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ABSTRACT 

My dissertation focuses on nineteenth-century American literature texts that engage with ruins 

and monuments. Traditionally, this interaction has been treated as a formal curiosity for literary 

critics, but this project argues interarts literature carries important implications for public sphere 

theory, especially in cases when an author writes about nationalist architecture and iconography.  
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Introduction 

 

“The grandeur of Thebes was a vulgar grandeur,” Thoreau avers in Walden (1854). 

“More sensible is a rod of stone wall that bounds an honest man’s field than a hundred-gated 

Thebes that has wandered farther from the true end of life” (101). Thoreau’s juxtaposition of a 

bucolic American scene with an Egyptian ruinscape suggests architecture is best when it suits 

humble and immediate needs.1 Once spectacular, the hundred-gated Thebes now molders, a 

testament to the follies of a civilization accomplishing its own house of death through a mania of 

monuments. Sandwiched between ledgers of expenses and detailed accounts of how Thoreau 

built his cottage, this digressive moment in Walden cultivates the language of political economy 

by comparing the relative expenses of labor precisely as a means of undermining monumental 

projects. Thoreau seeks instead to cultivate a moral life as the ultimate monument. This passage 

in Walden echoes Emerson’s opening remarks in Nature (1836), which declaims the undue 

influence of earlier generations in the macabre figure of a sepulcher.2 What often passes for 

standard measurements of civilization—Thoreau meditates upon the ever-increasing options of 

clothing and shelter, especially—amounts to the deliberate piling up of debris, an image 

prefiguring the tragic figure of Walter Benjamin’s Angel of History.3 Robert M. Thorson 

perceives a tendency in Thoreau’s thinking to reach back to simplicity, “downward in space, 

backward in time, and toward the foundation of theory” (323). Thus the rod of stone, being more 

sensible, is also more fundamental to an original frame of human living than the gates of a long-

abandoned Egyptian city. Thoreau’s desire to achieve a revolution of “rolling back” also evokes 

Nick Yablon’s interpretation of the Jeffersonian republic, which might achieve historical ends 

through geographic means by encouraging a migration of people so rapid urban development 
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never takes hold.4 Like de Crevecoeur and Jefferson, Thoreau follows a long line of educated 

farmers discovering themselves fresh in the wilderness; though more radical (at least 

philosophically) than these predecessors, Thoreau could nevertheless find in natural processes an 

alternative way of measuring his life as well as measuring time. Rather than focus his literary 

enthusiasm upon the Apollo Belvedere or the Sphinx, Thoreau is much more content to register 

the seasons by reflecting upon the growth of corn at night.  

Thoreau’s complaint about monuments is not merely the establishment of a historical 

strawman; rather, the extended denigration of monuments in Walden marks a latter-day 

manifestation of the iconoclastic strain in American thought. As early as the seventeenth century, 

Puritan tracts published in the New England colonies inveighed against the monuments of 

European cities as testaments to continent lost to the reformed Church. Following the 

Revolutionary War, this strain of iconoclastic thinking manifested as a general reluctance to fund 

large-scale monuments. As Kirk Savage explains in Monument Wars, early governments 

justified the lack of expenditure on monuments to a lingering faith in communities formed 

through networks of writers and readers independent of the influence of a centralized governing 

body, as well as a lurking worry that the images of heroes in bronze or stone still carried a power 

subversive to a young democracy. “Democracy has no monuments,” James Madison said in his 

refusal to fund an early monument of George Washington. “It strikes no medals. It bears the head 

of no man on a coin” (qtd. in Kammen 19). Representative Macon was even more explicit in an 

address to Congress in 1800: “Since the invention of types, monuments are good for nothing” 

(qtd. in Savage 1). Uniting the iconoclastic opinions of Thoreau, Madison, and Macon is an 

enthusiasm for the democratic advantages of literature over graphic monuments, stemming from 

the freshness of perspective that print literature allowed and from a new kind of resilience 
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afforded by the printing press: Literature conquers the monument through its reproducibility 

rather than its durability. Unlike the crumbling images of Egyptian kings in Thebes, American 

democracy could be located in affordable and available forms of communication like 

newspapers, pamphlets, books, declarations, articles, and constitutions. This emphasis upon the 

medium of the message implies that literature is produced, disseminated, and consumed 

differently from traditional monuments, thus producing those discursive networks that Michael 

Warner has labeled publics.5  

This prevailing political attitude began to change in the 1830s when Congress approved 

the first obelisks to commemorate Revolutionary War battle sites of the sort Emerson 

commemorates in “Concord Hymn” (1837) and which Hawthorne mentions in the introduction 

to Mosses from an Old Manse (1846). For an author like Thoreau, who expresses a more deeply-

seated iconoclastic attitude than either Emerson or Hawthorne, the erection of stone monuments 

smacked of backsliding to the graven images of kings and heroes. And yet, despite its 

iconoclasm, Walden functions as a substitute to the monument, less ostentatious than one 

hundred gates but nevertheless a text that commemorates, teaches, and develops consensus 

around topics like civic identity, three motivations Michael North associates with the building of 

traditional monuments (18). Given Thoreau’s own sentiments on the superiority of literature over 

monuments—“[h]ow much more admirable the Bhagvat-Geeta than all the ruins of the East!”—

the digression about Thebes in the Economy section seems at cross-purposes, for the author’s 

efforts to disparage the monuments still manage to reference the “vulgar grandeur” that literature 

should be replacing (101). An iconoclastic literature, in other words, is still very much a 

literature about the icons it disparages. In his apostrophe to monuments and ruins, Thoreau’s 

complaint shares a basic similarity to an iconophilic text like “Concord Hymn.” In both texts, 
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monuments serve as tropes of elsewhere and before: The apostrophe to a monument also often 

serves as an instance of metalepesis, the repetition of graphic iconography in the new 

environment of literature. Though any literature about monuments must wrestle with its status as 

textual ephebe, such an archive can claim advantage over stone and bronze by coming second 

rather than standing (and crumbling) first. As text, Walden will never share the same 

ostentatiousness as Thebes, a badge of authenticity for an author committed to rediscovering the 

dearness in life; as secular prayer, “Concord Hymn” focuses our attention on a narrative of 

passing time and the living example set by revolutionaries in 1775.        

By casting Walden and “Concord Hymn” as iconophobic and iconophilic texts, I borrow 

from terminology introduced by W.J.T Mitchell. Mitchell lays out the broad contours of his 

visual analysis in Iconology (1986), a now-classic text identifying various attitudes toward 

images, which are not “special” signs in any way but are often treated as such. In a chapter of 

Picture Theory (1994), Mitchell applies his structural approach to the matter of literature about 

other works of art, which, following a long tradition, he calls ekphrasis.6 For Mitchell, such 

literature is defined by a fascination with the “semiotic Other,” a designation for methods of 

representation experienced as different from an author’s own that manifest as indifference, hope, 

and fear (695-7). James A.W. Heffernan’s own approach to ekphrasis emphasizes the curatorial 

and elaborative aspects of the practice, qualities especially relevant to my own analysis of 

literature about monuments in nineteenth century American literature. Ekphrasis, I will argue, 

has often been treated as a kind of formalist curiosity, a narrative mode that both challenges and 

reinforces the formalism so prevalent in the middle twentieth century.7 Literature about 

monuments, however, demands that the scholar address aspects of interarts engagements and 

ekphrasis involving public sphere and cultural theories. To rail against Thebes or to consecrate a 
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battle monument in words is, after all, to address visual culture through literature as a means of 

influencing opinions about history, citizenship, and heritage. By paying attention to these civic 

and cultural aspects of interarts literature, this project makes two broad claims, one more 

restricted to the traditional domain of literary studies and the second more closely at home in 

cultural studies. The first argument casts the author who writes about monuments as a vigilante-

curator, enabling her enough breadth to develop and disseminate and interpretations of 

iconography through publics. Secondly, iconoclasm and iconophilia mark extreme ends of a 

culture’s relationship to images, and the particular history this dissertation tells is the slow 

transformation of an iconoclastic republic to an iconophilic empire. Of course, identifying such a 

trend is overly simplistic, and the Conclusion of the dissertation addresses a significant example 

of imperial iconoclasm in the service of manufactured heritage.  

 

The Threat of Monuments and Ruins in the American Literary Tradition 

Reaching as far back as the Puritans, who often nod toward Europe as a site of crumbling 

morals and rising monuments, iconoclasm in literature emphasizes the comparative value of 

books over architecture in the establishment of heritage. In the Magnalia Christi Americana 

(1702), for instance, Cotton Mather characterizes his history as a substitute for holy architecture 

and the church body “as a monument, in relation to future times, of a fuller and better 

reformation of the Church of God, than it hath yet appeared in the world” (16). The book 

therefore serves the purpose of reminding its readers of holy lives in New England and also, 

paradoxically, anticipates a completely reformed church. Anne Bradstreet gives similar emphasis 

to literature in her remarkable poem “Contemplations,” which concludes with a warning for the 

reader against putting faith in human monuments in the final stanza: 
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O Time the fatal wrack of mortal things,  
That draws oblivion’s curtains over kings,  
Their sumptuous monuments, men know them not,  
Their names without a Record are forgot,  
Their parts, their ports, their pomp’s all laid in th’ dust.  
Nor wit, nor gold, nor buildings scape times rust;  
But he whose name is grav’d in the white stone  
Shall last and shine when all of these are gone. 

 

Bradstreet likens Time to a torture device, slowly destroying the bodies of esteemed persons and 

their architecture, which had been built in order to sustain their reputations beyond death. These 

“sumptuous monuments” are thus more durable extensions of the body, which was formed from 

and shall return to dust. The concluding line references Revelation 2:17: “He that has an ear, let 

him hear what the Spirit said to the churches; To him that overcomes will I give to eat of the 

hidden manna, and will give him a white stone, and in the stone a new name written, which no 

man knows saving he that receives it.” Only the holy epitaph described in Revelation can provide 

the Chosen with a name appropriate for the redeemed body, which exists necessarily outside of 

Time. Bradstreet’s poetic memorialization is decidedly one of salvation rather than incipient 

nationalism; however, in her references to grand architecture, Bradstreet at least suggests she 

(and her readers) should be thinking poorly about Europe with its gilded and marble pomp. The 

New England colonies, devoid of monuments and ruins, may very well prove an environment 

more suited to religious living. “Contemplations” is, among many things, also a poem then about 

artistic rivalry and the values such a rivalry lays bare.    

During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, writers such as de Crevecoeur 

and de Tocqueville return to the matter of monuments as a theme in their literature, albeit with an 

emphasis upon civic matters. de Crevecoeur, who published his Letters just before the outset of 

the American Revolution, maintains an essentially negative view of monuments. His 
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conversation with a local minister, recently returned from a tour of Italy, results in a dialogue 

prefiguring Thoreau’s preference for the pastoral over the monumental: de Crevecoeur claims 

that he would rather gaze upon a barn built by one of his neighbors, “who himself felled the first 

tree in his plantation, and was the first founder of his settlement, than study the dimensions of the 

temple of Ceres” (7). This tension between a barn and a temple marks an important distinction 

between American and European identities in terms of memorialization and history. de 

Crevecoeur plays Plato to the minister’s Socrates, including an observation about the advantages 

of not being surrounded by ruins:      

“In Italy all the objects of contemplation, all the reveries of the traveler, must have a 

reference to ancient generations, and to very distant periods, clouded with the mist of 

ages.—Here, on the contrary, everything is modern, peaceful, and benign. Here we have 

had no war to desolate our fields: our religion does not oppress the cultivators: we are 

strangers to those feudal institutions which have enslaved so many.” (6) 

The minister urges a positive connection between the absence of ruins and a public sphere of 

republican farmers. Without those spectacular symbols of history, the minister seems to suggest, 

Americans are free to embrace a golden age.  Indeed, the barn would become a commonplace for 

representing the vitality of the American republic. For later visitors to the United States, such as 

de Tocqueville, the abundance of landscape and the absence of ancient ruins serves as a topic of 

profound confusion, even dread. Alexis de Tocqueville asks, discovering in the New World a 

possible dissolution of the old imperial transit that was believed to begin in the Near East and 

end—somewhere—in either Western Europe or the Americas. In Democracy, de Tocqueville 

interprets the seemingly directionless energies of democracy in the United States as a transient 

sort of ruin. “Sometimes man advances so quickly that wilderness closes in again behind him,” 
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de Tocqueville notes (326). The description that follows indulges in the details of Nature 

reclaiming simple log cabins:  

“He tramples the forest underfoot, but as soon as he is gone, the forest springs 

back…One often finds the remains of cabins the depths of solitude or stumbles on 

partially cleared land that attests not only to man’s power but also to his inconstancy. The 

ancient forest loses no time in covering these abandoned fields and recent ruins with new 

shoots. Animals reclaim possession of their empire. Mocking nature buries the vestiges of 

man beneath verdant branches and colorful blossoms and hastens to erase his ephemeral 

trace.” (326-7)  

Because American ruins are so recent, American culture projects a vigorous if aimless identity 

across a continent that will register the imprint of white civilization only temporarily before 

returning again to its primeval state. This type of narrative begins, we might say, as history and 

ends as nature writing. As I will argue in Chapter Two, de Tocqueville’s documentation of ruin 

as culminating in mere substance—the eradication of man’s “ephemeral trace” in the 

wilderness—serves a longstanding fear among authors who engage with rubble.    

 In such moments, de Crevecoeur and de Tocqueville sound quite similar to Thoreau, 

who similarly points to the agricultural everyman as the living embodiment and monument of 

American civilization. Despite the aesthetic and cultural prestige that had attended ruins for over 

two centuries in Western Europe, Blanche M. G. Linden insists most antebellum Americans had 

little taste for ruins. Linden associates this lack of taste with a cataclysmic vision of history, 

which understood civilizations as progressing through stages parallel to human life (102). Ruins 

attested to the cataclysms that visited all civilizations given space enough and time. In the 

painted series The Course of Empires by Thomas Cole, one can trace, for instance, the Arcadian 
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origins of a Mediterranean civilization, the development of cities, and the ultimate destruction of 

this same civilization across five paintings. In telling the story of how the cataclysmic vision of 

history was adapted to the curious case of the United States, Nick Yablon traces its intellectual 

pedigree to the writings of philosophes like Montesquieu and Diderot, as well as historians of the 

Florentine Renaissance. In their essays about the progress of civilization, these authors articulate 

the dread and reassurance of a historical science, “at once disturbing in its constraints on the 

potentiality of nations, and yet comforting in is assurance of the future's predictability, an idea 

that departed from the medieval resignation to the random reversals of fortuna” (24). William 

Viney recognizes an eighteenth-century fascination with the images of future ruin that stand 

apart as fiction but which nevertheless “shape and inform our interpretative responses” (159). 

Cole’s Course of Empires series, as well as the later series “Past” and “Present,” commonly 

indicate an end to all civilization in destruction and desolation, with only a lonely column or 

crumbling tower as architectural remnants of the past (figure 2). The British painter Hubert 

Robert’s “imaginary views” experimented with diptychs, portraying a contemporary Louvre or 

Sloan’s Bank against a future ruinscape (figure 3). Similarly, Joseph Gandy took a hand in 

representing the inevitable destruction of Sloan’s Bank, a building apparently inviting a great 

deal of excitement in its inevitable destruction.  

For a nation younger than most of its citizens, ruins prematurely bracketed the triumphant 

narrative of a newborn republic. This narrative often pointed to a spatial dimension to 

cataclysmic history, the translatio imperii, or the transit of empire. This transit described a 

westward march of civilization, which had begun in Asia Minor (according to this thinking) and 

would either return to its point of origin or end up somewhere in the New World in its ultimate 

translation (28). Applied to the territorial ambitions of the antebellum United States, the 
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translatio imperii anticipates the Passage to India idea famously elaborated by Henry Nash 

Smith, which witnessed the continental expansion of the United States as bridging East and 

West. Even as the cataclysmic vision of history should be reassuring to a new country like the 

United States, which might wait hundreds or thousands of years for its eventual dissolution, 

American politicians were already active in either slowing their own course of empire or 

inventing new accounts of historical science. Yablon encourages modern readers to understand 

Jeffersonian republicanism as a deliberate “rolling backward” from the roots of revolution (the 

Latin revolvere), “denot[ing] a setting back of the colonies’ historical clock—not to a Lockean 

state of nature, but to that semideveloped phase in a republic’s life history when agrarian virtue 

still held commercial corruption in check” (29). If the United States were to expand spatially, the 

argument went, then citizens would be less likely to flock to cities, which Jefferson and others 

associated with the rapaciousness of mercantile life (30). Liberal economic thinking, especially 

the work of Adam Smith, had encouraged new attitudes toward commerce, which could now be 

seen as an ubiquitous and eternal activity of exchanges based around scarcity, “thus potentially 

releasing America altogether from the closed circle of republican temporality” (Yablon 32). The 

emerging science of economics, in other words, came to usurp the anecdotal science of 

cataclysmic history, even if the images of ruins could still be usefully conjured by authors, 

cartoonists, and illustrators as “emblems of the very failures of past civilization that America was 

certain to overcome” (34). 

 

The Allure of Monuments and Ruins in the American Literary Tradition 

Not all literature written during this early period of national imagination expresses 

hostility toward monuments, of course. During the first half of the nineteenth century, 
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Washington Irving, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Nathaniel Hawthorne would all publish travel 

writing about their journeys to the famous monuments and ruins of Europe. These accounts are 

not only filled with rich descriptions, but are also guided by the curatorial office of a returned 

traveler walking readers through famous sites with commentaries and insights. The travelogue, in 

other words, belongs in Heffernan’s list of overlooked ekphrasis alongside art criticism, art titles, 

and epigrams. Irving’s The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. (1820) combines short 

stories, poetry, and first-hand accounts of the author—here slightly disguised by the pseudonym 

of Crayon—as he tours Great Britain. By calling attention to the social status of the fictional 

Geoffrey Crayon as a gentleman, Irving plays upon geographic and social reversals: first, his 

narrative features an American visiting Europe; second, his title challenges the notion of 

American citizens as uncouth usurpers, capable of establishing a fledgling republic but incapable 

of rubbing shoulders with European powers. But The Sketch Book also announces its intentions 

as a project fascinated by the visual, a transgression of genres that I will be calling ekphrastic. 

The Sketch Book, in other words, amounts to a lengthy example of interarts literature generally 

and, at various moments, ekphrasis specifically. The character of Geoffrey Crayon maintains a 

degree of geographic and cultural rivalry in the introduction to The Sketch Book. A child of 

America, Crayon speaks fondly of growing up surrounded by a peerless landscape and by a 

nascent pantheon of “great men”; and yet Crayon cannot but help follow the romance of a 

progenitor continent. “But I was anxious to see the great men of Europe,” Crayon writes,  

“for I had read in the works of various philosophers, that all animals degenerated in 

America, and man among the number. A great man of Europe, thought I, must therefore 

be as superior to a great man of America, as a peak of the Alps to a highland of the 

Hudson; and in this idea I was confirmed by observing the comparative importance and 
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swelling magnitude of many English travellers among us, who, I was assured, were very 

little people in their own country. I will visit this land of wonders, thought I, and see the 

gigantic race from which I am degenerated.” (4)  

This humorous characterization of Europe as a continent peopled by giants prepares the reader 

for the inevitable comedies of disappointment our young traveler will encounter. 

The word “monument” appears 45 times in the book, and Crayon applies the term 

variously: Crayon’s vision of a distant sail in the middle of the Atlantic serves as a “glorious 

monument of human invention,” enabling distant goods and peoples to meet in communion; as 

earthen mounds in peasant burials; in its more conventional sense to denote commemorative 

architecture. From such statistical distances, Irving’s Sketch Book delivers on its promise to walk 

American readers through settings busy with the architectural remnants of history; however, it is 

worth noting that the book is also fascinated by the passing of time these diverse monuments 

represent. Nowhere is the poignancy of encountering ruins more richly layered than when 

Crayon wanders through the Poet’s Corner of Westminster Abbey, a moment in the text when 

the author must not only wrestle with the slow degradation of monuments but also of the threat 

posed by the enduring legacy of literary giants. Crayon observes that visitors spend more time 

lingering with the unimpressive effigies of Shakespeare and Addison, tendering an explanation 

that gives significant advantage to literature: 

“A kinder and fonder feeling takes place of that cold curiosity or vague admiration with 

which they gaze on the splendid monuments of the great and the heroic. They linger 

about these as about the tombs of friends and companions, for indeed there is something 

of companionship between the author and the reader. Other men are known to posterity 

only through the medium of history, which is continually growing faint and obscure; but 
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the intercourse between the author and his fellowmen is ever new, active, and immediate. 

He has lived for them more than for himself; he has sacrificed surrounding enjoyments, 

and shut himself up from the delights of social life, that he might the more intimately 

commune with distant minds and distant ages. Well may the world cherish his renown, 

for it has been purchased not by deeds of violence and blood, but by the diligent 

dispensation of pleasure. Well may posterity be grateful to his memory, for he has left it 

an inheritance not of empty names and sounding actions, but whole treasures of wisdom, 

bright gems of thought, and golden veins of language.”  

Crayon’s argument rests on several distinctions. The author/reader relationship is intimate and 

immediate, achieved through the “diligent dispensation of pleasure” and therefore an affective 

relationship of fellows. This immediacy in literature intimates a different sense of social 

belonging between strangers suggestive of the very kind of discursive network scholars like 

Jurgen Habermas, Nancy Fraser, Rita Felski, Michael Warner, and others call publics. The 

ruler/subject relationship, however, becomes increasingly obscure with every passing year, as the 

accomplishments of kings—and their monuments—fade with Time; moreover, the diminishing 

renown of these rulers has been purchased through suffering in order to establish an arbitrary 

hierarchy. Crayon’s faith in the intimate and democratic “golden veins of language” reaches its 

apotheosis in the imagination of Victor Hugo, who crystallizes a subterranean tradition of literary 

and architectural rivalry in a digressive chapter of his novel, Notre-Dame de Paris (1831), 

ultimately praising the “second Tower of Babel” inaugurated by Gutenberg’s printing press.  

 Another public connected to nineteenth-century travel writing deserves mention here. 

Though relatively unknown to scholars outside of African-American studies, a subgenre of 

fugitive slave travel narratives appeared throughout the antebellum period of the United States. 
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Some of these volumes, such as the Narrative of the Adventures and Escape of Moses Roper 

from American Slavery, promise the reader primarily a story about a successful slave fugitive 

with later travels to Great Britain and Ireland as an appendix; however, the work of William 

Wells Brown, especially The American Fugitive in Europe: Sketches of People and Places 

Abroad (1855), offers counter-narratives to the tours typically undertaken by white Americans 

like Irving. As Justin D. Edwards explains, Brown’s motivation for traveling to Europe is to 

participate in the Paris Peace Congress of 1849, a political rather than cultural tour aimed at 

achieving emancipation (92). Brown’s visit to Tintern Abbey is especially moving, as the vision 

of the ruin not only inspires his recollection of Wordsworth’s famous poem, but also the broader 

political consequences of the architecture itself:   

“In contemplating these ruins more closely, the mind insensibly reverts to the period of 

feudal and regal oppression, when structures like that of Tintern Abbey necessarily 

became the scenes of stirring and highly-important events. How altered is the scene! 

Where were formerly magnificence and splendor; the glittering array of priestly prowess; 

the crowded halls of haughty bigots, and the prison of religious offenders; there is now 

but a heap of mouldering ruins. The oppressed and the oppressor have long since lain 

down together in the peaceful grave. The ruin, generally speaking, is unusually perfect, 

and the sculpture still beautifully sharp.”  

Brown perceives Tintern Abbey as the remainder of an oppressive era, which remains “unusually 

perfect” despite the passing years. For a writer so attuned to the politics of race and violence, 

ruins like Tintern Abbey are often read as Gothic figures, perhaps aesthetically beautiful but 

culturally dangerous should their historical contexts—like their sleeping dead—be forgotten. In 
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its associations with a past the author seeks and ultimately fails to escape, the Abbey resembles 

what Mark Edmundson considers the prototype architecture of the Gothic, the Bastille (54).    

I close this brief survey with an historical irony: Walden Pond has become an 

architectural monument. Roland Wells Robbins, an amateur historical archeologist, managed to 

discover physical traces of Thoreau’s cabin, including the stone chimney foundation and “brick 

debris” (Linebaugh 39). Robbins’ efforts would later encourage efforts to reconstruct a model 

cabin by the lake. For an author fascinated by the nocturnal growth of vegetables, the restoration 

of a day’s old ruin would no doubt indicate his fellow citizens remained obsessed with 

monuments rather than good sense. Sherman Alexie, a Spokane Indian author, addresses this 

bitter irony in his poem “On the Amtrak from Boston to New York.” Alexie’s poem portrays an 

American Indian who listens to a white woman as she describes her understanding of history, a 

list of colonial-era houses and memories from her trip to Walden Pond. Though she does not 

realize it, the white woman is engaged in a political and cultural ideology of design privileging 

the remnants of material culture, especially architecture. As Alexie’s speaker listens, he 

transforms the white woman’s praise of architectural monuments into a metaphor that elevates 

the narrative designs of the Spokane Nation: to the woman’s boast that a particular house is two 

hundred years old, the speaker quietly thinks to himself that the architecture of the stories he and 

his elders share is some 15,000 years older than the colonial home that remains “museumed” on 

the hill. The speaker’s commitment to narrative design suggests that the transmission of stories 

across generations marks an organic, active form of memory that can only be morbidly imitated 

by monuments. For both Alexie and Thoreau, American heritage is problematically centered in 

architecture. Obsessed with the preserving of stone rather than narratives, Americans remain 

dangerously forgetful of the violence that monuments enact upon the memory of a particular 
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place. In Alexie and in Thoreau, narrative design marks an effort to reclaim cultural topoi from 

the moldering example set by museums and to invest future publics with the power of “living 

stories” (Alexie) and “liv[ing] deliberately” (Thoreau), and these different sense of living 

narratives hint at broader cultural differences between Alexie and Thoreau that can be traced to 

racial identification. For Alexie, living stories fulfills an obligation toward cultural survival, 

which remains precarious because of an ongoing war against American Indians; for Thoreau, 

living deliberately names a process toward individuation and self-fulfillment, a sloughing off of 

traditions.  

 

Theoretical Approaches to Ruins and Monuments 

Ruins lie in borderlands between use- and waste-time: the blasted stone, rusting metal, 

the flaking paint, the encroaching plant life indicate a loss of original function but also inspire 

feelings of awe, pleasure, and suffering. By definition, ruin cannot admit the same use as its 

original form; yet ruins provide impetus to genres of storytelling ranging from the historical to 

the aesthetic. Discussing the phenomenon of follies, or manufactured ruins popular in English 

and French gardens during the eighteenth century, Viney observes that “images of waste have 

profound and explicit use” (147). For some scholars in urban design, ruins have become 

increasingly put to profound and explicit use as historic sites and centers. This creeping 

“musealisation” of culture—a loan word borrowed from the German “Musealisierung” and 

“Museumifizierung”—names the expanded sense of the museum to include town centers as well 

as entire parts of cities (Nelle 152). These distances between ruin and architecture, present and 

past, also speak to contemporary investigations into nostalgia. Originally a medical condition 

associated with traveling armies, nostalgia becomes a feeling during the eighteenth- and 
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nineteenth-century. Giovanni Galli associates this new feeling—melancholia but with an object, 

a direction toward the past—with emerging theories of history celebrating social, economic, and 

technological progress (14). As the “inseparable companion of ‘progress,’” nostalgia presents the 

past that has been irrevocably lost, an Arcadian alternative to the wreckage Walter Benjamin 

associates with his Angel of History. By resisting trends and fashions, the ruin also resists being 

commodified. For Galli, the very remoteness of ruins also corresponds to their stubborn 

strangeness, a gap between self and other, present and past that can never be fully reconciled.  

Viney’s approach to waste thus chimes with a long tradition of ekphrasis in scholarship, 

which seeks to better understand how literature engages and represents spatial or plastic forms. 

Viney’s sense of “projective” and open-ended types of time in relation to objects also helps to 

explain why authors experience very different influences in their relationship to ruins. A statue’s 

use-time, we might say, excites different responses than a statue’s waste-time. Those objects still 

perceived as having a use-time, such as the many statues of Lenin dotting Eastern Europe and 

Russia, activate different responses in spectators and, in their turn, seem to hail for different 

actions than ancient ruins. Residents of Kiev may topple their statue of Lenin; residents of 

Moscow may maintain their statue of Lenin as an act of nostalgia.8 To topple or to maintain a 

statue is to choose to extend or to close a chapter in a social narrative—or, at the very least, to try 

and close this period. But with an encounter with monuments perceived as belonging to waste-

time, their open-ended durability begins to suggest periods of time that have traditionally been 

described as sublime and, more recently, deep. Differentiating these two categories has become 

increasingly important within posthumanist studies and ecocriticism, which incorporate 

timespans in the millions and billions of years. Mark McGurl offers the “posthuman comedy” as 

a critique of the Kantian victory of apprehension in the form of deep time, claiming that the 



24 
 

dialectic of the sublime has ultimately produced a form of knowledge that renders human 

activity, life, and even the visible universe incredibly small within cosmic scales of time (538-9).  

Use-time and waste-time also imply senses of citizenship. As use-time and the various 

phases of waste-time indicate, temporal considerations about objects involve senses of 

nationalism and the public sphere. Initially, the use-time of monuments would seem to begin at 

commemoration and extend until political forces, popular uprisings, terrorist attacks, or natural 

disasters destroy the monument in question, rendering its material waste. Viney reminds us that 

buildings remain in present form because of a constant labor for purposes of maintenance: 

architecture manages to represent human accomplishment while also seeming “indifferent” to 

such activity over time (135). But to countenance the use-time of a monument as akin to human 

life—birthed at commemoration and killed in the event of its destruction—overlooks the lengthy 

purgatories that some monuments require before being commemorated and the remarkably long 

afterlives of monuments as ruins or historic sites. The Lenin statue in Kiev suggests that the use-

time of monuments is intimately connected to the narratives of publics. The call from certain 

nationalists to destroy the effigy of a Russian leader marks an effort to close one narrative and to 

potentially open up another through iconoclasm: the end of Russian political domination and the 

beginning of a new Ukraine. Senderovich’s essay complicates this narrative by paying attention 

to the ways that iconoclasm has signaled false revolutions, such as the toppling of statues 

rendered in the image of Saddam Hussein in the immediate aftermath of the U.S. invasion in 

2003. Should a new Ukraine rise from the ashes of Lenin’s statue, the image of that statue would 

remain a kind of violent origin. The statue of Lenin will still have a use-time in a sense, but as a 

phantasm haunting narratives continually pointing to the photographs that captured a once-proud 

statue. Though he does not explicitly use an ekphrastic vocabulary in his study, Viney’s sense of 
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use-time might be extended to a notional dimension, so that narratives about modern Germany 

emerge from the fall of an oppressive wall that no longer substantially exists outside of video 

footage and photographs.         

The use-time of a monument, in other words, connects intimately with those publics that 

reference its presence/absence. The monument becomes a kind of alibi and competitor figure 

within these discourses. Walt Whitman’s “Washington’s Monument, February 1885” concerns a 

monument memorializing an historic figure, albeit with the abstract structure of an obelisk in a 

bustling Capitol rather than a blasted colossus in the desert:  

“Ah, not this marble, dead and cold:   
Far from its base and shaft expanding—the round zones circling,  
         Comprehending… 
Wherever sails a ship, or house is built on land, or day or night,   
Through teeming cities’ streets, indoors or out, factories or farms,   
Now, or to come, or past—where patriot wills existed or exist,   
Wherever Freedom, pois’d by Toleration, sway’d by Law,   
Stands or is rising thy true monument.” 

 

Whitman’s poet begins with disappointment, connecting the appropriation of an Egyptian obelisk 

too literally with its ancient source so that it is “dead and cold” as opposed to the vigorous 

Emersonian spirit of “round zones circling, comprehending.” The phallic monument is for the 

poet uncomfortably impotent, requiring a corrective text that redirects our attention to the 

tripartite virtues of Freedom, Toleration, and Law that is George Washington’s “true 

monument.” Importantly, Whitman’s poet encounters a monument still fresh from its 

commemoration, the tallest man-made structure in the world at the time. Unlike the notional 

effigies of Ozymandias, the Washington Monument has not experienced centuries of wear and 

tear and does not represent (ironically) a civilization associated with antiquity before antiquity. 

In other words, the poet’s encounter with a newer monument inspires a very different sort of 
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influence, one that involves personal taste rather than reflections upon the transcendental. 

Whitman’s example suggests that newer monuments invite gestures of acceptance or disavowal, 

like or dislike, in accordance with a subject’s sense of direct historical, cultural, and political 

belonging. The poet does not discover in a newly unveiled obelisk antiquity before antiquity, but 

rather dead and cold marble incapable of inspiring democratic imagination.    

Whitman’s sentiment contrasts with the cultural inferiority many Americans have felt 

about the absence of monuments in urban centers. Joy Giguere frames this inferiority complex as 

a kind of advantage, for the perceived absence of history enabled its manufacture (2). 

Architecturally, borrowing “the best aspects of their predecessors while leaving behind all of 

their faults” meant a pastiche of previous styles, so that the U.S. could claim to be the “great 

beneficiary of its antecedents and superior to all” (2-3). Such attitudes extended throughout the 

nineteenth century, as evidenced by a contemporary 1885 New York Times homily to the recently 

completed Washington Monument: “There is at least something characteristically American in 

this gigantic obelisk, towering above the altitude of the great pyramid and the highest cathedral 

spires designed by the devout and daring architects of the Middle Ages” (qtd. in Giguere 164). 

We can detect jingoistic pride in the fact that the Washington Monument is the tallest in the 

world when it is completed, but that it exceeds the accomplishments of Egypt and Europe, those 

antecedents represented by synecdoche of Great Pyramids and cathedrals, beating the ancients at 

their own game.  

But not all monuments are as temporally distant as Pyramids or cathedrals, nor are they 

as immediately felt as a bombed-out city. Ruins, in other words, designate both the distant and 

the immediate for which many monuments, especially in the United States, do not belong 

because they have been commemorated in the last two hundred years. This medial state of 
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existence suggests additional affective categories and ethical paradigms must be presented to 

better understand the complex appropriation and reproduction of modern monuments. What I 

would add to these well-tread concepts of melancholy are the feelings of embarrassment and 

confusion that not infrequently attend our experience of the monumental, which necessarily 

occupies an uncomfortable middle between the relatively old and the immediate. Today’s 

visitors to the Washington Monument may count great-grandparents who witnessed, like 

Whitman, the commemoration of the monument in 1885, and the persistence of modern 

monuments across remembered generations activates aesthetic contemplation and also political 

and historical identification, as well as the disavowal of those identifications.  

 

The Project’s Scope 

Chapter One, “‘This Will Kill That’: The Lethal Book in the Republican Imagination,” 

provides a brief history of interartistic traditions, connecting the paragone, or a rivalry between 

the arts, with public sphere theory. Citing Archdeacon Frollo’s declaration about the future 

conquest of the book over the cathedral (“[c]eci tuera cela”) in Victor Hugo’s Notre-Dame de 

Paris, I claim that by the late eighteenth century, an implied sense of the paragone had begun to 

justify the superiority of literature over monuments based upon a new form of resilience in media 

history. As Hugo’s narrator details over the course of a chapter, the durability of a message had 

been the focus for preserving knowledge over much of human history; however, the invention of 

the printing press enables reproducibility to become a new method of media resilience, 

encouraging a pluralization of the public into textual entities that Jürgen Habermas and, more 

recently, Michael Warner, have characterized as publics. Such attitudes underline the 

documented iconoclasm of legislators and authors following the American Revolution, and I 
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argue that this cultural shift away from representation and towards resilience carries with it 

radical implications about the public sphere, which no longer had to be conceived of as a 

centralized mass but rather as dispersed networks that chimed more neatly with republican 

values. Though these ideas certainly cannot be said to originate in either Hugo’s novel or in the 

American colonies, I claim that these texts present compelling documentations of alternative 

ways of organizing ideas and communities which helped to provide early American legislators 

and authors radical approaches to the uses of journalism and literature in developing heritage.   

The second chapter, “Piles of Wonder: The Influence of Ruins in the Early Poetry of 

Philip Freneau,” places influence theory and ekphrasis into conversation by considering visual 

elements of ruin as literary tropes in the early work of Freneau. Though predating the American 

Revolution (and thus the primary subject of Freneau’s legacy), these poems nevertheless 

constellate different literary attitudes to ruins and, by extension, to the lifetimes of nations. The 

chapter considers three temporalities associated with rubble: “ruin time,” which denotes the 

period of time that transforms the traumas that cause ruin (natural disasters, war) into objects fit 

for philosophical reflection, an influence Freneau tackles in “The Pyramids of Giza”; the vestigia 

of psychological ruins, an influence first developed by Petrarch and adapted by Freneau in “The 

Monument to Phaon”; and recent ruins, or what de Tocqueville calls “day-old ruins,” the rubble 

from structures prematurely abandoned and represented, in this chapter, by Freneau’s “The 

Deserted Farm-House.” Additionally, this chapter considers the two sonnets written by Percy 

Shelley and Horace Smith about the notional colossus of Ozymandias as examples of a literature 

seeking to understand its own motivations and ends through the materiality of ruins.   

The third chapter turns to the trope of ruins in the writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson. 

Several generations removed from the American Revolution, Emerson employs the imagery of 
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ruins as elements evoking a corresponding erosion of republican values. Emerson’s Nature, for 

instance, begins as an essentially iconoclastic text, written to restore immediacy to the 

retrospective age, Emerson’s preferred term for his own historic moment. And yet, as the 

example of Emerson’s “Concord Hymn” (1837) illustrates, even the strong iconoclastic strain in 

American letters begins to shift in the 1830s. Several generations removed from the “shot heard 

round the world,” Emerson worries about living up to the example set by the revolutionaries, an 

anxiety of influence made all the more explicit by the phallic shape of the obelisk that would 

increasingly mark sites of battle and, later, sites of commemoration for founding father figures 

like George Washington. After a close reading of “Concord Hymn,” the chapter then turns to 

Emerson’s complex, but ultimately positive, feelings toward the rural cemetery, a form of 

landscape design and commemoration popular during the decades leading up to the Civil War. 

As a more environmental type of memorialization incorporating organic elements including 

trees, picturesque scenes, and gently crumbling ruins, the rural cemetery serves as Emerson’s 

ideal monument toward the end of his literary career, showcasing a Stoic acceptance of decline 

while at the same time providing a necessary cultural corrective to the “go-aheadism” of an 

increasingly commercial civilization.    

The fourth chapter of the dissertation returns to Heffernan’s definition of ekphrasis, the 

literary representation of graphic representation, through the lens of iconology. Originally a term 

adopted by art historians, iconology studies the changes of themes in art over time. The third 

chapter considers the antebellum iconography of the Statue of Freedom, which caps the dome on 

the U.S. Capitol building. The iconography of the statue represents the compromises of the 

antebellum elite. Freedom wears a crested helmet with an eagle; originally, the sculptor Thomas 

Crawford had designed the statue to wear a Phrygian cap, a detail drawing the ire of then-
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Secretary of War Jefferson Davis who worried about the association between the garment and its 

suggestion of emancipated Roman slaves. By the time that Piatt pens his poem in 1877, the poet 

sees in Freedom’s “savage garments” the iconography of a nativism that will be fulfilled in 

westward expansion. Urging the statue to turn away from the east, site of “lost Republics,” 

toward the boon of the American West, Piatt adapts the iconography of the statue from an 

awkward compromise to the promise of a Passage to India and fulfillment of civilization. Piatt 

thus hijacks the iconography from a statue and incorporates into the convenience of poetic 

argument, fulfilling the Janus-faced role that monumental ekphrasis often plays: restoring faith in 

a cohesive public through the subversion of an existing monument.        

Chapter Five considers Emma Lazarus’ “The New Colossus” as an example of a poem 

surpassing its monument in terms of cultural influence through the envoicement that ekphrasis 

fictively creates. Originally written in 1883 to help fund the Statue’s pedestal, the sonnet has 

transformed the way spectators interpret the colossus, which is now widely regarded as a figure 

of assimilation rather than as commemoration of international republicanism. This second act in 

American poetry is all the more remarkable given the complete absence of “The New Colossus” 

from the official commemoration of the Statue of Liberty in 1886: it was not until 1904 when a 

friend of Lazarus successfully lobbied for a plaque to be erected within the pedestal. The poem’s 

status as de facto epigram motivated the widespread consumption and reproduction of the sonnet 

in the early twentieth century, so that the tropes of “The New Colossus”—Liberty as a “Mother 

of Exiles,” a speaking statue urging the world for its tired, its poor, its huddled masses yearning 

to breathe free, imagining New York Harbor as a “golden door”—become the primary means by 

which visitors interpret the Statue and its cultural relevance today. Though the majority of these 

references contain small errors of reproduction or attribution, the emergence of the Statue of 
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Liberty as topoi for what Max Cavitch calls the American “integrationist fantasy” is an example 

of literary triumph: The reproduction of the sonnet, first as an epigrammatic plaque and later as a 

few lines repeated in films, documentaries, and in social media, has transformed a French gift 

celebrating a sisterhood of republics into a monument offering immigrants “world-wide 

welcome.” And yet this triumph also suggests the amateur, even vigilante, qualities of ekphrastic 

office. “The New Colossus” is just one example of a silent statue receiving speech that cannot, 

by definition, be its own. Comparing “The New Colossus” to Thomas Aldrich’s poem 

“Unguarded Gates” and O. Henry’s short story “The Lady Higher Up,” I adapt the theories of 

Mikhail Bakhtin to claim ekphrasis dialogizes the monologic iconography of monuments, thus 

complicating and democratizing the message of officially-sanctioned works of art.    

