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ABSTRACT  

 

Savage Arcadia: 

The American Romance in The Anthropocene  

 

By  

 

Joseph T. Carson  

 

 

 
“Savage Arcadia: The American Romance in the Anthropocene” posits American 

writers of the romance have been writing about what we now call the Anthropocene, the 

geological epoch in which human activity becomes geographically and environmentally 

measurable and irreversible, for over 200 years. From the American Renaissance, with 

figures such as Nathaniel Hawthorne and Herman Melville, to early 20th century writers 

such as Charles Chesnutt and William Faulkner, “Savage Arcadia” traces a persistent yet 

evolving recognition of environmental change, and it is through this persistent 

engagement with environmental transformation that the American romance novel traces 

the passage of time while exploring futurity and finality.  

As a literary history of climate change, “Savage Arcadia” reveals the dynamism 

between American romance and the Anthropocene. Yoking the romance and the 

Anthropocene, “Savage Arcadia” illuminates the pernicious resurgence of romanticism in 

moments of economic, national, and environmental crisis. Whereas American literary 

criticism rehearses the familiar story of the limitations of the romance and its detachment 
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from reality, this dissertation returns to the romance with the critical tools of ecocriticism 

and posthumanism, thereby revealing the romance as a genre where materiality and the 

environment are as important as the human elements. 

Tracing environmental destruction across the 19th and early 20th centuries, 

“Savage Arcadia” pays sustained attention to one of the most iconic features of our 

romantic landscape, the tree, and reads figures of the tree and its associated forms 

(boards, timber and deforestation) as symptoms of authors’ evolving recognition of the 

impact of environmental change over time. With particular attention to African American 

labor in the South, “Savage Arcadia” draws on the Anthropocene as an ecological reading 

practice to reshape the critical landscape and historical narratives of Emancipation, 

Reconstruction, and Jim Crow. In turn, these critical archives of labor and race reveal the 

theoretical limitations of contemporary theories of the Anthropocene.  
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Introduction: 
 

 
 
 

“There had been a tree.  
By God, the paper was right that time, anyway.  

For there was always a tree.”  
-Robert Penn Warren, Flood: A Romance of Our Time (36) 

 
“a soil manured with black blood for two hundred years of oppression and exploitation 

until it sprang with an incredible paradox of peaceful greenery and crimson flowers and 
sugar cane…as if nature held a balance and kept a book and offered recompense for the 

torn limbs and outraged hearts even if man did not, the planting of nature and man too 
watered not only by the wasted blood but breathed over by the winds in which the 

doomed ships had fled in vain” 
-William Faulkner, Absalom, Absalom! (207) 

 
“FIAT JUSTITIA” 

-Charles Chesnutt, The Marrow of Tradition (705) 
 
 
 

 
Having travelled across much of the United States by the end of the eighteenth 

century, Isaac Weld describes what he believes to be the quintessential American 

relationship with trees:  

 To them the sight of a wheat field or a cabbage garden would convey pleasure far 

 greater than that of the most romantic woodland view. They have an 

 unconquerable aversion to trees; and whenever a settlement is made, they cut 

 away all before them without mercy; not one is spared; all share the same fate, 

 and are involved in the general havoc. (39)  

From Weld’s observation on American arboreal sentiment, we might imagine that early 

Americans much preferred their trees clear cut in their settlements and “romantic 

woodland views” in their literature. Even at the nation’s beginnings, the history of the 

United States could be measured by the breadth and rapidity through which its 
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constituents cut away at the surrounding forests. But despite their “unconquerable 

aversion” to trees, Americans nearly become confused with the trees in Weld’s 

description of the new nation. All Americans cut without mercy, so we assume when 

Weld writes “not one is spared,” he means to say that not one tree is spared; but the 

conclusion of the sentence confuses the subject—presumably he means all Americans are 

“involved in the general havoc” of deforestation and not that the trees themselves are 

involved. Weld’s aside “not one is spared” then speaks only to trees, but “all” who “share 

the same fate” becomes ambiguous: trees fatted to be cut or Americans to chop? In our 

current moment, we might be more inclined to read that all share the same fate, people 

and trees alike. In fact, from our perspective in the midst of climate change, it is 

important to understand that this confusion between trees and people is far from a 

semantic uncertainty. This shared relation between American and tree formulates a 

central part of United States history and American literature, and the confusion between 

people and trees does not stop with Weld’s travels and writings.  

The tree is a persistent and capacious image across American literature, from the 

Revolution to our contemporary moment. Trees are ubiquitous, so much so that we have 

rarely noticed their overwhelming presence in literature or sufficiently theorized how 

authors use the tree to develop philosophical and historical arguments. Trees and forests 

are the “dim woods” that populate scenic descriptions. Trees operate as symbols and 

metaphors—for time, for history, and for people themselves. Trees are the American 

building material. Trees link directly to the pivotal environmental histories of 

deforestation, of regrowth, of plantation, of milling, and labor.i  

As such, trees are busy in American literature: Nathaniel Hawthorne uses 

whispering trees to link the nineteenth century with a colonial past; Herman Melville 



 3 

describes Ahab as a hollowed tree in order to explore an apocalyptic vision of the end of 

the world and human complicity in this vision; Charles Chesnutt compares the slave’s 

body to a timbered tree, revealing the power of the timber industry to shape the Southern 

landscape and curtail opportunities for black labor.   

“Savage Arcadia: The American Romance in the Anthropocene” tells the story of 

deforestation, milling, and strange arboreal images and argues that the tree and an 

arboreal environmental history are the central building materials to the American 

romance. The romance weaves together these environmental histories and 

transformations within the narratives of national development, sectional conflict, and 

labor. Furthermore, as the dominant literary genre of the nineteenth century—and as a 

genre that has dominated critical conversation well after the alleged fall from 

popularity—the romance is an archive of how the field of American literary studies has 

theorized its relation to historicity, literary nationalism, and progressive (or conservative) 

politics. That is, the critical afterlife of the romance is the history of the discipline of 

American literary studies. “Savage Arcadia” attends to and excavates the layered 

sedimentation of the American romance.  

The American romance and the tree offer both an environmental history tightly 

interwoven with national development and a critical archive of reflection; in this way, 

reading the environmental history as a foundational part of the American romance while 

reflecting on how we understand the American romance as a type of history parallels the 

project of the Anthropocene. “Savage Arcadia” contends that the critical formation of the 

Anthropocene, the geological epoch in which human activity becomes geographically 

and environmentally measurable and irreversible, parallels the critical literary history of 

the romance. That is, the Anthropocene, as a radical re-envisioning of the relationship 
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between humanity and the environment, people and objects, is an updated theoretical end 

of the romance.  

 “Savage Arcadia” posits American writers of the romance have been writing 

about what we now call the Anthropocene for over 200 years. While the romance has 

long been associated with nature, “Savage Arcadia” argues that the American romance 

novel depicts a dynamic, environmental ecosystem rather than a nostalgic longing for a 

lost pastoral. From the American Renaissance figures such as Nathaniel Hawthorne and 

Herman Melville, to early twentieth-century writers such as Charles Chesnutt and 

William Faulkner, “Savage Arcadia” traces a persistent yet evolving recognition of 

environmental change, and it is through this persistent engagement with environmental 

transformation that “Savage Arcadia” reveals how the American romance novel traces 

the passage of time while exploring futurity and finality.  

As a literary history of climate change, this dissertation reveals the dynamism 

between the American romance and the Anthropocene. Yoking the romance and the 

Anthropocene, “Savage Arcadia” illuminates the pernicious resurgence of romanticism in 

moments of economic, national, and environmental crisis. By interrogating the literary 

forms of contemporary environmental discourses, “Savage Arcadia” challenges the field 

of ecocriticism to develop and offer new, innovative forms of narrative to represent our 

current predicaments.  

The Anthropocene, as an ecological paradigm, practices the form of the historical 

romance. In many ways, our current narratives for rethinking human relationships with 

the environment, ecology, and global warming draw on the form of the romance and 

sentimentalism. The historical Anthropocene contoured and shaped the material 

conditions from which the American romance, as a genre, became a cultural touchstone 
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in the nineteenth century (and beyond). Contemporary ecological narratives of the 

Anthropocene replicate the structures of romance, and as such the ecological narratives 

re-perform the narrative structure forged out of the very historical conditions the 

ecological narratives wish to expose, challenge, and problematize. With this in mind, one 

does begin to wonder about the narrative capacity of the romance structure to write 

against the Anthropocene. Put simply, at our current critical juncture, the American 

romance, as a generic form, is the Anthropocene, and without a sufficiently critical theory 

of the romance in the age of extinction we threaten to repeat the narrative form rather 

than think critically alongside the form.  

My title, “Savage Arcadia,” comes from Cleanth Brooks’ description of William 

Faulkner’s The Hamlet (1950). Describing the pastoral world Faulkner creates, Brooks 

writes: “The world, for all its brilliantly realized description, wears an eerie quality, and 

in the atmosphere of such a world it is easy to think of the human beings who move 

through it as more simple, more strange, and more elemental than are the ordinary human 

beings we know” (170). Faulkner’s description of the pear tree from The Hamlet 

embodies the “more simple, more strange” quality Brooks describes:  

The pear tree across the road opposite was now in full and frost bloom, the twigs 

 and branches springing not outward from the limbs but standing motionless and 

 perpendicular above the horizontal boughs like the separate and upstreaming hair 

 of a drowned woman sleeping upon the utterermost floor of the windless and 

 tideless sea. (1940)  

The pear tree appears dead while in full bloom, frosted and resembling a drowned (but 

sleeping) woman lost at the bottom of the sea. The tree here signals a strange 

temporality—one that appears to move forward and backwards, a simultaneous renewal 
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and decomposition. In other words, the atmosphere is one in which materials appear more 

human and humans more material. This hazy, eerie world—one where inherent violence 

underpins the pastoral—epitomizes the mode of an Anthropocentric reading. Indeed, it is 

not random that Faulkner pens the tree doubled as tree and body; as “Savage Arcadia” 

argues, the figure of the tree provides the symbolic pivot to connect the literary with the 

ecological in the American Romance. 

Whereas American literary criticism rehearses the familiar story of the limitations 

of the romance and its detachment from reality, this project returns to the romance with 

the critical tools of ecocriticism and posthumanism, thereby revealing the romance as a 

genre where materiality and the environment are as important as the human elements.ii 

Offering a methodological innovation for reading the materiality of the romance, “Savage 

Arcadia” broadens what we read as American romance as well as what theoretical 

possibilities there are for the romance as a genre. 

A multiplicity of literary styles, genres, and forms catalogue the specific history 

of the image of the tree in the United States. The nineteenth century saw a proliferation of 

arboreal references in a variety of writing styles: from poetry, such as Henry Wadsworth 

Longfellow’s “The Song of Hiawatha” (1855)--“Give me of your bark, O Birch-tree”--

and Walt Whitman’s “I saw in Louisiana a Live-Oak Growing” (1892) and “Song of the 

Redwood-Tree” (1900); to plays, such as Joseph Turnbull’s The Wood Daemon, or, The 

Clock has Struck (1808); to philosophical nature writing, such as Henry David Thoreau’s 

The Succession of Forest Trees (1887); to environmental writing, such as George Perkins 

Marsh’s Man and Nature, or, Physical Geography as Modified by Human Action (1864) 

and Richard Lamb Allen’s American Farm Book (1850), which describes trees as “both 

ornamental and profitable. They have too, a social and moral influence, far beyond mere 
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gratification” (288). The nineteenth century employed the tree widely and thoroughly. [A 

bonus reference, I can even name a poem within a novel, “Thoughts in a Southern 

Forest” found at the climax of Caroline Howard Gilman’s Recollections of a Southern 

Matron (1838)].  

If we wanted to shift more towards early America, we might read J. Hector St. 

John Crèvecoeur’s Letters from An American Farmer (1782), or Charles Brockden 

Brown’s Edgar Huntly (1799), or James Fenimore Cooper’s The Pioneers (1823), where 

after a character proposes digging for coal, he is rebuked: “Who the devil do you think 

will dig for coal when, in hunting for a bushel he would rip up more of trees than would 

keep him in fuel for a twelvemonth?” (120). Kathleen Donegan’s Seasons of Misery: 

Catastrophe and Colonial Settlement in Early America (2014) describes one gruesome 

arboreal scene at the Plymouth Colony, recalled by the early American colonist Phineas 

Pratt:  

[They] asked them wheare the Rest of our friends weare that came in the first 

 ship. Thay said that God had taken them Away by deth, & that before thayr 

 second ship came, thay weare so destressed with sickness that thay, feareing the 

 salvages should know it, had sett up theyr sick men with thayr muscits upon thayr 

 Rests & thayr backs Leaning Aganst trees. (137)  

Afraid of an attack from Native Americans, Pratt says early colonists tie the sick and the 

dead to trees to make it appear as though they are standing guard.  

And if we wanted to extend beyond the nineteenth century and read the novel or 

short story in the twentieth century, we might read Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With the 

Wind (1936) or Robert Penn Warren’s All the King’s Men (1946). As Penn Warren 

begins the novel, “There were pine forests here a long time ago but they are gone…. the 
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Yankee dollar and Confederate dumbness collaborated to heal the wounds of four years 

of fratricidal strife, and all was merry as a marriage bell. Till, all of a sudden, there 

weren’t any more pine trees” (3). Or Eudora Welty’s The Golden Apples (1949). Or take 

note of Harper Lee’s Go Set a Watchman (written in 1957 but published in 2015): Lee 

initially describes Tom Robinson’s injury resulting from his arm being caught in a 

sawmill in Go Set a Watchman but she changes the machine to a cotton gin in To Kill A 

Mockingbird (1960). We could hear Mexican American history told through “the voice of 

the gnarled old tree,” in Elena Zamora O’Shea’s El Mesquite (1935). Or if we wanted to 

leave the South, we could travel to Oregon and read Ken Kesey’s Sometimes a Great 

Notion (1964), or we could travel to early French Canada and read Annie Proulx’s 

Barkskins (2016). While the arboreal literary archive is vast, “Savage Arcadia” 

specifically attends to the romance novel from antebellum to the Great Depression.  

“Savage Arcadia” might well carry the subtitle “The American Romance and its 

Environments” as this project offers a methodological update to Richard Chase’s The 

American Novel and its Tradition (1957). “Savage Arcadia” reimagines the lineage of the 

American romance and captures the environmental complexity that unifies these texts 

gathered here. Reading an American literary tradition in the age of climate change reveals 

an aesthetics of environmental change that negotiates the relation between culture and the 

environment. Interdisciplinary research committed to sustained environmental change 

must interrogate the social and cultural legacies of American environmental thinking, 

epitomized by the literary archive gathered together here. 

 “Savage Arcadia” builds on and extends the ecological and material turn in 

American studies. From the inception of modern American studies in the mid-twentieth 

century, Americanist criticism has wrestled with, however remotely, the ecological and 
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its relation to American development and historiography. For Perry Miller, in Errand into 

the Wilderness (1952), the frontier or wilderness was a stark contrast to the “imported 

European culture,” and Miller contends the “basic conditioning factor was the frontier—

the wilderness” for the creation of American literature (2). Further, Miller writes, “unless 

we acknowledge the existence of the forests the character of American history is 

obscure,” but here forests remain metaphorical in the service of clarifying American 

historiography against “nature” or the “wilderness” (1). A decade later, Leo Marx’s The 

Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America (1962) traces the 

pastoral (and the encroaching industrialization that disrupts the pastoral) as a literary 

genre in American letters. More recently, Americanist literary criticism has challenged 

the construction of the pastoral, nature, and the environment. For example Timothy 

Sweet’s American Georgics: Economy and Environment in American Literature, 1580-

1864 (2002) explicates the “sixteenth-century English recognition of a general, systemic 

relationship between the human economy and the natural environment” (6). To this end, 

Sweet calls our attention to the mode of the georgic (a place of labor) rather than the 

pastoral (a place of leisure). Unfortunately, capitalism, slavery, and the novel do not fall 

within the purview of Sweet’s analysis. Considering fiction directly, Matthew Wynn 

Sivils’s American Environmental Fiction, 1782-1847 (2014) traces the “nation’s new 

environmental consciousness” to fill in the pre-Thoreau archive of proto-

environmentalism.  

 The last several years have seen an increased interest in crossmapping 

ecocriticism with African American literature and African American historiography. This 

follows Lawrence Buell’s proposal in The Future of Environmental Criticism: 

Environmental Crisis and Literary Imagination (2005) to extend ecocriticism to African 
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American literature as well as work by scholars such as Rob Nixon, whose Slow Violence 

and the Environmentalism of the Poor (2013) attempts to think about the systemic 

relation between environmentalism and issues of labor, race, and colonialism. The first 

wave of crossmapping African American literature and ecocriticism generated an interest 

in explicating the environmental consciousness or “green” thought in African American 

literature: For example, Jeffrey Myers’s Converging Stories: Race, Ecology, and 

Environmental Justice in American Literature (2005) looks for “ecopositivist” or 

environmental friendly readings where authors look to the environment as a mode of 

resistance; Paul Outka’s Race and Nature from Transcendentalism to the Harlem 

Renaissance (2008) and Carolyn Finney’s Black Faces, White Spaces: Reimagining the 

Relationship of African Americans to the Great Outdoors (2014) both attempt to 

articulate the uneasy relationship between African Americans and the pastoral. Certainly 

there remains a deep suspicion, from scholars committed to the histories of slavery, labor, 

and exploitation, of celebrating the environment or prioritizing the environment over 

humans; these readings attempt to repair the divide between ecocriticism and the history 

of slavery.   

 Despite the hesitation, the ecological (and the material) turn is a productive 

heuristic in creating and recounting the histories of race labor in the plantation complex. 

From Michele Currie Navakas’s Liquid Landscape: Geography and Settlement at the 

Edge of Early America (2018) to Cristin Ellis’s Antebellum Posthuman: Race and 

Materiality in the Mid-Nineteenth Century (2018), the field of American literary studies 

has started to pay closer attention to the interrelation between landscape, bodies, and 

conceptions of the nonhuman. For example, Monique Allewaert’s Ariel’s Ecology: 

Plantations, Personhood, and Colonialism in the American Tropics (2013) theorizes the 
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material effects of plantation ecologies on bodies in the early American landscape. In 

order to articulate fractured personhood on the plantation tropics, Allewaert creates the 

term “parahuman” as a mutable biopolitical category that shifts between human and 

animal. Here, the diasporic bodies were “dense interiorities or constellations of force that 

could store, process, and actualize information and that were also crucial to the 

production of the collectives, or assemblages, through which personhood was articulated” 

(118). As a figure for thought, Allewaert’s parahuman creates a metaphor to think 

through the mechanism of dehumanization instilled by the plantation complex; however, 

“Savage Arcadia” is interested in understanding how the material and the human operate 

in tandem. Put simply, despite the practices of dehumanization and its encroaching 

materiality (and reification), “Savage Arcadia” reads ecology to more clearly articulate 

the figure of the human and attend the history of labor. 

 

My dissertation is divided into two sections: “Romantic Foundations, Romantic 

Implications” and “The Southern Wilderness.” “Romantic Foundations, Romantic 

Implications,” the first two chapters, develops a methodology for reading the material and 

ecological complexity of the romance across northern and southern regions. That is, the 

first section argues that the romance utilizes materials, such as the tree, to develop a 

formal system of time, history, and futurity. The second section, “The Southern 

Wilderness,” provides three case studies tracing deforestation, environmental 

transformation, and romantic reactions within the South, because it is there we can find 

most powerfully depicted the environmental tensions shaping the American romance. 

With particular attention to African American labor in the South, the second section 

draws on the Anthropocene as an ecological reading practice to reshape the critical 
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landscape and historical narratives of Emancipation, Reconstruction, and Jim Crow. 

Indeed, the Southern timber industry shaped the environment, labor, and available 

property for recently freed slaves. The romance provides a critical window into this 

history of environmental change in the Southern landscape as well as the political 

struggle over what stories the romance ought to tell of the nation and race.   

As I will discuss below, the Anthropocene operates broadly in two modes: the 

Anthropocene is a theory of history and the Anthropocene is a historicity. As a 

reorientation of history and human relation to the environment, the Anthropocene 

theoretically reimagines both our history and impending future. In this first mode, 

“Romantic Implications, Romantic Foundations” addresses the conceptual ways the 

American romance foregrounds and anticipates the ways in which the Anthropocene 

seeks to reread history, time, and futurity. In turn, the Anthropocene challenges us to 

return to historical events and understand the ways in which human history and 

environmental history began to become intertwined and eventually inseparable. In this 

second mode, “The Southern Wilderness” offers Anthropocene readings of the Southern 

landscape—revealing entwining histories of environmental change and national 

development. While both sections of “Savage Arcadia” draw on each mode of the 

Anthropocene, the first section will be predominately theoretical and the second section 

historical.  

While I could, of course, reread the historicity of the Anthropocene in New 

England through Hawthorne, Cooper, or Howells, the South more clearly articulates the 

modes of labor and environmental destruction. That is, Hawthorne does not populate his 

forests with laborers whereas John Pendleton Kennedy, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and 

Charles Chesnutt clearly show who labors in the processes of deforestation. Furthermore, 



 13 

as I discuss below, the Southern romance offers a particular warning and challenge to the 

neo-romantic theories of the Anthropocene. Namely, apocalypse and disaster do not undo 

the dominant modes of capitalism and racism, and by evoking the romance, implicitly or 

explicitly, theories of the Anthropocene need to contend with the histories of this socio-

cultural implications of this narrative mode.  

“Savage Arcadia” begins with the father of American romance, Nathaniel 

Hawthorne, as he reflects on the environmental destruction caused by the Civil War: “we 

saw the bare sites of what had evidently been tracts of hardwood forest, indicated by the 

unsightly stumps of well-grown trees not smoothly felled by regular axe-men, but 

hacked, haggled, and unevenly amputated, as by a sword” (“Chiefly About War Matters 

50). The stumps and amputated trees eerily recall soldiers’ bodies hacked by sectional 

divide, but the tree as a key literary figure unites the New England “dark romance” and 

the Southern plantation romance. The First Chapter reads these unrecognized connections 

through a comparative reading of a romance from each region, Hawthorne’s The Scarlet 

Letter (1850) and John Pendleton Kennedy’s Swallow Barn; or, A Sojourn in the Old 

Dominion (1832). As my key term on romance will make clear below, Hawthorne nearly 

always serves as the case study for determining what the romance does (or does not). In 

the same way, Kennedy’s Swallow Barn is the near singular example of the Southern 

plantation romance. Though literary history places Hawthorne and Kennedy in opposing 

traditions, “Savage Arcadia” reveals that both authors utilize environmental change as a 

means to materialize history in order to link their anxieties of current national crises with 

their colonial origins. 

While Hawthorne and Kennedy provide the structure for reading the environment 

as history in the romance, in Chapter Two, I explore Herman Melville’s dark 
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philosophical strain of the romance, futurity, and its relation to the Anthropocene. In a 

world seemingly devoid of trees, Melville’s oceanic masterpiece, Moby-Dick, or, The 

Whale (1851), utilizes the figure of the tree to narrate history and fate. Though we know 

Ahab for his peg leg, far more often Melville describes Ahab as a hollow tree: “like a 

blighted fruit tree he shook, and cast his last, cindered apple to the soil” (476). The 

arboreal symbols in Moby-Dick reflect a romantic anxiety over futurity, time, and self-

determination. As Ahab realizes he is the cause of his own end, Melville’s novel allows 

us to explore the environmental and philosophical implications of discovering that we are 

the cause of our own ends—the central logic of the Anthropocene.  

Chapter Three reads Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Dred: A Tale of the Great Dismal 

Swamp (1856) and Palmetto Leaves (1873) alongside the history of the Dismal Swamp 

Canal Company. Stowe’s novels theorize a complex environmental history that 

intertwines the plantation and swamp, and this mid-century archive illuminates a portion 

of a much longer history of the swamp and deforestation, beginning with George 

Washington and ending with paper mill companies in the 20th century. In turn, by 

understanding Stowe’s incorporation of environmental history and landscape, I argue 

Stowe’s Dred represents her attempt to engage with the category of romance, rather than 

solely a sentimental text.  

In The Conjure Woman (1899), Charles Chesnutt depicts a slave conjured into a 

tree and then milled into pine boards. Reading the conjure tales alongside Chesnutt’s The 

House Behind the Cedars (1899) and The Marrow of Tradition (1900), the Fourth 

Chapter uncovers Chesnutt’s sustained critique of the timber industry and its exploitive 

use of black labor in the post-Emancipation South. The chapter reveals the pernicious 
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tension between a rising environmentalism in the United States and the stark departure 

from the promises of Emancipation and Reconstruction. 

The coda explores the relation between narrative structure and material processes 

of preparing timber in William Faulkner’s Light in August (1932) and Absalom, Absalom! 

(1937). As Light in August opens with a timber mill and a wood planer (a machine that 

saws timber into boards and strips layers off of the boards), the narrative structure 

parallels the planer, each chapter revealing a new layer of the narrative. In turn, Absalom, 

Absalom! begins with Thomas Sutpen harvesting the raw materials from his land to build 

his house. Within the broader narrative, characters harvest and draw together materials 

and stories to speculate as to Sutpen’s design or past. These two modes of investigating, 

cutting back layer and layer of sedimentation or more speculative forms of imagining, 

embody the impulses of romantic historiography and the Anthropocene. 

The remaining sections of this introduction offer two critical key terms: romance 

and the Anthropocene. Though the Anthropocene is potentially the longer term, 

historically and geologically (unless one ties the Anthropocene to the Great Acceleration 

following the atomic bomb), the Romance has a longer and perhaps more contentious 

critical history.  

While there have been many studies of the romance, there have been relatively 

few critical overviews ranging from the end of the nineteenth century to the present. 

While critics do engage this literary history briefly, the story of romance becomes 

repetitive and flat. The Anthropocene, though relatively new as a concept, has garnered a 

fair amount of critical traction for reorganizing our relation to history, the literary, and the 

world. While each chapter considers the romance and the Anthropocene, the sustained 
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attention of a key term allows us to consider the longer implications and the fields’ 

biases.  

In this dissertation, I chart a literary and environmental history, attentive to the 

historicity of the romance, while not being bound to the assumptions that supposedly 

limit these novels. If Timothy Morton’s Ecology After Nature (2007) calls for 

ecocriticism to attend theories of the ecological and leave behind the human sociocultural 

construction of Nature, “Savage Arcadia” reads the romance without the overdetermined 

interest in the human character and human social systems. As any theory of ecology 

needs to remain aware of Nature and the constructions of outside, wilderness, animal, 

landscape, and pastoral, so too does “Savage Arcadia” keep in its sights the human. 

“Savage Arcadia” develops a historical materialist approach but with a posthuman caveat 

thereby flattening the ontological difference between the human and the tree, human 

history and environmental.iii The posthuman historical materialist mode of reading the 

romance enacts what Dipesh Chakrabarty outlines in “The Climate of History: Four 

Theses,” namely that scholarship attempting to address the Anthropocene cannot rely on 

human history alone or traditional modes of historicism (Marxist or Postcolonial) to 

explain our current predicaments. American literary studies, as we will see, has primarily 

approached the romance and the novel more broadly through human centered narratives 

and human centered historical modes. “Savage Arcadia” returns to the American romance 

to find the limits of human histories of nation, region, race, and economics.  

 

Romance 

In Americanist scholarship, the critical history of the romance novel might aptly 

be described as the history of recording how other scholars have mischaracterized, 
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misunderstood, or myopically read the romance. Scholars often suggest the term 

“romance” lacks a determined definition and the authors that employed the term—

Charles Brockden Brown, James Fenimore Cooper, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Herman 

Melville, William Gilmore Simms, and Henry James—offer inconsistent definitions. 

Furthermore, almost always citing Nina Baym’s study that argues “romance” and “novel” 

operate as synonymous terms in nineteenth-century print culture, scholars question why 

we would even bother parse out the term romance at all.iv  

But after nodding to the historical literary discrepancies, scholars of romance then 

repeat a familiar story. We begin with Henry James’ reading of Hawthorne. Then we turn 

to Chase’s The American Novel and Its Tradition (1957), in which Chase allegedly 

commits the sin of reading the romance outside of politics. Finally with attention to 

Fredric Jameson’s The Political Unconscious (1981) and acknowledging the specter of 

György Lukács--The Theory of the Novel (1962) and The Historical Novel (1955) --the 

dialectic of romance and politics becomes the abyssal separation of the romance and the 

realist project. In many ways, the history of the romance and its critical reception 

unfortunately falls into the historical materialist narrative of progressive human history. 

That is, the romance gives way to the realist novel, and those who studied the romance 

give way to those invested in the real, the historical, and or the political. But for every 

Henry James, there is a Mark Twain; for every Richard Chase, there is Lionel Trilling. 

This tightly packed, well-trodden narrative of the romance has become too much of a 

shorthand. This is not to point out how recent scholars have mischaracterized the 

romance; rather, like Jennifer K. Fleissner, I am interested in the long, messy story of the 

romance and the myriad of ways scholars have used the romance. 
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Unsurprisingly, the critical story of the romance has remained interested in 

characters that are human as well as the issue of verisimilitude—certainly not a 

verisimilitude concerned with ecology or ecosystems. That is, the romance has had to 

answer for its ability to speak to the human condition, whether that means the American 

character or the social systems it either purported to represent or the social moment in 

which it was produced. Critics, from the end of the nineteenth century to the 

contemporary moment, have ignored the nonhuman and considered the pastoral, 

landscape, or environment as a backdrop to setting or as a particular access point to 

describe the author’s ideology (eco-friendly or otherwise). With that caveat, I believe 

there are particularly interesting “failures” of the romance, detailed below, that open the 

genre to a wider mode of reading for the environment and nonhuman. “Savage Arcadia” 

employs the tree and its associated history of deforestation as fulcrum into the romance: 

whereas critics have previously detailed the pastoral or environmental conscious, I argue 

that the tree places critical pressure on the overlapping and interwoven histories of 

environment and human in the long nineteenth century.  

Our story begins with the late nineteenth-century trifecta of Henry James, William 

Dean Howells, and Mark Twain and the late century distillation of the American 

romance. I then turn to Vernon L. Parrington’s Main Currents in American Thought 

(1927) rather than directly to Lukács or to Chase. In his second volume of Main 

Currents, The Romantic Revolution in America, 1800-1860, Parrington offers perhaps the 

longest and most sustained reading of the American romance and what Parrington terms 

the “romantic mind” to date. (Scholars, when writing in the legacy of romance, most 

often ignore Parrington and with good reason: he is long winded, a Marxist, spends more 

than half of his romance study on Southerners, and Trilling hated him). By turning to 
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Parrington, rather than going directly with Richard Chase, we must accordingly engage 

Lionel Trilling’s mid-century criticism, in particular The Liberal Imagination (1950). 

Expanding the midcentury moment, much like Donald Pease in his Revisionary 

Interventions into the Americanist Canon (1994), we can make sense of the New 

Americanist rejection of the genre of romance. This history of criticism provides a 

framework to read contemporary resurgence of interest in the romance in the post-New 

Historicist moment.  

A disclaimer: despite temporally removing Jameson from a prominent place in the 

historical arch of romance studies, I draw extensively on his notion of sedimentation (The 

Political Unconscious) and the threshold (“Magical Narratives: Romance as Genre”). It is 

not that I find Jameson obsolete but rather I find the critical story overly invested in 

Jameson (and for that matter, studies of the British novel) to explain what the romance 

does and does not achieve. It is striking that Ian Watt’s The Rise of the Novel: Studies in 

Defoe, Richardson and Fielding (1957) and Ian Duncan’s Modern Romance and 

Transformations of the Novel (1992) appear in studies of the American romance to 

explain either historical or contemporary conceptions of the romance.  Not only do these 

two texts read no American novels, but to engage with these texts rather than ones by 

Parrington or Trilling leaves the history of Americanist criticism emaciated.  

 

Fin de siècle: après nous, le déluge  

By the end of the 19th century, it seemed one could not discuss romance without 

placing it in firm opposition to realism; this opposition centered on representation of 

character, and though realism supposedly paid greater attention to detail—the materiality 

and the objects of the world—this was to further represent the human. When compiling 



 20 

the literary history of the romance, contemporary scholars construct a lineage: from 

Hawthorne to Henry James. It is not necessarily that James wrote romances, but James 

read Hawthorne and gives one of the more consistent readings of the romance. Of the 

many writers theorizing the genre of romance at the end of the century, however, James 

was only one. William Dean Howells, for example, hoped to usher in the new and radical 

form of realism and allow the “mania of romanticism”—the “taint of their time”—to pass 

and follow the “natural course of the disease” (38, 39). Romance, Howells argues, rarely 

offers “characters with a living growth” and instead characters are “apt to be types, 

limited to the expression of one principle” (56). These “types” fell short of representing 

the “God-given complexity of motive which we find in all human beings we know” (56). 

The American literary body ought to purge romance as it would a virus and embrace the 

complexity of realism.  

In this way, Howell constructs a teleological progression of genre: from the over 

simplicity of the romance to the rigorous complexity of the real. Howell writes: “But I 

confess that I like better to go forward than to go backward, and it is saying very little to 

say that I value more such a novel as Mr. James’s Tragic Muse than all the romantic 

attempts since Hawthorne” (57). Literature ought to move forward, according to Howells. 

Whereas others might characterize Hawthorne as the beginning of American fiction, 

Howells depicts Hawthorne and those following in the romance tradition as only offering 

“romantic attempts.” Of course, it all becomes rather scientific: realism captures the 

complexity of life; romance only offers a failed experiment at verisimilitude.  In fact, 

Howells even attempts to remove Hawthorne from the lineage of the romance. He 

ponders, “I am not sure The Scarlet Letter and the Blithedale Romance are not, strictly 

speaking, novels rather than romances. They do not play with some old superstition long 
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outgrown, and they do not invent a new superstition to play with, but deal with things 

vital in every one’s pulse” (56). Hawthorne, as a figure of romance, becomes an 

increasingly contested figure across the twentieth century.  

 Whereas Howells constructs a progressive narrative in which romance gives way 

to realism, Maurice Thompson argues the opposite. In “The Domain of Romance” 

(1889), Thompson opposed realism as the next evolutionary step for literary genre, 

arguing that romance, instead, captures a greater, more imaginative expression of the 

world. Thompson writes, “[t]he infancy of graphic art was realism in its form, that is, it 

was the crude, outright delineation of natural objects,” but art in “the hands of untutored 

genius” offered “an expression of romance” (326–7). Intriguingly, Thompson develops 

an extended geological metaphor for describing romance:  

Geologists say that mountain ranges have been formed by the shrinking of the 

earth’s crust; the critics ought to observe that an upheaval like that of the 

Elizabethan range of peaks is not the result of cataclysmal accident, but the 

outcome of many years of accumulation, concentration, intensification, and 

special storage of desire. Moreover, as gold, silver, and the precious crystal stones 

come to the surface of earth through dyke veins, gushing from the molten heat of 

the globe, so all the isolated instances of romance are but so many characteristic 

clarifications and solidifications of subtile [sic] passion, cast out of the great 

central furnace of the prevailing human desire. (340–1) 

The geological, for Thompson, arguably recasts the present as always part of and subject 

to a longer history. In addition to the geological, Thompson also suggests the 

evolutionary writings of Darwin were romantic in nature: “They overlooked the central 

secret, the romance inclosed [sic] in Darwin’s work, and they refused to see that the 
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world adores wonders. They saw Darwin’s petty analyses; they failed to see his grand 

synthesis, the work of a colossal imagination”; in fact, Thompson argues, “Darwin has 

forestalled realism” (340). Theories of evolution and geology, however interesting, 

remain elaborate metaphors for Thompson. 

Perhaps the most surprising defender of romance is Frank Norris, the naturalist.v 

Rather than placing romance and realism in a dialectic, Norris posits the two terms are 

“constant qualities of every age, day and hour” (20). If there is a distinction to be made, 

Norris argues it ought to be between romanticism and sentimentalism: “the two should be 

kept very distinct, for a very high and illustrious place will be claimed for romance, while 

sentiment will be handed down the scullery stairs” (213). Norris argues, “[r]omance, I 

take it, is the kind of fiction that takes cognizance of variations from the type of normal 

life. Realism is the kind of fiction that confines itself to the type of normal life” (215).   

Extending his domestic metaphor, Norris argues that while, “[r]ealism is minute; it is the 

drama of a broken teacup, the tragedy of a walk down the block, the excitement of an 

afternoon call,” romance explores beyond the particular (215). He asks the reader:  

So you think Romance would stop in the front parlour and discuss medicated 

flannels and mineral waters with the ladies? Not for more than five minutes. She 

would be off upstairs with you, prying, peeping, peering into the closets of the 

bedroom, into the nursery, into the sitting-room; yes, and into that little iron box 

screwed to the lower shelf of the closet in the library; and into those 

compartments and pigeon-holes of the secretaire in the study. She would find 

heartache (maybe) between the pillows of the mistress’s bed, and memory 

carefully secreted in the master’s deed-box. (217)  
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Norris’s description of romance’s investigative impulse begins to sound akin to Edgar 

Allan Poe’s August Dupin. Poe aside, Norris’s point remains clear: for realism, a broken 

cup is a broken cup, but for romance it is the beginning point that gives way to a whole 

host of associative possibilities. Norris’s description of romance, much like “Savage 

Arcadia,” believes materiality gives way to a larger network, world, and narrative. While 

Norris and Thompson both tie the romance to the larger world, Henry James specifically 

addresses the problem of character in the romance.  

Henry James, often considered the literary successor of Hawthorne, argues his 

predecessor’s romances lack characters with emotional depth. In Hawthorne (1879), 

James argues that The Scarlet Letter has “a want of reality and an abuse of the fanciful 

element—of a certain superficial symbolism.” (114). James continues, “[t]he people 

strike me not as characters, but as representatives, very picturesquely arranged, of a 

single state of mind; and the interest of the story lies not in them, but in the situation” 

(114). Hawthorne’s romances become two dimensional in James’s readings, flat symbols 

drawn without “conditions” or reality (33). James extends his critique of flatness of 

character into a larger distinction between the romance and realism. He repeats this 

distinction in his preface to the New York version of The American (1877) suggesting 

that romance engages “experience liberated, so to speak; experience disengaged, 

disembroiled, disencumbered, exempt from the conditions that we usually know to attach 

to it” (33). James sees Hawthorne’s characters as flat and unconnected from the world of 

the story, and clearly James’s commitment to the interiority of character keeps him at 

odds with the tradition of the romance.  

I am not the first to take issue with James’s reading of Hawthorne and the 

romance; James’s description of Hawthorne has not gone unchallenged. Even Perry 
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Miller identifies James’s misstep: “Thus we may justifiably accuse Henry James of 

confusing the issue—as we shall see, he did it deliberately—when he insists that the term 

Romance really has no relevance to an understanding of Hawthorne” (Nature’s Nation 

245). But while James proposes Hawthorne’s shortcomings revolve around Hawthorne’s 

ability to penetrate the surface of the character, the critique of the romance as shallow 

was popular at the end of the century. For example, Frank Norris argues that while Sir 

Walter Scott “got beneath the clothes of an epoch and got the heart of it, the spirit of it,” 

often romances do not capture anything beneath the surface of character (17). Of these 

writers, Norris proposes, “[t]ake the clothes from the people of their Romances and one 

finds only wooden manikins” (17). Upon further inspection, these romances only 

“pretend to treat” a different epoch but instead rehearse the “familiar, well-worn, well-

thumbed nineteenth or twentieth century after all” (17).  

To the dismay of late nineteenth century realists, “Savage Arcadia” embraces 

Norris’s description of romantic characters as “wooden manikins” and delights in the 

woodiness of character. Rather than accept James or Norris’s critique that the romance 

fails to provide sufficient character psychological depth, this project reformulates this 

failure as a flattening of ontology. If the characters are perhaps really only “wooden 

manikins” and lack interior or psychological depth all the better; then the American 

romance offers a proto-posthuman environment in which human figures are only as 

important as the arboreal ones that frame the secret meetings, labors, and escapes from 

plantations.  

Before leaving the end of the century, it is important to note the rise of sectional 

differentiation with regards to the romance. By sectional differentiation I mean that at the 

end of the nineteenth century certain critical voices began to suggest Southern romances 
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were derivative (and thereby unimaginative) imitations of Sir Walter Scott and the 

Waverly novels. If the rise of realism problematized how we read literature and 

literature’s relation to the world, the rise of the sectional differentiation shaped which 

romances count and do not count. Especially as critical voices, such as Howells, are 

distinguishing between realism and romance, the Southern romance becomes 

synonymous with an uncritical idealization of the past—a marriage plot in the pastoral of 

the plantation, or a marriage plot against the background of the lost pastoral of the 

plantation. With the rise of writers such as Thomas Nelson Page and Thomas Dixon, the 

Southern romance seemingly becomes its own tradition or by association with early 

plantation novels, such as John Pendleton Kennedy’s Swallow Barn (1832) or Caroline 

Lee Hentz’s The Planter’s Northern Bride (1854), these late century romances only 

extend the antebellum plantation tradition under the mythos of the “Lost Cause.” 

I do not defend Dixon or Page or the “Lost Cause” ideology so often employed in 

the late century. Nor do I necessarily argue antebellum and post-Reconstruction Southern 

writers are without influence by Scott or the English novel. (In fact, as we will see, the 

Southern Agrarians embodied this English lineage). However, I am interested in how this 

separation of writers limits how we read in the romance. In other words, by placing the 

Southern romance alongside the Northern, we begin to see how both utilize the 

environment to materialize the passage of time. As Chapter One argues, Hawthorne’s The 

Scarlet Letter operates much as John Pendleton Kennedy’s Swallow Barn: both draw on 

the environment to tell the history of the nation, measure the passage of time, and bolster 

the world of the romance.  

Furthermore, the southern romance makes plain the material conditions of the 

plantation and deforestation by populating the pages with its laborers. These are often 
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indefensible depictions and racist caricatures, but the Southern romance reveals the co-

constitutive relation between environment and human modes of production. In the same 

way Howells and James critique the romances of Hawthorne for being without 

physiological depth, the Southern romances’ overindulgence in the pastoral ought to give 

pause. Undoubtedly, many authors have utilized the pastoral as a mode to ignore the 

systems of exploitation and labor so central to creating and maintain the landscape as 

such. However, “Savage Arcadia” reads past these moments of intended depoliticization 

and attends to the historical linage of environmental destruction and racialized labor. The 

posthuman flattening of character and tree does not perform the same reification of the 

plantation system, which equates human body and tree as of equal value; rather, “Savage 

Arcadia” shows how the romance creates a comparison between person and environment.   

 Of the critical arguments that the Southern romance remains overly indebted to 

Sir Walter Scott and the English tradition, perhaps the most famous articulation of this 

indebtedness comes from Mark Twain. In fact, Twain’s critique lives well beyond Twain 

himself, as a variety of critical voices, ranging from the 1930s to the present, rely on 

Twain’s characterization of Southern novels. In his Life on the Mississippi (1883), Twain 

describes the Southerner as corrupted by the worldview of Scott: 

Then comes Sir Walter Scott with his enchantments…. [He] sets the world in love 

with dreams and phantoms with decayed and swinish forms of religion; with 

decayed and degraded systems of government; with silliness and emptiness, 

shame grandeurs, sham gauds, and sham chivalries of a brainless and worthless 

long-vanished society. He did measureless harm; more real and lasting harm, 

perhaps, than any other individual that ever wrote. (467) 

And Twain continues:  
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There, the genuine and wholesome civilization of the nineteenth century is 

curiously confused and commingles with Walter Scott Middle-Age sham 

civilization; and so you have the practical, common-sense, progressive ideas and 

progressive works, mixed up with the duel, the inflated speech, and the jejune 

romanticism of an absurd past that is dead, and out of charity ought to be buried. 

But for the Sir Walter disease, the character of the Southerner…would be wholly 

modern, in place of modern and medieval mixed, and the South would be fully a 

generation further advanced than it is. (468) 

Twain satirizes the impulse for the medieval in A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s 

Court (1889) and, as we remember, Twain even names a wrecked steamboat the “Walter 

Scott” in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884). When Huck and Jim come across 

the wreckage, they only find robbers plotting to murder someone. Remarking that there 

“warn’t no time to be sentimentering,” Huck escapes off the steamboat and returns to his 

raft (694).   

Indeed, Twain’s gesture, towards Scott and the deficiency of Southern writing, is 

not without company. William Dean Howells, near the end of the century, makes a 

similar gesture: “I know that there were before the war novelists in South Carolina, in 

Maryland, and in Virginia deeply imbued with what our poor Spanish friends call the 

Walter-Scottismo” (“The Southern States” 231). As Paul Jones notes, “[s]ince Mark 

Twain diagnosed the region as having ‘the Sir Water Disease,’ antebellum southern 

literature has been depicted by literary studies as little more than glorified propaganda, 

poorly written copies of Scott’s Waverly novels, published to respond to abolitionist 

criticism” (1-2).vi Literary scholars, as well as historians, contemporary with Twain 

continued this sectional divide. For example, in 1892, William M. Baskervill writes, 
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“[c]ivilization in the United States has been diffused from two centres[sic]—New 

England and Virginia” (89). Indeed, “Virginia, history teaches us, was a continuation of 

English society” (89). Baskervill contends: 

About most of Southern writing there was a want of naturalness, of reality…the 

unreal pictures of life and of nature—showed the unmistakable influence of the 

prosaic age of Johnson and the stilted manners of Sir Charles Grundison. To have 

used the abundant art material all around him; to have drawn a picture of life as it 

really was, would have seemed to the Southern artist an attack on all that he held 

dearest and loved most. Hence he sought themes elsewhere, shut his eyes to the 

present and lived in the past. (96) 

Whereas James critiques Hawthorne’s writing for a lack of character, Baskervill suggests 

all of Southern writing “want[s]” for reality—the landscape and life all overly 

romanticized. While the Southern plantation complex overly relied on the pastoral and 

romanticized notions of life and landscape, the American romance shared in the literary 

trade of “the unreal.”  

There are two problems with Twain’s critical pronouncement: First, the influence 

of Scott and the English novel was an American problem and not a Southern one only. 

Most notably, James Fenimore Cooper was called “The American Scott,” much to his 

dismay. Second, when contemporary critics gesture towards Twain’s statement, they 

inevitably argue Twain refers to authors such as Thomas Nelson Page and Thomas 

Dixon. Twain’s claim, however, predates both Page and Dixon’s novels. As J.V Ridgley 

argues, “[i]n his eagerness to diagnose the ‘Sir Walter disease,’ Twain was not very 

perceptive or accurate about past of present southern writing” (105).  
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One wonders which Southern writers exhibited the symptoms of the “Sir Walter 

Scott Disease”: George Washington Cable and The Grandissimes: A Story of Creole Life 

(1880) would fit the time frame, but Twain toured with Cable. Twain could also be 

referring the mid-century anti-Tom novel, but truly Harriet Beecher Stowe and the 

abolitionist movement towered as influence for those novels. More than likely, Twain’s 

criticism describes antebellum novels such as John Pendleton Kennedy Swallow Barn; 

Or, A Sojourn in the Old Dominion (1832), William Alexander Caruthers’s The Cavaliers 

of Virginia, or The Recluse of Jamestown: An Historical Romance of the Old Dominion 

(1834), or perhaps William Gilmore Simms’s historical romances. But, as Chapter one 

argues, while Kennedy’s Swallow Barn shows the influence of Scott, in order to describe 

the landscape and Jamestown, Kennedy also draws on even earlier Virginia novels that 

predate Scott. Kennedy might owe the figure of the cavalier to Scott, but Kennedy owes 

the landscape descriptions to early nineteenth-century Virginia romances.  

Thomas Nelson Page wrote plantation romances—the variety of which Twain and 

contemporary scholars examine with disdain. Unabashedly racist, Page details the rise of 

the romantic Southern redeemers and the Klan, while detailing the exploitive and evil 

carpetbagger and the figure of the monstrous black male. While indefensible in its 

political desires, Page’s romance nonetheless unites human history with a longer 

environmental history. In Red Rock: A Chronicle of Reconstruction (1898), Page details 

the eponymous plantation’s origin: “As everybody in the country knew, who knew 

anything, it took its name from the great red stain, as big as a blanket, which appeared on 

the huge bowlder [sic] in the grove, beside the family grave-yard” (11). It was believed 

that the red stain came from the “blood of the Indian chief” who had killed the planter’s 

wife and that the “Indian’s heart blood had left that deep stain in the darker granite as a 
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perpetual memorial of the swift vengeance” (11). As we might expect, Page describes the 

plantation as founded on symbolic violence, and this colonial violence marks the center 

of the plantation. But Page presents an alternative origin for the red rock through a cousin 

of the family: the cousin suggests “the stain was nothing but a bit of red sandstone which 

had outcropped at the point where that huge fragment was broken off, and rolled along by 

a glacier thousands of years ago” (11). Local children, “grounded by their mothers and 

Miss Thomasia in Bible history,” knew better: this alternative geological history was 

impossible, “glaciers, as they knew from their geographies, being confined to 

Switzerland, and the world having been created only six thousand yeas” (11). Despite the 

children’s suspicion and dismissal, Page gestures towards a longer geological history. 

George Dekker, in his germinal The American Historical Romance (1987), argues 

that not all Southern writers were guilty of Twain’s criticism: “they were also capable of 

recognizing and learning from the literary masterworks of their own and the preceding 

generation in a way that seems to have been beyond the comprehension or ambition of 

lesser writers” (5). To be perfectly honest, Thomas Nelson Page may not have had the 

ambition to move beyond the pastoral or share the complexity that writers in the Southern 

renaissance might have demonstrated. But Page and the southern romance pays particular 

attention to deforestation and how labor shapes the landscapes. That is, in Kennedy’s 

Swallow Barn, we see the labor and ghosts of laborers long gone but Hawthorne’s 

romantic woods are dim and vacant gothic spaces. Southern romances, while problematic 

and overly invested in the pastoral, cannot help but undo themselves: the modes of 

production ever present.   

 

The 1930s 
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Turning from the end of the century, the early twentieth century saw a rise in 

Marxist influenced historiography and literary criticism. If the late nineteenth century 

critiqued the romance for failed imitations of characters as real people, then the 1930s 

saw the fruition of interest in the social and ideological more broadly. Marxist thought 

would of course be interested in the environmental conditions of production but would 

stop short of ascribing it agency or importance beyond determining available resources. 

In particular, Vernon Louis Parrington’s Main Currents in American Thought (1927) is 

perhaps the longest and broadest consideration of the American romantic mind and the 

romance. “Parrington lies twenty years behind us,” Lionel Trilling writes, “[y]et 

Parrington still stands at the center of American thought about American culture because, 

as I say, he expresses the chronic American belief that there exists an opposition between 

reality and mind and that one must enlist oneself in the party of reality” (8). Though 

Trilling deftly details the ways in which Parrington does not offer a consistent definition 

of the romance, Trilling’s initial point on Parrington stands: the dialectic between realism 

and romance dominates Parrington’s descriptions.vii  

While Parrington maintains the division between realism and romance, he also 

continues Twain’s Sir Walter Scott disease thesis, slightly altering the influence. Being a 

historical materialist, Parrington cannot help but apply Marx’s famous dictum: “Men 

make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under 

self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing already” (5). In the case of 

Southern romance, “circumstances” translate to the environment. This new cult of the 

romantic drew on the American landscape and plantation rather than an English history 

Bemoaning the loss of the “revolutionary mood” as the “stimulus to intellectual life,” 

Parrington argues that “English romanticism as exemplified in the work of Scott and Tom 
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Moore was the single foreign influence that spread amongst the plantations, and the new 

literature accepted the cult of the picturesque romantic” (30). Parrington writes, “[l]ike 

Irving, Kennedy went back to the old home, but that old home was Virginia and not 

England; and there he found still lingering on the great plantations charmingly romantic 

anachronisms that had disappeared elsewhere—a spontaneous romanticism of 

temperament that gave color and zest to daily routine” (51). Counter to Parrington, 

Chapter one argues Kennedy was as much influenced by early Virginia writing as he was 

by Sir Walter Scott, and his American influence can be traced through descriptions of the 

landscape. While Parrington is correct to find these “romantic anachronisms” in Kennedy 

and others, “Savage Arcadia” argues these “romantic anachronisms” often materialize as 

objects, notably trees, and these objects function with a greater complexity with regards 

to time, historicity, and historiography.  

