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The […] dislike of Realism is the rage of Caliban seeing his own face in the glass. The 

[…] dislike of Romanticism is the rage of Caliban not seeing his own face in the glass.

-Oscar Wilde, Preface, The Picture of Dorian Gray 3

In the gullies, where streams of water slid from pool to pool leaving beards of rusty algae 

on their sandstone lips, giant cabbage-tree palms grew, their damp shade supporting a 

host of ferns and mosses. Yellow sprays of mimosa flashed in the sun along the ridges, 

and there were strands of blackboy trees, their dry spear of a stalk shooting up from a 

drooping hackle of fronds.

-Robert Hughes, The Fatal Shore 3

If there is a place where this is the language may

It be my country

-W. S. Merwin, The Lice 46
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My dissertation addresses the ways in which formal aesthetic strategies in literature and 

art in the period of modernism, approximately 1890-1940, make visible, and 

problematize the relation between language and environment. Stephen Crane (1871-

1900), William Carlos Williams (1883-1963), and James Agee (1909-1955) avail 

themselves of contemporary, avant-garde visual arts and artists toward expressing the 

modernist collapse of faith in the adequacy of representation. Concomitantly, their 

writings articulate a post-Enlightenment empirical but anti-rationalist and a post-

Enlightenment anti-romantic conviction that language is not divorced from but is already 

part of the existing furniture of the world. I locate this conviction in a Franciscan 

philosophical and epistemological tradition, one that scholars have duly remarked upon 

but with characteristic omission of its rich ecological tenets. For Crane and Williams, the 

existing and extensive contextual inquiry of the influence of the visual arts provides by 

way of analogy a useful terminology for exploring this early and high modernist writer’s 

aesthetic ambitions. My work contributes to and extends the contextual inquiry by 

addressing the ways in which Crane’s and Williams’s responses to the visual and graphic 
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arts evidence not only the modernist grappling with the problem  of representation  per se  

but the confrontation with representation as this concerns the writing of the non-human 

subject-object figure by the human subject-object figure. The first chapters of the 

dissertation focus on the ecological avatar of St. Francis, and on Williams’s responses to 

cubist, precisionist, and dada art, and the quasi-landscapes of the High Renaissance 

Northern European painter Pieter Bruegel (the Elder). The final chapter looks back to the 

late nineteenth century, to impressionist painting and Stephen Crane, a writer who 

borrows from this painting the antithetical devices of flatness and atmosphere in ways 

that put into question normative distinctions between the human subject being and the 

non-human, so-called object being. The subject of the middle, sixth chapter is straight 

photography as this representational realist practice critically informs Let Us Now Praise 

Famous Men. I argue that Agee’s encomium to, and excoriation of straight photography,

a formidable tool of twenties and thirties documentary expression, implicitly ecocritically 

attacks the anthropocentric lens. 
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INTRODUCTION

This dissertation began out of a passion for nineteenth- and twentieth-century 

literature. I was most drawn to the modernist period, from 1860 to 1960, and to three 

hallmarks of the modernist literary product: the self-conscious failure of representation or 

inability to ‘write’ the real, the intensely self-reflexive operations or commitment to the 

medium itself, and its abstract representational practices (which seem to negate content). 

I was also interested in writers who stubbornly insisted somehow upon being “realists,” 

did not let go of the objective condition, and were not altogether reconciled to the 

modernist assault on objective perspective. 

My use of the terms ‘realist’ and ‘realism’ is informed by Fredric Jameson’s early 

study Marxism and Form: Twentieth-Century Dialectical Theories of Literature (1971). 

By ‘realist’ I mean the writer who locates truth in material historical contingencies and 

who presupposes “neither the transcendence of the object (as in science) nor that of the 

subject (as in ethics)” (Jameson, Marxism and Form 190). By ‘realism’ I mean the 

expression that avoids symbolism and intensely subjective investigations, i.e. those found 

in romantic expression (Jameson, Marxism and Form 199). Jameson defines symbolism 

as “the vain attempt of subjectivity to evolve a human world completely out of itself” 

(Marxism and Form 198). I use symbolism similarly, to refer to an anti-realist aesthetic 

that subordinates material conditions or realities to a so-called higher, abstract, 

ahistorical, universal reality or truth. 

In addition to my interest in modernism and in writers who work against a 

Romantic philosophical and aesthetic inheritance, I was interested in poetry and prose 

that in someway engaged with a visual art or artist. Stephen Crane (1871-1900), William 

Carlos Williams (1883-1963), James Agee (1909-1955) are three writers who possess a 

realist sensibility and also critically engage with visual art. Thus, when I embarked on my 

dissertation, I wanted to ask and provide answers to the following question: How do these 

three very different writers’ responses to visual art offer literary critics insight into the 

crisis of representation in the period of modernism? 

This thought process led to the present dissertation, which asks and attempts to 
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answer how Williams, Agee, and Crane’s formal aesthetic strategies—strategies that they 

acquire in part by way of a visual art or artist—make visible the relation between 

language and environment. It focuses on Crane and impressionist painting, Williams and 

cubism, precisionism, and dada, and the Northern European Renaissance painter Peter 

Bruegel, and Agee and the straight photography of Walker Evans.

For ecocritics, or critics interested in the relation between language and 

environment, the term environment refers to both human-made (anthropogenic) 

environments and nonhuman-made (ecogenic) environments. The prefix ‘“eco” is from 

the Greek oikos, “house, dwelling place, habitation.” An older word that uses the same 

prefix is “ecology.” It is defined as “the branch of biology which treats of the relations 

between organisms and their environment.”1 Coined in 1866 by German zoologist Ernst 

Haeckel (1834-1919), ecology literally means “knowledge of the home,” from the Greek 

oikos, “house, dwelling place, habitation,” and logia (plural of logion), “learning,” 

“knowledge,” “maxim.” Haeckel defined ecology as “the investigation of the total 

relations of the animal both to its inorganic and organic environment, including above all, 

its friendly and inimical relations with those animals and plants with which it comes 

directly or indirectly into contact.”2 In the discipline of ecocriticism, “the animal” refers 

to both the human and the nonhuman. 

Additionally, ecocriticism is committed to “environmental praxis.”3 It seeks more 

fair relations between the human and the nonhuman, i.e. the ecogenic nonhuman subject, 

through the teaching and study of literature. A milestone in ecocriticism—the “greening” 

of literary studies—is the 1988 meeting of the Modern Language Association, when two 

sessions devoted to environmental literature and environmental criticism were staged. 

The Association for the Study of Literature and Environment (ASLE) was formed not 

long after, in 1992, and the ASLE’s journal ISLE: Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature 

1 A. Delbridge (ed.) (1981), The Macquarie Dictionary.
2 Haeckel qtd. in Parham 156-157. Parham provides the following source: Robert

P. McIntosh, The Background of Ecology: Concept and Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1985) 7-8.

3 Buell, The Environmental Imagination 430. 
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and the Environment appeared in the following year. While eco-scholars do not locate 

ecological consciousness in any single text or literary period, certain texts and periods 

have received more critical attention than others. In Anglo-American ecocriticism, 

Lawrence Buell’s groundbreaking study, The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, 

Nature Writing, and the Formation of American Culture, locates an environmental 

consciousness in the writings of Henry David Thoreau and the New England 

transcendentalists. Two twentieth-century classics of environmental literature that receive 

much critical attention are Edward Abbey’s Desert Solitaire (1968) and Aldo Leopold’s 

Sand County Almanac (1949).4 Also, much ecocritical work has centered on the so-called 

generation of ecopoets proper, among them Robinson Jeffers, Elizabeth Bishop, A. R. 

Ammons, W. S. Merwin, Gary Snyder, Adrienne Rich, and Wendell Berry.5 My 

dissertation investigates ecological consciousness in the work of a late-nineteenth-century 

writer and two twentieth-century writers by way of the contextual inquiry of the influence 

of the visual arts. I argue that Williams’s, Agee’s and Crane’s responses to a given visual 

art manifest an ecological consciousness. That is, I argue that each of these writers uses 

strategies borrowed from painting that foreground the relation between the human and the 

nonhuman. Indeed, perhaps it is the very influence of the visual arts that make visible for 

these writers the interests of environment in relation to the interests of the human.

William Carlos Williams (1883-1963)

A September 28, 1949 note by the high modernist William Carlos Williams that 

appears in the form of “A Note on Paterson Book III” on the dust jacket of the first 

edition of Paterson Three (1949), contains the following statement: “The brunt of the 

four books of Paterson (of which this is the third, ‘The Library’) is a search for the 

redeeming language by which a man’s premature death […] might have been 

prevented.”6 I argue that the “redeeming language” that Paterson searches for is a 

4 For Leopold, see Callicott, Fromm, and Nash. For Abbey, see Cassuto, 
Campbell, Philippon, Scheese.

5 Bryson, ed. Ecopoetry: A Critical Introduction.
6 Williams qtd. in MacGowan, “Appendix C: Annotations and Textual Notes,” 

Paterson 279. 
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language that addresses human identity and existence in relation to the nonhuman realm 

that supports this identity and existence, in particular the ecogenic nonhuman realm. Such 

language for Williams is embodied in the figure of St. Francis of Assisi. This ecological 

avatar, the subject of Chapter One, first appears in a 1921 poem, “St. Francis Einstein of 

the Daffodils.” The poem refers to St. Francis in the context of the revolutionary thinking 

of Albert Einstein, whose theory of relativity upset older, Newtonian scientific beliefs 

about the fixity of relations among and between natural phenomena. The essay 

“Comment,” which also appeared in 1921, argues that American writers and artists must 

engage with the local speech and traditions of their own place of birth as well as with 

European models if they are to create something that is not merely derivative, or 

inattentive to the artist’s local surrounds. In support of this argument, the essay makes an

ecological argument alluding to St. Francis, a “genius” who made “a sermon of 

understanding deep enough and gentleness of sufficient catholicity to include all our 

animals, birds and fishes”7 (29). A 1939 essay, “Against the Weather. A Study of the 

Artist” (1939), similar to the 1921 essay “Comment,” also deals with the question of art 

and the role of the artist in the world in the context of the need for ecological 

consciousness. It implicitly refers to St. Francis’s role in founding an Italian vernacular

poetic tradition as well as to St. Francis’s belief that language can play a redemptive role 

in reconciling the human and the nonhuman. The essay “Midas,” published in 1940 

against the events of World War II, compares “the artist” and “the scientist” to “the 

running animal” (166). It characterizes each of these figures as a “creator” threatened by 

and subjugated to an imagination that thrives upon war. A relatively late writing, the 

poem “The Mental Hospital Garden,” published in 1953, is similar to a 1940 poem titled 

“From a Window.” Both refer to St. Francis in the context of human alienation from the 

ecogenic nonhuman realm. 

The slight but provoking presence in Williams’s poetry and prose of St. Francis, a 

social revolutionary, a poet, the founder of a monastic order, the so-called father of 

vernacular Italian poetry, an influence on the emergence of the landscape as an 

7 Williams, “Comment” 29.
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independent genre in painting, and an ur-ecologist, is a figure that sums up for Williams 

the possibility of consanguinity between language and environment. The strategies that 

Williams uses towards this concern in the writing that he produces up through the 1930s 

are critically inspired by avant-garde visual art and artists, namely the cubist collage, 

precisionist painting, and the anti-art statements of the dadaists. Cézanne is also an 

important artist for Williams. A rich body of criticism exists on the subject of Williams 

and the influence of the visual arts but it makes no ecocritical arguments. I will argue that 

the poetry that Williams produces up through the 1930s, the focus of Chapter Two of the 

dissertation, expresses the ecological conviction that the nonhuman is something other 

than and therefore eludes representation by the human. That is to say, Williams self-

consciously expresses that the human cannot adequately speak for the nonhuman but by 

so doing he forwards respect for the nonhuman ecogenic realm. 

Representative of this poetic product are the so-called imagist or objectivist 

poems, including poems from Williams’s first important publication, Spring and All 

(1923). As critics have argued, Williams borrows from cubism the device of the collage, 

which effectively challenges any single authoritative perspective, and from both the 

precisionist and cubist painters a language that stands for so-called pure description as 

opposed to interpretation of phenomena, which often is conveyed by the formal strategy 

of narration. The former also is a language of remove (from the given subject-object) in 

contrast with language that bespeaks the subject-speaker’s self-identification with the 

given subject-object. By a cubist or objectivist language, Williams speaks for the 

independence and autonomy of the given object-subject of representation, against even 

the act of representation that imprisons this object-subject in a human design. The imagist 

and objectivist poems of the 1920s and 1930s such as Spring and All’s “Spring and All,” 

“The farmer,” “The right of way,” and “The Rose” put into question human subjective 

arrogation of reality, i.e. of environment. They question the human subjective 

subordination of the environment. 

Other poems such as “The Great Figure” (1921) and “Classic Scene” (1937) look 

to precisionist painting and its counterpart straight photography to critique a powerful 
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industrial twentieth-century imagination and order. From the cubist-inspired American 

Precisionist painters, notably Charles Sheeler and Charles Demuth, Williams critiques a 

twentieth-century industrial imagination that reifies human-made, anthropogenic 

objects—the machine, the industrial object—at the expense of nonhuman-made, ecogenic 

subjects.  

Williams also is deeply involved with dada, especially during the 1920s and 

1930s. The dadaists took ordinary so-called found objects—gas stove burners, porcelain 

urinals, industrial wire, manufacturer parts, etc.—and aestheticized them, in effect putting 

in question the distinction between the aesthetic object and the mere utilitarian object. 

Williams’s poetry is full of references to salvaging or redeeming common, ordinary 

objects. It is also full of references to salvaging common, ordinary subjects. The latter 

include nonhuman ecogenic identities marginalized by the human. Such poems as “View 

of a Lake” and “Between Walls” look to the anti-art and anti-war statements of the World 

War I dada artists in order to critique an industrial order that thrives on environmental 

acts of carnage and slaughter, overvalues production, and undervalues recycling and re-

use of materials. 

From Paul Cézanne, postimpressionist painter and the “father of cubism,” 

Williams borrows two strategies, abstraction and incompletion, or open-endedness. 

Abstraction effectively distances the subject-observer from the object-subject. 

Incompletion (exposing bits and pieces of the canvas in the finished composition) 

articulates that the human-subject-observer cannot adequately sum up reality. As 

Williams uses modernist abstraction and open-endedness, he expresses that the human 

cannot presume transcendent knowledge of the nonhuman subject-object figure. 

Williams devotes unusual attention to common North American species of flora 

and fauna and the spaces where these subjects persevere, by the wayside of human 

spheres of activity. As Aldo Leopold wrote in 1949, in Sand County Almanac, some of 

the oldest North American grass and swamp lands survived at this time in the median 

strips or by the sides of highways, in spaces not used for any other purpose other than to 

provide a small barrier between traffic or to separate roads from residential, commercial, 
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and agricultural property. Williams notices these spaces. His first important writing, 

Spring and All (1923) opens with a poem devoted to roadside weeds. The writing he 

produces over the next four decades is full of references to industrial waste. It is also full 

of references to the ‘green’ world that the human, abuses, ignores, or discards.

The environmental consciousness reaches its fullest, most complete expression in 

the magnum opus Paterson (1946-c.1962), the subject of discussion of Chapter Three. 

Thematically, the poem expresses the alienation between the human and the environment, 

or a fallen language or ecotragedy. Structurally, the loose, divagating, heterodox 

assemblage of Paterson offers an alternate, Franciscan faith, refusing to demarcate the 

identity of the human figure from the identity of environment. Here, Williams employs a 

very different strategy towards environmental consciousness than the strategies found in 

the earlier objectivist cubist and precisionist poems, since to emphasize the independence 

or ‘otherness’ of the nonhuman subject-object relative to the identity of the human 

subject-observer is no longer viable for Williams. The environments he is writing about 

in the 1940s and 1950s are increasingly dominated by the human and by anthropogenic 

environments. Paterson expresses that the fate of the human subject is inseparable from 

the fate of the (ecogenic) nonhuman and therefore compromised when it makes inroads 

upon the latter.

The last collection of poetry that Williams saw through publication, Pictures from 

Brueghel (1962), the subject of discussion of Chapter Four, continues the theme of the 

need for accord between the human and the nonhuman and for the recognition that no 

hard fast boundaries separate human identity from nonhuman ecogenic identity. Pictures 

from Brueghel pays homage to a painter who was a seminal figure in the emergence of 

the landscape genre in the sixteenth century, Pieter Bruegel. Bruegel’s landscapes were 

inspired by a trip to Italy and the painting of Giotto and Fra Angelico, two painters who 

were influenced by St. Francis’s ecological faith and whose late medieval or early 

Renaissance frescoes are among the first to include details of the ecogenic, i.e. natural, 

realm. The first poem of Pictures from Brueghel, “Self-Portrait,” interpolates Bruegel’s 

artist’s identity with Williams’s own artist’s identity. I argue that it also implicitly evokes 
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the artist-ecologist St. Francis. The second and third poems, “Landscape with the Fall of 

Icarus” and “Hunters in the Snow,” are ekphrastic tributes to two paintings by Bruegel. 

These poems foreground relations between the human and the nonhuman.

Chapter Five examines a number of critical essays that first appeared in print 

between 1943 and 1963. These essays played a critical role in establishing Williams’s 

reputation as a major twentieth-century poet. To my knowledge, no critic to date has 

commented on the unconscious environmental arguments that the writers of these essays 

forward about Williams. It is not mere coincidence that the writers who are among the 

first to critically recognize the literary importance of Williams are also among the first to 

recognize his environmental sensibility, even if they do so unconsciously or as a 

secondary ambition. Curiously, after 1963, when critical interest in Williams become 

“sufficiently sustained” to allow scholars to “identify separate and specific areas of 

critical interest” in his work, we do not see critics pick up on the earlier critics’ awareness 

of Williams’s environmental consciousness.8 The oversight persists even after the 1980s, 

when ecocriticism emerges as discipline in its own right.9

As Lawrence Buell has written, literary critics and scholars have a deep suspicion 

of the literal word.10 When a writer describes a tree or a rock or a flower, it is a matter of 

course that a critical reader will leap to the referential content of the description. It is 

normative for critics to assume that the thing named is not the thing meant. In effect, the 

training received by literary critics and scholars leads them “away from the physical 

world,”11 towards a realm that disavows or represents the transcendence of material 

existence. We habitually “distinguish between text and referent.”12 We operate “from the 

premise of intractable textuality.”13 We find it difficult “to resist the resistance to nature 

8 Mariani, WCW ix.
9 Four recent writings represent the effort to redress this lacuna: See essays by 

Mark Long, Lee Rozelle, and Josh Wallaert, as well as Lawrence Buell’s discussion of 
Paterson and several poems in Writing for an Endangered World (pages 109-120).

10 Buell, The Environmental Imagination 11. 
11 Buell, The Environmental Imagination 11.
12 Buell, The Environmental Imagination 10.
13 Buell, The Environmental Imagination 11.
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that is second nature to us in our capacity as critical readers, whatever our behavior in 

everyday life.”14 As another critic Mark Long points out, in an essay on Williams titled 

“William Carlos Williams, Ecocriticism, and Contemporary American Nature Poetry,” 

respect and concern for the environment, as this respect or concern is reflected in and 

engaged by language, might appear jejune, unsophisticated to the non-ecocritic. This 

critic might see that ecocriticism manifests an unwillingness to accept that language 

pushes against referential or literal meaning. But as Long also argues, a poet such as 

Williams pushes against referential or literal meaning, not towards “the annihilation of 

the referential world,” but in order to assert that the nonhuman ecogenic realm (“nature”) 

“remains a thing unto itself” and is not mere “accessory to the sign.”15

The ecocritical oversight of Williams perhaps ties to his late acceptance into the 

modernist canon. At the time the canon was being formed, writers such as Williams were 

excluded from it because of their anti-Romantic or anti-symbolic language. Raymond 

Williams’s not too distant quarrel with the making of this canon addresses the mid-

century critical bias against modernist realist expression.16 In his 1987 lecture “When 

Was Modernism,” Raymond Williams discusses the mid-century privileging of one group 

of modernists at the expense of another group by the literary academy. The privileged 

group included Proust, Kafka, and Joyce—authors esteemed for their so-called non-

realist, “Romantic” literary expression. As (Raymond) Williams writes,

If we are to follow the Romantics’ victorious definition of the arts as 

outrider, heralds, and witnesses of social change, then we may ask why the 

extraordinary innovations in social realism, the metaphoric control and 

economy of seeing discovered and refined by Gogol, Flaubert or Dickens 

14 Buell, The Environmental Imagination 11.
15 Wallaert 80, 94.
16 See also Cary Nelson’s  book, Repression and Recovery: Modern American 

Poetry and the Politics of Cultural Memory, 1910-1945 (1989), and Marjorie Perloff’s 
The Poetics of Indeterminacy: Rimbaud to Cage (1981) and The Dance of the Intellect: 
Studies in the Poetry of the Pound Tradition (1985).
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from the 1840s on, should not take precedence over the conventionally 

Modernist names of Proust, Kafka, or Joyce.17

During this period, the decades immediately following World War II, the academic 

establishment gives precedence to “self-reflexive” writing, or expression that draws 

attention to itself as writing, or figure, to something opposite to mimesis, or 

representation. The so-called anti-realists writers Proust, Kafka, and Joyce are

applauded for their denaturalizing of language, their break with an 

allegedly prior view that language is either a clear, transparent glass or a 

mirror, and for making abruptly apparent in the very texture of their 

narrative the problematic status of the author and his authority. As the 

author appears in the text, so does the painter in the painting.  The self-

reflexive text assumes the center of the public and aesthetic stage […]18

The writers who are given the backseat are the realists Gogol, Flaubert, and Dickens.19

The critical condescension towards realist expression that Raymond Williams describes 

has bearing on, I argue, the critical neglect of William Carlos Williams. This neglect 

persisted up through the 1960s and 1970s. Williams’s poetry evinces many of the 

modernist literary strategies of his fellow, canonical modernist poets but does not readily 

identify with a symbolist tradition or a Romantic literary tradition. Because of this it 

received less critical attention than the poetry of such contemporary figures as Hart 

Crane, T. S. Eliot, and Wallace Stevens. 

The ecocritical oversight of Williams is compounded after his acceptance into the 

modernist canon because we think of modernism as a period that is deeply inspired by 

twentieth-century industry and technology, i.e., human-centered activities and interests 

and anthropogenic spaces. (As scholars have remarked, literary modernism is very much 

an “urban phenomenon.”20) Early ecocritical studies focused on texts that the main 

subject of which was the clash between the ecogenic country and the anthropogenic city 

17 Raymond Williams 32.
18 Raymond Williams 33.
19 Raymond Williams 32.
20 Harvey 25.
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or nonhuman ecogenic environments being consumed wholesale by the human. These 

studies tend to overlook texts the main subject of which was an urban or suburban 

environment, i.e. a human-dominated space and anthropogenic in character. Williams 

thus is commonly perceived as a poet who deals more or less exclusively with the human 

subject. Paul Rosenfeld, in an early essay “William Carlos Williams” (1924), 

characterizes Williams as the chronicler of America’s “suburbs,” the “Sunday-afternoon 

family motor drive,” the “Pullman plate-glass window in the parlor wall,” and “the lump 

of rock-crystal on the mantelpiece.”21 Benjamin Sankey comments in A Companion to 

William Carlos Williams’s Paterson (1971) that “the place” of Paterson is “modern urban 

civilization in the United States.”22 More recent introductions to Williams in anthologies 

of American literature, while they offer appreciable insights into Williams’s oeuvre, 

reinforce the misconception that Williams is interested in human affairs exclusive of the 

interests of the nonhuman ecogenic subject. According to these summaries, Williams is a 

poet who documents “an America of small cities, immigrants, industry, and working 

people, not farms and rural landscapes,”23 a poet of the twentieth century who is “most 

sensitive to the sumptuous squalor of modern America.”24 My argument is that Williams 

is as aware of the presence of the nonhuman as he is of the presence of the human in 

environments dominated by human populations.25 He witnesses, and records what 

another American twentieth-century realist writer, Edward Dahlberg, called North 

America’s “New World” of “great cement cities rotting piecemeal beneath asphalt, steel, 

21 Rosenfeld qtd. in Mariani, William Carlos Williams: The Poet and His Critics,, 
19. Mariani provides the following source:  Paul Rosenfeld, Port of New York (New 
York: Harcourt, 1924).

22 Sankey 2. 
23 Baym 1184.
24 McMichael 1270.
25 In an August 1951 tape-recording (a C.B.S. broadcast), he comments that he 

had once thought of forestry for a career (Weaver 7(n10)). In a 1958 comment, on his 
second volume of poetry, Al Que Quiere! (1917), he says, “I was always a country boy, 
felt myself a country boy.  To me the countryside was a real world but nonetheless a 
poetic world. I have always had a feeling of identity with nature […]” (Williams, I 
Wanted to Write a Poem 21.
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plastic, glass, and avarice.”26 Therefore, his “green” language, if we wish to look for it, 

will be very different from the green language of the nineteenth-century Romantic 

pastoral product. It pokes about and finds and celebrates the nonhuman-made spaces and 

beings that struggle to survive in the midst of overbearingly human environments and 

monolithic non-organic environments devised by the human. It works against an older 

but persisting presumption that

[…] when you’re talking about birds, flowers, trees, mountains, etc., 

there’s a human framework, and a natural framework, and that they are 

two separate things, even when you pop your humans against a natural 

backdrop. For a long while there was even an assumption that “where man 

is not, nature is barren”—an attitude which is so far from the literal truth 

today that we may find it hard to live with. This duality is at the root of 

much that is problematic in our literary consideration of ecology.27

Although the environments that Williams writes about refer mostly to human-

dominated spaces, his recognition of the nonhuman places him in a direct line of descent 

from the nineteenth-century American nature poets and the late eighteenth- to early-

nineteenth-century British nature poets (especially William Wordsworth).28 However, he 

26 Dahlberg, Preface, Bottom Dogs 143; Introduction, A Bibliography of Edward 
Dahlberg, 12.

27 Caddel 139-140.
28 The parallels between Wordsworth and Williams merit more attention than I 

give them. Here, I simply point to some remarks by Paul Mariani and Terence Diggory. 
Mariani, paraphrasing Robert Lowell’s commentary on Williams (see Lowell’s 1947 
essay titled “Thomas, Bishop, and Williams”), writes that Williams is “a Wordsworthian 
of sorts, a purist afraid that his transparent medium might be ‘filmed or crusted’ and so 
‘distract attention from the truth’” (Lowell qtd. in Mariani, WCW 71). Terence Diggory, 
in William Carlos Williams and the Ethics of Painting, writes that Williams’s “Romantic 
inheritance is thus especially Wordsworthian, endowing the artist with a capability that 
can be measured in terms of ordinary experience” (Diggory 43). (Another Williams 
scholar, Carl Rapp, notes the strong ties between Williams and the nineteenth-century 
nature poet, Ralph Waldo Emerson. Rapp’s argument, however, is very different from the 
arguments I make. In William Carlos Williams and Romantic Idealism, Rapp presents 
that Williams, like Emerson, is a romantic idealist and that, therefore, Williams 
represents the overcoming of external reality by the self. My argument is opposite to Carl 
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differs from earlier nature poets in his avoidance of the “pathetic fallacy”—the attribution 

of human desires and attributes to the nonhuman. In effect, the pathetic fallacy can 

reinforce anthropocentric biases against the nonhuman ecogenic subject, which include 

the belief that the nonhuman is a subsidiary of or servant to the human. Williams the 

objectivist tries to get around the problem of the pathetic fallacy, which subjectively 

‘personifies,’ anthropomorphizes, or imprisons the nonhuman realm in a human cast. His 

poetry anticipates the poetry of a later twentieth-century generation of “antiromantics,” 

notably Robert Frost, Robinson Jeffers, Wallace Stevens, and Marianne Moore.29 Against 

the older “romantic vision” of nature, much of the poetry of these writers defines itself 

“precisely by opposing, or seeming to oppose, the pathetic fallacy (one cannot perhaps 

get round it).”30

James Agee (1909-1955)

The subject of Chapter Six is the late modernist James Agee and Walker Evans’s 

Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (1941), a text that is both an encomium to and 

excoriation of the formidable representational realist practice of straight photography. 

The movement emerges in approximately 1916 under the leadership of photographer 

Alfred Stieglitz and the journal Camera Work. Agee’s verbal text undercuts the status and 

authority of this photographic practice. Scholars have commented on Agee’s deeply 

divided response to documentary expression, a representational realist practice that 

dominates social political expression in the United States in the 1920s and 1930s, but 

they have paid more attention to Agee’s quarrel with representation as this concerns the 

written word and less attention to Agee’s quarrel with visual representation. I focus on 

the latter as it concerns Walker Evans and the photographs that Evans produced for 

Praise.

Also, critics do not address ecological consciousness in Let Us Now Praise 

Famous Men. My argument is that Praise’s challenging of normative perspectives by 

Rapp’s. I argue that Williams’s poetry is one that struggles with self-renunciation or that 
posits the importance of maintaining an object-self alongside the subject-self.

29 Bryson 2.
30 Bryson 2-3.
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way of an attack on the formidable ‘sight’ of straight photography implicitly challenges 

the anthropocentric lens of human perspectives of reality. When Agee attacks the straight 

photograph and its pretensions to real perspective, he puts into question a way of looking 

at the world that subjugates the ecogenic nonhuman realm to highly subjective, 

anthropocentric monocular vision. 

Stephen Crane (1871-1900)

Stephen Crane is frequently introduced in critical anthologies as a writer who is 

influenced by the contemporary avant-garde movement of French impressionist painting 

and its North American developments. Critics who have written about this influence 

(with respect to Crane) give more weight to the subjectivist concerns of this painting and 

underestimate its objectivist or realist concerns. In the final chapter of the dissertation, 

Chapter Seven, the subject of which is Crane and the highly controversial painting of the 

French Impressionists, I argue that Crane’s interest in this painting reflects his knowledge 

of its equally strong objective and subjective inquiries. I also argue that Crane’s reading 

of impressionist painting betrays an ecological consciousness.

Two modern painterly impressionist strategies show up in Crane’s writing: 

atmospheric representation of subject matter, and flatness. The strategy of “flattening” or 

objectifying of human characters relative to nonhuman ‘characters’ (either objects or 

subjects) challenges a normative distinction between the human and the nonhuman. This 

distinction is as follows: the human being is a higher being than the nonhuman being 

because it possesses both an objective, material self and a subjective, interior self, and the 

latter allows the human to escape or to surmount material reality. Crane, in flattening or 

representing human characters largely according to their physical, corporeal condition, 

places the human on the same level as the nonhuman. He also uses flatness to express 

that no observer has full or complete access to the subject of observation and that to 

presume knowledge of this subject’s “interior” is to project oneself upon another.

Crane’s much commented upon atmospheric language also offers ecocritical 

insights. This language animates the ‘figures’ of nonhuman subjects and objects relative 

to the figures of human characters. It expresses in effect that the “character” of a given 
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nonhuman environment is as central to the concerns of the narrative as is any human 

character in the story. The atmospheric language also effectively blurs the demarcation 

between human figures and non-human figures, putting into question the belief that the 

nonhuman is a mere object, subject-less entity without any of the rights that we include 

under the term “human rights,” and throwing into relief relations between the human and 

the nonhuman. Yet, Crane’s language of animation often functions through the device of 

personification. This anthropomorphizing of the nonhuman towards actively noticing 

nonhuman identities foregrounds the problem for the environmental thinker of how to 

respect environment in ways that do not merely reassert the primacy of the human and 

inscribe the human self upon the nonhuman self.
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WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS

CHAPTER ONE – ST. FRANCIS: AN ECOLOGICAL AVATAR

An early poem by Williams, “Pastoral,” published in 1917 in Al Que Quiere!,

reflects Williams’s developing ecological consciousness.

The little sparrows
hop ingenuously 
about the pavement 
quarreling 
with sharp voices
over those things
that interest them.
But we who are wiser
shut ourselves in 
on either hand
and no one knows
whether we think good
or evil.

Meanwhile,
the old man who goes about
gathering dog-lime
walks in the gutter
without looking up
and his tread
is more majestic than
that of the Episcopal minister
approaching the pulpit
of a Sunday.

These things
astonish me beyond words.31

The “old man” does not converse with the nonhuman world of the sparrows but his 

contact with their world seems less tenuous than that of either the “we” who are 

31 Al Que Quiere! (1917), The Collected Poems of William Carlos Williams: 
Volume I, 1909-1939, ed. A. Walton Litz and Christopher MacGowan (New York: New 
Directions, 1991 (c. 1986)) 70-71. References to poems and prose printed in this volume 
and a second accompanying volume, The Collected Poems of William Carlos Williams: 
Volume II, 1939-1962, ed. Christopher MacGowan (New York: New Directions, 1991 (c. 
1988)), are hereafter cited as CPI and CPII. [Note there are two “Pastoral” poems in Al 
Que Quiere! The second “Pastoral” is on page 97.]
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putatively wiser and “shut ourselves in” against the sight and sound of the sparrows or 

the Episcopal minister who hurries towards church. The aspirated labials and sibilants 

and non-vocal dentals in the words “Episcopal minister” and “approaching the pulpit,” 

the words that sums up the figure of the minister and the minister’s walk, describe a 

figure who lifts his feet and his thoughts off the earth beneath him, and by association a 

person in pursuit of a metaphysical reality. The latter figure appears intent upon a 

putatively more important goal, the purging of men’s souls and the contemplation of a 

transcendent, immaterial, so-called higher realm. The old man, in contrast, expresses a 

being in immediate contact with his or her physical, material environs. He walks in a 

“gutter,” “gathering dog-lime,” near to the sparrows. His figure expresses further a being 

of more weight and substance than that of the minister. His “tread” is “more majestic.” 

The gutturals, voiced dentals, and sonorous vowels of the words that describe his actions 

and step suggest gravity and consequence. The figures of the birds are also more 

appealing than the figure of the minister. Despite their noisesomeness, they are without 

guile. They hop “ingenuously” about the pavements. And, unlike the “we” of the “we 

who are wiser,” they do not hide their interests. The “we” do not declare themselves: “no 

one knows/whether we think good/or evil.” 

“Pastoral” speaks for much of Williams’s poetry, which expresses desire for 

close, intimate contact with the material, physical world and a wariness of language that 

seeks to escape this realm. The poetry, further, expresses that the interests and affairs of 

the nonhuman members of the material, physical world are as important as the interests 

and affairs of the human. In opposition to the traditional pastoral—“a fictionalized 

imitation of rural life,”32 it accepts and celebrates the realness of the so-called natural 

nonhuman world. The revisions that Williams made to the poem at hand, prior to its 

32 Preminger and Brogan, “Pastoral” 885. Williams’s anti-pastoral” project 
culminates in the long prose poem Paterson. This writing is both a modernist revival and 
an environmental redaction of the ‘pastoral romance,” a form that is broadly defined as a 
“long prose narrative, interspersed with lyrics, built on a complicated plot, and peopled 
with characters bearing names” (Preminger 886)
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being published, support this reading.33 The colloquy of the sparrows—the first seven 

lines in the revised version—is the second stanza in an earlier draft dated 1914, not 

published during Williams’s lifetime (CPI 42-43). The human figures of the old man and 

the minister introduce the poem.34 The reorganization of the lines in the later published 

version foregrounds the nonhuman figures of the sparrows.

The figures of the old man and the sparrow in “Pastoral” possibly allude to a 

figure that crops up in Williams’s poetry, St. Francis of Assisi (ca. 1182-1226), an 

individual reputed to converse with sparrows, among many other animals, and a powerful 

advocate for the so-called natural world.35 Williams explicitly refers to St. Francis in the 

following writings: two different poems titled “St. Francis Einstein of the Daffodils,” 

published in 1921 and 1936; the poems “From a Window” (1940) and “The Mental 

Hospital Garden” (1954); Book Two of Paterson (“Sunday in the Park”); and the essays, 

“Comment” (1921), “Against the Weather. A Study of the Artist” (1939), and “Midas: A 

Proposal for a Magazine” (1941).36 Also, as I will argue in Chapter Four, it is possible 

that Williams alludes to St. Francis in the poem “Self-Portrait” in Pictures from Brueghel 

(1962). The slight but critical presence of St. Francis in Williams’s writings speaks for, I 

argue, a language that recognizes the common identity of the human and the (ecogenic) 

nonhuman.

33 See “Pastoral 1 [First Version],” CPI 42-43. The source of the earlier version is 
a typescript “filed with a letter from WCW to Viola Baxter Jordan of 24 Dec. 1914” 
(MacGowan and Litz, CPI 478). It was first published in “Rod Townley, The Early 
Poetry of William Carlos Williams (1975)” (MacGowan and Litz, CPI 478).

34 See “Pastoral 1 [First Version],” CPI 42-43. The source of the earlier version is 
a typescript “filed with a letter from WCW to Viola Baxter Jordan of 24 Dec. 1914” 
(MacGowan and Litz, CPI 478). It was first published in Rod Townley, The Early Poetry 
of William Carlos Williams (1975)” (MacGowan and Litz, CPI 478).

35 Williams also associates the common sparrow with the figure of his father, a 
very gentle man whom Williams deeply admired. See “The Sparrow” (1955), in the late 
collection of poetry Journey to Love (CPII 291-295).

36 The essay “Comment” and the essay “Against the Weather. A Study of the 
Artist” are reprinted in Williams, Selected Essays. Two slightly different versions of 
“Midas” have been published. One is in Selected Essays. The source I use is a slightly 
longer version of the essay and is from Williams’s A Recognizable Image (pages 157-
169).
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Hagiographies of St. Francis identify him as an individual who stands out almost 

alone in the pre-modern Common Era for his sympathy with nature.37 Lynn White’s 

essay “The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis,” published in 1967 in Science, also 

documents this medieval friar’s ur-ecological faith. White describes St. Francis further as 

“the greatest radical in Christian history since Christ.”38 St. Francis’ love of the co-called 

common world of the nonhuman is reflected in his canonical status as “the patron saint of 

common languages.”39 Apparently, he possessed extraordinary ability to communicate 

with so-called lesser, secondary nonhuman beings as well as with people from diverse 

walks of life. Indeed, with regard to the latter, his tremendous “personal appeal” helped 

the Franciscan order to survive (it was founded in 1209), “[a]t a time when the church 

was not favorably disposed towards reformers.”40 The title, “patron saint of common 

languages” further refers to St. Francis’s role in a vernacular literary tradition. St. 

Francis’s poem Cantico di Frate Sole, “Canticle of Brother Sun (and Sister Moon),” 

written approximately two years before his death, is one of the oldest literary documents 

in Italian and is considered a foundation of Italian literature.41 The church reforms that St. 

Francis introduced or sought for by through his teachings and writings included a 

questioning of the belief that the human, second only to God, has absolute authority over 

the natural world and over their nonhuman “brothers” and “sisters” with whom they 

shared this world. He promoted the understanding that the nonhuman world was neither 

an extension of, nor a footservant to, the human, nor was it an entity that existed simply 

to corroborate the existence of or ‘frame’ the presence of the human.42

37 Workman 307.
38 White 13. 
39 Aleski 40.
40 Bondanella and Bondanella 220. 
41 Bondanella and Bondanella 220. With this poem by Francis, Italian literature 

“begins on a high, noble note” (220).
42 According to Robert Coles, for Williams, “Man is an animal, and if he forgets 

that, denies that, he is living a big lie, and soon enough other lies get going” (217). [Note 
Daniel Joseph Singal attributes these words to Williams in error when he quotes from 
Coles’s essay (Singal 13).] This conviction distinguishes Williams among his 
contemporaries. A comment by Hugh Kenner supports Coles’ statement. Following 
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While we as humans cannot escape the dilemma of attempting to speak for others 

in a language that is not the language of these others, in actively, consciously trying to 

understand this other and its right to flourish, we move towards a Franciscan ecocentric,

as opposed to anthropocentric relationship to the natural world, and an ecological 

language. For Williams, St. Francis heralded such a language. The poem “St. Francis 

Einstein of the Daffodils” (CPI 130-133), published in 1921 in Contact magazine in 

commemoration of Albert Einstein’s visit to the United States in April of that year, 

represents the human and the nonhuman as beings in accord with one another, and as, 

moreover, a single, interconnected, intertwined identity. Moreover, the poem pairs the 

identities of two seemingly opposite thinkers, a scientific thinker and an ecological 

thinker, implicitly comparing the logic and faith of St. Francis to the logic and faith of 

Einstein, which upset older scientific ideas about the separateness and distinctness of 

entities. Einstein’s “complicated mathematics” are “unchained orchards” shaking their 

“tufted flowers”; maple trees “shaking/pom-poms of green flowers”; and unruly 

“blossomy,” “pinkflowered/and coralflowered peachtrees” (CPI 130-133). Einstein is a 

figure “as tall as a violet/in the latticearbor corner” or “tall as a blossomy peartree!” (CPI 

131). His “rebellious, laughing” figure (CPI 131) and “force of/complicated 

mathematics” (CPI 130) identify with the nonhuman realm, which is as unruly, 

revolutionary, and astonishing as Einstein’s “complicated mathematics.”43 By identifying 

Kenner’s  meeting with Williams in 1956, he wrote that he and Williams “came to know 
each other ‘animal to animal’” (Kenner qtd. in Goodwin, “‘His True Penelope’” (70).* 
Kenner was recalling a question that Williams once asked him (on the occasion of 
Kenner’s trip to England to visit, among other people, T. S. Eliot), which was whether or 
not it was possible to know T. S. Eliot “animal to animal.” This characterization sets 
Williams apart from both Pound and Eliot. Eliot invokes nostalgia for a past wiped out by 
modern civilization but the environmental argument is implied not explicitly stated. 
Pound shares Williams’s respect for the green world but I think his poetry is anchored 
more than Williams’s is in celebrating human civilization and culture. *Goodwin 
provides the following primary source for Hugh Kenner’s remarks: Hugh Kenner, “The 
Last Lecture,” Johns Hopkins Magazine 33:1 (Feb. 1982): 16-19.

43See Weaver 37-52, for a discussion of contemporary scientific theories that 
Williams was reading in the twenties. Weaver later adds that, with the exception of the 
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Einstein with St. Francis, the poem expresses that the kind of revolutionary thinking that 

Einstein brought to the modern scientific community is the same kind of revolutionary 

thinking that the ur-ecologist St. Francis brought to the ecumenical community in the 

twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Both thinkers challenged orthodox ideas about the 

ordering of the world. This orthodoxy is perhaps suggested also by the figure of the 

imposing but static, unmoving, thoroughly un-Franciscan, neoclassical Statue of Liberty 

in New York’s harbor. It alludes to an Enlightenment or Cartesian thinking, which 

approaches reality as if it can be broken down into distinct entities and as if it is 

hierarchically ordered. The figures of “Einstein and April” play havoc with the 

Enlightenment thinker’s rational composition of the world:

[…]
Einstein and April
have come at the time in fashion
up out of the sea
through the rippling daffodils
in the foreyard of
the dead Statue of Liberty
whose stonearms
are powerless against them.
[…] (CPI 130).

Also, the ludic tones of this poem refer to St. Francis reputation for being somewhat of a 

madcap, one of the Church’s most unorthodox and unconventional of saints.44 I will 

elaborate on this aspect of St. Francis, and Williams’s knowledge of this aspect, in a later 

chapter (Chapter Four). Williams’s speaker exclaims with glee and insouciance, 

“Einstein has come by force of/complicated mathematics/among the tormented fruit 

trees/to buy freedom/for the daffodils/till the unchained orchards/shake their tufted 

flowers” (130). He has “emerged triumphant,” a “St. Francis of the daffodils!” (131). It is 

this aspect of St. Francis, too, that I think Williams is drawn to and that I will remark 

upon later (in Chapter Four, in my discussion of the poem “Self-Portrait”).

visual arts, “Williams’ analogies for invention in poetry in the late twenties were drawn 
from physics rather than from linguistics” (65).
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In 1936, another version of the poem “St. Francis Einstein of the Daffodils” 

appears (first published in the volume of poetry Adam & Eve & The City (CPI 414-415).)

In an “Author’s Note” that accompanies the poem when it reappears in a 1951 anthology 

of poetry titled Modern Poetry,45 Williams writes:

It is always spring time for the mind when great discoveries are made. Is 

not Einstein, at the same time, saintly in the purity of his scientific 

imagining? And if a saint it seems to me that the thorough logic which St. 

Francis saw as sparrows or donkeys, equally to be loved with whatever 

other living aspect of the world, would apply equally to Einstein’s arrival 

in the United States a number of years ago to celebrate the event in the 

season’s shapes and colors of that moment.46

The note explicitly identifies, and conflates, Einstein’s scientific thinking, or “scientific 

imagining” with the faith, or “thorough logic,” of St. Francis. One would not ordinarily 

associate these two seemingly radically different figures but Williams underscores the 

affinities between them. He also uses the season of spring to emphasize these 

consonances. The particularly riotous spring that witnessed Einstein’s arrival in 1921 in 

New York, figuratively reinforces the poem’s theme of revolt against a mortified, 

stagnant human order and the poem’s vision of a human and nonhuman world in mutual 

agreement. All the natural elements take delight in Einstein’s port arrival in New York 

City, including the harbor waters: “Venus remembering wavelets/rippling with 

laughter—.” 

Nonetheless, the 1936 version of “St. Francis Einstein of the Daffodils” is less 

festive or spirited in comparison to the 1921 poem. The prosperous, post-World War 

mood of 1921, reflected in the first version of “St. Francis Einstein of the Daffodils” 

gives way to a more somber mood and scene. The atmosphere of truancy and acting up is 

44 Francis is also “the most popular figure in the history of Christianity after Jesus 
himself and the Blessed Virgin” (Brown 13).

45 Another version of the poem, “St. Francis Einstein of the Daffodils” appears in 
1934, in Modern Things (Litz and MacGowan, “Appendix B: Annotations,” CPI 543).

46 Williams, “Author’s Note” 546.
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missing in the second version. The poem is shorter in length and ends relatively abruptly, 

unpunctuated. Five of the seven exclamation marks are gone, and with them the 

ebullience that characterizes the earlier version. Also, apart from the title of the poem, the 

ecological avatar of St. Francis is not directly mentioned. The culling of the figure of St.

Francis from the body of the poem suggests that Williams gives to us a world that has 

turned its back on a potentially creative use of language, including Einstein’s 

“complicated/mathematics.” Presumably, the later poem was shaped by the hard years of 

the thirties and the looming events of the Second World War, which betray for Williams 

a stymied language and thought. The Great Depression and the threat of war perhaps are 

reflected in this more restrained version of “St. Francis Einstein of the Daffodils.” The 

revolution promised by St. Francis and Einstein is betrayed by an opposite, devastating 

upheaval. 

Williams also refers to St. Francis in the 1921 essay “Comment.”47 The essay 

appears in the same issue of Contact magazine in which the first version of the poem “St. 

Francis Einstein of the Daffodils” appears. In the opening paragraph of the essay, 

Williams declares that he and the publishers of Contact “find the first issue of Contact

perfect, the first truly representative American magazine of art yet published” (27).48

Williams continues, in what seems an abrupt shift in subject matter: 

I should like to make St. Francis of Assisi the patron saint of the 

United States, because he loved the animals. The birds came to him not for 

wheat but to hear him preach. Even the fish heard him.

The columns of the trees in his forests were a lesson to him; he 

looked up between them and mingled with the animals as an equal. (27)

The allusion to St. Francis, which seems at first a non-sequitur, becomes apparent in the 

following paragraph. Williams states that if American artists and writers are to be 

successful, they must follow the example of St. Francis, who possessed an extraordinary 

47 Williams, “Comment,” Selected Essays 27-29.
48 Williams helped Robert McAlmon to launch the magazine (Tashjian, 

Skyscraper Primitives 6, 84). McAlmon later became Williams’s editor. His Contact 
Editions press published Spring and All in Dijon, France in 1923.
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ability to converse with supposedly remedial beasts. Williams compares the deep-seated

human prejudice against the nonhuman to a different kind of prejudice: to the 

condescension of Europe and England towards the United States. He states that the 

United States is not a crude, inchoate, so-called dumb animal but a country that can offer 

an art equal to the venerated art of England and Europe. He also insists that American 

artists themselves must converse with the local conditions of the places they find 

themselves in: “by paying attention to the immediacy” of one’s locality, or “in proportion

as a man has bestirred himself to become awake to his own locality,” such a person “will 

perceive more and more of what is disclosed and find himself in a position to make the 

necessary translations” (28). Williams’s advice to the aspiring American writer and artist 

recapitulates St. Francis’s teachings, which is that our greatest riches lie close to us, and 

in the world we live in and share with other beings.

Williams again returns to the subject of art proper, to the specific art subject of 

France. He asks, therefore, “How then are we to love France?” (“Comment,” Selected 

Essays 27). That is, Williams asks how are American writers and artists to deal with the 

spectacular successes of the French avant-garde artists He answers that the American 

artist should regard France, or French art, as we regard Francis, “a man with whom we 

can talk” (27).49 Here, explicit allusion is made to St. Francis’s power of language, or 

ability to communicate with the highest authorities of this time (including Pope Honorius 

III and Cardinal Hugolin (later Pope Gregory IX)) as well with the hardly regarded 

beings of “sparrows or donkeys” (Williams, “Author’s Note,” Modern Poetry 546). 

Williams refers again to St. Francis a little later in the essay. He writes: “The only 

possible way that St. Francis could be on equal footing with the animals was through the 

word of God which he preached with fervent breath and understanding. Here was a 

common stem where all were one” (“Comment,” Selected Essays 28). By “the word of 

God,” Williams by no means forwards an orthodox Christian, and anthropocentric 

49 It is possible that Williams was aware of the origins of St. Francis’s name. St. 
Francis’s father, Peter Bernardone, a prosperous Italian linen merchant, named his son 
after France after one of his trips to this country. Like his son, Bernardone especially 
admired the troubadour culture in France. 
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concept of “God,” and he makes very clear, in a following sentence, that it is not 

“especially recorded that St. Francis tried to make the sparrows Christians. When the 

service was over each beast returned to his former habits” (29). By “the word of God,” 

Williams refers instead to an ecological mandate that extends beyond normative 

anthropocentric perspectives and that defends the right of being and expression of all 

beings in the physical, natural world.

“Comment” presents an argument about art and the relation of art and artists in 

the United States to an older distinguished set of traditions. American artists must 

converse with their own local conditions but also continue to engage with European art 

and artists in a manner that reflects neither deference nor compromise. “Comment” also 

presents an ecological argument. It envisions a language that will speak for the nonhuman 

as well the human; a language that will be capacious. It does so by way of allusion to St. 

Francis, a “genius” who made “a sermon of understanding deep enough and gentleness of 

sufficient catholicity to include all our animals, birds and fishes” (29).

The world that Williams gives us in the poem, “From a Window” (CPII 11-12), 

published in 1940 in Poetry magazine, is as disruptive and turbulent as the world that he 

describes in earlier version of “St. Francis Einstein of the Daffodils.” However, the 

upheaval that he describes in “From a Window” describes a profoundly discordant, 

uncommunicative, suffering world:

Here’s a question for us. Help me
to find the answer. The tops
of the row of poplar trees are level
with the fourth floor of the hospital

And, Yes, says Sister Francis,
the lady in the next bed had her
baby circumcised this morning. I’ve 
noticed that in the wards you have

to use your psychology. If the
first one doesn’t eat her apple pie
especially if she is a leader the whole
ward will go without its dessert—
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Heart-shaped leaves tear at their stems
outside the window of the scrub-room
while the trees rock and sway
in the broken light and a seething

sound sets off their changing colors.
What is the answer to this rivalry? (CPI 11-12)

This poem describes discord on two levels. The first discord refers to a nonhuman 

suffering unnoticed by the human. The second discord refers to human suffering. The 

human and nonhuman worlds of “St. Francis Einstein of the Daffodils” are disruptive, 

unruly, and multifarious, but they are in unison. The 1940 nonhuman world of “From a 

Window” is cacophonic, shrieking, split apart. It is also alienated from the human. The 

poem describes a “scrub-room” on the fourth floor of a hospital level with the “tops” of a 

“row of poplar trees.” The trees can be seen from a window that overlooks them but no 

one takes notice of their state. A glass window surreally insulates the sealed hospital 

interior from the screaming poplars. The nonhuman realm outside is wrenching apart. 

The “Heart–shaped leaves tear at their stems/outside the window of the scrub-room”; the 

“trees rock and sway/in the broken light and a seething/sound sets off their changing 

colors” (12). 

The poem’s principal human figure, the hospital attendant “Sister Francis,” 

suggests a compromised Franciscan figure. Unlike St. Francis, Sister Francis is 

remarkably efficient and pragmatic, but also she has neither the patience nor the catholic 

temperament of her namesake, and she belongs to a world in which human suffering 

outweighs all other interests. The scene of the fourth floor hospital ward is quieter than 

the world outside but it is an equally deeply disturbed one. The poet-speaker asks “What 

is the answer to this rivalry?” (12) Sister Francis’s words tell us that she limits her care-

taking efforts, what she can do, to human misery. Even if she is so inclined, she has no 

time for the nonhuman. She has enough on her hands as it is with human suffering. 

Secondly, in her contracted, pressed-for-time world, Sister Francis resorts to methods that 

fall short of the guileless, ingenuous St. Francis. She uses a deceptive “psychology,” and 
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coercion to enforce and maintain order in her ward. “From a Window” represents a 

confined, sequestered human world and, further, a human world out of touch with a 

nonhuman world. As I suggest about the 1936 version of “St. Francis Einstein of the 

Daffodils,” I suggest here, too, the identification of St. Francis as a figure caught up in a 

human realm of suffering in “From a Window,” is a response to the devastating toll upon 

human lives of World War.

Two other essays, “Against the Weather” (1939) and “Midas” (1941), seem also 

to be responses to events of World War II. Here again, St. Francis is invoked largely in 

the context of human suffering. However, the essays seem also to articulate that human 

accord is ultimately dependent upon the accord between the human and the nonhuman. 

“Against the Weather” alludes to St. Francis in a main context of the saint’s identity as 

spokesperson for human being and in a secondary context of St. Francis’ identity as a 

spokesperson for nonhuman being. In both respects, however, St. Francis represents for 

Williams a truly revolutionary figure. That is, Williams does not ever really separate 

these two aspects of St. Francis’ identity. Also, Williams does not at all exaggerate the 

social revolutionary significance of St. Francis, an individual who wrought extraordinary 

social and political change and whose order was “one of the most decisive spiritual 

revolutions in the history of Christianity.”50 As Ezra Pound writes, “It is not by accident 

that Dante refers to Francesco in the Paradiso (XI) as a “sun born into the world.”51

The appeal of the ur-ecologist St. Francis for Williams is tied to the fact that St. 

Francis was also an artist and poet. It is possible that Williams’s first awareness of these 

attributes was by way of his friendship with Ezra Pound and his familiarity with Pound’s 

writings, including The Spirit of Romance (1910). In this book, Pound discusses St. 