The Conclusion returns to the matter of iconoclasm, albeit in the service of imperial, 

rather than republican, virtues. Though Joseph Conrad is traditionally associated with British 

literature, his 1904 novel Nostromo dramatizes the meddling of American interests in the 

fictional South American country of Costaguana. Sulaco, a sleepy town located on the Pacific 

coast, boasts an old equestrian statue commemorating Carlos IV, the Spanish king who abdicated 

in 1808 to pressure from Napoleon. The citizens of Sulaco have completely forgotten the origins 

of the statue, and most simply refer to it as the Horse of Stone. I focus upon the closing of the 

novel, after revolutionaries aided and abetted by a small fleet of British ships manage to win 

independence from Costaguana, creating the Occidental Republic. A vassal state friendly to U.S. 

interests, the Occidental Republic quickly “gains” a heritage through a frenzy of monument 

building. Captain Mitchell, the naval officer directly responsible for the U.S. effort in the region, 

walks the reader through the new capital, mentioning that only one monument has been 

destroyed owing to its status as an anachronism: the Horse of Stone. Mitchell’s itinerary 
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paradoxically commemorates the anachronism, revealing the Horse of Stone to be an 

uncomfortable reminder of the history of exploitation of the region by imperial powers. In this 

final chapter, I argue that an enduring but complex relationship between literature and 

monuments can complicate heritage, thus enabling publics to bear witness to the tangled histories 

and stories that refuse easy narration.  

NOTES 

																																																								
1 Thoreau here uses the classic nomenclature from Homer’s Iliad, which distinguishes the Egyptian city with a 
hundred gates and the Greek city with seven gates.   
2 See Emerson, Nature (1836): “Our age is retrospective. It builds the sepulchers of the fathers. It writes biographies, 
histories, and criticism. The foregoing generations beheld God and nature face to face; we, through their eyes. Why 
should not we also enjoy an original relation to the universe? Why should not we have a poetry and philosophy of 
insight and not of tradition, and a religion by revelation to us, and not the history of theirs?” (9).  
3 The passage in Benjamin’s essay “On the Passage of History” is itself an example of philosophical ekphrasis, 
describing Paul Klee’s painting “Angela Novus” as a way of describing time: “Where we see the appearance of a 
chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe, which unceasingly piles rubble on top of rubble and hurls it before 
his feet.” 
4 See Nick Yablon’s discussion of ruins and the Jeffersonian revolution in Untimely Ruins (29-32).  
5 Warner develops his theory of publics as discursive entities most thoroughly in Publics and Counterpublics 
(2002); however, it is also worth noting that this work emerges out of his abiding interest in the print culture of the 
New England colonies and early United States, The Letters of the Republic (1990).  
6 The chapter, “Ekphrasis and the Other,” ultimately treats the genre as a psychological scene with masturbatory 
implications. Mitchell posits the Medusa as a foil to the ekphrastic author, a figure who reverses the power of the 
masculine gaze.  
7 Heffernan recognizes Murray Krieger’s “Ekphrasis and the Still Movement of Poetry; or, Laokoön Revisited” 
(1967) as the “single most influential attempt to articulate a theory of ekphrasis” (298). Heffernan argues the essay 
(ironically) elevates ekphrasis to a principle reinforcing the very type of formalism Krieger had been attempting to 
escape.  
8 For a lengthy meditation about the ongoing role of Lenin’s image in former Soviet satellite states, see Sasha 
Senderovich’s essay, “Goodbye, Lenin?,” appearing in the The New York Times in December, 2013: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/12/10/opinion/goodbye-lenin.html 
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Chapter One 

The Lethal Book of the Republican Imagination 

For some moments the Archdeacon contemplated the gigantic edifice in silence; then, 
sighing deeply, he pointed with his right hand to the printed book lying open on his table, 
and with his left to Notre Dame, and casting a mournful glance from the book to the 
church: 

   

“Alas!” he said. “This will destroy that.”    
Coictier, who had bent eagerly over the book, could not repress an exclamation of 
disappointment. “Hé! but what is there so alarming in this? Glossa in Epistolas Pauli, 
Norimbergæ, Antonius Koburger, 1474. That is not new. It is a book of Petrus 
Lombardus, the Magister Sententiarum. Do you mean because it is printed?” 

 

“You have said it,” returned Claude, who stood apparently absorbed in profound 
meditation, with his finger on the folio which had issued from the famous printing-press 
of Nuremberg. Presently he uttered these dark words: “Woe! woe! the small brings down 
the great; a tooth triumphs over a whole mass! The Nile rat destroys the crocodile, the 
sword-fish destroys the whale, the book will destroy the edifice!” (211) 
 

 

  
 In the fifth book of The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1831), Archdeacon Claude Frollo 

exclaims “[t]his will kill that” (“Ceci tuera cela”), implying the book on his desk will one day 

kill the cathedral in the distance (103). The subsequent chapter, appropriately titled “Ceci Tuera 

Cela,” has Hugo seizing upon this expression and arguing for a particular narrative of media 

history in which the “Word” goes through several stages of evolution: first as the earliest stone 

monuments, then as architecture, and culminating in Gutenberg’s printing press. Each stage in 

the evolution of the Word emerges as a result of a surfeit of symbolism that cannot be entirely 

embodied in existing technologies, requiring a shift from one format to another. For Hugo, 

Gutenberg’s printing press provides at last technology capable of actively keeping up with 

culture. Frollo enunciates the material circumstances of his own extinction while also providing 

the narrator grist for the artistic rivalry he has already certainly won, and yet the archdeacon’s 

claim remains as counterintuitive as it provocative: Notre Dame still stands in 2017; Frollo’s 

Bible, if it has not crumbled to dust, must be carefully preserved in the temperature and humidity 
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controlled environment of a museum. A literal competition between the delicate leaves of a book 

and the hardness of stone would be a hopeless contest against the forces of nature, akin to 

Amalfatino’s experiment of hanging a geometry textbook on a clothesline in Roberto Bolaño’s 

2666.1 Rather than posit a direct contest between monument and book, Hugo treats the rivalry as 

one form of writing against another, so that the award of futurity may go to the most 

reproducible, rather than the most materially durable, text. The author achieves through printing 

what cannot be supplied by physical permanence—reproduction rather than endurance, resilience 

rather than hardiness.  

Archdeacon Frollo’s comments dramatize a longstanding tradition of comparing the 

literary and graphic arts. The ut pictura poesis tradition treats poetry and painting as siblings, 

different in terms of expression but “quasi identical in their profound nature, their contents, and 

their purpose” (Lee 7). The pedigree for the sister arts tradition emerges from select passages in 

Aristotle’s Poetics and Horace’s Ars Poetica, and it is from the latter that ut pictura poesis 

derives its name, albeit in transmogrified form (Louvel 31-6). Ut pictura poesis names the 

positive correspondence between poetry and painting especially as mutually informative arts 

achieving similar ends through different sensory means. Of course, Frollo’s comparison between 

printed literature and architecture represents a lethal contest, an exaggeration of the competitive 

comparison that Renaissance theorists label the paragone. Coined by scholars and artists eager to 

promote their own work at the expense of rivals, the paragone appears in the work and titles of 

some of the most important treatises on the arts in Florence, including Giorgio Vasari’s Lives 

(1550) as well as in Leonardo da Vinci’s tracts on painting. In the paragone, the contents and 

purpose of two art forms are placed in competition, with the superiority of representation often 

presented as the prize. A critical and creative concept, the paragone also informs an extensive if 



35 
 

little remembered tradition in literature. Shakespeare, for instance, claims that literature is a 

better vehicle for commemorating a beloved than monuments smeared with “sluttish time” in 

Sonnet 55.2 In the eighteenth century, theorists like Gotthold Lessing distinguished temporal and 

spatial artistic forms according to the succession or juxtaposition of elements in a treatise on the 

Laokoön, an elevation of the paragone to philosophical principle (the translation of the subtitle, 

“On the Limits of Poetry and Painting,” is telling).        

Modern literary scholarship has tended to incorporate considerations of the ut pictura 

poesis tradition and the paragone under the heading of ekphrasis, which James A.W. Heffernan 

succinctly defines as the “literary representation of graphic representation” (299). Scholarship 

surrounding ekphrasis in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries often seeks to better understand 

philosophical questions about representation through modes of writing about graphic—and 

usually silent—works of art. Joseph Frank’s “Spatial Form in Modern Literature” (1945) argues 

modernist literature employs spatial form in its narrative process, challenging readers to 

apprehend the work of authors like T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, Marcel Proust, James Joyce, and 

Djuna Barnes instantaneously, “in a moment in time, rather than as a sequence” (225). In “The 

Ekphrastic Principle and the Still Movement of Poetry; or Laokoön Revisited” (1967), Krieger 

senses a deep homology between the roundedness of sculpture and verse: “But still the language 

of space persists as our inevitable metaphor to account for the poem’s special temporality, its 

circularizing of its linear movement” (106). The concept of a literature about graphic works of 

art has persisted into late twentieth and early twenty-first century criticism as a genre or narrative 

mode deserving attention because of its foregrounding of representation (Klarer 2). Unlike 

predecessors such as Frank and Murray Krieger, who had argued broadly that modernist authors 

had sought to incorporate a still moment in literature through a model suggested by the graphic 
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arts, Heffernan comprehends the relationship between literature and other works of art as 

necessarily paragonal: Ekphrasis brings out into narration what remains silent and frozen in a 

graphic work of art. Writing a generation after Frank and Murray, Mitchell and Heffernan have 

found it necessary to return to the frisson associated with Lessing and his twentieth-century 

descendants, if only as a means of clarifying the referent of ekphrasis as either a psychological 

scene or a particular kind of discursive mode. Scholarly attitudes, in other words, remain focused 

on the limits of representation and how those limits provide a kind of productive game between 

author and reader about more general practices of credulity and truth in literature. Important as 

these matters are, they tend to relegate the question of ekphrasis to various types of formalism.  

Returning to Frollo’s paragonal spirit in Notre Dame, the narrator interprets the 

comparison of book and architecture as a contest involving artistic and social considerations. 

What remains critical to the narrator’s insight is not the superiority or appropriateness of 

representation per se, but rather the implications of a dominant artistic medium in the 

development of a public sphere. “Ceci tuera cela” names a contest of arts as well as a contest of 

social organization, pitting the spectacle of architecture against the types of the printing press. 

The printing press makes reproduction considerably more affordable than endurance, 

inaugurating the fall not only of architecture as the preeminent medium of Western Europe but 

also promising a more democratic (and more fragmented) society. And yet, Hugo’s enthusiasm 

for the parent revolution of print seems especially odd when we consider the professed origin of 

the novel itself: In the introduction, the narrator claims his project emerges from graffiti 

discovered in a forgotten room of the cathedral. The graffiti spells out Ananke, derived from the 

Greek name for a primordial goddess representing necessity and constraint. The discovery fills 

Hugo with sympathy: Soon after its discovery, the graffiti has been whitewashed, the last 
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evidence of an educated but forgotten author has been lost, and, in an especially despairing turn, 

Hugo imagines that very cathedral will one day be lost to ruin. Hugo’s turning toward another 

text inspires the very sort of extravagant posturing Jonathan Culler associates with apostrophe 

(72). Hugo pays homage to a type of criminal writing that collapses the binary of mechanical 

reproduction and the aura, or what Susan Stewart elaborates as the “remoteness, abstraction, and 

simultaneity characteristic of mechanical modes of reproduction with the ethic of presence, 

signature, and individuality characteristic of handicrafts” (208). The Hunchback of Notre Dame 

could not exist without the fourteenth century edifice the novel was supposed to render culturally 

irrelevant. Excited as Hugo may be that his villain outlines the terms of his own demise, Notre 

Dame fulfills an oxymoronic accomplishment of the novelist’s victory over architecture. By 

turns haunted and revolutionary, Hugo’s novelist emulates the capacities of the cathedral with 

the hopes of escaping its representational restraints. The effort to set aside literature as superior 

to the edifice paradoxically maintains a citational relationship between book and building. These 

moments of iconophilic and iconoclastic attitudes toward the cathedral in Hugo’s novel pose two 

challenges for the scholar: first, that the novel is fit for consideration under the heading (and 

methodologies) suggested by ekphrasis; second, that Hugo’s novel serves as a paradigm for 

creating an archive of literature about architecture. The wager of this essay is that such an 

archive will help to place the study of ekphrasis—of literature about objets d’art, architecture, 

and even monuments in the general sense of that term—into conversation with media and public 

sphere studies and, hopefully, marking a departure from the rehearsal of formalist analysis.   

 

Hugo’s History 
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“Ceci tuera cela” contains both ecclesiastic terror and cultural premonition. In uttering 

the words, Frollo announces the inevitable march of the book and the comparative decline of 

architectural (and by extension, centralized) authority. Importantly, Hugo associates oral and 

handwritten forms of communication with the pulpit: the mechanical reproduction of the word 

with the printing-press marks the revolutionary “outward mode of expression” that will finally 

“dethrone” architecture’s privileged place in the cultural imaginary. As Nicholas Dames points 

out, Hugo’s media and social history represents a form of “technological determinism”—the 

proliferation of books marks a comparative decline in the artistic majesty and cultural power of 

architecture. But Dames also cautions against taking Hugo’s zero-sum formulation too seriously, 

as technological changes “have slow and unpredictable effects.” If Gutenberg’s press is the 

“greatest event in history” according to Hugo, then Dames suggests the subsequent revolution of 

digital literacies is comparatively mild, as many digital formats are “straightforward 

reproductions of the book.” Dames’ qualification of the so-called demise of print is well-taken; 

however, I am less interested in this chapter about how the book continues to haunt digital spaces 

and more interested in how Hugo’s printing press—that “parent revolution”—provides a strategy 

for authors to overcome the durability of the edifice.  

To better understand how the books kills the edifice, Hugo’s vision of what Jonathan 

Arac calls the broader “history of script that encompasses print” needs to be elaborated. This 

history of script begins with a crisis of forgetting during what archaeologists now call the 

Neolithic, when the “load of tradition” becomes too much for oral storytelling. The first 

monuments mark early alphabets in stones and mounds, ensuring that the “naked and fleeting” 

word will have physical embodiment for future generations. For Hugo, the tradition of 

monument-making increases in complexity (Hugo considers the Karnak Temple Complex 
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“already a complete formula”) until architecture becomes necessary to once again embody a 

surfeit of symbolism. Thus architecture, that “giant with a thousand heads, a thousand arms, and 

caught and concentrated in one eternal, visible, tangible form” provides a graphic encyclopedia 

for theological societies to preserve and also curate the Word. Though Hugo expresses 

considerable admiration for the beauty of cathedrals, he acknowledges that they represent a 

waning stage of artistic and cultural development. At this moment in his history, Hugo pauses to 

declare that democracy and not theology marks the telos of human progress and that human 

thought seeks imitation. In what will be an important gesture toward concepts of reproduction in 

media theory such as the meme, Hugo attributes to these thoughts an agency that we might 

otherwise expect in an individual: it is the thought that is “anxious to be perpetuated”; it is the 

idea that “longs” to stir other generations.3 The author advocates for the book, not himself. The 

book will perpetuate thought but it will not perpetuate life. As the most-recent embodiment of 

the Word, the book stands as “more durable and more resisting” but also “simpler and more easy 

of achievement” than the monument. Hugo chooses the Edenic snake sloughing layers of skin as 

correlative to the mercurial shifts of human thinking enabled by mechanical reproduction: “One 

can demolish a substance, but how to extirpate ubiquity?” These shades of Ian Watt’s realism, 

enabled by the rise of a bourgeois class and the technologies associated with private reading, 

spell the end not only for the edifice as the reigning Art but also the theological cohesion the 

cathedral had enforced by its presence. Hugo characterizes these new, literate communities as 

“the swarming ant-hill of intellectual forces” and the “hive” toward which all imagination 

returns.  

Following Michael Warner, these communities are publics, social entities sustained 

through their active correspondences. As opposed to social totality (the public) or a concrete 
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audience, Warner’s public is always a public—partial, self-organizing, caught up in a circularity 

of address and reception, strangers who constellate through the production and consumption of 

certain texts in circulation (56). A public is never made by texts themselves, but rather by an 

“ongoing space of encounter for discourse,” so that a text can only begin to address the public 

when a “previously existing discourse can be supposed, and a responding discourse be 

postulated” (62). Warner’s definition emerges from Jürgen Habermas’ The Structural 

Transformation of the Public Sphere (1991), which emphasizes the role of literate bourgeoisie 

reading groups in the formation of the public sphere in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

Nancy Fraser and Rita Felski have critiqued Habermas’ thesis as valorizing small, privileged 

groups at the cost of “other, nonliberal, nonbourgeois, competing public spheres” (Fraser 74), 

and Fraser formulates the notion of a “subaltern counterpublic” to account for these missing 

communities of public sphere theory.  

As a means of honoring and also departing from this genealogy, Warner provides seven 

characteristics of modern publics: self-organization; a relation among strangers; personal and 

impersonal address circuits; constitution through attention; a social space created through 

reflexive circulation of discourse; a temporality contingent upon circulation; and a modern form 

of poetic world-making. This final characteristic distinguishes Warner’s sense of counterpublic 

from Fraser’s earlier casting, which remains directly connected to political efficacy and therefore 

the official rational-critical dialogue connected to the state (82-3); instead, Warner’s 

counterpublics remain queered from “sovereign opinion” in order to preserve the alternative 

social spaces for their reader-writers. As Ronald Walter Greene has pointed out, Warner’s 

approach pivots away from the moral entrepreneurship that has generally been the end of 

rhetorical critique in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries (434). Publics remind Greene of 
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Derrida’s theory of dissemination, “a temporal and spatial landscape of textual cross-

referencing” (436). To sustain a public is to also imitate/efface a palimpsest of earlier texts, and 

the citationality of texts within publics means strangers put “texts to use in ways unimagined by 

their producers.” Greene concretizes Warner’s poetic world-making publics in the example of a 

post office, an image meant to emphasize the material constraints and economic exigencies that 

both enable and limit publics.  

From this perspective, Hugo’s binary of theology and democracy is also the binary 

between the public of social totality and a public of self-organizing strangers. The cathedral, 

towering above all its surroundings, reifies “authority, unity, the imperturbable, the absolute, 

Gregory VII; always the priest, never the man: everywhere the caste, never the people” (15). 

Even in its most baroque forms, the cathedral does not admit of individuality, much less the 

counterpublics Warner imagines. Hugo, who had associated literary distribution with the 

sloughing of the snake in the Garden of Eden, posits another heretical image against the image of 

the cathedral: the modern era of publication produces a second Tower of Babel. This second 

Babel (from the Hebrew balal, to jumble) affirms literacy as a humanistic accomplishment as 

much as it inaugurates a second confusion of tongues. Though the endlessly spiraling second 

Tower presents space enough, and time, for publics and counterpublics, Hugo’s revolutionary 

sentiments avoid mourning the ruin of Society, a term encompassing both struggle and 

sustenance, as his sense of democracy seems as radically social as it is political. 

“Ceci tuera cela” reveals the concomitant erosion of religious authority and social 

cohesion: The very literacies prerequisite to democracy liberate the individual even as they 

fragment society. Susan Stewart, writing from the perspective of postmodernity, perceives in 

Hugo’s printing press the pharmikon of spiritual deprivation and literary richness, a technology 
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out-producing the architectural “books of stone” and inaugurating the era of interior reading 

(206-7). Artistic displacements parallel social displacements at the level of the public sphere, 

moving away from the totality of familiars to the textual communities of strangers that Jürgen 

Habermas famously, if controversially, contends appear in the salons and coffeehouses of the 

bourgeoisie during the eighteenth century. These “publics” supplant the physical and spiritual 

unity presumed by a cathedral with the more rhizomatic distribution of novels, newspapers, 

magazines and, more recently, blogs and social media. The novel’s victory over architecture is 

also democracy’s victory over theology, but the secular publics awakened by this revolution in 

print are purchased at the cost of alienation from earlier forms of social and political belonging.   

 

Ekphrasis 

In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, ekphrasis has become associated with generic 

and modal definitions. Citing Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” Leo Spitzer characterizes 

ekphrasis as a genre, “the poetic description of a pictorial or sculptural work of art, which 

description implies, in the words of Theophile Gautier, ‘une transposition d’art,’ the reproduction 

through the medium of words, of sensuously perceptible objets d’art (‘ut pictura poesis’)” (72). 

Ruth Webb identifies this moment as the twentieth century’s re-baptism of ekphrasis as poetry 

about objets d’art, a critical invention that misreads an existing rhetorical tradition to label the 

phenomenon of poets talking about—and sometimes to—urns, paintings, and statues. Spitzer 

quotes Gautier in order to typify the analogy between literary and graphic arts, and the 

substitution of “reproduction” for “transposition” marks a critical displacement inviting 

structural approaches to ekphrasis. W.J.T. Mitchell and James A.W. Heffernan have established 

ekphrasis as a mode of writing that dallies with and dramatizes the binaries associated with 
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writing, even if these binaries are ultimately a fiction. Ekphrasis darts between breath and 

silence, life and death, change and changelessness, sometimes seducing readers with phantasia 

and sometimes calling attention to the very properties that makes its tromp l’oleil possible, and 

we begin to sense in this shifting stance toward a scene or object deeper questions about 

representing representation itself. James A.W. Heffernan also cites “Grecian Urn” (a favorite 

among scholars studying ekphrasis) as a text that builds tension through the fictions of motion 

and stasis imagined by the asymptotic consummation of impossible desire, and in the poet’s 

complex urgings and prohibitions to the Grecian urn we can begin to detect something of a 

rivalry—we might even call it a burgeoning inferiority complex—between the poet and the 

graphic work of art. Ekphrasis always comes after the graphic arts, after all, and this 

supplementary status suggests the mode is cousin to art criticism and to epigrams.  

Though the use of ekphrasis to name a literary genre may indeed be modern, the term has 

nevertheless inherited aspects of ancient rhetoric in both literary practice and critical 

conversation.4 Thus it is not uncommon to discover interest in rhetorical concepts like enargeia 

(the process of transforming signs into images) and phantasia (mental images) within modern 

accounts of ekphrasis: Jean H. Hagstrum’s The Sister Arts (1958) remains a classic of ekphrastic 

genealogy, tracing a tradition of literary pictorialism from Homer to a garland of English 

Neoclassical poets. Hagstrum argues that pictorialism—vividness by another name—at once 

fulfills and also violates a Neoclassical ideal of imitating nature. Heffernan distinguishes 

between ekphrasis, pictorialism, and iconicity. Pictorialism is the representation of “natural 

objects and artifacts” rather than another work of art, generating in language “effects similar to 

those created by pictures” in a sense that closely resembles the phantasia of ancient ekphrasis 

(299-300). Heffernan understands verbal iconicity as synonymous with traditions of concrete 
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poetry and Carmen figuratum, poetry that “apes the shapes of pictures in order to represent 

natural objects” (300). Efforts to police rhetoric flourish during the seventeenth century, typically 

around matters concerning proper ways of describing observations and memories. In his 

extensive study of rhetoric, alchemy, science, and magic, Ryan J. Stark cites Francis Bacon’s 

The Advancement of Learning (1605), John Beaumont’s “Concerning the True Form of English 

Poetry” (1628), and John Dryden’s preface to Annus mirabilis as texts urging plain styles in 

opposition to the charmed rhetoric employed by poets like William Shakespeare, John Donne, 

Andrew Marvell, and George Herbert (182-7). Advocates of plain style rhetoric emphasize 

techniques for descriptions that avoid vestigial traces of conjuring and occultation, satisfying the 

concerns of Protestant theology as well as emerging scientific methods during the seventeenth 

century. Though the arguments of critics like Beaumont and Dryden may seem overly suspicious 

to the twenty-first century scholar, interart comparisons have provided an enduring subject for 

scholars to suggest the impossible is in fact possible. From this perspective, Gotthold Lessing’s 

Laokoön inherits earlier efforts to exorcize language of its magical utterances and words, a 

development that lurks especially within twentieth-century accounts of interart theory as an 

uncanny “stillness” in the temporal arts. Enargeia and phantasia, in other words, have never 

been fully exorcized from the literary and critical imagination, returning again as obsessional 

fictions in literature and as occult superstitions or aesthetic ideals in criticism.    

For Lessing, poetry operates according to sequences and therefore achieves its effects 

consecutively, whereas painting (and all the graphic arts generally) operate according to 

juxtaposition and therefore achieves its affects instantaneously. Lessing’s separation of the arts 

into respective logics has come to be one of the commonplaces that modern criticism has 

inherited from Enlightenment, even if, as W.J.T. Mitchell points out, the distinction comes with 
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little theoretical force because the term “spatial” comes to designate all genres that are merely 

atemporal. Mitchell considers “spatial form” as developed by Lessing and Joseph Frank a hazy 

signifier for a “certain kind of suspended temporality,” a “vague metaphor” standing in for 

literature considered to be “marginal, deviant, or exceptional” (98-9). Ironically, the Lessing 

tradition has been the most productive for scholars in the twentieth century, especially those 

committed to a hermeneutic project privileging epiphany as a reading experience. Carrying with 

it the religious connotations of a sudden revelation achieved after considerable ordeal or 

suffering, the secular epiphany chimes with other concepts developed by literary critics in the 

middle twentieth century who were invested in establishing the text as artifact and the close 

reading process as leading, somewhat paradoxically, to a moment that was at once specific and 

universal. Thus the epiphany of Joyce, the concrete universal of Wimsatt, the Chinese jar of 

Eliot, or the more popularly phrased pregnant moment, all point to the same sort of reading 

process and experience--a sudden apprehension of the aesthetic and cultural whole similar to the 

perception of a painting. As early as Boethius, Christian theologians had sought to characterize 

God's perception of time as akin to a painting: though humans experience a succession, God 

perceives a juxtaposition of moments.5 Elaine Scary associates this theological argument with 

Nietzsche's discussion of a dancing star, and her own investment in developing a method of 

representing and eventually escaping the ghosts of trauma. Scary is, I would argue, a recent 

advocate for a very old conversation that seeks to escape from temporality--so often associated 

with mortality, decay, and death--through perceiving time as its sensory opposite, place. 

Ekphrasis, as a metaphor for this desire and as a poetic process that supposedly sets its goal in 

motion, becomes something more than a genre and rather more like an ideal form of 

representation. The complications introduced by Lessing become more acute when we consider 
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several phenomena in supposedly temporal and spatial arts: so-called ambient music, deliberately 

composed with spatial elements in mind; statues-in-the-round, which are meant to be viewed 

from several perspectives and therefore cannot be viewed instantaneously; the scanning that 

takes place across large vistas or paintings; and the cumulative appreciation of paintings as 

opposed to their consumption as sudden epiphany. Mark Prendergast’s The Ambient Century 

(2000) emphasizes the atmospheric and spatial qualities in the work of pioneering ambient 

musicians such as Brian Eno; the notion of scanning, as well as the literary equivalent of an 

author looking upon paintings and statues over time, has been well-documented in the Preface to 

John Hollander’s The Gazer’s Spirit (1995). 

More recently, scholarship has tended to adopt, adapt, and depart from Gotthold 

Lessing’s distinction between temporal and spatial arts popularized in his tract Laokoön. Joseph 

Frank’s “Spatial Form in Modern Literature” (1945) renders the elements of Lessing’s 

distinction chiasmic: In his essay, Frank claims certain modernist texts attempt to achieve the 

effects of juxtaposition of the graphic arts within a temporal medium, a paradoxical 

accomplishment that suggests an ideal metaphor for the literary artifact in Murray Krieger’s 

midcentury scholarship. Frank, who prefers to adopt Lessing’s distinction, situates Laokoön 

during the empirical turn in aesthetics during the eighteenth century. Just as John Locke had tried 

to “solve the problem of knowledge by breaking down complex ideas into simple elements of 

sensation,” so too did philosophers like Shaftesbury, Burke, and Lessing attempt to solve the 

problem of aesthetics by reducing aesthetic experience into stimuli and sensual elements (222). 

Because poetry and painting operate according to “different sensuous mediums,” these sister arts 

differ in the “fundamental laws governing their creation” (223). Frank applies the 

temporal/spatial distinction to modernist literature and argues that aesthetic form in modernist 
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poetry literature follows “space-logic” instead of time-logic (229). This space-logic demands a 

“complete re-orientation” in a reader’s attitude toward language because the references of certain 

passages or word-groups are internally reflexive: “the meaning-relationship is completed only by 

the simultaneous perception in space of word-groups which, when read consecutively in time, 

have no comprehensible relation to each other" (229). Simultaneous perception requires a 

suspension of “individual reference temporarily” until the entire set of internal references can be 

apprehended “as a unity” (230). For Frank, the adherence to space-logic informs poetic form 

through Mallarme, Pound, Eliot, and also informs “similar experiments in the modern novel” 

(230).  

Heffernan perceives in ekphrasis a literary mode of metapoetic representation, which he 

succinctly characterizes as the “verbal representation of graphic representation” (299). By 

emphasizing the layers of representation in ekphrasis, Heffernan argues ekphrasis makes explicit 

the narratives that remain implicit in the graphic work of art. Heffernan therefore maintains 

something of Lessing’s distinction between literary and graphic forms—ekphrasis renders 

temporal what was spatial through its narrativizing—and asserts, in contradistinction to Frank, 

that ekphrastic poets are actually interested in the “story of changelessness” rather than achieving 

it within their narratives (306). Such a definition suggests the animating powers of speech add a 

layer of polyvocalism to graphic representation, even if this supplement will fundamentally alter 

what it discovers in art. During an extended conversation about Keats’ Grecian urn, Heffernan 

employs old distinctions between voice and writing, change and changelessness:  

“On the one hand, the ekphrastic conversion of graphic art into narrative seems to restore 

the totality that is just fractionally represented—hence misrepresented—by graphic art; 

on the other hand, the Heraclitean flow of narrative overrides—and hence 



48 
 

misrepresents—the reality of what can be experienced in a single instant, or what might 

be experienced forever if, as Kenneth Burke suggests, we could move beyond the process 

of becoming into the eternal present of pure being” (307).   

Because ekphrasis alters what alteration finds—the poem, as Heffernan argues, is a second 

attempt at completing the fractional representation of graphic art—it necessarily invites tension 

between literary and spatial expression. Heffernan will eventually call this tension the paragone, 

following the Renaissance term for a “rivalry” or “debate” between the arts, and claims that the 

incompleteness suggested by such debates between poets and artists points to the “ultimate 

inadequacy of all representation” (312). 

In an introduction to the history of the Library of Congress—itself an architectural 

monument housing literary monuments—Daniel J. Boorstin cites Archdeacon Frollo when he 

claims that the Bible on his desk will kill the cathedral outside his window. To this competition 

between the literary and the architectural, Boorstin evocatively identifies conquering time as the 

ultimate prize, an immortality that will continue to serve as reminder, advisor, and perhaps even 

warning—the various translations of moneo and monore, the roots of monumentum (16). 

Boorstin is not especially interested in identifying a winner between books and library—no 

doubt a hopeless question to the historian!—but his evocative reference to Frollo suggests that 

the paragone remains a useful way of thinking through the motivations for writing about 

architecture. The ekphrastic author adopts the ends of the edifice but with different means; 

however, the desire that Hugo commemorates through letters what will otherwise be forgotten in 

architecture hints at broader tradeoffs for literature as a revolutionary replacement for 

architecture. Returning to “Ceci tuera cela,” the superiority of literature lies in what Hugo 

variously praises as its affordability, its portability, and—after a certain point in history—its 
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ubiquity. Within the older debate of the paragone, literature provides the Word with a vehicle for 

greater adaptability than the edifice, achieving mechanical reproducibility unavailable to its 

graphic predecessors. As supplement, ekphrasis may be metaphorically associated with graffiti 

or with dialogism; in other words, the uncomfortable addition that ekphrasis represents to any ur-

text is a surplus of writing and/or voice. My language here comes from Mikhail Bakhtin, who 

famously opposes the representational capacities of the novel with narrower conditions of the 

lyric. Bakhtin bases his distinction upon the novel’s dialogism, or its formal acknowledgement of 

the “pre-existence of a language world relative to any of its current inhabitants, insur[ing] there 

can be no actual monologue,” as opposed to the lyrical tendency toward the “authoritarian, 

dogmatic and conservative, sealing itself off from the extraliterary social dialects” (426, 287). In 

Bakhtin’s thought, the lyric remains hopelessly separated from the languages of a contemporary 

public, a seal of formality relegating the genre to the ossified representation of official cultures. 

Hugo’s novel presents two layers of dialogism: the first, as a supplement of a supplement, a text 

emerging from other texts; secondly, in its rich representation of various methods of speech from 

different social classes in fifteenth-century Paris. Despite being the principal “books of stone” for 

cultures during the Middle Ages, architecture remains essentially monologic, its iconographies 

erected and interpreted through the lens of a unified Church.   

And yet this revolutionary novelist cannot escape the allure of the “edifice,” a word that 

comes to French and English by way of the Latin aedificium, which the OED parses into 

aedis (temple or house) and ficium (making). Together, these terms imply a slightly different 

sense of edifice than the “stately” buildings denoted by English usage; instead, the edifice is a 

building that requires a fictive component, an active making from its inhabitants in order to 

achieve its status as temple lest the structure decline into museum or ruin. Frollo’s “edifice” is a 
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term of impending tragedy, in that the stones of Notre Dame will one day amount to mere aedis, 

lacking the ficium that had once made it a site for communion. At this moment, Frollo’s edifice 

resembles Heidegger’s dwelling, insofar as both terms denote a domain of peace achieved 

through sparing and preserving a particular order of being. A great deal of energy has been spent 

in characterizing Heidegger’s sense of dwelling as a conservative, even tyrannical, fantasy; what 

I wish to add here about such a reading of Heidegger’s dwelling is that it represents an effort to 

establish a kind of home that had been missing from philosophy. Cecil L. Eubanks and David J. 

Gauthier argue that Heidegger’s dwelling emerges from the homelessness produced by a 

liberated subjectivity, an alienation introduced to philosophy by Plato (126-7). The edifice 

specifically and architecture generally name a moment in historical and narrative possibility: the 

last time that a home—the public—might be gathered under a single cultural form; and, 

arguably, the first time that individual creativity could be mechanically reproduced, consumed, 

and celebrated.  

Originating in graffiti, the story of Notre-Dame suggests that the supplementing of a 

supplement, to add, as it were, fiction upon fiction, is to engage in a disjointing but liberating 

practice. Should we generously interpret Heidegger’s aphorism that “to build is already to dwell” 

as a vision inclusive of literary practice, then the ekphrastic moment in any text presents a kind 

of philosophical embarrassment: the apostrophe to another text foregrounds a lack preventing 

completeness, a disjointedness suggestive of the very kind of homelessness the dwelling should 

keep out. On one hand, literature about monuments harkens back to an earlier form of graphic 

and social coherence through spectacle; on the other hand, literature about monuments also plays 

the role of epigram, supplementing the edifice with language undermining an “original” 

iconography and message. Taking Hugo’s history as a narrative, we might say that the edifice is 
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for the public and the book is for a public; however, to return to Goldhill’s question of what 

ekphrasis might be for, I believe it is most productive to think of ekphrasis as a narrative moment 

for a re-public, literary in its form but architectural in its goals. Janus-faced toward the past as 

well as to the future, literature about architecture draws from the past both the causes and ends of 

its production: More than intervening, such literature seeks to stand in for the edifice it 

references through the publics it reaches.      

 

NOTES 

																																																								
1 Amalfatino discovers the copy of the Testamento Geometrico his home, though he does not remember purchasing 
it. Amalfatino’s experiments with exposing the book to the elements are initially inspired by Marcel Duchamp’s 
readymades.    
2 “Not marble, nor the gilded monuments / Of princes, shall outlive this powerful rhyme,” Shakespeare’s poet 
declares. “But you shall shine more bright in these contents / Than unswept stone, besmear’d with sluttish time.” 
Memorialization in literature results in a condition of formal immortality, whereas the physical bodies of 
monuments will inevitably show the wear of centuries. 
3 I believe the narrator here is describing what we might now call a “selfish text,” after the concepts of the selfish 
gene and selfish meme originally developed by zoologist Richard Dawkins. The meme is a cultural replicator 
parallel to the biological gene. Dawkins provides several off-hand examples of selfish texts: “Examples of memes 
are tunes, ideas, catch-phrases, clothes fashions, ways of making pots, or of building arches. Just as genes propagate 
themselves in the gene pool by leaping from body to body via sperms or eggs, so memes propagate themselves in 
the meme pool  by leaping from brain to brain via a process which, in the broad sense, can be called imitation” (The 
Selfish Gene 192). In this reading, then, the printing press is not only the parent revolution but also the parent 
replicator, enabling the imitation of literature at mechanized rates of speed.  
4 For an excellent study of ancient ekphrasis, see Ruth Webb’s Ekphrasis, Imagination and Persuasion in Ancient 
Rhetorical Theory and Practice, Ashgate Publishing, 2009.  
5 This interpretation comes from Boethius’ Consolations, a dialogue between an imprisoned Narrator and a female 
personification of Philosophy. Michael Chase offers a brilliant analysis of divine perspective in the Consolations: 
“Although God does not see these events as temporally prior or posterior to one another, he can perfectly well 
perceive their causal, logical, and ontological anteriority or posteriority. Likewise, Boethius argues, God can tell 
which events are necessary (the sun’s rising), and which are contingent (my going for a walk), just as a human being 
simultaneously observing necessary and contingent events in the represent is able easily to distinguish them. This is 
what allows Boethius to conclude that God’s foreknowledge (praevidentia) should in fact be called pro-videntia, 
where the prefix pro- may connote priority in space, not time” (101). For Chase’s entire argument, see “Time and 
Eternity from Plotinus and Boethius to Einstein,” ΣΧΟΛΗ, Vol. 8, no. 1, 2014, pp. 67-111.   
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Chapter Two 

The Influence of Ruins in the Early Poetry of Philip Freneau   

 

Philip Freneau’s “The Pyramids of Egypt” (1770) features a dialogue between a traveler 

and a genius, or local spirit. The traveler, eager to see “those famed piles of human wonder, / 

Those sphinxes, pyramids, and Pompey’s pillar,” relies upon the genius as tour guide, a role the 

spirit takes up with the enthusiasm of a partisan. When the traveler makes the mistake of 

comparing Rome to Egypt, for instance, he receives quite an earful from the genius:   

Talk not of Rome!—before they lopt a bush 
From the seven hills where Rome, earth's empress, stood, 
These pyramids were old—their birth day is 
Beyond tradition's reach, or history. (26) 

 

Not only do the origins of Rome—metonym of Classical civilization—lie in the pathetic figure 

of a clipping, but even those inauspicious origins are young compared with the architecture the 

traveler sees before him. Upon hearing of the boast about architecture beyond “tradition’s reach, 

or history,” the traveler eagerly takes up the challenge, urging the genius to take him without 

haste to see more closely the Pyramids, which the traveler again names “piles of wonder”; 

however, the genius meets the traveler’s enthusiasm with a warning wrapped in the imagery of a 

terrifying and distant future:  

The time will come 
When these stupendous piles you deem immortal, 
Worn out with age, shall moulder on their bases, 
And down, down, low to endless ruin verging, 
O'erwhelm'd by dust, be seen and known no more! (26-7) 

 

Surviving in the dry wastes of Egypt, the Pyramids approach the “endless ruin verging” of 

desolation more slowly than other ruins; however, even these ruins were erected by mortals, and, 
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as such, will suffer the same fate as all human activity, “seen and known no more!” For a traveler 

of the late eighteenth century, the Pyramids would have represented the oldest man-made objects 

available to the modern imagination, their ruin registering the absolute age of creation before the 

development and popularization of Thomas Hutton’s geologic theory, and their desolation 

providing proof that all architecture made from dust to dust shall return.   

Freneau saves the third character of “The Pyramids”—Time itself—for the final stanza of 

the poem. As allegory and eavesdropper, Time interjects at the end of the conversation between 

traveler and genius with a series of boasts before concluding with another image of desolation: 

Old Babel's tower hath felt my potent arm 
I ruin'd Ecbatan and Babylon, 
Thy huge Colossus, Rhodes, I tumbled down, 
And on these pyramids I smote my scythe; 
But they resist its edge—then let them stand. 
But I can boast a greater feat than this, 
I long ago have shrouded those in death 
Who made those structures rebels to my power— 
But, O return!—These piles are not immortal! 
This earth, with all its balls of hills and mountains, 
Shall perish by my hand—then how can these, 
These hoary headed pyramids of Egypt, 
That are but dwindled warts upon her body, 
That on a little, little spot of ground 
Extinguish the dull radiance of the sun, 
Be proof to Death and me?——Traveller return— 
There's nought but God immortal——He alone 
Exists secure, when Man, and Death, and Time, 
(Time not immortal, but a fancied point 
In the vast circle of eternity) 
Are swallow'd up, and, like the pyramids, 
Leave not an atom for their monument! (29) 

 

Time counts its many victories by ruin. The toppled Tower of Babel, demolished Babylon, and 

the crumbled Colossus of Rhodes catalogue the constant influence of Time through Biblical, 

ancient, and Classical periods. Though he acknowledges the Pyramids have resisted thus far the 
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edge of his scythe, Time claims as consolation the lives of proud kings who “made those 

structures rebels to my power.” Such rebellious architecture is not “immortal,” and in a lengthy 

conceit comparing the world to a human body, the Pyramids amount to “dwindled warts.” For all 

these boasts, however, Time’s message is ultimately one of humility. Only God “[e]xists secure” 

from ruin, and Time itself represents only one “fancied point / In the vast circle of eternity).” 

This reversal of the famous articulation of the infinite—God as an infinite sphere, whose center 

is everywhere and whose circumference is nowhere—indicates Time recognizes his role as 

attendant, rather than substitute, to divinity. The conclusion of the poem, however, offers neither 

spiritual reconciliation nor new covenant with the atemporal God that Time acknowledges as 

suzerain; instead, readers are left with a hopeless confrontation with the infinite in which they 

and all that they have made will be swallowed up and forgotten. In Freneau’s imagination, ruins 

have been transformed from physical lessons in religious or civic virtue (as they had been 

through much of the Renaissance) into figures associated with the secular terror of the sublime.              

The young Freneau does not exhaust his Muse with just one ruin. In another early 

dialogue, the strange “Monument to Phaon,” Freneau has one character relate a description of a 

neglected monument to a heartbroken Sappho, who commits suicide upon learning from an 

epitaph that her beloved Phaon had been, in fact, loved by another woman. In “The Deserted 

Farm-House,” the poet laments the recent ruin of a wooden structure in the woods, which has 

been transformed into an object unfit for living and—perhaps—for literary memorialization. In 

the early poems, Freneau even discovers a dying elm as appropriate subject for what he calls an 

“irregular ode,” urging the tree to remember “angry Jonah’s gourd at Nineveh, / That, in a night, 

its bloomy branches spread, / And perish’d with the day” (46). Each of these poems features a 

speaker who references and describes an object outside the poem itself, a genre of literary 
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engagement most scholars would call ekphrasis. In dialogues like “The Pyramids” and 

“Monument to Phaon,” we encounter the ancient urge to give voice to silent objects in a 

rhetorical gesture called prosopopoeia: that the silence of Egyptian or Greek rubble would 

inspire dialogue is only fitting for a genre that seeks, even as rhetorical gesture, to transgress the 

boundaries between speech and silence, literature and architecture.   