Not all Southern plantation romances, however, operate in the picturesque 

romantic mode according to Parrington. With regards to William Gilmore Simms, 

Parrington argues the backdrop of the plantation South and the revolution could not give 

way to the picturesque: “Contemporary romanticism engrafted on a nature fundamentally 

realistic developed a pronounced strain in his work which, for lack of an exacter word, 

we may call picaresque” (128). Parrington surely wins the finest, and perhaps most 

Southern, description of romantic form: describing the writing of Simms, Parrington 

writes, “[f]rom Shakespeare to Scott the notion prevailed that legitimate romance must be 

conceived of as a flitch of bacon, the lean of vulgarity alternating with the fat of 

gentility” (129). 

Parrington’s thesis has not aged as well in Americanist criticism, in part I believe, 

because Parrington argues Hawthorne did not write romances. “Only in a narrow and 



 33 

very special sense was Hawthorne a romantic. With the romance of love and adventure 

he was never concerned; what interested him was the romance of ethics—the distortions 

of the soul under the tyranny of a diseased imagination” (444). Distinguishing between 

what Gretchen Woertendyke might catalogue as “popular” romance and ethics, 

Parrington believes Hawthorne to be an outlier: “How little he shares in common with 

other romantics is revealed in his detachment from his native Salem. The place was not 

lacking in picturesque charm, present and past” (444). Hawthorne has, in other words, 

ample setting to create the picturesque but instead remains “concerned with ethical rather 

than romantic values, that he was interested rather in the problem of evil than in the 

trappings of romance. Aloofness of time and place served to isolate the problem, 

stripping away the wrappings of the physical, delocalizing it, transmuting the individual 

act into the universal” (445). Intriguingly, Hawthorne’s detachment from place and his 

interest in ethics forms the basis of Carrie Hyde’s contemporary argument in Civic 

Longing: The Speculative Origins (2018); in other words, in the early twentieth century, 

Hawthorne’s detachment from place renders him the least romantic, whereas in the 

twenty-first century, Hawthorne’s physical aloofness fuels a romantic sensibility. While 

the contemporary turn of romance studies does as much to embrace Parrington’s politics, 

much of the mid-century, postwar literary critics will struggle to reconcile Parrington’s 

overdetermined reading of the literary as necessarily political.    

It is worth noting that appearing at the same time as Parrington’s Main Currents, 

the infamous southern polemic I’ll Take My Stand (1930) explicitly recreates the northern 

critique of the plantation novel (i.e. that the southern plantation novels only ape Sir 

Walter Scott and therefore lack originality or quality and stand outside the romantic 

tradition). The writers of I’ll Take My Stand did not see English influence as a particular 
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problem, rather a defining feature that set the agrarian South apart from the rest of the 

nation. In his essay “Reconstructed but Unregenerate” from I’ll Take My Stand, John 

Crowe Ransom writes:   

The South is unique on this continent for having founded and defended a culture 

which was according to the European principles of culture; and the European 

principles had better look to the South if they are to be perpetuated in this country. 

The nearest of the European cultures which we could examine is that of England; 

and this is of course the right one in the case, quite aside from our convenience. 

England was actually the model employed by the South, in so far as Southern 

culture was not quite indigenous. And there is in the South even today an 

Anglophile sentiment quite anomalous in the American scene. (3)  

With a strange anxiety over history and legitimacy of culture, Ransom tethers the South 

to England. Invoking “indigen[eity],” Ransom even divorces Southern culture from its 

environment—a strange turn for a volume that makes an explicit argument for agrarian 

and pastoral modes of production. That is, if the culture is imported, why does it matter 

how the country organizes and shapes its landscapes? In addition to the “Anglophile” 

argument, I’ll Take My Stand simultaneously defends and argues for agrarianism as the 

central mode of the South. But scholars such as Steven E. Knepper and Christopher 

Rieger argue that I’ll Take My Stand is an outlier in its relation to the pastoral and 

overindulgence in romance. Knepper writes, “[i]t is hardly surprising, then, that one of 

the most prevalent literary modes of the Southern Renaissance [is] the antipastoral, which 

explicitly challenges the myth of the bucolic South of wholesome communities and 

healthy connections to place” (269). As “Savage Arcadia” argues, novels set in the South 

(written by either southerners or northerners) often write in the “antipastoral” as the 
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pastoral landscapes quickly give way to specific histories of labor and environmental 

change that disrupts the idealization of the pastoral.   

 

Mid-century  

The criticism of the romance as a mode able to speak to or elide reality becomes a 

particularly poignant point of tension in the mid-century. With the manifestation of 

communist ideology domestically and internationally, World War II, and the upcoming 

Cold War, historical materialist readings had less traction in the American academy. As 

Jennifer K. Fleissner writes, “the postwar Americanists emphasized the aesthetic, but an 

aesthetic specifically defined by its interest in subjective interiority, so that individual 

‘human psyches’ replaced ‘economic and political systems’ as the most meaningful 

‘reality’” (174). In Trilling’s mid-century formulation, the tension between romance and 

the real reappears as the tension between the public and the cultural (or as the political 

and the romantic). As Russell Reising later describes the critical dialectic: “Progressives 

wanted to understand what in fact was the reality of history, counter-Progressives 

stressed the primacy of how people felt about reality and how their myths, images and 

symbols dramatized these feelings” (95). Whereas earlier critics such as Parrington would 

qualify as progressive, in the mid-century Chase, Trilling, and Richard Poirier formulate 

the counter-Progressive definition of romance, suggesting that the genre was both 

detached from reality but also a mode attempting to understand one’s relation to reality.  

The tension between the political, ideological, and the artist centers at the mid-

century’s definition of romance. As Frederick Crews writes, “[f]or Parrington American 

history was a record of successive emancipations from aristocratic and sectarian 

European roots and American literature in all its variety reflected that record of linear 
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democratic progress” (np). This is a particularly interesting point with regards to the 

influence of Sir Walter Scott (a trend from Twain to the contemporary); namely, if this 

was Parrington’s thesis, then the American romance ought to show signs of progress 

beyond its European roots rather than continually signaling back toward them. Crews 

points to Lionel Trilling’s “Reality in America” as a response and departure from 

Parrington’s social determinism and separation of reality and romance: Trilling writes, 

 But a culture is not a flow, nor even a confluence; the form of its existence is 

 struggle, or at least debate—it is nothing if not a dialectic. And in any culture 

 there are likely to be certain artists who contain a large part of the dialectic within 

 themselves, their mean and power lying in their contradictions. (7) 

Trilling relishes in discovering the conflicted, perhaps tormented, liberal mind, rather 

than subscribe to the Marxist notion of progressive history central to Parrington’s 

understanding of American culture. This dialectic ought to be artistically sophisticated:  

Trilling, of course, famously takes Theodore Dreiser to task for writing a politically 

sound but inartistically in novel such as Sister Carrie (1900).  

The most lasting and repeated definition of romance in the American novel comes 

from Richard Chase’s The American Novel and its Tradition (1957). Chase’s interest in 

the individual and melodramatic forces unsurprisingly elides any interest in the 

ideological, historical conditions of the environment. Romance, according to Chase, 

signifies “besides the more obvious qualities of the picturesque and the heroic, an 

assumed freedom from the originary novelistic requirements of verisimilitude” (ix). 

Along with “a tendency towards melodrama and idyl [sic]; a more or less formal 

abstractness,” Chase’s romance considers society or the world “only indirectly or 

abstractly” (ix). On the other hand, the realist novel does something rather different:  
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the novel renders reality closely and in comprehensive detail. It takes a group of 

people and sets them going about the business of life. We come to see these 

people in their real complexity of temperament and motive. They are in explicable 

relation to nature, to each other, to their social class, to their own past. Character 

is more important than action and plot, and probably the tragic or comic actions of 

the narrative will have the primary purpose of enhancing our knowledge. (12)  

Romance need not uphold verisimilitude and at best engages with the vraisemblance of 

society. Chase continues, “[i]n romance, ‘experience’ has less to do with human beings as 

‘social creatures’ than as individual. Heroes, villains, victims, legendary types, 

confronting other individuals or confronting mysterious or otherwise dire forces—this is 

what we meet in romances” (22). Realism, then, creates the social network of characters 

and details their motives as derived from psychological interiority. While Chase certainly 

would not use “posthuman,” the romance’s separation of character from the social creates 

an ontological flattening thereby encouraging a materialist reading where the objects are 

as important as the characters. “Savage Arcadia” posits the romance’s network is not 

social—it is ecological.   

 The place of the world and worldness, a problem lurking in the background of 

Chase’s romance thesis, appears in the foreground of Richard Poirier’s writing. Despite 

referring to the category of romance as “baggy,” Poirier describes the role of American 

literature as a romantic experiment—a synthesis of Chase’s utopian romance and 

Trilling’s interest in the dialectics of reality and mind. Poirier argues “[t]hat writing exists 

not to be clarified but as a kind of drama of the search for clarity, that symbols myths and 

summaries are themselves only stabs in the dark.” Instead he continues, “great works of 

American literature are alive with the effort to stabilize certain feelings and attitudes that 
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have, as it were, no place in the world” (ix). In this sense, characters “thus convinced as if 

by history of the practical possibility of enclosing the world in their imagination … 

assume a reality that even history might recognize and that novels could report as news” 

(3-4). Redefining American literature as a “media of expression” formulated to contend 

with “the realities of time, biology, economics and social custom,” Poirier implicitly 

redescribes the critique of romance’s detachment as the central function of romance—a 

function that continually attempts to understand the real but always marks a separation 

from the real (4).  

Indeed, Michael Davitt Bell argues, “the general run of nineteenth-century 

comments on romance distinguish it not from realism but from reality—and this point is 

crucial. Romance was not an abstract or symbolic representation of objective reality; as 

we shall see, it was involved with objective representation only when ‘mingled’ with 

history” (10). But reading Howells and Norris (and specifically not solely James), we see 

that the late nineteenth-century writers were committed to comparing literary genre 

against literary genre. In the mid-century, however, Chase and Poirier seemed to embody 

Bell’s clarification more. The tension not between literary genres but between literary 

and the political, the real, and the ideological dominates the work in the mid-century; this 

shift becomes even clearer when New Americanists begin reading the mid-century, 

postwar critics in order to articulate the political stakes of New Historicism.   

 

New Americanists Read Old Americanists  

If the mid-century saw the rise of differentiating between the real and the literary, 

New Americanists suggest that the literary reveals the ideological. Rather than a 

separation of the imaginary and the political ideal, the romance offers traction not 
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necessarily as a literary genre but instead as a space to grapple with the historical and 

cultural. This interest in the historical operates as a multi-tier analysis: New Americanists 

not only read the ideological and historical situatedness of nineteenth-century authors, 

New Americanists also read, often without mercy, preceding generations of Americanist 

critics attempting to historically situate earlier scholars in their “primal scene,” to use the 

words of Donald Pease.  

In terms of romance, Pease argues that “Chase’s reading of Hawthorne 

legitimized the romance as the dominant literary genre, but in the timeless context of the 

canonical work rather than history” (33). In short, Pease (as well as John McWilliams) 

argues that Chase thrusts the romance to the center of critical discourse even as it was not 

the historically dominant genre critics professed it to be. Furthermore, Pease suggests that 

Chase “identified the function of the romance with the cultural entitlement to speak 

universal truths,” as an advancement of Trilling’s hypothesis, and that Chase 

consequently “assigns this power not to the romances themselves but the liberal 

imagination capable of claiming this power as its own” (24). That is, the power of the 

romance resides in the romantic mind interpreting the romance. Pease continues, arguing 

that “Trilling definitively separated the realm of the literary romance, where desire for 

wholeness could be fulfilled, from the realm of politics, where it could not,” and in 

practice readers: 

demanded from their public word what American characters had demanded in 

romance, they denied the imaginary separation, predicated by the Liberal 

Imagination, between the cultural and the political. Consequently, their politics 

literalized, in the public world, the imaginary of the American romance. (26)  
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Pease argues that the New Americanist, as part of and outside of the field of American 

studies, inhabits the utopian romantic vision from the counter cultural movements of the 

1960s.  

McWilliams, following Pease, argues Chase’s apolitical definition of the romance 

not only divorced the literary from the political but also cut the ties between the British 

historical romance and the American variant. In “The Rationale for The American 

Romance,” John McWilliams argues: “Insisting upon the removal of the Romance world 

from political and social contexts, Chase’s followers treated American Romances as 

instances of psychological modernity, thereby slighting their historical import for the 

world around them” (74). Therefore, McWilliams argues, “[i]n scholarly practice the 

term ‘Romance’ was thereby freed from its undeniably nineteenth-century origin in 

Scott’s ‘historical romance,’ and then elevated into a universal, fictional type with a 

particular American application” (74). And here too Hawthorne is central to the debate 

over romance: unlike Parrington’s earlier claim that Hawthorne is barely a romantic, 

McWilliams suggests it is Hawthorne himself who creates “the distinction between the 

novel and the romance”—a point that Henry James arrives at, albeit with differing 

definitions (78). McWilliams suggests that it was only Hawthorne who “used generic 

terms consistently, and who had repeatedly redefined the meaning of ‘Romance” as it 

applied to the subjects of his longer fictions” (78). 

 

New Historicists  

Much like Pease and company, Robert Levine argues, “[t]he unfettered romance, 

according to Chase and his many followers, liberated the American writer from the 

demands of the traditional novel—the delineation of the manners and morals of a society 
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stepped in a historical past, metonymically represented by its castles” (Conspiracy 2). 

While this was a necessary characterization of the mid-century readings of the romance 

as a means to bolster historicist practices, the “unfettered” notion of the romance 

becomes a particularly interesting problem for literary history; namely, much of the 

discussion from the nineteenth century forwards ponders the relation of the American 

romance to the British romance. The “unfettered” speaks not only to being untethered to 

history but to a literary tradition. In this way, much of the late twentieth-century literary 

criticism untethered certain romantic texts from a longer literary tradition in order to tie 

these romances to a politically progressive mode of reading history. In the same way, 

Americanist criticism continued to link Southern romances with the British tradition  

The New Historicist turn reinscribed the social elements that Chase did not. 

Calling the romance a “countersubversion,” Levine argues that, “[i]nfused with dangers, 

romance provided a fortification against dangers; romance indeed was dialectical,” and 

Levine sought to read, “not only the critical and philosophical concerns” but “social ones 

as well” (4, 3). In step, Evan Carton’s study of the romance characterizes the romance as 

“a specific and urgent kind of rhetorical performance, a self-consciously dialectical 

enactment of critical and philosophical concerns about the relationship of words to thing 

and the nature of the self” (1). Nina Silber’s The Romance of Reunion (1993) exemplifies 

the New Historicist social turn. Silber, a historian drawing far more on C. Vann 

Woodward than the literary criticism of romance, uses romance as a means to emphasize 

“the metaphors and cultural images of reconciliation” and “to locate those images in the 

context of the political, social, and economic transformations” (2). And rather than a 

“nostalgic escape,” Kaplan argues, “swashbuckling romances about knights errant offer a 
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cognitive and libidinal map of US geopolitics during the shift from continental conquest 

to overseas empire” (660-1) 

Finally, Teresa Goddu’s Gothic America: Narrative, History, and Nation (1997) 

signals a temporary end to the romance and the fruition of Pease’s romantic ideology of 

the New Americanists. That is, Goddu argues that the field has had a longstanding 

“critical preference for the term romance” and the preference for romance specifically 

elides the gothic and replaces “gothic with dark” (3,7). Embracing gothic as a 

destabilizing category, rather than a specific genre, Goddu’s gothic enacts the mode of 

historicizing America’s forgotten and repressed violent history. The gothic, in other 

words, replaces the romance as a more historically and politically motivated term for 

engaging the American literary cannon. I argue the romance will not reappear critically 

until its rather recent rise (in step with the neo-formalist) and the exhaustion of 

Americanist identity-centered criticism.  

 

The Contemporary  

While the romance, as I have suggested above, fell out of favor for the gothic—

the gothic becoming a shorthand for historicist reading practices tending to focus on race, 

gender, and conceptions of nation—the last decade has seen a critical return to the 

romance. Carrie Hyde’s Civic Longing: The Speculative Origins of U.S. Citizenship 

(2018), Gretchen Woertendyke’s Hemispheric Regionalism: Romance and the 

Geography of Genre (2016), and Yogita Goyal’s Romance, Diaspora, and Black Atlantic 

Literature (2010) revitalize the romance as an organizing principle. In particular, all three 

draw extensively on Frederic Jameson’s concept “sedimentation,” as well as Chase’s 

definition. All but especially Woertendyke and Goyal’s readings signal the influence of 
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the transnational turn in American studies (and Hyde’s readings muse of limitations of 

the nation as an organizing principle). All authors approach the romance as a means to 

access a larger political discourse beyond the romance. The contemporary turn, rather 

than rejecting the limitations of the romance, utilize the genre’s openness as a means to 

theorize diasporic relations, citizenship, and geography.  

Whereas critics have pondered the relation of the romance to the novel (and 

expressed copious amounts of anxiety over the romance’s relation to history and reality), 

Woertendyke argues, “[r]omance registers its own distance from, or proximity to, the 

verisimilitude of the novel and allows writers a geographic breadth and historical depth 

not possible in the novel” (4). In turn, “The capacious sense of time is conjoined to an 

expanded sense of space; it is the perceived lack of historical depth which requires 

compensation, one only the interrelations of hemispheric channels can supply” (4).  

That is, Woertendyke argues, rather than draw on history, the romance engages the 

hemisphere and expansive geography for its “historical depth.” In this sense, 

Woertendyke’s updated methodology builds on Goddu’s attention to the violent history 

of U.S. colonialism while eliding fears of the romance’s detachment from the world. She 

continues, “[i]n its capacity to work synchronically and diachronically at once, 

transforming vast geographic space into a deep historical time, romance offered 

imaginative solutions to pressing problems haunting the nation” (4). It is the vastness of 

the hemisphere, Woertendyke contends, that “is always a part of the US historical 

romance” but a critical geographic history that “falls away in our critical histories a 

consequence of the rise, and promiscuity, of both nation and literary nationalism” (122). 

While Woertendyke does not draw on Faulkner, I think her suggestion that the American 

romance draws its depths not from history but from the hemisphere shares particular 
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resonances with Absalom, Absalom!: Namely, when Thomas Sutpen comes down from 

the mountains and realizes he is without a past, he goes to the Caribbean to acquire 

wealth.  

Equally interested in spaces beyond the nation, Yogita Goyal utilizes the romance 

to describe the black diaspora in contradistinction to the nation space: “black Atlantic 

fiction gains its energy from the friction of two competing modes—nationalist realism 

and diasporic romance” (8). Of particular importance for Goyal is Jameson’s argument 

that “the genre of romance understood as a literary institution that can mediate between a 

formal analysis of an individual text and the larger history that enables it, implies a 

salvational or redemptive perspective of some secure future from which we can recreate 

the past as myth” (8-9). The romance, one the one hand, provides black writers a “utopian 

horizon, one that breaks away from existing forms of social organization such as nation 

or ethnic group,” and on the other, “a form that can harmonize seemingly irreconcilable 

opposites—helps black Atlantic writers collapse distances of time and space to imagine a 

simultaneity of experience” (9). Like Goyal, I am interested in how the romance allows 

authors (and readers) to negotiate not only longer spaces of time but nonhuman 

environmental time.  

Carrie Hyde, particularly critical of Lukacs, argues, “this loosely referential 

approach to fiction privileges the mimetic capacity of literature as both the precondition 

and the measure of its political significance”; rather, the romance ought to be read as a 

“defensive theory of fiction” thereby championing “the non-referential prerogatives of 

fictional license as a ‘right’” (119). Hyde continues,  

I argue that the romantic idealization of fiction’s separation from everyday 

 politics allowed U.S. writers to engage and reconfigure contemporaneous 
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 arguments about the right to choose not to belong, which sought to denaturalize 

 nativity (jus soli, the right of the soil) as the basis of citizenship. (121). 

This is particularly important for Hyde’s reading of Hawthorne—she suggests that 

romance “names the fantastic promise of literary autonomy,” and that the novel 

“connotes the burden of realism as an autocratic form beholden to representational 

fidelity” (125). This is where Hyde and Goyal are both closely aligned and divergent: 

both agree the realist novel most clearly delineates the state, but whereas Goy turns to the 

diasporic and Atlantic to explore romantic possibilities beyond the nation-state, Hyde 

explores thinkers and writers committed to being within the state but still separate from 

it.   

Before leaving the literary for the Anthropocene, it is important to note scholars 

such as Jennifer K. Fleissner who critically read the literary history of American studies 

(and Fleissner remains equally suspicious of certain modes of historicism). Indeed, much 

of my understanding of the New Americanist reception of the mid-century relies heavily 

on Fleissner’s readings. Broadly speaking, Fleissner argues, “as we track the progress of 

romance differently, so might we also begin to recognize the consequences of our own 

weddedness to the romance of progress” (174). It is important to recognize the ways in 

which the romance has always been the story of the field. As I mentioned at the 

beginning of this key term, the romance often serves as a starting point in order to 

differentiate oneself from the scholars that came before. Rather than a wholly new way of 

reading the romance, “Savage Arcadia,” draws on a host of insights and critical 

engagements with the term from the discipline of American literary criticism. In many 

ways, the romance has been such a central term: it is the story of ourselves, and we can 

gauge the political commitments of the field by reading the history of romance. While I 
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am convinced Fleissner is correct that we often fall for the “romance of progress,” I do 

not mean to suggest that by reading the intersection of environmental and human history 

“Savage Arcadia” enacts the next progressive model of reading. Indeed, rather than 

progressive modes of reading, I believe the romance (and the Anthropocene) repeat 

earlier forms of understanding. Here I share a critical indebtedness to Ian Baucom’s 

Specters of the Atlantic: Finance, Capital, Slavery, and the Philosophy of History (2005) 

and James Chandler’s England in 1819: The Politics of Literary Culture and the Case of 

Romantic Historicism (1998) and their concept of romantic historicism.  

But it would seem Fleissner has me, nearly, at every turn. Elsewhere, Fleissner 

critiques the romanticism of historicism more generally. Specifically taking aim at Ian 

Baucom, Fleissner writes:  

This means, however, that the romantic historicist gesture, in Baucom’s term, 

 here at once nurtures and acquires a certain distance from its own melancholy 

 affect by formalizing it. This, then, seems to offer a very different way of 

 understanding an imaginative return to the past in relation to the analysand’s 

 gesture of doing so. Here, the point is not simply to relive the past, but, through 

 the very thematization of it, at once to delimit it, to give it a particular shape and 

 place, so that it does not simply threaten to flood the present anew. (715)  

On the one hand, “Savage Arcadia” and the attention to the Anthropocene and climate 

change commits the sin of historicism outlined by Fleissner. But on the other hand, this 

dissertation seeks to formalize a mode of reading the relation between human history and 

the environment--a concern and condition of the present but I do not seek a distance from 

this past. Indeed, the Anthropocene, as a critical intervention into history, seeks to drag 

forward the past and flood the present.  
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Anthropocene:  

As indicated above, the Anthropocene has radical implications for geology, 

climate change, theories of history, and understanding the relationality between humans 

and the environment. The Anthropocene shares concerns with the literary history of 

romance: what is the relation between the literary (narrative) and reality? What is the role 

of the individual, the artist, the ideological, the social, and the public in the 

transformation of the world’s ecology? Whereas in the overview of the romance, I 

provided a historical narrative of the literary and historical engagement with the term 

romance and its authors, here I will first focus on scholars attempting to geologically 

define the Anthropocene and its limits. Following these critical conversations and debates 

over origin, I turn to the philosophical implications of the Anthropocene for history, 

philosophy, and literary theory. While the latter has more significance for a literary 

history project, the former contains significant geological arguments that propose and 

situate deforestation as a critical foundation of defining the Anthropocene. 

The Anthropocene is both a mode of understanding history and a historicity. This 

first mode is concerned with the historicity of environmental change caused by the 

human species: when did the Anthropocene begin exactly, and what implications do these 

beginnings have for critiquing human-induced climate change? Beginnings matter 

because the beginning reveals what systems, processes, or events led to a human-

dominated ecosystem. And, at least hypothetically, if we were to make a global 

intervention into the systemic creation and acceleration of climate change, where 

specifically would humanity need to curtail its presence (i.e. fossil fuels, colonialism, 

plantation systems, capitalism, etc.)?  
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The originator of the term, Paul J. Crutzen, writes, “[i]t seems appropriate to 

assign the term ‘Anthropocene’ to the present, in many ways human-dominated, 

geological epoch, supplementing the Holocene,” and Crutzen subsequently argues the 

Anthropocene “could have started in the latter part of the eighteenth century, when 

analyses of air trapped in polar ice showed the beginning of growing global concretions 

of carbon dioxide and methane” (23). In calling for a new geological epoch and linking 

larger changes in the environment to the industrial revolution (and the invention of the 

steam engine), Crutzen sparked a larger debate as to exactly when humans began to 

dominate the planet and enact irreversible changes.  

As part of the International Commission on Stratigraphy, the Anthropocene 

Working Group formed in order to weigh the validity and utility of introducing the term 

“Anthropocene” as the moniker of a new geological age. The working group identifies 

“anthropogenic processes” such as “colonisation [sic], agriculture, urbanisation [sic], and 

global warming” along with “significant perturbations of the cycles of elements such as 

carbon, nitrogen, phosphorus, and various metals” as potential indicators and accelerants 

of an age that would be termed Anthropocene. While Crutzen indicates the Industrial 

Revolution and the Anthropocene Working Group argues the atomic bomb (and the Great 

Acceleration that followed) represents the first moment we can scientifically measure 

human global environmental transformation, several geologists believe the colonization 

of the Western Hemisphere began the Anthropocene. In their “Defining the 

Anthropocene” (2015), Simon Lewis and Mark Maslin argue 1610 is the earliest 

geologically measurable moment of human influence over the environment. Lewis and 

Maslin arrive at 1610 by tracing the atmospheric decrease in CO2 caused by “the arrival 

of Europeans in Americas [that] led to a catastrophic decline in human numbers, with 



 49 

about 50 million deaths between 1492 and 1650” (176). The overall decline of indigenous 

populations in the Americas resulted in nearly 65 million hectares of “agricultural 

abandonment,” and the decimation of native populations resulted in a massive 

reforestation of the New World (176).  

In 2019, along with Alexander Koch and Chris Brierley, Simon Lewis and Mark 

Maslin reiterate their claim that colonization in the Western Hemisphere began the 

Anthropocene. They argue colonization and subsequent genocide of indigenous people 

“likely led to a reduction in land use. Fields and fallow areas then underwent secondary 

succession and in many cases increased carbon stocks as they reverted toward similar 

prior states”; as result, “the uptake of carbon on the abandoned anthropogenic lands after 

European contact may have been large enough to impact the atmospheric CO2 record” 

(13). In their conclusion, they argue, “the Great Dying of the Indigenous Peoples of the 

Americas led to the abandonment of enough cleared land in the Americas that the 

resulting terrestrial carbon uptake had a detectable impact on both atmospheric CO2 and 

global surface air temperatures in the two centuries prior to the Industrial Revolution” 

(24). These moments of deforestation and genocide quickly give way to larger historical 

narratives and implications. Put simply, the Anthropocene has always been about the 

relation between people and trees.  

To read the Anthropocene as concurrent with and resulting from the Western 

expansion and colonial project in the Americas tethers the Anthropocene to a history of 

race, labor, and deforestation. Put differently, by the time English colonists arrive at 

Jamestown, Spanish colonialism and disease had decimated populations in the Americas 

to such an extent that the reforestation results in a measurable spike in CO2 in the 

atmosphere. Colonialism, as a prehistory of capitalism (or as capitalism itself) predicated 
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on the exploitation of indigenous populations, set the stage for the North American 

colonial project that would finish the genocide of the Native Americans, import African 

labor, and dominate the landscape through deforestation to fuel the plantation system. 

The Anthropocene, then, is always about race, labor, and the cycle of deforestation and 

growth. While Lewis and Maslin do not theorize the humanist implications of the 

colonial beginnings, scholars of race and literature in American letters immediately 

recognize the poignancy of 1610 and American settlements.viii 

In particular, Donna Haraway argues we ought not use the term “Anthropocene” 

but perhaps the “Plantationocene” to mark and signal the ways in which race, 

colonialism, and plantation production have shaped much of Western civilization’s 

environmental impact. It is worth quoting Haraway at length:  

Scholars have long understood that the slave plantation system was the model and 

motor for the carbon-greedy machine-based factory system that is often cited as 

an inflection point for the Anthropocene. Nurtured in even the harshest 

circumstances, slave gardens not only provided crucial human food, but also 

refuges for biodiverse plants, animals, fungi, and soils…. Moving material 

semiotic generatively around the world for capital accumulation and profit—the 

rapid displacement and reformulation of germ plasm, genomes, cuttings, and all 

other names and forms of part organisms and of deracinated plants, animals, and 

people—is one defining operation of the Plantationocene, Capitalocene, and 

Anthropocene taken together. (162) 

Haraway is clear: the history of the Anthropocene is a repetitive history of the plantation 

complex and racialized assemblages forced to labor in monoculture agricultural pursuits. 

While “Savage Arcadia” does not take up the term Plantationocene as its main anchor, I 
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follow Haraway’s investment in thinking about how this particular formation played a 

central role in the processes of deforestation and racialized labor in the American South. 

Not all scholars agree that the Anthropocene ought to signify with a history of 

race or colonialism. For example, Timothy Morton argues that while some might argue 

“the Anthropocene is the product of Western humans, mostly Americans; the term 

unjustly lumps together the whole human race” (“How I Learned” 261). He suggests, 

“[a]lthough the desire for it emerged in America first, chronologically, it turns out that 

everyone wants air-conditioning” (261). Morton contends situating the Anthropocene as 

an American problem repeats “histories that tend to repeat fall narratives not unrelated to 

ecology” (261). In the same way, Morton proposes to read for race falls for the trick of 

racism itself. Instead, Morton proposes that the Anthropocene originated when humans 

began sedentary agriculture. (It is worth noting that Morton does not necessarily dismiss 

reading race alongside the Anthropocene but he remains committed to the term itself and 

does not want it dismissed as a racist term because of its tendency to homogenize those 

responsible for climate change and those forced to labor.)  

Clearly, the Anthropocene as a history and geological epoch changes the ways in 

which we think of human history and its relation to the world. In his germinal “The 

Climate of History: Four Theses,” Dipesh Chakrabarty argues that his “theories of 

globalization, Marxist analysis of capital, subaltern studies, and postcolonial criticism” 

ultimately were not sufficient to address the planetary concerns of climate change (199). 

Of the four theses, two are particularly important for “Savage Arcadia” whereas two 

these, while important for the implications of the Anthropocene, fall outside the scope of 

this literary history. Chakrabarty contends that the Anthropocene collapses the distinction 

between natural and human history, and in particular he blames traditional historical 
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materialism (and mid-century history more broadly) for the belief that “man’s 

environment did change but changed so slowly as to make the history of man’s relation to 

his environment almost timeless” (204). In step with Chakrabarty, “Savage Arcadia” 

collects novels and histories that catalogue rapid and important environmental changes 

that had clear impacts on human history. In order to understand humanity’s global 

environmental impact, Chakrabarty suggests that we not only have to theorize humanity 

as a species but as a species in relation to global histories of capital. That is, a species 

history in juxtaposition to a reading of capitalism probes “the limits of historical 

understanding”: “The discussion about the crisis of climate change can thus produce 

affect and knowledge about collective human pasts and futures that work at the limits of 

historical understanding” (221). Indeed, the “collective,” particularly when expanded to 

incorporate the environment and nonhuman, places critical pressure on our presumed 

narratives of history. Finally, Chakrabarty argues that the Anthropocene forces a 

reconsideration of both globalization and histories of modernity. “Savage Arcadia” does 

not necessarily broadly engage notions of modernity, and, in step with Chakrabarty, this 

dissertation offers an alternative eco-literary history that puts critical pressure on the 

notion of modernity and the mid-twentieth century.  

Chakrabarty’s invocation of thinking humanity as a species has particular 

consequences for the nonhuman as well. Elsewhere Chakrabarty argues,  

 This nonhuman, forcelike mode of existence of the human tells us that we are no 

 longer simply a form of life that is endowed with a sense of ontology. Humans 

 have a sense of ontic belonging. That is undeniable…but in becoming a 

 geophysical force on the planet, we have also developed a form of collective 

 existence that has no ontological dimension. Our thinking about ourselves now 
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 stretches our capacity for interpretive understanding. We need nonontological 

 ways of thinking the human. (“Postcolonial Studies” 14) 

To become a species, a “collective existence,” entails necessarily parting with our 

“ontological dimension.” The very logic that propelled humanity towards the 

Anthropocene no longer can support the geological force that is humanity. This is where I 

argue the romance is particularly useful, if we believe in the romance’s process of 

creating a flat ontology: we have modes of understanding ourselves within a world but 

above or beyond the world. (The parting with the “ontological dimension,” of course, 

goes against the championing of the liberal imagination of the mid-century critics.)  

The nonhuman aside, the Anthropocene has a strong nihilistic strain (a point I 

explore in detail in my chapter on Melville) and increasingly romantic aspirations (a 

point I explore across “Savage Arcadia”). In particular, climate change and the 

Anthropocene signal the end of the world or at least the beginning of the end. In Learning 

to Die in the Anthropocene, Roy Scranton writes, “[i]n order for us to adapt to this 

strange new world, we’re going to need more than scientific reports and military policy. 

We’re going to need new ideas. We’re going to need new myths and new stories, a new 

conceptual understanding of reality,” and Scranton contends, “the rub now is that we 

have to learn to die not as individuals, but as a civilization” (19, 21). The Anthropocene, 

according to Scranton, marks the end of Western Civilization; the world and environment 

will continue on but radically changed, and Scranton argues we ought to let Western 

Civilization die out. Tim Morton shares Scranton’s beliefs: in Hyperobjects: Philosophy 

and Ecology after the End of the World (2013), Morton states, “[t]he end of the world has 

already occurred. We can be uncannily precise about the date on which the world 

ended…. It was April 1784, when James Watt patented the steam engine, an act that 
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commenced the depositing of carbon in the Earth’s crust—namely, the inception of 

humanity as a geophysical force on a planetary scale” (7). Becoming a “geophysical 

force” has consequences for humans and nonhumans alike. Morton writes, “we are no 

longer able to think history as exclusively human, for the very reason that we are in the 

Anthropocene. A strange name indeed, since in this period nonhumans make decisive 

contact with humans, even the ones busy shoring up differences between humans and the 

rest” (Hyperobjects 5). By the end of Hyperobjects, Morton’s description of the 

Anthropocene has become increasingly romantic (in the ways that “Savage Arcadia” 

defines the romance). Morton writes, “[r]eality in the Anthropocene is becoming more 

vivid and ‘unreal,’ spectral. Without a world, without Nature, nonhumans crowd into 

human spaces,” and “[e]cological coexistence is with ghosts, strangers, and specters, 

precisely because of reality, not in spite of it” (194, 195). Morton’s dark description of 

the new “[e]cological coexistence” cannot help but adopt the formula of the dark 

romance. 

While the Anthropocene has radical implications for reorganizing philosophy and 

history, literary scholars have been interested in the relation between Anthropocene and 

genre. In the American Literary History special issue on “History, Historicism, and 

Historiography,” Matthew Taylor’s overview essay, “The Ends of History,” invokes the 

Anthropocene: “[g]one is the notion that humanity is defined in opposition to, or even 

apart from, its terrestrial environment,” and following Chakrabarty, Taylor argues we 

must now develop a “unified history” of climate change (944). The “ends” of history 

works as a double: the end of modern, human-centered historicist projects and the new 

ends, or goals, of history in the age of climate change. As signaled by The Minnesota 

Review’s special issues “Writing the Anthropocene,” scholars attempt to understand how 
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the Anthropocene changes contemporary writing and our conception of historical writing. 

As Stephanie LeMenager writes, “[e]pochs are not attentive to the wearing away of 

bodies, their slow depletion”; just as “the idea of epochs works to organize new modes of 

forgetting,” the Anthropocene “is a coping strategy of sorts, externalizing not the world 

so much as time” (225). Calling for attention to what she terms “the everyday 

Anthropocene,” LeMenager looks for evidence of the Anthropocene, and fiction 

responding to the Anthropocene, to offer “a more granular and personal account of near 

catastrophic change that believes not in new worlds or even new humanisms” (225). 

Sharing LeMenager’s interest in contemporary climate fiction, Kate Marshal also 

reads contemporary fiction, arguing that the realist tradition employs “reflexive temporal 

gestures” necessary for understanding the Anthropocene (529). Further, these 

contemporary novels “embed their experiments in nonhuman viewpoints within the most 

human of geological formations rather than in speculative alternative geologies” (534). 

Quoting from Jameson’s recent Antinomies of Realism (2013), Marshal argues that the 

novels of the Anthropocene ought to contain, “‘our history, our historical past and our 

historical novels, must now include our historical futures as well’” (530).  

While not necessarily interested in climate fiction, Ian Baucom considers the 

ramifications of the Anthropocene for the contemporary historical novel. He argues of the 

historical novel, “somehow it must reveal the intimate causal linkages between human 

and nonhuman across time, while remaining within the bounds of literary realism” (137).  

Baucom suggests, through a revised notion of the historical novel, “we gain access to a 

form of ‘experiencing’ the nondisjunctive plurality of human life across those multiple 

forms of existence collectively constituting the situation and the problem of being in our 

times and, in so doing, gain access to a new conception of justice, for, within, and against 
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the looming “inevitability of the Anthropocene future” (156). Baucom’s call for justice is 

an important one, and, in particular, the second section of “Savage Arcadia” follows 

Baucom’s call for justice by paying particular attention to the forms of labor used in the 

environmental transformation of the American South.  

Just as scholars have considered the contemporary realist novel and climate 

fiction, several scholars have considered the relation between the Anthropocene and the 

romance. While these critical readings are informative and share resonance with “Savage 

Arcadia,” there are still critical differences I will gesture toward below. Detailing the 

relation between British Romanticism and the Anthropocene, Thomas H. Ford argues,   

Underlying the contemporaneity of these categories is a matrix of shared 

 conceptual presuppositions and unresolved philosophical and social questions; 

 both are inspired by the new capacities to channel planetary forces to productive 

 ends and by the consequent acceleration of intertwined ecological and historical 

 changes at global scales. (78) 

In addition to a temporal overlay (if one accepts the Industrial Revolution and steam as 

the start of the Anthropocene), Ford correctly draws out the similar philosophical 

energies of both the Anthropocene and the Romantic period. To this end, Ford 

characterizes the critical and aesthetic end of Romanticism as the resolution of the 

“philosophical division of mind from nature, of the self-assertions of the human spirit 

from the lifeless necessity of the object world” (80). While this is perhaps true of the 

British Romantic tradition, as we have seen from the lengthy description of the American 

romance most critics do not believe the American versions of the romance solve these 

philosophical tensions. Furthermore, Ford draws on Kant’s notion of beauty, thereby 

arguing the Anthropocene qualifies as beautiful in the philosophical sense; however, the 
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American romantics tended to prefer the sublime (a point detailed in Chapter Two on 

Melville and my second section of “Savage Arcadia” on the South).  

Tracing the “entanglement” of the novel and the Anthropocene, Jesse Oak Taylor 

argues “the novel form is at once the product of and a participant in the social, historical, 

economic, and ecological forces responsible for bringing the Holocene to an end” (110) 

Taylor continues, “[t]he Anthropocene, in other words, is the state of nature ‘after’ the 

novel. At the same time, the Anthropocene marks a shift in the conditions of possibility 

for the novel” (111). Taylor’s project seeks to understand “cli fi as a form of romance,” 

but Taylor also argues that the realist novel still has utility: “the usefulness depends on 

making visible the novel’s Earthliness, its embedding within the Earth system, by 

reinternalizing those aspects of itself—ranging from setting and atmosphere as formal 

properties to the ecology of book production—that the genre itself largely disavows” 

(116-117).  

Finally, Aaron Rosenberg attends to the “expansive temporal scales” alongside 

critical “development of vocabularies and methods capable of reading human activity 

simultaneously at many levels” that he suggests appear both in the theories of the 

Anthropocene and Victorian epistemologies (79, 80). He writes that the Anthropocene 

discourse “is imbricated with the same Victorian epistemology that yoked the emergent 

concept of geologic time to romance” (95). These twin discourses reorganize the world 

and the people and objects within that world; Rosenberg writes, the romance (and 

therefore the Anthropocene) presents a “the world [that] is transformed from object to 

actant” (85).  

While the Anthropocene represents new possibilities for understanding history, it 

does share critical congruence with romantic forms of the past. This is both a blessing 
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and a curse: as literary scholars, we ought to be excited about ways to incorporate 

ecological thinking into our writing and into our modes of reading the literary. In turn, it 

is important to challenge ecocriticism and larger conversations surrounding climate 

change to be particularly aware of the literary forms and genres they draw upon to make 

their arguments.  

 

Anthropocene without Apocalypse; Romance without Humanism. 

“Savage Arcadia” charts an unorthodox literary and environmental history of 

deforestation and racialized labor offering a materially-oriented reading of the American 

romance. In turn, this materially and environmentally focused reading of the romance 

provides a critical fulcrum for theories of the Anthropocene. Thinking about the genre of 

the romance, particularly with its political ends at the end of the nineteenth century and in 

the early twentieth century, alongside the Anthropocene reveals the limits of both critical 

terms.  

Crossmapping ecocriticism with southern studies, Jay Watson argues, “[a]s 

scholars, then, we need the combined conceptual resources of southern and 

environmental studies to unpack the thick layers of meaning that accrue when southerners 

write ecologically and environmental thinkers write about the South” (159). In particular, 

Watson suggest southern studies might offer an important caveat for ecological thinking: 

Environmental lost cause-ists, on the other hand, mobilize resistance against the 

 depletion, despoliation, and extinction that shadow industrial-scale economic 

 development. To an academic audience today, the environmentalist critique of 

 modernity is bound to seem more legitimate and pressing than the neo-
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 Confederate one. Still, environmentalism’s dreams of Arcady are 

 counterproductive in their own way. (158) 

Southern studies remains acutely aware of the legacy and history of lost cause 

mythologies, and certain strains of ecocriticism, despite the best intentions, unabashedly 

adopt a longing for an unproblematic pastoral or a quasi-agrarian society set against the 

stark industrialization of the twenty-first century. While this is true and ecocritics 

(Morton and Nixon among others) have taken these pastoralist fantasies to task, I believe 

the Anthropocene represents a new, albeit more pernicious form of the lost cause.  

  “Savage Arcadia: traces the material conditions of labor and deforestation from 

the 1850s to the 1920s, and I conveniently and intentionally give rather little attention to 

the Civil War. “Savage Arcadia” traces the continuity and subsequent acceleration of 

environmental destruction and the exploitation of black labor. There is a bit of irony here: 

one might imagine with the Anthropocene’s interest and heralding of potential 

apocalypses, this project would pay closer attention to the ways in which a system and 

society, i.e. the South, ended. But if this alternative environmental literary history is any 

indication, radical ends, fires, and lost causes do little to end systemic issues of 

capitalism, racism, and classism.  

 Bringing the romance and the Anthropocene in close proximity, we realize we 

need to conceptualize and theorize the Anthropocene without apocalypse. Why still use 

the term Anthropocene if it is firmly entrenched in this particular discourse of ends? The 

historicity of the Anthropocene points to a way of reading that continues to be important 

in order to firmly address the ways in which humans have shaped and curtailed the 

environment and the ways, in return, that the environment then shapes us. The 

Anthropocene, as a theory of history, need not be populated with ghosts and the dead of 
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society; the Anthropocene need not be a dark romance we read to ourselves at night. This 

is why the reformulation of the romance “Savage Arcadia” provides is so centrally 

important.  

While the romance, across the twentieth century, has been political motivated 

towards a pastoral and agrarian vision, the Anthropocene’s historicity reveals the ways in 

which romance has always attended a world for more than the human. The romance’s 

failures—woody characters, heightened stakes, and light on the verisimilitude —are 

precisely the means by which we can read literary texts after humanism. If the romance’s 

shortcomings of pastoralism and lost cause-ism delimit the Anthropocene, then the other 

literary shortcomings of romance become the ways in which we can reimagine the world.  

My final epigraph at the opening of this introduction, “Fiat Justitia,” comes from 

Charles Chesnutt’s The Marrow of Tradition. Chesnutt uses this as a title for a chapter 

nearing conclusion of the novel. The full phrase is “Fiat justitia ruat caelum,” or, “Let 

justice be done though the heavens fall.” A fitting chapter title for Chesnutt’s novel: at 

the climax of the novel, white supremacists are burning the city and murdering African 

Americans, while the inciter of the riot, an editor of the white supremacist newspaper, 

finds out that his child has fallen ill and there are no doctors to be had. The particulars of 

Chesnutt’s novel aside, for now, “Fiat Justitia,” I believe, speaks to concerns and 

commitments of why “Savage Arcadia” traces a certain history of environmental 

destruction. If the history “Savage Arcadia” brings together is any indication of how well 

apocalyptic ends manage to change systems of oppression, rather than allow the 

mechanisms of environmental change to dissipate into “species” history or depoliticized 

“romantic posthumanism,” this dissertation commits itself to attend this particular history 

of racialized labor in the Southern forests.  
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Section One: 

 
Romantic Foundations, Romantic Implications  

 
 

 
 

Chapter One: 
 

Dim Woods North and South: The Lost Materiality of the American Romance 
 

During the Civil War, Nathaniel Hawthorne travels to Virginia, in part to 

catalogue the destruction caused by the war. Reflecting on his experiences in “Chiefly 

About War Matters” (1862), Hawthorne traces this destruction through descriptions of 

the environment. He laments: “Even in an aesthetic point of view, however, the war has 

done a great deal of enduring mischief, by causing the devastation of great tracts of 

woodland scenery, in which this part of Virginia would appear to have been very rich” 

(49-50). The landscape no longer appears green and “the bare sites of what had evidently 

been tracts of hardwood forest, indicated by the unsightly stumps of well-grown trees, not 

smoothly felled by regular axe-men, but hacked, haggled, and unevenly amputated, as by 

a sword” (50). Despite these gothic scenes of an amputated wilderness, Hawthorne 

proposes that the intertwined national and environmental history is the stuff of romance:  

The fortifications, so numerous in all this region, and now so unsightly with their 

bare, precipitous sides, will remain as historic monument, grass-grown and 

picturesque memorials of an epoch of terror and suffering: they will serve to make 

our country dearer and more interesting to us, and afford fit soil for poetry to root 

itself in: for this is a plant which thrives best in spots where blood has been spilt 

long ago, and grows in abundant clusters in old ditches. (49, emphasis mine) 
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Tree stumps and wooden fortifications, soon-to-be-grown over and well-watered with 

blood, will serve as the “soil for poetry”—environmental destruction, in other words, will 

be the metonymic markers of a deeper national history that had previously been allegedly 

missing from the new nation. The now historically-dense soil, the deforested landscape, 

gives root to the plant of romance. Hawthorne’s metaphor for romance, then, 

simultaneously grows as a plant while springing forth from soil made rich by destroyed 

plants. This is a strange, green loop where the material metaphor of romance, a tree, 

depends on the destruction of trees in order to be a romance with historical weight. 

Indeed, Hawthorne’s trees are his idiomatic expression of the American romance.i  

The materialism and environmental history so central to Hawthorne’s writing is 

not unique to his romances alone. Indeed, as the stumps and amputated trees eerily recall 

soldiers’ bodies hacked by sectional divide, the tree operates as a key literary figure 

uniting the New England dark romance and the Southern plantation romance. While 

Hawthorne scans the ravaged Virginia landscape, he quickly finds familiar artifacts of the 

South. Hawthorne notices an “old slave-pen, which is one of the lions of the place, but a 

very poor pen; and a little farther on, we came to a brick church where Washington used 

sometimes to attend service, —a pre-Revolutionary edifice, with ivy growing over its 

walls, though not very luxuriantly” (49). Within a short description of the buildings, 

Hawthorne travels back to colonial beginnings and simultaneously reaches forward into 

an unknown future marred by the lasting ecological damages caused by the war. 

Hawthorne’s description of Virginia shares a close affinity with John P. Kennedy’s 

Swallow Barn; or, A Sojourn in the Old Dominion (1832). Far more than specific 

architectural and environmental markers exceptional to the Virginia landscape, trees and 
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landscapes reveal the material form endemic to the American romance and the 

Anthropocene.  

In order to chart the parallel theoretical structures of the romance and the 

Anthropocene, I begin with the most idiomatic expression of the dark romancer, 

Nathaniel Hawthorne, and his allegedly dialectical opposite, John Pendleton Kennedy. 

Whereas Hawthorne is almost always the litmus test for reading the romance in American 

literary criticism, Kennedy is almost always the example of the unoriginal, overly 

derivative of Sir Walter Scott and the model of the Waverly historical romance. But 

Hawthorne and Kennedy both narrate stories of national and regional development by 

tracing environmental change, and the interweaving of human history with environmental 

destruction is centrally characteristic of the American romance and the Anthropocene. 

The Scarlet Letter, as a material assemblage of person and tree, narrative time and 

environmental time, reveals that the American romance as a genre depends on 

environmental change to negotiate time and history. The vibrant materialism that frames 

and develops time and history in Hawthorne’s dark romances also plays a central role in 

the relatively unknown plantation novel by Kennedy. From Puritan pasts to plantation 

novels, the American romance tells the story of national time and development through 

the materiality of landscapes, from Custom-Houses to worn down mills, from Salem 

scaffolds to Jamestown ruins. 

The following pages argue for an expanding definition of the American romance: 

the romance not only operates as an archive of the historicity of the Anthropocene (and as 

a means to read and see this historicity) but also develops as a theory of history that 

anticipates the theoretical commitments of the Anthropocene as a mode of history in the 

age of climate change. As such, this reading of the American romance reveals the deep 
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and pivotal engagement with environmental history central to the form of the American 

romance, a central formal component that scholars have yet to acknowledge. Rather than 

seeing the environment as soley a backdrop for human-centered plots or reading for 

authorial proto-environmentalism, here I argue the form of the American romance always 

negotiates the complex tension between ecological and national time. Scholars such as 

Lawrence Buell (2005), Timothy Sweet (2002), Jeffrey Myers (2005), and Matthew 

Wynn Sivils (2014) have read the environmental presence in literature across the 

nineteenth century; however, these readings have yet to capture the temporal and generic 

dynamism of the environmental history in American Romance.ii  

The Anthropocene instills a return to thinking through literary forms, history, and 

existence. The return to the American romance in the age of climate change clarifies the 

material components so key to the romance, but it is also through the form of the 

romance that we can understand a totality such as the Anthropocene. Dipesh Chakrabarty 

writes, “scholars who study human beings in relation to the crisis of climate change and 

other ecological problems emerging on a world scale make a distinction between the 

recorded history of human beings and their deep history,” but Chakrabarty see the crisis 

of a climate change as a moment to blur the lines between the deep ecological history and 

the human histories (2009, 212). Not only does the American romance coincide with 

much of climate change history, but the romance also allows us to see the interweaving of 

human histories with deep, environmental ones. The American romance narrates and 

models the blending of the ecological and the historical, the material and the literary, the 

person and the tree.  

