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Introduction

Nature/Wildernegss:
Pretty Scenery or the Whole Goddamn Machinery?

You might think, after many vears of teaching a
class called "Nature Writers," that I would know
what nature meant, but I do not.

John Hay, from "The Nature Writer’s Dilemma"

With a slow pace we moved forward on the trail

of the Indians. It led us up a hill and over a
dreary plain: and here, to our great mortification
the traces almost disappeared, for the ground was
hard as adamant; and 1f its flinty surface had
ever retained the dent of a hoof, the marks had
been washed away by the deluge of yesterday....
Often we lost the trail altogether, and then found
it again; but late in the afternoon we were
totally at fault. We stood alone, without a clew
to guide us.

Francis Parkman, from The Oredgon Trail

Half the time they den’t know the difference
atween a trail and a path, though one Is a matter
for the eve while the other is little more than a
scent.

Natty Bumppo, from Cooper’s The Pathfinder

This study assumes a scholarly form, but its origins are
personal. Over the last twelve vears, I have spent much of
my spare time hiking, climbing, and rambling. Most cf these
activities took place In what are usually called wilderness
areas, lncluding nature preserves, wlldlife refuges, and

national parks. My Journals of these excursions note
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familiar topics: animal slaghtlings, comments on landscape and
weather, comparisions with similar areas, personal
responses, thoughts of the moment. Yet I am not an explorer,
and whlle I have at times consldered myself an "adventurer,"
I have come to feel that my vearninags for summlits or distant
destinations often led me to hurry past more subtle rewards.
I do not often try to put myself in Parkman’s position,
"wlithout a clew" to gulde me. Most of my wanderings are done
on tralls, sometimes for hours, sometimes for weeks.

I hold vivid memorles of my trips, and often assocliate
these moments with trails, which take many forms besides
that of a worn, narrow footpath. My personal responses to
wilderness are too varled to summarize here, but these
Images of tralls might serve as a prelude: a serijies of
six-inch white blazes pailnted on granite boulders -- the
last steps of the 2,015-mile Appalachian Trail, which ends
at Mount Ktaadn’s summit In northern Maine: a few
well-placed chalkmarks In a llmestone cave In West Virainla,
reading "<--0UT"; the odd sight of bicycle retlectors
attached to dwarf spruce trees on Mount Washlanton s Lion
Head’s Trall, which lce-cllmbers often descend after dark:
the eerle sight of rock cairns In dense fog on the John Mulr
Trail In the High Slerras; a serles of bamboo wands topped
with bright red flags poked into Mount McKinley s Kahlltna

Glacler; a nature trall behind Alley Pond Environmental
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Center, running less than 200 feet from a major highway, its
marshes packed with a menagerie of birds: ring-necked
pheasants, snowy egrets, wood ducks and mallards, bobolinks,
red-winged blackbirds, and an occasional great blue heron.
Trails imply a sense of community. Even while hikling
alone for a few days, one senses that history lies thick on
a trail. This dissertation is not about the ways in which
trails were blazed, or about the ways in which they
encouraged exploration or settlement. It is about the wayvs
in which trails gather and distribute certain cultural
ldeas, especially lliterary ones. Ktaadn, the White
Mountalns, Sllde Mountaln, the Escarpment Trail, Mount
Whitney, Mount Ranier, the Brlight Angel Trail: from these
places and tralls arise a history of literary and artistic
responses from Thoreau, Hawthorne, Burroughs, Cole, King,
Muir, Powell. Tralils also present the contradictions and
failures of American relations with wilderness. The history
of trails is also that of "pioneer armies" and tourist
hordes, of perscnal misuse and bureaucratic mismanagement.
This study will place frequent emphasis on the implic-
ations of wilderness trails. I ask the reader to allow a
certain latitude here. One could easily make a list of
references to trails In major nineteenth-century American
texts; the journals of Lewis and Clark, Cooper’s The
The Pathfinder, Melville’s Typee, Twain’s Rouahing It,
Irving’s A Tour on the Pralries, Parkman’s The QOreaqn




Trail, and Thoreau’s The Maine Woods all hold rich ideas

about them. However, I have tried to avoid a formulaic
study of the trail image, and this project is meant tc be
suggestive rather than exhaustive. I use direct images of
the trail when they are suitable, but in a more general
sense I am interested In the ldea of wlilderness as a
construct, and In the ways In which these constructs have
Influenced American wrliters” experiences of wilderness.
Besides discussing actual trails, I have refered to other
related constructs, Including park systems, maps,
guidebooks, and "viewpoints."

While the idea of the wilderness trail remalns the
central focus of this study, I have found 1t necessary to
discuss two other related issues. The first is the the
drastic difference between nineteenth- and twentieth-century
wilderness. One need not be a cynic to note that wilderness
areas such as the Adirondacks, the Tetons, or the Slerras
are closely mapped and closely regulated by government
agencies -- they are no longer "white spots on the map."
Melville wrote of the West as "the vast reserves -- the
untried flelds," but clearly one cannot hold such
expectations of twentleth-century wilderness. Melville’s
"vast reserves" are now protected in national parks, while
the "untrlied flelds" are now threatened by what Edward Abbey
calls "Industrial Tourism." America’s most Intelligent

wilderness writers make no attempt to match the exploits of



thelr nineteenth-century predecessors, but choose to
explore the ways In which twentleth-century ldeas about
language, ecology, peollitics, and culture can still
Invigorate the tradition of wilderness writing.

The second related issue concerns the evaluation of
twentieth-century wilderness writing In traditional literary
historles. The fifth chapter dcoces not dlscuss willderness
trails, but literary canons. As I continued my work on thils
project, It was often difficult to find fellow teachers who
had read many of the less famillar authors whom 1 pralsed:
John Wesley Powell, John Muir, Aldo Leopold, Barry Lopecz,
Leslie Marmon Sllko. When I did find critical commentaries
on contemporary wilderness wrliting, they usually relied on
common accusations: its irrelevance to an industrial
soclety, Its lack of human drama, lts semi-sclientlfic style
of descriptlion, its limiting regional characteristics, its
lack of modernist or post-modernist techniques. These
accusations must be glven falr conslderation: yet most
critics have not read widely In recent wilderness texts, nor
have they been sufficiently aware of the reasons why such
texts would actively avold or challenge prevallling
"standards."

In this dissertation I often use the word wilderness;
more speclifically, I use the word In situations where
readers mlght expect to see the word "Nature." For example,

I prefer the term "wilderness writer" to "nature writer."



"Nature," when used by poets and philosophers, is an
all-inclusive word. The following quotations suggest the

vague and almost limitless boundaries of "Nature writing":

All are but parts of one stupendous whole,
Whose body Nature is and God the soul.

(Pope, "Essay on Man")

The universe ls composed of Nature and the Soul.
Strictly speakling, therefore, all that Is separate
from us, all which Philosophy distingulshes as the
NOT ME, that is, both nature and art, all other
men and my own body, must be ranked under this
name, NATURE.

(Emerson, "Nature")

A motion and a spirit, that impels

All thinking things, all objects of all thought,
And rolls through all things. Therefore am I still
A lover of the meadows and the woods,

And mountains; and of all that we behold

On this green earth; of all the mighty world

0Of eve, and ear, -- both what they half create,
And what perceive; well pleased to recognize

In nature and the language of sense

The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse,

The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul

Of all my moral being.

(Wordsworth, "Tintern Abbey")

For I thought Eplcurus and Lucretius

By Nature meant the Whole Goddamn Machlinery
But you say that in college nomenclature

The only meaning possible for Nature

In Landor’s gquatrain would be Pretty Scenery.

(Frost, "Lucretlus Versus
the Lake Poets")



While I greatly prefer the term "wilderness," it also
Invoives thls shifting focus between "the Whole Goddamn
Machlnery" and "Pretty Scenery," between the Amerlcan West
and Yellowstone Falls. I cannot hope to define and
categorize wilderness in thls preface. However, cne might
start with Perry Miller’s cltaim from Errand into the
Wllderness: "Nature in Amerlca means the wllderness®
(204>. While Mary Rowlandson, Cotteon Mather, Crevecoeur,
Theoreau, Norris, Cather, Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Faulkner,
and Frost all try to establlsh some sense of personal and
communal order within American landscape, they rarely
maintaln the relative calm of the European pastoral
tradition. America was the landacape which Thoreau called
"this vast, savage, howlling mother of ours, Nature;"
Fitzgerald wrote that on this contlnent man came "...face to
face for the last tlme In hlstory with something
commensurate to his capaclty for wonder" ("Walkling" 403:

The Great Gatsbv 182) Nelther "Nature" nor "wllderness" |s

wholly sufflicient to define such landscapes. I choose the
term "wilderness" because it suggests a closer attachment to
actual landscapes, and a more forceful sense of oppositlon
to the City, or as Frederick Jackson Turner called lt, the

"Metropolls."



Chapter One

Wilderness and Tralls:
Contradlictions and Posslibilitles
in Post-Frontier American Writing

You will lead me out of my own qulet path. You
will make me strive to follow you where 1t Is
pathless., I cannot do so. It iIs not my nature.

—-— from Hawthorne’s The House of
the Seven Gables

A trall, other than an animal trail, is an lnsult
to the perceptions.

-— from Jim Harrison’s
"Passacaglla on Getting Lost!

0 public road, I say back I am not afraid to leave
you, vet I love you.

-- from Whitman’s "Song of the Open Road"

Wilderness, both as an actuallty and an ldea, has been
one of the determining forces In defining American culture.
According to Frederick Jackson Turner’s "The Slgnlflcance of
the Frontler In American Hlstory," the presence of huge
wllderness areas required and reflned a set of political
assumptlons which distinguished the American political
gystem from that of Europe (199-201>. Although Turner
claimed that the Frontier had closed in 1890, the mythology
of the Frontler appears in many aspects of contemporary
American culture, ranging from advertising to campalgn

slogans to fashion trends. American writers have continued a
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resonant exploratlon of wllderness as an essentlial Amerlcan
myth; as Leo Marx clalms iIn The Machlne in the Garden,
“Again and again, the lmagination of our most respected
writers -- one thinks of Cooper, Thoreau, Melville,
Faulkner, Frost, Hemingway -- has been set In motlon by thls
Impulse" (10>. Moreover, wllderness Is a central idea for
our future: Thoreau’s claim that "In wildness is the
preservation of the world' serves as both a condemnation of
our current priorities and a hope for a better balance of
resources in the future. Indeed, the power of wilderness
often affirms and generates the American promise of unending
renewal, of yet another "New Frontier." In such promises

we have been offered a vislon. As Lee Clark Mlitchell deflines

it:

In each iInstance, the pose proclaims: we have
abandoned traditlon-clogged socleties to embrace a
new, a free, a far richer 1lfe. America’s
wilderness seemed to provide a physically
limitless and ahistorical setting In which men and
women could imagine their finest self-conceptions
fulflilled. The powerful fascinatlon of that hope
entwlnes more than three centuries of colonial and
natlonal experlence. (3

Nineteenth-century American writing abounds wlth such
images or narratlives of our "finest self-conception." One of
the more concise renderings of the attractlveness -- and the
futility -- of "that hope" Is found In Nathanlel Hawthorne’s

The Scarlet Letter, as Dimmesdale seeks for some future

redemption, some release from the " judgement of God" and
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the haunting presence of Chillingworth:
"Be thou strong for me!" answered he. "Advise
me what to do."
"Is the world, then, so narrow?" exclalmed
Hester Prvnne, fixing her deep eyes on the
minister’s and instinctlvely exerclsing a magnetic
power over a spirit so shattered and subdued that
it could hardly hold ltself erect. "Doth the
universe lle within the compass of yonder town,
which only a little time ago was but a leaf-strewn
desert, as lonely as thls around us? Whither leads
yonder forest track? Backwards to the settlement,
thou sayesti! Yes; but onward, too! Deeper it goes,
and deeper, into the wilderness, less plainly to
be seen at every step! until, some miles hence,
the yellow leaves will show no vestige nf the
white man’s tread. There thou art free! So brief a
Journey would bring thee from a world where thou
hast been most wretched, to one where thou mayest
stlll be happy!" 187>
While few wlill]l deny the lmportance of wilderness in
admerlican thought, many will clalm that prevalent ldeas
concerning wilderness were best defined by nineteenth-
century writers such as Thoreau, Ccoper, and Meiville, and
that writers after 1900 have offered few origlinal
contributions to a further understanding of why and how
wilderness is important to our nation: notice that even
Mitchell claims that wilderness "seemed" to offer such
promlses. Such a view contends that the acceleratlons and
alterations of the modern Industrial world have reduced
wilderness values to a marginal nostaglia. Of course, such
fears were present long before our time: Thoreau felt that
he had arrived Jjust in the nick of time, and wondered "what

would become of us, if we walked only in a garden or a
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mall?" ("Walklng" 377> Those who search for Amer!lcan
wllderness today must confront the obvious losses of the
twentieth century: the Frontier has been closed, the animals
killed or chased into hliding, the forests paved so that
tourlsts can get a closer look at a "scenlc attractlion," the
“pine of Semal, cedar of Haida.../Cut down to make room for
the suburbs" (Snyder Myths and Texts). This sense of loss
1s sharpened by the knowledge that our lost herltage Is not
one of the distant past, but a product of decisions which we
have particlpated In and sanctloned. Twentieth-century
American literature tends to confirm or intensify our
suspliclons that the willderness which was such an essential
force In deflining certaln American characteristics has
"vanlished," that 1t has "made way for Gatsby’s house":
And as the moon rose hlgher the lnessentlal houses
began to melt away until gradually I became aware
of the old island here that flowered once for
Dutch sailor’s eyes -- a fresh, green breast of
the new world. Its vanished trees, the trees that
had made way for Gatsby’s house, had once pandered
in drams to the last and greatest of all human
dreams; for a transitory enchanted moment man must
have held his breath in the presence of this
contlnent, compelled Into an aesthetlc
contemplation he neither understood nor desired,
face to face for the last time In history wlth
somethling commensurate to hls capaclty for wonder.
(Fitzgerald 182>
There are several shortcomings In the arguments which I
have Jjust summarized. The first problem ls the assumptlon

that American wllderness, as elther a physical space or a

gpiritual resource, has been exhausted or "closed." Many
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make this assumption because of the overwhelming presence of
Industriallized civillzation, and the dwindling wllderness
areas that remain; the acreage of officially designated
"wilderness areas" In America ls now less than the acreage
of pavement. However, to assume that the integrlty of
wilderness writing depends on an "advancing frontier" of
unexplored territory is to deny the validity of many notable
Amerlcan works on thls theme. James Fenimore Cooper’s
Introduction to The Ploneers makes It qulte clear that the
land he writes about Is no longer uncompromised wilderness;
the popular myth of Thoreau as wildman continues to ocbscure
the fact that his "wilderness" was a mile from Concord; the
same Emerson who clalmed that Nature made him "glad to the
brink of fear" refused John Muir’s offer to sleep out in
Yosemlite Valley, prefering the warmth of a hotel. Yet such
writers and works retaln thelr value because of the
complexity of the wlilderness they confront; thils process
becomes as much an Internal as an external exploration.
Meanwhlile, many of the works which confronted larger and
"purer" wilderness areas -- the works of trappers,
surveyors, and adventurers such as Clarence King and John
Wesley Powell -- present us with an equally complex
assessment of wllderness, These explorers of our Western
lands found a space which was so large and unknown that it
often left them searching for a new, yet manageable,

frame for understanding their discoveries.
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Thlis range of alternatlves contlnues today. If readers
search for writing that defines wllderness as an author’s
metaphor for a personal or polltical spirlt, then the texts
of Barry Lopez, Anne LaBastllle, Leslle Marmon Sllko, or
Aldo Leopold wlll offer a complex assessment of these ldeas.
If readers are looking for a careful conslideration of
adventure or exploration, then the texts of Arlene Blum,
John Muir, David Roberts, or Edward Abbey would be a flne
place to start. Furthermore, one should also consider how
drastically the ldea of wllderness has changed in the last
forty years. Ideas such as "access," "ecotage," "“deep’
ecology," "black space," "the aesthetics of interference,"
or "vertical wllderness" may seem llke an environmentalist’s
Jargon untll one Is shown that these terms lead to a
challenging reading of works such as Thoreau’s "Walkling" or
more contemporary accounts of adventure and preservatlon.

The wrlters whom I have mentloned must confront not only
the disappearance of wllderness areas, but the relative
neglect of serlious wllderness wrlitling by academlc scholars.
Scholars have not yet adequately defined the canon of
Amerlican literature as lt relates to the ldea of wllderness.
The writlngs of Cooper, Thoreau, and Melville are often seen
as the flnest expressions of Amerlican wllderness ideas;
wllderness writling after them Is seen as a last grasp at an
opportunlity which was already gone. Modern literary

historles of wllderness writing often rely upon ths cancn as
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If It could maglically provide an infinite range of wlisdom
from a relatively narrow group of wrltings. It may be true
that Robert Frost was "versed ln country things," that
Ernest Hemingway wanted to "do the landscape 1lke Cezanne,"
that William Faulkner’s The Bear offers a complex
understanding of confrontlng the Wild. These wrliters have
produced some of Amerlica‘’s finest literature; yet they do
not offer the most Inclsive, complex, or controversial
perceptions of twentleth-century wilderness.

As Roderick Nash points out iIn Wllderpess and the
American Mlind, the flnest deplctlons of wllderness after
1860 have generally been denled a place In the llterary
canon. We should do more than simply admit that works such
as John Mulr’s My First Summer jn the High Slerra, Aldo
Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac, Edward Abbey’s Degert
Soljtaire, or Barry Lopez’s Arctic Dreams establlish a
"context" for understanding the theme of wllderness in
Amerlican Literature; this slmply upgrades thelr status from
"ignored works" to "background materlal." These works lodge
thelr own valld claims to be treated as Llterature. They
deserve critical attentlon because they represent a valid
continuation and questlioning of the many lssues which were
raised by nineteenth-century writers such as Irving,
Parkman, and Twaln.

One of the facﬁors hindering the academic recognition of

wllderness wrlters is a serles of distinctions --
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fiction/non-flction, lliterature/history, lmaglinatlion/actual
experlence, vislonary/pollitical -- which relegate wilderness
writing to a secondary status. Thus the journals of Lewis
and Clark, John Wesley Powell, or Lucy Crawford are
generally considered fascinating historical documents, but
they are less llkely to recelve the attentlion of llterary
scholars than Melville’s Mardl or Edgar Allan Poe’s
Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym. Such dlstinctlions appear
In bold rellef when scholars discuss the wrlitlings of John
Muir, who is generally considered to be a mountaineeer, a
naturalist, an activist, a fascinating character, and a
wrliter -- In that order. No Amerlican writer better deflines
the status of late nineteenth-century wilderness; none can
match hls range of experience In the wilderness. An essay
such as Emerson‘s "Nature" is a standard nineteenth-century
text, and should continue to be. Yet we often expect the
volce of writers such as Emerson to speak of the whole range
of nineteenth-century experlence. To read Mulr ls to reallize
how Influential -- and how limltling -- were the ldeas of
Emerson. Emerson’s alry raptures about nature lack a
grounding in the actual facts of natural history, the actual
lives of people in harsh conditlons, the actual efforts to
save the land for future generatlions. Mulr cherlished his
copy of Emerson’s Egsays, vet by climblng, studyling, and
defending the wilderness of Yosemite, he tested the premises

of Transcendentallsm with a determinatlon and Intensity that
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rival Melville’s,

The conflicting roles of artlst/adventurer become
apparent in one of Mulr’s flinest essays, "A Near View of the
High Slerra." The narratlive ls based on a ten-day trip Muir
took during October of 1872. During one of his walks, he
noted Mount Lyell and Mount McClure In the dlstance, and
these two peaks and their surrounding scenery presented a
chal lenge:

It seemed now to be ready and walting for the
elected artlist; and I could not help wishling that
I might carry colors and brushes with me on my
travels, and learn to paint. In the mean time I
had to be content with photograghs in my mind and
sketches in my notebook. (106>
Soon after returning to his cablin, he was greeted by three
artists who had arranged to visit him; one of them, Willliam
Kelth, was to become one of Muir’s closest friends. These
men asked Mulr to gulide them to a sultable area for
paintling, but Mulr had difflculty flindlng an area where the
vagtness of the Sierras could be divided into the artists’
categories for composition. One of the artists commented,
“All this is huge and sublime, but we see nothing
as yet all avallable for effectlve plctures. Art
is long, and art ls limited, you know; and here
are foregrounds, mlddle-grounds, backgrounds, all
allke; bare rock waves, woods, groves, dimlnutlve
flecks of meadow, and strlps of gllttering water."
(108>
Muir finally led them to the view of Lyell that he had seen

earlier, and "thelr enthusliasm was excited beyond bounds,
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and the more impulsive of the two, a young Scotchmen, dashed
ahead, shoutlng and gestlculating and tossing his arms In
the air llke a madman" (108). The next mornling, "the artists
went heartlly to their work and I to mine": the artists
remained to paint this landscape, whlile Mulr left for an
excursion to "the untouched summit of Ritter." While some of
Mulr essays are, In hls own words, "slmply mountalneering
Indulgence," the descriptions of c¢limbing In "A Near View of
the High Sierras" are closely linked to a the possibilities
for an aesthetlic which supplements the shared llmitations of
the climber and the artist: "Climblng hlgher, hlgher, new
beauty came streaming on the sight." This "new beauty" did

not come wlthout extreme danger:

After galnlng a polint about halfway to the top, 1
was suddenly brought to a dead stop, with arms
outspread, clinging close to the face of the rock,
unable to move hand or foot elther up or down. My
doom appeared fixed. I MUST fall. There would be a
moment of bewildernment, and then a lifeless
rumble down the one general preclplce to the
glacier below.

When this flnal danger flashed upon me, I became
nerve-shaken for the flrst tlme since setting foot
on the mountaln, and my mind seemed to flil wlth a
stiflling smoke. But thlis terrlble ecllpse lasted
only a moment, when 1lfe blazed forth agaln wlth
preternatural clearness. 1 seemed suddenly to be
posssesed of a new sense. The other self, bygone
experiences, Instlinct, or the Guardlian Angel --
call It what you will, -- came forward and assumed
control. Then my trembllng muscies became flrm
agaln, every rlft and flaw In the rock was seen as
through a mlicroscope, and my 1lmbs moved wlth a
posltlveness and a precislon with which I seemed
to have nothing at all to do. Had I been borne
aloft on wings, my dellivery could not have been
more complete. (123D
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For many modern readers, the act of mountalneerlina Is
almost always assoclated with the dangers of climbina and
the Jovous release of attaining the summit: In this context.
Mulr‘s comments about the ascent of Mount Ritter mliaht seem
qulite conventional. Yet desplite the attentlon pald to
mountaln by nineteenth-century artists, both American and
European. the summit had remalned a rarely-used vantage
point. Perhaps the most famous example of a "view" from the
summit Is Thoreau’'s commentary from the shoulder of Ktaadn
In Maline. (He never dld reach the actual summlt.) For
Thoreau, thls area was, llke the Slerras, not "avallable for
effective plctures." It was bevyond the famlllar catedgorlies,
"It was not lawn. nor pasture, nor mead, nor woodland, nor
lea, nor arable, nor waste land" ("Ktaadn" 568). For the
three artlsts who remalned In the valley while Mulr climbed:
for Percy Bysshe Shelley wrltlinag about the "Power" of Mont
Blanc from a bridge In the valley of Chamonix: tor John
Ruskin, who belleved that "the Alps were on the whole, best
seen from below," there remalned a whaole range of aesthetlc
experlence which had rarely been consldered or attempted
For such artists, the Imaglnatlon was sufflclent, a hlaher
means of perceptlon than actual physical experlence. Mulr
claimed he would "touch naked God," and hils extended
comments from the summit of Mount Rltter are attempts to
deflne the possiblillities and requlrements of an aesthetlc

which Integrated cllimblng, natural history, and Imaglnatlon:

)
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But, generally, when looklng for the flrst time
from an all-embracing standpolnt like thils, the
inexperienced observer is oppressed by the
Incomprehenslible grandeur, varlety, and abundance
of the mountains rising shoulder to shoulder
beyond the reach of vislon; and It Is only after
they have been studlied one by one, long and
lovingly, that thelr far-reachling harmonies become
manl fest. (127
Muir did Indeed study the Slerras, the "Range of Light,"
both "long and lovingly," vet his aesthetlics are only one of
numerous ways In which he re-deflned Amerlcan wllderness,
Mulir and other wilderness wrlters of hls tlme attempted to
answer a wlde range of}questions which previous artists had
not even discussed. Later wilderness wriliters have continued
thls questlionlng, but for the most part, lliterary scholars
have only recently begun to particlpate In thls process.
Reassessing John Mulr and other "w!llderness wrlters" lIs
Increasingly relevant to critical concerns as varled as
semiotics, gender marking, or the New Historicism. For
example, a recent collection of critical essays about Aldo
Leopold’s A_Sand _County Almanac has confirmed what
numerous scholars of the wllderness have known for years:
that Leopold’s work s as senslitlive, complex, and disruptlve
as any In modern Amerlican writing. The work that remains to
be done In thlis fleld offers some of the most fascinat!lng
challenges to the concept of "canonlzlng," to the orderlng
of Literature’s wlldness.

These reassessments of llterature, the canon, and

marglnallzed wrliters present a both a respectful
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conflrmation and a disturbling challenge to the liberal
understanding of wilderness In American culture. There has
been relatlively llttle work dlrected toward the
re-deflinitlon of wllderness by contemporary critlcal
thought. The historical understandlng of American wllderness
had been best defined by Roderick Nash in his Wllderness and
the Amerlcan Mind. Yet Nash was not Intent on deflning such
a word in terms of recent critical theorles which
question the varlious claims of representation made
on behalf of language. The 1llberal understanding of
wilderness -- which I will discuss in the latter half of
this dissertation -- has defined changlng attitudes
about wllderness by refering to particular contexts or
writers who signaled a shift In values. Yet these critics
often assumed that wilderness experience was a release from
Ideology, rather than an Intense concentration of It., For
example, Henry Nash Smith has admitted that hls Viraln
Land involved "pervaslive ldeological dlistortlon" by not
fully confronting the inherent contradictions and
manipulations of such terms as "free land," "virgln land,"
or "Manlfest Destiny": "free" for whom? why refer to land
as "virgin?" what was the source of "our" "manlifest"
destiny? (Smith "Symbol and Idea" 28-9> Other llberal
critics did not fully understand or explaln how our ldeas of
exploring the Frontier not only came from a certain

ideological standpoint, but also reinforced that position.
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The way in which pioneers treated the Frontler as something
unknown, unfriendly, and unmanageable was not slmply a story
of adventure beyond the boundaries of civillization; indeed,
as Richard Slotkin has shown in both Regeneration Through
Viglence and The Fatal Environment., the "congquest" of

the Frontier anticipated and justified many American
assumptions and actions about Indians, the working class,
Immigrants, and minoritles.

Roland Barthes has clalmed that Ideclogy transforms
History into Nature; yet there should also be a critical
understanding of the ways in which "Nature" has also been
transformed Into Nature. Recent theorists, using
perspectives as varied as feminism, deconstruction, Marxism,
and semiotics, can contribute to an understanding of the
ways In whlch soclal groups produce various versions of
wilderness according to particular ideological needs. The
application of critical theories to the standard
presentation of wilderness reveals the "unnatural'" basls of
our ideas regarding adventure, aesthetics, access,
perception, natural history, and the ablility to define these
processes through language. Contemporary wilderness writers
realize that they rarely "see things as they really are,"
but rather "as they have been made to be" by various
historical and linguistlic Interventlons. While these same
wrlters have generally been reluctant to pursue the drastic

changes in form which have been one of the major trademarks
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of modernism and post-modernism, the major revislons in
critical theory and epistemology over the last three decades
are having an effect on the supposedly "simple" act of
"seeing Nature as it really lIs."

The formal and theoretical aspects of wlldernegss
wrlting have vet to be addressed In a coherent manner, but
one of the more suggestive attempts is Walker Percy’s essay,
"The Loss of the Creature." The essay is not specifically
about wllderness or wllderness writing, but about the
probliematic ways In which culture interferes with the
perception of reality. Percy begins his examination of these
broad issues by refering to the status of modern American
wllderness: now that large areas of wilderness have been
"gaved" and "preserved," and now that millions of Americans
visit such areas, why Is It that we might expect to be
disappolnted by contemporary wilderness writing or
photography, and why might someone feel that somethling is
seriously and Inherently wrong with the ways in which we now
confront wilderness?

Every explorer names his Island Formosa,
beautiful. To him it is beautiful because, being
first, he has access to It and can see it for what
it Iis. But to no one else Is It ever as beautliful
-- except the rare man who manages to recover 1t,
who knows that It has to be recovered.

Garclia Lopez de Cardenas discovered the Grand
Canyon and was amazed at the sight. It can be
imagined: One crosses miles of desert, breaks
through the mesquite and there 1t Is at one’s

feet. Later the government set the place aslde as
a natlonal park, hoping to pass along to milillons
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the experlence of Cardenas. Does not one see the
same sight from the Bright Angel Lodge that
Cardenas saw? (394)

The key term for Percy 1ls not "discovery," but "recovery."

His admonitions are not the usual well-rehearsed

slanders of tourists and their "crimes of Kodachrome and

enthocentrism" (Schullery 155). For Percy, the role of the

tourist i1s not easily transcended by the standard

stategems of physical adventure, photographic skill, or

more lnvolved research about an area. He cltalms that we tend

to choose such alternatlives, such "ways of seelng," without

realizing that they too have "already been formulated," and

that even In cone’s very attempt at escape or non-conformlty,

such roles have already been preflgured:
Why Is it almost impossible to gaze dlrectly at
the Grand Canyon under these circumstances and see
It for what it is -- as one plcks up a strange
object from one’s back yard and gazes directly at
It? It iIs almost Impossible because the Grand
Canyon, the thing as It Is, has been appropriated
by the symbolic complex which has already been
formed In the slghtseer s mind. Seelng the canyon
under approved clircumstances is seeing the
symbollc complex head on. The thing Is no longer
the thing as It confronted the Spanlard; lt s
rather that which has already been formulated --
by picture postcard, geography book, tourilist
folders, and the words "Grand Canyon." (395)

Percy warns us that the most attractive ways of
avolding or transcendlng acts of tourism are but dlfferent

dialects of the some larger language. If, for example, one

Ils tired of the formulalc reactions to a place such as Mount




24

McKinley, could an ascent of the peak be consldered a means
of revitalization? One who made such an attempt might soon
"see the symbollc complex head on." He would find that Mount
McKinley 1s now named Denalil, Inuit for "the Great One"; he
would find Denall "protected" by a six-milllon acre Natlonal
Park roughly as large as Massachusetts; before climbing, he
would be forced to watch the Park Service’s verslion of
"Clockwork Orange," a graphlc half-hour presentation on the
effects of frostbite, hypothermia, snowblindness,
avalanches, and cerebral edema, and warned about the
expenses of hellicopter rescue; hls lmages of the mountaln
might be gleaned from the photos of Ansel Adams, Galen
Rowell, or Bradford Washburn; his daydreams of ecstécy of
the summit might be blurred by the famous Image of Tenzing
Norkay ralsing hlis flag-wrapped lce-axe on the summit of
Everest. Gradually, In Percy’s terms, "the sightseer may be
aware that something s wrong":

How can the slightseer recover the Grand Canyon? He

can recover It iIn any number of ways, all sharlng

in common the strategem of avolding the approved

confrontation of the tour and the Park Service.

(396>
In avolding the varlous arranagments of the "Park Service,'
and all they represent, both the tourist and the
modern wilderness wrlter face the dilemma of cursing the
very system whose creatlon they may have supported and whose

presence ensures the contlnued existence of wilderness.
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The attempt to reconclle this problem -- namely, the
recognition that many people both need and resent the
contrivance of such Parks -- Is the central theme of most
wilderness writing after 1870. For example, writers such as
John Muir, Clarence King, Bob Marshall, and Aldo Leopold
are almost synonymous with the establishment of
wilderness areas, and their writing generally displays the
sense that such parks would indeed preserve not only
wllderness but the posslblllites of wrltling about such
places. For contemporary writers such as Edward
Hoagland, Edward Abbey, Gary Snyder, Anne LaBastille, or
Galen Rowell, the parks are not only means of preserving
wilderness —-- they also act as monuments to thelr
“creators," and to experlience such areas ls also to
experlence a certaln herltage of writlng and activism. For
both the tourlst and the wllderness wrlter, the problem
becomes one of "sovereignty":
In the New Mexican desert, natives have
occaslionally come across strange-looklng artlifacts
which have falllen from the skles and which are
stenciled: "Return to U.S. Experlmental Project,
Alamogordo. Reward." The finder returns the object
and Is rewarded. He knows nothlng of the nature of
the obJject he has found and does not care to know.
The sole role of the native, the highest role he
can play, Is that of flnder and returner of the
mysterious equipment.
The same Is true of the layman’s relation to
"natural"' objects In a modern techological
soclety. No matter what the object or event is,
whether it is a star, a swallow, a Kwaklutl, a

"pgychologlical phenomenon,® the layman who
confronts It does not confront it as a soverelgn
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person, as Crusoe confronts a seashell he finds on
the beach. The highest role he can conceive
himself as playvying is to be able to recognize the
title of the object, to return it to the
appropriate expert and have it certifled as a
genulne find. He does not permit himself to see
the thing -- as Gerald Manley Hopkins could see a
rock or a cloud or a field. If anyone asks him why
he doesn’t look, he may reply that he didn’t take
that subjJect in college (or he hasn‘t read enough
Faulkner). (401-2>
Recent American wilderness writing can be seen as an effort
to have wllderness "certlifled as a genuline find." It is not,
In Percy’s terms, an act of dlscovery, but one of recovery,
in which we reclalm the objJect as our own, rather than as
the gift or province of some previously appolnted "expert,"
be it a Park Service naturalist, a museum catalog, or a
llterary anthology. Yet even a brlef hlstory of attempts at
such "recoveries" leads one to a bewlldering array of
possibilities.

There are many fasclnatlng Insights and
misunderstandlings regarding the status of Amerlcan
wllderness, the validity of American "wllderness" writing,
and the relationship of such ideas and texts to American
Literature and recent critlical theory. The difflculty of
discussing the idea of wilderness In American Literature
becomes apparent when we conslider the varlous
and often contradlctory ways Iin which American wllderness
has been defined. Wilderness was a threatenling wasteland to

the early Puritans, a spiritual sanctuary to the

Transcendental lsts, an economic resource to the lumber and
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rallroad barons, a brutal, lmpersonal force to the
Naturalists, and a metaphor of progress to generations of
politiclans. A controlling image is required, one that will
pboth gather aﬁd distribute the values, ldeas, assoclatlons,
and controversles of the modern w!lderness experlence., Such
images have already proved useful to scholarship about the
American West and the pastoral ldeal In Amerlica. For
example, Henry Nash Smith used the symbols of Garden and
Desert to clarify the various ways in which the West had
been represented in nineteenth-century writing. Likewlse,
Leo Marx used the image of the Machine in the Garden to
explaln the theme of wllderness experlence In Thoreau,
Melville, Twain, and Fltzgerald. Acccording to Marx, this
Image served both these writers and thelr readers as "a
cardinal metaphor of contradiction, exfoliating, through
assoclated Images and ideas, Into a deslgn governing the
meanlng of entire works" (229). More recently, Richard
Slotkin has studied how the Images and rhetoric of the
Indian wars have been readlly adapted to seemingly dlistant
concerns such as strike-breakling and foreign policy. To
varying degrees, all these scholars have also shown how
these "controllling” images are challenged and undermined by
wrliters such as George Catlin, Melville, and Willa Cather.
Throughout the elghteenth and nineteenth centurles,
'"wilderness trails," such as the Cumberland, Oregon, Sante

Fe or California Trail, allowed and deflined certain aspects
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of Western expanslion. Besides improving the possibllities
for transportation and settlement, these tralls also served
to organize the ways in which wilderness might be "promoted"
or involved in America’s attempts at self-definition. Trails
provided a means for slmpllfylng and dlstrlbutlng the
Incredibly varlied perceptions of the "West." In the
twentieth century, "wilderness tralls" are still blazed, but
in drastically different forms and clrcumstances: extensive
public hiking trails such as the Appalachian Trall, the
numerous trail systems in our National Parks, or even more
esoterlc tralls such as those used by cavers or
mountalneers. These varlous forms of tralls are the major
way in which Americans participate In an understanding of
wilderness. Yet trails are more than simple guides for
hikers: they are a concrete definltion of many abstract
ecologlcai, historical, and cultural attltudes. Tralls are
also commonly used as metaphors for the creatlve process,
for "exploring" new ldeas, or "blazlng the trall" into a
"New Frontier" of "uncharted territory."