Francis’s role in the emergence of Italy’s vernacular literary culture and tradition. He 

writes that St. Francis “poured out his religious fervor in the tongue of the people.”52

Similar to the 1921 essay “Comment,” the 1939 essay “Against the Weather” deals with 

the question of art and the role of the artist in the world, and it ties those concerns to 

50 Bondanella and Bondanella 220.
51 Pound, The Spirit of Romance 117.
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ecological concerns by way of the figure of St. Francis. The first section of the three-part 

essay approaches the subject of art according to its potential to effect political change. It 

is a form of political protest and revolution but unlike other acts of revolt it “liberates” 

without destroying. It “draws the world closer in mutual understanding and tolerance” 

(“Against the Weather,” Selected Essays 199). In the second part of the essay, Williams 

discusses literary works that exemplify the political function and value of art, including 

Juan Ruiz’s Libro de Buen Amor and Dante’s Divine Comedy. Ruiz is less dependent 

than Dante is upon “a whole hierarchy of formal beliefs” (204) and unlike Dante does not 

condemn but celebrates “earthly love, in its own right (Paolo and Francesca)” (204). But 

Williams nonetheless pays homage to Dante (1265-1321) and to Dante’s Divine Comedy 

(ca.1307-ca.1321) in the context of Dante’s artistic debt to St. Francis. Although most of 

St. Francis’s writings were in Latin, the official learned language of the time, he also 

wrote in the vernacular, which includes his most popular writing, the Cantico di Frate 

Sole (“Canticle of Brother Sun”) (ca. 1219). Scholars refer to it when they want to 

characterize the dolce stil nuovo, or “sweet new style” of Italy’s emergent vernacular 

literary tradition. It greatly influenced Dante, who was born about fifty years after St. 

Francis’s death and who memorializes the medieval saint in Book Eleven of the 

Paradiso.53

52 Pound, The Spirit of Romance 117.
53 The extent of Dante’s feeling for St. Francis is suggested by the fact that he was 

buried in Franciscan cloth. Both he and St. Francis were deeply influenced by French 
troubadour literature and culture, i.e. by the Provençal literature and culture that 
flourished in the south of France. The teachings of St. Francis first begin to gain 
widespread appeal and the when his life and works are being disseminated in print in 
both Latin and Italian. Early, sometime near 1276, under the authority of the church, 
Brother Ugolini di Monte Santa Maria documented the teachings and practices of Francis 
(Brown 21). This material, however, was not well known. When it was eventually 
published sometime in the first decades of the fourteenth century under the title Actus 
Beati Francisci et Sociorum Ejus (The Deeds of St. Francis and His Companions), it 
became more accessible but was still a little known work. It was not until the late decades 
of the fourteenth century that St. Francis became a well-known, extremely popular saint. 
In 1370 or 1385, or about fifty years after Brother Ugolini had finished writing the Actus, 
an unidentified friar translated and condensed Ugolini’s work (Brown 29). The 
anonymous writing was published under the title I Fioretti di San Francesco (The Little 
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Williams directly refers to St. Francis in the third, final part of the essay “Against 

the Weather.” He alludes to the profoundly unorthodox thinking, catholic sensibility, 

emphasis on peace, and revolutionary spirit of St. Francis. He contrasts these qualities to 

orthodox religious practices and beliefs, lashing out against the institution of the church 

and a history of avarice, and violence, and brutal repression of the heretic, the pagan, and 

the sinner:

All formal religions, in spite of their varieties, embrace one final and 

damning evil; founded on the immanence of a religious experience, they 

tend rather to be monopolies using religion to bring a man under an 

economic yoke of one sort or another for the perpetuation of priesthood—

largely predatory in character. (“Against the Weather,” Selected Essays 

215-216)

Williams’s criticism bears directly on the subject of the increasing sacerdotal and 

sacramental character of the monasteries after the fifth century and on the coming of the 

friars, under the inspiration of St. Dominic (“apostle of faith”) and St. Francis (“apostle 

of love”) in the twelfth century.54 St. Dominic’s and St. Francis’s conception of 

Monasticism radically differed from the concept of monasticism of the time. They and 

the members of their orders were banned from entering any monastery.55 Hitherto, in the 

period between the fifth and twelfth centuries, the “highest religious life had identified 

itself with a retreat from the world.”56 The thirteenth-century orders established by St. 

Francis and St. Dominic, operated instead largely ‘outside’ the walls of the church. As 

mendicants, the Franciscans worked and lived among common, ordinary, non-ordained 

beings. In keeping with the revival of the original, pre-5th century lay identity of the 

Flowers of St. Francis). It subsequently became one of the most popular Franciscan 
documents in the fourteenth and fifteen centuries (Brown 26). St. Francis remained a very 
popular saint up through the middle of the twentieth century. With the exception of Jesus 
Christ and the Virgin Mary he was the most popular figure in the Catholic Church 
(Brown 13).

54 Workman 271. 
55 Workman 271.
56 Workman 271.
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monk, and following the example of St. Benedict and the reforms he introduced after the 

fifth century, the friars under St. Dominic and St. Francis emphasized obligatory labor.57

In effect, and essentially, the Dominicans and the Franciscans were “an order of social 

laborers.”58 Williams invokes St. Francis in the essay “Against the Weather” in this 

context of revolt against orthodoxy, hierarchy, and insularity. Such thinking marginalizes 

great numbers of people and great numbers of other beings as well. The bitterness and 

contempt that this brings to Williams’s throat is very un-Franciscan but one can 

appreciate it:

The simple teaching, “Give all their goods to feed the poor” was in spite 

of great examples, such as that of St. Francis, turned into—the draining of 

every cent from the Russian serfs, the Mexican peon and the Spanish 

peasantry to their everlasting misery and impoverishment—murders, wars.  

No wonder they hate the Church. (“Against the Weather” Selected Essays

216)

In a 1940 essay titled “Midas,” Williams again refers to St. Francis.59 Similar to 

the 1939 essay “Against the Weather,” Williams refers to St. Francis’s revolutionary 

figure in the context of immense political strife and human suffering. Again, we see that 

the significance that St. Francis has for Williams at this time mainly concerns St. 

Francis’s identity as a spokesperson for human rights, less so the saint’s identity as a 

spokesperson for nonhuman rights. Yet, Williams also implies that the suffering and 

oppression of human beings by other human beings increases in the absence of regard for 

the nonhuman. The essay “Midas” refers to the holocaust of World War II, and to the 

people who make a living out of war. Against the “lies of war,” stand the slight figure of 

St. Francis and the figures of “the artist,” “the scientist” (recalling Einstein), and “the 

running animal”: 

57 Workman 155.
58 Workman 272.
59 The reference is omitted in the version that appears in 1941 (in Now), but it 

appears in a posthumous reconstructed version of the essay in “Midas,” A Recognizable 
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We must ferret out those lies no matter where the trail leads. We shall be 

surprised or not, no matter, the objective is to capture the initiative for the 

creator everywhere, the artist, the scientist—the running animal; 

undeceive the puppet-makers concerning the true nature of the 

revolutionary St. Francis—whom they recaptured and subjected to their 

rule. (“Midas,” A Recognizable Image 166)

In February of 1953, suffering from severe depression, Williams was hospitalized 

at the Hillside Hospital in Queens, New York.60 Out of this period of isolation Williams 

wrote “The Mental Hospital Garden” (CPII 264-267) (first published in 1954 in the 

collection of poems The Desert Music). The opening line of the poem begins, “It is far to 

Assisi,/but not too far;/Over this garden,/brooding over this garden, there is a kindly 

spirit,/brother to the poor” (CPII 265). In a direct tribute to St. Francis. Williams refers to

Assisi, the region in central Italy where St. Francis was born and where he eventually 

established his Franciscan order of “Friars minor.”  The poem also refers to St. Francis’s 

vow to his Lady Poverty, a monastic vow that set the Franciscans apart from other 

monastic orders of the time.61 In this late poem, in contrast to the allusions made to St. 

Francis in the 1930s and 1940s writings discussed above, Williams returns to the avatar 

of St. Francis the primary identity of ecologist. He asks “And who is poorer than he/who 

is in love/when birds are nesting/in the spring of the year?/They came to eat from his 

hand/who had nothing,/and yet/from his plenty/he fed them all./All mankind/grew to be 

his debtors […]” (CPII 264). The poem describes St. Francis as a figure “blocking 

despair,/over this garden.” The words “this garden” denote the immediate scene of the 

poem, the grounds of a hospital for the mentally ill.  They also connote a nonhuman 

world that the human mind threatens and blights. The human condition here is 

represented as one of disease and madness. The nonhuman state is represented as one of 

saneness, redemption, and solid reality. In the poem, “Time passes,” and the human 

Image 157-169. Dijkstra provides the rationale for the reconstructed version. See 
Dijkstra, “A Note on the Text,” A Recognizable Image 47-54.

60 MacGowan CPII 488.
61 Fitzhugh and Fitzhugh 222.
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moves towards reconciliation with reality, or the nonhuman realm, which is personified 

by the figure of St. Francis: “By St. Francis/the whole scene/has changed” (CPII 266). 

The residents of the hospital slowly begin to come to their senses: “They glimpse/a 

surrounding sky/and the whole countryside” (CPII 266). Initially they are terrified by the 

expanse, by the prospect—“the whole field/accosts them” and they “hide their 

eyes/ashamed/before that bounty” (CPII 266)—but by the poem’s close at least one 

human figure, “emboldened,/parting the leaves before her/stands in the full sunlight” and 

“drinks up/the full meaning of it/all!” This unidentified female figure speaks for a 

possible world in which the human is not alienated by the nonhuman. It also envisions a 

time when or realm where it will no longer be necessary for visionaries such as St. 

Francis to defend the nonhuman world because this world will no longer be in need of 

such defense. It will be a world from which “The saint/has tactfully withdrawn” (CPII

267).
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CHAPTER TWO–THE TWENTIES AND THIRTIES: 

CUBISM, PRECISIONISM, DADA

Williams’s love of visual art was second only to his love of words.  As Charles 

Altieri states, “No American poet needed the supplementary contexts that painting 

provided more than William Carlos Williams.”62 Altieri speaks for a number of critics 

who argue that Williams turns to visual art because certain of its practitioners are 

engaged with formal and philosophical concerns absent from or not being sufficiently 

negotiated in poetry.63 The arguments that these scholars make about Williams’s relations 

to the visual arts are largely motivated by formal aesthetic concerns or otherwise by 

ethical concerns that leave out the concern for the environment. Nonetheless, they often 

implicitly support the argument I make in this writing, that Williams reads certain visual 

62 Altieri 224.
63 The following studies are devoted to Williams and visual art: Terence Diggory, 

William Carlos Williams and the Ethics of Painting (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 1991); Bram Dijkstra, Cubism, Stieglitz, and the Early Poetry of 
William Carlos Williams: The Hieroglyphics of a New Speech (Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 1969); Peter Halter, The Revolution in the Visual Arts and the 
Poetry of William Carlos Williams (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994); 
Christopher J. MacGowan, William Carlos Williams’s Early Poetry: The Visual Arts 
Background (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Research Press (UMI 
Research Press), 1984); William Marling, William Carlos Williams and the Painters, 
1909-1923 (Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 1982); Henry M. Sayre, The Visual 
Text of William Carlos Williams (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press: 
Urbana and Chicago, 1983); Peter Schmidt, William Carlos Williams, The Arts, and 
Literary Tradition (Baton Rouge, Louisiana: Louisiana State University Press, 1988); 
Peter Jarrett Schmidt, Williams and the Visual Arts, 1915-1945, Diss. University of 
Virginia, 1980 (Ann Arbor, Michigan, UMI, 1980, 8102601); Dickran Tashjian, William 
Carlos Williams and the American Scene, 1920-1940 (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 
California: University of California Press, 1978).  

The following works devote a chapter or significant amount of discussion to the 
subject of Williams and visual art: Charles Altieri, Painterly Abstraction in Modernist 
American Poetry (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989); Dickran Tashjian, 
Skyscraper Primitives: Dada and the American Avant-garde, 1910-1925 (Middletown, 
Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 1975), Marjorie Perloff, The Dance of the 
Intellect: Studies in the Poetry of the Pound Tradition (New York: Cambridge University 
Press) 1985; Mike Weaver, William Carlos Williams: The American Background
(Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1971).
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arts and artists for the expression of the environmental consciousness. The strategies that 

Williams borrows from visual art towards this consciousness are very different from the 

strategies that we see in the writings that refer to the figure of St. Francis. The latter 

express the nonhuman subject or object as an entity inseparable from human identity. The 

cubist-, precisionist-, and dada-ist inspired poems express the autonomy or otherness of 

nonhuman beings. Analogous to the revolutionary spirit of St. Francis, they turn 

normative perspectives upside down. However, they do so in the context of a modern 

painting that, in challenging pictorial tradition that gives primordial distinction to the 

human figure, asserts the autonomy and selfhood of other beings in the natural world.

As critics aver, much of the poetry that Williams produces in the 1920s and 

1930s, the so-called objectivist phase of his career,64 reflects the impact of the avant-

garde visual art movements of cubism, American precisionism, and dada. During these 

decades, Williams avidly absorbs the work of the cubist painters Pablo Picasso, George 

Braque, and Juan Gris; the work of the American precisionists or so-called American 

scene painters, Charles Sheeler and Charles Demuth, artists who in turn were deeply 

inspired by the vision of Paul Cézanne;65 and the anti-art, New York dada 

pronouncements of Marcel Duchamp, Francis Picabia, and Man Ray. According to a very 

broad art historical definition, the term cubism refers to a number of concrete and 

disparate directions in the modern painting, i.e. painting that begins with Eduard Manet 

and French Impressionism in the last two-thirds of the nineteenth century and culminates 

with Abstract Expression in the second half of the nineteenth century. Such painting 

radically democratizes subject matter, rejects grand histories and narratives, and assaults 

classical (Renaissance) pictorial perspective. Also, as part of this upheaval, the subject of 

64 According to Peter Schmidt, critics typically divide Williams’s work into i) an 
early, immature phase, between 1909 and 1913, ii) an Imagist phase, between 1914 and 
1921, iii) an Objectivist phase, between 1922-1950, and iv) a late phase, between 1951 
and 1963 (Schmidt, William Carlos Williams, The Arts, and Literary Tradition 5).

65 Williams first met Charles Demuth in 1903 “over a dish of prunes” at a 
boarding house when he was a student at the University of Pennsylvania (Mariani, A New 
World Naked 39). He first met Charles Sheeler in 1923, either in a New York speakeasy 
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environment begins to be given more notice. Much of modern painting in effect 

articulates that the human is no more and no less than the sum total of his or her material 

world. This is seen in particular in modern painting’s elevation of the still life and the 

landscape, genres that were traditionally regarded to be an inferior genre relative to the 

genres of history painting and the portrait, the primary subject matter of which is human 

history and the human figure. The opening poem of Williams’s first significant collection 

of poetry, Spring and All (1923), a poem about weeds, is inspired by modern painting’s 

active notice of environment, particularly by the modern painterly landscapes of 

Williams’s contemporaries—the “local” North American artists Marsden Hartley, Arthur 

Dove, Charles Demuth, Charles Sheeler, John Marin, and others—and by modern 

painting’s elevation of a traditionally low genre, a genre that once stood on the lowest 

rung of the pictorial hierarchy that dominated painting for over four hundred years.

I

By the road to the contagious hospital
under the surge of the blue
mottled clouds driven from the northeast—a cold wind. Beyond, the
waste of broad, muddy fields
brown with dried weeds, standing and fallen 

patches of standing water
the scattering of tall trees

All along the road the reddish
purplish, forked, upstanding, twiggy
stuff of bushes and small trees
with dead, brown leaves under them
leafless vines—

Lifeless in appearance, sluggish
dazed spring approaches—

They enter the new world naked,
cold, uncertain of all
save that they enter. All about them

with Matthew Josephson (Mariani, A New World Naked 210), or shortly afterwards at 
Josephson’s house (Weaver 55).
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the cold, familiar wind—

Now the grass, tomorrow
the stiff curl of wildcarrot leaf

One by one objects are defined—
It quickens: clarity, outline of leaf

But now the stark dignity of 
entrance—Still, the profound change 
has come upon them: rooted, they 
grip down and begin to awaken (Spring and All, CPI 183)

The main subject matter of the poem is hardly prepossessing by normative standards: 

ungainly, gauche, struggling, stunted vegetation decamped on the wayside of the road 

leading to a “contagious hospital.” The poem actively notices this subject: desiccated 

“dried weeds, standing and fallen,” the “patches of standing water,” the “scattering of tall 

trees,” the  “stuff of bushes and small trees/with dead, brown leaves under them.” The 

poem ostensibly describes the first signs of the season of spring in a still cold wintery 

landscape—“dazed spring approaches—but it seems also to describe the natural world as 

if it has been oppressed or crippled by something more than winter. It speaks to me of the 

nonhuman world, in particular Williams’s own geographical birthright, a North 

American, “New World” naked relentlessly encroached upon by the human in the period 

of AngloEuropean settlement and colonization. The word “blue” in “under the surge of 

blue,” literally refers to the sky, but also perhaps to something else, and to something that 

is oppressive. The latter sense is effected in part by the association of “surge” with 

“serge,” a heavy coarse, industrial workman’s cloth. The empyreal figure “blue” also 

suggests an agent of disease or an agent that is invasive and corrosive. It “mottles” the 

clouds. If it literally refers to the sky it seems also to suggest a figure for a putative higher 

realm or authority that steadily encroaches upon and sequesters the world that lies 

trapped beneath or “under” it.” It associates with two other figures in the poem that not 

only are dominating and threatening presences but figures that bespeak the presence of 

the human: the “contagious hospital” that looms in the distance and the manmade road 
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which, in order to reach the destination of the hospital, sharply cuts through and displaces 

the nonhuman world. The road seems to have something to do with the picked at, frayed, 

stunted, and thwarted nonhuman realm that survives along the wayside. The road and the 

hospital cut through, sequester, and preside over it. Yet, the poem celebrates the “stark 

dignity of entrance” of the ignominious weeds, bracken, and scrub. It gives formal 

dignity or “conceptual importance”66 to environment. That is to say, it foregrounds a 

subject that in an older pictorial history is mere backdrop or framing material. It upsets a 

normative, anthropocentric perspective which foregrounds the human. In classical 

Renaissance painting this perspective, visually represented by the device of linear, single-

point perspective, symbolizes or “stands in” for a sovereign authority outside of or 

‘before’ the representation, and in control of it. “Spring and All” questions this arrogation 

or omniscience of vision. It represents a more flattened, limited perspective. Further, it 

implies that what is of importance cannot be accessed by the ‘main’ road, which leads, in 

any event, to an ‘inhospitable’ destination, a contagious hospital. A no less worthy 

subject lies by the side of the manmade road, and in the foreground, within not without or 

beyond the immediate, local, vicinity.

Another poem, “The farmer” (Spring and All, CPI 186), recognizes that human

encroachment upon and projection of self upon environment is unavoidable. At the same 

time, it self-consciously critiques human desire to order the nonhuman world according 

to its own interests and desires, to inscribe the nonhuman world with its identity. The first 

six lines of the poem articulate that the artist, the figure of the farmer, orders his or her 

world, bringing it into being by his or her imagination. The “blank fields” that the farmer 

walks through ‘belong’ to him. They are “his blank fields” or a tabula rasa upon which he 

inscribes his identity and interests. The last nine lines question the prerogative of this 

“artist figure of the framer” and artist figure of the human: 

III

The farmer in deep thought
is pacing through the rain
among his blank fields, with

66 Steiner 80.
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hands in pockets,
in his head
the harvest already planted.
A cold wind ruffles the water
among the browned weeds. 
On all sides
the world rolls coldly away;
black orchards darkened by the March clouds—
leaving room for thought.
Down past the brushwood
bristling by 
the rainsluiced wagon road
looms the artist figure of the farmer—composing
—antagonist

The “artist figure of the farmer” is an “antagonist” to the world he presumes to order and 

give face to. This world “rolls coldly away” on “all sides” from the farmer, leaving him 

“room for thought” but also resisting the efforts of this figure to alter and control it. The 

poem confronts human’s arrogation of environment and a trenchant attitude among the 

human that the environment exists merely to accommodate and serve the human. 

Moreover, the poem questions the conviction that environment is merely a subjective 

condition of the human imagination. It works against “Crude symbolism” (Spring and 

All, CPI 188) or what Williams critics refer to as the “associative content of the objects 

presented.”67 It strives to see in so-called objective terms the given object of 

representation. It critiques the artist’s desire to self-identify with the subject of 

representation and, more critically, the subjugation of the nonhuman world by the 

human.68 It speaks for the independence or separateness of existence of the nonhuman 

67 Schmidt, Williams and the Visual Arts, 1915-1945 II.4.
68 Marjorie Perloff, who describes Williams as an anti-symbolist, or “literalist” 

and “objectist” poet, states that in the anti-symbolist, literalist, and objectist 
representation, we see the act of removal of the self. She identifies a later generation of 
poets and artists, including Charles Olson, John Cage, Frank O’Hara, according to this 
strategy or act of self-removal.

From Charles Olson’s “Projective Verse” (1950), with its call for 
“objectism” [sic] (“the getting rid of the [34] lyrical interference of the 
individual as ego . . . for man is himself an object”); to John Cage’s 
remark in Silence (1961) that “I’d never been interested in symbolism . . . 
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world and for the recognition that the human cannot presume supreme authority over this 

world. That is to say, it expresses humility towards environment. 

Such gestures refer to the painter Paul Cézanne, who is directly referenced in the 

prose sections of Spring and All. In particular, these refer to Cézanne’s landscapes.69

They express the failure of the artist to sum up the world through representation, and the 

failure of the human to control the world before him or her. Art historian John Rewald 

states that with the exception of Camille Pissarro, the oldest member of the French 

Impressionists and a painter whom Cézanne met and worked with at a critical juncture in 

his career, no artist came closer to expressing humility towards nature.70 Cézanne is also 

an artist who, like the farmer in Williams’s poem, and like Williams himself, wants to 

stamp the given represented object—fruit in a bowl upon a table, a cave, a mountain—

with the sign of himself.71 The represented object is not independent from the identity or 

self of the artist-creator. A technique that Cézanne uses to indicate that the object he 

depicts is the sign of his self, or the proof or stamp of his artistic genius, is to leave parts 

I preferred just taking things in themselves, not as standing for other 
things”; to Frank O’Hara’s praise for Jasper Johns’ “meticulously and 
sensually painted rituals of imagery” which “express a profound boredom 
with the symbols of an oversymbolic society” (1962); and David Antin’s 
definition, in the mid-seventies, of poetry as “the language art,” a form of 
discourse which, rather than “saying one thing and meaning something 
else,” returns to the literal but with the recognition that 
“phenomenological reality is itself ‘discovered’ and ‘constructed’ by 
poets. (The Poetics of Indeterminacy 35)

69  Charles Altieri characterizes Cézanne’s landscape painting as the “most rich 
and sustained meditation on [Cézanne’s] motives” (Painterly Abstraction in Modernist 
Poetry 187).

70 Rewald 296. Pissarro and Cézanne begin working side by side at Pontoise in 
the early 1870s. The older man “was happy now to see his protégé gain control of his 
ebullient temperament in intimate contact with nature, but he was too modest to insist on 
the part he himself played in this decisive period of Cézanne’s evolution. Cézanne, 
however, willingly recognized that his new approach to nature was based on Pissarro’s 
experience” (Rewald 292). At least up through the early 1980s, this work is “the most 
comprehensive source of information on the movement” (Shiff 3). 

71 See Fig. 1., Cézanne’s La montagne Sainte-Victoire (c. 1886-1888).
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of the canvas exposed.72 The exposed canvas shows through in the finished painted 

composition. Yet, the refusal to close the composition against any signs that betray the 

representation to be mere paint and not actual reality, against the illusion of reality of 

rocks, clefts, mountains, and trees unmediated by the human artist also speaks for an 

opposite impulse in Cézanne’s landscapes. It speaks for the admission that that the 

human-artist cannot completely sum up nonhuman reality. The lack of closure describes a 

refusal to consume the natural world by language. 

72 Richard Shiff, in Cézanne and the End of Impressionism, states that what we 
see in the period of modernism in  painting, beginning with the Impressionists and 
extending through to Postimpressionism and Cézanne, is a discernible shift “from a 
concern for self and nature to a concern for self and medium” (67).
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Fig. 1. La montagne Sainte-Victoire (c. 1886-88) by Paul Cézanne
 (scanned image source: Australian National Gallery 51)
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Williams’s “The Farmer,” analogous to Cézanne’s landscapes, expresses the 

desire to recognize the nonhuman realm on its terms, to recognize that the “artist figure of 

the farmer” who “looms” over the nonhuman world, even “composing” it, does not fully 

master or control it. It does not elide or subordinate the nonhuman world to a human 

design. Further, as with “Spring and All,” it does not sentimentalize or romanticize or 

render in “picturesque” terms the object of representation of the nonhuman world. It 

speaks instead for the unpoetic aspects of subject matter, seeking neither to distort nor 

embellish what it sees.73 It questions the conviction that the human cannot fully, 

adequately sum up the nonhuman realm through language, that the human does not have 

right of ownership over this realm. Dickran Tashjian characterizes Williams’s debt to 

Cézanne as a debt that is deeply informed by the painter’s “primitivistic empiricism,”74 or 

a representation that brings “the thing […] clearly to the surface in terms of itself, without 

cast or shade of the application of extraneous ideas.”75

Tashjian, as well as other scholars who write about Williams relation to visual art, 

also point to the influence of the Stieglitz circle of writers and artists, including Marsden 

Hartley, Charles Demuth, Arthur Dove, and John Marin. Bram Dijkstra mentions in 

particular Williams's debt to Hartley and Dove with respect to the poems “The Farmer” 

and “Spring and All.”76 For both Hartley and Dove, their ambition was to find not only a 

local, American idiom but an idiom that would express “some kind of definite experience 

with nature.”77 Williams is also influenced by the so-called primitive art of American folk 

73 Dijkstra, Cubism, Stieglitz, and the Early Poetry of William Carlos Williams  96 
(hereafter cited as Cubism). 

74 Tashjian William Carlos Williams and the American Scene 50 (hereafter cited 
as WCW). 

75 Hartley qtd. in Tashjian, WCW 50. Tashjian provides the following source for 
Hartley’s statement: Marsden Hartley, “Dissertation on Modern Painting,” The Nation, 9 
Feb. 1921, p.235.

76 Dijkstra 184. See Fig. 2., Hartley’s Granite by the Sea (1937); Fig. 3., Dove’s 
Fields of Grain as Seen from Train (1931).

77 Hartley qtd. in Dijkstra 114. Dijkstra provides the following source for 
Hartley’s statement: Marsden Hartley, “291-And the Brass Bowl,” America and Alfred 
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traditions, including Shaker art, by way of his friendship with the painter Charles 

Sheeler.78 “Spring and All” speaks for the neglect or lack of notice of the natural world 

by the human. “The farmer” critiques human desire to attribute to the natural world 

human significances and interests. Also, however, it expresses human positive materialist 

appreciation of the natural world. Mike Weaver attributes this to the influence of Shaker 

art, which expresses “a kind of celibate salacity” that is very different from either the 

anti-materialism of the Puritans and their “revulsion against the visible world”79 or the 

abuse of the nonhuman world by a twentieth-century industrial order.

Fig. 2. Granite by the Sea (1937) by Marsden Hartley
(scanned image source: Tashjian, WCW 34 (Plate II.)

Stieglitz, ed. Waldo Frank, Dorothy Norman, et al. (Garden City, New York: Literary 
Guild, 1934) 240-241.

78 Weaver 59.
79 Weaver 59.
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Fig. 3. Fields of Grain as Seen from Train (1931) by Arthur Dove
(scanned image source: Tashjian, WCW 94 (Fig. 63))

Another poem in Spring and All, “The Right of way” (CPI 205-206) speaks in 

particular to Cézanne’s and the modernist painter’s refusal to sum up reality or employ an 

omniscient perspective that stands for absolute authority over reality. The poem begins 

with the words, “In passing with my mind/on nothing in the world/but the right of way/I 

enjoy on the road by/virtue of the law” (CPI 205-206). The speaker initially presumes he 

has “right of way.”  He assumes that the world that the wheels of his car roll over—the 

“nothing in the world”—is empty but for the machinations of his thought. Subsequently, 

however, the narrator becomes aware that the figures he passes by in his car act without 

his permission, and are not determined or absorbed by him. He sees “an elderly man 

who/smiled and looked away”; “a woman in blue/who was laughing and/leaning forward 

to look up/into the man’s half/averted face”; a “boy of eight,” also turned away from him, 
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“looking at the middle of/the man’s belly/at a watchchain” (italics added). The narrator 

comes to accept the “supreme importance” of the “nameless spectacle” of the world that 

he sees from the inside of his car. He comes to understand that his place in the world is 

perhaps not necessary to the place of other figures in it, and that he does not possess 

omniscient knowledge. Each figure is fully or partially turned away from him. Further, 

each of the human figures—the man, the woman, the boy, as well as the narrator, in the 

closed space of his car—is physically separated a little from the other. It is as if each 

asserts an autonomous existence. Williams deliberately leaves the last line of the poem 

unfinished and unpunctuated: “I saw a girl with one leg/over the rail of a balcony[.]” The 

poem “The Right of Way” suggests that what is real is what perches at the edges, over the 

balcony, at the perimeters of our normative vision, outside and not merely entirely inside 

the domain of the subjective-observer, entirely inside the private, individual, subject-self. 

The poem questions the belief that we can contain our world. Something exists and 

moves always a little outside of that field of vision. By extension, Williams asks us to be 

aware of the particular perspective we take for granted when we look at the world: an 

anthropocentric symbolic perspective.

More narrowly defined by art historians, cubism refers to the work of Picasso and 

Braque, circa 1909-1920. The inaugural moment of cubist painting in this context is 

1907, the year of that Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon was exhibited. Braque and 

Picasso introduced the collage, “the single most revolutionary formal innovation in 

artistic representation” in the twentieth century.80 This device refers to the “setting side 

by side or juxtaposition of disparate detail without commitment to explicit syntactic 

relations between elements.”81 In the modernist literary product it is analogous to a 

pronounced use of parataxis or “relative paucity of linking terms between juxtaposed 

clauses or sentences.”82 The device informs Ezra Pound’s The Cantos, H. D.’s Helen In 

Egypt (composed between 1951-1955) and Langston Hughes’ Ask Your Mama (1962), as 

well as Paterson. It also is a hallmark of Williams’s poetry. Williams seems to use it to 

80 Ulmer 84. 
81 Perloff, The Dance of the Intellect 183.
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question a single authoritative, symbolic perspective that consumes the ‘other’ in its 

vision. “The Rose,” the seventh poem of Spring and All (CPI 195-196) is directly 

inspired by Juan Gris’s synthetic cubist collage Roses (1914) which juxtaposes disparate 

subject matter, including a rose, without any apparent unifying narrative.83 Williams’s 

“The Rose” shows a similar lack of narrative continuity. It describes the natural flower, 

the flower as it appears as a figure on a broken piece of majolica, and the flower as an 

entity that has affinities as far reaching as the Milky Way, without making evident 

connections between them or without completing the given connections.

The rose is obsolete
but each petal ends in
an edge, the double facet
cementing the grooved 
column of air—The edge
cuts without cutting
meets—nothing—renews
itself in metal or porcelaine

whither? It ends—

But if it ends
The start is begun
So that to engage roses
becomes a geometry—

Sharper, neater, more cutting

figured in majolica
The broken plate
glazed with a rose

somewhere the sense
makes copper roses
steel roses—

The rose carried weight of love
but love is at an end—

82 Preminger and Brogan, “Parataxis and Hypotaxis” 879. 
83 According to Sayre, Gris was Williams’s favorite painter in the 1920s and 

1930s (26). See Fig. 4.
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of roses

It is at the edge of the
petal that love waits

Crisp worked to defeat
labordness—fragile
plucked, moist, half-raised
cold, precise, touching

What

The place between the petal’s
edge and the 

From the petal’s edge a line starts
that being of steel 
infinitely fine, infinitely
rigid penetrates
the Milky Way
without contact—lifting
from it-neither hanging 
nor pushing—

The fragility of the flower
unbruised 
penetrates space

As Dijkstra states, poems such as “The Rose” are “clearly delineated ‘pictures’” in which 

the action occurs “within the limits of a visual plane and within an instant of perception, 

removed from nearly all sense of temporal progression and consequently without a 

clearly defined narrative sequence.”84 In effect, they do not subordinate the given object 

or subject to a conceptual order. “The Rose” plays havoc with a traditional symbol of 

love, as if to question human subordination of nonhuman beings in the world to human 

significances. It borrows a language of sharpness of outline and accuracy of detail from 

cubist and precisionist painting, speaking for the autonomy or self-ness of the nonhuman. 

It speaks for an identity or being in the world that asserts its identity without eclipsing or 

84 Dijkstra 52.
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eradicating the identity or being with which it comes into contact. It is as if Williams is 

critiquing a human order that negates the existence of nonhuman reality by turning it into 

mere symbols and a human order that unduly impresses itself on nonhuman beings. The 

rose meets the world without overwriting that world with its self. It “cuts without 

cutting”; the edge or space between it and the world it belongs to is both “infinitely fine” 

and “infinitely rigid.” The edge of the flower gives the world distinction, but—“neither 

hanging/nor pushing”—the rose does not tax, burden, or imperiously weigh upon the 

object world that its self shares with other object selves. Paradoxically, too, the object-

subject of the rose has a “porcelain,” “metal,” “copper,” and “steel” irreproachable armor, 

or its own carapace or selfhood.  The object is at once coterminous with and separate 

from its surroundings. The edges of each of its petals meet the outer world yet do not 

seem to deleteriously cut into that world. In the context of the volume of poetry it appears 

in, Spring and All, which includes several prose passages on human capacity for 

annihilation and destruction on a scale much larger than any nonhuman species is capable 

of by itself, “The Rose” implicitly contrasts the equal relations between the rose and the 

‘other’ of its surroundings to the unequal relations between the human and the ‘other’ of 

its surroundings.
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Fig. 4. Roses (1914) by Juan Gris
(scanned image source: Dijkstra 95 (Fig. xxi))

According to Peter Halter, there is a “basic tension” in Williams’s poems between 
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“the referential and self-referential” or between the poem as an “autonomous” work and a 

poem that “depends on the deeper connections to the empirical world it refer to.”85 This 

tension ties to Williams’s grappling with the problem of how to speak for the nonhuman 

world in a language not its own. In much of the poetry that he writes in the 1920s and 

1930s, including the above referenced poems, he borrows from a precisionist and cubist 

visual aesthetic a so-called objectivist aesthetic, or a language that speaks for the 

objective, disinterested perspective of the subject-observer. Such language is used to 

emphasize the independent, autonomous identity of the subject-object that is being 

represented. In later writings, Williams turns away from these painting-influenced 

strategies because, I suggest, this defense of and celebration of the nonhuman becomes 

increasingly non-productive. By the 1940s and 1950s, the impact of industrialization and 

urbanization makes it more difficult to treat the nonhuman as independent from, 

impervious to, and hardly affected by the human. Perhaps Williams also sees that the 

strategy of emphasizing the ‘otherness’ of the nonhuman at this time untowardly 

encourages continued abuse of the nonhuman. Paterson performs strategies that are very 

different from the cubist- and precisionist-inspired poems produced in the 1920s and 

1930s.86

85 Halter 3.
86 See Christopher MacGowan’s study, William Carlos Williams’s Early Poetry: 

The Visual Arts Background (1984), for discussion of the modernist literary analogues to 
cubism, precisionism, expressionism, and other modernist visual art movements. These 
literary analogues include imagism and vorticism. (Of the critical scholarship devoted to 
Williams and the visual arts, MacGowan’s study is a study that is perhaps the most 
motivated by formal aesthetic concerns. The limitation of this study is that it does not 
address the political or the ethical dimensions of Williams’s formal poetic strategies. 
According to MacGowan, modernist painting offered “first and foremost” to Williams “a 
matter of paint upon canvas—not ‘a mirror up to nature’ or ‘a window on the world’” 
(xv).  In discussing Williams’s commitment to abstraction, MacGowan perhaps 
overemphasizes Williams’s rejection of narrative or content and Williams’s embrace of 
form, of “the essential properties of medium—color and spatial relationships” (xv). Peter 
Halter’s recent study, The Revolution in the Visual Arts and the Poetry of William Carlos 
Williams (1994) makes a very different and, I think, a more persuasive argument. 
According to Halter, “all the [art visual] revolutionary movements” that influence 
Williams’s poetry, “from Cézanne and the Fauvists through Cubism, Futurism, and 
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Terence Diggory’s recent study, William Carlos Williams and the Ethics of 

Painting (1991) is distinct among the scholarship devoted to the subject of Williams and 

the visual arts in that it foregrounds Williams’s struggle with the ethics of representation.

Diggory begins his study by referring to the “positive value” of “preservation” that poet 

Frank O’Hara reads in the abstract expressionist painting of Jackson Pollock87 (the last in 

a line of modern painterly abstract movements that overturn classical pictorial 

perspective and its symbolic perspective). For O’Hara, “Very few things, it seems [are] 

assimilated or absorbed by Pollock. They [are] left intact, and given back.”88 Further for 

O’Hara, Pollock represents a painting that is very different from that for which Western 

artists were traditionally commended: “the appropriation of one’s materials, taking 

possession of them, exercising mastery over them.”89 It opposes the violence that is 

inherent in traditional Western art historical approaches to painting. These approaches 

enact a violence or operate according to the principle of violence in their privileging of 

the signifier (the concept), which condescends to the signified. Diggory argues that 

Williams’s language is similar to Pollock’s language in that it “holds out the possibility 

of resisting the temptation of violence” to the material subject-objects that are subjected 

to representation.90 That is, Diggory reads Williams, as O’Hara reads Pollock, as an artist 

who does not interpret objects in a way that appropriates the given object or that threatens 

to “destroy the thing seen”91 or as an artist who “restores the object to itself.”92 Further, in 

extension of some of the arguments made by critics before him, notably Bram Dijkstra, 

Dickran Tashjian, Christopher MacGowan, and Peter Schmidt, Diggory compares 

Williams’s aesthetic to the position that art historian Svetlana Alpers takes toward of the 

Vorticism to Dada and Surrealism” eschew “total abstraction” and insist instead on “the 
necessity of figuration,” because they regard art as a “heterocosmos that loses its deeper 
meaning the moment it abandons its connection with the empirical world” (4).)

87 Diggory 5.
88 Diggory 5.
89 Diggory 5.
90 Diggory 10.
91 O’Hara qtd. in Diggory 5.
92 Diggory 10.
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sixteenth-century Flemish artist Peter Bruegel.93 Williams borrows from Bruegel’s 

“northern mode” of painting, or an “art of describing,” as opposed to southern or Italian, 

so-called classic, mode of painting,94 which functions symbolically, subordinating or 

transforming what it sees.  For Williams, the artist:

does not merely record a world from which he stands apart but rather 

conveys his experience of being a part of the world, among the trees as 

stones, as Williams put it, or among the peasants, as some of Brueghel’s 

[sic] best known paintings declare […]95

Of the poems that I have discussed so far, “Spring and All” exemplifies for me 

Williams’s developing ecological consciousness. Other poems also seem to articulate an 

ecological consciousness insofar as they critique a world increasingly dominated by the 

93 Diggory 9. Diggory refers to the following study by Alpers, The Art of 
Describing: Dutch Art in the Seventeenth Century (Chicago, Illinois:  The University of 
Chicago Press, 1983).

94 Diggory 10. 
95 Diggory 9. My criticism of Diggory’s study is that it narrowly conceives of

ethics, according to human concerns, and according to in particular the historic inequities 
between men and women, or the appropriation of female identity and expression by male 
identity and expression. As Diggory states in the introduction of his book, “Ethical 
questions are more likely to appear primary when the ‘object’ is a person, particularly a 
female person under the gaze of a male observer, a conventional arrangement in Western 
painting” (10). Further, the paintings of Bruegel that Diggory focuses upon in support of 
his argument are those that celebrate the figures of Christ and the Virgin Mary (in richly 
secularized terms). He leaves out discussion of Williams’s ekphrastic responses to two 
landscapes by Bruegel in the critically esteemed, frequently anthologized poems, “The 
Hunters in the Snow” and “Landscape with the Fall of Icarus.” That is, I suggest that 
Diggory misses the full implication of Williams’s engagement with Bruegel. Such 
engagement confronts not only the issue of women’s suffrage but the issue of the suffrage 
of environment. Despite these disagreements, it is to Diggory I owe my awareness of the 
role that St. Francis plays in Williams’ poetry. A detailed endnote by Diggory documents
the writings by Williams that reference St. Francis and the critics to date who comment 
on this figure in relation to Williams.  Indeed, the subject of St. Francis haunts Diggory’s 
study. In his conclusion he cites Claude Leví Strauss’s comment about “those pictures by 
the Brueghels in which Paradise is marked by a tender intimacy between plants, beasts, 
and men” (125). (Claude Lévi-Strauss, Triste Tropiques, trans. John and Doreen 
Weightman (New York: Athaneum, 1974) 330.) H concludes, “Surely Williams had 
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machine, or manmade, industrial objects and spaces. These poems are directly inspired 

by American precisionist painting. Coined by the American artist and photographer 

Charles Sheeler,96 the term precisionism referred to a painterly aesthetic that, in the 

words of art critic Robert Hughes, is “exact, hard, flat, big, industrial, and full of 

exchanges with photography.”97 Williams’s poem “Classic Scene” (1937) (CPI 444-445) 

ekphrastically alludes to Sheeler’s Classic Landscape (1931), a painting that depicts the 

Ford Motor Company’s River Rouge Plant (commissioned from Sheeler by Ford Motor 

Company).98 Apart from the sky, which in any case is already half darkened by emissions 

belching from one of the plant’s smoke stacks, the character of this “landscape” is

industrial (entirely anthropogenic)—hills of heaped gravel and other inorganic product; 

iron railway tracks; huge cement and steel containers, and the inevitable smoke stacks. 

The nonhuman world of “Spring and All” seems tenuous, barely alive, yet it somehow 

manages to survive by the wayside of the human world in 1923. Such world has been 

completely obliterated in the 1937 world of “Classic Scene.” The only “plant” that is 

present is a plant engendered by an industrial imagination.

A power-house
in the shape of
a red brick chair

such a picture in mind when he imagined […] the pastoral communion between St. 
Francis and he beasts” (125).

96 Hughes 382.
97 Hughes 382, 353. The photographers that the precisionist painters looked to at 

were the straight photographers, both the East Coast circle of Stieglitz as well as the 
circle’s West Coast equivalent, the f/64 group. The latter formed in San Francisco. Its 
initial members included Ansel Adams, Imogen Cunningham, and Edward Weston. The 
name refers to the smallest aperture that was available in large-format view cameras at 
the time, an aperture that allowed for the greatest depth of field and for the largest 
percentage of the picture to be in sharp focus. As part of their “purist” or straight 
photographic convictions, the f/ 64 group also preferred “contact printing,” a method of 
making prints by placing photographic paper directly in contact with the negative, instead 
of using an enlarger to project the negative image onto paper; and glossy papers instead 
of matte or artist papers, “the surfaces of which tended to disperse the contours of 
objects.”
Metropolitan Museum of Art <http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/f64/hd_f64.htm>

98 See Fig. 5.
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90 feet high

on the seat of which
sit the figures
of two metal
stacks—aluminum—

commanding an area
of squalid shacks
side by side—
from one of which

buff smoke
streams while under
a grey sky
the other remains

passive today—
(CPI 444-445)

Like much of cubist painting, much of precisionist painting focuses on nonhuman 

subject matter. Unlike much of cubist painting, it refers to nonhuman subject matter of 

industrial, anthropogenic, inorganic machines and spaces. It also presents these in a very 

hard, distinct outlines, suggesting a kind of immutability and permanence. Sheeler’s 

Classic Landscape is representative in this regard. It depicts in very smooth, hard, 

impenetrable, adamantine language the forms and faces of buildings, factories, 

warehouses, industrial plants, and the iron and steel and other parts of the organs that 

feed these buildings and machines. It represents these as unmoved by and insensitive to, 

and even hostile to organic life. The presence of the human figure or a nonhuman organic 

figure (flora, fauna, or a natural nonhuman-made physical geography) is completely 

absent. 
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Fig. 5. Classic Landscape (1931) by Charles Sheeler
(scanned image source: Tashjian, WCW 81 (Fig. 47))

A charge that one could make against precisionism is it reifies industry and 

technology when it presents anthropogenic, inorganic, industrial objects in an austere, 

refined language, in a language of timelessness and permanence, a language that 

recapitulates classical Renaissance painting. A counterargument could be that precisionist 

art critically records environments effaced or dominated by inorganic, human-devised 

industries and technologies. Peter Schmidt’s study William Carlos Williams, The Arts, 

and Literary Tradition (1988) finds in the modernist precisionist poem and in the 

modernist precisionist painting, a literary antecedent: nineteenth-century North 

American, literary pastoral poetry and prose.99 Such art, he argues, is the twentieth-

century modernist’s response to “Emerson’s and Whitman’s celebration of 

99 Schmidt, William Carlos Williams 12.
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‘innocence.’”100 If it transforms the contemporary industrial American scene into a 

“modern Arcadia,” its language is not always celebratory.101 Such artists as the poet 

Williams and the painters or photographers Demuth, Stieglitz, and Strand, express 

ambivalence towards the industrial American scene and to modern technology, and

“either directly or indirectly subvert” the Arcadian ideal.102

The argument that Schmidt makes about Williams is supported by a 1939 essay 

by Williams dedicated to Charles Sheeler (titled “Charles Sheeler”). Williams describes 

Sheeler as an artist who “devoted himself mainly to still lifes and landscapes” that have 

“little direct reference to humanity”103 Many of these still lifes and landscapes describe 

human industrial usurpation of environment. Williams voices this complaint about the 

human: “when man becomes insignificant in his attributes and swollen to fill the horizon 

the representation of the human face is not enlightening.”104 “Classic Scene,” like 

Sheeler’s Classic Landscape, and also like Wallace Stevens’s “gray and bare” jar in 

“Anecdote of the Jar” (1923), describes the dominant imagination of the twentieth 

century, the industrial imagination. The “two metal stacks” of the “power-house” preside 

over and claim the environment.105 Each takes turns in arrogating, thereby polluting, atop 

the throne of the “red brick chair” of the power-house, its surrounds.  One is always 

active. The other is “passive” only for “today.” 

Another precisionist inspired poem, “The Great Figure” (Sour Grapes (1921), 

CPI 174), also implicitly critiques environments and identities devised by the human that 

encroach upon and threaten the nonhuman-made environments and identities.106

Among the rain
and lights

100 Schmidt, William Carlos Williams 17.  This study also notes that precisionism 
revives the genres of still life and landscape.

101 Schmidt, William Carlos Williams 18.
102 Schmidt, William Carlos Williams 19.
103 Williams, “Charles Sheeler” 144. 
104 Williams, “Charles Sheeler” 144. 
105 Wallace Stevens, “Anecdote of the Jar.”
106 This poem was the inspiration for Charles Demuth’s poster art, I Saw the 

Figure 5 in Gold (1928) (MacGowan 91) . See Fig. 6.
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I saw the figure 5
in gold
on a red
firetruck
moving 
tense
unheeded
to gong clangs
siren howls
and wheels rumbling
through the dark city.

This poem expresses that the anthropogenic materials and spaces—the modern urban, 

industrial city—threaten at least some of the human communities they supposedly are 

designed to serve. Similar to the precisionist painting, the poem expresses something 

subtly disturbing, threatening, and alienating about an environment so dominated by the 

machine. No human figures are present. The only sound in this world is the “gong 

clangs” and “siren howls” of the fire engine. The positioning of these four words adds to 

a sense of something not quite right. The awkwardness of phrasing of “Gong clangs” 

reinforces a sense of something out of whack. The image of “siren howls” literally refers 

to the siren of the fire truck but it also puns on the mythical figures of the sirens who tried 

to seduce Ulysses and tempt him into a beguiling, seductive, and unreal world that would 

destroy him. The words “wheels rumbling through the dark city” also are sinister, 

connoting a road that leads to death.
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Fig. 6. I Saw the Figure 5 in Gold (1928) by Charles Demuth
(scanned image source: Tashjian, WCW 36 (Plate IV.))
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Yet, “The Great Figure” expresses a genuine awe for the modern industrial, urban 

America. This 1921 ode to the machine, which we see elsewhere in writing that Williams 

produces in the 1920s and 1930s, including in poems in Spring and All, is not typical of 

Williams’s later writings. Indeed this attitude becomes increasingly difficult for Williams

to maintain except in ironized terms. This is apparent in “Classic Scene” (1937) which 

has none of the thrill and excitement of “The Great Figure.” It is pronounced in Paterson. 

By this period in Williams’s career, the 1940s and 1950s, one and a half centuries of 

unquestioned, unchecked industrial progress, which Paterson records, no longer 

impresses him. In 1921 he is still able to appreciate the industrial imagination in almost 

unabashed terms.

“The Red Wheelbarrow” (Spring and All, CPI 224) is another poem that uses 

visual or graphic language to suggest an environmental consciousness. The poem relies 

upon the visual dimension as well as the non-visual dimension of the printed word. In 

effect, through the former, it draws attention to words that carry conventionally limited, 

anthropocentric value as opposed to the words that carry conventionally rich—that is, an 

anthropocentric—value. 

XXII
so much depends
upon

a red wheel
barrow

glazed with rain
water

beside the white
chickens  (Spring and All, CPI 224)

The poem gives relatively strong emphasis to the words, “barrow,” “water,” and 

“chickens,” by way of a visual or typographic strategy. The prominence they have is by 

virtue of their typographic placement in the poem. They would not receive this critical 
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attention if placed, next in line, to the words “wheel,” “water,” and “white.” Williams 

visually separates “barrow,” “water,” and “chickens” from the antecedent adjectives to 

give them exposure. He places them by themselves, and at the beginning of lines. Further, 

he separates them from the lines that follow by typing a double line of space. By visually 

breaking apart “wheel barrow,” “rain water,” and “white chickens,” by making visually 

prominent the second element of each pair, a reader is asked to give the second element 

of each pair equal if not greater consideration than the first element of each pair. We also 

metrically accent the second element as a result of the separation. If the first and second 

element of each pair were to appear as a single unit, within the poetic line, then the 

metrical fates of “barrow,” “water,” and “chickens” would be very different. They would 

become the faltering last two syllables of a dactylic foot—a stressed syllable followed by 

two unstressed syllables:  “whéel barrow,” “ráin water,” and, albeit less convincingly, 

“whíte chickens.” In Williams’s poem, because he separates, lineationally or visually 

speaking, the respective elements of each pair, the second elements earn a stronger stress. 

Instead of weakly trailing the words “wheel,” “rain,” and “white,” the nouns are released 

from them and they become either a strong trochaic foot—a stressed followed by an 

unstressed syllable—or a spondee, a foot of two equally stressed syllables. In Williams’s 

poem the reader must sit a bit longer on the second element of the pair, something he or 

she might not do if the words were placed immediately after the words, lineationally 

speaking, “wheel,” “rain,” and “chickens.”

I suggest the reason that Williams performs these operations is the words 

“barrow,” “water,” and “chickens” have less anthropocentric or humanist symbolic value 

than the three respective words that precede them: “wheel,” “rain,” and “white.” The 

former stock denote common, easily overlooked subject matter. The latter tend to either 

semantically overdetermine “barrow,” “water,” and “chickens” or efface the material 

referents of the more so-called plain semantic partners. The word “wheel” alludes to the 

iron or wood spokes and rim of a worker’s implement but it also symbolizes or associates 

with revolution, movement, completion, summation. The word “rain” also has rich 

associative content. It is a metaphor for relief from moral and spiritual impotence, 



61

infertility, and drought. “[W]hite,” too, boasts rich symbolic value. It connotes “truth,” or 

a given universal condition, purity, immaculateness, or transcendence. The words 

“barrow,” “water,” and “chickens” are the semantically duller partners to “wheel,” “rain,” 

and “white.” Placed right next to these words, on the same line, they are semantically 

enriched by the complementary adjectives but also overpowered by those more 

semantically “looser,” expansive, words. 

By visually or typographically freeing “barrow,” “water,” and “chickens” from 

the semantically rich upholstery of “wheel,” “rain,” and “white,” Williams redeems the 

former from being eclipsed by the latter. “[B]arrow,” “water,” and “chickens,” more so 

than the adjectives that precede them allude to ordinary, base, concrete objects and 

beings. “[B]arrow” evokes an image of something workmanlike, functional, stolid. 

“[W]ater,” divorced from “rain” less readily connotes rejuvenation and insemination.

Standing by itself, the word “water” denotes a plain, ordinary, physical element. 

“[C]hickens” also carries limited connotative content. It denotes ordinary poultry poking 

about in someone’s yard.  By typographically separating the noun “chickens” from the 

adjective “white,” we do not so readily lose sight of the chickens as slightly bedraggled, 

stepping, wing-clipped birds. We do not so easily imagine them in terms of something 

less supposedly plain, more capable of transcendence or winged flight. By visually 

promenading “barrow,” “water,” and “chickens,” Williams’s draws attention to ordinary 

beings and limited material conditions.

“The Red Wheelbarrow” foregrounds Williams interest not in the visual arts per 

se, but in the ways language depends on a more material, physical, graphic, or so called 

visual, medium. As Sayre and Perloff have written, in many instances Williams’s poems 

are “a verbal text to seen at least as much as to be heard.”107 For me, this reflects 

Williams’s more concrete, physical approach to reality or his acute feeling for the 

physical medium, including the medium of environment. For me, they also reflect the

literalist’s or the realist’s outward-looking sight as opposed to the romantic’s inward-

looking vision. The romantic or symbolist poet seeks rapprochement with the world by 

107 Perloff, The Dance of the Intellect 105.
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turning inward to an immaterial, ineffable realm. The realist limits himself or herself 

more to more concrete setting. The realist Williams does this in part by highlighting the 

typographic design of the poem. The physical type enacts a sort of material metonym for 

the world he and his poetry reside in. This world is coextensive with the media of paper 

and ink but not subsumed by either the artist’s material media or immaterial, referential 

content. The graphic, or material lineation acts as a self-conscious critique of the 

semantic, ‘immaterial’ content of the poem’s words. The separation of form and content 

seems to push the reader to recognize the nonhuman, supposedly subject-less world as if 

it also has constitutive subjectivity. The poem looks outwards to and respects a world that 

is often disparaged under a romantic idealism that regards material phenomena as mere 

excrescence, as an illusion or deceit of the “grip of objectivity.”108

The late nineteenth or early twentieth-century re-appreciation of the material 

dimension of the printed word has antecedents in the tradition of “literalism,” which all 

but disappears in the modern era.109 The last two thirds of the nineteenth-century 

extraordinarily revive this tradition, a tradition of the “phenomenology of images.” The 

literalist attention to words—to words at the bibliographic level of book manufacture and 

design—“insists on their [words’] obduracy—on an immediate and face value that 

forbids us to look through them toward something beyond.”110 A spectacular instance of a 

modernist literalist movement is concrete poetry, which shows an unusual “interest in the 

physique of poetry.”111 Its practitioners seek “to relieve the poem of its centuries-old 

108 Rapp 98. Rapp’s argument is the exact opposite of mine. He argues that 
Williams is a romantic idealist and Williams “bears out the truth of Hegel’s observation 
that the romantic artist, at the very end of art’s development, must break away from the 
grip of objectivity in order to present himself as the true locus of value and meaning” 
(98). 