In order to read the environment in the romance, “Savage Arcadia” develops a 

posthuman reading practice by drawing on the long-established and accepted literary 
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critical tradition accusing Hawthorne of writing flat characters: I accept this as an 

invitation to read the tree alongside the figure of the human, a literary flattening ontology 

of sorts. That is, if the characters fail to offer true interiority, all the better—we can spend 

more time with the materials around them. As Stephanie LeMenager writes, “The 

‘nonhuman turn’ implies a movement in academic circles toward appreciating new 

materialisms, vital objects, animals who are not human, human animality, and the 

multiform ecological interrelationships that scratch and wear our edges” (401). The 

romance, untethered from its overdetermined interest in the social or liberal individual 

only, teems with the “multiform” interrelations in which LeMenager and others share 

interest.  

The posthuman, or “nonhuman,” turn, does not come without critical concern; 

namely, as LeMenager warns, readings for the nonhuman often end up being more about 

the human than the materialisms they supposedly read. Or Mathew Taylor’s equally 

suspicious (and valid) concern is that, “In short, there is a quasi-utopian charge to many 

contemporary materialisms, a belief that the revelation of ontological equality can effect 

its political equivalent” (“Not Human, Again” 421). “Savage Arcadia” may fall more 

peril to LeMenager’s worry over anthropocentrism as the Anthropocene centrally 

involves rewriting human history even as it gestures toward the multiform, ecological, 

and nonhuman as coconstitutive parts of this new history. In later chapters focusing on 

race labor especially, the human body remains politically present and centrally important. 

But Taylor’s critique of utopian desires also remains equally poignant with regards to the 

Anthropocene—there is a firm belief that attending to the historicity of the Anthropocene 

and writing a more inclusive notion of history may lead to less environmental destruction 

or at least slow down the rate at which the world burns.  
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 “Savage Arcadia” broadly and this chapter specifically reveal the importance of 

nonhuman materiality for structuring human notions of time, history, and national 

development. Tracing the tree and wooden structures in The Scarlet Letter and Swallow 

Barn, this chapter attends to the ways in which Hawthorne and Kennedy both adopt and 

champion the form of the romance (particularly on the eve of national crisis). Reading the 

romance as anticipating the narrative structure of the Anthropocene recharacterizes the 

Anthropocene as a literary genre modally shifting between the “quasi-utopian” and the 

apocalyptic. (I will focus on the apocalyptic primarily in my second chapter on Herman 

Melville’s Moby-Dick). To this end, crossmapping the romance and the Anthropocene 

(with particular attention to the political commitments of the romance with regards to 

labor) places critical pressure on the Anthropocene as a means to instill significant 

change.  

 

Hawthorne’s Trees: or, A is for Anthropocene  

The figure of the tree, in Hawthorne’s writing, operates as a material and literary 

assemblage. The tree, as trope, metaphor, and historical marker, simultaneously expands 

and collapses time, weaving human history with environmental change. The tree allows 

us to reexamine The Scarlet Letter in the age of climate change and understand the genre 

of the romance as one that prefigures the form of the Anthropocene. As the United States’ 

principal example of the mid-century romance, The Scarlet Letter reveals a sedimentation 

of nation, ecology, and economy—the figurative tree roots strike through these layers and 

offer a new narrative of not solely environmental time but also the interwoven time scales 

of human and environmental time.  
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Romance has carried a great deal of critical weight across the twentieth century in 

American literary criticism, but scholars of romance have yet to recognize the 

prominence of materiality and ecologies within the genre of American romance.iii Indeed, 

the limitations of the romance, and particularly Hawthorne’s, come from Henry James’s 

reflections which suggest Hawthorne’s longer fiction lacks emotional and character 

depth. In an aside in Hawthorne (1879), James draws the distinction between romance 

and realism. The Scarlet Letter, James writes, has “a want of reality and an abuse of the 

fanciful element—of a certain superficial symbolism” (114). James continues: “The 

people strike me not as characters, but as representatives, very picturesquely arranged, of 

a single state of mind; and the interest of the story lies not in them, but in the situation” 

(114). He returns to this distinction in the New York edition of The American suggesting 

that romance engages “experience liberated, so to speak; experience disengaged, 

disembroiled, disencumbered, exempt from the conditions that we usually know to attach 

to it” (33). Hawthorne’s romances become two dimensional in James’s readings, flat 

symbols drawn without “conditions” or reality. For James, romance and realism operate 

as a dialectic, a distinction that continues throughout much of twentieth-century literary 

criticism. As John Carlos Rowe notes, “Hawthorne typified for James the tendency of 

American romantics to substitute air fancies and vague speculations for more substantial 

historical subjects and themes” (At Emerson’s Tomb 179). 

 While James’s reading of Hawthorne and romance has not gone unchallenged—

even Perry Miller identifies James’s misstep, writing: “Thus we may justifiably accuse 

Henry James of confusing the issue—as we shall see, he did it deliberately—when he 

insists that the term Romance really has no relevance to an understanding of Hawthorne” 

(Nature’s Nation 245)—it would seem that every generation of literary critics after James 
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follows suit and returns to Hawthorne as a foundation by which the new might separate 

themselves from the old.iv If James thinks Hawthorne’s characters flat, V.L. Parrington 

thinks Hawthorne is not even qualified to be part of the larger trend of romancers. 

Parrington writes, “Only in a narrow and very special sense was Hawthorne a romantic. 

With the romance of love and adventure he was never concerned; what interested him 

was the romance of ethics—the distortions of the soul under the tyranny of a diseased 

imagination” (444). 

“Savage Arcadia” ponders, however, if these limitations of the romance (and the 

overly invested interest in the liberal individual/imagination) might ask too much of the 

romance with regards to a humanist worldview. As Amitav Ghosh poignantly argues, 

“the real mystery in relation to the agency of nonhuman lies not in the renewed 

recognition of it, but rather in how this awareness came to be suppressed in the first 

place…literary forms have clearly played an important, perhaps critical, part in the 

process.” Ghosh continues, “it was in exactly the period in which human activity was 

changing the earth’s atmosphere that the literary imagination became radically centered 

on the human” (66). From Henry James to Richard Chase to even the New Americanists, 

the discussion of the American romance has predominately pondered the human and the 

liberal individual in a social history. 

 Trees, in Hawthorne’s writing and others, unite romance and the “realism” of 

historical materialism. The tree and the forest gesture toward both an environmental 

history before colonialism as well as the environmental destruction caused by humans in 

the settlements of the North American continent. The tree, in other words, functions as a 

literary trope and as a material signifier of human induced environmental change, and the 
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tree provides a way to read the American romance outside of the overly invested, 

character- and socially-driven traditional modes of approaching literature. 

Broadly speaking, throughout much of Hawthorne’s writing—from his early short 

stories to his late work—trees overly populate his pages and perform a great deal of 

symbolic labor. For Hawthorne, however, trees nearly always exist in relation to 

something outside of themselves. As a literary trope, trees mark fallen women; trees 

measure time; and trees watch, listen, and narrate. Trees whisper the story of Hester 

Prynne and Arthur Dimmesdale in The Scarlet Letter; a gruesome submerged log plays 

harbinger to Zenobia’s lifeless body in The Blithedale Romance (1852); and a great tree 

watches the house in The House of the Seven Gables: “The Pyncheon Elm, moreover, 

with what foliage the September gale had spared to it, whispered unintelligible 

prophecies.”v Just as the Pyncheon family history remains unintelligible for much of the 

narrative, so do the whispered arboreal prophecies. 

Since the beginning of his writing career in “The Hollow of the Three Hills” 

(1830) Hawthorne unites the image of an adulterous woman and a decaying tree: the 

figures of tree and woman layer on top of one another, and their merged form gestures 

toward time outside the scale of the human. The short story opens with a scene of a 

woman “smitten with an untimely blight in what should have been the fullest bloom of 

her years” sitting near “a tree trunk that had fallen long ago” (190). She and the tree have 

both fallen; neither are in bloom. Here, the tree is hardly recognizable as such but is 

simply “decaying wood” that deteriorates next to a “pool of green and sluggish water” 

(190). The tree and the woman are parallel in their decay: the tree has “no green 

successor from its roots” just as the woman has no legitimate offspring. Further, the 

image of tree, mother, and stagnant pool reveal an even more sinister scene:  
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 Such scenes as this (so gray tradition tells) were once the resort of the Power 

 of Evil and his plighted subjects; and here, at midnight or on the dim verge of 

 evening, they were said to stand round the mantling pool, disturbing its putrid 

 waters in the performance of an impious baptismal rite. (190) 

In the dusk, the tree and pool become altar and baptismal pool for the illegitimate child of 

the blighted woman. The scene transmogrifies the “untimely” to outside of human time 

where the fallen woman and tree become the beginning and the end, the story of Eve and 

the end of the woman in the story. While biblical time certainly stands at odds with 

environmental time, Hawthorne’s interest in trees becomes increasingly more worldly as 

his writing progresses. 

In addition to pairing woman and tree, Hawthorne even considers a woman made 

from a tree. Published in 1844, “Drowne’s Wooden Image” recalls a Bostonian 

woodcarver—the first woodcarver in America—who transforms a large piece of oak into 

a beautiful woman. Here, wood serves as the medium of expression for American art; 

whereas if we look forward to The Marble Faun (1860), European and Italian artists 

mold from stone. As Drowne finishes the carving, Hawthorne writes, “It seemed as if the 

hamadryad of the oak had sheltered herself from the unimaginative world within the heart 

of her native tree, and that it was only necessary to remove the strange shapelessness that 

had incrusted her, and reveal the grace and loveliness of a divinity” (395). Hawthorne’s 

tree materializes but also obfuscates the figure of the woman. The very material medium 

of expression also masks the airy spirit from the unimaginative world. Wood not only 

operates as a symbol in Hawthorne’s oeuvre but also becomes the material container of 

the form itself—the tree becomes the signifier of romance as a form in America. 
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Unsurprisingly, Hawthorne’s description of romance’s temporal capacity 

materializes as a tree, particularly in Hawthorne’s late writing. The figure of the tree 

provides Hawthorne access to something deeper and beyond human scales of time and 

history. In Our Old Home (1863), Hawthorne describes a tree near an English church: 

“the immemorial yew-tree” with “great roots grasping hold of earth like gigantic claws, 

clinging so sturdily that no effort of time can wrench them away” (35). Despite the tree’s 

age, Hawthorne insists there is still “life in the old tree, [and] you feel all the more as if a 

contemporary witness were telling you of the things that had been.” The tree resists the 

ravage of time, seemingly grown before the Church and yet standing as a contemporary.  

The aged yew tree above—immemorial and full of life—tethers the contemporary 

with the past, and the tree captures Hawthorne’s conception of romance. More than a 

decade before, in the preface to The House of the Seven Gables (1851), Hawthorne 

describes the genre of romance as an: “atmospherical medium as to bring out or mellow 

the lights and deepen and enrich the shadows of the picture…the attempt to connect a 

bygone time with the very present that is flitting away from us” (627). Hawthorne 

continues to describe the long history of the tree as having “lived among men, and been a 

familiar object to them, and seen them brought to be christened and married and buried in 

the neighboring church and churchyard, through so many centuries, that it knows all 

about our race, so far as fifty generations of the Whitnash people can supply such 

knowledge” (35). Here, ecological time and the tree exist beyond human time and even 

religious time. Overseeing both life and death, christenings and final rites, this tree 

accounts for more than fifty human generations. It not only materializes the history of 

this local town but also encapsulates histories beyond human understanding. This 

monumental tree is, in a word, romance.  
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By the time Hawthorne pens Our Old Home, the family tree is a well-worn 

literary symbol. In the introduction to The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne describes his Puritan 

genealogy as like a tree: “Doubtless, however, either of these stern and black-browed 

Puritans would have thought it quite a sufficient retribution for his sins, that, after so long 

a lapse of years, the old trunk of the family tree, with so much venerable moss upon it, 

should have borne, as its top-most bough, an idler like myself” (450). Hoping his children 

will “strike their roots into unaccustomed earth,” Hawthorne’s tree operates solely as a 

metaphor for his own family, whereas the tree in Our Old Home exists outside human 

time even beyond 50 generations of comprehension (450). But while Hawthorne draws 

on the tree as a static metaphor for his family or as a sublime ecological marker, The 

Scarlet Letter’s trees are well-nigh animate in the early New England wilderness, a 

dynamic literary trope, well worn, in Hawthorne’s oeuvre.  

 In many ways, Hawthorne’s preface notes the material and ecological conditions 

on the mid-nineteenth century that frame the time contemporary with Hawthorne. From 

the opening of “The Custom-House,” Hawthorne’s landscape appears overwhelmed by 

the remnants of formerly abundant wood and present scarcity of it. The formerly 

“bustling wharf” now “exhibits few or no symptoms of commercial life” sits “burdened 

with decayed wooden warehouses” (446). One of the few signs of life is “Nova Scotia 

schooner, pitching out her cargo of fire wood” (446). Hawthorne, again, mentions the 

firewood trade as he catalogues the captains that enter into Custom-House: “Nor must we 

forget the captains of the rusty little schooners that bring firewood from the British 

provinces; a rough-looking set of tarpaulins, without the alertness of the Yankee aspect, 

but contributing an item of no slight importance to our decaying trade” (447). Here, the 

import of firewood in concert with the dilapidated wooded wharf and the Custom-
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House—a “spacious edifice of brick” and “ornamented with a portico of half a dozen 

wooden pillars”—seems, at first, puzzling (446). The rows of buildings and warehouses, 

mostly comprised of timber, stand ready for trade but only receive firewood from the 

British providences. The “enormous specimen of the American eagle, with outspread 

wings, a shield before her breast, and, if I recollect aright, a bunch of intermingled 

thunderbolts and barbed arrows in each claw” presides over an American economy that 

has exhausted the natural and local resources, and thus the port relies on imported 

firewood (446).  

 A decade after arrival, the forests surrounding the settlement and new colonies 

were already rapidly diminishing. As James McWilliams notes, early colony legislation 

“reflected the strong demand for local timber required to build homes, fences, and boats. 

Throughout the 1630’s towns restricted access to timber in order to ensure that wood 

remained readily available for domestic needs” (43). He continues, “Timber laws passed 

by town governments stressed the prevalent concern that precious wood supplies might 

be plundered by English merchants eager to ship it overseas” (43).  With the booming 

early timber industry, Boston passed over five “separate timber ordinances” just in the 

1630’s. One concerned Salem citizen recorded, “We have found by experience that the 

transporting of boards and clapboards from our plantation hath not only bared our woods 

verye much of the best timber trees of all sorts but bereaved also our inhabitants of such 

boards and clapboards whereof they stand in need” (quoted in McWilliams 46). A decade 

before the setting of The Scarlet Letter, Boston had passed regulations protecting the 

local timber in order to prevent “plunder[ing]” by English merchants. While forests 

covered over 95 percent of the area that would become the state of Massachusetts before 
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the colonial arrival, by the time Hawthorne penned The Scarlet Letter the timber industry 

and deforestation reduced coverage to only 40 percent of the original status.vi  

 The tension between the increasingly deforested Massachusetts early landscape 

and Hawthorne’s dark forest walks captures the dark romance of the Anthropocene and 

environmental change. But to be clear, the ecological materialism haunting and looming 

in Hawthorne’s work does not represent, on Hawthorne’s part, a disposition of proto-

environmentalism. Whereas James Fenimore Cooper in The Pioneers (1823), as others 

have argued, signals a growing sustainable ecological consciousness, Hawthorne shows 

little interest in the environment and issues of sustainability.vii For example, early in The 

Pioneers, Cooper stages a debate over the utility of coal rather than trees for fuel use: 

“Is it wildness,” returned the Judge earnestly, “to code a practice which devotes 

the jewels of the forest, these precious gifts of nature, the mines of corn, forest 

and wealth, to common uses of a fireplace? But I must, and will, the instant the 

snow is off the earth, send out a party into the mountains to explore for coal.” 

“Coal,” echoed Richard. “Who the devil do you think will dig for coal, when in 

hunting for a bushel he would have to rip up more trees than would keep him in 

fuel for a twelvemonth?” (114)viii 

When the argument comes up again later, Richard insists there are enough trees to offer 

“more wood than would keep the city of London in fuel for fifty years” (285). Whereas 

Cooper measures the tree for its fuel potential, Hawthorne uses the tree to measure 

national time. Hawthorne’s ecological mode remains concerned with history and time: 

the tree measures the literary and the historical. The tree allows us to think about the 

environmental changes occurring in the New England landscape, but Hawthorne’s 

writing stop short of any sort of environmentalism. While admirable and necessary, green 
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readings place emphasis on the environment consciousness or environmentalism of 

authors or texts while stopping short of considering the structure and form of romance. 

As this chapter shows, by placing Hawthorne’s work next to John Pendleton Kennedy’s 

Virginia romance we more clearly hear the labor and environmental change operating in 

the center of the American romance.  

With these multiple arboreal possibilities now in view, trees threaten to overrun 

The Scarlet Letter. Indeed, trees even function as narrative doubles for the Puritan 

community. Walking through the market place, Hester develops a “dread of children” as 

they “pursued her at a distance with shrill cries, and the utterances of a word that had no 

distinct purport to their own minds” (502). But Hawthorne figures more than the children 

as a chorus to narrate Hester’s struggle: “It seemed to argue so wide a diffusion of her 

shame, that all nature knew of it; it could have caused her no deeper pang had the leaves 

of the trees whispered the dark story among themselves,—had the summer breeze 

murmured about it” (52). After Hester and Pearl leave the forest, Hawthorne writes: “The 

dell was to be left a solitude among its dark, old trees, which, with their multitudinous 

tongues, would whisper long of what had passed their multitudinous tongues, would 

whisper long of what had passed there, and no mortal be the wiser” (589). While the 

narrator suggests the children “unconsciously” babble at the sight of Hester, the trees and 

summer breeze intentionally whisper and murmur, respectively, Hester’s narrative. Here, 

the children and members of the community function more as a passive audience whereas 

the environment participates in the telling of the story.  

 The narrative coupling of tree/community anticipates the forest setting where 

Hester and Dimmesdale converse outside of Salem. Here, the ambient trees signal the 

mutability of materiality that the romance always enacts while also drawing an alternative 
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environmental time scale outside the scale of human histories. Hawthorne describes the 

stream and forest in which Hester and Pearl await Dimmesdale:  

the trees impending over it had flung down great branches, from time to time, 

which choked up the current, and compelled it to form eddies and black depths at 

some points; while, in its swifter and livelier passages, there appeared a channel-

way of pebbles, and brown, sparkling sand. Letting the eyes follow along the 

course of the stream, they could catch the reflected light from its water, at some 

short distance within the forest, but soon lost all traces of it amid the 

bewilderment of tree-trucks and underbrush, and here, and there a huge rock 

covered over with gray lichens. (570-571) 

The forest scenography becomes overwhelming; the trees are so abundant that the great 

branches “choked up the current” of the wandering stream and the overhead canopy 

prevents nearly any light while the “tree-trunks and underbrush” borders on 

“bewilderment.” The trees above (and throughout the narrative), “from time to time,” 

choke the currents of the stream, much like the narrative of The Scarlet Letter. These 

intersections of narrative and tree materialize as eddies with “black depths,” and it is in 

these swirling moments, we see ecology subsume, swell, and sift through romance. 

 But there is a tension between Hawthorne’s overly abundant arboreal scenography 

here and deforested landscapes described above. While Hawthorne may have merely 

wanted a gothic backdrop for the meeting of Hester and Dimmesdale, the description of 

the Custom-House, the dilapidated wharf, and the imported firewood suggests that 

Hawthorne had at least a modicum of awareness of the transformations in the forests and 

landscapes. Of course, he may not have been precisely aware of how quickly newly 

arrived colonists began to deforest the area surrounding Massachusetts Bay. Regardless, 
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Hawthorne’s trees stand at odds with the material history of local area. That is, Hester 

and Dimmesdale would have had to walk a very long way to find a forest free from the 

sound of the log men’s axe.  

 The issue of historicity aside, Hawthorne’s forest creates a romantic window into 

the environmental time signaling toward time before the colonial settlement and North 

American deforestation. As Hester and Pearl come to rest in the woods, Hawthorne 

writes, “they sat down on a luxuriant heap of moss; which, at some epoch of the 

preceding century, had been a gigantic pine, with its roots and truck in the darksome 

shade, and its head aloft in the upper atmosphere” (570). This fallen tree accounts for 

centuries of environmental time: the tree, fallen a century prior to the time of Hester and 

Dimmesdale, must have grown perhaps centuries before it fell that it might be tall enough 

to be “aloft” in the atmosphere and taller than the other trees. This fallen tree links to a 

time well before colonialism and perhaps even before the Anthropocene—if we take the 

starting date with the arrival of European colonialism in the Western hemisphere. The 

temporal distance from beginning of gigantic pine’s growth to Hester and Dimmesdale’s 

forest meeting in the seventeenth century spans longer than the temporal distance 

separating Hawthorne and his characters.  

As the giant felled pine that frames Hester and Pearl points toward an ecological 

time scale that surpasses Hester and Hawthorne, human and national time, the overturned 

pine also speaks to the long history of deforestation and ecological change. George 

Perkins Marsh in Man and Nature, Or, Physical Geography as Modified by Human 

Action (1864) describes the fall of the massive pine trees in New England:  

The remaining forests of the Northern States and of Canada no longer boast the 

mighty pines which almost rivalled [sic] the gigantic Sequoia of California; and 
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the growth of the larger forest trees is so slow, after they have attained to a certain 

size, that if every pine and oak were spared for two centuries, the largest now 

standing would not reach the stature of hundreds recorded to have been cut within 

two or three generations. (370) 

Trees left standing to populate Hester’s forest walk might still not reach the size of the 

gigantic pine of centuries past even by the time Hawthorne treads the boards of the 

Custom-House. The now over-turned century-old pine which frames Hester and Pearl 

waiting in the forest creates a scenic parallel with the bare beams of the Custom-House 

that looms over Hawthorne as he stands in the unfinished room centuries later. 

Hawthorne writes:  

 In the second story of the Custom-House, there is a larger room, in which the 

 brick-work and naked rafters have never been covered with paneling and plaster. 

 The edifice—originally projected on a scale adapted to the old commercial 

 enterprise of the port, and with an idea of subsequent prosperity destined never 

 to be realized—contains far more space than its occupants know what to do with. 

 This airy hall, therefore, over the Collector’s apartments, remains unfinished to 

 this day, and in spite of the aged cobwebs that festoon its dusky beams, appears 

 still to await the labor of the carpenter and mason. (462-463)  

The overhead beams parallel the overturned roots, and, in the romantic mode, we might 

speculate that the naked rafters are timbered from the listening and whispering trees that 

told the story of Hester. Though the Custom-House preface frames The Scarlet Letter, by 

reading the parallel images of overturned tree root and naked rafter the time separating 

the Custom-House and the early New England forest collapses into a signal frame of 

Anthropocene. Underneath these twinned images, Hawthorne places the recently 
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rediscovered scarlet letter on his own chest and “experience[s] a sensation not altogether 

physical, yet almost so, as if burning heat; and as if the letter were not of red cloth, but 

red-hot iron” (465).  

  The felled-pine then, while a visual parallel to the Custom-House and thereby a 

link for early ecological change with mid-nineteenth-century capitalism, also comes to 

signal an ecological history that more than doubles the time span of the nation. We can 

only understand this multi-temporal scene within the framework of the Anthropocene. 

Rather than separate strains of history, human history and environmental histories blend 

into one in the deep eddies of Hawthorne’s forest scenes. As Hawthorne situates Hester 

and Dimmesdale in front of another fallen pine, he described the forest as “obscure 

around them, and creaked with a blast that was passing through it. The boughs were 

tossing heavily above their heads; while one solemn old tree groaned dolefully to another, 

as if telling the sad story of the pair that sat beneath, or contained to forebode evil to 

come” (577). While the great trees tell the story of Hester and Dimmesdale, they are not 

solely separate onlookers but remain tethered to the story of deforestation and national 

development.  

  Throughout the forest scenes, Hawthorne draws a parallel between Pearl and the 

natural environment. By doubling Pearl in the forest (the space in which Hester tries to 

discard the A), Hawthorne reveals the layered times human and ecological, separates 

them briefly and then re-intertwines them. Hawthorne writes, “Pearl resembled the brook, 

inasmuch as the current of her life gushed from a well-spring as mysterious, and had 

flowed through scenes shadowed as heavily with gloom,” and continues, “[t]he truth 

seems to be, however, that the mother-forest, and these wild things which it nourished, all 

recognized a kindred wildness in the human child” (584). Deciding to leave the colony, 
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Hester removes the scarlet letter, and without the “A” Pearl bifurcates into two: the 

“mirror of the brook” produces Pearl’s double as the “flower-girdled and sunny image of 

little Pearl.” Hawthorne repeats this twice more: “In the brook, again, was the fantastic 

beauty of the image, with its reflected form”; and, “Seen in the brook, once more, was the 

shadowy wrath of Pearl’s image, crowned and girdled with flowers, but stamping its foot, 

wildly gesticulating” (587). Without the “A” on Hester’s person, Pearl seemingly 

dissipates. Dimmesdale describes his “strange fancy,” “that this brook is the boundary 

between two worlds, and that thou canst never meet thy Pearl again. Or is she an elfish 

spirit, who, as the legends of our childhood taught us, is forbidden to cross a running 

stream?” (586). If Pearl is ostensibly both girl and elf, human and of nature, then the 

“A”—the Anthropocene—unites the two.  

The logic of the “A” intertwines the competing images of Pearl; further, the 

Anthropocene connects forest with colony and the early New England settlement with the 

mid-nineteenth century. The Anthropocene blends the colonial with the local 

environment, and, while the Puritans may have differentiated between the city on the hill 

and the wilderness, the two remain linked. Thus, two seemingly separate historical time 

lines (Anglo-colonial and ecological) merge, as the scenes of Hester in the forest and 

Hawthorne in the Custom-House exist as visual parallels. There is, however, another 

ecological level. For all of Hawthorne’s use of trees and dark, dim woods, even by the 

time Hawthorne sets the events of The Scarlet Letter, New England was not the forest 

wasteland early colonists found upon arrival. And while the tree operates symbolically in 

Hawthorne’s fiction, the physical body of the tree points toward an environmental 

historicity lurking behind the text. Of deforestation, Marsh writes: “The destruction of the 

woods, then, was man’s first geographical conquest, his first violation of the harmonies 
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of inanimate nature” (189). Fittingly, Hawthorne pairs a story of original American sin 

alongside the fall of the gigantic pines. The figure of the tree functions as a relational 

hinge between the narrative world and the material world. 

 The arboreal imagery of The Scarlet Letter reveals complex layers of time, human 

and environmental, operating in Hawthorne’s romance—a sedimentation that anticipates 

the mode of the Anthropocene. While Hawthorne’s novels serve as the bedrock for the 

formulation of the American romance, the environmental aspects of The Scarlet Letter 

point toward an unexamined formal element of romance as a genre: the materials and 

materiality of the settings that tie together narrative time alongside national and 

environmental time. But the parallels between the Anthropocene and the romance are not 

unique to Hawthorne’s writing; rather, the American romance, in its broadest forms, 

depends on the intersection of ecological and human time. From Massachusetts Bay and 

Hawthorne, then, I turn to Virginia, the plantation, and John Pendleton Kennedy’s 

Swallow Barn; or, A Sojourn in the Old Dominion (1832). 

 

Jamestown Romances 

 First published in 1832 and then revised in 1851, Kennedy’s Swallow Barn offers, 

in Kennedy’s words, “a picture of country life in Virginia, as it existed in the first quarter 

of the present century” (8).ix The narrator, Mark Littleton, travels to a Virginia plantation 

and recounts “the little romance of domestic life which I am about to weave out of my 

every-day occurrences” (80). The little matter of romance revolves around Littleton’s 

cousin, Ned Hazard, and Ned’s courtship of Bel Tracy (a young belle of the neighboring 

plantation). Kennedy, in the preface to the second edition, describes the text as “[u]tterly 

unartistic in plot and structure, and may be described as variously and interchangeably 
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partaking of the complexion of a book of travels, a diary, a collection of letters, a drama, 

and a history” (11). In defining the genre of Swallow Barn, Kennedy suggests the novel is 

a “‘pastoral-comical, tragical-comical-historical-pastoral’—which, saving ‘the tragical,’ 

may well make up my schedule” (11). Despite Kennedy’s self-debasement, the novel is a 

romance through and through, and this early work, like Hawthorne’s writing, narrates the 

romance of the Anthropocene. Indeed, Swallow Barn utilizes the same materialism I 

discuss in The Scarlet Letter. Hawthorne and Kennedy are undeniably strange bedfellows 

but in the “tragical-comical-historical-pastoral” (which might make a smashing subtitle 

for the Anthropocene) the two authors are more akin than previously imagined.  

 Jettisoned aside from American letters, Swallow Barn has received significantly 

less critical attention than Hawthorne’s writing. Often lumped in with the “anti-Tom 

novels” or read as antebellum Southern literature’s propensity for Anglophilia, Swallow 

Barn is either often misread or, more likely, not read at all.x These early antebellum 

southern novels are critically separated in two different directions: Kennedy and others 

are unimaginative replicas of the Waverly novels, or Kennedy and company catalogue 

the “Old South” that writers a half century later, such as Thomas Nelson Page, will 

nostalgically look back toward. Rather than allowing the anxiety of influence to 

overdetermine readings of Swallow Barn, I argue that by tracing the environment and 

wooden materials, we see that Kennedy nearly stole descriptions from an earlier Virginia 

novel, John Davis’s The First Settlers of Virginia; An Historical Novel (1806). Discussed 

in further detail below, while Kennedy may share similarities with Sir Walter Scott, 

Kennedy finds his descriptions of Jamestown and the early Virginia landscape from 

sources pre-dating Waverly.  
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 The environmental and material artifacts of the Virginia landscape frame and 

often interrupt the romance plot of Kennedy’s early novel. As Hawthorne’s trees link 

narrative action with alternative, environmental time scales, Kennedy’s descriptions of 

these landscapes (and often ruins as well) inform and shape the ways in which the genre 

of romance understands American time. And as Hawthorne returns to the early New 

England settlement as setting for his romance, Kennedy places his plantation next to the 

famous southern settlement, Jamestown.  

 Truthfully, the “little matter of romance” remains all-together uninteresting and 

shows a certain indebtedness to Sir Walter Scott, but more importantly the materiality of 

Jamestown and the plantation offer an alternative genealogy of American Romance. For 

Kennedy, the site of Jamestown materializes as physical and literary origin of American 

romance. As Mark Littleton travels southward to Richmond and then to the familial 

plantation, he passes the ruins of Jamestown. He recounts, “You would have laughed to 

see into what a state of lady-like rapture I had worked myself, in my eagerness to get a 

peep at James Town, with all my effervescence of romance kindled up by the renown of 

the unmatchable Smith” (16). Before the plantation the ruins of Jamestown and the 

memory of John Smith put Kennedy’s Littleton in a romantic state of mind. At first 

glance, this seems strange: what is the romance of Jamestown? How is Smith a romantic 

figure? Both editions of Kennedy’s Swallow Barn, but especially the 1832 edition, craft 

Smith as a romantic hero—the “first knight of Virginia.” On the one hand, Kennedy 

romanticizes Smith through a complex literary history, and on the other hand, Kennedy’s 

source text for Smith’s romances directly influences Swallow Barn’s physical description 

of Jamestown in ruins overgrown by forests. Swallow Barn, then, not only archives a lost 

strain of early American romance (in fact, Kennedy draws on perhaps the first historical 
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romance published in nineteenth-century America), Swallow Barn also enacts the same 

ecological, material history Hawthorne’s utilizes in The Scarlet Letter.  

 Kennedy concludes the 1851 version of Swallow Barn with Mark Littleton 

reading a manuscript about John Smith in the library at the plantation house, and this 

specific use of Smith, alongside descriptions of Jamestown, reveals Kennedy’s source 

texts, both real and imagined. Littleton remarks: “The character of Smith, like the 

extraordinary incidents of his life, strikes me as approaching nearer to the invention of a 

fiction than that of any real personage of history” (500). While Littleton muses only 

briefly on Smith’s knightly qualities before leaving the plantation and returning to the 

North, the 1832 version of Swallow Barn dedicates nearly 40 pages to describing Smith’s 

adventures. Interestingly however, the manuscript Littleton uncovers in the plantation 

library does not exist; or rather, the narrative of Captain Smith that Kennedy relates to the 

reader comes from a variety of historical and literary sources.  

 The manuscript in the Hazard family library reads: “Some account of the 

Renowned Captayne John Smith, with his travel and adventures in the Foure Quarters of 

the Earthe; showing his gallante Portaunce in divers perillous Chaunces, both by Sea and 

Land” (495). Littleton continues to describe the text: Edward Blackmore printed the 

manuscript, John Barra engraved the frontispiece, and the book was published at some 

point between 1625 and 1629. Neither Blackmore nor Smith published an account with 

this title. The only source, according to the English Short Title Catalogue, that contains 

Smith, Blackmore, and Barra is Smith’s The General Historie of Virginia, New England, 

and the Summer Isles published in 1632. As the 1832 version of Swallow Barn chronicles 

much of Smith’s travels before arriving in the New World, not only does Littleton’s 

“Some account” draw on Smith’s The General Historie of Virginia but it also draws on 
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Smith’s early publication, The True Travels, Adventures and Observations of Captaine 

Iohn Smith, in Europe, Asia, Affrica, and America (1629). There remains, however, 

another source to complete Kennedy’s vision of Smith as a romantic figure.  

 Kennedy draws from John Davis’s The First Settlers of Virginia; An Historical 

Novel (1806)—one of the first publications to foster the fictional relationship between 

Pocahontas and John Smith.xi In the revision of Swallow Barn from 1832 to 1851, in 

addition to editing out an entire section entitled “The Chronicle of the Life of John 

Smith,” Kennedy nearly completely diminishes the role of Pocahontas in his description 

of Smith. In the earlier version, however, Kennedy places a great deal of emphasis on 

Smith’s romantic relationship with Pocahontas. In 1832, Kennedy writes:  

[H]e found Pocahontas, who three years before had been married to John Rolfe. 

 The story of his interview with her is told by himself in a letter to the queen, and 

 taken along with their former acquaintance, their romantic adventures, her 

 passionate love for him, her heroism and singular fortunes, constitutes one of the 

 most touching episodes of personal history. (310-311) 

The “romantic adventures” and “passionate love” Kennedy reads in his fictional 

manuscript are not detailed in any of Smith’s original writings. But Kennedy firmly 

suggests this romance of Smith’s “adventure” paints Smith in “the most attractive light” 

and “has long made his name a pleasant sound to a lady’s ear” (331). Though Smith, 

according to Kennedy’s found manuscript, “never recurs to the ‘blessed Pocahontas’ but 

with a tender remembrance, and in a strain of the softest and gentlest gratitude,” 

nonetheless, Smith’s romantic escapades shape Kennedy’s depiction of Smith as 

Virginia’s first knight (331).  
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 While Kennedy does not acknowledge his use of Davis’s The First Settlers, 

Kennedy’s description of Jamestown reveals a direct influence. In the preface, as Mark 

Littleton travels to the plantation, he passes by the remains of Jamestown. Kennedy’s 

description of Jamestown reads: “The steward of the boat pointed it out when we had 

nearly passed it—and lo! there it was—an old steeple, a barren fallow, some melancholy 

heifers, a blasted pine, and, on its top, a desolate hawk's nest. What a splendid field for 

the fancy! What a carte blanche for a painter! With how many things might this little spot 

be filled!” (17). By the early nineteenth century, Jamestown was no longer standing, and 

with dark romantic overtones Kennedy paints the famous setting with only a lonely pine 

tree and one remaining steeple. In part, one might wonder why Jamestown, then, is a 

sight for rekindled romantic overtures. Kennedy’s description of Jamestown nearly 

parallels the preface by Louis Girardin to John Davis’s The First Settlers of Virginia 

(1805). Here, Girardin—an artist and professor at the College of William and Mary—

describes the vista of Jamestown as:  

 The venerable ruins of an old church steeple, from the top of which serpentine 

 garlands of smilax, ivy, and other climbing and saxatile plants, hang in irregular 

 festoons; the beautiful contrasting groups of trees and shrubs which partly 

 encircle it, and among which the sycamore and the tulip tree or poplar hold a 

 conspicuous rank; the sepulchral monuments beneath their shade; the houses in 

 the back ground, which seem to peep through the interposing curtain of verdure, 

 and one of which has been fantastically ornamented by nature with a mantle of 

 climbing trumpet flower. (iv-x) 

In both Kennedy and Davis’s descriptions, all that remains of the original settlement is 

the church steeple. The settlement ruins are covered in plant growth, and the figure of the 
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tree plays a central role in both to indicate the passage of time, not unlike Hawthorne’s 

description of the Virginia church above.  

The green Jamestown becomes a romantic vignette: trees and vines overtake the 

remaining buildings, forming a sublime picture of the former colony. Girardin’s 

description continues, in overly romantic and fantastical tones, describing Jamestown 

alongside “abrupt cliffs, and elevated promontories, capped with the somber verdure of 

coniferous pine and cedar trees; the beautiful amphitheater behind, presenting to the 

delighted eye neat villas,” situated amongst “smiling fields, romantic copses and groves, 

and terminating on that side, by a range of bold woody hills, a sublime enchanting 

horizon.” Kennedy too places Jamestown on elevated promontories—sublime but 

geographically inaccurate for the flat, tidewater region of Virginia.  

The ecological sublimity of Jamestown is unique to Kennedy and Davis’s 

description. William Alexander Caruthers’s The Cavaliers of Virginia, or the Recluse of 

Jamestown: An Historical Romance of the Old Dominion (1834) describes the “island” of 

Jamestown as “long, flat on its surface,” and while the city was “very imposing and 

romantic appearance, the landscape on the river being shaded in the back ground by the 

deep green foliage of impenetrable forests” (5). Framed by a formidable forest, the city 

remains on its separate space. Caruthers captures most accurately the flat nature of the 

tidewater area of Virginia, leaving the grand falls and promontories to Kennedy and 

Davis. 

Hawthorne’s romances reforest the landscape with talking trees; in Virginia, 

Kennedy’s description of Jamestown parallels Hawthorne’s use of trees as the haunting 

specter of history and environmental change. While leaving Jamestown behind to molder 

as a solitary church steeple, Kennedy shifts the imagery and romance from Jamestown to 
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plantation. Indeed, this also happens in his source text as First Settlers describes a history 

of ecology, slavery, and national beginnings. Jamestown soon gives way to the plantation 

and deforestation of the wilderness. In the final pages, Davis transitions from Jamestown 

and the wilderness to the plantation and slavery:  

The race of Indians has been destroyed by the inroads of the whites! Surveyors 

with long chains have measured the wilderness, and lawyers contended for the 

right of possession. Beneath the forests once the favoured seat of freedom, the 

swarthy slave groans under the scourges of an imperious task-master; and the 

echoes  multiply the strokes of the cleaving axe as he fells the proud tree of the 

melancholy waste. (273) 

The forests, like the Native Americans, are gone. The “inroads of the whites” translate 

into roads cut through forests; long chains measure out the formerly formidable forests, 

and the same chains now link Jamestown and the Virginia trees to slavery. Here, John 

Davis links together slavery and deforestation—the sound of the axe striking the tree 

echoes the groans of the slave, and the two sounds become indistinguishable. Jamestown 

and its associated forests, once a “seat of freedom,” give way to the plantation.  

 As Hawthorne finds the former documents of Plymouth in a Custom-House, 

inasmuch that the Custom-House is the direct inheritor of the legacy of colonial 

beginnings, fittingly Mark Littleton uncovers an undiscovered manuscript detailing Smith 

and Jamestown, inasmuch that the plantation is the direct inheritor of the tidewater 

colony. Jamestown is perhaps the lost colony of romance for the American tradition. As 

we will see, Kennedy’s Swallow Barn ecologically tethers the former colony alongside 

the plantation, and the Anthropocene allows us to read an alternative romantic strain of 

literary history subsumed by the Virginia landscape.  
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 While Hester and Dimmesdale meet in fictitious forests, wooded spaces already 

harvested, Kennedy sets at the center of his romance an overgrown spot, the pastoral 

unkempt and gothic. After arriving at Swallow Barn, Littleton sets the stage, introduces 

the dramatis personae, but quickly turns to a material history. There is a seemingly abrupt 

pause on romance in Swallow Barn, and Kennedy transitions from a discussion of poetry 

and love to a history of a mill. This mill, a project of Littleton’s granduncle back before 

the American Revolution, becomes the literal center of the book; that is, the ruins of the 

mill and its associated legal disputes between the two plantations center as a large portion 

of Swallow Barn. The case having been taken no less than twenty times before various 

courts, the history of the mill and its early failure dominates the narrative. Like 

Hawthorne’s Custom-House, the mill and its environment unite ecology and national 

history, romance and the Anthropocene.  

 Kennedy places the mill between the pastoral of the plantation and the looming 

wilderness, drawing water from a small stream called the Apple-Pie. In part, the Apple-

Pie also serves as the property line between the two James River plantations, Swallow 

Barn and The Brakes. Whereas Littleton describes Swallow Barn as a pastoral setting, on 

the other side of the Apple-Pie The Brakes appears as a gothic wilderness. Littleton 

describes The Brakes as “an extensive range of low lands, reaching back from the river, 

and bounded by distant forest, from the heart of which tower, above the mass of foliage, a 

number of naked branches of decayed trees, that are distinctly visible in this remote 

perspective” (76). While the mill, in production, should grind corn and transfer raw 

materials to useable goods, the mill seemingly transforms the wilderness to pastoral, 

forests to fields, and low lands to grazable pasture.  
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 Littleton’s granduncle, Edward Hazard, decides to dam the small stream 

separating the two plantations in order to form a lake to feed the mill, but Hazard’s 

inability to read the ecological capacities of the landscape result in the mill’s subsequent 

failure. Without much consideration, Hazard rapidly purchases the necessary portion of 

The Breaks, builds a millhouse, and dams the small stream. The stream quickly backs up 

and forms a deep lake, and, at the sight of the running mill, Hazard declares, “[t]his 

comes of energy and foresight; this shows the use of a man’s faculties” (133). But once 

Hazard begins to run the mill, the reservoir drains completely. As such, Littleton 

recounts: “the consequence was that the mill was obligated to submit to the destiny of 

working from one to two hours in the morning, and then to stop for the rest of the day” 

(137). Except for the wet season in the spring (when the mill wasn’t needed for grinding), 

it was but “by the most careful husbandry, to wring from the reluctant little water-course 

a sufficient fund for the next day’s employment” (137). As one of Hazard’s slaves 

remarks: the mill is a “two hour” mill. In short, the mill is an economic and ecological 

failure.  

 Despite the mental energy spent in imagining the prospects and profits, the mill’s 

failure remains nearly incomprehensible to Edward Hazard. Incensed by the shortage of 

water, Edward Hazard declares, “It is very extraordinary! Why didn’t I foresee this? 

Never mind, we will have water enough there tomorrow, my boy” (136). But despite 

Hazard’s hopes, there was never enough water to sustain the use of the mill. Indeed, 

Littleton conceptualizes the failure of the mill in economic metaphors: “to wit, that his 

capacious reservoir was emptied in a much more rapid ratio than it was filled. It was like 

a profligate spendthrift whose prodigality exceeds his income,” and, “The mill-dam was 

like a bank that had paid out all its specie, and consequently, could not bare the run made 
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upon it by the big wheel, which, in turn, having lost its credit, stopped payment” (135). 

The early Virginia landscape for Hazard and in retrospect for Littleton exists clearly as 

only as capital waiting in the bank for withdrawal.  

 Here, the ruins of the Hazard mill parallel the early description of Jamestown 

ruins. Due to lack of production and operation time, Hazard sent away the miller and let 

the mill fall into disrepair. Soon after coming to a standstill, “following the course of 

nature,” the dam fell apart—“the upper beams decayed by the action of the sun upon 

them, after these, the lower part of the structure broke loose” and the remaining “drift-

wood, and leaves, and rubbish” compacted together and kept the mill pond full for 

several years following (139). Observing the pond, Littleton catalogues all matter of 

“moss-grown and rotten” plant life, from trees to briars. As Davis ends his First Settlers 

with the plantation eclipsing Jamestown, here Kennedy ties together the mill ruins and 

the plantation.  

 According to Littleton, just as the history of Smith and Jamestown, so too does 

the mill spawn a host of romantic visions. Despite the loss of the dam, the millhouse 

remained mostly standing. Littleton writes: “The ruin of the mill is still to be seen. Its 

roof has entirely disappeared, a part of the walls are yet standing, and the shaft of the 

great wheel, with one or two of the pinions attached, still lies across its appropriate bed” 

(142). Littleton describes such an afternoon:  

 We stretch ourselves out upon the grass, in the silent shade of the beech trees, or 

 wander about the old ruin, the spot becomes peopled to our imaginations with the 

 ancient retainers of Swallow Barn; the fiery-headed miller, the elvish little 

 negroes who have probably all sunk, hoary-headed, to the grave, leaving their 

 effigies behind. (144) 
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The landscape narrates the history and failures of development in the Virginia 

countryside. The overrun mill transforms into both grave and spawn for former residents 

of the plantation, and former slaves dissipate and sink away into the pond amidst the 

rotting logs. The mill, like Jamestown, becomes an interwoven environmental and human 

history that structures the American romance. Indeed, Littleton remarks that the Apple-

pie and its fallen mill operate as “the fountain of an Iliad of troubles to the Hazard 

family,” perhaps as Jamestown and the plantation are the foundation of an “Iliad of 

troubles” for the Anthropocene (146).  

Jamestown and the early Virginia novel may well not become the new critical 

vogue of romance scholarship in American literary criticism, but by reading materiality 

inherent to the form of romance we can trace the temporality of the American romance—

a materiality that challenges the sectional divided between writers like Hawthorne and 

writers like Kennedy. Hawthorne may well fall prey to the criticism of representing the 

pastoral as a de-politicized, de-labored space: Hawthorne’s forests descriptions fail to 

account for the history of deforestation and environmental change while also failing to 

represent the laborers who changed the landscape. Kennedy, nostalgia and Sir Walter 

Scott aside, does not omit the labor that makes the plantation possible (though Kennedy 

clearly and indefensibly represents slaves as happy).  

 By reading the trees in the romance, we also realize that both writers organize and 

depict the relation between humans, objects, and time in a mode that that anticipates the 

form of the Anthropocene. To this end, the Anthropocene, as a literary style and a theory 

of history, appears more indebted to older forms than to new creative, contemporary 

ones. By understanding the Anthropocene as a neo-romantic structure, we can historicize 
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its literary and narrative constraints, particularly those tied to national and economic 

history and racialized labor.  

 

***** 

Turning to look toward Herman Melville, Moby-Dick; or, The Whale but keeping 

Hawthorne still in view, I start with a brief comparison between Melville’s tree and 

Nathaniel Hawthorne’s use of the arboreal symbol in order to isolate the particular ways 

in which Melville formulates the romance, and how he employs the figure of the tree. 

While Hawthorne’s trees narrate an intertwined historicity of human and environment, 

Melville’s arboreal scenes offer a far more complicated philosophical perspective on the 

relation between human and the world. By way of brief comparison, we can compare 

Hawthorne’s use of a wooden chair and Melville’s own apple-wood tree table. Reading 

the figure of the chair in Hawthorne’s short stories alongside Melville’s apple-tree table 

allows us to isolate the ways in which the two authors place the tree alongside history and 

formulate unique romantic structures. Hawthorne’s chair, like his trees in The Scarlet 

Letter, narrates a human history alongside an ecological one. Melville’s table, like his 

romantic structure in Moby-Dick, creates and maintains a threshold between worlds, 

between people and themselves, and people and the world.  

In some regard, Hawthorne’s ecological romance—that the genre of romance 

always understands human history as ecologically measurable—reappears and reinscribes 

itself on the basic discourse of the Anthropocene. Tracing the chair as a metonym for the 

ecological, we see how Hawthorne utilizes and depends upon a materiality to unfold 

human history. Nearly ten years before The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne penned 

Grandfather’s Chair, Famous Old People, and Liberty Tree (1841), and these stories 
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collectively recall the long history of New England following a wooden chair that crosses 

the Atlantic with the Puritans. The chair proceeds to prop up the likes of Roger Williams, 

Anne Hutchinson, presidents of Harvard, governors of Massachusetts, and more. As 

Hawthorne writes at the beginning of Liberty Tree: “On its sturdy oaken legs, it trudges 

diligently from one scene to another, and seems always to thrust itself in the way, with 

the most benign complacency, whenever an historical personage happens to be looking 

round for a seat. The excellent old Chair!” (vii). As we have seen from Hawthorne’s 

writing and his characterization of trees and wood, arboreal materials always stand at the 

ready to be thrust into the middle of history. The chair moves along in tandem with the 

narrator from scene to scene. Hawthorne’s romance combines human history with a 

material and ecological history—whereas in The Scarlet Letter Hawthorne uses trees and 

timber, here the old oak chair supports the history of New England. The tethering of tree 

and history, for Hawthorne, is integral to his conception of the romance. But Melville’s 

arboreal symbol accelerates the romantic structure exhibited by Hawthorne’s principal 

romantic image. 

Though Hawthorne’s chair doubtlessly sees (and supports) more of New England 

and American history—the nation wrought from the wilderness—Melville nonetheless 

keeps romantic pace with Hawthorne. Hawthorne continually provides a fleeting pass at 

history through the material and ecological change: “The Liberty Tree. That famous tree! 

The axes of the British soldiers have hewn it down, but not before its wind-strewn leaves 

had scattered the spirit of freedom far and wide—not before its roots had sprouted, even 

in the distant soil of Georgia” (vi). Certainly the Liberty Tree is radically different than 

the commonplace trees harvested across New England; however, Hawthorne constructs 

an American romance in the passage of tree to timber. If Hawthorne gives voice to 



 95 

whispering pines and relies on materiality to construct the American romance, Melville 

too draws on the figure of the tree. But Melville uses the tree, as in his apple-wood tree 

table, entirely differently than Hawthorne. Melville published “The Apple-Tree Table, 

Or, Original Spiritual Manifestations” in Putnam’s Monthly Magazine in 1856. While the 

story is certainly stylistically indebted to Hawthorne, the table and wood embodies the 

philosophical complexity present in Moby-Dick. Fittingly, as Hawthorne’s chair crossed 

the Atlantic and propped up nearly every important personage from New England’s 

history, Melville’s narrator discovers the apple-tree table, “a very satanic-looking little 

old table, indeed,” hidden away in a locked garret of an old house “in an old-fashioned 

quarter of one of the oldest towns in America” (9). Atop this lost table, the narrator finds 

a telescope, a celestial globe, discarded flasks and a moldy copy of Cotton Mather’s 

Magnalia. After retrieving the lost table and placing it in the family cedar-parlor, 

Melville’s narrator discovers a haunting ticking noise coming from the table. Finally 

discovering the source of the noise as century-and-a-half old insects emerging from the 

apple-wood planks, the narrator and his family rejoice: “A fire-fly bug come out of a 

piece of ancient lumber, for one knows not how many years stored away in an old 

garret?” (35). Figuring the table as nearly eighty years old and counting the layers in the 

slab of the apple-tree wood, the narrator concludes that the insects must have been laid 

nearly 150 years ago. The story ends with the table proudly displaced in the parlor and 

the insects safely sealed in wax atop the ancient table. 