Not all of these ruins exist, of course. Freneau’s understanding of the Pyramids is most 

certainly a pastiche drawn from literary sources, and no monument to Phaon will be excavated 

from the ground in Sicily. To borrow a distinction from John Hollander, “The Pyramids of 

Egypt” represents an example of real ekphrasis: Readers outside the poem can actually visit Giza 

and witness the piles of wonder for themselves; the “Monument to Phaon,” however, serves as 

an example of notional ekphrasis, or an imaginary object that does not exist outside of the poem, 

no matter how much the poet may gesture toward its fiction. And yet, whether real or notional, 

Freneau’s early poetry bears the influence of ruins of all different types and ages. The literary 

interpretation of architectural trauma encourages the composition of different types of poetry, 

ranging from meditations of sublime terror to desperate pleas for vegetative growth. 

Paraphrasing Ezra Pound, we could say the author’s making explicit in narrative the pregnant 

moment of a graphic source is also a making new. Heffernan does not himself differentiate 

categories of misrepresentation, nor does he explore how such misrepresentations might also be 

misprisions of the sort Harold Bloom has famously elaborated. The genre of ekphrasis is always 

marked by temporal and artistic anxieties: By coming second (or third or fourth) in the order of 

representation, an author must establish herself in relationship to a monument of often 

considerable dimensions and influence; by composing a poem, story, or novel about the 

monument, the author also confronts questions of office and permanence. The author is therefore 
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a sort of rival to the sculptor (or even the epigrammatist), her poetic misprision of iconography in 

competition with the official iconography of the monument itself. Borrowing from a tradition in 

Renaissance Italy, Heffernan calls this rivalry in ekphrasis the paragone, which features a 

speaker attempting to extend the logic of Pyramids or elm trees into voice. 

Though it may be tempting to ascribe Freneau’s early interest in ruins as nothing more 

than juvenilia, I believe it is worthwhile to keep Freneau’s reputation in mind: As an author who 

would later wear a patriotic mantle in his choice of subject and in his public persona, Freneau is 

not just theorizing about time but also theorizing about the lifespan of nations through his early 

poetry. Ruins in Freneau’s poetry provide an important constellation mapping the complex ways 

architectural trauma might be adapted to poetic purposes, so that piles of Egyptian rubble or the 

rotting planks of a forgotten farm-house become the very tropes and predecessor texts for literary 

activity. Ekphrasis requires an adaptation of Bloom’s influence theory to account for its 

transgressive projections of voice and narrative into the silent, still realms of the graphic arts; 

specifically, the ekphrasis of ruins demands more nuanced treatment to account for the ways a 

poet like Freneau represents Time as a third actor in the conversation between speaker and 

monument. My argument begins with an account of ekphrasis as a transgressive genre, 

fascinated with forms of representation that remain unavailable to what Keats describes as the 

“viewless wings of poesy.” Fittingly, this section inherits the tradition of Bloom’s influence 

theory but swerves (slightly) in its analysis of the visual trope of trauma. Following this 

theoretical clinamen, the argument then addresses the vibrant scholarship surrounding cultural 

attitudes about ruins, from the articulation of a pre-Romantic Transcendental experience in the 

work of Jean Starobinski to the arguments associating trauma and recent ruins. The remainder of 

the chapter analyzes two more of Freneau’s early poems—“Monument to Phaon,” and “The 
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Deserted Farm-House”—to develop a theory of influence theory in light of ekphrasis and to 

elaborate the various ways ruins diversely become piles fit for our wonder.         

 

Crossing the Boundaries of the Dead 

Embarking upon a survey of ancient monuments, Charles Hedrick, Jr. harkens back to the 

eleventh book of the Odyssey, when Odysseus slits the throats of a ram and ewe in order to 

converse with the dead. The sheep’s blood purchases heroic knowledge at the cost of living 

tissue and Hendrick suggests that the Nekyia episode contains an occult but nevertheless useful 

model for the historian, that melancholic figure who must discover ways to quicken stone in the 

act of writing, to give up, as it were, some vitality in exchange for knowledge:   

“As the first surviving Greek historian, Herodotus says in the first line of his history 

human accomplishments fade with time; and deeds, even the great and remarkable, will 

lose their renown. The present fades away to join the past and bequeaths nothing to the 

future but scraps and wreckage, mute and mutilated relics that of themselves tell nothing. 

Only with the imaginative and reasoned engagement of the living can blood be wrung 

from stony ruins. The dead can never be resurrected, though they may enjoy a parasitical 

half-life, on the condition that we invest them with something of ourselves.” (1) 

The many polarities in Hedrick’s analysis point to the wider matter of representation and its 

discontents: The monument is always a kind of writing (a graphic text, but a text nonetheless) 

alienated from the moment of its consumption and devoid of the very civic life it is meant to 

celebrate.  

To write about ruins, then, is to inhabit the office of Hendrick’s historian, crossing the 

taboo boundary between now and then, author and artist, literature and visual arts. As we have 
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witnessed, such crossings demand a price, but I want to shift away from the problematics of 

presence and move toward another sense suggested by sanguinary metaphor. The author who 

writes to, about, or against a particular monument discloses a fundamental lack in the literary 

project that relies upon a citation to another work of art that is necessarily before and elsewhere, 

which I had earlier associated with the ideal architecture ruins always recall. In another context, 

Harold Bloom calls such crossings metalepsis according to the hagiography of Classical rhetoric, 

arguing authors engage in Oedipal struggles with artistic forebears through the appropriation and 

reclaiming of tropes.1 Through metapoetic practices of troping existing tropes, the author 

achieves a unique if unoriginal identity through figurations of her “will-to-power” over 

predecessor texts, so that we may come to identify paradoxically the markings of poetic vitality 

through “tearing” and “sunderings” (505). Valentine Cunningham, who identifies ekphrasis as a 

mode of writing obsessed with the thereness suggested by graphic works of art, argues 

apostrophe is a basic gesture of the lack in a text.2 Adapting Cunningham’s language, we might 

say that the ekphrasis of ruins is especially interested in the thingness of what is left behind, the 

physical remainder when the symbolic order, economic value, or cultural value has been 

exhausted.  

 “An image must be given, for a beginning, and so that absence is ironically called a 

presence,” Bloom writes in his conclusion to a lengthy study of Wallace Stevens. “Or, a poem 

begins because there is too strong a presence, which needs to be imaged as an absence, if there is 

to be any imaging at all” (375). Bloom’s claim catches critic and artist in a bind: If the absence 

of language and the abundance of language are opposite conditions, how can they both act as the 

same catalyst for a poem? The ruin, I think, at least partially answers this question: The image of 

its original glory as architecture must be imagined, its present materiality a surfeit of stuff that is 
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and is not useful to the gazer. All poetic activity, in this sense, becomes a kind of graffiti or 

etching upon ruin—a signatory effort to supplement the semiotic absence/abundance of another 

text. The persistence of large buildings, mounds, and statues indicates the power of artistic 

fashioning to overcome the ravages of time. When we turn to the Pantheon or gaze upon 

Michelango’s David, the stubborn majesty of stone gives proof to the Latin aphorism ars longus, 

vita brevis: Monuments really do have a longer life than the artists and fashioners who build 

them. But the persistence of these structures also reveals how much time has passed between 

their completion and our gazing, inspiring various melancholic or nostalgic states. In his history 

of the relationship between morality and Greek and Roman sculpture, Philipp Fehl agrees that 

monuments are built or erected in order to “transmit a message from the past to the future,” so 

that cultural, political, and social achievements persist across generations (2).  

And yet, since Antiquity, anxiety surrounding context loss has motivated the addition of 

supplements to the public statue itself. These supplements, ranging from weapons ceded during 

wars to inscriptions, are designed to reduce the misprision made possible by the transformation 

of a commemorative object into an aesthetic artifact. Inscriptions are consequently an especially 

popular form of supplement to public statuary because they seem to provide the surest way to get 

the “right” sort of reading out of future audiences, acting as a “voice addressing the spectator—a 

kind of never-ending proclamation from the past, uttered by the person the monument 

commemorates, the monument itself, its dedicators, or Time” (3). The persistence of certain 

monuments, in other words, might ironically undercut whatever message we inherit from the 

past.  
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By featuring a traveler and emphasizing the sublime implications of ancient ruins, 

“Pyramids” anticipates many of the same themes in Shelley’s more famous poem, “Ozymandias” 

(1819):  

 
“I met a traveler from an antique land 
Who said: “Two vast and trunkless legs of stone 
Stand in the desert. Near them, on the sand, 
Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown, 
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command, 
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read 
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things, 
The hand that mocked them and the heart that fed: 
And on the pedestal these words appear: 
'My name is Ozymandias, king of kings: 
Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!' 
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay 
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare 
The lone and level sands stretch far away.”  

 

Ruins such as the “vast and trunkless legs of stone” of Shelley’s colossus have undergone 

sufficient destruction to become objects of reflection. In Shelley’s poem, of course, this 

reflection takes a mischievous note, as the traveler cannot help but include the epigram, “Look 

on my Works, ye Mighty, and Despair!” in his description to the poet/auditor. Here we have an 

instance of inscription engaged in accidental sedition: Its perpetual commemoration grows only 

more and more ironic with every century. But the sonnet concludes on a note of transcendental 

importance: Those “lone and level sands” will one day bury our works as surely as they have 

those of Ozymandias, and we are caught variously in feelings of awe, terror, dread, and despair, 

or in an impasse we recognize as the sublime. In a sonnet like “Ozymandias,” we also notice the 

role curation continues to play in the conveyance of knowledge: The poem is itself a twice-told 

tale, with the traveler relaying positive opinions about the craftsmanship associated with the 

ruined colossus. One layer of representation follows another, from the poet’s brief frame, to the 
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traveler’s account, to another set of quotations reserved for the epigram at the statue’s pedestal. 

And yet, for all of the traveler’s relayed descriptions, the poet-auditor includes moments when 

the gaze encounters the event horizon of raw materiality: Before the elaborate description of 

readable features, we learn that half of the head is sunken and therefore unknowable; that the 

poet recovers description from a “shattered visage”; and that the boastful epigram points to “lone 

and level sands” serves as metonym and metaphor for the future of all human activity. 

“Ozymandias” stages two semiotic Others—the traditional graphic order of representation, 

which includes legible features and writing, as well as a fascination with the materiality of ruin. 

Like “The Pyramids,” “Ozymandias” establishes the nature of ruins through its opposite in living 

speech; like “The Pyramids,” “Ozymandias” features a traveler who encounters the exotic 

otherness of durable materials in a foreign land; and like “The Pyramids,” “Ozymandias” 

communicates the ultimate end of all human making in lacunae.   

This comparison between “The Pyramids” and “Ozymandias” is not meant to suggest a 

direct influence, but rather a subterranean connection: Both poets treat the material body of their 

respective monuments as canon for measuring the depths of history and the limits of perpetuating 

the self through art.  Indeed, until the development and popularization of modern geology and 

evolutionary biology in the middle nineteenth century, ruins marked the oldest things readily 

available to the European imagination, which could turn to recent archaeological adventures 

conducted principally by French professors following the Napoleonic conquest. Though the 

graphic source for “Ozymandias” has long been attributed to the bust of Ramses II sculpted by 

the Younger Memnon, John Rodenbeck explains that this particular artifact did not arrive in 

London until after Shelley had composed the poem (122-3). Instead, Rodenbeck argues that 

Shelley draws upon a myriad of literary sources to write the poem, including Diodorus Siculus’ 
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Bibliotheca Historica (published in 1787) and Les Ruines (1791), as well as Vivant Denon's 

Voyage dans la Basse et la Haute Egypte (1802). “Ozymandias” is therefore an Orientalist 

pastiche drawn from travel narratives widely available to Englishmen like Shelley.  

Monuments—and the ruins they inevitably become—seem such fitting objects for the 

sublime because they are built with the far future in mind, to somehow outlast the ravages of 

sand and the long periods of time they seek to overcome. Monument makers are often very clear 

about their intentions, no matter how ridiculous the time frame. Oglethorpe University’s “Crypt 

of Civilization,” an air-tight mausoleum of twentieth-century artifacts, is designed to be opened 

in 8113 AD. Though we may greet such projects with a mixture of dismissiveness and awe, the 

Crypt of Civilization aims for a future date that ancient civilizations have managed (or nearly 

managed) with stone. Even these remarkably durable structures will eventually cede to the lone 

and level sands. The Colossi of Memnon have lasted 3,400 years and are slightly worse for wear; 

lest we forget similar efforts in the modern United States, most geologists believe that the 

likenesses of four Presidents will remain recognizable for over a million years, so long as the 

current erosion rate of one inch every 10,000 years continues. Life After People, a television 

series on the History Channel, combines popular interest in so-called ruin porn with materials 

science to make entertainment of the decay that will afflict various monuments in the event of 

humans vanishing from Earth. I spoil nothing when I inform my readers that within several 

million years (a brief period of time, biologically and geologically speaking) every human 

accomplishment will have disappeared from the planet. Without constant intervention, 

rehabilitation, and renovation, even our most durable monuments will melt into the sands.  

Ekphrasis and ruins simultaneously entertain and refuse narrative completeness. Shelley 

especially touches upon this theme in “Ozymandias,” which contains several apostrophes toward 
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absence and then toward illegible material: an anonymous traveler, a scene littered with 

“trunkless legs of stone,” a “stamped” likeness upon “lifeless things,” and an epigram promising 

mighty works but delivering only lone and level sands. These binaries of communication built 

upon absence and mute stuff indicate the poet is not always representing a legible iconography in 

ekphrasis, but rather staging an encounter with the materiality of cited objects. Certainly, Shelley 

revels in describing the now-impotent scowl and curled lip of a tyrant; however, the “trunkless 

legs” and “shattered visage” suggest a telos to all writing, which will transition from legibility to 

defacement, from narrative to silence. Shelley confronts this iconography as well as durability, 

the digital (from the Latin digitus, involving the fingers that write and type) extension of the 

traveler’s voice and its principal fiction pitted against stone. The clinamen, or swerving, that 

Harold Bloom famously attributes to the artist’s anxiety of influence is here doubled: against the 

sculptor and the epigrammatist, but also against the materiality of the monument itself. This 

materiality is not only the formal contours Murray Krieger believes lend themselves to the 

rhetorical and formal “self-sufficiency” of great literature (105), but rather how the trope of such 

durability inspires an impasse for the author, who at once experiences himself as a subject in the 

present and a subject within the flow of time, as an individual author writing and a character 

located within broader historical and even cosmic narratives. 

This second type of the semiotic Other has received less attention from scholars. In his 

famous essay revisiting Lessing’s Laokoön, Murray Krieger employs the extended metaphor of a 

kiln to describe the crossing of an author from consciousness to artifice, the expression of a 

“circular tradition that moves from earth to earth” in the making of literature (116). The 

movement that circles from living clay to formed clay trades the flows of life for the permanence 

of form. Krieger marshals the image of the kiln in the latter half of his essay to portray the 
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aesthetic desire for permanence that objects like jars and urns offer to the author, so that interest 

in materiality suggests a metaphor of poetic form (126-7). Paul H. Fry’s analysis of Auden’s 

“Musée des Beaux Arts” directly confronts the issue of materiality, albeit from a less 

anthropomorphic angle than Krieger. In a note prefacing the chapter, Fry expresses doubt about 

the longstanding tradition of treating semiotic Otherness as always-already socially constructed:  

“The argument of this chapter—that poetry enviously discovers the meaninglessness of 

the nonhuman in pictures—has been misunderstood in almost exactly the same way by 

every intelligent auditor and reader who has encountered it, and I know this can only 

mean that I have failed in my intention…Pictures aren’t like that, I am told; they’re 

complex social constructions, with ideologemes in every brush stroke, which don’t just 

‘glance’ in Norman Bryson’s terms, but ‘gaze.’” (70)  

The misunderstandings Fry identifies here suggest a lacuna for scholarship about ekphrasis, 

especially when it comes to moments in literature when an author confronts materials that merely 

glance.  

 

“Not an Atom for their Monument”: Ruin Time and the Monument 

Jean Starobinski argues the aesthetic appreciation of ruins stems from the gazer’s 

recognition of a temporal remoteness separating the present and past violence, so that the 

destructive forces working on the monument are interpreted as functionaries of a “featureless 

transcendent force such as Time or Destiny” (84-5). Florence Hetzler calls this period “ruin 

time,” a duration considerable enough that the architecture in question becomes furniture for the 

gazer’s aesthetic enjoyment (51).3 In another context, Mark McGurl worries that the call from 

scholars like Wai Chi Dimock for expanded timelines of American literature might have the 



65 
 

problematic effect of aestheticizing time, erasing political and cultural differences in the name of 

establishing a wider archive (533-4). In the analysis of Jean Starobinski and others, Elizabeth 

Wanning Harries perceives the enduring influence of eighteenth century attitudes about ancient 

ruins, which tended to focus upon how a crumbling architecture muddles the binaries of culture 

and nature (62). Scholars in the fields of media and sense studies have sought to recover the 

value of the haptic (touch) as a philosophical project; Cecilia Lindhé, who theorizes a digital 

ekphrasis with special attention to the fingertips of writing and consuming literature online, cites 

Erkki Huhtamo’s “tactiloclasm” as a neologism that names the literal and philosophical 

reluctance of aesthetic theories developed since the eighteenth century to engage with the various 

proximities we might associate with an artistic object (17-21).  

Returning to Shelley’s “Ozymandias,” we can witness how literature might in some cases 

rehabilitate aestheticized time for purposes of making a broader claim about artistic fashioning 

and consumption. Despite the remoteness of these entirely imaginary ruins, the poet employs a 

series of techniques to separate himself from the colossus. The poet’s first effort at distancing 

occurs in the speech between poet and traveler, who returns with a story from an “antique land.” 

The quotes that follow bracket a sense of immediacy and also reportage, evocative of what 

Stewart calls “distressed genres” appearing in the eighteenth century, forms of writing that 

sought to incubate oral authority even if such practices “surely suffer from the inauthenticity of 

presentation” that punctuation—especially quotation marks—produce (68). Shelley’s portrayal 

of the colossus as twice-told tale emphasizes the gap between the “here and now” and “there and 

then,” a form enabling the poet-auditor to “get in” and also “get away with” political jabs against 

a long-dead tyrant. The space of literary conversation pretends toward the immediate, albeit 
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while preserving its ironic distance in the poet-auditor’s critique of the sculptor and 

epigrammatist’s work.  

The poem then shifts into metaphors of writing as soon as the traveler introduces artistic 

rivals to the poet-auditor: A sculptor has interpreted his master’s passion so well that it remains 

alive, albeit as “stamped” features upon “lifeless things”; and the epigrammatist’s inscription has 

survived long enough to become ironic boast. Like the epigrammatist, however, the poet has 

already gestured toward the absent or the silent text that is earlier and elsewhere, rhetorical 

tropes of time and space that a critic, following Harold Bloom and Valentine Cunningham, might 

productively call metalepsis and apostrophe. Finally, the third poetic crossing occurs in the 

extended image of “lone and level sands stretching far away,” the threat of artistic annihilation 

guaranteed by Time. Though the Pharaoh’s works—and perhaps all turnings and fashionings—

become instances of artistic ludicrousness before the inhumanely long and large, the “colossal 

wreck” that remains standing in the desert registers the distant acts of destruction upon the statue. 

In this picturesque display of “vast and trunkless legs” and a “shattered visage,” the poet 

experiences the wreckage as an aesthetic object because the immediate agents of destruction 

have been lost or forgotten. The colossus is not directly associated with the trauma of political 

upheaval or natural disaster but rather with aestheticized time; and yet, even if this type of time is 

deliberately apolitical, the poet is threatened precisely by extending too far the aestheticized 

time, of following the apostrophe to its inevitable object: the absolute open-endedness of waste-

time in the lone and level sands.  

“Ozymandias” represents a poetic confrontation with various images of durability in 

language ranging from academic disinterest (“antique land”) to sublime terror, and the poet’s 

mere encounter with an imaginary colossus in the desert motivates imaginary leaps to scales of 
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time that render all human work irrelevant. As Horace Smith’s complementary sonnet 

“Ozymandias” suggests, the image of ruins often exert an influence upon authors, who must 

grapple not only with the spectacle of dismembered effigies but also with immense periods of 

time that render all civilized activity obsolete:  

“In Egypt's sandy silence, all alone, 
Stands a gigantic Leg, which far off throws 
The only shadow that the Desert knows:— 
“I am great OZYMANDIAS," saith the stone, 
“The King of Kings; this mighty City shows 
“The wonders of my hand.”— The City's gone,— 
Nought but the Leg remaining to disclose 
The site of this forgotten Babylon. 
 
We wonder,—and some Hunter may express 
Wonder like ours, when thro' the wilderness 
Where London stood, holding the Wolf in chace, 
He meets some fragment huge, and stops to guess 
What powerful but unrecorded race 
Once dwelt in that annihilated place.”  

 

Smith similarly imagines a “gigantic Leg” as marker for time’s passing and political castration, 

as well as an epigram undercut by context. Readers shift between rhetorical and generic systems, 

so that the context surrounding the statue and a future “wilderness / [w]here London stood” 

achieves immediacy despite the generic distancing that occurs through narrative framing in both 

sonnets. The other significant difference manifests in the sestet, as Smith employs toward a post-

apocalyptic vision of London set thousands of years into the future when the mighty British 

Empire will be nothing but an “unrecorded race,” again placing the emphasis upon writing 

(graphic or textual) as the critical component of remembrance.4 

The concept of deep time emerges with the birth of modern geology in the eighteenth 

century. Thomas Hutton’s observations suggested the migration of rock and terrain over periods 

of time far exceeded human history. In the first part of his paper to the Royal Society in 1785, 
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Hutton invokes concepts of the beautiful, the picturesque, and ruins to illustrate geologic change: 

“Our fertile plains are formed from the ruins of the mountains; and those travelling materials are 

pursued by moving water and propelled along the inclined surface of the earth” (qtd. in McCrae). 

The Huttonian theory challenged prevailing attitudes about the earth, which had been based 

traditionally in counting backwards through Biblical genealogies (famously, Archbishop James 

Ussher estimated the earth was approximately 6,000 years old). When the Geological Society of 

London was founded in 1807, Adelene Buckland argues the term “geology” was already being 

used to denote an empirical science according to the sense provided by French anatomist 

Georges Cuvier as “the firsthand study of specific local regions and on the gathering of facts and 

observations rather than on the cosmological speculations of high-level theory” (4). Charles 

Lyell’s Principles of Geology (1833) would refine and popularize scientific geology, influencing 

the work of a young Charles Darwin. Though John McPhee did not coin the phrase “deep time” 

until the 1980s, a sense of geologic time informs various fields of Victorian science as well as 

Victorian literature by the middle nineteenth century. Buckland points to the famous examples of 

Alfred Lord Tennyson’s “nature red in tooth and claw” and moments in Dickens’ Bleak House. 

Buckland also perceives in the language of romance so often adopted by nineteenth-century 

geologists a deeper relationship between literature and the science of geology, an effort to import 

discoveries with an “underworld of epic magnitude” (15). Through allusions, metaphors, and 

generic similarities with romance, geology might comport with the educational curricula of 

gentlemen familiar with classical epics and the Bible, so that a discipline that had made the earth 

radically strange and incomprehensible could become syncretic with more familiar types of 

cultural knowledge.  
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If nineteenth-century geologists had often used the rhetoric of heroes and knights to 

describe deep time, then twentieth- and twenty-first century scientists often employ the language 

of stewardship, a more domestic genre evocative of the etymology of “ecology” (from the Greek 

“eco,” or house). In a vision for engaging citizens on matters of sustainability, A.R. Palmer 

invokes the concept of the commons—“a tract of ground shared by residents of village, but 

belonging to no-one”—to conceptualize a wider spatial and temporal response to human activity. 

Unlike the public sphere, Palmer’s “global commons” treats the earth as an inheritance and 

legacy rather than as the sovereign property of a nation or international corporation; to be a 

citizen of the global commons is to be a citizen who simultaneously takes responsibility for how 

one uses and sometimes damages the various spheres connected to the web of life. Deep time 

serves as an important thought experiment in the service of ecological poetics and activism. The 

Long Now Project, which features contributions from such musical and literary luminaries as 

Brian Eno and Michael Chabon, aims to “foster long-term thinking and responsibility in the 

framework of the next 10,000 years.” In his essay “The Big Here and the Long Now,” Eno 

worries about the contracted spaces and times he witnessed as a visitor to New York City, where 

small apartments could be gentrified with little consideration for the health of the surrounding 

communities. Chabon writes about different senses of now, beginning with the “now” typically 

implied in a timespan of yesterday, today, and tomorrow; “nowadays” as a span of thirty years; 

and the “long now” as a concept spanning some 20,000 years, beginning with the emergence of 

urban civilization and extending into the far future.  

Cultural and literary studies continue to wrestle with deep time through the topics of the 

Anthropocene and posthumanism. Though theorizing geological history as a so-called “human 

turn” may at first return us to a pat sense of our responsibility to the planet, Sverre Raffnsøe cites 
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Latour and Arendt to argue that by paying attention to the confluences of nature and culture, the 

Anthropocene challenges citizens to think of the human condition as a species condition (xv-

xvi). Ironically, a concept like the Anthropocene suggests that global warming, coral bleaching, 

and toxic waste sites may in fact be the most enduring monuments to human civilization, a tragic 

form of inadvertent writing at the level of geology and climate. Wai Chi Dimock’s Through 

Other Continents: American Literature across Deep Time (2008) remains a compelling effort to 

develop a new archive of American literature. By expanding the traditional temporal domain 

from 1775 (or should it be 1620?) to encompass works like the Bhagavad Gita (a major literary 

influence upon Thoreau), Dimock challenges our notions of the archive as a national space, 

returning attention to the ways human beings reproduce themselves through archives (57-8). As 

Mark McGurl points out, Dimock’s sense of a denationalized “deep time” reads as suspiciously 

aestheticized (534). Instead, McGurl argues for critical engagement with literature portraying 

deep time, as such texts “risk artistic ludicrousness in their representation of the inhumanly large 

and long” (539) at the same time they challenge the prevailing cultural consciousness of 

temporal measurements in dozens or hundreds of years. McGurl critiques the Kantian sublime 

from the perspective of deep time, arguing the supposed fruit of human reason—apprehension of 

the incomprehensible—has ultimately produced timelines that make a mockery of human 

intellect. McGurl reclaims “deep time” from this aestheticized time and names his project the 

posthuman comedy, “a critical fiction meant to draw together a number of modern literary works 

in which scientific knowledge of the spatiotemporal vastness and numerousness of the nonhuman 

world becomes visible as a formal, representational, and finally existential problem” (537).  

McGurl’s initial foray into the posthuman comedy focuses upon genre, especially horror 

and science fiction that frequently encounter the spatiotemporal vastness of space and time; 
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however, if we place the posthuman comedy into conversation with Heffernan’s generous 

definition of ekphrasis, we might consider two other forms of writing that seek to represent the 

existential challenges posed by deep time upon our consciousness as well as our civic identity. 

The first form of such writing would be efforts to instill a sense of guardianship over certain sites 

that may prove to be hazardous to human health for hundreds, if not thousands, of years. Activist 

Joanna Macy seeks to conceptualize methods for communicating and ritualizing treatment of 

nuclear waste, which may threaten human life well-beyond the centuries we might typically allot 

to the lifespans of civilizations or languages. Asserting as a first point in her “Nuclear 

Guardianship Ethic” that each generation “shall endeavor to preserve the foundations of life and 

well-being for those who come after,” Macy imagines rituals and even religious rites surrounding 

sites of nuclear waste (qtd. in Morton 159). In this instance, Macy elevates a narrative mode like 

ekphrasis might be applied to social ritual with explicit precepts and prohibitions.5 Though 

McGurl is right to emphasize the important critique to Kantian ethics that deep time provides, the 

inhumanely large and long does imply a sense of citizenship and political responsibility very 

different from use-time and the sublime inflections of waste-time.  

Perhaps no contemporary poet has better answered the spirit of Shelley’s call in 

“Ozymandias” than Canadian poet Christian Bök, whose recent “Xenotext,” a project 

manipulating the bacterium DNA to produce (and reproduce) a poem lasting millions, marks one 

effort to appropriate the example set by a deep temporal force. Though Bök’s stated aims are 

initially to create a “living poetry,” his ars poetica slides into the rhetoric of deep time:  

When translated into a gene and then integrated into the cell, my poem is going to 

constitute a set of instructions, all of which cause the organism to manufacture a viable, 

benign protein in response—a protein that, according to my original, chemical alphabet, 



72 
 

is itself yet another text. I am, in effect, engineering a life-form so that it becomes not 

only a durable archive for storing a poem, but also an operant machine for writing a 

poem—one that can persist on the planet until the sun itself explodes….   

Bök invokes a cosmic sense of ruin—the explosion of the Sun—as a temporal limit to his 

project; however, the interim of his artistic triumph will likely be much shorter than he claims 

here. Recent models indicate that eukaryotic life will be extinguished in 800 million years owing 

to disruptions in the carbonate-silicate cycle, and even Bök’s beloved prokaryotes will likely be 

gone in 1.3 billion years, far earlier than the five billion years that are request for the sun to 

consume the earth—but the project points toward a strategy for poetic reproduction and survival 

in the realm of hundreds of millions, rather than thousands, of years. Bök’s project not only 

hacks the chemical processes that have enabled life to reproduce itself for an estimated 4.5 

billion years, but also indicates the daemonic urge of living clay to forge clay (as Krieger might 

put it). The sands mark Shelley’s anticipation of such deep time, a site all the more fitting given 

the persistent myth of Egypt as the place where writing originates and where writing returns to 

become raw material. 

The markings that render material legible as an icon or as epigram will crack, crumble, 

melt, or be demolished, becoming raw material or, as we are more likely to call it, waste. Since 

the publication of Mary Douglas’ Purity and Danger (1966), William Viney argues that 

anthropology and cultural studies have tended to comprehend concepts like waste as 

fundamentally spatial (1-4); however, Viney’s own work brings attention to the various ways 

that objects affect our understanding and narration of time through their various uses (and 

disuses). Distinguishing between “use-time” and “waste-time,” Viney considers objects per 

narratives of closure or openness. Use-time designates a narrative and object “oriented toward an 
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end,” even if that orientation is typically entropic, with acquisition, use, and discarded phases 

corresponding to the Aristotelian organization of beginnings, middles, and ends of objects (9). 

For Viney, a discarded object “is released from a state of tension, the obligation to and 

expectation of a functional future,” entering that open-ended narrative of waste-time. Those 

objects that exist within waste-time may measure the passage of time (especially as ruins) but 

remain stubbornly, strangely useless, becoming piles fit for wonder.  

 

Vestigia and Ekphrasis in “Monument to Phaon” 

 In Freneau’s “The Pyramids,” Time’s references to architecture—as well as his half-

hearted attempt to make a religious lesson out of their destruction—indicates the enduring 

tensions ruins evoke between accident and necessity in our narratives about history. This tension 

crystallizes in the writing of Renaissance humanists like Petrarch, who actively worked against 

an earlier medieval paradigm that saw history as a fickle turning of Fortuna’s wheel. Carlos E.N. 

Eire points to the emphasis humanists placed on individuals as political animals, so that the 

fostering of virtue would accomplish a degree of consistency in the maintenance and flourishing 

of cities and states. “The virtues were fixed points,” Eire argues, “as unalterable as the very laws 

of nature, and they were the key to good government” (77). This association between civic and 

natural laws promotes a sense of agency on the part of individuals to determine their own lives; 

however, the power to follow the fixed points of virtue could be harnessed only through the 

process of education, which amounted to a thorough study of history and its literary and 

archaeological excavations: 

So, starting with Petrarch, humanists counseled rulers to love their subjects, and to 

govern according to the seven virtues: prudence, temperance, fortitude, justice, faith, 
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hope, and love. For years, humanists ransacked the pagan classics and Christian texts for 

historical examples of rulers who had overcome fortuna with virtù. This lesson, above all 

else, was the point of doing history, and of focusing on the past.” (77)  

History had become a kind of moral science. For poets like Petrarch, however, ransacking the 

literary and architectural offered metaphors in addition to virtues. Andrew Hui connects 

Petrarch’s search for Laura in the Rima Sparse with a broader lust for—and suffering from--

vestigia, or traces of a lost presence in the lacunae of texts and in the rubble of ancient 

civilization. Vestigia mark the subject of the poet’s frustrated desires for Laura and for ancient 

Rome, as well as a celebrated cause of his craft: “[T]he palindromes Roma and Amor—

hypostatized in the ruined remnants of the ancient Capitol and the fragments of Laura—are 

forever absences, transcendental entities that cannot be made immanent, unattainable and 

unrequited precisely because they are idealized at their maximum extremes” (98). Thus an 

archaeology of civic pursuits becomes conflated in the mind of Petrarch (and countless imitators) 

with an archaeology of amorous pursuits, so that the footsteps of Laura, rather than those of 

Seneca, will fill books with poetry.  

 Hui recognizes Petrarch’s efforts to retrieve the presences of Laura and ancient Rome 

from scattered remnants as a rhetorical accomplishment, “the verbal power of summoning into 

presence an absence” (100). Hui draws this meaning from Quintilian’s commentary about the 

Greek term phantasia, or “phantasms,” and we can detect in the rhetorical efforts to bring forth 

presence from absence a goal very similar—if not identical—to that of ekphrasis:  

“What the Greeks call ‘phantasms’ we sensibly call visualizations, through which the 

images of absent things are represented in such a way that we seem to see them with our 
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eyes and to have them present with us. Whoever has mastered these things skillfully will 

be very powerful in his appeal to the emotions.” (100)  

Ruth Webb and other classicists describe ekphrasis as an effect accomplished through the 

immediacy of transmitting mental images from speaker to audience. Ancient ekphrasis appears 

in handbooks during the early centuries AD as a rhetorical term for vividness in description, 

featuring three elements: “enargeia (vividness), sapheneia (clarity), and phantasia (mental 

image) which, taken together, aim to turn listeners (or readers) into viewers and to evoke an 

emotional response through an appeal to the immediacy of an imagined presence.” As we will 

soon witness, the elements of enargeia and phantasia continue to haunt modern senses of 

ekphrasis, which typically refers to a literature—and especially poetry—about graphic works of 

art. This latter-day understanding of ekphrasis as literary genre or mode has tended to invite 

additional questions about the primacy of verbal and visual representation, verisimilitude, as well 

as “cognitive, psychological, and mnemonic values in the cultural expectations” of a particular 

period (17). Webb has been an especially erudite advocate for an historical break between 

ancient and modern ekphrasis, arguing that the generic sense of ekphrasis appears as a nineteenth 

and twentieth century critical fiction. Other scholars, such as Jas Elsner and Michael Squire, 

have qualified this distinction between ancient and modern ekphrasis, pointing out that a 

tradition of poets addressing graphic works of art informs many Classical texts dating back to 

Homer’s Shield of Achilles (18).  

Derived from an ancient Greek word meaning to “speak out,” ekphrasis denotes a 

speaker’s capacity to give or to bestow voice, ostensibly for entities or settings that otherwise 

cannot speak. This most-ancient etymological definition suggests origins in ventriloquism and 

conjuring, powers that John Dryden, as late as the eighteenth century, would find especially 
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troubling because of their occult implications. Rhetorical ekphrasis emphasizes the 

accomplishment of phantasia (a mental image or impression) through a process of making 

certain ideas or scenes visible through language in a process called enargeia. Traditionally 

associated with Aristotle’s accounting of physical change from potential to actual states, 

enargeia here marks the passage of a sign from opaque hieroglyphic to transparent bearer of 

meaning. Though Graham Zanker finds that the term is never used by Aristotle in an aesthetic 

context and appears instead as a Hellenistic invention, scholars like Murray Krieger have 

nevertheless found the term useful in their own articulation of so-called natural and arbitrary 

signs. Simon Goldhill connects Classical ekphrasis to the literary sublime of Longinus, pointing 

out that both ekphrasis and the sublime approach a profound “threat” contained within rhetorical 

power: emasculating an audience or even transforming attentive citizens into slaves of the orator 

(4). Importantly, Goldhill perceives in the proliferation of ekphrastic epigrams in the second and 

third centuries a burgeoning culture in which spectacle and textual curating collude to produce a 

“cultivated and cultured citizen of Empire, who knows how to perform in the world of culture 

and who knows thus how to play the game of competitive self-scrutiny as a performer in culture” 

(19). Goldhill’s sense of Hellenic ekphrasis elides with Heffernan’s interest in the ekphrasis of 

art criticism: both scholars emphasize the curatorial role that the ekphrastic author assumes when 

describing an art object.  

In vestigia and in ekphrasis, then, lies a common rhetorical tradition attempting to do the 

impossible—to bring into being presence from absence. No wonder then ruins would be so 

suggestive to frustrated lovers, who might at least win in verse what they had lost (or never had) 

in life. Though relatively obscure to modern Anglophone readers, the vestigia theme would 

continue to inform poetic confrontations with ruins. One of the more novel adaptations of the 



77 
 

theme in English verse is Shakespeare’s Sonnet 55, which treats vestigia as false constellations 

of a beloved’s presence:   

“Not marble nor the gilded monuments 
Of princes shall outlive this powerful rhyme; 
But you shall shine more bright in these contents 
Than unswept stone, besmear’d with sluttish time. 
When wasteful war shall statues overturn, 
And broils root out the work of masonry, 
Nor Mars his sword nor war’s quick fire shall burn 
The living record of your memory. 
’Gainst death and all-oblivious enmity 
Shall you pace forth; your praise shall still find room, 
Even in the eyes of all posterity 
That wear this world out to the ending doom. 
    So, till the judgment that yourself arise, 
    You live in this, and dwell in lovers’ eyes.” 

 

Even in its iconoclastic variation, this sonnet cannot completely shake its citational relationship 

to ruins. The reader learns that the mysterious “you” of the poem will outlast—and outshine!—

architectural and graphic monuments through sonic patterning rather than through direct 

representation. We do not know the relationship between the “you” and the speaker, do not know 

what exigencies motivate the sonnet’s composition, do not know any identifiable characteristics 

of the beloved who will be preserved in poetry. By calling attention to this distinction between 

the beloved who is always elsewhere and the beloved who serves as a literary figure of 

difference, the speaker can ultimately defend her claim to achieve an alternative sphere for the 

beloved, a space of writing activated by every future reader. What is preserved is not likeness per 

se, but a formal structure that will lend itself to successive generations of consumption and 

reproduction, first in manuscripts and later through mechanical and electronic forms of 

publishing. Though the poet insists she does not want to make anything like a monument, she 

nevertheless wants to accomplish a work of art that remains an object of consumption into a 
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distant future. Sonnet 55 may not monumentalize, but it most certainly seeks to memorialize 

even if it could not, like all poetry, ultimately conjure the addressee into presence.    

Freneau’s “Monument to Phaon” inherits but also complicates the vestigia tradition. Like 

Petrarch and Shakespeare, Freneau conflates the amorous and the architectural in a search for 

presence. A dialogue between Sappho and a traveler named Ismenius, “Monument” begins with 

Sappho lamenting the absence of Phaon, who is missing after departing for “some distant 

barbarous shore” (30). Drawn from a Greek myth about an aging sailor who applies a magical 

ointment that makes him appear youthful and beautiful, Freneau adds this helpful summary 

before the poem:   

“Phaon, the admirer of Sappho, both of the isle of Lesbos, privately forsook this first 

object of his affections, and set out to visit foreign countries. Sappho, after having long 

mourned his absence (which is the subject of one of Ovid's finest epistles), is here 

supposed to fall into the company of Ismenius a traveller, who informs her that he saw 

the tomb of a certain Phaon in Sicily, erected to his memory by a lady of the island, and 

gives her the inscriptions, hinting to her that, in all probability, it belonged to the same 

person she bemoans. She thereupon, in a fit of rage and despair, throws herself from the 

famous Leucadian rock, and perishes in the gulph below.” (30) 

With its melodramatic expressions of frustrated desire, Classical allusions, and settings (at least 

partially) in proximity to ruins, “Monument” fits within a longer poetic tradition dating back to 

Petrarch’s. Ismenius replies to Sappho’s lament with a dream-like account of a monument that 

appeared to him in Sicily: 

“As late in fair Sicilia's groves I stray'd, 
Charm'd with the beauties of the vernal scene 
I sate me down amid the yew tree's shade, 
Flowers blooming round, with herbage fresh and green. 
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Not distant far a monument arose 
Among the trees and form'd of Parian stone, 
And, as if there some stranger did repose, 
It stood neglected, and it stood alone. 
 
Along its sides dependent ivy crept, 
The cypress bough, Plutonian green, was near, 
A sculptur'd Venus on the summit wept, 
A pensive Cupid dropt the parting tear.”  