The "wilderness trail" provides a clear and simple image
which nevertheless contains the central ambiguities and
contradictlons of wllderness experlence and the ways In
which [t 1s presented In popular and llterary cultures.

The broad availabillity and use of wilderness tralls presents
confusling alternatives for people who try to experlence

wllderness by more Intimate means than a ranger-gulded sllide
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show. They have provided both opportunities and limits which
many of us do not conslider. The conditlions of trall-bulldling
-and the corresponding changes ln willderness attitudes are
not easily understood in terms of intention and effect;
whether the tralls have been built to alter or enhance the
esgentlal perceptlons of Amerlican hlkers and writers ls
generally an unanswerable and perhaps even useless questlon.
Instead one should conslider the ways in which tralls
"commodify" past ldeals of wilderness adventure. In this
sense one must conslider the replication of literary and
artistic moments and locations, and how these are sustained,
often by adminstratlve action, in the form of a John Muir
trall, a Thoreau Falls trall, a Bob Marshall wllderness
area, or one of countless "Artlist’s Ledges." It not only a
matter of naming a mountain or lake after a person of merit:
we are implicitly offered an authorization of certaln
aesthetic responses, of particular viewpoints, of various
ecological hiearchies, of distinct literary methods, of
approved methods of access.

These "authorlzatlons" not only attempt to show how
wllderness has been explored and deflned In the past; they
also confirm and generate present and future responses, and
become structures for experlence and memory. At tlmes,
these past ldeals of wilderness experlence are presented In
ways which are all the more noticeable because of

contemporary contexts which seemingly deny the sanctity of
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the methods belng pralsed. For example, at the top of Sllde
Mountain one wil]l find a metal plaque imbedded In the last

rock step. It reads:

In Memorlam
JOHN BURROUGHS
Who In his early writlngs introduced Sllide
Mountaln to the world. He made many vislts to this
peak and slept several nights beneath this rock.
This reglion is the scene of many of his essays.
Here the works of man dwindle in the heart of the
Southern Catskills.
The trall to Sllide Mountain’s summit allows hundreds of
people to see these words and views each year, and to gain
whatever Inspiratlion they can. Yet the trall has long ago
become an eroded rut, littered with beer cans and plastic
wrappings. The fragile ecology of the summit area has
been badly damaged by those who feel that no wilderness
experlence |Is complete without a bonfire.

One mlght argue that such local disturbances are almost
inevitable In popular "wllderness areas," particularly those
which lie within one hundred miles of several major citles.
Yet such small-scale situatlions are symptomatic of more vast
and complex problems which plague more extenslive wllderness
areas, most of which have trall systems. Despite obvious
problems, modern tralls and guldebooks often rely upon a

vocabulary of optimlism and renewal. While the general

purposes of recent wilderness trails are quite unlilke that



31
of pre-18%20 tralils, such differences and changes are often
blurred by clalims that tralls provide a sort of mythic,
transhistorical contact with nature. Such responses,
however, are not only present In tourlsm brochures. but In
the writlings of serlous wllderness advocates., One of the
more concise and problematic examples of such clalms comes
from Slaurd 0Olson, one-time leader of the Natlonal Parks
Assocliation:

On the North American contlnent the frontlers seem
very close, and we can almost hear the songs of
the vovageurs and the rumble of caravans heading
west. When I look back I am alad the old tralls
have branded me too, as the maverick we all are.
It Ils agood to know there Is an escape |f we choose
to take 1t, for there are many wild and beautltful
places as primltive as ever. (from Qf Time and
Placge?
The mythelogles of the Frontler, the vovaageurs, the
mavericks, or the mountain men contlinue to sustaln us and
confuse us, "Wilderness tralls" provide a sianiflcant means
for perpetuating such lmages, even during eras when
wilderness rapldly dlsappears. As I have araued, the role of
tralls cannot be easlily assessed In terms of Intention and
effect. Yet the establishment of lenathy wllderness tralls
provides a conclse hisgstorlcal context for changlng attltudes
concernling wllderness and wllderness wrltling In the
"post-Frontier" age; In particular, such tralls attempt to

re-create, on a mlnor scale, the eplc Journeys of the early

Western settlers. Vermont’s 265-mlle Long Trall was



established during the 1930s. the 2,045 Appalachlian Tratl
was camplietad In Auaust of 1937, and the {2-mlle John Mule
Trall was fintshed In {938, Such efforis are far (oo ovelrs
the Z.5800-mile Faclflc Ceoast Crest Trall, which runs down
the spline of the Sterra Nevada srom Canada {0 Mexlco, was
only recently finallzed. One need not be & cynic o nte
that that modern tralls hardly demand the rigours of the
Oregon or Sante Fe Tralls: they are tor reareation rather
than settlement, for recovery rather than dlscovery. Hikeuvs
on such tratls will rely on up~to-date auldebooks, not the
oral lore and almost fantastlce maps of the eavly West. Yet
such tralls remalin valuable because they attempt
to sustaln the possiblitity of an extended wilderness
Journey: It generally requires more time to hike the Paclitic
Crest Coast Trall than It required to travel the Mrocon
Trall. Such tralls otffer and rely upon a hope which s orten
natve, but whose attractiveness s undeniable. One hilker ot
the Appalachtian Trall put 1t this way:
I remembered the story of a backpacker who emeroed
from the tratll Into the parking tot at Newfound
Gap In the Tenneasee-North Carollina Smokles, A
puday, sandaled tourlst halled him: "Hey, buddy,
where s that path ltead to?"
The hlker sllenced him with one word: "Malne."
(Flsher 12).
Such comments attempt not only to Imagine a unitled path
from Georgla to Malne, but to deny or lanore thome forcen

which have led to divislon. Within such pleasant as=sert lonn



33

remalin the unstated disappointments of such experlences.
John Muir advised us, "Go Into the mountalns and get their
glad tidlngs," while also warning us that "only by golng
alone In slilence, without baggage, can one truly get inﬁo
the heart of the wilderness."

Tralls often attempt to establlish some sense of
continulty between past and present experlences of
wilderness. The current situation in John Muir“s beloved
Slerras is indicative of the blzarre problems and
compromlses which have arlsen from America’s Interest In the
outdoors. The John Mulr Trall from Mount Whitney to Yosemite
Valley was to be a monument to Muir’s achievements, but as
Galen Rowell explalns in hls recent artlicle, "The John Mulr
Trall: Along the High, Wild Sierra," the southern terminus
of the trail exemplifies how public enthusiasm for
wilderness actually threatens wilderness experience:

"Sollitude," DeGraff proclaimed, letting the word
hang for a leng moment, "iIs a legal requirement of
designated wllderness. Congress directs us to
provide ‘“outstandling opportunites for sollitude.’
The creation of the John Mulr Wllderness forced us
to make a tough declision on public access. During
holiday weekends we had over a thousand people on
the 11-mlle Mount Whltney trall, which connects
with the Muir trail two miles below the summit of
the mountaln. That’s hardly what you’d catll
gsoltiude. We saw just two alternatives: Elther
remove Whltney from the w!lderness or 1imlt access
to the mountaln., We chose the latter and set a
trall quota In 1974. The lure of the summit ls so
great that we have a lottery for summer permits.

If you don’t apply early, you might be out of
luck." <480)
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The northern end of the trall leads to Mulr’s "temple," to
Yosemite Valley. Yet it many ways Yosemlite ls suffering even
worse problems. The valley ltself not only has a network of
roads, but also offers bus service and blcycle rentals; it
has sllide shows of Yosemite Falls for those people who don’t
desire to walk another half-mile to see the actual falls;
several years ago it had its first "gridlock eplisode" during
a holiday weekend; although It does not have lts own
graveyard, !t has taken a step towards clivillzatlion
by installing a small prison for drunks and thlieves. Two of
Muir’s most cherished places have come to represent what
Edward Abbey calls "lIndustrial tourlsm" (Dgsgcg Sollitalre
45-67). Rather than appearlng to be a place where we
"choose" to "escape," the John Muir Trall itself seemed
talnted. As Galen Rowell says, It was enough to scare off
would-be visltors: "I had spent many yvears trekklng and
climblng In the High Slerra of Callfornia wlthout followlng
the whole John Mulr Trall, assumlng 1t was too crowded for
real pleasure" (475)>.

When one vislts Yosemite or Whitney, one "sees the
symbolic complex head-on": the photographs, the tour
brochures, the permits, the rangers, the tourlsts. Yet as
Rowell explalns, after hiklng a few miles from the crowded
trail-head, "we had the Muir Trail virtually to ourselvesg";
when he and two frlends travelled the trall In winter, they

saw no one for the flirst 160 miles. While the "symbollc



complex" might be less prevalent and obvious among the
Isolated peaks of the Slerra Range, the trall stlll acts as
a source of "authorlty," or In Percy’s terms, "soverelanty.'
Some of Percy’s comments on "soverelgnty" may seem rather
over-stated, until one notices how the trall may "authorlize"
the ways in which we experience wllderness. Percy clalms
that our deslre is to have our experiences certlfled as
"genuine," and that we seek such certiflicatlon from varlous
“experts." Along the John Mulr Trall, the presence of
"experts" Is implicit in the naming of the mountains: those
who complete the trall wlll pass areas named after Wheeler,
Anse]l Adams, McLure, Dana, Lyell, Darwln, Mather, Plnchot,
Tyndall, Whitney, Clarence King, and LeConte -- an
encyclopedia of actlivists, survevyors, climbers, authors,
sclentists, and geologlists who have, In effect, created the
ways In which visltors may see such peaks.

Considering thls array of obstacles, what can we expect
from contemporary wilderness writers? Rowell’s
dlsappolntments are over-matched by hils steady enthuslasm;
he clalms that the trall "can be crowded near trallheads,
but its heart is wilder than much of the Hlmalava." One
central question of hlis essay |s whether one can stll]
share the enthuslasm which John Mulr felt for the area whlich
now bears his name. Rowell’s actlions and responses are

impllclty compared to those of Muilr, who had clalmed,
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The last days of this glaclal winter are not yet
past, so young Is our world. I used to envy the
father of our race, dwelllng as he did...wlth the
new-made flelds and plants of Eden; but I do so no
more, because I have dliscovered that I also llive
in ‘creation’s dawn.’ The morning stars stlll sing
together, and the world, not yet half-made,
becomes more beautiful everyday (Muir, quoted In
Rowell 485).

Rowell ls one of America‘s flnest wllderness photograghers,
and has written eloquently of the wllderness areas of
Alaska, the Himalaya, and his own native California. Yet in
this article his song seems to stick In hls throat. Rowell’s
article ends with a scene of c¢limblng remiscient of Mulr’s
ascent of Mount Ritter, but here 1ife does not "blaze forth
with preternatural clearness":
On an August day In 1988 three friends Jolned me
to climb the steepest slde of Pliscator Peak usling
ropes and hardware for safety. Although I had
expected the peak to have had countless ascents
from other dlrectlons, 1 found no Indlicatlon of
human presence at the summlt. As I gathered a
slmple plle of stones and placed them on top, I
thought about my mother’s party doing the same
thing on the summit of the Hermit slx decades
earller.
That a distlinctive, 11,343-foot mountalin in
California remalned uncllmbed untll 1988 Is a

testimonlial to the continuling wildness of the John
Muir Trail. (492>

Part of Rowell’s shortcomings can be attributed to Natlonal
Geoqgraphlc’s preference for clear Information over visonary
ecstacy, for in other essays he has wriltten of such

ascents with vigor and insight. But In a general sense |t

Is one’s expectatlon, one’s hope that Rowell would actually
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share Muir’s sense of communion, which might prevent a
reader from seeing the value of modern wllderness writing.
Two of the texts which I will discuss at length in later
chapters, Aldo Leopold’s A Sand Countvy Almanac¢ and
Barry Lopez’s Arctic Dreams, make no attempt to match
Muir, Parkman, or Melvlille on thelr own terms of adventure.
Instead, Leopold, Lopez, and others try to break away from
certain nineteenth-century expectatlions and possibllities
which can only lead to disappolintment in twentieth-century
writing. For them, the "wlldness of the John Muilr Trall"
cannot be sustained by looking for a few remalning unclimbed
peaks, but by modernizing personal and cultural ideas about
ecology, natural history, and the splrlitual aspects of
wllderness.

Such lssues as adventure, access, tourlsm, ecology and
wilderness writing can easily become bewildering, but
placing them within the context of tralls makes any attempt
to dliscuss wllderness and American culture more manageable.
For trails have become one of the major ways in which
Americans particlpate in our wllderness heritage. Clearly
such participation is not without its contradictlons. Terms
such as "trall blazer" and "wllderness trall" force us to
consider the awkward balance of tradition and experiment
-ation which has defined much of Amerlican politics and
literature. As I have suggested, we need to reassess the

status of American wllderness and the valldity of
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"wilderness" wrliting. It Is also Important that we relate
the i{dea of wllderness to varlious recent developments in
critical theory, or what Geoffrey Hartman has called
"criticism in the wilderness."

The sheer amount and range of current crltlcal debates
can be intimidating and confusling. Yet as Louls Althusser
has sald, such controversies are a labor towards "the
simplest acts of our exlstence: seelng, llstenlng, speaklng,
reading" (see Roudlez 2). Nature wrltlng has often made
claims to see things as they really are: Edward Abbey, like
many others, clalms that he wants "to confront, immediately
and directly If 1t’s possible, the bare bones of exlstence,
the elemental and fundamental, the bedrock which sustains
us" (Desert Solitaire 6). Of course many current critical
stances would questlon whether we ever free ourselves from
the influence of structural, ideological, intertextual, and
llngulstic assumptlons. Tralls, elther as actual paths or as
metaphors, can clarify the relatlionshlp between critical
theory and wilderness ideas. Are the ways in which we "see"
wilderness determined by aesthetic or political assumptions?
Is John Mulr’s clalm that he "listened" to the language of
rocks a foollsh concelt or a fasclnating challenge to our
range of hearing? It Is often sald that language "speaks"
us; does the trail also "speak" a passive participant? Does
a trall enhance or Interfere with our process of "reading"

wllderness? In what ways do these varlious effects relnforce,
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contradict, or undermlne our experlence? New tralls, sub-
trails, hlstoric tralls, government-owned tralls: In various
ways, tralls mediate In the reading/writing of wllderness.

The trall represents two Important and at tlimes
contradictory impulses In Amerlcan culture. On one hand we
have wllderness, the Frontler, Nature, or as Frederick
Jackson Turner said, "a gate of escape from the bondage of
the past" (227>; on the other hand we have civilization,
traditional places, the home, the Metropolls. "Wllderness
trallis" encapsulate both experimentatlon and certalnty, both
the Independence of a solltary hlker and the implicit
sharing of paths and ldeas that hundreds of people have
already experienced. The use of the trail as a controlling
image will gently force me to focus my conslderations of
basic questions. I hope to begin a process of both unlfying
and challenging the assumptions of eartier critics and
historlans of wllderness ldeas. Whlle there |ls obvlously a
wide raﬁge of questions regarding wilderness, many are
related to the concrete circumstances of actual tralls. In
this way, abstract questions can perhaps be clarified. For
example, critics such as Marjorle Hope Nicholson, Paul
Shepard, and J. Bailrd Calllcott have researched and
categorlzed varlous aesthetic models or prioritles which are
Implliclt In our views of Nature. In numerous ways, tralls
enact these prlorities by "leadling" groups of people to

“classic" viewpoints, while lgnoring certaln "non-scenic"
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areas. Llkewlse, critlcs such as Frederlick Jackson Turner,
Henry Nash Smith, Leo Marx, Lee Clark Mitchell, and Roderlick
Nash have discussed the relatlionship of wllderness to the
varlous ldeals of a dlstinctly "American" culture. Tralls
often Include or feature references to both the popular and
complex versions of America’s wilderness heritage, to its
ploneering spirit, lts volces for preservatlon, 1ts hlstory
of bllind damage.

Jane Tompklns, Sacvan Bercovitch and numerous others
have questlioned whether the study of Llterature also
requires a study of texts which are conslidered non-literary
or sub-literary. Earllier critics such as Norman Foerster
have asked this question of wllderness writing in
particular; to lmaglne a culture without canons or a
wilderness without tralls seems nalve, disturbing, and
simply impractical -- yet the possibillity is still suggested
In new Alaskan parks and new llterary histories. Also, our
"discoverles" and "conquests" of wllderness have often
served as metaphors for seemingly distant social concerns.
Critics such as Richard Slotkin, Annette Kolodny, Martin
Green, and Melvin Dixon have studied the ways in which our
history of wllderness adventure has neglected or silenced
those who could not share In this process: the poor, slaves,
blacks, women. The hlstory of Amerlcan expansion Is fllled
with examples of this sllencing; certain existing trails

serve to remind us that this process of exclusion still
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continues. To rephrase Frederick Jackson Turner, we should
confront rather than escape the bondage of the past, and
deéplte the confuslon and posslble paln that thls
confrontation brings, understanding our piace and role
withln Amerlican culture and history !s eventually more
Important and satlsfylng than nalvely "gettlng back to
Nature." Indeed it is this conflict which iIs a majJor theme

of so many of the most intriguing texts about wilderness.
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Chapter Two

Tralls and Museums:
Models for a Wllderness Aesthetlc

A nobler want of man Is served by nature, namely,
the love of beauty.

-- from Emersocon‘s "Nature!

This Is the most beautlful place on earth. There are
many such places.

-- from Edward Abbey’s
Desert Solitaire

We have...a continent to subdue with the plough and
the railroad, before we are at leisure for aesthetics
....0ur splrit of adventure will first take a
materlal and practical directlon.

-- from James Russell Lowell’s
"Natlionallity in Literature"

In his essay "Nature," Emerson enumerates the most
important of our relations to nature, beglinning with the
relatively "low" status of "Commodity," moving through
"Beauty," "Language," and "Disclpline" toward the hlgher
goals of "Ideallsm" and "Splirlt." Among these, natural

beauty does not recelve the hlghest pralse. As Emerson

explains,

Truth and goodness and beauty are but dlfferent
faces of the same All. But beauty In nature Is not
ultimate. It is the herald of lInward and internal
beauty, and is not alone a solld and satisfactory
good. It must stand as a part, and not as yet the
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last or highest expresslon of the flnal causes of

Nature. (196>
While beauty may not be the "highest expresslion" of Nature’s
Importance for Emerson, beauty does have very !mmedlate
importance in the Amerlcan understanding of wllderness,
The beauty of American landscape has consistently provided
a basls for clalms that America Is unlquely blessed;
the appreciation of natural beauty contlinues to be a major
politlcal Jjustificatlon for the preservatlion of large
wilderness areas. At all levels of Amerlican culture, from
Thoreau and Thomas Cole to popular magazlnes and
cigarette advertising, one sees the close and almost
automatlic assoclatlons between nature and beauty. Thus J.
Balird Calllcot“s assertlon that "natural aesthetlics s a
pitifully underworked topic iIn Western philosophical and
critical lliterature" seems rather surprising (159).
Contemporary wllderness writers have jettlsoned many of the
dominant aesthetlic ldeas of the nineteenth century, and have
vyet to establish a coherent aesthetic for twentleth-century
nature.

Authors and tourlsts do not lack the enthusliasm to
appreclate "America the Beautiful," yet they frequently lack
a means of explalning why one should value a view of the
Tetons more than one of a salt marsh, or why White, Flint’s,
or Goose Pond are less memorable than thelir nelghbor Walden.

In general, natural aesthetics have often relied upon
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contemporary attitudes concerning sclence, politics,
technology, and art: the whale that s understood by means
of sonar-tracking, whaling treatles, scuba-divers, and
audio-visual taping is not the same type of whale that
Melville saw. There are three distlnct aesthetlc paradigms
which are prevalent In twentieth-century texts about
wllderness. The first, which is predominant in outdooring
magazlnes, trall guldes, and the general tourlst culture, ls
a popular aesthetlc based on the standard categorles of "the
beautiful, the picturesque, and the sublime." The second,
appearing in a variety of works by authors such as
Hemingway, Dos Passos, Faulkner, or Ellot, Is a llterary
aesthetic closely related to the aesthetics of Impresslonlst
or Modernist painting. The most important and controversial
theory, based mostly on the writings of Aldo Leopold, Is a
relatively unknown "ecological" aesthetic which opposes many
of the concepts of both popular tourism and literary
modernism. It is this last aesthetic which marks off one
major division between nineteenth and twentleth-century
writing about wilderness. "Ecologlcal" aesthetlcs provide
the underplinning for the more revisionist and subverslve
aspects of modern wllderness writling. Thus far, most
literary scholars have not appreclated the role of
"ecological" aesthetics in contemporary wilderness writing,
and for that reason, many of these texts have been lgnored

or misrepresented.
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Twentleth-century natural aesthetics are directly
related to the emergence of what Roderlck Nash calls the
"Wilderness Cult." As he explalns, "By the early twentleth
century appreclatlon of wilderness had spread from a
relatively small group of Romantic and patriotic literati to
become a national cult" (143>, While recent enthusiasm for
wild places has obvious precedents In Romantlc writing, such
attitudes appear in bolder relief when contrasted to the
aesthetic norms of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
One should not exaggerate the so-called '"revolutlons”
assoclated with both British and American Romanticlsm,
vet certain ideas of natural beauty drastically altered
between 1680 and 1880. One may easily forget how an
appreciation of wild rivers, panoramic vistas, open
prairies, and rugged sea-shores is not only a matter of
geography and landscape, but of a shift in aesthetics, one
which has placed less emphasls on thecloglcal
consliderations, one which has made different assumptions
about the "order" that Nature should reveal and Jjustify, one
inspired by new means of exploration and adventure. An
Indication of this shift lIs the changing deplictions of
mountain scenery. Most modern readers are not surprised that
artists such as Wordsworth, Thoreau, Byron, or Thomas Cole
portrayed Mount Snowdon, Mount Ktaadn, the Jungfrau, or
Kaaterskill Falls as fascinatling sources of beauty, power,

fear, and insight. However, as Marjorie Hope Nicolson




explalins In her book Mountaln Gloom and Mountaln Glory,
both the tourists and artists of the earller seventeenth
century often Judged mountains as deformations of the
earth’s surface, as |f someone had taken a valuable
manuscript and crumpled it to form peaks, rldges, and
valleys. Until the late seventeenth century, mountains were
often described In terms which would seem qulte odd to a
modern reader. These llnes by Andrew Marvell refer to

several prevailling notlons about mountain scenery:

Here learn, ve mountalns more unjust,
Whlch to abrupter greatness thrust,

That do with your hook-shouldered height
The earth deform and heaven fright,

For whose excresence, ill-desligned,
Nature must a new centre find,

Learn here those humble steps to tread,
Which to securer alory lead.

See what a soft access and wlde
Lies open to its grassy side;

Nor with the rugged path deters

The feet of breathless travellers.
See how courteous It ascends,

And all the way 1t rlses bends:

Nor for itself the helght does galn,
But only strlves to rlse the plaln.

("Upon the Hill and Grove," lines 9-24)
Roughly 150 years later, Shelley would Judge mountalns in
different terms:
Thou hast a volce, great Mountaln, to repeal
Large codes of fraud and woe; not understood
By all, but whlich the wlse, and great, and aood

Interpret, or make felt, or deeply feel.

("Mont Blanc," llnes 80-83)



47
The dlifferences Iln the two poems represent certaln general
shifts toward a nlneteenth-century Romantic apprecliation of
landscape: mountains were no longer seen as "unjust," as an
affront to "heaven," but as a source of moral opposition to
"fraud and woe"; mountalns were at times consldered
dangerous or hostlle areas, yet rarely would they be
déscrlbed as "ill-designed" or "hook-shouldered"; while
poets continued to praise areas with "a soft access and
wide," writers such as Wordsworth, Byron, and Shelley
struggled to understand the Power which "dwells apart iIn its
tranquility,/ Remote, serene, and lnaccessible" ("Mont
Blanc," lines 96-7),

Nicolson and other scholars have lsolated several
factors which led to a renewed aesthetic, one which replaced
"gloom" with "glory." From roughly 1680 until 1780, writers
establlshed the theoretlical basls for a renewed aesthetlc of
nature, especially of those aspects of nature which had
previously seemed elther too large or too forbldding to
contemplate or portray. Thomas Burnet’s Sacred Theory of the
Earth (1684), Addison’s "The Pleasures of the Imagination'
(1712), and Edmund Burke‘’s Essay on the Sublime _and the
Beautliful (1757>, as well as numerous other works of the
period, flirmly establlished the ldea of the Sublime. While
there was a wide range of theoretical writing about the
Sublime during this time, it was not until the late

elghteenth century that painters and poets fully realized
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the possibilties of this evolving aesthetic.

From 1780 to 1880, British wrliters based many of their
landscape descriptions upon thls aesthetlic. Poems such as
Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilarimage feature descriptions of
mountainous areas which would have bee¢n quite unusual a
century before:

Above me are the Alps,
The palaces of nature whose vast walls
Have pinnacled in clouds their snowy scalps
And throned eternity In lcy halls
0f cold sublimity where forms and falls
The avalanche -- the thunderbolt of snow!
A1l that expands the spirit, yet appalls,
Gathers around these summits, as to show
How earth may plerce to heaven, vet leave valn
man below.

(Canto III, stanza 623

The enthuslastic receptlon of this poem Is Indicatlive of the
ways in which changes in aesthetlics were not only of
Interest to artists and phillosophers, but to a large popular
audience as well. A helghtened popular interest in Alpine
scenery was fueled by authors such as John Ruskin and John
Davld Forbes, and further promoted by men such as Albert
Smith, whose lecture and slide show about his climb of Mont
Blanc ran for six years (Newby 25-31).

The concepts of the beautiful, the plicturesque, and the
sublime gradually had a similar iInfluence on American
writers and thelir audience. In a sense, this aesthetic was
ready-made for Amerlican landscape. While America lacked

the ruins, the churches, or the antlqulty of Europe, lts
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landscape was well-suited for an "aesthetlcs of the
Infinite." The Catsklills and Adirondacks, the Hudson River,
the Great Plalns, and the Rockies offered distinctly
"Amerlcan" landscapes; artists and photograghers
such as Thomas Cole, Albert Blerstadt, Frederic Church,
George Catlln, W.H. Jackscon, and Thomas Moran all consldered
the Amerlican landscape ldeal for large, panoramlc works.
American writers also shared this enthusiasm for the
picturesque. Washington Irving’s descriptions from his
popular A _Tour of the Pralrles (1832) clearly rely upon
such concepts. It is not only that Irving refers to a
"picturesque" encampment (451> or to "the landscape deriving
sublimlity from lts vastness and simpllclty" (493>. The
earller sections of this text are adorned with numerous
references which align the landscape of the American
frontier with the traditlions of European art. For example,
we read that "the follage had a yvyellow autumnal tint which
gave to the sunny landscape the golden tone of one of the
landscape of Claude Lorraine" (462) or that "the attltudes
of the wlld horse and the almost naked savage, would have
formed studles for a painter or a statuary" (434).

This tendency to categorize landscape as "beautiful,
plcturesque, or sublime" was qulte evident throughout the
century, and at times led to an Ineffective cluttering of
superlatives. For example, In Clarence Dutton’s "Canyon

Country" (1882), the author claims that "the Grand Canyon of
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the Colorado 1s a areat Innovatlion In modern ldeas of
scenery, and in our conceptions of the grandeur, beauty, and
power of nature" (173). He begs the reader "to dismiss from
his mind, so far as practicable, any preconceived notion" of
how the Canyon "should" be descrlbed. Yet the very next
paragraph Is a discussion of the Canyon’s "sublimity." It ls
"by far the most sublime of all earthly spectacles," and
"the subllmest thing on earth." Indeed the vantage polnt for
most of Dutton’s views was named Polint Subllime. Numerous
wilderness writers, particularly John Mulr, John Wesley
Powell, and Clarence King, often used the descriptlve
vocabulary of "the beautlful, the plcturesque, and the
sublime" wlthout calling critical attentlion to Its European
sources, without questlionlng lts accuracy In portrayling a
changlng natlonal attltude towards the "Amerlcan" landscape,
and without fully realizing how such an aesthetlic could be
misappropriated to Justify the abusive land policles of the
late nineteenth century.

Durling the latter half of the nlneteenth-century,
several major American writers dismissed these categorles
as forms of Interference with the proceses of perceptlion
and writing. For example, Thoreau had read Burke’s Qf the
Subllime and_the Beautlful, as well as Wllllam Gilpin’s
travelogues and comments on the plctureque (Cameron 114).
Yet Thoreau was far from comfortable wlth elther of these

authors. As Sharon Cameron comments,
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He rejects Burke because he wants to redefine what
it means to see wlthout primary reference to human
affect, even as he acknowledges the Interference
of that affect. He rejects Gllpln because he wants
to write about landscapes without aestheticizing
what he ls seelng, even as he acknowledges that to

consider nature’s composition is to make a
composition of it oneself. (114>

Mark Twaln also fought to expand and "Americanize" the
available aesthetic vocabulary. In his numerous travel
books, especially The Innocents Abroad, he was, as Leo
Marx argues, "obviously workling wlithln the conventlon of the
picturesque. Yet it should be added at once that he was not
comfortable in that mode" (21). In works such as
Huckleberry Finn, Twaln trles to break away from
"high-brow" versions of natural scenery. This shlft required
an aesthetic which was based more on personal emotion and
physical experlence, rather than abstract categories and
analytical distinctlions. In Llfe on the Mississippl and
Adventures of Huckleberry Flnn, Twaln demanded that
American landscape be described in "American" language. He
relied upon the vernacular, upon regional language, to
establish the peculiar regional characteristics of
landscape, of that "monstrous big river down there'":
The flrst thlng to see, looklng away over the
water, was a kind of dull line -- that was the
woods on t‘other side; you couldn’t make nothing
else out; then a pale place in the sky; then more

paleness gpreading around; then the river softened
‘up away off; and warn‘’t black anymore, but gray.

(Hucklebercy Finn, Ch. XIX)
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In summary, Thomas Burnet’s Sacred Theory of the Farth
(1684) and Mark Twaln’s Huckleberry Finn (1884> mark off a
distinct perlod In the development of an aesthetlcs of
landscape. The period was marked by an increasing reliance
upon the aesthetic vocabulary of "the beautiful, the
picturesque, and the sublime." These concepts encouraged a
keener Interest in the scenery of mountalns, deserts,
oceans, and panoramlc views; In Marjorle Nlcholson’s terms,
the idea of the "sublime" provided an "Aesthetlics of the
Infinite." Yet It gradually became apparent that the
possibilites for this aesthetic model were far from
infinite. As the terms became better known, they were used
in a cliched and automatic fashlon. Eventually, writers
began to question whether thls aesthetic model was
well-sulited to the description of the American landscape. In
turn, they sought to establlish a new aesthetic model which
would allow then to descrlbe landscape In modern terms.

If any generallzation can be made about contemporary
wllderness aesthetics, 1t would be that the terminology
of "the beautlful, the plicturesque, and the sublime" has all
but dlsappeared from Serlious works of art or literature.
Most twentleth-century writers painters or writers heslitate
to deplct the "sublime aspects" of a landscape; |f used at
all, references to the "sublime" would probably be presented
ironically. However, the concepts of "the beautlful, the

picturesque, and sublime" have not lost thelr power and
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Influence In popular representations of Amerlcan landscape.
Photographs of Nova Scotlian fishing villages, Adirondack
mountaln lakes, or the face of Yosemite Valley’s El Capltan
fl11 popular bookstores and adorn cofflce walls; New Age
videos, nature shows, John Denver songs, and calendars both
create and fulfill an appetite for "good views." Yet this
abundance of Images generates confusion as well, for It Is
Increasingly difflcult to clearly dellneate which particular
images or views are "popular® and which are "compiex." One
can say, however, that the distlinctlion between a "popular"
and "complex" aesthetlc |38 generally not a matter of whlch
objects are chosen for contemplation: In other words, both a
Banana Republic brochure and an Ernest Hemingway story might
describe Klliman.iaro, the north Michigan woods, the Florida
coastlline, or a great fish leaplng out of the water.
The difference between the two Is generally not dependent on
whlch objects -- mountalns, coastllnes, animals -- are
selected for description or evaluatlon. Nor is it a matter
of scale: panoramic views tend to be "popular," yet a work
llke Peter Mattheissen’s The ee Where n_Was
uses panoramic views In a complex way. Popular responses to
landscape are generally little more than an approval of the
accepted standards of taste which are encoded In the popular
experlence of "wi]derness."‘

As Walker Percy has explalned, one major dllemma of the

modern wllderness writer Is to "recover" or ‘'rescue" certailn
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speclial areas from their over-exposure in popular culture,
or as Percy’s phrases It, In the "symbollc complex."
Consider E! Capitan and Half Dome, Mount St. Helens,

the Grand Canyon, the Everglades, 0ld Falthful, Denali (Mt.
McKinley>, Crater Lake, the Catskllls, or the Adlrondacks:
all of these areas are lcons of America’s natural

beauty, and all are included in our system of parks and
preserves, which directs the milllons of people who visit
these areas each year. The Catskllls, for example, have long
been a source of interest for tourists and artists allke. We
know that during the nineteenth century the Catskills
Insplred numerous storles, descriptlons, Images, and
paintings. The setting for Washington Irving’s "Legend of
Sleepy Hollow" was only a short distance from the scene of
Thomas Cole’s well-known palnting of Kaaterskill Falls;
thousands of tourists, Including many from Europe, came to
the Catskill Mountain House or the Overlook Hotel, while
more isolated flgures, such as John Burroughs, spent thelr
days on Slide Mountaln or In Kaatersklill Clove. Today the
Catskills are still considered a beautlful area for
outdooring enthuslasts; yet few would qulickly claim that
they still provide a source of artistlic iInspiration. Can the
modern wrlter share in the celebration of such places, or
are they better left for the tourist mobs, whlle the artlist
seeks out a place of less obvious beauty and seeks to redeem

it by Its secrecy or Its purely persconal value? Can an
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artist extrlicate an area such as El Capitan or Kaatersklll
Falls from the "symbolic complex," from the process of
popularization?