While scholars have been drawn to Melville’s source materials (there were, in 

fact, many accounts of such an event as bugs emerging from a table in 1806),xii we 

immediately see that in this context Melville’s use of timbered wood is far more active 

than Hawthorne’s passive trees. Rather than the table having accompanied a host of 
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historical important personages, something from the past quite literally emerges from the 

table only to die. The insects’ lives are brief, their bodies quickly sealed away in wax. 

The distance from their temporary coffins inside the wooden plank to their final coffins 

inside the wax are ultimately less than a few inches apart. The cumulative history of the 

table becomes multispecies and multi-temporal: its history forces readers to consider the 

age of the table not in human time but in ecological time. On the one hand, the story 

complicates “human time” as the central measurement since the shortened life cycle of 

the insects (witnessed by narrator and family) stands in stark juxtaposition with the 

elongated hibernation period spanning several human generations. But on the other, the 

carpentry and construction of the table disrupts the “natural” life cycle of the insects and 

the trees that were cut down and milled for the table; thus, human time and the processes 

of commodification overwrite, disrupt, and reorganize other materialities. Melville’s 

Apple-Tree table becomes a conglomeration of human, arboreal, and insect time, while 

cataloging human cultural history—the table, in other words, is a material threshold 

between the past and present, life and death, the human and the other. The insects are 

born to die, and only become artifacts of curiosity. The table and the wooden planks are 

the symbolic and literal vehicle for transporting the insects through time—the wood 

makes possible the dark romance. 

In many ways, the basis of the Anthropocene as the intertwining and inseparable 

human and ecological history has far reaching philosophical implications. Melville’s 

Moby-Dick and his “Apple-Tree Table” provide one answer, or at least highlight one 

potential problem, namely that the end of the Anthropocene has already happened. Put 

differently, human environmental damage has had irreversible impact on the ecological 

and geological make-up of the world. This environmental influence accelerates climate 
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change, hastens extinctions, and propels the world toward something radically different 

than what it has been or what it would have been otherwise. What is the end of 

Anthropocene but the end of our current culture? I am not the first to make such an 

argument: for example, Roy Scranton argues that the Anthropocene is a philosophical 

exercise in learning how to die and let a culture die. But if all this seems rather 

melodramatic—well, it is: the Anthropocene is a romance. 
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Chapter 2: 
 

In the Hollow of the Tree: Melville’s Romantic Ecology.  
 
  
 

“For nowadays, the whale-fishery furnishes an asylum for many romantic, melancholy, 
and absent-minded young men, disgusted with the carking cares of earth, and seeking 

sentiment in tar and blubber” 
           (153)  
 
 

In the chapter “The Sperm Whale’s Head—Contrasted View,” Ishmael finds the 

pastoral amidst the vastness of the ocean; and in step, he characterizes the dissection of 

the whale’s head as similar to the process of deforestation of the United States: “the jaw 

is lashed down to ring bolts, and a tackle being rigged aloft, they drag out these teeth, as 

Michigan oxen drag stumps of old oak out of wild wood-lands” (299). As the crew 

become oxen, so too does the whale become a tree—even the extracted sections of 

whales evoke milled wood as “[t]he jaw is afterwards sawn into slabs, and piled away 

like joists for building houses” (299). But for the seeming passivity of Michigan oxen and 

the neatly stacked wooden joists, the figure of the tree at the edge of the wilderness 

signals a lingering environmental violence. A few chapters later in “Cistern and 

Buckets,” Tashtego nearly drowns in the head of the whale. According to Melville, 

Tashtego’s death would have been a sweet one—like drowning in a tree filled with 

honey: 

Now, had Tashtego perished in that head, it had been a very precious perishing; 

smothered in the very whitest and daintiest of fragrant spermaceti; coffined, 

hearsed, and tombed in the secret inner chamber and sanctum sanctorum of the 

whale. Only one sweeter end can readily be recalled—the delicious death of an 

Ohio honey-hunter, who seeking honey in the crotch of a hollow tree, found such 
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exceeding store of it, that leaning too far over, it sucked him in, so that he died 

embalmed. (310)  

Had the whale been a honey-filled tree, Tashtego’s near demise may have been a 

profoundly romantic one; but without the hollowed tree as a historical parallel, the whale 

head, as only a whale head, fails to satisfy as a romantic image. As “absent-minded 

young men” reach for “sentiment in tar and blubber,” Ishmael transforms Tashtego’s 

close call into a romantic scene. For Melville (and Ishmael), the image of the tree and its 

associated forms simultaneously collapse and separate time. The whalers are like 

pioneers on the edge of the wilderness, but as Melville emphasizes their similarity to 

pioneers, he also marks their temporal separation from the traditional American frontier. 

Melville’s multi-kingdom referent entombs Tashtego in a romantic historiography of 

American expansion and ecological change—a sedimentation of national and 

environmental time.  

Indeed, the insides of hollowed trees are a recurring romantic invitation in 

Melville’s magnum opus, and Moby-Dick unendingly returns to the image of the tree. 

Within a short span of the narrative, Melville places a great deal of symbolic weight in 

the figure of the tree: a tomb, a commodity, the sign of a passing wilderness, and, as we 

remember, the sign of Ahab’s end. Melville renders the harvesting and dissection of the 

whale, refigured as a tree, as a threshold demarcating settled and wild, human and 

nonhuman, life and death, and the romantic and the real. The tree stands as the central 

metaphor and sign of Melville’s romantic aesthetic, as form that blends a philosophy of 

romance alongside a theory of dark ecology. 

Melville’s form of the romance materializes in complex arboreal symbols, 

particularly as they apply to Ahab’s person and fate. Ahab believes he will never see the 
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omens of his end—where in the Pacific Ocean will he find live trees grown in America? 

But as this chapter will show, Melville not only continually reminds the reader of the 

materials (the ship) transporting Ahab to his end, but Melville describes Ahab himself as 

a tree. Whereas Ahab believes his end to be in the distant future, Melville characterizes 

Ahab as already the sign of his own end. The end stands behind Ahab rather than in front 

of him. Put another way, Ahab has already crossed the threshold of worlds: having lost 

his previous world, Ahab now operates in a world unobtainable. This “ungraspable 

phantom of life,” to use Melville’s words, is a dark romance. By reading the figure of the 

tree as a material metaphor for Melville’s romance, “Savage Arcadia” argues that Moby-

Dick relies on the structural logic of the threshold to mark the separation from a world 

lost and a world unobtainable in the future. This threshold creates and maintains a 

romantic sedimentation of time in which the present becomes the most romantic moment. 

That is, rather than romanticizing the past with the future outlook bleak, Melville renders 

the present moment as a romance itself.  

Reading Moby-Dick as a romance prompts us to consider the extinction of our 

own species and how we will narrate such an event. Moby-Dick precisely articulates the 

darker consequences of environmental thinking surrounding the Anthropocene and 

reveals the Anthropocene as a theory of history in addition to a geological historicity. The 

temporal and romantic structure operating by means of Melville’s trees articulates the 

philosophical ends of history and humanity vis-à-vis the Anthropocene. To this end, 

Melville’s romance prompts us to consider the romantic narrative structure that is present 

in current theories of the Anthropocene and how these narratives threaten to operate in an 

eco-nihilistic mode. As Ian Baucom writes, “we seem to be living, already, in the 

moment of ultrahistory, in the ‘end times’ between catastrophe and apocalypse” 
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(“‘Moving Centers’” 138). And though Baucom remains interested in exploring 

“noninevitability of this apparently inevitable future,” he concedes that the 

Anthropocene’s history “appears to have predetermined the ruinous deep future” (138). If 

thinkers such as Roy Scranton argue the Anthropocene is a philosophical project in 

learning how to die, then Melville’s romance is a project in learning that one is already 

dead. Like Ahab, we realize the sign of our ends is ourselves, and we become the end—

not in the distant future, but before we know to ask for the omens.  

For nearly as long as readers have responded to Moby-Dick, the critical responses 

have wrestled with the novel’s seeming conglomeration of genres and styles. Richard 

Brodhead, for example, argues Melville began with one style and was seemingly “willing 

to throw that over in the middle and pursue a new direction” (124-125). Recently, K. L. 

Evans returns to the dialectic of romance and realism arguing in favor of Melville’s 

linguistic realism. But by and large, critical responses to Melville’s oceanic masterpiece 

have failed to recognize or sufficiently theorize the temporal form of the romance—a 

material form that we access by tracing the figure of the tree.  

The whale and its whiteness, its bones, the scientific and the natural history 

surrounding whales and the oceanic have had a longue durée of critical attention. In part, 

the ocean is becoming an increasingly important space for ecocritics to theorize amidst 

climate change: as Elizabeth DeLoughrey writes, “The ocean drives our global climate, 

and due to sea-level rise our planetary future is becoming more oceanic”; and she 

continues, “[t]he Anthropocene has catalyzed a new oceanic imaginary in which, due to 

the visibility of sea level rise, the largest space on earth is suddenly not so external and 

alien to human experience” (33-34). DeLoughrey is indeed correct: we measure climate 

change in contemporary discourse by rising sea levels. On the one hand, Moby-Dick 
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makes sense to read for negotiating thoughts of the sea and as a foil against our own 

twenty-first-century oceanic-angst that will be similar, though perhaps slightly different, 

than Melville’s own anxieties. On the other, “Savage Arcadia” reads Melville’s interest in 

the tree rather than the ocean. It might seem counterintuitive to read the ocean-bound 

Moby-Dick and not the pastoral in Pierre; Or, The Ambiguities (1852).i But reading 

Melville’s continued arboreal metaphors and descriptions, I argue, reveals that Melville 

understands the ocean, time, and extinction, not through the ocean but through the 

pastoral applied to the ocean.  

The romance of Melville’s trees fuses together questions of aesthetics with 

material histories, extinction narratives, and philosophy. Scholars such as Elizabeth 

Schultz, Timothy Sweet, and John Levi Barnard have recently theorized extinction 

through Moby-Dick, though they more so consider the loss of non-human species. For 

example, Barnard writes, “Melville articulates both a prescient vision of the whale’s 

endangerment and a more general attunement to the broad reach and violent operation of 

an economy that relentlessly transforms sentient life into market value” (854). Barnard’s 

attention to Melville’s conservationist ethic is important, as is his call to attend the 

figurations of the non-human in our more traditional Marxist critiques of Melville’s 

writing. “Savage Arcadia” builds on and extends scholarship such as Barnard’s, or such 

as work by Robert Levine who reads apocalyptic rhetoric in mid-century millennial 

religious thought, to attend the ways in which Melville structurally ponders not only 

humanity’s extinction but also its clear liability for our own ends.  

Romance:  

Writing to his publisher Richard Bentley in the summer of 1850, Melville 

describes Moby-Dick as “a romance of adventure, founded upon certain wild legends in 
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southern Sperm Whale Fisheries, and illustrated by the author’s own personal 

experience” (“Melville to Bentley” 162). With the matter of “personal experience” left to 

speculation—Melville declared two years earlier he would not provide “documentary 

evidence” of his time “in the South Seas”—we are left to consider the importance of the 

romance as a key term for Melville’s project. Indeed, Melville sets out to write a 

romance, and the tree operates as a material symbol that enacts the narrative structure of 

the romance. As this chapter shows, the romance, for Melville, operates as a 

sedimentation of time.  

Within the early pages of Moby-Dick, Melville reflects on the elements and 

qualities of the romance narrative. He asks how an artist would create a romantic image, 

and he focuses on the tree:  

But here is an artist. He desires to paint you the dreamiest, shadiest, quietest, most 

enchanting bit of romantic landscape in all the valley of the Saco. What is the 

chief elements he employs? There stand his trees, each with a hollow trunk, as if a 

hermit and a crucifix were within; and here sleeps his meadow, and there sleep his 

cattle; and up from yonder cottage goes a sleepy smoke … But that same image, 

we ourselves see in all rivers and oceans. It is the image of the ungraspable 

phantom of life; and this is the key to it all. (22) 

Introduced here, in this description of a romantic landscape,  is a pattern that will 

continue throughout Moby-Dick: Melville first draws on the pastoral, the green, and the 

arboreal to then articulate the ocean, the whale, and the dark romance. Indeed, the 

landscape and pastoral function as Melville’s chief reference for the depiction of 

romance—and the figure of the tree stands as both frame and central image. Beyond the 

trappings of setting, it is important that the figure of the tree and its hollowness remain 
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open to various symbols. From societal to biblical to ontological, the tree’s hollowed 

trunk stands as an absent space offering glimpses of the haunting “ungraspable phantom 

of life.” The overtones of the sublime, which one might normally associate with the 

grandness of the ocean in Melville’s writing, are romantically and neatly tucked away in 

the trees. Like his “Apple-Tree Table,” the landscape becomes a romantic figure 

according to its capacity to hold human history as well as a resounded sublime intonation 

of something far beyond human capacity.  

While scholars of Melville have yet to fully investigate the relation between 

Melville’s writing and the ecological turn to the Anthropocene, criticism has at length 

theorized Melville’s relation to the romance. By and large, however, critical discourse 

examining Melville’s romantic aspirations has not sufficiently related Melville’s romance 

with the concept of the threshold as central to the genre. The romance, as a genre, has a 

long critical history surrounding the nature of the threshold, which I discuss below. The 

threshold, or as I characterize it as the sedimentation of time, is an important articulation 

of romance, one that illuminates Melville’s philosophical project. By highlighting 

Melville’s romance as one invested in the layering of time, as well as in blending 

ecological and human histories, we see how the nineteenth-century form of the romance 

novel reappears and inscribes itself on the twenty-first-century discourse of the 

Anthropocene. K. L. Evans theorizes Melville’s relation to a linguistic threshold (that 

arguably separates humans vis-à-vis language from the real world), and he argues Moby-

Dick is a philosophical project concerned with the real. Evans writes, “[i]n Melville’s 

narrative the whale is an example—maybe the example—of how concepts come into 

being” (5). These concepts, for Evans, are “neither part of the natural world” nor 

“denizens of the subjective, essentially private ‘inner’ world” (5). If the whale, for Evans, 
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reveals Melville’s obsession with realism, then the tree reveals an unread romantic 

structure in Moby-Dick that generates a plateau of thresholds. While Evans remains 

committed to realizing a realism in Melville’s philosophy, I am interested in a more 

pernicious structure: a threshold between a world lost and the ungraspable phantom world 

denied. The story of romance elides realism—both the physiological realism of Henry 

James and the verisimilitude of others. Though the figure of the whale may reveal a 

tension between word, world, and person, Melville’s romance offers a structure for how 

we think and tell stories about those abyssal separations.  

Melville’s romantic structure parallels the descriptions of the formal mode of the 

romance, particularly from the perspective of the European tradition ranging from the 

medieval romance through romanticism. In Inescapable Romance (1979), Patricia Parker 

argues that romance “is characterized primarily as a form which simultaneously quests 

for and postpones a particular end, objective, or object” (4). Further she argues, “when 

the end is not, typologically, an apocalyptic fulfillment but rather abyss or catastrophe … 

‘romance’ involves the dilation of the threshold rendered now both more precarious and 

more essential. This connecting between naming, identity, and closure or ending remains 

a persistent romance phenomenon” (6). Romance, for Parker, entertains the threshold 

between desire and postponement, openness and closure. Though Melville’s insistence on 

definitive ends appears at odds with Parker’s desire to read openness as a central 

component to romance, Parker’s articulation of threshold provides a useful theoretical 

fulcrum for parsing Melville’s theory of romance. Indeed, Parker’s interest in the 

structure of romance and threshold parallels Frederick Jameson’s articulation of romance.  

Providing a useful articulation of the temporal capacity of the romance, Jameson 

argues, “Romance as a form thus expresses a transitional moment, yet one of a very 
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special type: its contemporaries must feel their society torn between past and future in 

such a way that alternatives are grasped as hostile but somehow unrelated worlds” 

(“Magical Narratives” 159). Drawing on a Heideggerian formulation, Jameson writes: 

“romance is that form in which the world-ness of the world reveals itself” (142). It is 

worth quoting Jameson at length:  

For romance, then, both uses of the term are appropriate, for romance as a literary 

form is that event in which world in the technical sense of the transcendental 

horizon of my experience becomes precisely visible as something like an 

innerwordly object in its own right, taking on the shape of world in the popular 

sense of nature, landscape, and so forth. And in its turn, the precondition of such a 

revelation is itself historical in character: for there must, as in medieval times, be 

something like nature left as mysterious and alien border around the still 

precarious and minute human activities of village and field, for the structure of 

world-ness to find an adequate vehicle through which it can manifest its 

existence. So [Northrop] Frye is surely not wrong to evoke the intimate 

connection between romance as a mode, and the ‘natural’ imagery of earthly 

paradise or waste land, of the bower of bliss or the enchanted wood; what is 

misleading is that he should suggest that this ‘nature’ is in any way itself a 

‘natural’ phenomenon. (142)  

Jameson’s romance, as an apparatus, measures and articulates changing cultural and 

economic structures. Thus, the present world of the romance is always already juxtaposed 

with a past one. The narrative tension between pre-capitalist structure and capitalism, for 

Jameson, or mythical and secular worlds, for Frye, articulates the romance’s central 

structure as one of comparison: the bifurcated past and end are presented as 
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sedimentation. The “world-ness” of the world, then, only becomes clear when compared 

to a prior formation.  

 Melville’s romance, in Moby-Dick, employs the structure articulated by Jameson; 

however, Melville paints a darker picture and alters this symbolic structure. The romance 

of Moby-Dick does not catalogue a world lost against another one gained, but the 

romance of Moby-Dick imagines both worlds at their end. Certainly, a portion of 

Melville’s writing employs Frye’s mode of the depiction of a natural world lost, and 

Melville’s magnum opus can and does critique the rise of capitalism. But following the 

description of Ahab reveals a pernicious symbolic structure that romances nihilism and, 

as the world passes humanity by, leaves the “ungraspable truths” as nothing but sublime 

afterthoughts. Moby-Dick explores the threshold between worlds without the prospect or 

promise of salvation: the novel marks the full eclipse of possibility and futurity.  

Just as Melville’s theory of romance offers a new insight into reading the formal 

structure of romance, Melville’s aesthetic description of the tree read as a philosophy of 

environment anticipates contemporary ecological theory. Most notably, in Ecology 

without Nature, Tim Morton articulates what he terms “ecomimesis,” the “poetics of 

ambience. Ambience denotes a sense of circumambient, or surrounding, world. It 

suggests something material and physical…as if space itself had a material aspect” (33). 

These moments of ecomimesis reveal “a vast and complex ideological networks of 

beliefs, practices, and processes in and around the idea of the natural world” (33). Morton 

draws on Emmanuel Levinas’s “There is: Existence without Existents” to articulate the 

tension between the environment and writing. It is worth noting how Levinas’s writing 

echoes Melville’s hollowed out tree:  
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 When the form of things are dissolved in the night, the darkness of the night, 

 which is neither an object nor the quality of an object, invades like a 

 presence…But this universal absence is in its turn a presence, an absolutely 

 unavoidable presence. It is not the dialectical counterpart of absence, and we 

 do not grasp it through a thought. It is immediately there. There is no 

 discourse. Nothing responds to us, but this silence; the voice of this silence is 

 understood and frightens like the silence of those infinite spaces…The 

 exterior—if one insists on this term—remains uncorrelated with an interior. It 

 is no longer given. It is no longer a world. What we call the I is itself 

 submerged by the night, invaded, depersonalized, stifled by it. (60) 

The dissolution of the thing into darkness immediately recalls the darkness within the tree 

itself. It is in the darkness that Melville imagines seeing a hermit hidden, but these figures 

of romance, present but only dimly visible, are a product of absence.  

In order to describe a vision of romance, Melville turns to the self-dissipating 

nature of the sublime as signaled by the tension between exterior and interior of the tree. 

With regards to Levinas, Morton argues, “It is or there is makes us aware of tone, both 

inside and outside our bodies. There is more or less tension in the environment…the 

environment just happens around us, without our intention. Or it is the objectified, 

perhaps unintended consequences of an intention—intention’s echo” (60). The problem 

of romance and ecology signifies as a problem of threshold between worlds, and literary 

studies has offered particular terms for reading and identifying this threshold—for 

Morton, tone, for Jameson, mode.  

As I indicate above, the Anthropocene and the romance share a similar structure 

with regards to the threshold between worlds. The Anthropocene describes the creation of 
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a world shaped and buckling under the pressure of global human environmental change 

and as such marks two pivotal thresholds. First, the utterance of the Anthropocene always 

signals a world prior to large-scale human environmental destruction (and 

problematically, this world prior to the Anthropocene threatens to become an Edenic 

pastoral). Furthermore, the Anthropocene depends on the end of man. Otherwise it 

becomes a useless categorical distinction splitting the environmental and world history 

into before humanity became a global super power of environmental change and after.  

Second, the Anthropocene, arguably then, positions the possibility and necessity 

of a time when there are no longer humans or when our petrol-culture, late-capitalist 

project has collapsed. As Paul Crutzen writes, “[u]nless there is a global catastrophe—a 

meteorite impact, a world war, or a pandemic—mankind will remain a major 

environmental force for many millennia” (“Can We Survive the Anthropocene” np). The 

romance of the Anthropocene positions a world lost and a world uninhabitable. The 

romance of the Anthropocene, to draw on a Calvinist model, is a world without election 

for humanity, a world of death without salvation. If all this sounds familiar, it should: 

because the Anthropocene, rather than being a novel concept, is the romance novel in 

itself.  

Sensing the shortcomings of the term Anthropocene, scholars ranging from 

Donna Haraway to Jason Moore to Matthew Taylor have critiqued the limitations, 

innovations, and anthropocentric focus on the Anthropocene. Ever reproducing, the 

Anthropocene has a unique ability to give way to a series of similar terms such as 

Capitalocene, Plantationocene, Chthulucene, and Anthropogenesis. Kathryn Yusoff turns 

to the phrase “Anthropogenesis” in order to signal the ways in which the Anthropocene 

operates as “a new origin story and ontics for man that radically rewrites material modes 
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of differentiation and concepts of life, from predominantly biopolitical notions of life 

toward an understanding of life’s geophysical origination” while it also problematically 

reinscribes humanity as “world maker” (3). My argument, with regards to the romance 

broadly and Melville specifically, is that, while the specificities might be different, the 

narrative structure of the Anthropocene is not a new one. While Capitalocene or 

Plantationocene might place the origin or vehicle of climate change in different albeit 

similar formations, the Anthropocene and its relations are a resurgence of the form of the 

romance novel. As we see with Melville, Moby-Dick relies on a dark romance structure 

that parallels and problematizes Anthropocene as the romance.  

 

On Becoming  

Melville tasks the figure of the tree with several important symbolic roles in 

Moby-Dick. Discussed in further detail below, the tree is the sign of Ahab’s end, and the 

tree (as timber) literally carries Ahab to his fate. To further complicate matters, Melville 

increasingly describes Ahab as a tree. Accordingly, if Ahab is tree, then he is already the 

signal of his own end before his encounter with the whale. In this way, Melville’s 

depiction of Ahab is similar to Jameson’s description of the “state of being” of the 

romantic hero: “both a vehicle and a registering apparatus” (139). For Jameson, this is 

what is “distinctive about romance as a mode” (139). For “Savage Arcadia,” Ahab’s 

unique position makes Moby-Dick distinctively a romance. Indeed, this deterministic, 

fate-like structure of Ahab’s narrative asks the philosophical question: what does it mean 

to be the cause of your own end? As we see, this is the philosophical question posed by 

the Anthropocene. Ahab and the Anthropocene materialize the process of becoming what 

one was—a radical alienation from self-autonomy and future worlds. Melville’s romance 
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does not compare lost worlds and future ones; rather, Melville’s form of the romance is a 

comparison between a lost world and one that is unobtainable.  

The American tree plays a central role in articulating and realizing Ahab’s fate. 

According to Ahab’s harpooner Fedallah, the tree must appear before Ahab can die. Late 

in the novel, a single lantern, swinging from a pole “thrust upright into the dead whale’s 

spout-hole, illuminates Ahab and Fedallah floating next to the slain whale” (436). It is 

here, where, “hooped round by the gloom of the night they seemed the last men in a 

flooded world,” that Fedallah reveals the omens of Ahab’s end. Whereas “neither hearse 

nor coffin can be thine,” Fedallah remarks, “that ere thou couldst die on this voyage, two 

hearses must verily been seen by thee on the sea; the first not made by mortal hands; and 

the visible wood of the last one must be grown in America” (436). Ahab takes Fedallah to 

mean a mythical “hearse and its plumes floating over the ocean with waves for the pall-

bearers” (436). Ahab, of course, does not consider the wood of his ship—wood grown in 

America. Though some of the wood components of The Pequod come from other 

sources—the masts “cut somewhere on the coast of Japan, where her original ones were 

lost overboard in a gale”—the “more than half a century” old ship contains ample wood 

from America (79). Not only is the ship crafted from timber from America, the harpoons 

are freshly cut: as Captain Bildad shouts, “Be careful in the hunt, ye mates. Don’t stave 

the boats needlessly, ye harpooners; good white cedar plank is raised full three per cent, 

within the year” (108-09). The symbol of Ahab’s end, then, is clearly underneath him—if 

the wood grown in America marks the final moments, the ship and very harpoons thrown 

propel Ahab forward.  

While it may not be a surprise to readers of Moby-Dick to suggest the 

monomaniac Ahab is the cause of his own end, this argument traces the specific way in 
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which Melville figures Ahab’s fate as materiality bound. The structure of Ahab’s fate as 

romance becomes increasingly complicated as the figure of the tree proliferates 

throughout Moby-Dick. Indeed, Ahab not only travels on a ship made (mostly) from 

wood from America, Ahab’s body and presence is increasingly described as a tree. 

Ahab’s realization, then, becomes not only a complex negotiation of reading the 

surrounding materiality of his existence but one of reading his own body. Though we 

may remember Ahab for his peg leg carved from whalebone, Melville’s description of 

Ahab’s physicality and psychology utilize the tree. Ahab as tree becomes a figure of 

romance embodying the threshold concept so important to Melville’s text. As Ishmael 

gazes on Ahab’s face, he notes: “Threading its way out from among his grey hairs, and 

continuing right down one side of his tawny scorched face and neck, till it disappeared in 

his clothing, you saw a slender rod-like mark, lividly whitish” (125). This mark in Ahab’s 

countenance, according to Ishmael, “resembled that perpendicular seam sometimes made 

in the straight, lofty trunk of a great tree, when the upper lightening tearingly darts down 

it, and without wrenching a single twig, peels and grooves out the bark from top to 

bottom, ere running off into the soil, leaving the tree still greenly alive, but branded” 

(125). Melville uses a tree struck by lightning as a material metaphor of Ahab’s 

encounter with the great white whale. The storm strike having penetrated to the soil of the 

tree but leaving it green nonetheless, Ahab’s wooden-like body also remains clearly 

branded from his encounter. 

The arboreal metaphor becomes clouded though as Melville imagery to describe 

Ahab’s being. As Ishmael articulates Ahab’s isolation and absent presence in the world, 

he describes Ahab as such:  
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He lived in the world, as the last of the Grisly Bears lived in settled Missouri. And 

as when Spring and Summer had departed, that wild Logan of the woods, burying 

himself in the hollow of the tree, lived out the winter there, sucking his own paws; 

so, in his inclement, howling old age, Ahab’s soul, shut up in the caved trunk of 

his body, there fed upon the sullen paws of its gloom! (149) 

The landscape of Missouri, no longer a wilderness but a settled, plowed, and deforested 

landscape, stands as the backdrop for the singular Ahab. Melville transmogrifies Ahab 

into a grizzly bear and then into the famous final Native American, Logan. The bear or 

the figure of Logan can only hide, from the winter and civilized Missouri, in the trunk of 

a tree. But in the final turn, it is only Ahab’s soul that is akin to Logan while Ahab’s 

body, again, is a tree—“his caved trunk” as the hardened hovel. Ahab’s body, as a tree, 

marks the threshold between civilization and the wilderness, man and bear, sanity and 

otherwise. While Melville signals the blackness within the hollowed tree as the central 

image in a painting of romance, then Melville places Ahab’s consciousness within the 

tree.  

As the ship and boards carry Ahab toward his end, Ahab’s body continually 

marks the planks of the ship—Ahab’s peg leg imprints his movements into the wooden 

planks of the ship. The boards of the ship record and trace Ahab’s presence as the 

whalebone repeatedly strikes the deck. Fittingly, the ship and Ahab are both marked by 

the whale. Ishmael recalls, “Soon his steady, ivory stride was heard, as to and fro he 

paced his old rounds, upon planks so familiar to his tread, that they were all over dented, 

like geological stones, with the peculiar mark of his walk” (156). Ahab’s patterns and 

marks write his time and obsession into the materials carrying him to his own end.  
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Following the description of his footsteps, Ishmael says, “Did you fixedly gaze, too, upon 

that ribbed and dented brow; there also, you would see still stranger foot-prints—the foot-

prints of his one unsleeping, ever-pacing thought” (156). Ishmael, as he has read Ahab, 

reads the footprints and dents of the ship—the vehicle of Ahab mirrors Ahab himself. 

This sedimentation of existence and obsession only becomes symbolically more 

complicated as The Pequod reaches the end of its existence.  

Ahab’s tree-like descriptions become even more poignant as he comes closer and 

closer to encountering the whale. While Starbuck attempts to persuade Ahab into 

abandoning his quest for the white whale, Ahab looks past Starbuck: “But Ahab’s glance 

was averted; like a blighted fruit tree he shook, and cast his last, cindered apple to the 

soil” (476). And, again, on the whale watch, Melville describes Ahab’s beard “which 

darkly grew all gnarled” appearing, “as unearthed roots of trees blown over, which still 

grow idly on at naked base, though purchased in the upper verdure” (469). As the ship 

passes through a typhoon and Ahab further commits to hunt the whale despite all odds, 

Melville writes, “[a]s in the hurricane that sweeps the plain, men fly the neighborhood of 

some lone, gigantic elm, whose very height and strength but render it so much the more 

unsafe, because so much the more a mark for thunderbolts; so at those last words of 

Ahab’s many of the mariners did run from him in a terror of dismay” (444). This series of 

images presents Ahab as a not-yet dead, though infected tree at the center of a storm. He 

has sired his last and even that which he has begat is ash. Only his hair, described as 

“unearthed roots of trees,” still grows. Without future, though not entirely dead, Ahab’s 

tree-like form charges forward.  

It is important to note that Ahab cannot recognize his fate, as he certainly does not 

have access to the narrative descriptions of his person as tree. Melville qua Ishmael 
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describes Ahab as such, crafting Ahab as a hyper-romantic figure. This should not come 

as a surprise considering Ishmael warns of such inclination for romance: “For nowadays, 

the whale-fishery furnishes an asylum for many romantic, melancholy, and absent-

minded young men, disgusted with the carking cares of earth, and seeking sentiment in 

tar and blubber” (153). Without access to Ahab’s past, Ishmael creates this romance—

and Melville warns of the seductive nature of such narratives. In many ways, Ishmael 

reflects on the allure of the sublime when atop the masthead. He reflects:  

 but lulled into such an opium-like listlessness of vacant, unconscious reverie is 

 this absent-minded youth by the blending cadence of waves with thoughts, that at 

 last he loses his identity; takes the mystic ocean at his feet for the visible image of 

 that deep, blue, bottomless soul, pervading mankind and nature. (154) 

The sublime moment is only interrupted if one were to slip off the masthead; Melville 

writes, “while this sleep, this dream is on ye, move your foot or hand an inch; slip your 

hold at all; and your identity comes back in horror” (155). In many ways, Ishmael follows 

the romance of Ahab till the end, and only when falling into the ocean at the novel’s end 

does Ishmael jolt back from the dream and romance.  

 With the structure of romance in mind and the important layer of Ishmael’s 

“romantic” impulse, Moby-Dick precisely articulates the darker consequences of 

environmental thinking surrounding the Anthropocene. To this end, Melville’s romance 

prompts us to consider the romance structure present in current theories of the 

Anthropocene and how these narratives threaten to operate in an eco-nihilistic mode. 

Like Ahab, we have realized the sign of our ends is ourselves. Unfortunately, whereas 

Ishmael ultimately survives the experience, we will not jolt awake from our dreams of 

dissolution. Rather than the romance giving way to pantheism, our attempts to understand 
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the totality of the Anthropocene might appear more akin to Pip’s experience lost in the 

ocean, a point I discuss below.  

 

Measuring the World 

Ahab largely remains oblivious of the tree as a material commodity (and of course 

Ahab would not be privy to Ishmael’s description of Ahab as a tree). As the tree is so 

central for describing Ahab, it is not unsurprising that Ishmael also uses the tree as a 

measurement for time and whale bodies. Principally, one might say: in Moby-Dick, 

whales signify time. Though they range from biblical, mythological, or universal time, 

whales nonetheless materialize time scales that span beyond human history. In order to 

negotiate the various scales of time—environmental, whale, human, and otherwise—

Melville employs the tree as a literal and metaphoric measurement. In his attempts to 

measure the world and its history, Ishmael reveals the romance’s principle temporal 

investment as in the future rather than the past.  

Perhaps unsurprisingly, as Ishmael (or Pip) tries to articulate scales and 

timeframes beyond the individual or the human, the descriptions become sublime. The 

sublime nature of these descriptions (and the sublime is always important for the 

romance) signals the ways in which Melville’s romance remains invested in the 

ungraspable components of life—the realities separated by the threshold of abyssal 

ruptures. The romantic conception of unknowableness, I think, is particularly important 

when trying to conceptualize the Anthropocene as a worldview. How does one 

encapsulate totality without being consumed by it? As Ishmael and Pip demonstrate, 

negotiating multi-temporal scales outside of human time proves problematic, and both 

Ishmael and Pip return to the familiar trope of the sublime as a means to organize and 
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categorize nonhuman time. The Anthropocene, as a romantic theory of history, borders 

on the conceptual limits of understanding. If Ishmael uses the tree to relate the whale to 

his own experience, “Savage Arcadia” follows suit and draws on the specific trope of the 

tree in the romance to measure the world, past and future.  

Musing on exactly how long whales will inhabit the seas, Melville never offers a 

definitive end point, but he is very clear that the whale existed well before man. Despite 

their prehistoric origins, however, whales and their remains are easily discoverable 

through the American plantation. Melville describes the discovery of a prehistoric whale 

on an Alabama plantation: “the most wonderful of all cetacean relics was the almost 

complete vast skeleton of an extinct monster, found in the year 1842, on the plantation of 

Judge Creagh, in Alabama” (402). Indeed, Melville claims that the planter mistakes the 

bones for a dinosaur and the slaves “took it for the bones of one of the fallen angels” 

(402). This scene, as Ishmael reflects upon it, quickly signals a scale outside the scope of 

man: “I am, by a flood, borne back to that wondrous period, ere time itself can be said to 

have begun; for time began with man…. Who can show a pedigree like Leviathan? 

Ahab’s harpoon had shed older blood than the Pharaohs’” (402). The whales denote a 

period before human time, and it is through violence (whaling and plantations) that 

humans intersect with this deeper nonhuman time.  

The discovery of whale fossils on the Alabama plantation, as it turns out, was a 

true story—Melville often borrowed true stories wholesale. The whale remains were 

discovered, in part, because of cultivation and erosion caused from planting. S. B. 

Buckley in “On the Zeuglodon Remains of Alabama” in The American Journal of 

Science writes of the fossils, “[a] negro that morning had discovered them with his 

plough, while ploughing, lying in a gentle slope of land, whose surface had been much 
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carried away by the late rains. The field had been in cultivation during many years” 

(127). Indeed, Judge Creagh was “among the first settlers of Alabama,” and Buckley told 

of “the large number of bones which were on his and the adjoining plantations, when he 

first moved there, how they interfered with the tillage of the soil” (129). There were so 

many bones that Creagh had often taken to burning them. At least according to S.B. 

Buckley, Melville’s description of slaves believing the bones to be from a “fallen angel” 

seems to be apocryphal. In actuality, Creagh’s slaves would have had to clear the fields, 

presumably clearing trees in addition to tilling the land. We might even speculate that in 

burning underbrush and scrub trees removed from the fields the slaves burned the fossils 

and bones as well. Ishmael might report to be “borne back” by flood to this earlier period, 

but it is by flood and cultivation that the whalebones appear for collection and disposal.  

Unsurprisingly, violence and representation mark the beginnings of human time 

in relation to the whale. Ishmael states, “I am horror-struck at this antemosaic, unsourced 

existence of the unspeakable terrors of the whale, which, having been before all time, 

must need exist after all humane ages are over” (402). The Longman Critical Edition 

defines “antemosaic” as “before Moses,” but arguably Melville intends before “mosaic” 

to suggest before illustration—the whale exists before human forms of representation, but 

human changes to the environment undoubtedly rewrite the relation between these scales 

of time. Though the whale may exist before forms of representation, violence marks the 

entry of man into time. Humans access the whale (and time outside human scale) through 

systemized production, such as the plantation or the whaling industry. It is these large-

scale monoculture and farming institutions that played such a pivotal role in the 

instigation of climate change. To this end, through these capitalistic ventures humans 

encounter the whale and time extending beyond human scales. However, it is also 
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through the plantation and the whaler that humans rewrite and alter the world around 

them. Indeed, Melville ponders how long the whale will last: “whether Leviathan can 

long endure so wide a chase, and so remorseless a havoc; whether he must not at last be 

exterminated from the waters, and the last whale, like the last man, smoke his last pipe, 

and then himself evaporate in the final puff” (404). But, with a perverse irony only 

known to contemporary readers, Melville’s claim that the whales will survive 

overharvesting—that whales “can at last resort to their Polar citadels, and dividing under 

the ultimate glassy barriers and walls there, come up among icy fields and floes; and in a 

charmed circle of everlasting December, bid defiance to all pursuit from man” (405)—

will not come true. With global warming, these “Polar citadels” are clearly no longer the 

fortresses Melville imagined them to be.  

The tension between whale and tree materializes in the South Pacific as Ishmael 

describes the figure of a dead whale transformed into a living loom of tropical flora. The 

remains, through Ishmael’s vision, transform from dead whale into romantic vision and 

an ecological metaphysics. Ishmael recalls the whale “had been found dead and stranded, 

with his head against a cocoa-nut tree, whose plumage-like, tufted droopings seemed his 

verdant jet” (396). The tree oddly becomes part of the whale and recalls the expelled air 

from its spout. Using a “green measuring-rod”—in other words, he cuts a fresh branch 

from a tree—Ishmael begins to measure out the various bones and ribs of the dead whale 

(397). However, before Ishmael commits to measuring and recording the remains of the 

whale, the narration transmogrifies the scene of the whale and its green trappings into an 

elaborate arboreal loom metaphor:  

The wood was green as mosses of the Icy Glen; the trees stood high and haughty, 

feeling their living sap; the industrious earth beneath was a weaver’s loom, with a 
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gorgeous carpet on it, whereof the ground-vine tendrils formed the warp and 

woof, and the living flowers the figures. All the trees, with all their laden 

branches; all the shrubs, and ferns, and grasses; the message-carrying air; all these 

unceasingly were active. (396) 

The landscape transforms into a moving, living loom. Rather than a solitary skeleton of a 

whale—a vignette in which one tree replicates the spout of the whale—the narrative 

draws its focus from the whale to its ecological bed.  

 Once the scene transforms from whalebones to a living, arboreal loom, Ishmael’s 

musings on the universe approach the sublime. Amidst the great loom, Ishmael declares 

the presence of the “weaver-god” (396). The green loom is so overwhelming that even 

the “weaver-god” cannot hear: “he hears no mortal voice; and by that humming, we too, 

who look on the loom are deafened; and only when we escape it shall we hear the 

thousand voices that speak through it” (396). The deafening multitudinous form of “god” 

here in the loom recalls and repeats the fantastic loom Pip sees as he floats alone in the 

ocean. Underneath the ocean, Pip sees a radical shift in form and hierarchy: lurking 

beneath the waves exists a materialized sublimity that overtakes human forms and 

prioritizes the material world as the purveyor of history and time. When Pip jumps out of 

the whaleboat, he is left out in the middle of the sea. In the isolation of the ocean, Pip 

goes insane. His insanity, however, focuses on the environment:  

The sea had jeeringly kept his finite body up, but drowned the infinite of his soul. 

Not drowned entirely, though. Rather carried down alive to wondrous depths, 

where strange shapes of the unwarped primal world glided to and fro before his 

passive eyes; and the miser-merman, Wisdom, revealed his hoarded heaps; and 

among the joyous, heartless, ever-juvenile eternities, Pip saw the multitudinous, 
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God-omnipresent, coral insects, that out of the firmament of waters heaved the 

colossal orbs. He saw God’s foot upon the treadle of the loom, and spoke it; and 

therefore his shipmates called him mad. (367) 

The oceanic, coral insects are so many and so ever-present, they appear God-like. The 

submarine ecology forms as “God’s foot upon the treadle.” Pip’s experience, like 

Ishmael’s with the green whale, cannot account for the radical displacement of the 

human. Pip realizes his sheer isolation from the ship and his shipmates, and the scale of 

the oceanic world becomes a sight so alienating, that he internalizes the ruptured 

threshold between himself and the multitude.  

Following his isolation, Pip’s reading of the material world mixes human with 

tree, ocean with land. Pip recalls his father chopping down a pine tree only to find “a 

silver ring grown over in it; some old darkey’s wedding ring” (385). Unsure of the ring’s 

origins, Pip believes that as the ring was found in the tree so too will Ahab’s doubloon be 

found in the remains of the ship: “And so they’ll say in the resurrection when they come 

to fish up this old mast, and find a doubloon lodged in it, with bedded oysters for the 

shaggy bark. Oh, the gold! The precious, precious gold--the green miser’ll hoard ye 

soon” (385). In the resurrection, rather than dredging up the lost bodies of drowned 

sailors, the mast will appear, covered in oysters, having continued to grow rather than 

decay. The masts of The Pequod are often referred to as living trees: “a gentle air 

impelling her keel, so that in the surrounding serenity her three tall tapering masts mildly 

waved to that languid breeze, as three mild palms on a plain” (249). And one of the crew 

notes, “How the three pines shake! Pines are the hardest sort of tree to live when shifted 

to any other soil, and here there’s none but the crew’s cursed clay” (170). Though 

harvested and milled to stand as masts in a ship, Melville and the crew liken the masts to 
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their former living forms. Though the sailor laments the “crew’s cursed clay” as no 

healthy soil for the transplanted timber, according to Pip the trees continue to grow once 

submerged in the depths of the ocean. 

The strange intermingled theory of life and death as told by Pip reappears in 

Ishmael’s whale tree vision. Returning to the island and whale, Ishmael describes the 

scene further: the whale and the green weavings of trees and tendrils encompass and 

consume the body of the whale. Indeed, the dead whale’s tremendous skeleton transforms 

into a perverse trellis for the floral and arboreal growth—“Death trellised Life”—and the 

whale becomes indistinguishable from the foliage (396). The living flowers are yet 

“curly-headed glories” (396). The whale is so indistinguishable from the growing vines 

and trees that Ishmael fancies the whale himself the weaver-god: 

Now, amid the green, life-restless loom of that Arsacidean wood, the great, white, 

worshipped skeleton lay lounging ….Yet, as the ever-woven verdant warp and 

woof intermixed and hummed around him, the mighty idler seemed the cunning 

weaver; himself all woven over with vines; every month assuming greener, 

fresher verdure; but himself a skeleton. (396) 

Melville tasks the whale with the symbolism of both life and death: the bones stand as a 

literal trellis for the green vines and flowers. The longer Ishmael stares at the 

conglomeration of bones and flora, he becomes convinced that the “cunning weaver” is 

the whale turned tree. 

The floral whale skeleton operates in the same way Melville describes the tree in 

a painting of a romance. As in Melville’s early description of the romance, where the 

image worked by the means of a hollowed out trees and “a hermit and a crucifix within,” 

this tension in the image reveals and revels in the “the ungraspable phantom of life; and 
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this is the key to it all” (22). In the hollowed out tree, the onlooker may see something 

within the darkness, and Melville combines biblical iconography with romantic figures to 

construct romance. There is a similar pattern to the dead whale as the island flora comes 

to life and wraps around the dead bones. The whale skeleton as trellis creates a hollow 

shell, and the trees, roots and flowers form around the skeleton to complete the illusion—

Ishmael can ponder the “ungraspable phantom of life” in the darkness as the environment 

imbues a façade of life on the whalebones.  

In a seemingly romantic act, Ishmael partially inscribes on his own body the 

measurements of the whale. After measuring out the whalebones, Ishmael tattoos the 

measurements on his arm, or at least the available space:  

The skeleton dimensions I shall now proceed to set down are copied verbatim 

from my right arm, where I had them tattooed; as in my wild wanderings at that 

period, there was no other secure way of preserving such valuable statistics. But 

as I was crowded for space, and wished the other parts of my body to remain a 

blank page for a poem I was then composing. (397) 

As Ahab carries the marks of the white whale, Ishmael also bears the marks of the whale 

having filled a limb with the measurements of this sublime tropical figure. Ishmael marks 

his body as a mosaic representing the encounter with the now dead whale. Leaving space 

for poetry, Ishmael’s body is only a temporary log. Though the tattoo is presumably 

permanent, Ishmael is not. The whalebones stand as a specific reminder that Ishmael’s 

skin will not last beyond death. On Ishmael’s body, Melville places the competing 

timescales of whale and human time next to each other. 

 The figure of the “green” whale becomes more complicated as we look at 

Melville’s source text. As scholars such as Anne Baker have noted, Melville’s description 
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of the island closely parallels an island described by Captain Charles Wilkes in his 

Narrative of the United States Exploring Expedition During the Years 1838, 1839, 1840, 

1841, 1842 (1845). Melville purchased a copy of Wilkes’s narrative in 1847. Though 

Baker and others contend Melville drew from Wilkes’s account, citing similarities in the 

description of the temples on the island, scholars have not yet considered the import of 

Wilkes’s attention to the tree and flora that clearly captured Melville’s imagination (see 

Figure 1). The overwhelming, near sublime aesthetic in Wilkes’s narrative of the South 

Pacific is a tree—not the whale but a tree.  
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Fig. 1 Agate. Ficus of Banyan, Tree. 1842, drawing. Narrative of the United States 

Exploring Expedition During the Years 1838, 1838, 1840, 1841, 1842 (1845).  
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Wilkes, naming the island “Bowditch,” describes the “extensive groves of cocoa-

nut trees and shrubbery” (10). The island, Wilkes continues, boasts a “vast variety of 

parasitic plants with which all the trees were covered, and which, in the groves, were so 

thick as to form masses impenetrable to the rays of the sun” (26). Though Wilkes does 

not discover on Bowditch (or any island for that matter) a massive skeleton of a whale, he 

does encounter an enormous tree. Wilkes writes, “A remarkable ficus was passed on this 

trip… and which will give a good idea of their size and manner of growth: the road or 

path passes through its trunk. A number of other trees were remarkable: among them the 

‘ife,’ a gigantic chestnut, with its projecting buttresses around the trunk” (26). If Wilkes 

was indeed an influence for Melville’s chapter on these islands, it is entirely possible 

Melville recasts the giant tree as a whale but keeps the overwhelming tropical flora. The 

sublime qualities of such a tree as the “ife”—close but not quite the tree of “life”—

warrants, in a romantic sense, Ishmael’s metaphysical ponderings. It is not a surprise, 

then, that the tree is the unit of measurement as the whale fills the space once occupied by 

the tree. 

For Melville, neither the whale nor the tree could alone articulate romance: as 

with the tension between hermit and hollowed tree, the dialectical aesthetic of bone and 

tree materializes romance. Reading this material romance, as Ishmael does and Pip 

attempts, is no easy task. Whereas I argue Ahab cannot read his own romantic structure 

(at least not until the end), Ishmael’s reading suggests one cannot account for the multi-

temporal, multi-species assemblage without being overwhelmed by the sublime. For Pip, 

reading his own isolation and attempting to come to terms with the rupture between 

himself and the world results in madness. To this end, reading for the dark romance in 

Moby-Dick exhibits the problematic, near impossible task of reading and accounting for 
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the totality that is climate change. In the final section, I examine ways in which Melville 

and Moby-Dick come to terms with this alienation. 

 

Coffins and Cindered Apples 

In the final moments of the narrative, the figure of wood reappears in prosthetic 

form: Queequeg’s coffin functions as a wooden surrogate for the lost body, and Ishmael 

clutches onto the coffin. As Ishmael floats in the water after The Pequod is destroyed, he 

rests “buoyed up by that coffin” before eventually being rescued (500). With Queequeg 

now gone, the wooden coffin fills Queequeg’s former role of taking care of Ishmael. 

During the initial creation of the coffin, while measuring out the box, the carpenter “took 

Queequeg’s measure with great accuracy, regularly chalking Queequeg’s person as he 

shifted the rule” (418). As the carpenter marks the timber for cutting, in turn he also 

marks upon the body of Queequeg. Queequeg mirrors this process: after deciding that he 

will not die after all, Queequeg spends his remaining time “copying parts of the twisted 

tattooing on his body” onto the coffin itself (421). As a prosthetic replication of 

Queequeg’s person, the wooden coffin not only signals the absence of Queequeg but the 

finality of his absence in the future. If Queequeg’s empty coffin announces loss, it also 

heralds his continued absence. The wooden surrogate, then, necessarily points both 

backward and forward in time.  

This double temporal vector opened up by the material prosthetic operates in 

Ahab’s person. Having lost his peg leg, Ahab tasks the carpenter with making a new one. 

While the carpenter attempts to saw another one, he finds his stock of whalebones 

disintegrating. The carpenter declares, “this bone is dust is (sneezes) why it’s (sneezes)—

yes it’s (sneezes)—bless my soul, it won’t let me speak! This is what an old fellow gets 
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now for working in dead lumber. Saw a live tree, and you don’t get this dust; amputate a 

live bone, and you don’t get it” (411). For the carpenter, the whalebone becomes nothing 

more than dead lumber. Fittingly, Ahab has no live limb or live bone left to saw as he is 

figured as a dead tree with a hollowed trunk. And again, Melville places the dead 

whalebone figuratively against the live tree (a parallel of Ishmael’s tropical sublime 

vision).  

But here, the presence of an absent limb strikes at something deeper. Indeed, 

Ahab laments that the false leg always proves false, especially as his body remembers the 

former limb: “when I come to mount this leg thou makest, I shall nevertheless fell 

another leg in the same identical place; that is, carpenter, my old lost leg, the flesh and 

blood one” (412-13). Ahab repeats this sentiment, “a dismasted man never entirely loses 

the feeling of his old spar”; further still, Ahab says, “put thy live leg here in the place 

where mine once was; so now, here is only one distinct leg to the eye, yet two to the 

soul” (413). The problem of Ahab’s lost leg is that his body remembers it and even 

projects the limb in its proper place. Ahab’s limb operates as a threshold between past 

and present—a present that will never be whole and a past returning only in spirit. 

Indeed, Ahab’s lost limb and its replacement operates as Melville’s romantic structure.  

