic, natural environments
in these texts often offer characters a sense of relief
by contrast, introducing a curious and fundamental
paradox into the determinist thematic: the very “na-
ture” that in human, volitional society radically un-
dermines any substantive notion of “freedom,” in
nature liberates and relieves. In Upton Sinclair’s The
Jungle, for example, Jurgis escapes Chicago’s meat-
packing district and ventures into the country, where
he “felt like a bird lifted up and borne away upon a
gale” (211); his health returns and he feels more in
touch with his rural Lithuanian roots. Similarly, the
presence of nature within the city of San Francisco
in Frank Norris’s novel McTeague offers the epony-
mous protagonist a sense of liberation; Norris
presents a detailed description of San Fran cisco’s
streets and neighborhoods, and the city itself is a
source of restriction and discomfort, but McTeague
feels free as he walks along the shore of the bay.
Norris writes, “He liked the solitude of the tremen-
dous, tumbling ocean; the fresh, windy downs; he
liked to feel the gusty Trades flogging his face, and
he would remain for hours watching the roll and
plunge of the breakers with the silent, unreasoned
enjoy ment of a child” (187).

Thus, while naturalistic authors often seem to
present the environment as restrictive and determin-
istic, naturalism’s environments are never quite that
simple or consistent. Collectively, the movement can
be seen as an apparent rebellion against romantic
predecessors such as Emerson and Thoreau, who cel-
ebrate the environment as a source of potential lib-
eration of the self; but a closer look at naturalism’s
environments reveals a far subtler and more para-
doxical relationship between the human and non-
human, as if, by reducing traditional, egocentric
human “free will” (which proved so destructive to
both humanity and nature alike) to the same forces
governing the plant and animal world, these authors
in a sense liberated that will on a deeper and more
profound level, more in keeping with the Native
Americans’ circle of life.—Annette R. Dolph
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American Pastoral
The pastoral in literature is nearly as old as liter-

ature itself, recognizable both as a landscape and as
a type of relationship between characters and society,
and between characters and nature—the ultimate
liminal space. As a landscape, pastoral calls forth the
rural world, the locus amoenus, or place of delight, a
middle place of balance and harmony that is neither
civilized nor totally wild. As a representation of the
lives of people, pastoral evokes a life of ease separated
from the distractions and corruption of the urban
world, yet not overtaken by the hardships of wilder-
ness survival. In the pastoral world, nature supplies
man’s needs, and man’s impact on the land is mini-
mal. The pastoral figure, originally a shepherd but
later expanded to include all kinds of country people,
is one dedicated to simple rustic pleasures, not com-
petition or private accumulation. And owing to his
special relation to nature, he or she has a privileged
relationship to the creator. In praising the independ-
ent farmer, THOMAS JEFFERSON called upon two
thousand years of pastoral tradition when he pro-
claimed, “Those who labour in the earth are the cho-
sen people of God, if ever he had a chosen people,
whose breasts he has made his peculiar deposit of
substantial and genuine virtue” (164–165).

Alongside and complementing the mythopoeic
influence of THE BIBLE, the pastoral ideal has played
a critical role in the evolution of American literature
and environmental thought. European explorers’ first
encounters with the New World were filtered
through a lens of pastoral imagery. In the colonial
and early national period, the virtuous shepherd/yeo-
man farmer and the generous landscape were deemed
ideal images for the new American republic. Begin-
ning in the Romantic period, writers used pastoral
and anti-pastoral images to explore forces ranging
from slavery to Indian relocation, to the forces of in-
dustrialism that threatened the ideal American gar-
den. In the present day environmental writers have
reclaimed the pastoral as a means for examining and
redefining the human relationship to the non-human
world, and for calling attention to threats civilization
poses to the ecological order.

LEO MARX, in THE MACHINE IN THE GARDEN,
draws a useful distinction between two kinds of pas-

toral: the simple and the complex. Marx characterizes
the simple, or sentimental, pastoral as primitivism,
nostalgia, “an urge to withdraw from civilization’s
growing power and complexity” (9). An example of
sentimental pastoral can be found in the paintings
of Thomas Kincaide. Marx contrasts the “puerile fan-
tasies” (9) of the sentimental pastoral with the more
realistic and far-reaching aims of the “complex” pas-
toral, in which writers employ pastoral images as a
way of engaging with, not escaping from, culture’s
conflicts and mean ings (10). The complex pastoral
is often employed in political and cultural critique.
Even in its earliest versions the complex pastoral is
built upon contrasts, what Harold Toliver calls di-
alectical pairings, contrasting the forces of nature and
society, nature and art, the material and the spiritual
(3). That such pairings can be ambiguous (pas toral
nature may be associated with freedom, democracy,
simplicity, health, and moral purity; but also with
chaos, violence, temporality, and death) speaks to
the challenges of reading the pastoral.

While pastoral imagery of the locus amoenus may
remain fairly consistent, the meaning of the pastoral
varies widely. As William Empson put it, there are
many versions of the pastoral. Pas toralism is not an
ideology per se; it is rather, to use LAWRENCE BUELL’s
term, an “ideological grammar.” As Buell points out,
the pastoral is “multivalent”; it has been put to many
ideological uses: some democratic and progressive,
some conservative and regressive (36).

The roots of the American pastoral tradition reach
back to the classical era, to the poetry of Theocritus
and Virgil, whose Idylls and Eclogues, respectively,
depict the lives of shepherds indulg ing in singing
contests and romantic engagements against the back-
drop of an Arcadian landscape, all harkening back
to a Golden Age when men were free from “the curse
of work” (Toliver 6). Even in its earliest examples,
however, the pastoral is a foil against which larger
social conflict is addressed. Virgil’s first Eclogue
opens with the pastoral figure, Tityrus, playing his
reed pipe and praising his god while his sheep and
cattle graze. His friend, Meliboeus, drives his flock
into forced exile, having lost his farm. In their
ensuing conversation we learn that Tityrus, a former
slave, gained his farm from the state after petitioning
for his freedom, while Meliboeus had his farm confis-
cated by the state and given to a foreign soldier, a
veteran of one of Rome’s many wars. The pastoral
world here, then, is one threatened with exclusion
and eviction.

The pastoral was revived and in a sense reinvented
during the Renaissance. As it was trans lated from
Italian to French to English, it was also translated
from a literary ideal to a topos for property and pol-
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itics. English poets in the employ of landowners re-
located the pastoral setting from the mythical Arcadia
to country-house estates of a newly rising gentry. In
the visual arts, Italian and French painters, such as
Giorgione and Titian, Claude and Poussin, devel -
oped and perfected realistic landscape paintings,
which they populated with figures from classical pas-
toral poetry, establishing a recognizable and contem-
porary visual vocabulary for the locus amoenus. Young
men of the gentry, returning to England from their
grand tours of Europe with copies of paintings by
Claude and other landscapists, laid the groundwork
for England’s great contribution to the pastoral re-
vival: the landscape garden. These perspective views
of imaginary scenes were adopted by England’s newly
emerging landed class as the ideal way of seeing the
real rural world. The Arcadian landscapes in pastoral
painting became models for the gardens and pleasure
parks the new gentry designed around their estates,
funded by the rents they collected from the sur-
rounding farmers. The visual language of the pastoral
thus idealized and naturalized private property and
the new eco nomic order. This landscape “way of see-
ing,” as geographer Denis Cosgrove puts it, enhanced
and endorsed by the pastoral, was also, importantly,
the landlord’s way of seeing (189–205).

The interest in landscape gardens led to a corre-
sponding interest in tourism of more uncultivated
scenery in nature, and a new aesthetic philosophy of
the picturesque. Picturesque viewing favored scenery
that had a “wild” aspect to it, yet could be aestheti-
cized like a painting. Unlike true wilderness, which
filled viewers with a sense of horror or dread, the pic-
turesque scenery was untamed yet unthreatening,
and lent itself to tasteful religious or patriotic asso-
ciations. Picturesque tourism enabled those who did
not possess land, but did possess the taste and value
system of the landed class, to assert their place in so-
ciety. Cowper’s oft-repeated lines, “I am Monarch
of all I survey,/ My right there is none to dispute,”
reinforced the ideological connection between pas-
toral landscape and the rights of property. Raymond
Williams notes that the rise of picturesque tourism
and the appreciation of uncultivated nature occurred
just as much of England was lost to agriculture and
the cities were giving themselves over to manufac-
turing—and with this came a power ful sense of fear
and anxiety (128). However, the pastoral was not
employed merely to celebrate the power of the landed
and wealthy. In the hands of the Romantics it ex-
pressed respect for the larger human community
through the idealization of common men. If older
pastoral conventions deployed the simple rustic
figures as stand-ins for the rich and powerful (Emp-
son 17), Romantic pastoralism celebrated the rustic

laborer’s independence from a cruel and abusive
social order. Using what Raymond Williams calls
“green language,” the pastoral figure became no
longer a literary type but an actual laborer in an
actual landscape, “in which the affirmation of Nature
is intended as the essential affirmation of Men” (132).
And this English view of the landscape, with all its
ambig uities, was one of the most significant cultural
exports that helped to define America as pastoral,
and define the “pastoral” for America.

Numerous critics, including Perry Miller, HENRY

NASH SMITH, LEO MARX, and Annette Kolodny have
observed that, from its first discovery, the American
landscape was experienced through a pastoral frame-
work. For early explorers, the lush, city-less land-
scapes, populated by indigenous peoples who lived
in harmony with nature, seemed a literal manifesta-
tion of the literary ideal. The American landscape
was the locus amoenus on which settlers’ pastoral fan-
tasies could be realized, first as a “lubberland” of ease
and effort less comfort, then as a place to establish
one’s hereditary estate, as England’s common lands
had been gobbled up; and finally as the site for a pas-
toral republic of freeholders who would expand
American democracy and American virtue ever west-
ward, most famously illustrated in CREVECOEUR’s
LETTERS FROM AN AMERICAN FARMER.

After the Revolution, through the first half of the
19th century, the progress of American civilization
was justified in essentially pastoral terms. The less
savory effects of utilitarian advances and material
wealth were mitigated by the fact that Americans
possessed such majestic scenery and were always
somehow “close” to Nature’s powers. Indeed, a new
pastoral “American Adam,” independent of the Old
World’s corrupting forces, thrived because he was the
sovereign inhabitant of “Nature’s Nation” (Lewis 5–
8; Miller 209).

But as Leo Marx notes, the pastoral American re-
public was fraught with anxiety over the changes that
progress was bringing with it; not merely the indus-
trial “machine in the garden,” but the threat of ex-
ploding commerce, guilt over the Indian “removal,”
and the implacable contradiction of slavery in a
democracy—all of which, and more, threatened to
undermine the self-flattering blandishments of the
American pastoral. Just as early American national -
ism found its endorsement in pastoral discourse, crit-
ics of the emerging society found in anti-pastoral
discourse an appropriate rhetoric of dissent. Thomas
Cole and artists of the Hudson River School praised
nature for its spiritual balm while frantically painting
the New York landscape in an effort to preserve it
from annihilation by the axe. JAMES FENIMORE COOP -
ER’s famous scene in The Pioneers (THE LEATHER-
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STOCKING NOVELS), describing the slaughter of pi-
geons, upbraided the thoughtless “wastey ways” of
early townlife; and his hero Natty Bumppo chooses
to remain in the wilderness with the native Chin-
gachgook rather than be saddled with the hypocrisy
and materialism of the settlements. THOREAU used
his pastoral retreat on the shore of Walden Pond as
a base to rhetorically dismantle American capitalism,
charging that the true flavor of nature is lost once it
is carted to market. In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Stowe at-
tacks slavery by withdrawing the screen of the South-
ern plantation’s “Arcadia” to reveal the tragedy of sep-
arated fami lies and the sadistic hell of Simon Legree’s
forced labor camp. Yet behind the anti-pastoral cri-
tique lies the belief that a pastoral reality can be at -
tained, whether in the well-ordered estate of Cooper’s
Littlepages, in the mornings on Walden Pond, or in
the matriarchal utopia of Stowe’s Quaker Settlement.

Other critics have noted that the pastoral is
freighted with more than anxiety over technological
and social change. Annette Kolodny and Louise
Westling observe how in the pens of male writers
pastoral landscapes have been constructed as female,
and that gendered vocabulary profoundly shaped
early American responses to the land. This “gendered
landscape” is nurturing and seductive, fertile and
chaotic, requiring a mas culine hand to control it,
and thus works hand in hand with the project of co-
lonial expansion. Consequently, the sexual domi -
nance that controls and exploits nature also threatens
it with sexual violence. Kolodny notes a consistent
tone of sexual anxiety and guilt in early American
pastoral writing. Yet in the hands of female writers,
this same gendered pastoral landscape serves as the
site, and provides the model, for building commu-
nities based on “ecological” mutual support.

The pastoral has also served as a touchstone for
pointedly environmental writing. In writers ranging
from Thoreau to SUSAN FENIMORE COOPER, MARY

AUSTIN and Jonathan Schell, Buell sees a pastoral
pattern in American nature writing, wherein the
writer withdraws from society into nature, in order
to save both. Thoreau withdraws from Boston
society in order to reveal its flaws, and serve as a pi-
oneer in the search for a path to its recovery. RACHEL

CARSON introduces her readers to an idealized rural
village only to destroy it in order to highlight the
threat of pesticides to humans and nature. The two
faces of the ancient pastoral—the happy co-opted
Tityrus and the alienated exiled Meliboeus—are the
ambiguous face of the modern pastoral as well: ac-
commodation or radical change. Buell sees in the fu-
ture of the American pastoral the potential to form
a bridge “from anthropocentric to more specifically
ecocentric concerns,” and suggests that the ancient

dream of man harmonized with nature may help to
advance nature’s claim on human society (52).—
Roger W. Hecht
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Apocalyptic Fiction: A Brief
History of American
 Apocalyptic Literature

From its beginnings in the colonial era up to the
present day, American literature has been character-
ized by apocalyptic imaginings. The expectation of
destructive events such as storms and earthquakes,
pollution of air and water, fires and plagues, harmful
enough to end the world, originate mainly in the
Holy Scriptures (THE BIBLE), especially the Book of
Revelation, also known as the Revelation to John
(Apocalypse). In the Book of Revelation, the apoc-
alyptic events usher in the Second Coming of Jesus
Christ and, after his millennial reign and final defeat
of the Devil, God’s Last Judgment of all humanity.
After the Judgment, “the first things,” including the
earth and sea are “no more,” instead, the faithful re-
side in a new spiritual and non-material world of
eternal salvation (Revelation 21:4 ff.).

(It is important to note that although the Bible
has exercised an unparalleled influence on the Amer-
ican imagination, anticipations of the apocalypse are
not exclusive to Christianity, but figure in the

Apocalyptic 14



 narratives of many world religions, includ ing Ju-
daism, Zoroastrianism, Hinduism, and Islam. When
not particularly focused on the apocalypse, they yet
share the expectation of the savior-figure, moral
decay of the society toward the end of the time-cycle,
and the judgment of sinners.)

In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century America,
the Biblical view of the apocalypse was dominant.
Puritan sermons and other literature contemplated
the arrival of the Kingdom of God, preceded by the
apocalypse. Writers and preachers such as COTTON

MATHER (1663–1728) and JONATHAN EDWARDS

(1703–1758) anticipated the entrance into the heav-
enly world for those worthy of God’s salvation and,
more often, admonished the insufficiently pious
members of the commun ity to mend their ways be-
fore the disaster struck. In the imminent destruction
of the world, the wayward Christians were sure to
suffer at the hands of “an angry God,” to use Ed -
wards’ famous phrase.

Although they used the language of war and battle
(against the Devil), and referred to God’s anger and
punishment, colonial American writers continued to
imagine and represent the apoca lypse in terms of nat-
ural disasters such as earthquakes, floods, and storms.
A prominent meta phor in colonial texts, the
“natural” disaster served Puritan writers in heralding
the approaching Armageddon and a new type of ex-
istence in its aftermath.

In nineteenth-century American literature, the
focus changed from the religious to a more secular
view of the apocalypse. By including apocalyptic
events in their novels and stories, writers such as
NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE, EDGAR ALLAN POE, HER-
MAN MELVILLE, and MARK TWAIN sought to examine
the rapidly industrializing American society, often
criticizing its materialism and vio lence, as well as its
unbounded optimism toward progress and the wide-
spread belief that industrialization would lead to a
better future. Nineteenth-century apocalyptic liter-
ature also explored questions of the history and des-
tiny of the nation, and the (in)ability of individual
human beings to achieve the moral excellence re-
quired for salvation.

For nineteenth-century American writers, imag-
ining the apocalypse became a tool of social critique,
with varied degrees of focus on the dangers posed to
the natural world. Hawthorne’s story The New Adam
and Eve (1843) imagines the “Day of Doom” in
which all humanity is wiped out, but nature recovers
itself, leaving the “beauty of earth, sea, and sky” un-
touched, “for beauty’s sake.” Hawthorne criticizes
the “artificial” world created by human beings as well
as artificial behaviors, implying that our practices go
against Nature literally and metaphorically, leading

to our extinction. In Twain’s novel A Connecticut
Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889), a time-traveling
American Hank Morgan brings about the demise of
the medieval society that he seeks to reconstruct and
rule through the use of technology and weapons.
Hawthorne and Twain both warn against the over-
whelming might of industrial civilization, and its
threat to nature and human life (for example, through
the development of increasingly sophisticated weap -
ons).

Nineteenth-century narratives also presented the
apocalypse as a spectacle of destruction, focusing on
the emotional and aesthetic effect of the end of the
world. This approach is evident in works of Edgar
Allan Poe, especially in his story The Fall of the House
of Usher (1839), where the disturbing disappearance
of the Usher family line is completed with the death
of its two last members and their crumbling, falling
house. Similarly, in his poems “The Conqueror
Worm” (1843) and “The City in the Sea” (1845), Poe
focuses on the (suggestive) anatomy of the apocalypse
rather than on its explicit social or political implica-
tions.

Fictional apocalypses proliferated in twentieth-
century literature to include a variety of newly
emerging causes and their moral implications. With
growing knowledge about the cosmos and the grow-
ing audience for pulp fiction magazines—popular
American genre magazines in the 1920s, ’30s and
’40s—the cosmic cataclysm story, describing asteroid
impacts and planetary collisions, came to promi-
nence, beginning with Frank L. Pollack’s 1906 story
Finis. The increased knowledge and threat of viral
disasters in mid–twentieth century itself inspired a
sub-genre of stories with virus-related apocalypse
themes. George R. Stewart’s 1949 novel, Earth
Abides, is a well-known early example of this sub-
genre, based on the nineteenth-century apocalyptic
stories wherein the destruction is caused by plagues.
Also in the mid–twentieth century, nuclear apoca-
lypse stories reflected the contemporary political sen-
timents and fears, in America and the world, marked
by cold war realities and anxieties. A host of nuclear
holocaust novels and stories, such as Andre Norton’s
Daybreak 2250 AD ( originally Star Man’s Son, 1952)
and Pat Frank’s Alas Babylon (1959), warned against
the horrors of nuclear war.

Literary imaginings of apocalyptic devastation
evolved dramatically in the mid–twentieth cen tury,
along with growing fears of environmental catastro-
phy caused by human neglect; and such environ-
mental disasters are often portrayed without any
sense of renewal or hope afterwards. For example,
classic mid-century novels, Walter Miller, Jr.’s A
Canticle for Leibowitz (1960) and Philip K. Dick’s

15 Apocalyptic



Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968) locate
their characters on a dying Earth, ruined and
depleted by nuclear warfare. A Canticle for Leibowitz
focuses on the painstaking development of the post-
apocalyptic human race and its final demise in a fur-
ther nuclear catastrophe. In Do Androids Dream, the
Earth is replete with degeneration and death due to
nuclear fallout. Animal species are almost extinct,
and so valuable that owning them indicates an elite
social status; the desolate Earth cannot renew itself.

The apocalyptic fiction of the 1970s reflected yet
another development in American society: the strug-
gle for civil rights. Female writers such as Alice/Rac-
coona Sheldon (writing under the pseudonym James
Triptree, Jr.) used the apocalyptic scenario to address
issues both of gender relations and biotechnology in
her classic story “The Screwfly Solution” (1977).
African American writers such as Ralph Ellison in
Invisible Man (1952) and TONI MORRISON in Sula
(1973) assailed their racially prejudiced society and
its mores by representing the apocalypse as a call to
end such discrimination, and usher in a racially just
world. In this sense, African American writers return
to an almost Biblical understanding of apocalypse as
a form of sheer destruction that nonetheless renews
hope.

Today, novels such as Octavia Butler’s Parable of
the Sower (1993) combine concerns with global
warming, pollution, and racial and gender tensions,
while works such as CORMAC MCCARTHY’s award-
winning novel THE ROAD (2006) continue to ponder
the nature of existence in the face of total destruction.
Both Butler’s and McCarthy’s novels illustrate a
larger trend in the American literature of the twen-
tieth- and early twenty-first-century: the literature
of post-apocalyptic narratives—stories dealing with
the aftermath of the apocalypse—rather than the
apocalypse itself.

In Jeff Goldberg’s apocalyptic short story, These
Zombies Are Not a Metaphor (2006), the narrator re-
marks, “let’s be very clear. These zombies are not a
metaphorical scourge upon the Earth. These zombies
are an actual scourge upon the Earth.” The characters
in the story reflect a more general literary pattern,
the inability to accept or imagine the total
destruction of our race and habitat,  replaced instead
with a tendency to ponder survival, despite the mass-
scale of destruction. Goldberg’s story illustrates an-
other modern twist on the apocalypse narrative—
the zombie sub-genre— the literal representation of
the walking dead, prophesied centuries ago in the
Book of Revelation and presented as a spectacle of
horror in modern literature and media.

In the long tradition of apocalyptic thought, evi-
dent in American religion and literature, the apoca-

lypse is understood as either a final and total destruc-
tion, involving the environmental downfall of hu-
manity and the planet, or as a hopeful event that
brings rebirth. Environmental novels typi cally em-
ploy apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic language to
explore environmental crises; how ever, some critics
see these “eco-doom” fictional ac counts as overly
alarmist. Other critics, like Zbigniew Lewicki and
Frederick Buell, rather chillingly argue that apoca-
lyptic views in environmental fiction may be increas-
ingly describing not the apocalypse, but the (perhaps
even more frightening) intrinsic apathy and entropy
of the universe—a portrayal of the imagined world,
and of our attitudes, that ends not with a bang, but
with a whimper.—Lejla Kucukalic
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Audubon, John James (1785–
1851)

John James Audubon, illegitimate son of French
Lieutenant Jean Audubon and Jeanne Rabin, a
servant girl, was a born naturalist, an indefatigable
artist and a pioneer of conservation. Soon after his
birth, his mother died, and until he was six he lived
on his father’s sugar plantation in Haiti. Volatile up-
risings in the plantation caused his father to send
him to Nantes, France, where his second wife, Anne
Moynet, raised him as her own. Under her tutelage,
he developed his love for birds. He narrates that Anne
Moynet had several pet parrots, and a pet monkey
who one day killed a parrot because it had been up-
pity. This killing so upset Audubon that he begged
for the monkey to be killed; however, the monkey
was restrained and the parrot given an appropriate
burial. This incident triggered Audubon’s passion for
birds, which turned into an obsession to revivify dead
birds through the art of bird imaging. His father was
his first ecology teacher, taking him on long nature
walks, pointing out to him the variety, beauty and
cyclical nature of the natural environment.

At 18 Audubon was sent to America to escape
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 conscription in Napoleon’s army, and at 21 he became
an American citizen. In Mill Grove, Phila delphia,
he lived on his father’s farm and spent his time walk-
ing in the woods, hunting, fishing, and drawing.
Even then he felt a nascent mission to investigate the
natural world, observing, collecting and drawing
birds with fastidious accu racy. Armed with La
Fontaine’s Fables as guide, and William Turton’s
translation of Linnaeus as his companion, he taught
himself ornithology. At Mill Grove, Audubon met
his wife, Lucy, who sympathized with his passion for
the outdoors and especially for birds. She was his
best friend and greatest supporter, and made an in-
dependent living raising their children, while
Audubon continued his peripatetic life looking for
bird specimens and drawing them for posterity.

Eventually supporting himself through his art,
within 15 years Audubon had created a comprehen-
sive, illustrated book of North American birds called
BIRDS OF AMERICA. The first edition of the book,
ironically published in England, was a four-volume,
leather-bound, double-elephant portfolio of bird il-
lustrations drawn on 26" by 39" sheets. It contained
435 individual plates of 497 species of birds, and
featured 1,065 hand-sketched and colored images of
life-sized birds. So devoted was Audubon to his task
that he not only drew and illustrated the birds, but
raised money to finance the book’s printing and was
involved in every stage of its publication. A subse-
quent edition of Birds of America, called the royal
octavo edition, was later published in America in
1840. This edition was much less expensive, as it used
the new lithography technique of reproduction and
reduced the size of the sheets to 6.5" by 10". Al -
though this seven-volume edition of 650 hand-col-
ored prints was one-eighth the size of the first
edition, it had a longer (and definitively nationalistic)
title: The Birds of America from Drawings made in the
United States and their Territories.

To accompany his avian illustrations, Audubon
produced the five-volume Ornithological Biog raphy,
containing bird biographies, and occasional sketches
of American frontiersmen. These sketches, influenced
by the idealized pastoralism of his time (AMERICAN

PASTORAL), depict frontier living and the pristine
condition of the American wilderness before it was
settled. Audubon’s frontier-living experience, in fact,
caused him to sound the first alarm concerning the
large-scale slaughter of birds, and the destruction of
habitat, as settlers penetrated into the American wil-
derness. Although he himself hunted game for con-
sumption and drawing, it was measured and prag-
matic, and he bemoaned the indiscriminate slaughter
of birds, and the wasted carnage that was left to rot,
when flocks of migratory birds were rapidly and sys-

tematically shot down. Moreover, when Audubon
first started sketching birds he did so without killing
and stuffing them, as was the practice then, but his
attempt to save the lives of the birds was not suc-
cessful, and he was forced to resort to killing the very
birds he loved so much, in order to immortalize them
for posterity.

Audubon lived the hard life of a frontiersman,
walked the forests, and drifted down rivers to
observe, gather and draw birds, unafraid and largely
unaware of potential dangers. To understand bird
behavior he entered the dark hollows of trees, once
falling into quicksand and almost dying as he
pursued his specimens. He was the first to band
birds, tying a silver thread to the leg of the fly-catch-
ing Phoebe. He also kept and raised birds, including
hawks, turkeys and swans, and tracked birds through
their droppings. Although his main focus was birds,
he also spent time observing other animals in the
wild, which he recorded in The Viviparous Quadru -
peds of North America, later completed by his sons
and longtime friend John Bachman.

Audubon’s principal contribution to the empirical
understanding and preservation of the American en-
vironment was threefold: his masterpiece, Birds of
America, popularized the field of ornithology in
America and made bird watching a serious pastime
for subsequent generations; his bird illustrations led
to the identification, cataloguing and understanding
of bird species and their immense variety; and his
rudimentary bird banding led to the understanding
of avian migration, population and habitat. His con-
tribution to America’s imaginative environment is
incalculable.—Sukanya B. Senapati
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Birds of America, 
J. J. Audubon (1827–39)

During the early decades of the nineteenth
century, when photography had not yet been in -
vented, bird images were made through drawings
and paintings. Alexander Wilson pioneered the
painting of North American birds, but J. J Audu bon
set the standard for avifauna images and their repro-
ductions with his Birds of America, a port folio of re-
alistic, dynamic and life-sized bird images. Audubon,
a born naturalist and superb artist, painstakingly
drew and painted 1,065 different bird images, in their
habitats, with absolute detail and accuracy, while at
the same time letting his artistry seep through in the
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lines, contours and compositions of the paintings.
The 435 color plates in Birds of America represent

45 bird families. Of the approximately 700 species
of birds that exist in North America, Audubon
painted close to 500, and his paintings are still used
both by experts and amateurs to verify and authen-
ticate species identity. Identification is made possible
by Audubon’s drawing of pairs of male and female
birds, in dynamic motion, in their natural habitats,
amidst botanicals of twigs, leaves, and flowers. Since
the birds are often drawn in motion, both the top
and un derside plumage are visible. In each pair, one
bird is painted perched with wings closed and the
other with wings wide open, giving viewers a 3D
image of the species. The spread wings reveal details
and arrangements of both long and short feathers,
and the overlapping folding and fanning of feathers.
Audubon’s intensely observant scientific eye, and ad-
herence to detail in drawing both bird and habitat,
not only made the identification and cataloguing of
birds possible, but also gave viewers glimpses of
specific habitats and a holistic image of birds in the
wilderness.

The backgrounds against which the birds are
painted, especially if they are water birds, show
distant horizons of mountains, landscapes or vast,
infinite skies. The birds and their backgrounds to-
gether show how well camouflaged the birds are in
their natural habitats, for the colors in the back-
grounds are just shades darker or lighter than the
birds themselves, and viewers sometimes have to
pause and look hard to discern the birds at all. Often
the birds are shown chasing prey, caught in the dy-
namic motion of the hunt, with the prey painted
with as much detail and care as the birds themselves.
Details of the prey reveal bird eating habits, as is in-
dicated in Plate 333 showing the Green Heron feed-
ing on the Luna moth, its favorite food. Similarly,
in Plate 34, showing the Worm-eating Warbler
eating pokeberries, the birds are painted foraging in
dead leaves, which is a characteristic of this species.
These images, along with the bird biographies in
Audubon’s Ornithological Biography, provided the
first scientific compendium of avian life and culture,
and greatly enhanced our understanding of birds and
their habitats.

When Audubon first began drawing birds, he tried
to do so without killing and stuffing the birds as was
common practice then; however, he soon discovered
that it was impossible to do so with any degree of
veracity or dynamism, so he resorted to killing the
very birds he loved so much. His exacting approach
also resulted in him killing many birds in his search
for the perfect specimen. However, he never killed
merely for sport, and tried to dissuade woodsmen

from slaughtering migratory birds, such as American
Golden Plovers which he described as “innocent fugi-
tives from a winter storm”; and he wrote with great
sorrow and compassion about the manner in which
they were lured and systematically butchered
(Rhodes 184). One infamous day he recorded the
death of 63 dozen plovers at the hands of a single
hunter, and estimated that 48,000 plovers had died
on that single day. After observing frontiersmen
shooting down far more birds than they could con-
sume, he urged them to shoot fewer birds in the fol-
lowing season. It was then that he wrote in his
journal that if such slaughter continued there would
be a serious dip in population, and bemoaned the
unthinking carnage and waste of wild game. He sim-
ilarly wrote of the death of 40,000 crows one season,
and could not understand why the crow was so hated
by mankind when it helped farmers by consuming
crop pests. Hence Audu bon reveals an awareness of
unnecessary carnage at a time when sheer plenitude
eclipsed the possibility, it seemed, of future scarcity
and extinction.

Audubon was also the first to band birds, which
he did by tying pieces of silver strings to the birds’
legs and awaiting their return the following season.
He began banding the first season he was in America,
in order to check the homing instincts of the Phoebes
that nested in the caves of Perkio men Creek. Banding
not only affords scientists data about population and
migration, but also creates a sense of anticipation in
bird watchers and a desire for their survival and re-
turn. Audu bon’s reverent fascination with birds en-
ergized his family and friends alike, and fostered both
the serious pastime of bird watching and the desire
for avifauna survival in subsequent generations.

Even a cursory consideration of any plate in Birds
of America, provides viewers with an illustration of
Audubon’s perfect balancing of scientific veracity and
mixed-media artistry. For example, Plate 431, show-
ing the American Flamingo, is a breathtakingly beau-
tiful image of a gorgeous scarlet flamingo bent over
with its beak close to the ground, almost parallel to
its feet, doubled over to give viewers an indication
of its size. It stands on a darkened embankment, with
its scarlet plumage magnificently contrasted against
the blue of the water and sky. Not all the plates, how-
ever, are so picturesque; some, for example, show
the violence of predatory birds, such as Plate 16,
which depicts a pair of Great-Footed Hawks tearing
open, with surgical precision, a duck that lies dead
on the ground with its entrails spilling out. Nonethe-
less, each bird image shows Audubon’s perfect
balance of science and art, through which he inspired
America’s imagination and informed its collective
consciousness, teaching us to look carefully at birds,
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and admire their beauty, and in this way urging us
to protect and preserve them in the wild.

Although Audubon harvested felts, furs and birds
to make a living and draw them, he did so with pru-
dence, never slaughtering for sport. Through his bird
images he immortalized the very birds he had killed,
and through his artistry he introduced us to the art
of bird-watching, inducing us to pay attention to
minute details of the natural world. With little
formal education, and through sheer will power and
hard work, he singlehandedly composed a seminal,
comprehensive encyclopedia of American avifauna
that was as scientific as it was artistic. In loving birds
and in passing on this love and desire to know every-
thing about them, he taught us to love and thereby
save one part of our natural environment; for as the
Senegalese conservationist Baba Doom says: “In the
end we will conserve only what we love, [and] we
will love only what we understand” (Wilson 320).
Long before THOREAU became America’s iconic
woodsman walker, Audubon had set out on his peri-
patetic journey into the American wilderness, dog -
gedly seeking out and drawing every species of bird.
And while the frontiersmen were carving out a nation
with little cognizance of its effects on the wilderness,
Audubon was unobtrusively observing nature and
imaging it for posterity.—Sukanya B. Senapati
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Austin, Mary Hunter (1868–1934)
Born in 1868 in Carlinsville, Illinois, Mary Hunter

(Austin) was in a sense reborn in 1888 when she and
her family moved to California to join a brother who
had settled there. This move transformed Austin’s
life in two interconnected ways. First, she fell in love
with the desert landscape and its people; she had al-
ways wanted to be a writer, and this move gave her
a subject and a motivation. Second, because these
largely un set tled areas were still quite free and lawless,
Austin could escape the conventional storyline ex-
pected of women in her time. We know from her
autobiographical novel Earth Horizon (1932) that
Austin’s lifelong ambition was to describe and protect
this fragile region, and that she sought ways to com-
bine this career with a successful family life.

Austin began by publishing a number of short
pieces, but her first and best known full-length work
is THE LAND OF LITTLE RAIN (1903). This short,
beautiful book consists of 14 sketches, some of them
consisting of traditional nature writing (as in her de-
scription of how the balance of species is affected by
a flood), while others provide narrative accounts of
the life and adventures of Mexicans, Indians or set-
tlers. All of them share a hauntingly archaic yet lyrical
prose style. For example, she writes that the “rainbow
hills, the tender bluish mists, the luminous radiance
of the spring have a lotus charm. They trick the sense
of time, so that once inhabiting there you always
mean to go away without quite realizing that you
have not done it” ((8). Yet, neither the language nor
the narrator are obtrusive; Austin keeps careful focus
on the place, giving her descriptions a timeless, liquid,
folkloric feel that imitates the region she portrays.

After The Land of Little Rain, Austin’s oeuvre
shows a gradual shift in focus. Whereas in her early
work she had described precious places in hopes of
increasing interest in them and thus generating a will
to rescue them from development, she later comes
to focus on the people who support themselves by
working communally with the land. Like JOHN

MUIR she sought to protect her beloved landscape
from overuse and destruction, but she believed the
land was a place to live and work; and in books like
The Flock (1906) and The Ford (1917) she pleads the
cause of sustainable rural communities. Like Muir,
she wanted to preserve nature from ravaging hoards,
but he defined these as farmers and their sheep, while
she “feared the unquenchable urban thirst for water
and recreation” (Nelson 233). Austin returns to this
theme through out her career, arguing that nature is
not some thing to look at or pass through, but rather
something that supports life in a cycle of work and
renewal.

Austin’s distaste for tourists and urbanites was
heightened by her admiration for indigenous
cultures, and especially for the more liberating gender
norms and sustainable environmental practices they
offered. She recorded many indigenous traditions,
which she feared were evaporating under the direct
control of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, and the in-
direct pull of capitalism and urban encroachment.
The Land of Journey’s Ending (1924) records many of
these customs and legends. Throughout, her focus
on landscape, animals, and nature remains, as does
her heightened language, giving this book of essays
an almost Biblical feel. By this time Austin had
settled permanently in New Mexico, and she reflects,
“I was Indian enough, I hope, not to miss the birds
that are place marks” (305).

Austin’s 1912 novel A Woman of Genius explores
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(and decries) the challenges faced by independent,
artistic women of this time. Like Austin its heroine
is married and has a child, but leaves her family in
order to pursue her professional ambitions. When
Austin left her husband initially, she took their
daughter with her, but she soon chose to institution-
alize the mentally disabled child. Though sounding
at times like a rebellious character, Austin was also
very attracted to domesticity and traditional feminine
roles, and she regretted her inability to sustain them.
One factor that attracts her to indigenous and Mex-
ican culture is that both genders have active and use-
ful roles. Starting with the basket weavers she de-
scribes in The Land of Little Rain, Austin sees women
as closer to the land. Anticipating modern eco-fem-
inists, she identifies “the ways in which Western pa-
triarchal culture subjects women even as it exploits
nature” (Blend 73). In Austin’s view, indigenous and
local peoples, like the shepherds she describes in The
Flock, had found ways to live in and fully appreciate
nature without harming it. Her insights as a feminist,
an anthropologist, and an environmentalist come to-
gether in her rejection of “the strange passion of the
touring American, not so much to see notable places
as to prove to other people that one has seen them”
(Land of Journey’s Ending 230); and her oeuvre sub-
stitutes for this urge to mark, claim, and possess, a
desire to see and know how landscape, plants, and
animals—including humans—can best coexist.—
Anne Balay
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The Land of Little Rain,
Mary Austin (1903)

Mary Austin’s The Land of Little Rain, her first
book-length publication, is widely recognized as a
classic of American nature writing. A collection of
14 prose sketches about the desert and moun tain re-
gion of eastern California, a landscape that spans the
Mojave Desert and the Owens Valley east of the
Sierra Nevadas, the book is ostensibly a tribute to
the American Southwest. Each vig nette documents

with ample detail a distinct aspect of the biocultural
landscape of the California desert, as Austin variously
describes the flora and fauna of the place, explains
the unique aesthetic qualities of the desert, and
chronicles the cultural mythologies of the people
who have inhabited the land, most notably the Paiute
and Shoshone. Austin makes explicit in the opening
chapter one of the primary themes of the book as a
whole: “Not the law, but the land sets the limit” (3);
and she celebrates those features of the desert that
reflect this dialectical engagement between human
culture and nonhuman nature. As Vera Norwood
notes in an essay commemorating Austin as one of
the “heroines of nature,” The Land of Little Rain
demonstrates how “human culture is affected by the
landscape as well as effecting change on it” and
“teaches [our] culture how best to respond in an in-
teractive rather than an hierarchical mode” (334).

In reading the arid landscape and the rhythms of
its plant and animal inhabitants, Austin uncovers
what she takes to be the principal lesson of the desert,
one of accommodation: a process of attuning oneself
to the nature of the place one inhabits, of appre -
ciating the land’s limitations as well as its trans -
cendent mysteries. The flora and fauna of the Cali-
fornia deserts offer models of this accommodation.
In “The Scavengers,” for example, Austin chronicles
the routines and habits of desert-dwelling animals
that survive and even thrive in the austerity of the
arid lands. She celebrates especially those species—
the vultures, buzzards, coyotes, and ravens— who feed
on carrion, the detritus of the desert’s cycle of life.
While these creatures embody violence, inherent in
the harsh landscape, that from an aesthetic stand -
point is difficult to admire, Austin honors their role
within “the economy of nature” because they thrive
most at times when the rest of desert life suffers most
(19).

Death in the desert, of course, is linked to the
defining feature of the biome: scarcity of water.
While the bottom feeders provide an extreme exam-
ple of how to survive in the face of this limitation,
The Land of Little Rain is replete with other, more
sophisticated models of animal and human inhabi-
tants who have successfully accommodated them -
selves to the contours of desert life. Striking a theme
to be found in many of her other works— including
The American Rhythm (1923), her autobiography
Earth Horizon (1932), and her most popular play The
Arrow Maker (1915)—Austin holds up the indigenous
people of the California deserts, the Paiutes and
Shoshone, as the best example of what it means to
adhere to the dictates of the land. In chapters like
“Shoshone Land” and “The Basket Maker” she pro-
vides sketches of both individual characters, like
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Winnenap’ and Seyavi, and whole Native communi -
ties whose customs and manners of living seem to
spring from the land itself: “The manner of the coun-
try makes the usage of life there, and the land will
not be lived in except in its own fashion. The Sho -
shones live like their trees, with great spaces between,
and in pairs and in family groups they set up wattled
huts by the infrequent ponds” (26).

Such statements reiterate Austin’s emphasis on the
desert’s demand for accommodation, but also reflect
her tendency to romanticize the Indian as an insep-
arable (even indistinguishable) part of a primitive
and diminishing landscape. Her por traits of Win-
nenap’ and Seyavi, who embody a fledgling connec-
tion to a waning way of life, are often tinged with
romantic nostalgia. At such times Austin employs
the worn, and from a  postcolonial point of view
deeply problematic, stereotypes of the Vanishing
American and the Ecological Indian. In her study of
Austin’s repre sen ta tions of Native Americans, Martha
Vieh mann argues that throughout her oeuvre, “Na-
tive people […] become a source of inspiration, a
form of food to nourish hungry spirits, but unnec-
essary as living, acting, and writing members of con-
temporary society. […] Indians are virtually inter-
changeable with wild grapes” (28).

Problematic as they may be, however, Austin’s rep-
resentation of and admiration for the Native com-
munities of the desert are consistent with her theory
of regionalism, which is perhaps her most enduring
legacy. This theory, while focused on the Hispanic
and Native communities she chronicles in The Land
of Little Rain, is ultimately applicable across cultures.
Thus, although Austin is generally disdainful and
wary of the surge of Euroamerican industry and con-
quest that accompanies the influx of miners and land
developers to eastern California, she makes it clear
that the potential of achieving harmony with the
landscape is open to all. As she ruefully notes in the
“Jim ville” chapter, specters of boom-to-bust mining
towns litter the landscape and record the ruin and
waste that attend Euro-american attempts to impose
one’s will on the desert; yet she contrasts the story
of Jimville with the narrative of “The Pocket
Hunter,” a solitary pick-and-pan miner who, as the
result of his vocation and general openness to the
rhythms of the desert, acquires a deep sense of place,
coming to “[depend] for the necessary sense of home
and companionship on the beasts and trees, meeting
and finding them in their wonted places” (22). “The
Pocket Hunter” illustrates the profound and in-
evitable influence that regional experience has on
human culture and the individual psyche; an in-
fluence that Austin describes most explicitly in her
essay “Regionalism in American Fiction” (1932):

“[The regional environment] orders and determines
all the direct, practical ways of [one’s] getting up and
lying down, of staying in and going out, of housing
and clothing and food-getting; it arranges by its pro-
gressions of seed times and harvests, its rain and wind
and burning suns, the rhythms of his works and
amusements” (130)

Like that of the Pocket Hunter, Austin’s connec -
tion to the California desert she writes about is that
of an outsider-turned-convert, someone who, after
moving to the region with her family in 1888, ac-
commodated herself to the place, only to emerge as
one of the primary Muses of the American
Southwest. Both as an expression of this accommo-
dation and as an articulation of the unique beauty
of the desert itself, The Land of Little Rain stands as
a compelling testament to the power of the particular
places we inhabit.—Matthew Cella
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Bass, Rick (1958–  )
The prominent contemporary environmental

writer and activist Rick Bass was born in Fort Worth,
Texas in 1958, to C. R. Bass, a petroleum geologist,
and Mary Lucy Robson Bass, a teacher. During his
childhood and adolescence, Bass explored “the tiny
de facto wilderness between outlying subdivisions”
near his parents’ home on the western edge of Hous-
ton (“On Willow Creek” 214), and spent short but
equally formative periods of time on the wild tract
of land leased by his family in the Texas Hill Country,
where he also learned to hunt with his father and
other male relatives. As a student at Utah State
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 University in the late 1970s, Bass became entranced
by the wilderness of the mountainous American
West, encountered the work of influential environ-
mental(ist) writers such as EDWARD ABBEY, and took
the first tentative steps toward his later literary career
in a composition class taught by Thomas J. Lyon.
After completing his B.Sc. in geology in 1979, he
worked as a petroleum geologist in Mississippi for
the next eight years. As several critics have noted,
Bass’s first two book-length publications dating from
this period, the short story collections The Deer Pas-
ture (1985) and Wild to the Heart (1987), not only
reflect the distinctive and apparently indelible Texan
and South(west)ern sensibility discernible in his
broader corpus, but also frequently betray his strong
desire to return to the West. Bass finally took a leap
of faith, and in the summer of 1987 he and his
partner and later wife, the visual artist Elizabeth
Hughes, moved to the Yaak Valley in northwestern
Montana, where they have raised their two children,
Mary Katherine and Lowry Elizabeth, and have lived
and worked ever since.

As Bass has repeatedly explained in interviews and
in his non-fiction writings about the Yaak, the move
to this remote, unprotected part of the Rocky Moun-
tain West dramatically affected his subsequent de-
velopment and career as a writer. Witnessing the
unchecked economic exploitation and ongoing en-
vironmental destruction of his beloved, beautiful and
wild valley, primarily due to the unsustainable
logging and business practices of international timber
companies, Bass felt compelled to forego the idealized
existence of a reclusive author producing only sup-
posedly non-political works of literary art such as
novels or poems. Gradually adapting to the Yaak,
and somewhat reluctantly accepting the time-con-
suming and often exhausting responsibilities of a
writer and activist for the place he quickly came to
call home, Bass began, from the early 1990s onwards,
to write prolifically, passionately and persuasively
about the wilderness, and the threats to this wilder-
ness, in northwestern Montana in particular and the
American West in general. In numerous “‘Yaak-
tivist” publications (Michael T. Branch’s term) that
bridge and blur the gap between art and activism,
for instance The Book of Yaak (1996), Fiber (1998),
or Brown Dog of the Yaak: Essays on Art and Activism
(1999), Bass has vividly portrayed the endangered
ecosystems and wild animals of the region, and pre-
sented pragmatic proposals that seek to balance per-
manent wilderness protection and ecologically re-
sponsible, locally controlled economic development.
For almost 25 years now, Bass has worked tirelessly
according to the moral and ethical principles that he,
as critic Terrell F. Dixon suggests, first articulated in

an essay included in Wild to the Heart, and that are
at the core of his work: “‘If it’s wild to your own
heart, protect it. Preserve it. Love it. And fight for
it, and dedicate yourself to it’” (Bass qtd. in Dixon
76).—Micha Edlich
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The Book of Yaak,
Rick Bass (1996)

Rick Bass’s collection of essays, The Book of Yaak,
is a closely observed and deeply felt description of a
remote wilderness valley in Montana. Praised by
Scott Slovic for his “furiously intense imagination”
and called “a born-and-bred raconteur” (Slovic 124),
Bass writes not only to educate readers about the
flora and fauna of this area, not only to delight and
inspire them with deftly told tales of hunting dogs
and homesteaders, grizzly bears and berry picking,
but also to compel readers to take political action.
Bass hopes that the power of an informed citizenry
can change ill-conceived public policy, that seem -
ingly disparate groups, such as artists and loggers,
can reach consensus on issues affecting their daily
lives. The written word remains Bass’s primary
weapon in the defense of the Yaak Valley’s roadless
wilderness, though he admits that activism is risky
for a literary writer: “it’s a sin, to ask something of
the reader, rather than to give; and to know the end,
to know your agenda, from the very start” (xiii). This
approach betrays the sanctuary, mystery, and peace
Bass finds writing fiction. Yet he takes this risk and
urges his readers to act: “I know you’re not going to
travel this far to catch an eight-inch rainbow. But
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maybe you can travel over to your desk and pick up
a pen” (130).

Because Bass conceived of The Book of Yaak as a
means of persuading readers to take grass-roots
action to defend a particular ecosystem from irrevo-
cable damage, the book exemplifies what Karla Arm-
bruster terms “literary environmental advocacy: the
practice of using literary writing to speak for nature
in opposition to prevailing cultural ideologies that
sanction the domination, manipulation, and destruc-
tion of the nonhuman world” (Armbruster 197).
Similarly O. Alan Weltzien insists that “we read
[Bass] not only to experience the joys, infinitely var-
ied, of being in place in the natural world. We also
read him as a test case: as one eager to close the gap
[...] between art and activism” (Weltzien 10).

Rick Bass moved to Yaak Valley in 1987, a wilder-
ness area located in the extreme northwest corner of
Montana, where the flora and fauna of two major
ecosystems (the Pacific Northwest and the northern
Rockies) overlap and intermingle. Inaccessible forests
of cedars and lodgepole pines harbor some of the last
wild remnants of the American frontier’s mythic an-
imals—wolves, badgers, and grizzlies; the meadows
and riverbanks are resplendent with glacier lilies,
lupine, and paintbrush; and bullhead trout and stur-
geon swim in the rivers and ponds.

Weltzien claims The Book of Yaak identifies Bass
as both “psalmist and prophet” (Weltzien 13). In it,
Bass speaks directly to the reader, as if in conversa-
tion, sometimes earnest, sometimes jocular, always
sincere, alternating meditative and lyrical passages
with discursive reportage and polemic. Bass’s lyrical
descriptions, such as this on the approach of autumn,
reveal the Yaak Valley’s attraction: “ash trees stunned
with gold, blue skies, and the huckleberry fields burnt
red, blood red, and geese flying south, south with
the music of their leaving” (47). In reporting changes
in the valley, Bass notes that the Forest Service has
used public funds to build 500,000 miles of roads
on public lands, to benefit the “corporate timber in-
dustry” (69). In the 1960s the Yaak Valley had only
one road; in 1996 “there are over a thousand miles
(126). Such reportage becomes the documentary
foundation for his plea to protect the wilderness from
further incursions.

Protection, Bass believes, will only be attained
when Congress prohibits all road-building on Yaak
Valley’s public lands. He seeks to protect the roadless
wildness of the valley from clear-cut logging opera-
tions and their inevitable environmental degradation,
resulting in a denuded landscape he compares to the
desolate bleakness of the moon. Moreover, as Bass
carefully explains, roads and clear-cutting fragment
the territorial homes of grizzlies and other large

mammals, and this isolates the individuals and small
groups into finite breeding populations, making
them more vulnerable to population stresses. In ad-
dition, runoff from clear-cut areas, even those re-
planted by the timber companies, leads to silting in
pristine rivers and lakes. Ultimately Bass warns that
we risk losing something that humans cannot fix or
replace; not simply precious megafauna like the griz-
zly, but “entire interwoven systems” (Slovic 125). Fur-
thermore, he asserts, “as order and logic become in-
creasingly lost to our societies, I’m certain that these
things—art, and the wilderness—are critical to sta-
bilizing the troubling tilt, the world’s uneasiness, that
we can all feel with every nerve of our senses” (11).

Thus, in the end, the plea to protect Yaak Valley
becomes a plea to protect all remaining wilderness,
and the Valley itself a symbol of fragile environments
worldwide. The book’s final pages contain addresses
of members of Congress, Forest Service officials, and
wildlife protection groups; and Bass notes that he
has given a copy of the book to every member of
Congress and to the Clinton administration, insisting
“I was willing, and am, to work at it forever” (104).

The Book of Yaak, according to Bass, is finally not
a book at all, but “an artifact of the woods, like a
chunk of rhyolite, a shed deer antler, a bear skull, a
heron feather” (xiv). Yet it is also a “sourcebook, a
handbook, a weapon of the heart” (xiii). And these
two passages illustrate an internal conflict so deep
that, in Bass’ own account, it disturbs him even as
he sleeps, and makes his heart pound “so hard in
anger” that it hurts inside his chest when he awakens
(66); namely, his simultaneous desire to live the life
of a poet, the life of beauty, magic, and spirit, and
yet to protect the Yaak Valley, his family’s home,
through political advocacy.—Diane Warner
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Beaty, Richard Edward 
(1867–1941)

Born in the northern section of the Shenandoah
area of Warren County, Virginia in 1867, Richard
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Edward Beaty revelled both in the natural richness
of the area, and in the personal and spiritual growth
that accompanied his enjoyment of it—experiences
figuring prominently in his literary work. He married
in 1900 and lived for over 20 years in Mount Vernon,
Washington, where he wrote THE MOUNTAIN ANGELS.
He later returned to Virginia and resided again in the
Warren County area. His gravestone in Prospect Hill
Cemetery in Front Royal, Virginia, bears the inscrip-
tion “The plant improver and mountain author.”

Beaty positions himself outside the modernist per-
spective of his era, with its emphasis on the individ-
ual’s struggle for identity and happiness in a con-
frontation with an impersonal, industrialized world;
he returns to a pre-industrial time in a mode remi-
niscent of the New England TRANSCENDENTALISTS.
Aspects of EMERSON’s “NATURE” and “SELF-RE-
LIANCE” appear in both the fictional and personal ac-
counts: daily observation and interaction with nature
consistently provide spiritual consolation and inspi-
ration. Similarly, the insights and character-defining
elements of the simple life that THOREAU explores
in WALDEN are echoed in Beaty’s treatment of an in-
dividual’s interactions with the Shenandoah wilder-
ness. However, he also respects the dangers inherent
in this environment, and, like JACK LONDON in his
tales of the Yukon, emphasizes the pragmatic truth
that a sympathetic understanding of nature ensures
a better chance of survival.

Beaty wrote and personally published The Moun-
tain Angels: Trials of the Mountaineers of the Blue Ridge
and Shenandoah Valley (1928). Building upon a tra-
dition of Romantic writers both in England and
America, he notes in the “Preface” that his intent is
to write a story that “is made up of facts, fiction and
unwritten history, is largely romantic, and I hope,
inspirational.” Similar to W. H. Hudson’s response
in Green Mansions, Beaty counters violent political
turmoil with the rejuvenating powers of Nature.
Loosely based on the details of his father’s Civil War
experiences when a band “of thieves and cutthroats
... tried to drive the stock from my father’s farm,”
Beaty’s story recounts the hardships, endurance, and
eventual success of two young men, Oscar Asplund
and Frank Owen, and their adaptation to the
Shenandoah wilderness in order to survive. After the
war, the young men make their fortunes in the larger
world, Oscar going into land development west of
Chicago and Frank into the mercantile business in
New Jersey and New York State. Still dissatisfied after
attaining financial success, the two return in 1882 to
the peaceful and benignant tranquility they originally
discovered in the natural simplicity of the Shenan-
doah region.

As a companion piece to The Mountain Angels,

Beaty later wrote and published Blue Ridge Boys: Nar-
rations of Early, Actual Mountain Experiences and Hu-
morous Anecdotes of the Shenandoah National Park
Section (1938). Based on personal and recounted ex-
periences in the park, Beaty’s compilation of stories
elaborates his defining belief in the personal and spir-
itual fulfillment possible through open and appre-
ciative interaction with nature.—Thomas P. Fair
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The Mountain Angels: 
Trials of the Mountaineers 

of the Blue Ridge 
and Shenandoah Valley, 

Richard Edward Beaty (1928)
Reminiscent of William Henry Hudson’s ro-

mances, Green Mansions and The Purple Land,
Richard Beaty’s boys’ adventure story, The Mountain
Angels: Trials of the Mountaineers of the Blue Ridge
and Shenandoah Valley, details the hardships, en-
durance, and eventual success of two young men who
must adapt to the wilderness in order to survive. Al-
though contemporary readers may find the work
racially offensive, the novel vividly evokes the spirit
and attitudes of its time, as well as the natural envi-
ronment and inherent beauty of the Blue Ridge
Mountains and Shenandoah Valley. The central ex-
periences of the two protagonists, Oscar Asplund
and Frank Owen, portray the region as a refuge from
the harshness of the world and the cruelties of the
Civil War. The novel concludes several decades after
the war, with the two, now successful young men’s
disappointment with the impersonal and artificial
world of society and business, and their return to the
truth and goodness they originally discovered in the
rustic simplicity of the mountains and valley.

After readers come to terms with the racism em-
bedded in the characterization of the freed slave Jane
Carter, they can appreciate the novel’s celebration of
Nature’s power and beauty. Although in the “Pref -
ace” Beaty implies a desire to provide a favorable
portrait of “the colored race” (3), his portrayal of
‘Aunt Jane’ frequently undermines her ennobling
 actions. Often described in pejorative terms, Jane
tends to be self-deprecating and self-effacing as she
 privileges European Americans over African Amer-
icans, including herself. However, she fully under-
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stands the prevalent social dangers engendered by
the war, and despite the rude and racist responses to
her offers of assistance, she remains willing to aid the
Asplund family. She embodies patience, endurance
and forgiveness at a time when bigotry, hatred and
violence were the norm; and provides not merely a
compelling racial analogue to the equally miscon-
strued and maltreated native peoples of America, but
a human analogue to the environment that was
equally in bondage to Euro-American ambition.
Thus, while Beaty’s presentation of a compliant and
diffident black woman conforms to 1920s conven-
tions, it is not surprising that Jane ultimately figures
as one of the novel’s most significant characters, in
her recognition and address of the social and moral
disruptions in the protagonists’ lives, in her rescue
of the Asplunds’ infant daughter from probable
death, and above all, in her revelation of the truth
in the novel’s dénouement.

Like W. H. Hudson’s Green Mansions, Beaty’s The
Mountain Angels counters violent political turmoil
with the rejuvenating powers of Nature. The nur-
turing and supportive animus of the Blue Ridge
Mountains and Shenandoah Valley stands in stark
contrast to what seems an arbitrary and often soulless
outer world, morally eviscerated by the deadly social
chaos of the Civil War. The 12-year-old Oscar As-
plund witnesses a Rebel mob burn his home and
murder his parents, forcing him to escape to the
safety of the woods. Oscar quickly adapts to the wil-
derness, and even thrives, after he discovers protected
shelter and supplies in an abandoned moonshine dis-
tillery. Similarly, 12-year-old Frank Owen must fend
for himself when, after being orphaned and adopted
by a kind neighbor, his adopted father is conscripted
into the Confederate army and killed in battle. Frank
must survive with the few supplies they were able to
cache in the forest before his guardian left for war.
Acclimated to the forest, both boys “grew strong and
learned to love the mountain more and more” (71).
The orphaning of Oscar and Frank, and the war’s
brutal violence, reinforces one of Beaty’s major
themes—life’s inherent and inexplicable cruelty—
and establishes human society as unforgiving,
violent, and often merciless. The beneficent side of
Nature, however, provides invaluable life lessons for
the young men, and establishes a positive alternative
to society’s hostility and pitfalls.

Oscar and Frank’s experiences parallel each other,
as each boy encounters characteristic challenges in
the forest and learns to use its many resources in de-
veloping self-reliance, confidence, and indepen -
dence. Both boys become expert hunters and woods-
men, and achieve self-sufficiency. After a brief, initial
confrontation, the two quickly recognize their mutual

connection to Nature and proclaim their brother-
hood. Buoyed by their successful encounters with
Nature, Oscar and Frank negotiate a trade, of work
and wild game for milk, meals, and other necessities,
with the Fitzgeralds, a mountain farming family.
Recognizing their need for a formal education, the
boys barter their hunting skill and part of Frank’s
leather supply to a teacher, for instruction and board
during the winter terms. However, even the
sheltering Nature is not always benign, and presents
predictable dangers such as a treacherous snow pack
and ice storm that Oscar encounters while hunting.
Despite the threat, he recognizes that Nature also
provides the means to endure such difficulties, and
sensibly exercises his accumulated knowledge and
skill to survive. Ultimately, both boys emerge as ca-
pable young men, and after the war achieve consid-
erable success: Oscar as a land speculator in the West
and Frank as a businessman in the East. However,
despite their accomplishments, the young men’s spir-
its are ultimately under-nourished by “civilized” life,
and they return to the Shenandoah region to recover,
on a higher and more complex level, the benignancy
of their youthful environment.

A second thematic focus, centering on Oscar’s
sister Lenea and her adoptive sister Sarah Jones, relies
on traditional and idealized sexual stereotypes for the
young women’s characterization. Their innocence
and goodness personify Nature’s virtues: “The girls
themselves were as beautiful as the natural scenery
around them [...] they loved so much the inde -
pendent life and the beautiful surroundings around
them” (37–38). They too, however, demonstrate self-
reliance and an independent spirit through their
management of a small farm and their sale of honey
from the wild bees they track through the forest; and
in a sense, the manifestation of the region’s animus
in the girls themselves, marks them as appropriate
mates for the boys: “Frank and Oscar became very
much interested in those tanned faces and sunburned
hands that had formed themselves to fit the sur-
rounding beauty as a first touch of evolution to a
more sane and higher life of woman” (115).

After the young people meet, the narrative soon
ends, assisted by Aunt Jane’s revelation of Lenea’s
true identity as Oscar’s sister; and Frank concludes,
“We have found two mountain angels who live a life
of beauty and purity, and not like the city life I have
been trying to live” (118). Although financial success
may be found in business and westward develop -
ment, Beaty asserts, with the simple but enduring
wisdom of the folk artist, that real happiness and
contentment reside in Nature—in a simple life, such
as that found in the Blue Ridge Mountains and the
Shenandoah Valley.—Thomas P. Fair
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Berry, Wendell (1934–  )
As a writer Wendell Berry has, in his own words,

chosen to belong to his farm, “not just as a circum-
stance, but as a part of the informing ambience of
my mind and imagination” (Way of Ignorance 48).
In each of his many public roles—as farmer, essayist,
novelist, poet, and activist—he draws on his pa -
tiently and locally gained perceptions about the way
the natural world functions, and the analogous ways
in which humans should relate to the land and to
each other.

Berry was born near Port Royal, Kentucky, and
grew up on the land tended by his parents, grand-
parents, and great-grandparents (The Long-Legged
House 170–71). He left his family farmland to go to
the University of Kentucky and then, after marrying,
studied writing as a Wallace Stegner Fellow at Stan-
ford University with other young writers, including
Ken Kesey and Ernest Gaines. After traveling to Eu-
rope and landing a job at New York University, Berry
writes, his “hopes and plans [...] turned [...] back to-
ward Kentucky” (The Long-Legged House 153). So in
1964 Wendell Berry left the cultural center of the
East coast to farm a marginal Kentucky hillside and
teach occasionally at the University of Kentucky.
Since then he has remained faithful to his “marriage
with the place,” providing a marginal and yet in-
creasingly influential defense of local, sustainable
communities against an economy that values global,
mass consumption (The Long-Legged House 166).

From his farm Berry has written prolifically in
three genres, grappling with diverse cultural, eco-
nomic, political, moral, and religious issues. In his
seminal book of essays, The Unsettling of America, he
identifies two opposing American values: exploitation
and nurture. While historically Americans more
often relate to other people and the land in exploita-
tive ways—robbing the Indians of their land and the
land of its health—there have also been Americans
who care for the order of the earth and its commu-
nities (6–8). Berry challenges readers to consider
their ways of life and imagine how they might be
able to nurture their exploited communities—the
land and its human and non-human life—back to
health. Politically, as Jason Peters notes, Berry “sup-
ports decentralization and the proliferation of as
many small landholders as are possible” (8). His
hope, however, lies not in political solutions: “Our
environmental problems ... are not, at root, political;

they are cultural.... [O]ur country is not being de-
stroyed by bad politics; it is being destroyed by a bad
way of life” (What Are People For? 37).

Berry’s belief in the need for a cultural shift gen-
erates and is reflected in poetry that imagines new
ways of relating to the land and community. One
group of poems is written in the voice of the “Mad
Farmer” who articulates the life Berry embraces, a
life counter to the consumerist, industrial political
economy. As Berry’s farmer commands in “Mani -
festo: The Mad Farmer Liberation Front,”

Friends, every day do something
that won’t compute. Love the Lord.
Love the world. Work for nothing.
Take all that you have and be poor.
Love someone who does not deserve it [Collected

Poems 151].

Perhaps the most searching and comprehensive
expression of his stand against the hurry and noise
of the profit economy is found in his long series of
“Sabbath poems” in A TIMBERED CHOIR (1998),
written on Sunday afternoon walks on his farm. In
these poems he explores what it means to belong to
and be at rest in a place, in his place:

I, through woods and fields, through fallen days
Am passing to where I belong:
At home, at ease, and well,
In Sabbaths of this place
Almost invisible,
Toward which I go from song to song [A Timbered

Choir 28].

His fiction, in eight novels and numerous short
stories, provides another imagined instantiation of
this nurturing culture. Port William, the fictional lo-
cation in which his stories take place, offers Berry a
chance to portray the way of life he knew as a boy,
and which is now in decline. As Berry puts it, “I have
made the imagined place of Port William, its neigh-
borhood and membership, in an attempt to honor
the actual place where I have lived” (Way of Ignorance
50). Set during World War II and the subsequent
decades during which American farmland was largely
depopulated, Berry’s novels and stories vividly evoke
a community that cares for the health of its land and
all its members. While Berry’s fiction can be seen as
nostalgic, his characters embody values that he be-
lieves contemporary America desperately needs to
regain, in order to sustain its land, communities, and
citizens.

Berry turns to the past to find cultural values for
the future because he sees an analogous pattern in
the way fertile land makes the old new, turning the
deaths of plants and animals into new life (A Con-
tinuous Harmony 150). As he states in his book of es-
says, Life Is a Miracle, positive change regarding our
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“use of the living world [...] is imaginable only if we
are willing to risk an unfashionable recourse to our
cultural tradition. Human hope may always have
resided in our ability, in time of need, to return to
our cultural landmarks and reorient ourselves” (3).
Kimberly Smith summarizes Berry’s “stance toward
tradition” as “conservative but critical”: “His goal,
then, is to revive and renew the intellectual traditions
he has inherited” (Wendell Berry and the Agrarian
Tradition 6). And just as Berry works to rehabilitate
the exploited and worn-out farm he has inherited,
so he writes to nurture and reinvigorate the cultural
traditions he has inherited.

While Berry expressed deep skepticism about the
Christian church early in his life, his stance toward
tradition has more recently led him to seek a revital-
ization of American religion. In a 2007 interview
Berry articulates the way in which the Christian
gospel has become increasingly important to his un-
derstanding of how to care for his place: “The gospels
are exhilarating because ... essentially the invitation
that Christ was giving [is,] Do you want to live free,
do you want to live in a great world that includes all
the works of God, that includes all you can imagine
and more, or do you want to live in some little
capsule defined by politicians or scientists or philoso-
phers or denominational bosses?” (231). Through liv-
ing in this larger world, while faithfully caring for a
particular part of it, Berry sustains the hope that hu-
mans can adequately care for their home—the land
and all its inhabitants.—Jeffrey Bilbro
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A Timbered Choir: 
The Sabbath Poems 1979–1997,

Wendell Berry (1998)

In A Timbered Choir, a collection that reprints and
supplements poems originally published as Sabbaths
(1987), Wendell Berry attempts to reveal and revi-
talize the intrinsic vitality of traditional forms. The
book relies on traditional poetic forms—particularly
rhyme schemes—while exploring the typical forms
of agrarian life on Berry’s Kentucky farm. These latter
forms, the often subtle but telling shapes of a family
farm’s interdependent community, are in a sense also
traditional: “The field finds its source / in the old
forest” (46). Frequently likened to field work, Berry’s
poetic work interrogates any sort of progress that
hastily denudes life forms that are, the poet insists,
“not raw sources [...] but fellow presences” (51).
Imagining the fallout from such so-called progress,
another poem declares, “The only new thing could
be pain” (8). Yet the forms of small-farm life, Berry
recognizes, continue a tradition gapingly removed
from the experiences of most contemporary Ameri-
cans. That JEFFERSONIAN heritage—the established
life of farming in which one must “live like a tree /
That does not grow beyond / The power of its place”
(142)—has become so exceptional as to be radical.
In this sense, the agrarianism of the book, as of most
of Berry’s oeuvre, resists rather than reinforces tra-
dition. It speaks against that dominant tradition for
which forests are spaces in need of clearing. Modern
rapacity provokes two images depicted, and also
lamented, in several poems: first, the sight of a care-
lessly “cleared field” as “[a] place no human made,”
indeed “a place unmade / By human greed” (16); and
second,

the sound of cars [...] passing
on the road, that simplest form
going only two ways,
both ways away [101].

The poet suggests that human greed can do eco-
logical harm precisely because inhumane tech nol -
ogies so easily dislocate. Along a straight line that al-
ways leads elsewhere, they shuttle people away from
the site and the pain of “unmaking.” Berry has
written that “To farm,” by contrast, “is to be placed
absolutely” (“Imagination” 46). A Timbered Choir
also attempts the work of placing, of locating its
readers within its received forms, if only temporar-
ily.

Berry did not always turn to formal rhyme schemes
to realize his—to borrow LAWRENCE BUELL’s term—
“intensely lococentric” ambitions (Buell 230). Ra -
ther, as Jeffery Alan Triggs explains, prior to Sabbaths

27 Berry



the poet often wrote in “free verse forms” reflecting
a “colloquial” style (Triggs 192–193). Triggs suspects
“a latent contradiction” between Berry’s informality
in those earlier works and his austere “philosophical
positions” (Triggs 193). If so, Sabbaths and, later, A
Timbered Choir smooth out the contradiction by tap-
ping into traditional poetic resources. In the essay
“The Specialization of Poetry” (1974), a useful sup-
plement to these poems, Berry questions contempo-
rary poetry’s fondness for formlessness, which he
finds “neither civilized nor natural” (“Specialization”
12). He claims that the formed poem or song

rises [...] in reference to daily and seasonal—and
surely even longer—rhythms in the life of the
poet and in the life that surrounds him. The
rhythm of a poem resonates with these larger
rhythms that surround it; it fills its environment
with sympathetic vibrations. Rhyme, which is a
function of rhythm, may suggest this sort of reso-
nance; it marks the coincidences of smaller struc-
tures with larger ones, as when the day, the
month, and the year all end at the same moment.
Song [....] is the testimony of the singer’s inescap -
able relation to the world, to the human commu-
nity, and also to tradition [“Specialization” 17].

For Berry the Sabbath inscribes these coinciding
endings, offering a space of rest between the fall and
rise of rhythms that coordinate the civilized with the
natural. Written on Sundays, the Sabbath poems in
A Timbered Choir are divided by year, each year’s en-
tries further identified by Roman numerals. (Some
poems also carry specific titles, and a few appear
below dedications or other epigraphs.) The charac-
teristic tenor of the series is itself highly rhythmical.
Poems mark Sabbath days, and those days mark the
weeks they complete as well as those they inaugurate,
weeks that accumulate to form years, each such year
nonetheless ending with a single day. In this collec-
tion, as in Berry’s “Specialization” essay, rhyme
heightens the way in which a line’s ending, a small
“native” element like a word or syllable, lends coher-
ence to a larger, more complex structure such as a
stanza or poem. Rhyme’s economy suggests the tem-
poral patterning of moments in days and seasons,
but also evokes the biological ideal of the farm’s con-
stituents flourishing together in diversified harmony;
that is, the economy of rhyme in A Timbered Choir
is itself also an ecology. Thus, in the seventh 1982
poem, the speaker hopes and labors to see a vision
in which “field and woods at last agree / In an econ-
omy / Of widest worth” [49].

Rhyme furnishes both the manner and the matter
for much of the text, and Berry deploys a variety of
rhyme schemes. Quatrains in abab patterns appear
frequently, but the collection also incorporates terza

rima, eight-line stanzas of couplets, sophisticated
classical patterns (see the ten-line stanzas of 1979’s
fourth poem), and the English-sonnet structure (see
the fourth work of 1983). Amid this variety of
rhyming poems appear many that do not rhyme.
And Berry often takes liberties with end-rhyming
words, as in “dark”/“work” (68), “air”/“choir” (83),
“invisible” /“still” (121). Such variants seem to signal
that poetry’s “artistry” (47), like that of the rhyming
natural world, can operate in patterns that are dis-
cernible but not deafening. Numerous entries con-
sider rhyme itself as a topic, using it to interpret the
earth and earthly labor. An early poem notes, for in-
stance, “When field and woods agree, they make a
rhyme / That stirs in distant memory the whole” (15).
Later, the poet captures the end of his work, his
farming and his poetry, with rhyme’s space and time:

I stop the mower blade,
And so conspire with time
In the return of shade,
Completion of this rhyme [120].

S.T. Coleridge wrote that a poem should “convert
a series into a Whole,” transforming apparent linearity
into the circular image of “the snake with its Tail in
its Mouth” (Coleridge 123). For Berry, who elsewhere
laments our loss of “the ideal of a whole or complete
life” (“Quantity” 82), poetic rhythm intimates such
wholeness. He finds structures in poetry for hewing
an imaginative whole from lived fragments—the re-
sources of what one poem terms “the given life” (178).
The culmination of a rhyme, then, evokes the fulfill-
ment of a formed life. Rhyme thus understood enacts
a well-prepared death, another topic that figures
prominently in A Timbered Choir. Asserting that
“[r]uin is in place here” (11), the work tries to account
for “the way of death: loss of what might / Have been
in what must come to be” (19). Accounting for death
could mean answering critic Timothy Morton’s call
to “accept [...] the fact of mortality among species
and ecosystems” (Morton 205). Yet deaths, like
rhymes, are always particular, and Berry’s highly sit-
uated poems ultimately consider how a way of life
aware of death might be “not a way but a place”
(216). In their sensitivity to the particular beings
upon which, on a particularly shared plot, they de-
pend, the poems try to renew forms of living whose
ends are consonant with the facts of dying.—Dustin
D. Stewart
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The Bible and the American
Environmental Imaginary

“The Bible ... is our national text—whether we
really read it or not,” declares Vincent Wimbush in
The Bible and the American Myth; “no other society
in the world is so imbued both with the aura and the
aroma of the Bible, while simultaneously subjecting
it to such parasitic cultural captivity” (vii–viii).

Over the last 400 years, many Americans, both in
religious and secular activities, have tended to assume
the position of an exemplar, a “chosen people”
among the world’s cultures (consider the typical in-
augural address of its presidents, for example). In-
herited from the Puritan settlers of the 1600’s, this
pervasive conviction combines the imperialist no -
tions of the Biblical Old Testament with the evan-
gelistic philosophy of the New Testament (most no-
tably analyzed in R.S. Sugirtharajah’s The Bible and
Empire; see also Daniell 417); and central to the story
has been the American wilderness, a motif which
early American literary authors leaned heavily on, as
did the nation’s scholars, painters, politicians, and
others. Harvard’s authority on the Puritans, and au-
thor of Errand into the Wilderness, Perry Miller
focuses on the Calvinist assumption that permeated
the nation’s mindset during its first 200 years: our
land is a reward, proof of God’s approval, but it is
also dangerous and needs human control (Nature’s
Nation 201). This ambiguous attitude has encouraged
both intense appreciation of—and even subjugation
to—nature, and its often simultaneous exploitation.

In sustaining the myth, early Americans looked
to the Bible (selectively) as a guide, though with as
much ambivalence as the Bible itself regarding the
human use of the natural environment and its “value”
to God. However, owing partly to the work of Eco-
Criticism, Feminism, Marxism, and Post-Colonial
studies, a growing “green theology” or “eco-theol -

ogy” has (re)discovered the neglected side of the Pu-
ritan ambiguity, providing a new lens with which to
perceive a pro-environment Bible; notable works here
include The Green Bible, Carroll et al.’s The Greening
of Faith, Habel and Balabanski’s The Earth Story in
the New Testament, and Ortiz’s Concordance of Over
1000 Environment-Friendly Scriptures in the King
James and New KJV.

One of the earliest, and certainly the most popular
and influential, of the Bibles in English was the 1611
King James Version (KJV); however, at the time of
the Revolutionary War it was not legal to print Bibles
in English in North America because of England’s
Crown Copyright, and so the first Bible printed on
American soil was actually Christopher Saur’s 1743
Lutheran translation into German, in Pennsylvania
(Daniell 630).

By the 1800’s, however, the new nation’s patriotic
assurance resulted in the first American attempts to
translate the Bible, rather than rely solely on the
British KJV; and 1816 saw the establishment of the
influential American Bible Society (ABS), which is-
sued over 32 million bibles in the U.S. and abroad
over a 60-year span (1818–1880), and continues today
(Gutjahr 188). Yet the 1611 KJV proved “unassail -
able,” according to Bible historian David Daniell:
“It is ... as if God had said that in America His Word
has always to be in the version of early British impe-
rialism” (632), a view amply illustrated in the
writings of early colonial authors such as THOMAS

HARRIOT and JOHN SMITH. The American prefer -
ence for the KJV is now gaining ground again in
what some call the “KJV Only” stance, leading to a
total of 1,500 new KJV editions in the 20th century
alone (Daniell 765; Hills; Gutjahr). Two of the best-
known Bibles to appear in the last half-century have
been the “conservative” NIV (New International Ver-
sion) and the “liberal” RSV (Revised Standard Ver -
sion), both repeatedly and currently in revision due
to ceaseless controversy, chronicled in P. Thuesen’s
In Discordance with the Scriptures, American Protestant
Battles Over Translating the Bible. However, most na-
ture-oriented scriptures differ little from one transla-
tion to another, as is evident in a perusal of compar-
ative concordances such as the online Bible Gateway.

The religious text that most strikingly roots its
claims in the American terrain is the Book of Mormon
(1830), one of the best-selling “Life of Christ” ac-
counts of the 19th century, which sold thousands of
copies in 37 American and British editions (Gutjahr
151–160). This novel-influenced story in the King
James style was intended as a KJV companion, and
presented the prophecies of Joseph Smith, locating
the Garden of Eden in the pre-colonized United
States and depicting an ancient visit by Jesus to
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America, linking America with the Holy Land and
making her divinely favored in the scheme of world
history.

The recent American-published Green Bible (2008)
highlights, in green ink, over 1,000 pro-environment
scriptures. Printed in earth colors with soy-based ink
on recycled paper, this New Revised Standard Ver sion
(NRSV) is considered a “liberal” translation, sup-
ported by leaders of The Sierra Club, The National
Wild life Federation, and the Animals and Religion
Program of The Humane Society of the United States.

Mostly owing to its greater length, the Old Testa-
ment, the original source of the devastating “domin-
ion” myth, actually contains more green verses than
the New, mostly concentrated in Genesis, Leviticus,
Job, Psalms, Isaiah, and Ezekiel (Nash, Ortiz). But
in John’s Gospel alone, the Greek word kosmos occurs
a full 78 times, providing an important “semantic
range” for its interpretation, according to B. Bala-
banski in Habel and Balabanski’s The Earth Story in
the New Testament (89; see also Trainor’s chapter in
this text), a source which lists 600 pro-environment
verses in the New Testament (Balabanski 89).

Especially fascinating is the Bible’s tendency to in-
terweave environmental conditions with social
justice. A less explicit, but nonetheless profound con-
cern for the environment may be extrapolated from
the ethical perspective present in the Bible’s care for
the outsider or “other” in Jewish society. Examples
abound in the British Bible Society’s Poverty and Jus-
tice Bible, released in the U.S. in 2010, and highlight-
ing over 2,000 social justice scriptures. The sheer
number and variety of the Bible’s dictums against
the exploitively wealthy and for the unprivileged, is
daunting; and significantly, the Bible defines the out-
sider not simply as the hungry and landless, but also
as immigrants, widows, orphans, the sick, even the
sad—all those vulnerable to exploitive power re -
gimes—and tends to class them together with the
land, waters, and wild animals (Robb; Ortiz).

As in the work of many American environmental
authors, the “pro-environment” scriptures usually do
not deploy broad, abstract terms like “nature,” but
rather specific descriptions of animals, trees, etc. In
fact, ancient Hebrew contains no equivalents for the
modern concepts of “environment” or “wilderness”
(DeWitt 95; Kay 1). Thus translation has proven a
complicated and often ambiguous enterprise, begin-
ning with the Bible’s first and most famous book (see
esp. Habel & Balabanski, Thuesen). Until the 1980’s,
almost all commentary and interpretations in English
have taken as their directive the “Genesis Mandate,”
the single most troublesome and debated scripture
on the subject for environmentally minded biblical
scholars:

Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our
image, according to our likeness; and let them
have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over
the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over
all the wild animals of the earth, and over every
creeping thing that creeps upon the earth...”
[Genesis 1:26–28, New KJV, emphasis added].

While the Hebrew words for “dominion” are kabash
(“subdue”) and radah (“to rule,” Geisler 305), many
liberal Bible commentators and some American con-
servatives now understand the passage in a whole–
Bible context which implies care-taking or steward-
ship rather than domination (for example, Carroll et
al. in The Greening of Faith; DeWitt; EEN).

Causing similar controversy among scholars is the
Bible’s use of the word “wilderness,” described as one
of the most powerful words in all of Judeo-Chris-
tianity by Harvard Divinity School’s David Wil -
liams, who finds over 250 references to wilderness
in both Bible testaments (24–5). Environmental his-
torian Roderick Nash interprets most of the 300 wil-
derness references that he counts as synonymous with
“desert” or “waste.” In fact, the Puritans made “howl-
ing wilderness” a common American saying, after
the Deuteronomy 32:10 passage wherein God finds
Jacob “in the waste howling wilderness” (KJV)
( Johnston, Nash). Environmental and religious
scholars now generally agree that in America the idea
of “wilderness” as a vacant wasteland and locus of
evil began with WILLIAM BRADFORD’s Puritan pil-
grims, as first described in his 1620 work, OF PLY-
MOUTH PLANTATION:

...[W]hat could they see but a hidious and deso-
late wilderness, full of wild beasts & wild men?
...Yea, let them which have been redeemed of the
Lord, show how he has delivered them from the
hand of the oppressor. When they wandered in
the desert wilderness out of the way, and found
no city to dwell in, both hungry, and thirsty,
their soul was overwhelmed... [Bradford 60–1;
Daniell 423].

Yet, foreshadowing America’s paradoxical perspec-
tive is the fact that Bradford’s opinions about the
wilderness were not the only views among the first
white settlers. A constant thorn in Bradford’s side,
the pro-nature, pro–Indian businessman THOMAS

MORTON described his more positive experiences in
his NEW ENGLISH CANAAN (1637), leading to his
eventual deportation through Bradford’s machina-
tions. Post-Colonial scholars like Callicot and Ybarra
of the Encyclopedia of Earth National Humanities
Center believe Morton subscribed to the “Noble Sav-
age” view of North American Indians in contrast to
Bradford’s more primitivist view. They argue that
the wilderness idea was, from the beginning, “a
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 conceptual tool for colonialism,” yet in typically am-
biguous American style, this concept may still be at
work today in helping preserve what wilderness re-
mains (Callicot & Ybarra).

Miller and Nash (Nash, Wilderness and the Amer-
ican Mind and The Rights of Nature, A History of En-
vironmental Ethics) extensively investigate how the
landscape shaped the American identity amidst the
influences of Romanticism, Sentimentalism, Utili-
tarianism, Materialism, and TRANSCENDENTALISM.
The Puritans came to view their arrival in America
as an “errand into the wilderness,” referencing the
Biblical Israelites’ exodus from Egypt into the desert
for 40 years, before entering (that is, invading) the
“Promised Land,” as told in the Book of Exodus. The
“errand” refers to the Puritans’ belief in their mission
to serve God by evangelizing the North American
continent (both land and inhabitants) and the world;
and the “wilderness” symbolized the wild, untamed
world that needed civilization and religion, that
needed saving. To achieve this, the Puritans dreamed
of creating the Bible’s “city upon the hill” (Matthew
5:14, later used by JOHN WINTHROP as the title of
his seminal 1630 sermon), a utopian community
serving as a beacon for the rest of the world, a model
of how to organize and live under the religious ideals
that they believed a corrupted and crowded Europe
had left far behind (Miller, Errand...).

But literary critic Paul Johnston offers a contrary
view, arguing that JAMES FENIMORE COOPER’s The
Pioneers (1823), for example, “valorizes” the wilder -
ness in American literature—a valorization explicitly
based on Puritan biblical ideas, and one supported
by his The Wept of Wish-ton-Wish (1829) about a pro-
wilderness Puritan seeking escape from his corrupted
civilization. The Biblical wilderness had therefore
come to symbolize both sanctuary and punishment
(Nash 15–16). Williams’ Jungian approach in Wil-
derness Lost, The Religious Origins of the American
Mind recapitulates this contradiction: “There has al-
ways been within English Calvinism a tension be-
tween those who saw themselves as sinners in need
of wilderness trials and those who believe themselves
safe and secure in the promised land of Canaan” (47).
Williams concludes that what characterizes the best
American writing is “not a serene acceptance but the
frantic alienation of wanting to break free from false
identity and idolatry ... even at the risk of madness
if that is what it takes to reach the Promised Land”
(252).

The work of NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE provides
perhaps the best example of the age-old portrayal of
the “howling wilderness” as dangerous and demonic
(Nash 39). Yet eventually, “...the Romantic heart
against the Enlightenment head flowered in a ven-

eration of Nature,” especially in 19th-century literary
and art works considered to be at the root of Amer-
ican environmentalism (Miller, Nature’s Nation 200).
In that same century, the rise of Deism, Romanti -
cism, and Enlightenment-inspired scientific explo-
rations of the landscape, again allied nature and re-
ligion in the minds of many. European writers such
as Burke, Kant, and Rousseau indirectly encouraged
respect for nature’s awesome beauty by introducing
the concept of the “sublime,” an idea many associated
with God, while Alexis de Tocqueville and Lord
Byron quite directly made the connection after they
visited America (Nash 44–5). Meanwhile, American
Transcendentalists such as HENRY DAVID THOREAU

and RALPH WALDO EMERSON continued to marry
nature with religion (Miller, Nash).

Other authors whose work notably engaged Bib-
lical concerns or attitudes to the environment, some-
times equating it with Eden, include JONATHAN ED-
WARDS, WASHINGTON IRVING, WILLIAM CULLEN

BRYANT, EMILY DICKINSON, and HERMAN MEL -
VILLE.—Denise Ortiz
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Bishop, Elizabeth (1911–1979)
Elizabeth Bishop, eminent American poet and

short-story writer, was born in 1911 in Worcester,
Massachusetts. Her father, a builder, died when she
was an infant. Her mother became mentally ill and
was institutionalized in 1916, after which Bishop lived
with her maternal relatives in Great Village, Nova
Scotia, where she began to develop her extraordinary
talent for observing the natural world in all its com-
plex detail. This period of her life, suffused by the
warmth of her maternal family and the beauty of the
land, had a profound effect on her writing. She
sought to recreate Nova Scotia in both prose and
poems, some of which were not published until near
the end of her life. “The Moose” (1976), a poem she
composed over two decades, revisits a bus trip from
Nova Scotia to New England after the funeral of her
aunt. The bus stops when a moose steps into the
road, “towering, antlerless, / high as a church, homely
as a house (or, safe as houses)” (Bishop 173). To the
poem’s observer, the moose is “otherworldly” (173)
and comes out of an “impenetrable wood” (172), ex-
emplifying the natural world’s power to interrupt
human analysis and recollection just as it interrupts
the bus ride. This interruption is a source of joy for

the passengers; for a moment, nature’s inscrutability
relieves the pressures of memory and loss. One of
Bishop’s lifelong concerns was the human tendency
to see the nonhuman world in terms of its own struc-
tures—high churches, safe houses—and to seek in
natural objects a reflection of subjective experience.
Sometimes, her poems “us[e] natural encounters and
landscape to sift and clarify individual memory and
pain” (Kalstone 96), but almost always, the domes-
ticating impulse of the human observer is seen as
problematic.

In “Brazil, January 1, 1502” (1965), for example,
the contemporary traveler is compared to European
colonists of the sixteenth century who “ripped away
into the hanging fabric” of nature’s tapestry, behind
which its native inhabitants are “always retreating”
(Bishop 91–92). Here, as in many of Bishop’s poems,
a journey to a strange land is also a journey into the
self, and an opportunity to explore the unsettling re-
lationship of description to mastery. For Bishop, the
representation of nature always raises questions about
the nature of representation. Like the partially ob-
scuring fog that emanates from the forest in “The
Moose,” the analogy between writing and conquest
signals Bishop’s investment in indirect ways of seeing,
and raises the possibility of less invasive types of
travel.

Bishop made her own journey to Brazil in 1951,
where she settled with Brazilian architect Lota de
Macedo Soares, who would be her partner until
Macedo Soares’s death in 1967. Until that point,
Bishop rarely spent more than a year in one place.
When she was seven, her paternal grandparents
gained custody of her and moved her back to
Worcester, where she received her first formal school-
ing. John Wilson Bishop was a successful building
contractor, and the Bishop family was, by her ac-
count, distressed to find their granddaughter living
so close to the earth in Great Village, a town without
electricity or plumbing, “running about the village
in bare feet” (Kalstone 27). After moving to Worces-
ter, Bishop was often homesick for Nova Scotia and
chronically ill. Out of the disruptions of her child-
hood evolved many of the recurrent themes in her
work, among them homesickness, dislocation, and
divided selfhood.

After graduating from Vassar College in 1934, she
lived briefly in New York City and then traveled to
Brittany, Paris, London, North Africa, Spain, Prov -
ence, and Italy, among other places. In 1938, she
bought a house in Key West with Louise Crane, a
college friend, but remained a restless traveler, taking
trips to Nova Scotia, North Carolina, and Mexico.
Although she was a lifelong itinerant, “travel in her
poems largely remains the idea of travel,” as Lorrie
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Goldensohn puts it, and her poems speak mainly of
places where she settled (Goldensohn 102).

Among those places, Florida is evoked brilliantly
in her writing. She loved Florida for its ramshackle
beauty as well as its ugliness, and described it as a
place that was “about to become wild again” (Kal -
stone 63). Her letters from the period are full of de-
scriptions of the natural wonders she found there;
she often sent her friend the poet Marianne Moore,
who lived in New York, bits of shell and specimens
she collected from the sea. She wrote a series of cel-
ebrated landscape poems including “Florida,” “Cape
Breton,” and “At the Fishhouses,” which look out-
ward at specific places in order to gaze inward at
imagination and memory. The language of these
poems is sharply attuned to organic growth and
decay, and Bishop often discovers frailty and flux in
the landscapes she studies, a dilapidation that seems
tentatively to reflect human states and spaces. In
“The Fish,” similar patterns of deterioration are ob-
served on the eponymous creature and in domestic
space: “Here and there / his brown skin hung in
strips / like ancient wallpaper, / and its pattern of
darker brown / was like wallpaper: / shapes like full-
blown roses / stained and lost through age” (Bishop
42). These poems often pit the scale of nature against
the scale of human life. As David Kalstone writes,
“her Florida is itself an organism, living and dying
on a scale beyond human memory. It has its own ge-
ological and biological economy” (73). In “Cape Bre-
ton,” the speaker remarks, “Whatever the landscape
had of meaning appears to have been / abandoned”
(Bishop 67). Thus, travel challenges the imagination’s
totalizing tendency.

Because of her minute attention to the details of
the natural world, Bishop is often considered one of
the major pioneers of descriptive poetry in the twen-
tieth century. But her work is also interested in the
psychological possibilities of observation, and critics
have often noted her tendency to “interiorize” phys-
ical descriptions (Kalstone 46–7). Her work asks re-
peatedly what relationship the physical world has to
the spirit. More often than not, the possibility of
harmony between nature and mind or of epiphany
through natural observation is foiled, emphasizing
the distance between human knowledge or vanity,
and nature. Bonnie Costello observes that for Bishop,
“modernity’s Nature ... doesn’t have a human face or
voice, does not confirm our personhood” (Costello
349–50). Though Bishop once wryly referred to her-
self as a “minor female Wordsworth” (Letters 222),
her sketches of the natural world often implicitly re-
ject the Romantic tendency to personify or subjec-
tivize nature (Costello 349). As her Robinson Crusoe
says in “Crusoe in England,” the waterspouts on his

island are “beautiful, yes, but not much company”
(Bishop 163). Not only does nature resist personifi-
cation, its sublimity was for Bishop—unlike Words -
worth—“most powerful not when the natural object
is vast but when it is small, when it appears that the
observer can own or possess it, hold it in her hand”
(Rosenbaum 82). She wrote that nature’s power to
ignite the imagination was in its minutiae: “Reading
Darwin one admires the beautiful and solid case
being built up out of his endless, heroic observations
... and then comes a sudden relaxation, a forgetful
phrase, and one feels that strangeness of his under-
taking, sees the lonely young man, his eyes fixed on
facts and minute details, sinking or sliding giddily
off into the unknown” (83). Her interest lay at the
juncture of observable detail and the unfathomable.

Brazil, where Bishop spent most of her adult life,
also provided a wealth of material for her work, in-
cluding a number of translations of Portuguese po-
etry. She took a memorable trip down the Amazon
River in 1960, which is partly described in the poem
“Santarem.” In the Brazil poems published in her
penultimate collection, Questions of Travel (1965),
tropical geography offers a lens on her childhood in
Nova Scotia. “What I’m really up to,” she wrote, “is
recreating a sort of deluxe Nova Scotia all over again
in Brazil” (Kalstone 152). The strangeness of Brazil
enables her to return imaginatively to her equally
strange childhood, as geographic scale shifts into
temporal scale and globe-travel gives way to time-
travel.—Katie Van Wert
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Boyle, Thomas Coraghessan
(1948–  )

T. C. Boyle is something of a rarity among envi-
ronmentally significant authors in America, for his
distinctive fusion of passionate concern for the
natural world on the one hand, and biting, often in-
souciant satire of America’s attitude toward it on the
other. He is the author of 12 novels and more than
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150 short stories, having published regularly in all of
the most prominent magazines and journals for fic-
tion in the United States, including The Paris Review,
Antaeus, The New Yorker, Harper’s, Playboy, and At-
lantic Monthly. Among his many honors, in 1988 his
novel World’s End won the PEN/Faulkner Award;
many of his stories have been selected for the Best
American Short Stories and O. Henry collections; he
has received two fellowships from the National En-
dowment for the Arts, and in 1988 received a Gug -
genheim Fellowship.

At the age of 17, Thomas John Boyle of Peekskill,
New York invented his first character—himself—by
taking on the new middle name, Coraghessan. His
working-class parents, a school custodian and a sec-
retary, struggled to give him every advantage as a
child, stressing the importance of education. After
high school he enrolled at SUNY Potsdam to study
music, but soon switched to studying English and
history, and it was there in his junior year that he
“walked into a class ... of all the weirdoes on cam-
pus”—his first creative writing class—and experi-
enced his first success as a writer. He earned an MFA
from the Iowa Writer’s Workshop in 1974, and a
PhD in Nineteenth Century British literature from
Iowa in 1977. Since 1978 he has taught creative writ-
ing at the University of Southern California.

On the surface, Boyle’s attitude toward the envi-
ronment may be summed up as concerned but pes-
simistic. Beneath this  pessimism, however, is a
dogged and durable pragmatism about the very lim-
ited but real possibilities of human and environ -
mental reform. Driven by the notion that human be-
ings are above all else animals, he has—in novels
such as The Tortilla Curtain (1995), A Friend of the
Earth (2000), and Drop City (2003), and short story
collections such as After the Plague (2001) and Tooth
and Claw (2005)—rigorously interrogated what it
means to be the top predator on the planet, living
in close proximity with one another and in ever in-
creasing proximity to the rest of the planet’s wild an-
imals, with intrinsic biological drives to reproduce
and control territory. Unfortunately, according to
Boyle, “We are doomed as a species, imminently. I
was utterly depressed by the research I did for A
Friend of the Earth. There is no hope whatsoever. It’s
over. Forget it. Kiss it goodbye, folks. It’s done.”
And yet, he “certainly wouldn’t want to discourage
people ... from pursuing a greener world” (Farley).

Thus a common tension in Boyle’s work involves
a protagonist who has good environmental intentions
but who is thwarted by other characters or by nature
itself. For example, in his satirical story “Whales
Weep” (1979), the narrator, Roger, is a fashion pho-
tographer who is inspired first to join and photo -

graph a Greenpeace mission to stop a whaling fleet,
and then an international project on right whales
mating off the Patagonian coast. Both end in disaster;
a frozen grapefruit hurled from a whaler sinks the
Greenpeace raft, and watching the mating whales
whips Roger and one of the married researchers into
a frenzy of their own, destroying the ability of the
research team to finish the job.

Thus, according to Boyle, it is often when human
beings give in to their animal natures that their better
judgment is overridden and the environment suffers.
In The Tortilla Curtain, Boyle explores this idea
through two pairs of protagonists, the nature writer
Delaney and his real estate agent wife, Kyra, and the
migrant worker Candido and his pregnant wife,
America. Delaney begins with the best of intentions,
arguing passionately in his community for open, un-
fenced spaces, but when his pet dogs are taken by
coyotes, and it appears that illegal immigrants have
ransacked a neighbor’s house, he becomes as terri -
torial as the others, fencing off his yard and eventually
supporting a gate for the development.

Even the most tough-minded and dedicated en-
vironmentalists suffer similarly depressing fates,
cursed ultimately by the same fallible human nature.
In A Friend of the Earth, Boyle foresees a virtually
uninhabitable future for humans, one where tor -
rential rains alternate with killer droughts, disrupting
food production cycles and turning the land itself
into an impassable mess. The protagonist here is Ty
Tierwater, who in the year 2025 zookeeps for an ec-
centric megastar musician who is trying to keep a
few of the species left on the planet alive. Ty came
around to his Boyle-like point of view on the envi-
ronment after several failed attempts at ecotage in
the 1990s with a parody of EarthFirst! called “Earth
Forever!,” the most tragic involving the death of his
daughter after a Julia Hill Butterfly–esque extended
tree sitting. Relinquishing the notion that ecotage,
or really any single environmental act, can make the
substantial cultural difference necessary to change
the planet’s fate, Ty cares for the animals for their
own sake.

This too is reminiscent of Boyle’s own self-pro-
fessed “tremendous love for animals” (Adams), some-
thing he explores in stories such as “Descent of Man”
(1974) and “The Ape Lady in Retirement” (1988),
where a Jane Smiley–like character finds herself more
at ease with her ape companion Konrad than with
other humans. Just how easy (or difficult, depending
on your point of view) it would be for a human to
actually go feral is the subject of his story “Dogology”
(2004), in which a woman researching the habits of
a pack of neighborhood dogs eventually joins them.—
Charles Waugh
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Bradford, William (1590–1657)
William Bradford’s OF PLYMOUTH PLANTATION

1620–1647, documenting the Mayflower and her
passengers’ settlement in America, suggests how both
the physical and spiritual survival of the individual
are dependent on controlling the environment, and
as such has a canonical place in the environmental
debate.

Bradford was born in England, in 1590, to a mid-
dle-class farmer and his wife, both of whom died
when William was only seven years old. His relatives
raised him and taught him the skills of farming,
which provided Bradford with the opportunity to
witness the strong relationship between land and
people. By his late teens, to the dismay of his family,
Bradford became intrigued by a “radical” preacher
and joined a community of people who wanted to
separate from the Church of England. After years of
trying to avoid the eyes of the Church, a group of
these “Separatists,” among them the 30-year-old
William Bradford and his wife, left for America
aboard the Mayflower to begin a new life.

The ship was supposed to land in northern Vir-
ginia, but encountered harsh winds and storms that
drove it off course, causing it to land instead in Mas-
sachusetts. The passengers of the Mayflower found
themselves in the middle of a cold, harsh New En-
gland winter in November of 1620. But although the
hardships were daunting, they did not discourage
the separatists from establishing a new settlement
and building a life for themselves. In Bradford’s jour-
nal, which would later be published as Of Plymouth
Plantation, he documents the brutal conditions faced
by the new society, which lead to the death of many
people, including his wife and the governor. The in-

habitants remained steadfast in their decision to stay
in America, however, and elected Bradford the new
governor, a position he held until his death in 1657.

Throughout his journal, Bradford’s agricultural
background provides him with an environmental
perspective opposite to the Native Americans who
were living in nearby settlements. As a farmer—and
one plunged into harsh conditions—Bradford felt
that man needed to master and control the environ-
ment in order to survive, perceiving the land as a
negative force needing to be controlled; whereas the
Native Americans saw the land as a positive force
that was a natural and sacred provider. Indeed, in
several of his entries Bradford conceives of the harsh-
ness of the environment as a religious test, comparing
the brutality of the “desolate wilderness” to the evil
and temptation that man must constantly struggle
with and overcome.

The environmental historian Roderick Nash char-
acterizes Bradford’s description of the land as the
start of a “tradition of repugnance” for nature (24),
anchored in Bradford’s belief that this “new land”
was given to them by God, and that it is the people’s
right and responsibility to tame and control it; an
idea explicitly articulated in Genesis and echoed con-
stantly in the frontier literature that would follow—
and in many ways spring from—Bradford’s ac-
count.—Candace A. Henry
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Of Plymouth Plantation, 
William Bradford (1856)

Bradford’s Of Plymouth Plantation relates the first
decades of the Plymouth colony’s existence, but
differs from the majority of colonial accounts of the
Americas in that it does not represent the environ-
ment as bountiful in order to attract investors (called
Adventurers in the seventeenth century) to exploit
the natural resources of the discovered land. Though
Adventurers were involved in the voyage and the col-
ony, exploiting the land for profit was not Bradford’s
and his fellow Pilgrims’ purpose. Their concern was,
primarily, the physical and spiritual survival of the
colony—to find a place that was both “fruitful and
fit for habitation” (Bradford 25) and at a safe remove
from other English colonies so that there would be
no interference in the practice of their religion.

Of Plymouth Plantation is divided into two books
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and Bradford’s approach is significantly different in
each. The first is a straightforward narrative account
that quickly moves through the religious persecution
the congregation faced in England, their move to the
Netherlands in search of a place to practice their re-
ligion freely, the eventual decision to emigrate to
America, and their arrival at Plymouth. There is a
self-assured quality to the first book, as the author
firmly locates the migration within a providential
design. The migration to the Netherlands, for exam-
ple, is a mini-exodus that foreshadows the more sig-
nificant exodus to America. All of this occurs within
the appropriately cosmic dimensions of seventeenth-
century religious conflict (THE BIBLE):

What wars and oppositions ever since, Satan hath
raised, maintained and continued against the
Saints, from time to time, in one sort or other.
Sometimes by bloody death and cruel torments;
other whiles imprisonments, banishments and
other hard usages; as being loath his kingdom
should go down, the truth prevail and the
churches of God revert to their ancient purity
and recover their primitive order, liberty and
beauty [3].

The first book concludes, however, with a lengthy
and foreboding description of the harsh New World
landscape:

what could they see but a hideous and desolate
wilderness, full of wild beasts and wild men—
and what multitudes there might be of them they
knew not. Neither could they, as it were, go up to
the top of Pisgah to view from this wilderness a
more goodly country to feed their hopes; for
which way soever they turned their eyes (save
upward to the heavens) they could have little sol-
ace or content in respect of any outward objects
[62].

While their exodus has not led them to a promised
land, the passage signals a turning inward—away
from “any outward objects” to the sublimity of the
spirit. David Laurence, for example, argues that the
environment described by Bradford is:

No mere backdrop to the event, the setting func-
tions as the crucial figure that reveals the Pilgrims’
relation to spirit. More a poetic image than a his-
torical reality, the landscape is described not in
and for itself but for the sake of the insupportable
idea it has been made to represent and over which
the passage gains sublime triumph: the dreaded
possibility that the Pilgrims have mistaken their
call and that, far from being an advance of the
community toward its goal, the migration may
have been an error, a profane wandering that
forebodes the subversion of everything Bradford
holds most dear [56–7].

The quoted passage clearly suggests this, and Brad -
ford ends the first book with the comment: “What
could now sustain them but the Spirit of God and
His grace?” (62–3). Physical survival in this “desolate
wilderness,” then, will reassure the Saints of God’s
providence.

Bradford’s description of the landscape also serves
another significant purpose, because he “deliberately
uses the New World background to accent their
plight. As he describes it, the country’s “weather-
beaten face” and “savage hue,” reminiscent of the
“barbarous shores that the Apostles reached,” be -
comes an emblem of our fallen state” (Bercovitch
45). Hence, the “desolate” environment is often in
fact empowering in Bradford’s account, testing the
spiritual strength of the Pilgrims as they withstand
events like storms, droughts, and crop failure. As for
the “wild men,” while there was some conflict with
the native people, others taught the Pilgrims how to
plant and tend corn, which was essential for their
physical survival in unfamiliar surroundings. Brad-
ford regularly scans the landscape for evidence of
providence, which must be read for signs of grace or
divine displeasure with the colony. For example, dur-
ing a drought in 1623 he writes,

I may not here omit how, notwithstanding all
their great pains and industry, and the great
hopes of a large crop, the Lord seemed to blast,
and take away the same, and to threaten further
and more sore famine unto them.... Upon which
they set apart a solemn day of humiliation, to
seek the Lord by humble and fervent prayer, in
this great distress. And He was pleased to give
them a gracious and speedy answer [131].

However, as Wiliam J. Scheick states, Bradford grad-
ually comes to realize “that the colony was in decline,
its mission unfulfilled, its purpose apparently aban-
doned by divine providence” (11).

The Pilgrims’ interaction with the environment,
then, could also point to their all too human nature:
if the environment leads Bradford to the transcen -
dent heights of the spirit at the end of Book One,
the second book confronts (and often broods on) the
fallen state of humanity, and in a much less hopeful
tone. Indeed, the hope to “revert” and “recover” the
primitive purity of the early Christian church be-
comes a story of gradual decline into a temporal,
fallen world. Originally Bradford, who served as gov-
ernor after the first governor died (shortly after land-
ing), wanted the colony to function as a tightly knit
agricultural community in the spirit of early
Christian communalism. Samuel Eliot Morison notes
that “This endeavour to keep the Colony one com-
pact settlement is discernible throughout the History.
Bradford’s object was not merely defense against
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 Indians, but to enable everyone to attend divine serv-
ice, to maintain a vigorous community life, and to
keep strict watch over sinners” (188). However, by
1623 these hopes were unraveling. Bradford decided
to permit individual families to cultivate private land:
“This action violated the Pilgrim ideal of early Chris-
tian communalism ... but it was taken as a practical
means to motivate people who balked at working
only for the collective benefit of the group” (Scheick
10). In 1632 Bradford recorded his bittersweet real-
ization that,

the people of the Plantation began to grow in
outward estates, by reason of the flowing of many
people into the country, especially into the Bay of
Massachusetts. By which means corn and cattle
rose to a great price, by which many were much
enriched and commodities grew plentiful. And
yet in other regards this benefit turned into their
hurt, and this accession of strength to their weak-
ness.... And if this had been all, it had been less,
though too much; but the church must also be
divided, and those that had lived so long together
in Christian and comfortable fellowship must
now part and suffer many divisions [252–3].

Ultimately, Of Plymouth Plantation imbues the un-
touched American environment with an effectively
Biblical narrative of faith and weakness in the face
of providential adversity; but ends without affirma-
tion, or indeed conclusion, as if the sacred had
yielded at last and irrevocably to the profane.—Jim
Daems
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Bradstreet, Anne (1612–1672)
On April 13, 1645, John Winthrop, governor of

the Massachusetts Bay Colony, noted in his journal
that a friend’s wife had grown sick, losing her “un-
derstanding and reason.” He attributed the woman’s
sickness to her “giving herself wholly to reading and
writing,” and he alleged that “If she had attended
her household affairs and such things as belong to
women,” then she might have “kept her wits and ...
improved them usefully and honorably in the place
God had set her.” Although not referring to Anne
Bradstreet specifically, Winthrop’s defensive aggres-
sion might have been equally directed at her, for in

both her roles, as poet and wife in colonial North
America, Bradstreet exhibited what many critics de-
scribe as a revolutionary spirit, with some even char-
acterizing her as one of America’s first feminists. The
extent of Bradstreet’s activism may be debated, but
her ability to portray the harsh life of the Puritans
with vivacity and sensitivity has ensured her a place
of significance in the American literary canon.

Bradstreet was one of six children born to Thomas
and Dorothy Dudley in Northampton, England. Her
father served as a steward (an estate manager) for the
Earl of Lincoln, and he was unusually liberal with
his daughter’s education while she was under his care
in England. Bradstreet was given access to the Earl
of Lincoln’s library where she gained a solid Eliza-
bethan education. She even reported learning the
Scriptures at age six, and was exposed to the work
of Edmund Spenser, Francis Bacon, and Michael
Drayton among others during her formative years.
At 16 Anne married her father’s assistant, Simon
Bradstreet. As her father and husband were both ar-
dent Puritans, Anne’s entire family uprooted their
lives and joined John Winthrop on his famous voyage
to America’s new “wilderness” in June 1630.
Winthrop’s goal was to establish a model Christian
community for the world to acknowledge, respect,
and ultimately emulate.

Life in colonial America was not nearly as com-
fortable for Anne as she perhaps had expected or was
accustomed to in England. Her heart “rose” against
the “new World and new Manners” she encountered
in the distant, harsh environment. She was plagued
by constant sickness, succumbing to daily fevers and
fainting spells, while others died around her, unable
to withstand the hardships inherent in colonial ex-
istence. She wrote, however, that through constant
prayer, she finally did become “convinced” her new
life “was the way of God,” so she “submitted to it
and joined to the church at Boston.”

Bradstreet was never completely comfortable,
however, with Boston’s city mindset, and in 1635
her family moved to Ipswitch, a relatively secluded
Bay Colony settlement, which “abounded with fish,
and flesh of fowls and beasts, [...] plowing grounds,
many good rivers and harbours and no rattle snakes.”
It was in Ipswitch that Bradstreet turned to writing
poetry, partly for relief and consolation in the face
of the increasingly difficult wilderness conditions
afflicting the isolated colonists. In her Meditations
Divine and Moral she notes, “If we had no winter,
the spring would not be so pleasant; if we did not
sometimes taste of adversity, prosperity would not
be so welcome.” Because Bradstreet viewed nature
as dangerous yet still divinely inspired, her poetry
attempts to find reason (and love) behind what she
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views as God’s direct manifestation in her everyday
life. Her strict Puritan faith was tested by the harsh
environment of colonial North America, and some
of her most eloquent poetry, such as her masterpiece
CONTEMPLATIONS, springs from her personal insights
about the interconnectivity she perceived among
God, nature, and man.

In 1645, Bradstreet moved again, this time to an
even more remote woodland community in the Bay
Colony named Andover. Five years after this last
move of her life, Bradstreet’s first book, The Tenth
Muse Lately Sprung Up in America, was published.
Though she claimed her brother-in-law took her
poems to a printer without her knowledge (and pur-
portedly was embarrassed by what she viewed as the
collection’s roughness) the book catapulted her to
fame both in the colonies and abroad in England.

While some modern critics attempt to divorce
Bradstreet from her Puritan roots, her lifelong
struggle to understand the harshness of the world
around her was always finally framed and explained
by God. Like most Puritans, her writing consistently
viewed nature, in all its forms, as indicative of God’s
glory and will, and she often employed natural im-
agery to convey her ongoing mission to achieve God’s
grace; for it is “His hand alone that guides nature
and fate.”—LuElla D’Amico
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“Contemplations,” 
Anne Bradstreet (1650)

Like all of Puritan Anne Bradstreet’s poetry, “Con-
templations” is deeply religious, an exploration of
the interrelationship of nature, humanity, and the
divine. The community of which she was a part, typ-
ically looked to nature as an indirect and dependent
source of moral instruction. A constant state of in-
trospection characterized those who followed the Pu-
ritan faith; its members perpetually sought for out-
ward signs that they were living in God’s favor. As
Adrienne Rich notes in her introductory essay to

Bradstreet’s volume of poems, “Seventeenth-century
Puritan life was perhaps the most self-conscious ever
lived in its requirements of the individual under-
standing: no event so trivial that it could not speak
a divine message, no disappointment so heavy that
it could not serve as a ‘correction,’ a disguised bless-
ing” (x). Events that occurred in the natural world—
thunderstorms, good (or bad) crop years, commu-
nicable diseases, a beautiful sunset—were visual
evidence of Divine intervention, according to Puritan
theology. Thus, much of “Contemplations” focuses
on the natural world as an inspiration and starting
point for Bradstreet’s ruminations on the nature of
the divine, and the tensions between doubt and faith,
earth and heaven, the natural and the supernatural.
In nature, even plants, birds, bugs, and animals pay
tribute to God, a task that fallen humans all too often
fail in.

The first stanza of the poem provides both form
and matter for those that follow. Though inspired
by English styles of the day, Bradstreet’s poetic form
here is unique. She employs an eight-line stanza, the
first seven in iambic pentameter and the eighth a
longer, alexandrine line, with the rhyme scheme
ababccc. Charlotte Gordon claims that Bradstreet’s
aim was to find a middle ground between “fancy or
overwrought” poetry and “a tedious sermon” (267).
The poet typically describes a scene in nature in
minute detail, and her sensory reaction to it: “Their
leaves and fruits seem’d painted but was true/ Of
green, of red, of yellow, mixed hew,/ Rapt were my
senses at this delectable view.” The poet is so taken
with the vivid colors of the natural world that she
first suspects they are false—that they are “painted”—
and she stops in her tracks to focus all her attention
on the physical beauty in front of her. A few lines
later, she contemplates the meaning of what she sees,
in a religious context, in order to offer a moral or
spiritual lesson: “How excellent is He that dwells on
high,/ Whose power and beauty by his works we
know?” She gives credit to God as author of this
beautiful scene in words that are deeply meditative
and reverential, an expression of her Puritan belief
that God created, and still directs, all things earthly.

In the fourth stanza the poet likens the sun to a
bridegroom leaving his chamber every morning, giv-
ing life to the earth, insects, animals, and vegetation.
She portrays “him” as creator of the seasons, and once
again, muses reverently on the fact that the greatness
of the sun is merely another indication and extension
of the greatness of the Creator: “How full of glory
then must thy Creator be!/ Who gave this bright lus-
ter unto thee.”

Like the other Puritan poets, Bradstreet uses
poetry to describe an ultimately fabular journey from

Bradstreet 38



earthly to spiritual knowledge. She may rely on her
senses to appreciate the sun’s role and greatness on
Earth, but she must rely on her faith to comprehend
the greatness of God, the sun’s creator, whose glory
is infinitely greater than that of the sun. The natural
world thus provided, in a (rather Platonic) sense, the
“raw material” to serve as inspiration for, and be
shaped and ultimately transcended by, the Puritans,
who engaged in constant meditation on the state of
their mortal souls and the infinite power of their cre-
ator. The work as a whole, then, explores the anat -
omy and significance of the intersection of the divine
and the mundane, but the poet’s journey is a solitary
one; there is no dialogue, or dialectic—only
reflection and monologue. Through her spiritual ru-
minations, the poet continually discovers signs of
God in the natural beauty around her, rejoicing in
the fullness of the earth, but always turning her at-
tention to the eternity that would follow her time
on earth.

Nonetheless, it is a distinctive and characteristic
feature of Bradstreet’s poetry that it tends, as if from
a sensual imperative in the author, to find heaven on
earth, despite the Puritan call to reject all things
earthly. For her, heaven promises the prolongation
of earthly joy, rather than a renunciation of those
pleasures she enjoys in life; and “Contemplations”—
wittingly or not—suggests that Bradstreet at least
partly committed herself to the religious concept of
salvation because she so loved life on earth. Other
poets of the day, notably Edward Taylor and Michael
Wigglesworth, were more conventional in their
equating of the natural world with sin, death, and
destruction. Wendy Martin thus refers to Bradstreet’s
poetic themes as ruminations on “earth’s pull and
heaven’s promise” (73), and Adrienne Rich calls
“Contemplations” “the most skilled and appealing
of [Bradstreet’s] poems,” partly because of this com-
plex and delicate balance between a fervent embrace
of life on earth and a deep-seated respect for the Pu-
ritan imperative to throw off all things earthly (xviii).
True to her roots and milieu, however, Bradstreet
ultimately confirms that any greatness or pleasure
that nature brings is transitory, unlike the reward
that the elect will experience in heaven. Nature’s
grandeur does not mean that heaven may be found
on earth; the supervenient authority and grandeur
lie elsewhere. The ultimate search in “Contempla-
tions” is for “earth in heaven,” a truism that EMILY

DICKINSON would reverse two hundred years later
(76).—Jacqueline Megow
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Brand, Stewart (1938–  )
Best known for his creation of the counterculture,

appropriate-technology publication THE WHOLE

EARTH CATALOG, Stewart Brand was born in Rock-
ford, Illinois in 1938. After graduating from Stanford
in 1960 with a degree in biology, Brand became in-
volved with California’s counterculture. He joined
Ken Kesey’s Merry Pranksters, and Tom Wolfe de-
scribed him as “a thin blond guy with a blazing disk
on his forehead too, and a whole necktie made of In-
dian beads” (2). After organizing the Trips Festival
in San Francisco in 1966, a multimedia event organ-
ized similarly to Kesey’s previous acid tests, Brand
began a public campaign, lobbying NASA to release
the rumored satellite image of the whole Earth. Fu-
eled by 100 micrograms of LSD, Brand noticed the
curvature of the earth, and recalled “that Buckmins -
ter Fuller had been harping on this at a recent lec-
ture—that people perceived the earth as flat and
 infinite, and that that was the root of all their mis -
behavior” (“Why Haven’t We...” 168).

With Brand’s involvement in the counterculture
came his awareness of ecological issues and their in-
tersection with technology. The Whole Earth Catalog
(WEC) was the culmination of his pragmatic opti-
mism, the belief that individual lifestyle choice and
consumption habits could lead to responsible and
sustainable environmental interaction. His answer
to the anti-technology side of the countercultural
environmental movement was labeled “appropriate
technology,” and through all its inceptions, WEC in-
cluded objective and apolitical reviews of a huge
range of books and products. From books on com-
munal living to tools for organic farming, from wil-
derness survival manuals to high-tech synthesizers,
WEC, along with its successors and multiple supple-
ments, offered readers the opportunity to examine
their personal values and review products that would
support them in their pursuit of responsible envi-
ronmental stewardship as members of “Whole Sys-
tems.” Andrew Kirk claims, “Brand’s creation per-
fectly captured the post–Vietnam counterculture
movement of the mid–1970s with its emphasis on
lifestyle and pragmatic activism over utopian
idealism and politics” (363).
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Although Brand only published WEC from 1968
until 1972 (with its supplements published intermit-
tently after that), he continued to remain involved
with and explore the environmental movement,
technological advancement, and alternative lifestyles.
Besides co-founding the Whole Earth ’Lectronic
Link (WELL), an early online community, in 1985,
and The Long Now Foundation in 1996, whose pur-
pose is “to provide counterpoint to today’s ‘faster/
cheaper’ mind set and promote ‘slower/better’ think-
ing,” Brand has published many books on the subject
of environmental pragmatism and futurism (“About
Long Now”). Amongst these books is Whole Earth
Discipline, published in 2009, which argues that the
solutions to climate change lie in nuclear energy, ur-
banization, and the genetic engineering of crops.—
Jill E. Anderson
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Whole Earth Catalog, 
Steward Brand (1968–1998)

Published intermittently between 1968 and 1972
(the year the catalog won the National Book Award),
with sporadic updates until 1998, the Whole Earth
Catalog (WEC) was a publication begun and edited
by one-time biology student at Stanford and member
of Ken Kesey’s Merry Pranksters, Stewart Brand. The
catalog’s title and central idea were born in 1966. In-
spired by Barbara Ward’s 1966 book Spaceship Earth,
and BUCKMINSTER FULLER’s philosophy of spheres
and integrated systems (as well as 100 micrograms of
LSD), Brand launched a public campaign to have
the rumored NASA satellite image of the entire earth
released to the public. Brand believed the image
would make the American public realize the finite -
ness and fragility of Earth’s resources, and cause a
change in personal consumption habits. The WEC ’s
inception was The Whole Earth Truck Store, a mo-

bile supply mart, educational tour, and lending li-
brary that Brand brought to the communes of New
Mexico and the West. The Truck Store was run by
Brand and his then-wife, Lois Jennings, out of the
back of their 1963 Dodge pick-up. Situated between
the counterculture’s back-to-land and commune
movements, and the emerging technologies that later
became part of the personal computer revolution,
the WEC embraced the notion of “appropriate tech-
nology” (also known as “soft technology”). The cat-
alog’s subtitle, “Access to Tools,” illustrates the pub-
lication’s main mission—to provide objective and
apolitical information on tools and ideas for indi-
viduals interested in sustainability and environmental
awareness. Put simply: “Whole Earth provided moral
support to young optimists working to map a
brighter future free from the flaws of technocratic
thinking but not free from technology. These ap-
propriate technologists believed a survivable future
was still a possibility if technological development
could be wedded to insights emerging from ecology
and environmentalism while avoiding the political
entanglements of Right/Left ideologies” (Kirk 9).

Believing that individuals had the power and ability
to fight against mainstream American industrializa-
tion and its attendant environmental destruc tion,
Brand began the catalog as a critical informa tion
service (often and interestingly described as a pre-
cursor to the internet). The idea was to combat the
technocracy that had not only destroyed and paved
over much of the American landscape during the
boom after the Second World War, but had also un-
leashed the atom bombs in Japan and was currently
waging an unpopular war in (and on the environ -
ment of ) Vietnam. In his seminal study on the coun-
terculture, Theodore Roszak notes that in the
struggle against technocracy, American youth “have
been somewhat quicker to sense that the conven -
tional tactics of political resistance have only a mar-
ginal place, largely limited to meeting immediate
life-and-death crises” (4). Roszak observes that the
key is “altering the total cultural context within
which our daily politics takes place” (5). The phi-
losophy of the WEC fits neatly into this call for an
alteration of “daily politics.”

Brand’s declaration that “We are as gods,” star-
tlingly reminiscent of the intoxicating claims of
EMERSONIAN TRANSCENDENTALISM, emphasizes the
catalog’s belief and confidence in individual action.
The statement is culled from the 1968 edition of the
catalog, in which Brand declares: “So far, remotely
done power and glory—as via government, big busi-
ness, formal education, church—has succeeded to
the point where gross obscure actual gains. In re-
sponse to this dilemma and to these gains a realm of
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intimate, personal power is developing—power of
the individual to conduct his own education, find
his own inspiration, shape his own environment, and
share his adventure with whoever is interested. Tools
that aid this process are sought and promoted by
Whole Earth Catalog” (www.wholeearth.com). At a
time when environmental movements typically relied
on group action and conservation of pristine natural
spaces, Brand’s vision was individualized, optimistic
and pragmatic—he believed each person had the
ability to choose technologies that would help
him/her live sustainably and responsibly. Lifestyle
and personal consumption habits became the most
important political expression for those who em-
braced appropriate technology.

Thus, the catalog included reviews, usually affir-
mative and often not particularly authoritative, of a
massive range of products (mostly books) and ideas
to help consumers make better choices about appro-
priate technology: books and magazines about gar-
dening and composting, breastfeeding and women’s
health, foraging and wilderness survival, and manuals
on how to build your own computer; power tools
and tractors; musical instruments from banjos to
Moog synthesizers; sourdough starters and cook-
books; looms for weaving, spinning wheels for mak-
ing fiber, and kilns for firing ceramics. Each product
review was designed to be easily accessed by the cat-
alog’s readers, and emphasized the utility of each
item, which was selected according to the following
criteria: “1) Useful as a tool, 2) Relevant to independ-
ent education, 3) High quality or low cost, 4) Easily
available by mail” (www.wholeearth.com). Inter-
spersed with product reviews and articles were poems
and short vignettes, recipes, random illustrations and
asides. The catalog also included articles by other
well-known environmentalists such as Fuller, Murray
Bookchin, WENDELL BERRY, GARY SNYDER, Gurney
Norman, Peter Warshall, Donella Meadows, and
Barry Commoner. J. Baldwin, a designer, served as
Brand’s main editor.

WEC ’s pages and reviews were divided into seven
major and consistent sections: “Whole Systems,”
“Shelter and Land Use,” “Industry and Craft,”
“Communications,” “Community,” “Nomadics,”
and “Learning.” Each section highlighted an impor-
tant aspect of the catalog’s emphasis on appropriate
technology. Perhaps most essential to the publica -
tion’s vision, the “Whole Systems” section was based
on the idea of integrated systems and the whole earth
itself. In his study about consumption habits in the
1970s, Sam Binkley explains that the symbolism and
actuality of the realized whole earth image provided
“a deepened understanding of the inner meaning of
lifestyle as a global responsibility, enfolding the per-

sonal needs and the place of goods in an integrated
planetary system tied directly to the larger moral ob-
ligation of a terrestrial steward” (150). From articles
about Native Americans and space colonies, through
bird and flower field guides, to guides about home
economics, the “Whole Systems” section emphasized
the interconnectedness of all humans and each aspect
of the natural and nonhuman worlds. “Shelter and
Land Use” provided reviews about how to live sus-
tainably within those whole systems, while the sub-
jects of “Industry and Craft” ranged from archi -
tecture to sheep shearing and woodworking. Brand
labeled “Learning” and “Community” “catch-all sec-
tions,” although they were grounded in two comple-
mentary principles: “one is that living well and living
free bear a lot of relation to living cheap. The second
is that living cheap and living happily are all wrapped
up with the complex life of neighborhood, family,
friends, lovers, co-workers, community” (The Next
Whole Earth Catalog 288).

Brand’s own shift from emphasizing individualism
in favor of community is evident in WEC ’s later pub-
lications. The egalitarian and community perspective
became an important part not merely of the catalog’s
written material but of its finances as well. The Last
Whole Earth Catalog, the publication’s June 1971 ver-
sion, includes the following instruction for suggest -
ing products and reviewing: “We are a bunch of
 amateurs. Our reviewers—seldom experts, never
critics— got $10 and credit for their review” (2). Re-
views are “wholly sincere,” “often biased, very often
wishful,” and editors warn to “not rely on them too
far” (2). This egalitarianism and “think for yourself ”
attitude are indicative of the counterculture’s in-
fluence over the publication. Additionally, originally
funded by the Portola Institute, Richard Raymond’s
research institution in Menlo Park, California,
WEC ’s first edition was created using basic typeset-
ting and binding skills. Later funded by Brand’s
Point Foundation, the WEC fully disclosed its oper-
ating budget to its readers in every issue. Throughout
its publication life, the WEC also included a host of
eclectic and sometimes prophetic supplements, the
most famous of which was the CoEvolution Quar-
terly.—Jill E. Anderson
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Brown, Sterling (1901–1989)
Critic Houston Baker, Jr., argues that the blues

contain an “ecological testimony” (Ruffin 137). The
blues-laced rhythms and lyrics of African-American
poets such as Sterling A. Brown, provide testimony
of a people for whom the environment has often been
theirs to suffer, occasionally to shape, and seldom to
own. Using folk and blues traditions, Brown’s poetry
and essays explore the relationship of African Amer-
icans to nature.

Brown is best known for SOUTHERN ROAD, a col-
lection of poetry published in 1932, and a second
volume, The Last Ride of Wild Bill and Eleven Nar-
rative Poems (1975). Another highly acclaimed an-
thology, Hiding Place, was not released until the Col-
lected Poetry of Sterling A. Brown was published in
1980. Several collections of essays on African Amer-
ican literature were also published.

Born to middle class parents in 1901, Brown at-
tended Howard University. His father was a professor
of Religion, and Brown followed in his father’s foot-
steps, teaching at a number of schools before he set-
tled at Howard, where he taught for 40 years. He
was able to bridge the divide between highly edu -
cated friends and mentors and the everyday people
that inspired his poetry. Brown was influenced by
the folk vernacular employed by ROBERT FROST and
Carl Sandburg, and sought to revivify the dialect
tradition of such poets as Paul Laurence Dunbar,
without the stereotyping and minstrelsy he often
found there. It is his devotion to the folk tradition,
its characters, stories, and language, married to the
rhythms of blues, worksongs, and spirituals, that
principally shaped his poetry.

Folk traditions, culled from years of travel in the
rural areas of the South, informed Brown’s ecological
perspective. The argument is often made that there
is no black THOREAU, no African-American equivalent
of WALDEN. Recent critical efforts have tried to fill in
the ecological “gaps” in African-American literature.
What is the relationship of African Ameri cans to an
environment that provided such harsh obstacles for
their ancestors? What environmental critiques have
African-American authors made, either explicitly or
by their silences on the subject of nature?

Environmental thought generally concerns the re-
lationship between humans and the natural environ-
ment. But Kimberly S. Smith argues that 250 years
of slavery “permanently alienated [black Americans]

from the American landscape” (1). It is this alienation
that Brown examines and addresses in his writings.
As Editor of Negro Affairs for the Works Progress
Administration (WPA) Federal Writers’ Project from
1936 to 1940, he worked tirelessly to combat stereo-
types and mis-representations of black Americans.
In his critical essays, including The Negro in Virginia
(1940), he explored the alienation of the African
American from a landscape that was for too many
years his enemy. Brown’s examination of the ambiva-
lent and often negative African-American attitude
toward nature appears especially in his poems about
workers who struggle for access to any but the harsh-
est environments, who struggle to clear a wilderness
for others while eking out a meager existence from
that same wilderness, or who simply struggle to sur-
vive in city streets that offer no hope of fresh green-
ness.—Patricia Kennedy Bostian
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Southern Road, 
Sterling Brown (1932)

Environmental writing typically explores the effect
of people on nature. Sterling Brown’s concern is cen-
tered more the effect of nature on people, specifically
economically disadvantaged African Americans. Jean
Wagner writes in Black Poets of the United States, that
Brown “depicted the black man as [...] alone and
powerless, confronting a universe all of whose ele-
ments are in league against him” (481–82). One of
the most central and important of these elements,
explored with sensitivity, skill and a subtle sense of
optimism in Brown’s 1932 collection of poetry,
Southern Road, is the African American’s natural en-
vironment.

Although born in Washington, D.C., Brown was
drawn to the South—its people, language, and
music. His poems are often narrated by characters
based on real people he had met during his travels
through the South. These narrators speak in a folk
language that avoids the minstrelsy and stereotypical
patois in which many poets, black and white, render
the southern dialect. His characters’ speech patterns
are overlaid with the rhythms of the blues and jazz
songs that he first encountered in Harlem, but which
originated in the south of Tennessee and Mississippi.
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Southern Road is organized into four parts. Part
One, titled “Road so Rocky,” contains the epony -
mous poem, “Southern Road,” a perfect illustration
of why the African-American attitude toward the en-
vironment is not couched in the rapturous tones of
JOHN MUIR. The narrator is shackled in a chain
gang. He has no cares for the environment in which
he toils. What is the road under his feet to him with
his many human concerns: his son is on the streets,
as is one daughter, and his wife is at a clinic in labor
with another child. The landscape is something in
the background, not noticed except when weather is
bad and the work hard. Nature is noticed in “the
Dark of the Moon,” but is seen as overtly evil,
thwarting the farmer’s best efforts to improve his
land. Anything undertaken during that time of the
month will “plant fo’ nothin’“ (31).

Part Two, “On Restless River,” contains several of
Brown’s best known poems, including the Slim Greer
poems, “Ma Rainey,” and “Memphis Blues.” It also
offers some of his more direct comments on the
human/nature relationship, such as the alienated cry
of “Old King Cotton”:

Cotton, cotton,
All we know;
Plant cotton, hoe it,
Baig it to grow;
What good it do to us
Gawd only know! [Southern Road 65–66]

Even after slavery’s end, poor blacks still felt them-
selves chained to the land of their ancestors, begging
the crops to grow, although precious little of its
growth will line their own pockets. The anger the
workers feel towards the farmer is mistakenly but
naturally directed toward the land they are cultivat-
ing.

Along with the vagaries of the weather that deter-
mine the crops’ outcome each year, the African-
American tenant farmers and sharecroppers of
Brown’s poems face natural disasters. Tornados and
floods punctuate his poems, illustrating the hostile
face of nature that many faced. In “Tornado Blues,”
part of the poem “New St. Louis Blues,” the destruc-
tive winds take out some “ofays”—white people—
but mostly devastate the property of African Amer-
icans. The wind comes off of the plains “like a flock
of giant aeroplanes,” doing “its dirty work” and mov-
ing on (68).

“Children of the Mississippi” is one of the collec-
tion’s flood poems. Again and again Brown’s narra -
tors describe the futility of living in the low areas
alongside great rivers like the Mississippi and the
Missouri. The river sweeps away their homes, their
possessions, their livelihood, even their lives, and
leaves behind wasteland, unable to be cultivated. In

“Foreclosure,” Uncle Dan shakes his fist impotently
at Father Missouri for ruining his gardens, flooding
his pigsties, and carrying off his prize hens: “Ain’t got
no right to act dat way at all!” (70). But the river is
heedless to the cries of Uncle Dan and the thousands
of other African Americans who Brown represents
in his poems.

However, though sinister when coupled with the
human environment of oppressive slavery and its af-
termath, nature also shows a gentler, sheltering side,
the root of Brown’s subtle optimism (as of much
southern gospel music). In “Riverbanks Blues,” the
water holds man trapped in its mild lapping, lulling
him into hazy dreamy reflection:

Lazy sun shinin’ on a little cabin,
Lazy moon glistenin’ over river trees;
Ole river whisperin’, lappin’ ’gainst de long roots:
“Plenty of rest and peace in these....” [100]

The narrator explains that “A man git his feet set
in a sticky mudbank,” and he gets the river water in
his blood. He becomes trapped by the water just as
surely as the endless fields of cotton trap him in his
poverty. “Muddy streams keep him fixed for good.”
The lushness of the environment feels almost edenic,
harkening back to that blissful time in the garden
before the fall of man (THE BIBLE). Yet, the narrator
acknowledges that behind the beauty is a price. If
one listens to the river’s whispering, he loses his will
to be a productive member of society. In the end, he
sees the river as a “sulky Ole Man” with “creepy ways”
and “evil ways,” which, if one is not careful, will be-
come the ways of anyone who lingers too long on its
shores.

Milder still, almost pastoral in tone, is “After Win-
ter,” a beautiful descriptive poem illustrating the be-
nignant, symbiotic relationship possible between
man and nature (AMERICAN PASTORAL). An old man
tours his garden after the chill of winter has passed.
He digs his fingers in the rich black earth and quietly
plans his spring planting: “Butter beans fo’ Clara, /
Sugar corn fo’ Grace” (74). This is the well-spring
of Brown’s more hopeful message, and the reason
why Brown critic Jean Wagner considers him a poet
of the soil (477). The farmer endures the often trying
cycle of the seasons, but is glad “the lean months are
done with / the fat to come.”—Patricia Kennedy
Bostian
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Bryant, William Cullen 
(1794–1878)

William Cullen Bryant, whom WALT WHITMAN

called the “bard of the river and wood, ever con -
veying a taste of open air, with scents as from
hayfields, grapes, birch-borders” (267), worked to
develop a uniquely American poetic style focusing
on the country’s raw, vital landscape.

Bryant was born in 1794 in Cumington, Massa-
chusetts, the second son of Peter Bryant and Sarah
Snell. Bryant was educated at Williams College,
chose law as his career, and was admitted to the bar
in 1815. He married Frances Fairchild in 1821. He
struggled as a lawyer until his career as a poet and
journalist took off in the mid–1820s.

Bryant’s father cultivated his son’s interest in po-
etry, training him in the Neo-Classical style current
in the late eighteenth- and early-nineteenth cen -
turies. However, while Bryant was never a revolu-
tionary in his use of form, he quickly shed his Neo-
Classical thematic concerns in favor of Romantic
ones when he developed an interest in nature. This
is apparent in the early “Thanatopsis” (“Death-
vision”), perhaps his most famous work. In this
blank-verse poem, the poet advises an unidentified
listener concerned with death to “Go forth, under
the open sky, and list / To Nature’s teachings” (122),
and thus learn, from the cyclical character of nature
itself, that all must die, and that much wisdom flows
there from. The poem’s veneration for nature as in-
structor, and its fascination with death, indicate
Bryant’s growing Romanticism and attraction toward
the natural world.

Bryant published the first edition of his Poems in
the early 1820s. While this edition was important,
the expanded 1832 edition, published under WASH-
INGTON IRVING’s editorship, secured Bryant lasting
fame. The collection contains Bryant’s most famous
compositions, in which he explores many themes
central to his time’s environmental thinking, among
them, nationalism as it relates to the American land-
scape (MANIFEST DESTINY); a cyclical view of human
history; and the Native American’s place in the ex-
panding United States.

Bryant’s interest in developing an American poetic
incorporates into his Romanticism JEFFERSONIAN

ideals of pastoral virtue (AMERICAN PASTORAL). As
Charles Sanford explains, the nationalism of Bryant’s
day contrasted “America’s simple rural virtues with
the supposed decadence of urban Europe. Cele -
brating the grandeur of native scenery especially

fulfilled the psychological needs of a nation bent
upon greatness” (434). Working from this context in
his “To an American Painter Departing for Europe,”
Bryant develops the idea that the proper subject for
American cultural nationalism was America’s land-
scape. Bryant addresses this sonnet to the nationalist
landscape painter Thomas Cole. After exhorting
Cole to remember American scenery when he arrives
in Europe, Bryant ascends into an ekphrastic descrip-
tion of a Cole painting: “Lone lakes—savannahs
where the bison roves—/ Rocks rich with summer
garlands—solemn streams—/ Skies, where the desert
eagle wheels and screams—/ Spring bloom and au-
tumn blasé of boundless grove” (160–61). The poem
is no mere flag-waving, however; Bryant’s ekphrasis
here also indicates his intense sense of the complex
relation between man and nature. Glossing the lines,
Robert Kern claims that “the speaker ... slip[s] ... into
... an inward mode of contemplation or visualization,
in which he loses himself in what he evokes ... [the
lines are,] I want to suggest, ecocentric” (439).

Bryant concludes the poem by exhorting Cole to
remember America by reemphasizing the contrast
between civilized, urban Europe and the pristine
wildness of America. Bryant’s description of the
Plains in “The Prairies” further reflects his belief that
wild, vital landscapes distinguish the United States;
however, as in the poem to Cole, we should not read
such descriptions as mere patriotic clichés. In a man-
ner useful for understanding Bryant, Kern glosses
LAWRENCE BUELL’s concept of eco-criticism,
claiming that it “may or should lead to ... the sense
that we share our place with all that is other-than-
human” (426).

Bryant provides such an outlook in “The Prairies.”
In the poem’s opening simile, the poet loses himself
in a vision of the ocean that the view of the Plains
inspires in him: “Lo! they stretch / In airy undula-
tions, far away, / As if the ocean, in his gentlest swell,
/ Stood still, with all his rounded billows fixed, / And
motionless for ever” (102). In this sublime reverie,
the poet loses his sense of self in a powerful tran-
scendental epiphany. While the poet’s return to his
senses at the poem’s close—“All at once / A fresher
wind sweeps by, and breaks my dream, / And I am
in the wilderness alone” (165)—suggests that for
Bryant an ecocentric state can only persist momen-
tarily, that Bryant even imagined such a state of per-
ception attests to an interest in and approach to the
environment unique in his time.

In his “The Ages,” Bryant develops a stadialist his-
torical narrative. He presented this long poem, which
consists of 35 Spenserian stanzas, to the Harvard 1821
graduating class. Stadialism was a prominent con-
temporary philosophy of history positing that human
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history conforms to four states: the savage, the bar-
barian, the agrarian, and the civilized. These states
are grounded in four modes of subsistence: hunting
and gathering, herding, farming, and commerce. In
a sense, then, this philosophy of history is rooted in
a naturalistic worldview, because for stadialists
history follows necessary, natural changes, much like
the seasons. Unsurprisingly, therefore, the prospect
of death and Bryant’s meditation upon it prompt the
historical discourse that comprises “The Ages,” as
death serves for Bryant as a reminder of humanity’s
subjection to cycle and nature. The poem owes much
to stadialist thought in its conception of history as a
set of progressive movements toward civilization.
Bryant begins by exploring the savage state, when
“he who felt the wrong, and had the might, / His
own avenger, girt himself to slay” (135–36); then
shifts to the rise of states when “The weak, against
the sons of spoil and wrong, / Banded, and watched
their hamlets, and grew strong” (136). As one can see
from these lines, Bryant’s historical narrativization
tends to be normative as well as descriptive. While
these earlier stages—as well as those of the Greeks,
Romans, the Catholics of the European Dark Ages,
and others—are necessary steps toward civilization,
their foibles are regrettable for the poet. Those un-
fortunate characteristics, as one might expect from
the nationalist Bryant, nonetheless yielded at last to
the lofty (relative) merits that Bryant finds in his con-
temporary America. While many stadialists warned
U.S. citizens that they must guard themselves against
civilization’s vices, to avoid the fate of prior great civ-
ilizations such as Rome, Bryant claims in “The Ages”
that the United States will not fall victim to history:
“But thou, my country, thou shalt never fall” (143).
In other poems, however, Bryant could be less san-
guine on this topic, which suggests that his state -
ments here may partly reflect the rhetorical exigencies
of motivating the young Harvard graduates.

Further evidencing Bryant’s stadialist perspective
is his belief in the necessity of Indian removal. In
“The Ages,” the United States effectively subsumes
Native America, an example of the savage state giving
way before a later, higher order. “The Prairies” also
takes up this theme. After describing the Plains’
grasslands, Bryant makes a characteristic ubi sunt ges-
ture, asking what has happened to the glorious,
idyllic race of mound builders that once inhabited
the area. Answering this question, he claims that they
fell to waves of marauding Indians. These mutabili -
ties as well as the later removal of these Indians by
Europeans, for Bryant, occur naturally: “Thus
change the forms of being. Thus arise / Races of
living things, glorious in strength, / And perish...
The red man too—/ Has left the blooming wilds he

ranged so long, / And, nearer to the Rocky Moun-
tains, sought / A wider hunting-ground” (164).
While Bryant naturalizes the horrors and injustices
of the Indian removal, he often mourns the loss of
Indian culture; and this ethical dialectic has much
to do with the poet’s sense of the environment, as
Bryant, like many in his time, sees Native Americans
as an integral part of the New World landscape.
While the move dehumanizes Native Americans,
Bryant’s lament over removal in this sense attests to
his belief that U.S. expansion, while necessary, entails
a tragic loss for the natural order. This poem, then,
as well as others focused on Native America such as
“An Indian at the Burying-Place of His Fathers,”
reflects his concern for man’s ethical relation to na-
ture. The tragedy of the native’s fate, moreover, re-
sides not only in the dispossession of the natives but
also in the possibility that European Americans may
one day suffer the same fate at history’s hands.

At his death in 1878, Bryant was considered
among the preeminent American poets of his time.
Since then, his more radical contemporaries, Whit-
man and EMILY DICKINSON, have attained a higher
place in the canon. In a time of growing environ-
mental consciousness, however, Bryant’s insights into
the cultural and ethical dimensions of man’s relation
to nature still warrant attention.—John C. Havard
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Buell, Lawrence (1939–  )

Lawrence Buell is one of the first scholars to
explain the project of environmental criticism and
the characteristics of environmental literature, in his
seminal 1995 work, THE ENVIRONMENTAL IMAGINA-
TION, which helped to establish the legitimacy of the
then-fledgling theory of “ecocriticism.”

Buell received his B.A. in literature from Princeton
and his Ph.D. in literature from Cornell. After teach-
ing literature for 20 years at Oberlin College, he
moved to Harvard University, where he is now the
Powell M. Cabot Professor of American Literature.
Buell has received numerous awards for both his
commitment to undergraduate teaching and his con-
tributions to literary scholarship, and has twice been
nominated for the Pulitzer Prize.

In addition to his teaching and writing, Buell has
some expertise as a natural historian (Buell 2). He
shares this characteristic with HENRY DAVID

THOREAU, whose work inspired Buell to focus his
studies on American TRANSCENDENTALISM and the
American Renaissance (Buell 23). However, in the
mid–1980s Buell’s scholarly interests took a turn
when the Environmental Studies Department at
Oberlin College asked him to teach a humanities
course for their science-policy program (Winkler,
“Literary”). This opportunity became a turning
point for Buell: “In environmental studies, I liked
the fact that I could talk about the real world and
how human beings affected it” (qtd. in Winkler,
“Literary”). At the time, literary theories largely ig-
nored any connection between literature and the “real
world,” focusing instead on the text (or texts) alone,
or questioning the ability of language to accurately
reflect reality. For Buell environmental criticism is
both a “recoil” from this separation of text and world
and a response to the environmental challenges that
face us (Winkler). As Buell explains, “Ecocriticism
assumes that there is an extratextual reality that im-
pacts human beings and their artifacts—and vice
versa” (qtd. in Winkler, “Scholars”).

Buell’s continued interest in Thoreau’s work, and
the lessons learned from his experiences with envi-
ronmental studies, produced The Environmental
Imagination, which takes Thoreau’s work as its focal
point and is the first book in Buell’s trilogy on envi-
ronmental literature. The trilogy, which has become
essential reading within the field of environmental
criticism, also includes Writing for an Endangered
World (2001) and Shades of the Planet (2007).

In The Environmental Imagination Buell responds
to environmental philosophers who argue that the
only way to address environmental problems is by
revising “western metaphysics and ethics” (Buell 2).

Based on this premise Buell concludes that “envi-
ronmental crisis involves a crisis of the imagination
the amelioration of which depends on finding better
ways of imaging nature and humanity’s relation to
it” (Buell 2). For Buell the purpose of environmental
criticism is to “look searchingly at the most searching
works of environmental reflection” in order both to
identify the problems caused by our current images
of the environment and to find images that will be
less devastating for the environment (qtd. in Marx
2).—Lauren Mitchell Nadas
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The Environmental Imagination:
Thoreau, Nature Writing , and the
Formation of American Culture,

Lawrence Buell (1995)
Universally considered a watershed in ecocriticism,

Buell’s book develops an approach to literary study
that he believes will shed light on the environmental
features of literary texts, and in so doing help to re-
habilitate our culture’s unhealthy ideas about the en-
vironment.

Our environmental crisis, Buell insists, is first and
foremost a crisis of the imagination (2). Our ideas
about and representations of nature are dangerously
anthropocentric. We cause environmental harm, in
other words, because we place humanity at the center
of nature (or above it). To address the environmental
crisis, we need to work towards an “ecocentric” per-
spective, in which we consider the interests and well-
being of nonhumans (plants, animals, and so on)
alongside those of humans (426).

Literature shoulders some of the blame for this
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crisis of the imagination. Buell admits that many of
the great works reinforce a human-centered world-
view—including works traditionally classified as “na-
ture writing.” For example, Buell faults Keats’s “Ode
to a Nightingale” for “self-absorption” and anthro-
pocentrism (7). In Buell’s reading, the poem is more
concerned with what the nightingale inspires in the
human observer than it is with the nightingale itself.
This sort of hidden anthropocentrism is a fault that
Buell finds in many so-called nature poets and writ-
ers, including luminaries like Wordsworth and
EMER SON.

However, if literature is complicit in the environ-
mental crisis of the imagination, it also presents an
opportunity for positive change. Indeed, Buell’s book
is an attempt to address this crisis through environ-
mentally oriented reading and criticism. He hopes
to call attention to environmental texts outside the
canon, and to re-read canonical works to unearth
their (previously neglected) environmental signifi-
cance. His book, in short, aims to “to imagine how
the voices of environmentalist dissent within western
culture might help reinvision [that culture] and how
they themselves must be critically reinvisioned in
order to enlist them to this end” (22).

In his introduction, Buell constructs a rubric for
evaluating the environmentality—that is, the envi-
ronmental merit or worth—of literary texts. An “en-
vironmental text” according to Buell must have the
following “four ingredients” (7). First, “the nonhu-
man environment is present not merely as a framing
device but as a presence that begins to suggest that
human history is implicated in natural history” (7).
The environment, in other words, cannot be a simple
setting or backdrop for the human characters, de-
signed to set a certain mood or to double the char-
acters’ emotions—such as when a rainstorm doubles
a character’s low spirits. The environment must have
its own “presence,” it must operate independently of
the human characters, or at least mold the characters
as much as they mold it.

Secondly, the “human interest” in an environmen-
tal text must not be “understood to be the only le-
gitimate interest” (7). This is the criterion that dis-
qualifies Keats’s “Ode to a Nightingale” from true
environmentality. Though he dismisses Keats’s bird
poem, Buell endorses WHITMAN’s bird poem, “Out
of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking.” While Keats’ bird
is deployed only to inspire human thought and emo-
tion, Whitman’s bird is “endowed with a habitat, a
history, a story of its own” (7). Whitman’s poem is
environmental because it recognizes not only the in-
terest of humans, but nonhumans as well.

The third ingredient of environmentality involves
a “text’s ethical orientation” (7): it must portray

“human accountability to the environment” as a
matter for ethical concern. Whether explicitly or im-
plicitly, the text must applaud environmental care
and/or condemn environmental harm. William
Wordsworth’s “Nutting” possesses this kind of envi-
ronmentality, according to Buell: its narrator relates
the sense of pain he felt as a boy after ravaging a vir-
ginal grove of hazel trees. The narrator’s self-incrim-
ination, Buell implies, reveals the text’s praiseworthy
ethical orientation towards the environment.

Finally, Buell also demands that “some sense of
the environment as a process rather than as a constant
or a given” be “at least implicit” in the environmental
text (8).

Even if we can identify environmental texts within
or outside the canon, however, we still need a mode
of “environmental interpretation”—a new way to
read literary texts that will reveal their full environ-
mentality (2). According the Buell, the primary ob-
stacle lying in the path of environmental interpreta-
tion is literary scholars’ dogmatic insistence on a
separation between the text and the real world. He
contends that all the schools of literary theory promi-
nent in the last century have relied, to some extent,
on the (overstated) premise that “a text is obviously
one thing and the world another” (82). Mid-
century’s “formalism,” for example, approached writ-
ing as a self-contained artifact whose connections to
any historical, biographical, or cultural—not to
mention environmental—contexts were negligible
(85). Today’s prevailing theory of writing-as-dis-
course, inspired by thinkers like Michel Foucault,
sees texts as conglomerations of larger ideologies or
linguistic structures—abstract, webbed entities that
refer less to the world than to each another.

Literary theories like these, Buell argues, ring hol-
low to most readers because they marginalize litera-
ture’s “referential dimension,” its ability to represent
“factical” reality (86). He proposes that, for the sake
of environmental interpretation, we recoup the con-
cept of mimesis, that is, literature’s ability to faithfully
represent the real world. This means attending to a
text’s ability to communicate “the rich, complex tex-
ture, the credibility, of something that takes place
‘out there’” (BARRY LOPEZ, qtd. in Buell 96). The
most environmental of literary texts, Buell suggests,
is one that pushes writer and reader towards a fuller
eco-consciousness through the faithful rendering of
actual, natural environments. The environmentality
of such a text cannot be appreciated if we do not rec-
ognize literature’s ability to achieve mimesis.

At the center of Buell’s book is HENRY DAVID

THOREAU and his masterpiece WALDEN (1854). How-
ever, Walden is an extraordinary environmental text
not because Thoreau is perfectly ecocentric but
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rather, counterintuitively, because he is not. Walden,
in Buell’s reading, documents Thoreau’s struggle to
overcome “Eurocentric, androcentric, and homocen-
tric culture” and “arrive at an environmentally re-
sponsive vision” (23). Therefore, the Thoreau of
Walden can serve as a compelling “model” for how
we—as individuals, and as a culture—might address
our present crisis of imagination.

The Environmental Imagination is still considered
a foundational work of ecocriticism; however, certain
of Buell’s arguments and assumptions have met chal-
lenges from fellow ecocritics, particularly in recent
years. Dana Phillips in The Truth of Ecology (2004),
for example, attacks Buell’s “fundamentalist fixation
on literal representation,” that is, mimesis (7).
Phillips disagrees with the idea that literature can,
or should, capture the reality of nature, observing
that “realistic depiction of the world [...] is one of
literature’s more pedestrian, least artful aspects” (8).
Other scholars more sympathetic to The Environ-
mental Imagination have nonetheless argued that ec-
ocriticism needs to expand its sphere of concern to
include environments beyond the wild and pastoral.
The anthologies Beyond Nature Writing (2001), The
Environmental Justice Reader (2002), and Coming
Into Contact (2007) survey ecocritical work under
this expanded charter.

In The Future of Environmental Criticism (2005)
Buell responds to these and other criticisms, while
in the process modifying some of the arguments and
theoretical positions sketched out above. However,
even though many (including Buell himself ) have
found flaws in The Environmental Imagination, all
entrants into the field have found it necessary to ac-
knowledge—whether admiringly or disparagingly—
the contributions of what is perhaps the most
provocative and enduring work of ecocriticism to
date.—Erich Werner
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Burroughs, Edgar Rice 
(1875–1950)

Edgar Rice Burroughs was a prolific writer of ad-
venture and science fiction, but is most famous for
his creation of Tarzan, the son of English aristocrats
Lord and Lady Greystoke, who is stranded in a re-
mote jungle following a mutiny aboard the ship car-
rying them to West Africa to settle colonial unrest.
After the death of his parents Tarzan is raised by an-
thropoid apes and grows up completely at home in
his untamed environment and among savage African
animals. In the Tarzan saga Burroughs displays a fas-
cination with untamed wilderness and expresses dis-
satisfaction with what he saw as the cruelty and cor-
ruption of western civilization, themes that were to
occupy him throughout his writing career.

Burroughs was born in Chicago, in 1875, to Major
George Tyler Burroughs, a Civil War veteran and
successful businessman in Chicago’s burgeoning dis-
tilling industry, and his wife Mary Evaline Bur -
roughs. The youngest of five sons, one of whom died
in infancy, Burroughs attended a number of schools
before graduating from Michigan Military Academy
in 1895. Until he began writing in his thirties, Bur-
roughs life was peripatetic, beset by disappointment
and often poverty. Among the careers he drifted into,
and quickly out of, were instructor at the Michigan
Academy, private with the Seventh United States
Cavalry, railroad policeman in Salt Lake City, ac-
countant, construction worker and door-to-door
salesman. He had stints with his father’s American
Battery Company and on the family ranch in Idaho,
and by 1911 he was married to Emma Centennia Hul-
bert, with two young children, working as the sales
director of a failing pencil sharpener business and
facing an uncertain future.

Inspired by the stories he chanced upon while
monitoring the advertisements in pulp fiction mag-
azines as part of his sales work, at the age of 35 Bur-
roughs began work on his first novel. Dejah Thoris,
Martian Princess (re-titled as Under the Moons of Mars
and later A Princess on Mars) appeared in All-Story
Magazine and is the first of ten novels in the Barsoom
series dealing with the Martian adventures of John
Carter, an American soldier and prospector. Bur-
roughs’ interest in the fantastic and often savage
fauna of this planetary outpost, and his enthusiasm
for a tough, frontiersman sensibility, are developed
and refined in the environmental ideology inscribed
in the 24 Tarzan stories.
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Introduced in Tarzan of the Apes in 1912, Bur-
roughs’ hero vividly reflects a long tradition of British
imperial writing, most notably that of Rudyard
Kipling and H. Rider Haggard (in homage to whom
Burroughs named a 1918 historical novel H.R.H. The
Rider). The “natural man” living in harmony with
exotic beasts recalls Mowgli from Kipling’s 1894 Jun-
gle Books, and illustrates the supposed value to
human well-being, and specifically male well-being,
of life lived in the wilds. As Burroughs wrote in a
1914 letter to the publisher M.N. Bunker, “Because
Tarzan led a clean, active outdoor life he was able to
accomplish ... feats that are ... beyond the average
man” (cited in Porges, 1975, 212). Burroughs’ colon -
ial inheritance is also reflected in disparaging and pa-
ternalistic racial attitudes, particularly towards Afri -
cans, and he has been criticised for both a lack of
zoological accuracy in his depictions of animals and
a frequent tendency towards the anthropomorphic.

Nonetheless, the Tarzan books went from strength
to strength with the feral hero appearing in a variety
of settings and a range of media, with films in par-
ticular bringing Burroughs widespread fame. Tarzan’s
ongoing adventures included a visit to America with
his wife-to-be Jane Porter, a trip to Britain where he
regains his hereditary title, various scrapes involving
lost treasure and civilizations in inaccessible African
jungles, a spell in the R. A. F., and numerous victo-
rious battles with assorted villains. Although Bur-
roughs’ work often reflected contemporary geopo-
litical events, with Germans and communists
recur rently cast as the bad guys, an atavistic interest
in an evolutionary past is the most striking feature
of the series, along with violent engagements with
animals that sit uncomfortably with many strands
of twenty-first-century environmentalism. Bur -
roughs’ interest in lost worlds was developed in his
“Pellucidar” series, in which a primitive culture is
discovered at the centre of the earth, and in THE

LAND THAT TIME FORGOT trilogy, a precursor of
Jurassic Park, in which dinosaurs are discovered on
a distant island. Burroughs continued, meanwhile,
in a succession of failed business ventures, many in-
volving the Californian estate he named Tarzana. He
worked as a war correspondent in the South Pacific
during the Second World War, and died from a heart
attack in1950.—John Miller
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The Land That Time Forgot, 
Edgar Rice Burroughs (1918)

Part war story, part love story, part prehistoric fan-
tasy, Edgar Rice Burroughs’s The Land That Time
Forgot is the first in his Caspak trilogy of novels, set
in a mysterious island in the South Pacific, inhabited
by dinosaurs and an assortment of anthropoid apes
and primitive peoples. Published initially in 1918 in
Blue Book Magazine and then in 1924 in book form
(with its two sequels), it forms part of Burroughs’
remarkably prolific output in the first years of his
writing career. The discovery of a wild world beyond
the reaches of western civilization is a recurrent
theme in his writing and demonstrates the imagina-
tive importance of wilderness in an age of rapid ur-
banisation and technological advancement. But while
the humanoid fauna Burroughs’ heroes encounter on
the island exemplify the evolutionary relation of hu-
mans to their simian ancestors, and question human
separateness from the natural world, the novel’s en-
vironmental politics are uncomfortably colonial.
Burroughs’ savage, secret island is the scene most
prominently of heroic testing for the stranded pro-
tagonists and, notwithstanding a sense of ecological
wonder, affirms a dominatory agenda common in
imperialist writing of the period.

The Land That Time Forgot begins with a teasing
paragraph from Bowen Tyler, the central character
and main narrator, who whets the reader’s appetite
with the revelation of a “lost pocket of the earth
whither fate has borne me and where my doom is
sealed” (7). Tyler’s story is quickly interrupted, how-
ever, by the voice of the unnamed figure who
provides the framing narrative. Spending the
summer in Greenland for the benefit of his health,
he discovers a manuscript in a thermos bottle floating
in the surf and promptly retires from the text to allow
Tyler to take center stage. The use of this narrative
device and the setting in the freezing far north both
recall the opening of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein
(1818), a reference that Burroughs makes much of,
particularly in the first half of the novel. Tyler, we
discover, is a junior member of a Californian firm of
shipbuilders specializing in the manufacture of sub-
marines. Having obtained an appointment with the
American ambulance service, he is en route to the
First World War in France when his ship is attacked
by a German U-Boat. Tyler’s realisation that this
submarine was built by his own company allows Bur-
roughs to offer his first explicit allusion to Shelley’s
work as Tyler bitterly reflects how “this creature of
my brain and hand had turned Frankenstein, bent
upon pursuing me to my death” (11). After his ship
is sunk Tyler finds himself in the water with his dog
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Nobs until they are able to clamber aboard a lifeboat.
Before long they rescue the novel’s love interest, Lys
La Rue, and man, woman and dog are soon picked
up by an English tug. The reappearance of the U-
Boat seems to herald further disaster but although
the tug is also sunk, Tyler and the English crew are
able to take control of the submarine, commanded,
it turns out, by one Baron Friedrich von Schoenvorts,
Lys’s former fiancée. Despite raising a British flag,
the U-Boat meets with a hostile reception from
friendly vessels and the crew’s intentions are further
troubled by a series of acts of sabotage that Tyler mis-
takenly attributes to Lys. The Germans once again
take charge of the submarine, only for the Allies to
win it back, but with the navigation systems dam-
aged, fuel running low and the water supply poisoned
by the treacherous English sailor Benson, the outlook
is grim.

Shortly after Benson is uncovered, shot and killed,
Tyler and his crew chance upon a land mass,
supposed to be the long-forgotten island of Caprona,
and at this point the novel shifts dramatically from
a patriotic narrative of war-time action to a stranger
tale of weird beasts and evolutionary mysteries. En-
tering the interior of the island by a subterranean
river they are astonished by the “strange and won-
derful” fauna they come across; as Tyler explains,
“there were all sorts and conditions of horrible
things—huge, hideous, grotesque, monstrous—a
veritable Mesozoic nightmare” (72).

Burroughs’ depiction of the continued existence
of long-extinct species in an isolated ecological en-
clave owes much to Arthur Conan-Doyle’s 1912 novel
The Lost World, in which dinosaurs are discovered
on a remote Amazonian plateau; and there are clear
echoes also of Jules Verne’s The Mysterious Island
(1874). Furthermore, as Tyler and crew set about the
task of survival in this inhospitable environment,
Burroughs leans notably toward the rhetoric of im-
perial hunting narratives in his portrayal of the
bloody battles between man and dinosaur, and the
submariners’ search for game.

Lines like “I let him have it” (122) as a deer is shot
for food, or “I let it have a bullet right between the
eyes” (73) as a dinosaur is vanquished, are stock
phrases of hunting tales that express a relish for
violent confrontation and hint at colonialist aspira-
tions for conquest.

At first the Germans and Allies co-operate in their
residence on Caprona, building a fort to protect
themselves from the island’s pervasive hazards, among
which is a large population of aggressive apes. Things
appear to further improve as the Germans discover
oil, raising the possibility of a return to civilization,
and Tyler and Lys discover their mutual love. Catas-

trophe, however, obtrudes on Tyler’s happiness as
the Germans escape with the sub and Lys is ab -
ducted. As Tyler leaves the camp in quest of his lover,
he meets with a series of increasingly evolved pri-
mates, the Bo-Lu (club men), Sto-lu (hatchet men),
Band-lu (spear men) and Kro-lu (bow men), each
more sophisticated than the last in its language and
use of tools. These species are able, in Burroughs
world, to graduate up the evolutionary hierarchy
through a mysterious ritual known as “Ata,” in which
females of each tribe bathe each day in a “large pool
of warm water covered with a green scum and filled
with billions of tadpoles” (120). Tyler is re-united
with Lys only to be separated from her once more,
and the novel ends with a final reunion as Tyler saves
Lys from the clasps of a Neanderthal, and the man-
uscript is completed and tossed into the sea sealed
in a thermos.

Burroughs revisited Caspak (the real name of
Caprona) twice more in quick succession, with The
People That Time Forgot and Out of Time’s Abyss, both
published in Blue Book Magazine later in 1918; and
the novel was brought into the limelight once again
in 1975 with the success of the film version, scripted
by Michael Moorcock and directed by Kevin
Connor. Fantasies of lost worlds and evolutionary
anomalies continue to occupy a prominent place in
the popular imagination (as the monumental success
of The Jurassic Park films indicates), preserving Bur-
roughs’ enthusiasm for the possibility of environ-
ments still existing beyond the reach of human in-
dustrial culture.—John Miller
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Burroughs, John (1837–1921)
John Burroughs was born and raised on a dairy

farm in New York’s Catskill Mountain region. After
his father turned down his son’s request for funds for
higher education in 1854, Burroughs left home to
become a teacher in the town of Olive, New York,
where he also took courses at Cooperstown Semi -
nary. It was there that Burroughs first read the works
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of RALPH WALDO EMERSON and William Words -
worth, who profoundly inspired his own later writ-
ing.

In 1857, Burroughs took a teaching position in
Illinois, but was soon drawn back to New York, long-
ing for the woman who would become his wife, Ur-
sula North (1836–1917). While continuing to teach,
Burroughs began submitting essays for publication,
landing his first essay in Atlantic Monthly in 1860.
He stopped teaching in 1863, and began work as a
clerk and bank examiner, where he would remain
through the 1880s while continuing to write and
publish.

During the Civil War, Burroughs met poet WALT

WHITMAN, and the two became fast friends. Bur-
roughs admired Whitman’s work, and wrote a critical
biography, Notes on Walt Whitman as Poet and Person
(1867) which Whitman himself edited. Burroughs
published another tome on Whitman, in 1896, that
is credited for helping to establish the poet’s literary
merit. Whitman, on his part, encouraged Burroughs’
writing efforts, and the latter soon found his essays
published, under pseudonyms “Philomel” and “All
Souls,” in several periodicals.

It was not until his first collection of nature essays
appeared, however, that Burroughs found his niche
as a writer. Wake-Robin (1871) revealed Burroughs’
astute observations of nature, rooted in a deep yet
far-reaching sense of place, with essays focusing on
hiking the Catskill Mountains, rafting the Delaware
River, and fly fishing in New York’s waters.

As a literary critic, Burroughs also wrote about
Emerson and HENRY DAVID THOREAU, with the lat-
ter of whom he was often compared. Burroughs re-
sented such comparisons, however, for he sought to
eschew the moralistic strain so central to (and prized
in) Thoreau’s style. The “Thoreau charge” haunted
Burroughs throughout his career; he insisted he de-
scribed nature only, and did not use it for teaching
morality. He rejected the “Book of Nature” metaphor
that many American writers used to assert that study-
ing the natural world brought one closer to knowing
God; instead claiming that his nature writing
reflected only a greater feeling of spirituality, rather
than any substantive, let alone systemic, religiosity.

In 1874, Burroughs moved onto a nine-acre farm
called Riverby in what is now Esopus, NY. (He
would purchase additional land, and built a home
known as Slabsides, in 1895.) Here he learned that
his unadorned nature writing was also a valuable ed-
ucational tool, and published essays specifically for
school readers. Two collections intended for younger
audiences, Birds and Bees (1887) and Sharp Eyes
(1888), sold over 200,000 copies. Burroughs also
personally tutored young people in ways to look at

nature, and hosted students from nearby Vassar Col-
lege at Slabsides.

Though Burroughs was not involved in direct po-
litical action, as the CONSERVATION MOVEMENT ac-
celerated, he became known as the “Grand Old Man
of Nature”; and what might be termed the pragmatic
reverence so prominent in his writings influenced
many of the movement’s leaders. He published
several essays in Century, one of the leading conser-
vation periodicals of the day, and as a respected lit-
erary naturalist, Burroughs was invited to accompany
an exploratory expedition to Alaska in 1899. Though
the Harriman Expedition was composed primarily
of scientists, two other writers, JOHN MUIR and the
poet Charles Keeler, as well as editor George Bird
Grinnell, were also included.

In April 1903, Burroughs accompanied President
THEODORE ROOSEVELT on a trip through Yellow -
stone National Park. They were both astute observ -
ers, and Burroughs tolerated Roosevelt’s penchant
for hunting because the latter also found joy in spot-
ting birds of new species and had an understanding
of nature akin to his own. Roosevelt and Burroughs
found their strongest sympathy in their distaste for
writers who imbued nature with anthropomorphic
qualities. Burroughs, at Roosevelt’s urging, published
an article in Atlantic Monthly, “Real and Sham Nat-
ural History,” in which he assaulted the works of
Ernest Thompson Seton and William J. Long, argu-
ing that their brand of “naturalistic” animal stories
were deleterious to people’s understanding of nature
and, by extension, nature itself.

The “nature faker” debate, as it became known,
forced Burroughs to re-examine his own portrayals
of wildlife, and his later work reflects both a cautious
and empirical attitude toward animal psychology,
and a prudent reluctance to project human emotions
upon the animal world. He teased out his thoughts
on animal experiences in the essay, “Human Traits
in the Animals” and “The Reasonable but Unrea-
soning Animals” in Leaf and Tendril (1908)

In 1909, John Muir took Burroughs to see the
North Sigillaria Petrified Forest in Arizona, and the
Grand Canyon and Yosemite Valley. From Califor -
nia, Burroughs sailed to Hawaii. Muir encouraged
Burroughs to think about geology and the expansive
sublimity of nature. Burroughs read Darwin as well,
and his reflections on these journeys reveal the same
kind of “scientific imagination” that would later be-
come such a dominant trait of environmental writing
in America. In Burrough’s case this imagination had
a peculiarly apophatic character, finding spiritual in-
spiration precisely in the human inability to com-
prehend geologic time and evolutionary processes.
Echoing the ancient philosopher and mystic, Hera-
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clitus, Burroughs wrote, in Accepting the Universe
(1920), that “all is fixed, yet all is in motion,” con-
cluding that humans cannot “penetrate the final mys-
tery of things, because behind every mystery is an-
other mystery.”

In 1901, Burroughs had met a young psychiatrist,
Clara Barrus (1864–1931), who admired his work and
became a close companion. When his wife, Ursula,
died in 1917, Barrus moved in with Burroughs.
Shortly after the removal of an abscess from his chest,
Burroughs himself died on a train passing through
Ohio in 1921.

Almost immediately upon his death, admirers
formed the John Burroughs Association. After his
death, Barrus published Burroughs’ unpublished
work and letters, and wrote her own biography of
her companion. Altogether, Burroughs published 29
books, 23 of which were essay collections published
together as the Riverby Editions. His work has been
immensely influential in the field of nature writing,
through its celebration—and demonstration—of the
critical role of empirical observation, its rugged yet
reverential poetry, and its pervasive but non-sectarian
spirituality. Deeply rooted in place, Burroughs
brought the nature of the Hudson Valley to life dur-
ing an era increasingly focused on spectacular and
monumental landscapes. Biographer James Perrin
Warren also sees Burroughs as an ecocritic, citing his
skilful interweaving of the human and nonhuman.
Burroughs himself sums up his role as a literary nat-
uralist in an era when scientific fields were becoming
more specialized: “I know our birds well, but not as
the professional ornithologist know them. I know
them through my heart more than through my head”
(Life and Letters 1:16).—Kelly Enright
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Ways of Nature, 
John Burroughs (1905)

John Burroughs’ Ways of Nature, his sixteenth
book, collects a number of his short writings focusing
on the literary treatment of nature. Burroughs ex-
plores what it is to “see straight” in observing nature,
and to write carefully and truthfully about animal
life and behavior in a way that creates an emotional

or aesthetic understanding of nature in the reader,
while respecting the truth of nature as it exists inde-
pendent of man. The essays collected in Ways of Na-
ture grew out of the “nature fakers” debate, a con-
troversy between nature writers, which Burroughs
had begun with his 1903 publication of “Real and
Sham Natural History” in The Atlantic Monthly
(Warren 197–98).

In that article, Burroughs had called out several
popular nature writers of his day, including Ernest
Thompson Seton and William J. Long, for over-hu-
manizing their animal characters. In the attempt to
make animal characters relatable to the increasingly
wide audience for books of nature-writing, senti-
mental writers were giving the public a false impres-
sion of animal intellect and action, implying, for in-
stance, that animals learn most of their behavior
through direct parental instruction (304). The debate
thus sparked involved prominent authors and natu-
ralists, including THEODORE ROOSEVELT and JACK

LONDON. By publishing Ways of Nature, Burroughs
hoped to end his involvement with what had become
a heated back-and-forth, though the debate contin-
ued for some time afterwards (Lutts 88).

Fortuitously, however, his attempt to close the de-
bate, opened new and fruitful “ways” of approaching
and understanding the nonhuman world. As Carol
Dickson notes, Burroughs responded to the contro-
versy by examining his own practice, becoming
“more self-conscious about his own representations
of animals” (228). Burroughs frames the book by re-
counting having been asked by a group of Cali -
fornian schoolchildren to answer the question
“whether or not birds have sense” (1). Throughout
the essays in the book, he returns to this question,
comparing animals to very young children: like
them, animals have “simple perception and memory
and association of memories”; but “the power of
reflection and of generalization” is “a stage of men-
tality that the animal never attains to” (210). While
allowing for a capacity of memory and imitation,
Burroughs argues that inherited instinct accounts for
most apparent animal wisdom. He notes, however,
that “A large part of our own lives is instinctive and
void of thought,” and that “conscious reason” in
man, when compared to the value of instinct, may
be “a feeble matter after all” (212). Though Ways of
Nature presents a more overtly analytical Burroughs
than his previous books, he always returns to vivid
and lovingly-rendered natural anecdote and obser-
vation to support his readings, and to encouraging
re-readings or corrections of past attempts to char-
acterize the natural world.

Showing his roots as a devoted reader of EMERSON

and disciple of WALT WHITMAN, Burroughs echoes
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their belief in the importance of direct personal ex-
perience, and their concern with the problems of
human perception, implying that what is needed is
not “sugar-coated” versions of natural history that
add artificial wonders, but a reform of perception,
taste, and desire to see the wonders that are always
there. “The reality always suffices,” Burroughs argues,
“If you have eyes to see it and ears to hear it” (15).
Burroughs’ scientific desire to know the thing in
itself, to “see straight,” “uncolored or unmodified by
your own sentiments or prepossessions” (237), often
appears at odds with his claim that experiential con-
text, associated memories, and human sentiment are
what provide us with our most profound subjective
experience of nature; yet these two “ways,” often seen
as incompatible, even in our time, are intermingled
at the deeper level of “seeing straight.” He echoes
Emerson’s assertion in “Each and All” that experi-
encing the beauties of nature in their original envi-
ronment and with regard to human experiential con-
text is important. He notes that he does not enjoy
the songs of caged birds for instance: “We have sep-
arated them from that which gives quality and mean-
ing to their songs” (32). Likewise, Burroughs uses
the example of an old man unexpectedly hearing the
song of a bird native to his homeland; that man heard
more in the song than Burroughs could: he “heard
the bird through the vista of the years, the song
touched with the magic of youthful memories” (33).

Curiosity and love, finally, make perception pos-
sible. We may go wrong, of course; but Burroughs
stresses that we see little without love, “when our
eyes are ... blunted by want or interest”—when we
see nature as a means to an end. Most people see
“more when we read the lives of the wild creatures
about us in the light of our human experience and
impute to the birds and beasts human motives and
methods,” but then we see with a reflected self-love,
and see only ourselves (108). Burroughs, like Whit-
man, has a final purpose in inspiring his audience to
reject vicarious or artificial experience, and seek out
“Unadulterated, unsweetened observations”: not to
remake nature in the image of what you already love,
but to come to love and recognize in yourself what
is there in nature (15). This is the deeper sense of see-
ing straight, and one aspired to in much of the later
literature on the environment, such as the prose of
BARRY LOPEZ, the marine biology of ED RICKETTS

and the poetry of MARY OLIVER. In Ways of Nature,
Burroughs not only teaches the appreciation and ob-
servation of nature through literature, then, but as
Dickson argues, recognizes “the limits and subjec-
tivity of such teachings” (231).—Steve Marsden
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Cabeza de Vaca, Álvar Núñez
(ca. 1488/1490–ca. 1557/1559)

Cabeza de Vaca was a Spanish explorer of the New
World. He was born in Jerez de la Frontera, a town
near the port at San Lúcar de Barramed to a noble
but impoverished family. His family is credited with
an illustrious history of loyal service to the King, the
highpoint of which occurred when a maternal an-
cestor used the “head of cow” to guide the Spanish
forces to victory; thus, the honorary moniker “cabeza
de vaca” was bestowed on future descendants. The
teenaged Cabeza de Vaca followed in these footsteps
when he began a career in the military. The year 1527
saw his designation to military leadership: treasurer
and second in command to Pámfilo de Narváez, in
an expedition to conquer the recently discovered land
of Florida. Tragically, Cabeza de Vaca was one of the
few to survive this foray into the Gulf Coast. Ac-
cording to his account of this ill-fated adventure [first
published in 1542 as LA RELACIÓN (The Report), and
later known as Naufragios (Shipwrecks)] he managed
to survive only after learning to navigate the treach-
erous landscape. However, the Cabeza de Vaca that
reached Mexico City after eight years of wandering
around the future U.S. state of Texas, as well as the
northeastern Mexican states of Tamaulipas, Nuevo
León and Coahuila, and possibly smaller portions of
New Mexico and Arizona, was not the man he was
when first embarking upon a voyage to the Americas.
Forced adaptation to a hostile wilderness filled with
unknown peoples and unfamiliar flora and fauna
transformed Cabeza de Vaca from a would-be con-
quistador to a proto-anthropologist/ecologist.