Most Amerlcans experlence "wllderness" by means of the
parks which preserve such areas, and by the trails which are
provided for hlkers, naturallsts, hunters, or tourlsts.
These trails are more than simple paths for our
convenience; they make many decisions for us. The
assoclatlon between tralls and "good views" Is not a matter
of subtle hints and nuances -- It Is qulite clearly one of
the major purposes of trails. Indeed, it seems to have been
the major criteria In the listing of "The Ten Best Tralls of
the World," which recently appeared In Backpacker, which
calls Itself the "The Magazine of Wllderness Adventure." One
of the selections is the Long Trail, which runs 265 miles
from the northern border of Massachusetts to the southern
border of Canada. The role of the trall Is made qulte clear:

This trall is designed to 1ift your spirits high.
Whenever possible, It finds a ridge to follow;
whenever the trees open enough for a view over the
rolllng Green Mountalns, there you’ll flnd the
Long Trail. It seems to skirt every pond from
Massachusetts to Canada. (67>
Here the active participation of a hiker seems to disappear,
only to be replaced by the gulding hand of the Trall and
those who "designed" it. All aesthetlc desires will be taken
care of; one need not search In valn for a view. All that |Is

required Is patlence and trust, for the Trall wlll provide
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an ample selectlon of ridges, views, and ponds. The trall
acts as a silent tour gulde, as the curator for visits
to this museum.

The trall not only provides the physical opportunity to
travel to a particular vantage point; it also medlates in
the evaluatlon of such views. A clear example of thls
mediatlion can be found on the well-known Escarpment Trall in
the northern Catskills. Few tralls In the Unlted States come
as close to serving as a museum. In this case, the trall is
an excursion along many of the actual viewpolnts used by
painters of the Hudson River Schoecl. In beglns Just above
Kaaterskill Clove, "which so frequently served the palnters
of the Hudson Rlver School as a sublJect that It must be
considered one of thelr icons" (Metropolltan Museum of Art
117> The trail qulickly ascends along the east slde of
Kaatersklll Falls, near the vantage point of Thomas Cole’s
palnting, "Falls 0f Kaatersklill." In fact, the trall leads
people to the vantage polnts used by artlists such as Jasper
Cropsey, Sanford R. Glfford, Frederlic E. Church, and Asher
B. Durand, and even crosses Thomas Cole Peak near Its
northern terminus. Near the site of the old Catskill
Mountain House, the traill also manages to cross Plne
Orchard, one of the settings used for Cooper’s The
Ploneers (Metropolltan Museum 108-112, 117-124, 203-205,
222-227, 238-240).

Most of the guide-books to the Escarpment Trall do not



57
provide many detalls about the llterature and art which are
assoclated wilth thils trall., They are, however, dgulte
emphatic in their evaluations. The view from Artist’s Ledge
Is "an excellent view of the Hudson Valley," while the view
from a unnamed ledge one-half mlle up the trall 1ls also
considered "excellent." The map suggests that the view from
North Point exceeds these, and is thus labelled
"gpectacular." In case such suggestlions are lnsufflclent,
the trail map also places small black stars near worthy
viewpolnts. Seeing these views from the trall Is meeting
Percy’s "symbollc complex" head-on. There Is little doubt
that the views from the Escarpment Trall are Indeed
excellent; yet we do not see them as much as they are shown
to us by the form of the trall and by the comments offered
by maps and auldebooks. The presence of the trall lmplles
that these are correct views, while the comments on the map
'make this evaluation explicit. The supplemental knowledge
that these views are those of "classlc" American painting
gserves as a final confirmatlon. These various "mediatlons"
strongly influence our responses: llke the caption to an
"award-winnlng" photogragh or the introduction to a short
story in The Norton Anthologay, the context of trails,
maps, and comments anticipates our cholces and evaluatlions.
The prescribed role in such slituations is to confirm and not

to challenge, to accept and not to discover. As Percy says,

The highest point, the term of the sightseer’s
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gatisfactlion, 1s not the soverelign discovery of
the thlng before him; it 1s rather the measurling
up of the thing to the criterion of the preformed
symbolic complex. (395)
This entanglement In the various popular represent-
atlons of wilderness Is not simply a matter for curlous
hikers, weekend photographers, or amateur palinters. The
relation of trails to contemporary writing about wilderness
18 also problematlc. There are numerous ways In which
contemporary writers try to avold, destroy, or re-lnvlgorate
popular ldeas about wllderness. But what happens when
writers do NOT make such an attempt? Certalin popular trails
have come to be closely assoclated wlth tourlsts and "good
views;" thus 1t should not surprise one to find that
Backpacker magazine not only listed the ten best tralls,
but also llsted "The Ten Best Hliking Views In North
America." The article begins with this claim:
Describe your favorite hike. Invarliably, one of
the first things you’ll mention is the view,
probably one that In a single sweep of the eye
glves you a feellng forr the essence of the whole
reglon. (52>

For a typical listing of the values of such scenery, thils

cdescription of Berg Lake In British Columbia will suffice:
You won‘t take thls view lightly, To start with,
chances are you won‘t even glimpse the peak you‘re
here to see, it’s that often buried in clouds and
storms. And you’ll also hear, and probably feel In
your bones, the crashing sounds of glacler ice

calving Into the lake. But when the storm clouds
clear, the mountain above shines brilllant in
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sheets of lce and crumbling walls of semi-frozen
shale. Long regarded as the monarch on the
Canadlan rockles, Mt. Robson reigns with a fist of
lce. From Its massive flanks tumble dramatlically
broken glaclers that plunge dlrectly Into Berg
Lake. So abrasive is the ice that the lake s
milky white with glacial flour. (53>
On closer reading, one finds that the majority of
these "Ten Best" descrlptions actually feature the
elimination or reductlion of detall. At best, one Is offered
a litany of classic sights: a forest, a glaclial lake, a
snowy peak, a crystal blue sky, or an omlnous storm. The
images of "clouds and storms," of "crashlng sounds," of
"dramatically broken glaclers" is remisclient of many
nineteenth-century description of mountains, In which
sublimity was often closely related to "all that expands the
spirit, yvyet appalls." Yet In these descriptions, a natural
scene s not Judged by {ts beautly, but by Its size and
actlvity. We are left wlth a debased verslon of the
tradition of "the beautliful, the picturesque, and the
sublime." As Calllcott points out, this predominant popular
aesthetlc offers little, and obscures qulte a blt:

While palnting and the other arts moved on to
other fashlcns -- romanticlsm, lmpresslionlism,
cublsm, abstract expressionsim, etc. -- and
artlfactual aesthetic theory In the work of John
Ruskin, Clive Bell, Roger Fry, George Santayana,
and others kept abreast, popular taste In nature
remalned more or less tled to the plcturesque. And
natural aesthetlc theory langulshed. Hence we

contlinue to admire and preserve prlmarlly
"landscapes,” "scenerles," and "vlews" accordlng
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to essentlially elghteenth-century standards of
taste Inherlted from Gllplin, Price and thelr
contemporarles.

The prevailing natural aesthetlc thus Is not
autonomous, but derivative from art; it ls
conventionallized, not well Informed by the
ecologlical and evolutionary revolutions In natural
history; and it |ls sensatlonal and
self-referential, not genuinely oriented to nature
on nature’s own terms. In a word, it Is trivial.

Naturally occuring scenic or plcturesque
landscapes are regarded, llke the art they
imltate, to be preclous soclal resources and are
stored, accordingly, In "museums" (the natlonal
parks) or private "collectlons" (the landscaped
estates of the wealthy). They are vislted and

admired by patrons Jjust llke there orlgalnals
deposited In the actual museums and urban centers.

(160>

Calllcott correctly deflnes the majJor characterlstics
and problems of the recent popular aesthetlic of nature. In
summary, this aesthetlc offers little promise for tourlsts,
and even less for serlous artlsts. The contlnued references
to It In outdooring magazlnes only demonstrate its
limitations. The "museum" attitude which lIs promoted by the
popular aesthetic not only leads to a passlve role for those
who participate In it. It also contributes to a natlonal
land policy which retalns areas of beauty In parks/museums,
whlle assuming an attltude of benlgn neglect or open
hostillty towards lands which are not considered beautlful:
a climber in Mount Ranler Natlonal Park can gaze from the
peak and see the clear-cuttlng whlch lumber companlies begln
Just outslide the Park limlts.

"Popular" aesthetlcs provide a convenlent model for
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tourlists, but coffer few possiblilities for a merloua modern
wrliter. Yetl such writers have had great difficulites In
establishing a coherent aesthetic for contemporary Amsrican
landscapes. For many American writers the "closing ot the
Frontler® seemed to slanlty the clomures of certaln Amerlcan
themes and settings -- there would be no more mountaln men,
no virailn land, no Indlans, no Lewls and Clark expedltions,
Writers sensed that the "oreen light” that Jay Gatsby saw
was about to change, that we were., In the words of Roblinson
Jeftfers, a "perlishing republic.” America had alveady become
an Industrlial acaident, a "waste ltand," or as F., Scotdt
Fltzgerald put it, "A Garden of Ashes." 10 1s not at all
difflcult to find exanmples of an "aeathetlos of the
nightmarish landscape." T.8. Ellot, Thomas Pynchon, Willlam
Gass, Wllllam Faulkner, Norman Maller, and others have
provided ample descriptlons of our previous losstes, and ot
even more horrifle posasibillties of future damage:
The oncoming world of parallel colostomles
dralning Into the same maln line, and the alr of
earth citles becomes carbon monoxide and lead,
sulphur dioxtde and ash, nltrogen oxlde and the
other particulates of the noxlous, earth
staggerling with sewages that did not vot,
synthetlces, aluminums, ol ls and pestololde:s,
fertlllmers, detergents and nuclear spews, aclds
and plastles and salts In the soll, cakes ot
asuffocation In the rivers, hazest of nltrogen
effluent to cut off the 1laght trom the asky, a
burgeoning of artitlvicals to addlet the wolla,

another year of pollutions to choke the planet,
(Maller, tfrom "Qf a Flre on the Moon")

Descriptliona of the "Explolted Eden" have prollferated
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in twentieth-century literature, and oll spills, toxic waste
dumping, nuclear accldents, acld rain, and global
deforestatlon wlll surely provide new varlatlions on this
theme. Consldering the extent of our losses, how could
Amerlican wrlters establish a renewed aesthetlic, one which
would, In the words of Leo Marx, "manage to suggest the
lovely possiblllites of 1ife without neglecting its terrors?"
(33). The advent of Modernlism seemed to provide such an
opportunlty. The open landscape of the nlneteeth century had
suggested a range of Innovatlons to the artists of the
picturesque tradition. The diminishing landscapes and the
muted dreams of the twentleth century requlred new
technlques. Authors experlimented wlith the revised spatlal
orders of Late Impressionist and Cublst palnting; they used
myth to suggest the larger implications of seemingly minor
actlons; thelr emphasis on hard, clear Imagery
re-invigorated even the most mundane situatlons; thelr
drastic alterations of verse lines and sentence structures
allowed them to catch the rhythyms of partlcular actlons
with lncreasing precision. In certaln ways, the settings,
the themes, and the actlons of Modernist texts seemed rather
similiar to thelr nineteenth-century predecessors. Yet the
refinement of Modernist technlques gave renewed slgniflcance
to famllar material: the tree by the slde of the river, the
troubled man seeking solace, the hunter loadlng his gun.

Ernest Hemlngway’s "Blg Two-Hearted Rlver," from hils
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collection In Qur Time, Is an attempt to once again flnd
solace, or perhaps even lInspiratlion, In the American
landscape. It iIs not a story of discovery, 1lke so many
nineteenth-century texts, but rather of recovery, of
returning to what Hemingway calls "the good place...hls home
where he had made it."

In Hemlngway’s early works, Images of beauty often stand
out In bold rellef agalinst a background of violence; lndeed,
it is not uncommon to find scenes of violence which are
portrayed in terms usually reserved for descriptions of
beauty. Several of the Interludes between the storles of
In Our Time refer to battles and bullfights. These are not
described In the "abstract" terms which Hemingway ridiculed
Iin A Farewell to Armg: rather, each eplsode has the effect
of a "composition," . =a detalls according to
aesthetic, rather than moral, priorities.

It was a frightfully hot day. We’d Jammed an
absolutely perfect barricade across the bridge. 1t
was simply priceless. A big old wrought-lron
grating from the front of a house. Too heavy to
l1ift and you could shoot through it and they would
have to climb over It. It was absolutely toppling.
They tried to get over It, and we potted them from
forty vards. They rushed lt, and offlcers came out
alone and worked on it. It was an absolutely
perfect barricade. Their officers were very fine.
We were frightfully put out when we heard the
flank had gone, and we had to fall back (Chapter
IV).

The placement of the barricade was "perfect," "simply

priceless," "absolutely toppling." Control and technique
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fasclnated Hemlnoway, and he sought to clear every
description of blurred edges or confuslon: "the man and the
bull and the cape that filled and pivoted ahead of the bull
were all one sharply etched mass" (The_Sun Also Rises 217).
Yet In "Blg Two-Hearted Rlver," the Images of sudden and
arbltrary violence recede, and the Images of nature and
solace seem to provide a relatively lasting sense of peace
In a book whlch has repeatedly shown how peace was fraglle
and temporary. Such an ending need not suprise us. As Alfred
Kazin has said of Hemingway, "Again and again in his work
this often cruel writer shows himself to be an unabashed
American romantic positively meiting In the presence of
BEAUTY" (370). Hemingway’s aesthetic in "Big Two-Hearted
Rliver" has three major components: the creatlon of
landscapes whlch can be understood as both real and
imaginative; a rellance on the ideas of Impressionist
painters such as Cezanne; and the attempt to restore and
maintain beauty outside the compromises of history.

As the last and the longest story of In Our Time, "Blg
Two-Hearted River" |Is Hemlingway’s attempt to provide a
sharply defined description of an actual landscape which
could also be understood as the source of an interior
Journey; in this sense, his story maintains the American
myth of redefining and regenerating the self through close
experlence wlth nature. The story deplcts Nick Adams as he

travels back to the north Michlgan woods of his boyhood
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after participating in the horrors of World War I. Agalnst
the background of shattered hopes and llmbs, of arbltrary
executlons and decisions, Hemlngway palnts one of hls most
controlled and complex compositions. I emphaslize
composition, because the arrangement of the landscape In
this story Includes several alteratlons of the actual
Michigan landscape. John Conron lists some of the changes
that Hemlngway made:

For symboll¢ purposes, Hemlnagway altered the
country around Seney in several ways: gave [t a
sunken road like the one In Italy where Nick Adams
was wounded in "A Way You“ll Never Be"; put in a
hill outside the burnt town for Nick’s spiritual
ascent; changed Seney’s Fox River to the Blg Two-
Hearted rliver, actually forty mlles north of the
town; and put a swamp in the rlver’s path. (483>
Indeed the landscape around Seney has been so consclously
arranged that several crlitlics conslder It to be an Interlor
landscape, one that deflnes and s deflned by Nick’s moods
and memorlies. As Robert Gibb states,
The consensus has 1t that Nick’s actlivities In
"Big Two-Hearted Rlver" represent nothing less
than a psychcloglical convalescense from the
wounds, both physical and emotional, and that his
attempts at restoring the wholeness of a
personality occur at the banks of a river which is
ftself both physical and emotlional, real and
imaglnary. (254>
Or, In the words of Malcolm Cowley, the rlver remalns both

"completely real" yet seems to be "a waking dream." It is

true that the description of the landscape 1s far from
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llteral; It ls also true that the various types of landscape
are so closely allgned with Nick’s mental states that one
could conslder thls as yet another verslon of what Bernard
Rosenthal calls the "romantic Journey to nature," where the
Journey motif is structured In a way’that Juxtaposes
"private myth against natlional myth, interlor myth against
exterlor myth" (18),

I think that crlitics have over-emphaslzed Hemlngway’s
Interest In composing a landscape that was both "real and
Imaglnary"; nilneteenth-century writers, particularly ﬁhe
Transcendental ists, had already reallized this goal. "Blg
Two-Hearted River" 1s not only the finest modernlist version
of the American myth of renewal through nature -- 1t also
deflines the goals and llmitations of a modernist aesthetic
of landscape. This story eventually becomes less an
attempt to engage nature/wllderness/the primltlve, and more
an effort to use a common American theme as the locus
for an experiment In Modernist aesthetics.

Aside from “symbolic purposes," at least some of the
changes described by Conron were made to offer dlfferent
vantage polnts which the relatlvely flat surface around
Seney did not provide. While writing thls story, Hemlingway
had a particular aesthetlc In mind: as he wrote In a letter
to Gertrude Steln, "I’m trying to do the landscape 1lke
Cezanne." If one looks at the first two descriptions of

natural landscape Iin the story, one will find Indicatlons of
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why Hemlingway selected certain detalls, and why a reader
could relate these selections to particular aesthetlc
priorities and possibilities. The first passage describes
Nick after he has walked along the rallroad tracks and come
to a bridge over the river:

Nick looked down into the pool from the bridge.
It was a hot day. A kingfisher flew up the stream.
It was along time slince Nick had looked Into a
stream and seen trout. They were very
satisfactory. As the shadow of the kingflsher,
mover up the stream, a big trout shot upstream in
a long angle, only his shadow marking the angle,
then lost his shadow as he came through the
surface of the water, caught the sun, and then, as
he went back Into the gtream under the surface,
hig shadow seemed to float downstream wlth the
current, unresisting, to his post under the
bridge, where he tightened, facing up into the
current.
Nick’s heart tightened as the trout moved. He felt
all the old feeling.
While Nick stares intently at the trout In the water, the
foreground and backaground shift and shift agalin. The
stralght, slmple angles of the trout, the surface of the
water, and the moving shadows each remaln clear and stable
-~ yvet their relations in space to do not. Like a late
Impressionist palnting, the very tdea of foreground,
mid-ground, and background Is questloned and disturbed. The
"angles" and "surfaces," as in a Cezanne landscape,
intersect In shimmering patterns. Nick’s reaction to this

gscene 1s strong and dlrect: "he felt all the old feellng."

Soon after, Nick hlkes along the road until he comes to
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the top of a hill. John Conron and Robert Glbb refer to this
as Nick’s "spiritual ascent" or "spirltual climb," vet a
closer reading of his "ascent" does not encourage a reader
to share in any spiritual or artistic Insight:

The road ran on, dipplng occaslonally, but always
c¢limbing. Nick went on up. Flnally the road, atter
going parallel to the burnt hlllside, reached the
top. Nick leaned back against a stump and slipped
out of the pack harness. Ahead of him, as far as
he could see, was the pine plaln. The burned
country stopped off at the left with the range of
hills. On ahead islands of dark pine trees rose
out of the plain. Far off to hls left was the llne
of the river. Nlck followed 1t with hls eye and
caught gllints of the water In the sun.

There was nothlng but the pine plain ahead of him,
until the far blue hills that marked the Lake
Superior height of the land. He could hardly see
them, faint and far away In the heat-light over
the plain. If he looked too steadlily they were
gone. But if he only half-looked they were there,
the far-off hills of the helght of land.

Nick sat down agalnst the charred stump and smoked
a clagarette...

In contrast to the flirst passage, thls one presents a
"panoramic" view: the pine plain, the river, "the far-off
hills." Yet rather than providing Nick with a moment of
clarlficatlion, thls extensive view seems to be a moment of
frustration and dlistraction. The shlmmering and preclise
details of the first passage give way to undifferentiated
blocks of scenery: "ahead of hlm, as far as he could see,
was the pine plaln." After seeilng the trout swim In the
clear water, Nick "could hardly see" the hills, "falnt and
far away." When Nlick saw the trout, "he watched them a long

time," but "If he looked too steadily" at the dlstant hilils
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"they were gone." Instead of having "the old feeling," Nick
smokes a clgarette and gazes casually over the pine plain.
If, In the words of Octavio Paz, "a landscape never refers
only to ltself," but to a personal state of mind, a natlional
character, or a transcendent power, then which type of
landscape can most clearly refer to Nick’s sltuatlion as a
young, embittered veteran of war trying to find solace? The
two landscapes mentlioned here -- a clear trout stream and a
hazy panoramic view -- are not only two different ways of
palnting landscape, or two ways of reveallng Nlck’s
thoughts. &bove all, they are attempts to match Hemingway’s
constant deslre for taut, direct prose with particular
landscapes. Instead of a "sharply etched mass" of dlstlnct
forms, the pline plaln -- and by extenslon, the sweeping
views of a Bierstadt or a Church painting -- does not
provide a suitable locus for Hemingway’s prose.

The selectlon and emphasls of particular aspects of the
landscape, the occaslional rellance upon Cezanne and the
ideas of other modern artists, and the firm insistence on
direct, uncluttered sentences/views becomes not Jjust a
matter of proper taste, but an attempt to find solace
through writing after a war in which many writers had said,

in the words of Robert Graves, "good-bye to all that." As

Alfred Kazin says In An Amerlican Procesgsion,

Palnting far more than wrlitlng suggests the actual
texture of human happlness. Hemingway understood
that; what excited him, as a writer, about
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palntling was a promise of rellef from
civilizatlion, a touch of the promlised land. (370)
In this attempt to gain a "touch of the promised land" by
means of artistic mastery, Hemlngway struaggles with the
limits of the aesthetic position he has chosen. In his book,
Heminaway and Nineteenth-Century Aestheticlism, John Gaggln
refers to the one of the confllctlng tendencles of
aesteticism: the personal and cultural tenslons between a
life of activism and a life of aesthetic seif-reflection. He
offers these comments on Nick’s trip:
In some ways, Nick’s detachment dlffers from that
of the aesthetes. He never entirely suppresses the
impulse towards action; the camping trip, for
example, ls composed of myriad small tasks.
Becauge actlvism and aesthetliclsm operate as a
tenslon {in Hemingway’s work, the free play of
consclousness is always intruded upon by thoughts
of engagement.. (26)
One cannot completely accept Nick’s notlon that "he had left
everything behind, the need for thlinking, the need to write,
other needs. It was all back of him"; yet It 1Is obvious that
Nick has already had all he wants of "engagement." The
question In "Blig Two-Hearted Rlver" s how Nick will
eventually re-engage himself after thls retreat to the
woods. Nick’s conslderation of future plans take the form of
hls declslion not to flsh the swamp:
Nick did not want to go In there now. He felt a
reactlon against deep wading with the water

deepening up under hls armplts, to hook blig trout
in places impossible to land them. In the swamp
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the banks were bare, the blg cedars came together
overhead, the sun dld not come through, except In
patches; In the fast deep water, In the half
light, the flshing would be traglc. In the swamp
fishing was a tragic adventure. Nick did not want
it. He did not want to go down the stream any
further today.

The tenslon of thls declision ls lessened by the thought that
such an actlon was not urgently required; as the

story ends, we are told, "There were plenty of days coming
when he could fish the swamp." If one regards the setting as
an Interlor landscape, then the swamp clearly suggests
Nick’s deeper and more threatenlng memories; however,
considering the strong autoblograghical strain in the story,
"fishing" Is also the actual opportunity of Amerlcans to
stil] salvage something from the landscape which had served
to define them for three centuries. In the story, the
presence of clvilzation seems to be retreating rather than
advanclng, since "there was no town...the thirteen saloons
that had lined the one street of Seney had not left a
trace." The train, which so frequently slignals the
disturbances of Industry, had briefly stopped and then
passed on. The burned plne forest would soon return to Its
previous condition, "a long undulating country with frequent
rises and ascents, sandy underfoot and the country allive
agaln." Nick too was "In the good place," and It seemed that
he was then Inviolate -- "He was settled. Nothing could

touch him." Hemlingway may not have re-opened the frontler,

yet he seems to have found a way to enclose Nick In "the
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good place...hls home where he had made (t."

"Big Two-Hearted River" appealed to the desire of many
Americans to find a home somewhere "Back out of all thls now
too much for us." Aesthetlc concentratlon and reflnement
became lncreaslngly valuable as ways to recover meanlng from
landscape durlng an era of loss. Hemlngway’s aesthetlic
approach succeeded In replacing the repetitlve, exaggerated,
abstract, and cliched language of "popular" responses to
landscape. To most modern readers and critics, hls earlier
works -- particularly The Sun Alsco Rlses, In Qur Time,
and A _Farewell to Arms -- remaln valuable for the keen
observations and preclise physical details which Hemingway
insisted upon In his descriptive passages. Desplte
Hemingway’s skill]l at honing the aesthetic theorles of
modernism Into "sharply-etched" sentences, hls writing is
also deeply indebted to certaln aspects of "the prevallling
natural aesthetlc" prevliously summarlized by Calllcottt:

The prevalllng natural aesthetlic thus Is not
autonomous, but derivative from art; It Is
conventionalized, not well-informed by ecological
and evolutionary revolutions In natural history;
and It Is sensational and self-referentlal, not
genulnely oriented to nature on nature’s own
terms. In a word, It Is trlvial. (160>

Calllicott’s accusations not only condemn the
automatlic afflrmations of popular aesthetlcs, but also

indlct many of the ldeas which Inform modern llterary

aesthetlcs In general, and "Blg Two-Hearted Rlver" iIn
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partlicular. Seen from the perspectlive of the llterary
academles, the terms of Calllcott’s clalm seem a bit
quirky. For example, most literary scholars are nelther
surprised nor dismayed by the fact that certain styles of
writing owe much to prevalllng styles of "art," be It the
Hudson Rlver School, later Impressionlsm, or Amerlcan folk
art. Llkewise, readers expect that landscapes are
"conventlionallzed" In certaln ways; they can refer to Nlck’s
"spirltual ascent" of the hill, or his "attempts at
purlification" in the river, only by relylng upon assumed
l1terary conventlons about hllls and rivers. Nor are most
readers suprised that descrliptions of landscape are
"self-referentlal." In Emerson’s terms, one often sees
Nature as a symbol of the spirit of characters or authors;
one also tends to read Hemlngway’s descrlptionc of Nature as
reflexlve, In the sense that they are more "about" writing
itself than about plnes, trout, or grasshoppers. While
natural descriptlions are at times allgned with "revolutions
in natural history," readers who have endured Melville’s
cetology might be quite content [If such "revolutions" were
not explalned In fine detail. Finally, the attempt to wrlte
“nature on nature’s own terms" Immedlately ralses the
question of whether nature has lts "own terms" [ndependent
of those asslgned by culture and language. Yet before we
completely reject Calllcott’s comments, we should conslder

whether a natural aesthetlc could Indeed measure up to hls
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standards, whether a natural aesthetic could be relatlively
Independent from both tourlst culture and art history. Such
an attempt would need to cast off many of the assoclations
and conventions which adhere to most natural objects, and to
Involve a wlde and scophlsticated ranae of ecclealcal
ocbservatlon and theory. Can a book based on these ldeas --
namely Aldo Leopold’s A _Sand County Almanac -- achleve
these goals, attract a wide popular audience, and stlll
sustaln the Interest of environmentallsts, hlstorlans,
philosophers, literary critles, and polltical actlivists?

Those who have read Aldo Leopold’s A _Sand County Almanac
(1949> have called It "dangerous nonsense," and "an
American classic" (Sumner, quoted In Calllicott 189;
Fritzwell 128). John Tallmadge calls it "a subversive book,"
whlile Lee Clark Mltchell claims that "Leopold’s vision
borders on the sentlmental" (Tallmadage 115; Mitchell 274).
Wallace Stegner calls A _Sand County Almanac "a famous,
almost holy book In conservatlionlst clrcles," and suggests
that a wlder audlence wlll eventually see It as "one of the
prophetic books, the utterance of an Amerlican Isalah" (233).
The man whom Roderlck Nash refers to as the "Prophet" drew
upon his experliences as a tralned conservatlionist, a
teacher, and a polltical actlvist. After graduatling from the
Yale Forestry Schooi, Leopold Jolned the Unlted States
Forest Service in 1909, and his work In New Mexlco and

Arizona led to the establlishment of the first Forest
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Wilderness Area in America. After foundling the Wilderness
Society with Bob Marshall, Leopold was a strong and
determlned fighter for pollitical Interventlion to prevent the
destruction of wilderness. From 1933 untlil hls death In
1948, Leopold was a professor of game management at the
University of Wisconsin, and spent much of his free time at
"the Shack" on his land In the "sand countles" of central
Wisconsin., Curt Melne’s recent blograghy, Alde Leopold: Hls
Life and Work, shows that Leopold’s range of experiences --
as a teacher, hunter, bow-maker, forest manager, canoceist,
political activist, ecologist, writer -- provided the basis
for an aesthetic of wilderness which was complex, evolving,
and well-sulted to both the artlstlc and pollitlical
opportunites of the Amerlcanland. Besldes all of Leopold’s
expllicitly political involvements, his later writings
display an lncreased emphasis on the role of aesthetics in
sustalnlng the possiblilties of stil]l finding value In the
American land. A _Sand County Almanac ends with the
realization that our greatest challenge is not that of
"bullding roads Into lovely country, but of bulldling
receptivity into the still unlovely human mind" (295).

This "receptivity" was for Leopold an aesthetic problem
which involved both an under-exposure to wilderness and an
over—-exposure to a culture which openly perpertuates the
very sources of blindness to the value of wilderness.

Leopold was especially concerned about the ecologlical and
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aesthetlc ldeas which the popular enthuslams for
"recreatlon" lgnored or distorted:
There are those who are willing to be herded In
droves through “scenlce” places: who find mountalns
grand 1f they be proper mountalns with watertalls,
cliffs, and lakes. To such the Kanmas plalns ave
tedious. (179-80)Y
For Leopold, most Amerlcan's tours of Natlonal Parks were
well-Intended but futlle: "As a search tor perceptlon., the
recreat lonal stampede Is footless and unnecesgsary” (292),
Yet tourlsm was not Just a matter of lanminess or vuloarlty,
but a slan of more pervasive cultural problems. Leopold had
open contempt for the "motorlzed ants" who would enjoy the
beauty of VYellowstone and support lts protection -- and then
return to a llfe where a narrow economic outlook would
sanction the destruction of marshes and other "non-scenlc”
areas.
The most Immedlate difficulty faced by Leopold was
to create a natural aesthetlic whlch, whlle disassoctiating
Itself from the models of artifactual aesthetlics, would also
avold the clinlcal language and attitudes of fleld research
and applled sclence. In Leopold’s abundant descriptlions ot
the natural world there are few references to pailnting orv
other arts; he was well-read In literature, and famlliar
wlith the traditlons of Western art, vet he tfound that
alluslions to these traditlons were attempts to evade and not

confront the difficulty of writling nature In Its full



~3
~3

complexity. However, In hls explanatlons and theoretlcal
comments on the "land" aesthetle, Leopold occaslionally used
the Imagery of the arts: "The taste for country displays the
same diversity In aesthetlc competence among individuals as
the taste for opera or olls" (4179, In general, Leopold’'s

dlscussions of “"aesthetlc competence" relled on these

4

analogies with artlifactual aesthetlces to propose a set of
alternatives which mlight have otherwlise seemed too radlcal
or too narrowly "sclentlflic.' Leopold dld not propose to
establish ecology as a "sclentlflice" or "obiectlive" model
which was opposed to and completely lndependent from
artifactual aesthetles. He dld, however, want to shlft the
basis of Western natural aesthetlces from art hlistory to
natural history.

Thls baslc shlft to an "ecologleal aesthetic" should
first be understood withlin the larger context of what Allan

Carlson calls "a cultural account of the aesthetic":

When the aesthetlic appreclation of art Is
consldered in light of a cultural account, the
relevant part of our culture s that embodled In
and revealed by art hlistory and art criticlsm,
whlile when aesthetlc appreclatlion of nature ls so
consldered, the relevant part of our culture Is
natural hlstory and natural sclence. Nonetheless,
In the manner In which a cultural account of the
aesthetlc requlres knowledge of art history and
art criticlsm to play an essential role In our
aesthetlc Judgements about art, llkewlse a
cultural account requires knowledge of natural
history and natural sclence to play the same
essential role In our aesthetlc Judgements about
nature. (295>
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The basic conditions for a natural aesthetic should not be
understood an elther/or cholce between art hlstory and
natural history: in Carlson’s words It iIs a "difference of
emphasis." In particular, an "ecologlical" reading of
landscape confronts the fact that a landscape can
be ecologically damaged and stlll be considered "beaut!lful"
by contemporary standards -- at times, the damage itself
might actually enhance thls "beauty." An obvious possiblillity
for such a misunderstandlng are the mountaln lakes ln the
higher areas of the Adlrondacks. From almost any viewpolnt,
the lakes are stunning in their clarity; the shoreline might
Include the plcturesque contrast of the grey of an aging
spruce tree agalnst the red flame of a maple In autumn. Yet
these same effects of clarity and contrast which might
contribute to the "composition" of the scene are caused by
acld raln. The clarlty of the lake 1s lncreased as flsh and
plant life die; what Wordsworth might have called a "blasted
tree' is not a sign of nature’s power but of man’s
contamination. This odd and complex relation between damage
and beauty becomes one of the central themes of A Sand
County Almanac. In essays such as "Thinking Like A
Mountain" and "Illinols Bus Ride," Leopold repeatedly shows
how prevalling aesthetlc models can contamlnate our
perception, and how an ecologlically-informed
aesthetic helghtens our perceptions, our appreclation, and

our outrage.
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In hls descriptions of damage and beauty, Leopold relles
on an almost obsessive fascination with detall which had
been sharpened by years of "readlng slgn." For Leopold, the
abllity to closely and actively "read" landscape was a means
of salvaging value from any landscape:
Like all real treasures of the mind, perceptlon
can be spllit Into Infinltely small fractlons
without losing its quallty. The weeds In a ¢lty
lot convey the same lesson as the red-wood; the
farmer may see In hils cow-pasture what may not be
vouschafed to the scientists adventuring in the
South Seas. (292>
Curt Melne exaggerates only slloghtly when he says, "There
was never a plece of terraln that falled to exclte Leopold’s
interest® (26). A _Sand County Almanac cannot be properly
understood until one reallzes that Leopold’s retreat at "the
Shack" was not an area of classic beauty. By ordinary
standards, it was "barren," elghty "wasted acres" (Melne 17;
Flader 52-54) that were redeemed by Leopold’s hard work and
his naturallst’s iInsight. However, hls "ecologlical
aesthetlc" was not a nalve attempt to deny that the quallty
of Amerlcan landscape had been repeatedly violated:
One of the penaltles of an ecologlcal educatlion lIs
that one 1lves alone In a world of wounds.... An
ecologist must elther harden his shell and make
belleve that the consequences of sclence are none
of his business, or he must be the doctor who sees
the marks of death iin a communlty that belleves

Iltself well and does not want to be told
otherwise. (197)

The various influences on Leopold’s aesthetlc ldeas --
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his extenslve experlences In wllderness travel and
management, his attempts to rely on ecological rather than
artifactual models, his direct linking of aesthetics to the

pollitics of the conservatlion movement, hls determlnation to

establish a "land ethic" -- are evident throughout
A _Sand County Almamac, particularly in two of Leopold’s

most important essays, "The Green Lagoons" and "Marshland
Elegy." The "Green Lagoons" confronts one of the essentlal
themes of American experiences of wilderness, namely the
interest and rellance on exploratlion. The essay beglns wlth
the clalm that "it 1s the part of wlsdom never to revlisit a
wllderness," yet the essay quickly offers a serles of
descriptions which once again suggest the open possibilites
of American landscape, in this case the Delta of the
Colorado:
For all we could tell, the Delta had lailn
forgotten since Hernando de Alarcon landed there
In 1540. When we camped on the estuary which lis
said to have harbored hls shlps, we had not for
weeksS seen a man or a cow, an axe-cut or a fence,
(150>
The trip soon becomes a series of delightful surprises: the
hauntlng presence of ‘el tlgre,” the Jaguar; a kettle of
quail roasting over a bed of mesquite coals; game that was
"too abundant to hunt" (151-54). While the essay had begun
in a foreboding tone, most of it Is a celebration:

We could not, or at least did not, eat what the
quail and deer did, but we shared their evident
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delight in this milk-and-honey wilderness. Thelr
festlval mood became our mood; we all reveled In a
common abundance and In each other’s well-belng. I
cannot recall feellng, In settled country, a like
gsensitivity to the mood of the land. (155>
In several ways, thls essays resembles Hemingway’s "Big
Two-Hearted River." Both essays feature a retreat Into
seml-wllderness In the perlod following World War I, Into a
land where the acts of fishing, walking, and making camp are
of means of conflrmning baslc falths. Both essays also have
a sense of unfinlished busliness: for Hemlngway there "would
be other days to fish the swamp," while for Leopold there
were unexplained wonders and unseen Jaguars to encounter.
Both feature a sense of vitallty and even exuberance In the
presence of nature. For Hemingway there would lndeed be many
more adventures; ten years after "Blg Two-Hearted River," he
wrote The Green Hills of Africa, In which he was still
able to say, "I could not belleve we had suddenly come to
any such wonderful country....This was a virgin country"
(Green Hills 217>. Yet for Leopold the fasclnatling slghts
of his trip were not an alternatlive that provided him wlth a
lasting solace. "The Green Lagoons" ends wlth a sense of
closure. There are questions to face as one Frontier finally
dlies:
Man always kills the thing he loves, and so we the
ploneers have killed the wilderness. Some say we
had to. Be that as it may, I am glad I shall never
be young wlthout wlld country to be young In. Of

what avall are forty freedoms without a blank spot
on the map? (158>
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Leopold’s closing questions is not Just a lament for a
passing opportunity, but a calm rejection of a pursuit which
Leopold consldered frultless, namely the search for
wllderness adventures whose quallity was Judged by thelr
remoteness or thelr exoticism. While Leopold rarely
comments directly on Hemingway or on other nature writers,
he does have quite a bit to say about wildlife and Amerlcan
culture. He often polnts to the Frontler mythology of the
rugged pioneer/hunter as one of the ways in which American
culture has repeatedly settled for limited -- and
self-sgserving -- concepts of beauty. He states that the
"Incredible intrlicacles" of the American land "were as
Invisible and Incomphrehenslible to Danlel Boone as they are
today to Babbitt" (291). Yet Leopold’s clalms are far more
than boastful and over-simplified hindsight. Many of his
clalms about the llmitatlons of the "ploneer" flgure In
American culture apply directly to the llterary
establishment’s canonization of "classic" Amerlican texts
written about the time of the Frontier’s "closure." The
Image of the latter-day ploneer flgures strongly In works
such as Hamlin Garland’s "Under the Llon’s Paw," Frank
Norris’s The Octopus, Stephen Crane’s "The Blue Hotel,"
Jack London’s "In a Far Country," and In Drelser’s Slster
Carrle or later works such as Faulkner’s The Bear or

Hemingway’s Green Hills of Africa. In these works, nature

or wilderness or landscape ls quite often reduced to an
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impersonal power, deflned not In terms of its Intricacles or
its beauty, but In terms of its size, Its violence, lts
arbitrary Indifference to man. The descriptions of these
landscapes are not informed by ecology, but by
soclo-pollitical rhetorlc. These works deserve our attentlon
as powerful indictments of technology, class struggle, and
soclal Darwlnism; yet In these texts the lnner worklngs of
nature recelve less attentlon that the lnner workings of
freight trains or graln reapers.