Ahab can still feel his lost limb, and the surrogate fills the void but doesn’t 

convince the mind. There is a dark similarity between the lost limb and Ahab’s vision of 

his lost progeny. Melville describes Ahab as “a blighted fruit tree” having cast his “last, 

cindered apple to the soil” (473). Fittingly, Melville figures Ahab’s progeny and 

production as dying and blighted. While the coffin or the limb can function as a material 

surrogate, what can replace dead children? Perhaps the most pernicious component to 

Ahab’s fated monomaniacal nature is that his seed is poisoned. Romance par excellence, 
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the structure of the cursed family bloodline reveals the final philosophical problem for 

the Anthropocene—there are no surrogates for our loss, and the progeny bears the curse 

of the tree. Melville’s romantic structure prompts us to consider how we are the cause of 

our own ends even before we know the end has arrived. So too does the Anthropocene. 

But Melville’s brief turn to think of progeny and Ahab’s cindered apples provoke us to 

think of futurity even in the face of the end.  

The coffin, surrogate, and cindered apples reify the present as a romantic moment: 

the phantom limb registers the loss experienced in the past while simultaneously never 

allowing the surrogate limb to fill the absence. In other words, the surrogate limb, like 

children figured as cindered apples, forces Ahab into a whirlwind of the present defined 

and maintained by a stark sedimentation of time. For Melville, progeny and stand-in 

limbs both attempt to fill the absent spaces beyond the person, and Melville renders both 

of these attempts at futurity as already gone. This temporal collapse essentially functions 

to create the present moment as the pivotal romantic moment. This romantic moment is 

precisely the cyclical logic of the Anthropocene.  

The theory of the Anthropocene, as a romance, operates in the same way as both 

Queequeg’s coffin and Ahab’s surrogate limb. As a theory that works toward 

understanding the totality of climate change and the loss therein, the Anthropocene 

threatens to become a decaying, snapping limb that we know will not sufficiently fill the 

space of our loss. And because of the Anthropocene’s teleological extension into 

perpetuity—the earth will presumably henceforth always be measured by human 

impact—the apples of the tree are indeed cindered. In this regard, the Anthropocene 

becomes as Queequeg’s coffin, and the Anthropocene-as-coffin is all that is left to hold 

on to when the world is gone.  
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****** 

As Chapter 1showed, Hawthorne and Kennedy model a theory of history that 

anticipates the Anthropocene: through the tree and wooden planks, Hawthorne and 

Kennedy each craft a romance that intertwines human history with environmental history. 

This chapter argues Melville adopts this rhetorical strategy of the tree as history, and 

Melville qua Ishmael describes Ahab and Ahab’s fate through this mode. Whereas on the 

eve of crisis in the mid-nineteenth century, Hawthorne and Kennedy both look back to 

early American moments of settlement, Melville simultaneously looks much further back 

in history (as prehistory before man) and towards the inevitable ends in the future. 

Furthermore, Melville highlights the central philosophical liability of the Anthropocene, 

namely, the process of realizing we are the cause of our own ends.  

In the second section of “Savage Arcadia,” “The Southern Wilderness” continues 

to be interested in the Anthropocene as a theory of history but more so directly engages 

with the historicity of the Anthropocene. That is, the historicity of how the human 

dominates the environment to the extent that human history and environmental history 

become inseparable. In this next section, I explore the deforestation in the South and the 

racialized labor utilized to alter the environment. While authors such as Harriet Beecher 

Stowe, Charles Chesnutt, and William Faulkner also draw on the tree as a formal trope, 

their writing clearly attends to the environmental and labor history of the South.  
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Section II: 

 
The Southern Wilderness 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 3:  
 

Romance of Gothic Growth: Harriet Beecher Stowe, Swamps, and 
Maroonage 

 
 

“Yes; I’m almost a tree-worshipper. I have no respect for a man who can’t 
appreciate a tree”  

-- Dred: A Tale of the Great Dismal Swamp, 114 
 
 
 

In 1764, twelve years before American Independence, George Washington was 

busy on the 4th of July: Washington was updating his accounts and recording the 

appraisement of slaves sent to labor in the Great Dismal Swamp. According to the 

minutes of the Dismal Swamp Land Company from the year prior, “the work of draining 

Improving and Saving the Land cannot be begun with less than Fifty able male labouring 

Slaves,” and each member of the Company should provide at least five such slaves (np). 

Washington, with other planters, had purchased the large tracts of the swamp a year 

before and planned to drain the swamp. (Turns out “draining” the swamp has always 

been a presidential aspiration). Some ninety years later, Fredrick Douglass famously 

asked, “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?,” and to some slaves it still meant hard 

labor in the unforgiving wetlands of Virginia. Though George Washington would be long 

dead, the swamp was still a swamp, and the Great Dismal Swamp was still very much an 

active site for labor: slaves still toiled; now no longer attempting to drain the swamp, 
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slaves instead dug canals through the soggy wilderness while cutting trees for timber and 

shingles.i  

Nearly two hundred years after Washington recorded and valued the slaves sent to 

clear the swamp, a legal consultant for the Union Bag-Camp Paper Corporation produced 

a memorandum tracing the Dismal Swamp’s ownership from Washington to Union Bag-

Camp. Why would a paper company be so interested in connecting their swamp and 

timber holdings to George Washington? The paper company clearly expressed no 

conservationist sentiment toward the area: the company would eventually donate their 

Virginia portions of the swamp to the Nature Conservancy and the Department of the 

Interior after, of course, harvesting the last 20,000 aces of the remaining virgin timber. 

But before donating the land, there was clearly an interest in the legacy of the swamp, not 

for environmental reasons but for historical ones.  

While the Union Bag-Camp Paper Corporation would never know it, the legacy 

of the Great Dismal Swamp might have been very different. Before dying, Washington 

offered his portion of the swamp and company to Henry Lee (Robert E. Lee’s father). 

Lee was ultimately unable to produce the funds to purchase the swamp. This strange, near 

exchange of property might have seen a different course of environmental and national 

history. I cannot help but hear, as a haunting specter, Melville’s words describing a 

defeated Lee entering the capital: “Who looks at Lee must think of Washington; / In pain 

must think, and hide the thought, / so deep with grievous mean it is fraught” (143). 

Alternative history aside, the Dismal Swamp is a morass of environmental, economic, 

and national history. 

The long economic, environmental, and literary history of the swamp, from the 

nation’s beginnings to our contemporary moment, proves to be a complicated one. 
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Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Dred: A Tale of the Great Dismal Swamp (1865) provides the 

pivotal link to connect the pre-Revolutionary, swamp labor, paper production, and 

timbering to our contemporary moment. Fully immersed in the material, Stowe emerges 

from the swamp appearing more akin to Henry David Thoreau. To this end, Stowe’s 

Dred provides a window through which to theorize the relation between swamp and 

plantation, the human and the nonhuman, the maroon and the slave. Indeed, through the 

image of the swamp and the figure of the tree, Stowe theorizes the romance as a form that 

unites human history with environment. Reading Stowe as a romancer, much akin to 

Nathaniel Hawthorne or Herman Melville, this chapter argues Stowe’s second novel, 

rather than solely a more radical approach to abolition, is a departure from the 

sentimental tradition. 

In reading Stowe’s second novel as a romance, “Savage Arcadia” attends to the 

ways in which Stowe theorizes a relationship between history and the environment. 

Stowe’s prose and landscape descriptions often become nearly as impenetrable as the 

swamp she describes, but Dred represents Stowe’s most sustained engagement with the 

romantic tradition of creating a history that tells a broader story beyond the human. 

Reading the messiness between body and tree, plantation and swamp, Stowe’s regional 

history operates as, and exposes the limitations of, the Anthropocene.  

Nearly twenty years after writing Dred, Stowe provides a more conservative 

reading of the southern environment. From her Florida plantation house, Stowe composes 

a series of letters, collected as Palmetto Leaves (1873) and a short story, “Our Florida 

Plantation” (1879). Rather than the entrenched and tangled relation between person and 

environment offered in Dred, Stowe’s Florida writing attempts to read an environmental 

history instead of the human centered regional and national history. The archive of the 
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Dismal Swamp and the long history of timbering read alongside Dred reveals Stowe’s 

later impulse to be an impossible one, particularly in the age of climate change.  

 Taken together, Dred and Palmetto Leaves prompt a reconsideration of the figure 

of the maroon—a popular figure for nineteenth century abolitionists and contemporary 

Americanist scholars alike. As the environmental consequences of the Anthropocene 

reshape the global environment, thereby increasingly making portions of the world 

unlivable and problematizing separation between geographic spaces, it is important to 

attend to the fantasies of escaping to some form of outside (geographically and 

economically). What, then, is maroonage in the age of climate change?  

 

Dred  

Dred is a particularly complicated novel, in part, because Stowe changed the 

focus of the novel midway through writing it, a point I discuss below. The first portion 

follows Nina Gordon, a young coquettish plantation mistress, and her relationship with 

Edward Clayton. Nina dies midway through the novel, and Clayton then experiments 

with different attempts at abolition. The eponymous Dred, a mixture of Denmark Vesey 

and Nat Turner, is a revolutionary fugitive slave living in the swamp adjacent to the 

Gordon plantation. Before dying in the swamp, Dred helps several slaves escape to the 

North through the South (including Nina’s half brother, Henry, a slave on the plantation). 

The novel tends to alternate between the plantation and the swamp: almost all the 

characters enter the swamp, however briefly.  

In Dred, Stowe shapes the swamp into an opaque, shifting metaphor. Rather than 

glossing over these messy moments or proposing the novel’s inconsistencies result from 

Stowe’s impassioned change of thematic direction, I argue that the swamp represents 
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Stowe’s experimental foray into the romance characterized by Hawthorne and Melville. 

As “Savage Arcadia” argues that the romance depends on the intertwining of 

environmental with human time, Stowe’s swamp romance not only depicts a landscape as 

a metaphor for the system of slavery but also depicts a landscape shaped by human 

systems. Further, reading Stowe’s romantic swamp theory alongside the history of the 

Great Dismal Swamp (a rather industrious space) offers a new space for theorizing the 

political possibilities of the swamp and maroonage. That is, the Dismal Swamp’s history 

limits the radical alterity of maroonage, and in doing so, ponders the limits and 

possibilities of the “outside,” either spatially and temporally, both in the past and in the 

Anthropocene.ii  

At first glance, Stowe articulates a clear separation of plantation and swamp 

through environmental description, utilizing the pastoral and the sublime, respectively. 

Upon further inspection, however, Stowe inconsistently characterizes the swamp—the 

swamp fluctuates from an overwhelming experience to a pastoral respite. Stowe’s 

environmental descriptions are a bog, a brackish mixture of romance, ecology and 

political theory. The swamp and its romance are akin to the figure of a tree tangled in 

moss, Stowe’s most consistent metaphor in the novel. As we dig through the shifting and 

sinking landscape, it becomes hard to distinguish the tree from the growing vines—and it 

is never quite clear if the tree is supporting the vines or the vines are killing the tree. In 

the same way, Stowe casts the relation of swamp and plantation as metaphor and space, 

in multiple valances. 

 In part, Dred combines two figures the field of American studies believes it 

knows well: Harriet Beecher Stowe and the swamp. Any consideration of Stowe’s second 

novel must contend with the stories we’ve told ourselves about Stowe and her writings as 
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well as with our narratives about the role and space of the swamp. These narratives 

overdetermine and structure readings and expectations of Stowe’s writing. As Robert 

Levine suggests, “Dred can be read as Stowe’s thoughtful novelistic response to the 

changing political and cultural climate of the mid-1850s, and as her own highly mediated 

‘response’ to Uncle Tom’s Cabin” (“Introduction” x). In part, Levine’s assertion that 

Dred was written as a revision of sorts of Uncle Tom’s Cabin encapsulates our critical 

narrative of Stowe’s antebellum career more broadly. Critical responses, historic or 

contemporary, have found fault with Uncle Tom’s Cabin: Martin Delany thought Stowe 

did not and could not know enough about life as an African American in the United 

States; James Baldwin would argue the same nearly 100 years later.iii In response to these 

negative reviews of her time, Stowe produced A Key To Uncle Tom’s Cabin—a 

compilation of historical evidence defending how she depicted slavery and the South in 

her first novel. As contemporary scholars have slowly rediscovered Dred, critics often 

utilize the novel as a litmus test: did Stowe revise her depictions of African Americans? 

Does she produce a more politically progressive argument toward the abolition of 

slavery? For example, Samuel Otter argues that, “in Dred, Stowe still finds it difficult to 

imagine freedom, that is, to depict Africans in the United States living outside the 

geographical, legal, and psychological confinements of slavery” but that Stowe 

nonetheless makes progress (32). Or similarly, Martha Schoolman argues that “Dred 

helps theorize a shift in abolitionist tactics toward a more radical, even apocalyptic 

activism” (164). By and large, these critical responses necessarily limit our foray into 

Dred and the Dismal Swamp. As it stands, Dred must answer for the problems of Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin or at least offer a potentially more radical, less sentimental, and pragmatic 

answer for the problem of slavery.  
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One crucial aspect of Dred that falls outside the critical view, then, is the problem 

of genre. Levine regards Dred as a far more experimental novel than Stowe’s first, 

engaging with the forms and modes of realism and romance. Stowe, Levine argues, 

confronts “epistemological uncertainties and anxieties that we have come to regard as 

central to many of the canonical works of the ‘American Renaissance,’” and it is 

“Stowe’s relatively firm belief in Christ’s redemptive role in human history that keeps 

her from reaching the sorts of interpretative abysses that one encounters, say, in Moby-

Dick” (xvii). Indeed, the “epistemological uncertainties” have been radically ignored 

(even as Levine acknowledges the novel’s complexity, he does not explore the 

“interpretative abysses” Dred purports to offer). Lawrence Buell finds a similar problem 

of genre, in both Uncle Tom’s Cabin and Dred: “Both novels alternate, sometimes 

disconcertingly, between a mode of attempted sociological realism and a mode of 

visionary melodrama,” but Buell notes, “Dred seems more willfully divided against 

itself” (“Harriet Beecher Stowe” 199). These “interpretative abysses” become both 

figurative and literal in Dred: the romantic, “visionary,” and “epistemological 

uncertainties” manifest in Stowe’s description of the swamp and Southern landscape.  

In fact, Stowe was originally writing a novel far more akin to a plantation novel 

but changed the novel (and the title) midway through writing. According to Alice 

Crozier, the first few hundred pages might as well be a plantation novel and “gives 

promise of a pleasant little tale set in a lush plantation background and allowing for the 

free play of romantic incident” (39). Nearly 50 years later, Martha Schoolman echoes 

Crozier (and Levine), describing Dred as “indebted to the contemporaneous tradition of 

the southern plantation novel, which draws its romantic power from the courtship drama 

between southern plantation heirs and its comic energies from the interactions between 
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masters and the enslaved” (164). As Stowe was writing, South Carolina Congressman 

Preston Brooks caned Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner, and following the caning, 

Stowe changed the novel. Originally titled for Nina Gordon, the young heroine and love 

interest of Edward Clayton, the novel drastically changes: Stowe kills the heroine and 

courtship plot and moves the readers from the pastoral of the plantation to the sublime of 

the Dismal Swamp. In reference to the caning, Crozier writes,  

The inflammatory effects of these events, which occurred in a period of two 

weeks, was, as her biographer puts it, to make Mrs. Stowe, then nearing what 

proved to be the middle of her second novel, suddenly feel herself borne by the 

inspiration which had carried her so triumphantly through Uncle Tom’s Cabin. 

(40) 

Crozier’s argument that the caning changed Stowe’s thematic direction is well accepted 

among scholars, and I do not refute this. Rather, I am interested in the ways that this 

autobiographical epiphany, a novelistic caesura, relegates “romance” to the plantation. In 

other words, the story of how Dred came to be suggests a stark separation between the 

plantation and the swamp.   

On the one hand, this characterization of portions of Dred as plantation romance 

displaces any theoretical possibilities of romance as solely tied to “romantic incident” 

rather than reading Dred in the dark romance tradition and the romance’s inclination, as 

Levine suggests, to grapple with the metaphysical. On the other hand, this places the 

plantation and swamp in a dialectical tension wherein the plantation and swamp stand in 

stark distinction. Counter to Crozier and others, I argue Stowe only truly begins to 

explore and experiment with the genre of romance once the novel enters the swamp. 

Furthermore, attending to the history of the Great Dismal Swamp reveals the swamp as 
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an industrial arm of the plantation economy. Rather than as separate spaces, the 

plantation and the swamp in the Virginia landscape operate constitutively.  

If scholarship has critical investments in how and why we read Stowe, scholarship 

has an equal commitment to theorizing the space of the swamp. Indeed, contemporary 

responses to the swamp, in Dred and across the circum-Caribbean, reveal the disordered 

mystery the swamp purports to offer to both historical personages and the literary alike. 

For example, Matthew Wynn Sivils argues, “The Southern Gothic swamp became so 

fully developed as a cultural signifier during the nineteenth century that it served as a 

form of shorthand for the various miseries of the Southern experience, especially slavery” 

(“Gothic Landscapes” 88). Or as David Miller claims in his influential description of the 

swamp, “An ambiguous realm (neither land nor water), the swamp defies the pervasive 

logical distinctions at the basis of culture: the demarcation between life and death and 

polarities such as good and evil, light and dark, male and female” (78). Likewise, Erin E. 

Forbes suggests that the swamp is the “melding of place and person, human and 

nonhuman, land and water” (370). Anarchy materialized, the swamp becomes a 

shorthand for something akin to a posthuman assemblage, not unlike Allewaert’s Ariel’s 

Ecology. This shorthand finds its way neatly into readings of Dred.  

 This indeterminacy of space quickly becomes political. Reading Dred, Maria 

Karaflilis argues that the swamp is a “shape-shifting, uncontainable, unknowable, and 

virtually uncultivable space” that “defies private ownership and challenges the traditional 

conception of the nation with borders to be established and enforced” (38). Indeed, 

Karaflilis argues that the swamp in Dred operates as an “‘un-American’ borderland 

space” and functions as a “profound” challenge to the plantation (24). Equally optimistic, 

John Carlos Rowe posits, “Dred symbolically creates a multiracial—African American, 
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mulatto, white—community with its own laws and religious values as a utopian 

alternative to the corrupt slaveocracy” (45). Though not all scholars have such positivist 

readings,iv most scholars want the swamp in Dred and the historicity of maroons to resist 

the plantation and offer possibilities for alternative assemblages.v The problem, 

unfortunately, is that the Dismal Swamp historically and even in Stowe’s representation 

does not necessarily align with the shorthand Sivils and others propose for the swamp  

At first, Stowe clearly demarks the space between the plantation and the swamp, 

but slowly the line separating these spaces becomes blurred. The road leading to Nina’s 

plantation serves as the stage for several dramatic confrontations which also nearly result 

in Dred emerging from the swamp. As Lawrence Buell notes, Dred arrives at “crucial 

moments in the plot like a deus ex machina” (“Harriet Beecher Stowe” 199). As Harry, 

Nina’s black half-brother and a slave, travels back to the plantation, Stowe writes that he 

“str[ikes] into a circuitous path, which led along that immense belt of swampy land, to 

which the name of Dismal has been given” (196). Nearly two hundred pages into the 

novel—a novel with the subtitle “A Tale of the Great Dismal Swamp”—Stowe finally 

introduces the reader, albeit briefly, to the swamp and to the figure of Dred. As Dred 

emerges from the swamp, Stowe describes him as both exotic African prince and 

quintessential American pioneer. With “bowie-knife and hatchet. Over one shoulder he 

carried a rifle, and a shot-pouch was suspended to his belt,” Dred stands as both 

Leatherstocking and African prince (198). Here, Stowe juxtaposes the slave with the 

maroon, and the road effectively operates as a line separating and defining the two as 

such. After Harry strikes down Tom Gordon and escapes the plantation, Harry 

rendezvous with Dred at the very same spot on the road: “the fleet blood-horse was 

whirling, Harry and Lisette past bush and tree, till they arrived at the place where he had 
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twice before met Dred” (389). In this spot, Harry accepts Dred’s offer for sanctuary in the 

swamp and crosses into the swamp and adopts the status of runaway slave.  

Again, Stowe returns the reader to this stage for a brief confrontation between 

Clayton and Tom Gordon. “Riding deliberately through the woodland path in the vicinity 

of the swamp,” Clayton is ambushed by Gordon and two other masked riders. Using a 

gutta percha cane, Gordon beats Clayton before Dred and Harry intervene. Scholars have 

noted Gordon’s use of a gutta percha cane recreates the brutal and famous beating of 

Senator Charles Sumner by Congressman Preston Brooks. Tom beats Clayton, nearly to 

death, but Dred and Harry ambush the riders from the swamp. Stowe writes that Gordon 

experiences “a violent blow from an unseen hand [that] struck his right arm, and it fell 

broken, at his side” (493). Disabled, Gordon retreats while Dred and Harry remove 

Clayton to the maroon camp in the swamp. Indeed, this staged liminal space operates as a 

threshold between slave and free, life and near-death, plantation and swamp. The road 

separating the plantation and the swamp seemingly suggests the two spaces cannot exist 

in tandem. Though Stowe creates this singular access point to the swamp, her 

descriptions of the swamp slowly distort the lines of distinction.  

The figure of the tree, in part, bridges the liminal space between cultivation and 

“wild.” The trees function as a literal scaffold, allowing Dred to cross from the swamp 

into the forests and outskirts of the plantations. Aside from brief encounters with Harry, 

Dred remains in the swamp most of the novel. No white characters encounter Dred 

directly until the second volume. Even as Dred attends a camp meeting, he stays aloft in 

the treetops and delivers a prophetic and apocalyptic sermon to the camp attendees. As 

Dred speaks from the tree, his “savage familiarity with nature gave him the agility and 

stealthy adroitness of a wild animal,” and he walks from tree to tree, eventually 
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disappearing into the night and the swamp (264). Though trees are an important vehicle 

for the band of escaped slaves, Stowe develops a unique comparison between Dred and 

the trees of the swamp.  

When the readers finally arrive in the Dismal Swamp, Stowe again places Dred in 

the trees. Dred depends on the relation between body, particularly with respect to Dred’s 

body, and swamp. Stowe lavishly describes Dred in exotic, supernatural language, and it 

becomes hard to separate him from the swamp itself. As Dred walks through the tree 

tops, a storm approaches: “A low, shivering sigh crept through the woods, and swayed in 

weird whistling the tops of the pines; and sharp arrows of lightning came glittering down 

among the darkness of the branches” (275). Clouds block out the moonlight and “then 

came a broad, dazzling blinding sheet of flame, concentrating itself on the top of a tall 

pine near where Dred was standing” (276). In a scene reminiscent of the opening to 

Charles Brockden Brown’s Wieland; or The Transformation (1798), Dred’s spiritual 

experience materializes in the world in a blaze of fire, and the forest storm parallels 

Dred’s emotional outpour. The storm surrounds and envelops Dred and the forest; Stowe 

writes that the storm, “bent the forest like a reed, and large trees, uprooted from the 

spongy and tremulous soil, fell crashing with a tremendous noise” (276). Stowe continues 

to draw a parallel between Dred and the environment: “Our readers may imagine a 

human body of the largest and keenest vitality, to grow up so completely under the 

nursing influence of nature, that it may seem to be as perfectly en rapport with them as a 

tree” (274). It comes as no surprise that Dred must die in the swamp rather than escape 

with the party of runaways at the novel’s end. Stowe articulates Dred and the swamp as a 

complex morass, seemingly impenetrable and beautiful, gothic and picturesque. 
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While the tree provides a physical pathway from swamp to plantation and, as we 

will see later, an economic one as well, Stowe utilizes the tree to measure time. Stowe not 

only doubles the body of Dred and tree, she also layers tree upon tree, image upon image. 

The tree and the slave body become a tightly packed sedimentation of time. A tree marks 

Dred’s swamp settlement: not only marking the physical location, the tree functions as a 

grave, an altar, and a symbol of the covenant of the slave rebellion. Stowe describes the 

“blasted cedar-tree” not with foliage of its own; rather, the tree was “veiled from head to 

foot in long wreaths of tillandsia, the parasitic moss of these region” (278). In the 

morning light, the tree and the moss form “no unapt resemblance to a gigantic spectre 

[sic] dressed in mourning weeds” (278). At the base of the tree, “Dred had interred, from 

time to time, the bodies of fugitives which he found dead in the swamps” (279). In “its 

funeral-wreaths of moss,” the tree also has “a rude and ragged monument of stumps of 

trees, and tufts of moss, and leaves” (454). Dred dragged the old stumps in front of the 

tree as a gravestone for the recently deceased fugitive slaves.  

If the tree marks the liminal space between plantation and swamp, slave and 

fugitive, the tree also signals the temporal separation between complacency of slavery 

and Dred’s revolutionary impulse. The blasted cedar-tree forms a central image as the 

fugitive slaves form a covenant promising escape or revolution. On top of the arboreal 

tombstones of murdered fugitive slaves, Harry lights a pine-knot in the center of the 

circle. Stowe creates a visual parallel between this moment and Dred’s religious epiphany 

in the storm. With Dred’s introduction a storm snaps trees, overturning them so their 

roots and stumps are in the air while lightning strikes and alights a tree. This burning tree 

recalls Harry’s burning pine-knot, and Dred’s monument of tree stumps and moss, an 

organic altar, rematerializes in this religious moment. The blasted-tree materializes 
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Dred’s emotional and physical connection with the swamp, and it is on and through 

Dred’s body that the band of fugitives plans their escape. Together with the tree and the 

mound of tree stumps, Dred called the “strange, rugged oriental appellation, Jegar 

Sahadutha, or the ‘heap of witness’” (516). Fittingly, when Dred dies his body is placed 

next to the blasted-tree. The pine-knot light “fell with a red, distinct glare on the prostrate 

form that lay there like a kingly cedar uprooted, no more to wave its branches in air, yet 

mighty in its fall, with all the shaggy majesty of its branches around” (516). In front of 

the altar and in the light of the fire, Dred’s body becomes like an uprooted tree. The roots 

of the tree are covered with the dead bodies of runaway slaves and the stumps—the last 

remnants of timbered trees. Stowe continually layers body and tree: the tree that appears 

as if it is attending a funeral attends many. Dred’s lifeless body, in the light of the 

glowing pine knot, appears as an uprooted tree. He is both unique and a continuation; 

Dred is the kingly cedar, but his body appearing with upturned roots must look like many 

of the buried bodies next to upturned stumps.  

Stowe fashions Dred and his trees as the site for almost-rebellion and then escape, 

but the description of the swamp does not appear out of place in an argument about the 

American romance. The passages describing Dred’s predilection for the supernatural and 

his habitation in the swamp develop a theory of dark romance. Characterizing Dred’s 

countenance, Stowe references the Greeks and Romans who “held a person whose 

faculties were thus darkened as walking under the awful shadow of a supernatural 

presence”; and, “as the mysterious secrets of the stars only become visible at night, so in 

these eclipses of the more material faculties they held there was often an awakening of 

supernatural perceptions” (273). As the darkness obscures the material in shadow, the 

supernatural animates. According to Stowe, it is not that the body must dissipate for the 
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supernatural to take hold. Rather, since the supernatural already marks the subject as 

“darkened” and “walking under the awful shadow” of something beyond the human, the 

eclipse of the “material faculties” brings the bodily in parallel position with the 

ephemeral. Thus, Stowe continues to suggest that “modern materialism” cannot tolerate 

such supernatural phenomenon. She writes,  

 The hot and positive light of our modern materialism, which exhales from the 

 growth of our existence every dew-drop, which searches out and dries every 

 rivulet of romance, which sends an unsparing beam into every cool grotto of 

 poetic possibility, withering the moss, and turning the dropping cave to a dusty 

 den—this spirit, so remorseless, allows us no such indefinite land. (273)  

Materialism, as it were, threatens to dry out the rivulet and cast light into every grotto, 

thereby destroying anything indefinite. Now Stowe defines the supernatural as a 

romance—a dark, moist, and perhaps even decomposing landscape. Stowe’s description 

of romance and the supernatural depends upon an uncultivated, mysterious landscape. 

“Modern materialism” sounds a great deal like agriculture and the cultivation of the 

plantation. 

Stowe’s romance combines a limiting, compacted environment with a 

determination of growth. The use of darkness and shadow, as an access point for the 

supernatural, shifts into an ecological metaphor of unnatural growth. Stowe repeats the 

metaphor of the shadow when she describes Dred’s mind as unfathomable with “dark 

recesses of a mind so powerful and active as his, placed under a pressure of ignorance 

and social disability so tremendous” (496). The figure of the tree, as a metaphor for 

Dred’s body, now functions as a symbol of his mind. Dred’s mind becomes like his 

home: “In those desolate regions which he made his habitation, it is said the trees often, 
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from the singularly unnatural and wildly stimulating properties of the slimy depths from 

which they spring, assume a goblin growth, entirely different from their normal habit” 

(496). The natural and the normal cannot grow to fruition in “slimy depths”—Dred’s 

mind twists in abnormality.  

Part of Stowe’s theory of romance fosters a theory of perverse, confined, and 

unnatural growth. In a passage far more reminiscent of Melville’s Pierre; or, The 

Ambiguities (1852) or Hawthorne’s The House of the Seven Gables (1851) rather than the 

author of the sentimental Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Stowe muses on the gothic capacity and 

qualities of growth: 

 All sorts of vegetable monsters stretch their weird, fantastic forms among its 

 shadows. There is no principle so awful through all nature as the principle of 

 growth. It is a mysterious and dread condition of existence, which, place it under 

 what impediment or disadvantage you will, is constantly forcing on; and when 

 unnatural pressure hinders it, develops in forms portentous and astonishing. The 

 wild, dreary belt of swamp-land which girds in those states scathed by the fires of 

 despotism is an apt emblem, in its rampant and we might say delirious exuberance 

 of vegetation, of that darkly struggling, wildly vegetating swamp of human souls, 

 cut off, like it, from the usages and improvement of cultivated life. (496)  

The parallelism Stowe draws between Dred and the swamp, an unnatural determination 

for growth, extends to all slaves and the plantation—a “wildly vegetating swamp of 

human souls.” Whereas we might expect the swamp and the plantation to exist in a 

dialectic, in the above passage Stowe collapses plantation and swamp.  

This is a simultaneous argument for and rejection of romance: “modern 

materialism” and “cultivated life” are the natural unfettered spaces for bodies and minds 
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to grow. At the same time, this very cultivation threatens to dry out those “rivulets of 

romance,” as Stowe characterizes the supernatural and the goblin like as trees growing in 

the swamp. At least here, Stowe describes such swamp-like growth as unnatural. And we 

might presume, instead, that the cultivated sites are the materially confining spaces for 

slaves whereas the swamp offers possibilities outside of the plantation. But as Miller 

argues, Stowe depicts the “organicism of the swamp” and “the rampant, grotesque growth 

of its forms was associated with an unjust and distorted Southern society” (102).  

To look for a relation between environment and history, therefore, is the work of 

romance. Stowe’s second novel clearly explores the relation between person and 

environment as a relation of cause and effect to catalogue history and warn of the future. 

In this light, Stowe’s description of the swamp seemingly becomes the fruition of what 

Charles Brockden Brown called for in the preface to Edgar Huntly (1799) nearly sixty 

years early: namely, that American writers ought to rely on the “perils of the Western 

Wilderness” rather than the “[p]uerile superstition and exploded manners, Gothic castles 

and chimeras” of the European tradition when writing their novels (642). Whereas the 

Gothic castles purportedly offer metonymic links to a longer, darker history, in the 

preface to Brown’s novel, it is unclear if the environment should cause history or stand as 

a connection to history. A year later in The Monthly Magazine and the American Review, 

Brown expands on the use of the environment in his article “The Difference between 

History and Romance.”vi Brown argues that the historian, “the observer or 

experimentalist,” only “faithfully enumerates the appearances which occur” (251). The 

romancer is “He who adorns the appearances with cause and effect, and traces 

resemblances between the past, distant, and future, with the present” (251). Rather than 

dealing in “certainties,” the romancer fancies “probabilities” (253).   
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It would not be out of place to consider Stowe’s initial project as one of history. 

Crozier articulates Stowe’s project of both Uncle Tom’s Cabin and Dred as historical 

novels that records “the unfolding drama of providential history” (7). To this end, Crozier 

argues, “a work of providential history…seeks to document the contemporary scene in 

order to move its readers to return the nation to its true historical course by purging it of 

the sin of slavery” (35). Crozier suggests Stowe arrives at the model of a “providential 

history” by fusing the model of the historical romance of Sir Walter Scott and the 

Jeremiad. While I agree with Crozier’s argument with regards to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, I 

propose that Dred inhabits the realm of romance in a more profound way, and that the 

notion of “providential history” is particularly interesting as a corrective form of writing 

history, presumably much in the same way the Anthropocene also seeks to stop a certain 

historicity from repeating itself. The Anthropocene, as providential history, is a historical 

narrative that shows how civilization has gone off course.  

In Dred, Stowe stays with the morass, whereas in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Stowe 

might shift nearer the historian—attempting and present things clearly as they are and to 

clear away idealized narratives. Indeed, in her first novel, Stowe develops a wholly 

separate characterization of the environment. While introducing St. Clare in Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin, Stowe articulates a radically different conception of “romance:” 

And thus ended the whole romance and ideal of life for Augustine St. Clare. But 

the real remained,—the real, like the flat, bare, oozy tide-mud, when the blue 

sparkling wave, with all its company of gliding boats and white-winged ships, its 

music of oars and chiming waters, has gone down, and there it lies, flat, slimy, 

bare,—exceedingly real. (140) 
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Here, Stowe relegates romance to romantic courtship while she categorizes the “tide-

mud” as the more real. The “exceedingly real,” the ooze that coats the undersides of 

“gliding” and “white-winged ships,” in Uncle Tom’s Cabin transforms in Dred to the 

exceedingly romantic.  

If Stowe’s imagery of the swamp functions within the discourse of the American 

romance, her environmental descriptions also parallel her contemporaries concerned with 

theorizing the environment. To further complicate Stowe’s depiction of the swamp, it is 

important to note that Stowe’s articulation of the swamp as a metaphor for the system of 

slavery does not necessarily coincide with her contemporaries’ environmental critique of 

slavery. (This becomes abundantly clear when Stowe purchases a Florida plantation, a 

point I discuss below.) For example, Cristin Ellis argues that Frederick Douglass 

develops a “pointedly amoral critique of slavery on the grounds of its practical 

unsustainability” (“Amoral Abolitionism” 277). Ellis further argues that in Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin, Stowe, fostering “sentimental environmental imaginaries,” created a “wasted 

landscape symbolically figure[ing] slavery’s desecration of human community” (280). 

While this may be true of Legree’s plantation, the wasted landscape of Dred exists 

outside of concerns of over-cultivation and sustainability. 

 Instead, Stowe’s Dred—perhaps more than any other romance of the mid-

century—attends with detail to how the landscape creates and confines growth and 

experience. However, Stowe is not unique in her description of the environment. In part, 

Stowe’s swamp and her theory of growth echo Henry David Thoreau’s earlier description 

of spring at the end of Walden (1854). Stowe sounds so much like Thoreau that I wonder 

if she might not have been directly influenced by or even perhaps have borrowed from 

Thoreau. Describing the first thaw of spring, Thoreau writes,  
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As it flows it takes the forms of sappy leaves or vines, making heaps of pulpy 

sprays a foot or more in depth, and resembling, as you look down on them, the 

laciniated [sic], lobed, and imbricated thalluses of some lichens; or you are 

reminded of coral, of leopard’s paws or birds’ feet, of brains or lungs or bowels, 

and excrements of all kinds. It is a truly grotesque vegetation, whose forms and 

color we see imitated in bronze, a sort of architectural foliage more ancient and 

typically than acanthus, chiccory, ivy, vine, or any vegetable leaves…The whole 

cut impressed me as if it were a cave with its stalactites laid open to the light. 

(203)  

The cuts of water running through the earth transform into growing, clinging vegetation; 

lichen appears as bird feet or as excrement. All vines and running foliage appear as 

“grotesque vegetation.” As Stowe worried “modern materialism” might dry out the cave 

and disperse the atmosphere of romance, the “grotesque” rebirth and thawing of spring 

for Thoreau materializes as a cave as well, but one well drenched in the flowing 

excrement and foliage of the earth. Thoreau continues, “The earth is not a mere fragment 

of dead history, stratum upon stratum like the leaves of a book, to be studied by geologist 

and antiquaries chiefly, but living poetry like the leaves of a tree” (206). Though still 

relatively early for using tree pulp for producing paper, Thoreau’s parallelism of the 

leaves of trees and the dead leaves of books is a haunting image. Indeed, as indicated by 

his celebration of “grotesque vegetation,” the earth cannot have a dead history but a 

continually evolving one. He describes “not a fossil earth, but a living earth; compared 

with whose great central life all animal and vegetable life is merely parasitic” (206). 

Stowe characterizes the swamp and slavery as a gothic growth, but Stowe does not 

universalize these qualities beyond the swamp and to all life. Whereas Thoreau celebrates 
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these violently organic possibilities, Stowe looks for a world in which all is cultivated. 

Rather the “organicism” of the swamp becomes a metaphor for the plantation—the 

plantation is a swamp of “vegetating souls.”  

And though both Thoreau and Stowe write and describe the parasitic, Stowe has a 

pointed political vision of this unnatural form of nature. Stowe does not universalize the 

excrement of decomposition and the parasitic as Thoreau; instead, the parasitic operates 

as a metaphor for the system of slavery and the plantation. That is, if the relation between 

Dred and the environment begins to theorize the capacity for romance, the tree and the 

vine gesture toward one way of understanding the relation between the maroon camp and 

the plantation. Stowe, often, describes the moss as parasitic—vines and moss are always 

choking, killing, and encircling trees in Dred. Indeed, Clayton echoes Stowe’s 

descriptions of parasitic greenery. Here, Clayton articulates a “savage” freedom as an 

inherently violent, parasitic nature:  

 See, in the wood, among these flowers, and festoons of vine, and arches of green, 

 how many shocking, unsightly growths! You would not have had all this 

 underbrush, these dead limbs, these briers running riot over trees, and sometimes 

 choking and killing them. You would have well-trimmed trees and velvet turf. But 

 I love briers, dead limbs, and all. (254) 

Unlike the vines and briers and decaying portions of trees, well-trimmed trees are not 

free, according to Clayton. Instead, freedom comes from unkempt, gothic natural growth. 

Clayton’s own romanticizing of growth stands at odds with Stowe’s landscape 

descriptions. Whereas Clayton imagines and relishes the “briers running riot,” Stowe 

earlier indicates these “unsightly growths” occur from growth out of place—and Stowe 

draws on these “unsightly growths” as clear metaphors for the slave under bondage (254). 
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The plantation, though ordered growth, only manages to produce a “vegetating swamp of 

human souls.” Nonetheless, Clayton’s interest aligns, as far as environmental metaphors 

go, with the violent revolutionary impulse of Dred. Tellingly, Stowe does not allow the 

vine to kill the tree, and she prevents Dred’s violent revolutionary plans.  

In fact, Stowe mischaracterizes the relation between moss and the tree. Stowe 

refers to the moss and vines as tillandsia, which is actually epiphyte. As epiphytes, the 

moss or vines would grow in tandem with the tree rather than growing as a parasite on 

the tree. In part, we would expect Stowe to know better. As Mary Kuhn notes, Stowe 

wrote letters to Frederick Law Olmsted concerning “botanical topography” of the South. 

Stowe asks:  

Of what species is the Pine of which you make so great mention and of which the 

greater part of the Pine Forests are composed? Are the mosses and flowers which 

grow under then the same species that grow in the Pine Forests in the Northern 

States? Did you notice that white crisp frosty looking moss which grows on Pine 

lands with us? (quoted in Kuhn 490) 

Stowe expresses a clear interest in the landscape and painting the scene correctly, but she 

perhaps knowingly mischaracterizes the vine. That the vine and the tree exist in tandem, 

rather than the “savage” freedom Clayton describes, certainly creates a far less gothic 

image. In part, Stowe labors to create the image of the parasite only to undercut the 

expectation of it in reality. 

Stowe moves towards a less violent swamp ecology: when Clayton enters the 

swamp, he does not find evidence or the realization of the “savage” freedom in the 

swamp he proposes to favor. After being attacked by Tom Gordon, Dred and Harry 

rescue Clayton and take him into the swamp. Within Dred’s camp, Clayton awakes to the 
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peaceful maroon colony. Stowe muses that the environment itself, a pastoral relief hidden 

within the larger swamp, has some part in the healing and recovery of Clayton. She 

writes, “All the trees which John saw around the river of life and heaven bore healing 

leaves; and there may be a sense in which the trees of our world near leaves that are 

healing to body and soul” (508). Echoing both Olmstead and Thoreau, Stowe ponders 

further the healing properties of the trees: “He who hath gone out of the city, sick, 

disgusted, and wearied, and lain himself down in the forest, under the fatherly shadow of 

an oak, may have heard this whispered to him in the leafy rustlings of a thousand 

tongues” (508). Rather than the choking briers, Stowe focuses on the restorative effects 

of the pastoral—a surprising space to find in the middle of the swamp.  

While the pastoral offers a break from the sublime of the swamp and provides an 

environmental respite from the harsh terrain and the attacks from the slave patrols, trees 

(and their timber) also provide the final road to freedom. Following Dred’s demise, the 

band of fugitives decides to escape North rather than start a violent revolution in the 

South. In order to escape from the center of the swamp undetected, the party utilizes 

ships carrying lumber out of the swamp. Stowe writes, “it is well known that there are, 

during the greater part of the year, lumberers engaged in the cutting and making of 

shingles, who have extensive camps in the swamp, and live there for months at a time” 

(520). The lumber camps build cabins in the swamp, according to Stowe, on top of 

“foundations of logs on the spongy soil” (520). The lumber operations also build roads 

through the swamp in the same way, and she concedes, “[t]here is also a canal cut 

through the middle of the swamp” (521). As Dred appears, in Buell’s words, as a “deus 

ex machina,” so too does the timber company. Though the lumber barges provide the 
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vehicle for escape, to some degree this industry disrupts Stowe’s articulation of the 

swamp as an uninhabited wilderness.  

Aside from this brief reference to timbering, Stowe does not acknowledge the 

presence or production of lumber in Dred.vii While Stowe does detail the house, she does 

not specify the local means of timber production. Describing the big house at the Gordon 

plantation, Stowe details the elaborate woodwork. Though timber mills would have 

presumably surrounded the house, the house forms instead from conquests into the 

hemisphere:  

Carpenters and carvers had been brought over, at great expense, from the old 

country, to give the fruits of their skill in its erection…it was a fancy of the 

ancestor who built it, to display, in its wood-work, that exuberance of new and 

rare woods with which the American continent was supposed to abound. He had 

made an adventurous voyage into South American, and brought from thence 

specimens of those materials more brilliant than rose-wood, and hard as ebony, 

which grow so profusely on the banks of the Amazon that the natives use them for 

timber. (37)  

This is another way in which Stowe separates the plantation from the swamp, but despite 

the internationally sourced lumber for the Gordon house, the region would draw ample 

timber from the swamp itself. Just as trees provide access points for Dred to cross from 

swamp to plantation, the history of the Great Dismal Swamp and its timbering challenges 

our conceptions of the swamp. 

Though the swamp in critical discourse threatens to collapse into a shorthand for 

an alternative hinterland outside the harsh system of chattel slavery, the Dismal Swamp 

has a long history of near-industrial production. Dred and the fugitive slaves, though 
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depicted alone on an island amidst the morass, would have had far more company than 

perhaps expected. This chapter proposes two corrective readings with regards to the 

swamp: first, Stowe’s swamp, far from a shorthand for the gothic or the space outside the 

plantation, formulates and sustains an argument about the genre of romance and how 

romance utilizes the landscape; second, this chapter reads the environmental and material 

history of the swamp as means to reexamine the figure of the maroon. Attending to the 

labor in the swamp not only contests Stowe’s depictions of the sinking terrain, the history 

of the Great Dismal Swamp challenges what Cristin Ellis terms “romantic posthuman”—

the fetishization of the indeterminacy experienced in liminal spaces. “Savage Arcadia” 

problematizes the radical investments of contemporary scholars in the possibilities of 

maroonage by tracing the figure of the maroon within a history of industry in the swamp. 

The Anthropocene and the associated horsemen (climate change, extinction, 

rising waters, and toxicity) necessarily limit geographic fantasies of outside civilization 

or human communities. In this way the Anthropocene becomes oddly reminiscent of 

Frederick Jackson Turner’s Frontier Thesis: Turner writes, “The stubborn American 

environment is there with its imperious summons to accept its conditions…. Each frontier 

did indeed furnish a new field of opportunity, a gate of escape from the bondage of the 

past; and freshness, and confidence, and scorn of older society” (57). Turner believes the 

frontier and continual expansion to be a central component to American democracy, and 

Turner bemoans the closing of the West. While problematic (and well critiqued), 

Turner’s fantasy of expansion vis-à-vis settler colonialism gestures toward the American 

imperialist fantasy of something beyond and outside settlement. The Anthropocene, as 

historicity and a narrative, has closed the world; however, as my reading of the Dismal 
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Swamp shows, in much the same way Turner has been critiqued for his short sightedness, 

the possibilities of outside have always been necessarily limited and curtailed.  

 

The Great Dismal Swamp Canal Company 

The Great Dismal Swamp predates the United States and European colonialism 

by a few thousand years. Archaeologist Daniel O. Sayers writes, “it was around 3,500 

years ago that the Great Dismal Swamp reached its mature form” and the swamp filled 

with “organic detritus from millennia of trees, flora, and fauna living, growing and dying 

there” (16). For context, the swamp predates the Roman conquest of England by nearly a 

millennium and a half. The swamp’s connection with United States history remains 

relatively slight on the scale of environmental time. Nonetheless, the swamp has played a 

critical role particularly in Virginia’s economy and imaginary.  

From the perspective of industry and commercial production, the Great Dismal 

Swamp was a busy place. Anthony Wilson argues, “Virginia, as the flagship of the 

Agrarian and potentially Arcadian South, conceived of its role with a mixture of pastoral 

idealism and acute commercial consciousness,” and the Great Dismal Swamp “runs 

counter to both—for the antebellum South, the swamp is from the beginning not only the 

antithesis of the pastoral ideal but a very real obstacle to commercial prosperity” (xvii). 

Though the swamp may in fact be a direct challenge to the pastoral ideal, Virginians had 

clear commercial designs for the swamp. In 1784, Virginia granted nearly 40,000 acres of 

swampland to George Washington and his partners in the Dismal Swamp Land 

Company. (And as Charles Royster argues in The Fabulous History of the Dismal Swamp 

Company, Washington was not the first Virginian interested in altering the swamp: the 

generation before Washington dreamed of clearing the swamp but lacked capital and 
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labor to do so.) Though Washington and others initially wanted to drain the swamp and 

create land for farming, they quickly found the swamp too challenging for their system of 

clearing. Not to be outdone, Washington began to timber the swamp. Timbering would 

continue until the remains of the swamp were donated to the Department of the Interior in 

1973. When the land was finally donated, no virgin timber remained.  

As David Hunter Strother, under the penname Porte Crayon, writes for Harper’s 

Magazine in 1856: “the [Dismal Swamp] Company has realized almost fabulous 

proceeds from the timber—juniper, cypress, and white pine—that covers their grant” 

(451). In other words, Virginians had found commercial productivity, even if it countered 

their pastoral sensibilities. Strother’s narrator travels the swamp, in part, by canal. By 

1826, the Federal government, along with the state and private interests, formed the Great 

Dismal Swamp Canal Company. The General of the Corps of Engineers argued in 1825 

that “The Dismal Swamp Canal will contribute a prompt, safe and regular interchange of 

manufactured produce of the North with the raw materials of the South” (quoted in 

Alexander Crosby Brown 21). To complete this intracoastal, intra-sectional waterway of 

commerce, the Great Dismal Swamp Company hired slaves, maroons, and freedmen to 

complete the dangerous work of canal digging and then timbering. 

In the Narrative of the Life of Moses Grandy; Late a Slave in the United States of 

America (1843), English abolitionist George Thompson recorded Moses Grandy’s 

extensive experience laboring near and in the Great Dismal swamp. Moses Grandy, a 

slave who eventually purchased his freedom, recounts his experience as hired slave labor 

in the Great Dismal Swamp. Grandy begins and ends his life as a slave in the swamp, and 

Grandy’s life engages the figure of the tree symbolically and economically. Grandy’s 

mother initially tried to hide Moses and his siblings in the swamp. Grandy recounts, “my 
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mother often hid us all in the woods, to prevent master selling us” (8). Attempting to 

survive in the woods, the children and their mother would drink water from holes or 

puddles “formed by falling [sic] trees or otherwise; it was often full of tadpoles and 

insects; she strained it and gave it round to each of us in the hollow of her hand” (8). As a 

child, he drinks from space evacuated by trees and his mother’s hands recreate the 

“hollow” of the earth. While I do not mean to suggest that Stowe utilizes Grandy’s 

narrative as a source material, a decade later Stowe dramatizes this dynamic between 

slave body, tree, and swamp in Dred.  

Grandy’s narrative also speaks to the healing properties of trees. Often after a 

severe flogging the sores become infested. Finding a “strong weed growing in those 

parts, called the Oak of Jerusalem,” Grandy and others boil down the weed and wash 

their wounds. The bitter ointment forces “the creepers or maggots to come out” (37). 

Whereas Stowe remains interested in a spiritual healing, Grandy’s narrative points to the 

ways in which the body of the slave and the tree become intertwined medicinally in 

addition to economically.  

As timber provides the roads to freedom out of the swamp and South in Dred, 

timbering, historically, provided slaves with the means to buy their own freedom. In an 

attempt to buy himself, Grandy “undertook the lightering of the shingles or boards out of 

the Dismal Swamp” (25). Finally, suffering from a fit of rheumatism, Grandy crosses the 

“canal in the Dismal Swamp…to the other side of Drummond’s Lake” (39). He states, “I 

was left on the shore and there I built myself a little hut, and had provisions brought to 

me as opportunity served” (39). Grandy is eventually able to purchase his freedom by 

manufacturing shingles and boards. That Grandy purchases his freedom with boards 

timbered in Virginia is profoundly symbolic. As historian Charles Royster writes of the 
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early slave trade in Virginia: “A cargo of cured pork and boards and shingles bought a 

cargo of rum and slaves” (25). Indeed, before tobacco, timbered boards were the initial 

currency of the early North American slave trade.  

As Grandy’s narrative suggests, working on the canal in the swamp or cutting 

timber had a profound impact on the laboring body. A catalog of registered laborers from 

Gates County, North Carolina traces hired labor from 1847-1861. Workers ranged from 

eight years old to seventy-two. The archivist notes that the word “‘Slaves,’ in this title, is 

something of a misnomer. There are numerous free men and a number whose 

descriptions more closely fit those of Native-American than African-American ancestry. 