For this reason, the Relación reads like a pseudo-
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scientific study of the region encountered by de Vaca,
complete with detailed species descriptions and in-
sightful cultural commentary, all addressed to the
Spanish Crown in the hope that it would garner a
subsequent position of leadership for its explorer
turned author. Cabeza de Vaca’s endeavor to write
the story of the landscape and inhabitants of the fron-
tier encountered during those eight years eventually
bore fruit because it led to the lieutenant turned au-
thor’s being named governor of Río de la Plata in
South America, a province roughly comparable to
present-day Paraguay. In this position, Cabeza de
Vaca would continue to explore, analyze and write
about the natural world that surrounded him, in-
cluding the world-famous Iguazu Falls, which he is
credited as being the first European explorer to see.
Unfortunately, his respect for the American environ-
ment and the indigenous peoples that inhabited it
would in due course force Cabeza de Vaca to return
to Spain, penniless, in chains, and under a cloud of
suspicion until his death (most likely in the year
1558) in Valladolid, Spain. Yet his fall from grace has
not lasted into perpetuity; rather, the same absorp -
tion into terra incognita that brought about disgrace
in life, resulted in fame after his death.—Christine
Cloud
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The Relation of Alvar Nunez 
Cabeza de Vacas,

Alvar Cabeza de Vacas (1542)
Cabeza de Vaca secured a place in the annals of

American history when tragedy struck the Pamfilo
de Narváez–led mission to Florida and cast him un-
suspectingly into the role of the first European to set
foot in the future states of Florida, Texas, New Mex-
ico, and Arizona. The narrative that he wrote upon
his return to Spain as a report for king Carlos I of
Spain, later published in 1542 under the title La
Relación (“The Report,” and later Naufragios or
“Ship wrecks”), ensured that he remained a key part
of American history in perpetuity. While not re-
garded as among the greatest literary chronicles of

Spanish exploration and conquest in the New World,
with its sympathetic portrayal of native peoples and
subtle yet penetrating condemnation of Spanish cru-
elty and exploitation, this unique narrative has since
become a primary source for historians and anthro-
pologists focusing on pre–Columbian American life
and customs. Moreover, as the first work by a Euro-
pean to discuss in detail the flora and fauna of North
America, or to harrowingly describe the havoc
wreaked by a Caribbean hurricane, Cabeza de Vaca’s
Relación stands as an enduring testament to survival
in the early Southern-American wilderness environ-
ment.

Cabeza de Vaca’s compelling first-person testi -
mony to his harrowing adventures as treasurer and
second-in-command of a voyage to what were for
him uncharted territories begins with a description
of the group’s departure from Spain in June 1527. It
would not be long, however, before the hierarchies
of military leadership would be thrown by the way-
side in the face of the disasters that would eventually
doom the expedition to complete and utter failure.
The desertion or death of 100 men that occurred in
Cuba—before the journey even reached its desired
destination—perhaps should have served as a warn-
ing of the calamitous events that would later doom
the expedition. If it had, the lives of the 500 men
that perished while on it might have been saved, and
Cabeza de Vaca and the three others that lived to tell
of their suffering in a strange land, would have been
spared the eight years of wandering through treach-
erous terrain that transformed them from swash-
buckling conquistadors to dispirited vagrants with
nothing to show for their adventures—not even the
clothes on their back. According to Cabeza de Vaca’s
biased recollection of events, the expedition’s cata-
strophic ending could also have been avoided if
Pámfilo de Narváez had taken his trusted treasurer’s
advice and refrained from separating the men on foot
from their supply ships, causing them to fall victim
to starvation, tropical diseases and the attacks by the
coastal Indian tribes that most certainly did not wel-
come the aimlessly wandering Spaniards to their
hitherto pristine shores. The 250 men that somehow
managed to survive these dreadful consequences of
Narváez’s failure to heed his second-in-command’s
reputed warnings, were forced to fashion five crude
rafts from the materials that they found on land and
use them to sail west toward what they believed was
New Spain. Unfortunately, several of these boats sank
when they were pushed far out to sea as they passed
the area where the Mississippi River empties into the
Gulf of Mexico. However, Cabeza de Vaca’s raft with
several dozen men stayed afloat and eventually found
itself washed ashore on the eastern coast of a land
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that is now called Texas. From here it would not be
long before only four of the 500 men participating
in the expedition remained alive: Cabeza de Vaca,
Alonso Castillo, Andrés Dorantes, and Dorantes’
African slave, Estevanico.

The book’s remaining chapters, which make up
the majority of its pages, describe the trauma faced
by these four marooned Spaniards as they fought
their way back to what they considered to be civi-
lization. This part begins with a vexing description
of how Cabeza de Vaca and his companions were first
captured and then enslaved by Indians. These
Indians were the indigenous peoples that greeted
them when they landed on Galveston, a barrier island
off the present-day Texas coast. It continues with a
gripping account of the captives’ continual attempts
to escape, before turning to a retelling of how the
prisoners came to be seen as healers and then heroes
in the eyes of their captors. As the book recalls these
events, it traces the men’s long march across Texas,
New Mexico, and Arizona, down through Sonora,
Mexico, and concludes with a summary of Cabeza
de Vaca and his comrades’ heroes’ welcome by the
Spanish viceroy in Mexico City in 1536.

Cabeza de Vaca’s reports of his travels and suffering
in strange new lands had enough popular appeal to
be regularly reprinted in Spanish and translated in
1556 into Italian. It subsequently inspired further
quests for riches in the American interior, two of the
most famous of which were led by De Soto and
Coronado. Yet somehow the account itself did not
garner much attention in the rest of Europe or North
America until the middle of the nineteenth century,
when it was translated into French, German, and
English. Later on, several English translations in the
twentieth century made the Relación available for
historians and anthropologists in the United States,
who found in the accounts of the author’s long over-
land trek across the South-western U.S. desert
 valuable descriptions of flora, fauna, and Native
Ameri can customs. Since then, the episodic tale of
suf fer ing, privation, and spiritual awakening in the
Southwest has acquired a central place in American’s
understanding of its earliest selfhood and environ-
ment. In addition, Cabeza de Vaca’s narrative may
be seen as the prototype of much of modern Amer-
ican literature with its preoccupation with literal or
figurative voyages of self-exploration. Because the
journey it relates is inseparable from the landscape
in which it takes place, Cabeza de Vaca’s story of sur-
vival functions as an ecological tour de force, testi-
fying powerfully to humankind’s intimate and un-
ending connection with the natural world that
encompasses it, and shapes its life and death.—
Christine Cloud
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Carson, Rachel (1907–1964)
The literary work of scientist and writer Rachel

Carson had an enormous impact on the development
of an environmental consciousness in the American
public. Her life’s work was devoted to making sci-
entific concepts and natural phenomena understand-
able and interesting to the general public. Through
her books, Carson introduced the public to the “bio-
centric” perspective, which holds that all living crea-
tures (including humans) are interdependent, and
that natural processes and phenomena should not be
tampered with carelessly. According to biographer
Mark Lytle, Carson’s unique “capacity for broad syn-
thesis and clear exposition shaped [her] world’s un-
derstanding of nature in ways most scientists seldom
could” (70).

Born in 1907 on a small farm outside of Spring dale,
Pennsylvania, Carson’s love of nature and inquisitive
mind was fostered by her mother. As a child, she ex-
plored the fields and forests surrounding their home,
and her mother taught her to observe care fully, re-
member what she saw, and be respectful to the crea-
tures that she encountered (Lytle 18). Her mother
also encouraged Carson’s interest in writing, and she
began winning writing contests and publishing essays
in children’s magazines at the age of 11. These two
early interests shaped the rest of her working life.

After graduating with a degree in Biology from
Pennsylvania Women’s College in 1929, Carson
began her graduate studies at John’s Hopkins Marine
Biology Laboratory. She achieved some success with
her research, but under pressure to provide more
financial support to her family, she left the program
at the master’s level in 1932. She soon landed a job
at the Bureau of Fisheries Division of Scientific In-
quiries analyzing data, writing reports, and writing
pamphlets that informed the public about the bu-
reau’s work. She remained in this position until she
was able to support herself and her family with writ-
ing, but the experience and connections that she
gained at the bureau would have a profound effect
on her later work.
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After the sudden deaths of both her father and sis-
ter, Carson became the sole bread-winner of the
household, and began trying to supplement her
salary by publishing some of her writing. Her first
essay, “Undersea” which was published in the Atlantic
in 1937 was so successful that it was expanded into
Carson’s first book Under the Sea-Wind (1941). Through
Under, and her next two books The Sea Around Us
(1951) and The Edge of the Sea (1951), Carson ex-
plained the mysteries of the sea to a general public
that was largely unaware of what went on beneath
the surface of the ocean. In addition, these texts in-
troduced the public to new understandings of
ecology and the natural world, including the balance
of nature, the food chain, and the interdependence
of species and environment in an ecology. But Car-
son’s goals were not merely educational; she hoped
that her writing would change the “human-centered
view of nature that most Americans held” (Lytle 62).

To achieve this, Under the Sea-Wind was written
entirely from the perspective of sea creatures that
functioned as characters. As she followed each crea-
ture’s journey, Carson illustrated how their life-cycles
preserved the balance of nature: the death of one
creature was the life of another. As a natural history
of the ocean, The Sea Around Us took on a much
more ambitious task. Here Carson’s focus was to ex-
plain human dependence on the ocean and the in-
terdependence of various species and environmental
factors. This text was also “a celebration of science,”
informing the public about new discoveries, the
methods used to make those discoveries, and “why
some explanations remain contested and some mys-
teries remain unsolved” (Lytle 87).

In The Sea Edge, a field guide for the Atlantic
coast, Carson’s topic narrowed considerably. Edge is
a much more intimate work, focusing on Carson’s
personal observations of the shoreline, often written
in the first-person. This focus on personal observa -
tion illustrated Carson’s belief in the importance of
field research. In the mid–50s the laboratory had su-
perseded the outdoors as the proper location for sci-
entific research. However, Carson was part of a new
movement in science which held that to properly un-
derstand any natural phenomenon, a scientist had to
be intimately familiar with the interactions between
it and its environment (Lytle 111). Thus, in her own
quiet way, Carson was challenging the status quo in
each of these works. In her own words, Carson’s
overall goal in these works was to “provide ‘an imag-
inative searching out of what is significant in the life
history of the earth’s ocean,’ while at the same time
addressing ‘questions thus raised in the light of the
best scientific knowledge’” (qtd in Lytle 71).

These first three books were well-received, win -

ning several prestigious awards and critical acclaim.
The success of The Sea Around Us, which was a best-
seller, allowed Carson to leave her position at the
Bureau of Fisheries to write full-time. However, it
is her last book for which Carson is most, and most
justly famous. In SILENT SPRING she argues that the
unrestricted use of pesticides such as DDT and diel-
drin have detrimental effects on the environment be-
cause they poison not only the pests that are their
targets, but other insects, the water system, wildlife,
domestic animals, and ultimately humans.

Although Carson had been concerned about the
over-use of DDT since 1945, she could not find a
publisher interested in the topic until 1957. By then,
concern over the effects of pesticides had taken root
in the public consciousness after the controversial
aerial spraying of pesticides over large portions of the
southern and northeastern states. These sprayings
ultimately resulted in the large-scale deaths of fish,
birds, and livestock, with one agricultural official de-
scribing the affected areas in Alabama as “wasteland
that ‘reeked of the odor of decaying [wildlife]’” (Lytle
123). The sprayings also resulted in several major
lawsuits, which pitted private citizens and local gov-
ernments against pesticide companies and the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA). Given these
events, Carson and her publisher knew that the book
would be highly controversial, so special care was
taken with her research. She worked on Silent Spring
for four years, collecting expert testimony and re-
search from a wide range of scientists.

Although Silent Spring was vehemently attacked
by both the pesticide companies and the USDA, its
message struck a chord with the public. It became a
bestseller in both the U.S. and England, was serial -
ized in The New Yorker, and won numerous and pres-
tigious awards. However, Silent Spring is most valu-
able for its contributions to the then-fledgling
en vironmental movement. In the decade after its
publication, the Environmental Protection Agency
was formed, DDT was banned for use as a pesticide,
the Clean Water Act was passed, and Earth Day was
established; and Silent Spring was the spark that ig-
nited such environmental activism and legislation in
the United States.

In addition, Silent Spring introduced the concept
of environmental justice, that all citizens have a right
to a clean environment—a revolutionary concept in
Cold-War America. Carson explains this idea by
comparing it to the Bill of Rights:

We have subjected enormous numbers of people
to contact with these poisons, without their con-
sent and often without their knowledge. If the
Bill of Rights contains no guarantee that a citizen
shall be secure against lethal poisons distributed
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either by private individuals or public officials, it
is surely only because our forefathers, despite
their considerable wisdom and foresight, could
conceive of no such problem [22].

In passages like these, Carson reframed and altered
forever the way that Americans think about the en-
vironment and their place within it.—Lauren Mitch -
ell Nahas
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Silent Spring, 
Rachel Carson (1962)

Rachel Carson’s epochal bestseller, Silent Spring,
the result of three years of extensive research, first
appeared in serialized and abridged form in The New
Yorker in June 1962, and was published later that year
by Houghton Mifflin. While Carson’s earlier work
had established her as a highly-regarded nature
writer, Silent Spring was her first foray into environ-
mentalist writing, if that term is to be understood as
carrying a social message of activist engagement.
Even the earliest sections of the book provoked a
highly controversial debate, which saw an alarmed
public confront the chemical industry. The book
played a crucial role in the creation of the United
States Environmental Protection Agency, and also
contributed substantially to the public debate that
led to legislation to ban DDT in the USA. Given its
subject, it is not surprising that it continues to be
maligned by critics who see in it an unnecessary
stumbling block on the road to a future of chemically
produced health and happiness (see Lytle 217–28).
In spite of her detractors, however, Carson created,
with Silent Spring, a work that not only inspired gen-
erations of readers with a profound love of nature
but ultimately provoked actual policy changes that
positively impacted the environment. For this alone,
she unquestionably belongs among the most influen-
tial nature writers of the twentieth century (see
Matthiessen).

Silent Spring famously opens with “A Fable for To-
morrow,” in which Carson evokes the dystopian sce-
nario of living in an environment so badly polluted
by overuse of pesticides that not only all birds have
disappeared but many other species show severe signs
of physiological damage: cows, pigs, and fish have

died, and even children would mysteriously fall ill
and perish within days. Carson lyrically evokes “a
shadow of death” and “a strange stillness.” The
closing lines of this short chapter admit to the poetic
license taken, pointing out that while each horrific
effect of aerial DDT dusting described has occurred
somewhere, the cumulative effect has never been wit-
nessed. And yet, by invoking “A grim specter,” even
in the muted conclusion to this chapter, Carson
makes a strong case against both the lethal effect of
pesticide overuse and the lack of knowledge that
most people have about this practice. The section
subtly evokes a nostalgic desire for the peace and har-
mony of small town life, but quickly passes from this
literary topos to a post-apocalyptic indictment of the
chemical industry, which is blamed for unleashing
widespread suffering and death, in terms that sum-
mon images of the nuclear fallout from atomic
bombs. It thus forms part of the literary tradition
that sketches “a long-standing mythography of be-
trayed Edens” (BUELL 37).

The rest of the book is far less lyrical, and follows
a much more rigorous pattern of science writing and
philosophical argument. Unheard of at the time for
a book aimed at a general readership (Murphy 9),
Carson even included a long list of principal sources
keyed to individual passages in the book. The second
chapter outlines Carson’s claim that the public has a
right to know what kinds of chemicals the govern-
ment and scientists have decided to use on humans,
sometimes without even informing the people af-
fected. Carson states unambiguously that her book
is not in favor of a complete ban on DDT, but of
more restricted use, informed by more extensive re-
search into the effects that various pesticides have on
human and nonhuman life. Subsequent chapters dis-
cuss the exact chemical properties of DDT and sim-
ilar insecticides; show how the global ecosystem
passes on these chemicals through surface and un-
derground water; and explain how, for example, the
deadly impact of DDT on all kinds of living organ-
isms severely impedes the complex bio-organisms at
work in the soil. Her frequently ironic tone is di-
rected, in Chapter 7, against the common hubris that
believes any problem can be solved with a techno-
logical “fix.” To counter this, Carson elaborates on
some telling historical case studies. She contrasts, for
example, the strikingly different responses to foreign
beetle infestations on the East coast (at a time when
powerful chemicals were not yet available) and in the
Midwest: while the coastal region suffered through
the exposure, it fairly quickly recovered; but in the
Midwest repeated pesticide sprayings not only led to
substantial loss of wildlife, but failed even to deal a
serious blow to the beetle population. In the chapter
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entitled “Beyond the Dreams of the Borgias,” Carson
points out that chemical residue is found in all kinds
of food and in human tissue, often at levels far be-
yond what is permitted by law. Going even further,
she questions to what extent officially sanctioned lev-
els of toleration are merely concessions to agri -
business and the chemical industry; and here Silent
Spring raises the crucial question of whose interest
government agencies should put first. Carson also
explores the deep systemic concern that all too often
government decisions are not merely influenced by
industry lobbying, but are supported by industry-
financed research at supposedly independent univer-
sities; a connection that galled her during the public
debate that followed the publication of her book,
when scientists spoke out without revealing who
financed their research (see Murphy 48).

The final four chapters offer an initially gloomy,
but ultimately positive outlook. Carson first discusses
the relationship between cancer and toxic chemicals
(following a prolonged fight against the illness, Car-
son would eventually die of breast cancer just short
of two years after the publication of Silent Spring).
She then points out that nature often adapts to being
exposed to particular chemicals, sometimes resulting
in the development of resistance in the very species
targeted by pesticides. The penultimate chapter en-
visions a future when public health, both in the West
and particularly in tropical developing countries, may
be threatened by an “avalanche” of species barely con-
trollable by chemical spraying or dusting. The whole
four-part section provides a close scientific counter-
point to the fable that opens the book.

In her final chapter, she suggests an alternative
course, one in closer harmony with nature. Rather
than disseminate chemicals indiscriminately from
the air, biological intervention targets individual in-
sects. In one such case, the screw-worm was eradi-
cated from Florida by releasing 3.5 billion sterilized
male flies, which quickly led to infertile screw-worm
eggs, and soon after to the complete disappearance
of the screw-worm. Other strategies revolve around
the isolation of sex attractants to lure males into traps,
or bacterial warfare that exclusively targets particular
insects. The introduction of predator species also
holds promise, and here Carson perspicaciously dis-
cusses the complex interconnections of any eco -
system, and hence the need to study in great detail
the effect on the whole system, of introducing even
one new species. She closes her book by once more
denigrating chemical area-spraying as the equivalent
of “the cave man’s club,” describing its underlying
rationale as rooted in the scientistic faith in the power
of technology, and the highly anthropocentric
human conviction “that nature exists for the conven-

ience of man”; her own ethical outlook being clearly
more eco-centric.

Carson was a bold and eloquent forerunner of the
environmentalist movement in its modern sense; that
is, at a historical moment when preservation and con-
servation had developed as separate attitudes toward
nature. She clearly had “a touch of the rebellious
spirit of Henry David Thoreau and John Muir”
(Lytle 199), and it served her well in writing an en-
vironmentalist book which was to become “a water-
shed event that catapulted the issue into the view of
a previously ignorant general public” (Murphy 14).
Indeed, with Silent Spring Carson “parted company
with conservationists” (Lytle 200) precisely because
of their ethical prioritizing of human needs. For Car-
son, the environment carries intrinsic value that de-
serves and even demands proper respect, and as a
consequence, human stewardship and a sense of re-
sponsibility.

The kind of activism and public involvement en-
couraged by Silent Spring struck a chord with the
reading public for other historical reasons, not all of
which were directly connected to the environmenta -
list movement. The book, for instance, resonated
deeply with the anxiety of a Cold War public
painfully aware that technological innovations like
nuclear weapons might usher in a grand finale to the
human chapter of global history. The rise of agribusi-
ness had also already created situations wherein the
use of insufficiently tested and certified chemicals, in
particular in the hands of people lacking proper
training in their use, led to public health warnings.
The resulting consumer panic brought with it a sense
of unease in the general population, and nurtured a
growing feeling that government needs to become
involved in the monitoring and supervision of haz-
ardous substances. However, given that at least some
government agencies were amongst those in favor of
aerial spraying, Carson’s Silent Spring also made a
substantial contribution to environmentalism by sim-
ply making people realize that public debate was
needed in order to convince legislators that public
health and the well-being of the natural world are
entitled to more substantial protection.—Gerd Bayer
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Cather, Willa Sibert (1873–1947)
Born in 1873 to a prosperous farming family in

Virginia’s Back Creek Valley, Willa Cather spent her
earliest years in Virginia before her family moved to
a farm in Webster County, Nebraska, in 1883. For
the rest of her life she would publicly define herself
in terms of that move. “I would not know,” Cather
later told an interviewer, “how much a child’s life is
bound up in the woods and hills and meadows
around it if I had not been jerked away from all these
and thrown out into a country as bare as a piece of
sheet iron” (Slote 448). Upon arriving in Nebraska
Cather was transfixed by the prairie stretching out
before her, feeling alternately awed and a little fright-
ened by its vast difference from the land to which
she was accustomed. She quickly developed a place-
sensitive devotion to the prairie and its inhabitants,
however. “When I strike the open plains, something
happens. I’m home,” she confided to a Lincoln State
Journal reporter many years later in 1921: “That love
of great spaces, of rolling open country like the sea—
it’s the grand passion of my life” (O’Brien 68). It
would become the grand passion animating her lit-
erary expression as well, which often represents nat-
ural environments as sites of wonder and compre-
hension.

After graduating from the University of Nebraska
in 1895 Cather wrote for various newspapers and
magazines while living first in Lincoln and then in
Pittsburgh. In 1906 she was offered work as an editor
at McClure’s and moved to New York City where she
maintained a residence for the rest of her life. Two
years later, in 1908, Sarah Orne Jewett gave Cather
advice that profoundly influenced the direction of
her mature writing. Jewett admonished the younger
writer to “find your own quiet centre of life, and
write from that to the world” (Woodress 203).
Cather understood her personal “center” to be the
rural and wild landscapes in which she had grown
up, and as she turned her attention to the environ-
ment of her childhood she threw herself into writing
the characteristic prairie fiction for which she would
become best known, publishing O Pioneers! in 1913,
The Song of the Lark in 1915, and MY ANTONIA in 1918.

The “love of great spaces” manifested itself anew
in 1915 when Cather first visited the American South-
west, where she spent a month in New Mexico, saw
Mesa Verde, and began to gather material for what
would eventually become her major southwestern
novels, The Professor’s House, published in 1925, and
Death Comes for the Archbishop in 1927.

Cather died in 1947 at the age of 73. She is buried
in Jaffrey, New Hampshire, where her headstone is
engraved with an excerpt from one of her most cel-
ebrated environmental passages, in which My Anto-
nia’s Jim Burden exults in the sensation of sun-
warmed earth between his fingers, realizing “...that
is happiness; to be dissolved into something complete
and great.”—Rachel Collins
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My Ántonia, 
Willa Cather (1918)

Understood by many as an elegy for the frontier-
era prairie, My Ántonia fictionalizes various elements
of Willa Cather’s own nineteenth-century childhood
on the Nebraska plains. The novel opens with an
elaborate introductory frame in which the narrator,
Jim Burden, decides to write up his memories of his
childhood. Seeking to recapture the sense of wonder
he felt growing up on the Midwestern plains, he fo-
cuses his thoughts on his childhood friend, Ántonia
Shimerda, because more than anyone else she re -
minds him of “the country” of his youth (5).
Pointing to this moment, Susan J. Rosowski charac-
terizes Ántonia as “a coming together of man and
nature, a mediator between them” (79), who also
functions as a guide in Jim’s ecological education.

As children Jim and Ántonia together explore the
miles of wine-colored prairie grass that covers the
plains, and as Jim grows older, leaves the farm, and
eventually relocates to the urban east, his mind often
returns to the scenes and images of his youth. The
novel ends with his return to the prairie, where he
finds Ántonia living happily with her husband and
children on a prosperous farm. Formally the novel
is divided into five segments, each focused on a dif-
ferent phase of Jim’s life: his childhood on the family
farm, his teenage years in the town of Black Hawk,
his college years in Lincoln, his brief return to the
prairie after graduating from college, and his final
visit to Ántonia’s farm 20 years later.

Many of Jim’s childhood recollections reveal a
sense of affection for the environment among the
frontier settlers. He recalls, for example, his grand-
mother’s admonishment not to fear the badger who
lives at the edge of her kitchen garden. She explains
to him that even though the badger sometimes kills
the family’s chickens she refuses to let anyone harm
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him, for “In a new country a body feels friendly to
the animals”; she says, “I like to have him come out
and watch me when I’m at work” (19). Several
decades later Ántonia voices a similar ethic of friend-
ship for the natural world as she shows Jim around
her farm, pointing to the trees in particular. “I love
them as if they were people,” she confides to him,
saying they are constantly “on my mind like children”
(253). She regularly wakes during the night and lov-
ingly carries water to them in the dark.

Though agricultural work puts the characters of
My Ántonia in close and sympathetic contact with
the natural world, the novel also carefully registers
the difference between cultivated and truly natural
environments. Ántonia is anxious about the trees be-
cause her fruit orchard is not a native growth, but is
instead sustained largely by her husband’s careful
grafting and her own nighttime watering; and Mrs.
Burden’s kitchen garden attracts rodents, which in
turn attract snakes, who become, as Stephen Trout
has pointed out, the targets of her program of “as -
sertive wildlife management,” in which she kills all
the poisonous snakes she sees and encourages Jim to
do the same (106). In fact, the novel mobilizes a
 particularly troubling interaction between young 
Jim and a snake to stand in for his relationship to
the natural world more generally: while walking
across the prairie one day, Jim sees and quickly 
kills a threatening snake, but then loses control of
himself and continues to beat its dead body into 
an oozing pulp on the ground. Jim and Ántonia both
interpret this killing as a coming-of-age moment 
and Ántonia pronounces him “just like big mans”
(41). This logic, which suggests that adulthood and
masculinity are connected to the violent domination
of the natural world, remains uneasily with Jim 
for the rest of his life, for as an adult he leverages
railroad capital to finance oil-drilling and mining
projects throughout the western landscape that he
loves so well. Such tensions between human devel-
opment of the land and the conservation of the nat-
ural world inform the novel as a whole, which Patrick
Dooley describes as subscribing to an ethic of “ho-
mocentric conserva tion” in which the environment
is simultaneously understood as an important entity
and an “instrument in the service of human prerog-
atives.”

Cather’s sense of the difficult complexities in the
relationship between humans and their environment
pervades much of her fiction, which eludes any easy
categorization of its environmental stance. What is
clear, however, is that Cather’s Midwest is not the
isolating or viciously constricting place depicted by
many of her contemporaries like Sherwood Anderson
or Sinclair Lewis. Instead, My Ántonia, like Cather’s

other Nebraska novels, is best known for its celebra-
tory images of a prairie landscape valued as a site of
wonder and comprehension. One such moment
comes when Jim, after graduating from high school,
spends a day in the countryside with Ántonia and
the other immigrant girls. At sunset they see a plough
on the horizon and Jim recalls that, “magnified across
the distance by the horizontal light, it stood out
against the sun, was exactly contained within the cir-
cle of the disk; the handles, the tongue, the share—
black against the molten red. There it was, heroic in
size, a picture writing on the sun” (185–186). The
power of the natural world to transform the ordinary
into the heroic informs much of the novel’s environ-
mental imagination, and Jim himself is drawn to
what he calls “the old pull of the earth, the solemn
magic that comes out of those fields” (241).

My Ántonia is the last of Cather’s Nebraska novels
and marks an important turning point in her career.
After completing it she turned her attention to new
locales, particularly the desert of the Southwestern
United States (which she had visited for the first time
in 1915), and never again devoted herself so fully to
representing the land in which she spent her youth.

In 1995 My Ántonia was adapted into an Emmy
Award–winning made-for-television movie.—Ra -
chel Collins
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Cavell, Stanley (1926–  )
Stanley Cavell was born in 1926, in Atlanta, Geor-

gia. Having been taught the piano by his mother, he
enrolled as a music major at the University of Cali-
fornia at Berkeley. Cavell earned a bachelor’s degree
from Berkeley before heading to Harvard, where he
received his Ph.D. in philosophy. He taught for six
years back at Berkeley, but ultimately returned to
Cambridge in 1963, later being named the Walter
M. Cabot Professor of Aesthetics and the General
Theory of Value, acquiring Emeritus status in 1997,
receiving a MacArthur Fellowship, and serving as
President of the American Philosophical Association.
The focus of Cavell’s work is rather complex in na-
ture. It is described as centering on “the intersection
of the analytical tradition (especially the work of
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Austin and Wittgenstein) with moments of the
 Continental tradition (for example, Heidegger and
Nietzsche); with American philosophy (especially
EMERSON and THOREAU); with the arts (for example,
Shakespeare, film and opera); and with psychoanaly-
sis” (Harvard, par. 2).

Cavell’s “ordinary language” philosophy—a broad
heuristic approach that he has applied to “literature,
language, epistemology, politics, ethics, and cul-
ture”—and his interest in “low culture” are often at-
tributed to his “stretching the boundaries between
traditional philosophy and more practical modes of
cultural criticism” (Brino-Dean 460). Cavell rejects
modern skepticism and its Cartesian insistence that
we “doubt the very existence of this bare and inert
reality” in the absence of “absolute certainty” (Furtak
544–5). He focuses instead on expression and epis-
temology, and is an important film critic whose psy-
choanalytic approach to the medium stresses the role
of the viewer (Brino-Dean 461), just as his approach
to literature, and Thoreau specifically, strongly em-
powers the reader.

A respected literary critic who has published on
Shakespeare, Emerson, Derrida, de Man, Fish, and
psychoanalysis, Cavell’s inclusion in this volume is
due primarily to his 1972 book, THE SENSES OF

WALDEN. In it, he joins the target text itself in a
process of re-thinking, thereby demonstrating that
Cavell is—as Thoreau himself was—an unapolo -
getic iconoclast. Moreover, what is often said of
Thoreau, that “his work has proven notoriously hard
to categorize” (Hammer x), is equally true of Cavell.
Whereas literary critics have historically attempted
to simplify WALDEN by means of categorization and
classification (be it as nature writing, an epic poem,
an ethical manifesto, or otherwise), Cavell instead
celebrates its complexity, thus supporting Espen
Hammer’s contention that he “is a lot less interested
in interpretation than in dialogue” (xi). Cavell deems
Walden a sacred book for the manner in which it in-
terfaces with readers: as we read Thoreau’s text, we
become builders of our own, making meaning at
each utterance, constructing a world with each word.
Cavell’s anti-skeptical philosophy is thus quite at
home in Walden; after all, just as Cavell encourages
his reader to privilege her own unique experience of
Walden, so Thoreau seeks no all-encompassing truth,
but rather his own personal ethos, all the while ex-
horting others to follow suit.—David Visser
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The Senses of Walden, 
Stanley Cavell (1972)

Deemed one of the seminal works on HENRY

DAVID THOREAU’s WALDEN, philosopher Stanely
Cavell’s The Senses of Walden is an atypical work of
literary criticism. Seeking not so much to “solve”
Walden by means of categorical explication, Cavell
instead approaches the text with Thoreau’s advice in
mind: just as Thoreau exhorts us to renew our stale
lives and perspectives, so Cavell encourages us to re-
vise our reading of Walden.

Utilizing the techniques of New Criticism, and
following Thoreau’s own injunction to “laboriously
seek the meaning of each word and line,” Cavell di-
vides his work into three sections, “Words,” “Sen-
tences,” and “Portions,” and contends that Walden “is
perfectly complete, in that it means every word it
says, and that it is fully sensible of its mysteries and
fully open about them” (3). Cavell depicts Walden
as a heroic book, in which America’s need for “a
modern epic” is satisfied, with “renewed instruction
of the nation in its ideals, and a standing proof of its
resources of poetry.... The literary ambition of Wal -
den is to shoulder the commitment in prose” (6, 30).
For Cavell, Walden answers EMERSON’s plea for a
truly American literature. In it, Cavell finds an em-
phatically revolutionary text, one that calls on Amer-
icans to liberate themselves, both ethically and lit-
erarily, and does so by acknowledging that living,
like writing, “will come to a finish in each mark of
meaning, in each portion and sentence and word”
(27).

Believing it impossible “to discover and settle this
land, or the question of this land, once for all,” Cavell
cites Thoreau’s exhortation of Americans to contin-
ually reconsider their actions, and do so always with
respect to their surroundings (8). Effectively “re-plac-
ing” himself by moving to Walden, Thoreau fa -
mously aligns himself with Chanticleer by observing,
processing, and, ultimately, sounding. Bird song in-
spires Thoreau, according to Cavell: their voices, or-
ganic and instinctive, bespeak the prose he seeks, as
he aims to “let his words warble and chuckle to
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themselves” in hopes of a deliberate molting for him-
self, his country, and the country (Cavell 40).

Thoreau’s role as one of the first environmentalists
is thus tacitly acknowledged, as he stalwartly be-
seeches us to re-examine our own interaction with
the wild: “we have to learn,” claims Cavell, “that we
have to find ourselves where we are” (97). Hence,
identity and place inform each other; finding our-
selves means realizing nature. Accordingly, Thoreau
aligns nature itself with Walden: “for the writer’s hoe,
the earth is a page” (25). We must live, as Thoreau
says, “deliberately,” cognizant of the effects of the pen
and the hoe. Thus, Cavell’s reading of Walden is an
essentially ecological one, keenly aware of process,
causality and interdependency.

Walden, for Cavell, is also an ambivalent text; like
the rumors surrounding MELVILLE’s Moby Dick, it
can be ubiquitous and immortal, yet “obsessed with
the seasons of a real place ... in Concord, Massachu-
setts, ‘in the Presidency of Polk, five years before the
passage of Webster’s Fugitive-Slave Bill’” (21, 28).
Thoreau thus creates both Walden and Walden: the
former a distinct locale in New England, the latter
an ethereal and eternal workshop housing writer and
reader. The problem, as Cavell sees it, is that “So
long as we will not take our beliefs all the way to
genuine knowledge, to conviction, but keep letting
ourselves be driven to more or less hasty conclusions,
we will keep misplacing the infinite, and so grasp
neither heaven nor earth” (74). We are afforded a
rich binary, as it were, yet cannot grasp either, as
“The state of our society and the state of our minds
are stamped upon one another” (88).

Cavell cites Thoreau’s awareness of his own
writing as a call to the reader, who must, in turn, be
cognizant of her own reading, and the manner in
which she perceives—thereby constructing worlds
of her own. For Cavell, writing begets reading, which
in turn begets further writing, with regard to the act
of creation. Walden is therefore an invasive text, one
that involves itself intimately with the reader, wher-
ever—and whenever—she may be. As Thoreau dis-
cusses his experiment in living, she is required to in-
terrogate her own. This forges a certain intimacy, a
relationship, which leads Cavell to deem Walden “a
sacred text” (he details many of Thoreau’s biblical
borrowings) (14). Those who struggle with Walden—
and Cavell here names Emerson—are those whose
egos block this internal examination. But Cavell is
not part of this crowd, as he continuously and trans-
parently reveals his reaction to the text (even when
he finds that “Walden sometimes seems an enor-
mously long and boring book”), thereby fashioning
an intimacy between The Senses of Walden and its
reader (20). Cavell’s reader finds a compatriot in an-

other peruser of Walden, a liberal sojourner whose
thesis is quite tolerant of—indeed, insistent upon—
alternate readings.

Ultimately, Walden is a hopeful text, Thoreau’s
good-natured exhortation of his countrymen. Cavell
claims success for its hero, citing his ultimate awak-
ening in “The Pond in Winter” chapter, followed by
a continued thawing throughout the “Spring” chap -
ter (98). Recognizing that “‘Heaven is under our feet
as well as over our heads’” entails arriving at a
location by which one can witness his own “double-
ness,” that is, his place within the ideal and the ma-
terial world—in Walden and at Walden (99–100).
In writing that “The writer of Walden is as preoccu-
pied as the writer of Paradise Lost with the creation
of a world by a word,” Cavell demonstrates that
places shape texts, which, in turn and simultaneously,
form places (110). The “doubleness” is really symbi-
otic: just as countries are peopled, so people are
placed. And “To repeople heaven and earth we have
to go back to beginnings” (113). Thankfully, Thore-
auvian beginnings—be they springs or morning
stars—are everywhere to be found.

It is not difficult to understand why The Senses of
Walden has been called the most important book ever
written about Thoreau’s masterpiece. Cavell renders
his own poetry, fitting for a critic claiming that in-
teraction with the text is critical to maximizing one’s
experience of it. Cavell finds in Thoreau not merely
a literary relic, but an ethical guide, a fellow seeker
over whose shoulder he might steal a valuable
glimpse, as his critical textual interface effectively
apes Thoreau’s own investigative experiment at
Walden Pond.—David Visser
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Columbus, Christopher 
(c. 1451–1506)

Columbus was a Genoese navigator and explorer
considered by the modern Western world to be the
first European to discover America. For years, Co -
lum bus’ primary goal was his “Enterprise to the In-
dies,” the search for a westward route to the Orient
for trade in spices, for which he pursued funding for
well over a decade. The year 1492 saw him finally
persuade Ferdinand V and Isabella of Spain to spon-
sor an expedition that would hopefully lead to such
a discovery. He set out in the Santa Maria, with the
smaller Niña and Pinta in tow, fully expecting to
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 arrive in the Orient. Instead, he landed on the islands
of the Caribbean, which he subsequently mislabelled
the West Indies, and he named the native Arawak
people who inhabited these lands “Indians.”

Columbus embarked on his second voyage to the
“Indies” a year later with no less than 17 ships. The
expectation was that he would need them to trade
for gold and establish colonies. Columbus spent the
next three years surveying the Caribbean archipelago
searching in vain for gold finds. Because of his failure,
the King recalled Columbus to Spain. Despite re-
turning empty-handed and publicly disgraced,
Columbus was yet again allowed to venture off in
search of Asia. This venture followed a more southerly
route and led to the discovery of Trinidad and the
mouth of the Orinoco River. Ferdinand and Isabella
forced Columbus out of his recently-awarded gov-
ernorship of this nascent colony and paid him off by
funding his final voyage to the Americas. Thus, the
years between 1502 and 1504 saw Columbus explor-
ing the coast of Central America in inadequately
equipped ships hoping to find a strait that would lead
him to Asia. No route was found and Columbus re-
turned to Spain. On May 20, 1506 he suffered a fatal
heart attack caused by reactive arthritis while living
in Valladolid. Columbus died still convinced that his
journeys had been along the east coast of Asia, in a
land that he named the West Indies. Unfortunately
this misnomer lingers on, still being used quite fre-
quently to describe the native inhabitants of the
Americas even though the people who Columbus first
encountered on his voyage were not from the Indies.

The continued misuse of the term “Indies” and all
its derivatives speaks forcefully of the important po-
sition that Christopher Columbus holds in the annals
of American environmental history. His occupation
of this position owes much to the publication of his
seminal documentary evidence of the existence of
the New World. A traditional narrative account of
exploration, the diaries of Columbus’ voyages are
based on some of the most powerful and enduring
metaphors of discovery in human history: lands dis-
covered “for the first time” become white spaces on
a map to claim and name. Because he was bestowed
with the power to first name, and then claim, the
lands that he “discovered,” and the plants, animals
and even peoples that occupied them, Christopher
Columbus will no doubt continue to hold the title
of discoverer of the Americas for generations to
come. In reality, however, he did not really discover
anything, as both North and South America had
been inhabited for more than ten thousand years
when Columbus arrived. The literally hundreds of
distinct nations with their own languages, customs,
religions, and economic systems that greeted Colum-

bus’ arrival in the Americas stand as proof that the
lands stumbled upon by a navigator in search of a
trade route to the East did not constitute wide, open,
virgin space.

Columbus’ achievements should not be dimin-
ished, however. While the truism that Columbus dis-
covered America is false, the admiral did find the
best routes for Europeans to reach the Americas, a
fact to which all other ships that followed in his wake
for the next 300 years could attest. Additionally,
Columbus’ explorations initiated sustained contact
between European and American peoples. Moreover,
they focused the attention and capital of European
governments and investors on America, which led
them to establish colonies throughout the region over
the next century. Finally, and most importantly, his
Biblically-inspired accounts of a paradisical environ-
ment awaiting European inhabitation and domina-
tion, established the mythopeic framework that
America, 400 years later, is still struggling to tran-
scend (THE BIBLE).—Christine Cloud
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Accounts of the Four 
Voyages of Columbus

Christopher Columbus’s textual description of his
first voyage to the Americas (1492–1493) took the
form of a March 1493 letter to his good friend and
sponsor from Lisbon, Portugal, Luis de Santangel.
Columbus described in vivid detail his discovery of
first “San Salvador” and “Española,” lands which the
National Geographic Society has deemed to be what
is now Samana Cay, in the Bahaman Islands, Fortune
Island, Cuba, and the Dominican Republic. Colum-
bus wrote an almost identical letter March 14, 1493,
to Raphael Sanchez (d. 1505), one of the three
influential New Christians that Luis de Santangel got
help from to finance Columbus’ first voyage. The
goal of writing these letters to his benefactors was no
doubt to convince them to provide him with the ad-
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ditional funds that would be needed to embark on
subsequent voyages. Little did he know that by the
time the Genoese adventurer returned to the Spanish
capital in early April, his personal correspondence
had been printed and was circulating throughout Eu-
rope. Upon reading it, the Spanish monarchs became
so delighted that, with the highest of hopes, they in-
structed Columbus to immediately return to the
mysterious yet exciting landscapes described within
it. The excitement that the monarchs felt upon read-
ing it speaks to the account’s powerful, evocative,
yet exaggerated description of the Americas.

The second primary source for Columbus’ mus -
ings on his adventures in the Atlantic is a logbook
that the Admiral had himself kept and then later of-
fered to the Spanish monarchs in 1493. His son Fer-
dinand wrote a summary of this account in his bi-
ography of his father, and the Dominican friar
BARTOLOMÉ DE LAS CASAS used it for his HISTORIA

DE LAS INDIAS which he published in 1558. Since the
original and all known copies later disappeared, the
journal is known to us today only in the form of Las
Casas’ heavily mediated copy of it. Later Ferdinand
Columbus’ Italian translation was published in 1571
by Alfonso Ulloa as Historie de S. D. Fernando
Colombo nelle quali s’ha particolare e vera relazione
della vita e de’ fatti dell’ Ammiraglio D. Christoforo
Colombo suo Padre. Martin Fernandez de Navarrette
later published a longer version of it in 1825. It then
appeared in English translation in 1893 thanks to
Clements R. Markam and the Hakluyt Society.

The journal of the first voyage reads like a discur-
sive map, which would explain why Christopher
Columbus is often called the first American land -
scape writer. Yet the reality is that Columbus wrote
his linguistic map of the Americas while still be -
lieving that the lands about which he wrote pertained
to Asia. Others doubted Columbus’ claim to have
found a route to the riches of the Orient, however.
Columbus wrote his Relacíon in the hopes of con-
vincing these doubters, as well as the King and
Queen of Spain, of the veracity of his claims. As a
consequence, the journal of the initial voyage in re-
ality creates, rather than describes, the lands with
which its author first came into contact. It does so
through the use of powerful textual images carefully
selected for the purpose of reinventing the natural
world in which Columbus accidentally found
himself. It begins with a description of the gruelling
transatlantic crossing of the Niña, Pinta and Santa
María, which never hesitates to announce the pres-
ence of such natural harbingers of land such as birds,
sticks and branches, all of which appear throughout
the narrative until land was actually sighted for the
first time on October 12, 1492. The journal then goes

on to describe the lands that Columbus and his men
first encountered when they disembarked. Colum-
bus’s words here evoke the Garden of Eden with their
use of paradisiacal vocabulary (THE BIBLE). The trees
are all splendid and magical; the flora and fauna are
majestic in their beauty. If the landscape constitutes
Paradise, the peoples that inhabit it function as the
personifications of what humans used to be before
their cataclysmic fall from grace. Columbus com-
ments at great length on the beauty of the people
who ran around resplendent in their proud naked-
ness, so much as to appear to be obsessed with their
unclothed bodies. This biblical vision of the Amer-
ican natural world ironically led to its destructive ex-
ploitation, as it inspired the idea of unending fertility,
which later morphed into the romantic anthropocen-
tric notion that these were lands that could be ex-
ploited indefinitely, so plentiful was their bounty.
Yet the Americas never constituted lands that were
free for the taking, given that they were already in-
habited when first encountered by the Spanish. This
inconvenient truth did not dissuade Columbus from
encouraging their exploitation with his unending
praise of their seemingly unending ability to provide.
Nor did it do anything to prevent the Admiral from
bestowing Spanish names upon places that had years
ago already been named. After all, in Columbus’ eyes
at least, if to see is to possess, to name is to reiterate
the reality of one’s possession.

The descriptions of the rest of Columbus’ initial
voyage portray Columbus in a similar, if somewhat
more ambivalent light. At times he appears to respect
the natives he meets, even going so far as to trust
them enough to forge alliances with them. Yet at
other times the textual Columbus proposes that,
once appropriately trained in the Spanish language,
religion and customs, the natives he has met would
make excellent slaves—despite being cannibals, of
course. Columbus’ writings on his second voyage
cover similar ground in their retelling of the dis -
covery of the Caribbean islands and their vivid yet
biased portrayal of the peoples that lived there, prin-
cipally the Arawaks and the Caribs. Although con-
siderably less famous, the writings that pertain to
Columbus’ third and fourth voyages are interesting
in their own right, describing as they do the trials
and tribulations related to tempestuous weather and
terrifying attacks by the indigenous peoples with
which Columbus and his men were forced to con -
tend when they finally reached the South American
continent. Shortly after landing in this unknown re-
gion, now thought of as Venezuela, Christopher
Columbus’ reputation began to suffer the conse-
quences of his poor leadership of the New World
colonies with which he had been entrusted, and the

Columbus 64



crown eventually stripped him of all the titles he had
earned, except for those he will probably never lose
thanks to the painstakingly detailed description of
his travels through new lands: first discoverer and
nature writer of the Americas.—Christine Cloud
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The Conservation Movement
From its nineteenth-century focus on natural re-

source conservation to its twenty-first-century con-
cerns with global power inequities, American con-
servationist and environmental movements have
profoundly shaped the national environmental imag-
ination. Literature has long been central to America’s
conservation and environmental movements, and
writers from JOHN MUIR to RACHEL CARSON have
influenced generations through their writings and
participation in social movements.

The conservation movement became visible in the
United States during the nineteenth century. Artistic,
literary, and intellectual movements admired the per-
ceived wildness of the American landscape, as it ap-
peared to be vanishing with the nation’s relentless
westward expansion (Nash 96–107). Yet leaders in
the conservation movement espoused not only an
appreciation for the native land, but an interest in
natural history and ecology. Thus, although HENRY

DAVID THOREAU is best remembered today for
WALDEN, OR LIFE IN THE WOODS (1854), he also con-
tributed to natural history with his groundbreaking,
“The Succession of Forest Trees.” Similarly, George
Perkins Marsh sounded one of the earliest alarms in
Man and Nature (1864). In arguing that environ-
mental destruction was responsible for the collapse
of ancient civilizations, Marsh proselytized that
human actions may have negative consequences for
the natural environment and consequently endanger
human populations (Nash 104–105).

By the late nineteenth-century, the scarcity of nat-
ural resources and corporations’ wasteful use of those

resources increasingly concerned Americans. In ad-
dition, the scientific forestry practiced in Germany and
France influenced early conservationist thought and
practice. Gifford Pinchot, the first Chief of the United
States Forest Service (1905–1910) and founder of the
Yale School of Forestry (1900), espoused a conserva-
tionist philosophy. Pinchot defined conservation as
“the greatest good for the greatest number for the long -
est time.” He endorsed developing natural resources,
but doing so in the most efficient ways possible.

JOHN MUIR, founder of the Sierra Club, was one
of Pinchot’s contemporaries. An author, naturalist,
and advocate, Muir is closely associated with a
preservationist philosophy. In contrast to Pinchot’s
conservationist ethos, Muir found a spiritual value
in nature that he prioritized over utilitarian uses. The
conflict between Muir and Pinchot escalated over
Pinchot’s support for sheep grazing in National
Forests, and the damming of Hetch Hetchy Valley
in Yosemite National Park (Nash 161–181).

Preservationists and conservationists built on ad-
vocacy throughout the nineteenth-century for lands
to be declared public and held by a state or federal
government; and in 1890 Yellowstone became the
first National Park. In 1916, President Woodrow Wil-
son signed the bill authorizing the National Park
Service. While the Forest Reserve Act of 1891 created
national forest reserves, the federal government
placed the Forest Service in charge of those reserves
in 1905. The Forest Service operated upon conser-
vationist principles to manage natural resources,
while the National Park Service aimed to preserve
spiritual, aesthetic, and historical values for future
generations (Hays 27–48, Nash 181).

Historians Karl Jacoby and Mark Spence have in-
vestigated some of the consequences of these new
land designations. National Parks sought to protect
nature from humans. They privileged certain forms
of human usage (aesthetic, recreational, religious)
over others (economic). National Forests prioritized
“scientific management” rather than local or tradi-
tional use. Many working-class communities that re-
lied on the forests for hunting grounds suddenly
found themselves labeled criminal poachers. Simi -
larly, Native Americans, forced onto reservations,
were excluded from traditional grounds designated
National Parks or National Forests. While earlier in
the nineteenth-century, many viewed Native Amer-
icans as inseparable from the frontier or wilderness,
by the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
wilderness was viewed as a place without people.
Conservation and preservationist movements existed
alongside vibrant progressive-era urban health move-
ments, as described by historian Robert Gottlieb.
Alice Hamilton, for example, a contemporary of

65 Conservation



Muir and Pinchot, worked at Jane Addam’s Hull
House in Chicago. Hamilton noted the relationship
between urban pollution and disease outbreak, and
labored to protect workers from industrial hazards,
like lead, arsenic, and mercury. Thus, Hamilton is
as important a predecessor to the modern environ-
mental movement as Muir and Pinchot (Gottlieb
83–88).

German biologist Ernst Haeckel is credited with
coining the term “ecology” (1869), the study of the
relationships among organisms and the environment.
The study of ecology, which gained popularity in
the United States in the twentieth-century, inter-
twines with the conservation movement and the
management of federal lands, most clearly through
the influence of ALDO LEOPOLD. As a wildlife man-
ager for the Forest Service, Leopold participated in
predator control programs that sought to protect the
local environment and game species through exter-
minating predator species. He witnessed first hand
the results as exploding deer populations devastated
ecosystems (Sutter 54–99). In his landmark book,
THE SAND COUNTY ALMANAC, Leopold proposed a
land ethic, “A thing is right when it tends to preserve
the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic com-
munity. It is wrong when it tends otherwise” (262).

In 1935, Leopold became one of the founding
members of The Wilderness Society. According to
historian Paul S. Sutter, the increasing availability of
automobiles during this period resulted in renewed
preservationist efforts to protect wilderness. As cars
reached more and more locations, and car camping
grew in popularity, conservationists feared that mo-
torized recreation (auto-tourism) significantly threat-
ened the wilderness experience. With the 1964 Wil-
derness Act, congress officially designated certain
lands based on their “primeval character” as wilder-
ness. The Wilderness Act defined wilderness as “an
area where the earth and its community of life are
untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor
who does not remain.”

The publication of RACHEL CARSON’s SILENT

SPRING (1962) heralded the birth of the modern en-
vironmental movement. Carson, a marine biologist
and popular science writer, exposed the devastating
effects of DDT on human and animal communities.
Along with Carson’s book, Paul Erhlich’s The Popu-
lation Bomb (1968), Frances Moore Lappé’s Diet for
a Small Planet (1971), a catastrophic oil spill in Santa
Barbara (1969), Lake Erie’s declared death due to eu-
trophication, and a pollution-caused fire on the
Cuyahoga River in Ohio (1969) kept environmental
concerns in the public eye (Sale 3–5, 16–17, 19). Si-
multaneously, David Brower, as president of the
Sierra Club, pushed the organization in a more ac-

tivist direction, including publishing full-page ads
in the New York Times protesting plans to dam the
Grand Canyon (Nash 231). In 1968, an astronaut
took the iconic color picture of the blue earth from
space. This photograph, suggesting the fragility of
the planet and encouraging a holistic approach, con-
tributed to the growing environmental movement
(Kirk 41–42). Public attention to the environment
culminated in the first Earth Day on April 22, 1970,
and 20 million people participated in this national
teach-in on the environment, founded by Senator
Gaylord Nelson (Sale 24–25).

The concerns of many new environmentalists
echoed progressive-era urban health issues rather
than traditional conservation. New environmental
regulations focused on clear air, clean water, reducing
toxic exposures, and disposing properly of wastes
(Gottlieb 175–185). Additionally, many participants
in 1960s social movements turned away from the per-
ceived plasticity and conformity of the 1950s; going
“back to land” suggested a return to authenticity
(Gottlieb 140). Indeed, magazines like the WHOLE

EARTH CATALOG and Mother Earth News, as well as
books like Helen and Scott Nearing’s Living the Good
Life, inspired some to try homesteading and return
to a perceived more natural way of life (Kirk 53–55,
85).

This upsurge in concern led to federal environ-
mental regulations including the Clean Air Act
(1955), Clean Water Act (1960), Solid Waste Disposal
Act (1965), National Wild and Scenic Rivers Act
(1968), National Environmental Policy Act (1969),
Water Pollution Control Act (1972), and Endangered
Species Act (1973) (Sale xi–xii).

In 1975, EDWARD ABBEY authored THE MONKEY

WRENCH GANG, whose eponymous heroes defended
the wild through acts of sabotage. Abbey’s literature
influenced the formation in 1979 of EarthFirst!, the
most prominent radical environmental organization
in the U.S. The founders, including DAVE FOREMAN

and Mike Roselle, objected to the compromises made
by more mainstream environmental organizations in
determining roadless area designations. With the
motto, “No Compromise in Defense of Mother
Earth,” EarthFirst!’s publicity stunts (like hanging
banners) drew media attention to the loss of wilder-
ness. EarthFirst! participants put their bodies on the
line to stop logging, road building, and other envi-
ronmentally destructive activities. Beginning in the
early 1980s, EarthFirst! supported “tree sits,” wherein
participants would live, sometimes for months, hun-
dreds of feet up in old growth trees to prevent their
logging (Scarce 58–66). While known for its dis-
tinctive tactics, a philosophy of “deep ecology” or
biocentrism also fueled the organization. With affinities
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to Buddhist teaching, deep ecology holds that all life
has value in and of itself, and privileges the intrinsic
worth of ecosystems over their value and use to hu-
mans (Scarce 31–39).

EarthFirst! split in 1990 as participants such as
Judi Bari, recognizing connections between environ-
mental issues and other social justice issues including
feminism, anti-imperialism, anti-racism, and labor
solidarity, challenged Dave Foreman and others who
privileged wilderness threats above all other issues
(Bari 55–59; Zankin 358–360, 409–415). Organi-
zations such as Rising Tide North America typify
the radical environmental movement in the twenty-
first century. Such organizations, while linked with
EarthFirst!’s radical environmentalism, have also
been influenced by the environmental justice move-
ment.

The environmental justice movement confronts
the inequitable distribution of environmental risks
and the consequences of environmental pollution
along lines of race and class. In the late 1970s, Love
Canal, a neighborhood in New York situated on
21,000 tons of toxic waste, drew the nation’s attention
to the plight of communities facing toxic exposure.
As communities facing threats similar to those of
Love Canal surfaced, accusations of NIMY–ism (Not
In My Backyard), were countered by efforts to
prevent the production and distribution of such
toxics nationally or internationally (Szasz 38–56, 69–
83).

Also in the late 1970s, sociologist Robert Bullard
applied a civil rights framework to environmental
risks, discovering systemic patterns of injustice in
the locations of landfills and dumps. The environ-
mental justice movement grew out of communities
of color fighting back against their increased exposure
to environmental hazards. The environmental justice
movement challenged the wilderness focus of the tra-
ditional conservation movement, drawing attention
to the inequitable distribution of environmental risks
in society, and the exclusion of the concerns of com-
munities of color from mainstream environmental
agendas. The First National People of Color Envi-
ronmental Leadership Summit in 1991 developed the
central principles of this new movement, recognizing
the environment as inclusive of where people live
and work (Bullard 19–42). Through the 1990s,
changes in the movement of people, goods, and cap-
ital, drew attention to global environmental in-
equities, and natural disasters like Hurricane Katrina
suggest the structural manner in which inequitable
risks remain.

In 1999, large scale protests at the meeting of the
World Trade Organization in Seattle, Washington,
heralded the arrival of the global justice movement

in the U.S. Protestors represented both environ -
mental organizations and labor unions concerned
with the effects of global trade organizations on both
labor and environmental regulations. In the face of
threats like global warming, the environmental
movement increasingly recognizes a need to act in-
ternationally, and in coalition with other organiza-
tions and social movements.—Sarah Wald
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Cooper, James Fenimore 
(1789–1851)

Through his fiction and nonfiction, James Feni-
more Cooper established himself as one of the pre-
eminent mythographers of the early American envi-
ronment, shaping the essential foundations for the
dream of early American man living in harmony with
the forest and field. Often, however, this dream
conflicted with the desires of others to cultivate the
land and exploit its resources for their own profit.
Cooper’s greatest literary achievement was his series
of LEATHERSTOCKING NOVELS: The Pioneers (1823),
The Last of the Mohicans (1826), The Prairie (1827),
The Pathfinder (1840), and The Deerslayer (1841). In
these tales Cooper presents one of America’s most
enduring hero archetypes: Natty Bumppo. Bumppo
is the voice of the American wilderness for the dom-
inant white European culture, and through his rela-
tionship to that wilderness—indeed, through his in-
trinsically hybrid being—the enduring myth of the
American frontier itself is born.

Cooper was born in Burlington, New Jersey in
1789, to William Cooper and Elizabeth Fenimore
Cooper, but his family soon moved to his father’s es-
tate in Cooperstown, New York (founded by his fa-
ther), and he grew up in the woods and along the
shore of Otsego Lake, cultivating an early but
decisive affinity and affection for the wild. Cooper
entered Yale University at age 13, but was later
 expelled for a dangerous prank. He then spent a 
year sailing on a commercial ship before joining the
Navy at 17, experiences that, like his earlier wilderness
rambles, would figure prominently in his later fic-
tion.

In 1811, Cooper married Susan Augusta Delancey,
and spent the next decade raising his family of seven
children. He began his publishing career with a Eu-
ropean genre—the novel of manners. Precaution,
published in 1820, was not a great success, but be-
tween 1820 and 1850 he published 32 novels and nu-
merous works of nonfiction, including several vol-
umes of travel writing. Sketches of Switzerland, the
first of five travel narratives Cooper published, pro-
voked hostility by using American landscapes only
to show how inferior they were to European ones.

Financial success, and the beginning of Cooper’s
profound influence on American literature, came
with the publication of The Pioneers in 1823. Auto-
biographical elements in the work include characters
such as Judge Marmaduke Temple, based on his fa-
ther, and Templeton, a recreation of the Coopers -
town of his childhood. In The Pioneers, as in all of
the Leatherstocking novels, Cooper attacks the wan-
ton destruction of the waters, forests, and fields for

commercial ventures, which he saw in the wilderness
clearing of his youth.

From the beginning, the land of the settlers was
conceived of as belonging not to the native inhabi-
tants but to the immigrants, for two principal
reasons: 1) the intoxicating notion of MANIFEST DES-
TINY, that Americans were destined to claim not
merely their Puritan “promised land” (THE BIBLE),
but all of North America, and 2) the proprietorial
corollary of the “Protestant work ethic,” that the land
belonged to those who worked to improve it.
Throughout the Leatherstocking novels, and how -
ever much his character may otherwise change with
age and experience, Bumppo remains an eloquent
and charismatic spokesman against the “wicked and
wasty ways of civilization” (The Pioneers), as settlers
rushed to claim and improve the frontier for them-
selves. In The Pioneers, in particular, Bumppo clashes
with farmers, like Bill Kirby, who slash and burn the
fields irresponsibly. The Bush family of The Prairie
“scourge the very ’arth with their axes. Such hills and
hunting grounds as I have seen stripped of the gifts
of the Lord, without remorse or shame!” (75). A gen-
eration before HENRY DAVID THOREAU retreated to
WALDEN, and two before MARK TWAIN’s Huck Finn
reckoned he had “to light out for the Territory,”
Bumppo sought to escape the ever-encroaching civ-
ilization, repeatedly trying and failing to find rest on
the salutary side of the borderline between the
human and nonhuman.

Cooper’s time at sea provided him with vivid mar-
itime analogues for the American interior, and his
The Pilot (1823), The Red Rover (1827) and The
Water-Witch (1830) depicted life on the ocean with
the same mythic naturalism—and characters, like
John Paul Jones, with the same charismatic other-
ness—as the Leatherstocking tales’ wilderness and
their solitary hero.

Influenced by the painters of the Hudson River
School and Thomas Cole, with their vast vistas,
Cooper’s wilderness became a potent symbol of
America, for America. In contrast to earlier colonial
authors, and even “arcadian” idealists like THOMAS

JEFFERSON (AMERICAN PASTORAL), Cooper did not
portray the frontier as a place that needed to be con-
quered or domesticated. His depictions of the wil-
derness and the men who lived there in harmony
with the woods and rivers, formed the mythic basis
for a new, deeper and more sympathetic understand-
ing and relationship with the American environ-
ment.—Patricia Kennedy Bostian
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“The Leatherstocking Tales,” 
James Fenimore Cooper 

(1823–1841)
James Fenimore Cooper’s Leatherstocking Tales

center on one of American literature’s greatest and
most compelling “hybrid” characters, the forester
Natty Bumppo, known variously by European char-
acters as “Leatherstocking,” “the trapper,” and “Path -
finder” and by his Native American compan ions as
“Hawk-eye,” “la longue carabine” (the long rifle), and
“Deerslayer.” The series spans Bumppo’s formative
days on upstate New York’s frontiers, his career as a
scout in the French and Indian War, and his aged
days coming to grips with the encroachment of
America’s western expansion on his wilderness home.
Cooper published five novels focused on different
events in Bumppo’s life; in order of publica tion, The
Pioneers (1823), The Last of the Mohicans (1826), The
Prairie (1827), The Pathfinder (1841), and The Deer-
slayer (1841). The novels’ publication, however, does
not follow Bumppo’s life chronology, as Deerslayer
deals with his youth (1740–55), Mohicans (1757) and
Pathfinder (1750’s) with his adulthood, and Pioneers
(1793) and Prairie (1804) with his old age. Among
other issues, the novels focus on the clash of settle-
ment and wilderness, how to conserve nature and
resources, and the place of Native America in the
face of expansion.

As a European character that lives in the wil -
derness and has adopted the way of life of the Native
Americans (Barbara Mann, in fact, claims he has
mixed blood), Leatherstocking exists on the unstable
“fault line” between the conflicting forces of nature
and “civilization” that Cooper believed constituted
the essential American dichotomy. This conflict plays
itself out in a number of ways in Cooper’s novels;
for example, through disputes over land ownership
on the frontier, clashes between Europeans and
Native Americans, and representations of the frontier
as a lawless space that has yet to be “civilized.”
Leatherstocking has an ambiguous place in these
conflicts. While he may seem to stand for civilization
when he repeatedly claims that he is a Christian “man
without a cross” (of pure white blood), his wilderness
ways often pit him against civilization. Cooper

confirms Leatherstocking’s association with the wil-
derness by representing him as a Daniel Boone–like
figure in The Pioneers and The Prairie. In these novels
of his old age, Leatherstocking retreats further to the
west so he may better live his “primitivistic” life,
when he finds himself in conflict with the encroach-
ing settlements.

As Arthur Robinson suggests, the conflict in The
Pioneers between the wilderness and civilization plays
out in the novel’s dialogue on conservation. Robin -
son claims that the novel represents three character
types that offer three possible responses to the issue
of “how the settlers handle their natural resources”
(566): those who see an unlimited amount of natural
resources present for their own benefit and who
therefore shun conservation methods; those who be-
lieve conservation should be employed to protect re-
sources, with an eye to the future; and those who
only want what they need at the time and have a sen-
timental attachment to the land. The majority of the
settlers fit the first description, and the novel vocalizes
fairly clear condemnation of their behavior through
Leatherstocking and Judge Temple. Temple fits the
second category. While he condemns the wasteful
settlers, he does so not out of concern for the envi-
ronment per se but because, as the proprietor of the
settlement, he worries that wasteful depletion of re-
sources may inhibit his ability to maximize the gains
he can make off his territorial capital. The final cat-
egory describes Leatherstocking. For Leather -
stocking, who has a sentimental, nostalgic attach -
ment to the environment, “The earth is God’s
product, formed according to his will; any manifold
alteration in its natural condition, by ‘clearings’ in
the forest and artificial regulation of his creatures, is
sacrilegious” (Robinson 574). Therefore, while one
might think that the Judge and Leatherstocking
would share a bond over their concern for conserva-
tion, they in fact differ in their reasons for this con-
cern: while the Judge acts out of self-interest,
Leatherstocking does so because he deeply reverences
the environment. The Judge, indeed, breaks Leather-
stocking’s law, to only take from the environment
what one needs to survive, when he introduces set-
tlement and cultivation on the frontier, thus provok-
ing the latter’s enmity.

The conflict between these two characters and
their value systems exemplifies Cooper’s treatment
of the civilization vs. wilderness theme. These novels
tend to take up the issue in terms of how to settle
the West most ethically. Based on his personal
predilections as well as his tendency to portray
genteel characters like the Judge in a sympathetic
fashion, we can conclude that Cooper ultimately
sides with the forces of encroaching civilization and
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economic expansion, as long as such forces follow
the Judge’s relatively measured, sustainable approach.
As a Western believer in progress, Cooper believed
that settling the frontier could lead to goods such as
greater wealth for the majority, and as a nationalist,
he believed that the United States’ would dominate
the continent (MANIFEST DESTINY). However, at the
same time, Cooper sounds a melancholic note in his
representation of Leatherstocking. Although unable
to reconcile his values with the settlers, Leatherstock-
ing is a noble character who performs valorous deeds
and lives by a value system that he earnestly believes
in. While Cooper sees Leatherstocking and his ilk as
necessarily unfit for life in the settlements, he at the
same time sees their ejection as a tragedy. The rise
of civilization, while a major achievement for man -
kind, has its costs for Cooper.

Another of the novel’s ethical dilemmas involves
the future of Native America. Indeed, Leatherstock-
ing’s plight is to some degree one and the same with
that of the Native American society that the settlers
dispossessed. Similar to Leatherstocking, Cooper’s
noble Indians, such as Leatherstocking’s close friend
Chingachgook, Chingachgook’s son Uncas, and
Hard-Heart, are all admirable figures who show valor
in distress and live by strongly felt ethical codes. For
Cooper, these characters too must fade in the face of
the march of settlement, as their way of life, like
Leatherstocking’s, is not compatible with civilization.
Cooper, in this sense, plays on the Vanishing Indian
myth. This myth, which Cooper conjoins with ro-
mantic discourses about the “noble savage,” indicates
that while Native Americans may have admirable
characteristics, they are constitutionally incapable of
integrating with European civilization due to their
lower place on the ladder of human development.
In effect, purveyors of the myth denigrate regrettable
facts of European colonization’s history in the New
World, such as the Natives’ death due to illnesses
they had no immunity against, and the sometimes
atrocious military subjugation of technologically in-
ferior Natives to take their lands, to the level of cul-
tural images. These Vanishing Indian figures are typ-
ically given a moment to lament their fate, much as
Chingachgook does at the close of The Last of the
Mohicans. However, they are powerless to stop the
forces of history. While Cooper’s enactment of this
myth places him in the camp of writers that used lit-
erary and cultural means to support the horrors of
Indian Removal, we must also recognize the tragedy
which Cooper saw in the Removal, and regarding
which, as Barbara Mann claims, Cooper sympathized
with Native Americans in contrast to his peers.

While extremely popular in his own day, the in-
tervening years have seen a decline in the critical

opinion of Cooper’s work, in comparison with that
of later American authors such as NATHANIEL

HAWTHORNE and HERMAN MELVILLE. However, his
complex treatment of the issues described in this dis-
cussion render his work of enduring value to students
of environmental literature; and in a time of growing
environmental awareness and interest in developing
sustainable living practices, renewed interest in
Cooper is both fitting and rewarding.—John C.
Havard
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Cooper, Susan Fenimore 
(1813–1894)

Born in 1813 in Westchester County, New York,
Susan Fenimore Cooper was the eldest surviving
daughter of the novelist JAMES FENIMORE COOPER,
whose most famous works, the LEATHERSTOCKING

TALES, chronicle frontier life and the expansion of
European-American settlement in the wilderness.
Susan Cooper dedicated much of her literary life to
her role as her father’s secretary, and later as his
literary executor. However, she was an important
writer in her own right, notable as the first American
woman to author a book of nature writing.

Susan Cooper was born into a well-to-do and suc-
cessful family headed by her grandfather William
Cooper, a judge, member of Congress, and the
founder of Cooperstown. As young girls she and her
sisters studied writing, geography, arithmetic, and
English history at home with their mother. An
equally significant part of her education, however,
was that offered by the many walks and rides around
the countryside with her father and grandfather,
which Cooper credits with instilling in her a deep
love of nature and the landscape of rural New York.
She was briefly enrolled in a girls’ school, but more
rigorous lessons, especially in French, began as the
family prepared to live in Europe. In Paris, in
addition to studying such subjects as history, gram-
mar, and several languages, Cooper had lessons in
dancing, music and drawing. After seven years of
travel and mingling in European society, the family
returned home in 1833, with Cooper an accomp -
lished young woman of 20.
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Cooper’s devotion to her father shaped the course
of her life, both personal and literary. She remained
unmarried and lived the rest of her life at the family
home in Cooperstown. In a family memoir, she re-
called, “My dear Father always gave each of us girls
a good-night kiss, and blessing, every evening.... This
habit he kept up affectionately long after we were
grown women; indeed, until the last year of his life”
(Small Family Memories). In her professional life, she
not only served as his copyist and secretary, but fol-
lowed in his footsteps by writing fiction—first short
stories, and later a full length novel, Elinor Wyllys,
which her father arranged to have published in 1845.

In 1848 Cooper began keeping a written record of
her observations of her home county, the farms,
fields, villages, and woods around Lake Otsego. En-
couraged by her father she revised, researched, and
recast her notes into a substantial nature diary, or-
ganized around one calendar year. The result, RURAL

HOURS (1850), is her most important and successful
work, valuable for establishing a detailed portrait of
the Cooperstown area as well as raising readers’
awareness of the moral importance and physical
fragility of the environment. In her later years she
continued to write in several genres, including essays
on nature, memoirs, fiction, local history, biograph-
ical sketches, and works for children. Her philan-
thropic work was well known in the Cooperstown
area, where she founded both a hospital and an or-
phanage. She died in 1894 at the age of 81.—Anne
Kellenberger
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Rural Hours, 
Susan Fenimore Cooper 

(1850)

Susan Fenimore Cooper’s first nonfiction work,
Rural Hours, is also the first book of nature writing
by an American woman. It takes the form of a nature
diary: a collection of near-daily entries organized
within one calendar year, beginning in March and
ending the following February. The various entries
consist of Cooper’s detailed observations, musings,
recollections, and opinions, each prompted by an ex-
cursion into the environs of Cooperstown, New
York, her hometown. Rural Hours appeared in 1850—

four years before THOREAU’s WALDEN—and went
through nine editions in the next 25 years. Its success
inspired Cooper to publish other works connected
to the environment, including an edition of nature
poetry dedicated to WILLIAM CULLEN BRYANT. Rural
Hours, however, remains her most substantial con-
tribution to the field of nature writing.

One significant issue in discussions of Cooper’s
contribution to environmental literature has been
the question of how best to characterize her approach
to the topic: that is, the extent to which Cooper’s
nature writing conforms to or is limited by the do-
mestic ideology of the day. Rural Hours, for example,
appeared anonymously—authored simply “by a
Lady.” In her preface, Cooper also evinces a ladylike
modesty, offering readers a “simple record” of her
“trifling observations on rustic matters,” begun
merely for her own “amusement” (3). This conven-
tionally feminine perspective can also be seen in some
of her entries on local homes, styles of clothing, gar-
dening, meal preparation, and child-rearing. Indeed,
at one point she flatly states that “Home, we may
rest assured, will always be, as a rule, the best place
for a woman; her labors, pleasures and interests,
should all center there, whatever be her sphere of
life” (100). Yet the idea that hers are “trifling obser-
vations” does not account for the many pages of care-
fully detailed description, which might better be
characterized as the work of a highly informed am-
ateur naturalist. Moreover, Cooper contextualizes
much of her painstaking observation of nature with
reference to the best science of her day. She was fa-
miliar with works by JOHN JAMES AUDUBON, Louis
Agassiz, Georges Cuvier, Alexander von Humbolt,
and Charles Lyell, among many others. Tina Gian-
quitto describes her nature writing as being as “ac-
curate as those of the naturalists whose work she both
admires and seeks to emulate” (Gianquitto 178).
Nina Baym includes Cooper in her study of women
and science in the nineteenth century, describing
Cooper’s project as incorporating a “huge array of
print sources, most of them scientific” (Baym 73).
Rochelle Johnson and Daniel Patterson confirm that
there is “a prodigious depth of research” in Rural
Hours (xi).

It is, however, Cooper’s own deep familiarity with
and loving appreciation of nature that gives the book
its power and authority. She displays an intimate
first-person knowledge of the many varieties of birds,
flowers, fruit, grasses, insects, trees and shrubs, and
small animals—their comings and goings, the
changes in their appearances, the blooming and
dying—and offers her constant and scrupulous at-
tention to all she sees. The book builds an impressive
sense of place over the course of the year. She knows
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the girth of the trees and the shifting colors of the
leaves, the minute differences between the numerous
varieties of birds she observes. Her May 4th entry,
for example, records the return of the chimney swal-
lows. She tells readers that there are six species of
swallows in the area, four within her own neighbor-
hood, and describes each type. The chimney swallow
receives the most detailed attention:

[It] has no beauty to boast of ; it is altogether
plain, and almost bat-like in appearance, but in
its way, it is remarkably clever and skilful. It is as
good at clinging to a bare wall, or the trunk of a
tree, as the woodpecker, its tail being shaped like
that of those birds.... [T]hey play and chase the
insects, and feed and sing after their fashion, with
an eager, rapid twitter; they have little to do with
the earth, and the plants, and the trees, never
alighting, except within a chimney. They feed
entirely on the wing supplying their young also,
when they are able to fly, in the same manner,
and they seem to drink flying as they skim over
the water. A cloudy, damp day is their delight,
and one often sees them out in the rain [35].

Cooper conscientiously attends to each detail of
the birds’ shape, activity, sounds and habits. Her
mention of “often” seeing them on a rainy day sug-
gests her own frequent presence on wet days, watch-
ing intently and taking notes. For all her reliance on
learned readings, Cooper ultimately establishes her
own authority on the strength of her patient obser-
vation and almost exhaustive cataloguing of the re-
sults. In entry after entry, Cooper builds a thorough
picture of the Cooperstown area—the woods and
lake—but also the farms and gardens, fairs and mar-
kets. This accretion of detail, the intensity of the
scrutiny, the commitment to investigate, and the care
in presentation, gradually create a sense of deep love
and ethic of responsibility for the environment,
which forms the basis of what Michael Bryson iden-
tifies as “a rather forward-looking conservation ethic”
(Bryson 112).

Perhaps Cooper’s most important contribution to
establishing an ecological awareness is her repeated
documentation of the reduction or disappearance of
many different species. Indeed, her awareness of the
pressure outside economic forces place on local
species contributes to what Timothy Sweet considers
her “globalized sense of place-consciousness” (541).
She notes the destructive impact of clear-cutting on
local trees, the depletion of fish due to dam-building
and over-fishing, the disappearance of large predators
due to unlimited hunting, the displacement of native
flora by European species. She deplores the greed that
motivates a landowner to “turn his timber into bank-
notes with all possible speed,” and urges readers to
open their eyes to the value of the landscape beyond

“dollars and cents” (132). She also inveighs against
people’s indifference toward, and willful ignorance
of, species unique to the American continent, whose
preservation is a duty. She warns that many animal
species, like the American panther, “have already be-
come so rare in the cultivated part of the country,
that most people forget their existence” (314).

The purpose of Rural Hours is at least in part to
remedy this ignorance. Yet, Cooper does not call for
an end to westward expansion; her ideal, like CRÈVE-
COEUR’s before her, is a rural community that main-
tains a thriving and sustainable use of the land rather
than destructive exploitation of it. She celebrates a
“middle landscape” between the city and wilderness;
a place where human stewardship and cultivation is
conducted in a way that respects the irreplaceable
beauty, dignity, and wisdom to be found in nature—
the Nature that is part of God’s revelation to human-
ity: “A careless indifference to any good gift of our
gracious Maker,” she insists, “shows a want of thank-
fulness” (134). The spirit of Rural Hours is the an-
tithesis of careless indifference. Unfailingly thought -
ful and deeply engaged, Cooper’s ambition seems to
have been to become the speaking conscience and
abiding witness of her home region. As Michael
Branch observes, “the fate of the Otsego landscape
will depend on how it has been imagined in the past
and how it will be imagined in the future” (Branch
79). Cooper dedicated herself to preserving and pro-
tecting that image in all its vibrant fullness.—Anne
Kellenberger
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Crane, Hart (1899–1932)

From Hart Crane’s early lyric poems to his final
epic, The Bridge (1930), Crane inscribed the land-
scape—mediated by architecture—with desire. Ge-
ography is experienced through, and merges with,
the body; the built environment offers to extend and
complete America’s promise of liberty and connec-
tion. His poems convey a sense of motion, of hallu-
cinatory journeying through fragmented cities and
landscapes—gulfs, valleys, gorges, meadows and
shorelines—in search of an elusive stable place. The
ocean also makes its presence felt : tides and waves
splash through most of his poems. But if seas and
the vastness of outer space compel and inspire, they
also terrify. So it is the structures that link voids to
our concealing crevices and shorelines—the liminal
spaces—that are the sites Crane’s work typically
probes and explores. The Brooklyn Bridge is the cen-
tral trope for telling America’s story, emerging from
the same locus that WALT WHITMAN evoked in
“Crossing Brooklyn Ferry”: a nexus of movement of
people and bodies of water.

Harold Hart Crane, the only child of Grace and
Clarence Arthur Crane, was born in 1899 and died
in the sea off the coast of Florida in 1932. He grew
up in Warren, Ohio, where his father‘s maple syrup
business grew into a candy empire. When his parents
separated, Crane went to live with his maternal
grandparents in Cleveland, inhabiting a tower room
in their home, a setting which provided him with a
sense of power and security. Crane’s high school at-
tendance was sporadic, interrupted by trips with his
mother, including one to a family plantation off the
coast of Cuba, where he made two suicide attempts.
An early poem, “C33” (1916) was named after the
cell Oscar Wilde inhabited, the perfect symbol of
Crane’s sense of entrapment as a gay man in the Mid-
west. In the winter of 1916, Crane succeeded in es-
caping to the promised land of creative and sexual
freedom, New York City. He began to sign himself
Hart Crane, leaving behind the name Harold,
though his parents continued to use it. His escape,
however, was not permanent; financial struggles kept
him returning to Ohio, attempting to work for his
father but failing to satisfy his demands. The final
visit ended disastrously, when his father publicly
raged at him for eating with African American em-
ployees. Like “C33,” Crane’s “Black Tambourine”
(1921) reveals the nightmare of entrapment, the
dilemma of the “black man, forlorn in the cellar,” as
he identified himself with the oppressed and outcast.
Though Crane found work writing advertising copy,
the job sapped his spirit and increased his taste for
alcohol.

In 1923, Crane returned to New York City, even-
tually renting an apartment in Brooklyn at 110 Co-
lumbia Heights, with a view of the Brooklyn Bridge.
It was fortuitous that Crane rented the same apart-
ment from which the son of the bridge’s designer,
Washington Roebling, crippled by the process of
building the bridge, watched his father’s work com-
pleted. The bridge would eventually become the uni-
fying symbol of Crane’s modernist epic. Crane’s New
York era was marked by periodic excursions to the
countryside upstate, where he would recover from
his excesses and be rejuvenated. Uprooted by the sale
of his childhood home, he purchased land near his
friends in Connecticut, but never managed to build
on it. Always the need to earn money would drive
him back to the city, with all its temptations, ecstasies
and debilitations. But even if For the Marriage of
Faustus and Helen (1923) began by evoking the peren-
nial poetic lament about the city’s intrusions on the
soul, ultimately this urban island itself, laced with
bridges, dark alleys and watery edges, is the landscape
that compels Crane most and best expresses hu-
mankind’s aspiration.

His first book, White Buildings, published in 1926,
expresses his vision of the ideal city, as Manhattan
seemed to be from across the river, and attempts to
reconcile the mystical ideal with the modern world.
Crane had read ELIOT’s The Waste Land and found
it too grim; he wanted to leave room for joy and
laughter (which does not lacerate) in his vision of
the human condition in the industrializing world
during and after the Great War. Charlie Chaplin had
achieved this in his film, The Kid, which inspired
Crane’s “Chaplinesque” (1922) with its “grail of
laughter of an empty ash can” and “a kitten in the
wilderness” of the city, suggesting the possibility of
kindness and rescue amidst the stern gaze of the
social order. The book contained the first poem that
had earned him money (10 dollars from The Dial):
“My Grandmother’s Love Letters” (1919). The poem
describes crumbling letters, found in an attic, where
they had merged into the very substance of the struc-
ture. It concludes,

Yet I would lead my grandmother by the hand
Through much of what she would not understand;
And so I stumble. And the rain continues on the

roof
With such a sound of gently pitying laughter [lines

23–27].

The narrator’s love has more to do with the rain
than with the shelter, which cannot protect him.
Crane must continue to take readers by hand, leading
them from “A land of leaning ice” (“North Labra -
dor”), through “Bleecker Street, still trenchant in a
void” (“Possessions”), to “New thresholds, new
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anatomies!” (“Wine Menagerie”). The liminal space
of a threshold offers the promise of a freedom pre-
vented by gender codes.

The sea appears briefly in most of the shorter
lyrics, finally taking the main stage in the three-part
poem “Voyages” (1924), inspired by Crane’s love
affair with Emil Opffer, a sailor. The sea’s erotic
promise sings through lines such as these: “Star kiss-
ing star through wave on wave unto / Your body
rocking!”(III: 13–14). After the completion of this
sequence, and “For the Marriage of Faustus and
Helen” (the 1923 poem which attempted to recreate
the experience of awe that Helen evoked for the an-
cients, in the modern cityscape), Crane began to con-
ceive of a still longer poem centering on the symbol
of the Brooklyn Bridge. In Whitman’s day, the river
could only be crossed by the ferry he extols in “Cross-
ing Brooklyn Ferry,” a poem which delighted in the
human parade and sought connection between the
poet and future readers. Now the Brooklyn Bridge
connected Brooklyn and Manhattan across the East
River.

From conception to publication, The Bridge was
eight years of agony: drunken bouts and despair fol-
lowed by inspired bursts of writing. The opening in-
scription from the Book of Job seems innocuous:
“From going to and fro in the earth / and from walk-
ing up and down in it” could describe the human
condition—certainly Crane’s condition. But this was
actually the original exile, Satan’s, account of himself.
The poem places Crane in this long line of walkers,
beginning with the first rebel, and passing through
Whitman, who walked through his Song of Myself.
Whitman spoke through the voice of another voy-
ager, CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS, in one of his last
poems, and Columbus and his discovery comprise
the subject of The Bridge’s first section, “Ave Maria.”
Here, earth’s “rondure” (line 43) is for Crane, as it
was for Whitman, a necessary concept, suggesting
the connectedness of past and present; reconciliation,
rather than conflict. The poem takes an historical
trip through time, grounding the stories in the
“macadam” (“Van Winkle,” line 1)—the pavement
itself. Columbus, Pocahontas (JOHN SMITH), Rip
Van Winkle (WASHINGTON IRVING), and others,
time travel, trying to make sense of the present land-
scape by means of the past. In “Cape Hatteras,”
Crane sees “our native clay” as the “eternal flesh of
Pocahontas” (The Bridge, “Cape Hatteras,” lines 17–
18) and directly invokes Whitman, asking “if infinity
/ Be still the same as when you walked the beach”
(lines 47–48). The sense of motion that Crane’s
rhythm conveys far exceeds the pace of Whitman’s
walking as the poem gathers force. Columbus’s ships
become the Wright Brothers’ planes (their first flight,

when Crane was just four, had a deep impact on
him). Whitman’s vision of MANIFEST DESTINY’s
westward expansion takes to the sky as “taut motors
surge, space-gnawing, into flight” (line 102). The se-
quence concludes with “Atlantis,” a poem written
much earlier, which required the preceding sequence
to justify its hopeful vision. The poem weaves to-
gether elements of the American landscape, though
its ending suggests that only a mythic island could
“hold thy floating singer” (line 88). The Brooklyn
Bridge is Atlantis, the lost island whose existence of-
fers hope of redemption for the colonizers’ sins upon
the continent. It suggests that the violated, feminized
body of America, identified with Pocahontas, can,
through Whitman’s song translated into the modern
idiom, be “reclaimed” (The Bridge, “Cape Hatteras,”
line 221).

After the completion of The Bridge, Crane received
a Guggenheim fellowship, which enabled him to live
in Mexico, where he believed he could experience a
deeper, more primitive connection to the land’s
mythic origins than he could find north of the
border. His drinking, however, got in the way of any
significant output except for his final poem, “The
Broken Tower.” It was on his voyage home that he
leapt to his death. Critical opinions on Crane’s
achievement have improved since his death. The
poems are dense and draw on experiments made by
both symbolists and imagists, transformed into what
Crane would make his own “logic of metaphor.”
They reward repeated readings, with a dizzying tour
through landscapes wherein the “Promised Land”
becomes “Hollywood’s new love-nest” and “volca -
noes roar” (The Bridge, “Quaker Hill,” lines 33–38).
Crane’s greatest works pulsate with the freedom and
energy of the urban landscape while the sea laps at
the edges of his poems, both as threat and promise.
The compelling places are not stable sites, but tran-
sitions between places—bridges, railway tracks—
even rivers lead somewhere else. The Brooklyn
Bridge unites, prayerfully, fragments of American life
littered throughout the continent, from the vulgar
screams of advertisements to the soothing whispers
of hidden coves, and offers hope that these can ulti-
mately be redeemed.—Robin Morris
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Crane, Stephen (1871–1900)

Few lives in American literary history compare,
either in brevity or productivity, to that of Stephen
Crane. A college baseball star turned dropout, a
failed reporter but later successful correspondent, a
denizen of the New York slums who would later call
Joseph Conrad and Henry James neighbors in Eu-
rope, Crane lived a life varied to the point of con-
tradiction, and, though dead at 28, was prolific
enough to fill multiple volumes with his work. The
influence of his varied environs notwithstanding,
Crane promulgated a naturalist approach to human
endeavors; thus, while he is best known for his Civil
War classic The Red Badge of Courage, his oeuvre may
be read as one of mankind’s continuous—and point-
less—struggle to overcome the uncaring world in
which he lives, however briefly.

Stephen Crane was born in 1871, in Newark, New
Jersey, the youngest of 14 children, to Methodist
minister Jonathan Townley Crane and Mary Helen
Peck. Crane’s own, later wanderlust may have been
borne of his family’s continual moving, until finally
settling in Asbury Park, New Jersey. Though his fa-
ther died in 1880, when Crane was only nine, he re-
mained a complex and often antipathetic influence
on his skeptical son. Crane attended Military school
for a short time, and then university, where he
showed a propensity for the written word, but again
became rapidly disillusioned, and eventually quit and
moved to New York City. There he worked as a re-
porter, but Crane saw the mere act of relaying facts
as mundane, and did not hold the position long.

Without income and low on funds—though still
writing—Crane resided in the Bowery, a poor urban
neighborhood to which he took famously. His im-
mersion in and observation of this gritty environ -
ment inspired his 1893 novella Maggie, A Girl of the
Streets, the tale of a young woman’s road to prosti-
tution. One of the many labels placed on Crane, in
the attempt to categorize his elusive sensibility, is
that of a realist, and certainly his Bowery experience
may be seen in what would be a hallmark of his writ-
ing: a focus on working-class, no frills living, and
the often anonymous but sometimes quietly heroic
day-to-day struggles therein. The environment itself
is often invested with true and striking agency, as the
ghetto is an irrepressible force that informs and de-
forms the lives of the characters. This environment
exhibits such control, in fact, that free will is regularly
subordinated to a grim determinism. Crane’s urban
cosmos is more dictating force than backdrop.
Ghetto life is often grotesque, and refuge is an illu-
sion, as the home is, for Maggie, more dangerous
than the street, and her alcoholic mother (ironically

named “Mary”) is even more beastly than the brood-
ing father. Such ironic twists are used by Crane to
effectively show the subversiveness of the ghetto.
Maggie’s decision to become a prostitute is, ulti-
mately, an act of self-determination. While the
ghetto—and her boyfriend turned pimp—controls
all else, she strives to retain control over her own
body, and does so by making the one decision that
presents itself.

This yearning for self-determination is why suicide
is so oddly fitting in Crane’s grim world. Maggie,
like Edna Pontellier in The Awakening, decides upon
control at any cost as a means of exerting some sort
of control over the environment that has ruled life.
Her mother, in the last line of the story, forgives her
because she does something that she, as a mother of
many children, could never do—retain control of
her own body, and at least flail back at the systemic
oppression engrained in the Bowery.

Despite Maggie’s floundering sales, Crane re -
mained productive, and 1894 saw the serialized pub-
lication of his Civil War novel and magnum opus,
The Red Badge of Courage. This effort was a critical
and popular success, and Crane’s name became
known both in the U.S. and in England. The text is
often hailed for its extreme accuracy of detail, espe-
cially for someone not yet born when the war oc-
curred—a feat Crane credited to his conversations
with veterans of the war. The novel deconstructs the
notion of courage, as indicated by a title stressing
not the quality itself, but rather a symbolic, surface-
level representation thereof. Place itself is often rel-
egated to a certain anonymity with a field or river
lying just “beyond” the superficial titles ascribed to
them by men. Similarly, the literal “badge” is a
wound, but again, only a visible, material, surface-
level wound, and the text probes deeper than that;
hence the striking lack of significant differentiation
between protagonist Henry Fleming’s Union side
and the opposing confederates—as if the horrific
drama of the war was ultimately being all played out
for appearances. Henry refers to others as “the tall
man,” “the loud man,” and of course by rank; and
taking up his side’s banner (a neat, arbitrary symbol
of mob mentality) feels vindicated, yet never really
seems sure as to what he is doing and why he is doing
it. He charges blindly through smoke, essentially
running scared through a scarred landscape indistin-
guishable as either “North” or “South.” Henry takes
refuge in a “natural cathedral” of sorts, with TRAN-
SCENDENTALIST overtones, but even here, cannot ar-
rive at any truth amidst the chaos. The Red Badge of
Courage thus suggests a foundational naturalist
theme: with the Civil War came the death of hope -
ful, optimistic idealism. Nature is no longer an
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EMERSONIAN fount of epiphanic inspiration, but an
unforgiving battlefield unconcerned with human en-
deavors (AMERICAN NATURALISM).

Crane’s new notoriety afforded him the opportu-
nity to combine his desire for adventure with his
need of a steady income. Thus, he worked as a war
correspondent, and travelled extensively. Nature can
even be said to have lent a hand in his ever-evolving
view of the universe as uncaring entity. On his way
to Cuba prior to the Spanish-American War, he was
forced to abandon the sinking Commodore and brave
hostile seas, the experience of which inspired his clas-
sic short story, “The Open Boat” (1897). The tale
follows four men in a dinghy who struggle to safely
land their small vessel on a shore beset by crashing
waves. There is a strong and foreboding existential
tone in the narrative, as the correspondent wonders
just why he is here in the dinghy—here at all; and
the tale’s refrain is the closest Crane ever approaches
to prayer:

If I am going to be drowned—if I am going to be
drowned—if I am going to be drowned, why, in
the name of the seven mad gods who rule the sea,
was I allowed to come this far and contemplate
sand and trees? Was I brought here merely to have
my nose dragged away as I was about to nibble
the sacred cheese of life? It is preposterous” [286].

These are the thoughts of a man searching for God,
searching for equity, fairness and meaning, and ut-
terly denied them all, on a violent sea indicative of
nature at large. Ultimately, the sea, the waves, the
tides care not at all for the men and their efforts, or
for who feels entitled to what. This is neither the evil
Puritanical wilderness of the early Americans, nor
the Transcendentalists’ realm of divine enlighten-
ment. Instead it is the ultimate naturalist space: an
indifferent universe, in which one wave crashes me-
thodically one after another.

In between the waves, the cook and correspondent
(again, personalizing names are almost entirely fore-
gone; used instead are the players’ occupations) argue
as to whether the structure on the shore is a life-
saving station or a house of refuge. And then they
argue about what the difference is. But the tragedy
is that none of it matters. No one, ultimately, is
saved—“the lucky” merely receive temporary re-
prieves. As far as planet Earth is concerned, no one
gets out alive. And incessant dwelling upon this re-
ality leads to madness. Instead, we argue semantics.
“The Open Boat” is a fitting text for a post–Niet-
zschean era when “God is dead,” salvation a pipe
dream, and “Shipwrecks are apropos of nothing”
(283). Nature, ultimately, is not kindhearted and
nurturing, nor vengeful and cruel. It is simply in-
different—unconcerned.

The same year that Crane published “The Open
Boat,” he learned that he was tubercular. He had
taken up with Cora Taylor, the madam of a Jack-
sonville bordello, and she helped him recover from
the Commodore fiasco. Shortly thereafter, the couple
left for Europe where, owing a great deal of money,
Crane worked feverishly to square his accounts, pay-
ing little attention to his health. Given the brusque
naturalism for which he is famous known, perhaps
it is fitting that Crane struggled little against his fail-
ing health. He and Cora lived well in England until
he died in a German sanitarium in 1900. One final
home, one last environment, but in the end, changes
in venue were mere distractions from the inevitability
of death that runs so strongly through Crane’s prose.
The work he produced has earned Crane labels as a
naturalist, realist, symbolist, impressionist, expres-
sionist, and imagist. He drafted novels, short stories,
poetry, and journalism. His brief career, day-for-day,
may have produced more important American liter-
ature than any other author, his productivity rivaled
only by the stark vitality that his characters flounder
in vain to sustain.—David Visser
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Crèvecoeur, J. Hector St. John de
(1735–1813)

All of J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur’s works
prominently feature the natural environment of co-
lonial America, because to him the largeness and fer-
tility of land in the New World directly contribute
to the identity of what he would call “the new
man—the American.” Though during his youth
Crèvecoeur was restless, relocating and taking on new
vocations several times, it was his years first as a sur-
veyor and then as a farmer in America that seem to
have left him most fulfilled and provided the inspi-
ration for the texts he authored. Crèvecoeur believed
that man could have a harmonious relationship with
nature, but that too often, especially in Europe, the
sad state of human affairs—politics, war, greed, lazi-
ness—interfered with that relationship. Though
Crèvecoeur appreciates nature’s beauty and abun-
dance, it is not the unspoiled wilderness that he
praises, as EMERSON, THOREAU, and others would
later do. To him the best land is cultivated land—
land that is productive, ordered, and managed. Farms
in America represent a utopia for him because they
fall between the untamed wilderness beyond the
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frontier and the overly developed, overly civilized
countries of Europe.

Michel-Guilluame-Jean de Crèvecoeur was born
to an affluent family in Normandy, France, in 1735.
Trained briefly at a Jesuit College, Crèvecoeur left
in 1755 for New France (present day Canada), where
he worked as a surveyor and cartographer with a
French regiment during the French and Indian War.
After the war, Crèvecoeur settled in New York,
changed his name to the more British sounding Hec-
tor St. John (later expanding his surname to include
“de Crèvecoeur”), and became a naturalized citizen
in 1765. For the next four years he traveled widely
throughout colonial North America, including the
Appalachians, the Mississippi Valley, and the Great
Lakes.

In 1769 the newly married Crèvecoeur purchased
a farm he named Pine Hill in New York, and began
writing his most famous work, LETTERS FROM AN

AMERICAN FARMER (1783), which describes in idyllic
terms his life there. But this tranquil and happy ex-
istence came to an abrupt end with the outbreak of
the American Revolution. Remaining loyal to the
British Crown, which he viewed as a benevolent and
protective force in the New World, he attempted to
avoid the political turmoil and remain publicly neu-
tral. This move ultimately proved disastrous, how-
ever, as the British, wrongly suspecting him of spying
for the Americans, imprisoned him for three months.
After his release he left his family to the care of neigh-
bors and returned to Europe in 1780.

Crèvecoeur found a publisher for Letters from an
American Farmer in London in 1782, and the work,
describing the lush and fertile lands of the American
colonies, gained him entry to the intellectual salons
in Paris, where he associated with French and Amer-
ican philosophes and political figures (including
THOMAS JEFFERSON). The French government ap-
pointed him to a diplomatic post in America in 1783,
but when he returned to his home in New York he
found his treasured Pine Hill farm destroyed by fire,
his wife dead, and his children relocated to Boston.
He eventually reunited with his children and worked
with Thomas Jefferson and others to strengthen po-
litical ties between France and the United States. He
returned to France in 1793 due to poor health, pub-
lished Voyage dans la Haute Pennsylvanie et dans l’état
de New York and a few other works, and died in 1813
in relative obscurity.

Crèvecoeur’s Letters strongly influenced European
conceptions of life in America, and he was one of the
first authors to imagine British America as one co-
hesive geographical unit rather than an amalgam of
separate colonies. Europeans were hungry for news
of life in the New World, and Crèvecoeur celebrated

the promise of equal opportunity and self-determi-
nation in American life, although it is important to
note that he claimed such promises only for
European Americans. Though he was more sympa-
thetic to slaves and Native Americans than some of
his contemporaries, he did not envisage them as can-
didates for what we today call The American Dream.
That said, however, his high praise of the newly
forming nation (though criticized by some, including
George Washington, for being too flattering) intro-
duced the United States as a melting pot of diverse
populations that could achieve happiness and fulfill-
ment because of land ownership, as well as freedom
from religious and political oppression.—Jacqueline
Megow
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Letters from an American Farmer, 
J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur

(1782)
J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur asks in his book

Letters from an American Farmer, “What then is the
American, this new man?” Like other texts written
in the period of the Revolutionary War for an audi-
ence of Europeans curious to know about life in
America, the Letters explore the seemingly endless
possibilities available to America’s inhabitants. Free
from the shackles of European monarchy and state-
sponsored religion, all of America is a potential Eden
(THE BIBLE), an earthly paradise where self-deter-
mination allows its citizens to create an ideal society
based on agriculture and local industry (AMERICAN

PASTORAL). This positive assessment of America’s po-
tential takes on a darker tone in the concluding letters
as corrupting forces conspire to spoil the promise of
America.

The text’s protagonist, the fictional Farmer James,
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writes 12 letters to describe his life as a Pennsylvania
farmer after his decision to emigrate from England.
His first two letters provide character sketches of
himself, his wife and children, and of Mr. F. B., the
fictional reader of the letters that the narrator will
write. He gives detailed descriptions of life on his
harmonious farm, a life that is filled with a happy
family, industrious and friendly neighbors, and,
above all, the pleasure of working his own land.

In Letter III, titled “What is an American?,”
several possible types of the true American are con-
sidered and rejected in Crèvecoeur’s search to define
for his European audience the essential qualities of
American identity. Other texts in the late eighteenth
century explore the same issue, including Timothy
Dwight’s Greenfield Hill, Thomas Paine’s Common
Sense, BENJAMIN FRANKLIN’s Autobiography and even
parts of THOMAS JEFFERSON’s Declaration of Inde-
pendence. What sets Crèvecoeur’s account apart from
these is that types of Americans in his text are deter-
mined not so much by social or cultural forces such
as religion, political affiliation, education, or class,
as they are by the geography and natural environ -
ment of America, which themselves determine the
social and cultural forces that will eventually define
it. Crèvecoeur claims that men are like plants: they
exist in certain climates and assume certain charac-
teristics because of their environments. They are the
natural produce of the countryside, determined by
their relationship to nature, and not solely the prod-
uct of historical, social, or cultural circumstance.

In Letters IV through IX, Crèvecoeur continues
his presentation of life in three American regions:
the Pennsylvania agrarian life, which is the most fa-
vorable, followed by whaling life in the Nantucket
seaport, followed by slave-owning plantation farming
in the South. The hierarchy is predicated primarily
upon the use-value of land for its inhabitants. The
more intimate the connection between land and
worker, the better (and more virtuous) the quality
of life. The hierarchy is also based on a balance be-
tween savagery and civilization. Natural wilderness
areas, neither orderly nor productive, prevent a direct
connection between humans and nature, as do overly
developed spaces, and both have negative moral im-
plications for their inhabitants.

Geographically and psychologically, the Pennsyl-
vania farm is the ideal place in the eyes of Farmer
James because its remoteness allows for enough land
to support a family farm, and its proximity to small
towns permits social interaction—in churches,
schools, and town gatherings. No one is rich here,
but people are comfortable in Farmer James’s ideal
world, the orderly farm. As A. W. Plumstead argues,
Crèvecoeur presents the American farm as ideal for

this new breed of man—the American—because a
prosperous American needs above all “freedom ... a
geographical and political climate that will encourage
him to develop his natural genius” (215). Fertile soil,
small government, and a lack of interfering laws cre-
ate an industriousness that the crowded, ancient cities
of Europe will not.

Crèvecoeur’s glorification of American soil is in
direct contrast to contemporary theories put forth
by Europeans such as Comte de Buffon, Abbé Raynal
and Abbé De Pauw, which held that the natural en-
vironments in the New World were of a lesser quality
than in Europe. These French philosophes argued that
America’s climate and soil would lead to inferior
species of plants, animals, and humans. Crèvecoeur’s
Farmer James is an insider who can present empirical
evidence to contradict the French theories. Not only
are America’s natural environments not inferior to
Europe’s; they are actually superior because of the
possibility of regeneration and rebirth in the New
World. Men in Europe “were as so many useless
plants, wanting vegetative mould, and refreshing
showers; they withered, and were mowed down by
want, hunger, and war; but now by the power of
transplantation, like all other plants [men] have taken
root and flourished!” (43).

Like the Pennsylvania farmer, the whaling com-
munity of Nantucket is happy and moderately pros-
perous largely because of its relationship to the
natural environment. This community’s inhabitants
farm the sea rather than the land. Using language
usually connected to cultivation of the land, Farmer
James makes clear that the sea can offer some of the
same benefits as farming. The inhabitants of Nan-
tucket “plough the rougher ocean, they gather from
its surface, at an immense distance and with Hercu-
lian labours, the riches it affords; they go to hunt and
catch that huge fish” (87). The industry shown by
the people in “cultivating” the ocean creates a Utopia
only slightly less ideal than farming does because
whaling turns the ocean into “plowable” land. But
the sea is not exactly like the land, and therefore in-
herently less trustworthy. In Pennsylvania, the farmer
can take direct “possession of the soil,” a task impos-
sible in the ocean, which cannot become private
property in the same manner. Still, industry and hard
work make Nantucket morally superior to the South
(27).

Letter IX covers Farmer James’s travels to the
South, where he observes first-hand the horrors of
slavery. Life in Pennsylvania is defined by the ful -
filling vocation of farming, and in Nantucket by
whaling and fishing, but South Carolina’s inhabitants
are lawyers, planters at large plantations, and mer-
chants, none of whom share the farmer’s and whaler’s
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direct connection to the natural environment. Farmer
John calls the colony’s inhabitants “the most wretched
people in the world” (162) because the white popu-
lation live overly civilized lives too distant from the
land, and the slave population are subject to the
whims of owners who are incapable of feeling the
physical and mental pain they inflict. The climate is
also problematic; the weather, with its high heat and
humidity, “renders excesses” (152), encourages lazi-
ness, and incites dissension among neighbors. Law -
yers, plantation owners, and merchants may possess
greater economic wealth than do Pennsylvania’s farm-
ers or Nantucket’s whalers, but it is a corrupted sort
of wealth, based on “luxuries and refinements” (151),
not on “cleared lands, cattle, ... and varieties ... of
produce” (55). Farmer James sees a future for
Charleston much like that of contemporary Eu-
rope—over-civilized towns yielding to decay and
ruins, physical manifestations of a life built upon a
ruined morality.

Letters X and XI break from the pattern of the
first nine, and invoke natural history more explicitly
in their exploration of the American landscape. Letter
X is a natural history essay with sketches on snakes
and hummingbirds, both of which Farmer John has
carefully observed on numerous occasions and “with
the most minute attention” (170). Letter XI describes
a visit to John Bartram’s botanical gardens outside
Philadelphia, with ebullient praise for the lush coun-
tryside. Though the style and purpose of these letters
seem almost out of place with the rest of his text, it
is clear that Crèvecoeur included them to underscore
his praise of British America to his European audi-
ence; “Happy the country,” he says, “where nature
has bestowed such rich treasures!” (177).

The darkest of all the letters, Letter XII, entitled
“The Distresses of a Frontier-Man,” records how the
American Revolution has destroyed Farmer James’s
chance at happiness. No longer able to find refuge
in Pine Hill once war breaks out, he escapes to the
frontier where he can forge a new identity, rejecting
both European and American identity in favor of an
unknown one without laws or political entangle-
ments. Part of the appeal of life as a farmer for James
had been that he could maintain his peaceful
existence without concern for political conflict; how-
ever, he can no longer retain his agrarian neutrality
after war breaks out. He will turn to the wilderness
to escape the intrusion of war, but he does it to con-
quer land that had not yet been conquered. He is
determined not to become “wild,” which he says is
possible “as long as we keep ourselves busy in tilling
the earth,” preserving his sense of control over nature
(212).

For an author so enthusiastic about the possibili -

ties for America’s inhabitants, it is perhaps a surprise
that Crèvecoeur paints the American Revolution as
such a destructive force for his fictional Farmer
James. Neither Crèvecoeur nor his protagonist sup-
ported the idea of separation from England. Life in
Europe may have been less free and less natural than
in America, but Crèvecoeur longed to maintain the
colonial status quo: an America that could rely on
the strength of the British Monarchy for stability and
security. As James prepares to flee with his family,
he asks his audience, “Must I then bid farewell to
Britain, to that renowned country? Must I renounce
a name so ancient and so venerable?” (197). In the
novel’s final lines, James asks Mr. F.B. to “mourn ...
with me over that load of physical and moral evil
with which [I am] oppressed” (217). Though James
will attempt to protect his family and way of life by
turning to the wilderness, it is clear that he does not
expect to find there the idyllic existence of Pine
Hill.—Jacqueline Megow
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Crichton, (John) Michael 
(1942–2008)

Michael Crichton received considerable critical
and popular acclaim for his novels exploring themes
of environmental disaster and systemic breakdown—
a breakdown often mirrored in his characters as well
as in the world around them. Crichton also authored
several nonfiction books and directed movies.

Michael Crichton was born in 1942 in Chicago,
Illinois, and grew up in Long Island, New York. His
father, an editor and journalist, provided the young
Crichton with a strong background in writing by
discussing writing and correct use of words over din-
ner. At the age of 14, Crichton sold a travel essay,
about a family vacation, to the New York Times. When
he commenced study at Harvard College, he in -
tended to pursue a degree in English, but continually
received C-grades for his work, and so, in a telling
move, switched his major to anthropology. He grad-
uated in 1964 and began studying at the Harvard
Medical School the same year. To help pay for med-
ical school, he spent weekends and holidays writing
paperback thrillers under the pen name John Lange.
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During the same time period, he wrote A Case of
Need (1968), a thinly-veiled description of people
and occurrences at Harvard Medical School, under
the pen name Jeffery Hudson. Crichton did not con-
fess to writing the novel until after it was nominated
for and then won the Edgar Allan Poe Award for the
Best Mystery of the Year. The Andromeda Strain
(1969), his first best-selling novel, was published
shortly before Crichton graduated from medical school.
He received his medical degree from Harvard Medi -
cal in 1969, and after graduation was a postdoctoral
fellow at the Salk Institute in La Jolla, California.

Crichton described his early years of medical
school and residency in the first part of his autobio-
graphical book of essays, Travels (1988). The second
portion of the book recounts his evolution as a writer
and the influence of his experiences with success,
metaphysics, mysticism, and travel in other coun -
tries. His environmentally significant works range in
theme from ecological disaster in State of Fear (2004),
a story about global warming, and bio-catastrophe
in The Andromeda Strain, to the impact of using
technology to tamper with genes in Next (2006) and
JURASSIC PARK (1990). He is often considered a sci-
ence-fiction writer, but described his own work as
“fiction as fact,” stressing not merely the possibility
but the (often ominous) plausibility, even probabil -
ity, of his imagined scenarios. As a result of the in-
tensive research he conducted for most of his novels,
Crichton, in fact, often lectured on topics related to
their central themes, from environmentalism to ge-
netic research, and many other areas of science and
policy.

When Crichton spoke on environmentalism in
2003 to the Commonwealth Club in San Francisco,
he emphasized perhaps the most central theme in his
work, that every action has consequences, often in-
calculable, and it is imperative that people recognize
the potential results of their actions. He also high-
lighted the importance of assessing the reality of per-
ceived threats and the efficacy of proposed solutions.
In the speech, he compared environmentalism to
Judeo-Christian religious belief, and related it to
mythic structures similar to those he described in
Travels. Crichton attempted to disabuse listeners of
the notion that there ever was an “Eden,” or other
harmonious paradise, by citing examples of the end-
less struggles, plagues, and warfare that have char-
acterized both human and nonhuman history. The
“romantic view” of nature, he stressed, only exists for
those who do not truly experience nature. Those who
do may still maintain spiritual beliefs about aspects
of the natural world, but should be released from
misleading and even pernicious assumptions about
paradisiacal “others” on the other side of the truth.

Ultimately he argued for eschewing the “religion”
of environmentalism, for two principal reasons: a
non-partisan, peaceful environmental movement
based on objective science is needed to successfully
achieve positive and sustainable results; and religions
typically make claims to absolute knowledge (or
faith), but the environment and the problems asso-
ciated with it are too complex for any one person or
group to pretend to such assurance. According to
Crichton, the only way to shift environmentalism
away from such “religious” error is to enforce more
stringent requirements on what constitutes environ-
mental knowledge; and he proposed, moreover, that
only through a thorough de-politicization of science
may we sure that the so-called facts of any given ac-
count are actually factual. Novels such as State of Fear
and Jurassic Park, and movies he scripted such as
Twister (1996), illustrate and imaginatively explore
these fundamental convictions of the scientist turned
author.

Crichton’s awards and honors suggest a measure
of his distinctive contribution to contemporary cul-
tural and environmental debate; among them, the
Association of American Medical Writers Award for
Five Patients (1970), the Mystery Writers of America’s
Edgar Allan Poe Award for The Great Train Robbery
(1975), a host of awards for the television drama, ER,
and an ankylosaur renamed the Crichtonsaurus
bohlini in 2002.—Liz Clift
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Jurassic Park, 
Michael Crichton (1990)

Dinosaurs re-created from deoxyribonucleic acid
(DNA) found in the blood of amber-entrapped mos-
quitoes are the centerpiece of Michael Crichton’s sci-
ence-fiction novel, Jurassic Park (1990) that examines
biological and genetic experiments gone awry. The
novel is set in an island theme-park (“Jurassic Park”)
which is the brain-child of millionaire John Ham-
mond, and filled with supposedly irradiated female
dinosaurs. In theory, breeding and stocking only fe-
male dinosaurs would forestall reproduction.

By irradiating the dinosaurs, Hammond’s team
believes they can prevent the dinosaurs from breeding
even if a male dinosaur were somehow introduced
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to the herd. Early in the novel, however, clues exist
that the dinosaurs have escaped from their enclosures
in the theme park long before they escape within the
context of the novel. Before anything is obviously
wrong with the park, Ian Malcolm, a mathematician
invited to tour the park before it officially opens, ex-
presses skepticism, and illustrates his skepticism by
carefully explaining chaos theory, highlighting the
idea that simple systems can produce complex sys-
tems, and vice versa. He bluntly declares to Ham-
mond that the park cannot be controlled, and this
notion, of the uncontrollable complexity of the nat-
ural environment, is a central facet of Crichton’s en-
vironmental perspective.

Hammond begins to resent Malcolm for not shar-
ing his high hopes for the park. Later, Malcolm
points out that the distribution of dinosaur height
for several different species is a bell-curve, which
counters the way in which the animals were released
into the park (in three batches)—a typical seed-like
trace of the chaos theorized about earlier. Although
not revealed until later in the novel, the escape of the
dinosaurs supports Malcolm’s idea that Jurassic
Park—and by extension its optimistic faith in sci-
entific control—is inherently unstable and ultimately
doomed.

Due to a series of (plausible) mishaps, including
human error and electrical failure caused by cor -
porate espionage, the dinosaurs in Jurassic Park
escape from their compounds. The process of natural
selection is promptly and brutally illustrated, as
Jurassic Park’s first guests, along with several employ-
ees, find themselves controlled rather than control-
ling, simply trying to survive, with the dinosaurs es-
tablishing predator-prey relationships between the
different species. Unlike the prey dinosaurs, however,
Hammond and his guests must find ways to outwit
and outrun animals that humans were never meant
to encounter, thus raising the allegorical stakes of the
narrative to a kind of environmental morality tale,
which, once having been set in motion, cannot pos-
sibly end well.

Throughout the novel, Hammond’s unlimited en-
thusiasm and limited understanding of what he did
in creating the park herald his demise. Like much of
humanity in similar, uncharted situations, he does
not see, or chooses not to see, the dangers in his
seemingly controlled environment. Hammond’s in-
ability to recognize obvious dangers, combined with
his enthusiasm and idealism, suggest that the park
he imagines is not the park that exists, a common
discrepancy in utopian (and dystopian) societies.

As the creator of the park, Hammond is a god-
like figure, and believes that it is thoroughly under
his control. He proudly displays the dinosaur com-

pounds covered by motion sensors and high-voltage
fences, and the efforts to stock only female animals
within the park, recalling similar utopian narratives
such as Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein or Thomas
More’s Utopia. Hammond’s utopia is theoretically
self-contained and self-supporting, but rapidly dis-
integrates to reveal the myriad ways in which such a
world was effectively doomed to collapse. Like much
of Crichton’s work, then, Jurassic Park, for all its cin-
ematic action, has a ruthless and systematic quality
of retrospective diagnosis; looking back, as the action
rushes forward, on the human arrogance and folly
that lies beneath and behind it.

The isolation of the island locale supports the no-
tion of a self-sustained world that has eschewed the
evils of the regular world, recalling other tales in
which a remote island is the setting for fantastical,
utopian schemes, such as Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels or
H.G. Wells’ Men Like Gods. The island location may
also provide grounds for suspension of disbelief due
to its separation from the “quotidian” mainland. In
addition to the literary allusions to islands, the un-
natural creation taking place on the island lends to
the location shades of the laboratory Shelley creates
for Victor Frankenstein. And all of these hermetic
factors heighten and intensify the environmental is-
sues at the heart of the novel, rather in the manner
of BUCKMINSTER FULLER’s “spaceship earth.” Al-
though the island is meant to isolate the theme park
from the rest of the world, the dinosaurs—symbolic
of the unforeseen and unforeseeable forces of nature
itself—defeat this false hope as well, and the novel
ends by foreshadowing the yet more unsettling sequel
to Jurassic Park, when the visiting paleontologist
notes that the dinosaurs are not looking to escape
the island, but to migrate from it. Crichton’s sequel,
The Lost World (1995)—clearly recalling the novel of
the same name by Arthur Conan Doyle, published
a century before—explores the question of what
would happen if the dinosaurs not only managed to
reproduce, but escape from the island onto the main-
land; and both “Jurassic” narratives combine to fuse
and update these disparate strands, of fantasy, utopi-
anism and morality tale, in a cautionary fable of en-
vironmental hubris and nemesis.—Liz Clift
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Crockett, Davy (1786–1836)

David Crockett—Tennessee businessman, soldier,
author, and politician—is the foundation for the
legendary hero “Davy Crockett,” a frontiersman
famed for trailblazing, fighting Indians, wrestling
bears, riding up Niagara Falls, and other adventures
related in tall tales dating back to the 1830’s.

The real-life David Crockett was born in 1786 to
John Crockett, an Irish immigrant and Revolution -
ary War veteran, and Rebecca Hawkins Crockett, in
Greene County, Tennessee. The elder Crocketts were
farmers and operated a tavern. David himself began
working at the age of 12, performing a variety of odd
jobs including driving cattle and working as a wag-
oner, professions that allowed him to travel widely
and develop skills as a frontier scout.

Deciding at 20 to settle down, David married
Mary Finley in 1806, but after seven years of marriage
and a succession of failed business enterprises (in-
cluding keeping a general store and a mill), he
decided to resettle his growing family in Franklin
County, Tennessee, where he joined the Tennessee
militia as a scout. Soon Crockett’s militia service
found him serving under Andrew Jackson in the
Creek War, primarily in what is now Alabama. Dur-
ing the Creek War from 1813–1816, Crockett took
part in the burning of several Creek settlements and
later tried to rundown unfriendly natives in the
Florida swamps. Upon his return home in 1816 he
was elected a lieutenant of militia and justice of the
peace. With these two elections, Crockett’s political
career—and his reputation as a masterful story-
teller—began. Quick promotion to the positions of
town commissioner, a colonel of militia, and state
legislator followed, and he was later elected to the
U.S. House of Representatives for most of 1827–1835.
His (negative) position on the Indian Removal Act,
combined with his defection from the Jackson De-
mocrats cost him reelection in 1835, and after this
final defeat, Crockett decided to go to Texas. There
he joined the ill-fated garrison at the Alamo in San
Antonio de Bexar in February 1836, and was among
the defenders killed there when Mexican forces at-
tacked on March 6, 1836.

Since the real-life Crockett’s Congressional days,
Davy Crockett has become an icon in American pop-
ular culture. Initially, Crockett’s own tall tales and
folk humor made him a figure of national promi-
nence. His (ghost-written) autobiography, A Nar-
rative of the Life of David Crockett of the State of Ten-
nessee (1834), was widely popular, but so too were
other books marketed under his name or plays par-
odying his image. Similarly, the series of DAVY

CROCKETT ALMANACS, marketed under Crockett’s

name and purportedly describing his adventures dur-
ing a 22-year period from 1832–1856, sold very well.
Crockett’s dramatic demise at the Alamo in 1836 only
made him more famous, cementing his status as a
tough fighting man, capable leader, wilderness guide,
and frontier settler, even if most of the stories show -
ing him in these capacities were purely fictional.

Following his death at the Alamo, former Con-
gressman David Crockett—now “Davy Crockett”—
truly became a part of America’s popular culture, and
his exploits emphasized the openness of a wilderness
landscape ripe for conquest by enterprising American
settlers. Transformed into a national hero virtually
overnight, Crockett’s new status was later invoked
to support the cause of MANIFEST DESTINY, and a
motto associated with Crockett, “first, make sure
you’re right, then go ahead,” was widely used to jus-
tify American expansion into previously undeveloped
territories such as Oregon. The western territories,
as portrayed by those in favor expansionism, were a
vast wilderness where settlers could quickly establish
new towns while living off the land. Consequently,
the vast popularity of tall tales associated with the
Congressman’s fictional persona, and his killing of
bears, mountain lions, and buffalo, all helped to pop-
ularize the overhunting of these creatures as settlers
spread west. The fictional Crockett continually en-
gaged in hunting for sport, rather than for self-sus-
tenance, and like the equally mythologized frontiers-
man Daniel Boone, he hunted equipped with just
his knife, favorite rifle, hunting dogs, and (in Crock-
ett’s case) pet bear. Furthermore, this Davy Crockett
was not confined to any one specific area, but roamed
a vast area, always returning home to either Tennessee
or “Kaintuck.” It is this fictional and far-roaming
Crockett, with his audacious stories of fighting wild-
cats, riding alligators up Niagara Falls, and killing
bears with only his grin, that has become the Croc -
kett that most Americans know best.

Today, the heroic—and fictional—version of
Crockett continues to resurface in film and television.
While the first extant Crockett film appeared in 1909,
perhaps the most recognized films featuring him are
The Alamo (1960), produced by and starring John
Wayne, and the Billy Bob Thornton vehicle The
Alamo (2004). Additionally, Walt Disney’s Davy
Crockett television shows, broadcast as part of the
Frontierland series and starring newcomer Fess
Parker, proved to be extremely popular with young
Americans during its run in 1954–1956 and after-
ward. During this time, many youngsters imitated
their television hero, dressing as Crockett in raccoon
hats, carrying Disney-licensed toy rifles, and singing
the show’s popular theme song. In the end, the
Crockett that Americans have invented for them-
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selves, while based on a real man, is a heroically com-
posite superman, capable of challenging and subdu-
ing nature, the wilderness, and anyone who dares
challenge the concept of manifest destiny.—Rebekah
Greene
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The Crockett Almanacs, 
Anonymous (1835–56)

Published from 1835 until 1856, the immensely
popular Crockett Almanacs celebrated the life and ad-
ventures of DAVY CROCKETT, a legendary figure
loosely based on the real-life Tennessee Congressman
Colonel David Crockett. As such, they continue a
heroic tradition begun with medieval romances that
take an authentic historical figure and transform him,
here into a larger-than-life character capable of ex-
pressing universal concerns about cultural identity
and expansionism. The fictitious Davy Crockett is
the focal point of the stories and woodcut illustra -
tions included in the Almanac, although some stories
feature other recurring characters, such as “Mrs.
Crockett,” “Ben Harding,” and “Mike Fink.”

The Crockett Almanacs were produced by anony-
mous authors, and the authentic Crockett did not
participate in their production. Almanac historians
have identified at least 45 different editions, pub -
lished primarily by Northern printing houses. While
the fictional Crockett of the Almanac may be viewed
today as offensive, the tales do attempt to address
conflicts between different racial and class groups, as
well as the problems of westward expansion. Thus,
the Almanacs explore some of the key issues that
American society was grappling with in the mid-
nineteenth century. Today, the Almanac series is
highly prized by collectors as an example of mid-
nineteenth century American humor.

The Crockett Almanac series provided readers with
basic information such as calendars and tidal predic-
tions, but this information was minimal in compar-
ison to the number of humorous stories and illustra-
tions to be found on accompanying pages. As an

example, the average Almanac reader could quickly
locate information regarding astronomical observa-
tions for “the whole Union, and the Canadas” (Tall
Tales 1840, 15), but this data was specifically tailored
for Boston, New York, Washington, Charleston, and
New Orleans. (The 1840 “Nashville” Almanac, for
example, has 12 pages out of 36 dedicated to these
charts.) The emphasis on eastern American cities is
important, as the Almanacs were actually produced
by publishers based in Boston, New York, Philadel-
phia, and Baltimore rather than in “Nashville” as
claimed in the early years of Almanac publication.

However, the main emphasis of the Almanacs was
on the adventures of Colonel “Davy” Crockett. As
the 1840 Almanac claims on its cover, readers can ex-
pect to find “Adventures, Exploits, Sprees, & Scrapes
in the West” on every page. Davy is an exciting per-
sonality who makes great claims about his capabili -
ties, stating that he “can run faster, dive deeper, stay
longer under, and come out drier, than any chap this
side the big Swamp. I can outlook a panther and out-
stare a flash of lightning: [and] tote a steamboat on
my back” (“Tall Tales,” xxix). Davy is also an amaz-
ingly prodigious traveler. The Almanacs are filled
with stories of his trips to Mississippi, Alabama, Ten-
nessee, Kentucky, Niagara Falls, and Texas. For these
journeys, Crockett uses conventional transportation
such as horses or riverboats, but also relies on un-
conventional means, such as riding a pet alligator up
Niagara Falls in an 1846 Almanac adventure.

The stories within the Crockett Almanacs were (and
still are) fascinating partly because of their envisage-
ment of a new world mostly unknown to the (typi-
cally) Eastern reader. The series is set in a tripartite
world: civilization (the eastern U.S. cities); the fron-
tier settlements of Tennessee awaiting further devel-
opment to become truly civilized; and the wide-open
spaces of the wilderness that Crockett explores while
preparing the way for eventual frontier settlements
that will evolve into cities. The Almanac stories reveal
that Davy is only completely comfortable in the arena
he knows best: the wilderness. Crockett, the mighty
hunter and traveler, has little time for settling down
in these stories. Instead, he leaves this task to his wife,
children, and various friends. Davy’s sole task is to
make the West safe for these people to settle.

The vast territory Davy roams is rarely marked,
offering only the occasional river or forest. Although
he sometimes comes across Indian camps or danger-
ous animals, these experiences only serve to reinforce
the mercantilistic beauties of the land as a place where
an adventurous man can roam freely and earn a living
for himself and his family. Davy’s vignettes never ex-
plore the aesthetic beauty that surrounds him because
he is constantly on the move, never still long enough—
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or much inclined—to appreciate his surroundings.
This would require a closer examination of the land-
scape, something that Crockett’s motto, “first, make
sure you’re right, then go ahead,” seemingly forbids.
As a product of the American Industrial Revolution
and the cause of Manifest Destiny, Davy only reports
on the commercial aspects of the land, focusing on
how the wilderness can be transformed into goods
and services that will support the burgeoning pop-
ulations of Eastern cities. Davy comes across as
plucky and courageous because he knows how to
bring the landscape under his control. Likewise, his
struggles with the natural world reveal a vast and
inviting expanse just waiting for enterprising men to
make of it what they will.

The environment that Crockett travels through—
and defines for the reader—is one that in which the
potential settler could thrive and be comfortable.
Davy encounters no mountains, canyons, or valleys.
Instead, the land is generally flat, filled with the oc-
casional river and enough trees to support a large
population of wildlife. There are no dynamic
panoramas capable of startling the reader. Instead,
the wilderness is crafted as a place where the reader
can improve his current life with relative comfort
and ease. Consequently, the animals that Davy
hunts— bears, panthers, wolves, and deer—are those
familiar to city dwellers whose sole knowledge of the
West may come from journals, travel reports, or ro-
mance. Other animals native to the Great Plains or
the West, such as the buffalo, are rarely mentioned.
While the hunting tales that populate the Almanac
may seem ludicrous, their purpose is twofold: they
remind the reader to exercise caution in the wilder -
ness and urge the hunter, no matter how skilled, to
always be prepared for emergencies. Davy’s limited
attention to fauna carries over to the floral world as
well: he never makes specific reference to the types
of trees he sees or the potential medicinal qualities
of plants. He only observes that the land is capable
of growing cash crops such as corn, his imagination
eschewing all other potential uses for the land.

Besides this simple but profoundly important en-
vironmental characterization of the American
frontier, the Almanacs feature a strong political ar-
gument supporting the rapid expansion of America’s
territory; and the series spurred interest in the cause
of Texan independence and annexation, and con-
tributed to increased settlement in the West. As a re-
sult, the Crockett Almanacs can best be described
today as an inspired marketing campaign champi-
oning the cause of western expansion. As a symbol
of the American cause of “Manifest Destiny,” a
slogan advocating the expansion of the United States
across the entire North American continent, Davy

seems capable of accomplishing much of this mission
on his own. Yet his purpose in traveling is not to dis-
cover the mouths of rivers or even to make contact
with (potentially) friendly indigenous peoples, as is
the case with other explorers. Instead, he is simply
meant to blaze the trail for westward and southward
expansion; and the thrust of the Almanacs as a whole
is to suggest that as settlers follow in Davy’s footsteps,
American civilization will continue to expand and
prosper.—Rebekah Greene
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DeLillo, Don (1936–  )
Born in 1936—the year, incidentally, in which

scientists first synthesized radium E—Don DeLillo
grew up in New York City, a Bronx boy in an Ital-
ian-American neighborhood, more interested in
baseball than writing. It was not until 1964, after
earning a degree in Communication Arts and work -
ing for awhile in advertising, that he started writing
his first novel, Americana (1971). Over the next seven
years he published five more novels, including his
ambitiously researched Ratner’s Star (1976), a work
deeply informed by theoretical mathematics. A half
dozen award-winning novels later, he released Un-
derworld (1997), a work set in part during the early
1950s of his New York youth. Considered by many
his masterpiece, this sprawling historical work earned
the author a number of literary awards, including his
second Pulitzer Prize nomination. In 1999 he received
the Jerusalem Prize for the Freedom of the Individual
in Society, an honor that celebrates, among other
works, the novel Mao II (1991), the author’s response
in part to the fatwa issued two years earlier against
novelist Salman Rushdie.

For over four decades DeLillo has interrogated the
texture of American culture, in novels about sport,
rock and roll, consumerism, paranoia, terrorism, and
the threat of nuclear annihilation. His narratives are
often driven by modern anxieties, and some are even
bleakly comical in conveying, like Kafka or Beckett,
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a sense of existential dread—unsurprisingly, perhaps,
for an author whose cultural touchstones include the
Cold War, JFK’s assassination, and the comedy of
Lenny Bruce. This anxiety and dread is dramatized
perhaps most memorably in his popular WHITE

NOISE (1985): “Some people are scared by the sunsets,
some determined to be elated, but most of us don’t
know how to feel, are ready to go either way.” So
reflects the novel’s narrator on our ambivalence about
technology’s encroachment upon the natural world—
in this case, a sunset whose beauty is tempered not
simply with the menacing hues of pollution but also
the “Airborne Toxic Event,” a rolling fog of myste-
rious gas looming on the periphery of the town.
Compounding the narrator’s lurking disquiet is both
a mysterious ailment, which may or may not be can-
cer, and his wife’s growing addiction to an experi-
mental drug that promises, with mixed results, to
obliterate her own fear of death. DeLillo has a knack
for capturing this commingled sense of fear and awe,
an often-inchoate uneasiness with technology and
culture, struggling for expression against the exhila-
rating buzz and hum of modernity.

And yet, DeLillo in part rescues us from the edge
of terror and dread through his sheer joy in language
and invention, churning up anxieties while deftly
laying down, like a stonemason at work, line after
chiseled line of masterful prose. In a style indebted
to literary modernist James Joyce and his fellow ex-
perimentalists WILLIAM FAULKNER and ERNEST

HEMINGWAY, though often on a narrative scale more
akin to filmmakers like Martin Scorsese and Oliver
Stone, DeLillo builds a rich aesthetic and semantic
texture in his narratives by attending with grace to
the nuance and allure of words and their relation-
ships. And in no work, perhaps, does he better cap-
ture the sensuousness of language than in his The
Body Artist (2001), a celebration of language whose
ostensible subject is a performance artist coming to
terms with her husband’s death. Lyrically dense and
set at a glacial pace, the novel begs readers to slow
down, to linger in those otherwise mundane mo-
ments of our lives permeated with what, in a 1988
interview, DeLillo calls the “radiance in dailiness.”
This radiance he most powerfully evokes in passages
describing the natural world: “She moved toward the
table and the birds went cracking off the feeder again.
They passed out of the shade beneath the eaves and
flew into sunglare and silence and it was an action
she only partly saw, elusive and mutely beautiful, the
birds so sunstruck they were consumed by light, dis-
embodied, turned into something sheer and fleet and
scatter-bright.”

Here, just at the edge of human perception, the
nonhuman world crackles with electricity, and as na-

ture and language take center stage, the displaced
observer is always only partly able to discern, just
outside her window, a world ringing bright with an-
imation and the luminous morning sunlight. Yes,
DeLillo reminds us, it is a world increasingly domi-
nated by technology and industry, and the anxieties
that darkly attend (postmodern) life. Yet, though we
are often eclipsed by something larger and perhaps
menacing—a fatwa, for example, or a hyper-real sun -
set—we still stand enraptured before art and art’s na -
ture, finding inspiration and ultimately hope in the
language itself, through which we communicate this
radiant world to one another.—Zachary Dobbins

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Deitering, Cynthia. “The Postnatural Novel: Toxic Con-

sciousness in Fiction of the 1980s.” The Ecocriticism
Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology. Ed. Cheryll Glot-
felty and Harold Fromm. Athens: University of Georgia
Press, 1996. 196–203.

Kerridge, Richard. “Small Rooms and the Ecosystem: En-
vironmentalism and DeLillo’s White Noise.” Writing the
Environment: Ecocriticism and Literature. Ed. Richard
Kerridge and Neil Sammells. London: Zed, 1998. 182–
95.

Martucci, Elise. The Environmental Unconscious in the Fic-
tion of Don DeLillo. London: Routledge, 2007.

Phillips, Dana. “Don DeLillo’s Postmodern Pastoral.”
Reading the Earth: New Directions in the Study of Liter-
ature and Environment. Ed. Michael P. Branch, Rochelle
Johnson, Daniel Patterson, and Scott Slovic. Moscow:
University of Idaho Press, 1998. 235–46.

White Noise, 
Don DeLillo (1984)

Don DeLillo’s White Noise, his eighth novel, sat-
irizes the absurdities and perils of postmodern Amer-
ica, focusing in particular on the myriad ways in
which technological control of the environment has
transformed the natural world into an extension of
the human. DeLillo’s narrator, Jack Gladney, is a
death-obsessed professor at a small college, and
through him DeLillo charts the destabilizing effects,
environmental and psychological, of this transfor-
mation. Frank Lentricchia, enumerating some of the
reasons why the work was a popular “breakthrough”
for DeLillo, notes that its “central event [...] is an
ecological disaster,” and that the book is “an ecolog-
ical novel at the dawn of ecological consciousness”
(Lentricchia 7).

The novel is divided into three parts, with the
middle section devoted to a so-called “airborne toxic
event” which forces Gladney and his family to evac-
uate their town. An industrial accident has released
a chemical known as “Nyodene D,” producing a gi-
gantic cloud of poisonous gas, at once ominous and
alluring: “In its tremendous size, its dark and bulky
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menace, its escorting aircraft, the cloud resembled a
national promotion for death, a multimillion-dollar
campaign backed by radio spots, heavy print and
billboard, TV saturation. There was a high-tension
discharge of vivid light” (151). The interpenetration
of the natural and unnatural in this description, the
environmental event as a spectacle produced and me-
diated by technology, epitomizes DeLillo’s critique
of the confusion, artificiality, and strange lethality
of contemporary life. Nature seems no longer to have
any claim beyond the human, for “natural” scenes
not only seem to be generated by human interven-
tions, but continually remind Gladney and other
characters of something they have witnessed previ-
ously on television or in the movies. The cultural
critic Neil Postman, writing at roughly the same time
as DeLillo, makes a similar point about the appro-
priation of nature’s primacy by the media: “There is
no more disturbing consequence of the electronic
and graphic revolution than this: that the world as
given to us through television seems natural, not
bizarre” (Postman 79).

As a way of suggesting the ubiquity of technolog-
ical “white noise” in contemporary culture, DeLillo
periodically breaks up Gladney’s narrative with snip-
pets of advertising slogans, brand names, or other
fragments suggestive of the bewildering eclecticism
of late capitalism. One of the sharpest of these links
“on-demand” television with the human domination
of the environment: “CABLE HEALTH, CABLE
WEATHER, CABLE NEWS, CABLE NATURE” (220).
As Michael Valdez Moses remarks of this list : “It is
precisely by way of technology reducing nature to a
postmodern simulacrum (a copy with no original),
‘CABLE NATURE,’ that man assumes sovereignty
over a reality that was once understood to transcend
man himself ” (Moses 65). Romantic conceptions of
nature as a source of inspiration have, as a result of
such control, been seriously compromised. “Natural”
spectacles are associated with the corrupting human
touch, as in the local sunsets which have “become al-
most unbearably beautiful” (170) since the airborne
toxic event. Near the end of the novel, Gladney ob-
serves the sunset from a highway overpass and con-
templates his own and others’ reaction to the phe-
nomenon:

The sky takes on content, feeling, an exalted nar-
rative life. The bands of color reach so high, seem
at times to separate into their constituent parts.
There are turreted skies, light storms, softly
falling streamers. It is hard to know how we
should feel about this. Some people are scared by
the sunsets, some determined to be elated, but
most of us don’t know how to feel, are ready to
go either way [(324]).

Not knowing exactly how to feel about the natural
world (and many other things) is typical of DeLillo’s
characters. Natural beauty is hyperbolized and de-
natured here: a sunset, the trite staple of postcards
and tourist photos, becomes overwhelming in its
apocalyptic portents, while the poisonous human in-
terference implicated in the breathtaking “natural
scene” serves as a reminder of the toxicity of intoxi-
cation with beauty. One of DeLillo’s literary disci -
ples, Bret Easton Ellis, provocatively echoes this scene
in American Psycho (1991). Patrick Bateman, the
novel’s narrator and a possible serial killer (he ulti-
mately suggests he may have only imagined the atroc-
ities he describes), hyperbolizes Gladney’s thoughts
on the deadliness of sunsets and their implication in
consumer culture in his gory contemplation of urban
clouds: “I see [in the sky ...] a Gucci money clip, an
ax, a woman cut in two, a large puffy white puddle
of blood that spreads across the sky, dripping over
the city, onto Manhattan” (Ellis 371). For DeLillo
and Ellis, nature is not accessible as a presence
beyond and greater than the human: it is merely an-
other extension of communal human agency, a spec-
tacle implicated in, and threatening the extinction
of, all human interests. A human-engendered death
looms in the sky even as the sky delights the senses.

The hyper-consumerism of the postmodern world
creates, DeLillo implies, its own illusions about the
human triumph over nature. To consume in America
is to partake in the illusion of overcoming natural
death by encountering a seemingly endless supply
and variety of things: endless shopping aisles, endless
goods, endless television, all of which suggest an end-
less consumer, immortally seeking and acquiring.
Insulted by a colleague, Gladney goes shopping in
order to restore a sense of “endless well-being” (83),
finding, in what Jean Baudrillard calls the “primary
landscape [le paysage]” of Western affluence, “the
final and magical negation of scarcity [..., which]
mimic[s] a new-found nature of prodigious fecun-
dity” (Baudrillard 30). Gladney knows, however,
that consumer culture can only repress the fear of
death in its suggestion of endlessness, offering the
aura of immortality while generating its own forms
of death and corruption. Told by doctors that his ex-
posure to Nyodene D will likely kill him some day,
though it is not clear when, he turns wildly against
his own consumption in an attempt to challenge his
fear: “I threw away picture frames, shoe trees, um-
brella stands, wall brackets, highchairs and cribs, col-
lapsible TV trays, beanbag chairs, broken turntables.
[...] There was an immensity of things, an overbur-
dening weight, a connection, a mortality” (262).
Even divested of material possessions, however,
Gladney remains death-haunted. In a final, deranged
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effort to make contact with some kind of authentic,
“natural” experience, he attempts to murder a rival,
but during the act finds himself lost again in simu-
lacra, mimicking cinematic clichés as he attacks and
then rescues his victim. Part of DeLillo’s point here,
which he will elaborate in later novels such as Libra
(1988) and Underworld (1995), is the volatility of the
contemporary de-natured world—its solicitation of
violence by individuals who model mass media even
as they seek to transcend it.—Geoff Hamilton
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Dewey, John (1859–1952)
In many ways John Dewey’s long life paralleled

the cultural history of America. Unlike his parents,
who were both raised on farms, Dewey was born into
the first generation of Americans who experienced
the radical shift in population, culture, and technol-
ogy known as the industrial revolution. Dewey’s
childhood in the small city of Burlington, Vermont
was spent hiking and boating near Lake Champlain,
but it was also defined by the rapid urbanization oc-
curring across the country. He attended what his par-
ents considered a mediocre and overcrowded school,
but excelled as a student and entered the University
of Vermont at the age of 15.

After earning a Ph.D. from John Hopkins in 1884,
Dewey embarked on a distinguished career teaching
and writing about education, social science, and phi-
losophy; and his experiences as a young man in
Burlington were a persistent influence on his work
on the relationship between the environment, social
institutions, and individual freedom. During his ca-
reer as a university professor at the University of
Chicago and Columbia University, Dewey wrote
both complex philosophy and popular articles on
civic responsibility. One of the first pioneers of
American pragmatism, he aligned himself profes-
sionally with such “unconventional” thinkers as
Charles Sanders Pierce and William James.

In was through pragmatism that Dewey expressed

his deep admiration for ecological processes and their
value. He believed that the traditional, separate
metaphysical categories of “subject” (human) and
“object” (nature) hindered our understanding of the
complex relationships that define existence. Accord -
ing to Dewey, the reciprocal connection between ex-
periencing subjects and experienced objects creates
the foundation for all social and philosophical in-
quiry. John Stuhr notes that in Dewey, “experience
is existentially inclusive, continuous, unified: it is
that interaction of subject and object which consti -
tutes subject and object—as partial features of this
active, yet unanalyzed, totality. Experience, then, is
not an ‘interaction’ but a ‘transaction’ in which the
whole constitutes its interrelated aspects” (4–5).
Dewey labeled this belief “radical empiricism,” and
it would prove to be a foundational concept through-
out much of his later work.

Not only did radical empiricism help explain how
subjects and objects mutually shape one another; it
allowed Dewey to theorize that both humans and
nature exist in an ever-changing tide of evolution
and contingency. Dewey writes that the natural en-
vironment “thus becomes something more than a
void in which to roam about, dotted here and there
with dangerous things and things that satisfy the ap-
petite. It becomes a comprehensive and enclosed
scene within which are ordered the multiplicity of
doings and undergoings in which man engages” (AE
23). According to Dewey, growth and multiplicity
were the only things that could be said to have in-
herent value because they provoked subsequent
changes in dormant or established beliefs. The pro-
liferation and evolution of ideas was intrinsically
good, as it produced the materials necessary for fur-
ther progressive change. As his own cultural history
in Vermont had shown, the definition of truth can
dramatically shift according to the pressures of its
environment, and should therefore be continually
reevaluated. Just as fish’s gills, for example, are a fa-
vorable physical adaptation for breathing under
water, they become a liability when the fish is re-
moved from that water; thus we can see that gills are
advantageous so long as they are useful, not because
they are ideally suited to the nature of a fish.

At the turn of the 20th century, the belief that
one’s external environment determined truth and
identity was an innovative concept, and Dewey’s cri-
tique of knowledge had a profound impact on the
way Americans understood their relationship to the
external world. Philosophical tradition had long held
that abstract ideas like Truth, Justice, and Beauty
were statically defined, and could be attained either
through meticulous rationalization or the careful ap-
plication of facts. Dewey’s pragmatism encouraged
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not only the academic revision of ideas, but a
practical application of those ideas to benefit a dem-
ocratic public. In 1935 Dewey published Art as Ex-
perience, arguably his most influential work on aes-
thetics. In it he argued against definitions that
identify art with static objects, and instead empha-
sized the overall artistic experience. He hoped this
would erode the notion of a transcendent “fine” art
and thus enable the public to see beauty as an expe-
rience capable of affecting us outside the narrow
confines of the museums.

After the 1940s, both Dewey and pragmatism were
marginalized in favor of more analytic philosophers,
but his impact on ecological consciousness can best
be seen in his insistence that the environment is an
essential component of our models of truth and dem-
ocratic society, even while it is continually in mo-
tion.—Chris Findeisen
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Selected Works of John Dewey
Over the course of his prolific career John Dewey

wrote more than 37 volumes of work on a broad
range of topics, from democracy, education and social
responsibility, to epistemology and art. His willing-
ness and capability to address a wide array of con-
temporary issues, coupled with his pioneering in-
volvement in social institutions during the years after
the Industrial Revolution, made Dewey one of the
most influential public intellectuals of the 20th cen-
tury. His body of work, often associated with the
philosophical school of American Pragmatism, ex-
erted a lasting influence on both the content of con-
temporary environmental ideas, and the ways in
which we implement those attitudes in everyday life.

In nearly all his important writings, Dewey
touched upon a few keystones that were essential to
his philosophical project. One of his central contri-
butions to American thought is the idea that our at-
titudes toward truth, beauty, and ethical values are
socially constructed and must therefore be vigorously
scrutinized. In his book Democracy and Education
(1916) he reminds us how “Men still want the crutch
of dogma, of beliefs fixed by authority, to relieve
them of the trouble of thinking and the responsibility
of directing their activity by thought. They tend to

confine their own thinking to a consideration of
which one among the rival systems of dogma they
will accept. Hence the schools are better adapted, as
John Stuart Mill said, to make disciples than inquir-
ers” (211). Unlike previous philosophical traditions,
which held “truth” to be a static set of facts or propo-
sitions more or less accessible to man, Dewey con-
ceived it as a contingent property of ideas which in-
vited continual reexamination and revision. He
believed that many philosophic schools “regard
knowledge as something complete in itself irrespec -
tive of its availability in dealing with what is yet to
be” (215). The vast amount of information continu-
ally produced by the physical world, however, cou-
pled with man’s limited interpretive capacities, made
Dewey skeptical about our ability to formulate to-
talizing concepts with any degree of certainty; and
his skepticism ultimately reflects profound respect
for a world that in critical ways exists beyond the
scope of human intelligence.

Another important theme in Dewey’s work is the
celebration of the beauty and variety of ordinary ex-
perience. Just as he sees complex philosophical prob-
lems both enacted and resolved during the ongoing
processes of everyday life, he celebrates the profound
aesthetic enjoyment offered by natural and human
environments. In his 1934 book Art as Experience,
Dewey asks why most people feel “repulsion when
the high achievements of fine art are brought into
connection with common life, the life that we share
with all living creatures? Why is life thought of as
an affair of low appetite, or at its best a thing of gross
sensation, and ready to sink from its best to the level
of lust and harsh cruelty?” (20). Here Dewey is coun-
tering the impulse to view philosophy, art, and
beauty as functions of a human mind somehow di-
vorced from, or even opposed to, worldly or sensual
impulses. Instead, Dewey suggests that the “common
life” which connects us to all other living beings is
the source of aesthetic pleasure, not the cause of in-
tellectual/moral decay. When the art-object becomes
the site of our physical, aesthetic experience, we more
fully appreciate the system of relationships that went
into its physical creation and interpretation. This
model thus favors human subjects in continuous re-
lation to their environment, while resisting the im-
pulse to compartmentalize experience into the di-
chotomous realms of beauty/function, pleasure/
work, human/nature.

Dewey also rejects the notion that human beings
live in a place somehow removed from the continu-
ities of nature, recognizing that it is impossible to
“get outside” nature, just as it is impossible to “get
outside” truth. His work attempts to reestablish the
connections between humans and their experiences
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of the natural world, many of which had been de-
valued in earlier Western philosophical traditions
through a complex series of metaphysical abstrac -
tions. If Dewey theorized, in the late stages of the
Industrial Revolution, that humans and their envi-
ronment reciprocally determine one another, ad-
vances in modern science and industrial capital have
provided ample supporting evidence. Bill McKibben
writes in his book The End of Nature (1989) that in
the wake of human-induced climate change no place
on Earth is now untouched by mankind. The effects
of globalization have shown that the concept of a
“Nature” existing apart from humanity is no longer
viable, making Dewey’s insistence on communities
undertaking cooperative action to alter their local
and national environments more relevant than ever.
However, Dewey’s notion of inherent reciprocality
not only dictates that humans take seriously their re-
sponsibility in shaping the environment, but suggests
that environmental pressures determine human in-
terests. “Since no particular organism lasts forever,”
Dewey writes in Experience and Nature, “life in gen-
eral goes on only as an organism reproduces itself ;
and the only place where it can reproduce itself is
the environment. [...] At every point and stage, ac-
cordingly, a living organism and its life processes in-
volve a world or nature temporally and spatially ‘ex-
ternal’ to itself but ‘internal’ to its functions” (278).
Here Dewey notes that although time and space may
exist “outside” living organisms, we nevertheless carry
evolutionary and environmental forces internally,
through our DNA for example; and in this sense
ecological forces are continually present within all
living creatures, making our connection to the en-
vironment an integral part of our own personal his-
tories.

Although he did not address the issue of ecology
in much detail, his work had a profound influence
on the history of environmental thought. Pragma-
tism’s insistence that empirical facts clearly reflect so-
cial realities cleared a path for ecological science to
be considered an essential component of judicial and
public policy decisions. Herbert Reid and Betsy Tay-
lor note that “John Dewey did not just espouse a
theory of social intelligence; he was a philosopher of
‘public intelligence.’ Unlike many political scientists,
he didn’t simply consider public opinion in American
society to be both a given force and an elite tool;
Dewey pursued a critical theory of the formation of
public opinion” (82). As early as 1917 Dewey under-
stood that the rapidly changing world required a new
series of interpretive methods if it was to solve the
challenges of a new industrial society. In The Public
and Its Problems he wrote that “If changing conduct
and expanding knowledge ever required a willingness

to surrender not merely old solutions but old prob-
lems it is now” (47). Dewey’s work thus encouraged
the evaluation of ideas based on their social utility
instead of their adherence to established traditions
or habits. This enabled later thinkers to talk about
nature as something other than a place set apart, ei-
ther by God or causal necessity; and this in turn
helped contemporary thinkers change the dominant
environmental paradigm to reflect a model of nature
in which humans and the natural environment exist
within a complex system of reciprocal and ever-
changing relationships.—Chris Findeisen
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Dickey, James (1923–1997)
Poet and novelist James Dickey was born in Buck-

head, Georgia, in 1923 to Eugene Dickey, a lawyer,
and Maibelle Swift. Dickey enrolled at Clemson Col-
lege, where he played varsity football. However, after
one semester, he enlisted in the Army Air Corps, and
eventually in the night-fighter corps during World
War II. Having already read Romantic poetry as a
boy with his father, in between missions he read
modern poetry and tried his hand at writing. On his
return, he completed degrees in English and Philos-
ophy at Vanderbilt University, where he also first
began writing poetry seriously, and then taught at
the Rice Institute, before being called back to duty
with the Air Force to train officers for the Korean
War.

His military service completed, he spent several
years working in advertising in New York and
Atlanta, including work on campaigns for Coca-Cola
and Lay’s Chips. This career paid the bills but left
Dickey feeling that he was somehow cheating his cre-
ativity. In 1960, he published his first poetry collec-
tion, Into the Stone and Other Poems; and, convinced
he could now earn a living as a writer, he left his ad-
vertising job and quickly published Drowning with
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Others in 1962. It was his volume Poems 1957–1967,
published in 1967, that brought him significant ac-
claim, and soon after, he accepted the position of
Professor of English and Writer-in-Residence at the
University of South Carolina at Columbia, where he
taught until his death in 1997. A self-confessed al-
coholic, in his latter years he spent time in hospital
for jaundice and fibrosis of the lungs. Dickey was
married twice, with two sons from his first marriage,
to Maxine Syerson, and a daughter with Deborah
Dodson.

Dickey’s poems are noted for their experimental
use of language and form, yet his best known novel,
DELIVERANCE (1970), is written in sparse and acces-
sible prose. Nonetheless, his oeuvre is unified by its
searching depiction of the violence of nature—
human, animal and environmental. Humans are cer-
tainly viewed as different from animals—in “The
Heaven of Animals” the latter are said to have “no
souls” (a common Enlightenment view, but not
Dickey’s, in any simple way)—but away from the
“false” civilization of urban environments, humans
too can act without conscience. Dickey’s primary in-
terest lies in seeing how men behave beyond the rules
of civilized society; and he looks to nature as a touch-
stone and testing ground for masculinity. In Dickey’s
work, nature is beautiful but brutal, beguiling yet
punishing. In the wilderness men become more
stereotypically masculine, and women seem to have
little or no place. Indeed, significant female characters
rarely feature in Dickey’s work at all, and are entirely
absent, for example, in Deliverance.

Dickey’s interests in guitar and banjo playing,
hunting, woodsmanship, canoeing, and archery, as
well as his war-time experience, are all inscribed in
his prose and poetry; fighter pilots, football players
and Southern backwoodsmen recur throughout his
work. His second novel, Alnilam (1987), exploited
his World War II experiences to explore notions of
power abuse in a corps of fighter pilots. Though a
move away from the natural setting and threat of De-
liverance, the novel revisited the idea of natural orders
within group dynamics. Less critically well received,
his third novel, To the White Sea (1993), returned to
an untamed wilderness for its setting. Centered on
a disturbed soldier forced to parachute into Japan,
the tale follows the protagonist’s journey from Tokyo
to the wilds of the north. While the soldier seems
capable in his environment, he becomes almost ter-
ritorial and kills any humans he encounters, in in-
creasingly depraved ways, an implacable progression
anticipating the visceral mythopoeics of CORMAC

MCCARTHY.
Dickey cited as his prose influences novelists who

he believed strove for poetic intensity and clarity,

such as MELVILLE, Woolf, and FAULKNER. His style
and thematic concerns have also been likened to
HART CRANE and WHITMAN. In addition to his cre-
ative writing, Dickey published The Suspect in Poetry,
a collection of critical essays that was outspoken in
its disregard for POUND, Plath and FROST, among
others. It was this, along with Henry Hart’s biogra-
phy, The World as a Lie (2000), that helped to create
an image of Dickey as a rather boorish, macho brag-
gart.

During his writing career, Dickey won a Guggen-
heim fellowship, was awarded the National Book
Award and the Melville Cane Award, and was poetry
consultant for the National Library of Congress, a
position that is now called poet laureate. Among
other notable accolades, he read his poem “The
Strength of Fields” at President Jimmy Carter’s in-
auguration in 1977.—Alex Hobbs
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Deliverance,
James Dickey (1970)

Deliverance was the first novel by poet, James
Dickey. While his poetry is typically lyrical and full
of imagery, his prose in this novel is stark and
stripped of his usual melodic description. Yet the
theme of remasculinization through nature that runs
through his poetic oeuvre is also present here. Like
much environmentally significant literature, the
novel addresses the confrontation between civilisation
and the wild, but also, here, the renegotiation of mas-
culine identity, as four city dwellers seek to reassert
their masculinity through mastery of nature. As
Theda Wrede summarises: “The narrative hinges on
the archetypical hero’s quest for self-transcendence
through a merger (a blurring of boundaries between
self and other) with feminized nature, which, then,
reconfirms his masculinity” (178).
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Though still critically revered, the novel is also of
its time; its violence echoes the escalation in Viet -
nam, as well as the protests at home, and the shock
of the Manson Family murders and the political as-
sassinations of the late sixties. Indeed, in the story of
a condemned river, it also struck a tonic chord in the
burgeoning environmental movement; 1970 saw the
first Earth Day celebration (THE CONSERVATION

MOVEMENT). In tone and subject, it owes much to
Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1902) and Wil -
liam Golding’s Lord of the Flies (1954), and shares
some similar ground with MARK TWAIN’s THE AD-
VENTURES OF HUCKLEBERRY FINN (1884).

Yet praise of the work is not universal; in his por-
trayal of Southern mountain people, Dickey has been
accused of vast oversimplification, forever colouring
attitudes towards them. Moreover, when first re -
leased, many commented on the novel’s sensation-
alism and its seeming defence of violence and
machismo. However, later evaluations have ap-
plauded Dickey’s subtle use of myth and Jungian ar-
chetypes. In the novel, Dickey exploits several of his
own interests as plot devices; for example, Dickey
enjoyed archery, and bowmanship is inscribed in sev-
eral key scenes; even his experience working in ad-
vertising agencies is utilised in the character of Ed
Gentry.

The novel begins when four middle-aged men
from Atlanta decide to take a weekend canoeing trip
down the southern Appalachian Cahulawassee River
before it is flooded to make way for a reservoir which
will provide power for their home city. The group—
Ed Gentry, a graphic artist and the narrator, Bobby
Trippe, a salesman, Drew Ballinger, a soft drink ex-
ecutive—are led by Lewis Medlock, a landlord and
self-proclaimed outdoorsman. Seeking to escape
civilisation and the emasculating roles they perform
in modern life, they look for an environment that is
“unvisited and free” (2), in which they can use their
“Atomic-survival” instincts (9) and wake from “the
sleep of mild people” (31). Lewis in particular arrives
at the river with archetypes of lone hunters, fron-
tiersmen, and explorers at the forefront of his mind;
these are the stereotypes of men he expects to find
on their trip, and he wants the group to emulate their
example.

The first major scene of the novel occurs on the
journey to the river, when the men stop at a gas sta-
tion in a mountain community. Urban and rural cul-
tures meet for the first time when Drew, who has
brought along his guitar, plays a duet with a young
banjo-playing local, who, though mentally deficient
and possibly inbred, is a highly gifted musician. It is
a subtly ominous scene that suggests camaraderie and
commonality, yet at the same time sets the fragile

gentility of the visitors against the “brute” physicality
of the locals.

Throughout, Ed’s descriptions of nature are filled
with awe and trepidation:

[...] I had not really been aware of the water, but
now I was. It felt profound, its motion built into
it by the composition of the earth for hundreds of
miles upstream and down, and by thousands of
years [65].

In the novel’s first encounter with wildlife, Ed
wakes early to hunt with his bow and arrow; he sights
a deer and attempts a shot but misses. This is the
first of many failures to master nature with violence.
However, although nature itself is an ever present
danger, it is the inhabitants of this wilderness who
pose the greatest threat to the Atlantans. On this first
day of paddling, with Lewis and Drew partnered and
further down the river, two mountain men, one car-
rying a shotgun, surprise the other pair. Forcing
Bobby and Ed back into the woods, they tie Ed to a
tree and cut him with his own knife then sodomise
Bobby. Believing them to be lawless from the out-
set—“Escaped convicts” or “Bootleggers” (92)—Ed
is still astonished by their lack of humanity: “I had
never felt such brutality and carelessness of touch,
or such disregard for another person’s body” (96).
Before another act of sexual depravity and extreme
emasculation is extorted, the pair are saved by Lewis,
who shoots one assailant with an arrow, while the
other flees, Ed not quick enough to turn the gun on
him. It is clear that rather than the rule of law that
the urbanites are used to, here it is survival of the
fittest; once they learn this, they take the law into
their own hands. From this point in the narrative,
the group dynamics begin to feel the strain. Drew
wants to go to the police. However, Lewis does not
want to alert the authorities because he believes that
any trial would lead to them being judged by a jury
consisting of the dead man’s relatives; he manages to
convince Ed and they bury the body.

Yet, having seemingly mastered the inhabitants of
the environment, nature itself punishes the group.
In a series of difficult rapids that represent “the un-
believable violence and brutality of the river” (124),
the river itself assaults the Atlantans, who will benefit
from its enforced servitude through the dam. Both
Lewis and Drew fall from the canoe; and while Lewis
emerges with a broken leg, Drew does not surface at
all. Convinced now that the escaped mountain men
are stalking them from above the gorge, Lewis pre-
sumes that Drew has been shot. Ed assumes respon-
sibility for removing this threat and climbs to the
top with the bow. Despite acute fear—“Everything
in me was shaking” (162)—Ed is finally able to shoot
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his prey, although he does injure himself in the
process, falling on one of his own arrows. There is
some doubt whether this is the same man who at-
tacked them and shot Drew, and, indeed, when they
find his body, it is unclear whether he was in fact
shot. Nonetheless, back in the gorge, they sink both
corpses in the river.

When the remaining three finally arrive at Aintry,
they are seen by a doctor and give their story to the
sheriff and his deputy. The group devise a shared
story about a canoeing accident, and despite the
deputy sheriff ’s suspicions due to his missing
brother-in-law, they are allowed to leave, on condi-
tion that they do not return. At the novel’s close, the
characters have returned to their city lives and grown
apart, but the wilderness—and “wild”—experience
endures, especially in the novel’s central protagonist.
Despite Lewis’s gung-ho approach at the beginning
of the novel, it is Ed who truly changes; the experi-
ence informs both his masculinity and his broader
sensibility thereafter, and his everyday life never quite
touches him. As he muses, “And so it ended, except
in my mind, which changed the events more deeply
into what they were, into what they meant to me
alone” (239) and “The river underlies, in one way or
another, everything I do” (240).

The novel was adapted into a film of the same
name in 1972, starring Burt Reynolds and Jon
Voight, and directed by John Boorman; it was nom-
inated for three Academy Awards, including Best
film.—Alex Hobbs

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Clabough, Casey Howard. Elements: The Novels of James
Dickey. Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 2002.

Conrad, Joseph. Heart of Darkness. New York: W.W. Nor-
ton, 2005.

Deliverance (1972). Warner Brothers Home Video, DVD,
2007.

Dickey, James. Deliverance. London: Bloomsbury, 2005.
Golding, William. Lord of the Flies. New York: Perigee,

2003.
Kirschten, Robert, Ed. Critical Essays on James Dickey. New

York: G.K. Hall, 1994.
Twain, Mark. The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. London:

Penguin, 1995.
Wrede, Theda. “Nature and Gender in James Dickey’s De-

liverance: An Ecofeminist Reading” in The Way We Read
James Dickey: Critical Approaches for the Twenty-First
Century. Edited by William B. Thesing and Theda
Wrede. Columbia: University of South Carolina Press,
2009.

Dickinson, Emily (1830–1886)
Emily Dickinson lived in Amherst, Massachusetts,

from her birth in 1830. Only a handful of her 1775
poems were published in her lifetime. After her death

in 1886, her sister Lavinia discovered the forty hand-
sewn booklets now referred to as the fascicles, as well
as unbound sheets and drafts written on scraps of
paper. In 1955, Thomas H. Johnson produced the
first edition that preserved Dickinson’s wording and
some of her unique punctuation. In 1998, R. W.
Franklin published The Poems of Emily Dickinson:
Variorum Edition, in which he reordered the poems
based on his research. I will use his poem numbers.

Emily Dickinson was innovative not only in her
prosody but also in the range of perspectives from
which she wrote on the natural world. Her descrip-
tions of habitat preferences, diurnal and seasonal cy-
cles, sentience in non-human species, and food chain
interconnections are ecologically oriented. One
unique melding is her evocation of nature as a
“haunted house” (F 1403). While this expression in-
corporates the gothic tone in which NATHANIEL

HAWTHORNE depicts the colonial Puritans’ discom-
fort with wild nature as a zone of spiritual danger,
Dickinson converts the fear into “mystery” and awe
in facing the vast scale of nature. Such depictions
unsettle the prevalent anthropocentric attitudes ex-
pressed, for example, in EMERSON’s famous “trans-
parent eyeball” passage in “NATURE.” Her expressions
of relativity of viewpoint and indeterminacy of per-
ception link her to modern writers. Finally, one of
her poems (F 162) exemplifies the contemporary con-
struct of “swarm logic.” From poems that share the
exhilaration of spring to poems that probe human -
ity’s place in the ecosystem, Dickinson has con-
tributed richly to the expanding field of ecopoetics.

Dickinson’s interest in the natural world began
with childhood explorations, such as finding a wild
orchid: “the first clutch of the stem is as vivid now,
as the Bog that bore it—so truthful is transport” (L
458). “Transport” describes a state of exalted feeling.
By adolescence, her outdoor rambles developed into
the popular activity of botanizing, gathering plant
specimens, which she collected into a Herbarium
eventually containing more than 400 local plant
species.

She was exposed to both romantic and scientific
approaches to nature. In the mid–19th Century,
women were just beginning to receive a scientific ed-
ucation. Dickinson studied botany at Amherst Acad-
emy (1845–7) and botany and natural history at
Mount Holyoke (1847–8). This education supported
her keen observations of visible realities, including
other species, that balances her more abstract con-
ceptualizations. Although science was shifting into
a fully secular profession, its introduction to young
women was as colorful as technical. Her botany text,
Almira Lincoln Phelps’ Familiar Lectures on Botany,
had an appendix on the “Symbolical Language of
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Flowers,” a symbol system Dickinson shared with
other women writers of her epoch (Petrino 151–2).
Yet many of her poems demonstrate her precise
knowledge of botanical terminology.

Dickinson’s proclamation of a regional perspective
in F 256—“The Robin’s my Criterion for Tune ...
Because I see—New Englandly”—shows her aware-
ness of relativity of perspective in contrast to the
transcendentalists’ assumption of universality. Her
focus is sometimes on the very locale of her own
backyard. To maintain decorum, women were ex-
pected to have escorts in wild places, which perhaps
explains why Dickinson’s explorations dwindled after
her dog Carlo’s death in 1866. However, she culti-
vated flowers in the garden and greenhouse of the
family Homestead and continued to revel in natural
processes. As she told Thomas Wentworth Higgin -
son, whom she invited to be her preceptor in 1862,
“the ‘infinite Beauty’ of which you speak comes too
near to seek” (L 2:454). Higginson, a naturalist and
writer with a romantic bent, was strongly influenced
by Thoreau, to whose essays Dickinson refers ap-
provingly in her correspondence. Critic Barton St.
Armand positions the two men as proponents of “po-
etic natural history” whose interests in nature en-
compassed both sensory details and spiritual mean-
ingfulness. In contrast to Emerson, who looks
through visible nature to a further spiritual reality,
they extolled the depths of meaning within the nat-
ural world. Dickinson’s more naturalistic writing
seems convergent with this approach.

Many of Dickinson’s poems can be read as dia-
logues with other writers. The prevalent discourses
about nature during her lifetime included the ro-
mantic/ sentimental, Calvinist/puritan, transcenden-
tal, and scientific. Dickinson sparred with all these
positions. She often explored the direct “experience”
beyond mental constructions and chose language that
conveyed a sense of lived immediacy (c.f. 875, 916).
Like her contemporary women writers, Dickinson
employed flower symbolism to code human feelings,
but her interest in nature was not limited to symbolic
figurations. She matched the romantics’ intensity of
affect and image, but her tone is seldom sentimental
and often ironic or gothic. For example, F 1668 de-
scribes the “accidental power” of the frost that “be-
heads” a flower. This view of implacable natural
forces challenges the tidy nature of Ralph Waldo
Emerson’s “Humble Bee” who encounters nothing
“unsavory” in his travels. Emerson’s writing was an
early and strong influence that helped Dickinson
define her own divergent project. His poem appeared
in a book Dickinson’s first tutor gave her in 1853.
Comparing Emerson’s “Humble Bee” to Dickinson’s
bee poems helps delineate her ecopoetic project.

In an ecofeminist interpretation of 19th Century
thought, males claimed a superior position through
their capacity for reason and action, while women
were considered creatures of the less-valued body and
feelings. A parallel hierarchy is that between humans,
deemed active and therefore entitled to exploit pas-
sive-coded nature, without regard for sustainability
(c.f. Carolyn Merchant). This view is anthropocen-
tric, since it validates human priorities over those of
the ecosystem as a whole. Despite his sensitivity to
the natural world, Emerson’s poem depicts the then-
stereotypical active male bee visiting passive female
flowers (c.f. Mary Loeffelholz 9–20). Emerson po-
sitions himself primarily as an appreciative spectator
whose poetic vision allows him to incorporate the
“horizon,” a transcendent view of the natural/ spir-
itual world. In “The Humble Bee,” his decorous if
“burly” bee is a “rover” who will enjoy “dominion”
as he moves from flower to flower. The bees in
women’s writing of the epoch show the other side of
this stereotype: most are good providers who stay
close to home. In contrast to both approaches, many
of Dickinson’s 124 bee poems parody gender clichés.
She depicts scenes of interaction and immersion, not
dominance or domesticity: her bees become inebri-
ated with nectar and sometimes joyfully “lost in
balms” (F 205). In contrast to Emerson’s viewed
horizon are her images of a traveled circumference
and the “splendors” of nature envisioned as a varied
“menagerie,” an aggregate more like a living ecosys-
tem than an abstract ideal (F 319).

A recurrent theme in Dickinson’s poems is the re-
ciprocal interaction between bee and flower, as in
the assertion that “To make a prairie it takes a clover
and one bee” (F 1779).” This bee/ flower dyad depicts
a relational rather than hierarchical view of the
ecosystem. Ecocritical approaches are relational be-
cause they concern the interconnections of individ -
uals and species within the ecosystem. One prime
example is the food chain, through which species ob-
tain and provide food for one another. The bee pol-
linates the flower, while the nectar feeds the bees.
This dyad is a small-scale model of an ecological sys-
tem in which two species are mutually sustaining.

Dickinson’s portrayals of interrelatedness among
bird and bee populations parallel contemporary ec-
ocritical models that attribute sentience and agency,
the capacity to act from their own intentions, to non-
human species. Dickinson depicts seasonality and
process in F 983, where a fly awaits a bee’s scheduled
arrival. In choosing a non-romantic fly as narrator,
Dickinson avoids the sentimental figurations com -
mon to her epoch. At the same time, the poem por-
trays a sentient natural order and seasonal rhythms.
Natural processes are purposeful: the caterpillar in F
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1523 is “Intent upon its own career” to become a but-
terfly. Beyond being attractive, the butterfly is an
agent with its own “system of aesthetics—/ Far su-
perior to mine.” Human valuation is not the only
standard. Instead of personifying Nature as one
entity, Dickinson presents the natural world as a
composite of interacting communities, which she
refers to, for example, as the varied melodies of earth
(F 895). Dickinson’s more naturalistic poems, such
as “A narrow fellow in the grass” (F 1096), demon-
strate her awareness of habitats: the snake “likes a
Boggy Acre.” Her persona feels “cordiality” for “Sev-
eral of Nature’s People” whom “I know, and they
know me.” This syntax implies reciprocity rather
than the distanced view of a scientific “objective” ob-
server or the one-way view of Emerson’s transparent
eyeball. In writing about large-scale splendors of na-
ture, Dickinson can balance a sense of awe with an
engagement in science. For example, “The lilac is an
antique shrub” (F 1261) uses botanical terminology
to present the sunset as a giant flower. The poem
contests the Puritan claim that visible nature provides
only a dim reflection of heaven’s glories by suggesting
that this vision of sunset is an immanent revelation
complete in itself, for those who fully experience it.
Here, the system of sun and earth encompasses hu-
mans, but does not grant us center stage.

In “Nature is what we see” (F 721), Dickinson ex-
poses the limitations of human perception to com-
prehend the vastness of the ecosystem. Each of the
three quatrains contrasts human faculties, “see,”
“hear,” and “know,” to nature’s states: “Heaven,”
“Harmony,” and “Sincerity” [“Simplicity”]. The
proposal of the first line is refuted by examples such
as “eclipse.” Nature encompasses complex processes
of production and sustenance, not all of which are
visible. Perhaps Nature is “heaven” in the sense of
being an all-encompassing whole, as opposed to our
partial glimpses. The second quatrain contrasts “what
we hear” to “Harmony,” implying that the manifold
sounds of the environment exceed our capacity to
listen. The third quatrain’s statement that “Nature
is what we know—/ Yet have no art to say” implies
an incapacity to fully express what we do experience
of the ecological totality. Compared to the creative
capacity of nature, our art has a smaller scope. This
poem’s withdrawal from an attempt to encompass
nature through perception could support an ethical
stance not limited to anthropocentrism. It contrasts
to the famous “transparent eyeball” passage in Emer-
son’s essay, “Nature,” in which the poet incorporates
a vision of the whole.

Dickinson is often considered a proto-modernist
because of her ironic tone and formal experimenta-
tion. Her perceptions of the natural world also in-

clude innovative insights. Many of Dickinson’s
poems address transience with a traditional focus on
seasonality and the life cycle. Further, though, she
depicts transience in moments of perception. As she
sums it up in a letter, “All we secure of beauty is it’s
evanescences” (L 781). When we try to “secure” the
beautiful life form in art, we find only its trace. For
example, in F 370, “Within my garden rides a bird,”
the reality of a passing hummingbird can only be at-
tested by “just vibrating Blossoms.” Without this
trace, the persona would be uncertain whether the
experience occurred or was projected by “the Garden
in the Brain.” Such interest in dynamic perception
and indeterminacy show her modernistic thinking.
Further, F 162 offers a stunning image of ecological
interconnectedness and “swarm logic,” a construct
only defined in the twentieth century. An assemblage
of wildlife emerging in spring looks like a giant
many-colored organism, “a Peacock’s purple Train/
feather by feather—on the plain” where it “Fritters
itself away!” Each creature can be separate—they can
“Fritter” apart—but they can also function together
as a unified group. The comparison to feathers sug-
gests a concrete connectedness. This metaphor well
describes bee and ant colonies, now known to func-
tion like one giant organism with collective, “swarm
logic.” The sense of systemic organization continues
through the poem, culminating in the final stanza
where the myriad forms of wildlife, the “Regiments
of Wood and Hill” emerge in the spring and self-or-
ganize dynamically, “without” need of a “comman-
der.” Such a non-hierarchical emergent order
suggests a self-organizing system responsive to sea-
sonal rhythms.

Often, as in F 1365, Dickinson returns to the
transport that attunement to natural processes in-
vites.

A little Madness in the Spring
Is wholesome even for the King,
But God be with the Clown—
Who ponders this tremendous scene—
This whole Experiment of Green—
As if it were his own!

Dickinson asks us to question what our role is in
“this whole experiment of Green.” To assume own-
ership would be foolish, clownish, but we can be in-
spired by, and feel kinship with, the natural world
within whose boundaries our lives are contained.—
Mary Newell
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Dillard, Annie (1945–  )

Depending upon the critic one reads, Annie Dil-
lard, in addition to being a poet, essayist, novelist,
and editor, is an inscrutable mystic, an intellectual
recluse, an amateur naturalist, a modern Transcen-
dentalist, or “a kind of ecological guru” (Smith 341).
By her own account she is “an explorer ... and also a
stalker” (Dillard, Pilgrim 14), an “unscrupulous ob-
server” (ibid. 33), a seeker of mystery, a reader of
books, a visitor of monasteries, but most of all a
writer, because: “Why are we reading if not in hope
that the writer will magnify and dramatize our days,
will illuminate and inspire us with wisdom, courage,
and the possibility of meaningfulness, and will press
upon our minds the deepest mysteries, so we may
feel again their majesty and power?” (Dillard, Writing
72–73). She is best known for her PILGRIM AT

TINKER CREEK (1974), which earned her the Pulitzer
Prize and a reputation as an environmental writer of
note.

Biographical information on Dillard is sketchy,
suggesting that she is, in fact, something of a recluse;
even her autobiographical texts are admittedly fic-
tionalized to a greater or lesser extent. She was born

in 1945 in Pittsburgh, and grew up in a relatively
affluent family. Her youth was steeped in religion,
books, and the natural world, as recounted in An
American Childhood. She attended Hollins College
in Virginia to earn a bachelor’s and a master’s degree
in English literature, and has lived in places as diverse
as Cape Cod and islands off the Washington State
coast.

