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Abstract

Since the colonial period, nature in one guise or another has been

consistently invoked as a defining element of American culture. In an effort to

examine how and why this has been so, this study undertakes a survey of nature

writing and other outdoor activities and representations (hiking, climbing,

backpacking, camping, tourism, landscape art). This study proposes that these

can be seen as a set of social texts, narratives collectively termed the “practice of

nature.” Beginning with a brief examination of colonial thought and writing, this

study argues that American constructions of nature have consistently and

persistently been formed by a cultural dialectic whose poles are the pastoral and

the sublime. These two categories structure and delimit the ways in which the

practice of nature works to construct narratives of personal and national identity.

The study proceeds to examine in detail both texts and popular cultural

materials which comprise the practice of nature. By examining selections from

Henry Thoreau (“Ktaadn, “Walking), John Muir (A Thousand Mile Walk to the

Gulf, “A Near View of the High Sierra) and Colin Fletcher (Thousand Mile

Summer, The Complete Walker), and popular cultural materials and ethnographic

observations of mass cultural practices such as camping, climbing, landscape

painting, tourism, etcetera, this study shows that the practice of nature has used

the pastoral and the sublime to adapt to historical changes in social organization.

The practice of nature has thus provided both ideological justification and

cultural critique of social systems from Victorianism to post-modernism in

America. In this way, the practice of nature represents a formal ideological
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structure that has both re-shaped and supported the social organization, self-

conceptions and national representations of America.
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Preface

When I was eleven years old I was sent away to summer camp. Like most

young children undergoing this ritual, I was terrified at the prospect of leaving

my home and parents for the unfathomably long period of two weeks. More

terrifying still, however, was the fact that I was being sent to Camp Unalayee, a

“wilderness camp” in California’s Trinity Alps. Set deep in an alpine basin,

Unalayee was without electricity, hot water or even permanent shelters. Instead

of the usual mass of people, institutions and services that already encased my

young life, my social world would contract to a total of twenty-five adults and

about sixty-five children. Instead of radio, television and sports facilities there

was only a campfire circle, a lake and a tall-grass meadow. Everything I

needed—heat, food, shelter—came directly from both my own and the labors of

the fewer than one hundred people in the mountain basin. Moreover, one of my

two weeks there was to be spent backpacking; I would have to carry a pack over

rugged country equipped with the bare minimum needed to survive, with only a

handful of relative strangers for company. Instead of the familiar comforts of my

bed and my room, I would sleep on the ground in a pine forest. For walls, I

would have the steep, rocky ridges of an alpine lake basin. I hadn’t done much in

the outdoors during my short life, and I was a shy, skinny kid with a predilection

for reading rather than rugged outdoorsmanship. I made every effort to ensure

I would hate these two weeks and to no small degree I succeeded. Both

I and no doubt my counselors were all quite miserable. And yet, when I got back

on the bus after what felt like a geological age in the mountains, I was

inexplicably sad to be leaving.
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Today I cannot say exactly what it was I had come to miss as a little boy.

Perhaps it was simply the friends I had made, or the freedom from parental

supervision, or my affectionate (and tolerant) counselors. Undoubtedly this new

kind of social experience, neither school nor family, was liberating. But I can

recall with surety that when I stepped off the bus the following summer, and

looked at the surrounding gray rubbly peaks, when I heard the blue jays

yammering and smelled the sharpness of the air and the pellucid sweetness of

the pines, I knew that although I was only twelve years old I had already fallen

in love.

Now that I am an adult it seems particularly appropriate to describe my

youthful attraction to wild places as love. Like love, my feelings for nature have

caused me to do a lot of ill-advised things, to jeopardize my career, my

reputation, sometimes my life. They have given me an (often false) sense of

maturity and immortality. When I think of wilderness, common sense seems

paralyzed and I have a hard time explaining my actions to friends or family who

don’t share my views. Like someone in love, my feelings for nature have caused

me to ask questions of myself, to look at myself in different ways, sometimes

with admiration and sometimes with loathing. I have spent a major portion of

my adult life trying to understand that first love, to find a way to make sense of

it, to locate the source of its meaning even while it feels overwhelming and

incomprehensible. And, of course, at the same time that I have sought to

understand it, I have consistently sought to recreate and continue it.

These attempts at analysis and re-creation have taken many forms, not the

least of which is reading. Since the experience of “My First Summer in the

Trinities,” I’ve been consistently attracted to, and influenced by, writers who
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seemed to be putting similar experiences into words. Come to think of it, my

interest in nature had been primed even before that summer. When I was very

young I voraciously worked my way through natural history books and “real-

life” animal stories like those told by Gerald Durrell and James Herriot. I also

loved adventure stories that took place outdoors, like Arthur Ransom’s sailing

books, and Robert Louis Stephenson’s and Rudyard Kipling’s colonial

adventures, anything that had a rugged outdoor setting. Books have always

been entangled in my dealings with nature; they have shaped and colored and

guided my perceptions and my actions. In some cases, books and nature have

worked together to feed ideas about how I see myself and the world I inhabit;

by imagining myself as Durrell the animal collector or a castaway on a desert

island, I’ve established role-models and social expectations for myself. Later, as I

set out into nature as a teenager, books helped me to see my experiences as part

of a larger American historical and social tradition. Writers like Henry Thoreau,

John Muir and Colin Fletcher have helped me to see that my experiences in

nature participate in long-standing American cultural institutions. In some sense I

feel I owe my life to these writers and the experiences they rendered intelligible

because they provided me with a sense of worth and purpose, a sense of

belonging, which as I grew up I had been unable to find elsewhere.

For by the time I was fifteen years old, I had already become angry and

disillusioned with much of the adult world. On the verge of adulthood myself, I

felt I was about to enter a society devoid of real values, a hypocritical culture of

shallowness and surfaces which afforded me no way to express the things I felt

were important or valuable, and which covered up its own violence and
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destitution with meaningless consumption, hollow promises and glossy images.

In short, I was growing up but I could see no meaningful role I could hope or

wish to grow up into.

I went to high school in South Bend, Indiana: a medium-sized midwestern

city that was laboring under the late-Carter economic malaise that propelled

Ronald Reagan into the White House. At one time, South Bend had been a blue-

collar town of the Eisenhower fifties, a Leave-It-To-Beaver tableau of American

prosperity populated by Polish and Irish Catholics whose parents had

immigrated in search of the promise held by the “richest society on earth.” As

the sixties had painfully demonstrated, this promise was largely an empty one

and South Bend was now the home of a great number of un- and under-

employed workers whose jobs at Bendix (a manufacturer of brake parts for US

auto and defense industries) had not survived the vagaries of the economy. My

girlfriend at the time, Lori Dobrzykowski, was the daughter of an out-of-work

machinist. She lived with her family in a trailer that was so flimsy and small that

one evening, while the family was asleep, a drunk driver careened off the road

and into the house, knocking it completely off of its rickety foundations. To add

insult to injury, the car managed to drive away, leaving the “house” the unlikely

victim of a hit-and-run.

Coming of age in such an environment made it difficult for me to generate

much optimism about my own or my society’s future. Life had a quality of

unreality, people seemed to drift through it, like shadows through fog. I could

see little in my future beyond a narrow Catholicism, an under-supported family,

and a career in a failing industry or at the intellectually barren university. I could

not imagine that people went through their lives out of anything other than a
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sense of “quiet desperation.” Meanwhile the broader culture of the late seventies

was locked in the perpetual Cold War tension of non-conflict—the constant

condition of “pre-war” which is the first tenet of “deterrence.” Having seen the

effects of the Vietnam war in my childhood, I had little faith that the government

was capable of seeing its own folly, and the threat of nuclear exchange seemed

very real, almost tangible. I had a recurring nightmare in which I would arise

from my bed, in the hush of a late-night rain, and go to the window. I would

part the slats of the blind with my thumb and forefinger and look out over my

neighborhood. I would see the flash in the distance and watch in slow motion as

the shock-wave, followed by a firestorm, rolled over houses like vinegar

pouring through oil, lifting and tumbling rooftops and trees in a nearly silent

roar. I would stand at the window and watch the blast without shock or surprise:

“Oh, here it comes at last” I would think to myself.

In fact, an atomic holocaust seemed to me as likely an American product as

any. The nuclear threat stood for much of how I viewed life in Cold War

America; it represented a society with little more to offer than alternating

vacuousness and terror, qualities which felt to me somehow linked. The total

desolation of nuclear annihilation was only a purified form—the final

distillation—of a society utterly devoid of content, an explosion of detritus with

the destructive emptiness of a black hole at its core. Here was a society whose

greatest technological achievement was an unparalleled ability to obliterate itself.

I felt I inhabited a culture that was, as Nietzche had put it, essentially

“weightless.” And although he was describing the 1880’s, I too felt that my
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culture had become unreal, that in the 1980’s personal identity was diffuse and

human experience was valueless.1

My earliest responses to this took the form of an angry and summary

dismissal of just about everything, a punk nihilism which I expressed through

random acts of vandalism and equally random combinations of drugs and

alcohol. School, it seemed to me, was based on naive, outdated ideas that pre-

supposed meaningful history and identity; I treated it cynically as a hollow game

whose rules I would conform to only to the degree needed to be left alone.

Growing up in a society that seemed to offer me no points of connection, no

possibilities for an identity that felt real, I opted for destruction and isolation.

But I had also consistently continued to spend my summers in the Trinity

Alps, at Camp Unalayee. As a teen, I had at first continued my destructive

behavior there, unleashing self and social contempt on the small- scale society

housed in the mountain basin. But for some reason, my nihilistic point of view

didn’t make as much sense in the mountains. Life in that basin was too compact,

the “society” too small and too obviously interdependent, spread too thinly on

the natural world it inhabited, to absorb the full depth of my contempt.

Something about my experience there was different and compelling. Whether I

wanted to admit it to myself or not, there was something there I believed in and

needed. Ultimately, lashing out just did not seem appropriate in the context of

this life in the woods. And so somehow, a community in nature came to provide
                                                

1This description of Nietzche’s views is found in Jackson Lears’ No Place of
Grace, (41). Although Nietzche, and Lears, are concerned with the waning moral
authority of Protestant Christianity in the 1880’s, it is not hard to see a similar
decline in cultural authority in the 1980’s, as both the economic idealism of the
50’s and the social idealism of 60’s have given way to economic depression and
vapid consumerism.
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what my larger society could not: a life with some meaning and, however

temporary, a sense of place and fit.

I read Walden my Junior year in high school for an American Literature

class. At first, Thoreau seemed no more relevant to me than the other authors

we had read; his prose was as stiff, wooden and inviting as our classroom chairs.

However, some of what I read stayed with me when I went to the mountains,

his words and ideas seemed to resonate with my thoughts and feelings about the

outdoors. Eventually, Walden helped me reconcile my experiences in the woods

with my social dissatisfaction. It allowed me to codify and resolve my contempt

for my society with the satisfaction I got from living in nature; it provided me

with a way to express and legitimize emerging feelings and ideas. Thoreau’s

obvious distaste for his social world—for the daily activities of the townspeople

and the broader “values” and institutions which directed them—mirrored my

own sense that my society was largely devoid of meaning even at the same time

that it ceaselessly kept all of its citizens busy working towards their own

dehumanization. I found that I shared with Thoreau the idea that all of this work

at “improvement” was actually having the opposite effect, that people were

busily “digging their graves as soon as they are born.” (Walden 260). And, like

Thoreau, I wondered how people could be “so frivolous” while acting as their

own “slavedriver” (262-63). Reading Thoreau helped me to understand my

experiences in nature; it gave them a voice and a form and so allowed me to

integrate them into larger ideas about self and society. Thoreau allowed me to

engage with the world of books and ideas in a way that I could not condemn as
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“selling out.” In short, Thoreau’s texts finally brought me into dialogue with at

least a part of my culture.

And so, driven by the hormonal Sturm und Drang of adolescence, Walden

became the text of my conversion. It became a guide for action against the placid

drift of the Reagan eighties. Through it, I decided I would channel my rebellion

and outrage into creating ideas, into reading society and reading nature. Instead

of dulling my mind, I would hone it; I would read and write and focus my

critiques until they were fine and sharp enough re-carve the shape of a society at

which I had been dully lobbing rocks and bottles. Somehow, the twin

experiences of reading Thoreau and inhabiting nature allowed me to find a way

to reenter my society, to find a role in it, to define, at least vaguely, some

potential path for my life which incorporated a career and social definition. The

book became, for a brief period of my life, a kind of bible. It held a promise, if

not of the after-life, at least of a perceivable future. And, like any sacramental

text, it showed the proper path to this enlightenment: one had to go into nature,

and one had to write critically about the experience. I hauled a dog-eared

paperback copy of Walden along almost every time I went into the mountains.

From this beginning nature and nature writing have become a part of my

daily life, my everyday thoughts and activities. My attraction to the wild causes

me to see, and often act, differently; it has influenced my consciousness and my

perception. Beyond changing how I see, my affair with the wild also has a

tangible effect on what I do. I do things to satisfy my urges for the “natural;” my

love of nature has become a practice. As such, I have come to see that it partakes

of many social institutions beyond that first summer camp. Although it seems
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ironic, my love of nature has come to mean participating in many cultural

activities: camping, backpacking, hiking, rockclimbing, mountaineering, even

traveling. All of these are, to some degree, socially defined: there are myths and

materials, techniques and ideas needed for their practice. In fact, perhaps because

of this irony—that the experience of nature is a product of culture—we are

unaccustomed to view these activities as social texts, no different than a book or

film or television program. (Of course, the issue is complicated by the fact that

the experience of nature often becomes a book or film which in turn goes on to

influence the experiences of nature of its audience, a tendency which we shall not

leave unexamined.)

But for the vast majority of present-day Americans, the experience of

nature remains just that, a collective set of outdoor activities undertaken on

vacation or over a weekend. (Again, the experience is often documented, usually

with stills or video, another impulse which will merit examination, but the point

remains the experience itself, the practice of nature, not its representation.) And

for the most part, this practice is “naturalized,” it’s just the way things are done

and little thought is given to how we came to behave in these ways, to see things

in these ways, to enjoy and appreciate some aspects of the land, and to ignore or

not even perceive others—indeed to enjoy and appreciate some entire

landscapes and to completely ignore others. Understanding these practices,

finding the sources of their traditions and conceptions, is thus a way of

understanding ideas American culture has about itself, that Americans have

about themselves. By analyzing this practice I can hope not only to better

understand and describe my culture, but also myself.
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Chapter One: The Dialectics of Eden: Theory and History of
American Practices of Nature

In their attempt to understand the relationship between American culture

and nature, most academic studies focus principally on the texts of American

nature writers. This emphasis is certainly reasonable; the American fascination

with nature has generated a large and unique body of literature that spans

several centuries. Indeed, much of this literature provides the most accessible

and most developed record of how Americans have thought about and

experienced nature. However, as a field or genre of literature, nature writing has

only recently benefited from the legitimization of institutional recognition.

Although there now exists a small, but growing pool of criticism of nature

writing texts (there is even a Norton Book of Nature Writing, a publication which

implies already the formation of a canon within the field), for the most part the

criticism of nature writing has made little use of recent approaches and

methodologies. The study of nature writing has been little influenced by

contemporary critical methods, especially those that seek to close the Arnoldian

gap between literature and mass society, everyday culture and art. More

specifically, most of the criticism and consideration of nature writing to date has

taken a mainly New Critical focus on its subject as a series of texts (see, for

example, Sherman Paul: For Love of the World: Essay on Nature Writers) and has

largely ignored the fact that nature writing is also a social practice that consists of

more than just the act of writing. Nature writing becomes for its practitioners,

and in the most literal sense, a way of life. Henry Thoreau builds his shack on the

shores of Walden, Edward Abbey inhabits a trailer in the Canyonlands, Annie



3

Dillard anchors herself by the banks of Tinker Creek, while John Muir spends the

vast majority of his life simply “walking up and down in the world.” And

although all of these writers did, of course, participate actively in their cultures

and generally stayed close to many literary and social conventions, the constant

physical and emotional experience of nature is an implicit and unavoidable part

of their work and lives. By avoiding these social aspects of nature writing, the

lived experience of nature, much of current criticism has maintained the

nature/culture split while obfuscating the ways in which social practices like

nature writing actually work to construct both nature and culture.

Nature writers, in other words, are not journalists; they make no pretense

of maintaining journalistic objectivity and distance from their subject. Yet neither

is nature writing journaling; it is more than the subjective impressions of a diary

and encompasses far more than the consciousness of its author. More exactly,

the writing and the experiences are in dialogue with each other; each influences

the perception, form and content of the other. The writing and the experience of

nature are, in turn, both manifestations of and influences upon larger, cultural

texts and practices in which nature plays a central role. Later in this chapter I’ll

examine the structural components that enable the dialogue and exchange

between these apparently disparate phenomena. In the meantime, this close

relationship at least in part begins to account for how nature writers have

consistently served as guides and spokespersons for Americans who venture

into nature. By participating in and documenting their experiences of nature,

nature writers have also both articulated and defined the ways in which campers,

hikers and climbers cast their activities in terms of historical traditions and social

ideas about individual and national identity. From the sublime awe of
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mountaineers to the pastoral re-constructions of family campers, practitioners of

nature have linked their practices to ideas about American character and

personal identity.

This brings us to another difficulty precipitated by the New Critical focus on

nature writers’ texts: nature writing is in fact only the printed component of the

larger cultural discourse of nature, a discourse which relies on a number of social

conventions and which has adapted and responded to the pressures of historical

change and cultural development. In this sense, both nature writing and the

mass practices of nature can be described as social texts which contribute to the

construction not only of self and culture, but also of other and nature; they are a

way of narrating into existence all of these broad categories whereby Americans

organize their world and minds. The experience of hundreds of thousands of

campers, climbers and hikers continually construct and reconstruct a dynamic of

identity, a lived experience of the boundaries (and of the permeability of those

boundaries) between culture and nature, self and other. Crudely put, outdoor

experiences are cast using the same ideas and metaphors employed by nature

writers in order to have form and meaning. Or, more precisely, a specific kind of

physical experience of nature is at the heart of nature writing and at the core of

the social practices which are its near relations. As we shall see, both the writing

and social practices rely not only on each other, but also on the same cultural

institutions, traditions and beliefs to establish, guide and represent their physical

experiences of nature.2 Moreover, we shall see that these traditions have
                                                

2Throughout this work the term “practice of nature” will refer to both
literary texts and social practices. Similarly, “practitioners of nature” will refer to
not only authors of nature writing, but also those groups of
individuals—tourists, climbers, hikers—who seek out experiences of nature.
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complex ties to other social structures, to religion, economics and politics all of

which, in turn, both contribute to and rely on modern ideas about the value and

form of experiences of nature.

Consequently, before I can turn to a direct examination of modern3

practices of nature, I need to provide two kinds of context. First, a theoretical

understanding of the cultural and literary institutions that form the basis for the

experiences of nature is needed to provide an account of the common ideas

which link writing to social practice, and both to ideology and perception. I will

need to explain how experiencing and writing about “nature” affects such social

constructions as individuality and nationality, in short “culture.” Moreover, as

my quotation marks indicate, these terms cannot be taken for granted; I will

need to spend some time examining how these two major categories are

defined, constructed and ultimately experienced through the writing and

experience of nature. Secondly, I will need to provide a material, historical

account in order to explain how and why these views came into being when they

did, how they fulfilled specific social needs and resolved issues facing Americans

during the emergence and hegemony of modern culture. This historical material

will, for the most part, be taken up in the second part of this chapter where it can

serve to prepare the way for the ensuing discussion of Henry Thoreau’s

pioneering work and the subsequent increasing popularity of “nature tourism”

and the rise of political environmentalism. The theoretical and ideological

                                                
3 I use the term “Modern” to describe the consumer-based industrial

capitalist culture that rose to domination in America during the second half of the
nineteenth century.
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background that made these social artifacts possible will be our immediate

concern.

A. Cultural Poetics and Social Tropes:
Narrative and the (Re)Construction of Nature

Starting around the early 1830’s, the popular meaning of “wilderness”

began to shift closer to what we understand it to mean today: the term began to

acquire an increasingly positive valence. Gradually, wilderness became

something valuable, something desirable, something enjoyable and useful in and

of itself rather than only for its material potential to become goods or its

symbolic potential to represent the degradation of the human condition. By 1862

it was possible to publish Thoreau’s famous homily: “In wildness is the

preservation of the world” (“Walking” 609), to an increasingly receptive

audience even though it expressed a view which contrasted greatly to the

perception of the “howling wilderness” which had supposedly held sway since

the colonial period. And while Thoreau’s ideas about the salvation of civilization

were hardly in line with the beliefs of mainstream early Victorian America, his

beliefs were nonetheless not without social precedents and counterparts. Spurred

by the literary Romantics and Kantian ideas about beauty and the sublime, an

increasingly large minority of early nineteenth century Americans were

developing an interest, even an affection for wild nature, an affinity that ranged

from the philosophical to the touristic. This affinity, however, grew from fertile
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ground. Nourishing this re-evaluation of wild nature were several ideological

and representational structures which have their roots in early American social

perceptions of nature.

In other words, at the risk of oversimplifying and contrary to popular

belief, I would like to characterize the perceptions of nature that began to gain

popularity in the first half of the nineteenth century less as a wholesale

innovation in thinking or seeing, and more as a shift in values. For if we examine

the experiences of colonial Americans we will find that wild nature played a

significant role in the formulation of their culture and identity. In other words,

the value wilderness came to acquire did not appear ab ovo, hatched by the

Romantics or the Transcendentalists4; in some sense it had been present, or at

least implied in one form or another, in American culture since at least the

colonial period. Simply put, the value of walking through the woods

contemplating self and nature did not spring fully formed from Bryant’s or

Emerson’s forehead. The criteria which the Transcendentalists and those who

followed used to evaluate nature, the experiences they came to seek out, even

require, were built on old ways of thinking and perceiving. Modern practitioners

of nature simply put previously un-conjoined beliefs and ideas together, they

gave a voice to the unspeakable and devised new contexts for their expressions.

Thus it may be more accurate to speak of a mid-nineteenth century “de-

repression” or a “secularization” of nature. In this sense, experiences of

nature—whether touristic or transcendental—are the product of long present, if

sublimated, ways of conceptualizing nature and culture. Consequently, in order
                                                

4 The conventional argument linking transcendentalist and Romantic views
of nature is made in Perry Miller’s Nature’s Nation, especially chapters 8 and 9.
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to understand what Thoreau, and those who followed his lead, were both

reacting to and building upon, we should first briefly examine the attitudes

towards and experiences of nature which precede the Transcendentalist model.

Historians today conventionally believe that, in spite of colonial

propaganda advertising a bountiful paradise, the Puritans and other immigrants

came to view the wilderness they inhabited as a Manichean hell in the midst of

which they were to construct a new promised land, a garden bounded by

“howling wilderness.” Roderick Nash, Leo Marx, Perry Miller and numerous

other writers5 have pointed out that the realities of survival quickly tarnished

Edenic preconceptions of the land, while emphasizing the antipathic harshness of

the wilderness.6 For the Puritans, Nash claims, wilderness contained all of the

terror and none of the delight of what became valued landscapes for mid-

nineteenth and twentieth century Americans. In Marx’s terms, the landscape of

the New World was perceived as a “hideous wilderness… a place of hellish

darkness; it arouse[d] the fear of malevolent forces in the cosmos, and of the

cannibalistic and bestial traits of man. It [was] associated with the wild men of

medieval legend” (Marx 41). Thus, the Puritans perceived a landscape and a

culture (although they doubtfully would have acknowledged that the Indians

                                                
5 For a standard version of this interpretation of Puritan attitudes towards

nature see Hans Huth, Nature and the American: Three Centuries of Changing
Attitudes.

6The definitive work arguing for the Christian basis of Puritan antipathy to
nature is Lynn White Jr. “The Historical Roots of the Ecologic Crisis” (Science,
March 10, 1967), a now well-known essay which attributes environmental
degradation to the Christian ideal of the pastoral. White claims the edenic myth
of the pastoral served to legitimize the destruction of nature and the
development of an environment made for humanity.
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had a “culture” per se) which needed to be tamed, developed, humanized and

acculturated, the justification for all of which was God’s will, His plan for a

redeemed humanity. More specifically, the early view was that wilderness

reflected, or better, embodied the corruption of the material world; the

wilderness and its inhabitants were the manifest enactment of post-lapserian

greed and unchecked desire.7 As Miller points out, citing the minister Increase

Mather, the land generated “‘insatiable desire’” and idolatry (30); the immense

American wilderness represented the powerful temptations of primal urges.

Consequently, Nash argues, the Puritan attitude towards wilderness is

inevitable; “their bibles contained all they needed to know in order to hate

wilderness” (Nash 35).8 The goal of any Christian in such an environment was

clear: “to make an island of spiritual light in the surrounding darkness” (Nash

35). Analyses such as Nash’s put forth that the work of the early

Americans—bolstered by religious conceptions and biblical hermeneutics—was

the pastoralization of the landscape, the conversion (in both a material and a

religious sense) of the “wild into the rural” (Nash 31). As Leo Marx puts it,

                                                
7Nash also points to alternative traditions in Christianity, embodied by

figures such as St. Francis and various monastic orders, who sought out
wilderness in order to flee the corruptions of civilization. In such cases, Nash
argues, the wilderness is valued only for the degree to which it negates desire
and corruption of a culture that has strayed from the true path. In such cases he
argues, wilderness was valuable only as “not-culture.”

8In spite of the fact that Puritan ideology is conventionally used to typify
colonial attitudes, I realize that it is an oversimplification to do so. However, this
problem is mitigated by two factors: first, Puritan ideology is generally
recognized as the dominant paradigm for casting concepts of colonization and
landscape. Secondly, the Puritans represent the most extreme case of supposed
“anti-nature” sentiments, which tend to apply to a lesser degree to other settlers
(Quakers, etc.). However, as I plan to show, even the Puritans cannot be
accurately portrayed as opposing nature.
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“survival in a howling desert demands action, the unceasing manipulation and

mastery of the forces of nature” (Marx 43). In short, according to conventional

historians, the colonists had a physical, spiritual and moral obligation to tame the

wilderness.The arguments of Nash, Marx, Miller and other thus posit a

confrontational “man versus nature” model of early American landscape

representation. They maintain that “subduing the earth” to human ends was the

primary conception guiding early American human-nature interaction; even

those who did not share the religious justifications of the Puritans tended to view

the landscape “through utilitarian spectacles” (Nash 27, 31) which made them

perceive the landscape as a potential garden of commodities waiting to serve

human social needs. According to this perspective, the idealized form of nature

for early Americans is that of the Garden: a tamed and rural landscape whose

primary characteristic is its productivity. In other words, early Americans valued

landscape for the degree to which it could be made to serve material social

needs; early colonists supposedly sought to create a landscape which was

bounded and controlled, not subject to the fearful “chaos” and unchecked desire

of the wilderness. Creating this landscape was divinely ordained. As one Puritan

poet put it, “an howling wilderness… turned into a fruitful paradise” was first

and foremost the work of the Almighty (Wigglesworth 297). In this view, if

wilderness was valued at all, it was not in and for itself, but rather for its

potential as a site of production and eventual salvation. Given this perspective,

Nash, Marx and other critics have generally concluded that colonial Americans

would not have had any affinity whatever with the immediate landscape of the

continent they came to inhabit and on which they had to rely for sustenance and

shelter.
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Instead, Nash, Marx and others have argued that the landscape Puritans

valued is most accurately described as pastoral. The pastoral valorizes the

acculturation, the taming of the wild as its implicitly superior condition. Leo

Marx, in his now classic The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal

in America, makes this claim in his opening sentences
The pastoral ideal has been used to define the meaning of America
ever since the age of discovery, and it has not yet lost its hold on
the native imagination. The reason is clear enough. The ruling
motive of the good shepherd, leading figure of the classic, Virgillian
mode, was to withdraw from the great world and begin a new life
in a fresh, green landscape. And now here was a virgin continent!
(3)

By invoking the pastoral early Americans idealized a landscape that was

controlled and humanized, and yet still in contrast to the corrupt, worldly culture

they had left behind. As J.M. Coetzee put it in White Writing: “To pastoral art the

West has assigned the task of asserting the virtues of the garden—simplicity,

peace, immemorial usage—against the vices of the city: luxury, competitiveness,

novelty.” The pastoral is, in this sense, conservative and nostalgic, it looks back

to “the calm and stability of the farm, a still point mediate between the

wilderness of lawless nature and the wilderness of the new cities” (Coetzee 4).

One central feature of this “middle stage” is a particular portrayal of labor,

and of human relationships to it. As William Empson has (perhaps over-

optimistically) pointed out, the pastoral can be seen as a variety of proletarian

literature insofar as it works to dignify human labor. The pastoral impulse,

Empson maintains, values “simple” people for the unsophisticated, plain truth



12

they exhibit (Empson 11). Thus the pastoral portrays a place where human

creation has a specific and important role: it is the realm of non-alienated labor.

The importance of this role becomes clearer when we look at the pastoral’s

version of civilization. The pastoral, in its task of asserting the “virtues of the

garden,” must also prove that the retreat it advocates is “not a mere escape into

sensual sloth” (Coetzee 5). Treating only for the moment the issue of “sloth,” the

pastoral must portray some version of honest, simple labor in order to allow the

pastoral environment to be distinguished from the primitive wilderness. In

short, Labor is important in the pastoral because it is the signifier of civilization.

Labor is what distinguishes wilderness from civilization; “Through work man

embarks on a voyage of exploration whose ultimate goal is the discovery of

man; through work man becomes master of the world; through a community of

work society comes into being.” (Coetzee 21) The pastoral reveres the “middle

stage” then, because it promises the present; in the social evolution implicit to

pastoral representation, the middle stage’s “leisure holds the promise of the

generation of all those differences that constitute culture and make man

Anthropological Man: idleness holds no promise save that of stasis” (Coetzee

21). Work is therefore the civilized creating itself, the individual creating the self,

the process of mastery over the environment and therefore the generator of

difference which becomes the central feature of culture itself. The main value the

pastoral holds, then, is that it represents all that is ideologically pure in culture

before culture succumbs to vices of the present; it idolizes a time when difference

was absolute, harmonious, even natural.

This brings us to the second charge against which the pastoral must defend:

the over-indulgence of the sensual. Generally speaking the pastoral invokes a
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degree of unabashed, even naive physicality, but that sensuality remains

“wholesome,” it never becomes sexualized. Sex itself is associated rather with the

sophistication, and degeneration of the cities, rather than the healthy physicality

of the pastoral. This innocence is part of the general lack of artifice, guile or

pretension which characterizes the pastoral view of sociality. In the pastoral

landscape, all human interaction is uncomplicated, even unsullied by the

polluting, dissipating hand of industrial luxury and vice.

Against the conflict and greed of the present, then, the overwhelming sense

of the pastoral is harmony: the “delicate interlacing… that seem[s] to unify

society, landscape, and mind” (Marx 13). All of these elements combine to yield

an environment free of the conflict of class or the travails of the industrial world.

As Coetzee points out, such an interaction between the landscape and the human

community is linguistic in form: “When people are ‘at home in’ or ‘at harmony

with’ a particular landscape, that landscape speaks to them and is understood by

them” (Coetzee 10). On the one hand, then, the pastoral makes the landscape

intelligible, apprehensible. The fantasy of the pastoral is that such a landscape is

eminently suited to provide human social needs; when the land and its

inhabitants speak the same language there can be no wants which are not

served.

The pastoral landscape, then, is one that has been entirely humanized and

socialized. The pastoral land speaks to its inhabitants. Although it is nostalgic and

evolutionistic in its conception, the pastoral represents a Utopian realization of

culture, the achievement of an earthly paradise. In this way, the myth of the

pastoral garden is a civilizing myth (see Coetzee 4); it is eminently pro-social. In

the pastoral mode, “landscape is humanized when inscribed by hand and



14

plough: in effect, the genre invokes a myth in which the earth becomes a wife to

the husband-man” (Coetzee 7). Thus the pastoral normalizes, reveres,

naturalizes, traditional family relations and gender roles; models of social

relations are literally written (“inscribed”) onto the landscape. The pastoral

landscape contains many recognizable elements of society, in fact it is the

presence of such elements which render the landscape representable as

“pastoral.” It is a nationalistic, social landscape which represents not the terror of

the unbridled primitive wilderness, but rather the “once dominant image of an

undefiled, green republic, a quiet land of forests, villages, and farms dedicated to

the pursuit of happiness” (Marx 6).

As a consciously social realm, then, the pastoral landscape is bounded and

closed; it establishes “the peace of an enclosed space, a world set apart, or an area

somehow made to evoke a feeling of encircled felicity” (Marx 29). This idea of

closure is in part derived from the central metaphor of the pastoral, that of

nature as garden, a metaphor which has several implications. It describes, firstly,

a nature that is also a social space, an environment that is created to serve human

ends. It also describes, then, an environment which, like the original Eden, is

designed to provide safe haven from the wilderness without.

Puritan texts abound with praise for this kind of nature, for orderly, cleared

landscapes dotted with small towns, pastures and productive fields (see, e.g.,

Sewall 214-215 which glowingly describes the provident environment of Plum

Island). Through citations of such colonial texts, Nash and Marx manage to

provide considerable evidence to document the colonial proclivity for the

pastoral and their disinclination towards wilderness. And even for us today, it

makes a kind of intuitive sense that colonials would have felt a desire to arrange
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the landscape, to make a “nest” in the chaotic wilderness into which they had

landed. Nonetheless, it may prove interesting to peer more closely into the

darkness the Puritans supposedly saw when they looked beyond their Virgillian

ideals and into the woods that bounded their fields and pastures. For while they

may have perceived, in the plants, animals and even the humans who inhabited

the forests and swamps of the new world, a universe which was antithetical to

the light of western Christianity, what they saw was not necessarily unrelated to

the early American self. As the word “antithetical” suggests, the “wilderness”

was in fact dialectically connected to the culture it was created to oppose.

Embracing the ideal of the pastoral necessarily meant creating an idealized

version of wild nature. More specifically, the colonial world view relied upon the

antithesis of the wilderness to create a viable thesis of self and culture. In large

part, this dialectical relation was a product of the Puritans’ Reformist religious

views.

Sacvan Bercovitch points out that, for the Puritans, the route to a Christian

paradise lay through the bogs and fens of worldly sin. Only through merciless

immersion in one’s own failings could the self emerge. As Puritan John Bunyan

put it, if one would wash one’s face clean then “first take a glass and see where it

is durty” (cited in Bercovitch 15). The puritan self was thus inherently divided

against itself, locked in a “Self Civil War” (see Bercovitch 19). In this sense

salvation, the promised land, can only be attained through a frank confrontation

with the “howling wilderness” that is the unsaved self. The puritan self, and its

eventual entrance into the kingdom of salvation, thus depends upon its

antithesis, the corrupt bodily realm of desire.  An intense scrutiny and

confrontation of the inchoate desires of the flesh would lead eventually to
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submitting the self before the “transcendent absolute” (Bercovitch 13). The

puritan world view thus stresses “activism and experience,” an ongoing process

of “purgation, illumination and union” (Bercovitch 13) where the dissolution of

identity into the transcendent absolute represents the beginning, not the end of

the Christian life. For the Puritans, then, life was an “application of Christ,” not a

retreat. They believed that God ordained a “commitment to this world”

(Bercovitch 14), that God “will have [their] hands actively in it,” that they should

be “soaked and boiled in affliction” (Thomas Goodwin, William Perkins cited in

Bercovitch 15). Given this lifetime commitment, Bercovitch points out, the

Puritans came to view themselves as all undergoing “the same wayfaring and

warfaring pilgrimage” (Bercovitch 14). By recreating this pilgrimage on the level

of the self, by recreating experience as the waging of a “self Civil War,” Puritans

like Goodwin were anticipating the “development of Western individualism”

(Bercovitch 20). In the very act of turning the self against the self, the Puritans

came to the brink of the modern, industrial state that posits simultaneously the

identity and unique importance of every individual.

Bercovitch, however, fails to adequately emphasize that this pilgrimage, this

immersion in the world, sets up an equivalence between the corruption of the

self and the corruption of the world. The landscape, the howling wilderness,

must itself be transformed from its corrupt state by the unwavering

commitment of God’s emissaries. As Slotkin put it, echoing Bunyan: “Looking at

the culture of the New World in which they had come to live, the Puritans saw a

darkened and inverted mirror image of their own culture, their own mind” (57).

The landscape of New England, in its very state as  “waste and howling

wilderness” is an aspect of the all-important self; it contains the key to attaining
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pastoral harmony at the same time that it displays the dark desires of the

unwashed wilderness.

Bunyan’s and Slotkin’s choice of metaphor here, the mirror, further

suggests ways in which the colonial relationship with nature painted by Nash,

Marx and others may be over-simplified. Given the complex relation of Puritan

selfhood to the “wilderness” of the world, the relationship the colonists had with

the landscape of the New World and its inhabitants was not, and could not be,

purely antipathic. This is not to suggest that the Puritans “enjoyed” wilderness in

any modern sense. Rather it is to suggest that they acknowledged and endorsed

the need for wilderness in the creation and ultimate salvation of the self. For in

the colonial desire to create the pastoral lies a submerged desire for the primitive

otherness of the wilderness and the possibility of utopian relations with nature;

the wild, “durty” image in the mirror was, after all, a reflection of the colonists

and their culture, the revelation of some submerged aspect of their own psyche.

The interior landscape of the self thus translated readily to the exterior landscape

of the new world. Just as the colonist needed some dark reflection of his psyche

from which to forge his identity, so too did the concept of the cultivated pastoral

require a wilderness. It is in this sense that the relationship between the pastoral

garden and the howling wilderness is dialectical: each element contains and

incorporates the suggestion of its opposition and so the creation of a “civilized”

rural Eden required a wilderness it could oppose. In a sense, the wilderness

serves as building materials whose original forms would always leave their mark

on the final product: without sin there is no salvation. There is also, ultimately,

the material fact that the colonists were forced to rely on their surroundings;
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they had to cope with the ecological reality of a new and alien continent in order

to fashion a sustainable self and a recognizable society.

Early Americans thus came to experience a crisis of identity as a number of

factors conspired to make self conception particularly difficult as the colonies

became established in the New World. Most obvious is the simple experience of

colonial daily life, the “almost constant awareness that one [was] very close to

nature indeed” (Fritzell 14) and correspondingly far from civilized Europe. The

physical facts of colonization, the constant reminder that the colonists were

forced to rely intimately on the alien and unpredictable natural world

surrounding them, must daily have pointed to the fragility of the civilized veneer

they had applied to the landscape. The sheer scale of the landscape—especially

when considered against the crowded conditions most colonists had left behind

in Europe—would have presented a particular challenge to the colonial mind.

American nature was comparatively so vast that establishing limits and

boundaries, whether physical, social or psychological, would have provided a

challenge that at times must have seemed almost absurd. Under such conditions,

maintaining a sense of oneself and one’s society as civilized and modern must

have been particularly difficult, perhaps sometimes even farcical (although

Puritans, sadly, are not known for their sense of humor). Such difficulties would

have been compounded by the passage of time, which would render life in

England increasingly remote. As Slotkin notes, as the settlers became

increasingly intimate with their new surroundings, maintaining an absolute

distinction between themselves and the wilderness they inhabited became

increasingly difficult (See Slotkin 21).
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Further complicating matters was the overall unfamiliarity of the

environment; early Americans lacked even the language to adequately describe

their environment to themselves and their neighbors. This difficulty went

beyond the simple fact that there were no names for much of what they saw in

the new continent. Even their rhetorical and intellectual categories, based on the

culture and landscape of Europe, were inadequate to the task of representing

their experiences in either an empirical or a subjective sense. Without the means

to accurately name their locations, or their experiences there, without even the

intellectual apparatus to cope with the scale of the landscape, the colonist simply

lacked the means to identify the self in the landscape(See Fritzell 112-113). Lastly,

these rhetorical and intellectual difficulties were compounded by the colonists’

political desires to distance themselves from the European culture they had in

large part renounced; the intellectual and social traditions of Europe were not

only inadequate, they were ideologically undesirable.

All of these circumstances—from the structure of religious belief to the

material necessity to harvest food and create shelter, from the linguistic need to

name to the political desire to establish a new nation—all of these eventually

forced the colonists to fashion a version of the self that took into account the

American wilderness. Let us look more closely then, at both this construction

process and its materials. By invoking the useful conceptual frame of the “rite of

passage” Patricia Roberts presents one way in which alternate representations of

nature could surface in the Colonial ethos and go on to play a significant role in

American self-conception. Roberts argues that biblical representations of

wilderness are not necessarily negative, they more exactly describe it as

“arduous, challenging, even dangerous” (30). Such danger, the threat of loss of
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self associated with a psychological, moral and/or physical trial, was a central

part of Puritan religious conceptions; the danger represented by nature was

necessary to produce a particular kind of hardship the survival of which was

biblical redemption. In other words, the generation of Puritan selfhood through

redemption vitally required passage through a wilderness, whether literal or

figural. The seeming destructive chaos of the wilderness thus ultimately proved

God’s power: “That the Numbers of Insects and Vermin may not be too

offensive to us, Providence has ordained many Creatures, especially such as are

in superior Orders to make it their business to destroy them, especially when

their Increase grows too numerous and enormous…The Destruction and Death

of Animals does proclaim the Fame of the Divine Wisdom in adjusting of it!”

(Mather 161). Similarly, Taylor is able to find evidence of God’s hand in his

observations of a “Wasp Chilled with Cold”, and Bradstreet is able to use any

number of figures from nature (stones, trees, fish) to describe God’s power (see

“Contemplations,” passim).

This implies a very different perception of nature than the unalloyed

antipathy ascribed to the Puritans by Nash and company. Instead, even in the

destructive incarnation of “howling wilderness,” nature served an essential and

recognizable role for colonial Americans. Nature was required precisely for its

uncivilized attributes, for only by physical trial and emotional temptation in

wilderness could one be redeemed into God’s kingdom. In other words, nature

was valuable because it could induce fear and awe which were a sign of God’s

power, ultimately of His beneficence. Nature in the primitive condition, then,

was not only a signifier of divine power, it was itself the medium through which
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the Puritans could gain access to that unspeakable force—it defined the path to

redemption.

That fear was also, as Slotkin’s mirror metaphor suggests, the specter of

temptation, the glint of recognition, the possibility that something of the

wilderness was present in the self, and that the Puritan colonist might be

tempted to lapse into the wild.9 (Colonist Thomas Shepherd described the New

World as “a wilderness where we could forecast nothing but care and

temptations” [cited in Slotkin 41].) For the mirror metaphor further suggests that

the wilderness was not devoid of human images. Early Americans found the

American wilderness populated by “wild beasts and wild men” (Bradford 70), by

Indians more like “ravenous beasts” than humans (Rowlandson 141). According

to Slotkin, many colonists believed that these wild natives “tempted men to

leave godly for ungodly ways more pleasing to the flesh” (Slotkin 41). Leo Marx

makes a similar argument for the tempting nature of the Indian, although from a

different position. In an extended analysis of Robert Beverley’s History and

Present State of Virginia (1705), Marx shows that by the time Beverley wrote it

was possible to describe the Indians as Rousseau describes the “Noble Savage.”

The Indians, Beverly wrote, “Liv[ed] without labor” and “by their Pleasure

alone, they supplied all their Necessities” (cited in Marx 77). Both of these

characterizations of the colonial views towards the Indian invoke the medieval

myths and folk-tales of the Wild Man. For although the colonists may not have

had any such tales in a purely formal sense, their literature abounds with

                                                
9It is worth noting here that in describing colonial fear of the wild Nash

uses words common also to the language of sexuality; he speaks of the pioneer’s
fear of “succumbing to the wildness of his surroundings” (Nash 24).
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complex, conflicted discussions of the Indian—discussions which provided an

important structural balance for Puritan ideas of their own identity.

Hayden White, in his examination of these myths, argues that “wildness” is

a contested term because its definition implies not only “the clarity but also the

self-esteem of groups that use them in cultural polemics” (White 151). He points

out that during “periods of sociocultural stress, when the need for positive self-

definition appears but no compelling criterion of self-identification appears” it is

always possible to define the self by placing it in opposition to what it clearly is

not. (White 151) The early colonists, defining themselves through the trial of

passing through both the wilderness of fleshly temptations and the wilderness of

the American forests, thus populated the new world with their de-repressed

doubles.10 In other words, in an attempt to cope with the broad and compelling

problems of creating a society in the new world, the early American mind

created a version of wilderness to which it could both oppose itself and in which

it could, even if subconsciously or dismissively, recognize some darker aspect of

itself. Like the inevitably humanoid aliens of modern science fiction, the Puritans

had to populate their universe with beings and qualities they could recognize in

themselves and their own culture.

The early American wilderness and its inhabitants were thus in part an

exemplar of what was at the core, or in the past, of the civilized colonist before
                                                

10The threat of this derepression reverberates in early Captivity narratives
such as Mary Rowlandson’s where the conceived threat of the “savages” is
precisely that they will cause the regeneration into the sexual “shamelessness”
they themselves exhibit. One can draw a loose parallel between these popular
narratives (identifiably, via Cooper, the precursors of the modern Western) and
contemporary horror films where the appeal of the narrative is in large part the
opportunity to experience the unbridled depravity of the beast. See also Nash,
p.25.
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religion and culture had brought it under control; the “Wild Man,” as the

incarnation of that wilderness, had to be different but not too different from the

colonists. As White points out, the “Wild Man” of medieval myth is traditionally

always present on the very boundaries of the community, “just out of sight,

over the horizon,” the edge of the field where the forest begins. The Wild Man

inhabits the liminal world of the void just past the boundaries of modern history

and culture. As such, he is not bound by any social control, he is the “man in

whom the libidinal impulses have gained full ascendancy. … He is desire

incarnate” (White 166-67). The association of the Wild Man—and the wilderness

he embodies—with desire, with loss of civilized control, suggests one sense in

which the wilderness was a component, at least subconsciously, of the early

American self. Experiencing the wild meant to see oneself through a darkened

glass, a self into which one’s constricting civilized consciousness could be

dissolved in a boil of inchoate desire. It was to see a reflection of one’s past and

thus of one’s roots. I would suggest then, that this void had a certain appeal to

the early American, even if the existence of that appeal was used ideologically to

demonstrate the degree to which it could be denied. And, as Slotkin points out,

as colonists’ experience in America grew, their desires to distinguish themselves

absolutely from the Indian were increasingly confused by their desires to “gain

intimate knowledge and emotional title” to the land (Slotkin 21). The need to

resolve their lives with their landscape made it increasingly difficult for the

colonists to oppose themselves absolutely from the wilderness and its “wild

men.” To paraphrase Donna Haraway, the construction of the colonial self was

ultimately undertaken with the raw materials of the New World other (see

Haraway 11).
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Such conceptualizations of the wild point to an experience of nature

responsive to a different set of criteria than that of the sanitized pastoral

generally ascribed to colonial ideals of nature. It also vastly complicates the

simple antipathy set forth by Nash and company. Instead of mere biblically

inspired “hatred,” we can see that the early American response to the landscape

was, on the one hand, conditioned by an already existing predisposition towards

an understanding, or at least recognition, of the need for wilderness. The very

structure of their thought and responses to landscape inclined early Americans to

see some part of themselves—even if repressed and devalued—in the landscape.

Or, to put it another way, the colonial idealization of the pastoral relied upon an

idea of wilderness just as the colonial self required the wild other in order to

create a self in line with the religious narrative of deliverance from the

wilderness (i.e., the rite of passage). On the other hand, the immediate political

and physical circumstances of colonization required early Americans to form a

relationship of uncomfortable intimacy with their surroundings. In order to both

distinguish themselves from the Europe they had abandoned, and to establish

their identities on a new and alien continent, early Americans were forced to

engage with their landscape with enough familiarity to name, identify and know

it and yet still hold on to the notions of “culture” which defined them and their

social world.

The result is that towards the end of the colonial period, after a century of

inhabiting a landscape virtually devoid of, and even immune to, the pastoral

ideal, colonial attitudes towards nature began to shift towards a more open

idealization of the American landscape in and of itself. This shift hints at early

emanations of an alternative to the pastoral as a means of socially valuing wild
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nature. It is perhaps first visible in the writing of Jonathan Edwards, a Calvinist

minister from Connecticut. Edwards is generally seen as a progressive figure in

American religious history, a leader in the Puritan revival of the mid eighteenth

century. Particularly striking, for our purposes, is the way in which Edwards

formulated a relationship with God based less on a reinvigoration of the

“ancestral covenant” emphasized by Puritans of Cotton Mather’s generation and

more on a psycho-theological relationship with the natural world (see Miller

222). This process is admirably illustrated in an episode from Edwards’ Personal

Narrative (ca 1740):
I gave an account to my father of some things [concerned with the
divine] that had passed in my mind. I was pretty much affected by
the discourse we had together. And when the discourse was ended,
I walked abroad alone, in a solitary place in my father’s pasture, for
contemplation. And as I was walking there, and looked up on the
sky and clouds; there came into my mind a sweet sense of the
glorious majesty and grace of God that I knew not how to
express… It was a sweet and gentle, and holy majesty;… an awful
sweetness… (304).

This experience (surprisingly reminiscent of Emerson’s famous “transparent

eyeball” passage a hundred years hence) contains a number of elements which

we shall see in combination later, elements which lie at the bottom of the writing

and practice of nature as they develop historically. Edward’s experience follows

steps which have the familiarity of myth, it is a ritualized, symbolized passage

which imposes a narrative movement on the experience. Edwards begins deeply

moved as a result of talk with his father. As a result of his discomposing feelings,

Edwards seeks out a natural, open space as the most suitable “for

contemplation.” Significantly, he twice mentions that he is “walking” which, in
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combination with the spiritual aspect of his embarkation is highly suggestive of

the activity of pilgrimage: the movement through often dangerous landscape

which in itself comprises a spiritual act11 (see page 16 above). In this case, the

“danger” of the landscape lies in Edward’s state of mind, the discomposition and

insecurity implicit in his need to seek “contemplation” as an answer to the

“affect” his conversation has had. Unlike the classic medieval pilgrim, however,

Edwards is alone, unaccompanied by the social relationships which entangle

Chaucer’s travelers. Instead, what precipitates the pilgrimage is a need for a

recomposed identity, for a way of seeing both the world and the self which can

answer the questions which have arisen for Edwards.12

Also important, then, is the answer which comes to Edwards as a result of

his contemplative walking. He says that his mind is entered by a “sense” which

he cannot express. He is overwhelmed, that is, by an emotion which is beyond

the bounds of easy social, rational expression. It is a contradictory emotion (an

“awful sweetness”). What precipitates this loss of rationality, of self-

consciousness, is not the tamer surroundings of the pasture, but rather the

infinite expanse of the “sky and clouds.” Edwards is absorbed by the infinite,

rather than rooted in the bounded pasture. He is thus amongst the first of a long

line of American writers (and later wilderness enthusiasts) to find himself in the
                                                

11At several points in his Narrative Edwards emphasizes the importance of
walking in nature to his relationship with God: for example he describes how he
“Used to spend abundance of my time in walking alone in the woods and
solitary places for meditation, soliloquy and prayer, and converse with God.”
(304).

12 Not surprisingly, walks in nature formed an intrinsic part of Edwards’
daily life. According to one biography, Edwards “reserved part of each day for
walking” (Elder and Finch 299). He can thus be counted amongst the first
American literary figures who was also a practitioner of nature.
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grip of the transcendent sublime.13 Gazing at the sky in his “father’s pasture”

Edwards finds himself occupying a space both delightful (“sweet”) and terrible

(“awful”), it is a space outside of society (Edwards is alone in nature) and,

perhaps more importantly, outside the bounds of language (it is inexpressible).

Edwards thus experiences the unrepresentable. In a highly abstracted way, he

becomes the “Wild Man” of myth, losing his self-consciousness, his place in

history and society, to bathe in a fluid realm of total gratification. Edwards has, at

least in a symbolic sense, crossed over to the other side that has always been

present in pastoral idealizations of nature. However, the religious context of the

experience ensures that this dissolution of self remains culturally acceptable. The

experience is singularly significant for Edwards; afterwards, he writes, his “sense

of divine things gradually increased… . The appearance of everything was

altered” (304). For Edwards, this conversion in nature becomes a practice, a

guide for interpretation and experience. Like many who follow, Edwards spends

a great deal of time alone in the woods, contemplating himself and his

relationship to the inexplicable, inexpressible world of infinity outside the self,

Contemplations whose ostensible ties to Puritan theology allow them to have

the ultimate result of strengthening Edward’s own identity and sense of place

both in his social world and in the physical landscape of the new and unfamiliar

continent.

                                                
13A later passage evokes the sublime even more strongly. There Edwards

describes his love of thunder and lightning by claiming they are as “sweet” to
him as the “majestic and awful voice of God…” (304). Such a description not only
defies the characterization of the Puritan ideal of the pastoral, it also anticipates
and even defines the way in which the wild will come to be valorized rather than
feared.
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In this late Puritan version of a transcendent Epiphany at least the basic

elements of an alternative to the pastoral ideal are presented as a legitimate form

of landscape experience. It would, of course, be greatly inaccurate to say that this

composed a conscious aesthetic. Edward’s experience comes late in the colonial

period and the goal of such experiences, after all, was to redeem the people and

bring them into the promised land of plenty, the garden landscape of Edenic

provision, into the landscape, in short, of the pastoral. (Thus the setting for

Edwards’ experience is a pasture; like the narrator in Bradstreet’s Contemplations,

Edwards experiences nature in the pastoral middle ground between the light of

the pulpit and the darkness of the forest.) Nonetheless, there is little in Edwards’

account to suggest that his experiences opposed mainstream ideas about the

relationships between individuals, nature and society. His experience implies a

vision of nature which is neither purely antipathic nor wholly pastoral and

utilitarian. Perhaps more accurate, then, would be to say that a different, more

threatening version of landscape appreciation and conception appears in

Edwards as a repressed but necessary form of experience and representation, the

structurally necessary precursor to the pastoral garden.14 As I suggested earlier,

                                                
14It is interesting to note that in this view the sublime occupies the same

position in the argument as the “Id” in Freud’s schemata of consciousness and
the proletariat in Luckacsian marxism. In each case, the repressed term is, on the
one hand, both devalued and rendered invisible, beneath the surface of the
“real” and valuable, while on the other hand, seen from a larger perspective, it is
precisely the workings (labor) of the repressed which enables the existence of the
real. Consequently we often find both the proletariat and the id associated with a
complex of associations and parallels which also find voice in the notion of the
Wild Man discussed above. In American popular culture these notions are
contained in the concepts and representations of the “primitive.” For an
extended discussion of this topic, see Marianna Torgovnick, Gone Primitive:
Savage Intellects, Modern Lives, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990).
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such a vision of nature is more accurately described as adhering to the generic

conventions of the sublime.