All are indexed under ‘Workers’” (1). The entry always has two lines: the name of the 

laborer and his owner and then a lengthy description of the laborer’s body. The first entry 

on March 1847 lists: “Edmond the property of Nathaniel Booth of Nansemond County 

Virginia hired the present year by Wm B Whitehead of Suffolk and by him registered as 

one of his hands in the dismal swamp” (9). The second line notes:  

Edmond appears to be about forty five yeard old, Black good teeth, a little gray 

tolerable full beard with a scar on the Stomache, about 3 inches long and a scar on 

the on sid / of / right Kne about and inch long and stands without shoes, Five Feet 

eight & ½ inched high, and weghs one Hundred seventy Six pounds. (9)  

The catalogue continues to describe a multitude of laborers, such as a free man named 

Jacob Young. Also hired by Wm B Whithead, the entry describes Young’s body in as 

much detail as it did the slaves:  

Jacob Young is of a dark brown complexion about Sixty Six years old, streght 

hair quite Gray small beard a scar on the right Side of the neck, the seckond finger 

on the right hand Crooked, the great toe on the right foot larger than the one on 
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the other foot with a scar a cross the top of it, a scar on the inside of the ancle, & 

two Scars on the top of the same foot. Stands without Shoes Five Foot six & 

aquarter inches. (9) 

Both Jacob Young’s and Edmond’s bodies are detailed for their preexisting scars and 

abnormalities; the swamp was a very dangerous place to work, and the company did not 

want to pay for any preexisting damages. The registry does not indicate whether these 

details are recorded for identification purposes or, more likely, to safeguard the company 

from liability of damaged bodies. The Canal Company did request slaves not “addicted to 

running away” (quoted in Diouf 12). Placed in proximity to Dred and the oft-related tree 

and the slave’s body, one cannot help but compare the ways in which these details, 

measurements, and imperfections mirror the way timbered boards leaving the swamp 

would have been recorded. In other words, both slave bodies and timbered boards were 

measured for length and imperfection.  

In part, canals on which these enslaved men and women labored provided greater 

mobility and access for timbering. Not only could new trees be accessed, timbered logs 

could be taken out of the swamp. In Dred, Stowe does not confine Dred to the Dismal 

Swamp; rather, she casts Dred as an interstate traveler—but it is the canals that make this 

possible. Stowe writes: “He had explored not only the vast swamp-girdle of the Atlantic, 

but the everglades of Florida, with all their strange tropical luxuriance of growth” (510). 

Dred would not have had to go on foot; rather, he could have traveled on the canals and 

waterways. Discussing his travels to Clayton, Dred states, “when I was down at 

Okerecoke [sic]… I slept three weeks in the hulk of a ship out of which all souls had 

perished” (510).viii Though Dred makes several references to Robinson Crusoe, Dred’s 

experience in “Okerecoke” or the Dismal Swamp would be far from being alone in the 
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wilderness or stranding on an island. The canals, as roads of commerce for timber and 

other products, were busy and well-traveled.  

While Stowe, in part, fashions Dred after an independent leatherstocking and 

outside the plantation economy, many maroons worked for the timber companies in the 

Dismal Swamp. As historian Sylviane Diouf states, “Maroons also hired themselves out 

directly to white men, who added them to their regular crews. Some knew their status, 

others probably had a hint, and still others could have been fooled by fake free papers” 

(213). Diouf proposes escaped slaves worked on the canal or “as a shingle-getter” in 

order to remain close to home rather than experience the isolation and broken familial 

bonds of venturing all the way to Canada.  

In the eastern swamps of Virginia and North Carolina, the maroon experience did 

not find a space outside of the nation or the economic system. Rather, as archeologist 

Daniel O. Sayers argues, the swamp and its economic system rest firmly within the 

modes of capitalist production. After performing archeological excavations on multiple 

sites in the swamp, Sayers posits, “the early nineteenth century was a period of intensive 

transformation of the Diasporic world and mode of production in the Dismal Swamp” 

(201). Rather than separate, inaccessible communities, the canal system and subsequent 

lumber companies recruited and hired maroons. Sayers writes:  

While companies exploited enslaved labor, the workers in the swamp were 

actually engaged in labor relations and systems that smacked of wage labor 

systems; money was paid for some labor, and products of labor from the swamp 

were not destined for use on a plantation or farm where they were produced but 

rather were destined for exchange in the global market. (201)  
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Clearly, the Great Dismal swamp and its constituents formulate a specific version of both 

environment and maroonage that challenges our overarching, hemispheric critical 

shorthand for the swamp and the figure of the maroon. Dred both participates in the 

creation of these broad narratives and offers insight to the uniqueness of the Dismal 

Swamp.ix  

Though interested specifically in the Caribbean tropics, Monique Allewaert 

theorizes maroon communities that operate outside of “commodity production” and that, 

with “sustained contact with Native Americans and Native American cosmologies as well 

as with resignified fragments of African cosmologies, did not presume this same division 

between human persons and properties” (15). To this end, Allewaert situates maroonage 

as a “sometimes implicit and sometimes explicit challenge to the plantation form” that 

also fosters “stronger interest in the power and autonomy of nonhuman life-forms” (15).  

Allewaert articulates this ontological position as “parahuman,” and we can see how the 

characterization of Dred parallels Allewaert’s description of the maroon.  

Though Stowe figures Dred as firmly interested in the Christian Bible and the Old 

Testament, she also suggests Dred has a supernatural ability: “The grandfather of Dred, 

on his mother’s side, had been one of these reputed African sorcerers” (447). 

Furthermore, in addition to being en rapport with the trees, Dred peacefully communes 

with nature and the animals. Drawing on the “vein of that gentleness which softens the 

hearts toward children and the inferior animals,” Dred would often “exercise his peculiar 

gifts over the animal creation, by drawing toward him the birds and squirrels from the 

coverts of the forest” (447). Though Dred’s position presumably challenges 

Enlightenment-based hierarchies and taxonomies (such is Allewaert’s deconstructive 

aim), it is important to recognize that Dred the character and the swamp in the novel exist 
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in distinction to the historicity of the Dismal Swamp. Schoolman writes, “white radical 

abolitionists discovered in the maroon an object of imaginative identification to guide 

their increasingly counternationalist and revolutionary conception of what would have to 

be done to end slavery” (163).x While important for abolitionists and contemporary 

critical theorists alike, the figure of the maroon and the place of the swamp remains a 

complex space.  

Instead of a recuperative reading of historical maroonage, Stowe’s romance Dred 

and the context of the Dismal Swamp places productive pressure on the possibility of 

maroonage. Turning to a later period in Stowe’s writing and her time on the Florida 

plantation she owned after the Civil War, we see Stowe transition away from an interest 

in the rights of African Americans. Instead, Florida becomes the pastoral without 

romance, the environment uncorrupted by human efforts. In this sunny abode, I—perhaps 

perversely—suggest Stowe seeks her own variant of maroonage outside of national and 

sectional history.  

 

Florida  

Soon after the end of the Civil War, Stowe rented a very large plantation for her 

son to operate. A troubled youth, Stowe’s son needed a change of scenery, though 

unsurprisingly he failed to maintain the plantation or turn a profit. Nonetheless, Stowe 

became enamored with Florida and purchased the plantation home across the river from 

her son’s failed plantation. From her “winter mansion,” Stowe wrote many letters 

published in the Christian Union concerning Florida and its environment. Published as a 

collection of letters, Palmetto Leaves (1873) reveals Stowe’s pastoral impulse to separate 

the plantation system from slavery. In part, the letters focus on the environmental history 
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rather than the Civil War (or much of any human history prior to Emancipation). To this 

end, Stowe erases the human impact on the land and effectively rediscovers Florida with 

a ready-made labor source. Only noting the “debris of slavery”—a phenomenon Stowe 

suggests created a slightly less efficient work force—Stowe’s Florida plantation operates 

as pastoral only. Importantly, Palmetto Leaves, despite its tendency to romanticize,xi is 

not a romance in the way “Savage Arcadia” characterizes the romance project.  

Stowe did produce one small piece of fiction during her time in Florida: published 

in May of 1879 in the Atlantic Monthly, “Our Florida Plantation” narrates the arrival of 

New Englanders to their newly acquired plantation on the St. John River in Florida. 

Stowe’s short story creates an environment with nearly no human or national history, and 

the story eerily recreates the colonial history of the settlement of the United States. 

Though the story blithely and sparingly gestures to the history of the South and slavery, 

Stowe renders the Florida plantation a pastoral fantasy.  

The narrative structure of “Our Florida Plantation” recreates the settlement 

narrative of early North American colonialism. Before the narrator and her companions 

can reach the land, their ship becomes caught in the river when the wind dies. Stowe 

writes: “But, oh, the treacherous river! How many can testify as to that provoking middle 

passage” (642). Though Stowe’s use of “middle passage” refers to the literal middle of 

the river, the overarching story’s inadvertent recreation of colonialism evokes the 

Atlantic’s Middle Passage. It is an ironic place to begin the story: the travelers are all 

from New England and the African American labor, like the environment, happens to just 

be there for use when Stowe and company arrives. Lingering in the “middle passage,” a 

humorous point that Stowe describes as “rock[ing] idly to and fro” while enjoying “your 

meditations,” the reader sees the longer history of colonialism and slavery (641). Once 
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the ship’s sails fill again with wind, the travelers land on “a smooth white sand beach 

overhung with splendid live-oaks,” and following “a long path, about a half a mile, 

through cotton fields,” they arrive at the house (642). Having safely traversed the middle 

passage and avoided the dock (deemed too deficient for use—in other words, they 

specifically avoid anything man-made), the band of travelers find a pristine beach. The 

geographic description mimics the narrative of North American settlement: beginning 

with the colonialist history of presumed New World absence the narrative moves the 

newcomers from on the beach, to the fields of cotton, to the empty and deserted 

plantation house. In other words, the series of tableaus offered here visually narrates the 

arrival, development, and ultimate departure of Southerners. As they sit in the night air, 

“[b]lack, dusky forms tramped silently to and fro in front of the veranda,” the literally 

near-invisible labor carting belongings from ship to house (642). In the same way that the 

labor contemporary with Stowe remains near invisible in the night air, they are barely 

dusky forms in the history of the region.  

Stowe pointedly offers a curtailed view of the history of the region and plantation.  

As the newcomers ride a boat toward their new home, she writes, “the history of our 

plantation so far had been briefly this” and continues on to describe how two captains 

from the Union army acquired an unoccupied and deserted plantation with the hopes of 

cultivating cotton (644). Though Stowe gestures toward the Civil War, this portion of 

national history will quickly dissipate. She reminds the readers that “it must be borne in 

mind that for five years this whole estate had been lying waste, while war had been 

waging along the banks of the St. John’s, and now this and now that party held 

possession” (644). On the one hand, Stowe’s casual description of the recent Civil War 

nearly evaporates into nothing—“this” and “that” become the monikers for armies. On 
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the other hand, Stowe evokes a certain necessity for the acquisition of the plantation. The 

plantation was going to waste, and it had been deserted. In particular, absence as waste 

with regards to the Southern landscape has a particularly long tradition. Dating back to as 

early as Robert Hakluyt’s “Pamphlet for the Virginia Enterprise” (1585), in which 

Hakluyt bemoaned the amount woods that were a waste left unattended and unfarmed, 

Stowe’s defense is an old one.  

Tellingly, Stowe begins the history of the property with her new acquisition rather 

than the longer national history, while instead Stowe’s neighbors regale her with stories 

of the plantation’s history before the Civil War and Emancipation. Indeed, having arrived 

to find emptied land, the captains and their Northern compatriots reveal their one reason 

for traveling to Florida:  

The process of reasoning was very simple: cotton is the one thing sure always to 

be wanted in the world; Florida is the country which can grow the best long-staple 

cotton; and here is a plantation which may be hired for a very reasonable sum, and 

negroes versed in the processes of culture on all hands asking for work. (641) 

Stowe and company wholeheartedly adopt the dream of cotton. As they hear about the 

former opulence of the plantation, Stowe writes, “[w]e felt very decadent and 

insignificant in hearing all these fine stories, for we were working only thirty hands, and 

had neither French cook, butler, nor coachman, nor piano nor harp” (644). Despite having 

a diminished work force, Stowe insists, “we had golden hopes for the future: there were 

the cotton fields,—and cotton was king,—and in due time we should arise and shine; our 

ship of gold would come sailing joyfully in” (644-5). Stowe not only captures an 

optimistic belief in cotton’s capacity to rebuild a nation—in prose unnervingly similar to 

that Margaret Mitchell would pen for Scarlet O’Hara nearly a century later—Stowe 
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evokes and seemingly adopts the phrase “Cotton is King,” a titular phrase for a tome of 

proslavery writing.xii The short story sends the now-free African Americans back to labor 

in the fields: “the old plantation regime was adopted, because they were accustomed to 

working in that way, and in no other” (648). And as the old methods of cultivation and 

labor continued, the “old plantation regime” ideologically resurfaces in Stowe’s optimism 

and desire for cotton 

 When Stowe references the antebellum plantation and slavery, she carefully 

negotiates this complex history to deemphasize slavery. She writes, the plantation in 

“former days [was] the leading one in Florida” (643). Containing over nine thousand 

acres—as Stowe notes, a “touch of the magnificent in this fact”—it raised cotton, 

sugarcane, and oranges. In order to run such a large property, the plantation “employed 

five hundred slaves.” The use of “employed” simultaneously creates a distance between 

the former plantation and the system of slavery while also bringing the newly minted 

planters in closer proximity to the past ones. That is, by focusing on employment as the 

key term, Stowe diminishes the role and importance of chattel slavery for cultivation. 

(Many proslavery arguments characterize slavery as contractual rather than exploitive). 

Further, as Stowe and company now employ, for various weekly sums, freed African 

Americans to cultivate the property, her new plantation aspires toward rather than 

admonishes toward the magnificence of the old plantation.  

If one were to only read “Our Florida Plantation” and no other history of the 

region, one might be under the impression that the sole event responsible for the 

depletion of the Florida plantation culture was a frost in 1835 and not the Seminole Wars 

or the Civil War. While describing the old plantation, Stowe writes, “and in the days 

before the great frost of 1835 [the plantation] was said to have had a fine productive 
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grove of oranges” (643). Stowe focuses on this particular frost here in the short story and 

extensively in her collection of letters Palmetto Leaves (1873). In fact, Stowe references 

the frost, more than the Civil War, Emancipation, or any other national or regional event, 

as the cause for the region’s economic depression. 

In her letters, the frost of 1835 not only destroyed the orange crop, the frost 

reshaped the entire region. Of the early antebellum orange tree, Stowe writes, “In 1835, 

every one of them was killed even with the ground” (18). After the frost, Floridian 

planters attempted to cultivate a “true-born orange-tree, which never says die, and began 

to grow again. Nobody pruned them, or helped them, or cared much about them any way; 

and you can see trees that have grown up in four, five, and six trunks,—just as the 

suckers sprung up from the roots” (18). Stowe attempts to separate the tree from the labor 

and system that planted it. As the planters turned to a new variety of tree—and this new 

tree could operate seemingly independent of the plantation system or human 

management—the planters, according to Stowe, neither helped nor cared for the tree. 

Stowe slowly creates a landscape and environmental history that is separate from human 

intervention.  

Furthermore, Stowe positions the 1835 frost and the orange insect as the sole 

catalysts for creating open, unoccupied commons ripe for the taking. Returning to the 

brief history of the orange tree, Stowe notes that even after turning to the new variety of 

tree, the region then experienced the “orange-insect, which nearly killed them down 

again” (18). Exhausted from frost and insect, “owners of the land, discouraged, broke 

down the fences, and moved off; and for a while the land was left open common, where 

wild cattle browsed, and rubbed themselves on the trees” (19). In the same way that 

Stowe articulates an abandoned landscape in “Our Florida Plantation,” she signals toward 
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unoccupied land. Whereas in the short story, Stowe links the abandonment with only the 

slightest gesture toward the war, in her letters, Stowe notably fashions a history nearly 

exclusively environmental rather than one that includes or focuses on national and 

regional history. 

While the national imaginary fetishizes 1865 and the end of the Civil War as clear 

demarcations of time, Stowe’s Florida seemingly has its own environmental timeline. 

Outside of national time, Stowe does not adhere to the logic of antebellum and 

postbellum period; rather, Florida history might be divided into before 1835 and after. 

For example, Stowe writes, “[b]efore 1835, St. Augustine was a bower of orange-trees. 

Almost every house looked forth from the encircling shades. The frost came and withered 

all; and in very few cases did it seem to come into the heads of the inhabitants to try 

again” (214). Stowe’s letters idealize an early portion of the antebellum, and Stowe 

renders the environment and its disasters as the sole shaping force of the area. To be 

clear, I am not arguing for 1865 (or Emancipation) as the sole fulcrum for national 

history in the mid nineteenth century.xiii In many ways an environmental history or a 

blended history of humans and the environment (i.e. the Anthropocene) places critical 

pressure on this marker of national time—a point discussed further in my following 

chapter on Charles Chesnutt. Rather, I am suggesting Stowe fosters an exclusively 

environmental history in order to ignore, or at the very least diminish, the history and 

centrality of chattel slavery for plantation cultivation. Whereas Dred tethers an 

environmental history with human history (and at times the knot between the two 

becomes almost too complicated to work out the relation), Palmetto Leaves creates an 

environment without human history, labor without consequence, and the pastoral without 

the romance.  
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Palmetto Leaves’s final letter discusses the labor source for Stowe’s new 

plantation and offers, unfortunately, an environmental defense for the use of African 

American labor. Stowe writes that in Florida, no “white man that we know of dares stay 

in the fields later than ten o’clock: he retires under the shade to take some other and less-

exposing work” (280). Instead, the surrounding plantations depend entirely on black 

labor that, according to Stowe, relishes working the fields—“if any thing, more actively, 

more cheerfully, than during the cooler months” (280). Stowe continues: “Now, when 

one sees such sights as these, one may be pardoned for thinking that the negro is the 

natural laborer of tropical regions. He is immensely strong; he thrives and flourishes 

physically under a temperature that exposes a white man to disease and death” (283). 

Having argued black labor as more naturally suited for labor in the tropical environment, 

Stowe suggests the environment, even more so than the “influences of slavery,” shapes 

the structure and pace of laboring. Whereas Northerners believe the African American to 

be “inefficient as a laborer,” Stowe argues, “[i]n the South, where growth goes on all the 

year round, there really is no need of that intense driving energy and vigilance in the use 

of time that are needed in the short summers of the North” (286). Ultimately, Stowe 

suggests that the “influence of climate and constitution” are responsible for shaping 

African Americans as a labor force.  

 Though Dred does engage a certain environmental determinism, the environment 

and plantation effect and are affected by human systems (in particular the system of 

slavery). In other words, it is not the environment alone that determines and shapes 

growth. Stowe’s turn to the environment in Florida as a space outside of human influence 

restructures her environmental determinism as one that is profoundly racist. Not to fall 

into the long tradition of measuring the extent of Stowe’s sentiments concerning race, it 
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is important to register how Stowe characterizes the environment and its relation to 

slavery. That is, the complexity of Dred’s rendering of the swamp as a romance performs 

something profoundly different than Stowe’s rendering of Florida and the plantation a 

decade later.  

In part, we can measure the differences between Dred and Palmetto Leaves by 

specifically reading the changes in how Stowe articulates the swamp. The gothic 

overtones, goblin growth, and parasitic characteristics so heavily mapped onto the Dismal 

Swamp do not appear in the Florida swamp. Stowe writes, “The swampy belt of land in 

front of the house in now bursting forth in clouds of blue iris of every shade, from the 

palest and faintest to the most vivid lapis-lazuli tint” (137-8). While the Dismal Swamp 

remains in constant shadow but for a few moments of respite in Dred’s camp, the Florida 

swamp appears as a vibrant garden. Stowe utilizes language of possession but rather than 

gothic growth, the Florida swamp appears as a beautiful, unruly young girl:  

This swamp is one of those crooks in our lot which occasions a never-ceasing 

conflict of spirit. It is a glorious, bewildering impropriety. The trees and shrubs in 

it grow as if they were possessed; and there is scarcely a month in the year that it 

does not flame forth in some new blossom. It is a perpetual flower-garden, where 

creepers run and tangle; where Nature has raptures and frenzies of growth, and 

conducts herself like a crazy, drunken, but beautiful bacchante. (138) 

Stowe’s depiction of terrific and uncontrollable growth in the Dismal Swamp transforms 

into a glorious rapture. The growth is not awful but constant, and Stowe converts the 

sublime experienced in the Dismal Swamp into an overwhelming, but manageable, 

experience of beauty. The swamp and its nature revel in a bacchanal that can be viewed 

and ultimately tamed. 
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 Indeed, Stowe’s only problem with the marshy terrain is a pragmatic concern: 

what should they do with the swamp? She muses: “Verily it is the most gorgeous of 

improprieties, this swamp; and we will let it alone this year also, and see what will come 

of it” (139). In no rush, Stowe writes that there are “suggestions of ditching and draining” 

which would “convert the wild bacchante into a steady, orderly member of society” (139-

40). As the riotous, drunken and beautiful bacchante can be (and ought to be) reformed 

and brought into society, so too should the swamp be trimmed and trained for industry.  

 

Conclusion 

 Returning briefly to George Washington and his estate, Mount Vernon, the 

Founding Father and his legacy remains entrenched in the politics of energy and the 

environment. Having run a seemingly successful campaign entitled “Save the View,” the 

Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association recently prevented Virginia energy company 

Dominion Power from building a natural gas compressor station across the Potomac 

River from Mount Vernon. The Charles Compressor Station would have been part of the 

Eastern Market Access project and the extension of natural gas into the region by 

pumping an “additional 300 million cubic feet of natural gas” (Armus July 3). Dominion 

Power had offered to limit the stacks to 50 feet so they would “blend in with the forest.” 

While environmental activists were quick to point out the “shorter stacks would increase 

the risk of air pollution,” Mount Vernon has different concerns. As “Save the View” 

suggests, the historical society did not relish the idea of looking across the Potomac and 

seeing smokestacks.  

Founded in 1835 by Ann Pamela Cunningham, the Mount Vernon Ladies’ 

Association purchased the property from George Washington’s great-grandnephew. 
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(Washington’s great-grandnephew had been unable to persuade the Federal government 

or the State of Virginia to purchase the plantation.) Self-described as “the oldest national 

historic preservation organization in the United States,” the Mount Vernon Ladies’ 

Association has a long history of protecting the view and the feeling of authenticity of 

Washington’s plantation. Doug Bradbury, the President of Mount Vernon, states, “The 

goal is to imagine you’re walking in the footsteps of George Washington … You could 

be easily taken out of that if your view from the estate was filled with development and 

smokestacks” (Armus “Across from Washington’s estate” np). Despite the concerns over 

ruining the potential for historical immersion, founder of the Accokeek, Mattawoman, 

Piscataway Creeks Communities Council, Kelly Canavan argues, “[i]f it does get built, I 

want those stack heights to be as high as they can possibly be so that the pollution is 

dispersed away from the people and wildlife, no matter who see them” (Armus June 26). 

Despite Canavan’s hopes to disperse pollution above and away from the immediate 

surroundings, the pollution will have a lasting effect. 

 If the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association has a lasting investment in the 

maintenance of the pastoral of George Washington’s plantation, Dominion Power’s 

promise to blend the smoke stacks in with the forests signals an alternative, 

environmentally destructive legacy of Washington and the Great Dismal Swamp. The 

Union Bag-Camp Corporation traced its timber holdings in the Dismal Swamp to George 

Washington, and Washington’s Dismal Swamp Company might be said to be the 

founding timber company of the region. However, it would be too much to argue 

Washington’s timber operation influenced Union Bag—at the end the nineteenth century, 

Union Bag had consolidated twenty-five companies and operated “thirty-two mills in five 

states” (Boyd 125). William Boyd argues that the paper industry cuts a brutal legacy on 
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the Southern landscape: “In addition to being one of the most resource-intensive 

industries in the United States, it was also one of the nation’s biggest polluters. In 1959, 

for example, the industry discharged more than 1.6 trillion gallons of wastewater into 

rivers and waterway,” and Boyd continues, “Air and water pollution, in short, were as 

much a part of the industry’s distinctive landscape as the carefully cultivated timberlands 

that fed the mills” (149, 150). While Washington could not have foreseen this as he and 

others dreamt of draining the swamp and clearing the timber, the history of deforestation 

and the pollution caused by paper companies casts a long shadow. 

 How do Stowe’s Dred and Palmetto Leaves help us negotiate this environmental 

history? And what does this timber and energy complex illuminate in Stowe’s writing?  

Stowe’s foray into the Dismal Swamp represents a departure from her initial, sentimental 

form of reflection. In Dred, as Stowe grapples with the form of the novel, she offers a 

theory of romance—a theory that tethers human history with environmental history, a 

theory that not only registers human action in the landscape but marks how that terrain 

reinscribes itself onto the plantation. Dred offers a complex, gothic formation of 

growth—a landscape that is as much damning as it its freeing. 

In turn, Palmetto Leaves operates as a fantasy; Stowe wants the pastoral and not 

the georgic. In some light, Stowe’s Florida writing represents an alternative mode of 

telling the history of the region. Rather than relying on national or state history, Stowe’s 

Palmetto Leaves offers an alternative, ecological explanation for the state of things. 

Instead of the Civil War or Emancipation, Stowe articulates a landscape determined by an 

early antebellum frost. While an engaging thought experiment, Stowe’s depiction of 

Florida and her lack of interest in the politics of Reconstruction seem morally deficient. 
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But it raises a question: what would it mean for the environment to be the dominant 

history?  

 The Anthropocene, as a narrative mode to structure history, records and measures 

human impact on the environment. Stowe’s Dred comes close to this, while Palmetto 

Leaves moves too far in favor of recording the environment. But if the history of the 

paper companies and timbering are any indication, pollution and environmental change 

are well on their way to outpace humanity. In other words, dioxins, toxicity, and pollution 

write their own stories on the landscape. If Dred describes maroonage and Palmetto 

Leaves operates as a perverse form of maroonage—in that Stowe attempts to step outside 

of history—what, then, is maroonage in the Anthropocene? 

Drawing on the writings of Sylvia Wynter and Hortense Spillers, Cristin Ellis 

argues “posthumanist materialism demonstrates the nonsingularity of being (its 

entanglement, its constitutive being-with,” but she also warns, “posthumanist politics 

tend to revert to the individualizing logic of liberal recognition” (167). To some degree, 

Ellis’s articulation of posthumanist materiality captures the idealizing impulse for the 

figure of the maroon by Allewaert and others. The Anthropocene is the ultimate 

“constitutive being-with” narrative structure; the Anthropocene proposes we have created 

a world in which there cannot be anything else—and the toxicity lingers as reminder of 

this. To this end, Dred’s swamp begins to materialize this radical entanglement, and as 

Stowe’s attempt to retell the history of Florida indicates, the possibilities of political and 

geographic distance cannot escape the entangled history.  

****** 

In Dred, Stowe captures the form of the Anthropocene, as well as one of the 

political aspirations (or at the very least implications) of the Anthropocene. Formally, 
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Stowe’s swamp descriptions begin to interweave human history with the environment, 

and alongside the environmental history of the region, we see this overlap between 

plantations and swamp even clearer. Alice Crozier characterizes Stowe’s writing project 

as “providential history,” and at the level of the political, Stowe’s novel offers a depiction 

of national history that has fallen off course from the correct direction the nation ought to 

be heading. Stowe’s writing reminds us that the Anthropocene marks an attempt to 

correct human species behavior by showing a radically new vision of history and the 

future consequences of such a history. Put simply, if Stowe’s antebellum writing attempts 

to depict the nation under the influence of the system of slavery and thereby argues the 

nation has followed the wrong path, the Anthropocene seeks a similar status as 

“providential history” to correct how humanity interacts with the global ecosystem.  

 Scholars have indeed thought about how the Anthropocene ought to motivate 

change or human action. As Dana Luciano argues, “the Anthropocene is, at base, a 

political strategy…its intent is not simply to carve humanity’s name upon the 

stratigraphic map…but to raise awareness of the negative planetary impact of certain 

human activities” (np). In some ways, this description of the Anthropocene’s strategy 

recalls how Stowe’s antebellum writing addresses the problem of slavery: Stowe does not 

merely represent the history but offers scenes as a means to “raise awareness.” Luciano’s 

essay “The Inhuman Anthropocene” appeared in a branch of The Los Angeles Review of 

Books under the section: “The Wide, Wide World.” As a scholar of nineteenth-century 

literature, Luciano would no doubt recognize the section as sharing the title of Susan 

Warner’s bestseller, The Wide, Wide World (1850). The nineteenth-century antebellum 

sentimental novel holds weight in our collective imagination as enacting political 

change—who has not heard the apocryphal but loved words of Lincoln upon meeting 
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Stowe: “So, you’re the little woman who wrote the book that made this great war!” 

(Vollaro 18). Lincoln anecdote aside, the contemporary “The Wide, Wide World” has the 

subtitle: “Perspectives on the political scene, public discourse, and matters of policy that 

are making the world around us” (np). This no doubt might also serve to describe the 

sentimental novel more broadly and Stowe’s writing more specifically.  

 To this end, “Savage Arcadia” ponders the innovation and inventiveness of the 

Anthropocene. It is not that the Anthropocene is a carbon copy of the romance or that it 

does nothing beyond the tradition of the sentimental novel, but theories of the 

Anthropocene share resemblances in such a way that calls into question the possibilities 

of radical social or economic transformation in the twenty-first century. Certainly, the 

posthuman qualities of the Anthropocene mode of history provide a critical update to the 

formula, and I am not advocating doing away with the term itself. In some ways, perhaps 

“Savage Arcadia” operates as a theoretical and formal “providential history” thereby 

demonstrating the narrative and historical commitments the Anthropocene assumes and 

the consequences of such choices.  

As the next chapter shows, Charles Chesnutt’s writing operates in this double 

movement, simultaneously drawing on the romance while critiquing the form (and use of 

romance by authors such as Thomas Nelson Page and Thomas Dixon). One might even 

say that “Savage Arcadia” borrows a mode of reading and representing the Southern 

environment from Chesnutt. Stowe’s late impulse to idealize the Florida landscape 

without the critical components of human history seems out of place with late nineteenth-

century writing. Chesnutt will not represent the Southern landscape without the critical 

history of race, slavery, Emancipation, and Reconstruction. Whereas Stowe ultimately 

believes in the beauty of the pastoral and the plantation—meaning that Stowe felt it was 



 178 

slavery as a system that was ruinous and not the plantation itself—Chesnutt’s writing, 

from the 1880s to the 1920s continually meditates on the ways in which the love of the 

pastoral always relied on exploiting black labor.  
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Chapter 4: 
 

Toward a Racial Anthropocene: Charles Chesnutt and Environmental History 
 
 

The 1919 issue of American Lumberman printed an anonymous editorial entitled 

“Negro Agitators Seek to Arouse Race Hatred.” While the timber industry trade journal 

regularly wrote on the economic conditions of the timber market as well as on varying 

political legislation that might shape profits, the American Lumberman had finally tried 

its hand at literary criticism. Close reading W. E. B Du Bois’s writing in The Crisis, the 

anonymous author suggests that Du Bois “appeals to the prejudice and passions of the 

negro, which can have no other result than to incite him to violence” (64). The Crisis 

magazine, the editorialist suggests, demonstrates clear “Bolsheviki” influence and 

therefore is the work of foreign espionage (64). While the lumberman-turned-author is 

entirely correct to find the undertones of Marxist thought in The Crisis, had the 

lumberman continued to read Du Bois’s publication, he or she would have certainly come 

across Charles Chesnutt’s “The Marked Tree” (1924). And had the American Lumberman 

looked further into the themes of Chesnutt’s short story, the timber journal would have 

made much out of Chesnutt’s sustained interest in the tree, black labor, and the timber 

industry more broadly in the South. In this story, Chesnutt, like his friend and colleague 

Du Bois, charts a complex set of relations between race and labor in the post-Civil War 

American South.  

In a letter to Du Bois, Chesnutt describes his late publication in The Crisis as 

written in his “earlier manner.” In returning to the style and narrative structure of his 

conjure narratives from the late 1880s, Chesnutt returns to a theme of career-long 

interest: how black laborers are dehumanized and, at times, strategically subversive in 
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their encounters with a dramatically transforming lumber industry and with changing 

public notions of the natural environment. Usually read as part of an African American 

local color tradition and that tradition’s critique of nostalgia for a soon to be forgotten 

past, Chesnutt’s sustained engagement with the racialized labor practices of the timber 

industry has not, thus far, been explored in the critical literature. This oversight is easy to 

understand, given that Chesnutt’s depictions of trees are often anthropomorphized. And 

yet, as I show, Chesnutt fills his trees with radical political importance, leveraging 

contemporary timber practices and the lumber industry more generally in order to show 

the racial biases governing labor and lumber in post-war America.  

I frame this chapter with the near bookends for Chesnutt’s writing career, “Po’ 

Sandy” (1888) and “The Marked Tree” (1924), because these stories illuminate the 

economic opportunities for black labor as curtailed and controlled by the timber industry 

in the South from Reconstruction to the early twentieth century. As such, these two 

stories read together give us a window into Chesnutt’s evolving thinking about labor, 

race, and the post-war South. Chesnutt’s sustained attention to the figure of the tree 

reveals the pernicious tension between, on the one hand, the stark departure from the 

promises and opportunities of Emancipation and, on the other hand, the rise of 

environmentally focused conservation. Put simply: as the United States continued the 

political and economic disenfranchisement of black labor, the United States also 

committed to preserving and protecting the natural environment. Rather than separate 

strands of history, Chesnutt’s archive demonstrates that these political commitments are 

not only co-constitutive, but the discussion of environmental protection always departs 

from and is informed by the sentiments on race. 
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In between these two short stories, I turn to Chesnutt’s first and second novels: 

The House Behind the Cedars (1900) and The Marrow of Tradition (1901). These novels 

are, as Chesnutt’s first novel’s title might suggest, the buildings looming behind the trees. 

The Marrow of Tradition figures the turpentine and timber industry as a source of 

financial uplift for the local black community only to be exhausted by overproduction 

and eventually stolen by white supremacists. In turn, The House Behind the Cedars most 

forcefully critiques the form of the romance. These novels make legible the relation 

between white supremacy and the timber industry, thereby allowing us to attend more 

clearly the evolving politics of environmental conservation and race in the early twentieth 

century. 

Because we have tended to read Chesnutt as a local color writer and because we 

assigned the late nineteenth-century form of romance to the “lost cause” mythology of 

southern writers we have failed to grapple with Chesnutt’s sustained interest in the 

romance and romantic historiography. Chesnutt’s novels provide a serious critique of a 

romance divorced from material conditions of the past and present. If the question of 

romance has had a particularly messy relation with the rise and instantiation of the field 

of African American literature, then the scholars concerned with African American 

literature and racialized labor have had an equally uneasy relationship with the field of 

ecocriticism.i Indeed, the depoliticized and un-historicized pastoral of certain 

interpretations of romance and early ecocriticism stands at odds with Chesnutt’s clear 

political project. “Savage Arcadia” draws on Chesnutt’s sustained interest in the 

relationship between trees and bodies as a means to reassess the form of the romance and 

to build a more politically aware version of ecocriticism. 
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Once we read Chesnutt’s writing alongside the political economy of timber in 

post-Civil War America, we can see the full magnitude of Chesnutt’s decisive 

environmental critique of labor and agriculture in the New South. Critics such as Jeffrey 

Myers and Paul Outka have paid attention particularly to notions of “environmental 

justice” or the ethics of conservation in Chesnutt’s short stories, but they and others have 

not recognized the significance of the transforming timber industry to Chesnutt’s thinking 

about race and labor practices. And so, even as scholars like Outka acknowledge the 

importance of environmental violence more generally and chattel slavery in Chesnutt’s 

representation of the “traumatic truth of antebellum Southern history,” they overlook the 

critique of black labor in a changing post-bellum South.  

Chesnutt’s critique leverages contemporary transformations in the timber industry 

as well as changes in racial and land use legislation in the post-Civil War period in which 

he was writing in order to destabilize notions of time, environment, and racial identity. 

As the geological epoch in which human activity is geographically and environmentally 

measurable and irreversible, the Anthropocene has dynamically tethered human history 

with environmental history, consequently garnering much critical attention over the last 

decade and a half. As humanist scholars grapple with the implications of the 

Anthropocene for humanist notions of time, period, and chronology, critical race scholars 

have been particularly keen to critique the homogenizing effect of considering humanity 

as an environmental force: are all humans equally responsible for the planetary crisis of 

climate change? For example, Nicholas Mirzoeff argues the Anthropocene threatens to 

become “the geological color line” as the Anthropocene masks the white supremacist 

logic inherently involved in the science of creating lines of separation. 
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If Chesnutt’s oeuvre has always explored the relation between the black laboring 

body and the timber industry, then he inadvertently articulates the relationship between 

body and trees that began the Anthropocene. The environmental conditions necessary for 

tracing the origins of the Anthropocene link laboring and colonized bodies with arboreal 

ones. While geologists and humanists alike have debated the starting date of the 

Anthropocene, Simon Lewis and Mark Maslin argue 1610 is the earliest geologically 

measurable moment of human influence over the environment. Lewis and Maslin arrive 

at 1610 by tracing the atmospheric decrease in CO2 caused by “the arrival of Europeans 

in Americas [that] led to a catastrophic decline in human numbers, with about 50 million 

deaths between 1492 and 1650” (176). The overall decline of indigenous populations in 

the Americas resulted in nearly 65 million hectares of “agricultural abandonment,” and 

the decimation of native populations resulted in a massive reforestation of the New 

World. The germinal problem for the southern plantation (in early America and during 

Reconstruction) and the Anthropocene is one of too many trees and too few laborers. 

That is, the beginning of the Anthropocene has always been about a relation between tree 

and bodies, and as Chesnutt’s writing demonstrates, the post-war South had a parallel 

problem of trees and labor. 

But, as we see in the following pages, Chesnutt’s political project offers a 

nuanced articulation of the Anthropocene and the racial chronologies that we have relied 

upon to understand the American past, precisely because his writings reveal that the long 

history of exploited black labor is an environmental force. This arboreal archive not only 

shows how humans have dominated the landscape but also, more particularly, how race 

always plays a critical role in the interchange between humans and the environment. 
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Chesnutt’s conjure stories formulate a history of the racial Anthropocene dominated by 

the saw of the timber mill.  

Chesnutt’s writing, from the end of the nineteenth century to the early twentieth 

century, most clearly distills the messy dynamism between human history and 

environmental history. As we saw in chapter three, Stowe’s writing strongly critiques the 

form of slavery and the environmental consequences of slavery, but Stowe ultimately 

sought after the pastoral uncorrupted by slavery—on her Florida plantation, she was not 

necessarily opposed to exploited racialized labor. Chesnutt’s writing continually reveals 

the lasting legacy, for labor and environment, of the system of slavery. While Stowe 

struggles but desires to clearly demarcate the spaces of plantation and of swamp, 

Chesnutt’s continuous meditation on the tree blurs the lines between then and now, 

person and tree.  

 

*********** 

Originally published in the Atlantic Monthly in 1888, “Po’ Sandy” tells the story 

of Sandy, a slave exhausted from being loaned out to other plantations. Sandy asks his 

wife to conjure him into a tree so he can stay in one place. The planter, needing lumber 

for a new kitchen, unknowingly has Sandy-turned-tree cut down and milled into boards. 

According to Uncle Julius, the boards, made from Sandy, continue to haunt the present 

moment. “Po’ Sandy” was one of Charles Chesnutt’s many conjure tales eventually 

published as part of a collection called The Conjure Woman (1899). The stories follow 

northerners John and Annie after they cheaply purchase land in post-Civil War North 

Carolina. Upon arrival, John and Annie find a former slave, Uncle Julius, still living on 

the property. They hire Julius to stay as a coachman, and he routinely offers stories of the 
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local history and of slavery. All of Chesnutt’s conjure stories operate with a frame 

narration: the contemporary Reconstruction landscape frames Uncle Julius’s stories of 

slavery and of the plantation before Emancipation. While Julius’s reflections on slavery 

and the antebellum South are important, the narrative frames, as well as the wooden 

frames, point to the deeply entrenched economic politics of the timber industry in the 

Reconstruction South.  

Chesnutt crafts a landscape in “Po’ Sandy” that signals the overwhelming 

economic and political force of the timber industry. Figuring lumber as the central 

organizing trope, Chesnutt begins the story with an arboreal triptych: “On the Northeast 

corner of my vineyard in central North Carolina, and fronting on the Lumberton plank-

road, there stood a small frame house…. It was built of pine lumber” (19). As the pine 

house stands next to a road constructed of discarded lumber that connects to a town 

named for quite literally a ton of lumber, the imagery of timber contours and consumes 

the landscape. Following the “plank-road” through “the forest and across the swamp to 

the sawmill beyond,” John continues: “Our carriage jolted over the half rotted corduroy 

road which traversed the swamp” (20). The various materials and refuse from the timber 

industry, compacted over the years, become an access point for the deeper history that 

Chesnutt layers in his stories.   

The rotting road, here, functions as a stratigraphic metaphor for the history of 

timber and racial politics in the Pine Belt. The symbolic excavation of the road through 

the swamp reveals a deep material history of the intersection of timber and race politics 

that connects the Old South to the New. Built from smaller logs and unsellable milled 

timber tightly packed together, the corduroy road connects the old plantation and the mill. 

The timber refuse sits on top of the swamp, and as it slowly sinks and decays the road 
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needs constant repacking and new layers. The road depends on the bottom layers of 

decaying and fresh arboreal sediment likely built by slave labor and now maintained by 

freed African Americans. While the new, freshly packed layers remain intact and distinct 

from the rotting base, the road depends on the festering substratum. If each sheet of 

packed logs characterizes the intersection of timber and the racial labor needed to 

maintain it, then the newest layers are discernibly separate from the initial ones—

freedman labor different than slave labor—yet over time the two become ecologically 

indistinguishable. The deep ecological history—like Chesnutt’s corduroy road—erodes 

the histories of the Old and New South into a singular, interwoven story. With the 

timbered pastoral enclosing and the layered sediments underfoot, by the time Julius offers 

the story of Sandy we can understand how the tale of Sandy’s demise offers an 

environmental allegory that speaks to Julius’s own condition as a laborer after 

Emancipation.  

While Julius’s stories turn to the antebellum period and the practice of conjure, if 

we follow too closely then we will—not unlike John and Annie—miss Chesnutt’s 

critique of a coterminous politics of the economics of timber and race during 

Reconstruction. The sound of the sawmill prompts Uncle Julius to tell the story of Po’ 

Sandy, beginning: “I ain’ narvous; but dat saw, a-cuttin’ en grindin’ thoo dat stick er 

timber, en moanin’, en groanin,’ en sweekin’, kyars my ‘meb’ance back ter ole times, en 

‘min’s me er po’Sandy” (20). John remarks, “The pathetic intonation with which he 

lengthened out the ‘po’ Sandy’ touched a responsive chord in our own hearts” (20). 

While the narrator and readers assume Uncle Julius to be only recollecting a story from 

the South’s “darker” past, Chesnutt situates Uncle Julius’s start at a pivotal moment. 

While critics such as Paul Outka suggest that the “sight of environmental violence” acts 



 187 

as a catalyst to revisit “violent antebellum racial trauma,” as I have argued above, the mill 

and timber industry signal the environmental and racial violence of the postbellum 

period.  

In fact, Chesnutt’s description of the mill’s machinery situates the story at a 

pivotal moment of transition for the timber industry. John narrates the scene at the mill:  

“We had not waited long before a huge pine log was placed in position, the machinery of 

the mill was set in motion, and the circular saw began to eat its way through the log, with 

a loud whirr which resounded throughout the vicinity of the mill” (20). When Chesnutt 

was writing “Po’ Sandy,” the circular saw and its laborers were on the way out of 

industrial use. As historian Jeffrey A. Drobney notes, by the late 1880s most saw mills no 

longer used the circular saw, and, instead, mills increasingly used the band saw. A 

technological improvement over the older circular saw, the band saw could cut more 

wood faster and create less waste. In part, mills needed faster saws because of inventions 

such as the “steam nigger,” as Drobney notes, “a powerful steam-driven inverted gothic 

T-bar machine that could turn a large log with ease” (93). In other words, rather than 

have a host of laborers loading, rotating, and shifting logs, the mills in the late nineteenth 

century relied on mechanized labor. These machines, such as the “steam nigger,” reveal 

the longstanding association of mill labor and race. 

Though Chesnutt pens “Po’ Sandy” in the late 1880s when mills changed over to 

using band saws, the story takes places during Reconstruction and thus uses the 

historically accurate technology and labor practices of that period. While I do not mean to 

suggest Chesnutt to be intimately familiar with the technological evolution in sawmill 

blades, in the context of timber mill history the circular saw becomes a very precise 

material metaphor for John’s relationship with the South and black labor. John reflects on 
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the sounds of the saw: “The sound rose and fell in a sort of rhythmic cadence, which, 

heard from where we sat, was not unpleasing, and not loud enough to prevent 

conversation” (20). The sounds of the mill are not ultimately disruptive to John’s 

experience. In the same way, John can hear Julius’s stories of slavery and the local 

history, the cadence of the region, and John can continue to enjoy his new land. Julius’s 

stories, like the saw, are not disruptive. But rather than seeing slavery as a form of the 

past and the circular saw an outgoing mode of production, these forms, race, labor, and 

band saws, only find more efficient means in the New South.  

Much as the politics of timber hemmed in land available for freed African 

Americans post-Emancipation, the figure of the tree in the Old South articulates the 

impossibility of escape from the plantation. Chesnutt situates Sandy-turned-tree still 

within the plantation—becoming a tree literalizes Sandy’s position as slave as a material 

part of the plantation environment. Hoping to escape being loaned out to other 

plantations, Sandy turns to the practice of conjure, but the pine tree does not offer an 

escape and instead materializes Sandy’s status as a commodity on the plantation. While 

Sandy’s wife Tenie offers to goopher him into something other than a black body, Sandy 

declines to become a wolf, a rabbit, or a mockingbird instead electing to be a tree. And 

though Sandy becomes a tree, unsurprisingly he does not find freedom in the natural 

world outside of the plantation. The plantation does not distinguish between the natural 

world and the plantation, but Chesnutt situates slaves (and Uncle Julius) as more precise 

readers of the environment.  

 Chesnutt, via Julius, is precise about which characters can recognize Sandy’s new 

body and which cannot: just as the plantation cannot recognize the humanity of the slave, 

it cannot recognize the tree as anything other than an available commodity. The planter 
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and overseer cannot recognize Sandy turned tree. Pine-tree-Sandy stands close enough to 

the slave quarters that many of the field hands who pass by the next morning are shocked 

to see a “monst’s quare” tree where a tree had not been the day before (23). All agree, “de 

saplin’s had be’n growin’ monst’us fas’” (23). Though the slaves all notice a new tree, 

the overseer quickly notes Sandy’s absence and figures him for a runaway. The planter 

and overseer track Sandy with dogs, but Julius continues, “dere de dogs stood en barked, 

en bayed, en pawed at de tree, en tried ter climb up on it; en w’en dey wuz tuk roun’ thoo 

de swamp ter look fer de scent, dey broke loose en made fer dat tree ag’in” (23). Though 

the dogs correctly identify Sandy, Marrabo and the overseer cannot fathom Sandy has 

become a tree—Marrabo can only suppose that Sandy must have “clim’ up on de tree en 

jump’ off on a mule er sump’n, en rid fur ernuff fer ter spile de scent” (23). While 

Marrabo and the overseer cannot recognize Sandy’s arboreal status, without Uncle Julius 

John and Annie also could not recognize the tree as a goophered slave body. Even as 

John purports to understand the allegory of Sandy as a story testifying to the violence of 

slavery, in the present moment, John cannot help but refer to Julius as an appurtenance of 

his own property. 

 The sawmill functions as an access point for the longer history—a history of labor 

and timber that outlasts the human body. As Julius narrates Sandy’s demise, the mill 

connects the arboreal body of Sandy with Julius’s own body. Sandy-turned-tree is cut 

down and the mill rips through his body; Tenie is unable to save him, and to keep Tenie 

from throwing herself on the log, the mill-hands “tied her arms wid a rope, en fasten’ her 

to on er de posts in de sawmill” (26). As the mill dismembers Sandy, a figurative 

tethering of the slave body to the mill, Tenie is quite literally tied to the mill itself. At the 

end of the tale, Annie exclaims: “What a system it was…under which such things were 
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possible” (28). The sawmill, however, continues to play a decisive political and economic 

role: is not Julius, like Tenie, tied to the mill? But the production at the mill—the yellow 

pine boards made from Sandy’s body—deconstructs a temporal separation of antebellum 

and post, chattel slavery and Emancipation.  

According to Julius, despite Sandy’s death, his presence still haunts the plantation 

landscape through pine boards. All the slaves and even the plantation owner’s wife avoid 

the kitchen and its haunting call—all except Tenie. Tenie, according to Uncle Julius, “did 

n’ pear ter min’ de ha’nts” and would slip up to the kitchen at night and sit on the steps. 

Folks passing hear Tenie speaking to herself “wid sme kine er foolishness w’at nobdy 

could n’make out” (27). These boards, though covered with vines and the rot of time, 

remain on the plantation even after the war. When John and Annie arrive on the former 

plantation nearly every material has “fallen victim to the fortunes of war”—except 

Sandy’s pine boards. The gateposts are well decayed, the “gate itself had long since 

disappeared,” and the big house was nothing more than an “open space where a dwelling-

house had once stood, evidently a spacious mansion” (8). The boards milled from 

Sandy’s body, like Julius’s own body, come with the property when John and Annie 

purchase the ruined plantation. Julius’s stories reveal the history behind what John views 

as available materials, and these histories often disrupt the profitability John hopes to 

cash in on. As John relegates Julius’s stories (and Julius’s body) to the politics of the 

antebellum and chattel slavery, Chesnutt levels a poignant economic and environmental 

critique of the developing New South—a critique that traces human systems of 

economics and race labor in the material sediments of buildings and landscapes.  

To read Chesnutt alongside the Anthropocene requires excavating the 

stratification of federal and local politics, agriculture, race, and labor politics in the North 
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Carolina landscape. In the post-Reconstruction era, the political economy of timber 

curtailed the opportunities available to recently freed African Americans, thereby placing 

the black body and the yellow pine tree in direct competition. Specifically, the history of 

the Southern Homestead Act, an act passed to offer land to freedman during 

Reconstruction but repealed because of southern timber industry lobbying, shows the 

interwoven politics of race and timber economics. Chesnutt’s writing, beginning with 

“Po’ Sandy,” not only demonstrates how the environmental history becomes 

indistinguishable from a socio-political history of race; his writing also prompts a 

reevaluation of the archive of fin de siècle. That is, Chesnutt’s writing as part of the 

literary history of the Anthropocene excavates an untold historicity.  

The Southern Homestead Act offered nearly 50 million acres of land to recently 

freed African Americans for homesteading. Unfortunately, most of the available property 

was unusable for farming. The unwanted, uncultivable, and unlivable refuse of Alabama, 

Arkansas, Florida, Louisiana, and Mississippi was opened up to freedmen; the land still 

worth cultivating cotton was not. The act would not last ten years, but the political 

interests of timber became a central concern in the debates surrounding the politics of 

land redistribution.  

As Congress debated the effectiveness and ramification of the Southern 

Homestead Act, the debates revealed the ways in which the act symbolically struck at the 

twinned issue of timber and labor. Southern congressmen were anxious to offer land and 

economic opportunity to timber companies in the South, whereas northern congressmen 

wanted to prevent large land grabs and thwart monopolies and businesses from taking 

advantage of the cheap land rates. Congressman Goldsmith Hewitt from Alabama argued 
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that the act, by curtailing large land purchases, prevented the growth of the southern 

timber industry:  

 We have seen here upon this floor a gentleman from Michigan [Mr. Conger] 

 zealously and energetically opposing the opening up of a lumber interest in 

 Alabama, Mississippi, and Florida. We have heard that gentleman advocate the 

 tying up of the fine forests of the South for governmental purposes, so that no 

 lumber interest could spring up from there in competition with that of Michigan. 