As a child Dillard was a rock- and insect-collector;
as a young woman she spent time camping in the
Virginia wilderness, which ultimately led to her tem-
porary move to Tinker Creek (in the Roanoke Valley
of Virginia) where she researched Pilgrim at Tinker
Creek, “observing the natural world, taking notes,
and reading voluminously in a wide variety of dis-
ciplines, including theology, philosophy, natural sci-
ence, and physics” (Authors and Artists for Young
Adults). This dual inquiry into the natural world and
intellectual history would essentially define the heu -
ris tic space of Dillard’s later writing.

Highlights of Dillard’s oeuvre include Pilgrim at
Tinker Creek (1974), which earned the Pulitzer Prize;
Holy the Firm (1977); Living by Fiction (1982);
TEACHING A STONE TO TALK (1982), named a Best
Book of the 1980s by the Boston Globe; An American
Childhood, nominated for a National Book Critics
Circle Award; The Writing Life (1989); The Living
(1992); For the Time Being (1999); and The Maytrees
(2007).

Dillard’s most significant environmental works in-
clude Pilgrim; Holy the Firm, in which she explores
the seeming incompatibility of a divine order and
human suffering; and Teaching a Stone to Talk, a col-
lection of essays featuring the same acute eye for ob-
servation of the natural world that she debuted in
Pilgrim. The Living, Dillard’s first novel, is frequently
noted for its vivid portrayal of the development of
the Pacific Northwest frontier as a backdrop to the
characters’ lives. For the Time Being again takes up
the subject of an omniscient, benevolent creator who
nonetheless seems to turn a blind eye to suffering.
Even in her fiction, Dillard “intersperses narrative
vignettes, sometimes casual and other times crucial,
with examples of her continuous love affair with na-
ture” (Moore 507).

The narrators in Dillard’s environmental works
are typically acute, non-intervening observers of the
world, somewhat akin to the “transparent eyeball”
that EMERSON exalted. And like Emerson, Dillard
suggests that to see truly, one must be emptied of
self-consciousness and ego. Most critics note Dillard’s
own “capacity for long scrutiny, careful notetaking,
and painstaking remembering” (Smith 350); she her-
self highlights seeing as the primary human role, and
especially the primary writer’s role:
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Examine all things intensely and relentlessly.
Probe and search each object.... Do not leave it,
do not course over it, as if it were understood,
but instead follow it down until you see in it the
mystery of its own specificity and strength Dil-
lard, Writing 78].

Such attention, however, is not merely confined
to the mundane world, for Dillard views natural phe-
nomena as microcosms through which to explore the
divine.

And yet, even in such Emersonian observation,
Dillard does not completely absent herself from her
writings on the natural world (though some critics
express the wish for a yet more personal narrative
style). Her books describe raw emotions and a sense
of rapture anchored in the body: “What you experi-
ence is not purely mental but sensuous as well” (Au-
thors and Artists for Young Adults). Even if her style
fails to lay bare “her romances..., her griefs, angers,
hurts, private joys, deepest longings,” Dillard is
deeply present in her writing; yet she also remains
something of a “mystery,” akin to the mysteries of
the natural world she describes (Smith 353).

A key theme in Dillard’s work is the noninterven-
tionist role of the human observer (Smith 351).
Dillard clearly exhibits more of a poetic than a po-
litical agenda. She watches and reports violence, suf-
fering, exuberance, and beauty with a witness’s non-
judgmental gaze. She does not comment on the
human impact on the environment or call readers to
action, and her work is concerned more with the rap-
tures of the natural world than environmental poli-
tics—with what might be termed the affective sub-
stratum of political life. “In the end,” according to
the Environmental Encyclopedia, “Dillard is a so-
journer, a pilgrim, wandering the world, ecstatically
attentive to nature’s bloodiness and its beauty.” “She
watches like mad; she records what she observes; she
refrains from recommending that anyone do
anything about what she sees” (Smith 351).

Another notable feature of Dillard’s work is its in-
tertextuality, its tendency to indirectly or directly
cite multiple sources, especially American Romantic
authors like THOREAU, Emerson and MELVILLE (see
Chénetier). Her sources are extraordinarily diverse,
ranging from works of Christian mystics and Torah
scholars to books on human deformities or scientific
reports by entomologists; and they firmly situate her
outlook and ideas within the canon of Western in-
tellectual history. However, Dillard does not cite in
order to overshadow, question, or correct her source
texts (Chénetier), but in order to enrich her own ob-
servations and narratives, to juxtapose texts from var-
ious backgrounds and reveal their unexplored affini-
ties, illuminating them by that juxtaposition.

Although Dillard became noted as an environ-
mental writer following Pilgrim, she has developed
a strong following in religious circles for her theo-
logical inquiries, highlighted by critical analyses of
Pilgrim’s mysticism. Her position as a practicing
Roman Catholic enhances her popularity among
Catholic scholars, and she has been the focus of many
book reviews and articles in Catholic publications.

As Peggy Rosenthal notes, “Dillard’s stature in
American letters is approaching that of her precursor
poet-essayist-transcendentalists, Thoreau and Emer-
son” (Authors and Artists for Young Adults). For many,
she has revived the romantic tradition of environ-
mental rhapsody, but from a post–Darwinian, post–
Big Bang Theory, post-quantum mechanics perspec-
tive, one in which postmodern chaos must be
reconciled with earlier notions of a self-consistent
God (Smith 348, citing John Becker). This locates
her among the most significant theological and en-
vironmental writers of our time. More broadly, as
John Moore claims, Dillard’s “work [should be
placed] in the company of the best that has been
thought and said” (507).—Laura Boynton
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Pilgrim at Tinker Creek,
Annie Dillard (1974)

Dillard’s Pilgrim at Tinker Creek received wide-
spread critical acclaim, bestselling status, and a
Pulitzer Prize. Although some critics have been frus-
trated by the difficulty of classifying this “highly un-
usual treatise on nature” (Reimer 182), few have
questioned the book’s compelling force or environ-
mental significance.

Dillard describes herself as “no scientist, but a poet
and a walker with a background in theology and a
penchant for quirky facts” (“Best-Selling Author
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Annie Dillard”), and this self-description is exem-
plified by Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, which weaves to-
gether meditations on nature, science, theology, and
humanity’s role in nature, structured around a year’s
observations near Tinker Creek, in the Roanoke Val-
ley, Virginia. The book aims to “tell [...] some tales
and describ[e] some of the sights of this rather tamed
valley, and explor[e], in fear and trembling, some of
the unmapped dim reaches and unholy fastnesses to
which those tales and sights so dizzyingly lead” (Dil-
lard 13).

Pilgrim steadfastly resists categorization: it is not
strictly nonfiction, as the personal accounts and the-
ological interludes attest; it is not a novel, as it
features little in the way of character-building or
plot; it is not a philosophical treatise, as it offers a
lyricism and an ecstasy uncharacteristic of the West-
ern philosophical tradition. The book is most often
classified as “creative nonfiction,” a genre whose
name tellingly invokes the same kinds of tensions
that are present in Pilgrim itself.

Moreover, Pilgrim is not a “typical” work of en-
vironmental literature. Neither strictly rhapsodic (in
the Thoreauvian tradition), nor strictly scientific (like
RACHEL CARSON’s SILENT SPRING), nor certainly a
call to action along the lines of Dave Brower’s
provocative work, the book revels in the first two tra-
ditions without offering the prescriptions and pro-
scriptions of the third. Its juxtaposition of modern
scientific observation and mystical/theological ideas
makes evaluative fact checking or searches for singu -
lar meaning both unfruitful and unrewarding. In the
end, what the work rewards most is just seeing
openly, embracing the text’s (and the world’s) art-
fulness: “We must somehow take a wider view, look
at the whole landscape, really see it, and describe
what’s going on here” (Dillard 11). “This is our life,
these are our lighted seasons, and then we die.... In
the meantime. In between time, we can see. The
scales are fallen from our eyes...” (Dillard 129).

Given its unique qualities, it is no surprise, per-
haps, that there is a lack of serious critical attention
devoted to Pilgrim, in spite of the accolades it has
earned. Most of the critical attention it has earned
notes its affinity to the works of the Transcen -
dentalists and the American Romantics. MELVILLE,
for example, had a strong impulse to look for meta-
physical meaning in natural phenomena, but his
focus was darker and less affirmative than Dil -
lard’s (see Chénetier, Reimer). Indeed, there are rea-
sons to dissociate Pilgrim from the nineteenth-
century works to which it is often compared. Critics
note, for example, the framework of contemporary
science Dillard utilizes that was unavailable to EMER-
SON and THOREAU. As Pamela Smith explains, citing

John Becker, the ground of scientific certainty was
profoundly shaken in the years between Thoreau and
Dillard: Darwin’s evolution, Einstein’s relativity,
Heisenberg’s uncertainty, and other theories that
rocked the solid base on which science was founded,
inform Pilgrim and give it less of a sense of definitive
human purpose and faith in coherence than is present
in the nineteenth-century texts to which it has been
compared (Reimer 183). Similarly, by Dillard’s time
notions of unspoiled wilderness and the manifest
frontier that earlier authors centralized had largely
vanished. And yet, instead of looking lamentingly at
the incursions of civilization (“syphilization,” as ED

ABBEY calls it), Dillard looks through a “tamed” wil-
derness to see more clearly into nature (McIlroy 71).

However, while undoubtedly spiritual and theo-
logical in character, Pilgrim also lacks the unshakable
certainty of earlier spirituality. As Gary McIlroy
notes, “Less confident than Thoreau that nature
would lead her to harmony and coherence, Dillard
more willingly explores her negative associations and
the philosophical positions which they seem to
confirm” (McIlroy 76), and this informs the more
personal style that likewise distinguishes Pilgrim.

Pilgrim does not offer a meditative reading of nat-
ural beauty, but rather a baldly curious one, as
Dillard gazes unflinchingly at “grace tangled in a rap-
ture with violence” (Dillard 10), embracing the one
and recoiling from the other (but never turning
away—always looking). As a result, “underlying even
the romanticism of Dillard’s book there is always a
trace of non–Thoreauvian dread” (McIlroy 81). Dil-
lard’s willingness to explore unidealized nature—as
in her poring over volumes on parasitic insect be-
havior and carefully reporting the fate of the frog
sucked to death by a giant water bug—sets her apart
from her nineteenth-century forebears, and inaugu-
rates a new era of environmental rhapsody that rests
on a more realistic, if less certain, foundation.

As Reimer argues, Pilgrim’s most dominant char-
acteristic is its graceful movement between the po-
larized spheres of “the material and the spiritual, the
natural and the transcendent,” and its unflinching
inquiry into both “the beauty and the horror within
the natural world” (182). Radaker notes that Dillard’s
text hangs carefully on a structure constructed of el-
ements as diverse as primitive cosmology (as in the
frequent narratives of Eskimo ways of life), contem-
porary science, and mysticism (125), further frus-
trating critical exegesis.

Dillard’s striking response to the tensions she ex-
plores is to embrace both sides of the dialectic with
a kind of ecstasy of vision, reveling in the human ca-
pacity to grasp and learn from the very struggles and
tensions that for Dillard define existence. Unlike the
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stock Christian answer—to view earthly suffering as
a reason to look beyond the world to the promise of
an afterlife—or philosophical texts that might seek
to overcome the contradictions they describe, Dillard
does not reject, resolve, or reconcile the incompati-
bilities at the heart of her observations, but rather
upholds her own capacity—indeed, her own respon-
sibility—to see and bear witness to these tensions
(Reimer).

Theologically, Pilgrim articulates a critical question
that Dillard takes up again in later books, especially
Holy the Firm and For the Time Being, namely, how
can we reconcile the notion of a loving, forgiving
creator with the horrors inflicted upon the world.
The nearest, however, that Pilgrim approaches to an
answer is the somewhat runic: “That God is unfath-
omable but definitely there—and there’s nothing we
can do about it but see, and by our seeing, partake
of creation” (Abood).

Still, it is Pilgrim that initiated Dillard’s fame, that
earned her the Pulitzer, and that is still read by gen-
erations of students and lovers of nature. “The
impact of [Dillard’s] vision, shockingly foreign and
uncontained, disturbs the accustomed flow of society
and challenges current cultural values” (McIlroy 71).
It is revolutionary in its inquiry, startling in its mul-
tifaceted style, and compelling in its lively call: “The
world is wilder than that in all directions, more dan-
gerous and bitter, more extravagant and bright. We
are making hay when we should be making whoopee;
we are raising tomatoes when we should be raising
Cain, or Lazarus.... This is how you spend this af-
ternoon, and tomorrow morning, and tomorrow af-
ternoon. Spend the afternoon. You can’t take it with
you” (Dillard 274).—Laura Boynton Johnson
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Teaching a Stone to Talk: 
Expeditions and Encounters, 

Annie Dillard (1982)
Annie Dillard’s collection of first-person essays,

Teaching a Stone to Talk, follows the thematic vein
of her earlier work by chronicling the development
of a particular human consciousness—her own—in
the context of a particular place or places. In it she
explores, questions, and experiences animals, plants,
and natural events through the lens of human knowl-
edge, in all of its forms: cultural, spiritual, scientific.
Driving her expeditions and encounters is a very
human sense of desire—not for conquest, to discover
and possess something, but rather for experience, to
find and see something, namely the truth of the
world and the presence of God. This is the Dillard
that Mike Major describes in 1978, writing about her
Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, when he says that she has
“an artist’s eye, a scientist’s curiosity, a metaphysi -
cian’s mind, all woven together in what might be
called, essentially, a theologian’s quest” (363).

While Teaching a Stone to Talk grows from Dil -
lard’s prior nonfiction and poetry, it is not simply a
straightforward extension of her previous line of
thought. The essays are evidence of Dillard’s mind
reaching up, stretching out, and pushing down into
the natural world as she seeks “how to live” (Dillard
15). And when it comes to life, she writes, “there
seems to be only one business at hand—that of find-
ing workable compromises between the sublimity of
our ideas and the absurdity of the fact of us” (30).
Here, as throughout her essays, readers see the
tension between what is human and what is not,
what is sensible and what is fantastic, what we can
know and what will remain a mystery.

In the book’s opening essay, “Living Like Weasels,”
the author’s “long glance” with a very “wild” weasel
provokes a feeling of awe that deepens into regret
and then resolution. She seeks the stark truth of a
mystic experience—not necessarily a union with
God, but a movement outside of the habitual self,
toward a life that contains “something of mindless-
ness, something of the purity of living in the physical
senses and the dignity of living without bias or mo-
tive” (15). Yet the weasel’s deliberately unconscious
way, “open to time and death painlessly, noticing
everything, remembering nothing, choosing the
given with a fierce and pointed will,” can happen for
humans only through conscious choice; and thus the
essay ends with an exhortation to the reader to make
a decision to grab hold of life, “to grasp your one ne-
cessity,” so that “even death, where you’re going no
matter how you live, cannot you part” (16).

As Vera Norwood observes, “Dillard is a much
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more self-conscious writer” than similarly concerned
authors—notably, Isabella Bird, MARY AUSTIN or
RACHEL CARSON—in her response to the world
around her (341). In fact, Dillard is acutely aware of
her own perspective and character, as are her readers,
because “[her] primary concern is her individual,
personal relationship to God and nature” (Norwood
339). The question “Where (and who) is God?” is a
major theme in Teaching a Stone to Talk. In “Sojourn-
ers,” she wonders whether the Earth is our home, in-
fused with the presence of God, or whether we are
in exile here from an absent divinity. In “The Field
of Silence,” she is first stilled by an eternally lonely
farm, where “the houses and roadsides and pastures
were buckling under the silence,” and then surprised
to find herself recalling an encounter with angels
(136). Like Santa Claus, who she recalls as “God in
the Doorway” in another essay, the silent presence
in the field is, like nature itself, “misunderstood” by
humans (141).

The book’s title essay perfectly illustrates Dillard’s
compassion for those who seek to bridge the gap be-
tween human language and the seeming silence of
the world. At some point in the past, she suggests,
there was a communion of conversation. But “na -
ture’s old song and dance” is now “the show we drove
from town” (70). Still, people seek to speak with the
world: “What have we been doing all these centuries
but trying to call God back to the mountain, or, fail-
ing that, raise a peep out of anything that isn’t us?
What is the difference between a cathedral and a
physics lab? Are not they both saying: Hello?” (71).

Embracing questions of divinity and cosmology,
and ranging from her home island to the Galapagos,
Dillard ranges freely through the modern tradition
in “Teaching a Stone to Talk,” supplementing per-
sonal insights with hard evidence, both from first-
hand experience and credible second-hand sources.
Her style, too, weaves hard facts and evocative images
into tightly-knit, highly structured discourse. The
questions raised in the essay’s first section, which tells
the story of Larry—a fellow “crank” who undertakes
the serious task of bringing forth a single word from
a “beach cobble”—are, through the meditations and
musings of the four succeeding sections, brought to
a conclusive coda in the last, a single paragraph that
begins, “The silence is all there is,” and ends, “Pray
without ceasing” (76).

Throughout, we hear Dillard’s distinctive voice in
“the vivid imagery, the perhaps too studied pes-
simism, the metaphysical speculation, the colloquial
style coupled engagingly with quotation from neo–
Platonic, Hasidic, or mystical Christian sources”
(Lavery 1, 4); but Teaching a Stone to Talk is also dis-
tinguished by Dillard’s fresh perception of death as

an individual expedition and encounter. Essays that
mark this “new knowledge” include “Total Eclipse,”
which famously contrasts the probing language of
the mind with the animal truth of the flesh, “the
dear, stupid body ... as easily satisfied as a spaniel”
(99). The contrast brings Dillard to the terrible truth
that “all those things for which we have no words are
lost,” and finally to laughter, for “it is everlastingly
funny that the proud, metaphysically ambitious,
clamoring mind will hush if you give it an egg” (99).
In other essays, such as “On a Hill Far Away” and
“Aces & Eights,” Dillard returns to the familiar: Tin-
ker Creek and her own childhood. Watching her
companion, a young girl, ride a bicycle up a hill, Dil-
lard realizes that in her own life she feels the “mo-
mentum” of riding over and down the crest. Con-
necting her life and her reader’s, she writes, “The
cards click faster in the spokes; you pitch forward.
You roll headlong, out of control. The blur of cards
makes one long sound like a bomb’s whine, the
whine of many bombs, and you know your course
is fatal” (167).

Yet, in the next line of the essay, there is no crash.
Instead, “the world swings into view again” (167).
This is precisely what Dillard desires: the world in
view, and her own self shaken enough to be able to
see it anew. Teaching a Stone to Talk does not promote
activism, involvement, or even necessarily participa-
tion; it is (characteristically) non-intervening and in-
conclusive. After the eclipse, for example, “enough
is enough. One turns at last even from glory itself
with a sigh of relief. From the depths of mystery, and
even from the heights of splendor, we bounce back
and hurry for the latitudes of home” (103). Yet the
significance of her expeditions and encounters, writes
Dillard, is always, ultimately, “significance for people.
No people, no significance. This is all I have to tell
you” (94).—Aubrey Streit Krug
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Edwards, Jonathan (1703–1758)

Jonathan Edwards was one of America’s greatest
philosophers and theologians. He was born in Con-
necticut to a family of well-known Congregationalist
ministers including his father and maternal grand-
father. He is often described as a precocious child
who had a hunger and curiosity for reading in many
different fields, such as mathematics, natural science,
theology, ethics, and philosophy, and in his adult life
he made contributions to several of these fields. In
1716 he entered Yale College, and upon graduation
worked in a several different churches before re -
turning to Yale for a master’s degree and becoming
a tutor there. In 1725, Edwards was chosen to follow
his grandfather as the minister in Northampton
Church, where his sermons sparked the revival fes-
tivities that would become known as the First Great
Awakening (1733–35). In 1758, Edwards was ap-
pointed the president of New Jersey College (later
known as Princeton), and he accepted, but died a
mere six weeks into his term.

While students of literature are most familiar with
Edwards’ passionate sermons, such as Sinners in the
Hands of an Angry God, he also wrote extensively in
natural philosophy and theology, and was deeply in-
volved in the main philosophical task of his day: de-
veloping coherent descriptions of the natural world
that drew on philosophical or theological resources,
or more pointedly, advancing the debate about the
relationship between reason and revelation. Within
this conversation, Edwards had a unique voice, in
that he sought to ascertain God’s relationship to the
physical world by engaging Enlightenment and sci-
entific thinking rather than rejecting them. The sci-
entific model of nature that Edwards engaged with
and disputed most publicly was the new mechanistic
understanding of the physical world, which asserted
that the material world was governed by universal
laws that could be derived mathematically and were
visible to all through observations of the movements
of nature. Nature itself was a self-sustaining system,
an idea that implied that the world was devoid of
God’s presence. If there was a role for God it was
simply as a creator who was subsequently uninvolved
in the world he had created.

This was a radical departure from the teleological
conceptions of the world that had persisted since An-
cient Greece, as well as the hierarchical notions of
the relationship between entities (The Great Chain
of Being) that had ordered thinking about nature in
the Medieval period (Zakai 16–23).

Edwards resisted these ideas by developing his own
theology of nature, which was both teleological and
hierarchical, and was based on his theological prem-

ises that God was the cause of all being, God was
continually active in the world, and God’s end was
his own glorification. More specifically, Edwards pro-
poses that the material world is but a shadow of the
spiritual world, recalling the “shadows” and “forms”
of Platonic metaphysics. Thus, the material world
may be investigated as a means to access divine
reality, which in fact, as for Plato, is the only true
reality. Strikingly, however, and in contrast to Pla-
tonic idealism, for Edwards the material world is
merely an idea, and cannot exist without the con-
tinued activity of God. Beings (not inanimate na -
ture) are the only spiritual realities and their value is
judged on a scale of excellence wherein the most ex-
cellent are closer to God. In addition, the order of
the world suggests that God created it for intelligent
beings and for an end. That end is God’s own glory,
which in turn means that religious worship is the ul-
timate end of the human existence. Consequently,
those beings that participate in religion are more
 excellent than those who do not. Edwards thus in-
troduced religion into traditional philosophical
teleol ogy, and introduced especially the theological
concept of God’s own glory as an indisputable the-
ological idea that provides both an end and a frame-
work for his philosophical system. He thus reengaged
teleology on theological terms, and incorporated tra-
ditional hierarchies, all of which makes his work as
appealing to modern creationists as it was to the au-
dience of the First Great Awakening (Miscellanies
gg qtd. in Smith, Stout, and Minkema 36).

Furthermore, Edwards interpreted nature typo-
logically, which was a radical idea at the time. Taking
his interpretive theory from methods of reading
Scripture, Edwards argued that nature and observa-
tions of it could point to a greater understanding of
God and God’s purpose for the world. In doing so,
Edwards drew on Aristotelian and Thomistic ideas,
along with classical interpretive models such as those
of Hugh of St. Victor. As America’s earliest and ar-
guably most important theologian, Edwards thus in-
corporated seminal European ideas into his thinking
while positing the inseparability of the material and
spiritual worlds.

Although Edwards’ philosophical ideas may seem
fairly abstract, their concrete expression is vividly ap-
parent in his writings on nature. In “The Spider Let-
ter,” for example, Edwards observes the movements
of tree spiders and draws theological conclusions
about the activity of God in the world, and the in-
tricate design and provisions God has made in cre-
ation for even the least of his creatures. He also assails
the mechanistic view of the natural world in his work
“Of Atoms.” Simply put, atoms are dependent on
God for their integrity, and since all bodies are
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 composed of atoms, the entire material world is rep-
resentative of God’s immanence. God did not create
atoms and then hope that they would stay together,
but rather God actively holds atoms together in every
moment. And again, in “Images of Divine Things,”
Edwards describes silkworms and ravens as types or
analogies of God’s work, and uses Scripture to in-
terpret and integrate these natural creatures in the
breathtaking unity of divine creation. Of the silk-
worm, Edwards writes, “The silkworm is a remark-
able type of Christ, which when it dies, yields us that
of which we make such glorious clothing” (qtd. in
Smith, Stout, and Minkema 17). He goes on to cite
Psalm 84 and II Samuel 5, as support for his assertion
that Christ became a worm for the sake of humanity,
and that with Christ’s death humans were clothed
in redemption. In describing ravens, Edwards likens
them to “devils who with delight prey upon the souls
of the dead” (qtd. in Smith, Stout, Minkema 17ff ).
Scripture is once again invoked to show that the
blackness of the raven represents darkness, which in
turn is aligned with sin and sorrow. Both nature and
scripture, then, point beyond themselves, literally
and metaphorically, to divine truths about the spir-
itual realm. Edwards’ theology of nature has thus
been described as both pantheistic and a precursor
to the TRANSCENDENTALIST ideas of RALPH WALDO

EMERSON and HENRY DAVID THOREAU.—Kristel
Clayville
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Eiseley, Lorne (1907–1977)

Though recognized as an eminent educator, evo-
lutionary scientist and philosopher, Loren Eiseley is
perhaps best known for the poetic essays collected in
THE IMMENSE JOURNEY: AN IMAGINATIVE NATURAL-
IST EXPLORES THE MYSTERIES OF MAN AND NATURE

(1957). In its effort to determine what it means to
be human and possess an identity that functions in
accordance with, not in opposition to, the natural
world, Eiseley’s work typically focuses on the enor-
mous, interlinked complexities of life. His unique
environmental perspective, characterized by a mas-
terful integration of science and humanism, centers
on his twin preoccupations with “time” and “chance,”
stressing the important connection between hu-
mankind and the environment, and its decisive role

in the evolutionary process. A talented story-teller,
combining detailed scientific understanding of na-
ture’s randomness with mesmerizing prose, Eiseley
played a pivotal role in shaping the views of a host
of 20th-century environmental thinkers.

Loren Corey Eiseley was born in 1907, in Lincoln,
Nebraska, to Clyde Edwin Eiseley and Daisy Corey.
The only child of the dejected and disconnected cou-
ple, and living on the edge of town, Eiseley spent
most of his time alone, cultivating his adoration and
appreciation for the natural world. His mother, who
had lost her hearing as a child, was a self-taught
prairie artist who suffered from paranoia, was prone
to destructive behavior, and often left Eiseley feeling
isolated. In contrast, Eiseley’s father, a salesman who
worked long hours for a modest wage, adored his son
and was consistently kind and supportive. The mar-
ital tensions between his mother and father lead to
much instability in the Eiseley home, and created
yet another reason for the young Eiseley to seek
refuge in the expansive countryside. In addition to
these adverse circumstances, Eiseley suffered from
tuberculosis, which contributed to his secluded set-
ting. During the Depression, Eiseley, having com-
pleted high school, decided to work a series of menial
jobs instead of immediately enrolling in university.
While this may appear to be a regrettable decision,
it was perhaps the most intriguing chapter in Eiseley’s
life as he delighted in a phase as a wanderer and rail-
way hobo. This period afforded Eiseley the ability
to experience humankind and nature in their truest
forms—unaffected, uninhibited and unclaimed.

Although his childhood and adolescence were soli-
tary and sorrowful, professionally the multi-faceted
Eiseley became something of a sensation, excelling
as an archaeologist, anthropologist, educator, poet,
scholar and naturalist writer. After obtaining two de-
grees—a Bachelor of Arts and a Bachelor of Sci-
ence—from the University of Nebraska, Eiseley went
on to earn his MA and PhD from the University of
Pennsylvania. A self proclaimed “obscure academi-
cian,” Eiseley held positions of high distinction at
the University of Kansas and Oberlin College in
Ohio, ending his career as the head of the Anthro-
pology Department at the University of Pennsyl -
vania. Heir to TRANSCENDENTALISTS like RALPH

WALDO EMERSON and HENRY DAVID THOREAU, yet
equally an admirer of Charles Darwin and Sir
Frances Bacon, Eiseley established himself early as a
naturalist writer, publishing many books from the
1950s to the 1970s. Some of the most notable titles
are: The Immense Journey (1957), Darwin’s Century
(1958), The Unexpected Universe (1969), The Night
Country (1971) and his memoir, All the Strange Hours:
the Excavation of Life (1975). In addition to these
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 accomplishments, Eiseley was awarded 36 honorary
degrees and was a visiting professor at Harvard, Stan-
ford and Yale. Finally, with the assistance of his wife
Mabel Langdon Eiseley, the University of Pennsyl-
vania created the Loren Eiseley Library and Seminar
Room to commemorate one of the institution’s most
distinguished scholars.

Eiseley died in 1977, and was buried in West
Laurel Hill Cemetery in Bala-Cynwyd, Pennsylvania.
His wife, Mabel Langdon Eiseley, with whom Eiseley
had no children, was buried next to him on her death
in 1986. Their epitaph reads: “We loved the earth,
but could not stay.”—Katrina Berry
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The Immense Journey: 
An Imaginative Naturalist Explores
the Mysteries of Man and Nature,

Loren Eiseley (1957)
Author and anthropologist Loren Eiseley’s first and

most popular book, The Immense Journey, which
firmly situates itself within the scope of ecocriticism,
consists of a collection of poetic essays that emphasize
the important connections between and mutual in-
terdependence of humankind and the environment.
The compilation is distinguished by an inspired and
characteristic blend of scientific knowledge and artis-
tic vision that provides a unique environmental per-
spective centered on Eiseley’s associated preoccupa-
tions of “time” and “chance,” which together define
the evanescent nature of existence. While many nat-
uralists’ essays frequently devolve into desultory ram-
blings that fail to charm the average reader, Eiseley’s
unique poetic style—described as the “concealed
essay”—utilizes a distinct method that serves to elu-
cidate complex scientific ideas, such as the evolution-
ary process, for the general public, thus ensuring his
provocative narratives a broad and receptive audi-
ence.

Eiseley’s musings on man and nature begin with
the collection’s first narrative entitled The Slit, which
takes place on a timeless prairie. Eiseley, the story -
teller on horseback, rides languidly across the vast

expanse of grasslands until something catches his eye.
Curious, he explores “the Slit”—a prominent fracture
in the sandstone walls—where he discovers an ani -
mal skull. As he begins to chip away at the rock, ex-
posing the skull, he reflects, “the creature had never
lived to see a man, and I, what was it I was never
going to see?” (5). In this early passage, Eiseley ob-
serves how the story of nature unfolds throughout
history, and considers his own story, his own journey:
“Forward and backward I have gone, and for me it
has been an immense journey” (13). Eiseley’s nar -
rative thus becomes a metaphor for the journey of
all humankind through the vast dimension of time,
space and chance—a journey filled with perplexity,
pleasure and impermanence. While Eiseley insists
that he does not speak for anyone but himself—since
“men see differently, I can at best report only from
my own wilderness” (13)—he stresses the importance
of each individual’s possessing such a wilderness, of
the journey through it that defines a life well lived.

Perhaps there is no meaning at all ... save that of
the journey itself, so far as man can see. It has
altered with the chances of life, and the chances
brought to us here; but it was a good journey—
long, perhaps—but a good journey under the
pleasant sun. Do not look for the purpose [7].

While Eiseley the narrator is a function of time,
space and chance, a being permitted and meant to
exist in a fleeting moment in the evolutionary tra-
jectory of humankind, his stories about this particu -
lar place, this specific moment, are in fact timeless
artifacts, much like the animal skull, preserving the
lineaments and luminous intensity of that moment,
in time. This dual role of the environmentally sen-
sitive individual illustrates LAWRENCE BUELL’s claim
that “each individual must take nothing for granted
but [instead] refashion the world for him—or her—
self, starting from the premise that personal identity,
moral values and social arrangements are all up for
grabs” (Buell 8–9).

One of the book’s most famous episodes is de-
scribed in “The Great Deeps,” and serves to remind
readers of the “primitive roots of the human species,
and the connections among all living things.” This
evolutionary, or co-evolutionary, process is the main
thesis of Eiseley’s poetic collection of naturalistic es-
says: “standing thus it finally comes to me that this
is the most enormous extension of vision of which
life is capable: the projection of itself into other lives”
(46).

Despite the fact that everything and everyone are
so tightly woven together, Eiseley points out that we
are still profoundly unaware of much that exists in
space, time and place, and therefore, in order to
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 develop our truest sense of self, our most complete
identity, we must situate ourselves more in nature
and less in culture. Eiseley is struck by the realization
that “a billion years have gone into making” (45) life,
as he gazes through the transparent water, meeting
the ogling eye of a teeny toad. The eye of this toad,
functions for Eiseley as kind of salutary correction
of the anthropocentric “transparent eyeball” of
EMER SONIAN TRANSCENDENTALISM, a metaphor for
the timeless, mystical oneness embracing the human
and nonhuman world, resulting in a pragmatic shift
in consciousness from an egocentric view of life and
the world, to an ecocentric perspective. Eiseley cau-
tions his readers that although

We teach the past, we see farther backward into
time than any race before us ... we stop at the
present, or at best, we project far into the future
idealized versions of ourselves. All that long way
behind us we see, perhaps inevitably, through
human eyes alone [57].

One of the more Romantic essays in this collec -
tion, entitled How Flowers Changed the World, suc-
cessfully combines the scientific empiricism of
Charles Darwin with the poetic prowess of Francis
Thompson—two thinkers whom Eiseley greatly ad-
mired. Here Eiseley creates an alternate way of look-
ing at “the whole history of the planet Earth” (62)
by highlighting the importance of flowers and “their
reproductive process” (62), suggesting that ultimately
they, in fact, are responsible for “the enormous in-
terlinked complexity of life” (63):

It was the rise of the flowering plants that pro-
vided that energy that changed the nature of the
living world. Their appearance parallels in a quite
surprising manner the rise of the birds and mam-
mals [66].

Offering a graceful narrative about the history of
humankind and nature, while signifying the impor-
tance of co-evolution, Eiseley succeeds in illuminat-
ing how “the weight of the petal has changed the
world and made it ours” (77).

Eiseley’s fundamental and far-reaching assertion,
that life is story and story life, argued more by the
fact of The Immense Journey than by any explicit
claim within it, has elevated American environmental
writing (and reading) through a salutary self-con-
sciousness regarding both the limits and the unfath-
omable reach of human understanding. His essential
message about humankind and nature, which owes
something to the writings of Emerson and THOREAU,
is that one can best discover how to live, and best
learn what it means to be human, by confronting the
essential facts of life through the merging of nature
and culture; and through the creation of this ‘neo-

pastoral’ space, the interlinked complexities of life
emerge, reminding us that “we can look, but we can
never go back” (7).—Katrina Berry
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Eliot, T.S. (1888–1965)
Thomas Stearns Eliot was born in 1888, in St

Louis, Missouri. He was a late child—the youngest
of his brothers and sisters—born to Henry Ware
Eliot, president of the Hydraulic-Press Brick Com-
pany, and Charlotte Champe Sterns Eliot, a teacher,
social worker and passionate advocate for literature.
Eliot was a sickly child, forced to wear a corset due
to a congenital double hernia. Through his mother,
however, he developed an interest in literature. He
decided to become a writer at age 14 after reading
Edward Fitzgerald’s translations of The Rubáiyát of
Omar Khayyám, a text that prefigures the mystical
aspect of his later poetics, for example his interest in
Buddhism and Hinduism. Casting a shadow over
the family, however, was Eliot’s grandfather, William
Greenleaf Eliot, who was a Unitarian minister and
campaigner. Eliot would rebel against the puritanical
religiosity of his family during his years at Harvard
University, where he completed postgraduate work
in philosophy under tutors such as Barrett Wendall,
Irving Babbitt and GEORGE SANTAYANA. Eliot also
mingled with the Boston Bohemians, and was able
to spend a year in Paris (1910–11). When he moved
to London in 1914, Eliot was to find similar succor
via the Bloomsbury set and the Imagist movement,
especially his mentor EZRA POUND.

Eliot’s years in Britain were spent first at Oxford
University, and later working in London at Lloyds
Bank and the publishing house Faber and Faber, but
they would be some of the most fruitful of his writing
life. Eliot soon met his first wife, the governess Vivi-
enne Haigh-Wood, who would later be committed
to a mental asylum. Eliot would not marry again
until he was 68, to his secretary Esmé Valerie Fletcher.

103 Eliot



Despite the tumult of his personal affairs, Eliot be-
came a British citizen and converted to the Church
of England. By his death in 1965, Eliot had attained
considerable success as a writer, and was awarded the
British Order of Merit and the Nobel Prize for Lit-
erature in the same year, 1948.

Because of his connection to England, Eliot is
most often thought of in relation to British land -
scapes such as the city of London and the English
countryside (“Burnt Norton,” “Little Gidding,” or
the English historical setting of Eliot’s play Murder
in the Cathedral, for example). Eliot’s early expe -
riences in America should not be dismissed, however.
In Eliot’s poems, there are certainly echoes of the in-
dustrial cityscape of St Louis; family vacations in
Gloucester, Massachusetts; and the Harvard cloisters
of his university years. Anthony Cuda argues that
“the pressures of Eliot’s creative life” originate “some-
where between the hard claustrophobic inwardness
of the city and the open, romantic experiences of the
New England shores” (2009: 4). In Eliot’s symbolic
landscapes, England and New England, London and
St Louis are inextricably fused.

Eliot’s vision of the environment, however, is not
contiguous with earlier traditions of American writ-
ing. Early in his career, influenced by the Anglophilia
of Harvard professors like Barrett Wendall, Eliot de-
rided American writers, suggesting that NATHANIEL

HAWTHORNE, EDGAR ALLEN POE and WALT WHIT-
MAN were inferior artists. Later, however, Eliot’s view
of American poetry changed considerably. In 1953,
Eliot presented an address in St. Louis for the cen-
tenary of a university founded by his grandfather.
Titled “American Literature and American Lan-
guage,” the speech showed Eliot identifying with
writers like Poe and Whitman, and admitting that
American literature was emerging as a powerful com-
petitor on the world stage.

For much of his career, however, Eliot’s vision of
the environment was influenced by European Sym-
bolism and Imagism. As a modernist, his style repre -
sented a break from the idealism of Romanticism or
the didacticism of Victorian writing. In representing
place, Eliot employed startling juxtapositions, experi -
mentation with language, deflation of elevated poetic
themes, and objective correlatives wherein physical
descriptions came to represent highly complex emo-
tions (cf. Hargrove 1978: 5). Eliot’s landscapes are
not merely physical and personal places, but envi-
ronments of the mind that often employ analepsis
and prolepsis to juxtapose past, present and imagined
settings. The spaces depicted are both American and
European, though Eliot’s vision of the United States
tends to represent either the primitiveness of the
frontier or the prim hypocrisy of metropolitan life.

Prefiguring the “Unreal City” of The Waste Land,
Eliot’s early poems portray the American metropolis
as a social whirl of insincerity and superficiality. Eliot
had experienced the urban sprawl of St. Louis, and,
after exploring Boston during his Harvard years, he
had begun to rebel against the niceties of New En-
gland deportment. Frances Dickey explains that Eliot
had become an “inveterate urbanite” (2009: 122), a
flâneur negotiating urban vice and poverty. The city
that emerges in these early poems is not exactly St.
Louis or Boston, but a symbolic metropolis which
presents an objective correlative for corruption and
taintedness. “Preludes” describes the lifting of blinds
which expose dingy rooms to unforgiving light,
while “Rhapsody on a Windy Night” displays a
woman on the threshold inviting in the passer-by.
The space between the decent, clean city of the day
and the hidden appetites of the city at night are jux-
taposed in “The Boston Evening Transcript” too, as
the narrator delivers a newspaper at twilight. In other
poems, Eliot tackles unconventional inhabitants of
the city, such as the gender-subverting “Cousin
Nancy” and the foreigner “Mr. Apollinax.” In later
poems, like “Gerontian,” the feeling of degeneration
is projected on European cities like London, Antwerp
and Brussels, and even invades history’s cosmopolis
of “cunning passageways” (Eliot 1936: 44).

Against the tainted, “civilized” spaces of the me-
tropolis, Eliot often opposes imagery of the sea and
rivers, so that in “The Love Song of J. Alfred Pru -
frock,” anaesthetizing yellow fog gives way to a vision
of mermaids riding the waves with defiance and free-
dom. For Eliot, the sea and river symbolize lost free-
doms, a meaning which complements their connec-
tion to two specific places from Eliot’s boyhood. The
first is Cape Ann in Massachusetts where Eliot was
allowed to go sailing—one of the few physical ac-
tivities allowed due to his sickliness. Eliot’s poem,
“Cape Ann,” recalls this childhood idyll, urging the
reader to hear the New England birdsong; yet this
arcadia cannot be maintained: the speaker and reader
must let it go. The second significant space is the
Mississippi River which Eliot was shown by his
nursemaid Annie Dunne when it was overflowing.
The river is connected to the passage of time, so that
in “Virginia,” the inexorable progress of a red river
measures out the futility of human existence. The
sea, however, is an overwhelming force which, for
Phlebus in The Waste Land and for Pericles in “Ma-
rina,” represents oblivion. The symbolism of the river
and sea is brought to its full fruition in “The Dry
Salvages,” which refers to a group of rocks off the
coast of Cape Ann. Exploring themes of voyaging,
risk and mortality, “The Dry Salvages” describes the
“strong brown god” of the river, thwarted by bridge
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builders, and compares it with the unconquerable
ocean that is not only “the land’s edge” but the brink
of human existence (1943: 35–36). For Eliot, the
frontier and wilderness, and the unfathomable power
of the sea, offer positive symbolic power even as they
terrify.

Much of Eliot’s best writing was produced in
Britain, but in its recurrent representation of cities
and natural spaces, the American landscape haunts
the oeuvre. Eliot himself recognized this indelible
connection in his poem about “East Coker,” a town
in Somerset, England that had special significance
because Eliot’s ancestor, Andrew Eliot, had left East
Coker in the seventeenth century to start a new life
in Massachusetts. When Eliot died in 1965, his ashes
were buried in the town’s church, and the inscription
on Eliot’s commemorative plaque suggests the intri-
cacy of the relationship between Eliot the American
and Eliot the Englishman. Quoting the refrain from
“East Coker,” the plaque reads: “In my beginning is
my end. In my end is my beginning.”—Zoë Brigley
Thompson
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Emerson, Ralph Waldo 
(1803–1882)

Essayist, poet, lecturer, leader of the American
TRANSCENDENTAL movement, and regarded by many
as the father of American literature, Ralph Waldo
Emerson left an unparalleled legacy to America’s un-
derstanding of itself and its place in the natural
world. With essays such as “NATURE,” “EXPERIENCE,”
“The American Scholar,” “The Over-Soul,” and
“SELF-RELIANCE,” Emerson continues to influence
and shape American literature, philosophy and en-
vironmental thought.

Emerson was born, the fourth of eight children,
in 1803, to Ruth Haskins Emerson, daughter of a

Boston cooper and distiller, and William Emerson,
a Unitarian minister to the First Church, Boston. As
ancestors of the original Puritan settlers, the Emerson
family had long fostered intellect and education in
their children. Emerson would have been exposed to
a wide range of intellectual topics at home, particu-
larly in light of his paternal aunt Mary Moody Emer-
son. Somewhat eccentric and never formally edu -
cated, Mary Emerson was nonetheless widely read
and conversant on a variety of contemporary issues,
and she privately tutored the boys in a broad range
of subjects, including Neo-Platonism and Hinduism.
In addition to the superior education Emerson re-
ceived at home, he attended the Boston Latin School
from 1812 to 1817. At the age of eight, however,
Emerson’s father died, leaving his family in financial
hardship, and forcing his mother to provide for her
family by taking in boarders, appealing for help from
relatives, and selling her husband’s library.

At fourteen, Emerson entered Harvard, where he
began his lifelong practice of keeping a journal, even-
tually amounting to sixteen volumes. Though Emer-
son would not be considered an exemplary student,
graduating thirtieth in a class of fifty-nine, he
received two Bowdoin Prizes for dissertations, the
Boylston Prize for declamation, and delivered the
class poem at his graduation. After his graduation in
1821, Emerson spent the next three years teaching,
but finding the profession unsuitable he entered Har-
vard Divinity School in 1825 with the intention of
following in his father’s footsteps. By 1825, he earned
his license to minister from the Middlesex Asso -
ciation of Ministers, yet left school because of failing
health. Emerson sought warmer climates to improve
his health, and so moved south, where he remained
until he returned to Boston in 1827 to preach at var-
ious Unitarian churches. In 1829, Emerson found a
placement as Associate Minister to Henry Ware, Jr.,
at the Second Church in Boston. During this year,
Emerson also met his first wife, Ellen Louisa Tucker.
Sixteen months after marrying, however, Ellen died
of tuberculosis. With the money Emerson inherited
at Ellen’s death, in 1832 he resigned the ministry and
traveled to Europe. During his travels, Emerson met
and conversed with some of the most influential writ-
ers of his time, including Thomas Carlyle, John Stu-
art Mill and Samuel Taylor Coleridge.

Emerson returned to Concord, Massachusetts in
1833 where he began to give lectures, some of his
most famous, as a poet and essayist. His lectures cov-
ered a wide range of topics, including literature, his-
tory, and theology, and contributed to his formation
of essays on similar topics. In 1835, Emerson married
Lydia “Lidian” Jackson with whom he had four chil-
dren: Waldo, Ellen, Edith, and Edward Waldo. In
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1836, Emerson published “Nature” anonymously, yet
soon after delivered his infamous “The American
Scholar” to the Phi Beta Kappa at Harvard in 1837
and his “DIVINITY SCHOOL ADDRESS” at Harvard in
1838. The response to Emerson’s ideas was immediate
and electric, earning him both praise and criticism,
yet also gaining him a reputation as one of America’s
great thinkers. In 1841, Emerson published his Essays:
First Series, which included such essays as “Self-Re-
liance” and “Compensation.” Between 1836 and
1840, Emerson became involved with a group of
young intellectuals, sometimes known as Hedge’s
Club, or the Symposium, but known today as the
Transcendentalist Club, who met to discuss matters
of social concern, religion, and philosophy. The club
consisted of numerous important American thinkers,
including HENRY DAVID THOREAU, MARGARET FUL -
LER, Theodore Parker, George Ripley and Bronson
Alcott. He edited the Dial, the Transcendentalist
Club’s publication, from 1842 to 1844, and continued
to publish, edit, and lecture for most of his life.
While ill and struggling with memory, Emerson still
received visitors at his home in Concord, who sought
the “Sage of Concord,” until his death from pneu-
monia on April 27, 1882.

Emerson argued that every individual has the in-
nate capacity to access the “Over-Soul,” for which
the term “God” is inadequate: an almost pantheistic
“god-mind” imminent in nature, human nature, and
humanity’s organic relationship to his natural envi-
ronment. As Perry Miller puts it, “this dread uni -
versal essence, which is beauty, love, wisdom, and
power all in one, is present in Nature and throughout
Nature” (13). From this innate human capacity stems
Emerson’s resonant principle of “Self-Reliance,” fus-
ing the esoteric mysticism of the American Transcen-
dentalist movement with the hardy pragmatism of
the American frontier, and crucially shifting tran-
scendental human experience beyond the reach of
ratiocinative argument.

Unsurprisingly then, for Emerson, religion and
nature are closely allied, the one inscribing in human
terms the compelling force and mystery of the other;
and both together sanctioning an arm’s-length rela-
tionship (at best) between the individual and his so-
ciety. Emerson urged one to follow a personal, if at
times ethereal, moral compass, firmly fixed on the
Over-Soul. In his address before the Phi Beta Kappa
Society at Cambridge, on July 18, 1867, he famously
affirmed that “Every law in Nature, as gravity, cen-
tripetence, repulsion, polarity, undulation, has a
counterpart in the intellect. The laws above are sisters
of the laws below”; and this sublime oneness of
reality, constantly obscured by our quotidian machi-
nations and concerns, is the sole foundation of truth,

beauty and rightness in the world.—Maureen An-
derson
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“The Divinity School Address,”
Ralph Waldo Emerson (1838)

After he graduated from Harvard Divinity School,
Ralph Waldo Emerson served as the assistant pastor
of Boston’s Second Church, a prestigious Unitarian
congregation, but began to have doubts about Chris-
tian ritual and belief that came to a crisis following
the death of his first wife. He left the ministry and
traveled to Europe, where he met William Words -
worth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Thomas Car-
lyle, three thinkers who inspired his new intellectual
direction. In concert with other New England think -
ers, Emerson developed the foundations of the
uniquely American and environmentally centered
philosophy of TRANSCENDENTALISM, which sought
to employ reason in comprehending the nature of
human life and its place in the universe. In 1836
Emerson published NATURE, a slim volume that be-
came the central text of Transcendentalism. In this
context of Emerson’s growing fame, the six grad -
uating students of Harvard Divinity School invited
their illustrious alumnus to address their graduation
ceremony on July 15, 1838.

“The Divinity School Address” begins with a
lengthy natural description of the summer of 1838,
which seems to have been particularly warm and pro-
ductive. However, although the introduction’s focus
on nature is significant, it may strike a modern reader
as odd, since the address has become known for its
famously divisive theological claims. Indeed, most
criticism of the text has focused on this latter aspect
of the address, wherein Emerson contends that or-
ganized Christianity had made two profound errors,
by mistaking the experience of Jesus as normative for
all people at all times, and by insisting that God’s
revelation ended in ancient days. Yet Emerson also
uses the address to express his Transcendental world-
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view, arguing that we must appeal to our native
reason to understand that the divine and the human
are essentially intertwined in the natural world. To
this end, Emerson observes the summertime luxuries
of drawing breath, watching the growth of crops and
the activity of birds, smelling the odors of pine trees
and hay, and enjoying the cool evening spectacle of
the starry skies. The vastness of the universe, he says,
should make us feel like little children whose world
is but a toy. Mention is made of America’s fertile soil,
its waterways, its mineral resources, its forests, and
its wildlife. He refers to the harvests of wine and of
corn, and notes specifically that nature has provided
us with her bounty in silence without needing to
utter a word of explanation. Emerson’s introductory
goal, therefore, is to reference the cycles of life and
of the seasons in order to portray the essential unity
and goodness of the natural world apart from and
including human beings.

The Transcendentalism that informed “The Di-
vinity School Address” sees nature as a divine entity
that is the source of all life and that can be truly
known only through our innate intuition or reason,
as opposed to our tuition or understanding. It is im-
portant to keep these terms distinct when reading
Emerson: “reason” is an insight or perception of the
laws of nature and the spiritual life that is based in
what we know intuitively and that is itself a part of
nature; “understanding” comes from precepts taught
by secondhand education. Appreciating the beauty
and goodness of the natural world can lead to what
Emerson calls the “sentiment of virtue,” meaning a
“reverence and delight in the presence of certain di-
vine laws” (73). These laws include the laws of nature
like light, gravity, force, and motion, but also the
laws of the “game of human life” like love, fear, and
justice; and Emerson argues we can never completely
know these laws by being taught them, but only
through our inborn intuitive reason. This “sentiment
of virtue” may itself lead to the “religious sentiment,”
which produces the highest human happiness, a joy
that Emerson can only characterize (in almost
circular fashion) by offering a list of metaphors drawn
from nature’s beauty: “It is mountain air. It is the
embalmer of the world. It is myrrh and storax, and
chlorine and rosemary. It makes the sky and the hills
sublime, and the silent song of the stars is it” (75).
It is this level of intuition that Emerson calls “divine
and deifying” (75). God, meanwhile, is neither tran-
scendent and removed, nor locked in the past.
Rather, the divine nature is immanent in nature, and
humans do not merely possess divinity but in a sense
are divine and capable of sublime intuition. As one
Emerson biographer puts it, the address “is a modern
confession of faith, an announcement of the gospel

according to the present moment, a belief not so
much in pantheism as hypertheism, a declaration of
the divinity of the human” (Richardson 288).

For Emerson, influenced no doubt by his Unitar-
ian roots, Jesus was not a god as understood in the
usual sense but a human who realized more fully than
any other that all nature is divine and that all people,
as integral parts of nature, are themselves divine;
hence, there was nothing particular about Jesus apart
from his remarkable level of intuition and his
teaching that all people are divine. Emerson’s accom-
panying rejection of the miracles of Jesus was highly
contentious in his day. Miracles such as the virgin
birth or the resurrection are used in the Bible to show
the power of God or his human representatives to
contravene the workings of nature, which was seen
as problematic by Enlightenment science. Emerson,
in contrast, simply defines the laws of nature as in-
controvertible and argues that all biblical miracles
were meant as metaphors. For Jesus, according to
Emerson, the true miracle is that the divine is found
naturally in human life “at one with the blowing
clover and the falling rain” (78).

Emerson’s challenge to the graduating ministers,
then, was to liberate themselves from blind devotion
to ancient rituals, and imitation of past spiritual
models like Jesus; to embrace their own inner
divinity and rely on their inborn reason; and thereby,
to supersede those past models and integrate their
lives with nature, returning to a true spiritual whole-
ness.—Kelly MacPhail
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“Experience,” 
Ralph Waldo Emerson (1844)

Emerson’s essay “Experience,” from Essays: Second
Series, introduces a new degree of skepticism in his
thinking that was absent from NATURE (1836) or Es-
says: First Series (1841). In the essay, Emerson includes
a rare glimpse of his personal life by referencing the
recent death of his son, Waldo, and lamenting “I
grieve that grief can teach me nothing, nor carry me
one step into real nature” (288). Stephen E. Whicher
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believes that in writing the essay Emerson “contrived
to rescue his old hope from his new skepticism, the
resulting shock of opposites making ‘Experience,’ as
he finally called it, probably his strongest essay. From
this time on, however, he habitually assumed the
enigmatic nature of his world and the inherent ab-
surdity of that ever-losing winner, man” (Whicher
253). Whereas Emerson’s earlier works emphasized
the process of integration inherent in human life,
“Experience” emphasizes the fragmentation inherent
in human existence; but in each case, the singular
importance of nature, as touchstone and teacher.

The essay is introduced by a short poem that iden-
tifies the seven lords of life, which, according to
LAWRENCE BUELL, are mental stages that “start and
end in subjectiveness” (Buell 174). The essay itself
works through the difficulties of subjectivity by first
focusing on human perception: “Our life is not so
much threatened as our perception. Ghostlike we
glide through nature, and should not know our place
again” (286). Emerson is concerned with the difficul-
ties of humankind in striving to properly perceive
and understand its existence in the world. David M.
Robinson explains that “in Nature Emerson had en-
visioned the attainment (momentary, of course) of a
cosmic harmony that revealed the self to be a part of
everything around it, in ‘Experience’ he wrestles with
the opposite problem: the inability to bring the self
out of a harrowing perceptual isolation” (Robinson
218–219). Emerson reveals, over the course of the
essay, that life is a long process and that humankind
is entangled in fragmentary moments mistaken as
absolutes. “Nature does not like to be observed,”
Emerson declares, “direct strokes she never gave us
power to make; all our blows glance, all our hits are
accidents” (288). Nature is itself a process of which
humankind can never achieve full knowledge or pos-
session. Instead, humankind simply has its percep -
tion of itself and its environment: “Nature and books
belong to the eyes that see them. It depends on the
mood of the man whether he shall see the sunset or
the fine poem. There are always sunsets, and there is
always genius; but only a few hours so serene that
we can relish nature or criticism” (289). Human per-
ception, influenced by temperament and mood,
shapes and attaches meaning to experience, thus “na-
ture and literature are subjective phenomena; every
evil and every good thing is a shadow which we cast”
(305).

While human perception and subjectivity are the
essential topoi of “Experience,” the physical environ-
ment appears in the essay as a means by which Emer-
son can demonstrate the limitations of humankind
to properly perceive and understand. To that end
Emerson observes:

We fancy that we are strangers and not so inti-
mately domesticated in the planet as the wild
man and the wild beast and bird. But the exclu-
sion reaches them also; reaches the climbing,
flying, gliding, feathered and four-footed man.
Fox and woodchuck, hawk and snipe and bittern,
when nearly seen, have no more root in the deep
world than man, and are just such superficial ten-
ants of the globe [297].

Even wildlife cannot lay complete claim upon pos-
session or understanding of the natural world. The
creatures of the world are isolated and restricted to
the surface of things, due to the fragmentary nature
of their subjective experience. In the case of hu-
mankind, Emerson chides any attempt to impose
values and laws upon the physical environment with-
out the proper perspective: “Nature, as we know her,
is no saint. [...] she does not distinguish by any favor.
She comes eating and drinking and sinning. Her dar-
lings, the great, the strong, the beautiful, are not
children of our law” (297). As Emerson sees it in
“Experience,” the physical environment exists on its
own terms, and it is humankind that must adapt to
the challenges of natural history, and be accountable
to the larger cosmic process of the natural world.

In the face of such limitations, Emerson advises,
“know that thy life is a flitting state, a tent for the
night, and do thou, sick or well, finish that stint”
(298). To succeed in this endeavor, Emerson suggests
humankind must maintain a balance between power
and form in order to keep all qualities and impulses
from running to excess and ruining the individual.
Such balance is important to Emerson because hu-
mankind is not the only legitimate interest or force
in the world. As he sees it, “life is a series of surprises,
and would not be worth taking or keeping if it were
not. God delights to isolate us every day, and hide
from us the past and the future. We would look
about us, but with grand politeness he draws down
before us an impenetrable screen of purest sky”
(299). Such obstructions are, at times, everywhere
in the natural world because “Nature hates calcula-
tors” (299). The struggle of human life, as Emerson
depicts it in “Experience,” mirrors that of natural
life, in that it is an organic process that has dynamic
and spontaneous aspects requiring an individual to
be adaptable and balanced in both power and form. 

In “Experience,” as in Emerson’s oeuvre in general,
nature is transformed from an object to be used
(“Commodity” in Nature) to an entity that has spir-
itual influences and ramifications on human life
(“Idealism” and ‘‘Spirit” in Nature). In “Experience”
the natural world is a reference point for understand-
ing human experience, an independent and com-
pelling entity to which humankind is ultimately
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 accountable. Man is inextricably implicated in the
process of the physical environment, and must strug-
gle with the larger process that envelopes human de-
velopment. That being said, humankind is at all
times the focal point of “Experience” and the subject
of Emerson’s concern. As Emerson notes toward the
close of the essay, “I know that the world I converse
with in the city and in the farms, is not the world I
think” (310).—Conor Walsh
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“Fate,” 
Ralph Waldo Emerson (1860)

Emerson first delivered his lecture “Fate” in Bos -
ton, in 1851. Nine years later, a final version introduced
The Conduct of Life, and this volume, with “Fate”
and “Power” as its central essays, establishes the main
tenets of Emerson’s late thought. Confronting the
reckless pace of American industrialization, the ir-
reconcilable debate over slavery, and the inexorable
approach of the Civil War, Emerson emphasizes in-
dividual responsibility in times of political turmoil,
and thus departs from the elusive TRANSCENDENTAL-
ISM and quasi-mystical tone of his early works.

Throughout the 1850s Emerson drafted and re-
vised “Fate” as his answer to Western philosophy’s
quintessential question, the Socratic “How shall I
live?” (3). In his response, the philosopher curbs ear-
lier optimisms and learns to accept the unavoidable
and unpleasant circumstances conditioning human
life: “Once we thought, positive power was all,” he
recalls, “Now we learn, that negative power, or cir-
cumstance, is half ” (15). Nonetheless, it would be
simplistic to read “Fate” as a philosophical counter-
point to Emerson’s previous ideas. On the contrary,
David M. Robinson sees Emerson as merely facing
a new challenge: to reconcile an “increasing recog-
nition of the limits of the possible, and his growing
valuation of ethical action” (Robinson 135). Ulti-
mately the essay represents Emerson’s attempt to find
a balance between man’s freedom of action (“Power”)
and the external and implacable forces constraining
it (“Fate”). Providence’s limitations still leave room

for man’s freedom, and for Emerson, to exercise this
freedom constitutes man’s ethical obligation. As a re-
sult, his notion of “Fate” is no longer the insur-
mountable wall of the American Calvinists, but a
hoop or circular barrier man delineates through trial
and error, blindly touching its arc and testing its lim-
its (19, 24). Thanks to “Power” and “ethical action,”
the barrier never suffocates or oppresses. Instead,
man’s self-betterment grants enough space within its
limits to lead a life of fulfillment and balance—also
understood as ecological balance. In fact, Emerson’s
chief inquiry, “How shall I live?” remains broad
enough throughout the essay to invite political, his-
toriographical and environmental interpretations.

Emerson’s shifting views on the relationship be-
tween the individual and society produced a redefi-
nition of the parallel relationship between the indi-
vidual and the environment. Earlier in his career,
Emerson had found in nature’s cycles of renewal and
harmonious balance an optimal metaphor for man’s
inner divinity and innate goodness. In “NATURE”
(1836) he affirmed, “In the woods is perpetual youth.
Within these plantations of God, a decorum and
sanctity reign, a perennial festival is dressed” (18).
Nature is timeless, saintly, and harmonious, the same
attributes Emerson saw in the benignant individual.
From earthquakes to pandemics, “Fate’s” catalogue
of natural disasters signifies a profound departure
from Nature’s Arcadian vision: “The diseases, the
 elements, fortune, gravity, lightning, respect no per-
sons. The way of Providence is a little rude” (12). Fe-
rocious and unpredictable environmental phenom -
ena offer Emerson countless apocalyptic metaphors
with which to illustrate man’s vulnerability in the
face of providence. However, facing the omnipresent
possibility of environmental catastrophe, Emerson
rejects both triumphalist arrogance and fatalistic de-
spair; and in their place calls for responsibility and
agency. Since “every jet of chaos that threatens to ex-
terminate us, is convertible by intellect into whole-
some force” (38), man needs to scrutinize nature and
identify its mechanisms of causation in order to ac-
commodate and even manage them. Emerson states:

The annual slaughter from typhus far exceeds that
of war; but right drainage destroys typhus. The
plague in the sea-service from scurvy is healed by
lemon juice and other diets portable or procur-
able: the depopulation by cholera and small-pox
is ended by drainage and vaccination; and every
other pest is not less in the chain of cause and
effect, and may be fought off. And, whilst art
draws out the venom, it commonly extorts some
benefit from the vanquished enemy [32–33].

Our first and greatest responsibility is to change the
way we look at nature and, then, to extract and put
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its “venoms” to positive use. “NATURE ”’s most fa -
mous passage, describing the “transparent eyeball,”
epitomized both the work and its epoch: “I am noth-
ing, I see all” (18). In “Fate” man is no longer a
“trans parent eyeball” but a visible “I,” a historical
actor who probes the environment looking for work-
able, human answers instead of attempting to unify
it into an aesthetic and spiritual whole. Andrew Mc-
Murry sees Emerson at this point “diagnosing the
com plexity of the environment and our problematic
interaction with it, starting with the question of ob-
servation” (McMurry 49). Man’s gaze no longer en-
compasses the environment; instead, the environ-
ment, capricious and often cruel, encompasses man.

Thus Nature in “Fate” demands scientific scrutiny
rather than, or in addition to, mystical reverie, and
apocalyptic prospects animate this demand, as “the
planet is liable to shocks from comets, perturbations
from planets, rendings from earthquake and volcano,
alterations of climate, precessions of equinoxes.
Rivers dry up by opening of the forest. The sea
changes its bed. Towns and counties fall into it” (7).
“Fate” marks the emergence of Emerson’s apocalyptic
imagination, which will culminate in the famous
maxim from “Works and Days” (1870): “No man
has learned anything rightly, until he knows that
every day is Doomsday” (157) (APOCALYPTIC FIC-
TION). Commenting on the relevance of apocalyptic
discourse in environmentalism, LAWRENCE BUELL

notes that “to turn utopia into dystopia we need only
deny the environment’s malleability. If there are
land-imposed limits to growth and resistance to
human tampering, or if the environment can resist
our control, then attempts to control it will produce
the death or the revolt of nature” (Buell 308). Sim-
ilarly, Emerson emphasizes the careful observation
of nature in order to prevent thoughtless interaction
with the environment, and its apocalyptic conse-
quences. Moreover, were it not for the permanent
threat of environmental collapse, man’s “Power”
would remain quiescent and rusty. In consequence,
society would not know how to fight and overcome
adversity. We need, then, an apocalyptic threat firmly
rooted and operative in our imagination in order to
prevent the real eschaton from happening.—Manuel
Herrero-Puertas

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Buell, Lawrence. The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau,
Nature Writing, and the Formation of American Culture.
Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 1995.

Emerson, Ralph Waldo. The Conduct of Life. The Complete
Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, with a Biographical In-
troduction and Notes. Vol. 6. Centenary ed. Boston and
New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1903.

_____. “Nature.” Selected Essays, Lectures, and Poems. New
York: Bantam Books, 1990.

_____. “Society and Solitude.” Twelve Chapters. Boston:
Fields Osgood, 1870.

McMurry, Andrew. Environmental Renaissance: Emerson,
Thoreau, and the Systems of Nature. Athens: University
of Georgia Press, 2003.

Robinson, David. Emerson and the Conduct of Life: Prag-
matism and Ethical Purpose in the Later Work. Cam -
bridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993.

“Nature,” 
Ralph Waldo Emerson (1836)

Emerson’s “Nature,” originally an essay but later
published as his first and best-known book, served
as a foundational document and profound inspira -
tion for the American TRANSCENDENTALIST move-
ment. With the passion and force of expression char-
acteristic of Emerson’s best writing, “Nature”
chal lenged American culture to remake itself and re-
vitalize its relationship with the natural world.

Divided into an introduction and eight chapters,
“Nature,” “Commodity,” “Beauty,” “Language,”
“Dis cipline,” “Idealism,” “Spirit,” and “Prospects,”
the work begins with the seemingly dismissive yet
provocative claim: “Our age is retrospective” (7). We
soon realize that Emerson intends this statement as
a scornful indictment of his culture. He challenges
his readers to forget their tired habits of looking to
the past for insight, and to look instead to present
nature: “The foregoing generations beheld God and
nature face to face; we, through their eyes. Why
should not we also enjoy an original relation to the
universe” (7)? The remainder of the essay is an ex-
ploration of this profound question and injunction,,
and Emerson enthusiastically invites us to join in the
inquiry: “Let us interrogate the great apparition, that
shines so peacefully around us. Let us inquire, to
what end is nature” (7)?

In chapter one, “Nature,” Emerson argues that to
truly inquire into “the values of nature” (8) or to seek
an “original relation with the universe” (7), one must
leave books, tradition, and society behind. Yet the
reader need not leave the city to admire the stars.
“Nature,” which for Emerson includes the celestial
sphere, may be available to a person in the city: “Seen
in the streets of cities, how great [stars] are” (8)! “The
stars awaken a certain reverence [...]; but all natural
objects make a kindred impression, when the mind
is open to their influence,” Emerson suggests (9). If
alert to nature’s impressions, one may recognize the
spiritual relationship or unity between natural objects
and oneself. In what is certainly the most popular
and best-known passage of the book—and indeed,
of Transcendentalism itself—Emerson illustrates the
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perceptive mind’s epiphanic interface with the
natural world:

Crossing a bare common, in snow puddles, at
twilight, under a clouded sky, without having in
my thoughts any occurrence of special good for-
tune, I have enjoyed a perfect exhilaration. [...]
Standing on the bare ground,—my head bathed
by the blithe air, and uplifted into infinite space,—
all mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent
eye-ball. I am nothing. I see all. The currents of
the Universal Being circulate through me; I am
part or particle of God [10].

Stripped of his small-minded attention to himself
and to the facticity of the material world, the speaker
suddenly experiences, in the midst of the town, a
moment of divine insight. Here is no yawning chasm
or sublime mountain pass, the typical terrain of the
Romantic, spiritual encounter. On the contrary,
Emerson’s pantheistic sublime is omnipresent and
diffused throughout the everyday world. In a height-
ened state of perception lost to or neglected by many
adults, the speaker enjoys the “original relation to
the universe” of which Emerson writes in the intro-
duction. He shares, in the words of Robert Richard-
son, his own “primary, firsthand, authentic relation
to things” (226). Immediate insight proves more
compelling than any history or tradition of insight
(Richardson 227).

Whereas in the introduction and “Nature” Emer-
son discusses the effects of nature on humankind
more generally, he examines in the following four
chapters the “parts” or facets of our relationship with
the natural world; specifically, he considers in “Com-
modity,” “Beauty,” “Language,” and “Discipline,”
“nature’s “multitude of uses” to humankind (11). In
“Commodity” Emerson sets forth the economic
benefits of nature and those that appeal to the senses.
These are “temporary” benefits, unlike the “ultimate”
ones that provide “service to the soul” (11). Hu-
mankind puts these “natural benefactors” (11) into
service, such as using steam to power boats or by
building roads and bridges from the resources of the
earth, in various combinations for “mercenary
benefit” (12): “The field is at once his floor, his work-
yard, his play-ground, his garden, and his bed” (11).
But the love of the beauty of nature is a “nobler”
pursuit: “Such is the constitution of all things, [...]
that the primary forms, as the sky, the mountain, the
tree, the animal, give us a delight in and for them -
selves; a pleasure arising from outline, color, motion,
and grouping” (“Beauty” 12). These pleasures derive
in part from the powers of light, which may make
even the most “foul” object beautiful, and from the
human eye itself, which is the “best of artists” (12).
One may experience the beauty of nature through

the “simple perception of natural forms” (12), but an
even higher beauty may be seen in the fusion of
human will and nature, as in heroic or virtuous acts
committed in “a scene of great natural beauty” (13).

We learn in “Language” that nature serves hu-
mankind as a vehicle of thought, and Emerson enu-
merates three ways in which it does so. First, natural
facts provide us with language. The words we use,
he argues, can be traced to nature : “Every word
which is used to express a moral or intellectual fact,
if traced to its root, is found to be borrowed from
some material appearance” (18). Next Emerson sets
forth his doctrine of correspondence. Expounded
first and primarily by Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–
1772), the doctrine holds that each natural or
material object corresponds to some truth in the spir-
itual or moral world. Emerson writes: “Every natural
fact is a symbol of some spiritual fact. Every appear-
ance in nature corresponds to some state of the mind,
and that state of the mind can only be described by
presenting that natural appearance as its picture” (18).
As Barbara Packer notes, “The doctrine of ‘corre-
spondence’ [...] offered hope that nature itself might
be a storehouse of meanings more coherent and more
universally accessible than Scripture” (Packer 48). If
nature reveals spiritual truths, then the poet can ap-
proach nature as if it were a book, and the study of
nature becomes an exercise in comprehending its
analogies to human life and spirituality (19).

The final four chapters, “Discipline,” “Idealism,”
“Spirit,” and “Prospects,” elaborate on many of the
themes already surveyed. Although Emerson alludes
to them in other chapters, he develops his ideas of
the faculties of “Reason” and “Understanding” in
chapter five, “Discipline.” Many Transcendentalists
believed that these two faculties comprise our fun-
damental means of knowing or relating to the world,
and the meanings they accorded to the terms often
differ from how we commonly use or understand
them today. For Emerson, the faculty of Understand-
ing “adds, divides, combines, measures” (23), and is
associated with the senses. Our Understanding is
what helps us negotiate everyday life, and relies on
sensory data and empirical evidence to do so. Since
our lives are a constant exercise in the lessons of the
material world—“lessons of difference, of likeness,
of order, of being and seeming, of progressive ar -
rangement” (24)—nature itself becomes a discipline
or a subject of study for the Understanding. Reason,
on the other hand, translates these lessons into spir-
itual truths “by perceiving the analogy that marries
Matter and Mind” (23). The faculty of Reason is
what allows the speaker to apprehend the “currents
of the Universal Being” (10) on a bare common, or
share an “original relation to the universe” while
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 admiring the stars. It reconciles the dualism of matter
and spirit, body and mind.

In chapter six, “Idealism,” Emerson questions
whether the natural world actually exists as an ab-
solute fact, or whether it is instead only an expression
of spirit. He acknowledges that we naturally resist
such a notion, trusting instead to our sensory un-
derstanding of the material world. But he concludes
in “Idealism” that as our Reason becomes stimulated,
by seeing the world in new ways, through the powers
of the poet or philosopher, or through the study of
religion and ethics, we may begin to see through the
veil of materiality to the essence of spirit: “If the Rea-
son be stimulated to more earnest vision, outlines
and surfaces become transparent, and are no longer
seen; causes and spirits are seen through them” (30).

Emerson explains in “Spirit” that nature is the
“organ” (37) through which the universal being
speaks to the individual. Nature emanates through
and out of us: “Therefore, that spirit, that is, the
Supreme Being, does not build up nature around us,
but puts it forth through us, as the life of the tree
puts forth new branches and leaves through the pores
of the old” (38). Humankind, however, has become
alienated from nature as from God, and remains in
a fallen or degenerated state. In this sense, Emerson’s
figuration closely resembles the Christian tradition
of man’s expulsion from Eden (THE BIBLE). In the
final chapter, “Prospects,” Emerson considers how
we might again begin to know nature, redeem our
souls, and resume our power as creators of our world.
Citing what “a certain poet” sang to him about “some
traditions of man and nature” (41), Emerson suggests
that we have degenerated (“A man is a god in ruins”
(42)) to the point that we no longer recognize our-
selves as the spiritual fountainhead of nature.

Today man works on the world with his “Under-
standing” only, putting it to minor uses, rather than
with his “Reason” as well. If we applied our “entire
force” upon nature we might accomplish acts like the
“traditions of miracles in the earliest antiquity of all
nations; the history of Jesus Christ; the achievements
of a principle, as in religious and political revolutions,
and in the abolition of the Slave-trade” (43). Emer -
son reiterates here the introduction’s claim that we
too, like those in ages past, might again behold “God
and nature face to face” (7). If we can learn to see
nature’s “roots in the faculties and affections of the
mind” (44) and regain thereby our divine vitality,
we might ultimately and benignantly reshape our
world.—Todd Goddard

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Cameron, Kenneth Walter. Emerson’s Prose Poem: The

Structure and Meaning of Nature (1836). Hartford: Tran-
scendental Books, 1988.

Emerson, Ralph Waldo. The Collected Works of Ralph Waldo
Emerson. Edited by R. Spiller, A. Ferguson, et al. Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1971–.

McKusick, James C. Green Writing: Romanticism and Ecol-
ogy. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000.

McMurry, Andrew. Environmental Renaissance: Emerson,
Thoreau, and the Systems of Nature. Athens: University
of Georgia Press, 2003.

Packer, Barber L. The Transcendentalists. Athens: University
of Georgia Press, 2007.

Richardson, Robert D., Jr. Emerson: The Mind on Fire.
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995).

Sealts, Merton M., and Alfred R. Ferguson, eds. Emerson’s
“Nature”: Origin, Growth, Meaning. 2nd ed. Carbon -
dale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1979.

“Self-Reliance,” 
Ralph Waldo Emerson (1841)

Regarded as a landmark text in American literary
and environmental history, “Self-Reliance” has be-
come one of America’s most recognized and quoted
works of literature. Since its publication in Essays:
First Series, it has encouraged generations of Ameri-
cans to break with traditions in order to discover
their own authentic mode of being. James C. McKu-
sick writes that his “emphasis on the primacy of in-
dividual experience [...] is one of the most vital and
recurrent themes in Emerson’s writing, and it pro-
vided inspiration to numerous American writers in
the Transcendentalist tradition, from Henry David
Thoreau and Walt Whitman to John Muir and Mary
Austin” (114).

Although himself considered one of America’s
great environmental authors, Emerson’s oeuvre
evinces a complicated and unstable relationship to
the natural world. “Self-Reliance,” on its part, at-
tempts to negotiate a space for individuality within
the increasingly complex environmental and social
systems of 19th-century America, arguing that
“Whoso would be a man must be a nonconformist”
(122), in an effort to unseat the intellectual traditions
that divorce individuals from their intrinsic connec-
tion with Nature.

This, however, would prove no easy task. With a
conception of Nature that often seems as grand and
complicated as nature itself, Emerson had a difficult
time maintaining consistent definitions throughout
his vast body of work. At times he conceives of
Nature as that portion of the environment which ex-
ists beyond and, in a sense, in contradistinction to
human activity, a sublime entity somehow always
beyond the comprehension of our rational mind.
While Emerson sees this transcendent force as a pos-
itive source of inspiration, the belief that there is a
fundamental distinction between humans and the
natural world has invited charges of anthropocen-
trism. Max Oelschlaeger, for example, writes that
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“For Emerson consciousness is nothing more than a
vehicle to carry him toward a pre-existing conclusion.
‘Nature’ is not a philosophical inquiry but a literary
exercise designed to rest a pre-established belief in
God on rational, rather than scriptural, footing. The
conceptual focal point is the human soul and God,
not nature or the wilderness” (173). Critics have
faulted Emerson with over-emphasizing the role of
human consciousness in creating natural hierarchies,
and much of what Emerson seeks to accomplish in
“Self-Reliance” concerns itself with how individuals
may reach the divine through their interactions with
Nature. Indeed, he asserts that for the self-reliant in-
dividual, both works of art and natural scenes are
equally “suitors for his notice, petitioners to his fac-
ulties that they will come out and take possession.
The picture waits for my verdict: it is not to com-
mand me, but I am to settle its claims to praise.”

Yet, at other times Nature appears as an all-en-
compassing unity that connects each human soul to
both the physical world and the divine realm: “This
is the ultimate fact which we so quickly reach on this,
as on every topic, the resolution of all into the ever-
blessed ONE.” In this sense humans cannot help but
be encompassed by and subject to the natural pro -
cesses that guide all other forces on earth. Emerson
continues, “We first share the life by which things
exist, and afterwards see them as appearances in na-
ture, and forget that we have shared their causes.
Here is the fountain of action and of thought. Here
are the lungs of that inspiration which giveth man
wisdom, and which cannot be denied without impi-
ety and atheism.”

Claims of anthropocentrism rely on Emerson’s in-
terpretation of Nature as a means to achieve a pre-
determined and human-centered end, but recent
critics rarely give him credit for the extent to which
“Self-Reliance” advances the position of an environ-
mentally progressive mode of life. To live self-reliantly
is to challenge the dominant mode of contemporary
American life—a life Emerson saw as overwrought
with consumerism and unchecked patriotic fervor.
In stressing the common origins of both humanity
and the natural world, he suggests that self-reliant,
morally responsible behavior both fosters and serves
the common interests of all beings within the ecosys-
tem. And in this sense Emerson’s vision would prove
prophetic. His belief in the interconnectedness of all
things dominates current debate about climate
change and human consumption, and points to a
heightened sense of human accountability toward
the environment.

Even without a precise definition of Nature, “Self-
Reliance” is clearly an attempt to assert one’s indi-
viduality in opposition to disingenuous, external in-

fluences. Paradoxically, Emerson perceives human
society—an amalgamation of individuals—as lim-
iting the intrinsic goodness and welfare of the indi-
vidual: “when the unintelligent brute force that lies
at the bottom of society is made to growl and mow,
it needs the habit of magnanimity and religion to
treat it doglike as a trifle of no concernment.” Emer-
son’s concern with such intrinsic, natural forces—
both societal and individual—permeates “Self-Re-
liance.” He asks his readers to be fluid in their
judgment, and to embrace their own changing tem-
peraments: “Speak what you think now in hard
words, and to-morrow speak what to-morrow thinks
in hard words again, though it contradict everything
you said to-day” (125). Indeed, Emerson predicts
some of the advances Charles Darwin would make
a few decades later, claiming that “Power is in nature
the essential measure of right. Nature suffers nothing
to remain in her kingdoms which cannot help itself.
The genesis and maturation of a planet, its poise and
orbit, the bended tree recovering itself from the
strong wind, the vital resources of every animal and
vegetable, are demonstrations of the self-sufficing,
and therefore self-relying soul” (130). With human
experience so often tainted by (typically religious or
political) institutions that claim to understand
Nature through adherence to ancient traditions and
dogma, Emerson celebrated these “vital resources”
and their unique capacity to aid humankind in main-
taining contact with its divine origins in nature.

So great are such convictions on Emerson’s part,
that despite his reverence for the natural world, the
author of “Self-Reliance” would most probably have
objected to being called an “environmentalist,” and
avoided associating with current conservation groups
like Greenpeace, People for the Ethical Treatment of
Animals, and the World Wildlife Foundation. For
Emerson was notoriously suspicious of organized
movements, even those championing causes with
which he empathized. Famously opposed to
collective action, he wrote that “an institution is the
lengthened shadow of one man” (126). If “Self-Re-
liance” has an overtly political message, it is surely
that we be wary of politics, respecting instead, and
bravely embracing in our political lives, those “vital
resources” of the individual alone, provided him and
sanctioned by Nature.—Chris Findeisen
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The Uses of Natural History, 
Ralph Waldo Emerson 

(1833–1835)
Ralph Waldo Emerson’s “The Uses of Natural

History” is the first lecture that reflects Emerson’s
vocational change from Unitarian minister to public
lecturer and naturalist following his eight-month
tour of Europe, which included his inspirational visit
to the Garden of Plants in Paris (Richardson 97).
Emerson read the lecture twice: first in 1833 in Bos -
ton, and second in 1835 in Lowell, Massachusetts
(Bosco and Myerson 1). The lecture is structured as
a defense of the study of natural history, outlining
five “advantages” to be gained from the scientific
study of nature (Emerson 5, 15). More importantly,
the lecture expresses Emerson’s vision of the natural
world, his perspective of “the relational nature of all
things in the universe” and of the environment as
“large and thoroughly organic” (Bosco and Myerson
1), themes which are reiterated and expanded on
throughout the rest of Emerson’s literary oeuvre.

Emerson is profoundly aware of human depend-
ence upon the natural environment. He explains that
“it is the earth itself” that makes “the raw material[s]”
out of which all of the necessities required for human
existence are found and formed: “food, clothing,
[and] fuel” (6). The division of labor removes “each
process so far out of sight” that human beings are in
danger of forgetting their fundamental dependence
upon nature’s “raw material[s],” so Emerson reminds
his audience that “iron came out of a mine, and per-
fume out of a cat... The water you drink was pumped
from a well” (6). He expands upon this theme in
“Commodity,” the first chapter of “NATURE” (1836),
once again considering humanity’s relationship with
and dependence upon the material world (Richard -
son 99).

In addition to recognizing that humans rely on
their environment, Emerson believes that human
health requires regular “habits of conversation with
nature” (5). He draws from the ancient Greek fable
of the giant Antaeus, who, when he wrestled with Her -
cules drew strength and found renewal “every time
he touched his mother earth” (5). Emerson claims
that human beings are like Antaeus, “broken giant[s]”
who “in all of [their] weakness” are “invigorated by
touching [their] mother earth,” or by spending time
in and around the natural sphere (5). He criticizes
“the bad air, and artificial life of cities,” stating “it is
good for the body ... to be sent out into the fresh and
fragrant fields, and there employed in the laws of the
creation” (5). Here Emerson com ments on the artifi-
ciality of modern life and the negative effects of tech-
nological progress, such as pollution.

Emerson also perceives human beings as part of,
rather than set apart from, nonhuman nature. This
is especially apparent in the description of his visit
to the collection of comparative anatomy at the Gar-
den of Plants in Paris. When Emerson views “a
perfect series from the skeleton of the balaena ... to
the upright form and highly developed skull of the
Caucasian race of man” (4), he expresses his “singular
conviction” regarding the essential unity, the “strange
sympathies,” between man and nature: “that not a
form so grotesque, so savage, or so beautiful, but is
an expression of something in man the observer. We
feel an occult relation between the very worm, the
crawling scorpion, and man” (5). Later in the lecture
he similarly posits the existence of a “secret sympathy
which connects man to all the animate and to all the
inanimate beings around him” (15–16). As LAW -
RENCE BUELL explains, one of the principal reasons
for the traditional hierarchical boundaries between
human and nonhuman nature giving way in the
nineteenth century is found in the recurring appeals
to natural history, the study of which “put nonhu -
man species and communities on the same footing
as the human” (186). Emerson’s awareness of the
physical similarities between human and nonhuman
life forms leads him to situate human beings more
holistically within the natural environment.

Indeed, for Emerson, the scientific observation of
nature opens up a world of knowledge, knowledge
that, in turn, evokes respect for the intrinsic worth
of the environment: “Every fact that is disclosed to
us in natural history removes one scale more from
the eye; makes the face of nature around us so much
more significant” (8). Through the scientific study
of nature, the individual becomes aware of the way
that the earth provides “for human wants” through
natural processes that often require “ages for ... com-
pletion” (10). The accumulation of “vast beds of fuel”
or coal, for instance, is “a great work of Nature in an
antiquity that hath no record,” but which “con-
tribute[s] to our pleasure and prosperity” in the pres-
ent (10). Furthermore, knowledge of a natural object
or being will “take away the sense of deformity; for,
every thing is a monster till we know what it is for”
(11). Emerson offers the lobster as an example, ex-
plaining that the creature is “monstrous” until it is
understood (11). Emerson values scientific knowledge
of nature because he believes that it enables human
beings to perceive the inherent worth and signifi -
cance of every living thing.

Indeed, it is, in large part, Emerson’s interest and
enthusiasm for science that enables his environmental
awareness (Richardson 99; Rossi 103). Robert Rich -
ardson, who summarizes the conclusion of modern
historian Dirk Struik, explains that “Emerson’s warm
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interest in science—his hospitable openness to it—
was itself a real contribution, because it helped to
create an intellectual atmosphere in which there was
no necessary gulf between science and the humani-
ties” (99). The combination of these two discourses—
the sciences and the humanities—is apparent as
Emerson describes his own visit to the “celebrated
Repository of Natural Curiosities, the Garden of
Plants in Paris” (Emerson 2). He uses poetic language
to describe “the mountain and morass and prairie
and jungle,” the zoo, where “you walk among animals
of every country,” and the “botanical cabinet ...
where grows a grammar of botany” (2, 3). In contrast
to other portions of the lecture, in which Emerson
engages the factual, objective discourse of science,
here he portrays the “feelings” that his trip “excited
in [him]” (2). “The house of stuffed birds fill[s] the
mind with calm and genial thought” and “the eye is
satisfied with seeing and strange thoughts are stirred
as you see more surprising things than were known
to exist” (3–4). Emerson’s ability to blur the bound-
aries between objective and subjective experiences of
nature resonates with contemporary ecological dis-
courses that, according to Joy Palmer, “do not rely
totally on ecological science for their conclusions,”
but also “value emotional and intuitive knowledge”
(86). Emerson recognizes, as Richardson observes,
that “what the sciences and the humanities have in
common ... is a perennial interest in nature,” and this
may be his most distinctive bequest to American en-
vironmental literature (99).—Laura E. Ralph
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Erdrich, Louise (1954–  )

(Karen) Louise Erdrich was born in 1954, in Little
Falls, Minnesota, and grew up in Wahpeton, North
Dakota, where her German-American father and her
French-Ojibwe mother worked for the Bureau of In-
dian Affairs. Erdrich earned a BA from Dartmouth

College in 1976 and a Masters degree in the Johns
Hopkins writing workshop in 1979. Upon her return
to Dartmouth as writer-in-residence, she met again
with her former professor and friend Michael Dorris.
The couple got married in 1981 and became one of
the most famous literary couples in the USA, yet in
1996 they filed for divorce, and on April 10, 1997,
Dorris took his own life. Today, Louise Erdrich lives
in the Twin Cities, Minnesota, and owns the inde-
pendent bookstore Birchbark Books. She is an en -
rolled member of the Turtle Mountain Band of
Chippewa.

Erdrich’s numerous novels represent the intercon-
nectedness of writing, life, family and place. With
their focus on community and culture as influenced
by and interlocked with individual lives, Erdrich’s
novels differ from those of the Native American Ren-
aissance, with which she is associated. Her characters
are compelling and curiously contradictory, yet they
are no “ecological Indians,” neither noble nor
doomed. As survivors of warfare, harrowing epi-
demics or deceit, they reveal a profound if subtle
 environmental awareness in the close connection be-
tween individual, community and the land inhab -
ited. Protagonists are interconnected, tied up in
 relationships that are as passionate as fragile, multi-
faceted and calamitous. Erdrich does not center her
stories on nature, or create a separate place for the
environment. In the interwoven stories, all life
forms—animals, plants or humans, cultures, gen-
ders—are respected and valued. The Ojibwe belief
system offers equal reverence for inanimate as much
as animate beings and considers transfiguration be-
tween animals and humans possible. Resting on these
beliefs, Erdrich’s stories render the interplay between
individual, community and environment, as the
most important dynamic, often in stark contrast to
human interests.

The value of diversity is expressed not only in the
contents of the novel, but also in its narrative mode.
Several narrators recount their stories and highlight
different perspectives on the world. Individual voices
inevitably comment on, contradict, complement and,
thereby, interweave with each other’s testimony.
Hence the juxtaposed stories merge into a larger, or-
ganic and ever-unfolding picture of the contested
landscapes and multi-ethnic peoples of North
Dakota. Individual, communal, cultural and envi-
ronmental interests cannot be discussed in isolation
from each other. They are bonded together in Er-
drich‘s fictional communities, the location where en-
vironmental awareness can most effectively be pur-
sued; with the added benefit of strengthening ties,
the disruption of which triggered social and envi-
ronmental disasters in the first place.—Uwe Küchler
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Love Medicine,
Louise Erdrich (1993)

Louise Erdrich’s first novel, Love Medicine (origi-
nally published in 1984, revised and expanded for
republication in 1993), chronicles the lives of the
Kashpaws and Lamartines, two families living on a
Chippewa reservation in North Dakota. The novel
spans three generations and the years 1934–84. Con-
sidered by some to be more a collection of short sto-
ries, the narratives begun in Love Medicine are revis-
ited in many of Erdrich’s later works such as The Beet
Queen (1986), Tracks (1988), and The Bingo Palace
(1994). As the tale is told from multiple points of
view, and repeatedly circles back to previous events,
the ultimate “truth” of the novel is difficult to pin
down. This multiplicity of meaning and voice (and
even of genre, as both novel and not novel) is in
keeping with what Rita Ferrari considers “the fluidity
of identity that has come to epitomize so much post-
modern self-conception” (Ferrari 146–147). It is also,
perhaps, in keeping with Erdrich’s own fluid identity
as a German-American Chippewa.

Love Medicine strongly suggests that the white
world has done little more than defile the more
worthwhile, more authentic, Indian way of life; but
what is perhaps most striking about this text is the
many subtle ways that borders get crossed and tra-
ditions intermingle throughout the novel. The mul-
tiple narrators, from varied cultural backgrounds and
representing three generations, are an obvious exam-
ple of this. As Ferrari notes, “Erdrich employs a nar-
rative technique that dissolves the boundaries be -
tween the seen and the unseen, fact and fiction,
memory and event” (Ferrari 146). Boundaries are
questioned, and even erased, in myriad other ways
in the novel.

In a literal sense, border crossing would seem to
suggest physical places and actual land. While stew-

ardship of the environment, or even connection to
the land, is not an overt focus of this novel, it un-
dergirds actions and motives throughout, as connec-
tion to land is often presented as a more tangible ex-
pression of connection to place. Since most of the
characters in the novel are Native American, here
placement is often painfully linked to displacement
and dispossession. Even the reservation that is home
to the Kashpaws and Lamartines is not their true an-
cestral home, but has instead been “allotted” to them
by the U.S. government. As one character notes,
“[t]he policy of allotment was a joke. As I was driving
toward the land, looking around, I saw as usual how
much of the reservation was sold to whites and lost
forever” (12). Whether or not the land originally “be-
longed” to them, they have lived on it for genera -
tions, and it has become sacred to them; leaving it is
akin to leaving family, and self, behind.

The power of home and place, and the danger to
one’s spirit if it is forsaken, is seen early in the novel
in the character of June. Although she dies at the end
of the first chapter of the book, memories of her con-
nect the other characters and drive the action of the
work forward. In her death scene, as well as in the
final lines of the novel when Lipsha is “bring[ing]
her home,” Erdrich presents some of the most sig-
nificant border crossings, and explicit connections of
humanity and environment, to be found anywhere
in her work. In these moments June moves back
across the land from the cities of the modern, white
world, toward her home on the reservation.

In a further instance of blending and border cross-
ing, Erdrich combines Christian and traditional
Chippewa imagery. June walks over snow “like
water,” and is as fragile as the Easter eggs she has
been eating. The use of water recalls not merely the
novel’s many resonant Biblical references (themselves
often focused on crossings—the Red Sea, in the Jews’
liberation from Egyptian bondage; the Jordan, into
the “promised land”—THE BIBLE), but also evokes a
seminal Chippewa tradition; at one point, Lipsha
muses on the past existence of the great and “ancient
ocean [...] that once had covered the Dakotas and
solved all our problems” (367). Moreover, the linking
of June’s death to water (in Chippewa tradition, the
novel tells us, drowning condemns the soul to eternal
wandering); and the way that June figuratively
haunts the novel and all its characters, suggest that
June’s death is a kind of metaphorical drowning that
condemns her to wander (again echoed in the Jews’
40 years of wandering in the desert after crossing the
Red Sea, and before the ultimate crossing of the Jor-
dan). Although she is confident in her course and in
her ability to find her way home in the dark and cold,
she misjudges the vastness of the distance she must
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cross. At last her body collapses and is blanketed in
snow, but her spirit moves on.

The use of water, here and throughout the novel,
is suggestive of both life and death; and Michael D.
Wilson further argues that “[t]his image of water
foreshadows many instances of tension in the novel
between life above the water and those elements
below the surface—elements such as the older tra-
ditions, the past, or even a willingness to immerse
oneself in love for another” (Wilson 123). An example
of this kind of immersion and its symbolic
connection of water and land, human and environ-
ment, can be found in Lulu Nanapush and Moses
Pillager’s love affair, described in “The Island” chap-
ter. Lulu moves away from her own home and crosses
over to be with Moses on an island that “was small
and dark and at the center of a wide irritation of
silver water” (73). Once on the island, Lulu sinks
into an almost elemental kind of existence, thinking
only of food, shelter, love for Moses, and nurturing
the child that she is carrying. But if the effect of the
place on her is powerful and life-changing, the
impact on Moses is equally profound: “he was his
island [...] he did not exist from the inside out but
from the outside in” (83). In these scenes, as fre-
quently throughout the novel, Erdrich literally iden-
tifies her characters with the natural elements that
surround them. In this way, she suggests that con-
ventional ways of thinking about humanity and the
environment as separate entities are limiting, and ul-
timately threatening to the well-being of both.

Although Erdrich fashions a narrative in which
borders are often crossed, and dividing lines—be-
tween faiths, families, and truth itself—are often
blurred, the psychological and physical results of
moving away from the land and thus the traditions
that one knows is often hugely damaging. June,
Henry Jr., and Nector all seem to suffer psycholog-
ically from having involved themselves too much
with the white world. Even Marie, who resists being
considered Indian for most of her life, realizes in her
old age that there is no solace for her in Catholicism
or white culture: “Since she had lived among other
old people at the Senior Citizens, Marie had started
speaking the old language, falling back through time
to the words that Lazarres had used among them-
selves, [...] having seen the new, the Catholic, the
Bureau, fail her children, having known how com-
fortless words of English sounded in her ears” (263).

Throughout the novel, Erdrich simultaneously
condemns the inauthentic—Lyman’s Tomahawk
Factory, Lipsha’s store-bought, frozen turkey hearts,
Hollywood’s portrayal of “Indians,” the painting
Plunge of the Brave—and questions the whole notion
of authenticity itself, when human society wanders

from the environment that has informed and inspired
it. What ultimately unifies and gives meaning to a
family is not necessarily its blood-relations; and what
makes one “Indian” is not necessarily determined by
one’s ancestry. As Karla Sanders aptly notes, “[t]he
ambivalence created in this attempted reconciliation
underscores the difficulty faced by Erdrich’s charac -
ters in reaching a balance between spheres of past
and present, personal and communal, private and
public” (Sanders 129). If a general thematic focus can
be discerned in this sprawling and heterogeneous
work, it may be found in this struggle for an elusive
sense of connection and balance between the protag-
onists’ Native American heritage and the white world
that so many of the characters seem to be searching
for. But just how to find this balance, this “natural”
or “real” way of being, is never declared by Erdrich,
leaving one to wonder if perhaps it may lie in the in-
terstices, both of the narrative and of our lives; not
in any one place or way of life, but in the crossing be-
tween them.—Uwe Küchler
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Farnham, Eliza Wood 
(1815–1864)

Although absent from the central canon of Amer-
ican literature, Eliza Wood Farnham was a significant
TRANSCENDENTALIST in the tradition of EMERSON,
BRYANT and FULLER; a leading social reformer and
feminist, counting both Margaret Fuller and Eliza-
beth Cady Stanton as close associates (Hallwas xxvii);
and one of America’s first and most important envi-
ronmental writers. Experiencing the early settlement
of Illinois and California, Farnham is best known for
her travel and nature writing in LIFE IN PRAIRIE LAND

(1848), composed of engaging and philosophical en-
counters with the prairie and American frontier, and
California, Indoors and Out (1856).

Farnham accompanied her sister to Groveland,
Illinois, during the territory’s settlement in 1835.
Meeting and marrying Thomas Jefferson Farnham
in 1836, Eliza was left alone in 1839 when he
departed for Oregon on business until his return two
years later (Hallwas xvii). Life in Prairie Land details
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her travels in Illinois from 1835 to 1840, and weaves
together local realism, popular travel literature, and
a romantic response to nature through evocative de-
scriptions of the prairie. Farnham’s reflections on her
interactions with the frontier environment suggest a
transcendental perception of the physical world as a
means of comprehending the spiritual.

Farnham traveled by riverboat, stagecoach, wagon,
and horseback, critically—and with a woman’s eye—
observing both the environment, and a variety of
settlers from educated Easterners to rough “Hoosiers”
and Illinois “Spunkers,” and from honest, hospitable
farmers to disreputable “stage-house” landlords and
horse thieves. Throughout her journey she juxtaposes
aspects of nature with humans and their settlements,
suggesting that Nature itself inscribes humanity’s
best and worst characteristics. Individual human
tragedy and loss are seen as part of a broader phe-
nomenon, one both natural and sublime. Nature’s
sequence of death and renewal even shapes the in-
evitability of the westward movement itself: in her
conclusion to Life in Prairie Land Farnham asserts
that the “free plains and far-reaching streams shall
be the theatre of a power and intelligence never yet
witnessed!” (269).

After her husband’s death in California in 1848,
Farnham settled in Santa Cruz where she built her
own home, farmed, taught school, married and di-
vorced an abusive husband, and wrote the first book
about California authored by a woman. Her personal
experiences contributed to a shift in her writing, from
youthful idealism associated with Nature to stronger
political and social criticism. California, Indoors and
Out critically assesses Californian society and culture,
especially with respect to women’s issues. During the
Civil War, Farnham served with Dorothea Dix as a
volunteer nurse at Gettysburg, where she contracted
tuberculosis that led to her death in 1864. Despite
her short life and limited output, however, Farnham’s
direct and sensitive embrace of frontier experience,
and her abiding sense of the interdependence of the
physical, spiritual and moral realms, both illustrate
the progressive environmental currents of her time,
and anticipate fundamental elements of the ecofem-
inism that was yet to come.—Thomas P. Fair
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Life in Prairie Land, 
Eliza Farnham (1848)

Carving out an existence in the largely hostile en-
vironment of the nineteenth century American fron-
tier would hardly seem conducive to applying the
metaphysics found in EMERSON’s NATURE (Hallwas
xxvi). Yet, blending the physical with the metaphys-
ical, social activist and feminist Eliza Wood Farnham
perceptively analyzes the complex forces shaping the
frontier in her best-known work, Life in Prairie Land.
Unlike popular tales of exploration and conquest,
Farnham’s narrative provides a distinctively TRAN-
SCENDENTAL account of her encounter with the
American prairie, as well as telling insights into the
personal lives and social interactions of the settlers.
The work details her travels in the Illinois Territory
from 1835 to 1840, incorporating realistic vignettes
of prairie life, descriptions of the territory’s features,
and a Romantic response to nature through an often
Edenic perception of the prairie. Ultimately Farnham
draws on her encounters with the frontier’s natural
forces to conceive of Nature as a manifestation of
both the beautiful and the sublime.

In “Part One” of Life in Prairie Land, Farnham
describes her journey from St. Louis to her sister’s
homestead near Groveland in the Illinois Territory.
The narrative frequently alternates wry observations
of rural conditions and human behavior with far-
reaching meditations on the human condition, often
metaphorized in natural terms. She humorously sat-
irizes the rustic “Hoosiers” traveling with her, for ex-
ample, and then contrasts them with the personified
Mississippi and Missouri Rivers, those “messengers
from the unvexed solitudes” whose “majestic union
of powers [...] makes the ocean tremble” (11).

Embracing WILLIAM CULLEN BRYANT’s transcen-
dental concept of a guiding force in nature (Hallwas
xxvi), Farnham reflects on the profundity of a prairie
view: “Nature spoke to us in her own unequivocal
language” (27). As THOREAU observed the infinite
in the everyday at Walden, Farnham explores the
grandeur of the American prairie and the West, but
with a similar end: “Living much with nature, makes
me wiser, better, purer, and therefore, happier” (134).
She revives the timeworn metaphor of the Aeolian
harp to describe the interplay between the prairie
and her mind: “It yields no sound save the one which
first arrested our attention, and this is uttered
without ceasing” (45). Farnham associates Nature
with the woman homesteader and employs imagery
of the household to make connections between the
seasonal development of the prairie and the devel-
opment of a settler’s homestead: “The prairie puts
on its richest garb about the first of June [...] Nature,
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like a notable dame, has cleaned house in proper sea-
son, got her furniture and ornaments arranged, and
now seated complacently in her easy chair, challenges
the admiration of beholders.” (47). Farnham likewise
interprets Nature’s duality of beauty and the abom-
inable as a constant challenge to the settlers to cul-
tivate self-discipline and nurture the beautiful, or
fail and degenerate, both morally and physically.

The unexpected deaths of both her sister and her
small son sorely tested Farnham’s convictions of na-
ture’s ultimate benignity. Yet these very tragedies,
combined with the severity of frontier life and Farn-
ham’s deep connection to the environment, led her
to a transcendent intuition of nature’s sympathy
(162): “I no longer brooded in despairing silence over
my sorrows. I felt there were infinite love and infinite
pity in the divine Mind” (168).

“Part Two” expands the narrative’s reach, both in
natural and philosophical terms, as Farnham relates
her further tours of the territory. Although finding
renewal and inspiration in the natural beauty of bird-
song, flowering trees, and glorious sunsets, she also
embraces the violent extremes of nature as part of an
awe-inspiring and complex whole. Visions of the
overwhelming scope and devastation of a wild fire
(“a sea of roaring flames as far as eye could reach [...]
was too sublime a spectacle to turn away from” [155])
or the violence of a prairie storm and its lightning
display (“till a mighty flash rends the pall and
searches the very soul” [41]) epitomize her concept
of the natural sublime. The irrationality of destruc-
tion and tragedy, especially in their juxtaposition
with the beautiful in nature, become comprehensible
when perceived as part of a greater metaphysical ma-
trix, one balancing beauty with terror.

Farnham frequently reflects on the ennobling
power of the unspoiled prairie, and describes the de-
cline of the region’s Native Americans in elegiac
terms: “a race that has dwindled from the strong
majesty of freedom, to humility and wasting feeble-
ness” (226). In her very praise of Native American
existence and love of the prairie, she asserts the in-
evitability of “the Indian standing in the attitude of
the one who bids farewell” (226). Her descriptions
of visible but abandoned pathways or the erosion
that exposes ancient graves suggest that as nature’s
seasons and the land change over time so do the so-
cieties of men (227). Nature’s cycle of death and re-
newal even shapes the inevitability of the movement
west, as but one manifestation of the prairie’s un-
ceasing metamorphoses.

Farnham’s concluding observations of Nature in-
timate an intelligent force at work, an almost Hege -
lian self-awareness, which encompasses human en-
deavor as part of a greater process. Thus, while she

identifies with the early settlers and their shared ap-
preciation for the prairie’s splendor, and recognizes
the disadvantages of further human development,
she remains optimistic about the arrival of future set-
tlers because of her belief in the positive spiritual in-
fluence of the wilderness itself (Georgi-Findlay 39).
Ending with intimations of MANIFEST DESTINY,
Farnham asserts that the “famishing legions of
Europe may find room and abundance” (268) in the
great expanse of the American prairie and that the
“free plains and far-reaching streams shall be the the-
atre of a power and intelligence never yet witnessed!”
(269).—Thomas P. Fair
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Faulkner, William (1897–1962)

The defining moment of twentieth-century Amer-
ican literature—and certainly American literature of
the environment—may well have come when Wil -
liam Faulkner realized, after the publication of his
novel Sartoris (1929), that “my own little postage
stamp of native soil was worth writing about and
that I would never live long enough to exhaust it”
(Lion in the Garden, 255). Sartoris was the first novel
that Faulkner set in his fictional Yoknapatawpha
County of rural, northwestern Mississippi, and set
the stage for such later, groundbreaking works of fic-
tion as The Sound and the Fury (1929), As I Lay Dying
(1930), Light in August (1932), Absalom, Absalom!
(1936), and Go Down, Moses (1942). These works
share a commitment to exploring the socio-economic
problems of the South after the Civil War, the nu-
merous racial tensions that were a reality of post-war
Mississippi, and the unique environment and ecol -
ogy of this region of the United States. Though
Faulkner published fiction until the end of his life,
it is this group of Yoknapatawpha novels that many
regard as his most important contribution, and the
primary reason for his being awarded the Nobel Prize
for literature in 1949.

William Cuthbert Falkner (he would later change
the spelling to “Faulkner” in an effort to join the
Royal Air Force in Canada during World War I) was
born in 1897 in New Albany, Mississippi. Faulkner
was named after his great-grandfather William Clark
Falkner who was, among many other things, a colonel
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for the South during the Civil War, and who was
killed in a duel eight years before Faulkner’s birth.
As a young child Faulkner’s family moved to Oxford,
Mississippi, so his father could find work. Faulkner
would leave Oxford on numerous occasions, and
sometimes for long periods of time—including ex-
tended trips to New York, New Orleans, Europe,
and Hollywood—but he never failed to return his
“postage stamp of native soil.”

Though his work is universally esteemed today,
Faulker’s literary career was punctuated by many ups
and downs. Following the end of World War I,
Faulkner led a restless life that eventually saw him
move to New Orleans to join Sherwood Anderson’s
literary circle. Later in life Faulkner and Anderson
would have a well-documented parting of the ways,
but the early support Faulkner received from the
Winesburg, Ohio author went a long way in helping
him to become a serious writer. During this time
Faulkner published his first two novels, Soldier’s Pay
(1926) and Mosquitoes (1927). These works were soon
followed by much of Faulkner’s strongest writing,
primarily his Yoknapatawpha novels. However, by
the end of World War II Faulkner had faded from
the public eye and was all but out of print, having
published nothing major since 1942’s Go Down,
Moses. While his career was arguably at its lowest
point, Faulkner’s standing in the literary world was
in part revitalized by the patronage of French phi -
loso pher and literary critic Jean-Paul Sartre.

Over the last decade considerable attention has
been given to the role that nature, environment, and
ecology play in Faulkner’s novels, especially those set
in Yoknapatawpha County. The prominent literary
critic LAWRENCE BUELL has written that “Rarely does
Faulkner’s mature fiction fail to take shrewd account
of southern modernization, especially its casualties
and failures, in such a way as to connect people to
landscape” (Writing for an Endangered World, 172).
In general, the novel Go Down, Moses has received
the most ecocritical attention, as it contains the wil-
derness cycle of Isaac McCaslin. In “The Old People,”
“THE BEAR,” and “Delta Autumn” Faulkner follows
Ike as he is taught the ways of the “big woods” by
his Native American mentor Sam Fathers, partici -
pates in the hunting and eventual killing of the bear
Old Ben, and laments the destruction of the old-
growth forests of the Mississippi River Delta. Envi-
ronmentally focused studies of Faulkner’s other
works are becoming more common, however, as con-
temporary topics of farm policy, deforestation, over-
hunting, flood management, and ecological degra-
dation appear time and again in works such as As I
Lay Dying, Absalom, Absalom!, If I Forget Thee, Jeru -
salem (1939), The Hamlet (1940) and Big Woods

(1955). Though Faulkner never joined or explicitly
spoke out for the environmental movement of his
day—led by such figures as ALDO LEOPOLD and
RACHEL CARSON—it is evident that the fictional en-
vironment he explored and immortalized in Yokna-
patawpha County reflected many of the same eco-
logical concerns and, given his immense success and
prestige, helped as profoundly to shape the American
environmental imagination.—Matt Low
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“The Bear,” 
William Faulkner (1942)

One of Faulkner’s most anthologized works, the
novella “The Bear” was first published in Go Down,
Moses (1942), a collection of seven related pieces of
short fiction that ecocritic Bart Welling describes as
“a rich demonstration of Southern modernist nature
writing” (473). Like the other stories in Moses, “The
Bear” centers on Isaac “Ike” McCaslin, detailing his
coming-of-age as a woodsman and hunter (from age
10 to 21) and his ultimate refusal to inherit his
family’s plantation.

“The Bear” takes place in Faulkner’s fictional Yok-
napatawpha County, from 1877 to about 1890, a self-
contained environment mimicking the geography
and demographics of late-nineteenth century Mis-
sissippi, with its area and inhabitants acting as envi-
ronmental and social microcosms of the American
South after Reconstruction. The novella is divided
into five chapters, four of which are set in Big Bot-
tom—“a wilderness of gum, cypress, and oak trees”
owned by Major Cassius De Spain (Fargnoli 20).
This wilderness is the centerpiece for the story’s en-
vironmental exposition and argument. It is the home
of the bear “Old Ben,” and the last remaining primal
wilderness in Yoknapatawpha, “whose edges were
being constantly gnawed at by men with plows and
axes who feared it because it was wilderness” (185).

As the story opens, Ike is 16 and again joining the
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annual hunt for Old Ben. For the hunters—in a vivid
reminder of MELVILLE’s white whale in MOBY

DICK—Old Ben is a totemic animal of the woods,
perhaps even of nature itself. Critic John Lyndenberg
comments, “at the same time sacred, and dangerous
or forbidden, [... Ben] is truly animistic, possessing
a soul of his own, initiating action, not inert like
other creatures of nature” (162). The aged and elusive
bear is seemingly impervious to bullets, and has one
paw mauled from a bear trap, recalling the scars on
Moby Dick. Anticipating Santiago’s reverence for
the marlin in HEMINGWAY’s THE OLD MAN AND THE

SEA, Ike and his half–Indian mentor Sam Fathers re-
vere Old Ben both for what he has survived and for
what he represents: the timeless being and ways of
the natural world.

Ike has a number of encounters with Old Ben.
The first time he sees him face to face he is alone in
the woods, having abandoned his gun, watch, and
compass. He has undertaken “a condition in which
... all the ancient rules and balances of hunter and
hunted had been abrogated”—he has returned to a
natural state (198). Ben appears “not as big as he had
dreamed it but as big as he had expected, bigger, di-
mensionless against the dappled obscurity” (200).
Here the narrator, like the hunters, conflates the bear
with the woods, and they are joined for a time in
unity with Ike, who has (foreshadowing later events)
set aside the trappings of civilization in favor of a
simpler existence.

On a later hunt Ike has a chance to take a clear
shot at Old Ben, but at the last moment leaps in to
save the life of the fyce-dog he has used to corner the
bear. Sam later trains the only hunting dog truly ca-
pable of hunting Old Ben. Lion is a vicious Airedale
mix caught by Sam in Big Bottom. Boon Hoggan-
beck, an inept hunter who at one point misses five
point-blank shots at Old Ben, takes to Lion and be-
comes his keeper until the day of the hunt that brings
down the dog, the bear, and Sam Fathers. When
Lion meets Old Ben, the bear fatally wounds him
with one vicious swipe, moving Boon to leap upon
his back, stabbing Old Ben and killing him. In the
chase Sam Fathers collapses, dying a few days later.
He and Lion are buried in Big Bottom. These events
serve to strengthen the emotional and metaphysical
bond between the wilderness (including the domes-
ticated Lion), the bear, Sam Fathers, and Ike. More
broadly, throughout the novella, Sam sees himself as
approaching obsolescence in a way that mirrors Big
Bottom. Having nurtured Ike to become an excep-
tional woodsman, and with Old Ben now gone, his
usefulness has passed, and his death marks the end
of an era in Yoknapatawpha—a fact made clear in
the story’s closing section.

This last section offers the novella’s most explicit
criticism of the modern world’s desecration of the
natural landscape of rural Mississippi. Two years after
the death of Old Ben, Ike “went back to the camp
one more time before the lumber company moved
in and began to cut the timber” (301). Major de
Spain has sold the cutting rights of Big Bottom as
the railroads steadily encroach upon the places Old
Ben once roamed. Ike visits the graves of Lion and
Sam Fathers, who he imagines as “not held fast in
earth but free in earth and not in earth but of earth
... dark and dawn and dark and dawn again in their
immutable progression and, being myriad, one: and
Old Ben, too” (313). In the closing scene, he meets
Boon Hogganbeck, who has trapped a group of
squirrels but is trying to repair his rifle: “He didn’t
even look up to see who it was. Still hammering, he
merely shouted back at the boy in a hoarse, strangled
voice : ‘Get out of here! Don’t touch them! Don’t
touch a one! They’re mine!’” (315).

Such ownership is, for Ike, one of the most ab-
horrent aspects of modern man’s relationship to na-
ture. None can own the land—not “any white man
fatuous enough to believe he had bought any frag-
ment of it ... [nor] Indian ruthless enough to pretend
that any fragment of it had been his to convey” (183).
In the novella’s temporally disruptive fourth section
Ike explains to his cousin Cass why he is repudiating
his claim to the family plantation. Invoking evidence
ranging from THE BIBLE to the McCaslin family
ledger and the American Civil War, Ike states that
not only does man have no right to claim land, but
the Southern landowners are cursed by God as a pun-
ishment for enslaving the black race. He sees himself
as fundamentally outside this struggle because “Sam
Fathers set me free,” by teaching him that he comes
not from the tainted McCaslin blood, nor from the
exploitive culture that has tainted it, but from the
land itself (287).—Daniel E. Burke
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Fitzgerald, F. Scott (1896–1940)
F. Scott Fitzgerald offers a challenge to environ-

mental approaches to literature as his fiction focuses
on navigating the perils of relationships and social
class in predominantly urban and suburban environ-
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ments. However, his memorable portraits of “flap -
pers and philosophers” during the Jazz Age ultimately
shed light on a new sense of cultural geography at
the turn of the century, revealing how environments
and individuals are shaped by cultural practices.

Francis Scott Key Fitzgerald was born in 1896 in
St. Paul, Minnesota, to parents Edward and Mollie
(McQuillan). The family connections to his name -
sake were distant (Francis Scott Key was Fitzgerald’s
second cousin, three times removed), and his parents
name choice reflects a desire to create an ambitious
legacy for their son. Edward was the president of the
American Rattan and Willow Works, a St. Paul fur-
niture company, which failed in 1898. The Fitzgerald
family moved to Buffalo, New York, after Edward
gained employment with Procter & Gamble as a
wholesale grocery salesman. After a decade in sales,
however, Edwards lost his job, and the Fitzgerald
family returned to St. Paul in 1908, to live with Mol-
lie’s parents. The young Scott Fitzgerald saw his fa-
ther’s unemployment—and the family’s subsequent
financial struggles—as a crisis, one which perma-
nently defeated his father’s spirit and which would
shape his own definitions of success and financial se-
curity. Due to his family’s financial situation, Fitzger-
ald felt like an outsider while attending the St. Paul
Academy. He was quickly labeled a “show off ” due
to his boasting and other antics, as he attempted to
mitigate his outsider status. Fitzgerald was not with-
out friends, however, and the social activities of his
childhood—secret clubs, football, bob parties, and
attempts to understand the mysteries of the opposite
sex—would eventually provide material for his first
novel, This Side of Paradise (1920).

Several of Fitzgerald’s short stories explore the
changes that occurred in the physical and cultural
geography of American regions during the first few
decades of the twentieth century. Edmund Wilson
argues that “Fitzgerald is as much of the Middle West
of large cities and country clubs as Sinclair Lewis is
of the Middle West of the prairies and little towns”
(32). In addition to This Side of Paradise, Fitzgerald’s
short stories “Bernice Bobs Her Hair” and “Winter
Dreams” examine the romantic triumphs and defeats
of young people as they navigate through a more
prosperous Middle West. Fitzgerald taps into his ex-
periences with Zelda in the South, and his own
youthful fascination with his father’s stories of the
Civil War in Maryland, in his short story “The Ice
Palace,” which explores Southern graveyards and the
St. Paul Winter Carnival through the eyes of Geor-
gian Sally Carrol Happer and her Minnesotan fiancé
Harry Bellamy. In “The Diamond as Big as the Ritz,”
Fitzgerald finds the isolated geography of the Far
West a suitable location for a fantastic fable of a man

corrupted by his attempts to protect the source of
his outrageous wealth—a mountain-sized diamond.
Although Fitzgerald’s critique of the excesses of the
1920s is expressed most clearly in this last story, the
regional places in many of his stories frame and in-
form optimism, bitter remorse, love, jealousy, and
self-reflection.

Concepts of regionalism also inform The Great
Gatsby, which is, according to narrator Nick Car-
raway, “a story of the West, after all” (184). Carra -
way’s sense of regional determinism explicitly con-
trasts with titular character Jay Gatsby’s attempts to
remake himself in a fictionalized Long Island, in
order to win back the love and affection of Daisy
Buchanan. Matthew J. Bruccoli labels Fitzgerald’s
approach to place in Gatsby as impressionistic, as
Fitzgerald uses language to express “the emotions as-
sociated with actual and fictional settings” (“ The
Text” 192). Many of the novel’s places—the city ash
heaps, Gatsby’s lavish mansion, and Daisy Bu -
chanan’s dock—showcase Fitzgerald’s emotional ren-
dering of modern landscapes. These places represent
LEO MARX’s conception of “complex pastoralism,”
as Fitzgerald questions the idealization of place
through juxtapositions of the ideal and the corrupt.
The novel’s concluding scene, Nick Carraway’s imag-
ining of the “fresh, green breast of the new world”
that appeared before the eyes of Dutch sailors as they
first arrived in the Americas, celebrates an idealized
pastoral landscape while simultaneously dramatizing
the disparity between such a landscape and the mod-
ern condition.—Kelsey Squire
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Foreman, David (1946–  )
Dave Foreman’s youth illustrates a political rever-

sal: born in 1946 in New Mexico, he grew up as a
conservative Republican. After graduating from the
University of New Mexico in 1968, he worked as the
Southwest representative for the Wilderness Society
throughout the 1970s, identifying as a moderate en-
vironmentalist. But over the course of the decade,
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he became persuaded that wealthy, powerful interests
such as petrochemical, logging, and mining compa-
nies were blindly pursuing profits to the detriment
of the environment (and therefore the future), and
that government agencies were essentially complicit
in this process. Environmentalist organizations like
the Sierra Club seemed ill suited to the job of fighting
this powerful and dangerous alliance.

So Foreman and a group of friends in 1980
founded EarthFirst! Philosophically drawing upon
EDWARD ABBEY’s THE MONKEY WRENCH GANG,
Earth First! advocated sabotaging equipment like
bulldozers, removing survey stakes, spiking trees, and
other aggressive means to prevent the development
(which they would call “loss”) of America’s remaining
wilderness. Yet Foreman left EarthFirst! in 1990 to
pursue other avenues of environmental activism, a
transition he details in CONFESSIONS OF AN ECO-WAR-
RIOR (1991).

Foreman has published several books and owns
an environmentalist publishing house. He has served
as editor of Wild Earth magazine and chair of the
Wildlands Project. He has been arrested several
times, and is generally regarded as a radical, inflam-
matory activist who inspires strong responses,
whether in support or condemnation of his actions.

His major works include Ecodefense: A Field Guide
to Monkeywrenching (1987), an ecotage how-to man-
ual that he co-edited, which contends that ecotage
aims to damage property, not harm people; but
critics maintain that workers can easily be injured or
killed by monkeywrenching, especially by shattered
chainsaw blades from spiked trees. His 1991 Confes-
sions of an Eco-Warrior is an autobiographical and
philosophical treatise on monkeywrenching, and a
meditation on the evolution of Foreman’s own en-
vironmentalism. Confessions also presents a plan for
managing remaining wilderness areas, advocating the
preservation of wilderness as wilderness, empty of
roads or amenities, unserved by rescue patrols, even
uncharted on maps. Such areas would exist for
rugged recreational purposes but also as preserves of
wilderness for its own sake, testament to a non-an-
thropocentric worldview. Foreman’s less famous
works include The Big Outside, which he published
with Howie Wolke in 1989; Defending the Earth, co-
written with Murray Bookchin in 1991; and The Lobo
Outback Funeral Home (2000). He has also con-
tributed articles to anthologies about environmen-
talism and to environmental periodicals.

The theme for which Foreman’s works are most
noted is monkeywrenching, cited as evidence of his
radicalism. Foreman is here indebted to Abbey’s The
Monkey Wrench Gang, although Confessions points
out the long history of American civil disobedience

to which ecotage is heir. Whether reckless or sage,
Foreman’s controversial wilderness advocacy succeeds
in drawing notice. Indeed, he is to environmental
activism what Edward Abbey is to environmental lit-
erature—the rugged, renegade poet figure who in-
spires admiration, condemnation, praise and blame.
For many, Foreman is the face of radical environ-
mentalism and deep ecology in the United States.—
Laura Boynton Johnson
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Confessions of an Eco-Warrior, 
Dave Foreman (1991)

Dave Foreman is perceived—and in such a case
perception is half the truth—as a “a relentless and
provocative advocate for preserving the American
wilderness” (Paul 134), who “instructs by subverting
the unquestioning, radicalizing the conventional and
otherwise shaking things up” (Klockenbrink 16). It
is certainly his reputation as subversive that has won
Foreman international attention, beginning in 1980
when he co-founded EarthFirst! (THE CONSERVA-
TION MOVEMENT). The activist organization was the
political expression of Foreman’s broader attempt to
counter the joint interests of government and indus-
try, whom he saw as colluding to forestall environ-
mentalist progress. However, in 1990, having earned
himself and his organization a reputation for radi-
calism, Foreman left EarthFirst! to pursue other paths
of activism.

Confessions of an Eco-Warrior (1991) is Foreman’s
major published work, although he also co-edited
Ecodefense: A Field Guide to Monkeywrenching (1987).
Confessions outlines Foreman’s environmentalist phi-
losophy, his ideas to preserve and expand wilderness
areas, and his experience with EarthFirst! Although
the book is often summarized as narrating Foreman’s
departure from EarthFirst!, this is certainly not its
major thrust; similarly, its defense of monkeywrench-
ing, while rhetorically powerful, often distracts critics
from other, equally salient features of the book.

As Klyza notes, “There are three main themes in
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this collection of essays: (a) the difference of deep
ecology from mainstream environmentalism and
other conceptions of the public interest, (b) the im-
portance of wilderness, and (c) the rationale and use
of monkeywrenching or ecotage” (584). These three
function as major environmental themes of the work,
but Confessions goes beyond philosophical treatise to
present practical plans for wilderness preservation,
historical analysis of the successes and failures of con-
servation, and concrete pros and cons of monkey-
wrenching.

Confessions’ most prominent environmental feature
is its exploration of “deep ecology,” which dates to
the 1970s, and as Klyza explains, can be described as
a “truly radical” offshoot of preservationism, one that
“advocates policies typically far in excess of those ad-
vocated by the preservationist groups and [...] based
on a fundamental restructuring of human society”
(578). Unlike preservationism, deep ecology empha-
sizes the health of ecosystems as a basis for decisions,
even over and above human welfare. Foreman puts
the metaphysics of deep ecology more poetically:
“Why does a man with a lifespan of seventy years
think it proper to destroy a two-thousand-year-old
redwood to make picnic tables? To kill one of thirty
breeding female Grizzlies in the Yellowstone region
because she ate one of his sheep?” (192).

Still, Confessions receives more attention for its ad-
vocacy of monkeywrenching, although Foreman lists
and discusses common objections to the practice be-
fore defending its morality and effectiveness. As Fore-
man defines it :

Monkeywrenching, ecological sabotage, ecotage,
ecodefense, or “night work”—these are all terms
for the destruction of machines or property that
are used to destroy the natural world. Monkey-
wrenching includes such acts as pulling up survey
stakes, putting sand in the crankcases of bulldoz-
ers, rendering dirt roads in wild areas impassable
to vehicles, cutting down billboards, and remov-
ing and destroying trap lines... [M]onkeywrench-
ing is nonviolent and is aimed only at inanimate
objects, never toward physically hurting people...
It is not major industrial sabotage; it is not revo-
lutionary. Ecotage is not necessarily the most
important tool for conservationists; it is merely
one of the many approaches that may be valid
and effective, depending on the circumstances...
[118].

Such careful presentation and discussion of the prac-
tice’s dangers makes Foreman’s ultimate support
more convincing.

Confessions devotes significant attention to devel-
oping national wilderness-preservation plans, and to
evaluating the effectiveness of the conservation move-
ment. Foreman advocates a national wilderness man-

agement plan by which stretches of land would be
closed to human use altogether, allowed to revert to
natural circumstances. By his plan, such areas would
not even be mapped, much less supplied with tourist
infrastructure or services.

Foreman also discusses EarthFirst! and his reasons
for leaving the group (a departure that came not long
after Foreman’s arrest and investigation by the FBI
in conjunction with EarthFirst!’s activities). In agree-
ment with many critics, Foreman notes that one of
EarthFirst!’s major accomplishments is simply its
radicalism per se. By redefining radical environmen-
talism, the organization has tempered the reputations
of more moderate groups such as the Sierra Club and
the Nature Conservancy, in essence creating the cat-
egory of “moderate” environmentalist by taking over
the radical position on the spectrum.

In spite of its radical outlook, Confessions received
little of the attention or demands for fact-checking
that have spurred debates over other environmentalist
works, such as the more recent AN INCONVENIENT

TRUTH by Al Gore, perhaps due to Foreman’s mar-
ginalization as a radical; indeed, the public’s tendency
to dismiss the claims of its “radical” elements may
have partly motivated Foreman’s departure from
EarthFirst!; but if he hoped to court a moderate au-
dience with Confessions, its militant rhetoric (notice-
able in the very title) could hardly help.

Cheryll Glotfelty notes that early environmentalist
rhetoric—exemplified by RACHEL CARSON’s SILENT

SPRING—harnessed the force of military rhetoric, and
capitalized on lingering Cold War anxieties, to mo-
tivate powerful responses in audiences and help them
perceive the ecological threat as a real menace. But,
as Glotfelty concludes, military rhetoric might no
longer be the most apt choice for a movement that
seeks to preserve and promote life:

In the heat of environmental backlash, perhaps it
is time to question whether the trope of war—
with its battles, its victories and defeats, its ecow-
arriors and enemies, its moral crusades and mortal
fear—is an appropriate tool for solving environ-
mental problems and making intelligent deci-
sions. Perhaps in Carson’s day, war was a
necessary and appropriate context in which to
conceptualize environmental issues. But, thank-
fully, the Cold War is over. Should people who
are committed to enlightened stewardship of the
earth continue to invoke it? [Glotfelty 168].

Ultimately, then, it may be more its rhetorical than
political failings that have left the provocative and
informative Confessions unjustly undervalued, in
comparison to EarthFirst!, to the broader work of
Foreman himself, and to similar works of American
environmental literature.—Laura Boynton Johnson

Foreman 124



BIBLIOGRAPHY

Foreman, Dave. Confessions of an Eco-Warrior. New York:
Crown, 1991. Print.

Glotfelty, Cheryll. “Cold War, Silent Spring: The Trope
of War in Modern Environmentalism.” And No Birds
Sing: Rhetorical Analyses of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring.
Ed. Craig Waddell. Carbondale: Southern Illinois Uni-
versity Press, 2000. 157–173. Print.

Klockenbrink, Myra. “In Short: Nonfiction.” New York
Times Book Review 16 June 1991: 16. Academic Search Pre-
mier. Web. 16 July 2009.

Klyza, Christopher McGrory. “Framing the Debate in Pub-
lic Lands Politics.” Policy Studies Journal 19.3/4 (1991):
Academic Search Premier. Web. 16 July 2009.

Paul, Nancy. “Audio Reviews.” Library Journal 117.18
(1992): 134. Academic Search Premier. Web. 16 July 2009.

Franklin, Benjamin (1706–1790)
Benjamin Franklin was born in 1706 in Boston,

Massachusetts. Although his parents hoped that he
would enter the clergy, they had little money and
were only able to pay for his formal schooling until
the age of 10. After briefly apprenticing for his brother
James, who founded The New-England Courant,
Franklin ran away to Philadelphia at age 17 and was
subsequently estranged from his family for much of
his life.

After a brief foray in London, Franklin returned
to Philadelphia in 1726 and was a widely recognized
public figure by 1733, when he first began publishing
Poor Richard’s Almanack. He continued publishing
the Almanack until 1758, using it as a “vehicle for
conveying instruction among the common folk” (qtd.
in Isaacson 96). Franklin’s endeavors to instruct his
readers reflected his broader personal philosophy of
self-improvement, which was most fully articulated
in his posthumously published autobiography. In
addition to chronicling the major events of his life,
The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin proposes 13
virtues, which together outline a philosophy that glo-
rifies the struggle for individual perfection, and
grounds his claims for preserving and improving the
natural world inhabited by such individuals.

Although Franklin is not widely recognized for
his contributions to environmental studies, he was
in fact one of America’s first environmentalists. One
of his most notable contributions was his champi-
oning of what he called “public rights” against the
interests of corporations and individuals whose ac-
tions were detrimental to the public welfare. His first
battle for public rights occurred in 1739 when he led
a group in petitioning the Pennsylvania Assembly to
stop tanneries in Philadelphia’s central commercial
districts from dumping waste into a tributary of the
Delaware River. While companies fought him on the
grounds that regulations would impinge on their pri-

vate rights as businesspeople, Franklin claimed that
the dumping, which was causing property devalua-
tion and spreading sickness and disease, was imped -
ing the “public rights” of those living and working
nearby. Although Franklin’s success marked a small
victory, the case set an important precedent in estab-
lishing the rights of the public to live in a sanitary
and safe environment.

Franklin was also instrumental in leading a Phila -
delphia commission during the 1760s to help regulate
trash collection and water pollution. While garbage
disposal and water purification are public services
that we largely take for granted today, Franklin’s ideas
on public health were novel and strikingly innovative
in the eighteenth century for their insistence that the
government play a major role in regulating public
health and safety, and in protecting the environment
upon which they clearly depend.

Franklin’s contributions to the study of the envi-
ronment were not, however, limited to the political
realm. For example, on October 21, 1743, he fortu-
itously—although aided, of course, by his intelli -
gence and curiosity—discovered that storms do not
always travel in the direction of the prevailing winds,
as was thought at the time. As with many of Frank -
lin’s discoveries, his conclusions are not often recog-
nized in their own right, although they had a lasting
impact on the field of meteorology.

Many of Franklin’s contributions to the study of
the environment still have not been given due recog-
nition. In a 2009 article, for example, Steven Johnson
describes Franklin’s collaboration with Joseph Priestly
in discovering that “the air we breathe is not some
unalienable physical phenomenon, like gravity or
magnetism, but is rather something that has been
specifically manufactured by plants” (28). Johnson
explains that “with Franklin’s help, [Priestly] was able
to grasp and describe the far-reaching consequences
that [the process of plants producing breathable air]
would have on our understanding of the earth’s en-
vironment” (32). And yet, he goes on to say, Frank -
lin’s contribution—and even, to an extent, the dis-
covery itself—continues to go unrecognized because
the implications of Priestly’s experiments “took
almost 200 years to evolve into a coherent discipline”
(32). Thus, while we may not often recognize Frank -
lin directly in contemporary environmental studies,
his scientific and socio-political contributions in fact
provided the foundation for many later advances in
the field.

Franklin died in 1790 at the age of 84, but—as
we have seen—his impact on environmental studies
was not confined to his own lifetime. Indeed, his will
called for the construction of a fresh water pipeline
for Philadelphia, which led to the establishment of
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the Philadelphia Water Commission. Franklin’s con-
cern for the health of the environment was not a ca-
sual interest or a political tool, but something that
he cared passionately about and fought to preserve
even after his death.—Adam Meehan
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Frost, Robert (1874–1963)
Robert Frost was born in 1874 in San Francisco,

California, to a journalist father, William Prescott
Frost, Jr., and a Scottish, Swedenborgian mother, Is-
abelle Moodie. Frost’s father, however, died of tu-
berculosis in 1885, leaving the family penniless. This
event precipitated a move back to New England, the
landscape with which Frost is most often associated.
Supported by his grandfather in Massachusetts, Frost
received good schooling and studied at Dartmouth
and Harvard. Family responsibilities, however, meant
that Frost did not complete his degree. After a tu-
multuous courtship, he married his school classmate
Elinor White, and after a stint as teachers, they took
up poultry farming in New Hampshire. Though
Frost had a large family, he was to suffer considerable
personal loss, including the deaths of four children,
the suicide of one child, mental illness in the family,
and the death of his wife in 1938. Yet from such
humble beginnings and cruel personal tragedies,
Frost went on to be one of America’s foremost poets,
honored by the U.S. senate in 1953 and given a gold
medal by Congress in 1960 in recognition of his
work.

Frost is most often thought of as a pastoral poet,
but the image of him as an unschooled, rural savant
belies the classical learning which informed his writ-
ing. Frost’s vision of rural subjects was especially in-
spired by his reading of Virgil’s Eclogues and Georgics
(AMERICAN PASTORAL). Virgil captured the speech
and life of rural characters to introduce political
themes which disturbed the tranquility of the
pastoral arcadia. Frost’s rustic speakers are similarly
employed to reveal and explore the problems both
of life in the countryside and of American society in
general. In his poetics, Frost stresses the need for
human characters to appear in poems about nature.
Using the metaphor of the stage, Frost emphasizes
that it is not enough to have nature as a backdrop:
there must always be “a human foreground” (1966:
34). In Frost’s modern eclogues and georgics, the
human foreground enables a political subtext to be
drawn out of the natural backdrop. “The Self-

Seeker,” for example, features a visitor’s conversation
with a terribly mutilated man, based on Frost’s own
friend Carl Burrell whose legs were injured in a box
factory accident. In “The Ax-Helve,” the French
Canadian lumberjack, Baptiste, confiscates the
speaker’s ax because of its shoddy workmanship, and
drawing on old traditions of craft, creates a new ax-
helve which will endure better than the machine-
made one. Both of these poems explore the effects
of industrialization on the rural idyll, and both cri-
tique the human cost of American industrialization.

If the male speakers of Frost’s poems offer intrigu-
ing critiques of rural life, his female characters and
narrators are often represented as extensions of the
land and nature itself, threats to domestic order, and
only ever temporarily managed or controlled. Some-
times the portrayal is realist in character; in “Home
Burial,” the wife laments the loss of her child, re -
fusing her husband’s every offer of help or support;
while in “Hill Wife,” a lonely marriage breaks down
when the wife finally slips away into the landscape
and freedom. More often though, Frost’s women are
mythical representatives of the irrational powers of
nature, as in “Paul’s Wife,” where the beloved is
carved from a tree trunk, or in “The Witch of Coos”
and “The Pauper Witch of Grafton,” where the
women, defined by the places from which they orig-
inate, have powerful magic at their disposal. These
pioneering female characters are as much a part of
the American landscape as the natural world itself,
and they represent the country’s untamed quality,
which is praised especially in Frost’s later poems like
“The Gift Outright.”

Although he is most thought of as a poet of rural
life, Frost experienced life in cities like San Francisco,
London and Boston, as well as the New England
countryside. He does, however, engage with the pas-
toral in a manner rejected by his cosmopolitan, mod-
ernist contemporaries, and he complicates the tradi-
tional pastoral mode that sets the locus amoenus or
“pleasant place” of nature against the corruption of
the city. In poems like “Ghost House,” “In the Home
Stretch,” and “The Need of Being Versed in Country
Things,” rural life is depicted with sensitivity and
vividness, but is far from idyllic. Alongside the sub-
lime beauty of nature, Frost represents the suffering
of country people and the deterioration of the ide-
alized New England landscape. Having lived the life
of a New England farmer, and witnessed the indus-
trialization of traditional agriculture, Frost could not
be a reversionist in the mode of HENRY DAVID

THOREAU. He did, however, associate himself with
the tradition of New England writers which included
RALPH WALDO EMERSON and Henry Wadsworth
Longfellow. Out of this tradition, Frost would write
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on themes such as the relationship between man and
nature, and the possession of land, producing mem-
orable poems on the colonial mindset of New En-
gland such as “The Vanishing Red” or “Our Hold
on the Planet.”

If Frost’s poetry was written in an increasingly in-
dustrialized America, it also emerged in the context
of a post–Darwinian world. During his studies at
Harvard, Frost encountered ideas about faith and
science through American thinkers like William
James, Josiah Royce and GEORGE SANTAYANA. Frost’s
own interpretation of Darwin suggested that scien -
tific discoveries need not strip the mystery from the
world for the poet. Commenting on John Keats’ dis-
quiet at the discovery of the causation of the rainbow,
Frost affirmed that “knowledge of its causation could
not spoil the rainbow for me” (1966: 64). For him,
there is mystery, magic even, in the microcosmic rou-
tines of the rural world. Frost described himself as a
“Synecdochist,” suggesting that the small objects or
seemingly insignificant people described in his poems
represent a larger interconnectedness between the
poem and the world. In “Hyla Brook,” for example,
the drying up of a stream becomes a synecdoche for
the forfeiture of the natural world, and the loss in-
herent in modernity. Similarly, the spider web in
“Design” ultimately provokes larger post–Darwinian
questions about the creation of the universe and the
possibility of faith.

In this post–Darwinian world, Frost’s poetry could
not simply reproduce the poetics of Romantics like
Thoreau, Wordsworth or Keats, but he did find new
allegiances and influences during his years living in
England from 1912 to 1914. In London, Frost met
EZRA POUND and W.B. Yeats, but his time in Dy-
mock, Gloucestershire brought his most intense
friendship, with the Anglo-Welsh poet Edward
Thomas. British nature writers, including the English
Romantics, are a source of dialogue for Frost in
poems like “The Mountain,” where a herdsman per-
suades the speaker that climbing the peak is a waste
of time rather than a sublime Romantic quest for
knowledge. Frost’s first collection of poetry A Boy’s
Will was published in England in 1913, to sympa -
thetic reviews from Ezra Pound and others, and his
first American editions were published in 1915.

Frost went on to publish over 30 collections of
poetry, and by the end of his life had become a kind
of American sage, deeply involved in the country’s
cultural and political life. His poetry also became
more political, articulating, for example, his reac-
tionary politics in response to Franklin D. Roosevelt’s
“New Deal” in the 1930s. In “An Equalizer” and “A
Semi-Revolution,” Frost mocks government schemes
for public health and Marxist notions of revolution

against class hierarchies. One of his most contro -
versial later poems, “Two Tramps in Mud Time,”
describes the narrator’s reaction to two tramps that
emerge from the woods hoping to be paid to split
wood. In poems like these, Frost explores the limits
of social conscience and the worthiness of selfless-
ness.

In the 1960s, Frost would explore the problems
and perplexities of American society when he read
“The Gift Outright” at the inauguration of President
John F. Kennedy; and in 1962, a year before his
death, Frost would play yet another role in the Amer-
ican scene as a somewhat controversial special
cultural envoy to Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev.
Through all his poetical and political activity, Frost
became at last a kind of national institution, but re-
mained—and yet remains—a poet most associated
with the rural environment. The American landscape
was Frost’s enduring inspiration and passion, a place
as mysterious and worthy of contemplation as poetry
itself.—Zoë Brigley Thompson
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Fuller, Margaret (1810–1850)
Long noted as a journalist, critic, and feminist as-

sociated with the American TRANSCENDENTALISM

movement, Margaret Fuller remains relevant today
in part because her work continues to exert a power -
ful influence on America’s sense of, and attitude to-
ward, the environment. Born Sarah Margaret Fuller
in Cambridge, Massachusetts in 1810, Margaret was
the first child of Timothy Fuller (1778–1835), a U.S.
Representative from Massachusetts, and Margaret
Crane Fuller. Timothy Fuller believed that his
daughter should have an education equal to that of
a boy’s of the time. Consequently, he taught her to
read and write at a very young age and later included
Latin, Greek, and French instruction in their lessons.
Fuller’s formal education began when she matricu-
lated at Cambrigeport’s Port School in 1819. From
1821 to 1822, Fuller attended the Boston Lyceum for
Young Ladies, and then in 1824, the School for
Young Ladies in Groton, Massachusetts.
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After the death of her father in 1835, Fuller began
teaching to help support her family. She taught first
at Temple School in Boston and later at the private
Green Street School in Providence, Rhode Island. In
1939, Fuller returned to Boston, where she began to
hold conversations with the city’s female elite; topics
included economic, political, and social issues that
affected women. During this time, Fuller became the
first female member of the Transcendentalist Sym-
posium Club, a group of intellectuals that felt that
“the knowledge of reality is arrived at intuitively
rather than through objective experience.” Her affili-
ation with this group led to RALPH WALDO EMERSON

offering her a position at the Transcendentalist jour-
nal, The Dial. Fuller served from 1840 to 1842 as the
editor of The Dial, a publication to which she con-
tributed much of her own writing. Because of her
role at The Dial, Fuller gained recognition as a
notable figure in the American transcendentalism
movement. She spent time at George Ripley’s Brook
Farm, a communal experiment which encouraged its
participants to work together as they balanced labor
and leisure (UTOPIAN COMMUNITIES).

In 1843, Fuller traveled by train, steamboat, car-
riage, and on foot, to make a roughly circular tour
of the Great Lakes region of America. After her tour,
Fuller’s journal of the trip was published in 1844
under the title SUMMER ON THE LAKES, IN 1843. Ful -
ler’s first original book-length work, Summer on the
Lakes is perhaps best described as a portfolio of
sketches, poems, stories, anecdotes, dialogues, reflec-
tions, and accounts of a leisurely journey to the
northwestern frontier. After reading the book, Hor -
ace Greely offered Margaret the position of literary
critic and social commentator for the New York Daily
Tribune.

When Fuller took the helm as the literary editor
of the New York Tribune in the fall of 1844, she also
began the process of publicly sharing her personal
opinions on a range of political, social, environmen-
tal, and cultural issues. With each newspaper column
she wrote, Fuller expressed her developing political
identity as she began speaking out for women’s rights
and other types of reform—including abolitionism
and social reform that would improve the human
rights of mentally ill and prison populations. Along
with these Tribune essays and her Summer on the
Lakes, in 1843, Fuller is known for writing a key early
feminist text called Woman in the Nineteenth Century
(1845), which argues for the spirituality of women.
Considered by many to be her most famous work,
the book we know as Woman in the Nineteenth Cen-
tury first appeared in essay form in The Dial in July,
1843, under the title “The Great Lawsuit. Man versus
Men. Woman versus Women”; Horace Greely en-

couraged Fuller to expand it, and it was republished
in book form in 1845.

Just one year later, Margaret Fuller went on as-
signment to Europe as the Tribune’s first female cor-
respondent. While in Italy, she met the Italian revo-
lutionary Giovanni Angelo Ossoli, a man with whom
she had a relationship and a son, Angelo Eugene
Philip Ossoli, who was born in 1848. It is unclear
whether Ossoli and Fuller ever married, and Fuller
did not inform her mother about Ossoli or Angelino
until 1849. On July 19, 1950, all three members of
the family perished at sea just off the coast of Fire Is-
land, New York, as they were traveling to the United
States. Fuller’s body was never recovered.

Within a week after her death, Horace Greeley
suggested to Emerson that a biography of Fuller, to
be called Margaret and Her Friends, be published. At
the time of her death, Fuller had many admirers, in-
cluding the early Women’s rights’ advocates Elizabeth
Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony (who saw Fuller
as an important influence on American women), and
authors such as HENRY DAVID THOREAU, WALT

WHITMAN, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and EDGAR

ALLEN POE (who respected her writing despite per-
sonal differences). Indeed, Fuller, through her writ-
ings and the profound influence that they had on
19th-century America, managed in a “single decade
to fashion herself into her generation’s most famous
cosmopolitan intellectual” (Capper 3). Fuller’s place
in American letters has been secured not only by her
connections to American transcendentalism and the
Women’s Rights movements, but also because of the
environmental concerns reflected in her important
treatise, Summer on the Lakes, in 1843.—Heather
Duerre Humann
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Summer on the Lakes, in 1843, 
Margaret Fuller (1844)

Margaret Fuller’s first original book-length work,
Summer on the Lakes, is a portfolio of sketches, poems,
stories, anecdotes, dialogs, and reflections, with
 multiple narrative voices. In the book, Fuller mixes
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commentary on contemporary politics with refer -
ences to THE BIBLE, allusions to Greco-Roman
mythology, and excerpts from Shakespeare. The text,
however, functions primarily as Fuller’s intense med-
itation on the land, a record of her internal journey
of self-exploration, and an account of the three
months she spent at the Great Lakes and in the
prairie-region states.

In 1843, Fuller, already an established figure in the
TRANSCENDENTAL circle of EMERSON and THOREAU,
traveled with a small group of friends that included
Sarah Freeman Clarke, a fellow transcendentalist who
later illustrated Fuller’s book, making a roughly cir-
cular tour of the Great Lakes region. Fuller and the
group began their trip on May 23, 1843. The group
traveled by train, steamboat, carriage, and on foot,
from Niagara Falls and Buffalo in New York State,
through the Great Lakes on a five-day lake voyage,
to Illinois and into the Wisconsin territory, ending
their journey with a nine-day stay at Mackinac
Island. Summer on the Lakes records these travels
through what was considered, in mid–19th century
America, to be the far western frontier of the coun-
try.

While on the trip, Fuller “had no guidebook, kept
no diary”; nor, in fact, did she know exactly how
many miles the group traveled—either per day or in
total—as she later confides in her book (Fuller 67).
She simply wrote, in a kind of timeless present, about
the people and places she encountered, finding fre-
quent occasion to praise the landscape she traversed,
which she saw as reflecting the heterogeneity of the
American environment. For these reasons, Summer
on the Lakes is an important example of 19th-century
American nature writing.

Fuller, however, was not interested in simply
recording the topographical details of the places she
visited; instead, she was concerned about the “spirit”
of the places she had traveled and wanted to give a
“poetic impression of the country at large” (Fuller
67). Drawing on historical sources, contemporary
travel books, and her own firsthand experience of life
in these locales, Fuller used the opportunity of
visiting the frontier to meditate on the state of her
own life and of life in America—both as they existed
and as she hoped they might one day become. Thus,
her account of a leisurely journey to the Great Lakes
region is both an external and an internal travelogue,
with national implications.

Throughout the book, Fuller ruminates about her
fellow travelers and the landscape, revealing her own
ambivalence about 19th-century America’s identity.
As Fuller critic Anne Baker points out, a particular
strength of the book is that Fuller also meditates on
the “act of seeing” in Summer on the Lakes (91). The

result is a particularly rich form of autobiography;
not merely a portfolio of sketches and reflections on
her Great Lakes journey, but a record of her internal
journey of self-exploration, and by extension that of
educated, white America itself. Although aspects of
the book are highly personal, Summer on the Lakes
offers its readers more than simply one woman’s per-
sonal journey. It also offers a pointed critique of
American history and 19th-century “progress” by ex-
amining how westward expansion had affected the
environment and individuals, including displaced
Native Americans.

The work is composed of seven chapters, but
critics tend to divide the book up into its four stated
parts, all of which highlight the national theme of
America as the world’s pastoral arcadia (AMERICAN

PASTORAL). The four “pastorals” that comprise the
book include: the pastoral of simplicity, represented
by an American’s escape from New England and the
fashion and jargon associated with that region; the
pastoral of organic nature, shown through the trope
of the American West as a wild, yet cultivable,
garden; the pastoral of diverse organic culture, rep-
resented by the West as a place where old-world val-
ues flourish and whose inhabitants both practice and
celebrate folk arts; and the ultimate pastoral of Amer-
ica as a boundless and fecund land.

The episodic nature of the work has presented
challenges to critics and readers alike since the time
of its initial publication. Fuller scholar Dorothy Z.
Baker contends that the root of this “difficulty is pri-
marily generic” (97), but though its cause may be
singular, its nature is multi-faceted, being alternately
described as a sketchbook, a TRANSCENDENTALIST

travelogue, a social and political tract, and an auto-
biography—to name only the most popular labels
applied to the text.

What further complicates these questions of genre
is the two editions of Summer on the Lakes, the orig-
inal 1844 edition and the 1854 edition edited by her
younger brother, Arthur B. Fuller, which he pub-
lished after her death in 1850. The version published
by her brother omits several meditative and narrative
passages as well as the tale of Mariana, one of the
book’s best known episodes, which offers a semiau-
tobiographical account of Fuller’s challenges as a
woman in 19th-century American Society. Many
critics now suspect that Arthur Fuller objected to
this tale because of the homosociality reflected in it,
and its suggestions of the superiority of women.

For all the challenges presented by the book, how-
ever, Summer on the Lakes remains an important and
far-reaching exemplar of early American nature writ-
ing because of the myriad environmental concerns
reflected and explored within it. The book also marks

129 Fuller, Margaret



a pivotal position in Fuller’s development as a writer,
Transcendentalist, and feminist, particularly because
of her impressions of the “women of the west,” which
both hearken back to the feminist views she espoused
in “The Great Lawsuit” and anticipate her influential
feminist study, Women in the Nineteenth Century.—
Heather Duerre Humann
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Fuller, Richard Buckminster, Jr.
(1895–1983)

Richard Buckminster Fuller, Jr., known to friends
and family as “Bucky,” was a notable futurist, archi-
tect, engineer, author and lecturer, best known for
inventing and popularizing the geodesic dome.

Born into a venerable New England family, Fuller
was sent to Harvard, from which all Fuller men since
1760 had graduated. Expelled from the school in his
first year, however, for using his tuition money to
entertain chorus girls in Manhattan, Fuller would
never complete a college degree, though he would
spend decades as a professor and was awarded a host
of honorary degrees and distinctions. In the years
after Harvard he worked in a textile mill and various
meatpacking plants before entering the Navy as an
officer during World War I. During the war, Fuller
met and married Anne Hewlett, with whom he
would have two children and would remain until
their deaths, one day apart, in 1983.

After the war, Fuller went to work for his father-
in-law, but had little success as a businessman. In 1927,
unemployed and near bankruptcy, Fuller contem-
plated suicide until he had what he described as a
life-changing mystical experience: finding himself in
dialogue with what he called “Universe,” he was told
that his life was not his to take and that he belonged
to Universe. Fuller then embarked on a lifelong ex-

periment to determine what, if anything, an individual
could do on behalf of all humanity, often referring
to himself as “Guinea Pig B”—the “B” for Bucky.

Philosophically Fuller eschewed specialization,
preferring to function as a “comprehensive, antici-
patory design scientist” or “comprehensivist.” He
considered himself a world citizen and viewed the
planet as a massive spaceship (“Spaceship Earth”)
that has supported human life for millions of years
through its ingenious design. Thus the ideal way to
achieve human reform was to use Design Science to
competently reform the environment, rather than
attempting to directly reform humans themselves.
In this pursuit Fuller designed a variety of imagina-
tive, often fantastical projects, utilizing ecological
principles like recycling and “ephemeralization”—
doing ever more with ever less. These designs in-
cluded a three wheeled car (Dymaxion Vehicle), a
waterborne city (Tetrahedronal City) and an alu-
minum house that cost the same as a car and could
be assembled in a day (Dymaxion House). While
these experiments garnered much media attention,
few were ever realized and none were mass produced.
Fuller’s only significant commercial success as a de-
signer was the geodesic dome, a spherical structure
that encloses more space with less material and more
structural integrity than virtually any other building.
First patented in 1954, thousands of the distinctive
domes would be built within his lifetime.

While Fuller’s impact as a designer was never fully
realized, he authored, co-authored or contributed to
more than 50 books, and circumnavigated the world
many times as a lecturer and teacher. His enduring
message was that Design Science had the capability
to avert environmental catastrophe, and that if hu-
manity were to survive aboard Spaceship Earth, it
would require technological innovation and social
teamwork.—Paul Falzone
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Utopia or Oblivion: 
The Prospects for Humanity, 
Buckminster Fuller (1969)

Utopia or Oblivion: The Prospects for Humanity is
a collection of essays by Buckminster Fuller, Jr., first
published in 1969 by Bantam Books and reissued in
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2008 by Lars Müller Publishers. The title is based
on two quotes from physicists referring to the then
burgeoning arms race. The first, from John R. Platt
is that “The world is now too dangerous for anything
but Utopia” (in Fuller 155). The second, from Jerome
Wiesner, is that “The armaments race is an acceler-
ating downward-spiral to Oblivion” (ibid.). Fuller’s
basic thesis is that for the first time in human history
we have the technological capacity to provide for the
physical needs of all people on Earth. Because we
also have the technology for total destruction through
nuclear holocaust, Fuller argued that it was essential
that we prioritize creating “maximum abundance”
for all humanity.

Fuller bases his ideas of “maximum abundance”
on a criticism of two flawed assumptions of the “old
economics.” The first is Thomas Malthus’ claim that
there has always been and will always be an insuffi-
cient amount of resources to support humanity. His-
torically this belief led to social Darwinism’s “survival
of the fittest,” which encouraged the domination of
“great pirates” (Fuller’s name for masters of commer-
cial and political power) who accrued wealth for
themselves at the expense of others. In fact, claims
Fuller, higher standards of living lead to slower pop-
ulation growth, and technology has created mecha-
nisms that allow for the universal and equitable dis-
tribution of resources.

The second incorrect assumption of the “old eco-
nomics” is the Newtonian principle that the universe
is normally at rest and that the tendency of matter
is toward entropy. In fact, says Fuller, Einstein has
shown that the universe is in a state of continual
transformation, and the Law of Conservation of En-
ergy, which states that matter cannot be created or
destroyed, means that this energy is a finite resource
that can be harnessed and redistributed. The human
mind, meanwhile, is the ultimate anti-entropic
mechanism, and humanity’s ultimate purpose in the
universe is to be an anti-entropic force, reducing
chaos and becoming active crew members aboard
“Spaceship Earth” through the practice of design-
science. Fuller writes, “Energy cannot decrease.
Know how can only increase. It is therefore scientifi-
cally clear that wealth which combines energy and
intellect can only increase.” (229)

Fundamental to Fuller’s vision of a utopian future
is his profound disregard for politics and political
parties of all types. As he repeatedly states in the book,
in slightly different formulations: if all the world’s
industrial machinery were to disappear overnight,
billions of people would starve to death within a
matter of months, but if every politician and political
party were to disappear, humanity as a whole would
be fine and perhaps even better than they are now.

Fuller notes that the average human lifespan in
the U.S. was extended from 42 years to 70 years be-
tween 1895 and 1965, and the percentage of people
with a high standard of living—better than that en-
joyed by the monarchs of a century before—went
from 1 percent in 1900 to 44 percent by the mid
1960’s. He writes that this industrialization and im-
provement of the human condition in the 20th cen-
tury was largely the unintended result of war. He
claims that virtually all advanced technology began
as government subsidized weapons technologies,
which, through technological obsolescence or an end
to hostilities, were adapted for consumer use in home
markets. Fuller differentiates between weaponry,
which he called “killingry” and technology meant to
improve people’s standard of living, which he called
“livingry.” He estimates the average lag time between
killingry innovation and livingry application at
roughly 25 years. The goal for design science is to
make innovations for the improvement of all human-
ity the primary intention rather than a side effect of
design.

Fuller believed that the ideal way to achieve reform
was to use design science to competently reform the
environment, rather than attempting to reform hu-
manity itself. Ecological principles were key to the
success of this design science. For Fuller, fossil fuels
represented an energy “savings account” which short-
sighted designers had decided to use as a primary
source of energy. Instead, he claimed that the energy
required for universal wealth and a high standard of
living should come from “the harnessable ocean tides,
wind, sunpower, and alcohol producing vegeta -
tion...” (241). He conceived of an age of “Accelerating
Ephemeralization” in which virtually all of the
planet’s mined ores would be recycled into newer
and better technologies. This drive toward ephemer-
alization—finding new ways to do ever more with
ever less—was key to the success of the “great pirates”
who required lighter, faster, and more spacious
vessels to use in plundering. In recent years these
same practices of ephemeralization were applied to
technological innovations in airplane weaponry.
Fuller complained that designers of land-based struc-
tures never asked how much a building weighed, but
designers of water and airborne vessels could not de-
sign without knowing this. Fuller’s goal was to apply
nautical principles to terrestrial design for purposes
of designing more advanced livingry. In this way,
man could “participate consciously and somewhat
more knowingly and responsibly in his own evolu-
tionary transformation.” (145)

Because it is a collection, Utopia or Oblivion is not
meant to function as either a discreet work or as a
scientific treatise. As one early reviewer put it, the
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book was “likely to appeal to the imaginative reader
rather than the scientific disciplinarian” (Bettison
79). Buckminster Fuller was legendary not only for
his tendency to coin new phrases and to offer hyper-
bolic predictions for the future, but for the colorful
manner in which he did so. Environmentalist BILL

MCKIBBEN writes that, “I once interviewed R. Buck-
minster Fuller. That is to say, I once held a micro-
phone in front of his mouth while he embarked on
a stunning, elliptical, and semi-connected 20-minute
ramble that touched on everything from rocket travel
to architecture to why he wore three watches...”
(464). Fuller was legendary for his ability and
propensity to lecture for four or five hours at a
stretch, often without notes or prepared materials of
any type. Because the 12 chapters that comprise
Utopia or Oblivion are based primarily on talks de-
livered by Fuller to professional and academic audi-
ences throughout the 1960s, the book tends to be
more circuitous and unfocused than Fuller’s purely
textual works, and many anecdotes, statistics and ci-
tations are often repeated, showing up almost ver-
batim from one chapter to the next. At the same
time, this redundancy allows the reader to discover
the themes and information that were most salient
for Fuller. What emerges is the portrait of a thinker
with a profound belief in the ability of technology
and science to overcome human challenges, and a
spirited appeal to the passengers aboard Spaceship
Earth to become active in ensuring the survival of
their planet and their species.—Paul Falzone
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Gaines, Ernest J. (1933–  )
Short story writer, novelist and essayist, Ernest J.

Gaines was born, the eldest of 12 children, on the
River Lake Plantation in Point Coupee  Parish in
Oscar, Louisiana, in 1933. His was the fifth genera-
tion of a sharecropper family, and Gaines grew up in
the original slave quarters of the plantation. He left
the region at 15 in 1948, to attend high school in
Vallejo, California, reunited with his mother and
stepfather, who had left during World War II. For
two decades, from 1984–2004, he divided his time
between California and a writer-in-residence posi -
tion at the University of Louisiana at Lafayette, and
in 2004 returned to settle on part of the original

plantation of his birth, physically relocating the orig-
inal plantation church to his property.

Unsurprisingly, Gaines’ work articulates the social,
political, and economic position of society’s most
vulnerable citizens: the poor, voiceless, invisible, and
downtrodden. Raised in the “quarters” by his aunt,
Augusteen Jefferson, whose disability forced her to
crawl about the house, Gaines would later model a
number of his highly sympathetic female characters
after her. Influenced by intensely “local” American
authors such as ERNEST HEMINGWAY and WILLIAM

FAULKNER, as well as the Russian novelist Ivan Tur-
genev, Gaines greatest influences were the storytellers
in the quarters; the women and men who sat on the
“garries” (porches) of residents’ homes and spun tales.
It was as a result of these neighborly associations that
Gaines—at the behest of his aunt—began writing
letters on behalf of the members of the community.

When he left the South, his visits to the library in
Vallejo were literary quests in search of books con-
taining stories reflective of his former home; stories
about the people on the plantation, their speech,
habits, and affection for the land; tales that reminded
him of the oak trees in Louisiana, the bayous,
swamps, fields, sugarcane rows, rivers, fields, and
churches. During his residence in California, he
missed hearing the “voices of his people” in song and
prayer, and his frequent returns to the region testify
to his deep and creative affection for his indigenous
surroundings. For the last 10 ten years, in fact, on
the last Saturday in October, Gaines and his wife
Dianne, have held a Beautification Day ceremony on
the burial grounds of the former quarters, in honor
of the ancestors buried on the land. The tombs are
washed, the grass is cut, and flowers are planted.

In A Lesson Before Dying, and other fictional works,
Gaines pays homage to the rural Louisiana environ-
ment of his childhood by evoking the memory of the
community’s economic dependency upon sugar cane,
pecan trees, and the harvesting of crops, including
peas, corn, beans, and potatoes. During his formative
years he learned the importance of an undesecrated
environment, and still, to this day, champions the
joys of Southern life untouched by modern indus-
trialization and development. As a child, he swam
and fished in the pristine waters of the False River,
across from the Point Coupee Plantation. His first
novel, Catherine Carmier, initially titled “The Little
Stream,” was a reflection of his respect for the purity
of the False River and his attachment to the land sur-
rounding it. His subsequent fictional works, specifi-
cally Of Love and Dust, speak to his advocacy of the
environment and the guardianship of his native land.

While Gaines is not generally regarded as a folk-
lorist, his work embraces a culturally diverse regional
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community that includes blacks, whites, Cajuns, and
Creoles. Bayonne, the fictional community in his
canon, is often compared to Faulkner’s Yoknapataw-
pha County.

Catherine Carmier (1964) depicts the racial antag-
onism between Creoles and blacks, and serves as the
thematic precursor for Of Love and Dust (1967).
Bloodline (1968), his only collection of short stories,
shows his attachment to the land and his strong sense
of allegiance to the region. The bestselling The Au-
tobiography of Miss Jane Pittman (1971) established
Gaines on the international literary stage, and A
Gathering of Old Men (1983) was critically acclaimed
for giving voice to male characters as agents for social
change. Both works were turned into major motion
pictures. His signature tale of father and son separa-
tion, In My Father’s House (1978), received less en-
thusiastic reviews but serves as an eloquent argument
for the achievability of redemption. Mozart and
Leadbelly (2005) is an influential collection of stories
and essays in which Gaines describes the critical in-
fluences on his life, and why he became a writer. The
work, which came out 12 years after A Lesson Before
Dying, takes its title from the diverse musical in-
fluences in his life on the Point Coupee Plantation,
through his writing career in California and
Louisiana. The essays reveal the heroic efforts of the
plantation people, and he speaks fondly of the sights,
sounds, and smells of the bayou. Most notably, the
author writes of the source of A Lesson Before Dying
and how “Jefferson’s Diary,” the most prominent
chapter in the novel, originated. The collection also
includes two previously published stories, “My
Grandpa and the Haint” and “The Turtles,” Gaines’
first published short story which appeared in Transfer
magazine in 1956, when he was a student at San
Francisco State College [University]. A fierce believer
in the unadorned countryside of his upbringing, he
writes, in Mozart and Leadbelly, regarding his early
search for works reflective of his rural background,
that he wanted to “smell that Louisiana earth, feel
that Louisiana sun, sit under the shade of one of
those Louisiana oaks, [and] search for pecans in that
Louisiana grass in one of those Louisiana yards next
to one of those Louisiana bayous, not far from a
Louisiana river.”

Following a successful career in writing and teach-
ing (at the University of Louisiana at Lafayette),
Gaines’ return to the plantation speaks to his unwa-
vering desire to be close to the forces that helped
shaped him. As much as he pays respect to the elders
of the community during his early years on the plan-
tation, he also champions the importance of the en-
vironment by infusing his works with a sacred rev-
erence for the land. Thus, his work not only speaks

to his sense of time, place, and community, it also
articulates his deep and abiding appreciation for the
environment which helps sustain him.—Lillie Anne
Brown
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Garland, Hamlin (1860–1940)

Hannibal Hamlin Garland’s life spanned a wide
and tumultuous period in American history, one in
which the country underwent dramatic and per -
petual change. Accordingly, Garland was used to
change from a young age. His father Richard Hayes
Garland was a hardworking farmer with a recurring
urge to move further West for new opportunities in
Iowa and Wisconsin. Garland was much closer to his
mother Isabelle (née McClintock), who encouraged
his education and interest in reading. It was with her
support that he eventually traveled East to Boston—
a move that would prove immensely influential.

While in Boston, Garland dedicated himself to
his education, though with little means to support
himself. During this time, he encountered important
works of contemporary science, including those of
Charles Darwin and Herbert Spencer, but he was
especially influenced by the work of the political
economist Henry George, who argued that people
should own what they create, but that the land and
all of nature belongs to humanity in general. This
early eco-sensitive philosophy, reminiscent of Native
American wisdom, would inspire Garland to write
fiction fiercely advocating a host of reforms, in par-
ticular regarding the situation of the American
farmer. It was also in Boston that Garland would
meet William Dean Howells, with whom he formed
a lifelong and influential friendship.

Garland returned from the East with a new per-
spective on the agricultural life and communities he
had come from. The burdens of this life, and the
bleak opportunities for personal improvement, which
he observed—especially for women like his mother—
inspired the stories comprising his most celebrated
work, Main-Travelled Roads (first published 1891).
In his introduction to the collection, Howells praised
its portrayal of the farming life as “ungarnished and
unvarnished,” placing Garland alongside other noted
Regionalist writers such as Sarah Orne Jewett, Bret
Harte, and Mary Wilkins Freeman.
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The uncompromising realism of Garland’s depic-
tions of farming life in the Midwest is also notable
for its challenge to THOMAS JEFFERSON’s agrarian
ideal, which until then had remained the dominant
trope of agricultural America (AMERICAN PASTORAL).
When, in “Up the Coolly,” Garland describes the
farm to which the main character returns, “with all
its sordidness, dullness, triviality, and its endless
drudgeries,” Jefferson’s image of the God-elected ar-
cadian farmer seems dangerously unrealistic. The
poignant vulnerability of some of Garland’s charac -
ters to their environment, and to the unreformed
political systems beyond their control, lead him to
be sometimes grouped with AMERICAN NATURALISTS

such as STEPHEN CRANE, whom Garland himself
helped introduce to a wider audience; while Gar -
land’s harsh depictions of the Midwest would also
influence writers such as Sherwood Anderson and
Sinclair Lewis.

But Garland’s fiction is not all bleak. On the
whole, it maintains a rugged and hard-won, perhaps
peculiarly American, sense of optimism. The over-
arching theme of his work involves the labor and
struggle intrinsic to the relationship between the land
and those who work it. Garland later expanded this
theme, with less success, to various CONSERVATIONIST

interests (including mining and forestry) and other
causes (including the condition of Native Ameri -
cans). Garland also stayed attuned to the limitations
upon, and opportunities for, women in harsh envi-
ronments. The high points of his later work were the
autobiographical books of the Middle Border series,
which revisited the settings and themes of Main-
Travelled Roads; the second installment in this series
won Garland a Pulitzer Prize. Garland’s old age saw
his work wane in critical esteem, but its vivid and
realistic evocation of rural American life still in -
structs, and his sensitive exploration of human strug-
gles with, and responsibility for, the environment
still resonate today.—Eric Morel
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Ginsberg, Allen (1926–1997)
Allen Ginsberg was born in Newark, New Jersey

in 1926. His father Louis was a poet, and in the 1970s
he and Allen would do joint poetry readings pro-
moted as the “Battle of the Bards.” Ginsberg at -
tended Columbia in the 1940s and during that time

became acquainted with other key figures of the Beat
movement, including William S. Burroughs, JACK

KEROUAC, and Neal Cassady. Ginsberg gained no-
toriety when he read part of Howl at the Six Gallery
in San Francisco in 1955. Soon after, Howl was pub-
lished, seized, and its publisher Lawrence Ferlinghetti
put on trial for printing and distributing obscene
material. In October 1957, Judge Clayton W. Horn
deemed that Howl had “redeeming social values” and
was therefore not obscene. Throughout his life,
Ginsberg fought against the censorship of his own
and others’ works, and actively participated in other
social causes such as the anti–Vietnam war protests,
the peace movement, and gay liberation.

Beginning in the early 1960s, Ginsberg traveled
widely in Europe and Asia, where he sought out re-
ligious teachers. Like many of the Beats, he explored
heightened consciousness through drugs and, espe-
cially, eastern spirituality: “The Orient, particularly
India and Japan, became meccas and sites of inspi-
ration and wisdom for the American Beats that
birthed the counterculture of the 1960s. The interest
in the East was, in principle, a quest for a deeper way
of knowing the self and living a more contemplative,
integrated, ecological and holistic life” (Dart 51). A
Buddhist, Ginsberg founded the Jack Kerouac
School of Disembodied Poetics at the Naropa Insti-
tute in Boulder, Colorado, with Anne Waldman in
1974. In addition, his travels further opened his eyes
to what he would refer to as America’s “plastic con-
sciousness,” and the resulting imperative that Amer-
icans “have to be responsible for our own salvation’s
sake” (Family Business 87). Humanity is part of na-
ture—“Everything is holy!” (“Footnote to Howl”).
We cannot ignore this relationship and promote some
ideological construct that destroys our environment:

Living like beasts,
befouling our own nests,
Smoke & Steam, broken glass & beer cans,
Auto exhaust–
Civilization shit littering the streets,
Fine black mist over apartments
watercourses running with oil
fish fellows dead—[“Wings Lifted Over the Black

Pit”]

In letters to his father, Ginsberg often criticized
America’s reliance on oil, and its disinterest in finding
alternative sources of energy: “It would be wise for
the U.S. to develop solar, wind, & other decentra -
lized electric sources. The whole fight over preserving
oil resources is something characteristic of oil-interest
capitalist monopoly & industrial-military alliance
on a mentally & economically static plan of fixation”;
indeed, America’s reliance on oil is an addiction and
as “neurotic as a junky looking for a fix. That’s part
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of the whole context” (Family Business 355). The
analogy is a telling one. Like Burroughs, Ginsberg
placed governmental policies in their larger contexts,
linking, for example, the war on drugs to energy
policies. Ginsberg would argue for an ecological and
economic benefit to the decriminalization of drugs,
particularly marijuana: “Thus the junk problem
should be decriminalized and medicalized, and
hemp, now a problem, should be transformed into
an asset for the failing family farm to help reinhabit
the countryside and provide some sustainable
product (cloth, rope, et al.) as alternative to plastic
consciousness” (Foreword xvi).

The threat to the ecosystem posed by nuclear
weapons is also a factor in Ginsberg’s environmental
awareness. The extremes of the “rational ethos” that
created the atom bombs that destroyed Hiroshima
and Nagasaki, and continued to threaten the planet
throughout the Cold War, cast a shadow over much
Beat writing:

Redemption and earthly salvation for Ginsberg
and others took the form of a belief in a tran-
scending spirit that represented the ultimate and
inviolate unity of things of nature, which no sys-
tem of humanity could ever fully dissolve. Aware-
ness itself, the reckless plunge and immersion into
the whole of experience, was an act of personal
salvation because it renewed the feeling of com-
plete participation of self with the world and
because it pushed back the limits set around life
by the new rational ethos [Christensen 216].

In part, Ginsberg’s concern for personal and
earthly salvation are an extension of the work of his
two great poetic precursors WALT WHITMAN and
William Blake, who “both insisted on politics as an
extension of the self—rather than as matters of com-
promise and concession or as something imposed
from without” (Foster 86). Thus, Ginsberg’s ethical
view of humanity cannot be separated from our re-
sponsibilities to the planet. In other words, our en-
vironmental responsibilities are, ultimately, respon-
sibilities to ourselves. This is key to Ginsberg’s
visionary stance:

We’re not our skin of grime, we’re not our dread
bleak dusty imageless locomotive, we’re all golden
sunflowers inside, blessed by our own seed &
hairy naked accomplishment-bodies growing into
mad black formal sunflowers in the sunset, spied
on by our eyes under the shadow of the mad
locomotive riverbank sunset Frisco hilly tincan
evening sitdown vision [“Sunflower Sutra”].

If we do not recognize this responsibility “for our
own salvation’s sake,” Ginsberg states in a letter to
his father, “It’s a piece of arrogance & stupidity you
could find in science fiction, about a bunch of slobs

who tore down their own planet and died” (Family
Business 373–4).—Jim Daems
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Glasgow, Ellen (1873–1945)
Ellen Glasgow was a Pulitzer Prize–winning nov-

elist whose 19 novels and other works of short fiction,
poetry, and criticism appeared over a nearly 50-year
career. Glasgow was born in 1873 in Richmond, Vir-
ginia, the eighth of 10 children. Her father, Francis
Thomas Glasgow, was a wealthy landowner and
managing director of Tredegar Iron Works, the main
supplier of munitions to the Confederacy. Her
mother, Anne Jane Gholson, was related to several
prominent Virginia families. They embodied the
hard-edged Calvinism and the fading aristocratic tra-
ditions that Glasgow was to examine in her fiction.
She is considered a regionalist and a realist, whose
novels, most notably VEIN OF IRON (1835), explore
the social mores, generational tensions, evolving gen-
der norms, and increasingly industrial landscape of
the American South.

As a child, Glasgow spent the summers at Jerdone
Castle, a large estate north of Richmond, purchased
by her father when she was about six. Julius Raper
reports that she “ranged about the fields of corn and
tobacco, through the broomsedge and scrub pine,
and on into the virgin woods. Summers there she
gave to natural things—earth, sky, hills, fields, trees,
grass, flowers—for which she developed a lasting af-
fection” (150). Glasgow was a small and sickly child,
considered too delicate for school. Much of her early
education consisted of her own reading—favorite
authors were Fielding, Dickens, and Meredith—and
later she was attracted to the work of Thomas Hardy.
Still later, under the influence of her much-admired
brother-in-law, Walter McCormick, she began to
read works of philosophy, including Spencer, Mill
and Huxley. Most influential was her reading of Dar-
win; her experiences drew her to a Darwinian world
view, where forces of nature and competition favor
the strong.

In her posthumously published autobiography,
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Glasgow referred to “the many tragedies of my life,”
beginning with her mother’s chronic nervous illness
and early death in 1893. Glasgow’s biographer, Susan
Goodman, describes her “antipathy” to her father
and the resulting family tensions (20–21). In the
years after her mother’s death, Glasgow was again
devastated by the death of her mentor, Walter Mc-
Cormick, the loss of a beloved sister to cancer, and
later her favorite brother’s suicide. Perhaps equally
devastating was the onset of hearing impairment. Al-
though she lived an active and social life, Glasgow’s
partial deafness caused her to be, to some extent, so-
cially isolated and dependent on others. Self-con-
scious about her increasing deafness, she did her best
to conceal her condition and continued to seek cures,
reluctantly using an amplifying device later in life.
Her first desire when she obtained a hearing aid was
to listen to the sounds of nature (Goodman 113).

One source of solace was her deep and life-long
love for animals. Glasgow was famously attached to
her own pet dogs, and was involved in promoting
animal rights, once giving a speech on “The Moral
Responsibility of Man to Animals” (Goodman 114).
She was deeply sympathetic to the suffering of ani-
mals, and at her death left part of her estate to the
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals.—
Anne Kellenberger
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Vein of Iron, 
Ellen Glasgow (1935)

Ellen Glasgow’s 18th published novel follows the
fortunes of a family with deep roots in Virginia his-
tory, from the turn of the 20th century to the Great
Depression. The “iron” in the title is less a reference
to the village of Ironside, where much of the novel
is set, than to the determined character of its pro-
tagonists. In her non-fictional A Certain Measure,
Glasgow notes that her aim in this novel was not to
trace the fortunes of individuals, but to explore this
inherent sense of fortitude over time and under stress;
she writes: “From the beginning, I had known that
I was engaged upon a family chronicle, that I was
studying not a single character or group of characters
alone, but the vital principle of survival, which has
enabled races and individuals to withstand the de-
structive forces of nature and of civilization” (169).