As a legitimate means to experience and portray landscape, the sublime is

not examined and codified in English until more than a decade after Edwards

wrote of his experiences.15 Much of this legitimization came about with the 1757

publication of Edmund Burke’sA Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of

the Sublime and Beautiful. Here, Burke identifies in the experience of the sublime

the vital component of terror (the analogue of the “awful” in Edwards).

However, Burke is careful to note that “whatever is fitted in any sort to excite

the ideas of pain, and danger…, is a source of the sublime” (39, original

emphasis). Thus it is not necessarily pain and danger themselves, but their ideas,

their representation or enactment in the imagination, which form the source of

the sublime. Holding this distinction to one side for the moment, let us look at

Burke’s idea of “terror” more closely. Burke claims that terror is a product of

pain, and that pain is “emissary of [the] king of terrors” namely: death (Burke

40). Consequently, we can surmise that it is the “idea” of the terror of death that

catalyzes the experience of the sublime. In this sense, Burke’s sublime is an

abstracted and secularized description of Edward’s landscape experience; where

Edwards envisions an inexpressible and awful expression of God’s power, Burke

refers to the ultimate power and inevitability of death and the human responses

to that power.

Thus, experiencing the sublime means in general the imaginary experience

of dissolution, the loss of the self, ego or identity, any of a symbolic order of
                                                

15 For a conventional history of the aesthetics of the sublime, focused
mainly on its early development in Britain, see Nicholson.
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experiences which can be used to represent death or which display a structural

parallel to non-existence; the sublime operates, that is, by generating symbolic

structures representative of “death.” There is therefore an intimate connection

between sublime experiences of nature, the halting of the flow of time and

material being, and the loss of the essential self (the “soul”). The sublime is thus

also associated with dissolution of the self through sexuality (merging with the

other) or more generally through a loss of one’s “civilized” sensibilities into the

transcendent oceanic.16 The sublime refers to a category of self-hood, an

expanded mode of being, and to the simultaneously empowering and terrifying

possibility that that self may at any time be diffused and revealed for the tenuous

construction it really is.17 It is the inverse of the self-knowledge that comes

through the intimate relationship with the nature cultivated in the pastoral. The

sublime thus rests upon a deconstruction of difference, the breakdown of

categories and thus the end of knowability, apprehension and language. Not

surprisingly, we find that Burke identifies “obscurity” with the terror of the

sublime; the sublime is the threat of the unfathomable, the danger of the non-

objectifiable, the heady experience of pure presence without the distinction-

making faculties of the self.

Coming two decades before Burke’s treatise, Edwards’ experience in the

pasture points towards a colonial appreciation of, and even a need for, a type of

                                                
16Not surprisingly, Burke further claims that another vital component of

the sublime is infinity. (See Burke 73-74).
17 Rob Wilson makes the argument that the specifically American version

of the sublime is characterized in large part by its “interiority;” that is, the way in
which the American sublime is specifically formulated as an aspect of the
American self. See R. Wilson, 4-7.
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nature experience (a “proto-sublime” if you will) which required a different set

of responses and a different environment than the idealizations of the pastoral.

This need, as I mentioned above, was an inevitable product of the historical,

environmental and ideological situation of the early Americans. As we shall see,

after a few tentative, guarded expressions in places as various as Cooper and

Beverley, by the start of the nineteenth century, the sublime had developed into

a not uncommon way of experiencing American landscapes. This popularity, we

shall further notice, was tied to changes in social and economic organization and

bolstered by the spread of Romanticism in England in the first half of the

century. For the time being, however, suffice to say that as the counterpart to

the pastoral, the sublime forms a second set or class of responses to American

nature, the second of the two poles between which American representations of

the experience of nature have consistently oscillated.

These two representational traditions can therefore be seen to form a

generic continuum which describes the characteristics of nature experiences in

American culture from its inception. They serve as shorthand ways of referring

to the complex of myths, ideologies and histories which span and under-gird

Americans’ experiences of their landscape. In the strictest sense, as genres of

experiences of nature, the pastoral and the sublime bring with them a whole

series of expectations, of narrative movement, of types of characters and plots

and assumptions about their audience and their producers. However, it must be

pointed out that as genres of experiences as well as of aesthetics, they participate

in social discourses far more wide reaching than philosophical, literary or

aesthetic conventions. I would argue, rather, that as we saw in a preliminary way

in Puritan discourse, they become controlling metaphors: a means of writing the
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self into history and culture. In other words, as ways of representing experience,

the sublime and the pastoral constitute a symbolic order that functions on a

society wide level. As Fredric Jameson points out in The Political Unconscious,

individuals can constitute themselves as such only when they are inserted into an

existing symbolic order. (See especially 74-83.) A given practice of nature, be it

textual or experiential, is thus itself a “symbolic enactment of the social within the

formal and aesthetic” (Jameson, 1981 77). The pastoral and the sublime, in this

sense, contribute to the way people construct their own identities both within

and against prevailing cultural definitions of self. In other words, they are genres

of being and thus participate in and structure the “collective discourses” of social

groups and classes (Jameson, 1981 76).18 They are forms or conventions that

respond to both immediate material and manifest psychological conditions and

the pressures of historical continuity—the need to make sense of a particular

moment in terms of the collective past in which the individual inserts his own

identity. In short, the sublime and pastoral create the landscape which constructs

the self.  In this sense each individual expression of the pastoral or sublime

functions, at bottom, as “imaginary resolution[s] of a real contradiction”

(Jameson, 1981 77). Thus we can begin to identify the sublime and the pastoral as

                                                
18Slotkin’s definition of “myth” offers a somewhat less politicized way of

understanding this point: “True myths are generated on a sub-literary level by
the historical experience of a people…” (4). More specifically, and more
ideologically, Slotkin explains that “a mythology is a complex of narrative that
dramatizes the world vision and historical sense of a people or culture, reducing
centuries of experience into a constellation of compelling metaphors” (6). I use
the term genre here in a similar way; one could say that sublime experiences of
nature participate in, enact and validate the narrative of a myth. The main
difference is that the actants in a given genre are not necessarily perceived of as
metaphorical rather than representational. Simply, sublime experiences of nature
are not experienced as metaphors, they are experienced as real.
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part of the ideological apparatus whereby culture creates individuals, society

creates citizens; taken as a whole they can be labeled as an “ideologeme,”

Jameson’s term for the “smallest intelligible unit of the essentially antagonistic

collective discourses of social classes” (Jameson, 1981 76).

This apparatus clearly bears further scrutiny, for it is considerably more

complex than the ambivalent antipathy described by Nash and Marx. As a

collection of tropes and images which collectively help to maintain individual and

cultural identity, the pastoral and the sublime can be seen more specifically as

indices of social and material relations. Their symbolic operations “mask a

specific link to power and desire…” and by so doing they work to establish

relations between people and their environment (Bové 58). They are in this sense

expressions of relations of power, the pastoral and sublime “regulate the

forming of ourselves” (Bové 58). This is how, as means of presenting and

interpreting the discourses of the practice of nature, the pastoral and sublime

come to be intimately linked to a wide variety of the cultural apparatuses of

“individuation,” they consist of, and are a part of, the regulating structures of

“language, sexuality, economics, culture and psychology” (Bové 58). In this way,

the pastoral and the sublime arose out of the historical need to create and

maintain individualities upon which the definition of American culture depends.

They have consistently provided a means for Americans to understand,

represent, regulate and form a relationship with their environment and thus

have provided a means for Americans to understand, represent, regulate and

form themselves. Thus, from the colonial period on, American experiences of

nature—to the degree that they participate in the generic conventions of the

pastoral and the sublime—help do the work of culture by providing channels of
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desire, fulfillment, circulation and regulation as both naturalized expressions or

components of individual identity and as a way of describing material relations

between people and the physical world. At different cultural moments, different

versions of nature hold sway for different social sectors, the pastoral and the

sublime are played against each other as critical and laudatory views of culture

vie for legitimacy and power. For colonials like Edwards and his predecessors,

such an apparatus was vital to cultural and individual survival; since the colonial

period this apparatus has continued to play a central role in sustaining American

cultural identity. The pastoral and the sublime, in this sense, are modes of

interpretation that “make sense” by incorporating existing social-psychological

entities (e.g. Puritans from Britain) with specific material conditions (e.g. the

eastern seaboard in the seventeenth century); the pastoral and sublime thus both

pre-date the US and continuously work to reinvent and distinguish it.19

 The way in which the pastoral and sublime negotiate between authority

and desire, coupled with the way in which they individuate and delineate

subjects in the process of moving towards cultural resolution suggests an

additional implication of seeing them as genres of experience: they must also

incorporate a relationship to narrativity. We must take account of the fact that

language and narrative play a vital role in constructing these social conceptions

of nature. And while observations about the linguistic and narrativistic nature of

cultural experiences must be placed in social and historical contexts, the

relationships between language and nature, language and self, provide form and
                                                

19 It is in this sense that the pastoral and the sublime are types of
“ideologemes:” social discourses that can be organized both into kinds of ideas,
“belief systems,” and “protonarratives” that are enactions of fantasies of
historical and individual resolutions. See Jameson, 1981 86-88.
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structure to the American experience of nature. For example, the passage from

Edwards above incorporates elements of both generic traditions (the pastoral,

reflected in the pasture and the grace of God; the sublime, invoked by the sky

and the sense of inexpressible awe it inspires) which are in complex dialog with

each other. What enables this dialog, and provides an imaginary resolution to

the tension between the genres, is the degree to which Edward’s experience is

given structure through the form of a narrative. His brief paragraph contains all

the elements and tensions implicit to narrative: there is a hero who faces a crisis

which is resolved after passage through a trial which finally establishes the hero’s

status. This movement from one kind of landscape to another is given a

recognizable shape through narrative. Narrative allows the ideologies and

tropes of the sublime and the pastoral to be translated into a form which is both

readily attributable to experience and ideologically consistent with socially and

historically determined “belief systems.” Consequently, as we shall see, narrative

(“storytelling”) forms a vital part of the practice of nature from Thoreau to

modern-day rockclimbers because it is through narrative that the experience of

nature becomes a cultural poetic, a socially and individually structuring complex

of tropes and symbols.

Hayden White describes this process when he points out that “the very

distinction between real and imaginary events, basic to modern discussions of

both history and fiction, presupposes a notion of reality in which ‘the true’ is

identified with ‘the real’ only insofar as it can be shown to possess the character

of narrativity”(10). Given that the pastoral and the sublime are genres of

experience—imaginary (representational) activities which are used delineate real
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events (i.e. experiences of nature)— they exemplify White’s contention that

narrative “fashion[s] human experience into a form assimilable to structures of

meaning…” (6). In the broader context of historically conceived human

experience, “Culture” enters into this discussion when we see that “the reality

which lends itself to narrative representation is the conflict between desire, on the

one side, and the law on the other.” This brings us to the conclusion that

narrativity “presupposes the existence of a legal system against or on behalf of

which the typical agents of a narrative account militate.20 And this raises the

suspicion that narrative in general…has to do with the topics of law, legality,

legitimacy or, more generally, authority“ (16-17, emphases in

original). Consequently, as narrative entities the pastoral and the sublime

negotiate between the expression and the control of the desire which they enact

in texts and practices; they create a “real” by narrating into existence the

fulfillment of desire of the subjects (themselves created in part by these

discourses) which employ them. They both revise and reassert existing social

forces and structures. In other words, the narrativistic structure of pastoral and

sublime practices of nature means that they work to create texts and experience

which are “real” and “meaningful” (they seem like “natural” ways to see and

understand things) and in so doing exercise a large degree of social control and

cultural and individual formation by providing a source of expression for the

lived experiences of major portions of the population. They function, in short, as

sources of authority and power.

                                                
20 Jameson refers to this same notion of “conflict” when he discusses the

ways in which cultural discourses respond to and resolve “contradictions.” See
Jameson, 1981 84-86.
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 In fact, this set of relationships between symbolic, narrative and material

events provides an account for how social practices and literary genres can be so

intimately related. Their reliance on narrative allows the pastoral and the sublime

to both structure experiences and make nature writing seem “true” or “real” in

ways that transcend logical or reasonable modes of thought by moving into the

realm of the ideological. In other words, there is not necessarily a direct causal

relationship between the practices and the texts. Every Puritan who read

Edwards did not make for the nearest pasture any more than nineteenth century

tourists rushed for the summit of Ktaadn after reading Thoreau. Rather, the

narrative nature of the pastoral and sublime experiences described in the literary

texts suggests that the social practices of nature—whether walking in pastures,

visiting national parks or backpacking across the country—are informed by the

same ideological structures that allow the texts of nature writing to “make

sense.” This happens because, as just discussed, the pastoral and the sublime

partake of cultural myths about the relations of power and desire which allow

individuals to read, interpret and sometimes write their experiences. They are

ideological structures that provide form and meaning to texts and experiences

alike. Consequently, I see nature writing and the social activities of nature

experience as a whole, as aspects of the American practice of nature. As I alluded

to earlier, the texts and the practices form a dialogue, the ongoing refashioning

and retelling of pastoral and sublime encounters with the natural world.

Thus in the colonial case, the gradual surfacing of the sublime as an

experiential and aesthetic way of engaging with nature provided a cultural

means of expressing and enacting socially and individually challenging desires,
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ideas and identities. By placing these desires in the context of knowledge of

God’s infinity, the sublime eventually helped fantasies about dissolution into an

unbounded nature to be culturally acceptable. At the same time, the sublime

provided early Americans with a way of conceptualizing the sense of place and

identity that was so acutely required in post-revolutionary America and which

the pastoral had proved unable to completely provide. Thus, by providing a

means to codify experiences of nature, by supplying a hermeneutic which

allowed colonists to interpret and represent themselves to themselves and to

others, the early expressions of the sublime laid the groundwork on which was

built the eventual “transvaluation” of wilderness in the first half of the

nineteenth century. The colonial period saw the birth of both the form and

content of the sublime as an acceptable, if subordinate or even unconscious, way

for Americans to conceptualize self and nature beyond (but not exclusive of) the

pastoral conventions of earliest settlement. In this way, the narrative

conventions of the pastoral and the sublime work to provide us with a

theoretical understanding as to what modern American views of nature consist

of and how they are related and disseminated through the culture. We can now

see how the structural relations between the two forms allowed the sublime to

eventually rise from its repressed, colonial status to co-exist with the pastoral as

genres of the larger historical discourse of American interaction between self and

nature.

However, while we can now better understand theoretically how these

views eventually came to guide perceptions and organize experience, how they

interrelate and interact, we still lack an understanding of why attitudes towards

nature underwent these changes in value and content. Why did sublime
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experiences of nature gain the vogue that they did? Why did such experiences

become acceptable, openly desirable, even necessary for some. What social

pressures gave rise to the popularity of such outdoor experiences and what

desires did such experiences fulfill? The answers to such questions lie in the

complex and tumultuous cultural history of nineteenth century America.

B. The History and Politics of Nature:
Nature Writing, Industrialization and Antimodernism

 The nineteenth century saw rapid and far-reaching changes in the nature

and organization of American culture, economics and society. In the broadest

terms, the nineteenth century saw the rise, eventual hegemony and subsequent

decline of Victorianism and the concurrent development and rise of an industrial

capitalist social organization which resulted in the birth, by the start of the

twentieth century, of mass consumer culture. Concurrently, as I suggested

above, the nineteenth century also saw the rise to acceptability of increasingly

secularized and literary sublime experiences of nature as well as the gradual, but

increasingly absolute, distinction of the practice of nature from other cultural

institutions (e.g., religion) and daily life. Roughly speaking, then, modern

experiences in nature can be seen as part of the diaspora of increasingly

individuated social practices which accompanied the development of consumer

culture. As we shall see, new forms of social practice—focused less on social or

communal activities, and more on individuals as self-contained, self-determined

units—in large part presided over the eventual demise of Victorian hegemony

and the rise of a culture of consumption. Thus, as experiences of nature became
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secularized and individualized they became disconnected not only from the

church but also from their broader social context as a part of daily life, as means

of production and social definition. This disconnection intensified as American

culture became increasingly industrialized, as the divisions between home, work

and leisure became stronger both physically and psychically, and as the

landscape itself became increasingly modified by human endeavors. By the turn

of the century, as we shall see, spending time in nature had become an institution

in and of itself; it became the social practice of nature, a set of activities with their

own rules, ethics and literatures. However, the structural relationships between

the pastoral and sublime examined above suggest that the values Americans

came to see in outdoor experiences are intimately dependent on other

developing social beliefs and have deep-rooted historical precedents. In this way,

modern American practices of nature can be seen as part of a general reaction

against, and adaptation to, the contradictions and difficulties that accompanied

the rise of modern industrial society. At the same time they participate in the

broader horizon of cultural myths present in American society since at least

Edwards’ colonial times.

The practice of nature, then, as it grew and matured towards the end of the

nineteenth century, was intimately tied to the trajectory of Victorianism and

industrialism in America. While nineteenth century America was undoubtedly

comprised of many different cultures—native, Hispanic, eastern European,

African-American and so forth, Victorian ideas and attitudes exerted a

considerable influence over much of America for more than half the nineteenth

century. Indeed, as I mentioned above, in many ways the practices and interest



41

in nature generally that arose in the second half of the century can be seen as

both a critical response to and an outgrowth of Victorian ideas about self and

society, ideas which themselves were shaped by the large-scale changes in

American socio-economic organization.21 I will later briefly examine some of the

Victorian social and cultural phenomena and artifacts which have a bearing on

attitudes towards nature, self and culture; suffice to say, for the time being, that

Victorianism formed the milieu in and against which the practice of nature

developed its own concepts, concerns and ideals. We shall see that while the

beginnings of the practice of nature have a good deal in common with Victorian

culture, they are also in large part a critique of the period and an adaptation to

more modern forms. More exactly, I will show that the practice of nature works

to propose alternative conceptions of self and culture, conceptions which gained

authority and adherents as Victorian culture began to weaken and lose influence

towards the end of the century. Indeed, the popular practices of nature were just

one of a number of social practices whose emergence coincided with the birth of

modern mass-consumer culture—practices which sought to address the new

circumstances Victorian ideology could no longer account for satisfactorily by

the end of the century.

Before proceeding to examine texts and practices of nature, then, I would

like to consider side-by-side those features of Victorianism and industrialization

which are most salient to the emergence of practices of nature. Starting in the
                                                

21 Because the social and cultural views, values and institutions commonly
labeled “Victorian” are so intimately bound up with the social and economic
reorganizations of industrial capitalism (e.g., the rise of the middle class), I will
for the sake of convenience occasionally use “Victorianism” as a blanket term to
describe both cultural and economic conditions in America from roughly 1837 to
1901.  
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1830’s, Victorianism came to “exercise a kind of hegemony… [over American

culture] particularly over the printed word” (Howe 6). Victorian beliefs

permeated writing from child-rearing manuals to books on etiquette, from

novels to newspapers (See Howe 23 and page 160 below). Indeed, in an age

when mass-produced literature like newspapers and “penny-dreadfuls” carried

much the same weight of influence as the electronic media do today, the

dominance of Victorian beliefs in print is a convincing marker of the power

Victorianism wielded in America through at least the 1860’s. However, as a

primarily middle-class movement, Victorianism was profoundly influenced by

what Alan Trachtenberg has termed “The Incorporation of America.” By this,

Trachtenberg refers to much more than the “modern corporate form of

ownership” that had become common practice in the latter half of the nineteenth

century. Rather, Trachtenberg argues that the changing “forms and methods in

industry and business” also meant a “reorganization of perceptions” and a

“changed conception of… America itself” (3-5). These new perceptions and

conceptions profoundly affected the “culture of American society in the Gilded

Age, the shape and texture of daily life, and the thinking of Americans”

(Trachtenberg 4). In large part, these new ways of thinking and being were

challenges, expansions, and re-castings of the “world views” of Victorian

bourgeois ideology and perceptions. Starting roughly in the 1870’s, the resultant

cultural shift away from Victorian religiosity and restraint marks the movement

towards fully a realized modern consumer culture.

Consequently, in order to get an idea of the historical context in which

modern practices of nature emerged, we need first to examine the broad outlines

of Victorian attitudes and ideas, and the material conditions in which those
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perceptions arose. As a means of making sense of the world, Victorianism was

intimately tied to the rise of industrial capitalist social organization. In the 1830’s

the Victorian world view held beliefs in social change and progress which

meshed nicely with the developing modern industrial social organization.

Although it might seem counter-intuitive today, given the conservative and old-

fashioned image we have of Victorian culture, the Victorian world view can in

fact be seen as a social response to modernization—the movement towards

industrial capitalist modes of production, distribution and class organization. As

material culture became more modern, Victorianism sought to make social

behavior and organization more civil and more civilized (Howe 7). In a sense,

even those aspects of Victorianism that seem most old fashioned—its

sentimentality and “patriarchalism”—can be seen as “self-conscious attempts to

soften the hard edges of modernization” (Brown 31). Such attempts were well

warranted; the years from about 1830 to 1880 saw the rapid development,

implementation and entrenchment of social, technological and philosophical

changes that affected virtually every aspect of daily life, society, and culture.22

                                                
22A small sampling of specific innovations and social statistics may help to

reveal the vast general changes in nineteenth century agriculture, medicine,
urban planning and development, transportation, construction, and social
organization. In 1820, 1.6 million Americans lived and worked in cities; by 1890
that figure had swelled to nearly 21 million. Accompanying this trend towards
urbanization was the increased role of technology in daily life and work. A
simple catalogue of technological innovations reveals the degree to which
nineteenth century Americans gained unprecedented amounts of control over
their surroundings. In 1819 the first modern concrete was produced and used in
the construction of the Erie Canal; 1822 the first permanent photograph was
taken; in 1824 the New York Stock Exchange opened; in 1826 Lord and Taylor
opened a store that would be only the first of many hugely successful American
department stores; 1827 saw the development of the modern blast furnace which
vastly improved iron manufacture; by 1830, railroads had transected most of the
Eastern seaboard; in 1833 the basic design for mass produced housing was
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Concomitantly, this period saw the popular view of nature change from

something immediately and physically overwhelming, a potentially dangerous

and chaotic realm, to a vast but controllable system which contained endless

stores of raw materials, unused land and, perhaps most of all, market

opportunities. Similar attitudes prevailed towards human nature: physical and

emotional urges were seen less as dark and uncontrollable, and more as readily

mastered forces that needed only the proper application of will and reason to be

kept in productive check. These decades, in short, saw changes in every aspect of

American society, from how people spent their day to how commodities were

produced, from how people interacted with each other to how they understood

themselves and their surroundings. The pace and scope of these changes drove

the Victorian age to intense self-awareness; Victorians “were particularly self-

conscious about their culture” since they were so acutely exposed to its

transformation (Howe 6). This sensitivity was not confined to individuals but

was also in large part manifested by an “intense preoccupation with national

identity” (Howe 7). Rather than consolidating the nation, the post-Civil War

years saw the very meaning of “the word ‘America’” become the “focus of

controversy” (Trachtenberg 7). American Victorians in particular worked to

define a sense of society and self which they could label properly and uniquely

American. Their incessant didacticism, optimism and self-righteousness sprang in

part from their need to distribute Victorian beliefs throughout the culture and

thereby give it a coherent national character. For the reformers and social
                                                                                                                                                
developed and quickly implemented widely; in 1842 the principles for air
conditioning and mechanical refrigeration were invented. These specifics and the
generalities referred to here can be found, along with a great many others, in
James Trager The People’s Chronology, 372-557.
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thinkers of the age, America and Americans would be governed not by the

religious and aristocratic traditions of other western countries, but rather by

common sense Victorian principles, self-control and rational objectivity.

Victorian culture worked to accommodate this individual and national

identity to the socio-economic organization of emerging industrial capitalism.

Applying the same principles to human behavior as capitalists did to production,

Victorians stressed the ideals of rationality, control, order and the ability of

reason and science to create a society which would fairly provide for all its

members (See Howe 10-17). America would be the society of science, its

organization founded not on arbitrary tradition, religion or superstition, but on

rational, positivist principles, its structures built according to the logic of the

greatest social need. These ideals helped to foster acceptance of rationalized,

industrialized means of production; Victorians could envision themselves parts in

a grand machine, a vast apparatus that functioned smoothly when all of its

components worked correctly. This view of society—supported by both science

and capitalism—created an image easily wedded to nationalist, democratic

principles of a Great Society guided by enlightened self-interest.

Consequently, a deeply held “faith in the beneficence of material progress”

was central to Victorian culture (Howe 10). This progress was defined as

increasing freedom from discomfort and inconvenience through the

development of an insulative material culture. “Comfort and prosperity” came

to be seen as the defining qualities of American civil society (Leach 6). And

during the Victorian period, the driving force of this progress was the

development of science and technology, the tools for manipulating the social and

natural environment with ever greater control. As a number of historians have
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noted, the last decades of the nineteenth century saw such a rapid material

transformation of society that the period from 1870 on has been called the

Second Industrial Revolution. Increasingly powerful manufacturing and

extraction technology—driven in large part by the development of

steel—oversaw large scale changes in the social organization of production.

Consequently, the “second industrial revolution was [also] entwined with the

shift from the disorganized entrepreneurial capitalism of the earlier nineteenth

century to the organized corporate capital of our time” (Lears 9). The production

of science and technology became increasingly, for middle and lower-upper class

Americans, the solution for the “practical concerns of making a living” (Lears 8).

This new corporate organization was in large part manifested in new kinds of

rationalization of the workplace; large companies came to embrace techniques of

“scientific” management and marketing which advocated “precisely calculable

and strictly functional procedures” for defining work and workers (Lears 9).

These techniques were an outgrowth of the machine methods of production;

machines themselves “demanded their own improvement… drove their owners

and workers. Americans were taught to view their machines as independent

agencies of power” (Trachtenberg 54). In this way, the “grand machine” that was

society was itself produced and reproduced by the manufacturing processes that

provided not only the goods but the simile for a constantly improving American

state.All of these large scale changes had profound effects on the daily lives and

conditions of Americans. On the one hand, Americans increasingly came to live

in large cities, their social world was fractured into the workplace, the home, and

the recreational venue. More and more goods were manufactured not by

familiar local individuals or small, artisanal companies but by large, impersonal
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national corporations using machines so vast they occupied entire buildings. On

the other hand, the increasing availability and reduced costs of so many goods

brought civilized “refinements” within the reach of the many. New methods of

marketing and distribution made mass produced goods available to, and

demanded by, greater numbers of Americans than ever before. This trend is

perhaps best represented by the widespread and rapid rise of the modern

department store in the late 1890’s. By the turn of the century, massive firms like

Macy’s, Bloomingdale’s and Marshal-Field’s had opened stores across the

country and purveyed hundreds of different commodities under one roof—an

explosion of consumer goods without precedent in history.23

Both the rationalization of society and the new emphasis on individualism

were, at least at first, well reinforced by Victorian ideals of rationality, order and

perfectibility. As indicated above, this emphasis took the form of the application

of science as a means of social organization. Science was increasingly applied not

only to the design and manufacture of goods (Noble 6), but also to the

organization and control of the people producing and consuming them (See

Ewen 23-39 and p.222 below). New techniques of “scientific management”

rationalized the workplace in order to help achieve the overarching goal of

efficiency and maximum profits. Meanwhile, new forms of advertising based on

the theories and findings of the emerging fields of social science created

predictable and rational markets.

Similarly, Victorianism attempted to apply rational positivism and science to

reconcile individual identity and even psychology with an ordered social
                                                

23 For a history and analysis of the rise of department stores see Leach,
Land of Desire, especially Chapters 1-5.
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structure. Victorian ideas of psychology provided a code of behavior and a way

of perceiving self and its interaction with society which reflected rational,

scientific models. More specifically, Victorianism sought to replace the external

codes of organized religion with a rationalist model of internalized self-control

and self-abnegation. The exhortation and conversion of eighteenth century

Calvinism gave way to a milder religion of “self-improvement,” which in itself

was seen as a microcosm of social “progress.” (See Brown 34.) Middle class,

urban nineteenth century Americans were consistently presented with

optimistic, self-confident reports that rational methods could control social and

individual ills, particularly those which were caused by over-indulgence in

sensual desires. Psychic difficulties could be overcome with the proper

application of will and reason in order to attain “mastery over the ‘bad passions’

within oneself” (Howe 18). The older, external codes of behavior, enforced by a

vengeful God, were replaced by “common sense” principles that allowed

Victorians to perceive “knowable… ethical truth” which they had only to adhere

to through an act of will. This mastery of morality thus rested upon the

“autonomous individual, whose only moral master was himself” (Lears 19-20).

In contrast to older systems of social authority, bourgeois Victorianism

substituted the “internal dynamic of … individualism” over the external

authority of “king over subject, priest over communicant, master over slave”

(Lears 12). In short, the “Victorian ethic of self-control was ingrained widely and

deeply enough to constitute the mainspring of the dominant culture” and to shift

power and value away from collective organizations to reified individuals (Lears

14).
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Thus, American Victorianism served as the ideology which introduced the

Industrial Age; as a culture it endorsed and justified the “link between

technological development and national greatness” while at the same time

proposing a parallel model of a rational and controlled interior self (Lears 8).

Victorian positivism allowed philosophers like Herbert Spencer to conflate

material progress with quasi-divinely ordained social development through a

watered-down version of evolution. This view appealed greatly to

contemporary theologians who “blunted all the sharp edges in the Protestant

tradition and produced a bland religion of reassurance” (See Lears 21-23) in

which conversion and morality were simply the fruition of evolution towards

the spiritual perfection of the individual and the equivalent material perfection of

the society.

Consequently, and perhaps paradoxically, the increased material comfort of

the individual, the myriad of consumable conveniences, were also put forth as

the products of the spiritual progress of an increasingly enlightened society.

Material progress, in the form of the new technologies of production and

increasingly rationalized social organization, came to be seen as equivalent to

moral progress. The degree to which the culture deified the individual was the

degree to which it was evidently enlightened and proceeding on the inevitable

path to perfection. This idea is evident in the way Victorians conflated the

increase in personal comfort and “convenience” made possible through

industrial culture with moral “humanitarian” interests in decreasing the suffering

of the less privileged (See Lears 11-13). By making the poor, criminals and

disadvantaged more comfortable, by helping them along on the proper path to

individual perfection through the realization of Victorian beliefs and ideals in self
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control and individual well-being, Victorian Americans made their culture seem

rational and humane while evading more difficult questions about the social

sources of the “disadvantaged.”24 All of this provided ideological ballast for the

shift of American society from a producer culture to the consumer culture that

incorporation and mass production required. The conflation of material comfort

with moral advancement helped ensure that Victorian Americans would provide

mass markets for mass production. Needless to say, the twin fantasies of the

inevitability and the perfectibility of individuals and society could not be

maintained indefinitely.

American Victorianism rose to its greatest popularity and authority in the

middle of the nineteenth century, between roughly late 1850 and 1870 (Howe

13). After this time, however, its relentless optimism began to give way before

the material reality of a fully realized consumer culture. By the 1880’s the

modern, Victorian world view would be seriously called into question: “myriads

of thoughtful Americans… had begun to question the very basis of industrial

capitalist society: not merely the unjust distribution of wealth and power but the

modern ethic of instrumental rationality that de-sanctified the outer world of

nature and the inner world of the self, reducing both to manipulable objects”

(Lears xi). This dissatisfaction took a number of forms, and raised objections to a
                                                

24The Victorian practices of reform and missionizing civilization are well
documented. One of my favorite, and lesser known, examples is the Field
Matron program which sought to inculcate Victorian family values in native
American women by bringing Victorian women into reservations to teach
Christian ethics and homemaking to the indigenous populations. Teaching lace-
making to Pueblo matriarchs may well seem ludicrous today, but we can rest
assured that such refinements were taught with a deadly earnestness in the
1870’s.
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variety of Victorian social institutions. A sense of disquiet, a skepticism seeped

into the official creeds of optimism and perfectibility. For increasing numbers of

Americans after the 1870’s, the promise of a technological rational utopia was an

empty one that rang hollow against the realities of arbitrary and crippling

financial depressions, the psychic emptiness of middle class life and work, the

organized violence of the Civil War and the residual venom of the

Reconstruction, and the frequent random destruction and mayhem caused by

striking mobs of gaunt and overworked laborers.25 Ultimately, social reality and

daily life proved the official creeds of Victorianism inadequate to the task of

providing social control during the rise of modern industrial consumer

capitalism. The result, by the late 1880’s, was a personal and social “crisis of

cultural authority” for legions of middle-class Americans (Lears 5).

This crisis was felt on all levels of middle-class social life. Spear-headed at

first by upper-class intellectuals like Emerson and Charles Norton, and other

“genteel reformers,” many middle-class Americans came to “describe and judge

their times against the measure of their own alienation” (Trachtenberg 153-54).

And although these attitudes were diffuse and were never fully organized into

large scale social movements, they were experienced by enough Americans that

they can be gathered under the general heading of “antimodernism.” As “an

alternative cultural tradition,” antimodernism was manifested in a variety of

ideas and practices which corresponded to various dissatisfactions with the

course of modern culture and the conditions of modern life (Lears 8). On the

personal, individual level, antimodernists were motivated on the one hand by
                                                

25For an in-depth and vivid account of labor and civil unrest during this
period see Howard Zinn, A People’s History of the United States, 247-289.
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the decreasing authority of Victorian belief systems—the bland reassurances of

liberal Protestantism, the increasingly suffocating and conflict ridden atmosphere

of the Victorian home and family—and on the other hand by the accompanying

difficulties of modern white-collar work. The spread of technical rationality had

done more than promote labor unrest, it had also helped to bring about psychic

and spiritual desolation. The rise of mass marketing, mass production and new

generalized theories of psychological manipulation undermined popular

bourgeois notions of autonomous individuality; the conditions of daily life had

resulted in the loss of a firm basis to which one could anchor an autonomous

sense of self. As historian Jackson Lears put it,
 the rationalization of urban culture and the decline of religion into
sentimental religiosity… undermined a solid sense of self. For
many, individual identities began to seem fragmented, diffuse,
perhaps even a little unreal. A weightless culture of material
comfort and spiritual blandness was breeding weightless persons
who longed for intense experience to give some definition, some
distinct outline and substance to their vaporous lives. (Lears 32)

Or, in the voice of a turn of the century social critic, the Victorian American had

become “‘a creature who is what we call oversophisticated and effete—a being in

whom the springs of action are, in greater or lesser degree, paralyzed or

perverted…’” (quoted in Lears 47). Antimodernism sought to counter this

“unreality” by seeking out intense experiences far from the drawing room

luxuries that had separated Victorians from the “real world.” Turn of the century

Victorians hoped that such experiences would help them to “resurrect a solid

sense of self” (Lears 6). As Alan Trachtenberg points out, intellectuals like

William James sought to “revitalize culture” through a “fusion” of the “culture of
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art, refinement, formal education with the daily heroism of unwashed but

patient and enduring labor” (142). Ultimately, by tempering the bounds of

Victorian decorum and respectability with an immersion in the gritty reality of

the “rest of the world” (Trachtenberg 144), antimodernists hoped to reestablish

the autonomy and strong identity that a rationalized, technocratic culture had

slowly stripped away.

They tried to do this in many different ways. The Arts and Crafts

movement, for example, took a fundamentally nostalgic view by holding up the

pre-modern craftsman as a model for an integrated self. In contrast to the

alienating wage labor of the industrial workplace, adherents of the Arts and

Crafts movement believed the artisan’s work was “necessary and demanding, it

was rooted in a genuine community; it was a model of hardness and wholeness”

(Lears 60). Although much of their belief ended up expressed through hobby

projects and art collections, adherents to the Arts and Crafts ideal nonetheless

stressed the importance of an intimate and human connection to work. To

accomplish this, members of the Arts and Crafts movement used pre-modern

concepts to develop their alternative culture; “they drew heavily on Puritan and

republican tradition—particularly the deep distrust of urban ‘luxury’ and the

faith in the ennobling powers of hard work” (Lears 61). This link to the shared

past of America helped them to find an ideological niche in American culture and

thereby establish themselves as upholding American national values.

Nationality was a central tenet of other antimodern trends such as the

resurgence of the militaristic “Martial Ideal.” This incarnation of antimodernism

praised rigid Spartan virtues as a means to “provide an antidote to the

corruption bred by commercial luxury” (Lears 98) and thereby purify the flaccid
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corpus of the national spirit. As daily life became increasing de-individualized

and banal, many nineteenth century Americans looked to warfare as a source of

authentic experience no longer available in daily life. War tested men’s minds

and bodies; it brought them face to face with death and thereby stripped away

the frippery of bourgeois Victorian urban life while providing a strict moral code

based on honor and chivalry. Especially popular in the South, the martial ideal

resurrected Jeffersonian republican ideas of a natural aristocracy.

Other elements of antimodernism took on less violent forms, such as the

commune-forming Simple Lifers who, basing their beliefs on advocates such as

Leo Tolstoy and Prince Kropotkin, urged a return to the simple rural pastoralism

of a subsistence lifestyle. Taking an essentially republican position, Simple Life

advocates resisted “the emergent style of consumption… [and] sought to

revitalize older producer values. Calls for the simplification of life stressed the

sanctity of hearth and home, the virtues of life on the land…” (Lears 74). Simple

Lifers believed that the hard work of rural existence would provide the moral

fiber lacking in the consumptive, “overcivilized” existence of the modern

Victorian; by returning to the soil, a “flaccid bourgeoisie [would return] to a

virtuous and productive life” (Lears 75). Simple-Life ideology was remarkably

popular, attaining at the turn of the century the “status of both a cult and a fad”

(Shi 176). Most of this “cult’s” tenets were codified by a French minister, Charles

Wagner, whose book The Simple Life was a flop in France but a “sensation in

American” (Leach 203) influencing not only thousands of middle class Americans

but also groups such as the Boy Scouts and wilderness Conservationists (see

Leach 202-208)26. These groups and many others all embraced Wagner’s call to
                                                

26Leach points out that John Wanamaker, the Rockefeller of turn-of-the-
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avoid ostentation and to “be yourself,” to be “honestly and naturally human”

(Wagner, cited in Leach 204).

Such evasions of the commodity culture of industrial America took a more

extreme form in the re-surging popularity of Idealism and Orientalism. These

aspects of antimodernism borrowed a vision of nature from the Romantic

movement and spiritual ideals from Oriental mysticism. Recognizable first in

Emerson, this antimodernist movement sought “boundless union with all being”

(Lears 218). Through a strict and disciplined practice of meditation and self-

sacrifice (arguably a more intensely spiritual version of Simple Life asceticism

and Arts and Crafts “hard work”), turn of the century Orientalists hoped to

achieve the Nirvana of an “oceanic feeling of oneness with the universe” (Lears

230). These antimodernists worked to accomplish their goal by withdrawing

from urban centers to contemplative retreats located on unspoiled northeastern

coastlines; they tried to practice an ideal endorsed by the Romantic rejection of

domestic daily life in favor of total immersion in nature. By immersing

themselves in the physical reality of nature, these antimodernist Idealists sought

contact with the underlying forces of divinity (e.g., the Tao, or the Oversoul).

Orientalists can thus also be seen as a peaceable version of adherents to the

martial ideal; like their more overtly violent counterparts, Orientalists sought

rejuvenation and invigoration through a bodily experience of  undiluted,

                                                                                                                                                
century department store retailing, was one of the Simple Life’s greatest
advocates. Leach argues that far from seeing any irony in this circumstance,
Wanamaker believed that the Simple Life philosophy would guide individuals to
making consumer and lifestyle choices that would reflect respect for the past and
would express deeper values than a superficial materialism (see Leach 204).
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“unwashed” nature that was far removed from the decorum of Victorian sitting

rooms.

Antimodernism, then, was less a coherent social movement than it was a

collection of often overlapping cultural ideas, beliefs and desires that circulated

through turn of the century society. As the handful of examples above shows, it

surfaced in a variety of places: in New England Simple Life communes, in craft

magazines, basement workbenches and folk-art collections, in sportsmen and

militarists anticipating Teddy Roosevelt’s strident call to “The Strenuous Life,”

and in Orientalist retreats on rocky Maine coastlines. It was popular with a broad

segment of American society, from “nervous” burned-out, white-collar workers

to boy-scouts, from industrialists like Wanamaker to intellectuals like William

James. Implicit to all of it was a fundamental distrust of, or at least

disappointment in urban, modern culture with its dehumanizing rationalization

of work, its constrictive ideas of family and respectability, its bland sentimental

spirituality and its relentless materialism. In general, then, antimodernists sought

a new sense of autonomy for the individual while seeking a rejection of

functional rationality. They sought out immersion in a sweeping romanticism

which they accomplished by undergoing intense, “real” experience. And, as the

brief examples suggest above, antimodernism was not wholly new, but rather

built on long-standing American cultural traditions such as Puritanism and

republicanism. At the same time, antimodernism responded to the blandness

and constraint of Victorian society by advocating bodily, even sensual

experiences of the physical world; much of antimodernism was concerned with

experiencing the body and with a rough, undiluted contact with the “real world.”

Antimodernism, in this sense, can be seen as a social movement to express the
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captivated, repressed double of the self that Puritan thinking implied was present

in the woods and Indians. In this way, antimodernism recreated and restated

long-standing American myths of identity and nature. Thus while

antimodernism formed an alternative cultural geist that worked hard to provide

answers to the social and individual problems of turn of the century America, it

provided not only an alternative to modern industrial culture but also a means of

accommodation—a means of connecting industrial daily life and thought to long-

standing historical ways of understanding self and nation.

In some deeper sense, then, antimodernists utilized old ways of conceiving

self and nature to fulfill ideological social needs. On the one hand, they employed

a version of the Burkean sublime to describe ideal relations with the nature

world. Or, more exactly, antimodernism created social practices that

incorporated many of the contradictory qualities of the sublime: antimodernist

belief often valued the loss of selfhood in a physical experience that is both

awesome and terrible, a loss which in turn reestablishes identity with renewed

vigor. On the other hand, antimodernism also displays many of the cultural

impulses of the pastoral. Its emphasis on harmonious communion with a rural,

beneficent nature, its valorization of the labors of the yeoman-farmer, its

nostalgic hankering for a pre-lapserian mode of production, all of these combine

to imply a strong turn of the century inclination to not only see but experience

landscape in pastoral terms. The nostalgia implicit to many antimodernist

practices (e.g., the Simple Life) was thus the latest expression of long-present

American cultural trends; the antimodernist pastoral was the newest reading of

the Puritans’ idea of American as the New Eden.
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In part, this appropriation of ways of conceiving nature can be explained

through the demographics of antimodernism. Since Victorianism was principally

a middle and upper class movement it was this segment of society that came to

be most drawn to antimodernist practice and belief; this group felt most keenly

the crisis of cultural authority that came as Victorianism’s ideological power

waned. Working in increasingly less tangible white-collar jobs, immersed in a

consumer culture that targeted them and reduced them to market segments,

molded into suffocating domestic relations, middle-class Americans felt the

weightlessness of late Victorian culture with particular intensity. Consequently,

antimodernism aimed, if unconsciously, to find a way to make these material

conditions of life tolerable and meaningful; it sought to provide the justifications

and belief systems that Victorianism could no longer maintain but without

undertaking a radical critique of the underlying socio-economic structures that

were the real roots of the crisis. As we can see Wagner’s exhortation to “be

yourself,” in spite of its potentially (and sometimes actually) subversive energy,

antimodernism was easily assimilated to the large-scale ideology of individuality

and consumption required by modern capitalism. By emphasizing the

importance of individual experience, anti-modernism “expressed a new version

of possessive individualism for a new corporate society” (Lears xii). Thus

antimodern experiences and creeds worked both to vent dissatisfaction with

rationalized, dehumanizing daily life and to strengthen the idea of a single,

atomized consumer who consumed experiences in order to better himself. This

seeming contradiction is paralleled by the contradiction at the heart of

antimodernist belief itself. For while antimodernism sought to remake identity

through dissolution and dis-incorporation in an intense bodily and spiritual
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experience, through hard labor, militaristic ordeals, or mystical communions, it

took this risk in order to better establish a strong, clearly delineated self which

could stand in stark relief against the depersonalization of functional

rationalization. This “desire for boundless union with the cosmos…, [coupled

with] the desire to add substance to a ‘weightless’ personal identity” (Lears 258),

ultimately had the unintended effect of developing new, more effective forms of

social control able to occupy the vacuum left by the Victorian crisis of cultural

authority.

For many aspects of these antimodernist movements the practice of nature

clearly played an essential role. Indeed, some of these movements (e.g., Simple

Lifers and Idealists) could without exaggeration be labeled practices of nature in

and of themselves. However, from late in the nineteenth century, many

Americans also began to visit and tour natural sites without necessarily

subscribing to the broader ideological agendas of more formalized movements

like martialism or Orientalism. By employing elements of both the sublime and

the pastoral many late nineteenth century Americans found that experiences in

nature could provide many of the things they felt were lacking in their daily

lives. These practices can be considered dilute forms of antimodernism: ways for

numbers of Americans to find expression for their dissatisfactions with modern

life and to fill the vacuum left by the crisis in cultural authority that accompanied

the demise of Victorianism.. As such, these practices of nature contain many of

the same contradictions and tensions evident in antimodernist thought and

practice. In particular, as the practice of nature became increasingly codified and

secularized during the second half of the nineteenth century, it became both a
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potentially subversive critique of modern culture and a means to tailor

individuals to the social organization of that culture. Like other manifestations of

antimodernism, the practice of nature served to provide for human needs that

lacked elsewhere in daily life and so eased the transition to “new and secular

cultural modes” (Lears xv) even as its activities directly questioned the nature of

modern society. In other words, the crisis of cultural authority precipitated both

the derepression of sublime experiences of landscape and the secularization of

the pastoral. As Victorianism increasingly failed to provide satisfactory values,

experiencing nature fulfilled for many the human desires left un-addressed in

late nineteenth century life.

In large part the practice of nature succeeded in becoming an acceptable

part of late-industrial culture because it was so readily commodified. The practice

of nature, in all of its various incarnations, could be circulated through consumer

culture in ways that easily fit the basic economic organization of American

corporate capitalism. (For example, tourism to Niagara Falls provided

opportunities to market everything from luxury accommodations to

commemorative trinkets. See page 169 below.) In this way the practice of nature

could incorporate cultural metanarratives about individuality and nationality

while simultaneously providing opportunities for mass-marketing and

consumption. The practices of nature made available all that was sought by

antimodernists —“the literary romantic’s rejection of urban artifice in the name

of a rustic or childlike ‘simple life;’ the philosophical vitalist’s rejection of all static

systems in the name of the flux of ‘pure-experience’; the avant-garde artist’s

rejection of bourgeois respectability in the name of primal irrationality” (Lears

5)— but they made these ideas and experiences available to people without their
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having to become literary romantics, philosophers or avant-garde artists. In

other words, while elements of all of these intellectual movements can be

recognized in pastoral and sublime experiences of nature, they are more readily

consumable because the pastoral and the sublime represent less an overt critique

of modern culture than they do particular visions of nature that recapitulate

cultural ideas. They make sense to people because they are connected to these

various intellectual, philosophical movements by the same trends in social

history, but they do not necessarily demand that people risk the isolation of

bucking the tide of largely held social beliefs

More exactly, the pastoral and the sublime are deeply connected to social

history by their relationship to long-standing cultural myths, narratives of nature

that Americans have told and lived in different forms since the colonial period,

forms which, as we saw above, are implicit to the creation of social and

individual authority and belief. Thus the pastoral can indulge a nostalgia for a

period that precedes the cultural revolution of industrialization while still re-

inscribing essential American myths about the nature of the nation and its

citizens. The sublime, on the other hand, looks both backwards and forwards. It

embodies the sense of total gratification, complete fulfillment that is the endless

promise of consumer culture while at the same time endorsing a return to being

completely “honestly human” (as Pastor Wagner might have said). The pastoral

and the sublime thus furnish forms for the re-telling of cultural narratives in the

lived experience of practitioners of nature. Such narratives are, as we shall see,

precisely what is necessary in the creation of the nation and the

citizen/individual. (See page 146 below.)
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Thus from early practices and stories of colonial America to the fantasies

contained in Cooper’s novels or Filson’s Daniel Boone to its early modern

expression with Henry Thoreau and other transcendentalists, the practice of

nature drew upon the narratives and history contained in the pastoral and the

sublime to create an ideological subtext which served the many varieties of

antimodern belief and experience while providing an opportunity for individuals

to re-figure themselves within a changing social order. As we shall see, the

practice of nature provides a means of experiencing self, nature and society in

ways that range from the Luddite anarchy of Simple-Lifers, to the militaristic

code of self control and suffering contained in Strenuous Life martialists, from

the mystical mergings and oceanic bliss of Orientalists to the pastoral yearnings

of the Arts and Crafts movement. However, ultimately they do not make the

intellectual demands of an Orientalist or require the material sacrifices of a

Simple Lifer, they do not necessarily call for the rejection of life in modern

capitalist culture, the absolute repudiation of consumerism and comfort. Instead,

they only require the acceptance and the desire for the physical and aesthetic

experiences of nature, even if these are mainly symbolic of the “simple life” and

require only a small part of the “manual labor” and the sacrifice of comfort.27 In

this way, the experience of nature, while born out of dissatisfaction with cultural

                                                
27A brief perusal of the goods offered for sale by any large camping supply

store (e.g., Campmor, REI, etc.) will demonstrate the degree to which outdoor
experiences have generated a whole industry devoted to insulating their
practitioners from physical discomfort, an irony which seems lost on a large
number of happy consumers. This observation, moreover, excludes the entire
Recreational Vehicle industry which, as I discuss in the next chapter, seems
devoted to recreating both the domesticity of the Victorian family home and the
imperialism of frontier expansion.
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existence, works to reinvigorate individuals and allows them to reenter culture

with a renewed sense of self worth and citizenship.

Thus, although it seems contradictory, the practice of nature is in many

ways a product of the ideological and social structures of late capitalist culture.

For consumer capitalism changed not only the relationships between humans

and their labor, between fellow humans, and between individuals and products

of their labor, it also, as we saw above, fundamentally changed the way humans

interacted with and conceived of the natural world. In addition to remaking

social and economic relationships, commodity capitalism ushered in new ways of

experiencing the physical world, and even time itself. The demands of the

industrial capitalist social organization not only helped to divide home and work

from nature, the new system also saw the division of time into increasingly

discrete periods, a rationalization which was augmented by the new technologies

of transportation. Capitalist wage labor saw time divided into “work” and

“leisure,” fundamentally different categories of experience and ways of

perceiving the environment. This new way of conceiving of activity helped to lay

the groundwork for a conception of nature as a discrete, reified object which was

available for use as an experience (as “leisure”) whenever needed or desired.

Market capital helped provide the psychic categories needed to see not only the

individual but also “nature” as absolutely distinguishable from culture, in short,

as a resource for experiences. Thus, the rise of commodity culture allowed, even

necessitated, both the separation from nature and the possibility of a market for

a “reconnection” with the natural. By the middle of the nineteenth century

Thoreau and other philosophers of nature were already anticipating consumer

culture by giving form and definition to this new kind of relation with nature.
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In doing so, like antimodernists and nature tourists, they made new uses of

already established cultural impulses and traditions that had been expressed at

least since Edwards walked abroad in his father’s pasture. Consequently, many

practices of nature reject, as did Edwards, social ease and luxury in favor of

“discomposing” experiences of “awful sweetness.” Some strain, some tap-root of

antimodernism can always be found in the American experience of nature,

starting with the Puritans, climbing up through Emerson and Thoreau before

branching out into political and consumer culture through Muir and the turn of

the century birth of environmentalism, and then finally flowering in the “back-

to-nature” and backpacking movements of the 1960’s and 70’s. At the same time,

Puritan ideas of America as a pastoral New Eden find their descendants in Simple

Lifers, the movement to form national parks at the turn of the century and in

modern campgrounds and trailer parks everywhere. In short, the practice of

nature in the US is a social movement that corresponds not only with the anti-

industrial impulses of the late nineteenth century, but which also takes its form

from founding American myths and self-conceptions. The practice of nature

provides not only an immediate means for Americans to insert themselves in

society, but also gives them a way to view their role and position in history. It

provides them, in short, with the means to define themselves socially and

individually as Americans.

I would like to turn, then, to the work and experiences of various

practitioners of nature in order to provide not only a detailed historical sense of

how these practices have grown and developed, but also an idea of the

ideological continuity that links them to each other and to their larger cultural
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and historical contexts. I want to see how definitions of, and relationships with,

nature have changed since the mid-nineteenth century, how Americans have

worked to define themselves and wrestled with their place in their society and in

nature. I want to see how successive generations of the practitioners of nature,

from Henry Thoreau to John Muir to Colin Fletcher to present-day

recreationists, have worked to re-conceive their relations with the natural world,

and have tried to incorporate those relations into their social and individual

identities. The process has never been easy or free from contradiction, but it has

always been at the heart of the complex of myths, institutions and practices that

comprise American culture.



Intermezzo One: On Walking

Backpacking trips, as I remember them, always have a certain quality of light. They

are bright, in very sharp focus, with a clarity and depth of image. They are filled with

smells that are familiar and comforting as a childhood bedroom—the claylike sweat from

my packstraps, the tang of woodsmoke, the icy cut of cold morning air, the thick musk of

sunwarmed pine duff. They are entirely physical. They are filled with bodies and

discomfort; there is a great deal of pain, of dirt and stickiness and roughness and stink.

The aches in my legs and back are strangely soothing as they come to me on

awakening and remind of where I am and what I had done the day before. I love the shock

of cold water when swimming in ice-melt lakes, the heat and the soreness of blistered feet

and the intense pleasure of pulling them from my boots. There are pine-cones poking into

my hips and thighs when I try to sit and eat; I wince when I pull on my pack for first

time in the morning— my shoulders are raw from rubbing packstraps and there are

broken blood vessels in my hips where the hipbelt cinches in the load and its weight

bounces and shifts there all day. I can look back fondly to all of these sensations.

Backpacking trips always come to me in stories, moving from one climax to

another—winding through endless woods to reach the sudden open coolness of a creek,

grinding up a sandy ridge to an airy saddle. These stories always come to a dramatic

conclusion in the form of a rare and beautiful place: a sharp splashing ice-blue creek deep

in a soft mossy forest, an azure ghost-eye lake surrounded by bright green reeds at the

bottom of a buff-red peridotite basin, a knife-edged ridgetop with wind gusting over it

and yellow-lichen plastering the dark granite and a view so deep and clear it looks painted

onto the sky. I become intensely self-aware—I hear the crunch of my boots, different in

sand than in gravel, I feel my breath passing warm and damp through a balaclava
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clinging moistly to my lips and cheeks, I taste the loamy grit of trail dust between my

teeth.