 

Ismenius’ use of the verb “arose” is ambiguous: does the monument in question rise magically or 

become noticed by the distracted traveler? Regardless, the obscurity of the monument to 

Ismenius reinforces its naturalness within a picturesque environment. Like those follies popular 

in late eighteenth century gardens, the monument is aesthetically and symbolically integrated 

within the “vernal scene,” partially covered in ivy and situated near a cypress, the tree associated 

classically with mourning in ancient Greece. The “sculptured” and weeping Venus, as well as the 

“pensive” Cupid, graphically foreshadow the epigrams Ismenius will discover “engrav’d” upon 

the monument: 

“Strains deep engrav'd on every side I read, 
How Phaon died upon that foreign shore— 
Sappho, I think your Phaon must be dead, 
Then hear the strains that do his fate deplore…” (31) 

 

The odd reiteration of Phaon’s death evoke, perhaps, the uncanny coincidence between Sappho’s 

earlier lament and Ismenius’ memory of the monument. Ismenius also repeatedly describes the 

epigrams as “strains” rather than lines, confusing the living utterances of speech with the dead 

writing engraved upon the monument. This confusion continues in the lengthy epigram Ismenius 

relates to Sappho, which urges the passing traveler to “[c]ast thine eye upon this stone, / Read its 

melancholy moan” (31). A variation of the Sta Viator (“Pause, Traveler”) commonplace often 
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etched upon gravestones, the epigram’s language maintains the earlier confusion of senses and 

genres: how is one to “[r]ead a melancholy moan,” exactly?  In his analysis of Wordsworth’s 

Essays upon Epitaphs, Paul de Man characterizes the Sta Viator motif as cousin to prosopopoeia, 

the rhetorical device casting voice upon silent objects, and de Man suggests both prosopopoeia 

and the Sta Viator trouble Wordsworth because of a common, transgressive gesture:   

“Yet at several points throughout the three essays, Wordsworth cautions consistently 

against the use of prosopopoeia, against the convention of having the ‘Sta Viator’ 

addressed to the traveler on the road of life by the voice of the departed person. Such 

chiasmic figures, crossing the conditions of death and of life with the attributes of speech 

of silence are, says Wordsworth ‘too poignant and too transitory’—a curiously phrased 

criticism, since the very movement of the consolation is that of the transitory and since it 

is the poignancy of the weeping ‘silent marble,’ as in Gray’s epitaph on Mrs. Clark, for 

which the essays strive.” (77) 

From Ismenius’ description, we already know the monument does not require additional figures 

of weeping or pensiveness; instead, Phaon’s monument freezes the reader with its chiasmic 

force, ordering the passerby to “[c]ast thine eye upon this stone.” The monument redoubles this 

approach by drawing the passerby into a fiction in which writing becomes speech, so that the 

invitation to read also becomes an invitation to suffer. The chiasmus here between life and death, 

speech and writing, is accomplished by the epitaph through the oxymoron of “reading” sound. In 

the subsequent epigram, the author expands and complicates this chiasmic technique, calling 

upon Echo to disseminate the news of Phaon’s passing:  

“Echo, hasten to my aid! 
Tell the woods and tell the waves, 
Tell the far off mountain caves 
(Wrapt in solitary shade); 
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Tell them in high tragic numbers, 
That beneath this marble tomb, 
Shrouded in unceasing gloom 
Phaon, youthful Phaon, slumbers, 
By Sicilian swains deplor'd— 
That a narrow urn restrains 
Him who charm'd our pleasing plains, 
Him, whom every nymph ador'd.” (31-2) 

 

In its nod to Echo, the epigram seems to have selected an ideal subject for apostrophe: Cursed by 

a jealous Hera for consorting with Zeus, Echo can only speak by repeating what others have said. 

And yet by this very allusion, the epigram’s apostrophe reveals a troubling degree of aggression 

because its author knowingly hijacks the speech of another for its own ends. When the 

epigrammatist orders Echo to tells the news of Phaon’s passing to “woods,” “waves,” and the 

“far off mountain caves / (Wrapt in solitary shade),” these deaf and cloistered auditors indicate 

the desperation of the entire project. The tragico-amorous context for the epigram also casts 

doubt in the powers of writing. The myth of Echo ends with her own futile attempts to express 

her love to Narcissus, who we know will fall in love with his own reflection instead. The figure 

of Echo, who was meant to sustain the projective powers of writing (and maybe speech), instead 

reflects the epigram’s own failures to transmit feeling. In the epigram, then, we sense the broader 

anxieties of the frame dialogue itself, which begins with a heartbroken Sappho calling out 

impotently to a dead and inconstant beloved. As a kind of microcosm, or what Angus Fletcher 

calls “ornament,” to writing, the epigram and Echo confirm Plato’s warning to Phaedrus: writing 

will continue saying the same things to us over and over.  

 In the final lines of the epigram, the “speaker” names herself as Musidora, a “wretched 

maid” who had been Phaon’s lover at the time of his death: 

“Now o'er the silent plain 
We for our much lov'd Phaon call again, 
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And Phaon! Phaon! ring the woods amain— 
From beneath this myrtle tree, 
Musidora, wretched maid, 
How shall Phaon answer thee, 
Deep in vaulted caverns laid!— 
Thrice the myrtle tree hath bloom'd 
Since our Phaon was entomb'd, 
I, who had his heart, below, 
I have rais'd this turret high, 
A monument of love and woe 
That Phaon's name may never die.— 
With deepest grief, O muse divine, 
Around his tomb thy laurels twine 
And shed thy sorrow, for to morrow 
Thou, perhaps, shalt cease to glow— 
My hopes are crost, my lover lost, 
And I must weeping o'er the mountains go!” 
 

The epigram, which had begun with such hopeless gestures to deaf auditors and parroting 

Oreads, achieves an unexpected but powerful consequence: after hearing the conclusion of 

Ismenius’ story, Sappho throws herself off a cliff. In Freneau’s imagination, poetic activity 

becomes equivalent to the monument—not quite a masturbatory activity, but an enduring project 

that moves audiences into unexpected actions. Just as the ruin might become signifier for virtue 

or for lost love outside the design of the original builders, the poem also escapes its maker’s 

intentions.   

 

“None, none but I”: Recent Ruins and the Question of Memorialization 

We now expect ruins in unexpected places. In the years after the Great Recession, malls, 

housing developments, amusement parks, even office parks have been mowed down suddenly by 

Time’s scythe, indicating not only the alarming speed by which modern materials begin to 

degrade, but also suggesting the tragedies associated with collapsing market bubbles. Recent 

natural disasters, especially earthquakes and tsunamis, have demonstrated how quickly modern 
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architecture can become rubble. The popularity of various post-apocalyptic genres, as well as the 

common (if controversial) urban demolition requisite for big-budget superhero films, indicates a 

thirst for witnessing narratives in familiar sites that have become ruin.6 In urban planning 

contexts, ruins are often connected with “blighted” neighborhoods, sites requiring demolition 

and reconstruction. Though this taste for recent ruins is nothing new—as we have already 

witnessed, Thomas Cole and Hubert Robert visualized, in painting, recent ruins long before 

Hollywood directors—scholars have begun to treat recent ruins as a distinct category from more 

ancient rubble, deserving unique attention and theorization.      

Drawing upon the tradition of landscape design, Jacky Bowring and Simon Waffield 

complicate the narrative about the remoteness of ruins. This narrative of remoteness, inherited 

mainly from eighteenth century literature about the aesthetic pleasures associated with Roman 

and medieval rubble, had generally conceived of the ruin as a necessary figure in the process of 

transcendental reflection. Citing locations like Christchurch, New Zealand, Ground Zero in New 

York City, and Ishinomaki, Japan, Bowring and Waffield characterize “recent ruins” in the 

language of trauma rather than nostalgia. Among the types of ruin discussed in this essay, recent 

ruins flit radically back and forth between what William Viney describes use- and waste-times. 

Bowring and Waffield cite the giant whale meat tin, once an advertisement that washed ashore in 

Japan following the 2011 earthquake. Rather than immediately remove the giant can, authorities 

directed traffic around the object, rendering through ad hoc decisions a monument out of a 

spectacular instance of debris. Recent ruins like the whale tin can hover somewhere between use- 

and waste-time, calling to be salvaged as monument to suffering or as garbage to be removed. 

Objects like the Ground Zero cross transform suddenly into artifacts deserving memorialization 

and preservation because of their resemblance to religious symbols of hope and redemption.7 



84 
 

Given these complexities associated with ruins, it makes most sense to speak of ruin times rather 

than a single, monolithic temporality.   

From an ethical standpoint, ruin time may offer the spectator mere enjoyment. Scholars 

within cultural studies have tended to regard such enjoyment as problematic because the 

experience leads away from critical thought to experiences bordering on kitsch, camp, or even 

pornographic. The phenomenon of so-called “ruin porn,” a genre of photography, writing, and 

blogging that revels in exploring abandoned malls, abortive suburbs, decommissioned military 

sites, and forbidden zones like Pripyat or Fukashima, presents ruin as a series of textures 

encountered through adventure. Ruin porn provides the commodified version to the estranged 

otherness Galli associates with decaying architecture. Perhaps no American city has been more 

thoroughly photographed for its spectacular ruins than Detroit. Fred Vultee recognizes in 

broadcasted images of Detroit’s ruin, such as the Chrysler “Imported from Detroit” 2011 Super 

Bowl advertisement, ethical concerns parallel to those that often attend explicit images of sexual 

intercourse: enjoyment purchased through someone else’s suffering, an asymmetrical power 

dynamic between observer and observed, and a duty to tell a narrow kind of story (143-44).  

In cases like Detroit, ruin time contracts to years or decades rather than centuries, a 

function as much of technology as a neoliberal global order. Witnessing first-hand the difficulty 

of separating modern ruins of agribusiness from earlier ruins of Spanish colonization in 

Argentina, Gastón Gordillo prefers to collapse the different periods of ruin into the concept of 

rubble, those physical remnants presenting “the ruptured multiplicity of that is constitutive of all 

geographies as they are produced, destroyed, and remade” (2). The rubble of Gordillo’s 

scholarship may very well be accelerating as the emergence of middle classes in countries like 

India and especially China motivate successive waves of building booms and busts, producing 
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entire acres of architecture that will probably never be occupied (figure 6). Ruins become 

physical fait accompli to the whims of an international financial order that is increasingly 

complex and mobile but which leaves behind more and more often persistent remainder-

reminders in locations around the world. To treat ruin time as a specific duration misses how 

these diverse remnants engage with narratives about space and time. Ruin time therefore has 

more to do with what Lívia Mathias Simão calls temporality, a term distinguishing between 

scientifically objective time and the “time conceived of as subjective experience, which is not 

independent of the subject who lives within that objective time” (xii). Though each of these 

temporalities suggests an objective chronological range, I do not believe that deep time, ruin 

time, and use-time are especially useful to the literary scholar as physical concepts; rather, these 

temporalities serve as registers of experiences associated with by ruins and monuments. 

In the context of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, when travelers on the 

American Tour first encountered architecture erected and then quickly abandoned, recent ruins 

provided evidence to the virility of a young republic rather than objects of aesthetic 

consumption. Contrasting the final canvas of Thomas Cole’s The Course of Empire series 

(“Desolation”) with the Alexis de Tocqueville’s description of a “day-old ruin,” Nick Yablon 

argues for a “decisive rupture in the history of the ruin” caused by the increasing presence of 

these recent piles of wonder, a shift in the paradigm that held ruins marked the final stage of a 

“cyclical course” for nations (20). de Tocqueville’s discovery of a day-old ruin occurred during 

his journey through upstate New York. Initially, de Tocqueville interprets the crumbling 

structure as evidence of the fertility of the North American continent, where only the most 

durable materials would be able to survive the onslaught of vegetative growth; however, this 
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interpretation shifts in Democracy in America, when Yablon senses a sea-change in the meaning 

of recent ruins:  

“But by the time it reappears in Democracy in America, the ruined cabin on Lake Oneida 

has come to represent less the natural conditions of America than the cultural habits of its 

population: specifically that spirit of restless acquisitiveness and rampant individualism 

that drives so many Americans to uproot themselves repeatedly, to break whatever ‘ties 

of attachment [they have] to their native soil’ for new lands and profits farther west. The 

ruins are thus reenvisioned as the sign of ‘man advanc[ing] so quickly that the wilderness 

closes in again behind him.’” (22-3)  

Yablon will later suggest the Oneida cabin presents as much a challenge to the educated opinion 

about ruins as the discovery of ancient Mesoamerican and North American structures in the 

middle nineteenth century, which toppled the established paradigm of cyclical, cataclysmic 

history.  

 Written and published a generation before the great canal projects and de Tocqueville’s 

America, Freneau’s “The Deserted Farm-House” offers not only a sympathetic account of a 

crumbling, once-domestic scene, but also hints at the trouble such sudden destruction gives a 

poet seeking to draw meaning from the remnants of a civilization moving rapidly across a 

continent. Initially, the poet recognizes the subject of his poem will likely produce only a 

“humble theme” that he must nevertheless “seize” from the “low ruins” of the farm-house:  

“This antique dome the insatiate tooth of time 
Now level with the dust has almost laid;— 
Yet ere 'tis gone, I seize my humble theme 
From these low ruins, that his years have made.” (41) 
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Freneau initially adopts a similar trope already seen in “The Pyramids,” a case of architecture 

“the insatiate tooth of time / Now level with the dust has almost laid.” Once again, ruin threatens 

to become equivalent to raw material. In the case of the “Farm-House,” however, the poet 

betrays no confusion that mortals built the structure, noting a series of architectural traumas that 

have beset the farm-house:  

“Behold the unsocial hearth!—where once the fires 
Blazed high, and soothed the storm-stay'd traveller's woes; 
See! the weak roof, that abler props requires, 
Admits the winds, and swift descending snows. 
 
Here, to forget the labours of the day, 
No more the swains at evening hours repair, 
But wandering flocks assume the well known way 
To shun the rigours of the midnight air. 
 
In yonder chamber, half to ruin gone, 
Once stood the ancient housewife's curtained bed— 
Timely the prudent matron has withdrawn, 
And each domestic comfort with her fled. 
 
The trees, the flowers that her own hands had reared, 
The plants, the vines, that were so verdant seen,— 
The trees, the flowers, the vines have disappear'd, 
And every plant has vanish'd from the green.”  

 

Following the extravagant injunction for the reader to “[b]ehold” the sight, the poet describes the 

exposed interior as an “unsocial hearth” and a roof which now fails in its structural duty to 

provide shelter for any traveler who would seek to camp there. In the fourth stanza, flocks 

continue their patterns of movement long after the disappearance of their masters. The image of 

the “ancient housewife’s curtain bed” inspires feigned relief from the poet, who recognizes “each 

domestic comfort” also left with the matron. The poet lists “[t]he trees, the flowers, the vines” as 

evidence of a skilled gardener now lost, and the repetition of this catalogue suggests a degree of 

disbelief of a poet who now beholds only the overgrown “green.” In these descriptive stanzas, 
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the abandoned farm-house inspires not so much a humble theme as much as a poet’s fascination 

with the picture of ruined domesticity, in which the diversity of human labor has been, to 

paraphrase de Tocqueville, quickly swallowed back up by the wilderness. Here, in the decay of a 

generation rather than millennia, the poet discovers a sudden and more poignant absence than 

Egyptian pyramids or mythical monuments could offer. The extensive scanning of the poet’s eye 

indicates both the voyeuristic fascination and also the tenderness the poet feels for suddenly 

departed fellows. 

 Owing, perhaps, to the painful irresolution of such feeling, the poet moves to connect the 

image of a farm-house to a series of ancient and Classical sites:             

 
“So sits in tears on wide Campania's plain 
Rome, once the mistress of a world enslaved; 
That triumph'd o'er the land, subdued the main, 
And Time himself, in her wild transports, braved. 
 
So sits in tears on Palestina's shore 
The Hebrew town, of splendour once divine— 
Her kings, her lords, her triumphs are no more; 
Slain are her priests, and ruin'd every shrine.” 

 
 

These allusions, first to Rome and then to Israel, offer a glimpse of the worldly and spiritual 

hemispheres associated with civilized accomplishment. As synecdoche for military and worldly 

victories, Rome (here erroneously connected to the Campanian plain) “sits in tears” despite its 

conquest and enslavement of surrounding peoples; conversely, the “once divine” splendor of 

Israel has witness not only the slaughter of her priests, but also the destruction of those temples 

and shrines that had connected mankind with the divine. These stanzas, which tell essentially the 

same story about contrasting civilizations, do not resolve in a synthesis of a dialectic; instead, the 
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poet turns back to the deserted farm-house and begins to speculate about the lives that once 

thrived there:   

 
“Once, in the bounds of this deserted room, 
Perhaps some swain nocturnal courtship made, 
Perhaps some Sherlock mused amidst the gloom; 
Since Love and Death forever seek the shade. 
 
Perhaps some miser, doom'd to discontent, 
Here counted o'er the heaps acquired with pain; 
He to the dust—his gold, on traffick sent, 
Shall ne'er disgrace these mouldering walls again.” 

 
The poet’s speculations about a rustic love affair echo a similar contrast to the worldly and 

spiritual antithesis developed in his quick history, associating the concepts of Love and Death 

commonly with a “shade” cast by a farm-house that was once architecturally complete. The 

second speculation about a miser indicates a darker, perverse function to a dwelling as a space of 

destructive privacy, enabling an individual to acquire “heaps” of wealth at great social cost. 

These speculations about the people who once inhabited the farm-house lead the poet to 

contemplations about the telos of all human labor, ultimately leaving the poet uncertain about the 

appropriateness of his subject matter:      

 
“Nor shall the glow-worm fopling, sunshine bred, 
Seek, at the evening hour this wonted dome— 
Time has reduced the fabrick to a shed, 
Scarce fit to be the wandering beggar's home. 
 
And none but I its dismal case lament— 
None, none but I o'er its cold relics mourn, 
Sent by the muse—(the time perhaps misspent)— 
To write dull stanzas on this dome forlorn.” (42)  

    

The foppish glow-worm, favorite companion of Andrew Marvell’s mower, will not retreat into 

the “wonted dome” of the farm-house; nor will the “wandering beggar” make the ruin a home. 
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The refusal of both glow-worm and beggar, imagined as dandy and wretch respectively, to enter 

into the farm-house suggests the structure cannot maintain the mantle of bucolic beauty it had 

once supported. When the ruin resists this last generic association, the poet realizes at last the 

futility of his project to bring the farm-house into humble strain: alone in lamenting such a 

“dismal case,” even the poet seems to wonder at the appropriateness of his subject in 

parenthetical hesitation. Perhaps these various ruminations, which a young Coleridge might have 

dismissed as “idle flitting phantasies,” really have been a waste of time; and yet, the conclusion 

of the poem in a gasp of exasperation suggests the challenge of poets will face if they will 

continue engage with the recent ruins deposited by a civilization that will have less and less time 

(and money) to build in marble. Freneau’s poet of “The Deserted Farm-House” thus anticipates 

our own complex reactions to a world overrun with recent ruins and the ethical challenges such 

unusable architecture presents to artists and policy-makers alike.   

 

NOTES 

																																																								
1 Appropriately, Bloom uses the rhetoric of catastrophe to explain, in A Map of Misreading, why certain poets 
decide to test their artistic mettle against forebears: “Catastrophe, as Freud and Ferenczi viewed it, seems to me the 
central element in poetic incarnation, in the fearsome process by which a person is re-born a poet. Perhaps I should 
say catastrophe as Empedocles viewed it, for the dualistic vision of Empedocles is the necessary start of any valid 
theory of poetic origins…Strife, Empedocles held, caused the initial catastrophe, separating out the elements and 
bringing the Promethean fire of consciousness in being. Poetry is identical neither with a particular mode of 
consciousness nor with a particular instinct, yet its birth in an individual is analogous to the Empedoclean 
catastrophe of consciousness and the Freudian catastrophe of instinctual genesis” (10-11).   
2 Though Cunningham does not explicitly use the term “apostrophe” in his definition of ekphrasis, the spirit of the 
rhetorical gesture can certainly be inferred from a literary gesture toward an extraliterary world: “Fundamentally, I 
suggest that thereness is what’s in question…The ekphrastic encounter seeks, I think, to resolve this ancient and 
continuing doubting by pointing at an allegedly touchable, fingerable, thisness. It lays claim to the absolute 
thereness of an aesthetic object, the thereness writing is (rightly) so doubtful about, and seeks to corral that evident 
(or claimed) empirical, real, truthfulness for itself and its own doings” (61). On the subject of apostrophe, see 
Jonathan Culler’s “Apostrophe,” Diacritics, vol. 7, no. 4, Winter 1977, pp. 59-69. For a defense of apostrophe, see 
Gavin Hoops’ “Beyond embarrassment: A post-secular reading of apostrophe,” Romanticism, vol. 11, issue 2, 2005, 
pp. 224-41.      
3 Hetzler’s article reconsiders ruins as partially aleatoric works of art: “A ruin…is a special work of art. It includes 
the human-made and the nature-made and has its own time, place, space, life and lives. Ruin time is immanent in a 
ruin and this time includes the time when it was first built, that is, the time when it was not a ruin; the time of its 
maturation as a ruin; the time of the birds, bees, bats and butterflies that may live in or on the ruin; the cosmological 
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time of the land that supports it and is part of it and will take back to itself the man-made part eventually; as well as 
the sidereal time of the stars, sun and clouds that shine upon it, shadow it and are a part of it (51). In her poetic 
elaboration of ruin time, Hetzler suggests the ruin contains all time within its crumbling form, or rather, because of 
its crumbling form. The half-destruction visited upon architecture by nature thus leaves the ekphrastic author with a 
fascinating object for description, a model at once suggesting a form of ruin literature cannot ever achieve while also 
establishing a time period most authors (at least secretly) hope to conquer.    
4 Smith’s “Ozymandias,” more than Shelley’s, serves as a literary contribution to the gallery of imaginary views 
outlined in this chapter.  
5 Morton’s own interests in environmental and ambient aesthetics can be seen as the seed by which his later criticism 
would flourish. His turn toward object-oriented philosophy emerges, at least partially, from the intersections of 
ethics and substances, especially what he will later label “hyperobjects.”   
6 The ethics of destroying urban spaces has become its own kind of narrative device in the superhero genre. Several 
Marvel properties airing on Netflix, including Daredevil, Jessica Jones, Luke Cage, and the Iron Fist, take place in a 
version of Hell’s Kitchen, New York City devastated after an alien invasion in The Avengers (2012). Batman’s 
motivation for battling Superman in Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice (2016) was at least partially ascribed to 
the damage and loss of life in Metropolis caused by an earlier fight between Superman and Lord Zod in Man of Steel 
(2013). In these expanded universes of storytelling, ruins can serve as aesthetic backdrops and also as physical 
reminders of earlier stories within a narrative universe.  
7 A group of steel beams has become the World Trade Center cross, an accidental monument preserved from the 
wreckage of the Twin Towers.  
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Chapter Three 

The Picturesque Landscape as Monument  

 “Our age is retrospective,” Ralph Waldo Emerson declares in the opening sentences of 

Nature (1836). “It builds the sepulchers of the fathers. It writes biographies, histories, criticisms” 

(9). The sepulcher is Emerson’s graphic synecdoche for death, a structure that commemorates as 

much as it disfigures. The poor genres of biography, history, and criticism are literary 

equivalents to these houses of the dead, taking as their subject other lives and previous times. 

Emerson’s Retrospective Age—at least as he outlines it in the opening lines of Nature— 

produces either tombs or supplements, suffering especially from a specific mode of 

representation that can only represent what has already been represented. Though he does not 

explicitly use the term in his introduction to Nature, Emerson expresses a negative sense of 

monuments. Multiplied as sepulchers, repeated as histories, architectural and literary monuments 

remind the present too much of what came before: the past crowds out the present, absence 

overwhelms presence. The whole situation smacks of “over-influence,” a term that Emerson 

coins in “The American Scholar” in order to describe the state of that saddest of learned 

creatures, the “bookworm” (54).1  

Harold Bloom, our own sage of influence, considers Emerson principally as an author 

driven to expunge the past from his writing, a project taking the form of memory in its personal 

aspect and of history in its general aspect. In The Anatomy of Influence: Literature as a Way of 

Life (2011), Bloom cites David Bromwich’s reading of Emerson’s “Self-Reliance,” which 

interprets the essay’s connections to Wordsworth’s “Ode: Intimations of Immortality from 

Reflections of Early Childhood” as repudiation, rather than embrace, of memory. Such 

repudiation is necessary, according to Bloom, in order to establish the Orphic bonafides of 
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Emerson’s literary office. “Emersonian Orphism augments power, or potentia,” Bloom explains, 

“and is close to Giambattista Vico’s dialectics of divination, at once god-making (“we only know 

what we ourselves have made”) and warding off dangers—internal and societal—to the self, via 

accurate prophecy” (213). Typical of his capacious and creative mind, Bloom associates 

Emerson’s resistance to the past with the Biblical Adam, the Adam Kadmon of the Kabbalists, 

and, finally, as American Orpheus.2 The thorough influence of a personal and public past thus 

limits the Adamic powers of what Emerson might call the Poet, that heroic figure singularly 

capable of transforming potentia into literary and civic forms.    

The sepulchers of Nature, then, amount to early and abiding markers of a coherent 

Emersonian project in literature wary of over-influence posed by the moribund architecture and 

literary genres recalling the past. Indeed, the sepulcher image in Emerson represents one of his 

more considerable forays into the Gothic, threatening the vitality of individuals and their culture 

by freezing a narrow representation of the past and revealing the physical decline that will visit 

any material substance. Literature about problematic literature is thus also a literature about the 

public sphere: as I have argued in previous chapters, literature engages with the discursive 

entities called publics, which Michael Warner defines as those communities formed through the 

production, consumption, and dissemination of texts. Literature about architecture generally, and 

literature about problematic literature specifically, attempts to control the power of images 

through an inherently “sightless” medium. In their article on iconoclasm and public sphere 

theory, Cara A. Finnegan and Jiyeon Kang acknowledge the discursive turn has mercifully 

enabled scholars to theorize public sphere theory without privileging social classes, sites of 

political debate, and civic norms; however, this same turn has also tended to occlude visual 

metaphors and concepts (377-8). This occlusion renders a considerable domain of the public 
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sphere invisible to the very discursive analysis meant to incorporate its most diverse and 

dynamic aspects. Drawing upon W.J.T. Mitchell's meditations about cultural anxieties 

surrounding the illuminating and illusory power of images, Finnegan and Kang favor distinction 

between iconophobia and iconoclasm: “[w]hereas iconophobia is a relatively passive anxiety 

about images, iconoclasm can be conceptualized as anxiety about vision coupled with an active 

will to control vision” (381).  

As we witnessed in the previous chapter, Emerson is not alone in his dislike for 

architecture, especially ruins. Puritan rhetoric in the English colonies often portrayed European 

cities as modern Babylons, crowded with monuments and, by extension, with architecture 

devoted to fame rather than faith. By the late eighteenth century, gentleman-farmers like de 

Crevecoeur and Jefferson associated the absence of architecture and ruins in North America with 

the vibrancy of a new republic. Poe and Hawthorne developed the modern haunted house by 

connecting decaying architecture to a declining aristocracy or to power born in a patriarch’s 

original sin.3 Unsurprisingly, Emerson’s younger colleague Henry David Thoreau voices his 

disgust with monuments and monument-making in the “Economy” section of Walden, 

associating any monument-building with its inevitable ruin. “I love better to see stones in place,” 

Thoreau sniffs, adding: “The grandeur of Thebes was a vulgar grandeur” (101). In these 

examples, Emerson and a tradition of North American authors sound the same alarm about over-

influence: whether conceived as proud monuments or crumbling mansions, sepulchers or ruins, 

monuments present the problematic influence of the past upon the present because of their 

material and symbolic endurance.   

Though the wariness of these authors suggest the presence of an iconoclastic tradition in 

American letters that may count Emerson as enthusiastic member, a broader consideration of his 
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oeuvre indicates a more nuanced position with the past. A year after publishing Nature, Emerson 

pens and delivers “Concord Hymn” (1837), delivered publicly on July 4th to commemorate the 

Battle of Concord:  

“By the rude bridge that arched the flood,  
   Their flag to April’s breeze unfurled,  
Here once the embattled farmers stood  
   And fired the shot heard round the world.  
 
The foe long since in silence slept;  
   Alike the conqueror silent sleeps;  
And Time the ruined bridge has swept  
   Down the dark stream which seaward creeps.  
 
On this green bank, by this soft stream,  
   We set today a votive stone;  
That memory may their deed redeem,  
   When, like our sires, our sons are gone.  
 
Spirit, that made those heroes dare  
   To die, and leave their children free,  
Bid Time and Nature gently spare  
   The shaft we raise to them and thee.” (456) 

 

In the poem, Emerson calls the monument a “votive stone,” sounding a quasi-religious note in 

his treatment of the monument as perpetual commemoration, outlasting not only the poet’s 

“sires” but also his “sons.” This treatment of the battle monument is quite a far cry from the 

sepulchers and biographies of the dead Emerson warns readers about in Nature, even as the 

poem supplements the obelisk in a manner not very different from biography or criticism, teasing 

out of its austere silence a narrative about a generational duty to remember and embody the 

revolutionary spirit of 1775.  In one of the more dramatic ironies of a literary career, the same 

author who wrote with such vinegar about sepulchers in Nature will give the address upon the 

consecration of Sleepy Hollow cemetery nearly two decades later (1855). In this speech, 

Emerson will not praise sepulchers but rather their faded stones, not the marble columns of 
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mausoleums but the “leafy colonnades” of trees. Though separated by the supposed equator 

dividing the early and late hemispheres of Emerson’s career, “Concord Hymn” and “Address” 

serve as antipodal points in Emerson’s complicated relationship to monuments and 

commemorative literature.      

 Both texts give witness to an American Orpheus attempting to establish a compact 

through commemorative literature; unlike the Journals and essays Bloom emphasizes undergird 

still the American imagination, “Concord Hymn” and “Address” do not prophesy against 

memory or history. Quite the opposite: in these texts, Emerson incorporates the past into Orphic 

vision, a fusion that may smack of compromise or even contamination, but a fusion representing 

nevertheless a fuller synthesis of his religious and scientific philosophies. For the Emerson of 

“Concord Hymn” and “Address,” a monument deserves our praise—and what is more, our vital 

attention—when it functions environmentally, which is to say, when it is permitted entanglement  

with civic and natural processes. Emerson, of course, does not use the word “environmental” in 

either text—the word would not come into common usage until the later twentieth century; 

however, its Emersonian etymology (from the French for “encircling”) can be found in a 

category of landscape design and architecture called the picturesque. An aesthetic category of 

rough masses and uneven lines popularized by William Gilpin, immortalized by Edmund Burke, 

and adapted to the American environment primarily in the form of rural cemeteries, the 

picturesque embraces decay and destruction in its designs. Even as such an effect might strike us 

as wildly inappropriate for battle monuments and cemeteries, the picturesque was widely praised 

in the United States for managing to mix culture and nature, death and life, within a single vista. 

Unlike the classical republican positions of de Crevocoeur or Thoreau, Emerson engages—and 

thus attempts to encircle—the rudeness and the decay present in the Gothic picturesque in both 
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texts. This engagement is not an act of denigration, but rather a meditation upon the limits of 

thought and of life; a retrospective age then, albeit with retrospection to better understand the 

necessary limit to individual potential and the beginning of a more universal identity, whether 

that identity be located in citizenship or in our common frame as a species.  

 

Monuments and the Problem of Heritage in the Antebellum United States 

One consequence of a successful revolution is a sudden break with the past. This break, 

much celebrated by victorious revolutionaries, also becomes a challenge for the development of 

a new heritage and new senses of national and political belonging. Opinions about the erection of 

monuments and memorials remained decidedly more complicated. Ranging from the exuberant 

iconoclasm of St. John de Crevecoeur, James Madison, and Henry David Thoreau to the alarmist 

calls for monuments by Daniel Webster, these opinions focused upon the question of citizenship 

following a successful revolution: should the country promised by the most strident republicans 

remain forever fixed toward the future, or should heritage be maintained or even manufactured 

as a way of staving off future revolutions? Iconoclastic writers tended to prefer their cities and 

landscapes devoid of monuments, a reflection of republican ideals often tied to the figure of the 

gentleman-farmer de Crevecoeur and Jefferson both idolized and embodied—and which Thoreau 

adapted and challenged. The absence of monuments registered the absence of a cataclysmic 

history. For some iconoclastic authors, the emergence of the printed book provided a welcome 

and affordable substitute to architecture. This opinion appears occasionally in Congressional 

debates about monuments. Congressman Macon’s declaration address to Congress in 1800 is 

exemplary: “Since the invention of types, monuments are good for nothing” (qtd. in Savage 1). 

In the case of Madison and Macon, the printed document presents democratic advantages over 
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graphic monuments. The most poetic articulation of the connection between images and the 

public sphere can be found in a digressive chapter in Victor Hugo’s Hunchback of Notre Dame, 

which celebrates the printed book as synecdoche for modernity and democracy. Though 

published across the Atlantic in 1837, Hunchback nevertheless crystalizes a republican attitude 

that saw progress in the “second Babel” emerging from the surfeit of printed materials.    

For authors of a more iconophilic bend, the absence of monuments in the United States 

suggested incoherence on matters of culture and heritage. Blanche Linden summarizes a 

common refrain from European visitors to the United States in the early nineteenth century, who 

warn Americans “that their lack of a common culture and a sense of their own history could 

threaten the republic’s longevity” (98). The decline of secular pilgrimage sites like Washington’s 

tomb at Mount Vernon, as well as the threat of development to urban battle sites like Bunker 

Hill, motivated various citizen groups to begin the lengthy process of establishing memorials and 

monuments. In the original meeting notes drafted for the Bunker Hill Memorial Association, 

Daniel Webster could aver that “not a single monument” had been erected since the 

Revolutionary War; less than a decade after Webster's warning, William Tudor could favorably 

call Boston the Athens of New England; Baltimore became the City of Monuments, famous for 

erecting the first monument to Washington at the turn of the nineteenth century.4 Among like-

minded company, architects and citizen groups were often at odds as to how best to memorialize 

an important site or event. The architecture of the White House and Washington D.C. would 

overwhelmingly draw upon the neoclassical tastes of architects like Benjamin Henry Latrobe and 

Nicholas Biddle. Latrobe especially saw architecture as bridging modern and ancient 

democracies through erecting permanent structures, “design[ing] public buildings in the capital 

that would double as monuments, and he encouraged the taste of neoclassical styles to express 
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republican ideals” (Linden 101). For his home and in his letters, Jefferson favored a neoclassical 

style marking “not what was to perish with ourselves, but would remain, be respected and 

preserved through other ages” (qtd. Linden 102).  

Unlike ruins, monuments present a different threat to the iconophobic. Paul A. Shackel 

explains that citizens of the early republic resisted “the development of an American collective 

memory” because of lingering tensions between democracy and tradition (655). Antebellum 

Americans generally perceived the future, rather than the past, as worthy of celebration, thus 

limiting the inauguration of what Shackel calls “large-scale commemoration” (661). Though 

large-scale monument projects did not become a legislative priority until the 1890s, politicians 

and publishers of the new republic did produce a profusion of allegorical symbols associating 

independence and civic virtues like liberty. E. McClung Fleming points to a series of fifteen 

commemorative medals commissioned by the United States between 1783 and 1789 that feature 

military heroes, such as Brigadier-General Daniel Morgan, accepting laurels or other gifts from 

an Indian princess, an early allegorical representation of the New World and the United States 

(39-40). Other allegorical symbols would appear in engravings and in newspapers, such as the 

plumed version of Liberty and Columbia, bareheaded, helmeted, or wearing a tiara (49; 63-65). 

Fleming argues that artists preferred the Indian princess theme, whereas Columbia began as a 

primarily literary phenomenon in the 1780s. Between 1783 and 1815, an archive of nationalist 

iconography appeared that would later serve as reference and reservoir for politicians and artists 

to portray the nation in monumental public works, such as the Statue of Freedom; ironically, this 

archive emerged precisely from those smaller-scale forms of celebration and commemoration 

less offensive to the iconoclastic strain of antebellum American thought.        
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In his own study of the history of U.S. monuments, Kirk Savage describes this early 

reluctance toward monument-making as an “iconoclastic” sentiment emerging from a wellspring 

of a republican culture resistant to monarchy (and tradition, generally), a lingering Puritanism 

wary of images, and Renaissance faith in the superiority of words to outlast the monuments they 

described (1). Michael Kammen cites John Quincy Adams’ iconophobic position against the 

building of monuments as indicative of a deep-seated strain against the idolatry of power: 

“Democracy has no monuments. It strikes no medals. It bears the head of no man on a coin.” 

Kammen identifies a host of early battle monuments—Bunker Hill, Fort Griswold, the Chalmette 

Battlefield, and the Bennington battle site—without reference to individual accomplishments that 

took place in victory. This austerity, Kennen argues, functions as a democratic gesture, a kind of 

everyman effort that made democracy possible following the Revolutionary War. When 

Congress did at last establish larger commemorative projects outside of the Capitol Mall, these 

projects were all Civil War battlefields and, a decade later, National Parks. Only in the twentieth 

century have references to individuals lost in battle or through terrorism become commonplace 

in the United States, with notable examples in the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, the Field of 

Empty Chairs at the Oklahoma City National Memorial, and the inscriptions across the reflective 

pools of the National September 11 Memorial & Museum. These large-scale projects seek to 

commemorate the enormity of loss through scale and the tragedy of individual deaths through 

inscription. 

 

“Concord Hymn” and the Problem with Circulating Nature 

Even as Emerson urges us to think of the present in Nature— the same sun shines on us! 

more wool and flax is produced in the present moment than ever before! citizens possess “new 
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lands, new men, new thoughts”!—the prose seems caught up with its own fascination with the 

macabre memento mori it urges the reader to avoid. Emerson’s introduction grapples not only 

with the new scale and forms of living promised by the present, but especially with citizenship, 

with an emerging sense of the United States as a continental—and perhaps hemispheric—entity 

and the U.S. citizen as a poet capable of being a lover to an “uncontained and immortal beauty.” 

To his readers in 1836, Emerson’s sense of scale would have seemed consistent with living 

memory: Emerson was a contemporary of the Louisiana Purchase (1803) and witnessed during 

his youth the acquisitions of the Ohio Valley (1818) and the formal acquisition of Florida from 

Spain (1821). Less than a decade following the publication of Nature, Emerson would be musing 

in his journal that the strong “British race” that had overrun Texas must also necessarily overrun 

Mexico and Oregon as a kind of secular destiny (qtd. Anderson 191). Emerson’s own complex 

feelings about political violence and conquest notwithstanding, the sense of the United States and 

its citizens that emerges is one that must shift away from the tropes of monument and reach for 

monumentality itself. This monumentality is ambient, rather than sepulchered, often reaching for 

the hieroglyphics of a wilderness even as it urges us to appreciate the “perpetual presence of the 

sublime.”   

Throughout his career, Emerson will prefer the monumentality of a landscape to an 

individual architectural element: battlefields and rural cemeteries, rather than tombs, will be the 

stages for Emerson’s more measured declarations about human power and human limits; 

however, Emerson’s attitude toward monuments and use of their image does not amount to the 

constituent approach of a philosophy. Other than English Traits (1853), a book recording his 

fascination with various monuments throughout his travels throughout Great Britain, Emerson 

brings up the images of monuments for their metaphorical force. Thus, in “History,” monuments 
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mark one of several “portraits” available to persons seeking wisdom from example; in the essay 

on Swedenborg, Emerson laments the Mystic could not manage, despite his great powers of 

perception, to make a single line of memorable prose, so that his books have become mere 

“monuments”; in the essay on Napoleon, the monument serves as an architectural 

commemoration to fame; in the essay “Nominalist and Realist,” Emerson insists each word in a 

language is equivalent to a stone contributing to a grander monument. These various 

connotations suggest Emerson deploys the images of monuments on the convenience of the 

argument rather than as a rigorous philosophical term. Occasionally the monument inspires awe, 

as in the case of Stonehenge; sometimes curiosity and learning; and sometimes the revulsion 

appropriate for those houses and mementos of the dead.  

Monuments become ruins eventually, and this more thoroughly Gothic image tends to 

carry negative associations for Emerson, unless it too is connected to the broader natural 

processes of a landscape. By referring to these sepulchers as “Gothic,” I hope to return to the 

term’s literary debut as a subtitle in the second edition of Horace Walpole's Castle of Ontranto: 

A Gothic Story (1764). In the well-rehearsed British tradition, these architectural elements 

connect back to the excesses of the first and second estates; however, in the United States, 

monuments and ruins serve as culturally problematic structures threatening the revolutionary 

spirit that was fast becoming memory in the early nineteenth century. By confronting 

controversial monuments, Emerson’s Nature, however briefly, addresses broader concerns about 

the role graphic iconography should play in the establishment of heritage and cultural consensus. 

The architecture Walpole's story sensationalizes, of course, is a medieval castle, inspiring the 

later cathedrals, monasteries, and ruins fundamental to eighteenth century British Gothic 

storytelling. These structures had been disregarded by Renaissance theorists for what was 



103 
 

perceived as their outlandish architecture and association with a German vernacular outside the 

ken of Classical taste and heritage.  

Thus the moniker “Gothic” would indefinitely connect a cluster of architectural styles 

with a Germanic tribe, an insult Walpole recuperates and sensationalizes in his eighteenth 

century novel. Mark Edmundson has claimed the ruins in Gothic literature provide a setting for 

critiquing an aristocracy that remained stubbornly in place long after enlightened forms of social 

organization had become law. By focusing on these Gothic scenes, I have in mind a scholarly 

return to problematic architecture, which Mark Edmundson identifies as “central” to the 

“polemic” aspects of the genre when it first appeared (54). Edmundson points to the Bastille, 

rather than Radcliffe’s castles or Lewis’ monastery, as the archetype for the type of structure that 

will come to define the genre, “a sign of cruel and unusual rulership” (54). The clever adaptation 

of the prohibition against “cruel and unusual punishment” here indicates the central place that 

moldering architecture, especially the ruin, holds in the Gothic, the physical and symbolic 

persistence of regimes incapable of adapting to new concepts of social, economic, and cultural 

contracts. 

Scholarship has long noticed the overdetermined status of the sepulcher image. Peter 

Norberg notes the passage alludes to the eleventh chapter of Luke, interpreting the passage as a 

call for readers to become latter-day prophets, “future-oriented in their thinking, instead of 

memorializing the great thinkers of the past” (490). John Matteson recognizes the sepulcher 

image in Nature as a rebuttal to Daniel Webster’s commemoration of the Bunker Hill Monument 

(1825), the “best-remembered speech ever by an American at a scene of past military conflict” 

until Lincoln spoke at Gettysburg (422). In his speech, Webster manages to praise the progress 

and growth associated with independence while also resisting the urban development that 
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threatened to obliterate urban battle sites like Bunker Hill. Webster achieves this ambivalent goal 

by transforming a site of military conflict into a sacred site, “establish[ing] the monument as a 

locus of collective feeling and memory and as icon of national identity” (423).  