Human life is cast a Darwinian struggle for food and
shelter. Non-human nature is seen as having “de-
structive” powers in the novel, but also as offering a
source of strength and stability, especially to the fe-
male characters.

The novel follows the lives of the Fincastles,
grandmother, father and daughter, over 35 years. It
opens with Ada as a child, but recounts the back-
story of the family on the land, stretching back five
generations. The grandmother’s unswerving strength
of character, devout Calvinism, and devotion to her
family enable her to endure the reverses of the Civil
War and the loss of several children. The family
struggles against financial ruin when her son John
relinquishes his ministry, rejecting “the God of Abra-
ham” for a principled and philosophic acceptance of
“the God of Spinoza” (45). Many years later, Ada’s
out-of-wedlock pregnancy forces the family to leave
the Manse and live among poor city-dwellers, as the
nation’s economy collapses in the 1930s. After years
of reversals and stoic self-sacrifice, Ada returns to her
childhood home, trusting her inner “vein of iron,”
inborn yet refined by experience, which allows her
to continue on undefeated by forces that destroy oth-
ers.

The novel opens with the village children tor-
menting the “idiot” boy—a scene that seems to il-
lustrate the violent and destructive qualities of both
nature and civilization. The boy is described in re-
pulsive, animalistic terms: “his small dull eyes
squinted between inflamed eyelids” as he “squawked
with rage” (3). Toby is a victim by birth—like the
rabbit whose cries little Ada recalls hearing as it was
being “torn to pieces” by dogs. She questions the nat-
ural evil she perceives, asking “Why did God make
idiots?” (65). In a later encounter with Toby, an adult
Ada reflects, “he was a creature like herself ... more
repulsive than any animal, but born as she and an
animal were born, to crave joy, to suffer loss, and to
know nothing beyond” (166).

In the novel, non-human nature has no fixed
mean ing. Amy Berke notes that although Glasgow
“refused to present a purely mechanistic, material
universe, ... [she also] refused to return to either ro-
manticism or Transcendentalism as a philosophical
stance for understanding nature” (7). Nature is a
force that can elevate or destroy. The natural world
is sometimes seen as possessing a mysterious power—
often a benevolent power, especially when accessed
by women—but at other times as being brutal and
indifferent. Ada grows up with the naïve assumption
that the human and nonhuman world are in
harmony with each other and with her. When she
experiences the bitter disappointment of losing her
fiancé to another woman, this connection is shattered:
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“Until this moment of anguish, she had felt that she
was a part of the Valley, of its religion, its traditions,
its unspoken laws, as well as of its fields and streams
and friendly mountains” (161). She suddenly realizes
with revulsion, “Life contained no security. Horror
waited everywhere to pounce upon happiness, as the
hawk pounced on the small bird” (167–8). As Mar-
celle Thibeaux notes, nature “in some instances be-
comes a metaphor for the violence and cruelty of the
world and the conditions of life for which one must
have the vein of iron to survive” (160).

Nature, however, is also the setting for whatever
genuine happiness the world of the novel has to offer.
When Ada experiences love, it is in a hunter’s cabin
in the wilderness by the Indian trail. The natural
world is not unjust or deliberately cruel, in contrast
to much of human society; and the personal be -
trayals, the horrors of a world war, the economic
forces that impose poverty and misery on millions,
and the ethic of selfish consumerism are as destruc -
tive as anything in nature. John Fincastle ponders
the moral atmosphere in the modern city: “whatever
could not feed the machine was discarded as rubbish.
Everything, from the aimless speeding of automo -
biles down to the electric dust in the sunlight ap-
peared to whirl on deliriously, without a pattern,
without a code, without even a center” (293). Sick
and exhausted, John painfully travels to the Manse
to save the expense of a city funeral. His self-sacrifice
brings the family back to the land and allows Ada to
rebuild from a “center.”

Ada’s return is seen by Lucinda MacKethan as part
of “a design that could be called matriarchal” (90).
Ada comes to work the land and restore the Manse;
here she feels “the dead generations behind her ...
lending her their fortitude; they were reaching out
to her in adversity” (461). The continuing tradition
of her female forbearers offers her hope, as do the
seeds in the ground. The novel ultimately highlights
a few undisputed and fundamental values that tend
to thrive most when rooted in the earth: strength,
generosity, devotion to family, and inner courage.
What Raper called the “irreversible determinism” (6)
of Glasgow’s earlier novels had softened by the time
she wrote Vein of Iron, replaced by a belief in an in-
dividual’s ability to offer resistance to destructive
forces, through a matriarchal ethic of “love and re-
spect for all living beings” (MacKethan 104).—Anne
Kellenberger
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Gore, Al, Jr. (1948–  )
Al Gore, Jr., is a prominent politician and envi-

ronmentalist in the era of climate change. A politi-
cian, lecturer, writer, and sustainable technology ad-
vocate, Gore’s environmental proclivities guided his
work as Representative, Senator, and Vice President
between 1976 and 2001. His climate change work is
best known through his bestselling books, Earth in the
Balance (1992) and AN INCONVENIENT TRUTH (2006).

Al Gore, Jr., was born in Washington D.C. in
1948 to mother Pauline LaFon Gore and father Al
Gore, Sr., Representative in the U.S. House and later
Senator from Tennessee. In June 1969 Gore grad -
uated from Harvard University with a degree and
high honors in government. His national political
career began in 1976 when he was elected to the U.S.
House of Representatives. In the wake of the Love
Canal chemical scandal during his first term, Gore
co-sponsored the first bill to clean up Superfund sites
(Turque 137). In 1984 he won a seat in the U.S. Sen-
ate, where he served until 1992. In his first four years
as Senator, Gore showed dedication to toxic waste
issues, and was among the early cautionary voices on
climate change, but his voting record shows lesser
commitment to environmental positions than other
Senators of his class, such as Daniel Moynihan and
Tom Harkin (Turque 217). His environmental self-
education took a leap in the last years of his first term
(1988–1990), however, when he traveled to the South
Pole, the Brazilian Amazon, and the Aral Sea to wit-
ness impacts of increased global temperatures and
deforestation. These experiences would lay the foun-
dation of his global environmental vision in the com-
ing years. He ran for president in 1988, but failed to
secure the Democratic nomination on his platform
of nuclear arms and environmental regulation. In
retrospect, he confessed that he “began to doubt my
own political judgment ... I simply lacked the
strength to keep on talking about the environmental
crisis constantly whether it was being reported in the
press or not” (quoted in Turque, 216). Instead, Gore
redirected his environmental convictions into the
pages of a bestselling book.
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Earth in the Balance: Ecology and the Human Spirit
(1992) is a polymath’s inventory of the causes of and
concerns about climate change, written early in the
era of public awareness. The book was published a
half year before Gore became Vice President. Gore’s
writing blends an enthusiasm for metaphor with de-
tailed histories of climate events and civilizations,
scientific analysis of climatology, and appeals for spir-
itual and material investment in the reduction of
emissions. It concludes with a “Global Marshall Plan”
that lays out a strategy for human civilization to be -
gin cooperative steps towards mitigation. In the plan,
Gore advocates stabilizing human populations, de-
veloping and sharing new technologies, reorienting
global economies toward sustainable use and factor -
ing in the economic effects of environmental degra-
dation, forging international climate treaties, and
generating global consensus through active and in-
clusive education programs. Biographer Bill Turque
calls the book “an environmental call to arms, a mid -
life confessional, and a meditation on spiritual pov -
erty in a bloated secular world, written with a hor-
tatory urgency that places it firmly in the tradition
of Rachel Carson and Jeremy Rifkin” (230). Gore’s
eloquence, tending toward the grandiose, enlivens his
extended political analysis and scientific detail. Earth
in the Balance is a classic in climate change phi los ophy,
and served as a model for generalist books on climate
change written by scientists in the 1990s and 2000s.

During his Vice Presidency, Gore stepped back
from the strong positions on climate regulation he
had voiced in Earth in the Balance. His influence
emerged in muted form in the Clinton-Gore cam-
paign proposals to increase automobile efficiency,
protect the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge from
drilling, and lower carbon dioxide emissions to 1990
levels by 2000—a pledge from the 1992 Earth Sum-
mit in Rio (Turque 257). The last of these proposals
proved elusive, with the failure of an emissions-re-
ducing BTU tax in 1993, a Republican congressional
takeover in 1994, and Gore’s self-distancing from the
1997 White House debate about new air quality stan-
dards that would limit smog and soot in urban areas
(Turque 334). Eventually, with Gore’s support, EPA
administrator Carol Browner gained Clinton’s ap-
proval for stricter regulation of air quality. Gore at-
tended the Kyoto Accords in December 1997, and
through intensive negotiations with European na -
tions and Japan, Gore dedicated the United States
to a 7 percent reduction in emissions from 1990 levels
by 2008–2012 (Turque 336). To date, the United
States is the only one among 192 nations not to sign
and ratify its Kyoto pledge. Throughout his eight-
year term as Vice-President, Gore reminded Clinton
of their espoused environmental commitments.

Al Gore’s indelible loss to George Bush in the No-
vember-December 2000 presidential elections hinged
for weeks on ballots from Florida, a state with 25
electoral votes, where major environmental concerns
vied with economic growth to spark voter interest.
In January 2000 Clinton administration Interior Sec-
retary Bruce Babbitt and EPA Administrator Carol
Browner expressed opposition to an airport devel-
opment project in Homestead, Florida, where the
Air Force kept a base between Everglades and Bis-
cayne National Parks. Historian Monika Mayr has
argued that candidate Gore’s ambivalent stance on
the Homestead Airport development project cost
him critical support from environmentalists in South
Florida. Despite his extended record of environ -
mental stewardship, Gore maintained that a com-
promise between environmental and economic pri-
orities could be met in the Homestead case, but he
would not give specific measures of acceptable com-
promise during his campaign. In the last days before
the election Gore’s campaign manager Katie Mc -
Ginty appealed to prominent South Florida envi-
ronmentalists, including local Sierra Club and Audu -
bon leaders, not to forget Gore’s strong record of
environmental advocacy. Ralph Nader, the Green
Party candidate stridently opposed the airport, pub-
licly criticized Gore for not openly stating his support
or opposition for an airport between two national
parks. Gore lost the state of Florida by 537 votes
(Mayr, 125–134).

Following the election, President Clinton signed
into law the Comprehensive Everglades Restoration
Plan, and the Homestead Airport project was scrapped
by the Air Force in preference for mixed-use devel-
opment.

Again a private citizen, Gore resumed his climate
change advocacy with the blockbuster book, lecture
tour, and film documentary, An Inconvenient Truth:
The Planetary Emergency of Global Warming and
What We Can Do About It (2006). Appealing to a
popular audience, and casting aside much of the sci-
ence and policy detail of his earlier work, the triad
of book, lecture tour, and documentary is an acces-
sible and inclusive call to action. Gore suggests that
widespread denial and apathy in developed countries
can be explained because “the truth about the climate
crisis is an inconvenient one that means that we are
going to have to change the way we live our lives”
(284). The film won an Academy Award for best
documentary (2007), and Al Gore was awarded the
Nobel Peace Prize in 2007, shared with the Intergov-
ernmental Panel on Climate Change. Gore’s current
work includes an ongoing campaign for clean energy
called Repower America, a partnership with the en-
vironmental entertainment syndicate Live Earth, and
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his chairmanship of Generation Investment Man-
agement LLP, an investment firm that integrates sus-
tainability research into equity analysis.—Laura
Boynton Johnson
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An Inconvenient Truth, 
Al Gore (2006)

An Inconvenient Truth began as a documentary
film about global warming starring former vice-pres-
ident Al Gore and directed by Davis Guggenheim.
The same year the film was released Gore published
a book entitled An Inconvenient Truth: The Planetary
Emergency of Global Warming and What We Can Do
About It (Rodale Press). The book is billed as a
“Companion to the Academy Award®–Winning Best
Documentary Feature” and is essentially a reiteration
of the film, even illustrated with the same photos
and graphs displayed in the film, and with stills of
Gore’s lecture scenes from the film. (As the film and
book are inseparable parts of the same cultural event,
and virtually identical in content and style, they will
here be treated as effectively one.)

An Inconvenient Truth won two Academy Awards
in 2007, one for Best Documentary Feature and the
other for Best Original Song (contributed by Melissa
Etheridge). Also in 2007, Al Gore shared a Nobel
Peace Prize with the International Panel on Climate
Change for their collective work on global warming,
with Gore’s work exemplified by An Inconvenient
Truth.

An Inconvenient Truth is structurally intricate, al-
ternating images of natural habitats and photographs
from Gore’s personal history with narratives of his
life, and “live” fragments of Gore delivering his now-
famous lecture on global warming. Gore uses the im-
ages of nature and the stories from his own life (for
example, his son’s life-threatening accident at age six,
his sister’s death from cancer) to create a personalized
image of himself and his political career; and through
this intimacy he indirectly defends global warming
and environmentalism as personal issues, relevant not
only publicly and collectively but privately. What is

more, he calls attention to Congress’s repeated failure
to address the issue and implies that this failure is a
result of his own inability to draw enough attention
to its urgency. These pathos-inspiring aspects of the
work humanize Gore and lend him an “everyman
charm” that is “as crucial to the documentary’s suc -
cess as his seemingly strong grasp on the science”
(Bartlett 36; see also Rosteck and Frentz 3). Gore’s
construction of his political, scientific, and personal
credibility is widely viewed as integral to the work’s
appeal.

Gore’s scientific credibility depends on his lecture’s
presentation of evidence of global warming, which
he accomplishes through graphs, maps, and charts.
He begins by summarizing the work of Roger
Revelle, one of his university professors and the first
person to record CO2 levels in the atmosphere. Gore
goes on to cite numerous experts to support his
claims, many of whom he introduces as friends or
close colleagues. He attributes losses we have already
experienced—glacier melts, the break-up of the Lar -
sen B ice shelf, the Katrina disaster, deadly droughts
and flooding in China, heat waves, and even the vi-
olence in Darfur—at least in part to global warming.
To a lesser extent Gore projects these consequences
into the future and asks us to intervene to counteract
accelerating climate change. Throughout, he presents
an image of himself as authoritative, learned, and
personally acquainted with the relevant research, hav-
ing traveled to various test sites and interviewed re-
searchers. Alongside the studies and statistics he in-
troduces, Gore builds a case for his audiences’ moral
responsibility to act against climate change.

The work’s personal interludes, although some-
times criticized as detracting from its philosophical
point, also cushion Gore’s message and help au -
diences identify with him, which is likely to help in
his goal of getting people to “feel ... that global
warming is not just about science and that it is not
just a political issue. It is really a moral issue” (Gore
10). It is also possible to read these interludes as serv-
ing to counteract the stoic image Gore earned during
his 2000 presidential campaign; at one point Gore
even makes a joke about his political career, intro-
ducing himself with “I used to be the next president
of the United States.” In Bartlett’s words, “Such pop-
ulist touches contribute to an informal, personal take
on the issue that ... demands an emotional rather
than a critical response from its audience” (36). After
the film’s release many commentators publicly won-
dered whether it was intended to launch Gore into
the 2008 presidential race; and the fact that he did
not run has tempered some of the more scathing
speculations about Gore’s motives in releasing the
film and book.
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Much of the criticism surrounding An Inconve -
nient Truth concerns the extent to which it exag -
gerates global warming, or strategically manipulates
data to support Gore’s point. Critics question, for
example, the degree to which the graphs Gore pres-
ents oversimplify data (especially in the now in -
famous “hockey-stick graph” found on p. 65 in the
book) and contend that his attribution of cause dan-
gerously glosses real-world complexities, as when he
connects violence in Africa to global warming. They
also question the accuracy of his claims about polar-
bear deaths and global warming-inspired intensifi-
cation of storms, and likewise the truth of his asser-
tion that Lake Chad’s draining has been due to global
warming. Many of the work’s assertions about global
warming—especially those that posit cause-effect re-
lationships—will likely never be proved or disproved
to the satisfaction of every critic, and the recentness
of the research means that predictions about climate
change are constantly changing with new data and
new interpretations of data. However, the very preva-
lence and virulence of critiques of An Inconvenient
Truth do more to shore up its cultural significance
than to dismiss it as unworthy of serious attention.
Indeed, the attention garnered by An Inconvenient
Truth led Gore to re-release his 1992 work, EARTH

IN THE BALANCE: ECOLOGY AND THE HUMAN SPIRIT,
which more broadly examines a range of environ-
mental problems, and explores how everyday human
actions can contribute to (or reverse) environmental
degradation. Ultimately, and perhaps most critically,
An Inconvenient Truth helped to produce an Ameri -
can audience more amenable to environmentalism
in general.

Perhaps the most curious and widespread charac-
terization of An Inconvenient Truth is as an apoca -
lyptic or fear-mongering work. Although it is cer-
tainly rhetorically powerful and calls attention to the
possibility of future disaster, the work is hardly apoc-
alyptic compared to the canon of environmental je-
remiads in American environmental literature. Com-
pared to seminal works such as SILENT SPRING and
The Population Bomb, Gore’s work presents a more
reasoned, scientific approach to ecological problems,
making every effort to present “apocalyptic” scenarios
as avoidable through coordinated political action.
Moreover, he spends less time than he might on the
victims of present and future calamities caused by
global warming, leaning instead to less personal pro-
jections conveyed through graphs. Thus characteri-
zations of the work as “a factual fear piece” (Bartlett
34) or a “politicized environmental jeremiad” (Ros-
teck and Frentz 3) fail to consider its moderated pres-
entation, especially compared to earlier, more fiery
environmentalist works.

In the end, An Inconvenient Truth is perhaps best
remembered not for its technical merits or its por-
trayal of a more humanized Al Gore, much less for
its factual (in)accuracies, but rather for its memorable
argument for global-warming’s exigency. Indeed, the
work may go down in history simply for making
global warming an issue once again, at least to a pub-
lic that had widely forgotten about climate change
since the late–’80s and early–’90s campaign against
CFCs. The work has inspired a huge body of litera-
ture on the topic, from skeptical responses to heart -
felt defenses. It has made climate change relevant not
just as a campaign issue but as a personal crusade,
no doubt contributing to a recent renaissance of en-
vironmental concern (particularly in the U.S., where
environmental issues had been neglected in the years
leading up to the work).

The film earned nearly $50 million globally in
box-office sales (Bartlett 34), and the book reached
the #1 spot on the New York Times bestseller list,
reflecting their persuasive appeal to broad audiences.
It is fair to say that Gore has succeeded in his goal
of making countless people “feel that global warming
is [...] really a moral issue,” and one that we confront
everyday.—Laura Boynton Johnson
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Harriot, Thomas (1560–1621)
Although Thomas Harriot is renowned as a six-

teenth-century mathematician, scientist, cartogra-
pher, and navigator, his literary reputation is
founded on A BRIEFE AND TRUE REPORT OF THE

NEW FOUND LAND OF VIRGINIA (1588), arguably the
first book about English colonial experience in North
America. This slim volume—republished in 1590
alongside famous engravings by Theodor de Bry—
offers a snapshot of how the English saw sixteenth-
century flora and fauna, as well as Indian life, in
coastal North America.

Thomas Harriot (variously spelled “Hariot,”
“Harriots” and “Heriots”) was born in Oxfordshire,
England, in 1560, but very little is known about his 
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first decades. We do know, however, that he gradu-
ated from Oxford with considerable scientific un-
derstanding and then became an applied mathema -
tics instructor in London, focusing on instrumental
navigation. After ingratiating himself into the com-
pany Sir Walter Raleigh, Harriot began offering nav-
igational training to the members of the first
Roanoke expedition in 1584. In April of the follow -
ing year, Harriot sailed for Virginia (modern day
North Carolina) under the leadership of Sir Richard
Grenville, lending this second Roanoke voyage both
his scientific prowess and record-keeping abilities.
Equally significant, he acted as interpreter among the
Native inhabitants. Prior to embarking, Harriot had
studied Algonquian languages with two Roanoke In-
dians who had been brought to Europe, and most
scholars agree that this knowledge gave him a much
better understanding of the Native culture in Vir -
ginia than most of his contemporaries. Even so, by
June 1586 the Roanoke colony was near collapse. Re-
lationships with the Indians had reached a boiling
point, and fleeing imminent disaster Harriot and
company returned to England.

Harriot’s day-to-day records of his New World
experiences no longer exist, but after returning home,
at Raleigh’s encouragement he composed A Briefe
and True Report—unquestionably his greatest literary
work and a critical contribution to environmental
literary history. Making no claim to objectivity about
Roanoke colony history, the book is instead a per-
suasive promotional tract designed to entice future
colonists and encourage financial backers. At the
same time, A Briefe and True Report presents an as-
sessment of Virginian natural history; and like many
similar accounts, Harriot’s descriptions of natural
phenomena brim with the rhetoric of use. For in-
stance, he first lists “commodities” which “for dis-
tinction sake I call Merchantable” and then describes
those that provide “sustenance of mans life,” each
entry focusing as much on the commodities to be
found as on the profits that might be gained from
them (Harriot 6). Harriot also carefully describes the
“manners of the people of the countrey” (22), and
his writing in every section demonstrates what Wayne
Franklin calls “a seriousness of purpose, and a depth
of energy, rare among his contemporary Englishmen”
(Franklin 106).

In the decades following his North American ad-
venture Harriot continued his career as scientist and
mathematician, but charges of atheism and heresy
forced him to retreat into privacy. After his death
from nasal cancer in 1621, most of Harriot’s volumi-
nous notes and papers remained unpublished, as they
do to this day.—Tom J. Hillard
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A Briefe and True Report of the 
New Found Land of Virginia,

Thomas Harriot (1588)
Harriot’s is an early promotional text, describing

the American “landscape in terms of both the chal-
lenges of its strangeness and the potential for its com-
modification” (Phillippon 128). While, as Timothy
Sweet notes, such a text is most certainly not a green
text, it is worthy of “the attention of anyone inter -
ested in a general consideration of ecocritical and
ecological issues” (401). Harriot’s purpose is explicitly
clear in the structure of the text. The first part com-
prises “merchantable” commodities; the second, com-
modities that afford sustenance and victual; and the
third, the nature and manner of the inhabitants. The
first section, then, is essentially a catalogue of saleable
commodities. A whole series of resources are indi-
vidually listed and a paragraph provides some natu-
ralistic description and comments on their uses, at
times reliant on information from Native peoples.
These range from medicinal commodities to things
like iron, wood, and pearls.

Part Two is a similar catalogue of foodstuffs such
as corn, beans, peas, and melons. These commodities
are cultivated by the Native peoples of the region,
and Harriot includes comments on how the ground
is properly prepared for these crops. It is interesting
to note that tobacco is treated as a medicinal plant
in this section. Harriot sees Native methods of cul-
tivation as “careless” (15), but this conclusion sits
oddly with his comment that growing corn is less
labor intensive than planting wheat. He then turns
to what can be harvested from nature without culti-
vation, moving through roots, fruits, nuts, and on
to beasts, fish, and fowl. The landscape is essentially
there to be exploited for its resources.

Harriot’s account of the manners and nature of the
inhabitants in the third section of A Briefe and True
Report continues to pay attention to their use of nat-
ural resources. This is often done to assess the use-
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fulness of particular commodities to the English; and
here also, much of Harriot’s description, particularly
in terms of geography, is primarily motivated by a
colonial eye—the means of fortification of Native
villages and their weapons are clearly an issue in re-
lation to English intentions for the land, playing a
part in “the imperial hopes and dreams” of its author
(Phillippon 127). Harriot notes, in terms of the es-
tablishment of trade, that the Natives have a desire
for English “trinkets,” which will make them friendly
and “have greater respect for pleasing and obeying
us” (25). Indeed, technology such as a ship’s compass
is thought by the Natives to be a gift from god to the
English, signifying the greatness of the English god
in relation to their own. Religion, Harriot subversively
recognizes, will also aid in colonial purposes. Partic-
ularly in relation to the diseases brought to America
by the English, the Natives ask for the English to
pray to their god to prevent sickness and for good
crops. Harriot makes the observation that disease fol -
lows the English as they explore the area. While the
Native peoples feel that disease may be the result of
the English god, Harriot rationalizes this as being a
just punishment by his god for supposed Native con-
spiracies against the English. Harriot’s observations
on religion can lead to an ecocritical reading fol -
lowing from Lynn White, Jr.’s “The Historical Roots
of Our Ecological Crisis.” When Theodore de Bry
republished the work in 1590, he included illustra-
tions by John White, but the first illustration was of
Adam and Eve, further suggesting links between
Christianity, the environment, and colonialism in
the sixteenth century (THE BIBLE).

Thus, A Briefe and True Report can be seen as a
foundational text of what Alfred W. Crosby calls eco-
logical imperialism:

imperialism not only altered the cultural, politi-
cal, and social structures of colonized societies,
but also devastated colonial ecologies and tradi-
tional subsistence patterns [...]. European diseases
were unwittingly (and more rarely deliberately)
introduced to other parts of the globe, where they
decimated indigenous populations and thus facili-
tated European military and technological con-
quest. More importantly, introduced crops and
livestock not only supported conquering armies
and colonizing populations but, in what Crosby
calls “the Neo-Europes” (settler colonies), radi-
cally altered the entire ecology of the invaded
lands in ways that necessarily disadvantaged
indigenous peoples and annihilated or endangered
native flora and fauna on which their cultures
(and sometimes their very lives) depended
[Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin 76].

Harriot’s A Briefe and True Report marks a beginning
of this process in the Americas.

An ecofeminist reading of Harriot’s text is also
possible. The name Virginia is in honor of the “Vir-
gin” queen, Elizabeth I. As New Historicist critics
such as Stephen Greenblatt have argued, the period
is marked by “the transformation of power relations
into erotic relations” (169) that mediate the desires
of male courtiers in relation to a female monarch.
Though Harriot does not explicitly gender the land,
reading his text through the name given to this region
opens such a possibility. As Greg Garrard states,

The gendered landscape that seemed to be the
fulfilment of Old World fantasies of endless plen-
itude generated a fundamental ambivalence, how-
ever, with a kernel of irremediable guilt. As a
nurturing maternal presence, the land could be
the object of puerile but essentially harmless
regressive fantasies. However, as a desirable Other
of a self-consciously virile frontier society, the
land might well become a lover to be subdued by
aggression [51].

Harriot’s process of cataloguing commodities can
be seen as analogous with the literary technique of
the blazon—“an encomium for a beloved, beautiful
woman” (Holman and Harmon 60)—evident in son-
nets of the period. For example, in Sonnet XV of
Amoretti, Edmund Spenser writes,

Ye tradefull Merchants that with weary toyle
do seeke most pretious things to make your gaine:
and both the Indias of their treasures spoile,
what needeth you to seeke so farre in vaine?
For loe my love doth in her selfe containe
all this worlds riches that may farre be found [1–6].

The itemization of the beloved’s body that follows
in Spenser’s sonnet (based on comparisons with mer-
chantable commodities) establishes control over the
feminine other, and is commensurate with the in-
tention of Harriot’s cataloguing of commodities.

Hence, while not a “green text” by our contem-
porary standards, Harriot’s work provides a fasci -
nating and immensely influential early European de-
scription and conception of the environment; one
which lies at the roots of our current environmental
crises, rationalizing our exploitation of nature.—Jim
Daems
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Harrison, Harry (1925–  )
While Harry Harrison’s science fiction ranges from

traditional cowboy-in-space narratives to alternate
American Civil War histories, he is best known out-
side the science fiction community for works that
explore the fear of overpopulation and its attendant
environmental and social damage. In these texts he
suggests that the solution to their eerie, almost pre-
scient problems is an ecocentric, rather than anthro-
pocentric worldview.

Harrison was born in 1925 as Henry Maxwell
Dempsey to Henry Dempsey, a printer, and Ria Kir-
jassoff Dempsey, a grade school teacher until her
marriage. Due to the Great Depression, Dempsey
worked irregularly, leading to frequent family moves.
Harrison claims this is why he spent much of his
childhood reading science fiction pulp magazines like
Amazing Stories and Astounding Science Fiction. After
graduating from high school in 1943 Harrison was
drafted, an experience that led both to a strong dislike
for the military and to his later literary interest in
war. He entered Hunter College in New York City
in 1946 to study art, and after graduating illustrated
comics.

A bout of tonsillitis left Harrison well enough to
work but his hands too shaky to draw, and his first
short story, “Rock Diver,” was the result. Interest-
ingly, his first agent, hired to sell the story, was FRED-
ERIK POHL, author of THE SPACE MERCHANTS. In
1954 Harrison met and married Joan Merkler.
Shortly after their marriage Harrison and his family
moved to Mexico where Harrison wrote Deathworld
(1959), his first novel, which features vivid descrip-
tions of an Earth-like planet with a psychically aware
natural environment that is attempting to destroy
invading human colonizers. The colonizers, failing
to recognize the sensitivity of their environment,
have split into factions that now fight both each other
and the planet; and this theme, of environmental vi-
olence (due to lack of awareness) leading to social
violence, weaves throughout the Deathworld sequels
and much of Harrison’s later work.

As Harrison’s family continued to move every few
years between Europe and America, his concern with
overpopulation continued in short stories such as “A

Criminal Act,” describing a world where having chil-
dren over the legal limit is punishable by death, and
“Roommates,” which would eventually evolve into
the novel MAKE ROOM! MAKE ROOM! Published in
1966, the work is more notable for its compelling set-
ting and description than its mystery plot : in a
heavily overpopulated New York, scarce water and
land resources dictate a miserable life of bare subsis-
tence for all but the super-wealthy elite. The novel
argues strongly for conservation and population con-
trol, especially in the form of the then controversial
birth control. Make Room! was adapted for film in
1973 as Soylent Green, Harrison’s best-known work,
winner of a Nebula award and nominated for a
Hugo. Soylent Green reworks Make Room!’s murder
mystery into a moral saga whose grisly solution to
overpopulation suggests the most dire consequences
for failure to think ecocentrically.

While environmental awareness in Harrison’s
other work tends to be muted, these noted texts’ in-
sistence that humanity must curb its desires in def-
erence to what a sensitive earth can sustainably sup-
port explains both their haunting immediacy and
continued popularity.—Amber Pearson
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Make Room! Make Room!, 
Harry Harrison (1966)

According to LAWRENCE BUELL, a common envi-
ronmentalist problem is that, once we begin to
extend rights to all humans and nonhumans, we find
ourselves caught between “the relative claims of an
anthropocentric or humankind-first ethics versus a
nonanthropocentric or ecosystem-first ethics of
whatever kind. What values to assign to the welfare
of endangered people as against the welfare of en-
dangered nonhumans and/or bioregions?” (Writing
227). This problem frames and drives the narrative
in Harry Harrison’s Make Room! Make Room! As di-
verse characters collide in a resource-depleted, vastly
overpopulated New York City, we see the multiple,
overlapping lives, “places” and concerns that occupy
the city space. This allows Harrison to explore en-
vironmental fears while avoiding a narrative that
falsely dichotomizes environmental concerns; instead
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employing multiple characters and viewpoints to
speculate about the effects that human actions can
have on the environment, and envisioning how those
actions may create situations of unequal access to
sustainable living conditions.

In Make Room! the city is so vividly described as
to appear at times almost itself a protagonist, and its
ecocentric concerns become the reader’s. Ecocen -
trism, Lawrence Buell explains, is a way of thinking
that “define[s] human identity not as free-standing
but in terms of its relationship with the physical en-
vironment and/or nonhuman life forms” (Buell, Fu-
ture 101). Harrison’s narrative directly demands an
ecocentric response from its readers; after projecting
that in 2000, the U.S. alone would require the entire
planet’s resources, the prologue demands, “In which
case, what will the world be like?” (Harrison 9). Har-
rison’s story is the ominous answer, one he wants
readers to envision as their own future. With his
richly described setting, Harrison creates New York
as a virtual place for his readers, encouraging an ac-
companying virtual bioregional awareness. Deepen-
ing this place-sense is the prologue to Part 1, which
recites the history of the space of New York City,
which is well read as an example of Dan Flores’ biore-
gional history: “The narrative line of bioregional his-
tory is essentially imagining the stories of different
but sequential cultures occupying the same space,
and creating their own succession of ‘places’ on the
same piece of ground” (Flores 52). Just as bioregion-
alism allows us to understand place in the landscape’s
own terms, and make ecocentric ethical decisions,
historical bioregionalism allows us to project that
understanding into the past—and, in Harrison’s case,
into the future.

The result is an insistence that human beings curb
their own desires in favor of what the planet can sup-
port. Examples of a conservationist ethic brought
about by necessity abound, from reusable writing
surfaces to a detailed water management system.
However, as characters within the book argue over
overpopulation, a “deep ecology” voice emerges in
Sol:

So mankind gobbled in a century all the world’s
resources that had taken millions of years to store
up, and no one on the top gave a damn or lis-
tened to all the voices that were trying to warn
them, they just let us overproduce and overcon-
sume, until now the oil is gone, the topsoil
depleted and washed away, the trees chopped
down, the animals extinct, the earth poisoned,
and all we have to show for this is seven billion
people fighting over the scraps that are left, living
a miserable existence—and still breeding without
control [Harrison 169].

Sol’s description of people as breeding animals
blurs species boundaries, amplifying the sense of un-
fairness in human destruction. Deep ecology is
marked by this type of biotic egalitarianism: no one
species has rights that allow it to destroy other spe -
cies. Arne Naess, deep ecology’s founder, called for
a reduced human population. Subsequent think ers
have suggested that overpopulation is more pressing
than problems such as racism or sexism (Buell, Future
137). As a result, deep ecology is often challenged as
being antihuman or ecofascist—as Shirl challenges
Sol in the novel, countering with an anthropocentric
“Yet it does seem an intrusion of privacy, Sol. Telling
people they can’t have any children” (Harrison 169).

The environmental justice movement seeks to re-
dress inequities in who benefits or suffers from
various environmental practices, demanding that en-
vironmentalists pay attention to the ways in which
institutionalized bodies of power contrive to provide
a less-sustainable environment for minority and dis-
advantaged groups. Sylvia Hood Washington notes
that “There is an inextricable relationship between
poverty and environmental racism and the Environ-
mental Justice Movement. It is evidenced by the fact
that it is usually poor and minority communities who
are on the front line, protesting and demanding relief
from environmental inequities” (34). In Make Room!
Billy Chang’s murder of Mike O’Brien is driven by
his life as a minority inhabitant of the boat town,
where he experiences more of the hardships of anti-
environmental practices than do other inhabitants
of the city; the murder occurs when Chang and
O’Brien finally confront the disparity between their
lives. City riots are started by groups like the Eldsters,
whose poverty and age renders them powerless to
prevent environmental inequity. Ecofeminist criti -
cism explores the disturbing parallels in Make Room!
between the masculinized violence performed against
nature, resulting in an unsustainable environment,
and the violence that results in women’s limited role
in this society: female characters are caught in a dou-
ble bind as mothers—producers of more people, em-
blems of overpopulation—or dependent on sexually
pleasing others, thus risking pregnancy. The social
injustices in the New York of Make Room! are thus
inextricable from, and windows upon, the accom-
panying environmental injustices.

Although individual characters may lean more to-
wards an ecocentric or anthropocentric view, through
the novel format Harrison is able to establish a dy-
namic dialectical context in which his future New
York confronts us with simultaneous and compelling
questions of environmental ethics and environmental
justice. Even more than Soylent Green, the popular
1973 film adaptation of the novel, Make Room! offers
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a telling example of Buell’s ideal critical environmen-
tal imagination at work, wherein “the soundest po-
sitions ... will be those that come closest to speaking
both to humanity’s most essential needs and to the
state and fate of the earth and its nonhuman creatures
independent of those needs, as well as to the balanc-
ing if not the reconciliation of those two” (Buell, Fu-
ture 127).—Amber Pearson
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Hawthorne, Nathaniel 
(1804–1864)

The novels and short-stories of Nathaniel Haw -
thorne, an American-born Romantic, explore themes
of alienation, guilt, sin, and evil, as part of human
experience and as reflected in the natural world.
Hawthorne uses rich imagery to describe the setting
of his stories and novels, with emphasis on the sur-
rounding nonhuman environment, even when writ-
ing about life in a village or town. Nature, as Haw -
thorne conceived it, represented a simpler and
ulti mately more authentic form of existence than that
fabricated by the actions and creations of humanity.

Born in Salem, Massachusetts in 1804, Hawthorne
grew up in Massachusetts and Maine, and attended
Bowdoin College from 1821–1824. After graduating
he worked as a writer, and contributed to journals
and magazines from 1825–1836. In 1828 he self-pub-
lished his first novel, Fanshawe. Hawthorne’s second
published work, Twice-Told Tales (1837), established
his reputation as a master storyteller, and an excerpt
from one story in this collection, “The Great Stone
Face,” exemplifies Hawthorne’s attitude to nature.

Some ... show the soundness of their judgment by
affirming that all the beauty and dignity of the
natural world existed only in the poet’s fancy. Let
such men speak for themselves, who undoubtedly
appear to have been spawned forth by Nature
with a contemptuous bitterness; she having plas-
tered them up out of her refuse stuff, after all the
swine were made. As respects all things else, the
poet’s ideal was the truest truth.

In 1841, Hawthorne invested $15,000 in the Brook
Farm UTOPIAN COMMUNITY, which he believed
would provide an ideal place to raise a family and
work on his writing. Although Hawthorne joined
Brook Farm, he was skeptical of movements intended
to reform society, a central aim of America’s utopian
communities. Less than a year later, he left the com-
munity, disillusioned with its inability to address the
essential needs of civilized, and indeed communal,
life. His skepticism of the idealistic vogue of his time
extended also to TRANSCENDENTALISM. Though he
knew transcendentalists RALPH WALDO EMERSON

and HENRY DAVID THOREAU personally, he acknowl-
edged that he had little confidence in writers, artists,
and other intellectuals because these professions did
not put food on the table, and was particularly
critical of Thoreau’s venture to the woods by Walden
Pond, writing that Thoreau had opted out of creating
a livelihood.

The Scarlet Letter (1850) proved Hawthorne’s first
critical and popular success, and was based in part
on his experiences as a surveyor in Salem, Massachu-
setts. Unlike the townspeople, steeped in Puritan in-
tolerance and with their backs firmly turned away
from nature and the natural, the wilderness does not
judge or sentence, and the often socially-tormented
protagonists of the novel find an ease and space in
nature that is deprived them in the claustrophobic
atmosphere of the town (a sensation shared by
Hawthorne himself ). The forest in The Scarlet Letter,
like those in other works by Hawthorne, is person-
ified and often reaches out (or “in”) to human “out-
siders” who are exceptionally good or bad. The House
of Seven Gables appeared the next year, and is notable
both for the resonance it suggests between natural
phenomena such as the weather and human moods
and actions, and for its skilful anatomization of the
Puritanical tendency to stand off and opposite to na-
ture, interpreting, judging, explaining, but never
participating in it—at best being in but not of it. In
1852, Hawthorne published THE BLITHEDALE RO-
MANCE, which was based on his experiences in the
Brook Farm Utopian Community, and traces, as does
so much of his work, the roots of human problems
to humanity, reflecting both his intransigent skepti-
cism of social reform and his privileging of the non-
human.

Although Hawthorne is best known for The Scarlet
Letter, he was also a celebrated short story and “fable”
writer, essayist, and poet. In 1862, he published Our
Home, a series of travel sketches documenting his
time in England, and exploring the deleterious effects
of denuding the natural environment. Several of his
short stories are widely anthologized and of enduring
environmental significance. On the surface, “YOUNG
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GOODMAN BROWN” is a traditional tale of temp -
tation in the woods, inhabited here by “the Wicked
one,” who holds a staff shaped like a snake and bap-
tizes members of Goodman Brown’s community in
evil. Beneath this fabular exterior, however, lies a
searching exploration of the pernicious effects of hu-
manity’s demonization of the unknown and nonhu-
man; and when the eponymous protagonist adjures
his wife—the aptly named Faith—to look toward
heaven, that she might resist the temptation of this
evil, we are reminded of the Puritans’ denatured and
displaced conception of that heaven. Here, as in his
“Rappaccini’s Daughter,” wherein the wild is brought
even closer to home in the form of a poisonous
 garden, Hawthorne, like EDGAR ALLAN POE and
HERMAN MELVILLE after him, invests the natural en-
vironment with supernatural correlatives, even ex-
tensions, of the human spirit, arguing not merely for
the physical interdependence of the human and non-
human, a common theme in environmentally sensi-
tive literature, but for something far deeper and more
typical of Native American narratives: the delicate
but inescapable connection between the soul of man
and the felt animus of the world around him.—Liz
Clift
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The Blithedale Romance,
Nathaniel Hawthorne (1852)

Hawthorne’s third novel-length work, Blithedale
Romance reminisces about and expands upon his ex-
perience in the 1840s utopian community of Brook
Farm in West Roxbury, Massachusetts (UTOPIAN

COMMUNITIES). Blithedale depicts the environment
and human existence as coexistent and contingent
realities in a direct exploration of the interaction be-
tween human society and the natural world. While
the natural setting of this dramatic romance seems,
at first glance, to be merely decorative and coinci-
dental, Hawthorne continually depicts the natural
world interacting, often profoundly, with the human.
Indeed, the personages at the Blithedale Farm, like
the Brook Farm participants of Hawthorne’s own ex-
perience, find themselves necessarily and deeply ex-
ploring the relation between the thinking person and
the natural world. Beginning with an idealized
natural environment, Blithedale develops into a place

of hard work that eventually forces the main char -
acter to see his relation with the environment in
much more realistic terms.

Certainly, the picturesque setting of Blithedale
provides a strange sort of utopian world, a world
evoked by frequent mentions of the Garden of Eden
(THE BIBLE) or a pastoral Arcadia (AMERICAN PAS-
TORAL). Brian Black describes the renewed environ-
mental relations of nineteenth-century Americans
who saw interactions with primitive nature as a de-
sirable end: “As society became more industrialized,
developed, and urban, a contrary impulse attracted
some Americans to seek innocence in raw nature”
(83). Like THOREAU and other contemporaries,
Hawthorne views the natural world as a way of cor-
recting an overly capitalistic worldview. Rather than
simply romanticizing the natural environment, how-
ever, Hawthorne shows life at Blithedale Farm as a
place where hard work is essential. Acting as a “tutor
in the art of husbandry,” the hard-working farmer
Silas inspires Miles Coverdale, the main character,
to participate in the natural world around him, to
hoe the clods of the earth, and ultimately to become
a “husbandman” of the ground (13). Such interaction
with the land involves more than half-hearted com-
mitment. After hoeing the earth repeatedly, Cover -
dale disappointedly states, “The clods of earth, which
we so constantly belabored and turned over and over,
were never etherealized into thought. Our thoughts,
on the contrary, were fast becoming cloddish” (Haw -
thorne 66). As a result, he decides he must give up
being a farmer if he wants to be a thinker and poet.
In her eco-criticism on The Blithedale Romance, Kelly
Flynn outlines the basic distinction between mental
and manual labor, claiming that Hawthorne’s con -
cern in Blithedale is to elide those differences—an
elision that fails because of the spectator status in-
creasingly taken on by the narrator-character Cover -
dale (145). As Coverdale withdraws from any in-
volvement with the natural world, it becomes more
and more brutal, climaxing in an awful death by
drowning. Flynn concludes that Coverdale’s with-
drawal from his natural environment, like Haw -
thorne’s own withdrawal from the Brook Farm com-
munity, indicates that “[t]he land can never be
appropriated by manual labor; it can only be ren -
dered comprehensible by the intellectual labor of the
author” (153). Such a conclusion suggests an imagi-
native human interaction with the environment that
is congenial to both the human world and the natural
world.

To overlook the irony that resounds in the lines
spoken by Coverdale, however, is to see only the sur-
face of Hawthorne’s environmental concerns in
Blithedale. Michael Newbury points out that the
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 misassumption of some critics that Hawthorne had
no agreement with the utopian goals of Blithedale
completely misses the mark by failing to take into
consideration his desire for shared labor (696–97).
Furthermore, Hawthorne comments on his Brook
Farm experience in the “Custom-House” preface to
The Scarlet Letter, noting that “it lay at my own op-
tion to recall whatever was valuable in the past,”
which included “the nature that is developed in earth
and sky” (27). Without the stinging authorial irony,
Blithedale would represent little more than a helpless
wallowing in Coverdale’s self-pity. Such irony, with
regard to the narrative voice, indicts the narrator’s
estrangement from the natural world—an estrange-
ment that underscores the theme of missed oppor-
tunities marking the narrator’s life. Coverdale’s
failure occurs because he withdraws from, rather than
fully participates in, the world around him—not
limited to, but certainly including, the natural world.

Hawthorne shows Coverdale gradually becoming
aware of the effects of human actions on the envi-
ronment. Coverdale gives the first hint of such en-
vironmental awareness in his description of the ac-
tions of one of their company “who showed no
conscience in such matters [... but] rifled a cherry-
tree of one of its blossomed boughs” (58). Although
this statement could be mistaken as a tongue-in-
cheek remark, Coverdale’s later comments also in-
dicate a cautious approach to human interaction with
the natural environment. He imagines that “Nature,
whose laws I had broken in various artificial ways,
comported herself towards me as a strict, but loving
mother, who uses the rod upon her little boy for his
naughtiness, and then gives him a smile, a kiss, and
some pretty playthings, to console the urchin for her
severity” (62). A more beneficial human interaction
with the natural world occurs when Coverdale dis-
covers a hideout in the boughs of a great pine tree
where he can spy out the scenery. His cozy relation
with this tree places Coverdale in a strange, albeit
temporary, union with his environment: “The
branches yielded me a passage, and closed again, be-
neath, as if only a squirrel or a bird had passed” (98).
For Coverdale, this natural nest becomes a “her-
mitage” from which he can watch the human and
natural worlds in action.

Even though Coverdale, like the human society
of the urban areas of his time, misunderstands the
interaction of humans and nature, and often exploits
and misuses nature, the natural environment still
finds a way to act upon and inform his consciousness.
At one point, Coverdale imagines himself in a rela -
tion with nature similar to that of an American In-
dian: he supposes that a certain piece of primitive
forestland would provide a good place for a wigwam

that does not interfere with the natural world (118).
When Priscilla, the wan city girl, encounters “the
pleasant air” of Blithedale, Coverdale describes her
reaction to her environment, comparing her to
“plants that one sometimes observes doing their best
to vegetate among the bricks of an enclosed court,
where there is scanty soil, and never any sunshine”
(50–51). Upon his return to the busy, unsettling city,
the invigorating effect of the fresh air at Blithedale
contrasts sharply with the lethargic “dusky element
of city-smoke” and the “thick, foggy, stifled element
of cities” (145–46). The city thus provides a much
less salutary atmosphere for human mental and phys-
ical health than does the rural countryside.

In the end, Coverdale views nature as an unavoid-
able reality that interacts with even the most urban
human society. He describes the growth of plants
and gardens behind the houses as more natural than
any of the more artificially arranged plants at the
front of houses. In the rear especially, Coverdale sees
Nature’s pervasive presence: “Bewitching to my fancy
are all those nooks and crannies, where Nature, like
a stray partridge, hides her head among the long-es-
tablished haunts of men!” (149). When he visits
Blithedale one last time, he notes the moss that has
softened and covered the traces of a woodpile of a
“former possessor of the soil” (211). Thus, he recog-
nizes the ultimate transience of human possession of
the soil, and the continuing impulse of nature to re-
turn to its primitive freshness.—Steven Petersheim
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“My Visit to Niagara,” 
Nathaniel Hawthorne (1835)

Hawthorne’s “My Visit to Niagara” is one of many
nature essays about Niagara Falls written in the nine-
teenth century. The essay self-consciously engages
with the difficulties involved in trying to write seri-
ously about the natural environment while contend-
ing with nineteenth-century American readers’ ex-
pectations of the genre of travel writing and tourism
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brochures. Christopher Mulvey suggests that the
challenge of an author like Hawthorne was to dis -
cover “what kind of voice could be found with which
to talk about Niagara that would not expose the
writer as gushing fool or insensitive boor” (55). As a
result, “My Visit to Niagara” offers a much more di-
rect engagement with the natural world than most
of his other writing, and represents, at the same time,
an attempt to critique cultural desires and anxieties
about human interaction with the natural world.

For nineteenth-century travelers in America, Ni-
agara Falls exerted a powerful and symbolic influence
on the imagination, and Hawthorne’s approach to
the falls was well aware of what was expected of the
traveler: “Never,” he begins his account, “did a pil-
grim approach Niagara with deeper enthusiasm, than
mine” (244). Like other pilgrims approaching a
shrine, he knows the expected response, but he ex-
presses consternation at his actual response: “I am
quite ashamed of myself here. Not that I ran, like a
madman, to the falls, and plunged into the thickest
of the spray—never stopping to breathe, till breath-
ing was impossible; not that I committed this, or any
other suitable extravagance. On the contrary, I
alighted with perfect decency and composure...”
(244). Hawthorne’s reaction to the falls indicates an
awareness of a natural world that is alive with its own
pulse. “The noise of the rapids,” writes Hawthorne,
“draws the attention from the true voice of Niagara”
(247). This “true voice” allows him to experience an
intimacy with the falls that is not pre-formed by the
expectations and descriptions of tourists who have
written about the falls. “Oh, that I had never heard
of Niagara till I beheld it!” mourns the narrator.
“Blessed were the wanderers of old, who heard its
deep roar, sounding through the woods, as the sum-
mons to an unknown wonder, and approached its
awful brink, in all the freshness of native feeling.
Had its own mysterious voice been the first to warn
me of its existence, then, indeed, I might have knelt
down and worshipped” (246). In her study of
Niagara Falls, Elizabeth McKinsey describes them as
an “icon of the American sublime” for Hawthorne
and other nineteenth-century writers. In SUMMER ON

THE LAKES, for example, MARGARET FULLER writes
of Niagara’s sublimity, declaring, “the cataract seems
to seize its own rhythm and sing it over again, so
that the ear and soul are roused by a double vibra -
tion” (4). For Hawthorne and Fuller both, the natural
world is a force with a vitality of its own that includes
the human and nonhuman.

At the very end, the narrator seems to forget all
he has learned, showing how difficult it is to shed ro-
mantic ideals about Nature and to embrace Nature
as a vibrant force. Supposing himself to have over-

come the disappointments and pitfalls of most ob-
servers, the narrator states, “[t]he solitude of the old
wilderness now reigned over the whole vicinity of
the falls. My enjoyment became the more rapturous,
because no poet shared it—nor wretch, devoid of
poetry, profaned it: but the spot, so famous through
the world, was all my own!” (250). Thus, he takes
up the idea of possessing Nature once again. But
within the narrative itself, such possession is shown
as mere illusion, and the Falls themselves possess a
presence and force that cannot be possessed by any
human. Mulvey claims that Hawthorne manages to
find “a relatively successful voice that is midway be-
tween those of WASHINGTON IRVING and Henry
James” (55). Neither adopting a wholly picturesque
view of the landscape that ignores the immanence of
the natural world, nor advocating a realist approach
that sees nothing transcendent in nature, Haw -
thorne’s narrator sees nature as both immanent and
transcendent. The rhetoric of the sublime invites
both reverence and awe before nature as a dynamic
force, and an awareness of the human place within
a cosmos that includes humans within the larger
order of the natural environment.—Steven Peter-
sheim
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The Scarlet Letter,
Nathaniel Hawthorne (1850)

Nathaniel Hawthorne’s magnum opus, The Scarlet
Letter, explores an array of differing attitudes toward
nature. Although some may seem little more than
romanticizations of the natural world, Hawthorne
ultimately presents nature as a reality in which hu-
mans participate rather than merely a reflection of
human values. Hawthorne contrasts Puritan suspi-
cions of the natural world with TRANSCENDENTALIST

reverence, and searchingly ranges between these two
poles. Where he notably differs from the Puritans is
in their demand that nature be controlled, and where
he differs from the Transcendentalists is in their ide-
alization of nature as a simple purveyor of truth. The
Scarlet Letter positions humanity as an integral part
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of nature, but posits also that nature has a rich, pri-
mary existence outside of human control. Thus, un -
der the sheen of an often heavily romanticized nature
is the suggestion of an ecological relation to the earth.

The most influential and emblematic Puritans in
Hawthorne’s work typically view the natural world
with suspicion and distrust; and in The Scarlet Letter
this world is firmly rooted in the forest, that dark
“other” always just beyond the outskirts of white Eu-
ropean civilization. Many of Hawthorne’s Puritans
view the forest as the domain of the devil, and the
abode of devil-worshiping witches and their fellow
heathen Indians. Mistress Hibbins, herself a sus -
pected witch, speaks the suspicions of the com -
munity when she tells Hester that she has seen
Dimmesdale “take an airing in the forest”: “Aha! We
know what that means, Hester Prynne!... Many a
church member saw I, walking behind the music,
that has danced in the same measure with me, when
Somebody was fiddler, and, it might be an Indian
powwow or Lapland wizard changing hands with
us!” (SL 209). For most of Hawthorne’s Puritans, en-
mity toward and fear of the forest are the natural and
justifiable results of its haunting by the devil and his
minions.

John Endicott (1588–1665), the administrator of
a Massachusetts plantation and Puritan leader, who
functions in many of Hawthorne’s historical tales as
“the Puritan of Puritans” (Selected 180), calls the nat-
ural landscape of the new world a “howling wilder-
ness” where wild animals and “savages” compete with
“a rugged soil and wintry sky” to menace the Puritan
community (Selected 222). Though such a concep -
tion of nature fits the harshest Puritans in The Scarlet
Letter, the main characters of Hawthorne’s romance
do not share this view. As the heroine of the work,
Hester Prynne’s relation to the natural world—like
her relation to the Puritan community—is far more
nuanced and complex, and far more open to envi-
ronmental benefaction. Hester frequently escapes
from societal constraints by going off to the woods.
But unlike YOUNG GOODMAN BROWN, the epony-
mous character of Hawthorne’s earlier short story of
a witches’ meeting in the forest, who sees the forest
as a site “of wickedness, in this dark world” (Selected
146), Hester finds there a place sympathetic to her
own nature, even though the sunbeams often elude
her. They find, however, her daughter Pearl; and
Pearl’s affinity to the natural world seems partly
owing to the simple fact that she has not been poi-
soned against it by stern Puritan parents, but has in-
stead been allowed to develop and explore her own
natural vivacity. When she goes into “the great black
forest” (as the Puritans conceive it), it becomes her
“playmate,” with the plants and animals inviting her

into their wildness: “The truth seems to be,” adds
the narrator, “that the mother-forest, and these wild
things which it nourished, all recognized a kindred
wildness in the human child” (SL 178). The forest is
amenable not only to Pearl and her mother but to
the rivals Chillingworth and Dimmesdale as well.
Both men find in nature a kind of panacea—Chill-
ingworth, a natural panacea where he can gather
herbs; Dimmesdale, a spiritual panacea where he can
refresh his spirits and return to society reinvigorated.
Although these four characters do not all participate
in the natural world in the same way, they all treat it
with far more respect, and as a result benefit from it
far more, than the hostile and anthropocentric char-
acter (and world) of the Puritan Endicott.

While Hawthorne’s Puritans generally viewed na-
ture as a place of “bad” spirituality (the abode of the
devil), the Transcendentalists viewed it as a site where
the connection between human and divine was most
evident. Hawthorne’s view of the natural world is
decidedly closer to that of the Transcendentalists, but
by no means identical to it. Although Hawthorne
overtly distances himself from the Transcendentalists
in his writings, he nonetheless sees nature as a kind
of teacher—but of a curiously mimetic sort. As Dar-
rell Abel points out, for Hawthorne “nature was not
thoroughly mediate but compellingly immediate....
Persons were more likely to project their moods and
thoughts, often distempered, on nature than to find
mysteries ‘figured in flowers’” (42). This “qualified
Transcendentalism” is evidenced by the Scarlet Let -
ter’s treatment of its central romance. Describing
Hester and Dimmesdale’s passionate tryst in the
woods, the narrator comments on the relation be-
tween “wild” nature and human nature, invoking in
this scene “the sympathy of Nature—that wild, hea-
then nature of the forest, never subjugated by human
law, nor illumined by higher truth—with the bliss
of these two spirits!” (177). Most of Hawthorne’s Pu-
ritans would roundly applaud one part of the narra-
tor’s description of nature, and as roundly reject the
rest of it. Conceiving of the forest as a “wild, heathen
nature” seems at first to justify the Puritan’s general
antipathy toward it; but such justification is quickly
undermined by Hawthorne’s description of the nat-
ural world as “sympathetic” to human nature. As
Melissa Pennell notes, Hawthorne’s use of the word
“subjugated” is also highly significant here : “The
word subjugated reflects the attitude of Puritans (and
the later American culture that endorsed westward
expansion) toward nature (MANIFEST DESTINY). Na-
ture must be brought under human control, ordered,
cultivated, and tamed. The Puritans feared unregu-
lated human nature; they held the same views toward
physical nature” (82).
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Ultimately, however, Hawthorne’s text raises more
questions about nature than it answers. As Nina
Baym notes, the typical Puritan significations con-
cerning nature and civilization, which both frame
and contextualize any hermeneutic understanding
here, do not hold in Hawthorne’s text: “Wildness
and evil are not necessarily identical; the forest, where
Indians and the Devil dwell, is also the abode of na-
ture, which the community must destroy in order to
erect its civilization. Is nature evil, or only untamed?
Is everything that is untamed evil? Why does every
heart have secrets, and if every heart does, might not
the forest, where they can be shown, be more the
abode of honesty than the town, where law and order
require inhibition, suppression, and concealment?”
(44). Questioning the dominant views is an impor-
tant concern for Hawthorne, and his challenges to
seventeenth-century Puritan and nineteenth-century
Transcendentalist conceptions of nature suggest that
such profound questions deserve intense scrutiny
rather than premature, didactic closure.

Hawthorne’s personifications of nature—the sun-
shine dancing through the trees, the brook murmur-
ing its secrets, the heart of nature offering sympathy
to the humans in its bosom—typically serve to il-
lustrate and inspire a romantic impulse toward the
natural world. However, Hawthorne’s treatment of
nature is neither merely reactive in a Puritan sense
nor wholly romantic. The space separating and con-
necting the human, the natural, and the supernatural
is above all a space of possibility in The Scarlet Letter.
And while Puritans may too quickly cleave the
natural to the supernatural, the Transcendentalists
may too readily reduce the natural to the human.
The narrator’s voice alternately applauds, questions
and rejects individual characters’ attitudes; but finally
and most generally intimates that our relation to the
natural world is both an important indicator of our
individual character and a critical locus of opportu-
nity for our betterment, and the betterment of hu-
mankind.—Steven Petersheim
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“Young Goodman Brown,”
Nathaniel Hawthorne (1835)

“Young Goodman Brown,” one of Hawthorne’s
most anthologized tales, is at once a moral meditation
of universal scope, and a revisionist critique of Mas-
sachusetts’ early settlers, their dogmatic excesses and
their skewed understanding of the environment. The
story contemplates a dramatic divide between man
and nature, as its eponymous protagonist travels from
the village of Salem, a microcosm of American Pu-
ritanism, into the uncharted space of the enclosing
forest. Accompanied by a devilish doppelganger,
Brown’s trajectory is both geographical and spiritual.
He enters a wilderness that symbolizes human na-
ture’s darkest recesses, taking “a dreary road, dark -
ened by all the gloomiest trees of the forest, which
barely stood aside to let the narrow path creep
through, and closed immediately behind” (66). The
dense, untamed stratum of the American frontier
turns the latter into a site of psychic repression. One
sees this in the invisible—yet assumed—presence of
those Indians that had been removed from their orig-
inal settlements by Brown’s direct ancestors. As the
Devil reminds Brown, “it was I that brought your
father a pitch-pine knot, kindled at my own hearth,
to set fire to an Indian village” (67). Thus, the wil-
derness lies mostly unexplored, yet it resonates with
repressed historical guilt, echoing the Puritan obses-
sion with the original sin and subsequent fall of
mankind. For John S. Hardt, “this forest is a version
of the Garden of Eden, albeit a darkened one already
controlled by the serpent” (252) (THE BIBLE).

Hawthorne turns the Salem surroundings into the
antithesis of Eden: a setting of eternal retribution,
not reward. This anti-pastoral tone gains traction in
the story’s climax, when a solitary clearing in the
woods hosts an antithetical community gathering in
which Salem’s public sainthood is replaced by a pagan
descent into vice, the local church by a Satanic coun-
terpart “bearing some rude, natural resemblance ei-
ther to an alter or a pulpit, and surrounded by four
blazing pines” (72). This Dantesque powwow re -
volves around this anti-church, whose natural ele-
ments (fire, trees) compromise the values of purity,
thrift and restraint allegedly upheld by Salem’s civi-
lization. Far from expanding his horizons, Brown’s
discovery of his fellow citizens’ tainted souls leads
him to a perpetual state of paranoia and isolation.
Hawthorne asks readers, “Had Goodman Brown
fallen asleep in the forest and only dreamed a wild
dream of a witch-meeting?” (75); and his question
urges us to share in Brown’s agonizing suspicion and
excruciating paradox: greater knowledge only makes
hesitancy more painful.
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Many scholars read “Young Goodman Brown” in
terms of Brown’s theological quest for evidence of
God, but the same doubt that motivates his search
ultimately dooms it, since Brown’s “doubt of good-
ness is equally a faith in evil” (Colacurcio 304). The
Faustian warning that knowing too much is danger-
ous relates “Young Goodman Brown” with other tales
compiled in Hawthorne’s Mosses from an Old Manse
(1846). “The Birthmark” and “Rappaccini’s Daugh-
ter,” for example, caution readers against the implicit
risks in man’s engineering of nature, a nature that is
divinely arranged and only for God to command.
Man’s tampering with it, a result of the Enlighten-
ment urge for positivistic science and rational ob -
servation, leads to abject creations which—like
 Rappaccini’s lethal garden and Georgiana’s surgi-
cally-removed cheek—are no longer “God’s making,
but the monstrous offspring of man’s depraved fancy”
(Hawthorne 198). Although “Young Goodman
Brown” diverges from the scientist-playing-God
trope, Hawthorne still debates whether or not human
knowledge should have boundaries.

From an eco-critical perspective, the nonhuman
environment in “Young Goodman Brown” exists
partly as an unfathomable ‘other’ and partly as an al-
legorical device that materializes Puritan anxieties.
The landscape in “Young Goodman Brown” tightly
correlates with the protagonist’s moral, spiritual and
psychological state, and this allows critics like Regi-
nald Cook to relate “Young Goodman Brown” to
other famous mindscapes of American letters such
as EDGAR ALLAN POE’s oneiric opening of “The Fall
of the House of Usher” (39–40). And like Poe,
Hawthorne explores the deeper and more unsettling
question whether there can be a true landscape that
is not at once a mindscape. In the original preface
to Mosses, Hawthorne’s contemplation of Concord’s
bucolic surroundings leads him to ponder if natural
forms can actually exist without our psychological
filtering: “Which, after all, was the most real—the
picture, or the original?—the objects palpable to our
grosser senses, or their apotheosis in the stream be-
neath?” (280–81). Rooting our analysis in this ques-
tion, we can read “Young Goodman Brown” as a
story about man’s profound inability to “read”
nature, to access it outside the frame of his own per-
ception and its ideological tunnel visions. LAWRENCE

BUELL expresses a similar frustration when he affirms,
“one can ‘speak a word for Nature, for absolute
 freedom and wildness,’ as Thoreau did, but self-
evidently no humans can speak as the environment,
as nature, as a nonhuman animal” (7). At its most
insightful, “Young Goodman Brown” interrogates
the Puritan construction of the wilderness as a moral
setting, even if it, like its protagonist, cannot ulti-

mately confirm if there is a natural world outside the
self.

This essentially epistemic failure transforms nature
into a mirror that mocks man’s epistemological pre-
tensions. In “Youth Goodman Brown,” several scenes
introduce a personified wilderness that mocks
Brown’s bewilderment. When an enraged Brown
calls his wife Faith in despair, “the echoes of the forest
mocked him, crying, “Faith! Faith!” Or in the fol-
lowing scene:

The whole forest was peopled with frightful
sounds—the creaking of the trees, the howling of
wild beasts, and the yell of Indians; while some-
times the wind tolled like a distant church bell,
and sometimes gave a broad roar around the trav-
eller, as if all Nature were laughing him to scorn.
But he was himself the chief horror of the scene,
and shrank not from its other horrors [71].

Even if he partly shares the early New Englanders’
fear of and aversion for the forest, Hawthorne also
cautions against their excessive allegorizing of nature.
The apex of Brown’s despair overlaps with an autho-
rial detachment in which Brown and Brown alone
becomes “himself the chief horror of the scene.” Still
far from the eco-centrism described by Lawrence
Buell as the fundamental requisite of environmental
literature and “nature writing,” Hawthorne’s anthro-
pocentric expression of the American wilderness is,
nonetheless, not merely self-aware, but aware of the
self ’s intimate relationship to that wilderness.—
Manuel Herrero-Puertas
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Hay, John (1915–2011)
Widely considered the dean of twentieth-century

American nature writing, John Hay authored some
16 books and hundreds of shorter pieces, describing
the need for a revival of awareness of the natural
world that humanity, in its rush toward moderniza-
tion, has long forgotten.
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John Hay was born in Ipswich, Massachusetts, in
1915, to Clarence Leonard Hay and Alice Appleton
Hay, but soon moved into the social and political
circles of Manhattan. Grandson to John Milton
Hay—personal secretary to Abraham Lincoln and
secretary of state to William McKinley and THEO -
DORE ROOSEVELT, as well as a poet and biographer—
Hay was brought up in a world readymade for an in-
quisitive child, as Clarence would allow his son to
accompany him on business to Central America in
his work as archaeological curator for the New York
Museum of Natural History. After completing his
studies at Harvard, where he earned the nickname
Foggy Hay for his dreamy attitude, Hay contacted
the poet Conrad Aiken, who invited the young free-
lance writer and his wife, Kristi, to live with him at
his Cape Cod home. Acting as mentor, Aiken also
convinced Hay, before his being drafted into service
during World War II, to purchase a parcel of land at
nearby Dry Hill, a plot that would become, for
nearly 60 years, Hay’s home and principal subject,
until the Hays retired permanently to Maine.

From the publication of his first collection of
poems, A Private History (1947), the connection to
the Cape Cod environment (and the natural world
generally) and its effect on the psyche, as evidenced
in verse, became a central theme in a lifetime of writ-
ing. The Run (1959), his first book-length work to
engage the nonhuman world, is a natural history of
alewives that visit Cape Cod. Garnering popular and
critical attention, the book provided Hay with the
encouragement and financial security to pursue this
genre. Hay’s style continues the THOREAUVIAN tra-
dition, through fellow Cape-Codder Henry Beston,
as it relentlessly pursues a reconnection to our local
spaces through tireless observation. Works like The
Great Beach (1963, winner of the prestigious John
Burroughs Medal for natural history), and A Begin-
ner’s Faith in Things Unseen (1995), kept Hay’s gaze
trained homeward. His works range widely in terms
of his local subjects; however, the writer returned
again and again to avian life, as in Spirit of Survival
(1974), and to environmental concerns, particularly
as he saw humanity’s estrangement from nature as
ultimately an ethical problem, as in The Defense of
Nature (1969), THE UNDISCOVERED COUNTRY (1981),
and The Immortal Wilderness (1987). As Hay writes,
“If I can write well enough so that people can prick
up their ears and their senses ... if I can do it in some
sort of ethical, moral fashion so that people will lis-
ten—I realize they won’t listen very much—it’s
about all you can do.” Apart from his writing, Hay
was involved with numerous nature projects, includ-
ing the founding, in 1954, of the Cape Cod Museum
of Natural History. Seeing education as an antidote

to the human-nature schism, he was also, from
1972–1987, visiting professor of environmental stud-
ies at Dartmouth College. Hay passed away in his
Maine retreat in early 2011, leaving behind a mass of
unpublished work and personal journals, a rich tes-
tament to his commitment to writing everyday.

Because of the highly regional aspects of his work,
Hay remains a somewhat underground figure in en-
vironmental writing. Nonetheless, owing to his
lengthy career, one can see Hay’s influence as a com-
passionate, concerned observer of the nonhuman
world, on generations of writers, including Scott
Russell Sanders, BARRY LOPEZ, ANNIE DILLARD,
JAMES DICKEY, and David Gessner, who has called
Hay a “prophet” for his Jeremiadic qualities in ad-
dressing environmental concerns years before a con-
temporary movement even existed. Gessner writes
that where we might see simply old-fashioned nature
writing, in actuality “John’s ideas ... are subtly rad-
ical,” in that they shift our environmental presence
and active attention out of mere journalism and into
the political arena.—Tom Hertweck
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The Undiscovered Country, 
John Hay (1981)

Shortly before he shipped off to service overseas
in World War II, John Hay took the advice of his
mentor and friend, the poet Conrad Aiken, to pur-
chase a parcel of land near Aiken’s own home on
Cape Cod. Aiken’s suggestion to buy, meant to give
the young serviceman something concrete to come
home to, turned out to be prophetic. That used and
abused acreage, called Dry Hill, would become not
just a sanctuary for Hay, but in some ways his entire
world. More than a retreat from the horrors of glob-
alized warfare, the Dry Hill–Cape Cod space emerged
in Hay’s life as home and subject matter for a writer
who wrote prodigiously about little else but the area
immediately surrounding the spartan accommoda-
tions he and his wife quietly enjoyed for nearly 60
years.

Like THOREAU, who famously “traveled exten -
sively in Concord,” Hay became the chief tourist,
caretaker, popularizer, and natural historian of the
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Cape, doing much for its literary and tourist repu-
tation, and developing a preservationist’s ecological
mindset in an age before environmental thinking at-
tained its current vogue. While Hay’s popularity as
a nature writer was secured by the publication in
1959 of The Run, an insightful, lyric natural history
of the Cape’s alewife (a native herring), The Undis-
covered Country (1981) chronicles the Cape as Hay
knew it best. Harnessing the inertia emerging out of
the nascent environmental movement in the years
following passage of the Wilderness Act (1964), the
Clean Air and Water Acts (1963 and 1972), and the
celebration of the first Earth Day (1970), he writes
in the introduction, “We were born into the great
democracy of nature, no matter how far we seem to
have strayed, and more and more people are looking
for ways to be its citizens again.” The Undiscovered
Country, in its concern with reacquainting ourselves
with the biotic community of the earth by illustra -
ting one person’s experience of getting to know a rel-
atively small portion of it, spurs the reader’s interest
in regaining our place in a world otherwise gone
astray.

In Part One, “Dimensions of the Past,” Hay tells
the story of his return from military service and his
settling in at Dry Hill. Hay recounts his return in a
register familiar to readers of veterans’ narratives,
where trauma dominates the writer’s response to his
return from combat; while Hay spends no time on
what he as seen and experienced as a soldier, it is
clear enough that the war was a traumatic experience.
The natural world, however, proves a tonic to this
fatigue by providing a welcome distraction to his
war-weary mind. “Dimensions” therefore illustrates
the process of Hay’s natural history self-education—
from simple naming to more complex ecological in-
terconnectedness—as he comes to learn the con-
stituent elements and movements of his new home.
In fact, it is this education itself that makes the place
a home. Spending time contemplating the sea, which
he sees as “wonderfully indifferent to my complaints,”
Hay comes to understand his return as the discovery
of something new, despite his having been here be-
fore. “So it had been for thousands of years: the orig-
inal exercise, the inescapable condition. And al -
though our age seemed to have cast itself out beyond
all moorings, this was where the New World came
into view again.” This re-visioning of place encour-
ages the reader to see how even the ostensibly familiar
can become remarkable again, and anticipates BARRY

LOPEZ’s vision of ethical ecological thinking in his
Rediscovery of North America (1992). Hay’s awe and
humility reappear frequently throughout the first
part of the book, as the narrator confronts elements
and patterns, much larger than himself, at work. Hay

is capable of seeing himself in and amongst things,
and not claiming dominion over them.

In Part Two, “Live with Me,” he chronicles various
particular experiences he encounters as a resident of
a place that to an outsider might appear a windswept
coastal desert, but on closer inspection is teeming
with life and drama. Throughout the section Hay
invokes a number of tropes that have become stan-
dard motifs for contemporary nature writers, some
of which he had developed in his earlier work. These
include the notion of the ecological Indian, biotic
wholeness in a form similar to Gaia, and probing the
banal or maligned aspects of the natural world in
order to engage a larger ecological point. In the chap-
ter “Chroniclers of the Year,” Hay discusses so-called
“nuisances” (like earwigs) in order to critique the no-
tion of utility. As he writes, “When we dismiss any
‘wildlife,’ plants as well as animals, as useless to us,
or insignificant, we risk doing the same to the whole
passage of the earth around the sun.” In other words,
one small part entails the whole. This refiguration
of knowledge, gleaned from daily lived experience,
exemplifies Hay’s method of discovery. What was
once simply setting or background noise now comes
to the fore as an integral part of a finely tuned web
of relations waiting to be noticed by the conscious—
and conscientious—mind.

Near the end, in a chapter uneventfully called
“Hunger and the Crickets” (because the most im-
pressive knowledge comes from the seemingly un-
eventful), Hay expresses his project most clearly as
an embodied and lively philosophical practice, that
will be more than enough for one lifetime. “I think
I can say this much, though I am still groping, still
probing the darkness of unknowing,” he writes:

The things we do, or fail to do, become more sig-
nificant as they are involved in the concentricity
of the world. You listen best when other lives are
listening. Any minor act we take is heightened by
the full vigor and engagement of its surroundings.
Nothing we say can be completely empty or idle
except insofar as it is isolated from an environ-
ment that busies itself with us, as we in turn
occupy ourselves to its advantage. We become
more than we are when there are other than our-
selves, whether of foreign speech, or no speech at
all, to measure our lives by. We are superior only
to the degree that we share that superiority. The
truth is a composite thing. This new country, this
older wilderness that spawned us, exists by reason
of the inclusion of infinite force, danger, and
opportunity. The only reality is in participation.

Rather than sit back and passively record details,
Hay’s interaction with earthly matters and literary
reflection on the world are themselves both morally
benign and intellectually rigorous. In this way, Hay’s
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Undiscovered Country presents a project more
THOREAUVIAN than EMERSONIAN: action and think-
ing must take place simultaneously in order to pro-
duce a meaningful existence. Thus the “country” of
Hay’s title ultimately reveals itself to be the meta-
physical truth of his own existence, just as much as
the Cape Cod geography in which he lives and which
prompted the book. To be in a place, to come to
terms with it, requires interaction with that place in
thought and action. This merging of mind and mat-
ter fulfills the ethical and intellectual obligations of
the active, meaningful life he advocates in all of his
works, but which receives its fullest explication here
in an holistic ecological vision of living mindfully
on—and with—the earth. That it took Hay some
35 years to write the story of his arriving and learning
to live in the place he called home should therefore
come as no surprise, as that learning process would
take a lifetime or more, and even then present only
suggestions as answers to the question of how to live.
The active search is all that should matter, and be
enough for a life well lived.—Tom Hertweck
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Hemingway, Ernest (1899–1961)
From his birthplace in Oak Park, Illinois, Ernest

Hemingway went on to explore, with unrivalled ve-
racity, the nature and human significance of a host
of disparate environments around the world. His un-
adorned and mesmerizing prose is an icon of Mod-
ernism, bringing an acute sense of language to bear
on the overwhelming human and environmental re-
alities of the first half of the 20th-century, and typ-
ically paying close attention to environmental details,
focusing on animals, weather, food, and landforms
as focal points for his stories.

Hemingway spent portions of his childhood in
Northern Michigan, and this ecosystem figures
prominently in many of his works. For example, in
several short stories Hemingway situates his semiau-
tobiographical character Nick Adams, at different
ages, near the shorelines of Lake Michigan, where
Nick experiences both epiphanies and existential
dread in this glacially formed landscape. The literary
scholar Thomas Strychacz has noted how Heming-
way’s Northern Michigan scenes rely on concepts of
nature inherited from Native Americans, as well as

from American TRANSCENDENTALISM (82). Hem-
ingway’s Northern woods, moreover, serve as spiri -
tual registers even when the characters themselves
seem spiritually void.

A distinctly Modernist concept of the environ -
ment emerges from Hemingway’s oeuvre, as well. A
Moveable Feast begins:

Then there was the bad weather. It would come
in one day when the fall was over. We would have
to shut the windows in the night against the rain
and the cold wind would strip the leaves from the
trees in the Place Contrescarpe. The leaves lay
sodden in the rain and the wind drove the rain
against the big green autobus at the terminal and
the Café des Amateurs was crowded and the win-
dows misted over from the heat and the smoke
inside [3].

The passage begins with vivid seasonal imagery
involving rainstorms, temperature shifts, and plant
life—and then ends in a gritty city with public
transit and obscured visibility. In characteristically
Modernist fashion, Hemingway evokes a nature that
is fragmented and eludes objectification: the natural
environment surrounds, flows through, and encom-
passes human culture, as in this description of Paris.

Hemingway is often cited for his aura of outdoorsy
masculinity, but it is critical to understand that he
was first and foremost a writer. Hemingway was just
as taken (if not more so) with the wildness of words
as he was with trout, tigers, and rugged terrain. The
Hemingway scholar Peter Hays puts it succinctly:
“his greatest accomplishment was with language”
(137). Where one might assume, then, that the mem-
orable scenes of hiking, fishing, boating, or hunting
are what make Hemingway’s works environmentally
significant, the primary wilderness is one of words.
As the critic Fredric Jameson has shown, the form of
Hemingway’s writing complicates what can other -
wise seem to be simplistic descriptions of the natural
world (408–413). Indeed, Hemingway’s writing is
almost always as interested in language itself as it is
in whatever subject the writing appears to be about.
It is useful therefore to think about Hemingway as a
writer who encountered language itself “environmen-
tally.”

Consider the first sentences of For Whom the Bell
Tolls, a novel about the Spanish Civil War:

He lay flat on the brown, pine-needled floor of
the forest, his chin on his folded arms, and high
overhead the wind blew in the tops of the pine
trees. The mountainside sloped gently where he
lay; but below it was steep and he could see the
dark of the oiled road winding through the pass.
There was a stream and the falling water of the
dam, white in the summer sunlight.
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“Is that the mill?” he asked.
“Yes” [1].

This is a classic example of Hemingway’s environ-
mental sensibility: the scene begins with the close
textures and sounds of pine trees, and then zooms
out to include a framing landscape view. The inter-
jection of dialogue suggests that it is not enough to
perceive topography; the characters need words to
describe and confirm their sense of place. Heming-
way’s writing hovers on irreducible thresholds be-
tween the external world and the human mind, and
in this regard the works are key environmental
literary texts.

Another compelling environmental aspect of
Hemingway’s work is how his style itself is often de-
scribed through recourse to a natural metaphor: the
“iceberg theory” of writing. Hemingway argued that,
as only the tip of an iceberg is exposed above the sur-
face of the water, likewise writing should not reveal
everything, but only express the bare-minimum of
action, dialogue, and plot. Meanwhile, the remaining
bulk of thought, feeling, and emotion remains
hidden under the surface of the text (consider his
discussion in Death in the Afternoon, 192). This
schema conceives of language itself as a kind of en-
vironment: a cold, deep sea in which massive icebergs
drift, poking out from the page but hiding a great
deal, as well. Such a framework posits an extra,
deeper layer of environmental imagery, beneath the
actual content of the writing. According to the
iceberg theory, acts of writing are essentially reflec -
tions of an arctic phenomenon, no matter what a
story is about.

For example, The Sun Also Rises catalogues a seem-
ingly endless series of drunken parties and inane con-
versations among American expatriates in Europe.
But this is merely the tip of the iceberg; beneath the
surface of the words accumulates the swelling
violence of World War I, a sense of despair at the fu-
tility of so-called “progress,” and general cynicism
concerning the viability of romantic love in the mod-
ern world. At one point in the novel, when the main
character Jake and his friend Bill are headed on a
fishing excursion in the hills near the Basque town
of Burguete, Hemingway provides the following ac-
count of their walk, a vivid example of classic envi-
ronmental imagery:

It was a beech wood and the trees were very
old. Their roots bulked above the ground and the
branches were twisted. We walked on the road
between the thick trunks of the old beeches and
the sunlight came through the leaves in light
patches on the grass. The trees were big, and the
foliage was thick but it was not gloomy. There
was no undergrowth, only the smooth grass, very

green and fresh, and the big gray trees well spaced
as though it were a park.

“This is country,” Bill said [122].

Just before this passage the two had been banter -
ing, but then Bill mentioned Jake’s war wound,
which shuts down the conversation. The novel tran-
sitions into a picturesque landscape scene as a way
to avoid Jake’s inner-subjective quagmire; this avoid-
ance is reflected in Hemingway’s use of apophasis,
or the mentioning of things not present (no gloomi-
ness, no undergrowth), drawing the reader’s attention
to these things while also claiming that they are ab-
sent. Bill’s understated pronouncement that what sur-
rounds them “is country” marks the tip of the dia-
logic iceberg. There is a great deal left unsaid; a
critical mass concealed and congealed beneath the
surface of words, which deflects our attention to a
spectacular (but incidental) forest. The iceberg theory
reveals the operative “environment” to be consisting
not merely of the greenery in this passage, but also
how this greenery functions in the broader environ-
ment of the story: the verdant description suggests a
vast and looming world of things, only some of
which can be glimpsed through words.

Hemingway’s works are highly sophisticated in
terms of their environmental aesthetics. He was ob-
viously enthralled by landscapes and animals, and
constantly saw the human world through them, but
it is essential to realize that language itself was just
as captivating to the writer, and just as wild.—
Christopher Schaberg
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The Old Man and the Sea,
Ernest Hemingway (1952)

One of the best known works of Ernest Heming-
way (1899–1961), The Old Man and the Sea tells the
story of Santiago, an old fisherman on the north coast
of Cuba who hooks a huge 18 foot marlin far out to
sea. After valiantly fighting the fish for three days he
finally catches it, only to have it soon devoured by
sharks. Written in Hemingway’s characteristically
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unadorned yet vivid and suggestive style, the novella
rapidly became a classic; it won the Pulitzer Prize
and was mentioned specifically when Hemingway
was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature. Through
the experience of Santiago, Hemingway argues that
traditional fishing methods—and the modes of life
analogous to them—maintain our links with nature,
with the animals we harvest, and ultimately with our
own humanity.

In many ways, The Old Man and the Sea represents
a pivotal moment in the development of the fishing
industry in particular, and animal harvesting in gen-
eral. It depicts tensions between traditional methods
and the use of new technologies in communities fac-
ing increasing international economic competition.
The first factory fishing trawlers appeared in the mid-
fifties, and longlining in the early sixties; and along
with increased demand since the 1950s, these pres-
sures on fish stocks have reduced the numbers of top
marine predators, like the blue marlin Santiago
catches, by 90 percent. Conversely, the older gener-
ation of Santiago’s fishing community rely on tradi-
tional means that could never have decimated our
planet’s renewable marine resources as new technolo-
gies have done. The difference between these world-
views—and worlds—is elegantly suggested by Hem-
ingway in the simple choice of gender with which
the fishermen describe the sea: Santiago “always
thought of the sea as la mar which is what people
call her in Spanish when they love her ... the younger
fishermen, those who used buoys as floats for their
lines and had motorboats, bought when the shark
livers had brought much money, spoke of her as el
mar which is masculine. They spoke of her as a con-
testant or a place or even an enemy” (33). Such
 “improvements,” including a fish house and shark
processing factory that now flank the village, will
even tually decimate the fishermen’s own livelihood
and end their way of life (11–12).

Santiago, in contrast, is an integrated part of his
natural surroundings. When he departs for his ex-
traordinary day of fishing, he interprets natural signs
that an untrained eye would miss: he looks for the
tiny plankton the fish feed on, he evaluates the light
of the sun on the water and the shape of the clouds
on the land to ascertain the weather (38–39), and
he watches a bird circling and fish jumping far away
to guess what larger fish may be nearby (36–42).
Hence, although most men would feel lost and alone
out of sight of land, Santiago claims “A man is never
lost at sea” (99) and, upon seeing a flight of ducks,
remarks that no one is ever alone on the sea (67).

Traditional fishermen rely on nature and develop
an intimate relationship with it, just as Santiago re-
lates to different sea creatures, like the Portuguese

man-of-war, turtles, dolphins, and flying fish, as old
friends or enemies. In an extended passage, he re-
members a female marlin he caught whose mate
jumped clear of the water to see her one last time as
she was hoisted on board and clubbed to death; the
old man recalls, “He was beautiful ... and he had
stayed” (54–55), by which he anthropomorphizes
the marlin and thinks, “That was the saddest thing
I ever saw with them” (55). As the three-day fight
with the marlin drags on, Santiago feels the same de-
votion toward it and swears he loves this fish (58,
60). Facing a moral dilemma, he pities the fish but
must kill it to make his living, even as he admits that
such great fish “are more noble and more able” than
the people that eat them (70). When the final fight
begins, he calls out, “You are killing me, fish.... But
you have a right to. Never have I seen a greater, or
more beautiful, or a calmer or more noble thing than
you, brother. Come on and kill me. I do not care
who kills who” (102); and when Santiago harpoons
the marlin, he says regretfully, “I have killed the fish
which is my brother” (105).

Although much has been made of Santiago as a
suffering Christ figure, the marlin suffers just as
much, and of course dies after three days. Moreover,
the text focuses on her blood, which trails out of her
heart and down to the depths of the ocean, swelling
forth when the first sharks attack, when Santiago
feels as if he himself has been mutilated with her (104,
113, 122). In some of Hemingway’s best-known lines,
Santiago prepares himself for more sharks, arguing
“man is not made for defeat.... A man can be de-
stroyed but not defeated” (114). His stoic resilience
in fighting the marlin, defending his catch, and re-
specting it as his brother show Santiago’s humanity
as a traditional fisherman. Compare, for instance,
his four hand-forged and carefully baited hooks with
the thousands of hooks used in longlining, and one
has an immediate sense of the difference of scale be-
tween traditional fishing and modern industrial
methods that lack respect for individual fish, ecosys-
tems, or communities. Moreover, Santiago’s relation-
ship with the boy, Manolin, represents a possible
continuation of the long tradition of training younger
men to live off nature with sustainability and respect.

As an inseparable part of his environment, San -
tiago is himself a predator, but one with the bare
tools of a boat, a hook, and fishing line. Indeed, he
approaches a primitive or even bestial condition as
the battle with the marlin wears on. Fearing the re-
bellion of his wounded body, for example, he eats a
raw tuna and two flying fish from its stomach in an
almost ritualistic attempt to gain their strength (65,
86). He shakes shrimp out of a patch of seaweed,
pinches off their heads, and chews them whole (108).
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His hand starts to cramp, but he sees it as more of a
claw, perhaps like that of a bird or a crustacean (64).
Yet, Santiago’s humanity remains after the sharks
have consumed the marlin’s carcass, and he continues
to Cuba with the skeleton. He again feels regrets
killing the great fish, and tries to justify it by recalling
that the marlin would have fed many people, but
then reflects that they are unworthy to eat him be-
cause the fish had so much dignity and was a true
brother (83). Santiago tells himself “You were born
to be a fisherman as the fish was born to be a fish....
You did not kill the fish only to keep alive and to sell
for food.... You killed him for pride and because you
are a fisherman. You loved him when he was alive
and you loved him after” (116). It is this sacred respect
for his vocation, for the fish he harvests, and for tra-
ditional modes of life, that raise Santiago’s tale, and
its broader metaphorical ecology, to the level of mod-
ern myth.—Kelly MacPhail
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Hogan, Linda (1947–  )
Linda Hogan is a Chickasaw novelist, poet, es-

sayist, teacher, and environmental activist. Both her
written and activist work seek to demonstrate her
spiritual and political belief in the interconnectedness
of all beings. “Spirituality necessitates certain kinds
of political action,” Hogan notes in an interview, “If
you believe that the earth, and all living things, and
all the stones are sacred, your responsibility really is
to protect those things. I do believe that’s our duty,
to be custodians of the planet” (Coltelli 79).

Linda Hogan was born in Denver, Colorado, in
1947 to Charles Henderson, a Chickasaw, and
Cleona Bower Henderson, a non-native. Because her
father joined the military to support their family,
Hogan moved often throughout her childhood. Shy
and lonely as a child, she began writing poetry in her
20’s as a way to “[anchor herself ] to the earth, to
matter, to the wholeness of nature” (Woman 57).
Hogan earned a Master’s degree in English and cre-
ative writing in 1978 from the University of Colorado
at Boulder, and has since taught at universities
throughout the country. In 1979 she adopted two

daughters of Oglala Lakota heritage, both of whom
had been severely abused and neglected. Her daugh-
ters later became the inspiration for the tormented
female characters in her novel Solar Storms. In addi-
tion to her environment-focused writing and aca-
demic work, Hogan volunteered for many years at
wildlife rehabilitation centers in Minnesota and Col-
orado, and has also been an active participant in anti-
nuclear and pacifist movements. She currently lives
in Oklahoma, where she is the inaugural Writer in
Residence for the Chickasaw Nation.

Her recent memoir, The Woman Who Watches
Over the World (2001), describes her struggle with a
painful neuromuscular disease and the amnesia she
suffered after falling off a horse. In this book and
Dwellings (1995), a collection of essays, Hogan in-
tersperses autobiography with natural history in
order to reveal how the “geography of the human
spirit” connects with the geography of the living
earth (Woman 16); while her SWEET BREATHING OF

PLANTS (edited with Brenda Peterson) blends fiction,
poetry and natural observation to extend and nuance
this connection.

Hogan’s poetry and prose elegantly demonstrate
her political conviction that the oppression of in-
digenous people and the destruction of the environ-
ment result from an economic greed that threatens
the survival of all earth’s inhabitants. In her many
books of poetry Hogan has addressed issues of en-
vironmental protection, the urban relocation of Na-
tives, racism, and poverty. Each of Hogan’s four nov-
els centers on a different environmental crisis that
has drastic effects for indigenous people. Mean Spirit
(1990) depicts the rampant corruption and environ-
mental devastation of Oklahoma’s oil-frenzied
boomtowns in the 1920s. At the end of the novel
Michael Horse echoes Hogan’s own philosophy when
he adds a chapter to the Bible which replaces the idea
that “man has dominion over the creatures of the
earth” with the concept that “all living things are
equal” (273). In Solar Storms (1995) Hogan fiction-
alizes the movement that arose in the 1970s to oppose
Quebec’s massive James Bay hydro-electric project,
which destroyed natural habitats as well as the hunt-
ing grounds and sacred places of Cree/Inuit people.
The novel charts Angel Wing’s quest to understand
how the physical abuse she suffered as a child actually
originates in the colonial decimation of her tribe’s
homeland. Hogan contrasts the dam builder’s con-
ception of the land as an exploitable resource with a
philosophy that emphasizes the need for reciprocity
between humans and the environment, which are
inextricably joined on a “cell-deep” level (137).
Hogan’s latest novel, People of the Whale (2008), ad-
dresses the controversial resumption of whale hunting
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by a fictional tribe on the northwest U.S. coast. Im-
plying the need for global alliances between indige-
nous people fighting poverty and environmental dev-
astation, the novel links the destruction of oceanic
ecosystems in the U.S. with the demolition of the
forest homelands of indigenous people in Vietnam
during the war.

An influential figure in the growing movement for
environmental justice, Hogan continues to write and
lecture on environmental issues throughout the
world, insisting that ecological renewal ultimately
depends on recognizing the interconnectedness and
intrinsic value of all beings.—Summer Harrison
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The Sweet Breathing of Plants:
Women Writing 

on the Green World, 
Eds. Linda Hogan and 
Brenda Peterson (2001)

Linda Hogan’s and Brenda Peterson’s edited col-
lection of essays, poems and personal ruminations in
The Sweet Breathing of Plants, meditates on the inti-
mate relationship women have had with their natural
environment. The anthology, supported by scientific
data and meticulous observation, uses the unique
voice of each woman to reveal physical, emotional,
and spiritual relationships between women and plant
ecology. Poetic and lyrical, each piece describes a
personal journey into the green world and the sub-
sequent awakening to the intelligence of plant life.
These sojourns inspire us to awaken our own senses
and attune ourselves to the intricate, intelligent world
of plants we depend on, yet foolishly ignore. This
relationship with the green world is essential to our
identity, argue the writers, and unless we seriously
attend to it we are doomed to destroy our planet and
ourselves.

The first of the six sections of the anthology, ap-
propriately named “A Passion for Plants,” begins with
a description of the individual authors’ passions for
various plant forms, from the humble mold to the
evolved orchid. The slow-growing, ancient orchid
has adapted to every kind of environment, and
therein lies the necessity to pay attention to one of

many such marvels of the plant world. A plethora of
interesting information about plant parts, forms of
pollination, and variety of adaptive engineering is
explored, as is the sensual bounty of the green world.
Yet, we deplete with rampant consumerism and poor
policy this plenitude that Annick Smith explores in
“Huckleberries,” exhorting us to enact and adopt
policies for gathering wild, medicinal plants and
berries that currently support our game industry. Ad-
ditionally, novelists Isabel Allende and ZORA NEALE

HURSTON explore the beauty and fragrance of flowers
that make them fixtures of human ceremonies, and
the subsequent association of flowers with the fem-
inine. But flowers also give off a variety of foul odors
too, mimicking various rotting smells to attract and
ward off pollinators and predators. However, what
fascinates Sharman Russell is that so many things
smell like one another, revealing nature’s efficiency,
and reminding us that we all come from the same
primordial soup.

The second section, “Keepers of the Plants: Native
Women,” consists of three poems, one entitled
“Bam boo” by Hogan herself, five prose pieces, and
a combination prose/poetry piece by indigenous
women, revealing their intuitive understanding of
the plant world in their role as nourishers and healers.
The sacred Peyote and La Limpia ceremonies are de-
scribed, and the La Limpia, which is a ritual cleansing
of fear, is especially highlighted because as Paula
Gunn Allen posits, fear is the root cause of our de-
structive impulses. These ceremonies, in addition to
carefully gathering plants, stones, and special eggs,
honor the spirit of all past life forms, thereby re -
vealing the eternal continuum of life, death, and re-
generation. They seek cures by restoring the fine
 balance between humans and their natural environ -
ment.

Linda Yamane describes her pleasure of the out-
doors through the act of basket weaving, where the
careful gathering of sedge runners is both a physical
experience and a spiritual reminder of our intricate
interconnectedness to the web of life. Anita Endrezze
in her poem “Corn Mother,” and Nobel Prize win-
ning activist Rigoberta Menchu in her piece “Maize,”
pay tribute to the humble corn for her plentiful gifts.
Paula Allen articulates a holistic way of looking at
pain and suffering that could curb our egotistical and
destructive impulses, claiming that “being good, holy,
and/or politically responsible means being able to
accept whatever life brings ... includ[ing] everything
... [we] usually think of as unacceptable, like disease,
death and violence” (80). She views the human body
as a microcosm of our planet, “replete with creatures
that live in and on it” (80). Pain, suffering, and dying
are inescapable conditions of life, but by desperately
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seeking to escape them, we “bring great harm to the
delicate and subtle balance of the vital processes of
planetary being” (Allen 80).

A highlight of the relatively short third section,
“Collecting Myself,” is Alice Walker’s dense, bud-
like poem “The Nature of this Flower is to Bloom.”
Marjory Stoneman Doughlass in “The Grass,” ru-
minates on the color, texture, and dance of light on
the ancient sawgrass in Lake Okeechobee where the
new grass literally grows from the decaying rot of the
dead grass. Trish Maharam narrates plant cuttings
traveling from garden to garden, carrying with them
stories and memories of people and gardens, creating
an invisible web of plants and people. Finally Molly
Peacock in “State of Grace,” says that to look truly
at a flower is a state of grace approximating Buddhist
mindfulness.

The fourth section, “The Science of Green,” cel-
ebrates remarkable scientific contributions by women
in our understanding and preservation of the green
world. RACHEL CARSON’s seminal work on DDT
brought about the banning of the noxious pesticide
and Barbara McClintock’s pioneering work on maize
genetics revolutionized scientific thinking. Sandra
Steingraber as a cancer survivor traces the long lasting
effects of carcinogens in pesticides and ends with a
call to duty: “From the right to know flows the duty
to inquire- and the obligation to act” (190). The sec-
tion ends with Linda Shepherd urging us to think of
weeds not as pests but as plants whose value has yet
to be discovered, offering the science of combination
planting as an alternative to pesticides.

The fifth section “The Forest for the Trees,” begins
with Kathleen Norris recounting early North Amer-
ican settlers’ Herculean efforts to plant and nurture
trees in the prairie of the western United States. But
the vast, open, treeless prairie has its own beauty and
utility, allowing us to experience the other forces of
nature such as wind and light in their purest form.
Diane Ackerman takes us on a visual walk in the elec-
trifying rainforest where every nook and cranny of
forest space is utilized. Rainforests have innumerable
varieties of species but each species is limited in num-
ber and therein lies the fragility of rainforests where
the loss of a few plants means the loss of a species.
Both Laura Foreman and Stephanie Kaza lament for-
est logging, Foreman for forestry experts’ single-
minded devotion to just certain varieties of trees at
the expense of others, and Kaza for our insatiable
need for wood products. Kaza grieves over the un-
acknowledged wood that held the crucified body of
Christ and wonders “if Jesus was embraced by the
spirit of the tree in his painful death” (236). She con-
nects Jesus’ sacrifice to the sacrifice of the plant world
and wonders how much will be destroyed “before we

find the tree behind Jesus” (237). Similarly, Brenda
Peterson likens the felling of trees to the killing of
our grandparents who are a storehouse of wisdom
brought on by maturity that “teaches us limits and
respect for those limits within and around us” (242).
She champions the pagan way of life wherein the
spirit of all living things was revered, and trees wor-
shipped, and she urges us to embrace such ways of
life.

The last section, “Flora for Fauna,” lists numerous
observations of different animals seeking out specific
plants to cure their illnesses, and reminds us that
many of the ingredients in modern day pharmaceu-
ticals were at one time plant-derived. From the chim-
panzee that feeds on specific varieties of Aspilia leaves
at dawn, to the vegetarian piranha that feeds on the
fruits of trees lining the Amazon river, this section
catalogues animal adaptation and understanding of
their habitat, urging humans to do the same. Mary
Troychak claims that simply protecting endangered
species from extinction without protecting their
habitats and interactions with other life forms is my-
opic and doomed to fail. Her ruminations on the
yellow pigment, the carotenoids, allows her to come
to the profound conclusion that plants give us the
gift of vision, for no animal produces carotenoids by
itself, only plants do. This meditation on carotenoids
leads to Sylvia Earle marveling at life forms under
great depths of water that survive in minimal light.
The section ends with a poem by Pattiann Rogers in
which the incongruous juxtaposition of the huge
whale and tiny iris baffles our narrow ratiocination,
and opens up space for wonder.

The Sweet Breathing of Plants is as eclectic as nature
itself, and as full of fascinating information and in-
struction, ultimately compelling readers to heed the
sanctity of their green planet through mindful at-
tention to nature’s detail and variety.—Sukanya B.
Senapati
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“Home on the Range,” by
Brewster Higley (1873)

Brewster Higley was born in 1823, in Rutland,
Ohio. He studied medicine in Indiana, where be-
tween 1849 and 1864 he was married to three differ -
ent women, all of whom died. In 1866, Higley wed
his fourth wife, Mercy Ann McPherson. This was an
unhappy marriage, and in 1871 he left her and his
three children from his previous marriages and went
west. While he was living in a one-room dugout on
the banks of the Beaver River in Smith County,
Kansas, he wrote a poem that has since become one
of the best-loved and most widely-recognized Amer-
ican folk songs: “Home on the Range.”

In his essay, “The Land Sings its History,” Carl L.
Biemiller argues that folk music can tell us as much
about American history as any textbook (25). “Home
on the Range” is no exception to this tradition. As is
typical of American folk songs, it arose from obscure
origins, was passed on orally, and has been revised
and rearranged as it traveled through time and the
American landscape. As a result, the poem/song can
be seen as a record of changing material realities and
ideological currents in American society. Moreover,
because it is a nature poem, its adaptation over time
reflects profound changes in the American environ-
ment and the relationship of the American people to
that environment.

The poem, which Higley initially called “Oh Give
Me a Home Where the Buffalo Roam,” was first pub-
lished in the Smith County Pioneer in 1873. The
words were as follows:

Oh, give me a home where the buffalo roam
Where the deer and the antelope play,
Where never is heard a discouraging word
And the sky is not clouded all day.

A home, a home where the deer and the antelope
play,

Where never is heard a discouraging word
And the sky is not clouded all day.

Oh, give me the gale of the Solomon vale,
Where light streams with buoyancy flow,
On the banks of the Beaver, where seldom if ever
Any poisonous herbage doth grow.

Oh, give me the land where the bright diamond sand
Throws light from the glittering stream
Where glideth along the graceful white swan,
Like a maid in her heavenly dream.

I love these wild flowers in this bright land of ours;
I love, too, the curlew’s wild scream.
The bluffs of white rocks and antelope flocks
That graze on our hillsides so green.

How often at night, when the heavens are bright,
By the light of the glittering stars,

Have I stood there amazed and asked as I gazed
If their beauty exceeds this of ours.

The air is so pure the breezes so light,
The zephyrs so balmy at night.
I would not exchange my home here to range
Forever in azure so bright.

A year after Higley wrote the poem, which he later
renamed “Western Home,” fiddler Dan Kelley put
the words to music. The resulting song became an
instant favorite among settlers on the frontier. Its op-
timism offered hope in hardship, and its depiction
of a utopia amidst pristine nature gained appeal as
the area of unsettled land receded (AMERICAN PAS-
TORAL). The constant refrain of “a home, a home”
also resonated with itinerant cowboys, and the song
quickly spread from campfire to campfire across the
plains.

Over time, the song was changed by the people
who adopted it, to reflect their particular places and
preoccupations (Tinsley 215). One example of this
is “Colorado Home,” the 1885 version of the song
by Leadville prospector Bob Swartz that extols the
land’s rich natural resources.

Oh, give me the hill and the ring of the drill,
In the rich silver ore in the ground;
And give me the gulch, where the miners can sluice,
And the bright yellow gold can be found.

In 1908, folklorist John Lomax made the first
recording of the song, sung by Bill Jack McCurry,
an African-American who had worked as a cook in
cow camps and knew many songs by heart (Lomax
424). This recording was significantly different from
Higley’s original, the changes presumably made dur-
ing the song’s thirty years wandering the frontier ter-
ritories of American society, or by Lomax himself,
who admitted to “[rephrasing] some unmetrical
lines” (62). All local references were omitted, and
Lomax added a new title, “Home on the Range,”
based on a line that does not appear in Higley’s poem
(Mechem 24).

In Lomax’s version, first published in 1910, the
penultimate line of the poem was altered to make
“range” a noun rather than a verb, replacing “I would
not exchange my home here to range” with “I would
not exchange my home on the range,” and the final
line was changed from “forever in azure so bright”
to “for all of the cities so bright.” This new wording
invests the “range” with a heavy symbolic value, dis-
tinguishing the rural from the urban and extolling
the virtues of nature after the closing of the frontier
and the increasing growth of urban centers. The
singer would now be committed to the range as a
specific physical place, and rather than being unwill-
ing to exchange his home there for the night sky, the
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singer is now unwilling to exchange it for “all of the
cities so bright.”

A further change in the Lomax version added a
poignant note to this celebration of the American
landscape:

The red man was pressed from this part of the West
He’s likely no more to return,
To the banks of Red River where seldom if ever
Their flickering camp-fires burn.

This acknowledgment of the genocide of Native
Americans highlights the irony at the heart of a poem
that unknowingly memorializes a vanishing world
(Mussleman 1). Higley describes the very natural re-
sources that were the stakes in the battle for the West,
of which he as a homesteader was part (West 18).
Less than a decade after the poem was written, there
were no buffalo left to roam the plains. The gold
rush, which is featured in the Swartz version, offered
a new frontier in the exploitation of the natural re-
sources of the “New World.” The westward push of
settlement caused the recession of habitat for wildlife
like the deer and antelope and of Native Americans’
way of life, a fact that this new verse, added anony-
mously some time between Higley’s writing and
Lomax’s recording, so movingly addresses.

By the 1930s, there were at least 10 different ver-
sions of sheet music for “Home on the Range.” The
song was now known all over the world, and in 1934
it was the most popular song on the radio, a popu-
larity largely attributed to Franklin D. Roosevelt’s
endorsement of it as his “favorite song”; but Russell
K. Hickman points out that “the refrain which had
helped to dispel the gloom of the Grasshopper Days
in Kansas, and had brought renewed hope to the
hard pressed pioneer throughout the West, was a
most appropriate song for the Great Depression and
the era of the New Deal” (20). Thus, part of the un-
paralleled appeal of the song may be attributable—
much like the appeal of the pastoral through the
ages—to its function as a mythopoeic medium for
the nostalgic re-imagining of the rural for those
living in the gritty urban American cityscapes that
epitomized Depression era America.

In 1947, “Home on the Range” became the official
state song of Kansas, the “official” version reverting
back to an almost identical form to the original that
appeared in the Pioneer. Of course, by that time there
were no buffalo roaming in the state, but one
member of the legislature joked that “knocking out
buffalo and putting in Jersey milk cow would natu-
rally hob with the meter of the thing” (Miner 318).
The irony of such a statement might have been lost
in a period when Kansan legislators sought to en-
courage the expansion of agricultural productivity,

which had reached unprecedented levels during the
Second World War (Richmond 282).

Today, the chorus of “Home on the Range” is still
well-known, but the song’s bucolic sentimentality
often lends itself less to nostalgia than to parody; and
its omission of the hard facts of Western settlement
have produced ironic renditions such as Tori Amos’
“Home on the Range: Cherokee Edition.” In an age
of increased awareness of environmental degradation
and the consequences of unthinking promotion of
progress and development, this idealized description
of abundance and harmony with nature must take
on new significance as the history of the song con-
tinues to unfold.—Catherine Cooper
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Hurston, Zora Neale (1891–1960)
Zora Neale Hurston published four novels ( Jonah’s

Gourd Vine, 1934, THEIR EYES WERE WATCHING

GOD, 1937, Moses, Man of the Mountain, 1939, and
Seraph on the Suwanee, 1948), two works of folklore
(Mules and Men, 1935, Tell My Horse, 1938) one au-
tobiography (Dust Tracks on a Road, 1942) and many
short stories and articles in her lifetime. Some of her
works have been published posthumously, most no-
tably her play Mule Bone: A Comedy of Negro Life,
written with Langston Hughes.

Zora Neale Lee Hurston was born to John and
Lucy Potts Hurston in 1891, in Notasulga, Alabama,
but the Hurston family moved to Eatonville, Florida,

161 Hurston



an entirely Black town, shortly after her birth. Eaton -
ville occupied a special place in Hurston’s memory
(she later claimed it was her birthplace), and is fre-
quently represented in her work. Her early love for
literature focused on the Bible, mythology, and the
folk tales she heard on the front porch of Eatonville’s
mayor. Hurston attended local schools until the
death of her mother in 1904, when she was sent to
Florida Baptist Academy in Jacksonville. Moving
from all–Black Eatonville to racially mixed Jack-
sonville provided Hurston with a kind of racial awak-
ening, but she was forced to withdraw from the
school after a year for failure to pay tuition, and did
not return to school until the age of 26, when she
was living in Baltimore. She shaved 10 years off her
age to qualify for free schooling, and maintained the
younger age most of the rest of her life. After a stint
in New York, where she attended Barnard University
and was sometimes affiliated with the Harlem Ren-
aissance, she began occasional research tours of the
South. These were funded by her patron, Charlotte
Mason, and two Guggenheim grants. Despite this
prestige, she died in anonymity. Her work was not
widely appreciated during her lifetime, and was
brought to national prominence after her death
largely by the work of Alice Walker.

There are two coherent strands in Hurston’s work
that distinguish her from the Harlem Renaissance
writers: her portrayal of the relationship between
Blacks and nature, and her emphasis on locality. The
two strands, however, are profoundly connected: for
Hurston the swamps of Florida were somewhere she
could be without the specter of race hanging over
her—a return to the idyllic Eatonville. Thus, while
most of the Harlem Renaissance writers were focused
on overtly political issues, as in Richard Wright’s Na-
tive Son, Hurston was concerned with a people’s re-
lationship with the land they lived on. For her the
folklore of the people was inextricably tied to the
landscape, and she consciously invoked an earlier
folk tradition of hoodoo and religious services held
in the woods. Nature was a force that made people
what they were. And whereas the Harlem Renais -
sance writers were principally concerned with Black-
ness and Whiteness, Hurston was concerned with
Blackness and nature, whose color-blind landscape,
especially that of her native Florida, forms not merely
a backdrop to her writings, but an integral part of
them.—Jeremy Elliott
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Their Eyes Were Watching God, 
Zora Neale Hurston (1934)

For decades Their Eyes Were Watching God has
been a staple of American and multicultural literature
courses. When read from an environmental perspec-
tive the text highlights the effects on personal devel-
opment of divisive gendered and racialized envir -
onments, and reveals the ways nature leads the
pro tagonist, Janie, toward self-fulfillment. Their Eyes
follows Janie’s lifelong journey toward self-realiza -
tion, and emphasizes the challenges to her develop-
ment presented by the racist and sexist environment
of the American south between the abolition of slav-
ery and the Civil Rights Act. Each stage of Janie’s
journey is closely aligned to and influenced by the
distinct environment and culture in which it occurs.
However, her early connection with the natural
world remains prominent, as Janie, a biracial woman
often located socially and economically in the gap
between black and white cultures, looks to the
natural world to teach and guide her when no other,
cultural models are available.

Their Eyes Were Watching God opens with Janie
returning to the all-black town of Eatonville, Florida,
after burying her third husband, Tea Cake Woods.
Having left town with Tea Cake a year and a half
earlier, Janie, formerly the wife of the mayor of
Eatonville (during her second marriage), walks back
into town at sundown, wearing a pair of overalls,
barefoot, and alone. From the storefront porch, the
townspeople watch her return, gossiping that Tea
Cake, who was 20 years her junior, has taken her
money and left her for a younger woman. When
Janie gets home her friend Phoeby comes to her place
to hear the story, and as Janie sits soaking her feet
and eating the “mulatto rice” Phoeby has brought,
she describes where she has been, beginning not when
she left Eatonville, however, but when she was born.

As she relates her tale to Phoeby, Janie explicitly
identifies her life with the natural world, stating it
was “like a great tree in leaf with the things suffered,
things enjoyed, things done and undone. Dawn and
doom was in the branches” (8). Raised by her grand-
mother, her conscious life began in adolescence after
sitting for days under a pear tree in blossom (10). She
identifies her womanhood with, and creates an ide-
alized image of love through, her connection with
this tree. Watching bees pollinate the tree’s blossoms
in a nearly ecstatic reverie, she exclaims, “So this was
a marriage!” (11). Nature thus teaches Janie what her
grandmother cannot, and Janie reveres this image of
marriage the rest of her life, as it guides her through
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two unsatisfying marriages. The dialogue Janie enters
into with nature in her adolescence allows her to
make choices that defy social norms and ultimately
lead to self-realization at the end of the novel. In-
spired and fortified by the image of the pear tree in
blossom, she is able to leave her financially secure
but loveless first marriage; and thoughts of the pear
tree help her endure her second marriage to power
hungry Jody Starks, enabling her finally to abandon
wealth, comfort, and social convention in hopes of
attaining the pear tree’s promise of true union, with
her third husband, Tea Cake. Even after Tea Cake’s
sudden death, Janie’s continued dialogue with the
natural world provides essential wisdom and ulti-
mately peace.

Written in the bold narrative style characteristic
of the folktales Hurston collected as an ethnographer
in the Caribbean and the American south, Their Eyes
is told by a benignant, all-knowing third-person nar-
rator whose voice opens and closes each chapter of
the book. The narrator has a deeply metaphorical
voice full of folk wisdom, and weaves metaphors
from the natural world, like that of Janie’s pear tree,
throughout the novel. In the opening of the book,
for example, the narrator introduces the leitmotif of
Janie’s horizon, and then returns to this at the end
to illustrate her personal growth: “She pulled in her
horizon like a great fish-net. Pulled it from around
the waist of the world and draped it over her shoul-
der.... She called in her soul to come see” (184).

The novel is shaped by the four main stages of
Janie’s personal development, with each new stage
strongly influenced by her changing environment.
The first occurs in the West Florida town of her birth,
as well as on the farm she moves to with her first hus-
band, Logan Killicks. At this time Janie’s life is de-
termined almost entirely by the racist and sexist en-
vironment of the American south in the early 1900s.
Janie’s grandmother insists, for example, that Janie
marry an older man she does not love because she
“can’t die easy thinkin’ maybe de menfolks white or
black is makin’ a spit cup outa you” (19). As a biracial
woman in the American south without any family
besides her grandmother, Janie has no option but to
marry Killicks. After her grandmother passes away,
however, Janie’s enduring dialogue with the natural
world concludes her first stage of development: “She
knew things that nobody had ever told her. For in-
stance the words of the trees and the wind [...]. She
knew now that marriage did not make love. Janie’s
first dream was dead, so she became a woman” (23–
24). Through this dialogue Janie finds the courage
to leave her loveless marriage and try again, in
another place, with Jody Starks.

The second stage takes place in Eatonville, Florida,

where she lives with Jody and reluctantly presides
over the town as wife of the mayor. Because Eaton -
ville is an all-black town Janie escapes some of the
more direct effects of racism, but finds patriarchal
norms redoubled in her husband. Jody jealously
guards her, making her cover her hair in public and
never allowing her to participate in events of the
town, claiming they are beneath her. Like a tree in
dormancy, however, Janie nurtures throughout the
marriage an internal life she does not share with the
world: “She had an inside and an outside now and
suddenly she knew not to mix them” (68). At last,
in a moment of both self-reclamation and self-asser-
tion, Janie stands up to Jody when he insults her in-
telligence and womanhood, as her internal and ex-
ternal selves unite in a challenge to such patriarchal
abuse; and when Jody dies she is ready to claim the
full experience of love she learned from the pear tree
in blossom years ago.

For the self-actualized adult Janie “the entrance of
Tea Cake Woods into Janie’s life signifies the moment
when her concept of horizons solidifies into real pos-
sibilities” (Dressler 2006, 8). Bucking social norms,
she leaves the security of Eatonville to go with a man
20 years her junior to a sugar plantation in South
Florida called “the muck.” And there, for the first
time in her life, Janie is happy, as the freedom of the
transient life on the muck allows her and Tea Cake
to live outside the artificial strictures of society. But
life on the muck proves environmentally unsustain-
able, when a hurricane destroys their home and ul-
timately takes Tea Cake’s life. However, when he dies
Janie is able to return to Eatonville satisfied that, al-
though brief, she achieved the promise of true mar-
riage that she had been taught by the pear tree in
adolescence.—Kimberly L. Rogers
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Ideologies: Manifest Destiny, the
American Dream, and the
Land of Opportunity

The term “Manifest Destiny” first appeared in an
editorial by John O’Sullivan in the Democratic Review
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in 1845. O’Sullivan argued for the annexation of
Texas, which he said would begin to fulfill “our man-
ifest destiny to overspread the continent allowed by
Providence for the free development of our yearly
multiplying millions “ (qtd. in Kluger 398). O’Sul-
livan’s rhetoric quickly became a national mission:
after the annexation of Texas, Americans annexed
Oregon County, California, Mexican lands in the
Southwest, Alaska, and Hawaii. It was the impetus
behind the Mexican and Spanish-American Wars.

The full scope of Manifest Destiny in the mid-
nineteenth century reflects a notion that had been
embedded in the national psyche long before it was
articulated as such. The Puritans arrived in America
already convinced that they were fulfilling their
“manifest destiny” upon a continent bequeathed to
them by God (THE BIBLE); JOHN WINTHROP’s fa-
mous sermon, “A Model of Christian Charity,” given
aboard the vessel Arbella before landing in 1630, as-
serted that the Puritans were God’s chosen people
who would make of their new home “a city upon a
hill.”

The Puritans found proof of God’s will and their
role in enacting it within nature itself: just as God’s
existence was evident in the ordered design of nature,
His blessing upon their mission was made clear by
the New World’s spectacular abundance. These Pu-
ritanical notions died hard: writing over two hundred
years later, HERMAN MELVILLE asserts in the novel
White Jacket (1850):

And we Americans are the peculiar, chosen peo-
ple—the Israel of our time; we bear the ark of
the liberties of the world. Seventy years ago we
escaped from thrall; and, besides our first birth-
right—embracing one continent of earth—God
has given to us, for a future inheritance, the broad
domains of the political pagans, that shall yet
come and lie down under the shade of our ark....
We are the pioneers of the world; ... sent on
through the wilderness of untried things, to break
a new path in the New World that is ours... [506].

Melville’s assertion that the “wilderness of untried
things” has been given to his “race” by God demon-
strates the unbroken line of reasoning that links early
Puritan rhetoric with that of nineteenth century
thinkers, writers, and policy-makers, who found it
useful in rewriting the landscape, particularly the
American West, as peculiarly American (5). ROBERT

FROST’s poem, The Gift Outright” (1960), delivered
at John F. Kennedy’s inauguration more than a hun-
dred years after Melville’s White Jacket, reveals how
firm a grasp this logic has had on the American imag-
ination: “The land was ours before we were the
land’s. /She was our land more than a hundred years
/Before we were her people” (348).

Kris Fresonke notes that “[r]egardless of what
landscapes [nineteenth-century nature] writers de-
scribed, they were expert at having seen it already:
it was brave, new, Arcadian, ... usually non–Mexican,
free of slave, lousy with resources, virgin, unoc -
cupied, and most of all, ours, by design” (15). Melville
inadvertently articulates the underlying belief that
made the land “ours, by design”: the perceived su-
periority of the Anglo Saxon race. The Puritans
justified their taking of inhabited lands by determin-
ing that anything or anyone who obstructed the way
of God’s chosen people were doing devil’s work; a
devil and the forest he inhabited could be destroyed
if it impeded the white man’s push for progress
(Kluger 35). By the nineteenth century, the relentless
hunger for land resulted in the Indian Removal Act
of 1830, and the shameful “Trail of Tears” as Chero-
kees were forced off land and sent on a journey that
would kill a quarter of the tribe (Heidler and Heidler
90); westward expansion in the 1850s displaced tens
of thousands more Native Americans, decimated en-
tire tribes, and rendered all but extinct the American
Buffalo (New York Public Library 22–25).

While writers such as WALT WHITMAN, RALPH

WALDO EMERSON, and particularly HENRY DAVID

THOREAU may have been discomfited by the oppor-
tunistic impulses of Manifest Destiny, they found it
difficult to refute: they could not resist the narrative
of American progress that nature seemed to be
telling, even in the face of an expansionist politics
they increasingly abhorred. For instance, though
Thoreau spent a night in jail for civil disobedience
in order to protest the Mexican War, he plaintively
ruminated in “Walking,” “I think that the farmer
displaces the Indian even because he redeems the
meadow and so makes himself stronger and in some
respects more natural” (qtd. in Fresonke 5–6). JAMES

FENIMORE COOPER, whose literary creation, Natty
Bumpo (in five novels published between 1823 and
1841) champions his adopted Native American family
and his beloved forest, equivocates: the noble savage
may be preferable to the crass masses savagely seeking
their fortunes, but not necessarily to the noblemen
Cooper also admired (Newlin 29).

There is no question that American settlers from
the Puritans onward justified their exploitive treat-
ment of the indigenous population and the environ-
ment itself as the prerogative of their race. If the land
was theirs for the taking, it was also conceived as an
inexhaustible resource and an eternal virgin (though
in his exploration of the defining characteristics of
American literature, D. H. LAWRENCE would ask
pointedly, “Can you make a land virgin by killing
off its aborigines?” [qtd. In Newlin 28]). In his THE

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE FRONTIER IN AMERICAN HISTORY
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(1893), historian FREDERICK JACKSON TURNER as-
serted that “the demand for land and the love of wil-
derness freedom drew the frontier ever onward” (8).

Turner himself acknowledged what more recent
historians of the American West have emphasized,
that pioneers, the U.S. government, and powerful
economic interests conquered the West by overpow-
ering native peoples and Hispanic forerunners (Hei-
dler and Heidler 23). And Turner brings his roman-
ticized vision literally down to earth when he
acknowledges that farmers moved westward in search
of fresh, free soil after they had exhausted their own
land by failing to rotate crops (10). Nearly 50 years
later, JOHN STEINBECK would chronicle the devas-
tating results of these practices in the novel THE

GRAPES OF WRATH (1939), an ironic retracing of the
journey westward during the Great Depression,
which follows the Joad family on their exodus out of
the Dustbowl.

Yet Turner’s thesis of the “rugged individual” hav-
ing his way with an “unmastered continent”(8) has
had a tenacious grip on the national imagination,
providing the fuel that stokes the amorphous Amer-
ican Dream, a phrase not coined until 1931 by James
Truslow Adams in The Epic of America, but summa-
rized in the Declaration of Independence as the right
to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” and ex -
pressed fully in the boundless opportunity perceived
to be offered by the vast continent itself. Tur ner cred-
its our frontier heritage with instilling in Americans
a sense of “perennial rebirth”: “the West offered an
exit into a free life and greater well-being among the
bounties of nature.” (29). This rendering of the Ameri -
can Dream, in which the very landscape is regener-
ative, is lovingly realized in the concluding stories of
ERNEST HEMINGWAY’s In Our Time (1925), especially
“A Big Two-Hearted River,” in which the protagonist
Nick Adams, shell-shocked after serving in the First
World War, is restored while fishing alone in Michi-
gan’s Upper Peninsula. Turner’s thesis of “peren nial
rebirth” also speaks to the perception engendered by
the seemingly limitless frontier, that one can always
pick up, move on, and reinvent himself, an impulse
and hope expressed throughout American fiction,
epitomized in MARK TWAIN’s THE ADVENTURES OF

HUCKLEBERRY FINN (whatever Twain’s misgivings about
Manifest Destiny may have been) as well as “road”
novels such as JACK KEROUAC’s On the Road (1957).

While the concept of the frontier has been respon-
sible for the American Dream’s promise of renewal,
the American landscape has also been revered as the
“Land of Opportunity” because of its capacity to de-
liver personal fortune to those who conquer it. Per-
haps no novel has been more emphatically associated
with the illusory American Dream than F. SCOTT

FITZGERALD’s The Great Gatsby (1925); yet while the
Jazz Age novel may not immediately strike the reader
as one concerned with the frontier, at the end of the
novel, Nick Carraway mournfully realizes, “I see now
that this has been a story of the West after all” (176).
If so, it is a West that now exists only in the imagi-
nation: “the transitory enchanted moment man must
have held his breath in the presence of this continent”
is past, and the “fresh, green breast of the new world”
has been defiled to make way for Gatsby’s garish
house (180). Robert Beuka argues that The Great
Gatsby anticipates the massive suburban development
after World War II that would make the American
Dream of home ownership a reality for so many
Americans. Land ownership has been a part of the
American Dream since the first settlers arrived; JEF-
FERSON felt that democracy could only flourish
among a citizenry of independent landholders
(Kluger 43). Yet more recent novels remind the
reader that the bounty of the wilderness has been
sacrificed in the realization of that dream. Richard
Ford’s novel Independence Day (1996) is a “road
novel” that chronicles a father and son’s weekend
journey out of the suburbs west to Bumpo’s beloved
forest, Cooperstown, New York. Yet if the journey
is arduous, it is because of traffic, bad fast food, and
sleazy highway motels. Cooperstown itself has been
reduced to the Baseball Hall of Fame. CORMAC MC-
CARTHY takes Ford’s observations to their horrific
logical extreme in his post-apocalyptic novel, THE

ROAD (2006) (APOCALYPTIC FICTION). In a destroyed
landscape, even the imagination has been robbed of
a bountiful wilderness.—Kathryn Knapp
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“Iroquois Creation Story” from
Sketches of the Ancient History
of the Six Nations

The Iroquois creation story reveals a complex at-
titude toward the natural world. All that is found in
the universe is the result of the creations of either a
“good mind” or a “bad mind” within a primordial
world. Inextricable links between humans and non-
human nature are established in this creation myth,
infusing the natural world with sacred signatures and
showing humans’ dependence upon and participa -
tion in a dynamic natural world. The myth variously
and memorably suggests that human life is part of a
larger circle of life, and that ecological sensitivity is
essential for proper human understanding of the sur-
rounding nonhuman environment.

Despite their multivalent essences, animals are
linked to humanity from its very beginning in the
Iroquois creation myth. Some animals are “monsters”
of the deep who precede the later creation, some are
created by a good force, and others are malformed
by a bad force. The natural world itself appears as a
given, with a lower world of water and sea creatures,
and an upper world of sky people (not to be confused
with humans). As a sky woman falls to the lower
world, the sea “monsters” gather to prepare for her
arrival, and a turtle offers his back as a surface for
her to rest upon. She lands on the back of the turtle
on which “a small quantity of earth was varnished”
(5), and the turtle’s back expands to become the
earth. Here a sea creature becomes the very substance
of the earth, which in turn provides a place for hu-
mans and land animals to breed and thrive, illustrat-
ing the intricate nature of interrelations between hu-
mans, animals, and the earth itself. The woman dies
while giving birth to twins, two boys known as the
good mind and the bad mind. The good mind
retains the sacred touch of the sky people by bringing
light, life and souls to the earth, but the bad mind
turns away from his upper world lineage. The good
mind created “numerous species of animals of the
smallest and greatest, to inhabit the forest, and fishes
of all kinds to inhabit the waters,” but the bad mind
formed only reptilian creatures “injurious to people”
(7). As in many other creation stories, the good mind
shapes human figures out of the clay of the earth and
“by his breathing into their nostrils he gave them liv-
ing souls” (7)—a striking echo of God’s creation of
mankind in the Hebrew Genesis (THE BIBLE). The

bad mind’s attempt to do the same, however, results
in the creation of apes rather than humans. The dis-
tinctions between human and nonhuman life are not
simple, however. As Susan Kalter points out, the Iro-
quois account “draws a relatively solid line between
human beings and animals” and yet “animals play a
central role, far more central than their role in similar
Western tales of the foundation of the earth or the
creation” (14). Animals, then, lack a homogenous line
of descent, and do not fall unequivocally into a cat-
egory of good or bad, though they are part of the es-
sential fabric of earthly life with some sharing the
“good” creation of humans.

Vegetation appears as an unequivocal natural
good, but natural landscapes receive the same kind
of double treatment as animals do in the Iroquois
creation myth. In Iroquois cosmology, William Fen-
ton locates twenty “concepts” underlying their un-
derstanding of the world, identifying the first as
“[t]he native earth. The earth, our mother, is living
and expanding continually, imparting its life-giving
force to all growing things on which our lives
depend” (49). The back of the turtle which forms
the surface of the earth sprouts with vegetation as it
expands, supplying life to all growing things on
earth. The good mind “continued the work of cre-
ation, and he formed numerous creeks and rivers on
the Great Island” (7). The bad mind, however, dis-
figured the work of his good twin by making dan-
gerous landscapes, including “numerous high moun-
tains and falls of water, and great steeps” (7). Not
surprisingly, given their vastly differing motivations,
the good mind and bad mind eventually battle for
the right to rule the universe, tearing up the natural
landscape in their battle. When the bad mind lost,
he was forced to descend below the earth. The bad
mind’s misuse of the natural landscape, whether in
creating dangerous terrain or in inciting battle that
used the natural landscape as weapons of war, implies
an underlying ethical concern with how best to use
the land. The good mind’s triumph, along with the
fact that he had earlier “restored the Island to its for-
mer condition” after his brother’s disfigurations (7),
suggests that the natural landscape retains its
goodness through the work of the good mind, whose
sacred acts hold sway on the earth as he retires to the
sky. The landscape then, like the vegetation rooted
in it, is itself a great good that can be misappro -
priated, as it was by the bad mind, for destructive or
malicious purposes.

In the Iroquois creation story, the natural world
functions as the basis for the circle of life in which
humans participate, even as that world changes to
make way for the creation of new life. Rather than
the result of the body/spirit duality that characterizes
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much of Western thought, disharmony with the nat-
ural world is caused by the bad mind that opposes
the good mind. The latter ultimately succeeds in in-
fusing the natural world with light as he creates and
re-creates the natural world into a good world, and
the bad mind descends from the earth as he trans-
mogrifies into the Evil Spirit. Christopher Vecsey
and Robert W. Venables thus emphasize the concept
of an “encompassing creation” in American Indian
thought, noting that “the sacred circle [of life] ex-
presses a physical and spiritual unity” (x). Good and
evil are not divided into the Puritan binary of “phys-
ical” and “spiritual,” but into the sacred, life-
breathing creations of a “good mind” on the one
hand, and the half-creations and disfigurations of a
“bad mind” on the other. The ecological sensibility
of the Iroquois creation myth thus sees human life
as contingent upon a dynamic circle of life, at once
sacred and natural.—Steven Petersheim
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Irving, Washington (1783–1859)
Washington Irving’s works of early 19th-century

romantic fiction fail to fall neatly into any one class
or category specific to environmental literature or
nature writing. His widely read and still popular fic-
tion, much of which, like FAULKNER later on, he set
in familiar, yet fictive places in those always-evolving
spaces between urban areas and pastoral locales,
resists ecocritics’ efforts to “index” the tales (Branch
282). Though written before THOREAU—“the pro-
genitor of the American nature writing tradition”
(Branch 282)—Irving’s short stories are not examples
of the kind of natural history that colonial-era writers
produced, nor can they be categorized as rambles,
farm-life essays, or early versions of the genre that
speaks in the grand style of what Thomas J. Lyons
describes as “man’s role in nature” (278), such as the

essays of EMERSON. Ultimately, Irving’s works sug -
gest that the philosophic underpinnings of various
branches of ecocriticism may in fact be insufficient
and somewhat simplistic.

Primarily owing to its uniquely American pastoral
settings (AMERICAN PASTORAL), Irving’s fiction
tempts some critics to focus on the role of the “nat-
ural” world, while at the same time enticing others
to assert that nature and culture in these works, like
others of this era, are interchangeable (Buell 21–22).
However, a closer look at his oeuvre suggests that
these various approaches—and more generally, these
eco-critical lenses—tend to obscure rather than il-
luminate the significance of his work as it pertains
to environmental literature.

To understand Irving’s fiction in terms of the role
it plays in the development of environmental litera-
ture, one must be mindful that he wrote before the
concept of the genre existed, and that he did so for
an audience mostly uninterested in environmental
concerns. Moreover, one must be cognizant that Irv-
ing created complicated, fictional, framed worlds that
metaphorically re-presented the world beyond the
book for personal and political reasons. This re-pre-
sentation of reality complicates critical efforts to ex-
amine Irving’s fiction and, in the process, to assert
with certainty what makes it, in the final analysis,
an example of environmental literature.

Born in New York in 1783, Washington Irving,
named for General George Washington, was among
the first American artists to enjoy international ac-
claim while earning his living by his pen. He pro-
duced volumes of essays, sketches, histories, biogra-
phies, and fiction over the course of his long and
prolific career, and many of these underlined the im-
portance of place on Americans and their nascent
culture.

Irving came to his craft as a writer indirectly, hav-
ing been raised by a merchant father among brothers
likewise interested in the business of buying and sell-
ing. Irving studied law, but was an uninspired stu-
dent, distracted by his interests in the theatre and
the art scene associated with it. Fortunately, his
brothers nurtured his ambitions, vague though they
were initially; and eventually his inclinations found
an outlet in the form of letters he wrote to The Morn-
ing Chronicle in 1802, and then satirical essays for
the literary magazine Salmagundi in 1807. It was
while producing various pieces for the magazine that
he happened upon the conceit of writing under pseu-
donyms, a technique that paradoxically soon made
him famous.

Writing under the name “Diedrich Knicker-
bocker,” Irving completed his first major and timely,
yet timeless, book, A History of New York (1809). An
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instant success, the book provided Irving notoriety
and, in the process, an audience both at home and
abroad. It did not, however, ensure his financial sol-
vency, as he would struggle to protect the copyright,
of this work and others, from European bootleggers
for the remainder of his career.

His next work, a collection of short stories and es-
says, was written under the name Geoffrey Crayon
and published in 1819, while Irving was residing in
Europe. Titled The Sketchbook of Geoffrey Crayon,
Gent., it included such classics as “Rip Van Winkle”
and “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” These stories,
like many others he would write subsequently, were
often set in pastoral landscapes and picturesque lo-
cales occupying those areas on or near the rugged,
open land specific to eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century America. In this regard, they represent the
ways that Irving’s fiction blended extant European
tales with American places and characters to create
an essentially new and unique type of literature, one
that looked at local landscapes with a certain artistic,
culturally convoluted sensibility.

Born at a time when New York City had a popu-
lation of only about 23,000, Irving, like many of his
contemporaries, turned to the community rather
than the countryside when pursuing his artistic aims.
As one of his earliest biographers wrote of New York-
ers such as Irving living near the turn of the 17th and
18th centuries, “In their gay, hospitable, and mer -
curial character, the inhabitants were true progenitors
of the present metropolis.” A child of his historical
cultural zeitgeist—one where “A newspaper had been
established in 1732, and a theater had existed since
1750”—Irving identified in his youth as much with
the town’s budding “metropolitan air” as he did with
its “rural aspect” (Warner 9).

Still, he had considerable and long-lasting expo -
sure to the natural world beyond the city’s borders
during his childhood. Edward Wagenknech, in his
1962 biography Washington Irving: Moderation Dis-
played, asserts that Irving learned early in life to
“relish the beauties of nature,” and he points to state-
ments Irving made near the end of his life about the
impact this beauty had on him and his art: “I have
been greatly delighted with the magnificent wood -
land scenery of Ohio, and with the exuberant fertility
of the soil, which will eventually render this State a
perfect garden spot”; a revealing statement followed
by the equally illuminating assertion, “Many parts
of these prairies are extremely beautiful, resembling
cultivated countries, embellished with parks and
groves, rather than the savage rudeness of the wil-
derness” (40). The tone of his reflections, and the
distinctions he made between the cultivated Euro -
pean landscapes and the more savage, rude but

uniquely American environment, underscore the na-
ture of his characteristic temperament and how it in-
formed his writing.

Thus, while Irving was, in the words of his most
recent biographer, “strongly affected by [his] sojourns
into the countryside” ( Jones 20), the effect was
always colored by his interest in art, and his pastoral
sensibility. Of a trip he took to the frontier at the
age of 20—at the time when his literary skills had
begun to sharpen and his voice to emerge—Irving
states in his journal, for example, “I was at an age
when imagination lends its coloring to everything
[...] and the stories of the Sinbads of the wilderness
made the life of a trapper and fur trader perfect ro-
mance to me” (Jones 24). Throughout his life, Irving
persisted in this way of viewing the natural world,
often looking at it through what he describes as ‘a
romantic medium that gives an illusive tinge to every
object’” (Hedges 40). This predilection to be moved
not by the natural but by the once-removed and pic-
turesque, combined as it is with Irving’s artistic sen-
sibility, is perhaps represented best by the fact that
the story of “Rip Van Winkle” was inspired not by a
trip to the Catskill mountains but instead by a
picture Irving had seen of those mountains while liv-
ing in Europe.

When considering the role of the cultural and nat-
ural landscapes in Irving’s life and literary work, it
is critical to note that most of his writing was done
in Europe, where gothic ruins and bucolic scenery
differed from the more culturally adolescent and rel-
atively pristine landscape in much of the United
States during the first half of the 19th century. Still,
despite his romantic proclivities, and his having spent
his most productive years writing about American
settings while living in Europe, Irving represents a
critical stage in the development of American liter-
ature of the environment. He viewed the landscape
through a romantic lens not unlike that of such nat-
uralists as William Bartram and Alexander Wilson,
and in turn inspired the work of such seminal figures
as JOHN JAMES AUDUBON and JAMES FENIMORE

COOPER (Branch 294). Moreover, in the process of
producing profitable fiction located against semi-his-
torical backdrops in the United States, and featuring
characters speaking in dialect, he helped engender a
literary environment that would foster the works of
essayists such as Henry David Thoreau and Ralph
Waldo Emerson, and novelists such as MARK TWAIN

and Bret Harte.— Colin Irvine
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A Tour on the Prairies,
Washington Irving (1835)

Given that the vast untouched prairies that once
covered most of the mid-section of the North Amer-
ican continent have become an all-but-forgotten
landscape, vanquished for the most part by two cen-
turies’ of intensive agriculture and industrialization,
the mere existence of Washington Irving’s A Tour on
the Prairies ought to be considered a blessing. Most
accounts of the trans-Mississippi West in the first
half of the nineteenth century were written by men
who were explorers, trappers, hunters, or soldiers
first, and authors second, at best. This is not to dis-
count the invaluable and compelling travelogues of
LEWIS AND CLARK, Zebulon Pike, and Edwin James
(among others), but Irving’s narrative of his trek
through the North American interior contributes a
refreshing, and much needed, literary component to
the larger story of American expansion and set -
tlement that is missing in these more description-
oriented texts. This is not to say that Irving’s text is
without problematic ambivalence, however. One
reason why A Tour on the Prairies continues to be an
important text is the seeming transparency with
which Irving describes his participation in a number
of the same colonizing acts that would eventually
lead to the prairie’s decline and degradation: de -
picting the grasslands as a “desert” or “wasteland,”
participating in a number of hunting expeditions for
bison and other animals now vanished from the
prairie, and especially revealing an uneven (at best)
or antipathetic (at worst) relationship with the
prairie’s indigenous human inhabitants. In many
ways, Irving’s expedition and the work it produced
might be seen as precursors to the sort of “eco -
tourism” and subsequent travel writing that has, for
better or worse, become a mainstay of American
popular culture.

At the time of its writing, Irving was among a
handful of highly successful American authors, and
the fact that he turned his attention to the frontier
regions of the country, as opposed to its more pop-
ulated and cosmopolitan East, is something of a sur-
prise. Moreover, unlike JAMES FENIMORE COOPER

in his The Prairie (1826), a fictionalized account of
the same region, Irving actually visited the prairie
himself in order to write about it. Though Irving’s
prose is meticulously sculpted, and at times reads
much like a fictionalized account, he nonetheless
conveys the experiences of a participant in the jour-
ney, an early witness and documentarian of life on
America’s prairie frontier. The opening sentences of
the work, for example, offer Irving’s early assessment
of the prairie environment: “It consists of great grassy
plains, interspersed with forests and groves and
clumps of trees, and watered by the Arkansas, the
grand Canadian, the Red River, and all their tribu -
tary streams. Over these fertile and verdant wastes
still roam the Elk, the Buffalo, and the wild horse in
all their native freedom” (13). While the idea of a
“fertile and verdant waste” might sound contradic -
tory to a modern audience, the image of the prairie
as a wasteland was quite common in Irving’s time.

This is especially true of the more southern prairies
that Irving traversed. Beginning in the East, Irving’s
travels eventually led him on a southwesterly route,
passing through Ohio, Kentucky, and Missouri
before entering the tall- and mixed-grass prairies of
Kansas and Oklahoma, then the heart of the “Indian
Territory.” Because one of the defining characteristics
of a prairie ecosystem is its relative aridity, coupled
with the “oceans of grass” that earlier travelers to
these regions encountered, Irving and other writers
commonly associated this landscape with a desert:
both feature a lack of rain, a lack of trees, and a gen-
erally unstable climate. Coming from the forests of
Europe or the Northeast, the openness of the land
that Irving and his fellow travelers encountered was
often disorienting. Irving expounds on this later in
the book, writing that “We have consciousness of
being far, far beyond the bounds of human habita-
tion; we feel as if moving in the midst of a desert
world.... The silence of the waste was now and then
broken by the cry of a distant flock of pelicans stalk-
ing like spectres about a shallow pool. Sometimes by
the sinister croaking of a raven in the air, while oc-
casionally a scoundrel wolf would scour off from be-
fore me and having attained a safe distance, would
sit down and howl and whine with tones that gave a
dreariness to the surrounding solitude” (135).
Though A Tour on the Prairies is not dominated by
such melancholy reflections, these scenes are preva -
lent enough to allow the reader to realize just how

169 Irving



foreign and mysterious this grassland environment
was to most Euro-Americans encountering it for the
first time. Such ambivalence is also reflected in Irv-
ing’s treatment of the native fauna of the prairie, es-
pecially the bison and the wild horse—the pursuit
of which dominates much of the text. After giving
chase and killing a bison, for example, Irving writes
of the “mixture of the awful and the comic in the
look” of the bison, and expresses true remorse for
mortally wounding the animal, deciding to “put him
out of his misery” to save him from prairie scavengers
(136–137). This lamentation comes late, however,
and does not counterbalance the enthusiasm with
which Irving writes of these hunts throughout the
text.

In addition to such observations of prairie ecology,
A Tour on the Prairies provides a detailed look at the
relationship between Native Americans and the in-
creasing numbers of Euro-Americans moving onto
their home grounds, but one from a decidedly (and
given Irving’s fame, damagingly) Euro-centric per-
spective. Guy Reynolds elaborates on the importance
of Irving passing through “the Indian Territory of
eastern Oklahoma at a time when such trips were in-
timately framed by Indian policies. Irving set out
from Fort Gibson on 10 October 1832; the leader of
the party was one of the three Indian commissioners;
the tour took place in the immediate aftermath of
the Indian Removal Act of 1830. Irving travelled at
the moment when Jackson’s policy of removing In-
dians from south-eastern states such as Georgia, in
order to place them in homelands further west, was
beginning to operate” (“The Winning of the West,”
90). The prairies of Kansas and Oklahoma at the
time of Irving’s tour, therefore, were a place of on-
going change, resettlement, and even violence. That
Irving has a sense of this himself is evident in his
own assessment of the local native populations, built
largely upon the rumors and gossip of the guides and
soldiers traveling with him, wherein the Osage,
Creek, and Delaware are mostly regarded as “friendly”
Indians, while the Pawnee are largely cast as villains.
At several points, Irving and his companions are
alarmed by fears of being raided by the Pawnee. The
majority of these alarms are unfounded, but the rhet-
oric of Irving and his fellow Euro-Americans con-
cerning this group never softens or relents, and ulti-
mately provides a telling glimpse of the profoundly
ambiguous and highly-colored early attempts to “un-
derstand” the American frontier: “There is always
some wild untamed tribe of Indians who form for a
time the terror of a frontier, and about whom all
kinds of fearful stories are told. Such at present was
the case with the Pawnees who rove the regions be-
tween the Arkansas and the Red River, and the

prairies of Texas ... for like their counterparts, the
sons of Ishmael, their hand is against every one, and
every one’s hand against them” (58).—Matt Low
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Jeffers, Robinson (1887–1962)
Perhaps the most important environmental aspect

of the poetry of Robinson Jeffers is its loosely defined
but fiercely expressed belief in “Inhumanism.” This
idea, a call to “uncenter” human self-importance,
was deeply ecological several decades before any
widespread public acceptance of environmentalism
as a viable topic or practice. In Jeffers’ account we
must shift our “emphasis from man to notman,” re-
jecting our self-importance as a species in exchange
for a “reasonable detachment” that allows us to see
ourselves situated in a larger web.

Jeffers was born in 1887 in Allegheny, Pennsyl -
vania, the elder son of respected Bible scholar the
Reverend Dr. William H. Jeffers (who sternly
“slapped” Greek and Latin into his son, by Jeffers’
own account) and Annie Robinson Tuttle (herself a
descendant of notable Puritans). Jeffers attended
boarding school in Leipzig, Zurich, and Geneva, and
David Perkins regards Jeffers’ eventual homesteading
in Carmel, California as a response to his uprooted
early years. Jeffers studied postgraduate literature
(and briefly medicine) at USC, and forestry at the
University of Washington—an academic mix that
foreshadows the unique blend of his lifetime inter-
ests.

Jeffers’ main poetic topos is the violent, primeval
turbulence of the Pacific Coast. James Daly, in an
early review (Poetry, August 1925) refers to a “tidal
recurrence” in Jeffers’ poetry, a free verse based on
alternating measures mimicking the nearby sea. Jed
Rasula sees Jeffers at Carmel as a monomaniac poet
peering out like a watchman on the Western shore,
gleaning lessons and parables from the seemingly
senseless clash of its elements. Jeffers’ half-century
stay at Carmel was no vacation retreat but an obses-
sive vigil, a facing-down of nature’s fierceness. Dur -
ing the roaring Jazz-Age 1920’s, Jeffers set a notably
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self-denying counter-example by living a stern life
at Big Sur, purged of most practical comforts.

Despite having “enisled” himself and his small
family, Jeffers attracted visitors ranging from the actor
James Cagney to the mystic Krishnamurti. He used
a fisherman’s block-and-tackle apparatus to lift his
Tor House’s stones into place, and his stonemasonry
set a model for his poetry, similar to GARY SNYDER’s
metaphor of “riprap” (a cobbling used in hillside
walkways) for his own carefully placed, hard-chiseled
verse. While many of his peers were engaging in po-
etic collages (blending elements from classical and
contemporary sources), Jeffers was working on his
own collage of a home environment. His (still sur-
viving) house is part Tudor barn, part Spanish mis-
sion, its Hawk Tower featuring a porthole from the
ship Napoleon used to flee Elba, and its walls studded
with lava shipped from Mt. Vesuvius, arrowheads
from Michigan, tile from a temple devoted to Ishtar,
and a huge stone from Yeats’ tower smuggled home
in Jeffers’ suitcase following a 1929 trip to Ireland.
This rugged attention to detail is mirrored in the
poet’s emphasis on spare, carved images and carefully
balanced lines.

Jeffers saw the coastal Monterey mountain range
as a landscape in which people lived lives reminiscent
of the legends of classical Greece and Rome. Big Sur’s
Mediterranean climate likewise deepened his sense
of neo-classicism. His poetic scenes and subject mat-
ter—swirling tide pools, continental erosion,
tectonic slide—were at once modern (in their em-
phasis on disruption) and timeless (in their focus on
unending geologic dramas). In stark contrast to the
sentimentality often associated with nature verse, Jef-
fers’ work is marked by scenes of competition and
cruelty, of killer whales hunting sea lions and hawks
scanning the Western horizon for prey.

Despite its reputation as a kind of secular utopia,
California has also long been a metaphor for Amer-
ican exhaustion. The state serves as a kind of end
zone for MANIFEST DESTINY’s westward expansion;
for Jeffers it is the final brink of Western accomplish-
ment. One poem likens its coastline to “Euphrates
mud” and to “Niles shore,” again treating the Pacific
coast as a climaxing of classical tendencies. In Jeffers’
view, California is a forfeiting end but also a “wild
future, wild as a hawk’s dream,” an intense and epical
zone in which to assess our Western heritage and all
of its treasures and traumas, where sand grains are
finely shaped measures of change, and sea foam is an
expression of a rabid rage and fury.

Such an environment offered Jeffers’ “transhuman”
gospel much of its material. In “Mangrave,” our
planet is a “particle of dust by a sand-grain sun” in
which human claims to significance are pathetic. A

line like “It is all truly one life, red blood and tree-
sap,” does not express a New Age optimism, but in-
stead demotes the human creature to merely one
specimen in a vast crowd of carbon-carriers. We were
initially born of “unstable proteins,” and register only
as a “pin-point fleck” on any telescope pointed our
way. Our species is a “sick microbe” in Jeffers’ per-
spective, and nature’s “broken balance” may be pri-
marily attributed to human intervention. Jeffers
viewed his verse as a tool with which to scour off ex-
cess sentiment: “one christens each poem, in dutiful/
hope of burning off at least the top layer of the time’s
uncleanness.” David Perkins regards Jeffers as a lyric
inheritor of such “exposers of fantasies” as Freud and
Schopenhauer, Jung and Havelock Ellis—all figures
intent on debunking too-comfortable beliefs sup-
porting human specialness.

Indeed, 1948’s The Double Axe centers largely on
a character called the Inhumanist. “Human” derives
from humus or ground (as does “humble”), and in
Jeffers’ unforgiving view, humanity can never be
sufficiently humiliated. Man is “no measure” in such
a vision, opposing the long-held belief (adapted, un-
fairly, from Socrates) that the human form is the cen-
tral gauge of all value. While Jeffers is certainly en-
gaged in an unabashed attack on all forms of human
self-elevation, he is deliberately lacking in D.H.
LAWRENCE’s belief in sex as a renewing force. Jeffers’
breaking of taboos aims to assess human frailty and
folly through a clear-eyed lens, but he does not see
a reversion to animal grace as a possible source of
purity. Jeffers’ ecological emphasis is radical because
it does not mean to reassure his fellow humans but
instead to trouble their sense of their position on the
planet’s pecking-order.

Human empire is therefore a mere fleeting bubble
when viewed through a transhuman lens. Jeffers in-
famously claimed he would prefer killing a man to
killing a hawk, a claim employed by some critics to
pigeonhole him as a poet whose bitterness prohibited
him from dealing with the more gentle and tender
portions of our emotional range. Similarly, LOREN

EISELEY referred to Jeffers’ “Greek mask” of a face, a
face that caused him to be rejected from jury duty
in a homicide case for the “assumed cruelty of his
countenance.”

Still, Jeffers was no sponsor of violence for vio-
lence’s sake, and he held a dim view of the “social
Darwinism” used to extend nationalist causes. His
protest of the United States’ entering World War II
earned him outrage from many fellow writers—The
Double Axe may be the only volume of verse to ever
require a Publisher’s Note disavowing a poet’s
pacifism. Still, Jeffers fell out of favor in the post–
World War II climate for reasons formal as well as
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moral: in an academic climate in which small, care-
fully modeled poems of refined emotion and irony
were the favored mode, Jeffers’ excursions were seen
as unwieldy and overheated.

Oddly, Jeffers the renouncing man opposed the
renunciation of much Modernist poetry, and what
he viewed as its “narrowing” of verse, removing
music and vividness in the name of formal innova-
tion. On the contrary, he tried to reclaim a novelistic
scope for modern verse; The Alpine Christ (1916,
unfinished) is a cosmically vast, Shelleyan poetic
drama. Moreover, he aimed at a science-savvy poetry
addressing permanent objects, not concerned with
trends or fashions but by with verifiable truths—
“rock-solid” topics, in his own phrase.

Jeffers died in 1962 at a low ebb in his public
profile, but soon an upsurge in environmental ac-
tivism restored his place as a formative figure in
American eco-poetics. William Everson titled his
study of Jeffers Fragments of an Older Fury, treating
his subject as an artist mainly attentive to the eternal,
primal energies that lie below our claims to civiliza-
tion. Bill Hotchkiss’ 1975 critique calls attention to
Jeffers’ “Sivaistic vision,” likening his poetry to the
Hindu deity’s violent refreshing of reality—killing
in order to cleanse. Tim Hunt refers to Jeffers as a
poet of “shocking claims” in his preface to Robinson
Jeffers and a Galaxy of Writers—claims soon vindi-
cated by ensuing schools of human-demoting “green”
literature. Gradually, more official bodies are coming
to recognize Jeffers’ status. The U.S. Post Office even
issued a commemorative Jeffers stamp in 1973, and
an annual Fall Festival in Carmel tours Jeffers’ home
as an example of a life lived at a geographic and prin-
cipled extreme.—John Reder
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Jefferson, Thomas (1743–1826)
Principal author of The Declaration of Independ-

ence, minister to France, third President of the
United States, and founder of the University of Vir-
ginia, Thomas Jefferson engaged with the American

landscape in numerous and influential ways. The
third of eight children and the eldest son of an early
Virginian family, the nine-year-old Jefferson in -
herited some 5,000 acres and over a hundred slaves
when his father died; later he would personally design
and build his beloved Monticello upon this working
Virginian slave plantation. In 1762 he graduated from
William and Mary, and at 29 married the 23-year-
old widow, Martha Wayles Skelton; the two would
have six children together, only two of whom lived
into adulthood. After Martha died, it is alleged that
Jefferson took Sally Hemings, a young quadroon
slave, as his mistress; he never remarried. Jefferson
died at Monticello on July 4, 1826 at the age of 83.

Despite an impressive career of diplomacy, politics,
and writing, which took him around the Colonies
and across Europe, Jefferson never lost his love for,
or centeredness on, his paternal lands. Such affection
is most visible perhaps in Jefferson’s NOTES ON THE

STATE OF VIRGINIA, a collection of essays written in
response to the queries of a French diplomat seeking
specific information about the United States. (Though
written in 1781, Notes was not published until 1787.)
While Jefferson carefully details information about
the boundaries, resources, flora, fauna, settlements,
and history of his State, he also advances now famous
arguments that have implications far beyond the im-
mediate description of Virginia. Most notably, by
compiling a list of known species along with their
average or measured weights in Query VI, Jefferson
directly refutes the Old World belief that New World
animals were lesser in size, number, and quality be-
cause of the supposed primitiveness of the landscape.
In fact, Jefferson’s extensive chart shows that the New
World has a greater diversity of species, many of
which (e.g., bison) are much larger than Old World
animals. Such an argument extended to the peoples
of the United States who, Jefferson argues, are not
degenerate or devolved in comparison to Europeans:
“The United States contain three millions of inhab-
itants; France twenty millions; and the British islands
ten. We produce a Washington, a Franklin, a Rit-
tenhouse. France then should have half a dozen in
each of these lines, and Great-Britain half that num-
ber, equally eminent” (191).

In 1803, interested in preventing any European
power from gaining too much power in nearby lands,
as well as in increasing American knowledge about
the West, President Jefferson sent MERIWETHER

LEWIS AND WILLIAM CLARK westward with the stated
purpose of seeking out a direct water route to the
Pacific. Though Lewis and Clark and their “Corps
of Discovery” would not find the desired direct water
route, they did, as per their instructions, conduct ex-
tensive research on the climate, ecology, resources,
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and native peoples, as well as create maps of the area
over which they traveled—all information later of
much interest to white Americans and their mid- and
late-nineteenth-century ideas of MANIFEST DESTINY.

While Lewis and Clark were journeying, Jefferson
began trying to buy the port of New Orleans through
which much American commerce passed. When Na -
poleon, in need of funds for his war efforts, and reeling
from the loss of Haiti, offered the entirety of the Lou -
isiana Territory, Jefferson jumped at the opportunity;
and with the 1804 treaty, Jefferson thus doubled the
size of the young republic, despite some home op-
position which pointed to the fact that the Constitu -
tion supplied no mechanism for acquiring territory.

In that foundational document of the United
States, The Declaration of Independence, Jefferson
wrote of King George III (monarch of Great Britain):
“He has plundered our seas, ravaged our coasts, burnt
our towns, & destroyed the lives of our people” (21).
Though this complaint was just one of a litany of
grievances against the King, it demonstrates Jeffer -
son’s early and keen awareness of the political im-
portance of the land. Despite his eminence as Pres-
ident, Ambassador, author, and architect, he was
first and last a gentleman-farmer, one who believed
strongly in the importance of environmental integrity
for the creation of the independent and almost self-
sufficient nodes of family and community, critical to
the pastoral ideal of Jeffersonian democracy (AMER-
ICAN PASTORAL).—Lydia G. Fash
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Notes on the State of Virginia,
Thomas Jefferson (1787)

Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia were, as he
informs us, “written in Virginia in the year 1781, and

somewhat corrected and enlarged in the winter of
1782, in answer to Queries proposed to the Author,
by a Foreigner of Distinction, then residing among
us” (124). The answers Jefferson sent to this François
Marbois, secretary to the French legation, were pub-
lished in France, “but with such alterations as the
laws of the press in that country rendered necessary”
(Jefferson 124). Jefferson then continued to revise the
text, and finally published it in 1787. The 23
“Queries” range in subject from the natural environ-
ment of Virginia to culture (such as the laws, gov-
ernment, religion, manufacturing, towns, colleges,
roads, and Native peoples of the region), and Jeffer-
son’s “answers” regarding the physical environment
blend, in interesting and significant ways, into ob-
servations regarding the social institutions of the
state. Thus, in his Notes, Douglas Anderson claims,
Jefferson “sought to move from surfaces to depths
and back again, across the natural and cultural land-
scapes of his region” (235). Such movement, always
graceful and well-integrated in the broader compass
of the work, is made possible not merely by Jefferson’s
exceptional intellect and writerly skill, but also by
his bold synthesis of Christian and classical, Arcadian
worldviews (THE BIBLE and AMERICAN PASTORAL).

Beyond this unified perspective, Jefferson shows
wonderful attunement to the intrinsic beauty and
character of the Virginia landscape throughout the
first 12 questions, relating to the natural environ -
ment. The junction of the Shenandoah and the
Patomac Rivers, for example, with its rushing waters
and mountains, is a sight “worth a voyage across the
Atlantic” (143); and “the passage of the Patomac
through the Blue Ridge is perhaps one of the most
stupendous scenes in nature” (142). But he is con-
cerned here with more than the merely picturesque
mixture of the “placid and delightful,” “the wild and
tremendous” (Jefferson 142–3). The landscape is per-
ceived through the critical eighteenth-century con-
cept of the sublime. Here, at the rivers’ junction, for
example, “the mountain being cloven asunder, she
[Nature] presents to your eye, through the cleft, a
small catch of smooth blue horizon, at an infinite
distance in the plain country, inviting you, as it were,
from the riot and tumult roaring around, to pass
through the breach and participate in the calm be -
low. Here the eye ultimately composes itself ” ( Jeffer -
son 142–3). Beyond its susceptibility to an eco-fem-
inist reading of this “cleft,” the passage illustrates the
essential aesthetic architecture of the sublime, de tailed
further in his account of the “Natural Bridge over
Cedar Creek,” “the most sublime of Nature’s work”:

Though the sides of this bridge are provided in
some parts with a parapet of fixed rocks, yet few
men have resolution to walk to them and look
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over into the abyss. You involuntarily fall on your
hands and feet, creep to the parapet and peep
over it. Looking down from this height about a
minute, gave me a violent head ach [sic.]. If the
view from the top be painful and intolerable, that
from below is delightful in an equal extreme. It is
impossible for the emotions arising from the sub-
lime, to be felt beyond what they are here: so
beautiful an arch, so elevated, so light, and
springing as it were up to heaven, the rapture of
the spectator is really indescribable! [148].

Such descriptions—fusing the European aesthetic
concept with the American landscape—are signifi-
cant for another reason that is equally central to the
thematic core of the Notes. The natural grandeur con-
tributing to Jefferson’s sublime musings arises from
the convulsive natural processes that create these
scenes, and there is a critical link here to the wider
revolutionary context surrounding the composition
of Jefferson’s text, particularly as the word “convul-
sion” recurs throughout the natural and cultural sec-
tions of the Notes. Specifically, the sublime contrib -
utes to Jefferson’s implied counter-argument to the
views of European natural philosophers: “Cele -
brating the state’s glorious prospects, Jefferson offered
a powerful rebuttal to the claims of the Comte du
Buffon and other European natural philosophers that
the New World’s inferior natural endowment in-
evitably led to the degeneracy of animal species, in-
cluding humans” (Onuf 103). The elevation of spirit
prompted by the experience of the sublime in the
American landscape awakens something higher, to
counter the notion of New World degeneration in
the interplay of the American landscape and Amer-
ican man. This relates to Jefferson’s classically in-
formed view of the superiority of husbandry over
manufacture: “Those who labour in the earth are the
chosen people of God, if ever he had a chosen people,
whose breasts he has made his peculiar deposit for
substantial and genuine virtue” (290). A deep, emo-
tional connection to the land is thus central to the
American identity for Jefferson; and it is critically
threatened by a manufacturing-based economy:

The loss by the transportation of commodities
across the Atlantic will be made up in happiness
and permanence of government. The mobs of
great cities add just so much to the support of
pure government, as sores do to the strength of
the human body. It is the manner and spirit of a
people which preserve a republic in vigour. A
degeneracy in these is a canker which soon eats to
the heart of its laws and constitution [291].

Here we see a dramatic inversion of the European
natural philosophers’ notion of “degeneracy,” and
one perfectly commensurate with Jefferson’s descrip-

tion of the American sublime: establishing and main-
taining an intimate relationship to the land may well
make America superior to the more urban and in-
dustrial Europe.

There is one significant concern challenging this
relationship between Americans and the environment
in Jefferson’s text, primarily for the gentry, and that
is a dependence on tobacco. For Jefferson, tobacco
cultivation “is a culture productive of infinite
wretchedness” ( Jefferson 293). Not only does this
cultivation deplete the soil, but it sunders the ideal-
ized bond between the American husbandman and
the land, through its dependence on slave labor. The
sensitive man capable of experiencing the sublime
may momentarily identify with the natural environ-
ment, much like Jefferson’s description of the “sen-
sible” tobacco plant responding to “the change in the
temperature of our climate” (293), but his emotional
response to his fellow, enslaved human beings toiling
in these fields remains extremely ambivalent.

More than any other single factor in the complex
moral equation at work both in Jefferson’s Notes and
other writings, the institution, and even more im-
portantly, the fundamental assumptions supporting
slavery, call into question the relationship between
white, Euro-American man and nature itself. Inter-
estingly, and tellingly, Jefferson shows more respect
for Native peoples than he does for African-Ameri-
cans in the Notes, perhaps recalling his association of
husbandry and virtue, as Natives “lived principally
on the spontaneous productions of nature,” which
was already being adversely affected by the “abridge-
ment of territory” brought about by white settlement
( Jefferson 221). Like Jefferson’s “sensible” tobacco
plant, Native culture was withering away as its re-
sources were depleted and “Spirituous liquors, the
small-pox, [and] war” (221) took their toll. African-
Americans, on the other hand, possessed “real dis-
tinctions which nature has made,” and the animosi -
ties that slavery had created “will probably never end
but in the extermination of the one or the other race”
( Jefferson 264). While Jefferson’s point is relevant to
the slow destruction of Native cultures in America,
he seems incapable of recognizing the obvious
parallel evident in the case of African-Americans and
their culture. And his telling use of the word “nature”
here, indicating what Anderson refers to as Jefferson’s
“moral blindness” (238), leaves the Notes in partic -
ular, and Jefferson’s worldview in general, vulnerable
to deconstructive critique, with his sublime ideal-
izations of nonhuman nature revealing a darker and
more exploitive subtextual relationship between
human beings and the environment.—Jim Daems
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Kerouac, Jack (1922–1969)
Jack Kerouac was born (he claimed) Jean Louis

Lebris de Kerouac, to French-Canadian parents, in
1922, in Lowell, Massachusetts. Coming of age dur-
ing the Depression, Kerouac’s childhood was largely
“a dark and gloomy time” (Charters 28). However,
he early revealed a vivid imagination that allowed
him to escape into fantasies inspired by pulp maga-
zines and film. Along with this uncommon imagi-
nation, the young Kerouac also had a budding
interest in the natural world. Having grown up in
the watershed of the Merrimack and Concord, he es-
pecially loved rivers. John Suiter explains that “he
had from an early age been attracted to them as
sources of mystery and experience” (198). As one who
travelled continually across America in later life, Ker-
ouac made many crossings of the Mississippi, Dela -
ware, Susquehanna, Ohio, Hudson, and other rivers.
Suiter points out, in fact, that Kerouac considered
calling his magnum opus, On the Road, “Rain and
Rivers.”

Although Kerouac was sensitive and imaginative
from an early age, he also possessed an interest in
sports. He was a talented running back in high school
and earned football scholarships to Notre Dame and
Columbia University, ultimately opting to attend
Columbia. This was the first time that he left the
shelter of his home in Lowell. He soon dropped out
of the university, however, after fracturing his tibia
during his first season. It was during this time that
he met ALLEN GINSBERG, William S. Burroughs, and
others, who Kerouac began calling the Beat Gener-
ation. For Kerouac, “beat” not only possessed the
common connotations of “dead beat,” “down and
out,” etc., but also entailed a celebration of the
group’s refusal to conform to social conventions and
expectations. He described the Beats as “characters
of a special spirituality who didn’t gang up but were
solitary Bartlebies staring out the dead wall window
of our civilization” (Portable 599). The Beats saw
themselves—and were largely seen by mainstream
society—as “others,” misfits who sought something
more “authentic” than the cookie-cutter American
life, and who rejected the bourgeois ideology of the
American Dream.

Ginsberg, Burroughs, and other Beats are featured
prominently (under aliases) in Kerouac’s most
famous novel, the semi-autobiographical On the
Road (1957). On the Road is a novel of both the city
and the country. Kerouac’s proxy in the book—Sal
Paradise—revels in the excitement of city life, but
also envisions the possibility of spiritual enlighten-
ment outside of urban America. “Somewhere along
the line,” Paradise says, “I knew there’d be girls, vi-
sions, everything; somewhere along the line the pearl
would be handed to me” (8). His quest takes him
into the West for the first time in his life, where he
discovers that the “authentic” American character
lives not only in its cities but on its roads, in its
towns, and across its diverse landscape. His journey
also takes him into Mexico, where he confronts a
primitive nature like none he has come in contact
with before: “We took off our T-shirts and roared
through the jungle, bare-chested. No towns, noth -
ing, lost jungle, miles and miles, and down-going,
getting hotter, the insects screaming louder, the veg-
etation growing higher, the smell ranker and hotter
until we began to get used to it and like it” (293).
This scene can be read as a microcosm of the expe-
rience of Kerouac and the other Beats, who con-
fronted life—whether in the city or the country—
with reckless abandon. It is also representative of
Kerouac’s goals as a writer primarily concerned not
with writing “realistic” depictions of events, but with
capturing the essence of the thoughts and feelings
that he experienced and framing them in the broader
context of American and ultimately human experi-
ence. Kerouac’s travels across America, as reflected
in On the Road, spurred a lifelong interest in the re-
lationships between the people and ideas of America’s
urban and rural geographic spaces.

After finishing The Subterraneans in the fall of
1953, Kerouac reread WALDEN and “thought the only
life for him would be to leave civilization and live
like Thoreau” (Charters 201). Spurred by THOREAU’s
mention of Hindu philosophy, Kerouac explored
Ashvagosa’s The Life of the Buddha, which led to a
deep and prolonged immersion in Eastern Studies,
particularly between the years of 1953 and 1956. In
the spring of 1956, Kerouac moved into a cottage
with his good friend and poet GARY SNYDER in Mill
Valley, north of San Francisco. Snyder, whose own
relationship to Buddhism was profoundly influential
for Kerouac, convinced him to take an eight-week
job as a fire lookout on Desolation Peak in north-
western Washington. While solitude was a lifelong
interest for Kerouac, biographer Ann Charters ex-
plains that “it’s possible that the summer of 1956 was
the only period in Kerouac’s life in which he could
have tried to live the life of solitude he’d written and
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talked about so much” (Charters 262). During his
eight weeks on Desolation Peak, he “lived in a prim-
itive wooden cabin, the windows of which opened
to a view of the surrounding peaks stretching for
miles in every direction. There were no other human
beings in sight” (263). Kerouac’s time on the peak
was one of the most profound and challenging ex-
periences of his life, and one which became both an
inspiration and subject for his subsequent writing.

The Dharma Bums (1958), which was based on
Kerouac’s life in the years between On the Road ’s
composition in 1951 and its release in 1957, cul -
minates with narrator Ray Smith’s final days as a
lookout on Desolation Peak. While On the Road is
Kerouac’s most recognized novel, many critics view
The Dharma Bums as the culmination of Kerouac’s
life-long fascination with the relationship between
urban and wilderness life and experience. While
Smith enjoys wild nights at parties, poetry readings,
and jazz clubs in the city, he also develops a love for
the hitchhiking, mountaineering, and bicycling in-
troduced to him by his friend Japhy Ryder, who is
based on poet Gary Snyder. As he descends Desola-
tion Peak in the final chapter of the book, Smith
looks at the surrounding landscape with reverence
and awe, having gained a newfound appreciation for
the wilderness.

While Kerouac was fascinated by the excitement
of the urban lifestyle, he never lost sight of the im-
portance of nature, not only as an alternative to the
city, but as a critical element in the elusive search for
spiritual balance in life. His fondness for the natural
world pervades his writing, which in turn, along with
that of the other Beat Generation writers, played a
significant role in galvanizing the bourgeoning en-
vironmental movement in the 1960s, and continues
to inspire readers to explore the American wilderness,
without and within.—Adam Meehan
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The Dharma Bums, 
Jack Kerouac (1958)

Published a year after Kerouac’s most famous
novel, On the Road, and at the apex of his fame, The
Dharma Bums is in many ways a starkly different
book from the previous work. On the Road secured

Kerouac’s reputation as the “king of the Beat Gen-
eration,” while The Dharma Bums provided a model
emulated by the hippies a few years later, a model
exemplified and prophesied by the novel’s central
character Japhy Ryder (Kerouac’s fictional name for
the poet GARY SNYDER). Both works are based on
actual events, both are concerned with portraying al-
ternatives to the post–World War II consumerist cul-
ture, and both feature a frenetic lifestyle; but while
On the Road focuses on “the fast-paced, urban way
of life which Dean Moriarty represents,” The Dharma
Bums “embraces the much more balanced, nature-
centered world of Ryder” (Phillips 53).

The action takes place in 1955 and 1956, while
Kerouac was negotiating the publication of On the
Road with Viking Press. During this time, Ann Char-
ters explains, Kerouac “spent what was probably the
happiest three months of his life” (Charters 520). In
late 1955, and the months that followed, Kerouac,
under the influence of Snyder, intensified his im-
mersion in Buddhist thought and practice, and ex-
perienced a profound intimacy with the natural
world.

The Dharma Bums is dedicated to Han Shan, an
8th-century Chinese Buddhist whose writings Sny -
der was translating when Kerouac met him. In the
novel, Ryder describes Han Shan as a “scholar who
got sick of the big city and the world and took off to
hide in the mountains” (Kerouac 20). Some of Syn-
der’s early translations, which were later pub lished
on their own, appear in The Dharma Bums, and the
philosophy behind Han Shan’s poetry helps establish
the tone and central theme of the novel: “Cold
Mountain path goes on and on, long gorge choked
with scree and boulders, wide creek and mist-blurred
grass, moss is slippery though there’s been no rain,
pine sings but there’s no wind, who can leap the
world’s ties and sit with me among white clouds?”
(20). Although there are obstacles and entanglements
on the long path to enlightenment, Han Shan asserts
they can ultimately be overcome with such a simple
leap, and serves as an embodiment of the Dharma
(truth) for Ray Smith (Kerouac’s fictional persona)
and Ryder. For Smith and Ryder, the Dharma is en-
countered when they confront the essential realities
of existence with the assistance of the wild, natural
world.

Nature may be used as a metaphor in Han Shan’s
poem, but it is more than just symbolic, particularly
in the novel. After a sharp critique of educational in-
stitutions as “grooming schools for the middle-class
non-identity which finds its perfect expression [...]
in rows of well-to-do houses with lawns and televi-
sion sets,” Kerouac explains that as an alternative “the
Japhies of the world go prowling in the wilderness
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to hear the voice crying in the wilderness, [...] to find
the dark mysterious secret of the origin of [...] civi-
lization” (39). Smith, Ryder, and a third companion
Henry Morley, do just this when they travel to the
Sierra Nevada to climb Matterhorn peak. Although
Smith is overcome by fear near the summit, and does
not make it to the top, he is inspired when he sees
Japhy “running down the mountain in huge twenty
foot leaps” (85) after summitting the peak. Smith
realizes that he “can’t fall off a mountain” and bounds
down after Ryder, catching up to him only after he
follows a deer trail: “I trusted the instinct of my sweet
little millennial deer and true enough just as it was
getting dark their ancient trail took me right to the
edges of the familiar shallow creek (where they
stopped to drink for the last five thousand years) and
there was the glow of Japhy’s bonfire” (88).

Just as in the famous Zen ox-herding pictures,
however, Smith must come down out of the wilder-
ness and return to the realities of daily living. And
while he, like Ryder, remains critical of the dominant
society’s “system of work, produce, consume, work,
produce, consume,” he revels in the society of his
peers and enjoys the fruits of the system, albeit on a
simplified level: he shops at the Salvation Army and
drinks cheap gallon-jugs of wine. Ryder envisions as
an alternative to the dominant system “a great ruck-
sack revolution [with] thousands even millions of
young Americans wandering around with rucksacks
going up to the mountains to pray” (97).

Smith later spends Christmas with his mother in
North Carolina, and continues to find solace in nat-
ural surroundings: “Behind the house was a great
pine forest where I would spend all that winter and
spring meditating under the trees and finding out by
myself the truth of all things” (132). His brother-in-
law, however, criticizes his unconventional lifestyle,
and Smith argues about Buddhism with his family,
who encourage him to “stick with the religion” he
was born with (144). This aspect of the novel in part
represents Kerouac’s own attempts to reconcile his
Catholic upbringing and belief with his Buddhist
studies and convictions (Giamo).

In the spring Smith journeys west again, along the
way succumbing to the temptations of city-life and
quickly being disillusioned by them. After spending
an “insane day” getting drunk and smoking marijuana
with “a bunch of evil Mexican Apaches,” Smith re -
mem bers his “perfect white sand gulch” and the place
where he would sleep that night. He leaves the “evil
city” (Kerouac 155–156) for the peace and solitude
of the wild, natural world; but when he returns to
the West coast he again takes up a dissolute lifestyle,
supplemented by hikes and religious discussions with
Ryder (who himself falls prey to similar temptations).

After Ryder leaves for Japan, however, to study at
a Zen monastery, Smith, with Ryder’s encourage-
ment, secures a position as a firewatcher on the iso-
lated Desolation Peak in the high Cascade Moun -
tains, where his Dharmic journey finally culminates
in lasting enlightenment; and the novel concludes
with Smith leaving the mountains and going “back
to this world” after spending a summer attaining a
“vision of the freedom of eternity [that] was mine
forever. The chipmunk ran into the rocks and a but-
terfly came out. It was as simple as that” (243). The
reader has the impression at the end of The Dharma
Bums that the narrator has come to a fundamental
realization of truth and beauty, and in some critical
way overcome attachment to the material world and
the suffering that comes with it. We are lead to
believe that he has escaped the world’s ties and sat
among the clouds of enlightenment through his eight
weeks of solitude, and that he is now prepared to re-
turn to the “evil city” and expound the Dharma.