All these sensations are parts of places—of Kearsage Pass as I race up and over to

meet with friends, of the dense woods in the Scott Mountains as I stride down towards a

Coffee Creek swimming hole, of Wanda Lake still creaking with winter’s ice one very

frozen June morning, of Bays Lake with its warm water and diving rocks overseen by the

snowy slopes of Mt. Jefferson. Through all these times and places I think simultaneously

of the landscape and being in my own body, it glows with ache and health and I look at

the land and imagine how my body has carried me through it and how the land has

passed through me as I walked on it, smelled it, felt it, breathed it in and sweated it out

through my pores. On occasional glorious moments the line between the two, between

body and land, seems faint, frail, entirely unnecessary.

Much of my early experience in nature was strongly rooted this way in the

physical, in body and in landscapes. Going to the mountains as a teenager, I felt

comfortable in my body and in the landscape in ways that seemed impossible

back in the city. Backpacking would strip away the layers of false comforts that

the civilized seemed to have plastered about me. Going outdoors was a search

for contact with a fundamental materiality from which I felt insulated in the city.

Backpacking would put things in a new perspective; it provided me with a sense

of reality, meaning and value that lacked in my daily life. But also, what I often

managed to make contact with—my own body, physical existence—seemed

alien to me, not of myself or my world. I remember looking down from a high

ridge at a blue lake far below and being entirely amazed that I had the strength



68

to walk, with a heavy pack no less, such a distance, over loose, steep, rocky

terrain, up to such heights. Sometimes I would hike with my hands pressed

against my thighs, just to feel the striated muscles working back and forth

beneath the flesh and experiencing a kind of wonderment at this machine that I

fancied was under my command but which actually could do things I could

scarcely imagine. I took a strange kind of comfort in this, knowing that my own

body, some aspect of my nature was in fact as other as the wilderness. This

knowledge made me feel somehow larger while at the same time it made a

mockery of my ego. And so I strove to find that part of my mind that could

become as un-mediated, primal and un-directable as nature, as unfathomable as

the lizard’s alien stare or the intricate dance of muscles and tendons in my legs. I

sought Contact with my own nature, and with a Nature at large; I sought a

relation that could inform me in ways my society could not.

In large part this contact with my body also granted me access to a

particular kind of work. When I would sweat a heavy load over a ridge, I had no

other motivation than my own wants and needs. At most, my labor—carrying a

communal tent or stove—served my immediate group, which in turn benefited

me. This small scale economy, my own sweat and muscles and experience

transformed to immediate benefit, was one of the greatest and most tangible

rewards of my early experiences in the backcountry. I came to see myself in a

different light and to understand my relationship to work, to my body and my

environment in ways I had not seen or even fully imagined before.



Chapter Two: Henry Thoreau’s Cult(ivation) of the Wild

In spite of its significance in American social history, the practice of nature

has seen, as I suggested earlier, relatively little critical examination. Recently,

however, one area of American interaction with nature has been garnering some

academic interest: in the last five years traditional nature writing has emerged as

a legitimate academic area. Critics such as Sherman Paul and Peter Fritzell have

generated book length studies of nature writing and nature writers, while a

professional organization, the Association for the Study of Literature and

Environment, has been formed to facilitate the exchange of views and

information between scholars engaged in research on nature writing. For better

or worse, with this promotion has come all the usual academic wrangling over

questions of definition and interpretation: what is nature writing and what isn’t?

What are its “true” concerns and functions? In conferences, articles and books,

academicians of varied stripes are busily generating an industry based on a new

canon, determining who is a “real” or “great” nature writer and who is only a bit

player. But perhaps no piece of ground is more hotly contested in this turf war

than the plot dedicated to Henry David Thoreau. Perhaps since he represents the

clearest connection to “real” literature (we all had to read him in High School,

after all), critics of nature writing have batted and pursued Thoreau’s hoary head

about the playing field with tremendous excitement and vigor. In particular,

they’ve debated Thoreau’s “misanthropy” (does he or doesn’t he?), his

relationship to nature, to language, to other writers and, in the best tradition of

the National Inquirer, his relationships (or lack thereof) with women (or men).
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Notwithstanding all of this intramural squabbling, most scholars grant

Thoreau a special seat at the head of the family. Just about all of the studies,

anthologies and essays that I’ve read have named Henry David Thoreau as the

sire of modern nature writing. In fact, it already seems almost a heresy to begin

a study of attitudes towards American nature without referring to Thoreau

generally and Walden specifically. Here are just a few examples: The Norton Book of

Nature Writing quotes Walden in its epigraph, devotes more pages to Thoreau

than to any other of the ninety-four writers it anthologizes, and in its

introduction establishes Thoreau as a “crucial figure” and a “patron saint” who

both “touches [nature writing’s] roots and anticipates its flowering…” (Elder 22).

Similarly, Peter Fritzell, in Nature Writing and America, establishes an entire

historiography of the genre using Thoreau as both the source and archetype of

the “purest” form of American nature writing: the “Thoreauvian” school (See

Fritzell Chapter Two passim). A standard history of US environmental thinking

and activity, Joseph Petulla’s American Environmentalism, credits Thoreau’s

transcendentalism as one of the first full expressions of the modern

environmental precept of “biocentrism,” the view that nature has value in and of

itself, regardless of any existing or potential utility for humans. Lastly, Roderick

Nash’s oft-reprinted, oft-taught and oft-cited history, Wilderness and the American

Mind, dedicates an entire chapter to Thoreau, establishing him as the first voice

to speak new ideas about wilderness the likes of which “Americans had not

heard… before” (Nash 84). Indeed Thoreau, according to Nash, “cut the channels

in which a large portion of thought about wilderness subsequently flowed”

(Nash 84).
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Evidently, whether writing about the development of a literary genre, a

social movement, or the history of an idea, a great many critics have placed

Thoreau, passively or actively, at the center of a sea-change in American

attitudes towards nature. Using Thoreau as a baseline, contemporary critics and

historians have focused on the political and cultural events28 that followed

quickly on his heels in order to suggest that during the second half of the

nineteenth century, American society developed and embraced Thoreau’s new

ideas and developed institutions which redefined the role of nature in the culture

and so brought it more in line with contemporary attitudes. Whether viewed as

a brilliant innovator of new ideas, or a convenient mirror of his period, Thoreau

has come to be read as the marker, or maker, of the beginnings of modern

views towards, and practices in, American nature.

The recently minted critics of nature writing have thus made Thoreau into a

new kind of spokesman. Rather than debating his role in American literary

history, arguing the merits of his “art” or illuminating the finer points of

interpretation, critics like Nash and Fritzell have applied themselves towards

giving Thoreau a central position in a literature which has a specific social

agenda. Since at least the nineteen-seventies, Thoreau has been given the voice

of the nature mystic, the proto-environmentalist. The civics lessons of “Civil

Disobedience” that American Renaissance critics emphasized have given way to

the ecological tenets of Walden and The Maine Woods. By pointing to this change in

approach I don’t wish to suggest that Nash, Fritzell and the others are
                                                

28e.g., the rise of Transcendentalism, the popularity of books by Francis
Parkman , paintings by George Caitlin and paintings and articles by Thomas
Cole, poetry by William Bryant, Frederick Olmsted’s landscape architecture, the
establishment of Yosemite Park in 1864 and Yellowstone in 1872, etc.
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“projecting” their own readings onto the text of Thoreau’s work, that that text

has a “real” meaning which they are missing (and which presumably I know).

Rather, I want to emphasize the fact that, through both the historical

development of American ideas about nature and the current social reality of

twentieth century America, there are cultural pressures, even needs, which

engender a particular reading of Thoreau.29 In other words, the now popular

readings of Thoreau as early ecological philosopher are influenced as much by

our times—by our current understanding of history and contemporary social

experience—as they are by the words Thoreau wrote over a hundred years ago.

Indeed, one could argue that at the time he wrote Thoreau was taking an

antimodernist stance when such a position was eccentric and unpopular enough

to label him a “crank” in the popular press.30

Consequently, I don’t want to enter the fray over Thoreau’s “leading” role

in nineteenth century thinking and literary culture and I have little desire to join

the critics and historians of nature writing who are busily re-inventing a square

wheel by electing their version of Thoreau to the head of the latest canon.

Instead, I am interested in the fact that today he appears to embody and enact a

set of attitudes about nature that strike his readers as exemplary of the beliefs of

nature writers, attitudes which in turn express the beliefs and experiences of

those who undertake the popular practice of nature. I am interested in why
                                                

29Of course, current social reality is in no way divorced from historical
events; it is in fact a product of those events, the end result of the existence of
American culture up until this point. In this sense, nature writing as it now
viewed and used is a response to social needs which have arisen as the inevitable
product of the history of American culture.

30 For reprints of several contemporary reviews of Thoreau see Wendell
Glick, ed. The Recognition of Henry Thoreau pages 4-17.
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Thoreau has been so universally placed at the center of a group of writers who

have consistently attempted to define and refine the relationship between self

and nature, culture and environment. From a broader perspective, I wonder

why nature writing has gained the vogue it has and how is this new importance

both a response to current cultural needs and the continuation of the now long-

running set of antimodernist beliefs, texts and practices in American daily life?31

For while literary critics of nature writing are fashioning a central role for

Thoreau in the formation of a literary genre, contemporary advocates of the

practice of nature from climbers to ecologists have long used Thoreau as a kind

of antimodernist spokesman. They have used him to frame and explain all

manner of current outdoor activities and authorize all manner of ecological

precepts and projects; he provides a link to the past, a historical justification. He

is consistently cited in the literature of outdoor adventurers such as backpackers

and mountaineers. He is frequently quoted in the various calendars, coffee-table

books and pamphlets which are marketed and distributed by environmental

organizations in order to both valorize American natural landscapes and

                                                
31In a sense, then, I am arguing both for and against the critical perspective

eloquently presented by Jane Tompkins in Sensational Designs. On the one hand,
I agree with her thesis that “popular” literature is as vital an object of study as
those texts marked for the canon. Indeed, I agree that popular texts may even
have more to say about the condition and ideology of the culture which creates
and supports them. To adopt this perspective entirely, then, I must ignore
Thoreau’s reception, or non-reception, in the nineteenth century and ask instead
how it has come to pass that he has been placed at the heart of popular
contemporary practices and writing. Along the way, I will have to look at the
social historical context in which Thoreau wrote, not with the intention of
demonstrating his rightful place in the canon of great American writers, but
rather to unearth the conditions in which he felt the need to develop a way of
seeing the world that placed nature at the center.
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legitimize their political activities.32 The Sierra Club has even offered a

“totebook” collection of its anthology Words for the Wild which cites Thoreau

heavily. The publication features the same pocket-sized, water- and tear-proof

format as Sierra Club guidebooks, presumably so that would-be adventurers can

access Thoreau’s ideas and descriptions under even the most adverse conditions.

Such artifacts, and my own experience of discovering American nature, testify to

the fact that Thoreau’s ideas and activities have some deep resonance with the

way Americans think about and experience nature today. I believe it is this

cultural connection—the way Thoreau seems to express ideas common in

contemporary social practices—rather than his innate worth as the “founder” of

a literary canon, that gives nature writing its new-found authority and

importance.

How then do Thoreau’s texts manage to fashion modern experiences into a

social critique based on contemporary “Life in the Woods.” What is it about the

way Thoreau wrote about his experiences that has so much to say about

contemporary experiences of both culture and nature? What is true today that

still impels people to seek out experiences like those Thoreau had in the woods,

mountains and meadows of New England? In short, I find myself wondering

how it is that this nineteenth century writer, whose prose is not exactly lively and

whose “plots” are usually bean-fields rather than action-adventures, how is it

that he has come to be a standard-bearer for so many who venture into the

outdoors? To find out, we will have to go and take a look at some of his life and

his writing.
                                                

32To give only one recent example, he is quoted below the photos
appearing on the January and April pages of the 1994 Sierra Club Trail Calendar.
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   

In the summer of 1846, Thoreau set off on what today we would call a road

trip. Ostensibly, his goal was to climb Mt. Ktaadn in northern Maine. But actually

Thoreau mainly sought to travel around in the back of beyond, to get to the

“backcountry,” the place, as the term implies, “behind” civilization. Part

travelogue, part journal and part climber’s tale, the essay which came out of this

trip raises many of the concerns and describes many of the experiences still

sought by backcountry travelers. In truth, much of Thoreau’s writing in this

essay strikes a chord with me now as I think back on my own trips into the

backcountry. For Thoreau’s essay suggests that his trip to the backcountry was

both difficult and fulfilling in ways that go beyond the merely physical conquest

of a peak; “Ktaadn” brings to light the difficulties Thoreau encountered while

trying to work out his relationship with himself, with his society and with nature.

His difficulties, that is, point to the difficulties of finding a way of perceiving and

inhabiting the natural world that allows for a fulfilling existence in a rationalized,

consumerist culture.

The difficulty and confusion Thoreau writes about seems to have somewhat

confounded literary critics as well who have differed widely in their

interpretations of “Ktaadn.” The main point of contention has centered around a

single issue: Does Thoreau describe a nature that is benevolent and comforting

or is it frightening, impersonal and ultimately alien? Is the essence of nature

good or evil? Or, from a slightly different perspective, the issue revolves around

whether the value of what Thoreau discovered on Ktaadn lies in the true nature

of men or in the dark heart of untouched wilderness? To answer these questions,
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critics have framed the debate in literary-historical terms: is Thoreau’s essay,

they ask on the one hand, an affirmation of the Transcendentalist doctrine of

correspondences? Does it assert that the “forms of nature mirror the forms of

human thought, [and that therefore], one should be able to learn moral and

theological truth by studying nature…” (Tallmadge 139) and gain revelation by

emulating and cultivating the “natural mind?” Or, on the other hand, is

Thoreau’s experience of nature on the mountain a kind of Transcendentalist

crisis of faith, where nature turns out to be an implacable adversary, a cruel

“stepmother,” and ultimately a reminder and examplar of the base physicality of

human nature? (See Pfitzer 304-307.) At stake in this argument are two related

issues: what was Thoreau’s experience on Ktaadn and what was the social value

of that experience? To get past this critical impasse, then, we have to ask what

happens in Thoreau’s essay, what happens to him and to nature which brings

the two into some kind of relation? How does the essay both describe and

resolve the difficult experiences Thoreau had?

On the face of things, Thoreau’s piece seems an ordinary enough

travelogue, it is an account that feels familiar to anyone who has ventured into

the backcountry. Indeed, in its basic structure it would probably even feel

familiar to Jonathon Edwards: Thoreau, eager to find some answers about his

society and his place in it, ventures into the woods to find a different perspective.

As the trip progresses, Thoreau gains more and more distance from the civilized

world, a physical separation which becomes emotional and spiritual during the

climactic actual ascent of the mountain near the essay’s conclusion. The essay

builds towards this climax by describing Thoreau’s passage ever deeper into

wilderness, through the roiling rivers and shaggy forests of northern Maine and
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towards the mountain, which he describes as a preserve of “pure” nature that

“very few, even among backwoodsmen and hunters have climbed…” (2). As

Thoreau and his party approach the peak, reminders of man become fewer and

fainter. At first, when Thoreau and his party start out, the signs of industrial

logging are ubiquitous: they see logs in the river “with everybody’s marks upon

them” (7). As they continue up river, they come upon a number of regular

logging camps (see 22). the last of which is “the last human habitation of any

kind…” (45). From there they encounter one final, abandoned and overgrown

camp (59) and Thoreau notes that the rocks on portages are still “covered with

dents made by the spikes in the lumberers’ boots” (68). However, when they

finally come to the base of the mountain itself there is “not the slightest trace of

man to guide [them] further…” (74). The essay thus establishes Ktaadn as a

space unmarked by any aspect of human culture; it is pure and isolated, the daily

economic activities of men, the lumbering and farming that have marked the

way to this point, have left no sign on this climactic landscape.

This movement deeper into wilderness indicates not only a physical

separation from the civilized, but also a departure from everyday perception and

reality. The travelers are not only moving into a different place, they are moving

into a different kind of consciousness, into another way of looking at the world.

They are approaching the oceanic Nirvana sought by antimodern Orientalists,

but they do so through a physical encounter with the landscape. For example,

Thoreau and his companions have a near mystical experience while fishing for

trout in the Aboljacknagesie, “a clear, swift, shallow stream which came in from

Ktaadn” (70). Watered directly by the pure and fertile slopes of the mountain,

the trout are in such abundance that one member of the party, staying on shore
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to receive the trout the others hook, catches the fish as “they fall in a perfect

shower around him,—sometimes, wet and slippery, full in his face and bosom,

as his arms were outstretched to receive them” (71). This surreal vision of

sensual fertility, which for Thoreau attains “celestial” status as the “truth of

mythology” (71), is repeated in Thoreau’s dreams that night, before the actual

climb is about to begin. The dream is so convincing that he arises before dawn to

“test its truth” (73). He goes to the riverbank and “there stood Ktaadn with

distinct and cloudless outline in the moonlight; and the rippling of the rapids was

the only sound to break the stillness” (73). He casts his line in the water and finds

“the dream to be real and the fable true” (73) as the lithe bodies of silvery fish

arc out of the water through the moonlight.

The conflation of the dream with reality, the sense of chimerical abundance

conveyed by the image of a man standing with outstretched arms blessed by a

shimmering rain of fish, all work to mark the fact that Thoreau and his

companions are about to enter a realm where ordinary experience takes on

mythical proportions, and where the usual definitions of dream and reality no

longer apply.33 The fish, as the silvery incarnations of Ktaadn’s mountain

freshet, become living emanations of the force of nature the peak itself radiates.

In some larger sense, this experience breaks down the boundaries of Thoreau’s

mind (his “dream” of the fishes) and the natural world around him. Thoreau’s

consciousness is expanded, redistributed to include the bodies of fish, the dark

                                                
33One might also speculate, given the sensuality of imagery, that social

norms about sexuality are also suspended. Although present only by implication
here, this relationship between wilderness experience and sexuality is more
thoroughly developed later.
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outline of the mountain, the sinewy flux of a mountain stream, and the stillness

of a pre-dawn Maine forest.

This exposure to the natural world intensifies, almost unbearably, as

Thoreau and his party begin their ascent of Ktaadn. The landscape of the peak is

described in terms both dark and mythic, even biblical. Part-way up the

mountain the group decides to camp for the night near water, lest they not find

any further up. Thoreau continues his ascent alone, underscoring the fact that

this experience is not about social relations between men, or between men and

nature, so much as it is about discovering the relation of self and nature. Thoreau

works “a way scarcely less arduous than Satan’s anciently through Chaos,”

scrambles over a dense tangle of “black spruce trees (Abies nigra) as old as the

flood,” “slump[s] through… a dark and cavernous region,” and struggles

through the “most treacherous and porous country [he] ever traveled” (81). This

description establishes the ascent as an ordeal with mythic over-tones; the climb

is a kind of heroic trial, an exposure to dark and dangerous forces undertaken to

gain self-knowledge. Thus Thoreau’s journey is not only a trek to a mountain

summit, it is also a variety of pilgrimage, a “rite of passage” similar to Puritan

ideas of an ordeal in nature. At the end however, the knowledge and

enlightenment that Thoreau finds are scarcely comforting. For as the signs of the

civilized diminish, so too does Thoreau’s sense of security and identity, both of

himself and of the nature he seeks contact with. At first, the ascent is so difficult

that he aborts this attempt and returns to his companions, who have made an

uneasy camp in the pines straggling by a stream. The next day, again alone,

Thoreau manages to finish the arduous climb. However, when he finally stands

on Ktaadn’s summit he does not find a sense of personal triumph and conquest,
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nor an affirmation of human endeavors and the capacity of man to overcome

adversity and realize his goals.

Instead, he finds himself diminished, his own sense of identity sapped by a

force of nature entirely different from the Arcadian provenance represented

earlier by the mountain trout; nature here displays a contemptuous indifference

to men and their social requirements. This is more the harsh nature of Puritan

trials. Instead of embodying nature as a nurturing mother, Ktaadn presents the

cruel indifference of a “stepmother” who rejects her unwanted offspring:
“This ground is not prepared for you. … I have never made this
soil for thy feet, this air for thy breathing, these rocks for thy
neighbors. I cannot pity nor fondle thee here, but forever
relentlessly drive thee hence to where I am kind. … Shouldst thou
freeze or starve, or shudder thy life away, here is no shrine, nor
altar, nor any access to my ear (86).

Rather than present the friendly face of a pastoral garden, nature turns a cold

shoulder to human needs. And while this strain of nature is clearly dangerous

and inhospitable, the danger is not limited to physical duress—although it may

be a product of bodily hardship. Nature in this form, in part by virtue of the fact

that it threatens Thoreau’s physical integrity, also threatens Thoreau’s sense of

himself, he risks losing his identity. Alone in the swirling mists and the “damp,

dark crags,” of Ktaadn, Thoreau describes a violent dissolution of his civilized

self:
Some part of the beholder, even some vital part, seems to escape
through the loose grating of his ribs as he ascends. He is more lone
than you can imagine. … His reason is dispersed and shadowy,
more thin and subtile, like the air. Vast, Titanic, inhuman Nature
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has got him at disadvantage, caught him alone, and pilfers him of
some of his divine faculty (85).

The second person used in this description emphasizes the degree to which

Thoreau is removed from himself; Ktaadn robs Thoreau of some “vital” inner

organ, and disperses it throughout the thin, alpine atmosphere. His “divine

faculty,” his “reason,” is stripped away as he climbs, leaving him without the

“vital part” that makes him a social man. All that remains is a lone body left to

struggle with the indifferent air, soil and rocks; Thoreau is reduced to a physical

struggle with the elements and his own fatigue.

However, while the landscape pulls “divine reason” from between

Thoreau’s ribs, the mountain is nonetheless imbued with a sense of the sacred.

Thoreau’s description of nature on the mountain consistently invokes

gods—Greek and Roman (Atlas, Vulcan, Prometheus, the Titans), Indian

(Pomola) and even, in the references to Satan, Milton’s Old Testament in Paradise

Lost. (See Hoag 36-37.) The implication is that the nature Ktaadn presents to

Thoreau, even while it rejects humanity and the “vital” inner reason of men, is

nonetheless a divine presence. That divinity, moreover, is specifically opposed to

the civilized light of reason and the sunny garden of the pastoral. It belongs,

instead, to the darkness of the body.

An experience of the body is what precipitates and finally resolves the crisis

between Thoreau and the nature he encounters on the mountain. As Thoreau

descends from the summit he comes to a realization about nature: “…this was

primeval, untamed, and forever untamable Nature, or whatever else men call it…

we have not seen pure Nature unless we have seen her thus vast and drear and

inhuman… Nature here was something savage and awful, though beautiful” (93-
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94). The nature Thoreau sees here is both painful and awesome; it is the

landscape of the Burkean sublime. In the cold and inhospitable harshness of

Ktaadn’s summit plateau, he has come to experience nature as it exists

independently and without the benefit of human improvement. Devoid of

pastoral taming, this nature is “no man’s garden… It was Matter, vast,

terrific—not [man’s] Mother Earth…” (94). This is a landscape of reduction, of

death, the “home of Necessity and Fate” (94); this landscape makes a mockery of

the social world by reducing reality to bleak constituent elements: matter, rock,

air, mist, fate, necessity. It is hard to imagine any aspect of Victorian America

that would not seem false and trivial up here; politics, love, friendship, sentiment

are all exorcised, banished from this world by the painfully concrete fact of its

material existence. Thoreau, picking his way through the “Burnt Lands” without

his companions or even the familiarity of his beloved Concord woods, inhabits a

self-imposed exile.

The exposure to this uncompromising landscape has a profound effect on

Thoreau. Rather than becoming melancholy with rejection and retreating to the

society of his companions, however, Thoreau is instead precipitated into a kind

of crisis of identity. In an inversion of the Transcendentalist doctrine of

correspondences, Thoreau discovers that his own body is no less Titanic, alien

and awe-inspiring than the alpine desolation which surrounds him. When he

writes “I stand in awe of my body, this matter to which I am bound has become

so strange to me” (95) he has discovered that he is as alienated from his own

materiality as he is unwelcome and un-provided for on the summit of Ktaadn.

His own nature, his physical being is as indifferent, aloof and incomprehensible

as the fog-shrouded crags. As a result, gripped by a kind of sublime panic,
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Thoreau grasps for some recognizable, attainable aspect of his existence: “…I

fear bodies, I tremble to meet them. What is this Titan that has possession of me?

Talk of mysteries! Think of our life in nature, to come in contact with it—rocks,

trees, wind on our cheeks! the solid earth! the actual world! the common sense!

Contact! Contact! Who are we? Where are we?” (95, emphasis in the original.)

Roughly immersed in the raw physicality of the alpine landscape, the sheer

physicality of climbing has sundered Thoreau from any points of contact with his

identity or society.

This is a difficult passage to understand, as hard for us to read as it evidently

was for Thoreau to experience and think about. The difficulty in large part stems

from the fact that there is more at stake here than just Thoreau’s own identity,

his personal and psychological self-image. This passage challenges the very

model of individuality and identity that we take for granted, the fundamental

ideas on which we erect our own sense of who we are. For when Thoreau

exhorts us to “think of our life in nature, to come in contact with it,” he is asking

us to acknowledge that our bodies, our physical existence consists of myriad

connections to the world around us, that we are “kin to rocks and to wild

animals” (95). In some sense, then, he is asking us to consider that the idea we

carry around in our heads of ourselves as distinct, monadic individuals is a

conceit that hides from us the awful mystery of the vast world of nature, a world

which is in fact our own true nature, the nature of our bodies. “Contact” is thus a

very dangerous proposition because it means the dissolution of the conscious,

reasoning Thoreau. Compared to the “vast” and “primeval” mystery of his own

body, Thoreau the guidebook writer, the lecturer and philosopher turns out to
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be “thin and subtile,” as “dispersed and shadowy” as the mountain mists

swirling about Ktaadn’s summit.

Ultimately, then, “Contact” must remain unattainable for it means

engaging with something unreasonable and uncontrollable; it means leaving the

boundaries of the garden for an immersion in the unbridled desires of the wild.

True “Contact” would mean a descent into madness, a euphoria of pure

sensation; it is always unattainable because as soon as it is experienced, the self

that desired it is dispersed like a drop of water falling onto a hot skillet. Thoreau

can approach it, as he does on Ktaadn, he can feel the indifference of the rocks,

feel the cold bite of wind on his cheek and hear it rushing through the pines.

However, because his identity is produced by a definition of self as that which is

distinct from the other, ultimately nature—both his own and the world at

large’s—must remain alien, alluring, strange and terrible. Small wonder that

after this episode, Thoreau’s narrative resumes its quotidian course as if nothing

had happened: “quickening our pace [of descent], by two o’clock we reached the

batteau” (95-96).

The fact that Thoreau finds the experience both awesome and terrible, both

fearful and desirable points the way to a resolution of the critical debate over the

“doctrine of transcendentalist correspondence.” Thoreau retains the basic

Transcendentalist view of a correspondence between man and nature. However,

the terms of this correspondence are less the romantic and pastoral ideas of

beneficent divinity and more the view of nature—and of self—as alien and

sublime. Thoreau, in other words, is rewriting, revising the idea of identity.

Rather than seeing nature as a kind of metaphor, as a representative or symbol

of the true nature of man Thoreau proposes a metonymic relationship where
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man is but a representative part of the immense and inscrutable whole. Critic

Sharon Cameron, writing about nature and relations in Thoreau’s Journal, points

out that “nature has no fixed meanings” and therefore there is “no way to settle

man’s relation to it and no way, as well, to disavow it as central” (Cameron 61).

This is the same Nature Thoreau encounters on Ktaadn; it is ultimately

unknowable, even at the same time that it occupies the central and essential

position of the Transcendentalist Oversoul. Thus at the heart of the self lies a

mystery, the essential unknowability of our own bodies. Thoreau’s climb of

Ktaadn exposes the idea of identity as “sufficiently whole or stable to be

considered a discrete subject” (Cameron 66) as a fiction, as something imposed

on the true nature of things. Like the antimodern Orientalists who followed close

on his heels, Thoreau confronts an oceanic dissolution of self into a kind of

undifferentiated Tao. What Thoreau confronts on Ktaadn’s summit, then, is not

just the harsh and implacable face of nature, but the possibility that that face is

also his own. Thoreau’s trip to the heart of the wilderness also brings him

beyond the boundary of a socially defined self.

Reading “Ktaadn” this way lets us get beyond the literary-critical debate

over the “Image of Nature” in the essay. It presents us with an early model of

what will become standard practice for practitioners of nature. The hardship, the

loss of self-identity, the rough contact with sublime nature are all vital

components of the ongoing dialectic that comprises the practices of nature.

Anticipating the first rumblings of the “second industrial revolution” Thoreau’s

experience on Ktaadn works to counter the secularization of daily life while at

the same time establishing an alternative model for social identity. Thoreau’s

portrayal of nature thus incorporates both the provenance of the pastoral and
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the awesome power of the sublime. The essay negotiates this dialectical terrain in

order to locate a source of authority and value which can sustain Thoreau’s sense

of identity. More than providing a resolution to a literary-critical debate, then,

Thoreau’s essay tries to imagine a resolution to the crisis of cultural authority

precipitated by the industrialization of America. The need for this imaginary

resolution is evident in the consistent allusions to industrial life which arise

whenever Thoreau describes the human inhabitants of the Maine woods, their

occupations and the signs of their lives and work.

Nineteenth century industrialism has a particularly strong presence at the

starting point of Thoreau’s journey. The journey “up-river” to Ktaadn begins

with an extended description of contemporary local logging practices. Passing

through the mill towns of Stillwater and Oldtown, Thoreau describes the process

whereby the “prostrate forests” that float down-river from Ktaadn are

“converted into lumber” and become “clapboards… and shingles such as the

wind can take” (3-4). Continuing in these less than flattering terms, Thoreau

relates how a white pine, “its branches soughing with the four winds, and every

individual needle trembling in the sunlight” (4), is milled into a few of the “two

hundred millions of feet of boards” produced annually or eventually sold to the

“New England Friction Match Company” (4). In contrast to the careful and

precise descriptions of the individuals and places he encounters later in the

backwoods, Thoreau refers to an undifferentiated mass of factories and workers:

the “steel riddle” of the saws and planes, a generic “Mr. Sawyer,” and “two-

hundred and fifty sawmills” (4). He concludes that the “mission of men there

seems to be, like so many busy demons, to drive the forest all out of the country,

from every solitary beaver-swamp and mountain-side, as soon as possible”(4).
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This description paints a portrait of a faceless society that, like an industrial

deus ex machina, relentlessly converts nature into commodities. It is a society

devoid of unique human identity; indeed, as implied by the description of the

“individual needles” of the soon-to-be milled white pine, it is a society that

relentlessly destroys individual identity and a sense of place, categorizing and

sifting until saleable uniformity (“your inch, your two and three inch stuff…” 3)

has been imposed on living things. We get the sense that Oldtown and Stillwater

exist only for production’s sake, that neither men nor nature are taken into

account here. Although never fully articulated, Thoreau’s desire for the

individual meaning and identity denied by the industry of the towns impels him

to abandon the impersonal bustle of manufacturing for the dark still woods of

Ktaadn’s slopes.34

   

Coming as it does at the fruition of the industrial age, “Ktaadn’s” cynicism

ran counter to the popular optimism and enthusiasm for the promises held forth

by modern Victorian culture. Perhaps because it presents a portrait of American

society that so contradicts official and popular notions of the Great Society,

Thoreau was unable in “Ktaadn” to do more than sketch the outlines of a

cultural practice and perspective which might advance a different way of seeing

the world and one’s place within it. Whether consciously or not, Thoreau took
                                                

34Thoreau, like modern-day nature adventurers, makes little of the
contradiction that his trip into the wilderness is facilitated, even enabled, by the
products and mode of production of the very system he is attempting to flee: he
proceeds up-river in a “batteau” made in an Oldtown factory from local timber.
It is well worth noting that Oldtown Canoe Company still does a thriving
business, a fact which attests to the longevity of the desires Thoreau sought to
satisfy when he equipped himself for the woods.
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steps to place his experiences in the essay within a socially acceptable context,

one which both made his views more palatable and gave them contextual

support.

Specifically, he wrote “Ktaadn” in the popular nineteenth century form of a

“travelogue.” This meshed nicely with the Victorian obsession with nationality

since the travelogue as a genre is closely entwined with ideas of national identity.

Travel narratives, in general, are written to educate the reader about the country

being visited (whether foreign or domestic); they aim to show the readers the

wonders of a given landscape, they are a form of literary tourism, and as such

they participate in cultural constructions of nationality. The domestic travel

narrative says, in effect, “look at the wonders of our great country—this is who

we are.” In this spirit, Thoreau undertakes his trip to the Maine mountains in the

name of exploration; the point of the journey is to survey the land, to satisfy “the

curious” (3). As such, there is little self-conscious examination of the trip itself as

an activity. Thoreau matter-of-factly states that he plans to accompany a relative

as “far as a dam on the west branch of the Penobscot, in which property he was

interested” and from there he “propose[s] to make excursions to Mount Ktaadn”

(1). In other words, while Thoreau manages to extract a good deal of

observations and cultural critiques, and while he nonetheless undergoes

profound emotional and physical experiences, the reader encounters all of these

in the familiar colonialist context of the travelogue. “Ktaadn” is not an

antimodernist argument for hiking or mountaineering, even if it is an example of

the benefits of such activities. As an essay, “Ktaadn” makes its claims in the

context of “what I did for my summer vacation;” it is descriptive rather than

polemic, narrative rather than argumentative, personal rather than historical.
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 Composed much later, Thoreau’s essay “Walking,” on the other hand,

reads a lot like a manifesto; it is a call to arms and a statement of position.

Written towards the end of Thoreau’s life, when he was dying of tuberculosis,

the essay drew upon a lifetime of experience as a walker, and a lifelong store of

observations as a nature writer. In this sense, drawn as it is from a dying man’s

journal, “Walking” is also an apologia, a justification for a life spent in nature

rather than in society. “Walking” stands as a rationale Thoreau offered to

account for why he spent his days meandering through meadows and

wandering through woods instead of raising a family and engaging in

commerce. For instead of pursuing the career and personal trajectory most

befitting a Harvard graduate of his accomplishments and the product of a

Victorian bourgeois family, Thoreau consistently chose to walk, and to write. He

turned his walking into his writing, and, as we saw on Ktaadn, he turned both of

them into a practice that combined aspects of the scientific and the religious to

create a personal and national sense of himself. It is not difficult to see how this

practice made for a kind of response, an antimodernist repudiation of the

already tarnished Industrial Age and the American dream which had ultimately

been denied Thoreau’s father—a once prosperous storekeeper who had been

bankrupt by the financial tempests of the 1830’s and subsequently forced to

manufacture pencils for a living. Thoreau himself graduated the same year as the

Crash of 1837, the worst economic depression which the US had yet experienced,

an event which must have exacerbated Thoreau’s own doubts about official

optimism. By the time he sat down to write “Walking” towards the end of the

1850’s antimodernist dissent was already awakening. Simple Lifers, the Arts and

Crafts Movement and so on were beginning to become active and, with the
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years leading to the Civil War, there came the first stirrings that Victorian

optimism and technological rationalism had proved unable to provide

meaningful social roles and identities. And so, perhaps emboldened by historical

circumstances, Thoreau set out to formalize an argument for the practice of

nature.

This, by the way, allows us to revise the critics arguing for the ab ovo

establishment of nature writing with the start of Thoreau’s career. He responded

to the historical conditions of the time: the atomization and reification of

previously conjoined institutions and ideas, the banality of modern life and the

increasing spiritual emptiness American religious life. Building on and along with

other developing antimodernist impulses and institutions, he developed cultural

practices which both accommodated the modernism they sought to escape, and

tried to deny modernism by imagining a space outside of it. In doing so he

recycled existing American myths and perceptions of nature. These were

present, as we know, at least in prototypical form even in the experiences of

Jonathon Edwards. Like Edwards, Thoreau’s walks in the woods included,

holistically, elements of religion, family, individuality and landscape. Thoreau’s

response to nature and society builds on the traditions found in the Puritans (and

elsewhere) while at the same time opposing the increasing rationalization and

fragmentation of industrial American culture in ways that are clearly a product

of contemporary beliefs and attitudes. As we saw in “Ktaadn,” Thoreau worked

to establish a sense of identity and place based far more on the modern internal

authority of the individual, and individual experience, than on the external

authority of the church.
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Both the historical changes which differentiate and the continuities which

bind Edwards and Thoreau are encapsulated in the first paragraph of “Walking.”

Here, Thoreau describes some potential etymologies of the term “sauntering” all

of which establish the religious context in which Edwards wrote and the spiritual

context in which Thoreau believes walking should occur. Thoreau explains that

the term is derived from the middle Ages where it was used to described people

going to the Holy Land: “a Sainte-Terrer, a Saunterer, a Holy-Lander” (592).

Thus, Thoreau implies, a walk in nature, properly undertaken, “is a sort of

crusade… to go forth and re-conquer this Holy Land from the hands of the

Infidels” (593). This, of course, is the founding American myth which defined and

sustained American culture throughout the Colonial period; it provides the

context for Edwards’ experience in the pasture, which can be seen as an

encapsulation of the myth itself, and is repeated in countless other American

narratives. In the colonial period, the movement of Americans into nature is

both the solution to a religious crisis (the corruption of the British church), and

the millenialistic fulfillment of Biblical prophecy. For Americans of Edwards’

time, these ideas provided a unifying context for most aspects of daily life; they

provided the justification for colonization, a way of understanding native

Americans, rationalizing the hardships of colonial life, and easing the pain of

settling the wilderness. In some sense, this myth provided a kind of social glue

which bound together social and individual identity, the trivia of daily life with

broad mythic-historical patterns.

 However, as I’ve already pointed out, by the nineteenth century

industrialization had all but dissolved this bond. In its place it had substituted the

moral authority of the individual, faith in material progress and a vapid liberal
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Protestantism. Thoreau’s crisis on Ktaadn illustrates how ineffective these

institutions were in addressing the vast changes in American society and

psychology. For increasing numbers of Americans they succeeded neither in

providing a satisfactory sense of connection to the past nor did they ultimately

manage to provide anything but whitewash for the conditions of the present.

Thus, while Thoreau, like Edwards, sought to “reconquer the Holy Land from

the hands of Infidels,” the roles in this drama had all been changed: the Infidels

were now the overcivilized and genteel keepers of official American culture and

the Holy Land was not the pastoral garden of physical and spiritual provenance

but the dark and brooding sublimity of untrammeled wilderness.

Given this broader context, Thoreau worked to make his ideas increasingly

critical of mainstream social optimism while at the same time locating them

firmly in American history and identity. Consequently, “Walking” embodies a

version of history and a politics which is pervasive—if not always literal—in

most social and literary practices of nature. In addition to its initial connection to

colonization, the essay locates the practice of Walking in a contemporaneous

historical context by placing it alongside westward expansion and the frontier

myth. By making such general associations, the essay makes literal the

nationalist sub-text implied in “Ktaadn’s” travel essay approach. “Walking” takes

the version of nationality implied in “Ktaadn”—the American self as uncultivated

wilderness—and makes it into a moral imperative, a creed which will supersede

the official morality of Victorian respectability. In this way, Thoreau portrays

Walking, both as practice and text, as an antimodern program that is nonetheless

deeply American and nationalist.
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The essay fulfills and argues for many antimodernist precepts and desires:

the need for meaningful individual work, the value of hard physical labor, the

desire for intense individual experiences. At the beginning of the essay, Thoreau

makes it clear that Walking is a creative act; it requires a “genius” and it is an

“art” ( 592) Thus Walking is a kind of pre-industrial production, it is artisanal and

individual rather than rationalized and impersonal. In this sense, Walking

nostalgically mythifies pre-capitalist production in the same way as medievalist

Simple Lifers. Thoreau fancies himself a “knight of a new, or rather an old,

order—not Equestrians or Chevaliers… but Walkers, a still more ancient and

honorable class…” ( 593-4). He expands this conceit by claiming that the

“chivalric and heroic spirit” which once typified the older orders now “reside” in

the Walker who is a “sort of fourth estate, outside of Church and State and

People” ( 594). Thus not only does the Walker belong to an older, pre-modern

social period, he is purposefully distinct from daily, modern means of social

value and organization—he is “outside” of religion, politics, and mass civic

institutions. The Walker is a kind of antimodern hero: he is distinguished from

the depersonalized throng by his creative acts of labor, his experiences mark him

as an unfettered spirit, unconstrained by stifling Victorian domesticity. He

specifically opposes the house-bound shopkeepers and office workers whose

daily routines have so closed off their own “real” natures through over-

civilization that it is surprising that come evening “there is not a general

explosion heard up and down the street, scattering a legion of antiquated and

house-bred notions and whims to the four winds for an airing…” (595)

Importantly, this oppositional heroism has a distinctly sacred aspect,

Thoreau claims that one can only practice the “noble art” of Walking through “a
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direct dispensation from heaven” (594). Like the antimodern Simple Lifer, the

Walker seeks ecstatic and immediate religiosity from the practice of basic labor

“absolutely free from all worldly [read economic] engagements” (595). Walking

provides precisely the kind of “real” experience, a connection to the earth and

the flux of creation that antimodernists came to feel were most lacking in

Victorian life and the flaccid platitudes of late nineteenth century religious belief.

However, this is not to imply that “Walking” is entirely counter-cultural. Indeed,

Thoreau argues that the experience of nature he praises is in fact profoundly

human; it is a way of thinking that has been stifled under British and Victorian

conventions. More than that, Thoreau argues that wilderness experiences in fact

express the true nature of American character and American spirituality.

He does this by aligning Walking with the social and religious ideas

contained in Westward Expansion. He starts by noting that during his own walks

he has often discovered the insignificance of local cultural institutions: “Man and

his affairs, church and state and school, trade and commerce, and manufactures

and agriculture, even politics… I am pleased to see how little space they occupy

in the landscape” (599). Thoreau thus reduces the importance of the Victorian

social world by subordinating it to the “larger” natural landscape which

encompasses it. By implication, Thoreau also places himself, as the model

Walker, beyond the “narrow” confines of social affairs. However, Thoreau’s

walking is not merely outside the city walls; he explains that through a “subtle

magnetism” he “inevitably” ends up walking towards the west (602-3). For

Thoreau, then, as for the Puritans, his movement west is movement towards a

promised land, where “the future lies… and the earth seems more unexhausted

and richer” (603). Like Edwards, Thoreau’s movement in nature is travel towards



95

an enlightened state; like nineteenth century America, he is progressing towards

a more glorious State. Walking is thus a form of manifest destiny, it is an

individualized pilgrimage towards the “wildness and freedom” which is at the

heart of the American enterprise. In this metaphorical geography the city, with

its “church and state and school, trade and commerce,” is always implicitly east,

representing the exhausted history of the race, while the wilderness to the west

represents the “spirit of enterprise and adventure” (604). (This spirit, it is worth

noting, is not exactly alien to the optimism of Gilded Age capitalism.)

Importantly, Thoreau portrays this individual and national movement westward

as a kind of instinct, “akin to migratory instinct in birds and quadrupeds” which

impels “both individuals and nations” to go on “pilgrimages” (604-5). Westward

expansion, in this model, is a “natural” and spiritual impulse which leads to the

construction and affirmation of both the American nation and the American

citizen.

In fact, it is the land itself which unites the individual and the nation; the

landscape itself forms the physical and psychic model for national and individual

character. Thoreau argues that the very experience of the undeveloped

landscape of the west will create a uniquely American self:
I trust that… our thoughts will be clearer, fresher, and more
ethereal, as our sky—our intellect generally on a grander scale, like
our thunder and lightning, our rivers and mountains and
forests—and our hearts shall even correspond in breadth and
depth and grandeur to our inland seas (608).

This extended comparison brings walking, American history and the

development of the American psyche together within the landscape of the

continent itself; indeed American nature, history and identity are portrayed here
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as analogues of each other. Ultimately, Thoreau concludes that the West is

simply “another name for the Wild; and… in Wildness is the preservation of the

World” (609). The landscape of the West, then, is the physical analogue of those

qualities of Wildness which are both individual and national ideals of identity. To

Walk, in this context, is to move towards “wildness,” which is in turn to embrace

it as progress and the realization of an idealized American self. Thoreau openly

claims that it is the source of selfhood: “when I would recreate myself, I seek the

darkest wood, the thickest and most interminable… swamp” (613). In this way,

Walking serves to counter the unreality and diffusion of selfhood which afflicted

the nineteenth century by proposing a model of identity based not on Victorian

cultural ideals of self-control but on the quality of wildness. Walking continues

the path of history and myth that described the colonization of America and the

expansion of the frontier and so negotiates between individuals and history.

Walking is therefore a part of the “collective discourse” of American cultural

texts.

Thoreau himself makes the link between walking and texts towards the end

of the essay. Thoreau argues that “wildness” can also be a quality of writing; he

claims that texts can potentially embody all of these traits as well as the landscape

can: “in literature it is only the wild that attracts us… [and that] a truly good

book is something as natural, and unexpectedly and unaccountably fair and

perfect, as a wild-flower discovered in the prairies of the West…” (615). Thoreau

yearns for a poet who can write “literature which gives expression to nature…

[whose words] were transplanted to his page with earth adhering to their roots;

whose words were so true and fresh and natural that they would appear to

expand like the buds at the approach of spring, though they lay half smothered
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between two musty leaves in a library” (616). While this may seem to be a

typical Romantic conceit, there is an important distinction to be made here: this

description of a “truly good book” equates writing with nature itself. Thoreau

does not argue that nature is the source for powerful literature nor that writing

symbolizes nature. Rather, he claims that literature itself can be a manifestation,

an embodiment of wildness. In this model, writing, like human nature on

Ktaadn, is at its heart as impenetrable and alien as nature itself. Nature, that is,

does not serve as a metaphor for the human qualities expressed in literature,

there is rather a correspondence between writing and nature, they are both

emanations of the quality of wildness. However, Thoreau also notes that this

literature is largely unwritten: he laments “I do not know where to find in any

literature, ancient or modern, an account which contents me of the Nature with

which even I am acquainted” (616). This literature, the text of wildness, remains

to be written; its source, Thoreau argues, will be the “mythology” of “the West”

(616-17), a mythology which is re-written with every Walk and unfolds

continuously with American history.35

Through this literary historiography, Thoreau conflates history and

literature into a narrative movement into the wilderness. In this sense, nature

writing and walking are aspects of the same process: both are a movement

towards the west, towards wildness and freedom, the preservation of the world

and the word. They are both texts of the fundamentally unfettered,
                                                

35Thoreau praises mythology throughout this section of his essay; he
claims that Grecian mythology has its root in a far more “fertile nature” than
English literature (616), and that “mythology is the crop which the Old World
bore before its soil was exhausted” (616-17). By so doing, Thoreau engages in a
common anti-modernist activity, he praises a nostalgic, pre-modern past and
holds it up as a model for the future.
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antimodernist American psyche, they are ways of constructing the self. The

equation of writing with walking suggests that both are fundamentally narrative

activities: both are authoritative means for writing the self into existence and into

history. However, after affirming the relationship between wilderness and

identity, Thoreau comes in “Walking” to a similar difficult conclusion as he did

climbing Ktaadn. He writes “Nature is a personality so vast and universal that

we have never seen one of her features… The world with which we are so

commonly acquainted leaves no trace” (625). As he found on the Maine peak,

Thoreau again concludes that wilderness is unknowable, ultimately alien and that

the world which we daily inhabit, a realm which includes our own selves, is

ultimately an inaccessible mystery, as “unexpected and unaccountable” as a wild-

flower. This, Thoreau claims, is at the heart of American identity and, by

extension, American writing. However, rather than shy away from this

revelation, as he did on Ktaadn, Thoreau embraces the un-tameable, un-

graspable wildness as the promise of “Elysium;” to pursue it is to “saunter

toward the Holy Land” (630). “Walking” thus urges American to write

themselves into their experiences of the landscape, and to experience themselves

in the writing of the landscape, for to do so is to create a truly free, and thus truly

American citizen and nation.

Walking finally traces—or better, inscribes—a historical narrative of the

sublime, it uses the same movement of immersion into the Oceanic unknown to

organize and give meaning to both national and individual narratives. Walking

and writing are ultimately, for the dying Thoreau, the means to paradise; they

are the sole escape from rationalized industrial civilization to a diffusion of self

into unbounded, incomprehensible alien otherness. In this context, Walking and
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writing are more than activities, they are a moral imperative which guides life

itself. As such they provide a model of nature and identity which is central to

modern practices of nature which take the sublime as their generic code, a model

which pervades experiences of the outdoors to this day. “Walking” ultimately

argues for a nature which is essentially uninterpretable in the terms of modern

industrial culture; it is neither entirely a pastoral garden nor a howling

wilderness. Rather it embodies “infinite self-referentiality” (Cameron 13) and

thus remains irreducible to human metaphors or equivalents. As Sharon

Cameron further points out, experiencing nature for Thoreau, whether by pen

or on foot, means inhabiting the “confusions and contradictions” of which nature

itself consists (Cameron 21). Nature, in contrast to the rationalized organization

of industrial America, is a kind of inapprehensible, “unaccountable” disorder.

Nature in such practices can be experienced and apprehended only by

immersing and diffusing the apprehending self in nature’s own oceanic non-

logic.

Thus, while Walking and nature are kinds of texts, they are, like Ktaadn,

texts with “no fixed meanings [and therefore] there [is] no way to settle man’s

relation to it [nature] and no way, as well, to disavow it as central” (Cameron

61). For the nature writer and the sublime practitioner of nature, the landscape

cannot be symbolic or metaphorical, it does not provide simple answers to social

or individual crises as it did for Edwards or for the writers of sentimental fiction

or adventure novels (see chapter four below). Rather, the experience and writing

of nature is a medium for understanding that part of the self which is not

comprehensible, which cannot be reduced to a reified individual, which is as alien

and irreducible as the natural world. Walking, in other words, produces a sense
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of self which cannot be rationalized or broken apart into components. Walking

reconstitutes an identity in both an imaginary way that goes beyond the bounds

of cultural limits and through a long-standing relation to American cultural

myths. It is a way of reintegrating the fragmented modern self, a way of re-

imagining the very real problem of identity.

Thoreau, then, writing from the beginnings of the Industrial Age to the

earliest antimodernist repudiations of Victorianism, does indeed anticipate the

beginnings of a modern, fully distinct social practice of nature. And while these

beginnings clearly have deep roots in older forms of nature experience, they

nonetheless mark the inception of the use of sublime nature as a conscious

component and opponent of American culture. In this way, Thoreau marks

considerably more than the formation of a canon: he points the way towards

ideas about the nature of nature, the nature of culture and the relationship

between the two in an industrial society, ideas which today are a major pattern

in the social fabric. Consequently, although he was but a minor figure in the

culture of his day, he today has come to represent the views and experiences of

mass practitioners of nature. However, this process of popularization, the

development of mass cultural forms of the practice of nature is not really evident

until the last decades of the century which see not only the widespread

popularity of antimodernist practices and views but also the birth of political

environmentalism. A central figure in this popularization and politicization is

John Muir, and it is to his career and historical milieu that I would now like to

turn.



Chapter Three: John Muir and the Politics of Nature.

John Muir is a central figure in American nature writing in two senses. In

the more literal sense, his life, his career and the political institution he helped

birth, the Sierra Club, raised his person to the status of myth. Like Daniel Boone

or Davey Crockett, Muir became synonymous with the American outdoors. He

became a kind of popular culture icon: the craggy mountain-man/writer who

hobnobbed with presidents and idiosyncratically refused prestigious positions at

Ivy League Universities. His face was well known, depicted and caricatured in

newspapers, magazines and journals; it became a symbol for a set of emerging

cultural attitudes and practices. So in this more iconic sense Muir also became a

figure of speech, a piece of popular culture vernacular. More generously, Muir’s

life, and especially his writing, became a representation of certain ways of

thinking about and occupying the wilderness. In this more abstract sense, he

became the cultural equivalent of a linguistic figure: he stood symbolically for a

series of rhetorical strategies, ideas and perspectives.

In many ways, of course, the figure of speech and the political figure are

entwined; Muir the Writer is hard to separate from Muir the man, and so both

are ultimately hard to distinguish from Muir the Myth. To no small degree, Muir

himself worked to create his public identity by writing and revising his personal

mythology as needed. No doubt this kind of self-invention and promotion—the

creation of a public character which then invades a private life—is the fate of

almost anyone who has achieved fame in American society. However, in Muir’s

case the process is especially worth examining since being and representation are

precisely what is at stake in the practices and beliefs he worked to define and for
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which he became so well known. For as we saw in Thoreau, in the practice of

nature that Muir helps to popularize and institutionalize, experience and

narrative are locked seamlessly together; the practice of nature is their

integration from which the self emerges. And, as is the case for Muir’s life,

behind all these experiences and texts lies a political and social ideology that is

both a historical critique and an accommodation to the real conditions of late

nineteenth century American society. Consequently, in order to avoid imposing

artificial distinctions on the material, I will adopt in this chapter a more properly

organic approach (one Muir would likely approve). I will consider, that is, both

Muir’s biography and his writing as aspects of the larger cultural trends which

they influenced and were influenced by. In other words, I’m reading Muir’s

career—his political and personal activities, the narratives of his experiences and

ideas—as responses to the historical and material conditions of the Gilded Age of

late nineteenth and early twentieth century America. Taken from this

perspective, Muir represents a series of imaginary solutions to real historical

conflicts and contradictions—solutions which in turn became patterns in the

American social fabric. As responses to historical and material conditions, Muir’s

texts, practices and politics all work to find ways to incorporate older ideas about

self and nation into the rapid material changes and the often violent political and

social upheavals that characterize the years from the early 1870’s to the first

years of the twentieth century. They are an attempt to literally revise—to see

again—America and American identity. Muir, in short, represents a rewriting of

the American myth, a revision of an old story with an old hero remade to take

into account a new national landscape and new challenges to national identity.
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This chapter will therefore consider Muir’s biography more or less

simultaneously with some of the texts which arose from it. There we shall find

links backwards to Thoreau and other nineteenth century landscape theories,

and thence to even older ideas about nature and religious concepts. We shall as

well find lateral connections to antimodernism which will eventually, in the next

chapter, lead us to other nineteenth century social movements and practices such

as landscape painting, the mass-produced novel and, eventually, popular

tourism.

Muir’s texts and biography will also inevitably lead to a consideration of the

politics of nature and the nature of nationalism which characterized turn of the

century American culture. For this period saw, for the first time in American

social history, the interest of the mass public in experiences and representations

of nature. In ways that Thoreau could only have dreamt of (or perhaps had

nightmares about), Gilded Age Americans turned to the wilderness in

unprecedented numbers and through a wide variety of social practices. An

examination of Muir’s life and texts will thus give us a clearer picture of what

goes into creating these newly minted mass practices of nature—and their

accompanying social-political entities—which rose to power at the turn of the

century, influencing not only national policy but also the lives and identities of a

great many Americans.