Leopold, by placing natural history and the land ethic
at the center of American concerns about landscape, also
suggests that we reassess the canon of American prose whlich
has so frequently characterized the unlque aspects
"American" by references to our unique relatlon to the
Frontler, the wllderness, or the "fresh, green breast of the
new world." Many see natural history as functional
writing: It is expected to promise and deliver an accurate
depictlions of certain objects or condltions, while
featuring few "lliterary" techniques. When Leopold looked to
literature for advanced ideas about landscape, he was often
dlsappolnted; readers who come to Leopold’s work wlth the
expectation of "literary" descriptlons will have to adjust
to Leopold’s deceptively plaln observatlons and phrasling.

"Marshland Elegy" Is the flrst of slxteen essays which
Leopold Included under the headlng "The Quallty of

Landscape." To most readers, the "beautlful" aspects of thils
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essay are not immedliately evident; the essay describes a
crane marsh in Wisconsin, a "morass," a place of
"boogmeadows" and "mosses that clogged the poolg" (101-02).
For Leopold, such an area offered its own fascination,
vet a recognlition of lts value means castlng aslide the
prevallling categorles of natural descriptlon:
Our ability to percelve quality in nature begins,
as In art, with the pretty. It expands through
succesive stages of the beautliful to values as vyet
uncaptured by language. The quallty of cranes
lles, I think, in this higher gamut, as yet beyond
the reach of words. (102)
Leopold suggests that while a crane is an "ungainly hulk" by
artlstic standards, 1t has a "pecullar distinction." The
presence of cranes is seen as a key to certain secrets, and
thelr beauty is not that of a moment or a season, but of
eons:
And so they 1lve and have thelir belng -- these
cranes -- not in the constricted present, but in
the wider reaches of evolutionary time. Their
annual return is the tickling of the geologlc
clock. Upon the place of thelir return they confer
a pecullar disctinction. Amid the endless
mediocrity of the common-place, a crane marsh
holds a paleontologlical patent of nobllity, won In
the march of eons, and revocable only by shotgun.
The sadness discernible in some marshes arises,
perhaps, from thelr once having harbored cranes.
Now they stand humbled, adrift In history. (103>
Leopold’s phrase "adrift in history" is not the lament of a
modernlist who lacks a usable past; the "history" most

essentlial to Leopold is natural hlstory. Without such

knowledge, animals and landscapes are seen ln momentary
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glimpses in which form, color, light, and compositlon serve
as the dominant criterla.

The essay does not dlscuss the appearance or behavior
of partlicular cranes; it describes only a few of the
intricate features of the crane marsh ltself. The essay is
Instead a reading of the marsh In terms of natural history
from the time when "the glacier came down out of the north"
to the arrival of the haymakers, "slnglng and drinklng and
lashlng thelr teams wlth whips and tongue" (104-06>. Yet
Leopold does not settle for easy comparlisions of untouched
lands and drained swamps; instead, he forces us to conslder
our own judgements of cranes and swamps with both an
immedlate eve for detall and a reverence for a larger "sense
of time." Nor does Leopold settle for standard accusation
pitting farmer versus poet or tourist versus
conservationist. Leopold closes "Marshland Elegy" wlth
another reference to the relation between beauty and damage,
a relation which is not clearly understood by elther
tourlists or tralned conservationists:
Thus always does hlstory, whether of marsh or
market place, end in paradox. The ultimate value
in these marshes is wilderness, and the crane is
wllderness lncarnate. But all conservation of
wlldness 13 self-defeatling, for to cherlish we must
see and fondle, and when enough have seen and
figg;?d, there Is no wilderness left to cherish.

Leopold’s "ecologlical aesthetic" does far more than

provide rigorous and detalled descriptlons of beautlful or



damaged landscapes. As John Tallmadge explains, Leopold

had other things in mind: "He seekg actively to change his
readers. A Sand County Almanag 18 a subverslve book, It
questions the deepest values of our clvillzatlon and
challenges us personally on every page" (115>, S : '
Almanag serves a purpose qulte similar to that of Emerson’s
essay "Nature': the value of both works lles In thelr
extenslve Influence on contemporary aesthetics of land,
nature, or wilderness. Reading Leopold not only reqgulires
close attentlon to natural processes at work In a landscape:
It also demands a reassessment of the ways In which varlous
historles of "natural beauty" have been produced or obscured
by popular tourist culture, by Amerlican wrlters, and by the
literary academles.

In one of his key passages, Leopold clalims that the
role of natural hlstory Is not only to ldentlfy and study
wlldllfe and natural oblects, but to understand "thelr
relation to the human belngs who slng about “my country’ but
see llttle or nothing of Its iInner worklngs" (209-10>. Here
Leopold not only criticlizes the narrow vislon of tourlsts
and ploneers, but that of the "slngers." He lmpliclty
questlons one the essentlal motifs In Amerlican descriptlons
of landscape, namely the correspondences between Nature and
the Soul, between landscape and mind. (In "Nature" Emerson
had claimed, "Every hour and change corresponds to and

authorizes a different state of mind"; Melville’s Captain
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Ahab exhorts, "0 Nature, and 0 soul! of man! how far beyond
all utterance are your llinked analcgles! not the
smal lest atom stirs in matter, but has lts cunning dupllcate
in mind."> What is one to say of those “nature writers" who
‘“see 1ittle of {ts Inner workings?" Can a seriously limited
understanding of nature’s inner workings "authorize"
anything but a limited or forced equivalency in mind? When
one conslders that few "major" Amerlcan writers after
Thoreau and Melville developed a sustalned Interest In
natural history, one must also consider how this would
necessarlly compromlse thelr aesthetlc Judagements.
Leopold was not an Isolated flaure: "Leopold’s achlevements
rested on more than a century of theoloalcal, philosophical,
and sclentific thought" (Nash 64). Leopold and similar
thinkers have agltated our assumptlons about popular and
literary aesthetl;s, and questloned the role of aesthetics
In the actual process of land usage In America. An equally
pressing problem arises when we consider how a reassessment
of natural aesthetlcs encourages us to reassess descriptlons

of American wilderness after Twain, Norrils, Cather, and

Hemingway.
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Chapter Three

"A Gate of Escape":
Wilderness and Social Ideology

Lost in the barrio

I walk like an Injun

So Carlos won’t suspect something’s wrong here
I dance in place

And palnt my face

And act llke I belong here

-- Walter Becker‘s "Throw Back the Little Ones"

We are, I am, you are,

by cowardice or courage
the ones who find our way
back to thls scene
carrying a knife, a camera
a book of myths

in which

our names do not appear.

-—- from Adrienne Rich’s "Diving into the Wreck"

There Is a distrust, a cursing of women, that is
unsettling. Women and machinery and the land are
all spoken of In the same way -- seductlon,
domestlicatlon, dominatlion, control. This
observatlion represents no new Inslght, of course,
into the psychology of development in Western
culture; but it is not academic. It is as real as
the scars on the faces of flight attendants I
Iinterviewed In Alaska who were physically and
sexually abused by frustrated workmen flylng to
and from Prudhoe Bay.

-- from Barry Lopez’s Arctic Dreams

America’s cultural herltage has often been an attempt to
surmount [ts own Inherent limltatlons, to confront the
traditions which included, in the words of Henry James, "no

soverelgn, no court, no personal loyalty, no aristocracy, no
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church, no clergy. no army. no diplomatlic service, no
country agenttltemen, no palaces...” (479, While eatiy
Amerlcans clearly —- and at (lmes proudly -~ lacked most of
these traditions, they ald have a "new” worlad to exelove, a
wllderness area of tremendoust ranae aimd bLeauly which
distinquished this continent from Burope. From this
willderneas came hores and visions of Instituttons and
customs which would contirm the exceptlional status ot
America. This complex process of fmaagining, exploving,
promot ing, and setttlng the Frontler was otten atmpllited by
the use of wlildernesa tralls, such ax the Mregon o santa be
Tralls. These tralls, howvever, were more than Just g
necesslity for westward travellers, Bestdes ovroanty lnog and
dispersing ploneers, tralls also sierved asm a means of
self-detfinition for natlon which assoctated "trall blazing®
with progressive deologles Oof American selt-rellance. Yel
these traltlsa have altso provided vecent scholars with a
series of violent or exclusionary lmages and Incldent=s that
agltate any calm faith In our Maniteat Destiny., While recent
Amerlcanists have devoted their attentlion to tralls In the
pre-1890 perlod, there has been relatively Httle vork done
to show how the maps, parka, and tralls of tvwentleth-century
Amerlican wllderness both resist and perpetuate cortaln
ldeologles of race, class, and gender Inherited trom the
nineteenth century.

The "Frontler" not only provided an area of
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exploration and settlement, but was simultaneously used

in America’s attempts at self-definition and organization.
From the epic Journeys of Lewis and Clark to the popular
mythologles of Easy Rider, from Jefferson’s sturdy yeoman
farmer to Kennedy’ s "New Frontler," open land was assoclated
with the continual refinement of democratic ldeals. As Lee

Ciark Mltchell explalns,

In each case the pose proclalmed: we have
abandoned tradition-clogged socletles to embrace a
new, a free, a far richer life. America’s
wilderness seemed to provide a physically
limitless and ahilstorical setting in which men and
women could Imaglne thelr flnest self-conceptlons
fulfllled. The powerful fasclnatlion of that hope
entwines more than three centurles of colonial and
natlional experlence. (3

Several specific tendencies emerge from this "pose." The
flrst Is the rejectlon of those aspects of the past whlich
were talnted by "tradition," particularly the tradlitlon of
European arlistocracy. The Frontler seemed to cffer a source

of an "emplre new," uncompromlsed by Euro-Aslan Influences:

Not wan from Asia fetlches,

Nor red from Europe’s old dynastic slaughter-house

(Area of murder-plots of thrones, wlith scent left
and scaffolds everywhere,?

But come from Nature’s long and harmless throes,
peacefully bullded thence,

These virgln lands, lands of the Western shore,

To the new culminating man, to you, the empire new

You promise’d long, we pledge, we dedlcate.

(Whltman, "Song of the Redwood Tree")

In this poem, as In hls "Song of the Broad-Axe," Whitman
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portrays a bloody, decadent European tradltlion sustalned by
the violence of the scaffold and the executloner; the axes
which strilke at the redwoods willl Instead yleld "Shapes of
Democracy," rising from "Nature’s long and harmless throes."

Frontler experlience was also seen as evidence that we
had freed ourselves not only from tradition, but from
history itself; our destiny was not one of contlgency
or crass material gain, but one in which our "finest
gself-conceptlions" became manlfest In a settlng that was both
"physically limitless and ahistorical." Thus the Frontier
came to be seen as a sort of cruclible in which American
democracy, freed from the constrictions of the
Metropollis, could purlfy ltself. This vision of Amerlcan
history dominates Frederick Jackson Turner’s famous essay,
"The Significance of the Frontler !n Amerlcan Hlstory":

For a moment, at the frontler, the bonds of custom
are broken and unrestraint is triumphant. There is
not “tabula rasa.’” The stubborn American
environment is there with its imperious summons to
accept Its conditlions; the Inherited ways of doing
things are also there; and vet, In splte of the
environment, and In splite of custom, each frontler
did indeed furnlish a new fleld of opportunity, a
gate of escape from the bondage of the past; and
freshness, and conflidence, and scorn of older
society, Impatience of its restraints and ideas,
and indifference to lts lessons, have accompanled
the frontier. (227>

The third central theme depended on images of inclusion

and unity: the West was not only for the landed aristocracy,

but for the yecoman farmer, the [lllterate hunter, both "men



and women." In one typlcal reference, Willlam Glplin
portrays pioneer family leaders on the Overland Traill,
"without other gulde than an lndomltable perseverance, or
other protection than thelr invincible rifles, and the wilves
and progeny clustered around them" (see Smith 38). Llterary
critics, Including Henry Nash Smith In his book Viraln
Land (1950>, at times relled on similar Imagery to descrlbe
the overland passage. Smith closes the first section of his
book with thls clalm: |
In view of the less attractlve Inferences that
other thinkers have drawn from the notlon of an
American empire In the Pacific, one ls grateful
for the ilntrepld idealism that so triumphantly
enabled Whitman to see In the march of the ploneer
army a prelude to peace and the brotherhood of
natlons. (48)

American wllderness writing of the nineteenth century
provides ample evidence of personal and natlonal confldence
arlslna from wllderneass experlience. One typlcal example s
Clarence Xing’s Mountalneerina In the Hiah Slerra (1872).
King exemplifies the Intelllgent, adventurous, ldeallstic
leader. The flrst person to scale Mount Whitney, he made
numerous darling flirst ascents In the Slerras, and helped to
establish the orlginal boundarles of what 1Is now Yosemlte
Natlonal Park. He was one of the leaders of the Unlted
States Geologlcal Survey, and wrote Systematlc Geoloqy
(1878), one of the standard texts of the perlod. Klng moved

Iln a circle of frlends that Included John Hay and Henry
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Adams.

King was also a skilled and evocative writer. Francis
Parkman’s and Rlichard Dana‘’s earller tales of adventure, and
the aesthetlc theorles of John Ruskln and Alfred Blerstadt,
provide the baslis for hls storles (Howarth x-xvi>. They

combine rousing ascents wlth moments of mature calmness and

clarity:

All Is forgotten; those murky clouds which In town
life dispute the serenity of one’s spiritual alr
drift beyond view, and over broods only the quiet
sky of night, her white stars moving beyond
fragrant pline-tops or lost iIn the dim tangle of
thelr feathery follage. Such Is the mountalneer’s
evenlng spent contemplatively before his flire; the
profound sense of nature’s tranquility filling his
mind with Its repose. (242>

Durlng hls ascent of Mount Shasta In 1870, he and a partner
stood on the summlt rldge and "waved the American flag." His

comments on the view from this summit resound with optimism

and self-assertlon:

I think such vastness of prospect now and then
extremely valuable in itself; it forcibly widens
one’s conception of country, driving away such
false notion of extent or narrowing idea of
limitation as we get living on lower plains. (204)
King’s "conceptlion of country" Is that of the bold c¢llmber
and the calm aesthete; in the wllderness, "one fetter after
another seems to unbind from your soul, leaving it free,

Joyous, grateful" (209>.

King’s descriptions of alpine scenery are qulite varied
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in thelr beauty and range of tones; his attltudes towards
people are somewhat less appealling. While he resented any
"narrowlng idea of limlitatlion," he never told hls close
friends about his common-law marriage to a black woman,
Ada Todd, who bore flve of hls chlldren -- she "dld not
know her husband’s true name unti] shortly before he died"
(Howarth xii)>. While King was often "free, Joyous,
grateful," this generosity of feeling often seems to be
limited to alplne scenery and ambltlous white males. Hls
mountaineering essays feature numerous descriptions of the
people then living In the Slerras, and hls portralts of poor
workers, Indlans, and women dlisplay a condescendling humor,
reminiscient at tlmes of Twain’s Rouahing It or The

Innocents Abroad. Yet King’s humor has a more brutal edge

to It. At best, Klng’s humor is amuslngly awkward; at worst,

It reveals a dlsdaln and loathing that hints at hatred and

violence.

In the same essay which proclalms his "grateful!"
splirit, he mentlons the "flatness and sugary Insiplidity
which characterizes the girls I chatted with on certain

piazzas" (193). The followlng essays begins,

There are certailn women, I am Informed, who place
men under thelr spell without leaving them the
melancholy satisfaction of understanding how the
thing was done. They may have absolutely repulsive
features, and a pretty permanent absence of mind;
wlthout that charm of cheerful grace before whlich
we are sald to succumb. Yet they manage to assume
control for certaln. It ls thus with mules, (209>
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In his essay "Mount Whitney," King descripes "vast
algullles, trimmed from summit to base with lines of slender
minarets, deeply fluted and surmounted with tall obellsks";
three paragraghs later he laments "the presence here of a
so large a share of her most degraded clitlizens; people whose
face and dress and llfe and manners are sadder than any
possiblllitles held up to us by Darwin" (231-32). Klng’s
curiosity and his breadth of knowledge, his keen abllity to
declipher eons of rock strata or the architecture of an
alplne ridge, are often coupled with flat, unsympathetlc,
over-simplified portraits of "sadder" human llves. In
"Through the Forest," he exclaims, "Our eyes often ranged
upward, the long shafts leading the vision up to green,
lighted spires." Soon after, he witnesses an Indian funeral
ceremony, which prompts some of King’s comments on the
"Indian question." He resolves that
If driven to the wall, I usually confess my
opinion that the Quakers will have to do a great
reformation In the Indian before he is really fit
to be exterminated. (34>
King’s lapses into clumsy humor or needlessly brutal
honesty are more than just passing moments or the mistakes
of a relatively young writer. Many of the odd juxtapositions
In hls work -- strong women and stubborn mu'es, expanslive
views and degraded masses, woodland temples and plans for
extermination -- suggest the deep tensions and limitations

within the progresslive view of Amerlcan expanslon Into the
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wllderness.

Within the last two decades, several Americanists have
seriously questlioned the ldeologles of race, class, and
gender which are Implliclt In the texts of scholars such as
Turner and Smith, and in the canon of Amerlican literature.
Prominent among these are Richard Slotkin’s Regeneration
Throuch Violence (1973) and The Fatal Environment <(1985);
Marfin Green’s The Great America dventure (1984); Annette
Kolodny’s The Lay of the Land (1975> and The Land Before Her
(1984>; Lilllan Schlissel’s Women’s Diarjes of the Westward
Journey (1982>; Melvin Dixon’s Ride Out the Wilderness
(1988); Sacvan Bercovitch and Myra Jehlen’s Ideology_ and
Classlic Amerlcan Literature (1986>. In general, these
critics are not "antl-Turner"; lnstead, they prefer to
concentrate on the two limiting conditions which Turner only
briefly mentlioned in the passage quoted above. The
wilderness was not a "tabula rasa'": early Amerlcans
responded to the wilderness and its inhabltants In ways
which showed that they had not escaped from the past, but
were lnstead relyling on "lnherlted ways of dolng things,"
and on certaln soclal Images or ldeclogles whilich
demonstrated the distinct Influence of elther European or
“metropolitan”" culture. The revisions and correctives
suggested by these scheolarly texts are too complex to
discuss fully here; yet the basic arguments of most of these

critics can often be discerned by refering to their images
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of wllderness tralis. Whlle none of these books devotes
Itself primarlly to the Image of tralls, all of these works
refer to tralls, particularly the Oregon or Overland Trall,
as an index of certaln attltudes, codes, or social
possliblilitlies.

Recent critics such as Slotkin and Green make much of
Turner’s hint that even In the wildest frontler, "the
inherited ways of doing things are also there" (227). These
two critles often polnt out that frontler ldeologles of
class, race, and gender were closely related to similar
ldeologies from the Metropolis. The "ploneer army"
which took to the Overland Trall did not simply bullt a new
society from the materials of the frontier; it was the
Metropolis and its economic and social policies which had
dictated "the klind of people that will go (or be sent) to
the colonies, the kind of resources they will be interested
in, the ways in which they will organize their exploitation
and governance of the territory, and so on" (Slotkin Fatal
Environment 43>. A more slgnificant contribution made by
Green and Slotkin is to delineate the ways in which the
condltlions of the frontler provided a context ln which such
urban ldeologlies could be simplifled, and used to justify
distant actions which seemingly had llttle or nothing to do
with wilderness. In The Fatal Environment, Slotkin shows
how the prevalent rhetoric of accommodation or exterminatlion

which had Jjustlfled the Indlan wars became part of a "Last
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Stand" mythology. In other words, social groups that were
Judged as unclivillized, unknown, or unproductive -- labor
unlions, recent immigrants, the worklng poor, free blacks -~
were portrayed llke renegade Indlans ready to storm the
forts of factory owners, respectable neighborhoods, and
other "American" Instltutlons. Martln Green, In The Great
American Adventure, deflines adventure as "ths energlzling
myth of empire," one closely associated in America with the
Frontier experlence. Green examines the rationale for seeing
wilderness experience or the Overland Trail as "a dramatic
rite of passage to mastery and adulthood" (Lamar 51>; he
finds that both "mastery" and "adulthood" were defined in
male terms, and that this terminology was the basls for
social relations which relied on strict hierarchies while
still passing themselves off as incluslive:
"Manhood" was also palred wlth some contrasting
term -- as the affirmed or superlior value ~- in
dozens of polarities of thought. Any male had to
strive always to be a man and not a boy, in
Hemingway adventures; a man and not an animal, in
religious exhortations; a man and not a slave, in
slavery narratlves; and simllarly, a man and not a
coward, a man and not a mouse, a man and not a
woman. At the same time, manhood also ~-- belng
such a sacred value -- sgpread out to mean all
humanity, spread out beyond these antitheses to
include the inferlior or rejected term in each
case; manhood/humanity thus included boys and
slaves and women and cowards. (7)
Other critics have shown the ways in which the West or

the Frontier was not "tabula rasa," but had already been

preflgured In a series of cultural symbols distributed by
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promotional pamphlets, political speeches, popular "dime"
novels, or "Western" shows. Henry Nash Smith’s Virgln Land
explains how such symbols were wldely distributed durlng the
perliod of westward expansion; while the topograghy of the
West was very complex, the actual first-hand reports of
these conditions were few. The complexlty of Western
landscape was not well-sulted to the promotlonal wrltlings
which would encourage westard migration, so a sort of
symbolic short hand was used, In which the West was seen as
elther "Désert“ or "Garden'":
The myths and symbols with which I deal have the
further characteristic of being collective
representations rather than the work of a slingle
mind. I do not mean to ralse the questlon whether
such products of the imaglnatlon accurately
represent empriclal fact. They exist on a
different plane. But as I have trlied to show, they
sometimes had a decided influence on practical
affairs. (Preface to 1950 printing)
While most contemporary crlitles agree with Nash’s clalm that
the West was defined by such a series of symbols, others,
such as Annette Kolodny, have tried to examine the
ldeocloglcal basis for such symbols as "virgln land," or
"free land." For example, why refer to the land as a
"virgin?" Both of Kolodny’s books show that many of the
"fantasles" of the land were based on metaphors of
gseductlon, marrlage, or rape. In The Lay of the Land, she

refers to the ways in which male adventurers or

promotionalists saw the land as a "Paradise with all her
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virgin beauties." In The Land Before Her, she sketches out
a different tradition, an "alternatlve metaphorical design,"
a record of women’s fantasies in which the "garden" of the
American Frontler "implled home and communlity, not
privatized erotlc mastery" (xlll>.

Lilllan Schlissel’s Women’s Dlaries of the Wegtward
Journey also discusses the symbols that "pre-figured" the
West, yet 1t also emphasizes the "emplirical facts" and the
"practical affalrs" which are not the main focus of Smlth
or Kolodny. She tries "to reconstruct from the diaries in
fine detall the dally lives of women, to separate out of the
diaries those writings that pertained to the ‘woman’s
sphere’" (12). Schlissel claims that it Is necessary to
carve out such a "sphere" because the previous records of
the Overland Trall have made little or no attempt to
discuss the difference between the daily lives and énd the
perceptlions, dreams, and crises of men and women. In
partlicular, she questlions John Faracgher’s Women and Men_on
the Overland Trail, which states, "...men and women were

part of a common culture, that they were, lIndeed, more

allke than different" (15>. In contrast, Schlissel

concludes that there were major and almost systematic

dl fferences between the two groups. Besldes mentionling
relatively obvious distinctions -- that men were more likely
to write about hunting than chlild-ralsing -- Schlissel

discusses the ways in which women strove to maintalin “a
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semblance of thelr usual domestic circle" (14-15>. They were
the caretakers of the slck and Injured, becom!ng, In
Schllssel’s words, "the actuarlies of the road." Besldes
these attempts to maintaln and consolidate social ties in
the midst of sickness and death, there were also the
submerged stralns of resistance: "One must suspect, flnally,
that many women judged the herolc adventure of thelr men as
some kind of outrageous folly thrust upon them by obedlence
to patrlarchal rltual" (15).

Slotkin, Green, Kolodny, Schlissel, and Dixon all
emphasize both the varlety and vitallty of texts which would
be consldered "marglnal" or "non-llterary" by tradltlonal
standards., These texts not only questlon or attack the
domlnant ldeologles regarding land usage, "progress,"
Indlans, or women; they also seek to establish thelir own
"ways of seeing," to construct thelr own "place," whlich
becomes both a home and the center for thelr perspective.
While Melvin Dixon recognizes that American literature
Includes few responses of black Amerlcans to wllderness, he
does more than explain the reasons for this absence. He
shows how a variety of texts, ranging from slave songs to
Ralph Elllson’s Invisible Man to Martin Luther King’s last
gpeech ("He allowed me to go up to the mountaln...") create
a renewed ldentlty based on a geography assoclated with

actual experlence, Blbllcal Images, or symbollc flights:
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Afro-American writers, often considered homeless,
alienated from mainstream culture, and segregated
in negative environments, have used language to
create alternative landscapes where black culture
and ldentity can flourlsh apart from any marginatl,
"prescribed" place. Klng’s mountalin ls but a
culminating lmage of a trlumph of space, of a
height of consciousness; the mountalin top has
emerged over time from other figures of land and
fdentity that continue to shape the verbal art of
black Americans. (2)
Black wrliters had no Cumberland, Oregon, or Santa Fe tralls
to refer to as a model of eplc adventure on the Amerlcan
contlinent; the Image of the ploneer was reserved for Natty
Bummpo, Lewis and Clark, Jeremiah Smith. In early slave
songs, the wiiderness was not Iimaglned In terms of
Frontier and Metropolis, but rather as "a place of refuge
beyond the restricted world of the plantation." Dixon charts
the importance of other "places of refuge" -- the
wilderness, the underground, the mountaintop -- as places of
Afro-American solidarity apart from the "plantatlon" of
mainstream American llterary culture,

It iIs tempting to suggest that Clarence Klng’s
disturblng comments were simply an unfortunate aspect of a
perlod In American history which we have moved beyond.

Yet the scholarshlp of Slotklin, Kolodny, and Green

does not allow for such ratlonalizatlons. Slotkin polints out
the disturblng simllarltlies between anti-Indlan and
anti-Viet Cong attitudes; Kolodny Implles that the current

ecological crisis Is closely linked to certaln male Images

of land and resource exploltation; Green finds that the more
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continue In twentieth-century texts such as Hemlnaway’'s
Green Hills of Africa or Maller’s Why Are We In Vietnam?
Desplte such reminders, the perpetuatlon and moditlcatlons
of nlneteenth-century ldeoloales are often obscured by what
Roderick Nash calls the "wilderness cult" In Amerlcan
soiciety. Certain tendenclies in American soclety -- the
establlshment of Natlonal Parks or publlc land preserves,
the recognition of Natlve American rights In acts such as
the Alaskan Native Claims Settlement Act, the growling public
interest In ecology -- seem to indlcate that a more
pluralistic and peaceful set of attitudes inform our soclal
relations and our land use policles. Yet the cultural
vocabulary of nlneteenth-century wllderness experlence s
stll} so prevalent that wrlters often find themselves
impllcated within it. Three recent texts, Hugh
Brody‘s Maps and Dreams (1981>, Anne LaBastllle’s
Woodswoman ¢1975), and Leslle Marmon Sllko’s Ceremony
(1977> dellineate the ways In which certaln soclal ldeologles
are assoclated with certaln forms of land use, adventure,
and spliritual redemption. More Importantly, these texts
display the difflcultles faced by recent writers who try to
establish more pluralistic verslons of "our" wllderness
heritage.

Clifford Geertz has sald, "It Is In country unfamlllar

emotionally or topographlcally that one needs poems and road

maps" (86). Hugh Brody’s Mars and [reamgs examlines
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many of the lssues ralsed by scholars such as Slotkin,
Geertz, and Kolodny. In particular, he dliscusses the maps
and dreams of two conflicting groups: the Indian tribes
who live In an Isolated woodland area of British Columbia,
and the Industrles, especlally the energy companlies, who are
interested in galning rights to the Indians’ lands. CGeertz’s
comment and Brody’s title suggest the Important relatlon
between poems/dreams and maps. One mlight be tempted to think
of maps and dreams as two dlvergent representatlons of
reallty. In simpler terms, dreams are generally consldered
as a flight from the actual to a realm of fantasy or future
posslblillties; they are seen as ethereal, temporary,
non-empirical. Maps are thought to have just the opposite
effect of grounding us, of sayling that we are here -- and
NOT there. Maps are consldered definlte, reasonably
permanent, and untainted by subjective views. Brody
repeatedly agitates these two sets of associatlons.

He shows that the very ldea of mapping is a very
questlionable discourse, and the cholces whlch are made or
emphasized In the arrangements of a culture’s "maps" depend
on the tensions concerning thelr "dreams" of matertal,
spirltual, and pollitlcal exlstence: "By freezlng sllices of
history, maps and movles mystlify or obscure events and
processes" (60).

Brody, an anthropologist who speciallzes In modern

hunter-gatherer communitlies, was among those Involved
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In a project to allow the natlve Indlans of Britlsh Columbla
to map thelr own land In thelr way. As Brody explialns, "The
Indlans of British Columbla made maps, explalned thelr
system, gave detalled Information about their economy. and
took us Into the bush with them. They did so because they
belleve that thelr system wlll result In an understandina of
their needs, and that thils wlll In turn help establish and
protect thelr Interests" (177). These "Interests" were In
strong need of "protectlon": the West Coast Transmlsslon
Company was plannina to bulld an extenslive oll plpellne
project through thelr land in the near future. In this
clash, the maps and dreams of the Indians, their means of
locatlng themselves both llterally and ex!stentlally, are
rendered all but invalid by a culture whose maps and dreams
deny those of the Indlans. There are no guns drawn, nho
horrible ambushes, no exterminatlions or ralds: the violence
of thls confllict involves the metaphorical "rippling up" ot
someone else’s map.

Brody‘s Maps and Dreams Intersperses sectlons of
anthropolglcal study with flrst-hand narratives of the
tribe’s dailly 1lfe. The climactlc narrative, found In the
chapter entlitled "The Hearing," is the meeting between the
tribe and the representatlves of the oll company, who have
come to the village In order to "llisten to the people.” A
series of blitter ironles disturbs the meeting before 1t even

beglns: a few trlbesmen sklip the meetling, conslderlng It
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more essential to hunt one more bear before the oncomlng
winter set in; other Indlans miss the meeting because
they could not read the tortured bureaucratease In the
company’s announcement; those who attend feel Intimldated by
the numerous microphones and tape recorders which had been
placed in their tribal meeting hall, a place where
microphones had never been used before. In thelr own meetlng
hall, the Indians are displaced by the invasion of cameras
and press people. Their speeches are often hesitant, or
garbled In the slow and clumsy process of translatlon. The
representatlves of West Coast Transmlisslon glve what they
must have considered a clear and well-defined summary of
where the plipeline would go and what purpose it would serve:

With the use of the pipeline map, they gave
numbers, routes, scraps of history: 444 miles of
56-inch diameter pipe along a 125-foot
right-of-way; nine construction camps at 50-mile
Intervals, the nearest to be 46 miles way; at Mlle
92 of the Hlghway there ls already a compressor
statlion. (256>
After their efficlent presentation, the West Coast
Transmission men began packing up thelr map. Yet the Beaver
tribe was not qulte satlisfled, slnce "the people had more to
say." They had taken out their "dream map," for if It was
maps that the visltors wanted, then here was THEIR verslon
of how to read the land:
It was a magnificent dream map. The dream map was

as large as the table top, and had been folded
tightly for many years. It was covered with
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thousands of short, flrm, and varliously coloured
marklings. The people urged the chalrman and other
white visitors to gather around the table. Abe
Fellow and Aggan Wolf explained. Up here Is
heaven; this Is the trall that must be followed;
here Is a wrong direction; this Is where It would
be worst of all to go; and over there are all the
animals, They explalned that all of thls had been
discovered In dreams.