Kerouac himself alternately called The Dharma
Bums a potboiler, written quickly and without revi-
sion for money, and an example of his theory of spon-
taneous prose. The novel undeniably lacks unity and
at times suffers artistically; the critic Warren French
argues that the novel “is better remembered for its
striking passages than digested as a whole” (French
55). But when these “striking passages” are taken as
a whole, we find a work of lyrical, stimulating, and
mystical reverence both for the natural world and for
our relationship to it.—Michael Beilfuss
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Kingsolver, Barbara (1955–  )
“First, picture the forest. I want you to be its con-

science, the eyes in the trees.... This forest eats itself
and lives forever.” In these opening lines of The Poi-
sonwood Bible (1998), Barbara Kingsolver reveals her
characteristic grace and introspection as an accom-
plished novelist, essayist, short story writer, and poet.
Her work often portrays an ineluctable sense of won-
der and respect for the natural world, paired with a
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passionate dedication to social change. Having grown
up in the American South, in Appalachia, lived much
of her adult life in the American Southwest, in Ari-
zona, and traveled and lived in Africa and Europe,
Kingsolver brings a rich worldliness to the intimate
portraits of her storytelling. She reflects deeply on
the interrelation between the human organism and
its animal, vegetable and mineral counterparts, in-
fusing her fiction and nonfiction alike with an eco-
logical consciousness at once passionate and shrewd,
stirring and candid.

Born in Annapolis, Maryland in 1955, and raised
in rural Kentucky, Kingsolver was profoundly
affected by the wild hills and woods in which she
grew up, as well as by the more domestic issues of
class and racial segregation that plagued the area. A
“wrinkle on the map that lies between farms and
wildness” (Prodigal Summer, x), Kingsolver’s home-
town of Carlisle in Nicholas County, Kentucky, de-
pended on tobacco farming for its agricultural
wealth. But like many other neighboring towns, there
remained in Carlisle a clear division between the poor
tobacco farmers and its middle- and upper-class
merchants. While the latter lived comfortably in
town, the former struggled to maintain their farms
in the same wilds in which Kingsolver wandered
throughout her childhood—growing intimately fa-
miliar with both the land and its people. Her ability
to move comfortably between town and country,
coupled with her keen observations of endemic in-
justices, helped nurture the liberal, humanistic con-
science so vividly and cogently expressed in her writ-
ing (Snodgrass, 8).

Kingsolver’s apparently “amphibious” nature was
firmly grounded in the dynamic compassion and so-
cial activism of her parents, Dr. Wendell R. King-
solver, a rural family physician, and Virginia Lee
Henry Kingsolver, an avid birdwatcher and nature
rambler. When Kingsolver was seven years old, her
family moved to the former Republic of Congo on a
two-year medical exchange, living in a small village
without electricity and running water while both
parents worked for the public health. It was this ex-
perience in particular that inspired The Poisonwood
Bible, written over 35 years later. In the preface to
this novel, Kingsolver thanks her parents directly for
bringing her “to a place of wonders,” teaching her
“to pay attention,” and setting her “early on a path
of exploring the great, shifting terrain between right-
eousness and what’s right” (x).

In addition to nurturing Kingsolver’s resolute
moral compass and her love of nature, the Kingsolver
parents instilled in all their children a fond and dis-
ciplined appreciation for books and reading. King-
solver herself read fiction alongside anatomy and

physiology, prose alongside poetry, and discovered
“that literature could enable her to live many lives
besides her own and that language—words—has
power and beauty” (DeMarr 3). She consequently
went on to earn both her bachelor’s and master’s de-
grees in biology from DePauw University and the
University of Arizona, respectively, while also taking
a few creative writing courses along the way. Since
1985, Kingsolver has been working as a freelance
journalist and author, producing numerous award-
winning works across a wide range of genres. Her
first novel, The Bean Trees (1988), is now widely
adopted in college courses across the nation, and has
helped pave the way for some of her most well-
known works. From The Poisonwood Bible and
PRODIGAL SUMMER (2000) to Animal Dreams (1990),
Pigs in Heaven (1993), and The Lacuna (2009), King-
solver’s novels consistently return to the enlightening
intersections of the natural world as biological system
and human diversity as a comparable cultural system
of imperfection and promise (Leder 1). Likewise, her
essay and short story collections, such as Homeland
and Other Stories (1989), High Tide in Tucson (1995),
and Small Wonder (2002), as well as her 1992 book
of poems, Another America, explore an ecology of in-
dividualism and community informed by her expe-
riences both abroad and in her native environs. In
2007, Kingsolver released her first nonfiction narra-
tive, Animal, Vegetable, Miracle: A Year of Food Life,
in which she documents her family’s move back to a
farm in rural Virginia and their efforts at eating lo-
cally. As both memoir and journalistic investigation,
Animal, Vegetable, Miracle celebrates the life cycles
of animal and vegetable harvests alongside those of
the human mind; it offers a story of how a return to
our agricultural roots can help us not only to grow
good food, but to reform bad habits—to understand
the challenges and benefits of “realigning our lives
with our food chain” (Animal, Vegetable, Miracle, 6).

Although sometimes accused of an idealism that
is more escapist than activist (Leder 20), Kingsolver
effectively weaves together political and spiritual
themes, social and environmental concerns. She
highlights ecological responsibility as a wellspring
for human rights advocacy, and vice versa. Her varied
works emphasize the importance of place to identity
and the necessity for shared education to better our-
selves and our world.—Janelle A. Schwartz
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Prodigal Summer, 
Barbara Kingsolver (2000)

Prodigal Summer is Barbara Kingsolver’s fifth
novel, first published in hardcover edition in 2000
(and followed by the first paperback edition in 2001).
Kingsolver is best known for writing elegant, lush
novels, as well as equally graceful short stories, poems
and essays, often centered on the interrelationships
of people and the landscapes they inhabit, and
 typically located in the rural American South or
American Southwest. Prodigal Summer, a national
bestseller, relates the interwoven tales of three idio -
syn cratic human characters living and working in
rural Kentucky, against the subtly but insistently in-
forming backdrop of the life cycles of local flora and
fauna. Ecology and economy correspond and di -
verge, clash and harmonize in what The New York
Times called “an improbably appealing book with
the feeling of a nice stay inside a terrarium.” Catch -
ing a glimpse of what Kingsolver herself writes in the
novel’s dedication as “wildness, where it lives,” Prodi-
gal Summer offers readers a memorable sense of the
majestic paradox of the natural world: everlasting fe-
cundity alongside inevitable poverty and extinction,
the devastation of loss and the hope of renewal. This
“wildness” acts as a defining trope through which to
gain an intimate understanding of both nature’s vital
cyclicality and the analogous resiliency (and depend-
ency) of the human condition.

Kingsolver opens her novel firmly ensconced in
one of its three interwoven tales, “Predators,” quickly
introducing her reader to the first of several dis -
tinctive characters tied passionately to the land of
Appalachia. Deanna Wolfe, a National Forest Service
employee, wildlife biologist and recluse, is both
“frustrated” and “happy” to be “following tracks in
the mud she couldn’t identify” (1). For two years she
has been living in a secluded cabin deep in the Appa-
lachian Mountains, a verdant place demonstrative of
life’s flourishing in myriad and complex forms—a
stark contrast to the impoverished marriage from
which she had earlier escaped. As an expert on coy-
otes, her life in these mountains has been focused on
tracking and studying the movements of a new family
of these scarce yet necessary predators. Hunted
almost to extinction by resident humans, the coyote,
argues Deanna, is as vital a piece of the regional

ecosystem as the farming of tobacco is to Kentucky’s
economic stability. And so she sees this top predator’s
return to Zebulon Mountain as a propitious sign.
While acting as steward, guardian and groundskeeper
of this particular Appalachian mountain area and its
denizens, Deanna explores (and portrays) the region
as an intricate system dependent on the delicate bal-
ance between predator and prey.

Such balance, however, is complicated and upset
(beyond the disappearing coyote or other potential
losses, both floral and faunal) when Eddie Bondo, a
young hunter from Wyoming, interrupts Deanna’s
imposed isolation, and challenges both her concep-
tion of husbandry and her most intimate knowledge
of herself. He appears as a predator himself, an
animal at once fearful and wonderful:

And there he stood, looking straight at her. He
was dressed in boots and camouflage and carried a
pack larger than hers. His rifle was no joke—a
thirty-thirty, it looked like. Surprise must have
stormed all over her face before she thought to
arrange it for human inspection. It happened,
that she ran into hunters up here. But she always
saw them first. This one had stolen her advan-
tage—he’d seen inside her [3].

“She wanted to watch him walk, to watch his body
without his knowing it” (8). He is an intruder in a
foreign territory, a threat, like the fescue hay and
kudzu plants that have since overgrown—suffo-
cated—the native grasses of the area, and fatally dis-
oriented and displaced indigenous birds like the bob-
white quail (138). His presence thus reminds us of
the tension between the richness and beauty of life’s
varied abundance and its unchecked, invasive repro-
ductions. Eddie Bondo appears on Zebulon Moun-
tain, Deanna’s mountain, just as “spring heaved in
its randy moment. Everywhere you looked, some -
thing was fighting for time, for light, the kiss of
pollen, a connection of sperm and egg and another
chance” (9). In a season fundamentally communal
and fruitful, the natural world, including Deanna
and this new male, fall prey to what Kingsolver de-
scribes as the “aggressive copulations that seemed to
be collisions of strangers” (6).

Prodigal Summer might be read as an ecofeminist
text, a novel that dwells on (and in) what Barbara
Bennett defines as the “interconnectedness of all
things” to reveal “a society based on cooperation and
balance rather than dominance and hierarchy” (63–
63). Not only, then, may we read the evolving story
of Deanna Wolfe through its internal holisms, draw-
ing analogies between the dense landscape of Ap-
palachia and the deep intricacies of the human heart
and mind; we are made to understand how the land
itself sutures together the lives and livelihoods of a
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variety of seemingly incommensurable, though elab-
orately involved characters. Interlaced with Deanna’s
tale of “Predators” are the narratives of “Moth Love”
and “Old Chestnuts,” both of which move the reader
off the mountain and into the small town of Egg
Fork, in rural Zebulon County. Continuing the
theme of conflict and rebirth, these additional stories
add the complex fabric of human society to nature’s
already delicate and vulnerable tapestry.

In “Moth Love” we meet Lusa Maluf Landowski,
a lepidopterist from Lexington, of Polish-Jewish and
Palestinian descent, who had moved from the city,
“from the other side of the mountains” (33), to Egg
Fork, where her husband Cole Widener farmed to-
bacco on his family’s homestead. But the untimely
death of Cole leaves Lusa alone in an unfamiliar en-
vironment, and even more of an outsider now that
she has inherited the largest share of the Widener
farm. As she “struggles ... to fit into the tightly knit
Widener family,” Lusa replaces tobacco with goats
in an attempt to keep “the family farm productive
and intact” (Hanson 254). She is at once protective
of and co-creative with the land she occupies, re-
spectful of its past and hopeful for its future. As Lusa
continues to align herself with her new home, she
comes to recognize what Kingsolver herself experi-
enced as the dynamic “interface between farms and
wilderness” (Brace 17). Like many of Kingsolver’s
works, Prodigal Summer contains emerging and en-
laced narratives wrought with the autobiographical
details of its author. The strong land ethic with
which Deanna and Lusa approach life in Appalachia
echoes that with which Kingsolver was raised and
raises her own children. This eco-consciousness is in
turn reciprocated by the natural world and its ability
to “empower and liberate the individual” (Hanson
258), be it Kingsolver or her (often female) charac-
ters.

Further representative of what many have de -
scribed as Kingsolver’s RACHEL CARSON–like per-
spective, evoking a sense of wonder and delight in
the natural world, but also “challeng[ing] readers to
treat the Earth with respect” (Hanson 258), is the
third of Prodigal Summer’s interwoven tales, “Old
Chestnuts.” Centered on long-time resident of Egg
Fork, retired agriculture teacher and chestnut tree
enthusiast, Garnett S. Walker III, the narrative ex-
plores the conflict between thoughtful land manage-
ment and ignorant husbandry. Just as Garnett
Walker, now in his late seventies, continues to work
at producing a blight-resistant strain of the all-but-
extinct American chestnut tree, he is himself plagued
by the organic farming practices (and other similar
“indecencies”) of his 75-year-old neighbor, Nannie
Rawley. The irony of laboring to restore a lost species

of tree in the midst of a feud over pesticide use
throws the urgency—and embattled state—of eco-
logical conscience into stark relief.

“We must change our perspective of community,”
states Bennett, “and see it as a system of cooperation
for the betterment of all rather than the competition
for the success of a few” (64). The way in which the
seemingly innate antagonism between Garnett Wal -
ker and Nannie Rawley evolves ultimately into an
abiding attraction, manifested in the closing image
of Nannie embraced by Garnett “like a calm little
bird inside the circle of his arms” (427), displays the
potential for just such a change in perspective. Like
the metamorphosis of a caterpillar into a moth, or
the development of a tree from seed, transformation
is as instinctive to nature as it is to humankind, prov-
ing finally that we “are only one part of life on earth”
(Barbara Kingsolver’s Authorized Site). “Solitude is
a human presumption,” challenged by Prodigal Sum-
mer’s compelling fusion of the human and non-
human in the “the web pulling mate to mate and
predator to prey, a beginning or an end” (444).—
Janelle A. Schwartz
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Kirkland, Caroline Matilda
Stansbury (1801–1864)

With a literary career ranging from editor of the
Union Magazine of Literature and Art, to numerous
articles such as “The Significance of Dress” and “Lit-
erary Women,” to a biography of George Washing-
ton, Caroline Kirkland attained her literary recog-
nition primarily through three works detailing her
experiences on the Michigan frontier from 1837 to
1843. Despite moments when she reflects on the nat-
ural beauty and splendor of a wilderness scene, Kirk-
land’s writing evinces a realistic, often sarcastic attitude
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that challenges the inflated romantic descriptions
common to popular reports of the western territories.
More particularly, Kirkland presents a feminine per-
spective that critically details the difficulty of bal-
ancing domestic responsibilities with frontier free-
doms in advancing frontier culture.

Born in 1801 into an intellectual family, Kirkland
received an academically challenging Quaker educa-
tion at her Aunt Lydia Mott’s school. After Kirkland
completed her professional teacher training, she met
and later married William Kirkland in 1828 and
moved to Detroit in 1835 to teach at the Detroit Fe-
male Seminary. A New Home, Who’ll Follow? (1839)
presents a largely biographical yet fictional account
of Kirkland’s initial experiences of her family’s set-
tlement in Pinckney, Michigan in 1835. Her first-
person narrator, Mary Clavers, is a well-educated,
cultivated Eastern woman who experiences, as Kirk-
land herself did, cultural and social isolation among
those with generally less education and of lower social
standing. She satirically comments on habits, con-
ventions, cleanliness, fashion, and literary tastes of
the Montacute (Pinckney) community, often finding
humor in their pretentious and unrefined behavior.

Because A New Home had deeply offended her
neighbors, Kirkland tempered FOREST LIFE (1842),
her second treatment of life in Pinckney. Nonethe -
less, through the revived persona of Mary Clavers,
Kirkland continues her critical and, at times, face -
tious examination of life on the Michigan frontier,
mocking the idealized portraits of pioneer settle -
ments, encouraging personal and domestic refine-
ments, targeting recognized disreputable figures such
as dishonest land speculators, and highlighting the
difficulties, successes, and eccentricities of other pi-
oneers.

After their land investment near Detroit failed,
the family returned to New York in 1843, and both
Caroline and William resumed writing and teaching.
In 1845, Caroline Kirkland published WESTERN

CLEARINGS, compiled from the periodical sketches of
her western adventures previously published in
Knickerbocker, The Gift, Graham’s, and Godey’s. Al-
though other contemporary frontier accounts, such
as those of MARGARET FULLER and ELIZA FARNHAM,
address the Native American condition, Kirkland’s
texts noticeably lack substantive discussion of the re-
gional Indian tribes.

After William’s death in 1846, Caroline continued
to edit Sartain’s Union Magazine of Literature and
Art and to write professionally on cultural and social
topics. Committed to her work for the U.S. Sanitary
Commission (later the Red Cross), Kirkland opened
a Metropolitan Fair to raise funds for the Com -
mission on April 4, 1864 and died in her sleep from

a stroke on April 6. Among nineteenth-century fron-
tier writers, Caroline Kirkland stands out as a realist
and a cultural critic whom EDGAR ALLAN POE, in
“The Literati of New York,” aptly commends: “Her
mere style is admirable, lucid, terse, full of variety,
faultlessly pure, and yet bold.”—Thomas P. Fair
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Forest Life, 
Caroline Stansbury Kirkland 

(1842)
Caroline Kirkland achieved both fame and some

notoriety with the publication of her first major
work, A New Home, Who’ll Follow? (1839), which re-
alistically (and satirically) recounted her experiences
with her new family homestead and the community
of Pinckney, Michigan in 1837. Although A New
Home was well received by the general public, her
neighbors saw through the thinly disguised repre-
sentations and protested their portrayal. Conse-
quently, Kirkland depicted more affirmative elements
of the pioneer experience in Forest Life, while ad-
dressing the problems and shortcomings that she be-
lieved continued to inhibit the progress of the
western settlements.

After apologizing for any offenses in her previous
work, Kirkland dismisses the distorted, idealized vi-
sion that politicians, land agents, and travel writers
often provide of frontier settlement, with a parody
of their hyperbolic style: “I borrowed from a political
friend the optics he had used in travelling through
the state ... certain that I should now be able to give
the most fascinating and satisfactory accounts of all
I saw and heard” (I, 17). Through her “magic glasses”
(I, 17) she observes: “luxurious sugar-maples and
lofty elms, with fantastic arbors,” “youths and maid-
ens habited with the simplicity of Arcadia,” “pillared
palaces of painted pine,” or cottages “roofed with
golden thatch,” odors “of ineffable purity and
power,” and “gushing streams of crystal water” (I,
19–22) (AMERICAN PASTORAL). A “girl of seraphic
beauty” accidentally breaks the glasses, restoring
Kirkland’s objectivity and the realism she favors, and
the child now appears as “a dirty little urchin” (I,
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22–23). However, Kirkland importantly acknowl-
edges the possibility that despite the distortion she
censures, the images contain “like some other dreams,
much of ‘the inner life of things’” (I, 24).

Having suggested the potential of the frontier and
its inhabitants, Kirkland severely criticizes the ex-
ploitive and reckless clearing of the land, as an illus-
tration of the settlement’s skewed values. For Kirk-
land, the westward expansion of civilized society
holds greater importance than the mere acquisition
of property. Although she recognizes the vigorous
pioneering spirit involved in continually pushing the
frontier west, as appropriate to an earlier time, she
condemns in her time the despoliation of ancient
trees for soon vacated farmlands, as much as the civ-
ilized settlements’ neglect of the domestic needs of
the women and children (I, 28). She notes: “The
very notion of advancement, of civilization, of pros-
perity, seems inseparably connected with the total
extirpation of the forest” (I, 43). Kirkland’s emphasis
on civilization refers more to the elevation of the
spirit and intellect than to mercantile expansion or
promotion of luxuries and class. The potential for
individual growth and independence associated with
frontier life fails, in her estimation, if cultural devel-
opment and intellectual growth do not follow.

Similar to the regional journeys described by MAR-
GARET FULLER (SUMMER ON THE LAKES) and ELIZA

FARNHAM (LIFE IN PRAIRIE LAND), Kirkland moves
beyond the Montacute (Pinckney) focus of A New
Home and describes a tour of the local region, to re-
veal the complex and often contradictory values ex-
hibited by the settlers. Supporting her concern for
frontier refinement, she details the several household
enhancements and improved manners of Mrs.
Ainsworth after her extended eastern visit. Kirkland
modifies her broad support of Eastern influences in
her indictment of the wealthy Margold family’s dis-
courteous and pretentious behavior towards the gen-
erous poverty of the Gastons, financially ruined by
the failed financial development schemes of Eastern
banks. She takes politicians to task for their self-in-
terest and shortsighted failure to see the need for
building roads and schools. Incorporating a scientific
style integrating specific terms and explanations,
Kirkland also defends Michigan’s natural beauty,
noting the variety of lakes, grasslands, and clear air
(I, 129–131). Unlike Farnham’s often elevated de-
scriptions of natural beauty, Kirkland’s treatment no-
tably lacks references to the sublime (I, 88–89).

To broaden and nuance her complex account of
the western experience, Kirkland discusses several el-
ements of pioneer life: the education of children, the
changing social roles and expectations, and the han-
dling of unexpected hardships. She incorporates a

frontier parable relating the successful struggles of
young Seymour Bullitt in his quest to attain Caroline
Hay as an exemplary victory of compassion, hard
work and purpose, over vanity, social position and
artificial style (I, 237–250; II, 3–45). Employed as
a hand to study the methods of the prosperous Mr.
Hay, an initially unsophisticated Seymour leaves to
study in a Western city and returns as a mature man
with a sophisticated business understanding. The in-
dulged Caroline, currently more estranged from fron-
tier life, similarly returns from a socially focused stay
with her aunt in an Eastern city. Through a series of
hardships and losses, Seymour reveals an industrious,
virtuous and steadfast character that now wins an
enlightened Caroline’s love. Although his efforts earn
Seymour a lucrative offer to manage an Eastern busi-
ness, he stays to improve his local interests. Kirkland’s
morality tale celebrates both the positive character
of settlers like Seymour, and the need to apply both
skills and moral character, to improve the frontier
settlements.

Kirkland also recounts her meeting with the Eng-
lishman Sibthorpe and uses his liminal interactions,
as a foreigner, with the Western experience, as an-
other means of interpretation. She regards his ro-
mantic views of nature as a reminder of frontier
ideals, including his impassioned discussion with an
innkeeper about the hypocrisy of racist sentiment in
“the land of liberty,” and the importance of quality
and action over a preference for wealth (I, 205). She
also expands upon his struggles in creating a pioneer
homestead through a packet of family letters (II, 62–
146). Kirkland balances the Sibthorpes’ enthusiasm
for the pleasures of the Michigan wilderness and a
new home, against the pragmatic difficulties of cre-
ating a homestead and their adjustment to the
paucity of materials and help available to them. Kirk-
land admires the Sibthorpes’ idealism and presents
it as a critical and sympathetic component of the na-
tional motivation for westward expansion; however,
her counterpoint of the attendant difficulties in es-
tablishing and maintaining a homestead underscores
the demanding reality of the experience.

Kirkland concludes Forest Life with two stories
further illustrating the character diversity of the re-
gion and emphasizing the positive attributes of the
land and people. She speaks of Mrs. Parshalls’ story
of endurance and compassion, and of the Ardens and
Beamers’ tale of love, vanity, and forgiveness. In her
final, personal commentary, Kirkland reiterates the
difficulties of frontier life but asserts the personal
benefits of nature and community available to those
who settle the west.—Thomas P. Fair
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Western Clearings, 
Caroline Kirkland (1845)

“The wild new country, with all its coarseness and
all its disadvantages of various kinds, has yet a fasci-
nation for the settler in consequence of a certain free,
hearty tone, which has long since disappeared if in-
deed it ever existed, in parts of the country where
civilization has made greater progress” (Kirkland 1).
Thus Caroline Kirkland begins her Western Clearings
(1845), with “Land-Fever,” an explanation of the
rampant land speculation which drew so many to
the Michigan wilderness, and the negative effect it
had on settlers and the land itself. Hospitality and
domesticity gave way to fierce battles for land. Men,
who had little experience of the frontier, would set
out alone, unwilling to share their location with
other speculators, and unprepared to face the unfa-
miliar environment and its dangers.

Rachel Borup thus argues that Kirkland stands in
opposition to male frontier voices such as JAMES FEN-
IMORE COOPER’s. Where the male authors typically
describe the West in terms of the outdoors and in-
dividual mastery, Borup argues that Kirkland “moves
the story of the West indoors,” and focuses on do-
mesticity. Even as Kirkland spends a significant part
of her narrative in Western Clearings (1845) on the
rhythms of rural agricultural life in the Michigan
woods and prairies, she also writes about the impor-
tance of home and good husbandry on the frontier.

Domesticity is valued in the country and includes
work outside. All will quickly grow wild again with-
out constant cultivation—not only the crops, but
the house gardens as well. In “Idle People” and other
essays, Kirkland states that in the “western wilds” na-
ture demands labor. Idleness will not be rewarded,
and in fact can be detrimental to both the family’s
and the community’s welfare. Nature, lush in its nat-
ural state, must be hedged in and cultivated in order
for its human inhabitants to survive. Kirkland views
the coarsening of people’s manners with far less face-
tiousness in Western Clearings than she did in A New
Land (1839), and exhibits a more nuanced and sym-
pathetic understanding, stressing that one’s survival
is dependent on a new standard of civilized behavior;
indeed, that what constitutes civilized behavior in this

environment is fundamentally and importantly dif-
ferent—an attitude far ahead of its time.

In the penultimate essay of the collection, “Half-
Lengths from Life,” for example, white hands imply
a lack of connection to the land. Anna is working to
earn money for the family in their time of need. Her
brother objects, urging her to think of her beautiful
“lady’s” hands. Anna scoffs at the idea of being lady-
like on the frontier. “Of what use are white satin
hands in the country?” she argues (192). She is brown
from gardening—much more important in the
country than the urban status of being a “lady.”

Success in this Michigan wilderness is measured
by how domesticated the land has become. Kirkland
adapts the traditional frontier text to a female per-
spective; all nature is improved by a woman’s hand.
Fruits are made into jams, a clearing into a garden,
a sturdy log cabin into a cottage. Although Tom, a
character in “Ambuscades,” is able to hunt raccoons
and squirrels from his cabin window, he has also do-
mesticated his home for his mother’s sake by culti-
vating fruit trees and filling the cabin with furniture.
This domestication is not done for his own com-
fort—his land is a farm in name only, and populated
with deer and other wilderness inhabitants—but for
his mother who needs the civilization that domesti-
cation implies.

Kirkland devotes most of her book to the descrip-
tion of the domestic value of good husbandry as seen
by women, but in “Harvest Musings,” the ripened
wheat under a full harvest moon provides her with
the opportunity to feminize the male work of culti-
vating winter crops. Her description of the cradle
scythe used to harvest the grain marks one of the
most eloquent passages in the book (58).

The idea of improvement—what it means to im-
prove one’s material possessions as well as oneself—
is another constant theme Kirkland’s works. Scott
Peoples notes that “The Bee Tree” focuses on “the
flawed economic theory of Silas Ashburn,” a man
whose family is barely held together even though
“Silas [...] works, as he says, ‘like a tiger’” (67). Silas’s
land is run-down and poorly maintained, situated
in a swampy area that is ruining the health of his
family. Unable to focus on land cultivation, he is ob-
sessed with the honey that can be found in the bee-
tree of the story’s title. But Silas’s real problem is that
he is unable, and ultimately unwilling, to work hard
enough to shape his environment to his needs.

Good husbandry is the fundamental sign of
success on the frontier, a notion expressed in the very
title of Western Clearings. Taking care of the envi-
ronment ensures not only one’s survival, but one’s
new-found civility. Thus Kirkland works an impor-
tant variation on the traditional American theme of
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survival, exploring it from the domestic and female
viewpoint, largely absent from the standard frontier
texts of the period.—Patricia Kennedy Bostian
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Krakauer, Jon (1954–  )
Born in Massachusetts and raised in Oregon, Jon

Krakauer is a mountaineer and writer recognized for
significant works of environmental narrative jour-
nalism, particularly INTO THE WILD (1996) and Into
Thin Air (1997). After receiving a degree in Envi-
ronmental Studies from Hampshire College in 1976,
Krakauer worked as a fisherman and carpenter, even-
tually becoming a freelance writer. Beyond his full-
length works, he has published in major American
magazines such as Outside, Rolling Stone, and Na -
tional Geographic, in addition to editing several works
on mountaineering, adventure, and exploration.

When he was eight, Krakauer was invited to climb
a 10,000-foot peak with family friend Willi Unsoeld,
who would later summit Everest, and the experience
convinced Krakauer that his passion was mountains.
In 1974 he ascended peaks in the Brooks Range and
published his first article, about the experience, in
The American Alpine Journal. In 1977 he made a
difficult traverse of the Devil’s Thumb in Alaska. Re-
counting that experience in the British magazine
Mountain, Krakauer revealed two key themes of his
later work: the test of individual will against an often
hostile natural world, and a fascination with extreme
personalities who undertake tremendous physical tri-
als in remote and perilous regions. The article was
republished in the collection Eiger Dreams (1990)
and as part of Into the Wild.

One of Krakauer’s most notable works, Into the
Wild tells the true story of Christopher McCandless,
a young man who relinquished all his money and
possessions to travel the United States and Mexico
before dying alone in an abandoned Alaskan camp.
Krakauer’s second, equally successful full-length
work was Into Thin Air, which recounts the tale of
the “Everest disaster” of May 11, 1996, when a storm
developed on the mountain in late afternoon, strand-

ing climbers near the summit. Krakauer details the
small decisions and mistakes that resulted in the
death of eight people. The work criticizes the com-
mercialization of Mount Everest, and reflects Kra -
kauer’s insistence on human accountability to the
environment, a theme equally prominent in Into the
Wild. Into Thin Air was adapted for television in
1997.

In an interview with the New York Times after the
Everest tragedy, Krakauer attempted to address why
people subject themselves to the physical demands
of high altitude climbing, noting that “There’s some-
thing about being afraid, about being small, about
enforced humility that draws me to climbing.” In a
recent film made for the Sundance Channel, he extols
the virtues of the “primordial place, the world not
made by man,” where you can get a “glimpse of eter-
nity.” His writing explores the ways that wild places
become sites for cathartic experiences, and his pro-
tagonists typically seek profound connection with
the wilderness; however, he is careful to remind read-
ers of the moral consequences of the human presence
in the non-human environment.

After a six-year hiatus from book publishing,
Krakauer returned with Under the Banner of Heaven
(2003), an expose of fundamentalist Mormonism.
In 2009 he was scheduled to release a book chroni-
cling the death of Pat Tillman, killed in action in
Afghanistan, but was unhappy with the manuscript
and withdrew the book from publication.—Mar-
guerite Helmers
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Into the Wild, 
Jon Krakauer (1996)

Into the Wild is a work of biographical investigative
journalism that raises profound questions about
man’s proper relationship to the environment. Re-
vised and expanded from a 9,000 word magazine ar-
ticle titled “Death of an Innocent” in Outside mag-
azine in 1993, Krakauer’s story of Christopher J.
McCandless has become a classic and controversial
work of outdoor fiction, which is regularly placed on
lists of great travel and adventure books of the 20th
century, and has fostered a documentary and a Hol-
lywood feature film. Krakauer specializes in outdoor
and adventure writing; his bestselling work, Into
Thin Air, for example, critiqued the high-altitude
climbing industry with its account of the ill-fated
ascent of Mount Everest in 1996.

The protagonist of Into the Wild is Christopher
McCandless, who in the spring of 1990, after grad-
uating from Emory University, donated his money
to charity, packed his 1982 Datsun B210, and began
traveling. His dream was to be self-sufficient, main-
taining only those possessions needed to survive. In
the process he abandoned all communication with
his family in suburban Washington D.C. and took
on a new name, Alexander Supertramp. Echoing
TRANSCENDENTALIST ideas he wrote to a friend, “The
joy of life comes from our encounters with new ex-
periences, and hence there is no greater joy than to
have an endlessly changing horizon, for each day to
have a new and different sun” (57). Inspired by the
work of JACK LONDON, McCandless dreamed of a
“great Alaskan odyssey” (45) in which he would test
his survival skills in a remote and unforgiving envi-
ronment. Thus, on April 28, 1992, McCandless
walked “into the wild” on the Stampede Trail, even-
tually camping in an abandoned school bus 25 miles
west of Healy, Alaska, and north of Denali National
Park. He packed a fishing rod, a .22 caliber rifle,
binoculars, a sleeping bag, one 10-pound bag of rice,
and a field guide to edible plants. Four months later
he was dead at age 24. How he died remains a point
of controversy and is one of the enduring fascinations
of the book.

Although the narrative of McCandless’ “Alaskan
odyssey” follows the formula of the hero’s quest, the
book is not structured chronologically. Readers know
the outcome on the first page: this hero will not sur-
vive his test. Krakauer organizes the book themati-
cally and episodically. Thus, like a highway or river,
the tale meanders and often doubles back on itself.
Chapter headnotes are integral to understanding Mc-
Candless’s story, as they contain excerpts from works
by London, Leo Tolstoy, and MARK TWAIN, which

help to position him within a lineage of other wil-
derness pioneers, particularly HENRY DAVID THO -
REAU and JOHN MUIR. Consequently, Into the Wild
can be read both as a spiritual manifesto and as a
philosophical narrative about the human relationship
to nature. McCandless sought to renounce the com-
modification of late twentieth-century capitalism for
an existence dependent on the land, believing ma -
terial wealth to be “shameful, corrupting, inherently
evil” (115). He internalized the mythos of self-suffi-
ciency, the primacy of nature, and a dream of rugged
American individualism on the frontier. As Susan
Kollin writes, for McCandless Alaska was a blank
spot on the map, “terra incognita awaiting his arrival”
(41).

Among its thematic aims, Into the Wild draws at-
tention to the persistent need to define the terms
“wild” and “wilderness,” and to describe who truly
has access to them. Krakauer notes in his preface to
the published book version of McCandless’s story,
that one of the “larger subjects” of the tale is “the
grip wilderness has on the American imagination.”
While the environment (variously cast as nature or
the wilderness) is always present at the core of Mc-
Candless’ consciousness, and at the core of the book,
the extent to which it may, in the end, be a cultural
or imaginary construct is frequently tested by
Krakauer. Quoting from Roderick Nash’s Wilderness
and the American Mind, Krakauer points out that
wilderness and the frontier played an important part
in the developing mental life of Americans because
they “offered an escape from society” and allowed
“the Romantic individual to exercise the cult that he
frequently made of his own soul” (Nash, qtd. 57).
Exclaiming in his journal, “Jack London is King,”
McCandless did not seem to recognize the irony of
basing his concept of Alaska on the fiction of a writer
who had spent very little time in the north. London
was responsible for constructing the “imaginary ge-
ography” of Alaska (to borrow a term from Edward
Said), and it was into this simulacrum of the wilder-
ness as constructed by London that the pseudony-
mous Alexander Supertramp ventured.

Ironically, Krakauer’s Into the Wild has mytholo-
gized McCandless own life, leading to “bus tourism,”
pilgrimages to the bus where photographs are
snapped and posted to blogs. Since the publication
of Into the Wild, two films have taken up the subject.
Sean Penn directed an artful interpretation of the
story in a 2007 release by Paramount starring Emile
Hirsch as McCandless; and in the same year, director
Ron Lamothe released a documentary titled The Call
of the Wild that followed McCandless’s path through
the American landscape. Both films draw attention
to the persistent hold that the idea of the wilderness
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has on the American imagination and the collective
psyche of the nation. A confused and unstable, but
highly-charged amalgam of beauty, sublimity, and
mythic significance, the wilderness “trail” leads ul-
timately to the unknown, both in the external land-
scape and in what Krakauer calls “the inner country
of [one’s] own soul” (183). It is a country apart, a
place beyond the corruptions of the city, to which
people “escape” to find solitude, peace, and a re -
newed sense of identity. Thus Krakauer concludes
that “an extended stay in the wilderness inevitably
directs one’s attention outward as much as inward,
and it is impossible to live off the land without de-
veloping both a subtle understanding of, and a strong
emotional bond with, that land and all it holds”
(183).—Marguerite Helmers
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Krutch, Joseph Wood 
(1893–1970)

Joseph Wood Krutch came to nature writing in
his fifties, in the midst of a long, varied, and prolific
career, one marked by notable achievements and
awards, including the 1954 National Book Award for
The Measure of Man and, toward the end of his life,
in 1967, the American Academy of Arts and Sciences’
Emerson-Thoreau Medal for “distinguished achieve-
ment in the broad field of literature.” Long before
he published his first collection of nature essays, The
Twelve Seasons, in 1949, he had established a national
reputation as a social critic, a book reviewer, the
longtime drama critic for The Nation, a literary bi-
ographer, and a professor of English at Columbia
University. Once his identity as a New York intel-
lectual was secure, this quintessentially urban intel-
lectual was free to pursue his latent interest in the
natural world, first at his weekend retreat in Con-

necticut, and then, after retirement from Columbia,
in a home just outside Tucson, Arizona.

By the mid 1950s and until his death in 1970,
Krutch was widely known as a writer of thoughtful,
often amusing essays containing his observations of
wild animals, native plants, climate, and seasonal
change; but even during this period he continued to
publish social criticism and essays on a broad array
of topics. In particular, he was recognized as a nature
writer of the desert landscape of the American South-
west. In the 1960s his fame extended to television
viewers when a former student recruited him as the
naturalist host of multi-part documentaries broadcast
on NBC about the Southwest, the Grand Canyon,
and Baja California (Margolis 224–25). Passages
from his books on these topics formed the majority
of the programs’ scripts. These programs received
both critical and popular acclaim, and did much to
raise public awareness of the American environment
and environmental issues; the Grand Canyon series
won the Edison Award for Excellence in Television.
In addition, Krutch’s numerous contributions to
magazines, Sierra Club books, and natural history
book series, as well as his frequent appearances on
television and radio talk shows, gave him “national
standing and [a] popular reputation” until the end
of this life (Margolis 229).

Born in 1893 to a comfortable, conservative family
in Knoxville, Tennessee, Krutch earned an under-
graduate degree from the University of Tennessee
and then eagerly left the South to study for his Ph.D.
in English at Columbia University in New York City,
where he became a close and lifelong friend of poet
Mark Van Doren (Margolis 27–30). On the eve of
the Great Depression, in 1929, he published The
Modern Temper, a critically acclaimed book that
summed up the anxieties of high Modernism, em-
phasizing humanity’s isolation in the world, ques-
tioning life’s meaning once traditional religion
seemed irrelevant, and expressing a resulting spiritual
angst and emotional despair. Eventually, he found
an antidote to this despair in the natural world, gain-
ing solace through fellowship with small creatures
such as frogs, salamanders, and beetles that carried
on with their lives despite the constraints of climate
and the limitations of size and lifecycle.

Krutch’s shift in focus from an urban landscape
to a rural one occasioned a rereading of the works of
HENRY DAVID THOREAU in the 1940s and led him
to write a biography of the New England TRANSCEN-
DENTALIST, which was published in 1948. Like
Thoreau, and like the other major influences on his
nature writing, ALDO LEOPOLD and entomologist
William Morton Wheeler, Krutch was struck by 
the interdependence, yet fragility, of all natural life
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(McClintock 49–58). In his view, Thoreau “always
sought in his intercourse with living things and even
with the very hills and fields themselves ... that warm
and sympathetic sense of oneness, that escape from
the self into the All...” (Henry David Thoreau 172).
This theme emerges in practically every Krutch essay,
including his first, “April: The Day of the Peepers,”
which he concludes with a quiet cheer for the small
springtime tree toad: “‘Don’t forget,’ I whisper to
the peepers; ‘we are all in this together’” (Twelve Sea-
sons 13).

In his nature books, Krutch writes for a popular
audience; nonetheless, literary allusions—and hu-
morous twists on their implications—are character-
istic of his style. For example, in a much anthologized
essay, “Love in the Desert,” Krutch describes jack
rabbits with the help of Wordsworth, cowbirds with
references to Jean Jacques Rousseau and WALT

WHITMAN, tarantulas using a phrase from Algernon
Charles Swinburne’s poetry, and the asexual repro-
duction strategies of many plants and animals with
a nod to “Is Sex Necessary?” by James Thurber and
E.B. White (Voice of the Desert 167–80). He employs
these allusions both as touchstones of social norms
and human expectations, and as comparisons
between the learned world of letters and the more
exotic and wonderful (though perhaps more humble
in status) lives and places he observes. While expli-
cating how spring courtship rituals begin early in the
desert, Krutch does not resist a gratuitous literary
aside: “Though I have never noticed that either of
the two kinds of doves which spend the whole year
with us acquire that ‘livelier iris’ which Tennyson
celebrated, the lizard’s belly turns turquoise blue, as
though to remind his mate that even on their ancient
level sex has its aesthetic as well as its biological as-
pect” (168). The typical approach and purpose of
Krutch’s essays emerge among their allusions; they
are shaped by first-hand observation, an informal,
often off-hand questioning of assumptions and ap-
parent causes, and a primary desire to understand
the nonhuman world. Krutch’s voice is kindly, droll,
and informed but not expert; he is led by his senses
and his curiosity. He wants to know more than he
does, but he likes entertainment too. Collectively,
these techniques create the appealing persona and
ethos of an educated individual who aspires to be a
naturalist; through them Krutch good-naturedly tu-
tors readers in ecology, and more surreptiously, in a
quiet but telling reverence for nature.

Consequently, Krutch’s essays are easy on readers,
guiding them gently to perceive a unity with the nat-
ural world but rarely challenging public policy, cap-
italism, or materialism. Only occasionally, as in
“Conservation is Not Enough,” does Krutch directly

expound on the broad risks of a “homocentric point
of view” (Voice of the Desert 202):

We have three tigers—the economic, the physical
and the biological—by the tail and three tigers
are more than three times as dangerous as one.
We cannot let any of them go. But it is also not
certain that we can hold all of them indefinitely.
Many a despot has discovered that it was just
when his power seemed to have been made
absolute at last that the revolution broke out.
And it may be that just about three hundred years
was necessary to expose the fallacy of the ideal [of
theologically sanctioned human dominance and
exceptionalism] born in the seventeenth century”
[Voice of the Desert 203].

Though he can be frank, for the most part Krutch
teaches with a light, patient touch, hoping readers
agree with his critique of society and turn away from
short-sighted values, views, and habits.

After he turned to publishing nature essays,
Krutch became active in establishing nature writing
as a distinct genre. In 1950 he published a landmark
anthology, Great American Nature Writing, with a
scholarly 70-page prologue that traces the western
influences of philosophy, theology, and science on
humanity’s relationship to nature from the middle
ages to the twentieth century and, then, defines
nature writing from Thoreau onward. The most im-
portant criterion for nature writing, according to
Krutch, is the conviction of the oneness of all. In ad-
dition, he views nature writing as the work of
“artists,” not merely scientists or explorers, who “seek
literary means to communicate the personal experi-
ence of living in contact with the natural world,”
once they have “absorbed” the lessons of the natural
science of their day (21). Krutch identifies two trends
in the genre since Romanticism, one led by “lovers
of the sublime in nature [and the other by] watchers
of living things” (32). Additional pervasive themes
include “the search for peace, the dream of the golden
age, and that whole nostalgia for a more primitive
way of life” (60) (AMERICAN PASTORAL). This volume
was commercially successful enough to be reprinted
in book club editions.

Krutch’s standards for nature writing are charac-
teristic of his time, as seen in the work of contempo -
raries such as Edwin Way Teale and LOREN EISELEY,
before the more apocalyptic and disturbing voices of
the 1960s emerge. Krutch writes to help readers make
connections between their daily lives and the natural
world; he is no radical. Despite his conviction that
limited human influence over the natural world is
surely the wisest strategy for the survival of humanity
and of all life, his essays usually stop short of warn -
ings and proscriptions.—Elizabeth Giddens
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Las Casas, Bartolomé de 
(1474–1566)

Bartolomé de Las Casas, a Spanish priest and New
World chronicler, wrote some of the most important
and controversial works of the sixteenth century.

Las Casas journeyed to Hispaniola (now the island
comprised of Haiti and the Dominican Republic)
from Spain in 1502, where he was allotted an en-
comienda—a land grant authorizing the owner to en-
slave its inhabitants. In 1513 Las Casas participated
in the conquest of Cuba, where he was given another
encomienda. As he Christianized the indigenous pop-
ulations, however, he became increasingly enraged
by Spanish mistreatment of them, and his sympathies
were heightened by similar objections from Domini-
can friars. Finally, in 1514 Las Casas renounced his
encomiendas, freed his slaves, and began a lifelong
critique of Spanish injustices against inhabitants of
the New World.

Las Casas won a symbolic victory in 1542 when
Charles I abolished the encomienda system, but co-
lonial protests led the king to revoke the abolishment
in 1545. Las Casas returned to Spain in 1547, where
he continued to publicize the issue. Most famously
he debated Juan de Sepulveda, who argued on Aris-
totelian terms that some populations—specifically
New World peoples—were naturally suited for slav-
ery. “The consensus of the time and since has been
that Las Casas got the better of the debate,” especially
as his response to Sepulveda’s 3-hour speech lasted
5 days (World Eras). Although his work had little ef-
fect on contemporary events in the New World, his
lifelong quest to make the world aware of those
events influenced international opinion of Spain for
centuries to come.

Las Casas’ writings are less about the environment

of the New World than about its inhabitants. How-
ever, his History of the Indies performs a vital his -
torical role : as Henry Raup Wagner notes, it “re -
mains the most valuable single account of the
discovery of the New World.... [Las Casas] used and
preserved for us masses of documentary material, the
most priceless being the diary of Columbus’ first voy-
age” (qtd. in Hispanic Biography). Its major environ-
mental contribution lies in its preservation of early
descriptions of New World landscapes.

Las Casas is most famous for his BRIEF ACCOUNT

OF THE DESTRUCTION OF THE INDIES (1522), which
describes in excruciatingly vivid detail episodes of
Spanish violence against indigenous peoples, and by
extension the land. The work drew international at-
tention to the injustices of the Conquest. He also
wrote a philosophical tract, Apologetic History of the
Indies, an Aristotelian argument against Native
American enslavement.

Las Casas’ works stand out from other writings of
the period because of his inflammatory indictment
of the Spanish. By many accounts, he initiated in-
ternational debate about the treatment of conquered
populations. Thus he has had less influence on Amer-
ican environmental awareness than on human rights
history. However, insofar as environmental issues
overlap with the rights of Native Americans, Las
Casas’ work lays a foundation for environmental
ethics based on fair treatment of and self-determi-
nation for original inhabitants.—Laura Boynton
Johnson
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A Brief Account of the 
Destruction of the Indies, 

Bartolomé de Las Casas (1552)
A Brief Account of the Destruction of the Indies pres-

ents a vivid catalog of the 16th-century Spanish Con-
quest of the West Indies. Written by Bartolomé de
Las Casas, a Spanish priest and New World chronic -
ler famous for his opposition to Spanish mistreat -
ment of indigenous populations, the narrative is
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vivid, brutal, violent, and—unfortunately—broadly
accurate.

Las Casas details unprovoked massacres of native
populations; violent torture of leaders in service of
locating gold; brutal rapes; forced enslavement; the
pillaging and burning of homes and temples; the sep-
aration of families; the forced relocation of popula-
tions; and the painful, prolonged, public slaughter
of captives to intimidate others into submission. It
is an altogether horrifying read, and stands out dra-
matically in the corpus of writings by Spanish ex-
plorers primarily for its radical stance against the
doctrine of Native American inferiority.

A Brief Account departs from many colonial writ-
ings because of its rhetorical (rather than strictly doc-
umentary) purpose; that is to say, Las Casas was more
invested in persuading readers into belief than in pre-
serving geographic or narrative details of the Spanish
exploration. Some of Las Casas’ other works, like the
History of the Indies, present more straightforward re-
ports of the Conquest. A Brief Account, on the other
hand, seeks to convince audiences of the injustice of
subjugating Native American populations. As such,
it has faced accusations of inaccuracy and exaggera-
tion because its aim is more suasive than archival.
Still, the dominant consensus seems to be that while
Las Casas may have exaggerated the numbers of na-
tives slaughtered by the Spanish, he did not invent
the brutality or widespread scope of that slaughter.

Although A Brief Account is much less overtly con-
cerned with the environment than with human
rights, it arguably constitutes the first dissent against
imperialist views of the New World as a font of re-
sources to be pillaged. By drawing attention to the
rights of indigenous peoples, Las Casas laid the foun-
dation for an environmental ethics based on native
land rights, implicitly suggesting that there were prior
claims to ownership of the New World. Moreover,
insofar as the common colonial view conflated in-
digenous populations with their environment—see-
ing the one as a source of forced labor and the other
as a source of riches—Las Casas’ opposition to the
instrumental view of New World inhabitants might
be seen as inviting questions about the instrumental
view of the land. Thus by demanding humane treat-
ment of Native Americans, Las Casas indirectly high-
lights the Spaniards’ gross misuse of the land under-
written by the same imperialist ideology.

A Brief Account also stands out as an environ -
mental text for its notable lack of information about
New World landscapes. Most explorers’ diaries—
like most works of environmental literature—devote
a great deal of attention to geographic descriptions
and measurements, chronicling the spoils of explo-
ration and compiling reports for future expeditions.

A Brief Account, by contrast, positions such descrip-
tion as of secondary importance. When it does pro-
vide such description, it is almost always as a back-
drop for human events, making it a more poignant
and humanistic read than many writings of the ex-
plorers. Still, the tone of Las Casas’ descriptions, mar-
veling at the fertility and expansiveness of the land,
is often similar to that of explorers’ accounts.

Las Casas describes “[t]he Spanish Island, which
has a most fertile soil, and, at present, has a great
reputation for its spaciousness and length, containing
in perimeter 600 miles” (11). He details Marien,
“more fertile and large than the kingdom of Portugal
[...]. [I]t abounds with Mountains, and is rich in
Mines of gold and Orichalcum, a kind of Copper
Metal mixed with gold...” (19). His descriptions of
Native Americans position them as innocent and
friendly, their greatest fault being their ignorance of
Christianity: “The inhabitants of this place excel all
other Indians, either in polite or prudence or in lead-
ing a regular life and morality, truly deserving to be
instructed in the knowledge of the true God” (52).
As these descriptions attest, Las Casas describes the
landscape in superlative terms, emphasizing fertility
and boundlessness.

Still, these environmental descriptions are few and
far between. On the one hand, this constitutes a de-
emphasis of environment, and on the other hand, it
refuses to indulge the typical colonialist mindset,
looking at the environment not as an inventory of
resources newly owned by Spain but as the home of
other peoples whose rights Las Casas defends. By not
detailing the spoils of conquest, Las Casas potentially
opens the question of Spanish right to ownership.

But A Brief Account also adopts another, more
noteworthy position with respect to the natural en-
vironment. Las Casas repeatedly connects New
World depopulation (at the hands of the Spaniards)
with desertification, suggesting that the Spaniards’
brutality constitutes an attack not just on the indige-
nous people but on the physical continent as well. Car-
rying this argument to its conclusion suggests that,
in murdering New World inhabitants, the conquis-
tadors essentially destroyed their prized new territory.
For example, Las Casas describes Cuba post–Con-
quest as “now uncultivated, like a desert, and en-
tombed in its own ruins”; St. John and Jamaica are
likewise left “uninhabited and desolate”; and “[t]he
Lucayan Islands on the North Side, adjacent to His-
paniola and Cuba,” formerly more lush than “the
Royal Garden of Sevil [...], with a healthful and
pleasant climate” are now “wild and uninhabited”
(12–13). By Las Casas’ account, the depopulation 
of the New World equally devastates its environ-
ment:
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We are sure that the Spaniards, by their bar-
barous and wretched actions, have absolutely
depopulated as much as ten countries on the
main land, all of greater extent than Spain,
Arragon and Portugal put together, above 1000
Miles in all. The main land now lays desolate and
ruined, when as formerly no other Country what-
soever was more populated [13].

These incarnate devils laid waste and desolate
four hundred miles of most fertile land, contain-
ing vast and wonderful provinces, most spacious
and large valleys surrounded with hills, forty
miles in length, and many towns richly abound-
ing in gold and silver. They destroyed so many
and such considerable regions, that there is not
one spare witness left to relate the story... [69].

The “cruelties and brutishness” (46) of the Span -
iards that Las Casas describes literally lay to waste the
land, not just depopulating it but destroying it by
presumably rendering it infertile, dry, and desert-
like. This portrayal constitutes Las Casas’ most
prevalent and interesting environmental theme. By
his account, the Conquest was not just an assault on
innocent populations (although this is obviously the
major element) but also an assault on the land, an
environmentalist perspective centuries ahead of its
time.

And Las Casas’ vivid critique of the Conquest con-
tinues to be relevant; the historical pattern of dual
abuses of “conquered” populations and their ancestral
lands is still active, and still inspiring debate. But the
long, continuous history of violating native rights in
the New World in pursuit of natural resources illus-
trates the extent to which Las Casas’ message has
gone unheard. Thus, when we consider issues like
oil drilling in the Amazon—where multinational
corporations have been accused of decimating an-
cestral lands at nominal compensation to inhabitants
and then refusing to safely clean up the resulting
waste—we may hear echoes of Las Casas’ own ob-
jections.—Laura Boynton Johnson
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Lawrence, D(avid) H(erbert)
(1885–1930)

D. H. Lawrence was born in 1885, in Eastwood,
a small coal mining town in the county of Notting-
hamshire, England. The circumstances of his up-
bringing—including the industrial character of his
hometown, his father’s occupation as a collier, his
family’s poverty, and the friction between his par-
ents—had a profound effect on his life and work,

which often investigates the impact of industrializa-
tion on humanity and the natural world.

Lawrence’s novels are rife with a sexuality that is
deeply rooted in humanity’s primal connection to
the environment. Each of his most famous novels,
including Sons and Lovers (1913), The Rainbow (1915),
Women in Love (1920), and Lady Chatterley’s Lover
(1928), feature protagonists who struggle to reconcile
their primal urges and emotions with the conventions
and expectations of the modern world. His charac -
ters, who live predominantly in mining communities
like Lawrence’s own hometown of Eastwood, are
often alienated by the rapid industrialization of the
English countryside, and are only able to achieve
physical and psychological well-being when they re-
connect with their natural surroundings.

Much of his poetry, including his most acclaimed
collection Birds, Beasts and Flowers (1923), is also
concerned with nature, and its profound and in-
eluctable influence on man. Birds, Beasts and Flowers
features poems on animals, trees, and even fruits.
One of his most anthologized poems, “Snake,” is
wrought with symbolic connections between the
human and animal world, ultimately suggesting that
our anxiety toward nature is a result of our inability
or unwillingness to confront it honestly and with an
open mind.

While Lawrence is not an American writer per se,
his landmark work of literary criticism, STUDIES IN

CLASSIC AMERICAN LITERATURE (1923) offers unpar-
alleled insight into the American environmental
imaginary. With chapters on BENJAMIN FRANKLIN,
J. H. CRÈVECOEUR, JAMES FENIMORE COOPER,
NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE, EDGAR ALLAN POE, HER-
MAN MELVILLE, WALT WHITMAN and others, Law -
rence considers the lives and work of a host of Amer-
ica’s most important and influential writers. Several
of these authors, most notably Herman Melville,
were not acclaimed at the time and owe their dis-
covery largely to Lawrence. The final chapter of the
book, which celebrates Walt Whitman’s “message of
American democracy,” claims that a soul is known
“not by anything, but just itself. The soul passing
unenhanced, passing on foot and being no more than
itself ” (177). In appropriating this claim from Whit-
man, Lawrence draws a connection between the
uniquely American consciousness, a desire for soli-
tude, and communion with nature.

Although his time in America was brief, it is said
that Lawrence’s happiest years were spent on his
ranch just outside of Taos, New Mexico. He once
wrote, “I think New Mexico was the greatest expe-
rience from the outside world that I ever had. It
 certainly changed me forever [...] The moment I saw
the brilliant, proud morning shine high up over the
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deserts of Santa Fé, something stood still in my soul,
and I started to attend” (Phoenix 142). Though he
died in France, in 1930, from tuberculosis, his ashes
now reside in a small chapel east of Taos.—Adam
Meehan
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Studies in Classic 
American Literature, 

D. H. Lawrence (1923)
Although an English citizen, D. H. Lawrence

(1885– 1930) was driven to leave Britain after World
War I because of his German wife and outspoken
pacifist views. He spent the rest of his life in a vol-
untary exile that sometimes brought him to America,
where he published Studies in Classic American Lit-
erature, a collection of twelve essays initially written
as journal articles, in which Lawrence discusses BEN-
JAMIN FRANKLIN, HECTOR ST. JOHN DE CRÈVE-
COEUR, JAMES FENIMORE COOPER, EDGAR ALLAN

POE, NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE, Richard Henry
Dana, HERMAN MELVILLE, and WALT WHITMAN.
Lawrence’s diverse commentary is intuitive and im-
pressionistic, mixing praise with exasperation. He
sees American literature as inherently shaped by its
natural environment, a vast and often wild con -
tinent; yet he criticizes the American psyche for in-
evitably trying to conquer or idealize nature, for re-
jecting the land’s Native peoples and their claims of
belonging, and for thwarting nature by relying on
technology. He urges Americans to embrace the spir-
itual aspects of nature and to acknowledge the inter-
dependence of all things.

Lawrence posits that the quintessential American
desire, whether to idealize or to destroy nature, is an
attempt to control the wild. The first tendency, to
idealize, is illustrated for him by the writing of
Crèvecoeur, who is pilloried as a false “man of the
land” whose LETTERS FROM AN AMERICAN FARMER

(1782) gained him a celebrity in Europe that he ex-
ploited after abandoning his farm and family. Law -
rence calls Crèvecoeur an emotional liar who spins
tales about nature as if he were its true child, whereas

in reality he romanticizes an imaginary wilderness
in order to “put NATURE in his pocket” to sell to a
Europe fascinated by his image of the New World
(25–26). For the same reasons Lawrence mocks the
Brook Farm project of the American TRANSCENDEN-
TALISTS when examining Hawthorne’s BLITHEDALE

ROMANCE (1852), which was based on the short-lived
collective-farming experiment (UTOPIAN COMMU-
NITIES). Lawrence has no patience with these “famous
idealists and transcendentalists [who] met to till the
soil and hew timber in the sweat of their own brows,
thinking high thoughts all the while, and breathing
an atmosphere of communal love, and tingling in
tune with the Oversoul, like so many strings of a
super-celestial harp” (104). He claims their experi-
ment failed due to their frequent quarrels, dislike of
hard labor, and because they “left off brookfarming,
and took to bookfarming” (105).

In American literature, Native peoples often rep-
resent the wilderness, and thus suffer from the same
American desire to conquer or idealize nature. Law -
rence castigates Franklin, who thought the drunk-
enness of Natives was “the design of Providence to
extirpate these savages in order to make room for the
cultivators of the earth, [for] it seems not improbable
that rum may be the appointed means. It has already
annihilated all the tribes who formerly inhabited all
the seacoast” (15). Lawrence likewise criticizes Crève-
coeur for his false representation of Native Americans
as “noble Children of Nature ... like so many cooing
doves” (30). In evaluating Cooper’s portrayal of Na-
tives, summarized as wish-fulfillment, Lawrence sets
out the grievances of Native Americans against whites
and concludes that the “Red Man died hating the
white man. [...] He doesn’t believe in us and our civ-
ilization, and so is our mystic enemy, for we push
him off the face of the earth” (35). Lawrence argues
that there exists a white American “desire to extirpate
the Indian. And the contradictory desire to glorify
him. Both are rampant still, to-day” (36).

Lawrence treats American sea tales as separate from
its land stories and claims Americans “have never
loved the soil of America as Europeans have loved
the soil of Europe. America has never been a blood-
home-land. Only an ideal home-land” (111). Hence,
much classic American writing turns to the sea, the
mother of all. Lawrence calls Dana the communica -
tor of “a profound mystic vision” of the eternal ex-
panses of sea and air where the puny human can be-
come “elemental like a seal, a creature” (114). Yet
Dana records a conflict against “the vast, almost om-
nipotent” sea where “Man fights the element in all
its roused, mystic hostility to conscious life” (124).
Oddly, Lawrence makes almost no allusion to the
environmental aspects of Melville’s MOBY DICK
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(1851). He applauds Melville’s authentic descriptions
of sailing, the South Seas, the whaling industry, giant
squid, aquatic mating rituals, and so on; but his real
interest lies in explaining the symbol of the great
white whale, which he takes to represent “the deepest
blood-being of the white race” (160–161).

Early in the work, Lawrence bluntly summarizes
what he perceives as the American ethos: “Some insist
[...] on the plumbing, and some on saving the world:
these being the two great American specialties” (vii–
viii). He characterizes Whitman as too invested in
the machinery of urban industrial America and pic-
tures him speeding along in a motorcar “going whizz
over an unwary Red Indian, [...] oblivious of the
corpses under the wheels” (167). Moreover, he chal-
lenges Whitman’s reputation as the poet of the body,
insisting that “Everything was female to him: even
himself. Nature just one great function” (168). Yet,
although he replaced sensuality with utility, Whit -
man “was the first to smash the old moral conception
that the soul of man is something ‘superior’ and
‘above’ the flesh” (171); hence he embraces “the soul
living her life” (173). In this sense, Lawrence reveals
some ambivalence toward Whitman, applauding his
celebration of life, but assailing his vision of the
human as a functionary within the mosaic of the
urban industrial space, set apart from the individual’s
natural spiritual existence.

Lawrence is likewise enamored with the basic
technology of the sailing ship in Dana’s narrative, as
opposed to later industrial technology like steam en-
gines. He claims that “The more we intervene ma-
chinery between us and the naked forces the more
we numb and atrophy our own senses [and] take the
miracle of life from us.... We do not know what we
lose by all our labour-saving appliances” (125). As
Armin Arnold observes, Lawrence laments that
America, “instead of being free, [is] chained by her
machines and her industry” (49). Thus, Lawrence’s
interest in Poe, for example, centers on the latter’s
concern with immediacy and intimacy. Poe sees hu-
mans as organic beings who depend on contact with
the natural world’s air, food, and water, and who
seek the sort of radical, sensual love favored by
Lawrence, with “each losing itself in transgressing its
own bounds” (66, 80). Writing of Poe’s The Fall of
the House of Usher (1839), Lawrence highlights the
protagonist’s awareness of sentience in vegetation and
inanimate objects like stones, recognizing the envi-
ronmental interdependence of humans, animals,
plants, and inanimate figures as “a physical oneness”
(78).

Lawrence believes humans must revere their inner
nature and their natural environment in order to sus-
tain their own humanness. He urges, “Believe in your

own Holy Ghost” (102), and warns that there “comes
a new generation to sweep out even the ghosts, with
these new vacuum cleaners. No ghost could stand
up against a vacuum cleaner” (104). Lawrence con-
cludes that the use of technology, so prevalent in
America, to control nature, to free us from labor, to
maintain our urban fortresses, and to allow us to ide-
alize the natural world even as we destroy it, will not
only undermine our essential, life-supporting con-
nections to the environment but corrupt the human
nature at the core of our being.—Kelly MacPhail
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Leopold, Aldo (1887–1948)
Few authors in the American environmental canon

offer such a clearly focused articulation of their ideas,
beliefs, and values as Aldo Leopold in A SAND

COUNTY ALMANAC (1949), a text regarded by many
as a touchstone of twentieth-century American en-
vironmental writing. As it was published posthu-
mously, Leopold never had the opportunity to
expand on its many moving and often revelatory pas-
sages, including the long look at the life of a tree in
“Good Oak” and the famous “fierce green fire”
lamentation of a dead wolf in “Thinking Like a
Mountain”; nor was he able to expand on his famous
“land ethic” that closes the work. Yet those looking
for insights from one of America’s most important
advocates of the primacy and importance of the nat-
ural world will find much in the lifetime’s worth of
personal correspondence, essays, and articles that
Leopold produced in an active, though too brief life
of fieldwork, scholarship, and teaching. Indeed, those
who stop with A Sand County Almanac miss out on
Leopold’s deeper elaboration of the many topics and
themes that inform that work, bolstered both by ac-
ademic expertise and life experience, in individual
articles and essays on, among other things, land man-
agement, forestry, hunting, farming, wilderness,
public and private property, outdoor recreation, en-
vironmental education, and ethical and aesthetical
concern for the natural world.
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With the exception of the six years he attended
school in the East, at Lawrenceville School and Yale
University, Aldo Leopold’s life was spent in compar-
atively remote outposts of early twentieth-century
America: he was born in the Mississippi River town
of Burlington, Iowa in 1887, cut his teeth in the field
of land management as a forester in the Southwest,
and died in 1948 battling a grass fire near his “shack”
in rural Wisconsin; and all of these places may be
seen influencing both his life and writing. Burlington
at the turn of the twentieth century may not have
been at the forefront of progressive American politics
or the burgeoning conservation movement, but it
did provide an ideal setting for the young Leopold
to develop a sincere, even spiritual, appreciation of
the natural world around him. Leopold’s family was
entrenched in the history and culture of the region,
and both his father Carl and his grandfather Charles
Starker had a reputation for being amateur naturalists
and avid outdoorsmen. The forests, bottoms, and
bluffs of the upper Mississippi offered fertile ground
for Leopold to develop quickly into a proficient nat-
uralist himself, with a fondness for bird watching.
At age 15 Leopold began his first bird journal, which
he used to document observations he had made of
various bird species on his daily “tramps” into the
woods. He took these journals with him on expedi-
tions around the Burlington area, and on family va-
cations, and continued the practice of identifying
new bird species and observing migration patterns
after he moved to Lawrenceville, New Jersey to finish
high school. This self-initiated environmental edu-
cation was as important to Leopold’s development
as the more formal training he would receive later in
life.

Leopold began his formal study of the natural
world when he enrolled at Yale University in 1905,
with the goal of graduating from the Yale Forest
School. Marybeth Lorbiecki’s concise biography of
Leopold draws particular attention to a summer stint
at the Yale Forest School Camp in the Pocono Moun-
tains of Pennsylvania, wherein “Nature was gradually
becoming for [Leopold] something that could be
measured, managed, and put to human use” (A Fierce
Green Fire, 34). Leopold’s attendance at the Yale
Forestry School from 1907–1909 is significant for a
number of reasons, not least of which is the influence
of its founder, Gifford Pinchot. Pinchot is best
known as the early head of the Forest Service, where
he helped create the National Forests, and as a con-
servationist advocate for “wise use,” an attitude often
contrasted to the preservationist outlook of JOHN

MUIR and his followers. As Leopold began his career
with the Forest Service in the American Southwest,
including his first major assignment at the Apache

National Forest in Arizona, he continued to whole-
heartedly subscribe to Pinchot’s ideas that land man-
agement was first and foremost about fairly distrib-
uting natural resources among the loggers, ranchers,
farmers and other human agents with a commercial
interest in the land.

A significant element in this wise-use approach to
the land was Leopold’s lifelong interest in game man-
agement, another practice that he attempted to reg-
ulate in the forests of the Southwest. Still operating
under the belief that human interests came first,
Leopold’s early game management practices entailed
killing off natural predators like wolves and mountain
lions to ensure that large numbers of deer, antelope,
and turkeys remained for human hunters. However,
it was during this time that Leopold would undergo
an experience that transformed his views on game
management and on human relationships to the en-
vironment in general. This is the event documented
in the “Thinking Like a Mountain” section of A Sand
County Almanac, where Leopold recounts killing a
mother wolf and her pups while on a surveying ex-
pedition in the Arizona mountains. Having shot
“with more excitement than accuracy” at the wolves,
Leopold goes on to detail one of the most famous
conversion experiences in all of American environ-
mental literature: “We reached the old wolf in time
to watch a fierce green fire dying in her eyes. I realized
then, and have known ever since, that there was
something new to me in those eyes—something
known only to her and to the mountain” (A Sand
County Almanac, 130). Partly as a result of this
epiphanic moment, Leopold soon began to turn
away from the Pinchot-inspired policies of land
management, and to express a greater concern for all
elements of the natural world, culminating at last in
the creation of his distinctive “land ethic.”

After finishing his career with the Forest Service
in the Southwest, Leopold resettled his family in
Madison, Wisconsin, to pursue work in the private
sector—a fateful decision as it turned out. First, the
change of jobs allowed Leopold to finish and publish
his first book-length publication, Game Management
(1933), which eventually led to his being hired by
the University of Wisconsin as a faculty member of
the nation’s first graduate program in game manage-
ment; and then in 1935, Leopold was able to pur -
chase a stretch of land outside of Baraboo, Wis -
consin, which would become known as “the Shack”
and which provided his family the opportunity to
enact the sort of land restoration that Leopold was
increasingly calling for on a regional and national
scale. Through his ongoing work with his family at
“the Shack” and his students at the University of
Wisconsin, Leopold was able to explore and impart
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his own developing sense of a deeper and more inti-
mate relationship between humanity and the envi-
ronment, an attitude neatly summarized in an essay
he wrote near the end of his life : “I am trying to
teach you that this alphabet of ‘natural objects’ (soils
and rivers, birds and beasts) spells out a story, which
he who runs may read—if he knows how. Once you
learn to read the land, I have no fear of what you will
do to it, or with it. And I know many pleasant things
it will do to you” (River of the Mother of God, 337).—
Matt Low
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A Sand County Almanac,
Aldo Leopold (1949)

Published posthumously, Aldo Leopold’s A Sand
County Almanac belongs among the short list of sem-
inal books associated with environmental literature.
Written over a span of 11 years from 1937 until 1948,
the book represents the culmination of Leopold’s
prolific career as a forester, wildlife manager, con-
servationist, ecologist, and professor. Similar in form
to THOREAU’s WALDEN (1854) and echoing themes
JOHN MUIR touches on in THE MOUNTAINS OF CAL-
IFORNIA (1894) and My First Summer in the Sierra
(1911), A Sand County Almanac brings together these
and other 19th-century influences with an increased
emphasis on scientific rigor and environmental
ethics. In this way, the book draws upon previous
published environmental literature along the lines of
Gilbert White’s The Natural History of Selborne
(1789) and Darwin’s Voyage of the Beagle (1839) while
influencing American writers from diverse back-
grounds (Tallmadge 110), including RACHEL CARSON,
EDWARD ABBEY, WALLACE STEGNER, and Arne Næss,
among others.

A Sand County Almanac is made up of four
separate but thematically connected sections, each of
which speaks to the central importance of developing
and enacting what Leopold describes near the end
of the book as a “Land Ethic” (237). “Part I: A Sand
County Almanac” takes for its structure the calendar

year—an anthropocentric conception of time—and
imposes upon this human construct descriptions of
seasonal events and discussions of larger, ecological
patterns underlying these seemingly isolated occur-
rences. “The sketches of Part I, written for the most
part in the present tense, describe the life [Leopold]
and his family live now” on their recently purchased
plot of land in. In “January,” as well as other chapters
in this first part, Leopold models how one should
participate in and learn from nature. He introduces,
through unadorned depictions, mundane but sig-
nificant events on and around his plot of land and
the iconic “shack,” a “chicken-house-turned-cow-
shed” that he and his family converted into a modest
cabin (Flader 53). In each anecdote, he presents him-
self as both an interested and an uncertain partici -
pant, suggesting in this way that nature has much to
teach those willing to learn.

In Part I, Leopold often takes the reader back
metonymically, through particular events, to topics
that consider “the wider reaches of evolutionary time”
(103). In this way, the opening section of the book
enjoins readers to think ecologically by practicing
the intuitive “art of drawing deductions” (67). The
purpose of this type of sustained, patient study, sug-
gests Leopold with each new episode, is to develop
the capacity to make inferences based on informed
speculation, or what he refers to later in the text as
“perception” (292). The main such inference one
must make is that—as is the case with all species of
plants and animals that invariably battle for survival
in nature over time—individuals in particular and
civilization as a whole must be vigilant and guard
against creating a society that promises its members
“freedom from want and fear” (4).

The scope of what readers soon recognize as sub-
jective yet trenchant investigations into the relation-
ship between mankind and nature broadens in Part
II, which includes many of Leopold’s most progres -
sive ideas regarding conservation and ecology. In this
second section, which was written in the decades
prior to the writing of Part I (Ribbens 103), Leopold
draws on research and, in some cases, previously
drafted essays that focus on issues tied to work he
had done in Illinois and Iowa, Arizona and New
Mexico, Chihuahua and Sonora, and elsewhere.
Writ ten primarily in the past tense, these essays are
organized episodically and “depict the transformation
of the narrator from an ignorant, insensitive, restless,
and ordinary person (someone much like the reader)
into the vibrant, perceptive, wise, and serene obser -
ver of Part I” (Tallmadge 114).

Of the essays included in Part II, the most promi-
nent is “Thinking Like a Mountain,” one that grew
out of Leopold’s work in New Mexico as a Forest
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Service Assistant, and later as Director, during the
first phase of his career (Philippon 301). In this essay,
he reflects on the mistakes he made while carrying
out Forest Service policies and failing to appreciate
the interdependent quality of the land. In the process
of recalling a time when he shot a wolf from a
distance and arrived at its side in time to watch the
light leave its eyes, he introduces the works’ central
themes, of humility and responsibility, which form
the basis of the environmental ethic outlined later in
the book. Noting that his actions were both legal
and short-sighted, he conveys through his account
of what he calls the “fierce green fire” in the dying
animal’s eyes the paradoxical idea that we cannot
have peace without danger, and that we should thus
not equate progress with such things as “safety, pros-
perity, comfort, long life, and dullness” (141). Re-
turning in this context to Thoreau’s famous dictum
“In wildness is the preservation of the world,”
Leopold complicates and renews the time-worn
homily by drawing upon his extensive fieldwork, as
well as his expertise as a professor of conversation bi-
ology, stating, “Perhaps this is the hidden meaning
in the howl of the wolf, long known among moun-
tains, but seldom perceived among men” (141).

The third section, “Part III: A Taste for Country,”
explores topics tied to land aesthetics, sustainable
farming, ecological education, and environmental
ethics. These essays redefine a number of concepts
specific to education and economics by insisting that
they be understood not in anthropocentric but in
ecological terms. After declaring in the opening essay
that “Poor land may be rich country, and vice versa”
(177), Leopold re-presents this apparent contradic-
tion, stating in “The Round River,” that “The last
word in ignorance is the man who says of an animal
or plant: ‘What good is it?,’” and adding that “If the
land mechanism as a whole is good, then every part
is good, whether we understand it or not” (190). He
then applies this line of reasoning to topics such as
private and public lands, “clean farming” (199), and
the “profit motive” (201). Effectively deconstructing
conventional (by human standards) thinking associ-
ated with concepts such as profit and progress, he
lays the groundwork for the final section of the book,
wherein he calls readers to reconsider much of what
they know and how they think about “the land,” and
their concomitant responsibility for its health.

In Part IV, “The Upshot,” A Sand County Almanac
fleshes out Leopold’s seminal “Land Ethic,” a set of
sweeping principles that the author has, in the book’s
preceding sections, been tangentially addressing.
Here at last Leopold explicitly challenges readers to
alter their thinking about familiar ideas specific to
conservation, ecology, and ethics. He calls for para-

digmatic changes in conception and, as importantly,
behavior among individuals and societies, especially
those who understand nature as something separate
from and ultimately “useful” to mankind.

Greater than the sum of its parts, A Sand County
Almanac is considered by many academics, politi-
cians, ethicists, and activists as the cornerstone of
contemporary environmental thinking, and con -
tinues to shape discussions and policies pertaining
to conservation and ecology.—Colin Irvine
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Lewis, Meriwether (1774–1809)
and William Clark (1770–1838)

Meriwether Lewis and William Clark are the most
famous authors of any early American exploration
narrative. They conducted their famed travels across
North America in 1804–06 as leaders of the first U.S.
government-sponsored scientific expedition to ex -
plore the lands between the Missouri River and the
Pacific Ocean. The two explorers kept detailed jour-
nals of their observations and experiences, which
were later published in a long string of editions be-
ginning in 1814, most notably as The Lewis and Clark
Journals: An American Epic of Discovery. In addition
to its value as a landmark text of natural history,
Lewis and Clark’s Journals are an important illustra-
tion of the growing dichotomy between science and
romanticism in the American view of the natural en-
vironment in the early nineteenth century.

Meriwether Lewis was born in Virginia in 1774 to
a prominent family that counted THOMAS JEFFERSON

among its neighbors. His parents were Lucy and
William Lewis, the latter an army officer who died
of pneumonia in 1779. Meriwether Lewis spent all
but three years of his youth in Virginia, and took
early to outdoor pursuits. When he was 13 Lewis
began managing his father’s farm, and simultan -
eously began taking tutoring lessons in Latin, math-
ematics, and science. After joining the military in
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1794 he served in a variety of posts of increasing pres-
tige that eventually led to an appointment in 1801 to
serve as President Thomas Jefferson’s secretary. Jef-
ferson and Lewis soon began planning the president’s
top project, an expedition across the continent that
would be known as the Corps of Discovery.

William Clark was born in 1770 to John and Ann
Clark. Like Lewis he was born in Virginia, but in
1784 his family relocated to the Kentucky frontier,
where he had little chance of a formal education.
With five brothers who all served as officers in the
Revolutionary War, Clark was destined for a military
career. He began participating in militia activities as
a teenager, and got his chance to join the army in
1789. During this period Clark met Lewis in the
army and the two became friends. After four years
Clark resigned from the army for personal reasons,
and in 1803 Lewis contacted him with an invitation
to join his upcoming western expedition.

That year, upon completion of the Louisiana Pur-
chase, the United States suddenly owned nearly a
million square miles of western territory about which
it knew very little. The primary goal of the Lewis
and Clark expedition, as described by Jefferson in his
extensive instructions to the two explorers, was to
identify a water route across the continent for the
purposes of commerce. However, Jefferson’s interests
lay more in the scientific realm, and he directed them
to take detailed observations of the land, weather,
animals, plants, and people they encountered along
the way. The expedition began in 1804 with a plan
to travel by water up the Missouri River, and from
there to portage across land until reaching an imag-
ined river that would connect them to the Columbia
River and, thereby, to the Pacific Ocean.

In May of 1804 the Lewis and Clark expedition
began traveling north by boat. Armed with the ex-
pedition’s own precise measurements and careful ob-
servations, modern historians have identified Lewis
and Clark’s route as having passed along the Missouri
River as far as Montana, at which point they were
forced to travel on foot across Idaho, eastern Wash-
ington, and eastern Oregon until locating an outlet
to the Columbia River and making the rest of their
way to the Pacific Ocean by boat.

In terms of their goal of identifying a water route
across North America, Lewis and Clark’s expedition
was a failure; they had been forced to travel more
than three hundred miles by land, much of it across
difficult, mountainous territory. Yet the overall ex-
pedition was considered a great success. The ex -
plorers had collected an enormous amount of
valuable information about the western territory, and
they were greeted like heroes upon their return in
1806. Lewis turned over the expedition journals and

a substantial collection of specimens from the trip to
President Jefferson, who shared them with scientists
and natural historians of the time.

As a reward for their successful efforts, both ex-
plorers were appointed to positions in the Louisiana
Territory, Lewis as governor and Clark as superin-
tendent of Indian affairs. Although Lewis was
charged with preparing the expedition journals for
publication, he never completed the task, dying in
1809 of apparent suicide. Meanwhile, Clark married
and went on to become governor of the Missouri
Territory. He picked up where Lewis left off and
commissioned a lawyer, Nicholas Biddle, to compile
and publish the expedition journals, which were
finally released for the first time in 1814 under the
title, History of the Expedition under the Command of
Captains Lewis and Clarke.

Lewis and Clark’s writings convey a view of the
natural environment that blends romantic, scientific,
and survivalist themes, reflecting the multifaceted
experience of early Western explorers. As naturalists
they profoundly advanced science by describing and
collecting a tremendous number of species that were
new to Euro-American culture. As literary authors
they offered what Frank Bergon has dubbed “the
equivalent of a national poem, a magnificent epic for
an unfinished nation.” To a country still in its un-
certain adolescence, the Journals fed into a powerful
source of nationalism: the vast Western landscape.
They were also the first to provide maps and other
critical details of the United States’ new western ter-
ritories that would guide future pioneers. From
Lewis’s romantic flourishes, evocative of later paint-
ings by Hudson River School artists, to Clark’s con-
cise, objective measurements, the Journals document
not only the state of North American ecosystems at
the time, but also some of America’s most funda-
mental parameters for our complex human relation-
ship to the natural world.—Kim Leeder
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London, Jack (1876–1916)
Though Jack London is remembered today mainly

as a writer of adventure stories for young adults, in
his own time he was one of the most famous and
prolific American authors. An amateur student of
natural science, London spent much of his life out
of doors, with stints as a fisherman, investigative re-
porter, prospector, sailor, hobo, and rancher—life -
styles that would be reflected in his writing. Beneath
the surface of London’s entertaining stories, we find
an engaging portrait of the life-world of nonhuman
animals and an exploration of the relationship be-
tween humans and the natural environment.

Jack London was born in 1876 in a working-class
district of San Francisco, to a single mother. As a
young man he was an avid reader, and was largely
self-educated through time spent at the Oakland
Public Library. By the age of 13 London was working
in a cannery, a job he soon quit to become an oyster
pirate in San Francisco Bay. In 1893 he spent seven
months aboard a sealing schooner, writing an award-
winning journalistic account of the experience.
When London returned to the U.S. later that year
the country had entered a period of economic de-
pression, and he found himself unemployed and
roaming the countryside as a tramp, an experience
he would later recount in the influential travel nar-
rative, The Road (1907). It was during this period of
hardship that London converted to socialism, a po-
litical position he held for the rest of his life and il-
lustrated in works such as the sociological study The
People of the Abyss (1903) and the dystopian novel
The Iron Heel (1908). In 1897 he traveled to the
Yukon Territory to take part in the Klondike Gold
Rush, and although he was unsuccessful as a prospec-
tor, the experience furnished him with material for
his best-known works: the novels THE CALL OF THE

WILD (1903) and White Fang (1906), and the short-
story “To Build a Fire” (1908).

London is typically classified, along with Stephen
Crane, Frank Norris, and Theodore Dreiser, as a
member of the Naturalist school of American writers.
Influenced by the novelistic theories of Emile Zola,
as well as by Charles Darwin and the social philoso-
pher Herbert Spencer (coiner of the term “survival
of the fittest”), naturalists explored the ways in which
characters are affected by heredity and by the sur-

rounding natural and social environment. The move-
ment has sometimes been labeled “pessimistic” be-
cause characters seem to lack free will and instead
are determined by antagonistic outside forces. How-
ever, it could also be argued that these writers co-
gently (and admirably) criticized the belief that hu-
mans are above or separate from nature. In many of
London’s works, for example, we encounter animals
that are more suited to their environments than their
inept and self-absorbed human counterparts.

The poet Carl Sandburg has said of The Call of
the Wild that it is “the greatest dog story ever writ -
ten.” In the novella, a pampered house pet named
Buck is stolen from his California home and sold
north to work as a sled dog in the Yukon, where he
is forced to adapt to the harsh physical conditions of
the northern climate and the brutal competition of
the sled-dog team. The wilderness atmosphere awak-
ens a primitive urge in the animal, and he becomes
ever wilder, eventually leaving human civilization
behind to become the leader of a wolf pack. White
Fang, published a few years later, shows the opposite
progression: a wild wolf dog becomes increasingly
tame, ending as a family pet. London found himself
embroiled in an ongoing debate over the accuracy of
animal representations when President TEDDY ROO-
SEVELT and naturalist JOHN BURROUGHS accused him
and other writers of being “nature fakers.” Un-
daunted, however, London would continue to ex -
plore such themes throughout his work, for example
in the post-apocalyptic “re-wilding” that occurs in
The Scarlet Plague (1912).

London devoted most of his energies later in life
to building and improving upon a ranch he had pur-
chased in the Sonoma Valley of California, where he
took great interest in soil conservation, organic fer-
tilizers, animal breeding, and the latest scientific
farming techniques. The beauty of the ranch and its
landscape are captured in the pastoral back-to-the-
land novel The Valley of the Moon (1913). Unfortu-
nately, London’s rural sentiments, like those of many
of his contemporaries, were tainted by racism and
anti-immigrant xenophobia. Nonetheless, his trans-
formation of the area into an experimental farm pro-
vided an early example of agricultural reform. Jack
London died at home on his ranch at the relatively
young age of 40. In the 1960’s the ranch and the sur-
rounding area were designated a state park.—Tristan
Sipley
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The Call of the Wild, 
Jack London (1903)

Set during the 19th-century Klondike gold rush,
Jack London’s novella The Call of the Wild traces a
domesticated dog’s devolution into a primordial
beast. Its protagonist is Buck, a 140-pound mixed-
breed dog whose unique combination of St. Bernard
and Scotch shepherd traits make him resemble a large
wolf. First introduced as a “sated aristocrat” ruling
over the Santa Clara Valley home of Judge Miller,
Buck is stolen and shipped to the Klondike for use
as a sled dog (London 6). This series of events marks
the beginning of Buck’s devolution, a process that
culminates in his departure from human civilization
when his master, John Thornton, dies and he answers
the titular “call” by joining a pack of wolves. London
reverses this plot in White Fang, a novella written
three years later in which a wolf-dog hybrid from
the Klondike becomes domesticated and returns with
his master to the latter’s Santa Clara Valley home.
Although both novellas take up similar themes, The
Call of the Wild is arguably a more successful explo-
ration of the intertwined roles of heredity and envi-
ronment in shaping the individual.

London’s story of devolution is heavily influenced
by his interest in 19th-century naturalist Charles
Darwin’s theory of evolution; and the stark, brutal
environment of the Klondike serves as an ideal
setting in which to dramatize a Darwinian struggle
for existence. Although Buck leads “a lazy, sun-kissed
life” at Judge Miller’s place, London quickly estab-
lishes his inherent fitness by pointing out that Buck
“had saved himself by not becoming a mere
pampered house-dog. Hunting and kindred outdoor
delights had kept down the fat and hardened his
muscles” (15, 6). Still, Buck’s transition to the North-

land is sudden and harsh. Sold to a dog-breaker who
beats him into obedience and then sells him, Buck
then witnesses the brutal death of Curly, a friendly
Newfoundland who is eaten alive by a pack of
huskies after unwittingly antagonizing one of them.
These experiences introduce Buck to “the law of club
and fang,” a concept akin to Darwin’s (in fact
Spencer’s) “survival of the fittest,” which Buck must
learn “unconsciously” in order to survive (15, 21). By
observing more experienced dogs, he discovers how
to defend himself, make a warm bed in the snow,
and steal food; and this capacity for learning marks
Buck as “fit to survive in the hostile Northland en-
vironment. It marked his adaptability, his capacity
to adjust himself to changing conditions, the lack of
which would have meant swift and terrible death”
(21).

As London’s use of Darwinian language suggests,
the environment exerts a twofold influence on Buck’s
development. First, it shapes him in an immediate,
physical sense: his feet, previously “softened” by do-
mestication, become calloused, his muscles “hard as
iron” (28, 22). Second, and more profoundly, it has
already instilled in him inherited traits which
facilitate his adaptation. Buck experiences these traits
as memories, a trope which also appears in Before
Adam, London’s 1907 serialized novel in which the
human narrator “remembers,” in the form of vivid
dreams, the experiences of a primordial ancestor.
This reemergence of “instincts long dead” enables
Buck to learn, almost automatically, “to fight with
cut and slash and the quick wolf snap”—skills which
enable him to kill and replace Spitz as the team’s lead
dog (22). Ultimately, it is Buck’s unique combination
of inherited traits which, sharpened by his education
“in the fiercest of schools,” makes him “as formidable
a creature as any that roamed the wild”: “His cunning
was wolf cunning, and wild cunning; his intelligence,
shepherd intelligence and St. Bernard intelligence”
(79). London emphasizes the innateness of Buck’s
superior fitness by contrasting him with two other
varieties of “Outside dogs”: purebred dogs like point-
ers who are “bewildered and spirit-broken by the
strange savage environment,” and “mongrels of in-
determinate breed” who are “without spirit at all”
(51). Unlike the hybrid Buck, who inherits the best
characteristics of two robust breeds, these dogs prove
unable to adapt to the harsh Northland and quickly
perish.

Accompanying Buck’s transformation is a moral
decline characteristic of naturalistic devolution plots.
Frank Norris, London’s contemporary and fellow
naturalist, seemed especially preoccupied with this
theme, most notably in Vandover and the Brute (pub-
lished posthumously in 1914) and McTeague (1909).
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Yet while Norris’s Vandover feels “the brute in him
... forever seeking a lower level, wallowing itself lower
and lower into the filth and into the mire,” London
portrays Buck’s moral regression as both necessary
and positive (Norris 233). In abandoning his “moral
nature,” Buck frees himself of “a vain thing and a
handicap in the ruthless struggle for existence” (Lon-
don 21). Moreover, some of the novella’s most ecstatic
moments feature Buck indulging remorselessly in
graphic violence. For example, the rabbit hunt which
precedes his defeat of Spitz fills Buck with a bloodlust
that enables him to experience “the sheer surging of
life, the tidal wave of being, the perfect joy of each
separate muscle, joint, and sinew” (34). Subsequently
killing Spitz cements his status as “the dominant pri-
mordial beast who had made his kill and found it
good” (36). This moral decline has frequently been
read allegorically, a move encouraged by London’s
characterization of Buck’s bloodlust as only a more
intense manifestation of “that stirring of old instincts
which at stated periods drives men out from cities
to forest and plain to kill things by chemically pro-
pelled leaden pellets” (33–34). Frederic Taber
Cooper thus criticized London’s representation of
human nature in 1909, arguing, “There is a vast dif-
ference between thinking of man as a healthy human
animal and thinking of him as an unhealthy human
beast—and the Call-of-the-Wild school of fiction
is tending toward precisely this exaggerated and mis-
taken point of view” (qtd. in Auerbach 26).

The Call of the Wild does indeed glorify some acts
of violence—perhaps most disturbingly, Buck’s bru -
tal attack on the Yeehat Indians in a “relentlessly
graphic paragraph” which, critic James R. Giles notes,
problematically exploits the Yeehats’ status as racial
others in order to justify Buck’s revenge for the death
of John Thornton (188). Yet, as Giles also suggests,
these troubling scenes nevertheless form part of the
novella’s more significant contribution: its implicit
critique of the anthropocentric logic that uncritically
valorizes civilization and reason, and consequently
devalues nature, instinct, the primitive, and the an-
imal. London not only elevates these traditionally
devalued categories but also suggests—particularly
by reversing Buck’s devolutionary trajectory in White
Fang—that the boundaries between nature and cul-
ture, instinct and reason, are not rigidly fixed but
fascinatingly malleable. Thus, in an essay responding
to President Theodore Roosevelt and others who ob-
jected to the apparent attribution of something like
reason to Buck, London overtly criticizes the “ho-
mocentric” perspective that fails to recognize the
“kinship” between humans and animals suggested
by Darwinian continuity (qtd. in Auerbach 25). In
this way he anticipates the more complex under-

standing of the implications of Darwin’s theory
which would develop over the course of the 20th
century. Moreover, London offers his own idiosyn-
cratic brand of hope to those who share his skeptical
views of civilization. In 1906 poet Carl Sandburg
praised The Call of the Wild not only as “the greatest
dog-story ever written” but also as “a study of one of
the most curious and profound motives that plays
hide-and-seek in the human soul. The more civilized
we become the deeper is the fear that back in bar-
barism is something of the beauty and joy of life we
have not brought along with us” (230). Yet the con-
tinuity which London posits between humans and
the natural world suggests that we have not lost the
ability to experience the beauty of barbarism.—Kar-
alyn L. Kendall-Morwick
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Lopez, Barry (1945–  )
Barry Lopez, a self-described natural history writer

of both fiction and nonfiction, examines the nonhu-
man world in an attempt, ultimately, to better un-
derstand human interactions; and the exploration of
his own relationship to the environment is a critical
element in this attempt.

Born in Port Chester, New York in 1945, Barry
Lopez spent several years of his childhood in the Mo-
jave Desert. While living in the desert, he raised pi-
geons, and Lopez points to the raising and releasing
of those pigeons as his introduction to the complexity
of life. His family returned to New York when he
was 11, and Lopez later attended the University of
Notre Dame for his undergraduate studies, con -
tinued through to a Masters degree in 1966, and then
moved to Oregon. In Oregon, Lopez studied under
Barre Toelken, a folklorist, who inspired him to in-
vestigate anthropology with a focus on how other
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cultures interacted with the land. He earned a second
Master’s degree in anthropology in 1968 from the
University of Oregon. His immersion in the Amer-
ican West and Pacific Northwest is evident in many
of his works.

His essay collection, OF WOLVES AND MEN (1978)
won the JOHN BURROUGHS Medal, given to distin-
guished works of natural history. The book links
natural history with cultural criticism by first exam-
ining wolves as a species and then exploring various
cultural perspectives on them. In 1986, ARCTIC

DREAMS: IMAGINATION AND DESIRE IN A NORTHERN

LANDSCAPE won the National Book Award for nonfic-
tion. Here, Lopez combines research from a host of
academic disciplines with his own experiences in the
Arctic, arguing against human detachment from the
nonhuman environment, even going so far as to in-
clude a note to his readers about the goal of the book,
advocating a “more particularized understanding of
the land ... as if it were another part of civilization
itself ” (11). In the essay “Narrative and Landscape,”
Lopez suggests that the way in which a person per-
ceives both named and unnamed relationships with
nature is largely shaped by where on the planet a per-
son travels, what that individual touches and per-
ceives, and the patterns he or she observes in nature.

Lopez’s early writing focused on Native American
folktales, which he collected and edited, and at the
same time wrote short stories. Even his earliest
writing is informed by recurring themes that would
dominate his life and work, such as a profound and
profoundly respectful sense of place, human respon-
sibility to the earth, and questioning how people
reach an understanding of their surroundings and
themselves. As Lopez explores and writes about the
natural world, he goes through an awakening process
comparable to that of HENRY DAVID THOREAU. Like
Thoreau, Lopez never suggests that one may ever
have a complete or even satisfactory awareness of the
natural world, but his essays intertwine natural facts
with his personal experiences of a place, in order to
deepen our understanding of the land and create con-
nections between the reader and the place. To this
end, Lopez strives for a delicate and shifting—liv-
ing—balance between the factual and the subjective.
He must make his own experiences understood and
meaningful, using language accessible to his readers,
and this limits the amount of technical or scientific
jargon he can employ.

Despite this, Lopez relies heavily on scientific in-
quiry in order to convey and support his meaning.
At the same time, he finds reliance on scientific fact
to be troubling, because in order to obtain it humans
must invade animals’ space, and both organize and
relate to the world in anthropocentric terms. He ex-

presses concern that scientists view the evolution of
humans as a consequence of natural selection and
evolution, rather than formation by a god, finally
asking “Why can’t it be both?” (Lueders 17).

Lopez wants to help people discover connections
with the rest of the human and nonhuman world,
and believes that writers have an obligation to
provide stories people can “feel comfortable in,”
without inherently reinforcing certain beliefs about
the world. Instead, Lopez argues, people should
finish a story simply feeling they have a better and
more sympathetic understanding of the subject than
when they began. Likewise, he hopes to inspire
deeper compassion, and a greater sense of obligation,
through his stories and essays, rather than the typical
focus on rights (and conflict) in American culture,
in part because of his belief that this will best aid
Americans in reconnecting with one another and
with place.

Lopez classifies himself as a natural history writer,
concerned with relationships embracing more than
just humans and the land, the “complex biological,
social, economic, and ethical relationships” based on
hierarchal thinking about the world. His sense of
natural history writing eschews genre classification,
and instead forms part of a “literature of hope.” To
foster this hope, Lopez relies on metaphor, as he sees,
in this uniquely human capacity, a strong yet supple
bridge to the natural world, expressing as it does the
human ability to incorporate alternate perspectives
into one’s own thoughts or views. In a 1988 conver-
sation with E.O. WILSON, Lopez refers to such
metaphors as a means of overcoming things that
bewilder our senses, through the use of parallel
stories providing different levels of meaning (Leuders
16).

Flowing naturally from these views is Lopez’ con-
viction that “Nonfiction writers have taken over ter-
ritory abandoned by American fiction writers,” be-
cause it is the former who explore more deeply and
sensitively the relationships between man and ‘the
other’” (qtd. in Slovic 145). And indeed, much of
the hope that informs his writing centers on its mes-
sage of harmony or agreement with, rather than sep-
aration from, the environment—what he calls “the
dream of the people” in Arctic Dreams (12). That
work explicitly strives for such harmony by making
every effort to appreciate an unknown people and/or
landscape and then convey this appreciation in a vi-
brant and memorable form.

Like the TRANSCENDENTALISTS, Lopez hopes to
create a unique body of literature that heightens
awareness of our connections and obligations both
to our fellow human beings and to the nonhuman
world. However, unlike the transcendentalists, Lopez
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embraces intellectualism, approaching human inter-
action with the natural world, and the process of sci-
entific inquiry, with equal and healthy skepticism,
questioning why a partnership cannot exist between
science and religion, and exploring the devastating
impact that this intellectual division has had on the
way humans view and treat the world around them.—
Liz Clift
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Arctic Dreams: 
Imagination and Desire 

in a Northern Landscape, 
Barry Lopez (1986)

Arctic Dreams, Barry Lopez’s sixth book and
winner of the National Book Award, is considered a
modern classic of environmental literature. The non-
fictional novel illustrates his penchant for meticulous
research and forbidding landscapes, which is also
seen in his other works of fiction and non-fiction,
such as OF WOLVES AND MEN (1978), Desert Notes
(1976), and About This Life (1998) (Campbell 82).
Lopez spent five years researching Arctic Dreams,
traveling with Eskimos, marine ecologists, landscape
painters, oil company employees, and the crew of a
shipping freighter; and the resulting work is part
human history, part natural history, and part medi-
tation. Lopez evokes the Arctic environment, both
in body and soul, by focusing each chapter on one
phenomenon of the region. These fall into three cat-
egories: animal (polar bears, muskoxen, narwhals,
among others), the physical environment (ice, snow,
light), and humanity (Eskimos, modern scientific
and industrial workers, and the history of European
exploration); with each considered from multiple
perspectives. Using a technique typical of classic na-

ture writers like THOREAU, Lopez offers detailed sci-
entific descriptions as well as poetic musings about
his subject (Grewe-Volpp 133). However, it is his
deft evocation of the perspective of the phenomenon
itself that makes Arctic Dreams a landmark of envi-
ronmental literature.

Chapter 5, devoted exclusively to narwhals, epit-
omizes Lopez’s technique, which weaves together sci-
ence, myth, and first-hand reportage to create a col-
lage-like picture of the natural world, and sense its
intrinsic perspective. He begins with his own aston-
ishing first encounter with the narwhal. Flying over
the Bering Sea in a research plane, Lopez and the sci-
entists spotted two male narwhals lying on the
surface of the ocean below (127). No one had ever
seen narwhals in this location before, and the sighting
shocked everyone in the plane. Lopez repeatedly
presents his reader with such memorable moments,
and in each case offers possible explanations; in this
case, based on the thickness of the ice around them,
the narwhals could have been full-time residents of
the area, or they could have come from known nar-
whal habitats the previous fall (127). However, as
renowned eco-critic LAWRENCE BUELL notes, Lopez
resists these easy scientific explanations (8), instead
musing on the implications of attempting to reduce
what one sees to any scientific explanation. The
kernel of indisputable information, for Lopez, is a
dot in space; interpretations grow out of the desire
to make this point a line, to give it a direction. But
the directions in which it can be sent, the uses to
which it can be put, in a culturally, professionally,
and geographically diverse society, are almost without
limit. (127)

This instinctive caution regarding interpretation
and explanation is what Buell identifies as Lopez’s
respect for “out there,” which is “the ultimate au-
thority, to which both laboratory result and field-
camp explanation must appeal...” (Buell 93). The
appearance of the narwhals is one example of the un-
predictable behavior of “out there” (the nonhuman
world), which can always “contradict what has been
documented as fact” (Grewe-Volpp 133). According
to Buell, this is what makes Arctic Dreams unique;
it “is an environmental text distinguished for its ex-
ceptional sensitivity to the limits of objective repre-
sentation when the writer is placed in a totally un-
familiar setting” (Buell 92). And this respect for the
“limits of objective representation” is a major theme
of the novel, coloring Lopez’s approach to every as-
pect of the Arctic.

After the initial report of the sighting, Lopez skill-
fully inscribes other perspectives, canvassing what is
known about the narwhal, from clear and dispas-
sionate scientific observation to poetic descriptions
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of fascinating and distinctive features of the animal.
He also describes the animal’s mythic past during
the Middle Ages when narwhal tusks were mistaken
for evidence of the existence of unicorns (142).
Finally, and most memorably, Lopez considers the
perspective of the narwhal itself, comparing the nar-
whal’s experience of the world to our own:

...it has a highly discriminating feeling for depth
and a hunter’s sensitivity to the slight turbulence
created by a school of cod cruising ahead of it in
its dimly lit world.... How different must be “the
world” for such a creature, for whom sight is but
a peripheral sense, who occupies, instead, a three-
dimensional acoustical space. Perhaps only musi-
cians have some inkling of the formal shape of
emotions and motivation that might define such
sensibility [138].

In order to evoke such native perspectives Lopez
draws upon all of his sources of information, em-
ploying “scientific and personal observation as well
as philosophical speculation aimed at letting a distant
ecosphere ‘speak’” (Grewe-Volpp 130).

Lopez’s approach to nature writing illustrates his
broader conviction about how we should approach
nature in general; the consideration of multiple per-
spectives is not merely a literary tool, but the core of
his environmental message:

The land retains an identity of its own, still
deeper and more subtle than we can know. Our
obligation toward it then becomes simple: to
approach with an uncalculating mind, with an
attitude of regard.... To intend from the begin-
ning to preserve some of the mystery within it as
a kind of wisdom to be experienced, not ques-
tioned. And to be alert for its opening, for the
moment when something sacred reveals itself
within the mundane, and you know the land
knows you are there [Lopez 228].

In this way, Arctic Dreams deepens our under-
standing of both how we affect the natural world and
how we are affected by it, and answers the call of
eco-critics and environmentalists alike, for images
of the relationship between humans and the envi-
ronment that illustrate the true complexity and
reality of that relationship.—Lauren Mitchell Nahas
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Of Wolves and Men, 
Barry Lopez (1978)

Barry Lopez’s Of Wolves and Men was a National
Book Award finalist when first published in 1978,
and has come to exemplify the author’s interdisci-
plinary style, a deft fusion of literary acumen, eco-
logical awareness and ethnography. Of Wolves and
Men is not just about wolves, but about how little is
actually known about wolves—in other words, Lopez
is interested in the mythologies that circulate around
these iconic but often misunderstood animals. And,
of course, as humans are the creators of such myth -
ologies, the book is as much about humans (and their
creation). The book is also about how humans visu-
alize wolves: Lopez’s writing is typically woven
around visual culture, from historical photographs,
to an Eskimo print of wolves eating a caribou (84),
to illustrations of the wolf and the crane attached to
the eponymous Aesopian fable (260).

Lopez introduces his book by placing the act of
writing in the foreground, and thereby seeking to
embed the reader in a detailed (if also entirely me-
diated) environment:

I am in a small cabin outside Fairbanks, Alaska,
as I write these words. The cold sits down like
iron here, and the long hours of winter darkness
cause us to leave a light on most of the day. Out-
side, at thirty below, wood for the stove literally
pops apart at the touch of the ax. I can see out
across the short timber of the taiga when I am
out there in the gray daylight [1].

This is a prime example of what the literary
scholar Timothy Morton calls “ecomimesis,” when
environmental writing attempts to “break the spell
of language” and “go beyond the aesthetic dimen -
sion” (30–31). Lopez is calling on his readers to get
into a scene—or as his next sentence puts it, “Go
out there” (1); and the “there” in this sentence is both
the Alaskan terrain and the inside of the book, a land-
scape of the mind. Lopez acknowledges a distance
from his subject (he is writing here, not looking at
wolves) precisely in order to achieve “a sense of the
surrounding environment, not by being less artful,
but more so” (Morton, 31). This is a common tactic
throughout Of Wolves and Men, by which Lopez re-
minds his readers that, finally, the real environment
of this text is not the behaviors and habitats of
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wolves, but rather the (un)knowing human mind in
relation to all lupine things, and by extension the
world in which they (and not we) are at home. As
Lopez writes: “...in the wolf we have not so much an
animal that we have always known as one that we
have consistently imagined” (204)—a notion equally
applicable, by analogy, to the natural environment
as a whole.

Thus Lopez begins the first chapter with a visual
directive to the reader: “Imagine a wolf moving
though the northern woods...” (9). The following
paragraph goes on to flesh out this imaginary scene,
and the sentences are rife with figurative language:
“The wolf ’s body, from neck to hips, appears to float
over the long, almost spindly legs and the flicker of
wrists, a bicycling drift through the trees, reminiscent
of the movement of water or of shadows” (9). The
third paragraph, however, strikes a quite different,
but equally characteristic tone, scientific and declar-
ative: “The wolf is three years old. A male. He is of
the subspecies occidentalis, and the trees he is moving
among are spruce and subalpine fir on the eastern
slope of the Rockies in northern Canada (10). This
type of stylistic shift typifies what environmental
critic LAWRENCE BUELL describes as Lopez’s distinc-
tive role, as a “roaming” ethnographer, “gleaning in-
sights more from interdisciplinary study and place-
based informants ... than from staying put” (69). Of
Wolves and Men follows an indeterminate yet cumu-
lative pattern of “roaming” between personal narra-
tives, rumors, pictures, field accounts, and observa-
tions. This methodology allows Lopez to draw
something of an open and inclusive perimeter around
his subject, which he defines as “a variable creature”
(83).

The literary scholar Susan Kollin has shown how
“Lopez dismantles notions of Alaska as a pastoral or
wilderness retreat, a place somehow cut off from the
rest of the United States or the world” (46). So while
certain passages from Of Wolves and Men linger on
classic environmental imagery and specific ecosys-
tems, the book continually shifts ground, requiring
the reader to recalibrate and come to terms with out-
lying horizons of knowledge and experience. Indeed,
Of Wolves and Men focuses on the lore and legends
of wolves in order to expand a general sense of con-
sciousness about how humans, in Lopez’s words,
“...struggle to come to grips with the nature of the
universe” (204). The scope of this book is thus at
once narrowly focused on wolves, and almost end-
lessly expansive.

In one section Lopez explains a social phenome -
non between wolves and ravens: ravens will often
follow wolf tracks in order to discover (and clean up)
fresh kills. In the next few paragraphs, Lopez follows

this ecological dynamic into the realm of play, and
relates stories of how ravens and wolves have been
observed to tease one another and engage in games
of tag, for fun (67–68). Such a move from scientific
documentation to fanciful speculation is a signature
feature of Lopez’s writing.

As Peter Wild writes in his book on Lopez, “Of
Wolves and Men, founded on the premise that men
have created varying concepts of wolves, tells perhaps
more about the human psyche than it does about the
physical wolf loping along in isolation through the
centuries” (26). Of Wolves and Men appears to have
a fairly traditional “environmental” subject, yet there
are ways in which this book can be understood to
have anticipated contemporary intersections between
critical theory and environmental studies, such as re-
cent discussions of the human–animal conjunction
(e.g., Agamben, Derrida, Haraway, and Wolfe). Near
the end of the book, Lopez writes:

I think, as the twentieth century comes to a close,
that we are coming to an understanding of ani-
mals different from the one that has guided us for
the past three hundred years. We have begun to
see again, as our primitive ancestors did, that ani-
mals are neither imperfect imitations of men nor
machines that can be described entirely in terms
of endocrine secretions and neural impulses. Like
us, they are genetically variable, and both species
and the individual are capable of unprecedented
behavior. They are like us in the sense that we
can figuratively talk of them as beings some of
whose forms, movements, activities, and social
organizations are analogous, but they are no more
literally like us than are trees [283–284].

This passage shows what the philosophical stakes
are for Lopez in taking animality seriously as a
subject of investigation; these sentences also demon-
strate how, for Lopez, the wolf is both utterly unique
and a metonymy for life at large.

Of Wolves and Men is a hybrid manifesto on behalf
of “human inquiry” and against “dogmatic certainty”
(285), and its resistance to be strictly defined in terms
of any one genre is in part what makes it such a sig-
nificant environmental literary text. Barry Lopez’s
work ranges across diverse subjects and fields of spec-
ulation, as one can tell from his more recent short
story collections Field Notes and Light Action in the
Caribbean, but Of Wolves and Men offers an early in-
dicator of how Lopez’s environmental sensibility
functions as an elastic point of consciousness between
humans and the world.—Christopher Schaberg
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Lowell, Robert (1917–1977)
The life and poems of Robert Lowell contract and

expand unpredictably. An invocation of the planet,
for example, can signify both the recognition of vast
ethical responsibilities and a rampant ego. Lowell
was famously attracted, in “empathy and protest,”
to the grand men of history, such as Caligula and
Calvinist theologian JONATHAN EDWARDS (Hart xxi).
In an early poem, “Mr. Edwards and the Spider,”
killing a spider is portrayed as so far-reaching an act
that the thought of being burned by God is wel-
comed. Leaving the Episcopalianism of his parents
and converting to Catholicism in 1941, then convert-
ing out of it in the 1950’s, Lowell never abandons
the creation of ethical allegories. What his poetry ul-
timately seeks to reveal are the connections between
social justice, democracy, and the natural world. His
conscientious objection to World War II in 1943, and
participation in the March on the Pentagon in 1967
to protest the Vietnam War, demonstrate his belief
in the force of singular actions, which can remove
the singular great man from consideration.

In his global orientation, Lowell “addresses the
very contemporary phenomenon of survival,” ac-
cording to Nicholas Fraser (92). Many of his poems
fretfully, yet stalwartly contemplate the major anxiety
of the twentieth century: “the chafe and jar” of
worldwide war and nuclear devastation (“Fall 1961”
line 6). Significantly, Lowell remarked, America was
“founded on a Declaration, on the Constitution, on
Principles, and we’ve always had the ideal of ‘saving
the world.’ And that comes close to perhaps destroy-
ing the world” (Alvarez “A Talk” 105). Lowell wants
his readers to experience and recognize the numbing
power of American ambition, before acting against
its numbing effects. To do so, he often contrasts a
racked speaker with a nonhuman or natural force,
such as an animal, a public park, or the element of

water. His much-admired poem “Waking Early Sun-
day Morning,” from Near the Ocean (1967), begins
with the resilience of salmon:

O to break loose, like the chinook
salmon jumping and falling back,
nearing up to the impossible
stone and bone-crushing waterfall—[lines 1–4]

The poem seems to close mournfully, “Pity the
planet, all joy gone / from this sweet volcanic cone”
(105–106), and its recurring o-sounds heightens the
reader’s sense of the earth as “a ghost / orbiting
forever lost / in our monotonous sublime” (110–112).

Much as in the work of HART CRANE, water, for
Lowell, is the medium wherein human ambition is
most exposed to indifference. “The Quaker Grave-
yard in Nantucket,” an early poem, is an elegy for
Lowell’s cousin who died at sea, but the poem cannot
always disentangle this specific death from the deep
pull of “Ahab’s void and forehead” (line 15)—where
Ahab from MELVILLE’s MOBY DICK represents an ob-
sessive desire to amputate from the self everything
outside the self. Lowell’s interest in the movements
of the sea is also an interest in the mind’s shifting be-
liefs, and he wonders how best to keep alive the fluid-
ity of thought and nature. The popular poem “For
the Union Dead” is about the death of an aquarium
in contemporary Boston, which is contrasted with
the still-standing statue of Civil War hero Robert
Gould Shaw and his regiment of black soldiers. Why
is commemorating “the dark downward and vege-
tating kingdom / of the fish and reptile” (lines 10–
11) less important, or more difficult to achieve, asks
the poem, than the commemoration of man’s noble
failures. At the end of the poem, the lost aquatic life
is reincarnated: “giant finned cars nose forward like
fish; / a savage servility / slides by on grease” (66–
68). Such imperfect forms of survival, memorably
rendered by Lowell, are the work of poetry and
metaphor.

The first three books of poems and the first quarter
of his fourth, Life Studies (1959), contain formally
thick poems—tough and odd diction, self-conscious
literariness, a commitment to rhyme—and many are
sustained by the vigor of APOCALYPTIC FICTION. In
“Where the Rainbow Ends,” Lowell’s Boston is being
weighed in “the pans / Of judgment” (lines 14–15).
Granted “wisdom, exile” (29), Lowell’s speaker is
told to “Stand and live” (29), and in this way he says
goodbye to his New England heritage and religion.
The overreliance on apocalypse in his early poems
testifies to what Selim Sarwar calls Lowell’s “aware -
ness of a grand divine purpose mislaid and frus -
trated” (118).

In the rest of Life Studies and his next collection
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For the Union Dead (1964), however, “the angry voice
of the visionary is tuned down to the tired confes-
sional musings of a convalescent” (Sarwar 123). Low-
ell’s new subject, instead of prophecy, becomes the
unceasing revelation of himself to the world. It is for
this reason that he is known as the originator of “con-
fessional” poetry: his mental health, hospitalization,
hectic marriages, and the family he renounced are
his new muses. As Lowell himself puts it, “I thought
that civilization was going to break down, and
instead I did” (Alvarez “Robert” 77). Exploring the
extent to which global crises overlap with his internal
crises, Lowell both risks and shrinks from hubris.
For this reason, the term “confessional” means more
than simply self-obsession; it means that an envi-
ronment’s metabolism is imprinting itself directly
onto the poet’s consciousness. In “Skunk Hour,” a
disturbed Lowell wanders up an empty hill, and as
he declares, “I myself am hell” (line 35), the poem
replaces Lowell’s personal hell with the “moonstruck
eyes’ red fire” of a mother skunk (40). The appear -
ance of this absurd beast of the night directs our at-
tention to a form of survival that is free of anxiety:
scavenging for food. This fantasy is alarming and
comical, though only slightly deflating, because the
anguish of American greatness would like to pawn
itself off on the skunk, but is prohibited from the act
of personification. Lowell’s work repeatedly arrives
at this difficult point: one cannot effortlessly imagine
being safe from earthly provocations which “will not
scare” (48).

Similar to this interruption of “hell,” Lowell’s im-
ages of paradise and the pastoral (AMERICAN PAS-
TORAL) are often invaded and undermined, as in his
attack on wealthy paranoiacs in “Central Park” (“Be-
hind each bush, perhaps a knife” [53]), or as in the
later poem “We Took Our Paradise” (“Can one bear
it; in nature / from seed to chaff no tragedy?” [15–
16]). Lowell is suspicious of tragedy’s absence, but
drawn to tragedy as much as to nature’s rejection of
tragedy; ultimately he is doomed, as he puts it in
“This Golden Summer,” to “imagine / the shadow
around the corner... / downstairs ... behind the door”
(14–16). These dark thoughts occur after the speaker
steps on his cat: “Our cat, a new mother, put a paw
/ under my foot, as I held a tray” (9–10). The non-
human literally and existentially gets under the
human’s foot. Without reference to the unknowable
ways of God in the allegory of “Mr. Edwards and
the Spider,” Lowell reveals instead a no less impor -
tant and lengthy chain of sublunary connections, ex-
tending from his own paranoia to the accident, her
pain, and finally, his own inescapable accountabil-
ity.—Jonathan Gaboury
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Manifest Destiny see Ideologies

Marx, Leo (1919–  )
Marx is best known as the author of THE MA -

CHINE IN THE GARDEN: TECHNOLOGY AND THE PAS-
TORAL IDEAL IN AMERICA (1964), a seminal study of
the evolving relationship between industrial and pas-
toral ideologies in American literature and culture.
The work appeared during the dawn of the modern
environmental movement, and has played a vital role
in shaping the burgeoning field of ecocriticism over
the past half century. Marx is a Senior Lecturer,
William R. Kenan, Jr. Professor of American Cul -
tural History (emeritus), and member of the Program
in Science, Technology and Society, at the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology.

Marx grew up in the Rockaway Peninsula, a pop-
ular summer resort area on the south shore of Long
Island. As a youth, he spent much of his free time
swimming and boating in the ocean, and he counts
his experiences with the Boy Scouts, on the Island
and in Manhattan, as a strong influence on his en-
vironmental awareness: “The Manhattan troop was
very privileged—owned a cabin in the Ramapo
mountains north of NYC on land we shared with
the Jackson Whites—the strange people who were
made up of escaped slaves, deserting Hessian soldiers
of the Am[erican] Rev[olution], and native Ameri-
cans. We did a lot of serious camping—white water
canoeing in the Adirondacks and serious climbing
(we climbed Khatadin—up to the famous knife
edge)” (Marx). Marx spent four years on small ships
in the U.S. Navy during the Second World War, and
saw up close the results of military-industrial inter-
ventions into diverse natural environments. After re-
turning home, he often explored the backwoods of
Maine, where his wife’s family has a house.

From an early age, Marx was a fan of the writings
of HENRY DAVID THOREAU (on whom he wrote his
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senior honors thesis) and HERMAN MELVILLE. He
completed his doctorate, which became the basis for
The Machine in the Garden, in Harvard’s History of
American Civilization program in 1949. Marx then
taught at the University of Minnesota and Amherst
College, making foundational contributions to their
American Studies programs, before moving to M.I.T.
in 1976. Besides his most famous work, he has pub-
lished widely on topics related to the intersection of
urban and natural environments, and the rise, and
often forbidding implications, of our technocratic
culture. His works include The Pilot and the Passenger
(1988), (with M.R. Smith) Does Technolog y Drive
History?: The Dilemma of Technological Determinism
(1994), and (with Bruce Mazlish) Progress: Fact or Il-
lusion? (1996). Marx is often classed—along with
such scholars as Henry Nash Smith, John William
Ward, Annette Kolodny, Richard Slotkin, and Alan
Trachtenberg—as one of the founding members of
the so-called “Myth and Symbol School” of Ameri -
can Studies, which looks to recurring thematic pat-
terns in literary and cultural work in order to identify
essential truths about the national imagination. He
has also edited a number of canonical works of “en-
vironmental literature” by authors such as Thoreau,
NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE, and MARK TWAIN.—
Geoff Hamilton
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The Machine in the Garden, 
Leo Marx (1964)

Published at the nascence of the modern environ-
mental movement, The Machine in the Garden has
proven a widely influential work for both American
literary criticism in general and ecocriticism in par-
ticular. What began as Marx’s doctoral dissertation
at Harvard, became, in the words of LAWRENCE

BUELL, “The best book ever written about the place
of nature in American literary thought” (Buell 11).
Greg Garrard explains that “This key text does not
mention ecology or environmentalism directly, but
clearly situates its discussion in relation to the in-

creasingly problematic place of technology in the
American landscape” (Garrard 36).

The central argument of the book focuses on the
recurring image in American literature and landscape
painting of some form of technology interrupting an
idyllic scene situated in a natural environment. Marx
begins by investigating a “little event” recorded in
NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE’s journal, where the author
is peacefully enjoying a bucolic scene near Concord,
Massachusetts. Images of nature are blended harmo-
niously with images of society, but then a train in-
trudes with its piercing whistle and disrupts Haw -
thorne’s reverie. Marx observes that “the noise
arouses a sense of dislocation, conflict, and anxiety.
[...] Most important is the sense of the machine as a
sudden, shocking intruder upon a fantasy of idyllic
satisfaction” (13, 29). Marx traces the recurrence of
such scenes throughout nineteenth- and early twen-
tieth-century American literature in authors such as
HENRY DAVID THOREAU, HERMAN MELVILLE, MARK

TWAIN, Henry James, WILLIAM FAULKNER, ERNEST

HEMINGWAY and F. SCOTT FITZGERALD. However,
he explains that the conflicting emotions aroused by
the contrasts between nature and civilization have
long been a topic of literature. This “complex pas-
toral,” as he calls it, is juxtaposed to the “sentimental
pastoral,” which merely praises nature and assumes
life is always easier when lived close to nature (AMER-
ICAN PASTORAL). The former has its roots in Virgil’s
Eclogues, and Marx connects the complex pastorals
of the ancient world to those of the new world
through the English Renaissance, devoting an entire
chapter to a discussion of Shakespeare’s “American
Fable,” The Tempest, to demonstrate the “conflicting
European preconceptions of the American landscape:
innocent natural paradise and savage natural wilder-
ness” (Meilke 151).

Marx is primarily concerned with this “middle
landscape,” the traditional location of the shepherd
in complex pastoral works. On one side exist the bur-
dens and pressures of the sophisticated city with its
crowds and modernity, on the other side are the fears
and dangers of the wilderness with its “violent un-
certainties.” In between the two is the ideal pasture,
the place where the humble shepherd negotiates a
truce, living in harmony with nature and translating
its resources, both material and spiritual, into a lan-
guage comprehensible and useful to the urban cul-
ture. For Marx, this “middle landscape” finds a par-
ticular relevance in American history, culture, and
literature, different and perhaps more genuine than
the idealistic pastorals of ancient Rome or the English
Renaissance. In America, and especially in the
colonies, the realities of the wilderness facing the
frontier settler called for an uneasy but fecund syn-
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thesis of the natural world and the juggernaut of
technological progress.

Marx traces the growth and development of the
pastoral ideal in American writing from its founda-
tions in simple and sentimental praise of nature to
the more complex conception of an agrarian culture.
He cites Robert Beverley’s History and Present State
of Virginia (1705) as an example of a text that extols
the New World as the new Garden of Eden. Bever -
ley’s writings rely on what Garrard calls a “cornu-
copia” view of the natural world. He celebrates the
plenty and the innocence that he finds in the uncul-
tivated regions of colonial Virginia. But Marx points
out inconsistencies in Beverly’s garden idyll, as in its
description of atrocities committed by the Native
Americans after its celebration of their innocent and
“primitivistic” communion with nature. Beverley’s
simple and largely sentimental view is contrasted
with later writings by J. HECTOR ST. JOHN DE

CRÈVE CŒUR, who celebrates a cultivated landscape
rather than the wilderness, searching for a balance
somewhere between the wild frontier in America and
the ornate and highly cultivated gardens of Versailles.

The discussion of de Crèvecœur’s work leads to
an examination of THOMAS JEFFERSON’s defense of
agrarianism, which in turn leads to a discussion of
the tensions implicit in the confrontation between
nature and “the machine.” Jefferson wrote that
“Those who labor in the earth are the chosen people
of God,” and imagined an American pasture stretch-
ing west across the continent that would take a thou-
sand years to cultivate. Marx explains that Jefferson’s
ultimate goal is a society based on “sufficiency, not
economic growth” (127). While even Jefferson rec-
ognized that the competing interests of industrial-
ization would easily overtake his agrarian ideal, Marx
argues that it was not just the convenience and com-
fort that comes from industrialization that en -
couraged its rapid growth; rather its nearly universal
acceptance was partially the result of the rhetoric of
a few influential individuals who developed a phi-
losophy of progress and celebrated mechanization
and industrialization as an embodiment of the “ul-
timate laws of nature” (161). Thinkers who followed
Jefferson, such as the Scottish writer Thomas Carlyle,
continued to decry the sense of alienation and de-
humanization which accompanied mechanization
and industrialization, but were in many ways hand-
icapped by a lack of compelling terminology to
counter the claims of industrialists. They could not
compete with what Marx calls the “mechanized sub-
lime” of Daniel Webster.

Although industrialization easily won the debate
and consumed the culture’s attention and intention,
many artists and writers still resisted the lure of

unswerving industrial and mechanical progress;
hence the trope of the machine invading the garden.
Technological and industrial progress may be in-
evitable and even celebrated, but Marx warns us of
its dangerous consequences when not critically ex-
amined. As F. Scott Fitzgerald suggests in The Great
Gatsby, the same force of history which gave us the
modern city and all its wonders also transformed the
“fresh green breast of the new world” into the “valley
of ashes.”

Marx’s approach was criticized most famously by
Bruce Kuklick, who took issue generally with what
he called the “myth and symbol school.” Neverthe -
less Marx continued throughout his career to pursue
the themes and topics first addressed in The Machine
in the Garden, revisiting and refining his arguments,
and adapting them to the modern world and con-
temporary issues. The birth and vigorous growth of
ecocriticism and the environmental movement in
general, the continued and unsustainable depreda -
tion of nature, and our culture’s dedication to the
possibility of infinite technological progress, all sug-
gest that Marx’s themes and arguments are as relevant
today as they were when he wrote the book; just as
they were for Hawthorne when the train whistle first
intruded on his pastoral reverie.—Michael Beilfuss
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Mather, Cotton (1663–1728)
Two of Mather’s works are important environ-

mental writings: a series of letters known as Curiosa
Americana (1712) and his book of natural philosophy,
The Christian Philosopher (1721). In these works,
although he emphasized Christian orthodoxy, Ma -
ther influenced a changing worldview in colonial
America from Puritanism—the adherence to abso -
lute faith—to Deism, which finds God through rea-
soning and observations of the natural world.

Cotton Mather was born in Boston, Massachu -
setts, and belonged to one of the most powerful New
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England families. His maternal grandfather was the
Reverend John Cotton, an early Puritan leader in
England and in the New World. His grandfather
Richard and father Increase were, like Cotton,
Puritan ministers who influenced both the religious
and political life of the Massachusetts colony (In-
crease’s diplomatic efforts proved instrumental in ob-
taining a new charter for New England in 1691 from
King James II). Mather himself was an erudite and
educated man, having entered Harvard in 1674 at
the age of 11, well ahead of other students. Graduat -
ing at 15 in 1678, he immediately began a successful
preaching and writing career, receiving his M.A.
from Harvard at the age of 18.

Mather was ordained, after several invitations, as
a pastor in Boston’s Old North church in 1685. He
maintained this public role until his death, preaching
among the Puritan settlers and working in the service
of what he saw as the founding generation’s original
mission: adherence to the revealed word of Scripture,
achieving the state of purity in the church, and cul-
tivating piety, or deep religiousness, in the individual
self. Mather married three times. His first marriage
was to Abigail Phillips in 1686 with whom he had
nine children. After her death in 1702, Mather mar-
ried Elizabeth Hubbard, with whom he had six chil-
dren; she died in 1713. He married Lydia Lee George
in 1715 and had no children. Of his fifteen children,
nine died in infancy, and only two—Samuel and
Hannah Mather—survived him.

Devotion to Puritan religious values determined
Cotton Mather’s life and work: many of his 440 pub-
lished works are sermons, Biblical commentaries, and
instructions for the clergy. Magnalia Christi Amer-
icana (1702), intended as a history of the church of
New England from its founding in 1620 to 1698, is
considered his greatest work. An ecclesiastical history,
Magnalia also abounds with details of daily life, such
as Mather’s descriptions of attacks on the English
and Dutch settlements by “Indians” and the French,
the history of Harvard College, and biographies of
the New England governors. Mather’s commentary
on the Salem witch trials, Wonders of the Invisible
World (1693), is considered his most controversial
book. In it, Mather expressed support for the Salem
court, even though he did not participate in the trials
or executions of the alleged witches. Mather believed
in the existence of witches as the sign of the Devil’s
presence in New England and as an announcement
of Judgment Day, which he thought was imminent
in his century. It is important to note that, like his
writings on the natural world, Curiosa Americana
and The Christian Philosopher, Wonders of the In-
visible World reflected the beliefs of both the
educated and uneducated in the American colonies,

including a sense that the new continent was a land
possessed by the Devil before the settlers arrived, and
that supernatural forces and beings were therefore
native to the place itself.

The belief in the invisible supernatural world,
combined with Mather’s inquisitive observations, is
especially evident in Curiosa Americana. In this series
of letters to the Royal Society in London, the highest
intellectual authority of the English-speaking world,
Mather contributed keen observations of natural
phenomena in America, corresponding with the En-
glish naturalist John Woodward. His letters described
the flora and fauna native to the New World, me-
dicinal plants and their uses in American medicine,
as well as hurricanes, earthquakes, and rainbows. At
the same time, some of the letters referred to the ex-
istence of mermen and two-headed snakes, conjec-
tured that certain fossilized teeth and bones belonged
to a giant, and gave unusual interpretations of
medical conditions. The Royal Society rejected some,
but published the majority of these letters, electing
Mather to its membership in 1713.

Mather’s The Christian Philosopher: A Collection
of the Best Discoveries in Nature, with Religious Im-
provements (1721) amalgamates Puritan religious
views with a scientific emphasis on natural phenom-
ena, indicating a critical movement in colonial
thought toward rationalism. The book compiles sci-
entific data about physical categories such as light,
stars, planets, minerals, insects, reptiles, and human
beings, juxtaposed with exaltations of God, nume -
rous Biblical references, observations of nature, and
aesthetic judgments. With Christian Philosopher, Ma -
ther joined a larger movement of thinkers who were
responding to Newton’s principles of motion and
gravity, and to his groundbreaking discoveries on the
order of the natural world. Following English authors
such as Robert Boyle, the author of The Christian
Virtuoso (1690) and George Cheyne, the author of
Philosophical Principles of Natural Religion (1705),
Mather strove to address the relationship between
the natural world and God, reiterating the argument
from design: a claim that the wonderful order of na-
ture points toward God as its supreme designer. The
Christian Philosopher and Mather’s scientific work
has been sometimes understood as an aberration of
Mather’s orthodox Puritan thought; however, many
scholars agree on Mather’s utmost importance in
ushering in the scientific era and naturalist thought
to colonial America.—Lejla Kucukalic
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McCarthy, Cormac (1933–  )
Born Charles McCarthy in 1933, the oldest son of

a successful lawyer, McCarthy changed his name to
Cormac, the Gaelic equivalent, in keeping with his
Irish ancestry. His early years were comfortable, in a
house staffed by maids and with ample land to play
in. Yet throughout his adult life, McCarthy has lived
frugally in the country, in a dilapidated farm that he
has renovated himself. He currently lives in El Paso
with his third wife, Jennifer Winkley, and his young
son, John Francis.

McCarthy does not enjoy the celebrity his writing
has brought him; in an interview with New York
Times’ Richard B. Woodward, he said he would
rather keep the company of scientists than other writ-
ers. He rarely gives interviews, and when he does, he
does not encourage questions about writing or him-
self. In his only television interview, with Oprah
Winfrey in 2008, he gave a little more detail, speak -
ing about his dislike of semicolons and quotation
marks for dialogue, preferring to write in “simple
declarative sentences.”

McCarthy is now well known for his fiction. How-
ever, until All the Pretty Horses (1992), none of his
previous works had sold more than 2,500 copies, de-
spite critical praise. Alongside his ten novels, Mc-
Carthy has published two plays and has also written
several screenplays, although only The Gardener’s Son
(1996) has been published.

Characteristically, his work is violent, austere,
gloomy, and overwhelmingly masculine. The threat
and wonder of the natural world is a recurrent theme
throughout his work, but perhaps it is most obvious
when situated at the heart of the novel, becoming
something of a malevolent or benevolent character
in itself. Many of his novels revolve around criminal
or outcast protagonists and their encounters with
wild and unforgiving landscapes; for example, The
Orchard Keeper (1965), in which old Arthur Ownby
attempts, in the face of a complex and rather
grotesque mystery, to teach a local mountain boy his
knowledge of mountain craft. Here, McCarthy’s de-
piction of nature and its impact on the fortunes of
the characters won the author great praise.

Reminiscent of the work of JACK LONDON, the
plots of McCarthy’s acclaimed Border Trilogy revolve

around animals: in All the Pretty Horses, two boys
find trouble on account of a stolen horse; in The
Crossing, the narrative follows Billy Parham’s attempt
to return a trapped wolf to the northern mountains
of Mexico; and in the last, Cities of the Plain, John
Grady tries to heal every sick and injured animal he
finds. Throughout, McCarthy draws an evocative
portrait of nature as a living, even wilful entity that
can be both beautiful and incredibly dangerous; a
thematic revisited in his most recent novel, THE

ROAD (2006).
McCarthy has often based his fiction on actual

events; Child of God (1973), The Gardener’s Son, and
BLOOD MERIDIAN (1985) being notable examples.
And his novels often require extensive research; in
particular, he always visits the settings of his works
to collate information on the landscape and the peo-
ple, paying special attention to local dialects.

Along with its striking natural imagery, Mc -
Carthy’s work is also renowned for its violence; and
this can sometimes divide critics, as in the case of
Child of God, which was centred on a necrophilic
murderer who lived in an underground cave with
rotting corpses. Blood Meridian, however, was seen
by most critics as an unflinching and veracious por-
trayal of a shameful period in American history, one
mired in suffering and violence. Widely praised as
the beginning of a new stage in his writing, with
scenes largely set in the West rather than the Ap-
palachia of his earlier novels, the work was nonethe-
less criticized by some for wandering too far from his
imaginative roots.

Throughout McCarthy’s career, critics have cited
similarities in tone, theme and environmental sen-
sibility with authors as diverse as MARK TWAIN,
WILLIAM FAULKNER, HERMAN MELVILLE, AND ED -
GAR ALLAN POE. He has received the Pulitzer, the
National Book Award, and the James Tait Black Me-
morial Prize, amongst others. Alongside Philip Roth,
Thomas Pynchon and DON DELILLO, he is, accord-
ing to Harold Bloom, one of the four major Ameri -
can novelists of our time.

Several of his novels have been adapted into films;
most successfully, No Country for Old Men (2007),
which won an Academy Award, and The Road (2009).

His papers are held by Texas State University at
San Marcos.—Alex Hobbs
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Blood Meridian, 
Cormac McCarthy (1985)

With Blood Meridian, his fifth novel, Cormac Mc-
Carthy departed from the lush mountains of the
Appalachian South which had provided the setting
for his earlier work, and instead turned to the mer-
ciless deserts of the American Southwest in the wake
of the Mexican-American War (1846–8). Based on
actual events, Blood Meridian chronicles the reign of
terror of the Glanton Gang, a posse of bounty hunt -
ers who repeatedly clashed with Apache and Co-
manche marauders as they razed fledgling settlements
along the new U.S.–Mexico border. The novel offers
a scathing indictment of American expansionism and
its ideological rationalization, “a counter-narrative
to the overly sanitized rhetoric of Manifest Destiny”
(Eaton 160). McCarthy’s revisionism is particularly
concerned with the environmental devastation—
epitomized in the extermination of the buffalo—that
accompanied the expansion of American borders in
the nineteenth century. One of the most startling
features of the novel, moreover, is the way its indict-
ment depends upon the development of an environ-
mental consciousness—and not only a human
 consciousness of the environment, but also the en -
viron ment’s own (seeming) consciousness of its ex-
ploitation by human hands.

As Blood Meridian insists, territorial expansion is
fundamentally driven by the politico-economic im-
perative to possess and control access to valuable nat-
ural resources. The American expansion into what
was once the Mexican Northeast was expressly driven
by the imperative to mine and cultivate the rich Cal-
ifornian soil. But the expansionist mindset is not
content simply to own the land: it must ensure that
the land is occupied and its occupants subdued in
order to demonstrate dominance over them. Blood
Meridian incarnates and literalizes this mindset in
the form of the monstrous Judge Holden, the de facto
leader of the Glanton Gang. The Judge is a seven-
foot-tall albino with an overpowering intellect, an
unquenchable thirst for violence, and a chillingly to-

talitarian worldview that posits environmental ex-
ploitation as a means of assuring one’s social superi-
ority:

Whatever exists, he said. Whatever in creation
exists without my knowledge exists without my
consent. [... A]nonymous creatures, he said, may
seem little or nothing in the world. Yet the small-
est crumb can devour us. Any smallest thing
beneath yon rock out of men’s knowing. Only
nature can enslave man and only when the exis-
tence of each last [natural] entity is routed out
and made to stand naked before him will he be
properly suzerain of the earth. [...]

The Judge placed his hands on the ground. [...]
This is my claim, he said. And yet everywhere
upon it are pockets of autonomous life.
Autonomous. In order for it to be mine nothing
must be permitted to occur upon it save by my
dispensation. [...] The freedom of birds is an
insult to me. I’d have them all in zoos [198–99].

The Judge’s swelling sense of his own autonomy
leaves, at last, no room for the autonomous existence
of any other living thing.

The investment of the environment with a sort of
consciousness—expressing a resistance to human
domination and an interest in human annihilation—
is one of the novel’s most intriguing features. The
narrator of Blood Meridian—whoever or whatever
that may be—seems at times to construe the envi-
ronment as a vast, sentient entity that observes,
largely antipathetically, the various creatures and ob-
jects it contains:

In the neuter austerity of that terrain all phenom-
ena were bequeathed a strange equality and no
one thing nor spider nor stone nor blade of grass
could put forth claim to precedence. [... H]ere
was nothing more luminous than another and
nothing more enshadowed and in the optical
democracy of such landscapes all preference is
made whimsical and a man and a rock become
endowed with unguessed kinship [247].

Moreover, the “optical democracy” mentioned in
this passage is not merely a subject for the narrator
to remark upon but seems like the very basis of the
narrator’s own observational practices. In other
words, Blood Meridian rejects the notion that human
beings hold a position in the environment over and
above that of anything else they exist alongside; and
thus, as David Holloway writes, the novel “dimin -
ish[es] language as an agency of human cognition,
binding [its] aesthetic ever more tightly to a phe-
nomenal world upon which language might other-
wise go to work” (Holloway, “‘Optical Democracy’”
192). As such, the narrator of Blood Meridian emerges
as a consciousness that is at least empathetic to the
conscious environment it observes and perhaps even
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is the environment itself. Mimicking what is de-
scribed above as the environment’s equalization of
everything it observes, the narrator registers “[m]in -
ute details and impalpable qualities [... so precisely]
that the prejudices of anthropocentric perceptions
are disqualified,” and instead offers “a kind of per-
ception before or beyond the human. This is not a
perspective upon the world [...] but an immanent
perspective that already is the world” (Shaviro 153–
54).

Effectively, then, Blood Meridian depicts the en-
vironment’s view of its own exploitation by human
beings whose purpose in exploiting it is ultimately
to brutalize one another; and to the extent that the
novel advances an indictment of American expan-
sionism, environmental exploitation is fundamental
to its indictment. Finally, however, McCarthy con-
cedes that the nineteenth century was essentially
defined by the institutionalization of such exploita -
tion when he concludes Blood Meridian with an epi-
logue set several decades after the end of the Glanton
Gang’s narrative, in which a man with a post-hole
digger proceeds across an open field to mark the foot-
print of what will eventually become a fence (337).
Fencing, of course, suggests the formal segmentation
and occupation of the land and the socio-political
legitimization of its exploitation; and by raising these
suggestions on its final page Blood Meridian antici-
pates the opening pages of its successor, All the Pretty
Horses, the first volume in Cormac McCarthy’s ac-
claimed Border Trilogy. That novel finds its protag-
onist, John Grady Cole, disgusted by the ubiquitous
fencing of the Southwest and thus compelled to re-
treat to Mexico on “a quest for reconnection with
some undefined but older, notionally purer or more
authentic landscape” (Holloway, Late Modernism
61)—ironically, and futilely, since Blood Meridian
demonstrates that absolute environmental purity is
unattainable for human beings insofar as the source
of that impurity is humankind.—Daniel Davis Wood

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Eaton, Mark A. “Dis(re)membered Bodies: Cormac Mc-

Carthy’s Border Fiction.” Modern Fiction Studies 49.1
(Spring 2003): 155–80.

Holloway, David. The Late Modernism of Cormac Mc -
Carthy. London: Praeger, 2002.

_____. “Modernism, Nature, and Utopia: Another Look
at ‘Optical Democracy’ in Cormac McCarthy’s Western
Quartet.” Southern Quarterly 38.3 (Spring 2000). 186–
205.

Kollin, Susan. “Genre and the Geographies of Violence:
Cormac McCarthy and the Contemporary Western.”
Contemporary Literature 42.3 (Autumn 2001): 557–88.

McCarthy, Cormac. Blood Meridian. 1985. New York: Vin-
tage, 1992.

Shaviro, Steven. “‘The Very Life of the Darkness’: A Read-
ing of Blood Meridian.” Perspectives on Cormac McCarthy

(Revised Edition). Ed. Edwin T. Arnold and Dianne C.
Luce. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1999.
145–58.

The Road, 
Cormac McCarthy (2006)

In Cormac McCarthy’s post-apocalyptic novel The
Road, the world is in tatters and ruins. The remains
of an advanced civil society are visible in rare Coke
cans, wobbly-wheeled grocery carts, occasional jars
of food, and a skein of empty roads, bridges, and
streets that wend through the blasted terrain. How-
ever, the novel is not a science-fiction allegory of a
world like ours, but rather a gloomy prediction of a
near future that is very much grounded in our pres-
ent.

The nameless man and boy who we follow through -
out the novel are tasked with “carrying the fire.” This
means avoiding the roving cannibals and thieves who
inhabit the wasted terrain. Fire might serve as a
metaphor for morality or civility in the novel; for
the most part, however, fire simply functions on a
literal level, as the two main characters try to avoid
freezing on their quest south, where they hope it will
be warmer—and perhaps more civilized. Along the
way, the man and boy encounter sparsely distributed
but familiar objects, suggesting that late 20th-
century American culture has resulted in an apoca-
lyptic landscape of remains.

Early in the novel the man and boy encounter an
abandoned supermarket with “a few old cars in the
trashstrewn parking lot” (22). This is a standard
landscape setting for the novel, and the pervasive
emptiness of the geography causes the remains to ap-
pear in stark relief. For example, in the supermarket
the man makes a precious discovery:

By the door were two softdrink machines that
had been tilted over into the floor and opened
with a prybar. Coins everywhere in the ash. He
sat and ran his hand around in the works of the
gutted machines and in the second one it closed
over a cold metal cylinder. He withdrew his hand
slowly and sat looking at a Coca Cola.

What is it, Papa?
It’s a treat. For you.
What is it?
Here. Sit down.
He slipped the boy’s knapsack straps loose and

set the pack on the floor behind him and he put
his thumbnail under the aluminum clip on the
top of the can and opened it. He leaned his nose
to the slight fizz coming from the can and then
handed it to the boy. Go ahead, he said.

The boy took the can. It’s bubbly, he said.
Go ahead.
He looked at his father and then tilted the can
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and drank. He sat there thinking about it. It’s
really good, he said [23].

The narrative buildup to this scene causes the
Coke can to be a glistening feature in the overwhelm-
ingly drab topography of the novel. However, the
can is hardly a good omen. With its stark singularity
and its “slight fizz,” the soda drink functions as a bit-
tersweet reminder of mass production and consumer
culture—indeed, in this scene the man and boy take
pleasure in the very sort of object that has tilted hu-
mans toward a catastrophic contemporaneity.

Later in the novel, the man ponders the de-linking
taking place between his memory of the world and
the world that remains:

The names of birds. Things to eat. Finally the
names of things one believed to be true. More
fragile than he would have thought. How much
was gone already? The sacred idiom shorn of its
referents and so of its reality. Drawing down like
something trying to preserve heat. In time to
wink out forever [89].

Here, the existence of things is directly tied to their
names; and when the signifiers go, the signified goes
with them. The prediction is not hopeful for a world
of things whose idiom has lost its value. Shortly
thereafter, we can see the process taking place:

He looked at the boy. I’ve got to go for more
wood, he said. I’ll be in the neighborhood. Okay?

Where’s the neighborhood.
It just means I wont be far.
Okay [95].

The word “neighborhood” has lost its meaning for
the boy, for whom “neighborhood” means nothing
in a landscape of dead wood and charred roads. The
idea of the neighborhood remains intact for the man,
but the boy contradicts this idea, and shows it to be
a mere remnant of thought, no longer remaining as
material reality. This disappearance of neighbor -
hoods is paradoxically good news for the environ -
ment (as suburban neighborhoods tended to result
in dark ecology), but also bad news for the human
survivors, who are not used to existing outside the
conveniences of advanced consumer society. The boy
represents a transitional stage of the species, adapting
to a world where certain words have lost their mean-
ing.

In The Road we continually witness shifts between
prior and current meanings, and these changes are
often calcified in the built environment. For instance:

They passed through towns with messages
scrawled on the billboards. The billboards had
been whited out with thin coats of paint in order
to write on them and through the paint could be

seen a pale palimpsest of advertisements for goods
which no longer existed [127–128].

The billboards and their layered meanings indicate
what the narrative calls “the richness of a vanished
world” (139)—this is a fraught richness, a textual
surface that is both dense with meaning yet also evac-
uated, and losing significance by the day. The nar-
rative meanders through this world in a documentary
fashion, noting “odd things scattered by the side of
the road. Electrical appliances, furniture. Tools”
(199). Toward the end of the novel, the scenes con-
tinue to degrade, time turning into “days sloughed
past uncounted and uncalendared. Along the inter-
state in the distance long lines of charred and rusting
cars. The raw rims of the wheels sitting in a stiff gray
sludge of melted rubber, in blackened rings of wire”
(273). McCarthy employs the close attention of en-
vironmental aesthetics, but reorients this tactic and
brings it to bear on the remains of Americana.

At one point along the way, the man and the boy
discuss the fate of “the states” and the geophysical
tenacity of “the road.” While the state-level govern-
mental systems of the U.S. have collapsed, the road
remains with nothing to “uproot” it, at least not “for
quite a while,” as the man remarks. This conversation
is sparked by a physical arrangement of the roadmap
that the man and the boy use to travel south:

The tattered oil company roadmap had once
been taped together but now it was just sorted
into leaves and numbered with crayon in the cor-
ners for their assembly. He sorted through the
limp pages and spread out those that answered to
their location.

We cross a bridge here. It looks to be about
eight miles or so. This is the river. Going east.
We follow the road here along the eastern slope of
the mountains. These are our roads, the black
lines on the map. The state roads.

Why are they the state roads?
Because they belong to the states. What used to

be called the states.
But there’s not any more states?
No.
What happened to them?
I dont know exactly. That’s a good question.
But the roads are still there.
Yes. For a while.
How long a while?
I dont know. Maybe quite a while. There’s

nothing to uproot them so they should be okay
for a while.

But there wont be any cars or trucks on them.
No.
Okay [42–43].

The Road demonstrates how the degradation of
civil society cannot be disentangled from the ecological
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baseline of the world: for the man and the boy, the
icy rains and gray skies are as hostile and looming as
the scattered hoards of other people who threaten to
rob, kill, and/or eat them. There is a productive am-
biguity about the novel in the sense that the cause
of the ecological catastrophe is kept obscure, thus al-
lowing for the human presence to be a flashpoint for
apocalyptic imagery, and also a sort of mere medium
through which we understand apocalyptic effects
(climate change, food scarcity, unchecked violence,
contaminated water, etc.). In other words, in The
Road the ecological catastrophe has both already oc-
curred, and is ongoing.—Christopher Schaberg
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McKibben, William Ernest “Bill”
(1960–  )

Bill McKibben was born in 1960 in Lexington,
Massachusetts. His father was a well-known journa -
list for newspapers such as the Wall Street Journal
and the Boston Globe, and McKibben followed his
own love of words into his father’s profession by cov-
ering the basketball team for his local paper while in
high school. He received his B.A. from Harvard Uni-
versity, and while there, was president of The Har -
vard Crimson newspaper. After graduation he joined
the staff of The New Yorker for a five-year stint (1982–
87) writing the “Talk of the Town” column. After
leaving The New Yorker, Bill relocated to the Adiron-
dack Mountains of upstate New York, where he con-
tinued to write as a freelance journalist and to take
on book-length projects. To date he has written 12
books and countless essays appearing in publications
such as Mother Jones, The Washington Post, and the
New York Review of Books, among others. He has re-
ceived such prestigious awards as the Guggenheim
and Lyndhurst Fellowships, and the Lannan Prize for
non-fiction writing. He currently resides in Vermont
with his wife Sue Halpern, and is a scholar in resi-
dence at Middlebury College.

McKibben is one of the most famous American

environmental writers, and yet his foray into specifi-
cally environmental topics was almost an accident.
While writing at The New Yorker, McKibben learned
that “great journalism could produce critical think-
ing,” and he was content to use his passion for re-
search, investigation, and writing to further explore
and unveil the tension between the individual and
the community through other pressing practical
problems such as homelessness and the manifold ills
of consumerism (McKibben 2008). Through his
early journalistic work, McKibben elaborated the
virtues of community membership and account -
ability by focusing on local solutions for local prob-
lems. Ironically, McKibben’s own interest in the local
nearly kept him happily entrenched in writing about
particularly urban problems. Only upon leaving The
New Yorker and its urban oasis for a rural setting did
he begin chronicling and analyzing his own experi-
ences of nature, and thus the Adirondack Mountains
moulded McKibben into their advocate by exploiting
his greatest strengths: his focus on experience and
the local—even as one’s location changes over a life-
time—and his ability to relate his passions to others
through mesmerizing and personable prose.

The twin hallmarks of McKibben’s environmental
writing are his focus on experience, and his nearly
archaeological investigation of the cultural and philo-
sophical underpinnings of Western thought that have
led to current American attitudes toward the envi-
ronment. In his first and best-known book, THE

END OF NATURE (1989), McKibben introduced glo -
bal warming to a skeptical American readership, di-
gesting an immense amount of scientific data and
rendering it intelligible for lay readers, while also in-
terspersing this hard data with his own subjective ex-
periences of nature, and those of American nature
writers such as HENRY DAVID THOREAU, WENDELL

BERRY, and RACHEL CARSON. And so, from the early
period of his environmental writing, the history of
thinking about nature and experiencing it were
yoked together.

After his first book, McKibben continued writing
about the environment but within the context of
broader social problems. In The Age of Missing In-
formation (1992) McKibben compared a day of
watching television to a day spent in the wilderness,
noting the different kinds of attention required and
the various genres of information that are available
to the television watcher and the person experiencing
nature. In Hope, Human and Wild he writes about
the ways that people in other countries live lightly
on the earth, while in The Comforting Whirlwind:
God, Job, and the Scale of Creation he approaches our
attitudes toward the environment from an explicitly
religious perspective (THE BIBLE). In his later works,
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McKibben tackles the challenges of human overpop-
ulation, local versus global economies, and the po-
tential dangers of genetic engineering, while also of-
fering readers highly literary accounts of his own
athletic experiences of cross-country skiing and hik-
ing through New England, in which he muses on
embodied human existence and mortality (McKib -
ben 2000).

Throughout his writing on the environment,
McKibben has constantly returned to the patient,
painstaking, almost archaeological effort of un-
earthing lost aspects of the American experience of
nature, and connecting thought about environmental
problems with action in the world. For him, tech-
nology and the pace of modern life have served to
narrow the American experience of the natural world.
In order to expand the possibilities for experience
(and action), McKibben has not only written about
his own experiences of nature, but encouraged and
organized environmental activism in his community
in Vermont, through his position at Middlebury Col-
lege, and through forging new location-diverse com-
munities of activism via the internet.—Kristel Clay -
ville
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The End of Nature,
William McKibben (1989)

The End of Nature, William “Bill” McKibben’s first
book, was published in 1989 and reprinted with an
introduction by the author in 1999 and 2006. It is
part of the distinctly American genre of Environ-
mental Apocalyptic literature (APOCALYPTIC FIC-
TION), while also resonating with the literature of
the Wilderness Debate, which is an ongoing conver-
sation among academics and environmentalists about
the value of human life against the backdrop of en-
dangered ecologies. While certainly at home in this
genre and conversation, the book also blends scien -
tific and philosophical writing with autobiography,
provides an overview of the environmental move -
ment to date, and is the first book to explain the sci-
ence behind global warming to a general audience
(xiii).

The main argument of The End of Nature is that
nature and the very idea of nature have ended, due
to the imprint of human activity on all areas of the

wild. Not only does the end of nature have an effect
on the physical world, but it also drastically changes
the way humans think with and about nature. Thus,
McKibben’s main claim is organized around human
effects on nature, which create a feedback loop that
forever alters the way that humans are able to think
about themselves and the world around them. Unlike
HENRY DAVID THOREAU or JOHN MUIR before him,
McKibben cannot take for granted that the sky will
always be safe from the human destruction of nature;
instead, he takes their observations on the inviol -
ability of the sky as the starting point for his own
 argument that the end of nature has arrived, by
focus ing specifically on the human impact on the at-
mosphere.

The End of Nature is divided into two parts: the
present and the near future. In the first part, McK-
ibben explains the science behind the atmospheric
changes, the interactions between chloroflurocarbons
(CFCs) and ozone, the problems with carbon dioxide
and methane and the vicious feedback loops that
make tackling these problems nearly impossible.
McKibben also describes the changes in polluting
technology that have developed since RACHEL CAR-
SON wrote SILENT SPRING. Traditional pollutants, like
DDT, had local effects, but new atmospheric pollu-
tants have global effects. The immediate conse -
quences of pollution are a global problem, but may
no longer belong to any particular locale. In addition,
human power has transcended human presence.
Tampering with the atmosphere means that humans
can control the weather in places that are currently
uninhabited. Thus, even the idea of nature is now
extinct because all wild places have been “human-
ized.”

In the second part of the book, McKibben predicts
that we will follow one of two paths to solve our en-
vironmental problems: the path of defiance or the
path of humility. The path of defiance is marked by
our continued reflex to master nature and to adapt
nature to our needs, rather than adapting ourselves
to nature. This path is undergirded by a deep and
unreflective anthropocentrism leading ultimately to
genetic engineering. While we once only tried to
dominate nature from the outside, this will mark a
move toward dominating nature from the inside.
McKibben argues that this is the second end of na-
ture, but that this end is more devastating because it
is deliberate, while the first end of nature was acci-
dental and naïve on our part. In contrast, the path
of humility requires us to think of ourselves as merely
one species among many, which leads McKibben to
discuss environmental philosophies, such as biocen-
trism, the Gaia Hypothesis, and Deep Ecology, all
of which involve a commitment to austerity. McKibben
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notes that he and his wife have started to “prune and
snip [their] desires” in the wake of the greenhouse
effect (159). McKibben admits to wanting more and
more in his own life; being austere is not easy, yet
we must not allow our desires to be the engine of our
actions if we are to halt global warming.

Ultimately, McKibben fears that we will choose
the path of defiance due to the paralysis and inertia
of affluence, the near exponential increase in popu-
lation, and social problems like poverty, which pit
environmental concerns against humanistic ones.
Nonetheless, he urges us, even more passionately as
a result, to rely on our special gift of reason to tackle
this problem, but to couple it with restraint. Unlike
other creatures, “we could limit ourselves voluntarily
and choose to remain God’s creatures instead of mak-
ing ourselves gods (182).” The only hope McKibben
offers us is that through reason, restraint and austerity
we can circumvent, if not avoid, the second end of
nature.

Running parallel to his main argument about the
human impact on the environment is an argument
about the changing environment’s impact on hu-
mans. McKibben’s choice of temporal divisions for
his book is not superficial. He argues that we have
completely broken with the past; that our present is
not different merely in degree, but in kind from the
historical periods that preceded it. He points to the
limits of human reason and the end of certain modes
of human thinking, describing the innate human
perception of space and time as inadequate to rec-
ognize and respond to the current environmental
problems. We think our natural world will always
change gradually, but that is because it has in the
past. All of pre-history and history as we know it has
shown that nature changes very slowly, but we are
speeding up the process of change. Our previous
thoughts of nature as eternal and separate from us
are being overridden by concrete changes in the
world, and this clash of ideas tests our perceptions.
Unfortunately, our ability to perceive changes in na-
ture cannot keep pace with our ability to augment
nature or develop new technologies to master it. We
think of nature as permanent and stable, and these
enduring conditions of nature allow us to abstract
the concrete ideas of “permanence” and “stability”
for conceptual use in other areas of our lives. But
without the concrete conditions, the abstract ideas
are also endangered. In addition, nature has played
a large role in ancient and contemporary religions,
so we stand to lose the naturalistic language that we
use to describe the indescribable. Eventually, McK-
ibben worries that our language itself will suffer due
to a lack of external physical referents, and conse-
quently we may not be able even to think of ourselves

as part of something greater than ourselves. Under-
lying both of McKibben’s arguments are firm con-
victions about the definition and value of wildness
and the embeddedness of humans in a natural world
to which they owe everything—even the ability to
communicate meaningfully with one another.

The End of Nature was well-received by popular
audiences, and is widely thought to be the Silent
Spring of its generation. That said, McKibben has
received some criticism for merely acknowledging
arguments against his position—that humans are
part of nature so everything they do is natural, and
that humans have been interfering with nature since
tools and agriculture were invented—rather than
fully explaining or dismantling these arguments. Fur-
thermore, McKibben claims not to be making a
moral argument, yet his apocalyptic rhetoric, and
the language of sin that he uses to describe human
action in nature and humanity’s future orientation,
as well as his musings on God, all bear unmistakable
traces of a prophet warning humanity to pay more—
and more humble—attention to the starry heavens
above.—Kristel Clayville
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McPhee, John (1931–  )
John McPhee’s career as a highly respected and

rigorous writer of literary nonfiction culminated with
the publication of Annals of the Former World, for
which he received the Pulitzer Prize in 1999. Annals
comprises five pieces that McPhee published over
two decades, and it enunciates themes explored
throughout his work: the intricacy of human entan-
glement in natural ecosystems, and the abiding pri-
macy of Nature over the brevity of human history.

John McPhee was born in Princeton, New Jersey,
to Harry Roemer McPhee, a sports physician at
Princeton University, and Mary Ziegler McPhee, a
schoolteacher. Except for a few years spent in New
York and abroad, his life has been centered in Prince-
ton, and he still teaches one course in “The Literature
of Fact” at the University. He attended the Princeton
public schools, where he explored the foundations
of his craft through his high school English teacher’s
demanding composition assignments. To this day he
tightly structures his prose, reads aloud while com-
posing, and edits scrupulously—even reading his
final drafts aloud to his wife, Yolanda Whitman.
McPhee believes, however, that his most influential
education was at Camp Keewaydin, a summer camp
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for boys near Middlebury, Vermont, where he was a
camper and then counselor for 16 years. So many of
his subjects derive from the love of the outdoors de-
veloped at the camp, that he characterizes of some
of his books as “Keewaydin stories” (Pearson 3–5).

After graduating from high school in 1948 McPhee
attended Deerfield Academy, where his teachers
helped him recognize his vocation as a writer. In 1949
he enrolled at Princeton, where he wrote for the Uni-
versity’s literary magazines, honing his style and de-
scriptive skill in hopes of one day writing for The
New Yorker. After receiving his B.A. in English in
1953, he studied literature at Cambridge and traveled
in England for a year, a trip that provided the subject
of a freelance piece for The New Yorker, “Basketball
and Beefeaters” (1963). Its publication prompted a
change in McPhee’s career as a freelancer and reporter
for Time, and in 1965 he became a staff writer for
the magazine he long admired, a position he has held
ever since. His first assignment covered all–American
basketball star Bill Bradley, who became the subject
of his first book, A Sense of Place (1965) (Howarth
24–27).

Since then McPhee’s career has unfolded at the
prodigious rate of one book every 16 months (john-
mcphee.com). McPhee emerged among the impas-
sioned voices of the 1960’s literary nonfictionists,
such as John Hersey and RACHEL CARSON, many of
whom were reexamining human relationships to the
environment. McPhee explores his subjects, from or-
anges to bark canoes, with a penchant for factual de-
tail that some find daunting. This scientific disposi-
tion is manifest in his meticulous descriptions of
technologies and geographies, especially as he trav-
erses the fortieth parallel with geologists in Annals
or navigates the Alaskan wilderness in Coming into
the Country (1975). Such descriptions give his work
a masterful sense of place; however, McPhee sees his
writing as primarily character-driven. He spends
months traveling with intriguing people, often in re-
mote settings, such as the disappearing New Jersey
pine forests in THE PINE BARRENS (1968), Georgia’s
threatened rural hills in Pieces of the Frame (1975),
and the vanishing Louisiana bayous in The Control
of Nature (1989).

Critical reception of McPhee’s work has been over-
whelmingly positive, with three general criticisms:
that he praises his heroes too much, that he writes
too often about rocks, and that he does not take
stands on controversial issues (Howarth 36). Critic
Brian Turner argues, however, that McPhee is a
highly rhetorical writer, whose work intends to per-
suade through its skillful arrangement. Rather than
adopt a polemical or editorial tone, McPhee instead
uses his characters to voice the intricacy of environ-

mental controversies, and he orchestrates the frag-
ments of the story to appeal to a reader’s intellect.
While other literary nonfictionists foreground their
own presence in a text, McPhee believes that “the
reader is the most creative thing in a piece” (Pearson
18). In his groundbreaking Encounters with the Arch-
druid (1971), for example, McPhee travels with Sierra
Club Director David Brower, chronicling the mili -
tant conservationist’s encounters with miners, devel-
opers, and dam builders, whose views McPhee rep-
resents with equal insight. With this reverence for
complexity, McPhee invites creative readers to assess
the relationship of Brower, his rivals and themselves,
to the environment, through a critical yet empathetic
lens.—R. Lindsay Dunne
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The Pine Barrens, 
John McPhee (1968)

John McPhee’s fourth work of literary nonfiction,
The Pine Barrens, is a portrait of life in the remote
and often misunderstood Pinelands of southern New
Jersey, “the halfway point between Boston and Rich-
mond—the geographical center of the developing
megalopolis” that will one day connect the entire
northeastern corridor (5). Yet, the area sustains a
unique culture, language, and lifestyle, despite the
fast-paced American society that encroaches on its
borders. In the text’s masterful descriptions of the
woods, and its sensitive and humorous portrayal of
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the people known as “pineys,” it marks a significant
change in McPhee’s critical preoccupations. By the
mid–1960s the young writer had published books
about basketball player Bill Bradley, the orange-
growing trade, and elite private school headmaster
Frank Boyden. In The Pine Barrens, however, Mc -
Phee’s interest in place moves from the sidelines to
the center of his work, where it has remained ever since.

As in all literary nonfiction, the structure of The
Pine Barrens is key to understanding its purpose. In
an interview with Norman Sims, McPhee explains
that “Structure is the juxtaposition of parts, the way
in which two parts of a piece of writing, merely by
lying side-by-side, can comment on each other with-
out a word spoken” (Sims 13). The Pine Barrens has
a simple form compared to many of McPhee’s later
spiraling or tri-part works. Eight of the book’s nine
chapters address some aspect of the Pines’ environ-
ment or culture, from its natural topography and
botany to its economy, history and folklore, with
each chapter focusing on the intersections of the
unique material, personal, and social meanings of
the place. That this 1,000 square miles of wilderness
could even exist, let along thrive, in the middle of
the most densely populated state in the Union is itself
an improbability; and the writer portrays its vitality
and obscurity as almost magical, a place where towns
arise and just as quickly vanish, where “God’s water”
runs pure and untapped just below one’s feet, where
the sandy roads seem to shift continuously, and where
only the fabled residents can navigate the woods
without fear of being lost. The rarity of untainted
wilderness is here juxtaposed with the proximity of
rampant civilization to convey the central argument
of The Pine Barrens: the land itself has given rise to
the Pines culture, and this environment—in which
people and nature count equally—is now threatened
by deforestation.

We see clearly in The Pine Barrens the trademarks
of McPhee’s now well-known approach to exploring
environmental conflict. While some critics have ar-
gued that he refuses to take sides on political issues,
Brian Turner suggests that McPhee backgrounds
himself and instead uses his characters to communi-
cate the nuances of a place and the complexity of en-
vironmental controversy surrounding it. In order to
capture a sense of life in the Pine Barrens McPhee
takes readers into the home and life of Frederick
Chambers Brown, a 79-year-old resident of the town
of Hog Wallow (population: 25), located at the
center of the Pines. The scene in which McPhee
meets Fred demonstrates the former’s keen observa-
tion and intuitive selection of telling details, what
LAWRENCE BUELL would call those “quotidian, idio-
syncratic intimacies that go with ‘place’” (Buell 63).

For example, McPhee finds Fred’s house near a cran-
berry bog in the woods, and writes that what at -
tracted him to it was the pump in the yard: “It was
something of a wonder that I noticed the pump,” he
comments, “because there were among other things,
eight automobiles in the yard ... and maybe a thou-
sand other things” (6–7). Readers are likely to re-
member the first sight of Fred Chambers, “seated,
eating a pork chop” for breakfast, “dressed in a white
sleeveless shirt, ankle-top shoes, and undershorts”
(7), in a house with seven current calendars, a meat
cleaver, and a billy club on the peeling floral walls
(10). Through conversations and travels with Fred,
Fred’s taciturn neighbor Bill Wasovwich, and the
Buzbys, who own the general store in Chatsworth
(population: 306), McPhee depicts a people who are
friendly and welcoming to those who respect their
woods, but suspicious of outsiders who may criticize
or threaten their way of life.

It is important to note that while The Pine Barrens
carefully chronicles this way of life, it does not adopt
the detached style of traditional ethnography. Mc -
Phee brings an empathetic and respectful eye to his
interactions with the residents of the Pines, and chal-
lenges the stereotypes held by many in New Jersey
of the “degeneracy” and “mental deficiency” of the
residents (47). McPhee relates how, in 1913, Elizabeth
Kite, “a psychological researcher, published a report
called ‘The Pineys,’ which had resulted from two
years of visits” in the Pine Barrens. Though Miss
Kite, who became known and loved by many in the
Pines, was studying a small segment of the popula -
tion of interest to her psychological research on what
was then called “feeble-mindedness,” her report was
promulgated by the press and some politicians as a
general statement about life in that area of the state.
The stigma has never worn off. McPhee deliberately
counters the stereotype by showing that the Pines’
people sustain a fully functional culture of their own.
Far from the “hostile and semi-literate people” of the
stereotype, they are revealed to possess a rich history
and folklore, and a unique intelligence born of their
intimacy with the land. For example, while many
outsiders believe that shiftless “pineys” cannot keep
a steady job, they are actually continuously working
in harmony with the economic cycles provided by
their environment: “sphagnum in the spring, berries
in the summer, coaling when the weather is cold.
With the plentitude of the woodland around them
... pineys are bored with the idea of doing the same
thing all year long, in every weather” (55). At the
end of Chapter 3 McPhee lets his characters them-
selves speak for the worthiness of their lifestyle, and
as one resident tells him, “It’s a privilege to live in
these woods” (58).

217 McPhee



While the first eight chapters focus primarily on
the Pines people themselves, the ninth, rather iron-
ically entitled “Vision,” steps outside to describe
some of the development plans proposed over the
last century for new cities in the Pines, including one
in the mid-sixties for a jetport and a city of a quarter
million people. However, no grand-scale, controlled
development has ever come to fruition, McPhee ob-
serves, while “over a million people have bought or
otherwise acquired lots in the Pine Barrens on which
no houses have ever been built” (147). It seems from
this history of failed plans that the Pines would be
safe from destruction, that the conservationists and
the pineys would preserve their land and their culture
with it. But what McPhee sees as the real threat to
the area is not the lunacy of grand-scale, controlled
development, but the small, unregulated building
that is chiseling away at the edges of the woods.
While many have accused McPhee of hedging his
environmental advocacy later in his career, he does
not veil his stance in this early work, musing in clos-
ing that “people may one day look back upon the
final stages of the development of the great unbroken
Eastern City and be able to say at what moment all
remaining undeveloped land should have been con-
sidered no longer a potential asset to individuals but
an asset of the society at large—perhaps a social ne-
cessity” (56). The Pine Barrens thus emerges as Mc -
Phee’s first piece of social ecology, insisting on the
importance of wilderness places and the cultures they
support, and laying the foundation for decades of
work to follow.—R. Lindsay Dunne
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Melville, Herman (1819–1891)
Considered one of the world’s great writers of the

sea, Herman Melville engaged with the environment
in complex and sometimes contradictory ways. Born
in 1819, in New York City, Melville hailed from cul-
tivated stock, a descendent of English and Dutch
families both celebrated for their roles in the Revo-
lutionary War. The third of eight children born to
Allan Melvill and Maria Gansevoort Melvill, Her -

man enjoyed a brief period of relative prosperity dur-
ing his early childhood. His gentleman-merchant fa-
ther, however, squandered the family fortune, suf-
fered business collapse and bankruptcy, and died by
the time Herman was 12 years old. Forced by
financial difficulties and debt to quit his schooling,
Melville tried his hand at a number of odd jobs, such
as bank clerk, bookkeeper in his older brother’s soon-
to-fail fur business, field hand on his uncle’s Berk -
shire farm, and teacher. In 1839 Melville shipped
from New York to Liverpool and back as a sailor
aboard the merchant vessel St. Lawrence, and began
a life-long infatuation with the sea. Soon after re-
turning from a trip where he knocked about the
Great Lakes, the Mississippi River, and the frontier
towns of Illinois, Melville embarked on an eventful
second cruise, one which would find him away from
home for nearly four years, and greatly broaden his
connection with the world at large.

On January 3, 1841, Melville sailed from New
Bedford to the South Seas on the maiden voyage of
the whaleship Acushnet, but after six months at sea
he deserted ship with Richard Tobias Green at
Nukuheva harbor in the Marquesas Islands of the
South Pacific. Here Melville spent roughly one
month of rather liberal captivity with the natives of
the Typee (Taipi) valley, before escaping to sail aboard
the Australian whaling ship Lucy Ann. Imprisoned
in Tahiti for his alleged mutinous behavior in a ship-
board revolt, Melville subsequently absconded from
another lax confinement to wander the island and
the neighboring Eimeo, afterwards boarding yet an-
other whaleship, Nantucket’s Charles and Henry.
Closing the book on experiences that would furnish
his first two novels, Typee (1846) and Omoo (1847),
Melville shipped aboard the U.S. Navy frigate United
States in Honolulu, and reached port in Boston on
October 3, 1844.

Returning home, Melville married Elizabeth Shaw
(daughter of Chief Justice Lemuel Shaw), with whom
he would have four children, and began a prolific
writing career that would see him pen nine novels
and numerous short stories between the years 1845
and 1857. Although his early novels were bestsellers,
Melville’s later works—fraught with metaphysics,
philosophical digressions, and sharp social criti-
cisms—failed to win public acclaim. Earning little
more than $10,000 for his collected works during his
lifetime, Melville never managed to support himself
through his writing, a fact that eventually forced him
to take a job at the New York customs office in 1866.
Suffering bouts of heavy depression, compounded
by the deaths of his sons Malcolm and Stanwix,
Melville spent the latter portion of his life writing
poetry that few would read, and sank into virtual
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anonymity by the time of his death in 1891. Melville’s
literary fortunes experienced a reversal during the
“Revival” of the 1920s, however, which witnessed
the posthumous publishing of Billy Budd in 1924,
and found both the author and his prose-masterpiece
MOBY-DICK (1851) moving toward the center of the
American canon.

Designated a central writer of American Roman-
ticism, as well as a proto-modernist whose work fore-
shadows the literary innovations of writers such as
James Joyce, Melville has since found recognition for
an environmental vision considered to have antici-
pated the twentieth-century work of ALDO LEOPOLD,
among others. In his early fiction Melville often po-
sitions the nature of the South Seas in terms of a per-
petual garden paradise. Describing constant climates,
enchanted wilds, and Adam-and-Eve–like natives in
Typee and Omoo, he envisions a static environment
akin to a new Eden. Elsewhere, however, nature is
cast as a sinister lapsarian presence, as in The Piazza
Tales’ (1856) “The Encantadas.” Chronicling the
nightmare-inducing Galapagos tortoises, the “special
curse” (765) of eternal desolation, and the volcanic
wasteland of Narborough, he writes that “In no
world but a fallen one could such lands exist” (766).
Moreover, despite Melville’s long-standing fascina -
tion with the polar opposites of nature-as-garden
and nature-as-fallen-world, there is evidence of a
larger and more complicated environmental under-
standing in his early fiction, as is indicated by his de-
scription of the active and ongoing creation of the
Coral Islands in Omoo, as well as his observations re-
garding the rapid and fatal spread of the scrub guava
bush following its foreign introduction.

In addition to supplying such ethico-religious
conceits, nature also figures for Melville as a reflection
of the human mind. This TRANSCENDENTALIST ap-
proach appears at times in Moby-Dick, and again in
Pierre (1852), in which nature operates as the “sup-
plier of that cunning alphabet” whereby “man reads
his own peculiar lesson according to his own peculiar
mind and mood” (397). In a separate register, na-
ture—particularly the sea—also functions as an ag-
onistic arena of Darwinian violence, as evoked by
Moby-Dick’s “universal cannibalism of the sea; all
whose creatures prey upon each other, carrying on
eternal war since the world began” (1087). If not ut-
terly hostile, nature is at best indifferent to human
existence in the latter scenario. Humans are not el-
evated above nature, but rather are part of—indeed,
locked into—the fray. Melville’s tendency to desta-
bilize human dominion, in fact, is the environmental
stance for which he is most lauded. In Mardi (1849)
Melville’s philosophical mouthpiece Babbalanja
claims that “‘Mardi [The World] is not wholly ours.

We are the least populous part of creation. To say
nothing of other tribes, a census of the herring would
find us far in the minority. And what life is to us,—
sour or sweet,—so is it to them’” (1234). Introducing
a doctrine of interspecies equality, Melville extends
the notion of a shared planet even beyond the animal
kingdom: “‘Mardi is alive to its axis. [...] Think you
there is no sensation in being a rock?—To exist, is
to be; to be, is to be something’” (1114). Mardi, an
archipelago microcosm of the globe, is a thoroughly
interdependent web of human, animal, and elemen -
tal life.

In his most famous case of environmentally aware
writing, Moby-Dick, Melville is credited for creating
in the eponymous White Whale, the only nonhuman
character in the nineteenth-century American literary
canon to rival the centrality of the pond in THO -
REAU’s WALDEN. A naturalist text of sorts, the novel
works through its cetological chapters to educate the
reader about whales, while at the same time chal-
lenging the species line between human and nonhu-
man. By applying human characteristics to whales
in general (in chapters such as “The Grand Armada”
and “Schools & Schoolmasters”) and Moby Dick in
particular, Melville fosters “a unity between human -
ity and nature, a unity derived from an emotional
and social kinship” (Schultz 100). This unity is un-
dercut, of course, by the bloodshed of the numerous
whale hunts; and if Moby-Dick is about an inter-
species fraternity, it is no less a statement about na-
ture’s ability to strike back at the hand that oppresses.
Although the White Whale becomes a destroyer in
the end, the novel suggests that the humans aboard
the Pequod might represent the more bestial and de-
structive species of the two. This is not a position
that Melville ever reached unequivocally in his work,
however, and his environmental legacy remains, like
the environment he himself depicted, a vastly com-
plex, interdependent, ever-unfolding and impressing
enigma.—Scott Moore
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Moby-Dick: or, The Whale,
Herman Melville (1851)

Although Ishmael, Moby-Dick’s narrator, is de-
scribing a painting in a sailor’s inn, the following
slyly self-reflective observation equally characterizes
Melville’s classic story of the sea: “A boggy, soggy,
squitchy picture truly, enough to drive a nervous
man distracted. Yet there was a sort of indefinite,
half-attained, unimaginable sublimity about it that
fairly froze you to it...” (Melville 13). In sea-narrative
tradition, the novel is wide-ranging and even self-
contradictory, yet it is this “indefinite” quality that
allows Moby-Dick to evoke the vast reach and sig-
nificance of whaling as a global industry, and its
effects on both humans and nonhumans. We must
not forget, however, that supporting the novel’s
“unimaginable sublimity” is a firm narrative substra-
tum. Richard White reminds us that, “work itself is
a means of knowing nature” (White 171), and
Melville, a sailor himself, wrote a sailor’s book, about
a specific group of workers and their relationship to
their environment.

Unexpectedly, for a sea adventure, Moby-Dick
opens with two chapters about language: “Etymol-
ogy,” which outlines the large, far-flung and fasci-
nating word-family of “whale,” and “Extracts,” an
eclectic compilation of sayings about whales. As
structuralists like de Saussure point out, language is
a representational act. However, because the word is
not intrinsic to the thing itself, because there is an
actual, real whale that will always escape my attempts
to capture it by naming or describing it, any repre-
sentational effort will always fall short; and these
chapters seeming attempts to literarily “capture”
whales remind us that no language can accurately
recreate the natural world. Moby-Dick thus begins

by suggesting that the natural world is always both
a construct and something inescapably beyond, elud-
ing the reader just as Moby Dick eludes Ahab.