 (3290)  

Afraid northern interests in timber would certainly outpace the recovering southern 

economies, Hewitt bemoans that “the lumber cut from the long-leaf yellow pine of 

Alabama [which] is of a superior qualities” could not be efficiently harvested or brought 

to market (3292). By preventing large purchases of land, Hewitt and others believed the 

legislation prevented large scale harvesting and sale of timber, and without private 

lumber interests, the South would waste the opportunities provided by the standing 

reserves of timber.   

Though southern congressmen suggested the Southern Homestead Act threatened 

to restrict economic growth and particularly limit the timber industry, for all the 

bellowing of damped economic progress, the Southern Homestead Act did not slow the 

timber business. As Paul Wallace Gates notes, “lumbering had not been altogether 

retarded by the act of 1866, for the Commissioner of the General Land Office in 1875 

spoke of the ‘wholesale depredations’ being committed on the public domain and the 

‘extensive mills’ which were manufacturing timber thus fraudulently cut” (310-1). Filing 

false homestead claims and coercing African American homesteaders, the timber 

business continued to pillage the yellow pine of the Deep South.  
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On the other side of the Congressional debate, defenders of the Act focused on the 

value of timber for freedmen. Congressman William S. Holman readily understood that 

much of the land was not farmable but also believed that the value of timber alone would 

redistribute wealth in the South. It was not enough to open up land for homesteading; 

timber offered readied capital for freedmen. Holman declares, “I have again and again 

arrayed this great principle against the pernicious and fatal policy by which over two 

hundred million acres of the public domain have been granted to corporations and placed 

forever beyond the reach of the great mass of the laboring-men of this country” (2603). 

This pernicious redistribution of land prevented all working Americans, white or black, 

from gaining access to land or timber. Holman asks, “Why give a few capitalists an 

opportunity at a nominal price to monopolize these valuable timber lands” (2604)? He 

answers to the future of the southern pine forests: “How readily speculators may seize 

upon those lands in vast tracts which seem now to be valuable only for the timber and 

hold them for their rapid growth in value” (2604). The distribution of land and valuable 

timber holdings curtail opportunities in the present and future for African Americans in 

the South.  

Mississippi Congressman Hernando Money conceded Holman’s point that much 

of the land was valuable only for timber, arguing, “most of the lands are valuable merely 

for the timber that is upon them” but that the current legislation placed too many 

“restrictions,” such that “these lands are virtually kept out of the market” (3294). Despite 

the great wealth afforded by timbering, Money believed African Americans did not want 

the timber or the headache of clearing land. Money stated, “If the gentleman had studies 

from the conditions of things there, they would know there is little disposition, especially 

among the colored people of the South, to go into the wild woods and settle. They would 
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rather give $100 an acre for good land already cleared and settled than accept as a free 

gift land in the woods” (3294). Congressman Money’s argument, though flawed, strikes 

at the ways in which land redistribution and land wealth always invoke the issue of race.  

The Act not only supposedly prevented timber companies from profiting off the 

land; it also threatened to uproot freedmen from their status as laborers—laborers forever 

tied to the land they had cultivated as slaves. The North Carolina newspaper Western 

Democrat argues that while the “mere abolition of chattel slavery did not materially 

change the status of the negro as a laborer,” the Homestead Act would “make him a 

freeholder, and thus break up what is left of the present labor system of the South” (np). 

Without land redistribution, the laborer “was compelled to work in the cotton fields 

before the war by the will of his master, and he still works the same ground to earn wages 

upon which to live” (np). Despite efforts by Holman and others, the act failed and timber 

prevailed. As Jay Mandle writes, “In combination, the failure of land reform and the 

ineffectiveness of the Southern Homestead Act meant that an overwhelmingly large 

proportion of the Black population remained landless. Not only did the Blacks remain 

landless, but they also remained in the South” (420). Thus the timber industry contoured 

the southern landscape, locking former slaves into sharecropping and tenant farming 

while providing large tracts of timberland for harvest by larger corporations.  

Chesnutt himself identifies the lack of ownership of farm acreage on the part of 

African Americans as one of the greatest inhibitors of economic or social progress. 

In his 1905 essay “Race Prejudice; Its Causes and Its Cure” Chesnutt notes African 

American men own “one farm in 31,” and further “these Negro farms contain but 

15,827,000 acres out of a total farm acreage of 841,201,000, or only one acre in 53” (np). 

To make matters much worse, the relative value of farm acreage owned by African 
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Americans is “$1.00 in $133”—land, in other words, owned by white Americans holds 

1320 percent higher relative value to land owned by African Americans. Not only does 

the current southern labor system render the average African American a “slave to the 

soil,” but also the soil remains exponentially inferior and decisively limited. The politics 

of timber directly curtail availability of land.  

The inequality of land and soil, for Chesnutt, translates directly to politics of 

labor. In “Peonage, or the New Slavery” (1904), Chesnutt writes: “The labor system of 

the South had grown upon a basis of slavery, under which the black laborer worked for 

the benefit of the white master, receiving as his hire merely the simplest necessities of 

life” (395). He continues:  

That a people who still retained to their former slaves the relation of employers, 

should immediately and cheerfully pay them a wage for their labor, was highly 

improbable. That there were just men who paid the market price is true enough, 

but the market price was inadequate. Fifteen dollars a month for a farm laborer 

who has to “find” himself, is not a liberal wage. This is far more than the average 

negro laborer receives. Under the renting system, the crop mortgage laws leave 

the laborer but little more than a slave to the soil, while at the worst the Southern 

labor system presents peonage, or the new slavery. (395) 

The material and ideological conditions that began under slavery rematerialize in the 

New South under the renting or crop mortgage system. Leaving black laborers as “little 

more than a slave to the soil,” the crop mortgage system, for Chesnutt, amplifies how 

black bodies become not separate but part of the environment, much like Uncle Julius in 

“Po’ Sandy” and “The Marked Tree.”  
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 While historically the timber industry derailed the Southern Homestead Act, the 

figure of the tree also functions metaphorically to explain how John understands the 

presence and availability of Uncle Julius’s laboring body on the old plantation. We find 

that the tree and the former slave body are parallel commodities for the buyer with cash 

in hand. Timber, a naturally growing commodity, functions as an economic bonus on the 

property. With limited investment, the farmer gains this crop simply by purchasing the 

property. An editorial prepared by the United States Department of Agriculture, printed 

in a North Carolina newspaper explains: “A cash return for the wood grown on the farm 

woodlot is just as possible as profit on other farm crops. Farmers often lose sight of this 

fact, mainly because timber requires only a small amount of labor but a long period of 

years to bring it to a marketable condition” (2). John’s description of Uncle Julius nearly 

parallels the availability of trees naturally appearing on the property—both a direct 

source of profit. 

The logic of the plantation naturalizes the association between bodies and timber: 

both are chattel of the property. With the political failures of Reconstruction and the 

ensuing economic disenfranchisement, labor remains rooted to the local area. As the 

South continued to exploit black labor, the timber industry indiscriminately clear-cut its 

way across the southern landscape. If we continue to follow the relationship between 

black labor and the tree toward the twentieth century, however, we notice a stark 

divergence between the black body and the arboreal one. With the rise of Jim Crow 

politics, the laboring body becomes even more expendable. At the same time, there are 

increasing efforts politically and ideologically for conservation of forests and trees.  

The tree has a particularly haunting, historical legacy as the site of lynching in the 

South, and I argue Chesnutt’s persistent association of black body and tree allows us to 
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symbolically understand the ways in which the black body and the tree compete, albeit 

indirectly, for legal protection in the early twentieth century. While this chapter focuses 

more broadly on the figure of the tree as access point for deforestation and the history of 

the timber industry, I acknowledge this critical legacy both historically and as an 

important component of Chesnutt’s literary and political project.  

Chesnutt even has his own variant of strange fruit. In the conjure tale “Dave’s 

Neckliss” (1899), Chesnutt describes a slave unjustly punished for stealing hams: Dave is 

forced to wear a ham around his neck. Eventually believing he “wuz turnin’ ter a ham,” 

Dave mutters that he had, “‘skivered a noo way fer ter raise hams,--gwine ter pick ‘em 

off’n trees,” and he knew a “place in de swamp whar dey wuz a whole trac’ er lan’ 

covered wid ham-trees” (729). Julius eventually reveals that Dave hung himself in the 

smoke house. While in “Po’ Sandy,” Sandy was turned into a tree, here Dave believes 

himself a ham like one grown from a tree or he at least attempts to make himself such. 

Nearly ten years after Chesnutt will make the associative connection between black body 

and tree, here the black body is a crop grown on a tree, not the tree itself—Chesnutt 

clearly marks the devaluing of the black body at the end of the century.  

With the fall of labor value and the rise of Jim Crow politics, trees only increased 

in their economic value as well as their political capital. The 1902 front page of a North 

Carolina newspaper, Polk County News, offers chilling juxtaposition of the tension 

between rampant racial violence and rising environmental progressivism. On the left, a 

headline reads “15 year old girl assaulted,” and the subtitle follows: “The murderer 

believed to be a Negro employed in a coal mine nearby – Talk of Lynching is Heard” (1). 

The editorial explains, in gruesome detail, the murder and assault of a young woman and 

predicts the local townspeople will lynch the suspect. The editorial is all but an invitation 
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for racial violence. On the same page as the story of assault, the newspaper lists 

“Favorable to Park Reservation,” which describes a bill that would establish a “National 

Forest Reserve” in the “mountain forest regions of Virginia, West Virginia, North and 

South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama and Tennessee” (1). The article goes on to describe 

the “need of preserving this region,” and “that the national government is the only power 

to conduct a work of this magnitude” (1). Here, the Federal government exists as the sole 

power to regulate and preserve the forests across multiple state lines, and yet the same 

governmental body cannot prevent extralegal violence against racialized bodies or uphold 

jurisprudence. As the front of the Polk County News shows, trees begin to receive 

increasing Federal protection while black laboring bodies decrease in value and receive 

limited to no legal protection.  

While the progressive environmental calls for political intervention at the Federal 

level do not appear either in Chesnutt’s short stories or in his novels, the relationship 

between white supremacy and the economics of the timber trade appear side by side in a 

newspaper described in Chesnutt’s novel, The Marrow of Tradition (1901). His second 

novel, The Marrow of Tradition depicts the events leading up to the historical race riots 

of 1898 in Wilmington, North Carolina. In 1898, white supremacists rigged the local 

election, drove prominent African American and white republicans from the town, and 

subsequently murdered somewhere between 30 and 300 African Americans. The novel 

focuses particularly on the newspaper editor, Major Carteret, and his newspaper, The 

Morning Chronicle, and Chesnutt shows how the newspaper and romantic trappings 

printed by Carteret incite unrest and eventually invite the riot. A more progressive 

southerner, Mr. Delamere, aptly describes the paper: “The Chronicle is the leading 

newspaper of the city. This morning’s issue practically suggested the mob; the same 
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means will stop it” (628). The same newspaper expounding white supremacist logic also 

prints timber advertisements. (While the Morning Chronicle does not call for Federal 

oversight with regards to establishing a national forest, the notion of conservation does 

arise later).  

As with all of Chesnutt’s novels, scholars have disagreed over whether Marrow of 

Tradition ought to fall under the category of romance or realism. For example, Peter 

Zogas argues that Marrow of Tradition engages with the “project of realism” and the 

novel “creates a historiographic project that contests contemporaneously emerging 

narratives of Reconstruction” (148). Zogas convincingly situates Chesnutt’s writing as a 

response to the Dunning School, much in the same way other scholars have argued Du 

Bois’s Black Reconstruction in America (1935) attempts to rewrite and respond to 

conservative interpretations of Reconstruction. However, Zogas’s reading of Chesnutt 

relies on a correspondence of realism with the political and historical: that realism 

becomes a shorthand for the historical shows as Zogas masterfully incorporates the 

archive of writing and historiographical debates surrounding the novel’s subject but fails 

to reveal or show the formal elements of realism within the novel itself. Further, in his 

efforts to link Chesnutt’s writing with the historical narratives produced by the Columbia 

School, Zogas’ insistence on realism fails to engage with how Chesnutt’s writing 

responds to other romances being written at the same time.  

Scholars such as Andrew Hebard have considered how Chesnutt responds to the 

literary milieu of romance. Hebard argues that in The Marrow of Tradition “romance is a 

dominant mode, but Chesnutt carefully demonstrates that the South is not a fully 

romantic world” (478). Hebard’s reading of late-century southern writing equates the 

romance solely with writers such as Thomas Nelson Page and Thomas Dixon, and 
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Hebard utilizes Eric Sundquist’s notion of the “cake walk” (albeit updated with a 

reference to Judith Butler’s theory of performativity) to explain how Chesnutt’s romance 

critiques the form itself. Here romance becomes synonymous with the idealized pastoral. 

Hebard’s interest remains in how Chesnutt’s novel creates “something akin to Carl 

Schmitt’s ‘state of exception,’” or in Hebard’s terms “state of abandonment” wherein 

“the state remains the exclusive source of extralegal violence, the state instead permits 

violence without being its author” (471). In this way, the southern white romance creates 

a “state of abandonment,” while Chesnutt’s writing refuses this critical deferment. While 

I agree with Hebard’s notion of “state of abandonment,” I believe Hebard’s account and 

other biopolitical readings of Chesnutt fail to sufficiently factor in the economic or 

environmental conditions in the text. Furthermore, the southern romance becomes 

synonymous with white supremacy and the pastoral—a figurative strawman for Chesnutt 

to dismantle.  

 

The history of deforestation and the details of the timber industry mark Chesnutt’s 

capacity to theorize a relation between human history and environmental—a romantic 

historiography that goes beyond rewriting Reconstruction. It would be easy to miss the 

detail of the timber trade placed in the printing of The Morning Chronicle, and Chesnutt 

masterfully incorporates into his own writing the details of the local industry, thereby 

creating a historical and economic depth to the local space of the story. As the young 

wayward grandson of Mr. Delamere, Tom, goes to see Major Carteret, Chesnutt writes of 

his purpose: “Old Mr. Delamere wished to sell some timber which had been cut at 

Bellevue, and sent Tom down to the Chronicle office to leave an advertisement” (538). 

Far more interested in Tom’s behavior than the timber advertisement, Carteret takes 
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Tom’s visit as an opportunity to lecture Tom on how to behave like a gentleman (as Tom 

is intended to marry Clara, the young heroine and ward of Carteret). The prospect of 

romance threatens to cover up this detail of timber, but this issue of timber is an 

important description that speaks to the history of the region, its current moment, and its 

future.  

Delamere’s timber is his sole source of income in the post-Emancipation 

landscape. Indeed, Delamere’s estate is a massive plantation still “bordered by massive 

oaks, whose multitudinous branches, hung with long streamers of trailing moss” and 

commanding “several thousand acres, part forest and part cleared land” though “it had 

not of late years been profitable” (616). Unwilling to sell the land and lacking the labor 

force for cultivation, Delamere earns his money from timber sales. Delamere even 

imagines beyond his death, envisioning the timber and old plantation as a future 

investment in the uplift of the local African American hospital.  

Despite this future hope of Delamere’s estate as a means of uplift for African 

Americans, the ideology of conservation mixed with white supremacy overrides and 

derails Delamere’s wishes. Nearly shocked to death by the betrayal of his grandson, Mr. 

Delamere consults with General Belmont to organize a will: Delamere wants to give the 

estate to the local African American doctor, Dr. Miller, and his hospital. Hoping to have 

his estate turned into a corporation and handled by “competent trustees,” Delamere 

anticipates his wealth participating in and encouraging the uplift of the African American 

community. Unfortunately, Delamere picks the wrong confidante, as General Belmont is 

part of Major Carteret’s white supremacist agenda. Belmont hides the will, arguing to 

himself that the estate does not belong to the “individual but … to the white race, and by 

the higher law should remain in the possession of white people” (647). While it is clear 
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that Belmont does not have an environmentalist ethics, the appeal to the commons 

becomes an eerie spectral association wherein white supremacy begins to sound similar 

to the political calls for protecting forests for the future.  

Whereas Chesnutt depicts Delamere as only envisioning a well-managed timber 

plantation, the timber industry has already provided funds to reshape the landscape post-

emancipation. In fact, Chesnutt figures turpentine, a product from pine trees, as the 

original means of uplift not only for Dr. Miller’s family out of slavery but also for the 

hospital itself. Dr. Miller built the African American hospital out of the inheritance left to 

him—wealth built by his grandfather and father working in the turpentine shipping 

business. Chesnutt writes that Dr. Miller’s father had earned money as a stevedore, from 

the “loading and unloading of vessels at the port of Wellington. In the flush of turpentine 

days following a few years after the civil war, he had made money” (503-4). However, 

just as General Belmont prevents Miller and the African American community more 

broadly from collectively sharing the wealth of the remaining Delamere plantation, the 

turpentine industry has stopped providing economic support.  

Not only does Chesnutt explain the history of the Miller family through 

turpentine, but Chesnutt also figures the turpentine industry and the remnants of its 

production as a lingering historical marker of race, labor, and history. Describing the 

scenery alongside a well-traveled road, Chesnutt writes:  

To the right, along the distant river-bank, were visible here and there groups of 

turpentine pines, though most of this growth had for some years been exhausted. 

Twenty years before, Wellington had been the world’s greatest shipping port for 

naval stores. But as the turpentine industry had moved southward, leaving a trail 
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of devastated forests in its rear, the city had fallen to a poor fifth or sixth place in 

this trade, relying now almost entirely upon cotton for its export business. (573)  

Intensely environmentally destructive, the turpentine industry leaves behind only 

devastation: both the forest and the used bodies of laborers, much like Uncle Julius from 

The Conjure Woman. Chesnutt renders a striking distinction between Delamere’s 

plantation and the second or third growth of exhausted pines. Whereas Delamere’s 

property and roads remain lined with old trees—massive oaks with multitudinous 

branches—the roads of the city and river only boast scrub pines, bled dry by the 

turpentine industry. With the turpentine business gone and General Belmont’s insidious 

desire to hold back the Delamere property for the white race, the local area is slowly 

stripped of resources and the locals of their rights.  

As Chesnutt aptly notes the violence enacted on the environment by the turpentine 

industry, he is equally concerned with the violence enacted upon African Americans. 

While The Morning Chronicle may run both white supremacist editorials and 

advertisements for timber sales, Chesnutt depicts a local mob intent on combining wood 

and white supremacy as an extralegal form of violence and control. When an old woman 

is murdered and robbed, Major Carteret and The Morning Chronicle use the event as an 

opportunity to champion the cause of white supremacy. Intent on lynching Delamere’s 

servant Sandy for the crime of murder, the local mob literalizes the figurative relation of 

white supremacy and timber from the pages of The Morning Chronicle. While Sandy 

resides in the jail, Chesnutt writes: “Already the preparations were under way for the 

impending execution. A T-rail from the railroad yard had been procured, and men were 

burying it in the square before the jail. Others were bringing chains, and a load of pine 

wood was piled in convenient proximity” (634). While Delamere is ultimately able to 



 204 

save Sandy from the lynch mob, the scene of his near lynching marks the violent ways in 

which the tree (and its remnants) often became the sites of physical violence toward 

African Americans—a violent merger of the arboreal and black body.  

Chesnutt’s novel draws on his early short story “Po’ Sandy” to explain how 

Delamere’s Sandy comes to be confused with the murderer. If in “Po’ Sandy” the 

plantation owner cannot differentiate between his slaves and a tree (and this leads to Po’ 

Sandy being milled for timber), in The Marrow of Tradition, the character of Sandy is 

again confused with a tree. Delamere’s grandson Tom often impersonates Sandy in 

blackface, and when Tom decides to rob his great aunt he again disguises himself as 

Sandy. The junior editor for The Morning Chronicle, Ellis, witnesses Tom-as-Sandy 

returning home from the crime. Ellis doesn’t realize Tom is in blackface, and to make 

matters all the more confusing Sandy is following Tom-as-Sandy home. Chesnutt writes 

from Ellis’s perspective:  

When Sandy had stopped beneath the lamp-post, the man who was following him 

 had dodged behind a tree-trunk. When Sandy moved on, Ellis, who had stopped in 

 turn, saw the man in hiding come out and follow Sandy. When this second man 

 came in range of the light, Ellis wondered that there should be two men so much 

 alike. (598)  

Not only does the editor fail to distinguish between Sandy and a man in black face, but 

also the real Sandy disappears behind the tree. With the real Sandy hidden in the shadow 

of the tree, Ellis misreads Tom in blackface as the real Sandy. Later when Ellis recounts 

his testimony, he admits that in addition to seeing two men “but for the difference in their 

clothes, he was forced to acknowledge, he could not have told them apart” (633). Thus, 

Chesnutt figures the tree as a double mechanism of violence: the tree erases the real 
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Sandy and nearly consumes him in flames. While Chesnutt does not belabor the presence 

of timber as a commodity to the extent that he literalizes the relation between black body 

and tree in “Po’ Sandy,” the tree and its economic market plays a crucial role in The 

Marrow of Tradition.  

Both Chesnutt and white supremacist author Thomas Dixon utilize the tree as the 

central point for violent lynching, but as Dixon recreates Chesnutt’s lynching scene, he 

does not rescue the accused. In The Leopard Spot’s (1902), Dixon describes the lynching 

of a character Dick. Intriguingly, Dick carries a noticeable scar on his neck made by an 

axe at an early age; Dick has already been chopped as if he were a tree. Accused of 

attacking a white child, Dick is tied “to a live pine and [the mob] pile[s] around his body 

a great heap of dead wood and saturate[s] it with oil” (379). Chesnutt uses a processed 

tree, a timbered piece of t-rail, whereas Dixon directs the mob to the closest living tree.  

Intriguingly, Dixon condemns those responsible for the lynching, writing that, 

“Under the glare of the lights and the tears,” the lynch mob “seemed to melt into a great 

crawling swaying creature, half reptile beast, half dragon half man, with a thousand legs, 

and a thousand eyes, and ten thousand gleaming teeth, and with no ear to hear and no 

heart to pity” (380). With no slight resemblance to Frank Norris’ opening image from 

The Octopus (1901), Dixon’s mob becomes unhinged. With no ears or heart to 

accompany its thousand eyes, the mob is perhaps left with a sense of smell—the 

intertwined burning smoke of green wood and flesh drives them mad, transforming them 

into a transmogrified, horrific beast more horrific than the accused they burn. Their 

justice undoes them. Dixon’s hero, much like Chesnutt’s white supremacist editor, 

remains appalled at the unchecked mob.ii 
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While Chesnutt’s first novel, The House Behind the Cedars, continues to critically 

engage the figure of the tree and the timber industry from his earlier conjure tales, 

Chesnutt also provides his most robust critique of the romance form derived from Sir 

Walter Scott. The tree does not take center stage, as it does in “Po’ Sandy” or “The 

Marked Tree,” but instead frames critical points of transition in the novel. The House 

Behind the Cedars follows a young lawyer, John Warwick, a black man able to pass for a 

white man. Having left his childhood home and amassed his fortune, he is lonely after the 

death of his wife and thus returns to the home of his youth to bring his sister out of 

poverty and into his new life. His sister, Rena, is also able to pass as white, and after John 

sends her away to school she returns as Rowena. In their new community, Rowena falls 

in love with a white man, she reveals her racial origins, her lover rejects her, and Rowena 

ultimately dies. 

 In part, we ought to know the ending of The House Behind the Cedars from the 

very beginning as Chesnutt opens with a dark, arboreal metaphor for time: “Time touches 

all things with destroying hand; and if he seem now and then to bestow the bloom of 

youth, the sap of spring, it is but a brief mockery, to be surely and swiftly followed by the 

wrinkles of old age, the dry leaves and bare branches of winter” (269). The tree, despite 

spring or sap, is driven toward the dry and bare. Indeed, much of The House Behind the 

Cedars narrates this “brief mockery” and ends in the heroine’s death.   

The tree and the timber industry function as important thresholds in Rena’s 

passing as white. There are two critical moments in the transition of Rena into Rowena: 

her journey from her home and her trip to the Renaissance festival. Journeying from her 

childhood home to live with her brother, Rena travels first by steamboat: her journey is 

both a physical departure from her mother’s home, the house behind the cedars, and a 
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symbolic departure from her blackness. Rena’s brother renames her Rowena, after the 

heroine from Sir Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe (1820), and Chesnutt makes explicit how Rena’s 

transition into Rowena depends on black labor. Chesnutt writes, “The journey down the 

sluggish river to the seaboard in the flat-bottomed, stern-wheel steamer lasted all day and 

most of the night. During the first half-day, the boat grounded now and then upon a sand-

bank, and the half-naked negro deck-hands toiled with ropes and poles to release it” 

(296). The ship cannot move and travel the river without black labor to push and pull it 

into the current. In this sense, black labor is the necessary force to move the steamboat 

downstream—pulling the boat loose when it is too shallow and bringing onboard the fuel 

for the engine.  

 While The House Behind the Cedars, of all of Chesnutt’s writings, provides the 

least economic and environmental history of the surrounding world of the story, on the 

river Chesnutt cannot resist narrating the timber economy present alongside Rena’s 

journey. Chesnutt writes,   

 the steamer would tie up at a landing, and by the light of huge pine torches she 

 watched the boat hands send the yellow turpentine barrels down the steep back in 

 a long string, or pass cord-wood on board from hand to hand. The excited 

 negroes, their white teeth and eyeballs glistening in the surrounding darkness to 

 which their faces formed no relief. (296).  

The hands that pulled the steamboat along shallow portions of the river now carry 

onboard wood to burn for the steam engine while unloading the turpentine drained from 

pine trees. But for the burning tree torches, the laboring bodies would nearly disappear 

into the landscape.  
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 Chesnutt places the process of both the brother and sister crossing the color line 

underneath the light of a burning pine knot. The fleeting glimpses of laboring bodies and 

timber in the flickering light aboard the steamboat accompanies Rena in her transition 

into Rowena—this system of transport and labor provides the literal movement into her 

new world. When John left his mother’s home, he adopted the name Warwick from a 

novel he was reading: “reading, by the light of a blazing pine-knot or lump of resin, some 

volume from the bookcase in the hall. From Bulwer’s novel, he had read the story of 

Warwick the Kingmaker, and upon leaving home had chosen it for his own” (287). The 

same light source, the blazing pine-knot, illuminates John’s romance and Rena’s journey; 

the same light illuminates the world of the romance and the real economic and labor 

conditions of the world John and Rena attempted to leave behind in the house behind the 

cedars.  

John discovers his new identity and namesake in a historical romance; in the same 

way, Rena becomes Rowena and white, and Chesnutt places this pivotal moment of 

transition for Rena at a Renaissance Festival—the literalization of romance. Rena’s 

introduction as Rowena takes place at the “annual tournament of the Clarence Social 

Club”—a full renaissance festival replete with “knights, masquerading in fanciful 

costumes, in which bright-colored garments, flit paper, and cardboard took the place of 

knightly harness” (298). While John’s name was taken from pages, the knights at the 

festival do not wear armor but cardboard—pages and pages pressed together.  

While we are thus far familiar with the descriptions of steamboats, barrels of 

turpentine, and laboring bodies, the fanciful medieval reenactment at first seems out of 

place in Chesnutt’s writing. But while Chesnutt’s writings are a critique of the romance 

form, especially displayed by late-century writers such as Thomas Nelson Page and 
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Thomas Dixon, The House Behind the Cedars pens the most damning criticism. Chesnutt 

explains the rising interest in the historical romance and the “renaissance of chivalry” for 

the southern white audience: 

The influence of Walter Scott was strong upon the old South. The South before 

 the war was essentially feudal, and Scott’s novels of chivalry appealed forcefully 

 to the feudal heart. During the month preceding the Clarence tournament, the 

 local bookseller had sold out his entire stock of ‘Ivanhoe,” consisting of five 

 copies, and had taken orders for seven copies more. (298). 

John terms the festival as a “renaissance of chivalry”—a renaissance that “must adapt 

itself to new times and circumstances” (299). For example, when building a Greek 

portico, as the southerners lack “marble near at hand, we use a pine-tree, one of nature’s 

columns” (299). Rather than armor, the knights don cardboard, and as Chesnutt’s novel 

demonstrates, rather than a chivalry developed to protect women, most of the male 

characters chase and hound Rena/Rowena rather than protect her.  

 The evocation and substitution of the pine tree for the Greek marble portico is 

perhaps the most idiomatic expression of Chesnutt’s historical and political project. 

While the character that uttered the exchange might not have considered the trade of 

marble for pine tree at all irregular or out of place, we can see how the pine tree operates 

as the critical symbol of Chesnutt’s South—the pine tree tethers together an economic, 

environmental, and racial history, present, and future that ruptures the pastoral and 

romantic sensibilities. Chesnutt’s The House Behind the Cedars takes critical aim at 

novels such as Ivanhoe and novels by Dixon or Page. As Chesnutt remarks in his essay 

“Post-Bellum—Pre-Harlem,” Dixon “was writing the Negro down industriously and with 

marked popular success. Thomas Nelson Page was disguising the harshness of slavery 
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under the mask of sentiment” (908). For Chesnutt, the reinscription of the romance in the 

American South for the African American, behind the neo-chivalric rise of romance 

fiction and fanciful masquerade, reveals that the end of romance is always death. In the 

case of The House Behind the Cedars, because Rena attempts to be Rowena, she cannot 

find a romantic ending in marriage. While House Behind the Cedars and The Marrow of 

Tradition both end tragically for African Americans, by the time he writes “The Marked 

Tree” Chesnutt includes all dramatis persona, white and black, in the fatal ending.  

If “Po’ Sandy” speaks to exploitation of race labor in the rising timber industry of 

the New South and if The Marrow of Tradition hauntingly signals the stark departure for 

the promises of Reconstruction, then Chesnutt’s “The Marked Tree” reveals the shifting 

environmental, economic, and racial politics in the early twentieth century. While 

Chesnutt’s late nineteenth century writing creates a parallel between the body of Julius 

and availability of timber, by the time Chesnutt writes and publishes “The Marked Tree,” 

the South is no longer recovering from the Civil War and Reconstruction—the black 

laboring body has become worth less and less while at the same time the tree has become 

something worth saving. In other words, early twentieth-century Congressional 

legislation continued to ignore the problems of Jim Crow, lynching, and discrimination 

while efforts of conservation rose in popularity. Though the Federal government 

continued to ignore anti-lynching bills, Congress did pass, for example, the Weeks Act 

(1911) and began to purchase forests to protect natural resources and watersheds while 

hoping to prevent forest fires and overharvesting. The juxtaposition between conservative 

race politics and progressive environmentalism haunts the Congressional records 

contemporary with Chesnutt’s final publication.  
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In the early twentieth century, the Senate was concerned with the limits of Federal 

power. In this way, forests and African Americans became part of a similar problem—

what are the limits and extension of Federal sovereignty, and does the Constitution afford 

protection for these bodies? With regards, in particular, to protecting African Americans 

from lynching, the Senate refused to pass any anti-lynching legislation. In 2018, the 

Senate passed the “Justice for Victims of Lynching Act.” The Senate Act concedes that 

nearly “200 anti-lynching bills were introduced in Congress during the first half of the 

20th century” and that the Senate failed to “enact anti-lynching legislation despite 

repeated requests by civil rights groups, Presidents, and the House of Representatives to 

do so” (np). The Act states that “the crime of lynching succeeded slavery as the ultimate 

expression of racism in the United States following Reconstruction,” and, despite the 

Senate not granting Federal protection, “[p]rotection against lynching was the minimum 

and most basic of Federal Responsibilities” (np). Despite the twenty-first-century 

declaration that protection against mob violence is one of the “most basic” of Federal 

protections, in the early twentieth century, certain southern congressman did not even 

consider African Americans as qualifying for citizenship.  

The Senate refusal to pass such legislation becomes particularly pernicious when 

we consider that the debates surrounding race often took place in close proximity to 

debates about conservation and forestry. While the senators did not necessarily see 

clearly the association—and whereas Chesnutt’s writing as a prefiguration of the 

Anthropocene helps us clearly understand the relation—the parallel debates often hinge 

on the same problem of Constitutional limitations on power and protection. For example, 

in 1909 Senator Hernando Money argued the Declaration of Independence neither 

applied to African Americans nor considered African Americans human. (This is the 



 212 

same Hernando Money who, as a congressman in the 1870s, had doubted freedmen 

would want land offered by the Southern Homestead Act). Asking Senator Money to 

clarify his point, Ohio Senator Joseph B. Foraker remarked, “I understood him to say that 

the expression in the Declaration of Independence that ‘all men are created free and 

equal’ does not apply and was not intended to apply to colored men,” and Senator Money 

responded, “[t]he Senator understands me correctly” (3722). Perhaps surprised at Senator 

Money’s answer, Foraker asked, “[t]he Senator does not contend that the negroes were 

not included in the designation ‘men.’ The Senator does not go that far, does he?” Money 

replied, “Oh, yes; I do” (3722). In the same session, the Senate considered an early 

version of a bill for the protection of forestland; one senator referred to it as, “the most 

vicious bill that ever was presented to the Senate—an absolute violation of every 

constitutional provision that has been recognized in the past” (Teller 3751). For the 

conservative contingent, the constitution provided very minimal provisions for land or 

African Americans.  

It would take several years and different methods for a forest conservation act to 

finally pass the Senate and become a law. Described as the first “major step for the Forest 

Service,” the Weeks Act “marked the beginning of extensive cooperation among the 

federal government, the states, and private industry to protect forests from fire and other 

hazards” (Cox 194). Before this collaborative environmental effort passed, however, the 

legislative process and debate highlighted concerns over futurity, jurisdictional reach, and 

Federal responsibility. Not only do these early twentieth century debates eerily parallel 

current debates over climate change and regulation, these progressive environmentalist 

debates contain the all too obvious residue of states’ rights discourse and the inability of 

the United States to protect African Americans from state and local persecution.  
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Indeed, the debate over the Weeks Act highlights the continued question of the 

limits and affordances of constitutional power. Put simply, supporters of the Weeks Act 

argued that the Constitution allowed the Federal government to purchase lands for 

conservation, whereas detractors believed the government could not purchase lands nor 

be responsible for their environmental longevity. In order to justify protection for forests, 

the Weeks Act claims that protecting forests in turn protects watersheds and waterways. 

As Senator Frank B. Brandegee argued, “if deforestation does produce floods and 

freshets and washouts, I do not see why it is not the duty of the Government, having the 

constitutional power, to direct its energies to preventing the great damage” (February 15 

2576). Brandegee’s comments emphasize the ways in which the Weeks Act threatened to 

reshape Federal responsibility as, rather than disaster response, economic and 

environmental loss mitigation. But, as Senator Theodore Burton argued, “If you adopt the 

theory that the Federal Government should begin to buy land here and there, where are 

you going to stop? … If you accept this bill as a precedent, why not say that the 

Government shall buy those lands and let them lie fallow or improve them in some way 

until they are brought up to a proper condition for further cultivation? (2582). Burton’s 

argument focuses specifically on the issue of time and limits: once the government begins 

to protect land, when does the government spatially and temporally stop?  

Conservation not only highlighted the problem of futurity and disaster mitigation; 

the debates over conservation also expanded beyond the United States. Many senators 

noted how European countries managed forestlands. For example, Senator Burton 

argued, “Besides State ownership of large areas of forests, most European countries have 

passed regulations affecting the management and use of private forests. This has been 

found necessary as a result of the devastation of forests under private exploitation and the 
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fear of a timber famine,” but despite these efforts in Europe, Burton continued, “there is 

no rational, judicious policy of forest preservation or promotion that can be complete 

without regulations forbidding the cutting of timber upon private lands. Such regulations 

the Federal Government can not impose upon private owners, but the States may and 

can” (2586). The problem of timber becomes a problem of scale, much like the 

Anthropocene.   

If forest conservation seemingly expanded the reach of the Federal government 

and expanded what the government chose to protect, these changes did not appear for 

African Americans or labor. Forests received protection, for reasons ranging from timber 

exhaustion, watershed protection, or scenic beauty, and thereby rose in symbolic capital. 

On the other hand, not only did African Americans receive less and less support 

juridically speaking, but black labor also became worth less and less in the South. With 

the rise in new agricultural and timbering technology, farmers needed fewer hands in 

their fields and timber growths.  

Even as the South adopted technology to replace intensive labor needs, the call to 

adopt the new machinery reveals the entrenched distortion between black body and 

environment. In 1922, the Polk County News printed “Tractors Reduce Horses and 

Labor,” a document prepared by the United States Department of Agriculture. Hoping to 

convince farmers to invest in tractors, the publication reports that the new machinery 

increased production by “50 crop-acres” while reducing by “1.4 months in the amount of 

regular labor used.” Moreover, “Three and one-third head of work stock in addition to 

those on hand at the time of the investigations would have been necessary if the work had 

all been down with horses” (7). The land (measured in acres) and the horses (heads of 

work stock) contrast distinctly with the labor determined not by person but in increments 
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of time. The Department of Agriculture continues: “There was a net increase of $206 per 

farm in the combined cost of power and labor due to the use of the tractor, after deducting 

the cost of keeping the work stock which had been displaced and the value of the family 

and hired labor saved” (7). Here, there is no uncertainty surrounding the labor—the lack 

of field hands results in direct profit, and there is little worry over any “displace[ment].” 

With these evolving conservation efforts, on the one hand, and the shifting demands of 

farm labor, on the other, when Chesnutt returns to his earlier form, and the relation 

between black body and tree has shifted and changed.  

Chesnutt returns to the intersection of plantation economics, tree, and black body 

in 1924 to grapple with the evolving struggle of African American labor in the South. 

“The Marked Tree” reveals the shifting topography of southern agricultural landscape 

and recasts the image of the tree. Here, the tree does not parallel the body of either slave 

or freedman but becomes the symbolic site of contention: “The Marked Tree” exists as 

the planter’s family tree but also enacts the slave’s revenge upon the white family. That 

is, Chesnutt refigures the violence associated with the tree and expands the relationship 

between body and tree.  

The space of “The Marked Tree” is a dilapidated plantation awaiting production, 

much like John’s property from The Conjure Woman, and trees function again to measure 

time and excavate the historical—a strata of timber, politics, and race labor. The narrator, 

at the request of his cousin from Ohio, searches for a “winter residence” in the “pine belt 

of North Carolina”: “I immediately thought of an old, uncultivated—I was about to say 

plantation, but its boundaries had long since shrunk from those which in antebellum times 

would have justified so pretentious a designation” (109). Nonetheless, the former parcel 

“still embraced, however, some fifteen or twenty acres of diversified surface—part sand-
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hill, part meadow; part overgrown with scrubby shortleaf pines and part with a scraggy 

underbrush,” but the narrator laments, the land “had been more or less exhausted by the 

wasteful methods of slavery” (109). As Julius and the narrator approach the old Spencer 

place, the narrator describes the former plantation as an overgrown, near gothic 

wilderness. Among the “gnarled and knotted-fruit trees” and the “ragged oaks and elms,” 

Chesnutt situates “neglected grapevines here and there”—though the environment shows 

signs of having “been at one time in a high state of cultivation,” the trees and vines have 

twisted and gnarled into disorder (109-10). As before, the planter’s house is absent; but, 

the trees, gnarled and ragged from time, mark the former cultivation while accounting for 

the time since past.  

While the narrator suggests it was the wasteful methods of slavery, by the time 

Chesnutt writes “The Marked Tree” in the early 1920s the unregulated timber industry 

was the new destroyer of lands. In other words, those reading “The Marked Tree” at the 

time of its publication would be far more likely to blame deforestation and over timbering 

as the shaping force for the region rather than antebellum planting methods. Arguing in 

favor of the Weeks Act in 1910, North Carolina Senator Furnifold Simmons described 

the current landscape of his state, saying “results of this deforestation already…are 

beginning to be seen and seriously felt” and everywhere one can see “the debris of the 

lumberman or of the bark hunter” (2596). Rather than the plantation method, timbering 

has recreated the ruined landscape of Reconstruction. Simmons continued, noting that 

many farms were:  

abandoned as worthless, and stood there barren and bleak, furnishing a water 

slope filled with gulleys and gorges, too poor for further cultivation, too poor and 

being washed away too rapidly to permit of its reproducing forest growth. The 
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agricultural life of one of these clearings is, under varying conditions, from three 

to 10 years. In that time the fertility of the soil has all been leached away, and it 

has become worthless and been abandoned. (2596) 

While Chesnutt’s early form depends on the critique of monoculture and the wasteful 

methods of slavery (though I have previously argued “Po’ Sandy” points as much to 

Reconstruction and beyond rather than backwards), Chesnutt’s later evocations of the tree 

and timbering practices incorporate the new environmental history of timber 

deforestation. The tension between Chesnutt’s critique of the plantation and the 

contemporary environmental consequences of timbering is important, and Chesnutt’s 

alteration to the role of Uncle Julius allows us to focus more on the present rather than 

the past.  

And, indeed, what would the North Carolina pine belt be without Uncle Julius as 

translator and coachman? In “The Marked Tree,” Chesnutt revitalizes Julius as the 

purveyor of local history, but in this late version Julius only offers the story behind the 

tree. Whereas in The Conjure Woman, the outer frame of the narration often reveals a 

motivation on the part of Julius, here Chesnutt diminishes Julius’s role nearly completely. 

Though the narrator of “The Marked Tree” thinks “the world might have had a black 

Aesop or Grimm or Hoffman” had Julius “lived in a happier age of men for his 

complexion,” the narrator, like John before him, collapses Julius’s identity with the 

natural world (111). As Julius begins his story of the old fabled tree, the narrator 

comments:  

 His low, mellow voice rambled on, to an accompaniment of night-time 

 sounds—the deep diapason of the distant frog-pond, the shrill chirp of the cicada, 

 the occasional bark of the dog or cry of an owl, all softened by distance and 
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 merging into a melancholy minor which suited perfectly the teller and the tale. 

 (111)  

The sounds of the natural world provide an underscore, but as Julius rambles on, Julius 

becomes part of the “melancholy minor,” himself a diapason of the old plantation.  

 As Julius disappears from the page and dissipates into the southern night, his body 

hauntingly recalls Chesnutt’s description of the wolf’s lost body from “The Wolf’s 

Ha’nt” (1899). Looking for the wolf’s grave, the narrator hopes to find “perhaps a few 

weather-bleached bones of some denizen of the forest,” but finding none, he laments: “I 

cannot say, of course, that some one had not been buried there; but if so, the hand of time 

had long since removed any evidence of the fact.... his bones had long since crumbled 

into dust and gone to fertilize the rank vegetation that formed the undergrowth” (194). It 

is as though Chesnutt, in returning to his “earlier form,” has found Julius decomposed—

time having erased his body, his bones having sunken into the bed of the forest. As 

Julius’s voice travels off into the night, his body becomes absent. He has become 

fertilizer for vegetation, and his bones form the undergrowth for “The Marked Tree.”  

 In some sense, before we even reach the inner narrative of the murderous tree, 

Julius’s diminished role in Chesnutt’s form indicates something profoundly different at 

work. Namely, whereas in The Conjure Woman Julius stood to gain at least the smallest 

amount for his stories, forty years later Julius nearly disappears into the southern night. If 

in “Po’ Sandy,” Julius crafts a tale that asks what is the difference between antebellum 

and the postbellum period, then nearly forty years later the near same narrative form in 

“The Marked Tree” highlights the immeasurable failure for political progress. Indeed, 

there may be no purpose for Julius to offer the story other than as a witness to the decay 

and failures of political and economic equality in the New South.  
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 Having diminished Julius’s role, Chesnutt resurrects the tree as the central figure 

on the plantation. Whereas in “Po’ Sandy,” the pine tree materializes the lingering 

presence of Julius and the broader politics of the timber industry contoured the landscape, 

Chesnutt places the marked tree at the center of the plantation: the tree is no longer 

simply part of the plantation but the tree is the foundational image. Planted next to Aleck 

Spencer’s plantation house, Julius recalls, “‘dis ole oak is tall an’ stout an’ strong. It has 

weathe’d many a sto’m. De win’ cant blow it down, an’ de lightnin’ ain nevuh struck it, 

an’ nothin’ but a prunin’ saw has ever teched it, ner ever shill, so long as dere is a 

Spencer lef’ ter pertec’ it” (112). The family tree has grown alongside the generations of 

Spencer since the birth of Aleck Spencer’s great-grandfather. The tree measures the 

growth and economic gain of the plantation over the years, and the image of the tree 

quickly becomes a contested site for control of lineage and property.  

 Rather than collapsing tree with the black body as in “Po’ Sandy,” Chesnutt 

utilizes the marked tree to tether the planter’s white son to his illegitimate black son. The 

marked tree looms over both planter and slave, big house and cotton field. As Aleck 

Spencer celebrates the birth of his first son, Johnny, Julius remarks, “annuder little boy, a 

little black boy, wuz bawn down in de quahtahs” (113). The black boy’s mother had 

formerly worked in the “big house” the year before, but for giving her mistress “some 

impidence,” Mis’ Spencer had her sent “back ter de cotton’ fiel” (113). While Aleck 

christens Johnny underneath the shade of the great family tree, he leaves Isham and his 

mother unacknowledged in the slave quarters. While both Isham and Johnny belong to 

the same lineage—the same family tree—the physical tree operates as the officiating site 

of lineage and family history. Rather than operating as a metaphor for the reifying 

capacity of chattel slavery or as a figure to access the larger economic and political 
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network of the timber industry—as the tree did in “Po’ Sandy”—the “Marked” tree 

weaves together the history of all those on the plantation. 

In “The Marked Tree,” Chesnutt extends the historical capacity of the tree: the 

tree is no longer solely a commodity but is instead the central figure of the plantation. At 

the center, the tree is a material consequence of human impact on the environment. 

Though curated as a pastoral image, the tree symbolizes the wealth obtained from cotton 

production and chattel slavery. Indeed, the tree is a material register for the history of 

generations of large-scale agricultural production. As the tree is also the family tree, the 

marked tree tethers an environmental history to a human history. But as Chesnutt makes 

clear with the figure of the tree, human history on the plantation (though equally tied to 

the environment) cannot be considered uniform or universal; theorizing the ways in 

which human impact becomes measurable environmentally, one must consider the 

politics of racialized labor. In other words, while Chesnutt’s early work highlights the 

ways in which the economics of timber and the politics of race coterminously shaped the 

landscape of the post-war South, his late return to his early form marks a distinction, 

namely that all on the plantation, white and black, begin to suffer. Though not in the 

same ways and not to the same degree, white and black bodies cannot escape the curse of 

the tree. In this way, Chesnutt provides an important note to the history of the 

Anthropocene and climate change more broadly.  

To return to the ending of “The Marked Tree,” Chesnutt does not draw a parallel 

between the tree and the black laboring body but rather the absence of body. Rather than 

a body goophered into a tree, the tree bears the death of Isham. By 1924, Chesnutt 

ponders a southern ecology where black labor can utilize the tree as a form of resistance 

but at great cost. In order to pay for his white son’s wedding, Marse Aleck sells Isham. 
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When Phillis, the mother of Isham, finds her son has been sold, “she run up to de big 

house an’ wep’ an’ hollered an’ went on terrible” (115). Assured her son has been sold to 

a “good marster” and that he “wa’n’t many miles erwar,” Aleck sends Phillis back to the 

cotton fields (115). The same night of the wedding, Isham returns to his mother’s cabin 

“wownded an’ bleedin’”—Isham, having struck the overseer at the new plantation, 

attempted to run away and was wounded by the slave catchers in the process. After Isham 

dies in his mother’s arms, Phillis hides out “behin’ a bunch er rose-bushes in da yard” 

while Marse Aleck raises a toast to his son’s wedding under the great family tree. At the 

end of the toast, Julius reveals, Phillis “marked de Spencer tree!” (116). Phillis coopts the 

family tree and turns the tree against the white family. 

 As the family tree materializes the history of all the families—white and black—

on the plantation, the Marked Tree weaves together the death of the entire Spencer family 

and the death of Isham. As Spencer after Spencer dies, Aleck Spencer attempts to have 

the tree cut down; however, the tree falls and crushes the patriarch. The remaining 

timber, cut into firewood, eventually burns the big house down with the remaining family 

inside. The cursed tree successfully manages to destroy the plantation and lineage of the 

planter family, and the family never rebuilds. As the Spencer family dissipates, we also 

lose sight of Phillis and the rest of the laborers. Whereas in “Po’ Sandy,” the boards 

milled from Sandy’s body remain on the plantation, the only remaining object here is the 

stump of the old former family tree—all traces of both white and black families are gone 

from the plantation.  

******* 

Reading Chesnutt’s archive as one inherently engaged with the long 

environmental history across the late nineteenth century and well into the twentieth 
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century challenges our ways of reading history, literature, and the Anthropocene. Put 

simply, Chesnutt’s career-long engagement with the tree, lumber, and turpentine offers a 

new methodology of understanding the economic and political ramifications for black 

labor in the post-Reconstruction South. While this does not undo, for example, the rise or 

political importance of Jim Crow, Chesnutt’s attention to trees offers a new way to 

chronicle history. Understated until now, the timber industry and its political lobbying 

enacted perhaps the most structural damage to the opportunities for black landownership 

in the South.  

Reflecting on his own writing in his 1931 essay “Post-Bellum—Pre-Harlem,” 

Chesnutt articulates the ways African American literature changed and shifted over the 

course of his career. Considered one of the “first” black novelists but also out-of-step 

with the rise of Harlem, Chesnutt felt perhaps alienated by the end of his career. 

However, by placing “The Marked Tree” in the context of the shifting environmental and 

political landscape, rather than seeing Chesnutt as out of step in the early twentieth 

century (as he felt himself to be), we see Chesnutt’s continued efforts to address the ways 

in which the tree and timber remained to be a shaping economic force.  

If the relation between labor force and timber mattered at the end of the 

nineteenth century, then the rise and instantiation of a human dominated ecosystem, 

according to recent theories of the Anthropocene, has always been about the dynamic 

between humans and forests. In this sense, Chesnutt not only captures the germinal 

problem of the Anthropocene but Chesnutt’s writing keys us into the important ways in 

which race always matters in environmental transformations in the United States. The 

deforestation of the U.S. South depended upon the political and economic 

disenfranchisement of African Americans, and much of the labor in the forests and mills 
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depended on black labor. Chesnutt also recognizes, however, the ways in which 

deforestation and the remnants of the plantation ideology are systemically bad for 

everyone. In other words, Chesnutt’s political critique of race also offers a caveat that, 

despite efforts to the contrary, all people will see consequences from environmental and 

social degradation.  

Structurally speaking, this chapter on Chesnutt’s short fiction, his novels, and the 

timber industry is the formal inverse of the other chapters in “Savage Arcadia.” My other 

chapters read the form of the novel alongside the figure of the tree, and in turn use the 

tree as a means to link the novel to a broader environmental history, or to theorize 

futurity in the end times, or to theorize a romantic historiography. As I stated earlier, 

Chesnutt’s novels and his work on the romance are akin to his House Behind the Cedars: 

that is, Chesnutt’s romances are the novels behind the trees. In some sense, Chesnutt’s 

form helped me develop a methodology for reading the history of deforestation and the 

racial politics of timber. Because he, perhaps even inadvertently, frames his production of 

novels with clear and pointed articulations of the intersection of the tree and black body, 

Chesnutt crafts a mode of reading American literature as Anthropocene historicity.  

At the same time, as Chesnutt foregrounds the relation between body and tree his 

attention to the material conditions for black labor in the South critiques pastoral 

ideology, whitewashed romances, and fetishized interest in the Old South. To this end, 

Chesnutt’s historicity of deforestation and labor, vis-à-vis the romance, formulates a 

theory of history—one that anticipates (and nuances) the Anthropocene as a theory of 

history. Whereas Chesnutt’s literary and historical archive engages the duality of the 

Anthropocene, as we see in the coda William Faulkner’s Light in August and Absalom, 
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Absalom! not only engage the material conditions of timber production, but the modes of 

timber production mirror the form of each novel.  