Aggan said that It was wrong to unpack a dream map
except for very special reasons. But the Indian’s
needs had to be recognlzed; the hearlng was
important. Everyone must look at the map now.
Those who wanted might even take photograghs. They
should reallize, however, that the Intricate routes
and meanings of a dream map are not easy to
follow. There was not time to explain them all.
The visitors crowded around the table, amazed and
confused. The centre of gravity had suddenly
shlifted away from procedural concerns, plipelines
and terms and condlitlions, to the Indlan’s world.
(267)
Desplte the inltial effect of the dream map, It became clear
that the oll company personnel regarded It as a curloslty
with no practical bearing aon these matters; half-way through
the explanation of the map, they were already packing to go.
Thelr hasty and rude departure bewlldered the Beaver trlbe,
but they still malntalned a falth In the process of
map-~makling. The next day, Joseph Atkin, one of the tribal
leaders, sald, "Pretty soon we‘ll flx 1t all up. We‘ve
made maps and everyone will see where we have our land.'
This book opens wlth the clailm, "The huntlng and
gathering socletles of world have been sentenced to death."
It 1s clear durlng thls book that Brody expects a

sympathetic regsponse toward the plight of the Indlans whose

whole vision of the land has Jjust been ignored and denled,
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and whose land will be be invaded as a result. Yet Brody
compl ilcates matters by constantly reminding the readers of
their own ideological claims in this matter, of thelr own
limited understanding of native American cultures, of their
own alleglance to plpellnes rather than trap-llnes. Desplte
engaging his readers’ sympathies for the Indians, Brody
does not let them forget that their maps and dreams do not
allow them to track animals in their dreams:

Some old-timers, men who became famous for thelr
powers and skills, had been great dreamers.
Hunters and dreamers. They did not hunt as most
people do now. They did not seek uncertalinly for
the tralls of anlmals whose movements we can only
guerss at. No, they located thelr prey in dreams,
found their tralls, and made dream-kills. Then,
the next day, or a few days later, whenever it
seemd auspicious to do so, they could go out, find
the trail, re-encounter the animal, and collect
the kill.
Maybe, sald Atsin, you think this Is all nonsense,
Just so much bullshit. (44-5>
Atsin’s closing query is, in effect, asked of the reader.
Brody refuses to let the reader make simple ldentificatlions
based on emotion only. For Brody, responding to Atsin as a
qualint, semi-mystical Indian, or being charmed by the
exoticism of the dream map, are just kinder, gentler
verslons of the same ldeologlecal structure which Invalidates
land treaties. Brody repeatedly questions his own role in
these matters, knowing that "the accumulation of knowledge

about colonlal or trlbal populatlions Is often a facet of

control and exploitation" (xiil1)>. He says, "I was haunted
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by a thought that must have bothered many researchers: you
might find out five or ten years later who you were really
working for" (xl11>. Brody’s confllcts form a strong
sub-text throughout the book, and lead to the adoption of
several distinct volces. The even-numbered chapters are
"regearch schemes and agendas," almost exaggerated In thelr
rellance on 20 dlfferent maps and ¢ tables of statistlcs:
the odd-numbered chapters are an attempt to use less familar
means of lnquiry, to "follow a route selected by the people"
(xvi). The result Is a fascinating accumulatlion of
discourses, of anthropology and anecdote, of social
statistics and dream narratives, of professional objectivity
and openly partlsan bltterness. Brody enllsts the readers’
support for the Indlans, while constantly disengaging them
from facile identifications or reductionist, elther/or
choices.

Anne LaBastllle’s Woodswoman initlally seems to be
a pleasant, straight-forward text in which a young
Amerlcan, troubled and alone, seeks solace and renewal by
llving In an Isolated cabln. Her wrltlng style Is dlirect and
uncluttered; there are none of the drastlc shifts which
occur in the texts of Brody or Silko. Yet the deceptive
simpliclty of thlis text becomes apparent when one consliders
the figure of a "woodswoman" In terms of the scholarship of
Kolodny and Schlissel. They repeatedly remind us of the

divergent ways in which men and women anticipated and
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reacted to wllderness experlence. In both of thelr texts,
certaln basic themes become prominent. The flrst was a sense
of both captivity and dispossession: the women who went West
rarely went of thelr own accord, since "women understood the
declslon to cross the contlnent as a man’s declslon'
(Schlissel 28). Besldes being a reluctant passenger on the
wagon train, women were also "the unwillling inhabltant of a
metaéhorlca] landscape she had no part In creatling" (Kolodny
6>. While men often sought self-definition, wealth, or glory
through adventuring, Kolodny refers to "the absence of
adventurous conquest In women fantasles before 1860" (xll11).
Instead, she claims, women projected thelr fantasles of a
new or renewed home "on the spaces that were truly and
unequivocally thelrs: the home and the small cultlvated
gardens of thewlr own maklng" (6).

Anne LaBastlille’s Woodswoman rewrlites many of
these mythologies of male/female experlences of wilderness.
The book opens with a serles of boating misadventures
Involving someone llving near a remote mountaln lake as the
winter freeze-up approaches. The narrator Is almost Injured
In a careless misuse of an outboard englne, then rescues
three hunters who had been stranded in a sudden storm, and
finally escapes being frozen in the midst of the lake after
yet another rescue:
A flicker of fear Jabbed at my heart. The lake was
making lce faster than I could break it!

The gravity of the situation suddenly struck.
Could I make It back to my new home, or would I be
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frozen fast In the middle of Black Bear Lake? If
the Ice Imprisoned me In the boat, there would be
no way to reach shore. The lce would not be thick
enough to walk on, yvet probably too thick to chop
through with my oars. If only I had thought to
bring an axe! It occured to me that I might freeze
to death overnight in my own boat within sight of
the cabln. (5>

Within the flrst few pages, LaBastilile portrays herself In
terms of speclfic Images and assocliations which had been
denled to earller "woodswomen." She s the homesteader, the
bullder of her cablin; she Is the rescuer, literally risklng
death to help others; she is the adventurer, remaining at
her winter cablin while all others head for safer places. Yet
behind thls assertlveness Is a serles of previous eplsodes
which dellineate the ways In which Amerlican concepts of
wilderness experience still tend to exclude women, to make
them feel "dlspossesed of paradlise" (Kolodny 3-13).

After the three brief narratives which begin the book,
there is a longer section which begins "I had no place to
go." LaBastllle’s clalm that "she had no place to go" refers
not only to a lack of shelter but a lack of accommodatlon
within male-dominated concepts of wllderness. Her interest
in the wllderness of the Adirondack Mountalns began while
tendlng horses and waltressing at a resort, where the most
important rule was "NO DAYS OFF between JULY 4 and Labor
Day" (74> Her boss, Morgan Brown, encouraged her interest in

wllderness, and soon gave her a "nickname" whlich s used

repeatedly In the book: "Danlel Boone" (76, 79, 83, 84).



112
(The first times he kisses her he says, "Sleep well, Daniel
Boone.") LaBastllle’s love for wllderness Is Immedlately
placed wlthlin a serles of male-ilmages and tradltlons. She
cannot Imagine her own Independence In the woods, but
instead finds herself working everyday, or using Morgan’s
maps, equlpment, advice, and nlckname as reference polints as
she hones her wilderness skllls. Meanwhlle, her marrlage to
Morgan begins to disintergrate, and finally Morgan
announces, "You must leave before the Fourth of July. I
can’t operate and open the hotel under this stralin. You
HAVE to find some place to go" (7).

She leaves and tries to find a "place." While
establishing herself, she still defines herself by male
images. She describes her final cholce to live in an
isolated cabin by referring to a common American image: "I
had wanted to llve In a Thoreau-style cablin In thé woods, "
(7> and llke Thoreau she moves In on July 4. Durlng her
first year, she meets Rob, an Adlrondack wilderness guide.
With his help, she strives to quallfy as guide, a profession
which was "mentloned with respect bordering on hero
worship." However, just as she had been renamed Danlel
Boone, Jjust as she had patterned herself after Thoreau, she
once agailn finds herself reading what Adrlenne Rich calls "a
book of myths/ in which/ our names do not appear." The
legendary Adirondack guides which LaBastille refers to were

all male: "Mitchell Sabattis, Chris Crandell, Artie Church,
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Andy Carmen, Frank Baker, Lou Hathaway, Ira Parsons, Mlke
Cronin, and so on" (97). She eventually becomes one of 250
guides in the Adirondacks, one of "only two or three women"
who had earned that title.

LaBastille repeatedly confronts the male/female lmages
and roles of wllderness life. Her cabin Is kept in
immaculate order, and she refuses to chop down any of the
trees surrounding it. Yet her bulldling and heatlng needs
soon require her to wield a chainsaw with great skill.
Unlike the pre-1860 women whom Kolodny mentlons, LaBastllle
frequently searches for "adventurous conquest," cllimblng
numerous peaks and hiklng the 112-mlle Northvllle-Lake
Placid trail. One of the more Interestling reversals of roles
Involves her ownershlp of several guns. One nlght several
drunken hunters land thelr boat near her cabln, and coo her
name again and agaln. She grabs a "shotgun loaded with
buckshot" and prepares for "whatever prank they had In
mind." Nothlng further happens, but the next mornling she
decides that such incldents wlill stop:

It seemed wise to....project an Image which might
prevent any future problems. I chose a beat-up
Stetson, strapped a .38 callber revolver to my
hip, and pulled on a tall palr of boots. Racing my
boat full-speed across the lake, 1 Jumped out and
ran up to the door of thelr camp. "Bang-bang-
bang." No answer. Finally, a puffy-faced man In
qullted red underwear opened the door sleeplly.
Before he had a chance to say anythlng, I burst

out with, "What the devil were you and your
frilends up to last night? Yelling my name across
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the lake? If anyone of you sets foot on my land or
even comes close to my dock without an invitation,
111 shoot flrst and ask his name later!"

I turned abruptly and strode away, hoping that my

reputation as an ornery, plstol-packing woodswomen

had begun. (38>

LaBastllle repeatedly deslres to "proJect an lmage," and
she calmly pursues her skills as a gulide, naturalist,
cablq-builder, "ornery plstol-packling wooodswoman" -- and
lovef. LaBastlille’s life was not one of isolatlon. Instead,
her love for a man named Nlck becomes one of the longer
sections of the book, and becomes more significant when
conslidered In terms of Keolodny’s and Schllissel’s ldeas. Both
Kolodny and Schlissel emphasize that few women went into the
wilderness on their own accord. Often the husband
would go flrst and send for the famlly when he became
somewhat "settled"; more often the whole family would go
along when the husband left. When Morgan Brown demands that
LaBastille had to leave thelr home, she claims that "I had
no place to go." But that soon changes, and ln Adrienne
Rich’s terms, she beglins "To have it out on her own
premises," in her own cabin and by her own rules. When it
becomes clear that she loves Nlck, she Invites him back to
her cabln, and when he decldes to accept an opportunlty In
Alaska, she polltely but firmly refuses to follow him.
LaBastille does not simply refer back to the traditlons

of nineteenth-century wilderness that she had researched for

one of her other books, Women and Wilderness. Her Ph.D in
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wildlife ecology prepared her for advising work ln
conservatlon programs in Central Amerlica, and she contlinues
to be a hard-working and inslghtful activist. Her Interviews
with other women actlivists, her knowledge of women’s roles
In contemporary wllderness, and her flrst-hand experlences
provide a solld underplnning for her polltlcal commentarles.
Yet like many wllderness writers, from George Catlin to John
Muir to Aldo Leopolid, she faces a particular problem: how to
also lnvolve the splrltual or mystlcal aspects of wllderness
within these political statements. Muir said that he went to
the mountalns to "touch naked God," but In hls pollitlcal
lobbyling he was often willling to settle for slogans rather
than ecstacy. One could say that Mulr was a mystlc who also
had to learn to speak to Congress; LaBastille is a
resourceful and practlcal writer who at tlmes tries to play

the role of seer. The epilogue of Woodswoman ls reminsclent

of the concluslion of Walden:

Sometimes I sit in my log cabln as In a cocoon,
sheltered by swaylng spruces from the outslde
world. From trafflc, and nolse, and llguor, and
trlangles, and pollution. Life seems to have no
beginning and no ending. Only the steady expanslion
of trunk and root, the slow plleup of duff and
debris, the lap of water before it becomes ice,
the patter of ralndrops before they turn to

snow-f lakes.

Then the chirp of a swallow wingling over the lake
reminds me that...there Is always a new beginning.
(278>

While her pollitical comments are acute, LaBastille’s

gspiritual vision often relles upon a nalve form of
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pastoralism, categorized by Its sense of seclusion ("in a
cocoon®). exclusion ("from traffic and nolse™ ), the
observation of nature S cycles ("trunk...lce. .. ralndeops™)y,
and a sesne of timelessness ("life seems to have no
beainning and no endina"Y. In a text which repeatedly
reminds the reader that modern wilderness -- and soclal
roles within that wilderness -- are conatructs closely
assoclated with ideoloales of land use and gender,
LaBastille concludes with a vaporous hynn which In efrect
fgnores these Influences. For LaBastille, there would indeed
be "a new bealnnlna." Her next book, Beyvond Black Beay
Lake, was written after the preasures from tourists,
admirers., and developers threatened her 1ittle "cocoon,”
causing her to find a new homestead even turther back Into
the Adlirondacks. The name of her new cablin ts "Thoreauw 1100

The landscape of Leslle Marmon Sli1ko s Ceremony

Ils a series of tralls and roads, of worn paths among meRas
and tourlist-clogged interstate highways. Yet rather than
relying on simplistic oppositions of Amerlcan and Indian
culture, Sllko creates fascinatina and re-Inviagorvating
combinatlions and Interweavings of Indlan- American myth:ms,
ceremonies, and Journeys. In her recent essay, "Landsmcape,
History, and the Pueblo Imaalnation," 311ko refers to the
Ilmportance of "the mlaration story: an Interlor Jowrney."
Many American storles -- ranglna from the Journey of lLewils

and Clark to those of Washlngton Ivving, Ahab, ot Nlck Adams
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-~ share thls motif of self-definition, psychic healina. or
cultural consollidation by means of a slaniflicant Jfourney
Iinto the wllderness. Yet the Jlourneys which Siiko
commemorates are not only the anclent tales of mytholoalcal
figures, but the miaration Journeys of contemporary
native Americans. A key element of Sliko s work 18 her
attempt to retaln the slanlflicance of these mlaratory
Journeys In an area which would seem to have Jost many of
Its mythlcal aspects:
The Laguna Pueblo mlaration storles refer to
speclfic places -- mesas, sprinags, or cottonwood
trees -- not only locatlons which can be vislted
still, but also locatlons which lle dlirectly on
the state highway route linkling Paaute villaae
wlth Laguna village....Thus the landscape between
Paguate and Laguna takes on a deeper sianlflcance:
the landscape resonates the gpliritual or mythic
dimension of the Pueblc world even today.
("Landscape," 90-91)
Inttlally, It would seem that such an understandlng -- ar
more speciflcally, a connectlion with the mythlcal dlimension
of landscape -~ Is not a common occurence near a state
highway. Silko’s attempt ls not only to retaln a sense ot
spirituallty linked to the open, untouched landscapes of
the mythic past or the nineteenth century, but to eatabhllsh
a sense of place that can renew thls splritual connectlion to
the land where we are here and now, to link the mythlc with
the immedlate, the holy mesa with Interstate 66,

The openling pages of Ceremony deplct a world which Is

damaged and sick. The central character, Tayo, 1Is the



lllegitimate son of a white man and his Indlan mother.
During World War Il he witnesses a Japanese soldler smashing
the skull of his dyling brother with the butt end ot a vitle.
His stays in Army heospltals and bouls with ateohol have
offered no cure for his shame, "battle fatioue." and
nightmares. Barly in the novel, while Tayo Is almlessly
tending sheep one day. hls war-damaoged frlend Havley
suggests a "mlaration" to the highway. Yel the "locations

for thls journey are not mesas butl cheap bars:

Tayo shruaoed hls shoulders, They were twentiy-tlve

or thirty miles from the bars on the other wide of
the reservatlion boundary line. People called it
"going up the line," and the bars wvere bullt one
atter the other alonosmlde o6, beaginnlng at
Budvillie and extendling six or seven miles past San
Fldel to the Whitlng Brothers statlion near
McCarty =. (244
In the distance lile more troublling areas, places
which the "destrovers” have clalmed as thelrs, places from
which destructlon threatens (o radlate: Trintty Slte, White
Sands, and Leos Alamos, a trlad of sites where Indlan vitual
had been replaced by nuclear weapons testina. Much of the
landscape descrliptlion in Ceremony s nlohtmarlish, and 1w
matched by an equally horrifle catalog of the degradatlion of
a people who are losing contact with the land. Sliko
repeatedly refers to Hlghway 66 as the center of a new

"mligratlon" Journey, one assoclated with self-hatred and

waste:
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The traveling made me tired. But I remember when
we drove through Gallup. I saw NavaJos In torn old
Jackets, standing outside the bars. There were
2unis and Hopis there too, even a few Lagunas. All
of them slouched down against the dirty walls of
the bars along Hlghway 66, their eyes starling at
the ground as If they had forgotten the sun In the
sky; or maybe that was the way they dreamed for

wine, looking for |t somewhere In the the mud on
the sidewalk. This is us, too, I was thinking to
myself. These people crouching outside bars 1lke
cold flies stuck to the wall. (107

Like the pevote-eaters from N. Scott Momaday’s Houge
Made of Dawn, these "cold flles" rely on ceremony, but one
which is chosen selfishly and repeatedly abused. In a
simitar way, Tayo repeatedly finds himself involved with
with Leroy, Harley, and Emo, three acqualntances whose
sel f-destructive energy usually leads them out on the open
road. While they describe their escapades in terms of
freedom, it is a freedom based on isclation. In casting off
their ties to Indian society, their past, and their 1and,

they create only a life of suffocation and nausea:

Some one groaned; he looked over to see who it
was. He smelled vomlt. Harley had thrown up all
over himself. Tayo rolled down the window and
drove with his head outside, the way train
engineers did, the air rushing at his face as the
watched the white llnes of the highway fall past
the truck.

He pulled off the highway at Meslta, and reached
over and shook Leroy by the arm. He mumbled and
pushed Tayo’s hand away. He shut off the engine
and looked at the village. The lights of the
houses were as scattered and dim as the far-away
stars. He left the keys in the lgnition and rolled
up the window In case the wind blew that nlght.
One of them had plssed, and the rubber mat at
Leroy’s feet was wet, and with the windows rolled
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up the urine smell steamed around him. He gagged
as he pushed the door open, and somethlng gave way
in hls belly. He vomited out everythlng he had
drunk with them, and when that was gone, he was
still kneellng on the road besldes the truck,
holding his heaving belly, trying to vomit out
everything -- all the past, all his life. (168>

Sllko conslders numerous "ceremonles" throughout the
novel, trying to relocate the sense of alleglance with the
places and Journeys which had upheld Indian spiritual 1life
Iin the past. Tayo can no longer hope for consolation from
his own tribe; thelr threats to ostracize him for hls
drinking and violence are more intimldating than helpful.
Tavyo’s heallng beglns with a visit to Betonle, a medlclne
man of dublous reputatlion. Hls hogan rests on a bluff
overlooking vyet another mlisgulded set of ceremonles along

Highway 66&6:

The Gallup Ceremonlial had been an annual event for
a long time. It was good for the tourlst buslness
coming through in the summertime on Highway 66...
The tourlists got to see what they wanted; from the
grandstand at the Ceremonial grounds they watched
the dancers perform, and they watched Indlian
cowboys rlide bucklng horses and Brahma bulls.
There were wagon races, and the ladles”
wood-choppling contest and fry-bread-maklng race.
The Gallup merchants ralsed prices In motels and
restuarants all Ceremonlal week, and made a lot of
money off the tourists. They sold great amounts of
llguor to Indlans, and In those years when liquor
was lllegal for Indlans, they made 1ot more money
because they bootlegged 1t. (116>

Betonle Is qulte aware of the degradatlon which he wltnesses
dally, yet he remains In thls place because he feels

"comfortable" among the local hllls, and Is able to sustaln
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his will because of this closeness. Tayo, Betonle, and an
odd young helper named Shush leave the violence and sordid
commerciallism of the Gallup area, headlng back Into the

sandrock foothills for their own ceremonvy:

Tayo stood near the horses, looklng down the path
over the way they had come. The plateaus and
canyons spread out below hlm llke clouds falllng
Into each other past the horlzon. The world below
was distant and small; it was dwarfed by a sky so
blue and vast the clouds were lost in it. Far Into
the south there were smoky blue ridges of the
mountaln haze at Z2unl. He smoothed hls hand over
the top of his head and felt the sun. The mountaln
wlnd was cool. It smelled llke springs hidden deep
In mossy black stone. He could see no slans of
what had been set loose upon the earth: the
highways, the towns, even the fences were gone.
This was the highest place on earth: he could feel
it. It had nothling to do with measurements and
helght. It was a speclial place. He was smiling. He
felt strong. He had to touch hils own hand to
remember what year it was: thick welted scars from
the shattered bottle glass. (139

"It was the highest place on earth...It was a speclial
place": this is a familiar refrain among wilderness wrilters.
For Edward Abbey, the Utah desert Is "...the most beauflful
place on earth. There are many such places"; Hemlngway’s
Nick Adams was able to find "the good place...his home as he
had made it"; Anne LaBastille flnds solace and "a new
beginning" in her "cocoon" in the Adlrondacks. These writers
share a common goal to deflne the spirltual value of
landscape. Yet they could hardly be more disparate In thelr

explanations of how this spiritual moment is achleved, and
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how the opportunlty for simllar moments should be preserved.
When Tayo ascends to this "hlghest place," the novel Is a
little more than half-way finished. The power of Ceremony
becomes apparent when Tayo comes down from the mountain,
and trles to lmpress the value of hls experlence on a
culture victimized by "witchery."

Silko refuses to let the novel degenerate into a
predlictable serles of accusatlions lnvolving Indian vs.
white, path vs. highway, or ceremony vs. technology. While
the novel boils with anger, Silko sees white industrial
culture as an effect, rather than a cause, of evil, or as
she calls It, "witchery." For Silko, references to the
nineteenth-century legacy of land theft, deceit, and
violence obscure deeper problems, and may even take the form
of evaslveness; when Tayo laments, "They took almost
everything, didn’t they," Betonie responds, "We always come
back to that, don’t we?" (127). Betonie sees more immediate
possibllities for confrontation and renewal within
contemporary Indian culture, and sees himself as the new
myth-maker ("I have made changes in the rituals") and the
reconciler ("We can deal with white people, with thelir
machlnes and thelr bellefs"). In fact, rather than Judging
the two cultures by their oppositions and divisions, Indians
and whites are tragically linked together "in the middle of
witchery’s final ceremonlal sand palnting." The central myth

of the novel, the emergence of "witchery," culminates in a
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horrific image of Indians and whites as "one clan agaln,
united by the falth the destroyers planned for 511 of them,
for all living things; united by a circle of death that
devoured people in cities twelve thousand miles away" (246).
Tayo’s final confrontation involves the violence which has
consumed his frlends and which llterally threatens to end

his own life:

He turned. The moon was rlising above the last mesa
he had crossed from the east. A translitlon was
about to be completed: the sun was crossing the
zenith to a winter place in the sky, a place where
prayers of long winter nights would call out the
long summer days of new growth. Tonight the old
priests would be praving for the force to contlinue
the relentless motlon of the stars. But there were
others who would be worklng this nlght, castling
loose countermotions to suck In a great splral,
swallowlng the unlverse endlessly into the black
mouth, thelr diagrams in black ash on cave walls
outlining the end iIn motionless dead stars. But he
saw the constellatlion In the north sky, and the
fourth star was directly above hlim; the pattern of
the ceremony was In the stars, and the
constellatlon formed a map of the mountains in the
directions he had gone for the ceremony. For each
star there was night and a place; this was the
last night and the last place, when the darkness
of night and the llght of day were balanced. His
protection was there In the sky, In the position
of the sun, In the pattern of the stars. He had
only to complete this night, to keep the story out
of reach of the destroyers for a few more hours,
and the witchery would turn, upon litself, upon
them. (247>

Silko’s Ceremony ls among the flnest recent novels
about landscape and lts relation to splrltual and polltical
values. In contrast to both Brody and LaBastlille, Sllko |Is

more forceful about the need to constantly reshape and
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revise ceremonies and myths. Brody and LaBastille both
emphasize the ways in which soclal ldeologles preflgure
people’s responses to landscape and thelr assumptlons about
soclal roles In the wllderness. Brody presents a sltuatlon
in which the process of lmage-making constantly pulls one
towards simplistic models of good/bad oil companies vs.
good/bad Indians. LaBastlille, much llke Arlene Blum in

rna: ‘ , Insists on her own presense
within a series of male images about the wilderness. Both
Brody and LaBastllle provide startlling contrasts between
alternative ways of seelng, yet nelther of them create what
Annette Kolodny has called an "alternative metaphorical
design."” Silko takes a further step and begins to create her
own mythologles. Thus storles and myths establlish the
renewed sense of being connected to the land, or as Betonie
says, "comfortable." The struggle is not deflned only In
terms of land rights and treaty violatlons, of holy mesas
and testing grounds, but In terms of storles and their
appropriations. The scholarship of Siotkin, Kolodny, Green,
Bercovitch and others have shown that the "destroyers" in
their varlous forms have been willing and able to to bring
such stories within thelr reach, and to create a world in
their own image. Tayo’s vallant hope iIs "to keep the story
out of reach of the destroyvers for a few more hours, and the

witchery would turn, upon itself, upon them."
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Chapter Four

The Stewardshlip of Wilderness In
Thoreau, Faulkner, Snyder, and McPhee

Improvement makes strait roads; but the crooked
roads without Improvement are roads of Genius.

-— Willlam Blake’s
"The Marrlilage of Heaven and Hell"

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 woodlands beyond. But none of them owns
the landscape.

-- Ralph Waldo Emerson‘s "Nature"

There 1s clearly not enough wllderness left for the
rislinag number of pecple who say they deslre 1t. It’s
not wliderness anyway 1f 1t only exlsis by our
permission and stewardship.

-~ Jim Harrison‘’s
"Passacalgia on Getting Lost"

The Glacler Peak Wllderness 13 probably the most
beautiful plece of country we‘ve got. Mining copper
there would be llke hitting a pretty glirl In the
face with a shovel. It would be like strip-mining
the Garden of Eden.

~-- John McPhee’s Encounters
wlth the Archdruid

One of the more disturbing questions from William

Gass’s In the Heart of the Heart of the Country tersely

summar izes a dilemma of modern willderness writers: "When

I1/'ve wormed through a fence to reach a meadow, do I ever
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feel the same about the field?" (2086> It Is hardly
surprlsing that writers would react with anger or
disillusionment to the obvious obstacle of an owner’s fence.
One’s reactions might be complicated 1f the "fence" -- be |t
barbed-wire, a treaty-line, or a Natlonal Park Boundary --
exlsted because of the direct or Indlrect actlons of
the author. Numerous texts about American wilderness -- most
notably Thoreau’s "Walkling," Faulkner’s The Bear, Gary
Snyder’s "Glacler Peak Wllderness Area," and John McPhee’s
Encounters with the Acrchdruld -- confront a bltter
necessity, namely that the contlinued preservation of
Amerlican wllderness depends on the public ownershlp of land.
These authors often wrote of the value of wllderness while
locating their travels iIn lands that were already mapped,
sold, deeded, and allocated. In their texts, the most
troublling image Is not the "fence" whlch barred access to
the land, but the "trall" which supposedly provided it.
Tralls have served as a means of release and as a tainted
reminder of ownershlp; Thoreau, Faulkner, Snyder, and McPhee
all address this lIssue as a contradiction of certain
personal and cultural ldeals.

Some might assert that land surrounded by fences and
crossed by tralls had already lost any right to be
considered "wliderness." Yet [t should be remembered that
many of the most Important texts about American wllderness

do not offer tales of success, of some eventual eplphanic
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moment in the presence of nature. Instead, many of these
texts refer to the dliffering forms of interference
encountered in the attempt to recover the value of
wilderness. These compromises and conflicts may be closely
related to the destructlon of Amerlcan wllderness, yet |t
would generally be a mistake to assoclate varlous forms of
Inteference with a diminishing quallty of writlng about
wllderness. As Leo Marx explalns in The Machine in the
Garden, many of the touchstones of American wllderness
writing -- Thoreau’s Walden, Melville’s Mobv-Dick,

Clemen’s Huckelberry Finn -- are not sustalned escapes

from the pressures of clvillzation; rather, as Marx shows In
a series of readlngs, It Is the sudden Intrusion of soclal
and hilstorlical pressure at the moment of eplphany which

defines the difference pbetween "simple* and "complex"

. pastorallsm.

Marx allgns the "simple form of pastorallsm" wlth
popular and sentlmental forms of expression. He admlts that
more and more Americans are becoming Interested In the
wllderness heritage of America; for example, areas such as
the Grand Canyon and Yellowstone each recelve over three
million visitors per year. Yet the average length of stay
at the Grand Canyon Is a mere four hours. Marx has little
hope that such behavliour can yleld lasting beneflts. He
claims that a "simple" version of the pastoral "in culture

at large is the starting point for infantile wish-
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fulfiliment dreams, a dlffuse nostaglla, and a nalve,
anarchlc primitivism" (The Machine in the Garden 11). As
he points out in his later essay, "Pastorallism in America,"”
such a "nailve" and optimistlic encounter wlith Nature lis
actually "a representative event of the dominant,
progressive ldeology" (57>,

This "simple" version of pastorallsm contrasts with more
"complex" works by authors such as Thoreau, Hawthorne,
Melville, and Twain, who often employed wilderness as a
counter-force to the progressive/industrial ldeology of the
nineteenth century. Then why do these authors’ central
characters -- Hester Prynne, Huck Flnn, Ahab -- find
that their search for solace or truth In the wllderness ends
In compromise, fallure, or death? The machlne iIn the garden
serves as a metaphor for the problems faced by these
characters. Marx claims that works such as Walden,

Huckleberry Finn, and Moby-Dick all feature a moment

which he calls "an Interrupted ldyll":

It often begins as another interlude of serenity,
peace, and Jjoy, but the mood in thls case is
abruptly transformed by the intrusion of a machine
or some.other manlfest token of the dynamism of
modern industrlial soclety. So far from being an
occaslion for an coptlimistic view of history, the
sudden intrusion of the machine upon the native
landscape evokes feellngs of dislocation and
lrony. (57>

Marx provides an Inslightful and troubllng analysls of
the complex relationshlips which Amerlcan authors have had

with wilderness. Yet his earlier work also leaves some major
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quest ions unanswered; in particular, he declines to explaln
the extent to which the myth of the Machlne In the Garden
can generate both literary AND political texts about
wllderness. The book ends wlth the ¢lalm that “"the machlne’s
sudden entrance Into the garden presents a problem that
ultimately belongs not to art but to polltics" (364>. Hls
later essays, partlculariy those in The Pllot and the
Passenger (1988, examine the pastoral themes of more
directly political wrliters such as Sontag and Maller. Marx
has also referred frequently to politlcal manifestations of
pastoralism, as in his recent essay, "Pastorallsm In
America," where he discusses the "unlversallty and
adaptablliity of pastoralism" and its relevance to "advanced
Industrial socletles" (55). Although Marx mentlons natlonal
parks, environmentalism, the antl-nuclear movement, ecoloay,
and student protests, they are generally discussed in
passing. Marx is a far better scholar of literature than he
la of the peolltlics of modern Amerlcan wllderness,

Furthermore, the palring of Machlne/Garden lmplles that
an author 1s disturbed by the Machlne wlthout having any
affinity or complicity with 1t. The usual distinction of
forces In such confllcts Is between wlliderness and
development, between "sylvan flelds" and "dark, Satanlc
mills." A somewhat more subtle compromlse arlses from the
confllcts between wllderness and ownershlp -- vet thls |s

not only the obvious confllct of the landless wllderness
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mystlc who stares In disbellef at the "No Trespassina" slang
of the landowner. Writers face a more troublina situation
when the landowner Is the author hlmself. or a conservatlon
aroup supported by the author. In thls sense, land ownershlip
Is not opposed to the Intearity of willderness: {t Is the
only way In whlch the Intearlity of the land can be saved
fram more troublling and permanent problems. Whether It Is a
town’s land arants, a private citlzen’s hunting arounds. an
area purchased by The Nature Conservancy. or a Natlonal
Park, Amerlcan wrliters have often particlipated {n efforts
towards the ownership of wilderness, ranalng from Thoreau s
calls for town-owned wllderness preserves to John Mulr's
flahts for natlional parks to Edward Abbey s experlience as a
park ranaer. Whlle wriliters have touaht for such methods of
wilderness preservatlion, they have at times found that thelr
own will to wrlte about wilderness had been serlously
compromlised by the very actlons they have supported. Durlng
these writers’ own moments of eplphany or ecstacy, thelr Joy
Is talnted by the very "machlnes" or forces which they have
constructed.

As the wllderness areas of Amerlca contlnued to
disappear throughout the nineteenth century, American
authors began to Intensify thelr questlions about the
relation of willderness to ownership. Wllderness was no
longer Just the blank slate upon which Amerlcans would

sketch thelr portralt: rather than belng the source
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of demeocratic Instlitutions, 1t gradually became the
"product” of these Institutlonz. The wildernesa which had
*created" American values would In turn be "re-created" by
enllahtened land pollicles, Amona the writers of the Amerloan
Renalssance, it is Thoreau wvho contfronts the problem ot
Interference, of wllderness and ownership, most dlivectly.
The presence of the machlines of his nelahbors came aulte
close to Thoreauw s gardens: the Flichbura rallroad ran less
than a mlle from his cabin at Walden Pond. Yet tor Thoreau.
the sources of Interterence were much movre pervasive and
subtlie than the flendlsh scream of a tratn s whistie., In hila
essay "Walkinag," Thoreau realsters his most tellinag
complalnts about Interterence and also proposes some of hils
least satltfactory sugaestlions about the way:s In which
wlilderness writers might overcome this dilemma. "wWalking®
bealins a period in Thoreau s thouoht when tand ownevrship ts
flaured as a symptom of the "evil days" to came. Yet his
fears of "evlil" are balanced by hils arowina understanding of
the actual conditlons of both private and public land
ownershlp. Thoreau comes to Include a more balanced
assessment of ownershlp, one In which publlic land ownership
Is consldered as a necessary challenge for "complex"
Amerlcan pastoralism.

"Walklna" opens with a relectlon of compromlae, as
Thoreau announces, "1 wlish to speak a word for Nature, tor

absolute freedom and wlldness." Although the land around him
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was undergolna constant development, Thoreau clalms that hils
saunterina contlnues to hold the promlse of discovery. slnce
"two or three hour”s walklna wlll carry me to as strange a
country as I ever expect to see....as good as the domlnlons
of the Kina of Dahomey." Like a Danlel Boone stretchlna for
his blt of "elbow-room," Thoreau repeatedly reminds us of
how little his world has been tainted:

I can easlly walk ten, flfteen, twenty, any number
cf miles, commencing at my own door, without golng
by any house, without crossing a road except where
the fox and the mink do.
Yet 1lke so many of Thoreau’s works, "Walklng" ls at lts
best when |t confronts the awkwardness of any attempt to
find a sustained "primitive" relation to nature. The
numerous references to "roads" In this essay make It clear
that Thoreau does much of his walklng along varlous
thoroughfares, while Jjudgling some of them as forms of
interference and others as sources of Insplration. At times,
a road ls assoclated wlth many of the "good works" whlch
Thoreau clalmed to avold, wlth "the polltlical world...that
market-man...horses and men of busliness." Yet Thoreau does
not shun all roads or compromises, and Insists that "there
are a few old roads that may be trodden with profit."
With the instinct to travel,
I can get enough gravel
On the 0ld Marlborough Road.
Nobody repairs 1t,

For nobody wears 1t;
It is a living way,



As the Christians say.
(lines 18-24)

You may go round the world
By the 0ld Marlborough Road.