109 McGann xiv. The state of the book at mid-nineteenth century was not much to 
speak of. By this period, four centuries after Johannes Gutenberg’s invention of movable 
print or type, the medieval tradition of “rich contrastful [sic] incunabula, with colored 
initials and large letters” has degenerated into “the flat gray page of small types without 
any consideration of visual fundaments” (308). Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, “Literature,” 
Vision in Motion (Chicago, Illinois: Paul Theobald, Institute of Design, 1946) 292-352.

110 McGann xiv.
111 McGann 84.
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burden of ideas, symbolic reference, allusion and repetitious emotional content.”112 In 

Europe, Stephan Mallarmé and Guillaume Apollinaire are key figures.113 In the United 

States, Ezra Pound, William Carlos Williams, and E. E. Cummings, among others, 

experiment with the form. These poets do not squeeze out of the poem all linguistic 

semantic content. They do not completely empty the word of semantic content, or replace 

it wholly with a “concrete” visual content. However, the visual dimension of much of 

their writing determines to an extent its non-visual or linguistic semantic content.114

McGann calls the latter “the semantic code” and the former “the bibliographic code.”  

Writings by poets and other artists who make “critically visible” the printed word and 

who “play” with the “graphic features” of the text need be “carefully scrutinized” by 

critics in the same way that critics “scrutinize all poetry for lexical nuances at the 

linguistic level.”115

Williams’s bibliographic or typographic effects interfere with the semantic 

immaterial content of the poem in a way that seems to express an ecologic. When 

Williams foregrounds the visual forms that the printed lines make on the page he 

remonstrates against the idea that language is purely immaterial. The visual dimension or 

bibliographic code or lineation acts as a reminder both to Williams and the reader not to 

lose sight of the material context, or finite material realm of the otherwise “immaterial” 

dimension of thought, language, and art. His language keeps us in contact with a rather 

112 Mary Ellen Solt qtd. in Margaret Drabble, “Concrete Poetry,” 227.
113 McGann 84.
114 McGann focuses on W. B. Yeats, Gertrude Stein, Laura Riding, Emily 

Dickinson, and William Morris. Morris is an inaugural figure in the revival of printing 
traditions that had been in decline; in what McGann describes as the nineteenth-century 
“Renaissance of Printing.”  McGann states, 

What the circulating library and the three-decker format did for 
nineteenth-century fiction, the Renaissance of Printing accomplished for 
twentieth-century writing, especially poetry. It supplied artists with a new 
horizon of bibliographical and institutional possibilities, and these brought 
with them many linguistic innovations as well. (23)

McGann adds, however, that although they are “barely if at all mentioned,” William 
Carlos Williams, Marianne Moore, W. H. Auden, and George Oppen are “other 
important figures” in this renaissance and literalist tradition (xii).
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finite world, or a world that has relatively limited room (because material) for expression. 

The typography creates a sort of visual facing or superimposition. It registers as a 

material medium that shows itself a little, or slips a little sideways, apart from the 

transformational, immaterial content of the printed words. The material print effaces a 

little the palimpsest of the immaterial semantic content. In its effect, it slightly presses 

upon or imprisons the license of the latter.

Further, similar to the collage and the “relief print” of graphic art, the visual 

dimension of Williams’s poems blocks a reader’s self-absorption in the poems. We are a 

little estranged from the immaterial, semantic content. We do not easily loose ourselves 

in the content because the visible, quasi-material pattern on the page acts as a barrier. 

Many of Williams’s poems thus act as “relief prints” insofar as the visual content (the 

bibliographic code) superimposes upon the “interior” semantic content (the linguistic 

code) of the poetry. As Sayre writes: Williams’s “highly developed sensitivity to the 

poem’s material substance, its status as an object in the world, creates a dissonance which 

competes with its more transcendental aspirations.”116

McGann uses the words “humane materialism” in reference to William Morris, 

Morris’s social agrarian program, and Morris’s seminal role in the revival of the fine 

press in the nineteenth century.117 He discusses Morris’s faith in an “earthly paradise.”118

Williams expresses a very similar regard for the physical world. Like Morris’s 

materialism, and like Emerson’s American farmer-poet’s quasi-material, quasi-

immaterial acreage of “Hay, corn, roots, hemp, flax, apple, wool, and wood,”119 Williams 

keeps close to the material, object world. Moreover, he speaks for it not on account of its 

conditions of infiniteness, expansiveness, or regenerative power, but on account of its 

conditions of limitedness and finiteness, and its vulnerability. 

115 McGann 83.
116 Sayre119.
117 McGann 112.
118 Morris qtd. in McGann 112. 
119 Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Hamatreya.” 
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As with cubism and precisionism, dada stamps Williams’s imagination. This first 

emerged in Zürich, Switzerland. It was a response to, and reaction against, the nightmare 

of World War I. It arrived in the United States in approximately 1915. In 1917, three 

recent arrivals to the United States, Marcel Duchamp, Francis Picabia, and (the 

American-born) Man Ray, announced that “The only works of art America has given are 

her plumbing and her bridges.”120 Man Ray is the New York dada movement’s “chief 

American artist”; Picabia its “chief rule breaker.”121 Other flamboyant members included 

the “iconic figures” of Baroness Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven and Arthur Cravan. 

Walter Arensberg patronizes the group. Marcel Duchamp, “without seeming to,” presides 

over all of them.122 They are deeply hostile to traditions of stability and order. These, they 

argue, stymie creativity, and promote or rationalize violence. 

The dadaists also scorn conventional subject matter considered suitable for the 

object d’art. They fault the art of the day for overlooking common, everyday objects, or 

for failing to recognize the extra-ordinariness of the quotidian. They are inspired by 

industrial or utilitarian objects, which they call “found objects” and “readymades”—

material bought, sold, consumed, and discarded in the commercial and industrial 

enterprises and environs of their urban twentieth-century—gas stove burners, ceiling 

fans, porcelain urinals, light-bulbs, electrical wiring, bicycle wheels, and iron and steel 

manufacture parts. When, in 1917, Duchamp submits his urinal piece titled, “Fountain” 

bearing the scrawled signature “R. Mutt,” to an exhibit organized by The Society of 

Independent Artists, it is rejected.123 His, and Henri-Pierre Roché’s and Beatrice Wood’s 

response to the rejection is the essay, “The Richard Mutt Case,” which appears as the 

leading editorial of the little review magazine, The Blind Man. (A reproduction of Alfred 

120 P. B. T., “The Richard Mutt Case,” The Blind Man 2 (May 1917). (The initials 
stand for Pierre Roché, Beatrice Wood, and “Totor,” Roché’s nickname for Duchamp.)

121 Watson 267.
122 Watson 267.
123 Duchamp’s Fountain was a “porcelain, flat-back, Bedfordshire urinal,” placed 

on its back and with the signature ‘R. Mutt’ and slightly below it ‘1917’ crudely painted 
in black paint on its surface (Watson 281). The artists purchased the urinal from J. L. 
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Stieglitz’s photograph of Duchamp’s Fountain faces the first page of the article. 

Underneath the image is the caption, “The Exhibit Refused By The Independents.”) The 

authors of “The Richard Mutt Case,” (“P.B.T.”) imperiously, peremptorily contend: 

What were the grounds for refusing Mr. Mutt’s fountain:-

1.    Some contend it was immoral, vulgar.

2.    Others, it was plagiarism, a plain piece of plumbing.

Now Mr. Mutt’s fountain is not immoral, that is absurd, no more than a 

bath tub is immoral. It is a fixture that you see every day in plumbers’ 

show windows.

Whether Mr. Mutt with his own hands made the fountain or not has no 

importance. He chose it. He took an ordinary article of life, placed it so 

that its useful significance disappeared under the new title and point of 

view—created a new thought for that object.

Numerous scholars have noted that dada recognizes ordinary, found, everyday material, 

looks to contemporary movements in science, technology, and industry for inspiration, 

and challenges conventional distinctions between so-called art and so-called non-art. 

What the dada sensibility also tells us about this World War I and post-World War I 

period is the human is accumulating industrial waste products faster than these can be 

recycled. It places no value on the green spaces in which it dumps these waste products.

So many of Williams’ poems express a desire to redeem, recycle, reuse this “garbage” or 

industrial waste insofar as they notice this subject. That is to say, they not only express 

aesthetic appreciation of the utilitarian manmade object, but they express an ethical, 

ecological desire to redeem utilitarian manmade objects that have become obsolete and 

been discarded by the industrial order that engendered them. The poem “My luv,” cited 

here because of its brevity, represents the dadaesque imagination that critics more often 

refer to, which whimsically juxtaposes seemingly unlike subject matter and elevates 

objects found in industry to the status of the object d’art. 

Mott Iron Works at 118 Fifth Avenue (Watson 281), in a year when avant-garde
“activities” in America had “reached a peak” (Watson 312). 
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My luv
Is like
a
greenglass
insulator
on 
a blue sky (1922) (CPI  240)

Such poems are found more often among the writing Williams produces in the 1920s. 

Two later poems are darker in mood and content: “View of a Lake” (1935) (CPI 380-

381) and “Between Walls” (1938) (CPI 453). 

View of a Lake

from a highway 
below a face
of rock

too recently blasted
to be overgrown
with grass or fern:

Where a
waste of cinders
slopes down to 

the railroad and
the lake
stand three children

beside the weed-grown
chassis
of a wrecked car

immobile in a line
facing the water
To the left a boy

in falling off
blue overalls
Next to him a girl

in a grimy frock
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And another boy
They are intent

watching something
below—? 
A section sign: 50

on an iron post
planted 
by a narrow concrete

service hut
(to which runs
a sheaf of wires)

in the universal 
cinders beaten
into crossing paths

to form the front yard
of a frame house
at the right

that looks
to have been flayed
Opposite

remains a sycamore
in leaf
Intently fixed

the three
with straight backs
ignore

the stalled traffic
all eyes
towards the water

Lawrence Buell says of “View of a Lake” that “[w]hatever else” the poem is about, it is 

about “a coming to terms with the place of nature in cities” and a noticing of how 

“‘nature’ compels and asserts itself” even under the “bleak conditions” of the modern 
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urban environment.124 At the edges of the highway and beside the railroad, and amidst the 

industrial expansion, industrial carnage, and industrial dereliction— a “recently blasted” 

face of rock, “the weed-grown/chassis/of a wrecked car,” a “waste of cinders—“remains 

a sycamore/in leaf.” But “View of a Lake” is also about an industrial imagination that 

displaces and ostracizes “nature.” The latter is represented by both the figure of the 

sycamore and the figure of the lake; the latter never materializes in the poem. We know 

that it exists only because “all eyes” of the children and the sycamore are fastened—

“Intently fixed”—upon it. “Nature” is also represented by the three “straight backed” 

children, who stand at the edge of the highway. They are figures that associate with the 

figure of the sycamore, and figures that seem to want to reach the lake but are unable to 

because of the interference of the formidable highway, railroad, and the “waste of 

cinders.” They are something that the industrial imagination makes no room for or does 

not accommodate. The children, like the sycamore, are marginalized by the industrial 

imagination. The “falling off” overalls that one of the boys wears tells us that they are too 

large for him and are probably castoffs or hand-me-downs, suggesting that he is a poor, 

working-class child. The “grimy frock” that the girl wears and the fact that she is with the 

boy suggest that she also comes from a poor home. They are local kids, probably the 

children of the working class people who are used up by the industrial order and who live 

in the houses such as the “frame house/at the right,” “flayed” by the scourgings of the 

“universal/cinders” of ever accelerating industrial activity. The sycamore and the figures 

of the three children represent beings used up by the industrial order that produces the 

highway, railroad, concrete outbuildings, and overhanging festoons of wire. Buell’s 

comment that “View of a Lake” is an “antipastoral pastoral” points to the vulnerable yet 

resistant and diminutive yet arresting figures of the sycamore and the three children, 

against the overbearing industrial figure of concrete, iron, bitumen, and slag. To Buell’s 

comments one could add that “View of a Lake” celebrates not the astonishing inventions 

of human industry and technology but what is ostracized and destroyed by these human 

spheres.

124 Buell, Writing for an Endangered World 111-112.
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Between Walls

the back wings
of the

hospital where
nothing

will grow lie
cinders

in which shine
the broken

pieces of a green
bottle

This poem inherits from dada both the recognition of the readymade or found object and 

the active notice of the junk that the human piles up in nonhuman spaces, spaces they 

treat as a ‘back yard’ or dumping ground. The “back wings” of a hospital where nothing 

grows and the shining glass “pieces of a green/bottle” are the dada artist’s re-imagining 

and reinvention of a site and object that offers nothing of beauty to a different kind of 

aesthetic sensibility. The poem’s dadaist redemption and reclamation of a neglected site 

and discarded object, like the poem “View of a Lake,” also function to critique an 

industrial order that uses green spaces as a dumping ground for its waste matter. It 

comments on an industrial order that produces industrial “goods” at such rates that older 

goods are simply thrown out rather than refurbished and recycled for re-use by 

consumers. The mountains of derelict cars, factory parts, and unrecycled glass are being 

dumped by the so-called wayside of human progress, i.e. the green world. 

The poetry that Williams produces in the 1920s and 1930s focuses on the exterior 

or physical, phenomenological identities of subjects (and objects). Speculation of 

subjective states or conditions of the given subject matter is avoided. Limited, reduced 

perspectives are constructed. Subject matter stubbornly resists intrusion by the ostensible 

authorial viewer. Understatement or a relatively emotionless tone is used, analogous to 
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the strategy of disinterested perspective that precisionist painters use. These strategies, 

which express skepticism about the artist’s ability to fully enter into or swallow the world 

that he or she, paradoxically, also concomitantly occupies and constructs, are inspired by 

cubist and precisionist painting. His poems focus on “the object itself”125 in a way 

adumbrates the cubist and precisionist painting, as well as the straight photograph, a 

movement that has close ties to precisionist painting.126 This language informs not only 

Williams’s descriptions of spaces being increasingly dominated by human interests and 

activities, i.e. industrialization, but also many of his “still lifes,” or depictions of natural 

landscapes and flora and fauna. A statement that Williams once made, “I utterly reject the 

metaphysical” is inspired, I suggest, by an ecological sensibility.127 His poems seem to 

want to represent the nonhuman physical world in its own right, not as something that is 

merely an aspect of human identity.  They describe objects and beings in ways that self-

consciously stymie the human subject-observer’s access to their innards. They ask that 

the artist-human not presume access to the latter in a way that undercuts its right of 

expression of itself. They point outwards rather than inwards. 

By actively noticing what lies before or outside of the poem, Williams’s poems 

seem to self-consciously fail to sum up this external reality. Their flat, denotative, so-

called invisible or transparent linguistic code in effect does not lose sight of the concrete, 

seemingly inexpressive object that provokes or inspires the poems. Williams avoids a 

figurative language that steps away from the object-self, or the object-in-the-world. The 

use of ordinary, unbecoming, language gives them a kind of “blockheadedness” or 

dumbness of meaning, which Ezra Pound called Williams’s “opacity.”128 This unyielding 

character of Williams’s diction works against its otherwise irrepressible power of

extending or transforming the concrete world. The literal, transparent language 

simultaneously denotes and stymies interpretation. It is at once baldly transparent and 

125 Schmidt, Williams and the Visual Arts, 1915-1945, II.4.
126 Schmidt, Williams and the Visual Arts, 1915-1945, II.4.

127 Williams, Interviews with William Carlos Williams 65. 
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stubbornly unyielding. When we read Williams we are frustrated by a language that is 

flat, hard, ungiving. We see the literal thing before us. The poem seems to fail as poetry 

because it is different from a poetry that ushers us into a rich meta-real, meta-physical, 

interior, subjective, or highly anthropocentrically conceived space. It conspires against 

our desire for access to putatively richer, inner, immaterial, metaphysical world. This has 

to do with, I think, Williams’s reluctance to lose contact with the physical object itself. 

Nonetheless, the poetry that Williams produces in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s 

relinquishes a precisionist- and cubist-inspired language that emphasize the autonomy of 

the nonhuman and the distinction and separation of the nonhuman subject-object from the 

human artist-subject-observer. Perhaps this is because this language untowardly 

reinforces human abuse of the nonhuman by way of the rationale that the nonhuman is 

something absolutely other than the human and therefore without rights or legitimate

“subject status.” Perhaps for this reason he lets go of this precisionist painting inspired 

strategy of ‘other-ing’ or ‘object-ing’ the nonhuman. Instead, we see a strategy of self-

identifying with the nonhuman world.

128 “The thing that save your work is opacity, and don’t forget it” (Pound qtd. in 
Tashjian, “Seeing Through Williams” 35).
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CHAPTER THREE – PATERSON

—“write carelessly so that nothing that is not green will survive” —

(Paterson III.iii.129)

As humans, we tend to think of the world in terms of the human and to act upon 

it, objectively and subjectively, in ways that reflect our conviction that we constitute its 

primordial beings and confer upon it existential tenure. Our ‘objective’ conditions and 

existence as human beings correspond to our material, historical place in and use of the 

phenomenological, so-called natural, physical world. Our ‘subjective’ conditions and 

aspects as humans correspond to the non-material, metaphysical realms that we construct 

through and in thought and the ‘immaterial’ realms of language and art. Often we 

approach language and art as a means to overcome the conditions of our material 

existence. Often we regard language, art, or thought, as evidence of our triumph as 

humans to transcend phenomenal reality. Often in our objective and material or 

subjective and immaterial approaches to the world, we privilege human identity, and treat 

the nonhuman as a mere extension of the human self. The most critically respected poetry 

that Williams produces up through 1940 relies on cubist- and precisionist-inspired 

strategies in ways that seem to want to not overcome environment and nonhuman beings 

through language, or not sum up this world through human language. It seems to express 

a desire to recognize the separateness, distinctness, and autonomy of identity of the 

natural, physical world. In the later writing of Paterson, Williams adopts a very different 

strategy, one of human self-identification with the nonhuman, perhaps because by this 

period, the 1940s and 1950s, the increasingly visible effects of human gross insensitivity 

to environment calls for a language that does not reinforce the attitude that the 

environment is something other than the human, therefore, without the rights that the 

human claims for itself.

A central concern of Paterson is the encroachment of the human upon the natural 

world and the repression by the human of the language and being of the nonhuman. It 

articulates many of the criteria that ecocritics look for when they read literary texts for 

the environmental consciousness. These can be summarized as follows: i) “The 
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nonhuman environment is present not merely as a framing device but as a presence that 

begins to suggest that human history is implicated in natural history”; ii) “The human 

interest is not understood to be the only legitimate interest”; iii) “Human accountability to 

the environment is part of the text’s ethical orientation”; and (iv) “Some sense of the 

environment as a process rather than as a constant or a given is at least implicit in the 

text.”129  Three additional criteria, although they somewhat overlap with the first four 

also are addressed in Paterson:  v) “an ecocentric perspective that recognizes the 

interdependent nature of the world”; vi) “an imperative toward humility in relationships 

with both human and nonhuman nature”; and vii) “an intense skepticism concerning 

hyperrationality, a skepticism that usually leads to an indictment of an over technologized 

modern world and a warning concerning the very real potential for ecological 

catastrophe.”130 In articulating these concerns, Paterson challenges approaches to reality 

that egregiously elevate the human above the nonhuman. In many instances it

foregrounds the nonhuman, giving centrality to a subject so often marginalized in 

humanist discourse. Indeed, Robert Lowell makes the observation in a review essay that 

appeared shortly after the appearance in 1946 of Paterson I, that human characters “exist 

almost entirely in the prose passages.”131 The verse, in contrast, is profuse with references 

to flora and fauna, and descriptions of nonhuman beings or quasi-human and quasi-

nonhuman beings. Lowell’s caveat at once describes an anthropocentric failing of 

Williams’s poetry and alerts us to the ecocentricity of Paterson I.  The marked presence 

of nonhuman subjects in Paterson demonstrates that the nonhuman environment “is 

129 Buell, The Environmental Imagination 7-8.
130 Bryson 5-6. In coming up with these three additional criteria, Bryson relies on 

the following sources: Terry Gifford, Green Voices: Understanding Contemporary 
Nature Poetry (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995) 3; and Leonard M. 
Scigaj, Sustainable Poetry: Four Ecopoets (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 
1999) 37.

131 Lowell qtd. in Mariani, William Carlos Williams: The Poet and His Critics 80. 
In this same review, Lowell also claims that “no living English or American poet 

has written anything better or more important” (Lowell qtd. in Mariani 80). Mariani 
provides the following source: Robert Lowell, “Thomas, Bishop, and Williams,” 
Sewanee Review, LV (Summer 1947): 493-503. 
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present not merely as a framing device” but as a presence that “begins to suggest that 

human history is implicated in natural history.” The poem argues that the identity and 

fate of the human, represented in the man-poet and city Paterson, is inseparable from the 

identity and fate of the so-called natural world, represented in the geophysical environs of 

Garrett Mountain, the Passaic River and falls, and a city park. 

Book One, “The Delineation of the Giants.” introduces Paterson as “the city/the 

man” (4) (an identity that “can’t be otherwise” but “an interpenetration both ways” (4)) 

and a massive geographical, prehistorically formed (i.e. pre-human) geological 

formation: “Paterson lies in the valley under the Passaic Falls/its spent waters forming the 

outline of his back” (I.i.6). Paterson’s female counterparts or spouses include an unnamed 

African-American woman, an aging intellectual lesbian, Corydon, a local nurse from 

Paterson, Phyllis, who attends Corydon, and Garrett Mountain. Garrett Mountain’s park 

forms her (the mountain’s) “head, carved, above the falls” (I.i.8) and overlooking 

Paterson the city. These two principal characters of mixed nonhuman and human identity 

function to collapse anthropocentric distinctions between the human and the nonhuman. 

In contrast, the figure of the library in Paterson III that “sweats of staleness and rot/a 

back-house stench    .     a/library stench” (III.i.103), represents an anthropocentrically 

overdetermined language and knowledge that threaten the ecological conscious. 

Nonetheless, at the outset of the poem the character of Paterson the man-city- poet 

functions also as a figure for human insensitivity to their physical, natural surrounds. He 

is ‘swollen-headed’ and has locked himself inside his mind, in a private, interior realm of 

thought. He has immured himself against the palpable, sensate world outside of his mind. 

This world includes his corporeal being, which is coextensive with the world and which 

he cannot feel or hear: “Butterflies settle on his stone ear.” In this so-called “immortal” 

state or “eternal” sleep, Paterson “neither moves nor rouses and is seldom seen” (I.i.6).  

His thoughts, or the “subtleties of his/machinations,” draw “their substance from the 

noise of the pouring/river” but they “animate” only “automatons.” Like Paterson the 

dreamer, these “thousand automatons” know neither “their sources,” nor “the sill of 

their/disappointments.” They “walk outside their bodies aimlessly/for the most 
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part,/locked and forgot in their desires—unroused” (I.i.6). In sum, however, the quasi-

human, quasi-nonhuman character of Paterson is an ecocritical figure for the 

interdependence and interrelatedness of human and nonhuman identity. Through this 

figure, the poem speaks for the need for the human to respect all members and 

communities of a given natural environment, members and communities that are 

regularly dismissed according to anthropocentric definitions of nonbeing and 

anthropocentric definitions of selfhood. The ungainly, gauche, large-headed being of 

Paterson and other quasi-human and quasi-nonhuman figures in the poem represent kinds 

of beauty that are not usually perceived as beautiful or extraordinary and that are more 

often derided and maltreated. In one sense, therefore, Paterson is an ecotragedy, a 

narrative of the human “fall” from the green world. Books I and II trace the 

environmental exploitation and decline of the region of Paterson, New Jersey, beginning 

in the late eighteenth century and extending up through the middle of the twentieth 

century. In 1791, under the supervision of Federalist and industrialist Alexander 

Hamilton, the Society for Establishing Useful Manufactures (S.U.M.) is chartered. The 

“society” thereafter monopolizes the region. It controls the sale of waterpower (later 

electric power) from the falls, oversees the textiles industry (the longest lived industry in 

Paterson between 1792 and 1940), and dumps industrial waste products directly into the 

Passaic.132 A century and a half later, by the middle of the twentieth century, heavy, non-

regulated industry, including locomotive manufacture, has transformed the region from a 

place of “wild romantic beauty” into an industrialist’s haven, afterwards an industrialist’s 

dumping ground.133 Even the swamps and smaller, upper tributaries of the Passaic River, 

132Zabriskie 209. Zabriskie’s essay makes an explicit ecocritical claim for 
Williams long before an environmental interest in Williams appears.  This interest is only 
now just emerging, fifty years after Zabriskie’s essay. See essays by Mark Long, Lee 
Rozelle, and Josh Wallaert, as well as Lawrence Buell’s insights in Writing for an 
Endangered World.

As late as 1966, Paterson was the largest single producer of silk in the United 
States (Quinn 108). Also, Paterson was at one time a center of locomotive manufacture 
(Zabriskie 209). Williams makes a passing reference to this history: “the old Rogers 
Locomotive Works” (Paterson III.i.98).

133 Zabriskie 167.
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which are “higher than the spires, higher/even than the office towers” (I.i.6) of Paterson 

city, are deleteriously impacted by unchecked, unregulated, industry. One swamp, 

Hatfield Swamp, now serves as the local tip, a part “gigantic dump.”134 By the 1920s, by 

which date a sewerage facility is finally constructed, the lower river is, in Williams’s 

words, “one of the greatest swillholes in creation.”135 By 1953, the once spectacular falls 

of Paterson are “Neglected, except for the water power they produce.”136 They appear 

amidst “shabby surroundings,” are “more inaccessible than they were a century ago,” and 

are “a continual reproach to the city and state.”137 Book Two thus describes a beautiful 

wild, North American garden hideously transformed by largely unchecked and 

unregulated industrial activities. In the wake of this so-called progress the imagination 

and language have become “Blocked” (II.ii.62). The many references to garbage 

scattered throughout the text of Paterson suggest that this “imagination” refers to an 

environmental consciousness. By way of allusions to environmental pollution and waste, 

the poem expresses that human identity is bound up in nonhuman identity and that when 

you compromise the integrity of one you interfere with the fullness and richness of 

expression and being of the other. 

When Paterson speaks for the working class or economically poor human 

populations used up and discarded by the industrialist who bloodies the world, it 

concomitantly speaks for another kind of so-called lower class of being, nonhuman being. 

With regard to the first subject matter, Paterson I.iii describes a blocked sink, “the sink 

with the waste farina in it and lumps of rancid meat, milk-bottle-tops” (I.iii.38) in a room 

in a “sharp-edged,” tenement-windowed, “Little Sisters of St. Ann” convent building 

(I.iii.37). The blocked sink appears in the context of the “senseless rapes” (I.iii.38) of 

poor women who end up at the “offensively red brick” (I.iii.37), squalid premises of the 

convent of St. Ann, which falsely “pretends a mystery” (I.iii.38). St. Ann’s is “red as 

poor-man’s flesh,” and secreted in the suburbs. Paterson has to get to it by driving “out to 

134 Zabriskie 202. 
135 Williams qtd. in Zabriskie 208.
136 Zabriskie 208.
137 Zabriskie 208.
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the suburbs, out by the rhubarb farm” on the outskirts of the city (I.iii.37). The “mystery” 

that “St. Ann pretends” perhaps refers to abortions or deliveries quietly, hastily 

performed there. The women who end up there are legally and financially straitened 

women, or social outcasts, punished and discarded because they have conceived out of 

wedlock and lack the financial or legal resources of their middle and upper middleclass 

peers. Their condition is shrouded in secrecy and shame. One woman had been a cleaning 

woman “caught on hands and knees/scrubbing a greasy corridor” (I.iii.38), perhaps by the 

man for whom she was paid to clean house. These are, in part, the “Things, things 

unmentionable” (I.iii.38). Society punishes poor women. It turns them out, or puts them 

“out the back” with the other beings and things it treats as leftovers, scraps, waste matter. 

The figure of the cleaning woman in Paterson I, comments on a society that too 

readily embraces acts of creation and that pays small pittance to acts of cleaning up. It 

underestimates or pays low wages to individuals who serve as caretakers, servants, and 

cleaners. It reserves its main accolades for the visionary, the inventor, the genius, the 

producer. The latter is represented in Paterson in the figure of Hamilton.138 Williams 

satirizes Hamilton’s “fertile imagination” that “envisioned a great manufacturing center, 

a great Federal City, to supply the needs of the country” (I.ii.70). Hamilton’s ambitious 

industrial plans for Paterson, including the establishment of “Society for Establishing 

Useful Manufactures,’” are carried out without giving thought to sustainable growth, 

recycling of waste products, or reuse of the natural environs. Paterson’s narrator satirizes 

the “National Manufactory” that produces “all cotton, cassimeres [plain or twilled woolen 

138 The figure of the genius is also alluded to, although slightly so, in Paterson in 
the figure of “L’Enfant.” This refers to Pierre Charles L’Enfant, a French engineer who 
came to America during the Revolution and worked under Hamilton at Paterson in 
August of 1792  (“The S.U.M. Hydroelectric Project”). It should be noted that Williams, 
as a poet who both despised and sought greatness, identifies himself with the figure of the 
visionary (or poet), and with Hamilton (as with, also, Hamilton’s enemy, Aaron Burr). 
Mike Weaver suggests that Hamilton’s mixed ancestry, similar to Williams’s, may play a 
part in this self-identification. He asks, “Had not Hamilton come up out of the West 
Indies, with a French mother and an English father...was it not his desire to make 
Paterson, or any similar place where he had an interest, the merchandise capital of the 
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cloth], wall papers, books, felt and straw hats, shoes, carriages, pottery, bricks, pots, pans 

and buttons needed in the United States” (II.ii.74). He laconically remarks, “Leadership 

passes into empire; empire begets insolence; insolence brings ruin” (I.iii.37), implying 

that such industry bent on production but heedless of questions of sustainability is an act 

of hubris.

The figure of the Passaic River in Paterson I.iii., “Half the river red, half steaming 

purple/from the factory vents” (36), speaks for human abuse of environment. This 

description appears in very same scene or passage that describes the plight of women 

who end up at the Little Sisters of St. Ann convent. The image of the bloodied river 

evokes the image of the bloodied bodies of women who have been raped, and, perhaps 

further, to the bloodied bodies of the women at St. Ann’s following either a socially 

stigmatized abortion or socially stigmatized childbirth during their ‘confinement’ at the 

convent. The plight of these women who are cleaning women, servants, working class 

women, parallels the abuse and neglect of the green world by a grossly under-regulated, 

politically protected, industrial paternal figure. 

Paterson reappears in the figures of the two principal avatars of Book Two,

Priapus, a pre-Christian deity, and a protector of gardens, and Francis of Assisi, a 

Christian saint, and a passionate spokesperson for the nonhuman world.139 When 

Paterson the man-poet walks with his dog through the park on Garrett Mountain, in 

contravention of a city ordinance stipulation in large, capital letters “NO DOGS 

ALLOWED AT LARGE IN THIS PARK” (III.i.61), he comes across the itinerant 

preacher Klaus Ehrens, “calling to the birds and trees!” (III.ii.64). An early critical 

writing on Williams by Benjamin Sankey points out that Ehrens is “ironically, a modern 

version” of St. Francis.140 Sankey suggests also that Ehrens is a figure for John the 

Baptist. (References in Book Two to locusts and other locust-like insects, including 

world, just as Williams wished to redeem its provinciality and capitalise it poetically?” 
(Weaver 158).

139 Shorter Oxford English Dictionary. Priapus was adopted as a god of gardens 
some time after the fifth century B.C. 

140 Sankey 93. 
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grasshoppers and crickets, allude to the biblical avatar. The image of a locust tree, “the 

locust tree, /the sweet white locust” (III.i.95), which opens Book Three, seems to be an 

additional allusion to John the Baptist.) More pronounced, I think, are the parallels 

between Klaus Ehrens’ figure and St. Francis. Klaus Ehrens, however, represents an 

ersatz or fallen version of St. Francis. The evangelist is one of the text’s postlapsarian 

“modern replicas.” He calls “‘to the birds and trees’ […] not out of overflowing love for 

the [nonhuman] created world, but simply out of failure to attract an [human] 

audience.”141 The sham Franciscan Klaus Ehrens and the ineffectual sermon that he 

delivers atop Garrett Mountain represent a humanist tradition overdetermined by 

anthropocentric beliefs and practices, a human order that has lost contact with the green 

world. Significantly, in his excursions through the park, Paterson avoids Klaus Ehrens’ 

figure. Although Paterson, the man-poet who wanders rather disconsolately through the 

park above the city is also somewhat out of sorts with the green “elemental character” of 

the place, in the course of Book II, we see the anti-hero rouse himself from his stupor and 

begin to move towards reconciliation with the world that surrounds him. By Book V, the 

eponymous hero no longer rejects his exterior self and the green world that is coextensive 

with it. In this sense the character of Paterson identifies with its author Williams. 

Of the city park scene of Book Two, or “Sunday in the Park,” Williams states

It’s easy to miss, but the whole theme of Paterson is brought out in this 

passage, the contrast between the mythic beauty of the Falls and Mountain 

and the industrial hideousness. But they haven’t been able to lick us. To 

escape as an artist, to escape from the scene would be a defeat for me. But 

I will not be licked; so in this scene love has triumphed. If I as artist had 

separated myself from the scene, it would be a defeat. But I have not. I 

have made myself a part of the scene. I must be an artist in my own 

bailiwick—despite the conditions which make it hard.142

141 Sankey 93.
142 Williams, “Conversation of April 8, 1954,” qtd. in Sankey 71. Sankey quotes 

from Thirlwall 276-277. 
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Notwithstanding the exception of an awkward, ill-fated retreat in Book Four, Paterson 

remains in his own, local “bailiwick.” As he ambulates through the park, he observes 

other beings like him, a local, a mixed, species of being. One man who reclines on the 

grass suggests to him the figure of a satyr, a class of woodland god, and usually depicted 

as a half-man and half-animal.143 Paterson thinks to himself in wonder:

Heavenly man!
—the leg raised, verisimilitude       .
even to the coarse contours of the leg, the
bovine touch! The leer, the calf of it,
the female of it facing the male, the satyr—

(Priapus!) (II.i.58)

Further, and of ecocritical significance, when Paterson sees the man in the park he thinks 

of a particular satyr, Priapus, the god of gardens. He exclaims to himself (or Williams 

voices in an aside): “Priapus!” (Priapus’s father is often given as the son of Dionysus, a 

figure frequently depicted with satyrs and sileni, and the god of vegetation in classical 

myth.) Other quasi-human and quasi-non human beings in the park associate with the 

figure of Priapus and the satyr, usually depicted in classical iconography as a half-man

and half-goat. These include a woman, “lean as a goat,” who “leans/her lean belly to the 

man’s backside” (II.i.59). 

Also, Williams puns on the word satyr when he refers to the identity of Paterson

the text as a satire. The term satire, or satura, originally bore no relation to satyr. After 

the Roman period, however, satura became confused with satyr. 144 The etymological 

confusion persists up through the eighteenth century. Williams takes advantage of this 

etymological history. Paterson makes numerous allusions to satire, a so-called low genre 

and a literary form defined as “an abundant mixture (a hodge-podge)” of subject 

143 The satyr  “is any of a class of woodland gods...represented in early Greek art 
as a man with a horse’s ears and tail, later in Roman art as a man with a goat’s ears, tail, 
legs, and budding horns (Shorter Oxford English Dictionary). Williams’s allusions to 
satyrs in Paterson correspond to the Roman version.

144 Preminger and Brogan, “Satire” 1115.
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matter.145 Paterson, as satire, formally or aesthetically parallels the ethical content of the 

poem. Paterson speaks for or represents a mixed, fecund, generative biomorphic identity, 

and it performs a mixed, fecund, generative textual identity. It respectively represents and 

enacts “interpenetration[s] both ways” of human and nonhuman identity and textual 

identity. It defends “hodge-podge” mixed species of being, both textual matter and 

phenomenal being. It refuses to separate the human from the nonhuman. It is a text in 

which “all the deformities take wing” (V.ii.219). It is as “Ribald as a Satyr!” (V.ii.219). 

The appearance of goats in Paterson II (an animal, like the sparrow, that almost as 

frequently crops up elsewhere in Williams’s poetry and an animal, like the sparrow, that 

traditionally symbolizes concupiscence) further, specifically refers to Book Two’s identity 

as tragedy. The Greek root of the word tragedy is “goat.” In classical tragedy, the 

protagonist is the “scapegoat” of all that goes wrong.146 Paterson speaks for human 

scapegoats—politically disenfranchised, uncelebrated communities and individual 

beings—and for nonhuman scapegoats—environmentally repressed green spaces and 

communities, and individual beings. The prodigious references in Paterson to local, 

common, undistinguished species of flora and fauna are the scapegoats of industrial 

progress. They struggle to survive amidst mid-century Paterson’s “industrial 

hideousness.”147

In Book Four, or The Run to the Sea, Paterson is unceremoniously swept out to 

sea and just as unceremoniously deposited back inland. On firm ground again he is 

greeted enthusiastically by the dog that has been waiting patiently for her human 

companion to reappear.

A large, compact bitch gets up, black,
from where she has been lying
under the bank, yawns and stretches with
a half suppressed half whine, half cry    .

When he [Paterson] came out, lifting his knees
through the waves she went to him […] (IV.iii.201)

145 Preminger and Brogan, “Satire” 1115.
146 Preminger and Brogan, “Tragedy” 1297.
147 Williams qtd. in Sankey 71.
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The figure of the dog in Paterson is a particularly prominent figure and seems to sum up 

a human order that gives secondary consideration to the nonhuman and that neglects the 

nonhuman. In a correspondence to Horace Gregory about Paterson, Williams wrote, “if 

you’ll notice, dogs run all through the poem and will continue to do so from first to 

last.”148 Williams makes this reference in the specific context of a letter addressed to him 

by poet Marcia Nardi. The letter appears in Paterson in the form of a coda to Book II (87-

91). Williams refers to the letter as the “tail” that “tried to wag the dog.” The “tail” in 

Paterson represents those identities that history has consistently dismissed. They include 

the struggling woman artist Marcia Nardi and an unnamed African-American woman 

who is raped (“Beautiful Thing” in Book Three).149 They also include an underrated 

nonhuman world. Paterson actively includes the nonhuman subject. It is the “the dog of 

his [Paterson’s] thoughts” (V.iii.227), the ‘tail’ that wags the text of Paterson.150 The 

figure of the dog appears in the opening lines of Paterson (the Preface to Book One) as a 

lame, three-legged mongrel—“just another dog/among a lot of dogs” (3); in Book Two as 

a “new-washed Collie” (II.i.53) and “Musty” (in a prose correspondence) (II.i.54); in 

Book Three as a gored “tapestry hound” (a greyhound) (III.ii.126); and in Book Four as a 

Chesapeake Bay retriever (IV.iii.201-202) who enthusiastically greets Paterson after his 

148 Williams’s letter to Horace Gregory, qtd. in Sankey 115. See also Williams, 
Selected Letters.

149 “At the very heart of [Williams’s] epic Paterson is an encounter with a black 
woman from that city” (Mariani, NWN 813, 8n).

150 Perloff notes that Williams references the common expression, “the tail that 
wags the dog,” in another comment on Paterson, when he is explaining the poem’s 
juxtaposition of poetry and prose. His argument here is that poetry avails itself of all 
words, and is not limited to any past, conventional look and sound of poetry. He writes,

All the prose [in Paterson] including the tail which would have liked to 
have wagged the dog [...] is not an antipoetic device. . . . It is that prose 
and verse are both writing, both a matter of words and an interrelation 
between words for the purpose of exposition, or other better defined 
purpose of the art [...] (Williams qtd. in Perloff, The Dance of the Intellect
110-111)

Perloff cites the following source: James Laughlin, “William Carlos Williams and the 
Making of Paterson: A Memoir.” Yale Review 71 (Spring 1982): 193-194.
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near drowning.151 They are thematically associated with the sign at the entrance to the 

park on Garrett Mountain that forbids the running of dogs in the park—“NO DOGS 

ALLOWED AT LARGE IN THIS PARK” (III.i.61). These words bespeak an 

anthropocentric order that either summarily dismisses and bars the presence of the 

nonhuman or inhibits and restricts the movement and expression of the nonhuman. 

The last line of the last completed book of Paterson alludes to the “tragic foot” of 

either the trochee, a stressed followed by an unstressed or uncounted, remaindered 

syllable, or the spondee, which consists of two equally stressed syllables: “We know 

nothing and can know nothing/but/the dance, to dance to a 

measure/contrapuntally,/Satyrically, the tragic foot.” This foot is anti-climactic in effect. 

The line semantically and metrically hangs or remains open. The foot, further, refers to a 

staple of popular verse forms, dance measures, songs, idioms, slogans, and jingles.152

Williams seems to favor this poetic unit of measure throughout the text of Paterson 

because it mimics at the level of line the openness or incompleteness of Paterson at the 

level of text, and because it is a staple of undistinguished or low literary expression as 

opposed to so-called high literary expression. He seems to favor this foot because it 

associates with texts and subject matter that are not the stuff of high art or culture. 

Paterson consists of undistinguished textual matter and subject matter. This includes 

local natural and human histories of Paterson; loose miscellaneous facts about Paterson 

that Williams acquired from living in and serving the communities of and around 

Rutherford and Paterson; conversations that Williams overheard on his doctor’s rounds in 

Rutherford and on his rounds in the area surrounding Rutherford, including Paterson; 

correspondence from unrecognized or as yet undiscovered or obscure writers and poets, 

including Marcia Nardi, Allen Ginsberg, and Edward Dahlberg; and the local flora and 

fauna of Paterson, New Jersey.

151 Sankey points out that the dog that appears at the end of Paterson 4 is a 
“Chesapeake Bay retriever” (14). 

152 Preminger and Brogan, “Trochaic” 1309-1310.
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The last section of Paterson I is an excerpt from the classical scholar John 

Addington Symonds’s Studies of the Greek Poets. 153 Symonds condescendingly states 

that the spondee and the trochee “bring” meter “within the sphere of prose and common 

speech” (I.iii.40), and represent a kind of “deformed” measure that, when placed at the 

end of speech or verse made up “iambics,” or iambic feet, do “the utmost violence” to 

this “rhythmical structure.” Paterson, in its irregular metrical rhythms and rejection of the 

iambic foot, does to fixed static design, if not “utmost violence,” at the very least 

considerable havoc. More critically with respect to an ecocritical argument, the allusion 

to “tragic foot” in the last lines of Book V seem to be a deliberate allusion to the figure of 

the lame, three-legged dog that appears in the first lines of Paterson, in the “Preface.” 

The poem, I argue, seems to be witness to an order and history that is not unified or 

complete and that will not be unified or complete so long as the human maltreats 

nonhuman world.

As tragedy, Paterson acts out “the failure of human effort, however grand, before 

some process.”154 As ecotragedy, Paterson acts out “the failure of human effort, however 

grand,” before the nonhuman world.155 Yet the poem also speaks for the possibility of 

153 Williams cites the 1880 New York, Harper edition of John Addington 
Symonds, The Studies of the Greek Poets. See MacGowan, “Appendix C: Annotations 
and Textual Notes,” Paterson 267.

154 Preminger and Brogan, “Tragedy” 1297.
155 As Lee Rozelle comments in her essay “Ecocritical City: Modernist Reactions 

to Urban Environment in Miss Lonelyhearts and Paterson,” Paterson embodies the 
modernist reaction to natural environments in decline in the twentieth century, 
prefiguring “the awe and terror” of the current crisis of environment (100). (The 
argument of her essay as a whole is that Paterson articulates the “ecosublime,” or the 
capacity of language to transport “literary figures and readers beyond reason, beyond 
language” (100) in ways that promote respect for environment. Towards her argument 
she differentiates between the eco-sustainable and eco-diverse environments that 
Paterson calls for in the context of urban planning of cities and the so-called green spaces 
that represent traditional models of urban landscape architecture such as the Greensward 
plan of the architects of New York’s Central Park, Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert 
Vaux (103, 109). The latter are prone to “replication” (108). They function according to 
the questionable belief that human designs effectively replace environment, analogous to 
the postructuralist claim that language effectively replaces or productively overcomes the 
referent. Paterson’s called for urban green spaces bespeak “imitation,” or a call for 
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reconciliation between the two seemingly separate realities. So far I have pointed to 

instances in Paterson that evidence one or more of six of the seven criteria for the 

environmental imagination that Buell and Bryson provide. One that I have not so far 

explicitly commented upon is as follows: “some sense of the environment as a process 

rather than as a constant or a given is at least implicit in the text.”156 Williams’s 

environmental sensitivity towards the world constitutes what Thomas R. Whitaker 

appreciably discerned as Williams’s “dedication to openness.”157 Williams’s openness 

ties to a faith that human and nonhuman beings are interconnected in the physical, 

material world in ways that are critical to the wellbeing and integrity of both. 

Certainly one of the most important influences upon him in this regard is Alfred 

North Whitehead’s Science and the Modern World, which Williams read in 1926, one 

year after the book appeared in print. Whitehead writes about the birth and rise of the 

hard sciences, including a chapter each on the theory of relativity and quantum theory. 

Whitehead confirmed for Williams the interconnectedness and indivisibility of all 

physical being (as well as the necessity to “[forge] every sentence in the teeth of 

irreducible and hard facts”158) according to a materialist, secular, non-transcendental 

human designed green spaces function less as “nonreferential hyperreal” spaces that 
represent that the referent need no longer be respected, and more as “referential” spaces 
that are actively responsible to the “tactile and material” referent of environment that 
inspires them (108). Mark Long’s essay, “William Carlos Williams, Ecocriticism, and 
Contemporary American Nature Poetry,” makes a somewhat similar argument in that it 
contends that Williams writes against the idea that language has helped us to “reestablish 
a more immediate contact with the world” (60).  Nonetheless, if for Williams “the 
condition of the imagination is loss” (63), his poetry seeks to find a way “to the resources 
of our native tongue” (63). This language will not need to reestablish a lost connection 
with the world because for Williams “we are always already in the world” (63). Instead, 
this language will open to us ways “to become present to the possibilities of the 
phenomenal world where we have been living all along” (65).

156 Buell, The Environmental Imagination 8.
157 Whitaker qtd. in Hatlen 59.  
158 Whitehead 3. These words, according to Whitehead, belong to William James. 

Whitehead goes on to state that its is the “union of passionate interest” in “the detailed 
facts,” coupled with an equal, medieval or pre-scientific devotion to “abstract 
generalization” that characterizes the history of thought from the seventeenth century 
onwards, or from the period of the so-called Enlightenment onwards (3-4).
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thinking.  Whitehead expresses this faith or conviction in his theory of “organic 

mechanism,” which he sums up in a short statement half way through the book. It is that

[…] an individual entity, whose own life-history is a part within the life-

history of some larger, deeper, more complete pattern, is liable to have 

aspects of that larger pattern dominating its own being, and to experience 

modifications of that larger pattern reflected in itself as modification of its 

own being.159

The impact of Whitehead on Williams cannot be underestimated.160 In his personal copy 

of Whitehead’s book, presented to him by John Riordan, Williams writes: “Finished 

reading it at sea, Sept. 26, 1927 – A milestone surely in my career, would I have the force 

& imagination to go on with my work.”161

In conclusion to the above discussion of the first four books of Paterson (the 

books that critics tend to treat separately from the last completed, fifth book)162 in much 

of the poetry that Williams writes before Paterson, the nonhuman is represented as self-

possessed and equal to the human, but also separate from, or without, the human. 

Williams’s earlier, comparatively short imagist and objectivist poetic statements directly 

oppose the romantic imagination (and the pathetic fallacy), which holds that external 

reality is not a separate, distinct entity but the extension or emanation of the human self. 

In Paterson I-IV, Williams continues to eschew metaphysical speculations about the 

world (apropos of Wittgenstein’s famous dictum, “whereof one cannot speak, thereof one 

159 Whitehead 151.
160 My thanks to John Roche, who, at the time I met him at the “Poetries of the 

1940s American and International Conference (June 23-27, 2004) (during the “William 
Carlos Williams IV” panel session (June 27)), suggested I look up Whitehead’s book.

161 Williams qtd. in Weaver 48. The book was presented to Williams by John 
Riordan (Weaver 48). Currently it is the holdings of the Fairleigh Dickinson University, 
Rutherford, New Jersey (Weaver 48).

162 Williams suffered the first of several severe strokes in mid-August of 1952, not 
long after completing Paterson IV (Weaver 157). Another stroke hit him in October of 
that year (Weaver 157). Some critics, therefore, see Paterson V, as well as the other 
writings Williams’s produced between that and his death ten years later as falling off in 
contrast with the work he produced before the debilitating strokes.
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must remain silent”163). He still sticks to surfaces, to Whitehead’s hard, stubborn facts, to 

describing the world as it materially and historically manifests itself. He still believes in 

the reality of a world that resides partly outside of the human. But Paterson I-IV collapses 

human and nonhuman identity, not to claim that the nonhuman is the mere extension or 

emanation of the human but in order to emphasize that the human and the nonhuman are 

united by a single, phenomenal reality. Therefore, the suppression of the existence or 

expression of one impacts the expression or existence of the other; the identity of the one 

is critically implicated in the identity of the other. 

With the exception of the ekphrastic representations of two Italian art-inspired 

landscapes by Bruegel, which appear in Pictures from Brueghel, the appearance in 

Paterson V of The Unicorn Tapestries tell me more about Williams’s esteem for the 

external, physical, so-called natural world than any other visual work of art he invokes. 

This nonhuman world is for him an “earthly garden,”164 or an earthly paradise. The 

central ekphrastic subject of Book Five is an anonymous, fifteenth century series of 

tapestries known as The Unicorn Tapestries. The tapestries are currently housed at The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art’s The Cloisters, in Fort Tryon Park, Upper Manhattan, 

overlooking the Hudson River. They were there in Williams’s time as well, and he went 

to see them on one or more of his trips into New York from his home in Rutherford, New 

Jersey. The Cloisters include gardens, enclosed within a reconstructed gothic and 

romanesque set of buildings. Parks and gardens, even the most overgrown and 

abandoned, seem to be critical spaces for Williams. The center setting of Paterson II is a 

city park. The poem “The Mental Hospital Garden” (CPII 264-267) memorializes the 

grounds of the mental hospital that Williams had once sought treatment at (in 1953). He 

loved visiting the “formal garden”165 at Gratwick Highlands in Linwood. “The Italian 

Garden” (Pictures from Brueghel, CPII 411-412) pays tribute to them. There, he writes 

163 Wittgenstein qtd. in Perloff, Wittgenstein’s Ladder. Poetic Language and the 
Strangeness of the Ordinary 12. 

164 Quinn qtd. in Mariani 103. Mariani provides the following source: Quinn, 
Sister M. Bernetta, The Metamorphic Tradition in Modern Poetry (New Brunswick, New 
Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1955) 89-129.
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one could “escape” the city, or the “the plague/of/our cars”” (CPII 412). The writer’s 

colony at Yaddo, in Saratoga Springs, of which he was a writer in residence in the 

summer of 1950, was also attractive to him because of its grounds. He loved the 

expansive estate and gardens of Princesse de Talleyrand (introduced to Williams his 

friend Charles Sheeler), which he was “privileged to visit,”166 and to which Paterson I.iii. 

(33) pays tribute. And, the central space of Paterson II is a city park.  

Book Five of Paterson, a codicil to Paterson I-IV reflects a by now older, and 

physically debilitated Williams who desires to reconcile entities that, in the earlier books, 

are presented in conflict. Among the reconciliations or syntheses sought in Paterson V we 

see a desire for union between the human and the nonhuman. Williams is drawn to The 

Tapestries, I think, because they foreground the natural world. (Perhaps, too, Williams 

uses The Tapestries, which are mainly of silk material, for their association with the city 

of Paterson, which as late as 1966 was the largest single producer of silk in the United 

States.167) The Unicorn Tapestries consist of six tapestries and the fragments of a 

seventh. They depict the hunt and capture of a unicorn by hunters, and court attendants in 

a medieval court or forest setting. What is most striking about the art is the great variety 

of nonhuman flora represented and that dominates all seven scenes. The species of flora 

was the subject of two articles printed in The Journal of the New York Botanical Garden

in May and June of 1941. If Williams did not note down the names of the flora in the 

tapestries when he saw them at firsthand, Mike Weaver suggests that Williams’s 

“attention to the flora of the Unicorn Tapestries” would have been drawn to them by a 

booklet issued by the New York Botanical Gardens, which consisted of a reprinting of 

[the] two articles from The Journal of the New York Botanical Garden.”168

165 MacGowan, “Appendix B. Annotations,” CPII 509.
166 Williams qtd. in Weaver 205 (45n). Weaver cites Williams’s The 

Autobiography of William Carlos Williams.
167 Quinn 108. A reference to the thread of the tapestries crops up in Paterson 

III.ii.: “A tapestry hound/with his thread teeth drawing crimson from/the throat of the 
unicorn” (126).

168 Weaver 218 (n268). The two articles are by E. J. Alexander and Carol H. 
Woodward. They are titled “The Flora of the Unicorn Tapestries” and “Checklist of 
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The two most common readings of the tapestries derive from a popular pagan 

myth and a Christian allegory. According to the first medieval, secular reading, the 

unicorn can be tamed only by a virgin.169 According to the Christian allegorical reading, 

The Tapestries depict the (“rigorously foreshortened”) account of the virgin birth (the 

Annunciation), and the rebirth or resurrection of Christ (the Passion).170 The figure of the 

gored unicorn surrounded by a circular enclosure of wooden palings in the sixth tapestry 

symbolizes the risen Christ, the Blessed Virgin and the Incarnation, and the 

consummation of marriage.171 The Tapestries also refer to the iconographic tradition of 

the hortus conclusus, “the image of the Virgin as an enclosed garden.”172

Terence Diggory persuasively argues that in Paterson, the figure of the unicorn, 

or “milk-white one horned beast,” is paradoxically both “Paterson, the King-self” 

(Paterson V.iii.231) and Paterson’s female spouse. Thus he writes that we see throughout 

Paterson, “the married man’s [Williams’s semi-autobiographical character Paterson’s] 

persistent image of the woman whom he has whored, whose emblem [also] is the ‘milk-

white’ unicorn.”173 Paterson V also reproduces the figure in The Unicorn Tapestries of 

the young female court attendant, possibly the virgin who tames the unicorn. She 

interests the eponymous hero Paterson by “her singularity,/her courtly dress/among the 

leaves, listening! (Paterson V.iii. 233, 234). She represents the identities of both “virgin” 

and “whore” (Paterson V.iii.233, 234). These two identities crop up in the previous four 

books of Paterson as well as in Book Five. The argument that Paterson makes in its 

entirety in the context of the virgin-whore motif (oftentimes a rather vexing because 

seemingly reductive representation of female identity), is that Paterson the man-poet must 

contend with the female if he is to become a complete being. In the earlier books of 

Plants in The Unicorn Tapestries.” Following their first printing in 1941, they reappeared 
in a pamphlet issued by the New York Botanical Garden in 1947 (Cavallo 128). A second 
edition followed in 1967 (Cavallo 128).