As I discussed briefly in the previous chapter, with the institutionalization of

practices of nature came the increasing distinction of nature from other social

realms and from the productive activities of daily life. As work and leisure

became increasingly reified, Taylorized and corporate towards the end of the

nineteenth century, nature too became increasingly distinct and delimited; for
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more and more Americans nature became something one could point to, travel

to, experience and observe in a realm that felt wholly different from, in a sense

“outside” of, the conditions of daily life.36 Indeed, in contrast to the rough

contact with nature that had characterized life for so many Americans even as

late as the 1840’s, nature became for most in the late nineteenth century

physically and psychically remote. The natural landscape and society of the

frontier—which in a sense had been present since the colonial period—was ever

further removed from the sphere in which most Americans lived and worked.37

By the turn of the century, most of the business of America was no longer

“taming the wilderness;” the business of America was now business. This period

thus saw the development of wilderness tourism, the redefinition of both wild

nature itself and what one did while visiting it. Much of these new attitudes and

practices were based on the concurrent mythification of the wilderness of the

frontier. This revision did not come easily. As we shall see, in many ways it was

an antimodernist response to the crisis of cultural authority that characterized

late Victorian America. As such it contained many contradictions as it was forced

to negotiate between the past and the present. Correspondingly, attitudes
                                                

36Even farming, the occupation of Jeffersonian national ideals, had by the
1880’s become industrialized and incorporated. Large meat packing and food
producing concerns had steadily acquired control over their raw materials (meat
and grain), bringing the production and distribution process under one
corporate roof. See Trachtenberg 20-21.

37Indeed by the turn of the century the frontier could be officially declared
“closed.” By 1890 the political map of the continental US included every state but
New Mexico, Oklahoma and Arizona; the vast land-mass west of the
Mississippi—which in the beginning of the century Americans had believed
would take a thousand years to settle—had been largely mapped, demarcated
and incorporated into the nation. The full implications of this event, its influence
on attitudes towards nature and the practices of nature, will be more fully
examined in the following chapter.
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towards the use and preservation of natural spaces were divided, conflicted,

even polarized even as they became popular and more widely entrenched

throughout American society. At the same time, the widespread acceptance of

the frontier-wilderness myth (which has its most mainstream incarnation in

Turner’s frontier thesis of 1893) points to the way in which new practices of

nature allowed a reconciliation with and adaptation to modern American social

forms.

John Muir’s biography exemplifies these changes and struggles.

Throughout his childhood and teenage years, nature was a constant and

inevitable presence in Muir’s daily life. Born in Scotland in 1838, he spent his early

childhood in Dunbar—a small fishing village perched tenaciously on the

headlands above the North Sea. Most men in Dunbar made their living by

fishing and so the sea, with its beneficence and cruelty, its rich smells, dark

moods and vast bulk, dominated both the landscape and the society of the small

town. As Muir recounted in his Story of My Boyhood and Youth, the severity of this

environment was repeated in the stern conditions of Muir’s daily routine, what

Muir called “the Scotch method of making every duty dismal” (15). Dunbar

grammar school was the “secular arm of a Calvinistic culture;” its main purpose

was to uphold the values of “unrestricted Covenanters: the sanctification of

work… an institutional understanding of the inevitable individual failings, and

the consequent necessity of punishment” (Turner 22, see also Boyhood 25-29).

These values were no less present in the Muir home. Muir’s father, Daniel, was

deeply religious and he expected his sons to memorize a prescribed number of

bible verses each day, an expectation he enforced with whippings (Turner 23).
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Muir recounts that his response to this harsh society was to defy both his father

and his schoolmaster by running off to the west, away from the ocean and into

the deep green countryside.

In spite of the inevitable “sure sore punishments that followed like

shadows” (Boyhood 4), Muir and his friends would race each other out of town,

running far into the folded fields with their dark copses, into the hardwood

forests and out onto the broad backs of the Lammermuirs, the moors that rose

steadily from Dunbar’s headlands (Turner 26-27). These runs, Muir would come

to explain, established “a lifelong pattern of personal salvation” by providing

him with an escape from the severity of his Calvinistic school and father (Turner

26). Implicit to this escape was a revision of the institutional values that informed

Dunbar society:
 “no punishment, however sure and severe, was of any avail
against the attraction of the fields and woods. … Wildness was ever
sounding in our ears, and Nature saw to it that besides school
lessons and church lessons some of her own lessons should be
learned… (Boyhood 41).

By running into the Lammermuirs, away from the sea, Muir acknowledged, at

least unconsciously, that nature was not only harsh and unfeeling like the sea,

but could also provide “instruction, comfort and deep pleasure” (Turner 26). For

Muir, this was the first instance of nature providing him with something his

society could not. In his own words, these boyhood runs were “the beginnings

of lifelong wanderings” (Boyhood 42).

Muir continued to develop and deepen his relationship with nature when

his family emigrated to America in 1849. The terms of, and motives for this

emigration are worth noting, for they form the context in which the young Muir
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understood the landscape of the new world. In many ways, Muir’s later

conceptions of nature can be seen as a rewriting of these first terms of

emigration. In the broadest sense, the Muirs’ move was part of the mass exodus

of Europeans who were fleeing the economic turmoil and crop failures of the

1840’s and ‘50’s. By the middle of the nineteenth century, the industrial

revolution had wrought considerable changes in the fabric and organization of

society in the British Isles. As in the US, industrialization and mechanization had

caused widespread demographic shifts by concentrating the need for labor into

cities and automating many tasks. These changes in the demand for, and location

of, work displaced rural populations into urban centers where they faced

crowding and unemployment. Emigration was therefore officially endorsed in

order to reduce the population and political pressures which had been brought

to bear by the large numbers of dislocated farm workers and their families.

Consequently, the majority of emigrants were rural people who still held to pre-

industrial beliefs about place, social order and hierarchy, people who often had

different ideas about the relationship between nature and society.38 Indeed,

advertisements for emigration often catered directly to these beliefs.39

                                                
38Although they belong, in general, to different socio-economic class, one

can see a great deal in common between the emigrants of the 1850’s and the anti-
modernists of the 1870’s. Broader speculation about this parallel is outside the
scope of this study, however it may serve in part to explain how Muir was able
to move from being an emigrant farm-hand to becoming a national, anti-
modernist folk hero.

3939For examples, see Oscar Handlin, A Pictorial History of Immigration: New
York: Crown Publishers, 1972. Charlotte Erickson’s Leaving England (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1994) provides a number of analytical essays
establishing the socio-economic make-up, motivations and so forth of nineteenth
century emigrants from Great Britain.
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For a great number of settlers these beliefs were in large part developed

and sustained through a religious paradigm. Like many emigrants, Daniel Muir

was attracted to America not only for the promise of economic opportunity, but

also for the way in which that opportunity could brought to fruition. In other

words, Daniel Muir was attracted to America by its pastoral promise of success

through a reversion to the “warm and simple ways of the primitive Christian

church… the place where at last Christ’s kingdom on earth could be established”

(Turner 29). Thus the Muirs’ move to America was itself a kind of religious

pilgrimage, an attempt to forestall the loss of a way of life that, for Daniel Muir at

least, required a commitment to Calvinist spiritual values. Daniel Muir found his

values expressed in the beliefs of the “Disciples of Christ” a Calvinist sect that

had come to Scotland via the New World, as part of the Great Revival of the

early nineteenth century. This sect was “characterized by an emphatic

individualism, by emotional demonstrations of Christian belief, and by a radical

anti-institutional bias…” all of which were values “close to Daniel Muir’s heart”

(Turner 29). On the fresh and seemingly limitless American frontier, the

possibility of putting these values into practice must have seemed as promising

as the landscape itself. It’s no wonder, then, that Daniel Muir decided to uproot

his family and leave behind his still fairly prosperous grain business. Compared

to the crowds, disease, and economic and civil turmoil of the Old World, the New

Eden advertised on handbills and in newspapers must have glowed with

promise.

In spite of the fact that Muir, and most of his biographers, have emphasized

the degree to which he was alienated from his father, one cannot help but
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recognize versions of his father’s beliefs in Muir’s later writing and thinking. In

particular, Muir internalized the context of the move to America. Like Muir’s

own trips to the wilderness, the family’s emigration was a journey to the chosen

place, “unfeatured, wild, innocently verdant” (Turner 29) while it was also an

attempt to find a way to make a living. And, like Muir’s wilderness journeys, it

was a spiritual quest for an individual expression of belief, for a means to express

spiritual ideals that stressed the importance of a “right relationship” to the land

and to work. In many ways, John Muir continued his father’s quest; he too

sought a way of life “characterized by an emphatic individualism, by emotional

demonstrations of Christian belief, and by a radical anti-institutional bias…”

(Turner 29). Of course, Muir also had to work hard to make historically and

personally significant changes to his father’s beliefs in order to adapt them to his

own life and the historical circumstances in which he lived. Muir’s boyhood runs

into the Lammermuirs were perhaps the first few steps along this “pathless

way.” Once in America, the young Muir kept struggling to continue his

pilgrimage by immersing himself in the woods and meadows of frontier

Wisconsin.

Having gotten the family to America, Daniel Muir wasted little time

enacting his pastoral vision. He also wasted little of his sons’ labor in his efforts

to clear and farm the Wisconsin land the family had settled on. They first settled

on land near Fountain Lake and then, after eight years of hard work, moved to

land nearby and started the homesteading process over again. Consequently,

John Muir spent almost all of his daylight hours in manual labor: clearing land,

plowing, even chipping a well through eighty feet of sandstone with mason’s

hand tools. All of this work, the hours spent in “hand-to-hand combat” with
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nature greatly threatened the relationship with nature Muir had begun to

develop in Dunbar (Turner 57). And so as an adolescent, Muir began to work to

“imagine some way of being and thinking that would allow him to continue to

love that with which he struggled” (Turner 57). In other words, Muir worked to

find a way that resolved a spiritual relationship with the land with the brute

physicality of living in the frontier wilderness. By building on the long hours he

spent in outdoor labor as a youth, what Muir ultimately invented, as we shall

see, was a practice of nature in which hard physical struggle always figured

greatly. Throughout his teens, however, his father’s stern work ethic meant that

Muir’s relationship with the natural world had to be a private affair conducted in

the interstices of unremitting farm work. Building on the “psychic base” of his

experiences in the Lammermuirs, Muir “cheered himself” by observing the

behavior of birds in midwinter and he made an “informal study” of the roots

and bolls he encountered while plowing (Turner 57).

However, it took Muir many years to find a way in to live in which he could

publicly and profitably express his desire for an ongoing relationship with

nature. After getting an education and working to fit into more conventional

occupations (in which he achieved a degree of economic, if not personal, success),

by twenty-eight years of age Muir was unfulfilled. He finally gave everything up

in 1867 by undertaking his now famous “Thousand-Mile Walk to the Gulf.” In

the decade between his departure from the farm and his departure on the walk,

he had learned botany and geology at the University of Wisconsin, and he had

worked hard and effectively in timber and wood manufacturing industries.

Indeed, Muir had a considerable talent for designing efficient machines, a talent

which had eventually gotten him a position as a managing foreman in an
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Indianapolis machine shop.40 In the early spring of 1867, Muir’s eye was injured

in an industrial accident that almost cost him his sight. The accident had a

galvanizing effect on him. He decided to abandon factory work, even though it

represented a “proper” and productive career path. Instead, he decided to

pursue his plans for “a walking tour of the southern states” (Turner 127). It was

not a decision he came to easily; his family and friends, and indeed Victorian

society at large, applied considerable pressure on Muir to pursue a responsible

profession, to marry and establish a home and family of his own. Muir’s journals

and letters at this time indicate that he was not immune to these pressures, that

he felt distinctly uncomfortable about his dissatisfaction with a conventional life

(see Cohen 14-19 and Turner 113-130). But in spite of his misgivings, Muir packed

a few meager possessions and left for his walking tour.

  

The book which came out of this tour, A Thousand Mile Walk to the Gulf,

could be said to resemble Owen Wister’s groundbreaking western The Virginian

for the way it almost single-handedly gives birth to a genre of American popular

culture. Muir’s text, that is, brings together a number of previously present texts

and practices and binds them into a new form of cultural practice and

representation: backpacking.41 Specifically, Muir combined into a single event

                                                
40It was this very talent, in fact, that garnered enough attention at the state

fair in Madison to lead to Muir’s acceptance into the University and his long and
fruitful friendship with the Carr family.

41Many of Muir’s texts are also applicable to the sports of mountaineering
and rockclimbing, whose attributes I discuss below. Suffice to say that Muir, as
quite possibly America’s first wilderness recreation addict, embodies many of the
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elements of American culture that had long been dispersed in the practices of

others: explorers such Powell, naturalists such as Bartram and Audubon,

philosophers such Emerson and Thoreau, and more generally in settlers and

colonists since the beginnings of American settlement. In the text of Thousand

Mile Walk, Muir offers a simple explanation for his trip: to undertake a journey as

far removed from culture as possible. He says he seeks a place unsullied by any

evidence of humanity, the “wildest, leafiest, and least trodden way I [can] find,

promising the greatest extent of virgin forest” (247). In this simple statement,

Muir expresses succinctly the modern desire to experience wilderness for its own

sake.

However, this simplicity belies the magnitude of the task he was

undertaking. Having recovered from his industrial accident, the walk expressed

Muir’s essentially antimodernist desire to find a different way for a man to

occupy himself in late nineteenth century America, to find something more

meaningful than white-collar factory management, raising a family and

accumulating possessions. At the same time, the walk reflected Muir’s inherited

religiosity and his long-standing desire to develop a personal, spiritual

relationship with the landscape (a relationship that had, in some sense, been

promised at least since the family had emigrated in 1849). The walk, that is,

would be a “rediscovery of America” (Turner 131), a redefinition of the land and

the nation based not on Daniel Muir’s millenialistic covenant, nor on industrial

utility nor Victorian pastoral virtue, but a vision of nature which portrayed

instead an antimodern landscape of raw experience, sublime immersion, and

                                                                                                                                                
traits of wilderness sports as they later get developed and diversified.
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wild communion. Thus on the one hand, the walk resolved those aspects of

Muir’s childhood which he had, consciously or otherwise, internalized: the idea

that the American landscape held spiritual promise, that a hard physicality was

inherent, even vital, to the true experience of nature, and that the method by

which all of this could be attained was careful, even scientific observation and

analysis of one’s surroundings, experiences and state of mind. At the heart of it

all, on the other hand, was Muir’s desire to put into practice his anti-modernist

belief that wilderness was inherently superior to the accomplishments of culture,

that the Victorian  “parlor taste” which created “paltry artificial gardens” paled

beside the “grandeur of Nature” (Walk, 255). Ultimately, Muir wanted to

experience directly his belief that the works of man were “a laborious failure side

by side with Divine beauty” (255).

Such invocations of Divinity permeate Muir’s text of the walk. They help to

underscore the fact that, for Muir, properly entering wild nature meant attaining

a state of religious revelation. However, this state deviated in important ways

from anything Daniel Muir might have approved of. For if entering into

wilderness was a revelation, what was revealed was not the necessity of doing

God’s works, but rather the ultimate power of unimproved nature. For example,

Muir describes as follows his encounter with the Emory River in Tennessee:
There is nothing in Nature more eloquent than a mountain stream,
and this is the first I ever saw. … Every tree, every flower, every
ripple and eddy of this lovely stream seemed solemnly to feel the
presence of the great Creator. Lingered in this sanctuary a long
time, thanking the Lord with all my heart for his goodness in
allowing me to enter and enjoy it. (Walk 271)
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For Muir, here, Nature becomes a text, it speaks eloquently, but not

linguistically; the landscape “feels” like a transcendent presence, which

communicates wordlessly to Muir. In some ways, this scene evokes an

untrammeled Edenic garden and the harmony achieved when a pastoral

landscape “speaks” to its inhabitants.42 This landscape thus shares a common

heritage with Thoreau’s portrayal of the beneficent Aboljacknagesie River below

Ktaadn. However, unlike the classic pastoral, this landscape implies nothing of

the fall, it suggests nothing of social development and human relationships with

natural resources. The story it has to tell remains entirely outside of human

events and history. Indeed, Muir’s landscape achieves its sacred status precisely

because it contains nothing recognizably human, not even a speech act. The

eloquence of this wilderness is comprehensible not because it mirrors or

expresses social achievements and relations, but rather because it is a

“sanctuary” distinct from the modern world and words of industrial America.

Consequently, the path to grace—to a right relation with the world and the

spirit—is found neither in the repressive orthodoxy of Daniel Muir’s biblical

Christianity nor in the material achievements of industrial society. Rather,

redemption comes in the lone individual’s hard-earned entrance into the

“sanctuary” present in wilderness. Thus, Muir often speaks disparagingly of

organized religion, claiming that, for example, a palm tree has “told me greater

                                                
42Admittedly, the metaphor of “the book of nature” is hardly new or

original to Muir. The idea can be traced back, through the Romantics, to at least
the Bible. My point here is simply that for Muir the “text” of nature is a particular
kind of critique, it is in a sense a reading of culture. He retains this idea
throughout his career, even after he has eliminated the cliché “the Book of
Nature” from his writing. For more on Muir’s metaphors of nature, including
the “book,” see Cohen 104-121.
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things than I ever got from human priest.” (Walk 319). Through such statements

Muir demonstrates that his walk is both a retort to his father’s strict

Calvinism—to Daniel Muir’s view that the only book worth reading is the Bible

(see Turner 59)—and an affirmation of the need for a textual hermeneutics to

interpret and justify the hardships of experience. For his father’s scripture, John

Muir simply substitutes the text of nature, a narrative that he himself writes

through his experiences. Thus looking down on the Cumberlands from a peak in

the Smokies, he exclaims:
Such an ocean of wooded, waving, swelling mountain beauty and
grandeur is not to be described… Oh, these forest gardens of our
Father! What perfection, what divinity… Who shall read the
teachings of these sylvan pages…? (277)

The implication here is clear: nature is a sacred text whose parables and teachings

are both read and interpreted through physical experience. The figure that

answers the rhetorical question posed here is Muir himself, happily divorced

from social requirements and roles that conceal the meanings of nature’s “sylvan

pages.”

Amongst the most important lessons Muir learns from this reading of the

natural-sacrament is a particular understanding of death. Midway through the

walk Muir ran out of money, could not buy any food and had to lay over in

Savannah, Georgia, while he awaited funds he had left with his brother. Feeling

“dreadfully lonesome and poor” (298) and fearing for his safety from robbers

and vagrants, Muir was forced to camp in the Bonaventure Cemetery. This

experience turned out to be a seminal one; it pointed the way to a reevaluation

of fundamental ideas about life and death. Hungry and tired, sleeping amidst

graves and the “solemn, funereal” Spanish moss (301), Muir was forced to look
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death in the face. To his surprise, he found nothing there of the hateful terror

death supposedly held, nothing of its traditional role as the “deplorable

punishment for the oldest sin, the arch-enemy of life” described in his Calvinist

upbringing (302). Rather, Muir came to see that even in the cemetery he was

living amongst the “rippling of living waters, the song of birds, the joyous

confidence of the flowers, the calm undisturbable grandeur of the oaks,” and so

he beheld instead “the sympathy, the friendly union, of life and death” (302).

Camping in Bonaventure showed Muir first hand that life and death actually

expressed a “joyous inseparable unity, as taught in woods and meadows, plains

and mountains… death is stingless indeed, and as beautiful as life… All is divine

harmony” (302-3). Muir arrives at this revelation “awe-stricken as one new-

arrived from another world” (301). The phrase is a telling one, for in a sense,

Muir really had crossed over into another realm.43 He had passed through the

boundary that culture imposes between life and death, and through that passage

he came to a new understanding of the permeability of identity, and the illusory

value of purely human achievements. In other words, Muir’s sublime experience

of nature in Bonaventure brings him to embrace death not for the promise of a

redemptive after-life, but for its welcome dissolution of self-identity. He had thus

also found fulfillment for the promise of the New World for at this moment the

American landscape had provided the spiritual values promised to those

emigrants also “new arrived from another world.” These values, as it turns out,

are not the ideals of pastoral beneficence but rather the trials and darkness of the
                                                

43In fact, as we shall see in Chapter Five below, this metaphor remains a
central part of the practice of nature, surviving in phrases such as “touching the
void,” and recreated in the hundreds of accounts of hikers and climbers trying to
describe their most significant adventures.
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sublime. For Muir, then, wilderness allows him to partake in a death-like

dissolution of self which is for him a sacrament, a cult of the sublime.44 Such

wilderness experiences are, Muir’s texts repeatedly remind us, an experience of

the true nature of a properly American landscape.

The walk to the gulf thus helped Muir to create an identity for himself; it

was a way of perceiving and experiencing the world that allowed him to

synthesize personal experience with a larger sense of history. Muir’s crossing

over into a “new world,” a world of fresh untamed wilderness, quite clearly

means more than entering a different state of consciousness. It also clearly refers

to the mythic history of American settlement, and the way in which that myth

plays a central role in America’s invention of itself as a nation. For Muir, this

myth was in part lived experience; after all, it had provided the broader narrative

context for his family’s move from Scotland to the US. Consequently, although

there are few overt references to America as a nation in Thousand Mile Walk itself,

the reader never forgets that it is a survey of the American landscape, that it

proposes wild nature as the “truest” expression of America. Thousand Mile Walk

consistently implies that to immerse oneself in nature as Muir does is in the

deepest sense a patriotic act, it is the invention of one’s own history, the

paternity of one’s identity.45 These kinds of experience in nature are thus more

                                                
44As Frederick Turner notes, this insight, from a broad philosophical point

of view, is at best a modest one, and had been a “theme of the Romantics for
over half a century” (See Turner 145). However, its significance lies not in its
intellectual profundity or originality, but rather in the way in which it comes to
Muir in the form of a lived, material experience, an experience which goes on to
become central in the practice of nature for thousands of Americans.

45Without opening the Pandora’s box of gender issues, I would like to
acknowledge here the difficulty inherent in referring to a “patriotic” experience
of landscape. For a more complete discussion of gender, colonization, and
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than personal experiences of the sacred, they also express an ideology: the

embodiment of recognizably American values and beliefs.

As his trip to the gulf progresses, these total experiences of American

landscape have a cumulative effect on Muir. Towards the end of the walk, he is

able to develop a broader philosophy which is a proto-typical version of what

later comes to be one of the environmental movement’s central tenets: bio-

equality or biocentrism. Building on his understanding of the interconnection

between life and death that he observed in Bonaventure, and only just recovered

from a nearly fatal bout with malaria, Muir questions the view of hierarchy and

difference which creates the distinction between human and natural:
Why should man value himself as more than a small part of the
great unit of creation? And what creature of all that the Lord has
taken the pains to make is not essential to the completeness of that
unit—the cosmos? The universe would be incomplete without
man; but it would also be incomplete without the smallest
transmicroscopic creature that dwells beyond our conceitful eyes
and knowledge (357).

Although it is still tinged with the religious vocabulary of his upbringing, Muir’s

understanding of biocentrism here could be described as a scientized version of

the identity Thoreau experienced on Ktaadn. As a principle describing the

ultimate relativity of all parts of the ecosystem, Muir’s experience of bio-equality

contains both the terror and the joy of Thoreau’s summit experience on

Ktaadn—the terror of realizing that one is but a minuscule part of an immense
                                                                                                                                                
national landscape see Annette Kolodny, The Lay of the Land and The Land Before
Her. For a more general discussion of gender as related to the experience and
portrayal of nature, see Carolyn Merchant The Death of Nature. and the work of
an ever-growing number of eco-feminist critics to which Judith Plant’s collection
Healing the Wounds: The Promise of Eco-Feminism provides a useful introduction.
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and incomprehensible, even inimical realm, and the joy of recognizing that realm

as an equally unfathomable part of the self. Biocentrism is thus both science and

philosophy, and while it has profound implications for the conduct of natural

sciences, it no less profoundly both relies and builds upon the experiential ethics

of the sublime. Not surprisingly it goes on to form a central theme of the writing

of outdoor adventurers and ecologists alike.46 Equally unsurprising, biocentrism

is a controversial idea, especially in Muir’s time where it was the end result of an

almost Copernican shift in perspectives on nature that took place throughout the

nineteenth century.47 However controversial such thinking may have been, it

was not entirely new. In fact, it drew on rhetorical and philosophical strategies

that were already well established in American expressions of nature.

As the above quote from Walk to the Gulf might suggest, the aesthetic

philosophy of the sublime is a cornerstone of both the lived experience of

biocentrism and the fullest, most committing experience of American landscape.

As Thoreau did before him, Muir frequently uses the cultural authority of the
                                                

46In fact, by the turn of the century, the issues at the core of bio-equality
formed the center of the debate between the Preservationists and the
Conservationists: the political-philosophical groups in which virtually all present
day environmental and resource-management institutions can locate their roots.
I will examine this debate, with particular attention to Muir’s role in it, when I
discuss the politics of Muir’s thinking and writing below.

47Its controversial nature survives today in the frequent accusation that
environmentalists care “more” about owls, snail darters, etc. than they do about
people, an accusation that, regardless of its scientific or descriptive accuracy,
assumes a priori the centrality of humans in a given ecotome. Today,
Biocentrism finds its most extreme expression in “fringe” and radical
environmental groups such as Earth First!, and in philosophies such as Deep
Ecology. See Deep Ecology: Living as if Nature Mattered, Bill Devall and George
Sessions, eds. (Salt Lake City, Utah: Peregrine Smith Books, 1985) and Ecodefense:
A Field Guide to Monkeywrenching, second edition, Dave Foreman and Bill
Haywood, eds. (Tuczon, Ariz.: Ned Ludd Books, 1987).
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transcendent sublime to shape his experiences into an ideology of being. And,

like Thoreau sauntering westward or even Edwards walking in his pasture,

Muir’s trips into nature become pilgrimages towards both an ecological higher

knowledge, and a redefinition and affirmation of American identity. In each case,

knowledge comes in the form of a physical experience, a bodily truth.48 The

linked experience of the body and philosophical insight is thus a crucial part of

Muir’s own practice in nature, and the social practices which arise concurrently.

Virtually every text in Muir’s bibliography expresses at some point this

relationship between body, philosophy and landscape. Consequently, I shall limit

myself, for the most part, to one particularly succinct example: Muir’s now classic

essay, “A Near View to the High Sierra.”49 I have chosen this piece because, in

many ways, it reads like the ur-text of modern wilderness experiences; echoes of

both its form and its content can be found in virtually all the present day texts

and experiences of backpackers, mountaineers, hikers and climbers. Originally

published in 1894 in a collection of essays entitled The Mountains of California,

“Near View” describes a fall trip to the high country above Yosemite Valley.

Although he had just returned from a summer in the mountains, Muir accedes to

the wishes of two young artists who were seeking to hire a guide to assist them
                                                

48The metaphor of the pilgrimage is even plainer at the conclusion of
Muir’s First Summer in the Sierra. Here Muir finds a particular plant which he has
been seeking since the beginning of his Sierra journey; he finally encounters the
bell-shaped Cassiope at the foot of appropriately named Cathedral Peak and
exclaims that “In our best times everything turns into religion, all the world
seems a church and the mountains alters.” (173)

49To find an additional few places where such episodes occur refer to the
books, The Mountains of California and My First Summer in the Sierra and essays
such as “Twenty Hill Hollow,” and “Wild Wool.”
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in their search for picturesque landscapes. The trio hike up into the mountains

and finds suitable scenery in the alpine setting of Tuolomne Meadows. Muir

leaves the artists to make sketches of “foregrounds” and “backgrounds” and

sets off on an ultimately successful ascent of Mt. Ritter. He returns three days

later, meets his charges and the three of them return to Yosemite. From this

seemingly simple travelogue, Muir elaborates a parable of wilderness

experience: the essay chronicles not only a trip to the mountains, but also a

journey beyond social and psychological boundaries, a journey which has the

ultimate effect of re-forging Muir’s identity and his relationship to the landscape.

By placing this relationship with nature in contrast to that of the artists, the essay

also contains an implicit critique of more “cultured” ways of experiencing self

and landscape.

In fact, throughout the essay, Muir sets up oppositions, examines them and

ultimately dissolves them. Starting with the title, Muir uses the concepts of

proximity (near) and distance (view), enclosure and disclosure, to describe his

relationship with nature—a relationship which ultimately dissolves the

separation between location and scene, viewer and viewed. The essay opens as

Muir starts to descend from the immense glacial landscape of the High Sierra,

coming down from the “glacier meadows… crevasses, [and] moraines” (103) in

anticipation of spending the winter “warmly snow-bound in [his] Yosemite cabin

with plenty of bread and books…” (103). The changing season thus means for

Muir moving from one realm to another, from the immense scale of glacial

landscaping to the more mundane, human world of “bread and books”50 where
                                                

50“Bread” and “books” are common motifs in Muir’s writing. He
consistently refers to “bread” as that which impels him back into town after a
sojourn in the backcountry; bread, and the means of procuring it (i.e., wages),
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he will be able to interact with his “favorite region” only through “distant views”

from Yosemite (103).

Seen from the cultural perspective of bread and books (i.e., the “distant

view”), the human relationship with nature is purely visual, it implies a viewer

who stands distinct from the landscape and composes it, formally, in his mind’s

eye. Early in the essay, Muir himself seems to be locked into this way of seeing.

He muses about the relationship between geological scale and the degree to

which a landscape can be called “picturesque,” noting that for the most part the

High Sierra are too vast to be captured by an artist’s frame: “the whole massive

uplift of the range is one great picture, not clearly divisible into smaller ones…

[and so is] less separable… into warm, sympathetic, lovable pictures with

appreciable humanity in them” (104). Like Thoreau’s Ktaadn, these mountains

do little to welcome humanity; their very scale works to render them inaccessible

to human conceptions. However, as Muir leaves the alpine valley, he notes that

his immediate surroundings are an exception to this general trend since they are

“in a high degree picturesque [with] main features so regular and evenly

balanced as almost to appear conventional” (104).

Muir thus describes a means of evaluating his surroundings that relies

mainly on visual criteria and which is governed by the formal conventions of

composition. In short, Muir describes the relationship of the landscape painter to

the landscape, a relationship governed entirely by social conventions and human
                                                                                                                                                
becomes a symbol for the realm of social production. Similarly, as the means for
both conveying Muir’s experiences of nature and earning a living, books
represent financial responsibility, social status and political power. Especially
early in his career, Muir openly disliked writing, believing that it was only a pale
version of his experience and, since it required being closed up in his study, a
poor way to spend one’s time (see Frederick Turner, 222-223).



123

perceptions. Indeed, at one point Muir describes “gaz[ing] on the glorious

picture [and] throwing up [his] arms to inclose [sic] it as in a frame” (105-6). The

landscape here is thus framed by a human world that is primarily portrayed as

enclosure and delimitation; this landscape is valuable for the degree to which it

expresses an “appreciable humanity.”51 Like Muir’s Yosemite cabin, like the

“bread and books,” this way of interpreting landscape is confining, familiar, cozy

and limited. In other words, this perspective confines and defines Muir’s

response to the landscape by the degree to which it conforms to social

conventions of the “picturesque.” It is the landscape of enclosure, it surrounds

the viewer with familiar compositions of background, middle-ground and

foreground and so establishes the firm distinction of the viewer from the

landscape and the absolute separation of nature from culture.

From a more general perspective, this way of apprehending landscape

represents the world-view of bourgeois Victorians. It depicts wild nature

bounded by rationally, willfully applied conventions. It organizes the landscape

into a pastoral precursor of modern industrial society. By composing nature into

a scene that contains “appreciable humanity,” the artists seek to display nature in

the “middle stage” of the Garden. The landscape sought by the artists, in other

words, must express “the peace of an enclosed space, a world set

apart…invok[ing] a feeling of encircled felicity” (Marx 29). The harmonious

                                                
51 Since it forms an important part of the aesthetics of tourism, I will take

up the notion of the picturesque in greater detail in the next chapter. It may
suffice to say, for the time being, that the picturesque was an important
convention in turn of the century landscape painting because it allowed the
painter to depict nature that was bounded and beneficent without having to
include an overwhelming human presence. In this sense, the picturesque can be
read somewhat as a visual representation of the pastoral. See page 169 below.
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interaction of background, middle-ground and foreground echoes the

harmonious relationship between man and nature when the land provides

simply and directly for all human needs. It displays a landscape that is thus

intelligible and apprehensible, where the land and its inhabitants are speaking

the same language. This intelligibility includes, of course, the viewer of the scene;

this pastoral landscape incorporates the viewer within its felicity. It is also the

ideal landscape of Victorian culture; it expresses the social harmony that comes

when all elements are functioning smoothly within their proper roles.

However, while the essay presents this description of landscape and viewer

without open critique, the text implies some tensions and contradictions that lie

below the surface of the scene. At first these are expressed in purely aesthetic

terms: Muir notes how the bright “autumn colors… contrast brightly” with the

gray, black and white of the rocks and glaciers in the background (105). The

essay goes on to represent this pictorial landscape as a crop which, “after long

ages of growth in the darkness beneath the glaciers, through sunshine and

storms,… [is now] ready and waiting for the elected artist, like yellow wheat for

the reaper” (106). The imagery here has several associations which go beyond

the merely artistic. On the one hand, it implies the social view of landscape as

resource, to be farmed and consumed. As such it brings with it a sense of the

pastoral, of a landscape that is tamed and bounded, whose appeal is a direct

function of its usefulness. On the other hand, the reaper and “the darkness

beneath the glaciers” also imply the presence of death (which is perhaps

foreshadowed in the black and gray of the background in the preceding

description). There are a few ways to interpret this implication. On the one hand,

viewing the landscape from the perspective of the landscape artist means in
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some sense to kill it, to cut it off and disconnect it from its life source. However,

the metaphor does not entirely allow so simple a reading since it locates the life-

source of the pastoralized landscape in the frozen darkness beneath the glaciers.

At least by implication here, the source of brightly colored life is black, icy death.

Ultimately, then, it may be most accurate to describe the social/artistic

perspective of nature as one that removes it from its true source—the black

mystery of death—and artificially preserves its colors by enclosing it in a frame

defined by human conventions. The social perspective, this passage seems to

imply, is actually the denial of death and so it rests on false assumptions which

are as transient and ultimately lifeless as the autumn colors (which themselves

imply the coming of winter). Shortly after this description, the essay again

emphasizes the degree to which a pastoralized social perspective denies the true,

dark nature of the landscape. Muir notes that the artists, before finally arriving at

Tuolummne, find the scenery “sadly disappointing” and they comment that “‘All

this is huge and sublime, but we see nothing as yet at all available for effective

pictures’” (107-8). The artists, Muir implies here, are too separated from the

landscape, have adopted a perspective too controlled by social conventions, to

experience the full physical and emotional impact of the landscape.

Not surprisingly, Muir himself provides the model for an alternative

experience of the landscape, one in which death plays a central role.52 Once the
                                                

52I should note that while Muir provides an alternative to the artists’
experience of the landscape, he himself is not entirely immune to its appeal. As
he leaves the high country in the beginning of the essay, before he meets the
artists in the valley, Muir muses that “I could not help wishing that I might carry
colors and brushes with me on my travels, and learn to paint” (106). A little later
we learn that one of the artists is an “impulsive… young scotchman” (108). The
implication is straightforward, Muir finds the cultured perspective represented
by the artists tempting; the world of “warm, sympathetic lovable pictures,” of
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party settles in Tuolummne, Muir announces his intention to climb Mt. Ritter

over the next several days and departs immediately, leaving the artists to make

sketches. At the outset of the climb, Muir remains in a landscape characterized by

visual and cultural terms: “Climbing higher, higher, new beauty came streaming

on the sight: painted meadows, late-blooming gardens, peaks of rare

architecture, lakes here and there, shining like silver” (111). Gazing on a

landscape of paintings, gardens, architecture and silver, Muir is still firmly

ensconced in the social world of bread and books; he yet carries with him the

enclosed perspective of an artist’s frame. By days end, however, the landscape

begins to take on a different tenor. Muir camps for the night by a small lake,

using a “storm beaten thicket” for firewood. He is surrounded by “somber

peaks, hacked and shattered” that present a “savage aspect in the gloaming”

(114). Across the basin, a waterfall “chanted solemnly” to the “scraggy pines

[that were] so dwarfed and shorn by storm-winds that you might walk over

their tops” (114). All told, the landscape is “one of the most desolate [Muir has]

ever beheld” (115). It is strikingly reminiscent of the “damp, dark crags” and the

stunted “black spruce trees” Thoreau encounters on Ktaadn: a landscape that is

alien and foreboding, savage and beautiful, cold and compelling. In essence, it is

a landscape entirely devoid of any “appreciable humanity.”

Nonetheless, Muir is able to interpret this scenery and establish at least a

tenuous relation with it. Ensconced in his thicket he writes, “the darkest

scriptures of the mountains are illumined with bright passages of love…”

implying that the landscape here is a sacred text which, even when it describes a

                                                                                                                                                
“bread and books” and cozy cabins is not without appeal.
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dark and alien realm, nonetheless has a profound correspondence with its

“reader” (115). This forbidding landscape has value in and of itself; it is not

presented as a warning to sinners as an emblem of God’s wrath, nor even as

background to throw the light of the civilized into greater relief. Rather, this

scenery communicates to Muir a human-like presence as the “bright passages…

[of the alpine scriptures] never fail to make themselves felt when one is alone”

(115). In other words, Muir suggests here that there is a presence in even the

darkest, coldest, most seemingly alien landscape that corresponds warmly with

the human psyche.

This correspondence with the landscape helps Muir pass a dark and frozen

night, and he awakens to a day that contrasts sharply with the harsh scenery of

the evening. As Muir approaches the “majestic form of Ritter,” light and warmth

suffuse the landscape and Muir is redeemed from the “coldest solitude” of the

previous evening. The story here bears a strong resemblance to the mini-

narrative Muir related earlier describing the “birth” of the landscape from the

frozen darkness of the glacier into the golden light of autumn colors. Like the

Sierras, Muir is undergoing a geological re-formation, he is being shaped by the

ice and cold, wind and sun. With this reformation, Muir sheds the pastoral

perspective on nature that had enclosed him earlier and he climbs towards a

purely physical sense of self and wilderness. He strides towards the mountain

feeling “exhilarated, as if never more to feel fatigue, limbs moving of

themselves, every sense unfolding like the thawing flowers…” (117). Light here

is associated with redemption, with “warming and awakening” into a higher

form of existence. The mountain light causes Muir’s body to “thrill” like the

“rock crystals and snow crystals” as he gains vitality and altitude (117-18). One
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gets the sense that Muir is experiencing the first twinges of a kind of rebirth, he is

experiencing a reconnection to the landscape that goes far beyond the familiar

frame of picturesque.

Rather than the pastoral beneficence of autumnal fields, Muir is developing

a connection to the darker vision of nature exemplified by the frozen lake basin

where he spent the night, a landscape devoid of any “appreciable humanity.” As

Muir climbs he finds himself in an alien landscape of “rugged spurs and

moraines, and huge, projecting buttresses” (117-18). In short, he is entering the

landscape of the sublime. Like the previous night, however, Muir again finds this

stark alpine scenery somehow welcome and reassuring. He writes that “we

always find that the strangest objects in these fountain wilds are in some degree

familiar, and we look upon them with a vague sense of having seen them

before” (118). For Muir here, the seemingly alien and sublime landscape of the

high mountains produces some echo of familiarity in the human psyche, a point

that is underscored by the plural “we.” When Muir observes this alpine

landscape, he sees there some aspect of his own self and the human Self in

general, even though the scenery may be “strange” and “wild.”53 To some

degree, Muir is experiencing the same startling glint of recognition that so panics

Thoreau on Ktaadn when he suddenly sees himself in the alien and forbidding

aspect of that mountain’s mists and crags.

                                                
53I would again stress here the point made by Sharon Cameron that I

raised in the previous chapter. Namely, that nature in these kinds of experiences
does not serve as a metaphor or exemplar of the human mind; rather, the
human mind is seen to contain a similarly alien and unfathomable aspect as
wilderness. See Cameron 61.
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There is, however, an obvious difference. For Muir, the recognition of the

self in this landscape is in no way cause for alarm. Quite the contrary, Muir finds

the recognition comforting. Climbing through the spurs of buttresses of Ritter,

he exclaims that “going to the mountains is like going home” (118). For Muir,

writing well after the crisis of cultural authority has stripped Victorianism of

much of its interpretive power, recognizing the self in a wild landscape means

tapping into a very different idea of identity. The familiarity of the wilderness

comes not from the cozy enclosure of a Victorian home and hearth, but rather

from the way in which it expresses an American myth that was rapidly

becoming accepted as the nation’s creation story: that of the rugged individual,

forged by the wilds of the frontier, who embodies the true, gritty, populist

character of the nation. In short, the home Muir returns to in the mountains is

the imagined community of America before the closing of the frontier. In

Thoreau’s 1830’s and 40’s, an American culture still working to establish its

identity against the looming bulk of the frontier was not entirely prepared to

accept the idea that American character could be produced by the wilderness that

yet threatened to engulf it. By the turn of the century, Muir was taking a way

that was no longer pathless; it had already been trodden by Transcendentalists

and antimodernists alike.

However, I am getting ahead of myself, for we still need to see exactly what

Muir found on his climb that so completely allowed him to recognize himself in

the sublime landscape. This comes during Muir’s push for the summit. At first he

approaches the peak in a “hesitating mood,” feeling daunted by the “hopelessly

steep” walls of rock and snow and chilled by the “shadow and gloomy blackness

of the rocks” (120). The mountain now seems deathly and silent, with “no
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meadows to cheer with their brave colors” and only the ominous “rattling

report of falling stones” (120). This landscape seems to betoken death and

danger; it belittles Muir, tempting him to merely approach the face of the

mountain, “creep about its flanks… ready to flee on the approach of the first

storm cloud” and retreat until the following season (121). Muir’s condition here is

a familiar one: he is “discomposed” like Edwards in the pasture; he is locked

inside a small bounded consciousness with no connection to the immense power

of the outer world of nature. As Thoreau did on Ktaadn, Muir here embodies the

condition of the religious pilgrim: the climb has become an ordeal, a trial where

both self and landscape must be transcended in order to gain higher

knowledge.54

As Muir arduously makes his way upwards, the difficulties of the terrain

increase: “the situation becom[es] gradually more perilous… [to the point that]

one would inevitably fall to the glacier in case a single misstep were made” (122).

As the danger increases, Muir’s ability to think seems to evaporate, becoming as

“dispersed and shadowy” as Thoreau’s ability to reason on Ktaadn’s summit

(Maine Woods 85). “My instincts,” Muir writes, “usually so positive and true,

seemed vitiated in some way, and were leading me astray” (122). In this clouded

condition, Muir eventually comes to a steep headwall at the top of an “avalanche

channel” (122). After trying unsuccessfully to make a detour around this cliff, he

finds he has no choice but to scale it directly. Picking his “holds with intense

                                                
54Again, I would like to point the structural similarities here between Muir’s

ascent and the Puritan rite of passage. The main difference between Muir’s
experience of nature here and the Puritan “chastening “ and “scourging” is the
application of the aesthetics of the sublime.



131

caution” (123), Muir makes his way about halfway up the cliff before he finds

himself in a deadly predicament:
I was suddenly brought to a dead stop, with arms outspread,
clinging close to the face of the rock, unable to move hand or foot
either up or down. My doom appeared fixed. I must fall. There
would be a moment of bewilderment, and then a lifeless rumble
down the one general precipice to the glacier below. (123)

Muir has come face to face with his own inevitable mortality. He lives his death

in his imagination and, frankly, the thought terrifies him. He becomes “nerve

shaken for the first time since setting foot on the mountains, and [his] mind

seemed to fill with a stifling smoke” (123). At this moment, his conscious mind,

the state of being one inhabits from day to day, is completely obscured. For an

instant, Muir is almost literally out of his head.

The result, however, is not the long fall to the glacier that Muir envisions.

The smoke clears, the “terrible eclipse last[s] only a moment [and]… life blazes

forth again with preternatural clearness” (123). However, as the adjective

“preternatural” implies, the “life” that “blazes forth” here is not the normal

condition of everyday consciousness. Instead, Muir seems to be possessed by an

identity beyond or other than his own:
The other self, bygone experiences, Instinct, or Guardian
Angel—call it what you will,—came forward and assumed control.
Then my trembling muscles became firm again, every rift and flaw
in the rock was seen as through a microscope, and my limbs
moved with a positiveness and precision with which I seemed to
have nothing at all to do (123).

Muir has become entirely diffused into his own body; he experiences an organic

“Instinctive” connection to the rock. In a sense, the cliff becomes an extension of
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his own physicality. This un-namable state of being (“call it what you will”) is in

effect the condition of death—of losing the self entirely into the non-conscious,

alien realm of the other—but death in a particular sense that Muir has implied

throughout the essay.

Since the essay’s earlier descriptions of alpine scenery, death, darkness and

the landscape have shared a close association. At the climactic moment of the

narrative the “stifling smoke,” and “terrible eclipse” of Muir’s summit ordeal

echo and ultimately merge with the “darkness beneath the glaciers” the “somber

peaks” and “gloomy blackness of the rocks” that lie buried before emerging into

light, “blazing forth” into “clearness.” Thus when Muir crosses over into the

realm of death to encounter the “other self,” he finds that that “self” is the vast,

dark and incomprehensible realm of unbounded, inhuman nature. It is a “self”

so “other” that encountering it means the diffusion of consciousness, loss of

control and the total ascendancy of the body as the instinctive impulses of

physicality overmaster the rationality of the cultured mind. More generally, Muir

experiences an aspect of self outside the enclosures of society; he encounters the

“primal” or “natural” man that lies buried in the darkness below the civilized

veneer of Victorian propriety. Ultimately, then, “going home” in the mountains

means entering not the bounded, framed conventions of a Victorian

pastoral—the enclosure of bread and books—but means rather a return to the

wild condition which underlies all life as the landscape lies under a glacier,

waiting to be formed and released into light.

In this context, death and the landscape merge to form a conceit

representing the realm outside of society and self. However, the intimate

relationship between dark and light that Muir establishes throughout the essay
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suggests that the dividing line between such oppositions is fluid, that in fact

darkness is the necessary precondition for light, as death is the forerunner of life.

By dissolving these boundaries, by enlarging the notion of self to include the

other, the idea of culture to include wild nature, these kind of sublime

experiences have the ultimate effect of creating a newly strengthened totality: an

integrated self. Thus Muir, having overcome the difficulties of the precipice,

readily gains the summit of Mt. Ritter where he enjoys a godlike perspective and

power. Using his “strange influx of strength” Muir easily stands “upon the

topmost crag in the blessed light” where he establishes himself at the center of

the “glorious… landscape circled around this noble summit” (124). His “eye,

rejoicing in its freedom” takes in the landscape “southward… westward…

northward… [and] eastward” (124-6). Muir’s identity here (to borrow Emerson’s

eye/I pun from “Nature”) is omniscient, omnipresent and immortal; he has in a

sense become the landscape.55 By dissolving culture and conventional social

                                                
55Another example here might serve to underscore the central role of these

experiences in Muir’s practice, as well as illustrating how closely these
experiences resemble each other. In this case, Muir is attempting to sketch the
view from Yosemite’s rim, having climbed to the top of a large waterfall:

Whether these picture sheets are to vanish like fallen leaves or go to friends
like letters, matters not much; for little can they tell to those who have not
themselves seen similar wildness, and like a language have learned it. No pain
here, no dull empty hours, no fear of the past, no fear of the future…. no petty
personal hope or experience has room to be. Drinking this champagne water is
pure pleasure, so is breathing the living air, and every movement of limbs is
pleasure, while the whole body seems to feel beauty when exposed to it as i t
feels the campfire or sunshine, entering not by the eyes alone, but equally
through all one’s flesh like radiating heat, making a passionate ecstatic
pleasure-glow not explainable. One’s body then seems homogeneous throughout,
sound as a crystal. (First Summer 91)

Here again the wilderness is portrayed as a kind of language, only it is a
language conveyed not by words or symbols, but rather only by presence. It
describes a realm outside of history (“no fear of the past… [or] future”) and



134

consciousness, Muir experiences the “other self” which, by virtue of its nature as

dark and alien, diffused and boundless can be seen as a version—indeed an

incarnation—of sublime nature.

This diffusion of the self into the boundless otherness of nature can be read

as a metaphysics of identity whose logical form is a version of the ethics of

bioequality. And so both the metaphysics and the logic are part of the vital core

of Muir’s practice of nature. Notably, although these views valorize breaking

down cultural boundaries and limits, they do not necessarily constitute an anti-

cultural, antisocial practice. More exactly, Muir’s practices can be read as a

critique of an overly narrow social vision—represented by the artists and their

“precious sketches” (133)—which nonetheless does not call for a revision of any

basic ideologies. In fact, biocentrism expresses a kind of natural science liberal

democracy which levels all of nature into one great interdependent mass; it is an

ecological version of “all men are created equal.”56 At the same time, Muir’s

practice of nature works to exalt and strengthen the individual self. By risking

death and dissolving the self in oceanic transcendent relations, Muir’s experiences

of the sublime help to establish the ultimate power and distinction of the

                                                                                                                                                
beyond the conceptions of selfhood (“no petty personal hope or experience”).
Enveloped in what might be called a Transcendentalist body rush, Muir again
inhabits a world of pure sensation, a sexualized world which rejects rationality,
difference and selfhood in favor of dissolving identity into transcendent
wildness. With a near-religious fervor, Muir basks in the ecstasy of the sublime.

56At the risk of reaching too far, one could also use this notion of
biocentrism to describe the popular late nineteenth century conception of the
frontier as a political/cultural description American character. The open range
makes all men equal regardless of social standing, a notion formally codified in
Frederick Jackson Turner’s influential “frontier thesis.” Trachtenberg discusses
the relationship between this “thesis” and turn of the century social history (see
11-17).
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individual subject. Emphasizing the individual in this manner allows Muir’s

practice to provide ideological ballast for prevailing social notions of identity,

notions that emphasized “being yourself” and placed individual development

and growth over older, communal ideals. Thus, by providing both

accommodation and revision, Muir’s practice of nature falls squarely in the realm

of other antimodern activities and movements. The degree to which his practices

emphasize a harsh physicality, a bodily relationship with the land, implies not

only a reinterpretation and validation of Muir’s childhood experiences with

nature, but contains also a critique of the insulating comforts of “weightless,”

“bland” and diffuse Gilded Age society (see Lears 32). However, unlike many

other forms of antimodernism, Muir’s practice of nature has influences that reach

deeply into other aspects of social and political history. Ultimately, as we shall

see, the mass practices which rise to popularity at the same time that Muir rises

to national visibility work to fortify two other social constructs: the consumer

and the American. Since the former is undoubtedly more significant in

contemporary US, I will take it up in the next chapter. In the meantime, I would

like to turn my attention to the latter, to the relationships between identity, the

practice of nature and national character.

  

As I pointed out above, beginning with the walk to the gulf, Muir’s nature

writing was an act of self-creation. Muir’s texts show Muir inventing himself,

writing a narrative in which he was the hero. In this sense, it is hard to tell texts

from the events, the walk to the gulf from the Walk to the Gulf. By this I do not
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mean that Muir’s texts are exceedingly faithful or “realistic.” Rather, the events

described in the text are themselves social creations whose very forms are

narrative. In other words, Muir’s walk itself is a narrative, a story he tells about

himself in order to find an authoritative way to establish his identity.57 The

distinction I’m making here is perhaps subtle and slippery, but it is important

since Muir’s experiences are echoed in generations of nature lovers. For climbers,

backpackers, and even tourists, wilderness experiences become lived texts, ways

of enacting the “true” nature of American self and society, regardless of whether

or not they are written about later. Thus, for all of these practitioners of nature,

such experiences have profound implications not only for their own sense of

identity, their ideas of themselves, but also for their conceptions of their society

and their nation.58

In Muir’s case, as we have seen, there was much in the course of his life

which impelled him towards developing a practice of nature as a means of

solidifying his own identity. Since his childhood, nature had been both the locus

of his labor and a place to seek escape. In addition, given the context of his

                                                
57In a sense, one could read Muir’s account of his life this way too. Given

how late in life he wrote The Story of My Boyhood and Youth (with his health
starting to fail, and only with the strong urging of his old friend E. H. Harriman,
he dictated it to Harriman’s personal secretary), Muir’s early connection to
nature is clearly another chapter in this same narrative.

58Perhaps what separates Muir from other outdoor enthusiasts is mainly a
question of degree. For Muir, as for perhaps all those who make the practice of
nature into a career, he extends the narrative to cover his entire life. In other
words, like any media figure, the identity of “John Muir” comes to us via texts
and images that Muir himself, in large part, created. In this way, even the events
of Muir’s childhood—the westward runs, the Horatio Alger-like rise from
poverty to prominence—are an invention, part of the creation of the Muir
mythology, chapters in the narrative of the practice of nature which writes Muir
into existence.
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family’s emigration, the American landscape in particular was strongly

associated with the potential for personal definition and spiritual redemption.

After the move, Muir had found strength and self-expression by developing a

close relationship with the landscape of frontier Wisconsin. Unquestionably, all of

this worked upon Muir impelling him to find some way of living that

incorporated the practices of nature he had developed. His letters and journals

reveal that he struggled to find a meaningful way to fit into industrial, late

Victorian society. And although much of the pressure was gentle, coming from

valued friends such as the Carrs, Muir nonetheless chafed at the requirements of

finding a traditional job, a wife, raising a family and being a provider. He shirked

these traditional roles as long as possible, until, by the 1890’s, social conditions

were such that Muir could fashion his practice of nature into a socially productive

role. He did this by adopting an antimodernist stance that linked social and

political identity in ways that simply could not be widely accepted in Thoreau’s

pre-Civil War America.

Consequently, for John Muir the practice of nature was a vital part of

becoming himself, of defining an identity that brought together his country, his

own views and ideas and those of his father and family history. The practice of

nature was an amalgamation, the intersection of Muir’s personal and America’s

national history. In fact, this intersection illustrates how Muir was able to become

a significant political figure and a popular cultural icon. Muir’s eventual social

status suggests that the way of life he represented, the means of perceiving self,

nature and nation that his texts expressed, had a particular resonance for many

Gilded Age Americans who were themselves struggling to define the country’s,

and their own, identity. In other words, his popularity suggests that at this
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moment in American social history there was a profound need for a social

practice that would work to effectively define the individual, the nation, and the

relationship between the two. The decline in the cultural authority of

Victorianism, the spread of mass, corporate culture, the accompanying rapid,

large-scale changes in social organization and daily life, and the ongoing conflicts

that seemed to continuously threaten American history and identity all conspired

to create a powerful impetus towards finding new ways to express the nature of

the country and its citizens.59

This multiple threat to identity, working on both social and psychological

levels, begins, at least in general terms, to account for the centrality of death and

dissolution in Muir’s practice of nature. Without suggesting too mechanistic of a

relationship, one can see such sublime experiences as a way of providing at least

the means to conceptualize mortality, to connect individual human lives to larger

issues and so make death meaningful and significant by inventing ways for the

self to transcend and absorb threats. Experiences like Muir’s on Ritter can allow

individuals to find meaning in their individual histories by providing both a

connection of the individual self to broad Universal forces and a way of

symbolically linking this individual history to narratives of national history.