(lines 66-67)

As one would expect In Thoreau’s work, thls veneer of
dogagerel does not completely cover hls lurkling susplclons
that he had not managed to travel as far or as wlsely

as he might have wished:

But It sometlmes happens that I cannot easlily
shake off the village. The thought of some work
will run In my head and I am not where my body |s,
-- 1 am out of my senses. In my walks I would faln
return to my senses. What business have I In the
woods, If I am thinklng of somethlng out of the
woeds? I suspect myself, and cannot help a
shudder, when I find myself so implicated...

The possiblllity of belng "Implicated" Inveolves the memory of
"town" and its conditlons for language, work, time, economy,
and plannling. It also refers to more concrete and practlical

matters, namely the "partitloning" of open lands:

At present, In this vicinlty, the best part of the
land Is not private property; the landscape 1s not
owned, and the walker enjoys comparatlive freedom.
But possibly the day wlll come when It will be
partlitloned off Into so~called pleasure-grounds,
In which only a few wlll take a narrow and
exclusive pleasure only, -- when fences shall be
multiplied, and man traps and other englnes
Invented to conflne men to the publlc road, and
walking over the surface of God’s earth shall be
construed as mean trespassing on some gentleman’s
grounds. To enJoy a thing excluslvely Is commonly
to exclude yourself from the true enjoyment of 1t.
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Let us lmprove our opportunities, then, before the
evli] days come.

Thoreau’'s deplcetion of these "ev!l days" ls sugaestlve
of the lndustrial rampage of the latter nineteenth century.
Yet eventually one flinds that hls descriptions of these
"Yevil" days are rather scattered and vaauely-deflned; they
finally seem to be based on a curlious dlsdalin, not the sense
of urgency which one flnds In the work of George Catlin or
John Mulr. Hlis suagestlions for counterlina this murky evil,
for "lmprovling our opportunlties," border on the
simple-minded. As Leo Marx has sald of "Walking,"

In "Walklna," which begins flrmly enough, he cuts
ldeas loose from observatlons, and form crumbles
Into page after paoge of tedlous, homlletlc
assertion. Now he speaks as an extreme
primitivist-anarchist....in the end Thoreau's
doctrine of "wildness" becomes Indistlngulishable
from the shadowy bllss of Infantlle mindlessness.
(82>
The very ldea of the Law, and of the actual conflnes of
ownershlp, are clearly disturbling to Thoreau. Yet rather
than confronting these lIssues directly, Thoreau resorts to
Transcendentallst slelght-of-hand. In "Walklng," an essay
one would llike to value for lts clear dellneatlon of
potential confllcts, terms such as "Jurlisdlction" slmply
evaporate:
The walker In the famlllar flelds which stretch
around my natlve town sometimes flind themselves In
another land than ls described in thelr owners’

deeds, as It were In some faraway fleld on the
conflnes of the actual Concord, where her
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Jurlsdiction ceases, and the ldea which the word
Concord suggests ceases to be suggested.

The reader’s search for a sustained or direct resolution
of the problem of ownershlp must lead beyond "Walklng."
Thoreau contlinues to find brief moments when he can
avold the distractlon and Intruslions of consclousness,
politics, language, and other "man traps." Yet the flnest
moments of hls later wrltlnas are not those of the
"primitivist-anarchist," but those of struggle within the
establlshed patterns of land use. Thoreau’s attempts to
release hlmself from the "conflnes" of fences and lots are
not often flgured as trips to uncharted realons. Even In a
passage where Thoreau states "my splrit Is free," the Image

of the road stll] slgnlfles Thoreau’s attachments:

Now I yearn for one of those old meandering dry
unihabited roads whlch lead away from towns --
which lead us away from temptation, which conduct
to the outslide of earth -- over lts uppermost
crust -- where you can forget what country you are
travellng -- where no farmer c¢an complaln that you
are treading down hls grass -- no gentle man who
has recently constructed a seat In the country
that you are trespassing -- on which you can go
off at half-cock -- and wave adleu to the village
-~ along which you my travel llke a pllgrim --
golng no-whlither -- Where travellers are not too
often to be met -- Where my spirlit Is free -—-
where walls and fences are not cared for -- where
your head Is more In heaven than your feet are on
earth -- which have long reaches -- where you can
see the approachlng traveller half a mile off and
be prepared for him -- not so luxurlant a soll as
to attract men -- some root and stump fences whlich
do not need attentlon -- where travellers have no
occasion to stop -- but pass along and leave you
your thoughts -- where it makes no odds which way
you face whether you are golng or coming --
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whether it is morning or evening -- mid-noon or
mid-night -- where earth 1s cheap enouah by belng
publlic. Where you can walk and think with least
obstruction (Jourpnal June 21, 1851)>.

He wrlites in the same entry, "In roads the obstructlons are
not under my feet." Such clalms strlke one as an evaslon of
the actual question of'land ownershlp, of how the
diminishing possibilities of writing about wilderness and
landscape are lndeed substantial and urgent clalms on his
attentlon. In the above passage, one mlight assume that
Thoreau associates himself with the "uninhabited roads," not
with the "town," the "farmer," the "gentleman." One who
pictures Thoreau walking "where walls and fences are
not cared for...where earth is cheap enough by being public"
should also remember how Thoreau earned most of his money
during thls period -- by surveying the lands of the town,
the farmer, and the gentlieman. As Leo Stoller clalms,
No other occupatlon for whlch Thoreau qualifled
would have been as adequately symbollic as was
surveyling of the declislon to accept llfe wlithin an
economic order based on proflt. He established the
bounds of farms about to change hands, laid out
house lots to be offered the slow-growing
population of the township, plotted new roads
through the properties of enterprising real estate
men, and more often than any other task, divided
woodlots In preparatlon for thelr auction to
lumber dealers....surveylng pushed Thoreau {nto

assoclation with the local farmers and
entrepeneurs who were hils employers. What he saw

of their life -- and more important, what he
shared of it himself in the many hours of
surveying -- intensifled his antagonism to the

goclal order of whlich they were all a part. (54-53
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It Is temptlng to see Thoreau’s surveylng as compromlse
or failure; as Thoreau sald in "Walking," "I suspect
myself, and cannot help a shudder, when I flnd myself so
impllcated." Yet It ls this problem of "lmplicatlon" which
makes certain parts of his later writings so much more
convincling and relevant than the nalve and random
suggestions of "Walkling." While Thoreau contlnued to sense a
strong oppositlon between the town and the woods, he
occasionally suggested that the woods be saved or managed
by the very town whlich threatened thelr destructlon: "In the
1850“s he made a proposal that each town In Massachusetts
save a S500-acre plece of woods which would be forever wlld:
nc lumbering, no changes at all" (Perrin 20). Instead of
continued pleas for "absolute freedom and wlldness," Thoreau
adopted a position which would become more prevalent in the
latter half of the century:
In his latest and soberest years, after he had
reluctantly consented, on occasion, to think
socially, he became, to some extent, that very
tame and civillzed thing, a "conservationist," and
he even made a plea for the establlishment of
natlonal parks. (Krutch 55>
For today’s wilderness writers, accustomed and perhaps
devoted to the ldea of natlonal parks and forests, Thoreau’s
surveyling provides a striking Image for theilr ambivalence:
The history of the woodlot Is often...a history of
cross-purposes -- of steady and consistent

endeavor on the part of Nature -- of lInterference
& blundering with a gllimmer of Intellligence at the
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11th hour on the part of the proprietor...What
shall we say to that management that halts between
two courses? Does nelther this nor that but
botches both? ("Seeds" 396>

Thoreau may not have provided the solutions to the problem
of ownershlp, but he has provided some key terms for
recognizing its effects. These '"cross-purposes" of
"Interference" and "management" are the legacy of
twentleth-century wilderness areas, whose proprletors’
general plan for easy tourist access in a pristine
wllderness area certalnly "does nelther thls nor that but
botches both." They are also the legacy of certaln
twentieth-century writers -- Edward Abbey, William Faulkner,
Peter Matthiessen, Gary Snyder, John McPhee, John Haines,
Wendell Berry -- who have found that the Inherent
contradictions of management/wilderness are not just a
modern problem, but a vital and recurring theme En American
llterature.

Few twentleth-century Amerlican wrlters have explored
the bitter conflicts of land ownership with more lntensity
than Willlam Faulkner. Yet Faulkner was far from a
wllderness explorer; the value of hls work |s found in hls
attempts to recover the heallng and primal power of the land
from places where private owners, industrial concerns, and
varlious "man-traps and other englnes" had already staked
their clalms. Like Thoreau saunterling on the 0Old Marlborough

Road, Faulkner’s characters know there will soon be no
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Frontler at all, and have already beaun to search for "a
1lving way" within the conflnes of contemporary land usaae.,
In contrast to Thoreau, Faulkner presents these conflicts in
terms which are both more indirect and more urgent. In
Faulkner’s time, the "evll days" prophesized by Thoreau had
already arrlved, and Transcedentallst attempts to leap
beyond the confines of actual compromises no longer held
much promise. The typlcal Jjourney for Faulkner rarely
proceeds far wlthout a reconslideration of land use and
ownership:
A mile back he had left the rich, broad, flat
river bottom country and entered the hllls -- a
reglon whlch topographically was the flnal blue
and dying echo of the Appalachlan mountalns.
Chicksaw Indians had owned [t, but after the
Indians {t had been c¢cleared where posslble for
cultivation, and after the Clvlil War, forgotten
save by the small peripatetlic sawmills which had
vanlished too now, thelr sltes marked only by the
mounds of rotting sawdust which were not only
their gravestones but the monuments of a people’s
heedless greed. (The Hamlet 196)
Whether they are subjJect to the varlous passlings of the
Chlicksaws, the darlng waste of the later settlers, or the
blind clutching of the Snopes, Faulkner’s lands are never
bevyond ownership. For Faulker, the "evil days" foreseen by
Thoreau are not slmply a product of Industrlallzatlion but of
ownership lItself, which Infllcts Its curse on a serlies of
tenants.

These dual tenslons -- of wllderness adventure conflned

and compromised by land ownership, and in turn, of land
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ownership as a barrier against industrial development -- are
two central themes of Faulkner’s The Bear. The story was
published in 1942 as part on the collection Go Down, Moses,
but It [s set in the 1870s, when the Frontier of had not yvet
"closed," when a trip to the woods, "blgger and older than

any recorded document," was still "the best game of all."

However, the terms of conflict -- of bear, man, wilderness,
and axe -- are soon made apparent in this description of the
Bear:

It ran In hls knowledge before he ever =saw t, |t
loomed and towered in his dreams before he even
saw the unaxed woods where it left Its crooked
print, shaggy, tremendous, red-eyed, not
malevolent but just blg, too blg for the dogs that
tried to bay it, for the horses that tried to ride
it down, for the men and bullets they fired into
it; too big for the very country which was its
constricting scope. It was as if the boy had
already divined what his sense and intellect had
not encompassed yet: that doomed wllderness whose
ecdges were belng constantly and punlly gnawed at
by men wlth plows and axes who feared |t because
it was wilderness (187>.

It Is Indeed tempting to see this this story as a contest of
"unaxed woods" resisting the attacks of "puny men," but to
do so reduces the complexity of Ike McCaslin’s attempts to
find value in land that was already becoming "non-
wilderness." One of Faulkner’s huntlng companions clalmed
that "In Old Reel Foot’s days a man could travel for miles
under the open timber and never see a road" (Utley 131). Yet

The Bear Is criss-crossed by images of roads, tralls,

paths, borders, and train tracks, and thus is far more than
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a story about a young man’s initiation into wllderness: iIn
Thoreau’s terms, lke McCaslin first has to make a serles of
cholces about "absolute freedom and wildness," and then
about "Interference" and "management.'
The story begins wlth Images of the forested wllderness
which Is to provide Ike‘s "novitlate":
The wllderness closed behlnd his entrance as |t
had opened momentarlly to accept him, openling
before his advancement as it closed behind his
progress, no fixed path the wagon followed but a
channe! nonexlistent ten yards ahead of it and
ceasing to exlist ten vards after 1t had passed.
(189>
As the hunt continues, the sense of dlslocation from the
outer worlid increases, as there Is nco longer even a trail or
path to lead back towards the town:
They rode for more than three hours through the
rapld shortening sunless afterncon, followling no
path, no trall even that he could dlscern, Into a
sectlon of country he had never seen before. (193D
As lke grows more determined In his searches for the Bear,
he gradually leaves behind the more obvious forms of
interference, the camp, the clearing, the roads, the paths,
the other hunters. Following Sam Fathers’ advice, Ike even
leaves the gun "by his own will and rellinquishment." Yet
he reallzes that, In Sam’s words, "You alnt looked right

yet." The next morning he sets out, ready to cast off

everything In search of the Bear:
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He had already relinqulshed, of hils wilil, because
of his need, In humlllity and peace and wlthout
regret, yet apparently that had not been enough,
the leaving of the gun had not been enough. He
stood for a moment -- a child, alien and lost in
the green and socaring gloom of the markless
wllderness. Then he relinqulished completely to it.
It was the watch and compass, he was stll}
talnted. He removed the 1lnked chaln of the one
and the looped thong of the other from his
overalls and hung them on a bush and leaned the
stick beside them and entered [t. (201>

images of the "markless wilderness" are a stark

contrast to the Images of the fifth and final section of the

story, when, two winter’s later, "he went back to the camp

one more time before the lumber company moved In and began

to cut the timber" (301). Instead of a "markless

wilderness," Ike now "would hear the passing log train from

the camp."

Rather than shying away from "fixed paths," Ike

actually rldes the traln to hls meeting polnt with the other

hunters. After Ike had flrst thrown away hls compass and

become lost, he had made a "cast to cross hls backtrack";

now he recognizes hls posltion In the woods by "one of the

four concrete markers set down by the lumber company’s

surveyor to establish the four corners of the plot which

Major de Spain had reserved out of the sale." After this

trip he comes to reallze "why MajJor de Spaln had not come

back, and

that after this time he himself, who had to see |t

one time other, would return no more" (307>.

It Is tempting to over-emphasize thlis contrast of

"markless

wllderness" and the "traln track," and to read
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The Bear as a relatively simple modern fable, one in which
the beauty of an untalnted wllderness is opposed to the
beast of a purely machlne-driven culture. But to see thls
text simply as anti-progress or antl-development is to
overlook the fourth sectlon of the story, where Ike speaks
of "himself and his cousin Juxtaposed not agalnst the
wilderness but against the tamed land which was to have been
his heritage." In thls section it becomes clear that
Faulkner flnds himself In a dilemma simllar to Thoreau’'s,
where every declislion Involvina ownershlip or wllderness
seemingly "does nelther this nor that but botches both."
Throughout the fourth sectlon, lke repeatedly clalms
that the land ls cursed. Ike’s self-accusatlons are not Just
a matter of deeds and land sales, but of "that whole
edifice Intricate and complex and founded upon injustice"
(286>. As Ike says:
"Cursed:" and agalin McCaslin merely lifted up one
hand, not even speakling and not even toward the
ledgers: so that, as the stereoptlicon condenses
into one Instantaneous fleld the myriad minutia of
Its scope, so did that sllaght and rapld gesture
establish In the small cramped and cluttered
twilit room not only the ledgers but the
plantation in its mazed and intricate entirety....
(285)
Ike finds It easler to calculate hlis paln than hls
responsibllility. At flrst he clalms that his cholce |s

both false and lnconsequential, for the notlion of

"repudiation" Is Just a legal flctlon:



144

"I can‘t repudlate 1t. It was never mine to
repudliate. It was never Father’s and Uncle Buddy’s
to bequeath me to repudliate because it was never
Grandfather’s to bequeath them to bequeath me to
repudlate because It was never old Ikkemotubke’s
to sell to Grandfather for bequeathment and
repudiation." (247>

Desplite Ike’s self-rlighteousness and obfuscatlon, hls land

allotment will not Just go away, and hls cousln Edmond

offers a more practlical view:
So let me say it: that nevertheless and
notwlthstanding old Carothers did own {t. Bought
It, got 1t, no matter; kept 1t, held It, no
matter; bequeathed it: else why do you stand here
relingquishing and repudiating it? (248)

Ike does Indeed "repudlate" his grant to the land, and
spends most of hls life llving In a cramped rented room In
town. He becomes a simple carpenter, Justlfying his action
by noting that "the Nazarene had found carpentering good for
the llfe and ends he had assumed and elected to serve"
(296). Ike had previously looked to the Blble for a vislon
of a world where people held "the earth mutual and intact in
the communal anonymity of brotherhood" (247>, but the
remalnder of the fourth sectlon depicts a world of brutal
selfishness and degraded ideals. In this sectlon, the
tralling of 0ld Ben iIs paralleled by a simlilar trallless
search, lke’s attempt to flnd Fonsliba. While this

search also leads to a pathless wllderness, lIke“s reactlon

ls one of shock and anger:
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"I will have to find her. I will have to. We have
already lost one of them. I will have to tind her
this time." He did. Hunched in the s=tow and oy
rain. on a spent hired horse splashed o the chest
and hiogher. he zaw It -- & aioale 1Tow oditice
with a clay chimney that seemed In the procesn ot
belna flattenad by the raln (o a nameles and
valueless rubdble of dlssoltlon In that roadiess
and even pathleass waste of untenced tallow and
wilderness jungle --  no bharn, no stable. not so
much as a hen-coop: Just a loa cabin bultt by hana
and no clever hand elther. (268)

ike enters the 1oa cabin, but does not indg the lmaoe of the
pastaral shepherd. the American woodsman, QU oany
"hrotherhood" of communal owners: instead he findis a man
reading a book In the midat of that desolation,
that muddy waste fenceless and oven pathless and
without even a walled shed tor stock to stand
beneath: and over all, permenant. clinalng to the
man s very clothing and exuding trom the sKin
Itselt, that rank stink of baseless and tmbeclile
delusion, that boundless rapactity and folly, of
the carpet-baagger followvers of victorlous armless,
(26
Rather than belng an Image of "absolute freedom and
wlldness," thlis hut In the wllderness "fenceless and even
pathless" Is Instead a monument to "that boundless rapacity
and folly" of post-bellum Amerlca.
The traditlions which had been associated with wlldernean
In the flrst parts of the story - Independence, rencwal,
puriflcation, humllity., patlence, ftrilendshlp -- are all
Inverted, replaced by land speculation, fraud, and

monopolles. The more responsible "owners" of the witd land,

such as MaJor de Spalin, are llttle match for the onulaught
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of the lumber companlies or the smaller but no lesa Inaldlous
efforts of private land speculators. The land that has been
"oursed" by ownershlp was not sanctlfled by the act of
"relinquishing” [t -~ someone was always quite ready to
renew and perhaps even [ntensify the curse. Faulkner s
The Bear dellineates the ways In which ownershlp and
wilderness, which had previously scemed contradictory. came
to be seen as a necessary compromise, one which could
concelvably be Justlifled once land ownership was no lonaer
alianed with "the whole editfice Intricate and complex and
founded upon Injustice." In Faulkner 's terms, those who had
bought the land had been "dlspossessed of Eden." America
lacked an Eden, but possessed a Yellowstone. a Yosemlte, a
Grand Canyon. The questlions were: who would own them. and
would thls ownershlp be a "curse?!

Durlina the latter vears of the nineteenth century, a
arowlna number of Amerlcans shared an apprehenslon similar
to Ike McCaslin“s, namely that willderness would soon
dlsappear under a system of strictly private onwership. This
attltude dld not suddenly spring up durlng the 1870s and
1880s. Lee Clark Mitchell marshalls a wide range of sources
whlich establlish that "the commitment to the preservation of
land Itself grew out of state efforts to set aslde scenic
wonders and cltles’ recoagnitlon of the beneflts of publlc
parks," efforts which began In the 1830s (48). Yet as

Roderlick Nash explalns In Wilderness and the Amerlcan
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Mind, the lmpetus to set aslde large-scale wllderness areas
dld not vield results until a half-century later. While
wrlters such as George Catlin had called for the
establ ishment of natlonally-owned "maaniflcent parks" as
early as 1841, It was not until 1872, with the establlishment
of Yellowstone, that the Natlonal Park System began. The
next few decades saw the creatlion of several of our most
important parks: Yosemite (18%0)>, Mount Ranler 1899),
Crater Lake (1902), Grand Canyon <1909, Glacler (1910),
Mount McKinley (1917), Acadla (1919>, Bryce (1923),and Grand
Teton (1929).

The history of the National Parks Is long and varied,
and has already recelved the attentlon of numerous scholars
and historlans. There has been a minor Industry of books,
ranaing from coffee-table photo collections to more serlious
meditations, on the status of wllderness as [t exlists In the
Natlonal Parks. Yet there has been a gap i sllence,
apathy, and open disdalin between the llterary community and
the Natlonal Park system. In simple terms, the establlishment
of these parks, whlich seemed to many to be the most llkely
means of preserving Amerlcan lands in time of economlic
pressures, apparently offered few posslibllltes for the
modern writer. A harsh, accusatory tone marks the
commentary about the parks, whlch are often assoclated wlth

varlous types of tourlsm and overcrowdlng:
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I am not golng to talk about the well-equlpped
Republlican clones you see marchlng lilke Hitler
vouth up and down the spine of the Rockles, or in
any of the the national parks. national forests,
wilderness areas in America. (Harrison 230

Even those wrlters who actlively support the ldea of natlonal

parks have serlous doubts. aAs Paul Schullery clalms In

ounta ime: Man

I warn vou also that the natlonal park idea 1s a
phlloseophlcal rat’s nest, a self-contradictory.,
ironic, incurably ancomalous, and socially
anachronistic bundle of challenges and
frustrations....The American publlic has never
recelved an adequate introduction to the natlonal
park idea. To them, or to most of them, the parks
are llittle more then grassy Disneviands....
Natlonal parks, forests, monuments, and other
federal reservations, as well as simllar state
areas, are all viewed, simply, as public places of
recreatlion (72-73>.

Modern wrlters who did contlnue to value landscape,
wilderness, or wildlife, generally tried to find lands whicgh
of fered a more personal vislon than the parks: Aldo Leopold,
Richard Nelson, Gretel Ehrllch, and Leslle Marmon Slliko are
notable examples. Those wrliters who chose to wrlite about and
within the park system soon came to share Thoreau’'s fears of
the management which "does nelther this nor that but botches
both." The essential contradictlion In American land-use
policy within the Natlonal Parks Is found In the directive
to the Park Service, which was establlished by Congress in

1916. The Park Service was lnstructed to manage the parks

and "to provide for the enjJoyment of same In such manner as
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will leave then unimpaired for the enjoyment of future
generatlons." As more and more people began to vislt the
parks, the contradiction became the source of bitter debate:
it seemed that the Service could not "provide for the
enjoyment" of llterally mllllons of visltors while also
managing to leave these lands "unimpalired." The parks had
provided a desparate means of ownership which would
forestall the destructlon of the wllderness:

For over a century wllderness advocates labored
for Just such a goal. They reasoned that
preserving wild places depended on gettlng
Amerlicans Into them without saws or bulldozers,
only to flnd In thelr success the source of thelr
areatest challenae (Nash 236>,

This "challenge," this range of urgent problems, has
continued to Inspire writing which develops the theme of
"complex pastorallsm." Ideas about natlonal parks, tralls,
and polltical activism In defense of wlliderness are not
common themes in recent American literature, but they are
certalnly essentlal themes In the wrlitlings of Gary Snyder.
Snyder’s poetry and prose is closely related to his numerous
Jobs: "The rhythms of my poems follow the rhythms of the
physical work I‘’m dolng and life I1‘’m leadlng at any glven
time." His work as a forest ranger, trall-bullder, logger,
sea-man, and actlvist have generated a complex perspectlve
of wllderness as a source of splirltual and llterary values
wlithlin partlicular economlc systems.

Snyder became familliar to many readers through Jack
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Kerouac’s character, Japhy Ryder, from his novel, The Dharma

Bums. At one point Ryder/Snyder exclalms,

I/ve been reading Whltman, know what he says,
"Cheer up slaves, and horrlfy forelgn despots," he
means that the attlitude for the Bard, the Zen
Lunacy bard of old desert paths, see the whole
thing Is a world full of rucksack wanderers,
Dharma Bums refuslng to subscrlbe to the general
demand that they consume production and therefore
have to work for the privilege of consuming....all
of them imprisoned in a system of work, produce,
consume, I see a vision of a great rucksack
revolution, thousands or even mllllions of young
Amer lcans wanderlng around w!lth rucksacks, golng
up to the mountalns to pray, maklng chlldren laugh
and making young glirls happy and old girls
happler, all of “em Zen lunatics...(97).

Kerouac’s goofy enthuslasm for Snyder’s verslon of "simple
pastoralism" should not be allowed to dlstort the more
serious aspects of Snyder’s closely related concerns for
wilderness and poetry. In one of his central images of
writling, poetry ls assoclated with the trall, as somethling
solid and almost permanent, a careful arrangement of

stone and earth. Snyder deflnes much of hls wrlitling as

"Poetry a rip-rap on the sllick rock of metaphyslics":

Lay down these words
Before your mind like rocks.
placed solid by hands
In cholice of place, set
Before the pbody of the mlnd
In space and tlme:
Solldlty of bark, leaf, or wall
riprap of thlngs
Cobble of milky way,
strayling planets,
These poems, people,
lost ponies wlth
Dragglng saddles —--



151

and rocky sure-foot tralls.

("Riprap" lines 1-14>

Earth House Hold (1969) collects Snyder’s varled

interests In work, In varlious International attltudes and
relations towards wllderness, In direct or indlrect
pollitlical actlvism, and In a wide varlety of literary forms.

As Charles Molesworth says, "Earth House Hold is best read

as Snyder’s epic -- In the sense that eplic means a
storehouse of cultural ideas and ldeals" (66). Subtitled
"Technical Notes & Queries To Fellow Dharma
Revolutionaries," this text is "a gathering of essential
Information about our relatedness to the environment"
(Molesworth 66>. Snyder attempts to ground such
"Informatlon" through hls use of Jjournals about work, study,
and travel. In the essay "Buddhism and the Coming
Revolutlion," Snyder mentlons some of the baslc changes he
seeks as an alternative to Industrial capitallsm:
In fact, it is my view that the coming revolution
wlll close the clrcle and link us In many ways
wlth the most creatlive aspects of our archalc
past. If we are lucky we may eventually arrlive at
a totally integrated world culture with
matril ineal descent, free-form marrlage,
natural-credit economy, less Industry, far less
population and lots more national parks (93).
In the followlng essay, "Glacler Peak Wllderness Area,"

Snyder closely considers the ways In which "national parks"

could be part of a "coming revolution." While Snyder has
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claimed that his values "go back to the late Paleollthlc,”
this essay makes it perfectly clear that Snyder focuses on
the actual twentieth-century version of Amerlcan wlliderness.
The essay is about his Involvement with and within a
wllderness area whlch 1s owned and supported by the very
government whose policies Snyder rebels against. Unllike
Thoreau, Snyder does not try to lead us "beyond the
Jurlsdletlon" of clvillizatlon; Instead, Snyder locates
himself by commentlng that he "wouldn‘t have known where, lf
it hadn’t been for two Geological Survey men we ran onto, up
here surveying the trall a blit for the 1/24,000 sheet to
come out In another two years" (94>. Throuchout the essay,
Snyder Is attracted and distracted by the names of landmarks
and camping areas, finding in these names both a sense of
ldentity and of dlvision. He does not see a river as a
unified whole, but as a series of tributaries:

[Pugh creek goes Into the Whitechuck
the Whitechuck goes Into the Sauk

the Sauk goes Into the Skaglt
the Skaglit goes {nto the Sound.] (95>,

As Snyder and Allen Glnsberg continue "golng along the
trall travellng HIGH," thelr sense of place Is
provided and compromised by the constant reminders of the
trail signs, which Snyder actually includes as part of the

text:
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’ Whitechuck Trall ‘
7/ 7/
‘ <-- Whlte Pass 10 ’
’ <-- Cascade Crest Tr 2 :

Cascade Crest Trall

Indlan Pass 13 —->
White Pass 7T -=>
<-- Mllk Creek Pass @9

NN N N N N NN
NN NN NN NN

~
~

After Snyder and Ginsberg begin thelir ascent of Glacler
Peak, roping together for passage through crevasses and
lcefalls, the writing becomes less distracted. One might say
that |t comes to resemble "wllderness" writlng, In the sense
that clvlilzatlon seems to have been left behlnd by the
transcendent action of climbing and poetic vision. Yet the
eventual view from the summit is not the standard epiphanic
moment of "mountain glory," but yet another remlnder of how
the possibilities offered by this "wilderness" are
sustained:
A flock of birds, all cheeplng and flying over the
edge from vold to void. Pumice agaln. Crampons off
and start up tirlng slidy rock. An hour and a half
to the top. Mazama box chalned to a rock -- a
snowy crest -- mountalns around, around, around

around. I laughed and laughed. Allen was still
coming up, a ways below.
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Ross Petr! climbed 1t Just the day before, from
the other side, with a group from Portland. Nice
to know he’s still climbing. To see his name in
the summit book.
So many mountalins, on so clear a day, the mind
is staggered, and so looks to llttle things 1lke
pilot bread and cheese and bits of dried frult.
From Canada to Orgeon, and ranges both east and
wesy —-- the blue mass of the Olymplcs far over
hazy Puget Sound -- "You mean there’s a Senator
for all this?"
This seems to have been a cruclal moment for Snyder,
slnce flve years later he wrote about thls summit commentary
In the essay "Why Wllderness?" from the collectlon Turtle
I=land (1974). In both essays, Snyder emphaslzes that a
metaphysics of wilderness is no longer possible or desirable
outside of a politlical/economic understanding of how
wllderness ls preserved agalnst the forces that threaten 1t.
Snyder ends “"Glacier Peak Wilderness Area" with a reminder
of the violent land-grabbing which continues right outside
the park boundary:

"Why you cutting back the brush along the road?"

"—~—~ Can’‘’t get the Forest Service to do it --

have to do it ourselves -~

so our guys won‘’t run over each other

trucklng out the logs." (102>
Snyder’s perspectlive is "both transcendent and rooted in the
physlical world" (Molesworth 72). Hls texts pay homage to
Thoreau and Mulr; he assoclates natlonal parks wlth "the

coming revolution;" yet his years of work as a logger also

tell him that no vision of wilderness Is complete without
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considering the economic forces which drive Bmerica to
"truck out the logs."

The attempts to preserve a reascnable balance of
economic and aesthetic needs are a dominant theme In
the writings of John McPhee. His book Encounters with the
Archdruld (1971) Is a serles of meetlngs and bltter
debates between David Brower, ex-leader of the Slerra Club,
and Charles Park (a mining englineer), Charles Fraser (a real
estate developer), and Floyd Dominy (a dam builder and chief
of the Bureau of Reclamation). As is his wont, McPhee rarely
tips his hand about which side of the debate he supports,
and his reticence encourages readers to Judae for them-
selves. The areater lssue of the text 1s whether wllderness
experience, and wilderness itself, benefit from government
regulation of lands.

Part One of the book, "A Mountaln," features a trip to
the same Glacler Peak Wllderness Area whlch Snyder had
previously visited. McPhee’s companions for the trip are
Brower and Park. The conflicts which arlse In the essay
regard the pristine beauty of the area -- and the
possibility that it would soon be open to large-scale copper
mining operations, despite the apparent protection given the
area by law, speciflcally the 1964 Wllderness Act:

In 1964, the United States Congress set aside this
reglon and others as a permanent wllderness, not
to recelve even the use glven a natlonal park, not

to be entered by a machlne of any klnd except in
extreme emergency, not to be developed or altered
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or lumbered -- forevermore. Within the structure
of thls so-called Wilderness Act, however, was a
provision known as "the mining exceptlion®": all
established clalms could be made In any wllderness
until 1984. (5.
Even in a garden which Is "not to be entered by any machine
of any kind," the threat of Intruslon never dlsappears. The
rellance on this theme alone, on the image of "viragln" land
being "raped" by strip-minlng, whlle sultable for environ-
mentalist pamphlets, would hardly aenerate complex writing,
and would hardly represent the complicated lIssues |nvolved
in the Wilderness Act. McPhee raises an equally pertinent
point: to what extent does the establishment of wilderness
areas compromise the appreclation of wllderness by the very
people who love |t and defend 1t? The essay soon announces
that this "wilderness" Is not that of the Frontlier, the
trapper, or the Oregon Trail:
Not far Into the mountalins...we had come to an
oddly formal landmark. It was a slign that said,
"You Are Now Enterling the Glacler Peak Wllderness
Area." In other words, "Take one more step and, by
decree, you WwWlll enter a preserved and separate
world, you wlll pass from clvillizatlon Into
wllderness." Wllderness was now that deflnable,
that demonstrable, and could be entered in the
sense that one enters a room. (7)
The sense of wllderness as a construct, as an area to be
"egtabl lshed" or "set aslide" by the same Congress whlch had
supported the logging of old-growth forests, continues to

gnaw at McPhee and his companlons. They face two seemlngly

dlivergent sources of "lnterference." The first would be
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the damage left by the copper minlng, whlch would be 1lke
"hitting a pretty gir!l in the face with a shovel." Yet in
Faulkner’s terms, thelr more troubllng conflclt Is not with
the "puny men with axes"; llke Ike McCasllin, they tco ride a
"train" into the unaxed wilderness. The "train" Is the trall
system, and the three hlkers are quite open about their
confused reactlons to It. At separate polnts, McPhee bluntly
asks Brower and Park if this Wilderness Area is indeed
"wilderness":

I asked him [Browerl 1f, by hls own standards, he

would describe the terraln we were ln as

wilderness. "Yes, it is wilderness," he said. "The

Sierra is what I love, but these mountains are
perhaps the most beauti ful we have." ¢14)

Havinga moved above the trees Into a ¢lear area,
Park stopped to look back over the forest, the
green lakes, the glacier, the snowfields, and the
white peaks beyond. I asked him if, from his
experlience, he would call this wilderness. "No,"
he sald. "Not wlth this trall In t." 17>
The most difficult moment for them occurs at Image Lake.
(Image Lake was, incidentally, chosen as one of the "Ten
Best Hike-In Views" in Amerlca by Backpacker magaz!ine.)
McPhee notes that the remalning possiblilities for
"wilderness experience" are tainted by the consumer culture
which has recently sprouted to support the recreational
aspects of wllderness, and by the trail system which

efficlently leads hordes of people to a stylized

confrontation with rugged peaks and alplne scenes. The
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existence of Glacler Peak Wllderness Area Is the dlrect
result of the ldeas and efforts of writers such as Catlin,
Thoreau, Muir, Leopold, Abbey, and LaBastille: yet what
would they say about thils view of Image Lake?