169 Riddel 217. 
170 Riddel 219. 
171 MacGowan, Appendix C: Annotations and Textual Notes, Paterson 296.
172 Diggory 100.
173 Diggory 102.
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Paterson, male and female characters are represented at odds with one another. Paterson 

the “man-poet” and “city” is divorced from his female counterpart and spouse who 

appears in Paterson I, II, and III in the figures of Garrett Mountain, the goddesses of 

classical myth, Venus, Kore, and Persephone, and the contemporary poet Marcia Nardi 

(by way of excerpts of her letters). Paterson’s spouse or mistress also appears in Book IV 

as a local nurse from Paterson, Phyllis, who is having an affair with the older “married” 

man, Paterson (IV.i.153). Most central and significant of the female identities in the 

poem, is an unnamed African-American woman, a figure who haunts the entire poem.174

Paterson V represents Paterson the male-poet and male-city’s desire for reconciliation 

with Paterson the female self, and a kind of submission to that self as well.

I wish to ecocritically extend Diggory’s feminist critical reading of Paterson. My 

argument is that Paterson V ekphrastically describes a literal, non-symbolic, “female” 

green world that surrounds the mythical unicorn figure in The Unicorn Tapestries. The 

unicorn represents Paterson the man-poet, and symbolic or immaterial language. The 

flora and fauna frame or support the central, metaphoric figure of the unicorn—a figure 

for metaphor or language itself— but they also contain this figure. The unicorn represents 

human desire for transcendence of finite, material conditions through the imagination, 

symbols, language, or art. Paterson critiques this desire when it serves to belittle material 

being. It critiques the inherent anthropocentrism in symbolic language that human devise, 

and wield. In the words of Williams’s friend, neighbor, and fellow ecological thinker, 

Kenneth Burke, the human, a symbol-making animal, is both “separated from his natural 

condition by instruments of his own making” and “goaded by the spirit of hierarchy.”175

In Paterson V, the figure of transcendence, the unicorn and the symbol, are humbled or 

tamed by the nonhuman, organic, mortal world of fauna and flora. The green world 

174 In a 1946 essay, “Letter to an Australian Editor,” Williams opines that when 
“man cuts himself off from that supplying female, he dries up his sources” and heads 
“straight for literary sterility” (12). In the same essay he makes a further analogy between 
(a so-called masculine) thought and thought molded by (so-called feminine) material 
conditions: “The mind...is a sort of bird bred of air without female or in fact nest of any 
sort” that “at its best” subsists on an under-nourishing “thin air” (9).

175 Burke, Language as Symbolic Action 16.
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represents part containment of human desire to escape or mount reality. Such 

containment, however, is, paradoxically, a liberating one. The nonhuman, balances, and 

adds to, and frees the human imagination from a desire to transcend the world, including 

a green world.

Further, as a way of insisting upon the right of expression of the nonhuman, 

Paterson V ekphrastically represents a work of art in which the nonhuman impresses or 

crowds in upon the human. The Unicorn Tapestries, which depict numerous species of 

flowers in immense quantity and detail, belong to a millefleurs tapestry tradition. This 

tradition, which lasts from approximately 1400 to 1550, is characterized by designs of 

flat, green-colored backgrounds studded with varieties of blooming plants, floral sprigs, 

or flowering stalks. Larger figures and motifs—animals, trees, human figures, and 

heraldic motifs—complete the design.176 Paterson V refers to the variety and abundance 

of flora depicted in The Unicorn Tapestries. This organic, green, fecund world surrounds 

the unicorn, “a horned beast among the trees […] in a field crowded with small flowers” 

(V.i.209).177 Flora and fauna spill over in abundant profusion in the spaces and pages of 

this book as well as the previous books in Paterson. The poem in its entirety recapitulates 

the representation by the tapestries of a profuse, expressive, curious, irrepressible green 

world. The appearance of the “unicorn against a millefleurs background” (Paterson V.iii.

227) comprises an ecological argument, which is that the human depends on the “green” 

nonhuman world it is interwoven with, is part-constituted by a material world, and is 

176 Cavallo 15.
177 Trees are a subject of inordinate beauty in Williams’s writings. Many poems 

are tributes to species of trees. A reverence for trees is also found in the chapter, “The 
Discovery of the Indies” in Williams’ In the American Grain: Essays by William Carlos 
Williams. Williams recounts Columbus’s voyage to “The New World.” His description is 
based on Columbus’s own account in his, Columbus’s, Journals. Williams describes 
Columbus walking “among the trees which was the most beautiful thing which I had ever 
seen . . . .”  (IAG 26).  These words are produced verbatim in Paterson (IV.ii.177). They 
are the only lines from In the American Grain that Williams excerpts and recycles in 
Paterson.  In In the American Grain, Williams describes, through the figure of 
Columbus, “Bright green trees, the whole land so green that it is a pleasure to look on it. 
Gardens of the most beautiful trees I ever saw” (26).
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supported by the nonhuman. Paterson V thus carries significant ecocritical as well as 

other kinds of aesthetic and cultural value.

Joseph N. Riddel states that the flowers that form the border of The Tapestries’ 

putative central design of the human hunters, and the unicorn, invade the story and […] 

supplant it.”178 The content of Paterson, too, is determined as much by the nonhuman 

detail as by the human subject matter: “All about, small flowers fill the scene” (V.iii.231); 

“Small flowers/seem crowding to be in on the act” (V.iii.232). The penultimate stanza of 

Book V names and describes the flowers represented in The Tapestries—the “white sweet 

rocket,” the “cranky violet,” the “yellow faced cinque-foil,” the “sweetsmelling 

primrose,” the “foxglove,” the “eglantine or wild rose,” the “campanella,” the 

“dandelion,” the “love-in-a-mist,” “cornflowers,” the “thistle and others,” the “holly,” the 

“yellow flag,” the “daffodils,” the “gentian,” “daisy,” “columbine,” “myrtle,” and 

“calendulas” (V.iii.233). The speaker inserts among this cornucopia, “I cannot tell it all” 

(V.iii.232). This is a positive admission of defeat, an admission that the human cannot 

sum up his or her world entirely. Also, that the nonhuman world claims the poet-

speaker’s attention and authoritatively bestows upon the poet-speaker the identity of a 

humble not a ruling subject: “They draw him imperiously/to witness them,” (V.iii.228). 

As stated above, Paterson V’s background “field crowded with small flowers” 

(V.i.209) figuratively describes the background of Paterson as a whole. It is crowded 

with allusions to both flora and fauna —dogs, rabbits, goats, sparrows, eagles, and oak, 

choke-cherry, dogwood, iron-wood, sycamore, “sweetbarked sassafras” (III.i. 60), and 

conifer—beings that thematically determine the text’s concerns. The ekphrastic 

Tapestries represent the rich green backing of Paterson the text, Paterson the man-poet, 

and all language and art that the human produce in its material-bound world: “All about 

flowers fill the scene” (V.iii.213). They constitute an injunction to respect a world beyond 

the interests of the human (interests that, in any case, eventually if not immediately 

impact the fate of the human and the identity of the human). They express that human 

language and art is interwoven with the green world.

178 Riddel 217.



94

Paterson V’s ekphrastic description of the rich floral detail in The Tapestries 

perhaps subtly alludes to the ecological avatar St. Francis. As earlier discussed, St. 

Francis appears in Book II in the form of the defunct preacher Klaus Ehrens addressing, 

by default, “the leaves in the patient trees” (II.ii.72) because no-one else will pay him any 

attention: “Few listen” (II.ii.65). (No doubt, too, the nonhumans being have to put up a 

little with the commotion of this preacher in “shirtsleeves,” gesticulating and “Jumping 

up and down” on his makeshift podium in the park (!) (II.ii.64).) In Book V, Williams’s 

allusion to the “millefleurs” tradition to which belong The Tapestries perhaps puns on 

another “text,” The Little Flowers of St. Francis (I Fioretti di San Francesco), a 

fourteenth-century Italian condensed translation of a Latin text titled Actus Beati 

Francisci et Sociorum Ejus (The Deeds of St. Francis and His Companions).179 The 

extremely popular The Little Flowers, records the “little flowers” of St. Francis, or the 

deeds and teachings of St. Francis. Since Williams evokes this saint elsewhere in his 

writings and since he does so in a specific ecocritical context, I wonder if he consciously 

or unconsciously alludes to this medieval anthology or  “collection of flowers” when he 

pays ekphrastic tribute to The Tapestries and the medieval millefleurs cloth tapestry 

tradition.

Williams’s interest in The Unicorn Tapestries, too, might have been augmented 

by his interest in the Northern European, High Renaissance painter Pieter Bruegel and his 

familiarity with a book by Gustav Glück, Peter Brueghel the Elder. Glück discusses 

Bruegel’s deliberately archaic, flat style in a period when it was more conventionally to 

use plastic modeling, which gave figures in the composition a round, three-dimensional 

appearance. Bruegel’s style represents an older painterly tradition, one that was inspired 

in part by his familiarity with the tradition of millefleurs tapestry and this tapestry’s 

cheaper, linen-substitute, the “stayned clothe” or wazervervschilderij.180 Both the woven 

and stained cloth tapestry flourished in Bruegel’s native Antwerp, from the earliest days 

179 Brown 29.
180 Glück 11. 
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of Netherlandish painting up through Bruegel's time, in the sixteenth century.181 Williams 

was almost certainly aware of this art historical connection between Bruegel and the 

tapestry tradition because of his familiarity with Glück’s book, the Bruegel reproductions 

of which he relied upon for the poems in Pictures from Brueghel (1962).182

The “poet [who] alone […] holds the key” to a redemptive language is the poet 

whose understanding of language and imagination is one that includes in its provinces the 

right of existence and expression of the nonhuman. Paterson searches for this language 

and imagination. According to an anthropocentric distinction, Paterson represents a 

failure, an unprepossessing, wayward “son” of a venerable, patriarchal, homogeneous 

language, or ‘Pater.’ According to an ecocentric distinction, Paterson represents a 

positive, environmental, figure. He is a figure of heterogeneity. He is no more or less 

distinguished from other beings, either human figures or nonhuman figures. He is one of 

many beings in Paterson who walk, run, hop, churr (II.i.46), fly, and patter through it and 

whose identities merge. If we read “Paterson” in the form of an ecological imperative, it 

demands of Paterson: “patter, son!” It asks the human to tread less heavily on the green 

world, and to share the world we dominate—“Earth, chatterer, father of all/speech” 

(I.iii.39)—with other, equally expressive, vociferous beings.

181 Glück 11.
182 MacGowan, “Appendix B. Annotations,” CPII 504. MacGowan cites 

correspondence from “F[lorence] Williams to James Laughlin 18 Dec. 1961 and 5 Sept. 
1962, Yale” (504) as evidence for Williams’s knowledge of Glück’s monograph Peter 
Brueghel the Elder. 
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CHAPTER FOUR – PICTURES FROM BRUEGHEL:

 WILLIAMS AND THE LANDSCAPE

The mid-to-late work Paterson (1946-c.1961), Williams’s “most solid 

achievement,” is followed by Pictures from Brueghel (1962), the “most poignant, 

simplest and loveliest” of Williams’s writings, and the last writing Williams saw through 

publication.183 Pictures from Brueghel embraces an artist of significant ecocritical import, 

Pieter Bruegel the Elder (1525x30?-1569), “the great realist of sixteenth-century Flemish 

painting,”184 and a painter who played a prominent role in the emergence of the landscape 

as an independent genre.185 Williams self-consciously identifies himself with the figure of 

the artist in the first poem in Pictures from Brueghel, “Self-Portrait” (CPII 385). While 

the inaugural poem makes no ecological statements, it indirectly points to those interests 

insofar as it recognizes an artist who plays a seminal role in the emergence of the genre 

of the landscape and insofar as it evokes the image of the ubiquitous Flemish peasant of 

Bruegel’s paintings, a figure invariably depicted in intimate, physical contact with the 

natural world. In this first poem Williams also perhaps alludes to the figure of Francis of 

Assisi. He seems to conflate in the given subject figure of the artist, three figures: 

himself, Bruegel, and Francis. I will leave this claim for the final section of this chapter. 

The second and third poem of the collection, “Landscape with the Fall of Icarus” and 

“The Hunters in the Snow,” are ekphrastic representations of Bruegel’s Landscape with 

the Fall of Icarus (ca. 1558) and Hunters in the Snow (1565). In them Williams pays 

direct homage to Bruegel as both a consummate artist and a figure who seemed to see 

natural world through a lens, that if it is not explicitly ecocentric, plays discomforting

havoc with the anthropocentric lens of his contemporaries.

Landscape with the Fall of Icarus

183 Kenner, “William Carlos Williams” 124. Pictures from Brueghel also includes 
two earlier works, The Desert Music (first published in 1954) and Journey to Love (first 
published in 1955).

184 Gibson, “Pieter Bruegel the Elder and the Flemish World Landscape of the 
Sixteenth Century” 11.

185 The earliest known use of the term ‘landscape’ in its modern sense occurs in a 
Dutch contract for an altarpiece drawn up around 1490 (Gibson Bruegel 18).
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According to Brueghel
when Icarus fell
it was spring

a farmer was ploughing
his field
the whole pageantry

of the year was
awake tingling
near

the edge of the sea
concerned
with itself

sweating in the sun
that melted
the wings’ wax

unsignificantly
off the coast
there was

a splash quite unnoticed
this was
Icarus drowning (CPII 385-386)

Williams acknowledges in his writings a slew of artists and printmakers from the 

medieval or renaissance periods. These include Leonardo da Vinci, Hieronymus Bosch, 

and the great print revivalist Albrecht Dürer. Bruegel, however, is by far the most 

important to Williams. In Pictures from Brueghel he represents the painter not only as a 

consummate artist, but an artist who acknowledged the figure of the natural world more 

so than other artists in an age when the natural world was not a subject worthy of interest. 

The immediate inspiration for “Landscape with the Fall of Icarus” is Bruegel’s 

Landscape with the Fall of Icarus (ca. 1558), composed not long after Bruegel’s sojourn 



98

to Italy in 1552.186 Although it depicts a classical myth, the only painting by Bruegel to 

do so,187 it foregrounds the nonhuman world relative to the ostensible principal, human 

subject matter. The painting recapitulates the story of Icarus, who flew too close to the 

sun with the wings that his father Daedalus had made for him out of wax. The wings melt 

and the boy plummets to the sea and drowns. In Bruegel’s painting, the figure of Icarus is 

barely discernible. We see only the boy’s upended, ungainly thrashing legs, sticking out 

of the sea. Further, the partially submerged figure of Icarus is a relatively small pictorial 

detail in the painting. His figure appears off center, in a landscape both full of other 

equally minute details and larger, more commanding, nonhuman and human 

prominences. The most visible human subject matter is the foregrounded figure of a 

peasant tilling a terraced field with his horse and plow high up above the sea. Behind and 

below him are an expanse of sea, a ship close to shore, several smaller ships in the 

distance, and striking details of vertiginous outcrops of magnificent mountains and cliffs. 

Near the upper frame of the painting, the tiny, minute figure of Daedalus appears, 

hovering in the sky and looking more like some prehistoric bird than a human attached to 

artificial wings. In the field represented directly below Daedalus, a peasant leans on his 

stick and gazes up at the strange apparition. 

186 See Fig. 7.
187 Heffernan 150. Lawson-Peebles notes that in his choice of nine paintings from 

Bruegel’s oeuvre for ekphrastic inclusion in Pictures from Brueghel, Williams omits all 
of Bruegel’s landscape studies proper (21). One possible reason for the omission is that 
Williams was working from the illustrations in the books by Craven and Glück, which do 
not include the landscapes proper among their color plates. (Craven’s book has only three 
illustrations by Bruegel: The Wedding Dance (p.219) Hunters in the Snow (p.227), and 
The Fall of Icarus (p. 223). Another is that Williams selects for ekphrastic inclusion in 
Pictures from Brueghel, two quasi-landscapes— giving them prominence by placing 
them in second and third position after the opening poem “Self-Portrait”— because these 
paintings are more productive with respect to the concern of human relations with 
environment. 
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Fig. 7. Landscape with the Fall of Icarus (c. 1558) by Pieter Brueghel
(scanned image source: Glück (Plate 10))

Bruegel is an artist well versed in both medieval and Renaissance pictorial 

conventions. In Landscape with the Fall of Icarus the foregrounding of environment 

evidences Bruegel’s role in the emergence of the landscape as a genre in its own right in 

the period of Renaissance painting. This genre subtly undercuts the anthropocentric, 

humanist vision that dominates Renaissance painting. The painting identifies with the 

landscape painting proper because of its wealth of natural detail and because it “focuses 

on and illuminates the natural word for its own sake.”188 That is to say, natural details 

compete in importance with the anthropocentric, classical humanist subject matter. The 

mythical figures of Deadalus and Icarus are barely discernible. The principal figure of the 

peasant tilling a field with the aid of his horse emphasizes human relations with and 
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dependence upon the nonhuman world.  Perhaps, too, the painting disparages a kind of 

thinking that negates the physical material limits of self in the drowning figure of Icarus. 

Bruegel’s self-conscious allusion to an antecedent pictorial tradition that depicts 

the human figure as insignificant in comparison to the natural realm also implies a respect 

for this realm. He draws upon a medieval, “world landscape” pictorial tradition.189 This 

refers to painting that depicts scenes, which can best be described as “landscapes,” as if 

all their composite parts “exist in a sort of democratic equality” and in a way that denotes 

a “constant shift of perspective.”190 In these paintings, further, the human figure is no 

more important in value than the nonhuman figure.

Williams’s poem “Landscape with the Fall of Icarus” recapitulates, and extends 

the ecocritical concerns in the Bruegel landscape. It represents Bruegel’s natural world’s 

indifference to human affairs. The nonhuman “awake tingling” world of spring— “the

whole pageantry/of the year”—is concerned “with itself.” In Bruegel painting, neither the 

peasant nor the horse pulling the plough, or any other human with the exception of the 

quasi-human figure of Daedalus appears to take notice of Icarus drowning. Williams’s 

poem reenacts this scene. The sound of Icarus’ fall into the sea is “a splash quite 

unnoticed.” Like Bruegel, Williams foregrounds an astonishing nonhuman “pageantry” 

of being, or a nonhuman world that is as motile and mortal as the human world: it is 

“awake tingling,” and it perspires—“sweating”—in the hot sun. Like Bruegel, Williams 

disparages the Icarian self that attempts to transcend the limits of his or her material 

condition.

Williams’s poem further culls the human figure from the given scene. In 

Bruegel’s painting, in addition to the main human figure of a peasant plowing a field, 

188 Heffernan 165.
189 See Gibson, “Pieter Bruegel the Elder and the Flemish World Landscape of the 

Sixteenth Century” (pages 12-13), for discussion of the Flemish “world landscape” 
pictorial tradition that is an important antecedent for the Renaissance painter Pieter 
Bruegel. This tradition is perhaps best represented by the painting of Joachim Patinir and 
Patinir’s “most prolific follower,” Herri met de Bles” (Gibson “Pieter Bruegel the Elder 
and the Flemish World Landscape of the Sixteenth Century”13).
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Bruegel includes a second peasant figure in the middle ground of his composition. This 

peasant is completely unaware of Icarus’ drowning figure. His back is completely turned 

away from Icarus. However, he looks directly upwards towards the figure, albeit barely 

noticeable, of Icarus’s father Daedalus, who hovers helplessly above as his son flails 

below in the sea. Williams’s poem refers to neither the second peasant figure nor the 

figure of Daedalus in the Bruegel painting. The only human subject matter that Williams 

ekphrastically heeds is the peasant figure foregrounded in the Bruegel painting, which is 

depicted wholly absorbed in his manual, agrarian work, back slight bent, neck bowed, 

and concentrating on the soil immediately beneath his feet and plough. 

In addition to any firsthand knowledge that Williams had of Bruegel’s work, 

Williams’s familiarity with Bruegel’s work was through reproductions. He was most 

familiar with those in Gustav Glück’s Peter Brueghel the Elder (first published in 1932 

and reissued in 1952) and Thomas Craven’s A Treasury of Art Masterpieces from the 

Renaissance to the Present Day (published in 1939).191 Undoubtedly Williams was also 

influenced by Glück’s and Craven’s commentaries, which accompanied the 

illustrations.192 Although certain arguments that Glück and Craven make about Bruegel 

have been since seriously challenged, they were accepted art historical opinion of the 

190 Gibson, “Pieter Bruegel the Elder and the Flemish World Landscape of the 
Sixteenth Century” 12.

191 Williams saw some of Bruegel’s paintings in Vienna in 1924 and used Glück’s 
book “as a source for the illustrations” when he wrote the poems for Pictures from 
Brueghel (MacGowan 504). According to Williams’s wife, Flossie Williams, Williams 
also relied on Craven’s book as a source for illustrations of Bruegel’s work (MacGowan 
“Appendix B: Annotations,” CPII 504). With regard to the Craven’s book, Guy 
Davenport notes its importance for Williams’s generation in general in the decades after 
the depression, during which time the United States experienced “an upsurge of 
prosperity in industry and a renaissance in the arts” (vi). He comments on the quality of 
the color plates engraved and printed by the Condé Nast Corporation. Half a century later 
(1994), they are “still unexcelled...in brilliance and fidelity” (Davenport vi).

192 Heffernan devotes considerable attention to noting the parallels between the 
Glück’s commentary on several Bruegel paintings, including one of the landscapes 
discussed here, The Hunters in the Snow, and Williams’s ekphrastic translations of those 
works (152-169).
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time, and shaped in part Williams’s own understanding of Bruegel.193 Thus, Williams

would have been impressed by Craven’s very bold statement that Bruegel, “with no 

antecedent suggestions,” takes the landscape, “hitherto a decorative adjunct to art figure 

painting,” and “at one stroke […] made it an art in its own right.”194 He reads Bruegel not 

only as a consummate artist—“a serious painter in complete control of his material”—but 

as an artist who “paints what he sees: the everyday activities and rituals of human [and 

nonhuman] beings”; an artist “rooted in the real”; and an artist who asserted that art 

should “maintain a vital contact with the world around it.”195

The Hunters in the Snow

The over-all picture is winter

193 See Margaret Sullivan’s, Bruegel’s Peasants. Art and Audience in the 
Northern Renaissance. Bruegel regarded the laboring classes of his native Antwerp with 
a good amount of moral censure, derision, condescension, and even physical revulsion. 
His representations of peasants were primarily intended to serve as entertainment pieces 
or moral instruction for his own, middle class, and not as encomiums to the laboring 
classes. The humanist tradition that he inherited viewed natural instincts and pleasures 
with suspicion and they perceived that the uneducated, poor, and laboring classes gave in 
to those natural instincts more readily and frequently than themselves. Bruegel and his 
contemporaries thus expressed condescension towards the laboring classes. They viewed 
with disapprobation the seemingly morally loose or and more visible physical contact and 
physical relations between peasants. Moreover, the northern humanist tradition that 
Bruegel inherited was far more moralistic than the less opprobrious humanist tradition in 
the south. Sullivan writes: “Erasmus and his followers are considered more significant 
than their Italian counterparts, neo-Stoicism is more salient than neo-Platonism, and 
Seneca and Horace, rather than Aristotle, set the standards by which art and literature are 
judged” (2). A neo-Stoic references an individual who actively recoils from the material 
world and material appetites in his or her effort to achieve “perfect domination over all 
the inclinations of nature” (Workman 37). The neo-Platonist, in contrast, is an individual 
who is less revolted by the physical world (although he sees the physical world largely as 
a false or imperfect condition). Bruegel was neither an aristocrat nor a nobleman or 
prelate, but he belonged to a highly educated “middle class of individuals” (Sullivan 9) 
and to a class that had roughly the same views as the aristocracy had of the laboring 
classes.

194 Craven 226. Craven’s comment that Bruegel’s landscapes have “no antecedent 
suggestions,” and that the landscape was “hitherto a decorative adjunct to art figure 
painting,” are no longer current. See Gibson, “Pieter Bruegel the Elder and the Flemish 
World Landscape of the Sixteenth Century.”

195 Lawson-Peebles 21.
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icy mountains
in the background the return

from the hunt it is toward evening
from the left
sturdy hunters lead in

their pack the inn-sign
hanging from a 
broken hinge is a stag a crucifix

between his antlers the cold
inn yard is
deserted but for a huge bonfire

that flares wind-driven tended by
women who cluster
about it to the right beyond

the hill is a pattern of skaters
Brueghel the painter
concerned with it all has chosen

a winter-struck bush for his
foreground to 
complete the picture . . (CPII 386-387)

Williams’s second ekphrastic tribute to Bruegel’s seminal role in the emergence of the 

genre of the landscape is based on a 1565 painting, referred to by either title of Hunters in 

the Snow or The Return of the Hunters.196 The painting is one of five surviving paintings 

in a series by Bruegel titled The Labors of the Months.197 It combines in a single work 

two pictorial traditions: it “exploits” the medieval tradition of “using human activities to 

196 Steiner 73-74. See Fig. 8.
197 The seventh poem in Pictures from Brueghel, “The Corn Harvest” is another 

one of the five paintings in Bruegel’s Labors of the Months series. I omit discussion of 
this ekphrastic poem painting since it is not as ecocritically significant as the two earlier, 
second and third poems in Pictures from Brueghel.
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signify the season,”198 and it also represents the shift away from the medieval genre 

scene, or scene of ‘everyday life,’ towards the landscape. Thus, the painting represents in 

art historical terms “a crucial step in the development of the landscape as an independent 

genre.”199 It and the surviving paintings of The Labors of the Months are not, strictly 

speaking, landscapes. However, their “[subordination of] the world of man to the world 

of nature”200 implies an environmental consciousness.

Fig. 8. Hunters in the Snow (1565) by Pieter Brueghel
(scanned image source: Glück (Plate 31))

198 Heffernan 165. See Steiner, “Williams’s Brueghel: An Interartistic Analysis,” 
The Colors of Rhetoric: Problems in the Relation Between Modern Literature and 
Painting, 71-80.

199 Steiner 75.
200 Gibson, Bruegel 156. 
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The winter scene of Hunters in the Snow is divided into three “diagonal bands.”201

In the band that forms the foreground of the painting, the figures of several hunters and 

their dogs, ankle-deep in snow make a slow, halting descent down the precipitous side of 

mountain, from left to right of the canvas. The hunters’ faces are turned away from us, 

towards a village that lies in the snowbound valley below, which comprises the middle 

section of the painting. The slightly bent backs and bowed heads of the hunters and the 

dogs suggest their fatigue and their concentration on the return home. The faint outlines 

of a large bush appear in the same space, in the foreground, and to the right of the 

hunters. Its thin branches struggle to poke through a heavy blanket of snow. Also in the 

foreground section of the painting, to the left of the figures of the hunters and their dogs, 

part of the building of an inn is depicted. Its sharply inclined roof thrusts into the space of 

the painting. A pole juts out at an equally severe angle from the side of the building, 

above the closed doorway to the inn. An inn sign dangles from the pole by on one 

hinge—the other is broken. Close to the entrance of the inn door, the figures of women 

collect around and stoke a brightly burning fire in the snow. 

The human and nonhuman detail in the first diagonal band of the painting are 

relatively large in size. They contrast with the depicted human scene in the middle, 

diagonal band of the painting. The immediate foreground of this section depicts tiny 

figures of townspeople. Some of these figures are depicted skating on two large square 

patches of frozen lake. The shapes of houses and other buildings, partly shrouded by deep 

rifts of snow, cluster near the lake, or on the lower slopes of the mountain shown in the 

foreground of the painting. The details of the town fill up the rear of the painting’s 

middle section. They appear in minute, miniature detail. The third diagonal section of the 

painting, the background of the painting, depicts an outcrop of sheer, jagged mountains. 

They make a steep, abrupt ascent (from left to right of the canvas) in the far distance, at 

the edges of the township, which peters out where it meets the mountains. The mountains 

are not painted to scale and are disproportionately large in size, relative to the middle 

ground.

201 Steiner 76.
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Wendy Steiner notes that the three diagonal bands of the painting “are in 

competition” and “exploit different hierarchical conventions.”202 A “genre scene of the 

return of the hunt” formally competes with a landscape scene—a “frozen, nonhuman 

landscape of nature” in winter.”203 Additionally, adding to the formal confusion, the 

disproportionate size of the mountains in the background upsets the claim by the painting 

to follow either a medieval or a classical Renaissance pictorial convention. According to

medieval pictorial perspective, size denotes importance.204 By exaggerating the size of 

the nonhuman mountains in the distance of the landscape scene, Bruegel seems to give 

more importance to them than to the human scenes that are depicted in the fore and 

middle sections of the composition. Thereby, Bruegel appears to be giving importance to 

the nonhuman character of the mountains. Concomitantly, the ‘unnaturally’ large size of 

the mountains in the background upsets the conventions of landscape painting prescribed 

by Renaissance pictorial perspective, where size “indicates distance from the viewer.”205

Bruegel thrusts the mountains into the ‘foreground’ of the space of reception of the 

viewer in a way that upsets the Renaissance conventions of landscape painting. In effect, 

the mountains seem to refuse to be domesticated or contained by a formal, ‘landscape’ 

design. (By way of analogy, Steiner refers to Cézanne’s Mont Sainte-Victoire canvases, 

in which the mountain seems to dominate the entire composition even though it 

comprises only the rear space of the composition).206 Finally, as Steiner notes, the 

exploitation of the two opposite norms of hierarchy, a human scene versus a nonhuman 

scene, is recapitulated in one of the two titles that the painting since has come to be 

known by, or “Hunters in the Snow.” The title further “creates a conflict over what is the 

real subject, hunters or winter.207

202 Steiner 76. For a more fully extended, excellent discussion of the competing 
pictorial hierarchies in the Bruegel’s painting, see Steiner 71-90.

203 Steiner 76.
204 Steiner 76.
205 Steiner 76.
206 Steiner 77. See Fig. 1.
207 Steiner 78.
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Significantly, Williams chooses the title “The Hunters in the Snow” and not “The 

Return of the Hunters” for his ekphrastic translation of Bruegel’s painting. In doing so he 

seems to recapture the agon between the value of the human and the value of the 

nonhuman in a painting that conflates a medieval human genre scene with a Renaissance 

nonhuman landscape. Williams, I suggest, chooses to ekphrastically represent this 

painting of a quasi-landscape and a quasi-genre scene for the main reason that the 

painting foregrounds relations between the human and the nonhuman, and the 

impositions that each makes upon the other. As James Heffernan and Wendy Steiner 

point out, Williams does so in one way by juxtaposing syntax with lineation or 

versification.208 For example, in the opening lines of the poem: “The over-all picture is 

winter/icy mountains/in the background the return/from the hunt it is toward evening,”

the lineation of the third line, “in the background the return,” competes with the 

syntactical collusion between “in the background” and words in the previous line and 

between “the return” and words in the succeeding line. That is, ‘in the background’ 

belongs syntactically to the words ‘icy mountains,’ which appear in the previous line, and 

‘the return’ belongs syntactically to the words ‘from the hunt,’ which appear in the 

following, fourth line, the first line of the following stanza.209 Thus, the subject of the 

hunters’ return is “figuratively backgrounded by the prominence and thematic importance 

of the mountains,” in an ‘over-all picture’ of winter that is established at the outset of the 

poem.210 Steiner concludes,

There is a veritable war being waged between versification and syntax 

over which will determine meaning, with syntax reinforcing the title and 

the actual spatial relations within the painting, and versification carrying 

the supratextual, generic meaning of January and the corresponding shifts 

in hierarchy.211

208 Heffernan 166, Steiner 80-82.
209 Heffernan 166, Steiner 80.
210 Steiner 80.
211 Steiner 82.
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Heffernan and Steiner do not ecocritically read Bruegel or Williams. Their main concerns 

are formal and aesthetic yet their arguments, if they do not speak for, do not conflict with,

an ecocritical perspective. The world that Williams and Bruegel give us represents the 

dependence of the human upon the nonhuman and also the sacrifice of the nonhuman by 

the human. Environmentalists, including “deep ecologists,” do not necessarily advocate 

separation from or non-use of or non-interference with the nonhuman. They are recognize

that such separation of the human and nonhuman has hardly ever existed. However, their 

quarrel is that the human has unfairly wiped out predominantly nonhuman habitats and 

spaces and increasingly threatens those that still exist. Williams’s “Hunters in the Snow,” 

promotes a sense of shared identity between the human and nonhuman. That is, both 

occupy the same phenomenal reality. Also, and in contrast with Bruegel’s painting which 

depicts the human figures of the hunters making a laborious, snow-impeded descent 

down the mountain towards their town, Williams’s poem draws as much attention to the 

incursions of the season of winter upon the nonhuman world as the incursions of this 

season on the human. The hunters are only described as “sturdy” (they do appear sturdy 

in the Bruegel painting also, despite their slightly stooped posture). Similarly, the 

“women who cluster/about” a “huge bonfire” contrast with the figures of the women 

depicted in the Bruegel painting. The latter depicts the figures of the women with their 

bent backs forming a defensive shield against the winter cold. Williams’s poem does not 

allude as much to the cutting thrust of the cold as this informs the figures of the women, 

apart from that they “cluster” about the warmth of the fire. He seems equally intent on 

speaking to a nonhuman world struggling for existence. The figure of the stag is 

transfixed by two entities, the season of winter and the dagger of the humans who hunt 

him: “hanging from a/broken hinge is a stag a crucifix/between his antlers the cold.”

In his reading of “The Hunters in the Snow,” Heffernan points out that “Typically 

Williams secularizes Brueghel and celebrates him for representing life tout court, for 

paintings unburdened by period style or iconographic messages.”212 He asks, therefore, 

why does William “[drag] a bit of iconographic lore” into the poem when he refers to a 

212 Heffernan 167.
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“crucifix” between the antlers of the stag depicted on the inn-sign “hanging” from the 

sign’s “broken hinge?”213 Heffernan notes that no crucifix appears in Bruegel’s painting 

and that the appearance of the crucifix is inspired probably by Williams’s familiarity with 

Peter Glück’s Peter Brueghel the Elder. According to Glück, the inn sign, which reads 

“In den Hert” [Inn to the Stag],” depicts the painted legend of St. Hubert or St. Eustace, 

patron saints of hunters.214 Both men converted to Christianity upon seeing a crucifix 

between the antlers of a stag while hunting. (According to this version, it is not clear if 

they also stopped hunting deer.) The vision of one of these men, St. Eustace, is the 

subject of a painting by Pisanello, which clearly shows a crucifix.215 Heffernan surmises 

that Williams includes this piece of iconography because he wanted “his verbal 

reconstruction of the painting to include an unregarded sign of Christianity.” 216 As 

Christ hung on the cross, so hangs the sign “‘from a/broken hinge’; more precisely it 

hangs askew from one good hinge because the other one is broken and no one has 

bothered to fix it.”217 Heffernan and Glück refer to the most common version of this 

legend and they do so towards a classic humanist narrative, the sacrifice of Christ upon 

the Cross. However, according to less well-known, suppressed version of the legend of 

St. Eustace and St. Hubert, the latter is not only the patron saint of hunters but also the 

protector of animals. According to such version, St. Hubert once gave refuge to a deer 

that was fleeing from huntsmen and came into Hubert’s chapel.218 Williams’s poems

seem to draw upon both versions of the story.219 “The Hunters in the Snow” does not 

213 Heffernan 167.
214 See Glück 44.
215 Heffernan 167.
216 Heffernan 168.
217 Heffernan 168.
218 In his novel Disgrace, J. M. Coetzee references St. Hubert according to this 

legend. The saint “gave refuge to a deer that had clattered into his chapel, panting and 
distraught, fleeing the huntsmen’s dogs” (84).

219 A poet who always draws on local histories, places, and facts, perhaps when 
Williams wrote this poem he was drawing upon the animal welfare center named St. 
Hubert’s established in 1939 and located in Morris County, New Jersey. This county is 
next to Passaic County (the setting of Paterson), which separates it from Bergen County, 
the county of Williams’s residence in Rutherford.
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deny that the human depends upon the nonhuman for survival but it gives equal 

recognition to the nonhuman being that the human sacrifices. The dagger refers to the 

slaughter of the nonhuman world by the human—a dagger thrust into the “hart” (“a stag a 

crucifix/between his antlers”) of the nonhuman world, as well as human suffering in its

allusion to the crucifix.

Christina Giorcelli argues that in Pictures from Brueghel (1962) Williams 

concerns himself primarily with questions concerning the role of the artist and the control 

that the artist must exert over his world to prove his artistic worth.220 The poem “The 

Hunters in the Snow” seems to celebrate the human writing of the environment when it 

refers to the patterns that ice skaters make on a frozen lake, the “slate” of the world.  This 

seems to be expressed also by the poem “Self-Portrait.” Like Bruegel (and Cézanne), 

Williams both wants to order his world and give us a world that defies being ordered, 

even by the consummate artist or in the consummate work of art. With regard to the 

second thrust of his writing, in a typical moment of pessimism and doubt, Williams 

insisted that “Self-effacement, which is a despairing way, is the only way.”221 Yet, in the 

same essay in which these words appear, we find the statement “The artist is always and 

forever painting only one thing: a self-portrait.”222  A case in point is Williams’s 

magnum opus, the long poem Paterson, arguably, as much autobiography as allegorical 

narrative, satire, or quasi-documentary.223 As Robert Coles notes, Williams was 

“constantly attracted to autobiography.224 Concomitantly, similar in many ways to 

Cézanne’s grappling with the self and the world outside the self, Williams works against 

the assertion of the subject-self against the so-called subject-less, object world. He works

against subjective self-expression and towards objective self-expression, or a 

220 Giorcelli 200, 205. Giorcelli also states that Williams, at the end of his life, 
“conceived of art as the only way to elude death” (205).

221 Williams, Interviews with William Carlos Williams 79.
222 Williams, “The Portrait: Emanuel Romano” 199.  See Williams, A 

Recognizable Image 196-205.
223 Sankey notes Williams’s debt to William Wordsworth work The Prelude. 

Analogous to that work, Paterson is also a “selective autobiography of a poet’s mind” 
(Sankey 11). 
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representation that sees the object-self of the human in relation to the subject-self of the 

nonhuman. He reaffirms the existence of the nonhuman, outside the human. Typically, he

remains a little diffident towards aesthetic practices that concentrate on subjectivist states.

Modern painters […] have been afraid of the horrible word 

“representational”; the have run screaming into the abstract, forgetting that 

all painting is representational, even the most abstract, the most subjective, 

the most distorted. The only question that can present itself is: What do 

you choose to represent? […] For a while the painters chose to paint 

“subjectively.” Influenced by Freud they discovered the subconscious and 

represented it on their canvases […] The subjectivist field has been 

exhausted […] it was a mere sidepocket.225

G. K. Chesterton, in the last pages of his monograph on Francis of Assisi, notes 

the influence of St. Francis, the “apostle of love” on a later generation of artists and 

thinkers. These include Dante, buried in, “for a pontifical panoply,” Franciscan cloth; the 

Franciscan scholar Roger Bacon, “the first naturalist whose experiments with light and 

water had all the luminous quaintness that belong to the beginnings of natural history; 

and whom even the most material scientists have hailed as a father of science”; and 

Giotto di Bondone (c. 1267-1337), “[t]he great painter who began the whole human 

inspiration of European painting had himself gone to St Francis to be inspired.”226

Chesterton refers to the Legend of St. Francis fresco cycle in the church of St. Francis in 

Assisi, Italy. As the title suggests, for many years the fresco was attributed to Giotto 

based on insufficient evidence.227 Notwithstanding the erroneous attribution, Giotto is 

recognized as one of the first artists to incorporate realist or natural details and scenery 

224 Coles 224.
225 Williams, “The Portrait: Emanuel Romano,” A Recognizable Image 197-198.
226 Chesterton 95, 230, 232.
227 More recently the art historical attribution of the frescoes at Assisi to Giotto 

has been challenged (Brigstocke 36, 293, 461).
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into the essentially religious compositions of the period. He plays an important early role 

in the emergence of the landscape as an independent genre.228

Author Herbert B. Workman, in The Evolution of the Monastic Ideal. From The 

Earliest Times Down to the Coming of the Friars. A Second Chapter in the History of 

Christian Renunciation also refers to Giotto in the context of the influence of St. Francis. 

He writes,

In this sympathy with nature Francis stands out almost alone among great 

reformers […] because of this love of nature Francis has justly been called 

“the father of Italian art” […] So in a later age Giotto and Fra Angelico of 

Fiesole […]—a Dominican it is true—painted in blue and gold the angels 

that Francis had seen everywhere ascending and descending upon the son 

of men.229

“The Gift,” in Pictures from Brueghel (CPII 430-431) evidences Williams’s knowledge 

of Giotto. The poem is an ekphrastic translation of Giotto’s Adoration of the Magi.230

Williams was also familiar with Fra Angelico, whose paintings he saw firsthand when he 

visited Italy in 1910.231 Williams alludes to Fra Angelico’s The Annunciation in an early 

poem, “March” (Sour Grapes, CPI 137-141).232 (MacGowan points out that this painting 

was “not in Fiesole,” as the poem dictates, but in the convent of San Marco, 

Florence.”233) William’s allusions to Fra Angelico and Giotto in “The Gift” and “March” 

do not explicitly refer to the influence of St. Francis on these artists’ visions of the world. 

Both refer to a Christian iconographic tradition that celebrates the birth of Christ. But 

228 Craven 30. Craven refers to the “realist movement” in painting “beginning 
with Giotto” (1266-1336) in the thirteenth century (Craven 50). He says of Giotto that 
this painter is “the first artist to make pictures based on observation and conforming to 
the demands of every day life,” and that, “[p]roceeding from the old Byzantine tradition 
which had severed its connection with human experiences and fallen into decay, [Giotto] 
went directly to nature for his materials...”(Craven 30).

229 Workman 307.
230 MacGowan, “Appendix B. Annotations,” CPII  514; Mariani, NWN 725-726. 
231 MacGowan, “Appendix B: Annotations,” CPI 495.
232 Dijkstra, Cubism, Stieglitz and the Early Poetry of William Carlos Williams

62.
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Williams also seems to single out these painters primarily for their realism or naturalism, 

an ethics and aesthetics that owe in part to the teachings of St. Francis. Giotto and Fra 

Angelico frame the human subject matter in a way not seen before, by including in their 

painterly compositions natural details. In an essay titled, “Painting in the American 

Grain,” Williams compares these two paintings to early nineteenth-century American 

folk art, which also celebrates the bounty of the material world.234 Although, in order to 

emphasize that American artists must find inspiration in a North American native 

landscape, he advises that “How not to begin an article on American primitives in 

painting” is to not “begin speaking about Giotto and Fra Angelico,” the fact that he 

alludes to these painters reflects his acknowledgement of, and regard for their naturalist 

vision.235 He comments on a painting by an unknown so-called primitive artist, titled 

Adam and Eve (c. 1830), which depicts the biblical characters in a garden setting:

There is no serpent here, no sign even of God, just the garden and its 

bountiful blessing. Wild beasts are at Adam’s feet or at least one panther is 

there. The sky is luminous, this was not painted in a potato cellar. The 

vegetation is luxuriant, huge grape clusters hang from the trees [. . . ] Who 

shall say the plenty of the New World so evident about them was not the 

true model that had been record?236

As Tashjian notes, Williams admires the painting because it represents a “prelapsarian 

Eden” according to the very real, material “Edenic world” that surrounded the painter.237

It is this, too, I think, that initially drew him to the painting of Giotto and Fra Angelico. 

These painters also inspires Bruegel’s landscapes, which Bruegel produced following a 

much loved sojourn to Italy. Terence Diggory notes that in the century before Brueghel,  

the fourteenth century, Western European painting begins to see a “general tendency, 

encouraged by Franciscan teaching, toward humanizing” Christian narratives” (emphasis 

233 MacGowan, “Appendix B: Annotations,” CPI 495.
234 Williams, “Painting in the American Grain,” Selected Essays 329-336.
235 Williams, “Painting in the American Grain,” Selected Essays 329.
236 Williams, “Painting in the American Grain,” Selected Essays 329-330.
237 Tashjian, WCW 107.
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added).238 What Diggory omits is that Franciscan teaching played an equally it not more 

important role in promoting respect for the natural world and that this aspect of Francis 

also finds its way into Williams’s writings. 

“Self-Portrait” (Pictures from Brueghel, CPII 385)

The ekphrastic subject of “Self Portrait” is a fifteenth-century painting once 

attributed to Bruegel and since ascribed to Jean Fouquet.239 The painting depicts one of 

the most famous fifteenth-century jesters, Gonella, a servant of the Ferrarese Court of 

Niccolò III d’Este (1393-1444).240 Williams first saw the painting in Vienna in 1924, at a 

time when art historians attributed the painting to Bruegel. By the 1950s, art historians 

were pointing to the painter Jan van Eyck, by the 1960s to an anonymous follower of van 

Eyck.241 Williams was aware of these art historical developments when he composed 

“Self-Portrait,” which first appeared in 1960 in The Hudson Review, and afterwards in 

Pictures from Brueghel in 1962. As Robert Lawson-Peebles states, “It was not poor recall 

that led Williams to reconstruct the Bruegel canon.”242 Williams consciously capitalizes 

on the erroneous attribution to Bruegel of a painting that is in fact the self-portrait of a 

person other than Bruegel and, further, a portrait of a buffoon. In titling his poem “Self-

Portrait,” Williams describes aspects of both himself and Bruegel.

I. Self-Portrait

In a red winter hat blue
eyes smiling
just the head and shoulders 

crowded on the canvas
arms folded one
big ear the right showing

the face slightly tilted

238 Diggory 63.
239 Lawson-Peebles 21; MacGowan, “Appendix B: Annotations,” CPII 504.
240 Lawson-Peebles 21; MacGowan “Appendix B: Annotations,” CPII 504. 
241 MacGowan, “Appendix B: Annotations,” CPII 504; Lawson-Peebles 21. 
242 Lawson-Peebles 20.
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a heavy wool coat
with broad buttons

gathered at the neck reveals
a bulbous nose
but the eyes red-rimmed

from overuse he must have
driven them hard
but the delicate wrists

show him to have been a 
man unused to
manual labor unshaved his

blond beard half trimmed
no time for any-
thing but his painting (CPII 385)

The poem describes the artist who refuses to give up his profession despite the costs. His 

eyes are “red-rimmed/from overuse.” He has “no time for any-/thing but his painting.” 

The “half trimmed” beard implies he hardly attends to his appearance. The “heavy wool 

coat” that he wears, “gathered at the neck” to keep out the cold, bespeaks a second-hand 

piece of clothing or else a garment shrunken by countless boilings in hot water and 

hangings up on washing line in harsh, winter weather. The coat seems too small for the 

man. It does not fully cover his scrawny “delicate wrists,” which show from the sleeves. 

There is no indication in the poem that the artist is supported by a patron. The poem 

instead suggests that the painter has subsisted on odd jobs here and there to supplement 

his income and lived a marginal existence in order to practice his art.

The metrically uneven lines—the first stanza for instance moves from pentameter 

to dimeter to trimeter (Ín a réd wínter hát blué/éyes smíling/júst the heád and 

shoúlders)—reinforce the sense that the artist lives somewhat precariously at the edges of 

society. He is not quite respectable, indecorous even or slightly lewd. He does not face us 

squarely but at an angle so that we see “one/big ear the right showing/the face slightly 

tilted.” The “bulbous nose” suggests he drinks, is licentiousness or gluttonous. Perhaps he 
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affects insouciance towards us. Perhaps he sports such a look to play the naïf. The poem 

seems at once to mock the figure of the artist and to recognize in the figure of the artist 

his indifference to what the world thinks of him. This identity calls up Bruegel, an artist 

who remained in dark neglect up through the nineteenth century and an artist who, if he 

was “mentioned at all,” was “curtly dismissed as Pieter the Droll or Peasant Brueghel, a 

Rabelaisian buffoon with a malodorous intent in diableries and the animalistic pastimes 

of the boorish rabble.”243 We see in Williams’s poem, “Self-Portrait,” and indeed 

throughout Williams’s poetry, an interest in this artist-zealot-fool. Williams includes 

himself in that identity. In his public life he was a well-respected medical professional. 

He devoted himself to his medical practice and to serving his community as a physician. 

Privately, however, Williams’s ambition was to write great poetry. In these less public, 

relatively little advertised rooms-to-let he grapples with self-doubt, self-ridicule, failure, 

and futility. He expresses, and celebrates this uncertainty and instability in such 

characters as the ungainly, gauche, blockheaded Paterson in Paterson and in the husband 

and father in “Dance Russe” (Al Que Quiere!, CPI 86-87) who, while his family sleeps, 

dances by himself “naked, grotesquely” before a “mirror/waving” his “shirt round” his 

head. We see a glimpse of this conventionally unseemly aspect of Williams in “Self-

Portrait” as well. The poem gives us an artist who deliberately refuses to assure the 

viewer that he is to be taken seriously or treated with deference. This refusal to regard the 

artist or any other individual as superior to his or her or its world, while it is often 

conflicted, stamps Williams’s poetry, and Williams’s environmental consciousness.

Further, “Self-Portrait” perhaps identifies St. Francis. “The poet is a special sort 

of fool,” Williams once wrote in 1939, in the essay “Against the Weather,”244 in specific 

allusion to Francis of Assisi. As previously stated, Williams knew Self- Portrait was not a 

self-portrait by Bruegel but a painting of a medieval Italian court jester. The comic 

identity had enormous appeal for Williams. But for this reason, I think, the poem “Self-

Portrait” not only pays tribute to Bruegel but also makes a ghostly allusion to St. Francis, 

243 Craven 218. 
244 Williams, “Against the Weather. A Study of the Artist,” Selected Essays 212.
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who had a reputation for being somewhat of a fool, for getting himself into scrapes that 

only a fool or a religious zealot or an uncompromising artist would get himself or herself 

into.

 In a 1946 poem by Kenneth Rexroth addressed to Williams, “A Letter to William 

Carlos Williams,” Rexroth describes Williams as a Franciscan figure—“the first/Great 

Franciscan poet since/The Middle Ages”:

Dear Bill,
When I search the past for you,
Sometimes I think you are like 
St. Francis, whose flesh went out
Like a happy cloud from him,
And merged with every lover –
Donkeys, flowers, lepers, suns –
[…]
Remember years ago, when
I told you you were the first
Great Franciscan poet since
The Middle Ages? I Disturbed
The even tenor of dinner
[…]
It’s true, though. And you’re ‘pure,’ too,
A real classic, though not loud
About it […]
[…]
Just enough; softly, for all
The thousand of years to remember. 245

In this same poem, in the lines that immediately follow the 6th line (“Donkeys, flowers, 

lepers, suns – ”), Rexroth also compares Williams to one of Francis’s companions, 

Brother Juniper:

But I think you are more like
Brother Juniper, who suffered
All indignities and glories
Laughing like a gentle fool.
You’re in the Fioretti
Somewhere, for you’re a fool, Bill,
Like the Fool in Yeats, the term
Of all wisdom and beauty.

245 Rexroth, “A Letter to William Carlos Williams” 47.
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It’s you, stands over against
Helen in all her wisdom,
Solomon in all his glory.246

 […]

 Juniper was a sort of sidekick to the main act of St. Francis. He was known for such 

antics as walking into towns completely naked with his clothes piled on top of his 

head.247 He is to St. Francis as Sancho Panza is to Don Quixote or as Ishmael is to the 

psyche of his author and ‘lord,’ Herman Melville. He is the jongleur to the more 

venerable figure of the minstrel-troubadour. The “hilarious,” “unpredictable clowning” 

person of Juniper is described in the chapter the “The Life of Brother Juniper” in the 

famous The Little Flowers of Francis (written between approximately 1370 and 1385).248

In considering that Williams is “more like” the jongleur Juniper than the more 

serious figure of St. Francis, Rexroth is at once right and wrong. St. Francis has a sort of 

double identity. In official hagiographies he is deeply venerated for his contribution to the 

Catholic Church. However, he also identifies with the figure of the heretical troubadour 

and the figure of the troubadour’s sidekick, or “tumbler.” Further, the two latter figures 

also frequently are treated as one and the same in medieval lore. The troubadours in the 

south of France constituted a politically marginal identity, and a thorn in the side of the 

central northern government in Paris, and the official Roman Catholic Church that ruled 

both Italy and France. Theirs was considered a heterodox language and culture. Their 

secular celebration of the natural world and their embrace of human passions especially 

provoked the ire of the central authorities. Considered to lack religious piety, they were 

persecuted for not accepting that man’s mortality was evidence of his veniality. 

246 Rexroth, “A Letter to William Carlos Williams” 47.
247 “The Life of Brother Juniper,” The Little Flowers of St. Francis 231. 
248 The chapter, “The Life of Brother Juniper,” and several other chapters were 

subsequently added to the Fioretti  by another author in the fifteenth century. Nonetheless 
the text is considered “a striking illustration of a valuable document, the first extant 
version of which is found over a century after the events which it narrates” (Brown 30). 
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G. K. Chesterton’s 1924 fictional biography of St. Francis, St. Francis of Assisi, a 

text with which Williams perhaps was familiar,249 comments on the troubadour and 

jongleur identity of St. Francis, as well as on the saint’s orthodox stature as a founder of a 

monastic order.250 On the one hand, St. Francis occupies a solid position within the 

history of the Catholic Church. On the other hand, he identifies with a culture viewed 

with suspicion by this institution. He embraces an Italian vernacular and quasi-secular 

poetry that traces directly to the influence of the troubadours in Provençe in the south of 

France. He establishes a monastic order that stands completely outside of the then

dominant scholastic monastic orders. He is an incurable, incorrigible romantic, and a 

sensualist, and his devotion to God is founded on a conviction that the natural world is as 

sacred to God as the human. Finally, in addition to the name “Friars Minor” that he gives 

his order, he calls himself and his mendicant followers “Jongleurs de Dieu,” or 

“something very like the Tumblers of Our Lady [Poverty].”251

Williams’s poem “Self-Portrait,” while it neither describes the madcap scenes nor 

evokes the “carnival atmosphere” of an earlier poem that celebrates the figure of St. 

Francis, “St. Francis Einstein of the Daffodils,” 252 hints at an unruly, socially disruptive 

identity. The artist-figure of “Self-Portrait” is not a social revolutionary in the sense that 

St. Francis is. There is no sense that one can rely on the figure that is depicted in the 

poem to save the world. The slight air of dissipation or dereliction of his figure 

undermines any claims of moral authority. Through this poem, Williams perhaps sums up 

his own life, commenting on his own moral and political failings as both the artist and the 

249 Kenner’s first book was a book on Chesterton—Paradox in Chesterton (New 
York: Sheed & Ward, 1947). At the time of the 20th International Ezra Pound Conference 
(July 2-5, 2004), and on July 4, the day that the conference participants convened at Ezra 
Pound’s childhood home in Ketchum, Idaho, to celebrate the holiday, I asked Professor 
Kenner if he had ever seen or heard any mention that Williams was familiar with 
Chesterton’s book on St. Francis. He said he had not but that also it was not at all 
“improbable” that Williams had read Chesterton who was a very popular writer in 
England in the 20s and 30s if not as familiar to an American audience.