Similarly, Matteson considers Bryant’s “Thanatopsis” an important influence upon the 

use of sepulchral imagery in Webster, Emerson, and Melville. “Bryant’s solution to anxiety over 

the lost legacy of the fathers had been figuratively to transform the entire earth in a single 

sepulcher,” Matteson argues, “a place of eventual reunion and shared honor with past patriarchal 

heroes” (425). The ability for Bryant’s ever-growing sepulcher to overwhelm and encompass the 

world of the living provides Webster the rhetorical gravity necessary to associate a battle site 

with sacredness as a means of preservation; however, the more macabre implications of a 

decrepit realm overwhelming the living would inform Emerson’s tart responses to these 

sepulchers of the fathers in Nature (qtd. in Matteson 426). Unlike Webster, the Emerson of 

Nature recognizes relics hold a capacity to “freeze and distort memory,” thus rendering them 

objects deserving, at the very least, suspicion (428). The Emerson of Nature certainly employs 

the imagery of the graveyard to critique his existing culture, a “retrospective age” more 

interested in visiting the sepulchers rather than the sublime. Emerson’s appropriation of the 

Gothic in Nature is meant to be a caricature of the most socially irrelevant and culturally 

shocking aspects of the genre, the very sorts of “outrageous stimulation” that Wordsworth could 

so easily dismiss in the Preface to the second edition of Lyrical Ballads.5  

In his own commemoration of a Revolutionary War battle site, Emerson consecrates the 

obelisk marking the Battle of Concord as a “votive stone,” inviting communion with the dead as 

a means of inspiring the living. Though the obelisk may not be the sepulcher, Emerson’s 

handling of a monument at this moment suggests a difference of semantics, rather than 
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sentiment, from literary predecessor like Webster and Bryant. “Concord Hymn” incorporates 

images of decay and flux. Though he never uses the terms “monument” in the text, Emerson's 

composition to the Concord battle monument wrestles with the implications of commemoration 

in the face of inevitable decay. “Concord Hymn” therefore represents one of Emerson’s more 

extensive treatments of a monument outside of a travelogue and thus a valuable case for his 

attitudes about the complicated relationships between literature and architecture in the 

development of civic identity. Unlike his more polemical moments in Nature, Emerson employs 

distressed figures as a means of indicating the stakes involved in commemoration and hinting at 

the anxieties citizens face when confronting the Cerberus of mutability, forgetting, and decay 

attending projects designed to project a message of martial and civic identity into the far future:   

“By the rude bridge that arched the flood,  
   Their flag to April’s breeze unfurled,  
Here once the embattled farmers stood  
   And fired the shot heard round the world.  
 
The foe long since in silence slept;  
   Alike the conqueror silent sleeps;  
And Time the ruined bridge has swept  
   Down the dark stream which seaward creeps.  
 
On this green bank, by this soft stream,  
   We set today a votive stone;  
That memory may their deed redeem,  
   When, like our sires, our sons are gone.  
 
Spirit, that made those heroes dare  
   To die, and leave their children free,  
Bid Time and Nature gently spare  
   The shaft we raise to them and thee.” 
 

Emerson’s appeal to father-figures in the poem reinforces the phallic implications of the obelisk 

he celebrates, and the poet juxtaposes two architectural images in the poem: the original “rude 

bridge” that witnessed the battle but has since disappeared; and the battle monument, built out of 
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more permanent stones but only recently erected. These two architectural images mirror one 

another, so that the authentic impermanence of the bridge gains its complement in the 

manufactured permanence of an obelisk. Surrounded by the setting of the battle in 1837, 

Emerson cannot help but to register the many oxymorons. A group of farmers initiate the “shot 

heard round the world.” The bridge manages to arch the figurative flood but not the literal 

stream, collapsing into the flux of coursing waters less than a human lifetime after the battle. 

Though the ongoing “seaward creep” of these waters hints at a corrosive vision of Nature 

bordering on the sublime, Emerson characterizes the landscape in the third stanza as pastoral in a 

strange denial of Death's famous promise in Arcadia. By the fourth stanza, he begs, with trochaic 

insistence, the Spirit of the Revolution to bid Time and Nature to spare the monument. In this 

final request, Emerson attempts to resolve the antitheses of flux and permanence through 

sentiment rather than argument. The earlier hostility Emerson expressed toward paternal 

influence in Nature is nowhere to be found in his “Hymn”; instead, this monument speaks to the 

troubling absence of influence, reflected in the loss of the original bridge and an impotent gesture 

to the forces of time and nature Emerson has already established as impersonal and therefore 

beyond the supplications afforded by speech. 

If the sepulcher image in Nature could be imagined as a Gothic element within 

Emerson’s writing, then the Concord battle monument and its surroundings a different 

relationship between author and architecture. In Nature, the Gothic serves as foil to a vivacious 

present; in “Concord Hymn,” however, tenderness rather than righteous iconoclasm greets not 

only the obelisk, but the landscape surrounding the monument. The object of sentiment expands 

to a scene of sentiment: Concord has become sacred site of national origin, of which the obelisk 

is only the official reminder. In this shift from funereal architecture to funereal landscape, Terry 



107 
 

Castle observes similar, if parallel, developments in the genre of the British Gothic. In The 

Female Thermometer (1995), Castle traces how Emily, the heroine of Ann Radcliffe’s Mysteries 

of Udolpho (1794), repeatedly encounters either images of her late father either through visions 

or doppelgangers resembling her late father. Castle interprets this uncanny saturation of the 

father’s image as symptomatic of a larger shift in attitudes toward death during the late 

eighteenth century. Whereas an earlier, medieval paradigm taught death marked a sleep that 

passeth understanding—an evocation of Ecclesiastes and its laments of human limits and 

suffering— Castle perceives in haunted landscapes the emergence of a holographic afterlife that 

renders life and death chiasmic. Emily experiences this chiasmus through spectralization, or the 

rendering of the body into image, and we can detect in this projection of the visual and auditory 

image a shift from the closed form of medieval paradigm to the ambient sensibilities of a more 

modern age.  

The usual disclaimer applies here: the eighteenth century British Gothic provides one 

context, rather than a direct influence, upon Emerson’s early career. Though Emerson is not 

especially interested in witnessing the face of departed loved ones in forests or in uncanny 

strangers—indeed, scholars frequently note an especially morbid moment when Emerson dug up 

the body of his recently-deceased wife—he makes a project out of comporting the haunted 

landscape with his own fascinations with natural process. Unlike Radcliffe’s novels, which tend 

to spectralize the departed, Emerson’s poetics focus more on the ambience of a scene. In his 

poetics on the Gothic during this period, which appears in the essay “Literary Ethics” (1838), 

Emerson distinguishes between the masculine romances of Walter Scott and what he calls Castle 

Radcliffe to establish the relative (and disappointing) merits of literature. Once again, Emerson 
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will reach for architecture to provide an image of what must be cast aside in the achievement of a 

worthy life, which renders even epic literature small and temporary: 

“The inundation of the spirit sweeps away before it all our little architecture of wit and 

memory, as straws and straw-huts before the torrent. Works of the intellect are great only 

by comparison with each other; Ivanhoe and Waverley compared with Castle Radcliffe 

and the Porter novels; but nothing is great,--not mighty Homer and Milton,--beside the 

infinite Reason. It carries them away as a flood. They are as a sleep.” (qtd. in Mikics and 

Lopate 129)            

Regarding this passage, David Mikics explains Emerson probably conflates Maria Edgeworth’s 

Castle Rackrent (1800) with the works of Ann Radcliffe. Like a composite image in a dream, 

however, Emerson’s slip at this moment suggests latent content lurking beneath the surface. The 

opinion he tenders indicates not only a lingering distaste for the genre, but also a broader concern 

about the type of sentiments such a work of literature might excite.  

“Concord Hymn” adapts both the Gothic image and the haunted landscape toward 

nationalistic purposes, and in this adaptation, Emerson enters into what might arguably be 

considered the different genre of commemorative literature. Presenting a poem at the 

commemoration of a public monument marks a first for Emerson: Even as he possessed 

considerable, if mixed, experiences with public speaking as a former minister, Emerson enters 

into the realm of nationalist oratory with his reading of “Concord Hymn,” a mode of speaking 

meant to transform a particular place into a monument. Jake Adam York defines this 

transformation as primarily conceptual, so that landscape, oratory, and architecture consecrate 

and therefore establish a site capable of housing “the political and cultural body of the nation into 

a single congress,” a secular communion around commonplaces of nationhood and citizenship 
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that he defines as a monument (11-12). In York’s telling, the monument is best conceived of as a 

site rather than as a single architectural element. In this new role as commemorator, Emerson 

steps into a tradition popularized by rivals like Daniel Webster, comporting his optimism with 

the solemnity appropriate to the occasion through the rhetoric of prayer and ritual. By calling the 

new monument a “votive stone,” Emerson hints at a broader vision for community and 

communion required for a congress of fellows. Such a reading casts "Concord Hymn" as 

concordance, rather than a break, with the sepulchral image developed by Webster and invented 

by Bryant: the obelisk becomes the Emersonian version of the mighty sepulcher, an invitation for 

the living to commune with the heroic dead.  

The architectural elements of “Concord Hymn” interact with the broader circulations of 

nature. The poem cultivates the very sort of hesitation and reflection that Aaron Sachs identifies 

with the American picturesque, a landscape calling attention to various limits, especially those of 

generational mortality, as a way of returning to the interrelated contraries of action and 

reflection: only through the memory can the action of revolution be redeemed; only through 

communion with the dead can the Spirit continue to inform, through reflection, the generational 

link connecting sires and sons.6 To crib a common distinction from our modern political 

vocabulary, we should likely read Emerson's 1836 injunction to avoid sepulchers seriously but 

not literally. As Donald Pease has argued, Emerson's later call for self-reliance should not be 

interpreted as prioritizing individual interests above social norms; instead, “Self-Reliance” 

articulates an individual's duty to speak out against violations of a social compact. The chutzpah 

of the individual reminds fellows of the ideals that hold them together in union despite the 

freedoms afforded in a republic. Though the Emerson of “Concord Hymn” is understandably 
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more solemn than the righteous and enthusiastic Emerson of “Self-Reliance,” the poet's efforts to 

sanctify a secular monument marks a similar effort to draw together fellowship through ritual. 

The poet, I have argued, fails to reconcile hope with mutability, at least as far as his 

argument is concerned. The Emerson of 1837, of course, had already been actively wrestling 

with this tension--the vast majority of Nature is, in fact, Emerson's efforts to apply experiences 

gained Europe to contemporary civic concerns. Robert Scholnick has characterized this Grand 

Tour as equally literary, religious, and scientific in its orientation, which had suggested to 

Emerson the possibility of an ultimate unification of philosophies through naturalism.7 But this 

unification must wait: even as Bloom praises Emerson at his most Orphic moments, these 

moments overwhelmingly stem from Emerson’s spiritual, rather than scientific, attitudes, which 

Emerson establishes as a breaking away from tradition or constraint. At another commemorative 

speech, delivered at the rural cemetery of Sleepy Hollow where he would ultimately be laid to 

rest, Emerson treads similar ground; however, in this later speech, Emerson connects the human 

life explicitly to the wider circles of natural process, thus setting a limit on individual 

accomplishment but also locating individual life within an eternal—and dynamic—circulation.    

 

The Picturesque 

In recent years, scholars have placed more and more emphasis upon an American 

adaptation of the Romantic aesthetic category of the picturesque landscape. Though hailing from 

a variety of different disciplines, scholars such as Aaron Sachs, Blanche Linden, and John 

Matteson recognize the picturesque landscape as offering a nuanced response to the anxieties 

conjured up by monuments and ruin. In his survey of eighteenth-century British aesthetic 

categories, Walter John Hipple connects the etymological origins of the picturesque to 
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seventeenth century descriptions of especially free or bold styles of painting (185). Before the 

popularization of the picturesque as a distinct category, the term was being used to denote 

variously well-composed landscapes or literary scenes appropriate for painting (187). Hipple 

recognizes William Gilpin as the author and painter most responsible for rehabilitating the term 

“picturesque” from its “indeterminacy of fashion” (192). In 1782, Gilpin published accounts of 

his travels throughout the countryside, including the Three Essays that famously distinguish 

between beauty and picturesque according to “roughness,” and then, after some thought, 

“ruggedness” (193). Importantly, Gilpin acknowledges an association between the picturesque 

and ruin, arguing beautiful architecture might be at cross-purposes with a painted composition. 

“A piece of Palladian architecture may be elegant in the last degree," Gilpin writes, but cautions 

that such an element, introduced to a painting, “immediately becomes a formal object, and ceases 

to please.” Rather than focus upon those objects that appear beautiful unto themselves, an artist 

interested in picturesque beauty “must use the mallet instead of the chisel…must beat down one 

half of it, deface the other, and throw the mutilated members around in heaps.” Gilpin's 

enthusiasm for mallets and mutilation suggests not only a preference for ruggedness, but also for 

an architecture more naturally blended into a landscape. As William Viney and other scholars 

have recognized, elements of decay in a ruin marks an intersection between culture and nature, 

and it is in this intersection between the human and inhuman, the individual and the community, 

that the picturesque could offer as an alternative to the regal monument or the untimely ruin.  

The first rural cemetery of its kind, Mount Auburn provided an important site of 

reflection and respite from the bustling markets of Boston and became, in the 1830s and 1840s, 

as popular an attraction for visitors as Niagara Falls. Regarding this new type of picturesque, 

Sachs perceives a figurative landscape that is at once ambivalent and syncretic. For Sachs, rural 
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cemeteries like Mount Auburn indicate that “the dominant mode of nature appreciation had more 

to do with the picturesque than the sublime, had more to do with European landscape traditions 

than with American wilderness” (208-9). In the rural cemetery, Sachs points to an American 

adaptation of the picturesque combining “life and death, time and space, female emotiveness and 

male restraint” (210). Importantly, the capacity for rural cemeteries to hold contraries in view 

enable the wildness to provide “a tonic and a countervailing force against a hubristic Progress” 

(213), a site of humility in a culture that otherwise valued gumption and audacity. The rural 

cemetery thus offers a melancholy version of what Ray Oldenburg calls a third space away from 

home and from work; rather than a coffeehouse or private club, the rural cemetery provided a 

site where citizens may be refreshed through communion with and contemplation of the dead.8 

While not unique to the antebellum United States, this Gothic inflection to the picturesque 

provided an important compromise between iconophobic and iconophilic strains of popular 

opinion, resisting explicit images of political heroes while also establishing a sense of history 

and humility. Similarly, Linden argues that the graveyard and the tomb had become common 

architectural elements in the northeastern colonies because, in part, of a lingering Puritan 

iconophilia that nevertheless saw religious edification in memento mori (96). In the years 

immediately following the Revolutionary War, tombs and sepulchers offered culturally 

acceptable forms of “public and private commemoration,” providing a marker for loved ones to 

mourn and a site for beginning the process of a “national past separate from that of the mother 

country and its colonialism” (95).  

Linden and Matteson recognize the poetry of William Cullen Bryant as foundational to 

the American picturesque in literature. Linden labels Bryant’s early poetry, such as 

“Thanatopsis,” “The Burial-Place,” “A Hymn to Death,” “The Old Man’s Funeral,” and “The 
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Two Graves,” a “melancholy romanticism” popular in American literature during the 1820s (90). 

These early poems, which explicitly connect nature and death in their imagery, found fertile soil 

in a Boston literary scene eager for the imagery of local sites and landscapes. Linden cites 

William Tudor Jr.’s opening letter in the first issue of the North American Review (1815) as an 

example of editorial efforts to manufacture a sense of heritage through appeals to landscape. The 

forests of New England were just as “alive with romantic possibilities” as those of Europe if only 

authors and editors are courageous enough to publish them (qtd. Linden 91). “Thanatopsis” 

manages to influence such diverse authors because of the suppleness of its sepulchral imagery, 

which skirts anxieties surrounding ruins by projecting that ruin onto a landscape in a process of 

transformation, renewal, and, ultimately, community. Albert McClean, Jr. identifies in the three 

stanza, blank verse shape of “Thanatopsis” a correspondence to the traditional structure of a 

Puritan sermon, which addressed questions like death under the pattern of doctrine, reasons, and 

uses (474). For McClean, the central challenge of the poem is to discover a consolation between 

the sacred comforts of religion and the secular assertions of natural science on the issue of decay 

(475). Even as Nature promises decline and death to all living forms, the figure of the sepulcher 

need not be interpreted as a macabre house of individual death; rather, Bryant fashions the 

sepulcher as a communal and democratic image, offering to the living an ever-increasing 

fraternity of the dead as well as the company of “kings” and all the “wise, the good, / Fair forms, 

and hoary seers of ages past / All in one mighty sepulcher.” Though the prospect of a “mighty 

sepulcher” attaining larger and larger hordes of those fairest forms may strike a modern reader as 

troubling (the genre of zombie horror functions precisely upon this fear), Bryant’s sepulcher 

would prove useful to public orators and intellectuals like Webster and Emerson, who could 

variously figure the sepulcher as justification for preserving battle sites like Bunker Hill or 
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denigrate the fascination with these couches of the dead as indicative of a retrospective age. In 

later literature, then, the sepulcher acts as a uniquely American type of ruin, stripped of the 

historical cycles of civilizations but nevertheless serving to memorialize traditions specific to 

emerging senses of regional and national identities.  

This republican inflection of the cemetery would be echoed by commentators at other 

memorial sites and commemorations. Upon the bicentennial of the landing at Plymouth (1820), 

Daniel Webster delivered a speech reflective of a broader, conservative view in American public 

life that understood the erection of cemeteries and monuments as a civic responsibility necessary 

for the development of fledgling heritage. By approaching those sepulchers of the fathers, “[w]e 

seem to belong to their age and to mingle our own existence with theirs,” Webster declared. “We 

become their contemporaries.” At the commemoration of the Bunker Hill monument, Matteson 

argues that Webster's commemorative speech upon the completion of the Bunker Hill monument 

emphasizes the term “sepulcher” as a means elevating “the site of a burial to a level of austere 

majesty” (425). Such majesty serves as corrective for the conspicuous absence of monuments in 

early nineteenth century New England but also alludes to the “mighty sepulcher” of Bryant's 

“Thanatopsis.” Matteson thus reads Webster's speech as an invitation for the living to join the 

ever-growing host of heroic dead through the consecration of and communion with monuments. 

Sachs contrasts the American antebellum cemetery with the emergence of American “go 

aheadism,” an attitude of strident optimism that gains its most eloquent declarations, perhaps, in 

certain moments of Emerson and Whitman (208). Approaching Mount Auburn from the 

perspective of cultural geography, Sachs argues that such projects offered scenes of 

“regenerative solace and clear-eyed realism” about death for visitors (209). At sites like Mount 
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Auburn, then, one finds less the romantic go-aheadism of the American scholar and more the 

active caring for a site associated with (somewhat oddly) the deliberate living of Thoreau.  

Webster's concept of sepulchral monuments chimes with the rural cemetery as sites for 

the appreciation of heritage through communion with the dead. Emerson, of course, flips 

Webster's adulation of sepulchers in the beginning of Nature, discovering in the burgeoning New 

England penchant for monuments and cemeteries a macabre fascination with the past and a 

metaphor for imitative works. Matteson perceives the advantage that the writing of Emerson or 

Melville might have over the sepulchered monuments is their capacity for rendering supple the 

commonplaces of heritage and community formation. This suppleness reaches its ideal in Ahab’s 

doubloon, a coin “engendering a different interpretation from all who gaze upon it” (446). 

Matteson equates in this closing observation a relativism in literary interpretation that eludes 

Webster’s sepulchered monument, which necessarily remains a site of solemn engagements with 

the departed; however, what I would add to Matteson’s observation is the capacity of literature to 

activate different, discursive senses of the public sphere than are available to a monument or a 

cemetery. Indeed, the very landscapes afforded by places like Mount Auburn inspire alternative 

methods of thinking about the public sphere. Sachs cites the reverend Stephen Duncan Walker, 

who compares the public walks of cemeteries and parks to a new type of commonwealth (213), 

anticipating not only the Whitmanesque citizen who leans and loafs, but also Benjamin’s urban 

flaneur.9 Cemeteries became popular not only for tourists, but as sites of associated with an 

emerging public sphere that sought community among the winding paths and sepulchers of the 

rural cemetery. Alfred L. Brophy identifies some 70 public addresses given in public cemeteries 

from 1831 (at the dedication of Mount Auburn) to the Gettysburg Address of 1863. In the 

context of cemeteries, which Brophy associates especially with Whig political values of “order, 
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patriotism, and Union,” these speeches mark an effort to cohere a republic according to shared 

values and a shared heritage dramatically displayed in the setting of a rural cemetery.  

 

Emerson and the Address at Sleepy Hollow 

The “Address To the Inhabitants of Concord at the Consecration of Sleepy Hollow” 

(1855) elevates Emerson's synthesis between Christian doctrine and contemporary science to a 

new, organic theology. Emerson begins his speech by reading from a poem written by William 

Ellery Channing, an influential Unitarian preacher, which elevates the picturesque to an ideal 

form of commemoration:  

“No abbey’s gloom, nor dark cathedral stoops,  
  No winding torches paint the midnight air;  
Here the green pines delight, the aspen droops  
  Along the modest pathways, and those fair  
Pale asters of the season spread their plumes          
  Around this field, fit garden for our tombs.  
  
And shalt thou pause to hear some funeral bell  
  Slow stealing o’er thy heart in this calm place,  
Not with a throb of pain, a feverish knell,  
  But in its kind and supplicating grace,          
It says, Go, pilgrim, on thy march, be more  
  Friend to the friendless than thou wast before;  
  
Learn from the loved one’s rest serenity:  
  To-morrow that soft bell for thee shall sound,  
And thou repose beneath the whispering tree,          
  One tribute more to this submissive ground;—  
Prison thy soul from malice, bar out pride,  
  Nor these pale flowers nor this still field deride:  
  
Rather to those ascents of being turn,  
  Where a ne’er-setting sun illumes the year          
Eternal, and the incessant watch-fires burn  
  Of unspent holiness and goodness clear,—  
Forget man’s littleness, deserve the best,  
  God’s mercy in thy thought and life confest.” 
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Abbeys and cathedrals lurk in the background of the poet's dark night of the soul, their “gloom” 

indicating life's moldering finality without broader purpose or continuation. Against these Gothic 

memento mori, Channing offers the landscape of Sleepy Hollow as symbolic arboretum. In an 

echo of the stooping cathedral, the aspen “droops,” its body shading the “modest pathways” in a 

welcoming, rather than intimidating, gesture. The contrast of asters’ spreading “plumes” with the 

“tombs” of those departed suggests a deeper unity to be found in natural processes, which 

reconstitute dead matter back into living beings. Though the poet here seeks to reassure us of a 

more complete vision of the process connecting life and death, the spondee in the third foot of 

the final line registers a moment of forced compliment of a “fit garden” to our ultimate repose. In 

the second and third stanzas, the poet transforms the ominous tolling of John Donne's bell into 

the reassurances of a traveling companion urging the pilgrim toward contemplative gratitude.  

Channing's poem establishes the broad themes of Emerson's speech by connecting the 

rural cemetery to broader cultural and civic concerns. In the initial portion of his speech, 

Emerson traces a history of memorialization beginning with Egyptian practices and concluding 

with the true “doctrine of eternity” perceived by the disciples of Christ. Though much of this 

material will be developed further in the essay “Immortality” (Letters and Social Aims, 1875), 

the draft Emerson reads to his audience in 1855 proposes a vision not only of universal belief in 

“the doctrine of a future life” but, ultimately, of belief wrongly practiced during various 

monument manias across civilizations. “The credence of men, more than race or climate, makes 

their manners and customs; and the history of religion may be read in the forms of sepulture,” 

Emerson insists, returning to a favorite Gothic image; unlike its presence in Nature, however, the 

sepulcher here provides opportunity to study an architectural type. For the Egyptians, “[e]very 

palace was a door to a pyramid”; the Greek “set his wit and taste, like elastic gas, under these 
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mountains of stone, and lifted them”; and though the advent of Christianity brings highest 

wisdom to funerary practices, Emerson acknowledges that this wisdom was mostly lost to the 

“barbarians who took the cross.” A progress of diminishing grandeur, at least in terms of 

commemorative monuments; and yet this diminishing hints at the new theology Emerson seeks 

to establish in consecrating Sleepy Hollow: Against what Thoreau had called the “vulgar 

grandeur” of Thebes, then, Emerson offers us the “grandeur of the passing hour” as the true 

Christian interpretation of memorialization, one that proves compatible with his understanding of 

contemporary economic and evolutionary theory. 

After completing this history-cum-apologetics, Emerson assumes the mantle of latter-day 

prophet, explicating the failure of an older theology and establishing a new covenant with nature: 

“In these times we see the defects of our old theology; its inferiority to our habit of 

thoughts. Men go up and down; Science is popularized; the irresistible democracy—shall 

I call it?—of chemistry, of vegetation, which recomposes for new life every decomposing 

particle,—the race never dying, the individual never spared,—have impressed on the 

mind of the age the futility of these old arts of preserving.” 

This new covenant draws from the popularized (if not popular) science of chemistry, which 

suggests the conservation of the organic at the cost of the organism. Like Channing, Emerson 

can bear death knowing with scientific certitude his body shall become part and parcel of the 

very landscape he commemorates in his speech; however, a civic note is also struck when 

Emerson associates the principle of conservation with democracy, so that the form of what we 

might today call an ecosystem resembles the body politic, constantly in flux but resilient and 

adaptive to change. Lurking beneath Emerson's momentary humor at this moment is a need to 

outline a new type of generosity, which perceives the body as being part of a system rather than 
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separated from it. Emerson illustrates his notion of an older theology with the example, once 

again, of a sepulcher: 

“We give our earth to earth. We will not jealously guard a few atoms under immense 

marbles, selfishly and impossibly sequestering it from the vast circulations of Nature but, 

at the same time, fully admitting the divine hope and love which belong to our nature, 

wishing to make one spot tender to our children, who shall come hither in the next 

century to read the dates of these lives.” 

Couching sepulchral burial within the rhetoric of jealousy, Emerson encourages his audience to 

regard the body in relation to the ever-expanding circles—and circulations—of nature. Though 

such generosity may inspire morbid revulsion, Emerson asks his audience to think instead of 

such relinquishing of dust to dust as an act of “divine hope” and also future communion, not only 

with the landscape the body’s matter will feed but also in the Christian tenderness afforded to 

future generations.  

Tenderness—and especially its association with friendship in earlier essays—suggests 

Emerson adopts a familiar term in order to articulate a broader confidence in the role of 

Christianity in modern life. In Essays: First Series, Emerson often seeks out a satisfactory 

definition of friendship. Russell Goodman encourages readers to interpret Emerson’s searches 

for friendship mostly through the vocabulary of Stanley Cavell, who himself witnesses in several 

essays a philosopher wrestling with disappointment emerging from a “lived skepticism” that 

cannot seem to be exorcized by our encounters with others:  

“Cavell conceives of such lived skepticism not only as being unsure of others (as Othello 

is of Desdemona), but as rooted in a deep disappointment with even our best cases of 

knowing—as if, he writes, ‘we have, or have lost, some picture of what knowing another, 
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or being known by another, would really come to — a harmony, a concord, a union, a 

transparence, a governance, a power — against which our actual successes at knowing, 

and being known, are poor things’” (Goodman 7).  

The sad state of our (seemingly a priori) knowledge compared with our experience cultivates the 

despondency connected to friendship; however, in his essay on the subject, Emerson identifies 

the qualities of sincerity and tenderness as necessary for a different sort of fulfilling friendship. 

Though Emerson defines tenderness in terms of the anxiety of first encounters and then by a 

disinterested devotion, Goodman recognizes a “reformed tenderness” from these qualifications,   

“blending ‘the municipal virtues of justice, punctuality, fidelity and pity’ with a dose of 

the extraordinary or new. Friendship is to ‘dignify to each other the daily needs and 

offices’ of our lives, but it should avoid degenerating into ‘something usual and settled.’ 

Friends ‘should be alert and inventive.’” (12) 

In these earlier meditations upon friendship, we can recognize similar binaries of determinism 

and will. The “municipal” virtues resemble natural laws in their efficiencies, and yet these 

virtues are enriched by the spontaneity offered by Nature. Broadly, then, Emerson juxtaposes the 

functioning of a machine—civic or natural—against the organicism of “alert and inventive” 

relationships, perceiving in the tension between these states an ideal synthesis lending flexibility 

to routine and routine to play. Emerson returns to a similar juxtaposition when considering rural 

cemeteries like Sleepy Hollow, which represents a compact between certitudes and the 

“tenderness which Christianity breathes,” so that the term increasingly carries the weight of a 

principal in the new theology.  

In a rare moment, Emerson expresses enthusiasm for the popularity of rural cemeteries in 

the contemporary United States, which have now taken hold “in a hundred cities and towns in 
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this country.” The last paragraphs of the speech record not only Emerson’s enthusiasm for the 

rural cemetery, but also lay out its picturesque setting as ideal, American monument according to 

its correspondence with natural process. Every family, Emerson declares, has “selected some 

convenient piece of undulating ground with pleasant woods and waters; every family chooses its 

own clump of trees; and we lay the corpse in these leafy colonnades.” Both popular and 

accessible, the spaces for burying the dead in rural cemeteries offer organic alternative to the 

sepulcher, the tree clumps (rather awkwardly) becoming substitutes for columns in Emerson's 

imagination. In the previous chapter, I argued monuments traditionally marked the temporal 

limits of the Western imagination. A world thousands of years old might be represented in the 

physical decay of a pyramid or a colossus, as Freneau’s “Pyramids of Egypt” or Shelley's 

“Ozymandias” dramatize. Monuments discomforted many in the early American republic 

because of lingering fears about a catastrophic vision of history. By the 1850s, however, the 

especially melancholy vision of this theory had generally fallen out of favor, replaced by more 

optimistic accounts of Manifest Destiny; moreover, the popularization of modern geology by 

Charles Lyell suggested even the monuments of Egyptian civilization were relatively recent, so 

that alternative forms of memorialization and, by extension, theology can replace our older 

habits and religious thinking.10  

The “leafy colonnades” of Sleepy Hollow suggest this alternative, with the trees that had 

made up Channing's symbolic arboretum serving as fitter monuments for a theology cognizant 

not only of grander scales of time, but also of complex organic processes we might today call 

environmental or ecological: 

“The life of a tree is a hundred and a thousand years; its decays ornamental; its repairs 

self-made: they grow when we sleep, they grew when we were unborn. Man is a moth 
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among these longevities. He plants for the next millennium. Shadows haunt them; all that 

ever lived about them cling to them. You can almost see behind these pines the Indian 

with bow and arrow lurking yet exploring the traces of the old trail.” 

Trees grow rather than decline. Like Thoreau's garden where, we will recall, he describes the joy 

of witnessing corn grow at night, Emerson reminds us these organisms tirelessly continue the 

process of expansion before and after our repose. Trees also provide us with a register of passing 

time. Compared to the organic paradigm of trees, man flits like a moth; yet, by planting seed or 

sapling, an individual is also planting for a thousand years ahead. Perhaps strangely, Emerson 

ends the paragraph with a reference to the “Indian with bow and arrow” who had once inhabited 

the woods of Sleepy Hollow, reinforcing the living memory of mature trees, which had 

witnessed the exploration of old and new trails. 

Emerson's theology is also nationalistic. The rural cemetery does not just offer a popular 

and accessible environment appropriate to a republic; it also provides the tonic and counterpoint 

Aaron Sachs associates with the adaptation of the picturesque to the United States: “But how 

much more are they needed by us, anxious, overdriven Americans, to stanch and appease which 

fury of temperament which our climate bestows!” In his conclusion, Emerson also articulates a 

vision for the rural cemetery anticipating a surprisingly modern engagement with remembrance, 

which registers the names of individuals lost in a significant event. This vision combines the past 

and present, the public and the individual within a landscape that manages to become an open-air 

encyclopedia and museum:  

“This ground is happily so divided by Nature as to admit of this relation between the Past 

and the Present. In the valley where we stand will be the Monuments...Here we may 

establish that most agreeable of all museums, and agreeable to the temper of our times,—
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an Arboretum,—wherein may be planted, by the taste of every citizen, one tree, with its 

name recorded in a book; every tree that is native to Massachusetts, or will grow in it; so 

that every child may be shown growing, side by side, the eleven oaks of Massachusetts; 

and the twenty willows; the beech, which we have allowed to die out of the eastern 

counties; and here the vast firs of California and Oregon.”  

Emerson’s revision enables the problematic associations of over-influence and paralysis to be 

shrugged off onto architecture. The American picturesque, however, acknowledges and 

celebrates the inevitability of death, inviting visitors to contemplate their own mortality and to 

commune with their ancestors. Emerson stands apart from the radically iconoclastic strain of 

both de Crevecoeur and Thoreau in texts like the “Concord Hymn” and in commemorative 

speeches like the one delivered at the opening of the Sleepy Hollow Cemetery because these 

engagements with monuments and with sepulchers suggest a more qualified fascination with 

ruin, one that elides more closely with the opinion of authors like Daniel Webster and Thomas 

Jefferson who saw in ruins and the picturesque the possibility for developing the paradox of a 

republican heritage.  

 

NOTES

																																																								
1 Throughout the second section of “The American Scholar,” Emerson generally warns against the influence of 
reading. Thus, in contrast to Man Thinking, the bookworm and the literate classes “value books, as such,” becoming 
a Third Estate of “the restorers of readings, the emendators, the bibliomaniacs of all degrees” (54). Later in the 
section, Emerson draws a very modern connection between genius and originality: “Genius is always sufficiently the 
enemy of genius by over influence. The literature of every nation bear me witness. The English dramatic poets have 
Shakspearized [sic] now for two hundred years” (54).  
2 Bloom’s reading of Emerson’s influence upon Whitman and later American authors draws heavily from 
Kabbalistic tradition. In the Anatomy of Bloom (2014), Alistair Heys identifies the transformation of Enoch into the 
archangel Metatron as central to Bloom’s development of an American Orpheus. “This astounding apotheosis 
represents, as Bloom puts it, a point-for-point reversal of the fall of Adam Kadmon, and hence encapsulates 
imagination because Metatron becomes ‘the esoteric link’ between ‘the divine and the human, fusing these realms,’” 
Heys writes. “The latter Kabbalistic insights were Idel’s originally; Bloom finds the American Orpheus, the 
prophesied Central/Universal man, who resurrects Eurydice as leaves of grass embodied in the Adamic figure of 
Whitman” (186). 
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3 In the introduction and previous chapters, I have briefly sketched out iconoclastic Puritan attitudes, especially in 
Bradstreet’s poem “Contemplations,” as well as the preference of de Crevecoeur as well as other authors, including 
Thoreau, to the value of what de Tocqueville calls “day old ruins” to ancient ruins. For an extensive discussion 
about the haunted house as a bourgeois adaptation of the Gothic castle from British influences, see Dale Bailey’s 
American nightmares: the haunted house formula in American popular fiction (1999).  
4 See Mary P. Ryan’s “Democracy Rising: The Monuments of Baltimore, 1809-1842,” Journal of Urban History, 
vol. 36, no. 2, 2010.  
5 Wordsworth makes clear that the very presence of certain kinds of Gothic literature creates an unhealthy demand 
in readers for “outrageous stimulation”: “The invaluable works of our elder writers, I had almost said the works of 
Shakespeare and Milton, are driven into neglect by frantic novels, sickly and stupid German Tragedies, and deluges 
of idle and extravagant stories in verse—When I think  upon this degrading thirst after outrageous stimulation, I am 
almost ashamed to have spoken of the feeble endeavor made in these volumes to counteract it…” 
6 “Many Americans quickly came to see Mount Auburn as a new Paradise,” Sachs explains. “Their experiences of 
the cemetery, though, suggest a garden not of carelessness but of caring—not of gratification but of gratitude. It was 
a grounded, earthly Eden, where each proprietor was expected to shape and maintain his family’s plot. You couldn’t 
invest in this piece of land and think of nature merely as scenery; establishing your place in the environment took 
steady labor” (209).   
7 “Emerson resigned his pulpit in 1832 and traveled to Europe. It was a literary and religious pilgrimage, but a 
scientific pilgrimage as well. The trip was marked by an important visit to the Jardin des Plantes and the Cabinet of 
Natural History in Paris, where Emerson encountered the botanical garden arranged by Antoine-Laurent de Jussieu” 
(98).   
8 See Oldenburg’s The Great Good Place (1991, 1989), which identifies important civic benefits to the presence of 
third spaces—that is, those spaces alternative to home and work where fellows can congregate affordably and share 
ideas. As a space outside the hustle and bustle of cities, the rural cemetery could afford visitors an important 
environment for reflection free from the pressures of domestic and professional duties.    
9 Throughout this dissertation, I have described these discursive communities publics primarily after the work of 
Michael Warner (2002); however, the itinerant community outlined by Walker consists of bodies embedded and 
exploring their environment. For a broader discussion about Whitman’s complex interactions in urban spaces, see 
Joseph Murphy’s “The Loafer and the Loaf-Buyer: Whitman, Franklin, and Urban Space,” Modern Language 
Studies, vol. 28, no. 2, Spring 1998, pp. 41-54. The flaneur, on the other hand, is a kind of nostalgic figure for 
Benjamin who might wander and discover the unexpected delights of nineteenth century Parisian arcades. For an 
extended treatment on the subject, see Martina Lauster, “Walter Benjamin's Myth of the ‘Flâneur,’” The Modern 
Language Review, vol. 102, no. 1, Jan. 2007, pp. 139-56.  
10 For an extensive survey of how developments in economic thinking, as well as archaeological discoveries in the 
Americas, began to change the prevailing cataclysmic vision of history associated with republics, see Nick Yablon’s 
Untimely Ruins, especially the first chapter, “Crumbling Columns and Day-Old Ruins,” pp. 19-62. 
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Chapter Four 

Toward a Literary Theory of Writing about National Spaces  

  

Viewing the U.S. Capitol from the Library of Congress, Elizabeth Bishop describes 

watching an Air Force marching band perform in front of the U.S. Capitol. Though this scene 

from a window in the Library of Congress initially promises all the trappings of a framed 

panorama, Bishop’s language indicates disappointment and melancholy.1 The “light is heavy on 

the Dome, and coarse,” she complains, and the music from the brass instruments reaches her ears 

“in snatches, dim then keen, / then mute, and yet there is no breeze.” Traditionally, scenes from 

the elevated space of a prospect like the Library of Congress afford the gazer a position of 

privilege and power; however, Bishop documents how the very distance of her prospect has 

diminished images and sounds of patriotic enthusiasm.2 “A View of the Capitol from the Library 

of Congress” engages with the architecture of the Capitol, the spectacle of a marching band, and 

the particular qualities of sound and landscape that have, collectively, underwhelmed the 

observer. This engagement with the Dome and a lunette reflecting sunlight, the Air Force band 

playing a “hard and loud” march “that doesn’t quite come through,” and the “little flags” 

marking the extent of the band’s influence contribute to a poem that is apostrophic, descriptive, 

and ultimately skeptical of the various insignia designed to move citizens toward patriotic 

feeling. Written during a time of apparent public withdrawal for Bishop, “A View” indicates to 

Steven Gould Axelrod the poet’s continuing interest in international affairs, especially on matters 

of nuclear proliferation.3  

Alexrod’s analysis is well-taken; however, I wish to foreground a different aspect of 

Bishop’s poem as a preamble to this chapter. In its apostrophe to the U.S Capitol building and its 
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descriptions of coarse lighting and sound, Bishop’s poem engages with forms of art outside of 

the literary domain. As discussed in earlier chapters, scholars tend to label such interarts 

encounters under the generic title of ekphrasis and have, generally, defined these encounters as 

the literary representation of graphic representation after the work of James A.W. Heffernan. 

Though Heffernan himself has written extensively about how this particular definition extends 

well beyond the description of objets d’art popularized by Leo Spitzer’s analysis of ekphrasis, a 

text like “A View” engages with multiple senses, scenes, and objects. A more accurate, if less 

elegant, definition might be drawn from Claus Cluver, who adapts Heffernan’s definition to 

include other media and senses so that ekphrasis becomes the “verbalization of real or fictitious 

texts composed in non-verbal sign systems” (26). In both Heffernan and Cluver, ekphrasis 

represents information unavailable to literature. Heffernan especially stresses the curatorial 

nature of much ekphrasis, of which art titles, museum guides, and art criticism should also be 

included. This curatorial inflection to ekphrasis helps explain why so many examples of the 

genre are associated with the gallery and the museum.  

The poet directs her criticism toward a site of national significance rather than aesthetic 

organization and appreciation. Her curation of a nationalist pantheon of architecture, 

performances, and music is also a criticism of how that pantheon may leave its citizens wanting 

in a time of anxiety about nuclear war. “A View” and its nationalist pantheon suggest an 

alternative tradition to ekphrasis that remains understudied by literature scholars. This tradition 

has the author at a site of national significance rather than a museum, a site like the U.S. Capitol 

and its various commemorative spaces. James Piatt’s “To the Statue,” a poem written to the 

Statue of Freedom and published in 1877, marks one of the earliest poems to the completed 

dome available in anthologies; Philip Whalen’s long poem “Scenes of Life at the Capital” 
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(1971), which incorporates bawdy schoolhouse and military songs in order to reflect about 

sexuality, history, and loss; “Capitol Air” (1981), a collaboration between Allen Ginsberg and 

The Clash’s Joe Strummer about the uncomfortable similarities between police states in the 

United States and Eastern Europe. Though these poems and lyrics all address the U.S. Capitol 

building, they remain outside of a scholarly archive that might trace a genealogy, however 

forced, from a poem written in 1877 about the dangers of European influence to punk lyrics 

decrying the similarity of police states in Eastern Europe and the United States in 1980. The 

absence of this archive, I will be arguing, is at least partially due to the important metaphorical 

role that the museum continues to play in our theorizing about ekphrasis. By engaging with poets 

who have themselves stepped outside of the museum to write about sites like the U.S. Capitol, I 

am in turn encouraging other scholars to apply some of the critical insights gained from the 

archive of the museum to the different symbolic setting of national spaces. I have deliberately 

avoided talking about public spaces in my title, preferring instead a modifier more suggestive of 

the official priorities reflected at sites like the U.S. Capitol.  