Image Lake Is very small -- a stock water pond In
size -- and It stands In an open and almost
treeless terrain. Slowly, we went around l¢t,

lookling for a place to sleep. The sun was setting,
and we had arrlived much too late. We walked past

tents along the shore -- bhlue tents, areen tents,
red tents, orange tents., The evenlng alr was so
still that we could hear voices all around the

lake. We heard transistor radios. People greeted
us as we went by. The heaviest shadows were in the
northwest arc of the shore, so the air was
particularly cold there, and space had been left.
We took the space. We had come Into the mountalns
from the east. These people had come in from the
west. It had not been an easy trip for them, to be
sure. The nearest roadhead was fifteen miles off
and some four thousand feet below. Nonetheless,
the lake that night had the amblence of a cold and
crowded casls. Shiverlng, I c¢llmbed up the slope
to witness In the water the fadlng lmage of the
great mountain. Objectively, the reflection was
all it was ald to be. But a "No Vacancy" slgn
seemed to hang in the air over the lake.

A real sign pointed the way to a privy. We
collected fire wood, which was very hard to find,
and when we had something of a blaze golng and had
all drawn in close around it for warmth, I said to
Park and Brower, "Do yvyou feel that you’re in a
wilderness now?" (58-9).

In hls 1977 book, Comlng {nto the Countrv, McPhee
discusses the relation of wilderness, land ownershlp, and
trails in terms of a much larger and more complex situation,
the status of Alaskan willderness after the Alaska

Native Claims Settlement Act of 1971. In McPhee’s words,

this leglslation acted "like a Jewel cutter’s chisel
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cleavina a rough diamond...effected the wholesale divislon,
sub-dlvision, patentlna, parcellling and deedina out of
physicaraphlic Alaska" <18, Yet for McPhee and so many of
the pecple who discuss the issue of land ownership In this
book, the problem seems rather academlc -- or, to be more
preclise, the slans of Yownership" In Alaska often seem
rather distant. Just two hours north of Anchorage, one can

hire a ride In Cessna and fly north towards Depnall without

43

seelna another slan of clvilizatlon for one hundred miles:
whlle most of the land is "owned" by the state, there Is
little evidence of thls control. Nevertheless, most Alaskans
bitterly resent any attempts to "lock=-up" the land In
government-owned parks. When they look to the natlional parks
of the "lower 48," they Imagine tourists, parking problems,
permits and fees, rules and reaulations. They do not welgcome
the establlishment of parks or tralls. As one ranaer asked
McPhee, "What can vyou do to lmprove an area that's pertfect?
What possible satifaction could a hiker ever get walklna on
a man-made trall?" (276)>.

McPhee spends much of hls time In Alaska wlth a team of
government specliallsts In the Brooks Range, as they attempt
to form some proposals for land use In this very remote
area. One of the senlor speclalists, a man named John
Kaufmann, makes several arguments that the land should be
government-owned; yet he also holds that no Interventlion

needs to take place, that the land would be left "as lg":
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If Kaufmann could have his way, at least a quarter
of Alaska would be held as wllderness forever.
After hls five years of study and planning for
Gates of the Arctlic Natlonal Park -- an area twlce
as larae as the state of Hawaill, four times the
aslze of Yellowstone -- odds seemed favorable that
It would be Conaressionally conflirmed. Kautmann s
total plans for the park’s development -- hls
Intended use of alrstrips, roadways, lodaes,
lean-tos, refreshment stands, trash barrvels,
benches -- added up to zero. The most lnventlve
thina to do as he saw It, was nothlna. Let the
land stand wild, without so much as a man-made
trall. (78-9

Here one c¢can sense the role of the trall In the

U

wllderness as form of "Interference." An establlshed trall
generally precedes or at least accompanles other forms
of intrusion: alirstrips or roadways needed for would-be
hikers, facliltles for trall crews, maps for the tourlsts,
reagulations for the bureaucrats. The absence of tralls
llkewlise decreases the need for anythlna to support such
trails. Yet can we say that this ls wlilderness "1{f It only
exlsts by our permlssion and stewardship?" (Harrlson 231).
In this context, Kaufmann sees his efforts as both visfonarvy
and traditlonal:
"The proposals, up here, are for the future,"
Kaufmann says, and he adds, after a moment, "As
Yellowstone was., Throughout the hilstory of thils
country, l1t‘s been possible to go to a place where
no one has camped before, and now that kind of
opportunlity !s running out. We must protect 1it,
even artificlally." (27
In several ways, thls response epltomizes the ldea of

"interference" as It has appeared In the texts of Thoreau,

Faulkner, and Snyder. Indeed the American deslre for a
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Frontler, however dlstant and obscure, ls still a strong
impulse. Areas such as Gates of the Arctic or Yellowstone
are lndlcatlive of how deeply we revere such frontlers, vet
the Gates of the Arctlc or Yellowstone.also represent the
problematlc notlon that "we must protect 1t, even
artificially." One need not be a cynic to be disappointed by
the limlted and contrlived prospects for wllderness
experlence In modern America, but one should also recoanlze
that an increased perception of disappointment, conflict,
contradlction, or "artliflclallty" does not lnvalldate modern
wllderness wrlting. Rather, the Incluslon and open
admittance of such tensions Is a key element of the "complex
pastoralism" which contlnues to define the shifting relatlion
of wllderness to ownershlp.

Understanding the texts of modern wllderness wriliters
reéuires that readers revise or set aside some of the
expectations that they might have acquired from readlna
ninetenth-century willderness texts. Wllderness wrliting may
Inftlally seem to offer the prospect of "absolute freedom
and wildness," but even a casual readlng of authors such as
Irving, Cooper, Melville, Parkman, or Thoreau reveals the
serlious compromlses faced by all of these authors. Thoreau’s
questions about "management" are based on a dlfferent set of
expectatlons. Rather than seelng wllderness as an escape
from clvilizatlon, Thoreau, Faulkner, Snyder, and McPhee all

see wllderness as the product as well as the source of
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social policles, particularly those regarding land usage.
Rather than basing their hopes on a nostaglic longlng to
"get back to Nature," these writers focus thelr desire and
anger upon a more complex understandling of actual

"woodlots," "wilderness areas," and trails.
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Chapter Five

Canons and Tralls: Critical Perceptlions of
American Wllderness Writing after 1880

The world Is as young today as when |t was created
and this Vermont mornlng dew ls as wet to my feet
as Eden’s dew to Adam’s.

—— Herman Melville, from
"Hawthorne and his Mosses"

It [Naturel lnsplires a palnfully limlted set of
responses In "nature-writers" -- REVERENCE, AWE,

PIETY, MYSTICAL ONENESS.

-- Joyce Carol Oates, from
"Against Nature"

I saw an essentlial connectlion, I thought, In
attitude, mind, alleglance -- something going on
at the heart, something that might render
cosmopealitan criticism trivial.
-- Thomas Lyons, from
This Incomperable Lande
Writing about wllderness in twentlieth-century America
is a well-intended but futile effort to recover the power
and complexlty of those wrlters -- Cooper, Thoreau, Parkman,
Melville, Twaln, Whitman -- whose works are a direct
response to the open frontier of nlneteenth-century American
wilderness. One finds this ldea expressed almost auto-
maticaily In llterary hlstorlies of nature or wllderness

writing: in general, scholars tend to allgn the closlng of

the Frontier in 1890 with a final closure of certain
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literary possiblilitles regardling wllderness., It 1s not only
llterary critles who make this clalm; a frequent theme of
contemporary wilderness writers is the disturbing
dlscrepancy between thelr clalms of orlglnality and lnsight,
and thelr recognitlon that much of thelr work derlves from
nineteenth-century authors, texts, ideas, or forms. Recent
scholarship concerning essentlal concepts of American
wllderness has repeatedly overlooked the contlnual emergence
of strong and original wilderness writers. In particular, It
has not adequately examined how recent wllderness writling
has responded to the legacy of "classic" authors, and how
contemporary writers confront this "anxlety of influence."
It Is tempting to argue that willderness
writing would be an unllkely product of post-lindustrial
Amerlcan culture. There are abundant slans that portlons of
“the fresh, green breast of the new world" have been reduced
to a "Garden of Ashes." However, the arguments for the
diminlshing possibllitlies of wilderness writing refer to
difficulties which are somewhat more subtle than Three Mile
Island or the Exxon oil disaster. Three different but
related arguments concerning the decline of "nature writling"
have been proposed in John Hildebidle’s Thoreau: A
Naturalist’s Liberty (1983, Cecelia Tichi’s New World,
New Earth: Environmental Reform in Amerjcan Literature

from the Purltans throuah Whitman (1979>, and Bernard

Rosenthal’s City of Nature: Journeyvys to Nature in the Age
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of Amerjican Romapticlsm (1980).

One common thread In these arguments iIs the explliclt
sense that wllderness writing after 1890 is a futile
gesture; Indeed, these three critics see signs of decline
far before the offlclal closure of the Frontler. All three
scholars point to majJor nlneteenth-century authors who have
exhausted the possibilties of a specific sub-genre or theme
related to wllderness. For example, John Hlldebldle states
that he ls "most Interested In natural hlstory as a llterary
method and Indeed as a lliterary genre"; yet such a
discussion is immediately restricted by the following claim:

It Is my argument that Thoreau Is In fact the last
-- and in llterary terms, overwhemlingly the most
successful and important -- of the natural
historians (Hildebidle 5).
Hlldebldle locates Thoreau’s work directly wlithin the "sea
change In the accepted alms and permitted functlons of
natural hlstory writing." He Implles that the
far-ranging skills of Thoreau have been replaced by the
narrow disciplines of the speciallist: the wildlife
biologist, the travel writer, the mountaineering guide.
Furthermore, durling the mid-nineteenth century a breach had
opened between the loglc of applled sclence and the llterary
tendency to see Nature as an Emersonian "symbol of spirlt.”

Thoreau was the last wrliter to unify them:

Thoreau 1s arguably the last major Bmerlican wrliter
to belleve that he could be both a sclentist (in
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some actual, non-metaphorical sense? and a man of
letters, at the same time and In the same work
(Hildebldle 95).

Such a distinction would seem quite appropriate to most
literary scholars. While many readers might praise the works
of Stephen Jay Gould, few would classlfy them as
"literature." Llikewlse, crltlcs who are famllar with the
works of John McPhee would generally consider him a "man of
letters" rather than a scientist. In the earller nineteenth
century, "natural hlstory" was a relatlvely majJor genre; In
the twentieth century, it seems to be an isclated curlosity,
a distant cousin of both literature and scilience.

Cecllila Tichl’s New World., New Earth provlides a further
explanation of our dislocation from the spirit of the land
and of our loss of artistic opportunlity. For Tichi, there
ls no longer a soclal vision of the power of wllderness to
regenerate our splrlitual life, and In turn to dlirect our
pollitical system towards a purlfied America. Her book
upbraids contemporary environmentalists and scholars for
thelr self-righteous over-simpllficatlons of the Purltan
plans for "human dominlon over all the earth." She
convincingly argues that early Americans had a far more
complex understanding of thls power of "dominion":

Far from heedlessly vandallzlng the environment,
early Amerlcans saw its modificatlon -- in fact,
Its reform -- as an ldeologlical imperative that

must proceed together with Amerlca’s moral
regeneration (Tlchl viil).
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Although many Amerl!cans might pralse themselves for thelr
Improved "environmental conscience," Tichl claims that
American writers after 1880 have placed little faith in the

regeneratlve power of the environment:

The American New Earth, once reallzed

successfully in the poems of Walt Whitman, has not
again been wrought with aesthetic power in our
literature... They have not contlinued from Whitman
the dmerican llterary tradition of the New Earth.
It Is as If the-centuries-old ldeoclogy of
environmental referm at last found full aesthetic
expression in Romantic poetry, only to be
repudiated In this century by writers unable to
share the commitment to a millenial Amerlica.
Twentleth-century wrlters who confront the
Amerlican landscape In filctlon and poems offer very
little hope for the spiritual and environmental
redemption of the nation and decry the spoilation
of the landscape. In this way Sinclair Lewis, John
Dos Passos, John Steinbeck, Nathanial West, F.
Scott Fitgerald, Willlam Faulkner, Thomas Pynchon,
and even Willlam Carlos Willlams allgn themselves
historically with the cataclysmlic visions of Joel
Barliow’s Columbiad and with Cooper’s Crater.
(250-51>

Along with definlng the troubled assoclatlons between
wilderness and relevant aspects of sclence, writing, and
civil religion, these three books also lmply that a whole
range of cultural possibilties -- what might generally be
called American Romanticlism -- were disslpated or destroyed
during the latter half of the nineteenth century. Bernard
Rosenthal, in his book City of Nature, discusses the
importance and the decline of the "romantlc Journey to
nature," an adventure which was more metaphysical than

physical:
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When nature served as the metaphor for the
regeneratlve quest, when artlsts sought thelr
locatlon In the universe, the pasage took them to
a region away from geographical America, away from
any geographical place, to a mythic nature where

they could escape from an "unnatural" plight.
(26-27)

This "mythlc" sense of nature seems to prevall In many
categorizations of well-known texts about wllderness. The
writings from the expeditions of John C. Fremont, John James
Audubon, or John Wesley Powell are generally consldered
"historical," while those of Melville, Thoreau, or Whltman
are seen as "literary." Yet for Rosenthal, both of these
possibilties -~ actual exploration and more Interlor or
metaphysical journeys —-- were seriously compromised during

the late nineteenth century:

At some polnt In the nineteenth century, and
historlans may debate exactly when, the American
Journey into nature ended. The political frontiers
had been conquered, and Western man, as Whitman
affirms In "Passage to India," had circumnavigated
the globe. If the American West was not a totally
idylilc pltace, 1t nevertheless essentlally
redeemed the pledge of materlal prosperlity nature
had held. Polltlcal and economic problems
remained, but the American Jjourney to

nature has been relatively successful. The
romantic journey was also largely over in the
sense that new lliterary methods of literary
exploratlion engaged the attentlon of leadlng
writers such as Adams, Crane, James, and Twaln,
although lnquirles iInto the meaning of belng
remained fundamental to their wrliting. What had
generally changed was the pattern of metaphor.
Whether coincidental or not, the ‘romantic’ trope
of a Journey to nature In search of salvatlon
ended at about the time that Amerlca fully
possessed the promised land.
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Except for Melville’s Clare]l and Bllly Budd, the

last richly poetic nineteenth-century exploration
of what had already become an old dream appeared
In Whitman‘s "Passage to Indla." The poem, dated
1871, explores agaln the romantlc myth that by
then bordered on nostaglla (233,

A reading of the criticism of Hildebidle, Tichl, and
Rosenthal reveals a partlcular contradlctory tendency, one
which has continued to obscure the ways in which "marginal"
or "sub-literary" genres and texts can contribute to a
development of American concepts of wilderness. The texts
of all three critles rely upon a wide range of source
material from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. For
example, Hlldebldle develops a strong argument regardling the
pervasive Influence of the natural hlstory genre durlng the
earller nineteenth century. He does so by frequent '
references to two texts which are generally considered
"semi-1literary" or "non-literary," namely Gilbert White’s
Natural Historv ¢of Selbourne and Charles Darwlin‘’s The
Vovage of the Beagle; he also refers to numerous
compilations of relatively obscure "natural history essays"
collected by editors such as Melsel, Hlcks, and Smallwood
(Hildebidle 24-57). Tichi‘’s New World, New Earth clearly
explains how a "millennial imperative emerges In a mosaic
pattern" of varied texts. Signs of this imperatlve could be
read

in Cotton Mather’s sermons, In Jedidiah Morse’s

geography books, [In James Fenlmore Cooper’s
novels, In Danlel Webster’s polltlcal speeches,
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They proceed In George Bancroft’s United States
history, Georaqe Perklins Marsh’s conservationlst

tract, and In Frederick Law Olmstead’s writing on
]l andscape deslan. (1x)

Rosenthal, In Clty of Nature, also flnds resonant Images

of Amerlcan Romantlcism among "minor works of the early
nineteenth century" and 'works so obscure that one ls
grateful for any edltion": these Include frontler dlarles,
tour guldes, letters, and polltical speeches. All three
critics are eager to reveal the wealth of lesser-known
nineteenth-century texts that both Invigorate and challenae
the assumptions of better-known canonical texts.

Yet in their brief assessments of wilderness writing
after 1880, they seem to shlft thelr emphasls. Rather than
portrayling the development of a particular concept of
American wilderness as It occurs In a wide range of genres
and texts, they refer to a sudden sense of limltatlon among
writers. They offer a relatlvely narrow range of
twentieth-century texts to support this claim. When
Hildebldle refers to Thoreau as the "last natural
historlan," he assumes our assent rather casually. He
briefly refers to writers such as John Mulr or John
Burroughs, but declines to even mention why recent writers
such as Joseph Wood Krutch, Aldo Leopold, or Edwin Way Teale
do not deserve to be consldered as skllled natural
historlans. Tichl states that "there Is a strong suggestion

on the part of these twentieth-century writers that the
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collapse of the Amerlcan splrit (Eorrelatlvely of the shaped
environment) ls rooted In the fallure of the natlonal
imagination" (254). The writers she chooses to support this
claim -- T.S. Ellot, Sinclalr Lewls, Nathanlel West, John
Dos Passos, John Stelnbeck, F. Scott Fltzgerald,
and William Faulkner -- may indeed represent the dominant
attitude of modern literary culture as defined by literary
Instltutlons, yet they hardly represent the vigorous range
of opinions on the subject of wilderness. Rosenthal claims
that the romantic journey to nature ended during the 1870s,
and that "new methods of literary exploratlon engaged the
attention of wrlters such as Adams, Crane, James, and Twaln"
(23>. Thus Rosenthal’s interest in "obscure writers" who
contrlbuted to the "romantlic" experlence of wllderness ls
convenlently replaced by a predlctable, famlllar, and narrow
rellance on traditlional texts. In concluslon, the same
critics who have worked so admirably to provide a "mosaic"
of texts concerning nineteenth-century Amerlcan wllderness
alsoc seem unwilllng to examine the wlde varlety of texts
which continue to define American concepts of wllderness.

Other critics have previously recognized the Importance
of so-called "non-canonical" works about nature, landscape,

or wilderness. Norman Foerster’s 1923 book, Nature in

American Literature, makes this clalm:

A new slght, a new insight -- these are sought In
all the llterature from the time of Wordsworth to
the present moment.



Nowhere are they more prominent than In the
Jterature of America. With only two or three
exceptlions, all of our major writers have
displayed both a striking curlosity as the facts
of the external world -- an intellectual
consclience in seekina to know them with exactness
~~ and an ardent emotional devotion to nature
because of her beauty or divinitiy: and this
curlosity and thls devotlon have become so0
pervasive that, especially In our tlme, even
writers outside the main intellectual currents of

the age -- such as contributors to rural
newspapers and to colleae magazines In the most
remote sectlons of the country -- reveal the new

absorpbtion In nature qulte as clearly as the
typlcal poets and essayiats of the day, and
perhaps mare clearly than the areat writers ot the
nineteenth century. (xii1)D
This fasclnatlina clalm recelves 1lttle attentlon In the
book, slnce Foerster sought to defline ninetenth-ventury
attitudes and examinations of nature, and not to pursue the
development of these (deas In later texts. He ends his work
with a palr of chapters devoted to John Mulr and John
Burrouahs, who are clearly representative of
'post-frontier" authors, and who published a malority of
thelr work as macactine artlcles. Yet Foerster went no
farther than that, and those who may have revealed a "new"
perception of nature "more clearly than the great writcolrs of
the nineteenth century" remaln unmentlioned.

The relative lack of attention pald to willderness
writling outslde the canon is based on the assumption that
the status of Amerlican wliderness after 1890 has qreatly
changed, and that thls change has been almost entlirely

negative. A recognltlon of the destructlion and waste of
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American wilderness does not necessarily mean that
wilderness writing has directly borne the brunt of thls
damage. The "complex form of pastorallsm" thrives In
situatlions where value Is belng lost; the greatest books
about Alaska will not be those of the nineteenth century,
but those of the twentleth. Hlldebldle refers to a
"sea-change" in the writlng of natural hlstory durlng the
latter part of the nineteenth century; I would argue that a
simllar sea-change 1s gradually taklng place durlng the
latter half of the twentieth century. Hlldebidle. Tichi, and
Rosenthal provide distinct "mosaics" of lesser-known
sources which not only serve as fascinating background
material, but which have thelr own claims to be recognized
as serious writing. These unfamiliar contexts may at first
seem rather distant from literary matters, yvet to deny or
lgnore them ls to arrange a shallow and reductlonlst
llterary hlstory. To paraphrase Tlchl, there ls a vital
"mosaic" of texts about twentieth-century American
wllderness. One can find evidence of this "mosalic" In a
number of fine anthologlies: Thomas Lyons’ This Incomperable
Lande (1989>, John Conron‘’s The American Landscape (1974),
Frank C. Bergon’s The Wilderness Reader (1980>, Robert C.
Baron and Ellzabeth Darby Junkin’s Of Discovery and Destiny
(1986>, and Danlel Halpern’s Qn Nature (1987).
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These anthologies feature dozens of talented and
Insightful writers, and thelr varlety can be both thrilllng
and bewildering. Yet until the appearance of these recent
anthologies, there had been no sustalned attempt to
suggest a unlfled or even closely related agroup of authors
and texts which deflne twentleth-century Amerlican w!llderness
In the sense that Cooper, Irving, Emerson, Thoreau, and
Melville, and Twaln represent the nineteenth. Two of the

most influentlal books about wllderness In American culture

-- Leo Marx’s The Machine In the Garden and Roderick
Nash’s Wilderness and the American Mind -- present very

different conclusions about the status of post-1880 wrlitling
about wilderness. These difference are indicative of more
pervasive problems regarding critical perceptions of
wilderness and the canon of American literature.

As I’ve argued, Marx‘s Machine ln the Gardep remalns
one of the innovative studies of "complex pastoralism" in
Amerlican culture and literature., For Marx, the lmage of the

machine In the garden is more than an unusual contrast:

The sudden appearance of the machline In the garden
is an arresting, endlessly evocative image. It
causes the lnstantaneous clash of opposed states
of mind: a strong urge to believe In the rural
myth along with an awareness of Industrlallzation
as a counter-force to that myth. Slince 1844, this
motlf has served agaln and again to order literary
experience...It is a cardinal metaphor of
contradiction, exfollating, through associated
images and ideas, into a design governing the
meaning of entire works. (229)



—
~ )
(5}

Marx refers to these "assoclated lmages and ldeas" as
"ecologlcal, In the sense that they are the potentltal basls
for a proper arrangement ot human soclety In relation to
nature. He also allans the goals and llterary textss of major
nineteenth-century writers with similar twventleth-century
problems regardlng wllderness, conservation, and weitling,
As he sald In hils 1970 eszay, "Amerlcan Instltutlons and
Ecological Ideals,*
Anyone famlltar with the work of the classlc
twentlieth-century American vrlters (1 am thinking
above all of Cooper, Emerson, Thoreau, Melville,
Whitman, and Mark Twain) ls likely to have
developed an Interest In what we recently have
learned to call ecology. (13
Marx s writinas Insist on correcting the fregquently nalve
assumpt lons of popular ecology by polnting out the sharp
contradictions within Amertca s "pastoral inpulse,
which can Include both the "Environmental Preasident”" who all
but denles the existence of acld raln, and the "pradical"
group Greenpeace, which raises funds with promot lonal rock
videos on MTV. Marx's work provides an acute study ot
America's literary culture, and In turn calls ftor a
re-examination of polltical rhetorlic vuwxdlnq wilderneas,
Slnce the Willderness Act ot 1964, an increasiing number
of writers and scholars have sought to define or divectly
Influence the pollitical procesaes Involved In preserving or
destroylng wllderness., Roderlek Nash s Wllderness and the

american Mind (1967, reviged edltion 1973 and (982 Ia
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valuable for its dliscussion of perceptive wilderness wrlters
who have also participated in political decisions regarding
wllderness or land usgae. The book Is relevant to modern
discussions of the politlics of wilderness because Its
provides an hlstorical llneage and an lIntellectual context
to recent battles between the Slerra Club and James Watt,
between Adlrondack State Park and houslna developers,
between environmentallists and Exxon. Leo Marx emphasized the
power of certain "cultural symbols," particularly the Image
of the machline in the garden, to account for the genesls and
perpetuatlon of certaln llterary responses and themes. While
Nash does not separate ideas about wilderness from such
symbol ic patterns, he prefers toc conslider wllderness In
close relation to popular attitudes about land usage, and In
terms of those reformers who used their writing to save and
protect the wilderness.

Nash Is encyclopedlc In hls explanation of wllderness as
an evolving idea. He explalins the connections and
differences regarding the Blblical concept of a wasteland
and the Puritan evocation of a “moral wllderness," as well
as the affillatlons between the emergent devotlion to nature
arising from Romanticism and the popular 'wilderness cult"
In twentleth-century Amerlica. Whlile the scope of thls book
Is too wide to allow for very close readlngs of texts
related to wilderness, Nash skillfully explalns and assesses

many controversial ideas and public flgures Involved In the
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numerous flguratlons of "wllderness phllosophy." Hls
emphasls |s on the soclal rather than Indlvidual communlon
with nature. While Nash fregquently comments on the ways in
which artlists have trled to renew individual connectlons
wlth nature, he ls more concerned wlth how a soclety can and
should establish such possibllitles for larger garoups of
people. In this sense Nash’s book Is valuable for
emphasizlng the relatlon between the flnest willderness
writers and the roots of wilderness activism: for Nash, the
two are frequently synonymous. Wi S5 . eri
Mind throughly explalins how deeply writers have Influenced
both our political and literary understanding of the lands
they helped to save. But by emphasizing the political over
the 1iterary, he chooses a llst of writers which might seem
surprlsing to a student of Amerlcan writlnag.

Apart from Marx’s and Nash’s respectlve polnts of
emphasis upon the artistic and political aspects of
wllderness, it Initlally seems that there are few maljor
dlfferences In thelr assessment of the lmportance of
wllderness in American writing. Yet when one looks more
closely at the list of authors who are prominent in each
text, a certaln dlvergence become apparent. From the perlod
from 1700 to 1880, Marx’s and Nash’s cholces are In general
agreement. While they may differ in the choice or the
slgnlficance of partlcular texts, the two critlcs share a

basic Interest in certaln authors:
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Marx: Nash:

Jefferson Jefferson
Robert Beverly William Bartram
Crevecoeur Crevecoeur
Cooper Cooper

Emerson Emerson
Hawthorne George Catllin
Thoreau Thoreau
Melville George Marsh

After 1880, the list of notable authors shows no such sense

of agreement:

Marx: Nash:

Twain John Muir

" Fitzgerald Aldo Leopold
Hemlngway Robert Marshall
Faulkner Wallace Stegner
Frost Edward Abbey

These two critics do more than emphasize different writers:
they do not simply say a blt more or less about Twaln or
Muir. Of the five writers emphasized by Marx, Nash does not
mention Twaln or Hemingway anywhere In his book. He offers
one passing comment regarding Frost. He mentions Faulkner
and Fltzgerald only briefly, quoting short, famlllar
passages from The Bear and The Great Gatsby. When one

ljooks at The Machine 1n the Garden, the wrlters praised by

Nash are absent: Marx makes no references to ANY of them.

Some of these major discrepancles arise from differences
Iin the authors’ intellectual tralning and In thelr stated
goals for each book. Marx Is a lliterary critic specliallzling

Iin nineteenth-century American wrlters; he Is known for his
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close and probing readlngs of famous texts. Nash originally
wrote Wllderness and the American Mind as a graduate
student In History, and hls work tends to emphaslze more
general Intellectual and soclal movements rather than close
readings of key passages in speclflc texts. Marx’s The
Machine in the Garden Is not so much about wllderness as

It Is about the "middle state," the garden, the realm of the
pastoral. Nash’s text places greater emphasis on wllderness
as "wildness," as a place of primal values and untouched
landscapes, as the setting for adventure or release. Marx’s
text closely scrutinizes the nineteenth century, discusses
the twentieth century rather quickly, and includes no works
written after 1930. Nash broadly surveys concepts of
wllderness from the beglnnlngs of Amerlca to the present,
and in this sense he often skims over large periods. These
differences are not only apparent in The Machine in the
Garden and Wilderness and the Amerjcan Mind. Marx‘s

recent collection of essays, e Pilot and the Passenage
(1988>, continues to provide superlative readings of
Emerson, Thoreau, Melville, Twain, Frost, Maller and Sontag.
Nash’s recent studles, lncluding varlous essays, an
anthology of writing on conservation and ecology, and a
recent book on "radlcal" environmentalist groups and land
ethlcs, have continued hls support of lesser-known wrlters
such as Aldo Leopold and Edward Abbey.

These two critics’ differences In method and purpose
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need not lead to an elther/or sltuatlon In which one
supports one "school" of wilderness writing or another.
One should, however, seek to clarify why two very
Influentlal scholars offer such varying historles of how and
why wilderness has continued to be a determining force in
twentieth-century American culture. I will not rehearse the
critical heritage surrounding writers such as Twaln or
Frost, for such ldeas appear in hundreds of previous
articles and books. However, the literary contexts for the
writings of Mulr, Leopold, Stegner, and Abbey are still
unfamillar to many Amerlcanists. I wlll also lnclude and
evaluate the work of Barry Lopez, whose major books appeared
after the 1982 publication of Wilderness and the American
Mind. The same gqualities which have made these writers so
distinctive -- thelr knowledge and use of natural hlstory,
their insistence on direct political involvement, their ties
to "Western" regions, and their lack of ties to the
modernist tradition ~-- have often been the same criterlia by
which they are excluded from the canon of modern literature,
and dismissed as "nature writers." In several ways, these
wrlters not only seek to establish a vigorous traditlon of
writing and Involvement wlth nature, but to questlon and
revise the traditions present in the texts of more
recognlzed Amerlican authors.

One of the major distlnctions linking Muilr, Leopold,

Abbey, and Lopez Is a sustalned and well-informed interest
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In natural history, an interest which Is supported by vears
of actual experlence In the wllds. For numerous modern
readers, this emphasis seems problematic, since natural
history Is rarely considered as a genre of literary quality.
Even those who have written iIn support of the natural
history essay seem a blt embarrassed about thelr clalms. In
1924 Phillip Hicks said, "Great prose Is not to be
expected In the natural hlstory fleld" (151>; In 1990,
Dlane Ackerman says, "A nature writer ls often thought of as
a curiously dysgenic beast, part mystic, part oddball and
overly solemn" (42). The specialization of Muir, Leopold,
Abbey, and Lopez should not be confused wlth statlc,
desiccated listing of obscure species. These authors do not
imitate those who, in Wordsworth’s phrase, "murder to
dissect"; nor can they be compared with fact-blinded pedants
such as Dickens’ Thomas CGradgrind or Copper’s Dr.
Obed Balt. Muir, Leopold, Abbey, and Lopez all take healthy
leaps of fllght and fancy. Yet they frequently remlind
readers that Imaglinings of nature In Amerlcan writing lose
vitality when they lgnore Thoreau’s dictum that "the
frontiers are not east or west, north or scuth, but wherever
a man FRONTS a fact." Llke Melville, these writers belleve
that there are "cunnlng analoglies" between nature and the
soul; yet they also share Melville’s sense that "in this
world it Is not so easy to settle the plain things. I have

ever found your plain things the knottlest of all" (Moby



Dick "The Fountaln").

Their texts do share a sense of allegiance with later
natural hlstorlans such as Thomas Jefferson, Gllbert Whilte,
Charles Darwin, James John Audubon, and John Burroughs. As
John Hildebidle explains, the nlneteenth-century natural
history essay was tradltionally an expanslive and all-
inclusive form, whose audience and range of toplcs was
anything but narrow: natural history became the departure
point for comments on politics, rellgion, science, and all
things both mundane and sacred. In Hildebldle’s terms,
writers often took "a naturalist’s lliberty." Thomas Lyons
refers to these works as "rambles," with the dual sense of
travel and digression (5). The natural hlstory writings of
Muir, Leopold, Abbey, and Lopez are also supported and
Informed by the advances in the study of ecology, by the
"capacity to notlce patterns iIn nature, and community, and
to recognlze that the patterns ultlmately radlate outward to
Include the human observer" (Lyons xiv).

Barry Lopez’s recent ctic Dreams: ination and
Desire in a Northern Landscape (1986) deplcts "a land where
airplanes track icebergs the size of Cleveland and polar
bears fly down from the stars" (xxix>. The book displays the
skills which Lopez had honed in hls previous works: a keen
evye for detall based on hlis tralning as a naturallst
(Qf Wolves and Men>; a deep love of open and so-called
"empty" areas (Desert Notes); hls use of short storles and
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mythology to re-shape the narratlives which each culture
assigns to animals and landscapes (Winter Count, Coyote
Builds North America). Any reader of Arctic Dreams must
soon confront Lopez’s desire to read landscape by examining
minute signs of "the enduring force of its natural history":

Llke other landscapes that Initlially appear
barren, arctlc tundra can open suddenly, llke the
corrolla of a flower, when any Intimacy with It i=
sought, Qne beglns to notlece spots of brllllant
red, orange, and green, for example, among the
monotonic browns of a tundra tussock. A wolf
spider lunges at a gllistening beetle. A shred of
muskox wool lies lnert In the lavender blooms of a
saxifrage..... when stoopling to plceck up the graclle
rib bone of an arctlc hare, [I) would catch sudden
and expected slght of the sillken cocoon of an
arctic caterpillar. (xxiv)
This attention to detail, when applied to the vast ranges of
northern Alaska, mlght trouble those readers who agree wlth
William Blake’s claim that "where man is not, nature is
barren"; even Wordsworth, who urges readers to "Come forth
into the 1lght of the things/ Let Nature be your teacher,"
refrains from such exact listings. The preceeding passage
from Lopez Is by no means an iIsoclated one: the first five
chapters of Arctlc Dreams are rather lengthy explanatlons
of the behavliour of muskoxen, polar bears, narwals, and
caribou. Lopez llterally forces readers to adapt to the pace
of observatlion that arctlc landscapes and animals require;
he makes few concessionsgs to those readers who can hardly

walt for "somethling exciting to happen."

In Lyon’s terms, Lopez’s observations gradually "radlate
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outward to include the human observer." This ltself |s
hardly unique: the texts of Irving, Hemlngway, Faulkner, and
Frost frequently define their human observers in terms of
landscape or natural obJects. Llke these wrilters, Lopez
tells of adventure, hunting, and self-ldentiflcation with
nature, vet Arctic Dreams dellineates the ways In which
these three types of action are drastically re-~-shaped by a
landscape which seems almost unearthly due to lts extremes
of weather, light, isolatlion, silence, and death. Lopez
repeatedly "describes" animals and landscapes which are
still shrouded in mythoclogy, which must be "understood" In
terms of both science and magic, of studies and myths, of
European and Inuit dreams. He says that "we know more
about the rings of Saturn than we know about the narwhal"
(126>, and Arctlc Dreams serves to record hls tentatlve
discoveries:
The flrst narwhals I ever saw llved far from here,
in Bering Stralt. The day I saw them I knew that
no element of the earth’s natural hlstory had ever
brought me so far, so suddenly. It was as though
something from a bestlary had taken shape, a
creature strange as a giraffe. It was as if the
testimony of someone I had no reason to doubt, yet
could not guite belleve, a story too farfetched,
had been verlified In a glance. (125>
Lopez’s dual interests in semi-scientific "testimony"
and In semi-mythological, "farfetched" descriptions provide

the themes for the next two chapters of Arctlc Dreams, "Ice

and Light" and "A Country of the Mind." In this book and in



185

Crossing Open_Ground, Lopez shapes his ldeas about landscape
and narratlve -- yet like the anthropologlst Kelth Bassc, he

also trles to formulate the ways In which native people use
landscape AS narrative, rather than Jjust the setting for

narrative:

The place-fixing storles that grew out of the land
were of two kinds. The first kind, which was from
the myth time and which occured against the
backdrop of a mythologlcal landscape, was usually
met lcuously conserved. (It was always possible
that the storvyteller would not himself or herself
grasp completely the wisdom Inherent In a story
that had endured, which had proven lts value
repeatedly.)