250 Chesterton 101.
251 Chesterton 146, 96, 101.
252 Aleski 39.
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individual. He was not a political revolutionary. He never abandoned the profession that 

gave him solid middleclass respectability and security, and he practiced such profession 

quietly, unspectacularly. He remained always at the edges of political movements, 

desisting from becoming too prominent or too involved in a radical political or social 

cause. His “only party affiliation, outside that of the Democratic Party, was with the 

American Social Credit Movement.”253 Nonetheless, we see in “Self-Portrait,” a 

character who stubbornly refuses to relinquish a profession that ambiguously socially 

places him or her. The identity of the artist typically affects or functions to critique the 

ideologies and practices of political institutions and political orders. “Self-Portrait” does 

not describe a political revolutionary but does suggest a recusant figure who works from 

within an existing political order stubbornly, persistently demanding more from that 

order.

253 Weaver 103.
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CHAPTER FIVE – EARLY CRITICAL RECEPTION:

THE ECOLOGICAL UNCONSCIOUS

In addition to the prima facie evidence in Williams’s poetry and prose of an 

extraordinary awareness of and sensitivity towards the nonhuman world, there is the 

evidence of the early critical reception of Williams. Williams’s staunchest critics do not 

make an explicit environmental argument about Williams’s product. This has something 

do to with, I think, the very slow acceptance of Williams’s by the literary establishment. 

As late 1963 (the year of Williams’s death), he was hardly recognized by an American, 

let alone British, academic literary establishment.254 In the effort to secure for Williams a 

place in modernist discourse, perhaps Williams’s supporters desisted from foregrounding 

Williams’s feel for the nonhuman world because they understood that to do so would be 

to mark Williams as unsophisticated or retrograde. They seem to purposely read Williams 

in a way that will not place him beyond the pale of existing definitions of the “literary.” 

Yet, notwithstanding the endeavor by Williams’s supporters to secure form him a place 

within contemporary literary discourse tied to formal aesthetic concerns (concerns that 

dominate critical assessments of Williams as late as the early 1980s255), the statements of 

Williams’s most staunch supporters, beginning with Ezra Pound and Kenneth Burke in 

the twenties and extending up through the middle of the century with such figures as J. 

Hillis Miller, point to the ecocritical concerns of Williams.256 The given statements 

appear in half a dozen critical essays that appear between 1946 (the year of publication of 

Book I of Paterson) and 1963, which Paul Mariani characterizes as the “floodtime” in the 

254 Mariani, William Carlos Williams: The Poet and His Critics 185-196. 
255 The formal, textualist approach to Williams continues to dominate scholarship 

up through the 1980s. Scholars focused “primarily on one particular aspect of 
[Williams’s] art—i.e., the formal properties of his poetry, its relation to the visual arts, or 
its enactment of literary theory” (Bremen 5). See Bremen 3-8.

256 After approximately 1976, when the study of literature and the environment 
begins to emerge and move towards becoming a distinct literary discipline, critical 
approaches to Williams expand beyond formal textual critical inquires. It is disappointing 
to see, therefore, that in this period, which stands out for the rich, profuse, critical 
approaches to Williams, notice of the ecological content of his poetry is conspicuously 
absent.  
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critical reception of Williams.257 These early essays reappear in print in later decades, in 

single author publications, collections of critical essays, and anthologies of criticism. 

Since textual bibliography and criticism tell us that we can measure a writer’s influence 

based on the “phenomenon of repeated publication” of his/her work,258 and since 

bibliography “as reception study” further tells us that “[t]he history of the reception of an 

author’s work is one of the basic data of criticism,”259 I use these half-dozen, early 

critical essays as purchase for my own argument. That is to say, I not only rely on them 

for what they say but also for the critical distinction given to them, which I think betrays 

an unconscious ecological appreciation of Williams both by the authors of these essays 

and by later scholars who deem these essays important enough to reprint. The essays are 

by Robert Lowell, Kenneth Burke, Hugh Kenner, Bernetta Quinn, Kenneth Rexroth, 

Randall Jarrell, and J. Hillis Miller. 

Williams officially ‘arrives’ on December 17, 1950, at the age of sixty-seven, 

when his name appears on the front page of the New York Times Book Review under the 

announcement “Major Poet and Literary Innovator.”260 In a slightly earlier, 1947 review 

essay on Paterson I by Robert Lowell, Lowell had observed that human characters “exist 

almost entirely in the prose passages,” implicitly recognizing that Paterson is as much 

about nonhuman “characters” as human characters.261 In 1952, by which date Paterson 

has expanded from one to four books, in an essay titled “With the Bare Hands,” critic 

Hugh Kenner comments on Paterson’s dense phenomenological reality,” its “coming at

the still inarticulate,” and its “eschewal of Pound’s and Eliot’s concern with creating a 

new artifact out of the fragments of the past.262 These comments point towards 

257 Mariani, WCW 145.
258 Goodwin, Hugh Kenner: A Bibliography 5.
259 Kenner qtd. in Goodwin, Hugh Kenner: A Bibliography 5.
260 Mariani, WCW 117.
261 Lowell qtd. in Mariani, William Carlos Williams: The Poet and His Critics 80. 
262 Kenner, “With the Bare Hands” 54. Note that Kenner lumps Pound in with 

Eliot here but he usually distinguishes between the two poets. For Kenner, Pound and 
Williams belong to a “documentary” tradition that stands opposite to the “aesthetic” 
literary tradition of Eliot, Keats, Coleridge, Tennyson, Swinburne, and Yeats. The 
“aesthetic tradition has so dominated critical thought that the documentary tradition has 
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Williams’s effort to come to terms with the immediate, local, present, material, 

geographical nonhuman as well as human identity of Paterson, New Jersey, and in the 

specific context of the environmental abuse of the region under a century and a half of 

unchecked, rampant industrial progress. They point to a language which, more so than the 

language of Eliot and Pound, focuses on the relations between the human and the 

environment and vociferously defends the right of expression and being of the nonhuman 

world. Also, while both Williams and Pound chafe against the distinctions erected 

between literary and non-literary expression, in the instance of Paterson, Williams’s 

language (‘bread’ to Pound’s ‘caviar’), is even more plebian or inclusive in the sense that 

it gives equal attention to the history of environment as it does to the history of human 

cultures. That is, Williams seems to want to unburden art and language a little of its 

“high” anthropocentric purchases on reality. As Kenner concludes, Williams delivers 

“with his bare hands, into independent life […] something he did not make, the identity 

of which he unshakeably respects, and which but for his ministrations would die 

voiceless.”263 These words are not enlisted towards an ecocritical argument, but they 

suggest for me that Williams’s enterprise includes the attempt to speak for the so-called 

inarticulate nonhuman world, i.e. a world denied legitimacy of speech by the human. 

In 1955, three years after the publication of Kenner’s essay, Sister M. Bernetta 

Quinn writes that Williams had bent his life towards “the radiation of being from 

common objects” and towards allowing “man’s earthly garden” to “shine forth.”264

Similar to the statements made by Lowell and Kenner, her words perch on an ecocritical 

argument. Kenneth Rexroth is another critic who identifies Williams in a way that 

supports an argument for Williams’s “green” language. In his 1946 poem “A Letter to 

gone unrecognized, and writers in the documentary tradition have tended to be seen as 
inept aestheticians” (Kenner, “The Poetics of Speech” 178).

263 Kenner, “With the Bare Hands” 54. 
264 Quinn qtd. in Mariani 103. After publication in 1955 of The Metamorphic 

Tradition in Modern Poetry, Quinn continued to investigate Williams (Mariani, WCW 
208). In the next fifteen years she came to know the places of Williams’s imagination—
his geographic sources, his library, his home, and his manuscripts—“as few other critics 



124

William Carlos Williams” (cited earlier, in the discussion of Pictures from Brueghel), 

Rexroth describes Williams as “the first/Great Franciscan poet since/The Middle 

Ages.”265 For Rexroth, Williams inherited a world that the Franciscan monk had sought 

to mitigate, a human world that oppresses and discards nonhuman. He states that 

Williams quietly, unpretentiously sees and responds to the beleaguered, scarred world of 

the nonhuman: “It’s a wonderful quiet/You have,” he writes of Williams, “a way of 

keeping/Still about the world, and its/Dirty rivers, and garbage cans,/Red wheelbarrows 

glazed with rain,/Cold plums stolen from the icebox,/And Queen Anne’s lace, and day’s 

eyes, […] on the bloody/Causeway, the death of the flower world.”266 In another writing, 

a review of The Desert Music (a 1946 collection of poetry by Williams), Rexroth states of 

two of the collection’s poems, “Deep Religious Faith” and “The Garden,” that they 

represent Williams’s “brand of Franciscanism - the transcendence of nature in nature” 

[emphasis added].267  He describes Williams’s unwillingness to attribute significance to 

the natural world in terms that merely denote human interests or human subjectivity writ 

large. Rexroth also refers to another poem in The Desert Music, “The Host,” as the 

“explicit statement of the sacramental nature of reality.”268 By these words perhaps 

Rexroth also means Williams’s explicit statements of the sacramental reality of nature. 

He was very aware of Williams’s sensitivity towards nonhuman beings and Williams’s 

desire not to subordinate such realities to an anthropocentric, so-called ‘higher’ human 

order. 

have been privileged to know,” and she used “that material...with sensitivity and 
intelligence” (Mariani, WCW 208).

265 Rexroth, “A Letter to William Carlos Williams,” 193. Doyle (108) notes an 
analog to Francis of Assisi in the evangelist figure of Klaus Ehrens in Paterson II, Part II 
(62-76). 

266 Rexroth, “A Letter to William Carlos Williams” 48.
267 Rexroth, “A Poet Sums Up” 276.  “The Garden” is titled “The Mental Hospital 

Garden” in MacGowan’s The Collected Poems of Williams Carlos William, Volume II: 
1939-1962. This is the only poem Rexroth mentions that carries a discernible ecological 
argument. Williams’s “The Host” and “Deep Religious Faith” focus on the role of the 
imagination in staving off death and loss of contact with the world as one approaches 
death.

268 Rexroth, “A Poet Sums Up” 276.
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Statements that other critics make about Williams also celebrate him as “a poet of 

the natural world.”269  The publisher New Directions’ 1949 anthology of Selected Poems 

of William Carlos Williams includes an introduction by Randall Jarrell. Jarrell states that 

Williams’s poems are “full of ‘Nature,’” that Williams’s “knowledge of plants and 

animals, our brothers and sisters in the world, is surprising for its range and intensity,” 

and that Williams sets his words “down in the midst of the real weather of the world, so 

that the reader is full of an innocent lyric pleasure just in being out in the open, in feeling 

the wind tickling his skin.”270 Half a century later, Paul Mariani reiterates Jarrell’s 

observation that Williams’s poetry is fundamentally a “nature” poetry.271 Such 

characterization is salutary. While on the one hand Williams represents a literary tradition 

quite opposite to British Romantic literature, and quite opposite to its cousin as well—

American transcendentalism272—Williams’s awareness and conversation with the ‘green 

world’ places him in a lineage that includes William Wordsworth, William Cullen 

Bryant, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Henry Thoreau, powerful spokespersons for 

environment.273 Jarrell and Mariani touch just the edges of this powerful connection 

between Williams and British romanticism and American transcendentalism but their 

269 Wilson qtd. in Mariani, WCW 118. Wilson’s essay. “The Animate Touch” was 
published alongside Rexroth’s poem in 1946 in Briarcliff Quarterly.

270 Jarrell xii.
271 Mariani, WCW 121.
272 Unlike much of earlier nature poetry, Williams treats the phenomenological 

world as something independent of the organ of the human mind. His refusal to 
synthesize, or to overcome the reality of the nonhuman object, which describes an anti-
Romantic orientation towards the world, is summed up by Theodor Adorno’s theory of 
“contradiction,” which fundamentally asserts the integrity of the object, or “the fact that 
the concept does not exhaust the thing conceived” (Adorno, Negative Dialectics 5). This 
“contradiction” is part of Adorno’s “negative dialectic” theory, which repudiates the 
idealist philosopher Hegel’s dismissal of appearances, or phenomena, as “foul existence,” 
and rejects the Romanticist’s and idealist’s belief in the “primacy of the subject” 
(Adorno, Negative Dialectics 7). 

273 Jonathan Bate is a principal figure in exhuming Wordsworth from a critical 
tradition that claimed that the primordial function of Wordsworth’s “nature” is as symbol 
for something other than the phenomenological, nonhuman identity of Grasmere, 
England. For a discussion of Bryant’s role in environmental literature, see Branch, 
“William Cullen Bryant: The Nature Poet as Environmental Journalist.”
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comments point to their awareness of the large number of poems that Williams produced 

relative to his entire output that focus on environment.

Williams’s long time friend, neighbor, and critic, Kenneth Burke summed up the 

plight of the ecogenic subject driven by the human to the “salons des refuses” of human-

and anthropogenic- dominated spaces:

I have thought that an ideal subject for a poem by [Williams] would be a 

gallant description of weeds, wildflowers, bushes and low trees gradually 

carving out a livelihood for themselves in the slag piles around Scranton.  

This would be done without sentimentality. (Poems of his like that can’t 

be sentimental, for they say what’s actually there in front of him, as with 

his lines on the rat, surviving even infections deliberately imposed by the 

hellish ingenuity of man-made plagues, an animal “well/suited to a 

world/conditioned to such human ‘tropism/for order’ at all cost.”)274

Such writing evidences Burke’s keen recognition of Williams’s extraordinary sensitivity 

towards and awareness of a nonhuman world beleaguered and sequestered by the human. 

A slightly later figure in the critical reception of Williams, J. Hillis Miller, one of 

Williams’s “most important and astute” critics,275 also intuits Williams’s environmental 

274 Williams qtd. in Burke, “William Carlos Williams, 1883-1963” 54. 
I agree with Kenneth Burke, who dismisses the argument that Williams was a 

poet of order. Others, including Christine Giorcelli and Robert Lawson-Peebles, disagree. 
Giorcelli and Lawson-Peebles, writing on Williams’s late collection of poems, Pictures 
from Brueghel, argue that this poetry “reaffirm[s] the omnipotence of the artist” 
(Lawson-Peebles 22). They argue that Williams’s sees the artist foremost as the figure of 
interpreter or designer, who controls and orders his or her world, and that Williams 
privileges the imagination over any given material reality.

275 Bremen 4. As Mariani states this, “Miller can be argued with and perhaps 
substantially qualified” but not “dismissed” (Mariani, WCW 198). 

Miller is one of Williams’s strongest supporters in the period of critical reception 
between 1963 and 1973. After 1975, largely due to his efforts, the poet is absorbed into 
the academic literary canon and hailed as a major twentieth-century American writer.  
Even as late as this period, however, with the exception of Mike Weaver’s recognition of 
Williams’s contribution to literary modernism in his book William Carlos Williams: The 
American Background, critical acclaim of Williams remains largely confined to the 
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concerns. In later academic writings, Miller increasingly emphasizes that language as 

signifier over-topples, refuses to comport with or measure up to, and eclipses the 

concrete, material reference (the object of signification). However, in his early 

publication, Poets of Reality: Six Twentieth-Century Writers (1965), Miller represents 

Williams as a writer who shares with five other contemporary writers the realist’s desire 

to represent the object standing before one without, somehow, compromising the 

phenomenological, manifest identity of that object through his/her act of representation.

Miller’s study appears during a period when scholarship is dominated by 

investigations of the influence of the romantic imagination on modernist writings and by, 

moreover, a conviction that twentieth-century poetry is “merely an extension of 

romanticism.”276 Such an assumption, he argues, entailed the critical oversight or

dismissal of realists such as Williams.277 The romantic imagination posits and relies upon 

a division between the human cognitive subject and the nonhuman, putatively non-

cognitive external, object world. In order to overcome the division, which provokes a 

sense of profound loss and disunity in the subject self, the romantic imagination must put 

into existential doubt everything outside of the subject self.  Stated slightly differently, to 

overcome the perceived “opposition between the inner world of the subject and the outer 

world of things,” the romantic imagination has to assert the primacy of subjective 

consciousness.278 This privileging of the subject self, which defines “all outside itself as 

the object of its thinking power,” effects a dismissal of external reality.279 Williams’s 

poetry resists these gestures.  His anti-Romantic, anti-transcendental, and anti-

metaphysical statements hardly depend upon or enlist the strategy of acknowledging a 

separation between the individual (human) subject self and external (nonhuman), so-

called object world. As a result, the object is not consumed by the subject. Williams’s 

hold on phenomenological reality means the abandonment or at least holding in abeyance 

United States. British critics continued to dismiss or be confounded by Williams up 
through the mid-1970s (Mariani, WCW 192).

276 Miller, Poets of Reality 1.
277 Miller, Poets of Reality 1.
278 Miller, Poets of Reality 288.
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of a romantic imagination and a Hegelian idealism. In the latter, the reconciliation 

between the subject and the object is feasible only because the object is considered to be, 

all along, a constituent of (human) subjective consciousness, without any independent 

subjective status. For Williams, “his subjective consciousness” is merely “that hollow 

bubble in the midst of the solidity of the world” and thus he abandons it and, along with 

it, the ego’s “will to power over things.”280  As Miller further states, we see this in the 

“resulting ‘anonymity’” that is “assumed in all [Williams’s] work and recurrently 

affirmed there, as when Paterson, the man-city asks: ‘Why even speak of ‘I,’ . . . 

which/interests me almost not at all?’”281

Miller further characterizes Williams’s attempt to abandon the ego or subject self 

and “walk barefoot into reality” as the poet’s rejection of the romantic imagination’s 

hierarchical conceptualizations of being.282 In the romantic imagination, the material or 

natural world has a base value, subordinate to a higher, immaterial level of 

consciousness.  Williams in contrast places things instead in proximal, flat, anecdotal 

relations that might appear irreverent or gauche because they cannot be made sense of 

according to any vertically, hierarchically constructed order of being. That is to say, he 

does not subordinate phenomenological being to a higher metaphysical reality. Whether 

one names his objects “object” or “subject,” they exist in overlapping, non-threatening 

proximity; the subject/object split “disappears.”283 This absence, Miller tells us, is 

“perhaps most apparent, to a reader steeped in romanticism, in a strange lack of tension”

(emphasis added):

Gone are both the profound abysses of subjectivity, so important in earlier 

poetry, and the limitless dimensions of the external world, through which 

279 Miller, Poets of Reality 3.
280 Miller, Poets of Reality 287, 8.
281 Williams qtd. in Miller, Poets of Reality 287. See Williams, Selected Letters 

147 and Paterson I 18.
282 Miller, Poets of Reality 7.
283 Miller, Poets of Reality 288.
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Shelley’s Alastor or Browning’s Paracelsus sought a vanishing presence 

and strained every nerve to reach it. [emphases added]284

Miller’s analysis brings me to the concern of the subject of literary realism. What 

Miller does not explicitly state but implies is that Williams’s language operates very 

differently from that of the romantic poet, who expresses that external reality, including 

the natural world, is a product of the (human) mind. Williams instead approaches the 

world as if it always resides in part outside of the acts of the (human) mind.285 For him, 

therefore, “things are already possessed before being named.”286 Such “resignation to 

existence,” Miller states, is “the exact reverse of the Cartesian cogito.” Where Descartes 

put “everything in question in order to establish the existence of his separate self, and 

existence built on the power of detached thinking,” Williams “gives himself up in despair 

and establishes a self beyond personality, a self coextensive with the university.287

Williams himself states that, “As a reward for this anonymity,” he feels “as much a part 

of things as trees and stones.”288 The lack of affect that we see in Williams’s poetry, the 

seeming insensitivity of his speakers but also what Miller calls a “chastity in the choice 

of words”—the poet’s so-called ordinary language, eschewal of “poetic diction,” and 

eschewal of capitals and punctuation289—evidence a kind of humility that Williams 

shows not only to language but to the nonhuman subjects he writes about. He defers 

using a more recognized elaborate, highly lacquered, ornate prose so as not to divert all 

attention to the word itself and away from the thing it names, the tree, the flower, the 

stone.  While, on the one hand, Williams “cannot escape the referential meaning of 

words,” on the other hand, he tries to allow for the possibility of the thing being its 

284 Miller, Poets of Reality 288.
285 Wallace Stevens’ metaphysical poem “Of Modern Poetry” speaks for the poem 

as an instrument “wholly containing the mind” and an instrument that is gauges not 
external reality but “the act of the mind” (174-175).

286 Miller, Poets of Reality 290.
287 Miller, Poets of Reality 290.
288 Williams, Selected Letters 147.
289 Miller, Poets of Reality 296, 345.
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phenomenological self.290  He “replaces the romantic or symbolist aesthetics of 

transformation with an art which is calm description, naming one by one the visible and 

tangible qualities of an object” [emphasis added].291 He “can look straight at the object 

because it offers not threat. There is nothing alien or distant about it.”292 “Poetry of this 

kind,” Miller states, is a way of [or a desire for] letting things be.”293

The case Miller makes for Williams’s realism in Poets of Reality reappears in 

condensed form in his introduction to a collection of essays on Williams published in 

1966.294 Here again, Miller distinguishes between the realist imagination and the 

romantic imagination. Poetry of the second type is “usually dramatic or dialectical in 

structure. It often presupposes a double division of existence. The objects of this world 

are separate from the supernatural realities they signify”295 In poetry of the first type, 

including Williams’s poetry, “[n]othing of this sort happens […] There is no gradual 

approach of subject and object which leads to their merger in an ecstatic union […] no 

“willed transformation […] of things into artifacts which assimilates them into the human 

world.”296 Miller illustrates his argument with Williams’s poem “Young Sycamore,” the 

main subject of the poem of which is a sycamore tree. In the romantic imagination, he 

writes, the tree would ultimately stand for something beyond itself. In contrast, in the 

realist imagination, the tree first and foremost “is itself, means itself.”297 Miller goes on 

to assert, further, that “the poem about the sycamore both depends on the tree and is free 

of it,”298 but nonetheless he emphasize the non-symbolic, non-romantic, anti-referential 

claims of Williams’s language. In doing so, Miller points to an ecological faith in 

290 Miller, Poets of Reality 305.
291 Miller, Poets of Reality 305.
292 Miller, Poets of Reality 306.
293 Miller, Poets of Reality 306.
294 Miller, Introduction, William Carlos Williams. A Collection of Critical Essays, 

ed. J. Hillis Miller, 1-14.
295 Miller, Introduction 4-5.
296 Miller, Introduction 5.
297 Miller, Introduction 3.  Williams, “Young Sycamore (1934),” CPI 266-267.
298 Miller, Introduction 11
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Williams’s poetry, which is that the act of the environment is as real and pressing as the 

act of the human (mind). 

Robert Lowell’s, Kenneth Burke’s, Hugh Kenner’s, Bernetta Quinn’s, Kenneth 

Rexroth’s, Randall Jarrell’s, and J. Hillis Miller’s statements appear in print more than 

once. The reprintings evidence the critical recognition given to them by later scholars.  

This critical recognition relates to, I believe, an appreciation of Williams that reaches 

beyond formal, textualist claims about language, to an appreciation that recognizes 

Williams’s feel for the ‘natural’ phenomenological world, sympathy for the unkempt 

because unkept, “earthly garden” of the world, love of common species of flora—of 

“seedling sycamores […] walnuts and willows,”299 humility towards and respect for the 

most ordinary human and nonhuman being, and an ecologic of “letting things be.” As 

remarked on earlier in this writing, Burke tells us of “the color that is always the best of 

omens in Williams’ work,” the color “green.”300 J. Hillis Miller goes out of his way to 

point out that the title that Williams’s originally wanted to give to his autobiography was 

“Root, Branch & Flower.”301 These statements and those I have already mentioned are 

important not only for what they tell us about the history of the construction of 

Williams’s literary reputation but for their support of an ecocritical evaluation of 

Williams long before any critical apparatus or terminology existed to support such 

assessment. The arguments these writers make teeter on the edge of an ecological 

argument.

299 Moore 92.
300 Burke, “William Carlos Williams, 1883-1963” 54. Burke does not ally himself 

with any one political causes but he sought to make sense of teaching and writing about 
literature in a way that would contribute to the community outside of the academic 
literary community. His interests are clearly ecological. Part of a later essay, “Why 
Satire, with a Plan for Writing One,” was reprinted in The Green Studies Reader, one of a 
small but rapidly growing collection of ecocritical investigations of literature, and a text 
that Jonathan Bate describes as a “central text” for “any course on the relationship 
between literature and questions of ecology and environment” (Foreword, The Green 
Studies Reader, xvii).

301 Cited in Miller, Poets of Reality. Miller provides the following source 
information, William Carlos Williams, Selected Letters 295.
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“To a Wood Thrush” in Adam & Eve & The City (1936) (CPI 405) sums up the 

dilemma for the ecological consciousness: how not to imprison the nonhuman world in 

the act of the human mind and how not to cheat the world that human begins shares with 

other, nonhuman beings. Williams does not give to us any final answers. However, the 

self-conscious articulation of this dilemma in his poetry belongs to a Franciscan tradition 

that searches for a language that speaks for the interests of environment as well as the 

human.

To a Wood Thrush

Singing across the orchard
before night, answered
from the depths
of the wood, inversely
and in a lower key— 
 
First I tried to write
conventionally praising you
but found it no more
than my own thoughts that I was giving. No.

What can I say?
 Vistas

of delight waking suddenly
before a cheated world. (Adam & Eve & The City, CPI 405)

The speaker has “tried to write/conventionally praising” a “wood thrush […] Singing 

across the orchard/before night” but found that he was giving “no more/than my own 

thoughts.” The speaker re-collects himself, not by continuing to turn inwards to his 

private subject self—a gesture we see in the romantic literary imagination—but by 

turning outwards to the object world that the wood thrush also belongs to and resides in. 

The poet regrets having to leave his private reveries or “Vistas of delight,” but he also 

recognizes that his world of private ruminations, of metaphysical roamings, cheats the 

(other) world, the world he ‘publicly’ shares with the woodthrush. This world in effect 

often is be cheated by the human when it retreat from this world into the mind or when it
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believes that it can reclaim or revisit this increasingly diminishing world merely in 

thought. The speaker ends his thoughts, “Vistas/of delight waking suddenly/before a 

cheated world.”

As a modernist poet, Williams participates in a movement obsessed with the 

peripheral, the para-textual, the extraneous, excrescent, the non-literary. In the words of 

Hugh Kenner, “everything innovative in our (twentieth-) century was a response to 

something outside of literature.”302 (Paradoxically, literary modernism’s attention to the 

medium reflects an increasing concern with operations that it saw to be exclusive to 

itself.) As part of the movement towards the periphery, prose and verse “vanish before 

distinctions between firm writing and loose,” and ‘English’ literature steps outside the 

geographical and geopolitical entity of England.303 In addition, I argue, in the case of 

Williams, the extra-textualist concerns of his language push language towards ecocentric 

as opposed to anthropocentric approaches to reality. Such concerns recognize the 

nonhuman to be equal to the human—as self-possessed and self-expressive and as 

tenuous and fragile as the human: extraordinarily exquisite, operatic, yet unimaginably 

vulnerable “little frogs/with puffed-out throats,/singing in the slime”; the solitaire elderly 

figure of a “bare garden” steadily encroached upon by winter; rich Keatsian plums that 

need to keep in an “icebox” if they are not going to spoil; and “the earth under our feet” 

that the human often treats as mere “excrement of some sky.”304

302 Kenner, “The Making of the Modernist Canon” 374.
303 Kenner, “The Making of the Modernist Canon” 365.
304 “Pastoral,” Al Que Quiere! (1917); “Approach of Winter,” Sour Grapes 

(1921); “This is just to say” (1934); “To Elsie,” Spring and All (1923), CPI 96-97, 151, 
372, 217-219. 
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CHAPTER SIX
LET US NOW PRAISE FAMOUS MEN:

BLACK-AND- WHITE PHOTOGRAPHY and the GREEN WORLD

PART ONE: ABSOLUTE PERSPECTIVE and STRAIGHT PHOTOGRAPHY

Let Us Now Praise Famous Men began as an assignment for Fortune magazine in 

June, 1936.305 James Agee was to write on the “North American cotton tenantry as 

examined in the daily living of three representative white tenant families.”306 Walker 

Evans, on loan from the federal government’s Farm Security Administration, would 

provide the photographs.307 In July of the same year, Agee and Evans left New York City 

for Alabama. Outside a Greensville courthouse in Hale County, Alabama, more or less by 

chance, Evans, afterwards joined by Agee, struck up conversation with a tenant farmer, 

Bud Fields. Fields introduced Evans and Agee to another tenant farmer, Frank Tingle, 

and to a sharecropper, Floyd Burroughs.308 In August, 1936, Agee took up residence with 

305 James Agee, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (1941), New York: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1988); hereafter cited either as Praise or by the full title Let Us Now Praise 
Famous Men.

306 Agee, Preface, Praise xlvi. Agee and Evans witnessed the last generation of 
the southern sharecropper and tenant farmer (Tindall 27), a generation, however, which
had greatly increased in number by this time. In 1880, the sharecropper worked 3.2 
percent of all southern farms. By 1920, this had increased to 49.6 percent and by 1930 to
55.5 percent. All together, tenant families included about 5.5 million whites and more 
than 3 million blacks, or about one of every four southerners. African-Americans suffered 
the most. That is, by 1935 two out of every three farmers were white but only half of this 
population was tenants or sharecroppers. Of all black farm operators, more than two-
thirds were tenant farmers. (Tindall 27)

307 See Fig. 9., Fig. 10., and Fig. 11.
308 Agee distinguishes between the sharecropper or “straight half-cropper” and the 

“tenant” farmer as follows: i) the sharecropper is practically dependent on the person 
whose land he or she lives on. The sharecropper does not own the land, the mules (if any) 
used to work the land, or much of the farm equipment, feed, or fertilizer. The 
sharecropper pays the landlord back with “his labor and with the labor of his family,” and 
at the end of each season with “half his corn...half his cotton” and “half his cottonseed” 
(Praise 116). He also pays back out of his or her own half share of crops any “rations 
money” he borrowed, as well as the cost of the fertilizer “plus interest, and such other 
debts, plus interest, as he may have incurred” (Praise 116); ii) the tenant farmer is only 
slightly less indebted. He or she may own the land he lives on, but more probably simply 
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Floyd Burroughs and Burroughs’ family. Evans stayed at a hotel in nearby Greensville. 

Greensville becomes “Cookstown” in Praise. Floyd Burroughs becomes the figure of 

“George Gudger.” Frank Tingle and Bud Fields become the characters of “Fred Ricketts” 

and “Bud Woods.”309 They and their families live within several miles of each other, at 

“Hobe’s Hill,” near the small town of “Madrid,” seven miles from a slightly larger town, 

“Cookstown,” and seventeen miles from “Centerboro,” the county seat.310 In Evans’s 

words, the several weeks that he and Agee spent ‘documenting’ the Ricketts, Woods, and 

Gudger families, Agee was “possessed with the business.”311 Indeed, Agee jumped at the 

chance to do the documentary when it was first offered to him by Fortune magazine, his 

employer at the time. Throughout Praise he strenuously defends so-called straight, 

unembellished, factual language. He attacks language that is artificial or “gilded”—the 

“formalism and straining and lily-gilding of art” (Praise 225)—and calls instead for 

literal statement and plain facts: “art and the imagination are capable of being harmful, 

and it is probably neither healthy for them nor, which is more to the point, anywhere near 

true even to the plainest facts, to rate them so singly high” (232). He desires “to specify” 

in “the cleanest terms” the identity of the sharecropper and tenant farmer (Praise 101).

one or more of the mules or the farming equipment. Thus, he or she works “under a
slightly different arrangement” (Praise 116). The tenant farmer gives over to the landlord 
a third of the cotton crop and a fourth of the corn crop. Also, “[o]ut of their own parts of 
the crop...they owe him [the landowner] the price of two thirds of their cotton fertilizer 
and three fourths of their corn fertilizer, plus interest; and, plus interest, the same debts on 
rations money” (Praise 116). 

For a fuller discussion of the differences between the sharecropper and the tenant 
farmer see Tindall 26.

309 Hersey, Introduction, Praise xvi-xvii.
310 “Madrid” is based on the town of Advance, and “Centerboro” on the county 

seat of Greensville, Alabama.
311 Walker Evans, Foreword, “James Agee in 1936” (1960), Praise xliii.
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Fig. 9. “George Gudger” and Annie Mae Gudger” by Walker Evans
(scanned image source: Walker Evans, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men)
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Fig. 10.  Interior and exterior of a tenant farmer house by Walker Evans
(scanned image source: Walker Evans, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men)
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Fig. 11. Schoolhouse and street front by Walker Evans 
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(scanned image source: Walker Evans, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men)

Yet, Agee also recoils from the work of producing a documentary. He lists 

himself in Praise as a “cold laboring spy” (Praise 134) and a “spy, traveling as a 

journalist” (“Persons and Places,” liv), and Evans as a “counter-spy, traveling as a 

photographer” (“Persons and Places,” liv). He writes

It seems to me curious, not to say obscene and thoroughly terrifying, that 

it could occur to an association of human beings drawn together through 

need and chance and for profit into a company, an organ of journalism, to 

pry intimately into the lives of an undefended [...] group of human beings 

[...] for the purpose of parading the nakedness, disadvantage and 

humiliation of these lives before another group of human beings, in the 

name of science, of “honest journalism.” (Praise 7)

He asks, 

how am I to speak of you as ‘tenant’ ‘farmers,’ as ‘representatives’ of your 

‘class’ [....] to name these things and fail to yield their stature, meaning, 

power of hurt, seems impious, seems criminal, seems impudent, seems 

traitorous in the deepest: and to do less badly seems impossible. (Praise

100-101)

He describes his and Evans’s work as the 

virulent, insolent, deceitful, pitying, infinitesimal and frenzied running and 

searching, on this colossal peasant map, of two angry, futile and 

bottomless, botched and overcomplicated youthful intelligences in the 

service of an anger and of a love and of an undiscernible [sic] truth, and in 

the frightening vanity of their would-be purity.” (Praise 9).

He questions why one would make such a book, “and set it at large,” and “by what right,” 

and “for what purpose,” and “to what good end, or none” (Praise 9) ought one to do so. 

No records, he insists, will fully completely document the destitute south of the thirties, 

its
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six-thousand-mile parade and flowering outlay of the façades of cities, and 

of the eyes in the streets of towns, and of hotels, and of the trembling heat, 

and of the wide wild opening of the tragic land, wearing the trapped frail 

flowers of its garden of faces; the fleet [sic] flush and flower and fainting 

of the human crop it raises. (Praise 9)

Thus, Agee announces that the ambitions of the two young men are futile, and in any 

case, in a very short space of time, “in a few hours,” they will “decline through 

lamplight” and become mere “dreaming statues,” while “night once more” will “stand up 

in his stars” (Praise 9).

The highly figurative, purple prose passages that are cited above characterize the 

verbal text of Praise as a whole, which, if it exhaustively documents the conditions of the 

southern sharecropper and tenant farmer, self-consciously recognizes that no 

representation, whether representational realism or any expression, fully captures 

historical material realities. What began in 1936 and was to be a straightforward piece of 

documentary expression became instead an excoriating self-reflexive critique of the form. 

The assignment was never published by Fortune. Half a decade elapsed before it was 

accepted for publication. (The text first appeared in 1941 and it was reissued by the 

publisher Houghton Mifflin in 1960.) It is a garrulous, unwieldy, unorthodox text several 

hundred pages in length abruptly begun with the uncaptioned, straight black-and-white 

photographs of Evans. Agee does not give up on “the business” of the documentary 

project, but he deliberately flouts the conventions of factual, unemotional, cut-and-dry, 

descriptive language. His language is highly rhetorical, ornate, lyrical. He is self-

consciously thespian and as oftentimes as not openly hostile to description or to the claim 

that it is possible to objectively, disinterestedly describe something: “‘[d]escription’ is a 

word to suspect” (Praise 238); words can be made “to do or to tell anything within 

human conceit” (Praise 236); “[t]he very blood and semen of journalism […] is a broad 

and successful form of lying” (Praise 235). He has 

never yet seen a piece of journalism which conveyed more than the 

slightest fraction of what any even moderately reflective and sensitive 
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person would mean and intend by those inachievable [sic] words, and that 

fraction itself I have never seen clean of on or another degree of patent, to 

say nothing of essential, falsehood. (Praise 235)

Critics have commented on Agee’s deeply divided stance towards the claim of ‘the real’ 

of documentary expression, a form of social realism that dominates art and literature in 

the 1930s. William Stott points out that Agee’s text at once transcends and travesties the 

form.312 Carol Shloss states that Praise is “a central document—perhaps the central 

document—of art’s struggle with social responsibility during the Depression.”313 Keith 

Williams writes that Praise reflects the critical debate at the time “about the nature of the 

real and the most politically correct form for representing it.”314 My argument about 

Agee’s ambivalence towards documentary expression focuses in particular on Agee’s 

response to the photographs of Walker Evans, a second generation straight photographer. 

He will rebuke the claim of an unmediated sight and the claim of absolute authority, 

represented in the straight black-and-white photograph. 

In praise of Evans’s straight, black-and-white photographs, Agee writes, “If I 

could do it, I’d do no writing at all here. It would be photographs; the rest would be 

fragments of cloth, bits of cotton, lumps of earth, records of speech, pieces of wood and 

iron, phials of odors, plates of foot and of excrement” (Praise 13). In praise of the camera 

as it is used by Evans, Agee calls it “next to unassisted and weaponless consciousness the 

central instrument of our time” (Praise 11). It is the most accurate, the most objective, the 

most scientific, most truthful of recording instruments. It does not interfere in the act of 

recording subject matter:

One reason I so deeply care for the camera is just this. So far as it goes 

(which is, in its own realm, as absolute anyhow as the traveling distance of 

words or sound), and handled cleanly and literally in its own terms, as an 

ice-cold, some ways limited, some ways more capable, eye, it is, like the 

312 Stott 25.
313 Shloss 180.
314 Williams 730. See also cited essays by Evan and Janice Carton, W. J. T. 

Mitchell, Margaret Olin, and T. V. Reed.
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phonograph record and like scientific instruments and unlike any other 

leverage of art, incapable of recording anything but absolute, dry truth. 

(Praise 234)

Agee further states that no other representation serves so well with respect to individuals 

and communities deprived of ‘sight,’ or barred from acting as witnesses on their own 

behalf to an unspeakable, “unimaginable” socioeconomic existence: “for in his world [...] 

the instruments whereby he might see [...] the lenses of these are smashed in his infancy, 

the adjustment screws are blocked; his is more nearly purely a tactile, a fragrant, a 

visible, physical world [...]” (Praise 108). Agee thus apologizes for having to supply 

words afterwards, i.e. after the photographs by Walker Evans that introduce Praise.315

(The original 1941 edition of the text comprises 31 photographs. Evans added 31 more 

photographs to Praise when it was reissued by Houghton Mifflin in 1960.) Further, 

Agee’s verbal text ekphrastically “sees” the sharecropper and tenant farmer and Hobe’s 

Hill through Evans’s straight photographs.316 In particular, the prodigious descriptions of 

315 Agee also states that the verbal content and the visual content are 
complementary: “The photographs are not illustrative. They, and the text, are coequal, 
mutually independent, and fully collaborative” (Praise xv).) In this sense, Praise is 
constitutes the “photographic essay.” That is to say, Agee’s verbal text, which is titled 
“Book Two,” serves as the companion text to the otherwise unlabelled photographs, 
which, because they introduce the verbal text, can be seen as the primary text of Praise.
However, as W. J. T. Mitchell argues, Praise subverts the status of the photographic 
essay, which implicitly treats the photograph as incomplete representation without the 
supplementary verbal information. Evans’s photographs are “completely separate not 
only from Agee’s text but from any of the most minimal textual features that 
conventionally accompany a photo essay: no captions, legends, dates, names, locations, 
or even numbers are provided to assist a ‘reading’ of the photographs” (Mitchell 9). They 
force the reader to confront the photographs without context, before he or she has had “a 
chance to see a preface, table of contents, or even a title page” (Mitchell 9). The 
“aestheticizing separation” that Agee and Evans engage in is not simply a formal strategy 
but an ethical strategy. It prevents “easy access” to the world that is represented: “the 
blockage between photo and text is, in effect, a sabotaging of an effective surveillance 
and propaganda apparatus, one that creates easily manipulable images and narratives to 
support political agendas. (Mitchell 10)

316 According to Evans scholar Jeff Rosenheim, Evans’s photographs were a 
primary source for Agee after Agee left Hale County in August of 1936 (and never 
returned). That is, in addition to Agee’s own memories and observations and the 
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the wood “surfaces and substances” of the sharecropper and tenant farmer house allude to 

the language of Evans’s straight, black-and-white photographs—grey, white, silver, and 

black tones—and to the satin- or silk-like feel and look of the actual film paper. Wood 

appears “granite gray” in indirect light or “dazzling silver” in the “full symmetry of the 

sun” or rich, thick lines of “India ink” (Praise 146) in strong shadow. The cheaply 

manufactured pine used for ‘shelter’  or other building has the appearance of fine, rare, 

expensive “watered silk” (Praise 146) or  “satin” or “rubbed ivory” (Praise 154) or 

“chamois” (Praise 269).

Agee’s paeans to Evans’s straight photographs allude to in particular the silver-

gelatin print film that is the staple of straight photography after 1920 and that Evans used 

for the photographs for Praise. Before World War I, the straight photographer typically 

relied on platinum-or palladium-metal-salt film paper. The renewed interest in silver, 

instead of platinum or palladium, was tied to its affordability. The demand for platinum 

and palladium soared during the war. Silver was cheaper and thus became the standard 

for straight black-and-white prints in the period between 1920 and 1940.317 The interior 

of a room in the Gudgers’ house is a “most dim scarce-color of grayed silver” (Praise

52). The surfaces of the oak posts that hold up the front porch of the house are 

“unpolished but smooth silver” (Praise 154). The thin pine palings that surround the 

small garden at the rear of the house are “all as it were a muted silver” (Praise 154). The 

house itself “shines with [...] silver” (Praise 142). 

The allusions to the silver-gelatin print of straight photography also allude to how 

the straight photographer who comes of age after 1920 handles this medium. Evans and 

his contemporaries take advantage of the sharp, precise, razor-like definition in the image 

notebooks that he had filled in July and August of 1936, he relied substantially upon 
Evan’s photographs when he was writing Praise. These photographs perhaps even 
supplant a little his own actual experience and firsthand “eye-witnessing” of Hobe’s Hill.  
(I met Professor Rosenheim on November 9, 2004, at an exhibit of James Agee’s 
notebooks and manuscripts and Walker Evans’s photographs for Praise, which took place 
at the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center (October 2004-February 2005). 
(Professor Rosenheim gave a docent lecture and a public lecture at the HRHRC, The 
University of Texas at Austin on November 9, 2004).)
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that is one of the print product’s distinguishing features. The wooden surfaces of the 

Gudgers’ house manifest 

such an intensity and splendor of silver in the silver light, it seems to burn,

and burns and blinds into the eyes almost as snow; yet in none of that 

burnishment or blazing whereby detail is lost: each texture in the wood, 

like those of bone, is distinct in the eye as a razor. (Praise 142)

The thin pine palings that surround the Gudgers’ domestic garden are a

dazzling silver, the shadows strong as knives and India ink, yet the grain 

and all detail clear; in slanted light, all slantings and sharpenings of 

shadow: in smothered light, the aspect of bone [...]: from rain, out of these 

hues of argent bone the colors of agate, the whole wall, one fabric and 

mad zebra of quartered mineral and watered silks. (Praise 146)

During this time, the period of the twenties and thirties, an older generation of straight 

photographers including Paul Strand and Edward Weston, whose careers started with 

extensive platinum printing, used silver to mimic the effects of palladium and platinum 

film (which is now unavailable or prohibitively expensive), a film that facilitates thick, 

plush, and velvety textures and tones in the final image. Thus, Strand and Weston’s work 

with silver film is characterized by photographs that, in contrast with the photographs of 

second generation photographers Walker Evans, Dorothea Lange, and Margaret Bourke-

White, are softer in contrast and darker in overall tone. As Diana Hulick explains, 

whereas the earlier generation of straight photographers attempts to achieve “effects in 

silver, closer to those of platinum and palladium,”318 the later straight photographers take 

advantage of the high definition of silver film. Or, in the words of Carol Shloss,

[w]here a previous generation of photographer had tended to use soft 

focus and strong contrasts of light and shadow, Evans and his 

317 Hulick 58. 
318 Hulick 58.
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contemporaries chose to emphasize the camera’s unique capacity for 

impeccable resolution and rendering of detail.319

The aforesaid references as well as other references in Praise to the film used in 

straight photography and to the effects created with it also refers to Evans’s and the 

straight photographer’s preference for so-called natural or unmediated light, avoidance 

wherever possible of artificial flash lighting, and eschewal of color. The description of 

the exposed wooden shingles of the roof of the Gudgers’ house ekphrastically refers to 

the practice by Evans and the straight photographer of not “touching” up, or manipulating 

the negative film after it has been exposed to light through the lens of the camera. The 

roof consists of

broad thick shingles [...] laid down overlapping from the peak to the 

overhung edge like the plumage of a bird who must meet weather: and not 

unlike some square and formalized plumage, as of a holy effigy, they 

seem, and made in profligate plates of a valuable metal; for they have 

never been stained, nor otherwise touched or colored save only by all 

habits of the sky: nor has any other wood of this house been otherwise 

ever touched:  so that, wherever the weathers of the year have handled it, 

the wood of the whole of this house shines with the noble gentleness of 

cherished silver [...] (emphasis added) (Praise 141-142) 

Margaret Olin reads in the minimalist straight, black-and-white photographic 

aesthetic an ethics of distance that she characterizes as a “distance of respect.”320 (Art 

critic Craig Owens characterizes the reserve, distance, and understatement of 

representational realist expression in general as wariness of “the indignity of speaking for 

others.”321) Olin refers to Evans’s photographs in particular, which often rely on a middle 

distance as opposed to a close distance to the subject and which express reserve, 

319 Shloss 189.
320 Olin, “‘It is not going to be easy to look into their eyes’: Privilege of 

Perception in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men” 97-98.
321 Owens borrows this phrase from Gilles Deleuze. See Craig Owens, “‘The 

Indignity of Speaking for Others’: An Imaginary Interview” 262.
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reticence, stillness, and understatement. In contrast to this language, which parallels the 

“harmony, unity, linearity, and closure”322 of so-classic representation, Renaissance 

pictorial perspective, the language of other straight photographers such as Lange and 

Bourke-White is more overt or didactic. Lange’s photographs heroicize the sharecropper 

and tenant farmer. Bourke-White is melodramatic. As Agee criticizes the latter, she is 

offensively aggressive and flamboyant, sporting a “glamorous” red coat that is more 

fitting of a Hollywood film star (“Dietrich” and Hepburn”) and “browbeating her way in” 

to the homes of poor people with “exploding flashlights” (Praise 451). 

Yet, Praise also savagely attacks straight photography with regard to its 

pretension to the accurate, objective, factual accounting of ‘the real.’ He rages at its 

“misuse” and at its “spread[ing] so nearly universal a corruption of sight […]” (Praise

11). He calls it a monstrous imposition, a false, condescending official tool of record of 

America’s poor. As part of his attack on this formidable form of representational realism, 

he describes Evans’s camera as a cruel “weapon,” “a stealer of images and souls,” “a 

gun,” “an evil eye” (Praise 362). Evans himself is a demonic agent, setting up, in the 

front yard of tenant farmer Fred Ricketts’s place (on the same afternoon that Agee and 

Walker first meet Ricketts, out the front of the Greensville courthouse),  

[...] the terrible structure of the tripod crested by the black square heavy 

head, dangerous as that of a hunchback, of the camera; stooping beneath 

cloak and cloud of wicked cloth, and twisting buttons; a witchcraft 

preparing, colder than keenest ice, and incalculably cruel. (Praise 364)

In fact, Agee highly esteemed Evans’s work and had insisted that Evans be the 

photographer on the assignment he accepted at Fortune magazine, but he also attacks the 

undisputed authority of documentary photography and its pretensions to truth. His anger 

at the camera’s potential for misuse was not a mere fit of temper. A decade after the 

Fortune magazine assignment, and half a decade after the publication of Praise, he writes 

in an introduction to photographer Helen Levitt’s photographs of Harlem:

322 Ulmer 86. 
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Well used the camera is unique in its power to develop and to delight our 

ability to see.  Ill or indifferently used, it is unique in its power to defile 

and to destroy that ability.[...]it is doubtful whether most people realize 

how extraordinarily slippery a liar the camera is. The camera is just a 

machine, which records with impressive and as a rule very cruel 

faithfulness, precisely what is in the eye, mind, spirit, and skill of its 

operator to make it record.323

Agee critiques in particular the claim or condition of transparency of the straight 

photograph. Such claim or condition is found in an antecedent representational practice 

that in its heyday also stood for real perspective: classical Renaissance painting. 

Poststructuralist art critic Craig Owens summarizes this condition as well as the 

fundamentally opposed condition of mimesis.324 The first condition avers that the painting 

is a window to the world. Effectively, however, it substitutes for the world, or for a 

historic material condition, an absolute authority, or an aristocratic subject, the king. This 

authority is not included in the space of the painting. Rather, such authority governs or 

controls the given perspective from a position outside the space of the painting, at the 

point where the perspectival lines originate. That is, the single-point Albertian 

perspective, an arbitrary, mathematical perspective derived for use by painters in the 

sixteenth century by Leon Battista Alberti, symbolically functions as a sovereign figure 

or de facto sovereign figure (i.e. the artist patronized or given official status by the 

sovereign). This figure stands outside of the painting and constructs, ordains or controls 

the perspective of the painting. The painting purports to be universal truth, or ‘the real,’ 

but it is in fact a symbolic perspective, and a political construction. Further, this slight-of-

hand condition in effect casts the given order of things as fixed, timeless, permanent, and 

irrefutable.

323 James Agee, Introduction (1946), A Way of Seeing (by Helen Levitt), vii.
324 Owens “Representation, Appropriation, and Power” 98. 
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The condition of transparency works by “substitution,” or by a mode whereby the 

image is “conceived as compensating for an absence.”325 That is to say, the image stands 

in for an absolute political authority that is not inside but outside of the image, controlling 

the perspective. The condition of mimesis, the second axiom of classical representation 

rests, in contrast, on a fundamentally opposed claim.326 Mimesis professes to make fully 

present, or to give the “illusion of the tangible, physical presence” of a given historic, 

material condition, as if to say no author figure exists prior to the painting.327 It is not a 

window to reality; rather, it unmediatedly reflects reality. This claim is no less vulnerable 

to a poststructuralist attack.328 In defense of mimesis, however, this mode of seeing the 

world reveals what is accepted as “natural and thus inevitable” to be, in fact, “historically 

constituted,” and thus “subject to dissolution.”329 Thereby, it “prepares the way” for the 

dismantling of (material historical) inequities, rather than reifying them.330 Agee defends 

Evans’s photographs according to this condition or operation but also excoriates them 

according to the condition of transparency.

Straight photography is in part a (conservative) reaction to the assault on classical 

Renaissance perspective in the last two thirds of the nineteenth century. Indeed, it 

recapitulates the conditions of transparency and mimesis of classical Renaissance 

perspective. The lens that it uses, i.e., a particular diameter and focal point, copies 

classical pictorial, vanishing-point perspective. Its downplaying of the material support of 

325 Owens, “Representation, Appropriation, and Power,” 102.
326 Owens, “Representation, Appropriation, and Power” 97.
327 Owens, “Representation, Appropriation, and Power” 97.
328 Of the two fundamentally opposed conditions of classic representation, 

mimesis has suffered calumny much more than transparency. As Owens states, the two 
are “far from evenly matched,” and art historians have “tended always to introduce the 
concept of imitation only to dismiss it as inessential, supplementary, even erroneous” 
(Owens, Representation, Appropriate, and Power 97). Further, because the condition of 
mimesis is more often found in definitions and discussions of representational realist 
expression than is transparency (which works by way of symbol or metaphor, or by 
substitution, a condition that is more often found in definitions and discussions of non-
representational expression), this form of expression is often regarded as and inferior or 
less exalted.

329 Owens, “The Critic as Realist” 256.



149

the medium of the representation (as opposed to other photographic practices that self-

consciously visibly manipulate the material support of the photograph) also copies 

Renaissance painting. Also, it prefers the so-called classic, golden, or square proportions 

of the 5x7 inch film. This film is used in the Leica and Rolleiflex cameras, the two 

cameras that dominate straight photographic practices by the end of 1920. The lens, the 

film material support, and the proportions of the image of the straight photograph, in 

recapitulating Renaissance pictorial perspective, earn for this photographic practice the 

status of “real,” so-called classic perspective, even though these mediations constitute no 

more a purchase upon reality than any other technique, material, or agent. 

Straight photography dominates American photography for a period of fifty years 

or so, from approximately 1916 to the mid-1960s.331 The rhetoric that surrounds the 

medium asserts for it “absolute unqualified objectivity.”332 Such rhetoric, in fact, colors 

photography from its earliest beginnings, the 1820s and 1830s,333 but this rhetoric is 

especially pronounced during the 1920s and 1930s, the period during which the second 

generation straight photographer, including Walker Evans, comes of age. As Michael 

Charlesworth argues, what is being said about the actual practices of photography from 

the earliest days of the invention is shrouded in a “white mythology.”334

Charlesworth borrows the phrase “white mythology” from Jacques Derrida, who 

uses it to describe, and critique, the claim by philosophy that it stands outside of language 

and is pure meaning undefiled by rhetoric.335 In “White Mythology: Metaphor in the Text 

330 Owens, “The Critic as Realist” 256.
331 See Hulick, Trachtenberg, Newhall.
332 Paul Strand (a first generation straight photographer) qtd. in Charlesworth 207.
333 Joseph Niépce discovered the so-called world’s first photograph, the 

heliograph, ca.1827. J. L. M. Daguerre invented the daguerreotype ca. 1837. William 
Henry Fox Talbot went public with the calotype in 1839. Unlike the daguerreotype, a 
positive process which produces a single, non-replicable image, the calotype is a 
negative-positive process that that allows multiple positive images to be made from a 
single negative image. Thus, it is an early form of we now know as photography today.

334 Michael Charlesworth, “Fox Talbot and the ‘white mythology’ of 
photography.” Charlesworth focuses especially on the first fifty years of photography, 
from approximately 1839 to 1889. 

335 Jacques Derrida, “White Mythology: Metaphor in the text of Philosophy.”
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of Philosophy,” Derrida shows how all language is figurative or metaphorical. He argues, 

therefore, that no language whether the language of philosophy or any other discipline is 

transparent or objective. That is no language stands outside of what it purports to identify. 