These imaginary solutions are acceptable precisely because they fall squarely

within the realm of the sublime; they allow Muir to engage in “dangerous”

                                                
59By “conflict” I refer here, of course, not only to the Civil War, but also to

the almost constant warfare with Native Americans during this period. The
1870’s and 80’s, saw intensified conflicts with the Indians, and an increasingly
horrifying level of violence. Indeed, violence and conflict in many ways defined
the landscape into which America was expanding at an unprecedented rate; it is
no coincidence that the West has come to be the archetypal American historical
landscape.
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fantasies about dissolution and death, while at the same time participating in

cultural myths about nature and self. In this way, sublime experiences of

landscape work to create a vision of “nature” that helps to justify, clarify and

cope with mortality and human suffering.60 In other words, the degree to which

Muir’s experiences fit into these conventions of the sublime is the degree to

which they can be accessible to others; by invoking the sublime, experiences such

as Muir’s ascent of Mt. Ritter work to create a larger context for American life in

the last decades of the nineteenth century.

Describing Muir’s experiences as sublime calls attention to the fact that not

only do Muir’s practices of nature cohere internally to the logic of narrative, they

are also communicated, expressed and contained in writing. This may seem like

an obvious observation, but it has profound implications. In the purely material

sense, writing is what allows Muir to translate his practices into a means of

making a living. Writing lets Muir make the practice of nature into income and it

thereby allows him to circumvent conventional means of earning money

through a “respectable” trade. Thus through writing, Muir is able to create a

connection between his practice of nature and economics; writing serves as a

mediator between the world of men and money (“Bread and books”) and the

world of nature and spirit. Writing worked as the means to justify Muir’s

tramping; it made walking a career rather than an escape.

As a means of creating a career, however, writing also connected Muir to

more than simple subsistence economics. Successful publishing also gave Muir a
                                                

60This might serve to at least in part explain how the “back-to-nature”
movement in the late 1960’s grew out of the Vietnam protest movement. It
might also help explain the relationship with nature that almost always seems to
play a part in popular American warriors from Cowboys to Rambo.
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public persona, a mass identity—he became a character in his own books and

essays. This character propelled him, eventually, into politics, especially the

politics of national identity. Muir’s writing—and the social relevance of what he

describes there—becomes representative of a particular conception of what it

means to be an American. His writing tells a story that for many at the turn of

the century worked to create a meaningful version of the history and character

of America. Or, to use slightly different language, Muir’s texts were contributions

to an increasingly pervasive American myth: that America is “nature’s nation,”

that the character of Americans is created through their contact with unspoiled

wilderness (See P. Miller 197-201).

This myth, perhaps more than any other factor, allowed experiences such as

Muir’s to enter the social and political arena. By the time Muir was writing, it was

no longer mainly expressed in “high cultural” artifacts such as landscape art or

transcendentalist essays; through a number of popular outlets, the view of

America as nature’s nation had increasingly widespread public expression. In

particular, the politics of wilderness preservation had, by the mid 1880’s, become

a highly visible national concern. Traditionally, the mainstream of this politics has

been divided into two camps: the preservationist and the conservationist.61

Briefly defined, the conservationist view is utilitarian, arguing for the husbanding

of natural resources in order to provide “the greatest good for the greatest

number” (Oravec 444). For conservationists, nature is a renewable stockpile of
                                                

61Wilderness preservation, obviously enough, is only one aspect of what is
today known as environmentalism. Environmentalism, as Darnovsky points out,
comprises much more than the historical views of preservationism and
conservationism. However, Darnovsky also points out these two views have
long dominated the popular perceptions and histories of the movement. (See 16-
21.)
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resources, the harvesting and extraction of which must be carefully managed in

order to ensure long-term productivity. Conservationists therefore conceived of

America mainly in terms of a “collective population of individual units” with

quantifiable material needs (Oravec 444). Preservationists, on the other hand,

emphasize the immanent value of nature in and of itself. They argue that nature

should be preserved continuously in an untouched condition so that people can

experience the beauty, power and larger truths that nature inevitably

demonstrates. According to the article by Christine Oravec I just cited, it was this

characterization of Muir and other preservationists that lead to their defeat in the

fight to prevent the damming of the Hetch Hetchy river valley near Yosemite.

This defeat came because, as a number of writers and historians have

argued, the preservationists were generally perceived as belonging to an older

school of nostalgic idealists: a group of short-sighted, elitist intellectuals who

insisted on perpetuating Romantic ideals of nature that could be enjoyed only by

a privileged few. Conservationists, in this view, are essentially populists who

advocate both progress and the democratic distribution of resources.62

However, I would like to argue that the differences between these schools of

thought are less significant than the connections. Specifically, I want to point to a

connection that Oravec makes briefly in her article (although she later goes on to

over-stress the fundamental antipathy of the two schools). Oravec notes that the

preservationist and conservationist “views correspond to two poles of American

self image that had been linked in uneasy union throughout the later nineteenth

century—progressivism, which saw America as a collective population of

                                                
62See Oravec passim, Nash 129, Petulla 17-21.
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individual units, and nationalism, which took America as an organic nation, the

whole greater than the parts.” (Oravec 444).63 In other words, the two views are

a version of the “paradox of democracy” which has concerned observers of

America since at least Walt Whitman. (Briefly stated, this paradox consists of the

difficulty of maintaining individuality in a culture where all people are equal, of

celebrating universal (“natural”) individuality as the essential expression of a

nation.64) Thus what is at stake in both conservationism and preservationism is

the character of the nation. From this point of view, the two schools of thought

are inextricably linked; if we start with the preservationist view that the body of

the land is analogous to the body politic (the “organic nation”), we quickly see

that the body politic is composed of the bodies of citizens, the “collective

population of individual units” which conservationism emphasizes. Most

importantly, however, we see that both views reserve a central role for the land

in the definition and experience of being an American. For the preservationist,

experiencing nature’s sublime force is an individuated experience of national

identity (since America is “nature’s nation”), it is the experience of the dissolution

of the self into the national corpus. For the conservationist, wise use of the land

to provide for citizens’ needs is an expression of the democratic equality that

                                                
63I might also point out that these two view correspond in a general way to

the models of society implicit in the pastoral and the sublime. The progressivist-
conservationist view shares with the pastoral the idea of a society as a collective
of individuated producers and consumers while the preservationist-nationalist
perspective expresses a sublime-like conception of individuals diffused into a
transcendent whole.

64Whitman expresses this paradox most succinctly in his long essay
“Democratic Vistas.” John Kinnaird examines the paradox at length in
Whitman’s work and elsewhere, taking it to be a central question in American
literature.
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binds all Americans into an intra-dependant nation. While their arguments and

goals have generally diverged, advocates of both perspectives have thus

invoked nationalist ideals in order to wield considerable influence on the

establishment of national and state land reserves. Consequently the two views,

while they may oppose each other in legislative issues, are in fact rather closely

bound when viewed in the context of American nationalism. Both schools of

thought express a theory of American national identity that puts nature at the

heart of “American-ness.” Rather than continue much further along the path of

political history, then, I would like to turn to a closer examination of the

relationship between American nationalism and nature.

 There are profound implications associated with the fact that Muir was

seeking a reconciliation with death in a Georgia cemetery in 1867, little more

than two years after the nation’s longest and bloodiest conflict had ended. Both

the location and the historical moment point to the fact that by proposing a

different way to think about death, Muir was addressing more than a personal

issue. After all, the sheer magnitude of death witnessed by Americans in the Civil

War was unprecedented in the young nation’s history. The vast social

disruptions caused by death on this scale, not to mention the myriad other

economic, material and psychological impacts of civil warfare had led many

Americans to reevaluate their notions of what the nation was, and what it should

be. This, coupled with the widespread social changes that accompanied corporate

industrialization, meant that the “crisis of cultural authority” of the post Civil

War years was in large part both a personal and a national identity crisis.65
                                                

65In point of fact, the identity crisis that grew out of the Civil War is the
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Coming to grips with this crisis meant finding ways to reconcile individuals with

the nation, and finding ways to define both that provided meaning to life and

satisfactory ways of understanding death.

In a seminal monograph on the origins of the concepts of the nation,

Benedict Anderson makes the argument that there is in fact a profound

connection between mortality and nationalism. This relationship mediates

between individuals and the nation by providing a context in which individuals

can connect their personal history with the nation’s history. Since the relationship

between death and nationalism is not immediately obvious, but highly salient to

this study, I would like to briefly trace Anderson’s reasoning.

Anderson points out that nationalism arises concurrently with the decline of

religious modes of thought towards the end of the eighteenth century (18).

While indicating that this relationship may not necessarily be causal, Anderson

also points out that citizenship in a nation can nonetheless be seen to serve many

of the same functions as membership in a religious community. This is because,

Anderson explains, both religions and nations create “imagined communities” of

otherwise unrelated individuals. More exactly, like the world religions of

antiquity, the nation is imagined “because members of even the smallest nation

will never know most of their fellow members… yet in the minds of each lives

the image of their communion” (15). The nation, in other words, is a “cultural

artefact [sic]” that exists, in large part, in the minds of its members (13).

                                                                                                                                                
necessary precondition for the more coherent “crisis of cultural authority” that
came with the waning of Victorianism. From the broadest possible perspective,
the Civil War, the Reconstruction era and antimodernism can all be seen as
manifestations of the historical shift from agrarian, religious small scale societies
to secular, industrial-capitalist mass societies.
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Moreover, what these members hold in their minds is not only a vision of

relation with the contemporaneous mass of other citizens, but also to the long

history and endless future of the Nation. Like members of a religion, people in

the same nationality are bound by a belief in the same narratives of history and

the same visions of the future. Thus nationality imagines for the individual not

only a “deep horizontal comradeship,” but also a personal role in a great,

timeless myth (Anderson 16). And it is in this sense that nationalism can provide

some of the same comforts as religion. In particular, by linking individuals to

history, nationalism can give meaning to life while working to absolve the

seeming arbitrariness of suffering and death. As countless “Tombs of the

Unknown Soldier” and other monuments commemorating war-dead bleakly

attest, nationalism can turn “fatality into continuity, contingency into meaning”

(Anderson 19). Thus, as world religions did before them, nations can provide

their members with a way of explaining suffering, of making their own lives and

deaths meaningful parts of a far greater whole. To put it another way, imagining

oneself a member of a nation-community means imagining oneself a participant

in a grand and timeless narrative, it is the insertion of the individual into an epic

story that will unfold through eternity and reaches back into a misty past.

However, while Anderson can thus convincingly argue for a connection

between the religious and the national by pointing to the way in which

“nationalist imaginings are much concerned with death and immortality” (18),

there is little in his monograph to account for how this concern is actually

manifested and experienced by the individual members of a national

community. I would like to propose, then, an element that is otherwise lacking in

Anderson’s “imagined community:” namely, the landscape. For if nationalism
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imagines communion between all of its members, it also imagines that that

connection occurs within geophysical boundaries. A nation, that is, describes not

only a relation between humans, it circumscribes that relation within a given

area. And, if the national relation between men is invested with a sacred-like

ability to account for human suffering, the landscape on which this relation

occurs is no less sacral. In other words, if nationalism substitutes a new secular

myth to account for human origins and continuity, the setting for that myth, the

terrain on which its dramas are played out is precisely the physical geography of

the nation.66 To come to a clearer understanding of this link between landscape

and nation, we need to delve further into Anderson’s analysis of the social and

conceptual innovations which were necessary to make the imagining of the

nation possible, even necessary in the earliest stages of modernity.

Anderson points out that nations do more than simply replace religious

communities; they are also a response to “fundamental changes… in modes of

apprehending the world” (28). Specifically, Anderson explains that changing

conceptions of time and history “made it possible to ‘think’ the nation” (28).

Anderson contends that with the rise of secular science and rationalism, the

eighteenth century saw the erosion of a concept of time which viewed the

present as a holistic enactment of past and future, the simultaneous fulfillment of

Divine providence and the pre-figuration of Divine will. Instead, influenced by

the rationalism of the Enlightenment, early moderns came to see time as
                                                

66I would argue that this is the case even when a nation is engaged in
fighting a “foreign” war. The implication behind the “national interests” that are
always supposedly at stake in foreign interventions, is that the war is necessary
to preserve the integrity of the way of life “back home.” After all, as Anderson
points out, “even the most messianic nationalists do not dream of a day when all
the members of the human race will join their nation…” (16).
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“homogenous and empty…, marked not by prefiguring and fulfillment, but by

temporal coincidence, and measured by clock and calendar” (30). This

transformation in the apprehension of history is important, Anderson argues,

because it provides the conceptual and technical means “for ‘re-presenting’ the

kind of imagined community that is the nation” (30, original emphasis). This

representation is the same as the structure of the “old-fashioned novel” where

different characters perform various actions at the same “clocked, calendrical

time;” the novel charts the progress of these characters through the inevitable,

uniform unfolding of “empty” time. Anderson points out that this “idea of a

sociological organism acting calendrically through homogenous, empty time is a

precise analog of the idea of a nation, which is also conceived as a solid

community rising steadily up (or down) history” (30-31). In other words, to

extend Anderson’s argument, the concept of “nation-ness” creates a kind of

novelistic emplotment of history, where the character (i.e., the nation) charts a

course through a time that is essentially devoid of any social, cultural or religious

meaning.

Recalling Hayden White’s comments on the nature of narrative (see page 35

above), presents the possibility that the “nation” in this sense is given its

“reality” and authority through the degree to which it can be described through

narrative. Nations seem real, that is, because they can be imagined in the same

structures as narratives. We can also remark, moreover, that this emplotment

lies very close to the surface of the way in which American history in particular is

commonly conceived. For in the broadest sense, the narrative of American

history is structured by the plot of the “frontier:” the archetypal story of a brave

nation gaining power by traversing unknown wilderness and thereby inventing
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itself.67 The general form of American history, and its most commonly applied

metaphor (the frontier gets used to describe everything from business expansion

to the space race) is thus a particularly un-embellished iteration of this most basic

emplotment.

By invoking the frontier here, I don’t mean to suggest that all nations

necessarily use it as a primary metaphor or representation of national

character.68 Nor do I wish to claim that America somehow embodies a more

pure “nation-ness” than other countries. Rather, I want to point out the deep and

structural relationship between the popular portrayal of American experiences of

the frontier, American history and American national identity. The frontier, that

is, provides a “coherent, integrated story of [the nation’s] beginnings and

development” (Trachtenberg 13).69 In this very fundamental way, American

social and individual reality can be seen as relying on an experience of nature.

For if Anderson’s argument suggests that a novelistic emplotment of history is

central to the imagining of national identity, for Americans in the late nineteenth

century, this novel was set in nature and populated by frontier heroes.

I’m detailing Anderson’s explanation of nationalism here because it

provides us with a way of seeing how experiences such as Muir’s, even while
                                                

67See White and de Lauretis, for an extended description and analysis of the
form of narrative. De Lauretis in particular stresses the importance of landscape,
or topos, as an impelling force in the basic structure of narrative.

68Although I suppose one could, without too much exaggeration, make the
claim that such an emplotment can be found beneath all colonial impulses, and
has thus been played out in every modern nation to one degree or another.

69The most literal version of the link between narrative, nationalism and
the frontier is, of course, Frederick Jackson Turner’s “Frontier Thesis” of 1893.
Trachtenberg (13-37) provides an account of the relationship between Turner’s
thesis, westward expansion and the social ideology of Gilded Age America.
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they claim to be “outside” of social boundaries, in fact make deep contributions

to nationalist ideology by virtue of their profound structural relationship to the

form of the frontier narrative. Indeed, in some sense the source of their

ideological content is precisely their claim to be beyond the bounds of the social;

by claiming a relationship between the “deeper” reality of human identity and

the alien depths of nature (that which lies beyond the frontier), Muir’s practice of

nature aligns itself with a view of American character that defines the nation as

governed by a “natural” correspondence between Americans and their wild

landscape. In 1901, this view allowed Muir to argue for wilderness preservation

by using thoroughly antimodernist language, claiming that “tired, nerve-shaken

over-civilized people are beginning to find out that going to the mountains is

going home; that wildness is a necessity” (cited in Turner, 312-13). Sublime

experiences such as Muir’s are thus a revision, a re-focusing of the frontier myth

on the level of individual experience. They are able to do this because they too

trace the calendrical movement of a “sociological organism” through time and

space and so recreate the structure that underlies the imagining of the nation.

This structural parallel to the nationalist ideology contained in accounts of the

sublime is what made it possible for Muir and others to gain political and social

validation of their view of nature in spite of the fact that they seemingly contain

a radical social critique.

These ideological connections allow us to see the dialectical nature of

experiences such as Muir’s on Mount Ritter. Specifically, such experiences of the

sublime are on the one hand a way to both mimic and approach the experience

of death, to go outside the boundaries of culture, to somehow leave society and

the social self behind. They provide a narrative experience of submerging oneself
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in an alien landscape, of breaking down the boundaries between subject and

object, in order to emerge, after perilous passage, with an empowered and

expanded self. In this way, such experiences allow individuals to get beyond the

alienation of industrial life, to re-integrate themselves with labor, nature, their

own bodies, everything that modern corporate capitalism establishes as distinct

and “outside” the self. Thus Muir can submit his life and experiences as an

antimodern alternative to both the constrictive values of Victorianism and the

meaninglessness of white-collar industrial labor; by placing an intense physical

experience against the abstraction of modern work, and a deep, even bodily

belief against the bland reassurances and sentimentality of Gilded Age

spirituality, such experiences of nature posit an ideality of existence beyond the

bound of Identity. By undergoing sublime experiences of landscape, turn of the

century Americans gave voice to a social critique. They glimpsed a utopian

promise of life beyond the “over-civilized” world of late Victorian culture while

at the same affirming a relationship with the “true” character of America.

On the other hand, at the same time that they provide such an experience of

the utopian, the narrative structure of such practices recreates for the individual

an experience of national identity, providing a link between the individual’s

trajectory through time, the inevitability of mortality, and the timeless,

continuing story of the nation. In a sense, such experiences of nature are a

homolog of nationalism—they are the experience of a connection to a larger

realm or entity that functions both independently and dependently on us; in

Muir’s words, they are “going home.” “Nature” in these practices functions the

same way for the individual that America does for an “American.” Sublime

experiences have a metonymic relationship to the nation, they are a part (the
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individual’s experience) that recapitulates a whole (the story of the nation). They

are in some sense one of the preconditions of nationalist consciousness, one of

the things that make it possible for people to imagine themselves, the landscape

and the nation, and to perceive the relation between all three. Like nationalism,

Muir’s experiences provide him with an interpretive context which supplies

meaning to the contingencies of life. Also like nationalism, such experiences

provide a connection to sacred values and spiritual ideals. By losing himself in the

landscape, Muir enters into the popular character of America; he enters into the

untamed wilderness at the heart of the continent that is the source of America’s

power and character. Muir’s experiences, then, are also a microcosmic

reenactment of American history. Muir is another pioneer, risking all on the

boundary of a literal and metaphorical frontier. Finally, by undergoing this

experience of the landscape as historical myth, Muir is participating in the

novelistic way of apprehending the world, he is working within the same

conceptual frame that “made it possible to think the nation” (Anderson 28).

Through such experiences, then, both the individual and the nation are

created by the same process and make use of the same underlying structural

forms. Narrative plays the central role in these forms, serving as both the means

to frame and structure the experiences and the nation, and as a way to lend them

the authority of the real. In this sense, Muir’s experiences work to narrate both

self and nation into reality. They retell the story of American history with Muir

cast as the embodiment of the nation.70 By returning to the centrality of the
                                                

70I suppose Frederick Turner must have had something like this in mind
when he felt compelled to title his biography of Muir, Rediscovering America. The
idea being that Muir’s life is somehow a (re)enactment of the creation of the
country.
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individual after diffusing him in the sublime force of the landscape, these

experiences affirm distinct individuality as the core of American identity. Thus

while they may critique the suffocating enclosure of a Victorian industrial

American society, they also work to support the idea of the single, consuming

individual. By providing a means for individuals to insert themselves within the

secular religiosity of the Nation and reinforcing the idea of the individual as

consumer, these practices eased the transition to the “new and secular cultural

modes” (Lears xv) which characterize modern industrial capitalism. In particular,

they helped to “democratize desire” by making consumption an American

virtue, by encouraging Americans to “be themselves” by consuming experiences

(see Leach 7).

The popularity of Muir’s texts, his exposure and influence within political

power structures, the political successes (and even high profile failures) of the

Sierra Club, the establishment of National Parks, all of these point towards the

beginnings of mass consumption of practices of nature. This distribution of the

narratives of nature experience throughout American culture was the result of

the combined circumstances of social history, economic change and geographical

closure. By the beginning of the twentieth century, America was gripped by

what one could only call a “nature fad.” Middle-class Americans in particular

were embarking on trips to natural attractions, were mountaineering and hiking

and boating in previously unheard of numbers (Dulles 202). In their homes and

towns, Americans were also consuming at a prodigious rate images of the

landscape in the forms of stereographs, large format books, panoramas and

landscape paintings. New outdoor activity magazines such as American Canoeist
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and Bicycling World began to circulate. In short, experiencing nature had become

a form of popular amusement, a “recreational activity” that quite quickly gave

rise to new opportunities for both personal expression and mass marketing. Yet,

as practices of nature were dispersed throughout the culture in the early decades

of the twentieth century, they retained in all of their incarnations the trace of

their development, their roots in the dialectic of the pastoral and the sublime and

their profound connections to individual and national identity. Indeed, if

anything, politics and marketing worked to hypostasize and reify different

practices into different sub-cultures or target markets which reinforced different

class identities and formed and reformed ideologies of being. Sublime-type

experiences such as those described by Muir were entangled with other practices

that relied more on pastoral conventions of apprehending landscape. It is to this

complex of practices, and their respective cultures, that I would now like to turn.



Intermezzo Two: Markets and Canyons

I’m sitting in an enormous “City Market” grocery store in Grand Junction,

Colorado, eating a “liberated” donut and drinking coffee. This store is one of

those immense outlets with multiple, color-coordinated, stylized specialty areas:

“deli,” floral shop, video rental, “bakery,” pharmacy. What was once the entire

main street of a town is now contained under the roof of one megalithic

corporate concept-space. I’m sitting near the “bakery” in a diminutive dining

area—white plastic, “continental” tables underneath green and white

awnings—which serves as a simulcra of a cafe within the immense warehouse

building. As I sit writing (the appropriate cafe activity, no?), the street life passes

by: shoppers stroll along, carts brimming with packages, uniformed workers,

color coded by assigned section (brown for bakery, green for produce, blue for

pharmacy) arrange displays and stock shelves.

I’m sharing this space with a number of other people who sit talking,

having coffee, reading the paper. Three elderly men are discussing their gardens,

some teens are leafing through a magazine together, workers from other sectors

of the market are taking their break. It’s May 1st, 1992: the shoppers wheel by,

the retirees debate lawn-care products, south-central L.A. burns. But the

processed air, the master-planned areas, the fluorescent lights, the glittering

arrays of consumables, and the innocuous music all work to filter out history and

class and struggle. The automatic doors seal off the clamor of time and place; it’s

calm and soothing and orderly in here. No one raises their voice.
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I walked here from the garage where my car is getting long over-due new

tires. Hoping to find a place to sit and pass the time, I walked about a mile along

a major surface road, past auto parts stores, discount carpet outlets, fast-food

drive-thrus. The only convenient place to walk was along the central median

strip littered with broken glass and refuse and detritus blown from passing

vehicles. Pedestrians are obviously unwelcome and unaccounted for here.

Passengers turned to stare at me as they whisked by; when I crossed an

intersection no one in the stopped cars would make eye contact with me.

Walking here, I am an alien, unwanted and unsafe, a dangerous anomaly. I feel

self-conscious about my appearance, suddenly aware that I must look like

someone who lives out of a station wagon. This is not a landscape of

inhabitation, it is a landscape of transition. This is an American urban landscape

totally devoid of the human, a conduit for channeling and mobilizing consumers.

It’s not really meant to be experienced as a landscape at all. Just a blur of

temporary, incidental locations on the way to work or shopping or errands.

This market, then, feels like a sanctuary from the traffic and glare, the

inhumanity of the “outside” world. Although I am unwashed and unkempt, I

imagine I would be welcome to walk through this building as long as I wanted,

provided I at least appeared to be shopping, using the space for its designated

purpose. In a sense, this whole building is dedicated to me, to fulfilling desires

the space helps to create. With its displays and simulated shops the market

effaces the brutality of mass production with the gratification of consumption, it

is an environment created, shaped and dedicated to the commodity. It is literally

the landscape of desire realized.
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Sitting at the small plastic table, I think about this market and the road

outside in relation to another landscape which I’ve just left. I just spent the last

two weeks outside, walking, ostensibly engaging in the same activity as walking

to the market. However, in this case I was walking through Grand Gulch, a

narrow canyon in southeastern Utah. The Gulch cuts deep into the red and

yellow sandstones of Cedar Mesa as it drains its waters into the San Juan river.

For all its wildness, Grand Gulch is also a profoundly human landscape for the

fertile estuaries and flood plains on the canyon floor provided the basis for the

agricultural culture of the Anasazi Indians. The sandstone walls are dotted with

the ruins of their settlements, the floors of the alcoves littered with the remnants

of centuries-long inhabitation: pot-shards and basket scraps and flint flakes,

petroglyphs and pictographs, tiny dry corn-cobs and dusty animal bones. As I

walked through the canyon, as when I walked down the median strip, I tried to

imagine the canyon floor as a place to inhabit. Like City Market, Grand Gulch is a

literalization: it creates an enclosure in which all needs can be met and provided

for; the walls of the canyon are the enclosures of a home.

However, unlike the market, the human activity I see the most of in this

landscape is production. Every artifact I see bears the traces of its manufacture.

Here, the culture blends without mark or boundary into the landscape. The

dwellings are hard to discern from the rock ledge on which they’re built, the

shades of the pictographs are represented in the soil and rocks. And this

integration goes beyond just the materials, the shapes and structures of the

artifacts I see are also aspects of the land. The openings and forms of the

dwellings reproduce in large the solution-pockets that punctuate the rock walls;

the lines and designs of the pictographs mirror the water streaks and lichens on
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the cliffs, the pottery shards resemble the exfoliated rock-fragments that line the

creek bottoms. It is impossible to view any human artifact without seeing how it

was produced, where its materials and designs came from. The adobe that chinks

the stones of the dwellings is marked with the whorled indentations of centuries

old fingerprints.

Hiking through the canyon, with just a handful of old, familiar belongings, I

felt the felicity of home. My old cooking pots, my tent and sleeping bag all bear

the scuffs and stains of long use. In the mornings, my pack settles on my back

like an old leather saddle molded from many miles of riding. A bloom of salt

stains traces the stitching on each shoulder strap. Some days I would walk

several hours without a recognizable, self-conscious thought crossing my mind.

The canyon does not pander to me, but I feel taken care of.   



Chapter Four: Popular Texts, Popular Practices:
the Consumption of Nature in American Mass Culture.

A. The Nineteenth Century: Sentimental fiction and Landscape Art:

At the time that Muir was rising to national political prominence, popular

practices of nature were undergoing changes in content and in representation

that largely paralleled the broader social changes in American culture at the end

of the nineteenth century. Popular practices of nature became increasingly

secularized and oriented towards individuals rather than groups or communities.

More and more, practices of nature became linked to consumerism and

consumption. At the same time, they retained their earlier relationships with

nationalism and religion (or at least spirituality). In large part, what enabled and

eased these changes was the way in which the pastoral and the sublime

continued to serve—in part or in whole—as viable models for narrativizing the

experience of nature. In other words, the generic convention of the pastoral and

the sublime continued to provide a framework of meaning for Americans’

desires for, and experiences of, nature. In particular, much of the rise to mass

cultural popularity was accompanied by the increasing popularization of

practices using  the sublime as a means to structure experiences of nature.

By the second half of the nineteenth century the sublime had emerged as a

fully fledged aesthetic; as we saw in Muir, its figures and concepts were

commonly used by writers, painters and poets to portray landscape and

landscape experience. However, it was at first popular on a mass cultural level

only in the specific, and highly compromised combinant form of the picturesque,

an aesthetic model which combined elements of the sublime into the pastoral to
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render them accessible and acceptable on a mass cultural scale. For most of the

nineteenth century, mass experiences of nature took place mainly through two

popular mediums: sentimental fiction and landscape painting. As the nineteenth

century progressed, these representational traditions were incorporated into

modern practices such as nature tourism. In order to gain an insight into modern

mass practices of nature we will thus be well served by first looking briefly at the

social institutions that preceded them.

In many ways, the nineteenth century saw the birth of American mass

culture as we now understand it: entertainments and leisure activities became

available as mass-produced commodities to lower and middle-class workers with

increasing amounts of leisure time. Specifically, by the mid-nineteenth century

literary production and distribution began to occur on a scale previously

unimagined. And what was produced and distributed by this new technology in

large part was sentimental fiction.71 These novels, often published in serial form

in newspapers and magazines, achieved a level of public exposure and success

that Thoreau and his contemporaries never saw in their lifetimes. Generally, the

typical sentimental narrative adhered to a set of basic conventions: the “setting is

the home of a narrow-minded and autocratic guardian, [the] protagonist an

                                                
71Of course I am not speaking only of novels here, but also of the closely

related forms of sensationalistic newspapers, religious tracts, periodicals and the
penny predecessors of the dime novel. However for many of these forms once
can draw a connection between either their actual or their ideological content
which relates them closely to the fully realized sentimental novel. In many ways,
for example, the massively distributed religious tracts and pamphlets were
“sound bite” versions of sentimental plots and conceptions. For more detail on
this important relationship between printing/distribution technology and the
creation of mass culture see Cathy N. Davidson, ed. Reading In America.
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abandoned female child, [the] plot the progress from girlhood to marriage”

(Dobson 227). This formula proved remarkably successful and long-lived.

Starting perhaps with Susanna Rowson’s Charlotte Temple (1794),

sentimental novels were therefore the nation’s first true mass cultural popular

form: they were produced in previously unheard of numbers and consumed by

mass readerships that cut largely across class, gender and geographical lines.72

For example, Jane Tompkins (1985) points out that,
The publication of Susan Warner’s The Wide, Wide World in
December of 1850 caused an explosion in the literary marketplace
that was absolutely unprecedented—nothing like it, in terms of
sales, had ever been seen before. Fifteen months later, Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, whose fame is still legendary, broke the records Warner’s
novel had set (148).

The mammoth popularity of these novels suggests that they fulfilled some kind

of need in their audience. They somehow represented experience, a way of

thinking and occupying the world, and a means of conceptualizing selfhood

which the members of American culture, in almost unimaginable numbers,

accepted and embraced as somehow right, “true” and necessary. These novels

must have portrayed a version of America that “felt right,” that fulfilled fantasies

by imagining a social world where the material and emotional problems of the

time were solved. Obviously, then, by portraying a vision of appropriate

“American-ness” they must have imagined some version of American

landscape.73 To get a grasp on this vision I would like to briefly examine the

                                                
72I hesitate to include race in this list, although novels such as Pauline

Hopkins’ Contending Forces do suggest that there was a “black” variant to the
sentimental novel.

73 For an interesting discussion of the relationships between gender,
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portrayal of landscape in Warner’s Wide, Wide World, the novel Tompkins called

“the Ur-text of the nineteenth century United States” (1985, 585) and Dobson

refers to as “the paradigmatic sentimental novel” (227).

At the risk of oversimplifying, the plot of Wide, Wide World consists of little

more than the growth to spiritual maturity of an orphaned girl, Ellen

Montgomery. The book details her numerous trials and tribulations, all of which

ultimately serve to deepen her commitment to the ideals of the Victorian era,

namely the “ideology of duty, humility, and submission to circumstance, and…

the imperative of self-sacrifice.” (Tompkins, 1985 585). These traits combine to

form what is commonly termed the ideal of True Womanhood. This creed

contained and expressed both an ideology of civilization and a psychology of the

female. This was contained in the doctrine of female submission which was

prerequisite to the provision of a civilized home. According to nineteenth

century ideas about womanhood, perhaps the single greatest virtue a woman

could have was self-control. To have self-control was to be morally good, was to

be able to submerge one’s own needs into the selfless provision of a civilized

(and Christian) home. Such a home, the seat of family learning sustained by the

man’s labor, was the ultimate expression of Victorian culture. The key for a

Victorian woman was to not allow circumstances to force her to compromise the

ideology of domesticity; the true woman would master her desires, subsuming

her needs to the maintenance of domestic tranquillity. Thus, a proper home was

the product of female self control or, put another way, the home was the

product of a successfully mastered female self, a self which was implicitly divided
                                                                                                                                                
nationalism and landscape in American fiction see Nina Baym, “Melodramas of
Beset Manhood” 63-80.
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(as the very notion of “self-control” implies two agencies) against itself. Indeed,

in some ways this model of female self-hood can be seen as a manifestation of

the intense self-scrutiny that characterizes the Victorian period as a whole (see

page 42 above). Thus the home was the outward manifestation of female power

(that is, of her power over herself) and as such it was the birthplace for the

civilizing force of Christian restraint and selflessness.

This construction of the home is a spatial manifestation of the ascendant

Victorianism that antimodernism reacted against. This home was literally the

space of Victorian ideology; it was the literalization of the modern mastery over

human nature and physical environment, the end product of the “grand

machine” that was modern Victorian industrial society. Most importantly for our

purposes, however, is the way in which this ideologically comprised “home”

could be made to include a type of landscape which easily combined nature and

the feminine into an orderly, civilized pastoral. As the outward manifestation of

the civilizing impulse of Christianity, this landscape represented a broader notion

than the female self: it encompassed the popular view of the nation, progress

and the universal morality of American cultural hegemony.

Consequently, although Warner’s novel traces Ellen’s maturity into this

ideal of home and civilization we should not be surprised to find that a good deal

of it takes place outdoors. In general, the novel moves from the city to a highly

pastoralized New England countryside, and it is here, in the “innocence” of the

country, that Ellen is finally able to learn the lessons of true civility. Ellen’s

spiritual and personal development does not begin in earnest until she leaves the

clamor of the urban environment—with its corruption, threatening street-life

and unscrupulous merchants—to live in the country with relatives. Her
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experiences in the country form a foundation of belief and ideology which

sustain her through seemingly endless trials and allow her to remain virtuous

and accepting, and ultimately marriageable. Not surprisingly, then, we find that

the landscape of Wide Wide World’s New England provides a vital cultural context

in which the characters can develop and show their “true” natures.

The country landscape which thus forms the background for so much of

Wide Wide World’s action consists of a farming community enclosed in a verdant

valley. As such, it is well suited to the sentimental ideal of enclosure, the

“confines of a private space” usually provided by the parlors and chambers of

the Victorian home (Tompkins 1985, 150). This ideal of enclosure also coincides

with the pastoral ideal of “the peace of an enclosed space, a world set apart, or an

area somehow made to evoke a feeling of encircled felicity” (Marx 29). In one

telling example, as Ellen is grieving the death of her beloved friend Alice, she

wipes away her bitter tears and looks over the beautiful sylvan countryside:
The early sun filled the valley with patches of light and shade. The
sides and tops of the hills looking toward the east were bright with
the cool brightness of morning; beyond and between them deep
shadows lay. … [To] the left,… the rays of the sun streamed
through, touching the houses of the village, showing the lake, and
making every tree and barn and clump of wood in the distance
stand out in bright relief (442).

This description incorporates most of the major elements of the pastoral; it is a

bounded space (a valley) that Ellen views from a disconnected distance, on a

mountain side, the landscape is filled with a luminous light, signifying indirectly

Christian harmony and divinity, and finally, implicit to its beauty are the

cultivated works of man, the barns and the village which blend harmoniously
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with the woods and hills.74 This landscape thus provides a kind of middle

ground which promises Ellen’s eventual immersion in the selflessness of

Victorian womanhood; this landscape is both the symbol and the enabler of

Ellen’s individual evolution into the pinnacle of Victorian cultural achievement.

The harmony of the elements in the landscape foreshadow the eventual

harmonious unity of Ellen’s soul with God. The ideological antithesis of

Thoreau’s dark and chaotic Ktaadn, it is the Victorian landscape of “reassurance”

(Lears 21). The influence of this landscape, the simple people who populate it,

and the equally beneficent ministrations of Alice, enable Ellen to develop the self-

control and spiritual strength she needs to deal with her ongoing difficulties.75

By portraying landscape, culture and self as a unified, harmonious whole

which is ultimately realized in the ideals of True Womanhood, books like

Warner’s sought first and foremost “the implantation of virtue” (Tompkins 1985,

157). In fact, such metaphors (“implantation” or “cultivation”) were often

employed to describe the goal of “nearly everything nineteenth century

Americans read” (Tompkins 1985, 157). The idea of a controlled, bounded,

“worked” landscape became a controlling metaphor for the human soul, which

in turn became the fundamental unit of idealized American national character.

Such cultivation, that is, was essential given the Victorian premise that virtue was

                                                
74If this description does not suffice to convince that the New England

countryside of The Wide, Wide World is the landscape of the pastoral, I refer the
reader to pages 421-23, where Ellen encounters a gruff, but loving and wise
shepherd and his charming flock moving through a forest glade.

75 Ironically, this vision of landscape is very similar to that espoused by
anti-modernist Simple Lifers some thirty or forty years after Warner’s novel. See
Chi passim and Leach, Chapter 7.
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the fundamental mark of a Christian character and that “a democratic republic

depended on the Christian character of its citizens” (Tompkins 1985, 157).

This ideological function was at the root of sentimental fiction. Closely

entwined with evangelical Christianity, these novels, first and foremost, sought

to “do good,” they had, in Jane Tompkins’ words, “designs” on their readers,

they wanted to “make people think and act in a particular way,” they aimed, in

short, to do the cultural work of “cultivating” citizens (Tompkins 1985 xi). As

such, sentimental novels portrayed an idealized version of American society

under constant attack by the unsavory materialism and corruption of the city. In

doing so, these novels imbued the countryside with a moral force capable of

providing moral rejuvenation and spiritual strength. In other words, the

landscape in these novels is capable of doing good to the characters in the novels

just as the novels themselves are intended to do good for their readers. The

landscape is thus made into a kind of sacred text, a source of revelation and

spirituality which provides a model of identity and which is overlaid with the

idea that this landscape/text encloses an idealized community, a utopian,

agrarian America.

In both its literal and spiritual sense, cultivation is also, of course, a

controlling metaphor in the pastoral. Thus the pastoral emphasis on social

provision and social purpose overlies ideally with the ideals of Victorian virtue

and selflessness. In this model, the pastoral embodies the discourse of the

cultural self, of the feminized individual whose central worth is sacrifice to

cultural ideals. This idea met with support to the degree that we could well say

that the pastoral was the reigning popular cultural view of American landscape

through at least the 1850’s. As such the pastoral provided not only an existing
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symbolic, mythic structure through which individuals could conceive, organize

and render landscape meaningful, but in which they could also imagine

themselves as belonging to a specific social order. The pastoral, that is, provided

a way of linking landscape, self and society well within the terms of Victorian

ideology. Thus, even while it generated an empowerment of selfhood through

its legitimizing myths and its seeming opposition to the full development of

industrial capital represented by the corruption of the city, the Victorian pastoral

also served the vital ideological function of naturalizing social and self

conceptions into the fabric of the landscape and Victorian society.

This proscriptive function of landscape, and the way in which a landscape

can made to function as a narrative becomes increasingly institutionalized

throughout the nineteenth century, first in landscape painting and later in nature

tourism and other outdoor practices. Sentimental fiction thus represented the

intersection of a number of important American cultural trends. The rise to

popularity of sentimental fiction is concurrent with, and deeply enmeshed in, the

rise of Christian revivalism and the upsurge of nationalism that characterized the

years following the Civil War. Indeed, the landscape portrayed in these novels is

an incarnation of the belief that “America itself was the chosen land” (Novak 7),

a notion which brings together the individual, the nation, and the idealized

Christianity of the two into a symbolic, pastoralized portrayal of American

nature. In this sense, the landscape of these novels quite clearly continues the

mythic tradition of America as, at heart, “nature’s nation.” As the social and

economic constitution of the nation changed as the century progressed (see

chapter one above), the idea of the Christian community atrophied, the
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spirituality associated with the landscape became more secular and attuned to

the fulfillment of individual desires, and issues of national and individual identity

became more pronounced. The basic meaning-making structure of sentimental-

pastoral views of landscape persisted, but other meanings associated with the

popular ideal of American landscape began to garner popularity. New practices,

with different ideological emphases, emerged alongside those based on the

pastoral. Sometimes these practices opposed pastoral visions, in other cases they

emerged organically from it.

As we saw earlier, the portrayal of landscape in sentimental fiction provided

a narrative framework which described a relationship between the

viewer/heroine and nature. Landscape in sentimental novels became a character

in a pastoral story, it provided a perspective on the heroine’s life, an

interpretative guide, a hermeneutic. This way of seeing landscape, and

narrativizing human relations to it, became itself a practice during the nineteenth

century with the rise of popular nature tourism. Nineteenth century tourists

imagined themselves participating in a grand narrative of nature. This

movement from text to practice was in large part made possible through the

paintings of nineteenth century landscapists such as Thomas Cole, A.B. Durand,

Frederic Church and others of the Hudson River school, as well as through other

popular means of disseminating images of nature. Such uses were not

experiential, as Thoreau might have wished, but instead treated nature as an

instructive metaphor to be viewed and interpreted. Landscape painting is

principally a representative tradition, an iconic experience. Landscape painting in

the nineteenth century argued for a particular way of seeing meaning in

“natural” scenery. As such, landscape painting was closely tied to the early
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practices of tourism, to picturesque ideas about landscape and thus ideologically

linked to both the type of landscape in sentimental fiction and the more

Romantic landscapes of the transcendentalists. Thus, as the century progressed,

the movement from texts to practices also saw changes in emphasis in landscape

art from the communal of the pastoral to the individual of the sublime.

Barbara Novak, in her study of nineteenth century landscape painting,

argues that the revival of evangelical Christianity that accompanied Victorianism

is a major contributor to the concurrent rise of American landscape painting.

Consequently, landscape painting creates views of nature that are more than just

aesthetic; they are rather, as I suggested above, deeply ideological. Thus, Novak

argues, the works of Thomas Cole, Frederic Church and so forth contain “a

powerful self-image, a moral and social energy” (7).  In part, this power and

energy was derived from the intimate relationship of the landscapes portrayed

in the paintings with uniquely American experiences of nature. A number of art

historians have pointed out that while American landscape painters may have

been influenced in their “general direction” by European influences, particularly

Romanticism, they essentially invented a vision of the national landscape (see,

e.g., Sweet 10-11). Without a long social or cultural history to draw on,

Americans relied on the nation’s landscape to give them a sense of what made

them unique. Painters like Thomas Cole discovered early on that “American

landscape [w]as an effective substitute for a missing national tradition” (Novak

20). Thus, early in the nineteenth century, US writers, citizens, and painters

“turned to the landscape genre for naturalized images of… emergent cultural

identities” and by so doing “invented the national landscape… by investing
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American scenery with a variety of external associations” (A. Miller 208). These

associations—political, religious, characterological—attempted to reconcile

contemporary social contradictions while expressing the character of the nation

and the American. Not surprisingly, the primary means by which these

associations were made was via forms of the pastoral and, later, the sublime.

Prior to about 1850 most of these landscape representations used the

picturesque to portray idealized American nature. Works such as Cole’s View on

the Catskills, Early Autumn used Claudian, picturesque conventions to portray a

river valley that was neither chaotic wilderness nor corrupted by sophisticated

capitalist culture.76 Such picturesque landscapes portrayed a nature that was

both welcoming and sacral. In the foreground the scene depicted forest clearings

or meadows that were warm and open—often displaying a few small characters

at repose or gazing outwards—while in the background towering clouds, vast

plains or imposing mountains gave a suggestion of gentle power and light

lending the scene a distinctly sacred aspect. With its roots in European

Romanticism and the English landscape painting of the seventeenth and early

eighteenth century, the picturesque is perhaps the first popular category which

creates the experience of seeing landscape as icon and ideology. Indeed, the very

concept of a picturesque landscape is “both topographical and aesthetic in its

reference; the word picturesque refers to nature and art at the same time, that is,

to physical landscape conceived of pictorially… the picturesque refers to… a
                                                

76See also Cole’s The Course of Empire sequence: a series of eight paintings
showing the rise and fall of civilization in the frame of a single landscape. This
highly didactic series starts with a primitive “savage state,” progresses to a classic
pastoral landscape, shows the building of a society complete with bustling
marketplace and port, its violent dissolution, and the inevitable return to a calm
and picturesque nature.
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relation between [art and nature]” (Coetzee 40). The picturesque, then, can be

read as an aestheticized and compositionally formalized means of portraying

nature, it refers to the physical land made into a cultural form. Thus while the

picturesque incorporates pastoral aspects of a harmonious relation with nature it

also hints at aspects of the sublime: the towering, luminous backgrounds and

diminutive foregrounded figures suggested the ineffability and awe of sublime

landscapes.77

The picturesque thus dictates a mode of perception, an interaction between

self and nature which requires a form of nature to conform to cultural criteria.78

The portrayal of landscape by American landscape painters in this Claudian

tradition is most plainly seen in the work of the “Hudson River School” starting

in the early 1830’s. Named for their frequent use of the scenery of the Hudson

River Valley, American artists such as George Catlin, Asher Durand, Thomas

Cole, Frederic Church, Jasper Cropsey, Thomas Moran and Albert Bierstadt

sought to give their representations some feel of what they felt embodied the

                                                
77While remaining within the compositional constraints of the picturesque,

landscape painters tended towards the meanings implicit to one genre or the
other. Some works, such as Cole’s Dream of Arcadia (1838), or Albert Bierstadt’s
Ascutney Mountain Vermont, from Claremont, New Hampshire  (1862), with their
sunny meadows, flocks of sheep, and general aura of innocence quite clearly lean
towards the pastoral. Other works, like Frederic Church’s Twilight in the
Wilderness (1860), or Bierstadt’s Mount Whitney—Grandeur of the Rockies (1875),
use darkness and drama to invoke the awe and terror of the sublime.

78This was perhaps nowhere more literally embodied than in the popular
device of the “Claude glass,” a device which consisted of frame enclosing a tinted
glass which, when held up to a landscape, reproduced the light of a landscape
painting by the enormously popular Claude Lorrain. I can think of no clearer
indication that the concept of picturesque involves the making of landscape into
a bounded cultural phenomenon which is consumed solely for its value as an
image.
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unique “American-ness” of the scene by frequently including aspects of the

transcendent sublime. Therefore, using the picturesque ideals of tripartite

perspective, American landscape painters incorporated the sublime ideal of

infinity by creating works which, while foregrounding pastoral landscapes of

rural images, led the eye outwards into a vague and luminous infinite distance.

The picturesque, then, was much more than an aesthetic; it became in

landscape art a “christianized mark of the Deity resident in nature,” a means of

re-telling the religious stories of American identity, and by so fusing religion to

aesthetics it became an “index of the appropriation of landscape… for nationalist

purposes” (Novak 8). In large part, this fusion was the result of pressures

brought to bear on nineteenth century Americans by the changes in perception

wrought by developments in science and technology. Nineteenth century

landscape artists hoped that “art’s interpretive capacities would reconcile the

contradictions science was forcing on the nineteenth century mind” (Novak 8)

and so re-infuse the landscape, and therefore the nation, with sacred values.

These landscapists are thus incarnations of the tendency Anderson describes for

a secular nationalism to replace older ideas of religious community as a means to

interpret history and landscape (see page 144 above). To no small degree they

succeeded in this project: “the cult of the picturesque made the contemplation of

landscape a widespread cultural recreation” (Coetzee 40). However, as science

revealed more and more of the mysteries of the natural world and as older

communal forms of religion and social organization gave way before

industrialization, the emphasis in landscape portrayal shifted away from the

pastoral and towards the sense of awe and the insignificance of man in the

cosmic scheme that was implied by the sublime. At the same time the sublime
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better suited the optimism of increasingly secular, scientific society by allowing

the peaceful existence of the contradictions between views of nature that made

its powers all the more vast and complex, and views of man that exalted his

creations and the seemingly limitless capabilities of his mind. In other words,

after mid-century the sentimental, pastoral notion of a landscape that reflected a

nationalism of equality and sameness, the cultured, feminized landscape of

Victorianism, was joined and eventually supplanted by a popular landscape

linked to a nationalism that emphasized the ascendancy of the masculinized, anti-

modern individual creating himself on the boundaries of society. The Victorian

landscape of the pastoral, in short, was joined by the increasingly popular

antimodernist landscape of the sublime.

Thus, as Walking was for Thoreau, by mid-century the sublime landscape

eventually became a moral imperative that was virtually required of

representations and experiences of nature. By making the landscape both the

repository of “raw” American character and the representation of American

history and scientific achievement, “the cultivation of landscape experience (even

by challenging it through risk and danger) [became] one of the preoccupations

of the age” (Novak 20). One of the leading art critics of the day, Henry T.

Tuckerman, voiced this obsession with landscape as experience in his evaluation

of Frederic Church’s work. In his popular and widely circulated Book of the Artists,

Tuckerman praises Church’s The Icebergs as not only an artistic achievement but

also as an accomplishment of scientific understanding and exploratory boldness.

The picture, Tuckerman says, is “a noble example of that application of the

landscape-painter’s art to the rendering of grand, beautiful, and unfamiliar

aspects of nature, only accessible at great cost of fatigue and exposure, and even
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at peril of life and limb…” (382-383). By rendering such aspects of nature

accessible, Church follows in the footsteps of scientific researchers and explorers

like Humboldt (see Tuckerman 370). The artist, like the scientist, brings before

the viewer a faithful representation of nature’s power, a representation which in

turn strikes the viewer with “significant truths” “harmony,” and “unity”

(Tuckerman 385). Thus, in paintings like The Icebergs and Cotopaxi (which depicts

the eruption of the South American volcano), part of the pleasure and value of

the work for the nineteenth viewer was the experiences of the painter himself. In

other words, the risk of “life and limb,” in a sense the creation story the painting

tells about itself, is implied in the viewer’s experience of the painting. By creating

this sort of “imagine if you were there” effect, these paintings tell a story; they

recount the narrative of what the painter had to go through to produce the

image.79 On the one hand, as Novak points out, this “reference to risk and

danger emphasizes the tour-de-force appeal of such works. Such a tour-de-force

invoked ideas of sublimity pertaining to nature and the artist…” (Novak 28).

However, by so doing, such work also imbued the landscape with a uniquely

American way of seeing and being. By invoking these ideas of sublimity in

nature, and the experience of this sublimity by the artist, such paintings also

worked to infuse Americans with the need to experience landscape in these

particular ways, to see themselves and their surroundings according to the ideals

of the sublime. There is an implicit tourism in these works, in the idea of bringing

                                                
79Not surprisingly, Tuckerman is proud to report that Church would

“devote the summer to observation and reflection” of nature in order to gather
material and observations for his works. At the same time, Tuckerman
continues, Church sought “by life in the open air, and wholesome places and
exercise and recreation, to invigorate his health” (385).
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“hidden” aspects of nature into civilization for the enlightenment of the viewer.

The aspect of national pride, either in the bravery of the artists or the sublimity

of the landscape, thus involves the viewers’ sense of self. Imagining this form of

landscape as part of one’s society (indeed, as the “truest” aspect of American

society), means at the same time imagining that such a landscape experience is at

the heart of one’s identity as an American. Consequently, these images,

representations of both self and nation, “augmented the American’s sense of his

own unique nature, his unique opportunity, and could indeed foster a sense of

destiny,” a vision, in other words, of American historical progress (Novak 7).

Thus these views of nature, expressing a “nationalism so mingled with moral

and religious ideas” allowed individuals to both apprehend a particular vision of

American history and to insert themselves within that history. American

landscape painting ultimately described the relation between man and nature as

“national.”

The popularity of these painters, and of this kind of landscape

representation in general was considerable. Church’s paintings, for example,

were a popular spectacle and were presented theatrically, complete with

“gaslights, curtains and drapes, and field glasses—an aesthetic experience [that]

would… transform paint and canvas into a shimmering icon of collective

identity, a revelation of what purported to be the nation’s secret soul” (A. Miller

213). Such spectacles were disseminated in a number of other ways as well.

Engravings and prints by artists such as Cole and Durand were widely circulated

and sold “by the thousands” (Sweet 12). Large numbers of amateur painters

used these engravings and lithographs as models for their own compositions
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which were in turn circulated and mass-marketed (Sweet 12). Large format

“coffee-table” books of landscape paintings were enormously popular. For

example, two enormous volumes, entitled Picturesque America, captured the

monumental scale and themes of American landscape artists such as Moran and

Bierstadt; “these books were not even intended to be read from cover to cover

but rather to be perused now and again as they lay in state on the drawing room

table beside the stereoscope” (Huth 152).  Such experiences of landscape

representation also took place in the public sphere in a “new and popular form

of art: the panoramas and cycloramas…” (Sears 50).80 For many Americans,

panoramas were their first exposure to American landscape features such as the

Mississippi River Valley, Niagara Falls and the Hudson River Valley (Sears 51).

Consisting of canvases thousands of feet to miles in length, panoramas were

enormously popular and helped to make landscape art “the most widely

disseminated form of popular entertainment” (Novak 20) in the 1850’s (with the

possible exception of print media).

Panoramas (also known as dioramas or cycloramas) represent an important

technological innovation in the appreciation of nature. Specifically, panoramas

helped to bring American landscapes to large audiences during a time when

transportation technology prohibited all but the wealthiest Americans from

visiting such places in large numbers.81 The panoramas thus pre-figured modern
                                                

80Sears describes these works as “series of paintings depicting a particular
place which were either mounted on the walls of a circular room which the
spectator walked around or were made to move in front of him as he remained
stationary” (50).