 

Coda: 

Timbering in Yoknapatawpha; or, The “Thunder of Rolling Logs” 

 

When contemplating the opening image or character I ought to use for my coda 

on William Faulkner, thereby beginning the end of “Savage Arcadia,” I did not want for 

examples of trees in Yoknapatawpha. I could, of course, start with Darl and Jewel from 

As I Lay Dying (1930): “wooden-backed, wooden-faced,” the brothers haul a load of 

freshly cut lumber as Addie Bundren dies: “the rain shaping the wagon that is ours, the 

load that is no longer theirs that felled and sawed it nor yet theirs that bought it and which 

is not ours either, lie on our wagon though it does” (52). Which is not even to mention 

their other brother, the carpenter, who precisely built Addie’s coffin, on a bevel no less.  

Rather than simply harvesting timber, if I wanted to speak more to the passing of 

an era and gesture toward Faulkner’s notion of conservation, then I could begin as “The 

Bear” ends in Go Down, Moses (1940), with Boon tormenting squirrels in that last 

remaining gum tree in the clearing: a tree that “seemed to be alive with frantic squirrels. 

There appeared to be forty or fifty of them leaping and darting from branch to branch 

until the whole tree had become one green maelstrom of mad leaves” (315). And if the 

half-crazed poor white Boon and even crazier squirrels did not exactly suffice, then I 

could turn earlier in Go Down, Moses to “Pantaloon in Black” and discuss race labor in 

the sawmills. Here, Faulkner describes Rider, a mysterious African American widower. 

Rider, “sawmilling ever since he began to get his growth at fifteen,” is known for 
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“handling himself at times out of the vanity of his own strength logs which ordinarily two 

men would have handled with canthooks” (133-4).  

Perhaps instead I wanted to start with a murder and a tree; well, we have that 

image too: we will remember Mink Snopes dragging Jack Houston’s body along an old 

“logging road, choked with undergrowth and almost indistinguishable now” in The 

Hamlet (1940). Snopes would eventually try to hide the dead body in “the shell of a once-

tremendous pin oak, topless and about ten feet tall, standing in a clearing which the 

lightening bolt or age or decay or whatever it had been, had created” (941). This violent 

merger of the murdered victim and hollowed log would recall my near opening image of 

Faulkner’s pear tree in bloom transmogrified into a drowned woman floating in the 

depths of the ocean. The locale for these two violent images is in Frenchman’s Bend—

and the Frenchman’s plantation house had been steadily torn down for fire wood over the 

years: “walnut newel posts and stair spindles, oak floors which fifty years later would 

have been almost priceless, the very clapboards themselves—for thirty years now for 

firewood” (732).    

 But if a person was heading into Yoknapatawpha from the East or South, and 

especially if heading to the sawmill in Jefferson, then you will always stop off at Henry 

Armstid’s spread. At least that’s where Lena Grove first stops off in Light in August 

(1932). And it is where the Bundren clan will borrow a mule after failing to forge the 

river. You could not stop off at Armstid’s in Absalom, Absalom! because the mill was not 

there yet nor was Armstid. At least in Sutpen’s time, according to Faulkner’s map, Rosa 

Coldfield’s house would have been right next door to a sawmill.  

 The Jefferson sawmill operates as a particular temporal threshold for 

Yoknapatawpha. Whereas Sutpen in Absalom, Absalom! (1936) ran his own mill before 



 226 

the Civil War (as perhaps did the other large plantations), after the war, Emancipation, 

and the tearing down of the old plantation houses, the Jefferson sawmill becomes the new 

center of Yoknapatawpha. That Faulkner sets the mill next to Rosa Coldfield’s old house, 

I think, is particularly significant. As one of the last lingering romantics, Rosa tells 

Quentin Compson the stories of Thomas Sutpen, lost causes, and Southern ghosts. In the 

most speculative of ways, this coda examines how the sawmill might borrow the 

romantic muses of Rosa; or rather, as Rosa narrates the story of Thomas Sutpen, the 

Jefferson sawmill tells the story of Joe Christmas.  

 Reading Light in August and Absalom, Absalom! (and the briefest of gestures 

towards The Hamlet), I argue that the modes of harvesting and milling timber in each 

novel parallel the narrative structures used to tell the stories. That is, Light in August 

centers on a planing mill, and the narrative of Light in August planes down layer after 

layer of the narrative and story of Joe Christmas. In turn, as Thomas Sutpen harvests raw 

materials from the swap and a pre-timbered region of Mississippi, I argue Quentin and 

Shreve must draw on the available materials at hand in order to construct the figure and 

story of Thomas Sutpen.  

I am not the first to notice the plethora of trees in Faulkner’s literary landscapes or 

the environmental crisis of deforestation happening in tandem with much of Faulkner’s 

writing. As Don H. Doyle writes, Faulkner wrote amidst “a landscape also of denuded 

fields pocked with stumps left by the lumbermen who had cut their way through the 

woods like locusts” (300). Much as romance provides a critical narrative to understand 

and map the political and theoretical commitments of scholars across the twentieth and 

twenty-first century, ecocritical readings of Faulkner’s trees demonstrate the evolving 

theoretical and ethical interests of ecocriticism.  
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Lawrence Buell uses the opening scene from Light in August—a scene of 

sawmills and the quickly deforested land of Mississippi—in order to explain what it 

means to read literature as an ecocritic. Buell writes: “Here in one paragraph, Faulkner 

provides a concise history of the cut-and-get-out phase of the timber industry in the Deep 

South” (1996, 2). However, when Buell read the figure of the sawmill over 20 years ago, 

his interest remained in unpacking Faulkner’s conservationist ethics, separating “natural” 

world from human world. Turning from Light in August to Go Down, Moses (which 

receives the bulk of interest from ecocritics over the years), Buell ponders if Faulkner 

shared with Ike McCaslin “grief at the demise of the traditional hunting grounds” (9). In 

the end, Buell reflects on the overall theme of Go Down, Moses, writing, “I would agree 

[that Go Down, Moses] not only began but even ended more as a race book than as an 

environment book” (14). The “natural world,” rather than an end or central thematic in 

itself, “could take on a life of their own and produce unexpected changes in an original 

[authorial] design” (14). According to Buell’s early mode of ecocriticism, landscapes, 

literary or historical, influence the writer’s depiction of the reading. “Savage Arcadia” 

does not differentiate between a “race book” and an “environment book.” The 

Anthropocene, as a theory of history, erases this distinction, and the Anthropocene as a 

historicity reveals the ways in which we cannot understand the formation of race and 

labor without the environment and visa versa.  

Whereas Buell reads the history of deforestation in the Deep South to better locate 

Faulkner’s understanding of the evolving “natural world,” Christopher Rieger argues 

Faulkner’s depiction of the changing landscapes signals a larger literary movement in 

which “Southern authors reinvent and reinterpret the pastoral literary mode as a way of 

reconceiving Southerners' relationship with the natural world” (2). Rieger’s reading of 
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Faulkner interrogates Faulkner’s use of the “antipastoral”—a mode Rieger uses to situate 

Faulkner within the Great Depression and a more critical nuanced conception of the 

Southern Renaissance. Like Buell, Rieger’s ecocriticism finds traction in tracing 

Faulkner’s particular ethics of conservation.  

 Recently, Ramón Saldívar and Sylvan Goldberg argue for a conception of the 

“Faulknerian Anthropocene.” Saldívar and Goldberg explain that “Faulkner’s narrative 

strategies for articulating this history, thoroughly modern in their interest in progress, 

challenge modernism’s aesthetic turn towards cyclicality and repetition by seeing in these 

repetitions a type of alternative progress” (191). They argue that the Anthropocene 

necessarily depends on a double movement of time: that is, the Anthropocene 

necessitates a retrospective understanding of environmental change we instigated but 

could not understand the consequences of for hundreds of years until after the fact.  

 Building on these previous observations, I argue that Light in August and 

Absalom, Absalom! provide two distinct forms of reconstructing the past—on the one 

hand, planing down through layers, and, on the other, speculatively building up from 

gathered materials. These two critical impulses represent the methodology of literary 

historical research and theorizations of the Anthropocene. “The Southern Wilderness,”  

the second half of “Savage Arcadia,” operates as the planer, representing an attempt to 

strip away the layers of history and relation. The first half of the project, instead, relies on 

the speculative romantic readings of materials to organize and understand this new 

history.  

  Faulkner’s narrative style and form marks a distinct departure, in some ways, 

from the other literature considered here. However, Faulkner’s modernist aesthetics, 

rather than detailing the material processes of deforestation, become like the 
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environmental changes they narrate. Faulkner’s novels narratologically enact the methods 

used to clear their respective environments. Finally, while Light in August and Absalom, 

Absalom! operate differently with regard to narrative structure and detail different 

moments in the history of deforestation, they share a similar motif: cedar groves as 

graveyards. In the shade of these cedar groves, Faulkner most clearly articulates a 

philosophy of fate and fatalism, determination and choice. It is in these moments that 

Faulkner’s prose so clearly resonates with the consequences of the Anthropocene while 

providing a cautionary warning of overindulging in the romantic void.    

 

Narratives and Timbering Practices  

From the very first pages of Light in August, Faulkner foregrounds the importance 

of the timber industry and deforestation as a shaping force of the environment and of the 

future of the region. Faulkner not only provides these details of deforestation; it is also 

that the planing of timber—the particular material processes of transforming the raw 

materials of trees into uniform boards—parallels the narrative structure of Light in 

August. By feeding boards at a mill into a planer, the mill strips off bark and excess 

layers, transforming logs into boards. Light in August operates as a narrative planer: each 

section of the narrative slowly strips off layer after layer from Joe Christmas’s past. 

Throughout his life, various economic and social forces pare down Christmas’s person, 

slowly and determinately cutting him into a particular shape.  

Indeed, once Lena Grove arrives in Jefferson, we are nearly at the end of 

Christmas’s story: Joanna Burden has been murdered, her house is on fire, Lucas Bunch 

fingers Christmas for the murder, and Christmas is on the run. To be sure, since the novel 

begins nearer the end of Christmas’s life than the beginning, Light in August is not 
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exactly a board succinctly run through the planer; instead, the cast-off shavings of the log 

are left underfoot. Just as Christmas’s job in the Jefferson mill is to shovel sawdust, Light 

in August attempts to arrange the discarded and planed off layers to better understand his 

story. Each chapter slowly reveals a layer of Christmas’s past, from his childhood to the 

present. The more details and events of Christmas’s life that Faulkner offers, the more 

times the board is run through the planer, the more definitive the shape and alleged fate. 

The successive events coupled with Christmas’s decisions and belief in his 

overdetermined fate result in a nihilist march toward the end.    

Christmas’s symbolic birth into a violent association with race and sex occurs at 

an old, abandoned sawmill when Christmas and some of the local boys all arrive with 

plans to have sex with a young black woman (though the issue of consent is ambiguous). 

As the reader learns more about Christmas’s past and the ambiguity of his racial origins 

(despite his grandfather’s certainty), this moment in the sawmill is particularly important 

because I think this is when Christmas enacts, for the first time, violence in association 

with race. Faulkner writes, “The five of them were gathered quietly in the dusk about the 

sagging doorway of a deserted sawmill shed where, waiting hidden a hundred yards 

away, they watched the negro girl enter and look back once and then vanish” (514). 

Rather than have sex, Christmas violently attacks the girl and then the other boys. While 

scholars have discussed how this scene is pivotal for understanding Christmas’s relation 

to race or the animalization of the young black woman, scholars have overlooked the 

significance of the sawmill. Rather than just another outbuilding on the farm or a barn, 

Faulkner specifically locates in the sawmill the comingling of violence, race, and sex.  

While Faulkner intertwines the story of Joe Christmas with the sawmill 

(Christmas both works at the mill in Jefferson and has a fall from grace, so to speak, in an 
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old sawmill), Faulkner even more obviously connects the framing story of Light in 

August with the economic politics of the sawmill. Faulkner begins with Lena Grove; her 

brother “worked in the mill. All the men in the village worked in the mill or for it. It was 

cutting pine. It had been there seven years and in seven years more it would destroy all 

the timber within its reach” (401-2). Lena Grove is impregnated by Lucas Burch, one of 

the “sawdust Casanovas” (403). Burch quickly leaves; however, Lena follows him. 

Having arrived in Jefferson, Lena finds Byron Bunch—as Faulkner describes him, “that 

small man who will not see thirty again, who had spent six days of every week for seven 

years at the planing mill, feeding boards into the machinery” (433). Lena Grove leaves 

one southern mill town to find another, and she finds at the center of Jefferson a mill 

planing timber. The mill organizes the history and the future of the region and even the 

hours of Byron Bunch’s life.  

 Attempting to leave Jefferson and Lena Grove behind, Byron Bunch strikes out 

on his own (but not for long). On a hill leaving town, Faulkner writes that Bunch longed 

to go somewhere at the “edge of nothing” (712). Bunch would know he had in fact 

reached the edge of nothing because it would be a place, “Where trees would look like 

and be called by something else except trees, and men would look like and be called 

something else except folks” (712). The tree, just as much as folks, marks something, but 

for Byron Bunch, the edge of nothing materializes when trees are no longer called trees. 

But Bunch is unable to leave Jefferson just as he is unable to leave Lena Grove, and thus, 

“the trees which are trees, the terrific and tedious distance which, being moved by blood, 

he must compass forever and ever between two inescapable horizons of the implacable 

earth” (712). Trees frame the “terrific and tedious distance” geographically and 

temporally, and Bunch cannot escape outside of either.  



 232 

Bunch’s desire to escape outside of Jefferson and Mississippi develops a 

relationality between trees and people that is indicative of how central the timber industry 

has been in shaping the region and its inhabitants. In order for folks to be something 

different, trees would need to be something “else except trees,” but as trees are still trees 

and remain ever present on the horizon, the same structures in Jefferson (the mill, 

planing) will continue on forever even beyond Jefferson.  

Trees mark the horizon of the future, but trees also mark the history of the region 

as well. At the top of the hill above Jefferson, Bunch looks down at the old plantation and 

the now absent house. Faulkner writes, “But in the exact center the clump of oaks still 

stand as they stood when the house was built, though now there is no house among 

them…He cannot even see the scars of the fire; he could not even tell where it used to 

stand if it were not for the oaks” (713). The plantation house burns down at the beginning 

of Light in August, but despite the now-absent-house and the fields “broken now by 

random negro cabins and garden patches and dead fields erosiongutted and chocked with 

blackjack,” Bunch can still clearly see lasting outlines of the plantation (713). The 

plantation and the sawmill collectively bookend the history and the future of the region, 

limiting any possible escape from or thought beyond the present.  

Reading Light in August through the mechanism of the wood planer captures the 

mode of one particular side of romantic historiography; namely, the planer operates as a 

material metaphor for the sedimentation of economic and material history. The few 

remaining trees mark the history of the region as a plantation culture, and from the 

shavings and sawdust we trace the violent history of the region long after the big houses 

and pines are gone. The second section of “Savage Arcadia,” “The Southern Wilderness,” 

particularly draws on this mode to historicize the relation between black labor, timber, 
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and the Southern landscape. That is, in attending the historicity of the Anthropocene, 

“Savage Arcadia” sifts through the refuse and sawdust to find the layers of relation in 

order to explain current and past crisis of race, class, and environmental destruction. As 

geologists rely on the process of coring to take samples from geological sediment, 

searching for traces of human induced environmental change within the strata, their 

methodology indeed proves similar to the methods employed here. (One wonders if this 

is in part why the Anthropocene so easily became a tool within the humanities.)  

Whereas Light in August provides layer after layer described by a seemingly 

omniscient narrator, Absalom, Absalom! embodies a more speculative mode of retelling 

the history of a region. In other words, whereas Faulkner continually unveils details from 

Joe Christmas’s life, the facts and events of Thomas Sutpen’s life come second or 

thirdhand. Quentin and Shreve are required to adopt a romantic mode of speculation in 

order to grasp the totality of events at Sutpen’s Hundred and beyond.  This method of 

speculation is the other technique required of the Anthropocene: as a theory of history, 

we build these epic stories from the few samples we gather; we read the history of 

everything into a particular something.  

Absalom, Absalom! tells the story of Thomas Sutpen: an unknown man who 

arrives in the county one day, buys a huge tract of land, and builds on that land a giant 

plantation. It is the story of Sutpen and his offspring as told by several generations of 

Compson and one Coldfield. We receive the story indirectly, and there is a fair bit of 

speculation—Quentin and his roommate Shreve build the story of Sutpen from the 

evidence and stories Quentin has heard growing up. I argue the narrative structure of 

Absalom, Absalom! mirrors the initial form of Sutpen harvesting raw materials and 

building his empire.  
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Through speculation and second-hand stories, Quentin and Shreve are able to 

build the specters of characters and imbue life in them, much in the same way Faulkner 

describes Sutpen’s process of harvesting wood. Faulkner writes, it is “as though his 

[Sutpen’s] presence alone compelled that house to accept and retain human life; as 

though houses actually possess a sentience” and “a personality and character acquired not 

from the people who breathe or have breathed in them so much as rather inherent in the 

wood and brick or begotten upon the wood and brick by the man or men who conceived 

and built them” (70). Faulkner creates a strange tautology within the wood harvested and 

milled into a house: on the one hand, Sutpen wills the wood to retain sentience and the 

fleeting history of his existence, but on the other hand, the wood cannot “acquire” 

personality from those living within the house, only the ones who built the house. The 

materiality accepts the story of its creator but does not become porous enough to truly 

absorb more details of life within its proximity.  

While Faulkner begins Absalom, Absalom! with Quentin Compson in a dark 

shaded room at Rosa Coldfield’s house, called on to hear her story, her version of the 

events, the beginning of Sutpen’s Hundred originates in the swamp timbering boards for 

the plantation house. Having “set up the saw and the planer which he had brought in the 

wagon,” Sutpen and his slaves “carried plank by plank and brick by brick out of the 

swamp where the clay and timber waited” (30). Sutpen, by sheer force, “dragged house 

and gardens out of virgin swamp” (32). Gathering available resources, Sutpen transforms 

the environment to fit the image of his dream of a plantation. In the same way, Quentin 

and Shreve must harvest the fragments and materials of the story in order to reconstruct 

the image of Sutpen.  
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While characters such as Rosa Coldfield or Quentin’s father provide details of 

Sutpen’s time in Mississippi, Quentin’s grandfather provides the most information about 

Sutpen’s past before Sutpen arrived in Yoknapatawpha. General Compson speculated and 

built out the past from the few moments Sutpen shared with him. Of the many details, 

Quentin says, “He didn’t tell Grandfather that he did, but Grandfather believed he did, 

would have” (219). Even having heard some of the events for himself, General Compson 

still needed to speculate on the events and motivations of Sutpen’s grand plan. General 

Compson and Sutpen talk of Sutpen’s childhood as they chase the French architect 

through the woods and swamp. After having “most of the big timbers cut and trimmed,” 

Faulkner writes, “one day the architect couldn’t stand it anymore” (181). Jumping from 

tree to tree, the architect attempts to evade the slaves and dogs tracking him. While on the 

hunt, Sutpen provides General Compson with some the details of his early childhood. 

Sutpen first discovers his dream of the plantation when his family comes down 

from the mountains to a Tidewater plantation in Virginia. After being turned away from 

the front door of a plantation by a slave, Sutpen runs away from home. Faulkner writes,   

 He went into the woods. He says he did not tell himself where to go: that his 

 body, his feet, just went there—a place where a game trail entered a cane brake 

 and an oak tree had fallen across it and made a kind of cave…. He said he crawled 

 back into the cave and sat his back against the uptorn roots, and thought. (193)  

Not in a cave made of stone, but in a cave created by a fallen tree, Sutpen plans his 

revenge and designs his future. The upturned and torn roots of the fallen tree, an image 

similar to Hawthorne’s overturned pine tree from a previous epoch in The Scarlet Letter, 

frames Sutpen’s fall from innocence or ignorance. Sutpen chooses to kill neither the slave 
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that turned him away nor the planter; instead, he decides to become a planter and build an 

empire for himself.  

If the figure of the tree is at the start of Sutpen’s discovery of the plantation as a 

system of power and money, and if the tree is a central building material for the 

plantation house itself, then it is only fitting that the tree stands at the very end of 

Sutpen’s lineage. Faulkner places a tree, indiscriminately living or dead, as a lasting 

witness at the spot where Henry shot Bon. As Quentin drives Miss Rosa up to the old 

Sutpen house in a buggy, Faulkner writes,  

 He looked at the two huge rotting gate posts in the starlight, between which no 

 gates swung now, wondering from what direction Bon and Henry had ridden up 

 that day, wondering what had cast a shadow which Bon was not to pass alive; if 

 some living tree which still lived and bore leaves and shed or if some tree gone, 

 vanished, burned for warmth and food years ago now or perhaps just gone; or it 

 has been one of the two post themselves, thinking, wishing that Henry was there 

 now to stop Miss Coldfield. (299) 

The wood signals the threshold of life and death, and the wood remembers and marks the 

death of Bon, but the form of the wood becomes indeterminate. Bon passed from life to 

death in the shadow of the yet living, now dead, or once dead tree. The tree, perhaps as 

the post, which has no gate to swing back and forth, stands only to mark the once-was of 

a threshold no longer there—the post with no gate might simultaneously allow constant 

crossing between the then and the now, but as there is no longer a difference of space to 

demarcate on either side of the post, the gateless post explodes the difference between 

then and now. Or instead, the tree may not be a post but a tree burned far back when for 

warmth, or it could be a tree that still lives and remembers.  



 237 

 The indeterminate nature of the tree bleeds out into the whole area surrounding 

the house and blurs the distinction not only between time, inanimate object, and tree, but 

also between tree and flesh. Faulkner continues, “the dead furnace-breath of air in which 

they moved seemed to reek in slow and protracted violence with a smell of desolation 

and decay as if the wood of which it was built were flesh” (301). In the end, Sutpen’s 

house and the wood has decayed just as the flesh decayed in Sutpen’s lineage.  

 

Cedar Groves and Gravestones  

If Light in August provides the layers of history but ultimately reveals ambiguity 

and a quagmire of tension between individual choice, social influence and economic 

determinism, Absalom, Absalom! is a case study in applied romance. Both novels reveal 

and revel in the dangers of assumed fate, and nowhere is fate so strongly present than in a 

wooded graveyard. Joanna Burden shows Joe Christmas the hidden graves of her 

grandfather and brother only marked by a grove of cedar trees. Her family was murdered 

for attempting to help freedmen to vote in the election following the Civil War, and the 

graves were left unmarked because the family feared vigilantes would dig up and 

desecrate the bodies., Joanna recalls through the trees a lingering message from her 

family. Joanna remarks, “I think it was something about father, something that came from 

the cedar grove to me, through him. A something I felt that he had put on the cedar grove, 

and that when I went into it, the grove would put on me so that I would never be able to 

forget it” (585). The cedar grove places the burden of responsibility, a curse of the entire 

white race, onto the shoulders of Joanna: “Remember this. Your grandfather and brother 

are lying there, murdered not by one white man but by the curse which God put on a 

whole race before your grandfather or your brother or me or you were even thought of” 
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(585). In true Faulknerian fashion, Joanna discovers the lingering curse of a region that 

exists even before she was born and will remain long after.  

This curse does not necessarily change how Joanna sees white people, but instead 

transforms the way she views black people. Joanna recalls:  

 I had seen negroes since I could remember. I just looked at them as I did rain, or 

 furniture, or food or sleep. But after that I seemed to see them for the first time 

 not as people, but as a thing, a shadow in which I lived, we lived, all white people, 

 all other people. I thought of all the children coming forever and ever into the 

 world, white, with the black shadow already falling upon them before they drew 

 breath. (585)  

There is a strange contradiction in the supposed transition following the curse: on the one 

hand, Joanna says that the curse transforms black people into “a thing, a shadow” that 

consumes not only her entire life but the life of children to come. On the other hand, even 

before the curse, she noticed black people as weather or furniture or necessities of life. In 

other words, when Joanna discovers her family legacy in the cedar groves, it is far from 

the first time she has seen black people “not as people”; rather, she only begins to notice 

the overwhelming sense of dread associated with the surrounding environment. The 

association of graves and cedar groves simultaneously marks history and futurity; the 

shadows of past sins create even darker shadows in the near future. 

The figurative association between blackness, shadows, and wood appears even 

earlier in Light in August. When Joe Christmas enters the abandoned sawmill with the 

other boys to have sex with the young black girl, Faulkner writes, “[l]eaning, he seemed 

to look down into a black well and at the bottom saw two glints like reflections of dead 

stars” (514). While the graveyard cedar trees transform black bodies from benign weather 
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to choking shadows, the “black well” in the abandoned sawmill all but destroys the future 

for Christmas. Rather than see a future smothered out by a curse, he looks into depths of 

a black well only to find eyes like dead stars. In some ways, Joanna Burden and Joe 

Christmas feel equally burdened by the past, but Faulkner details the different ways in 

which they engage the choking feeling of a legacy. Joanna Burden understands her past 

and future while standing in the cedar graveyard, but Joe Christmas knows his past and 

decides his violent future while staring into the void found in the abandoned sawmill.  

While Faulkner preferred the Old Testament to the New Testament, the 

association between Christmas and the stars certainly evokes New Testament symbolism.i 

The image of two dead stars staring back at Joe Christmas does not easily map onto 

Christian symbolism—the relation between Christmas and Christ chafes—but the dead 

stars at Christmas’s symbolic birth conjure the Star of Bethlehem. Describing the star 

rising at the birth of Christ, the wise men said, “for we have seen his star at its rising” 

(King James Bible, Matthew 2.2). Here, rather than a single star, Christmas sees two dead 

stars: he is doubled within himself as both white and black, character and Christ-figure.  

As Raymond Brown notes, “There may be a play on the rising of the star and the birth of 

a king, since an underlying Aramaic term mwld can refer to the birth both of a star and of 

a person” (173). If the figure of rising doubles as rising and birth, then Faulkner marks 

Christmas’s symbolic birth not as a rising but as falling. Even Christmas’s omens are as 

ambiguous as his origins; the distance between stars and the planet is so great that we 

cannot tell, from the light, whether or not a star is dead. Christmas’s omens in the 

sawmill simultaneously expand time beyond human, biblical, or even planetary time, and, 

through the specter of death, make time irrelevant. Joanna Burden experiences her dark 

vision of the future amidst living trees and dead human bodies. Joe Christmas sees his 
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end in the living black body and dead trees. The old sawmill is abandoned presumably 

because the area surrounding it ran out of timber to harvest. 

Faulkner repeats the image of the cedar grove graveyard in Absalom, Absalom!, 

but here there are standing gravestones rather than the unmarked graves of the Burdens. 

Faulkner writes,  

 Quentin not aware yet of just where they were…until he looked up the slope 

 before them where the wet yellow sedge died upward into the rain like melting 

 gold and saw the grove, the clump of cedars on the crest of the hill dissolving into 

 the rain as if the trees had been drawn in ink on a wet blotter—the cedars beyond 

 which, beyond the ruined fields beyond which, would be the oak grove and the 

 gray huge rotting deserted house half a mile away. (155)  

If the graves in Light in August blur the distinction between the past and future, then here 

the landscape surrounding the cedar grove—and the trees and foliage—distorts the space 

between life and death itself. Once Quentin enters the cedar grove, Faulkner continues 

the near-Dali-esque imagery of melting: “It was dark among the cedars, the light more 

dark than gray even, the quiet rain, the faint pearly globules, materializing on the gun 

barrels and the five headstones like drops of not-quite-congealed meltings from cold 

candles on the marble” (156). The headstones, like the trees surrounding them, appear as 

melted wax not quite hardened. Even in their end, the markers of Sutpen and his lineage 

remain malleable to Quentin’s touch.  

Perhaps it is the lack of solidification, the murky distinction between life and 

death, the past and the present, that keeps Luster from entering the cedar groves. 

Refusing to enter the grove with Quentin and his father, Luster “had halted the mule, and 

the two horses in the rain about fifty yards from the cedars, sitting there with his knees 
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drawn up under the towsack,” and instead he looked at the Compsons from “some 

lugubrious and painless purgatory (177). Despite Quentin’s father promising Luster, “I 

won’t let the old Colonel hurt you,” Luster refuses to enter the grove (177).  

In order to read the graves, Quentin must clear away the foliage covering the 

grave: “He had to brush the clinging cedar needles from this one also to read it, watching 

these letters also emerge beneath his hand, wondering quietly how they could have clung 

there, not have been blistered into ashes at the instant of contact with the harsh and 

unforgiving threat” (174). The stones, before wet meltings, are now more like the trees 

that cover them in cedar needles—Quentin ponders how the letter does not become ash. 

The gravestones and cedar trees provide final index of Sutpen’s end, and it is through the 

gravestones that Quentin learns the family structure—Sutpen’s legacy. If the graves 

themselves will not turn to ash, the “rotting deserted house” in the oak grove certainly 

does and burns down by the end of the novel.  

If trees signal unmarked graves in Light in August and tree needles cover marble 

headstones in Absalom, Absalom!, Faulkner expands beyond the individual and family in  

in The Hamlet, and the arboreal graves mark a unified dead past—a past where human 

and environment commingled and became inseparable. Whereas Absalom, Absalom! 

corresponds to initial settlement and the clearing of land for plantations, Light in August 

catalogues the post-war clear cutting of the Southern pines. The Hamlet takes place after 

the timbering of the pine trees; Faulkner describes a landscape having nearly been 

forgotten except for the remaining mechanisms of timbering and milling:  

 forgotten save by small peripatetic sawmills which had vanished too now, their 

 sites marked only by the mounds of rotting sawdust which were not only their 

 gravestones but the monuments of a people’s headless greed. Now it was a region 
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 of scrubby second-growth pine and oak among which the dogwood bloomed until 

 it too was cut to make cotton spindles. (889)  

Indeed, this description as double form of gravestone and “monument” to greed may also 

well describe Sutpen’s marble gravestones that Quentin finds in the cedar grove beyond 

the old rotting house. The sawdust may be the only visible material remains of the clear 

cutting, but Faulkner’s characters, like the sawdust, rot in place as perhaps the 

gravestones themselves. Describing the sawmills as “peripatetic,” Faulkner uses term, 

primarily, as defined as “movements to and from or from place to place” (OED). But as 

the sawmills blend with the narrative structures of the novels that describe them, I 

wonder if Faulkner also gestures toward the alternative definition of “peripatetic” -- “an 

Aristotelian” (OED). What could, in fact, be Aristotelian about a sawmill?  

In a cover letter to his publisher, Faulkner describes The Hamlet: “I can’t tell, it 

may be trash except certain parts, though I think not. I still think it is funny” (Blotner 

1607). The Snopes—the poor white clan The Hamlet describes—is mostly a funny joke 

to Faulkner, and he reflects, “[t]he story of the Snopes is not: That is what the South is 

coming to. It’s—it’s simply: This is what can happen if we don’t watch these people” 

(“Evening Meeting” np). This is Aristotelian par excellence; Aristotle writes, “Comedy 

is, as we have said, a representation of people who are rather inferior … For the 

laughable is a sort of error and ugliness that is not painful and destructive” (6). While the 

rise of the Snopes could have potential consequences for the South, Faulkner still 

believes in their inferiority and that classism will continue to exist and prevent their rise 

to economic and social power. In turn, this would make something like Thomas Sutpen’s 

story a tragedy, a point Faulkner and Aristotle might agree upon. Aristotle writes, 

“Tragedy is a representation of a serious, complete action which has magnitude” and 
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which “accomplish[es] by means of pity or terror the catharsis of such emotions” (7). But 

the now absent sawmills and rotting piles of sawdust seemingly render Aristotle’s and 

Faulkner’s differentiation between comedy and tragedy irrelevant.  

The sawmill, as the organizing image of Yoknapatawpha, probes the limits of a 

human poetics in the age of the Anthropocene. While Faulkner may or may not have 

anticipated the rise of a certain political poor white affect, the descriptions of landscapes, 

gutted fields and clear-cut fields, do not describe what might happen to the South, but 

what did and continues to happen. The comedic error is immensely destructive. 

Furthermore, in the posthuman landscape, class no longer serves as a means of 

effectively differentiating narrative strategies. Class and race continue to dominate as 

means of control in systemic modes of production, but “inferiority” seems an outdated 

moniker in a posthuman worldview. Comedy is out, then. But then again perhaps tragedy 

falls short too. 

It may seem odd to turn to a conception of tragedy at the end of a dissertation that 

invests so heavily in the romance. But one of Faulkner’s contributions, and perhaps much 

of the Southern Renaissance, weds romance and tragedy. Joanna Burden’s murdered kin 

underneath a cedar grove proves to be both romantic and tragic in the end: a romance 

because of its conception of history, intertwined with region and environment; a tragedy 

of sorts because of failed catharsis—for her family stopped short by Sartoris, for herself 

stopped short by Joe Christmas.   

The task for theories of the Anthropocene, beyond a theory of history and a 

radical reorientation of organizing life in the age of climate change, continues to be how 

to enact or incite change, catharsis. Clearly, tragedy has a rather long history of being 

associated with catharsis, and Faulkner’s novels here provide a particular iteration of 
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tragedy within the form of the romance. But the sawmills undermine the human-driven 

narratives; the rotting sawdust reorients the focalization away from Sutpen, or Christmas, 

or the Burdens, and gestures toward a different horizon—one that would include trees 

and folks. The romance provides the atmospheric medium through which to see these 

various components align, and by the same token, Faulkner’s romances warn of an 

overindulgence in the dream of the romance.  

It might be a misstep to give such an expansive space to the voice of another 

author at the end of the it all, but I am drawn to Houston Baker Jr.’s reflections on 

Faulkner and Faulkner’s contemporaries. Baker writes: 

I hazard the response that his contemporaries are all who occupy and creatively 

 challenge the same mythical time/space that Faulkner inhabited as a southerner 

 and an American, a white American born into strange racial economies, a man of 

 the New World who dared tally the accounts of humanity’s responsibility to a 

 holy errand into the wilderness….those who recognize and do what they can to 

 emulate his own prolific labors with southern past, as well as his ethic and 

 prophetic wrestling with the state and possibilities of humanity’s future. (I Don’t 

 Hate the South 100).  

By the standard above, Baker expands the conception of Faulkner’s contemporaries from 

those temporally close to Faulkner to any thinker that might challenge the myth of the 

South. And truly, the description above embodies a Faulknerian capaciousness: author 

and literary critic alike wrestle with the “strange racial economies,” daring to “tally the 

accounts.” This speaks to Faulkner’s writing and Baker’s criticism, of course, but Baker’s 

description of Faulkner’s project quickly finds synthesis with the tasks of the 

Anthropocene.  
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Baker’s account of Faulkner’s contemporaries no doubt means to only include 

literary authors and scholars; that is, Faulkner and Baker become like Ike McCaslin 

thumbing through the ledger books of the family plantation in Go Down, Moses in hopes 

to wrestle with and rewrite a human history. But Faulkner’s descriptions of a clear-cut 

southern landscape gestures towards a different ledger to read: the ledger of the sawmill. 

In the age of the Anthropocene, “strange racial economies” will now always include the 

environment alongside the human. By blending the romance and the Anthropocene, 

“Savage Arcadia” has sought to “tally the accounts” of the past, a past of intertwined 

environmental and racialized labor histories. It is only from these stories of folks, 

landscapes, and trees that we can begin to wrestle with the future. 
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Introduction: 
i While “Savage Arcadia” draws together a literary history of deforestation, I utilize 
several important historical and material studies of deforestation and timbering. Daegan 
Miller’s “Reading Tree in Nature’s Nation: Towards a Field Guide to Sylvan Literacy in 
the Nineteenth-Century United States” in American Historical Review (Oct 2016), 
William Boyd’s The Slain Wood (2015), Eric Rutkow’s American Canopy (2012), 
Thomas R. Cox et al. This Well-Wooded Land (1985).  
ii As Cary Wolfe writes, when scholars invoke posthumanism, “we are not just talking 
about a thematic of the decentering of the human in relation to either evolutionary, 
ecology, or technological coordinates,” but instead, posthumanism ought to interrogate 
the “philosophical and theoretical frameworks used by humanism” (xvi-xvii). “Savage 
Arcadia” perhaps falls into the first category but not without good reason: firstly, I 
believe critical race theory has critiqued and continues to critique the mechanisms of 
Western humanist thought for the American context--Alexander Weheliye’s Habeas 
Viscus: Racializing Assemblages, Biopolitics, and Black Feminist Theories of the Human 
(2014); Fred Moten’s In the Break: The Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition  
(2003); Nahum Chandler’s X-The Problem of the Negro as a Problem for Thought 
(2013); Sylvia Wynter, Hortense Spillers, but to name a few. Secondly, Wolfe, Branka 
Arsic, and Matthew Taylor already perform this critical work in American letters. 
Thirdly, though perhaps not the most radical or theoretical form of posthumanism, 
Americanist criticism is in desperate need of a momentary “decentering’ of the human.  
iii As Leerom Medovi argues, “A rigorous eco-Marxist literary criticism will first need to 
grasp the historicity of these terms [environment], and then retroactively develop a 
symptomatic reading of literary and cultural texts that attend to their 
complex determinations by the same biopolitical history of capitalism that (by the way of 
a different circuit) gives rise to the critical apparatus (124). In the sense, the undertaking 
of a historical materialist ecocriticism examines the “material relations that have 
historically produced the ‘environment’ as an operative biopolitical category” (124, 
131). See Medovi’s “The Biopolitical Unconscious: Toward an Eco-Marxist Literary 
Theory” (2010), as well as John Bellamy Foster’s Marx’s Ecology: Materialism and 
Nature (200); Jonathan Hughes’ Ecology and Historical Materialism (2000); and an 
extended critique of Marxism’s ability to speak to ecological issues, Timothy Morton’s 
Humankind: Solidarity with Non-Human People (2017).  
iv See Nina Baym’s “Concepts of Romance in Hawthorne’s American.” Nineteenth 
Century Fiction 38 (1984) as well as Baym’s Novels, Readers, and Reviewers: Responses 
to Fiction in Antebellum America (1984).  
v Albion Tourgée characterizes naturalism as more akin to romance. According to 
Tourgée, the new school of “literary realism” argues that “only the average, every-day, 
common-place happenings” can be “true”--“they alone are ‘real, healthful, fit material for 
fictitious art” (386). In order to parse the distinction between realism and naturalism, 
Tourgée argues the realist as one that “keeps in the middle of the street and never sees 
what is in the gutter” but the naturalist “believes in the high lights and deep shadows. He 
is sometimes in the palace and anon in the gutter” (387).  The impulse towards to 
represent the “high lights and deep shadows” echoes Hawthorne’s midcentury description 
of romance as well as Melville’s critical description of Hawthorne’s project. See Albion 
Tourgée “The Claim of Realism.”  
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vi Jones argues, among other points, Scott’s novels offer a progressive view of history, 
whereas the Southern romance creates a conservative view.  
vii Trilling catalogues Parrington’s employment of the term romantic, and though a rather 
long quotations, is included here to demonstrate the multiplicity of ways in which the 
“romance” signifies. Trilling writes,  “[t]he second volume of Main Currents is called 
The Romantic Revolution in America and it is natural to expect that the world romantic 
should appear in it frequently….all too often Parrington uses the world romantic with the 
word romance close at hand, meaning a romance, in the sense that Graustark or Treasure 
Island is a romance, as thought it signified chiefly a gay disregard of the limitations of 
everyday fact. Romance is refusing to heed the counsels of experience (p. iii), it is 
ebullience (p. iv); it us utopianism (p.iv); it is individualism (p. vi); it is self-deception (p. 
59)—‘romantic faith…in the beneficent processes of trade and industry’ (as held, we 
inevitably ask, by the romantic Adam Smith?); it is the love of the picturesque (p. 49); it 
is the dislike of innovation (p. 50) but also the love of change (p. iv); it is the sentimental 
(p. 192); it is patriotism, and then it is cheap (p. 235). It may be used to denote what is 
not classical, but chiefly it means that which ignores reality (pp, 136, 143, 147 and 
passim); it is not critical (pp, 225, 235), although in speaking of Cooper and Melville, 
Parrington admits that criticism can sometimes spring from romanticism. (3-4).  
viii See Nicholas Mirzoeff’s “It’s Not the Anthropocene, It’s the White Supremacy Scene; 
or, The Geological Color Line” in After Extinction (2018).  
 
Chapter 1:  
i While Henry David Thoreau does not appear frequently in “Savage Arcadia,” it is worth 
noting that in The Atlantic Monthly, the same magazine that published Hawthorne’s 
“Chiefly about War Matters,” Thoreau also makes the comparison between human 
history and the tree. In “Wild Apples,” he writes: “It is remarkable how closely the 
history of the Apple-tree is connected with that of man. The geologist tells us that the 
order of the Rosaceae, which includes the Apple, also the true Grasses, and the Labiatae, 
or Mints, were introduced only a short time prior to the appearance of man on the globe” 
(513). Thoreau is perhaps as equally pessimistic about the future, “The era of the Wild 
Apple will soon be past. It is a fruit which will probably become extinct in New England” 
(525).  
ii For examples, see Lawrence Buell, The Future of Environmental Criticism: 
Environmental Crisis and Literary Imagination (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 
2005); Timothy Sweet, American Georgics: Ecology and Environment in Early American 
Literature (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002); Jeffrey Myers, 
Converging Stories: Race, Ecology and Environmental Justice in American Literature 
(Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 2005); and Matthew Wynn Sivils, American 
Environmental Fiction, 1782-1847 (Surrey, England: Ashgate, 2014). 
iii Gretchen Woertendyke (2016) is a notable exception: she argues, “The expansive 
geography of the New World and the potential it represented for the future of the United 
States, stands in stark contrast to the nation’s shallow historical past. In romance, writers 
could activate this geographic breadth in order to compensate for the nation’s short 
history; romance appropriates an expansive geography and recodes it as historical depth” 
(3). While indebted to Woertendyke important insights, I am more interested in the 
operational congruence between ecological change and romance rather than how romance 
coopts the “geographic” imaginary. See Woertendyke, Hemispheric Regionalism: 
Romance and The Geography of Genre (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).  
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iviv It would seem Perry Miller nearly articulates the Anthropocene in 1967, writing, “We 
may have come to the land by an act of will, but despite ourselves we have become parts 
of the landscape. The vastness of the content, its every emptiness, instead of meaning that 
we are blank and formless, makes us deeply interesting amid our solitude” (Nature’s 
Nation 11)  
v Unless otherwise noted, citations from Hawthorne are from The Hawthorne Treasury: 
Complete Novels and  Selected Tales of Nathaniel Hawthorne, edited by Norman Holmes 
Pearson, 392-401. New York: The Modern Library, 1999. 
vi See Carolyn Merchant, Ecological Revolutions: Nature, Gender, and Science in New 
England (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1989), 225-237.  
vii Cooper’s environmental or conservationist status has long been established in criticism 
ranging from E. Arthur Robinson “Conservation in Cooper’s The Pioneers,” PMLA 
(1967) to more recently Mathew Wynn Sivils’s American Environmental Fiction, 1782-
1847 (Surrey, England: Ashgate, 2014).  
viii James Fenimore Cooper, The Pioneers (New York: Putnam, 1853).  
ix Unless otherwise noted, citations from Kennedy are from the reprinted 1852 version: 
Swallow Barn; or, A Sojourn in the Old Dominion (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1986).  
x Current critical responses to Swallow Barn ponder the influence of English sources on 
the Virginia novel; see Christopher Hanlon’s America’s England: Antebellum Literature 
and Atlantic Sectionalism, Oxford UP (2013); or gauge the level of “accurate” 
representation of slavery or the subversive forces that problematize Kennedy’s lack of 
depiction of the conditions of slavery, see: Gretchen Martin’s “Swallow Barn’s 
Signifying Son: Trickster Wit & Subversive Here” Studies in American Humor 3.19 
(2009): 11-31. Finally, works such as Paul C. Jones’s Unwelcome Voices: Subversive 
Fiction in the Antebellum South maintains the stark distinction between romance and 
realism. 
xi See Richard Beale Davis’ Literature and Society in Early Virginia: 1608-1840 (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press) and William Warren Jenkins “The Princess 
Pocahontas and Three Englishmen Named John,” in No Fairer Land: Studies in Southern 
Literature Before 1900, edited by J Lasely Dameron and James W. Mathews, pp. 1-8. 
(New York: The Whitston Publishing Company, 1986.)  
xii See Douglas Sackman’s “The Original of Melville’s Apple-Tree Table” American 
Literature 11.4 (1940): 448-451. 
 
Chapter 2: 
i In part, John Carlos Rowe has already read the relation between Pierre and the romance, 
writing: “In Pierre, Melville attempted to kill romance, to take it to its ultimate extreme 
as a formalist prop for the ideology of America’s secret aristocracy of the Spirit: 
economic capitalism and philosophical transcendentalism,” and he continues, “In my 
view, Pierre is Melville’s farewells to the romance novel—to literature as he had 
attempted to practice it in his previous works” (92-93). See At Emerson’s Tomb.  
 
Chapter 3:  
i As Isaac Weld writes, “The trees, however, that grow upon it, are a most profitable 
crop…. Eighty thousand acres of the swamp are property of a company incorporated 
under the title of The Dismal Swamp Company. Before the war broke out a large number 
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of negroes was constantly employed by the company cutting and manufacturing staves, 
&c. and their affairs were going on very prosperously” (182). 
ii While I am not at all married to the idea of “radical alterity” and do not necessarily want 
to go down the road of Levinas or Spivak, generally I am trying to signal toward what I 
consider to be a romantic investment in the figure of the maroon and turning to think 
about the impossibility of maroonage in the Anthropocene. 
iii In a letter to Frederick Douglass, Martin Delany writes, “in all due respect and 
difference [sic] to Mrs. Stowe, I beg leave to say that she knows nothing about us” 
(quoted in Levine 1992 80); and see James Baldwin’s “Everybody’s Protest Novel” 
(1949).  
iv For example, Schoolman suggests that “Stowe [is] unwilling to cede philanthropy to 
violence, and thus unwilling to represent the swamp as anything other than a temporary 
space of interracial like-mindedness” (185).  
v See Monique Allewaert’s Ariel’s Ecology: Plantations, Personhood, and Colonialism in 
the American Tropics (2013)  
vi I am indebted to Carrie Hyde for pointing out Charles Brockden Brown’s “The 
Difference between History and Romance” and its applicability for thinking about 
climate change.  
vii In contrast to the elaborate homes in Dred, in “Our Florida Plantation,” Stowe’s 
narrator is shocked at the “coarseness and roughness” of the plantation house built when 
“a plantation was a little state in itself, depending for all the arts of life on the half-
educated slave laborer…their own carpenter and plasterer.”  
viii The area of Ocracoke and the Outer Banks of North Carolina are known as “the 
graveyard of the Atlantic,” according to historian David Quinn. With nearly 500 ships 
having been lost in the shallow waters, Dred would have had his option for emptied hulls 
of run aground ships. The first recorded ship wreck was part of the armada that 
established the Colony of Roanoke. Sir Richard Grenville, aboard the HMS Tiger, ran 
aground in Ocracoke in 1585 as part of Sir Walter Raleigh’s expedition of the New 
World. The Tiger was repaired (using timber from the island) and continued on to 
establish the colony. Five years after its founding, colonists returning to Roanoke found 
the settlement deserted. It is more likely Stowe refers to the 1837 shipwreck of the 
steamboat, Home, but clearly the history of the Tiger tethers together colonialism, 
violence, and vengeance.  
ix Intriguingly, historian Herbert Aptheker in his brief chapter “Maroons within the 
Present Limits of the United States” cites Stowe’s Dred as a primary source for detailing 
the existence and experience of maroons in the Dismal Swamp.  
x Schoolman also gestures toward the importance of the figure of the maroon for African 
American communities beyond the swamp. For example, Schoolman points to Houston 
Baker’s characterization of maroonage as a “resistant aesthetic practice” (qtd. in 
Schoolman 162).  
xi I need an effective term to separate the critical project of the romance novel (that 
always intertwines human history and environmental) and the tendency for many authors 
of all genres to romanticize—to soften, to create the pastoral, to look fondly upon. 
Romance in novel form almost always operates as sublime, whereas I think the 
romanticizing impulse adheres more to the beautiful.  
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xii See Cotton is King, and Pro-Slavery Arguments (1860). Not only does this volume 
comprise multiple essays defending slavery, Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin is mentioned 
and specifically refuted.  
xiii A number of critics problematize 1865 as the dividing line for American literature (and 
history). See Christopher Hager and Cody Marrs, “Against 1865: Reperiodizing the 
Nineteenth Century” in J19 1.2 (2013).  
 
Chapter 4:  
i For examples of the incompatibility of ecocriticism and African American literature see: 
Robert Butler, “The City as Liberating Space in Life and Times of Frederick Douglass” 
in The City in African American Literature, ed. Yoshinobu Hakutani and Robert Butler 
(Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson UP, 1995); Michael Bennett, “Anti-Pastoralism, Frederick 
Douglass, and the Nature of Slavery” in Beyond Nature Writing: Expanding the 
Boundaries of Ecocriticism, ed. Karla Armbruster and Kathleen Wallace (Charlottesville: 
UP of VA, 2001). Following Lawrence Buell’s proposal to extend ecocriticism to African 
American literature, we see a rise of interest in “positive” use of pastoral in African 
American literature followed by interest in environmental consciousness, see: Lawrence 
Buell, The Future of Environmental Criticism: Environmental Crisis and Literary 
Imagination (London: Blackwell, 2005); Jeffrey Myers, Converging Stories: Race, 
Ecology, and Environmental Justice in American Literature (Athens: U of Georgia P, 
2005); Paul Outka, Race and Nature from Transcendentalism to the Harlem Renaissance 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008); Ian Frederick Finseth, Shades of Green: Visions 
of Nature in the Literature of American Slavery, 1770-1860 (Athens: U of GA P, 2009); 
Lance Newman “Free Soil and the Abolitionist Forests of Frederick Douglass’s ‘The 
Heroic Slave,’” American Literature 81, no. 1 (2009); Matthew A. Taylor, Universes 
Without Us: Posthuman Cosmologies in American Literature. (Minneapolis: U of 
Minnesota P, 2013); Cristin Ellis, “Amoral Abolitionism: Frederick Douglass and the 
Environmental Case against Slavery,” American Literature 86, No.2 (2014): 275-303;  
and Carolyn Finney, Black Faces, White Spaces: Reimagining the Relationship of African 
Americans to the Great Outdoors (Chapel Hill: U of NC P, 2014). 
ii Chesnutt and Dixon will grapple over depictions of North Carolina during 
Reconstruction, and the two authors will use the romance as the representational mode. 
Though Chesnutt attends more thoroughly the timber industry and the figure of the tree in 
his larger work, he will use cotton as his material of choice when battling Dixon. In some 
sense, Chesnutt’s The Colonel’s Dream (1905) is a direct response to the idyllic cotton 
industry Dixon envisions in The Leopard Spots (1902).  
 
Coda: 
i In an interview at the University of Virginia, Faulkner said, “To me the New Testament 
is full of ideas, and I don’t know much about ideas. The Old Testament is full of people, 
perfectly ordinary, normal heroes and blackguards just like everybody else nowadays…. 
It’s people all trying to get something for nothing or…or to be braver than they are.” See 
William Faulkner “Evening Meeting with Wives of Law Students” (1957) 
faulkner.lib.virginia.edu  
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