Thus, when philosophical or any other discourse tries to define something (the signified 

object) it relies on signifiers, or language or metaphors, which are something other than 

the signified object. That is to say, language or metaphor cannot ever fully recover the 

signified object or the actual material or sensual or concrete thing. Language or metaphor 

is always, therefore, “loss,” “illusion,” and “supplement.”336 It describes movement away 

from the sensual sphere of the thing itself towards the abstract or “spiritual sphere”337 of 

the thing. As Charlesworth argues, the “pretensions advanced by philosophy to special 

epistemological status,” a status “built on the notion of being value-neutral and free of 

rhetoric” are comparable to the “mendacity in photography.”338 That is, the “white 

mythology” of philosophy is analogous to the “value-neutral” claim that photography 

early on its history asserts for the form, or rather the “value-neutral” status that the 

discourse of photography asserts for photographic practice from the earliest days of 

photography.339

The movement of straight photography as a whole follows on the heels of two 

antecedent closely overlapping movements, pictorial photography and Photo-

Secessionism.340 Principal exponents and practitioners of the late nineteenth-century 

movement of pictorialism are Henry Peach Robinson, Heinrich Kuhn, Gertrude Käsebier, 

and Eduard Steichen. These practitioners consciously imitate painting. They also 

construct, or compose, their photographs from multiple negatives or by manipulating the 

negative or otherwise interfering with the print during the printing process. Also, their 

336 Derrida 213, 217, 200.
337 Derrida 225.
338 Charlesworth 207, 215.
339 Charlesworth 207.
340 Alfred Stieglitz and Paul Strand, a “young prodigy of the Stieglitz circle” (and 

the student of a slightly earlier documentary figure, Lewis Hine) are two early important 
figures in straight photography. Stieglitz is also a principal proponent of pictorial 
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subject matter is often allegorical or narrative. They often look to narratives found in 

classical or contemporary (Victorian) literary texts or to antecedents in painting, 

including pictorial translations of classic literary texts. Photo-Secessionism, founded in 

1902 by, among others, Alfred Stieglitz, Eduard Steichen, William B. Dyer, Frank 

Eugene, Gertrude Käsebier, and Clarence H. White, is interested in form for form’s sake, 

as opposed to pictorial photography, which is as much devoted to content as to form.341

The Photo-Secessionist, also, self-consciously imitates other artistic media, including 

painting and music. 

Evans and the first and second generation straight photographer in general 

emphasize instead the features that are exclusive to the photographic medium, including 

the “high degree of informational detail in the lens image.” Typically, they do not 

manipulate the image after the exposure of the film to light refracted through the lens of 

the camera.342 They eschew using multiple negatives, ‘blocking’ out particular features of 

the negative image, or manipulating the surface of either the negative or final positive 

image. In contrast to the pictorialists, they frown on literary or other art borrowings, 

focusing on the object itself in a way that seems to speak more for formal than narrative 

content. In contrast to the Photo-Secessionists, they want to establish photography’s 

independence from other artistic media and are thus antipathetic towards the “overall 

atmospheric tonality, combined with an indefiniteness of pictorial detail”343 favored by 

the Photo-Secessionist, an aesthetic that openly shows allegiance to the impressionist 

paintings of James McNeill Whistler.344 The so-called natural or real perspective that 

their photographs purport is facilitated in part by silver- or platinum- or palladium-treated 

films. The smooth, satin-like surface of this material support is relatively ‘invisible.’ (The 

pictorialist or Photo-Secessionist favors a more flexible, malleable film material. Such 

photography (Hulick 21-23; Trachtenberg 115-123) and afterwards Photo-Secessionism
(Hulick 6).

341 Newhall 161-162.
342 Hulick 8.
343 Hulick 8.
344 Hulick 7-8.
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film is easier to treat with materials such as gum arabic or other agents. Indeed, often the 

intent is to create a final image openly or ‘visibly’ interfered with.) 

Perhaps the most striking feature of straight photography, however, is its rejection 

of color. Paul Strand, a first generation straight photographer and one of the primary 

exponents of this “purist” photography,345 opines that “color and photography have 

nothing in common.”346 He is succeeded by Evans and the second generation straight 

photographer who consider color unsuitable for high art or formal artistic projects.347

Evans earned his living in part by doing corporate color assignments for Fortune, but 

such assignments reinforced his belief, along with the belief of his peers, that the most 

important work, “because nonmercantile [sic],” was in black-and-white.348 Color was 

relatively difficult to achieve with the camera prior to 1935, the year that Eastman Kodak 

Company released its Kodachrome color film,349 but it was by no means an anomaly in 

photography. Color film was invented with the Lumiere Autochrome in 1907350 and 

much earlier than this, photographers “commonly and habitually” made “a range of 

different types of intervention” in the image, including the adding or fixing of color, 

either at the negative or print stage.351 Yet, from its very earliest days, the discourse of 

photography included pejorative attitudes towards color. It was regarded as spurious or 

an extraneous, decorative element. A dominant voice in this abjuring of color was 

William Henry Fox Talbot and his treatise The Pencil of Nature.352 As the title of 

Talbot’s treatise suggests, Talbot compares “the art of drawing” to photography353 and 

thereby implicitly betrays an allegiance to a traditional pictorial hierarchy: the precedence 

345 Hulick 66.
346 Strand 71.
347 Kozloff 219. 
348 Kozloff 219.
349 Newhall 276.
350 Hulick 5.
351 Charlesworth 207. For a list of some of these interventions see pages 208 and 

214.
352 Published in serial form beginning in 1844, The Pencil of Nature explains the 

calotype process (the first process that a photographer could use to make multiple 
positive images from a single negative image). 
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of line, or drawing, over color. The disegno versus colore debate is a longstanding one, 

active in Italy from 1390 to the end of the Renaissance and continuing into later 

periods.354 In 1680, the debate over the merits of color as opposed to those of line erupts 

in Paris’s prestigious Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture. The Poussinistes hold 

that drawing and line are superior to the element of color in the compositional hierarchy. 

They are strongly influenced by Descartes’ rationalism, for whom the form of objects is 

‘claire et distinct.’355 Color is secondary because it has a value of being immaterial or 

corresponding to the emotions, whereas line is primary because it associates with or 

signifies rational states and materially measurable conditions and phenomena. In the early 

nineteenth century, the debate emerges in the quarrel between neo-classical painter Jean 

Auguste Dominique Ingres and “romantic” painter Eugene Delacroix. Ingres considered

drawing to be “the only honesty in art,” describing color as “the court lady, since it does 

no more than render more charming the true perfections of art.”356 Delacroix favored

color and, if he possessed a complete mastery of the mathematical rules of colors, was

hostile to the rationalist, scientific approach to representation that was suggested by the 

artist who began his or her painting by an initial drawing. Fox Talbot’s very influential 

353 Talbot qtd. in Charlesworth 213.
354 The Poussinistes take their name from the neo-classical painter Nicolas 

Poussin, whose works embody the older classical single-point perspective. The opponents 
of the Poussinistes, the Rubenistes, take their name after a contemporary painter, baroque 
Flemish artist Peter Paul Rubens. Rubens had been deeply influenced by the Renaissance
painter, Titian (1485-1576), who in contrast with two leading contemporaries, Leonardo 
da Vinci and Michelangelo Buonarroti, endows color with intrinsic value. Titian’s 
method of painting directly on canvas and of layering paint upon paint (or color upon 
color), also contrasts with the more conservative method of Leonardo and others, who 
first  draw one or more rough sketches “of the whole subject of interest or of important 
parts of it” prior to the painting itself (Zollinger 179).

The debate over line versus color is analogous to the debate over philosophy 
versus rhetoric. Interestingly, I think, the concerns raised by these debates are very 
similar to those that Agee raises in his defense of silent film as opposed to the first early 
sound films that made quickly made silent film obsolete. See a discussion of this subject 
in Victor A. Kramer, James Agee (Boston, Massachusetts: G. K. Hall & Company, 1975) 
101.

355 Zollinger 180.
356 Zollinger 180.
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book on photography reasserts the classical, conservative bias against color and by 

implication claims that photography is most up-to-date version of rational, scientific 

observation. Also, because the success of the monochromatic invention of the 

daguerreotype was great, the effort to fix color (i.e. make color an actual component of 

the film itself) received secondary consideration thereafter.357 This chance of history 

reinforced the bias against color. John Towler, writing for Humphrey’s Journal of 

Photography in 1862 states: 

Good taste [...] eschews much color; a vulgar taste seeks gratification of 

strong contrast, and hence of colors; for such a taste you will have to gild

buttons, ear-rings, breast pins and watch-charms; for such you will have to 

paste on color to obscure every other shade beneath; for such, 

unfortunately, the artistic photograph has frequently to cast his pearls 

before swine [...]358

Color does not achieve “unqualified acceptance” by art photographers until after 1960.359

And, up through 1940 color is infrequently used in either art or commercial photography. 

Life magazine, for example, does not begin to regularly use color until 1953. The reliance 

on non-color film was due to cost. Nonetheless, even apart from this consideration, many 

photographers disdained color. As late as 1980, Roland Barthes, in Camera Lucida,

Reflections on Photography writes: “I am not very fond of Color [....] I always feel [...] 

Color is a coating applied later on to the original truth of the black-and-white 

photograph. For me, color is an artifice, a cosmetic (like the kind used to paint 

corpses).”360

Agee challenges the orthodox, absolute perspective or so-called objective, 

impartial perspective of the straight, “color-less,” black-and-white, documentary 

photograph. He does so through the object of the oil lamp and its smoky, golden light. In 

357 Newhall 269.
358 Towler qtd. in Newhall 269. See John Towler, Humphrey’s Journal of 

Photography 14 (1862): 146.
359 Hulick 142.
360 Barthes 81.
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opposition to the so-called natural sight of the documentary straight photograph—the dry, 

distilling, “clean, staring, colorless light, almost without shadow” (italics added) (Praise 

404) of its images, the “ice-cold...eye” of its glass lens, the “cold absorption” (Praise

363) and “scientific instrument” of its camera (Praise 234)—the lamp and its golden light 

speak for a sight that is self-consciously subjective, trammeled, and partial and that does 

not claim absolute authority over the subject of observation. The figure of the lamp also 

speaks for a way of seeing that acknowledges the interference of the observer in the 

subject of observation.

The object of the lamp and its light are evoked ten times alone in the opening 

ninety pages of Praise, or once every ten pages. In almost every instance, Agee 

characterizes the light cast by the lamp as a light that is redolent, or “fragrant”; luminous, 

or “shimmering”; and, diffuse, or “shapeless” (Praise 396). In the full light of day, and in 

the straight sight of the photograph, the sharecropper and tenant farmer house is a 

desiccated tenuous structure that has the “frail look of the tissue of hornets’ nests” 

(Praise 26). In the darkness of night and the fitful illumination of the lamps within the 

houses, the houses are “little golden aquariums” (Praise 54), gleaming and palpating, or 

“a boat and […] a sacrament,” seemingly floating or “lifted” (Praise 220) against the sea 

of darkness. That is, Hobe’s Hill is something far more than what an orthodox, 

hegemonic, so-called object sight reduces it to. According to a perspective that the 

straight photograph does not permit, the sharecropper and tenant farmer children are 

“gold skinned” (Praise 67). Annie Mae Gudger’s daughter Maggie Louise’s skin is “a 

special quiet glowing gold color” (Praise 367); her face “shines like a sober lamp” in the 

“outdoor noon” and “in all this whiteness” of the cotton fields (Praise 367). 

(Significantly, Agee reserves the epithet “gold skinned” for George and Annie Mae 

Gudger’s children and Annie Mae’s brother’s children (the children of Gallatin Woods). 

Of the three tenant or sharecropper families he came know, he most liked the Gudgers.) 

The “fat gold fly” that sings (“sang”) and botches (“botched”) against the “bright 

pane” of a window inside a boarded up church (Praise 39) is also a figure for a reality or 

identity of being that is belied by normative vision, i.e. the straight black-and-white 
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photograph. Such vision inters, silences, stills, and straightjackets what it sees. It also 

implies that what it bears witness to is universal and ahistorical or timeless, irrefutable, 

and permanent. The language of the straight photograph is invoked by the church, inside 

which the fly is trapped, and by the time of day that Agee and Evans come across the 

shut-up church. The “paralyzing classicism” and “utter statement” (Praise 38) of the 

church architecture parallels the severity and austerity, and pretension to absolute sight of 

the straight photograph. The “rigorous,” “almost annihilating stress” of the midday sun 

that sharply defines every line of the church building comports with the straight 

photograph’s large aperture or “fast” lens, a lens that maximizes the amount of light that 

enters the lens in order to produce a caught, clear and distinct image. 

Further, the word ‘lamp’ or ‘lamplight’ appears at least eight times in the space of 

the nine pages that recount an “apocalyptic” storm that hits Hobe's Hill, the most critical 

scene of all in Praise. Agee describes the interior of a room in the Gudgers’ house, lit 

only by the light of a single lamp, and the human figures who occupy this room, as a 

“‘rembrandt,’ deeplighted in gold, in each integer colossally heavily planted” (Praise

404). Agee alludes to a seminal figure in seventeenth-century baroque painting, 

Rembrandt van Rijn (1606-1669) and especially to, I think, the painter’s middle to late 

paintings, those produced after 1630 or 1640. These paintings (significantly, they include 

Rembrandt’s self-portraits, produced in the 1650s and 60s) are characterized by 

indistinct, unparsed pictorial content, rich coloring effects (by way of a narrow range of 

earth tones), and light that describes suffuse, gold-colored light, which hardly illuminates 

the given interior or space and casts in deep shadow much of the given content.361 The 

361 Agee references Rembrandt in particular I think because of his characteristic 
lack of outline or definition of the human figure against background space, luminous 
suffuse lighting or atmospheric effects, and narrow range of earth tones. Such 
hallmarks evoke the dark, gold-lit interiors of the dark wooden homes of the 
sharecropper and tenant farmer, the rooms of which are lit only by natural light or 
light from coal-oil lamps. Perhaps, too, Agee also is drawn to Rembrandt’s 
brushstroke, which is more rough or crude in comparison to two other celebrated 
baroque painters, the Spanish painter Diego Velázquez (1599-1660) and the Flemish 
painter Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640), and which evidences very dense, built-up 
layers of paint. Praise, analogously, is a text that is built up or layered rather than 
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figure of the lamp and its gold light refer to the warm, golden light, thick atmosphere, 

intimate space, and psychological interiors of Rembrandt’s late painting.362 The scene 

represents an alternate way of seeing the world, one that challenges classic perspective 

and, by analogy, normative, authoritative perspectives.  Additionally, the scene represents 

that one’s knowledge of another is always colored by one’s own self and that one’s 

perspective of another is inevitably partial, distorted, not absolute. The scene occurs in 

the penultimate pages (393-428). Significantly, under excuse of the storm, which breaks a 

severe, “long and cruel” summer  drought (Praise 406), Agee accepts for the first time 

conventionally finished. Also, like Rembrandt, who complicates or steeps the human 
figure in layer upon layer of paint, Agee represents the individual sharecropper as an 
individual who cannot be easily reduced to the minimalist language of documentary 
expression. Rembrandt’s portraits, which describe an intensity and range of emotion 
in the human face, also perhaps attract Agee. Finally, Rembrandt’s portraits often are 
of middleclass individuals as opposed to aristocratic personages. Velázquez is most 
known for his portraits of the aristocracy—either members of the court of King Philip 
IV of Spain or figures in the employ of the Spanish king and queen, and he depicts his 
subjects in striking, imposing terms. Rubens is prone to allegorizing or semi-
idealizing the human figure. He often depicts it as a classical god or goddess. The 
primary subject matter of Praise is a very poor rural individual (if we rule out the 
presence of Agee, Walker Evans, and some marginal references to Chester Boles, the 
Gudgers’ landlord (Boles in fact is barely middle class)), but Rembrandt’s déclassé 
subject matter is more consonant with Agee’s subject matter than the subject matter 
chosen by Velázquez or Rubens. Also, unlike the ‘fleshy,’ robust, ripe physiques of 
Rubens’s human figures, Rembrandt's figures are painted in unprepossessing, 
unflattering language, a language that exaggerates the so called defects of the human 
flesh—its creases, lines, folds. He captures how sorrow or experience marks the 
human figure. Agee’s descriptions of the sharecroppers and tenant farmers are 
similar. For example, he describes George Gudger’s body as “already a little squat 
with the burden of thirty years” and Gudger’s wife Annie Mae’s paper thin, parched, 
and “seamed” skin (Praise 259).

362 Cavalli-Björkman 28. See also Christopher Baker’s remarks on Rembrandt’s 
distinctive cast of light in Rembrandt (London: Bison Books, 1993). For instance, Baker 
references the “gentle, warm light” (143) that illuminates the female figure in Portrait of 
Agatha Bas (1641); the “warm light” that defines the subject’s (Rembrandt’s) 
“physiognomy in a sympathetic fashion” (192) in Self- Portrait (c. 1655); and, the 
“flickering light” that illuminates the human figures in a way that draws the figures 
together and “emphasizes the sanctity and secrecy of the occasion” (198) in The 
Conspiracy of Claudius Civilius (1661-1662). 
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George Gudger’s offer to stay overnight at Hobe’s Hill and decides not to drive back to 

the hotel in Greensville. The first night that Agee stays in the Gudgers’ home, with 

George and Annie Mae Gudger (whose name he does “not yet know” (Praise 398)) and 

their four children, Maggie Louise, George Junior, Burt Westly, and Valley Few 

(Squinchy), becomes “many nights.”

The storm effectively precipitates a shift in the relations between Agee and the 

Gudger family, namely a lessening of formalities, or distance, between the prying 

journalist from the northeast and the ‘defenseless’ rural southern sharecropper family. In 

formal or aesthetic terms, the storm functions as a retort to “sight” that purports canny 

knowledge of a given subject. Such sight, because it originates outside of the realm or 

subject that it scrutinizes, is in fact compromised and very limited. The dark, lamp-lit 

room in the Gudgers’ house, a “‘rembrandt,’ deeplighted in gold, in each integer 

colossally heavily planted” (Praise 404), represents a space or realm that cannot be 

‘cleanly’ stepped away from or parsed without incurring, paradoxically, loss of sight. 

Gone in these pages (393-428), are any allusions to the understated, reticent, mute, black-

and-white language of the straight photograph. In the front room of the sharecropper 

house, figures are indistinct or barely distinguishable from other figures or objects. A 

single coal oil lamp is the only source of light. This sole source of illumination 

exaggerates the areas of darkness, but it also collects all the occupants together, into a 

rondure” (Praise 398). The “braiding of oleaginous smoke” (Praise 396) from the lamp 

further melds or draws together the contents of the room and its human occupants. No 

one individual can be clearly distinguished from another. The space is close, intimate, 

unparsed. The “fragrant light” of the lamp “is spread not quite to the two far walls,” 

bringing together yet distorting, too, “all surfaces of wood more near, details of furniture, 

bed iron, bodies, faces:” (Praise 396). 

A “large and slow-collected drop” of water from the leaking roof of the house, 

“breaks now and then on” Agee’s right knee (Praise 398), but he is so unused to being in 

such close proximity to the sharecropper and his family, and in the close, private quarters 

of their home, and he is so intent not to betray that he is an outsider by being offended by 
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anything he can see or hear or touch or feel or smell, that he refrains from shifting his 

position. He can see George’s face and George’s “feet in their bluchered [sic] workshoes, 

planted in the boards of the floor” (Praise 398); ten year old Maggie Louise holding the 

baby Valley Few, and “sitting straight upright at the edge of a hickory chair by the bed”; 

eight year old Junior, “sitting on the floor, at the foot of the bed”; four year old Burt, “on 

the bed, on his side, his knees drawn tight, his body drawn in a tight curve round the 

seated hips of his mother […] crying very quietly”; and Annie Mae, whose name he does 

not “yet know” and whose presence he was “aware of from when first I came into this 

room, before you were yet a shadow out of the darkness” (Praise 398). 

Further, the intensity of the storm is such that it has turned an ordinary late 

afternoon into a “reeking of rain […] outrageous all round” (Praise 395), and made 

unfeasible ordinary communication. Such ordinary communication—the prior exchanges 

between Agee and George Gudger—now seem to have been an absence of 

communication. In ekphrastic terms, the earlier conversations are analogous to the 

formal, stilted language of the straight photograph. They are now betrayed not as mimesis 

but as a veneer of politeness that disguised the very unequal relations between Agee and 

the Gudgers. Here, in the scene of the storm, the cataclysmic and “unpredictable thunder” 

(Praise 398) impedes so-called normal conversation. It, and the furled darkness and the 

drenching rain, distort time and space. But, in the place of so-called plain, straightforward 

communication, Agee describes an exchange that, if it is not plain or easy to translate, 

does not disguise the tensions between Agee and the Gudgers. Also, it produces a subtle 

alteration in the relations between the outsider and the sharecroppers. The exchange or 

communion does not effect to conceal the differences between the middleclass, 

professional journalist and the lower class Gudger cotton tenantry family. It also divests 

Agee somewhat of his authorial status of ethnographer and documenter. In the pages that 

describe the scene of the storm, the tensions, in fact, are heightened, but because they are

manifest, or impossible to ignore, they resolve as a real bond between Agee and the 

Gudgers by the time of the storm’s cessation. A more mutual or equal relationship is 

established:
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The room is clear with light and breathes coolness like a lung: it is filled 

with the odors of the rain on the earth and of wood, pork, bedding, and 

kerosene, and is cleaned of the exhaustion of our breathing. Our faces are 

no longer subsumed but are casual and they and I look at each other more 

casually yet shyly, much more sharply aware than before of the 

strangeness of my presence here […] (emphasis added) (Praise 403).

That is to say, although the Gudgers are “much more sharply aware than before of the 

strangeness of [Agee’s] presence,” the differences between Agee and the Gudgers and 

Hobe’s Hill are partly overcome by Agee’s and the Gudgers’ acceptance of these 

differences rather than pretending (for the sake of the other party) that these differences 

do not exist between and separate them:

There still are no ‘introductions’; there is no kind of social talk at all, but 

as if a definite avoidance of any of these issues as too complicated to try to 

cope with; but quietness, casualness, courtesy, friendliness, of a sort that 

make me feel at ease, only careful; and I see how they are very careful 

toward me, puzzled by me, yet glad rather than not to see me, and not 

troubled by me. (Praise 403)

For a little while at least, the divide between the privileged middle-class 

photographer from the northeast (identity of occupation not birth) and the 

underprivileged, rural southern sharecropper family, subtly shifts. Moreover, Agee, the 

putative independent observer, is divested a little of his authority and is as much altered 

as a person by his experience of the Gudgers as they are altered by their experience of 

him. For the brief time during which Agee waits out a storm, in the darkened, late 

afternoon of a July in 1936, in a sharecropper’s house, in a small, cramped, stifling, 

darkened room, he approaches a figure that is a little indivisible or inseparable from his 

hosts. Afterwards, he will reassume shape as a foreigner, represented in the following 

passage in the evocation of the polite, distant, impersonal perspective of Evans’s straight 

photographs—

...what began as ‘rembrandt’ [...] has become a photograph, a record in 
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clean, staring, colorless light, almost without shadow, of two iron sheeted 

beds which stand a little away from the walls; of dislocated chairs; within 

cube of nailed housewood; a family of tenant farms, late in a sunday 

afternoon, in a certain fold of country, in a certain part of the south...” 

(Praise 404)—

but he will no longer feel so much an imposter and he afterwards feels that the Gudgers 

likewise no longer see him as a complete outsider to, and intruder in, their world.) Each 

object or figure (including the figure of Agee) had shared a little with or been inseparable 

from the figures and identities of the other figures and objects in the room. Each object 

and figure has been subtly transformed and shaped by the other.

The scene of the room in the Gudgers’ house, a “rembrandtian” space thickened 

by the oily light of the single light of the lamp, steeped in darkness, gravid, weighted by 

the presence of its human occupants, or “in each integer colossally heavily planted” 

(Praise 404) represents the instability of perspective, and that all representation is 

subjective. Agee consciously uses the light as does the baroque artist Rembrandt, as an 

agent of theatricality. The flickering light plays havoc with linear perspective and distorts 

forms, or variously exaggerates given parts of a figure or object. The melodramatic 

contrasts between dark and light areas, in contrast with the ‘clear’ light of straight 

photography, make it more difficult to see each figure or object in the given pictorial 

space as a separate, distinct entity. In contrast, Agee’s descriptions of Hobe’s Hill in the 

broad daylight prior to and subsequent to the storm comport with Evans’s straight 

photographs. These emphasize a lighting that is omniscient and clairvoyant. The “clean, 

staring, colorless light, almost without shadow” (Praise 404) that characterizes the 

afternoon light following a violent storm at Hobe’s Hill or the “full glass light, clean, 

whitening gray, without shadow” (Praise 87) that characterizes the clear, early mornings 

at Hobe’s Hill, evoke the so-called straightforward sight of straight photography. So does 

the “bareness, cleanness, and sobriety” (Praise 144) and “peculiar sobriety of color” 

(Praise 146) of the tenant and sharecropper houses and outhouses. Such language refers 

to the discourse of photography as a whole, a discourse that traces back to Fox Talbot and 
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his assertion for photography that it is pure description, or unmediated sight: the result of 

“‘light’ and ‘Nature’ alone” or “a recording of the world that is unmediated by human 

beings.”363

As Charlesworth argues, Talbot misleadingly omits any mention of the lens, the 

“sine qua non of perspectival photography,”364 or photography as it comes to be known, 

which relies on a lens and on the apparatus of the camera that re-produces the perspective 

of classical Renaissance painting. (So-called non-perspectival photography refers to a 

range of other, diverse photographic practices. In these instances, photographs are made 

without the use of the camera apparatus, or without a lens and shutter, which control the 

image that is produced on the light-sensitized paper.365) In the instance of the movement 

of straight photography, this photographic form benefits especially from the discourse 

that surrounds it, which does not mention the mediating role of the lens or the concealing 

of the photographic mechanism by which images “were induced to take on the character 

of perspective drawings”366 (i.e. a representational practice that today still stands for real 

perspective). It benefits from a common understanding that what is being looked at can 

be “captured [in the form of an image] on photographic paper just as simply and 

inevitably as outline [classical perspective drawing] can be.”367

Nowhere else in the entire 471 pages of Praise are we given a scene that so 

violently assaults normative objective perspective. In addition to describing the interior of 

the Gudgers’ house as a space in which identities cannot be reduced, defined and 

delineated, Agee describes the light outside the house and the land itself in the moments 

363 Talbot qtd. in Charlesworth 210, 213.
364 Charlesworth 213.
365 The cyanotype, for example, is a type of non-perspectival photography. 

Invented by John Herschel in 1842, it refers to a process whereby paper is brushed with 
an iron salt solution and dried in the dark. The object to be reproduced, such as a plant 
specimen, is then placed on the sheet in direct sunlight. After a certain amount of time, 
the impression of the subject forms on the background. The paper is then washed in 
water. The oxidation that results produces the brilliant blue (“cyan”) that gave the process 
its name.

366 Charlesworth 213.
367 Charlesworth 213.
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that the storm hits Hobe’s Hill towards an alternative vision. The dry, white light—the 

“white scorch of a calm white morning” (Praise 137)—is overhauled by at thicker light, 

by massive forms of clouds, and by seething movements and enormous tensions. The 

hard, flat, wide open spaces and “pale fields” (Praise 85) of Hobe’s Hill darken; the 

afternoon light amasses weight and volume. “Huge thunderclouds,” “barely lifted on the 

horizon,” “ride up looking rich as doom, and darken.” The “look of the earth is already 

dark purple, olivegreen and wealthy under their shadow,” and “they let loose drops as big 

as teacups” (Praise 382). “[M]ore rain fell than heaven might carry […] all the earth 

yielding up that sound of applause which is beyond politeness” (Praise 392). A “grim 

olive light…the olive light suffused with a dim red gold, which was the substance of the 

earth” (Praise 394) supplants the earlier white, distilling light. The storm erupts in a

roar that runs out of the woods behind your [the Gudgers’] house and 

takes the field in  stride to meet us where we stop in such a welter that, in 

the fifteen feet between the lean-to where we leave the car and the porch 

we sprint for, the clothing is stuck along shoulder and thighs like tissue 

paper […] and the reeking of rain is so outrageous all round that I can 

scarcely hear half of what [Fred] Ricketts is saying […] and we stand, 

watching, beneath the field, the embattled trees, which are scarcely visible, 

all thrashing […] and the rigid trunks themselves swaying even from their 

strong footholds in a strong and vertical oscillation of wharved masts […] 

(Praise 395)

The figure of the storm and the figure of the lamp and its gold light evoke the violence

and tension that characterize a baroque painterly space as opposed to a reticent, decorous, 

Renaissance painterly space. Through these figures and through their evocation of a 

baroque painterly aesthetic, Praise avers that for representation to be sincere and ethical, 

it must acknowledge not only the intrusion of the subject-observer but that the subject-

observer is never really separate from the given object-subject. It cannot capture, in clear, 

hard, fixed, unassailable, and un-fraught terms the given object of representation. It 

cannot give us a balanced, impartial, perspective, even when it uses a language, i.e., that 
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which we see in straight photography, that connotes balance, impartiality, and 

perspective.  The lamp and the adjective gold are figures of ‘insight’ as opposed to 

‘sight.’ They rhetorically function as a retort to the so-called transparent or 

unembellished truth of the straight photography—the “unrelieved, bare-faced, revelatory 

fact” of Evans’s photographs368—and as a retort to a larger claim, that it is possible to 

find a perspective that is not mediated. They represent an ethics of representation that 

holds that the observer is not independent of or “outside” of what he or she observes. 

That is, such observer is always situated within not without what he or she attempts to 

“cleanly” record. Such claim speaks for an ethics and aesthetics of representation that 

identifies with the ethnographic practice of “participant observation.”369 Significantly, 

this practice emerges in ethnography in the period between approximately 1920 and 1950 

(in the aftermath of the collapse of Western Europe, when privileged authorities no 

longer could speak for others “without fear of contradiction.”370) Effectively it challenges 

the belief that it is possible to accurately, indisputably document either another’s identity 

or culture (let alone one’s own) or another being as if the observer were independent 

from the given subject.371 Agee, as an ethnographer, and Praise (the verbal text), as an 

ethnographic text, undercut the cultural status and authority of the independent observers 

of Agee and Evans as opposed to the status and authority of the sharecropper and tenant 

farmer. The prose constantly tacks between “the ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ of events,” or 

experience and interpretation.372 Analogous to the modern ethnographic text, it represents 

a “constructed domain of truth,” or  a “serious fiction.”373 It both self-consciously 

368 Kirstein qtd. in Hulick 106.
369 Clifford 9, 34, 37.
370 Clifford 7.  Bronislaw Malinowsky (author of Argonauts of the Western 

Pacific (1922), Marcel Griaule, Victor Segalen (author of René Leys (1922) and Equipée: 
Voyage au pays du réel (1929), and Michel Leiris  (author of L’Afrique Fantome (1934) 
were among the modern generation of ethnographers who questioned earlier ethnographic 
work. 

371 Clifford 1-54.
372 Clifford 34. 
373 Clifford 12.
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recognizes its “imperial power” and attempts a “subversive critique” of this power.374

When Agee narrates the event of Evans’s photographing the sharecropper and tenant 

farmer families for the first time, he notes his and Evans’s duplicity, and he notes that the 

sharecropper and tenant farmers are well aware of their duplicity, of Agee and Evans’s 

stripping them and their children “naked in front of the cold absorption of the camera” 

(Praise 363). When he describes his experience in a room in the Gudgers’ house, sitting 

with the family waiting out the storm, he recognizes what a seminal, early modern 

ethnography Michel Leiris also recognized: the theatricality, instability, and highly 

subjective nature of ethnographic observation and interpretation, and representation 

itself.375

374 Clifford 13.
375 Clifford 165-174.
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PART TWO: STRAIGHT PHOTOGRAPHY AND THE ANTHROPOCENTRIC LENS

Ecocritic Scott Slovic defines ecocriticism as “the study of explicit environmental 

texts by way of any scholarly approach or, conversely, the scrutiny of ecological 

implications and human-nature relationships in any literary text, even texts that seem, at 

first glance, oblivious of the non-human world.”376 In other words, he writes: “any 

conceivable style of scholarship becomes a form of ecocriticism if it’s applied to certain 

kinds of literary works; and, on the other hand, there is not a single literary work 

anywhere that utterly defies ecocritical interpretation, thus ‘off limits’ to green 

reading.”377 In the words of another ecocritic, Lawrence Buell, ecocritical or green 

readings of texts extend to, in principle, “any literary transaction between human 

imagination and material world.”378 Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, is not an explicitly 

environmental text. Nonetheless, it questions deeply human attitudes towards and 

treatment of environment. One of the ways it does this, I argue, is through the critique of 

the “sight” of straight photography. Praise implicitly compares the authority or claim of 

absolute perspective of the straight black-and-white photograph to the anthropocentric 

‘lens’ of the human. The immediate context for this is a brutal system that traces back to 

slavery and the old “one-crop cotton-culture complex of the antebellum South.”379 The 

larger context is a human order, i.e. a dominant human order, which sacrifices both the 

human and the environment to a relatively small number of ‘land’ ‘lords.’

Agee compares the machine of Evans’s portable tripod camera to the machinery 

of the saw mill and the machine of the cotton gin, two ubiquitous structures of the thirties 

rural south, and symbols of two trenchant, environmentally unsustainable practices: clear 

felling and the cash crop. The camera is machine that steals, compromises, 

‘whitewashes,’ blanches, and oppresses the identity of others. Evans is a demonic agent, 

setting up, in the front yard of tenant farmer Fred Ricketts’s place (on the very first 

376 Slovic 160. 

377 Slovic 160.
378 Buell “Environment and Literary Landscape” B15.
379 Tindall 21.  
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afternoon that Agee and Walker first meet Ricketts, outside the front of a courthouse in 

Greensville, Alabama) 

[...] the terrible structure of the tripod crested by the black square heavy 

head, dangerous as that of a hunchback, of the camera; stooping beneath 

cloak and cloud of wicked cloth, and twisting buttons; a witchcraft 

preparing, colder than keenest ice, and incalculably cruel. (Praise 364)

This language (it is the only description in Praise of Evans’s tripod camera, an apparatus 

that is favored by the straight photographer because it minimizes movement at the 

moment of the snapping of the shutter and thus produces a very precise, “still” image) is 

very similar to the language that Agee uses to describe the machine of the cotton gin, a 

symbol of North America’s transition from an agricultural to an industrial economy. 

Analogous to Evans’s camera, it is a malevolent thing that reduces or devours and 

totalizes everything around it. Its “big blank surfaces of corrugated metal, bright and sick 

as gas in the sunlight, square their darkness around a shuddering racket that subsumes all 

easy speaking” (Praise 346); it clamors with the “noise of great energy, cost and 

mystery” (Praise 346); and, the “appetites of its metals” are “deafening” (Praise 346). 

The machine of the camera also resonates with the machine of the saw mill. The hieratic, 

demonic “black altar” (Praise 92) and “soot-black scaffolded structures” (Praise 94) of 

the saw mill evoke the “black square heavy head” of Evans’s camera. Its main weapon, a 

“shriek[ing] saw” unleashed upon the green world, “chopping, “sawing, sawing, snaking, 

[and] hauling” away entire forests of local pine (Praise 95), evokes the “central 

instrument” (Praise 11) of the lens of Evans’s camera, “colder than keenest ice, and 

incalculably cruel.” Like the straight photograph, which reduces reality to a black-and-

white, threadbare language, the anthropocentric machine of the saw mill reduces reality 

to a ‘color-less,’ threadbare, “stump-spiked” wasteland (Praise 95).

Further, the black-and-white straight photographic language that Agee so often 

relies upon to describe Hobe’s Hill—its parched fields and tenuous houses and desiccated 

environment dominated by the colors “argent,” “silver,” “gray,” “bone,” and “ivory”: 

“Nowhere one ounce or one inch spent with ornament, not one trace of relief or of 
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disguise: a matchless monotony…throughout restrained, held rigid” (Praise 143)—seems 

to implicitly comment upon an anthropocentric lens that, like the straight photographic 

lens, reduces reality to terms that are not seen as terms, or as one of many possible 

purchases upon reality. The distilling, reducing language of the straight photograph 

metaphorically represents egregious anthropocentric practices that reduce or strip 

environment to an unrelieved, unvarying, monogamous realm, into a “large yet little part 

of an enormously populated yet as enormously attenuated one-trade and monotone city: 

i.e., a city of nine million, stretched thin against a cottonfield which in turn is drawn over 

earth three hundred miles one way and sixteen hundred the other” (Praise 205).

Independent of allusions to the language of straight photography, Agee’s 

descriptions of the wooden homes of the sharecropper and tenant farmer forward the 

argument that the identity and fate of the nonhuman world is deeply implicated in human 

identity and fate. They describe both a martyred, oppressed nonhuman being and a 

martyred, oppressed human being. The tenant or sharecropper house is “a creature of 

killed pine, stitched together with nails into about as rude a garment against the hostilities 

of heaven as a human family may wear” (Praise 137). It is “put together out of the 

cheapest available pine lumber, and the least of this is used which shall stretch a skin of 

one thickness alone again the earth and air” (Praise 142). In the “sleavings of rain,” it 

appears “as if, the skull lifted off, the brain were exposed, of some aged not intellectual 

being who had lived a long time patiently and with difficulty” (Praise 139). The wooden 

shingles of its roofs are “that shell and carapace, more frail against heaven than fragilest 

[sic] membrane of glass” (Praise 53). The “vertical and prostrate wood” of its 

floorboards bear the “great and handsome grains and scars” of a great battle (Praise 149). 

The texture of this wood is of “weathered bone” (Praise 132).

Agee makes it clear that the sharecropper and tenant farmer have very little say in 

the use of the environment and the resources it offers them and that these are determined 

by other human beings, an “absentee landlord,” who has greater political power. He also 

questions human treatment in general of environment, including the issue of ownership of 

environment and whether or not the human has the right to do whatever it wants to the 
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environment: “Much of this land that lay out around us had been taken over by human 

beings, who were under and who will perhaps always remain under the infantile delusion 

that they own it” (Praise 246); “No doubt we have the ‘right’ to own and use the earth as 

seems to us best if we can: but we might be thought to qualify a little better for the job if 

it ever occurred to us in the least to qualify or question that right” (Praise 249).

The hegemony of the cash crop of “king cotton” in particular is a recurring motif 

in Praise. More than half of all the land that the sharecroppers and tenant farmers work is 

planted in cotton, and this commodity, of all the cash or other crops of the sharecropper 

and tenant farmer (these include corn, sorghum cane, melon, peanut, and sweet potato 

(Praise 128)), gives the least return or is, in the words of Agee, “in no possible way 

useful as it stands to the tenant’s living” (Praise 326). It swallows up or encroaches upon 

both the human and environment. As Agee describes one of the cotton fields that George 

Gudger and his family work, which make up more than half of the twenty acres he leases 

from the landowner, it “begins very deep behind the house on its left, and along its left 

flank the cotton plants nearly touch the wall” (Praise 128). Further, Agee compares 

Hobe’s Hill, and the rural south as a whole, to a vast prison house or “wall-less” factory, 

and a being cruelly drawn and quartered. Its “workrooms,” are the cotton fields and other 

cash crop fields, “or fragrant but mainly sterile workfloors without walls.” It is like the 

“spread and broken petals of a flower” (Praise 128-130). The majority of the human 

population that subsists on this land is hardly better off. The land is a “wrung breast”; the 

sharecropper or tenant farmer house on this land is its “cracked nipple”; and, “of such 

breasts,” “the planet is thickly and desperately paved as the enfabled front of a goddess of 

east India” (Praise 129). Apart from a very small piece of sumptuous garden at the rear 

of the Gudgers’ house, any vegetation that is not cultivated for cash struggles to survive. 

The “small and sour” yield of a “large convulsed apple tree” (Praise 191) at the side of 

the Gudgers’ house sums up the fate and state of the green world of this place.

Indeed, despite the rural setting of Praise, the color ‘green’ seldom makes an 

appearance in the text. When it does, it appears almost always in conjunction with a word 

that drags it down, denoting stagnation, decay, or mortification. That is to say, this color 



170

hardly ever refers to the non-human, so-called natural environs of the rural south, as if 

Agee is saying that this world hardly exists. Only once in Praise does “green” identify 

with the flora of Hobe’s Hill and then only in morbid allusion to a species of tree that the 

tenant farm and sharecropper sequester and cultivate for profit: the pine trees, a “green-

brown gloom,” (Praise 129) at the edges of the exhausted cultivated fields of Hobe’s 

Hill. Otherwise, “green” almost always appears in allusion to human-made or human-

produced materials: the “metal green” of an “emptied and flattened twenty-gauge shotgun 

shell” (Praise 148) in the Gudgers’ cellar; the “gray-green and half rotted” (Praise 160) 

leather handles of a trunk (“small, elderly, once gay, now sober”) (Praise 159) in the 

Gudgers’ front room.

Two significant exceptions to the predominance of images that ekphrastically 

represent the language of the straight photograph and, by analogy, the anthropocentric 

lens of the human, are the scenes of the summer storm and of Agee’s memory of a 

springhouse in Tennessee. Agee uses the storm, I suggest, as a figure of revolt by the 

green world against a human order that is seemingly intent upon wiping it out and that 

does not speak for the interests of most of the people that depend upon it. Significantly, 

the storm hits Hale County in the same month that the “king cotton” bursts from its bole 

and shrouds the fields in white—the season during which the sharecropper and tenant 

farmer devote almost every waking hour to picking cotton and baling it, and, at regular 

intervals, to loading the cotton and carting it to the cotton gin in Cookstown. It represents 

the revolt against the unquestioned authority of the anthropocentric lens—a lens that 

privileges the human above all other being. The storm ‘forces’ Agee, Fred Ricketts, and 

George Gudger to take refuge inside George Gudger’s house. All human conversation 

halts. All human activity at Hobe’s Hill is temporarily suspended or abated and 

subordinate to the will of the storm. It enters like some richly robed figure at the head of 

a grand procession: “[h]uge thunderclouds” “ride up” and appear “rich as doom” (Praise 

382). The “look of the earth is already dark purple, olivegreen and wealthy under their 

shadow” (Praise 382). And, despite the imperiousness of its entry, when this regal 

personage finally speaks, or when the skies break open and pour rain down on the 
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parched land at Hobe’s Hill, “without warning or teasing of gradualness” (Praise 392), 

the deluge brings immense relief and “joy” to Hobe’s Hill: 

[The storm] stood itself forth upon the earth, and more rain fell than 

heaven might carry […] and all the earth yielding up that sound of 

applause which is beyond politeness, beyond reward, beyond acclaim, 

beyond all such vulgarity, and is the simple roaring of all souls for joy. 

(Praise 392)

Further, within the pages that describe the storm, Agee inserts another scene that I 

suggest functions ecocritically. Agee recalls a childhood experience, an imperious 

bullfrog that resides in the springhouse on his grandfather’s property in Tennessee and 

that reprimands Agee for illicitly entering the springhouse. The green frog is also perhaps 

a figure for the ‘green’ world egregiously encroached upon by the human. At the height 

of the storm at Hobe’s Hill, in the still, quiet ‘eye’ of its center, Agee recalls 

surreptitiously entering the green watery realm of the springhouse, “delighting” in its 

“shut darkness,” “cold, wet wood,” and “smell of butter,” fascinated by the massive, 

ornate “baroque roots of a tree” and highly decorative “quilt” of leaves, like the 

“plumage” of a bird, “so delicate, laid and laid,” submerged beneath the spring, and 

enthralled by a “twindling, slender, upwards spine” of a “column of gnats,” which 

appears to him as a fantastic “column of the stars of all universes” (Praise 393). While 

the boy does not want to “disturb” any of what he sees about him, he knows, nonetheless, 

that he is an intruder. He is caught unawares and rebuked by the legitimate ‘green’ 

resident of this secluded, private, ‘underground’ realm and sanctuary, by a great “black 

and jade and golden bullfrog, big as a catcher’s mitt” with “broad affronted eyes” and 

“face and shoulders and great dim belly,” “his sliver larynx twitching constantly with 

scarcely controllable outrage,” sitting between “two sweating stones,” steadily “watching  

me” and “shining with wet in the dark” (Praise 393). This scene ekphrastically represents 

a very different pictorial aesthetic than that of Evans’s straight black-and-white 

photographs. The massive “baroque” roots of the tree, the rococo-like “twindling, 

slender” column of gnats in a dust mote, the richly colored, submerged “quilted leaves,” 
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and the creature of the bullfrog himself are a world apart from the Hobe’s Hill of Evans’s 

photographs and the Hobe’s Hill that Agee records that ekphrastically represents Evans’s 

photographs. Further, I suggest, the resplendent, magnificent bullfrog and the 

underground, watery realm this creature presides over is a figure for a green world that 

the human steadily encroaches upon and a figure for an already lost or banished brilliant, 

bejeweled, green world.

Finally, independent of any ekphrastic allusions to straight photography or to the 

counter-language of baroque painting towards commenting on the hegemony of the 

human, Agee exhaustively describes the fauna and flora of Hobe’s Hill. These 

descriptions are extraordinarily rich, yet no critic that I know of comments on them. 

Moreover, the nonhuman world that Agee records in the verbal text of Praise is all but 

absent from the visual text. In Evans’s photographs, the primary subject matter is the 

sharecropper and tenant farmer. In Agee’s text, subject matter refers to both the 

nonhuman and human communities of Hobe’s Hill. For example, in one of the exhaustive

enumerations or listings that Agee makes of the possessions, wages, crops, tools, land, 

“education,” “clothing,” “work,” and “shelter” of the sharecropper and tenant farmer. 

Agee describes the fruit and vegetable garden, the “garden plot” (Praise 131), in the 

Gudgers’ back yard. He describes a diminutive piece of domestic garden, but a non-

human or ‘green’ world that spectacularly flourishes in the small space it occupies. The 

garden is hemmed in, within a larger ‘green’ world more or less completely suppressed or 

obliterated or sacrificed to human interests, i.e. human commercial interests. In contrast 

with the outer, larger, culled green world, the miles of acres of monotonous cash crops, 

the garden is fecund, variegated, rife, and tumultuous. The “zoo” seems to refer less to 

the hemmed-in garden itself and more to the repressed grounds that lie outside of it. Agee 

represents this diminutive domestic garden as a paradise, mutually beneficial to its human 

and non-human members. It sustains the human community but also flourishes on its own 

‘grounds’ or terms. It is not monogamous or monotonous in the way that the fields 

planted with cash crops are. It is not straight jacketed or parsed or dissected in the way 

that the commercially cultivated fields are. It is represented as a being that both is able to 
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express itself and give to the Gudgers something far more sustaining and profitable than 

what, as a sharecropper family, they eke out from the land outside of the garden. Agee 

writes,

The garden plot is close on the right rear of the house. It is [...] caught up 

within palings [...]. Outside, the frowsy weeds stand halfway up these 

walls; inside the planting is concentrated to the utmost possible, in green 

and pink-veined wax and velvet butter beans, and in rank tomatoes, hung 

low, burst against the ground, in hairy buds of okra, all these sprung heavy 

with weeds and smothered in textured shades of their leaves, blown like 

nearly exploding balloons in the full spread of the summer, each in its 

shape and nature, so that the whole of this space is one blowsy bristling 

pool and splendor of warm- and insect-embroidered plants and the savage 

odors of their special lusts that sting the face in gathering, nuzzling the 

paling as the bars of a zoo: waist-deep to wade in, so twined and spired 

and reached among each other that the paths between rows are discernible 

only like steps confounded in snow: a paling gate, near the kitchen, is 

bound shut again their bursting with a piece of wire. (Praise 131-132)

Moreover, it is significant that another section in Praise, titled “Recessional and 

Vortex” (212-220), which announces the section as simultaneously a retreat from and the 

very center of the text, is entirely devoted to a listing of the flora and fauna of Hobe’s 

Hill. Agee apologizes for not devoting more space in the text to this subject, for making 

“only the briefest sort of sally” (Praise 231) into this realm: “it is unhappy to write of 

animals when there is no time to write of them properly; so likewise with the plants” 

(Praise 218); “in any proper account it would be necessary to give such a full record of 

all these in themselves” (Praise 213). That is, he says, no account of Hobe’s Hill would 

be complete without providing “what in and around even one of these blank wood houses 

is sewn into these human lives” (Praise 218). “For,” he writes, “taking even a single 

center, the human animals alone,” this community lives in “an immediate and most 

elaborate texture of other forms of existence” and “this fact” is “of a significance no less 
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powerful and shaping through the mere impossibility of measuring it” (Praise 213). 

Among the flora and fauna Agee records (with evident delight), he lists fifteen species 

alone of trees, fourteen species of birds, nine species of snakes, and nine species of 

wildflowers and so-called weeds. These descriptions of flora and fauna express how 

tangled or interdependent each species is upon the other and how each species thrives in 

the presence of the other. The trees are “glanded [sic]” with the nests of, “streamed and 

sparkled” with the singing of, and “ribboned and streamered [sic]” with the flight of 

sparrows, ricebirds, thrushes, catbirds, mockingbirds, jays, red-winged 

blackbirds, cardinals, and groaning and flauting [sic] doves, the robins and 

sharp wrens, the diamond hummingbirds and their wincing song […] and 

by night the screechowl and the whippoorwill (Praise 219) 

The wild flowers and weeds are

netted through with the traffic and simmering of bee and of wasps and 

hornets and snakedoctors, and with the needs and the leisures of rabbits, 

red squirrels, gray squirrels, opossums, raccoons, wild razorbacks, wildcat, 

perhaps rare foxes, and spiders spread [sic] ghosts of suns between 

branches and start along water and tadpoles and frogs are in the water and 

frogs on the earth and tees, and arrowy [sic] minnows, and mud turtles and 

land tortoises… (Praise 218-219)

By contrast, the descriptions of the large scale operations of cash crop farming and clear-

felling of land express the impoverishment that occurs as result of reducing and 

sequestering existence. And, of the closest metropolis to Hobe’s Hill, Agee describes this 

city as something diseased or stricken (and also festering and multiplying): a “hard flat 

incurable sore,” “spread” out upon and “overflowing” “all quarters” of the rural south 

(Praise 219-220).

Another passage in Praise that implicitly questions the human anthropocentric 

lens (and reduction of reality) is the description of the Mississippi River (one of the 

tributaries of which wends its way through Hobe’s Hill): “one of those few, huge, casual 

and aloof creatures by the mercy of whose existence our own existence was made 
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possible” (Praise 252). Agee writes further, “There is no need to personify a river: it is 

much too literally alive in its own way” (Praise 252). That is, he speaks for an attempt to 

fathom the natural world in a language that does not reduce this world to merely a 

reflection of the human. He speaks for a desire “to know of [the nonhuman world] as 

nearly as possible in its own terms” (Praise 252). Further, Agee characterizes the river’s 

own “career,” as a “more serious” career than that which the human devises for the river 

by way of dynamos and electric generators. And, in comparing to “artifacted hearts” the 

dynamos that we attach to its “limbs” in order to siphon off some of its seemingly 

limitless strength, and to “helmeted brains” (Praise 252), or a kind of artificial 

intelligence, the electric generators, Agee not only expresses human dependence upon 

environment, but our parasitical relationship to it (a relationship that does not 

characterize other kinds of parasites, which symbiotically give something in return to 

their “host”):

[…] at very least as much as it is good to hear the whining of dynamos, 

the artifacted hearts of our civilization, it is well to hear, to become aware 

of, the operations of water among whose spider lacings by chance we live 

[…] wherein the crop it brings up, the destruction it is capable of, the 

dams and the helmeted brain of generators thrown across it and taking a 

half-hitch on its personal energy, are small, irrelevant, not even noticed 

incidents in its more serious career, which is by a continual sagging in all 

parts of its immense branched vine and by a continual searching out of 

weakness, the ironing flat and reduction to dead sea level of the wrinkled 

fabric of the earth. (Praise 252)

Further, Praise expresses respect for the right of expression or language of the river, for 

the river’s own right to inscribe “the genius forehead of the earth.” It respects this 

nonhuman being as “one more than beast,” or as a being that is not less than the human:

How beautifully then it has drawn our country into pleated valleys, in 

what language it has written upon the genius forehead of the earth the 

name and destiny of water, how handsome are the meanderings of its 
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dotage through yellow flats across which is seen in the hard sunlight the 

broken and glass glistering [sic] of a city, are matters less truly important 

than the wrinkling open of a gully in a cornfield […], the sleeping and 

high-breasted sliding along of a milewide river, the great, final, digressive 

rectal discharge which beneath New Orleans yellows the Mexican gulf: 

and the knowledge that such actions, going on intimately in every yard of 

thousands of miles of land beneath the hoverings and discharges of the 

sky, are all of one thing, one more than beast. (Praise 252-3)

The final pages of Praise are devoted to another nonhuman being that makes up 

the realm of Hobe’s Hill. Agee recounts one of the evenings that he spends with George 

Gudger on the porch of George Gudger’s house. He hears the foxes calling out to each 

other across the fields. He cannot translate their speech. Thus, he describes “the grief of 

incommunicability” (Praise 469). But he also describes “the frightening joy of hearing 

the world talk to itself” (Praise 469), under cover of darkness, during the hours when 

human activity has temporarily ceased or abated and left a little room for the parliament 

of the non-human world. The cruelty or indifference of human beings to nonhuman 

beings, both animals and environment, is something that does not escape Agee. He 

describes the brutal treatment of domestic animals, including the dogs, “never kindly 

touched by adults” and “played with” by the children in “the usual mixed affection and 

torture” (Praise 217), or the mules, “bony, very tough, and badly scarred,” covered in 

“large deep red and green sores” from their harnesses,” and having “in their eyes” “the 

look which is common among cruelly used animals” (Praise 212). Their heads are “like 

flowers” yet they are “kicked […] and slashed along the jaws and across the eyes” 

(Praise 93). In perhaps the last letter that Agee wrote prior to his death in a taxicab in 

New York City on May 16, 1955 (a letter dated May 11, 1955, never delivered but found 

with Agee’s belongings shortly after his death), Agee writes about circus elephants used 

by the human for the sole purpose of entertainment.380 One of the elephants that he writes 

about was the ‘property’ of a circus, which had stopped in a small town in Tennessee. 

380 James Agee, The Letters of James Agee to Father Flye 228-232.
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The elephant had gone mad and killed three men. In an economy of words barely 

concealing Agee’s rage, he writes: the “general populace […] decided, accordingly, that 

she should be hanged […] They strung her up to a railroad derrick; she broke it down by 

sheer weight. They got a stronger derrick: after two hours, Mary died, hanged by the 

neck, while 5,000 stooges looked on.”381

Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, like many, many other texts, has not been 

ecocritically commented on by scholars. Such texts can be read for their “ecological 

implications and human-nature relationships.”382 They tell us about those relationships 

between the human and the non-human that promote respect for both human and non-

human being, that ought to be preserved, and those relationships that critically 

compromise either human or non-human identity, that ought to be challenged. The effort 

to read cultural products in this way critically contributes to environmental

consciousness. Such effort will “open,” to use an expression of Agee’s in Praise, “before 

consciousness, and within it, a universe luminous, spacious, incalculably rich and 

wonderful” (Praise 11-12). 