Later in this chapter, I will be returning to Piatt’s “To the Statue” as an important 

example of how the ekphrasis of national spaces like the U.S. Capitol functions as a sort of 

vigilante curation, often operating outside of official discourses but nevertheless seeking out the 

same ends of traditional monuments, albeit through the ulterior means of poetic rhetoric. This 

insight comes especially from the notion of distinct, commemorative spaces ornamenting the 

exterior and interior of the U.S. Capitol. Unlike public spaces, which carry a similar connotation 

to the commons, that Old English concept of a commonly held and commonly accessible site, 

commemorative spaces reflect a narrower set of priorities, closer to what Michael North defines 

as the common ends of classical monument-making: didacticism, commemoration, and the 
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development of consensus as to the meaning of specific visual forms (18). The “monumental” 

aims of these spaces set them apart from urban parks or beaches, which may be named after a 

prominent citizen or established in memoriam but which do not, as a fundamental aim, seek to 

teach future citizens about their shared history and responsibilities. By dividing a site like the 

U.S. Capitol into various commemorative spaces, I follow a common distinction among scholars 

of spatial rhetorics, who often distinguish between “place” and “space.” Rather than think of the 

Capitol as a singular place, I believe it most productive to witness in its changing statues and 

visitor itineraries a carousel reflective of contemporary controversies about history and 

citizenship. Since the early twentieth century, the manufacture and alteration of commemorative 

spaces has accelerated, a phenomenon scholars have associated with psychoanalysis, realpolitiks, 

or disease in their titles. Erika Doss prefers “mania” to describe the increasingly common 

practice of memorialization in the United States; Kirk Savage calls his major historical survey 

Monument Wars; and Jacques Derrida, observing a broader cultural shift toward the compulsive 

hoarding of information, baptizes his own effort to grapple with collecting Archive Fever. 

Certainly, each of these metaphors helps to illustrate the complex intersections of politics, 

culture, and senses of history that attend memorialization, commemoration, and presentation; 

however, what I wish to emphasize in this chapter is that the concept of the gallery elides, at least 

in the context of the U.S. Capitol building, with a national space. The Statue of Freedom, the 

former flanking statues of the East Portico, and the National Statuary Hall offer visitors a 

constellation of allegorical and historical figures and scenes affirming various (and sometimes 

contradictory) notions about our civic relationship with indigenous peoples, people regarded as 

property, and regional prominence.  
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The Pantheon at the Capitol 

Traditionally, the U.S. Capitol building offered visitors three distinct spaces: the U.S. 

Capitol dome; the porticoes allowing entry into the Capitol building itself; and the National 

Statuary Hall, which has occupied the former chamber used by the House of Representatives 

after 1811. For the majority of their history, these spaces displayed allegorical statues, scenes, 

and regional figures celebrating assemblages of American identity and citizenship, of a white 

goddess dressed up in Indian costuming and white explorers and adventurers conquering natives. 

The first of these spaces—and the most visible space from the Mall—is the top of the U.S. 

Capitol dome, capped by the Statue of Freedom, which the Architect of the Capitol describes 

accordingly:  

“Statue of Freedom is a classical female figure with long, flowing hair wearing a helmet 

with a crest composed of an eagle’s head and feathers. She wears a classical dress 

secured with a brooch inscribed ‘U.S.’ Over it is draped a heavy, flowing, toga-like robe 

fringed with fur and decorative balls. Her right hand rests upon the hilt of a sheathed 

sword wrapped in a scarf: in her left hand she holds a laurel wreath of victory and the 

shield of the United States with 13 stripes.” 

This helpful, if exhaustive, description of Crawford’s Freedom from the Architect of the Capitol 

hints at some of the contradictions associated with its iconography (figure 1). Crawford had 

originally drawn an early version of Freedom with a Phrygian cap, the garment worn by freed 

slaves in the Roman Republic. When this image was submitted to then-Secretary of War 

Jefferson Davis—who, in a remarkable instance of historical irony, was responsible for public 

works projects in Washington—he balked. Insisting the cap would be inappropriate to represent 

“a people who born free and should not be enslaved,” Jefferson returned the drawing to 
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Crawford asking for revisions (Architect). The sculptor then settled on a helmet with a “bold 

arrangement of feathers, suggested by the costume of our Indian tribes” (Architect). The slippage 

here from the iconography of classical Freedom to the iconography of nativism elides the 

anxieties surrounding chattel slavery that would lead to war between the states, a shift made 

more poignant when we learn that the bronze statue of Freedom was cast by a slave in a foundry 

near the U.S. Capitol building.  

 These contextual incongruities are multiplied by generic incongruities: Crawford has 

rendered Freedom through the superimposition of Indian Princess and Columbian themes. The 

Indian Princess had personified North and South American since the mid-sixteenth century in 

Western Europe, as mapmakers and engravers sought to represent the four continents with 

allegorical female figures (Fleming 47; 50). Traditionally, these four figures represented the four 

continents known after several expeditions had affirmed that the West Indies were, in fact, part 

of a New World, as opposed to the medieval tripartite world of Asia, Africa, and Asia with 

Jerusalem at the center. John Higham connects this penchant for allegorizing regions of the 

world through female personifications as an enduring influence from Roman coins and medals, 

and these allegories almost always marked America from the other three continents by 

portraying her as partially or completely nude (31). In Chapter Three, I discussed the 

phenomenon of the U.S. government commissioning several medals from the French with an 

adaptation of the Indian princess theme for its imagery, one of the earliest examples of 

commemoration from the early republic. Unlike, however, the European and early U.S. 

representations of the Indian princess, Crawford’s Freedom does not wear the feathered skirt nor 

does she proudly stand topless. The fringed blanket and the eagle—Freedom’s native elements—

are worn rather than embodied, accessories of authenticity rather than bodies (however vaguely) 
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attached to indigenous peoples. The blanket and eagle are instances of dress-up, costumes that 

suggest natives without having to identify too closely with their bodies; in the case of the 

perched eagle, this act of dress-up has quite literally effaced a radical representation of 

republicanism. The irony redoubles, as the finished sculpture was erected atop the U.S. Capitol 

dome in 1863 during the height of the Civil War. The Columbian theme manifests in the 

allegorical representation of the Western Hemisphere with its European “discoverer,” 

Christopher Columbus, and efforts to connect this discovery with a classical past. Allegorical 

representations of nations had become common in the eighteenth century and Columbia joins 

several national “sisters,” including Britannia and Marianne, and Allison M. Johnson connects 

the whiteness of Columbia to a broader trend of supplanting the native with the European (34). 

Johnson emphasizes the maternal aspects of Columbia, pointing to depictions of the allegory in 

cartoons and newspaper articles as a means of symbolizing ideological and military conflict (38). 

Though Crawford’s Freedom associates more closely with martial goddesses like Minerva or, 

with some imagination, even Delacroix’s topless Marianne, the representation is so close as to 

confuse no less than John Hollander, who erroneously identifies the statue and Piatt’s poem as 

commemorating Columbia in The Gazer’s Spirit.4  

From 1844 until 1958, the East Portico entrance featured scenes celebrating the European 

conquest of the Americas through the subjugation of native peoples. The first of these statues to 

be erected, Luigi Persico’s “Discovery of America,” portrays a triumphant Christopher 

Columbus holding up an effigy of the globe as a native maiden retreats in fear (figure 2). In 

1850, Horatio Greenough’s “The Rescue,” which celebrates a moment when a white settler 

forcibly subdues a native warrior from attacking a white family, was erected opposite the 

“Discovery of America” (figure 3). The statues mark efforts by the U.S. Congress to establish 
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official imagery of white civilization triumphant over American Indians. Vivien Green Fryd 

argues that the “Discovery of America” evokes a cyclical account of history in which America 

would serve as fulcrum between Occident and Orient. “The Rescue” recalls captivity narratives 

that were popular in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: Fryd argues convincingly that 

Greenough’s portrayal reverses the characters of the scene, thus providing visual justification for 

contemporary policies carried out against American Indians. Fryd explains that Persico’s and 

Greenough’s statues were controversial even in their own time and, just over a century following 

the commemoration of Discovery, the federal government removed the two statues in 

anticipation of the extension of the Capitol building.5   

In the National Statuary Hall, which holds two statuesque representatives from each state, 

a healthy sprinkling of white Confederate statesmen, generals, and heroes remain in place. 

According to a 2013 article by Tim Murphy of Mother Jones, the Hall continues to impress upon 

visitors an overwhelmingly white version of U.S. history and citizenship through its statues: 

“There is one Latino represented in the collection today. There are six American Indians, 

one Hawaiian, and zero African Americans. (Parks and Martin Luther King Jr. are both 

featured as part of a separate collection.) If it were any less diverse it would look like the 

Senate. But if the Architect of the Capitol is uncomfortable with the composition of its 

collection, it has an odd way of showing it. The biographies of the collection's most 

notorious members make no mention of their hard-earned legacies perpetuating and 

reinforcing a culture of white supremacy.” 

The “separate collection” referenced in the article is part of a recent addition, the Capitol Visitors 

Center, which ushers visitors through a new itinerary that includes “Emancipation Hall,” located 

in the basement of the Capitol building. This official effort to enhance the diversity of figures 
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represented in the collections of the Capitol remains controversial, as critics (rightly) point out 

the problem of representation in the National Statuary Hall that the CVC seems to continue to 

enshrine rather than challenge white supremacy by being on a floor below the Hall. In an article 

about the relationship between spatial distribution of statues and racial identity in the National 

Statuary Hall, Megan Irene Fitzmaurice points to the problematic itinerary of the Capitol Visitor 

Center (CVC). Completed in 2008, the CVC guides visitors first through "Emancipation Hall," 

featuring various figures associated with the underground railroad and emancipation, including 

Sojourner Truth and Frederick Douglass. Arguing that the CVC and the National Statuary Hall 

present “distinct material and cultural differences” that only reinforce the notion of the 

Emancipation Hall as an addendum to history (252), Fitzmaurice introduces the concept of 

commemorative privilege as a means of emphasizing how certain groups are represented in 

prominent and prestigious positions throughout the Capitol (253).   

Together, the public sites of the U.S. Capitol dome, the East Portico, and the National 

Statuary Hall have traditionally been ornamented with galleries celebrating a settler civilization 

displacing aboriginal tribes while at the same time appropriating the cultural markers of those 

displaced peoples.6 As my title and introduction have suggested, I wish to collectively treat these 

sites as a type of national gallery, which Simon Knell defines as perpetual sites of “nation 

building,” established through official decree, funded in part by a national or local government, 

and never “static” to contemporary whims, tastes, fantasies, and anxieties of the country in 

question (7; 10). Though Knell is cautious not to extend his conceptualization of the national 

gallery to statuaries, especially those collections in larger sites and landscapes like parks, his 

concept of an open-ended gallery aimed at reinforcing ideal histories and types of citizenship can 

be usefully extended to sites outside of a “national building” so long as we keep in mind that 
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problematic distinction between “place” and “space.” In the United States especially, national 

collections often ornament spaces rather than places: Central Park, for instance, hosts a diverse 

statuary of figures ranging from Alexander Hamilton to Balto the sled dog; the U.S. National 

Park system achieved Congressional funding through serving, at least in part, a nationalizing 

mission akin to the national galleries and museums that had begun appearing in Europe.   

Controversy is nothing new to the statuary decorating the U.S. Capitol building. The 

effigies of Jefferson Davis (MI), Confederate General Joseph “Fighting Joe” Wheeler (AL), and 

Huey Long (LA) are a part of this historically troubling company. Several of the statues within 

the National Statuary Hall have been replaced in order to keep up with more popular citizens 

from the states in question: Kansas replaced Governor George Washington Glick with President 

Dwight D. Eisenhower in 2003; Arizona replaced an earlier statue of John Campbell Greenway 

with Senator Barry Goldwater in 2015; and California had replaced its statue of Thomas Starr 

King—a politician deeply involved in maintaining California’s status as a member of the Union 

during the Civil War—with Ronald Reagan in 2009. Since 2003, when legislators determined 

that statues could be replaced in the Hall, the prospect of updating representatives has opened up 

various controversies and possibilities for states. The graphic iconography of each state remains 

not a tabula rasa so much as a palimpsest, a series of replacements designed to more accurately 

affect contemporary attitudes about who should and should not be memorialized.   

Writing about the ideological role of monuments, Jess Park cites Zizek's metaphor of the 

Mobius strip in The Parallax View to illustrate the chasm between the individual and the 

collective that the public monument opens up. For Park, the monument provides yet another 

stage for the individual to perform for the Lacanian big Other, the “purely virtual entity” which 

makes social belief possible (176). As commemorative structure or site, the monument satisfies 
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the gaze of History rather than the individual. Adapting Zizek’s famous formula about modern 

ideology, Park expresses a sentiment of two perspectives visitors often experience when 

approaching a monument: “[W]e know very well what really happened, but what matters is how 

these events appear under the lens of History” (176). Returning to the matter of representation 

and erasure in the National Statuary Hall, Tim Murphy lays out clearly this tension between the 

interpretations of the individual and of History. Murphy characterizes the Civil War as a “five-

year armed insurrection that left 600,000 people dead in the name of protecting white 

Americans’ rights to own black Americans as slaves”; however, when Murphy consults the 

plaque of Alexander Stevens, Vice-President of the Confederacy, he finds instead a narrative 

about a “dedicated statesman, an effective leader, and a powerful orator” Murphy's complaint 

does not target the statue itself; rather, Murphy's article directs us to the purely virtual entities the 

statue and its official biography perform for.  

Murphy's article hints at a basic motivation for writing about national spaces. Because 

statues, objects, and monuments remain silent, literature has traditionally been employed as a 

means of supplementing their messages to History in the form of epigrams and plaques. In the 

case of the National Statuary Hall, the supplementary literary activity of biography had been 

marshaled to reassure History that Stevens was a statesmen rather than a rebel, a good citizen 

instead of a white supremacist. Murphy's juxtapositions of his personal reactions to the official 

iconography and literature of the National Statuary Hall supplements the supplement, adding 

subversive language and concepts to an environment that remains painfully staid in its service to 

History. The ekphrasis of national spaces is almost always a curation of those spaces, and this 

curation operates according to a spectrum ranging from the positions of the official-collective to 

the radical-individual. Unlike a committed supporter of the Confederacy such as David Duke, the 
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supplements surrounding these figures invite visitors to indulge in fetishistic disavowal, that 

cynical (and insidious) species of ideology Zizek famously diagnoses in The Sublime Object of 

Ideology.7  

A moment in Zizek’s “The Big Other Doesn't Exist” illuminates the important role that 

competing data play in the establishment of fetishistic disavowal. Citing a joke from Groucho 

Marx imploring the audience to believe his words rather than their own eyes, Zizek gives an 

example of a hypothetical judge who may very well appear to us as a “corrupted weakling” but 

nevertheless deserves respect because he “wears the insignia of a judge.” Our symbolic trust in 

the insignia trumps what we see: the supplement of the Law conquers the original presence of the 

judge's person. Zizek divides belief according to a paragone, or artistic rivalry, between visual 

and textual data. This gap between the graphic and the literary, the original and its supplement, 

corresponds to the similar gap visitors to a site like the National Statuary Hall encounter. In the 

language of James Francis, we engage with gallery spaces with two minds, understanding that 

both image and text become intertextual when juxtaposed next to each other.8 We might also 

apply Zizek's insights into symbolic trust in the Statue of Freedom. For both Crawford and Piatt, 

the “savage garments” act as a supplement begging us to disbelieve our eyes--namely, that a 

white European figure could somehow claim to be more native than the natives her presence has 

supplanted by wearing an eagle on her crest; however, this eagle serves as the insignia of the big 

Other, what Zizek calls “Another Space” whereby the descendants of European colonists could 

actually call themselves natives without referencing unofficial and official acts of genocide 

toward American Indians. Expanding this insight into the larger realm of national spaces, we 

might say that the literature directed toward these sights adds another insignia upon what we see 

(or imagine we see) gazing upon statues, monuments, and other commemorative objects. Even as 
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Crawford chose the eagle rather than the Phrygian cap for his Freedom as a compromise, Piatt's 

poem serves as second insignia, a vigilante exploitation of the Law. When we speak of an 

author's ulterior motives writing about national spaces, then, we should think about these 

encounters with the limit of the Law, a curation that aims ultimately to substitute the original for 

its supplement.      

 

Ekphrasis and the Curation of National Spaces 

In 1877, an enrolling clerk at the United States House of Representatives named John 

James Piatt published a small volume of poetry titled Landmarks, and Other Poems. The book, 

Piatt’s fourth, features surprisingly few poems dedicated to monuments during his time spent in 

Washington, D.C.; however, one poem, “To the Statue on the Capitol,” is addressed to Thomas 

Crawford’s “Freedom Triumphant in War and Peace,” a bronze personification of Freedom that 

has capped the U.S. Capitol dome since 1863. Over three stanzas of alternating rhyme, the poet 

speaks directly to this personification of republican virtue, directing her gaze away from Europe 

and toward the American West:  

“What sunken splendor in the Eastern skies  
Seest thou, O Watcher, from thy lifted place? —  
Thine old Atlantic dream is in thine eyes,  
But the new Western morning on thy face. 
 
Beholdest thou, in reäpparent light,  
Thy lost Republics? They were visions, fled.  
Their ghosts in ruin'd cities walk by night —  
It is no resurrection of their dead. 
 
But look, behind thee, where in sunshine lie  
Thy boundless fields of harvest in the West,  
Whose savage garments from thy shoulders fly,  
Whose eagle clings in sunrise to thy crest!” 
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Though the title would have us believe that the fiction of address marks an attempt at 

conversation between poet and silent statue, the poem itself is the poet’s opportunity to speak on 

the statue’s behalf, to get Crawford’s iconography right in literature where it went wrong in 

sculpture. The poet urges Freedom away from her (imagined) preoccupation with Europe, that 

geographic and historic synecdoche of “lost Republics,” toward the West of redeemed history. 

“To the Statue” is therefore a kind of criticism of Crawford’s statue, even if we do not recognize 

the form of that criticism. James A.W. Heffernan has characterized authors who speak for 

pictures as taking a stance at once subjective, fetishistic, and rhetorical (20): To speak for a 

painting or statue, as Piatt does here, is to engage in writing “seek[ing] to regulate what we see, 

that its pictorial ‘facts’ as well as its stories are designed by an interpreter who is cast as the 

verbal representative of visual art” (21). Though Heffernan is writing specifically about a 

tradition of art criticism ranging from Philostratus to Leo Spitzer, the poet in “To the Statue” 

engages in a kind of curation outside the ken of the officials, artists, craftsmen, and laborers who 

made the original statue possible. Keeping in mind John Bodnar distinction between “official” 

and “vernacular” forms of memory, we might say that “To the Statue” speaks to the latter 

through the former, an attempt to persuade us how the Statue of Freedom should be read, 

remembered, and understood: as colossus warding off external threats, as racially-mixed 

personification of national identity, as harbinger of the Passage to India myth embodied in the 

great American West.9  

Slung over the body of a white body wearing the traditional Greek chiton, the fringed 

blanket serves as pharmikon once for the native Other and also for nativism. This connection 

evokes the heterogeneous identity of American civilization, perhaps most famously articulated 

by Frederick Jackson Turner in the series of lectures that would come to be called the “Turner 
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thesis” of history, which claims that the encounters between germs of European civilization 

comingled with the native soil of North America. But this connection also echoes the 

supplemental, apostrophic orientation of “To the Statue,” a poem that relies upon an artistic 

Other for its full evocative richness to be understood. As I will come to argue, “To the Statue” 

offers a paradigm for better understanding how a literary form seeking out artistic otherness 

parallels a similar cultural effort to appropriate authenticity. This appropriation invites various 

contradictions, such as the odd comparison of clothing with savagery and rendering accessory a 

symbol of authenticity, as well as the deeper contraction underlying what Richard Slotkin 

characterizes as the Western myth: that civilization is established through savagery, that violence 

is ultimately redemptive in American history.    

Technically speaking, “To the Statue” is an example of ekphrasis, or what Heffernan 

defines as the literary representation of graphic representation in Museum of Words: The Poetics 

of Ekphrasis from Homer to Ashbery. As the subtitle indicates, speaking on behalf of silent 

images is one of the most ancient positions authors have taken in literature, beginning with the 

Shield of Achilles in the Iliad and continuing through Ashbery’s postmodern “Self Portrait in a 

Convex Mirror.” In addition to this broadest of possible periodizations for a literary subject, 

ekphrasis may also include a vast reservoir of possible art objects, which Valentine Cunningham 

playfully, if exhaustively, lists as “shields, urns, cups, statues, frescoes, tapestries, cartoons, 

paintings, photographs, movies, bits of buildings, buildings, ruins of buildings” (57). No wonder, 

then, Froma Zeitlin immediately acknowledges the slipperiness of ekphrasis as a topic in her 

primer (17). Adding to this slipperiness are disagreements about precisely how the term should 

be applied between classicists and scholars of modern literature. Ruth Webb points to the fact 

that ekphrasis appears as a rhetorical effect, not a metapoetic genre, when the word first appears 
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in the literary record during the Hellenistic period. This impasse has only recently begun to be 

bridged with the work of scholars like Jas Elsner and Michael Squire who acknowledge the 

discrepancy between ancient and modern uses of the term but nevertheless agree techniques we 

now associate with ekphrasis have been present since at least the moment in literature when 

Hephaestus was charged with making Achilles a divine shield.  

Slippery as it may be, ekphrasis remains to scholars of modern literature a subject about 

representation and its discontents. Ekphrasis has long been associated with the gallery and the 

museum. The title of works like Heffernan’s Museum of Words indicates this intellectual 

indebtedness. John Hollander’s The Gazer’s Spirit: Poems Speaking to Silent Works of Art poses 

pictures and poems on verso and recto sides of the open book, producing a feeling that one is 

looking and reading about works of literature about art in a museum. Jean Hagstrum’s classic 

Sister Arts: The Tradition of Literary Pictorialism turns to the galleries and museums that 

developed the critical taste of art connoisseurs as well as poets. Famous examples of individual 

poems and collections, like Auden’s “Musée des Beaux-Arts” and Williams’ Pictures from 

Brueghel reinforce this close relationship between poetic practice and archiving. As mentioned 

earlier, my primary goal in this chapter is to begin the process of theorizing how scholars might 

take the author outside of the museum, setting our attention on national spaces where buildings, 

statues, and other structures accomplish the traditional goals that Michael North identifies with 

monuments: didacticism, commemoration, and developing consensus around graphic 

iconography (18). The dark and sometimes darkly-humorous titles from Richard Siken’s 2015 

collection War of the Foxes (“Still-Life with Skulls and Bacon”; “Detail of the Woods”; 

“Landscape with Dark Coats in Snow”) focus the reader’s attentions upon those elements in 

notional paintings so often overlooked by professionals and amateurs alike; Robin Coste Lewis’ 
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Voyage of the Sable Venus eponymous middle section provides, in the words of its publisher, “a 

riveting narrative made up entirely of titles of artworks from ancient times to the present—titles 

that feature or in some way comment on the black female figure in Western art”; and Terrence 

Hayes’ How to be Drawn, the poet-artist’s fifth collection, meditates upon the production and 

consumption of images. These critics and poets share a common interest in a tradition that treats 

its visual source material at once as muse and monster, a stance not far removed from the 

wonderful prose pieces of Peter Schjeldahl, the New Yorker’s longtime art critic. If we agree 

basically that to write about a silent work of art is a supplemental activity, the representation of a 

representation, then we must also appreciate how this second-order representation opens up 

possibilities for adaptation, critique, and even denigration about the original work of art.  

Such dalliances bring interarts theory into contact with cultural studies, a subject that has 

been most thoughtfully broached by Ernst-Peter Schneck. Arguing that ekphrasis “characterizes 

a mode of transgression between the arts,” Schneck broadens ekphrasis into a cultural practice 

whereby the author might “exploit the differences between words and images to support a 

specific mode of reception that negotiates between visual experience and verbal meaning” (54). 

This essay intends to be a demonstration and expansion of Schneck’s thesis with the ekphrasis of 

public monuments in mind.10 In the pages that follow, I provide a specific genealogy so that an 

archive of literature about public monuments may be developed toward a lengthier project about 

shifting notions of American nationalism in the nineteenth century represented through the self-

reflexivity of ekphrasis. I have taken this essay’s title from the poet’s description of the fringed 

blanket that covers the shoulders of Crawford’s Freedom.  

Piatt’s “To the Statue” is one such example, providing a template for better understanding 

the motivations and stances that move authors to adapt the official iconographies from graphic 
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sources. Freedom’s eastern gaze, at once a crisis and opportunity, provides occasion for the 

poet’s urgings so that the statue—and Piatt’s reader-interlocutors—understand the statue 

according to the poet rather than the sculptor. The poet positions himself as informal, even 

vigilante, curator of a public monument. “To the Statue” does not merely represent “Freedom 

Triumphant”; the poem re-presents the statue to us, refracted through the mind of another artist 

who presumes to establish the stakes and narrative development of an object that remains 

otherwise silent and motionless. Piatt’s gesture is not only poetic but civic, altering what is 

commemorated and how we understand its graphic iconography through a literary text. The 

ekphrasis of public monuments serves or resists heritage, and my choice of title is meant to 

evoke the rich contradictions inherent in Piatt’s description of the fringed blanket upon Freedom: 

ekphrasis as a potentially iconoclastic supplement to the art object it references, ekphrasis as a 

garment reiterating iconographies that remain silent in the graphic imagery of a statue. The re-

presentation of Freedom is also a re-presentation of what she represents, how she should be 

interpreted, and, perhaps most importantly, what citizens should do following her example in the 

poem. “To the Statue” casts a gauntlet into the arena of artistic rivalry by engaging and troping 

binaries often attributed to literary and graphic media. The breath and active life connected to the 

literary arts beseeches cast bronze to do the impossible, if only as a dramatization for readers to 

take example. Crawford’s statue, that original bronze, is here recast as dated: first, in terms of its 

pose; secondly, in terms of its medium, which has preserved the personification of American 

identity but at the cost of freezing any possible movement. As the title of this chapter suggests, 

interarts literature often explicitly or implicitly attempts to “get the last word in” on monuments 

that are rhetorically constructed as inadequate in their representational powers. They molder 



143 
 

compared to the active process of composing, printing, and consuming literature; importantly, 

and as Piatt’s poem illustrates, the monument is connected to an earlier time. 

Context matters. Just as a poet like Auden or Williams will often make judgments about 

the particular collection of a gallery—e.g., “About suffering they were never wrong, / the old 

Masters…”—so too does a poet like Piatt make judgments about the particular collections at a 

site of national significance like the U.S. capitol dome. To study the ekphrasis of public sites and 

monuments, I am arguing, is by extension to study the public sphere and the broader cultural 

relationships between literature and the visual arts. Jean Hagstrum's The Sister Arts remains a 

touchstone for theorizing these broader relationships. As his title suggests, Hagstrum surveys the 

broad and tangled history of ut pictura poesis, focusing his attention primarily on “iconic” 

literature, defined variously as “description” or “response” to a notional or real work of art (18). 

Though Hagstrum generally prefers to use the description “iconic” over the Latinized 

“ecphrasis,” his sense of an iconic literature about another, plastic form of art anticipates the 

more recent scholarship of James A.W. Heffernan and W.J.T. Mitchell. Unlike these later 

scholars, who are responsible for applying structural analyses to the matter of ekphrasis, 

Hagstrum remains focused on the iconic convention stretching back to Classical theorists such as 

Simonides and Horace. The history drawn in The Sister Arts is too complex for an appropriate 

rehearsal here, but Hagstrum argues persuasively that the theories of ut pictura poesis, as well as 

the Renaissance tradition of the paragone, or rivalry between the arts, commonly inform the 

aesthetic principles and ideals of English neoclassicism. Since Hagstrum published The Sister 

Arts, scholars have noted the complex intersections between literature and the plastic arts in the 

late eighteenth century. Luisa Calè cites a number of galleries inspired by the works of 

Shakespeare and Milton, as well as anthologies devoted to the “literary gallery,” as a means of 
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better establishing the literary reservoir painters like Fuseli would draw upon in the nineteenth 

century.11 Christopher Rovee considers the gallery as an architectural and textual phenomenon, 

perceiving in the increasing availability of public exhibitions a democratizing space 

incorporating various social bodies.12  

Central to Hagstrum's argument--as well as to the experience of reading The Sister Arts--

is the concept of a gallery. The Sister Arts, much like John Hollander's more recent The Gazer's 

Spirit, indulges in some humor by calling the selected poems and images that make up its archive 

a gallery, that genre associated with curating the visual arts within museums. Poets have made 

frequent references to the gallery in literary form, whether this be in the shape of Philostratus' 

Imagines or William Carlos Williams Pictures from Brueghel and Other Poems. With some 

creativity, Auden’s The Shield of Achilles might be thought of as a gallery condensed into that 

most microcosmic of forms that Angus Fletcher calls the ornament.13 These projects commonly 

borrow a collection concept from the visual arts as a formal organizational device, urging readers 

toward rethinking the archive through the gallery as a collection deploying literature in the 

curatorial service of the plastic arts. Even as this sense of gallery derives its identity through the 

museum, Rovee's understanding of exhibition suggests a broader reading of how curated 

environments might educate, inspire, and challenge various social bodies within a city. Such a 

definition includes the familiar literary galleries of a Philostratus, an Auden, or a Williams; 

however, this definition of a gallery might also encompass the literary curation of public spaces 

such as the U.S. Capitol, which features several commemorative spaces and galleries. The 

nineteenth-century British public gallery, of course, is a very different beast than the nineteenth-

century U.S. Capitol. By connecting these two architectural and social phenomena by the thread 
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of the gallery, I am seeking to treat national spaces and the public gallery as similar but not 

identical, with the former being more ambient in its boundaries.  

 

The Trailblazer’s Gaze 

 For whom does Piatt imagine the Statue of Freedom performs? As we witnessed with the 

example of the National Statuary Hall, commemoration opens up a chasm between individual 

and collective belief. Curatorial literature like ekphrasis redefines the relationship between the 

monument and the Big Other, encouraging readers toward a different interpretation of History 

and the citizen. The Statue of Freedom and the scenes in the East Portico indicate another sense 

of history than the familiar controversy surrounding Heritage. This other, more cynical, sense of 

History privileges the frontier, a concept that would receive its fullest formulations in the 

respective historiographies of Frederick Jackson Turner and Theodore Roosevelt only a 

generation after the publication of Piatt’s poem. Though scholarly attention has been paid to 

what Richard Slotkin usefully compares and contrasts as Turner’s and Roosevelt’s frontier 

theses, the rhetorical similarities between these seminal texts and the poetic office of ekphrasis 

remains an understudied aspect of broader scholarly efforts within cultural studies seeking to 

trace the trajectories of textual production and ideology.      

In “The Significance of the Frontier in American History” (1893), Frederick Jackson 

Turner claims the repeated encounter of Europeans with the conditions of the American 

continent necessitated a nativist turn that steadily transformed these settlers into members of a 

uniquely American civilization. Though Turner’s essay is putatively aimed at explaining the 

“history of the colonization of the Great West” and, by extension, the “peculiarity of American 

institutions,” the language of the first paragraphs return again and again to the notion of 
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expansion as the only constants peculiar to U.S. history. In an echo of Jeffersonian revolution, 

Turner perceives the geographic expansion of white settlers as a positive cultural regression: the 

wilderness “masters” the colonist, finding him European “in dress, industries, tools, modes of 

travel, and thought” but forcing him to “strip off the garments of civilization” and wear the 

“hunting shirt and the moccasin.” In Turner’s own account, then, we discover not so much a 

virgin land as much as a wilderness filled with tropes. In addition to hunting shirts and 

moccasins, Turner provides a litany of others: Cherokee and Iroquois log cabins, Indian corn, 

even such markers of savagery as shouting “the war cry” and scalping. As part of his expansion, 

the colonist must appropriate the cultural artifacts that necessarily pre-exist him or die; and by 

taking on these existing tropes, this insignia, the colonist fashions himself into something neither 

European nor Indian. The colonist, in other words, is doubly apostrophic—not quite the 

Germanic of his ancestors and not quite Indian, but Janus-faced, looking toward both the 

European and the native as figures of identification and difference.  

Theodore Roosevelt’s own assessment of the frontier emphasizes the racial and linguistic 

integrity of Germanic colonization of the Americas. Unlike the Spanish and Portuguese 

colonizers, who had thoroughly intermixed with natives, English-speaking peoples had managed 

to retain their race and their language without contamination. In the first volume of Winning the 

West, the spread of “English-speaking peoples” over the world’s “waste spaces” constitutes the 

single greatest phenomenon in world history, and Roosevelt takes special pleasure in marking the 

gaps between a formerly marginalized language and its modern, global status:  

“The names of the plays that Shakespeare wrote are household words in the mouths of 

mighty nations, whose wide domains were to him more unreal than the realm of Prester 

John. Over half the descendants of their fellow countrymen of that day now dwell in 
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lands which, when these three Englishmen were born, held not a single white inhabitant; 

the race which, when they were in their prime, was hemmed in between the North and the 

Irish seas, to-day holds sway over worlds, whose endless coasts are washed by the waves 

of the three great oceans.”    

Roosevelt’s emphasis on scientific and literary pedigree sheds some light on his rather muddled 

constellation of Germanic people. At one point, Slotkin puzzles over Roosevelt’s inclusion of 

French Huguenots within the Teutonic pantheon (“… Protestant is sufficient”); Roosevelt’s 

strange sense of racial organization aside, the English language offers a convenient if slippery 

alibi to the telos of history: even if the stock of a particular region remains less racially Teutonic, 

the mere presence of English indicates the touch of the great Germanic march.  

As Richard Slotkin explains, both Turner and Roosevelt drew upon an “ideology of 

American uniqueness and world mission” that dated back to at least the Puritanical concepts like 

the “Errand into Wilderness” (609). Though the East Portico statues were ultimately removed in 

1958 as part of a longstanding popular and legislative effort, the U.S. Capitol building continues 

to rehearse forms of History defined by the frontier. This performance of a white settler 

civilization defined by its (often violent) contacts with native peoples has shifted from the 

explicit conflict represented by “The Discovery” and “The Rescue” for the romance and 

nostalgia of hunter-hero figures encountering a wilderness filled with nativist tropes. In 

particular, the trailblazer elides with the hunter-hero figure, a character who willingly enters into 

the wilderness—a place of metaphorical darkness and literal danger—in order to master land, 

beast, and Indian. Importantly, Slotkin identifies a certain contamination that occurs between 

hunter-hero and hunted, so that his experience is an initiation “into the Indian life of the 

wilderness, and he comes to share some of the Indian’s spirit through the very act of hunting the 
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Indian to death” (44). Such contamination is ambivalent, indicating at once the hunter-hero’s 

native prowess but also marking him as impure, a kind of defect in virtue and race behavior. 

 The positive connotations of a “trailblazer” continue to inform the politics of 

representation at the U.S. Statuary Hall. Because of the sheer number of statues in the gallery, I 

will restrict my present analysis to those figures that represent or have represented California. 

Originally, the two statues commemorated Thomas Starr King, an early advocate for California 

to remain with the Union before and during the Civil War, and Father Junipero Serra, the founder 

of the California Mission system. In 2009, a statue commemorating Ronald Reagan replaced 

King. Though the decision to remove King was not without controversy, the figure of Father 

Serra remains a perennial topic in the California legislature. During Pope Francis’ 2015 tour of 

the United States, controversy erupted over His Holiness’ decision to canonize Father Serra as a 

saint. The website Catholic Online credits the Franciscan monk with founding 21 missions in 

California and for the conversion of “thousands of Indians,” who were additionally taught 

“sound methods of agriculture, cattle raising, and arts and crafts.” Pope Francis characterized 

Serra as an enthusiastic trailblazer, “going forth to meet people, learning and valuing their 

particular customs and ways of life.” The first saint to be canonized on U.S. soil, Father Serra’s 

elevation to sainthood outraged many critics, who consider the Franciscan’s conversion 

techniques and practices barbaric and even genocidal. Valentin Lopez, chairman of the Amah 

Mutsun Tribal Band located along Monterey Bay in California, drew distinctions between the 

figure of Jesus and Father Serra, claiming there was no “Jesus Christ lifestyle” that took place at 

the missions Serra founded (qtd. in Burke).  

Designed by Ettore Cadorin and gifted to the Hall in 1931, the statue portrays Serra in the 

traditional robes of the Franciscan order. In his right hand, Serra lifts a cross; in his left, Serra 
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holds a model of one of the 21 missions he is credited with founding with the Holy Bible as 

architectural and metaphorical foundation (figure 4). During his speech at the National Statuary 

Hall, Pope Francis acknowledged “tragically, the rights of those who were here long before us 

were not always respected,” adding that early contacts between the native people and Europeans 

“were often turbulent and violent” (Francis). However, he said that “it is difficult to judge the 

past by the criteria of the present.” Only days after delivering this speech in the U.S. Capitol 

building, another statue of Father Serra located at Carmel Mission, where the body of the 

recently-canonized saint is buried, was damaged by vandals (Miller). The damage included the 

toppled statue, desecrated graves, and graffiti that apparently read: “The Saint of Genocide.”  

Given the discomfort associated with Father Serra, the California Senate proposed 

replacing the Serra statue in the National Statuary Hall with a statue of Sally Ride, the first 

woman in space and a prominent member of the LGBT community. The vote was postponed 

owing to the Pope’s visit, which many legislators feared would appear disrespectful. Fans of 

Father Serra’s statue, not to be outdone, flooded the Facebook page of Assembly Speaker Toni 

Atkins (D-San Diego), the resolution’s principal coauthor. Kurt Chirbas, a reporter at the Los 

Angeles Times, characterized supporters of changing the statue with Sally Ride as a method to 

modernize the state’s sculptural representation in the U.S. Capitol with another “trailblazer.” The 

overlap of one frontier (perhaps the final?) replacing another notwithstanding, the figures of 

Father Serra, President Reagan, and a speculative Sally Ride mark different positions of 

imagining the hunter-hero character of American mythology, a figure who seeks out a frontier 

and establishes himself through violence. President Reagan deliberately leaned on his acting 

career (as well as his residence in Simi Valley, now the location of the Reagan Library) to evoke 

a sense of rugged individualism through such props as jeans and cowboy hats that evoke an 
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imaginary frontier and a conservative politics; finally, the most-recent “trailblazer” of Sally 

Ride—first woman in space, an outspoken member of the LGBT community—suggests that the 

West (especially California) remains a place of professional opportunity and social freedom. 

Each position, in some sense at least, assumes the tabula rasa Jane Tompkins perceives in the 

horizontally flat landscapes of Westerns that history—indigenous, economic, or social—might 

somehow be overcome through geographic relocation and individual triumph.14 The gap between 

the official iconography of a monument and its literary interpretation affords readers an 

important moment of hesitation to reflect and reconsider the kinds of messages conveyed in 

national spaces. Though Piatt’s poem ultimately urges the Statue of Freedom (and, by extension, 

the fate of the United States) to the West in a problematic gesture, the poem’s supplementing of 

the statue’s “savage garments” call attention to the incongruities of forging a nationalist identity 

along racial lines.  

 

NOTES

																																																								
1 Framing, photography, and the panorama play a significant role in the development of Romantic and modernist 
aesthetics. For an excellent survey of the parallel developments of visual technologies and poetic practice, see Scott 
Hess’ “William Wordsworth and Photographic Subjectivity,” Nineteenth-Century Literature, vol. 63, no. 3, 
December 2008, pp. 283-320.  
2 Hess treats the prospect as a concept in his article, especially the Claudian landscape as an influence upon 
Wordsworth. For a more extensive history of the prospect and its relationship to power, see Denis Cosgrove’s 
“Prospect, Perspective and the Evolution of the Landscape Idea,” Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographers, vol. 10, no. 1, 1985, pp. 45-62.  
3 Acknowledging Bishop’s general position of political disengagement and expressed anxieties about being labeled a 
Communist, Alexrod nevertheless discovers in the poem elements of political critique: “The poem defends against 
the threat of being labeled Communist by appearing to be nonpartisan and apolitical while fissuring this defense just 
sufficiently to satisfy a wish for rebellion” (850).   
4 See Hollander’s The Gazer’s Spirit, pp. 205-8.  
5 See Fryd’s essay, “Two Sculptures for the Capitol: Horatio Greenough’s ‘Rescue’ and Luigi Persico’s ‘Discovery 
of America,’ American Art Journal, vol. 19, no. 2, Spring 1987.  
6 I owe my language here to Avril Bell’s Relating Indigenous and Settler Identities: Beyond Domination, Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2014.  
7 Zizek addresses disavowal with money as the principle example: “Here we have touched a problem unsolved by 
Marx, that of the material character of money: not of the empirical, material stuff money is made of, but of the 
sublime material, of that other ‘indestructible and immutable’ body which persists beyond the corruption of the body 
physical—this other body of money is like the corpse of the Sadeian victim which endures all torments with its 
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beauty immaculate. The immaterial corporality of the ‘body within the body’ gives us a precise definition of the 
sublime object…the indestructible ‘body-within-the-body’ exempted from the effects of wear and tear is always 
sustained by the guarantee of some symbolic authority” (18-9).  
8 See James Francis’ “Metal Maidens, Achilles’ Shield, and Pandora: The Beginnings of ‘Ekphrasis,’” American 
Journal of Philology, vol. 130, no. 1, Spring 2009, 1-23. 
9 See Bodnar’s Remaking America: Public Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in the Twentieth Century, 
Princeton University Press, 1993. 
10 In expanding the scope and motivations of ekphrasis to include events, the spirit of Schneck’s argument aligns 
rather closely with Goldhill’s conception of Hellenic ekphrasis, which was ultimately a kind of supplemental 
education in culture.  
11 See Calè, Fuseli’s Milton Gallery: “Turning Readers into Spectators,” Clarendon Press, 2007. 
12 See Rovee, Imagining the Gallery: The Social Body of British Romanticism, Stanford University Press, 2006. 
13 See Fletcher, Allegory: The Theory of a Symbolic Mode, Cornell University Press, 1964. 
14 “So the desert is the classic Western landscape, rather than the rain forests of the Pacific Northwest or the valleys 
of California, because of the messages it sends,” Tompkins writes. “It does not give of bird or bush. Fertility, 
abundance, softness, fluidity, may-layeredness are at a discount here. The desert offers itself as the white sheet on 
which to trace a figure. It is a tabula rasa on which man can write, as if for the first time, the story he wants to live” 
(74). 
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Chapter Five 

Envoicing the Statue of Liberty 

 

In September 2015, Governor John Kasich fielded questions regarding President 

Obama’s recent declaration that the U.S. would accept ten thousand Syrian refugees. Though 

images of these refugees camping in train stops, protesting outside barbed wire fences, and 

marching miles to reach asylum had been broadcasted in social media and nightly news for 

weeks, many politicians and pundits in the U.S. remained skeptical about President Obama’s 

plan, citing the ongoing civil war in Syria and persistent anxieties about radical elements 

entering the U.S. under the auspices of asylum. Governor Kasich, who had been running a 

primary campaign contrastive to the xenophobic rhetoric of Donald Trump, responded to Sean 

Hannity’s questions with an answer that reiterated his commitment to both security and 

inclusion: “We try to do the kind of check, and if it requires a change in immigration, which I 

think frankly, we need. But I wouldn’t say to these people, ‘You can’t come in.’ I mean, we’ve 

got the Statue of Liberty that says ‘Give us your tired, your poor’” (Rappeport).   