Explaining his decision to join a whaling crew,
Ishmael says, “It is a way I have of driving off the
spleen, and regulating the circulation” (Melville 3),
and his depression ultimately leads him to seek the
natural sublime. For Immanuel Kant the sublime oc-
curs after our sense of self as complete is challenged
by the confrontation with something far greater than
ourselves, an experience which, like the “whale”
above, eludes representation—for example, the ap-
parent infinity of the sea, which is a very real, physi -
cal challenge, as well as an aesthetic one. In con-
fronting this challenge, we discover a unique faculty
or capacity within ourselves, something uniquely
human, a kind of super-charged moral or aesthetic
appreciation of nature; and the pleasurable discovery
that we contain something large enough to respond
successfully to such immensity marks the sublime
moment. Ishmael finds sublimity in “The Mast-
Head,” suspended above the immensity of the sea,
and after surviving this challenge to his comprehen-
sion—indeed, his very existence—experiences a
deep sense of peace and communion with nature. By
contrast, in “The Whiteness of the Whale,” Ahab’s
failure to come to terms with this challenge results
in a constantly unstable, threatened self, the result
of which, Melville suggests, is necessarily violence.
As Ishmael comments, in the face of such a constant
threat “Wonder ye then at the fiery hunt?” (Melville
212).

The middle bulk of Moby-Dick is given over to
vivid and meticulous descriptions of whaling, inter-
spersed with often esoteric meditations on man and
his place in nature. Like most of Melville’s work,
Moby-Dick draws much from Melville’s own sailing
experience. Hester Blum posits what she calls a “sea
eye” to describe writing such as Melville’s. Encom-
passing—indeed, fusing in a profoundly significant
manner—both labor and contemplation, a “sea eye”
unites the practical experience of being a sailor, the
sailor’s own analysis of and reflection on that expe-
rience, and the literary work of sea narratives that
combines them, forming “knowledge that has a ma-
terial, and thus institutional, existence” (Blum 131)
for the reader.

LAWRENCE BUELL calls Moby-Dick’s world the first
moment of global capitalism: “It is the first canonical
work of Anglophone literature to anatomize an ex-
tractive industry of global scope” (Buell, Writing
205). Ishmael’s ocean is a globalized place where eco-
nomic forces draw together multiple nationalities,
ethnicities, and even species in ways that critically
blur our dry-land divisions. The “savage” Queequeg
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is ultimately as civilized as Ishmael, whereas Ahab’s
quest renders him barbaric. The human and non-
human are themselves blurred, as Ishmael describes
whales in human terms and vice versa, and as Ahab
and Moby Dick take on each other’s characteristics.
Ultimately Moby-Dick encourages readers to stop
thinking about oceans or whales as owned resources,
in favor of a more complex sense of a globalized in-
dustrial environment, with competing descriptions
and ownership claims, which is exploitive of people
and the environment, but which, as a hybrid space,
offers possibilities for understanding identity and en-
vironment that are not available elsewhere.

As Moby-Dick nears its end, ecofeminism helps
explain Ahab’s increasingly obsessive, violent hunt.
Lawrence Buell describes ecofeminism as a field
where “inquiry starts from the premise of a correla -
tion between the history of institutionalized patri-
archy and human domination of the nonhuman”
(Buell, Future 19). This correlation is well illustrated
by the power structures in place on the Pequod,
which are entirely shaped to serve Ahab’s violent re-
lation towards his environment. Violence creates a
ready-made relationship to the natural world, one
that favors human agency, human power, and human
needs. Ultimately, whaling aboard the Pequod eroti-
cizes predation, performing and reflecting masculine
sexual violence. Ahab’s desire to harpoon nature and
bring it under control attempts to conquer the
world’s challenge to the self by eliminating the world.
This explains the violent ejaculatory image of Ahab’s
revenge: “He piled upon the whale’s white hump the
sum of all the general rage and hate felt by his whole
race from Adam down; and then, as if his chest had
been a mortar, he burst his hot heart’s shell upon it”
(Melville 200). By contrast, in “A Bosom Friend”
and “Nightgown,” Ishmael’s loving relationship with
Queequeg destabilizes such aggressive masculinity.
The celebration of sperm in “A Squeeze of the Hand”
suggests both community and an ecosystemic view
of whaling and its commercial ramifications. More-
over, Ishmael’s elaborate, engaged descriptions of
whales and procedures are an alternative to Ahab’s
rage, as is Starbuck’s pragmatic view that revenge
does not produce oil.

It is important to remember that, as Buell points
out, there is no “save the whales” message in Moby-
Dick (Buell, Writing 209); though the book questions
the whaling industry, Ishmael is a sailor, not an ac-
tivist. Yet Moby-Dick’s complex understanding of
whaling as an expression of man’s broader relation
to the environment remains current and incisive, and
this explains in part its frequent adaptation to tele-
vision and film, as well as its centrality in the envi-
ronmental canon.—Amber Pearson
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Momaday, N. Scott (1934–  )
Tsoai, “Rock-tree,” located in northeastern Wy -

om ing and known to most as Devils Tower, is central
to the narrative of the Kiowa’s migration from the
mountain west to the southern plains, and its crea -
tion is a foundational story of the Kiowa cosmogony.
Yet few associate Devils Tower with the Kiowa; in-
stead, it is best known for its appearance in movies
like Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977) and its
popularity as a rock climbing destination. The latter
in particular has received some recent publicity, as
the Lakota (for whom Devils Tower is Mato Tipila,
“bear lodge”) have asserted their right to worship at
Devils Tower without constant intrusion from rock
climbers. That any association remains between Dev-
ils Tower and the Kiowa is owed in large part to
Kiowa writer N. Scott Momaday, who includes the
story of Tsoai in no less than five of his major works,
including his novels HOUSE MADE OF DAWN (1968)
and The Ancient Child (1989), his memoirs The Way
to Rainy Mountain (1969) and The Names (1976), and
his collection of essays The Man Made of Words
(1997). As Momaday tells it in each of these works,
virtually unchanged as it appears among them, the
creation of Tsoai looked something like this:

Eight children were at play, seven sisters and their
brother. Suddenly the boy was struck dumb; he
trembled and began to run upon his hands and
feet. His fingers became claws, and his body was
covered with fur. Directly there was a bear where
the boy had been. The sisters were terrified; they
ran, and the bear after them. They came to the
stump of a great tree, and the tree spoke to them.
It bade them climb upon it, and as they did so it
began to rise into the air. The bear came to kill
them, but they were just beyond its reach. It
reared against the tree and scored the bark all
around with its claws. The seven sisters were
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borne into the sky, and they became the stars of
the Big Dipper [The Names, 55].

Placed beside Momaday’s retelling of this story,
other claims to Devils Tower, as a “climber’s para -
dise” or “sci-fi mecca,” pale in comparison. Indeed,
few natural features of the American landscape can
claim to have so rich an origin story as Tsoai, thanks
in large part to the work of Momaday.

The story of Tsoai lends a rich element to each of
the individual works in which Momaday includes it,
but its placement in The Names is arguably the most
compelling. The Names is both memoir and pro -
found family history, with Momaday tracing his ge-
nealogy back four generations, his lineage comprised
of Kiowa, Cherokee, and Euro-American ancestors.
The use of the Tsoai story is contextualized in a larger
account of how Momaday was given his Kiowa
name, Tsoai-talee (“Rock-tree boy”) by the elder
Pohd-lohk, in part because Momaday’s parents had
taken him to Devils Tower when he was just six
months old. As a result Momaday has long identified
with the boy in the Devils Tower story, and thus the
bear as well. In interviews Momaday often speaks
openly about his attachment to “rock-tree boy”: “I
identify with the bear because I’m intimately con-
nected with that story. And so I have this bear power.
I turn into a bear every so often. I feel myself be-
coming a bear, and that’s a struggle that I have to
face now and then” (MELUS, 82). In The Ancient
Child Momaday draws out his connection to the bear
most fully, with the semi-autobiographical character
Locke Setman being told at one point, “You are Set;
you are the bear; you will be the bear, no matter
what” (271).

Though the example of Tsoai reveals Momaday’s
strong identification with the Kiowa forbears he
traces back from his father, his early days were
actually comprised of a self-described “Pan-Indian
experience” (“About N. Scott Momaday,” 188). Mo-
maday, whose given name is Navarre Scott Moma -
day, was born in Oklahoma and lived for a time on
the Kiowa reservation with his father’s family. His
parents, both teachers, then took a series of positions
on reservations of the Navajo, Apache, and other in-
digenous cultures of the American Southwest, before
settling on the Pueblo reservation in Jemez, NM.
After graduating from the University of New Mexico
and teaching for a time himself, Momaday com -
pleted a Ph.D. at Stanford University in 1963, study-
ing under the tutelage of Yvor Winters. Momaday
later taught at Stanford, as well as the University of
California (Santa Barbara and Berkley), the Univer-
sity of Arizona, and even the University of Moscow.
In addition to a distinguished career as a writer and

academic, Momaday has received a number of pres-
tigious awards, including a Guggenheim fellowship,
a Western Heritage Award, a Pulitzer Prize (for House
Made of Dawn), and a National Medal of Arts. He
is commonly referred to as the “dean of Native Amer-
ican writers,” and continues to be recognized, along-
side LESLIE MARMON SILKO, LOUISE ERDRICH, SI MON

J. ORTIZ, and Sherman Alexie, as transforming the sta-
tus of Native American literature and helping it receive
the popular and critical attention it has long deserved.

Arguably more so than any other native writer,
however, Momaday is deeply attuned to the physical
environments of the American landscape that play
such a prominent role in all of his writing. The story
of Tsoai is just one example where a feature of the
land is bestowed with a unique narrative life of its
own. Other landscapes in Momaday’s writing are im-
bued with similar distinction, even sacredness: the
sun-burnt plains of Oklahoma in The Way to Rainy
Mountain, the mesas and valleys of the Jemez Reser-
vation in House Made of Dawn, and the Medicine
Wheel of the Bighorn Mountains in The Man Made
of Words, are but a few examples from Momaday’s
oeuvre. In addition to landscapes, Momaday also
deals extensively with animal life, particularly in his
poetry and fiction. The adoption of the bear persona
is one clear manifestation of his attachment to ani-
mals, but others stand out as well. Take, for example,
his poem “Angle of Geese,” an image and expression
he repeats in his writing and that he describes as “So
much symmetry!—/ Like the pale angle of time /
And eternity” (In the Presence of the Sun, 21). Of the
presence of animals in Momaday’s writing, Anishi-
naabe scholar Gerald Vizenor proclaims that “[Mo-
maday] turns metaphors of authored animals into an
unrevealed presence, the tensive myths of creation
and native solace.... The mere mention of the bear
is traced in sound, motion, and the memories of the
characters” (137).

Momaday writes in his essay “An American Land
Ethic” that he “is interested in the way that a man
looks at a given landscape and takes possession of it
in his blood and brain. For this happens, I am certain
in the ordinary motion of life. None of us lives apart
from the land entirely; such an isolation is unimag-
inable” (47). It is uncertain whether Momaday’s title
is an invocation of ALDO LEOPOLD’s “land ethic”
from A SAND COUNTY ALMANAC (1949), but what is
certain is that Momaday shares a similar sense of re-
sponsibility toward the ethical treatment of the
American environment. His work shows strong cul-
tural and aesthetic associations with the land, but it
is his unflinching belief in the sacredness of the nat-
ural world that truly defines Momaday’s unique
 connection—and contribution—to it.—Matt Low
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House Made of Dawn,
N. Scott Momaday (1968)

N. Scott Momaday’s Pulitzer Prize winning first
novel, House Made of Dawn, is one of the most re-
spected and influential pieces of Native American
Literature ever written. It is also one of the most fre-
quently studied and written-about novels in that
canon. Like LESLIE MARMON SILKO’s CEREMONY

(1977), the work explores the struggle of Indian peo-
ple to maintain a sense of tradition and responsibility
to land and community in a contemporary world;
and both novels feature protagonists who struggle
with addiction and psychological fragmentation after
their experiences with war. House Made of Dawn tells
the story of Abel, a young Kiowa man, who has re-
cently returned to the fictional Pueblo “Walatowa”
in New Mexico after fighting in World War II. Abel
seems to be suffering from post-traumatic stress dis-
order and arrives home drunk and unable to
recognize his grandfather, Francisco. The novel is
somewhat unconventional in style, frequently pre-
senting information in the form of achronological
memories, and shifting between multiple narrators,
but its focus rests largely if loosely on Abel and his
impact on the lives of the other characters.

The story centers on Abel’s continuous struggle to
establish a stable and sustainable identity in the
world. His general sense that he has no “place,” or is
not truly connected to the place that he lives, stems
from an early sense that he is different from the others
in Walatowa. From a young age Abel feels singled
out because he does not know who his father is. All
he knows is that his father was a “Navajo, [...] or a
Sia, [...] an outsider anyway,” and that this “made
him and his mother and [his brother] Vidal somehow
foreign and strange” (11) Later, Abel’s mother and
Vidal die of illness and Francisco raises Abel alone.
Abel’s sense of disconnection only increases when he
returns from the war and discovers that although he

is back in the place where he grew up, he cannot seem
to conform to the pattern of life there. Abel “had
tried to pray, to sing, to enter into the rhythm of the
tongue but he was no longer attuned to it” (58).
Abel’s struggle to squeeze his disparate and frag-
mented understanding of the world into the mono-
lithic life on the reservation leaves him only further
fragmented and alone.

After being humiliated by an Albino man at a local
ceremony, Abel responds by killing the man. Al-
though his true reasons for the murder are not clear
in the novel, it is evident that Abel’s violence is not
in keeping with traditional methods for excising evil
from the reservation. Abel’s violence is thus further
evidence of his profound disconnect from his people
and his culture.

After six years in prison, Abel is released into the
care of the Indian Relocation Program. He is living
in Los Angeles and soon gets a job at a factory where
he meets Ben Benally, a Navaho man who also grew
up on a reservation. Even though Ben and Abel form
a strong friendship and frequently talk about their
childhood, the two men respond to life in the city
in completely different ways. Where Abel struggles,
Ben accommodates himself to the world he finds
himself in. He succeeds because he has largely relin-
quished his Indian traditions and values. He believes
that “you have to change. [...] You have to forget
about the way it was, how you grew up and all.
Sometimes it’s hard but you have to do it” (148).
Ben’s and Abel’s responses to life off the reservation
can be viewed here as a microcosm of the struggle of
a vanishing culture. Ben and Abel seem to suggest
two approaches to living in a world that is no longer
receptive to Indian cultures and traditions.

The importance of land and the environment is
evident everywhere in the novel. The text begins and
ends with mirroring phrases: “Dypaloh. There was a
house made of dawn. It was made of pollen and of
rain, and the land was very old and everlasting,” and
“House made of pollen, house made of dawn. Qtse -
daba.” These flanking words signal a focus on man’s
place within nature that resounds throughout the
novel. The significance of the land and the environ-
ment in Kiowa tradition, and Native American cul-
ture more generally, cannot be overstated. The novel
explores the collision of man, nature, and time. It
considers the struggle to find a way to exist in a
human way amongst the forces of nature and time,
and in a natural way amongst the forces of man and
progress.

The exact meaning and significance of environ-
ment is complicated in this novel, however, because
of Abel’s general sense that he is out of place. A par-
ticularly compelling example of this complication is
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seen in the contrast between Abel’s experience in the
Eagle Watcher’s Society, and Francisco’s boyhood
bear hunt. Francisco came of age in a time when the
“race for good hunting and harvests” was still run.
His understanding of what it is to be Kiowa is based
on traditions that Abel only partially understands.
He is attuned to the land that he farms, and was
raised and initiated into a culture that recognized the
reciprocal relationship of man and nature. Francisco’s
bear hunt is presented in the novel as a test of pa-
tience, skill, and cunning that Francisco passes with
grace and steadfastness. He kills the bear he has been
tracking for days and returns to his people as a man.
Abel has a similar experience when he first ventures
out with the Eagle Watcher’s Society and skillfully
captures an impressive female Golden Eagle. But
rather than feeling proud of his accomplishment, he
is “filled with longing” at the thought of the eagles
in flight. Perhaps seeing the eagle, “bound and help-
less” in a sack, as a kind of reflection of his own men-
tal state, Abel is filled with “shame and disgust” and
strangles the bird.

At the end of the novel, Abel prepares his grand-
father’s body for burial in the traditional way and
participates in the enigmatic “race of the dead” at
dawn. Fraught with luminous but ambiguous inten-
sity, the final images of the novel suggest that Abel
has at last found a place with his people, and has
made peace with his past, his world and himself.—
Kimberly  O’Dell Cox
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The Way to Rainy Mountain,
N. Scott Momaday (1969)

Momaday’s The Way to Rainy Mountain illumi-
nates the crucial connection between the natural
landscape and human language. In essence, the book
is an account of Momaday’s effort to connect with
his Kiowa heritage through the process of storytelling
and mythmaking. Momaday’s “cultural memoir”
presents an interesting case study for the eco-critic,
as it introduces some valuable ideas about how the
human and nonhuman communities can interact
through the power of language.

In Rainy Mountain, Momaday presents the reader

with the history of the Kiowa migration east from
the Yellowstone area to southwestern Oklahoma,
which he personally retraces en route to his grand-
mother’s grave at Rainy Mountain. The book is an
extension of Momaday’s first publication, The Jour-
ney of Tai-Me (1967), and the general account of the
migration is also repeated in his Pulitzer prize-win-
ning novel, HOUSE MADE OF DAWN (1968). Rainy
Mountain is divided into three sections. The first,
“The Setting Out,” recounts the beginning of Kiowa
history, and describes vital aspects of Kiowa religion
and culture, including the Sunboy, the Ten Grand-
mother Bundles, the Tai-me, the Sun Dance, and
the peyote altar. The second section, “The Going
On,” focuses primarily on life on the Great Plains,
including arrow making and buffalo hunts. The final
section, “The Closing In,” emphasizes images of Eu-
roamerican encroachment and the termination of the
“golden age” of Kiowa culture (85). Structurally, each
chapter within the three main sections juxtaposes
three voices: the first describes Kiowa mythology;
the second provides an historical/anthropological
perspective; and the third articulates Momaday’s per-
sonal reflections. Even as Rainy Mountain traces the
decline of traditional Kiowa culture, the combination
of these three voices emphasizes the significance of
storytelling as a tool of endurance, as Rainy Moun-
tain itself manifests the power of what Momaday
calls the “living memory and the verbal tradition
which transcends it” (86).

Momaday’s tale of the journey to Rainy Mountain,
as much as the journey itself, binds human culture
together with the physical landscape. For Momaday,
the land as it exists in personal and collective memory
is as potent and real as the land itself. Indeed, the in-
spiration behind Momaday’s journey is not the land
per se, but his grandmother’s memory of the land:
“[Aho] could tell of the Crows, whom she had never
seen, and of the Black Hills, where she had never
been. I wanted to see in reality what she had seen
more perfectly in the mind’s eye, and traveled fifteen
hundred miles to begin my pilgrimage” (7). That
Aho can tell stories about cultures and places she has
never seen illustrates the efficacy of language: again,
the land as it exists in the “mind’s eye” is as crucial
and vital as the land “in reality.” It is through lan-
guage, through Aho’s stories, that human perception
of the landscape and the physical landscape merge
and become inseparable. In the final chapter of “The
Closing In” section, Momaday reiterates the impor-
tance of connecting with the land through memory
and story, imploring his reader to “concentrate his
mind upon the remembered earth” and to “give him-
self up to a particular landscape in his experience, to
look at it from as many angles as he can” (83).
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The capacity for language to bridge the gap be-
tween human perception and the natural environ-
ment is an integral part of its power. Indeed, as
Lawrence Evers points out in his examination of Mo-
maday’s “sense of place,” it is through words that cul-
tural landscapes are created and a symbolic order is
established that helps to explain the meaning of the
world around us (213). Momaday articulates this fact
most directly through the three voices that comprise
Chapter VIII of the book. Here, the “mythological”
voice relates the story of the sun’s twin children who
find themselves trapped in the cave of a giant. In
order to escape suffocation after the giant builds a
smoky fire, the twins recall the advice of grand -
mother spider: “If you ever get caught in the cave,
say to yourselves the word thain-mom, ‘above my
eyes’” (32). After multiple recitations of this word,
the smoke does in fact rise above their eyes and the
giant ultimately lets them go. This narrative demon-
strates the ability of language to impose a kind of
order on reality. The message of this myth is empha-
sized by the historical voice that follows it: “A word
has power in and of itself. It comes from nothing
into sound and meaning; it gives origin to all things.
By means of words a man can deal with the world
on equal terms” (33). That is, words assign meaning
to the world and offer humans the opportunity to
create the world on their own terms so that they may
stand in better relation to it. The word thain-mom
imposes an order on nature, as it is an expression of
grandmother spider’s own understanding of how the
natural world operates: smoke rises. Momaday’s per-
sonal recollection about his own grandmother in this
section illustrates this same principle: in an effort to
confront evil, Aho would say zei-dl-bei, which means
“frightful.” As Momaday explains, “It was not an ex-
planation so much, I think, as it was a wading off,
an exertion of language and disorder” (33). To name
a thing is to come to know it better and to enter into
a closer relationship with it. This chapter skillfully
depicts the way in which language can empower hu-
mans by providing them with the means to better
understand and articulate themselves and their rela-
tionship to the world around them. When this “ex-
ertion of language” is directed toward the landscape,
the reciprocal relationship between the human and
nonhuman is made manifest.

Inasmuch as language is vital to humans in their
effort to connect with the land, however, the Kiowa
emergence narrative serves as an important reminder
of the fact that the land always comes first. Indeed,
as Elaine Jahner notes, Momaday is careful to assert
the primacy of the land as a source for the human
imagination. She writes, “Momaday’s writing implies
that creation in a very real sense does begin with the

land. The perspective that the land imposes inspires
the imagination to find meaning in life” (219). That
the Kiowa people come forth from the land through
a log certainly emphasizes this point: “You know,
everything had to begin, and this is how it was: the
Kiowas came one by one into the world through a
hollow log” (16). This mythic narrative aligns the
Kiowas closely with the land, as their culture was lit-
erally birthed from the bowels of the earth. The
Kiowa emergence narrative creates a symbolic order
where Kiowa identity must be measured in terms of
the land, because the earth, in essence, is their
mother. Implicit in this creation myth is an under-
standing of the intricate relationship between the
land, humans, and language. The story itself reem-
phasizes the role that language plays in framing the
association between human culture and the natural
world.

The theory of language articulated in Rainy Moun-
tain, and the celebration of the landscape encoun -
tered along “the way,” are recurrent themes in Mo-
maday’s oeuvre. As Mathias Schubnell asserts,
“Na ture and the American landscape are central fea-
tures of Momaday’s writings” (63). Indeed, many of
the materials and ideas expressed in Rainy Mountain
can be found throughout the pieces collected in The
Man Made of Words: Essays, Stories, Passages (1997),
especially in essays like “A First American Views His
Land” and “An American Land Ethic.” Rainy Moun-
tain is therefore part of a larger body of work that
establishes Momaday as a key American environ-
mental writer and thinker.—Matthew Cella
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Morrison, Toni (1931–  )
Toni Morrison’s novels are widely considered to

represent a distinctly African-American environmen-
tal ethic. Complicating traditional perspectives on
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nature with close attention to the social forces that
construct our relationship to the environment, Mor-
rison’s work insists upon the inextricability of the so-
cial from the natural.

Toni Morrison was born Chloe Anthony Wofford
in 1931, in Lorain, Ohio, to George and Ella Ramah
Wofford. The family had a penchant for storytelling
and reading that led the Wofford children to seek
out books at an early age. Morrison earned her B.A.
from Howard University in 1953 and her M.A. in
English from Cornell University in 1955. She worked
as an editor at Random House for 18 years and taught
at several institutions including Howard and Prince-
ton. While she has published in a variety of genres,
including essays, plays, and operas, Morrison is best
known for her novels, most notably The Bluest Eye
(1970), SONG OF SOLOMON (1975), Beloved (1987),
Paradise (1998), and A Mercy (2008). In 1993 she be-
came the first African-American woman to win the
Nobel Prize for Literature.

Elizabeth Dodd writes of ecocriticism that “Afri -
can Americans seem largely absent from this bur-
geoning literary, cultural, and critical movement”
(1095). She argues that there is a general neglect of
writers such as Morrison, whose work “treats far more
visibly questions of social place, as constructed
through race” than the natural as such (ibid.). How-
ever, Morrison’s contribution to the study of envi-
ronmental literature has been, among other things,
to emphasize the relationship between race and the
environment. In Beloved, for instance, the beauty of
the wild plantation and the reduction of human be-
ings to the condition of livestock under slavery results
in a situation where “the construction of nature as
refuge so prominent in mainstream environmental
thought simply does not hold true” (Wallace and
Armbruster 215).

However, Morrison’s work does not merely cri -
tique this “mystical” tradition in environmental lit-
erature, but engages with environmental themes to
challenge equally entrenched assumptions about
African-American literature. In Song of Solomon, for
example, protagonist Milkman Dead experiences a
constructive destabilization of self in the face of na-
ture. This challenges tendencies in the African-
American novel to see as its political goal the inven-
tion of stable forms of agency in the pursuit of
self-determination. Morrison’s work thus strikes a
difficult balance by emphasizing “the spiritual pos-
sibilities of human interaction with more-than-
human life-forms ... within a complex web of cul -
tural and historical contexts” (Berry 164).

Morrison’s latest novel, A Mercy, criticizes colo-
nization as a hubristic effort to impose human dom-
inance upon nature and white dominance upon oth-

ers. Here, however, environmental conquest is not
merely analogous to the conquest of human com-
munities, but is seen as the very justification for slav-
ery, as African and indigenous slaves are taken in
order to combat the harsh conditions of nature. Mor-
rison, then, continues to bring questions of race and
environment together in crucial ways that illuminate
the study of Black literature and environmental
thought.—Rachel Greenwald Smith
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Song of Solomon, 
Toni Morrison (1977)

Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon is among her most
highly regarded works of fiction, and certainly one
of the most interesting from an ecocritical point of
view. The novel not only won the National Books
Critics Award and was cited by the Swedish Academy
in awarding Morrison the 1993 Nobel Prize in Lit-
erature; in 1996 it was chosen by Oprah Winfrey for
her influential book club, because it expressed “the
mysterious primal essence of family bond and
conflict” (Oprah), and was thus recommended as
valuable reading material also for a popular audience
interested in issues of race, kinship and gender. How-
ever, in recent years a number of scho lars have urged
us to see how in the novel these issues are intimately
related to ecocritical and eco-feminist concerns. Al-
ready in 1985, the black feminist literary critic
Barbara Christian pointed to the centrality of nature
to African-American community building in Song of
Solomon, and Kathleen Wallace and Karla Armbrus -
ter suggest in a 2001 essay that Morrison’s work is
notable for “exploring how the natural world has
been used as an instrument of oppression but has si-
multaneously provided a source of sustenance and
comfort” to black women and black communities
more generally (213). Song of Solomon is a particularly
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interesting example in this regard because it interro-
gates nature-human interactions from an African
American point of view, and offers insights into the
complex relationship between racial, gender, and en-
vironmental violence.

Most critics read Song of Solomon as a coming-of-
age story focusing on the young African American
Milkman Dead, whose life is shaped by both his fa-
ther Macon II, a materialistic and emotionally barren
slumlord, and his aunt Pilate, a charismatic and
slightly mysterious woman who smells “like a forest”
(27), sways “like a willow” (30), and looks like “a
tall black tree” (38). The novel opens on the day be-
fore Milkman’s birth in an unnamed town in Michi-
gan when a local insurance agent promises people
that he will fly and then jumps to his death from the
roof of the very same hospital in which Milkman is
about to be born. Milkman’s birth is thus overshad-
owed by a man’s unsuccessful attempt to soar into
the clouds, and when old enough to understand that
humans cannot actually fly he is deeply disturbed by
that recognition. Although his life is marked by the
affection, care, and nurture of the women in his ex-
tended family, he does not seem to appreciate his
multiple privileges and, like his father, is unable to
feel empathy and compassion for others. He has little
understanding and respect for Pilate’s dedication to
African-American cultural traditions, and he only
uses and eventually abandons her troubled grand-
daughter Hagar, who, unable to bear his rejection,
tries to kill him several times and finally dies of a
broken heart. In spite of these tragic occurrences,
however, the tree-like Pilate becomes Milkman’s spir-
itual guide when he travels to the ancestral home of
his father’s family in Shalimar, Virginia, in search of
a lost bag of gold that was allegedly taken by a man
involved in the murder of his grandfather.

Milkman’s initial motivation for his journey to the
rural South is purely materia listic. Together with his
friend Guitar, a black radical, he tries to recover the
lost bag, but as his quest progresses his objectives
begin to change. As Ann Imbrie has pointed out, his
journey to “a simpler, more primitive and ‘natural’
world” allows him to be “educated in a new way, in
lessons the city cannot teach him” (477). The north-
ern, urban world Milkman leaves behind is a world
in which making money takes precedence over gen-
erosity and compassion, in which racial prejudice
separates people from each other, and in which vio-
lence ruins human relationships. Pilate is the excep-
tion to this rule. Not only has she a close connection
to both her ancestors and the land, she also helps the
oppressed women of her family and is able to see the
high price her older brother Macon pays emotionally
and spiritually for his adoption of capitalism and

tyrannical patriarchy. While Macon symbolizes the
corrupting and disrupting effects of capitalism, Pilate
stands for a connection with nature and the legacy
of the family’s black ancestry. This is why she can
guide Milkman to a different understanding of his
history and his place in nature. The characters’ shared
belief system and understanding of the natural world
are of central importance in Song of Solomon, and, as
Barbara Christian has pointed out, central also to
the way in which Morrison weaves her story (75).
Milkman’s journey from the urban North to the rural
South is a journey back in time, both into the history
of his family and into the history of African-
American people more generally, and he slowly
begins to understand the complex relationship they
have with the natural world.

In this new environment he not only learns about
the unsustainable farming practices of his grandfather
Macon Dead I, who died defending his land, and
about his great-grandfather Solomon, who according
to local legend escaped slavery by flying back to
Africa on the wind. Going through a traditional
hunting ritual, he also begins to develop a new un-
derstanding of the natural world around him, “where
all a man had was what he was born with, or had
learned to use” (277), and he starts thinking about
the meaning of language “back in the time when men
and animals did talk to one another, or a man could
sit down with an ape and the two converse; when a
tiger and a man could share the same tree, and each
understood the other; when men ran with wolves,
not from or after them” (278). If his ancestors could
talk to animals, he wonders, “and the animals could
talk to them, what didn’t they know about human
beings? Or the earth itself for that matter” (278).
Moved by a new understanding of the world around
him, Milkman is finally able to connect with human
and nonhuman others, including his former friend
Guitar, who is now trying to take his life, but for
whom he nevertheless feels affection.

According to the black feminist bell hooks, “col-
lective black self-recovery takes place when we begin
to renew our relationship to the earth, when we re-
member the way of our ancestors” (39). In Song of
Solomon, such renewal takes place on the last pages
of the novel, and it is Milkman’s aunt Pilate who
makes it possible. Stacy Alaimo argues in Undomes-
ticated Ground (2000) that nature “serves not only
as an oppositional space” in Song of Solomon, but also
“as a symbolic means of celebrating Pilate and the
matrix of gender, race, and class positions she rep-
resents” (138). Although the protagonist of the novel
is male, he can only arrive at his moral and spiritual
enlightenment through a woman’s guidance and an
acceptance of her values and beliefs: “You want my
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life,” shouts Milkman at the end, knowing that Gui-
tar is lying in dark with his rifle, “you need it?” (337).
And then he leaps forward, knowing from Pilate and
the history of his family that “if you surrendered to
the air you could ride it” (337). Morrison leaves open
whether Milkman, like his fabled great-grandfather,
has learned to fly or whether he jumps to his death,
but she leaves little doubt that he has found a way
of life that is much more fulfilling than being
Dead.—Alexa Weik von Mossner
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Morton, Thomas (1576?–1647?)
Thomas Morton’s life and work challenge the au-

thority of the Puritan narratives detailing America’s
early development. Although some early historians
acknowledge Morton’s colonial contribution, subse-
quent conservatively aligned scholars marginalized
Morton’s position in both American history and
American literature. Recent scholarship, however,
increasingly reveals Morton’s significant historic role
in New England’s early settlement and his potential
as America’s first poet. His major work, NEW EN-
GLISH CANAAN (1637), celebrates the glories and pos-
sibilities of the new land and satirizes both the Pu-
ritans’ adverse response to the wilderness and their
racist view of Native Americans.

Incomplete records place Morton’s birth around
1576 into Devon gentry. Details in Morton’s writing
suggest he was “the Son of a [sic] souldier” (145), had
“been bred in so genious a way” (66), and had
benefited from a gentrified lifestyle that included
hunting and falconry. With its high Anglican and
Royalist loyalties and its maintenance of folkways,

the west country of Devon also profoundly affected
Morton’s character and perceptions. Existing records
from 1593 place him in London at the Inns of Court,
specifically as a student at Clifford’s Inn. Morton’s
exposure to the satiric and literary culture of the Inns
of Court, including his associations with writers like
Ben Jonson (Shea 57), shaped his stylistic develop-
ment. He entered the service of Sir Ferdinando
Gorges in 1624 as a minor partner of a new colony
in Massachusetts that ultimately became “Ma-Re
Mount” or Merrymount in 1626. However, his suc-
cess created a moral, political, and economic conflict
with the Puritan Plymouth Colony (Dempsey 128),
and eventually the Puritan leadership manipulated
charges of immorality and illicit gun trade in order
to arrest, try, and banish him to the Isles of Shoals
off New Hampshire.

Upon his return to England, Morton wrote New
English Canaan, which extols both New England’s
settlement and Merrymount’s success, and satirizes
the Puritans and their policies and practices. Morton
embraces the new world and its people and exults in
the rich diversity of the animals, plants and minerals,
even the water, claiming their superiority to Euro -
pean equivalents. In “The Second Book” he exclaims:
“The more I looked, the more I liked it. And when
I had more seriously considered of the beauty of the
place; with all her fair endowments, I did not think
that in all the known world it could be paralleled”
(53). He describes the Native Americans’ nobility
and celebrates life’s pleasures and folk traditions such
as the Maypole, while simultaneously exposing Pu-
ritan brutality, corruption, and bigotry.

Morton and his political allies managed the revo-
cation of the Massachusetts Bay Colony charter, and
he returned triumphantly to New England in 1642.
However, increased Puritan political power in En-
gland quickly led to his arrest, trial, and imprison-
ment for Royalist sympathies and sedition. His pe-
tition for clemency because of his age and health
obtained his release to Gorges’ supporters in Aga-
menticus (York), Maine, where he died around
1647.—Thomas P. Fair
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New English Canaan, 
Thomas Morton (1637)

Denigrating Thomas Morton as a libertine, an ad-
venturer, and a seditionist, colonial accounts of the
Massachusetts Bay Colony and subsequent conser-
vative historians have assigned him a marginal space
in American history and literature (Major 2). How-
ever, both in his life and work, Morton challenged
the conventional understanding of the Puritan period
and offered an alternative portrayal of the early set-
tlement. His New English Canaan, in particular, tells
of the founding and success of his colony of Merry-
mount and his subsequent conflict with the Puritan
authorities in Plymouth; and his enthusiastic view
of the new world, the land and its indigenous people,
challenges the racism and cynicism of the tradi -
tionally accepted Puritan perception.

A three-part prose and poetry description of his
New England experiences, Morton’s text praises the
environment and Native Americans while satirizing
the bigotry and corruption of Puritan society. More-
over, it celebrates regional and traditional English
festivals at Merrymount, including the May Day
Revels that offered a mixture of cultural celebration,
interaction with the Native Americans, and occasion
for trading, including the sale of guns. The Puritan
authorities considered the events to be immoral and
illegal; consequently, they arrested, tried and ban -
ished Morton to the Isles of Shoals off the New
Hampshire coast. But Morton obtained passage to
England in September of 1628 and gained freedom
upon his arrival. While busily applying his political
connections and the power of the English courts in
order to revoke the Massachusetts Bay Colony’s char-
ter and effect his return to New England, Morton
wrote New English Canaan (Dempsey 262).

In “The First Book,” he celebrates Native Amer-
icans’ qualities, and challenges the Puritans’ super-
stitious and racist perceptions of them as fearful ter-
rors and savage, ignorant creatures to be used but
not tolerated as equals. Morton associates the indige-
nous people with the land and nature, viewing them
as inherently complementary. He even establishes a
classic pedigree for North American tribes by con-
necting them to “the scattered Trojans” (18). More-
over, he refutes the concept of heathen savagery
through parallels he establishes with Christianity,
citing the Native American creation stories and the
people’s belief in the existence of God, Hell and the
immortality of the soul (42). He also praises their
respect for their elders (28), their “subtlety” or sharp-
ness of mind (37), and their superior physical senses
(40), in order to establish their equality with the En-
glish. Balancing his realistic portrayal, Morton also

discusses the damaging vices of pride (32) and
drunkenness (46). Overall, however, he perceives and
depicts much more to praise in the natives than to
criticize: “According to human reason, guided only
by the light of nature, these people lead the more
happy and freer life, being void of care which tor-
ments the minds of so many Christians. They are
not delighted in baubles, but in useful things” (50).

“The Second Book” directly addresses the rich and
varied characteristics of the North American envi-
ronment, especially as they shaped Morton’s own ex-
perience in New England. In it, Morton offers the
earliest and most complete catalogue of biological
forms and geological elements indigenous to the
northeast, “exult[ing] in its wildlife,” while “The or-
thodox, on the other hand, either ignored [...] or dis-
paraged it” (Zuckerman 261). His attention to detail
is that of a scientist as well as nature lover, and the
number and diversity of entries in each category ex-
emplify a rich, varied, and complex ecosystem, vastly
exceeding its Biblical counterpart : “Canaan came
not near this country. As for the milk and honey
which that Canaan flowed with, it is supplied by the
plenty of birds, beasts, and fish, whereof that Canaan
could not boast herself ” (91). Morton equates the
country’s riches with the richness of possibility for
those seeking prospects in New England, condemn -
ing those who fail to recognize or to explore fully the
numerous advantages offered. His view of New En-
gland’s splendors challenges the corrupt and brutal
landscape so characteristic of the Puritan narratives,
and posits, instead, a land of infinite opportunity.

Morton’s biting satire of his Puritan opponents
generates “The Third Book” and contrasts the har-
monious descriptions of the people and land estab-
lished in the first two books with the repressive Pu-
ritan beliefs and culture. The most allusive and
complex of the three sections, “The Third Book” in-
corporates numerous classical and mythical refer -
ences as well as “the tradition of the masque and its
vulgar play within a play, the antimasque” (Shea 56).
This complex literary format recounts both the Ply-
mouth Colony’s early history and Morton’s own ex-
perience, often adopting a spurious Puritan perspec-
tive, of “the Brethren of Plimoth” (105). The narrator
concludes many sections with questions that chal-
lenge the veracity of the Puritan accounts and sup -
port Morton’s assertions in “The First Book.” Epi -
sodes supposedly critical of the Native Americans
detail their being tricked, abused, or murdered, while
other accounts ultimately vindicate or ennoble them.
Morton mocks Puritan repression with a discussion
of the Revels’ sexual activities, most notably in “The
Song” (137–139). He burlesques the Puritan author-
ities as the “Nine Worthies,” and in “The Poem”
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(149–154) ridicules Puritan justice, focusing on his
own banishment to the Isles of Shoals. To repay the
betrayal of his former associate John Endicott, Mor-
ton portrays him as comic Captain Littleworth: “A
great swelling fellow, of Littleworth” (164), whom
Mine Host (Morton) outwits. The subsequent dis-
cussion of Mine Host’s conflict with the “great Joshua
surnamed Temperwell [John Winthrop]” (169) con-
demns the destruction of Morton’s property and the
cruelty, rigidity, and self-righteous hypocrisy of the
Separatists’ society. He compares his exile metaphor-
ically to Jonas ( Jonah) being swallowed by a whale,
and Morton as Jonas prophesies his victorious return
with a warning to “Repent, you cruel Separatists, re-
pent” (198).

Thomas Morton’s actual return coincided with
the Puritans’ defeat of Charles I in England, which
prevented Morton’s triumph and led to his exile and
death in Maine. However, New English Canaan
strongly advances Morton’s vindication from the
falsehoods spread by the Plymouth Colony’s leader-
ship, and promotes his claim for consideration as
America’s first poet.—Thomas P. Fair
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Mueller, Marnie (1942–  )
Marnie Mueller was born as Margaret Grace El-

berson in 1942, the daughter of Don Elberson and
Ruth Siegel Elberson, and the first Caucasian Amer-
ican to be born in the Tule Lake Japanese American
Segregation Camp in Newell, California, where both
of her parents worked during World War II. Mueller
spent her early childhood years in the confined space
of the camp, an experience that despite her young
age left a lasting impression on her. 

In 1963 Mueller joined the Peace Corps, which
had been established only two years earlier at the ini-
tiative of John F. Kennedy, and she happened to
commence her tour of duty on the very day Kennedy
was shot. Mueller notes in an interview that her “in-
volvement in the Peace Corps was probably the
defining episode of my adult life” (“Author Inter-
view”). Stationed as a community organizer in an

impoverished barrio of Guayaquil, Ecuador, she was
faced with the precarious living conditions and en-
vironmental health status of the community, and
with the agonizing fact that as a Peace Corps volun-
teer she really had no means to improve them. More-
over, she became increasingly aware of the massive
destruction that oil exploration was wreaking on the
Ecuadorian rainforests, and recognizing the role that
organizations like the Peace Corps played in main-
taining the oil companies’ interests, she at last became
utterly disillusioned with her volunteer work. 

After her return from Ecuador, Mueller served as
a community organizer in East Harlem in New York
and became the Program Director of the public
Pacifica Radio station (WBAI). Soon after, she mar-
ried the German Fritz Mueller, with whom she still
lives in New York City. In 1994 Mueller published
her first novel, GREEN FIRES, with the non-profit
Curbstone Press. Drawing on her Peace Corps expe-
rience in Ecuador, Mueller centers her story on an
environmental justice conflict between the indige -
nous population, the Ecuadorian government, and
American oil exploration companies. The novel re-
ceived an American Book Award, a Maria Thomas
Award for Outstanding Fiction, and a Best Books
for the Teenage Award from the New York City Pub-
lic Library, all in 1995. Five years later Mueller pub-
lished her second novel, The Climate of the Country
(1999), which, as Ralf Seliger has pointed out, is “a
kind of prequel to Green Fires” (Seliger) and which
also heavily draws on Mueller’s own experience. Set
in the Tule Lake Japanese American Camp, the novel
depicts the camp’s oppressive and culturally repres -
sive practices against Japanese American detainees,
and the struggle of its main protagonist (whom
Mueller modeled after her father) to alleviate the
plight of the victims. In her third and latest novel,
My Mother’s Island (2002), Mueller depicts an Amer-
ican woman’s deathwatch for her estranged mother
in the unfamiliar environment of Puerto Rico, in the
process of which she comes to terms both with her
mother and with her own past.

Mueller was a fellow at the renowned MacDowell
Artist Colony in 2001 and has been a lecturer at high
schools and universities, as well as at special-interest
venues, speaking on subjects related to her novels.
In 1999 Peter Jennings included her as a “voice of the
twentieth century” in both his ABC documentary
The Century: America’s Time and his book of the same
title. In 2004 Tom Jagninski produced a documen -
tary about Mueller, entitled “Marnie Mueller, Nov-
elist,” which traces the intricate ways in which
history, ecology, biography, and imagination merge
in her fiction.—Alexa Weik
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Green Fires: A Novel 
of the Ecuadorian Rainforest, 

Marnie Mueller (1994)
Set in the Ecuadorian rainforest during the late

1960s, Marnie Mueller’s debut novel Green Fires skill-
fully interweaves an impressive array of related
themes, foregrounding the fundamental conflict be-
tween environmental preservation efforts on the one
hand, and economic and political interests on the
other. With its compelling descriptions of the en-
dangered environment of the tropical rainforest,
Green Fires reminds us of the fragility of this vital
ecosystem and of the dangers involved in the mind -
less exploitation of its natural resources. Mueller’s
first-person narrator, the half–Jewish American
Annie Saunders Schmidt, knows Ecuador from her
tour of duty as a Peace Corps volunteer in Guayaquil;
but it is only when she returns for her honeymoon
with her German husband Kai that she fully under-
stands the country’s precarious environmental situ-
ation. When the newlyweds join the Indian Mingo
on a trip into the Ecuadorian Oriente region to go
bird watching, they soon find themselves in the mid-
dle of a violent conflict between oil exploration com-
panies, the Ecuadorian government, and the indige-
nous population. Drawing heavily on her own
exper ience as a Peace Corps volunteer in Ecuador
during 1963–65, Mueller uses her main character to
voice a powerful critique of the involvement of seem-
ingly benevolent American institutions in the violent
actions which, in their reckless pursuit of economic
interests, destroy both the precious rainforest and the
traditional ways of life of its human inhabitants.

The action of the novel takes place on three dif-
ferent temporal levels. While the main plot is set dur-

ing a few days in 1969, in the remote Oriente in the
Northeast of Ecuador, the events of two other, earlier
periods play an important role in the development
of the story. Annie’s difficult childhood as the daugh-
ter of a Jewish mother and gentile father emerges as
the starting point of an identity struggle that is ag-
gravated when she experiences failure as a Peace
Corps volunteer in the Ecuadorian seaport of Guay -
aquil, and reaches its painful climax when she is in-
volved in the environmental justice battle that is at
the heart of the novel. Whereas Annie’s past (and
unsuccessful) efforts as a community organizer were
focused on securing access to clean air and water for
the inhabitants of the impoverished barrio Cerro
Santa Ana, she is now involved in the desperate
struggle of indigenous people to defend their natural
habitat.

In Green Fires Mueller foregrounds the conflicting
interests and agendas that characterize environmental
justice conflicts in general, and the exploration and
exploitation of the equatorial rainforests in particular.
Writing her novel in the early 1990s, she sets it back
in the 1960s when American oil companies first
began exploring the Ecuadorian jungle for oil. As
Carlos Herrera notes, “the environmental disaster in
indigenous lands in the tropical rain forest” caused
by American companies such as Texaco, “is worse
than the spill of the Exxon Valdez ... in Alaska” (Her-
rera), and its detrimental consequences for the in-
digenous population in the area has inevitably led to
conflict. In Green Fires the American oil company
Somaxo considers the natural resources of the Oriente
a valuable source of profit, and the Indians who live
in the region as obstacles to those profits. The interest
of the Ecuadorian government is to improve its
country’s economic status, and it too has little
concern for the ecological space of the rainforest or
the people who live in it. The Indians, on the other
hand, want to continue their life as they have for cen-
turies, in close connection with the local environment
and undisturbed by outside intruders. All the other
characters in the novel, be they missionaries, Peace
Corps volunteers, travelers or fugitive Nazis, see
themselves as well-meaning helpers or friends of the
Indians and seem to have a predominantly aesthetic
and/or political relationship to the rainforest. What
is at stake, for them, is on the one hand the preser-
vation of this precious ecosystem, and on the other
the protection of what each of them considers an “in-
nocent people” (240). They all have vowed, for dif-
ferent reasons, to “help the Roani speak for them-
selves” (288)—and they all fail miserably.

Indeed, the only group that really has no voice at
all in the novel is the Roani themselves. Their spokes -
man, in a sense, is Mingo, a transcultural wanderer
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between indigenous and western worlds who was
edu cated by missionaries and who now sells arms to
the indigenous people so that they can defend them-
selves against the government’s intruders. But not
even Mingo, we learn in the novel, is a reliable in-
terpreter of the wants and needs of the Indians. His
attempt to unite and arm them against an overly
powerful opponent is what leads, ultimately, to the
escalation of the conflict and to the bombing of their
settlements with napalm and white phosphor, killing
many of them and thoroughly destroying the natural
environment around them.

Mueller offers no solutions to the complex envi-
ronmental problems she depicts, and while the
novel’s representation of unabashed violence against
both humans and nature can sometimes be difficult
to bear, her work never resorts to a simplistic binary
of good versus evil. If the plot of Green Fires some-
times reminds one of Heart of Darkness (1899), the
novel presents us with characters very different from
Conrad’s, but no less mysterious. Annie’s journey
into the heart of the Ecuadorian rainforest helps her
understand the enormity of the environmental in-
justice that is happening there, but the motivations
of the people involved in the struggle remain con-
voluted and obscure. “Would the story have been
less ambiguous in a running narrative?” Annie won-
ders towards the end of the novel, after having found
out she has no means to preserve the Roani’s story
on tape. “Would a hero have emerged?” (290). The
answer is that there are, in fact, a number of “heroes”
in the novel, but that none of them, and certainly
not Annie, is a typical American hero, in possession
of full and unrestricted agency and thus able to “win”
the battle. As it is, Mueller’s novel embraces the often
painful ambiguity and relativity that environmen-
talists confront on a daily basis, suggesting in the end
the simple but compelling truth, that even in the face
of uncertainty and improbable odds we can only con-
tinue to fight for environmental preservation and
justice as well as we can.—Alexa Weik
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Muir, John (1838–1914)

John Muir, scientist, explorer and writer, is a piv-
otal figure in the development of both the conserva-
tion movement and nature writing (THE CONSER-
VATION MOVEMENT). Muir was born in 1838, in
Dunbar, Scotland, but his father, a fundamentalist
Christian and strict disciplinarian, moved the family
to the United States when Muir was 11 in an effort
to gain more religious autonomy.

In 1860 Muir left home, and in subsequent years
explored a host of different life paths, from college
student to schoolteacher, inventor, factory foreman,
engineer, and sawmill operator. During his time at
the University of Wisconsin he developed a love for
botany, and this new hobby set him on a lifelong
quest to discover new plants, which introduced him
to his second great love: wilderness exploration. The
combination of these two passions would eventually
lead Muir to the Yosemite Valley in California, and
around the world. His devotion to these interests
only intensified when, in 1867, a sawmill accident
temporarily blinded him. According to his biog -
rapher Donald Worster, the experience had a pro-
found impact on the young naturalist; he resolved
to “throw down his tools, abandon forever any career
in industry or invention, and seek his own independ-
ent way on earth” (Worster 114). From that time until
his marriage, Muir worked only to support his travels
in the wilderness.

After completing his famous “1,000-mile walk”
through the southern United States and Cuba, he
arrived in San Francisco in 1868 and immediately
headed to the Yosemite Valley. Initially Muir worked
as a sheepherder in the mountains, and this work
provided him with a small income and plenty of time
for botany and journal-writing. Muir later collected
and revised the journals produced during the sum -
mer of 1869 to create one of his most important
works, My First Summer in the Sierra (1910). That
summer of exploring the mountains was a pivotal
experience for Muir; it “awakened the deepest and
most intense passion of his life, a long moment of
ecstasy that he would try to remember and relive to
the end of his days” (160). In the following passage
from that text Muir describes sleeping on a boulder
that lay at the foot of a waterfall, and the passage il-
lustrates his enthusiastic and spiritual understanding
of nature, as well as his penchant for immersing him-
self in his surroundings:

After dark, when the camp was at rest, I groped
my way back to the altar boulder and passed the
night on it,—above the water beneath the leaves
and stars,—everything still more impressive than
by day, the fall seen dimly white, singing Nature’s
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old love song with solemn enthusiasm, while the
stars peering through the leaf-roof seemed to join
in the white water’s song. Precious night, precious
day to abide in me forever. Thanks be to God for
this immortal gift [My First 49].

Muir lived and worked in the Yosemite Valley for
the next six years, and gradually began writing during
the winter to support himself, spending the summers
exploring the great wildernesses of the west coast.
Over time he developed a reputation as an expert
back-country guide. Muir’s out-going personality
and eccentric “mountain-man” persona, coupled
with his role as guide, allowed him to easily befriend
the politicians, scientists, and dignitaries that visited
Yosemite in the summer. It also allowed him access
to many influential people. His most famous trip was
with then–President THEODORE ROOSEVELT, whom
he guided through Yosemite in 1903 and convinced
of the importance of protecting the valley. The
people Muir met also had a profound effect on him.
While guiding geology professor Joseph LeConte in
1870, Muir discovered his own love of geology. Dis-
cussions about the geological origins of Yosemite that
occurred during this trip, and others like it, caused
Muir to become interested in the study of glaciers.
He taught himself geology, and in 1871, produced
his first geological publication, “Yosemite Glaciers,”
which argues that glaciers were responsible for the
formation of the valley; then a novel theory, Muir’s
explanation has now been accepted as fact.

Also during this period, Muir began writing for
the conservation movement, and became a reluctant
political reformer. He was a central figure in efforts
to designate Yosemite and other parts of the west as
National Parks, and in 1890 he published “Treasures
of Yosemite” and “Features of the Proposed Yosemite
National Park” in Century magazine to support the
cause. Muir’s influence on these issues is illustrated
by the fact that his description of the proposed park’s
borders in the latter essay closely mirrored the
boundaries eventually established by politicians when
Congress passed the Yosemite bill later that year.
Even that considerable influence, however, had its
limits: 23 years after this initial success with Yose -
mite, Muir was unable to convince the government
to save the Hetch Hetchy Valley, Yosemite’s twin,
lying just north of it. In 1913 the government agreed
to allow the damming of Hetch Hetchy in order to
provide water to San Francisco.

In addition to these political achievements, Muir’s
increasingly skilful attempts to depict the science,
spirituality, and sublimity that he saw in nature
helped to establish and define nature writing as a
genre (Worster 562), effecting a critical Copernican
shift from human- to nature-centred perspective:

“Building on parson-naturalist Gilbert White, Con-
cord’s HENRY DAVID THOREAU, and JOHN BUR-
ROUGHS,” Muir’s writing “focused more on nature
and its workings or meanings than on the trials and
triumphs ... of humankind” (Worster 462). Accord-
ing to environmental literature scholar LAWRENCE

BUELL, Muir’s writing “satisfied ... a ‘taste for realism’
that characterized the late nineteenth century,” an
era when the natural sciences were beginning to gain
considerable influence and prestige (qtd in Worster
341). However, Muir’s writing always maintained a
“tension,” Worster notes, between science and re -
ligion (342). Muir saw science as a way to unlock
the mysteries of nature, and thus, of God’s work.
This did not undermine that work, in Muir’s view,
but merely allowed us to better understand and ap-
preciate it (Worster 208). In his own words, “Beauty
is God, and what shall we say of God that we may
not say of Beauty” (qtd in Worster 208).

In his thoughts on conservation, Muir was no rad-
ical. He viewed nature as essential for “human
health—mental, physical, and economic” (Worster
308). However, he disagreed with those who ignored
the first two elements in favor of the last. Muir saw
nature as a tonic for the materialist excesses of urban
life, and felt that certain special places should be set
aside for this purpose alone (Worster 222), a view
echoed later by more radical environmentalists like
the influential EDWARD ABBEY. Perhaps Muir’s great-
est contribution to the conservation movement lay
simply in the pure passion and love of nature inspired
by his writings. His factual, yet inspiring descriptions
of natural phenomena aimed to show the public that
everything—even the fiercest storms and most for-
bidding glaciers—was a part of a glorious and har-
monious plan (Worster 340), substantiating the often
rarified speculations of the earlier TRANSCENDEN-
TALISTS like EMERSON and Thoreau. His ultimate
goal, modest but enduring, was simply to promote
the appreciation of nature and celebrate nature’s
beauty in all its myriad detail. The end of one of his
most popular essays, “A Wind-storm in the Forests,”
illustrates well his celebratory and infectious enthu-
siasm:

When the storm began to abate, I dismounted
and sauntered down through the calming woods.
The storm-tones died away, and, turning toward
the east, I beheld the countless hosts of the forests
hushed and tranquil, towering above one another
on the slopes of the hills like a devout audience.
The setting sun filled them with amber light, and
seemed to say, while they listened, “My peace I
give unto you.”

As I gazed on the impressive scene, all the so
called ruin of the storm was forgotten, and never
before did these noble woods appear so fresh, so
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joyous, so immortal [Mountains 256].—Lauren
Mitchell Nahas
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“The American Forests,” 
John Muir (1897)

In 1896, John Muir joined the National Forest
Commission, a group of scientists appointed by the
Department of the Interior, as they traveled through
American forests gathering information to make rec-
ommendations about how best to manage these na-
tional resources. The next summer The Atlantic
Monthly published “The American Forests,” an essay
Muir wrote that introduced the Commission’s work
to a broad public, and provided a religious and prag-
matic argument for the kind of forest management
he supported.

The nuanced stance on federal forest preservation
that Muir articulates in this essay—combining reli-
gious, aesthetic, economic, and nationalist arguments
to urge the necessity of federal, and preferably mil-
itary, protection of western forests—reflects the di-
visions within the Commission and the American
public between “rational, development-oriented con-
servationists ... and the aesthetically oriented preser-
vationists” (Williams 179). Both sides believed forests
should be managed and used by humans, but only
the latter group valued aesthetic forms of “use.”
When Muir revised “The American Forests” and
published it as the final essay in Our National Parks
(1901), he dedicated the book to Charles Sprague Sar-
gent, the Harvard botanist who led the National For-
est Commission. By doing so, Muir reiterated his
support of Sargent’s preservationist views over the
more economically oriented position of Gifford Pin-
chot, who also participated in the Commission and
later became the first Chief of the United States For -
est Service. In “The American Forests” Muir provides
a succinct articulation of his religious reasons for pre-
serving tracts of wild forest while also arguing that
such preservation made practical, economic sense.

The essay begins with a mythic frame that gives
American forests an exceptional status: “The forests
of America, however slighted by man, must have

been a great delight to God; for they were the best
he ever planted” (331). This divine care justifies Muir’s
portrayal of America as an Eden that con tained “the
largest, most varied, most fruitful, and most beautiful
trees in the world” (331) (THE BIBLE). He moves from
region to region describing the Ameri can forests as an
eternal paradise where humans, animals, and plants
dwelled harmoniously, with “enough and to spare for
every feeding, sheltering beast and bird, insect and
son of Adam” (335). This Edenic existence fell, how-
ever, when “the steel axe of the white man rang out”
(335). It is not the entrance of humans or the intro-
duction of agriculture to which Muir attributes this
fall—the development of human civilization may
require buffalo to be replaced by cattle and sections
of forest to be converted into fruit orchards and
cornfields. Instead, Muir condemns the sinful actions
of shortsighted settlers, who “in the blindness of
hunger, ... claiming Heaven as their guide, regarded
God’s trees as only a larger kind of pernicious weeds”
(336). It is this arrogant attitude that Muir claims
causes the destruction of God’s best forest gardens.

The religious tone of this introduction establishes
Muir’s ultimate reasons for valuing wild forests—he
fears that soon “not a grove will be left to rest in or
pray in” (337)—but he follows this with an appeal
to the more pragmatic members of his audience. Cit-
ing Pinchot’s research on the forest management
practices of other countries, Muir argues that the
United States needs to learn from nations that man -
age their forests centrally. In contrast to these gov-
ernments, Muir characterizes the federal government
as a “rich and foolish spendthrift” who plunders and
wastes its “magnificent” inheritance (340).

A combination of poor laws and weak enforce -
ment has left the Western forests vulnerable to an
array of forest “destroyers” (353): mill companies,
railroads, miners, shepherds, and shake makers. As
he catalogues these destroyers, Muir becomes most
incensed when describing their waste: lumber com-
panies are “grossly wasteful” (351), blasting the “sub-
limely beautiful” (350) Sequoias with gunpowder
and using only portions of the trees they cut; miners
and railroad companies carelessly allow their fires to
burn whole hillsides; shepherds burn off the trees to
promote the growth of meadows and allow their
sheep to turn fertile slopes into bare dirt. Even
though the shake makers use only a small portion of
each tree they cut, Muir treats these “[h]appy rob -
bers” with more sympathy because at least they enjoy
a comfortable and independent existence in the
forests (356). Muir concludes his litany of destruc -
tion by claiming that “from five to ten times as much
is destroyed as is used, chiefly by running forest fires
that only the federal government can stop” (356). As
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a final warning, he cites THOREAU’s description, in
THE MAINE WOODS, of desperate Eastern loggers
who, after decades of waste and mismanagement, are
forced to harvest increasingly scrubby trees, and Muir
insists the same fate awaits the once abundant West-
ern forests.

Muir concludes his essay by urging “the govern-
ment to begin a rational administration of its forests”
that will ensure they remain “a never failing fountain
of wealth and beauty,” emphasizing his consideration
of both pragmatic and aesthetic concerns (359, 360).
Until now, corruption has kept Congress from ad-
dressing this issue, but Muir quotes EMERSON’s
“Compensation” to support his belief that progress
will prevail and the woods will be saved from their
destroyers (362). Returning to the religious narrative
with which he began, Muir invites his readers and
the federal government to stop this destruction and
instead to participate in God’s careful gardening:
“Through all the wonderful, eventful centuries since
Christ’s time—and long before that—God has cared
for these trees, saved them from drought, disease,
avalanches, and a thousand straining, leveling tem-
pests and floods; but he cannot save them from fools,—
only Uncle Sam can do that” (364–65). Muir’s reli-
gious frame is not only “consistent with his world
view,” but it also connects wilderness preservation
with the “Evangelical reforming spirit” that lay be-
hind much of the Progressive efforts to reform society
via the government (Williams 181). So although Muir
expresses a view of forest management that values re-
ligious and aesthetic uses, he agreed with conserva-
tionists like Pinchot that “the federal government
had a key role to play in enacting restrictions on
forest use. Unlike Thoreau, he did not conceive of
wilderness in the ideological terms of ‘absolute free-
dom,’ one meaning of which was a complete negative
freedom beyond the reach of governments” (Dorman
153). The destruction that Muir witnessed in the
Western forests made this earlier conception of wil-
derness untenable for him. And while the battles be-
tween conservationists and preservationists only
 escalated in the early twentieth century, Muir’s biog -
rapher Donald Worster argues that because of “The
American Forests” and Muir’s other essays, the federal
government increasingly recognized the need to
manage its forests wisely (356).—Jeffrey Bilbro
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The Mountains of California, 
John Muir (1894)

Adapted from essays published 1875–1882, Muir’s
first book recounts his extensive—and often ec-
static—experiences traveling in the wilderness in and
around California’s Sierra Nevada mountains. Unlike
his later book about these same mountains, My First
Summer in the Sierra (1911), The Mountains of Cali-
fornia is not a single, cohesive narrative. Its 16
chapters reveal a diverse mix of genres, some resem-
bling short stories or narrative sketches (“A Near
View of the High Sierra,” “The River Floods”),
others reading like natural history (“The Water-
Ouzel” “The Bee-Pastures”), while one is constructed
as a reference work (“The Forests”).

The chapters are united, however, by their setting
among the Sierra, and by Muir’s euphoric praise of
the mountains’ singular character and beauty. De-
scribing a rainstorm over the Sierra, for example, he
declares that “scarcely a drop can fail to find a beau-
tiful mark [...]. Good work and happy work for the
merry mountain raindrops” (485). However, it is im-
portant to note that when Muir praises the “beauty”
of nature (as he does in almost every paragraph) he
means something far more complex than its superfi-
cial, sensory appeal. “A Near View of the High
Sierra,” describing Muir’s chance meeting with two
artists in the wilderness, perhaps best articulates what
sort of beauty he seeks to encounter in his moun-
taineering and express in his writing. Early in the
piece, he muses that he wishes to “carry colors and
brushes” with him on his travels, “and learn to paint”
the “glorious picture” presented by the mountains
(345); and here he seems to be aligning nature writ -
ing with painting, suggesting that his written pieces
are essentially prose portraits of natural scenery.
However, though they initially seem similar, Muir’s
work and the work of the artists are shown to sharply
diverge: “the artists went heartily to their work and
I to mine” (347).

In narrating the events that follow, Muir expresses
the higher purpose of his writing: to capture in prose
nature’s deep harmony and structure. This is nature’s
true “beauty.” Leaving the artists behind to paint a
handsome and “typical alpine landscape” (347), Muir
ventures deeper into the wilderness. While the artists
only appreciate the superficially beautiful, Muir can
appreciate even those scenes that are “less separable
[...] into artistic bits capable of being made into
warm, sympathetic, lovable pictures” (344). This
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deeper appreciation is earned only through the ex-
tensive experiential knowledge of the writer/moun-
taineer: “it is only after [the mountains] have been
studied one by one, long and lovingly, that their far-
reaching harmonies become manifest” (357). In other
words, the “beauty” and “harmony” Muir senses in
nature are not superficial or visual but structural and
intuited.

When he suggests that nature’s structure is har-
monious, however, he does not mean that it is nec-
essarily gentle or hospitable. Indeed, if there is a na-
ture writer who sees the “grandeur” in the Darwinian
view of nature—that is, in the generative force of
struggle and violence—it is Muir. In “A Wind-
Storm in the Forests,” for example, he praises the de-
structive powers of hail, lightning, snow, winds, and
avalanches. These are the tools of “Nature’s forestry,”
a benevolent natural demolition that through its de-
structive agency actually fortifies life. “The manifest
result of all this wild storm-culture is the glorious
perfection we behold” (465). Muir, in other words,
sees beyond the immediate violence of nature to
sense the deeper, harmonious structure of which that
violence is a part. To bear witness to this (chaotic)
harmony, Muir suggests, is the ultimate human ex-
perience.

Like the TRANSCENDENTALISTs he admired Muir
insists that we can learn from nature, that nature “has
always something rare to show us” (467). But Muir,
one might say, climbs several perilous footholds
higher in the cliff of intense experience than rumi-
native path-strollers like EMERSON or THOREAU. Be-
cause violence and struggle are part of nature’s har-
mony, Muir’s pursuit of experience in nature often
verges on the extreme and dangerous. Indeed, eco-
critic LAWRENCE BUELL indicts him for being at times
“quite foolhardy and imperious” in seeking to
validate his vision of nature’s harmony “by showing
that he could experience even the most hostile envi-
ronments as friendly” (194). In “The River Floods,”
for example, Muir turns storm-chaser, abruptly leav-
ing a friend’s home to “enjoy” a ferocious storm in
the wilderness (467).

If transcendentalism valued nature’s power to qui-
etly enlighten its observer, Muir values nature’s
power to quiet the observer entirely, body and soul.
The aesthetic spectacle that is nature can negate the
self, can make you “secure from yourself.” You can
be “dissolved in it” until “you are all eye” (395). This
seeming allusion to the “transparent eyeball,” of
Emerson’s NATURE (1836), however, can be mislead-
ing. Insisting that nature’s beauty exists to enlighten
the human spirit, Emerson locates man at the center
of nature (albeit as appendage of the divine). In
Muir’s vision humans are just a small and largely ex-

pendable part of nature; and what humans behold
in nature is not, as Emerson claimed, a revelatory
metaphor for the human spirit, but a reality greater
than (and largely indifferent to) humankind.

From a contemporary perspective informed by en-
vironmentalism, we might see Emerson’s perspective
as “anthropocentric,” and Muir’s (at least in this
book) as “ecocentric,” attributing to nature a value
independent of, and even opposed to, human inter-
ests. As environmental historian Donald Worster ob-
serves, The Mountains of California “was meant to
be an interpretation of a world that humans had not
made [...]. Such a world where people were not dom-
inant.” Thus, Muir “tried to erase himself and indeed
all humans from his pages” (341). In fact, the sheer
intensity of his ecocentrism leads Muir to make state-
ments that, divorced from context, may at times
seem cheerily misanthropic. In the introductory
chapter, “The Sierra Nevada,” he expresses some -
thing like amusement in observing that people have
built their homes on the “flanks of volcanoes,” and
declares that he can “hardly fail to look forward to
its [that is, Mt. Shasta’s] next eruption” (322). In -
deed, human safety—including his own safety—is
not a priority in The Mountains of California, and at
times Muir seems to valorize death. Wilderness, he
admits, can quite literally kill you: “True, there are
innumerable places where the careless step will be
the last step” (363). But in another sense, a spiritual
sense, the wild is “safer” than the “doleful chambers
of civilization” (363, 364). Wilderness, Muir insists,
will “save you from deadly apathy, set you free, and
call forth every faculty into vigorous, enthusiastic ac-
tion” (364). Though it endangers his body, wilder -
ness energizes Muir because it allows him to see
 beyond himself, beyond conventional human per -
spec tive altogether, and to sense the (violent) har-
monies of nature of which he and we all are part.

The Mountains of California was published two
years after Muir helped found The Sierra Club, but
as Worster notes, it is not an explicit “conservation
tract” (341). There are certain paragraphs that spec-
ulate on the possibility of a species’ extinction, or
that warn of environmental hazards like “the sheep
evil,” that is, overgrazing (Muir 547). These, how-
ever, are few and far between. The book is less in-
terested in intervening in specific conservation issues
than in testifying to the power of nature as an aes-
thetic spectacle and in articulating a radically eco-
centric worldview. That being said, this worldview
“certainly had political and ethical implications,” as
Worster suggests (341); implications that would in-
form both Muir’s later writings and his incipient ca-
reer as chief public advocate of natural preservation.
It is for this reason, we may assume, that despite its
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almost complete neglect of politics, The Mountains
of California became, according to historian Michael
P. Cohen, “the Sierra Club’s chief text, a political
book” (284).—Erich Werner
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Steep Trails, 
John Muir (1918)

Steep Trails is a collection of articles and letters
John Muir wrote over the course of 29 years, assem-
bled four years after his death. Many of the texts had
not been previously published or were published lo-
cally prior to this book. Each essay is sharply focused
on a specific place, often on its nonhuman features
such as geography, flora, or fauna. When human life
comes into view, Muir concentrates on particular re-
gional features, especially those that are idiosyncratic,
such as Mormon marriage traditions or Nevada’s
farming culture. Though the style of the essays varies
considerably, their characteristic approach is trave-
logue, and Muir’s keen naturalist’s eye, great physical
energy, and high enthusiasm are constants in the
 collection. Introducing a 1994 edition of the book,
Edward Hoagland finds it “among [Muir’s] best” be -
cause in it we see Muir’s “feeling of gaiety and spon -
ta neity after a series of strenuous, exuberant hikes”
(Hoagland ix).

Steep Trails focuses on the American West, detail -
ing Muir’s roamings as far east as Utah and the Grand
Canyon, as far south as Los Angeles, as far north as
Victoria, Canada, and as high in altitude as 14,411
feet (the current measurement of Mt. Rainier, in
Washington state, very close to the altitude Muir re-
ports for it, despite his editor’s incorrect attempt to
claim its measure as 13,394 feet [Muir 186]). While
the book devotes significant space to Muir’s accounts
of time spent in Nevada, Utah, and Arizona, its
greatest portion focuses from Mt. Shasta, in Califor-
nia, northward, including considerable attention to
Oregon, Washington, and the southern portions of
Canada’s British Columbia.

These Pacific Northwestern regions garner much

acclaim from Muir for their great rivers, their strik -
ing, snow-bound volcanic mountains, and particu-
larly their stately and enormous trees. The trees,
massed in impressive forests, seem to Muir to dwarf
everything human: “Notwithstanding the tremen-
dous energy displayed in lumbering [...], the woods
of Washington are still almost entirely virgin and
wild, without trace of human touch, savage or civi-
lized” (172). Muir’s account of the people of this re-
gion, however, is rather more muted in its praise,
noting for instance that although the loggers of Puget
Sound near Seattle are “altogether free from quick,
jerky fussiness” due to their daily physical labor, they
also grow into a “tired, somewhat haggard appear-
ance” as they age (177).

As Roderick Nash reports, Muir became a “cham-
pion” for wild country partly as an antidote to West-
ern civilization (Nash 122). However, a nineteenth-
century faith in a certain kind of progress animates
much of the book in ways that can seem surprising.
Muir appears, for instance, to accept as natural and
inevitable the supplanting of Native Americans by
Euro-American settlers (Worster 227), and he ap -
pears unresolved at times about how to engage na -
ture. He is ready for a place like Oregon to surrender
its “Natural wealth” (193), which he finds “open and
ripe for use” (195).

Muir does not fail to register numerous sugges -
tions about preservation, however. Immediately after
noting that “the sugar pine makes excellent lumber,”
for example, and calling it “too good to live” as it “is
already passing rapidly away before the woodman’s
axe” (219), he suggests establishing a “park of mod-
erate extent” in Oregon to protect sugar pines, a pro-
posal that he also raises for the Mt. Shasta region in
northern California (74). And as Donald Worster
points out, Muir’s tireless efforts to preserve partic-
ularly beautiful tracts of land as parks or forest pre-
serves were remembered as central to his life achieve-
ments in the newspaper obituaries that followed his
death (Worster 461–462). This pragmatic element
of Muir’s work—offering policy proposals—is akin
to his persistent quantitative approach to much of
what he studies in Steep Trails, whether it is counting
the hairs on wild sheep in the book’s first chapter (4),
comparing mountains’ elevations (20), or carefully
reporting plant life in Mormon towns by counting
leaves (e.g., 93). But Muir, like THOREAU before
him, almost invariably embeds these facts in a
broader perspective by way of some final story, com-
ment, or metaphor, as when he concludes his scien-
tific account of Mormon lilies by taking note of the
one, rare Mormon woman whom he thought lived
up to a metaphoric comparison to these flowers he
so admires.
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Admiration is the characteristic emotion of Muir’s
many descriptions of animals in the book, whether
it is the rattlesnake he finds and tolerates at his feet
(108), the Douglas squirrel who locates “without any
apparent guidance” leftover horse feed (46), or the
wild sheep, an “admirable alpine rover” not unlike
Muir himself (228). Indeed, his enthusiasm for an-
imals and landscapes often seems greater than that
for people, and his strong preference for mountains
also emerges in these sketches. Yosemite Valley is a
case in point. The object of constant reference (as in
50, 106, 187, 250–251), the valley is even employed
as a kind of adjective : “yosemitic” (89); and this
usage aptly characterizes a book that approaches the
world in a vigorously particular way, as if there were
no general category of mountain valley or tree, but
rather only particular examples, such as Yosemite or
Oregon ash. Such usages also illustrate the book’s
profoundly place-centered approach.

In Steep Trails, as in other Muir works like My First
Summer in the Sierra and THE MOUNTAINS OF CAL-
IFORNIA, some of the most gripping narratives de -
velop from the author’s mountaineering adven tures.
His climbing accounts are marvelous simply as tales
of personal gumption, but more importantly bear
Muir’s signature in their insistence on praising the
outer world more than on proving the traveler’s inner
strength. His constantly outward orientation, his
focus on what is beyond or in addition to the human
self, marks much of his work as profoundly environ-
mental, and fosters a surprising humility that
tempers and complements his ebullient joy. Muir
loved to wander widely, to talk, as Worster explains,
to anyone he could (Worster 4–5), and to sing praises
of the world he found. So it is not surprising that
this characteristic collection of essays ends by noting
that in careful study of the wonders of nature’s life,
we “enrich and lengthen our own” (272).—Ryan
Hediger
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Gloria Naylor (1950–  )
Bestselling novelist, essayist, educator and screen-

writer with her own production company (One Way
Productions), Gloria Naylor is a leading figure in the
African-American feminist movement. She was born
in 1950, in New York City, to Roosevelt Naylor and

Alberta McAlpin Naylor, who had recently moved
to the city after spending their lives as sharecroppers
in Mississippi. Though Naylor never experienced
that punishing but deeply earth-centered life, it
would form a consistent and fecund counterpoise to
her urban upbringing, and figure prominently in her
literary work. As a young child, Naylor was extremely
shy; her mother presented her with a writing journal,
and Naylor’s love of writing flourished. Through her
school years she wrote steadily, penning numerous
short stories, until the assassination of Martin Luther
King in 1968. This tragedy caused a crisis of reflection
in the young author, and she decided to become a
missionary for the Jehovah’s witnesses, remaining in
this role until 1975. At the age of 25, Naylor left her
missionary work to pursue a degree in English at
Brooklyn College; after graduating in 1981, she went
to Yale, and received an M.A. in African American
studies in 1983; thereby laying the two principal in-
tellectual foundations of her future writing.

Naylor’s writing consistently explores the liminal
space between the urban environment of her youth,
and the rural life of her parents’ experience, with the
former rarely benefiting from the comparison. Her
first novel, the bestselling The Women of Brewster
Place (1982), depicts the claustrophobic and often
debilitating inner-city lives of seven African Ameri -
can women, isolated even from the rest of the city
by a huge wall, and from nature by the city on the
other side. The visceral symbol of the wall, echoed
in countless more subtle and insidious forms through -
out the novel, is literally overcome by the novel’s end,
when it is physically torn down by the women.

In contrast to this violent but cathartic “negative”
virtue—seemingly the only one possible for those so
deeply mired in the unnatural environment—Nay-
lor’s MAMA DAY (1988), divided now between New
York City and Willow Springs, a small island be -
tween Georgia and South Carolina, reaches across
the human “wall” to what has been walled out. Here
nature, portrayed unflinchingly in all its destructive
force, is nonetheless a healer—perhaps the only
healer possible for the city’s man-made “cures.” After
this second novel, Naylor returned to the city she
knew so well, and what might be termed the apo -
phatic anatomy of urban salvation, with Baily’s Café
(1992), The Men of Brewster Place (1998) and 1996
(2005).—Candace A. Henry

Mama Day, 
Gloria Naylor (1988)

Gloria Naylor’s third novel, Mama Day, takes
place in two disparate settings: New York City and
Willow Springs, a fictional barrier island off the
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coasts of South Carolina and Georgia but belonging
to neither. The novel’s New York sections tell the
story of Cocoa Day and her relationship with George
Andrews. Abandoned at birth, George grew up in a
state home for boys and has always lived by the motto
of the home’s director: “only the present has poten-
tial.” Cocoa was raised by her grandmother Abigail
and her great-aunt Miranda “Mama” Day, the
island’s matriarch, midwife, and nurse; and she visits
Willow Springs every August. It is during one of
these visits home that Cocoa and George’s love for
each other, and the possibility of blending two belief
systems and ways of life, are tested against malevolent
forces on the island.

Willow Springs is a community with a particularly
strong sense of place and history. The town owes its
existence to the mythic Sapphira Wade, a “true con-
jure woman” who could “walk through a lightning
storm without being touched” and who, in just a
thousand days convinced her master/lover/husband
to “deed all his slaves every inch of land in Willow
Springs” (3). Sapphira Wade is the “grand mother”
of the island, and though herself mythical and un-
known—“the name Sapphira Wade is never breathed
out of a single mouth in Willow Springs”—her legacy
is actual and has ensured the inhabitants of the island
ownership of their land for all generations to come.

The front matter of the novel, consisting of a fam-
ily tree and map of the island, signals the centrality
of both history and place. Significant locales infused
with the power of memory and ritual abound in the
novel. Dr. Buzzard’s camp in the woods, Abigail’s
house, “the other place,” and the island of Willow
Springs itself—all function under specific rules
defined largely by their physical makeup and their
relation to the natural laws that encompass them.
And whether exploring bakeries in the outer bor -
oughs of New York or looking for choke-cherry trees
in the woods of Willow Springs, the characters in the
novel must become open to and aware of their envi-
ronments if they have any hope of finding help or
pleasure in them. Unlike the developers who peri-
odically invade the island hoping to entice land own-
ers into selling their beach-front property, the resi-
dents of Willow Springs understand the folly of
fighting against a nature that would knock them into
“the bottom of the marsh first hurricane [blew]
through here” (4). The rapacious misuse of nature,
as seen in the developers and in Ruby’s vindictive
root magic, is unwelcome and punishable.

Critic Daphne Lamothe considers a further and
more profound function of nature in the novel, sug-
gesting that “[t]he characters’ navigation of this land-
scape, the weaving together of places, becomes a
metaphor for the constitution of memories, for the

weaving together of narratives about those memories”
(158). This metaphorical intertwining of generations,
places, and traditions is equally instantiated in Mi-
randa’s tending of the garden at the other place, in
the way she teaches George a lesson by dragging him
through the difficult East Woods, and in the way she
uses housekeeping and gardening to teach Bernice
patience and Reema proper childcare. For all the
novel’s mystical qualities, there would be no magic,
no power, without the physical realities of the land
and people who respect and know them well.

Redolent with shades of her Shakespearean name-
sake, Miranda, Sapphira Wade’s great-grand daugh -
ter, is the novel’s most powerful advocate for the har-
monious balance of man and nature, combining the
power of the natural world and the power of history
in her abilities as a healer and a seer. Without an un-
derstanding of the personal history preceding her she
would find no power in nature. However, she knows
that the natural world, and the place of humanity
within it, is not static or assured. Lamothe notes
Naylor’s “interest in the ideas of traditional rooted -
ness and collective identity” (159), and this is par-
ticularly evident in Miranda’s view of the natural
world and its place in human rituals.

When a hurricane threatens to destroy Miranda’s
garden at “the other place” she mourns this potential
loss because of the many years she took to restore it
after the last big storm. It is significant that the
garden was returned to its original state rather than
being improved upon. As critic Paula Gallant Eckard
suggests, “the past [in Naylor’s fiction] becomes a
multi-dimensional, prismatic entity that shapes fa-
milial, community, and cultural history” (121). Even
though Miranda can only guess why the garden was
laid out as it was, she has resurrected it faithfully.
However, this desire to maintain the past as it was is
not an all-encompassing one. When the town’s ritual
of Candle Walk (a secular holiday involving the ex-
change of gifts that “came from the earth and the
work of your own hands”) begins to change, many
of the older residents fear the loss of their tradition
(110); but Miranda reasons that by the time people
stop practicing or talking about the practice of
Candle Walk, “it won’t be the world as we know it
no way—and so no need for the memory” (111).

Miranda is the keeper of memory and the seat of
the collective identity of the island. Childless herself,
she has delivered so many babies, and nursed so
many sick men and women, that the island has come
to think of her as “[e]verybody’s mama” (89). Her
connections stretch far back along generational and
historical lines and extend, tendril-like, throughout
the community, but her voice is not the only one of
importance. Consciously drawing on ZORA NEALE
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HURSTON’s THEIR EYES WERE WATCHING GOD and
its depiction of a community waiting to be taken or
spared by violent nature, Naylor enters the mind of
the community as a whole as a hurricane bears down
on Willow Springs. Serving as a kind of refrain to
Hurston’s “eyes [...] watching God,” Naylor’s storm
scene shows the residents of Willow Springs turning
away from the storm-watches of the mainland “so
folks can sit in the quiet, a respectful silence, for the
coming of the force” (249). As Miranda reminds Abi-
gail, “[i]t ain’t got nothing to do with us, we just by-
standers on this earth” (228). It is the quality of their
bystanding, however, that so distinguishes these is-
landers, and the novel ultimately derives both its
power and peace from this interconnectivity—of
people and the natural world, of individuals and their
neighbors, of families, of history.—Kimberly  O’Dell
Cox
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Oliver, Mary (1935–  )
Mary Oliver’s poetry and essays explore the rela-

tionship between the human and non-human world,
and challenge the notion that humans can exist apart
from or opposed to nature.

Born in 1935 in Cleveland, Ohio, and now living
in Provincetown, Massachusetts, Oliver dropped out
of college to pursue her writing, but has taught or
been a writer-in-residence at several colleges, includ-
ing Duke University and Sweet Briar College. She
draws much of her inspiration from the natural world
and wrote about her personal connection to the en-
vironment in the essay “Winter Hours,” bluntly
affirming that without nature she would not be a
poet (98). She claims to speak on behalf of nature,
rather than about it, and argues that humans are con-
nected to the world by “a thousand unbreakable
links” (102).

Among her influences, Oliver lists RALPH WALDO

EMERSON, RACHEL CARSON, ALDO LEOPOLD, and
Mary Shelley, all of whom, she claims, encourage
being both part of the world and a dreamer (Winter
Hours 20). Reflecting the TRANSCENDENTALISM of
Emerson, Oliver imagines that living and nonliving
objects possess “other identities that are inhuman but
neither unconscious or mute” (McNew 66). Her po-
etry examines the boundaries between the human

and nonhuman world, seeking “natural communion”
and the deepest springs of humanity. In poems like
“August” and “Wings,” in her House of Light (1990),
Oliver writes from the perspective of an object or
nonhuman entity, enacting the consciousness she be-
lieves exists in every natural thing of the world.
Oliver’s work remains grounded in that world even
when musing on death, and this latter is a constant
presence in her poems, which are dominated by
themes of loss, limitations, and the chance for re-
newal. Death is a critical part of the life cycle, as
Oliver writes in “Ghosts”: “In the book of the Earth
it is written: / nothing can die” (Primitive 28–30);
here describing the thick grasses growing where bison
droppings once fertilized the ground, and illustrating
the interdependence of living things. In addition,
her poems contain a strong sense of place, focusing
primarily on the Ohio of her upbringing and the area
of New England where she now lives.

The title poem of her first book, No Voyage and
Other Poems, won first prize from the American So-
ciety of Poetry in 1962. Oliver won the Pulitzer Prize
for her book of poetry, American Primitive in 1984
and the National Book Award for Poetry in 1992 with
New and Selected Poems.—Liz Clift
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Red Bird,
Mary Oliver (2008)

In Red Bird, renowned poet and nature-writer
Mary Oliver’s 23 book of poems, she continues her
literary exploration and intimate dialogue with the
animal, plant, and human world. Famously sparse
in a world of material and verbal excess, Red Bird is
Oliver’s largest collection, containing 61 poems ex-
ploring such themes as the author’s inevitable death,
aging, spirituality, and the value of human accom-
plishments when viewed from a larger, ecological
perspective. In Red Bird Oliver’s “keen observation
of the natural world and her gratitude for its gifts”
(frontispiece Red Bird ) leap to the forefront, spoken
to the reader in Oliver’s direct and lean poetic voice.
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Oliver uses concrete images sparingly—a single red
bird in a frozen landscape, for example—but the
sheer precision of such images allows them to
resonate with visual and metaphoric power.

The title poem, “Red Bird,” begins the book with
the simple stanza, “Red bird came all winter/ firing
up the landscape/ as nothing else could” (1); but im-
plied here are the continued daily observations of the
speaker, her habitual awareness of her surroundings,
and her gratitude and reliance on the red bird that
fires up the landscape she inhabits. Such gratitude
subverts the typical human-animal hierarchy: “per-
haps because the winter is so long/ and the sky so
black-blue,/ or perhaps because the heart narrows/
as often as it opens—/ I am grateful that red bird
comes all winter” (1). Oliver thus places human life
within a broader ecological framework in which bird
and human interact on equal terms, where human
life is not dominant, but a part of nature, and where
the speaker, burdened by the length and darkness of
winter, is reanimated by the flash of a single bird.

Throughout Red Bird Oliver returns to the notion
of human life as one small part of a larger ecosystem.
In the poem “Straight Talk from Fox” a fox recounts
the joy experienced in licking dew from leaves,
smelling the fat of ducks, finding a rabbit with a fast-
beating heart, and traveling dark, deserted roads out-
side of town (11). Written from the point of view of
the fox, the narrator tells readers he has witnessed
human life by peeking in our windows. Comparing
his life to that of humans, he exclaims, “What I am,
and I know it, is/ responsible, joyful, thankful. I
would not/ give my life for a thousand of yours” (11).

Oliver often records wisdom received from ob-
serving the natural world. In “Luke” she celebrates
the dog’s transcendent joy as it sniffs flowers in a field:
the dog “adored/ every blossom,/ not in the serious,/
careful way/ that we choose/ this blossom or that
blossom—... but the way/ we long to be—/ that
happy/ in the heaven of earth—/ that wild, that lov-
ing” (3). In “I will try” Oliver learns from the red
bird ways to deal with the grief caused by the recent
passing of her lover: “I did not come into this world/
to be comforted./ I came, like red bird, to sing” (75).
In “So every day” and “There you were, and it was
like spring,” the poet feels peace and renewed energy
to rejoin the world by thinking of her lover, not as
gone, but as everywhere—in the flowers, trees, birds,
and wind—part of the earth and heavens, every -
where (70,72).

The poems in the middle section of Red Bird deal
most directly with environmental issues. In “Red,”
for example, Oliver writes of finding a gray fox dead
in the road, and then another, two days later, most
likely the mate, struck but not yet dead (41–2). Even

in the face of such offenses, however, she avoids en-
vironmental didacticism, shaping “From This River,
When I Was a Child, I Used to Drink,” as call and
response, exploring the pollution of a once-clean
river in a dialogic manner (44). Musing on the threat
of global warming, she states both her faith and
doubt in the poem, “Watching a Documentary about
Polar Bears Trying to Survive on the Melting Ice
Floes,” when she affirms that all is part of God’s plan,
but worries that God’s plan might have been that hu-
mans would be better than they are (45).

Red Bird demonstrates Oliver’s continued com-
mitment to seeing and writing herself as one person
within a vast and dynamic ecosystem, while as the
second book written after the death of her lover, it
highlights the wisdom and healing offered by eco-
conscious practice.—Kimberly L. Rogers
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Ortiz, Simon J. (1941–  )
A storyteller and teacher, Simon J. Ortiz has

emerged as a significant voice in 20th- and 21st-cen-
tury American literature through his poetry, fiction,
and essays. Using the Acoma people as representative
of humanity in general, and incorporating different
voices and perspectives from both the past and the
present, Ortiz explores his and his people’s connec -
tion to the land—and their disjuncture from it.

Born in 1941, Simon Ortiz grew up on the Acoma
Pueblo, in New Mexico, attended Indian schools in
McCartys, Santa Fe, and Albuquerque, and gradu-
ated from Grants High School in 1960. Before be-
ginning college, Ortiz worked for about a year at the
Kerr-McGee uranium processing plant at Ambrosia
Lake, an experience he explores in FIGHT BACK. After
a three-year army enlistment, Ortiz attended the
University of New Mexico from 1966 to 1968. Ortiz
next accepted a fellowship at the University of Iowa
International Writing Program, and later returned
to UNM as a counselor/part-time instructor. A grant
from the National Endowment for the Arts propelled
Ortiz into national recognition and led to his first
publication, The Naked in the Wind (1971), explor -
ing, like all of Ortiz’s work, the varied and inextri-
cably interwoven elements of land, culture and com-
munity.

Ortiz has received recognition from the National
Endowment for the Arts, Lila Wallace—Reader’s Di-
gest Fund Award, the Lannan Foundation’s Artists
in Residence, “Returning the Gift” Lifetime Achieve-
ment Award, WESTAF Lifetime Achievement Award,
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and the New Mexico Governor’s Award for Excel -
lence in Art, among others. In addition to having
served as a member of the Acoma tribal government,
he has taught at San Diego State, the Institute of
American Indian Arts, Navajo Community College,
the College of Marin, the University of New Mexico,
Sinte Gleska College (SD), the University of Tor -
onto, and Arizona State University.

Central to Ortiz’s perception of the individual and
the world is his belief in the inextricable bond be-
tween the people and the land. Themes of emergence
and integration, and of a movement from ignorance
or confusion to understanding and eventual connec-
tion to the land and people, are central to the work
not merely of Ortiz, but other Southwestern authors
like SCOTT MOMADAY, Welch, and LESLIE MARMON

SILKO. Ortiz creates competing views and interpre-
tations of the factors that tie the individual to the
land, the past to the present, the physical to the spir-
itual, and Acoma (and places like Acoma) to America
itself. His later works demonstrate a progression from
his earlier focused anger over the exploitation of in-
digenous people to a more subtle inclusivity that ad-
dresses, regardless of race, all victims of corporate/
government malfeasance. Additionally, Ortiz’s use of
Keres, the traditional Acoma language, along with
English, adds nuance and complexity to his expres-
sion, and evokes both his personal identification with
Acoma and a sense, in the reader, of the historic and
timeless in his poetry and prose. Ortiz also re-
configures the traditional Coyote symbol, both to
represent himself on occasion and as a general rep-
resentation of the human in a natural world.

Two of Ortiz’s early works, Going for the Rain
(1977) and A Good Journey (1977), incorporate a
cyclic physical journey to represent a journey of spir-
itual renewal, one similar to Momaday’s HOUSE

MADE OF DAWN or Silko’s CEREMONY. Going for the
Rain chronicles Ortiz’s circular journey from the
Acoma Pueblo, around the United States, and back
to his home. In “Albuquerque Back Again 12/6/74,”
Ortiz as Coyote draws strength from his connection
to the natural world as his survival is imperiled by a
mechanical and hostile environment. Grounded in
a profound sense of place and heritage, derived from
Acoma, Ortiz returns to the restorative power of
place through memory and connection. “Relocation”
anatomizes the psychological trauma he experiences
because of the mechanized harshness of the city and
his separation from the land; and “Hunger in New
York” marks his greatest separation from the pueblo,
and contains a poignant appeal to mother earth to
sustain him spiritually. Similarly, A Good Journey in-
corporates a travel cycle, narrating Ortiz’s experiences
on the road as well as including poems about his chil-

dren. In “Canyon de Chelly,” he contrasts his philo-
sophical reflections on the eternal beauty of the
canyon to his son’s climbing or preoccupation with
putting rocks in his mouth, resonant moments of
childhood and potent symbols of connection to the
land.

FIGHT BACK: FOR THE SAKE OF THE PEOPLE/ FOR

THE SAKE OF THE LAND (1980) celebrates the 300th
anniversary of the 1680 Pueblo Indian Revolt. In its
consideration of the history of indigenous peoples
in general, the work scrutinizes contemporary gov-
ernment and corporate exploitation, both of the peo-
ple and of the land’s resources such as water and ura-
nium. In his call to resist the continued destruction
of the land, and the spiritual and psychological de-
struction of its people, Ortiz also reaches out to the
white people who suffer similar depredation from
corporate exploitation and pollution of the land.
Woven Stone (1992) in a sense weaves together the
narrative and thematic strands of Going for the Rain,
A Good Journey, and Fight Back, and Ortiz’s new “In-
troduction” provides biographical background and
discusses several historic and personal influences be-
hind the volumes of poetry among his oeuvre.

From Sand Creek: Rising in This Heart Which Is
Our America (1981) earned Ortiz the Pushcart Prize
for poetry. The book memorializes John Chivington
and the Colorado Territory Militia’s massacre of
peaceful Cheyenne and Arapaho families led by Black
Kettle (Cheyenne) at Sand Creek in Southern Col-
orado on November 29, 1864—a brutal massacre
and mutilation, primarily of old men, women, and
children. Treating the atrocity as a horrific example
of the devastation of the people and the land by the
dominant culture, Ortiz expresses an intense but con-
trolled and articulate anger at such brutality. He also
takes advantage of the military connection to explore
the psychological and physical wounds that Indian
military veterans have received during America’s
wars.

Ortiz shapes After and Before the Lightning (1994)
around a seasonal calendar, after the late rain of the
fall and before the first rain of the spring. Written
while Ortiz lived on the Rosebud reservation, the
work synthesizes diverse elements of people, location
and history: the Lakota and Acoma, South Dakota
and New Mexico, the past and present. Using Keres
in the prayers of the Acoma Elder, and addressing
the buffalo spirit, Muushaitrah, in connection with
the return of the sun in spring (“February 14,” 102),
Ortiz unites his Southwestern identity with the Sioux
of the northern plains.

In Men on the Moon (1998), Ortiz argues for en-
vironmental justice in a thoroughgoing indictment
of white society, especially the government and
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 corporate powers, for their historic and ongoing ra-
pacity of the land and its resources. Ortiz also chal-
lenges his readers to comprehend the detrimental
 effect of such callous attitudes, and to work for bene -
ficial change. In this collection, even the Apollo
moon landing is enlisted as further evidence of white
society’s mistaken attempt to subdue all nature.

Out There Somewhere (2002) expands Ortiz’s vi -
sion to include the plight of indigenous peoples
worldwide, as a dominant capitalist culture exploits,
represses and disproportionately imprisons those who
have claim to the land; yet he tempers his often pas-
sionate criticism with a call to action that includes
the dispossessed and the working classes of all races:

How and what is it today we shall do?
This is the way you must be thinking.
We must continue to be.
It is necessary [98].

And here, as in his earlier works such as Fighting
Back, Ortiz equates the liberation of the people with
the liberation of the land from those who would ex-
ploit it.—Thomas P. Fair
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Fight Back: For the Sake 
of the People for the Sake 

of the Land, 
Simon J. Ortiz (1980)

Commemorating the 1680 Pueblo Revolt, Fight
Back: For the Sake of the People for the Sake of the Land

is Simon Ortiz’s third collection of poems, first pub-
lished in 1980 and updated as the final section of
Woven Stone in 1992. In the introduction to Woven
Stone, Ortiz addresses Fight Back: “The American
political-economic system was mainly interested in
control and exploitation, and it didn’t matter how it
was achieved—just like the Spanish crown had been
ignorant of people’s concerns and welfare” (31). Ortiz
links the 1680 revolt to his call for a continuing re-
sistance, in 1980, to the government and corporate
forces responsible for uranium mining on Pueblo lands,
the consequent destruction and poisoning of the land,
and the devastating effect on traditional culture.

An opening prayer links Ortiz to the historic past
and asserts an eventual victory inextricably connect -
ing the land and the people: “The land shall endure, /
There will be victory,” (287). The following section,
“I. Too Many Sacrifices,” brings together a series of
poems that explore the development and manage-
ment of the uranium mines near Grants and Milan,
New Mexico, as extensions of historic and current
government and corporate exploitation of the land
and the people. Ortiz interweaves biographical and
anecdotal material exploring the people’s connection
to the land. The powerful genocidal associations of
the title “Final Solution: Jobs, Leaving” amplify the
horrific despoliation and toxic pollution of the
pueblo lands, as well as the attendant economic hard-
ships of a people unable to support themselves. The
railroad’s promise of jobs elsewhere creates a diaspora
of fathers and families, and destroys the extended
family of tribal associations. The sequence of poems
examines the political and quasi-legal maneuvering
of the local politicians, business leaders and author-
ities to exploit the people and profit from the mines.
Ironically noting the racist attitude of local authori -
ties in “Indians Sure Come in Handy,” Ortiz re -
counts how local authorities in Grants exploited In-
dian men to break strikes and unions; “Starting at
the Bottom” reveals the falsehoods concerning job
opportunities and prosperity for the people; “Affir-
mative Action” ironically addresses the affirmative
action signs posted in Grants’ “new and bigger city
jail/ ... now filled/ with Cajuns, Okies, Mexicans,
and Blacks/ as well as Indians” (303), suggesting that
corporate exploitation affects everyone. Attaching
emotional and spiritual significance to the physical
and geographic reality of the land, “That’s the Place
Indians Talk About” recounts Ortiz’s meeting with
a Paiute man who kept repeating the phrase, “That’s
the place Indians talk about” in reference to sacred
lands the government closed to the public.

In the significant pairing of “The First Hard Core”
and “To Change in a Good Way,” Ortiz contrasts a
story of friendship and understanding against an
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 established context of racist misperceptions and ig-
norance. “The First Hard Core” recounts an auto-
biographical moment when Ortiz worked the mines
as a teenager and encountered in Herb, a fellow
worker, the oblivious yet pervasive racism of the early
1960s. The distorted bigotry in Herb’s questions puz-
zles the young Ortiz, who learns the pervasiveness
of such demeaning distortions as part of the general
Ameri can perception. However, the following poem,
“To Change in a Good Way,” suggests the possibility
of honesty and friendship making connections
through the land that transcend race and culture
(308). The poem tells of two families, Pete and Mary,
a Laguna couple, and Bill and Ida, a white couple
from Oklahoma. The men work together in the
mine, and the two families become close friends, a
point Ortiz metaphorically enhances through con-
nections to the land: successful with their own tra-
ditional plot, Pete and Mary help Bill and Ida im-
prove their “stunted and wilty looking” garden.
Using the garden as symbolic of the human connec-
tion to the land, Ortiz links improving the land’s
fertility to developing human friendship and the pos-
sibility of future growth. The death of Bill’s brother
Slick in Viet Nam, a parallel example of destruction
and disrup tive loss, expands the poem’s application
to the universal. Bill rejects the platitudes that
attempt to rationalize his brother’s death, especially
those that connect the conflict in Viet Nam with the
white settlers’ conflicts with the Indian. Healing oc-
curs when Bill turns to Pete’s gifts of a traditional
medicine bundle and corn, both connected to the
land and growth: “You can plant it. / It’s to know
that life will keep on, / your life will keep on” (313).

Combining a prose narrative with occasional per-
sonal, poetic expressions in “II. No More Sacrifices,”
Ortiz provides a history and personal narrative to
the poetic vignettes of the first section. His inclusion
of Aacqumeh language and spelling, traditional re-
ligious figures, and sacred landscapes connects ante-
colonial pueblo life to the present and blurs temporal
distinctions in a vision that encompasses history, his
parents’ memories, and his own experiences. In a se-
ries of paragraphs recounting loss and change, Ortiz
connects people and events from THOMAS JEFFERSON

to Crazy Horse, and MANIFEST DESTINY to the Sky
City as a modern roadside attraction, and notes the
disappearance of Indian names from the map, for
Spanish and English ones. Recognizing the connec-
tions between history and the present, the shared
fates of the indigenous people and the Anglo-popu-
lation, Ortiz limns his fundamental conviction that
healing of the land is finally synonymous with the
healing of the people, culminating in a direct plea
for cooperative action:

Only when we are not afraid to fight against the
destroyers ... who profit handsomely off the land
and people will we know what love and compas-
sion are. Only when the people of this nation,
not just Indian people, fight for what is just and
good for all life, will we know life and its contin-
uance. And when we fight, and fight back those
who are bent on destruction of land and people,
we will win. We will win [363].

Fight Back concludes characteristically, with a
trenchant poetic statement in which Ortiz shapes an
experience with ignorant racism into a repetition of
history—to which he responds: “‘No,’ I said. No”
(365).—Thomas P. Fair
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Parkman, Francis (1823–1893)
Francis Parkman, Jr. was born in 1823 to an es-

tablished and financially secure Boston family. He
was poor in health from childhood to death, but in
youth developed, through adventures in local woods
and reading JAMES FENIMORE COOPER’s novels set
on the American frontier, a lifelong fascination with
the exploration and conquest of the North American
continent. As a university student at Harvard, he re-
solved to transform this fascination into a life-long
project, and continued to spend his summer vaca -
tions in forests of the Northeast. These trips did not
improve his health, as he had hoped, but did lead to
his first publication: a set of sketches based on his
trips appeared in the Knickerbocker Magazine in 1845.

After graduating from Harvard Law School in the
spring of 1846, Parkman traveled with a companion
and guides along a stretch of the Oregon Trail and,
as a highpoint of the trip, lived for several weeks with
the Oglala Sioux. He returned from the trip in worse
health than when he had left, but he also transformed
his experiences, which he had chronicled in journals,
into serialized form for the Knickerbocker Magazine
and, later in 1849, into the book still widely known
and read today, THE OREGON TRAIL.

In his search for a sympathetic style, Parkman
often had others—including his wife Catherine Scol-
lay Bigelow whom he married in 1850, and later his
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children—read aloud to him and transcribe his
words, as in his creation of The Conspiracy of Pontiac
and the Indian War After the Conquest of Canada
(1851). Parkman explained that the purpose of this
work was “to portray the American forest and the
American Indian at the period when both received
their final doom” (The Dial 452). Parkman continued
to pursue this uniquely American side of the conflict
between world powers in his seven-part study France
and England in North America. Delayed again by
health problem and by grief over the death of both
his wife and son, he published the first volume in
1865. He worried that he might not complete the
full project before his death, and indeed died in 1893,
one year after the final volume saw print. Parkman’s
immense productivity while struggling with poor
health, declining capacities, and personal grief have
prompted a number of commentators to view him
as “heroic.” His early biographer, Mason Wade called
him a “Heroic Historian,” and permutations of the
phrase (and the sentiments behind that phrase) reap-
pear in more recent publications, both popular and
academic.

Reevaluations of Parkman’s works have demon-
strated that he exercised some poetic license in the
pursuit of his expository mission, altering some
details of his experiences on the Oregon Trail, as well
as details of the grand histories that he set out to
record—his aim being primarily to improve the
sense of unity, as well as the dramatic effect of his
works. Current historical research tends to focus on
economic, cultural, and social forces rather than on
the actions of “great men,” and ethnography today
is marked by a heightened awareness of the re-
searcher’s innate cultural biases. Parkman’s contri-
butions to history are thus not without their share
of criticism, and he has been sharply criticized for
his portrayal of marginalized groups, including
Native Americans, the working class, women, emi-
grant families, and French peoples in the United
States. Nevertheless, Parkman’s lifelong project has
lasting significance. The Oregon Trail remains widely
read today, and the multi-volume work France and
England in North America was republished in 1983
by the Library of America.—James Bernard Kelley
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The Oregon Trail, 
Francis Parkman, Jr. (1849)

The Oregon Trail was the land route used exten-
sively in the 1840s by settlers traveling from Missouri,
across the Great Plains, to “Oregon country.” Long
stretches of the trail were also used by Mormons, as
well as prospectors in their travels westward. Francis
Parkman, Jr.’s well-known work, The Oregon Trail,
describes his four- to five-month experience in the
summer of 1846 (after graduating from Harvard Law
School) traveling along the eastern part of the route
with his cousin, trail guides and companions. They
departed from St. Louis and traveled first by steam-
boat up the Missouri River into Kansas, and then by
horseback as far west as Fort Laramie, Wyoming.
Parkman kept a detailed journal and recorded,
among other things, his participation in buffalo hunts
and experiences in powerful thunderstorms, as well
as his extended interactions with Native Americans,
European American emigrants, and his guides.

Upon returning home, although in poorer health
than before and with impaired vision, Parkman had
the account serialized in The Knickerbocker Magazine
(1847–49) and later published as the book The Cal-
ifornia and Oregon Trail (1849). At the author’s re-
quest, subsequent editions bore the author’s original
title, The Oregon Trail. Wilbur R. Jacobs has exam-
ined in detail the many transformations (including
the condensation of some material, exaggeration of
other material, and deletion of many references to
the author’s physical ailments) in the transformation
from the journal entries through the multiple editions
of The Oregon Trail. In summarizing these changes,
Jacobs writes that “Parkman’s narrative gained greatly
in continuity, clarity, and coherence,” an improve-
ment achieved “by manipulating time sequence, by
exaggeration of certain details, and by enhancing his
image as bold young traveler-explorer” (39). The
various editions of The Oregon Trail may account at
least in part for the differing opinions of its literary
merit. Masterplots states that it “reflects the attempts
of a literary apprentice” and is marred by Parkman’s
“self-conscious college writing techniques, such as
the out-of-place Byronesque epigraphs.” Later edi-
tions did not include the epigraphs, and Jacobs finds
that Parkman’s later editions can be “read for the
story alone because, like the volumes of his History,
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it has the literary structure of a good novel, with
plots and episodes yielding a maximum of suspense.
Parkman wanted to be widely read, and he knew how
to avoid dullness and tell a good story” (32).

The work has indeed been widely read, often serv-
ing as an early example of travel literature and nature
writing, but it is also widely valued today for the
glimpses that it provides into an educated and
wealthy, east-coast American man’s view of westward
expansion, the vanishing frontier, and the diminish-
ing presence of Native Americans. Readers recognize
that Parkman was acutely aware that what he expe-
rienced while traveling—including the western “wil-
derness” and the Native Americans who inhabited
it—was already beginning to disappear, This aware-
ness of impending loss, however, is not easily equated
with a desire to understand the ecological systems or
to protect them. Wil Verhoeven writes: “One might
even say that Parkman was fascinated with the west-
ern wilderness and Indian life because it was disap-
pearing” (142).

Parkman’s relation to the natural world is indeed
interesting and complex. For example, he had intel-
lectual connections to his contemporaries RALPH

WALDO EMERSON and HENRY DAVID THOREAU, and
Paul Giles views The Oregon Trail as illustrating an
“Emersonian antithesis, defining a primal innocence
against various ‘perverse’ forms of social corruption”
(167). Parkman also exercised a strong influence on
notable figures such as THEODORE ROOSEVELT and
FREDERICK JACKSON TURNER, helping shape their
views of the American landscape, as discussed by
both David Scott Brown and Daniel G. Payne. In
1898, Turner praised Parkman’s writings as chronicles
of America’s vanishing wilderness, Turner also cites
The Oregon Trail in Chapter 4 of his highly influ -
ential study, THE FRONTIER IN AMERICAN HISTORY.

Recent critical statements are equally interesting
and inconsistent. Smith believes that Parkman, with
his privileged background, “could afford better than
anyone else to indulge himself in the slightly deca -
dent cult of wilderness and savagery” (52). Jacobs
writes that Parkman “could never be accused of being
an environmentalist as we now understand the term.
Yet there are observable themes of environmentalism
in his varied writings, in his experiments with plants,
and in his lifelong fascination with natural history”
(341). Other recent critics read Parkman’s autobio-
graphical and historical accounts as being less about
the prairie, the forest, or even American history, as
about the author himself. These critics frequently
focus on Parkman’s poor health, his social and eco-
nomic class, and his ethnic and national loyalties as
they are indirectly revealed through his overt discus-
sions of nature and history. In The American Adam

(1955), R.W.B. Lewis observes of Parkman: “What
interested him was the struggle, not its resolution;
the quality and power of the assaults, not their con-
clusion. What interested him was the struggle in gen-
eral—as the condition of life” (170). More recent
critics are often less positive. Kim Townsend writes,
for example, that Parkman’s purpose in The Oregon
Trail “was to establish his manhood and in his terms
he did, and in the process, in those terms, all but de-
stroyed himself.... As he created this manly self in
his writings he deprived it of its humanity—and
others of theirs. He is perhaps the first of all too many
examples of the American male’s destructive quest
for manhood” (98). George M. Fredrickson similarly
writes: “When he went West to explore the Oregon
Trail in 1846, Parkman sought not only to slake his
thirst for the strenuous life, but to look for models
of manliness among the Indians and frontiersmen to
hold up as examples for the effete Bostonians he had
left behind” (33). Finally, Brian Roberts writes that
Parkman “entered the vast solitude of the prairie
seeking a cure for this illness of overcivilization, ...
his narrative pictures the West as a place of rejuve-
nation, characterized by the freedom of buffalo
hunts, wild and violent chases in which Parkman,
despite his illness, somehow manages to take part”
(59). Like Fredrickson, Roberts sees Parkman as
seeking “alternatives to a bourgeois way of being”
(59) and the opportunity, “for a few moments at
least, to forget his illness and his overcivilized back-
ground” (59–60). According to such critics, the au-
thor’s interest in experiencing and writing about the
natural world might generally come from his personal
desire to endure hardships and survive, to prove him-
self in an endlessly repeated struggle of man versus
nature; yet the anatomy of this struggle is rich in
broader significance, though Parkman himself may
not have explored this element—as HEMINGWAY and
others would.

Another factor complicating attempts to locate an
ecological sensibility in Parkman’s account is his par-
ticipation in the buffalo hunts, particularly as re -
corded in the journals and in early editions of The
Oregon Trail. Daniel G. Payne observes that, in gen-
eral, “Although Roosevelt and Parkman considered
the passing of the buffalo and the end to the frontier
to be regrettable, in their linear view of history this
was all part of the ineluctable progress of American
civilization” (112). Jacobs explains, with closer atten-
tion to The Oregon Trail, that the later editions omit
some of “the bloody accounts of buffalo killings, a
few of them almost sadistic in tone,” in which Park-
man gladly participated as a young man. In these
later editions, Wilbur further observes, a more ma -
ture Parkman “seems to have outgrown his youthful
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enthusiasm for shooting every wild animal that came
within range of his beloved rifle, ‘Satan,’ and in his
History, he protested against the senseless slaughter
of the Canadian beaver” (37).

The Oregon Trail continues to be valued by schol -
ars and teachers and scholars alike as an important,
first-hand account of westward expansion in the
early- to mid-nineteenth-century United States. In
his scholarly work, Andrew C. Isenberg uses Park-
man’s journal entries to document the social organ-
ization of the Indian buffalo hunt or the inflated
prices at Fort Laramie (86, 107). In the “Territorial
Expansion” section of Environmental Discourse and
Practice: A Reader, a resource that seems designed
primarily for post-secondary instruction, Lisa M.
Benton and John R. Short present the opening sec -
tion of The Oregon Trail alongside works by Turner
(“The Significance of the Frontier in American His-
tory,” 1894) and Smith (“The Garden of the World
and American Agrarianism,” 1950), among others.
Even as many readers’ views of the environment
today are radically different from what they would
have been in the nineteenth century, Parkman’s work
thus continues to be of lasting interest and value.—
James Bernard Kelley
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Peyer, Bernd, ed. (1768–1931)

The Elders Wrote,
Bernd Peyer, ed.

As Peyer’s anthology suggests, the earliest Native
American writers had largely become assimilated to
the white culture by the time they began to write.
In their remembered cultural heritage, however,
many of them exhibited a continued sense of eco-
logical awareness and responsibility that profoundly
differentiated them from the dominant white culture.
Their attitude toward the land often led Native
Americans to approach the nonhuman environment
as a dynamic force rather than a static collection of
objects to be manipulated and possessed. The natural
world was understood as a place of reciprocal—often
mystical—relations between humans, the land, and
plants and animals on earth, all ineluctably con -
nected. While Native Americans generally viewed
the land as a sacred site, the dominant white culture’s
rapacious desire for domination over the American
‘wilderness’ disrupted the intuitively ecological mode
of life of the Native Americans. The writings in this
anthology demonstrate the difficulties of maintaining
the environmental ethos of the Native Americans in
a world increasingly shaped by the exploitative
lifestyles of the dominant culture.

Although most Native Americans hunted and par-
ticipated in small-scale agricultural projects prior to
the coming of the whites, their belief systems gener-
ally discouraged exploitation of their natural envi-
ronment. The accounts in this anthology, however,
lend credence to William Hagan’s contention that,
by the time of the nineteenth-century Indian re-
movals, “[t]here was virtual unanimity of opinion
that agriculture was superior to hunting as a way of
life and was a necessary first step for the Indian” (77).
While some Native American writers argue against
the Indian removals by insisting that their tribes have
been able to take up agriculture and forsake hunting,
others regret that the Native American way of life
has been drastically altered since the coming of the
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whites, who typically assaulted nature through mas-
sive deforestation or wide-scale slaughter of the
wildlife. The Ojibwa George Copway and others,
for example, argue that moving west will not shield
the American Indians against the whites’ rapacious
attitude toward the nonhuman world: “The game is
being killed more and more every year. It is com -
puted by recent travelers, that one hundred thousand
buffaloes are killed by trappers for their tongues and
hides, which are sold to traders up the Missouri.
Game of all kinds is fast disappearing from this side
of the mountains” (82). While Native American writ-
ers had mixed attitudes toward farming, they all
seemed to agree that the native way of life had been
forever changed by white culture, which had de-
stroyed the balance between nature and humans that
had been achieved and actively practiced by the
American Indians for centuries.

Native American writers became increasingly crit-
ical of forced assimilation practices after seeing the
effects of destructive policies enforced by the United
States government. In addition to their direct harm
to nature and native culture, these policies exacer-
bated the imbalance between humans and the non-
human world that had characterized Native Ameri -
can Indian life. Copway writes that the white man’s
“progress of aggression has gone on with its resistless
force westward.... The rivers that once wound their
silent and undisturbed course beneath the shades of
the forest, are made to leave their natural ways...”
(75–76). Such changes to the natural landscape had
far-reaching consequences for the Native American
and for the landscape; but the doctrine of MANIFEST

DESTINY adopted by many in the dominant Euro-
centric culture presupposed the superiority of whites
and their culture, and predicted (and legitimized)
the inevitable demise of the American Indians and
their way of life.

A reverence for the nonhuman world as a sacred
place pervades the writings of most of the Native
American writers in this anthology. In an article en-
titled “Why I Am a Pagan,” Gertrude Bonnin writes
of ancient “pagan” American Indian values which she
has adopted. Whether viewing the “green hills” and
the “great blue overhead” or listening to the “soft ca-
dences of the river’s song,” she experiences a oneness
with nature and “the loving Mystery round about
us” that is far removed from the exploitation of the
natural environment that she has witnessed in the
more recent years of Native American life on a reser-
vation (138). In her mystical “excursions into the nat-
ural gardens where the voice of the Great Spirit is
heard in the twittering of birds, the rippling of
mighty waters, and the sweet breathing of flowers,”
she recovers a belief system that stands against ex-

ploitative practices (141). Even Christianized Native
Americans often continued to hold to many of the
ancient beliefs about the natural world; the Seneca
Maris Bryant Pierce, for example, employs Christian
language to suggest the desirability of a revitalized
relation between humans and the nonhuman envi-
ronment: “I ask then to let us live on, where our fa-
thers have lived—let us enjoy the advantages which
our location affords us ... so that the deserts and waste
places may be made to blossom like the rose, and the
inhabitants thereof utter forth the high praises of our
God” (65). Writers like William Apess, an ordained
Methodist of the Pequot tribe, consistently employ
the very terms often used to demean Native Ameri-
cans in their critique of the oppressive practices of
the dominant white culture, leading critics like
Cheryl Walker and Maureen Konkle to take note of
Apess’s rhetorical “reversals.” Konkle identifies
“savage for civilized” as Apess’s “obvious favorite,”
adding that “the ‘reversals’ are ironic, and their effect
is usually to show that whites and Native peoples are
equals” (106). A life in tune with nature is not a sign
of “savage” life in Apess’s treatment; instead, a low
regard for the natural environment indicates an es-
sential misunderstanding of the world that is itself
“savage.” Thus, Apess undermines the assumed su-
periority of the dominant race and reclaims the Na-
tive Americans’ traditional attitude of reverence for
the natural world.

The informing mystery of harmony and wholeness
with the natural world is also explored in the writings
of Native Americans, such as Charles Eastman, who
contrasts the white economic system with its Amer-
ican Indian counterpart in similar terms: “To the
wild Indian, his worldly occupation is a sort of play.
The thing which above all else occupies his mind is
the Great Mystery. Him he never forgets. In civiliza-
tion, as it appeared to me at first—‘Will it pay? Can
I make anything on it?’ seemed to be the ‘Great Mys-
tery’ of the white people” (143). Rather than seeking
to own and control land as property to be used and
abused at will, the Native American plays within na-
ture as well as partaking of its mystery. Carlos Mon-
tezuma also calls upon his fellow American Indians
to remember this heritage of living harmoniously
with and freely in nature: “We must free ourselves.
Our peoples’ heritage is freedom. Freedom reigned
in their whole make-up. They harmonized with na-
ture and lived accordingly” (163). Arthur Parker, of
Seneca ancestry, bluntly indicts modern white civi-
lization for undoing the American Indian people’s
way of life: “civilization has swept down upon groups
of Indians and, by destroying their relationship to
nature, blighted or banished their intellectual life,
and left a group of people mentally confused” (174).
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Parker mentions the destructive influence of trading
and living on a small plot of land rather than ranging
freely, as they had done in the past. Even more con-
cerned to restore their traditional balance between
nature and humanity, the Sioux Chief Luther Stand-
ing Bear claims, “The old life was attuned to nature’s
rhythm—bound in mystical ties to the sun, moon
and stars; to the waving grasses, flowing streams and
whispering winds.... The white race today is but half
civilized and unable to order his life into ways of
peace and righteousness” (189). A few decades after
the Indian removals, an almost nostalgic reaction by
a segment of the dominant culture reassessed the
now-removed natives and took a view much closer
to that of Apess. As Bernd Peyer notes in the intro-
duction to his updated and expanded anthology of
American Indian Nonfiction, “The back-to-nature
movement, which began after the Civil War and cul-
minated in a veritable national mania by the close of
the century, proved to be highly receptive to exposi-
tions on the Indian’s ‘healthy’ relationship with the
environment” (26). This back-to-nature movement
encouraged conservation practices that sought to ac-
tively restore healthy human interaction with the
earth (THE CONSERVATION MOVEMENT).

With varied degrees of resistance, Native American
writings before the Indian Reorganization Act of
1934 reflect the forced assimilation policies of the
United States government. Whether advocating or
opposing assimilation, however, most of the earliest
Native American writers deplored the loss of ecolog-
ical awareness and respect for the land of their an-
cestors. Whether Christianized like Pierce or pagan
like Bonnin, many Native Americans continued to
believe in the sanctity of the natural world despite
varying degrees of assimilation. The Elders Wrote
highlights and explores the profound difference be-
tween viewing the land as a sacred space, and con-
sidering the land as little more than a commodity;
and offers hard-won, even tragic wisdom concerning
humanity’s place within the larger natural environ-
ment.—Steven Petersheim
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“Pima Stories of the Beginning 
of the World”

Aw-Aw-Tam Indian Nights: The Myths and Legends
of the Pimas provides English translations of “Pima
Stories of the Beginning of the World” from the Pima
Native American peoples. The narratives are divided
into four categories, each representing a night fol-
lowing the creation of the world, and together chron-
icle the progression of humankind from newly
created beings to individuals who hunt, farm and
use fire. In particular, the narratives focus on the
Pima people and the plants and animals essential to
the sustenance of Pima life. The inclusion of count -
less stories concerning these essential plants and an-
imals demonstrates the importance of the environ-
ment to the Pimas: for them, life essentials like corn
and deer are as sacred as the creation of humankind
and the Pima deities. The equal valoriza tion of nature
and humankind is a distinctive and recurrent motif
in the collection, and the narratives clearly employ
this motif to demonstrate how disrespect toward any
human or natural form upsets the balance of life. In
essence, the narratives portray a didactic message that
respecting humankind and ensuring its continuation
means respecting the plants and animals necessary
for human sustenance—a message that took five
hundred years and mounting global threats to hu-
manity to penetrate the conquering European’s col-
lective psyche.

The anatomy of this critical insight, frequent in
aboriginal narratives, is partially limned in “The
Story of Hawawk,” in which a tribeswoman is dis-
honest to a fellow tribesman and thus becomes be-
witched for her actions. The consequence is that the
woman bears a child named Hawawk who has “claws
on its hands and feet like a wild animal” (75). When
the child reaches maturity she terrorizes the people
of the surrounding villages by eating their children.
And, although a woman eventually kills Hawawk,
her spirit lives on, bewitching these same villages.
Only by throwing o-nook tree balls at the bears be-
witched by Hawawk’s spirit, allowing them to be
shot, are the villagers able to end Hawawk’s curse.
The story demonstrates how disrespect for fellow hu-
mans results in a single but devastating imbalance in
the world’s natural order; and Hawawk, a telling fu-
sion of girl and animal, is a living symbol of this fatal
disruption.

The reliance on harmonic nature-human relations
for world stability is also present in “The Story of
Wayhohm, ToeHahvs and Tottai” and its focus on
the creation of fire. In this instance it is reliance on
the roadrunner to steal fire from Wayhohm, the per-
sonification of lightning, to save the city of Dthas

249 Pima



Seeven whose citizens are dying of cold. While the
roadrunner completes the task, he also mistakenly
ensures that sparks “got into all kinds of wood” so
“there is fire in all kind of sticks even now, and the
Indian can get it out by rubbing them together to
this day” (73). While the reliance on nature is clear,
there is also a critical human component to the nar-
rative. The city people ask the roadrunner to steal
the fire from Wayhohm, demonstrating that the
roadrunner is himself an integral part of the Dthas
Seeven community. Likewise, humans are the ones
who must rub sticks together to create fire after the
roadrunner steals from Wayhohm; again, the human
and nonhuman are seen working in harmony to en-
sure the stability of both human and natural worlds.

This harmonic interrelation between humans and
the environment is not, however, entirely symmetric,
and the asymmetry too is telling. In “The Story of
the Flood,” for example, a great flood covers the
Earth, killing all inhabitants except for three birds
and the Pima deities. The flood recedes because of
the birds’ singing and, after ants have worked the
land to make it dry (the ants were created by a deity
after the flood), the Earth is once again able to sustain
life. As Nina Baym notes, such a story “is important
as a foundational narrative in that it tells not of cre-
ation but of re-creation, of the establishment or re-
birth of the divine, natural and social orders” (Baym
24). But while Baym is surely right to highlight the
story’s overarching notion of nature’s inherent capa-
bility to revitalize itself, equally important is what
the story does not include: any need, or even role,
for humankind in the Earth’s revitalization; and this
asymmetry is both central to and pervasive in the
overall body of Pima creation literature. While all
the other narratives emphasize the importance of hu-
mans working in conjunction with their surrounding
environment to ensure stability and prosperity, “The
Story of the Flood” offers the sterner warning that,
ultimately, nature does not need man to sustain itself
and thrive, but the reverse is not true—another
hard-won and tenuous lesson being truly learned
only of late.—Mitchell Grasser
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Pirsig, Robert M. (1928–  )
Robert M. Pirsig’s “Metaphysics of Quality,” a

com pelling fusion of Eastern philosophy and Native

American ethos, is described in two semi-fictional
works, ZEN AND THE ART OF MOTORCYCLE MAIN-
TENANCE: AN INQUIRY INTO VALUES (1974) and Lila:
An Inquiry into Morals (1991), which together re-
envisage man’s fundamental relation to the environ-
ment in a technological age.

Robert Maynard Pirsig was born in 1928, in Min-
neapolis Minnesota, the son of Maynard Pirsig, later
a longstanding law professor and dean at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota, and Harriet Marie Sjobeck, of
Swedish descent. After a brief stint in England,
during which Pirsig recalls frequent family trips
about England on a motorcycle with sidecar, the
family returned to Minneapolis, and the boy was im-
mediately advanced from kindergarten to Grade 2
on the strength of his extraordinary intellectual pre-
cocity, a destabilizing move that would be repeated
in a number of contexts later in his education. After
a successful relocation to the Blake school, devoted
to gifted children of U of M professors, Pirsig scored
170 on the Stanford-Binet IQ test (a 1 in 50,000 re-
sult), and entered the U of M High School at age 11,
where he was again accelerated by 2 years, entering
U of M in biochemistry at 15. At 18, when most stu-
dents are entering their freshman year, Pirsig was ex-
pelled from the university, for failing grades, imma-
turity and inattention to studies.

And thus begins one of the most fabled lives in
modern American literary history, as Pirsig’s relentless
exploration of fissures in the essential architecture of
Western thought led him first to the East and a sem-
inal confrontation with Zen Buddhism, then to the
Montana reservations of the Cheyenne, and finally
to an attenuated and violent mental breakdown in
1961–3, after his failed attempt to integrate his per-
sonal inquiries into the academic strictures of the
University of Chicago’s Aristotelian-centred “Analysis
of Ideas and Study of Methods” program. At this
point, in the fall of 1963, his father committed him
to incarceration at the Veterans’ hospital in Min-
neapolis for EST (Electro-convulsive Shock Ther -
apy), which effectively burned away the philosophical
personality which in Zen he calls “Phaedrus” after a
student in Plato’s eponymous dialogue. The reap-
pearance of this personality after five years of relative
stability, during the long backcountry motorcycle
trip that provides the novel’s narrative skeleton,
prompts the brilliant and haunting self-exploration
at its core. Indeed, Pirsig incarnates in the fragmen-
tary tale of this suddenly discovered “ghost” the cen-
tral elements of the “Quality” philosophy which led
to Phaedrus’ destruction.

The apparent stakes, then, of serious engagement
with this philosophy, with its Eastern questioning of
Western modes of life and thought, are high indeed,
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and of existential as well as intellectual significance.
Rooted equally in elements of American Pragmatism,
Taoism and Zen Buddhism, and in Native American
life and thought, the Metaphysics of Quality is gov-
erned above all by one of the Grand Pronouncements
of Vedantic Hinduism: the Tat tvam asi (“Thou art
that”). This asserts that the “subjective” world of in-
dividual experience and identity, and the “objective”
world of nature and technology, are essentially un-
divided. Enlightenment consists precisely in realizing
this lack of division. While at times metaphysically
abstruse, the environmental implications of this link
between Eastern philosophy and Western Native cul-
ture are both clear and far-reaching, challenging as
it does the fundamental union that has dominated
Western notions of progress since the Bible, between
man’s sacred “dominion” over the natural world and
the dominance provided by his increasingly godlike
technologies.

Pirsig followed the spectacular success of Zen with
Lila: An Inquiry into Morals (1991), elaborating his
philosophy of Quality; but the latter’s sales and re-
ception paled in comparison, partly owing to its
overtly philosophical tenor, in contrast to the grip-
ping narrative of self-discovery that frames the phi-
losophy in Zen.—Doug Melrose
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Zen and the Art 
of Motorcycle Maintenance, 

Robert M. Pirsig (1974)
Robert M. Pirsig’s Zen and the Art of Motorcycle

Maintenance combines elements of autobiography,
travelogue and philosophical treatise to create a work
which evades easy categorisation or analysis. Pro-
foundly idiosyncratic in its subject matter and exe-
cution, Pirsig’s work advances a philosophical inquiry
into what he terms “the metaphysics of quality.”
However, rather than presenting such a theory in a
conventional academic context, Pirsig instead inte-
grates this philosophical perspective within sections
of personal recollections, descriptions of the natural

world, and detailed procedures of motorcycle main-
tenance.

Yet in spite of this integration, academic criticism
has tended to analyse the philosophical dimension
of Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance in iso-
lation, as if the work were a standard philosophical
text. However, such an investigation overlooks the
fundamental strength of Pirsig’s non-conventional
approach. Rather than the journey and its accompa-
nying natural descriptions merely forming a back -
drop to the discussion of the metaphysics of quality,
or what has been termed as “a narrative structure that
sweetens the blow of having to think” ( Joicey), the
other elements are central to the structure and evo-
lution of Pirsig’s thought.

By undertaking a motorcycle journey through the
Great Plains to Montana, Pirsig, his son Chris, and
Sylvia and John Sutherland are able to escape the fact
that:

In a car you’re always in a compartment, and
because you’re used to it you don’t realize that
through that car window everything you see is
just more TV. You’re a passive observer and it is
all moving by you boringly in a frame [Zen 12].

Through their choice of a motorcycle as transport,
“the frame is gone” and they are “completely in con-
tact with it all,” “in the scene” (Zen 12). Such im-
mersion means that they spend their “time being
aware of things and meditating on them,” “thinking
about things at great leisure and length without being
hurried and without feeling you’re losing time” (Zen
15).

It is this immersion within the landscape, pro -
vided through the medium of their motorcycle jour-
ney, which is key to Pirsig’s “narration” of his philos -
ophy, providing a means of accessing his mem ories.
As Pirsig’s journey progresses through the emptiness
of the Great Plains it is gradually revealed to the
reader that he has undergone electroshock therapy,
and that the self he was before the procedure is no
longer fully accessible. Through a deft use of what
might be termed metaphysical grammar, Pirsig is
able to establish a division between his post-proce-
dure self referred to as I, and a pre-procedure identity
which Pirsig names “Phaedrus” after a dialogue by
Plato, and which the writer refers to as he. It is not
until the end of the work that this schism is bridged
and Phaedrus is referred to as I, symbolizing the
writer’s reintegration of a lost past. While the gram-
mar heightens the tension and pathos of separation
in the novel, it is the openness of Pirsig’s means of
transportation through an increasingly familiar land-
scape which grounds and frames the process of rec-
onciliation.
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It is through the physical (and psychological) jour-
ney, with its recovery of the memories as Phaedrus,
that Pirsig advances the philosophical dimension of
his work. While his theory has a logical progression
roughly analogous to that of a conventional philo-
sophical treatise, its force and momentum are rooted
in suffering and the medium of the journey—the
journey of both Phaedrus and his post-procedure
self. This process reflects the fundamental premise
of Pirsig’s philosophy, which ultimately aims to unify
what he perceives as “two realities, one of immediate
artistic appearance and one of underlying scientific
explanation” (Zen 61). Characterizing the former as
“romantic,” and the latter as “classical” understanding
of the world, Pirsig explores how an exclusive im-
mersion within either perspective results in an im-
poverished and philosophically problematic experi-
ence of existence. Instead, by combining Greek
thought, Kantian metaphysics, Eastern Philosophy
and Native American spiritual practices, Pirsig at-
tempts to integrate these two divergent perspectives
within one unified theory, that of the metaphysics
of quality.

Consequently, when Zen is subjected to a conven-
tional philosophical analysis, such of that of Baggini,
the stripping away of the context of the journey
means that it is only an impoverished form of the
metaphysics of quality which is analysed, an ap -
proach analogous to the reductive worldviews that
Pirsig himself critiques. This phenomenon was noted
by Pirsig himself, who stated that Baggini’s approach
was:

typical of a lot of academic philosophers. They
think: Here’s this guy who doesn’t even have an
MA in philosophy, and he has written what they
call a “New Age” book, and the bias comes
[Adams].

Such a critical approach to Pirsig’s work embodies
the western, classical perspective to which he referred,
excluding the romantic dimension which is provided
by the aesthetic aspect of the narrative framing of his
journey. In doing so, such an approach ignores the
holistic dimension of Zen and the Art of Motorcycle
Maintenance and its attempt to create a new way of
viewing the world, in terms of quality.

It is precisely this holistic dimension of the meta-
physics of quality, marginalized in philosophical crit-
icism, which makes Zen and the Art of Motorcycle
Maintenance such an interesting text for contempo-
rary ecological thought. In its rejection of a purely
classical or a purely romantic vision of human inter-
action with the natural world, it provides a potential
method of escaping the separation from the environ-
ment, which Pirsig sees as endemic to modern life,

and destructive both to that life and to its environ-
ment. Yet, through the importance of the motorcycle
and its nuts-and-bolts world in the novel, Zen avoids
false oppositions between nature and technology. As
he states:

The Buddha, the Godhead, resides quite as com-
fortably in the circuits of a digital computer or
the gears of a cycle transmission as he does at the
top of a mountain or in the petals of a flower. To
think otherwise is to demean the Buddha—
which is to demean oneself [Zen 26].

This assault on the artificial divisions between self,
technology and environment, grounds a holistic con-
ception of ecology which is not solely dependent
upon either arguments for the preservation of the
aesthetic quality of the natural world, or upon sci-
entific discourses of environmental impact. Instead,
through the concept of quality as a means of explor-
ing humanity’s related interactions with the envi-
ronment and technology, both arguments have the
potential to be integrated into a rich and powerful
synthesis.

Therefore, while the metaphysical basis of Pirsig’s
philosophy of quality may be open to question, his
narrative strategy and his striving for a holistic view
provides a useful model for environmental literature.
In addition, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Mainte-
nance questions the primacy of conventional
academic discourse in approaching the environment,
suggesting instead that conceptual work is possible
without limiting or artificially reducing the scope
and range of human experience.—Phillip Pass
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Poe, Edgar Allan (1809–1849)
Short story writer, poet, theorist, and critic, Edgar

Allan Poe is one of the most important American
writers of the 19th century. Although his impact on
American literature was fairly limited during the 19th
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century, his distinctive brand of psychological fiction
influenced many major European authors, including
Dostoyevsky, Conrad, and Kafka, and his ideas about
poetry permeated French literature for several gen-
erations. In addition, as a critic he was the first Amer-
ican author to compose a body of literary theory that
achieved lasting significance. While his critical the-
ories are less valued today, Poe is generally acknowl-
edged to have been a master of the short-story form,
and a highly original and influential force both in
Europe and finally in his native country.

Poe was born in Boston, in 1809, to itinerant
actors David and Eliza Poe. Not long after Edgar’s
birth, David abandoned the family, and the boy was
soon orphaned when Eliza herself died of consump-
tion in 1811. Poe was taken in by John and Frances
Allan in Richmond, Virginia. John Allan was a mer-
chant of considerable means, but Poe had a troubled
relationship with his foster father, and as an adult
neither benefited from Allan’s wealth nor received
any inheritance. At the age of 17, Poe enrolled at the
University of Virginia, but was forced to leave the
school after one year because of debts incurred
through gambling. In May 1827, several months after
leaving the university, Poe enlisted in the Army under
the name of Edgar A. Perry, but eventually left the
army to enroll in West Point. Again growing restless,
and perhaps with the aim of spiting his foster father,
Poe deliberately neglected his duties until he was dis-
missed from the military academy.

After leaving West Point, Poe embarked on a writ-
ing career, seeking to sustain himself entirely through
his literary work. He had already published a slim
volume of poetry entitled Tamerlane and Other
Poems, and in 1829 he published a second volume,
Al Aaraaf, Tamerlane, and Minor Poems, and a third,
Poems, in 1831. All of these collections gave indica -
tions of what Thomas Ollive Mabbot calls the type
of poem “Poe made peculiarly his own, the imaginary
landscape” (189). Following this last volume, Poe
turned his attention almost entirely to the more
profitable pursuit of fiction writing. For the rest of
his life he worked as editor for a number of journals,
and steadily published his short stories, essays, and
poems. Though Poe was well-known as a harsh re-
viewer of books, it was not until 1845 that he
achieved fame (but not financial security) with the
publication of “The Raven.” In the fall of 1849, he
was discovered in a state of delirium on a Baltimore
street, after having gone missing during the week
prior. After several days of half-consciousness under
a doctor’s care, Poe died on October 7, 1849, under
mysterious circumstances.

Poe is remembered primarily for his tales of psy-
chological terror, and for a handful of highly musical

and evocative poems that express his philosophy that
ultimately beauty, and not truth, should be the goal
of poetry. His essays, “The Poetic Principle” and
“The Philosophy of Composition,” were highly in-
fluential to French writers for many years, and were
especially important to the movement of “pure po-
etry.”

Lesser known in Poe’s oeuvre are the many tales
and sketches that demonstrate Poe’s fascination with
environmental themes. Like most notable Romantic
writers, Poe maintained a keen lifelong appreciation
of the beauties of the natural world. The “imagined
landscape” to which Mabbot refers—particularly ev-
ident in “The Valley of Unrest”—reappears in a
number of Poe’s poems, including the well-known
“Fairyland,” which is set in a realm of “Dim vales—
and shadowy floods—/ and cloudy looking woods.”
In “Dream-Land” Poe envisions a world “Out of
Space—Out of Time” that represents an environ -
ment unbound by natural laws. The poem invokes
the concept of the “ultimate dim Thule,” an emblem
during Poe’s time of an abstract and spectacular en-
vironment unreachable by humans, existing at the
limits of the known world.

The imaginary landscape also plays a role in some
of Poe’s sketch pieces. “The Domain of Arnheim,”
and its companion piece “Landor’s Cottage,” illus -
trate Poe’s interest in the art of landscape gardening,
a practice firmly ensconced in that critical American
environment of the “middle landscape,” described
by LEO MARX in his seminal MACHINE IN THE GAR-
DEN; in these sketches, as Dawn B. Sova notes, Poe
“expressed a rapturous appreciation of natural
beauty” (116). In “The Domain of Arnheim,” the
protagonist, Ellison, has inherited “four hundred and
fifty millions of dollars” (1269), and uses the money
to fashion a piece of land into a personal paradise.
The domain, called Arnheim by Ellison, exists as na-
ture “in the sense of the handiwork of the angels that
hover between man and God” (1276). “Landor’s Cot-
tage,” similarly, is largely a descriptive piece in which
a traveler wanders through a country environment
in New York State, admiring the wonders of the nat-
ural world, when he encounters the residence of Lan-
dor, which lies on a peninsula stretching out into a
river. The narrator emphasizes the harmony between
Landor’s home and the surrounding environment,
likening the scene to a poem. These two works draw
a connection between the human capacity for artistry
and God’s design of the natural world, a theme that
Poe would greatly expand upon in his lengthy and
ambitious cosmological treatise, Eureka.

Two similarly picturesque tales conceive of the ide-
alized landscape as a symbolic setting. In the roman -
tic story “Eleonora,” a narrator resides with his
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cousin Eleonora and her mother in a secluded natural
paradise called “the Valley of Many-Colored Grass.”
The idyllic valley grows even more beautiful and lux-
uriant as the narrator and Eleonora discover their
love for one another. When the young Eleonora dies,
however, the environment changes, shrinking from
its former beauty, and the narrator is forced to leave
the valley and live a more realistic existence. “The
Island of the Fay” elaborates the theme of the im-
permanence of great beauty. Once again, a traveler
describes at length the unreal and lush beauty of an
island that he happens upon in the wilderness. The
narrator encounters a Fay whom he follows to the
east side of the island, which is, in contrast, gloomy
and decaying. The Fay ultimately disappears, sym-
bolizing the inevitable loss of ideal beauty.

While Poe’s environmental themes are perhaps
most explicitly evident in his minor works, some of
his most famous tales rely on elements of the natural
environment to evoke a mood of mystery or unreal-
ity—the imaginary. The dismal setting of “The Fall
of the House of Usher” contributes to the isolation
and mystical character of the house itself. Poe’s strik-
ing first paragraph, a vivid and haunting description
of what appears to be a stretch of Southern low coun-
try, is devoted to capturing the mysterious and omi-
nous quality of the landscape, foreshadowing the
 supernatural events that follow. At times Poe’s repre -
senta tion of the natural environment shares much
with the traditional romantic vision of nature as a
place where strange and inexplicable things fre -
quently occur—where the supernatural, we might
say, is natural. In “A Tale of the Ragged Mountains,”
for example, the protagonist, Augustus Bedloe, is
transported back in time to a previous life during a
walk through the woods near Charlottesville.

In addition, Poe contributed several important
pieces to the tradition of sea fiction, including his
only novel, the much-studied and influential The
Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket. Here,
as often elsewhere, Poe uses natural environments as
locales for sublime experience, combining the world’s
natural features with visions of supernal beauty or
unsettling mystery. In “A Descent into the Mael-
strom” a Norwegian fisherman and his brother are
caught in a monstrous whirlpool on their return from
fishing. The powerful tale captures the harrowing
experience of the fisherman as he confronts, and ul-
timately reflects on, the awesome power of nature,
being drawn down into the vortex but ultimately
surviving by keeping his wits until the cataract sub-
sides. The brother, contrariwise, panics and perishes
in the depths of the whirlpool. The fisherman de-
scribes the experience as a sublime confrontation with
the divine: “I began to reflect how magnificent a

thing it was to die in such a manner, and how foolish
it was in me to think of so paltry a consideration of
my own individual life, in view of so wonderful a
manifestation of God’s power” (588). Tracy Ware ar-
gues that this passage “affirms [the fisherman’s] ac-
ceptance of divine ways” (77), and that traditional
readings conceive of the story as involving “an ar-
chetypal descent and reascent and a successful quest
for ‘spiritual transcendence’” (77).

The image of the abyssal cataract also appears in
Poe’s early story “MS. Found in a Bottle,” in which
an unnamed narrator, adrift in the sea after a tempest
strikes his ship, is picked up by another ship sailing
for Antarctica. The narrator finds that the crew of
this ship are all phantoms who seem not to notice
him. When the ship reaches the South Pole, they en-
counter a raging whirlpool that presumably leads
through the center of the earth (Poe incorporates here
the theory of the hollow earth propounded by John
Cleves Symmes, Jr. in 1818). As with “A Descent into
the Maelstrom,” the narrator is simultaneously
thrilled and terrified by the sublime experience, ul-
timately submitting to the event as an opportunity
for spiritual enlightenment: “It is evident that we are
hurrying on to some exciting knowledge—some
never-to-be imparted secret, whose attainment is de-
struction” (145).

The most important of Poe’s sea fiction, The Nar-
rative of Arthur Gordon Pym, is a vivid but enigmatic
sea adventure that some critics suggest may have in-
fluenced HERMAN MELVILLE. The narrator, Pym, re-
counts his experiences after stowing away on board
the whaling vessel Grampus. After Pym and two
companions confront and defeat a group of muti-
neers, the ship is damaged by a hurricane, and the
last four survivors are at the mercy of the sea. After
beginning as a relatively typical sea narrative, the tale
becomes increasingly bizarre as the environments
which the characters encounter assume a mysterious,
phantasmal quality. After resorting to cannibalism
to survive, and after having spotted a derelict ghost
ship populated with corpses, the final two survivors,
Pym and crew member Dirk Peters, are rescued by
another ship, the Jane Guy. Following an episode
during which the crew of the Jane Guy are all killed
by a group of savage island natives, Pym and Peters
set out from the island in a canoe, having narrowly
escaped the massacre. The story ends abruptly when,
having reached the South Pole, Pym is confronted
by a colossal white figure in the shape of a man that
rises from yet another great cataract in the water,
presumably the hole that, in Symmes’s theory, was
believed to exist at the pole. Nothing is said about
what happens during or after the encounter. The
progressive strangeness of the narrative and its
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 inconclusive ending result in a work that has in -
trigued but puzzled most critics, leading J. Gerald
Kennedy to refer to the study of the work as an
“Abyss of Interpretation.” The enduring intrigue and
appeal of the work, as with much of Poe’s oeuvre,
stems largely from the way in which Poe represents
his environments as radically beyond human expe-
rience, yet—partly owing to this very remoteness—
as profoundly influencing human experience.

Thus, isolation and personal spiritual experience
are common themes running through Poe’s environ-
mental imaginary. The narrator of “The Island of
the Fay,” for example, claims that “the man who
would behold aright the glory of God upon earth
must in solitude behold that glory” (600). Ulti -
mately, Poe’s strange and idealized landscapes repre-
sent glimpses of the divine, and such transcendent
experience must necessarily be isolate and personal.
Mark Canada, in fact, argues that the remote physi -
cal locations represent “remote mental regions” (66),
and while traditional Romantic authors often saw
nature as sublime in itself, Poe depicts landscapes
and natural events that are infused with elements of
the surreal, the supernatural, or the divine, making
them emblems of both a physical, and spiritual realm
unreachable by humans in the normal physical
world—what Christopher Smith calls the “psycho-
logical exotic” (qtd by Canada).—Matthew S. Elder
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Pohl, Frederik G. (1919–  )
Pohl was born in 1919 to Frederik George Pohl,

Sr. and Anna Jane Pohl. While still a teenager Pohl
helped found the Futurians, a science-fiction fan
group based in New York City that included Damon
Knight, Isaac Asimov and other writers. Pohl also
joined the Youth Communist League in 1936, and

though he left the organization in 1939 after the
Stalin-Hitler pact, the ideas of socialism continued
to influence his work, in particular his critique of
capitalism as a political and ecological disaster.

Pohl’s writing career began in the late 1930s,
though for the first 15 years he wrote under a pseu-
donym. He was a prolific writer and important sci-
ence fiction editor who helped shape the field as it
emerged from the pulps. From 1959 to 1969 he edited
Galaxy and if magazine. Apart from winning three
Hugo Awards for his editorial skills, he also received
three Hugos and multiple Nebula Awards for his
writing.

Much has been made of Pohl’s brief involvement
after the war with the Madison Avenue agency
Thwill and Altman, an involvement he describes
negatively in The Way the Future Was (1978). Thomas
Clareson, for example, argues that Pohl’s experience
in the firm gave him a lifelong distaste for contem-
porary management practices and business strategies
(14). This distaste finds its most acute embodiment
in THE SPACE MERCHANTS (1953), a dystopian satire
about a world ruled by advertising agencies. Written
collaboratively with C.M. Kornbluth, The Space
Merchants represented the high point of what David
Samuelson calls Pohl’s “consumer cycle,” (81) a series
of disconnected stories and novels he wrote in the
1950s that examine American consumption patterns
and their potentially negative impact on the envi-
ronment. In The Space Merchants unfettered con-
sumption has exhausted the Earth’s resources, leading
capitalists and conservationists alike to vie for Venus
as a second chance. Other noted texts from the con-
sumer cycle include “The Midas Plague” (1954) and
“The Census Takers” (1956).

Even after the consumer cycle ended in the 1960s,
however, Pohl’s work continued to engage with ques-
tions of environmental degradation. Indeed, the
theme of overpopulation and depleted resources
reappears in many of Pohl’s later works, for example
Jem (1980), in which humans must again leave a rav-
aged Earth to seek out a new world for colonization.

While Pohl’s primary outlet for environmental cri-
tique was fiction, he also co-wrote the non-fiction
handbook Our Angry Earth (1991) with fellow science
fiction writer Isaac Asimov. Discussing topics such
as environmental homeostasis and the Gaia hypoth-
esis, Pohl returns again and again to the idea that
humans can save the environment only by “making
considerable social, economic and political changes
in the world. These changes go far beyond anything
we can accomplish as individuals” (x). Both Pohl’s
fiction and non-fiction, while lauding individuals for
making green choices at the personal level, ultimately
emphasize transforming large-scale economic and

255 Pohl



political systems. For Pohl, science fiction, with its
frequently inter-planetary perspective, proved the
best method for teaching readers to both think and
act globally.—James Landau
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The Space Merchants, 
Frederik Pohl and 

C.M. Kornbluth (1953)
First serialized in the journal Galaxy as “Gravy

Planet,” The Space Merchants represents Pohl’s final
version of his and Kornbluth’s original text. Though
published in 1953, the novel eschews typical Cold
War anxieties about nuclear war or ideological hege-
mony to envisage, instead, massive ecological collapse
linked to capitalist over-consumption. While some
scholars argue that the text’s critique actually centers
on emerging management practices (Clareson 14),
most critics see the dystopian satire as a straightfor-
ward attack on capitalism as a whole. And The Space
Merchants would appear to support this, with its evo-
cation of a future in which capitalism’s economic
need for consumers has inexorably led to over-pop-
ulation and the depletion of the earth’s resources.

The novel’s protagonist, Mitchell Courtenay,
works at Fowler Schocken Associates, a multinational
conglomerate that markets such consumer items as
Coffiest, a beverage laced with an addictive chemical
guaranteed to boost sales. As an executive, Courtenay
begins the novel believing in advertising, consump-
tion and materialism, but has a change of heart after
coming face to face with their environmental and
social consequences.

The plot divides into roughly three acts. In the
first Courtenay becomes head of his company’s Venus
Section, a division tasked with colonizing Venus. In
the second he is kidnapped by a rival and awakens
in Costa Rica to find his identity erased. With no
way home and the world believing him dead, he be-
comes a grunt worker in the Chlorella Corporation’s
food-production center, a facility built around Chic -
ken Little, a warehouse-sized lump of undifferen -
tiated and constantly growing flesh. Hoping to es-
cape, he infiltrates the Conservationists, a conspiracy
that, having failed to prevent environmental apoca-

lypse on earth, aims to co-opt the Venus colonization
project. Finally, in the third section he returns to
New York City, inheriting control of Fowler Schoc -
ken Associates after Schocken dies. Marked by
Courtenay’s political transformation, this section re-
lates his usurpation of the Venus project for the Con-
servationist cause.

His transformation ultimately stems from Courte-
nay’s exposure to the “real” world, one in which over-
population and over-consumption have led to the
near-exhaustion of natural resources. In this world
America has become a crowded nation of 800 million
people. Resources have grown so scarce that the vast
majority of people must bathe in salt water rather
than fresh; ride bicycles because of oil depletion; and
sleep in stairwells or, if they are lucky, single-room
quarters reminiscent of the Victorian tenements de-
scribed in JACK LONDON’S The People of the Abyss.
However, as in KURT VONNEGUT’s Player Piano, Ko-
rnbluth’s story “The Marching Morons,” and David
Riesman’s “Nylon Wars,” The Space Merchants ex-
plores how advertising pacifies the masses, transform-
ing them into passive, mindless consumers.

The novel generates its dystopia largely through
an act of extrapolation, a grand reduction ad ab -
surdum of our present practices and social structures,
such that the reader may gain a better understanding
of contemporary life and its potential consequences.
As Frederic Jameson explains, the production of
imaginary futures allows the reader to pierce the
fugue of normality that masks the present (152).
Apart from the detrimental effects of advertising,
Pohl and Kornbluth take aim at technological opti-
mism that supports the exploitation of nature. Early
in the narrative, for example, Courtenay declares,
“science is always a step ahead of the failure of natural
resources. After all, when real meat got scarce, we
had soyaburgers ready. When oil ran low, technology
developed the pedicab” (14). Such optimism was
standard fare among futurists of the period, and sci-
ence fiction writers in particular. Pohl and Korn -
bluth, however, contested not merely the capacity of
technology to solve environmental ills, but the whole
notion of “technological” solutions per se. The Space
Merchants critiques the entire corporate ideological
position, siding with the Conservationists (aka the
“Consies”), described initially as “those wild-eyed
zealots who pretended modern civilization was in
some way ‘plundering’ our planet” (14). As M.
Keither Booker notes, the “Consies (although some-
what reminiscent of the modern Greenpeace organ-
ization) are rather transparent stand-ins for commu-
nists, and their role in the book serves as part of an
effective satire of the anticommunist oppression of
the McCarthy era” (40).
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The Conservationist movement is primarily com-
posed of society’s lower classes, also known as “con-
sumers” (as opposed to the “executives” and “pro-
ducers”), and Courtenay’s realization “that I’d never
really known any consumers except during the brief
periods when they were serving me” (64) makes ex-
plicit the society’s class divisions. While the first por-
tion of the book describes the opulence of the exec-
utives’ world, the remainder reveals the misery that
supports it and the environmental catastrophe that
awaits it. More importantly, Pohl’s satiric portrait re-
veals the crippling inertia of this economic structure.
Courtenay, for example, suddenly living the life of
the proletariat, realizes that the lower class “never got
out of debt. Easy credit was part of the system, so
were irritants that forced you to exercise it” (76).
This state of indentured servitude, in turn, leads to
a “hopeless, trapped feeling that things were this way,
that they would always be this way” (78).

Nonetheless, this inequity motivates the conflict
between the Conservationists and the capitalists for
the Venus Flight, which the Consies win when
Court e nay converts to their cause. A blank space for
the mapping of different needs and desires, Venus
represents a ready-made answer to the problems
faced by both camps. For the capitalists it marks a
new epoch in the history of capitalism; Fowler
Shocken explains that “we’ve actually and literally
conquered the world. Like Alexander, we weep for
new worlds to conquer” (6). Having commodified
the entire earth, the capitalist world-order must now
look outward for more: more markets, more space,
more resources. The Space Merchants, in turn, maps
this classic theme of science fiction—space explo-
ration—onto capitalism’s constant need for more. In
recalling Alexander the Great, Schocken inadver -
tently makes obvious the link between economic col-
onization and political imperialism. The novel,
David Seed writes, “depicts a world and indeed a
universe as empty space awaiting specifically America
appropriation” (84).

Yet, while The Space Merchants clearly assails a
specifically American form of big business capitalism,
it ultimately emphasizes the environmental rather
than politico-economic consequences of such mal-
practice. Not surprisingly then, Pohl and Kornbluth
turn to a biological metaphor in describing this im-
perialism, offering Chicken Little, that rubbery slab
of autogenetic synthetic protein, as an allegory both
for ecological and economic disaster:

Chicken Little grew and grew, as she had been
growing for decades. Since she had started as a
lump of heart tissue, she didn’t know any better
than to grow up against a foreign body and sur-
round it. She didn’t know any better than to grow

and fill her concrete vault and keep growing,
compressing her cells and rupturing them. As
long as she got nutrient, she grew [76].

Chicken Little grows blindly, blind not just to her
environment, but also her own individual cells,
which rupture as they press against one another. In
a similar way, capitalism, The Space Merchants sug-
gests, is itself a kind of cancerous growth, one that
will continue dividing until it destroys itself.

On the other hand, the Conservationists, faced
with overpopulation and the exhaustion of natural
resources, imagine Venus as a genuine second chance:
“think what Venus means to us—an unspoiled
planet, all the wealth the race needs, all the fields and
food and raw materials” (87). Yet, in their utopian
conception of Venus as a new space, the Conserva-
tionists inadvertently acknowledge the failure of their
revolutionary project on earth. And this suggests a
pessimism on behalf of the authors, regarding both
our environmental and economic future, deeper than
the deepest irony.—James Landau
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Pound, Ezra (1885–1972)
Ezra Loomis Pound was born in 1885 in the small

frontier town of Hailey, Idaho, where his father,
Homer Loomis Pound, ran a United States Land
Office that served the local miners by filing their
claims and assaying their ore. When his father was
appointed as an assistant assayer at the U.S. Mint,
Ezra Pound and his family moved to Philadelphia,
finally settling north of the city, in Wyncote, where
Pound played in still uncleared hill country as a boy.
Pound attended the University of Pennsylvania and
Hamilton College, and studied Anglo-Saxon and
Romance languages, both of which were to be foun-
dational as he began writing his own poetry. He later
travelled to Europe, lived in London and Paris,
worked with W.B. Yeats, married Dorothy Shake-
spear, and became instrumental in the publication
of other modernist writers, including T.S. ELIOT,
James Joyce, and ERNEST HEMINGWAY. Pound was
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central in the formation of the Imagist and Vorticist
movements in poetry and art, both of which waned
during and after World War I. He later produced lib-
eral free verse translations of Chinese poetry and
began his greatest work, The Cantos, which was pub-
lished in sections from 1925 to 1969.

After World War I, Pound was drawn to political
and economic subjects; he came to believe that the
war had been caused and extended by the interests
of finance capitalism, and adopted Major C.H.
Doug las’ social credit theories, which Pound further
associated with the American populist ideal of
THOMAS JEFFERSON’s yeoman farmer (AMERICAN

PASTORAL). From the early 1920s, Pound lived in Italy
and eventually embraced the policies of Benito Mus-
solini as well as fascism and antisemitism. During
World War II, Pound made a series of politically
charged radio broadcasts that, following the entry of
the United States into the war, led to charges of trea-
son; Pound was held at a U.S. Army detention facility
near Pisa but was deemed mentally unfit to stand
trial when returned to America. He thereafter spent
12 years in a mental institution, and returned to Italy
after his release in 1958, where he lived until his death
in 1972.

Scholars of Pound typically emphasize his central
role in the modernist era, his distinctive understand-
ing of aesthetics, or his deep interest in economics,
politics, and American history; for this reason, Pound
is not frequently connected with environmental con-
cerns, yet each aspect of his poetics was in fact deeply
influenced by his views of nature and the place of
the human community in relation to the earth. Un-
like most other American writers of his generation,
Pound cannot be said to write straightforward nature
poetry; however, many of his verses are ecological,
in that they focus on the interdependence of nature
or on how humans act within that relationship, either
by embracing nature (as did the ancient Greeks and
Chinese who so influenced Pound), or by destroying
nature though the greed of industry and capitalism.
In his classic text, The Pound Era, Hugh Kenner
identifies Pound closely with ecology as it was then
understood, and argues that Pound saw the ecological
unity between humans and nature as fractured and
eroded due to the effects of modern industry, eco-
nomics, politics, and religion (377). Yet Pound be-
lieved society could recover its connection to the
world if it reactivated its ancestral knowledge, which
Kenner illustrates through Pound’s 1912 realization
of “our kinship to the vital universe, to the tree and
the living rock.... We have about us the universe of
fluid force, and below us the germinal universe of
wood alive, of stone alive” (“Psychology 92”). For
Pound, those individuals who inherently compre -

hend their consciousness in a germinal sense, through
which “Their thoughts are in them as the thought
of the tree is in the seed, or in the grass, or the grain,
or the blossom,” are those whose “minds are the more
poetic, and they affect mind about them, and trans-
mute it as the seed of the earth. And this latter sort
of mind is close on the vital universe” (“Psychology”
92–93).

One environmental thinker that significantly in-
terested Pound in seeking this vital universe was
W.H. Hudson (1841–1922), the noted naturalist, or-
nithologist, author, and novelist. In an essay on
Hudson, Pound reacts to his warning of the coming
extinction of plants, birds, and mammals. Hudson
had urged that “the life of even a single species is of
incalculably [great] value to mankind, for what it
teaches and would continue to teach”; for which rea-
son “we should protect and hold sacred ... Nature’s
masterpieces.” Hudson compares the disinterest of
the general public to this environmental destruction
with the outcry he imagines would ensue were the
great British museums to suffer a similar destruction
(qtd, in Pound, “Hudson” 429–430). Pound agrees
but responds with regret that the public actually cares
little for the environment or for art; he construes
these two aspects of disinterest as similar symptoms
of a society that had strayed too far from its union
with the natural world. Consequently, Pound looks
back to the art of ancient Greece and China in order
to explore that union and return to a poetics that
better expresses the authentic voice of humanity.
Pound clearly sees the hierarchy enshrined in indus-
trial capitalism as the root problem that destroys art,
the environment, and the human community: “A
bloated usury, a cowardly and snivelling politics, a
disgusting financial system, the sadistic curse of
Christianity work together, not only that an hundred
species of wild fowl and beast shall give way before
the advance of industry ... in our alleged ‘society’ the
same tendencies and the same urge that the bright
plumed and the fine voiced species of the genus an-
thropos, the favoured of the gods, the only part of
humanity worth saving, is attacked” (“Hudson”
430).

Another decisive influence on Pound was Ernest
Fenollosa (1853–1908), the American Orientalist
who lived in Japan during the Meiji period of mod-
ernization. Based on Fenollosa’s writings on Chinese
poetry and Japanese Noh drama, Pound wrote his
own free verse translations and developed an argu-
ment about how poetic language could better reflect
nature. In Fenollosa’s study of Chinese ideograms as
a medium for poetry, he writes that “Nature herself
has no grammar,” for “A true noun, an isolated
thing, does not exist in nature.... Neither can a pure
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verb, an abstract motion, be possible in nature. The
eye sees a noun and verb as one: things in motion,
motion in things” (Fenollosa and Pound 90, 46).
Kenner argues that, on this basis, Pound reasoned
that the language of English modernist poetry must
reject the wordy verbiage of earlier poets in favor of
a new use of language that would seek the immediacy
of Chinese poetics; for theirs was “a script that would
let no man with an eye forget what energy it is that
fills words: the energy of process in nature” (160).

In some of his best known texts, Pound adopts the
ecological sentiments of Classical and Chinese liter-
ature by referring to the vitality of a natural world
invested with divine life; these include references to
the spirits of trees, the children of the grass, and even
a translation of a Christian canticle by St. Francis of
Assisi that identifies the Earth as our mother (Poems
127–28). Pound’s translation of Rihaku’s “The River-
Merchant’s Wife: A Letter” uses nature as a mirror
of the young wife’s longing for her husband through
the “sorrowful noise” of monkeys, the mosses that
overgrow their unused lane, the autumn wind that
blows dead leaves, and the jealousy-inducing “paired
butterflies ... already yellow with August” (Poems
251–52). In his translation of “Liu Ch’e,” Pound
again closely identifies human emotion with nature,
by first translating the original Chinese poem’s ac-
count of an emperor’s sorrow over the death of a
lover, and then inventing a new line drawn from a
natural image that is not in the original to describe
the still strong influence of the dead woman on the
emperor’s emotions—as “A wet leaf that clings to
the threshold” (Poems 286). Pound’s famous short
poem “In a Station of the Metro” adopts a similar
image: “The apparition of these faces in the crowd;
/ Petals in a wet black bough” (Poems 287). Despite
the urban setting of the first line, the poem is pro-
foundly ecological, both in its employment of the
contained and natural style of a Japanese haiku,
which omits unnecessary words and here radically
superimposes two striking images upon one another;
and in its use of the Classical Greek image of petals
for the souls of the dead, in order to emphasize the
brevity of human life, which must ultimately return
to the earth in spite of the distancing strategies of
modern urban life. The emphasis on the continued
interconnectedness of humans and nature through -
out time is later acknowledged by Pound in a trans-
lation of The Confucian Analects when he urges, “Ob-
serve the phenomena of nature as one in whom the
ancestral voices speak” (Poems 681).

Pound’s greatest work, the long poem The Cantos,
shows the same attention to the human place in nat-
ural ecology, but his viewpoint expands to interrogate
the human use of nature for agriculture and industry,

and to express the spiritual aspects of humanity’s vital
connections to the natural world. He attacks the eco-
nomic system of industrialized capitalism, and in
particular rejects usury, which he defines as a “sin
against nature” and “against Nature’s increase” be-
cause commerce determines that agriculture be used
to produce consumer goods for sale instead of for
the consumption of those who farm the land (XLV,
LI). He bemoans the use of human technologies to
subjugate nature when, for instance, “the first thing
Dave lit on when they got there / Was a buzz saw, /
And he put it through an ebony log: whhsssh, t ttt,
/ Two days’ work in three minutes” (XVIII). Pound
shows concern that “the true base of credit” is really
the “abundance of nature / with the whole folk be-
hind it,” at once categorizing the earth and human
communities as commodities manipulated for the
profit of the banking system (LII). Later cantos in-
stead celebrate the ancient Chinese political leaders
who affirm that the “Earth is the nurse of all men,”
or, again connecting the environment to economics,
“I now cut off one half the taxes.... Let farm folk have
tools for their labour it is / for this I reduce the said
taxes” (LIV). Peter Liebregts demonstrates that these
“China Cantos” name the religious rituals to be cel-
ebrated throughout the year in imperial China; these
crucial rituals illustrate “the right principles from
which all goodness springs,” and Pound uses them
to proclaim the human obligation to revere the
rhythm of the seasons, in order to preserve both the
link to the vital universe and an ordered society in
balance with nature and itself (236–37). Through-
out, Pound highlights ancient images of ecological
balance in order to urge modern readers to acknowl-
edge their increasing and increasingly destructive
tension with the environment; for example, Canto
XLVII expresses a Classical Greek view of farming
by referring to Hesiod’s Works and Days, which rit-
ualizes the farmer’s cyclical relationship to the land
in a manner that ultimately approaches sexual and
ecstatic union; and Canto XLIX returns to the Chi-
nese setting by delivering a picturesque description
of rural life that respects the environment to a degree
that in fact approaches the earlier picture of Greek
divinities in harmony with nature presented in Canto
XVII (AMERICAN PASTORAL).

While held in an American military detention cen-
ter near Pisa after Italy surrendered to the Allies,
Pound began Cantos LXXIV to LXXXIV, which are
known as the “Pisan Cantos.” Isolated and kept in
an outdoor maximum security wire cage, Pound de-
scribed his environmental surroundings, including
Italian peasants harvesting in nearby fields, birds sit-
ting on wires, katydids and ants, mint and clover, a
eucalyptus pip, the birth of a wasp, and, in Canto
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LXXIX, an extended address to a lynx that directly
alludes to W.H. Hudson. The best known of the
Pisan Cantos is Canto LXXXI, which begins with the
mythic-sounding, “Zeus lies in Ceres’ bosom”; a
phrase that actually describes a sunrise between two
hills but further imagines the union of the divine
with the natural environment. After an epiphany
during which the eyes of a goddess appear in the nar-
rator’s tent, the text rejects human vanity in the pres-
ence of nature:

What thou lovest well remains,
the rest is dross

.........................................................................
Whose world, or mine or theirs

or is it of none?
.........................................................................
The ant’s a centaur in his dragon world.
Pull down thy vanity, it is not man
Made courage, or made order or made grace,

Pull down thy vanity, I say pull down.
Learn of the green world what can be thy place
In scaled invention or true artistry,
Pull down thy vanity,

Paquin pull down!
The green casque has outdone all your elegance

[LXXXI].

As the American writer and farmer WENDELL

BERRY observes, “In Canto LXXXI, Ezra Pound wrote,
whether intentionally or not, some lines that could
serve as the epigraph of the science of ecology. Again
the message is to escape the abstractions; man will
have to break out of the context of his own assump-
tions and measure himself by the truer measure of
‘the green world’” (415). Though the exact mean ing
of this striking passage has been variously interpreted,
Pound’s words unquestionably and unforgettably call
for humans to reassess their destructive treatment of
the environment, and to exercise humility before na-
ture by recognizing its sacredness and our depend -
ence upon it.—Kelly C. MacPhail
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Purdy, Jedediah (1974–  )
Jedediah Spenser Purdy was born in 1974 in rural

Chloe, West Virginia, where his parents Wally and
Deidre Purdy had moved “to live with few needs”
(xvi). He and his younger sister Hannah were home-
schooled. At 13 Purdy enrolled in Calhoun County
High School but left at 16 to enroll in Phillips Exeter
Academy in New Hampshire. After graduation he
attended Harvard, where he received a B.A. in Social
Studies and graduated summa cum laude in 1997. In
2001 he earned his J.D. from Yale Law School, and
is currently an Associate Professor of Law at Duke
University, where among his courses he teaches
Sources in Environmental Law, and Climate Change
and the Law.

Purdy’s scholarship reveals a strong interest in pol-
itics, ethics, and the environment. He has written
four books: FOR COMMON THINGS: IRONY, TRUST,
AND COMMITMENT IN AMERICA TODAY (1999); Being
America: Liberty, Commerce, and Violence in an
American World (2003); A Tolerable Anarchy: Rebels,
Reactionaries, and the Making of American Freedom
(2009); and Dominion: Property and the Legal Imag-
ination (forthcoming 2010). He served as editor for
the book Democratic Vistas: Reflections on the Life of
American Democracy (2004). In addition to his
books, Purdy has written numerous articles on such
topics as property law, globalization, and biopolitics.
Three recent articles concentrate on environmental
issues: “Climate Change and the Limits of the Pos-
sible” for Duke Environmental Law and Policy Forum
(2008); “Corn Futures: Consumer Politics, Health,
and Climate Change” with James Salzman for En-
vironmental Law Reporter (2008); and “What Has to
Change for Forests to be Saved?: A Precedent from
U.S. History” Duke Journal of Comparative and In-
ternational Law (2009).

Purdy is perhaps best known for his first book, For
Common Things: Irony, Trust, and Commitment in
America Today. While the work gained notoriety as
an attack on Jerry Seinfeld and his show, Seinfeld, it
reveals an almost metaphysical connection to the nat-
ural environment of West Virginia, as well as a fun-
damental conviction that excessive environmental
damage is an unacceptable cost of economic growth.
Although Purdy discusses a variety of geographic lo-
cales in For Common Things, a significant portion of
the book focuses on the issue of coal mining in West
Virginia, and the inexpensive but devastating method
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of mountain top removal. Purdy deems such mining
techniques untenable. As he explains, the environ-
mental destruction caused by such practices creates
an uncertain future that carries potential risk: “Our
destructive energy economy might be called a crisis
of social ecology” (147). Analogously, Purdy contends
that healthy social interactions take precedence over
our need for cheap energy. His study of coal mining,
emblematic of his broader thematic concerns, reveals
the hidden costs, both environmental and social, in
practices that place economic gain over vital social
responsibilities. Ultimately, and throughout his
work, he argues that members of a society have an
ethical obligation to create sustainable political and
economic networks that do not harm the natural en-
vironment, and insists we neglect our common in-
terest in the environment at considerable hazard.—
Arthur Rankin

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Purdy, Jedediah S. For Common Things: Irony, Trust, and

Commitment in America Today. New York: Vintage Books,
2000.

School of Law. Dept. home page. Duke U. Available on -
line. URL: http:www.law.duke.edu/fac/purdy/. Ac -
cessed 29 June 2009.

Sella, Marshall. “Against Irony.” The New York Times Mag-
azine. 5 Sept. 1999. Available online. URL: http://part
ners.nytimes.com/library/magazine/home/19990905mag
- sincere-culture.html Accessed 25 June 2009.

For Common Things: Irony, Trust,
Commitment in America Today,

Jedediah Purdy (1999)
Jedediah Purdy’s For Common Things, his first

book, explores the need in modern America to resist
the seductive, but ultimately fatal, ironic stance that
pervades society. Purdy explores how the ironic at-
titude came to dominate modern society, while also
calling for a renewed commitment to communal ob-
ligations that once were expressed through proper
political action. Although a substantial portion of
the book investigates the ironic stance as an escape
from the modern world and its excessive media cul-
ture, Purdy, himself raised and home-schooled in a
remote West Virginia locale, also probes the relation-
ship between irony, detachment, and the environ-
ment. The ironist fears, as Purdy tells us, the possi-
bility that valued ideas and issues “might be
trivialized” (xv) and left gutted by “the harsh light
of a reflexively skeptical time” (xv). Indeed, Purdy
approaches the argument that an ironic stance allows
environmental degradation to occur because the
ironic pose lacks a sense of trust , thereby distancing
people from the communal engagement needed to
influence economic and environmental policy.

In his call for a renewal of community spirit,
which he sees as the main function of politics, Purdy
most closely approaches the work of BILL MCKIBBEN,
particularly McKibben’s ideas concerning com -
munity and the environment articulated in Deep
Economy: The Wealth of Communities and the Durable
Future. McKibben’s argues that the economic policies
related to “hyper-individualism” (97) in the modern
era act as a driving force in the destruction of sound
communal policies toward the environment. For
McKibben, as for Purdy, an extreme focus on the self
is destructive, most fundamentally and above all, to
any healthy community spirit. Both McKibben and
Purdy demonstrate that environmental problems
occur when people forget their obligations to one
another.

That same sense of hyper-individualism under-
scores the ironic pose that Purdy assails. Rather than
be duped, ironists protect their ego from true en-
gagement, and thereby create a barrier between their
most intimate self and the world. With the connec-
tion to the world severed, it becomes much easier to
allow practices to evolve that corrupt the environ-
ment. Consider Purdy’s argument about farming.
He contends that farming is done correctly when it
allows for practices that sustain the environment
rather than obliterate it. As he asserts, “farming done
well and conscientiously is partly public work” (104),
and this public aspect of farming connects the latter
to other types of “public” employment, including
work done by teachers, merchants, and artisans. All
types of work potentially create sustainability, specifi-
cally when they are done meticulously and with an
eye to the work’s influence on society. For Purdy,
then, a sense of sustainability supports a healthy en-
vironment by promoting thinking in terms of five
thousand years (104), instead of the five years that
may result in quick profits but an exhausted, ruined
environment.

Moreover, in evoking this sense of a sustainable
engagement with the landscape, Purdy suggests that
sustainability also offers the potential for establishing
a deep connection to place—the very connection that
irony resists. For Purdy, this sense of connection is
personified by his fellow Appalachian, the essayist
and poet, WENDELL BERRY. Purdy argues that Berry
represents “America’s most articulate source of
caution against heedless self-seeking” (109–10). By
returning to his birthplace in Kentucky to farm,
Berry demonstrates for Purdy the essential act of sane
choice. This choice, to connect to the land and nur-
ture it, offers a profound rejection of the ironic
stance; and Purdy thus sees in Berry’s choice to heal
an exhausted farm, a profound ethical act.

The choice to connect also calls to mind three
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 essential common traits that make up Purdy’s moral
ecology: cultural practices, political institutions, and
the natural world, which latter is set against the other
two (99–101). These three traits weave themselves
into a society’s ethos. When the traits balance and
sustain each other, the society remains healthy. How-
ever, when one or the other of the three fails, the so-
cial order faces the sort of stress that often results in
negative environmental policies. Consider Purdy’s
birthplace of West Virginia. His parents migrated to
West Virginia to find a life of “few needs” (xvi) and
of community bonds. Unfortunately, much of the
Appalachian area has faced an explosion of coal min-
ing. In Chapter Four, Purdy analyzes the destruction
wreaked by mining practices on the environment of
West Virginia and Southern Appalachia. As he points
out, some of the oldest existing mountains in the
world are succumbing to such practices, specifically
mountaintop removal. Though a cheap (“five year”)
method of mining coal, mountaintop removal is en-
vironmentally expensive, and he exposes some of the
most significant environmental problems left in the
aftermath of such drastic mining methods; among
them, polluted water, loss of native plant life, and
destruction of fragile ecological systems. The mining
practices in Appalachia reveal that the relationship
among the essential “common traits” of Purdy’s moral
ecology has become unbalanced, with a heavy cost
to the natural world.