381 Agee, The Letters of James Agee to Father Flye 231.
382 Slovic 160.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

STEPHEN CRANE AND THE ENVIRONMENTAL IMAGINATION
Man is a lesser animal

In an unsold copy of Crane’s first published novel (privately printed), Maggie: A 

Girl of the Streets (1893), Crane inscribes the following words: “It is inevitable that this 

book will greatly shock you, but continue, pray, with great courage to the end, for it tries 

to show that environment is a tremendous thing in the world, and often shapes live [sic] 

regardlessly.”383 These words are repeated almost verbatim in at least two other copies of 

Maggie, one of which was given to Hamlin Garland around the time that Maggie first 

appeared in print in 1893.384 They speak for this and other writings by Crane that deal 

with the struggle between the human individual and his or her socioeconomic 

environment in that they express that such an environment plays a critical role in 

determining an individual’s formation of self. But Crane’s writings also point to an 

ecocritical understanding or definition of the word ‘environment.’ Environment in this 

sense denotes the so-called natural realm, or ecogenic (nonhuman-made) physical spaces, 

as well as anthropogenic (human-made) physical spaces that contribute to and constitute 

human identity. The “environmental imagination” refers to a way of seeing and thinking 

about the world that is ecocentric as opposed to anthropocentric. It actively recognizes 

the human in relation to the environment and it does not as a matter of course elevate 

human interests above the interests of nonhuman beings and nonhuman-made spaces. A 

comparison between an early (1894) and later version (1898) of the story “An 

Experiment in Misery” evidences Crane’s shift away from a focus upon the 

socioeconomic disparity per se between the lower and the middle and upper class human 

populations of the nineteenth-century city towards a focus on socioeconomic disparities 

as these are augmented by an anthropocentric industrial imagination. Such imagination 

383 These words appear in the copy that Crane gave to Reverend Thomas Dixon: 
see Stallman and Gilkes, eds., Letters 49.

384 Stallman, Stephen Crane: A Biography 78; Brown, The Material Unconscious: 
American Amusement, Stephen Crane, and the Economics of Play  70. The other copy 
was given to Lucius L. Button. See Stallman, Stephen Crane 574, Winterich 124.
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produces not only environments that are hostile to nonhuman organic beings but 

environments that ostracize or repress some of their own human populations, as 

represented by the character of a penniless New York City Park Row youth. Another 

relatively late writing, “The Open Boat” (1897), also reflects an environmental 

consciousness. In marked contrast with contemporary newspaper accounts by Crane and 

other journalists who covered the story of the wreck of a steamer bound for Cuba, “The 

Open Boat” devotes as much attention to the ‘character’ of the sea and the relation of the 

human to this ecogenic character as it does to the identities and fates of human characters 

in the narrative. Further, consistent with other writings, these two stories belittle the 

significance of the human relative to the nonhuman ‘figure’ or ‘character,’ in effect 

undercutting the normative anthropocentric belief in the centrality and distinction of the 

human relative to nonhuman physical beings.

Crane’s writings level the human in relation to environment and this leveling is 

critically tied to their author’s interest in impressionist painting. The influence of 

impressionist painting has not been previously examined by scholars interested in Crane 

for what it might offer in the way of ecocritical insights. However, it has been spoken 

about by Crane scholars towards other largely formal aesthetic ambitions and it 

frequently crops up in critical introductions to Crane. Four mid-century studies are 

largely responsible for this attention: Sergio Perosa’s “Naturalism and Impressionism in 

Stephen Crane’s Fiction” (1964); Orm Øverland’s “The Impressionism of Stephen Crane: 

A Study in Style and Technique” (1966), Stanley Wertheim’s “Crane and Garland: The 

Education of an Impressionist” (1967), and Rodney O. Rogers’ “Stephen Crane and 

Impressionism” (1969). A fifth study, James Nagel’s Stephen Crane and Literary 

Impressionism (1980), the most recent and only book length work on the subject, 

summarizes and adds to the earlier discussion. If the authors of these studies do not 

consciously read either Crane or impressionist painting for environmental consciousness, 

confining their inquiries to formal aesthetic questions and to qualifying Crane’s canonical 

identity as a literary naturalist, their findings directly bear upon the ecocritical argument I 

make herein. So, too, do readings of impressionist painting by Charles Altieri, Clement 
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Greenberg, T. J. Clark, and Martin Jay. I also rely on statements by two early nineteenth-

century critics, Jules Laforgue and Hamlin Garland, to argue that Crane’s interest in 

painterly impressionism and the problems in representation it confronts, critically informs 

his approach to the subject of representation of the relation between the human figure and 

the figure of environment and the subject of representation of environment. Through a 

language of flatness, Crane self-consciously resists the pathetic fallacy, or the imposition 

of the human upon the nonhuman. Yet, through so-called atmospheric techniques, 

Crane’s writings often collapse or threaten to collapse into the pathetic fallacy.

Crane’s short life (1871 to 1900) roughly coincided with the pictorial movement 

of impressionism. Art historians choose the inaugural date of 1874 for impressionism, the 

year that French painter Claude Monet publicly exhibited Impression, Sunrise—Le Havre

(1872). The movement flourished in France in the 1870s and 1880s. Its influence on 

painters in The United States was seen almost immediately and it peaked there in the 

1890s, the decade during which Crane produced the bulk of his work. Crane probably 

knew something of painting before this decade because his older sister Mary Helen Crane 

was an accomplished painter who established an art school in Asbury Park, New Jersey 

in 1887.385 His first significant exposure to the controversial avant-garde movement, 

however, probably occurred sometime after 1890. Hamlin Garland, who would become a 

“literary father” for Crane,386 is a key figure in this regard. Crane first met Garland in the 

summer of 1891 at the New Jersey seaside resort, Avon-by- the-Sea. At the time, Garland 

was giving a series of lectures on American literature. Crane was assisting his brother 

Townley as shore correspondent to the New York Tribune. He wrote a report on 

Garland’s lecture on William Dean Howells that appeared the following day, August 18, 

1891.387 Later, he would read Garland’s collection of essays on literature and art, 

Crumbling Idols: Twelve Essays on Art Dealing Chiefly with Literature, Painting, and 

the Drama. This text was first published in 1894 and included a chapter on impressionist 

385 Wertheim, A Stephen Crane Encyclopedia (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood 
Press, 1997) 74; hereafter referenced as ASCE.

386 Davis 134.
387 Wertheim, ASCE 122.
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painting. Stanley Wertheim, among other Crane scholars, notes that Garland’s book was 

the single most important source on impressionist painting for Crane.388 According to 

another art historian William H. Gerdts, Garland’s Crumbling Idols is “the most succinct 

and perceptive rational for Impressionism to be written by an American” at the time.389

Crane’s association with the New York Art Students’ league was another critical 

influence. Between the fall of 1893 and the spring of 1895, Crane lived on and off at the 

“old” Art Students’ League building at 143-147 East Twenty-Third Street, Manhattan, 

New York. He shared rooms with the artists and illustrators William Carroll, David 

Ericson, Frederic C. Gordon, Nelson Greene, Corwin Knapp Linson, Charles and Gordon 

Pike, Gustav Verbeek, and R. G. Vosburgh. Stanley Wertheim’s A Stephen Crane 

Encyclopedia provides brief biographies of many of these figures. Carroll, Greene, and 

Vosburgh shared rooms with Crane in the Art Students’ League building between 1893 

and 1894. Greene had studied at the Art Students’ League under a seminal figure in 

American impressionism, William Merritt Chase. Ericson shared quarters with Crane at 

intervals between 1893 and 1895.  Like Greene, Ericson also had studied at the Art 

Students’ League under Chase. Ericson later studied with the American impressionist 

James McNeill Whistler in Paris. Charles Pike studied under sculptor Augustus Saint-

Gaudens (a naturalized American citizen), another critical figure in impressionism, and at 

the Academie Julian and Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris. Charles Pike’s brother Gordon 

also had studied in Paris. So had Corwin K. Linson, a painter, illustrator, and 

photographer who, like Charles Pike, received his professional training at the Academie 

Julian and the Ecole des Beaux Arts. These were prestigious institutes for training 

painters. They also were very conservative establishments. However, students would not 

have been unaware of the goings on of avant-garde painting outside of these walls.390

388 Wertheim, “Crane and Garland: The Education of an Impressionist.”
389 Gerdts 17.
390 Up through the 1850s, the official Salon in Paris was controlled by the 

“despotic” Academy of Fine Arts, a very conservative institution under the equally 
conservative aegis of the Institute de France (Rewald 19). The Ecole des Beaux-Arts, was 
the Academy’s official school for training young painters. The “artistic conceptions” 
which guided it in its policy reflected the so-called neo-classical teachings of Jacques-
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Linson in his biography of Crane, My Stephen Crane, published in 1958, denies

that Crane was influenced by impressionist painting. Past biographers relied on Linson’s 

testimony. However, Stanley Wertheim and other Crane scholars note that Linson’s 

biography needs to be approached with caution since he wrote it to a large extent under 

the influence of an earlier fictionalized biography of Crane by Thomas Beer, published in 

1923. Wertheim himself, in an early essay, “Crane and Garland: the Education of an 

Impressionist” (1967), disputed the claim that Crane was influenced by impressionist 

painting.391 He argued that the members of the Art Students’ League with whom Crane 

made friends, including R. G. Vosburgh, Nelson Greene, Frederick Gordon, W. W. 

Carroll, and Edward S. Hamilton, could not have introduced Crane to impressionist 

painting because, he condescendingly states, “few of these ‘Indians’ as Crane liked to call 

them” were “actually painters.”392 Rather they were mere “undistinguished 

illustrators.”393 In later criticism, however, Wertheim changed his mind about the 

significance of Crane’s contact with the Art Students’ League and about the extent of  the 

influence of impressionist painting on Crane’s literary imagination. His book A Stephen 

Crane Encyclopedia fully acknowledges the significance of the Art Students’ League. As 

Wertheim’s entries support, Crane probably learned a great deal about the highly 

controversial movement of impressionist painting as it was being practiced in both 

Europe and the United States through the friendships he made at the Art Students’ 

League. As Daniel G. Hoffman writes, the “young men” Crane met there “were studying 

with the first generation of American art teachers to have brought home the doctrines of 

Monet, Cézanne, and Seurat.”394

Louis David half a century earlier or the “transformed” but not “relaxed” rules of David’s 
most famous pupil, Jean-August-Dominique Ingres (Rewald 19). In the second half of the 
nineteenth century, the Academy still exerted considerable control over the jury of 
admission and of rewards at the biennial or yearly Salons, and often excluded from these 
exhibitions paintings submitted by the impressionist painters (Rewald 19). 

391 Wertheim, “Crane and Garland: the Education of an Impressionist.”
392 Wertheim, “Crane and Garland” 23.
393 Wertheim, “Crane and Garland” 23.
394 Hoffman qtd. in Nagel 16.
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Another key figure in Crane’s exposure to impressionist painting was Henry 

McBride, a prominent art critic whom Crane met for dinner on occasion between 1895 

and 1896 in the Tenderloin district of New York (in the company of Charles and Gordon 

Pike and Edward S. Hamilton and Gustav Verbeek).395 In addition to people whom he 

came to know personally, Wilhelm Goethe was another seminal influence. Goethe was a 

seminal figure with regard to investigations into color. His theories overturned the older 

established theories of Isaac Newton, which found that color had no scientific basis at all 

and was an unreliable product of the imagination. In his anti-Newtonian dissertation, 

Farbenlehre, published in 1810, Goethe argued that at least some colors were externally 

or physiologically produced.396 The color theories of Goethe, as well as of others’ 

investigations of the physical and chemical properties of color, deeply impacted the 

visual arts. According to early psychologists, color stood for the tactile sense as opposed 

to the optical sense of sight, which stood for immaterial, so-called pure, objective vision 

or sight. But, if color was “relegated to more earthbound tasks,” it nonetheless placed us 

“in contact with reality,” “imparting the ideas of weight and solidity.”397 It no longer 

signified so-called secondary, spurious, emotional states, values that an older Cartesian 

thought had promulgated.398 It stood for a sense grounded in physical material actualities. 

As Martin Jay describes, the “physiological terrain of color” in impressionist painting 

395 McBride’s essay “Stephen Crane’s artist friends,” published in 1950 in Art 
News, a periodical that McBride regularly contributed to, is a primary source of 
information about the artists with whom Crane came into contact. See Henry McBride 
“Stephen Crane’s Artist’s Friends” Art News XLIX (Oct. 1950): 46.

396 Schopenhauer was another leading figure in the new ideas about optics and 
color. His work on sight and color, Uber das Sehen und die Farben, published in 1815, 
and which Schopenhauer sent to Goethe, was instrumental in promoting and 
disseminating Goethe’s theories. Schopenhauer also expanded on Goethe’s theories and 
he also argued that color was entirely physiologically based.

397 Olin, “Gaze” 208.
398 As Martin Jay explains this bias, Descartes and his contemporaries relegated 

color to “the uncertain workings of the fallible human,” denigrating it “in relation to pure 
form” (151).
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witnessed the returning of vision to the body, away from a “transcendent, atemporal 

viewing subject.”399

Crane did not know the German language but almost certainly knew of Goethe’s 

anti-Newtonian dissertation, Farbenlehre (1810) in the only English translation then 

available, Charles Eastlake’s Goethe’s Theory of Colours (first translated in 1820), 

published in a 1840.400  Evidence for this is a letter by Frank W. Noxon, a Delta Upsilon 

Fraternity brother of Crane at Syracuse University, the first person to call “attention to 

Crane’s knowledge of Goethe’s theory of color.”401 In an earlier writing, a December 7, 

1926 correspondence to Max J. Herzberg (at the time the president of the Stephen Crane 

Association in Newark, New Jersey), Noxon writes:

399 Jay 152.
400 Hough 136, 3n. Hough argues in fact that Crane’s interest in color and his use 

of it as something that denotes a corporeal, physical state or condition, owes much more 
to Goethe than to impressionist painting. His beliefs are shaped in part by his reading of 
the artist and illustrator Linson’s biography of Crane, which, as I have stated, Crane 
scholars no longer regard as reliable. Linson’s argument that impressionist painting had 
little impact on Crane and that Crane’s impressionist style was merely an “affectation,” 
(Linson qtd. in Hough 136, 2n) perhaps has something to do with his own very 
conservative training in Paris and his loyalty to older art visual traditions. Hough also 
relies on a statement John Berryman makes that “Crane was interested in what Goethe 
called the ‘moral-sensual effect of color’” and that Crane owed “nothing whatever, 
apparently, to painting” (389). Berryman says his statement is merely “an opinion,” but 
he goes on to argue, nonetheless, that “all such allusions [to impressionist painting are 
metaphorical in Crane, who does not use color in the least like a painter” (389). 

Hough also relies on statements by Melvin Schoberlin, who also disagrees with 
the argument that Crane’s writing owes to impressionist painting. Schoberlin asserts that 
Crane’s sense of color was wholly “innate” (Schoberlin qtd. in Hough 135, 2n).* These 
statements, however, appear in Schoberlin’s editor’s introduction to a (1949) publication 
of Crane’s The Sullivan County Sketches. If Schoberlin is using these stories as evidence 
for his claim he probably was right, since they were written early in Crane’s career, prior 
to his involvement with the Art Students’ League, an involvement that was probably the 
most important with respect to the subject of influence of impressionist painting.

*Hough provides the following source: Melvin Schoberlin, ed. The Sullivan 
County Sketches, by Stephen Crane (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 
1949).

401 Halliburton 326, 18n. Noxon’s statements appear in a 1928 essay titled “The 
Real Stephen Crane,” in a Chicago’s Step-Ladder magazine. See Frank W. Noxon, “The 
Real Stephen Crane,” Chicago Step-Ladder 14 (Jan. 1938): 4-9.
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Incidentally, the use of the word “Red” in this title [The Red Badge of 

Courage] was part of a program. After the book appeared he and I had 

somewhere a talk about color in literature. He told me that a passage in 

Goethe analyzed the effect which the several colors have upon the human 

mind. Upon Crane this had made a profound impression and he had 

utilized the idea to produce his effects.402

By way of the aforesaid contacts and influences, Crane also might have gone to see 

firsthand some of the ‘modern painting’ of American and French impressionist painters. 

Since the 1880s, Paul Durand-Ruel, a Paris dealer and longtime financial supporter of 

various members of the French movement, had been bringing the French painting to the 

States. A first large-scale exhibit that Durand-Ruel organized included paintings by 

Manet, Monet, Pissarro, Renoir and Sisley. In 1886, the “pivotal year” for the appearance 

of impressionist painting in the States, Durand-Ruel organized an exhibit in New York of 

300 paintings that included 17 by Manet, 23 by Degas, 38 by Renoir, 38 by Monet, 42 by 

Pissarro, 15 by Sisley and 3 by Seurat.403 From this moment onwards, impressionist 

painting would become an overwhelming concern of collectors and artists alike.404

American Impressionist painting made its debut not long after, in 1893, at the Columbian 

Exposition of the Chicago Fair (the event that in part inspired Garland’s Crumbling Idols 

and also the year that marks Crane’s literary debut, with the publication of Maggie: A 

Girl of the Streets). 

If American impressionist painting was not formally recognized until March of 

1898, when a group of painters advertised by the press as “The Ten American Painters” 

presented their work at the Durand-Ruel Galleries in New York, it was a well-known 

phenomenon by the 1880s and 1890s.405 One of the ‘Ten’s’ leading figures was William 

402 R. W. Stallman and Lillian Gilkes, eds., Letters 334, 75n; 336.
403 Gerdts 29.
404 Gerdts 28-29.  According to Gerdts (29), Monet was the most recognized of 

these painters.
405 The original members of the ‘Ten’ did not remain the same over time and 

several of the ‘Ten’s’ members did not considers themselves to be “impressionists” or 
today are not critically regarded as impressionist painters, but the group as a whole 
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Merritt Chase, the most significant teacher of impressionism in America between 1880 

and the early decades of the twentieth century.406 As noted earlier, he had taught at the 

Art Students’ League. He was also involved, earlier in his career, with Cincinnati painter 

Frank Duveneck and Duveneck’s ‘Munich’ school, one of two progressive movements 

that emerged in the United States in the 1870s and that influenced the impressionist 

painting. (The second movement, American tonalism, a descendent of French Barbizon 

painting, also has strong ties to American impressionism.)407 He and several other 

“Duveneck Boys” were instrumental in founding in New York in 1877 the Society of 

American Artists, which challenged New York’s conservative National Academy of 

Design. The Society exhibited American Barbizon-school painting, later American 

Munich-school painting, and later again American impressionist painting.408 John Henry 

Twachtman was another leading figure of American impressionism. Twachtman also 

taught at the Art Students’ League in New York, from the late 1880s until the end of his 

life.409 (Chase took Twachtman’s place as the leader of the ‘Ten’ following Twachtman’s 

death.) Twachtman’s closest friend and the patriarch of American impressionism, Julian 

Alden Weir,410 also taught at the Art Students’ League. James McNeill Whistler, while he 

did not teach at the Art Students’ League, spending most of his active years in England 

and Europe, and while he “rejected the appellation of Impressionist,” exerted 

considerable influence nonetheless on American impressionism (as well as American 

Munich-school painting and, American tonalism).411

The dual objective and subjective aims of impressionist painting, its 

disembodying effects yet embodied vision, its “union between the real and the ideal”412

identifies nineteenth-century directions in American impressionist painting. The group of 
‘Ten’ exhibited their work up through 1918-1919.

406 Gerdts 24.
407 Gerdts 22.
408 Gerdts 24.
409 Gerdts 67.
410 Gerdts 34, 71.
411 Gerdts 34.
412 Bermingham 55; Hartt 840. 
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or conciliation of “objective reality with subjective vision,”413 is evoked through allusions 

to the destabilizing quality of light or the ways in which light gives form to and renders 

formless solid objects, and in part by its allusion to the more material, “physiological 

terrain” of color.414 Its representations of shimmering, unstable light speak for the 

instability of perspective. Its representations of color—a debt to then contemporary 

rigorous color-science theory—speak for pure materiality or a perspective grounded in 

hard scientific facts. The seemingly antithetical impulses, the impulse of realism versus 

the impulse of idealism, have been have been spoken about by art critics and historians 

since impressionism’s inception. They have also been spoken about in the context of 

work of late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century so-called literary 

impressionist writing. If the slew of studies that have participated in and contributed to 

this literary critical conversation describes both a “confusing richness” and a “critical 

chaos,”415 scholars are more or less in agreement that literary impression is a style or 

413 Perosa 92.
414 Jay 152. Nonetheless, as Jay points out, impressionist painting’s so-called 

ocular inheritance—its debt to the Enlightenment and to the natural sciences that 
flourished under this aegis)—is frequently maligned in poststructuralist criticism. This 
bias also funds the arguments that Crane scholars make about the impact of impressionist 
painting on Crane. They acknowledge the role that the material or other natural sciences 
play in impressionist painting but they pay much greater respect to impressionist 
painting’s interest in the anti-retinal, “subjective rendering of experience” (Wertheim, 
“Crane and Garland” 23). With regard to impressionism’s objective “conviction in the 
ultimate validity of the visible world” (Hartt 861), i.e. a conviction that owes to post-
Enlightenment natural scientific inquiry, they imply that this as a matter of course  
reflects a callous, rigid, inflexible, scientific positivist approach to the world.

415 Schapiro qtd. in Matz 16. Matz provides the following source: Meyer 
Schapiro, Impressionism: Reflections and Perceptions (New York: George Brazilier, 
1997) 28. An example of this confusion is found in the writings of a prominent American 
art critic Samuel Greene Wheeler Benjamin (1837-1914), who, in 1879, used the term 
“impressionism” to designate “all great painters who have effectively combined the real 
and the ideal in their art (Benjamin qtd. in Bermingham 70). None of the painters 
identified by Benjamin, including Turner (a British nineteenth-century “romantic” 
painter, and Britain’s first ‘modern painter’), Corot (a French Barbizon-school or 
naturalist painter), and Velasquez (a seventeenth-century Spanish baroque painter), 
belong to the nineteenth-century movement of impressionist painting. That said, 
Benjamin uses the term in reference to painting that plays havoc with classical 
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aesthetic that suggests atmosphere and mood, subordinates plot and schema, and other 

forms of “rationalizing and conceptual knowledge,” and fuses subject and object.416 Also, 

as Jesse Matz points out in a very recent study, Literary Impressionism and Modernist 

Aesthetics (2001), among Crane’s nineteenth-century AngloAmerican contemporaries the 

style of writing that was spoken of as “impressionist” was a writing that was understood 

to be the author’s self-conscious expression of self or personality. Chief contributors to 

this understanding of the aesthetic are Ford Madox Ford and Walter Pater. The earlier 

literary figure, one of the foremost aesthetic critics of Crane’s nineteenth century and, in 

the words of Ezra Pound, “the father or at least the shepherd of English Impressionist 

Writers,”417 remarks in a note to the third edition (1888) of his multi-volume Studies in 

the History of the Renaissance418 that “the whole scope of observation,” of “impressions, 

unstable, flickering, inconstant, which burn and are extinguished without consciousness 

of them” is “dwarfed into the narrow chamber of the individual mind” and that 

Experience, already reduced to a group of impressions, is ringed around 

for each one of us by that thick wall of personality through which no real 

voice has ever pierced on its way to us, or from us to that which we can 

only conjecture to be without. Everyone of those impressions is the

impression of the individual in isolation, each mind keeping us as a 

solitary prisoner its own dream of a world [emphasis added].419

representational realism and that culminates with the nineteenth-century French and 
American impressionist painters.

416 Matz 18.
417 Pound qtd. in Matz 14. Matz provides the following sources: Ezra Pound, 

“Review in New Freewoman I (December 1913),” qtd. in Ford Madox Ford: The Critical 
Heritage, ed. Frank MacShane (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1972) 55; R. A. 
Cassell, Ford Madox Ford: Modern Judgements (London: Macmillan, 1972) 16.

418 This note also appears in the first, 1868 edition but Pater omitted it from the 
second, 1873 edition. 

419 Pater 1533.  Despite this highly subjectivist, individualist, critical aesthetic 
stance, Pater emphasizes the richness of experience or the importance of the material 
moment as opposed to the importance of fitting it to a metaphysical, so-called higher 
truth: 
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Ford, who singled out Stephen Crane among English and American writers as an artist 

who had more than any other writer of his generation successfully produced a “hybrid 

Romantic-Realist literature,”420 also emphasizes that the literary impression is 

distinguished by the author’s expression of his or her individual self. It “differs from 

other schools, principally in that it recognises, frankly, that all art must be the expression 

of an ego”; if it is to do anything, “it must, as the phrase is, go the whole hog”; it is the 

“frank expression of personality”; it “gives one, as a rule, the fruits of [one’s] own 

observations and the fruits of [one’s] own observations alone.421

As both Pater and Ford also express, however, the impressionist aesthetic of 

describing an experience or observed experience as many unsynthesized bits and 

pieces—like “one of those canvases that show you in one corner a pair of stays, in 

another a bit of the foyer of a music hall, an another a fragment of early morning 

landscape, and in the middle a pair of eyes, the whole bearing the titled of “A Night 

Out”422—emphasizes less the instability of a given reality and more the instability or 

subjectivity of the subject-observer’s perceptions of this given reality. It resists occupying 

fully either the subjectivist or objectivist position, remaining instead in a state of “in-

betweenness” or “indecisiveness.”423 As Matz characterizes the literary product of such 

authors as Henry James, Joseph Conrad, Ford Madox Ford, Marcel Proust, and Stephen 

Crane, their writing mediates between “sensation and thought,” between “the sensual and 

With this sense of splendor of our experience and of its brevity, gathering 
all we are into one desperate effort to see and touch, we shall hardly have 
time to make theories about the things we see and touch […] The theory or 
idea or system which requires of us the sacrifice of any part of this 
experience, in consideration of some interest into which we cannot enter, 
or some abstract theory we have not identified with ourselves, or of what 
is only conventional, has no real claim upon us. (153-1534) 

420 Ford, “The English Novel” (1929), Critical Writings of Ford Madox Ford 29.
421 Ford, “On Impressionism” (1913), Critical Writings of Ford Madox Ford 34, 

37.
422 Ford, “On Impressionism” (1913), Critical Writings of Ford Madox Ford 42. 

Ford references the paintings of the Futurists but his remark references in general the 
direction of modern painting away from unified symbolic perspective towards 
fragmentation and metonymic juxtaposition.  
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the rational.”424 For them, if the impressionist aesthetic renders life “as it really seem[s] 

to individual subject experience,” it yet oscillates between “the transcendent subjectivity 

of romanticism” and the “omniscient objectivity” of realism.425

Impressionism brings together, and into electric conversation, two different 

epistemological traditions, the “Empiricisms” of Locke and Hume and the later 

phenomenological inquiries of Henri Bergson, Edmund Husserl, and Maurice Merleau-

Ponty, that latter of which would critically impact a nineteenth-century Romantic 

sensibility.426 Martin Jay, in Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-

century French Thought, commenting on impressionist painting, characterizes the 

contradictory epistemological traditions of the impressionist aesthetic as an “ocular” 

tradition that associates with enlightenment thought (and the natural and other material 

sciences) and an “anti-ocular” tradition that associates with post-enlightenment, romantic 

thought (and with the reaction against material, empiricist-driven scientific inquiry).427

423 Matz  14, 45.
424 Matz 2, 13.
425 Matz 13-14.
426 Matz 13. For a detailed discussion of these respective inheritances see Matz 

19-25 and 25-29. 
427 The argument that Jay makes in this book is that twentieth-century 

postructuralist theory and criticism is pervaded if largely ignored by critics by an anti-
visual or anti-ocular discourse. Such discourse, he argues, represents the very acute 
reaction against the privileging of the sense of sight that traces back through the 
Enlightenment to Plato and the “Hellenic affinity for the visible” (Jay 21). For the 
Enlightenment thinker, sight stood for the most distantiating of the senses, the faculty of 
reason or the intellect, and, therefore, “the noblest of senses” (Jay 21). Jay locates the 
“hostility to visual primacy” (Jay 14) in such major contemporary figures as the artists 
and critics George Bataille and Andre Breton, the philosophers Jean-Paul Sartre, Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, and Emmanuel Levinas, the social theorists Michael Foucault, Louis 
Althusser, and Guy Debord, the psychoanalytical theorists Jacques Lacan and Luce 
Irigaray, the cultural critics Roland Barthes and Christian Metz, and the poststructuralists 
Jacques Derrida and Jean-Francois Lyotard (14). In art historical discourse this hostility 
is represented by such figures as Jonathan Crary, author of Techniques of the Observer:  
on vision and modernity in the nineteenth-century, and Rosalind Krauss, author of The 
Optical Unconscious. (On the other hand, Jay remarks, if such poststructuralist thinkers 
do not fault impressionist painting for its empiricist ambitions, for its obsession with the 
hard-scientific-based, “corporeally situated quality of vision,” he or she takes 
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The first speaks for a positivist doctrine, which advocates “direct observation as a means 

to valid knowledge.428 The second renounces “even the pretense of recreating reality,”429

forwarding instead the belief, apropos of Pater and Ford, that artistic expression is the 

“individualized expression of the artist’s temperament”430 or the belief that artistic 

expression “can be both a phenomenon of nature and of the artist’s own being.”431

If, by the 1880s and 1890s, impressionist painting was a well-known phenomenon 

in the United States, it was still a highly controversial movement. Not only did it 

foreground epistemological inquiries concerning the nature of reality and how to 

represent it, in rejecting more or less outright the venerated genre of history painting, the 

ostensible subject of which is grand political (i.e. human-framed) events, as well as the 

genre that came only second to history painting, the portrait (a genre that also focuses on 

the subject of the human); it brought into an ecocritical focus the subject of environment. 

Led by such figures in France as Eduard Manet and Paul Cézanne (who also participates 

in later so-called post-impressionist developments), George Seurat (who also is a key 

figure in “neo-impressionism”), Camille Pissarro, Claude Monet, Alfred Sisley, August 

Renoir, and Berthe Morisot—the impressionists more or less dispensed with the official 

portrait and the history painting. They turned instead to scenes of every day life in the 

context of an unofficial, either middle or lower class, human subject matter. They also 

elevated the genre of the still life, the ostensible subject of which was nonhuman subject 

matter—a bowl of fruit, a vase of flowers, a basket of vegetables—as opposed to the 

more venerated human subject. But their most significant contribution to painting was the 

landscape, which along with the still life stood on the lowest rung of the painting 

hierarchy. As the name suggests, an important subject for the impressionist landscape 

painter is the nonhuman, ecogenic, so-called natural world. 

impressionist painting to task for being the “way station” to the pure, self-referential art 
that is so often identified with “high modernist formalism” (Jay 157).) 

428 Shiff 23. 
429 Rewald 330.
430 Shiff 10. 
431 Shiff 18. 
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An early seminal essay on the impressionist landscape (significantly, the painting 

that Crane’s and his contemporaries most identified impressionist painting with), 

“L’Impressionisme,” by nineteenth-century French art critic and symbolist poet Jules 

Laforgue, reflects the embrace by the movement’s practitioners of both the 

phenomenologist’s assertion that “we cannot know reality independent of consciousness” 

and the empiricist’s certainty in objective knowledge,432 in a context that points to the 

ecological vision of these painters. Laforgue points out that this painting is plein air

painting or painting that rejects the studio and studio lighting and paints directly in front 

of the given subject. (It was the first painting to do so.) Such practices placed the painter 

‘closer’ to his or her subject and spoke for a desire to engage with the so-called natural 

world in relatively unmediated terms. Laforgue also points to impressionist painting’s 

replacement of “theoretic perspective” by a “natural perspective of color vibration and 

contrast,” or “line” by “vibration and contrast of color.”433 Laforgue refers to the 

impressionist painters’ rejection of the academic, mathematically constructed, Albertian 

perspective of classical Renaissance painting, which represents objects and figures to 

suggest or create the illusion of depth or spatial recession, and which, further, allows the 

painter to hierarchize content, foreground the most morally important content, which is 

also the largest in size, and backgrounding the least morally important content, which is 

also the smallest in size. Characteristically, it foregrounds the human or human-made 

subject-object figure relative to any so-called natural or nonhuman-made subject-object 

figures, in effect giving secondary, decorative value to the latter and primordial 

distinction to the former.

Impressionist painting also implicates the figure of the artist-subject-observer in 

the representative space. It does so in two ways: by announcing itself as flat canvas and 

432 Kronegger qtd. in Matz 17. Matz provides the following source:  Maria 
Elisabeth Kronegger, Literary Impressionism (New Haven: Collage and University Press, 
1973) 36.

433 Laforgue wrote this essay sometime between 1883 and 1884. It was later 
published in the following collections of his writings, Mélanges posthumes, Oeuvres 
complètes, 4th ed., Vol. III (Paris, 1902-3). See Laforgue, “Impressionism,” translated by 
William Jay Smith in Art News LV (May 1956) 43-45. 
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flagrant paint, i.e. as a construct (announcing itself to originate not in the body of the 

world but in the body of the artist), and by abolishing vanishing point perspective, which 

states in effect that the (human) subject-observer does not stand outside or apart from the 

object of representation. Both positions are manifest in the device of the broken 

brushstroke and in the impressionist painter’s abjuring of underpainting and glazing, 

leaving the eye “under no doubt” that the representation is mere paint that comes from 

“pots” and “tubes.”434 But, as T. J. Clark expresses these techniques, they are used also 

toward expressing “doubts about vision.”435 That is, if unbrokenness of surface stood for 

“the evenness of seeing itself, the actual form of our knowledge of things,”436 brokenness 

of surface stood for the admission that the seer “does not know how his or her own sight 

makes objects possible.”437 Further, these very same techniques bespeak the conviction in 

“the fixity and substance” of the historical material world “out there.”438  By “out there,” 

Clark refers to historical material human (so-called political) inequities, i.e. those that 

such painters as the social-realist painter Courbet and, later, the ‘first modern’ painter 

Manet forcibly brought to the attention of Paris’s bourgeois art establishments. 

In the instance of the impressionist landscape, the world “out there” that modern 

painting represents by way of broken brushstroke and brokenness of surface, activiely 

notices the nonhuman subject of the environment. It does not presume to efface, supplant, 

or displace the “fixity and substance” of environment in the act of representing it. It does 

not entirely subordinate it to symbolic, or human, language. It does so by presenting itself 

as a material ‘site’ as opposed to an ideological or spiritual or conceptual sight, or 

“insight.” It expresses the intent to remain within the realm of material being, not ‘above’ 

or outside of it. Instead of a theoretically constructed or conceptual, disembodied vision, 

which typically hierarchizes the world according to (from highest to lowest in political 

and moral value) an anthropomorphic god, a king or other human ruler, the human 

434 Greenberg, “Modernist Painting” 86-87.
435 Clark 12.
436 Clark 13.
437 Clark 17n.
438 Clark 17n.



194

subjects of this king or other ruler, and finally the nonhuman physical world, 

impressionist painting seems to express relatively less interest in the human figure per se 

and relatively more interest in the relations that might exist between the figure of the 

human and the figure of the world “out there.” Human and nonhuman figures occupy the 

same ‘space’ of or exist on the same plane of being. This impressionist perspective, 

effected in part by the impressionist painter’s particular use of, and esteem for color does 

not “background” the figure of the nonhuman. It speaks for so-called external, relatively 

limited, material- and historically-bound realities rather than for an infinite timeless order 

or metaphysical space or other immaterial, internal space. The human figure is less 

sharply separated from or not especially defined against any nonhuman subject matter 

such as the figure of the sea or the sky or a field or street or building. Subject matter is 

represented as a single, interdependent realm of being, constantly infinitesimally 

colliding and shifting. Laforgue writes:

Where the academic sees only lines at the edges of things […], the 

Impressionist sees real living lives, without geometrical form, built from 

thousands of irregular touches which, at a distance, give the thing life. 

Where the academic sees only things set down in regular, separate 

positions within an armature of purely theoretical lines, the Impressionist 

sees perspective established by thousands of imperceptible tones and 

touches, by the variety of atmospheric states, with each plane not 

immobile but shifting.439

Laforgue refers in particular to the so-called atmospheric techniques of the impressionist 

landscape painting of the most orthodox members of the movement, Monet, Pissarro, and 

Sisley. In the impressionist landscape, the human and the nonhuman figure are painted in 

a consonant language: conventional techniques of modeling, shading, and foregrounding 

are abandoned. The replacement of line by “vibration and contrast of color” underscores 

connections between subjects or objects in a given space.440 This language evidences the 

439 Laforgue, “Impressionisme,” qtd. in Clark 16.
440 Laforgue, “Impressionisme, qtd. in Clark 16.
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relations between human and nonhuman physical beings as opposed to the facts of the 

separations or distinctions between them. In effect, impressionist painting’s “[seeing] and 

[rendering] nature as she is, which is to say solely by means of colored vibrations,”441

does not separate the human being from nonhuman physical beings. Moreover, it 

expresses appreciation for the material physical realm as opposed to symbolic spaces, or 

the province of the human mind. Human and nonhuman figures are equidistant in 

physical and aesthetic, and moral terms. In Pissarro’s The quays at Rouen (1883), 

Monet’s La Grenouillère (1869),  Berthe Morisot’s Dans les blés (1875), or Monet’s 

Boulevard Saint-Denis, Argenteuil (1875), for example, the figure of the human subtly

associates with the nonhuman figures of water and sky.442 It is not foregrounded or made 

more prominent relative to the latter. In Pissarro’s Coin de village, effet d’hiver (1877), 

the figures of trees and fields are not merely defined against the cropping of rural farm 

houses, or the latter is not simply imposed upon the figures of the trees and fields.443 Each 

insists in the composition, neither yielding to nor supplanting the other figures. Other 

examples—neo-impressionist George Seurat’s Man Painting a Boat (1883), and Pierre-

Auguste Renoir’s Les Grands Boulevards (1875) and La Balançoire (1876)—speak for 

this non-antagonistic relation between the human and the nonhuman, or the painting’s 

apparent refusal to background the nonhuman subject-object figure relative to the human 

subject-object figure.444 The lack of demarcation between the human figure and the 

nonhuman figure is also seen in the painting of the American impressionist painters—

John Twachtman, Childe Hassam, Theodore Robinson, J. Alden Weir, and others.445 As 

contemporary critic Charles Altieri implies in his reading of the impressionist landscape, 

its atmospheric language foregrounds the subject of relations between the human and the 

441 Laforgue, “Impressionisme, qtd. in Clark 16.
442 See Fig. 12., Fig. 13., Fig. 14., and Fig. 15.
443 See Fig. 16.
444 See Fig. 17., Fig. 18., and Fig. 19.
445 Kwiat 184. Kwiat points out these three figures towards his argument that 

Crane’s writing suggests the influence of the “new disintegrations” that the American 
impressionist painters are learning from the French impressionists, including Monet and 
Sisley.
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environment, resists anthropocentrically conceptually burdening the nonhuman natural 

world in the act of representing it, and expresses the awareness that human identity is 

actively informed by environment. It is “the capacity of coloristic mobility” to transform 

human understanding of their relations to nature, “the play of color relations” to liberate 

painting from imposing humanist values upon nature,446 and the attempt to live “in the 

midst of what one is trying to capture.”447 Another spokesperson for impressionist 

painting, the mid-twentieth-century critic Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, characterizes 

impressionist painting’s “supremacy of color over story” as the “directness of perceptual 

sensorial values against the illusionistic rendering of nature” and as the emphasis on 

“visual fundamentals to express a particular concept.”448 Similar to Altieri, Moholy-

Nagy’s analysis underscores the modern impressionist aesthetic conviction that human 

insight is profoundly shaped by the medium of the material world and does not act 

independently or ‘above’ or outside of this world. The art historian T. J. Clark remarks on 

the way in which impressionist paint declares itself to be in agreement with the mode of 

being of the so-called natural world. That is, he comments that the impressionist painter’s 

application to the canvas of colors equal in ‘value’ stood for nature itself, for the 

“presence and unity” of the natural world and that, thereby, impressionist painting 

expressed itself to be in “profound agreement” with nature.449

446 Altieri 167, 166.
447 H. H. Arnason qtd. in Altieri 167. Altieri is discussing in particular Monet’s 

Impression: Fog (1872). The reproduction that he relies upon is from H. H. Arnason’s 
History of Modern Art (New York: Abrams, 1971)(page 34).

448 Moholy-Nagy 141.
449 Clark 182.
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Fig. 12. The quays at Rouen (1883) by Camille Pissarro
(scanned image source: Australian National Gallery 32)
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Fig. 13. La Grenouillère (1869) by Claude Monet
(scanned image source: Clark 160 (Fig. 62))

Fig. 14. Dans les blés (1875) by Berthe Morisot
(scanned image source: Clark 163 (Fig. 65))
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Fig. 15. Boulevard Saint-Denis, Argenteuil (1875) by Claude Monet



200

(scanned image source: Clark (Plate XX))

Fig. 16. Coin de village, effet d’hiver (1877) by Camille Pissarro
(scanned image source: Clark (Plate I))
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Fig. 17. Man Painting a Boat (1883) by George Seurat
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(scanned image source: Australian National Gallery 42)

Fig. 18. Les Grands Boulevards (1875) by Pierre-Auguste Renoir
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(scanned image source: Clark 72 (Fig. 19))

Fig. 19. La Balançoire (1876) by Pierre-Auguste Renoir
(scanned image source: Clark 18 (Fig. 6))
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Hamlin Garland’s analysis of impressionist painting in “Impressionism” in 

Crumbling Idols: Twelve Essays on Art Dealing Chiefly with Literature, Painting, and 

the Drama, an essay that, as stated earlier, Crane knew well, also points towards the 

subject of impressionist painting’s active notice of environment. Similar to Laforgue, 

Garland implicitly comments on impressionist painting’s active notice of the relation 

between the figure of the human and his or her nonhuman surrounds when he discusses 

the way in which the human figure in the landscape is represented. Inspired by the recent 

exhibition of European and American impressionist painting at Chicago’s Columbian 

Exposition (in 1893), Garland discusses how impressionist atmospheric techniques 

animate the so-called natural world, taking stock of it as a subject being in its own right 

but also representing it not as a static so-called object non-being that serves as mere 

decorative support to the human figure but a presence equal to or hardly distinguishable 

from the human figure. The “Impressionist painter” is one who is in the “habit” of 

“referring constantly to nature” (123). Rather than “toning or harmonizing color” (126) in 

order to set off certain subject matter content from other subject matter content in the 

composition, the “Impressionist painter” uses “raw” or “frank” color (126, 130): 

“[v]alues are almost equal everywhere” (124). He or she “does not mix his paints upon 

his palette” (126-127) but “paints with nature’s ‘primary colors’—red, blue, and yellow” 

(126). He or she places primary colors “fearlessly on the canvas side by side, giving a 

crispness and brilliancy, and a peculiar vibratory quality to sky and earth which is 

unknown to the old method” (126-127). The nonhuman and the human figure mutually 

occupy the pictorial space, or constitute a “single idea impossible of subdivision without 

loss” (122) (emphasis added). 

In addition to the atmospheric language of the impressionist landscape painting, 

Garland’s essay addresses this painting’s characteristic “frank color,”450 the hallmark of 

flatness of impressionist panting. Following in the wake of Eduard Manet and Gustave 

Courbet, two leading figures in the ‘modern painting’ of the last two-thirds of the 
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nineteenth century, the impressionist painters applied primary, so-called pure or saturated 

color (or hue) directly to the canvas as opposed to secondary color (tones). Before, as 

Garland indicates in his study, primary colors—red, yellow, blue, and black—were 

mixed on the palette prior to application to the canvas, and secondary colors (diluted or 

mixed color or tones), similar to the techniques of shading and linear perspective, were 

used towards sculptural effects or illusion of depth.451 Depth in turn could be used to 

background content that had secondary value (i.e. environment), or it could be used to 

represent an ‘interior’ immaterial condition or space such as a psychological or spiritual 

realm that existed apart from and signified more than the material world. Impressionist 

paint does not see the spiritual dimension to be something that is distinct or separate from 

or more than the material dimension. In many instances, impressionist painting breaks 

completely with conventions of representing interiority, as in Manet’s ‘colored patches’ 

or in Courbet’s seeming exclusive concern with representing material surfaces in quasi-

photographic, so-called scientific language, without suggestion of psychological or 

spiritual ‘depth.’452 These painterly strategies actively notice the material realm, the 

world that is immediately before not behind one (i.e. external to not within the human 

mind). Also, in “flattening” the human figure relative to other (nonhuman subject and 

object) figures in the painting, modern painting in effect does not distinguish the human 

figure from the nonhuman figure in a way that signifies that the former is more important.

In a now famous essay, “Towards a Newer Lacoon” (1940), art critic Clement 

Greenberg argued that flatness was a way by which painting sought to distinguish itself: 

450 Garland 130. Garland also refers to the choice of the impressionists to paint en 
plain air: in taking “intimate views of nature,” the impressionist painters “work in the 
open air necessarily” (122).

451 Moholy-Nagy 159.
452 Fried Manet’s Modernism 2, 193. With regard to Manet, Fried references the 

nineteenth-century French art critic Jules Antoine Castagnary, who used the term 
“colored patches” to describe painting by Manet. See Jules Antoine Castagnary, Salon 
1:364-365 in Salons 1857-79, 2 vols. (Paris, 1892). With regard to Courbet, Fried 
references the critical writings of another nineteenth-century critic, Théodore Pelloquet 
(qtd. in Fried 193). See Théodore Pelloquet, “Salon de 1863,” L’Exposition (July 1, 
1863).
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“the stressing of the ineluctable flatness of the surface” was “more fundamental than 

anything else to the processes by which pictorial art criticized and defined itself under 

Modernism.”453 In a later essay “Modernist Painting” (1960) (inspired by the earlier 

essay), he argues that the “first Modernist pictures” were those “by virtue of the 

frankness with which they declared the surfaces on which they were painted.”454 He 

reiterates that because flatness was “the only condition painting shared with no other art,” 

modernist painting “oriented itself to flatness as it did to nothing else.”455 That is, flatness 

was a way by which painting sought to distinguish itself from the other arts in response to 

what it saw as incursions upon its territory. In a 1944 essay, “Abstract Art,” he claims 

that for the painters who succeed Manet and Courbet, “the data of sight, taken most 

literally, are nothing but colors.”456 However, Greenberg also characterizes the shift in 

vision of ‘modern’ painting as the “fleeing from spirit to matter.”457 He characterizes the 

ambitions of the first so-called modern painters to represent the immediate physical world 

in a language commensurate with it, i.e. physical, material, unabashed canvas and paint. 

He writes of the great French realist Gustave Courbet that he is the first painter to try to 

“reduce his art to immediate sense data by painting only what the eye could see as a 

machine unaided by the mind.”458 The ‘new’ way of seeing of Courbet and his 

contemporaries—the French realists, the so-called naturalist school of the Barbizon 

painters, and the impressionist painters—points the way to an ecologic. It reflects a 

growing interest in physical or phenomenal subject matter equal to any interest in 

metaphysical subject matter or conceptual treatment of subject matter, a concern with 

objective material conditions as much as any concern with subjective immaterial 

conditions, and an exploration of external states and conditions equal to any exploration 

of internal states and conditions.

453 Greenberg, “Towards a Newer Lacoon” 34.
454 Greenberg, “Modernist Painting” 86.
455 Greenberg “Modernist Painting” 87.
456 Greenberg, “Abstract Art” 201.
457 Greenberg, “Towards a Newer Lacoon” 29. 
458 Greenberg, “Towards a Newer Lacoon” 29.
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Greenberg’s formalist analysis of modern painting’s flatness is recapitulated by 

art historical materialist T. J. Clark, who characterizes this language as the “literal 

presence” of the picture surface that is “again and again recovered as a striking fact by 

painters after Courbet.”459 Further, Clark adds to Greenberg’s famous reading. He argues 

that flatness in its heyday could signify one or more of a host of values not necessarily 

related to “formal aesthetic issues” and not necessarily “derived from […] art.” For 

example, flatness could signify “some kind of analogue of the ‘Popular’ […] therefore 

made as plain, workmanlike, and emphatic as the painter could manage.” Or it could 

signify “modernity, with “the surface meant to conjure up the mere two dimensions of 

posters, labels fashion prints, and photographs.” It could be used to “replace or displace 

the Real, accordingly for reasons having to do with the nature of subjectivity, or city life, 

or the truths revealed by higher mathematics.” Or, it could be “construed as a barrier up 

against the viewer’s normal wish to enter a picture and dream, to have it be a space apart 

from life in which the mind would be free to make its own connections.” It also could be 

used to signify not only the physical state or condition of the medium of painting but a 

meaning “more complex” than the painting medium. With regard to this value, flatness 

could put in question “how the world might appear in a picture if its constituents were 

conceived […] as nothing but material, and how paint might appear as part of that world, 

the ultimate dry sign of it.”460

The meaning that Clark gives to flatness that it could signify “some kind of 

analogue of the ‘Popular’” refers to impressionism’s elevation of subject matter that 

traditionally had low cultural value. The meaning that Clark gives to flatness that it could 

signify the replacement or displacement of “the Real,” implicitly refers to

impressionism’s active notice of the nonhuman environment, a subject traditionally 

regarded as less worthy of notice or significant or “real” in comparison to the venerable 

subject of the human. Clark identifies impressionism here according to what Michael 

Fried and Martin Jay respectively characterize as impressionist painting’s 

459 Clark 12.
460 Clark 13, 138.
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“simplification” of formal content and “democratization” of subject matter.461 (Crane 

scholars similarly characterize Crane’s so-called impressionist literary style. His 

“reduction of elaborate syntax” and replacement of narrative by a “sketchy […] evocative 

kind of writing,” ekphrastically adumbrate the impressionist painting’s willful collapse of 

established hierarchies.)462 Impressionist painting’s acts of simplification and 

democratization upset not only hierarchies that focus on human affairs more or less 

divorced from environmental concerns, i.e. from the concern of human impact upon and 

imprint by environment. They also make visible an underlying unspoken assumption: the 

anthropocentric belief in the primordial value of the human figure.

With regard to another meaning that Clark gives to flatness, that it is “a barrier up against 

the viewer’s normal wish […] to have [the painting] be a space apart from life in which 

the mind would be free to make its own connections,” this reading too has bearing on my 

argument that impressionist painting articulates an environmental awareness of reality, 

i.e. an active recognition of and respect for nonhuman-made material spaces and beings. 

Modern painting frequently, even characteristically, does not replace the external, 

objective reality of “the world out there” for a private inner world closed off from or 

sealed against the former. As commented on earlier, Clark uses “the world out there” in 

the sense of an underrepresented or misrepresented historical material, political (i.e. 

human) identity—France’s working or proletariat classes. He writes that painters such as 

Manet represented this subject (for example the prostitute in Olympia)463 in flat, 

unapologetic terms, neither ameliorating what this subject stood for (a woman who earns 

her living by her body) nor recasting this subject so as to pander to, entertain, or indulge 

the bourgeois fantasies of the painting’s largely middle- and upper-middle-class clients 

and patrons.464 But I suggest that in much of modern painting its language of flatness 

461 Fried, Manet’s Modernism 407; Jay 154.
462 Perosa 85.
463 See Fig. 20.

464 Clark 17n. Clark discusses this meaning of flatness in the specific context of 
“the scandal” (83) of Olympia (1863), a painting that was derided by the public and by art 
critics when it was shown at the official Salon of 1865. According to Clark, Olympia had 
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speaks for, further, the refusal to background or otherwise give secondary value to 

another maltreated or disdained subject: the nonhuman-made subject. In flattening the 

human figure relative to other figures in the given pictorial space, effectively leveling the 

human figure to merely one figure among many other figures, this painting puts into 

question the normative, anthropocentric conviction that nonhuman subjects, in 

comparison to human subjects, are lesser subjects because they do not possess interiority, 

or a consciousness of self. In insisting upon something “more complex” than the physical 

state of the medium, in putting in question “how the world might appear in a picture if its 

constituents were conceived […] as nothing but material, and how paint might appear as 

part of that world, the ultimate dry sign of it” (Clark 138), impressionist painting points 

towards the desire to avoid the conceit of imprisoning the so-called natural world within a 

human design or conceptual order and the desire to recognize nonhuman subject-object 

figure as no less than the human subject-object figure.

“made visible in modern life not character but class” (258). Had Manet presented 
character in the instance of Olympia, he would have referenced the language of either the 
‘nude’ or the ‘courtesan.’ Both the ‘nude’ and the ‘courtesan,’ Clark states, are bourgeois 
constructs, traceable to no real prostitute. As such, they indulge or cater to the aristocratic 
or bourgeois viewer, inviting him or her to possess and be entertained by what is in fact a 
reflection of the desires of his or her own class. Manet’s Olympia brought into the high 
art space of the official Paris Salon the hard, discomfiting fact of the working class, in the 
form of such figures as the prostitute, during a period when which it was no longer 
acceptable to show class in “a straightforward light” (144). Additionally, the “facticity of 
paint” itself of Olympia stood for the final, factual existence of the prostitute in Paris. 
Critics at the time did not openly acknowledge this particular face of Olympia. Art critic 
Jean Ravenel is one of the few who did so. He wrote that Olympia was an “Armed 
insurrection in the camp of the bourgeoisie […] a glass of iced water which each visitor 
gets full in the face” (Jean Ravenel qtd. in Clark 139). (Ravenel was a pseudonym used 
by a civil servant whose real name was Alfred Sensier. Sensier’s remarks appeared in 
1865 an article in L’Epoque, a leftwing paper associated with republicanism and 
communism (Clark 143).)
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Fig. 20. Olympia (1863) by Eduard Manet
(scanned image source: Clark (Plate XV))

Critics who have written on Crane and impressionist painting point out Crane’s 

ekphrastic translations of the impressionist painterly device of atmospheric color, or 

replacement of geometric space by “apprehensive” space in which objects “are not 

rendered as distinct shapes so much as they are translated into the essence of a 

sensation.”465 In discussing Crane’s philosophical “tacit acceptance” of “the relativist 

world view,” one that owes to post-enlightenment phenomenological and romantic 

epistemological inquiries of the period and that will become a “philosophical 

commonplace” by the twentieth century,466 Crane scholars reinforce that the human 

subject, more particularly the human individual subject (as opposed to the human 

465 Rogers 265.



211

collective subject), is the overriding subject concern of this writer.467 Rodney O. Rogers 

compares Crane’s aesthetic and philosophical sensibility to the romantic aesthetic and 

philosophical sensibility, or the need to “relocate man at the metaphysical center of the 

universe.”468 For James Nagel, the impressionist artist is one for whom “the apprehension 

of reality is limited to empirical data interpreted by a single human intelligence” 

(emphasis added).469 These critics, as well as Øverland, Perosa, and Wertheim, make a 

very strong case for Crane as a so-called literary impressionist writer, arguing that 

impressionism is not merely “an occasional tendency in Crane’s fiction” but “the 

continuing and informing concept of both art and theme throughout his work.”470

Perhaps, however, in their discussion of Crane’s atmospheric language, including his 

language of color, they overemphasize impressionism’s subjectivist or individualist 

phenomenological inheritances and underestimate its objectivist, Enlightenment 

legacies.471 Both epistemological traditions deeply inform Crane’s aesthetic. Further, one 

466 Rogers 276.
467 Rogers 276.
468 Rogers 276.
469 Nagel 19.
470 Nagel 163.
471 Nagel’s, Øverland’s, Perosa’s and Rogers’ endeavor to establish that Crane 

foremost is a so-called literary impressionist writer is one that is made specifically in the 
context of Crane’s more established identity as a so-called literary naturalist writer. This 
effort of critical reappraisal of Crane closely ties to the critics’ bias against literary 
naturalism or the philosophical convictions that are said to drive it, i.e. the belief that 
behavior is determined more by environment than by the individual self. In illustration of 
their argument, they argue that the literary naturalist writer can best be understood by 
looking to the so-called naturalist school of the French Barbizon painting of the 1820s 
and 1830s. The naturalist writer like the naturalist painter, they argue, unconvincingly 
claims that certain realities are irrefutable hard facts. He or she holds that “reality could 
be seized upon” and that there is such a thing as “general and universal” experience 
(Øverland 275). The impressionist writer, like the impressionist painter, disputes such 
convictions. He or she abandons older conventions of “illustrative realism” (Perosa 81) 
expressing that reality is unstable and fleeting, “ephemeral,” “evanescent” (Rogers 265). 
The literary impressionist, including Crane, thus goes “one step further” than the literary 
naturalist, establishing that objective perspective is not possible. He or she focuses 
instead on “particular and personal” subjective individual experience (Øverland 275). 
Nonetheless, these critics are careful to recognize that literary impressionism and literary 
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cannot read Crane’s work without noticing that it describes the human figure consistently 

in relation to environment. 