81It is well worth noting that one of the earliest supporters of the
panoramas was Robert Fulton, the inventor who went on to develop the
steamboat, thereby heralding in the age of mechanical transportation.
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tourism by encouraging the “touristic habit of consuming scenery as a series of

views” (Sears 51). Panoramas thus helped to usher in new ways of

understanding the landscape. They helped to make landscape experiences a type

of commodity that was consumed by entering into a narrative experience

(panoramas told stories and histories, they had beginnings and endings and

portrayed places that were central to American mythic identities). They thus

helped to popularize and bring to mass culture ways of representing and

interpreting landscape that were implicit to the ideas of American landscape

painters. It was but a short step from viewing the Hudson River Valley in a

panoramic presentation to experiencing its landscape unfolding from the bows

of steam-powered tour boat. In short, the panoramas helped to make

representations of nature into practices of nature.

Thus landscape art, through a variety of media, eventually came to

“constitute the way in which urban audiences experienced nature, confusing

representation with reality” (A. Miller 213). Landscape art was able to do this by

virtue of its use of the sublime and the pastoral in the creation of its

representations. Using these narrative traditions allowed artists of all kinds to

create a believable, “true” national landscape. In the cultural context of post-Civil

War America, this landscape representation became a kind of commodity whose

consumption was an act of self and national affirmation. Consequently, while it is

true that in Gilded Age America in spaces like the department store, “American

identity was being redefined around private acts of acquisition and possession,”

it does not necessarily follow that the concept of “national landscape collapses as

an anachronism” when communalism becomes consumerism (A. Miller 209).

Instead, through mass practices of nature, nationalist unity becomes internalized
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in the model of the American individual, a model underwritten and sustained

through the consumption of the conventions of the sublime and the pastoral

expressed in the popularity of culture heroes such as Muir, and popular fiction

like sentimental novels.

In other words, narratives of the sublime and the pastoral, be they

panoramic or biographical, allowed the transition from older, communal

conceptions to modern nationalist concepts of the individual citizen. These ways

of seeing and representing nature became practices that were available for mass

consumption not only as viewed images but as lived experiences. Indeed, the

conflation of image and experience is at the heart of the earliest practices of mass

nature tourism. Tourists sought to recreate all of the elements of the panoramas

and landscape art in their own experiences of landscapes  such as the Hudson

River Valley. Second only to Niagara Falls (discussed below), the Valley was

particularly well suited as a tourist attraction. As John Sears points out, tours

made by steamboat allowed visitors to experience the scenery much as they did

a panorama: as a continuous, filmic unrolling of images.82 Equally popular,

however, were vantage points along the valley where landscape could be

experienced from a distance. Looking at nature from a “distance insures the

aesthetic and emotional distance which the picturesque required” while also

providing the sense of scale and infinitude which the sublime expresses. In this

way, “the landscape could become a theater” where the elements of the

wilderness (for example, a far-off thunderstorm) could be witnessed from a
                                                

82Sears points out that the Hudson River scenery was particularly well
suited to “panoramic exhibition.” The Valley was the subject of one of the most
famous and popular panoramas, designed by John Banvard, which was three
miles long. (See Sears 50-52).
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“faintly sacred point of vision that recalls Moses’ view of the Promised Land

from Mount Pisgah” (Sears 54) or, one might add, Muir’s vantage point atop Mt.

Ritter.83

By the time Muir was garnering popular attention, mass practices of

experiencing or self-representing natural spaces were already fairly common.

Sears points out that “Tourism played a powerful role in America’s invention of

itself as a culture” (Sears 4). And, from its earliest halting beginnings (roughly

concurrent with the start of landscape painting in the 1830’s), the attractions that

tourists sought out were frequently “natural wonders.” In a sense, tourists

wanted to recreate for themselves the sense of harmony implicit to the pastoral

vision of landscape in sentimental fiction and the sublime “tour-de-force”

experiences of nature such as those portrayed in the lithographs and books of

landscape art. American travelers wanted to be able to tell a story that involved

their own lives and limbs in a nationalist narrative of experiences in nature. Thus

Niagara Falls was one of the earliest sites which could properly be called a

“tourist attraction.” Rendered accessible by the construction of the Erie Canal

and the expansion of the railroads, by the end of the 1830’s visiting Niagara was

within the means of increasing numbers of Americans and was de rigeur for any

traveler claiming to see America. (The same cannot be said of other areas such as

the Rockies, Yellowstone or Yosemite which, until the turn of the century,

remained inaccessible to most Americans.) On the one hand, viewing Niagara

was a symbolic nationalist experience for the nineteenth century tourist:

“Niagara represented the seemingly inexhaustible resources of our continent”
                                                

83Notably, there are to this day several peaks named Mt. Pisgah in and
around popular New England tourist destinations.
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and thus was connected with the material vitality of industrial America (Sears 8).

In this sense, Niagara suggested something of the beneficent nature of the

pastoral garden. The view of the falls, however, was also often represented in

the terms of the Burkean sublime: “Burke’s analysis of the experience of the

sublime colored every description of the Falls” (Sears 14). Notably, Sears points

out that many people got caught up in the “pleasurable terror” of the falls and

“abandoned themselves physically to the experience” by clambering down rocks

or crossing slippery walkways. Even at this juncture, before the institution of

mass practices based on the sublime, something about the experience of nature

in the terms of the sublime led people to attempt to physically extend the

experience. In any event, the nationalist evocation of the sublime led tourists to

characterize themselves as “pilgrims” and to approach Niagara “as if it were a

religious shrine” (Sears 13). As travel became more accessible to the masses by

the 1870’s, shrines such as Niagara became crowded with vendors selling relics;

Niagara was quickly the site of promenades, museums, souvenir shops and

other ventures.

This increasing commercialization did not pass entirely without criticism. In

Picturesque America Niagara was described as a “superb diamond set in lead: the

stone is perfect, but the setting lamentably vile and destitute of beauty” (cited in

Sears 184). On the one hand, this commercialization helped set into motion the

preservationist political ideals behind the creation of national parks. On the other

hand, it helped to popularize new kinds of mass practices in which sublime,

unspoiled nature played a central role. These practices, popularized by

organizations such as the Sierra Club, became modern mass practices of nature:

backpacking, climbing and mountaineering. Born of the same impulses that had
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originally fostered tourism, these practices coexisted (as they do to this day) with

more traditional forms of touring (camping, vacationing), often taking place in

the very same spaces.

Thus, both the sublime and picturesque ideals of landscape experience

contained in mid-nineteenth century representations survive in these later

incarnations of landscape experience. Specifically, the idea of moving through a

landscape which unfolds, narrativistically, before the viewer, and the ideal of

attaining a high point which makes accessible a privileged vision of the inner

workings of nature come together in the idea of Walking, a practice incarnated in

hiking, mountaineering, backpacking and so forth. Walking, building upon the

implied sacralization of the Moses-like viewpoint, incorporates many of the

concepts of “pilgrimage” which we saw in its proto-formulation in Edwards’

experience in his father’s pasture and which continued to characterize American

visitations to nature. Like Edwards, Americans who walk for pleasure engage in

the movement through an often dangerous landscape which in itself is a spiritual

act, unaccompanied by social entanglements. Walker/pilgrims attempt to attain

a privileged perspective.

With cultural proponents in Thoreau and later Muir, Walking has clear roots

in other anti-modern movements. As an attempt to get beyond the

commercialized mass of modern tourism to again access the sublime experience

of nature, practices based on walking by definition belong to antimodernist ways

of seeing. However, their complex connection to nationalism and identity and

the way in which they foregrounded the desires of the individual helped to

ensure that they would become durable American social institutions, displaying a

degree of longevity, popularity and adaptability that far outpaces, say, the Arts
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and Crafts movement or Orientalism. To put it another way, the practices of

nature at the turn of the century seemed to find resonance with a broad

spectrum of Americans, managed to respond to a wide variety of social desires

and incorporated a variety of ideological perspectives. In large part, this meant at

least a blurring of the social and class lines that had previously circumscribed

sublime practices of nature. Losing oneself to merge with wild nature became

part of the mass experience of nature; no longer was the sublime the exclusive

province of Romantic philosophes and New England intellectuals, it became,

largely as it is today, a means of characterizing nature for millions of

practitioners.

By the turn of the century, then, mass practices of nature had managed to

“democratize desire” (Leach 7) by finding ways for people to experience nature

that indulged myths using both the pastoral and the sublime. Tourists could

travel to national parks, enact a pastoral fantasy in a campground, and plunge

into the sublime by taking in panoramic views of Sierran peaks. The more

adventurous, more antimodernist type could even undergo the experience of

dissolving the self into nature by scrambling up peaks, joining a mountaineering

or boating club and taking extensive trips into the wilderness. By the beginning

of the twentieth century, then, a panoply of consumable experiences were

available to help individuals experience fantasies that provided solutions to the

real contradictions of living in industrial consumer society. The new national

parks, the widespread diffusion of all manner of activities, images and

experiences, all of these helped to create the natural world in the “land of desire.”

This veritable smorgasbord of consumble experiences relied on increasingly

hypostasized versions of the pastoral or the sublime; different practices used
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these conventions in different ways to bring meaning to each respective practice.

I would now like to turn, then, to the various ways in which such nature

experiences have become disseminated, characterized and commodified in the

twentieth century.
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B. Contemporary Mass Practices of Nature

It’s early fall of 1994, the Cadillac division of General Motors Corporation is

running an unusual TV spot. Rather than the typical shots of the car cornering,

speeding down a highway, gleaming in a driveway, this ad shows a half-naked

man loping and scrambling through a rugged southwestern desert landscape. As

we see close ups of his hands grasping holds on the rock, the muscles in his

calves flexing as he vaults onto a mantleshelf, a voice-over says “he has no

appointments, he has no schedule.” The breech-clothed individual leaps agilely

from boulder to boulder and finally stands, arms outstretched, on a rocky

summit overlooking a panorama of vast redrock canyons. This is the first time

we see his entire body and his face. Up until this point we have seen only

snatches of muscles and limbs, shapes and textures like the curves and humps of

the landscape against which they are shot. The camera pans back to take in the

immensity of the landscape and fades to black before fading back into a shot of a

sporty black Cadillac snaking through the curves of a mountain road. The voice-

over intones “modern man finds different ways to express his freedom.” We cut

to the Cadillac logo against a black backdrop and the ad ends.

The initial effect of this commercial is one of dislocation; at first there is no

way to tell what sort of product is being advertised, nor even what historical

period or culture is being depicted. The individual climbing and scrambling in the

desert is blonde and fit, the sharp, unconventional camera angles and fast-paced

editing look more like an MTV video or a Nike spot for “extreme sportswear.”
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In fact, although the voice-over implies that this man is “primitive man,” he

actually looks more like a California snow-boarder or surfer than anything.

Clearly, this ad is trying to capitalize on a particular popular image of outdoor

activities and their practitioners; GM is trading in the image of such activities as

embodiments of freedom, a particular kind of individualistic rebellion (rather

than social revolution), and a healthy, bodily sensuality that seems an outgrowth

of the wilderness. The ad goes on to suggest that its viewers (i.e., “modern

man”) can fulfill these utopian desires for freedom, sensuality and an

unhampered relationship with nature by purchasing and driving a Cadillac.84

The ad thus points towards several important contemporary developments in

ideas about nature, outdoor activities and the social function of each of these. On

the one hand, the ad points to the ways in which outdoor activities of a certain

type have become a recognizable category, a kind of sub-culture with a

particular style, ethic and appearance. On the other hand, the ad points to the

way in which the commodity has become a principal form of self expression in

late twentieth century America, even in the representation and experience of

nature. Concomitantly, the ad’s lack of any historical context and its preeminent

concern with desire and gratification point towards the way in which issues

connecting national identity with nature have largely withered away, at least in

the “primitive” experience of wilderness, in favor of establishing the identity of

individual consumers.85
                                                

84 At the risk of laboring my point, the ad also works to efface the obvious
contradiction that corporate culture and Taylorized manufacturing are root
causes of human alienation from bodily and external nature.

85Nonetheless, I might suggest that the trace of nationalism survives in the
ad’s idealization of “freedom” as expressed by moving unhampered through
nature. The association between “freedom” and America is of course a common
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However, contemporary America also affords nature experiences very

different from the primitive exposure to wilderness displayed in the Cadillac

ad—touristic practices whose emphases lie less in heroic individualism and a

seamless adaptation to nature, but rather point more towards the encircled

felicity of a pastoral garden. Against the backdrop of the Cadillac ad, let’s

consider the following scenario:

A band of violet light intervenes along the horizon between the white

granitic alpine domes and the deep blue of a High Sierra sky. The shadows

lengthen across lush meadows and deepen the color of jewel-like tarns and small

lakes. It is sunset, mid August, 1992 in Tuolummne Meadows, the high country

retreat at the head of Tenaya Canyon, 3,000 feet above Yosemite Valley. In the

campground, actually the United States’ most capacious, wood-smoke rises to

thicken the mountain air with its sweet, dense smell, children’s cries mingle with

the thumps of wood being chopped.

Site B-25 houses a modest trailer pulled by a large, well-polished American-

made pick-up truck. The truck’s rear window sports a combination sun-

shade/frieze of ducks in flight, while its hood is bedecked with chrome

longhorns. The occupants of the site, a white family of five, are all neatly but

casually dressed: khaki pants, sweatshirts, polo-shirts and sweaters—obviously

wearing their “at-home” comfortable clothes. They all appear to have recently

availed themselves of the campground’s shower facilities. A nylon screen-porch

projects from the trailer and encloses the site’s picnic table which is neatly

covered by a flower-print paper table cloth, affixed with clips. A salad and
                                                                                                                                                
one, and although nothing is overtly made of it in this ad, I would maintain that
this element of nationalism nonetheless has a shadowy presence here.
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several bottles of dressing sit on the table, all kept fresh in the trailer’s

refrigerator. The father and the three children are riding their bicycles around

the campground’s loop road; one is still young enough to have training wheels.

Inside the trailer, the mother stands at a two burner propane stove, preparing a

meal of Tuna Helper served with canned corn and peas. Putting down her

spoon, the mother unlatches a drawer and counts out five settings of silverware.

Inside, the trailer is as neatly kept as it appears from the exterior, with the

exception of some children’s toys scattered on the floor: Barbie Dolls and Masters

of the Universe action figures. The interior of the trailer looks like a scaled down

version of a modest suburban home although many of the items are specially

adapted for travel: plates stack together in the diminutive cupboards, rails hold

pillows and cushions in place on the convertible bench seat/bed.

The father and the kids coast up to the trailer and lean their bikes against

the trees; the smallest child dismounts awkwardly and runs to tell her mother

about her accomplishments. The older pair resume a game in progress involving

some Power Ranger figurines and Lilliputian structures made from sticks and

pine-needles found on the forest floor. After a few moments, the parents carry

food out to the table and call the kids in to eat.

Here, nature and the activities performed there serve not as a contrast to

“modern man,” but as a backdrop against which the social ideals of middle-class

America can be played out. Every summer, hundreds of thousands of American

families recreate fantasies about easy provision, leisure and unity that modern

industrial society was supposed to provide with its labor-saving devices and vast,

egalitarian markets. Surrounded by a large array of specialized commodities, the
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family campers recreate a micro-society where their wants and needs are readily

provided in an environment that is clean, safe and innocent of the degradation of

urban America. Nature here yet occupies the middle ground of the pastoral, the

still point between howling wilderness and civilized decay. In contrast to the

unbridled sensuality of landscape reflective of Cadillac’s “primitive man,” this

nature is beneficent and sustenative, the meadows and forests encircling the

campground are enclosing and supportive. Rather than dissolving an individual

adventurer into a vast and alien landscape, family camping is about creating

social spaces, areas in which to eat and sleep and play in idealized social units

such as nuclear families and couples.

These two social texts—the Cadillac commercial and the campground

scene—point us down the paths we must follow in order to undertake a survey

of contemporary practices of nature. They suggest the way in which practices of

nature have become fragmented and commodified, establishing both sub-

cultures—or “user groups”—and target markets. They also, in their associations

of nature with “freedom,” escape and felicity point to the ways in which

contemporary practices of nature build upon the conceptions and beliefs of

earlier models. Both texts rely in complex and multiple ways on ideas and

representations of nature we have already seen in Muir and Thoreau, in

nineteenth century landscape painting and sentimental novels. In order to

impose a degree of order on this panoply of modern views and practices, I want

to suggest a preliminary organizational scheme. I believe that contemporary

practices, like their historical counterparts, can be very roughly divided into

those that take the pastoral as the preeminent mode of understanding and

representing nature, and those that rely on the sublime. However, I should point
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out that this division is not entirely applied from an analytic position outside the

practices; it is in fact somewhat organic to the views and attitudes of participants

in both types of activities. Beyond the historical precedents for this division, there

seems to be a general self-conscious opposition between the various participants.

For example, as we shall see, rock-climbers tend to be contemptuous of tourists,

while the tourists are alternately wary of or fascinated by climbers, considering

them a kind of alien. Nonetheless, in their shared cultural histories, in their

desires and assumptions, both groups have more in common than they would

care to admit. My generic divisions, then, are imposed only as a preliminary

schemata which can be used to render accessible what is a very broad spectrum

of cultural institutions and artifacts. Once we come to a more detailed

understanding, I think we shall see that these categories are highly porous, that

they in fact rely on each other and that a given practice can in fact contain, often

with open contradiction, elements of each.

Setting this dialectical relation to one side for the moment, then, I believe

modern practices can be arrayed as follows. Those practices which take the

sublime as their principle model include rock-climbing, mountaineering, white-

water rafting and kayaking, skiing (especially cross-country or backcountry ski

touring), in short all of those activities commonly labeled “adventure sports.”

Practices which largely forgo the aspect of “adventure” in favor of the comforts

of the pastoral include family-camping, national park tourism, and RV

camping.86 Somewhere between the two lies the practice of backpacking. On the

                                                
86Clearly, all of these activities overlap somewhat. They also contain a

number of practices which contribute to the sense of the pastoral: interpretive
nature hikes, campfire circles and, less easily, fishing and hunting.
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one hand, backpacking can be seen as a form of tourism: it consists of travel

through scenic landscapes as a means of endorsing a simplified, pre-industrial

way of life. At the same time, backpacking courts the sense of risk and the

dissolution of self into landscape inherent to the sublime. It is also the modern

practice that most closely resembles the activities of Muir and Thoreau and which

incorporates the filmic “unrolling” of a landscape present in landscape art and

panoramas. Backpacking is thus of particular interest to this study because it is

one of the first truly mass practices of nature to emphasize an un-mediated,

sublime type of experience of nature while also incorporating the social texts and

idealizations of the pastoral.

Backpacking

Although hunters, trappers, naturalists and explorers had been carrying

their needs on their backs since the earliest settlement of the country, Americans

in mass numbers did not take to backpacking as a form of recreation in and of

itself until the nineteen-sixties. Beginning in the late sixties and early seventies,

backpacking saw an enormous rise in popularity. Once the unpopular, if

admired, activity of antimodernist nature lovers like Muir or transcendentalists

like Thoreau, backpacking became big business. Dozens of equipment

companies and retailers were established during this period; a magazine

dedicated to the practice, Backpacker, was initiated (1973); high schools and

community colleges offered courses in techniques, equipment selection and use,

basic route-finding, meteorology, and plant identification. To cope with the

increasing numbers of visitors to the most popular backcountry areas, the park-
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service was forced to institute a permit system. In the fad-ridden seventies,

backpacking proved to be one of the most enduring and widespread popular

recreations of the decade. Perhaps no single individual was more instrumental in

this popularization than the “backpacking guru” Colin Fletcher.

Born in Wales, 1922, Fletcher traveled considerably in his youth and tried

his hand at a number of occupations. After serving six years with the Royal

Marines during World War II, he became a farmer in Kenya, worked as a road-

builder in Southern Rhodesia, and, crossing the Atlantic, became a prospector

and jack-of-all-trades in northern and western Canada. He emigrated to the

States permanently in 1956. In response to his desire to see more of the country

he decided, in 1958, to walk the length of California, from Mexico to the Oregon

border. He chronicled the trip in a book, Thousand Mile Summer, which was

published in 1964.87 This text, discussed at length below, is important as one of

the earliest narratives of a modern backpacker. In 1966 Fletcher gained notoriety

for being the first man to hike the length of the Grand Canyon, a trip he detailed

in his book The Man Who Walked Through Time. However, Fletcher is perhaps best

known for his best-selling, four times revised, instructional book The Complete

Walker.

Originally published in 1968, this text quickly became known as the

“backpacker’s bible.” It is an exhaustive compendium of facts and methods,

providing details on every aspect of technique and equipment. By the time the

                                                
87Perhaps starting with Muir’s Thousand Mile Walk, chronicles of long-

distance backpack trips have become a kind of mini-genre. At least two other
titles are of interest, David Green’s Pacific Crest Odyssey, detailing a walk from
Mexico to Canada, and Steve Sherman’s and Julia Older’s narrative Appalachian
Odyssey which recounts the couple’s walk from Georgia to Maine.
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second edition came out in 1974, it had grown from 353 to 470 pages, a

testimony to Fletcher’s desire to continuously provide the most exhaustive and

up-to-date information available on the nuts and bolts of backpacking. More

than a how-to book, however, The Complete Walker also contained Fletcher’s idea

of how to think about and experience nature while on the trail. In between

discussions of the varieties of boot welts, the “serious business” of buying a

sleeping bag (263), the care of socks, and adjusting map to terrain bearings for

magnetic declination, Fletcher also included a chapter entitled “Why Walk?” and

interspersed a liberal selection of tirades, musings and descriptions of the joys of

walking and the evils of civilized America. For example, he argues against

lighting a camp-fire at night in order to better experience the “silence and

immensity beyond [the fire because] then you find that the silent, infinite

mysterious world that exists beyond the campfire is truer than the restricted

world that exists around it” (150). For Fletcher this “mysterious world,” is as

important, as “real” as a “dusty sidewalk… or a Boeing 747” (7).

By placing such philosophizing against the material trivia of technique,

Fletcher established the social importance of leaving society. Rather than being

contradictory, Fletcher‘s elaborations on the technicalities of hiking can thus be

seen as a necessity, the training and technology needed in order to experience

the rejuvenating effects of nature’s silence and infinity. In this sense, The Complete

Walker is profoundly ideological; it is a survival guide that explains not only how

to venture safely into the wilderness, but also justifies the activity by providing a

prescription for thriving in civilization: “When you get back at last from the

simple things to the complexities of the outside, walled-in man-world you find

that you are once more eager to grapple with them. For a while you even detect
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a meaning behind all the complexity” (6). The Complete Walker thus suggests a

complex relationship between culture and the un-mediated experience of nature.

Like Thoreau’s “Walking” it proposes an interdependence between self, nature

and society and so revises, yet again, the myth of America as “nature’s nation.”

Written to a captive audience (who else but someone already interested in

venturing self-propelled into nature would pick up such a book?), The Complete

Walker only touches on these issues, presuming, for the most part, that they are

self-evident. Fletcher’s other books, his accounts of various treks and trips, are

written for a broader audience and so are considerably more self-conscious

about justifying and explaining the underlying social importance of wilderness

travel. In particular, Fletcher’s account of his walk along the length of California,

Thousand Mile Summer, provides a lucid justification for what was then a fairly

outlandish activity. Written in the late fifties, before backpacking became a

popular and common recreation, the book not only provides its readers with a

way of understanding Fletcher’s trip, it also provides the means for Fletcher to

figure out for himself why he undertook the walk and why such undertakings

carry larger meanings and implications.

From the outset of Thousand Mile Summer, Fletcher is concerned with

establishing plausible reasons for walking “from one end of California to the

other” (9). At first, or at least on the surface of things, he claims that he “wanted

to ‘take a look at America’” (9). But, as Fletcher’s own quotation marks suggest,

the response is not entirely sincere and is mainly given “in self defense” (9).

“Seeing America,” that is, provides for Fletcher a socially acceptable rationale for

what most people would consider at best an ordeal and, at worst, a dangerous

and senseless undertaking. This rationale makes sense precisely because of the
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long historical precedent that equates seeing America with touring natural sites.

(By contrast, Thoreau’s injunction to see America by walking through its wild

spaces was at the time a contentious challenge to the status quo which preferred

to locate America in its cities, industries, government or, at best, small towns.)

Consequently, Fletcher himself does entirely dismiss this motivation: “It was

true enough…, as far as it went” (9). Instead, he sees “the rather brittle statement

that [he] was going to ‘discover America as a convenient peg on which to hang

something even more worthwhile” (9). In other words, the nationalist

justification is incomplete and insufficient; it does not go far enough into the

depth of Fletcher’s motivations. He describes these urges as a fundamentally

inexpressible, non-rational “network of half-understood desires for change, open

spaces, simplicity, physical challenge, money, and the opportunity to stand aside

from the turmoil and see where you are going” (9).88 Thus the nationalist

rationale is “brittle” because it does not fully address Fletcher’s need to “see

himself,” to establish his identity—an identity which, in contemporary America,

is defined more as a nexus of desires than as a representative or microcosm of

the nation. More exactly, as we shall see later (see page 222 below), the rise of

American consumer culture has collapsed the nation into the self, equating

freedom and democracy with the “opportunities” of the free market; this allows

desire to stand in for national identity (which accounts for why “seeing America”

is a “convenient,” seemingly natural explanation). By undergoing—or in a sense,

consuming—the experience of his walk, Fletcher will be gratifying desires which

                                                
88By including “money” in his list of rationale, Fletcher implies writing as

an inherent part of his backpacking practice. Writing is the means by which his
experiences can be converted into currency.
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create his sense of individual worth, including not only his sense of national

character, but also the provision of a means to “earn a living,” to be a productive

member of society. This double act of consumption and production can be

“conveniently” labeled an experience of the nation precisely because it recreates

the ideological beliefs of Fletcher’s social world.

Society and nationalism maintain at least a shadowy presence throughout

Thousand Mile Summer. From the outset, Fletcher experiences structures,

landscapes and individuals that reinforce the “American-ness” of the landscape.

As he leaves the Mexican border, for instance, Fletcher encounters a dusty but

ceremonial customs officer whose frontier character reminds him that he has

“already begun to ‘discover America’” (11). A colonialist anachronism in polished

knee boots, the customs officer is a reminder of both the idiosyncratic

individualism and the proud imperialism which supposedly typify the US citizen.

I will return to examine encounters with such individuals in a moment. First,

however, I want to examine in detail the much larger role of nationalism played

by the landscapes Fletcher encounters.

The first half of Fletcher’s account is dominated by Southern California

deserts. From the beginning, Fletcher presents a picture of this landscape which

contrasts considerably with the typical view of desert as fundamentally

inhospitable and harsh. Fletcher finds that rather than conforming to the

“conventional image [of a] barren wasteland—hostile, cruel and inhuman,” the

Southern California desert is an almost pastoral landscape with “soft” sand, a

“beaming” sun, a breeze “caressing” his “bare arms and legs” and “white clouds

drifting by like ‘Welcome’ banners” (13). Fletcher finds this sensualized,

accepting world more humane than human culture: “Once I had escaped the
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works of man there was no more inhumanity” (13). Fletcher thus revises

traditional views of the “howling wilderness,” turning the definition of the

civilized on its head in an antimodern rejection of civilization. For Fletcher, the

social world represents “hostility, cruelty and inhumanity,” qualities which the

desert landscape specifically opposes through its beauty and hospitality. This

reversal is the first line of justification for Fletcher’s long walk: by spending time

in nature he is not escaping or running away from human responsibility, he is

rather discovering a “truer” sense of human existence. In this sense—in the way

in which the desert provides for human needs and aims better than urban

society—the desert is a pastoral landscape.

To some large degree, this landscape represents traditional

characterizations of American nature such as those detailed by Leo Marx and

J.M. Coetzee above (see page 11); Fletcher’s desert conforms to “the pastoral

ideal [that] has been used to define the meaning of America ever since the age of

discovery, and [that] has not yet lost its hold on the native imagination… to

withdraw from the great world and begin a new life in a fresh, green landscape”

(Marx 3). The “howling desert” of colonial times has thus become a secularized

version of the Puritan promised land. Moreover, when Fletcher consistently

refers to the desert as the “old frontier” (16) he underscores the way in which he

is literally traversing the landscape of American history, recreating both the

mythic and historical movement into fresh, “virgin” land. The desert becomes a

representational, even theatrical landscape, strewn with “relics the frontiersmen

had left behind, like old props on a deserted stage” (16) and identified with place

names that “read like the script of a western soap opera” (17). This metaphor has

the effect of suggesting that Fletcher is walking through not only “history,” but
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also through the mythic character of America itself. Like a Hudson River

Landscape, the desert becomes a “shimmering icon of collective identity, a

revelation of what purported to be the nation’s secret soul” (A. Miller 213). In

some sense, Fletcher is describing the desert as an encounter with the “real”

America, the landscape that represents the “frank,” pure and uncomplicated

truth at the heart of the American national character, a “virgin” landscape which

has been “defiled” by modern man (14-15). Modern, industrial America is thus

portrayed as a deviation, a perversion of the real nature of American identity.

The value of the desert is precisely the degree to which it provides not just an

image, but an experience of pure American character.

The individuals Fletcher encounters reinforce this idea that the nature he

traverses is a middle ground between lawless wilderness and the decadence of

the city. For instance, as he hikes through the barren northern end of the

Imperial Valley, Fletcher comes across the “Triple Slash Ranch… a jumble of

“buildings, dilapidated but belonging, clustered beneath two tall cottonwood

trees” (27). There, against a distant backdrop of burnt Arizona hills, Fletcher

makes the acquaintance of Ira, Corrine and their daughter Terry. Simple

homesteaders, “grained and thinned by the desert, tempered, but not bent” (28)

the family is a living example of the mythic origins of America. After listening to

Ira and Corrine bemoan the fact that more and more people seemed to be

moving in around them, Fletcher comes to a realization:
I grasped, with a gush of comprehension, what I had found at the
Triple Slash Ranch. I had thought the old frontier had ended… And
I had expected to get no nearer [to] meeting a frontiersman than I
could by daydreaming… But the Triple Slash was… a living reality.
And now Ira and Corinne wanted to do what frontiersmen had
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always done when advancing civilization caught up with their
homesteads: they wanted to push ahead once more and find
freedom in the wide and untamed land that still lay ahead (30-31).

Ira and Corinne are thus incarnations of an American myth. Literally formed by

the desert, they are living exemplars of Turner’s frontier thesis who are enacting

American pastoral ideals (freedom and individual equality) on the margin

between untamed wilderness and dense, urban civilization. As such, they are

living incarnations of American national character. In the mode of the classic

pastoral, these “simple” people exhibit the unsophisticated and plain truth that is

at the heart of American social identity (see Empson 11).

Fletcher condemns modern industrial development more thoroughly in his

later descriptions of encounters with desert dwellers in the northern Mojave.

One stormy, windy evening, as Fletcher walks along a dirt road, a car shut tight

against the “world of freshness and effort” pulls alongside. The window slides

down and Fletcher finds himself
“looking along a sumptuous, chrome-filled dash. Cigarette smoke
hung in warped blue layers. The radio billed and cooed. It was like
the first moment inside a night club” (47).

Fletcher refuses the driver’s offer for a ride, preferring the “freshness and effort”

of the desert to the civilized, seductive and vaguely illicit interior of the car. We

are soon shown that the choice was a wise one. A few miles later, Fletcher

arrives at a junk-yard which is presided over by a cadaverous and unnamed old

man, the “lined pallor” of his face “stained a ghostly green” by an old eyeshade

(60). He offers Fletcher shelter from the stormy night and a place for him to

cook: “‘No need for you to sleep in the open, you know… plenty room in those

old autos. …’ He nodded past two rusty gasoline pumps at a graveyard of
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automobiles… ‘I’ll be finished with the stove inside of five minutes.’” (60-61).

Fletcher turns down the offer to spend the night, but is unable to gracefully

reject the old man’s invitation to share a meal. Inside the littered interior of the

old man’s shack, Fletcher is suddenly overcome with a strange weakness: he

writes, “I began to feel faint. The cold numbness wrapped itself around me like a

mist… Evil flowed out from the green face” (63-4). Here, inside the cramped

interior of an automobile junkyard shack, Fletcher is almost overcome by a

sickening, death-like experience; the automobile graveyard is also a human one,

filled with wrecked lives like that of the old man. We are never told exactly what

disturbs him in the shack, only that once he manages to “escape” outside again,

“the cool, almost liquid” desert air “dispel[s] the last trace of faintness” (64). This

frightening episode puts the near seduction of the earlier proffered ride in a very

different context: to be sealed off from the desert is in some sense to be sealed

off from life. Like a fairy-tale witch, the automobile at first seduces with the

promise of comfort and ease, then consumes its victim by enclosing him in a

world of evil. The automobile here plays the same role as the corruptions of the

city in The Wide Wide World, with no more value than the “paltry artificial

gardens” eschewed by Muir; like Thoreau’s Oldtown and Stillwater in “Ktaadn,”

this scrap-yard serves as a landscape representation of the dehumanization and

rationalization of an industrial society. As the epitome of late fifties technological

and social achievement, the automobile becomes for Fletcher the symbol of evil

and death-in-life that a constant immersion in civilized comfort will bring.

This idea is underscored as Fletcher continues across the Mojave. A few

days after his encounter with the custodian of the automotive cemetery, Fletcher

again approaches a small hamlet. This is the “town” of Goffs, population 6,
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including two young dogs who rush up in friendly greeting, one rolling on his

back to have his belly scratched, the other jumping on his hind legs and

“laughing with joy at being so unwashed” (65). A small “cluster of buildings…,

Goffs did not look the sort of place to be unduly worried by automobiles” (64).

There, Fletcher makes the acquaintance of Jim Taylor, a large friendly man in his

late sixties who “moved his big body awkwardly, as if in pain” (66). The reason,

we learn, is that Jim has broken his neck twice, “first time in an auto accident.

Second time, a car knocked [him] down” (67). As it turns out, Taylor is not the

only victim of automobiles. When Fletcher leaves Goffs the next day, he is

informed that the young dogs, who were being looked after for a friend who

had suffered a “concussion in an automobile accident,” have themselves both

“been run over—by the same car, it looks like” and killed. “‘The friendliest little

things in the world, they were…’” laments their would-be care-taker, Mrs. Craig,

“the friendliest little things in the world” (69). Thus the automobile casts a pall of

death and injury over the small-town innocence of Goffs. As the symbol of

industrial America, the automobile inflicts random pain and destruction on

animals and people alike. These parables from Fletcher’s journey tell the reader

that, in spite of the sensuous ease and power the automobile promises, its

insulating comforts are ultimately poisonous, hazardous to life.

Ultimately, as the train was to Muir and, especially to Thoreau, the auto in

Thousand Mile Summer represents the ideology of modern America; it stands for

an entire way of seeing the world. The auto collapses time into space, reducing

the full complexity of places to mere stops along a schedule, to mileage markers

and off ramps. Its comforts insulate humans from nature—from the invigorating

“freshness and effort” of the natural world—while at the same time blinding
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them to the potential destruction caused by their machines. The auto stands for a

society that is increasingly dependent on the linear efficiency of motors, that

defines comfort as the reduction of sensation, where convenience has become a

moral imperative. Indeed, the price for this convenience and power is random

death and maiming; human and animal bodies litter the wake of the unstoppable

movement of industrial “progress.” The alternative to this ideology, Fletcher

proposes, lies in the “reasons” he discovers for undertaking the walk, “those

‘reasons’ more worthwhile than ‘discovering America’”(57). Here Fletcher again

suggests his meaning through quotation marks, for the motivations that impel

him into and through The Walk in fact have very little to do with “reason” and

technical rationality.

In fact, Fletcher himself is largely unaware of his motivations when he

begins his walk. Beyond the “network of half-understood desires” (9) he

understands little of what impels him to undertake his journey. He counts on the

fact that these reasons will be revealed to him as the trip progresses, that “The

Walk will show [him] in the end” why he had to undertake it (57). Indeed, the

physical experience of walking, of being in nature, is itself revealed as one of the

central motivations. Fletcher takes a particular pleasure in referring to the sheer

physicality of wilderness hiking. On a long day’s walk through the desert, he

finds he is “conscious only of heat and dryness and glare and hunger,” his

rational mind “no longer penetrated [by] complicated ideas” (20). Walking, for

Fletcher, achieves a kind of zen-like state of non-consciousness; it is an

experience of self and landscape that substitutes sensation for reason, feeling for

thought. Such an exposure to landscape—“walk[ing] alone through virgin desert

day after day”—eventually effaces the “trivia” of daily material life (24). This



201

exposure to landscape creates a unique experience of self: in “response to the

solitude… You do not grow lonely; you pass over instead into an aloneness that

leaves you free and content” (24). In other words, the landscape works to efface

even the desire for society (as it impels Ira and Corinne to move on, away from

impending neighbors), and by so doing, it propels Fletcher into a realm of

freedom profoundly different than that promised by the automobile.

 This realm, moreover, has a sacred aspect that goes beyond separation

from others, it also demands a separation from self. For example, one evening,

Fletcher bathes naked in a desert lagoon. The setting sun transforms the distant

hills into a biblical landscape tinted with “hints of hell” which brings him to the

“very threshold of revelation” (24). It is only after the sun has completely set that

he regains knowledge of his bodily self, recounting that he “found himself

shivering on the edge of the lagoon, still clutching a cake of soap” (Fletcher 24).

Here, for a moment anyway, Fletcher’s identity has dissolved into the landscape,

his consciousness has evaporated into the spectacle of an otherworldly sunset, a

sacred landscape that, like Thoreau’s Ktaadn, is less edenic than it is satanic.

Along with reason, Fletcher’s self-consciousness is dissolved in a spiritual ecstasy

so sensual it borders on the profane.

The idea of the landscape as sacred is repeated later on when Fletcher

describes walking into a “secret hollow” (70).
Brown granite walls held the wind at bay and reflected the sun’s
heat. Gleaming crystals paved the floor. At the far end, stone stools
for high priests ringed a sacrificial altar. Before it, two gnarled
junipers prostrated themselves. And cacti decorated every little
shrine (70).
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Although the religiosity of this landscape is less obviously related to hell, it is

nonetheless clearly not the pastoral landscape of an edenic garden. It is a

landscape of mystery and ritual. Thus, like a tourist visiting Niagara Falls,

Fletcher describes his trip across the desert as a “pilgrimage” (94), a journey to

encounter the sacred places of America. Fletcher’s experience of these natural

places is based less on a rational, or even aesthetic appreciation and based on a

physical, bodily sensation of the sacred and mystical. It is based on sharing

secrets, intimate mysteries with the landscape; the desert’s displays are “well-

staged witchery [that] quickly seduce” Fletcher with hours of “diverting love-

making” (73). Early on, Fletcher makes it clear that these sensual mysteries are a

fundamental part of the appeal of the desert, they enable the dissolution of the

self in nature. For example, one night, camping by the Colorado River, he is

awakened by the sound of a fish rising for flies. “Half-consciously” Fletcher

listens in the “silver darkness” and begins to form “affection for the Colorado”

(56). As he “sink[s] back to sleep” he hears in the fish’s “splashes a hint of why

[he] was walking up California, a hint of those ‘reasons’… that [he] knew The

Walk would show [him] in the end” (57). This trance-like revelation—reminiscent

of Thoreau’s “waking dream” of trout below Mt. Ktaadn—demonstrates the

nature of the relationship with landscape that The Walk will enable. It is a

relationship that will only be revealed and articulated as the walk progresses, a

relationship where Fletcher’s consciousness gradually merges with, or dissolves

into the landscape.

In other words, if the idea of the desert as America relies on conceptions of

the pastoral—if it is indeed a felicitous union of society and environment—the

aspect of the desert Fletcher ultimately values is less its nationalist dimension
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than it is the alienness of the sublime, the mysterious “other self” that is revealed

to him bit by bit as the trip progresses. In its pastoral aspects, the desert does

indeed allow Fletcher to “see America,” but what is far more “worthwhile” is the

way in which the desert allows Fletcher to see the relationship between himself

and nature. Paradoxically, the welcoming and felicitous face of the desert is

found in its indifferent and alien aspect, its savage beauty, the way in which it

provides an experience of non-consciousness, even of death. Ultimately, like

Muir’s Ritter, this is a landscape devoid of any “appreciable humanity.” Indeed,

as we shall see, this landscape is in fact downright hostile to human life.

Thus the “secret” of the desert is the impelling tension that drives both the

trip and the narrative of the trip; it is the mystery that Fletcher must “solve” in

order to attain the heroic status of his full human potential, the mystery of the

other self, whose solution ironically requires the dissolution of Fletcher’s social

identity. Consequently, while Fletcher does eventually come to an

understanding of the lure of the desert, he has difficulty putting this

understanding into words: “I found it hard to explain how—or even what— I

understood” (122). The lure of desert cannot be captured by language or reason

precisely because it stands in opposition to them; its appeal is precisely the way

in which it resists appropriation into the world of the social. The desert reverses

socially proscribed ideas about human value and belief: “God is light, we are

told, and Hell is outer darkness. But look at a desert mountain stripped bare by

the sun and you learn only geography. Watch darkness claim it, and for a

moment you may grasp why god had to create Satan—or man to create both”

(122). The desert landscape thus provides people with an understanding

specifically opposed to the light of reason, science and language; it is a sensory,
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physical form of knowing that can “imprison people” and leave them “calm and

almost skeptical” about the doings of society. The experience of wilderness

provides a knowledge that goes beyond an “accumulation of facts” to provide a

“deep comprehension of our world” (127), a comprehension that gives Fletcher

an understanding of his relationship to the realm of nature and the relationships

which bind that realm. For Fletcher, in other words, the desert provides a

physical experience of ecological unity, of biocentrism: “the subtle relationships,

constantly changing, that bind… all together” (127).

The walk itself involves Fletcher in this web of connection. He develops a

deep awareness of small events that have “become part of the fabric of [his] life:

the first clouds of the day forming over distant peaks; a scarlet snowplant

sticking up through the carpet of dead leaves… a lizard sunbathing on rough

granite” (186-87). This new awareness is manifested in moments of sublimity,

moments when Fletcher is transported into an experience of pure physicality.

Fletcher's ecological sensitivity is, in a sense, the moral lesson behind experiences

such as the sunset seen from the bathing lagoon described above. Consequently,

later in The Walk, Fletcher experiences a moment when “everything the Walk

stood for—came together” (187). After wading a cold alpine stream, he is sitting

on the bank, putting his boots back on when suddenly, he writes,
thankfulness surged through me. Thankfulness for the moment,
for the day, for the freedom of The Walk, for life itself.
I sat quite still, one boot half on, holding my breath and willing
memory to imprison that instant of time… I wanted the copper-red
dragonfly on its blade of grass… I wanted the warm sunshine and
rough grassy bank. I wanted the scent of lupines and the sound of
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running water. I wanted the deep forest shadow on the far bank. I
wanted the snow banks that hung high above it. … (187)

Here, trapped in an instant of time, Fletcher is overcome by a desire to

completely possess, to consume the landscape. His “other self” again takes

command, making Fletcher’s consciousness an emanation of pure desire for the

landscape.89 This overwhelming desire leads to another ecological insight. As he

continues on his way, Fletcher muses that “wilderness would be worth

conserving if it did nothing but make such moments possible” (188). Of course,

the experience of wilderness that makes such moments possible is the physical

act of walking, of living daily life entirely within the physical surroundings of

nature. More exactly, such moments are made possible by the physical

realization of human fragility and insignificance. This quality of landscape, what

Fletcher calls the “compelling hostility you find in all high and treeless places”

(136), both rejects and attracts him; it is an aspect of the scale of landscape: it “has

something to do with bareness, something to do with cold, something to do with

closeness to the sky and with immense distances…” (136). In short, it is the

quality of the sublime, of terror and awe in the face of total dissolution in the

infinite.

Thus, like Muir facing death on Mt. Ritter or Thoreau ascending Ktaadn,

Fletcher attains his ecological consciousness from physical hardship, from an

encounter with the darkness of the sublime, the risk of losing his conscious,

enclosed self. At a number of points, people question Fletcher’s sanity at taking
                                                

89In contrast to Muir, this desire, the wish to consume and own an
experience, is the driving force behind Fletcher’s practice of nature. Rather than
the light of the Divine that Muir saw in natural landscapes, Fletcher desires only
the landscape itself. As such, this experience demonstrates the degree to which
individual desire has become a moral force in consumer culture.
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such risks. For instance, back in San Francisco a friend is shocked by Fletcher’s

plans: “‘My God! Across the Mojave… Are you sure you know what you’re

doing?’” (59). As if to underscore the point, Fletcher finds an old magazine

showing a figure sprawled in the sand with the headline “The Mojave claims

another victim” (59, original emphasis). Later, a local exclaims “Going through

Death Valley? Huh, your feet must be stronger than your head” (76). These

warnings and questions establish Fletcher’s activities as being somehow beyond

the limits of what is normally acceptable, reasonable behavior; they establish

Fletcher as an antimodernist social outsider. In part, these fears and warnings

seem well-founded; Fletcher does indeed face considerable risk and hardship.90

Throughout the walk, Fletcher undergoes intense trials of physical and mental

adversity that force him out of himself. These hardships, in fact, are exactly those

factors that render Fletcher’s practices socially unacceptable, even oppositional.

However, they are also an essential part of the antimodern practice of walking.

They form an immediate individual experience of the reversal of values that

Fletcher observed in the landscape; they provide a way for Fletcher to

experience first hand the value of the darkness he sees in wilderness.

As such, this experience of risk and danger forms the underpinnings of the

real “reasons” for undertaking the walk; danger is the catalyst that enables the

experience of the other self. For example, during an exhausting night hike

                                                
90 Elsewhere, Fletcher writes that “even on marginally hazardous trips I

had occasionally suffered premonitions of a sticky end.” He believes he is not
alone in this, and claims that many experienced backpackers, when asked, admit
that they “routinely wonder, when they walk out of their front doors for a long
trip… whether they will ever walk back through that door” (1989: 166-67).
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through Death Valley, Fletcher experiences a dissolution of normal

consciousness and perception:
I found myself walking in a curious and disturbing state of
detachment. The paleness that was the road refused to stay in
positive contact with my feet. All around hovered hints of immense
open spaces and distant, unconvincing slopes. Time had lost real
meaning back in the gully; now it lacked even boundaries. My
watch registered an hour and a half of black, detached nothingness
(86).

Fletcher has here crossed over the “fine line” to experience a loss of self so

complete that even perception becomes diffuse, like the blackness that

overcomes Muir during his crisis on Ritter or the mists that swirl vaporously

around Ktaadn. Normal reality and perception are dissolved along with the self,

Fletcher cannot make contact with the ground and time itself has lost its

boundaries. Even language starts to fail him. As the march continues through the

night, through an “endless belt of blur and blackness,” Fletcher finds it

increasingly hard to describe his condition. To try and capture the experience, he

writes in stripped down, one or two word sentences: “Unreal walking. Halts. …

Aching legs. Aching shoulder. Cold.” (88). This lack of words, the failure of

language, demonstrates the degree to which Fletcher’s internal state has become

wedded to the indescribable landscape of the wilderness sublime. Thus when he

later encounters a “perfect picture” of a desert view, he finds that it has “nothing

that will quite go into words… [just a] subtle indefinite balance…” (107). This

indescribability reflects the essential alienness of nature that Fletcher finds so

important and appealing. The insufficiency of language to describe either

landscape or the state of mind encountered when one lives in the landscape
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without social mediation is a manifestation of the “mystery” that Fletcher seeks

in the wilderness.91 The danger and pain of intense physical exertion are but

another expression of the seduction of the desert landscape, the allure of losing

consciousness to its alien charms.

However, perceiving and experiencing this un-mediated state also allows

Fletcher to develop the kind of social critique implicit to antimodernist activities.

Perceiving such harmonious composition of landscape and pushing experience

beyond the bounds of reason or language satisfies an intense desire in Fletcher,

and as he is “standing still, devouring every detail of the scene… [he]

remember[s] that it was Monday. Back in San Francisco another weekend was

over. All around the world people were pouring back into their squirrel cages”

(107). For while the mysterious effects of nature are the rewards for the

hardships Fletcher endures, receiving those rewards allows Fletcher to

experience labor in ways that are unavailable in modern “squirrel cages.” If we

recall the nature of labor in the pastoral (see page 11 above), we can see that

Fletcher, in his portrayal of a life in nature, shows that he is not advocating “a

mere retreat into sensual sloth” (Coetzee 5) but rather gives his labor, his

walking, meaning and purpose: walking is an essential part of the construction of

his identity. Thus walking well and walking right become major concerns to

                                                
91 In a much later book, Fletcher describes the experience of separation

from himself in quite literal terms. He writes of backpacking across Alaskan
tundra and walking “in a more curiously divided state than I had ever
experienced, even imagined” (1989: 179). He writes of inhabiting two levels of
consciousness: one is a “normal, down-to-earth… physical existence,” but the
other is “much more real,” taking a perspective “above this little figure striding
westward… . This second, elevated, semi-omniscient self could also see… most of
the whys and wherefores and even thuses that lay behind both these onward-
flowing worlds, supporting them and finally giving them meaning” (1989: 179).
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Fletcher. And indeed, throughout Thousand Mile Summer Fletcher anticipates his

later Complete Walker with an obsession with issues of efficiency and technique.

At several junctures throughout Thousand Mile Summer, Fletcher provides

detailed accountings of activities and equipment. Early on in the text he provides

a photograph of all his standard equipment and typical food supplies, all

carefully laid out with a key describing each item and its weight. A second photo

details special “Additional Mountain Equipment” that he carried for the alpine

sections of the trip (see plates following page 32). These inventories are

astonishingly thorough: “Spare Spectacles (2 flashlight bulbs in case)—4 oz.,”

“Tea bags (about 20) (to right of pot)—2 oz.” Later in the text he provides, half-

jokingly, a similar accountancy of time. He compiles a list enumerating the

blocks of time spent on each activity during a typical day: “Walking, including

ten-minute halts every hour—7 hours,” “Orthodox business of wilderness

traveler: rapt contemplation of nature and/or navel—30 minutes” (54). The

“joke” here is that much of the list consists of “non-productive” activities such as

navel contemplation and conversations with ground squirrels rather than the

“proper” work of walking. Walking, in a sense, is portrayed as the wilderness

equivalent of wage-labor—it must be performed for a given number of hours

each day, and it must be done as efficiently as possible, avoiding the many

“temptations to dilly dally [that] are about as easy to evade as hydrogen bombs”

(54).

By portraying walking as a form of production, Fletcher can answer the

common criticism of the pastoral as advocating “a mere escape into sensual

sloth” (Coetzee 5). However, seeing walking this way begs the question of what,

exactly, is produced. In the classic pastoral, and in the pastoral landscapes
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revered by nineteenth century tourists and painters, the pastoral portrayed

honest, simple labor in order to distinguish its version of nature from primitive

wilderness and so provide an idealized version of American society. Recall that in

the pastoral narrative this work sets human history into motion: “Through work

man embarks on a voyage of exploration whose ultimate goal is the discovery of

man; through work man becomes master of the world; through a community of

work society comes into being.” (Coetzee 21) Labor in Fletcher‘s pastoral stops

considerably short of recreating culture. What it does produce is Fletcher himself.

(Although I suppose one could argue that in late capital the individual is entirely

a cultural creation, the smallest unit of cultural identity). Through his lists and

inventories, even, in a sense, through his writing,92 Fletcher establishes himself

as a particular individual, an expert in his field, a productive self. Through the

work of walking and writing about walking, in short, Fletcher produces his

identity.

Thus while their rationalization may seem contradictory to the sublime

impulse of merging the self and the landscape, Fletcher’s lists and inventories

play a vital role in providing a means to transport the sublime into the realm of

the social. The lists are a point of contact, they provide a way to technically

rationalize the practice of experiencing the sublime. They also provide a means

of contact with an increasingly consumption oriented culture. The commodity

fetishism of gear provides a way of integrating the activity of backpacking into

the market system.93 In other words, Fletcher’s technological rationalism serves
                                                

92In Hidden Worlds Fletcher writes that one aspect of his divided
consciousness is his “writing self” that looks down on the other self “composing
furiously” and “scribbling ferociously” (178-9). See also n. 91 above.

93 When I worked in a mountaineering store as an undergraduate we
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the same role that writing did for Muir: it provides him with a means to conduct

his business in the realm of the social. However, rather than simply providing a

way for Fletcher to become a particular kind of producer, as writing nature gives

Muir a political and social identity, walking in nature also establishes Fletcher as a

kind of expert consumer.Thus Fletcher’s lists and tables and discussions of the

technical minutiae of gear imply that backpacking requires a level of technical

expertise, of specialized knowledge of a market and its products. Consuming the

right pack or sleeping bag is portrayed as a way of enabling the experience, of

providing vital capabilities that make hiking possible. Needless to say, before

backpacking became a popular practice, and consequently before there was any

major development or competition in equipment manufacturing, the

consumption of equipment was largely insignificant to the experience. Gear, as a

topic of discussion, is virtually non-existent in Thoreau or Muir. Nowhere in

Muir’s account of his “thousand-mile walk” to the gulf does he make any more

than a passing mention of his pack or footwear, nor does he discuss the daily

routines of trail life. (Indeed, Muir to this day is somewhat notorious for his claim

that he never set out with much more than a bag of tea, a bag of flour and a

blanket.) Even early books on outdoor activities emphasized “woodcraft,” the

                                                                                                                                                
learned to identify a particular kind of customer that was seemingly almost
addicted to the technological aspects of equipment. Regardless of what activities
these individuals (they were derisively tagged “tech-weenies”) were engaged in,
they would upgrade their equipment every year to the latest models. Although I
can’t speak directly to the experiences such individuals had in the wilderness, my
impression is that in some way the consumption of technology came to stand in
for actual experiences; owning a pack capable of carrying three ice-axes and a
pair of crampons garnered the image of actually being an ice-climber regardless
of whether or not one ever went to climb ice.
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means for getting along in nature by using basic tools and found materials,

rather than the selection of various consumer products.94

Contemporary backpackers, however, are often obsessed with gear,

something I have been able to observe first-hand in several settings. Working in

a retail outdoor equipment store, I have had ample opportunity to witness the

obsession many hikers have with their equipment. Many customers displayed a

remarkable amount of technical knowledge (suggesting that Fletcher’s

“complete walker” approach is still alive and well) about the intricacies of pack

design or boot construction. For many of these people, going to the store,

talking about equipment, accumulating technical knowledge and vocabulary, all

of these are parts of the experience of backpacking. Many backpackers carry this

interest with them on the trail. For example, while hiking the Pacific Crest Trail in

California and Oregon I had the opportunity to converse with a number of other

long-distance hikers. Many of these conversations circulated around equipment;

a kind of camaraderie or kinship was established by discussing one’s equipment

and its performance. We talked about how our packs fit, if our clothing was

warm enough, if our boots were supportive and comfortable. Owning the same

brand of pack would also create a kind of relationship based on brand loyalty. At

the various trail logs many of the comments also concerned equipment: (“My

Lowe is carrying great, even with the extra weight of winter gear”).