This environmental cost lies at the heart of Purdy’s
argument against the ironic stance. When cultural
practices and political institutions devolve into or-
ganizations that serve the economic interests of a few
at the expense of the many, and the power to change
such actions seems impossible to achieve, it becomes
much easier to hide behind a pose of ironic detach-
ment. Such detachment, then, turns out to be a form
of acquiescence to powerful forces; irony evolves into
surrender. Nonetheless, Purdy maintains the impor-
tance of “the maintenance of a world, natural and
social” (207), as well as its power to move commu-
nities to action. Purdy understands that environmen-
tal policy coexists with communal action. Hiding
behind the ironic mask denies the fact that humans
inhabit both communities and natural environments,
and that the health of both is interdependent.

Ultimately, For Common Things makes a com-
pelling and contemporary case for the mutual de-
pendence of natural and human “cultures,” remind-
ing us, yet again and at the most fundamental level,
that the natural world does not exist solely as a
vehicle for human economic use. Abuse of the
natural world reveals that common institutions have
ceased to function properly; and an ethical approach
toward the environment requires a commitment to

honest policies, both political and cultural, that value
the natural world in its own right, while at the same
time—and in this way—helping to create a sustain-
able community.—Arthur Rankin
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Pyle, Robert Michael (1947–  )
Looking back on his eventful, circuitous life in his

memoir Walking the High Ridge: Life as a Field Trip
(2000), distinguished lepidopterist, prominent con-
servationist, and award-winning environmental
writer Robert Michael Pyle notes that the famous
Russian-born novelist, poet, literary critic, and but-
terfly specialist Vladimir Nabokov decisively shaped
his “outlook, both through his uncanny attention to
the detail of the world, and by his reinforcing belief
that there must ‘exist a high ridge where the moun-
tainside of “scientific” knowledge joins the opposite
slope of “artistic” imagination’—where ‘the Precision
of Poetry and the Excitement of Science’ can meet”
(48). As Pyle demonstrates in his memoir and other
writings, he has sauntered along this metaphorical
ridgeline ever since his childhood in suburban
Aurora, Colorado. Born in Denver in 1947, the third
child of Robert Harold Pyle, a salesman for an office
supply firm, and Helen Lee Lemmon Pyle, he early
on developed a keen interest in the more-than-
human world around his home near the High Line
Canal, and became precociously preoccupied with
seashells; and then, in fifth grade, with butterflies,
his lifelong passion and the focus of his later
academic career, conservation work, and many major
publications. By the time Pyle completed his formal
scientific training with a Ph.D. in ecology and en-
vironmental studies from Yale in 1976, he had
founded, in 1971, the Xerces Society, a “nonprofit or-
ganization that protects wildlife through the conser-
vation of invertebrate and their habitat,” and already
written prolifically on butterflies and various other
ecological as well as environmental issues for both
specialist and generalist publications.

While a student at Yale, Pyle also met Edwin Way
Teale, at this time one of the best-known nature writ-
ers in the U.S., and Teale’s example encouraged him
to pursue a freelance existence that has since allowed
him to pursue his vision of “ridgelines,” and to in-
tegrate rigorous scientific research, a broad variety of
writing projects, conservation work and environmen-
tal activism, as well as teaching for more than three
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decades now. This career move also gave Pyle the op-
portunity not merely to complete two compre -
hensive, beautifully written, and immensely popular
field guides, The Audubon Society Field Guide to North
American Butterflies (1981) and The Audubon Society
Handbook for Butterfly Watchers (1984), but also to
purchase Swede Park, an old farmstead in Gray’s
River in rural Wahkiakum County in southwestern
Washington, where he has lived with this third wife,
Thea, since the early 1980s.

Pyle has written extensively about his home in the
Willapa Hills, most notably in WINTERGREEN: RAM-
BLES IN A RAVAGED LAND (1986), a text firmly located
in the tradition of North American nature writing,
but which also marks, as the title indicates, a depar-
ture from many of the generic conventions. In Win-
tergreen, Pyle perceptively and engagingly discusses
the complex, intertwined natural and cultural his-
tories of the area, but in contrast to many of his lit-
erary predecessors, he can only ramble through im-
periled remnants of wild old-growth forests, as
international logging companies have recklessly and
repeatedly ravaged the Willapa Hills in their pursuit
of rapidly diminishing profits. Pyle harshly criticizes
past and present harvesting and business practices,
but unlike many other texts about environmental
degradation and exploitation, Wintergreen never
wistfully or nostalgically evokes an idealized, quasi–
Edenic past or impending doom. Instead, it cele -
brates the undiminished beauty, diversity, and re-
silience of the more than-human-world, a world that
adapts and flourishes in the face of human careless -
ness and shortsighted greed, and that can and will
be protected if it is only properly understood. Pyle
has significantly contributed to our understanding
of, and ethical regard for, the more-than-human
world in general, and butterflies in particular, by
successfully exploring the ridgeline between “the Pre-
cision of Poetry and the Excitement of Science,” and
by eloquently sharing his in-depth knowledge and
irresistible enthusiasm with specialists and general
audiences alike.—Micha Edlich
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Wintergreen, 
Robert Michael Pyle (1986)

In the early 1980s, the well-known lepidopterist,
conservationist, and environmental writer Robert
Michael Pyle permanently moved to Swede Park, an
old farmstead in Gray’s River in rural Wahkiakum
County in southwestern Washington, and with his
wife Thea, he began to explore the complex and
closely connected natural and social histories of the
surrounding Willapa Hills, “the clump of Coast
Range mountains lying between the Cascades and
the Pacific, the Olympic Mountains and Oregon”
(Wintergreen 5). Pyle presented the results of his thor-
ough, multilayered investigation of this bioregion a
few years later in Wintergreen: Rambles in a Ravaged
Land, an ambitious, award-winning collection of es-
says that has significantly affected his subsequent ca-
reer as a writer. As he explains in his memoir Walking
the High Ridge: Life as a Field Trip (2000), this project
finally allowed him to achieve this artistic vision by
“giving free rein to [his] scientific and poetic im-
pulses” (69), and it “gave [him] the rationale and the
vessel for a personal, perceptual entrée to the woods,
the human and other-species culture of the woods,
and the conservation politics of the woods” (68). His
insights in these and numerous other respects
remain, 25 years after the first publication of Win-
tergreen, timeless, profound, and provocative.

Wintergreen is, in part, a depressing assessment of
the enormous environmental degradation and de-
struction resulting from the reckless harvesting and
business practices employed by several elusive but
politically powerful international logging corpora-
tions, which have ruthlessly and repeatedly exploited
this part of Washington State and its inhabitants
since the late nineteenth century. To Pyle, “these hills
have been logged all to hell—positively butchered”
(Wintergreen 17), and only huge stumps, a few “big
old wolf trees” (Wintergreen 188), as well as tiny im-
periled pockets of old growth attest to the former
grandeur and complexity of the now greatly dimin-
ished local ecosystems. As Pyle points out in the af-
terword to the 2001 edition of Wintergreen, and in
his 2007 nonfiction narrative Sky Time in Gray’s
River: Living for Keeps in a Forgotten Place, “the sack
of the woods” in the Willapa Hills is far from over
(Wintergreen 157), and environmental activism on
behalf of a “seemingly dull and impoverished land-
scape” (Wintergreen 11) continues to be as important
and frustrating as it was in the 1980s. His stance con-
cerning environmental activism is nuanced and
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 pragmatic: highly protective of the last wild stands
of trees but not rigidly opposed to logging per se,
Pyle persuasively lists both the devastating ecological
effects and considerable social costs that the predom-
inant business model, “cut and run” (Wintergreen
157), currently entails for the local human and more-
than-human communities. He also emphasizes that
the specific case presented in Wintergreen is, in several
respects, exemplary and therefore highly instructive
to outsiders as well: “Clearly Willapa is a metaphor
for wasted lands everywhere. I hope that by framing
some pictures of this green and damaged land, these
essays will help a little in our efforts to coevolve with
the rest of the living things of the planet” (xii). Pyle’s
work in general—and Wintergreen in particular—
highlights, according to environmental critic Scott
Slovic, “the value of learning from and celebrating
even diminished landscapes and natural systems, and
yet without calmly accepting gratuitous exploitation
and degradation” (123).

In Wintergreen, this balanced stance is strength -
ened by Pyle’s “cosmic optimism” (266), an evolu-
tionary and non-anthropocentric perspective shaped
by the work of Charles Darwin and premised on the
related basic insight that “nature bats last” (261). Hu-
manity has never been at the center of the universe,
Pyle argues, and the more-than-human world will
continue to evolve long after Homo sapiens has ceased
to exist: “The land has been hurt. Misuse is not to
be excused, and its ill effects will long be felt. But
nature will not be eliminated, even here. Rain, moss,
and time apply their healing bandage, and the
injured land at last recovers. Nature is evergreen,
after all” (269). Thus, “Wintergreen does tell a tale
of resilience and a chronicle of toughness” in eco-
logical as well as social terms (xii), as the local in-
habitants of Gray’s River likewise adapt to the pre-
carious, constantly shifting socioeconomic conditions
in the region. In this sense, the human community
necessarily albeit unintentionally approaches what
the Australian landscape ecologist Bill Mollison refers
to as “permaculture” (290): “Peaceful, creative sta-
bility makes more sense than rapid growth that out-
strips its resources and is bound to bust again and
again. In this sense, Willapa makes a model for any
crashed community in the postindustrial wasteland”
(289).

Despite this refreshing emphasis on social concerns
and his self-conscious break with the North Ameri -
can pastoral tradition of environmental writing at
the beginning of the book (AMERICAN PASTORAL),
Pyle is clearly indebted to his literary predecessors.
In terms of genre, structure, and themes, Winter -
green, echoes the writings of HENRY DAVID THOR -
EAU, JOHN BURROUGHS, and a host of other nature

writers past and present; not surprisingly, then, the
book similarly often turns into a paean to the beauty
of the more-than-human world. As Pyle demon -
strates again and again in his essays, even the “dev-
astated hills” (12) surrounding his home still yield
new and highly enjoyable insights to those who are
willing to pay attention. While the Willapa Hills are
home to only a few species of butterflies—an obvious
but acceptable disadvantage to a passionate lepi-
dopterist like Pyle—the constantly evolving bio -
region contains many other wonders great and small.
Pyle covers the natural history of a hitherto neglected
area systematically, comprehensively, and rigorously,
but he never comes across as bookish or boring. Even
scientific minutiae are usually presented with a poetic
flourish, and his extended overview of the local flora,
for instance, is stylistically somewhat reminiscent of
WALT WHITMAN’s catalogue verse (Wintergreen 66–
75). Pyle thus gradually emerges as a “better, more
rounded naturalist” (Wintergreen 112) and as the un-
official poet laureate of Gray’s River, who, just like a
logger, happens to make his living by exploring and
exploiting the woods. “I came with the romantic yet
semipractical notion of harvesting words grown out
of the soil of the hills and the valleys,” Pyle writes.
“This book is a direct result; it is a kind of a crop, a
new one for Willapa” (254). A quarter of a century
after he published this sentence, Pyle, continues to
live in, draw creative strength from, and write on be-
half of the rainy, ravaged, but resilient bioregion sur-
rounding Swede Park.—Micha Edlich
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Ricketts, Edward F. (1897–1948)

An iconoclastic marine biologist and pioneering
ecologist, Ed Ricketts reinterpreted Pacific Coast in-
tertidal marine life along ecological principles in his
1939 classic BETWEEN PACIFIC TIDES. Abandoning
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traditional taxonomic organization, Ricketts focused
instead on a holistic study of habitats and intertidal
zonation. He applied a similar ecological approach
to produce important studies of sardine behavior and
migration. Beyond biology, his wide-ranging intel-
lectual explorations influenced writers as diverse as
novelist JOHN STEINBECK and mythologist Joseph
Campbell. Although Ricketts is perhaps best known
as the inspiration for some of Steinbeck’s most mem-
orable characters—Doc in Cannery Row (1945) and
Sweet Thursday (1954), Doc Burton in In Dubious
Battle (1936), and Casy in THE GRAPES OF WRATH

(1939)—scientists and environmentalists have in-
creasingly looked beyond the Steinbeck myth to rec-
ognize in Ricketts’s holistic approach a significant
contribution to the study of Pacific Coast marine
habitats in particular, and environmental ecology in
general.

Edward Flanders Ricketts was born in Chicago in
1897, the son of an accountant. After military service
as a clerk in the Army Medical Corps during World
War I, he enrolled at the University of Chicago,
where he studied zoology under W.C. Allee, an early
ecologist whose work on cooperative group behavior
among invertebrates left a lasting impression on the
young scientist. In 1923, he left the university with -
out a degree, moving to Pacific Grove, California to
start Pacific Biological Laboratories, which supplied
slides and prepared biological specimens for research
institutions and schools. Ricketts’s small lab, relo -
cated in 1928 to Monterey’s Cannery Row, soon be-
came a magnet for artists, writers, scientists, and the
area’s bohemian population. Here Ricketts and his
friends pursued their diverse intellectual passions,
which extended beyond biology to early music, po-
etry, metaphysics, and Asian philosophy.

In 1930, he met John Steinbeck, beginning a close
friendship and intellectual collaboration that would
last until Ricketts’s death in 1948. From March 14 to
April 18, 1940, with Steinbeck’s royalties from The
Grapes of Wrath, the two organized and conducted a
biological expedition to the Gulf of California to
provide data for what they envisioned as a trilogy on
Pacific Coast marine life: the already completed Be-
tween Pacific Tides, the Sea of Cortez, and The Outer
Shores, the latter a study of the coasts of British Co-
lumbia and Alaska based on a 1932 Alaskan expedi-
tion Ricketts had undertaken with Joseph Campbell.
The Steinbeck-Ricketts collaborative study, The Sea
of Cortez, was published in 1941. Ten years later,
Steinbeck published the narrative portion of the
study, prefaced with a biographical portrait of Rick-
etts, as THE LOG FROM THE SEA OF CORTEZ. While
Steinbeck made extensive use of Ricketts’s notes and
unpublished essays in preparing the text, Ricketts

was given no authorial recognition on its publication.
Nevertheless, the book is philosophically as much
Ricketts’s as Steinbeck’s. Alternating between trave-
logue, scientific description, and metaphysical spec-
ulation, the Log represents an experiment in what
Ricketts and Steinbeck call “non-teleological think-
ing” (Log 132), which replaces traditional cause/effect
logic with a Zen-like acceptance of “is,” anticipating
ROBERT PIRSIG’s conception of pure “Quality” in
ZEN AND THE ART OF MOTORCYCLE MAINTENANCE.
“Man,” Steinbeck / Ricketts writes, “is related to the
whole thing, related inextricably to all reality, known
and unknowable” (Log 217).

In the spring of 1948, Ricketts and Steinbeck pre-
pared for a collecting expedition north to the Queen
Charlotte Islands to gather additional data for The
Outer Shores. On May 8, while driving home from
his lab, Ricketts’s car was struck by a train. He died
three days later.—Michael Zeitler
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Between Pacific Tides, 
Edward F. Ricketts and 

Jack Calvin (1939)
Long before such terms as “wave shock,” “com-

petitive exclusion,” “habitat,” or “food chain” were
in common scientific or popular usage, Edward F.
Ricketts’s 1939 text, Between Pacific Tides, co-au-
thored with editorial assistance from Jack Calvin and
illustrated with over 100 line drawings by Richie
Lovejoy, sensitively and suggestively explored the
natural history of Pacific Coast intertidal marine life
within an ecological framework. Ricketts had studied
animal ecology at the University of Chicago under
Warder Clyde Allee, whose 1922 Animal Aggregations
analyzed the effects of environmental stimuli on co-
operative group behavior among invertebrates. Allee’s
ideas clearly influenced Ricketts’s thinking. “In this
book,” Ricketts wrote in response to criticism of his
iconoclastic approach, “there will be frequent con-
siderations of an ecological and sociological nature,
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as contrasted to the usual systematic approach. Ecol-
ogy will be defined, briefly, as that science that deals
with the framework of relations between an animal
or a society of animals and its environment, both bi-
ological and physical” (quoted in Hedgpeth, Vol. I,
33). Although not academically credentialed as a zo-
ologist (he never completed his undergraduate de-
gree), Ricketts nevertheless brought to his naturalist
studies fifteen years of practical, hands-on collecting
experience in tide pools ranging from Pacific Grove,
California, south to the Baja peninsula and north to
Alaska.

Eschewing traditional taxonomic organization,
which typically involved specific chapters on the clas-
sification of sponges, snails, starfish, or crabs, Ricketts
focused instead on the interactive, adaptive animal
communities of the region’s most common environ-
mental habitats: rocky shores, open coasts, sandy
beaches, bays, estuaries, and wharf pilings. He further
subdivided these habitats into four zones based on
the degree of tidal exposure (how often and for how
long an organism was typically covered and uncov-
ered). Despite initial skepticism from the academic
community, Ricketts’s holistic orientation, a philo-
sophical approach he shared with his long-time
friend, Pacific Grove neighbor, and sometimes col-
laborator JOHN STEINBECK, has been increasingly
well received by marine biologists and lay readers;
since its 1939 publication, Between Pacific Tides has
gone through five editions, selling over 100,000
copies, and perennially placing among Stanford Uni-
versity Press’s most popular books (Tamm 33).

Ricketts typically introduces a habitat by elabo-
rating the survival problems it poses for an organ-
ism—the necessity of coping with wave shock or the
need for strong methods of attachment on rocky
shores, or the elaborate devices developed by sand
and mud-flat animals to avoid suffocation or to retain
orientation. He explains the adaptations necessary
to survival for animals of the upper tide pools that
are drenched with fresh water in the rainy season,
and subject to wide and rapidly fluctuating changes
in sunlight, temperature and salinity “in addition to
the usual problems of wave shock, respiration, and
drying” (Tides 27). Although, like other guides to
Pacific coast marine life, Between Pacific Tides sup -
plies keys to identification, life cycle, behavior, and
reproductive patterns for over 500 distinct inverte-
brate species, Ricketts’s frame of reference—and his
broader significance to American environmental lit-
erature—emerges from his holistic understanding of
tide pool economies, where “everything is accounted
for” (41). A fish dies and the process is set in motion.
Crabs dispose of large chunks of food, beach hoppers
minute particles, and sea cucumbers, buried in the

substratum, sweep the bottom surface with their ten-
tacles for adherent particles. Brittle stars pass the sand
and dirt through their alimentary canals, extracting
nourishment and further breaking down the organic
debris, until, at last, bacteria attack what is left (Tides
41).

Throughout, Ricketts’s tone is informative, yet
informal; chatty, yet instructive; at one point re-
minding would-be collectors to bring a small, stout
trowel or, later, to replace overturned rock exactly
so as to do as little environmental harm as possible.
He reacts to the tide pools with his whole person;
with, for example, an eye for the inherent beauty and
fragile delicacy of these creatures who nevertheless
survive in such harsh environments. New-born jel-
lyfish, he writes, “swim away with all the assurance
in the world, propelling themselves with little jerks.
It is a pity that they are so small, for they are delicate,
diagrammatic, and beautiful.... If they were larger
and correspondingly better known we should prob-
ably eat our outdoor summer luncheons against a
background design of Obelia medusae on the paper
napkins” (319). His interest extends even to the an-
thropological and culinary. “By Italians these snails
[Tegula] are considered fine food. They are cooked
in oil and served in the shell,” he notes, in the hopes
that his readers “may even develop an epicurean ap-
preciation of many of the intertidal delicacies” (23).

The significance of Between Pacific Tides, however,
goes beyond such “aesthetic and emotional delight”
(405). From his earliest introduction to ecological
thinking in W. C. Allee’s University of Chicago sem-
inars, Ricketts understood that the world of the tide
pool and human culture were interconnected, and
that recognition is central to his collaborations with
John Steinbeck, and in their separate writings, as
central to The GRAPES OF WRATH and The Pearl as to
Between Pacific Tides. Allee’s contention that “co-op-
eration should rank as one of the major biological
principles” (148) is evident in Between Pacific Tides,
where observations on sea anemones lead Ricketts to
speculations on “the evolutionary background behind
the gregariousness of animals, even humans” (40). It
is just as evident in Steinbeck’s The Pearl, where the
small Mexican fishing community is an organic
whole, coexisting with other communities in the nat-
ural world and subject to the same natural laws, “a
thing like a colonial animal,” Steinbeck writes, with
its own “pulse and vibrating nerves” (27).

Before his untimely death in 1948, Ricketts had
completed work on the second edition of his book,
and environmental concerns were even more at the
forefront of his thinking. Commercial overfishing
had destroyed the Monterey sardine industry, indus-
trial pollution increasingly threatened marine life
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worldwide, and the potential effects of radioactivity
were beginning to reach the popular press. “Nature,”
Ricketts emphasizes in conclusion, striking a keynote
of environmental thinking, “is an interrelated system
that should not be lightly tampered with.... As a
species, we must not forget that our continued well-
being is in turn dependent on the well-being of our
ecosystem” (405).—Michael Zeitler
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Roberts, Elizabeth Madox 
(1881–1941)

Elizabeth Madox Roberts is primarily remembered
as a novelist, but as her readers know, and critics
agree, she has the soul and voice of a poet—a poet
of place, nature, and identity. Since most of her
works center on the people and environment of Ken-
tucky, she has been too easily dismissed in the past
as a “regionalist.” She may more accurately be called
a literary autochthon, albeit one who brings to her
native place a profound understanding and engage-
ment with modern philosophy, high Modernism,
and classical music, among other influences. She also
demonstrated knowledge and interest in Daniel
Boone and JOHN JAMES AUDUBON, figures present
in her published and unpublished fiction. She in turn
influenced many writers of the Southern Renascence,
most notably ROBERT PENN WARREN.

Roberts was born in 1881 in Perryville, Kentucky.
In 1884 her family moved to Springfield, which
Roberts “would regard as home the rest of her life,
despite temporary absences” (Ward 150). After High
School, she enrolled in the University of Kentucky,
but withdrew due to poor health. For the next 10
years she taught school in and around Springfield.
In one journal she writes that her students’ papers
“had the marks of the soil upon them, marks of gen-

erations of soil, of closeness to the ground, or the
struggle with clods and hard earth” (qtd. in Rovit
142). It is just such people and such affinity for the
earth and environment that makes Roberts’s novels
and poetry so rich. As H.R. Stoneback remarks,
Roberts has a “well-developed gift for evocation of
the landscape, the telling creation of a sense of place
through attention to luminous detail” (“Notes” 5).

In 1910 Roberts, now burdened with tuberculosis,
moved to Colorado to live with her sister. It was not
until the years 1917–1921, when she enrolled in the
University of Chicago, that she really blossomed as
a writer, even though at 36, as Robert Penn Warren
observes, she was “a freshman old enough to be the
mother of her classmates” (7). She was active in the
University Poetry Club, serving as president her sen-
ior year, and became friends with Glenway Wescott,
and Yvor Winters, as well as meeting Harriet Mon -
roe, and the famous writers who populated her salon
including Edgar Lee Masters and Carl Sandburg
among others. Some of Roberts’s poems from this
era were published in the Atlantic Monthly and Po-
etry.

After publishing a collection of poems in 1922,
Under the Tree, Roberts turned to writing novels typ-
ically centered on the lives and environment of the
Kentucky mountain people. The Time of Man (1926),
her most successful work, thrust her onto the literary
stage. An international critical and popular success,
it was chosen as a Book-of-the-Month selection and
was translated into several languages. She followed
this with two more novels which were not as well re-
ceived, but her fourth novel, THE GREAT MEADOW

(1930) was again hailed as a literary and popular suc-
cess. She continued to write, despite poor health,
and published a total of seven novels, two collections
of short stories, and three collections of poetry.
Roberts died in Florida in 1941 of Hodgkin’s disease.
She is buried in the Springfield cemetery, site of an
annual graveside poetry reading in April associated
with the Roberts Society Conference.—Michael J.
Beilfuss
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The Great Meadow, 
Elizabeth Madox Roberts (1930)

Part historical fiction, part mythmaking poetic
narrative, The Great Meadow is set during the revo-
lutionary war and the early settlement of the Ken-
tucky frontier. The novel details the experiences of
Diony Hall, beginning with her early maturation in
rural Albemarle County, Virginia. After a brief court -
ship, she marries Berk Jarvis and joins him and his
family as they travel over Boone’s Trace to settle in
the wilderness of Kentucky. To suggest that the set-
tlers contend with nature on a daily basis is a mis-
leading understatement. Roberts rather construes na-
ture as constitutive of her characters’ very being, as
much as individual, family, and communal relation-
ships.

Diony is an educated, self-aware character whose
sensitivity to her environment is based on her on-
going struggle with the philosophy of Bishop Berke-
ley. Roberts quotes him throughout the novel, es-
tablishing one of the major themes early: “Not one
of the heavenly bodies nor any part of the furniture
of the earth can have being without mind to think
it. Mind.” (58) While Diony employs Berkeleian
ideals as a foundation for her developing identity,
she avoids the solipsism which can result, by explor-
ing and engaging the external environment. At times
though, the philosophy fails her: “Over this lay an-
other way of knowing, and she saw clearly how little
she could comprehend of those powers on the other
side” (274). The hardships of the frontier make ev-
ident “the hostility of the forest to her life,” and she
finds that “The indefiniteness of the outside earth,
beyond herself, became a terror” (275). Despite this
fear, she discovers both strength and love within her-
self, which ultimately help her sense an imminent,
redemptive order in the universe.

Roberts’s use of Berkeley’s subjectivist philosophy
enriches the novel on a number of levels. It provides
her with the opportunity to describe and explore the
natural world with impressionistic vivacity. The
Great Meadow, like Roberts’s other works, depicts a
powerful sense of place, evocative of a deep under-
standing of the local landscapes. H.R. Stoneback ex-
plains that on a literary level, “The most extraordi -
nary thing about her landscapes is the way they serve
as objective correlatives for the inner states of being
and feeling of her characters, usually young women
with an intense sacramental sense of connection with

the land [...]. But there are moments in Roberts
where the land stands for itself, where terra (the
earth) [...] is simultaneously oracular and sufficient
unto itself, beyond simile and metaphor, beyond
symbol” (66). This dual function of landscape
demonstrates Roberts’s artistic aspirations and her
ecological consciousness. The natural world and en-
vironment may serve as literary, cultural symbols,
but they also have intrinsic value.

Diony’s struggle with Berkeley’s philosophy also
reflects Roberts’s own thoughts on her creative en-
deavors. In her journal, Roberts explains her efforts
at “poetic realism”: “Somewhere there is a connection
between the world of the mind and the outer
order—It is the secret of the contact that we are after,
the point, the moment of union” (qtd. in Warren
xxviii). When Diony and the weary travelers rest
below the Cumberland Gap, she experiences just
such a moment of contact between her inner world
and the outer order. As Diony cools her feet in a
mountain stream, she listens to another traveler ex-
plain the route ahead over the mountain. She feels
the water become “a more intense reality, as if it were
more of itself than formerly, as if the gateway to be
seen from the south were related to the wimpling
flow of the creek, as if they were the same in some
breath-getting, leaping inner part of herself ” (163).
Scenes such as this occur throughout the novel, at-
testing to Roberts’s sensitivity to intimate, personal
human relationships with the environment, and her
attempt to render such moments of communion for
her readers.

Although the novel is full of idyllic scenes and ro-
manticized landscapes, Roberts inscribes telling mo-
ments of tension into the narrative. The settlers de-
cide to move to Kentucky for the promise of a new
life, based on the reports they receive from explorers
returning to Virginia from their surveys of the wil-
derness. Here Kentucky is described as an Edenic
paradise, a “promised land” with “soil rich like
cream.” The land is so fertile, they are told, that they
“wouldn’t have to raise a hand to cultivate” (10) (THE

BIBLE). They of course discover that the reality is not
as paradisiacal as they imagined. The isolation of the
settlement limits their supplies, and the long winters
mean scant food for survival. They must also contend
with recurring Indian raids, encouraged in part by
the British. The simple acts of grazing cows and rais-
ing crops is fraught with peril.

Roberts introduces more subtle tensions in her
story with the benefit of an ironic distance from the
limited omniscient narrator, and suggests something
of the ominous nature of the settler’s incursion into
the wilderness. On one hand, the reader is allowed
into Diony’s thought as she dreams about the devel-
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opment of the frontier, beginning modestly with
plowed fields, flocks of sheep, stone walls and fences.
Her dream grows to include farms and surplus crops,
markets, bridges, and finally the leisure and infra-
structure to allow for letters to pass from Kentucky
to Virginia (207–212). On the other hand, Roberts
moves well beyond the confines of the novel to sug-
gest the rippling ramifications of the settlers’ invasion
of the frontier. Two separate passages provide pastoral
depictions of birds, one of which, the Passenger Pi-
geon, was long extinct by the time Roberts wrote the
book; the other, the Ivory-Billed Woodpecker, was
well on its way to extinction. Such scenes can be read
in a number of ways: on their surface they seem like
romantic descriptions of wildlife; on another level
they serve as nostalgic reveries for creatures that have
been irrevocably lost; and finally they may be inter-
preted as subtle condemnations of the naïveté and
hubris of a people who mindlessly destroyed the bi-
ological diversity of the very “promised land” they
settled.

Ultimately, the novel provides three dialectical
perspectives on the wilderness and frontier. In
Robert’s words, figures such as Daniel Boone repre-
sent “the indefinite earth, the outside of chaos, but
he is an apostle to chaos to prepare it for man’s
order.” Next come the settlers like Diony, who “rep-
resents ordered life.” Finally there are those like Berk,
who “represents art” through his power of story-
telling, his ability to render the parts of experience
into a recognizable story—a story that demonstrates
humanity’s connections to the earth, and the spirit’s
freedom from determinism (qtd. in Stoneback 70).—
Michael J. Beilfuss
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Roosevelt, Theodore “Teddy”
(1858–1919)

As the twenty-sixth President of the United States
of America, Republican Theodore Roosevelt is re-
garded as one of the most significant environmental
Presidents in American history, as well as one of the
most engaging writers ever to sit in the oval office.

Born the fourth of six children to the affluent Dutch-
American Roosevelt family in 1858, “Teedie”—his
childhood nickname—was a sickly child. Burdened
with asthma, doctors cautioned Roosevelt to avoid
strenuous activity, which indirectly fostered his life-
long appreciation for the literary arts. The young
Roosevelt became an avid writer and reader, but re-
fused to allow impediments to permanently dictate
his lifestyle. Dynamic, dignified, and determined,
the adult Roosevelt disregarded his childhood cau-
tions to avoid “the strenuous life,” and embraced pre-
cisely that, by becoming an avid hunter, fisherman
and environmental enthusiast.

Roosevelt graduated magna cum laude from Har-
vard in 1880 with a Bachelor’s Degree in Natural
History. While at Harvard, Roosevelt continued to
cultivate his passion for sports and literary compo-
sition, as a boxer, and member both of the rowing
team and of the Alpha Delta Phi literary society, in
addition to editing a student magazine. Afterward,
he enrolled in Columbia Law School, leaving in 1881
to pursue a career as the youngest member of the
New York assembly. An enthusiastic legislator, Roo-
sevelt introduced one of the most significant bills
passed in the New York Assembly, the 1884 Reform
Charter Bill, which changed the political structure
of New York City, ending much abuse and exploita-
tion of power. Roosevelt relinquished his position as
assemblymen in 1884 after the simultaneous deaths
of his mother from typhoid fever, and first wife Alice
Hathaway from Bright’s Disease.

After these tragedies, Roosevelt sought refuge in
the isolation and immensity of the Western land-
scape. Moving to North Dakota Roosevelt explored
his profound and complementary interests in con-
servation, self-reliance and the proper role of gover-
nance in America. While there, Roosevelt combined
his passions for the outdoors and literature by writing
about the American frontier for Eastern magazines.
His writings were infused with an optimistic inter-
pretation of social Darwinism, echoing strong Amer-
ican values, such as ambition and strength, within
the context of frontier expansion.

After a particularly harsh winter killed-off much
of Roosevelt’s cattle herd, he moved back to New
York City to rekindle his political career. After failing
to garner the Republican candidacy for mayor of
New York City, he married his childhood sweetheart
Edith Kermit Carow, and in 1888, successfully reen-
tered the political realm as the United States Civil
Service Commissioner under Presidents Benjamin
Harrison and Grover Cleveland. In 1895, Roosevelt
accepted the position as president of the board of
New York City Police Commissioners, and during
his two-year tenure he radically reformed what was
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once the most corrupt police department in the
United States.

During the 1898 Spanish-American war, Roo-
sevelt, as the Assistant Secretary of the Navy, was in-
strumental in establishing the first U.S. volunteer
cavalry regiment, which consisted of citizens from
throughout the United States, and thereby garnered
a reputation as a national statesman. During the war,
at the battle of Kettle Hill to take San Juan, Puerto
Rico, Roosevelt courageously led his “Rough Rider”
brigade to victory, resulting both in immediate
celebrity acclaim, and much later in his posthumous
reception, in 2001, of the Medal of Honor—Amer-
ica’s highest military award.

Elected as the Republican Governor of New York
in autumn 1898, Roosevelt continued his enthusiastic
assault on political corruption and advocacy for social
reform. Establishing himself as a popular and capable
political force, Roosevelt was recommended as a run-
ning mate for William McKinley in the 1900 Presi-
dential election, which the dynamic pair subse -
quently won. As Vice-President, Roosevelt created
the Boone and Crockett club, an association “dedi-
cated to preserving wild game by promoting a degree
of restraint or so-called etiquette among sports
hunters,” a precursor to the enormously influential
Ducks Unlimited conservation group (THE CON-
SERVATION MOVEMENT). Less than a year later, after
the assassination of President McKinley on Septem -
ber 6th, 1901, Roosevelt was sworn in as America’s
twenty-sixth President. In 1904, Roosevelt secured
his second term as President, receiving an over-
whelming majority of the electoral votes; and over
the combined seven years of his presidency, he
worked tirelessly to enforce social and governmental
reform.

As President, some of Roosevelt’s most important
contributions came in the area of conservation policy,
and he devoted much time and effort to the preser-
vation and protection of wildlife, establishing a vig-
orous foundation for the wildlife refuge system. Roo-
sevelt established the Forest Reserves Act in 1891,
which empowered the president to set aside public
lands as national forests; and in 1905 the Forest Serv-
ice, which encouraged the efficient use of natural re-
sources while opposing exploitation and insensitive
development. Roosevelt’s support of the National
Reclamation Act (or Newlands Act) in 1902 gave the
federal government control over dam construction
and irrigation projects, while the Reclamation Act
brought scientific expertise to bear on the task. In
1906, Roosevelt extended federal control over the
“wonders of the west” through the Antiquities Act,
intended to preserve landmarks throughout Amer -
ica’s western frontier. In all, Roosevelt created 16 na-

tional monuments, 51 wildlife refuges, and five Na-
tional Parks, promoting the preservation of American
flora and fauna.

In addition to justly acquiring a sterling reputation
as President, Roosevelt was a prolific and popular
American author who published 18 books, including
his autobiography, and several articles, on an array
of subjects ranging from foreign policy to ranching
and wildlife, in poetry as well as prose. Perhaps his
most ambitious narrative was a four-volume history
entitled The Winning of the West (1889–1896), which
connected present-day Americans and their way of
life to that of their ancestors who endured the austere
conditions of the frontier. One of the more signifi -
cant periods in Roosevelt’s literary career occurred
just after his marriage to his second wife, Edith. Dur-
ing this period, in 1886, Roosevelt wrote a series of
articles on western life for Century Magazine (later
published as Ranch Life and the Hunting Trail), which
were influenced by his experience as a rancher and
sportsman in Dakota. Roosevelt’s depiction of the
West prompted many affluent Easterners to explore
the plains and foothills as curious tourists, prompting
the establishment of “Dude Ranches” (for urban
“dudes”). Although Roosevelt’s writings contributed
to the growth of a new western industry, more sig-
nificantly these narratives created a perception of
Western life as one imbued with distinctive “Amer-
ican” virtues such as self-reliance, honor, loyalty, and
determination, which made of the West a kind of
proving ground for the quintessential “American”
spirit.

Roosevelt’s writings about the Western frontier at
the turn of the century were complemented by the
increasing popularity of nature writing in general,
and Roosevelt’s high-profile reputation at one point
embroiled him in the “Nature Fakers Controversy,”
after a 1903 article by naturalist JOHN BURROUGHS

lambasted some nature writers for their fantastical,
often anthropomorphic depictions of wildlife. Roo-
sevelt published articles in support of his friend Bur-
roughs, claiming that authors who wrote fantastical
nature writings were sensationalists and crude exag-
gerators, and in fact coining the term “Nature Fakers”
in his 1907 article of the same name. Although Roo-
sevelt adored the wilderness, like most “conserva-
tionists” he perceived it as ultimately serving the pur-
pose of satisfying humans needs and advancing the
Anglo-Saxon race, a theme prevalent throughout his
life and writings.

While on an expedition into the Brazilian jungle
in 1916, Roosevelt contracted malaria which weak -
ened him and eventually lead to his death in 1919 at
the age of 60. His profound influence on the Amer-
ican west, and on America’s self-understanding—
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both as a writer and a statesmen—earned him a
Nobel Peace Prize in 1907, the title of Chief Scout
Citizen (an honor bestowed onto him alone by The
Boy Scouts of America), and a place among the il-
lustrious presidential giants portrayed on Mount
Rushmore.—Katrina Berry and Mitchell Grasser
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Outdoor Pastimes 
of an American Hunter,

Theodore Roosevelt (1908)
Outdoor Pastimes of an American Hunter chronicles

many of Roosevelt’s turn-of-the-century hunting
trips, arguing throughout for game protection and
wilderness preservation laws, especially in the Amer-
ican West. Parts of the book were originally pub -
lished throughout the 1890’s, in publications of the
Boone and Crockett Club. They were initially copy-
righted by the Forest and Stream Publishing Com-
pany, the company that published much popular
writing about the outdoors and sport hunting. The
selections chosen for Outdoor Pastimes were published
in book form by Charles Scribner’s Sons of New York
in 1905, at the beginning of Roosevelt’s second term
as President of the United States. By this time, Roo-
sevelt already had a well-established reputation as a
sport hunter, naturalist, writer, progressive politician,
and conservationist. These elements of his intellect
and his era are showcased in Outdoor Pastimes.

Outdoor Pastimes is divided into 11 chapters and
demonstrates the features typical of Roosevelt’s writ-
ing, and of many hunting narratives at the time.
Rather than organize his hunting stories chronolog-
ically, as one might expect, Roosevelt focuses each
chapter on experiences about hunting a particular
type of animal: cougars, bears, wolves, prongbucks,
mountain sheep, whitetail deer, mule-deer, and
round-horned elk. This organizational structure,
which suggests a catalog, indicates that the author is
composing a natural history as much as a hunting
narrative. Indeed this catalog-style of organization
characterized much of Roosevelt’s other naturalist
writing; his early Hunting Trips of a Ranchman
(1885), for example, not only focuses each chapter
on an animal, but arranges those chapters in a taxo-
nomic hierarchy (Phillipon 48).

Another notable feature of the book’s structure is
an opening letter addressed to the renowned nature
writer JOHN BURROUGHS. Dated October 2, 1905,
the letter expresses Roosevelt’s gratitude for Bur-
roughs’ contributions to literature of the outdoors.
He especially praises Burroughs for writing nonfic -
tion and presenting a realistic portrait of animals and
nature in his work. Roosevelt frequently insisted on
the realistic portrayal of nature in his own writing
(Altherr 16), and this attitude shines through in his
letter to Burroughs, where he argues that writing fic-
tion about animals, anthropomorphizing them, or
demonstrating any sentimentality towards them was
“useful ... in the way of encouraging people to the
right view of outdoor life and outdoor creatures,”
but was “unpardonable for any observer of nature.”
As a keen “observer of nature,” Roosevelt heavily em-
phasizes the realistic depiction of animals in the wild,
making Outdoor Pastimes also a natural history of
big game animals in the West.

Another prominent feature of Outdoor Pastimes is
the inclusion of more than four dozen photographs,
inserted on separate pages throughout the text. These
photographs show a variety of stages in the hunting
process, such as wide-angle views of Roosevelt and
his fellow hunters on the chase; a bobcat, alive, up
in a tree; a bear, killed, on the ground between two
rocks; Roosevelt and fellow hunters showing off the
coyotes they have killed; and men standing outside
tents and at campfires. Photographic images were
novel to include in books at the time and added to
the depiction of “the real”—Roosevelt’s realistic ver-
sion of the hunting process and of animals in their
natural habitats.

The text of each chapter meets the expectations
for realism established by the structure, the letter to
Burroughs, and the photographic images. It blends
a lively hunting narrative with detailed observations
of big game animals. The hunting narratives are often
a blow-by-blow account of a chase, and include de-
tails about Roosevelt’s traveling companions, includ-
ing his trip with John Burroughs, and a visit with
JOHN MUIR. Meanwhile, the text’s scientific dispo-
sition is evidenced in the inclusion of tables, such as
the one in Chapter I, “With the Cougar Hounds,”
which records the weight, length, gender, and color
of the cougars killed on a hunting expedition (31).
The text also provides descriptions of big game an-
imals and histories of each species. Chapter VIII,
“The Wapiti, or Round-Horned Elk,” for example,
provides a lengthy account of this nearly-extinct an-
imal, its lifecycle, mating habits, diet, and range. Im-
portantly, Roosevelt accounts for changes in the
wapiti’s lifestyle, tracing those changes to over-hunt-
ing and the disruption of its natural habitat. He
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 explains how settlement and eager hunting has lim-
ited the range of this type of elk, which he calls “the
largest and stateliest deer in the world” to just a few
areas of the West, where once it also roamed far East
and North in the United States (256). In methodical
and observant accounts like these, Roosevelt lays the
empirical and authoritative foundations for wilder-
ness conservation.

Perhaps the most important chapter of Outdoor
Pastimes comes near the end, in Chapter IX,“Wilder -
ness Reserves; The Yellowstone Park.” In this chapter,
Roosevelt argues that the disappearance of the big
game animals can best be remedied by wilderness
preservation on a national scale. He makes a direct
plea to his readers to “strike hands with the far-
sighted men who wish to preserve our material re-
sources in the effort to keep our forests and our game
beasts, game birds, and game fish ... from wanton
destruction” (289). He argues that preservation as a
national policy is “essentially a democratic move-
ment,” one that benefits “all lovers of nature,” even
those who do “not possess vast wealth” (289). It is
important to note that Roosevelt argues here to pre-
serve “large tracts of wilderness” which are “valueless
for agricultural purposes and unfit for settlement”
(289). Preservationists frequently argued that in-
tended parklands were useless for any purpose other
than recreation, and in the early progressive era, that
recreation had to be couched in terms of its demo-
cratic reach.

While Americans still champion parklands and
democratic recreation, there are undertones of elitism
throughout Outdoor Pastimes that may trouble the
contemporary reader. For example, the book furthers
Roosevelt’s view that hunting is a “manly sport,” and
preserving the Western land and big game animals
was arguably about preserving the “manliness” of the
propertied white American male—and all the priv-
ileges that came with it. Furthermore, Roosevelt’s
depiction of the violent slaughter of animals may dis-
turb modern readers. Roosevelt and his hunting
companions considered themselves “hunter-natural-
ists,” which meant that they insisted on the relation-
ship between hunting and scientific study, and abided
by a code of sportsmanship (see Altherr). But despite
this scientific disposition, and rules for “fair chase,”
it can be difficult to see how the hunting of the
“hunter-naturalists” was any different from that of
the “savage” Indians they so despised.

Contemporary readers and environmentalists
might also criticize such “hunter-naturalists” by not-
ing that they were motivated by the recreational in-
terests of the upper-class, white, land-owning and
often office-holding American men. But the influ -
ence of books like Outdoor Pastimes cannot be over-

looked. The movement to preserve the rapidly de-
creasing big game animals in the western United
States gave rise to early conservation laws and wil-
derness preserves, many under the purview of Pres-
ident Roosevelt himself (THE CONSERVATION MOVE-
MENT). And, it is important to remember that
Roosevelt and other such hunters were, at heart,
lovers of nature, keen observers of ecosystems, and
truly far-sighted in their preservation policies—
much like many members of the modern “Ducks
Unlimited” conservation society. With this in mind,
Outdoor Pastimes marks a significant turning point
in American environmental consciousness.—R.
Lindsay Dunne
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Rowlandson, Mary 
(c. 1637–1711)

Born Mary White in Somersetshire, England, the
Puritan Mary Rowlandson migrated to America with
her family as a young woman, and eventually settled
and married John Rowlandson in Lancaster, Massa-
chusetts in 1656, on the frontier of that time. When
Lancaster came under attack from neighboring In-
dians in 1675, Mary Rowlandson and her three chil-
dren were among the hostages taken. For almost four
months she was forced to follow the Indians as they
fled the colony militia’s pursuit, deep into the dreaded
Puritan “wilderness” (THE BIBLE), until finally being
ransomed, for 20 pounds raised by the women of
Boston in a public subscription. Her detailed and
searching account of her captivity was later published
as the Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of
Mrs. Mary Rowlandson (1682), and offered her con-
temporaries (and us) a telling insight into America’s
“other”—and themselves.

Beyond its unique insights into the life and envi-
ronment beyond the narrow confines of colonial ex-
istence, Rowlandson’s narrative transforms the au-
thor’s physical experience into a spiritual one that
could be used for didactic purposes in the Puritan
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community, and employs Puritan rhetoric to develop
a profoundly important American construct—that
of the wilderness. The Puritan practice of typology,
reading people and events from the Old Testament
as prefiguring people and events in the New Testa-
ment, which in turn was read to prefigure people and
events in New England, shaped Rowlandson’s re-
sponse to the forest through which she travelled.
Everything she witnesses or experiences is a sign from
God that she must “read.” Rowlandson’s text, organ-
ized in a series of twenty chapters chronicling what
she calls “removes,” is an example of a travel narra -
tive; but more importantly, it is a tale of spiritual
growth and faith couched in descriptions of her en-
vironment.

The focus of the narrative, then, is not just on
Rowland’s physical hardships in the natural environ-
ment (from which the Indians are, for Rowlandson,
barely distinguishable), but on her being cast out of
Eden into the wilderness as punishment for not lead-
ing a godly life. The wilderness becomes a metaphor
for all the afflictions that come in a life that is empty
of God’s grace. The dark forests and deep rivers,
sucking swamps and bogs, are all described in a way
that reveals the darkness of life outside of the light.
Rowlandson admits of occasional kindness from her
captors, but never wavers in her conviction that the
Indians are vastly inferior to the Puritans and behave
monstrously.

There is a tension throughout the narrative be-
tween civilization, defined by life in the villages of
the Englishmen, particularly of Lancaster, Massa-
chusetts, which was on the western edge of the Pu-
ritan settlements; and barbarism, the life defined, ef-
fectively, by how the Indians lived. Of particular
recollection in her narrative are the foods that she
ate, or more often than not, that the Indians ate and
would not share with her. Rowlandson’s constant
hunger leads her to comment frequently on the
search for food, providing insight into how the In-
dians found sustenance in the wilderness. The
Indians spend a large part of their day gathering food
from the forest—game when they can get it, but
more often ground nuts, acorns, even tree bark. The
forest is generally described in vague terms: wilder-
ness, dark, cold—and a few rivers and other geo-
graphical features that she can identify. In terms of
food, however, Rowlandson provides great detail,
particularly of items that formerly she would not
have deigned to eat (horse liver, bear meat in broth,
boiled horse hooves).

Rowlandson does her best to understand the seem-
ingly erratic wandering of the Indians as they evade
the English, and to adjust to life in the forest as she
awaits deliverance. The importance of identifying

places and features as she marches, however, is sec-
ondary to her desire to clothe her experience of the
physical wilderness in terms of the allegorical spiri -
tual wilderness that her Puritan readers would ap-
preciate. “For virtually every [...] description of ge-
ography,” David Mazel points out, Rowlandson
evokes an accompanying “biblical landscape” (Mazel
52). In the Sixteenth Remove, Rowlandson recalls,

We began this Remove with wading over Baquaug
River. The water was up to the knee and the
stream very swift, and so cold, that I thought it
would have cut me in sunder. I was so weak and
feeble, that I reeled as I went along, and thought
there I must end my days at last, after my bearing
and getting through so many difficulties.... The
Lord gave me experience of the truth goodness of
that promise, Isa. 43. 2. When thou passest thor-
ough the waters I will be with thee, and: thorough
the rivers, they shall not overflow thee.

Her relation of her time in the forest is thus
colored significantly by the Puritan rhetoric of “wil-
derness,” and what wilderness means in both spiritual
and mundane parlance.

The term looms large in American literature. No
matter that the land was cultivated by native peoples
before the arrival of the Puritans; WILLIAM BRAD -
FORD would set the precedence for viewing the land-
scape as a “hideous and desolate wilderness, full of
wild beasts and wild men.” In Rowlandson, as in
other Puritan authors, the wilderness was more of a
mere signifier for what was absent—civilization. The
settlements strove to tame the wilderness, to cultivate
civilization in the form of gardens and structures,
supplying what the vast forests lacked. The wilder -
ness was everything that was fearful for the early set-
tlers: a lack of light, of amenities, of easily obtainable
food. It was not celebrated for its beauty, but reviled
for its impenetrable mysteries.

It is this impenetrable mystery that non–Puritan
writers such as THOMAS MORTON, and later authors
such as JAMES FENIMORE COOPER cherished. Unlike
these authors, Rowlandson writes from the perspec-
tive and through the lense of Puritan spirituality.
Thus, although the daily lives of her Indian captors
and the Puritans themselves would have been pred-
icated on the sustenance that the forests and fields
offered them, Rowlandson was unable to shake the
allegorical descriptions of her journey, to provide the
modern reader with a real look at the New England
wilderness; and her reader is ultimately left with a
deeper (but no less valuable) understanding of how
she saw, than what she saw.—Patricia Kennedy Bos-
tian
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Santayana, George (1863–1952)
George Santayana, a leading figure in classical

American Philosophy, was born in 1863 in Madrid,
Spain. His father studied law and eventually became
governor of Batang Island in the Philippines, and his
mother was the daughter of a Spanish diplomat.
When Santayana was eight, his father sent him to
live with his mother, who had relocated to Boston
to raise children from a previous marriage. He
entered Harvard College in 1882, and after complet-
ing his doctorate there, was appointed an instructor
of philosophy at Harvard, a position he held until
1912. While at Harvard, the American philosopher
William James was among his teachers, and his no-
table students included T.S. ELIOT, WALLACE STE -
VENS, ROBERT FROST, and Conrad Aiken, all of
whose work reflects his influence. He was a popular
teacher, yet resigned despite the protests of the col-
lege, feeling that American academia had become of-
fensively business-oriented, and that philosophy as
a discipline had lost its sense of the “good life” and
the celebration that is the philosopher’s essential task.
After spending the years of the Great War in Oxford,
he traveled extensively throughout Europe for the
rest of his life, producing a voluminous oeuvre that
includes poetry, essays, a best-selling novel and an
autobiography.

In 1923, Santayana published Skepticism and An-
imal Faith, generally considered the inaugural work
of his mature naturalist philosophy. In contrast to
his earlier writing, this work represents an “ontolog-
ical turn” toward materialism and away from the sub-
jectivist, anthropocentric philosophy that dominated
his previous period. This shift in Santayana’s think -
ing was generally consistent with the broader mod-
ernist trend of rejecting the idealism of the nine -
teenth century. He believed that consciousness is a
byproduct of nature, and took as the starting point
of his philosophical system the simple fact that
human beings are animals acting in the natural
world. John Lachs, who has written extensively on
Santayana, explains the work’s central concept, “an-
imal faith,” as follows: “Although this environment
is vast and sometimes treacherous, we approach it
with ‘animal faith,’ an unreflective confidence in its

basic structures. For a philosophy to have relevance
to life it must be a discernment and critical articula-
tion of the details of this trust” (Lachs 42).

This animal faith in certain features of the natural
environment is not a matter of reason; it is simply
expressed in an animal’s observable interaction with
its environment. Nor is such faith religious or spir-
itual, but more akin to “common sense,” which may
or may not reach the level of consciousness. For San-
tayana, the philosopher’s task is to determine through
observation what the tenets of this common faith are,
as a means of understanding humanity’s place in the
world. This project represents a radical break with
rationalist philosophy, whose criterion for knowledge
is certainty. Santayana considers such a criterion
laughably impractical, even dishonest, and routinely
illustrates the dishonesty of the rationalist position
with reference to the most basic natural behaviors,
such as eating. For example, there is no use in theo-
rizing that the bread in my pantry is nothing more
than an effect of consciousness if, whenever I am
hungry, I eat it without hesitation. In rejecting the
idea that the world is determined by cognition, and
claiming instead that the world is there to be en-
countered, often in a semi- or even unconscious
manner, Santayana’s thought shares something with
the pragmatism of his teacher and colleague William
James. One can detect this similarity in the preface
to Skepticism and Animal Faith: “I think that com -
mon sense, in a rough dogged way, is technically
sounder than the special schools of philosophy, each
of which squints and overlooks half the facts and half
the difficulties in its eagerness to find in some detail
the key to the whole ... I stand in philosophy exactly
where I stand in daily life; I should not be honest
otherwise” (Skepticism 3–4).

While Santayana’s starting point is the observable
interaction between animals and the natural world,
he leaves the empirical study of nature to science.
“Speculations about the natural world, such as those
of the Ionian philosophers, are not metaphysics, but
simply cosmology or natural philosophy. Now in
natural philosophy I am a decided materialist—ap-
parently the only one living ... I do not profess to
know what matter is in itself, and feel no confidence
in the divination of those esprits forts who, leading a
life of vice, thought the universe must be composed
of nothing but dice and billiard-balls” (Skepticism
5). Thus, Santayana draws a clear line between meta-
physics and his own interest in matter and nature,
which is to identify the pervasive, often subterranean
and automatic beliefs we have about them. Lachs ar-
gues that “his belief in the autonomy of science func-
tioned like a double-edged sword. On the one hand,
it served to control the excesses of philosophers in
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trying to compete with science on the basis of mere
speculation or moral demands. On the other hand,
however, it placed sharp limits on the scope of sci-
ence, restricting its valid application to the sphere of
nature alone” (Lachs 7). The metaphysical inade -
quacy of science is reflected in the fact that we never
lose our sense of wonder at the sheer irrational facts
of life and death, no matter how many “facts” we
may learn about the composition of matter (Lachs
14).

Matter, Santayana famously said, is “the insane
emphasis” of existence (Lachs 13). His radical mate-
rialism extends to the claim that matter is the basis
for all thought; without matter, there would be no
consciousness, no morality, and no spirit. The or-
ganism’s expectations and fears vis-à-vis its environ-
ment determine the shape of its internal life, its
views, and whatever may be called subjectivity. The
“soul” too is material, arising out of organic experi-
ence. In Santayana’s system, the “psyche” or animat-
ing force of an organism has nothing to do with cog-
nition but rather with natural contingency: “The
environment determines the occasions on which in-
tuitions arise, the psyche—the inherited organization
of the animal—determines their form, and ancient
conditions of life on earth no doubt determined
which psyches should arise and prosper; and prob -
ably many forms of intuition, unthinkable to man,
express the facts and the rhythms of nature to other
animal minds” (Skepticism 81–2). The idea that na -
ture determines excellence is Aristotelian, and San-
tayana had, in addition to his American pragmatism,
an avowed affinity for classical Greek philosophy
(Hodges and Lachs 47).

The first section of Skepticism and Animal Faith
establishes, in Cartesian fashion, a method of rea-
soning through doubt. But ultimately, Santayana’s
doubt is more total than Descartes’, since he holds
that nothing, not even the existence of the mind or
the self, can be known with certainty. This conclu-
sion, however, does not trouble him. Rather, he pres-
ents his philosophical system as an alternative to
skepticism, to which he objects primarily because its
practitioners contemplate thought without reference
to embodied experience. Any product of such me-
diation will bear no resemblance to human behavior,
as it ignores one of the basic tenets of animal faith:
that a world of objects exists independently of the
animal, and that he can affect and be affected by it.
Among the other tenets of animal faith are a belief
in memory and sensory information, and the organ-
ism’s ability to respond to his environment on the
basis of such information.

While the work of artists, in which Santayana had
a lifelong interest, is not evidence of animal faith, he

believed that art was a higher-order demonstration
of the human animal’s implicit belief in nature: “Art
is the true discoverer, the unimpeachable witness to
the reality of nature. The master of any art sees
nature from the inside, and works with her, or she
in him” (Skepticism 213). Santayana is himself often
praised for the beauty of his prose, and while his po-
etry has a good many critics, the poet and social the-
orist John Ransom Crowe wrote in 1937 that San-
tayana’s account of the realm of matter (developed
at length in The Realm of Matter [1930]) is “a great
literary achievement, and should be recommended
equally to soft-hearted sentimentalists and hard-
headed positivists. The account is more exciting than
Milton’s picture of Chaos, because nothing should
have been expected of Chaos except the chaotic, but
in nature we hope to find perfect animal fulfillments
and rational processes; for, though we may often have
been cheated, we have animal faith” (Ransom 411).
This is an artist’s eloquent articulation of the con-
viction, consistent throughout Santayana’s works,
that nature is where we will see ourselves most truly,
with our hopes for fulfillment and our sense of what
in life is good.—Katie Van Wert
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tion Movement

Sigourney, Lydia Howard
Huntley (1791–1865)

Lydia Sigourney (nee Lydia Howard Huntley), was
perhaps the most famous American literary woman
of the first half of the 19th century. Deemed “the
sweet singer of Hartford,” Sigourney was a prolific
and multifaceted writer, a devout Christian and a
dedicated educator. Sigourney’s verse and prose were
sentimental and often revolved around her principal
thematic binary of life and death. Her celebration of
religious and patriotic values, as well as her reputation
for intense moral integrity, combined with her tra-
ditional poetic rhythms and her talent for writing
commemorative poetry, strongly appealed to the
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 antebellum audience, allowing Sigourney to become
one of the first women in the United States to estab-
lish a successful career as a popular writer and edu-
cator.

Born in Norwich, Connecticut, the only child of
Zerviah Wentworthy Huntley and Ezekiel Huntley,
Sigourney was encouraged from an early age by her
parents, and by her father’s employer, Mrs. Daniel
Lathrop, to read and write. Sigourney’s life and work
were committed to education, writing and charity.
In 1811, after having pursued her own education,
Sigourney opened a school for young ladies with her
friend, Nancy Maria Hyde; and three years after this
school closed due to Hyde’s death, Sigourney, with
the assistance of family friend Daniel Wadsworth,
opened a second school for girls in Hartford. In ad-
dition to helping her establish an educational insti-
tution, Wadsworth was also instrumental in ensuring
the publication of Sigourney’s first book in 1815, a
piece of conduct literature entitled: Moral Pieces in
Prose and Verse.

Although Sigourney delayed marriage in favour
of caring for her aging parents, in 1819 she married
Charles Sigourney, a well-to-do widower 13 years her
senior. Charles openly objected to Sigourney’s writ -
ing career and preferred that she focus on her duties
as a wife and mother to the couple’s five children—
three from Charles’ previous marriage and two from
their marriage. Concealing her activities from Charles,
Sigourney continued to write and publish anony-
mously; however, when her husband’s prosperity
began to decline, and it became necessary to assist
her parents financially, Sigourney, determined to in-
tegrate her authorial ambitions with her domestic
duty, abandoned her anonymity and began to pub -
lish her writings under her own name—and at a re-
markable pace.

Collectively, and interestingly, these events shaped
Sigourney’s perspective as a female nature writer,
since her conviction that women could adhere to
their pastoral/patriarchal duties while pursuing their
personal and professional aspirations both provided
a context for her educational and written works and
illustrated her fundamental belief that all things in
nature strive for balance and equality; one does not
have supremacy over another. And this notion of the
complementarity of the human and natural worlds
is one that LAWRENCE BUELL deems a fundamental
trait of environmental literature, “the need for the
human order to accommodate itself to the natural
[and] vice versa” (Buell 48). These experiences also
contributed to Sigourney’s extraordinary ability to
perceive nature as both an insider and an outsider,
thus enabling her to represent the often painful but
always rewarding interdependence between humans

and nature—much like that which exists between
men and women—throughout her poetry.

While Sigourney began her writing career com-
posing social and domestic manuals for young girls—
Letters to Young Ladies (1833) is arguably her best
known work—it is her poetry, Victorian both in
convention and sentimentality, that established her
as an influential nature writer. Scenes in my Native
Land (1844), a collection of poems and essays on
American subjects, is Sigourney’s extended ode to
the landscape that surrounded her, and succeeds in
presenting a conservative, yet progressive vision of
19th-century American nature and culture. “Nia-
gara,” a poem from the compilation, evinces many
of the characteristics common to her poetry—reli-
gious and naturalistic fervour, romanticism, and a
fascination with the eternal and fecund cycle of life
and death—while celebrating the scenic grandeur of
an infant nation already teeming with notions of
splendour, supremacy and strength.

Flow on for ever, in thy glorious robe
Of terror and of beauty. Yea, flow on
Unfathom’d and resistless. God hath set
His rainbow on thy forehead, and the cloud
Mantled around thy feet. And he doth give
Thy voice of thunder power to speak of Him
Eternally—bidding the lip of man
Keep silence—and upon thine alter pour
Incense of awe-struck praise [11. 1–9].

The first stanza of this well-known poem describes
the vast, varied and unaffected scenery of early Amer-
ica using language that is representative of the dom-
inant and perseverant culture that grew alongside,
and increasingly encroached upon, that landscape.
The blending of these two worlds—nature and cul-
ture—highlights Sigourney’s view that harmony be-
tween the two is necessary for their mutual well-
being. Since culture and nature, like men and women,
must exist in the same sphere, they must do so in a
way that conduces to the health of both as independ-
ent yet mutually implicated entities. The role of re-
ligion in the poem strongly supports this thesis, as
both are regarded as integrated and unified creations
of God.

Another typical characteristic of Sigourney’s poe -
try is its welcoming of natural objects, such as insects
and birds, to speak for the poet, in an interesting
parallel to the work of her English contemporary, the
Romantic poet, William Blake. The Butterfly is a
prime example, not merely of this element of Sigour-
ney’s style, but of some of her central themes:

A butterfly bask’d on a baby’s grave,
Where a lily had chanced to grow:

“Why art thou here, with thy gaudy die,

Sigourney 276



When she of the blue and sparkling eye,
Must sleep in the churchyard low?”

Then it lightly soar’d through the sunny air,
And spoke from its shining track:

“I was a worm till I won my wings,
And she whom thou mourn’st like a seraph sings

Woulds’t thou call the bless’d one back?”

Sigourney’s resistance to the anthropocentric ten-
dencies of her age further illustrates her deep-seated
conviction that all living things maintain harmony
in flourishing nature—man holds no supremacy over
the butterfly, and ultimately no supremacy over any-
thing.

“The Dying Philosopher,” in an alternate collec-
tion entitled Poems (1827), advances deeper into this
conceptual landscape, and exemplifies Sigourney’s
preoccupation with death, decay and rebirth. The
dying eye has an alternative outlook on life and
death, and one that differs greatly from that of the
living eye, since the former is able to see beyond the
gap that seemingly exists between the two realms,
and therefore recognizes the inviolable connection
between the natural world and human culture.
Sigourney’s fascination with death highlights the fact
that humanity and nature both possess a God-like
invincibility—neither can be completely eradicated
by the other since they are part of each other; half-
created by each other, for each other, and utilized in
the same manner. Nature dies to give back to hu-
mans; humans die to give back to nature. Offering
a view from the philosopher’s deathbed as he “crept
forth to die among the trees” (1), the poet appeals to
Nature to let him die alone, outside, under the “holy
stars” (51), bringing him back to the earth, and il-
lustrating the mutual interdependence of human self
and nonhuman environment.

A devoted daughter, wife and mother, as well as
a gifted writer who composed and published over
200 articles and 67 books, including autobiog -
raphies, educational manuals and travel narratives,
as well as poetry, Sigourney died in 1865 at her home
in Hartford. Although her educational manuals ad-
vance feminist views striking for her time, it is her
deep admiration for nature that shines through her
poetry, and the themes and aspirations that shaped
her poetic oeuvre resonate as much or more today,
when the necessity for establishing a mutually benefi-
cial harmony between man and his natural environ-
ment is becoming ever more clear and pressing.—
Katrina Berry
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Silko, Leslie Marmon (1948–  )
Novelist, essayist, photographer and filmmaker,

Leslie Marmon Silko is best known for CEREMONY

(1977), the Native-American novel most assigned in
college and university courses for the last 30 years.
She is the recipient of many awards, including a 1980
National Endowment for the Humanities Grant to
make the film, Arrowboy and the Witches, based on
the traditional Pueblo story at the center of Ceremony.
In 1981, she received a John D. and Catherine T.
McArthur Foundation Fellowship.

Silko was born in 1948 in Albuquerque, New
Mexico and grew up on the outskirts of the Laguna
Pueblo in New Mexico. Her ancestry is mixed
Laguna Pueblo, Mexican and Caucasian. In her col-
lection of essays, Yellow Woman and a Beauty of the
Spirit, she recalls that at five years old, when she en-
tered a Bureau of Indian Affairs Day School at La-
guna, she was forbidden to speak the ancient Keres
language of her grandmothers, and this forced her
to express her Pueblo worldview in English. She also
instinctively knew that her mixed racial background
made her different from her Pueblo schoolmates. She
writes that life “at Laguna for me was a daily balanc-
ing act of Laguna beliefs and Laguna ways and the
ways of outsiders” (Silko, Yellow Woman 17).

Silko received her Bachelor’s degree at the Uni-
versity of New Mexico and then entered law school.
However, after three semesters, she decided “the only
way to seek justice was through the power of stories,”
so she dropped out to devote all her time to writing
(Silko, Yellow Woman 20). Silko’s creative endeavors
since then have consistently and compelling articu-
lated the connections between social and environ-
mental justice. Indeed, the founding documents of
both the environmental justice movement and the
global indigenous rights movement read like
anatomies of Silko’s overarching themes. Like The
Seventeen Principles of Environmental Justice, written
at the First National People of Color Environmental
Summit in 1991, Silko’s work affirms the sacredness
of Mother Earth and the ecological unity and inter-
dependence of all species, asserts the right of people
to be free from ecological destruction, and calls for
universal protection from toxic wastes that threaten
the fundamental right to clean air, land, water and
food (Principles 1, 4). Like the Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples, adopted by the United
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Nations General Assembly on September 13, 2007,
Silko’s work recognizes the right of indigenous peo-
ples to maintain, control, protect and develop their
cultural heritage, language, knowledge, lands and
resources.

Silko’s oeuvre has also helped to shape and chal-
lenge the expectations that readers bring to literary
works by Native American authors. Like the protag-
onists of earlier ground-breaking Native American
novels such as D’Arcy McNickle’s The Surrounded
and N. SCOTT MOMADAY’s HOUSE MADE OF DAWN,
the main protagonist of Silko’s Ceremony, Tayo, must
resist and survive oppressive practices both on and
off the reservation, and find his way back to home
and healing. After being captured by the Japanese
and surviving the Bataan Death March in the Philip-
pines, Tayo returns to the reservation still trying to
make sense of the death and destruction he has wit-
nessed. With the help of his grandmother and a half–
Navajo medicine man, Tayo begins to gather frag-
ments of his cultural and personal past, and piece
them together in ways that have meaning in the pres-
ent. This helps him to heal from both his cultural
alienation and his post-traumatic stress syndrome.
Silko clearly connects this personal quest for healing
with a larger process of healing Mother Earth. After
Betonie’s ceremony, Tayo stands at the edge of a large
uranium mine located outside Laguna Pueblo, and
finally comprehends what he terms a “monstrous de-
sign” of death and destruction that has affected all
life on the planet. He now sees the connections be-
tween the historical oppression of indigenous peoples
all over the globe, the exploitation of their resources,
the contamination of their lands, and the deadly
World War in which the uranium extracted near his
home was employed to kill non-indigenous people
thousands of miles away.

Silko’s highly anticipated second novel, ALMANAC

OF THE DEAD (1991), ranges from Africa to Mexico
to America, and tells the seemingly fragmented
stories of a cast of over fifty characters, including
slave traders, indigenous rebels, murderers, healers,
and ecowarriors. What holds these stories together
is the motif of a character returning to Laguna
Pueblo. As she did in Ceremony, Silko again employs
a return home to draw attention to the ways that
powerful nations and multi-national corporations
sacrifice marginalized peoples and their resources to
profit in the global economy. Sterling, a Laguna
Pueblo man, retires from his railway job in California
and returns to New Mexico to spend his remaining
days with his own people. He is compelled, as was
Tayo, to crawl under the fence surrounding the now
abandoned uranium mine. He remembers when the
government first began sinking test holes in the fields

where the Laguna people were cultivating corn,
squash, and chili. Despite his elders’ opposition to
these tests, U.S. scientists and officials assured the
people that the mine would make the nation safe
from its enemies and simultaneously strengthen the
Pueblo economy. Unlike Ceremony, this novel does
not end with the main character simply reflecting on
a “monstrous design” of death and destruction. In-
stead, an indigenous Army of Retribution and Justice
is marching from Central America towards the U.S.–
Mexico border, and groups of non-indigenous and
indigenous people are meeting together at a Holistic
Healers Convention in Tucson, Arizona. Together,
these people are working together for constructive
change. Thus, Almanac of the Dead fictionally illus-
trates the stated goals of the UN Declaration on In-
digenous Rights, to recognize the richness and di-
versity of all peoples, while at the same time affirming
the right of indigenous peoples to organize for po-
litical, economic, social, cultural and environmental
protection of their cultures, lands, and resources

In Gardens in the Dunes (2000), Silko explores in
depth the assault on indigenous agricultural practices
and foodways that has taken place since the begin -
ning of the colonial era in the Americas. Once again,
Silko employs the motif of an indigenous character
being forced away from a beloved homeplace, then,
after travel in distant lands, returning home to work
for the healing and well-being of her community.
The main protagonist, Indigo, is a small Native
American girl being raised in the late 1800s by her
grandmother and taught traditional subsistence
farming in the desert American Southwest. Caught
by U.S. government soldiers and sent to a boarding
school in California, Indigo escapes and is later
adopted by Hattie and Edward, a wealthy white
American intellectual couple interested in botany.
While Hattie seems genuinely interested in Indigo’s
welfare, and takes her on an extended educational
tour through Europe, visiting the gardens of the
wealthy, Edward is clearly more self-interested. He
is engaged in what prominent environmental thinker
and physicist, Vandana Shiva, has termed “biopir -
acy” or the unscrupulous appropriation of the “seeds,
medicinal plants, and medical knowledge” of the
“original owners and innovators” of indigenous flora
and fauna (Shiva 4). By juxtaposing Edward’s quest
for bioprofits with Indigo’s struggle for the continued
practice of traditional indigenous agriculture, Silko’s
novel imaginatively anticipates (and illustrates) the
rationale for the 2007 UN Declaration regarding the
right of indigenous peoples to maintain and control
their own “knowledge of the properties of fauna and
flora” (Article 31).—Joni Adamson
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Almanac of the Dead, 
Leslie Marmon Silko (1991)

Early reviewers of Leslie Marmon Silko’s Almanac
of the Dead admitted their disappointment at finding
the novel so different from Silko’s previous works.
Almanac lacked the focus on Native American sto-
rytelling and healing practices found in Storyteller
and CEREMONY, and, instead, focused on an Army of
Retribution and Justice marching from Mexico to-
wards the U.S., along with other loosely linked stories
about ecowarriors, politicians, biotechnologists, mil-
itary generals, and murderers.

Nearly two decades later, critical appreciation of
Almanac of the Dead has increased dramatically as
the novel has taken a prominent place among works
described as “literature of environmental justice”
(Adamson 129). This genre recasts environmental is-
sues as social and economic justice issues, in works
such as SIMON ORTIZ’s FIGHT BACK, Octavia Butler’s
Xenogenesis series, Ana Castillo’s So Far from God,
Jonathon Harr’s A Civil Action, LINDA HOGAN’s Solar
Storms, and Karen Tei Yamashita’s Tropic of Orange.
These works differ from other American environ-
mental literature written since the 1980’s, which
reflects what Cynthia Deitering terms a “toxic con-
sciousness.” Novels such as John Cheever’s Oh What
a Paradise It Seems, DON DELILLO’s WHITE NOISE,
and John Updike’s Rabbit at Rest describe America

not so much in terms of what it produces but what
it wastes; and their typical protagonist, writes Deit-
ering, struggles in some way with the imminence of
ecological collapse while dreaming of a “pastoral
homesite associated with innocence and harvest”
(200).

In contrast, characters in the literature of environ-
mental justice recognize that dreaming will not solve
such complex problems. These characters actively re-
sist state and corporate actions that put their cultures
and environments at risk, and are often modeled on
actual community or activist groups. For example,
Almanac of the Dead’s ecowarriors respond to threats
to the environment posed by the construction of
dams by engaging in monkeywrenching tactics
similar to those of the real-life environmentalist
group EarthFirst! (CONSERVATION MOVEMENT).
Silko’s fictional Army of Retribution and Justice ac-
tively defend their community from corrupt military
generals and greedy corporate schemers, and seem
modeled on leaders of the “Zapatistas,” an activist
group working in Chiapas, Mexico, in the decade
before Silko published Almanac. In 1994, the Zap-
atistas rebelled against the Mexican government for
its signing of the North American Free Trade Agree-
ment, or NAFTA. Zapatistas leaders stated that they
would oppose implementation of NAFTA because
it favored large, corporate agribusiness, and thus im-
poverished the indigenous farming communities they
represented (Adamson 131–136). As T.V. Reed writes,
Almanac was widely read in Chiapas in the years be-
fore the rebellion. But whether or not Silko was aware
of the Zapatistas’ activities and modeled her charac-
ters on them, or the rebels took inspiration from the
novel, is less important than the obvious affinities
between the imagined and real activism. There “is
nothing accidental in this coalescence,” Reed con-
cludes, “around issues of social and environmental
justice” (34).

Almanac has also garnered increasing respect
among readers and critics interested in the new
ground the novel claimed for both Native American
fiction and environmental literature. Dismissing the
boundaries some critics have drawn around “authen-
tic” Native American literature, and others have
drawn around “nature writing,” Silko insists that she
is not afraid to write about the survival of people and
the Earth in ways that may not respect the supposed
borders of these genres. As she told interviewer Laura
Coltelli, those who would understand her project
must put aside ambiguous notions of “novelist merit”
and read her book—as the title clearly indicates—
as an almanac (Coltelli 151). Silko’s work was inspired
by the ancient Mayan hieroglyphic almanacs, or
codices, that priests once used to teach children about
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their culture, mathematics, history, royal lineages,
rituals, and prayers (Adamson 136–140). By weaving
elements of the Mayan almanacs into her novel, Silko
dispels the notion that “Native American literature”
and “nature writing” are new genres that first emerged
in the 1960’s, reminding her readers that indigenous
American peoples have been orally recording and
writing about their cultures and environments for
hundreds, even thousands of years.

In the novel, a secret “almanac” is in the possession
of Yoeme, a Yaqui Indian grandmother who survived
the 1910 Mexican Revolution. Yoeme is the most re-
cent “keeper of the almanac.” For hundreds of years,
the “keepers” have augmented the original Mayan
texts with additional documents, including early co-
lonial American “farmer’s almanacs” (Silko 570).
Yoeme knows that from the 1600’s until the early
1800’s, American farmers believed that the earth was
alive and that the sun, moon, and stars influenced
both the human body and the land. By following the
advice in their almanacs (watching the seasons
closely, observing changes in plants, dancing in the
fields to encourage fertility, etc.), good colonial farm-
ers hoped Mother Earth would provide them with a
bounteous harvest (Adamson 143). Yoeme, a twen-
tieth-century witness to the devastating damage
being done to the earth, collects copies of these al-
manacs to document the fact that Euro-American
peoples did not always believe that the Earth was
inert matter that could be exploited for personal gain.
She and other keepers also add their own personal
histories and newspaper articles detailing crimes,
atrocities, and indigenous uprisings to their collec -
tion of documents. Sensing she is nearing her death,
Yoeme passes the collection down to her twin grand-
daughters, Lecha and Zeta Cazador, explaining that
the book would tell them “who they were and where
they had come from” (Silko 246). With these docu-
ments, Lecha, Zeta, and others who care about the
Earth, will be able to see that the natural world has
been interpreted differently by diverse groups of peo-
ple throughout history. No one group should be al-
lowed to impose their interpretation on others, es-
pecially if that interpretation might lead, as Yoeme
puts it, to the end of all life on the Earth (Silko 719).

Leche asks her Anglo-American assistant, Seese,
to type and save all the documents onto a computer
so that they will be safe and increasingly useful to
them in their work to support a growing transna-
tional, multi-ethnic network of groups that includes
the Army of Retribution and an army of the home-
less. The implication of Lecha’s and Seese’s work is
that saving humans and the Earth will require a deep
understanding of the historical roots of ecological
crisis, and thorough preparation to enter into dia -

logue with international politicians, bankers, corpo-
rate executives, and developers over what it will mean
to protect the planet. The almanac offers indigenous
people and their non-indigenous allies the informa-
tion they will need to come to the negotiation table
prepared for the discussions. Thus, Silko’s action-
oriented characters offer profound insight into the
80 years of dedicated work by actual indigenous lead-
ers from all over the world who wrote and, along with
their non-indigenous allies, organized the campaign
for adoption of the United Nations Declara tion on
Indigenous Rights (see “About UNPFII and a Brief
History”). Reading the 41 Articles of the Declaration
offers insight into the reasons why Silko’s indigenous
activists travel to a Holistic Healer’s Conference near
the end of the novel, and illuminates the goals of
their work. At the Conference, these characters insist
that saving the Earth will require an end to murder,
rape, discrimination, illegal appropriation of lands,
and unethical exploitation of natural resources.

The novel ends before Silko’s fictional army takes
any action, and thus seems to some inconclusive.
However, the work is clearly more concerned with
the modest task of sowing, rather than hasty reaping,
and the Holistic Healers Convention simply but pro-
foundly suggests that those who care about the future
need most of all to remember the past, form effective
alliances, and engage in innovative actions that work
towards social, economic and environmental jus-
tice.—Joni Adamson
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Ceremony, 
Leslie Marmon Silko (1977)

Since the publication of Ceremony, the novel’s
highly favorable critical reception has extended
through a host of varied disciplines, with literary,
cultural, philosophical or historical emphases. What
begins as the story of a young World War II veteran’s
struggle to confront his psychological trauma, com-
pounded by the war and witnessing his cousin’s
death, evolves into an examination of the intercon-
nected natural and social forces shaping an individ-
ual’s life. Confronting the horrors of his war experi-
ence, Tayo also encounters elements of Pueblo Indian
history and tradition, contends with his disjointed
family and his racially and socially liminal experi-
ences, and struggles with potentially crippling feel -
ings of bafflement, loss and anger. The novel’s non-
linear temporality adds psychological realism to
Tayo’s emotional disruption, as well as developing
the Indian perception of the simultaneity of past and
present, thereby connecting the mythic to the real.
Through the guidance of several Pueblan “Yellow
Woman” avatars, Tayo overcomes his spiritual mor-
bidity (reflected in part by the pervasive drought
dominating the narrative), recognizes the choices be-
fore him, and ultimately reconnects with both nature
and life.

Building on Keresan (Pueblo) beliefs, Silko con-
nects the negative and destructive forces, within in-
dividuals and society alike, to witchery and the
efforts of “the destroyers,” the personification of all
things antithetical to life and happiness. The myth
the shaman Betonie recounts to Tayo particularly
emphasizes the destroyers’ antipathy to the land:
“They grow away from the earth.... The world is a
dead thing for them.... They see no life” (125). Al-
though witchery may often occur in a direct and de-
liberate form, such as in Emo’s attempt to destroy
Tayo, it also appears in a broader and analogous con-
text as part of human selfishness, insensitivity, and
cruelty to creatures, other men, and the land. Having
established such a complex but integral basis for the
psychic and social disjunction that Tayo and the oth-
ers experience, Silko interweaves the historic confis-
cation and destruction of Indian homelands, the re-
pression of native culture and its religious connection
to nature, and the breakdown of familial and tribal
social structure because of white cultural hegemony.
His mother Laura’s need for white acceptance, and
her subsequent ruin and death, erode Tayo’s emo-
tional stability and identity. His Aunt Thelma’s
adoption of white social and religious values pre -
cludes her following traditional Laguna principles of
accepting and nurturing family members. She dis-

dains Tayo for his illegitimacy and mixed ancestry,
and turns her son Rocky away from Laguna tra -
ditions so that he might better succeed in the white
world. Floyd Lee’s proprietary fencing of the sacred
mountain Tse-pi’na (Mt. Taylor) and the nearby ura-
nium mines exemplify further the dominant culture’s
disregard for the land and its people. As an embod-
iment of such evil, Tayo’s nemesis Emo reveals an
intense self-hatred through his contempt for his own
heritage and nature : “Look. Here’s the Indians’
mother earth! Old dried up thing!” (27). Emo desires
power, and derives pleasure from killing and destruc-
tion; his bag of teeth taken from a Japanese colonel
illustrates his connection to the destroyers and witch-
ery. The intense enmity that Emo bears toward Tayo
establishes them as opposing forces of death and life,
and lays the groundwork for the novel’s final con-
frontation, which Tayo must surmount to complete
his healing.

Within the Keresan mythological subtext of tribal
stories that parallel Tayo’s struggle to overcome his
alienation, Silko introduces different avatars of the
Yellow Woman, who guide Tayo. This deity often
accompanies the hunter figure, manages the game,
and brings rain. Because Yellow Woman unites the
agrarian dimension of Pueblo culture with the hunt-
ing elements, to create a productive environment,
she becomes a goddess of fertility. Moreover, in a
striking reversal of America’s traditional lines of cul-
tural influence, her activity has the power to restore
missing or damaged components of society. Often
perceived as an agent of transformation, she develops
models necessary for adjustment or renewal, and re-
veals the importance of change to cultural strength
and continuity.

Silko inscribes Betonie’s grandmother, and by ex-
tension Betonie, Night Swan, and Ts’eh, as embod-
iments of different manifestations of Yellow Woman,
who guide Tayo. In a distant past, Betonie’s grand-
mother recognizes the growing power of the destroy-
ers, and with her husband, the shaman Descheeny,
constructs a strategy to counter their destructive
threat. She trains Betonie from his childhood in the
magic necessary to work against destroyers; conse-
quently, Betonie’s assistance in Tayo’s healing and
instruction originates with her. Night Swan, the first
Yellow Woman manifestation Tayo encounters, sex-
ually and emotionally initiates the adolescent Tayo
to counter his alienation, to instruct him about the
importance of change, and to prepare him for his fu-
ture: “Indians or Mexicans or whites—most people
are afraid of change.... They are fools.... But remem-
ber this day. You will recognize it later. You are part
of it now” (92). Night Swan also prompts Josiah to
purchase Ulibarri’s Mexican cattle to liberate himself
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and Tayo from the frequently failed Indian attempts
to raise the demanding Hereford breed. The Mexican
cattle signify the necessary return to tradition, and
emerge as a model for a sustainable human relation-
ship to the land. Often described as deer-like, these
cattle exist in the harsh conditions of the Southwest,
eat the rough vegetation of the region, and survive
on minimal water. Rather than require more than
the land can provide, the cattle live a balanced exis-
tence within the parameters of their environment.
The herd, free roaming since Josiah’s death, becomes
the focus of Tayo’s quest, and symbolizes his struggle
to confirm his connection to Nature and the land, as
well as to heal psychologically. As Night Swan assists
Josiah, Ts’eh Montaño aids Tayo in capturing the cat-
tle, thereby uniting him with the symbolic benignity
of the animals and establishing a spiritual connection
to Yellow Woman. The eventual establishment of the
herd, the addition of the healed, yellow bull, and the
birth of new calves, parallel Tayo’s own healing, re-
juvenation, and reintegration into the tribe.

Tayo’s relationship with Ts’eh, the most direct Yel-
low Woman manifestation, enables his regeneration
and his completion of the “ceremony.” Guided by
Betonie’s directions, Tayo initially encounters Ts’eh
in his attempt to regain his cattle. Both symbols and
colors attest to Ts’eh’s Yellow Woman persona in their
first meeting: a hunter is her companion, her blanket
has a storm cloud pattern, her moccasins have silver
rainbird buttons, and her features initially appear on
the Ka’t’sina antelope mask. Ts’eh’s name suggests
Ts’its’tsi’nako (see below) and the aforementioned
sacred mountain Tse-pi’na, and Montaño explicitly
connects her to the mountains, home to spirits like
Yellow Woman. Tayo’s subsequent meetings with
Ts’eh teach him to recognize the forces and intercon-
nectedness of nature, and to see himself again as part
of the web of existence spun by Ts’its’tsi’nako, the
Spider-Woman, a creative deity. In addition to per-
sonal fulfillment with Ts’eh, Tayo regains his aware-
ness of, sensitivity to, and concern for nature: he
spreads pollen, collects plants for propagation, and
helps Ts’eh make offerings at the ancient she-elk pet-
roglyph.

Ts’eh also shares her foreknowledge of the coming
conflict, to prepare Tayo for the destroyers and Emo.
Tayo must confront Emo alone: only he can choose
to follow or to reject witchery. His ability to contain
his anger and resist the temptation to kill Emo com-
pletes the story of the ceremony that now provides
others with the means to overcome modern witchery.
Tayo’s realization that “she had always loved him, she
had never left him; she had always been there” (237)
connects him with the earth and the feminine
eternal, through Yellow Woman and Ts’eh. Retelling

his story to the elders at the kiva integrates it into
tribal history, and signals Tayo’s successful healing
and full incorporation into the tribe and life—the
fulfillment of the “ceremony.”—Thomas P. Fair
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Simms, William Gilmore 
(1806–1870)

William Gilmore Simms was a leading literary
figure in the antebellum South. During his lifetime
he achieved national fame, and his contemporary
EDGAR ALLAN POE praised him as “The best novelist
this country has, on the whole, produced.” However,
Simms’s reputation declined quickly after his death,
and critics have only recently begun to reevaluate the
importance of his work. A reason for this may be, as
John Caldwell Guilds asserts, that Simms has been
“thought of primarily, and almost exclusively, as the
most important literary representation of the mind
of the Old South” (xiii); hence, after the civil war,
he was considered by many as little more than a sym-
bol of a vanquished culture, a stigma that Poe, the
other major antebellum southern writer, managed
to avoid. While Simms was an important and prolific
poet, essayist, critic, short story writer, and historian
during his lifetime, today he is remembered primarily
for his Revolutionary War novels, especially The Par-
tisan, and his border romances, such as Border
Beagles: A Tale of Mississippi.

Although Simms achieved national fame for his
writings, he largely stayed away from the major pub-
lishing centers in New England, instead spending his
entire life in his beloved South Carolina. Simms har-
bored disdain for the Northern states, frequently con-
demning in his writings what he called in 1838 the
“mercantile and money-loving condition of things”
in the “Yankee” region of the country. Simms’s two
essays from 1841, “The Good Farmer” and “The Ages
of Gold and Iron: From an Agricultural Oration,”
promote an agrarian lifestyle and, as James Everett
Kibler, Jr., writes, “posit a Southern way against what
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was becoming an urban, Northern ‘American’ one”
(Review). Simms was one of the chief critics of the
northern mentality of mercantilism and utilitarian-
ism. During and after the civil war, he was particu-
larly horrified by the destruction of southern land by
union troops, including the city of Columbia, which
he bitterly documented in his journalistic work A
City Laid Waste: The Capture, Sack, and Destruction
of the City of Columbia (1865).

Despite the limited critical attention he has re-
ceived, Simms is generally credited with at least one
important literary accomplishment: his sensitive rep-
resentation of Native Americans. Simms was among
the first to present a realistic and balanced rather than
romanticized picture of the American Indian. Unlike
JAMES FENIMORE COOPER, who relied largely on sec-
ondary sources for his information about Native
Americans, Simms drew from direct personal expe-
rience, having traveled extensively on the Southern
American frontier as a young man with his father,
and associated with various Indian tribes. In a letter
to O.J. Victor, Simms writes, “I have traveled, in
early years, greatly in the South and South West on
horseback, seeing the whole region from Carolina to
Mississippi personally, and as far back as 1825 when
2⁄3 was an Indian Country; ... I saw the red men in
their own homes; could imitate them in speech; im-
itate the backwoodsmen, mountaineers, swamp
suckers &c.” (qtd. by Guilds xiv).

Simms connected his view of Native Americans
to his concern over the natural environment. To him,
industrialism threatened the survival of the American
Indian as well as the unspoiled landscape, and he be-
moaned the process of “the life of civilization usurp-
ing the domain of the savage” (qtd. by Guilds xxiv).
As Guilds observes, “Simms recognized that the
primeval forests were sacred to the Southeastern In-
dian’s spirit and essential to his way of life. A recur -
ring theme in his work is the conflict between the
Indians’ reverence for nature and the relentless en-
croachment on and exploitation of it by the Euro -
pean settler” (xxiii). In total, Simms composed over
100 literary works about Native Americans, the most
important of which is probably his novel The Yemas -
see (1835).

Simms’s other notable contribution to environ-
mental literature is his sizeable body of poetry, which
is charged with vivid and sometimes rhapsodic nat-
ural imagery. Like his fiction, the poetry of Simms
has only recently garnered significant scholarly at-
tention, but Kibler asserts that Simms “probably
wrote more poems descriptive of nature than any
American poet before or after him” (“Perceiver and
Perceived” 106). Simms was an admirer of the great
English nature poet William Wordsworth, and his

poetry explores the spiritual qualities of the individ-
ual’s relationship to nature, and reflects the author’s
belief in the proper stewardship of the Earth. Ever
anxious about the encroachment of civilization on
the natural environment, Simms captures his feelings
in the long poem “The Traveller’s Rest,” (1853)
lamenting the loss of forested land over which “hung
the brooding countenance of God”:

Alas! the forward vision! A few years
Will see these shafts o’erthrown. The profligate

hands
Of avarice and of ignorance will despoil
The woods of their old glories; and the earth,
Uncherish’d, will grow barren, [...] [157].

—Matthew S. Elder
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Smith, Henry Nash (1906–1980)
Henry Nash Smith was born in Dallas, Texas, and

throughout his life identified strongly with Texas and
the Southwest region of the United States. He grad-
uated from Southern Methodist University in 1925
and then from Harvard with an M.A. in 1927. He
returned to SMU in 1927 to begin his teaching career
and remained there until 1937, when he returned to
Harvard to pursue his Ph.D. He was the first to grad-
uate from Harvard’s American Civilization doctoral
program in 1940, and his first book, VIRGIN LAND:
THE AMERICAN WEST AS SYMBOL AND MYTH (1950),
reflects his interdisciplinary background.

While at SMU Smith was a co-editor of the South-
west Review, which brought him into contact with
various leading Texas intellectuals like John McGin -
nis and J. Frank Dobie who were committed to nur-
turing the development of Texan and Southwest
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 culture. McGinnis, Smith’s mentor and co-editor,
was “passionately interested in the landscape, culture,
and literature of the region” (May 7). Smith’s effort
on the Southwest Review led him to repeatedly com-
ment on the cultural condition of the region. Richard
Bridgman notes that “in his commitment to region-
alism, Smith pointedly distinguished the Southwest
from the South,” and “although Smith criticized the
primitive state of development in the Southwest [...]
nonetheless, when the time came, he was confident
that the region’s literary results would differ from
those produced in the South” (Bridgman 261). The
specific and unique quality of the Southwest iden-
tified by Smith was “‘a quality of experience of actual
human beings in immediate contact with a semi-
parched earth—its dust and heat and relentless dis-
tances, its austere plants and lean animals’” (Bridg -
man 261). This awareness of and devotion to the
West and Southwest of the United States led to his
most significant work, Virgin Land.

Throughout his long career in academia Smith
published dozens of articles, and wrote or edited nu-
merous books, including Popular Culture and Indus-
trialism 1865–1890 (1967), Democracy and the Novel
(1978), and a number of works on MARK TWAIN.
However, it is Virgin Land that led to his scholarly
renown and his lasting influence on American studies
and environmental literature. “Based upon years of
study of attitudes to the West in the East, including
such popular literature as dime novels” (Gossett), the
work “traces the impact of the West, the vacant con-
tinent beyond the frontier, on the consciousness of
Americans and follows the principal consequences
of this impact in literature and social thought”
(Smith 4). The seminal study brought serious atten-
tion to the role and influence of the natural environ-
ment in general on the lives, art, and culture of
America. And in providing a thorough treatment of
the influence of the natural landscape of the West in
particular, it has come to be regarded as a landmark
both in American studies and in environmental lit-
erature.—Conor Walsh
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Virgin Land: The American West 
as Symbol and Myth, 

Henry Nash Smith (1950)
Winner of the Bancroft Prize from Columbia Uni-

versity in 1950 and the John H. Dunning Prize from
the American Historical Association in 1951, Henry
Nash Smith’s Virgin Land made an instant impact
in the academic world. Although focusing on the
history of the American West, the work “promised
to unite a fractured academy by crossing disciplines.
It promised to open whole new areas for study, to
invigorate literary criticism with history, and enrich
economic and political history by attending to the
symbolic aspects of the human imagination” (Fabian,
542–543). Lately, this once seminal work has drifted
to the periphery of contemporary studies in Ameri -
can history and literature. However, despite changes
in generational and academic perspectives, Virgin
Land is still an important book, especially in light
of the current emphasis on the natural environment
in all areas of academic and popular culture. In 1950
Richard Hofstader ended his positive review of Virgin
Land with the assertion that “it is one of those semi -
nal books that grow more capacious the more the
reader brings to them. There is hardly a phase of
American thought about America that it does not
directly or tangentially illuminate” (Hofstader 282).
The current “environmental” phase in such “Amer-
ican thought” is particularly illuminated.

In the author’s own words, Virgin Land “traces the
impact of the West, the vacant continent beyond the
frontier, on the consciousness of Americans and fol-
lows the principal consequences of this impact in lit-
erature and social thought” (Smith 4). The work em-
ploys multiple sources and academic disciplines to
investigate how “nineteenth-century Americans view
the huge blankness of the West, and in turn, how
did their imaginative conceptions affect their behav-
ior” (Bridgman 263). Smith divides his work into
three sections. The first, “Passage to India,” considers
the conception of the American continent as a com-
mercial empire possessing access to both the Atlantic
and Pacific oceans, strategically located between Eu-
rope and Asia. As the push to the Pacific gained mo-
mentum, the second view of the West took shape.
“Sons of Leatherstocking” explores the peopling of
the continent between the coasts. Frontiersmen and
mountain men became symbolic of the Western hero,
and embodied a profound tension in relation to the
environment they inhabited. Larger-than-life figures
like Daniel Boone or DAVY CROCKETT came to be
seen both as champions of frontier living in com-
munion with nature, free of civilization and its ills,
and as heralds and agents of this same civilization

Smith, Henry 284



through their exploration and settling of that frontier.
Smith’s third section, “The Garden of the World,”
considers the final and perhaps most lasting view of
the West:

With each surge of westward movement a new
community came into being. These communities
devoted themselves not to marching onward but
to cultivating the earth. They plowed the virgin
land and put in crops, and the great Interior Val-
ley was transformed into a garden: for the imagi-
nation, the Garden of the World. The image of
this vast and constantly growing agricultural soci-
ety in the interior continent became one of the
dominant symbols of nineteenth-century Ameri-
can society [Smith 138].

However, over time and through the efforts of
land speculators and railroad companies, “this sym-
bol, like that of the Wild West, became in its turn a
less and less accurate description of a society trans-
formed by commerce and industry” (Smith 139).
Smith stresses in the book’s conclusion, however, the
curious but compelling fact that such symbolism of
the West remained strong even after the reality upon
which it was based had effectively ceased to exist.

Smith’s primary concern is with the human con-
ceptions of the West, and thus he seldom addresses
specific elements of the natural environment. Despite
its backgrounded presence, however, the natural en-
vironment is shown—through the human reactions
to it—to be immensely influential on American cul-
ture and history. Primarily, American society viewed
the West in terms of attaining “free access to the
bounty of nature—whether in the form of game or
land” (Smith 68); yet despite this materialistic and
ultimately rapacious view, the majority of society
also held the Romantic view that the West offered a
chance to “restore man’s lost harmony with nature”
(Smith 51); a contradiction explored critically in
D.H. LAWRENCE’s CLASSICS IN AMERICAN LITERA -
TURE. The Americans of the East looked to the West
and its popular images of wild animals and wild men
as remedies to the ills of civilization in which they
felt mired. “Men who felt themselves divorced from
nature seemed to hope that by dwelling upon these
symbols they might regain a lost imaginative contact
with some secret source of virtue and power in the
universe” (Smith 84). Though few could replicate
HENRY DAVID THOREAU’s wilderness excursions,
they could in a sense restore themselves through the
image of the West.

Moreover, the symbolism of the vast and bountiful
natural environment held deep and lasting meaning
for the American identity, beyond resources or spir-
ituality. As Smith emphasizes, “from the perspective
of the physical geographer the continents and oceans,

the mountain ranges and river systems group them-
selves into a system having a supreme and unbreak-
able order which is at the same time absolutely good.
This order will ultimately determine the condition
of the civilizations of the earth, elevating the United
States above all other nations” (Smith 43). The awe-
inspiring natural environment of the continent led
to an optimistic nationalism that culminated in the
dreams of MANIFEST DESTINY, inextricably linking
the greatness of the country to the greatness of its
environment:

If the earth is the final arbiter of human destinies,
then the student of society should direct his gaze
toward nature rather than to history. The impor-
tant thing about man is not his past, not a cul-
tural tradition, but his biological adjustment to
his milieu, which is a matter of the present and of
the future [Smith 44].

Common perceptions of the natural environment,
Smith notes, are divided between seeing it as a
“thing” to be mastered and as a “living entity” to
which one must adapt. But in either case, he argues,
the fundamental importance of the environment
must be acknowledged in any attempt to define or
understand American culture and history.

A century of speculation concerning the West and
the destiny of America focused itself about Walt
Whitman’s question of what the Great Mother
Continent meant with respect to the human race.
The answer of the 1880’s may likewise be ex -
pressed in Whitman’s words: the continent, espe-
cially the developing West, was “a refuge strong
and free for practical average use, for man and
woman.” [...] The character of the American
empire was defined not by streams of influence
out of the past, not by a cultural tradition, not by
its place in a world community, but by a relation
between man and nature—or rather, even more
narrowly, between American man and the Ameri-
can West [Smith 217].

Thus, despite—or perhaps because of—the gap
between the reality and images of the West, the en-
vironment and landscape of the continent remains
an active and ever renewed force in the forging of
America as a country and a culture.—Conor Walsh
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Smith, Captain John (1580–1631)

Few figures in American history have generated as
much veneration or reproach as Captain John Smith.
Some contend that he is America’s first great author;
others debate the veracity and integrity of his prolific
writings. Biographer Bradford Smith writes that “No
figure in American history has raised such a ruckus
among scholars as Captain John Smith” (Smith 11).
The central problem hinges on whether “Smith was
(or was not) one of the world’s most successful liars
and braggarts” (12). Whatever the case, John Smith’s
several books stand as monuments of early American
literature and nature writing, and the importance of
his role—however it be judged—as an early Amer-
ican explorer, geographer, and colonizer cannot be
understated or ignored.

Smith was born into a farmer’s family in Lin-
colnshire, England, most likely in 1580 (the earliest
record of his life is a baptism date of January 9 of
that year). After his father’s death in 1596, he aban-
doned his shopkeeper’s apprenticeship to become a
soldier, a move that marked the beginnings of his
seafaring life. The exploits of these years in the mil-
itary have become legendary, although the precise
facts remain a source of critical contention. As Smith
himself describes (and perhaps embellishes) in his
1630 The True Travels, Adventures, and Observations
of Captaine John Smith, he fought for the Dutch in
the Netherlands, and later battled against the Turks
in the Austrian army, famously beheading three
Turkish captains. While in Hungary, he was wounded,
taken captive, and sold as a slave in Constantinople.
After killing his master and escaping, Smith eventu-
ally made his way back to England in 1604.

Capitalizing on his reputation as a soldier, in De-
cember 1606 Smith sailed with the Virginia Com -
pany to help establish a colony at Jamestown (in
present-day Virginia). During the voyage, however,
Smith was accused of plotting to overthrow the lead-
ers and subsequently jailed. Set to be executed, he
instead found freedom when, upon landing in North
America, the sealed instructions for the company
were opened and Smith was named as one of the
seven council members. Over the next year, he ex-
tensively explored coastal Virginia, searching for
food, and mapping and recording his observations
of the flora, fauna, and Native peoples he encoun-
tered. While out surveying he was taken captive and
brought before Powhatan, chief of the Chesapeake
Bay Indians. According to Smith he was about to be
killed when the chief ’s daughter, Pocahontas, fa-
mously intervened, offering her own life in place of
the white man’s. The following summer, in 1608, he
sent an account of Jamestown’s brief but colorful his-

tory back to England, where it was published under
the title A True Relation of Such Occurrences and Ac-
cidents of Noate as Hath Hapned in Virginia. Elected
president of the council in 1608, Smith is credited
with single-handedly ensuring the survival of the
colony, his forceful command and strict work ethic
enabling the settlement to survive sickness and star-
vation. As the number of his enemies mounted, how-
ever, Smith increasingly became a target, and after
being wounded in a gunpowder explosion, following
a failed assassination attempt, he finally returned to
England in 1609. Over the next decades Smith re-
worked the material printed in A True Relation and
published his story about the settlement in Virginia
several times. The collaborative A Map of Virginia
appeared in 1612, but Smith’s reputation as a writer
rests mainly on his vast and eclectic GENERALL HIS-
TORIE OF VIRGINIA, NEW-ENGLAND, AND THE SOMER

ISLES (1624). Together, his writings bear the mark of
an uncommonly skillful and passionate reporter, his-
torian, storyteller, and observer of natural history.

Despite the acclaim for his role in the Jamestown
settlement and his work on Virginia’s natural history,
John Smith wrote most frequently about New En-
gland; in fact he was the first to call that region “New
England.” He sailed there from England in 1614, and
published A Description of New England two years
later—a book of immense importance to the Pilgrim
and Puritan settlers who arrived in Massachusetts in
1620. Smith had become “the greatest living expert
on America,” and A Description of New England con-
tained invaluable information about the landscape
and resources to be found there, as well as the most
detailed map available (Lemay 207). Smith himself
wished to return to New England, and offered to lead
the 1620 voyage on the Mayflower, but the Pilgrims
opted instead for Captain Miles Standish. Even so,
Smith’s Description of New England served not only
as the primary source of knowledge about the region
for years, but also as an important promotional tract
that established New England in the minds of the
English populace.

John Smith never had ambitions to become a lit-
erary artist. Nearly all of his writings, like so many
produced by early explorers, are utilitarian in nature
and written with a specific agenda. Much of what he
published reflects his entrepreneurial, propagandistic
motives, and these inclinations color his descriptions
of the natural environment in North America. His
descriptions of commodities such as plants or min-
erals, for example, frequently lapse into advertise-
ments of their value to potential colonizers, and he
often exaggerates the abundance of resources that
would appeal to his prospective English supporters.
Sometimes his writing, much in the manner of mod-
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ern advertising copy, becomes more creative, em-
ploying inventive and appealing metaphors. “And is
it not pretty sport, to pull up two pence, six pence,
and twelve pence, as fast as you can hale and veare a
line?” he writes in A Description of New England, sug-
gesting such a plenitude of valuable fish that one can
simply go angling for money (347).

In the final years of his life, Smith continued to
write, publishing An Accidence or the Path-Way to Ex-
perience (1626) and A Sea Grammar (1627), both sea-
man’s manuals, and the promotional Advertisements
for the Unexperienced Planters of New England (1631).
By the time he died in 1631, Captain John Smith had
already become a legendary soldier, explorer, and
historian. And while he guaranteed his literary rep-
utation by writing the first English book in America,
his books have played an essential role in environ-
mental literary history: more than anyone else in the
seventeenth century, Smith planted and cultivated
the American landscape in the popular European
imagination.—Tom J. Hillard
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A Description of New England, 
John Smith (1616)

Smith’s text is a good example of early promotional
literature, its principal aim being to attract colonial
investors “to adventure their purses” (Dedicatory
Epistle To the right Worshipfull Adventurers).
Hence, the non-human environment is seen prima-
rily in terms of what commodities can be exploited
for profit, resulting in almost no physical description
of New England that does not, at least overtly, serve
that purpose. Yet promotional texts such as A De-
scription of New England

compel the attention of anyone interested in a
general consideration of ecocritical and ecological
issues, even though they are not what we would
call “green” texts. They are not, for example,
antigrowth. On the contrary, in a proto–Lockean
recognition that wealth derives from the human
transformation of the environment, [...] promot-
ers articulated, arguably for the first time, the
paradigm of growth that has since become natu-
ralized in political and economic discourse [Sweet
401].

This is clear throughout Smith’s text. Though self-
interest is clearly a motivating factor, Smith broadens
and deflects this into promoting the colonial venture
as beneficial to the commonwealth. In the dedicatory
epistle “To the right Worshipfull Adventurers for the
Countrey of New England,” for example, Smith
writes, “I am perswaded that few do think there may
be had from New England Staple commodities, well
worth 3 or 400000 pound a yeare, with so small
charge, and such facilitie, as this discourse will ac-
quaint you.”

Central to Smith’s awareness “that wealth derives
from the human transformation of the environment”
is his binary of “industrie” and “idleness.” He natu-
ralizes this pursuit by employing a brief fable in the
epistle to the Adventurers, comparing colonial ex-
ploitation to the “industrious” ant and bee. As this
analogy clearly indicates, the resources gathered are
taken back to the hive or hill, the metropolitan centre
of the burgeoning British Empire. Not only is wealth
generated in this way; there is also another benefit
to the commonwealth. Colonialism draws off surplus
labour—both “idle” labourers and “idle” gentlemen
who unproductively consume resources in En-
gland—that does not contribute to the enrichment
of the commonwealth. There is, however, a paradox
at work here. In the land of plenty described by
Smith, where the labour of “industrious men” will
be their pleasure (31), “worthy is that person to starue
that heere cannot liue; if he haue sense, strength and
health: for, there is no such penury of these blessings
in any place, but that a hundred men may, in one
houre or two, make their prouisions for a day” (31).
In addition, such ant- and bee-like industriousness
furthers England’s development through competition
with other European colonial powers, especially
Spain.

Much of Smith’s text, however, is a justification
for returning to England with “onely such fish as
came to my net” (“To the right Worshipfull Adven-
turers”). As his narrative begins, he states, “our plot
was there [New England] to take Whales and make
tryalls of a Myne of Gold and Copper. If those failed,
Fish and Furres was then our refuge [...]. For our
Golde, it was rather the Masters deuice to get a
voyage that proiected it, then any knowledge hee had
at all of any such matter” (1). Smith turns this to his
and the commonwealth’s advantage. Although fish,
“a mean and base commoditie” (10), may not be as
appealing as the gold that drives the Spanish colonial
enterprise, Smith recognizes that the fish trade is es-
sential to another developing European empire. Fish
is the “Primum mobile that turnes all their [the
Dutch] Spheres to this height of plenty, strength, ho-
nour and admiration” (12). From this realization,
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Smith sketches his model of a self-sustaining colony
built on fishing, noting also that, unlike the Dutch
who must trade their fish for the materials necessary
to sustain their fleet, New England “has everything
to outfit and maintain a large fishing fleet” (13).
While this is a model of sustenance and development
on a strictly material level, it is by no means “green.”
The abundance of fish is seen as infinite : “the
Saluages compare their store in the Sea, to the haires
on their heads” (Smith 17). The establishment of a
fishing fleet will provide a firm base for the exploita-
tion of other commodities both within the colony,
in terms of trade with the Native peoples, and be-
tween the colony and England: “Europeans took
hold of the traditional maize-fur trade network and
transformed it from a system of binary village ex-
change to a link in the new Atlantic economy”
(Cronon 94).

Incorporating the Native peoples into the devel-
oping Atlantic economy also points to another justifi-
cation for Smith’s industrious colonialism—religion.
The conversion of the Natives furthers the economic
and political stability of Smith’s colonial model:
“what can hee doe lesse hurtfull to any; or more
agreeable to God, then to seeke to conuert those
poore Saluages to know Christ, and humanitie,
whose labors with direction will triple requite thy
charge and paines?” (31). The theological justification
for colonialism (THE BIBLE) is made explicitly clear
in Smith’s concluding comments, which can be use-
fully read through Lynn White, Jr.’s “The Historical
Roots of Our Ecological Crisis”—“Adam and Eve did
first beginne this innocent worke, To plant the earth
to remaine to posteritie; but not without labour,
trouble & industrie” (Smith 59). The nonhuman en-
vironment (like “Saluages”) is ordained to be sub-
dued, although the notion of this being an extension
of Adam and Eve’s “innocent worke” sits uncomfort-
ably with “trouble,” which only came about with the
expulsion from the garden.—Jim Daems
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The Generall Historie 
of Virginia, New England, 

and the Summer Iles..., 
John Smith (1623)

The six books that comprise John Smith’s The
Generall Historie of Virginia, New England, and the
Summer Iles are an eclectic mix of many genres
(among them, ethnographic essays, accounts written
by others, personal history, short descriptive passages
of various land masses, timelines, lists of men and
supplies, adventure stories) culled from Smith’s earlier
writings and outside sources, and including new
writings intended to attract investment and laborers
for the Virginia Company. It covers the exploration
and settlement of early Virginia, Bermuda (also called
the Summer Isles), and New England. First pub -
lished in 1623, some fifteen years after Smith had re-
turned to England, The Generall Historie is valued
today as an indispensable record of the beginnings
of one of the first permanent English efforts at colo-
nization in America.

Book I consists mostly of accounts of the New
World from what Smith terms the “Ancient Au-
thors”—CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS, John Cabot, Sir
Walter Raleigh, Sir Francis Drake, and THOMAS

HARRIOT, among others. Book II is substantially a
reprint of Smith’s A Map of Virginia, published in
1612. Books III and IV follow the founding and even-
tual flourishing of Jamestown, with detailed descrip-
tions of flora and fauna, English settlers and native
peoples, and various trials and tribulations (including
Smith being removed from office and forced to return
to England). Book V provides a record of life in the
Summer Islands (Bermuda), and Book VI of New
England, though Smith never visited either place.

Important to remember about the Jamestown ef-
fort is that it was above all an entrepreneurial venture,
organized and financed by the members of the Vir-
ginia Company in London, with the goal of finding
gold, silver, and other riches rumored to be in abun-
dance in America. The conditions at the rustic set-
tlement were harsh, and the earliest settlers (many
descended from aristocracy and lacking skills to plant
crops, build homes, and manage farms) were not pre-
pared for the hard work required to survive in a col-
ony far away from their more comfortable native
land. Moreover, the Virginia settlement was not like
its more famous relation in Massachusetts Bay, whose
early inhabitants were united by their common Pu-
ritan faith; competing interests, profit seeking, and
lack of preparedness plagued the early Jamestown
colony through its tumultuous first years. Smith
eventually unified the colonists when elected their
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leader; however, though his labor policies and ne-
gotiations with natives for food most likely saved the
colonists’ lives, his strict discipline and autocratic
style made him increasingly unpopular.

Though the work is somewhat loose and unfo -
cused in structure, beyond the seminal importance
of its informing colonial ethos it is important to the
history of environmental writing in America because
of its record of all aspects of early English colonial
life. Smith (whom Leo Lemay calls America’s “origi -
nal environmentalist” for encouraging the early set-
tlers to make crop decisions based on the natural
qualities of the landscape) presents Jamestown as a
recreation of Eden (THE BIBLE), where fruits and
vegetables flourished, abundant wild animals pro-
vided an endless food source, and natives, though
often troublesome, could be contained and would
support the colonists’ mission (15). Book II, in a sec-
tion called “The Commodities in Virginia, or That
May be Had by Industrie,” provides a good example
of the rhetoric Smith used to create an image of Vir-
ginia that could potentially entice the English to re-
locate there: “The mildnesse of the ayre, the fertilitie
of the soyle, and situation of the rivers are so propi-
tious to the nature and use of man, as no place is
more convenient for pleasure, profit, and mans sus-
tenance, under that latitude or climat” (113). Local
waterways and bays provide means to transport silk,
gold, furs, and other treasures back to England,
something Smith notes is already being done by
France, Spain, and other European countries. Lack -
ing only “industrious men to labour,” Virginia is an
ideal place for “soldiers, mariners, merchants,” and
laborers to make their fortunes (114). Through ob-
servation of native practices, Smith learns the im-
portance of crop selection, rotation, and manage-
ment. However, though this practice may argue for
his proto-environmentalist tendencies, it is clear that
the land (like other natural resources) is consistently
perceived as serving man’s needs, and not the other
way around.

Book III contains adventurous tales of Smith’s es-
capades, including the discovery and naming of rivers
and land masses, conflicts with natives, sicknesses,
and a fire that virtually destroyed the settlement.
Smith also provides detailed information about
Powhatan, chief of a conglomeration of Chesapeake
Bay Indians, and the latter’s system of governance.
The Confederation, though initially persuaded by
Smith to aid the struggling settlers with food and
other necessities, eventually united in a determina -
tion to halt white encroachment on their lands, a de-
cision which created numerous and violent encoun-
ters between the settlers and Indians. In late 1607,
Smith and a few colleagues set out for talks with

Powhatan to resolve some of the tensions, were am-
bushed by Indians, and brought before Powhatan for
execution. In what would become a popular myth
re-told by contemporary and later authors, Powha -
tan’s daughter Pocahontas begged for Smith’s life to
be spared and hers taken instead. This story, though
a minor one told in a few short paragraphs, would
become a legendary foundation for colonists’ belief
in the acceptance, on the part of natives, of white
superiority. As many scholars have pointed out, Poc-
ahontas’s willingness to sacrifice herself may, in
reality, have been just part of an elaborate Powhatan
adoption ceremony, but came to symbolize and sup-
port the Europeans’ colonial and imperial ambitions.

Despite his belief in the superiority of the English,
it is clear that Smith wants to understand the natives
on their own terms—their seasons, what they eat,
how they plant, how they make things (baskets, bows
and arrows, fish hooks, and so on). But he always
does this with a purpose—to promote the potential
of this new region for the glory of the King of En-
gland. The land here is meant to be used, as are the
natives, to provide wealth and material goods for the
homeland. Smith is clearly a proponent of coloniza-
tion and therefore sees no inherent conflict in seizing
lands inhabited for centuries by other people. He
presents himself as an authoritative figure in all his
encounters with native peoples, able to resolve dis-
putes in his favor, either through a show of force or
through his rhetoric (sometimes just by reminding
the natives that the colonists had superior weapons).

The clearest example of Smith’s personal impact
on Virginia and its future may be seen in his decision
to grow tobacco crops. He and his fellow colonists
realized that the soil and weather conditions in
Jamestown were near perfect for growing tobacco,
at the precise moment when the demand for tobacco
was growing exponentially in England and other
parts of Europe (not to mention in America itself ).
If the colony’s initial mission was to claim land for
God and the English King, Smith and his Virginia
Company acted as a catalyst to shift attention toward
the secular concerns of trade and mercantilism, a
shift that would become more explicit in the next
century with the explosion of African slavery in
British America.

Nonetheless, The Generall Historie marks a critical
shift from earlier literature of exploration, such as
Thomas Harriot’s A Brief and True Report of the New
Found Land of Virginia, which was mostly concerned
with placing new experiences in the context of par-
adigms familiar to its British readers. Smith too
analogizes the new in terms of the old (comparing
fruits and vegetables in the New World to more fa-
miliar ones in England, for example), but he, more
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than others of his time, recognizes the impact that
the land itself would have on its inhabitants and their
way of life. As Larzer Ziff notes, Smith “is the first
writer in English whose works embody a sense of
America as a shaping force rather than merely a place
to be shaped” (512). England will enjoy cultural and
economic profits from America, but America will
also impact those who explore and colonize it; and
Smith goes beyond simple reporting to the English
about his findings in America, to include what
“America is doing to the consciousness of the En -
glish” (517).—Jacqueline Megow
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Snyder, Gary (1930–  )
Best known as the author of TURTLE ISLAND,

which won the Pulitzer Prize for poetry in 1975, Gary
Snyder typically strives to embrace and elucidate a
practice wherein modern human cultures can begin
“re-inhabiting” the planet in communities that ac-
curately reflect biological regions and respect all
living and non-living elements. This “bio re gion -
alism” emerges naturally from Snyder’s many years
as a mountaineer, trail crew worker, logger, and look-
out, in combination with his formal study of anthro-
pology, Zen Buddhism, and aboriginal cultures.

Gary Snyder was born in 1930 in San Francisco,
but when he was two his family moved to Lake City,
Washington where they operated a small dairy farm,
orchard, and cedar shingle operation. In the forest
just beyond the pastures Snyder had his first en-
counter with the wild lands that would profoundly
inform his later work. In 1942, he moved with his
family to Portland, Oregon where he climbed and
explored many of the Northwest’s major peaks, and
worked odd jobs. In 1951 he graduated from Reed
College with a B.A. in anthropology and English.
During college he hitchhiked across the country,
joined the Merchant Marine, visited South America,
and worked for the National Park Service. Snyder
also published his first poems in the Reed College

Janus. After brief graduate study in anthropology at
Indiana University, he moved to San Francisco and
enrolled as a graduate student in East Asian Lan-
guages at UC Berkeley, where he would remain until
1955.

In the fateful year of 1955 Snyder met many of the
figures who would influence his career, and became
involved in two of the 20th century’s major American
literary movements, the “San Francisco Renaissance”
and the “Beat Generation.” On October 7, he read
with ALLEN GINSBERG, Philip Lamantia, Michael
McClure, and Philip Walen at the Six Gallery poetry
reading, moderated by Kenneth Rexroth; and figures
such as JACK KEROUAC, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, and
Ann Charters were in the audience. In the fall of
1955, he lived with Jack Kerouac in a small cabin in
Mill Valley, just outside San Francisco. The scene of
the Six Gallery Reading and Jack Kerouac’s time liv-
ing with Snyder are loosely fictionalized in Kerouac’s
1958 novel THE DHARMA BUMS, where Snyder is por-
trayed as Japhy Ryder, a Zen student, poet, and
mountaineer. While he eventually split with Ker -
ouac, Snyder and Ginsberg remained lifelong friends,
and maintained a rich correspondence and a close
personal and literary friendship until Ginsberg’s
death in 1997.

A practicing Zen Buddhist and Buddhist scholar
since the 1950’s, Snyder aided in the transmission of
Buddhism to the United States, and is largely re-
sponsible for the presence of Buddhism in the works
of Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac and other Beat writ-
ers. Snyder left for Kyoto, Japan in 1956 to live in a
monastery and study Zen Buddhism, and would re-
main in Japan until 1968 except for a few short trips
to the United States for literary events and climbing
and backpacking trips. He cites as critical to his in-
terest in Buddhism its disciplined and effortful in-
clusion of all life, and its struggle against the typical
dualisms that often render other religions and world-
views harmful to the non-human world.

While living abroad, Gary Snyder published his
first collections of poetry, Riprap and Cold Mountain
Poems (1959) and Myths and Texts (1960), both ex-
ploring the experiences and influences of Snyder’s
early years, and serving as milestones in his develop-
ment as a poet, essayist, and environmental philoso-
pher. The poems in Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems
express Snyder’s penchant for the wilderness and
manual labor, and the typical interchange of the
human and non-human when the former two ele-
ments are combined. Despite this characteristic ma-
terial and the stylistic austerity of these poems, a
Zen-like calm is evident throughout, with words
chosen carefully, “deliberately,” as the author of
WALDEN would say, “like rocks./ placed solid, by
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hands/ In choice of place, set/ Before the body of the
mind/ in space and time.” The “Cold Mountain
Poems” are translations of the Tang Dynasty Zen
poet Han Shan, who was fabled to live in a cave high
in the mountains. Myths and Texts is one long poem
Snyder worked on for many years, from 1953. It is
divided into three major sections: Hunting, Logging,
and Burning; and these three themes, explored in
tesselative detail in the verse, highlight the innate
connection between the animistic beliefs and knowl-
edge of primitive hunter-gather cultures, Buddhism,
and human, animal, and inanimate relationships, ul-
timately as an antidote to the deleterious effects of
modern material culture. After these two works came
A Range of Poems (1966), The Backcountry (1968),
and Earth House Hold (1969), comprising prose and
poetry ranging in subjects from journals during his
days as a fire lookout, tanker crew, and Zen student
in Japan, to translations of Chinese Zen stories.

In 1970, Snyder moved back to the United States,
purchased land near Nevada City, California, and
began what he calls “the real work” of re-inhabiting
the land. Upon arriving, Snyder along with friends
and students hand-built his home and home base,
Kitkitdizze (after a local plant), which remains his
home to this day. At Kitkitdizze, he produced works
that continued to demonstrate the environmental
themes prevalent in his early work, but with the
added idea of manifesting them in daily life as a path
to a practice that would repair the rift between hu-
mans and the rest of the world. The first work toward
that end was Regarding Wave (1970), followed by
Turtle Island (1974), which he was awarded the 1975
Pulitzer Prize in poetry. Following Turtle Island, Sny-
der published three collections of prose, The Old
Ways (1977), He Who Hunted Birds in His Father’s
Village: The Dimensions of a Haida Myth (1977), and
The Real Work: Interviews and Talks 1964–1979
(1980). These works, particularly The Old Ways and
The Real Work, provide insight into Snyder’s attitude
toward poetry and the responsibilities of a poet, as
well as the genesis of his ideas of bioregionalism and
reinhabitation.

As Snyder’s work matured around the conceptual
triptych of wilderness, Buddhism, and reinhabita -
tion, he continued to produce collections of verse,
including Axe Handles (1983), and Left Out in the
Rain (1986); the latter a collection of poems from
1945 to 1984, not included in other collections, but
representing in one volume the full breadth of his
work up to that time. In 1986 he began teaching at
UC Davis in the English Department, developing a
first of its kind Wilderness and Culture Program,
aimed at formally teaching what he had spent his life
writing about and practicing.

Snyder proposes, in the eight essays comprising
his The Practice of the Wild (1990), to “investigate
the meaning of wild and how it connects with free,”
and to take on “the basic conditions as they are—
painful, impermanent, open, imperfect,” as means
to develop a way of life that takes account of every
being’s place and role in that environment. Snyder’s
later years have been no less searching or productive.
In 1992, No Nature: New and Selected Poems was a
finalist for the National Book Award. After No Na-
ture, came another collection of essays A Place in
Space (1995), and in 1996, Mountain and Rivers With-
out End was published—a book-length poem that
he began in 1956. He published his collected works,
The Gary Snyder Reader, in 1999.

Recent work includes a collection of poems, Dan-
ger on Peaks (2004), a collection of essays entitled
Back on the Fire (2007), and The Selected Letters of
Allen Ginsberg and Gary Snyder (2009). In addition
to the Pulitzer Prize, Gary Snyder has been awarded
the Bollingen Prize for Poetry (1997), the John Hay
Award for Nature Writing (1997), and the Ruth Lilly
Poetry Prize (2008).—Michael Sims
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Turtle Island, 
Gary Snyder (1974)

Winner of the Pulitzer Prize for poetry in 1975,
Gary Snyder’s Turtle Island is a collection of poems
written as early as 1956, which “speak of place, and
the energy-pathways that sustain life”; it established
Snyder as one of the preeminent environmental
voices of the late 20th century. “Turtle Island” is the
name given to the land that is now North America
in the creation stories of several Northeastern Wood-
land Native American tribes such as the IROQUOIS,
and it came into widespread use in the environmental
movement of the late 1960’s as a telling means to sig-
nify the North American continent in non-political
and pre–European terms.

The collection emerged from, and was profoundly
informed by, the swirl of events and works of the
1960’s and early 1970’s. One of the outcomes of the
counter-culture movement and its radical anteced -
ents was the realization that the increasingly tenuous
survival of the natural environment was the linchpin
for the survival of humans and other species hitherto
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thought invulnerable. In 1962 RACHEL CARSON pub-
lished SILENT SPRING to wide acclaim and indignation,
in 1964 Lyndon Johnson signed into law the Wilder -
ness Act (THE CONSERVATION MOVEMENT), and in
1968 EDWARD ABBEY published his landmark work
of bioregionalism, DESERT SOLITAIRE. Turtle Island
sought to distill and integrate all the disparate energies
and actions of this quiet revolution, and lay the myth -
o poeic foundations for a new way of seeing and being
on the earth, one which, like the Bud dhism that its
author practiced, regarded all life with reverence.

At its core, Turtle Island encourages deep cultural
and political change as a means to literally salvage
the Earth, and generate some semblance of a human
culture based on reverence for life. To some, however,
it is seen primarily as an invective against the societal
and governmental agents who were spearheading the
destruction of the natural world and its human and
nonhuman communities. Beyond these (comple-
mentary) attributes, the work was an eloquent herald
and proponent of “bioregionalism,” a term now in
widespread use, which recognizes the innate value of
all parts and aspects of a region, and seeks to look
beyond politico-economic values in interactions with
it. Snyder sees this “bioregional ethic” behind the
poems as grounded above all in “a sense of place, of
plants, soils, climactic cycles, community of beings,
in one area [that] are all ancient ... necessary com-
ponents of the information by which we actually live”
(RW 139). The poems of Turtle Island anatomize, in-
tegrate and celebrate these “necessary components,”
as in the first stanza of “On San Gabriel Ridges”

I dream of—
soft, white, washable country
clothes.
woven zones.
scats
up here in the rocks;
seeds, stickers, twigs, bits of grass
on my belly, pressed designs—[TI 40].

or the compelling list in “Facts,” which articulates
with ruthless precision the fatal consumptiveness of
modern American life in the 1970’s, including:

“The U.S. has 6 percent of the world’s popula-
tion; consumes the 1⁄3 energy annually consumed
in the world. The U.S. consumes 1⁄3 of the world’s
annual meat” [TI 31].

Despite its seeming inescapability, Snyder never
accepts the direness of his own anatomization, but
restlessly and resourcefully strives for solutions, often
found in THOREAUVIAN simplicity and engagement
with the natural world, such as is evidenced in the
deceptively simple observation that “Our primary
source of food is the sun.”

The collection also contains a host of well-known
poems illustrating Snyder’s earnest engagement with
region, place, family, and daily life; among them,
“The Bath,” a celebration of bodies, life, and the “en-
ergy pathways that sustain life,” and an acknowledg-
ment of the power and necessity of the family—both
the smaller family units that bring forth life and the
greater family of beings that inform and sustain life.
While bathing his son in their backwoods sauna, the
poet reflects on the interconnectedness of the human
body and the body of the earth:

Washing Kai in the sauna,
The kerosene lantern set on a box

outside the ground-level window
Lights up the edge of the iron stove and the

washtub down on the slab
Steaming air and crackle of waterdrops

brushed by on the pile of rocks on top
He stands in warm water

Is this our body?

Each stanza’s common refrain, “Is this our body?,”
frames the speaker’s search, not merely for the inter-
connections between our physical bodies as sexual,
procreative beings, but for some understanding of
the increasing troubled relationship between the an-
cient biological imperative of reproduction and the
earth’s ability to support the life that is created. After
the bath, bodies washed, the interplay of the body
of the family and the body of the earth, both life-
giving mothers, begin to be personified as one:

Clean, and rinsed, and sweating more, we stretch
out on the redwood benches hearts all beating

Quiet to the simmer of the stove,
the scent of cedar 

And then turn over,
murmuring gossip of the grasses
talking firewood

The question echoing through the first half of the
poem finally becomes an acknowledgment that the
human body is inseparable from the body of the
earth, and the question becomes a statement—a re-
alization:

This is our body. Drawn up crosslegged by the
flames
drinking icy water
hugging babies, kissing bellies,

Laughing on the Great Earth

Come out from the bath [TI 12–14 ].

True to its ultimately salvational and not merely
diagnostic purpose, the collection concludes with a
hard-won sense of hope in the face of the accelerating
decline in the health of the earth and its communi -
ties. The penultimate poem of the collection, “For
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the Children” offers a fragile but enduring founda -
tion for benignant change:

The rising hills,
the slopes,
of statistics
lie before us.
The steep climb of everything, going up,
up, as we all
go down.”

The foundation lies with the children, the future
and the hope of all human communities, for a lasting
conversion of our way of seeing and living on the
earth:

To climb these coming crests
one word to you, to
you and your children:
stay together
learn the flowers
go light.

Turtle Island ends with the prose section “Plain
Talk,” which, as its title suggests, seeks to translate
into easily accessible and discursive terms, the
essential thrust of the verses preceding it. For exam-
ple, its “Four Changes” outlines ways and means for
human communities to improve in four major areas:
population, pollution, consumption, and transfor-
mation. These four outlines, like “Plain Talk” as a
whole—and indeed, the poetry that precedes it—
seek to address, constructively and sustainably, the
destruction and fragmentation that a rapidly matur-
ing industrial economy typically has on ecosystems,
human communities and entire regions of the earth.
As a result, Turtle Island’s prose, although written in
1969, still stands as an inspiration and guide for co-
herent grassroots action to repair damage done to
Earth’s communities, and create a society based on
compassion and respect. Snyder’s masterpiece ulti-
mately serves as a composite distillation of his mature
life- and thought-practice, including his study of
Zen Buddhism, and the Oriental and Occidental po-
etic traditions; it speaks from and for the often lu-
minous places inhabited by—and at the same time
inhabiting—its author.—Michael Sims
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Stegner, Wallace (1909–1993)
Referred to as the “reluctant conservationist” by

one of his biographers (Fradkin), Wallace Stegner
enjoyed a life and career that married his interests in
writing, political action and the wilderness.

Stegner grew up in Saskatchewan, Canada, from
1914–1920, a period and a place that influenced his
perspective on wilderness and land use. A graduate
of the University of Iowa (M.A. 1932; Ph.D. 1935),
he went on to teach English at Augustana College,
the University of Utah, the University of Wisconsin,
Harvard, and Stanford. Stegner, who taught at Stan-
ford from 1945–1971, was founder and Director of
its Creative Writing Program. There, his students in-
cluded EDWARD ABBEY, Larry McMurtrey, WENDELL

BERRY, and Ken Kesey.
Stegner’s nonfiction work focused on Western

figures such as John Wesley Powell, WILLA CATHER,
Bret Harte, and Bernard DeVoto (who Stegner met
at Harvard). His biography of John Wesley Powell,
Beyond the Hundredth Meridian (1954), established
him as a writer of environmental literature, alerting
the public to the history of mistakes over western
land use and water policy (Benson “Down” 36).

In his Pulitzer Prize–winning historical novel,
Angle of Repose (1972), in which Easterners move
West to make their fortune, the lack of water in the
West is dramatized through the character Oliver
Ward, a civil engineer whose task it is to build a canal
to bring water to the high desert of Idaho. All three
of his last books made the bestseller lists: Crossing to
Safety (1987), Collected Stories (1990), and WHERE

THE BLUEBIRD SINGS TO THE LEMONADE SPRINGS: LIV-
ING AND WRITING IN THE WEST (1992).

According to his son Page, Stegner’s “Wilderness
Letter,” addressed to the Wildland Research Center
in 1960, has become “one of the central documents
of the conservation movement” (30). The Letter
makes an eloquent case for the “restorative value of
wilderness,” reminiscent of ALDO LEOPOLD’s “The
Land Ethic” and THOREAU’s “Walking”; and it was
instrumental in launching Stegner’s public service
career in 1961, as a special assistant to Stewart Udall,
President Kennedy’s Secretary of the Interior. From
1961–6, he served on the advisory board for the Na-
tional Parks and Monuments, and from 1964–1968,
he was on the governing board of the Sierra Club,
serving at the same time as Ansel Adams. During the
Reagan era, Stegner served on the Wilderness Soci-
ety’s Governing Council (1984).

Stegner wrote over 60 articles on conservation,
and as a well-known author of fiction, he was able
to get his conservation pieces published in more
widespread publications. His essays appeared in such
popular magazines as the New Republic (“Battle for
the Wilderness,” 1954) and Sports Illustrated (“We
Are Destroying Our National Parks,” 1955), which
bridged the often damaging gap between academic
and popular culture. In “We Are Destroying Our
National Parks” (1955), he describes the paradox that
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exists in the very notion of a national park system:
“The American people love their parks and threaten
to trample them to death. The more successful the
Park Service is in keeping a park wild and beautiful,
the more people it will draw and the more it has to
contend with a thundering herd.” He argues that
camping and other outdoor activities in the parks
must be further regulated, and implores the average
outdoor-loving citizen to understand that even
though the kind of park preservation that he advo-
cates will be expensive, the cost will be amply repaid
in long-term conservationist benefits: “the money
will produce returns of another kind: health and san-
ity and the profound and personal sense of belonging
to something good and beautiful that cannot be
measured in dollars. A primeval park offers values
that are close to the values of religion.” Stegner’s in-
fluence endures, both in print and in the social imag-
ination. At what would be his centennial, the New
York Times published an article assessing his legacy
and claiming that Stegner has “grown in stature”
(Egan).—Sarah L. Dammeyer
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Where the Bluebird Sings 
to the Lemonade Springs: 

Living and Writing in the West,
Wallace Stegner (1992)

Stegner’s autobiographical collection speaks to the
paradox that is the American spirit and its relation -
ship to its land. The essays cover a vast and disparate
array of topics and concerns, all broadly unified by
Stegner’s passionate and articulate sensibility; from
the lasting impact that a landscape has on its inhab-
itants, and the effects of unsustainable uses of natural
resources, especially water; to the need for sustainable
healing of those overused resources; the power of
human beings over the land and resources (both in
the sense that knowledge may generate the power to
combat abuse to the land, and in the sense that ig-
norance in the form of mythologies cause potentially
irreparable destruction to a place); the aesthetics of
landscape and the West’s different approach to its re-
sources, in response to the profound differences in
its landscape; the effects of trying to fit nature into

the rational agricultural model; the role of story -
tellers, mythologies, and dreams in the destruction
of natural resources; and the special place that the
dream of MANIFEST DESTINY has had in the destruc-
tion of the American West.

Despite his fears for the West he once knew, the
West before dams and mass agriculture, in the “in-
digenous hopefulness” about which and with which
he writes, Stegner believes that a few generations
from now will witness means to both live on the land
and restore it—a “compromise” (xxii). Even in this
his last publication, Stegner himself represents the
uninterrupted “western hope” that he has long
chronicled (xxii).

In the introduction, Stegner brings his life and
work full circle, back to his 1943 Big Rock Candy
Mountain, whose title came from Harry McClin -
tock’s “The Big Rock Candy Mountain,” a hobo bal-
lad about the ever-giving West. Stegner’s essays cat-
alogue the riches of the American West and the lack
of attention to sustainability that has characterized
its use and settlement. He presents himself as one
who knows well the “hope, energy, carelessness, and
self-deception” about which he writes, because his
father epitomized those qualities.

The essays of “Part I: Personal” focus on the way
that he and his family have been shaped by place.
These autobiographical sketches employ reflections
on his growing up in the American West, to assess
“borderland” life in general, with its often conflicting
desires to control or destroy the wild, and to relish
and revere it (8). Here he characterizes the “pillagers”
and “settlers,” and vividly recalls his own ambiva -
lence toward the wild in a story about his trapped
badger (9).

Reminiscent of the “hybrid” work of JOHN MUIR

and JOHN BURROUGHS, as well as the later interdis-
ciplinary writing of BARRY LOPEZ, “Part II: Habitat,”
the intellectual core of the book, approaches the land
from both an aesthetic and scientific/biological per-
spective. In “Thoughts on a Dry Land,” Stegner
again differentiates, here between the land itself and
the dream of what the land might be. He notes that
reports of the West have profoundly influenced Amer-
icans’ understanding—of the West and of itself—at
least as much as firsthand seeing, and that people
find it hard to change their ideas in light of new ev-
idence. In “Variations on a Theme by Crèvecoeur,”
Stegner invokes ALDO LEOPOLD in discussing con-
trasting notions of “wilderness,” distinguishing the
West of the imagination from the reality of the West
(101). He discusses cowboy mythology and other
“folklore of the West” (103), decrying them but rec-
ognizing their great influence on the American imag-
inary.
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He extends this examination to a broad critique
of Eastern North Americans’ “perceptual habit” (52),
challenging them to develop new ways of knowing
and seeing, finding a new aesthetic, partly in terms
of scale, color, and form. Stegner quotes Clarence
Dutton, stressing the “westernization of perceptions
that has to happen before the West is beautiful to us”
(53). Stegner explores a different but no less impor-
tant fear in this section: that the adaptation will come
too late. In “Living Dry,” Stegner outlines a history
of the West’s rights and claims, chronicling land
management practices and policy, including the role
of the state and federal governments in water rights
and the eventual involvement of the Supreme Court.
He questions the mass movement westward to free
land as a means of enhancing democracy (68) and
introducing agriculture to the West in a direct chal-
lenge to the West’s aridity.

Invoking authors as disparate as John Wesley Pow-
ell (66), Gertrude Stein (72) and William Least Heat
Moon, he notes that aridity is anathema to Ameri-
cans’ search for plenty and impatience with restric-
tions, leaving but two options: adapt, or “engineer
it [aridity] out of existence” (75). In “Striking the
Rock,” Stegner more specifically chronicles the
history of water use and regulation in the West, cri-
tiquing the moral and aesthetic choices of settlers
who treat the cultivation of the West as an ultimately
“immoral” means of ownership and domination,
even “an act of arrogance” (78)—a “sin of scale” (79).
While not disparaging the notion of settlement com-
pletely, Stegner worries about the architectural in-
congruity of developments that demand massive
qualities of water in the midst of the desert. In his
criticism of dams, for example, Stegner assails the
public’s mistaken views, with a warning and call for
the change in Americans’ thoughts and behavior. At
his most pessimistic, Stegner laments that the West
is no longer a “geography of hope” (98).

In “Part III: Witnesses,” Stegner’s essays focus on
writers and writing of the West, applying the intel-
lectual critique of the second section to tease out
salutary truth from deleterious falsehood.—Sarah L.
Dammeyer
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Steinbeck, John (1902–1968)

Novelist, short story writer, journalist and Nobel
Prize winner, John Steinbeck chronicled the struggles
and aspirations of ordinary people with compassion
and an abiding commitment to social justice. His
subjects were migrant workers and striking fruit pick-
ers, bus drivers, peasants, farmers, scientists and pros-
titutes, the homeless and dispossessed. Yet, although
his 1939 masterpiece, THE GRAPES OF WRATH,
would redefine the nation’s moral and political com-
pass as few works of fiction have, Steinbeck’s novels
are more than sociological studies or political tracts.
Deeply ecological, his narratives seamlessly connect
the social and biological landscapes of what has come
to be called “Steinbeck Country,” the hills, valleys,
mountains, rivers, and coastlines of Central Califor-
nia. “Man,” Steinbeck writes in THE LOG FROM THE

SEA OF CORTEZ, “is related to the whole thing, re -
lated inextricably to all reality, known and unknow-
able” (217).

Born in Salinas, California, in 1902, the son of the
County Treasurer and a former schoolteacher, Stein-
beck rapidly developed an intimate knowledge of the
coast and hill country of Central California. He sup-
ported himself from boyhood, working summers and
weekends on nearby ranches. After graduating from
Salinas High School in 1919, he attended Stanford
University sporadically for six years, studying En -
glish, history, and biology, before leaving in 1925 to
pursue a writing career in New York. Returning to
California a year later, he struggled for a decade to
master his craft with little artistic or financial recog-
nition. Tortilla Flat (1935), a comic novel of life
among the paisanos of Monterey, marked his first
popular and critical success. It was rapidly followed,
however, by In Dubious Battle, Of Mice and Men,
The Long Valley, and The Grapes of Wrath, a series of
powerful fictions drawn from his first hand expe -
rience of the lives and struggles of agricultural
laborers in the fields and orchards of California.
While these novels remain his greatest achievement,
Steinbeck continued for another three decades to be
one of the most important chroniclers of the Amer-
ican scene, writing fiction (Cannery Row, The Pearl,
East of Eden), journalism (Once There Was a War, A
Russian Journal, Travels with Charley), and natural
history (The Log from the Sea of Cortez). He was
awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1962.

In 1930 Steinbeck met marine biologist Ed Rick-
etts, beginning a close friendship and intellectual col-
laboration that would last until Ricketts’s death in
1948. Ricketts’s biological laboratory, located on
Monterey’s Cannery Row, was a magnet for artists,
writers, scientists, and the area’s bohemian population,
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a place where friends gathered for food, drink, music,
and the pursuit of intellectual passions that ranged
from marine biology to poetry and Asian philosophy.
Ricketts had done his undergraduate work at the
University of Chicago under W. C. Allee, a pioneer
ecologist who studied the effects of environmental
stimuli on cooperative group behavior among inver-
tebrates. As Steinbeck and Ricketts surveyed the tide
pools of the California coast in the early 1930s, they
theorized about similar socio-biological patterns in
humans, and together explored what they came to
call “non-teleological thinking,” which replaces tra-
ditional cause-effect logic with a Zen-like acceptance
of “is.” Their wide-ranging discussions profoundly
influenced the young novelist. In the spring of 1940,
using royalties from the recently published The
Grapes of Wrath, Steinbeck and Ricketts rented a
boat, hired a crew, and explored the intertidal
habitats of the Gulf of California, resulting in The
Log from the Sea of Cortez (1951). Ricketts himself
became the inspiration for some of Steinbeck’s most
memorable characters: Doc in Cannery Row (1945)
and Sweet Thursday (1954), Doc Burton in In Du -
bious Battle (1936), and Casy in The Grapes of Wrath
(1939), whose connection to nature is drawn heavily
from Ricketts’s holistic philosophy. “There was the
hills, an’ there was me, an we wasn’t separate no
more,” Casy tells Tom Joad. “We was one thing. An’
there was me an’ the hills an’ there was the stars an’
the black sky, an we was all one thing. An’ that one
thing was holy” (Grapes of Wrath 83).

Throughout his career, Steinbeck’s novels would
examine the interconnectedness of human culture
and the natural world. In The Pearl (1956) the small
Mexican fishing community that serves as the novel’s
setting is an organic whole, coexisting with other
communities in the natural world and subject to the
same natural laws. It is “a thing like a colonial ani-
mal,” with its own nervous system and its own emo-
tional life (Pearl 27). Like any living organism, the
town’s “pulse and vibrating nerves” (27) react to ex-
ternal stimuli, and its interconnected ganglia transmit
information. In Cannery Row (1945) the community
of marginalized outcasts and eccentrics is introduced
by a prayer to “Our Father who art in Nature” (15),
and framed by a detailed description of life in the
Great Tide Pool off Pacific Grove. In The Grapes of
Wrath the Joad’s westward journey is equally pat-
terned on biological models.

Beyond their ecological emphasis on human com-
munities as interconnected habitats, Steinbeck’s nar-
ratives exhibit a strong land ethic and environmental
awareness. The Grapes of Wrath chronicles an envi-
ronmental disaster. It begins in drought and ends in
flood, in between exploring the impact of a largely

man-made catastrophe in ways that anticipate our
current political and environmental concerns. The
Log from the Sea of Cortez warned of the coming en-
vironmental impact of increased development and
industrialized fishing practices on the Gulf of Cali-
fornia; and in his last book, America and Americans
(1966), Steinbeck decries how “our rivers are
poisoned by reckless dumping of sewage and toxic
wastes, the air of our cities is filthy and dangerous to
breathe from the belching of coal, coke, oil, and
gasoline” (144). He finds hope, nevertheless, in his
sense of America’s increased outrage over continued
environmental mismanagement. By his death in De-
cember 1968, a new ecological and environmental
consciousness was emerging in America, and few
writers contributed more to that spiritual and scien-
tific evolution than Steinbeck himself.—Michael
Zeitler
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The Grapes of Wrath,
John Steinbeck (1939)

The Grapes of Wrath, John Steinbeck’s epic Pulitzer
Prize winning novel of the Great Depression, tells
the story of the Joads, once independent farmers but
now Dustbowl refugees, migrant laborers on the road
to California after the bank forecloses on their Okla-
homa farm. Their story translates the epic myth of
the Western frontier, the settler’s struggle for a piece
of land and a share of the American Dream, into 
the harsh economic, social, and political realities of
1930s America. Controversial, even inflammatory,
on its initial publication in 1939, The Grapes of Wrath
was a monumental bestseller despite being banned
in countless libraries, publically burned in Bakers -
field, California, and denounced as communistic
propaganda in the United States Senate. Seventy
years later it continues to sell hundreds of thousands
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of copies a year in almost every major language in
the world.

With its radically progressive social agenda The
Grapes of Wrath permanently redefined the nation’s
moral and political center as few works of fiction ever
have. It critiqued market capitalism, arguing that
Americans should not go hungry when farms pro -
duce abundant food or live without homes when
foreclosed houses stand vacant. It documented abuses
of migrant workers in California’s fields and orchards,
and supported labor’s right to organize for a fair, liv-
ing wage. It showed the importance of humanitarian
relief programs and safety nets for the old, the frail,
children, the homeless, and the unemployed, and ar-
gued that the rule of law should give as fair a deal to
the powerless as to the well to do.

In addition to its progressive social agenda, Stein-
beck’s novel is deeply ecological in its analysis, de-
tailing the consequences of a largely man-made en-
vironmental disaster, and suggesting the then radical
notion that government land-use policy should not
be solely under the control of corporations. The
Grapes of Wrath also prefigures by half a century
many of today’s most important ecological concepts.
Like all of Steinbeck’s books, it emphasizes the in-
terdependence of all life; the idea, as he puts it in
THE LOG FROM THE SEA OF CORTEZ, that “man is
re lated to the whole thing, related inextricably to all
reality, known and unknown” (Log 217). Steinbeck
drew much of the novel’s philosophical orientation
from his long time friend and intellectual collabora-
tor, the marine biologist Ed Ricketts, whose pioneer-
ing study of Pacific coast intertidal habitats, Between
Pacific Tides, had just been published. Preacher Casy’s
emphasis on the interconnectedness of human
culture and the natural world draws its inspiration
from Ricketts’s holistic philosophy. “There was the
hills, an’ there was me, an’ we wasn’t separate no
more,” Casy tells Tom. “We was one thing. An’ there
was me an’ the hills an’ there was the stars an’ the
black sky, an we was all one thing. An’ that one thing
was holy” (Grapes of Wrath 83).

The Grapes of Wrath also addresses what Harvard
biologist EDWARD O. WILSON identifies in his 1984
memoir, Biophilia, as the human need to connect
emotionally with other species, a need denied by sci-
ence’s long-standing taboo against “subjectivity” in
its reporting. For Wilson the artist’s narrative sub-
jectivity can “re-enchant” the natural world—a nec-
essary step toward changing human-environmental
interactions. “It is time,” he wrote, echoing not only
Steinbeck, but ALDO LEOPOLD’s Land Ethic, “to in-
vent moral reasoning of a new and more powerful
kind, to look at the very roots of motivation and un-
derstand why, in what circumstances and on which

occasions we cherish and protect life” (Biophilia 138–
39). Steinbeck directly politicizes these scientific “ob-
jective” and personal “subjective” ways of seeing the
environment. For the banks, the Oklahoma land is
an economic investment, fueled by non-farming
speculators and government wheat subsidies, causing
a frenzy of plowing-under the grasslands until the
price dropped out and the soil eroded:

The bank—the monster has to have profits all
the time. It can’t wait. It’ll die. No, taxes go on.
When the monster stops growing, it dies. It can’t
stay one size.... The tenant system won’t work any
more. One man and a tractor can take the place
of twelve or fourteen families. Pay him a wage
and take all the crop. We have to do it.

But you’ll kill the land with cotton.
We know. We’ve got to take cotton quick

before the land dies [35].

Steinbeck contrasts this view of the land with how
a farmer knows that same land: as memory, as nar-
rative, as community. As farmer Muley tells Tom and
Casy, “the place where folks live is them folks” (55).
Humans are inseparable from the environment they
inhabit because they have invested it with meaning,
because their minds are filled with its stories. The
land is enchanted, filled with our ghosts, our culture,
our history, and to destroy it is to destroy something
human about ourselves. The whole, Steinbeck re-
minds us, echoing Wilson, is more than the sum of
the parts:

... nitrates are not the land, nor phosphate; and
the length of fiber in the cotton is not the land.
Carbon is not the man, nor salt nor water, nor
calcium. He is all these, but he is much more;
and the land is so much more than its analysis.
The man who is more than his chemistry, walking
on the earth, turning his plow point for a stone,
dropping his handles to slide over an outcrop-
ping, kneeling in the earth to eat his lunch, that
man who is more than his elements knows that
the land is more than its analysis. But the
machine man, driving a dead tractor on land he
does not know or love, understands only chem-
istry, and he is contemptuous of the land and
himself [117].

Another way this difference between dead objec-
tivity and living subjectivity manifests itself is in re-
lation to animals—the turtle Tom picks up for the
kids and then lets go when they leave for California,
the Joad dogs, the dog killed by the speeding car of
a rich tourist, the rabbits and snakes that repopulate
the abandoned farms, or the horses no longer needed
behind the plows:

And when a horse stops work and goes into the
barn there is a life and a vitality left, there is a
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breathing and a warmth, and the feet shift on the
straw, and the jaws clamp on the hay, and the ears
and the eyes are alive. There is a warmth of life in
the barn, and the heat and smell of life. But when
the motor of a tractor stops, it is as dead as the
ore it came from. The heat goes out of it like the
living heat that leaves a corpse [117].

Yet even as their houses and possessions are being
tractored under, Steinbeck’s migrants adapt and sur-
vive. Here, too, the novel’s holistic and organic de-
scriptions of communities interacting with and
adapting to their immediate surroundings are pat-
terned on biological models. Even before the Joads
leave Oklahoma, Steinbeck metaphorically roots the
coming diaspora in biology, the struggle for survival,
and the reproduction of species:

The concrete highway was edged with a mat of
tangled, broken dry grass, and the heads were
heavy with oat beards to catch on a dog’s coat,
and foxtails to tangle in a horse’s fetlocks, and
clover burrs to fasten in sheep’s wool; sleeping life
waiting to be dispersed, every seed armed with an
appliance of dispersal, twisting darts and para-
chutes for the wind, little spears and balls of tiny
thorns, and all waiting for animals and for the
wind, for a man’s trouser cuff or the hem of a
woman’s skirt, all passive, but armed with the
appliances of activity [18].

So, a pregnant Rose of Sharon climbs up on the
old Hudson truck, attaching herself on top like the
clover burrs and thistles to better the chances of her
seed’s survival.

As the migrants push westward along Route 66,
the shift from the personal and individual “I” to the
collective and communal “we” is also given a biolog-
ical metaphor: “This is the zygote. For here ‘I lost
my land’ is changed; a cell is split and from its split-
ting grows ‘We lost our land’” (152). A similar meta -
phorical use of biology occurs in Chapter 17, again
illustrating the collective response to a perceived
threat : “In the daylight,” Steinbeck writes, “they
scuttled like bugs to the westward, and as the dark
caught them, they clustered like bugs near to shelter
and to water.... They huddled together, they talked
together; they shared their lives, their food, and the
things they hoped for in the new country” (194).
This theme runs throughout Steinbeck’s novel.
“Every night a world created,” described with the
same sensitivity and reverence for detail that he and
Ricketts had once brought to the Pacific tide pools—
a habitat of water, a river bank, a spring, an un-
guarded faucet, some flat land to pitch tents, a little
brush to build a fire, a garbage dump to scavenge
supplies, but most importantly, the interconnected
biological and human communities that bind us to-
gether.—Michael Zeitler
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The Log from the Sea of Cortez, 
John Steinbeck (1951)

Part travelogue, part scientific survey, and part
metaphysical speculation, John Steinbeck’s The Log
from the Sea of Cortez recounts the author’s 1940 sci-
entific expedition to the Gulf of California with his
friend, marine biologist Ed Ricketts. The resulting
collaborative study, listing dual authorship, was first
published in 1941 as Sea of Cortez: A Leisurely Journal
of Travel and Research. A decade later, after Ricketts’s
death, Steinbeck republished the narrative portion
of the text, together with a lengthy biographical por-
trait of Ricketts, under the current title. Although
Steinbeck made extensive use of Ricketts’s notes and
unpublished essays in preparing the text, Ricketts
was given no authorial recognition. Nevertheless, The
Log from the Sea of Cortez is philosophically as much
Ricketts’s as Steinbeck’s. A classic of ecological analy-
sis, The Log represents an experiment in what Ric -
ketts and Steinbeck call “non-teleological thinking”
(Log 132), which replaces traditional cause-effect logic
with a Zen-like acceptance of “is.” “Man,” Steinbeck
writes, “is related to the whole thing, related inex-
tricably to all reality, known and unknowable” (Log
217).

For Ricketts The Sea of Cortez represented the sec-
ond volume in his projected three-part study of
Pacific Coast marine life, along with the recently
published Between Pacific Tides and his in-progress
work on The Outer Shores, a study of the intertidal
habitats of British Columbia and Alaska. For Stein-
beck the six-week Gulf of California expedition was
an escape from the sudden celebrity and political
controversy surrounding the phenomenal success 
of THE GRAPES OF WRATH (1939). It was also an
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 opportunity for him to continue the philosophical
and biological speculations he and Ricketts had been
discussing since their first meeting in 1930. Steinbeck
had studied marine biology at Stanford University
in the 1920s and Ricketts had done his undergraduate
work at the University of Chicago under W.C. Allee,
an early and seminal ecologist who studied the effects
of environmental stimuli on cooperative group be-
havior among invertebrates. As Steinbeck and Rick-
etts explored the intertidal habitats of the California
coast, the two friends theorized about similar eco-
logical relationships in humans, ideas that pro -
foundly influenced the young novelist. Throughout
his early fiction, Steinbeck would explore a variety
of ecological communities, from oyster beds to
mountain streams, from the Great Plains to Mexican
fishing villages, from orchards to ranches to migrant
labor camps. Taken together, a pattern emerges that
emphasizes the interconnectedness of all things; the
significance of memory in binding us one to another,
to nature and the past; and the evolutionary impor-
tance of human culture, the community without
which we cannot survive. “The impulse which drives
one man to poetry,” he writes, “will send another
man into the tide pools and force him to try to report
what he finds there” (Log 1). For Steinbeck, both The
Grapes of Wrath and The Log from the Sea of Cortez
were holistic attempts to see the “ecological” inter-
connectedness of human culture and the natural
world.

In March 1940 Steinbeck and Ricketts hired a 75-
foot Monterey sardine purse seiner, The Western
Flyer, and a four-person crew. Outfitted with col-
lecting equipment, a makeshift lab, and a small li-
brary of scientific texts, The Western Flyer set sail for
the Gulf of California. Their goal, Steinbeck writes,
was “to observe the distribution of invertebrates, to
see and to record their kinds and numbers, how they
lived together, what they ate, and how they repro-
duced.... We wanted to see everything our eyes
would accommodate, to think what we could, and,
out of our seeing and thinking, to build some kind
of structure in modeled imitation of the observed re-
ality” (Log 2). Yet, to record the “observed reality,”
Steinbeck felt he must go beyond the objectivity of
what passes professionally for scientific truth. To cat-
alogue the Mexican Sierra fish’s dorsal fin spikes ac-
cording to the nomenclature of the classification
charts, he notes, is to dissect a dead fish in a formalin
solution. It is not, he writes, “the only, even the most
important truth about the fish.” A true knowledge
of the fish must also be experiential and interactive:

But if the sierra strikes hard on the line so that
our hands are burned, if the fish sounds and
nearly escapes and finally comes in over the rail,

his colors pulsing and his tail beating the air, a
whole new relationship comes into being—an
entity which is more than the sum of the fish plus
the fisherman” [Log 2]. 

Any journey, like any book, Steinbeck observes,
takes on a life of its own, a “characteristic design”
(Log 84). During the day, the crew collected and cat-
alogued specimens along the Gulf ’s rocky shores,
open coasts, bays, estuaries, and reefs. They discov-
ered snails, crabs, sea worms, sea hares, starfish, oc-
topi, mussels, anemones, shrimp, sponges, limpets;
in all, 550 species, of which about 10 percent proved
to be new. They found an “exuberant fierceness” in
the rocky shore littoral at Cabo San Lucas, where the
“ferocious survival quotient excites us and makes us
feel good” (Log 58). Between collecting excursions,
they talked with harbor officials, native fishermen,
farmers, and bar patrons in La Paz, Cabo San Lucas,
and Guaymas. At night, they “talked and speculated,
talked and drank beer” (Log 84). To Steinbeck, each
venue, whether tide pool, harbor, bar, or boat, was
a habitat, an ecosystem, a part of the mosaic. “Spe -
cies,” Steinbeck writes, “are only commas in a sen-
tence ... one merges into another, groups melt into
ecological groups until the time when what we think
of as life meets and enters what we think of as non-
life : barnacle and rock, rock and earth, earth and
tree, tree and rain and air” (Log 216).

The concept of non-teleological thinking, origi-
nating first in Ricketts’s unpublished essays (later
published in Hedgpeth’s The Outer Shores) and fur-
ther developed in collaboration with Steinbeck, is at
the philosophical center of The Log from the Sea of
Cortez. Steinbeck’s fullest discussion of the concept
is contained in what has come to be called the Log’s
“Easter Sunday Sermon.” Aristotelian causality, he
argues, is merely a label for our partial and biased
mental reconstructions, a fragmentary part of the
whole. “The whole picture is portrayed by is, the
deepest word of deep ultimate reality, not shallow or
partial as reasons are, but deeper and participating,
possibly encompassing the Oriental concept of being”
(Log 151). In the spirit of WHITMAN and EMERSON,
Steinbeck ends his Easter sermon on the sandy beach
at La Paz with a transcendent, even spiritual, con-
nection to the natural world: “Quality of sunlight,
blueness and smoothness of water, boat engines, and
ourselves were all parts of a larger whole and we could
begin to feel its nature but not its size” (Log 151). 

Like many sermons, however, Steinbeck’s medi-
tation carries with it a warning. The “iron teleol -
ogies” of modern industrial society, he implies, sep-
arate us from the natural world and “twist the tide
pools and the stars into the pattern” (Log 87). The
world, psychologically disconnected, “is furrowed
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and cut, torn and blasted by man. Its flora has been
stripped away and changed; its mountains torn down
by man; its flat lands littered by the debris of his liv-
ing” (Log 87). Across the harbor, new hotels are
under construction (the result of a new airport), and
a Japanese shrimp fishing vessel, a huge floating pro-
cessing plant, is radically altering both the Gulf ’s
ecology and the native fishing economy even before
Ricketts and Steinbeck can record it.—Michael
Zeitler
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Stevens, Wallace (1879–1955)
Wallace Stevens was born in Reading, Pennsyl -

vania in 1879. After studying at Harvard from 1987
to 1900, and briefly pursuing journalism in Manhat-
tan, he chose an unorthodox career for a poet: in-
surance law. By 1934 he would be a vice-president
at the Hartford Accident and Indemnity Corpora-
tion, and the income from this job allowed him to
settle in the wealthy suburb of West Hartford, Con-
necticut, where he lived until his death in 1955.
Stevens’ writing garnered attention slowly, beginning
in 1914 when the journal Poetry published a few
pieces; his first book, Harmonium, appeared in 1923,
received mixed reviews, and sold poorly, although
Marianne Moore was an early supporter. Through -
out the 1930s and 1940s, Stevens published increasing
quantities of work in both short and long form (es-
pecially his acclaimed 1942 Notes Toward a Supreme
Fiction), and his reputation blossomed. Auroras of
Autumn won the National Book Award in 1951, as
did his Collected Poems in 1954 (the latter also re -
ceived a Pulitzer). In addition to his poetry, Stevens
published a collection of critical essays, The Necessary
Angel (1951), and in 1966 a large posthumous selec -
tion of his fascinating Letters appeared.

For several decades after his death, most critics
and readers assumed Stevens’ writing was primarily
devoted to abstract philosophical speculation, rather
than contemporary history or day-to-day experience.

More recently, however, scholars such as James Lon-
genbach and Gyorgyi Voros have demonstrated that,
for all its density and difficulty, his poetry is informed
by the events of his lifetime, including World War
II and the spread of technology-intensive industrial
capitalism. In her pioneering work, Voros argues that
ecology provides a framework for understanding his
poetics, both as a literal point of reference (given his
passionate interest in natural phenomena such as
weather, plants, and animals) and as an analogue to
his fundamental belief that texts, selves, and the en-
compassing physical world are dynamic, intercon-
nected webs of phenomena: he “offered an affirma-
tive, frequently joyful vision as an alternative to the
twentieth century’s increasing objectification of Na-
ture and alienation from it” (Voros 3). Or as Stevens
himself puts it, he aimed to create his version of “the
great poem of the earth [that] remains to be written”
(“Imagination as Value,” NA 142).

Like the work of “inhumanist,” ROBINSON JEF -
FERS, Stevens’ poetry rejects the idea that humans,
and the human, are the most important elements in
the universe, a misconception that Stevens traces to
both Judeo-Christian religion and Enlightenment
humanism. While he associates the latter with “the
gaunt world of the reason” (“The Figure of the Youth
as Virile Poet,” NA 58), the former receives still more
of his disdain. In the early poem “Sunday Morning,”
for example, a woman plays hooky from church and
decides that “Divinity must live within herself ”
rather than in some transcendent realm; she chooses
instead to savor immediate events and sensual objects
such as fruit, weather cycles, birds, and sunlight. At
the same time, however, Stevens highlights the nat-
ural environment’s amorality and fundamental in-
difference to humanity: as the speaker of “The Snow
Man” observes, “One must have a mind of winter”
in order to see “Nothing that is not there and the
nothing that is” (CP 9–10). In a world of great beauty
but no gods, poetry serves as a “supreme fiction,” a
comforting spiritual resource for human beings faced
with existential loneliness. Constructing this fiction
entails sensitivity toward one’s physical environment.
Perhaps Stevens’ finest formulation of this idea comes
in Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction: “From this the
poem springs: that we live in a place / That is not
our own and, much more, not ourselves / And hard
it is in spite of blazoned days” (CP 383). Anticipating
what LAWRENCE BUELL argues is a fundamental trait
of environmentally oriented literature (Buell 7–8),
Stevens treats the nonhuman world as valuable in its
own right, not simply a resource for humans to con-
sume. That said, however, human happiness requires
us to make imaginative use of nature as we encounter
it. Only by forming what “An Ordinary Evening in
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New Haven” calls “imaginative transcripts” (CP 479)
of the world can we dwell contentedly in it. These
guiding texts mark “The difference that we make in
what we see / And our memorials of that difference”
(“Description Without Place,” CP 344).

Critics such as Angus Fletcher and Dorothy Niel -
sen contend that a truly “ecologized” poetics would
frame both human selves and literary texts as entities
open to the dynamics of nature, rather than closed
systems detachedly observing the world. Stevens en-
dorses this kind of interconnectivity. In “The Planet
on the Table,” a poem is an environmental conduit:
the poet’s “self and the sun were one / And his poems,
although makings of his self, / Were no less makings
of the sun” (CP 532). Likewise, the speaker of “Yel -
low Afternoon” declares, “It was in the earth only /
That he was at the bottom of things / And of him-
self,” and realizes that “one loves that / Of which one
is a part as in a unity” (CP 236)

Further, in his essays Stevens theorizes poesis itself
as an interchange between the “imagination” and “re-
ality.” As he uses these terms, the former denotes the
inherent human impulse, exemplified by poetry, to
rearrange the world we experience according to our
visions of what is necessary for a good life, while the
latter is that world itself, indifferent but still capti-
vating. There is a “universal interdependence” be-
tween the two, not a stark divide, he writes in the
essay “The Noble Rider and the Sound of Words”
(NA 24). Stevens contends that as a poet, “nature [is
that] which I desire to reduce: master, subjugate, ac-
quire complete control over and use freely for my
own purpose, as poet” (L 790), but nonetheless
imagination literally cannot function without the
surrounding world—it “loses vitality as it ceases to
adhere to what is real” and “has the strength of reality
or none at all” (“Noble Rider,” NA 6–7). This is the
crux of the meditation in “Study of Two Pears”: “The
pears are not seen / As the observer wills” (CP 197).
By striking a balance between the two forces, a writer
creates what “The Bouquet” (CP 448) calls “medium
nature,” a text composed of equal parts human med-
itation and environmental input.

“Medium nature” is also a good way to describe
the domesticated, cultivated environments Stevens
frequently depicts. Unlike many canonical environ-
mental poets, such as GARY SNYDER and Robinson
Jeffers, he almost never writes about wilderness, and
when he does, as in “Anecdote of the Jar” (CP 76),
it is something that is fading: the jar “made the
slovenly wilderness / Surround that hill. / / The wil-
derness rose up to it, / And sprawled around, no
longer wild.” He instead portrays the kinds of spaces
and phenomena a prosperous suburbanite who liked
horticulture, collected art, and took vacations in Key

West would be familiar with: parks, still-life botani -
cal paintings, gardens, the local climate and weather
of Connecticut, fruit, tropical beaches, and common
animals like those that inhabit his famous “Thirteen
Ways of Looking at a Blackbird” (CP 92–95). Nor
is he a didactic writer; Stevens’ sensitivity toward na-
ture did not engender what we would now call “en-
vironmentalist” claims, because he was writing before
modern American eco-activism became a political
force in the 1960s. Nevertheless, he offers a way of
looking at the world—with wonder and humility—
that accords with the spiritual attachments and policy
priorities of environmentalists, even though it does
not anticipate their public rhetoric.

As Stevens sees it, life without divine certainties
is often lonely, but it is not necessarily unpleasant,
thanks in large part to the relationships with our sur-
roundings that poetry helps us form. The poet’s
“role, in short, is to help people live their lives” by
capturing their attention until “his imagination be-
come[s] the light in the minds of others,” Stevens ar-
gues in “The Noble Rider and the Sound of Words”
(NA 29). He has faith in what the philosopher Ed-
mund Husserl calls the lebenswelt (‘life-world’),
which is the shared physical space of all subjective
experience—in other words, this felt earth. “On the
Road Home” (CP 203) stages this idea, asserting that
although people construct their own forms of mean-
ing (“There are many truths / But they are not parts
of a truth”), all construction takes place on public
ground: “It was at that time, that the silence was
largest / And longest, the night was roundest, / The
fragrance of the autumn warmest, / Closest and
strongest.” While we must survive without the su-
pernatural, and accept that full knowledge of other
human minds will always elude us, there still remains
“the honey of the common summer” (“Esthétique
du Mal,” CP 316).—Ryan Boyd
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Stratton-Porter, Gene 
(1863–1924)

Gene Stratton-Porter is Indiana’s most famous na-
ture photographer, environmentalist, and novelist.
She worked to preserve and protect the Limberlost
swamp, a rainforest of more than 25,000 acres that
once covered Northeast Indiana (Finney). Before the
swamp dried up due to logging, oil drilling, and corn
monoculture, Stratton-Porter recorded its flora and
fauna in photographs, in novels, and by transplanting
thousands of plant species facing extinction to land
she bought and deeded to the state in Rome City,
Indiana.

Stratton-Porter grew up on an Indiana farm,
where she embraced the spirit and freedom of pioneer
life. This gave her a comfort and confidence in the
outdoors possessed by decreasing numbers of women
in her day. Stratton-Porter wanted to share her love
of nature, plants, animals, and vigorous activity with
other women, and with the increasingly urbanized
world around her. Photography provided her first
means to do so.

In 1895, Stratton-Porter received a new camera.
Since she loved to wander into the nearby Limberlost
swamp, she began to take photographs there. JOHN

JAMES AUDUBON, the most prominent name in bird-
species cataloging to this point, killed his specimens
and drew them stuffed. Stratton-Porter wanted to
document animal behavior and surroundings, and
felt live images conveyed a more accurate and realistic
portrait than did paintings. Therefore, Stratton-
Porter lugged her heavy camera and equipment far
into the swamp, to spots where she had seen birds or
moths, and waited patiently (Long, 144). Often she
waited for days, in buggy, muddy and hot conditions,
to get the perfect print. Many of these prints survive,
and they are remarkable both for their artistry and
naturalism. As a result of these strengths, Stratton-
Porter sold many photographs to nature magazines,
and became a regular photographer for Outing and
Recreation (Long 148, 162).

While in the swamp for these extended periods,
Stratton-Porter noticed how vulnerable the swamp
was, and how quickly it was being destroyed. She
sought attention and protection for this environ -

ment, and realized that photos and factual articles
were not reaching a wide enough audience to achieve
this. In the media culture of her day, the way to gen-
erate an audience was through novels, so Stratton-
Porter began producing them, and between 1909 and
1924, she sold a book a minute; at the time of her
death, between eight and nine million copies of her
books had been sold (Mott 219).

Representative of both her style and thematic in-
clinations, Freckles, published in 1904, tells the story
of the swamp from the perspective of a boy who
works there. Hired to patrol the logging roads to pro -
tect them from poachers, Freckles falls in love with
the environment, and describes it in vivid, natural -
istic detail, humanizing the ecosystem by presenting
it through a child’s eyes. Freckles befriends a black vul -
ture “family,” and comes to love each tree, moaning in
pain as it is cut down. The novel thus blends scienti -
fic information with a preservationist message and a
sentimental, intimate story. This novelistic strategy
of Stratton-Porter’s ultimately brought worldwide
attention to the Limberlost area and its needs.

Stratton-Porter then published A Girl of the Lim-
berlost in 1909, which tells the coming-of-age story
of Elnora Comstock, who was raised in the swamp
and is in love with its beauties. Elnora wanders the
swamp constantly, learning about moths and collect-
ing rare specimens. Again, intriguing information
about moth and bird behavior, and an understanding
of the environment as a system which must remain
intact if it is to survive at all, are deftly interwoven
with an unfolding human drama, which makes them
more compelling still. Stratton-Porter’s outreach
strategy worked almost too well, since her reading
public swarmed to the swamp to see and admire it
for themselves, and these crowds ironically increased
the pressure on this dying ecosystem. Ultimately,
Stratton-Porter could not compete with industrial-
ization, and the swamp was virtually eliminated by
1913 (Weinhardt).

Nevertheless, and emblematic of the best regional
environmental literature, Stratton-Porter’s work had
increased consciousness about this area, about the
individual’s role in preserving it, and about the en-
vironmental price of “progress.” A very large reading
public had learned extensively about birds, moths,
trees, and herbs, almost without knowing they were
learning. Stratton-Porter’s books are still in print,
and still popular, though with a smaller audience.
With the profit from her book sales, Stratton-Porter
brought property in Rome City, Indiana, and sin-
gle-handedly transplanted 3,000 species there (Fin -
ney). Many of these survive exclusively because of
her efforts. Two State Historic Sites in Indiana com-
memorate her life and work.
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Stratton-Porter was a bold and iconoclastic woman,
who continued to be a pioneer throughout her life.
After her move to Rome City, she again transplanted
herself to Southern California, where she was be-
coming as enthusiastically acquainted with its wild
desert ecosystem when she was killed in a car crash.
She had already begun the process of turning her
most popular books into movies, again adapting to
new opportunities for spreading her preservationist
message. Ultimately, she is perhaps most worth re-
membering both as an environmental advocate, and
as an innovator in communicating environmental
messages to a wide audience.—Anne Balay
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Thaxter, Celia Laighton 
(1835–1894)

In her late teens Celia Laighton Thaxter was
dubbed a “pretty little Miranda” by NATHANIEL

HAWTHORNE for her close association with the Isles
of Shoals, a small group of islands off the coast of
Maine and New Hampshire. Her devotion to these
islands indeed motivated virtually all of her literary
work, including two collections of poems and two
works of nonfiction, AMONG THE ISLES OF SHOALS

(1873) and An Island Garden (1894).
Thaxter lived on the Isles of Shoals for most of her

childhood. Her parents’ successful inn-keeping ven-
tures led to early interactions with famous guests, in-
cluding John Greenleaf Whittier (who would in later
life become her close friend), Richard Dana, Jr.,
then–Senator Franklin Pierce, and NATHANIEL HAW -
THORNE. At the age of 16 she married Levi Thaxter,
who had been her tutor and her father’s business
partner; but this marriage would prove an unhappy
one, as Levi’s health and temperament rejected the
climate and isolation of the Isles while Thaxter’s de-
votion to her family and childhood home kept her
wedded to them. In later years the couple would live
apart—Thaxter on Appledore, Levi in Massachusetts
or Maine—but their divergent convictions about
where to live plagued them from the beginning of
their relationship.

Thaxter’s first published poem, “Land-locked,”
depicts her anguish at living away from the Isles, yet
it launched her into New England literary culture:

James and Annie Fields became good friends, and
through their connections and her own charm she
met several of the period’s most well-known and re-
spected writers, including Charles Dickens and Sarah
Orne Jewett. Thaxter gained considerable fame as a
poet and was able to support her family on the in-
come earned from her writing. In 1869 she began
submitting nonfiction sketches about her island
home to the Atlantic, and in 1873 she collected the
sketches in book form as Among the Isles of Shoals. A
collection of her poems appeared in 1871 (Poems), an
expanded version of this text came out in 1874, and
a new book of poems appeared in 1878 (Driftwood).

In addition to her poetry and nonfiction Thaxter
delighted in other art forms, especially painting. She
adorned hundreds of pieces of china with intricate
floral details, and throughout the 1880s and until her
death in 1894 she nurtured nineteenth-century artists
and musicians at her salon on Appledore, including
Norwegian violinist Ole Bull and American impres-
sionist painter Childe Hassam, with whom she
would collaborate on her final published work, An
Island Garden (1894).

The Isles of Shoals, and particularly her cottage
and garden on Appledore, remain central to almost
all of Thaxter’s literary productions. Her attention
to the details of her home place—revealing a deep
familiarity with the flora and fauna, the tides and
currents, the peculiarities of local language—situates
her work in the tradition of American regionalism,
and in this way her work resembles that of her friend
Sarah Jewett. While not a public preservationist in
the manner of her contemporary JOHN MUIR, Thax-
ter nevertheless expressed such an environmentalist
impulse in her personal protest of the use of bird
feathers in women’s clothing, and in her literary
work’s celebration of the isolation and distinctiveness
of the islands’ environment. In 1890 she began a cor-
respondence with the naturalist Bradford Torrey
about this topic, and specifically about birdlife on
the Isles of Shoals, which Torrey had never visited.
Her legacy of environmental stewardship to her
beloved Isles continues today, with the restoration of
her garden on Appledore and the marine science re-
search conducted by students and faculty at Shoals
Marine Laboratory.—Lauren E. LaFauci
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Among the Isles of Shoals,
Celia Thaxter (1873)

Celia Thaxter’s Among the Isles of Shoals (1873)
lyrically portrays the archipelago of rocky islands off
the coast of Maine and New Hampshire where Thax-
ter spent the majority of her childhood and the hap-
piest years of her adult life. Published simultaneously
in two formats—in hardcover by J.R. Osgood and
Co. and in cheap paperback designed for sale in rail-
road stations for 50 cents (Mandel 71)—the text was
an expansion of four serial articles about the islands
that Thaxter had written for the Atlantic Monthly in
1869–70. In Shoals Thaxter creates a vivid portrait
of the Isles alongside a relation of their social, polit-
ical, and natural history, and of her own experiences
there. Today, Among the Isles of Shoals is not only
Thaxter’s best-known work but also a defining text
of American regionalist writing of the late 19th cen-
tury.