Also, I will argue, in addition to atmospheric language Crane borrows from 

impressionist painting the device of flatness, and this also, I argue, has ecocritical import. 

It expresses a kind of distance of respect with regard to representation of the figure of 

environment or other nonhuman subject-object figures. It is the narrative’s self-conscious 

failure to speak for or circumscribe or adequate by human language the “otherness” of the 

nonhuman. If, as Ford Madox Ford writes, the impressionist statement is but “a record of 

the impression of a moment,” a statement of the impossibility of representing objectively 

reality according to any one fixed idea or single perspective and giving instead a sense of 

“of two, of three, of as many as you will, places, persons, emotions, all going on 

simultaneously in the emotions of the writer,”472 it does not deny a reality outside the 

self. If, as Walter Pater states, the literary impressionism is “a frank expression of [the 

author-narrator’s] personality,”473 self-consciously admitting the intrusion or personality 

of the artist-author in the given construction of reality, it expresses concomitantly that 

“the first step towards seeing one’s object as it really is, is to know one’s own impression 

as it really is.”474

Despite the given critics’ bias against the empiricism-driven, objectivist aims of 

impressionism, appreciably they note Crane’s episodic narrative structures, emphasis 

upon images of color to evoke sensory experience,475 “highly suggestive and subjective” 

naturalism are not mutually exclusive styles (or nomenclatures) and do overlap with one 
another, similarly to French Barbizon school painting and French Impressionist painting. 
In the case of the two pictorial movements, as another critic Martin Jay characterizes, the 
impressionists followed the lead of their forebears, leaving their work “seemingly 
unfinished, their brush strokes “still evident,” “the contours of their forms blurred,” and
their colors “often juxtaposed rather than smoothly blended” (Jay 154).

472 Ford 41.
473 Ford 36.
474 Pater qtd. in Matz 53. Matz provides the following source: Walter Pater, 

Introduction, The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry (1893), ed. Donald Hill 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980) xix.

475 Nagel 9.
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as opposed to aloof and objective language,476 and singling out of “the first detail that 

catches the eye” such that this detail “completely dominate[s] the scene”477 towards the 

argument that Crane’s writings put into question, according to the impressionist 

sensibility, “preconceptions about the nature of reality.”478 They set forth that Crane 

attempts to paint what is “actually seen,”479 not subsuming the sensual world beneath a 

narrative or abstraction of its ‘meaning,’”480 and that he describes all phenomena “as 

things or objects.”481 Such critical statements point to Crane’s collapse of normative, 

anthropocentric distinctions between the human subject-object and the nonhuman 

subject-object. A heavily anthologized fiction, “An Experiment in Misery” (first 

published in 1894 in the New York Press and four years later in revised form in a 

collection of writings by Crane) is a case in point. So is another heavily anthologized 

fiction, “The Open Boat” (first published in Scribner’s Magazine in 1897), considered to 

be one of Crane’s strongest writings. 

The first version of “An Experiment in Misery” (1894) emphasizes human 

characters in the narrative towards illustrating the disparity between the poor city 

person’s and the affluent city person’s experience of the modern industrial, nineteenth-

century city. It focuses on how the experience of passing as a homeless person for some 

hours in the lower east side of New York City alters a middle class youth’s sensibilities. 

The original version begins with the following conversation:

Two men stood regarding a tramp.

“I wonder how he feels,” said one, reflectively. “I suppose he is homeless, 

friendless, and has, at the most only a few cents in his pocket. And if this 

is so, I wonder how he feels.”

476 Øverland 242.
477 Øverland 257.
478 Nagel 11.
479 Nagel 11.
480 Nagel 21.
481 Øverland 271.
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  The other being the elder, spoke with an air of authoritative wisdom. 

“You can tell nothing of it unless you are in that condition yourself. It is 

idle to speculate about it from this distance.”

“I suppose so,” said the younger man, and then he added as from an 

inspiration: “I think I’ll try it […] Perhaps I could discover his point of 

view or something near it”482;

The last lines of the story are as follows:

  “Well,” said the friend, “did you discover his point of view?”

  “I don’t know that I did,” replied the young man; “but at any rate I think 

mine own has undergone a considerable alteration”483

In the second version (1898), the given frame, the opening and closing lines, are deleted. 

We are thrust seemingly more immediately or sensationally into the experience of the 

youth as if it is one that he (and we) does not have the luxury of stepping away from (into 

the safety and ‘private’ seclusion of an interior space in the sense of both the immaterial 

realm of pure consciousness and the cushioned realm of middleclass existence). The 

represented experience seems more vicarious or “real” than the represented experience of 

the earlier version. Another critical distinction between the two versions is that in the 

second version, the ‘character’ or figure of environment is given equal if not greater 

emphasis relative to the characters of human figures. That is to say, Crane seems to use 

flatness and atmosphere more discernibly towards an environmentally contextualized 

socioeconomic argument, i.e. a socioeconomic argument the critical context of which is 

the relation between the human and the environment. The later version of “An 

Experiment in Misery” is about the antagonizing relations between the figure of a poor 

youth and a nineteenth-century industrial, so-called progressive imagination that is 

inimical to organic being.

The opening sentence of the second version “An Experiment in Misery” 

discernibly refers to the so-called atmospheric techniques of the impressionist painters, 

482 Crane, “An Experiment in Misery” (1894), 862.
483 Crane, “An Experiment in Misery” (1894), 863.



215

i.e., to Monet, Pissarro, Sisley: “It was late at night, and a fine rain was swirling softly 

down, causing the pavements to glisten with hue of steel and blue and yellow in the rays 

of innumerable lights” (779).484 As art historical scholarship points out, Monet and those 

who followed him, represented the reflection of light off of surfaces such that objects are 

‘alive’ and oscillate with other objects. No subject or object exists independently of any 

another figure or object. As Jules Laforgue writes: “Where the academic sees only lines 

at the edges of things […], the Impressionist sees real living lives, without geometrical 

form, built from thousands of irregular touches which, at a distance, give the thing 

life.”485 As Hamlin Garland writes, the impressionist painter vivifies, emboldens, or 

personifies the environment, placing primary colors “fearlessly on the canvas side by 

side,” giving “a crispness and brilliancy, and a peculiar vibratory quality to sky and earth 

which is unknown to the old method.”486 Contrast the given sentence to the sentence in 

the earlier version of this story: “It was late at night, and a fine rain was swirling softly 

down, covering the pavements with a bluish luster.”487 The character of the street 

pavements is less remarkable or given relatively little narrative notice. In the later version 

the narrative gives this subject-object figure more presence or notice. Nonetheless, the 

later version of “An Experiment in Misery” does not refer to impressionist atmospheric 

color towards representing the harmonious relations between the human and 

environment. It does not in this way collapse normative distinctions between human and 

484 Crane does not directly reference impressionist painting in the opening 
sentence of “An Experiment Misery,” but that he might be doing so is suggested by some 
comments that Orm Øverland makes in “The Impressionism of Stephen Crane: A Study 
in Style and Technique,” in the context of two other fictions. Øverland argues that the 
opening sentence of George’s Mother and an opening sentence in another story, “One 
Dash-Horses,” explicitly refer to the avant-garde movement of impressionist painting 
Øverland 248-249). George’s Mother begins with the following: “In the swirling rain that 
came at dusk the broad avenue glistened with the deep blush tint which is so widely 
condemned when it is put into pictures” (emphasis added) (115). In One Dash-Horses” 
the third sentence reads: “[…] the sky was of that marvelous tone of green – like still sun-
shot water – which people denounce in pictures” (emphasis added) (13).

485 Laforgue qtd. in Clark 16.
486 Garland 126-127.
487 Crane, “An Experiment in Misery” (1894), 862.
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nonhuman beings. It animates the nonhuman figure of city streets in a way that evidences 

impressionist painting’s atmospheric techniques, which animate or vivify the figure of the 

nonhuman, but it does so towards describing the alienation of the human from the 

modern urban environment. Thereby, too, it reduces the human relative to this 

environment. In the impressionist painterly landscape, the representation of nonhuman 

figures—trees, water, and sky, or streets and buildings, or café awnings, and café tables 

and chairs—neither threaten nor reproach the figure of the human. Rather, the nonhuman 

figure and human figure belong to one salutary whole. They exist on mutual terms. They 

correspond, meld, and communicate with each other. “An Experiment in Misery” 

describes a profound separation between the human and environment in the context of the 

industrial environment of the city and a political underclass. The city environ is at best 

unreceptive and at worst strikingly antipathetic to the central human character, a poor, 

homeless youth. Moreover, it appears more alive and to possess more agency than the 

human figure and to savagely cut into it. The brilliant, coruscating lights reflected from 

the hard pavements cut like a sword at the youth: they glisten with the “hue of steel” 

(779). The hard city streets ‘show up’ the disparity between their figure and his much 

more vulnerable figure, a figure that in comparison is also diminutive, drab, and ‘color-

less.’ The youth’s suit, “aged and tattered,” and his hat, “a marvel of dust-covered crown 

and torn rim” (779), represent their wearer’s lack of defense against the city. The 

glittering, inorganic streets even seem to instruct the city benches to spurn any advances 

that the youth might make towards these potential sites of respite. They throw “a 

quivering glare” over the “rows and circles of deserted benches” (779). Other nonhuman 

anthropogenic objects similarly spurn or denounce the youth. Here again, in contrast with 

the earlier version, the final version amplifies the condition of incompatibility or 

alienation between the poor youth and the modern urban city. In the earlier version, the 

figures of the street cars merely “rumble[] softly.”488 Further, they are described as 

components of an imposing but evidently munificent edifice: “as if going upon” a 

“carpet” of a church or other similar priestly “aisle,” “stretched” between the “pillars” of 

488 Crane, “An Experiment in Misery” (1894), 863.
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the “elevated road.”489 Also, in the earlier version of the story, if the figures of the “high” 

buildings “lurk[ing] a-back, shrouded in shadows” describe an ominous entity, their dark 

aspect is more pronounced in the final version. In the final version the city is a much 

more threatening and overbearing subject entity relative to the subject entity of the youth. 

The street cars are “great affairs shining with red and brass” that move with a dangerous 

“formidable power” (779). The city buildings are “sternly high” and look down upon the

youth in “pitiless hues” (785). These entities not only do not meld with or solicitously 

attend the figure of the youth. They no longer pose as places of worship. As in another 

writing, George’s Mother, which also takes place in a poor, tenement district in New 

York city and which deliberately contrasts the brilliantly colored and animated environs 

with the dull “brown” figure of the main human character,490 the figure of the “roar[ing],” 

clamorous city (785) in “An Experiment in Misery” dispossesses, oppresses, and outcasts 

the youth. It actively shapes his identity, defeating and enervating him. 

For Crane, therefore, the impressionist landscape painting’s vision of unity 

between the human and the nonhuman does not hold for the environment he describes. 

“An Experiment in Misery” critiques a human-made order that accommodates some of its 

human populations but overpowers and is hostile to other of its human populations. The 

description of the city implicitly critiques the rhetoric of progress of the nineteenth

century, the unchecked industrialization and urbanization of environment, and the 

conviction by many people that such expansion would benefit human populations as a 

whole.491 It spells out the price of this rhetoric and faith: the sacrifice of certain human

populations by a dominant, industrially rapacious, human order. The city’s “multitude of 

buildings, of pitiless hues and sternly high, were to [the youth] emblematic of a nation 

forcing its regal head into the clouds, throwing no downward glances; in the sublimity of 

its aspiration ignoring the wretches who may flounder at its feet” (785). 

489 Crane, “An Experiment in Misery” (1894), 863.
490 Crane, George’s Mother 115.
491 For a full discussion of the nineteenth-century rhetoric of progress and key 

political and cultural spokespersons for the movement as it was being manifest in North 
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“An Experiment in Misery’s” language of animation, in effect foregrounding 

environment, putting into question normative anthropocentric beliefs that the latter exists 

merely to serve the human or that it exerts little pressure on either individual or collective 

human identity. In addition to referencing impressionist painterly atmospheric color 

towards animating environment, Crane also relies on the more straightforward or 

recognizably literary device of animation. An overhead elevated train sits upon “leg-like 

pillars” that resemble “some monstrous kind of crab” (779); the “quick fat puffings” 

(779) of the train engines evoke either a nonhuman or human animal who has over 

exerted itself; on a street corner near on the edge of Chatham Square, a saloon stands 

with “voracious air” (780), its swinging doors “snapping to and fro like ravenous lips” 

(780) and making “gratified smacks”; the saloon building “[gorges] itself with plump 

men, eating with astounding and endless appetite, smiling in some indescribable manner 

as the men [come] from all directions like sacrifices to a heathenish superstition” 

(780).492 Further, such animation is significant because it effectively diminishes the 

stature of the human subject-object figure. That is to say, in contrast with animated 

objects, human characters appear inanimate. The animation of nonhuman “characters” 

and the mortification of human characters reinforce the critical presence of environment. 

The homeless men of the city are described as mere objects: the city’s “usual freights” 

(779). Those who can afford a night’s lodging in a dimly lit and poorly ventilated 

flophouse, lie on cots “cold as melting snow” in “death-like silence” (782). Others 

breathe with “tremendous effort” like “stabbed-fish” (782). Their prostrate forms appear 

America, Leo Marx’s Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in 
America.

492 Elsewhere in Crane’s writings, an especially striking instance of the animation 
of the nonhuman subject or object figure, and also one that is ecocritically provoking, 
occurs in the story, “Death and the Child.” The story, like many of Crane’s stories, is a 
stark comment upon the violence of the human towards itself as well as upon the violence 
of human beings towards nonhuman beings. A field that is ‘by nature’ gentle and placid, 
is about to be both torn up by the human and used by the human as a platform for 
interspecies carnage, i.e. the site of a military battle. “The landscape bewildered, 
agonized, was suffering a rain of infamous shots” (131). And Peza, the human 
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“statuesque, carven, dead” (782). They are not more alive than the cots or the lockers, 

which stand “all about like tombstones” and contribute to the “graveyard” scene. Even 

the more economically well-off human populations of the city are described as static, 

inorganic, inert objects, or non-beings: “black figures, changing, yet frieze-like (785). In 

effect, such descriptions express that environment not only actively shapes human 

identity but is capable of imprisoning and repressing it.

 “An Experiment in Misery” also relies on a seemingly antithetical impressionist 

language, flatness, or the eschewal of interiority. This language is a hallmark of Crane’s 

writing, which rarely delineates the thoughts or private, interior ruminations of human 

characters in anything approaching great detail. It erases a critical normative distinction 

between the human and the nonhuman. It actively notices the external or material realm 

that the human being is part of as opposed to an internal realm or exclusive human 

domain that exists apart from the external realm (putting aside for the moment the fact 

that human consciousness, or thinking, is made up in part of a physiological, neurological 

component). That is to say, it collapses a normative distinction between the human 

subject identity and the nonhuman object identity, which is the belief that the human, 

because it possesses self-consciousness or a double self—a subjective, non-physical, 

potentially infinite site of being in addition to an objective, physical, relatively finite, 

mortal realm of being—are a higher order of being. 

The modernist device of flatness, the self-conscious announcing of the 

representation as representation, is analogous to the device of parabasis that J. Hillis 

Miller singles out as a hallmark of modernist poetics. As a classical literary trope, 

parabasis refers to the moments in Greek comedy when the chorus speaks directly to 

audience, in effect acknowledging that the events that are being enacted are just that, a 

staged or mounted reality as opposed to reality itself. As a modernist literary hallmark, 

parabasis (“the linguistic moment”) occurs at those moments in the text where there is 

protagonist of the story, imagines “a million eyes gazing at him with the gaze of startled 
antelopes” (131).
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“the breaking of the illusion that language is a transparent medium of meaning.”493 This 

device, according to Miller, distinguishes the twentieth-century modernist literary 

sensibility from an older literary romantic sensibility. In the product of the latter, “space 

frequently leads out or ‘behind’ or ‘beyond,’ which the poet may reach through named 

objects, or which the objects in the poem signify at a distance.”494 In the product of the 

former there is the “return to immediacy.”495 As Miller argues, such product distinguishes 

William Carlos Williams’s eschewal of symbolism (“No symbolism is acceptable”496) 

and the absence of “the dimension of depth” in his poetry.497 In the case of Crane, we 

also see a “return to immediacy.” The language of flatness does not quite allow or seduce 

the reader into the space of the fiction away from the literal, material space anterior to the 

text.498 In “An Experiment in Misery,” Crane describes a glimpse of night sky 

493 Miller, The Linguistic Moment xiv.
494 Miller, The Linguistic Moment 356.
495 Miller, The Linguistic Moment 360.
496 Williams qtd. in Miller, The Linguistic Moment 356.  See Williams Selected 

Essays 213. 
497 Miller, The Linguistic Moment 356. 
498 Poststructuralist art historian Michael Fried discusses modern painterly 

flatness and color according to the respective terms “facingness” and “visuality” or 
“sense of sight” (Manet’s Modernism 405).  He sees these devices to be the engagement 
with “the primordial convention that paintings are made to be held” (Manet’s Modernism 
405). He states that in the work of the modernist painter, it is the painting itself that “does 
the confronting” (Manet’s Modernism 405). Towards his argument, Fried references 
James McNeill Whistler’s and Manet’s Japanese-inspired, woodblock-like compositions 
that show strong separation between colors or “light/dark” patterning and that effect an 
“instantaneous stamping or cutting-out of the image as a whole,” or a kind of 
“strikingness” or “facingness” (Manet’s Modernism 405). Such painting turns its face 
“outward,” to the beholder in the literal space in front of or before the representation. It 
does not face “inward” or deferentially or seductively beckon the beholder to step into the 
“space” of the painting in the sense that it offers no illusion of depth or spatial recession. 
Fried’s argument has a certain affinity with an argument that Clark makes about flatness, 
which is that flatness does not offer the viewer a private, subjective space or interior 
“apart from life” (Clark 13). Like Clark and Greenberg (even less so than these two 
critics in fact), Fried is not motivated by ecocritical concerns. Nonetheless, his statements 
intuit impressionist painting’s self-conscious awareness of the insurmountable difficulty 
of representing the natural world in a language not its own. That is to say, in presenting 
itself as representation, or a flat, two-dimensional surface that faces outwards, perhaps 



221

sandwiched in between towering buildings at the end of an alley as a flat, painted scene: 

“Down an ally there were somber curtains of purple and black, on which street lamps 

dully glittered like embroidered flowers” (779-780). The language effectively obstructs 

the reader from his or her suspension of disbelief in the fiction. One cannot immerse 

oneself in the (interior) space of the fiction of a poor youth’s experience of the city, or 

very readily vicariously experience this youth’s experience. That is to say, the story as a 

fiction deliberately flouts its own conventions. It is a self-consciously highly stylized, 

paraded language. The language of flatness here does something else as well. In the 

earlier version of this story, the figure of the night sky connotes a majestic, relatively 

limitless or infinite realm: “mystic curtains of purple and black” (863). The later version, 

in substituting “somber” for “mystic” dispels the sense of expansiveness of this realm. 

Further, it strips the sky of its metaphoric associations with ineffability, 

dimensionlessness, infinitude. It evokes the impressionist paintings of Manet, Whistler, 

or Degas that flatten the figure (whether a human or a nonhuman subject-object figure) 

relative to the non-figure of the background of the painting by way of so-called flat color 

or blatant paint, or what Michael Fried calls “an instantaneous stamping or cutting-out of 

the image as a whole.”499 (Crane perhaps was thinking of the work of another artist, 

Fredric Remington, a popular illustrator and painter of western scenes, who appears in 

Garland’s discussion of impressionism in Crumbling Idols.500) The background figure of 

impressionist painting confronts not only the longstanding pictorial convention that 
painting was to be “beheld,” and not only nineteenth-century official Paris Salon rules 
that forbade painting that referenced a political underclass in any terms other than 
officially acceptable (i.e., euphemized) terms (Clark’s reading of impressionist flatness). 
In facing outwards, impressionist painting seems to me also to question “interiority” 
according to the argument that representation (i.e. human language and thought) inters 
environment. 

499 Fried, Manet’s Modernism 405.
500 Garland discusses Remington and other American or French painters who 

were influenced at the time by impressionist flat or primary color, which projects 
background content forward into the pictorial space: “The Impressionist painter leads 
Remington” to paint in “blue or purple” hues the “hot hollows between hills of yellow 
sand, over which a cobalt, cloudless sky arches (134). And, by implication, Garland gives 
us to understand that Remington himself was an impressionist. He and his peers “shook 
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the night sky pushes to the front and competes with the foreground figure of city. Crane 

seems to want to emphasize the latent figure of the night, to make it visible or present or 

materially real, to make it as immediate, as felt an environmental presence as the 

environmental presence of the city. And, if on the one hand the night is simply one other 

aspect of the environment that closes in upon and imprisons the youth, an entity as 

oppressive as the city buildings and pavements, an entity of thick, weighty, “somber 

curtains of purple and black” that seem to close off the alleyway exit, on the other hand, 

Crane represents this ecogenic entity as something ‘soft’ or ‘velvety’ in comparison to 

the predominantly inorganic city environs. Perhaps, Crane is contrasting the 

predominantly inorganic, human-made environs of the city to the nonhuman-made figure 

of the night that is, like the vulnerable, impressionable figure of the youth (another 

‘natural,’ nonhuman-made figure), both eclipsed by and permanently marked by the city. 

On formal aesthetic grounds, Crane describes a flattening of perspective, similar to 

modern painting’s absence of depth. The night sky connotes a flat surface, and the lamps 

decorative figures sewn or stitched across the fabric of this realm (“embroidered 

flowers”). On ecocritical grounds, Crane describes the inorganic, relatively permanent, 

hard composition of the anthropogenic environment that overwrites nonhuman made 

their heads at Inness, Diaz, Corot, Troyon, Rousseau, and Millet” (Garland 135), i.e. 
American and French Barbizon or Barbizon-inspired painters whose work speaks for 
more straightforward realist aims and effects. Crane was very familiar with Remington’s 
work well before he met Garland. His trip to the west in 1895, which became the raw 
material for “The Bride Comes to Yellow Sky” and “The Blue Hotel,” was directly 
inspired by Remington’s representations of America’s west (Berryman 97, Conron 415). 
Berryman writes:

The passion [for the West] felt by most American boys...had been 
inflamed in this one [Crane] by the revolver he had had since a lost 
Wyoming cowboy gave it to him on the Jersey shore, by Frederic 
Remington’s pictures, by the stories of Garland and John Hilliard and a 
cowboy artist of 23rd Street [the Art Students’ League building in 
Manhattan] who went crazy and died. (97) 

(Crane met Remington at least once, according to Davis’s biography (262). This was in 
1898. At the time both men were on newspaper assignments in Cuba, covering the 
Spanish-American war. Crane had gone over as a reporter; Remington as an illustrator. 
They met at the time of a battle that took place on July 1, 1998.)
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beings. The lamps stamp or efface the soft night and the silhouette of the figure of the city 

in its entirety blots out or edges out the night between its tall buildings.501

Thus, Crane also seems to want to undercut the realism of the representation of 

the night when he describes it as a quasi-flat surface, a façade or theatrical prop or 

painted screen: “somber curtains of purple and black, on which street lamps dully 

glittered like embroidered flowers” (779-780). The self-conscious undercutting of the 

realism of the given representation is pertinent with respect to not only what Miller 

discusses as parabasis but what Michael Fried discusses in his book Realism, Writing, 

and Disfiguration: on Thomas Eakins and Stephen Crane as Crane’s acute awareness of 

his own handwriting in the process of composing. Fried theorizes this as the “problematic 

of the materiality of writing as that materiality enters […] Crane’s prose.”502 He posits 

that Crane’s conscious awareness of the material interference of the actual scene of 

writing (chirographic or typographic marks, and pens, pencils, lead, ink, and paper) in the 

process of composition shows up under various guises in the finished story as images of 

corpses and “upturned faces.” He posits further that Crane is particularly fascinated by 

the letters ‘s’ and ‘c’ (the initial letters of Stephen Crane’s name) and that these letters 

turn up in the fiction in the guise of metaphors of snakes;503 further that Crane’s prose 

simultaneously elicits and represses the materiality of writing. The latter is “elicited” 

because “under ordinary circumstances, the materiality precisely doesn’t call attention to 

itself— in fact we might say it effaces itself—in the intimately connected acts of writing 

501 The description of the ‘soft’ night evokes for me also in an ecocritical context 
a similarly very brief, short sentence describing horses in Maggie: A Girl of the Streets.
Perhaps it is the only instance in the story of Crane’s unambiguous expression of 
sympathy for the downtrodden beings of New York’s very poor tenement district, Devil’s 
Row, as well as one of many instances of Crane’s keen observation of human appetite for 
inflicting suffering upon others. It references the horses that pull the street cars, fire 
engines, and other similar transport vehicles in the context of a scene involving Maggie’s 
younger brother Jimmie, by now earning his living as a truck driver in New York: 
“Multitudes of drivers might howl in his rear, and passengers might load him with 
opprobrium, he [sic] would not awaken until some blue policemen turned red and began 
to frenziedly tear bridles and beat the soft noses of the responsible horses” (12).

502 Fried, Realism, Writing, and Disfiguration xiii.
503 Fried, Realism, Writing, and Disfiguration xiv.
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and reading.”504 The latter is “repressed” because “were that materiality allowed to come 

unimpededly to the surface, not only would the very possibility of narrative continuity be 

lost, the writing in question would cease to be writing and would become mere mark.”505

The findings of Fried are motivated by formal representational issues but, I suggest, they 

intuit another concern of Crane’s, the recognition that the human makes sense of its 

world through language (i.e. representation) but also the recognition that such 

representation imprisons the natural world within a human design. That is, the artist gives 

“narrative continuity” to nature in the act of representing it but he or she also 

domesticates nature, reducing it or imprisoning it in the language of the human. Here 

again, then, perhaps Crane describes the night simultaneously as a larger ‘back-ground,’ 

ecogenic realm (that he projects forward in the composition, subtly asserting it against the 

ostensible ‘greater’ figure of the city) and a being that, like the vulnerable human figure 

of the youth, is at once indelibly etched into and marginalized by this nineteenth-century 

product of the industrial imagination.

Some of Crane’s readers might see that by leveling the human subject to a 

nonhuman (subject-less) object, Crane betrays contempt for the human subject. But a 

more generous, environmental, reading of this strategy of reducing the human subject to 

an object acted upon by environment is that it points to the active relations between the 

human and the environment. Analogous to the strategy of animating environment and 

representing human figures as static, inert objects, the strategy of limiting the 

representation of the youth’s “interior” self (the youth’s thoughts) serves to undercut the 

distinction between the human and the nonhuman according to the understanding that the

human is superior because it is gifted with an inner consciousness that allows it to escape 

the limits of the material world. Allusions to the youth mainly denote his physical, 

corporeal state. We know more about what he feels and how he responds to external 

stimuli as a feeling human animal being and less about what he thinks and how he 

conceptualizes his given experiences as a thinking human animal being. The hard, sharp 

504 Fried, Realism, Writing, and Disfiguration xiv.
505 Fried, Realism, Writing, and Disfiguration xiv.
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hues of the lights reflected off the wet streets, the unrelenting rain, the inhospitable city 

benches, and the epithets of “bum” and “hobo” that “plaster” him by the time he arrives 

at Park Row (the seedy district south of the Bowery, also a very poor tenement 

district),506 inspire a “profound dejection” (779) in the youth. He “felt” that there no 

longer could be no pleasure in life” (emphasis added) (779). When at last he arrives “in 

his own country,” the district of Park Row and Chatham Square, where he sees “tatters 

that matched his tatters,” “he felt relief” (emphasis added) (779). Arrested by a sign for 

“Free hot soup” that hangs outside the entrance of a saloon, the youth enters the building. 

Inside the warm interior and sipping from a steaming bowl of broth, he “felt the cordiality 

expressed by the warmth of the mixture” (emphasis added) (780). A fellow homeless man 

introduces the youth to a cheap place of lodging. The two men mount the steep stairs to 

the entrance of a poorly lit, badly ventilated room that assails them with “strange and 

unspeakable odors” (781). At this assault, the youth “felt his liver turn white” (emphasis 

added) (781). The youth is critically acted upon by physical stimuli, critically responds to 

these stimuli, and seems to hardly possess a conscious will because of the imperative of 

these stimuli. But this impressionist strategy of reduction to physical, so-called mere 

animal, primitive, sensate being in effect questions an ethics that elevates human beings 

above nonhuman beings not because the human consciously feels pain and misery but 

because the human can self-consciously think or articulate that it feels pain and misery. 

Perhaps, too, it implicitly comments on the human luxury of self-consciousness, which 

enables us to retreat into an exclusive interior, to block out the external world, immure 

ourselves against its claims and interests or when it becomes too much for us.

Finally, in “An Experiment in Misery,” Crane seems to refer to impressionist 

painting as an analogue for environment itself. Here, by ‘environment,’ I mean so in the 

context of either a straightforward or an environmentally-inflected, socioeconomic 

506 The Bowery district of Crane’s time, as described by Crane biographer Linda 
H. Davis, was a “brazen, mile-long strip of saloons and dance halls, brothels, flophouses, 
and dirty, unlighted alleyways” east of Broadway from Worth Street to about East 4th

Street” (42). Park Row was south of this district, where Park Street converges with 
Nassau and Spruce (Davis 45).
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determinist argument. A sentence that Crane writes in “War Memories” (set in Cuba 

during the Spanish-American War) directly refers to the French impressionist painters.  

Crane describes the interior of a church: “I bring this to you merely as an effect—an 

effect of mental light and shade, if you like; something done in thought similar to that 

which the French Impressionists do in color; something meaningless and at the same time 

overwhelming, crushing, monstrous.”507 Crane’s own language is very similar in the 

sense of its formal aesthetic and ambitions: it is unrestrained, indecorous, violent, 

rampant, highly colored; it eschews interiority; it self-consciously betrays itself as mere 

representation, medium, interference. In addition, words or phrases that allude to the 

medium and interference of paint, specifically impressionism’s self-consciously rough 

‘painterly’ style as opposed to classical painting’s transparent ‘linear’ style, seem to 

function as an analog for how environments shape individual human self-identity. That is, 

Crane represents environment as impressionist paint, i.e. as an active medium or 

interference. By the time the youth has traversed the distance between City Hall Park and 

Park Row, a higher socioeconomic class of individual has thoroughly “plastered” him 

with yells of “‘bum’ and ‘hobo’” (779). The city’s well-heeled human population—leave 

a scar-like impression” upon the face of the city—the city’s mud-spattered pavements—

and upon, the narrative implies, the face of the youth. This experience indelibly marks the 

youth’s self-identity. It succeeds in convincing him that he is illegitimate, a trespasser, a 

criminal. He thus confesses himself an “outcast” of the city. His eyes, “from under the 

lowered rim of his hat,” “glance guiltily” (785) and he wears “the criminal expression 

that comes with certain convictions” (785).

Another story, “The Open Boat,” points to the need for environmental  

consciousness in the context of an ecogenic,  so-called natural, environment. It describes 

the ordeal of four men in a makeshift lifeboat, a “dinghy” (63) that “ought to” be (but 

isn’t) larger than a “bath-tub” (57) in a sea off the coast of Florida (75), not far from 

Mosquito Inlet (now Ponce de Leon Inlet, near Daytona Beach). From the perspective of 

the four main human characters, the men in the boat, the sea is an actively hostile agent. 

507 Crane, “War Memories” 254.
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It “moves forward,” with “huge, furious, implacable” strength (75). It is “barbarously 

abrupt and tall” (57), “tumbling,” “boiling,” “furious” (74), “monstrous” (740). (And 

each wave’s “froth-top” (57, 75), according to the understatement of the third-person 

omniscient narrator, is “a problem in small-boat navigation” (57).) The tall, “slaty wall[s] 

of water” (58) that approach and swirl over the stern of the boat threaten to capsize the 

boat, “just a wee thing wallowing,” “miraculously top up,” “at the mercy” of the 

“oceans” (61). When the men change positions in the boat, they must move with great 

care: each slides his hands “along the thwart” of the dinghy, “as if he were of Sévres” 

(60) or as if he were trying “to steal eggs from under a hen”—“By the very last star of 

truth, it is easier to steal eggs from under a hen than it was to change seats in the dinghy” 

(60). The boat itself animatedly “prance[e]s and rear[s] and plunge[s]” at the waves, like 

“a horse making at a fence outrageously high” (58) or “a wild colt” (62). At other times, 

it seems “drunken with this weight of water,” and falls “deeper into” it (75), as if in the 

absolute grip of the sea. This language speaks for human anthropocentric projection of 

self onto the environment. This claim is suggested by discrepancy between the viewpoint 

of the third party or omniscient narrator and the viewpoint of the four men in the dingy. 

When the sea interferes with the interests of the four men, they project upon it, as 

so many of Olympia’s spectators criticized its central female figure, hostility and 

malevolence. From their particular anthropocentric perspective, the sea is “wrongfully” 

abrupt and tall (57). It moves with “terrible” grace (58). It makes deliberate “impetuous 

swooping[s]” upon the dingy, which, in turn, “woundfully struggles” against this 

marauder (62)). It is either “snarling” (69), “growling” (70), or (at night) eerily “silent 

and hard to be seen” (69). Even the birds that come very close to and stare at the men 

with “black bead-like eyes” (60), seem to the men “uncanny and sinister in their 

unblinking scrutiny” (60). Yet, from the position of other beings, the sea is a boon. 

Canton-flannel gulls are beings for which “the wrath of the sea” is no more than it is “to a 

covey of parried chickens a thousand miles inland” (60). They sit upon it “comfortably in 

groups” upon it (60). Also, Crane uses the understated, laconic tones of “The Open 

Boat’s” third person narrator towards representing a more qualified anthropocentrism. 



228

This perspective challenges the expectation or the demand by the human that the 

environment ought to accommodate or be receptive to or cater to human interests. As 

Clark states about Manet’s Olympia, the frank, unapologetic gaze of its female figure and 

the flat, deadpan expression of the paint itself rebuke a spectator’s expectation that the 

painting pander to the spectator’s desires and own interests. In “The Open Boat,” through 

indirect speech, Crane subtly critiques the attitude of the men towards the sea because it 

seems to willfully go against their interests of survival. In the dry speech of the narrator: 

During this dismal sight [that of the men fighting to stay afloat in their 

dinghy], it may be remarked that a man would conclude that it was really 

the intention of the seven mad gods to drown him, despite the abdominal 

injustice of it. For it is certainly an abominable injustice to drown a man 

who had worked so hard, so hard. The man felt it would be a crime most 

unnatural. (71)

Further, the substitutionary speech that Crane uses in this story, a hallmark of 

Crane and also a hallmark of all of literary impressionism according to Øverland,508 adds 

to the operation of flattening the human relative to the nonhuman. Direct speech, which is 

less often used in the narrative, identifies an individual character. Indirect speech, while it 

is more often used than direct speech, is not dissimilar to direct speech insofar as it 

changes the forms of verbs and pronouns to the extent “made necessary by the use of the 

third person narrator” but identifies, nonetheless, a particular individual character, i.e. the 

narrator.509 Substitutionary speech, in contrast, does not identify a particular individual, 

either a particular individual in or the third person narrator of the fiction. In 

substitutionary speech, the “actual act of thinking or speaking” slips “into the 

background.”510 Speech and thought “are of importance as experienced phenomena only 

[as opposed to non-experienced thought]” (emphasis added).511 It is this speech that 

identifies the most critical speech in the narrative. The first sentence in this expression 

508 Øverland 264.
509 Øverland 262.
510 Øverland 263.
511 Øverland 263.
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that is an outcry against the fate of the sea is repeated three times (65, 68, and 71). The 

second sentence is repeated twice (68 and 71):

“If I am going to be drowned—if I am going to be drowned, why, in the 

name of the seven mad gods who rule the sea, was I allowed to come thus 

far and contemplate sand and trees? Was I brought here merely to have my 

nose dragged away as I was about to nibble the sacred cheese of life?”

As the third person narrator states, these sentiments only “perchance” are the sentiments 

of the four men in the boat when the situation seems most dire for them. That is, they are 

not a direct reflection of the characters’ thoughts (“Perchance” their thoughts “might be 

formulated thus,” the narrator says (65).) And, in both the second and third instances of 

its appearance in the narrative, this speech stands alone, in a separate paragraph, without 

any prefatory remarks whatever by the third person narrator to suggest that it is even the 

narrator’s thoughts of what the men are thinking. It deemphasizes characters as 

individuals and emphasizes characters more as a collective entity. (As the third person 

narrator describes the men’s united front against the sea: “It would be difficult to describe 

the subtle brotherhood of men that was here established on the seas. No one said that it 

was. No one mentioned it. But it dwelt in the boat, and each man felt it warm him […] 

they were friends—friends in a more curiously ironbound degree than may be common” 

(61).) Also, as speech that represents quasi-sensational not concretely articulated thought, 

it emphasizes the men more as physically-responding beings and less as thinking-

responding beings. (Thus, its association with literary impressionism, which mediates 

between an immediate sensual realm and a reconstituted conceptual reality.) That is to 

say, it articulates an ecological consciousness insofar as it does not greatly distinguish 

human characters from nonhuman characters, claiming in effect that the latter have as 

much right to existence as the former. 

Further, in contrast with the being of the sea that the narrative actively 

foregrounds through a language of animation and personification, the four men, the 

captain of the ship that the men were forced to abandon, the oiler, the cook, and the 

correspondent (61) are represented as ‘color-less,’ enervated figures, hardly possessing 
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agency or control over environment. Their enervated state inversely corresponds to the 

sea’s strength. The human figures defensively “squat” or crouch in the dinghy (57). The 

flaps of the one of the men’s vests is described as “unbuttoned” and “dangl[ing” as he 

lethargically “stoop[s]” to bail out water from the bottom of the boat (57). Their clothing 

is in tatters (“fragmentary” (70)). The captain is injured and “buried in profound dejection 

and indifference” (57). His and the other men’s faces in the “wan light” appear “gray” 

(60) and “haggard” (70). Their main goal, to reach dry land seems hardly possible. The 

land that does  appear in the distance is “thinner than paper,” little more than a “little gray 

shadow on the sky” (62). The sky is something they hardly glance up towards. The sea 

claims their undivided, concerted attention: “None of them knew the color of the sky. 

Their eyes glanced level, and were fastened upon the waves that swept toward them. 

These waves were of the hue of slate, save for the tops, which were of foaming white, 

and all of the men knew the colors of the sea” (57). Significantly, it is this foregrounding 

of sea that critically distinguishes the narrative of “The Open Boat” from the official 

newspaper accounts of the actual incident a little after New Year’s Day, in January of 

1897, of four men, including Crane, who where shipwrecked off the coast of Florida 

while en route to Cuba in a steamer, the Commodore (loaded with arms and ammunition). 

In addition to Crane, a newspaper correspondent at the time, the other three men who 

spent a little over thirty-six hours in a “ten-foot dinghy” trying to reach mainland were 

the ship’s captain, Captain Murphy, the ship’s engineer William Higgins, and the ship’s 

steward C. M. Montgomery.512 The more or less exclusive focus of these reports, 

including the newspaper account that Crane himself wrote (published in the New York 

Press on January 7, 1897), is the identities of the men involved, their various acts of 

valor, and the surmises that the sinking of the Commodore was not an accident but a 

deliberate act of sabotage.  Hardly any mention is made of the ‘character’ of the sea. In 

contrast, Crane’s fiction, “The Open Boat,” inspired by its author’s harrowing 

experience, “flattens” human subjects relative to other subjects in the narrative. If 

512 Crane, “Stephen Crane’s Own Story” (New York Press, January 7, 1897) 472. 
For this report (465-476) and for other newspaper accounts, see Stephen Crane: An 
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anything their actions are ‘minor acts’ relative to the ‘main act’ of the sea. In effect, the 

prominence of the human figure is diminished relative to the prominence of the figure of 

environment. “The Open Boat” does not describe in rich, exhaustive detail the inner, 

private thoughts of a given individual (human) character. It provides very little insight 

into the individual subjectivities of the human characters. What the reader is more or less 

privy to with regard to the four men who are cramped in a makeshift lifeboat is their 

external physical condition and their material identity: i.e. their trade, or what they do to 

survive socioeconomically or otherwise materially (not what they think or believe in 

order to survive the vicissitudes of their material world (including environment). Only 

one character is named in the story: “Billie,” the oiler. (Is it possible that the naming of 

this character has a critical bearing on the fact that his character is the only one in the 

narrative that does not survive the sea?  Is it that Crane comments on the need for 

humility towards one’s place in the world by allowing to survive the sea only those 

characters that, like the sea, remain nameless?) The disparity between “The Open Boat” 

and Crane’s and other reporters’ accounts of the ordeal is glaring on the basis that the 

latter alludes to the sea apart from providing a geographic location or name.

Yet, “The Open Boat” also effectively articulates the claim that the human is not 

separate from but part of the environment.  The “process of the day” is “unknown” (58) 

to the men except for the “color of the sea,” which, when it changes “from slate to 

emerald-green,” tells them that the sun has “swung steadily up the sky” (59). Their vision 

constricts and expands according the movements of the sea, “narrow[ing] and 

widen[ing]” (57), as if they are merely a part of the body of the sea: in a trough of water 

the sea “shut[s] all else from the view of the men in the boat” (58); on the “hill top” of a 

wave the sea allows them a deeper field of vision, (if simply the sight of more sea—“a 

broad tumultuous expanse, shining and wind-riven” (59). The men cannot objectively or 

disinterestedly interpret the sea because they are part of it, of its very movements. A 

scene in “The Open Boat” of the men clinging to the dingy and battling the sea is thus 

described: “Viewed from a balcony,” or from a position outside of the sea, the scene 

Omnibus 448-476.
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“would doubtless have been weirdly picturesque” (58). Such a position represents that of 

the “non-participant observer,” or an ideal, immaterial, unaffected sight.513 Such a 

position is analogous to classical pictorial perspective, a disinterested, omniscient 

viewpoint, the origin of which lies outside the space of the representation. It opposes the 

position of the men in the sea, which is analogous to ‘modern’ painterly perspective, i.e. a 

foreshortened, compressed, materially trammeled perspective. Like the impressionist 

painting, which refuses conceptual, ideal, or symbolic perspective, “The Open Boat” 

represents a material-bound, material-inspired perspective. Even when the men reach 

land and are no longer in the sea, it is implied that their knowledge of the sea (and of their 

world) is not omniscient; their sight not panoptic. On the beach “populated with men with 

blankets, clothes, and flasks, and women with coffee pots” (77), the sea appears to the 

three survivors (the captain, the cook, and the correspondent) to be relatively far off: its 

“great […] voice” is distant, “brought […] to the men on the shore” (77) only by the 

wind. The narrative does not conclude that at this moment the men are able to interpret 

the sea. It concludes that at this moment the men only “felt that they could then be [its] 

interpreters” (77). 

Perhaps the finest of Crane’s writings, “The Open Boat” bespeaks an attempt to 

avoid both the scylla of seeing the other only according to one’s own self, or presuming 

that the interests of an other ought to bow to the interests of self, and the charybdis of 

maltreating an other on the basis of a conviction that because this being is something 

other than one’s self, it is subject-less or without a self. This ecological imperative is 

articulated by two passages in particular. The first is as follows:

    When it occurs to a man that nature does not regard him as important, 

and that she feels she would not maim the universe by disposing of him, 

he at first wishes to throw bricks at the temple, and he hates deeply the 

fact that there are no bricks and no temples. Any visible expression of 

nature would surely be pelleted with his jeers.

513 See my discussion in Chapter Six (James Agee and Walker Evans, and Let Us 
Now Praise Famous Men) of Clifford James’s term “the participant observer” (in The 
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    Then, if there be no tangible thing to hoot, he feels, perhaps, the desire 

to confront a personification and indulge in pleas, bowed to one knew, and 

with hands supplicant, saying, “Yes, but I love myself.”

    A high cold star on a winter’s night is the word he feels that she says to 

him. Thereafter, he knows the pathos of the situation. (71)

The first sentences describe the anti-Romantic stance that environment does not 

commiserate or consciously communicate with the human. (They also imply that 

many people would disdain or condescend to this interlocutor if indeed “she” 

proved to part of the conversation.)  The second paragraph describes the 

Romantic reduction of environment to mere corollary of the subject-self, i.e. the 

human subject-self, or the principle that that which lies outside of “me” is but 

“myself”: The third paragraph returns to the first position. But, if it expresses that 

all but insurmountable differences separate the human from nonhuman—the 

distance between earth and “[a] high cold star” —it expresses as do the opening 

sentences that some kind of relation unites the two nonetheless.

A later passage again expresses the anti-Romantic sensibility that 

environment (i.e. most nonhuman species) not only is unselfconscious of and does 

not consciously serve human interests but is not a handmaiden to the human: “She 

did not seem cruel to him then, nor beneficent, nor treacherous, nor wise. But she 

was indifferent, flatly indifferent” (74). Yet, and in addition, as the following 

sentences express, if environment is something other than the self and not part of 

the self, this condition does not license the human to condescend towards 

environment or invariably treat environment as subordinate relative to their 

interests. At the very least, Crane’s writings express that environment teaches 

civility. The given scene describes the moment when the men in the boat make a 

run for shore knowing that at this moment they are probably more close to 

drowning then than at any other moment:

Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-century Ethnography, Literature, and Art).
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It is, perhaps, plausible that a man in this situation, impressed with the 

unconcern of the universe, should see the innumerable flaws of his life, 

and have them taste wickedly in his mind, and wish for another chance. A 

distinction between right and wrong seems absurdly clear to him, then, in 

this new ignorance of the grave-edge, and he understands that if he were 

give another opportunity he would mend his conduct and his words, and 

be better and brighter during an introduction or at tea. (74)

By way of the devices of atmosphere and flatness, “The Open Boat” and “An 

Experiment in Misery,” like many of Crane’s other fictions, foreground the nonhuman 

subject-object of environment, representing the human figure as an entity that is no more 

or less than this subject-object figure. Yet such writings also problematize the human

representation of the nonhuman (which in a sense can never altogether escape the stamp 

of anthropocentricity by virtue that it, representation, is human expression). The device of 

flatness as it is manifest in Crane’s writings effects to respect the object-subject (i.e. the 

environment), outside of human consciousness of it or independent of the human. Indeed, 

flatness typically reduces the figure of the human relative to the figures of nonhuman 

spaces and being towards emphasizing the integrity or selfness of the latter. Yet the 

language of flatness also arguably objectifies or reduces given subject entities to subject-

less objects (an Enlightenment entailment). The device of atmosphere performs an 

ecologic insofar as it expresses that the nonhuman so-called object world is the very body 

of the human self. It stresses the indivisibility of relations between the self and the other 

(a Romantic legacy). Yet this language, too, because it operates by way of animation 

often collapses or threatens to collapse into anthropomorphic signifiers or personifiers, 

i.e. into the pathetic fallacy. Crane does not resolve this conflict. Rather, in confronting 

this problem of representation, he points towards the need for environmental 

consciousness.
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CONCLUSION

This dissertation locates an ecological consciousness in the poetry or prose of 

three very different American writers, a late nineteenth-century naturalist, a twentieth-

century high modernist, and a twentieth-century writer who does not fit into any literary 

canon or movement although crops up in discussions of 1920 and 1930s social realism. 

These writers exemplify, either implicitly or explicitly, such consciousness through 

strategies borrowed from visual art. Indeed, perhaps it is their close engagement with 

visual art, which is discernibly manifest in their poetry or prose and unites these 

otherwise very different writers, that foregrounds the relation between language and the 

environment, i.e. the relations between the human and the nonhuman ecogenic subject. 

Stephen Crane, James Agee, and William Carlos Williams grapple with formal and 

ethical problems of representation, notably the issue of representing the nonhuman in 

ways that do not in effect subordinate it and portray it as a lesser being than the human 

being. I suggest that this issue is being confronted by the painting that Williams and 

Crane engage with and that in the instance of Agee, the verbal text of Let Us Now Praise 

Famous Men ecocritically supplements or extends the humanist argument that the visual 

text of Walker Evans makes.

The painting or other visual art that is most pertinent to a discussion of Crane is 

French impressionist painting. That which is most pertinent to Williams’s modernist 

grappling with representation includes cubist painting, precisionist painting and its 

photographic counterpart straight or pure photography, and dada anti-art statements. The 

late nineteenth-century impressionist landscape appears during a period of intense 

industrialization and urbanization, when it is becoming increasingly apparent that the 

presence of the human is impacting nonhuman ecogenic environments and communities 

in ways that are difficult to reverse if not permanent. It focuses on the ecogenic 

nonhuman subject that is steadily being overwritten by the human. I argue that Crane 

reads this painting as representation that puts into question normative distinctions 

between human and nonhuman subject identities, distinctions that effectively privilege 

the former and condescend to the latter. Crane’s representation of both the nonhuman 
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anthropogenic object and the nonhuman ecogenic subject animates this subject matter 

relative to the human figure. The animation of the nonhuman ecogenic subject figure is 

inspired by the atmospheric painterly techniques of the French impressionists.  In a 

typical Crane scene, the nonhuman figure (either anthropogenic or ecogenic) competes 

with the human figure as a “character” or protagonist of the fiction. Crane’s flattening of 

human figure, I argue, also carries ecocritical weight. This flattening collapses normative 

distinctions between the human and the environment and also is inspired by impressionist 

painting or, broadly, modern painting and the modern painting hallmark of flatness.

The early twentieth-century movements of cubism and precisionism focus also as 

much on nonhuman subject matter (either an ecogenic subject or an anthropogenic 

object) as they do on human subject matter (the ecogenic subject, the human figure, or 

the anthropogenic object). This focus subtly displaces the human as the traditional 

highest venerated object of representation. Impressionism, cubism, and precisionism and, 

more broadly, the modern painting that these movements fall under, reject older painterly 

traditions or techniques that distinguish the human object-subject from the nonhuman 

object-subject. Such traditions or techniques include foremost classical painterly 

perspective, which expresses a single viewpoint and which expresses that this viewpoint 

(the sovereign viewpoint of the king or the painter patronized by this ruling subject) 

exists outside of or is independent from what it observes. Cubism uses instead a 

fragmented or multiple perspective. Implicitly, I argue, it undercuts the 

anthropocentricism of classical painterly perspective. Precisionism invests the 

anthropogenic object or identity—an industrial plant, the blank faces of buildings, the 

impervious surfaces of human-made concrete, steel, and glass—with an authority or 

power that expresses in effect that organic human and nonhuman existence are threatened 

by this nonhuman anthropogenic object or identity. It represents the latter to be 

potentially hostile to and to dominate organic being, either human or nonhuman. 

Furthermore, though precisionism does so in a different way than cubist painting, similar 

to cubism it challenges the painterly hierarchy that governed painterly practices since the 

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The upsetting of this hierarchy, I argue, reflects an 
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ecological awareness of the subject of the nonhuman. According to the four-hundred-

year-old painterly hierarchy, the history painting had the highest generic status, the 

portrait the second highest, the genre the third highest (a scene of every day life), and the 

still life the fourth highest status. The landscape, which emerges as a genre in its own 

right in the fifteenth-century, had the lowest status. The given hierarchy, considered from 

an ecocritical critical position, reflects the privileging of the human subject. That is to 

say, the human subject is the primordial subject matter of the two traditionally most 

privileged genres, the (human) history painting and the (human) portrait. The two lesser 

genres are less distinguished because their subject matter is a nonhuman subject (either 

ecogenic or anthropogenic). In the period of modern painting, a period that art historians 

identify as the last two-thirds of the nineteenth century to the first third or half of the 

twentieth century, this hierarchy is turned upside down. 

With regard to cubist and precisionist painting, I argue that Carlos Williams reads 

this modern painting for its ecological entailments. I also argue that Williams’s 

ekphrastic tributes to the Northern European high Renaissance painter Peter Bruegel are 

motivated by the poet’s knowledge of Bruegel’s contribution to the landscape genre and 

this genre’s foregrounding of the nonhuman ecogenic subject. Williams’s response to 

dada art and artists also reflects an ecological consciousness. Art historians recognize the 

movement of dada for its redemption of the utilitarian object, including the mass 

produced industrial or commercial product, and bringing this object into the space of the 

art gallery. They address dada’s aestheticization of this object which effectively 

challenged the distinction between the object d’art and non-art. I argue that dada also is a 

movement that bears witness to the increasing amount of industrial waste or industrial-

and technological-based superfluous goods in the period between World War I and World 

War II and that Williams’s dada-inspired poems bespeak the ecological imperative to re-

use and recycle the industrial object. His poetry records a twentieth century that uses the 

nonhuman ecogenic realm as a dumping ground for industrial waste or industrial products 

and byproducts.

Modernism identifies with a period of history during which human populations, 
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human interests and affairs, and human productions are impacting the earth as never 

before. In many instances it seems to question the presumptions of the human over the 

nonhuman. The poetry of William Carlos Williams is exemplary in this respect. Less so, 

but no less interestingly, Stephen Crane and James Agee critique the anthropocentric 

lens. Their writings express the defense of and respect for nonhuman ecogenic subjects, 

the conviction that this subject is not a lesser subject than the human, and the awareness 

of the interests of this subject, interests which are at once independent of and intertwined 

with the fate of the human.

Ecocriticism is receiving increasing critical attention in English departments 

across the United States. This dissertation has attempted to argue that Crane’s, Agee’s, 

and Williams’s responses to the visual and graphic arts evidence not only the modernist 

grappling with the problem of representation per se but the confrontation with 

representation as this concerns the writing of the non-human subject-object figure by the 

human subject-object figure. The given responses speak to, I argue, a post-Enlightenment 

empirical (but anti-rationalist) and a post-Enlightenment anti-romantic philosophical and 

epistemological tradition that traces back to the twelfth-century/thirteenth- century 

teachings of St. Francis of Assisi. Modernist scholars have duly remarked upon this 

tradition with respect to Francis’s unwillingness to participate in a Christian discourse

which characterized the material condition, including language or representation, as a 

fallen or corrupt condition, and evidence of alienation from God. Critics, however, omit 

discussion of the ecological foundations of Franciscan faith. These are foundations. 

Furthermore, if the principles that they stand for are repressed or not fully recognized in 

classical (i.e. Renaissance) humanist representation, which as the term “humanist” 

suggests, celebrates the human figure, they do not disappear. They reemerge very 

strongly in the modernist period of representation, a period that bears witness to 

unprecedented inscription upon the nonhuman by the human. They remain as critical to 

today as to St. Francis’s time.
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