The second kind of story included storles about
traveling and what had happened to everyone In the
vears that could be recalled. It was at thls place
that my daughter was born; or thls |ls where my
brother-in-taw kllled two carlbou the winter a
bear killed all my dogs; or this, Tltlrallk, ls
the place where my snow machline broke down and I
had to walk; Seensasaluq, thls ls a place my
family has camped since before I was born.

The undisturbed landscape verlfles both sorts of
stories, and it is in the constant recapitulation
in sacred and profane contexts of all these
stories that keeps the people alive and the land
alive In the people. Language, the stories, holds

the vislon together. (Lopez 298; alsoc see Basso’s
"Stalking with Stories")

Like Moby Dick, Arctlc Dreams Is a tale of adventures In

whlich the actual "adventurlng" takes up a rather small
portion of the text. Arctic Dreams has its own Ahabs and
Ishmaels, 1ts own monomanaical captains and restless
dreamers. The two closing chapters, "The Intent of Monks"

and "A Northern Passage," are tales of adventure, dlscovery,
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courage, and exploltatlion, the storles of John Davis, the
Hudson Bay Company, Robert Peary, and the men of Pump
Statlon #1 at the northern terminus of the Alaskan 011
Plpeline. These are the storles of the "dlsturbed
landscape,” of places where natural hlstory 1s distorted and
mytholeoay contaminated by Impatience, economics, and
ambltlon. Yet Lopez does not reduce these explorations to a
simplistic contrast of European vs. Inuilt dreams; he is siow
to judge these explorers as agreedy, stupid, or destructlve.
He recoanlizes In thelr "dreams" the dual tendencles of
self-actuallzatlon and desperation which contlinue to couple
dlscovery with bllindness:
The lliterature of arctlc exploratlion s frequently
of fered as a record of resolute wilil before the
menacing fortiflcatlions of the landscape. It Is
more profitable I think to disregard this notlon
-=- that the land s an adversary bent on human
defeat. that the people who came and went were
heroes or tallures In this. It Is betler to
contemplate the record of human lonalng to achleve
somethlna slanlflicant, to be free of some of the
arim welght of 1ife. That welaght was lqgnorance,
poverty of spirit, Indolence, and the threat of
anonymlty and destitution. This harsh landscape
became the focus of a deslre to separate oneself
from those thlngs and to oversome them. In these
arctlic narratives, then, are the threads of dreams
whlich serve us all. (310
Arctlic Dreams Is primarily a book of natural history,
and clearly rellies on what Hilldebldle has called "a
naturallst’s lliberty." The extreme palrings within this text

-- the colors of a lichen and the efforts of Internatlonal

expedltions, the studies of wildllife blilologlsts and the
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myths.of the Inuit :~ could have easily become a thematlc
free-for-all or a simplistic opposition of 'primitive” and
‘modern" soclietles. Lopes uses natural history to unify
these themes and to clarify his own varled responses.

It Is the most rewarding of Lopez s books: In the words
of Ann Zwinger, such writling may serve as "a witness to a
world of Inflnlite varlety and richness, of proven sense and
reassuring order -- the world ot the old-fashloned
naturalist" (44). Lopez s debt to "old-tashloned" naturalls=m
must, however, account for an order which s becomlina tar
less "reassurina."

Natural history s not Just a method of prepatation, but
a theme and an lissue In the texts of Mulr., Leopold, Abbey.
and Lopez. While these four wrlters share an allealance
wlith past naturalists such as Audubon, their texts also
reveal the subtle ways In whlch the study of ecology
has Informed recent natural hlistory. Ecology has become
a central metaphor In the works of Mulr, Leopold, Abbey, and
Lopez. Modern wllderness writers present ecology as a
means of dlsmantling the impllicit hierarchlies of man nature,
human-non-human, anthrocentric-blocentric, which they
consider the foundations of an abuslive soclety. Andre Gor:s
states In Ecoloay and Polltlcs, "The total domlinatlon of
nature lnevitably entalls a domlnatlon of people by the
technlques of domlnatlion" (20). Ecology actlvely seekss to

dismantle these "technlques of domination." As Paul Sears
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My chotee of titte 1as not tacetloun, 1owlah o
expiore questlons of orowing convern, 1a ecvlougy a
phasie of science of Himited iInteresnt and ulliity?
Qr., (¥ taken soriousty as an lnairument (ovr the
lona-tun welfare of mankind, would U endanoer the
assumpt ions anag practiices accepliad DY moaern
aocistles, whatever thelr docivinal conmttmenial
{(xI?

Other critics are more emphattic tn thelv ctalma, Paul

Shepard asserts that "the tdeoloanlcal statusm of ecology Ia

A

that of a resistance movement. Its Rache! Cavasons amd Aldo
Leopolas are subversive” (W)Y
This last agpect o ecology -- Lts tendency towvard the
pallitlically subversiive - formss an easent tal dlitterence
hetween the writinags of Twain, Hemlinaway., Faulkner.,
Fitogerald, Frost., and those of Mule, Leopold, Abbey,
Steaner, and Lopes. This does not mean {that Twain or Frost
are apolltical. As Leo Marx says In "Pastoraltizan in
America.” major American writers have often quest toned
whether pastoral lsm mioht yel provide the bamstss tor an
etfectlive ldeoioay In the Unlted Staten" (3od. Yet Marx alazno
questions the extent to which lTiterature can resolve
ldeoloaical tensions:
In the end, however, we comne up avalnat the
difference between the prerequlsites of a
compelllng literary view of 1ltfe, which need not
meet the tesit of feaslbliity, and thowe of a

polltical ldeology that must, In the Tong vun,
meet precisely such a test. (66,
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wWhile the writinos of Mulr, Leopold. Abbey., Steagner, and

Sy, Y A release

st'(

Lopez are oflen the scene of a sort of “"eost
from body. from compromise, from polltles and from
restrictions, they are more often batanced with the
reallzation that any wllderness which extsts In the lower
forty-eilght states remalins so becausie of the stevardship of
the same government whlich also sanctlons nuclear stockptling
and acld rain. While the majority of these authors works
are not expllcitly paoltitical, Mulr, Leopold., Steoner., Abbey,
and Lopez have all been very visible actliviats, often unlng
thelr wrilting to defend pacticular areass or ltdeasi: Mulr
founded the Slerra Club, Leopold led the Wilderness Soclety,
and Stegner served as an assiatant to the Secretary ot the
Intertor.

The pollitical vislons of these tlve wriliters are related
both to the rhetorlce of conservation and the {raditlion ot
resistance exemplified In many texts ot "claunslie"

American literature. Obviously, writers such as Muler have
sought to preserve particular areas or ecosystems sSuch ass
Yosemlte or the Grand Canvon. Besildes: these relatively
short-term goals of "saving" the wilderneus by legal means,
these writers have made more siuwbstantlal efforts to
"*re-create" or "re-form" the willdernesa according to certain
concepts of access, aesthetleos, land ownersshlip, and soclal
ldeology which offer the possibllility of sustalned

benefits. I would not clalm that these tlve wrlter:



190
Interest In ecology and pofftics has no bfecedent In
American literature. Leo Marx is quite right to lnsist that
nineteenth-century authors propose valuable and complex
ecologlcal ldeals; Cooper’s The Ploneers, featuring the
"conservatlonist" <(Natty Bummpo?, the wasteful logger (Bllly
Kirby?), and the compromising political presence (Judge
Temple), lIs a small-scale prelude of battles between the
Slerra Club, Weyerhauser Lumber, and Oregon’s polltliclians.
Yet Mulr, Leopold, Abbey, Stegner, and Lopez, besldes
condemning ecologlcal abuse, or creating characters who do
so, also lnvolve themselves directly In the polltlcal
defense of certain areas. Thus these five writers have found
themselves in a dilemma about the direct uses of writing In
pollitical situatlions. They acknowledge that this political
involvement could 1imit the artistic value of some of their
work in the sense that such efforts generally have the
artistlic llfe-expectancy of an editorlal or pamphlet. Yet
they also Insist that wilderness In twentleth-century
America cannot exist without political intervention.

Edward Abbey’s Desert Sollitalre (19685 Is a record of
Abbey’s three seasons as a naturallst and ranger at Utah’s
Arches Natlional Monument. The chapters of Abbey’s text
exemplify the diverse forms which Thomas Lyons has
categorized In his recent essay, "A Taxonomy of Nature
Writing," where he presents a loosely organlized model for

the numerous sub-genres of "nature wriliting": field gulde,
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natural hlstory essay, ramble, back-country living, travel
and adventure, farm llife, man’s rcle In nature (Lyons 3-7),
Abbey does not have the patlience of Barry Lopez, and hils
uses of the flield guide style are limlted to a few listings:
in "Cliffrose and Bayonets," he mentlons "the fourth plant
community In Arches...the hanging gardens of fern,
monkey-flower, death camas, columblne, helleborine
orchid...so much for the inventory..." (33). Abbey’s
frequent references teo the landscape use the more factual
basis of the natural history essay as a brlef prelude to the
more perscnalized tones of the "ramble," in which a
particular locatlion yvields a serles of personal or cultural
assoclations:

There are several ways of looklng at Dellcate
Arch. Dependlng on your preconceptlons you may see
the ercded remnant of a sandsteone fin, a glant
engagement ring cemented In rock, a bow-leaged
palir of petrified cowboy chaps, a triumphal arch
for a procession of angels, an llloglical geologic
freak, a happening....You may find proof for or
agalnst Hls exlstence. Sult yourself. You may see
a symbol, a slgn, a fact, a thing wlithout meaning
or a meanling which Includes all thlngs. (41>
The later chapters of the book feature Abbey’s [nterest
in other forms of nature writing. "Terra Incognito: Into the
Maze" ls a small-scale adventure of Abbey’s "flrst descent"
to the floor of an isolated canyon. Two verslons of "farm
l1ife" appear In "Cowboys and Indians (Parts One and Two),"

where Abbey comments on the problematlc lives of cattlemen

and Navajos. The cultural and lliterary aspects of "man’s
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role in nature" form the core of two of the last chapters,
"Eplsodes and Vislons" and "Bedrock and Paradox." Desert
Solit Is not only a record of Utah’s landscape, but of
the varled terralin of nature writing itself. Almost all of
the sections of thls text include directly political
suggestions, yet these are linked with the other thematic
concerns ¢of the text: wrlting, work, greed, travel, law,
wlildlife, technology, rellglon, sex, and weapons. Thus the
text engages politlical concerns wlthout belna reduced to
preaching.

The sub-genre of "back-country living" best describes
Desert Solitaire. Lyons claims that "this subtype, llke the
ramble, Is a classlic American form, but It tends to be much
more critical and radical" (6). During the flirst two years
of Abbey’s work, Arches National Monument was an isolated
and neglected land reserve. Llke many nature wrlters, Abbey
makes a series of contrasts between wllderness and
"syphilization." Yet the "paradise" of Arches ls not that of
the tradltional pastoral:

Now when I write of paradise I mean PARADISE, not
the banal heaven of the saints. When I write
"paradlise" I mean not only apple trees and golden
women but also scorplons and tarantulas and flles,
rattlesnakes and Glla monsters, sandstorms,
volcanos and earthgquakes, bacterla and bear,
cactus, yucca, bladderweed, ocotillo and mesquite,
flash floods and quicksand. (190>

For Abbey the desert Is not merely a harsh place, or an area

which Is "wlld, majJestlic, and Intolerable to sissies" (Gevyer
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43>, The desert’s stark beauty ls closely assoclated wlth
simplliclty, resourcefulness, fear, and revolutlon. While the
polltlics of Abbey and Gary Snyder often differ, they both
rely upon the "back-country" as an alternative to strictly
organlzed socleties: |

The country surrounds the clty
The back country surrounds the country.

(Regarding Wave, "Revolutlon">

For Abbey the back country IS8 a source of release and
solace: "We need the possibility of escape as surely as we
need hope" (149). Yet he Insists that wilderness is more
than an area in which to escape from Industry and authorlity
-- wilderness is the staging ground for a coming battle:
The wilderness should be preserved for political
reasons. We may need it someday not only as a
refuge from excessive industriallsm but also as a
refuge from authorltarlan government, from
political oppression. Grand Canyon, Big Bend,
Yellowstone and the High Sierras may be reguired
to function as bases for guerilla warfare against
tyranny. (149>
Abbey left Arches when he saw that "... after a million
vyears of neglect. Industrial Tourism had arrived." He
returned several years later to assess the changes which had
occured. In the chapter entlitled "Polemic: Industrial
Tourism and the National Parks" he recalls the first

plans to build a paved road into Arches to generate more

tourist revenues. Like Muir, Leopold, and Stegner, Abbey is
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closely assocliated with the concept of natlonal parks, but
Abbey differentlates himself wlth one minor action:

The survey crew had done their Jjob; I would do
mine. For about five miles I followed the course
of thelr survey llne back towards headquarters,
and as I went I pulled up each little wooden stake
and threw it away, and cut all the bright ribbons
from the bushes and hid them under a rock. A
futile effort in the long run, but it made me feel
good. (67)
0f all the wrilters I have mentloned, Abbev presents the
most explicitly subversive political agenda for the defense
of wllderness areas., In Desert Solltalre, hls frequent
polltical commentarles are llively and darling, and are
sprinkled with humor, phllosophy, and his own wealth of
experience. Abbey scon graduated from pulling up stakes, and
his later books contlnue to lay the plans for battle. His
1975 novel The Monkevy Wrench Gang Is a black-comedy
featuring four disgruntied environmentalists who sense that
industry, tourlism, and w!lderness cannot coexlist peacefully.
At first their antlcs include petty vandalisms, such as
pulling up survey stakes, dismantling truck engines, and
cutting down billboards. These acts soon escalate to the
dynamliting of c¢oal tralns and power llnes, and towards a
plan to dynamite the Glen Canyon Dam. While the books’s
comic tone often undercuts the serlousness of these actlons,

there is no doubt that Abbey openly supports such actlons.

The Monkey Wrench Gang was one of Abbey’s best-selling

books; some readers got a good laugh out of the book --
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others were more interested in its explicit directions for
using dynamlte. The radlcal environmental group Earth First!
has received national attention for its "monkey-wrenching"
efforts to save the old-growth forests of Washlngton and
Oregon; these tactlecs Include "tree-splking," the
destruction of logglng roads, and bomb threats (Gabrlel 34).
Earth First! has served to remind main-stream éonservation
groups of thelr tendency to rely on compromlse rather then
confrontation, and to thls extent Earth Flrst! revitalizes
the conservation movement. Yet as critics have rightly
pointed out, Earth First!‘s interest in ecology has masked a
set of political attitudes which are nalve, misanthroplc,
and more closely aligned with the politics of Barry
Goldwater than Henry David Thoreau (Gabriel 645,

Abbey’s political writings often suffer from the same
problems. His later political statements still rely on the
Thoreau-1ike exaggerations of Desert Solitaire. Yet in later
works such as Bevond the Wall (1984>, his tone is shrill,
humorless, and bombastic, whlle the Inslghts of his earller
commentaries are replaced by the blanket accusations of a
cheap pamphlet:

Meanwhile the bad has become worse and the good |s
still on the defensive. Arches National monument,
for example, has become a travesty called Arches
Natlonal Park -- a static diorama seen through
glass. The mining industry has transformed and

mal formed the fine old farm-and-ranch community of
Moab, Utah, Into a typlcal commercial lndustrial

slum. The nuclear-power-and-weapons Mafla is
attempting to establish a radioactive-waste dump
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in the heart of the Canyonlands. Uranium ls belng
mined right now in the northwest drainages of the
Grand Canyon -- the only Grand Canyon on earth.
For example. And In fact and In short and in sum
the entire American West ~-- property of all
Amerlicans, home of the wlld things, last strong

hold of the Ghost Dancers -- lies under masslve
assault by the industrial armies of Government and

Creed. (Beyond the Wall xvi>

Abbey’s reference to "the entlre American West --
property of all Bmericans" is also problematic, since the
"West" seems both disparate and unfamiliar to scholars of
Amerlican lliterature. As Richard Etulaln states, "Serlous
study of western American literature 1s of recent origin"
(147>. The "West" which appears in the texts of Muir,
Leopold, Stegner, Abbey, and Lopez often features unfamlillar
themes and landscapes. They have done most of thelr
best writing about the expanses of the Amerlican West, and of
the ways in which the West, as an actual landscape and as a
landscape deeply Inscribed with myth, breathes forth Its own
language and character. Yet critics who label them as
"Western writers" offer limited praise: one would not
generally call Frost or Thoreau "Eastern writers." It might
seem odd to claim that there is a geographical factor or
bias at work in the establishment of the literary canon. Yet
critics such as Bernard DeVoto and Jane Tompkins have
pointed out that the canon of nineteenth-century Amerlican
literature, representing a period of expansion and
exploration, has been glven a rather clircumscribed center.

In the 1940’s, Devoto repeatedly attacked the "Eastern
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establishment," represented by critics such as Van Wyck
Brooks, for thelr lack of Interest iIn and understanding

of Western writers (Robinson 39-40; Cowley 34-37).

Refering to F. 0. Matthlessen’s well-known list of Amerlican
Rennaissance texts, Jane Tompkins notes that the list
Includes "no works by writers living south of New York,
north of Boston, or west of Stockbrldge, Massachusetts'
(200>.

The scholarship of Marx, Tichl, Rosenthal, and
Hildebldle indlcates that a simllar process of excludling or
simply lgnoring twentieth-century "Western writers" stllli
prevails. While the works of Thoreau or Melville have beeﬁ
considered "universal" statements on the American landscape,
or of man’s relatlon to nature, works such as Mulr’s
My First Summer in the Sierra, Leopold’s A _Sand County
BAlmanac, Stegner’s Anale of Repose, BAbbey’s Bezohg the
¥Wall, or Lopez’s Desert Notes are often branded as

"western", "reglonal," "local," or "plcturesque" wrltling.

(Even supporters of such writers commit a similar error:
Larry McMurtry calls Abbey "the Thoreau of the Amerlican
West.")> The writlings of Bret Harte, Zane Grey, or Louls
L/Amour, and the majority of Abbey’s later fiction, Jjustly
deserve such negatlve comments; any critic who refers to
Mulr as a "reglonallst" must also admlt that these reglons
Include the rocky shores of Scotland, the farmlands of

Wisconsin, the Gulf of Mexico, the wilds of central Canada,
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the peaks of the Hlgh Slerras, and the alaclers of Alaska.
Nevertheless, the Amerlican West Is stll]l subJect to a sort
of literary colonlallism. As Wallace Stegner has commented,
"The eastern establlishment had simply never pald attentlion
to what had actually been produced In the West....many
eastern critlcs, historlans of lliterature, the people who
make the textbooks and create the curricula of classes, have
lgnored many good things In western literature" (Stegner and
Etulaln 142>.

The most obvious characteristics of the West derive from
its vast stretches of open land, "of this very space that
keeps Westerners sane and sometlimes drives Easterners crazy"
(Milton 208>. Yet the West is not only the land of the
Rocklies, the Grand Canyon, and the High Plalns; the West
alsc has lts own unlque anlimals, flora, and geology, 1ts own
rituals, myths, and ever-present possiblllities, As Wallace
Stegner savys,

The tradltion represented by Thoreau and John
Burroughs, the Walden-Wake Robln tradlitlion of

nature wrliting, has persisted Iin the West well
past lts peak in the East, slmply because the West
has had more nature for people to go out into. The
affection for nature has been more nurtured by
that opportunity. You could make qulite a llist of
mature nature-writing works that have come out of
the West. (Stegner and Etulaln 142)

His enthusiasm for "mature nature-writlng" is, however, of
secondary Importance In hls own texts. Unlike Lopez,

Steagner’s landscape descriptlons rarely dlsplay sustalned
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attention to "the enduring force of its natural history."”
Stegner actually judges this tendency as a limitation: "you
can‘t make llterature of nothlng but landscape." In "The
Marks of Human Passage," he claims that "the natural world
is a screen onto which we project our own images; without
our lmages there, It Is as blank as the cold screen of an
empty movie house" (163>.

Of the flve writers which Nash emphasizes, It |Is Stegner
who iIs most Interested in history, flctlon, and
characterizatlon. He focuses hls responses to the "several
Wests" through the "lens" of partlcular people: the explorer
John Wesley Powell, the scholar Bernard DeVoto, and one of
hlis favorlite characters, Joe Allston (see Beyond the
Hundrenth Meridian; The Uneasy Chair: The Spectator Blrd.>
He senses that classic American wrlting not only gave us
beaut!lful landscapes, but peopled them with Natty Bumppo and
Chinganchgook, Ahab and Ishmael, Huck and Jim, Antonla and
Jim Burden. Of the five writers emphasized by Nash, Stegner
has been the most determined and the most effective
spokesman for "Western" flctlon and critlicism. Whlile he has
criticized numerous Western writers for what he calls
"coterle" work, he strongly relies on the influence of the
West: "There iIs a kind of provinclallsm, minus the
agaresslveness and self-consclousness, that encompasses the
most profound thlngs a wrliters has to say" (Stegner and

Etulalin 127>. Two of hls flnest books, Anale of Repose
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C1971) and The Spectator Rlipg <1976, are emphatically
"*Western." They concentrate on characters s responges ana
actlions In terms of the Western lapndscape, ts history. and
Its sharp sense of separation from the Fast.

Anale ¢f Repose Is generally consldered his finest
novel., It s the story of Susan Burling, a writer and
artist. who marrles Qllver Ward, a minina enaineer. The two
"easterners" trek over much of the West In search of a place
where her art and his work can co-exist. They also search
for that "anale of repose." a situation polsed between free
fall and securlty. Thelr story parallels that of the
narvator. Lyman Ward. He Is thelr arandson, a retirved
history professor who has been crippled by a bone dlisease,
conflined to a wheelchalr, and reduced to sorting throuagh
Susan s papers as a means of therapy. He s both alded and
tormented by his son Rodman, an over-intellectuallzed

socloloalst, and Shelly, a charmlinaly nalve proponent of

2]

"Tlberated consclousness," who acts as hls secretary.

.

companion, and ogadfly. Lyman Ward ls Steaner s most
evocative character, and the two share a certatn
restiessness: "Perhaps more than any other 1iving Amevlcan
writer, Wallace Stegner embodles In his work and In his own
Ilfe the cardlnal fact of Western America In the twentleth
century -- namely, that our rootlessness has never had the
compensation of frontler activity" C(Hudson 137).

At times these lssues appear In form of “dialogue"
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between Lyman and Susan. Lyman often seeks for some analogy

to explaln hls efforts and his relatlon to his agrandmother:

If Henry Adams, whom you knew slightly, could make
a theory of history by applvying the second law of
thermodynamics to human affalrs, I ought to be
entitled to base one on the angle of repusce, and
may vet. There Is another physical law that teases
me, too; the Doppler effect. The sound of anything
coming at you -- a traln, say, or the future --
has a higher pitch than the sound of the same
thing going away. If you have perfect pitch and a
head for mathematlics you can compute the speed of
the cbject by the Interval between lts arriving
and departing sounds. I have nelther perfect pltch
not a head for mathematics, and anyway who wants
to compute the speed of history? Like all falling
bodles it constantly accumulates. But I would 1like
to hear your l1lfe as YOU heard [t, coming at you,
instead of hearlng It as I do, a sober sound of
expectations reduced, desires blunted, hopes
deferred or abandoned, chances lost, defeats
accepted, goriefs borne. I don’t find your 1life
uninteresting, as Rodman does. I would like to
hear it as it sounded while it was passing. Having
no future of my own, why shouldn’t I look forward
to yours? (209

Forrest and Margaret Robinson have wrlitten of Stegner’s
use of the "middle ground" between history and literature;
another critic claims that "the open marrlage of history and
literature will lead us to the best fictlional treatments of
the West" (Etulain 159). Yet Lyman Ward finds that he cannot
disengage himself from "antecedents," from family, myth,
history, and the conditlion which has made him a "Gorgon" who
can only look straight ahead. His occaslional confidant Is an
old friend named Al, whose defectlive speech and eyes allow

him to sense Lyman’s dllemma:
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"Thethe are my worklinag alatheth," he =sald.
"Quadruple focalth."

I looked at them. Four half-moons of
magniflication were around Into each lense. When 1
ralsed them and looked throuah them. the ftront of
the bulldling swam like hot taffy, and Al became a
small crowd. "I thought I had a problem, trving to
look stralght ahead," I sald, "wWhat do you use
them for?"

Tentatively, dellcately, the wart emeraed.
touched the upprer bow of Al's smlle, wlthdrew
acaln. Al stood chuckling, scratchlina his elbow,
"I don't th'pothe a profethor would ever need
anything like thethe. But I'm alwayth having to
fixth the mathineth. Ever try to thee with your
head inthide a Bendixth?"

I get the messaqe. Space belna curved, tunnel
vision and rlald neck could leave a man focused on
the back of hls own head. I don’t know what the
effect of quadruple focals on a historian miaht be
~~ pnausea, maybe -- but there miaht be virtue in
trying them on.

But whose head isn’t Inside a BendlIx? (a8

Lyman explains his efforts In terms of an "anale of
repose," the Doppler effect, curved space, and cybernetics.,
Yet when It comes to the ldea of "ploneerina," Lyman sees
Rodman and Shelly, not Susan and Ollver, as examples of
reckless adventurers. They are learnlina that, in John
Berryman’s words, "Ploneerina means not feellng well!

("Homage to Miss Bradstreet"):

When frontler hilstorfans theorlze about the
uprooted, the lawless, the purseless, and the
soclally cut~-off who who settled the West, they
are not talklna about people 1llke my arandmother.
So much that was cherlshed and loved, women |lke
her had to glve up; and the more they gave {t up,
the more they carrlied It helplessly with them. It
was a process llke lonlzatlon: what was subtracted
from one pole was added to the other. For that
sort of ploneer, the West was not a new country
belng created, but an old one belng reproduced: In
that sense our ploneer women were always more
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realistic than our ploneer men. The moderns,
carrying little bagagage of the kind that Shelly
calls "merely cultural," not even living In
traditional ailr, but breathina Into thelr space
helmets a sclentiflic mixture of synthetlc gases
(and polluted at that? are the true ploneers.
Thelir clrcultry seems to Include no atavistic
domestic sentiment, they have suffered
emphathectomy, their computers hum no ghostly
feedback of Home, Sweet Home. Mow marvelously free
they are! How unutterably deprived! (246-47)

Like Thoreau, Lyman Ward flnally comes to reallze "that
most lives are worth living even when they are lives of
quiet desparatlon." Llke Hawthorne, Steagner trles to chart a
"usable past" as a way to provide some sort of order or
repose within a "moral wilderness." He contlnues Willa
Cather s efforts to explaln the particular ways In whlch the
West purlfled or destroyved personal values., He triles to use

the "several Wests" as Faulkner used Yoknapatawpha County,

as a source of legaclies, myths, and icons. Anale of Repose

won the Pulltzer Prlze, and The Spectator Bird" earned the

National Book Award. Yet the reception of both Eooks
exemplifies what Stegner refers to as the tendency of the
"eastern establishment... to lgnore many good things in
western llterature." Stegner stlll bristles at the fact that

The New York Times failed to review elther book. As he

says, "If you‘re a literary scholar and you go by the "Times
Book Review," you wlll have a very odd canon of Amerlcan

literature" (Stegner and Etulalin 97).
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Mulr, Leopold, Stegner, Abbey, and Lopez are bealnning
to recelve a wlder and more appreclative crlitlical receptlon,
John Muir has always been regarded as a fasclinating
"character"; recent commentarles by Frederick Turner and
Edward Heoagland portray him as a major nilneteenth-century
thinker. J. Baird Calllicott’s recent collectlon of critlical
essays about Leopold’s A _Sangd County AdAlmanas features
favorable commentaries from ecologists, lliterary coritlces,
philosophers, and Intellectual historlans. Besldes winnlng
the Pulltzer Prize and the Natlonal Book Award, Stegner has
also received broad recognition for his storles, crlticlasm,
and blicgraghles (Roblnson 44), Edward Abbey’ s Desert
Scolltalre contlnues to attract a devoted audlence: Thomas
Lyons calls it a "classic" of American nature writling. Barry
Loper was awvarded the 1979 John Burroughs Medal for Qf
Wolves and Men, and the American Book Award tor Arcgtig
Dreams. Yet In a general sense, thelr work cannot easlly be
accomodated within a llterary canon based for the most parct
on the precepts of modern!lsm and post-modernism. As Steoner
Insists,
Modern llterature and western llterature are
somehow lrreconcllable, at least up to now. The
kind of western wrliter who wrltes modern
llterature Immedlately abdlcates as a Westerner,
and the kind who sticks to the Western attlitudes

is llkely to be consldered a little backward by
the modernists (Stegner and Etulaln 123).

Wilderness wrlters frequently sense thls opposition between
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thelr alms and the standards of modernism. Jane Tompklns
summarlzes the most essentlal of these standards:
"psychological complexity, moral amblaulty, eplstemologlcal
sophlstlicatlion, styllstic density, formal economy" (xvii>.
Problems also arise from varyling ldeas about llterary
traditions, the role of "popular" forms, the rellablllity of
narrations and narrators, and the relatlons of artlsts to
soclely.

Wilderness wrliting has become one of the most distinctly
"American" genres, In the sense that its development after
1870 has shown little European influence. For such writers,
Europe Is often seen as the contlinent of Nature rather than
wilderness; the Frontlers of Its llterature are colonlal;
Its pastoral traditions appear artificlial and distant from
Amerlcan concerns. It Is also striklng that for all the
varlous travels of wilderness wrliters, Europe has been a
rare stopping point. These contexts Inform Edward Abbey’s
reference to "The Wasteland" as "that professorlal poem";
his mode!s for landscape come from Charles Marlon Russell,
Mulr, Thoreau, Audubon, Catlin, and Powell.

Wilderness writers are alsc hesitant to engage in
disjolnted or fractured narratlives which remind the reader
of the "flctlons" or "constructs" of all writing. One should
not expect a wilderness wrliter to exclaim, "The reader! You,
dogged, uninsultable, print-orlented bastard, It s you I‘’m

addressing, who else, from lnslde thls monstrous flctlon"
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(John Barth). Authors such as Barry Lopez are not nalve
bellevers in the referentliality of language, but they
conslder overly reflexlve wrltlnas to be an evaslon
or excuse. As Lopez says In "Landscape and Narrative," "The
power of narrative to nurture and to heal, to repalr a
spirit In disarray, rests on two things: the sklllful
invocation of unimpeachable sources and a listener’s
knowledge that no hypocrlsy or subterfuge Is involved" (69).
While most nature wrlters feel somewhat distant from the
academy, or from the modernlst tradltlon, they do not share
the modern artist’s frequent sense of lsuvlatlon from thelr
audience or thelr country:
Artists broken agalnst her,
A-stray, lost In villages,
Mistrusted, spoken against,
Lovers of beauty, starved,
Thwarted with systems,

Helpless agalnst the control.

(Pound, "The Rest" lines 3-8>

The pain felt by wlilderness writers is often apparent; their
country has made a hablt of destroylng thelr source of
Inspliration. Yet most would agree with Wallace Stegner’s
plea from "Wilderness Letter": "We simply need that wild
country avallable to us, even If we never do more than drlve
to Its edge and look In. For 1t can be a means of reassuring
ourselves of our sanlty as creatures, a part of the
geography of hope" (155).

If one Judges wllderness wrliters and texts not as a
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series of literary codes, formal disjunctions, or
intertextual references, but as an emphatically soclial
discourse, one that consclously alms to Inform and change
certaln bellefs, then willderness writing -- and, I would
emphasize, many other less famillar types of writlng --
would require a dlfferent set of responses from critics and
readers. In the words of Jane Tompklns, one needs to
recognize the soclal effects of such textis:
I see them as doing a certaln kind of cultural
work within a specific historicatl situation, and
value them for that reason. I see thelr plots and
characters as providing scoclety with a means of
thinking about itself, defing certain aspects of a
social reality which the authors and the readers
shared, dramatizing its conflicts, and
recommending solutions. It is the notion of
llterary texts doing work, expressing and shaping
the soclal context that produced them, that I wish
to substitute finally for a critlical perspectlve
that sees them as attempts to achieve a timeless,
universal idea of truth and formal coherence
(200).

If, as Jane Tompklns says, the canonlzation of llterary
texts Is a struggle for representatlon In "the plcture
America draws of itself," then Leo Marx and Roderick Nash
palnt two rather dlfferent plctures of wilderness In
America. Until the last fifteen years, few critics have
sought to establish a cultural history of Amerlcan
wllderness which would Include both Hemlngway and Mulr, both
Frost and Leopold. Yet the seemlng opposlitlon between Marx

and Nash is neither bitter nor irreconcilable. Marx himself

offers a possible solution with his comments on the
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"dialectical theory" of Bmerlcan culture. For Marx, thils
theory helps explain "why so much of our work lnvolves the
elucidation of conflicts between radically opposed views of
the same persons, events, Institutlons, policies, and
practlces" (1988 x). Two of the more lmportant confllcts
discussed by Marx include Americans’ tendency to see thelr
land as Eden and as a "howling wilderness,"” and American
writers’ acceptance and distrust of vernacular language. A
similar and resonant dialogue arises between The Machine in
the Garden and Wilderness and the American Mind, between
writers such as Twaln and Mulr. One cannot and should not
overlook the numerous differences among these two books and
these two groups of writers. However, there are stylistic,
thematic, and social linkings, often based on such
differences, by which these two "groups" of writers and
texts can enter into dialogue with one another, linklngs
which could enliven both the teaching and the professional
study of a cultural history of wllderness. Certainly Mark

Twain’s 0ld Times on the Mississippi and John Muir’s

My First Summer in the Sierra provide an intriguing

contrast of the methods of "initiation," of learning to read
a new landscape. The flctlon of Faulkner and Stegner both
address issues of regional writing, the knowledge and use of
hlstory, or the relation between land and character.
Hemingway and Abbey are a palr of adventurers whose writing

features disturbing and evocative images of violence and
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beauty, or violence as beauty. Frost, being "well-versed in
country things," would serve as a lively, 1f somewhat testy,
commentator on Aldo Leopold’s numerous essays on farmlng,
such as "Axe-in-Hand." Even writers such as Fitzgerald and
Lopez have points of correspondance: both The Great Gatsby
and Arctlc Dreams are storles of men -- and natlons --
perpetually convinced that the light iIs still "green," that
the darker and more tragic aspects of America’s pastoral
dreams will not finally undermine them. The texts of Twalin,
Hemingway, Faulkner, Fltzgerald, and Frost feature some of
America’s finest writing, yet all of these writers offer
rather sketchy and limited portraits of Bmerican wilderness
as an evolving twentleth-century concept. The texts of Mulr,
Leopold, Stegner, Abbey, and Lopez, while stil] relatively
unknown to most Americanists, are a vital addition and
corrective to the conceptions of wllderness that arise from
more standard llterary texts. As Ezra Pound sald In hls poem

to Walt Whitman, "Let there be commerce between us."
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