Thaxter addresses her readers directly in the work,
often in a conversational style, and speaks in the first
person about her experiences on the islands, exhibit-
ing a deep knowledge of their natural history. She
notes details about the islands’ flora and fauna with
vivid precision, and mingles these observations with
lyrical figurative language. Her description of an im-
mature sculpin is representative: “Sometimes in a
pool of crystal water one comes upon him un-
awares,—a fairy creature, the color of a blush-rose,
striped and freaked and pied with silver and gleaming
green, hanging in the almost invisible water as a bird
in air, with broad, transparent fins suffused with a
faint pink color, stretched wide like wings to upbear
the supple form” (86). She also records with rever-
ential exactness the timing of natural events, such as
the arrival “[b]y the 23d of April” of “the first swallow
and flocks of martins, golden-winged and downy
woodpeckers, the tiny, ruby-crowned wren, and [...]
kingfishers [... and] little nuthatches” (158). Such de-
scriptions reveal the dominant mode of narration in
Shoals, where Thaxter’s lyrical poetic voice unites
with an authoritative knowledge gained from a life-
time of curious exploration and observation of the
islands’ every nook and cranny.

Complementing such poetic observation is Thax-
ter’s holistic view of her home’s natural ecosystem.
She expresses this environmental consciousness in
three principle ways: through her relation of the tim-
ing of natural occurrences and her appeals to an in-

herent “order of nature,” through her gentle critique
of certain forms of environmental destruction, and
through her imagination of certain plants and ani -
mals as possessing agency and a status equal or near-
equal to that of humankind. In the first instance she
highlights, for example, the ways in which Apple-
dore’s rich plant diversity flouts the usual “order of
nature” in its bountiful wildflower displays, where
the iris, wild rose, goldenrod, and aster all bloom si-
multaneously, despite their “normal” disparate flow-
ering times (27). And while she acknowledges the
importance of the White Island light to seafarers, she
mourns its complicity in the death of thousands of
birds: “The lighthouse, so beneficent to mankind, is
the destroyer of birds,—of land birds particularly”
(110); and reveals that a lighthouse keeper “picked up
three hundred and seventy-five [dead birds] in one
morning at the foot of the lighthouse” (111, emphasis
added). Her gentle critique also implies that the sea-
birds “natural” to the place suffered less from this
form of destruction than did the “land birds” unfa-
miliar with the lighthouse, suggesting once again her
sense of the proper “order of nature” and its ecologi -
cal niches, while reminding us of the great and subtle
difficulties in managing human-nature relationships.
Finally, she treats many of the islands’ creatures as
companions, if not friends. In one compelling pas-
sage, she tells of learning the “loon language” so well
that she could “almost always summon a considerable
flock by going down to the water and assuming the
neighborly and conversational tone which they gen-
erally use” (112). Taken together, these examples il-
lustrate not only Thaxter’s deep familiarity with the
flora and fauna of her home place, but also her sense
of its fragility, distinctiveness, and ecological whole-
ness.

Alongside these glowing descriptions of the is -
lands’ natural communities are depictions of the dan-
gers that island life presents to humans. She does not
romanticize her home but instead draws atten tion to
the grisly events in the islands’ history and to the des-
olation and isolation of the winter months especially.
She describes men driven to cannibalism upon being
shipwrecked at Boone Island; the skeletons of sailors
found a year after their deaths on Smutty-nose
Island; and, in one particularly gruesome account,
the discovery of two boots, “not mates, [...] each con-
tain[ing] a human foot” (23–24). Indeed, the text is
replete with images of ruin, desolation, and death as
much as with descriptions of the islands’ beautiful
and diverse flora and fauna—a balance reflecting that
of nature itself.

Among the Isles of Shoals was Thaxter’s first book-
length work of nonfiction, though she had gained
considerable fame as a poet by the time of its publi-
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cation. Her poems often describe the landscapes and
natural elements of the Isles, and her first published
poem, “Land-locked,” portrays the distress of her
separation when forced to live on the mainland early
in her marriage. In her final published work, An Is-
land Garden (1894), Thaxter returned to nonfiction,
celebrating her life-long love of flowers; instructing
her readers on the basics of cultivation, from seed
germination to the application of manure; and, with
paintings by Childe Hassam, beautifully illustrating
her garden on Appledore. Today, Thaxter is most
often associated with the work of late 19th-century
American regionalism, particularly with Sarah Orne
Jewett, who, along with Annie Fields, was a dear
friend. Among literary scholars, An Island Garden
and Among the Isles of Shoals remain her most well-
known and studied works, as they reveal her deep
knowledge of and devotion to her home region.—
Lauren E. LaFauci
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Thoreau, Henry David 
(1817–1862)

Resting mostly on the basis of his foundational
environmentalist text WALDEN, Henry David Tho -
reau’s reputation has transcended the literary and
registered amongst pop-culture iconography. He is
the original American literary hermit, the Socratic
idiotes (“private man”) who rejected human society
for the society of nature, and established a rich and
enduring legacy of protest, one cited by Gandhi and
Martin Luther King, Jr. And although he composed
millions of words—now read by millions—over his
brief lifetime, his corpus argues consistently and elo-
quently for simplicity (for what we can “do without”)
over prodigality, individuality over conformity, and,
ultimately, a return to nature as the living anchor of
any righteous and decent life.

Thoreau was born in 1817, in the town that would
become synonymous with American intellectualism:
Concord, Massachusetts. This proved fitting, as
Thoreau would join a locus of great thinkers (RALPH

WALDO EMERSON, MARGARET FULLER, and NA -
THAN IEL HAWTHORNE would also call Concord
home) intent upon writing distinctly “American” lit-
erature. He was the third of four children, and the

youngest son. While his older brother John was more
outgoing, Henry was a serious young man who en-
joyed the New England countryside. Because of his
solemn demeanor, he was chosen, as the Thoreau’s
had only enough money for one of their sons to go
to college, to attend Harvard, where he matriculated
in 1833. John, it was reasoned, possessed ample social
intelligence to flourish without higher education—
Henry was a different story. Although not an excep-
tional student, Thoreau was a good one, preferring
language courses. He spent a summer teaching under
the instruction of Orestes Brownson—a significant
event not only for its anticipation of Thoreau’s post-
graduate vocation, but also for its exposure of the
young Thoreau to the evolving philosophy of TRAN-
SCENDENTALISM.

In 1837, Thoreau graduated from Harvard and re-
turned home; but just as his formal education
finished, another more liberal schooling commenced.
Thoreau spent considerable time with Emerson, 14
years his elder, a neighbor and philosopher, writer,
speaker, and transcendentalist thinker who had
achieved intellectual fame and notoriety. The latter
had just been banned from Harvard for a contro -
versial address he had delivered at the Divinity
School (“THE DIVINITY SCHOOL ADDRESS”). Emer-
son encouraged Thoreau to question—and chal-
lenge—the status quo. As a means of harnessing and
developing the latter’s thoughts, he also advised the
20-year-old Thoreau to keep a journal, from which
many of his later works would evolve; moreover,
through it he found that writing suited him as a
trade.

Yet Thoreau began his professional career as a
schoolteacher. In the first of many life-altering ap-
plications of Emersonian thought, Thoreau took
issue with the school’s policy of corporal punish -
ment, and was dispatched. Yet he continued teach -
ing, collaborating with his brother to form a private
school, one geared more toward experiential learning
(as opposed to the regurgitation favored at the time,
even at Harvard) and rooted in hands-on experience.
Their sessions regularly took place outdoors, utilizing
nature as a classroom—a move that would anticipate
Thoreau’s biocentric literary “teaching.” Working
with John, his brother and best friend, encouraging
young minds to think for themselves, and doing both
outside—Thoreau was at peace. In 1839 the two em-
barked on a two-week canoe trip that would serve
as the inspiration for Thoreau’s first book. They even
fell in love with the same girl, each having their mar-
riage proposals refused.

On the first day of 1842, John cut himself shaving,
and little more than a week later, a calm and resigned
John succumbed to lockjaw, passing in Henry’s arms.
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Thoreau was devastated, even manifesting sympa-
thetic symptoms of lockjaw himself for some time.
In addition, in the same month, Emerson’s only son,
Waldo, to whom Thoreau was quite close, died sud-
denly of scarlet fever.

Emerson was at the heart of Thoreau’s eventual
recovery. “Sharing and articulating his loss in ways
Thoreau did not or could not,” Emerson bounced
back relatively quickly after his son’s demise (Rich -
ardson 114). In the subsequent months, he put Tho -
reau to work—both physically and intellectually.
Living with the Emersons, Thoreau received a steady
stream of fix-it requests; Emerson was often away,
and even when present, was not very handy (unlike
Thoreau, the accomplished boat-maker and cele-
brated melon grower). And Emerson continued to
encourage Thoreau to write, eliciting essays for the
transcendentalist journal The Dial, including Tho -
reau’s initial foray into nature writing, his “Natural
History of Massachusetts,” which helped in recon-
necting the still emotionally frail Thoreau to the nat-
ural world—one he had learned could be quite
harsh, but which now healed and comforted.

The following year saw still another change for
Thoreau. He embarked for Staten Island, where he
would serve as a tutor for relatives of Emerson. He
also hoped to secure access, for future publications,
to the literary spheres of New York City. Neither en-
deavor proved successful. Missing the forests and
streams of Concord, he languished in the city, and
returned to Concord—although his sights were truly
set on the outskirts of the town.

Eager for a chance to experience life at its most el-
emental—as well as to work his many notes regard -
ing his canoe trip with John into a book-length man-
uscript, Thoreau secured a patch of land along the
shores of Walden Pond for the purposes of his ex-
periment in living. Just as he and John had taught,
his would be an endeavor in immersion learning (in
fact, one of his favorite pastimes was bathing in
Walden Pond). He moved into his small cabin on
Independence Day, July 4, 1845 (a date sometimes
cited as the beginning of the environmental move-
ment), and would remain there for just over two
years. While it was most certainly not the wilderness
excursion some mistake it for (he was only about a
mile from town, which he frequented), he was af-
forded the opportunity, “to live deliberately, to front
only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not
learn what it had to teach” (Walden 394). Thus he
read not only Homer but also weather patterns, la-
boring over his manuscripts and his garden while
probing the depths both of the pond and human ex-
perience. Like his Socratic precursor Thoreau con-
cerned himself, ultimately and almost exclusively,

with how we live—and how we should live. Hence,
while writing A WEEK ON THE CONCORD AND MER-
RIMACK RIVERS, he also produced the first draft of
Walden.

Thoreau explained that he left Walden, in part,
because he felt he had “several more lives to live”
(579). The most immediate to him, at that point,
involved publishing A Week, which he finally did in
1849, at his own expense. The move, however,
proved financially unwise. The book found neither
critical acclaim nor a popular audience, and Thoreau
wound up buying back from the publisher over 700
of the 1,000 copies printed.

This failure spurred Thoreau to meticulously
revise his Walden manuscript over the following
years, eventually working the text through seven re-
visions before its successful publication in 1854. His
dedication to formulating the right text for reform—
and revolution—was paralleled by his progressive
social agenda, as his writings began to include po-
litical as well as natural subjects. The 1850 Fugitive
Slave Act enraged Thoreau, who fervently embraced
the abolitionist movement, producing notable essays
like “Resistance to Civil Government” (posthu -
mously retitled “Civil Disobedience”), “Slavery in
Massachusetts,” and “Life without Principle.” An
agent of the Underground Railroad and a staunch
admirer of John Brown, he famously spent a night
in jail for refusing to pay a tax he saw as financing a
slaveholding nation in fighting an imperialistic war
with Mexico.

Throughout the 1850s, Thoreau’s disillusionment
with society was reflected in his frequent natural and
literary digressions, continually eschewing any ro-
mantic ties and seeking ever greater freedom in na-
ture; thus, fittingly, his later texts often take the form
of literal or figurative excursions. Texts like Cape Cod
and The Maine Woods demonstrate Thoreau’s in-
creased penchant, in his later years, for arriving at
well-founded conclusions by way of intense obser-
vation, be it of a region’s plant, animal, or human
inhabitants: his “Kalendar” project sought a com-
prehensive synthesis of natural facts in an attempt to
arrive at higher “Truth.” His “excursive” activities
finally and naturally included a deep fascination with
and respect for the ways of the American Indians;
and as he continued to trend toward deeper ecologies,
life, in its many varied and variegated forms, at last
became Thoreau’s true field of study. Thus, his later
work is characterized by meticulous investigations of
nature, such as “The Dispersion of Seeds” and “The
Succession of Forest Trees,” his “major contribution
to scientific knowledge” (Harding 439). Works like
these, along with most of Thoreau’s more scientific
essays were, for decades, dismissed as “minor Thoreau,”
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mere post–Walden cataloguing, but this view is in-
creasingly under attack, as readers schooled in broader
environmental hermeneutics sense the subtle but un-
mistakable lines of analogy and affinity between
Thoreau’s “natural” and “philosophical” works—
lines that were perfectly obvious to and constantly
articulated by Thoreau himself.

Thoreau had previously battled tuberculosis, but
after becoming ill while remaining outside in the rain
to count tree rings in 1860, the disease took on a fatal
shape. After a trip to Minnesota proved unsuccessful
in tempering his illness, Thoreau resigned himself to
preparing his final manuscripts; his sister helped him,
and was at his side when he passed away—peacefully,
as his brother had—on May 6, 1862, at the age of
44. “One world at a time,” he said on his deathbed,
when asked about life after death. Humble as his
words may seem, they are equally befitting of a man
whose life was continually re-dedicated to envision -
ing new worlds.—David Visser
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Cape Cod, 
Henry David Thoreau (1865)

Published posthumously, Henry David Thoreau’s
Cape Cod records his expeditions undertaken be -
tween 1849 and 1855 from Concord, Massachusetts,
through the Cape Cod peninsula. While better
known for his novel WALDEN, or his writings on po-
litical philosophy, Cape Cod was one of a number of
accounts of Thoreau’s travels which included An Ex-
cursion to Canada (1853) and THE MAINE WOODS

(1864). Part travelogue, part meditation upon the
natural and cultural history of the region, Thoreau’s
work provides a valuable record of Cape Cod’s en-
vironment and society in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury.

However, this contemplative and observational
turn in Thoreau’s thought met with a degree of crit-
icism amongst his contemporaries. As RALPH WALDO

EMERSON stated in his often quoted eulogy for
Thoreau, “I cannot help counting it a fault in him
that he had no ambition,” for “[h]ad his genius been
only contemplative, he had been fitted to his life, but
with his energy and practical ability he seemed born
for great enterprise and for command” (Thoreau
248). Yet, as John S. Pipkin notes, “Twentieth-cen-

tury literary and environmental scholarship worked
to rescue Thoreau from the judgments of his neigh-
bors and his mentor” (Pipkin 527). Central to this
was an appreciation of the subtlety and importance
of works of natural and social observation such as
Cape Cod, which explored, early and eloquently, a
number of issues which have concerned modern
ecology and environmental writing.

Divided into ten sections, beginning with the
journey from Concord to Cohasset, and ending with
the arrival at Provincetown, Thoreau’s Cape Cod pro-
vides a detailed description and evocation of the nat-
ural world through which he passes, yet also a
cultural history of the inhabitant’s attempts at control
and exploitation of their environment. Like the sea
which forms a constant backdrop for Thoreau’s jour-
ney, Cape Cod ’s prose is in a state of constant pulse
and tide, alternating between descriptions of the
effect which the “sublimely dreary” (Cape Cod 18)
coastline has had upon him as an individual, juxta-
posed against his attempt at providing an erudite ac-
count of the cultural forces which attempt to contain
and dominate the natural world. This tide-like qual-
ity to his writing is further augmented through
Thoreau’s extensive reference to other texts such as
the Collections of the Massachusetts Historical Society,
and Barber’s Historical Collections. Like the driftwood
Thoreau describes at length, these intertexts break
up the often near-rhapsodic surface of his own de-
scription, providing dryer, denser fragments of prose
to intersperse with his moments of TRANSCENDEN-
TALISM, or of detailed cultural and philosophical
reflection.

It is this complex, tripartite narrative structure,
which, while alienating for a number of his contem-
poraries, makes Cape Cod of such interest and im-
portance for twentieth century and contemporary
ecological thought. Unlike the exclusively individ-
ual-centred doctrine of Emerson’s transcendentalism,
in which “[t]he greatest delight which the fields and
woods minister, is the suggestion of an occult relation
between man and the vegetable” (Nature 16), Tho -
reau’s immersion within the natural world is more
ambiguous and complex. Emerson, for example,
stated that:

When we speak of nature in this manner, we [...]
mean the integrity of impression made by mani-
fold natural objects. It is this which distinguishes
the stick of timber of the wood-cutter, from the
tree of the poet. The charming landscape which I
saw this morning is indubitably made up of some
twenty or thirty farms. Miller owns this field,
Locke that, and Manning the woodland beyond.
But none of them owns the landscape. There is a
property in the horizon which no man has but he
whose eye can integrate all the parts, that is, the
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poet. This is the best part of these men’s farms,
yet to this their warranty-deeds give no title
[Nature 14].

Yet, while Thoreau is also able to view landscape
in this poetical manner and to describe it accordingly,
he does so with an equal focus upon the cultural
world of production which Emerson disparages. By
combining such transcendentalism with practical
concern within a single narrative, Thoreau is able to
explore issues of sustainability and interconnection
which have since become of decisive importance in
modern ecological thought.

This concern with issues of unsustainable exploita-
tion receives its fullest exploration in the third
section, entitled “The Plains of Nauset.” By describ-
ing the current activities of The Cape Cod commu-
nity, and using intertexts to provide a historical con-
text, Thoreau is able to show how the commonly
held belief that the supply of clams “was thought to
be inexhaustible” (Cape Cod 23) is in fact erroneous.
As Thoreau references:

“For,” runs the history, “after a portion of the
shore has been dug over, and almost all the clams
taken up, at the end of two years,” it is said, “they
are as plenty there as ever” [Cape Cod 23].

However, by describing the current state of the
fishing communities, and of the individuals who live
within them, Thoreau is able to show how, while the
supplies of giant clams may have withstood exploita-
tion, the harvest of small clams, or Mya arenaria, had
declined by the 1850s. Such a development was at-
tributed by Thoreau to overexploitation and the fact
that “the clam ground has been stirred too fre -
quently” (Cape Cod 23). If such a fate could occur
with small clams, then the implication is that it could
also happen with the giant variety. Rather than the
false certainties of the source he cites, or those of con-
temporary residents, Thoreau thus provides an early
exploration of the concepts of sustainability and the
responsible management of resources which have
come to be central to modern environmental dis-
course.

Thoreau’s depiction of the effect of unsustainable
exploitation is not limited to the fishing industry; in
“The Wellfleet Oysterman” section he also describes
the hunting of sea birds. As with the clams, Thoreau
reports that “the large gulls were now very scarce,
for, as he said, the English robbed their nests far in
the north, where they breed” (Cape Cod 62). Similar
to his earlier description, Thoreau is able to use the
harvesting of the gulls not merely as an example of
local issues of sustainability, but also as a means of
exploring the environmental interconnection of
ecosystems. This allows him to demonstrate how un-

sustainable local exploitation can have wider global
consequences, a theme which has again come to
dominate subsequent ecological debate.

Therefore, while Thoreau’s engagement with the
natural world in Cape Cod demonstrates elements of
transcendental thought, it also remains rooted in the
historical and cultural impact which humanity has
had upon its environment. This is achieved through
the tide-like quality of Thoreau prose, which can
switch between rhapsodic, poetical descriptions of
the “sea, vast and wild as it is, [which] bears thus the
waste and wrecks of human art to its remotest shore”
(Cape Cod 80), and detailed cultural descriptions and
historical intertexts. This allows for both an appre-
ciation of the beauty of the natural world and the
interconnection of its ecosystems, and an exploration
of sustainability, in the same work, and in a com-
plementary and convergent fashion.—Phillip Pass
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Excursions, 
Henry David Thoreau (1863)

Published posthumously, Excursions contains nine
of Thoreau’s essays, from his early and late periods,
overarching his most successful, middle period
during which he wrote WALDEN. Though a number
of the essays were written as Thoreau was dying, the
collection betrays none of the despair and decay of
death, but is an unmitigated celebration of nature in
all its seasons; for Thoreau saw winter, not as an old
man, but as a time to live a more “inward life” (133),
when “the heavens seem nearer to earth” (117). All
the essays are united by a fascination with and rev-
erence for nature, inspiring readers to open them-
selves up to the heartbeat of nature through which,
the transcendentalists believed, we could reach the
divine. Thoreau employs all his senses, and his reflec-
tive mind, in observing, admiring, and cataloguing
all aspects of nature, both organic and inorganic,
from the tinniest spawn to the largest mountain, ul-
timately in order to enrich and discipline his philos-
ophy.

Excursions begins with RALPH WALDO EMERSON’s
biographical sketch of Thoreau as the quintessential
woodsman who lived a simple, solitary life; perfectly
satisfied with minimal comforts, beholden to no one,
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working as a carpenter and a laborer when necessary,
in order to walk in the woods and experience nature;
not that Thoreau rejected human company, he
simply (but religiously) enjoyed his minimum of four
hours of walk each day in nature. In the course of
these excursions he catalogues the flora and fauna of
Massachusetts, building on the knowledge of those
who have preceded him. He knows when leaves
change color, what color they change into, and the
exact date each species of apple ripens. He knows of
every foothill, path, and gully, the texture of the snow
in winter; and speaks of every biped, quadruped, and
limbless creature of the woods as a member of his
family. He camps on mountaintops to experience the
light, wind, cold and color of nature, distant and
near. All his notes are taken during his daily walks,
and no less than three essays specifically focus on
walking, for like Socrates he is a peripatetic teacher.

In “A Walk to Wachusett,” Thoreau walks to
Wachusett Mountain and climbs it, nourished by the
raspberries and clean water of the brook on the way,
in order to survey from the mountaintop all of the
natural perspective. He reads Virgil on the way, and
is disconcerted at being offered a newspaper by coun-
try folk who see communication with the town as
highly desirable. He camps on the mountaintop and
is amazed by the adequate light offered by the stars
in the dark of the night. The walk ends with the
philosophical observation that irrespective of one’s
location, the heavens and skies are always within
human reach, and “so is each one’s world but a clear-
ing in the forest, so much open and closed space”
(83).

In “A Winter Walk,” Thoreau walks at dawn, un-
affected by the cold, observing that, “if our lives were
more conformed to nature, we should not need to
defend ourselves against heat and cold” (114). “There
is a slumbering subterranean fire in nature which
never goes out, and which no cold can chill,” and
this self-same fire also lights the human heart (115).
He describes the landscape in the changing light of
dawn, as he breathes in the air “purified by the cold”
(113), marveling at the “wondrous purity of nature”
when all decay is concealed by snow, and “all things
noxious die, or withdraw into warm spaces” (114).

“Walking” crystallizes Thoreau’s philosophy, and
he begins the essay by expounding on the art of walk-
ing or sauntering, a word that he claims was most
likely derived from the Middle Ages, when pilgrims
begged for alms to visit Sainte Terre and were thus
called Sainte Terrers that later evolved into saunterer.
He walks not to exercise but to contemplate nature,
and notes that, although “half the walk is but the re-
tracing of our steps” (162), the hardest part of walk -
ing is deciding the direction; but if we pay attention

to the subtle magnetism in nature we will find our
way. This force directs Thoreau westward, for in the
West lies the wild, where nature is most free and
alive. This observation prompts him to surmise that
in literature too, we are drawn to the wild, for “dull-
ness is yet anther name for tameness. It is the unciv-
ilized free and wild thinking in ‘Hamlet’ and the
‘Iliad,’ in all the Scriptures and the Mythologies ...
that delight us” (193). He prefers walking above all
else, even more than acquiring knowledge, for “the
highest that we can attain to is not knowledge but
Sympathy with Intelligence” (204). The contempla-
tion ends with a quote from the Vishnu Purana clar-
ifying the concepts of knowledge and freedom: “That
is active duty which is not for our bondage; that is
knowledge which is for our liberation” (205).

The walker inevitably needs an innkeeper, and in
“The Landlord,” Thoreau describes the perfect inn -
keeper, who is open and charitable, loves all people
equally, and is willing to listen to their tales with no
heed to his privacy and no desire to be alone at any
time. Thoreau concludes by comparing the church
with the tavern, “for the church is a place where
prayer and sermons are delivered, but the tavern is
where they are to take effect, and if the former are
good, the latter cannot be bad” (108). The landlord
is thus a representation of moral humanity.

“The Succession of Forest Trees” is a speech Tho -
reau delivered to the Middlesex Agricultural Society
in 1860. In it he marvels at the magical power of seeds
to travel long distances and grow into trees, noting
that the seed is the cause of pine trees growing out
of hewn oak trees, not pine trees miraculously grow-
ing out of oaks, and adds that in our agricultural
practices of mixing tress and hewing them at different
times we are imitating nature’s “silent economy and
tidiness” (124).

In “Autumnal Tints,” Thoreau celebrates the chang -
ing colors of nature, from the purple grass, to the red
maple and the yellow elm, that shed leaves at differ -
ent times in autumn and carpet the ground with wild
colors that delight our eyes. The beautiful, bright
colors a leaf shows just before it dies makes him wish
that human death was as beautiful as the death of a
leaf. Physiologists claim that leaves change colors be-
cause they absorb more oxygen, but Thoreau believes
that leaves change color through the same process of
ripening and maturing as in fruits.

In “Wild Apples,” Thoreau recounts the inter-
twined history of humans and the apple tree, which
apparently came into existence shortly before humans
appeared on the planet. Apples, he claims, emanate
an essence that is ambrosial, and hence were known
as the antidote for aging amongst the gods. This
quality of the apple leads him to philosophize that
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“nectar and ambrosia are only those fine flavors of
every earthly fruit which our coarse palates fail to
perceive,—just as we occupy the heavens of the gods
without knowing it” (273). Yet, we harvest fruits
without showing our gratitude or appreciation; but
all natural products, he claims, have this same
“volatile and ethereal quality which represents their
highest value ... and cannot be vulgarized or bought
and sold” (273). The collection ends with a short
essay extolling the pleasures of walking at night, and
the lunar influence on the poet, who at night de -
pends less on the sense of sight, and thus opens up
her/his other senses to the natural world. Ultimately,
the collection offers a vivid illustration of Thoreau’s
informing belief that humans should live close to na-
ture, move with its rhythms, and appreciate its
beauty and gifts, in order to sense, and even partic-
ipate, in the divine.—Sukanya B. Senapati
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The Maine Woods, 
Henry David Thoreau (1864)

Published posthumously, and often neglected in
the college classroom, Thoreau’s travelogue The
Maine Woods chronicles his three visits to a wilder -
ness area that to this day remains the nation’s most
expansive east of the Mississippi. The excursions,
made in the summers of 1846, 1853, and 1857, are
depicted in three separate sections entitled, respec-
tively, “Ktaadn,” “Chesuncook,” and “The Allegash
and East Branch,” and are followed by an extensive
Appendix. These excursions begin, fittingly, while
Thoreau is living at Walden; and just as he goes to
the pond to attempt a new way of life, so he explores
the Maine wilderness in an attempt to conceive of a
truly new mode of living, an alternative to the “bald,
staring town-house, or meeting-house, and a bare
liberty-pole, as leafless as it is fruitless” (Maine 710).
That is, Maine functions as both concrete and sym-
bolic frontier, and Thoreau displays an intense pro-
clivity for both, asserting that “everything may serve
a lower as well as a higher use” (Maine 685). The
Maine Woods thus demonstrates the duality of both

ideal and material, which Thoreau increasingly em-
braced as his interest in natural science grew, tran-
scending the more anthropocentric and exclusive
Emersonian emphasis on the former. He strives here
for synthesis, overcoming doubt and fear, and ulti-
mately finding solace in the realization that “the
country is virtually unmapped and unexplored, and
there still waves the virgin forest of the new world”
(Maine 655).

The Maine woods function for Thoreau as an ul-
timately promising space, an uncompromised fron-
tier, aligned with the essence of Spirit, capable of af-
fording him the opportunity to envision new means
of existence—finally, to “begin life as Adam did”
(Maine 602). In his essay “Walking,” Thoreau fa-
mously wrote, “in Wildness is the preservation of the
World” (“Walking” 75). Hence, in a world threat -
ened by encroaching industrialization he turns to the
wilderness and its past occupants—the American
Indians—for answers and alternatives. Robert Sat-
telmeyer, discussing Thoreau’s reading habits, notes
that “This sentiment suggests the role—as an anti-
dote to the burgeoning material culture of nine-
teenth-century America—that the classics played in
Thoreau’s Transcendentalism” (8). The same premise
applies to his adventures in Maine; only here,
“classic” refers to aboriginal modes of life instead of
works by Homer and Virgil. His ventures into Maine
are pilgrimages “to drink at some new and more brac-
ing fountain of the Muses, far in the recesses of the
wilderness” (Maine 712).

But the knowledge Thoreau seeks cannot, ulti-
mately, be culled from any text, as he insists that “the
possession and exercise of practical talent merely are
a sure and rapid means of intellectual culture and in-
dependence” (Maine 602). Thus, similar to his en-
deavor in WALDEN, Thoreau rejects any relative cabin
passage in favor of actual concrete experience, a
seeming echo of his “Spartan-like” pledge “to put to
rout all that was not life, to cut a broad swath and
shave close, to drive life into a corner, and reduce it
to its lowest terms, and, if it proved to be mean, why
then to get the whole and genuine meanness of it,
and publish its meanness to the world” (87). Having
lost his brother and closest friend, John, to an infec-
tion suffered shaving, Thoreau cannot possibly be
said to employ this metaphor lightly.

Thus, his foray into the Maine interior is no
pedestrian enterprise. He is confident, however, that
“the deeper you penetrate into the woods, the more
intelligent, and, in one sense, less countrified do you
find the inhabitants; for always has the pioneer been
a traveller, and, to some extent, a man of the world;
and, as the distances with which he is familiar are
greater, so is his information more general and far
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reaching than the villager’s” (Maine 608). Thoreau
endeavors to explore the truly wild, essentially tran-
scending the pastoral existence he has fashioned in
Concord, be it on the shores of Walden Pond, bunk-
ing at Emerson’s, or sequestered in his attic room at
home. He has tinkered with modification and re-
thinking in Walden, but this is his opportunity to
observe, practically, how another entire society, a vast
neglected citizenry, the Indians, go about living.

So Thoreau, a traveling companion (cousin George
Thatcher in 1846 and 1853 and friend Edward Hoar
in 1857), and various Indian guides, hike, canoe, fish,
hunt, and sleep under the stars, engagements Tho -
reau deems “next to living like a philosopher on the
fruits of the earth which you had raised,” and con-
sequently “perfectly sweet and innocent and en-
nobling” (Maine 683–684). In this way, Maine re-
turns Thoreau to “the creations of the old epic and
dramatic poets” (Maine 640).

Inherent in investigating this new world is, natu-
rally, the consideration of the Indian language, com-
municated to Thoreau primarily by his final guide,
Joe Polis, whom EMERSON would later place in
Thoreau’s pantheon of most-admired men, along
with John Brown and WALT WHITMAN (Harding
426). As Polis guided Thoreau into the physical wil-
derness, he served as his conduit to a new (albeit an-
cient) lifestyle: that of the American Indian. Con-
fronting a foreign existence in an unsettled land
required of Thoreau the essential, foundational work
of acquiring the Indian language (many words of
which are catalogued in the Appendix). His fondness
for the Indian tongue prompts him to proclaim, in
fact, “I felt that I stood, or rather lay, as near to the
primitive man of America, that night, as any of its
discoverers ever did” (Maine 697). Walden and The
Maine Woods, therefore, share a common innovative
foundation: whereas the former entailed inventing a
previously unused (and still unnamed) hybrid genre,
the latter calls for Thoreau’s inculcating of a language
previously marginalized, one characterized by Tho -
reau as “a purely wild and primitive American sound”
(Maine 696).

Along the way, Thoreau encounters new chal -
lenges presented by the acute harshness of the wil-
derness, indicative of the supreme challenge of de-
viating from the established convenience of the
ever-industrializing West. This wilderness immersion
(climbing Mount Ktaadn and losing his companion
overnight are two of the more intriguing cases) illu-
minates, as never before, his transcendental aims, as
he asserts that “we have not seen pure Nature, unless
we have seen her thus vast and drear and inhuman....
Nature was here something savage and awful, though
beautiful” (Maine 645). The untamed sublimity of

the landscape, although daunting, inspires him to
confront existence at the most fundamental level:
“Think of our life in nature,—daily to be shown
matter, to come in contact with it,—rocks, trees,
wind on our cheeks! the solid earth! the natural
world! the common sense! Contact! Contact! Who are
we? where are we?” (Maine 646). He is struck by on-
tological questions, interrogating his very essence and
relation to the universe. Ultimately, the Maine fron-
tier has shown him a new intellectual frontier, has
proposed to him, in fact, a new mode of being,
which he acknowledges as he writes,

Thus a man shall lead his life away here on the
edge of the wilderness, on Indian Millinocket
stream, in a new world, far in the dark of a conti-
nent, and have a flute to play at evening here,
while his strains echo to the stars, amid the howl-
ing of wolves; shall live, as it were, in the primi-
tive age of the world, a primitive man [Maine
652].

Thoreau’s Maine excursions thus demonstrate his
transcendentalist belief that every moment is, indeed,
one of creation, of possibility, of hope. What is
needed to re-educate a man—ultimately, to re-
invent him—is within the reach of anyone who
would endeavor to seek it. His optimistic flourish in
the final line of Walden—that “The sun is but a
morning star”—would seem equally at home, then,
in The Maine Woods (324).—David Visser
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Walden,
Henry David Thoreau (1854)

Henry David Thoreau’s Walden, tellingly if
 temporarily subtitled “Life in the Woods,” is a cor-
nerstone of American ecological literature, indeed
perhaps the text appearing most frequently on envir -
onmental reading-lists and syllabi. The book—equal
parts converted journal, seasonal calendar, figurative
slave narrative and anti-social harangue—is an ac-
count of two years (1845–1846) spent in a Massa-
chusetts wood situated on EMERSON’s estate.

Thoreau’s cabin on Wyman Meadow is by now
one of American literature’s sacred sites. His “rude
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hut” was not, however, as is widely believed, a remote
haven but instead an in-between place, close to his
hometown and his literary comrades. This hand-
made home was a kind of self-made purgatory from
which to view nature’s Heaven and society’s small-
scale Inferno. While the second version of the work
was actually dedicated “To My Townsmen,” the
TRANSCENDENTAL gospel of self-reliance is given its
most famous test in Thoreau’s pages.

Despite its praise for wild and free living, Walden
(initially published in 1854) is a product of several
rewritings. The book underwent seven revisions as
Thoreau furrowed, planted, nurtured and harvested
his own text. The book’s narrative contour is telling;
it traces a seasonal circuit but allows for several de-
tours and doublings-back, its “annual” shape com-
plicated by frequent cross-reference.

Indeed a quick survey of several of Walden’s
chapter titles reveals much. The chapters “Reading”
and “Sounds” form a dialectic of sorts, in which our
“rational” eye’s reading of human documents is con-
trasted with our “intuitive” ear’s learning by at -
tending to elemental sounds. The chapters “Solitude”
and “Visitors” can also be paired off as a drama in
which solitude is impossible in ever-buzzing, ever-
blooming Nature. The chapter “Visitors” can simi-
larly be contrasted with “Brute Neighbors”—Walden
is as attentive to peers and proximities as it is to iso-
lation.

Thoreau’s  guiding “book-as-house” metaphor
foreshadows what the German philosopher Martin
Heidegger would call “writing-as-dwelling.” In
Walden the process of writing a book parallels the act
of building a cabin. In this view (and example) one
should treat all of nature as an extended inhabitance.
Thoreau aspires to write an “unroofed book” taking
in the “slanted rays” of the sun. Moreover, the fre-
quent pun on Walden as “Walled-in,” suggests a kind
of cellular dwelling, with Thoreau cell-bound as a
self-made hermit and cell-studying as an amateur
botanist.

Thoreau’s abode, composed mainly of cast-off
planks, was deliberately completed on July 4, 1845,
a mere two miles away from Concord Battle Field.
While comparing his personal liberation to our na-
tional independence, Thoreau is keenly alert to the
paradoxes of being a “Native New Englander.”
Thoreau the semi-recluse is surrounded by the very
material (tree fiber) used to make the books that
would eventually publish his conservationist views.
This irony intensifies when we realize that Walden
Pond is now a tourist spot littered with beer cans:
Thoreau’s attempts at conservation have turned it
into a commodity.

“Walden” itself means “wooded” in German; the

phrase “Walden Woods” doubly emphasizes its status
as uncut wilderness. The chapter title “Where I Lived,
What I Lived For” promotes Place ahead of Purpose,
and initiates the American literature of locale so im-
portant to contemporary ecocriticism. Thoreau reads
Walden Pond itself as a page in the Book of Nature.
The pond is a figurative field, its ripples furrows of a
“lower heaven,” alternately “crystalline” and “green-
ish-blue,” a surface by which to read divine signals.
During the spring thaw, cleavages of cracking ice are
like “characters of some oriental language,” as
Thoreau reads an etched writing in elemental textures
and contours.

The motives behind Thoreau’s vigil at his pond
were complex. Mocked for several years following
his accidental burning down of several hundred acres
of woodland during a cooking mishap, Thoreau’s
writing frequently bears a tone of self-defense.
Walden’s most quoted line, “I went to the woods be-
cause I wanted to live deliberately” (from the Latin
librare, “to balance”) literally expresses a desire to
weigh his anti-social options and alternatives.

Despite such separatism, Walden is composed out
of a series of iconic scenarios all commenting on our
elemental entwinement. Thoreau in his canoe playing
hide-and-seek with a loon is a lesson in interspecies
recognition. Comparing a battle between red ants
and black ants to a Trojan combat is an example of
mock-heroic, but also suggests an epic importance
to nature’s small, under-noticed layers. Eric Sund -
quist suggests that Thoreau’s digging spade clinking
on buried Indian arrowheads is a microcosmic drama
in which Euro-American and Native American tools
of livelihood clash point-to-point. Thoreau’s fre -
quent reference to Aurora (the Goddess of Dawn) is
clearly bred by his troubled conscience over Indian
genocide and African slavery, his keen awareness of
America’s “New Garden” as a primeval place.

Such awareness breeds skepticism. “Simplify, sim-
plify” is Thoreau’s main mantra, expressing his wari-
ness of America’s coming Age of Progress. Thoreau
is a paragon of self-denial; his imperatives include
commands to eat one meal a day and to have a per-
sonal menu of five different dishes. “Man is rich in
proportion to the number of things he can do with-
out” in Thoreau’s Spartan credo. “Our fingers are
burned by our possessions,” he writes on a site not
far from Salem, where a century before (during its
witch trials) people were burned for a different kind
of “possession.”

Lambasting fiscal hoarding and excessive (or at
least misdirected) labor, Thoreau finds infinite riches
in small natural details. Walden’s much-examined
sandbank is an eco-poetic primal scene. The shapes
and figures revealed on a slowly unfreezing sand-
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and-clay railroad embankment reveal an organic riot
of resemblances, in which soil breaks and crumbles
into shapes resembling leaves and lungs and lobes.
Robert E. Abrams observes a kind of grotesque
holism in Thoreau’s writing, where natural objects
are “lifelike, dead, mammalian, reptilian, vegetative,
and excremental all at once,” in a “collapse of primary
categories and visual boundaries.” (142)

Located a small distance from his sandbank Tho -
reau’s bean patch is a formative site for American
eco-literature as well. The word “legend” grows from
a similar root as “legume,” and Walden is insistent
on finding its fables in natural items like foodstuffs.
The hoe-wielder teaching his field to “say ‘beans’” is
a grammar-tutor to his native ground. In Thoreau’s
claim, a metaphor is not only a figure of speech but
a literal “turning”—a writer is a farmer turning over
a cliché to find fresh loam. Writing is frequently
compared to plowing in Walden: a furrow is at once
a seedbed and a printer’s line. To compose is to com-
post as Thoreau fertilizes his page, turning words
over to examine their “root” meanings.

Walden approaches such metaphor as an engine
of metamorphosis, insistently claiming that our lan-
guage is a primary aid in viewing nature in an al-
ways-unstable, ever-teasing flux. Michael T. Gilmore
(in a well-regarded article on “The Curse of Trade”)
examines Thoreau’s hostile views toward commercial
transaction, but Walden is also a book rejoicing in
changeovers and conversions. Metaphor itself is a
prime mode of such transfer—mountains are likened
to coins from heaven’s mint, butterflies are compared
to advertisements—our very language is dependent
on figures of commerce of a figurative nature.

Reports of Thoreau’s self-denying nature tend to
be exaggerated; Walden is as much a study in sensu-
ality as it is an experiment in voluntary poverty.
Thoreau compares himself to a “vegetable mould”
and likens his blood to an ascending “sap.” He refers
to his own “appetite for sound,” his eyes whetted by
a cricket’s call, his “oracular” sense of smell, and his
admiration of children because “Their whole body
is one sense.” In Walden “lipped words” give a reader/
taster objects to “chew upon.” Thoreau’s own cluck-
ing, scolding tongue is a wind-propelled leaf, a parcel
of human flesh reveling in its kinship to vegetable
life. In Thoreau’s nomenclature, our cheek is a fertile
valley, our jaw is a winnowing harvester, our gullet
is a grain elevator, our viscera is a furnace—indeed,
our human body is a farming plot, a “few cubic feet
of flesh” on which to plant.

Walden is in fact a study of language as living mat-
ter. Thoreau aspires to a “spheral speech” as active as
a yeast molecule, even as he prides himself on baking
“Indian meal” requiring no such leaven. Thoreau

dreamed of eventually transcending words and letters
and dealing in traced leaf-outlines, a tender language
still showing “angles of [its] rugged bark,” its leaves
marked by “sinuses” and “scallops,” its scooped con-
tours taking the place of consonants and vowels.
Thoreau toted bark samples and vegetable spores
alongside his sheaves of writings, and Bronson Alcott
indeed tasted “the sod and sap and flavor of New En-
gland” in Thoreau’s work, as if Walden’s pages were
slices of turf raked from its local soil or petrified
plates of Massachusetts pine resin.

Walden’s fertile play of language has created its
own bio-region of wide-ranging critiques and sup-
ports. John Greenleaf Whittier regarded Walden as
“wicked” for advocating a human being live like a
woodchuck; Robert Louis Stevenson regarded its
basic stance as a “womanish” retreat. Philip F. Gura
examines Thoreau’s philological side, his obsessive
digging toward a word’s dangling roots. Victor Carl
Friesen portrays Thoreau as an only-partial ascetic
(a vegan longing to suck life’s marrow) and suggests
such a paradoxical regard of our human body (a min-
gling of distaste and revelry) is a key to Walden’s
drama. Gordon V. Boudreau makes much of Tho -
reau’s “Tree of Life” metaphor and how Walden’s or-
ganic metaphors form a self-examining circuit.
Henry Golbemba similarly suggests a battle between
“willed” literature and a more “wild” rhetoric, waged
across Walden’s pages.

Thoreau’s writer-as-natural-worker serves as a pre-
cursor to such wide-ranging voices as GARY SNYDER

and WENDELL BERRY, A.R. Ammons and ROBINSON

JEFFERS. Walden continues to impress in part because
of its famed, echoing phrases, from its “different drum -
mer” to “The mass of men lead lives of quiet despera -
tion.” “There is more day to dawn” at Wal den’s final
moment: it is only fitting that Thoreau’s text and its
em phasis on renewal has managed to maintain its
fresh ness and relevance for generations of inheritors—
as a hectoring literary conscience, a freely-offered
map, and a still-revealing critique.—John P. Reder 
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A Week on the Concord 
and Merrimack Rivers, 

Henry David Thoreau (1849)
Thoreau’s first book-length publication, A Week

on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, emerged from
a trip taken by Thoreau and his brother John, in
1839. John’s sudden death a few years later affected
Thoreau profoundly, and its significance is partly
demonstrated by Thoreau’s decision to detail their
shared experience. Thoreau’s principle literary reason
for removing to Walden Pond in 1845, in fact, was
to write the book that would become A Week. John’s
significance to the text is apparent in its first lines,
as he is invoked by the author: “Be thou my Muse,
my Brother—” (2).

Coping with John’s death requires Thoreau to ac-
knowledge the passage of time that brings us all closer
to death. A Week confronts this temporal dilemma
directly, and not surprisingly, in natural terms. Rivers
in particular serve as potent symbols for Thoreau
(just as, in Walden, he is “thankful that this pond was
made deep and pure for a symbol” [279]). As H.
Daniel Peck contends, “an immersion in the flow of
time was necessary to overcome time” (35). Further-
more, Lawrence Buell maintains that addressing the
“paradox of timelessness versus time” speaks to
“Thoreau’s apparent literary objective in the book as
a whole: to immortalize the excursion by raising it,
in all its detail, to the level of mythology” (209).
Transcendence, therefore—of time, and of the tem-
poral and mundane—is at the core of A Week.

Popular institutions, including even the church,
are not spared. Thoreau creates space for his own
conceptualization of time and mythologizing by dis-
missing organized religion. His “Sunday” chapter
functions as an extended diatribe against the com-
placency fostered, and obedience required, by the
church, leaving him to opine, “Men reverence one
another, not yet God” (53); and this aphorism ex-
presses, at the same time, a key Thoreauvian incli-
nation: searching for Spirit in nature, not in the vil-
lage. For, much as in Walden, transcending common
thought requires Thoreau to transcend common
space.

Yet this is not solely a leisurely endeavor. The
speaker and his traveling companion (never explicitly
depicted as John) can only escape quotidian views
by paddling “upstream,” against the tide of both cur-
rent and popular opinion. Laboring in the face of
adversity typifies Thoreau’s challenge in A Week, as

he attempts to capture, via natural description, di-
gression, and travelogue, a piece of eternity made
manifest by the Concord and Merrimack; all the
while acknowledging the cathartic benefits the jour-
ney affords: “It is worth the while to make a voyage
up this stream, if you go no farther than Sudbury,
only to see how much country there is in the rear of
us; ... such healthy natural tumult as proves the last
day is not yet at hand” (8–9).

Thoreau ultimately requires this tumultuous test
because of what it requires of him; nothing less than
the attitude and endurance of an epic hero. The voy-
age situated as the principle engagement of the text
is much more than a canoe and hiking trip. Thoreau,
for example, offers the following verse:

Some hero of the ancient mould,
Some arm of knightly worth,
Of strength unbought, and faith unsold,
Honored this spot of earth;

Who sought the prize his heart described,
And did not ask release,
Whose free-born valor was not bribed
By prospect of a peace [16].

In A Week Thoreau dons the epic garb of Odysseus
and Lancelot, substituting for their mythic realms
his own backdrop of rural New England, since “The
characteristics and pursuits of various ages and races
of men are always existing in epitome in every neigh-
borhood” (21). His own version of the knight’s quest,
in “There and Back Again,” concerns neither war
nor romance, but rather an intimate search to come
to terms with his brother’s death; and his charge is
that of the eternal transcendental poet, “he who can
write some pure mythology to-day without the aid
of posterity.... The matutine intellect of the poet,
keeping in advance of the glare of philosophy, always
dwells in this auroral atmosphere” (49–50).

His poetic endeavor outlined, the succeeding
chapters, named for the days of the week so as to
keep time foremost in the reader’s mind, chronicle
the brothers’ travel northward; but Thoreau’s striving
for the transcending quality of the mythic is never
far beneath the surface:

When the first light dawned on the earth, and the
birds awoke, and the brave river was heard rip-
pling confidently seaward, and the nimble early
rising wind rustled the oak leaves about our tent,
all men, having reinforced their bodies and their
souls with sleep, and cast aside doubt and fear,
were invited to unattempted adventures [95].

So begins the “Monday” chapter of A Week. Tho -
reau derives consolation from the dead waters of the
Concord giving way to the “living stream” of the
Merrimack (72). The river inspires his temporal
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quest, as he resolves, “A man’s life should be constantly
as fresh as this river. It should be the same channel,
but a new water every instant,” effectively aligning
past and present (107). He questions, “Where is the
spirit of that time but in / This present day, per -
chance the present line?” (205) An extended flash back
in the “Tuesday” chapter reinforces the idea that “then”
and “now” can exist concurrently. The “Wednes day”
chapter contains a lengthy contemplation of friend-
ship, during which Thoreau finally arrives at the
peace he has sought, stipulating, “my Friend shall
forever be my Friend, ... and time shall foster and
adorn and consecrate our Friendship” (232). By
“Thursday” he surmises, “The life of a wise man is
most of all extemporaneous, for he lives out of an
eternity which includes all time” (255). “The poet,”
Thoreau proclaims in his concluding chapter, “Fri-
day,” “leads us through a varied scenery, ... to meet
with a fine thought in its natural setting” (304). This
“fine thought” is ultimately the text of A Week on the
Concord and Merrimack Rivers itself, as Tho reau as-
serts that “poetry, though the last and finest result,
is a natural fruit.” Borne of nature, Thoreau’s elegy
to the memory of his brother is an important recon-
ciliation with time and nature that would endure for
the rest of his days, and inform the rest of his work.

Although a commercial failure, A Week neverthe-
less served several important functions for Thoreau.
First, it provided a literary space in which Thoreau
was able to let go of his brother, ultimately arriving
at the stalwart optimism that pervades his oeuvre,
from Walden’s sun as the morning star, to the “faith
in a seed” that he maintains in his later ecological
writings. Second, that very failure motivated Thoreau
to set about a meticulous revision of Walden, even-
tually producing the classic that it finally became.
Third, and perhaps most importantly, A Week served
as a kind of rough road map for the rest of Thoreau’s
career—and life. Fittingly meandering and, at times,
seemingly unpredictable, A Week is a snapshot of the
heroic, epic, even mythic life of the Poet to which
Thoreau aspired, of one who eschews societal con-
vention and expectation in favor his own intuitions,
ultimately transcending both temporal and spatial
constraints along the way.—David Visser
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Toomer, Jean (1894–1967)

Best known for CANE, Jean Toomer’s other work
includes poetry, essays and other fiction manuscripts,
and a large correspondence that has become of
interest as Toomer has gained critical prominence.
Toomer’s early work interrogates a central problem
of modernity: how to understand race, identity, and
otherness as rural, pastoral America becomes increas-
ingly urbanized. Influenced by religious experiences,
Toomer eventually rejected the pastoral lyric in favor
of broader reflections on the human condition, but
his work continued to reveal a fundamental place-
awareness.

Nathan Pinchback Toomer was born in 1894 in
Washington, D.C., to Nathan Toomer, a Georgian
planter, and Nina Pinchback Toomer, the daughter
of Pinkney Benton Stewart Pinchback, a prominent
politician in Louisiana during Reconstruction. At
the age of four, after his parents’ divorce, he and his
mother moved to P.B.S. Pinchback’s house in Wash-
ington, where the boy was renamed Eugene Pinch-
back. His childhood was marked by profound
change, from his mother’s remarriage and death, and
the family’s financial struggles, to subsequent moves
from upper-middle-class, mostly white neighbor-
hoods to lower-income, interracial neighborhoods.
In 1914 Eugene Pinchback enrolled at the University
of Wisconsin, but left only a few months later; and
over the next five years would attend five other
schools, never receiving a degree.

In 1919 he changed his name to Jean Toomer and
began to write, mostly unsuccessfully, until his ac-
ceptance of a teaching position at a rural black school
in Sparta, Georgia. Here his first successful poems,
two plays, and Cane were completed, and his friend-
ship with Waldo Frank began. Toomer was disap-
pointed with Cane’s pastoral aesthetic soon after its
completion, explaining that due to modernization,
“‘Back to nature,’ even if desirable, was no longer
possible, because industry had taken nature unto it-
self.... Those who sought to cure themselves by a re-
turn to more primitive conditions were either ro-
mantics or escapists” (qtd. in Ford 145). In his letters
to Frank in this period, Toomer also complains of
being classified as “a Negro writer” (Byrd 49), which
he found a facile, restrictive understanding of race.
This led him to reject the pastoral lyric, which he
felt was too strongly associated with African-Amer-
ican history and poetics, and set out on a search for
spiritual wholeness and universal identity. His search

315 Toomer



led to Eugene Gurdjieff, then scientology, and even-
tually the Society of Friends.

Though Toomer rejected traditional pastoral na-
ture experience, nature continued to permeate his
writing, and he was deeply aware of the role physical
environment plays in constructing the individual—
an effect he considered detrimental. In “New Mex-
ico,” Toomer writes “One place gives you what others
can’t. You give to one place what you cannot give to
others.... Do all you can, it is sufficiently difficult to
become a citizen of the world. You may overcome
prejudices and move towards universality; but pref-
erences linger, and preferences tend to localize you”
(Rusch 252). Yet despite his own rejection of pastoral
place and aesthetics, Toomer’s unpublished writing
reveals his continued awareness of place as funda-
mental to identity.

After a long illness in the 1950s and 60s, Toomer
died in 1967 in Doylestown.—Amber Pearson
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Cane, 
Jean Toomer (1923)

Jean Toomer’s Cane is a problematic and compli-
cated environmental text, partly owing to its unusual
and experimental hybrid form: a mix of poetry, vi-
gnettes, short story, and a drama/story. In addition,
the content of the work addresses a dizzying array of
themes and lends itself to manifold interpretations;
it is at once lyrical, historical, and spiritual. Through
its links to a violent past the environment is at times
viewed as suspect, while at other times it seems to
provide respite and the possibility for redemption.
In either case, Toomer appears to suggest that any
connection to the natural environment, once severed,
may be difficult if not impossible to reestablish.

Cane is comprised of three sections: the first in-
cludes stories and poems set in the rural Georgia
town of “Sempter,” modelled partly on the town of
Sparta where Toomer briefly lived in 1921; the second
also includes a number of stories and poems, but the

setting shifts north to the urban environments of
Washington, D.C. and Chicago; the last section re-
turns to Sempter with the single, long drama/story
“Kabnis.” The book is structured largely on juxta-
positions: rural vs. urban, nature vs. technology, and
the past vs. the present. While it seems to celebrate
a folk tradition and a rootedness in the earth, it also
ties that rootedness and tradition to the bloody his-
tory of slavery and the troubling conditions of
African Americans living in both the rural South and
the urban North.

As a result, though the work is often lyrical, its
descriptions of the landscape as often contain un-
derlying tensions. “Karintha,” for example, the first
story of the book, features a strikingly beautiful
young woman whom the text inextricably links to
her natural surroundings: “Her skin is like dusk on
the eastern horizon,” and “she was as innocently
lovely as a November cotton flower” (Toomer 1). The
former image generates tension through the space
created between the dusk on the western horizon,
and the gathering darkness on that “eastern horizon”
which represents Karintha’s skin-tone. And the “in-
nocence” of the latter image is replete with irony
when viewed in light of cotton’s connection to the
slave past and the contemporaneous context of a boll-
weevil epidemic, a crashed cotton market, and Afri -
can-American peonage (Foley 183).

Cane does not, however, focus exclusively on such
problematic representations of mankind’s relation -
ship with the environment. It also offers multi-di-
mensional images that draw the reader into the land-
scape created by the text. The short poem “Nullo”
offers a case in point, providing striking tactile
images of nature (Toomer 18) while simultaneously
transporting the reader through “five levels of space
in nature” (Bush and Mitchell 106). The depth and
breadth of space and nature are compressed into
seven lines, providing the reader with what Bush and
Mitchell call a “conceptual compound image of the
subject in its totality and in its essence” (108).

These compound conceptual images extend into
the urban environments of the book as well. In the
poem “Her Lips Are Copper Wires” the reader is pre-
sented with an unnatural, constructed landscape that
is juxtaposed with sensual expression. We are led
through a “gleaming” and “incandescent” maze of
billboards, telephone and electrical wires, and street
lamps. The delicate presence of breath, lips, and a
tongue attempts to communicate something human,
and by extension natural, in this mechanical envi-
ronment, but it hardly succeeds. In the vignette “Sev-
enth Street” Washington is depicted as “white and
whitewashed.” The whispering sound of the pines
in Sempter are replaced by the mechanical whine of
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engines: “zooming Cadillacs, / Whizzing, whizzing
down the street-car tracks” (Toomer 39). While the
first third of the book is set largely outside in the nat-
ural environment, the second part of the book is set
in the often chaotic and dispiriting indoor environ-
ments of the city, be it an automobile, house, gym-
nasium, or jazz club.

The book ends with a return to the rural landscape
of Sempter in the long drama/story “Kabnis.” But
the corrupting influences of the city follow the lead
character back to the small town. Rather than de-
picting the relief of open places and the natural world,
this story too is set mostly in cramped, claustro -
phobic interiors, this time in shacks and basements,
suggesting that once we abandon our ties to the rural
and natural world, they cannot be retrieved. The
whispering pines that were drowned out by the whine
of engines are replaced here with the sound of “va-
grant poets,” which is created by the wind moving
between the cracks in the walls of a cabin. Although
the story ends with a traditional symbol of hope, in
a sunrise, the image is juxtaposed with the lead char-
acter carrying a bucket of spent coal, and an old man
languishing in the darkness of the basement.

In discussing canonical authors like FAULKNER,
FROST, and HEMINGWAY in his seminal work THE

MACHINE IN THE GARDEN, LEO MARX notes that
they “invoke the image of a green landscape—a ter-
rain either wild or, if cultivated, rural—as a symbolic
repository of meaning and value. But at the same
time they acknowledge the power of a counterforce
[...] which has stripped the old ideal of most, if not
all, of its meaning. Complex pastoralism, to put it
another way, acknowledges the reality of history”
(Marx 362–63). Although Marx never directly ad-
dresses Cane, Toomer’s book represents an excellent
example of the “complex pastoral.” The hand of
human history, both in sociological and technologi -
cal terms, can be seen weighing on and shaping the
environment throughout the book. In a posthu-
mously published autobiographical selection Toomer
explains that he felt the modern “trend was toward
the small town and then towards the city—and in-
dustry and commerce and machines. The folk-spirit
was walking in to die on the modern desert. That
spirit was so beautiful. Its death was so tragic [...].
Cane was a swan-song. It was a song of an end”
(Toomer and Turner 142). Much of what Toomer
wrote about has indeed faded; yet some remains, and
if we are careful we may yet hear his “swan-song” as
much as a warning as an eulogy.—Michael Beilfuss
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Transcendentalism
New England Transcendentalism was an intellec-

tual movement born in the early 1830’s and centered
in Boston, Concord, and Harvard. Its importance as
an American version of literary Romanticism, a net-
work of influential parlors and lecture halls, and a
skeptical debunking of the Puritan inheritance has
been exhaustively discussed, but its status as an early
environmental movement has been considerably less
explored.

The best-known representatives of Transcenden-
talism are EMERSON and THOREAU, but its roster of
major figures is deep and diverse, from visionary ec-
centrics like Jones Very and Bronson Alcott to socially
committed voices like Orestes Brownson and
Theodore Parker. Many formative Transcendentalists
were disaffected Unitarian clerics; Philip Gura refers
to “Come-Outers” who abandoned conventional
church membership to attend to a deeper, more
“inner” sense of Spirit. As a product of disillusioned
preachers and academic rebels Transcendentalism
(during its major phase) was empirical and intuitive
at once, divided between progressive science and
more personal “influxes” of revelation. This sense of
divinity as an inner, sensual quality is key to under-
standing Transcendentalism’s treatment of Nature as
an illuminating and allegorical “impress” upon our
human senses.

“Transcendentalist” actually began as a pejorative
term, but has since accrued a broader range of mean-
ings; Joel Myerson claims that “Defining Transcen-
dentalism is a lot like grasping mercury” (xxv). “Con-
cord” suggests a place of harmony, but Concord-bred
Transcendentalism was composed of a discordant and
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even contradictory mix of influences—Alan Hodder
accuses its writers of a kind of “intellectual colonial-
ism” (201). A blend of post–Puritan, Neo-Platonic,
Hindu, Gnostic, and Kantian sources, Transcenden-
talism was an intensely eclectic movement. Its Neo-
platonism suggests that Nature is a low rung on a
ladder leading up to Divinity; its Hinduism sees Na-
ture as maya, a frolicsome but potentially misleading
illusion; its Gnosticism portrays reality as a piece of
mischief conjured up by a malevolent Deity. To this
rich stew of influences, Transcendentalism adds a
dash of Yankee optimism and pragmatism—Emer-
son’s foundational essay “NATURE” views all of reality
as a commodity and a utility as well as a soul-stim-
ulating set of metaphors.

Despite the wide-ranging list of influences dis-
cussed above, a brief survey of canonical Transcen-
dental writings suggests some degree of shared
 environmental vision. William Ellery Channings’
“Like ness to God” denounces all “distanced” notions
of Deity in favor of a Divinity “immanent” in Nature
itself. Christopher Pearse Cranch’s poem “Corre-
spondences,” with its portrayal of Nature as a textual
array of elemental metaphors, comes close to serving
as a position-poem or a capsule summary of a shared
Transcendental outlook. Sampson Reed’s essay “Ge-
nius” portrays our blossoming brain as the product
of an implanted “germ” related to the fellow germs
that cause a landscape to blossom. This vision an-
ticipates deep ecology’s sense of the human form as
but one organic ingredient in Nature’s recipe. Tho -
reau’s “Autumn Tints” locates Nature’s glory in its
tendency toward decay and circular self-feeding; in
the way that all objects collapse into their own com-
post and so Death is a vitalizing precondition of Life.

“Transcendentalism” means “a little beyond” (in
Emerson’s phrase), and in one sense Nature is always
“beyond” any comprehensive grasp. In Emerson’s
“Compensation” Nature “is made of one hidden
stuff,” a kind of universal matter stirred into human
and tree and pond alike. However, this sense of or-
ganic continuum is no guarantee of “belongingness”;
Richard Francis refers to the frequently found word
“almost” as Transcendentalism’s “poignant adverb,”
and Thoreau constantly strives for a sense of true
“contact” which is never fully attained.

Barbara Packer locates a large part of Transcen-
dentalism’s force in its “refutation of Locke” and his
tabula rasa—his notion that the human mind begins
as a “blank slate” to be written upon by experience.
Transcendentalists instead tended to affirm a Kantian
belief in innate faculties and capacities lending our
human senses certain primeval (indeed timeless)
bonds to Nature and the Godhead. Transcendental
Nature-worship thus represents a critical challenge

to the fundamental Puritan belief in human domin-
ion over Nature. In Emerson’s “The American
Scholar,” for example, the American landscape is less
confined by human planning, and our elemental
habitat more robust and sublime in comparison to
England’s more humanly tamed environments. The
Transcendental writers indeed treated their local
land scapes (particularly Massachusetts’ cranberry
bogs and kettle-ponds, storm-lashed sandbars and
cordillera mountains) as a sacred and symbolically
beckoning Book of Nature.

The Swedish visionary Swedenborg provided
Transcendentalism with a quasi-science of “corre-
spondences” between natural objects and “spiritual
facts.” Nature here is viewed as an inspired volume
to be read, a Third Testament of sorts. The most im-
portant influence on Man Thinking (according to
Emerson’s “American Scholar” address) is Nature it-
self. The argument for God’s existence from Nature’s
complex symmetry had long made Nature-study a
Christian pursuit, and Emerson’s “We should read
God [and by implication, Nature] instead of books”
is a very Protestant view, a search for unmediated vi-
sion. The Godhead is inherent in Nature in early
Transcendentalism, but in a second-wave figure like
Thoreau nature study is its own reward, no longer
merely a proof of divine abundance and symmetry.

Ultimately, Transcendentalism may be seen as a
by-product of Christianity’s liberalization into “nat-
ural religion,” but also an effect of the rising interest
in empirical science. By the 19th century, geologists
were overturning Biblical estimates of our planet’s
age; Nature’s own fossil “testimony” was finally read;
Darwin repositioned our sense of humanity’s proper
placement by locating our species along evolution’s
horizontal chain of being. Equally radically, Brown -
ian motion (initially detected in 1827) had exposed
matter’s random, ever-shifting foundation, while
Louis Agassiz (for whom Thoreau worked as a spec-
imen-collector) lent Nature a more gradual and
epochal sense of time and scale through his studies
on glacial motion, shrinking human history into a
mere nanosecond of geologic “deep time.”

In historical terms, Transcendentalism dominated
the intellectual landscape of America in the antebel-
lum era, from 1830 to 1850, a period marked by a
questioning of what had previously been regarded as
“naturally” self-evident in human conduct and so-
ciety. MARGARET FULLER’s “The Great Lawsuit,” ini-
tially appearing in Transcendentalism’s quarterly
journal The Dial in July 1843, is a trenchant critique
of “every arbitrary barrier” between Man and Woman,
in an early effort to separate “social” forces that shape
our sense of gender from “natural” ones.

As a social movement Transcendentalism weakened
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in a number of telling ways. Its utopian Brook Farm
community languished and finally burned down due
to a lack of pragmatic will and expertise; Bronson
Alcott’s Fruitlands “anti-society” was an ironic victim
of its own land’s relative barrenness; Orestes Brown-
son converted to Roman Catholicism, emblematic
of a more general return to institutions.

Theodore Parker once worried whether Transcen-
dentalism’s impact would be “transient” or “perma-
nent”; ironically, its continued relevance is partly
owing to its emphasis on natural flux and transience.
Harold Bloom attempts to trace a Transcendental
continuum through figures ranging from WALT

WHITMAN to WALLACE STEVENS, by locating the
conflict between alienated self and indifferent Nature
(but also the harmony between human and host) as
a prime theme of American writing. While Tran-
scendentalism has been assailed by current eco -
criticics as egocentrically hostile toward the very Na-
ture it claims to revere, works like Emerson’s
“Na ture” and Thoreau’s WALDEN (alongside the ex-
periments in rural, communal living at Brook Farm
and Fruitlands) provide American environmental
writing with a large part of its literary foundations.—
John P. Reder
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Turner, Frederick Jackson 
(1861–1932)

Frederick Jackson Turner was a son of Middle
America, fitting for a scholar who promulgated the
notion of the heartland’s crucial role in determining
American culture. Born in Portage, Wisconsin in
1861, his early journalistic career was also marked by
stints in Chicago and Milwaukee. But instead of con-
tinuing to follow his father into the newspaper busi-
ness, Turner instead embraced his father’s favorite

hobby: history. Earning his Ph.D. at Johns Hopkins
University, Turner returned home and accepted an
assistant professorship at his undergraduate alma
mater, the University of Wisconsin at Madison, in
1889.

Four years later Turner delivered the lecture for
which he is still best known: “THE SIGNIFICANCE OF

THE FRONTIER IN AMERICAN HISTORY.” Delivered
at the now infamous Chicago World Columbian Ex-
position, the talk included Turner’s “frontier thesis,”
which maintained that the westward expansion of
the nation fostered cultural characteristics that had
since become synonymous with America, among
them individualism, egalitarianism, and democracy.
In his own words: “The existence of an area of free
land, its continuous recession, and the advance of
American settlement westward explain American de-
velopment.” This claim drew immediate and hostile
responses for its challenge to conventional wisdom:
Turner effectively unseated New England as the
cradle of Americana, instead bestowing this title on
the continent’s vast internal prairies and rugged west-
ern spaces. Moreover, rather than accepting America
as the hybrid product of (mostly) English, French,
and even German forbears, Turner’s thesis holds that
the challenging countryside itself dictated the insti-
tutions—and culture—that had evolved in Amer-
ica.

Influential as they undoubtedly were, and critical
to our understanding of the fundamental importance
of landscape to American identity, Turner’s conclu-
sions themselves have since come under serious at-
tack, being cited as Romantic and naïve at best, and
ethno- and androcentric at worst. His thesis elicits
scorn, in particular, from those who cite its neglect
of minorities and women. The landscape he en -
visions resembles more the widely discredited con-
ception of MANIFEST DESTINY that emphasized
America’s inherent right to what was essentially seen
as empty, “free land,” regardless of existing occupancy
(a rather surprising oversight on Turner’s part, given
that his doctoral dissertation focused on the Indian
trade in Wisconsin).

Yet even if they are assailed today as exclusionary,
Turner’s ideas marked an epochal moment in the
evolution of America’s environmental understanding
and imagination, and laid the heuristic foundation
for more sensitive and inclusive approaches to the
natural world. JACK LONDON’s characters, for exam-
ple, both human and nonhuman, are continuously
formed and reformed by their experience of the fron-
tier. WILLA CATHER’s Nebraskan families’ very lives
revolve around the rhythms of planting and harvest-
ing, and her O Pioneers! heroine Alexandra Bergson
even fantasizes of a corn-scented “land man,” the
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embodiment of her desire for a harmonious relation-
ship with the world around her. Many of JOHN

STEIN BECK’s characters serve as twentieth-century
pioneers, continually moving in search of that more
hospitable, nurturing landscape.

Turner’s career was as academically impressive as
it was environmentally significant. He published on
a wide range of subjects, including THEODORE ROO-
SEVELT, the Louisiana Purchase, the West, and his na -
tive Wisconsin. After receiving job offers from Prince -
ton, the University of Chicago, and Stanford, he left
the heartland for the coasts. He taught at Harvard from
1910–1924 and finally made his way west, retracing
the migration so important to his frontier thesis. He
died in Pasadena, California in 1932 while a re-
searcher at the Huntington Library.—David Vis ser
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“The Significance of the Frontier 
in American History,” 

Frederick Jackson Turner (1893)
Delivered at Chicago’s World Columbian Expo-

sition in 1893, Frederick Jackson Turner’s essay “The
Significance of the Frontier in American History” is
a foundational text for both American history and
literature, as well the burgeoning field of ecocriticism.
In response to the 1890 census that declared the fron-
tier “closed,” Turner, a professor of history at the
University of Wisconsin and ultimately Harvard, as-
serted that American institutions, and therefore cul-
tural consciousness itself, is directly and profoundly
linked to the landscape.

Turner’s approach is, first, postcolonial: he exam-
ines how the North American wilderness precipitated
the fundamental shift of the U.S. from a European
to a truly distinctive American culture. “The wilder-
ness,” he asserts, “masters the colonist” (4); but “Lit -
tle by little he transforms the wilderness” (4). Turner
holds the inverse true also. Continually creating fron-
tiers spawns a recurrent American renaissance. And
the principle formative element determining these
rebirths is nature. Turner elaborates:

The buffalo trail became the Indian trail, and this
became the trader’s “trace”; the trails widened
into roads, and the roads into turnpikes, and
these in turn were transformed into railroads....
The trading posts reached by these trails were on
the sites of Indian villages which had been placed
in positions suggested by nature; and these trad-
ing posts, situated so as to command the water
systems of the country, have grown into such
cities as Albany, Pittsburgh, Detroit, Chicago, St.
Louis, Council Bluffs, and Kansas City [14].

The development of the country as a whole can
be witnessed in the transformation from Indian
camps to the aforementioned cities. Turner explains
that first on the scene are pioneers, who occupy the
frontier until it is “somewhat subdued” (20). Next
come purchasers of the land, who ready the area for
“civilized life” by the establishment of a basic infra-
structure (20). Finally, the capitalists arrive, and their
lucrative offers to the foregoing groups pull many of
them into their class, while others search for a new
place to begin, effectively restarting the process.

The landscape, according to Turner, affected not
only the location of population and cultural centers,
but also the ideology that would flourish therein,
while “the demand for land and the love of wilder -
ness freedom drew the frontier ever onward” (22).
And just as the settler and frontier affected each
other, so did the developments in the West influence
mindsets on the East coast and even Europe. The
frontier, for example, fostered “the formation of a
composite nationality for the American people” (22).
Turner claims that “In the crucible of the frontier the
immigrants were Americanized, liberated, and fused
into a mixed race, English in neither nationality nor
characteristics” (23). The distance between this new
“race” and the port cities where European influence
still loomed large, in turn decreased dependence on
Great Britain, and the manner by which these new
lands were to be governed became a primary topic
in U.S. politics. The rapid advance to the Pacific,
primarily through the mid-nineteenth century gold
rush, left as “the frontier” an entirely internal space,
a central void left spanning the Midwest, Great
Plains, and Rocky Mountains. This “Middle region,”
according to Turner, “mediated between East and
West as well as between North and South. Thus it
became the typically American region” (28), a literal
crossroads populated heavily by waves of immigrants
seeking cheap land (the Homestead Act of 1862 even
provided for free land). Innovations in transportation
spurred a unifying nationalism, as “Nothing works
for nationalism like intercourse within the nation.
Mobility of population is death to localism, and the
western frontier worked irresistibly in unsettling pop-
ulation” (30). Finally, and most important for Turner,
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is the role the frontier has played in “the promotion
of democracy here and in Europe,” an influence he
attributes primarily to the individualism and self-re-
liance cultivated in the wilderness (30).

The timing of Turner’s essay was crucial to its re-
ception. According to Ray Allen Billington, “Turner’s
thesis appealed to a people suddenly aware that their
efforts to build a powerful nation had not been in
vain; it was equally alluring to all who believed that
their revered democratic institutions had wrought
this miracle” (x). For a nation on the verge of be-
coming a superpower, Turner’s thesis provided a sort
of natural legitimacy to the American endeavor, at-
tributing American achievement to its taming of vast
unforgiving spaces and unruly indigenous peoples,
and engendering a sense that, for better or worse,
whatever America had become had been earned
(MANIFEST DESTINY). But after “dominating the
teaching of American history for a generation,” the
popularity of his frontier thesis waned in the 1930s
(Billington xiii). Moreover, although Turner was “in
no sense a mono-causationist,” critics took issue with
his “reliance on a single force to explain American
development” (xii, xvii). He sought not, however,
to posit the frontier as “the explanation of American
society,” but rather to situate it as “one of numerous
forces contributing to its social evolution” (xviii).

Ultimately, Turner’s work takes an “earth-centered
approach” to American history, just as ecocritics do
with literature (Glotfelty xviii). The western envi-
ronment functions as more than setting, more than
a stage upon which the affairs of men are played out.
Turner latently acknowledges Marxist claims that in-
stitutions determine consciousness, but argues that
these institutions were themselves shaped and molded
by the frontier. The ultimate result is the aligning of
Americana with the North American landscape itself.
Specific traits, such as American “rugged individu-
alism,” are rooted in the interaction between settler
and the West, qualities forged rather than prepos-
sessed.—David Visser
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Twain, Mark (Samuel Clemens)
(1835–1910)

In “A Day at Niagara,” a tale he wrote about Ni-
agara Falls, Mark Twain admits, “There is no actual
harm in making Niagara a background whereon to
display one’s marvelous insignificance in a good
strong light, but it requires a sort of superhuman
self-complacency to enable one to do it” (“A Day”
18). He mocks the tourist’s thirst for photographs in
the face of the falls’ overwhelming permanence, nat-
uralness, and reality. Twain instead strays from the
falls and tries, but fails, to find and greet authentic
Native Americans (there is the allure of imperma-
nence about this quest). Ultimately, the “Day” offers
a superbly uneasy introduction to Twain’s relation -
ship with the environment: his awareness of civiliza-
tion’s degradation of land and people goes hand in
hand with his urge to witness these degradations for
himself.

Mark Twain is rarely successful at self-compla-
cency. During the Civil War, he spent one fortnight
in a militia of the Confederate army before deserting,
and then accepting his brother Orion’s offer to join
in the pursuits of greedy thrill-seekers in the Wild
West, which he chronicles in ROUGHING IT (1872).
In one ambiguous scene, Twain accidentally sets fire
to a section of forest and has a good laugh over his
power for destruction and showmanship. The book
ends with Twain becoming a writer and lecturer, and
concludes with a moral dichotomy: “stay at home”
or be of “no account” (960)—the latter, according
to Neil Schmitz, defined by being “not bound to
home and hearth, to cultural ideals, to a single belief
system” (30). Twain is popularly known as a tramp,
traveler, and tourist, because of his choice, but it is
also crucial to see him as intellectually on the move.
Great humor and satire are commissioned by the
thoughtful traveler’s willingness to compare and con-
trast what is thought to be incomparable (such as
one’s home). He is a shrewder tourist on the lookout
for more challenging vistas: The Innocents Abroad
(1869) lampoons the assumptions of Americans on
pilgrimage in Europe, Following the Equator (1897)
records the effects of European imperialism he wit-
nessed while on a lecture tour of the globe, and the
classic HUCKLEBERRY FINN (1885) ruthlessly critiques
the settled attitudes of those who live along the Mis-
sissippi River.

Ron Powers claims that Twain’s “steamboat years
remained the most hallowed period of his life” (77),
and that what is miraculous about steamboats is that
“they subjugated the natural world under a spreading
curtain of smoke, sparks, sound, and light” (77).
Twain can be quite sensitive to the cruelty of man-
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made endeavors, as he is at Niagara Falls, but he also
expresses delight in man-made creations. Larzer Ziff
asserts that Twain’s “achievement and his fame [grew]
in step with the fast-flying industrial development
that enthralled him with its inventiveness, technical
efficiency, and quickening accumulation of riches”
(3). In short, Twain learned a forceful “sense of style”
from these beautiful, commercial vessels (Ziff 90);
he even invented himself as “Mark Twain” (after the
depth-sounding of a Mississippi ferry), stylishly and
forcefully, as man-made as they come.

In the 1880’s, Twain stopped writing about his lat-
est travels, in order to revisit his Mississippi past, and
he ventured even further back in time in two
medieval fantasies, The Prince and the Pauper (1882)
and A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court
(1889). This new concern for travelling across time
instead of across space centers on the idea that man-
made things like ships, names, or ideas have lasting
and potentially permanent consequences. These later
writings explore what Ziff calls “the debilitating per-
sistence of the past” in the forms of racism, provin-
cialism, and environmental exploitation (44). In Life
on the Mississippi (1883), published two decades after
his experiences as a cub pilot on Mississippi steam-
boats, what lingers is the memory of Twain’s youthful
relationship with nature. Because Twain is older and
wiser, Life on the Mississippi registers, in the words
of LEO MARX, “the passing of a way of life, a mode
of apprehending nature, and by inference, a literary
style” (54). As steamboats were becoming outmoded
by the speed and breadth of railroads, Twain’s rela-
tionship with the natural world was shifting from
surface rapture to deeper knowledge and sympathy.
As a pilot, he had to sense the capricious whims of
the river so as to anticipate and avoid snags and
perils. He boasts, “The face of the water, in time,
became a wonderful book—a book that was a dead
language to the uneducated passenger, but which
told its mind to me without reserve...” (283). How-
ever, his knowledge was not solely positive: “But I
had lost something, too.... All the grace, the beauty,
the poetry, had gone out of the majestic river!” (284).
Only in the uniquely rough voice of Huck Finn will
the passenger’s lovely river and the pilot’s menacing
river become “one” again (Marx 57).

Twain’s mastery over the natural world as a pilot
is no longer the pure whim of watching the flames
in Roughing It; now he is responsible for every move
he makes. Both are examples of what Joseph Cou -
lombe sees as Twain’s “adversarial relationship” with
nature (121). In Tom Sawyer, Tom muddles his geog-
raphy lesson and “turned lakes into mountains,
mountains into rivers, and rivers into continents, till
chaos was come again” (52). Geography may get the

better of Tom, but Tom winds up warping geog -
raphy. “Which is best?” Twain asks, and asks well,
but never answers.—Jonathan Gaboury

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Coulombe, Joseph L. Mark Twain and the American West.

Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2003.
Marx, Leo. “The Passenger and the Pilot: Landscape Con-

ventions and the Style of Huckleberry Finn.” Mark
Twain: A Collection of Critical Essays. Ed. Henry Nash
Smith. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1963. 47–
63.

Powers, Ron. Mark Twain: A Life. New York: Free Press,
2005.

Schmitz, Neil. “Mark Twain, Traitor.” Arizona Quarterly
63 (2007): 25–37.

Twain, Mark. Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Mississippi
Writings. New York: Library of America, 1982. 617–912.

_____. The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. Mississippi Writings.
New York: Library of America, 1982. 1–215.

_____. “A Day at Niagara.” The Complete Short Stories of
Mark Twain. Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1957. 16–22.

_____. Life on the Mississippi. Mississippi Writings. New
York: Library of America, 1982. 217–616.

_____. Roughing It. The Innocents Abroad and Roughing It.
New York: Library of America, 1984. 525–986.

Ziff, Larzer. Mark Twain. Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2004.

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn,
Mark Twain (1884)

Published in 1884, but set during the pre–Civil
War 1840s, Samuel Clemens’ The Adventures of
Huckle berry Finn invokes and complicates 19th-cen-
tury literary conventions and cultural assumptions
about nature and societal norms. Clemens, writing
for a popular audience in what many authors 
and critics—including ERNEST HEMINGWAY—have
claimed is the most important American novel ever
written, begins his famous work with a warning to
readers: “Persons attempting to find a motive in this
narrative will be prosecuted; persons attempting to
find a moral in it will be banished; persons attempt -
ing to find a plot will be shot” (2). It proves to be an
ironic admonition for a text that has cultivated a cot-
tage industry of criticism, much of which wrestles
with the role that nature plays in this semi-fictive
world set on and near the Mississippi River and the
western frontier. In this regard, The Adventures of
Huckleberry Finn seems to insist that those interested
in the relationship between the natural and con-
structed worlds avoid tempting interpretations re-
garding the role of the landscape in the novel and its
relationship to the society tied to it.

The novel’s first section focuses primarily on Huck
Finn’s adventures in and around St. Petersburg, Mis-
souri, a small town on the Mississippi River, home
to Huck’s childhood friends, Judge Thatcher, Huck’s
abusive father, and the Widow Douglas, who adopts
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Huck and attempts to “sivilize” him. Huck’s views,
as expressed in what Twain describes as an “ordinary
‘Pike County’ dialect” (2), have for over a century
led readers and critics alike to view the opening sec-
tion as proof that this fictive but familiar world near
the edge of the frontier broke neatly along a singular
line, one half belonging to the wild, free realm of the
wilderness area specific to the river and the frontier
beyond its western shore, and the other to that of
the cramped confines of the civilized towns, with
their rules, schools, adults, and duties. In his ground-
breaking study of 19th-century, land-based American
literature, VIRGIN LAND, HENRY NASH SMITH argued
the following: “Natural man beleaguered by society,
but able to gain happiness by escaping to the forest
and the river: this is undoubtedly an important
aspect of the meaning that thousands of readers have
found in the novel” (95). Smith’s interpretation, pre-
sented in an axiomatic manner that does not invite
a rejoinder, harmonizes with countless others, but
fails to account for what occurs in the novel, or how,
more importantly, Clemens constructed the text.
Though Huck repeatedly complains about the dis-
advantages associated with being civilized, his out -
look remains equally grim while he is in the woods
and on the Mississippi.

The second section of the novel features Huck and
Jim’s “adventures” as they make their way down the
river. Commencing when Huck fakes his own
murder while his father is away in St. Petersburg, the
section is replete with accounts of death, deceit, cow-
ardice, and cruelty, all of which conclude in the sec-
tion of the book that has, until relatively recently,
left many readers confused and frustrated, especially
those who subscribe to the nature/culture dichotomy
when attempting to interpret the text. On the river,
while Huck escapes his dead father and Jim flees for
his life in a society built by and around slavery, the
two encounter in succession a half-sunken house of
thieves, slave catchers, swindlers, “a steamboat that
had killed herself on a rock” (65), and another one
that tore the raft in half—a boat that, as Huck states,
“all of a sudden [...] bulged out, big and scary, with
a long row of wide-open furnace doors shining like
red-hot teeth, and her monstrous bows and guards
hanging right over us” (91). These run-ins with the
worst elements of society underscore how the novel
blurs the distinction between the natural and unnat-
ural, and between the ostensibly free frontier asso-
ciated with the river and the West, and the cultural
clutter common to that place at that time.

Two passages, in particular, have defined the or-
thodox, first-order understanding of the novel’s en-
vironmental binary; the first describes Huck’s idyllic
existence in the bosom of the river: “Two or three

days, and nights went by; I reckon I might say they
swum by, they slid along so quiet and smooth and
lovely. Here is the way we put in the time. It was a
monstrous big river down there—sometimes a mile
and a half wide; we run nights, and laid up and hid
daytimes; soon as night was most gone we stopped
navigating and tied up [...]. Then we set out the
lines. Next we slid into the river and had a swim, so
as to freshen up and cool off; then we set down on
the sandy bottom where the water was about knee
deep, and watched the daylight come” (113); the sec-
ond model is the oft-quoted excerpt from the final
scene, wherein Huck famously claims, “But I got to
light out for the territory ahead of the rest, because
Aunt Sally she’s going to adopt me and sivilize me,
and I can’t stand it. I been there before” (281). Fit-
tingly, the novel ends with Huck revealing his in-
ability to learn from experience, having apparently
not noticed throughout his harrowing adventures
how thoroughly society had spread, like smallpox,
along the length of the Mississippi and soon the
width of the rest of the continent.

Still, just as the myth of the untamed river and
the related idea of open land to its West seem to in-
oculate the often somber but resilient protagonist
against the downsides of the industrial revolution,
European culture, and urban life in the Gilded Age,
the novel would in turn, and for centuries to come,
debunk quixotic ideals while reifying faith in the
land and the literature it inspires.—Colin Irvine
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Roughing It, 
Mark Twain (1872)

In Mark Twain’s book about his youthful travels
to the rough-and-tumble West it is nature’s extremes
that draw the protagonist’s attention and provoke 
his response. Throughout his descriptions of the
many natural wonders he encountered, Twain re-
peatedly portrays his younger self as awestruck by
the Western environment’s extremity: the land is
more austere, rich, beautiful, and various than he
had ever imagined. However, the real tale, with its
subtle depiction of man’s relation to the wilderness,
is more complex.
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In his preface Twain describes Roughing It as a
“personal narrative” in which he, the now expe -
rienced narrator, records his youthful “vagabondiz-
ing.” The young Samuel Clemens travels via stage-
coach from St. Joseph, Missouri, to Carson City,
Nevada, with his brother, who had been appointed
the Secretary of Nevada Territory. After an arduous
and adventurous journey, they arrive in the crude
city. From there Clemens sets off on two failed ven-
tures to make the land yield him a fortune: he es-
tablishes a timber ranch at Lake Tahoe, but acciden-
tally burns down the whole hillside; then catches
mining fever and claims several mines, but through
a series of accidents fails to work his one profitable
mine and so loses his claim. After these setbacks he
becomes a newspaper reporter in Virginia City,
finally finding a way to earn a living, and coining
the pseudonym under which he will become famous.
Eventually he moves to San Francisco where he works
sporadically for various newspapers; and then, bored
with this life, lands a contract with the Sacramento
Union to travel to the Sandwich Islands and send
back letters for publication.

Because of the great variety of experience de -
scribed in Roughing It, the book is episodic and can
seem unstructured. HENRY NASH SMITH, however,
identifies the narrative strategy Twain uses to connect
his sprawling plot: “the pronoun ‘I’ links two quite
different personae: that of a tenderfoot setting out
across the plains, and that of an old-timer, a veteran,
who ... now looks back upon his own callow days of
inexperience” (53). By satirizing his own youthful
misconceptions, Twain links his motley adventures
thematically, portraying himself as holding clichéd
notions of Western life, which when he actually ex-
periences that life, inevitably turn out to be (often
comically) wrong.

Initially Twain views his trip West as a lark on
which he is bound to become rich and have grand
adventures (2). During his stagecoach journey, how-
ever, he repeatedly confronts the harsh realities of
the Western environment. When they approach the
desert, for example, he is initially excited with the
thrilling adventure:

This was fine—novel—romantic—dramatically
adventurous—this, indeed, was worth living for,
worth traveling for! We would write home all
about it.

Yet,

This enthusiasm, this stern thirst for adventure,
wilted under the sultry August sun and did not
last above one hour. The poetry was all in the
anticipation—there is none in the reality. Imag-
ine a vast, waveless ocean stricken dead and
turned to ashes [123].

His description of the desert’s desolation continues
for the rest of the chapter. And when he arrives in
Carson City he finds no respite from the harsh ele-
ments: “Visibly our new home was a desert, walled
in by barren, snow-clad mountains” (137). This bar-
ren place was subject to a daily battering by the
“Washoe Zephyr,” a gale that tears through town
bringing a “dust-drift about the size of the United
States” (138). As Joseph Coulombe states, “Twain ...
saw the natural elements as an array of overwhelm-
ingly dangerous forces pitted against relatively
helpless humans” (116). While the young Twain ex-
pected the West to contain benignant marvels and
adventures, he found that more often the reality was,
though marvelous, brutally harsh.

Twain experiences a similarly rude awakening
when he attempts to extract his fortune from the
earth. When he begins prospecting, he is elated: “Of
all the experiences of my life, this secret search among
the hidden treasures of silver-land was the nearest to
unmarred ecstasy. It was a delirious revel. By and by,
in the bed of a shallow rivulet, I found a deposit of
shining yellow scales, and my breath almost forsook
me! A gold mine” (185). Unfortunately, he has found
only glittering mica; and when he tries his hand at
actual mining, he declares it “the weariest work!”
(192). Instead of being ripe for the picking, his “for-
tune seemed a century away!” (191). The earth held
great wealth, but would not easily yield it; or as
Coulombe puts it, “Mining was all-out war with na-
ture” (120), and Twain loses by underestimating the
unyielding character of the land.

These novice experiences with the harsh Western
environment finally lead (the veteran) Twain to bur-
lesque the romantic notions of the landscape that he
had initially maintained. For instance, though orig-
inally a “disciple of Cooper and a worshipper of the
Red Man,” when the young Twain actually sees
American Indians he finds them to be “treacherous,
filthy and repulsive,” utterly dismantling his “mellow
moonshine of romance” (128–29). Such a derogatory
view of Indians may be just as wrong as FENIMORE

COOPER’s, but Twain is clearly intent most of all on
overturning naïve (and ultimately damaging) Eastern
attitudes toward the Western environment. Gary
Henrickson describes this as a general theme in
Roughing It and throughout Twain’s work: “Time
and again, Twain notes the falsity of the sublime,
whether the sublime Romantic landscape or the sub-
lime of nostalgia” (47). And as Henrickson points
out, when Twain comes to the “Big Trees” of Yosem -
ite, he refrains from depicting them, refusing to
repeat clichéd, touristy descriptions (42).

Yet, and here the tale reveals its deeper meaning,
even though Twain continually depicts the Western
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environment as surprisingly severe and inhospitable,
his experiences do not cause him to completely reject
his naïve notions of the West as a place of natural
marvels. As Michael Hobbs explains, “The tender-
foot’s encounter with nature, which begins as a quite
Emersonian or Thoreauvian transcendental experi-
ence, becomes an infernal inversion of the reverential
moment. But far from being negative, this inversion
seems to afford the veteran’s imagination a deeper
comprehension of nature and the world” (17). Hobbs
claims particularly that Twain’s experiences at Lake
Tahoe, Lake Mono, and Kilauea Volcano reveal na-
ture to be not merely harsh, but also “terribly beau-
tiful” (23). In describing the volcano, for example,
Twain marvels at its phenomenally destructive power
and its “unapproachable splendor” (515)—both un-
mistakably sublime. Thus, while his discovery of na-
ture’s severe, Western reality might appear to threaten
his ability to appreciate its attraction, Twain in fact
ends up only more profoundly awestruck by nature’s
“fascinating, bewitching, entrancing” beauty (152).—
Jeffrey Bilbro
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Utopian Communities
This brief survey of America’s Utopian commu-

nities will not focus on such groups as pure and pris-
tine alternatives to our more commercial society’s
environmental compromises. Instead, such commu-
nities are perhaps more productively viewed as illus-
trations of the key problems and paradoxes entailed
in any effort to “live green.” These groups, holding
diverse ideas on the goal of social perfection, were
essentially efforts to radically overhaul our human
interaction with the environment; and their failures,
as much as their successes, illuminate many key issues
in current ecological debates.

The double meaning of utopia, initially exploited
by Sir Thomas More in his Utopia (1516), implies
both eutopos (“good place”) and outopos (“no place”).
This contradiction in the word’s root meaning is
quite appropriate, since it underscores the longstand-

ing paradox that has challenged most efforts at com-
munal living. Many critics and reviewers have
pointed out how “utopia” seems by definition to refer
to a project impossible to achieve but noble to at-
tempt. Indeed, groups founded on Utopian objec -
tives who do succeed (Mormons, Mennonites, Quak-
ers, etc.) tend to cease being referred to as Utopias,
even when clear Utopian principles informed such
groups’ beginnings.

Utopian ventures in colonial America include
Roger Williams and Anne Hutchinson’s respective
spiritual communities in 1630’s Rhode Island, the
products of two well-known religious extremists
driven out of Puritan society. These ventures were
hardly environmental in motive, but did establish an
early version of radical (literally “root-grasping”)
groups seeking out alternative environments in which
to pursue communal values. Several early would-be
Utopias were composed of dissidents who fled from
Germany to avoid persecution; some groups were
descended from millennial sects bred during a large
outbreak of dissenting Puritanism during England’s
Civil War. Some were based on a Rousseau-derived
belief in private property’s inherent evils, in early
contrast to THOMAS JEFFERSON’s notion of govern-
ment as mainly a protector of such property.

“Nature is static, history is progressive” says an
old cliché, but many early American Utopian groups
were efforts to escape some of the traps of unchecked
commercial progress. The so-called Market Revolu-
tion, a rapid economic expansion during America’s
post–Revolutionary years, was counteracted by a
kind of agoraphobic Counter-Revolution. As New
England’s factories treated workers as faceless com-
ponents and prized mass manufacture over handi-
work, many groups turned to more modestly agrarian
scenarios. These American communards were driven
by Yankee pragmatism as much as Utopianism—
their environmentalism was mainly a belief in small-
ness of scale and self-sufficiency, 200 years before the
counter-culture revolution of the WHOLE EARTH CAT-
ALOGUE “discovered” these virtues.

Unitarian preacher George Ripley’s Brook Farm
was directly inspired by 1837’s Financial Panic, and
was conceived as a means to sidestep capitalism’s ten-
dency toward excess and exploitation. Ripley sought
to establish a small-scale “city of God” on a “sweet
spot” near West Roxbury, Massachusetts. The farm
lasted six years despite problems ranging from poor
soil to class feuds, but EMERSON accused Brook Farm
of a “perpetual picnic,” and Richard Francis similarly
refers to an “if-only dimension” of wild-eyed day-
dreaming. Still, Barbara Packer notes “Brook Farm
was not a commune but a joint-stock company”
populated by shareholders and showing a clear-eyed
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awareness of the challenges to its survival. In a No-
vember 9, 1840 letter to Emerson, Ripley suggests
that his farm was not an insular retreat but an op-
portunity “to insure a more natural union between
intellectual and manual labor,” an attempt to resolve
the severe separation between Mind and Body that
has haunted much Christian enterprise.

Bronson Alcott’s Fruitlands was similarly an at-
tempt at a “consociate family,” but was hobbled by
poor planning and lasted only half a year (1843–
1844). Fruitlands (located at Harvard, Massachusetts)
was financed by Charles Lane, a Utopian advocate
who denounced the nuclear family as unnatural and
urged marital reform. Lane referred to a “Third Dis-
pensation,” an era following our “tribal” and “na-
tional” ages and destined to realize a “Universal”
project in which all interests are shared and non-
competitive. Fruitlanders were absolute vegans, ab-
stained from alcohol and caffeine, and enlisted in a
regimen of cold showers to insure a near-sexless
lifestyle. In Alcott’s view, a meat-eater is a “replen -
isher of graveyards” whose “carnal code” is repellent
to any civilized outlook. The Fruitland creed was
based on negation and renunciation, refusing to use
traps (seen as an unfair advantage over fellow
animals) and believing that manure-use was a cheat-
ing of soil’s more “natural” tendencies. Fruitlanders
likewise avoided cotton, silk and wool (as unfair to
slaves, worms and sheep) in favor of brown linen tu-
nics and trousers. In Alcott’s journals, our bodies are
as “farmable” as a turf—indeed “soul” and “soil” pro-
vide frequent puns in Alcott’s writing.

Many TRANSCENDENTAL Age communes were
based on principles derived from the French utopian
planner Charles Fourier, a Pre-Marxian Socialist
whose family had lost its fortune during France’s
Revolution. Fourier proposed an eradication of all
revolution and unrest by a “Harmonian” treatment
of human talents and tendencies. There is an eco-
logical vision of the human body in his work, a ho-
listic sense of our laboring mortal body as a micro-
cosm of all reality. Fourier referred to a “harmonian
man” whose urges could be satisfied and whose alien-
ation from labor could be cured. “Attractive indus -
try” depends on a rotation of tasks, aimed at produc -
ing new harmonies in human behavior, circulat ing
between chores and pastimes like segments on a
color-wheel.

Albert Brisbane’s 1840 Social Destiny of Man
(which popularized Fourier’s beliefs for American
audiences) was read by most of the major Transcen-
dentalists. Brisbane referred to a kind of alternating
division of labor as “parceled exercise.” In Fourier’s
vision of a social “phalanx,” a group of devoted in-
dividuals swap tasks and develop a broad range of

faculties. “The body is a bio-region” according to
latter-day commentator Deborah Slicer; in American
communes our human body resonates and reflects
ecological laws. Emerson in “The American Scholar”
had lamented Man in his “divided or social state,” a
division these Utopias tried to remedy. According to
Fourier, by alternating tasks we move “serially” across
Nature’s many demands. This notion of social holism
was an effort to reform (a Transcendental keyword)
each participant into an “original unity,” but such
an endeavor had a wearying impact on many prac-
titioners.

There are indeed certain comic side-effects engen-
dered by such generally noble enterprises. Emerson
mocked Fourierism for its anticipation of a coming
age when all humans would speak in blank verse and
for its belief in Mesmer’s vision of a race of more
“natural” humans eventually regrowing tails. The
eating of raw foods was believed to conduct living
force directly into its eater, but Fruitlands’ soil was
not especially amenable to fruit-growing. Fruitland -
ers only consumed “aspiring” vegetables whose con-
sumable portion grew above-ground, and avoided
root vegetables (carrots, beets) that pointed Hell-
ward. Annie Russell Marble, a one-time member of
Brook Farm, claimed such groups “dove into the in-
finite, soared into the illimitable, and never paid
cash.” (xiii) This was a time of quackery and pseudo-
science, of wet sheets wrapped around bodies to draw
out disease, of coarse towels deployed in “flesh-
brushing” exercises, and of “environmental engineer-
ing” plans to tugboat icebergs to relieve overheated
New England summers.

A Romantic bias against practical science rendered
many communes ill-outfitted to grow food and ma-
terials. These groups tended to underestimate na -
ture’s darker, more stubborn and literally intract able
aspects. These small-scale societies also underrated
Emerson’s notion of “self-reliance”—anarchist Josiah
Warren was briefly a Harmonist but believed a lack
of individual voice endangered any group. Warren
refers to “nature’s own inherent law of diversity,” a
law neglected by Utopians in general.

Some early Utopians (like R.D. Owens) eventually
turned to spiritualism (an even less pragmatic, more
meditative approach to human harmony). Others
followed Charles Lane and became Shakers, a group
whose insistence on celibacy would eventually spell
its own demise. George Ripley became a book re-
viewer in New York City’s teeming anti–Utopia,
Bronson Alcott became a pioneer of what is now re-
ferred to as “continuing education,” limiting his Or-
phic, Utopian effusions to classroom-scaled lessons.

Despite so many large-scale and well-noted fail-
ures, some Harmonite groups lasted over a century—
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New Harmony still survives in rural Indiana. B.F.
Skinner’s utopian novel Walden Two inspired Twin
Oaks, a group founded in 1967, clearly showing an
ongoing tie between environmental literature and
utopian applications. In 1980, the U.S. Census began
including communes in its records, and today esti-
mates over 3,000 nationwide. Some groups are by
now showing more practical valences: Oneida Com-
munity of Mohawk Valley, New York is a manufac-
turing corporation listed on New York’s Stock Ex-
change, while Iowa’s Amana group specializes in
microwave ovens (Moment 47).

Some believe a more radical smallness of scale will
be necessary for any degree of future success in
Utopian projects. Thoreau’s experiment at Walden
Pond was a kind of “community of one” according
to Richard Francis, and still serves as an ongoing
template for smaller ventures. Eco-poet GARY SNY-
DER’s Kitkitdizze in California’s Sierra Nevada range
may well be regarded as a family-scale Utopian com-
munity. Ironically, many Utopian principles have
grown fragmented, narcissistic and self-serving in
certain New Age movements, in which tribal tradi-
tions are retrofitted to serve as “self-improvement”
trends. Still, several latter-day pundits have predicted
our pending oil crisis will lead to a less meat-
intensive diet and a more localized and communally
interdependent sense of habitat, a kind of Utopia-
by-necessity forced by a less easily-traversed globe.—
John P. Reder
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Vonnegut, Kurt (1922–2007)

Initially a science fiction writer, Kurt Vonnegut
challenged the limits of fiction, often incorporating
black humor, illustrations, and metafictive tech-
niques. Throughout his 14 novels, a play, and nu-
merous short stories and essays, Vonnegut lamented
(often bitingly) the state of the planet and its inhab-
itants, while remaining optimistic regarding the po-
tential for humanity to improve its lot, in a fashion
reminiscent of MARK TWAIN.

Kurt Vonnegut, Jr. was born in 1922, to Kurt, Sr.
and Edith in Indianapolis, Indiana. His father was
an architect and his mother came from a brewing
fortune that was later lost in the Great Depression.
Vonnegut studied chemistry at Cornell before leaving
to enlist in the U.S. Army. On Mother’s Day, 1944,
his mother committed suicide and her death haunted
him, especially as he feared at times that he too might
commit suicide. The next year, Vonnegut was cap-
tured near Dresden by Nazis and imprisoned in a
slaughterhouse, which ironically protected him from
the Allied firebombing that destroyed the city. Von-
negut later noted, “Dresden had no tactical value; it
was a city of civilians. Yet the Allies bombed it until
it burned and melted. And then they lied about it.
All that was startling to us” (“Playboy,” 95). Von-
negut’s disillusionment led to Slaughterhouse-Five
(1969), a book that took over 20 years to write. Com-
bining science fiction, black humor, and metafiction,
the novel not only wrestles with the events of Dres-
den, but how one even tells such a story.

Vonnegut tackled environmental issues in several
novels with his trademark scathing satire, including
Breakfast of Champions (1973), where Vonnegut’s alter
ego Kilgore Trout ironically rants, “I used to be a
conservationist. I used to weep and wail about people
shooting bald eagles with automatic shotguns from
helicopters and all that, but I gave it up” (86). Trout’s
defeatism displays Vonnegut’s fear that humanity has
surrendered, and is in need of stiff tonics in order to
reverse this trend. His most notable work of envi-
ronmental literature was GALÁPAGOS (1984), in which
a small group of people become shipwrecked. The
novel explores the negative aspects of evolution—
particularly the “big brain”—while addressing how
Darwin’s ideas affect society’s understanding of itself.
In 1973 Vonnegut told an interviewer, “I’m not very
grateful for Darwin, although I suspect he was right.
His ideas make people crueler” (“Playboy” 76). A
million years from 1986, when the novel is written,
brains are smaller and society is better off.

Vonnegut’s style avoids lyricism in favor of direct,
concise sentences, fueled by an inveterate cynicism
toward his times. However, he remains confident in
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humanity’s ability to right itself. “God damn it,
you’ve got to be kind” (129), Eliot Rosewater advises
newly baptized babies in God Bless You, Mr. Rose -
water, and for Vonnegut, this call for kindness and
cooperation can heal an ailing society (and planet)
ravaged by greedy, power-hungry people. Vonnegut’s
anti-authoritarianism and humanism made him a
counterculture hero, and he remains the most vocal
moralist in contemporary American literature.—
Peter C. Kunze
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Galápagos, 
Kurt Vonnegut (1985)

In this his eleventh novel, Kurt Vonnegut exam -
ines Charles Darwin’s theory of natural selection and
the implications of evolution, characteristically
blending humanistic philosophy with dark humor
and biting cynicism. Vonnegut destabilizes the notion
of progress achieved by evolution, arguing that large
brains are the source of mankind’s troubles and “the
only villain in my story” (167). In doing so, he offers
a counterexample to authors associated with natu-
ralism—most famously, STEPHEN CRANE, Frank
Norris and Theodore Dreiser—whose fictional worlds
show the influence of Darwin (AMERICAN NATURAL-
ISM).

Leon Trotsky Trout, son of Vonnegut alter ego
Kilgore Trout, narrates the apocalyptic story one mil-
lion years after 1986, when humans have (d)evolved
into small-brained creatures with flippers. However,
this condition has made life considerably easier now
that humans cannot overthink their existence. Using
evolution and the environment as twin focuses for
his inquiry, Vonnegut elaborates a philosophy, con-
sistent throughout his work, which is ultimately
confident in the potential of humanity, despite dis-
appointment in their progress thus far. Although
Vonnegut commented on mankind’s treatment of the
environment earlier in novels like Breakfast of Cham-
pions, Galápagos is the most complete articulation of
his concerns for humans as a species and their de-
structive role within nature.

The novel opens at the Hotel El Dorado in Guay -
aquil, Ecuador, where six people have as sembled for
the launching of the Bahía de Darwin: James Wait,

a conman; Mary Hepburn, a biology teacher and re-
cent widow; Zenji Hiroguchi, the inventor of Man-
darax, an electronic translator; Hisako Hiroguchi,
his pregnant wife; Andrew MacIntosh, a millionaire
hoping to recruit Zenji; and Selena MacIntosh, his
blind daughter. Advertised as “the Nature Cruise of
the Century,” the Bahía de Darwin will tour the
Galápagos Islands, where Darwin famously made the
observations that led to the theory of natural selec-
tion. The cruise had attracted worldwide attention
and guests like Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis were
scheduled to attend; however, growing worldwide
panic combined with an aerial attack by Peru lead
to the cruise’s cancellation and the subsequent
looting of the ship. In the resulting chaos, Zenji and
Andrew are murdered while James, Mary, Hisako,
and Selena manage to escape onto the ship. The
ship—“the new Noah’s Ark” (132)—lands on Santa
Rosalia in the Galápagos Islands, where the survivors
begin repopulating the earth through Mary’s exper-
iments in artificial insemination.

Vonnegut employs various stylistic techniques to
explore and examine the concept of evolution, in-
cluding his characteristic fragmented style. The nar-
rator Leon Trotsky Trout was killed in the construc-
tion of the Bahía de Darwin and tells the reader that,
as a ghost, he has “access to all human knowledge”
(155). The narrative treats time relatively, moving
from 1986 to the “present” (one million years later),
and lighting down, with little or no introduction or
context, on a host of varied incidents in the lives of
the characters. These passages are intermingled with
information about wildlife, Charles Darwin, and
quotations from Mandarax. This fusion of fiction
and nonfiction calls attention to Vonnegut’s role as
both an artist and an investigator of the human con-
dition, hoping to better understand the humanity
he both adores and chastises. As a graduate student,
Vonnegut had studied anthropology at the University
of Chicago (Cat’s Cradle was later accepted as his
master’s thesis).

Written after a visit to the eponymous islands,
Galápagos combines a retrospective of Darwin’s work
in the Galápagos, and scientific information about
the wildlife there, with a fictional narrative that play-
fully explores both, blurring the line between fact
and fiction. “I’ve tried to make the book as respon -
sible as possible scientifically,” Vonnegut said at the
time (qtd in Moore). He challenges the notion of
“survival of the fittest,” showing how accidents and
dumb luck can have profound consequences for years
to come, and how those humans who survive are not
necessarily those who were best suited to do so. True
to his postmodern proclivities, Vonnegut is skeptical
about how knowledge (in this case, scientific knowl-
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edge) is acquired, and how it attempts to explain the
world. The supposed order brought to people’s un-
derstanding of themselves and their relationship with
the environment through the theory of natural se-
lection troubles Vonnegut, who feels the application
of logic to an illogical world is futile and ultimately
dangerous. In writing Galápagos, a novel which itself
attempts to understand the relationship between na-
ture and its (arguably) most advanced creature, Von-
negut places himself in the company of Darwin, but
the former refuses to privilege the analysis of a sci-
entist like Darwin over the interpretations offered by
novelists such as himself; both are seekers of truth,
but with different methods of exploration. Vonne -
gut’s solution—“abdicating the irritating abilities of
man’s troublesome brain,” as Peter Freese describes
it—reveals an artist and examiner who is deeply con-
cerned about the state of humanity, but who ulti-
mately accepts his powerlessness to assuage the situ-
ation, by approaching the subject with humor and
bemused resignation.—Peter C. Kunze
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War on the Environment
As the environmental historian Alfred Crosby has

demonstrated in such works as Ecological Imperialism
(1993) and The Columbian Exchange (1972), from
the 14th-century catapulting of plague-ridden corpses
as a form of biological warfare, to the U.S. Army’s
destruction of the American bison herds to conquer
the indigenous nations of the Great Plains, human
conquest has inevitably been accompanied by eco-
logical conquest. Perhaps the most telling example,
however, comes from the American War in Vietnam,
where, as former Operation Ranch Hand pilot Paul
Cecil notes in Herbicidal Warfare (1986), the United
States actually declared “war upon the environment.”
It is not a coincidence that the term “ecocidal” was
coined during the war in Vietnam, when a significant
portion of the world’s chemical industry was har-
nessed to produce the defoliants sprayed over 10 per-
cent of the south of Vietnam, wiping out whole
ecosystems and poisoning multiple generations of

enemies and allies alike with the defoliants’ deadly
byproduct, 2,3,7,8 tetrachlorodibenzo-p-dioxin,
dioxin’s most toxic form. Both in the U.S. and in
Vietnam, many have taken the dioxin poisoning
from Agent Orange and other defoliants as their
starting point, including such writers as Stephen
Wright in Meditations in Green (1983), Bobbie Ann
Mason in In Country (1985), and Duong Thu Huong
in No Man’s Land (2005). These works, like all of
the literature of war on the environment, detail the
many varied ways in which human violence toward
one another also produces violence against the en-
vironment, and vice versa.

Not surprisingly, American and Vietnamese writ -
ers have treated the defoliation in Vietnam and its
consequences in substantially different ways. On the
one hand, just as the spraying program was ending
in 1971, American ecologists such as Thomas White-
side and John Lewallen wrote extensively about the
impact on the land and land systems in books such
as Defoliation (1970) and Ecolog y of Devastation
(1971). More technical than scientific, writers in the
1980s such as John Buckingham and Paul Cecil de-
tailed the spray program itself, chronicling its
strengths, weaknesses, and overall success or failure
as an instance of military problem solving. At the
opposite end of the spectrum, fiction writers such as
Wright and Mason abstracted the defoliation into
larger, overarching metaphors. For Wright, the de-
foliation was like the United States itself; the chem -
ical reaction forced the vegetation to grow so rapidly
that it outconsumed its own ability to sustain itself.
For Mason, the mysterious and poorly understood
illnesses attributed to Agent Orange exposure that
American veterans suffered were emblems of the
larger problems they faced in rejoining American so-
ciety, being accepted, and being understood.

Vietnamese writers, on the other hand, could not
afford such metaphorical distance. For them, the
damage done by exposure was real, pervasive, and
devastating. When the country initiated a replanting
program, the human cost of the defoliation began to
become clear. Tens of thousands of exposed veterans
began to suffer from fatal illnesses such as diabetes,
lymphatic leukemia, and Hodgkin’s disease, and mis-
erably debilitating skin disorders such as chloracne
and porphyria cutanea tarda. Writers such as Ma Van
Khang, Nguyen Quang Lap, and Minh Chuyen
began to tell the stories of this suffering in fiction
and nonfiction published in daily newspapers and
weekly literature magazines. In 1984, Khang’s “A
Child, a Man” told the story of a small boy abused
by a stepmother who suffered from an exposure-re-
lated illness. The story ends with the protagonist ask-
ing, “How could that woman ever recover from such
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an illness?” in a moment of empathy that typified
the Vietnamese literary response to Agent Orange
for the next 25 years, when writers explored the vastly
different ways that defoliation had impacted the lives
of the Vietnamese.

Unfortunately, the literature of war on the envi-
ronment does not end with the American War in
Vietnam. The burning of the oil fields and the un-
monitored use and incineration of chemical weapons
during the first Persian Gulf War created human and
environmental damage that has yet to be fully com-
prehended. More than 200,000 American veterans
of that war believe they suffer from what has become
known as Persian Gulf War Syndrome, which a
report by the U.S. National Academy of Sciences
suggests is caused by their exposure to acetylcho -
linesterase inhibitors, a component of nerve agents.
Veteran writer Gabe Hudson has pioneered the
American literary response to this environmental
damage in his collection of stories, Dear Mr. President
(2002).—Charles Waugh
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Warren, Robert Penn 
(1905–1989)

Robert Penn Warren is best known as the author
of All the Kings Men, and perhaps as America’s most
famous New Critic. A prolific writer, he authored
some 17 books of poetry, 10 novels, six historical and
biographical works, five book-length works of crit-
icism, three children’s books, a collection of short
stories, and a play. He began his career as a Rhodes
Scholar (1928–1930), and in 1943 received the Shelly
Memorial Award, followed by an appointment as the
Chair of Poetry at the Library of Congress in 1944—
a position that was later renamed Poet Laureate, and
which was again awarded to Warren in 1986. He is

the only American author to have received the
Pulitzer Prize in both fiction (1947) and poetry (1958
& 1979). He was granted the National Book Award
(1958), a National Arts Foundation Award (1969), a
Bolligen Prize in Poetry (1967), the Presidential
Medal of Freedom (1980), and a MacArthur Prize
fellowship in 1981 (the so-called “genius grant”),
among other awards, honorary doctorates, and ap-
pointments (Frey). As this record suggests, he is more
commonly thought of as a traditional man of letters
than as an environmental writer, but his poetry often
reflects his deep and abiding concern for nature and
humanity’s relationship to the natural world.

Warren was born and raised in rural Kentucky.
His father, Robert Franklin Warren, aspired to be a
poet but had to work as a banker and proprietor to
support his wife Anna Ruth Penn and his three chil-
dren. Warren’s biographer, Joseph Blotner, notes that
while he was growing up, Warren often found time
“to play amateur naturalist in the woods” (30). His
childhood friend Kent Greenfield, “a self-taught nat-
uralist,” tutored Warren in everything out-of-doors,
from bird calling and sketching, to making bows and
arrows with which they hunted small game. Addi-
tionally, Warren wandered in the woods and sketched
birds during his summer visits to his grandfather’s
farm (17–18). These early, formative experiences
would become sustained and sustaining habits of the
mature writer, right up until his death in 1989; in
an interview he once confirmed that, “I can’t work
very long in cities [...] I just have to be able to walk
in the woods, to be outdoors, to be alone” (331 Talk-
ing).

After graduating from Vanderbilt in 1925, where
he roomed with Allen Tate, he lived a transient life
for the next quarter century, traveling back and forth
across the United States and often spending time
abroad, particularly in Italy. He received an M.A.
from UC Berkeley, during which time he explored
the Sierra Nevada, and in 1931 he returned to Van-
derbilt to teach for three years, before being ap -
pointed assistant professor at LSU. After teaching
there for six years, he was unsatisfied with the
contract LSU offered him, and secured a position at
the University of Minnesota in 1942. He would never
live in the South again, although he often returned
to visit family and friends, and for research. Warren’s
friend, the historian C. Vann Woodward, remarked
that, “the South furnished the setting for virtually
all of Warren’s fiction and much of his poetry as well
as the subject of his nonfictional prose” (283). War-
ren’s keen sense of place, particularly of the South,
remained a prominent feature of his writings, as did
the other four famous “senses” of the Southern Re-
nascence: a sense of the past, the community, family,
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and religion. These senses were viewed as interrelated
and indispensable for an authentic rootedness in a
place or region. For Warren, one of the Nashville
Agrarians, knowledge of the natural landscape and
environment was an integral aspect of a sense of
place, and his poetry and fiction often reflects his
acute observation of the environments he inhabited
during his journeys. However, his early immersion
in the Southern landscape and culture left an inde -
lible and unequalled imprint on his work.

Shortly after leaving Minnesota to teach at Yale
University, Warren settled in New England, where
he remained for much of the latter half of his life.
After his first marriage with Cinina Brescia dissolved,
he married the novelist Eleanor Clark. Together they
had two children, Rosanna Phelps Warren and Gab -
riel Penn Warren. After more than a decade with out
publishing any new collections of poetry, Warren re-
turned to the commanding form that would domi-
nate his later years. A number of his poems from this
period are set in rural Vermont, where he built a
cabin and constructed trails on his property. He con-
tinued to travel, often spending months in the Italian
countryside, particularly at La Rocca, a sixteenth-
century fortress near Porto Ercole. Warren’s 1957 col-
lection of poems, Promises, features scenes set in both
Vermont and Italy, and vividly evokes the environ-
ment, both natural and personal, of these two starkly
different places.

In Audubon: A Vision, published in 1969, Warren
chronicles a number of emotionally charged inci-
dences in the life of the great bird authority JOHN

JAMES AUDUBON. The short sequence of poems
evoke a strange American wilderness and the dangers
of frontier travel, as well as the incongruity of a wan-
dering frontiersman finding himself mimicking bird-
calls in the “silken salons” of Europe. Always search-
ing for a personal connection to his subjects, near
the close of the sequence Warren writes:

Long ago, in Kentucky, I, a boy, stood
By a dirt road, in first dark, and heard
The great geese hoot northward.

I could not see them, there being no moon
And the stars sparse. I heard them.

I did not know what was happening in my heart
[Collected Poems 266].

This lyrical moment not only demonstrates War-
ren’s sensitivity to the natural world, but also exhibits
an almost mystical convergence, here between the
poet, his subject (Audubon), and intense intimacy
with the environment. In a parallel moment earlier
in the poem, he describes Audubon observing a bear
and a bumblebee in a blueberry patch; Audubon is
moved to consider “how thin is the membrane be-

tween himself and the world” (255). Such conver-
gence of place, personal past, historical past, and the
communion of humanity, sparked in part by an in-
timate connection with the environment, is typical
in Warren’s writings.

All of Warren’s work—his poetry, fiction, non-
fiction, and criticism—argues for specificity, con-
creteness, and the importance of “environment,”
whether in the form of con-text or natural surround-
ings, integrated with personal experience, in dealing
with even the most abstruse and refractory questions
of human existence. In many ways, Warren adhered
to EZRA POUND’s dictum to “go in fear of abstrac-
tions.” This commitment to inscribing and univer-
salizing actual experience in his writing, led Warren
to assail the work of some of America’s most influen-
tial writers and thinkers, among them RALPH WALDO

EMERSON and THOMAS JEFFERSON, whom he felt
were unduly influenced by Enlightenment values and
a belief in the perfectibility of humanity. Although
Warren was not religious in the traditional sense, he
often addressed broadly Christian themes, particu -
larly original sin, and the doctrine of the fall, con-
vinced that an acknowledgment of these doctrines
was necessary for an understanding of human nature
and for the possibility of hope in an often acutely
dispiriting world (THE BIBLE).

Warren’s sharpest critique of Jefferson comes in
his book-length poem Brother to Dragons, which is
primarily concerned with reconciling Jefferson’s op-
timistic dreams for the country and mankind, as laid
out in the Declaration of Independence, with the
brutal murder of a slave in the Kentucky frontier
committed by Jefferson’s nephews. Warren also ad-
dresses Meriwether Lewis’s life and travels during the
LEWIS AND CLARK expedition. Nature and the envi-
ronment factor into Brother to Dragons as an impor-
tant subtext, especially as a critique of the exploitive
tendencies at work in America’s self-perceived MAN-
IFEST DESTINY. One of the great ironies of Warren’s
critique of Jefferson is that in many ways Jefferson is
the father of the kind of Southern Agrarianism that
Warren and the Nashville Agrarians later professed,
albeit with important differences, in their collection
of essays I’ll Take My Stand.

Warren’s criticism of Emerson is perhaps most ev-
ident in his poem “Homage to Emerson,” where
Warren employs strikingly original imagery in his
critique of Emersonian idealism, especially as it con-
ceives of nature and the natural in Emerson’s seminal
essay “NATURE.” Warren recognized the importance
of the writers of the American Renaissance, but his
criticisms of Emerson extended to Thoreau; on the
other hand, he praised the less heralded work of
HAWTHORNE and MELVILLE, and helped to revive
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interest in Melville’s poetry when he edited a collec-
tion of his poems, complete with an introduction
that reexamined Melville’s place in American letters
as a poet, and not merely the author of MOBY DICK.

Among the many writers who impacted Warren’s
thought and writing, Dante Alighieri, S.T. Coleridge,
T.S. ELIOT, and WILLIAM FAULKNER stand out most
prominently, and all share his keen sense both of the
absolute importance of place and concrete exper -
ience, and of their universal implications. Warren in
turn had a profound influence not only on other
writers in the twentieth century, but also countless
students and scholars, as his widely influential college
textbook Understanding Poetry, edited with Cleanth
Brooks, served as a hallmark of New Criticism. He
died in Vermont, in 1989, of complications from
bone cancer.—Michael Beilfuss
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Whitman, Walt (1819–1892)
Walt Whitman published work in a number of

different genres, but is most noted for his mythopoeic
evocation of American Being in LEAVES OF GRASS

(1855–1891), a collection of poetry that he edited and
expanded throughout his lifetime. His project, as he
defined it in 1888, was “an attempt, from first to last,

to put a Person, a human being (myself, in the latter
half of the Nineteenth Century, in America,) fully
and truly on record” (Whitman 671). By grounding
his poetry in an embodied self, he explored the in-
terconnections of human and environment in star-
tling new ways. His frank depictions of the body
earned harsh criticism but were integrally related to
his attempt to be the poet who “incarnates” America’s
“geography and natural life and rivers and lakes” (7).
The first, self-published edition’s physical design fea-
tured tendrils emerging from the title on a green
background, illustrating his recurrent metaphor of
words as growing plants. For Whitman, the poet’s
voice was always emerging from the natural world,
so the poet’s role was to speak for the earth, recon-
ciling “the round impassive globe,” with the “Soul
of man,” by standing between the two and “wholly
and joyously blend[ing] them” (648). Gazing with
an inclusive and empathetic eye on the continents,
countries, peoples, animals and plants of the earth,
he named them all, like Adam in Paradise, in long
inventories scattered throughout his poetry.
Montages of disparate items reflected his sense of his
country’s geographic and demographic diversity.
Long lines extending beyond the margins of the page
mirrored his vision of the continent’s vastness, as he
first imagined it from the shores of Long Island, New
York. Ultimately, his vision of the poet as “uniter”
(648) of Nature and the human soul produced both
a bold new style of poetry and a new conception of
man’s relationship to the environment. 

Born Walter Whitman in West Hills, Long Island,
in 1819, he spent most of his life in New York and
New Jersey, dying in Camden, N.J., in 1892. When
Whitman was four his family moved to Brooklyn, a
bustling city in its own right. Surrounded by water,
he rode the ferries that ran across the river to Man-
hattan, and returned often to Long Island, visiting
his Quaker grandparents. In 1846 Whitman made
his first excursion into the continent he would claim
(in the 1855 Preface) to embody, heading by train
and steamboat to Louisiana to work for the New Or-
leans Crescent. Within a year, however, he resigned
and returned to Brooklyn. Back in New York he
began publishing his own newspaper and continued
to write, cultivating both a self, and a style of verse
that would proclaim this self “Walt Whitman, a kos-
mos” (52), as “Song of Myself ” announced to the
world when, in 1855, he first published Leaves of Grass.
Without any of the section numbers later added,
“Song of Myself,” its focal work, was one long poem,
running 1346 lines. In it the reader confronts a per-
sona earnestly striving for connection, and leaving
readers with a promise that his presence will, through
the earth we tread in common, remain with us.
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Though Whitman’s expressions of joy in nature
and calls to rely on one’s own perceptions displayed
the influence of EMERSON’s TRANSCENDENTALISM,
as well as the Quakerism he was exposed to as a child,
he went beyond their emphasis on the visual to em-
brace the whole body as a vehicle of perception.
Moreover, Whitman viewed his own being as en-
meshed in, even one with, the environment, as he
sings in “Song of the Open Road” (1856):

I inhale great draughts of space
The east and the west are mine, and the north and

the south are mine.
I am larger, better than I thought,
I did not know I held so much goodness [300].

In countless poems the speaker walks the conti-
nent, and this is how the body of man and the body
of the land meet and discover their “free range and
diversity” (“Our Old Feuillage,” 319). Written in
1860, “Our Old Feuillage” (French for foliage) ex-
plores the implications of union and disunion that
emerge from the juxtaposition of body and conti -
nent, and its impassioned plea for the former was,
among other things, an attempt to avoid the disaster
that nonetheless arrived—the conflict he called the
Secession War.

Whitman published a third, expanded edition of
Leaves of Grass before the war broke out, and this
1860 edition included a “cluster” (his name for
groupings of poems) called Calamus. Named after
the calamus plant, also called sweet flag, a reed with
a phallic shape, the poems extol “manly love” for
other men. In his 1876 Preface to Two Rivulets, he
claimed these poems were actually political, that
“sane affection of man for man” was necessary for
the country to become a “living union” (1011). These
quasi-erotic nature poems thus suggest that the
human body is not only that which apprehends na-
ture, but also that which propels America, the dem-
ocratic nation he loved.

Despite what later readers saw as homoeroticism
in the Calamus poems, at the time the Enfans d’Adam
poems (the cluster later renamed Children of Adam)
most shocked his audience. “I Sing the Body Elec -
tric” proclaimed “limitless limpid jets of love hot and
enormous, quivering jelly of love, white-blow and
delirious juice” (253). The sexuality praised in the
poems was, however, hard to pin down. When En-
glish critic John Addington Symonds tried to press
Whitman into an explicit acknowledgment of the
homosexuality implicit in so many of his poems,
Whitman denied it, claiming to have himself sired
flocks of illegitimate children. Although this biog-
raphical detail has never been proven, the concept
of procreation is undeniably and absolutely funda-

mental to his unifying vision of the natural and
human world.

Though the rupture between the States struck a
blow to his ideal of diverse peoples and places held
together in unity, Whitman found solace in his ad-
miration for the soldier. When his brother George
enlisted and was injured, Whitman went to Freder-
icksburg to find him. He then settled in Washington,
D.C., in order to minister to the wounded; he read
to them, wrote their letters and generally brought
comfort, supporting himself with clerical govern -
ment work. Drum-Taps, a collection of poems on
the war, was first published as a separate book in 1865
and later included in Leaves of Grass. The poems
mingle grief at the loss of life, admiration for the ex-
hibition of masculinity, and excitement at the move-
ment of peoples. He was enamored, as well, of Pres-
ident Lincoln, whom he passed occasionally on the
streets of Washington, and whose second inaugura-
tion he attended. His two elegies, “When Lilacs Last
in the Dooryard Bloom’d” and “O Captain! My Cap-
tain!” were added to the ever-expanding Leaves of
Grass.

As Whitman’s reputation grew, fame was mixed
with outrage at the sexuality expressed in many of
his poems, and he was eventually fired from his gov-
ernment position. His friend William  O’Connor’s
passionate defense of Whitman coined the term “The
Good Gray Poet” to describe him, a phrase that
stuck, as it described both Whitman’s physical ap-
pearance of long, gray beard and hair, and his ideal-
istic sensibility. After the outcry, Whitman was hired
to a new position in the Attorney General’s office in
Washington, where he worked until 1874. During
this time he published three essays, collected as Dem-
ocratic Vistas, which begin by proclaiming that “the
greatest lessons of Nature through the universe are
perhaps the lessons of variety and freedom, the same
present the greatest lessons also in New World
politics and progress.” (929). He turns, as always, to
the natural realm, for healing of the political system.
This same year of 1871 saw the publication of “Pas -
sage to India,” which celebrates human interaction
across natural boundaries. The poem honors the re-
cent opening of the Suez Canal, the joining of the
Union Pacific and the Central Pacific railroads and
the successful completion of the laying of the Trans -
atlantic cable.

In 1873 Whitman suffered a stroke and moved in
with his brother George in Camden, New Jersey,
where, despite failing health, Whitman continued to
write and lecture. He made a journey to Boston in
1881, visiting Emerson in Concord, Massachusetts.
In 1882, he published Specimen Days, a volume of
prose drawn from the notes he had kept through his
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life, as well as “A Backward Glance  O’er Travel’d
Roads.” Whitman purchased a house at 328 Mickle
Street, Camden, New Jersey in 1884. He published
the so-called “death-bed edition” of Leaves of Grass
in 1891. A year later, he died at the Mickle Street
house and was buried in Harleigh Cemetery, Cam-
den, New Jersey. His reputation and influence
mounted steadily after his death, and he has indeed
come to be considered the “Good Gray Poet,” the
father of modern American poetry and a towering
figure in environmental literature.—Robin Morris
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Leaves of Grass,
Walt Whitman (1892)

Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass was first published
in 1855 as a sequence of 12 poems. The much revised
and extended final edition of 1891–92 includes most
of his literary production. Its many interwoven
themes, including individuality, democracy, and
comradeship; engagement in natural and urban en-
vironments; love, longing, and loss; are permeated
by Whitman’s ecological concerns. In What Is Na -
ture? Kate Soper discusses three usages of the term
“nature”: the visible landscape, underlying natural
forces or principles, and the unconstructed environ-
ment (or nature as opposed to culture). Whitman’s
writing encompasses all three. His regional land-
scapes, influenced by his childhood experience on
Long Island and excursions in his beloved island city
of “Manahatta,” emphasize coastlines, while his
panoramic lists depict the great variety of ecosystems
throughout North America. He reveals a deep and
sensitive interest in natural principles through refer-
ences to scientific advances in fields such as evolution,
hygiene, and recycling. For Whitman, as for the
TRANSCENDENTALISTs EMERSON and THOREAU, na-
ture represents the realm of the authentic, as well as
a gateway to the spiritual. Yet his dynamic represen-
tation of the environment and his emphasis on cor-

poreality and mobility support a view of nature and
culture as convergent.

The radical newness of Whitman’s poetics hinges
on his perception of a dynamic, animating energy
within all natural processes. While Thoreau struc-
tured WALDEN around diurnal and seasonal cycles,
much of Whitman’s poetry reflects ongoing, pulsat -
ing rhythms such as those of waves and breath. For
critic Angus Fletcher, Whitman is the innovator of
the “environment poem.” By manipulating phrases
to reflect the rhythm of waveforms, both ocean waves
and those described by particle physics, he invites
readers into, and surrounds them by, a highly charged
and resonant environment; while, by shifting focus
from the underlying energy to the visible landscape
and cityscape, he implies an interconnectedness
across scale. Ultimately, nature is the text Whitman
asks his readers to study, and its message is consistent,
but never static:

If you would understand me go to the heights or
water-shore,

The nearest gnat is an explanation, and a drop or
motion of waves a key

[“Song of Myself ” 47.1252–1253].

Into this dynamic territory Whitman introduces
a vigorously corporeal and perceptually acute per -
sona. Often this persona appears as a traveling com-
mentator for whom nature is a field for experience,
comradeship, and exchange; and he freely shifts his
position from participant to observer, one “Both in
and out of the game and watching and wondering
at it” (“Song of Myself ” 4.79). This technique of
flexible engagement allows Whitman’s persona to be
a reflective speaker without dissociating himself from
embodied context. Moreover, he can shift from a ro-
bust individual to the spokesperson for a new Amer-
ican “everyman.” The continuity of the persona’s
characterization as he passes through both natural
and urban spaces implies a comfortable relation be-
tween nature and culture, although nature remains
the touchstone of authenticity.

Whitman’s delight in the variety of the natural
world parallels EMILY DICKINSON’s assertion that
“My splendors are menagerie” (Fr. 319). In sharp
contrast to her condensed stanzas, however, are
Whitman’s long lines of free verse, and the catalogue
technique in which he rolls out long lists in parallel
syntax, encapsulating features of a national landscape
perceived as fecund and teaming with life. Such en-
vironmental sensitivity intersects with Whitman’s
praise of democracy in passages depicting a respect
for the many life forms he has “studied”:

Aware of the buffalo herds...
Of earth, rocks, Fifth-month flowers experienced,

stars, rain, snow, my amaze,
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Having studied the mocking-bird’s tones and the
flight of the mountain-hawk

[“Starting” 1.9–12].

His attitude combines wonder, “amaze,” and at-
tentiveness. He hears “chants” (3.4–7) of various re-
gions and plans to “make a song” (6.7). He claims
to be neither pure inventor nor scribe of nature’s
sounds; rather, his verse represents “the One form’d
out of all” (6.13), an integration of multiple impres-
sions. He acknowledges nature as a source of suste-
nance and inspiration, while also affirming his own
creative capacity.

Like Emerson, Whitman urges his readers to ex-
plore their own direct perceptions of nature. In “Song
of Myself,” one of the best-known sections of Leaves,
he stages a movement from visual to tactile impres-
sions in order to guide readers toward embodied par-
ticipation. His persona wants to become “undisguised
and naked,” lose his cultured adornments and touch
raw life: “I am mad for it to be in contact with me”
(“Song of Myself ” 2.20). He is immersed down to
the level at which “every atom belonging to me as
good belongs to you” (1.3), and affirms a shared hu-
manity deeper than allegiances to “creeds and schools,”
which he associates with a cultural veneer (1.10). As
translator of nature’s energies, claims Whitman,

I harbor for good or bad, I permit to speak at every
hazard,

nature without check with original energy [“Song”
1.11–12].

He defines this energy as “the procreant urge of
the world” (3.45), a leap that allows him to present
poetic creation as parallel to biological reproduction.
While human creativity augments nature’s voices,
the two zones remain convergent. And by suggesting
that human expression is an extension of the expres-
siveness of the natural world, Whitman avoids any
damaging nature/culture disjunction.

Such an optimistic viewpoint must nonetheless
confront two challenges in defining humanity’s re-
lation to the rest of the natural world, namely lan-
guage and death. Section 6 of “Song of Myself ” ad-
dresses both issues through the metaphor of grass.
The grass is a truly democratic plant, “sprouting”
broadly without discrimination (6.107–108). Further,
he compares its tapering shape to mouths, with the
earth’s voice composed of the “many uttering tongues”
(6.129) of the departed, whose “hints” the poet can
try to translate (6.121). Maria Farland cites a Biblical
passage in which human frailty is compared to grass
that dies after a season, and points out how Whitman
converts this analogy into a testament that the grass’s
seasonal recurrence proves “there is really no death”

(6.126) (Farland 813–14). Thus, the recurring natural
cycles structure Whitman’s worldview as well as con-
tributing to the pulsating rhythms of his verse.

Whitman also stages the acceptance of death in
“Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking.” With mem-
orable pathos, the poem describes a boy observing a
mockingbird grieving for its lost mate. As he strug -
gles with his sense of loss, the sea “whisper’d” him
the “low and delicious word death” (166). The waves,
“endlessly” replacing one another, allow him to
accept death as a balance for life. As Jimmie Killings -
worth notes, Whitman enriches nature’s evocations;
from the bird’s song and the ocean’s bare reminder
of death’s inevitability, the poet develops a nuanced
affirmation of ongoing life cycles.

In “This Compost,” Whitman confronts death as
a problem of hygiene. Maria Farland discusses the
growing awareness in Whitman’s epoch that decaying
matter was unhealthy, leading to a concern about
contact with the earth where the dead are buried.
Soon after the poem’s composition, however, scien-
tists discovered how composting converts decay into
nourishment for new life; and Whitman incorporates
the new scientific developments into his optimistic
framework, to indicate how the earth can purify
itself. Again natural cycles assist in his acceptance of
death as part of the life cycle.

In addition to his regionalist, experiential, and sci-
entific interests in the environment, Whitman is con-
sidered America’s first urban poet. His focus on em-
bodiment and mobility continue in his city views.
He shifts from a focus on individuals or “types,” peo-
ple representing professions, ethnicities, etc., to a
view of crowds where individuality blends into the
ensemble. Such shifts in scale suggest, even in the
densest urban context, a fundamental relatedness be-
tween the individuals and their environments. An
extension of this technique is seen in “Crossing
Brooklyn Ferry,” where Whitman envisions people
in future times arriving in his beloved environment
like a succession of waves. The ferry, on which pas-
sengers are both moving and standing still, enables
Whitman to depict time as both ongoing and end-
lessly present. In an unusually transcendent passage,
he declares that “you furnish your parts toward eter-
nity” (131), suggesting that life energy, though im-
manent, transcends temporal appearances. This cre-
ative dynamism in Whitman’s narrative viewpoint
and in his portrayal of the environment encourages
an optimism that incorporates scientific advances,
converts loss to hope, and allows him to depict in-
teractive vitality in both natural and cultural settings;
an optimism ensuring that his contribution to envi-
ronmental writing will remain a major component
of his lasting influence.—Mary Newell
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Williams, Terry Tempest (1959–  )
Terry Tempest Williams was born in 1959 and

raised in Utah, a fifth-generation member of the LDS
church whose writing is highly inflected by her spir-
itual experiences of the Western landscape. Unlike
many environmental writers, however, Williams does
not seek to channel a “wild” landscape, or a landscape
“purified” of the influences of humanity. Rather, her
works tend to rest at the unstable juncture where
civilization meets and interacts with wilderness, a
juncture whose instability is a product of its artifi-
ciality. Her oeuvre highlights the interrelationships
between human and animal, constructed place and
natural place, in a way that ultimately points to the
falseness of these dichotomies.

Williams is most famous for REFUGE: AN UNNAT-
URAL HISTORY OF FAMILY AND PLACE (1991), which
has been canonized both within the corpus of envi-
ronmental literature and within a smaller body of
literature about Utah. The book presents alternating
vignettes about Williams’ family as her mother—a
breast-cancer survivor—battles ovarian cancer, with
narratives of Williams’ visits to the Bear River Mi-
gratory Bird Refuge, which is threatened by the rising
Great Salt Lake. The work artfully interweaves the
public and private, the global politics of environ-
mentalism and the personal politics of life and death.

Refuge is most famous, perhaps, for Williams’ link-
ing of her mother’s cancer to nuclear testing in the
Nevada desert during the ’50s and ’60s. However, it
is important to note that this argument is not the
major thrust of the work, which is much more a per-
sonal account of coping with death—with tolerating
change while remaining rooted in a place—than it
is a political polemic about nuclear testing. William’s
herself claims that its fundamental premise is “that
an intimacy with the natural world initiates an inti-

macy with death, because life and death are engaged
in an endless, inseparable dance” (qtd. in Contem-
porary Authors).

Williams has also written and co-written children’s
books dealing with natural themes, and earned ac-
claim for her 1994 volume of essays An Unspoken
Hunger: Stories from the Field. She has written other
volumes on the American Southwest, including
Pieces of White Shell: A Journey to Navajo Land and
Coyote’s Canyon. In 2000 she published Leap, a study
of Hieronymous Bosch’s painting “Garden of Earthly
Delights.”

Williams’ environmental writing is most noted for
its intense focus on place and human relationships
with and within those places. She constructs what
she calls “an erotics of place” (qtd. in Contemporary
Authors), an intense expression of the sensibilities and
sensitivities of environment—place as poetry. And
her poetic animation of place is finally as unique and
expressive as the Utah desert itself, explaining per -
haps why her words are so often chosen to represent
that landscape.—Laura Boynton Johnson
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Refuge: An Unnatural History 
of Family and Place,

Terry Tempest Williams (1991)
Williams’ Refuge: An Unnatural History of Family

and Place combines memoir, nature writing, and po-
litical commentary; in effect, it “crystallizes what is
the general though perhaps unstated aim of most na-
ture writing: to write about the natural world and
about oneself simultaneously, to look mutually out-
ward and inward” (qtd. in Riley 600). In its depar-
tures from more classic works of nature writing,
Refuge finds its success as nature writing.

Refuge is the most famous work of a rich and varied
oeuvre whose highlights include a number of other
volumes on the West and the Southwest, including
An Unspoken Hunger: Stories from the Field (1994),
Pieces of White Shell: A Journey to Navajo Land (1995),
and Coyote’s Canyon (2001). Refuge earned Williams
universal acclaim, establishing her reputation as a
seminal voice in American literature on the environ-
ment.

The book’s primary narrative follows the fate of
Williams and her family after her mother’s diagnosis
with ovarian cancer. Interspersed with the family
narratives are those describing Williams’ visits to 
the rising Great Salt Lake, where she meditates on
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subjects ranging from nature, to loss, and history
both collective and personal. Clearly, the menace of
the rising lake, especially its threat to Bear River Mi-
gratory Bird Refuge, is meant to be symbolic of the
menace of cancer, yet the connection is subtler and
less didactic than this would suggest. Each of the
book’s 37 essays moves more intimately between
family and lake than the last, such that the stories
gradually merge.

Accordingly, the book’s major environmental
themes focus on the interconnections between civi-
lization and nature, especially amidst opposing forces
of stability and change. Throughout, Williams strug-
gles with her own sense of rootedness—expressed
through family relationships, Mormon genealogy,
and the cycles of Great Salt Lake that had previously
seemed predictable—amidst the violence and pain
of change. In the words of Williams scholar, Charles
Mitchell, “How can we feel at home on a landscape
that is always in flux? How do we belong to some-
thing—a family, a place—that refuses to stay put?”
(169); in Williams’ own words, the novel is a story
about “begin[ning] to find a refuge in change” (178).

Unlike some nature writing, Refuge does not pres-
ent “wilderness” in conceptual or historical isolation,
or highlight the hostilities between the human and
nonhuman. Instead, the experience of nature—in
contrast to the rugged masculine ideal we have in-
herited—is presented as a shared, communal expe-
rience (see Riley 590; Mitchell). Williams frequently
goes to the lake with friends or family members, at
which point her musings become conversation, in
contrast to silent, solitary figures like MUIR or
THOREAU. Thus the distinction between human and
environment—on which so much environmental
writing and cultural supposition rests—is finally a
false binary for Williams, a product of “a cultural
framework that fosters fragmentation” (Chandler
655).

Under the narrative and meditative surface of the
book, Williams argues that her mother’s ovarian can-
cer—along with the cancers of other women in her
family—is likely a result of government nuclear test-
ing in Nevada during the 1950s and 1960s. These
tests may account for higher levels of cancer in pop-
ulations downwind from the test sites. Although this
claim is arguably the element for which Refuge is most
widely remembered—and may therefore be its great-
est environmental legacy—the book is far richer and
more personal than such a cause–effect argument
would suggest. Indeed, Williams discusses nuclear
testing only in the final essay, “The Clan of One-
Breasted Women,” the only essay of the 37 not
named for a bird species. Although this essay obvi-
ously stands out from the others, its message must

not be allowed to overshadow theirs, or much of the
work’s hard-won insight and wisdom will be for-
saken.

Katherine Chandler argues that Refuge is essen -
tially a study in the interplay of tensions: “[Williams]
is torn by what she perceives as oppositions, incom-
patibilities that mark the years surrounding her
mother’s contraction of cancer” (658). These oppo-
sitions include “cultural dichotomies like those of
objectivity and subjectivity, science and religion,
body and spirit” (656), and nature and civilization.
Even when Williams leaves the ostensibly predictable
world of science, family and faith, for the bird refuge,
she confronts the uncertain reality of a menacing
flood. Peaceful resolution of the oppositions Williams
presents is ultimately impossible, and the writing
process proves to be one of negotiating reciprocal ten-
sions rather than arrogantly resolving them.

Other tensions are more personal: Refuge evokes
the complicated identity politics of Williams’ posi -
tion as woman, naturalist, member of the LDS church,
activist, and daughter, again revealing the poverty
of standard cultural wisdom that pits such positions
against one another. Perhaps this evocative exami-
nation of identity is what leads Jeanette Riley to
argue that Refuge “examine[s] our politics of identity”
through the natural environment (Riley 586).

Cassandra Kircher offers a more nuanced reading
of the dichotomies in Refuge, acknowledging the
complexity of Williams’ relationship to stereotypical
cultural tensions such as those of masculinity and
femininity, and nature and culture. On the one hand,
Kircher argues, Williams upholds these distinctions.
She reinforces the overdetermined association of
woman with nature, and man with culture, especially
in her narrative of the Canadian Goose Gun Club’s
members’ celebration over the removal of the bur-
rowing owls, or in her opposition of the “Tree of
Utah”—presented as a garish, phallic, unnatural con-
trivance by a male artist—with the Sun Tunnels,
constructed by a female artist in careful coordination
with the surrounding desert and the movements of
the stars. In such passages, Williams seems to imply
that women have a privileged understanding of na-
ture, one from which men are excluded. “Williams
sees women’s connection to nature as virtuous, em-
powering, comforting, and good, while portraying
the institutions she identifies with the patriarchy as
harmful or, at least, problematic” (Kircher 97).

And yet, Kircher argues that Refuge’s position on
such dichotomies is more complex: even as Williams
seems to reiterate the tired oppositions to patriarchy,
she subtly questions the totality of such divisions.
For example, she narrates “inappropriate” female
 behaviors on her part—like performing Mormon
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blessings traditionally reserved for men, “flipping
off ” the gun club members, and telling jokes that
critique masculinity to her mother and grandmother.
Such episodes reveal her misgivings about patriarchal
systems, particularly the LDS church, but do not
seek to divorce her from those structures. Interest-
ingly, in such situations, Williams’ mother always re-
acts with tolerant surprise at her daughter’s audacity,
as if she functions on some level to mediate, or even
to corral female behavior back into “proper” roles.
And yet her more-or-less authoritative position
hardly inspires rebellion or resentment from Wil -
liams, and the fact that the book narrates the process
of her death quietly suggests the passing of this era
of femininity.

More significantly, Williams does not seek to reject
the institutions she critiques; she remains faithful to
the Church, for example, even while recognizing its
limitations. And her portrayal of masculinity, as
Kircher argues, is not simply dismissive, as her male
family members and her husband perform nuanced
roles that leave masculinity open to question and
evolution. Ultimately, Kircher claims that Refuge nar-
rates a complex negotiation of cultural tensions that
are neither fully upheld nor rejected, leaving room
for readers to understand, debate, and conclude as
they see fit. In contrast to much nature writing that
simplistically pits human against nature, profane
against pristine, Refuge’s openness to piercing, up-
holding, or quietly challenging cultural binaries con-
stitutes its most distinctive environmental contribu-
tion.—Laura Boynton Johnson
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Wilson, Edward Osborne (1929–  )
Edward O. Wilson is an expert on ants and a lead-

ing evolutionary biologist whose research on habitat
ecology, population studies and biodiversity has sig-
nificantly changed strategies for world conservation.
He was born in 1929, in Birmingham, Alabama, and
was blinded in one eye as a child, through a fishing

accident, which limited his visibility to close-range;
yet this very limitation, he maintains, only enhanced
his passionate investigation of ants and other small
insects. In 1955, after receiving his doctorate in Bi-
ology from Harvard, he joined Harvard’s faculty, and
until 1997 held many prestigious positions, including
the Frank B. Baird Professor of Science, the Mellon
Professor of Science, and the Pellegrino University
Professorship. He has won numerous, international,
scientific and conservation awards, chief amongst
which is the Royal Swedish Academy’s Crafoord Prize
which he shared with Paul Ehrlich; he won two
Pulitzer Prizes in non-fiction, one for On Human
Nature (1978) and the other for The Ants (1990)
which was written in collaboration with Bert Holl-
dobler.

Wilson made a series of important discoveries that
significantly expanded the lagging knowledge-base
of the biological sciences. Through his study of ants
in New Guinea and other islands, he made important
discoveries on species equilibrium, and along with
ecologist Robert H. McArthur, theorized about bio-
geography in The Theory of Island Biogeography
(1967), which is now a standard reference book on
ecology. During this time he also made the
important discovery that ants and subsequently all
insects communicate through pheromones or chem-
icals.

In 1971, he published The Insect Societies, a com-
prehensive work on social insects. From observing
the social behavior of ants, he began theorizing about
higher order social species including Homo sapiens,
and here his narrower interests attained far more than
merely analogical importance to broader environ-
mental questions. Through his 1975 publication, So-
ciobiology: The New Synthesis, he virtually created the
new field of sociobiology, wherein he made the con-
troversial claim that the social behavior of humans
is also predicated on gene expression. He argued that
even what many hold to be the pinnacle of uniquely
human goodness, altruism, may also be explained
through evolutionary biology: in altruism preserva-
tion of the gene pool supersedes the preservation of
the individual.

By the late 1970s, Wilson was completely focused
on global conservation and in 1984 published Bio-
philia, in which he explored the psychological and
evolutionary features of humans’ love of nature. In
1992, he published THE DIVERSITY OF LIFE, a seminal
primer on the principles of biodiversity and our ob-
ligation to conserve Earth’s ecosystems. In Consi -
lience: The Unity of Knowledge (1998), The Future of
Life (2002) and Creation: An Appeal to Save Life on
Earth (2006), he argues for the convergence of all
fields of sciences and humanities to meet the urgent
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challenge of preserving our planet. His autobiog -
raphy Naturalist (2006), and his novel Anthill (2010),
further evidence Wilson’s passionate and skilful com-
mitment to raising consciousness and appreciation
of the natural world. Finally, as a naturalist, conser-
vationist and founder of the Biodiversity Foundation,
he makes the novel and critical suggestion that
instead of expending our energies in the conservation
of lone large (and “photogenic”) species such as the
panda or polar bear, we should focus on preserving
complete ecosystems, specifically 20 fragile and vul-
nerable ecosystems all over the world, whose preser-
vation will maintain minimal levels of biodiversity—
with a more lasting effect on our own and the planet’s
survival.—Sukanya B. Senapati
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The Diversity of Life,
Edward O. Wilson (1992)

The last decade of the twentieth century saw a par-
adigm shift in conservation discourse through the
introduction of the concept of biological diversity or
“biodiversity” (THE CONSERVATION MOVEMENT).
Edward Wilson, the pioneer in this field, declared
that although biodiversity is our most valuable re-
source, it is the least appreciated and most neglected
(281). He claims that biodiversity is absolutely es-
sential for the sustenance of life on earth because
when a natural disaster like a storm, earthquake or
meteorite collision wipes out life in a local site,
enough diversity exists for other similar species to
rush in and fill the empty site. These opportunistic
species, he claims, evolved against just such calami -
ties, but took millions of years to evolve and thus
“have eaten these ... [natural disasters]—folded them
into [their] genes—and created the world that
created us” (15). Furthermore, he adds, “Millions of
years of testing by natural selection have made or-
ganisms chemists of superhuman skill, champions at
defeating most of the kinds of biological problems
that undermine human health” (320).

Wilson notes that to comprehend the impact of
biodiversity we have to remember that it happened
over vast lengths of geological time, and understand
the Energy-Stability-Area Theory of Biodiversity,
which posits that diversity is significantly enhanced
by solar energy, area and climate stability (199). So
the general rule of thumb used in assessing biodiver-
sity extinction is that a 90 percent loss in the area of
a habitat causes a 50 percent reduction in the number
of species (xviii). Biologists divide biodiversity into

a three-tiered hierarchy: ecosystem, gene and species.
An ecosystem is a community of different species of
plants, animals and microbes and the habitat they
occupy; a gene is a basic unit of heredity; and a
species is “a closed gene pool that perpetuates itself
in nature” (xii) and “does not exchange genes with
other species” (42). However, since the boundaries
of ecosystems overlap and genes are hard to identify
or count, the species became the unit of measure.
Perhaps this hierarchal categorization is the problem,
because it focused attention on the species, not on
the ecosystem, for to save the species the ecosystem
itself must be protected. Nonetheless, 1.5–1.7 million
species have been identified, but the total number of
species is far from having been identified and counted.

Wilson points out that five major spasms of ex-
tinction have occurred naturally during Earth’s his-
tory, and humans are poised to cause the sixth. Ex-
tinction is caused not by just one factor but a
combination of many factors, and in the 3.5 billion
years of Earth’s biological history, 98 percent of the
species that once existed have become extinct. Hence,
one of the arguments set forth by some policy makers
is that we should do nothing and let nature take care
of itself. Wilson counters this argument by arguing
that we must remember that evolution requires at
least 10 million years to restore pre-disaster levels of
diversity, and in the meantime if we ourselves wish
to survive, we have to preserve the various ecosystems
we depend on to clean our water and air, and enrich
our soil (xxii).

The major cause of habitat extinction is the ex-
plosion of human population, which will peak at 8–
10 billion in the mid-twenty-first century before it
stabilizes. This staggering population in turn requires
sufficient quantities of food, water, shelter, energy,
etc; and the human impact of population on the
planet is measured by the “ecological footprint”
which determines the amount of land needed to sup-
ply each person with this minimal standard of living.
While the ecological footprint of a person in a de-
veloping nation is half a hectare, that of a U.S. citizen
is five hectares, and if all people were to have the
same standard of living as those in the U.S., two
more entire earths would be required (xi). This prob-
lem is further exacerbated by the fact that the
stewards of the most diverse and vulnerable ecosys-
tems, like the Amazonian rainforests, are unfortu-
nately among the world’s poorest (partly through the
colonial rapacity of the rich countries in the past),
and hence cannot easily afford to think in terms of
long-term effects, goals, or plans.

Wilson says the first thing we have do to address
the problem of the rapid loss of biodiversity is to
define, accurately and realistically, the environmental
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problems. According to Wilson there are ultimately
only two categories of environmental problems. The
first is the alteration of the environment, making it
unsupportive to life. This category, which includes
pollution, ozone depletion, climate change, etc, can
be reversed with collective will. The second, however,
is the loss of biodiversity, which cannot be reversed
and hence needs top prioritization. The old approach
to biodiversity conservation was to close off and
guard large stretches of pristine land, which worked
to some degree in the U.S., but not in the developing
countries. Hence, Wilson exhorts scientists, econo-
mists and policy makers to join forces in developing
sustainable policies for biodiversity that will help the
poor and at the same time save the worlds’ remaining
ecosystems, for “in a world created by natural selec-
tion, homogeneity means vulnerability” (301).

Secondly, to save and sustainably use the biodi-
versity of the earth, Wilson has come up with four
simple steps: (i) survey the world’s fauna and flora;
(ii) create biological wealth through bio-economic
analysis of ecosystems; (iii) promote sustainable de-
velopment in developing countries through debt for-
giveness in exchange for conservation; (iv) save re-
maining ecosystems rich in biodiversity. To meet the
needs of the first step, Wilson calls on scientists to
identify, catalogue and classify all organisms in all
habitats through a central platform that will speed
things up and give us a far more accurate picture of
Earth’s biodiversity. The second step is for econo -
mists to factor in wilderness and living species into
financial equations and economic policies. The third
step is the most complex, requiring cooperation
amongst scientists, economists and policymakers in
coming up with population policies, and educating
stewards of vulnerable ecosystems to carefully and
sustainably mine and preserve the wild lands for nu-
tritional and pharmaceutical products. The last step
also demands much cooperation, for it requires the
preservation of what still remains. Wilson has iden-
tified 18–20 hotspot ecosystems around the world
that are rich in biodiversity, and if preserved may
save what biodiversity still remains on earth. These
hotspots range from whole islands, like Madagascar,
Sri Lanka and Philippines, to whole mountain
ranges, like the Usambara mountain forests of Tan-
zania, and the San Bruno Mountains of California,
to mere slopes of mountains, like the lower slopes of
the Himalayas, and the Western Ghats of India, and
other similarly endangered habitats, both underwater
and on land.

Finally, Wilson declares that with the creation of
the new discipline of biodiversity studies, which is
defined as “The systematic study of the full array of
organic diversity and the origin of that diversity, to-

gether with the methods by which it can be main-
tained and used for the benefit of humanity,” we will
be able to educate—and thereby save—ourselves,
by properly valuing and protecting the immense con-
tributions of biodiversity to life on Earth (312).—
Sukanya B. Senapati
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Winthrop, John (1588–1649)
John Winthrop was born in Groton, England in

1588. In contrast to John Bradford’s meager begin-
nings, Winthrop was raised on a prosperous farm.
His father bought the land from Henry VIII, which
allowed Winthrop to grow up in relative economic
advantage. He was educated at Cambridge Univer -
sity and later studied to become a lawyer instead of
managing his family’s estate. During his time at
Cambridge, Winthrop was heavily influenced by the
Puritan beliefs held by many students. Unlike the
Pilgrims who sailed to America in 1620, however,
Winthrop was not a separatist, and sought reform
within, rather than without the church. Nonetheless,
political pressures influenced Winthrop to seek new
opportunities elsewhere. After school, and through
the privilege of his upbringing, Winthrop joined the
Massachusetts Bay Company, which in 1629 ob -
tained a charter that would allow it to establish a col-
ony in America based on Puritan ideals and theology.
According to Puritan scholar Perry Miller, “These
Puritans did not flee to America; they went in order
to work out that complete reformation which was
not yet accomplished in England...” (11). Winthrop
was elected governor in the same year, and along
with 700 others, sailed to for New England in 1630.
Over the span of his life, Winthrop served as Gov-
ernor or deputy Governor of the Massachusetts Bay
Colony on numerous occasions, often in the midst
of controversy and political struggle.

Along with his JOURNAL, Winthrop’s most anthol-
ogized work is “A Model of Christian Charity.”
Scholars disagree as to exactly when Winthrop de-
livered this his most famous “sermon.” It is popularly
believed that Winthrop addressed the passengers on
the flagship Arbella during the voyage west; however,
recent scholarship argues that it more likely occurred
just before the ship left England’s harbors. Regard -
less, this famous address proposed the religious ideals
that would ground and frame this new colony in
America—and in many ways, to this day, its vast
continental descendant. The organization of the ad-
dress shows Winthrop’s lawyerly training as well as
his religious education. Parts of the sermon resemble
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sixteenth-century catechisms like the Scots Confes-
sion (1560), the Heidelberg Catechism (1563), and
the Second Helvetic Confession (1566). In this way,
Winthrop hoped to teach these Puritans the foun-
dations of the faith and practices that would secure
their success in America.

The primary theme of the sermon is Christian
charity. Although it is said that Winthrop could be
overzealous at times, it is clear that he was committed
to teaching the importance of community, selfless
living, and harmony. At the beginning of the address,
he remarks that “there are two rules whereby wee are
to walke one towards another: justice and mercy.”
Again, he states that “wee must be knit together in
this work as one man.” Ultimately, he believed ar-
dently that the world would be watching, and ulti-
mately judging, this American “experiment.” Readers
get the feeling that there was great urgency in Win -
throp’s sermon, that his hearers would understand
the great burdens of establishing a Christian colony
in New England. This idea is evident in Winthrop’s
most famous and widely quoted passage: “For wee
must Consider that wee shall be as a Citty upon a
hill. The eies of all people are upon Us, so that if wee
shall deale falsely with our god in this worke wee
have undertaken, and soe cause him to withdrawe
his present help from us, wee shall be made a story
and a by-word through the world.”

Ultimately, these Puritans believed that their mi-
gration was divinely inspired; therefore, their new
land must be devoted to living out God’s mission
and acting in Godly ways toward one another: “This
duty of mercy is exercised in the kinds, Giving, lend-
ing, and forgiving.” Not only did Winthrop use this
sermon to prepare the hearts and minds of these im-
migrants, but it also played a significant role in
preparing the Puritans for a physical life in the rugged
wilderness of the New World. According to J. Baird
Callicot and Pricilla S. Ybarra, “The Puritan settlers
of New England, steeped in the Old Testament bib-
lical worldview, believed they found themselves in
such a ‘wilderness condition’ of continental propor-
tions. It was their God-ordained destiny to transform
the dismal American wilderness into an earthly par-
adise, governed according to the Word of God” (THE

BIBLE). Although scholars usually point to the pejo-
rative descriptors given to the land and the wilderness
by Puritan writers, Winthrop’s sermon continually
calls the “land whither we are going” as good. At one
point, he mentions that the wilderness was the place
where God chose to speak to David, and not the
palaces; suggesting, correctly and significantly, that
their “errand into the wilderness” would be as much
a physical exodus and trial as spiritual. Winthrop
died in Boston in 1649.—Jacob Stratman
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The Journal of John Winthrop 
1630–1649,

John Winthrop
John Winthrop’s Journal recounts the beginnings

of the Massachusetts Bay Colony up until a short
time before the author’s death. As Daniel Phillippon
states in his survey of pre-twentieth century Ameri -
can environmental literature, colonial authors, in
contrast to promotional writers like THOMAS HAR-
RIOT, “show a much greater interest in and sensitivity
to the nonhuman environment, both because their
survival depended on it and because they hoped their
detailed descriptions would encourage more Euro-
peans to emigrate” (129). Winthrop’s attention to the
environment, much like WILLIAM BRADFORD’s in OF

PLYMOUTH PLANTATION, is focused primarily on
issues of survival and, ultimately, the fledgling
colony’s sustenance and growth. There is, however,
very little direct naturalistic description of the envi-
ronment. Winthrop only notes extreme weather,
storms, and earthquakes almost solely in relation to
their effect on crops. Richard S. Dunn argues that,
due to the fact that the servants sent ahead in 1628–
9 failed to sufficiently prepare for the arrival of the
colonists, Winthrop had little leisure to record the
initial struggle to establish a foothold in America.
Yet, as Dunn states, Winthrop,

would never have described the physical process
of settlement [...] for he always excluded such
mundane matters from his personal correspon-
dence and his journal. And he had his reasons for
silence on many other issues. The journal was a
semipublic statement by the leader of the colony,
and in the crisis months of 1630 he reported
nothing that might get him in trouble with his
fellow colonists or with the company at home or
with Charles I’s government [194].

While we certainly lament the lack of “mundane”
detail in the first year of the Journal, the second
reason Dunn provides is evident throughout the
work. The colony consistently punished anyone
sending back adverse reports to England regarding
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either the colony’s difficulties or for the land’s in -
ability to sustain such an enterprise. But the colony
did survive, by exploiting the natural resources for
its sustenance and in order to pay off the debts it in-
curred, ultimately establishing an agrarian settlement
that allowed the colonists to practice their religion,
as well as maintain and expand their colony. This
had much broader economic and environmental con-
sequences.

In terms of agrarianism, the landscape itself was
significantly altered. We should note, however, that
the environment in which the colony was established
was not untouched nature. What they met with had
already been transformed by centuries of Native
habitation. The most obvious of these transforma-
tions was corn, which quickly became a key compo-
nent of the English colonists’ survival in an unfami -
liar environment, providing both sustenance and a
tradable commodity. Incorporating corn into the En-
glish agrarian settlement brought about much more
significant environmental markers of human habi-
tation than that of Native corn production, partic-
ularly when coupled with the other crops that were
introduced and, especially, domestic livestock. As
William Cronon states,

Domesticated grazing mammals—and the tool
which they made possible, the plow—were
arguably the single most distinguishing character-
istic of European agricultural practices [...]. The
effects of that control ramified through most
aspects of New England’s rural economy, and by
the end of the colonial period were responsible
for a host of changes in the New England land-
scape: the seemingly endless miles of fences, the
silenced voices of wolves, the system of country
roads, and the new fields filled with clover, grass,
and buttercups [128].

Ploughs, fences, and domestic animals are only
the most obvious physical manifestations of how the
landscape was transformed by the colonists. While
these innovations had the obvious effect of displacing
the Native peoples of Massachusetts Bay and intro-
duced the mostly (and critically) alien notion of pri-
vate property, the possession implied by fencing
fields, for example, is also evident in the renaming
of the landscape by the English settlers. While the
English “most frequently created arbitrary place-
names which either recalled localities in their home-
land or gave a place the name of its owner, the
Indians used ecological labels to describe how the
land might be used” (Cronon 66). Cronon recognizes
that there are exceptions that suggest a form of pos-
session in Native place names, but his point is valid.
In Winthrop’s Journal the switch from a Native eco-
logical place-name to an entirely arbitrary one is ap-

parent. For example, “Agawam”—“fish curing place”
(Dunn and Yeandle 28)—was renamed for an
English city, Ipswich. On a trip along the Charles
River in 1632, the names given to places reveal both
an ecological and a possessive purpose: a brook with
a lot of beaver dams is named Beaver Brook, while a
rock formation is named Adam’s Chair for Win -
throp’s young son; a second rock formation is named
Mount Feake for “one Robert Feake who had married
the governor’s daughter-in-law” (Winthrop 43). Not
only did settlers replace Native geographical names,
but they also renamed sites to distinguish them from
other Europeans. The one curious example of this
in the Journal is “Hues Crosse,” which seemed too
Catholic to the Puritans, as such a place name “might
hereafter give the papists occasion to say that their
religion was first planted in these parts.” Hence, the
name is appropriately, from a Puritan perspective,
changed to “Hues Follye” (Winthrop 52)—all evi-
dence of the earth’s fundamental (and female) “im-
pressibility” in the face of man’s Biblically inspired
“dominion” (THE BIBLE).

Though “Hues Follye” is a rather ridiculous ex-
ample of colonial competition (and a profound ex-
ample of colonial inscription), the colony faced more
serious challenges from other European colonial
powers, as well as other English colonies. In 1633,
for example, both the Dutch West Indies Company
and the Massachusetts Bay Colony charters claimed
the Connecticut River. The English, Dutch, and
French competed for beaver furs, often entering into
shifting alliances with various Native groups. Eco-
nomic need drove the colonists: “the need to find
commodities that would repay debts to European
merchants. In this sense, Europeans took hold of the
traditional maize-fur trade network and transformed
it from a system of binary village exchange to a link
in the new Atlantic economy” (Cronon 94), a trans-
formation whose considerable extent is evidenced by
a 1634 entry claiming that the Dutch are getting
about nine or ten thousand beaver skins a year at the
Hudson River (Winthrop 69). Clearly, this moved
the fur trade far beyond the Native people’s need into
the rapacious demands of the larger Atlantic econ-
omy. This included not only trade between the
colony and England, but also between the New En-
gland colonies and the West Indies for corn,
livestock, and African slaves, who are first noted in
Winthrop’s Journal in the 1630s.

The introduction of European diseases also fur-
thered the colonists’ appropriation of both Native
trade networks and land. Much like the war with the
Pequots in 1636–7, the decimation of Native social
structures by disease easily allowed the Europeans to
step into the broken links of the trade system and

Winthrop 342



vacated lands. While European diseases had already
affected the Native population in New England since
first contact, the high mortality from smallpox that
Winthrop recorded in the winter of 1633–4 was so
extensive that it negatively impacted trade: some Na-
tives, Winthrop writes, “informed us that the small-
pox was gone as far as any Indian plantation was
known to the W[est], and much people dead of it,
by reason whereof they could have no trade” (63).
This outbreak of smallpox ironically coincided with
pressures within the colony for more land from the
people of Newtown, Ipswich, Watertown, and Rox-
bury: “The occasion of their desire to remove was
for that all towns in the Bay began to be much strait-
ened by their o’er nearness one to another, and their
cattle being so much increased” (Winthrop 81). Like
Bradford, Winthrop lamented the separation that
would result from expansion, but it was, in both the
case of the Plymouth and Massachusetts Bay Colony,
a result of their successful adaptation to and exploita-
tion of a radically a new environment.—Jim Daems
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Wright, Richard (1908–1960)
As a leading practitioner of literary naturalism,

Richard Wright was deeply concerned with the shap-
ing role of the physical environment. Though Wright
is not typically classified as a “nature writer,” his work
displays a striking awareness of human/nonhuman
relationships and is now becoming recognized as a
cornerstone of African-American environmental jus-
tice literature.

Due to the popularity of his great Chicago novel,
Native Son (1940), Wright may be considered a pri-
marily urban writer. However, his origins were thor-
oughly rural. He was born on Rucker’s Plantation,
near the hamlet of Roxie, Mississippi, in a log cabin
that he described as “too far back in the woods to
hear the train whistle” (Wallach 9). His grandparents

had been field slaves on the plantation, and his
parents struggled as sharecroppers in the post–Re-
construction South. Though Wright’s family left the
countryside when he was only a few years old, the
influence of the southern landscape and rural culture
can be overtly seen in his short story collection, Uncle
Tom’s Children (1938), in his autobiographical novel
of childhood, Black Boy (1945), and in his nonfiction
study 12 Million Black Voices (1941).

In the opening pages of Black Boy, Wright de -
scribes the beauty and fertility of the farm in lyrical,
almost romantic, terms. However, as Scott Hicks ar-
gues, Wright goes on to “denaturalize” and “defamil-
iarize” this optimistic pastoral, as he links southern
agrarian life to the bare facts of racist violence and
economic exploitation (213). In the stories of Uncle
Tom’s Children, for example, the wilderness is a space
where lynchings occur, where floods destroy the
houses of the poor, and where vicious dogs hunt run-
aways. By blending these two impulses—a sensitivity
toward nature, with an awareness that nature imag -
ery is itself implicated in oppression—Wright’s work
exemplifies what LEO MARX called the “complex pas-
toral,” an ambivalent and multidimensional portrait
of agricultural society (Hicks 214) (American Pas-
toral).

In the 1930s Wright moved to Chicago, where he
became involved in leftist politics, read widely, and
worked various jobs, including a stint as a city guide-
book editor for Works Progress Administration, a
position which brought him into contact with envi-
ronmental justice struggles over housing and sanita-
tion. During this period Wright was also influenced
by, and in turn influenced, the Chicago School so-
ciologists, who used biological metaphors to describe
urban social organization. While not “ecological” in
a contemporary sense, these thinkers induced Wright
to consider the role of physical space as an active,
determining agent in his fiction. Urban environmen-
tal justice themes come to the fore in Wright’s best-
known work, Native Son, particularly in the depic -
tion of the dangerous, unsanitary, and famously
rat-infested tenement building that shelters the pro-
tagonist’s family.

Wright lived the final years of his life as an expa-
triate in France, where he spent time at a farmhouse
in the village of Ailly, enjoyed tending a garden, and
turned to composing the haiku, later published as
HAIKU: THIS OTHER WORLD (1998), which weaves
together a lifetime of environmental awareness and
reflection. It is in these seventeen-syllable poems,
suggests Lisa Woolley, that Wright achieved his most
sophisticated treatment of the nonhuman world,
moving from a depiction of animals as mere symbols
and plot devices, to a grasp of individual animal life
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in all its concrete and compelling particularity.—
Tristan Sipley
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Haiku: This Other World,
Richard Wright (1998)

In their poetry, ancient haiku masters expressed
reverence for nature and the need for humans to live
in harmony with the natural world to achieve an un-
derstanding of their rightful place in the universal
order. During the last 18 months of his life, Richard
Wright wrote more than 4,000 traditional haiku, and
Julia Wright suggests that these poems kept her father
“spiritually afloat” because they operated as “self-de-
veloped antidotes against illness,” provided closure
as he mourned the death of his mother and several
friends, and “enabled him to reach out to the black
boy part of himself still stranded in a South that con-
tinued to live in his dreams” (viii–xi). Haiku: This
Other World, published in 1998, is a collection of 817
of these haiku that Wright himself selected and
arranged, and in this collection Wright repeatedly
engages nature as a source of expression, identity,
and spirituality.

Wright’s haiku illustrates the vital and irreplace -
able power of nature as a medium to express feeling
and thought. In their afterword to Haiku: This Other
World, Yoshinobu Hakutani and Robert L. Tener ex-
plain that although many of the classic Zen haiku
masters attempted to avoid the expression of emotion
and intellect in their poetry, “haiku is nonetheless
concerned with one’s feeling and thought” and that
“[i]f haiku conveys the poet’s feeling, that feeling
must have been aroused by nature” (265). They add
that to express emotion and thought “the poet needs
to look straight at things and to transform the per-
ception into words that do not depend upon meta -
phors or symbols” (276). An example of Wright’s ob-
jective representation of perception is in haiku 64 as
he juxtaposes contrasting details from nature to ex-
press the complexities of the joy and grief created by
living and dying:

The harbor at dawn:
The faint scent of oranges

On gusts of March wind.

At the surface level this haiku might be read as an
optimistic forecast of oncoming spring or a praise of
absent beauty, but such cheerful interpretations are
complicated by nature’s ambivalent imagery. Dawn
implies a new beginning, but this new reality might
be loneliness, poverty, or death. The scent of oranges
suggests beauty, warmth, and life, but the speaker is
far moved from the oranges’ place of origin. The
March wind carries a sweet aroma, but these are the
gusts of an often cruel and bitter month tottering
between winter and spring. As narrator, Wright may
sense a new beginning, but in real life he was
suffering in self-exile from his native land, mourning
recent deaths of several people who were emotionally
close to him, and suffering from an illness that would
soon take his life; he had little reason to believe he
would experience the happiness implied by the
images of distant joy and beauty.

Imagery drawn from the natural world consistently
teaches that humans are merely sojourners in this
world, fated to experience loss, sorrow, and death.
This version of human identity is evidenced by na-
ture’s infinite reminders of time’s passage and death’s
inevitability, such as the setting sun, melting snow,
clouds blown before the wind, a rotting log, fallen
leaves, and a frozen lake. Wright’s observation of a
snowflake in haiku 37 brilliantly summarizes the brief
and vain struggles of human life:

Past the window pane
A solitary snowflake

Spins furiously.

The window pane suggests the time frame of
human life on earth, the lone, spinning snowflake
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suggests human attempts to embrace this fleeting
life, and the accumulated snow suggests the whole
of humanity that came before this flake, and the
mysterious and continuous cycle of being.

Haiku 39 expresses some of the same sentiments:

A soft wind at dawn
Lifts one dry leaf and lays it

Upon another.

In this poem the final page of earthly existence is
turned by a soft wind at the dawn of a new life, and
the dry leaf of the spent life is cast among the hordes
of dry leaves.

Wright’s haiku also demonstrate that as nature re-
veals the temporal nature of human life, it also offers
meaning and comfort. Hakutani and Tener state that
as the 1950s came to a close, Wright was “in an am-
bivalent mood, ready for union with that which lies
beyond the artist” (269). The nature with which
Wright sought union was an immortal force that, as
is shown in haiku 764, welcomed and embraced hu-
mans at the conclusion of their worldly trials:

The oaken coffin,
Between the porch and the car,

Was christened by snow.

This haiku depicts the mortal human body
encased in an oaken vessel wrought from nature, and
this vessel and its contents are welcomed and blessed
by immortal and omniscient nature, as is implied by
the sprinkling of the white, pure snow. Haiku 733
provides an image of the continuance of life
following death and burial:

In a dank basement
A rotting sack of barley

Swells with sprouting grain.

In its dank grave the old self is generating new life,
and soul or spirit is blossoming out of the ruined
body.

Hakutani and Tener point out that Wright en -
gaged the motifs of nature throughout his writings
(266), and that his “haiku reveal more clearly than
his great novels or polemical tracts his sympathetic
awareness of the complex relationship between
people and nature—that a person needs to know
where he or she is going, when one will reach the des-
tination, and what one will be when that happens”
(294). The dependency upon nature expressed in
these haiku implies that the human species, which
is gaining ever more power to destroy its environ-
ment, must realize that any diminishment of nature
is a diminishment of human expression, identity, and
spirituality, and that if a healthy environment is not
allowed to exist there will be no future where or when
humans can choose what they wish to become.—
Phillip Howerton
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