Of course, the Statue of Liberty does not “say” anything: To paraphrase Plato’s response 

to Phaedrus, the colossus of New York Harbor remains majestic in her silence. The language 

Governor Kasich cites in his interview comes not from the statue, but from a sonnet. “The New 

Colossus,” penned by Emma Lazarus in 1883 for a fundraiser benefiting the Statue of Liberty’s 

pedestal, continues to provide arguments about immigration with commonplaces most 

Americans know well enough to mangle:  

 
Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame,  
With conquering limbs astride from land to land;  
Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand  
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A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame  
Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name  
Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand  
Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command  
The air-bridged harbor that twin cities frame.  
“Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!” cries she  
With silent lips. “Give me your tired, your poor,  
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,  
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.  
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,  
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!” 

 

The sonnet contains Liberty’s famous injunction to the nations of the world to send their poor, 

their tired, and their huddled masses yearning to breathe free; in addition to this commonplace, 

Lazarus’ sonnet also transformed a colossus originally intended to celebrate international 

republicanism between France and the United States into a “Mother of Exiles,” as well as 

conceiving of New York Harbor as a “golden door” open to immigrants. Governor Kasich’s nod 

to Lazarus’ poem during a moment of anxiety about immigration affirms persistent role of poem 

and monument in repeating what Max Cavitch has described as the “lingua franca of an 

American integrationist fantasy” (1). Though Governor Kasich includes only two of the three 

most famous appellations for immigrants from a speaking Liberty (he does not mention the 

“huddled masses yearning to breathe free,” perhaps the most apt description of the refugees in 

question), his rhetoric maintains the inherent paradox of an integrationist fantasy even as it skirts 

the contradictoriness lurking within that fantasy: there will be more thorough checks under his 

presidency, certainly, but the United States will not turn away those seeking asylum. That the 

Statue of Liberty would be cited as evidence in Governor Kasich’s earlier position indicates the 

continuing relevance of literature about monuments in the formation (and reformation) of certain 

cultural topoi. Even if Lazarus’ poem today is obscure, selections of its language have provided a 

template for countless appropriations, reproductions, and applications that continue to infiltrate 
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our political and cultural lingua franca. The enduring misprision connecting Lazarus’ sonnet to 

the voice of Liberty suggests “The New Colossus,” and much of the literature written about 

monuments, seeks the same ends as its putative subject but through different artistic means. If 

the pun can be forgiven, Lazarus takes liberties with Liberty: the poet tears and sunders the 

original iconography to suit her own artistic and personal needs.  

Formally speaking, most scholars would include “The New Colossus” under the heading 

of ekphrasis. Though this term has a history too complex to rehearse here, James A.W. 

Heffernan provides an elegant definition of ekphrasis as the “literary representation of graphic 

representation” (299). Unlike previous theorists of ekphrasis, Heffernan argues authors like 

Lazarus do not seek a still moment in a painting or statue; instead, these authors tease out the 

narratives that would otherwise remain implicit or untold in silent works of art. Returning to the 

etymological roots of ekphrasis as a “speaking out” or “giving voice,” Heffernan emphasizes the 

similarity of literary re-presentations with prosopopoeia, a rhetorical device of projecting a voice 

(and therefore identity) onto objects, and with epigram. Together, prosopopoeia and epigram 

“envoice” silent works of art, bringing these objects into the realm of speech while also, of 

course, attenuating its narratives according to the speaker’s preferences. In this dual role of 

interpreter and co-creator, the ekphrastic author curates and advocates for a story from another 

work of art.  

The re-presentations of the same work of art may be wildly different. Thomas Aldrich, 

editor of the Atlantic Monthly, published a poem titled “Unguarded Gates” (1895) in which he 

urges Liberty—a “white goddess”—to raise a sword rather than a book against immigrants. 

Indeed, it is difficult not to read the third stanza of the poem as rebuttal to the pitiful but 
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sympathetic “tempest-tossed” refugees of Lazarus’ sonnet, even if there is no evidence Aldrich 

was aware of “The New Colossus”:  

O Liberty, white Goddess! is it well  
To leave the gates unguarded? On thy breast  
Fold Sorrow’s children, soothe the hurts of fate,  
Lift the down-trodden, but with hand of steel  
Stay those who to thy sacred portals come          
To waste the gifts of freedom. Have a care  
Lest from thy brow the clustered stars be torn  
And trampled in the dust. For so of old  
The thronging Goth and Vandal trampled Rome,  
And where the temples of the Cæsars stood          
The lean wolf unmolested made her lair. 

 

The important stakes of immigration necessarily always inspire the serious defenses and 

accusations of poets. O. Henry’s “The Lady Higher Up” (1911) consists of a dialogue between 

the Diana of the Tower (a statue once topping Madison Square Garden) and the Statue of 

Liberty, portraying the latter as a tired if sympathetic figure who speaks with an Irish brogue. 

Unlike Lazarus’ mother of exiles and Aldrich’s white goddess, Henry’s Liberty stands as a figure 

of partial assimilation that becomes more human through her engagements with other statues.  

Though “Unguarded Gates” and “The Lady Higher Up” are generally forgotten today, 

their literary representation of a monument by making it speak—or, in Aldrich’s case, of 

speaking on its behalf—suggests bestowing a voice to Liberty brings her distant and colossal 

iconography at least closer to the everyday speech (and concerns) of ordinary citizens. In the 

examples of Lazarus, Aldrich, and Henry, who commonly ventriloquize or speak up for Liberty, 

ekphrasis marks a curious genre of projecting and even multiplying voices. Mikhail Bakhtin, 

who famously organizes genres according to their ability to represent multiple voices, 

championed the novel as the only literary form capable of rendering the richness of 

contemporary speech registers and, therefore, of modern class dynamics. Though “The New 



160 
 

Colossus,” “Unguarded Gates,” and “The Lady Higher Up” could not be said to be novels in-

and-of-themselves, I will be arguing these texts dialogize the Statue of Liberty through the 

medium of literature, removing the monument off of its pedestal, in a manner of speaking and 

thrusts it into the realm of discourse where it must be speak (or be spoken for) and address civic 

concerns. The curatorial power of the ekphrastic author role reaches different types of publics, 

intervening between monument and public sphere and influencing the ways that readers interpret 

the graphic elements of the colossus. Lazarus’ poem therefore demonstrates literature about 

modern monuments can formulate new publics through the circulation of its interpretations of 

graphic iconographies through reproduction and accelerated transmission. This chapter, then, 

will be its own kind of curation of the Statue of Liberty and her many voices.   

 

Envoicement and Dialogization 

The monument remains mute before the living audience that gazes upon it; or, if we wish 

to incorporate vision, the iconography of the monument continues to represent the same narrative 

over and over. This problem is a very old one in the Western imagination, dating back at least to 

Plato’s Phaedrus in which paintings and written texts present us with majestic silence or idiotic 

repetition, so that muteness and inscription amount to the same impasse. In his introduction to 

The Gazer’s Spirit, an anthology of ekphrastic poetry and its respective objets d’art, John 

Hollander translates this moment in Phaedrus as follows: 

“You know, Phaedrus, that’s the strange thing about writing, which makes it truly 

analogous to painting. The painter’s products stand before us as though they were alive, 

but if you question them, they maintain a most majestic silence. It is the same with 

written words; they seem to talk to you as if they were intelligent, but if you ask them 
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anything about what they say, from a desire to be instructed, they go on telling you just 

the same thing forever.”   

I am tempted to call this conversation the first instance of ekphrasis in philosophy, or at least the 

first philosophical warning against ekphrasis. It is only telling that we learn of it by dialogue. 

The “majestic silence” of graphic works collapses into the same problem as the repetition of 

texts. For Plato, silence is no good if we wish to engage in dialectics, and writing only repeats 

itself, useless should we wish to be instructed through dialogue. Painting and writing point to the 

same deficiency, even if one is mute and the other endlessly looped: neither responds to voice. 

These examples are closed to the engagements that Plato imagines for voice, which always 

implies the very dialogue that will carry us, if we are diligent enough, to Truth.  

Plato’s philosophical ekphrasis provides a template for those classic binaries of breath, 

creativity, spirit, and voice on one side and death and writing on the other. The rehearsal of these 

binaries informs an important component of the ekphrasis tradition, namely literature about 

monuments and public works. Ekphrasis is first and foremost a phenomenon of voice, meaning 

to “speak out” in ancient Greek. This etymology calls attention to its origins in vocalic action. 

Following Merleau-Ponty, we might say that ekphrasis is originally not about representation per 

se so much as it is about a “singing of the world,” an activity that begins inside the speaker's 

body and then issues forth to produce any number of effects out there in exterior environments. 

Stephen Connor's excellent history of ventriloquism--and I would hasten to add, cultural history 

of voice--attributes to this cleaving of interior and exterior vocal phases a reflexivity that is 

unique among the many forms of human expression, so that voice is a medium that always 

requires and requisitions space (5). The verb form of ekphrasis, ekphrazien, especially affirms 

Connor's observation, denoting a speaker's capacity to give or to bestow voice, presumably for 
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entities or settings that otherwise cannot speak. When considered in light of its verb form, 

ekphrasis requisitions space that had formerly been a mute Other and saturates it with the 

speaker's voice. The Other might be a person rendered mute by nature or by politics. The Other 

might also be a scene, an animal, or an inanimate object. At once vague and extensive, this sense 

of ekphrasis evokes the animating, even magical, powers of utterance, and we can see how in the 

effort to give or bestow voice upon a ruin is, at least partially, a bid to cross the aesthetic 

threshold of life and death. Ekphrasis is therefore a peculiar formal condition, which seems to 

always point outside the edges of itself—as a mode of writing, ekphrasis could be elegantly 

described by the physical trope of allusion, a turning toward something else, or by the temporal 

trope of metalepsis, repetition with alterity. 

In his well-known essay “Ekphrasis and Representation,” James A.W. Heffernan tenders 

not only a definition of ekphrasis that has now become standard, but a lengthy analysis 

challenging the established wisdom of scholars like Joseph Frank and Murray Krieger, who had 

argued literature seeks after—and sometimes accomplishes!—the stillness of images. Arguing 

ekphrasis should be distinguished from pictorialism, or “representing the world with the aid of 

pictorial techniques” (300), and iconicity, or literature “ap[ing] the shapes of pictures in order to 

represent natural objects,” Heffernan settles on his well-known formulation: ekphrasis is the 

literary representation of graphic representation. This definition allows Heffernan to analyze a 

tradition ranging from the Shield of Achilles to John Ashbery’s “Self Portrait in a Convex 

Mirror” according to a narrative mode employing “one medium of representation to represent 

another,” a mode which simultaneously celebrates and challenges literary representation itself 

(300-1). Citing such disparate authors as Homer, Philostratus the Elder, Dante, Byron, and 

Ashbery, Heffernan casts the ekphrastic author as a literary curator who finds it necessary to 
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explain the appearance and significance of a given object, statue, or painting to readers. 

Heffernan cautions that not all ekphrasis involves narration; rather, he has in mind a more 

general trend regarding the adaption of the visual to the literary: “language releases a narrative 

impulse which graphic art restricts, and that to resist such an impulse takes a special effort of 

poetic will” (302).      

By foregrounding curation as an essential rhetorical component to ekphrasis, Heffernan 

also involves other traditions of literary supplementation in his analysis, including prosopopoeia 

and epigrams. Prosopopoeia, “or the rhetorical technique of envoicing a silent object,” shares a 

family resemblance to inscriptions at the base of sepulchers and statues, which “allowed the 

mute still object to identify itself in statements like, ‘I am the tomb of famous Glauca’ (third 

century B.C.) and ‘I am the column of Xenvares, son of Meixis, upon his grave’ (600 B.C.)” 

(302). Both prosopopoeia and epigrams add voice to the silence of objects, though as the case 

may be with graffiti and other forms of what Susan Stewart calls “bad writing,” these types of 

belated representation might add a cacophony of voices to silence. Even as prosopopoeia carries 

implications of ventriloquism unique to the physical conditions of throwing a voice, it remains a 

belated order of representation in Heffernan’s analysis. Prosopopoeia and epigram belong within 

the category of supplement, or what Jacques Derrida famously defines as a “sign of a sign, taking 

the place of a speech already significant,” which might be ambiguously interpreted as an addition 

to plenitude or as a concealment of absence (Derrida 281, 144). The supplement exists in a 

quantum state of undecidability between the accretion of writing on the one hand and 

substitution of empty signifiers on the other.  

Paul de Man’s “Autobiography as Defacement” probably serves as the most complete 

meditation upon the relationship between epigrams and prosopopoeia, especially within a critical 
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tradition that regards the so-called “logocentrism” of Western philosophy suspect. de Man takes 

as his principal subject Wordsworth’s Essays upon Epitaphs, a collection meditating upon those 

epigram appearing on gravestones. In the Essays, Wordsworth construes deprivation as a figure 

of disruption in a speaker’s symbolic network, so that the witness of “maimed men, drowned 

corpses, blind beggars, [and] children about to die” must discover through the mediations of 

poetry a method of restoration (924-5). The Essays accomplish this restoration through the 

mediation of prosopopoeia, in which objects acquire intelligibility by means of rendering them a 

voice, which assumes a mouth and the identity associated with a face (926). The crisis produced 

by this transference of identity is that it always attempts to transform the “dead-figure” of signs 

with the poet’s spirit—itself a “receptacle without bounds or dimensions” according to 

Wordsworth—so that in attempting to mediate the distances between writing and voice, trope 

and identity, the poet remains locked in the language of metaphor, rendering the outside world a 

“succession of voiceless tropes” (927, 929-30) that never adequately capture the voice of the 

soul. 

While the work of Derrida and de Man has qualified the hope of preserving identity 

through signs, the envoicement Heffernan identifies in ekphrasis need not be regarded only with 

disappointment. In the examples of “The New Colossus,” “Unguarded Gates,” and “The Lady 

Higher Up,” the literary power to envoice a silent statue enables authors to ventriloquize or speak 

on behalf of a monument, suggesting ekphrasis promises civic and even democratic engagement 

through literary re-presentation. The ekphrasis of public monuments especially provides 

opportunities for authors to curate visual iconography outside the realm of the institutional, 

social, and political hegemonies responsible for originally commissioning and erecting the 

monument. Writing about site-specific modernist and postmodernist poetry, Lytle Shaw proposes 
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the important dynamics of amateurism, which liberate the poet from aesthetic and political 

compromises in her work. Considering the significant variation of the stories that Lazarus, 

Aldrich, and Henry tell about the Statue of Liberty, we may also add to Lytle’s amateur the 

component of the vigilante, a concerned citizen and author who, to paraphrase Heffernan, uses 

language as a means of explaining a colossus by constructing a narrative.  

Though the projects of such amateur-vigilantes does not always represent the imaginary 

compacts most readers would champion (“Unguarded Gates” is just one example of odious 

sentiment carved into verse), the capacity for an author to curate a monument suggests ekphrasis 

connects with Mikhail Bakhtin’s interest in the history of representation and voice. The 

irreverent, even illegal connotations of this association suggests that ekphrasis shares a basic 

affinity with Mikhail Bakhtin’s sense of the novel, that polyglot and polyvocal genre 

encompassing the entire rich array of human speech and social activity, because of a common 

capacity of both narrative types to represent multiple types of speech. Though it may be strange 

to conjure a theorist of the novel and a polemicist against the lyric within an essay about a mode 

of writing overwhelmingly associated with poetry, Bakhtin is most helpful here to elaborate the 

(possibly) democratizing powers of ekphrasis when it speaks on behalf of monuments, 

architecture, and ruin.  

Bakhtin famously develops his notion of dialogism through his investigation of the novel, 

a literary form containing characteristics like a “stylistic three-dimensionality” derived from the 

novel’s interest in various kinds of speech and the novel’s “maximal contact with the present” 

(11). Against the novel, Bakhtin proposes the epic and, in the later essay “Discourse in the 

Novel,” the lyric. The epic represents a world of “beginnings” and “peak times” hopelessly 

removed from its audience in a distant past; because this past was considered sacred, it was 
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incapable of alteration in the literature of future generations (13-5). Insofar as epic and lyric 

remain aloof to contemporary concerns and speech, these monologic genres resemble Plato’s 

conception of painting and literature as hopelessly separated from dialogue. At stake in Bakhtin’s 

criticism, as well as in Plato’s philosophy, is a question of textual alienation: neither the “closed 

time” of the epic nor the “monologic” lyric can represent the polyvocalism available at any given 

time to a living public. Bakhtin, unlike Plato, is deeply committed to praising texts that 

accommodate the dialogism of their cultures, which he perceives as being politically and socially 

liberating owing to his own cultural history of folk traditions. In his own version of philosophical 

ekphrasis, Bakhtin will compare the novel to clay and the epic to marble: the first can continually 

be molded, whereas the latter is fixed in stone. The lyric and the epic, so different in form, 

resemble one another in their dead artifice, which is to say, in their formal alienation from the 

languages of their readers and listeners.  

Bakhtin’s employment of sculptural metaphor further suggests that monuments and ruins, 

which harken back to points in heritage often interpreted as first and best, belong to epic time. 

Ekphrasis about these monuments and ruins puts their graphic iconographies into dialogic; in the 

case of a notional colossus, this epigramming of the epigram indicate the possibilities of 

achieving something like Bakhtin’s dialogic through the additions of an archive. Such additions 

do not necessarily amount to the polyvocalism Bakhtin imagines for the novel; however, the 

ekphrasis of monuments and ruins adds signatures upon a rhetorical commonplace, collapsing 

the theoretical distinctions between voice and writing. Addressing this specific concern in the 

field of avant-garde aesthetics, Marjorie Perloff prefers to use “signature” as a way of cleaving 

gestures of writing to gestures of identity. The “voice” that ekphrastic authors provide for their 

monuments as necessary fictions. Shelley’s poet suggests that all true ekphrastic literature does 



167 
 

not begin in the live-affirming reciprocity of actual voice but in the supplemental writing of the 

epigram. By invoking the particular tradition of epigram, these authors are also invoking a 

particular narrative about representation and its discontents. This dilemma reaches perhaps its 

richest form in epitaph, or the inscriptions on gravestones. Paul de Man, writing about 

Wordsworth’s Essays on Epitaphs, perceives in the epitaphic gesture—a gesture, I am claiming, 

that is part and parcel of the broader tradition of epigram—the trope of prosopopoeia, which de 

Man defines as the “fiction of an apostrophe to an absent, deceased or voiceless entity, which 

posits the possibility of the latter’s reply and confers upon it the power of speech” (926). 

Shelley’s poem exploits epigrammatic fiction as a means of indicating the impotence of a 

tyrannical colossus.  

The ventriloquism in “The New Colossus” also suggests another quality of ekphrasis 

about monuments: the poet’s supplement is an effort to make dialogic the “silent” monologue of 

statues, parks, great buildings, and tombs supposed to convey the very best of the state. To talk 

of monuments as monologues, however, seems to repeat the very same paradox of Lazarus’ poet: 

is not Liberty a silent, towering mass of iron? What I mean by monologue is a mode of 

representation rather like Bakhtin’s lyric, that “authoritarian, dogmatic and conservative” form of 

communication guilty of “sealing itself off from the extraliterary social dialects” (287). I have 

chosen the lyric not to evoke implicit agreement with Bakhtin—indeed, a great deal of good 

scholarship has responded critically to his treatment of the lyric—but rather as a useful heuristic 

for characterizing the establishment of monuments like the Statue of Liberty as officially 

sanctioned symbols, typically funded by taxpayers and prominent citizens and approved by 

various governments. Considered in this way, the Statue of Liberty and the literary supplements 
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it inspires become a tradition of bringing the monologue of monuments into the dialogism of 

literary texts. 

But ekphrasis remains subject to the very problems of representation that had plagued its 

ostensible subject. How then might the author wring blood from ruin? A strategy we find in 

Lazarus’ poem is the misprision or even wholesale reinvention of iconographies from the Statue 

of Liberty. By iconography, I mean something like Theodore Ziolkowski’s “things with a 

tangible reality in the context of a literary work,” which Ziolkowski distinguishes from rhetorical 

tropes and mental images (8). Liberty’s shifting iconography across texts suggests the 

supplementary status of literature about graphic monuments potentially can change 

interpretations of its visual imagery. The novelist Paul Auster, whose own fiction features a 

terrorist bent on destroying reproductions of the Statue of Liberty, has precisely named the 

power of such reproduction: “Bartholdi's gigantic effigy was originally intended as a monument 

to the principles of international republicanism, but ‘The New Colossus’ reinvented the statue's 

purpose, turning Liberty into a welcoming mother, a symbol of hope to the outcasts and 

downtrodden of the world” (508). Auster’s language points to a dramatic shift in popular 

interpretations of the Statue of Liberty, but the precise nature of this shift goes unmentioned. In 

the case of Lazarus’ reinvention of the gigantic effigy, the transformation begins with epigram 

and ends in ekphrasis.  

In this sense, the proliferation and dissemination of ekphrastic takes on the Statue of 

Liberty parallel developments in media technologies and the public sphere. As I claimed in an 

earlier chapter, the rivalry between literature and the graphic arts extends to media, with authors 

like Victor Hugo championing the book as affordable and liberating artifact in a digressive 

chapter of his novel, Notre-Dame de Paris. For Hugo, the book gnaws at the powers of 
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centralized authority and its embodiment in architecture, ultimately dissolving a unified Church 

and supplanting it with a second Tower of Babel. Hugo remains enthusiastic throughout the 

history of the book he tells, and his account of a discourse fragmenting a wider social body 

anticipates the important work of Michael Warner in formulating a discursive sense of the 

public. Bette Roth Young notes that the sonnet was all but forgotten after it was written, and the 

poem was not read during dedication ceremonies on October 28, 1886. It was not until 1903 

when a friend of Emma Lazarus successfully lobbied to have a plaque of the sonnet attached to 

the interior of the pedestal, which indelibly marked the Statue of Liberty with a literary 

supplement to its graphic iconography. As the historian Edward Berenson observes, Lazarus’ 

sonnet was all but forgotten three years after it was penned: no sources document that Lazarus’ 

poem was even read when the Statue of Liberty was officially unveiled on its new pedestal in 

1886. The second-life of the sonnet began when a friend of Lazarus successfully lobbied for a 

plaque inside the Statue, thus establishing an initial connection between poem and colossus 

through epigram. Soon this connection would be reproduced in other media, including textbooks, 

film, television shows and, most recently, as literary and graphic emblem of protest and tragedy 

during the Trump administration. 

When chiseled in stone or placed at the pedestal of a statue, the epigram remains as static 

and—somewhat paradoxically—as silent as the very statue it so often seeks to envoice. As a 

piece of literature moves away from inscription or graffiti and more towards oral performance 

and textuality, it moves from the practice of epigram to the genre of ekphrasis. From the poet’s 

perspective, artistic triumph cannot be achieved through originality, spectacle, or even durability: 

in each of these cases, the graphic monument has already won. But in terms of the iconography 

through which audiences perceive a monument, ekphrasis multiplies the supplement originally 
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suggested by the epigram. Through the circulation of various publications and reproductions, a 

poem has the opportunity to reach more people than a static monument ever could. As opposed 

to graphic monuments, the great advantage of the literature about monuments lies in portability 

and reach. Originally written as a means of funding the pedestal for the Statue of Liberty, the 

poem has become unmoored from context and now floats piecemeal as scattered fragments that 

are almost universally recognized, if almost universally out of context. Though Max Cavitch is 

correct when he claims that the poem is often not read even by those who cite it, “The New 

Colossus” nevertheless has managed to provide the popular imaginary with such commonplaces 

as interpreting of the Statue of Liberty as the “Mother of Exiles,” the famous injunction for the 

world to give the United States its tired, poor, and huddled masses “yearning to breathe free,” 

and the metaphoric interpretation of New York Harbor as a “golden door” open to all who are 

able to make the journey. Cavitch situates these commonplaces within the broader language of 

an “American integrationist fantasy” that has tended to obscure the “strangeness and danger and 

contradictoriness” of an assimilationist ideal (1). Scholars have excavated some of these 

dissonances in the composition and subsequent reproductions of “The New Colossus,” often 

emphasizing Lazarus’ complicated feelings toward the plight of Russian Jews as a principal 

reason for certain aristocratic choices in diction and poetic form.   

The process by which Lazarus’ sonnet becomes a series of commonplaces is through its 

transformation as a literary supplement. Importantly, the infamy of the poem would be secured 

by its presentation as a plaque, a fourteen-line epigram hung inside the very pedestal it helped to 

fund. Cavitch, for instance, argues for a connection between Lazarus’ complex identifications 

with Jewish refugees from Eastern Europe and her reluctant decision to compose the poem in 

1883 for the Bartholdi Pedestal fundraiser, which had become necessary as funding for the final 
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architectural element of the Statue had stalled. Citing the work of Philippe Roger, Cavitch 

associates the Statue of Liberty’s pretentions toward enlightenment and its colossal size with the 

golem, a monstrous statue brought to life that enacts its orders with terrifying ambiguity:  

“In folkloric versions of the golem legend, such as Jakob Grimm’s, the golem accrues 

power and size as it works to protect the Jews, ultimately becoming, in its strength and 

unpredictability, a threat to the Jews themselves. Having been endowed with life through 

the inscription on its forehead of the Hebrew word for ‘truth’ (‘emeth), the golem is 

unmade through the removal of the first letter, which renders him ‘dead’ (meth). (Cavitch 

6, quoting Scholem 159).      

What I would add to Cavitch’s fascinating argument is that both the Statue of Liberty and the 

golem are brought to life through a genre of writing that has always suggested death: the 

epigram. Derived from Greek roots meaning “writing upon a surface,” the epigram has enjoyed 

an extensive category both as phenomenon and poetic mode: most histories connect the brevity 

associated with epigrams to origins in the chiseling of phrases on pedestals, and yet the term has 

also been liberally applied to any writing seen as especially surprising and short, such as a 

review praising Rae Armantrout’s “epigrammatic” poetry. Following de Man, who goes on to 

argue that the semiotic sign “deprives and disfigures to the precise extent that it restores” (930), 

we might say that Lazarus’ poet has called attention to a predicament facing any epigrammatist: 

through inscription, the poet defaces the ur-text of the monument, engaging in aesthetic 

competition while at the same time calling attention to the basic fictions such a contest requires. 

As supplement to a graphic work of art, the epigram promises to complete the monument in the 

same way that the trope promises to sustain the poet’s identity; however, both modes of 
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metaphor fail to transcend their impasse because their methods simply multiply the original 

problem of representation through signs.  

In “The New Colossus,” of course, the Statue of Liberty is not only given a second face 

but also the voice that supposedly animates it. As literary supplement, the poem acknowledges 

its own fictions: silent lips speak, but only through their constant circulations and misprisions. 

What has begun as a sonnet immediately concerned with completing its monuments becomes, in 

the twentieth century, a series of commonplaces through reproduction. In a footnote, for 

instance, Cavitch provides a sample of other texts that include Liberty’s lines: films such as Hold 

Back the Dawn (1941) and Saboteur (1942); Irving Berlin’s Miss Liberty (1949); John F. 

Kennedy’s A Nation of Immigrants, originally published in 1958 as part of the Anti-Defamation 

League’s One Nation Library. In another footnote, Tim Prchal offers several recent examples of 

the golden door trope appearing in headlines, including a 2001 article of the National Review 

titled “Minding the Golden Door” and a 2002 San Francisco Chronicle article titled “An 

Unlucky Immigrant Shown the Golden Door” (48). The persistent circulations of Lazarus’ text 

ensure its continued relevance in the formation of publics around a monument that need not be 

sighted, only cited.1 These circulations often do violence to the original sonnet, either fudging 

specific language or editing out uncomfortable details. For instance, a second plaque of Lazarus’ 

poem is located in John F. Kennedy Airport—a place Cavitch has wryly characterized as a latter-

day Ellis Island—albeit in truncated form, so that the less desirable elements the poet names in 

the sestet do not greet arrivals to the United States (115). Such edits speak to the “noise” that 

necessarily enters into any reproduction of a text; however, what matters most to the persistence 

of a poem about a monument is not so much its total integrity as a work of art, but rather the 

resilience of a few phrases or lines as repeatable, portable expressions.2 That reinvention did not 
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occur in composition or in epigram, but in repeated (and limited) reproductions that continue to 

activate publics to this day.  

 

The Monument 

Lazarus’ poem also sketches out a polarizing history of colossi; though her own poem 

perceives in Bartholdi’s monument a feminine answer to a Greek predecessor, examples of these 

massive statues date back thousands of years earlier to at least Eighteenth Dynasty Egypt. The 

Colossi of Memnon—two sitting effigies of the Pharaoh Amenhotep III (figure 1)—provided 

nineteenth-century European painters and sculptors inspiration because of their sublime scale 

and age, and Bartholdi personally visited Colossi as an art student. Edward Berenson quotes an 

entry in Bartholdi’s diary about Bartholdi’s experience:  

“We are filled with profound emotion in the presence of these colossal witnesses, 

centuries old, of a past that is almost infinite...These granite beings, in their imperturbable 

majesty, seem to be listening still to the most distant antiquity. Their kindly and 

impassable glance seems to ignore the present and to be fixed on an unlimited future.” 

(qtd. in Berenson 19-20) 

Bartholdi interprets these colossi as symbols of an almost-infinite past, and though he talks of 

them as witnesses to this past and as possessing a certain presence, the colossi remain hopelessly 

separate from the present. The sculptors of these colossi have been long forgotten, but the 

products of their artistic efforts persevere. In addition to these surviving sitting figures, other 

colossi were part of Bartholdi’s artistic education and career. Berenson notes that the Colossus of 

Rhodes would have been suggested to Bartholdi’s through several engravings (the brazen statue 

of Greek fame was destroyed by an earthquake), and Bartholdi was part of a general “artistic 
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milieu” that could discover in Michelangelo’s David, G.B. Crespi’s St. Charles Borromeo, 

Ludwig Schwanthaler’s Bavaria (1848) and Ernst von Bandel’s Arminius (1875) the modern 

echoes of an ancient colossi tradition (17). Bartholdi’s first colossus was an effigy of Jean Rapp, 

one of Napoleon’s generals, which stood nearly twenty-five feet in height and could not be fit 

inside the exhibition hall (18-9). Bartholdi’s second significant foray into designing colossi 

occurred in 1869, when the sculptor was invited by Egypt’s Khedive Ismail to survey the site of 

the new Suez Canal and design drawings for a massive statue of a female goddess holding a 

torch above her head. Egypt Carrying the Light to Asia was never commissioned, however, and 

Bartholdi’s vision for a female goddess overlooking a major harbor would have to wait until 

after the disastrous Franco-Prussian War (22-4). Berenson explains that a large gift to the United 

States had been hatched in France as early as 1865 in order to celebrate the end of slavery 

following the Civil War by intellectuals like subscribing to “center-Left” republicanism, a 

political “sliver” uncomfortable with the increasingly authoritarian French Second Empire but 

also in similar offices of financial affluence as rivals in Napoleon III’s government (8-9). This 

1865 concept—as much a celebration as it was a memorialization of Lincoln’s assassination—

would later be modified as intellectuals like Laboulaye came to worry that the dramatic influx of 

German immigrants to the New World would tip U.S. support away from France and toward 

Prussia. 

When Bartholdi at last had his commission for Liberty Enlightening the World (the 

original title of the Statue of Liberty), he possessed a rich catalogue of female bodies to choose 

for his subject. These choices ranged from the hideous Harpies and Medusas of British 

pamphlets inveighing against the excesses of the French Revolution to the robed and Athena-like 

virgins imagined by Ange-Louis Janet and Eugene-Andree Oudine. Perhaps the most famous 
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examples of a scandalously revolutionary goddess today is Eugène Delacroix’s “Liberty Leading 

the People to the Barricades,” which presents a half-nude Marianne (a popular personification of 

France) stepping over the bodies of counter-revolutionaries during the July Revolution of 1830 

(figure 3). Delacroix’s Marianne holds aloft the tricolored flag of the Republic in her right hand 

and a bayoneted rifle in her left; importantly, she also wears the Phrygian cap of ancient Rome, 

“represent[ing] the liberation of the enslaved and the oppressed” (Berenson 11-2).  The 

iconography indicates a violent nationalism capable of uniting—and leading—a motley crew of 

top-hatted gentlemen, corsairs, and guttersnipes in violent revolution over Bourbon repression.  

Bartholdi, who had always found such representations of revolution contrary to both his 

personal politics and to his social position, avoids the radical connotations of Delacroix’s 

Marianne and chooses instead a more conservative Liberty. Berenson argues that Bartholdi must 

have been familiar with Janet’s “France Enlightening the World” (1848), as this Liberty not only 

closely resembles Bartholdi’s own Liberty with its upheld torch and robed female figure, but also 

seems to be the inspiration for the original title of the Statue of Liberty, “Liberty Enlightening 

the World” (14). Other, conservative Liberties presented themselves in Eugene-Andre Oudine’s 

“Medal of the Republic” (1848), and also in the figure of Athena (goddess of wisdom, among 

several other traits) that had been used to distinguish British liberties from the French Reign of 

Terror (Mitchell 34). These various iconographies suggest an array of associations between 

political affiliations and female sexuality. To conservatives, Robespierrian mobs are ruled by 

Gorgons; to Orleanists, the July Revolution of 1830 is guided by a topless Marianne; to the 

artists and socialites who helped make the Statue of Liberty possible, center-Left republicanism 

is embodied in a torch-bearer who loses her shackles but keeps on her robes. Neil Hertz 

perceives in these representations of liberty the conflation of political threats and sexual threats, 
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so that menacing forms of social relationships such as anarchy or the tyranny of the mob are 

represented by Burke as “Furies” and, in later political cartoons, as Medusas (17). The threat of 

political radicalism is figured as what W.J.T. Mitchell has brilliantly perceived as a reversal in 

the ekphrastic tradition: instead of a male poet arresting a beautiful (and typically feminine) 

object with his gaze, it is the hideous feminine gaze of the Medusa that petrifies men into works 

of art (33-5). Both Furies and Medusas call our attention to a lurking feminine violence 

suggesting castration or petrification; projected onto the matter of politics, these figures are 

invoked by authors like Burke to suggest the absence of masculine strength or the abundance of 

female hysteria.3  

In the final design patent submitted by Bartholdi, the Statue of Liberty holds a tabula 

ansata, or a scroll containing laws, in her left hand and a torch aloft in her right hand.4 The 

tabula ansata is inscribed with the date of July 4, 1776, suggesting a goddess guided by 

precedent and the due process of existing laws; however, its inscription also reminds us also of 

the legally dubious enunciation of any revolution. The broken shackles at the feet mark an end to 

servitude, a state of political emancipation emerging from pre-existing repression and thus 

evocative of a more historically enlightened, and therefore progressive, state of government. 

Together, the torch, the tabula ansata, and the broken chains communicate the achievement of 

liberty through reason and respect for law. Lurking within anxieties about protecting prevailing 

modes of justice and social interaction is Immanuel Kant’s scandalous critique of Rene 

Descartes’ provisional morality—“Reason about whatever you want whenever you want—but 

obey!”—that Slavoj Zizek has so brilliantly named as the symptom of the Enlightenment, its 

obverse in the perverse pleasure of following arbitrary social laws (87). This official ansata, 
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closer to Athena than Marianne, is precisely what enables the Statue of Liberty to become an 

acceptable monument to a French and American hegemony invested in addressing their publics.  

 

“The New Colossus” 

Fourth child in an established New York family of Sephardic Jews, Emma Lazarus was 

well-aware of the problems inherent to assimilation. Lazarus came to identify strongly with the 

international Jewish diaspora as well as her bourgeoisie upbringing in the United States, but 

harbored ambiguous feelings about the state of immigrants arriving in the country. Lazarus’ An 

Epistle to the Hebrews (1882-3) addresses the present state of Jewish people throughout the 

world, and though Bette Roth Young calls the fifteen essays in the collection generally “racist, 

derogatory, patronizing, apologetic, and harsh,” Young nevertheless agrees argues that the 

consistent theme of improvement through education has brought Lazarus’ legacy “enduring 

honor” (58). Lazarus was famously conflicted by the Tsarist anti-Jewish pogroms, which 

represented horrific acts against a population that was nevertheless “unfitted [sic] by nature and 

by education for competition for existence under American conditions” (qtd. in Young 58). 

Despite Lazarus’ nod to social Darwinism at this moment, Lazarus’ language suggests a 

commitment to the notion of education and progress: though many of these Russian Jews have 

suffered for centuries under the “darkness of a superstitious, obscurant religion,” Lazarus 

nevertheless believed that the relocated populations—possibly in Texas agricultural communities 

modeled after efforts in Palestine—should be taught the “Godliness of cleanliness, the dignity of 

womanhood, the delights of reason, the moral necessity of a broader humanity, the universal 

charity.” Even this undesirable population, Lazarus argues, deserves be shown the ropes of 

Anglo-American bourgeois civilization. Such rhetoric worries principally about immigrant 
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assimilation into existing modes of social conduct, and Lazarus’ emphasis on cleanliness, 

womanhood, and charity align her vision of liberty with a proto-Progressive vision inspired by 

the ideas of Henry George: liberty is only possible through a responsible democracy capable of 

lifting its poorest members into sanitary, safe conditions.  

As the title of Emma Lazarus’ sonnet indicates, the Statue of Liberty is part of the 

colossus tradition. The poem begins with the opposition of this modern, female figure with the 

Colossus of Rhodes:    

Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame, 
With conquering limbs astride from land to land; 
Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand 
A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame 
Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name 
Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand 
Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command 
The air-bridged harbor that twin cities frame. 

 

Under the putative demands of diegesis, the poet inaugurates a series of contrasts between the 

feminine figure of Liberty and the “brazen” Colossus of Rhodes: a “mighty woman” and also a 

“Mother of Exiles” with “mild eyes” that “command” all of New York Harbor. The poet implies 

through these descriptions that it is the Mother of Exiles who will conquer the future and do so 

through peace rather than war. The Colossus of Rhodes had been erected at the harbor of the city 

following a siege; the modern colossus of Liberty, by contrast, stands at her harbor as a figure of 

welcome. By opening borders of a nation rather than expanding them through battle, Liberty will 

fulfill—and perhaps even redeem—the ideal Republic that Antiquity could only promise to 

history. Her poet construes Liberty as the female opposite of the Colossus of Rhodes in several 

senses, a monument celebrating the “world-wide welcome” of other peoples rather than the 

conquest of nations.  
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  Liberty thus confirms our integrationist fantasy through a paradoxical invocation of 

nativism, justifying the naturalization of “wretched refuse” and the “homeless” as a fair bargain 

from the Old World. To advocate for immigration, Liberty seems to be reminding us, is to 

advocate for an original vision of America, one distinguishing the possibilities of the “golden 

door” from the ossified accomplishments of the Old World. Lazarus’ Liberty is both radical and 

conservative, ambivalence Cavitch associates with the female colossus that provides the sonnet 

with its inspiration. Acknowledging that the longstanding tradition of closing the Statue of 

Liberty during moments of national anxiety has much to do with practical evacuation concerns, 

Cavitch argues that the gendered iconology of the statue “has always encouraged viewers to 

regard it as an animated ideal whose relation to national power turns on a mortal and specifically 

feminine vulnerability” (2). This perceived vulnerability is not superficially obvious in Lazarus’ 

poem, which seems to stridently accept the socially and politically abject peoples of the world; 

however, scholars have begun to identify elements indicating dissonance in the poem. When the 

poet provides Liberty with the title of “Mother of Exiles,” for instance, it comes with trochaic 

insistence, fixing upon the symbolism of Bartholdi’s statue a second name with heaving, metrical 

disturbance. Daniel Morris, emphasizing the diction of the sonnet, points to the ornate language 

and blue-blooded phrasing of certain passages as indicative of Lazarus’ anxieties surrounding 

active and passage forms of citizenship.5 Aviva Taubenfeld, emphasizing poetic form, has 

ingeniously argued that the sonnet form of “The New Colossus” provides a conservative 

framework around an otherwise radical call for linguistic and ethnic openness. “The New 

Colossus” may be American in blood and color, this scholarship suggests, but European in tastes, 

opinions, morals, and intellect. 
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“Unguarded Gates” 

 As the source for several memes that continue to circulate throughout various publics, 

“The New Colossus” represents the most successful of many ekphrastic texts about the Statue of 

Liberty written between 1893 and 1911. Because epigram and ekphrasis share a basic similarity 

in their supplementary status to graphic works of art, both modes of writing also indicate that the 

process of forming new communities through the production of texts is an open-ended process, 

subject to various forms of misprision and limited reproduction. The voice of Liberty speaking 

from “silent lips” beseeching other nations to send their tired, poor, and huddled masses; the 

colossus as a “Mother of Exiles”; and the golden door trope continue to influence our national 

attitudes about the monument; however, the ability of one poet to address a monument indicates 

any number of other poets are equally able to do the same, thus establishing a rivalry between 

authors who seek to reproduce interpretations of graphic monuments through their work. Central 

to this paragonal contest for future publics is the repeated reproduction of lines, sentences, and 

phrases from the literary text. Though excisions and misprisions inevitably alter the popular 

understandings of ekphrastic literature, such texts nevertheless offer their publics with heuristics 

for comprehending the graphic work in question. Lazarus’ “The New Colossus” is just such an 

example of ekphrasis made massively popular. Other authors, such as Thomas B. Aldrich, O. 

Henry, and Israel Zangwill have all produced ekphrastic texts with the Statue of Liberty as a 

graphic influence. Together, these texts represent a garland of literature that has mostly been lost 

with the notable exception of Zangwill’s play “The Melting Pot,” which has enjoyed a second-

life almost as notorious in conversations about multiculturalism as Lazarus’ poem has in debates 

regarding immigration.  
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Published in 1895, “Unguarded Gates” is a poem in blank verse organized in three 

stanzas of uneven length. Written by Thomas Aldrich, editor of The Atlantic Monthly, 

“Unguarded Gates” reimagines the harbor in contradistinction to Lazarus’ golden door as an 

abandoned military post:  

Wide open and unguarded stand our gates,  
Named of the four winds, North, South, East, and West;  
Portals that lead to an enchanted land  
Of cities, forests, fields of living gold,  
Vast prairies, lordly summits touched with snow,          
Majestic rivers sweeping proudly past  
The Arab’s date-palm and the Norseman’s pine—  
A realm wherein are fruits of every zone,  
Airs of all climes, for, lo! throughout the year  
The red rose blossoms somewhere—a rich land,          
A later Eden planted in the wilds,  
With not an inch of earth within its bound  
But if a slave’s foot press it sets him free.  
Here, it is written, Toil shall have its wage,  
And Honor honor, and the humblest man          
Stand level with the highest in the law.  
Of such a land have men in dungeons dreamed,  
And with the vision brightening in their eyes  
Gone smiling to the fagot and the sword.  
  