                                                
94For example, an 1873 account of a hiking and hunting expedition takes

but two pages to describe the clothing and guns the party carried along. After
that, equipment and its use garners virtually no attention whatever, the text
concentrating entirely on the adventures, and misadventures, of the expedition
(see Stephens).
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Gear in backpacking is thus more than a way of carrying a load or

protecting the feet; it is also a means of creating a kind of community, a shared

consumptive practice. At the same time, the experience of backpacking merges

the touristic consuming of experiences and the transcendental production of the

self, making the practice itself into both a means of production and a commodity.

Thus for Fletcher—in his metaphors and analogies, in the way in which he makes

walking a form of labor—backpacking becomes a way of constructing himself,

producing himself through a “career.” However, it is also a way of identifying

himself through the consumption of the experience, through the creation of

himself as a kind of “expert” in the technical production of the experience.

Fletcher becomes a guide, not only to the wilds of backcountry America, but also

to the dense and confusing thickets of markets and methodologies, techniques

and technologies. (In fact, in the name of lessening human impact, Fletcher often

avoids specifically identifying the places he speaks about in his books, a practice

which sometimes renders nature anonymous and generic, a backdrop.)

However, the identity that he so develops is intimately tied to vast sublimity of

wilderness.

As Fletcher’s walk progresses, all of the minutiae of wilderness daily life

eventually wither away, leaving behind the “real” reasons for the walk. The

“domestic detail” of organizing gear and techniques becomes “automatic action”

(196); decisions about how to arrange equipment in the pack, how much water

to carry become almost unconscious parts of the experience, in a sense an

emanation of the landscape. Near the end of the walk, these domestic details

become part of the pastoral comfort of the landscape, Fletcher find himself

“strangely comforted by sounds and sensations that ha[ve] become unnoticed
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constants” (199). He find that he enjoys the “rhythm of [his] boots and staff, and

remember[s] their different inflections on sand and on soil and on rock” and that

he looks forward with pleasure to the “moment when [he] would pull on the

tapes of my mummy bag and shut myself off in a private world with the stars”

(199). In addition to providing a point of contact with the social world,

equipment and technique bring the social harmoniously into the experience of

wilderness; the technology allows the backpacker to travel to the very dividing

line between culture and nature, self and dissolution. Ultimately, the object of all

the lists and techniques is their own obliteration, the moment at which they

become automatic, invisible, a pastoral emanation of life in the landscape

By finally dissolving boundaries between the social and the natural in his

backpacking, Fletcher is able to justify seeing value in the landscape in a way that

contradicts the socialized value the pastoral reveres by humanizing nature. Just

as the nature Muir defends in his writing is ultimately inexpressible, beyond the

bounds of language, so too is Fletcher’s wilderness an ineffable, indefinable

quality rather than an exchangeable object. Rather than revering the landscape

for its “promise of the generation of all those differences that constitute culture”

(Coetzee 21), rather than anticipating the “futility” of labor in the “squirrel

cages” of the modern workplace, Fletcher embraces nature in the same way that

Thoreau does on Ktaadn, Muir does on Ritter, and even as tourists sometimes

did abandoning themselves to the sublimity of a landscape. Fletcher defines

himself, that is, by using the sublime to (dif)fuse his identity into the alienness of

nature. Through the consumption of sublime experiences like that in the lagoon

at sunset or night hiking across Death Valley, Fletcher comes to see himself and
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his daily life in the wilderness in the context of an ecological principle. Like Muir

and Thoreau he discovers the secret of his identity in a felt eco-philosophical

truth rather than a rational determination:
Living the way I was, I existed, very consciously, as an atom
among the forces of nature, among the huge forces that shape the
earth’s crust, that regulate the ebb and flow of seasons, that weave
and hold in balance all the delicate and interlocking strands that
constitute the web of life… I would feel a truth that we usually have
to stop and tell ourselves intellectually. I would accept, in a new and
fuller senses, that we are, in everything we do, an integral part of
this planet’s complexity (206, emphasis added).

Like Muir, Fletcher’s walk has authorized him to generate a philosophy, an

ideology of being based on the physical experience (a “feeling”) of dissolution

into the sublime. Like Thoreau and Muir, Fletcher has gained a kind of “bodily

truth,” a way of being and knowing that only comes (as his conditional tense

indicates in the above quote) when one is immersed and dissolved in the sense of

pure physicality that marks the sublime. The wilderness is ultimately valuable for

the way it provides an experience of “how fine a line divides safety from

tragedy—and how easily a moment of carelessness can send you stumbling

across it” (83), for the way in which it provides a physical experience of the

fragility of the human self. Identity for Fletcher is based on the same fearful

paradox that Muir and Thoreau find: self ultimately consists of the dissolution of

the boundaries of identity into the undifferentiated mass of natural

interconnections.

Armed with this ideological knowledge, Fletcher feels empowered to return

to the realm of culture; he finds himself even “eager to grapple once more with

the complexities that are the essence of modern life. I could even, with new
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perspectives to guide me, glimpse something of what cities are all about” (207).

Fletcher’s experiences thus allow him to generate a model of himself which

provides an otherwise alienating social world with personal meaning. At the

very end of his trip he walks up to a tree and carves his name, “in full,” with the

dates of his departure and arrival (207). On the one hand, this signifying act

symbolically re-establishes his Selfhood in such a way that it also acknowledges

the debt of that selfhood to his pilgrimage.95 On the other hand, it gives a

narrative and historical solidity to the event; Fletcher’s marks are a historical

marker that establish the boundaries of the walk. Once this engraving is

complete, Fletcher walks “down through the trees toward the road that would

take me back to San Francisco and everything the city now offered” (207). It is in

this sense that backpacking can be seen as pilgrimage. On the one hand, the walk

is a pastoral predecessor to modern life, a historical stage which serves as an

interpretive and moral guide to life in human society. On the other hand, the

risks the walk entails provide a kind of spiritual balance to the values of culture.

The pastoral and sublime are thus put to several uses in the practice of

backpacking. On the one hand, they give a point of connection, of continuity

with the past, with previous ways of conceptualizing and representing natural

experiences. They locate backpacking experiences of nature in a social, literary

and political context, and as such they allow these experiences to have meaning.

More exactly, the meaning, the interpretability of such experiences is a function

                                                
95Two other books about long distance hiking (mentioned above, see n. 87,

p.190) incorporate many or all of these notions into their accounts, as is evident
from their titles: Appalachian Odyssey and Pacific Crest Odyssey. In both of these
texts, the hiker-authors undergo sublime transcendent experiences and at the
end of their hikes express the same experiences of enviro-ideological “truths.”
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of the way in which the pastoral and the sublime provide backpackers with

cultural narratives, myths that describe nature, self and culture and the

relationships between all three. By providing a symbolic order into which

individuals can insert their experiences and shape them into narratives, the

pastoral and the sublime provide a medium of exchange between social ideology

and the lived experiences of nature. In other words, by casting himself in the

narratives of the pastoral and the sublime, the backpacker is able to give both

the events he narrates and himself as narrator the authority of the real and true.

Thus the pastoral and the sublime provide backpackers with the narrative forms

they need to create themselves, their identity from their experiences. By seeking

out the sublime mysteries of nature (e.g., the ineffable “reasons” for Fletcher's

Walk), the backpacker ventures beyond the limits of culture in order to re-

imagine culture as a pastoralized utopia. He can thus return to culture a

reinvigorated, revitalized self. (This return is often manifested in the specific

sense of giving them renewed faith in the political and social creeds of

environmentalism.96)

Backpacking, that is, provides its practitioners with a means of inserting

themselves within a social order while also generating a mode of individuating

themselves as consumers which is ideologically useful to the needs of market

capital. On the other hand, the extra-cultural perspectives backpacking provides

also open up opportunities for critique. That backpacking grew to its greatest

                                                
96Not surprisingly, then, many environmental organizations offer

wilderness trips and travel which in a sense provide a direct experience of the
philosophical underpinnings of the political practice. For example, the Sierra Club
has long offered backpacking outings as a way of both promoting itself as an
organization and furthering its environmental agenda
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popularity during the social upheavals of the Sixties is one testament to this

critical aspect.97 However, as we saw in Fletcher’s lists and guides to gear, the

type of self that modern backpacking constructs is very different from that

assembled by Thoreau or even Muir. It is the self as consumer, a self created

from the consumption of experiences, not their production. Or, more exactly,

backpacking is a form of production that produces consumption and identifies

the self with that consumption. Ultimately, by combining the pastoral and the

sublime, the backpacking experience offers elements of both nationalistic

tourism and individual, anti-modernist withdrawal. Backpacking serves as a kind

of middle ground, providing an opportunity to consume an experience (and the

accompanying “necessities”) of both society-defying risk and culture-affirming

tourism.

This concern with consumption represents a redefinition of the American

mass public, a reorganization of American society on a fundamental level that

had only just begun when Muir rose to public prominence. Generally speaking,

this is the shift, beginning in earnest just before the turn of the century, to a mass

consumer society, to a means of social organization that defines individuality

through the consumption of goods (whether those goods be material or

                                                
97Roderick Nash articulates this connection in greater detail in his chapter

“The Wilderness Cult” in Wilderness and the American Mind. Perhaps the best
counter-cultural expression of a backpacking experience comes in Kerouac’s The
Dharma Bums. A less fully realized version is sketched in Terry and Renny
Russell’s photo essay On the Loose, a publishing success in the seventies put out
by Sierra Club Books. The notion of pilgrimage as a means of knowing
American identity is curiously twisted about in Hunter S. Thompson’s novel-
account about wildness, the primitive and the desert Fear and Loathing in Las
Vegas.
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experiential). Consumption, either embraced as a means of self and national

definition, or rejected as a false value plays a crucial role in the other practices of

nature that rise to mass popularity in the second half of the twentieth century.

For although it is still fairly common, in the fully post-modern moment of

contemporary America backpacking has been joined, and somewhat

overshadowed, by the practices of climbing and camping.98 I believe

backpacking’s popularity has waned because it simply does not lend itself to the

kind of distillation and flattening into image required by post-modern

popularity. In a sense, backpacking is already a thing of the past, unable to fit

into practices of nature that have become more polarized and segmented in

keeping with a society that is increasingly divided into market segments. It is

hard to imagine a form of backpacking ever making it onto a CD-ROM of

“extreme sports,” as new forms of climbing have done. Elements of backpacking

survive in “adventure travel” a form of tourism that explores remote, exotic

areas on foot or canoe99 and there have been short lived fads such as “speed
                                                

98As evidence for this decline, I might point to the fact that images of
backpacking are rarely if ever seen in the culture at large, even in areas where
portrayals of Americans in nature plays an important role. Ads for outdoorsy
Sport Utility Vehicles (4Runners, Broncos, etc), for instance, might show either
climbers at the crags, a kayaker unloading his boat, or a family camped by a
lake, but they almost never hawk vehicles by showing backpackers. (The only
exception is the occasional print ad portraying a young couple hoisting packs
onto their backs and which therefore do not imply an activity much beyond
camping out). The vehicles are shown as a means of “getting there” where
“there” is both the backcountry and a particular level of social success,
individuality, and social/familial harmony. Backpacking clearly does not contain
the appropriate ideological content to assist in such portrayals of success.

99 A variation of this, “eco-travel,” has arisen in order to capitalize on the
new marketability of things “green.” Like its cousin, adventure-travel, eco-travel
is principally a form of tourism taken to an extreme. Both practices exoticize their
locales, strip them of local political and cultural meanings and diffuse the
independent existence of the natural areas they frequent into imported social
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hiking” major routes such as the Appalachian Trail, however neither of these can

really be considered mass practices. By the end of the 1980’s backpacking had

simply begun to fade from the public arena. As the market of straight

backpackers dwindled even Backpacker magazine broadened its editorial content

and added a subtitle to its masthead—“the magazine of wilderness travel”— in

order to better garner readership. Many of the outdoor stores that had sprung

into existence in the seventies began to go out of business. Those that survived

diversified into other areas—boating, fishing, climbing, skiing and, in particular,

clothing100—and merged and consolidated into large retail/mail-order houses

like REI. In the nineties the popular conception of backpacking seems to be that it

is principally a nostalgic back-to-nature activity associated with furry

environmentalists and aging hippies.101 Backpacking is perhaps too closely

bound up with ecology and the social movements of the sixties and seventies

(and teens and twenties), to survive the pace and glitter of post-modern

consumer culture in the nineties.

                                                                                                                                                
meanings.

100 As we will shortly see, much of this clothing came from companies that
were actually formed by climbers and mountaineers. For now, suffice to say that
companies such as Patagonia and L.L. Bean became major corporations by
selling an image of the outdoors that people could wear to work. (Patagonia
went so far as to offer a sport coat that could be stuffed into a duffle bag and still
look presentable; in the catalog the coat was modeled by a sunburnt individual
on a crowded Kathmandu street.)

101 This might serve to explain a trend I have noticed during backpacking
trips I have undertaken in the last five years. Not only have I run into fewer
people on the trail, most of those I have met are in their forties or fifties. This age
distribution (admittedly not very scientifically determined) contrasts
considerably with climbing, that attracts individuals from their teens to their
sixties. Even camping, though it is very popular with retirees, is enjoyed by
significant numbers of young couples and families.
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While they too have their roots in anti-modern impulses, climbing and

camping have proved far more adaptable. Climbing in particular has seen a

radical transformation from its associations in the sixties and seventies with the

very margins of culture, with self-imposed poverty, anarchy and, later, punk

rock, to becoming a major cultural icon used to pitch products from Cadillacs to

Mountain Dew and practiced by corporate executives and home-makers.

Camping, while always enjoying a “mainstream” popularity dating back to turn-

of-the-century tourism, has also seen a consistent increase in the numbers of

practitioners. According to one survey, some 35 million individuals “camped

overnight” in 1989 (American Demographics 12:5 May 1990). As mentioned above,

I take camping and climbing to represent the poles of contemporary attitudes

towards nature; their popularity thus reflects an increasingly segmented and

diversified approach to the experience and representation of nature in American

mass culture. The dividing line between these practices is drawn by the way in

which each one represents its attitude towards mainstream, material culture.

Camping, on the one hand, uses the pastoral to endorse consumption as the

means to create an idealized domesticity and an imagined community. For

campers, their practice recreates an imagined, utopian form of the existing

culture. Climbing on the other hand, consumes experiences and images of the

sublime to reject sociality and domesticity. Climbers use their practice to defy

social boundaries and revise their independent self-conceptions. Yet in either

practice, as I noted above, the consumption of goods and experiences plays a

central role in creating perceptions and ideology. Consumption, in a sense, is the

way in which the narratives of camping and climbing are “read.” Before
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continuing to examine these practices, then, I would like to briefly digress to take

a look at the nature and history of mass consumerism as a social form.

In his book, Captains of Consciousness, Stuart Ewen examines the relationship

between the rise of consumer culture and the development of advertising at the

turn of the century. Advertising, he points out, was a response to a social and

economic crisis that imperiled early industrial capitalism. On the one hand, early

industrial America faced a considerable problem of social control. Powered

largely by the massive waves of immigrants that came to the US throughout the

latter half of the nineteenth century, American industrialists had to find ways to

“stabilize and inculcate fidelity” amongst workers who brought with them their

own “perceptions of [their] non-industrial origins; [who] experienced the shock

of factory life and each defended [their] own initiative against the mechanical

rhythms of industrial rationality” (Ewen 6). On the other hand, industrialists had

to find a way to stabilize and rationalize the consumption of goods that could

now be produced in previously unheard of quantities. American industry, in

order to flourish, had to “produce a cultural apparatus aimed at defusing and

neutralizing potential unrest” (Ewen 12) while at the same time redefining the

“realm of consumption” to provide large and stable markets (Ewen 14) which

would “break sales down into standardized units… thus enabling commodity

producers to have greater control over consumption and a more systematic

means of exploiting the consumer” (Willis 2).

The result, in short, was a redefinition of consumption and commodities

through advertising102. Advertising, in turn, helped to bring about a redefinition
                                                

102 Susan Willis points out that, for many commodities, packaging is as



223

of self and nation; it created Americans as citizens of what historian William

Leach called the “Land of Desire.” In this way, labor management became much

more than just the rationalization of workers’ activities in factories; it became a

way of shaping workers into consumers, a way of directing social and individual

identity. As Ewen puts it, “with mass production, management entered a period

in which workers began to be considered as potential “citizens” of a new

industrial civilization, rather than merely ‘wheelhorses’ in the productive

process” (14). In other words, the emphasis of the new culture of consumer

capitalism was on the creation of the self. As one turn-of-the-century merchant

put it, the new culture
 “speaks to us only of ourselves, our pleasures, our life. It does not
say, ‘Pray, obey, sacrifice thyself, respect the King, fear thy master.’
It whispers, ‘Amuse thyself, take care of yourself’ Is not this the
natural and logical effect of an age of individualism?” (cited in
Leach 3).

Consumption, that is, had become the means by which people identified

themselves: you are what you own, not what you make or who you serve.

Citizenship and identity became bound up more in the expression of individual

desire than they are defined by membership in a community or collective.

The actual means by which advertising endeavored to accomplish this do

not greatly concern us here. What is important is the way in which advertising

introduced the idea of consumption as a means of garnering images and identity

that went beyond the immediate nature, the use and purpose, of a given

commodity. Advertising became the means for creating identity through

                                                                                                                                                
important as advertising in creating the image and appeal of a product. See her
Primer for Daily Life Chapter One passim.
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consumption. In the words of historian Warren Susman, “advertising became

not only a new economic force essential in the regulation of prices but also a

vision of the way the culture worked: the products of the culture became

advertisements of the culture itself” (xxiv). Advertising, in other words,

disseminated the notion that a particular set of social values and images adhered

to a commodity, became a part essential qualities. Walter Benjamin calls this set

of social values and images the “aura.”

Benjamin uses this term in an extended discussion theorizing the value and

effects of mass-produced works of art (e.g., photos, films). Benjamin argues that

such mass products, be they prints of a painting or a film, diffuse the authority of

the “original.” The original, in other words, contains traces of its production, the

trajectory of its history of ownership, location, duration and so forth (See

Benjamin 220-22). Mechanical reproduction, Benjamin argues, allows products to

enter the lives of consumers in ways that were inaccessible before (e.g., a given

performance of Hamlet takes place only once, is unique every time and must be

seen in a theater; a videotape of Hamlet is identical each time it is viewed and can

be seen anywhere a VCR can be made to work, from a suburban living room to

a boat in the middle of the Atlantic). By allowing an object to thus  “meet the

beholder or listener in his own particular situation,” mass production

“reactivates the object reproduced” in that situation (Benjamin 221). While

Benjamin was speaking principally of art objects, his observation has important

ramifications when applied to other kinds of commodities, especially the kind of

narrative experiences that define the practices of nature. In such practices, it is

their transmission and recreation in narrative that allows their mass production.

In other words, while a film might be reproduced via magnetic encoding on a
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video tape, practices of nature are both reproduced and experienced through

genres of narrative. Both writing (and even films or television) and advertising

play a central part in disseminating these practices. By making use of the generic

conventions of the pastoral and the sublime, practices of nature “activate” the

same ideological concepts and perceptions in their practitioners.

As such, advertising and narrative commodities could address the turn of

the century economic problem that “the utilitarian value of a product or the

traditional notions of mechanical quality were no longer sufficient inducements

to move merchandise at the necessary rate and volume.” (Ewen 34). Advertising

diminished the importance of the material usefulness (use value) of a commodity

by making the commodity speak directly to the desire for physical and

emotional happiness, the individual comfort and satiation of the consuming self.

In Ewen’s words, this new culture of consumption created the idea of a

“commodity self” where every part of the body is part of an “assemblage” that

can be created and modified through various products. However, Ewen fails to

point out that this is as true of consciousness and being as it is of the body;

indeed, “one of the things that make the modern world ‘modern’ is the

development of consciousness of self” (Susman 271). Or, in the words of

Horkheimer and Adorno, the individual is “an illusion not only because of the

standardization of the means of production [but also because] … the peculiarity

of the self is a monopoly commodity determined by society” (154).

Consumption, the new culture promised, can also create self-confidence,

sexuality, intelligence, identity and well being. And, as part of the drive to ensure

consistent markets, individuals increasingly came to express their consciousness

by constituting identity through consumption. In this sense, consumption
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replaces the standardization of behavior and identity that church and nation had

once provided. (Thus, although church and nation still survive as social forms,

they are experienced as commodities, life-style choices on the market of

identity.)

To expand Ewen’s argument, then, mass market values mean more than

seeing consumption as the means to physical satisfaction, the fulfillment of

Marx’s “Necessity;” these values see the remaking of the individual into a social

entity: the smallest possible significant market. As such, every aspect of self is a

potential area for sales. Consumerism is thus much more than a “way of life;” it

is a way of perceiving the world, society and identity. In this way, consumerism

is quite profoundly the means for creating a new civilization. It is precisely the

means for “civilizing” consumers into mass market based society—hence the

popular “idea that advertising was producing a homogeneous national

character… likened within the [advertising] trade as a ‘civilizing influence’”

(Ewen 41). However, if in early mass consumer society, the primary means of

influence was through advertising’s grafting of images onto products, the

primary innovation of late consumer society is the creation and appropriation of

such images as products in and of themselves. Advertising, seen from the

broadest perspective is nothing if it is not the claim that a given product will lead

to a given experience or experiences and that these experiences will in turn lead

to the creation of particular self. In late consumer society, the product can consist

of nothing more than a well packaged version of this experience. In other words,

if, as Susan Willis argues, “the anticipation of use value” teased out by packaging

is the primary site of pleasure in mass produced commodities, commodities
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which themselves are experiences can be circulated which are nothing more than

this packaging, the imaginary experience of their anticipated use.

This is precisely what has happened in practices such as Fletcher’s

backpacking. The experience itself, portrayed as a narrative, contains a meaning,

a value, a particular set of social images. This image is what is bought and sold in

Fletcher’s books, in mountaineering stores, in films, advertisements and

television shows that portray the outdoors. Selling an image is precisely what is

at stake in the marketing of the popular current practices of camping and

climbing. These practices, in importantly different ways, encourage the creation

of self through the consumption of images, symbols, representations.

Consequently, I would now like to turn to a survey of these popular

contemporary practices.

CAMPING

The family trailer is a ubiquitous feature at almost every American

recreational site, from theme parks to national parks, from wildlife refuges to

stock-car races. In large part, this ubiquity can be traced to the trailer’s long-

standing mythic relationship with American society. “Living on the road” is one

of America’s most enduring romances; the covered wagon, rattling across the

prairie seems to sum up America’s favorite history: the brave pioneers enduring

hardships and winning freedom as they cross a vast and hostile landscape, as the

colonists did before them and as the astronauts will do a hundred years hence.

The very notion of inhabiting a temporary mobile home “impl[ies] a kind of

freedom and [has] thus found a special place in the North American ideological
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landscape” (A. Wilson 31). With the development of the interstate highway

system, automotive technology has ensured that mobile-homes (or RV’s,

Winnebagos, trailers or campers, as they are variously known) have become

part of the actual landscape as well. In the US and Canada, the “past thirty years

have seen a tremendous expansion of park infrastructures such as road,

interpretive centers, and other visitor services. This has corresponded with a

tremendous increase in park use, which went up by 400 per cent between 1950

and 1965” (A. Wilson 230). Obviously, backpackers and climbers have little use

for park structures such as roads and visitor centers; such structures exist

principally to facilitate the experiences of campers.

These experiences, as I just alluded, are profoundly tied to notions of

American history. Their ideology is perhaps best summed up by a bumper

sticker I have observed on the back of many trailers: “Roughing It Smoothly.”

Americans who take off for camping vacations in the nation’s parks and

recreational areas want to re-enact the movement west into an uncivilized

frontier, and they want to do so with all the creature comforts of twentieth

century consumer culture. In other words, American campers want the images

and meanings that come with the myth of “roughing it” on the margins of

culture; but they want no more than the smooth and seamless surface of these

images. They want a safe, sanitized nature that presents no difficulties, no

contradictions, no problems. They want a version of nature, that is, that will

allow them to recreate a utopian vision of American society with neither the

hardships of real frontier living, nor the problems which plague contemporary

industrial America.
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Camping thus incorporates and enacts the influence and attitudes of the

pastoral that Fletcher experiences in his encounters with “historical” characters

and domestic comforts. Camping is the constant recreation of living in a “town”

like Goffs, without the specter of industrial rationalization and depersonalization

haunting it. However, unlike Fletcher’s generation of identity through his

immersion into the landscape, the experience of camping, does not seem to rely

on any such individualized model of self-hood. Rather, it uses the nationalist

social discourse of the pastoral to authorize the terms of its experience. For

example, virtually every “campfire circle” or visitor center slide/film

presentation begins with the ranger (or other official) polling the crowd as to

“where they’re from.” Presumably, this informal inventory helps people see

how they have all come together from diverse places for the experience of

camping in, say, Yosemite National Park. These polls reinforce the idea that

everyone in the audience is related, is an American who has come to this “sacred

place” for an experience of national identity. For family camping is above all

about the creation of a social space where individuals are describable mainly in

terms of their relationship to the group. Camping is about “togetherness,”

family and community. Perhaps as a consequence of this, there is no such thing

as an established “literature of camping.” as there is for climbing and, to a lesser

extent, backpacking.103 Although the lack of a such a body of texts is interesting

for the light it throws on how campers conceive of their experience, this lack

                                                
103There are, of course, nineteenth century accounts of living in the wilds,

accounts which include the experiences of a family or group of settlers.
However, such accounts have little to do with the recreational practice of
“camping” as I here examine it. Such accounts belong more to the literature of
the frontier and thus are firmly in the lineage of the Western.



230

makes it difficult to examine the practice in the context of a paper such as this

one. Campers seem to be largely unconcerned about representing or

establishing themselves through a tradition of writing,104 Consequently there

are few texts to which I can apply a close reading. To examine camping I will

have to rely on my own and others’ observations, and the representations of

camping in magazines, films, advertising and television.

Perhaps it is best to begin with a definition of terms. “Camping” as I mean

it here, refers to the practice of campground touring in national and private

natural areas. I do not refer to the “camping out” which is an implicit part of

backpacking and even climbing. “Camping” in this conception refers to touring

with a motorhome, family tent, or trailer which is used to establish a home at

successive campsites. In contrast to the more minimalist practice of climbing or

backpacking, camping involves most “of the paraphernalia of daily life” (Ewen

and Cerrullo 35) to the degree that an automobile of some kind is necessary

simply to transport the equipment. In this paraphernalia I would include,

however, not only the physical tools of daily living, the plates and televisions and

toys, but also the intangible products of family, social relationships and labor.

The activity of camping consists of travel and stasis. But in both of these

components, campers frame their experiences socially. Traveling, for example, is

cast within the rubric of “seeing America.” The backs of mobile homes are often
                                                

104 Recently, campers have become obsessed with video-taping their
experiences. This, I will argue below, has less to do with establishing themselves
in a narrative and much more to do with a collector’s sense of consumption.
Videos, in other words, are trophies or souvenirs far more than they are texts of
identity. The best evidence I can think of for this contention is the availability of
pre-made videos of areas that are available in the visitor center of almost every
major national park. Such tapes prove that one has consumed the experience of
Yosemite Valley, they do nothing to establish a powerful sense of self.
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plastered with stickers representing different cultural sites and states. These

stickers serve as an emblem of the amount of “nation-ness” a particular camper

has consumed. In this way, camping continues to play the role tourism played in

the nineteenth century by contributing to “America’s invention of itself as a

culture” (Sears 4); by recreating the movements and conditions of existence of

the pioneers (at least in the general sense of mobile, temporary living) campers

are themselves creating America. By traveling to sacred sites that create the

identity of the nation, campers are recreating the American historical myth

codified in Turner’s “frontier thesis.” Camping thus in many ways contains

deeply nationalist, ideological associations. For example, the American landscape

is populated by a vast array of “roadside attractions” which are concerned with

historical and literary American-ness. To list just a few examples: the Nebraska

Corn Palace, Wild West Wax Museum, Little America (the World’s Largest Gas

Station, a particularly revealing example), Wax Museum of the American

Presidents, Cadillac Ranch and, last but not least, the Walt Whitman Memorial

Rest Area. In addition, of course, are the tremendous number of “attractions”

which surround cultural locations such Mark Twain’s birthplace, Yellowstone

National Park or Mt. Rushmore. The popularity of such sites/sights with

campers is evident by the large numbers of motorhomes always in evidence at

the parking lots, and by the bumper stickers displayed on the vehicles

themselves, establishing the credentials of the owners by displaying their

“collections” of experiences.

Tourism is in this conception the act of going out and finding the sites of

American identity and thereby reinforcing one’s own sense of national identity.

By consuming a series of images which refer to nationality, campers participate
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in a vision of belonging to a larger culture; tourism becomes a form of

citizenship into which one enters by occupying a social landscape. Consequently,

the actual content of the images consumed is usually unimportant. Sites such as

Geronimo’s grave, which hardly reflect well on American culture or history, are

as “American” as the birthplaces of presidents. Nor does it seem contradictory

that the modern covered wagons are frequently named after Indian tribes that

were decimated by western expansion (e.g., Winnebago, Apache). Image

consumption has become all the more entrenched as the predominant mode of

experience with the advent of the video camera. Campers seem to compulsively

tape everything, magnetically capturing the images of nation-hood in which the

camper has participated.105 Interesting enough, moreover, is the fact that

climbers themselves often become part of these images. I have noticed that
                                                

105 I have two (hopefully) extreme examples of the depth of this
compulsion: on a number of occasions I have noted large RV’s with a special
bracket on the front dashboard onto which is mounted a camcorder. This, I
presume, allows the occupants to document the scenery and places they viewed
from inside the vehicle from a “driver’s eye view.” More compulsive still was
one individual I observed at the Visitor Center in Zion National Park, Utah. This
man walked out of his RV with a camcorder already running (I could see the
blinking red LED), walked up to the visitor center, panned across the sign
identifying the visitor center, came in for a close up of the informative notices
displayed on the front window of building (lingering especially over the traffic
advisory concerning narrow tunnels in the Park) stepped back for a quick long-
shot of the redrock cliffs across the road, and then walked in to the center. I
followed him in, discreetly, and found sure enough that he was walking through
the natural history and bookstore displays, still filming.

Although these may well represent extreme cases, and they are easy to
poke fun at, I believe such examples show the degree to which in these forms of
tourism experience is removed and distanced from the actual landscape, and
consumption is the dominant impulse. For by videotaping every instant of the
trip, these tourists are thinking less of the experience itself, and more of being
able to document, to “prove” ownership of the experience. Like the
accumulation of gift shop memorabilia, such filming is a form of trophy hunting
or relic gathering.
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campers pay a great deal of attention to the activities of climbers, attention which

is in many ways similar to that which they give to Indians or other “local

attractions.”

Climbers are, for campers, a kind of other whose experiences are beyond

the bounds of reason which enclose their conceptual world. (One frequent

comment is “Wow, you guys are crazy!”) Campers tend to talk about climbers in

the third person, even when the climber is in close proximity, much as if they

were animals, natives or images on a television. Yet campers also seem to feel no

compunction about questioning climbers about their practices; the social rules for

initiating conversation are for some reason suspended in the exchange between

camper and the object of his consumption. The open, uninvited questioning,

combined with the passion for recording, and the implied distance of third

person observation all suggest that campers view climbers as occupying a

different social world; they approach climbers in much the same way that turn of

the century anthropologists approached their subjects, with a mixture of disgust,

awe and fascination.106

Camping, then, occupies a kind of hyper-reality of daily life. Far from

getting away from it all, camping recreates it all, but in a perfect, sanitized

idealized form which depends upon the social idealizations of the pastoral. As

Ewen and Cerullo point out,
                                                

106On a recent climbing trip, one woman with a video camera followed me
and my partner around the parking lot, recording our “unusual” behaviors (such
as drinking water, loading gear in the car, etc.) she then proceeded to attempt to
interview us, which we declined. She was taken aback, and protestingly said “I
can’t believe you won’t speak to me on camera.” In her mind, apparently, the
device for recording images somehow legitimized our conversion into “oddities”
or objects for consumption. We were part of the landscape to be consumed, a
process which she felt was totally natural and reasonable.
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Family camping embodies many anti-capitalist yearnings and a
dream of a different life. Pre-industrial visions and populist
fantasies in which time and space are refashioned live in people’s
imaginations and shape the dream: of a life that’s whole, an
unchanging community closer to the natural world in which work
is related to survival and in which families are held together by
shared work and physical proximity.

Camping, (like most other popular cultural products) thus clearly embodies both

a Utopian and an ideological moment.107 On the one hand it recognizes that the

promises and values of late capital are not always realized in daily life. On the

other hand, instead of seeking an alternate way of conceiving sociality, camping

recreates an idealized form within the larger structures. (That camping therefore

requires the acquisition of a whole second set of daily commodities is one sense

in which it is a particularly elegant solution to potentially liberatory

dissatisfactions; much of camping can be seen as the fulfillment of consumerist

fantasies.)

The physical experience of camping is thus entirely different from the

individuated dramas of practices modeled on the sublime. Camping instead

invokes a mode of nostalgia. Camping creates a small village, a neighborhood

where men tend fires, grilling hot dogs, women converse and watch their

children who ride their bikes or play with Frisbees (see Cerullo and Ewen 36). In

contrast to the mingled fear of and desire for union with that beyond self, culture

and regulation that Muir, Fletcher and Thoreau all seek, camping seeks to

enclose itself in a bounded space which is entirely delimited by the social. (This

explains the tendency I have often observed of campers to cluster their motor-
                                                

107This idea of the two-pronged nature of mass cultural artifacts is
delineated in Jameson, 1979.
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homes in close proximity to each other, even when there is plenty of room to

spread out.) Consequently, instead of seeking out an experience which

ultimately identifies a unique, monadic self, campers seek membership in a

community, a community which they then fiercely guard. One video

presentation I watched at Garden of the Gods State Park, Colorado concluded

with the text of the campground rules (Quiet Hours, etc.) superimposed on a

mounted ranger. The ranger is, we are told by the narrator, a “gentle reminder”

of the need to observe these rules and thereby “treat fellow visitors with

respect.” As Ewen and Cerullo point out, the notion of “Equality” is so strongly

asserted by groups of campers that in the closed worlds of camping chapters

“Equality becomes sameness; the community of equals is homogeneous and

tightly bounded against threats perceived to be coming from the ‘outside’” (23).

In fact, Ewen and Cerullo found that “the lack of any strong identification with

an ethnic community, church or extended family seemed to be a motivation for

joining the [camping] chapter in the first place;” camping was a way for people

to meet others “like themselves” (21). The ultimate goal of camping is thus the

experience of sociality, of membership in a totality created in the vacuum left by

the atrophy of church and nation; campers create a beneficent imagined

community based on consumptive equality and free from the pluralistic conflicts

of modern democracy.

Consequently, camping takes place in a “natural” environment not because

of the contrast it provides with culture, but because of the way “nature” can be

made to portray an idealized, innocent vision of American society and

history.108 To represent landscape and its own activities this way, camping uses
                                                

108This is precisely the portrait of nature embodied in the amazingly
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the symbolic and mythic tropes of the pastoral. Nature, for campers, is primarily

experienced via guided talks by the park rangers, or interpretive trails which

point out interesting natural features. For example, many of the turn-outs along

the main road in Yosemite national park feature interpretive signs with a

lithograph of the view keyed to the place-names of landmarks visible from the

turn-out. This sign, with its exact reproduction of the scene in front of which it is

mounted, thus dictates the context in which the landscape is seen, experienced

and evaluated. The sign also reduces what is an awesome view of miles of

granite peaks and basins to a quickly assimilable package: hop out of the car,

take a look around, read the sign so you know what you saw and then on to the

next attraction. These signs provide quick and easy consumption, they are a

form of packaging that substitutes a bounded, named representation of the

landscape for the landscape itself. They reduce an immense portion of the

environment to a kind of exhibit in a living museum. These kinds of packaged

experiences are immensely popular, and take a number of forms. The nightly

slide shows in Yosemite valley, which depict views that are available from the

main trails, as well as explaining the geological features of the valley, are always

sold out. (Indeed, many of these signs and shows do not limit themselves to the

traditionally “natural” features of the an area. Frequently they also include

reassuring descriptions of human activity in the area: dams, logging, mining are

all portrayed as rationally managed within the “natural laws” of the area.)

Nature, for the camping enthusiast, is thus rational, explainable, bounded,

understood, even recreatable by the means of American culture. While largely
                                                                                                                                                
anthropocentric Disney nature films where animal life often resembles an
episode of “Leave it to Beaver.”
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devoid of the religious sub-text implicit to nineteenth century versions of the

pastoral, this version of the landscape portrays harmony and understanding

between nature and culture. Indeed, it substitutes for the religious the idea of the

nation: these sites are portrayed as part of the national landscape (e.g., state

parks are part of our “national heritage”) or as a Disneyfied magical world that

harmoniously regulates itself while providing symbolic and material necessities

for American culture.

This latter view is perhaps best exemplified by the guided “nature hike” or

“interpretive trail.” These trails can be found at virtually every major park and at

scores of smaller sites throughout the country. Basically, they consist of a

relatively short, flat loop trail (rarely more than a mile and sometimes even

paved) with numbered signs placed at various intervals along the way. The

numbers are keyed to numbered “interpretations” in a brochure which is

available at the start of the trail or, sometimes, purchased at the visitor center.

This guide points out a wide variety of features: natural ones such as geological

structures, plant species and animal habitats, and cultural ones such as

reforestation, resource extraction sites, historical relics, or scientific study areas.

These “Nature Walks” thus draw on two models implicit to the pastoral in

order to turn the wilderness into a culturally delineated and organized

(manufactured/consumed) experience. On the one hand, each placard placed in

front of a plant, ravine, boulder, etc. turns that object or collection (enclosure) of

objects into a logical-positivist display, a bio-scientific museum piece. Each

placard, and its associated “description” immobilizes and fixes cultural limitations

on particular aspects of the scene. On the other hand, the overall experience of all

of these linked, scenic displays is a stream, plot-like and narrative, of image-
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experiences. Like nineteenth century panoramas, they are a pseudo-filmic

experience of landscape with particular narrative conventions and symbols. As

the term “Nature Hike” implies, they are also closely linked to the notions of

pilgrimage and travel drawn on by Thoreau, Muir and Fletcher. Thus “nature” in

these touristic trails is totally enclosed and controlled by familiar cultural forms.

The landscape is transformed into a bounded cultural entity, whose significances

are readable, interpretable, bounded and understood.

In other words, the experience of the landscape in camping is itself a kind of

collectible commodity. It is a cultural artifact to which meanings adhere as

images, grafted on by history or science and technology. It is simply one more

commodity amongst the many commodities required to “rough it smoothly.”

Indeed, camping seems to be almost wholly predicated on consumables, on

purchasing things to create an experience. Quite possibly, the vast influence of

commodities on the experience may account for why there is little need for a

literature of camping to signify its consumption/experience. In its very practice,

camping creates a vast amount of significant and conspicuous artifacts; a story

describing a trip to the Everglades would be redundant when held up against the

large motor home parked in the driveway, perhaps with an Everglades bumper

sticker on its back window. The commodities themselves serve to tell the

“stories” which, like other mass-produced forms, are identical, without an

original, and infinitely reproduced. (This might help to explain the immaculate

care that campers lavish on their vehicles. Once, on a beautiful June day in

Yosemite Valley, I witnessed an individual meticulously waxing the truck he

used to pull his camper. The truck was a vital part of the whole experience,

obviously as least as important as any of the experiences the landscape of the
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Valley had to offer.) These commodities represent a model of national and

individual identity, they define the identity of their consumer by standing in for

the narrative images of American historical myths and ideology.

Climbing

This attitude towards material possessions contrasts considerably with the

attitudes climbers typically hold toward personal property, even (or perhaps

especially) their own. Climbers rarely lavish their possessions with the kind of

immaculate attention that campers do. In general, climbers traditionally opt for

“disheveled” in clothing and “dilapidated” in vehicles. In fact, new gear is

somewhat disdained; some climbers will even go to the extreme of purposefully

dragging their gear through the dirt in order to get rid of the “new look.” This

attitude is simply one manifestation of the way in which climbing tries to

maintain a position outside the materialistic values of mainstream consumer

society. In contrast to campers, climbers have traditionally liked to claim that

their sport is a repudiation of consumption and materialism. And in many ways,

and for many individuals, this is an accurate description. Today, however,

climbing has changed. Unlike camping, which has remained relatively

unchanged since its first mass practice in the forties and fifties, climbing has

undergone radical changes during the twentieth century. It has become

considerably more popular and with this popularity many of its more extreme

counter-cultural attitudes and qualities have become muted and re-channeled.

This pendulum swing towards acceptability reveals the complex relation

climbing has always had with American society. Unlike camping, which seeks to
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establish a sense of belonging, for as long as climbing has been a social practice it

has purposefully occupied a troubled, contested space on the margins of what

constitutes acceptable behavior. Indeed, climbers themselves have long

recognized, even embraced the fact that their sport almost by definition means

occupying boundaries and redefining limits. (Climbing narratives, lingo and

route-names are filled with images and language of boundary: “touching the

void,” “the Naked Edge,” “crossing the line,” “Lunatic Fringe,” “Outer Limits,”

“Draw the Line.” See the discussion of “precipicity” page 258 below.)

Contradiction thus lies particularly close to the surface in the practices of

climbing; its relationship with culture at large has always been double and

contested.

However, in many ways, and in spite of its self-proclaimed counter-cultural

nature, climbing recreates and contributes to the relationship between

consumption and identity that developed at the turn of the century. Climbing,

much as we saw in Muir’s ascent of Ritter, is obsessed with the “problem of self”

which is, as we have seen, “a fundamental one for almost all modern cultural

development” (Susman 274). As we shall see, much of climbing is about creating

a sense of self through consuming experiences, accumulating first ascents,

progressing higher and higher on the numerical scales that rate a route’s

difficulty. By the same token, equipment has always played a significant role in

enabling climbing. The climbing magazines are full of sophisticated ads and

equipment reviews. And there are a few climbing “tech-weenies” no less

obsessed with gear than any backpacker or camper.109 Similarly, for some the
                                                

109 It’s worth noting that this tendency seems to be more pronounced in
beginners, in people who believe they can become climbers by accumulating a
lot of expensive gear. Such individuals are generally scoffed at by “real” climbers
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bodily experience, the movements and techniques of climbing, takes precedence

even over nature and the “spiritual” side of the sport. The recent trend towards

indoor walls in gyms  (see 248 below) is testimony to this attitude. (One

company even boasts of offering a electronically enhanced climbing wall with

automatic belay machines and record keeping, computer recorded new routes

and wall-mounted, computer controlled LED’s indicating the holds for a given

route).

However, by and large climbing is principally concerned with consuming

experiences and images which have a profound impact on self-definition and

identity-formation. While camping has more to do with the accumulation of

material goods—goods which are arrayed in a particular setting to create a

pastoral sense of encircled felicity and provision and to foster a series of social

relations (family, community, etc.) which in toto represent an idealized notion of

American society—in climbing, the main purpose of material goods is their

functionality in creating an experience. In camping the aim is comfort, peace,

familial and social utopia (“roughing it smoothly”) while in climbing the aim is

fear, separation, distinction from society in favor of dissolution into a merciless

nature. Where camping recreates a social world of provenance, climbing creates

a solitary individual, facing great privation. Camping attempts to recreate an

ideal society; climbing hopes to abandon society altogether.

Thus, for most of the history of the sport, and for a great many climbers

today, technical concerns with gear and methods are secondary. Their main

                                                                                                                                                
(that is, more experienced indiviudals who climb harder, longer, more
dangerous routes) although I’m sure there are those who happily lead 5.8 all
their careers and accumulate ever larger racks crammed with all the newest toys.
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emphasis is on getting out in nature; accumulating equipment, reporting first

ascents or developing current “hot spots” are secondary to the experience itself.

For many, even though climbing is a much more technically oriented activity

than camping or backpacking (insofar as it requires considerably more technical

knowledge and specialized equipment) the value of the experience does not lie in

the consumption and ownership of goods and abilities. For most climbers, gear

almost always stays in the background, garnering little more attention than the

color of one’s eyes. It’s hard to imagine an account of, say, ascending the

Hummingbird Ridge in Alaska including a discussion of why one rope was

selected over another. Nor can one easily imagine many climbers showing an

interest in the benefits of one brand of carabiner over another. This is not to say

that there is not a whole marketing and technical aspect to climbing; as I

mentioned above the climbing press contributes considerable verbiage to

comparing, reviewing and evaluating products. And many climbers, particularly

of the generation that came of age in the sixties and seventies, have gone into the

gear business as way to earn money from their climbing experiences (e.g., Yvon

Chouinard: Patagonia clothing; Royal Robbins: clothing; Warren Harding: BAT

equipment; George and Alex Lowe, clothing and equipment). It’s just that the

products themselves become irrelevant once the activity of climbing is under

way. In a sense, consumption, at least of the equipment of climbing, seems

primarily driven by use value. Indeed, the “purest” form of climbing—free

soloing—dispenses with equipment altogether (and many of the “ethics” debates

in climbing refer to which techniques or gear are “violations” of the spirit of the

sport.) For many, the bottom line in climbing is the opportunity to experience a

way of being and perceiving not commonly available in everyday life. If the
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modern society that arose at the turn of the century “was a society moving from

scarcity to abundance [which] required a new self” (Susman 275), then climbing

late in the culture of consumption re-invents an alternate self based again on

scarcity. Indeed, I will argue that some element of this alternative perception is

present to some degree or another in all of climbing’s manifestations since its

beginnings as a social practice date back to the antimodernist practices and

beliefs that arose concurrently with the culture of consumption. Such

antimodernist perceptions surface frequently in the words, experiences and

narratives of climbers of all kinds. All of this will bear scrutiny and explanation

soon enough. For the time being, however, suffice to say that if the consumption

of products has but a minor role within the practice of climbing, consuming

climbing itself becomes vitally enormous to its practitioners.

In this sense climbing has more in common with backpacking than with

camping; both activities seek a confrontation with the self in nature. Climbing,

however, has proved far more adaptable to historical change. From the fifties to

the nineties; climbing has gradually shed the counter-cultural, rebellious nature

that characterized its emergence as a mass practice and become increasingly well

suited to the post-modern concern with consumption and images. In fact, as we

shall see, the image of climbing as rebellious or “extreme” is now commonly

used to sell a variety of commodities that wish to portray an out-of-the-

mainstream individuality. This saleability suggests that, despite the similarities,

climbing is simply a more adaptable cultural activity than backpacking; from

high school drop-out “wall rats” living in vans to yuppie lawyers in the climbing

gym, the basic practice of climbing seems to have a wider appeal than almost

any other contemporary practice of nature. Why is this so? What ideological
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concepts does climbing embrace and how does it provide such ready access to

these concepts for such disparate individuals? How is it that climbing can so

readily be packaged and sold to gain popular appeal? The answers are hard to

find, in large part because in spite of a two hundred year history in this country,

the activities of climbers are not as readily understandable or obvious as those of

campers or backpackers. Indeed, in large part and for reasons that will bear

examining, this obscurity is attributable to a long-standing, willful attitude on the

part of climbers in North America to remain out of the social sphere, to

purposefully keep their activities to themselves. Consequently, in order to

answer such questions, and to fully understand the various meanings and

conceptions that climbing engenders, it will prove helpful to more thoroughly

examine the social history of climbing in North America.110

In the broadest sense, climbing has a history as long as that of human

exploration. However, as an activity in and of itself (that is, climbing mountains

for the sake of the activity rather than to find a new passage, conduct a

geological survey, perform scientific research, or locate raw materials) climbing

is generally recognized to have begun in Europe in the mid- to late-1700’s.

Influenced by enlightenment writers such as Rousseau, Haller and Gray,

alpinism gained popularity in Europe during the Romantic period.111 It was

                                                
110Since the actual practices of climbing are varied, complex and unfamiliar

to non-climbers I have included below an Appendix which provides an overview
of what actually comprises the activities of modern climbing and definitions of
some of the technical vocabulary needed to discuss the sport.

111Rousseau was apparently a particularly strong influence on Horace
Benedict de Saussure who first climbed Mont Blanc in 1787 (see Price 17). In an
interesting historical coincidence, Horace de Saussure is the grandfather of the
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during this time that North American climbing also began to develop in earnest,

although it cannot be said to have enjoyed any popular or mainstream attention

until at least the 1870’s when accounts such as Muir’s helped bring climbing into

the public eye.112 In the US, mountaineering was thus fairly common by the turn

of the century, its growth perhaps spurred by other anti-modernist, back-to-

nature movements. The American Alpine Club was formed in 1902 with the self-

proclaimed goal of encouraging American “‘expert climbing of a distinctly alpine

character’” (cited in Jones 50). Although mountaineering never became a truly

mass practice in the first half of the twentieth century, mountaineers such as

Robert Underhill, Jack Durrance and Leigh Ortenburger and the increasing

numbers of outing and alpine clubs (often affiliated with a university or college)

climbed a number of major peaks in the Coloradan and Canadian Rockies in the

decades before WWII. Many of these feats, especially the ascent of Mt. McKinley

in 1913 and Devil’s Tower in Wyoming, 1937, caught considerable notice from

the media, and were occasions for national pride and rhetoric.

However, rockclimbing as a mass activity in and of itself was not

commonly practiced until after the second world war. Before that, most

rockclimbing was done as a way of practicing techniques that would be used

while mountaineering. Starting in the thirties, mountaineers in the northeast

United States started to ascend local cliffs to hone their skills during the off

                                                                                                                                                
pioneer in linguistics Ferdinand de Saussure, whose work on the arbitrary
generation of meaning could well be cast in the same antimodernist light as
climbers who question the absolute value of traditional ways of seeing.

112 For a detailed account of the history of climbing on this continent, see
Chris Jones Climbing in North America and David Mazel Pioneering Ascents: the
Origins of Climbing in America, 1642-1873.  
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season (see Jones 111-125). Although a few individuals took up rockclimbing

before World War II (especially in the northeast and southwest), the sport in its

modern form—that is, as an end in itself—really started in earnest in the late

forties when the proliferation of military climbing equipment helped make

possible the ascents of some several significant peaks in the southwest and in the

Californian Sierras, and some of Yosemite Valley’s big walls. From the fifties,

through the sixties to the early seventies climbing was practiced by a small, but

ever increasing, number of dedicated individuals who for the most part labored

in obscurity. Indeed, as we shall see, this group took particular pride in being left

out of the “mainstream.”

However, this obscurity was not total, nor long-lasting. As early as the late

fifties, a few of the Yosemite climbers had courted the attentions of the

media—most noticeably Warren Harding with his ascent of Yosemite’s El

Capitan in 1958—and stories of the plucky Yosemite climbers had sporadically

appeared in newspapers and magazines, establishing them as minor culture

heroes. Consequently it can be argued that the public was already primed to

take notice of the sport. The backpacking and back-to-nature craze of the

seventies brought new attention to outdoor sports and climbing began to grow

rapidly in popularity. Aided by several technological advances that helped make

the sport more accessible and safer,113 climbing’s popularity continued to grow

to the point where by the end of the seventies there were two major, national

                                                
113 Specifically, these advances included the development of modern,

“dynamic” ropes—that is ropes that stretch slightly to absorb the force of a
fall—and the development of “clean” protection—devices that can be placed in
the rock to hold a fall that do not require the use of a hammer and therefore are
removable and reusable.
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magazines devoted to the sport, at least a dozen major manufacturers of

equipment were doing business, and virtually every state sported at least one

well-known climbing area.114 By roughly 1980, the activities that comprise

modern rockclimbing were well delineated and practiced by large numbers of

individuals; climbing had become a popular mass-cultural practice.

Today, like so many things that were once seen as counter-cultural,

climbing too has been absorbed into the mainstream. But it has not remained

unchanged. Interestingly, the main feature that has been eliminated from the

fastest growing, most popular form of climbing is nature. “Sport climbing,” as it

is called, was first developed in Europe (especially in France). This variation

consists of ascending short, steep routes of very severe gymnastic difficulty.

Unlike traditional climbers who seek out aesthetic “lines” on isolated cliffs, sport

climbers’ greatest concern is finding routes that provide the appropriate

difficulties, even if this means creating artificial routes on man-made walls. Sport

climbing is so difficult that falls are common and frequent, so much so that new

ways of protecting the climber had to be devised; the rules had to be changed.

Unlike traditional climbers who climb always from the ground up, sport climbers

have no ethical objection to lowering themselves down a face and placing

permanent protection (called “bolts”) in the rock. This allowed a climber to work

his way up the route without spending time and energy on finding protection

points. It also allowed climbers to make moves with relative security, knowing

                                                
114 A climbing area is simply a collection of stable rock formations from

sixty to several hundred or even thousand feet high on which there exists
established routes and/or the potential for more routes. Most established areas
have their own guidebook or, at the least, have had thumbnail guides published
in one of the magazines.
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that a permanent, “bomber” anchor was never more than a few feet below

them.

In the early to mid eighties applying these new “sport climbing” techniques

anywhere but on artificial walls was very controversial; the climbing community

was split between the “trads” and the “rads.” In the magazines and at the crags,

virulent debate raged. Adherents to one school or another had their gear and

other possessions vandalized; a few fist fights even broke out between well

known climbers. The “trads” maintained that the new methods took the

adventure, indeed the meaning out of climbing and, worse yet, the bolts were an

environmental abomination—scarring and defacing the rock to serve petty and

transitory human needs. The “rads” countered that the “trads” were stuck in the

past, were obstructing the natural development of climbing and were

condemning American climbers to lag behind their European counterparts in

pushing the standards of difficulty. Sport climbing greatly widened the gap

between mountaineering and rock-climbing; while the top climbers continue to

engage in a variety of forms of climbing, there is now a whole generation of

climbers with little or no experience or interest in the mountains. (In fact recently

a kind of “urban guerrilla” underclass of sport climbers has emerged who

practice their sport on freeway underpasses, bridge abutments and retaining

walls, co-existing and even identifying with graffiti artists and other “fringe”

groups.)

One issue, however, has gotten only passing attention from either school.

The new techniques made climbing far more accessible to the masses. The closely

spaced bolts meant that people could climb with far less risk and need less

technical knowledge. Instead of accruing a large, expensive rack of complex
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hardware, almost anyone with a rope and a dozen carabiners could go

rockclimbing. Towards the end of the eighties, the popularity of sport-climbing

soared and with it came a whole new form: climbing gyms. Although sport

climbers had been competing on artificial walls for some time, it was not until the

late eighties that climbing gyms began to appear in appreciable numbers. These

gyms, in addition to the traditional weight training machines, saunas and so

forth, feature large climbing structures—usually constructed from curved and

shaped, texture-coated plywood—that are dotted with removable, modular

holds fabricated from resin mixed with sand. Today, virtually every major city in

the US has at least one such gym that, despite yearly membership fees that are

often over a hundred dollars, is crowded with sweating, lycra-clad bodies of all

ages, shapes and abilities. Indoor sport climbing has become so popular that it is

now possible that a technically accomplished climber has never actually climbed

outside, on “real rock.” Nonetheless, gym climbing is modeled on, and in many

ways seeks to recreate, the practice of climbing outdoors, on natural formations.

It certainly owes its popularity in large part to its association with traditional

rockclimbing, even if in actuality it has largely abandoned many of its concepts

and practices.

Sport climbing notwithstanding, the techniques and mechanics of modern

rockclimbing seem fairly straightforward until one realizes that these techniques

are not necessarily the simplest, easiest or safest way to get up the rock. If the

goal were merely to get to the top of a given formation, there would certainly be

safer, and probably easier ways to get there. Instead, a good deal of climbing’s

techniques rely on certain traditions or accepted practices. It is here that we

move from the technological to the ideological, for climbing’s methods and
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practices draw on ideas about nature, human existence, society and the

relationships between all three. Climbing, that is, makes assumptions about the

value of risk and the creation of self in a natural environment. At the same time,

climbing holds certain beliefs about the ideal state of nature, and the sport’s

responsibilities to that state. In other words, climbing polices itself internally

through the adherence of certain “ethics.” Like religious or social ethics, climbing

ethics involve codes of behavior with life and death consequences. At the same

time, like any other ethics, climbing’s codes of conduct are subject to historical

change and revision, and are the focus of continual debate and controversy.

However, unlike social or religious ethics, climbing’s codes work to preserve a

certain kind of experience and the integrity of nature rather than protect human

life or property; climbing’s ethics have little if anything to do with the broader

social world. Arguably, climbing ethics have helped to distinguish and delineate

climbing as occupying a realm of its own, outside mainstream society.

Perhaps ironically, a great deal of what has fueled climbing’s explosive

popularity is precisely this counter-cultural cachet. As the sport began to gain

interest in the eighties, the media and advertising agencies latched onto the new

interest in this “fringe” activity that had always garnered a spectatorial

fascination. Climbers began to appear in films and commercials, hawking

shavers and soft drinks. By the start of the nineties, the film industry had

released two major movies with climbing as a central premise: K2 and Stallone’s

Cliffhanger. Typically, climbers were portrayed in all of these texts as rebels and

outcasts whose devil-may-care attitudes towards risk labeled them rugged

individualists. In this way, climbing was made to appeal to long-standing

American self-conceptions and myths; climbers were seen to exist on the edge of
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a new kind of frontier: the limits of the self. In a sense, then, climbing has

followed the same path from practice to style that many other potentially

subversive social activities have traversed (e.g., punk rock, hippies, etc.). Where

at first climbing was strictly, often harshly policed, it has now been absorbed into

the culture of consumption where its very oppositional nature is made to serve

as a point of consumer appeal. Rather than attempting to put a stop it (as was

often the case before the seventies), mainstream, official culture has internalized

climbing to the degree that climbing now polices itself not just in its internal

activities, but in regulating the activities of climbers in regards to the rest of

society. In the words of one recent editorial (that would have been un-

publishable even twenty years ago), climbers “are no longer an esoteric band of

travelers and adventurers, but participants in a mass movement” and therefore

they must exercise “the special responsibility of visiting extraordinary places in

an ever more crowded and carefully monitored outdoors” (Lenard 200). By

embracing “monitoring” in this way climbing’s potentially transformational

energy is absorbed and re-channeled into a re-invigoration of culture itself.

This may help to explain why so many well known climbers are also

successful entrepreneurs who use their climbing experiences as metaphors for

their struggles and challenges in the business world. In many instances, as I

alluded above, climbing has served as the basis for successful business ventures.

For example, the enormously popular clothing company, Patagonia, was

founded by climber Yvon Chouinard who started out making climbing

hardware by hand for use in Yosemite. Eventually, he began to make a few

items of clothing for climbers and mountaineers to use. With the spread of

outdoor sports in the seventies, such clothing became fashionable (who can
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forget the legions of down-vested, leather-booted college students in the late

seventies) and Patagonia expanded its line to include “casual” clothing. Climbing

has also been quite literally been used as a tool for teaching executives about

“team building” and “challenge.” A large number of corporations have enrolled

their executives in climbing programs to teach them ideologies of corporate

faith. Such programs re-cast the corporation as an individual whose survival

depends on the toughness, unity and perseverance of its body (the workers). For

example, one company, Catalyst Consulting Group offers “Wilderness

Programs” featuring the “challenge of rockclimbing” in “leadership courses for

executive development” where the “challenging circumstances” allow for

“highly focused personal feedback.” The result, according to the company’s

informational brochure, is “time away from fax machines and telephones—an

opportunity to take stock, to clarify and recast goals, and to return from nature

recharged and renewed” (Catalyst, n.p.). These programs seem to be fairly

popular, Catalyst counts amongst its clients major corporations such as Apple

Computer, Levi-Straus and Co., Wells-Fargo and Sun Microsystems. Such clearly

ideological forms of climbing indicate the need for a more detailed analysis of the

representations and activities that actually comprise the practice of climbing.

In all of these varied contemporary forms, climbing still bears considerable

relationship to its long history, particularly in its attitudes towards self and

nature. Specifically, a version of the sublime—although it is not always self-

consciously so termed—has long formed the cornerstone of climbing

experiences and representations (see Nicholson 1-4). By definition, climbing

involves the basic components of the sublime narrative: an individual risks his
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existence by traveling beyond the boundaries of culture in order to gain a

greater understanding of self and nature.

Perhaps most immediately evident is the simple fact that climbing distin-

guishes the individual against society and civilization. Like Muir or Fletcher, the

climber struggles bravely against seemingly insurmountable obstacles. Although

objectively speaking climbing usually involves two or more people, leading,

which most climbers consider the heart of the sport, is essentially a solo activity.

Like Thoreau ascending Ktaadn, like Muir on Ritter, the leader exists completely

apart from society, inhabiting a world that includes only the immediate

surroundings and the challenges presented by the rock, the “home of Necessity

and Fate” (“Ktaadn” 94). There is little or no trace of the sociality and community

that campers point to when describing their activities. When questioned about

their motivations for climbing, climbers consistently cite the way in which

climbing gives them a way to establish themselves through an un-mediated

exposure to a harsh natural world completely distinct from any social ties.

Retired climber Scott Heywood, for example, explains that what he enjoyed

most in climbing is the sense of an oceanic dissolution “to immerse myself in

climbing and completely block everything else out… to be on that edge” (cited in

Gardiner 3). Jim Whittaker, the former CEO of outdoor retail giant, Recreational

Equipment, Incorporated (REI), similarly argues that climbing’s appeal is that it

“lingers on the fine edge of tragedy.” Living life “close to the edge,” he says,

gives one a “heightened awareness.” For Whittaker, this awareness is closer to

the reality of existence, “being in nature… is the most true and real experience a

human being can have.” (cited in Gardiner 13-14). And, most bluntly, climber Jeff

Lowe simply states “When you are up in the mountains… civilization really is
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shown up for what it is, which is really kind of insignificant in the overall scheme

of things.” (Cited in Gardiner 79). Much of climbing is thus impelled by what is

essentially an anti-modernist desire to find a set of values and a mode of

perception that opposes the “unreality” of the social realm.

My own experiences as a climber have reflected this. Last summer I

completed an especially hard route. This was a climb which had pushed both

myself and my partner to the limits of our abilities. During the climb, at belay

stations, my partner and I had marveled at the fact that six-hundred feet below

us, people were driving about in mobile homes, making sandwiches and

watching t.v. while we were up here, absolutely on the edge. After the route was

finished and we were back on the ground I felt a distinct superiority to, and

separation from, the civilized world I had just re-entered.115 I felt a freedom

from constraint; I was tempted to shout from the car window, just to shock

passers-by. I remember looking at people in the campground store and thinking

“Christ, if they could only know what I’ve done today, or what I’ve seen.” By

comparison, the relative civilization of the store and campground, Winnebagos

and tourists, seemed false and banal. I felt that because of what I’d done, I had no

connection to the civilized world, a disconnection which seemed almost

unearthly. And during the actual climb of the route, I had felt that I inhabited a

world where only the climb existed and where my ascent upwards was

                                                
115In fact, even before starting such a route, I feel unable to function

normally. I can think about the upcoming climb quite clearly, but simple
discourse becomes almost impossible. A recent satirical piece in Rock & Ice
magazine points to the universality of this phenomenon. The piece, a tongue-in-
cheek dictionary of new climbing lingo, coins the following term: “Mirble:
Nonsensical prattle uttered by climbers moments before leading a pitch.
Jibberish” (Ilg 43).
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propelled by forces beyond my normal abilities. A French climber, Patrick

Edlinger, described a very similar experience in an interview: climbing “is like

stepping into a dream,” he says, “where anything I want to do I can do. … I feel

myself become one with the rock” (Goodwin 24).

The sense of power and fulfillment that comes with climbers’ experiences in

nature contributes to their sense of existing outside or apart from society. They

frequently invoke the metaphor of inhabiting a “different world” when

representing their climbing experiences. Peter Habeler, speaking of an Everest

ascent, says that once he had attained the summit, he felt distinct from “… that

world from which I had come”116 (Habeler 84). Yvon Chouinard, founder of

Patagonia clothing, believes that climbing’s rise to popularity in the 1960’s is

directly attributable to the counter-culture movement: “During the sixties all the

risk-type sports were very popular because everybody was rebelling against

their parents, or rebelling against the whole system” (Cited in Gardiner 72). Not

surprisingly, then, when serious climbers (as opposed to “week-end” climbers)

gather as a social group in a park or other climbing area they are generally

contemptuous and hostile to other visitors. Law enforcement officials in National

Parks and Forests seem to be well aware of the generally rebellious nature of

climbers. They tend to be wary of them, and seem to enforce regulations with

particular severity wherever climbers are camping.

                                                
116This terminology exactly parallels that used by Vietnam soldiers to refer

to their homes in the US. The similarities between climbing and combat are
numerous and, largely, obvious. Given the more clearly ideological and
nationalist content of combat, however, it is not surprising that it occupies a
more “accepted” social position.
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Finally, perhaps the clearest expression of the anti-social attitude of many

serious climbers is their frequent choice of music: hard-core punk. Punk rock

seems to embody many of the feelings generated both before and after

climbing; one magazine features a comic strip with a punked-out climber, while

recently some Yosemite locals formed a hard-core band called the New

Vulgarians whose songs all deal with climbing.117 Punk lyrics like: “you say I’m

crazy, when I went to your schools and I went to your churches?” (Suicidal

Tendencies) fit nicely into the climbers conception of himself and the world he

inhabits. For the climber, as for the punk, the institutions of the civilized world

carry no privilege of meaning. Like Fletcher attempting to explain his walk,

climbers find that “the reasons [for climbing], whenever stated, never sound

quite right, and only matter to nonclimbers anyway.” (Long 9). And like Muir,

Thoreau and Fletcher, the climber must prove himself in a world separate from

the false valuations of culture, a world that has only nature for law.

 The sternest aspect of this law is, of course, the threat of death. Like

Fletcher, Thoreau, and Muir, climbing establishes a close relation with, and

understanding of death; indeed, this relation is in large part what distinguishes

the climber from mainstream society. Climbing thus represents itself as

embodying the fundamental fantasy of the sublime, the fantasy of being outside

the boundaries and limitations of culture, beyond all “customs and restraints.”

When climbers conceive of climbing as lawless and uncontrolled, as a “pure”

                                                
117Lately, I’ve noticed that rap is also a frequent choice in the parking lots

of climbing areas. While rap embodies many of the same anti-establishment
punk does, it also adds the interesting dimension of race. Perhaps on some level,
climbers feel that their social status is somehow parallel to that of the Other in
American culture, at least according to some perhaps romanticized conception.
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experience un-mediated by cultural limits they are in some sense imagining

themselves beyond “normal” social expectations of reasonable human behavior.

As we’ve seen in previous instances of enactments of the sublime, such

experiences are linked at least implicitly with the experiences of sexuality and

death. On the literal level, this tendency is frequently reflected in the names of

routes, which often refer to either sex (“Foaming at the Crotch,” “Gang Bang,”

“Hand Job,” “Young Lust”) or death (“Crack of Doom,” “Cost of Living,” “Dead

Baby,” “Euellogy”).

Other aspects of climbing make this connection more subtly. For instance, a

particularly coveted quality in a route is that of “exposure,” a concept which

brings together these desires by utilizing the discourse of bodies to describe the

climbing experience. As climber John Thackray puts it, a hard, exposed climb is

“like an orgasm, it is hard to remember. To even imagine we’ve been there”

(86). Climbing and bodies are thus united in the idea of exposure (which is both

feared and desired in either meaning).118 A route is said to be exposed when the

threat, visibility, sensation and immediacy of a fall is greatest; in other words,

when death is more literalized and explicit, the route is more exposed. Also,

therefore, what is “exposed” is the self, the fear of the reality of the unbounded

transcendent sublime. Exposure means exposing your “inner” self, the primitive

or primal animal that lurks within the human costume and which links humans

to the natural world. In this sense, exposure can be seen as a secularized,

sensualized version of Muir’s realization in Bonaventure Cemetery: that life and
                                                

118Recently, a climbing magazine featured an article covering a
performance art piece which combined climbing with dance. The largely positive
review encapsulated the piece by describing it as “athletic pornography” (Frueh
69).
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death are actually a “joyous inseparable unity, as taught in woods and meadows,

plains and mountains… death is stingless indeed, and as beautiful as life… All is

divine harmony” (Walk 302-3). From a slightly different perspective, climbing can

be seen as acting out the fantasy of the Wild Man, a way of defining the self by

immersing it in all that it opposes (see page 22 above). The desire to be beyond

bounds and limits is thus central to the conceptions which guide the experience

of this sport.

The sublime and climbing are united, then, in the experience of what I’ve

called “precipicity.” Coetzee has pointed out that “the sublime is far more often

associated with the vertical than the horizontal, with mountains than with plains”

(52). This association is literally enacted in the experience of verticality climbing

offers. However, the experience of the precipice also occurs in more

metaphorical ways. It is, in some sense, Thoreau’s mirror-pond in Walden tilted

up on its axis, with the climber inhabiting the non space of the limnal edge

between the solidity of existence and the void of emptiness. Like Thoreau,

climbers seek out “the frontier between society and solitude, art and nature,

civilized and primitive… .” (Slotkin 526) Precipicity, then, is also the experience of

the dissolution of the self in the not-self, which in turn stands in for the boundary

of culture and nature.

Precipicity is thus the experience of the “edge,” which is, as I mentioned

above, a central metaphor in the practices of climbing. Account after account is

related by using the language of the discourse of boundary. Mountaineer Joe

Simpson even titles his book (which describes a near-death experience while

mountaineering in South America): Touching the Void, a phrase which implies a

self inhabiting a liminal space between being and nothing, a consciousness close
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enough to dissolution that it can physically “touch” it. Similarly, Peter Habeler

invokes the major aspects of the metaphor of boundary when he explains:
At this altitude the boundaries between life and death are fluid. I
wandered along [the] narrow ridge, and perhaps for a few seconds
I had indeed gone beyond the frontier that divides life from death.
(Habeler 82)

Habeler thus, on the one hand, evokes the oceanic merging of self with other. In

fact, as he continues to narrate this experience, he recounts that he seemed to

“step outside” himself and become another person (Habeler 82).119 He then

continues his narration in the third person, thereby completing his

transformation into an external other. Interestingly, however, Habeler also

evokes the discourse of geography in his metaphor of the frontier. By crossing

this “frontier” Habeler constructs himself as a pioneer, a civilizer who journeys

into the wild. Using the conceptual apparatus of the sublime, Habeler thus blends

the discourses of self, land and nation into the single discursive realm of

mountaineering. Such passages (and the literature abounds with them) situate

climbing in a clear cultural lineage with antimodernism, the transcendentalists
                                                

119Social scientists have attempted to conceptualize such experiences in a
scientifically rigorous model called “the flow experience.” In his monograph on
the sociology of climbing, Richard Mitchell cites the discoverer, social
psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi of the “flow experiences” and claims that
such experiences are implicit to the experiences of climbing.. Flow, according to
Csikszentmihalyi, refers to “a holistic sensation present when we act with total
involvement. … It is the state in which action follows upon action according to an
internal logic which seems to need no conscious intervention on our part. We
experience it as a unified flowing from one moment to the next… in which there
is little distinction between self and environment… or between past, present and
future” (cited in Mitchell 153). So described, “Flow” does indeed sound a good
deal like experiences which utilize the conceptualizing discourse of the sublime.
Of course, I would point out that the “internal logic” which Csikszentmihalyi
naturalizes here is the cultural logic of the discourse of the sublime. Its ideological
nature ensures that it requires no “conscious intervention” to proceed.
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and the hermeneutics of self and nature contained in the sublime; for what

enables precipicity to mean this way is, of course, its association with the

violation of all social ideals and norms by valuing the threat of death or

dissolution. At the same time, the idea of boundary is clearly associated with the

concept of the frontier; in at least a symbolic sense, climbers are allied with “real

Americans,” the frontiersmen who form the leading edge of the culture.

Pursuing a fateful Manifest Destiny of the spirit, climbers embrace the mastery of

the wilderness (see F.J. Turner 2).

It is thus in the experience of liminality afforded by precipices and

boundaries that climbing undertakes its hermeneutic of self-hood. For, in a

paradoxical move we have now seen many times, it is by merging with the

deadly sublimity of the mountain experience that the climber establishes his

individuality. Herman Buhl, for example, recounts the experience of descending

Nanga Parbat this way:
I knew I could not survive a second night in the open and fought
my way onward, using my last reserves. I stumbled on, pursued,
hunted and confused by my own shadow. I was no longer myself; I
was only a shadow—a shadow behind a shadow (32).

Buhl is here confused by the projection of his own image (his “shadow”) and

finds that his own identity has dissolved into only the outline of self-hood. The

passage thus asserts an “I” (the word occurs five times in this three sentence

passage) while simultaneously asserting the dissolution of that self. Crucial to

this dissolution is the landscape itself, which is consistently portrayed as both

otherworldly and sacred (see, for example, Simpson 115). This landscape, then, is

often portrayed as existing beyond the bounds of expression; it engenders a

sensation as inexpressible as the “awful sweetness” Edwards found in his father’s
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pasture. Alpinist R. L. G. Irving, for example, explains that “readers of Alpine

literature already carry in their minds pictures which show them how futile is the

attempt to crush the infinite beauty of reality within the bounds of language.”

(Irving 121) For Irving, clearly, language is confinement and enclosure, while the

Alpine environment is the unbounded embodiment of Burke’s “awful infinite.”

Yet while language, as the fundamental component of the bounded world

of culture, is excised from the discourse of the sublimity in mountaineering itself,

the primary means by which the climber asserts himself after undergoing such

sublime experiences is by narration. Indeed the form of the experience itself

conforms to the movements of narrative. The total experience of climbing,

starting from the planning stages and the collection of equipment, moves

towards the solution and overcoming of the climb itself.120 Thus in a sense, the

act of climbing is the act of narrating the self into existence. Simpson, for

example, as he dangles near death, trapped in a crevasse, seems mainly

concerned that his feat will go unrecorded:
So! It ends here. Pity! I hope somebody finds us, and knows we
climbed the West face. I don’t want to disappear without a trace.
They’d never know we did it (93).

What will serve as the mark of his existence, then, is his accomplishment on the

West Face. Much like Fletcher’s carving on the tree at the end of his Walk, this

climb is the “trace” Simpson will leave behind, the “mark” he will leave on the

world to record his selfhood.
                                                

120Actual climbs, in the lingo of climbers, are often referred to as
“problems,” a term which recollects the central role of the “sphinx” (as
representative of both the feminine and landscape) in de Lauretis’ analysis of
narrative. It is the solution of the problem, a process which requires the risk of
self-hood, which in turn establishes the self as the “hero.”
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Consequently, the act of recounting is central to the climbing experience.

Climbers are obsessed with leaving marks of themselves.121 This “marking” of

the self often occurs within the confines of highly regulated social practices. Most

obviously, most major peaks contain summit registers which record the names

and dates of various ascentionists. These registers are often carefully recovered

(itself no small task) and archived. The Bancroft library in Berkeley, for example,

contains registers from 1895 to the present taken from dozens of peaks in the

High Sierras. Guide books to climbing areas also dedicate a good deal of effort to

the recording of individual feats. The listing of each climb includes the dates and

names of the first ascentionists; guidebooks will sometimes even including an

index of first ascent climbers, presumably so that the curious reader can look up

all the accomplishments of a given climber. However, the act of narrating the self

is also literalized in the less formal post-climbing practice of recounting. For in

addition to the textual means outlined above, climbers also spend a good deal of

time recounting their experiences to each other. These accounts, as Richard

Mitchell points out, are an implicit part of the act of climbing; “As a social

phenomenon, the climb is not over till the tale is told” (72).122 Particularly telling

                                                
121That there is an extensive “literature” of mountaineering, dating from at

least the eighteenth century is simple testimony to this fact. A glance at the
catalogue of the outdoors-related book sellers Michael Chessler, Inc. reveals that
by far the preponderance of titles are concerned with climbing and
mountaineering.

122I found it particularly amusing that Mitchell, a climber himself, falls prey
to the same process of narrating the climbs to help establish self. In a chapter
which supposedly describes the social bonds formed in climbing, Mitchell
launches into a lengthy re-telling of a personal incident which bears only the
vaguest connection to his sociological analysis. It does, on the other hand,
establish Mitchell’s credentials as a climber who has experienced “the edge.” See
Mitchell “Chapter 2: Companions.”
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is the fact that climbers refer to their stories as “epics.” Any particularly riveting

story (either from the point of view of danger, or, in an ironic mode, ineptitude)

is called “having an epic.”123 The term, although often employed ironically,

evokes the sense of narrativity and individual heroism (or vigorous self-hood) of

the literary form.124 Not unlike the work of writing for Muir, narrative is the

means by which climbers re-insert themselves in the social order, it structures

and defines the experience of climbing and then in turn allows the establishment

of Self. It is the means by which climbers convert death into immortality.

Narrative is also the way in which climbing intersects with notions of

consumption. Climbers often represent themselves by collecting lists of ascents.

In the climbing community, the epics one has had, the first ascents one has

established, and in what style, come in large part to define who you are.

Climbers collect climbing experiences as a means of defining themselves, their

character (hence the common conflation of climber with his or her routes—a first

ascent is often likened to a work of art, a statement of self). More generally, the

sublime narrative implicit to climbing, its putative repudiation of the social is

precisely the appeal of modern incarnations of the sport, from television ads to

sport climbing gyms. By promising a unique sense of individuality, climbing

promises a utopian sense of being outside the alienations of mass culture. As

Heywood says, climbing “gives you a reason to be. … I mean we’re all so damn
                                                

123The evocation of heroic status implicit to the epic form is particularly
evident in this climber’s description of how he felt finishing a difficult climb: “I
was Wellington at Waterloo, Sgt. York capturing 230 Germans, Lincoln
emancipating the slaves, 007 in bed.” (Wong 99).

124Some similar such dynamic sometimes seems to be at work in the
conceptions of backpackers; note, for example, that both Green and Sherman
and Older use the figure of the “Odyssey” to title their accounts of long walks.
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alienated. … It’s like screaming in the dark, ‘I’m here.’” (Cited in Gardiner, 5).

Small wonder, then, that climbing has grown into mass popularity and its images

have infiltrated other segments of mass culture. Climbing’s narratives provide a

way of imagining an identity outside the rationalization and depersonalization of

modern mass culture. Advertisers have tapped into this fantasy and seized on

the opportunity to associate their product with climbing’s values, by marrying

the consumption of the product to the fantasies of selfhood implicit to climbing.

Thus, for instance, drinking Mountain Dew comes to be seen as a way of

“screaming in the dark, ‘I’m here.’” Indeed, Mountain Dew’s most recent series

of commercials feature individuals holding cans of the soft drink while leaping,

screaming into an abyss.

As social practices, while camping and climbing may each emphasize

different discursive traditions for experiencing and representing nature, they

ultimately both embody social and ideological components. While the ideological

content of the pastoral-based camping practices may lie closer to the surface,

climbing too embodies, in its cult of the individual, conceptions which can be

made to serve the needs of late capital. This relationship is particularly neatly

demonstrated in a recent McDonald’s ad. The ad shows surfers, mountain bikers

and climbers in action in nature. They are all characterized as a “new breed of

cowboy” who, as such, would all be attracted to the rugged individualism

represented by a McRib sandwich. That such sandwiches are stamped out in the

millions seems no more contradictory than “seeing America” by visiting the site

of the Little Big Horn massacre or Geronimo’s grave. For by invoking both

adventure sports and the western, the McDonald’s ad executives have tapped
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into a broad and complex system of symbolic exchange, a system with its own

logic and its own laws, a system, finally, located at the very center of American

self-conception. And this self-conception is as openly contradictory as the idea

that visiting the death-site of a persecuted Indian chief is a somehow

envervating, “American” experience. Reason, as Fletcher and Muir and Long

point out, is simply irrelevant; the practices of nature have a logic all their own.

For in all cases, the landscape and the self are constructed to fit large, historically

conceived and enacted discourses of nature; discourses which have shown

remarkable adaptability and longevity.



Chapter Five: Conclusions and Hope

Taking the broadest possible perspective, the contemporary popular

practices of nature thus retain and re-enact the divisions that have consistently

marked American perceptions of landscape. Contemporary American mass

practices of nature negotiate between appreciating the landscape for the ways in

which it provides for human culture, for its pastoral beneficence, and standing in

awe of its sublime power, of the way nature makes human society insignificant.

As the Puritans did in colonial America, contemporary Americans create versions

of nature against and through which they can define themselves. Popular

recreational activities take elements of either perspective in varying ratios; some

practices, “free-solo” rock-climbing for example, can be characterized almost

completely in the terms of an antimodernist sublime. Other activities, such as

family camping, work to consciously provide an experience of an idealized,

socialized pastoral. As I’ve pointed out, this schemata, however, runs the risk of

being overly reductive; so I would like to re-emphasize the degree to which the

pastoral and the sublime are less opposite extremes than they are the poles of a

dialectic: the dark, anarchic wilderness of the climber requires the pastoral Eden

represented by the family campground to define the boundaries climbers

transcend. Thus even activities such as free-soloing or high altitude

mountaineering contain a social component. They contain experiences which can
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be made to support, contain, even enact “imaginary solutions of… [the] real

contradictions” (Jameson 1981 76) that define daily life in post-modern America.

Due to the socio-economic pressures to create a culture of mass

consumption, these ideologies have been gradually re-tooled, shifted during the

twentieth century from nationalism to individualism. Thus experiencing nature

in contemporary mass practices has become less a way to experience the nation,

to affirm one’s social identity as a “citizen” by experiencing the American

national landscape, by communing with wildness and freedom that is the “real”

nature of America. Instead, mass practices of nature become more an

accumulation of “goods”, wherein a piling up of experiences becomes a

collection that stands in for identity: “I am the owner of trips to all of the

following national parks (seen on the decals that coat the backs of Winnebagos),”

or “I am the experiencer of all these routes; I have ticked off all the 8000 meter

peaks in the world, all the “fourteeners” in Colorado, every grade up to 5.14d.”

To a lesser degree, in backpacking there are such goals as hiking the entire AT,

PCT, or JMT. Probably something like this impulse lies behind the endless “top

ten” lists published by Outside Magazine (e.g., “ten secret hideaways,” “fifteen

great road trips,” “twelve forgotten trails” along with “ten great new tents,”

“the twelve best lightweight boots”). All of this “collecting” makes consumption

work to define a higly individualized self; such collections are “statements” they

say something about their owners.125

                                                
125This is precisely the mode of the Mountain Dew commercial I alluded to

earlier. In this ad, we see a series of shots of one extreme sport after another:
climbing, white-water kayaking, bungee jumping, snow-boarding. Interspersed
between these shots are the bored profiles of “dudes” who quip, “tried it,”
jumped it,” “climbed it” and so forth. When presented with a can of Mountain
Dew, however, these “dudes” suddenly become re-animated at the unique
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Nationalism thus gives way to consumption in the various practices of

nature as the means for defining self within a social network. In other words,

instead of defining oneself through a relationship to the social and natural

landscape, by subscribing to a set of values that are perceived as the moral of the

story that is the nation’s history, self is now defined by the values “contained” in

a given set of commodities which can be places, experiences or objects. The

commodities, that is, contain these same stories, their consumption is how the

story is told, is how the consumer fits into them and becomes a part of their

narrative. Consuming these experiences means recreating them; to paraphrase

Susman, the “narrative commodities of the culture become advertisements of

the culture itself” (see Susman xxiv)126. As individual symbolic acts, practices of

nature have thus changed their area of operation, they have come to represent

                                                                                                                                                
experience of drinking the product.

126In fact, this could be said to describe even mundane, daily commodities
whose consumption can actually contain complex social and ethical codes. For
example, buying organic lettuce can today be seen as an act of morality, it
signifies and enacts a particular moral code and set of values. By buying this
lettuce—available only through a retail outlet (the health food store) that itself is
a form of packaging—the consumer voices an allegiance to a whole complex of
social positions (loosely called environmental or “green”): a “rejection” of
corporate farms, a distrust of “government approved” safety in food additives
and manufacturing technology, a counter-cultural desire for the “natural” over
the “artificial” (a distinction contained in the very notion of “organic” versus,
what, “inorganic” heads of lettuce?). The consumption of other commodities,
what I have termed “narrative commodities” is more complex, both on the level
of the individual and the broader perspective of their cultural productions. Such
commodities are inherently more ideological in their content (consuming lettuce,
after all, is motivated at bottom by Necessity, people have to eat) because as
experiences they rely on culturally formed modes of perception. In this group I
would include films, television, books, computer games and media, sports, and
the practices of nature. What binds these commodities is the way in which they
fashion experiences into narratives. They are, in a sense, the direct experience of
narrative.
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the complex of desires and histories of individuals more than of nations.

Nonetheless, from a broader perspective they continue to function as

“ideologemes:” they are means of expressing basic social contradictions that

affect and define the lives of whole segments of social life and which consist of

both “conceptual description and narrative manifestation all at once” (Jameson

1981: 87).

Thus, like the texts I examined in the earlier chapters of this work, practices

such as mountaineering, rock-climbing, backpacking and family camping are

modes of organizing and making sense of the consumption of the images and

conceptions which are produced by applying the discourses of the pastoral and

sublime to sets of activities. In this way we can see the pastoral and sublime as

they survive as mass cultural practices to be narrative commodities. This means

that as opposed to daily commodities, (breakfast cereal, lettuce, shoes, etc.) the

pastoral and sublime rely entirely on a series of stories for their existence (stories

whose roots we can trace, whose symbols are identifiable and distinct, whose

histories and interactions can be told), and which are consumed mainly for the

image (or in a sense “meaning”) of these stories. The narratives which define and

enable the practices of nature are first and foremost narratives of self. They are

ways in which individuals can cast themselves as heroes, leading characters, in an

important, even central cultural story. The activities of scaling a peak, hiking a

trail, camping for a weekend, all of these are not just texts, they are cultural

narratives with clearly defined beginnings and endings, a cast of characters,

different generic conventions, and which carry privileged ideological meanings.

These practices, in short, are themselves stories. Like the stories told in any

culture the consumption of narrative commodities serves to both bolster existing
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social structures and to exercise the possibility of alternative ways of seeing and

being.

By way of contrast, for example, I might consume Power Ranger breakfast

cereal because on the one hand I really think the Power Rangers are cool, but

also because it’s breakfast and I’m hungry. Thus in the consumption of daily

commodities, image (Power Rangers), social custom/regulation (breakfast), and

necessity (hunger) all intersect and, most importantly, the aspect of image is at

most equal to the aspect of Necessity. We eat cereal mainly, we think, because

we’re hungry. Which particular cereal we choose is a function of image while the

time and circumstances under which we eat it depend on social regulations. The

image, if you will, is grafted onto the desire produced by Necessity. Narrative

commodities, on the other hand, we choose primarily because of their image(s).

We view a particular film because of the images it presents to us, and (at least if

we “like” the film) which we internalize and (re)present as versions of ourselves

(the ideological component), and which we believe display the possibility of how

things are when they are “right” (the utopian component). It is this combination

of representations both ideological and Utopian which make the narrative

images seem “true.” Contemporary practices thus use narrative as a means of

both structuring experience and giving that experience meaning in a broader

social and ideological context. Practices of nature in any given historical moment

have, since Thoreau and in rudimentary form in the Puritan past, been both

structured by and contributors to fundamental cultural myths—myths whose

expression and consumption have worked to construct self and nation, and

which have served to under-gird political, economic and social organization.

Necessity, in this kind of consumption, is expressed in the idealized image of a
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mode of production in which Necessity is harmoniously incorporated into daily

life. In the case of activities modeled on the pastoral and sublime, this ideological

component is so strong that their practitioners are almost forced to see their

consumption as natural. Thus a mountaineer may claim that his wilderness

experiences are necessary to his well-being (in spite of the obvious contradiction

that high-altitude mountaineering is not especially healthy). For example, Jeff

Lowe claims to be “addicted to the perspective [he] gets when [he’s] away from

society and in the mountains” (cited in Gardiner 79) or Long can say of the

climber that his “reasons for climbing are deeper than words can go. He only

knows that it is not desire or even skill that keeps him moving but obligation. He

has to climb…” (9).  

How we evaluate this kind of consumption depends in large part on the

distance from which we view it. The question comes down to this, is there such a

possibility as “innocent consumption?” If I go camping for the weekend, have I

always experienced Utopia and instrumentalization? One possible answer is that

taken individually, it is ludicrous to make such claims for daily commodities but

that on the cultural level, a series of (narrative or daily) commodities form

collective and connected ideological structures (life-styles) which do function to

instrumentalize as Jameson claims. Thus, remembering Jameson’s critique of

mass cultural products (see Jameson 1979: 130-132), both the Utopian and

ideological moments inscribed by the practices of nature are particularly evident

since it is these moments which enact the desire behind their consumption. From

this perspective, a consistent choice of certain types of commodities (i.e. “life-

style”) would then operate on the structural level in culture, as interpretations of
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both society and history. This could be seen as the “structural causality” of daily

life, the way in which daily life both creates and reflects culture simultaneously.

In other words, taken collectively, the collective narrative commodities of the

pastoral and the sublime function as “ideologemes” (Jameson 1981: 76).

As such, we must also recognize the possibility that on the individual level,

the collective expression of these practices itself contains a Utopian or

deconstructive moment. The climber, for example, even though he is being

rationalized into part of larger model of consumption, may through his use of

the activity develop modes of being which, while inserted into, or conducted

within the larger grid, nonetheless contain oppositional elements.127 De Certeau,

in his attempt to theorize the practices of daily life, points to this oppositional

element when he explains that “the narrativizing of practices is a textual ‘way of

operating’ having its own procedures and tactics” (78). Although this

opposition—if it grows large enough to be adopted, again, by the system as a

“style”—can lose its oppositional content, it is also possible that for some period

of time the practitioners are able to conceive of and actualize modes of being

which are not entirely adoptable to the polymorphous post-modern of late

capital. In other words, if practices of the pastoral and the sublime are “symbolic

orders” through which individuals can constitute themselves as such, the very

notion of an individual is itself a narrative, a symbolic order which constitutes a

common story running through the ideologemes of contemporary America.

Through their very re-absorption, then, these modes of being affect social

                                                
127I am indebted here to de Certeau’s notion of “poaching” and “tactics”

outlined in his Theory of Daily Life (see xiv-xx).
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change. In this sense, such practices can begin to change the outlines of

ideologies of form.

To put it another way, during the course of this study, a colleague asked me

if knowing the ideological aspects of outdoor practices kept me from now

enjoying them, if studying them had “ruined” them for me. I immediately

answered “no,” but later I had to think carefully about why this was so. I think it

is because these activities do more than provide means of satisfying individual

desires, they do more than simply re-channel or provide a means for social

critique, do more than provide yet another medium for consumption. They also

allow contact with values beyond, outside the realms of exchange, commodities

and capital. In some sense, “values” is not the right word, since it implies social

perception, creation and pressure. Although this perspective is hardly popular in

cultural critical circles, I believe these experiences provide truly spiritual values,

the sense of connection with something bigger than culture, bigger than religion,

science or any other story that culture creates; they are the experience of vast

and complex and incomprehensible mystery. The sense of awe of the sublime, or

even the realization of the scale and immensity of geological time and processes,

the “interconnected web of life” all of these things are somehow real, they exist

as transcendent truths beyond the relativities of cultural belief. Or maybe

“truths” is not quite the right word either, there is an existence, a being and

continuity that exists outside of human experience and that is one of the most

important contacts made through the practices of nature: the sense of the world

beyond the cultural construction of the self. Sometimes this sense is very

watered down in the actual social practices, especially those such as tourism and
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camping who try to ally cultural narratives of history and values with these

aspects of nature, or practices such as sport climbing which retain only a

symbolic association with such a sense of being. The result of such unholy unions

is that nature is boiled down and sanitized into “awe” or “beauty.” The reality of

this deeper ineffability is often fearful, it is an enormous, inhuman alienness that

is quite often terrifying to fully grasp, as we have seen from Edwards to

contemporary climbers. Undiluted, such experiences are the turn of the century,

Burkean sublime as it came to the surface for individuals like Thoreau and Muir.

Thus these experiences are most accessible when social systems had been

stretched thin and brittle by the shift to capitalist industrialization, before

consumer culture and advertising could quite get it under control. This control

slipped a little in the late sixties when climbing and backpacking had their fullest

counter-cultural cachet. Now, after the rigorous policing of climbers in the

seventies and early eighties, the culture has found, again, a way to absorb these

practices and use their force to generate the belief of freedom from within the

system.128 In this way, the history of outdoor sports roughly recapitulates the

rise of commodity culture as Ewen traces it in Captains of Consciousness: rather

than try to enforce regularity and predictability in workers/consumers, mass

capitalism recreated these qualities as social values.

In different terminology, one can say that the practices of nature on some

level express an unconscious knowledge of the “contradiction between the

collective mode of administration and an individual mode of reappropriation”

                                                
128Hence the aforementioned editorial in Climbing magazine urges climbers

to create a new culture of climbing where climbers voluntarily comply with land
managers and regulate their own behavior as responsible citizens (see Lenard).
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(de Certeau 96). Through this unconscious knowledge, which surfaces in the

symbolic narratives of the pastoral and the sublime, the practice of nature allows

one to see the outlines of the ways in which knowledge, perception and

experience are organized, they give expression to the “ideologies of form” that

shape social organization and perception by transmitting messages through “the

coexistance of various sign systems which are themselves traces or anticipations

of modes of production” (Jameson 1981: 76). In this way, practices of nature both

subsume or contain the earlier modes of production implicit to the pastoral and

the sublime and provide a utopian glimpse of a “radical restructuration” of

perception and social organization that remakes these older forms (see Jameson

1981: 99-102).

Finally, the contemporary practices of the outdoors, backpacking, camping

and climbing can be seen as complex cultural structures with their roots firmly

entwined in both the economic organization of the culture, its material history

and the discursive realm of the symbolic, the mythic, and the narrative. They are

social texts which function at every level of interpretation and action. At various

points through the history of American culture, the practices of nature have been

used to both over-turn and to retrench hegemonic ideologies. These shifts seem

to be somewhat cyclical, if irregular, in their recurrence. As the cultural apparatus

of industrial capitalism shifts towards greater productive and consumptive

efficiency, individual seek out new ways to provide the meanings of self and

community, to negate the alienating effects of mass culture and to express the

deep connections of human life to sensual and earthy realities of material

existence, connections which both create and transcend “ideologies of form.” In

fact, it is this point of connection to material Necessity and being that ensures
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that there will always be some form of “practice of nature” which will

continuously erupt even as capital finds new ways to absorb such practices into

its systems of production and consumption. For at bottom, the practice of nature

is an expression of the material realities of existence: the utterly inescapable unity

of life and death, the connection and interdependence of all existence, the un-

erasable ties that bind and create all causality. If much of modern industrial

culture is aimed at effacing, sanitizing and denying these bonds, practices of

nature always work to re-draw, re-fertilize and reconstruct the single basic fact

of the unbounded substantiality and interconnection of existence. Thus, far from

being “ruined” for me, I now find more hope and pleasure in practices of nature

for I can see ways in which they can reshape the very ideology of form that

defines and delimits the current structures of the political unconscious, they allow

new means of expression and perception in the conscious world of consumption

and thus provide new forms of expression and eruption for the unconscious

repressions that delimit daily life.



Afterword

I wanted to conclude this work with recent examples from my own life

where experiences in nature have allowed me to break free of the world of

individual perception and consumption. I thought of two. One is walking with

my dogs on a cold winter evening. Another is chopping wood. I was thinking

about these two experiences and wondering how they fell into the divisions of

the pastoral and the sublime. At first, I thought walking with the dogs was more

pastoral, wood-chopping, more sublime. But the more I thought about it, the

more trouble I had making the distinction. Here, anyway, are the two

experiences:

Sometimes the only thing that can drag me out from the house and books

and television is the first real Winter’s night—the sudden slap of cold in the air

after a long hot southern summer. All at once I can smell and feel everything

more tautly. Everything is sharper, cut down to the sweet, dense essences of

wood and air and soil. Maybe that’s why I’ve always liked to sleep in a cold

room under warm covers; how much easier it is to find rest in uncluttered cold.

The best way to feel Winter, however, is to walk outside on a clear night

with dogs. They are warm under their coats and tear wide open through the

brittle air in full animal vigor. I like to walk and listen to my foot treads and

watch their pure athleticism as they play their subtle, anarchic games. They get

completely taken up the simple act of running, going full tilt without reservation,

boundary or direction. They tumble their bodies about, chasing each other and

juking back and forth like great running-backs. They are absorbed in the sheer

joy of this. What a great way to be able to think: to look so deeply into the
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experience of a single thing that it becomes everything, a world of being. How

hard it is to find enough time and energy to get so entirely into one’s body that

one can become only responses to wind and speed and the curves of the

meadow and your partner running with you. And then I realize that in watching

the dogs I have myself lost my own self-awareness and somehow lived in their

animal world of sensation and being.

The joy I get from watching the dogs is thus the joy of belonging, of seeing

their behavior and knowing that although they are animals and therefore a gulf

will always separate us I can nonetheless share in their joy, I can smell things and

feel the air and feel alive and animal. And I know that I too can live in my body

this way and just feel its physicality and nothing else just as surely as I can sense

the deep pleasure of my dogs.

If there’s any one gift I could bring to everyone stressed and laboring in

dehumanizing work it would be the dignity  and joy of such a cold night and dull

moon with the dogs running through frost glittering grass and the clarity of

winter air.

There have been a few rare, precious moments in my life when I have

entered my own labor completely, selflessly, joyfully. When my body and my

mind have shed their Cartesian distinctions and I become i working. These are

sacred moments. Moments when like my dogs running, I have become my

work, my body and my tools and my surroundings all melded into each other. I

remember splitting rounds at Unalayee a couple of years ago when I had

returned to this basin of childhood awakening for a visit. We had spent the
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afternoon in a work crew running chain-saws to cut rounds from trunks the

loggers had left behind piled in heaps like a massive game of pick-up sticks.

Cutting rounds is exhausting; the saw is heavy, noisy, stinking and dangerous.

My body had quickly become coated with sweat, sawdust, dirt and chain-oil.

When we drove the old stake-bed back to the basin I felt exhausted, done for the

day. We tumbled the newly cut rounds off the bed and onto the ground. I could

smell the sweetness of new cut sap. Without really speaking, we took the tools

from the truck and set about splitting a few rounds. And, after a few swings of

the maul, I rushed back into my body. It was a kind of re-birth, the re-grounding

of myself after tending a machine all morning long.

Splitting cut-wood became a zen-like bodily immersion, a glimpse into the

sublime of non-alienated labor.  This work of my body is for myself, I am cutting

wood for heat and food, for me and the small community of friends here, which

is small scale, tied to this mountain basin, and self sufficient.  I have helped to

shape this community, much as it has helped shape me since I was only eleven

years old. As I work here at the wood pile, others are working to provide for all

of our subsistence: preparing food, erecting shelters.  It is hard to see the

boundaries between myself, the others working around me and the basin in

which we work. The physical purity of this work lets me forget my conscious self

and drift into the expanding rhythm of maul ringing on wedge, set-lift-drop set-

lift-drop set-lift-drop. I am thinking of nothing but picking up the maul arcing a

curve over my head that ends and begins by dropping hard onto the wedge. I

repeat the same simple set of motions, swinging easily, feeling all the muscles in

my chest and arms and legs moving together.  I concentrate on these motions,

trying to make each swing perfection. I lose track of the swings they just come
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again and again. Sometimes my own rhythmic blows syncopate with those of a

friend working beside me and so all at once my individual labor is harmonized,

disappearing seamlessly into the community, without the barricades of the

machinery of exchange effacing my work.  

Like the ring of the hammer for a climber or the down-beat footfalls of the

backpacker my work is my whole being bound together my mind body senses

touch the void of unity.

As when I walk laughing with my dogs, when I am splitting rounds I am in

my own animal body. It is late in my summer in the mountains and  my body

has become fit not through the mechanization and rationalization of the gym or

wage labor but simply through use. It works easily, strongly, playfully. I revel in

feeling my body work without any conscious will. So too watching the dogs I

know that they are living in a moment, tumbling about playing with their

bodies, just running for the sake of running. Recovering the animal self

(although of course it is never really lost) is at the heart of all practices of nature.

This is the undeniable fact of being: we are still animals. This is cause for great

pleasure and happiness, as long as we are animals there is still hope.

So in the end, it is not true that the dogs is pastoral and wood chopping

sublime. Each experience has elements of both, dividing them is false

consciousness, applying social narratives based on social modes of production.

The boundlessness of joy and bodies comes from seeing the perfection and

harmony of relations between “me” and “everything else.” In other words, the

line that the sublime breaks down is the line between individual and community,
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the line the pastoral always wants to blur. The pastoral approaches one side of

the boundary and stays near the “inside” edge. The sublime goes just over the

line; each one is a cultural way of getting as close to nature as possible and still

remaining in culture. The pastoral is not “closer” to us than the sublime. There

have not been “three centuries of changing attitudes.” We have only paid

attention to one place or another, to one way of thinking about ourselves or

another way. But these “ways” are not different from each other any more than

reflections in a mirror differ from that they are reflecting. Indeed, the line

between nature and culture is like the meeting of two mirrors pressed face to

face against each other. The mirrors are nature, their point of intersection,

culture. The pastoral is one mirror, the sublime is the other. Culture is their point

of intersection: the invisible vacuum between the ground faces of the mirrors;

the center which casts itself on all that surrounds it. Thus the endless pendulum

swing of unanswerable questions: is culture “in” nature, or “outside” of it, is

nature sublime or pastoral? And, like a pendulum between two mirrors, the ball

cannot swing away from one side without approaching it as well, all that changes

is perspective in a beautiful relativity of crystal surfaces and complex faceted

depths: the refractive core of being and seeing that is the dialectical heart of

history and experience.



Appendix: Climbing Methods and Vocabulary

“Climbing” is used to refer to a wide variety of different practices. I will use

the term interchangeably to refer to both rockclimbing and mountaineering,

although the main focus of this study is the more popular practice of

rockclimbing. Although the two are commonly conflated, in the most technical

sense rockclimbing is a branch of mountaineering, encompassing the techniques

used by mountaineers on a big peak to navigate sheer rock faces where snow

and ice are not present. However, while mountaineering almost always involves

getting to the summit of a major peak, rockclimbing is not necessarily aimed at

attaining the high point of a given formation. Instead, the goal is to complete a

“route” from bottom to top, points which may or may not coincide with the

high and low points of the formation. In fact, much of rockclimbing does not

take place on mountains at all but is rather practiced on cliff bands, outcrops,

domes or towers; some climbing even takes place indoors.

Mountaineering is thus the predecessor to rockclimbing; in some form or

another it has been practiced in North America since at least 1780 (See Jones).

Indeed, one could argue that individuals have been climbing in North America

longer than that since pre-columbian artifacts have been found on high peaks in

the Rockies and the Sierras. However, as an activity in and of itself,

mountaineering really has its beginnings in the eighteenth century. For the

nineteenth and most of the twentieth century, mountaineering involved a large

scale expedition to the summit of an obvious, major peak. Expedition style

climbing can involve as many as a hundred individuals who, in progressively

smaller groups, form a “pyramid” of support up the mountain in order to enable
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a small “summit team” to reach the top. Before this can happen, the climbers will

have spent weeks, even months ferrying equipment and supplies up the

mountain, establishing progressively higher base-camps. A myriad smaller

dramas are thus contained within the larger epic of attaining the summit (which

in part may help to explain the long and healthy tradition of mountaineering

literature). In the last twenty-five or thirty years, however, this “expedition

style” has been largely replaced with “alpine-style” mountaineering. In this

form, climbers rely on speed and skill to overcome the adversities of a peak,

rather than the redundancy and depth of the expedition approach. In alpine-style

mountaineering, a much smaller, self-contained team attempts the summit in as

short a time as possible; since these groups are so small (indeed, sometimes only

one), and therefore cannot carry much equipment or supplies, their speed is the

key to successfully attaining the summit. This far riskier form of mountaineering

has become the norm. In its techniques and philosophy it actually more closely

resembles modern rockclimbing than did the old expeditionary style.

As mentioned above, in contrast to mountaineering, the point of climbing is

not to attain a definable summit, but to complete a route from a somewhat

arbitrarily defined bottom to top. Once established by a “first ascent party,”

information about these routes is disseminated via word of mouth or is

described in guidebooks or magazines which use written descriptions,

photographs, and diagrams (called “topos”) to indicate the course of a route. Of

course, use of a guidebook is optional. Climbers may opt to simply climb what

looks good to them, finding their way up the rock with a combination of skill,

luck and experience. Alternatively, climbers may find an unclimbed “line” and

put up a new route of their own. Routes are thus christened by the first ascent
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party, whose own names are subsequently enshrined in future editions of

guidebooks. Each route is rated in difficulty according to a numerical system

(from 5.1 to 5.14, with further sub-ratings of “a” to “d” for each grade over 5.10,

as in 5.11c). This rating is arrived at by considering a number of factors: the

technical difficulty (i.e. the number of specialized body movements that the

climber must know and be able to execute), the length over which such

movements must be sustained, and other factors such as steepness, the quality of

the rock itself and the nature of the protection. Clearly such ratings are

ultimately very subjective and may see, through the successive editions of

guides, considerable revision until the route has seen enough repeated ascents

that a consensus can be affirmed.

Since the seventies, rockclimbing has coalesced into four main types of

activities: bouldering, freeclimbing, soloing and aid climbing. In the first three,

the rock is surmounted using only the body—the strength, skill and knowledge

of the climber. In bouldering the climber uses no equipment whatsoever (save

specialized shoes) but stays relatively close to the ground. The soloist also

eschews equipment but will climb hundreds or even thousands of feet up a

formation. Free climbers use ropes and other equipment, but only as a “safety

net” to catch them in the event of a fall. Aid climbers, on the other hand, use gear

to progress up the formation (i.e., by “fixing” ropes and rope ladders and then

ascending them). Today, by far the most popular of these manifestations is “free

climbing.”

In free climbing, a climbing team or “party” consists usually of two

“partners,” a leader and a second (a.k.a. belayer or follower). A rope is attached

to the leader’s waist with a nylon harness. As the leader climbs upward he places
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removable anchors (pieces of “protection”) into cracks and crevices in the rock,

or uses a permanent pre-placed piece (“fixed pro”) and clips his rope through

each anchor. The follower “belays” the leader by feeding the rope through a

device which creates friction on the rope. If the leader falls, the belayer applies

friction which stops the rope from playing out, thus arresting the fall. Once the

leader has climbed a full rope length (one “pitch”) he stops at a “belay station”

where he can place several secure points of protection. With a belay from above,

the second can now follow the pitch, removing the anchors placed by the leader.

A given climb can include several pitches and the leader and second frequently

trade roles, as dictated by logistics and their own abilities. Obviously, the leader

is at the greatest risk for a long fall as he cannot place protection continuously.

Thus if he falls, he will travel downwards as far as his last piece, plus the length of

the rope that was out when he fell. In other words, if he climbs ten feet past his

last point of protection, he will fall a total of twenty feet. Since the leader assumes

the greatest amount of risk, leading is considered more highly than “following.”

Indeed, for many climbers a route has not really been climbed until it has been

lead from the base to the top, without falls or hanging from the rope.

However, such questions of style of ascent, especially in the case of first

ascents, are by no means settled in the “climbing community.” In fact, there is

currently a large, confusing, and often violent “ethics debate.” To simplify this

long argument, the traditional stance favors climbing from the ground up only,

while modern or “sport” climbers argue for the acceptability of hanging from a

rope at the top to pre-inspect, clean and rehearse the moves of a climb. Modern

climbers also often favor the use of an electric power drill to place fixed,

permanent protection (called “bolts”) where the rock affords no features to place
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removable “pro.” Traditionalists eschew bolts, or at least insist that if absolutely

necessary they be placed by hand with the old-fashioned rock hammer, and

more importantly, they insist that bolts be placed on lead, not while

“hangdogging” in safety from the end of a rope. Thus, the “trad” climber takes

somewhat greater risks, he is up against the unknown and must be ready for

anything, including the possibility of a long fall if he cannot find any protection.

On the other hand, the “mod” climber will be able to scale a more technically

difficult route. Indeed, most routes 5.12 and over have been established using

one or more of the modern techniques. This allows modern climbers to argue

that if the sport is going to continue to progress (that is, establish ever more

difficult routes) their techniques must be accepted. Inherent to this progress,

moreover, is the ability of American climbers to compete in organized

competitions with the Europeans, who have been using modern techniques for

some time. Of course, with competitions come all the accoutrements of an

“organized” sport, including media coverage, national teams, and perhaps most

importantly, lucrative sponsorships from manufacturers.

Many climbers enjoy the sport in all of its various forms, from big-wall aid

climbing to indoor sport climbing. Indeed, since at least the sixties there have

been individuals who dedicate themselves to climbing full-time. Such individuals

work marginal service or physical labor jobs just long enough to support a

subsistence lifestyle out of a tent or car at various climbing areas. (This way of

life prompted one such “crag-rat,” Eric Beck, to observe: “At either end of the

social spectrum, there lies a leisure class.” Cited in Jones 353.) Other climbers

support themselves by working as instructors or guides, and thus are able to

spend considerable time outdoors and can climb during the free-time between
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clients or courses. Most climbers today, however, practice the sport as a hobby:

climbing after work, on weekends, and occasionally taking a week or longer

“climbing trip” for a vacation.
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