Wide open and unguarded stand our gates,          
And through them presses a wild motley throng—  
Men from the Volga and the Tartar steppes,  
Featureless figures of the Hoang-Ho,  
Malayan, Scythian, Teuton, Kelt, and Slav,  
Flying the Old World’s poverty and scorn;          
These bringing with them unknown gods and rites,—  
Those, tiger passions, here to stretch their claws.  
In street and alley what strange tongues are loud,  
Accents of menace alien to our air,  
Voices that once the Tower of Babel knew!          
  
O Liberty, white Goddess! is it well  
To leave the gates unguarded? On thy breast  
Fold Sorrow’s children, soothe the hurts of fate,  
Lift the down-trodden, but with hand of steel  
Stay those who to thy sacred portals come          
To waste the gifts of freedom. Have a care  
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Lest from thy brow the clustered stars be torn  
And trampled in the dust. For so of old  
The thronging Goth and Vandal trampled Rome,  
And where the temples of the Cæsars stood          
The lean wolf unmolested made her lair. 

 

The refrain of the first two stanzas serves as a warning to citizens rather than as a welcome to 

foreigners. Tim Prchal argues that Aldrich’s preference for “gates” rather than Lazarus’ “golden 

door” connotes “protection against intruders (or, for that matter, against successful escapes) 

instead of the homier door image,” and that the invocation of gates in the title and throughout the 

poem is “to repel and not to welcome” newer immigrants (41). Aldrich’s unguarded gates protect 

an imaginary American landscape hosting plant-life diverse as the “Arab’s date-palm” and the 

“Norseman’s pine,” offering “realms wherein are fruits of every zone,” and ultimately suggesting 

a “later Eden planted in the wilds.” Evocative of Henry Nash Smith’s garden myth, this 

remarkable horticultural and agricultural richness is also a place of political equality and 

economic advantage where even “if a slave’s foot press it sets him free” and guaranteeing that 

every “[t]oil shall have its wage, / And Honor honor, and the humblest man / Stand level with the 

highest in the law.”6 By the end of the first stanza, Aldrich’s poet claims political visionaries, 

who may have been condemned in life for their politics, nevertheless earn a glimpse the fruits of 

their suffering when contemplating the natural and civic paradise represented by a republic in 

North America.  

In the second stanza, the poet contrasts the litany of vegetation in the North America 

garden to enumerations of the “wild, motley throng.” Against the Arab date-palm and Norse 

pine, which have found root and acclimated to North American soil, Aldrich lists the diverse 

origins of these immigrants who bring with them the contaminations of history: “Men from the 

Volga and the Tartar steppes, / Featureless figures of the Hoang-Ho, / Malayan, Scythian, 
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Teuton, Kelt, and Slav / Flying the Old World’s poverty and scorn.” Places of origin possess 

names even as the immigrants themselves remain “[f]eatureless figures,” an oxymoron 

exocitizing the Other while also denying that Other the dignity of individuality; moreover, these 

immigrants proudly bring their ancient prejudices as well as their “tiger passions,” threatening to 

undermine the egalitarian paradise outlined in the first stanza in the streets of large American 

cities, where their languages require an allusion to the Tower of Babel. At this moment, Aldrich 

plays upon the dialogism that ekphrasis fictively engages, construing the new immigrants as a 

cacophonous throng, implying the new barbarians, like their incomprehensible ancestors, will be 

unable to integrate within the grand chorus required by a later Eden.7  

If Lazarus highlights the gender of Liberty as distinct from the male Colossus of Rhodes 

and as a “Mother of Exiles,” then Aldrich prefers to see in the statue “a white Goddess” 

threatened by these new invaders. Writing about the rhetoric of immigration law in relation to 

eugenics and the immigrant body, June Dwyer argues that though Aldrich does not employ any 

scientific thinking in his condemnation of recent immigrants, he nevertheless conceives of their 

bodies in grotesque and disease-ridden terms. Unlike Lazarus’ Liberty, who embraces the abject, 

Aldrich construes immigrants in one letter as “jailbirds, professional murders, amateur 

lepers…and human gorillas generally [who] should be closely questioned at our Gates” (108, 

quoted from Greenslet 162). Though Aldrich does not explicitly ventriloquize the racially-coded 

Liberty, he nevertheless presumes to speak up for her. Liberty is once again alibi, but of a very 

different kind: Aldrich acts in this poem as a masculine protector not only of an ideal, but of the 

“later Eden planted in the wilds” promised by Liberty’s position. In a poetic gesture reminiscent 

of apostolic authority in heavenly keys—a key for binding and a key for loosing—Aldrich 

maintains a maternal aspect of Liberty for sympathetic populations but also urges his white 
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goddess to lift a “hand of steel” against those who would “waste the gifts of freedom.” 

Importantly, those populations deserving sympathy are metonymically connected with Liberty’s 

breast; those populations representing cultural and linguistic degradation should be treated as 

unworthy suitors, kept at arms distance lest they deprave Liberty.  

 

“The Lady Higher Up” 

O. Henry’s “The Lady Higher Up” is an ekphrastic story featuring a dialogue between the 

“Diana of the Tower” by Augustus Saint-Gaudens and the Statue of Liberty. Published in 

Henry’s 1910 collection, Strictly Business: More Stories for the Four Million, the subtitle a 

reference to the estimated population of New York City at the time (Bodkin 684), “The Lady 

Higher Up” was likely composed in 1903, around the time the second Saint-Gaudens’ Diana was 

erected atop the Madison Square Garden tower (a first version of the statue was removed 

because of its inappropriate scale). The statue shows Diana at the moment just before releasing 

an arrow from her bow (figure 4). In her first and second incarnations, Saint Gaudens’ Diana 

scandalized audiences with her nudity: the statue motivated the local Society for the Suppression 

of Vice to cover the body with robes, which were soon blown off by inclement weather.8 Robes 

having failed in their practical aims, Henry’s narrator provides humorous addenda to the 

description of the statue: the “constancy” represented by Diana is undermined by her 

“weathercock ways” atop the tower, her single scarf a “devotion to innocence,” and her leaping 

posture indicative of her urgency in catching a “Harlem train.” Henry envoices Diana with a 

“clear, rollicking soprano voice” and grants the Statue of Liberty a “City Hall brogue,” with 

Diana playing the role of eavesdropping socialite (she can overhear the plays performed in 

Madison Square Garden) and Liberty the lonely and ineffective guard.  



185 
 

More humorous pastiche than Bakhtinian folk comedy, “The Lady Higher Up” 

nevertheless dramatizes the supplementing of voice that occurs in ekphrasis. When Diana 

expresses surprise that her fellow goddess speaks with a brogue, Liberty humorously subverts the 

sentiments of Lazarus’ poem: “If ye wasn’t so light-headed and giddy,” a frustrated Liberty 

explains to Diana, “ye’d know I was made by a Dago and presented to the American people on 

behalf of the French government for the purpose of welcomin’ Irish immigrants into the Dutch 

City of New York.” No longer speaking in the iambics of a Petrarchan sonnet, Henry’s version 

of the Mother of Exiles is free to call attention to her tangled pedigree and draw parallels 

between her own history as a work of art with “foreign complications” and to the history of 

every resident living in New York City. Liberty follows this complication with effort of 

commiseration that I have been arguing extends to all public monuments: “Ye must know, Miss 

Diana, that ‘tis with statues the same as with people--’tis not their makers nor the purposes for 

which they created that influence the operations of their tongues at all--its the associations with 

which they become associated, I’m telling ye.” The monological utterance of Liberty has become 

enmeshed in associations, and this dialogic space influences the operations of a monument’s 

capacity to enter into Henry’s humorous satire.   

O. Henry’s story is satire, to be sure, a more light-hearted, literary equivalent to the 

Punch illustrated covers that so frequently associated the immigrants to New York City during 

the 1890s and early aughts with garbage.9 “The Lady Higher Up” ultimately communicates a 

deeply ambivalent position about the nation’s status as a golden door to immigrants. That Liberty 

speaks with a brogue and conceives of her office principally to hold up a torch and welcome “all 

them that survive the kicks that the steerage stewards give ’em while landin’” confirms Aldrich’s 

worst fears: the barbarians have flooded the golden gate, their babble infecting (was she not 
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always-already infected?) the white goddess guarding the harbor; however, in the commonplace 

of Liberty’s duties, she claims to hold up a torch to help immigrants. Neither Mother of Exiles 

nor overwhelmed white Goddess, Henry’s Liberty is a character caught in a series of 

compromises. The Irish brogue reveals what seems an open secret, one that may be troubling but 

which can nevertheless be poked at in the silliness of a dialogue between public monuments.  

 

NOTES 

																																																								
1 W.J.T. Mitchell plays upon the homophone of “sight” and “cite” in his broader discussion about ekphrasis and its 
relationship to hope and fear in “Ekphrasis and the Other,” a chapter included in Picture Theory.  
2 My use of the word “noise” as an active component in the dissemination and consumption of works of art has 
become a source of increasing interest for scholars. For an extensive meditation upon the role of artifacts in the 
recording and transmission of data, see Timothy Morton’s first chapter in Ecology with Nature (2007). For an 
anthropological investigation into mimesis, see Michael Taussig’s Mimesis and Alterity: A Particular History of the 
Senses (1993).  
3 Both Hertz and Mitchell call our attention to the potentially apotropaic associations with invoking the Medusa’s 
head from a psychoanalytic perspective. Hertz quotes extensively from Jean Laplanche’s commentaries on Freud to 
unpack the complex and sometimes contradictory interpretations of the Medusa upon the male psyche, ultimately 
elaborating a range of experiences: “Laplanche’s discussion of anxiety can help us to formulate a litany of nervous 
questions that may be imagined…questions that give expression to epistemological anxiety (can I trust my eyes?), to 
narcissism (can I hold myself together?), to sexual anxiety (can I hold on to my penis), to—beyond that—social and 
economic fears of myself?) or—put more grandly by one of this century’s grand hysterics—Can the center hold? or 
is mere anarchy to be loosed upon the world?” (31-2). For a follow-up and expansion of Hertz’s analysis, see 
Fineman Gallagher and Hertzel Fishmen’s essay, “More about ‘Medusa’s Head’” in Representations, no. 4, Autumn 
1983, pp. 55-72.  
4 For an extensive treatment of the history of the tabula ansata and its relationship to Roman law, see Elizabeth 
Meyer’s Legitimacy and law in the Roman world: tabulae in Roman belief and practice (2004).  
5 Morris draws upon a distinction originally made by Gassan Hage and picked up again by Donald Pease between 
passive and active citizenship. Lazarus’ depiction of immigrants in “The New Colossus,” Morris argues, is of a 
basically passive body that may be welcomed by the poet but excluded by the form and diction of that welcome: 
“Unless a linguistic transformation occurs, the poem’s classical frame strongly implies, the immigrants will remain 
passive citizens, uncanny figures for the National Other within the context of the National Same” (289).   
6 In Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and Myth (1950), Smith describes the development of the myth of 
the West as a space associated with empire and individual development: “The image of this vast and constantly 
growing agricultural society in the interior of the continent became one of the dominant symbols of nineteenth-
century American society -- a collective representation, a poetic idea (as Tocqueville noted in the early 1830’s) that 
defined the promise of American life. The master symbol of the garden embraced a cluster of metaphors expressing 
fecundity, growth, increase, and blissful labor in the earth, all centering about the heroic figure of the idealized 
frontier farmer armed with that supreme agrarian weapon, the sacred plow. Although the idea of the garden of the 
world was relatively static, resembling an allegorical composition like that depicted in the first illustration, its role in 
expressing the assumptions and aspirations of a whole society and the hint of narrative content supplied by the 
central figure of the Western farmer give it much of the character of a myth.”  
7 Terry Heller deviates from most readings of the poem at this moment: “Teutons comprise all speakers of Teutonic 
languages, including English. Tim Prchal recognizes that this is a problem.  If Aldrich is offering a list of races to be 
excluded from future immigration because at least some of them have unknown gods and rites and tiger passions 
that are destructive of American ideals, why does he include Teutons on this list?  Prchal's solution is that Aldrich 
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must want to end all immigration, to close the United States to all but the native born (41-2).  While this conclusion 
is possible, the more reasonable explanation is that Aldrich means that representatives of all of these peoples have 
flown from "the Old World's poverty and scorn" and have sought out "the later Eden." Therefore, he counsels the 
"white Goddess" to take in all of them: "On thy breast / Fold Sorrow’s children, soothe the hurts of fate, / Lift the 
down-trodden."  His grammar seems to make clear that he means literally what he says, that all immigrants, 
whatever their origins, who share these American ideals should be taken into the arms of the white goddess.  Even 
though many readers contrast Aldrich's poem with the famous Emma Lazarus sonnet that appears on a plaque at the 
base of the Statue of Liberty, when it comes to welcoming and comforting "your tired, your poor, / Your huddled 
masses yearning to breathe free," the two poems are in basic agreement.” Her entire reading of the poem can be 
found at: http://www.public.coe.edu/~theller/soj/u-rel/aldrich-gates-rd.html. 
8 For a more thorough history of transgressive female sexuality in New York City, see Paula Uruburu’s American 
Eve (2008). 
9 Established in 1841, Punch magazine would prove to be culturally and artistically lasting, developing the modern 
political cartoon on its many covers. According to the website, the magazine has produced “half a million cartoons 
on Empire & War, Art, Fashion, Social History, Science & Technology.” 
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Figure 2. 
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Conclusion 

The Horse of Stone and History in Conrad’s Nostromo 

 

Following the successful war for independence that partitions the Occidental Republic 

from Costaguana in Joseph Conrad’s Nostromo (1904), Captain Mitchell walks readers through 

the newly-christened capital of Sulaco. What had once been a sleepy town trading in ox-hides 

and indigos has become thoroughly ornamented with new construction, public monuments, and a 

street named after the new Constitution where Casa Gould still stands:   

“‘Lot of building going on, as you observe. Before the Separation it was a plain of burnt 

grass smothered in clouds of dust, with an ox-cart track to our Jetty. Nothing more. This 

is the Harbour Gate. Picturesque, is it not? Formerly the town stopped short there. We 

enter now the Calle de la Constitucion. Observe the old Spanish houses. Great dignity. 

Eh? I suppose it's just as it was in the time of the Viceroys, except for the pavement. 

Wood blocks now. Sulaco National Bank there, with the sentry boxes each side of the 

gate. Casa Avellanos this side, with all the ground-floor windows shuttered. A wonderful 

woman lives there—Miss Avellanos—the beautiful Antonia. A character, sir! A historical 

woman!’” (341) 

In this passage, the reader plays the role of willing victim to Captain Mitchell, suffering not only 

through a spatial periplum of the city, but also through the anecdotes and personal memories that 

supplement the various structures and monuments he describes.1 The “picturesque” Harbour 

Gate is therefore not only necessary for the increased commerce a politically stable and 

consolidated Occidental Republic encourages, but also serves to spatially mark the place where 

one stage of the town’s development ended and where another stage—what Mitchell later calls 
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the “future” in exclamation—begins. The nomenclature of the streets affirms the rule of law, the 

old Spanish houses lend “great dignity,” and some of these domiciles still house living historical 

figures. Here, of course, Captain Mitchell helps along the manufacturing of heritage, including 

even the strange but rich modifier that the “beautiful Antonio” is also an “historical woman,” 

retreated into a home shuttered against the constant improvements of Sulaco.  

In her essay about the rhetoric of development in the novel, Luz Ramirez calls Nostromo 

an example of “Americanist” literature, a genre that “compels readers to reevaluate their 

confidence in history and to reconceptualize the standard geographical divisions of East and 

West in light of north, south, and continental contingencies” (93). Ramirez considers Nostromo’s 

capacities to trouble tidy historical narratives, in particular the "optimism of development," 

emerge from the Gordian knot formed between Conrad's fiction and actual events (94): the 

National Central Railway of Costaguana, for instance, echoes the Panama National Railway 

connecting major ports between Columbia's Pacific and Atlantic coasts (95). Undergirding these 

various fictional projects and their historical predecessors, Ramirez points to a history of foreign 

loans and domestic corruption, of which the U.S. millionaire Holroyd and Pedro Montero serve 

as the novel's chief representatives, respectively. In addition to these fictional echoes, the names 

Conrad chooses for the geography of Costaguana speak to a complicated history of exploitation. 

The Isabels, the San Tome mine, the various practical appellations like Golfo Placida and Punta 

Mala, and the presence of an equestrian statue of Carlos IV, and the several ghost stories, 

especially of the gringo sailors at Punta Mala, speak to an earlier colonial order driven by a 

primarily maritime and religious orientation.2 The presence of British companies and projects, 

such as the Oceanic Steam Navigation Company and the National Central Railway, indicate 

more recent Anglophone interests and projects. Conrad's narrator foregrounds the incongruities 
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of OSN ships with names like the Juno, the Saturn, the Ganymede, and the Cerebrus becoming 

“the household words of a coast that had never been ruled by the gods of Olympus.”  

These diverse names are the linguistic attendant to the countryside of Costaguana and the 

new Occidental Republic, which are littered with the material remnants of a shared and 

complicated past. Spanish houses and the ruins of Franciscan convents persist alongside new 

monuments and a boardwalk; the geography around the San Tome mine has been radically 

transformed from development. In Rubble: The Afterlife of Destruction (2014), Gastón Gordillo 

surveys a landscape in northern Argentina that has been left devastated by large agribusiness 

practices. Originally, Gordillo sets out to study this region for an ethnographic study of colonial-

era ruins; however, the “soy boom” of the late 1990s and subsequent recession had so thoroughly 

complicated the landscape that Gordillo is left to develop new approaches and terminology to 

address the complexity. “After exploring a relatively wide region over four years while 

documenting the spatial and social legacy of multiple forms of destruction, I gradually learned 

that a more useful way to examine ruins in their myriad forms is to conceptually disintegrate 

them and treat them as rubble,” Gordillo writes. “And this forced me to think of rubble from new 

angles, and not simply as a set of objects but also as a concept” (1-2). Reminiscent of Walter 

Benjamin’s Angel of History, a character who marks progress according to an ever-raising 

column of debris, Gordillo’s rubble demands attention as an open-ended remainder of human 

activity and also as a node within a broader constellation of historical and economic factors. 

Elsewhere, William Viney calls the afterlife of objects “waste time,” an open-ended period when 

stuff has lost all apparent use-value and yet—physically persists. Collectively, we might say, the 

work of scholars like Gordillo and Viney, as well as the legacy of the Frankfurt School, is to 

identify ruins as the substantial shadow of an international capitalist order that so often promises 
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a better material existence during the opening stages of development and which leaves behind 

the sudden ruins of machinery and factories in its departure.     

Though set in a South American country during the twenty-first century, Gordillo’s 

recognition of the importance of rubble to understanding the logic of neoliberal practices offers 

the literary scholar an important lens to better understanding the dynamics of capitalism, history, 

and nation-building in Nostromo, which features a cast of characters haunted by the failures of 

revolutions. Sometimes ecclesiastical, sometimes political, and sometimes economic, these 

revolutions leave behind distinct traces of rubble, relics, and monuments in their wake, requiring 

characters to negotiate the uncomfortable disruptions and juxtapositions their presence causes in 

the rhetoric of progress. Charles Gould, heir of the San Tome mine concession and the so-called 

“King of Sulaco,” displays the saber of his grandfather in a second book case. The old 

Garibaldino Giorgio Viola keeps a portrait of the beloved revolutionary in his café. During the 

reopening of the San Tome mine, engineers shifted and then blocked the course of a river, 

destroying a picturesque waterfall remembered only by a watercolor sketch rendered by Mrs. 

Gould. An equestrian statue of the Spanish King Carlos IV--so ancient the locals simply call it 

the “Horse of Stone”--dominates Sulaco's plaza. Rather than affirm a triumphant history, 

however, these items make a tidy historical narrative impossible. For Viola protecting his cafe 

during a mob uprising following the discovery of the deposed President-Dictator Ribiera in 

Sulaco, the proud figure cut by Garibaldi contrasts with his potentially mortal confrontation with 

thieves who know nothing of liberty. For Gould, the saber grounds the warden of the San Tome 

mine to the complicated and often violent history of South America: an Uncle Gould, we are told 

early on, died from a summary execution during the horrific reign of Bento. Among the oldest of 

all existing structures in Sulaco, the Horse of Stone, has come to represent the dominance of 
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distant powers, perhaps the only certainty residents of the port city can rely upon for the 

foreseeable future.     

Of course, Nostromo is neither the first nor the last of Conrad’s novels to feature 

landscapes peppered with ruins and monuments. His first novel, Almayer’s Folly (1895), takes its 

name from the popular nickname of a Dutch trader’s foolish choice for the location of a home. In 

Heart of Darkness (1899), Marlow struggles to account for the brutality of working conditions 

and the stupidity of industrial projects upon entering the Belgian Congo. And the narrator of 

Victory (1915) initiates his story with the atomic similarities between ash and diamonds before 

indulging in a lengthy description of the rusting ruins of the Tropical Belt Coal Company. These 

various examples indicate Conrad’s ongoing interest in what Jacky Bowring and Simon Waffield 

call “recent ruins,” structures unexpectedly or prematurely fallen to rubble. These ruins activate a 

sense of tragedy and trauma rather than the process of reflection Jean Starobinski associates with 

the encounter with ancient ruins. In the context of Conrad’s storytelling, such ruins suggest a 

shrinking world: the rotting Dutch house in Indonesia, the railroad to nowhere in the Belgian 

Congo, and the rusting hulk of a factory suggest that other imperial powers had reached these 

places before our principal characters, exhausting their capital and their resources before leaving 

behind only material remainders of their presence. As Janice Ho has argued from an extensive 

reading of the late essay “Geography and Some Explorers,” Conrad and many other citizens of 

empire were convinced by the late nineteenth century that improvements in technology—

cartography, shipping, and communications—had rendered the world a smaller place (2). 

Keeping Ho’s analysis in mind, Conrad’s ruins complicate the exotic locales associated with 

adventure romance, which dramatized adventures in those white places of the map that could be 

freshly reached by Europeans. In Conrad’s imagination, the genre must reckon with a world 
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thoroughly mapped, colonized, and now exploited for material gain, with European ruins rusting 

in tropical Africa, Indonesia, and South America.  

Nowhere is this process of “development” and its connection to the rhetoric of nation-

building more richly rendered than Nostromo. Conrad considered the novel his largest canvas, 

one capable of expressing the opinions of characters ranging from the cynical assertions of Dr. 

Moneygham that all human activity is driven by “material interests” and the imperial Protestant 

optimism of the tycoon Holroyd, who insists that the United States will run the world whether 

the world wants it or not. The geography of the Occidental Republic and of Costaguana doubles 

as palimpsest for convoluted histories of colonialism, independence, and political disappointment 

that have marked five centuries of history in South America. Famously, the stylistic and generic 

incongruities Frederic Jameson identifies throughout Conrad’s oeuvre reach their artistic 

apotheosis in the narrative structure of Nostromo, which manages to represent the entanglements 

of international capital with the South American state through the adventure romance of the 

lighter’s escape with the silver of the mine (272). These entanglements temper the happy ending 

promised by an independent Occidental Republic, as the ultimate corruption of the eponymous 

Nostromo parallels the deeper corruption of a measured, populist revolution serving British and 

U.S. interests.  

Though it may seem odd to conclude a dissertation about American literature with a text 

from Conrad, Nostromo dramatizes the ascent of the United States into a hemispheric imperial 

power, one committed to the continued exploitation of silver from the Occident Republic; 

moreover, the final chapters of the novel go into great depth about how that revolution manifests 

in the heritage of national spaces and monuments throughout the new capital of Sulaco. These 

new structures and monuments, I will be arguing, represent the implementation and also the 
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development of new cultural technologies designed to benefit a cadre of international interests. 

In his introduction to Cultures of United States Imperialism, Donald Pease reminds us of the 

important role culture—especially in its anthropological inflection—plays in the mapping, 

touring, and ultimate development of the Americas (22-3).3 Mitchell explains the Horse of Stone, 

an equestrian statue of King Carlos IV was removed because it was an “anachronism.” As he 

walks the reader through the new national spaces and monuments, he returns again and again to 

the rhetoric of development by reminding his visitors of the material changes the city has already 

witnessed in a matter of months; however, his recognition of the Horse of Stone’s removal 

emphasizes a strange moment of hesitation in an otherwise triumphant narrative: what cultural 

threat does the “anachronism” pose?           

In this final chapter, I will be putting the artifact back on its pedestal; or rather, I will be 

looking very closely at why an anachronism--an artifact completely removed from contemporary 

relevance--should be the one monument removed from Sulaco's pantheon. The Horse, which 

seems almost palpably present because of its absence, thus chimes with broader narrative 

structures and elisions within Nostromo. The Monterist Revolution, for instance, which unseats 

Ribiera and motivates the principal action of the novel, remains an event cited rather than 

represented, a point Frederic Jameson emphasizes as "present/absent in the most classic 

Derridean fashion, present only in its initial absence, absent when it is supposed to be most 

intensely present” (270). Captain Mitchell's tour, of course, plays precisely upon these binaries 

of presence and absence, apostrophe and event: we are asked, through vivid descriptions, to see 

what cannot be seen. Captain Mitchell's tour thus involves a triad of speaker-citation-reader, a 

structure underlying ekphrasis as a narrative mode. Captain Mitchell's commitment to explaining 

away an absence paradoxically provides the grist for the mill of ideological analysis, rendering a 
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missing statue into the very symptom that makes such interpretations possible. The wager of this 

conclusion is therefore analogous to the general wager of this dissertation: by focusing on 

moments of curation in literature—moments I am arguing are basically ekphrastic—the scholar 

must necessarily move from close to symptomatic reading in order to fully account how speaking 

for pictures is also, in the case of Captain Mitchell, also speaking for global interests even as he 

praises local accomplishments.  

 

The Sulaco Tour with Captain Mitchell 

Throughout this dissertation, I have borrowed James A.W. Heffernan’s definition of the 

term—the literary representation of graphic representation—and the implications of that 

definition for purposes of better understanding what authors might gain by writing about national 

spaces. The peculiar case of the Horse of Stone, however, brings me now to an important 

component of Heffernan’s analysis that hitherto has remained underexplored: the 

“changelessness” that poets often write about (and perhaps even seek) from an artifact and how 

this changelessness tends to rely on formalist readings. In Museum of Words, Heffernan chooses 

Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn” as his example of this phenomenon, arguing that while the poet 

no doubt seeks after the changelessness associated with the surface details of the urn, the poet 

can only deal in fiction what the object accomplishes in form. On this point, W.J.T. Mitchell 

agrees, claiming that the longstanding obsession of twentieth century scholars like Joseph Frank 

and Murray Krieger to identify and defend “still moments” in literature amounts to a confusion 

of Lessing’s argument.4 These earlier scholars, who had found examples of literary form 

borrowed from plastic arts in examples as diverse as Joyce’s Ulysses, Barnes’ Nightwood, and 

Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn” had sought to sustain a New Critical project under the 
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terminology first offered by Lessing, preserving the artifact of literary form by associating it with 

the very urns, paintings, and cities this literature referenced.  

The Horse of Stone complicates this generational divide between scholars of interarts 

literature. The Horse of Stone accomplishes in form what Frank and Krieger find in modernist 

literary works; however, by labeling the equestrian statue an “anachronism,” Captain Mitchell 

makes clear that encountering the changelessness offered by the statue amounts to a problem 

rather than an ideal: art has here become too effective, remains too durable, to be tolerated by a 

new regime defined by progress. Here then is the unusual case of an unchanging artifact that 

needs a curator. Such policing has become necessary because the very changelessness of the 

artifact has come to communicate, accidentally and entirely by context, a counter-narrative to the 

triumphant birth of the Occidental Republic that Mitchell is so eager to reinforce. For those 

educated visitors to Sulaco, the equestrian statue of Carlos IV recalls the ineffective reign of a 

Spanish king who abdicated in the face of ineffectively allying Spain with France. The 

associations here of poor leadership and foreign meddling uncomfortably speaks to the presence 

of so many American and British interests involved in the building up of Sulaco. The removal of 

an “anachronism” therefore becomes essential to giving birth to the new nation, which ostensibly 

has been freed by the shackles of exploitation through historical progress.    

As literary figure, the Horse of Stone and its various curations throughout Nostromo 

bring together the two great strands of thinking regarding interarts literature: as an 

“anachronism,” the Horse of Stone fulfills the highest function of art, achieving a roundedness so 

absolute that the arrow of its apostrophe—King Carlos IV—has been completely lost to the 

Sulaco community; however, by its very resistance to recent history, the Horse of Stone also 

inspires different curations, ranging from the indifference of locals, the astonishment of bandits, 
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or the anxieties of a Captain Mitchell. But the Horse of Stone is also a symbolic artifact, an 

object that has essentially lost connection to living context. By using a term like “artifact” to 

describe the equestrian statue, I wish to conjure especially its associations with formalist 

approaches to interpreting works of art. In Anglo-American literary studies, the New Criticism 

remains the most influential formalist approach, accomplishing consensus of interpretation 

through the close reading of what Warren Hedges describes as an “autotelic artifact.” The 

waning popularity of New Criticism in the academy during the latter decades of the twentieth-

century has been often attributed to its silence on matters of culture and history, which are more 

centrally addressed by the various symptomatic readings that have supplanted formalism in the 

academy.5 Even as many scholars, such as Harry Berger, urge a more nuanced challenge to New 

Criticism through close reading, this critique often establishes symptomatic reading as the 

practice of mere opposition.6 Though myriad, these "symptomatic" critiques of the New 

Criticism often focus upon the ideal of text-as-artifact as itself the function of ideology, fulfilling 

a desire to keep out discourses threatening the sanctity of established institutions and 

interpretations. In the recent tradition of literary studies, the artifact has become a kind of 

bogeyman within the symptomatic imagination--a creature to be attacked or feared but never to 

be studied as a subject unto itself.  

This synthesis of two major strands of ekphrastic thought represents an apotheosis for 

this dissertation, which has sought to not only disentangle the Gordian knot of interarts traditions 

but to also associate some of these traditions to the formation and critique of national identity. I 

have sought to illuminate and develop a new kind of archive from the existing scholarship 

surrounding ekphrasis, arguing literature about monuments, ruins, and commemorative places 

seeks to curate these sites for ulterior--and ultimately political--motives. As Mitchell walks 
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through the city, he deliberately expands upon the monuments and their inscriptions, adding his 

own opinions and reflections on historical figures: 

 “‘Here,’ he would say, pointing to a niche in the wall of the dusky aisle, ‘you see the 

bust of Don Jose Avellanos, “Patriot and Statesman,” as the inscription says, “Minister to 

Courts of England and Spain, etc., etc., died in the woods of Los Hatos worn out with his 

lifelong struggle for Right and Justice at the dawn of the New Era.” A fair likeness. 

Parrochetti's work from some old photographs and a pencil sketch by Mrs. Gould. I was 

well acquainted with that distinguished Spanish-American of the old school, a true 

Hidalgo, beloved by everybody who knew him. The marble medallion in the wall, in the 

antique style, representing a veiled woman seated with her hands clasped loosely over her 

knees, commemorates that unfortunate young gentleman who sailed out with Nostromo 

on that fatal night, sir. See, “To the memory of Martin Decoud, his betrothed Antonia 

Avellanos.” Frank, simple, noble. There you have that lady, sir, as she is. An exceptional 

woman.’” (343) 

Busts and medallions preserve what has already been lost to us. Mitchell’s loquacity bespeaks 

anxiety about context loss, a basic understanding that transforming the likeness of Don Jose 

Avellanos or Martin Decoud or Antonia Avellanos into busts or medallions does not provide all 

the information for future readers to get the whole story or complete picture. His curation 

functions as a de facto supplement to these various buildings and monuments, adding to an 

original structure or object a literary description providing additional information. Returning to 

Captain Mitchell, then, we can detect something of this anxiety when he begins to read us the 

inscriptions. Already literary supplements, these epigrams become catalysts for Mitchell’s own 

additions: because Don Avellanos’ contributions and death are not sufficient, Mitchell will not 
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only provide too much information about the artistic sources for the likeness, but will also seek 

to recover the Adamic capacities of the epigram by bestowing another name to his friend: a “true 

Hidalgo.”  

In an Author's Note published in 1917, Conrad explicitly draws a connection between the 

notion of Great Men with the monuments dotting the city of Sulaco. After a lengthy reflection 

involving principal characters of the novel from Decoud to Nostromo himself, Conrad 

recognizes in Antonia a character almost lifted from his biography, “modeled” on his first love. 

This Laura-like figure remains, for Conrad, the one character who persists into the present long 

after the events of the novel have been brought to a close: 

“That's why I long sometimes for another glimpse of the "beautiful Antonia" (or can it be 

the Other?) moving in the dimness of the great cathedral, saying a short prayer at the 

tomb of the first and last Cardinal-Archbishop of Sulaco, standing absorbed in filial 

devotion before the monument of Don Jose Avellanos, and, with a lingering, tender, 

faithful glance at the medallion-memorial to Martin Decoud, going out serenely into the 

sunshine of the Plaza with her upright carriage and her white head; a relic of the past 

disregarded by men awaiting impatiently the Dawns of other New Eras, the coming of 

more Revolutions.” (411) 

Conrad's belated imagination transforms Antonia into a living relic, surrounded not only by the 

ancient architecture of the Spanish viceroyalty but also the modern monuments of those lost 

during Partition. Importantly, Conrad's language suggests an acceleration of New Eras augured 

by more Revolutions even as Antonio remains fixed in habit and in appearance.  

Material interests, to borrow Dr. Moneygham's term, operate alongside these revolutions, 

often appropriating the rhetoric of progress and emancipation from political movements toward 
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capitalist ends. When then-President-Dictator Ribiera visits Sulaco to commemorate the digging 

of a new railroad, for instance, he expresses surprise at the remoteness of the port. Mrs. Gould 

responds that Sulaco had once been the site of “‘the highest ecclesiastical court for two 

viceroyalties,’” to which Riberiera answers with the promise of a salvation only to be discovered 

from material gain: “‘We can’t give you your ecclesiastical court back again; but you shall have 

more steamers, a railway, a telegraph-cable—a future in the great world which is worth infinitely 

more than any amount of ecclesiastical past. You shall be brought in touch with something 

greater than two viceroyalties” (29). Ribiera, of course, will not witness this great future with his 

own eyes, underscoring the close relationship politics plays with development. The railway, 

already controversial with the aristocratic ranchers who make up the spine of the Blanco party 

and the base of Ribiera's support are unable, ultimately, to provide security enough for the 

responsible extraction of silver to outside buyers. For this reason, words of revolutionary import 

in the novel involve a set of neoliberal assumptions. The achievement of a stable government in 

the Occidental Republic is more the accomplishment of a coherent supply-chain than a 

revolution in the model of Garibaldi. 

  Amidst this constellation of celebratory monuments, an equestrian statue so old that 

locals had called it simply the Horse of Stone—a name suggestive of referent loss—becomes an 

embarrassment:  

 “‘The equestrian statue that used to stand on the pedestal over there has been removed. It 

was an anachronism,’ Captain Mitchell commented, obscurely. ‘There is some talk of 

replacing it by a marble shaft commemorative of Separation, with angels of peace at the 

four corners, and bronze Justice holding an even balance, all gilt, on the top. Cavaliere 

Parrochetti was asked to make a design, which you can see framed under glass in the 
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Municipal Sala. Names are to be engraved all round the base. Well! They could do no 

better than begin with the name of Nostromo. He has done for Separation as much as 

anybody else, and,’ added Captain Mitchell, ‘has got less than many others by it—when 

it comes to that.’” (346)       

As the Horse of Stone, the equestrian statue marks an ironic failure on the part of the monument, 

which now stands as formal artifact rather than as commemorative figure, reduced to a blunt 

recognition of its shape and materiality. In these two aspects, the Horse of Stone stands as a 

microcosm for Costaguana itself. Jacques Berthoud and Mara Kalnins translate “Costaguana” 

literally as the “Coast of Palms”; however, the editors acknowledge that the “connotation” of 

guano, the droppings of birds along the South American Pacific coast, “is not absent” from the 

meaning of a country associated with natural resources (432). The elimination of this 

“anachronism” is itself an ideological act in much the same way partitioning and christening the 

new Occidental Republic functions: both instances suggest a sweeping away of history based in 

material interests, replaced instead by a future monument saluting revolution and a country 

named after a cardinal direction. The Horse of Stone demands removal precisely because its 

status as an artifact refuses adaptation into the new publics being created in the redeveloped 

Sulaco. This refusal has to do with the monuments longstanding role as an artifact, self-sufficient 

to the point that its reference to a Spanish king has been completely lost during two wars of 

independence. But the refusal of this object also points to its political subversion: in a novel 

portraying the cynical exploitation of a region by various imperial powers, including the Spanish, 

the Costaguanan military, the British, and finally by the United States, the Horse of Stone 

awkwardly points to the region’s comprador status, susceptible to the whims and exploitations of 

outside powers.  
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 Like much of the fiction in Nostromo, the Horse of Stone emerges from Conrad’s 

considerable reading of global events. Though Keith Carabine associates the notional statue of 

Carlos IV in Nostromo with a similar statue of the Spanish king in Mexico City, Christopher 

Cairney argues that Étienne Maurice Falconet's equestrian statue of Peter the Great in St. 

Petersburg serves as a more robust inspiration for the Horse of Stone. Commissioned by 

Catherine the Great, Falconet’s statue stands upon the largest stone every moved by human 

beings, the so-called Thunder Stones. In another ironic instance of a poem conquering a 

colossus, Peter the Great’s statue has come to be known as the “The Bronze Horseman” from a 

poem written by Alexander Pushkin. Cairney parses the gap between the official iconography of 

the statue and the vigilante interpretation provided by Pushkin's poem: "While 'The Bronze 

Horseman' was historically seen as protective and leading Russia to the west while resisting 

Sweden and Finland, Pushkin's interpretation saw Peter the Great in contemporary terms as 

representing Nicholas I; Russians, in other words, were being trampled under autocracy's 

hooves" (111). Cairney's analysis reinforces the important gap existing between collective and 

individual responses to official iconography discussed in Chapter Four, a gap that Conrad 

exploits in the displaced form of an equestrian statue to a Spanish, rather than Russian, occupier. 

Though the Horse of Stone in Nostromo and Pushkin's “The Bronze Horseman” speak to 

different political concerns, both texts exploit the persistence of monuments to offer subversive 

literary interpretations. 
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NOTES

																																																								
1 The periplum is an effort to orient readers through curation rather than through cartography, capturing the complex 
experiences of touring a place through language alone. The tradition of the periplum dates back to ancient Greece, 
when sailors employed vivid descriptions to warn of dangers and of safe harbors. The genre of the periplum would 
become especially useful to Ezra Pound’s poetic practice in The Pisan Cantos (1948). K. Alfons Knauth, writing 
about the tradition of the polyglot qualities of the periplum in The Pisan Cantos, cites the Odyssey to distinguish the 
difference between literary curation from cartography: “Since the periplum of history has to be mapped not in a 
study, but on the sailing ship of Odysseus the poet—‘periplum, not as land looks on a map / but as sea bord seen by 
men sailing’ (324)—the linguistic perspective of this periplum is to be naturally multilingual. This is an intrinsic 
principle of a genuine migratory and metamorphic poetics. The poet completely identifies with the historic personae 
he talks about, he talks to and he talks through, to the point that he speaks their own language, or rather speaks his 
own foreign language” (230).      
2 For an extensive analysis of how ghost stories and religious practices maintain a culture of exploitation in 
Costaguana, see Stephen Ross’ Conrad and Empire. 
3 “The anthropological concept of culture depended upon the Americas as the theater for colonial encounters 
wherein it discovered its objects as well as its mode of knowledge,” Pease argues. “When resituated within the 
inexorable logics of imperialism, modernization, and world capitalism, these imperial encounters resulted in cultural 
technologies that in facilitating colonization and colonial rule had also spawn the utterly new sociopolitical 
categories of nationality, race, geography, history, ethnicity, and gender…As an ongoing cultural project, U.S. 
imperialism is thus best understood as a complex and interdependent relationship with hegemonic as well as 
counterhegemonic modalities of coercion and resistance” (22-3). Thus the achievement of an independent 
Occidental nationality at the conclusion of the novel marks one such modality, nominally counterhegemonic but 
ultimately predicated upon its material support for world capitalism.   
4 “The distinction between the temporal and the spatial arts, then, turns out to operate only at the first level of 
representation, the level of direct or ‘convenient relation’ (bequemes Verhältnis) between sign and signified,” 
Mitchell explains in “The Politics of Genre: Space and Time in Lessing’s Laocoon” (1984). “At a second level of 
inference where representation occurs ‘indirectly’ (andeutungsweise), the signifieds of painting and poetry become 
signifiers in their own right, and the boundaries between the temporal and spatial arts dissolve” (102).  
5 I am arguing here that symptomatic readings—typically employing a psychoanalytic, Marxist, or feminist 
methodology—have correspondingly supplemented close reading, which has traditionally been associated with 
formalist practices (though, practically speaking, no decent symptomatic reading is without a close reading). For a 
survey of these distinctions, as well as an analysis of so-called “data rich” reading approaches, see Katherine Bode’s 
“The Equivalence of ‘Close’ and ‘Distant’ Reading; or, Toward a New Object for Data-Rich Literary History” in 
Modern Language Quarterly, vol. 78, no. 1.  
6 Berger is here complementing the opinions of Hayden White: “The cultural studies program is sometimes reduced 
to an oppositional vehicle sporting the bumper sticker that tells you to Question authority, and sometimes its 
commitment to raising social and political consciousness is coupled with a cavalier attitude toward close reading. 
This is too bad, since the cultural critique of New Criticism and its canon is most effective when it appropriates the 
method of its New Critical target and redirects attention from the form of the content to the content of the form 
(Hayden White). An oppositional reading can't be less powerful, technically less skillful, than the reading it 
opposes” (78). 
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